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Counterinsurgency: America's Strategic Burden
20 November 2009, Center on Law and Security, New York City

21 November 2009

Memorandum of Transmittal by Robert David STEELE Vivas
Subject:  Counterinsurgency Conference Overview

Mr. Jason Liszkiewicz, Executive Director of the Earth Intelligence Network (EIN) and resident in NYC, attended the 20 November 2009 conference on counterinsurgency (speakers identified on page two), and provided me with the notes on pages 3-9.  Below is my own exploitation of these notes.
IGNORANT US POLICYMAKERS.  We have policymakers with crippling illusions about how the world is—worst ever—people in policy positions do not understand the problems they are making policy on—Congress is unsophisticated about Afghanistan; Washington-area decision-makers vastly misunderstand the enemy—Taliban is a super-bag  adapting super-fast.  This is NOT about Al Qaeda having a home base.  Congress lacks next of kin engaged.
CORRUPT AFGHAN OFFICIALS.  Afghan government officials own 32% of the Palm Islands in Dubai—election was “industrial-strength fraud”—tsunami of cash (US, Saudi, others) drives corruption.  NOTE:  No Afghans on any of the panels.
US LACKS AREA KNOWLEDGE & STRATEGY.  We really do not “get” the Afghanistan-Pakistan-India  context, detail, etcetera.  US “strategy” of “ten cities” is a mirror of the Soviet strategy before defeat.  Doctrine is not a substitute for Strategy.  Water (Indus River) is central to Pakistan-India relationship (Kashmir is about water).  Question NOT being asked: how do we do this without a US ground presence?  “Cheap coat of paint” approach to challenges.  “Tactics without strategy is noise before defeat.”  Saudi money, Pakistan-Taliban axis will outlast US money and US ground presence.
COUNTERINSURGENCY MANUAL LACKING.  Counterinsurgency manual is not realistic and warps policy debate—the reality of poppy crops is not in the manual, not in the “strategy/doctrine”
UN, AID, NGO OOB NOT WORKNG.  UN not working, its role not thought out, shortfalls in specialized everything.  Local corruption and family-political angling for contracts lead to some IED’s intended to block or redirect contract funds.  AID  giving contracts to Americans, not Afghans.  US has no ability to create ministries from scratch.  Civilian capabilities non-existent or not understood by military when they do show up.  No inter-agency planning in part because the civilians have no idea why they are there or what they should do.
LOST IN TRANSLATION.  Continue to lack Pashto translators.   More Pashto speakers within NYPD than in all US forces across Afghanistan

EXIT OPPORTUNITIES.  Afghan Army most respected institution in country, best fighters but worst policemen.  US ground presence makes things worse.  Solutions have to be Afghan.  Afghan population wants sovereignty and independence.  US troops simply surviving, not campaigning.
On page 10 I provide the “Lessons Learned” from my 1992 study of USMC operations.  

NOVEMBER 20, 2009
 

The Center on Law and Security at NYU School of Law
 

COUNTERINSURGENCY:  AMERICA'S STRATEGIC BURDEN 
 

featuring 
Lt. Col. John Nagl (Ret.), president, Center for a New American Security
David Kilcullen, The Crumpton Group, and author of The Accidental Guerilla 
Janine Davidson, Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense for Plans, U.S. Department of Defense
Roger Cressey, Good Harbor Consulting, former Director of Transnational Threats on the National Security Council 
Ambassador Michael Sheehan, Torch Hill Partners, former Deputy for Counterterrorism, NYPD
Peter Bergen, CNN Terrorism Analyst, author of The Osama bin Laden I Know
Steve Coll, author of Ghost Wars, and writer for The New Yorker
Steven Simon, Senior Fellow, Council on Foreign Relations
Christine Fair, Senior Political Scientist, RAND Corporation
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First Session

+ Special ops lacks the special (what it used to be)
+ Doctrine is not grand strategy (it's the how but not the why)
+ A claim was made that America has different standards related to corruption than Afghanistan does
+ Perennial issue of capacity of military and civilian ops (mention of capacity versus capability was not clear)
+ Misperceptions about the role/capabilities of the State Department

+ Issue of legal authority of military-civilian ops

+ America doesn't have institutions that build institutions like the ministry of agriculture or commerce
+ American systems are not designed to deal with long term thinking/long term strategy (“short termitis” & “cheap coat of paint” terms mentioned)
+  Perennial issue of the ambivalence of America's role
+ Afghan corruption and crime mentioned within about 10 minutes of the first session
+ Issue of eminent domain to pay for houses that are destroyed to build roads where IED's are then planted by the Taliban and off-duty Afghan military to prevent new roads from being paved due to A&A contracts not being awarded (family political ties).
+  Platitudes substituting for legitimate government
+ Afghanistan lacks conflict of interest laws
+ Afghan gov officials own 32% of the Palm Islands in Dubai
+ Conceptualization of counterinsurgency in the counterinsurgency manual's definition(s) can be applied to all political violence throughout history
+ Manual definition(s) warp policy debate because they are concepts that are not achievable
+ Manual definition(s) makes sense but they are not achievable because they are not realistic
+ Need for a robust human terrain mapping, network-relations, socio-culture context

+ Blowing things up (IEDs) is a socio-culture message
+ Open sources tell us that the current situation is not new
+ Five distinct groups have been called “Taliban”
+ 136 districts?
+ Afghanistan is not a tribal issue like in Iraq
+ Redefine “end state” or augment methods/pursuits
+ “Irregular warfare” mentioned
+ Strange military saying: “if you can skin a cat, you can skin a kitten” but the kitten turns out to be an alligator
+ Germany and Russia strong states in decades past seen as a threat. Now, weak/failed states are seen as the threat (fears of American cities being poisoned). 
+ Definition of legitimacy determined by security or theocracy
+ Islamic literature mentioning social contracts compared to Mayflower compact (as a weak example)

+ Audience member asked if the DoD stood for “Dept of Detention” and swift justice by blood or money mentioned
+ “Moderate missiles” mentioned
+ four times more likely to be killed in Iraq than in Afghanistan
+ Security partnership with Iraq for the next decade
+ Afghan army described as world's best fighters but the world's worst police force
+ Afghan national army as the most respected institution in Afghanistan

+ U.S. has not put enough resources into the Afghan national army 

+ Who controls the ground controls the message
+ Audience member mentioned that in the first session, the U.N. was not mentioned, and NATO only once
+ There's never enough specialized forces
+ Bringing the UN into Afghanistan was not well thought out
+ Your enemy flows to your weakest spots
+ Good stories have been told about the Danes and the Dutch (Canadians, too)

+ UN's institutional constraints
+ Congress and Senate % who don't have kids in the military affecting their voting. Me: Worthy of death/blood sacrifice
+ Saint Augustine mentioned as writing that the purpose of war is to build a better peace

Second Session
+ The patriarchal and the religious relating to legitimacy
+ I was told by someone I know that a lot of the Marxist NYU professors attended the event
+ Americans (policy-makers?) vastly misunderstood the enemy
+ “Accidental guerrillas” versus “committed jihadis” in the south Afghanistan/Kandahar
+ General Patraeus' “S3” was in attendance
+ “Ten cities” strategy is a mirror image of the Soviet strategy
+ Over-estimation of Afghan army size (32,000 and not 92,000?) and over budgeting
+ Joke that we haven't been in Afghanistan 8 yrs, we've been there 1 yr, 8 times.
+ 2001-2005, you can replace the term “Afghan” with “Vietnamese”
+ Definition: Counter-insurgency = Political reform + economic development + guerrilla ops
+ “Memories vary”
+ American imprint = increase in the amounts of blood and money spent
+ 1980's definition of irregular warfare was known as low intensity conflict which was a sub-set, not a priority
+ Ask the wrong question, and never get the right answer
+ “How do we win a counterinsurgency” as the wrong question...ask “why have we been successful recently after 2001 in counter-terrorism/debilitating Al-Qaeda?” “How does on the ground troops contribute to the problems you're trying to solve?” “How can we envision a non-U.S. Presence strategy across the board with Pakistan?”
+ There has been a misreading of the history of insurgencies
+ American presence unifies the opposition. Man who served in El Salvador and Philippines said he recommended the same thing he recommends now for Afghanistan, to not have a U.S. presence in the country
+ Actual quote: “Desert storm was the last 'neat' war”
+ Efforts since 2007 have helped codify what to do in Afghanistan
+ Lack of guidance before 2007
+ Have faith in subordinate tactical units, bottom-up cutting edge
+ Failures did not occur on a tactical level, “the kids figured things out.”
+ Executive officer of civil affairs met with those he was going to work with in Afghanistan only 3 weeks before his line of departure (he previously served in Somalia)
+ National problem of not developing strategic leaders to commit resources and prestige...ambiguity is killing us.
+ Lack of proper inter-agency planning due to no good idea of why we are in Afghanistan, it was done so fast and so ill-thought.
+ Demand from our leaders to invest in planning or no good will come out of it and won't be taken seriously
+ We confuse our enemies and our friends
+ Lessons learned in the past working with civilians to reduce corruption?
+ Pashto translators severely lacking
+ Foreign service officers---what do they do specifically, do we need them? Or will a local person work
+ For counterinsurgency, less is more
+ We're ignoring that there is a political solution
+ You can't build a roof when the walls are on fire...Afghanistan is a house on fire.
+ Solutions-structure has to come from Afghans
+ Don't reinvent countries
+ Better for them to do it badly then for us to do it well
+ Is there an end game in Afghanistan?
+ District-level PRT's (clan-level)
+ Gross misunderstanding that Al-Qaeda is bred from failed states
+ We have policy-makers with crippling illusions about how the world is. This is a deep problem, and probably the worst it's ever been
+ Problem of counter-terrorist commandos working with tribal leaders/elders
+ Military leaders need to be careful when blaming civil servants


Third Session
+ International Crisis Group as the premiere research NGO
+ No Afghans present on the panels
+ Sun Tsu: Strategy without tactics is the slowest route to victory. Tactics without strategy is the noise before defeat 
+ We haven't grasped the Afghan-Pakistan-India relations/connections
+ Afghan view is that U.S. left after defeat of the Soviets, so they ask “will you leave us again?”
+ Pakistan view of “how will we be the day after the U.S. Leaves?
+ Fragmentation and disunity, the need to heal the rifts between leaders
+ Narrative of why we are in Afghanistan
+ Afghan elections were “industrial strength fraud”
+ Excessive focus on more troops or less troops is because it's the only thing that can be controlled 
+ No transparency into our system of aid
+ district and sub-district matters
+ Karzai doesn't control the troops or the budget
+ Since Pakistan is “truly nasty,” Afghanistan is doomed to fail
+ Diminish footprint in Afghanistan to create space in order to regress Pakistan funding aggression/Taliban
+ Even if we leave Afghanistan, the Saudis will fund Pakistan-Taliban connections
+ counterinsurgency works on a retail basis
+ What we are doing now is not what is in the counterinsurgency manual (FM 324?) in regards to strengthening the state and connecting with the population
+ There is a “tsunami of cash” flowing in Afghanistan that is driving corruption in government

+ Bad government behavior = rape, exploitation of population
+ Discredit, exhaust, depart wreckage
+ Poppy Rage: Can grow crops 3 times on the same land, no fertilizer is needed, no risk in delivery, winter crop, doesn't compete with food crops, fuels cycle...and this cycle is not in the counterinsurgency manual
+ Break cycle by (serious joke?) giving a 12x14 glossy photo of the Taliban's 1996 hanging of the Afghan president to Karzai and tell him do so and so or else
+ Need for bottom-up peace building
+ Indiana database that shows 411 wars since 1816 where 83% were insurgencies
+ Karzai is paid/supported with $200,000/month in protection + whatever else that pays for
+ Afghan election equipment was sold...the speed of throwing the elections together showed fraud
+ Book “Opium Season” recommended, author spent a year in Afghan poppy business(?)
+ “Narcotecture”
+ Development during war is not a good idea and not counterinsurgency
+ Killing Al-Qaeda leaders made warfare worse
+ Americans could not find enough civilian staff in Iraq
+ Soldiers still call Afghans “hajis”
+ The 2009 Taliban is “extraordinarily different” than the Taliban of 2003-2005....Taliban is a super-bug adapting
+ Mention of 82 bombs, and 3,200 bombs dropped (when?)
+ Afghan population desires sovereignty and independence (this was recited from a poem)
+ Pakistanis perceived support of the Northern Alliance as supporting an Indian proxy
+ The timing of NATO expansion related to the insurgency expansion
+ Water issue between Pak-India (Indus river)
+ Audience member asked/stated that the NYPD has more Pashto speakers that Federal agencies
+ Multiple insurgent groups in Afghanistan from Egypt, Indonesia, Jordan
+ NYC/America as more violent in 1991 than Afghanistan is today
+ Brit with Council on Foreign Relations (oddly) was the only person to say that Karzai is legitimate, and also mentioned that “Mullah Omar is not Henry Kissinger” (that Omar was not a foreign policy realist like Kissinger was/is)
+ Out of 4 million Iraqi refugees, 200,000 returned...Afghans have a lower standard of what they will return to
+ Inter-agency cooperation failures in the 1990's is the same as today
+ Counter-terrorism policy is driven by body bags
+ Need to make people in government understand the problems before committing to policies
+ Need to understand the differences between the Dept of Defense, Dept of State, USAID
+ On the issue of what is the mission, what was mentioned is that soldiers are just trying to stay alive, return unharmed from trolling for IED's, never mind trying to pursue “solutions”
+ Problem of available precision weaponry by insurgents
+ Nazi policy against the Russians was beat them with barbarism, democracies don't do well practicing barbarism
+ “Casualty tolerance” -- 1990 CFR poll of would-be tolerated casualties in Desert Storm was 40,000
+ USAID: their backing of foreign policy clashes with local needs, American tax dollars are passed to American/non-Afghan companies and USAID has little oversight. Allocation of funds to political connections (Scott Spangler and charity called Shelter for Life mentioned as examples) They are not involved in direct development. Contracts up to $500,000 for one year exist.
+  Lack of sophistication in Congress understanding Afghanistan
+ Mentioned a date of December 31, 2011 as the date of departure from Iraq
+ Reporter from British Daily Telegraph was in attendance (asked a lame question “how long are the Taliban willing to fight?” that was already answered if he would have listened to previous panels)
+ Was said that the Iranians were the first to suggest Afghan elections
+ An anti-depressant brand was mentioned about four times in relation to how depressing the Afghan issue is 
1992 Intelligence Lessons Learned from Recent Expeditionary Operations
Mapping, Charting & Geodesy (MC&G) Shortfalls
Global Positioning System (GPS) for Helicopters

Stand-Off Evaluation of Terrain and Beach Conditions

Linguist Short-falls

Inconsistency of Intelligence Support to Expeditionary Operations

Liaison to Non-Military Operations

“Civil” Intelligence Requirements

Need for Additional Scouts and Sensors

Need for Dedicated Aviation Intelligence Personnel

Combined Staffs

Value of Standard Operating Procedures (SOP) for Intelligence

Utility of Organic Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) Resources

