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Koven and Lindquist address the main problems with Special Operations
Forces (SOF) counterterrorism (CT) effectiveness: lack of grand strategy,
overemphasis on disruption-focused CT, limitations to existing inter-
agency processes, and barriers to effective international CT cooperation.
The authors demonstrate this in two case studies of the Philippines and
Colombia. Using the simple formula of Terrorism = Motivation + Opera-
tional Capability, the authors posit that terrorism and CT at their core
are political phenomenons. Targeting capabilities without addressing
motivation is insufficient, and counterproductive. The monograph wraps
up by providing suggestions for areas for improvement that SOF could
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university:” an academic institution serving a professional service enterprise, ‘by,
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this mission and vision through our best-practice teaching & learning, research
& analysis (R&A), and engagement & service-outreach operations, activities, and
initiatives. We achieve these outcomes-based goals by providing specialized joint
professional military education, developing SOF-specific and unique undergraduate,
graduate, and post-graduate-level equivalent curriculum, and by fostering special
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operations and activities as part of the Joint Force to support persistent, networked,
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state and non-state actors, to protect and advance U.S. policies and objectives.
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Foreword

The American people recently experienced the ironic and disturbing
conjunction of both the 20 year anniversary of the terrorist attacks
on 9/11 and the chaotic and tragic events surrounding the withdrawal of
the United States and the International Coalition from Afghanistan. While
the formulation of this important work began long before this convergence,
what unfolded makes its contents both more poignant and more important.

In this monograph, Dr. Barnett Koven and Dr. Katy Lindquist point to still
existing gaps, problems, and inadequacies that—if we are honest with ourselves—
those who have struggled against terrorism for the past 20 years know we have
never completely or satisfactorily addressed. It also correctly points out that we
have often suffered from still unresolved elements such as inadequate strategy,
interagency challenges, and sometimes disappointing efforts at building partner
capacity.

My own view, formulated from constant counterterrorism (CT) deployments
along with years of participation in CT-related strategy and policy formulation in
Washington D.C,, is that our efforts also suffer from at least three misguided—
and increasingly related—assumptions about the nature of terrorism. These have
resulted in flawed expectations that we have held for too long about how to best
contest and reduce this dangerous phenomenon.

The first assumption is that “kinetic” capabilities (the use of primarily mili-
tary or law enforcement power to capture or kill terrorists) are the most impor-
tant solutions to be resourced, developed, prioritized, and applied.

These “kinetic” capabilities of any government, which include both mili-
tary special operations and conventional forces, as well as law enforcement, are
indeed important and useful, but only for two related purposes; saving lives (by
disrupting threats, rescuing hostages, safeguarding innocent people, etc.) or
bringing terrorists to justice (whether by killing them or apprehending them
for a judicial process). These activities can disrupt plots, thwart ongoing attacks,
rescue hostages, and bring some degree of real and perceived justice to those
who suffer from terrorism.

However, what we are habitually reluctant to admit, or even acknowledge,
is that after the past 20 years of primarily kinetic CT, its application has proven
to be completely incapable of durably reducing the size, scope, or danger of
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terrorism globally. Virtually every index of private or public accounting of the
scale of terrorism and terrorist violence since 9/11 has shown continued growth
in both the number of terrorists, and the volume of terrorist violence globally.
One can make the argument that the world’s application of increasingly powerful
kinetic capabilities has saved many lives and delivered large amounts of justice,
but it cannot be credibly argued that it typically delivers a satisfactory reduction
of, or end to, terrorism.

The second assumption is that the United States and international community
adequately understand why people become terrorists, and can therefore effec-
tively apply non-kinetic solutions to reduce the growth and spread of terrorism.
The most common formulation is that terrorism emerges from an individual’s
or group’s exposure to a dangerous and violent ideology, and therefore, the most
important non-kinetic work should be oriented on contesting that ideology.

Yet, any serious study of the existing body of empirical research on violent
extremism reveals that ideology alone is woefully inadequate to explain the rea-
sons someone takes the path to terrorist violence. Certainly, a dangerous ideology
often plays a role, but the limited research available also indicates that ideology
is only one of many different factors that might contribute to this phenomenon,
and often not the most important. Among these other drivers are elements such
as mental illness, a personal or group history of physical or emotional trauma
and abuse, a history of personal or group grievance against some form of author-
ity, etc. Accordingly, I have concluded that our tendency to focus primarily on
counter-ideology and counter-radicalization efforts are only addressing a very
narrow portion of the spectrum of reasons anyone seeks to become a terrorist.

Fundamentally, unless and until the United States and the international com-
munity pursues a far more serious, long-term, and extensive scientific examina-
tion of the causes of violent extremism beyond just a toxic ideology, our ability
to apply any kind of strategic solution, whether kinetic or non-kinetic, will likely
remain both tactically and strategically disappointing in stemming the growth
and spread of terrorism.

The third assumption is that, particularly in an era where the United States
feels increasingly challenged by near-peer competitors (e.g., China, Russia, Iran,
and North Korea), it is wise or necessary for the U.S. to do less about terrorism
so that we can do more about these nation-state competitors. This is a simple,
convenient, and—particularly for those weary of counterterrorism after 20 years
of struggle—highly attractive formulation. Unfortunately, it is both misguided
and quite dangerous for several reasons.
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First, terrorists will not let the United States ignore them. In the past 20 years,
several U.S. administrations have attempted to pivot away from terrorism, only
to be compelled to reverse course after terrorists remind us they still matter. One
example was the U.S. withdrawal from Iraq in 2011 because of the mistaken belief
that al-Qaeda in Iraq (AQI) had been so strategically damaged that it could never
rise again. Unfortunately, only three years later, the remnants of AQI spawned
the far larger and more dangerous terrorist group, the Islamic State, and the U.S.
had to once again lead a massive coalition CT effort in the Middle East. Another
example was the original pivot to Asia under a previous U.S. administration,
based on the assumption that U.S. capabilities could be harvested from both
Africa and the Middle East to address rising Chinese challenges in the Asia/
Pacific region. Unfortunately, events such as the tragic terrorist attack on the U.S.
consulate in Benghazi, Libya brought a halt and complete reversal to that pivot.

Second, and perhaps most importantly, there is now ample evidence that what
many U.S. policymakers describe as great power competition and the terrorism
phenomenon are now converging in several places around the world; thereby
making the desirable and convenient policy distinction that seeks to rebalance
our efforts against terrorism versus near-peer adversaries increasingly mislead-
ing and dangerous.

Several examples are obvious today. The north Yemen tribal group, the
Houthis, are a non-state actor pursuing political goals through violence (meeting
the classic definition of terrorism) yet are capable of surface-to-surface ballistic
missile strikes, autonomous swarm drone attacks, and anti-ship cruise missile
attacks. Obviously, they have become a proxy of Iran as it wages its prolonged
regional war against the Arab Gulf States, but this is also an example of the
merging of terrorism with a nation-state’s ambitions.

Another example of this convergence is the violence caused by Russian ethnic
separatists in Ukraine and elsewhere (often integrated with paramilitary com-
panies like the Wagner Group). Again, these are non-state actors employing
violence for political ends, yet they are also being armed and equipped by a
nation state and near-peer adversary; Russia.

We must realize that, as the barriers to entry continue to fall for any non-
state actor (including terrorists) to acquire, weaponize, and employ dazzling
high technologies that are increasingly defining the world’s security landscape,
violent extremists are becoming increasingly capable of employing developed
world military capability and capacity. Accordingly, more and more nation states,
including adversaries of the United States, will find these terrorist proxies to
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be increasingly irresistible as proxies and surrogates to enable their pursuit of
strategic goals including near-peer adversary goals against the United States
and its allies.

Against all these elements I have described, the contents of this work can
help any reader understand more fully how Special Operations Forces can be
best prepared for, be employed against, and ultimately find pathways to strategic
success in a world where our challenges with terrorism and violent extremism
will not only remain a priority, but probably become more complex, more dan-
gerous, and more widespread.

Lieutenant General (Retired) Mike Nagata, U.S. Army
Former Director of Strategy, the National Counterterrorism Center
Former Commander, Special Operations Command Central
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Koven/Lindquist: Barriers to SOF-Led CT Effectiveness
Introduction

The United States Government (USG) is heavily reliant on Special Opera-
tions Forces (SOF) in the fight against terrorism and with good reason.
United States Special Operations Command (USSOCOM) was born in part
due to the failure of Operation Eagle Claw—the attempted rescue of Ameri-
can hostages being held by terrorists at the U.S. Embassy Tehran in 1980. As
the Cold War came to an end, American interests and security needs became
increasingly complex. SOF were tasked with 11 core mission areas deemed
necessary for addressing complex national security challenges. Counterter-
rorism (CT) is just one of these core missions.' That said, virtually every SOF
core mission—from foreign internal defense (FID) to information operations
to civil affairs (CA)—has a vital role to play in CT. In short, no other Depart-
ment of Defense (DOD) entity is better positioned, trained, or equipped to
deliver CT outcomes that enhance U.S. national security.

Terrorism is not subsiding. It will also remain the domain of SOF. Yet,
national security focus is shifting away from CT. The National Defense Strat-
egy of 2018 is clear that “inter-state strategic competition, not terrorism, is
now the primary concern in U.S. national security.” This means that even
as the global terrorist threat grows more complex, the U.S. must also prepare
to meet the national security challenges posed by great power competition
with China and Russia, as well as the regional security threats arising from
Iran and North Korea.

Paradoxically, the change in national security focus makes it more impor-
tant than ever to understand how SOF can effectively and efficiently perform
CT as the country tries to do more CT with less—less attention, less political
will, and less resourcing. CT of the future will necessitate a light footprint.
It will need to be efficient in dismantling not just terrorist cells but entire
networks. Denying terrorist organizations support from the population in
the areas they operate will also be crucial. CT will require SOF to work with
the interagency and by, with, and through foreign partners.

To that end, it is necessary to recognize that although SOF remains the
best military tool for countering terrorism, USSOCOM’s track record on CT
is not uniformly strong. At the tactical level, the advances in CT are unde-
niable. It is not clear, however, that tactical and operational CT outcomes
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translate to strategic success. Similarly, SOF has had its share of successes
at interagency and international coordination, but examples of failures in
these domains also abound.

The goal of this text is to help practitioners, policymakers, and scholars
internalize fundamental truths about terrorism and CT, gain insight into the
ways the U.S. and SOF have conducted CT efforts, understand the barriers
to effectiveness that have made good CT outcomes difficult to achieve, and
offer recommendations as well as better measurement and assessment tools
for future SOF CT efforts.

Myriad factors have hindered SOF CT effectiveness. This book will focus
on arguably the two most consequential. First, SOF has resounding tactical
and operational successes that have not paid sufficient strategic dividends;
disruption-centric approaches to CT are not strategically sound. Second,
interagency and international coordination of CT activities, at best, leave
room for improvement. A better understanding of the nature of these chal-
lenges and the ways in which they can be met and addressed will mean-
ingfully contribute to SOF CT effectiveness against the background of a
changing and uncertain strategic global threat landscape.

Grand Strategy: The Missing Link in Counterterrorism

Although this monograph will emphasize the ways in which SOF CT effec-
tiveness has been stymied and will discuss more specifically how the DOD
or USSOCOM might feasibly improve the efficacy of SOF CT efforts, the
fundamental aspect of SOF CT effectiveness remains beyond the purview
of the DOD alone: grand strategy. In the nearly two decades following the
9/11 attacks, the U.S. special operations enterprise has developed incredible
tactical CT proficiency. In worldwide engagements, SOF have demonstrated
expertise in all manner of intelligence, planning, and kinetic CT strikes.
They have been responsible for eliminating top terrorist leaders—including
Osama bin Laden and Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi—and the deadliest nests of
terrorist operatives. Despite this reality, both worldwide terrorist attacks and
those targeting the U.S. homeland have trended upwards.’ Simultaneously,
transregional violent extremist organizations (VEOs) like al-Qaeda and the
Islamic State have expanded their geographic reach.*

This seemingly paradoxical reality is a product of the absence of a sound,
grand strategy for CT. Richard K. Betts sagely explained the importance



Koven/Lindquist: Barriers to SOF-Led CT Effectiveness

of strategy, observing that “without strategy, there is no rationale for how
force will achieve purposes worth the price in blood and treasure.” More
specifically, Steven Metz elaborated on the importance of strategy in his
seminal, 1989 Military Review article. His explanation is worth quoting at
length to understand the implications of not having a fully articulated CT
strategy. Metz wrote:

Since all military missions flow from strategy, vagueness and incon-
sistency in the national strategy hampers the efficient performance
of military tasks from the platoon level to the Pentagon. Skill in
tactics or the operational art is useful only as a reflection of strategy;
thus, the coherence or incoherence of national strategy reverberates
throughout the military.®

The absence of sound strategy precludes the translation of the myriad
tactical and operational successes of SOF into political ends. While the
White House routinely publishes its National Strategy for Counterterror-
ism of the United States of America, the latest iteration (October 2018) falls
into two of Metz’ traps’—those of vagueness and inconsistency. Regarding
vagueness, the document states the U.S. will continue to pursue kill/capture
missions while simultaneously targeting terrorist networks; CT expert Dan
Byman notes that the document is alarmingly devoid of details as to how
this will be achieved.® Regarding inconsistencies, the document simulta-
neously expounds an “America first” approach to CT and emphasizes the
importance of international partners.” As another example, in some sections
the document bounds the scope of U.S. CT, aiming to target those groups
that pose the largest threat to the U.S. homeland; in other sections the strat-
egy document suggests the U.S. will “prevail against terrorism.” Full stop.”
Consequently, the continued profusion of VEOs and terrorist violence is
not surprising.

While a fully developed CT strategy would undoubtedly help SOF bring
the military instrument of national power to bear against this threat more
effectively, it would likely prove insufficient to defeat terrorism on its own.
This is the case because terrorism is a complex political phenomenon, as this
monograph will demonstrate. Tackling terrorism almost certainly requires
the application of multiple instruments of national power. As such, a CT
grand strategy is required.



JSOU Report 21-7

Whereas Betts defined strategy as the linkage between the military
instrument of national power and political aims, Colin Gray conceives grand
strategy as the connection between multiple instruments of national power
and political ends." Grand strategy, however, is more than simply the sum
of the contributions of different instruments of national power toward a
political end state. Grand strategy also arrays instruments of national power
synergistically so that, for example, the effect of the application of military
means is amplified by the impact of diplomatic measures.'

The synergistic nature of grand strategy is especially important to coun-
tering terrorism today in a resource constrained environment. Devising
grand strategy is, at its core, about managing tradeoffs.”” Short of increas-
ing means (which is not likely in the face of resource constraints for CT)
or decreasing commitments (which is not advisable given the continued
saliency of the terrorism threat), crafting a novel grand strategy that maxi-
mizes the multiplicative effects of synergies across multiple instruments of
national power is the only option for achieving CT success."

Articulating the grand strategic vision of the USG for CT is beyond the
scope of this monograph. As noted above, the emphasis is on enhancing
understanding of extant barriers to SOF CT efficacy with an eye towards
proftering recommendations that may be feasible for the DOD to imple-
ment. Having a true strategy would in and of itself massively contribute to
CT effectiveness across the board. The insights in this work are designed to
be applicable to nearly any sound CT grand strategy, should one be promul-
gated. The monograph is written with the three core requirements of sound
grand strategy in mind: feasibility, acceptability, and suitability."

Plan for the Monograph

This monograph is divided into three parts. Part I lays out the necessary
theoretical and practical considerations for conducting eftective CT with an
emphasis on the barriers that are faced by the DOD in general and particu-
larity SOF. Part II provides an in-depth examination of two different SOF
CT efforts in the past two decades: in the Philippines and in Colombia. Part
IIT offers insights and recommendations for enhancing effectiveness and
improving measurement of future SOF CT efforts.

Part I proceeds in four chapters. Chapter 1 focuses on understand-
ing terrorism and CT. It unpacks the myriad definitions of terrorism and
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underscores—despite the diversity of definitions—the consensus that ter-
rorism is, at its core, a political phenomenon. Chapter 1 also provides an
overview of the wide range of activities that can fall under the label of
counterterrorism and argues that, because terrorism is inherently political,
effective CT requires a whole-of-government approach that recognizes and
responds to the political nature of the threat. Finally, the chapter reviews
the CT policies of several recent U.S. administrations. This review finds that
the USG has historically lacked a well-defined CT strategy. Moreover, it is
evident that following the events of 9/11, USG CT efforts have been overly
reliant on kinetic, military efforts.

Chapter 2 offers a detailed assessment of the suitability of the current
DOD-led approach to CT. Assessing suitability requires a detailed under-
standing of the problem. This chapter finds the current, disruption-heavy,
approach to CT unsuitable to the problem at hand. Whereas terrorism is a
function of both motivation and capabilities, disruption-centric approaches
only target capabilities.” In doing so, this approach often increases—and at a
minimum, fails to decrease—terrorist motivations, thereby driving capabil-
ity regeneration. The chapter proceeds to outline additional options beyond
mere disruption that can be adopted by SOF to help to enhance suitability,
a theme which is further explored in Part III of this volume.

Chapters 3 and 4 speak to feasibility. These chapters explore the efficacy
and limitations evident in efforts at interagency and international collabo-
ration, respectively, to counterterrorism. As previously noted, in a resource
constrained environment where violent extremism remains a potent threat
yet a secondary focus, effective CT will require synergistic applications of
resources across the interagency and internationally.

Part II consists of a series of two case studies on SOF CT efforts. The first
case study, presented in chapter 5, focuses on efforts in the Philippines during
the 2000s and 2010s. Both Operation Enduring Freedom-Philippines (OEF-P)
and its successor, Operation Pacific Eagle-Philippines (OPE-P), were lauded
as examples of light footprint approaches; the expenditure of American blood
and treasure were substantially reduced by working by, with, and through
the partner nation. The case highlights effective efforts by U.S. and Filipino
SOF to reduce terrorist capacity using a smart combination of population-
centric CT, strategic planning and assessments, highly effective interagency
coordination, and FID/partner capacity building. Unfortunately, SOF efforts
in the Philippines were only successful in the short term. Without structural
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changes within the partner force and better interagency coordination among
the various ministries and agencies of the partner government, the Filipino
government and SOF proved unable to continue along the successful trajec-
tory that OEF-P and OPE-P set them on. Rather, in the face of a serious threat
by myriad Islamic State-linked groups, the partner force reverted to enemy-
centric operations, losing their hard-won popular support in the process.

The second case study, presented in chapter 6, focuses on Colombia during
approximately the same period. Like the Philippines, the Colombian case is
often cited as a success story for U.S. efforts at building partnership capac-
ity (BPC) for CT. Extensive training offered by U.S. SOF, coupled with the
provision of much needed military equipment (e.g., rotary-winged aviation
assets) helped to transform the Colombian military and police. From a force
with limited reach that was routinely bested by subversives, they became a
formidable opponent that could take the fight to terrorists and insurgents
anywhere in the country at a moment’s notice. While certainly an important
driver of tactical and operational successes, achieving the desired strategic
effects required more than just USG support. The Colombian government’s
adoption of a sound theory of victory that emphasized the population as the
critical center of gravity, coupled with extensive reforms to both the Colom-
bian security forces and the interagency to enable the government to effec-
tively execute on its new approach to CT, was far more critical. U.S. support
was consequential in realizing these changes; ultimately, they occurred due
to the initiative of the partner government. Despite extensive USG invest-
ment and sweeping Colombian reforms, political considerations forestalled
the Colombian and U.S. governments from converting their battlefield gains
into a stable and sustainable peace. Chapter 6 concludes by highlighting
critical components to successful future BPC for CT efforts based on both
case studies offered in Part II.

Part ITI concludes the monograph. Chapter 7 offers a dual focus. It first
provides practical recommendations for SOF and the DOD to improve CT
effectiveness. It is based on the findings from both Part I and Part II. The
framing and the recommendations offered in this section are written with
this work’s primary audience—U.S. SOF—in mind. That said, many recom-
mendations are equally relevant to CT practitioners across the interagency
and internationally. These recommendations are not intended as an effective
substitute for CT grand strategy. They should, nevertheless, prove useful in
improving SOF CT efforts absent a clearly articulated grand strategy. Should
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such grand strategic guidance be forthcoming, these recommendations will
aid in leveraging military and nonmilitary instruments of national power to
achieve the political ends called for in grand strategic guidance. Next, the
chapter turns to suggestions for improving measurement. Accurate measure-
ment is crucial as it informs our understanding of the threat and influences
planning efforts to counter the threat across the tactical, operational, and
strategic levels of war. Following a CT intervention, measurement enables
the systematic evaluation of the success or failure of USG CT efforts. Con-
sequently, the choice of metrics matters. It impacts how USSOCOM, the
DOD, USG, and even the broader American public evaluate and make sense
of CT efforts. Seemingly inconsequential measurement decisions can make
it appear that a failed policy is working or cause leadership to abandon an
effective one. The more holistic approach to CT advocated by this monograph
compounds the difficulty of accurately measuring the effect of CT efforts.
Chapter 7, therefore, offers suggestions for improving metrics for evaluating
CT efforts.
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Chapter 1. Terrorism and
Counterterrorism: In Theory and (U.S.)
Practice

To have any chance of countering terrorism effectively, those tasked
with CT must have some understanding of the threat they are fighting
against. Unfortunately, defining terrorism is not straightforward. Myriad
definitions exist. Extant definitions are trying to capture something real
about the threat, about why and how terrorism impacts countries and popu-
lations so profoundly, who is considered a victim, what causes the terror of
an incident, and the kinds of perpetrators who carry out this violence.

Amidst the many definitions, academics and the USG do seem to agree
that there are a few key features that define terrorism. Of particular impor-
tance in the context of understanding SOF CT effectiveness is this: terrorism
is a political phenomenon. More specifically, terrorist activity occurs as part
of an attempt at achieving political outcomes. This reality entails myriad
implications for how to counter the threat. There are, after all, many potential
ways to reduce the number of terrorist attacks or to mitigate the harm from
them. Improving emergency medical responses to limit fatalities, performing
random searches at international airports, and executing overseas strikes by
unmanned aircraft systems (UAS) could plausibly counter terrorism. This
monograph contends that effective CT takes seriously the political nature
of terrorism and employs a whole-of-government approach to countering it.
This contention is largely consistent with the academic literature and insights
from U.S. CT policymakers and practitioners.

This chapter contextualizes modern U.S. CT efforts by first examining
the definitions of terrorism in both academic literature and within different
government entities. As will quickly become evident, there are both mean-
ingful variations and overlapping core conceptual elements across these
various definitions. Chief among the overlap is a recognition of terrorism’s
political nature. The chapter then turns to examining what counterterror-
ism is, making the case that a whole-of-government approach is warranted
by the nature of terrorism itself. The discussion then turns to reviewing
CT policy and strategic objectives of recent U.S. administrations with an
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emphasis on the period following 9/11. This chapter demonstrates that there
has been, regrettably, little coherent CT strategic thinking in recent U.S.
history; CT efforts have yielded minimal natural security benefits. Further,
while definitions of terrorism focus on it being a political phenomenon and
both academic and official understandings of counterterrorism emphasize a
whole-of-government approach in practice, U.S. CT policy has relied heavily
on the armed forces for kinetic solutions. This realization is also a core topic
discussed in chapter 2.
The main objectives of this chapter include:

« gaining insight into what terrorism is

« understanding why a definition of terrorism is important and what
implications that has for how governments respond to terrorism

« internalizing the fact that terrorism is political

« articulating the importance of reducing motivation and capabilities
when countering terrorism

« learning about the history of U.S. CT strategies

« identifying the primary shortcomings of CT strategies following 9/11

What is Terrorism?

Counterterrorism starts with terrorism. Practitioners, researchers, and poli-
cymakers must first have a clear understanding of the nature and defining
features of terrorism itself to effectively counter the phenomenon. The answer
to the question of what terrorism is ultimately dictates the content and scope
of the CT mission. However, as this section demonstrates, there are a wide
variety of definitions and understandings of terrorism and terrorists. Aca-
demics disagree on key aspects of the definition; different governments and
even agencies within the USG have different takes on the concept. If that
were not confusing and difficult enough, not all differences in definitions of
terrorism are attributable to genuine intellectual disagreements about the
nature of the phenomenon. Terrorism and terrorist are loaded terms. Gov-
ernments, including the USG, may see value in defining these terms in such
a way as to include certain types of actors—for instance, agents of foreign
governments—as “terrorists,” while also avoiding the potential inclusion of
USG partners under the same banner.

Moreover, in the wake of 9/11, there were budgetary incentives for differ-
ent USG agencies and departments to strategically define terrorism in such a
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way that ensured their missions and activities constituted CT. Governments
throughout the world also have an incentive to label anti-government vio-
lence as terrorism; it gives them political and sometimes legal protection to
deal harshly and swiftly with dissidents. Furthermore, it may also encourage
the USG or others invested in CT to provide funding, training, and equip-
ment that they would not otherwise have access to—and which they may or
may not use to further USG CT goals.

Violent organizations also have stakes in the labeling game. On the one
hand, many strive to avoid the terrorist label, which comes with legal rami-
fications and can negatively impact their recruitment and fundraising. For
example, both The Kurdistan Worker’s Party and the Tamil Tigers tried to
portray themselves as separatist movements fighting against an unjust gov-
ernment; they actively challenged their official designation as terrorists in
U.S. and international courts.” This is due to the fact that there are a number
of legal ramifications for inclusion on lists like the U.S. Department of State
(DOS) foreign terrorist organization (FTO) list. Consequentially, provid-
ing material support to designated FTOs—those organizations appearing
on the FTO list—is a felony under U.S. law. This makes it far more difficult
for groups to recruit and fundraise among expatriate or other sympathetic
communities in the United States.

Inversely, groups may also actively seek the label of terrorist and even
materially benefit from it. Discussions in 2012 over whether the DOS should
designate Boko Haram an FTO led the Nigerian Ambassador to pen a stri-
dent op-ed against the effort. Numerous reasons were given, chief among
which was the Ambassador’s concern that “recognition through FTO desig-
nation by a sovereign the size and stature of the U.S. would give Boko Haram
the title they seek and status they desire.”® Official terrorist designation
may be a badge of honor and may even mean more international attention
and monetary support from established transregional terrorist groups like
al-Qaeda or the Islamic State.

Consider, then, the challenge that this poses in countering the global
threat of terrorist violence. If we were to substitute nuclear weapons for
terrorism, the problem becomes even more apparent. If the U.S. Agency
for International Development (USAID), DOD, the International Atomic
Energy Agency, and technical experts in the field of nuclear physics did not
all share an understanding of terms like fissile material, fission bomb, and
ballistic missile, what would a U.S. or global counter proliferation policy
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look like? What if we did not agree on the definition of megaton, which
would cause us to be unsure about the size of a nuclear warhead? Even
though different agencies and organizations have different mandates within
the counter-proliferation space, what is being countered—proliferation of
nuclear weapons—is easily identified and understood by all involved. This is,
importantly, the case among individuals who do not think nonproliferation
is a desirable policy. This agreement makes it possible for policymakers to
write laws, for the U.S. to sign treaties, for technicians to inspect and evalu-
ate facilities, and for observers to determine compliance with international
agreements. If we cannot agree what terrorism is to start with, it should come
as no surprise that efforts to counter that thing will necessarily struggle to
be effective across the board. Under these conditions, conceiving a coherent
strategy—not to mention an effective one—is extraordinarily challenging.

Given this landscape, it may be difficult to imagine what the term ter-
rorism means for U.S. military forces tasked with countering it. However,
as this section will demonstrate, there are a few common threads between
terrorism definitions—not just in academic literature, but across the USG
as well. While these do not necessarily solve once and for all the question of
what terrorism is, they do provide the basis for a shared understanding of
the threat as well as important guidance for how SOF can more effectively
counter it.

Academic Literature

Scholars in a variety of different social science disciplines—including politi-
cal science, psychology, sociology, and criminology—have produced reams of
academic literature not just about terrorism itself but specifically about how
to define it. Numerous parts of the definition are contested, and therefore,
numerous definitions have been created and used. The quest for a universally
acceptable conception of terrorism is particularly important for, among
other things, coordinating international efforts against powerful groups
that operate transregionally. Unfortunately, the political nature of terrorism

itself has made this a serious
The quest for a universally acceptable challenge.

conception of terrorism is particularly Academics correctly
important for, among other things, coordl-
nating international efforts against power-
ful groups that operate transregionally.

warn that without a well-
thought-out, thorough
definition, terrorism risks
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becoming little more than a negative label to be assigned to “violence of
which we do not approve,”™ or more colloquially, “terrorism is what bad
guys do.”?® Even more ethically dangerous, the word terrorist can be used
to describe anyone who opposes a sitting government.” In the U.S., where
due process protects individual rights, this can be bad enough; in countries
where regimes are highly repressive, one of the easiest ways to justify impris-
oning or murdering political opponents is to label them terrorists. Legal
and academic scholars, among others, are concerned about the real power
of politically charged terms like terrorism and terrorist, which is one of the
reasons so much ink and effort has been spent in trying to pin them down.

However, there is still little consensus as to the complete and appropri-
ate definition of the term. In 1984, one of the leading academics in the field
identified over 100 different definitions of terrorism.?? In a 2011 textbook on
terrorism studies, the author compiled over 250 definitions in an appendix—
including definitions from international organizations, state governments,
USG agencies and departments, and those from academic literatures.”
Rather than retread the work of these researchers, it is helpful to look at the
key features and components of terrorism definitions and see what common
threads may be found that will have practical implications for understanding
and ultimately conducting effective CT.

Components and Defining Features of Terrorism

What is it that defines terrorism? There are several features that academics
and others have pointed out as being key elements of terrorism. It is impor-
tant, for instance, that a definition is able to draw a bright-line between
criminal violence and terrorism. While many terrorist attacks are crimes, it
is clearly not the case that all criminal violence—say, homicides—are terror-
ist attacks. Knowing how to effectively counter terrorism requires that we can
readily distinguish between homicide and terrorism. In either instance, the
loss of life is tragic. Yet, the problem of criminal homicide and the problem
of terrorism call for very different countermeasures.

As a starting point, it is important to explicitly state that terrorism entails
physical violence, or the threat thereof. This is a fairly straightforward line
that academics draw uniformly; no serious scholar on the subject says that
nonviolent activities constitute terrorism. Speech, unless it is explicitly
threatening violence, is not terrorism—nor are any form of nonviolent pro-
test or rallies and political gatherings.*
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Academic definitions concur that terrorism is considered political, almost
without exception. Definitions of political are broad, but terrorism is most
often classified as a form of political violence. Throughout history, terror-
ism has been used to promote a variety of political ideologies (e.g., right,
left, anarchy, fascism) to fight for independence or autonomy from a central
government, as part of religious struggles, and to protest or punish particular
national or colonial government actions and policies. This is a key distinction
between ordinary criminality and terrorism: those who perpetrate terrorist
attacks are motivated by a political cause or are seeking a political end. In
short, the goals or motivations for violence are political in nature.

Another feature that stands out across myriad academic definitions is
the notion of terror itself—the psychological impact of this form of political
violence on a target group. Terrorist attacks tend

In short, the goals or to leave those who identify with the immediate
motivations for violence  victim in some way—such as coethnics, citizens
are political in nature. of the same country, Westerners in general—

thinking that they could have been that victim.
This leaves them, or us, wondering, “Am I next?”* This fear and uncertainty
among a wide swatch of potential victims in the wake of an attack is one of
the reasons terrorism is so impactful and also why it seems to demand some
kind of policy response despite the reality that terrorism is far less deadly
than more mundane phenomena like car accidents and heart disease.*

Related to this is the fact that terrorism is designed to influence an audi-
ence beyond the immediate victims of the violence.” After all, those who
suffer and die in a terrorist attack cannot save themselves by changing their
mind and coming around to the terrorists’ point of view. Violence is directed
at immediate victims to send a message to the target audience, often a gov-
ernment.”® Academics have thought of this in different ways—some talk
about terrorism being an act of communication, the “sending a message”
concept just noted. Others think about terrorism as symbolic violence. When
terrorists destroy mosques or churches, attack airports, or bomb cafes fre-
quented by foreigners or politicians, the goal is not to eliminate that particu-
lar structure or even those particular people. Rather, the focus is on targeting
what those places and people represent and what their fear, pain, and death
might mean to the broader target of terrorists.

It is also worth noting that many scholars also focus on the victims of vio-
lence. For some, violence that targets civilians is synonymous with terrorism.
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This is a somewhat controversial element of the definitions of terrorism. Such
a definition suggests there is no such thing as terrorist violence perpetrated
against armed forces—or, arguably, police forces. If accurate, how should
one classify the 1983 attack on the U.S. Marine barracks in Beirut, Leba-
non? What about the 2000 bombing of the USS Cole? Many definitions have
incorporated the idea that violent acts can indeed be terrorism if they target
oft-duty armed forces or occur outside declared theaters of armed conflict.
Certainly, it seems consistent with our intuitions about terrorism that it is
violence that targets people in an unfair, illegal, or otherwise illegitimate
way. There are, of course, proscribed rules of warfare which limit legitimate
military targets.”” Fairness, legitimacy, and even legality (e.g., what law is to
be used—international, U.S. federal, or local and tribal) are difficult concepts
to pin down, which is why the exact type of victim remains controversial.
For the purpose of this monograph, attacks against military targets are con-
sidered terrorism—provided that all of the other aforementioned conditions
are met. Perhaps most importantly, the intent must be to influence a broader
audience versus achieving a battlefield military victory. The 1983 Marine
barracks bombing, for example, clearly qualifies as terrorism. This attack, as
well as the near-simultaneous attack against French paratroopers, was not
intended as the opening salvo in a military campaign to defeat the multina-
tional peacekeeping force in Lebanon on the battlefield; it was designed to
signal the cost for U.S. and French involvement in Lebanon and to persuade
policymakers in both countries to reconsider their engagement there.

Finally, who can commit terrorist violence is the subject of much debate.
Perpetrated by non-state actors is a component of many definitions but is
perhaps even more controversial than who can be a victim of terrorism.*
Are governments just as capable of committing terrorism as al-Qaeda or the
Naxalites (a virulent Maoist subversive group in India)? Indeed, early use
of the term terror in a political setting tended to refer almost exclusively to
governments, particularly ones that are extreme or revolutionary. Consider,
for example, Robespierre’s “Reign of Terror” during the French Revolution.”
Theoretically, this question demands further exploration; for the purposes
of this work, it is helpful to accept this qualification. USG definitions are
not likely to change in this regard, and SOF CT efforts are likely to continue
to focus on countering non-state actors—including those benefiting from
state sponsorships—and radicalized individuals, not governments, for the
foreseeable future.”
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Selected, Complete Definitions

Having explored crucial components of many definitions of terrorism in the
abstract, it is instructive to turn to a review of some of the leading defini-
tions of terrorism that policymakers, practitioners, and academics are likely
to come across.

Bruce Hoftman is one of the leading scholars of terrorism. A long-time
RAND Corporation scholar, Hoffman’s definition of terrorism is often
employed in research and by journalists and even government officials when
called upon to define the term. His short version states that terrorism is “the
deliberate creation and exploitation of fear through violence or the threat of
violence in the pursuit of political change.” Even in its truncated form, this
hits on several key aspects of terrorism, including its political character, its
violent nature, and the central role that fear plays.

More thoroughly, Hoffman lays out what he deems the most essential
elements to a definition of terrorism. In this regard, he is worth quoting at
length. Terrorism is:

« ineluctably political in aims and motives

o violent—or equally important, threatens violence

o designed to have far-reaching psychological repercussions beyond the
immediate victim or target

o conduced either by an organization with an identified chain of com-
mand or conspiratorial cell structure (whose members wear no uni-
form or identifying insignia) or by individuals or a small collection of
individuals influenced, motivated, or inspired by the ideological aims
or example of some existent terrorist movement or its leaders or both

« perpetrated by a subnational group or nonstate entity**

It is worth pointing out that the fourth element of this definition has been
adjusted by Hoffman to contend with the more recent spate of inspired or
lone actor attacks.

Brian Jenkins, a counterterrorism expert with a background in both the
academic and policy worlds, describes RAND’s definition of terrorism for
its chronicle of terrorism events. It, too, has many familiar components.

All [terrorist acts] involve violence or the threat of violence, often
coupled with specific demands. The violence is directed mainly
against civilian targets. The motives are political. The actions
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generally are carried out to in a way that will achieve maximum
publicity. The perpetrators are usually members of an organized
group, and unlike other criminals, they often claim credit for the
act. And finally the act is intended to produce effects beyond the
immediate physical damage.*

It is worth noting the element of demands in Jenkin’s definition. Defi-
nitions of terrorism can change and morph over time—in the late 1970s,
high-profile kidnappings and hijackings were a common terrorist tactic.*®
These events were indeed usually coupled with specific demands from ter-
rorist groups, who would then kill or threaten to kill hostages if demands
were not met. Thus, while Jenkins and RAND circa 1980 were focused on
key themes common in more current definitions of terrorism—political in
nature, producing impact beyond the immediate victims of the violence,
directed against civilians—they also include elements that are specific to a
particular moment in history. The fact that terrorism changes and manifests
in different ways across time and space makes it much more difficult to pin
down a single, clear definition of the phenomenon.

Boaz Ganor’s The Counterterrorism Puzzle: A Guide for Decision Makers
defines terrorism as “a form of violent struggle in which violence is delib-
erately used against civilians in order to achieve political goals (nationalis-
tic, socioeconomic, ideological, religious, etc.)”* This definition considers a
range of goals as political and takes a strong stance on the “Who is a victim?”
question. For Ganor, civilians must be the victims of the violence for an act
to be terrorism. Less central to his definition are issues of the psychological
impact of terrorism and its use for influencing an audience.

Another foundational voice in the field of terrorism studies, David Rapa-
port considers the norms governing the use of violence as well as the pos-
sibility of the state as a perpetrator of terrorist acts. This definition does not
help observers to identify terror as much as it helps academics to think about
this type of political violence and better study it. He states that:

‘“Terror’ is violence with distinctive properties used for political pur-
poses by both private parties and states. That violence is unregulated
by publicly accepted norms to contain violence, the rules of war,
and the rules of punishment. Private groups using terror most often
disregard the rules of war, while state terror generally disregards
rules of punishment, i.e., those enabling us to distinguish guilt
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from innocence. But both states and non-state groups can ignore
either set of rules.?®

Unlike Ganor, who clearly bounds the scope of terrorism to civilian vic-
tims, Rapaport’s definition leaves ample room for terrorism perpetrated
against military targets.

Martha Crenshaw, a well-known contemporary scholar of terrorism,
elaborates:

If we focus on terrorism directed against governments for purposes
of political change, we are considering the premeditated use or
threat of symbolic, low-level violence by conspiratorial organiza-
tions. Terrorist violence communicates a political message; its ends
go beyond damaging an enemy’s material resources. The victims or
objects of terrorist attack have little intrinsic value to the terrorist
group but represent a larger human audience whose reaction the
terrorists seek.”

Crenshaw’s definition leaves space for the categorization of government
actions as terrorism. In the case of non-state actor terrorism, the focus of
this text, symbolic violence, political aspirations, and terrorism as a com-
munication strategy feature heavily in the definition. It is again noted that,
for terrorists, the actual damage to their victims is incidental as there is
“little intrinsic value” to the violent act, a key distinction between terrorist
violence and other kinds of violence, such as assassinations or insurgency.

Finally, in some very important ways, terrorism is what we measure ter-
rorism to be, and some definitions of terrorism have an outsized impact on
the way scholars think about and study terrorism. The Global Terrorism
Database (GTD) maintained by the authors’ home institution, the National
Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism (START)
at the University of Maryland, is the world’s largest open-source database
cataloguing global terrorist attacks from 1970 through 2019. The GTD has
been used as the basis for several hundred unique empirical analyses of
terrorism. It is also used by numerous government agencies to inform
assessments and policymaking. Consequently, what events are included or
not included in this database matters a great deal for our ability to under-
stand both terrorism and CT effectiveness. This means it is worth knowing
what the scholars who maintain this database consider “terrorist attacks.”
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The short version of the definition of a terrorist attack in the GTD is “the
threatened or actual use of illegal force and violence by a non-state actor to
attain a political, economic, religious, or social goal through fear, coercion,
or intimidation.” However, this is more of a summary definition, and the
GTD researchers have a somewhat complex set of inclusion criteria which
can be found in figure 1. Interestingly, they also allow researchers and prac-
titioners to select and filter events based on these criteria. In doing so, they
facilitate the study of terrorism according to the preferred definition of an
individual or institution.

Global Terrorism Database: Definition and Inclusion Criteria

Definition: the threatened or actual use of illegal force and violence by a non-state actor to
attain a political, economic, religious, or social goal through fear, coercion, or intimidation.

must be present:

In order to consider an incident for inclusion in the GTD, all three of the following attributes

The incident must be inten-
tional—the result of a conscious
calculation on the part of a
perpetrator.

The incident must entail some
level of violence orimmediate
threat of violence—including
property violence, as well as
violence against people.

The perpetrators of the inci-
dents must be sub-national
actors. The database does not
include acts of state terrorism.

be included in the GTD:

In addition, at least two of the following three criteria must be present for an incident to

Criterion 1: The act must be
aimed at attaining a political,
economic, religious, or social
goal. In terms of economic
goals, the exclusive pursuit
of profit does not satisfy this
criterion. It must involve the
pursuit of more profound,
systemic economic change.

Criterion 2: There must be
evidence of an intention to
coerce, intimidate, or convey
some other message to a larger
audience (or audiences) than
the immediate victims. Itis the
act taken as a totality that is
considered, irrespective of
if every individual involved
in carrying out the act was
aware of this intention. As
long as any of the planners
or decision makers behind
the attack intended to coerce,
intimidate, or publicize, the
intentionality criterion is met.

Criterion 3: The action must be
outside the context of legitimate
warfare activities. That s, the
act must be outside the param-
eters permitted by international
humanitarian law, insofar as
it targets non-combatants.

Figure 1. Anatomy of a Definition. Source: Adapted by authors/National Con-
sortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses to Terrorism
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There is, however, a meaningful difference between there being no unified
understanding and there being no agreement about the definition of terror-
ism. Though there remains real disagreement about the nature of terrorism,
there is also a great deal of overlap across scholarly definitions. Terrorism
is political in nature. It entails violence, or the threat thereof, to impact a
larger audience beyond the immediate victims through coercion. It is aimed
at achieving political goals. Remaining discrepancies tend to focus on how
attacks targeting military personnel and those perpetrated by state actors
can constitute terrorism. As explained above, this monograph contends
that attacks against military targets can constitute terrorism. Weighing in
on the debate about state terrorism is not necessary for the purpose of the
arguments and recommendations advanced by this text.

On the one hand, it may still be unclear whether, for example, a group
that detonates explosives and destroys a house in an ordinary civilian neigh-
borhood has committed a terrorist act. On the other hand, it is much clearer
what questions we should ask to find out, since the act already checks the
civilian victim and violence boxes: Was the perpetrator seeking a political
goal with the act? Was the house the real target, or was it intended to warn
or scare others in the neighborhood? If the answers to these questions are
yes, it is quite plausibly a terrorist act. If the answers are no, this is not ter-
rorism and thus requires a different policy response.

U.S. Government Agencies and International Organizations

For those charged with executing the CT directives of the USG, these aca-
demic definitions are useful in understanding the nature of terrorism, but
it is also important to know how various USG entities and key international
partner organizations conceptualize terrorism. Fortunately, while there is
not a uniform definition of terrorism across the interagency, and the United
Nations (UN) has not even settled on a definition, the USG does have a
somewhat shared understanding of the nature of terrorism. Moreover, the
USG’s understanding of the threat is largely consistent with that of the aca-
demic community.

Title 22. Title 22 of the U.S. Code, Section 2656f(d)(2) provides the basis for
the definition of terrorism used by many USG agencies and departments.
The definition is quite short and states that terrorism means “premeditated,
politically motivated violence perpetrated against noncombatant targets by
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subnational groups or clandestine agents, usually intended to influence an
audience.” Incidentally, the code also defines international terrorism and
terrorist group, the latter of which is explicitly linked to international ter-
rorism only. This short definition is embraced by most of the main CT play-
ers in the USG, including the: National Counterterrorism Center (NCTC),
Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and other members of the intelligence
community (IC), and DOS.

The Title 22 definition, though brief, highlights several key aspects of
terrorism also evident in the academic literature. The USG defines terrorism
as “politically-motivated violence.” It is also violence that is intended, or at
least usually intended, to influence an audience. This gets at the distinction
between victims of terrorist violence and the broader audience with which
terrorists are ultimately trying to communicate.

Box 1. Definitional Flexibility and The Department of
State’s Foreign Terrorist Organizations List*

The DOS plays a sizable role when it comes to defining terrorism and,
in particular, defining groups as terrorist organizations. The FTO
list described in the introduction to this chapter is a powerful tool.
Yet, despite the de facto authority to define terrorism through this
mandate, the Department prefers to avoid tying themselves to a par-
ticular definition. A lengthy footnote to the 2017 Country Reports on
Terrorism—a congressionally mandated DOS annual publication—is
illustrative here.

It should be noted that 22 USC 2656f(d) is one of many U.S. statutes
and international legal instruments that concern terrorism and acts
of violence, many of which use definitions for terrorism and related
terms that are different from those used in this report. The inter-
pretation and application of defined and related terms concerning
terrorism in this report is therefore specific to the statutory and other
requirements of the report, and is not intended to express the views
of the U.S. government on how these terms should be interpreted
or applied for any other purpose.*?
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This attitude towards defining terrorism suggests that the USG is
working to maintain some flexibility in labeling (or not labeling) cer-
tain groups and their activities as terrorists or terrorism, respectively.
It is not surprising that the USG—or indeed any government—would
want continued discretion over the use of such a politicized term. This,
however, offers an interesting demonstration of how the definitional
debates extend beyond the ivory tower and manifest in real, policy-
relevant ways.

Additionally, some agencies charged with national security and law
enforcement have developed their own definitions of terrorism:

DOD The unlawful use of violence or threat of violence, often motivated by religious,
political, or other ideological beliefs, to instill fear and coerce governments or
societies in pursuit of goals that are usually political.**

DHS Anactthatis dangerous to human life or potentially destructive of critical infrastructure
or key resources; and ... appears to be intended (i) to intimidate or coerce a civilian
population; (ii) to influence the policy of a government by intimidation or coercion;
or (iii) to affect the conduct of a government by mass destruction, assassination,
or kidnapping.**

FBI  The unlawful use of force or violence against persons or property to intimidate or
coerce a government, the civilian population, or any segment thereof, in furtherance
of political or social objectives.*

It is striking that these definitions are quite similar to one another and
yet also recognizably distinct. Once more, political goals or the changing of
policy is understood to be the aim of terrorists, and violence is central. Yet
Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and the Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation (FBI) both explicitly include damage to property, and DHS—the USG
department tasked with critical infrastructure protection—emphasizes the
terrorist threat to infrastructure. The implications for these differences will
be addressed at greater length in chapter 3; for present purposes, it will suf-
fice to say that these definitions are closely tied to budgetary incentives and
bureaucratic politics and not for a deeper or clearer insight into the nature
of the terrorist threat.

International Organizations. Finally, it is worth noting that the terrorism
definition problem is an international one; various countries and interna-
tional institutions have their own preferred takes on terrorism. As the USG
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and SOF increasingly work by, with, and through partner forces for CT (see
chapter 4), it is worthwhile to note that the difficulties presented by multiple
definitions across the interagency become more pronounced when interna-
tional partners and their preferred definitions are also factored in.

Box 2. The United Nations Struggle to Define Terrorism

Tellingly, the UN has never adopted a definition of terrorism that
achieved universal support from member states, despite multiple
efforts to do so.*® Two issues in particular are salient to the ongoing
disagreement—another instance of academic concerns being reflected
in the real world. The first is whether states can be perpetrators of ter-
rorism or not. The second issue is about the overlaps between terrorism
and insurgency. In the wake of 9/11, the UN made a serious effort to
agree upon a definition of terrorism, but members of the Organization
of the Islamic Conference wanted to ensure that “national liberation
movements fighting foreign occupation” would not be considered ter-
rorists.”” They were unsatisfied with the compromise solutions pre-
sented and in the end, there was no agreement on the definition. Many
have suggested that the lack-luster results in the global struggle against
terrorist violence can be partially attributed to the absence of a shared
definition of terrorism and the resultant lack of international coordina-
tion in what is, after all, an international problem.*®

Two key takeaways emerge from this discussion. First, like their academic
counterparts, USG definitions entail key, common threads. Second, and
nevertheless, there are disagreements about what constitutes terrorism across
the interagency. As such, the USG lacks a unified vision of what precisely it is
trying to counter through CT. Considering the viewpoints of international
partners only serves to magnify this issue.

Politics at the Heart of Terrorism

While there is a great deal of divergence across definitions, it is crucial to
note that the definitions within the USG actually do share several important
features, both with each other and with academic conceptions of terrorism.
One of these is of particular importance when thinking about CT: terrorism
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is a political phenomenon. Despite this recognition, current USG approaches
to CT largely ignore the political nature, to their detriment. This theme is
the focus of chapter 2.

What is Counterterrorism?

What, then, are the implications of this knowledge about terrorism for con-
ducting counterterrorism? Most importantly, because terrorism is a complex
political phenomenon, a broad approach that takes seriously the political,
economic, and social context of terrorism is necessary to counter it properly.
Expert Boaz Ganor describes CT in terms of addressing the motivation and
capability of violent actors. He posits that terrorist attacks happen when
potential terrorists have both the motivation and the capability to commit
them. More succinctly, he calls this the terrorism equation: terrorism equals
motivation plus operational capability.* If the sum of the capability and the
motivation is high enough, terrorist attacks can be expected. Countering
terrorism, then, is simply a matter of reducing the sum of those two factors
below a critical threshold.”

Because countering terrorism requires attacking both motivation and
capability, there are many potential levers that CT forces can pull. Ganor
notes that “military means together with state-political-social-economic
measures” are necessary to address the motivation of terrorism and influ-
ence terrorist supporters.” He is not the only one who thinks of CT in these
terms. In The Routledge Handbook of Terrorism Research, CT is defined as
“a proactive effort to prevent, deter and combat politically-motivated vio-
lence directed at civilian and non-combatant targets by the use of a broad
spectrum of response measures—law enforcement, political, psychologi-
cal, social, economic, and (para)military.” Another authoritative academic
source, Cynthia Lum, et al., suggests that CT measures are those that “reduce
the likelihood of, or damage from, terrorism events or discourage individu-
als from acquiring motivation to carry out this type of violence.” These
approaches to CT all take both capabilities and motivations into account.

Similarly, the UN Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy takes a wide view of
the issue; its “Plan of Action for CT” is summarized in the types of measures
advocated in its four pillars:

1. addressing the conditions conducive to the spread of terrorism

2. preventing and combatting terrorism
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3. building states’ capacity and strengthening the role of the UN system
in this regard

4. ensuring human rights and the rule of law**

The second pillar encompasses “denying terrorists access to the means to
carry out their attacks, to their targets, and to the desired impacts of their
attacks.”™ This formulation, too, suggests ways to reduce terrorist motiva-
tions such as improving human rights and addressing certain other political
conditions. It also states that denying terrorist “access to the means,” for
example targeting capabilities, is an important feature of CT.*®

The aforementioned definitions are seemingly at odds with the DOD
definition of CT. The DOD defines CT more narrowly as “activities and
operations taken to neutralize terrorists and their organizations and net-
works in order to render them incapable of using violence to instill fear and
coerce governments or societies to achieve their goals.”™ The focus is con-
strained to terrorist capabilities versus motivations. Focusing on only half of
the equation misses key opportunities for CT—and overlooks the fact that
actions undertaken to limit terrorist capabilities can send their motivation to
commit attacks skyrocketing.”® Chapter 2 explores this theme in more detail.

Strategic Counterterrorism and a Whole-of-Government Approach

If the aim of CT is to reduce the motivations or capabilities of terrorists,
including reducing their access to targets and the damage that they can
inflict, it becomes clear that many different activities could count as CT
(see figure 2). For instance, going after terrorist financial networks or physi-
cally eliminating training camps would clearly reduce terrorist capabili-
ties. Fortified embassy buildings and enhanced airport security screenings
can also make it more difficult for terrorists to access targets or weapons
for inducing terror without directly targeting terrorist capabilities. More-
over, efforts aimed at reducing popular grievances that terrorists leverage to
recruit through development assistance can prevent terrorism by targeting
motivations. Securing the rule of law can also advance CT goals by reduc-
ing grievances. Governance reform and human rights protections are also
part of CT practitioners’ toolkits; if the end goals of a terrorist group are
achievable through normal political channels like free speech, voting, and
political representation, then their motivation to use violence and terrorism
in their pursuit will be diminished. Even if motivation is not diminished,
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Example List of Possible Counterterrorism Measures

airport screening
anti-terrorism home products
arrest

assassination

bilateral agreements
blast-resistant luggage
building security

CCTV

community and nongovern-
mental organization (NGO)
efforts

weapon detection devices
diplomatic efforts
educational programs

emergency preparedness
foreign aid

fortification of embassies
gas mask distribution
harsher punishment
hostage negotiation
investigation strategies
legislation (e.g., USA PATRIOT Act)

medical antidotes

media efforts/spinning
metal detectors
military interventions

multilateral agreements
prison building/imprisonment
psychological counseling
punishment and sentencing
religious interventions
seal/tamper-proof devices
situational crime prevention
UN conventions

UN resolutions

vaccinations
war

Figure 2. lllustrative List of Potential CT Measures. Source: Journal of Experimental

Criminology

these alternative pathways make terrorism—a high-risk endeavor—much
less attractive to the population from which terrorist organizations seek to
recruit and mobilize support.

In his 2005 congressional testimony, Bruce Hoffman stated that an effec-

tive approach to CT:

would necessitate building bridges and creating incentives to more

effectively blend diplomacy, justice, development, finance, intelli-

gence, law enforcement, and military capabilities along with untan-

gling lines of authority, de-conflicting overlapping responsibilities

and improving the ability to prioritize and synchronize interagency

operations in a timely and efficient manner.*

Comprehensive CT, then, is a whole-of-government affair. Foreign aid,
homeland security, foreign and domestic intelligence, law enforcement—all
of these things can contribute to countering terrorism. This is hardly a new
argument. After 9/11, lawmakers recognized the need to facilitate greater
coordination of CT efforts, particularly in the intelligence sharing realm.
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The NCTC mission statement is explicitly to enable whole-of-government
approaches to CT efforts:

We lead and integrate the national counterterrorism (CT) effort
by fusing foreign and domestic CT information, providing ter-
rorism analysis, sharing information with partners across the CT
enterprise, and driving whole-of-government action to secure our

national CT objectives.

Academics and the USG tend to agree on the core nature of CT: it is
multi-dimensional and is not the sole purview of a single USG department
or agency.

This overarching sense that CT must be a whole-of-government affair is a
direct and logical result of the fact that terrorism is a political phenomenon.
If terrorism were only a criminal activity, law enforcement would always
play a central role in our shared understanding of CT. Likewise, if it were
purely a security threat, military and kinetic forces would always be core
to conceptions of CT. Yet, consider again the list of possible CT measures
from figure 2; on a practical level, no single government agency or depart-
ment—nor a single country—has the authority and capability to engage in
more than a handful of those activities unilaterally. And on a theoretical
level, as a form of political violence, terrorism can only be countered by a
more holistic approach, one that takes seriously the complexity of terrorist
motivations and capabilities and what it means to truly reduce both of those
components of the terrorist equation.

U.S. Counterterrorism Efforts and Recent Policies

What, then, is the best way to combine capability- and motivation-reducing
measures to drive down terrorism? What is the set of tasks that will help the
USG now, and well into the future, to enhance its national security vis-a-vis
terrorist threats?

With so many CT tools and policies available in theory, the practice of CT
must ultimately come down to effectively using limited resources to achieve
the best national security outcomes possible. Similarly, given the political
nature of terrorism and the attendant theoretical demand for a whole-of-
government approach to CT, it falls to elected officials that have authority
over the various executive agencies and departments to guide and organize
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the actual effort. This is where returning to the notion of counterterrorism
strategy first addressed in the introduction is helpful. The USG has been
extensively involved in CT; but unfortunately, it has little experience with
devising coherent—let alone successful or effective—whole-of-government
CT strategies. While there is general agreement that CT is a whole-of-gov-
ernment affair, the U.S. military has played a massively outsized role in CT
efforts throughout recent history.

This section offers a broad outline of the CT efforts and policies of presi-
dential administrations from former President Ronald Reagan to former
President Donald Trump. Focus is directed towards highlighting impor-
tant features of an administration’s response to terrorist threats, including
both their stated policies, what passed as CT strategy in the administrations
following 9/11, and CT in practice. In the interest of brevity, this section
endeavors to limit the scope of discussion to the highest possible level and
with specific emphasis on two key themes of U.S. CT since 1980:

1. The U.S. does not have and has not articulated a true CT strategy.
Concomitantly, it has not implemented a coherent approach to CT.

2. The military—including both SOF and conventional forces (CF)—has
played an enormous and outsized role in U.S. CT efforts abroad fol-
lowing 9/11.

While other chapters in this volume focus on SOF CT efforts specifically,
the high-level nature of the discussion in this section makes it difficult to
differentiate between SOF and CF.

The Counterterrorism Policies and Activities of U.S. Administrations

The Reagan Administration (1981-1989). Though the Global War on Terror
would begin two decades after Ronald Reagan took office, his was the first
administration to wage a “war on terror.” His predecessor, President Jimmy
Carter, was largely seen to have failed in his response to a major terrorist
event—the Iranian hostage crisis. During the course of the 1979 Iranian
revolution, U.S. Embassy Tehran was seized by a group of radicals with
90 hostages trapped inside. The Carter administration was unsuccessful
in securing their release through diplomatic and military means, and it is
widely believed that the administration’s botched and ineffective methods
contributed to Reagan’s victory in the 1980 election.®
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The Reagan administration, then, had a strong incentive to respond to
terrorism effectively. International terrorism was to “take the place of human
rights” as the central focus of Reagan’s foreign policy.® The administration
laid out a two-pillar policy on terrorism: “1) when the terrorists involved in
an attack against Americans could be identified, they would pay a very high
price for their actions, and 2) the administration would grant no concessions
to terrorists.”

The administration’s policy was straightforward. Execution, however,
was another story. As one contemporary reporter, David Ignatius, put it in
1985, “Ronald Reagan, for all his tough talk, has failed to develop a coherent
anti-terrorism policy.” Even when terrorists involved in attacks on Ameri-
cans could be identified, the administration rarely extracted the promised
“high price.” Indeed, the White House acquiesced to terrorist demands more
often than it used military force, and, most often, the U.S. did not respond
at all.** Last but not least, the Iran-Contra affair was ostensibly an “arms for
hostages” deal with Lebanese terrorists to achieve the release of U.S. hos-
tages. Though this ended up being little more than a front for illegal arms
deals with the Iranian government, it further muddied the waters on the “no
concessions to terrorists” pillar of Reagan’s CT stance.

Interestingly, some of this incoherence can be attributed to the fact that
various members of the President’s cabinet did not agree on a definition of
terrorism. While some thought of it as an act of war against the U.S., others
believed that terrorism was a criminal affair better left to law enforcement,
a definitional debate that had real implications for how the U.S. handled ter-
rorism.* Furthermore, disagreement over U.S. grand strategy in the Middle
East influenced responses to individual attacks, meaning that the scale and
nature of the attack played little role in determining how or if the U.S. would
retaliate. In short, while the Reagan administration gave us the notion of
the war on terror, it rarely used the military to pursue CT. Moreover, despite
having a clearly articulated policy, it struggled with coherent responses to
terrorism due to a lack of clarity on the nature of the threat and U.S. grand
strategy.
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Box 3. Nicaragua’s Contras: “Terrorists”
or “Freedom Fighters?”

The Reagan Administration was hardly the first to label groups “ter-
rorists” or “freedom fighters” in politically expedient ways, but the
Administration certainly garnered attention with its tendency to use
the term in ways that were somewhat obviously more aligned with its
own interests than the nature of the groups themselves. A particularly
stark example is the way the U.S. backed the Nicaraguan Contras
throughout the 1980s.

The group was responsible for a wide variety of attacks that meet
the definition of terrorism as described in this text. It engaged in
“indiscriminate attacks against civilians” and “widespread kidnap-
ping of civilians,” including “a significant number of ... children.”®
However, the Contras were fighting against the Nicaraguan regime,
which was seen by many in the Reagan Administration as totalitarian,
Soviet-backed, and Communist. As such, Reagan and members of his
cabinet were dedicated to toppling the regime.®” As a result, the Con-
tras received U.S. government backing in the form of arms, training,
and money, and were never designated as an FTO despite ongoing,
credible, contemporaneous reporting of their severe human rights
abuses and involvement in terrorist activity. Instead, they were fre-
quently referred to by the Reagan Administration as valiant “freedom
fighters” struggling to take their country back from the Communists.

The George H. W. Bush Administration (1989-1993). The whirlwind of
events from 1989-1991 that constituted the end of the Cold War made CT
a very low priority for the President George H. W. Bush administration.
Interestingly, Bush himself led a taskforce on combating terrorism in 1985,
yielding a report that stated “the U.S. government is opposed to domestic and
international terrorism and is prepared to act in concert with other nations
or unilaterally when necessary to prevent or respond to terrorist attacks.”®
However, Bush did not elect to use a military option in any of his responses
to terrorist acts, though a very high-profile event—the Lockerbie Bombing—
took place just weeks before he began his term in office. Rather, he tended
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to let domestic and international law enforcement agencies take the lead. It
is worth noting that many senior Pentagon officials were content with this
policy; top military leadership at the time “did not include abstractions such
as ‘justice’ or ‘teaching terrorists a lesson’ as part of America’s vital national
interests warranting the deployment of military force.” Ultimately, though,
the administration had little opportunity to demonstrate its approach to CT.

The Bill Clinton Administration (1993-2001). The Clinton administration,
on the other hand, was faced with a series of terrorist threats and attacks. In
response, the Clinton administration did not pursue a “war” on terrorism as
the Reagan administration did, though it was more willing to use the U.S.
armed forces abroad to counter terrorism. It is worth noting, too, that it was
under President Clinton that terrorism itself began to shift away from state-
sponsored attacks to attacks by globally networked terrorist organizations.
Although sponsored attacks—or perhaps more accurately, attacks by groups
that were sponsored and sheltered by states—were still directed at the U.S.,
the late 1990s saw major terrorist incidents perpetrated by al-Qaeda and
other international terrorist organizations. Using force to respond to such
groups was made more difficult by what was termed the “return address”
problem; it was not always clear to the Clinton administration where exactly
to strike back.”
Officially, the administration had a four-point CT policy. It involved:

1. providing no concessions to terrorists

2. using the legal system to convict terrorists and their supporters
3. attempting to change the behavior of terrorists or isolate them
4. engaging with other countries in coordinated CT efforts”

The administration also increased federal funding for CT efforts.

Though generally preferring not to use the military in response to terror-
ist attacks, there were a few instances in which the administration responded
with military force. Two specific incidents notably warranted a military
response: a 1993 attempt on the life of George H. W. Bush’? and the 1998
bombings of U.S. Embassies Nairobi and Dar es Salaam. These plots were met
with U.S. strikes on targets abroad in Iraq, Afghanistan, and Sudan. Clin-
ton acknowledged these deviations from his stated policy by declaring that
there are “times when law enforcement and diplomatic tools are simply not
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enough, when our very national security is challenged, and when we must
take extraordinary steps to protect the safety of our citizens.”” This hardly
drew a bright line as to where and when the U.S. would respond to terrorist
attacks using military force. It is also hard to assess the effectiveness of the
administration’s CT policy; given that the 9/11 attacks took place less than
a year after Clinton left office, it is easy to wonder what impact a different
approach to CT might have had during the late 1990s. The 9/11 Commission
Report notes that the embassy bombings mentioned constituted a turn-
ing point for al-Qaeda and 9/11 mastermind Khalid Sheikh Mohammed;
the bombings served to convince Khalid Sheikh Mohammed of Osama bin
Laden’s commitment to attacking the U.S., and shortly thereafter bin Laden
authorized preparations for the 9/11 attacks.”

The George W. Bush Administration (2001-2009). After a presidential
campaign in which foreign affairs and terrorism played little role, President
George W. Bush was confronted with the reality of terrorism on 9/11. The
administration’s response to these attacks outlined a forceful approach to
CT—one that relied on eliminating the distinction between terrorists and the
states that harbor them;” that focused on preemptively attacking terrorists
that threatened U.S. security;’® and that situated the U.S. in a war against
terrorism, both rhetorically and literally. Less than a month after 9/11, the
U.S. and a coalition of foreign partners were involved in a ground war in
Afghanistan, where the architects of the attacks had been afforded safe haven
by the Taliban government. The Global War on Terror had begun.

Its aims and strategy—or perhaps merely its aims—were first articulated
in the 2002 National Security Strategy (NSS). “The war against terrorists
of global reach is a global enterprise of uncertain duration,” the document
states, and “the enemy is terrorism—premeditated, politically motivated
violence against innocents.””” The administration further underscored in
2003 that “combatting terrorism and securing the U.S. homeland from future
attacks are our top priorities.””® In its National Strategy for Combating Ter-
rorism, the Bush Administration articulated a “strategic intent” to:

1. Defeat terrorist organizations
2. Deny them further sponsorship, support and sanctuary

3. Diminish the underlying conditions that terrorist exploit
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4. Defend the U.S. at home and abroad”

The “Four Ds”—and the administration’s policies, more generally—lack
strategic direction. As one historian argues, “the strategy could not be said
to be a coherent document, given the breathtakingly broad set of U.S. objec-
tives that it sought to achieve.”® Instead of a clear CT strategy, it provided
an overview of “the general direction of U.S. defense and foreign policies
in the post-9/11 era.”® In other words, the Bush administration failed to lay
out a coherent and actionable strategy. Though the administration did learn
and adapt over time, in particular when it came to adopting a “hearts and
minds” approach to combating the insurgency in Iragq, it’s actual approach
to CT remained broad and offered little guidance as to how the U.S. should
use its limited resources to achieve expansive and idealistic ends.

Additionally, the Bush administration, like others before it, had other pri-
orities in addition to CT. The so-called “Bush doctrine” sought to achieve a
wide area of foreign policy goals, whose key elements are well summarized by
Robert Singh as “preventive war, confronting the nexus of weapons of mass
destruction and catastrophic terrorism, regime change for rogue regimes,
and democracy promotion.”* At times, the aforementioned priorities con-
flicted and proved inconsistent with effective CT. Some have argued that
the focus on regime change and democracy promotion in Irag, for example,
undercut the regional CT efforts of the USG.*

Beyond U.S. military interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan, the Bush
administration’s effort to counter terrorism also resulted in the formation of
the DHS and the Office of the Directorate of National Intelligence (ODNI).
These domestic reforms were driven by the recognition that the USG was
not well positioned to detect, prevent, or respond to the 9/11 attacks.®* The
administration also undertook engagement in pursuit of more multilateral
efforts against terrorism to “strengthen alliances to defeat global terror-
ism and work to prevent attacks against us and our friends™ in places like
Indonesia and the Philippines, the latter of which will be discussed in detail
in chapter 5 of this volume. Additionally, UAS strikes and high-value target
(HVT) raids, particularly in Syria and Pakistan, were sometimes used to
target terrorist leaders or to neutralize important sources of support for
subversives fighting U.S. forces in neighboring Iraq and Afghanistan.®® These
diverse efforts clearly suggest an increased breadth of CT activities under
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the Bush administration but also demonstrate the newly ascendant role of
the military in countering terrorism.

The Barack Obama Administration (2009-2017). The Obama adminis-
tration made a number of foreign policy choices that impacted the world
terrorism landscape: pulling out of Iraq in 2011, a mini surge in Afghanistan
from 2009 to 2011, a troop drawdown beginning in 2011 in Afghanistan, a
differentiated response to the Arab Spring uprisings across countries, and
limiting U.S. involvement in the escalating Syrian conflict. These decisions
undoubtedly contributed to the current CT landscape, but it is beyond the
scope of this work to discuss them all. Rather, focus is limited to the key
features of the Obama administration’s stated and practiced CT policy.

Released in September 2010, the Obama administration’s NSS articulated
several key points about CT. First, it deprioritized CT overall, stating that
“Terrorism is one of many threats.” Second, it narrowed the scope of the
Bush administration’s Global War on Terror. While stating that the U.S. will
always be opposed to terrorism, the administration makes clear that “this is
not a global war against a tactic—terrorism—or a religion—Islam. We are at
war with a specific network, al-Qa’ida, and its terrorist affiliates.”® Though
it was willing to target them anywhere on the globe, al-Qaeda and its affili-
ates—rather than “terrorism” writ large—were the enemy. The approach also
called for training local partner forces to track, apprehend, prosecute, and
incarcerate terrorists.

In what is now known as the benchmark address of his CT policy deliv-
ered at the National Defense University in May 2013, President Obama
argued that his administration’s CT strategy had been:

a series of persistent, targeted efforts to dismantle specific networks
of violent extremists that threaten our country. The way to accom-
plish this objective was through the use of partnerships to pursue
and prosecute terrorists, employing drone strikes effectively, and
when capture was not feasible, targeted killing was acceptable against
militants who posed a continuing and imminent threat to the USA.¥

Notably, the administration blended the direct application of U.S. mili-
tary force—applied especially to “imminent” threats—with long-term efforts
to build international partnerships as its stated CT policy.
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In practice, CT during the Obama administration did indeed focus on
al-Qaeda. President Obama pulled out of Iraq in 2011 and shifted the U.S.
CT focus first to Pakistan and Afghanistan and then from Afghanistan to
Yemen, Somalia, Mali, North Africa, and the greater Pan-Sahel region, which
had become a hotbed for al-Qaeda activity. It also relied heavily on the use of
UAS strikes as an alternative to deploying ground forces.”® Also, in keeping
with attempting to increase reliance on partners and changing the image of
an America that was at war with Islam, the administration closed the deten-
tion facility at Guantanamo Bay, advocated for due process for suspected
terrorists, and renounced the use of torture.

Characterized by many as “flexible pragmatism,” President Obama’s
approach to CT also lacked a focus or unifying vision.” The administra-
tion’s early responses to an escalating crisis in Syria have been characterized
as, at best, ad hoc in nature.”> Furthermore, Leonard Cutler expounded on
the administration’s approach to foreign partnerships, noting that it fre-
quently struggled to “maintain an ever-growing patchwork of strained alli-
ances composed of unappealing allies in several different theaters of military
confrontation.” Though a more manageable policy than the Global War on
Terror, it is unclear that the Obama administration’s CT strategy was more
coherent or more effective than the Bush administration’s approach.

The Donald J. Trump Administration (2017-2021). President Trump articu-
lated his administration’s approach to CT in October 2018, roughly two years
after his election. Though framed as “a new approach to combatting and pre-
venting terrorism,” many aspects are similar to Obama- and Bush-era poli-
cies, such as disrupting financial support for terrorist networks and reducing
the physical capacity of terrorists to conduct attacks.”* The administration
also announced that it was willing to use “all available tools at our disposal
to combat terrorist groups,” including working with foreign partners and
endeavoring to prevent radicalization.”” In this respect, it reads as though
it is calling for something closer to a whole-of-government approach to CT.

As articulated in some parts of the Trump administration’s National
Strategy for Counterterrorism of the United States of America, the aims appear
to be less limited in scope versus those of the Obama administration and
more similar to early policies under the George W. Bush White House. For
example, the first page of the document declares, “We will achieve the follow-
ing end states to safeguard our homeland, way of life, and shared interests:
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The terrorist threat to the United States is eliminated.”® Indeed, the CT
policy quotes the President directly when it notes “vanquish[ing] the forces
of terrorism” as “the one goal that transcends every other consideration.”’
In other areas of the same document, the aims appear much more limited.
Specifically, the policy guidance notes that it is not the responsibility of the
USG to counter terrorism everywhere, but rather focus ought to be limited
to direct threats to U.S. national security. *®

In practice, CT efforts have been fairly unfocused and are unlikely to
bring about the lofty end states articulated by the administration. Though
CT programs like UAS strikes have continued—as has working through
partner forces and proxies—there have also been a number of breaks with
the past that appear inconsistent with effective CT. Foreign policy deci-
sions to withdraw troops near the Turkish border have led to an erosion
of trust between the U.S. and its Kurdish partner forces in Syria and Iraq.
This likely makes it also difficult to build trust with potential local CT part-
ners in the future. Furthermore, numerous terrorism experts have raised
concerns that vitriolic rhetoric and policies, such as Executive Order 13769
titled “Protecting the Nation from Foreign Terrorist Entry into the United
States”—colloquially, the “travel ban”—are perceived by foreign audiences
as xenophobic and are more likely to radicalize and alienate than improve
U.S. national security.”” Indeed, terrorist groups including the Islamic State
and al Shabaab have already leveraged the administration’s rhetoric in propa-
ganda efforts aimed at mobilizing popular support and resources throughout
the Muslim world."”® The Trump administration’s CT efforts have, at best,
similarly lacked strategic coherence and, at worst, some policies have had
adverse effects.

Analysis of U.S. Counterterrorism from President Reagan to
President Trump

From U.S. CT policies and efforts to date, a couple of common themes
emerge.

The U.S. does not have and has not had a coherent CT strategy and cer-
tainly has not implemented a coherent approach to CT. Only a few years
after the invasion of Iraq, leading terrorism expert, Bruce Hoffman, offered
Congressional testimony in which he stridently called for a better approach
to CT across the board. He closed with the following remarks:
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Finally, as previously argued, the U.S. must enunciate a clear policy
for countering terrorism and from that policy develop a compre-
hensive strategy. In the confrontation with communism following
World War II, the U.S. did not only declare a “war on communism.”
Rather, we also articulated the policy of containment and within
that intellectual framework developed a clever, comprehensive,
multi-faceted strategy—that did not rely exclusively on the military
option—to serve that policy."

Understanding this insight and developing such a strategy for CT has
eluded all administrations. Whether it was the Reagan administration
promising force but rarely delivering punishment to terrorists or the Clin-
ton White House authorizing limited strikes against a handful of terrorist
targets when an attack seemed “bad enough,” the U.S. response to terror-
ist provocation and its efforts to counter future terrorist attacks has been
inconsistent. Domestic political considerations—for instance, the desire to
“look tough on terrorism”—as well as competing foreign policy goals clearly
influenced, and will continue to influence, the way the U.S. conducts CT.

Following the tragic events of 9/11, subsequent administrations have
devoted far greater attention to CT. Yet strategy and strategically informed
CT practice remain lacking. A war on terrorism is not, in and of itself, a
strategy. The George W. Bush administration tried to conduct a global war
on terrorism and ended up confusing wider ideological goals with CT efforts.
The Obama administration sought to undo what it perceived as the dam-
ages of its predecessor; its narrower approach to CT may have been more
sustainable, but it still failed to articulate a true strategy and, in the face
of myriad developments in the Middle East, did not address the complete
CT landscape. The Trump administration continued in the tradition of its
predecessors and did not articulate a clear approach to CT that rose to the
level of true strategy.

The military, including both SOF and CF, has played an enormous and
outsized role in U.S. CT following 9/11. Finally, the U.S. military has
also played a central role in CT efforts following 9/11. Different adminis-
trations have used the military in a variety of ways: individual strikes at
terrorist camps in Sudan under President Clinton; the outright invasion of
Afghanistan to root out al-Qaeda during the George W. Bush administration;
the UAS strikes to reduce terrorist numbers in Yemen, and the HVT raids
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targeting terrorist leaders—including Osama bin Laden and al-Baghdadi—
under Presidents Obama and Trump, respectively.

Yet, as this chapter has explained in some depth, terrorism is a political
phenomenon, and CT requires a whole-of-government approach. This is not
to say that administrations that eschewed the use of the military instrument
of national power got it right; it should now be evident that CT requires a
wide variety of measures to include the application of the military instru-
ment. It is important to note, however, that CT efforts following 9/11 have
featured the military instrument very prominently but not necessarily as part
of a coherent strategy and rarely as part of a whole-of-government effort to
reduce the threat of terrorism.

Conclusion

It is worth noting that one reason for the military’s outsized role is that
the DOD has often been the only USG entity with the capability to quickly
conduct CT. The DOD, and in particular, SOF—with its heightened state
of readiness and unique, rapid, organic acquisitions function—are seen by
policymakers as an “easy button” for CT."> The rest of the interagency is
necessarily slower to act. Put differently, the White House faces some of the
same frustrations with the interagency as the DOD. If something needs to
get done quickly, it is usually a simple and fast decision to send the armed
forces, even if the DOD is not best suited to the task at hand. This has,
unsurprisingly, led to a militarized approach to CT with the DOD at the
helm of most efforts.

Unfortunately, this overreliance on military might is not consistent with
the current understanding of terrorism as a political phenomenon. As chap-
ter 2 will describe in detail, using the military as a primary means to counter
terrorism regularly results in perverse outcomes and contributes greatly to
the mismatch between tactical successes and strategic stagnation. As will
become clear, the lack of an overarching strategy, combined with an ever-
increasing focus on military responses, has moved the U.S. further away
from achieving broad national security goals in the CT arena. Returning
to a clear understanding of the nature of terrorism—and accepting the fact
that the logical counter to terrorism is a whole-of-government response that
both reduces the motivation and capabilities of terrorist organizations—is
necessary to crafting a suitable response.
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Key Takeaways

o Terrorism is a contested and politicized concept. There is no univer-
sally accepted definition of it.

o There are commonalities across the myriad definitions of terrorism
in academic literature and within the USG. Most importantly, it is
generally accepted to be a form of political violence.

« Common components within the varying definitions of terrorism
include the psychological impact of terror and the communicative
purpose, which is to influence an audience beyond the immediate
victims of terrorist violence.

» Most definitions address the target type and the perpetrator. Debate
remains in these two regards. Some argue that terrorism necessarily
entails targeting of civilians. Others offer more inclusive definitions
that can include attacks on security forces. Similarly, most defini-
tions stipulate that terrorism is the exclusive domain of non-state
actors—to include those benefiting from state sponsorship. However,
some definitions leave room for the inclusion of states as perpetrators
of terrorism.

« Defining terrorism is important because it has implications for how
governments can best conduct CT.

« Because terrorism is a political phenomenon, a whole-of-government
approach that accounts for the political nature of the threat offers the
most effective framework for CT. This enables governments to reduce
both the motivation and capability of terrorist groups.

« The USG has struggled with CT for decades. It rarely has a coher-
ent CT strategy and has relied heavily on the military instrument
of national power in the fight against terrorism, especially after 9/11.
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Chapter 2. Thinking Strategically About
Counterterrorism

The USG has relied on the DOD, law enforcement, and the IC to disrupt
terrorist activities in order to prevent terrorist attacks.'”® This approach
has not proven successful. Suitable approaches to countering a problem must
be devised with a detailed understanding of the problem at hand in mind.
Regrettably, disruption-centric approaches are not strategically effective.
While successful terrorist organizations recognize the population as a critical
center of gravity, disruption-focused CT efforts are inherently enemy-centric.
Targeting terrorists in order to attrite their human capital resources—with-
out efforts to address root causes—can have the unintended consequence of
helping to drive terrorist resource mobilization. In short, disruption-centric
CT is not suitable to the nature of the problem at hand.

While U.S. population-centric counterinsurgency (COIN) doctrine is cer-
tainly not without its problems, it is likely a better starting point for thinking
strategically about CT. COIN doctrine is undergirded by a recognition that
insurgency—Ilike terrorism—is at its core a political phenomenon; effective
efforts to counter the threat need to place political considerations front and
center. This is not to say that disruption has no place in COIN or CT but
simply that disruption alone is insufficient.

This chapter proceeds in four sections. The first explicates the current
approach to CT, including extensive discussion directed at understanding
how the failure of disruption-based approaches to consider the political
nature of terrorism is inhibiting CT success. The subsequent section lever-
ages population-centric COIN doctrine as a starting point for thinking
about CT in a strategically suitable manner. The penultimate section turns
from exploring the utility of COIN doctrine to thinking about CT; it then
addresses substantial barriers for doing so. The final section concludes.

The main objectives of this chapter include:

« underscoring that DOD-led CT efforts have been kinetic and focused
on disruption

+ understanding the ways in which disruption-only approaches have
failed to achieve desirable CT outcomes
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« learning about the unintended consequences of enemy-centric, kinetic
CT on terrorist recruiting and resource mobilization efforts

« internalizing the overlaps between effective CT and effective COIN

« understanding the challenges and limitations in tasking DOD with
some of the activities called for by a COIN-based approach to CT

The Current U.S. Government Approach to Counterterrorism

Disruption-Focused Counterterrorism

As previously mentioned, the USG has prioritized disruption through
military and intelligence operations targeting terrorists overseas and law
enforcement and intelligence efforts at home. This reality is reflected in the
distribution of federal CT spending across the interagency. A clear prioritiza-
tion of the military for overseas CT and federal law enforcement for domestic
CT is evident. Specifically, between 2002 and 2017, more than four-fifths of
the USG CT budget went to the DOD, DHS, and the Department of Justice
(DOJ)."* Narrowing the scope to overseas CT, the emphasis falls even more
squarely on the DOD and the disruption approach versus the rest of the
interagency and alternative approaches.”® Moreover, this accounting sys-
tematically undercounts the emphasis on agencies involved in disruption;
the percentage of the approximately $75 billion in classified annual spending
by the IC devoted to CT is excluded from these calculations.'*

With respect to the DOD specifically, CT efforts have largely empha-
sized bringing kinetic means to bear against terrorist organizations. Indeed,
as discussed in chapter 1, the DOD defines CT as directing the joint force
to “[conduct] lethal and non-lethal operations against terrorists and their
networks to deter, disrupt, and defeat terrorists and their enablers, such as
recruiters, financiers, facilitators, and propagandists. The focus...in CT is to
capture or kill terrorists in order to permanently remove them from a posi-
tion of damaging influence in the populace.”” This definition focuses exclu-
sively on kinetic actions for countering terrorism. While there is reference
to non-lethal operations, these still target terrorists and their enablers—e.g.,
through activities such as intelligence collection or capturing HVTs—versus
addressing broader, enabling factors, like grievances. Even when the DOD
leverages nonmilitary instruments of national power, it tends to do so in
order to enable kinetic operations.
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Evaluating Disruption-Focused Counterterrorism. While it is evident that
the USG and specifically the DOD have prioritized disruption, the efficacy
of this approach in terms of long-term CT outcomes has not been rigorously
assessed. A review of over 20,000 studies on terrorism identified just seven
publications, which authors Lum, Kennedy, and Sherley characterized as
“moderately rigorous evaluations of counterterrorism programs.”* This
begs the question: Has disruption proven effective?

There is no doubt that the disruption efforts of CT practitioners have
prevented specific attacks, one of which—a bomb plot involving air cargo—is
discussed in detail in box 4. While this likely suggests that continued dis-
ruption efforts are warranted—a contention of this monograph—it does not
provide clear evidence that an approach to CT that primarily emphasizes
disruption is appropriate. To evaluate the merits of a disruption-centric CT
policy, it is necessary to instead consider if prioritizing disruption decreased
the overall risk of terrorism.

In this regard, the answer is clear. Disruption has failed. Figure 3 depicts
USG CT spending and terrorist attacks. The figure demonstrates that despite
spending hundreds of billions of dollars per annum, terrorist attacks have
risen from a low of just 1,166 attacks in 2004 to a high of 16,908 attacks in
2014." While the number of attacks have decreased slightly in the last few
years—driven largely by changing dynamics in just a couple of countries—at
10,980 attacks in 2017, they remained nearly an order of magnitude higher
than in 2004.

Critics may argue that the principal concern of the USG with respect
to both domestic and overseas CT efforts is preventing attacks against the
U.S. homeland versus all attacks worldwide. This perspective is very clearly
emphasized in the October 2018 National Strategy for Counterterrorism of
the United States of America. Specifically, the section on “prioritization and
resourcing” begins with a quote from President Donald Trump, stating that
“our first priority is always the safety and security of our citizens.” The report
therefore emphasizes that attempting to simultaneously counter terrorism
everywhere spreads CT resources too thin. Instead, it notes the USG will
emphasize countering direct threats to the homeland."’ Indeed, this primary
emphasis on protecting the homeland can also be found across all seven prior
versions of the National Strategy for Counterterrorism of the United States of
America released during the administrations of George W. Bush and Barack
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Obama." Unfortunately, figure 3 similarly illustrates that domestic attacks
have trended upward. Attacks rose 11-fold, from a low of just six attacks in
2006 to a high of 67 in 2016; they rose again in 2018, which is not shown in
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Figure 3. USG CT Spending and Terrorist Attacks, 2002-2017. Source: Global Ter-
rorism Database, National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses
to Terrorism and The Stimson Center

Even if the American public is willing to tolerate the occasional, albeit
increasingly frequent successful attack on the U.S. homeland, disruption-
focused approaches to CT still ought to be carefully reconsidered. This is
the case because even failed plots may constitute victories for groups that
employ terrorism. This is true for at least two reasons. First, as chapter 1
articulated, terrorism is not about the immediate victims of an attack but
rather harnesses the coercive potential of the psychological impacts to the
broader society. While failed attacks may not produce victims, they can still
generate fear. Second, failed attacks may still impose asymmetric costs on
governments. This later point is explicated through the example of Opera-
tion Hemorrhage in box 4.
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Box 4. Operation Hemorrhage: The Cost Imposing Paradox
of Failed Terrorist Attacks

Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Peninsula sought to exploit the asymmetric
costs that even a failed attack can impose on target governments in
its Operation Hemorrhage, wherein two printer cartridge bombs were
built and shipped via UPS and FedEx to the United States. Careful
intelligence work led to both devices being interdicted and disarmed,
but the 2010 plot highlighted a critical vulnerability. While ample
investment had been made in securing passenger aviation following
9/11, similar efforts for cargo aviation lagged considerably. Even though
both devices were safely diffused, al-Qaeda’s English language Inspire
Magazine claimed success. The cover was emblazoned with the text
“$4,200” in the foreground and a UPS cargo plane in the background.'”
The publication explained that the entire plot cost just $4,200, and even
though the devices did not detonate, their discovery will substantially
increase security costs in the United States. Al-Qaeda’s pronounce-
ment was spot on. Indeed, one estimate produced by the Congressional
Budget Office suggested that achieving congressionally mandated 100
percent air cargo screening in 2010 would cost $250 million for the
remainder of that year and an additional $650 million for each full
year thereafter."

With respect to defense of the homeland, all the aforementioned U.S.
national strategy documents emphasized degrading transregional Salafi
jihadist groups, specifically al-Qaeda and its affiliates in the initial docu-
ments and more recently the Islamic State and its affiliated movements."”
Perhaps disruption has been successful in this regard? Unfortunately, this
does not appear to be the case. Over time, the number of affiliates of both
groups has continued to expand. The 2018 release of the GTD includes 52 al-
Qaeda and 44 Islamic State affiliates. Moreover, the number of countries in
which they have perpetrated attacks has trended upwards. Figure 4 charts the
geographic expansion of both movements. It shows that in 2018, al-Qaeda,
its affiliates, and those it inspired operated in a dozen countries. The Islamic
State benefited from a geographic reach nearly triple that size. This reality
is especially concerning. Al-Qaeda managed to fight two superpowers and
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nevertheless is over 30 years old. It managed to do so precisely because it
benefits from extensive strategic depth. Defeating the organization in Yemen,
for example, would at best minimally degrade the overall movement. Instead,
defeating al-Qaeda requires simultaneously defeating the movement every-
where it operates to ensure it cannot regenerate elsewhere. While the Islamic
State can no longer claim a physical caliphate, it has adopted the al-Qaeda
model—at least with respect to strategic depth. Importantly, while al-Qaeda
took decades to expand geographically, the Islamic State was able surpass the
geographic reach of al-Qaeda by the end of 2015, less than two years from
when al-Qaeda and the Islamic State publicly severed ties."® This substan-
tially improves the movement’s odds of long-term survival.
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Figure 4. Geographic Reach of al-Qaeda and Islamic State Attacks, 1981-2018.
The data includes predecessors, “core,” affiliates, and inspired attacks. Source:
Global Terrorism Database

Still, others may argue that U.S. CT efforts were effective in preventing
another attack like 9/11, which resulted in the loss of thousands of American
lives. However, this often-cited benchmark is not particularly helpful. For
one, it is impossible to know if another 9/11 would have occurred absent U.S.
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CT efforts. But more importantly, while the 9/11 attacks have become the
frame of reference for the average American thinking about terrorism, these
attacks were anomalous. The GTD demonstrates that the average terrorist
attack does not cause any fatalities. Moreover, in the 191,464 attacks recorded
worldwide between 1970 and 2018, just two other attacks—occurring in 1994
during the Rwandan genocide and in 2014 during the Islamic State’s attack
on Camp Speicher—Kkilled 1,000 or more people. Attacks resulting in more
than 100 fatalities are exceedingly rare at just 199 attacks. This equates to 0.1
percent of all attacks, or one in every 1,000 attacks."”

Former counselor of the U.S. Department of State, Tim Wirth, likened
USG CT efforts to whack-a-mole in congressional testimony following the
1993 World Trade Center bombing."® The analogy remains popular with
policymakers and warfighters today as it captures the limitation of current
approaches to CT."” While disruption has almost certainly succeeded at
preventing specific plots and neutralizing individual terrorists, it has not
neutralized the threat. Indeed, both worldwide terrorist attacks and those
targeting the homeland have trended upwards over time. Similarly concern-
ing is the fact that the two largest transregional VEOs identified by name as
major threats to U.S. national security in iteration after iteration of national
CT strategy documents remain potent threats and have been able to amass
considerable geographic reach in recent years.

The Disruption Self-Licking Ice Cream Cone. As discussed at length in
the previous chapter, there is a general consensus—which is reflected in
both official and academic definitions of terrorism—that terrorism is an
inherently political phenomena."*® As such, it should be no surprise that a
kinetic approach to CT that does not address the political dimensions of the
threat has not been successful. Not only is terrorism political in aims, but
terrorist organizations are only effective when they are adept at leveraging
local grievances to drive support for their cause from the population. Absent
popular support, terrorist organizations cannot survive. They cannot effec-
tively blend into a hostile local population, thereby denying CT forces the
ability to bring their typically superior martial capabilities to bear against
the terrorist organization. Nor can they effectively extract the men, women,
money, and materiel required to continue the fight. While effective terrorist
organizations recognize the local population as a crucial center of gravity,
U.S. CT efforts have not.
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It is worth revisiting the terrorism equation devised by Israeli terrorism
expert Boaz Ganor. This simple formula sheds light on this issue. Ganor
observed that terrorist attacks occur when violent extremists possess both
the motivation and operational capability to perpetrate violence.”

Terrorism = Motivation + Operational Capability

Disruption focuses on attriting capabilities but largely ignores motivation.
On its face, this may not seem problematic. A terrorist group with ample
motive but no means to perpetrate violence would in fact cease to be a threat.
Unfortunately, as long as the motivation remains, recruiting new members
and mobilizing additional resources to backfill the capabilities void created
by disruption efforts will likely be possible.

Moreover, one negative externality of disruption efforts is that they can
help to drive resource mobilization for terrorism. Virtually all successful
terrorist organizations—irrespective of ideology and aims—are able to tap
into a sense of collective victimization among the communities they target
for recruitment and support.’* Regrettably, the capturing or killing of vio-
lent extremists can be leveraged by propagandists to help drive recruitment
efforts. This reality is explicated through a brief discussion of al-Qaeda’s
recruiting efforts following the death of Osama bin Laden in box 5.

Box 5. The Missing Link: Operation Neptune Spear and al-
Qaeda Recruitment

Following Operation NEPTUNE SPEAR, the 2011 raid that resulted in
the death of Osama bin Laden, then President Obama explained his
rational for declining to release photos of the body with this potenti-
ality in mind. He noted, “it’s important for us to make sure that very
graphic photos of somebody who was shot in the head are not float-
ing around as incitement to additional violence or as a propaganda
tool.””? When al-Qaeda finally issued an announcement acknowledg-
ing Osama bin Laden’s death, they referred to him as a martyr and
urged Pakistani Muslims to join the fight, stating,

We call upon our Muslim people in Pakistan, on whose land Sheikh
Osama was killed, to rise up and revolt to cleanse this shame that
has been attached to them by a clique of traitors and thieves ... and
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in general to cleanse their country from the filth of the Americans
who spread corruption in it."*

In some cases, groups may intentionally provoke CT forces into kinetic
responses in order to drive resource mobilization. Andrew H. Kydd and
Barbara F. Walter explain that when kinetic CT forces harm civilians—even
when the harm is inadvertent—it provides evidence of the VEOs contention
that, whereas CT forces are harmful to the population, support for their
organization is warranted.’” Consequently, provoking a kinetic response
can help a VEO recruit new members or generate additional resources. In
discussing provocation, Graig R. Klein opined that “terrorism is a form of
‘political jujitsu’ to replenish a group’s stockpile of human capital.”*?

In short, disruption attrites capabilities but in doing so, risks increasing
motivations, thereby driving capability regeneration. Under these condi-
tions, the only way a disruption-focused approach to CT can succeed is if
CT practitioners can be counted on to get it right every time and do so in
perpetuity. Of course, even the most tactically proficient CT forces cannot
succeed every time. As Carl von Clausewitz observed, warfare entails an
element of chance and probability.'”” CT is no different. Clausewitz also
noted that while an element of chance can never be completely removed,
various factors can condition the probability of success.'”® Unfortunately,
the perpetual nature of disruption-based approaches only serves to increase
the probability of CT mission failure. Specifically, sustained high operation
tempos coupled with decreased resourcing for CT—as focus shifts to great
power competitors—will inhibit the efficacy of SOF-led disruptive CT efforts.
Indeed, some research suggests the recent spate of scandals emerging from
the Naval Special Warfare community are at least, in part, a symptom of
this problem.'”

To Counter Terrorism, Think Counterinsurgency

Whereas the previous section highlighted that disruption-oriented
approaches to CT have proven ineffective, this section posits that the miss-
ing link is a focus on remediating the root causes of terrorism. The section
explores the utility of COIN doctrine for thinking about CT. While not
without its problems, COIN, unlike disruption-focused CT, recognizes that
the population is an important center of gravity. In doing so, it is suitable for
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addressing the problem at hand as it is strategically consistent in a way that
extant approaches to CT have not been. Moreover, COIN is also relevant to
CT because, in practice, a clear distinction between terrorist and insurgent
groups does not exist. Groups like the Islamic State rely heavily on both
terrorism and insurgency.

A Basis for Suitable, Strategically Consistent Counterterrorism

Both terrorism and insurgency are inherently political phenomena. Whereas
disruption-focused CT adopts an enemy-centric approach that ignores the
root causes, COIN focuses on both degrading subversive groups and reme-
diating the root causes of the insurgency. The DOD Dictionary of Military
and Associated Terms defines COIN as “comprehensive civilian and mili-
tary efforts designed to simultaneously defeat and contain insurgency and
address its root causes.”™

An approach to CT informed by COIN would involve more than just
kinetic military operations aimed at disruption. U.S. Army General Stan-
ley McChrystal famously proffered the idea of “COIN mathematics.” Gen-
eral McChrystal opined that “intelligence will normally tell us how many
insurgents are operating in an area. Let us say that there are 10 in a certain
area. Following a military operation, two are killed. How many insurgents
are left?”" The simplest answer, of course, would be eight. However, as Gen-
eral McChrystal observed, it is possible that the death of the two insurgents
convinces some portion of the remaining eight to demobilize in the face
of increased risk. It is also plausible—and General McChrystal correctly
suggested, much more likely—that the death of those two insurgents will
cause their family and friends to mobilize. As General McChrystal observed,
“Suddenly, then, there may be 20.”** The same calculus applies equally well to
terrorism and CT. As Betts noted, strategy is about understanding how the
application of military force will achieve a purpose that is worth its poten-
133 If placing SOF in harm’s
way and expending taxpayer dollars to kill or capture terrorists is likely to
create more terrorists than were removed by the CT intervention, then it is
likely that many CT disruptions are not strategically sound.

COIN doctrine advocates focusing instead on winning over the popula-
tion. In discussing the population as the center of gravity for COIN, Bernard
B. Fall observed that “a government that is losing to an insurgency isn’t
being out-fought, it’s being out-governed.”* To this end, U.S. COIN doctrine

tially steep cost in terms of blood and treasure.
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emphasizes governance reform and development assistance as a means of
winning the hearts and minds of the civilian population."” This focus is logi-
cal, as ample evidence points to economic grievances (e.g., inequality) and
political grievances (e.g., governmental corruption or failure to provide basic
services) feeding terrorist recruitment and resource mobilization.”® While
development aid and governance reform are not panaceas, when combined
with success in other areas (e.g., providing at least a minimum level of secu-
rity) and executed well (e.g., where development aid distributions are done in
a manner that is not particularly susceptible to corruption), they have been
shown to be successful in reducing support for and violence by subversives."’

COIN doctrine emphasizes the utility of these types of interventions
in winning over the population. However, they can also be used effectively
against members of the opposition force. Indeed, David Kilcullen suggested
doing precisely that. He noted that “the aim is not to arrest or kill adversar-
ies, but to convert them—not to destroy the enemy, but to win him over.”*®
Numerous U.S. Army officers in Iraq successfully employed Commanders
Emergency Response Program (CERP) funds in this manner and succeeded
in reducing support for and violence by al-Qaeda in Iraq and various other
groups.” U.S. Army Brigadier General Andy Rohling explained that “if they
[young Iraqi men] could get more money in a week building a school than
building an IED [improvised explosive devise] then they’d build a school.”*°
Ilustrating the same point, albeit in a more direct manner, U.S. Army Briga-
dier General John Richardson indicated that he saw CERP-funded trash col-
lection projects as substituting “an AK [assault rifle] and IED” for a “broom
and bucket,” and U.S. Army Colonel Rob Salome viewed CERP job creation
initiatives as paying young men “to not be al-Qaeda.”*

Moreover, its emphasis on employing development assistance and gov-
ernance reform—with kinetic military operations playing a supporting
role—makes it a more holistic approach. This is the case insofar as it seeks
to integrate military and nonmilitary instruments of national power syner-
gistically in order to achieve strategic success.'*?

The Terror-Insurgency Nexus

A COIN-inspired approach to CT is also warranted because, in practice, the
distinction between insurgent and terrorist organizations is rarely clear cut.
In theory, insurgency and terrorism are both weapons of the weak against
the strong. Moreover, both embrace asymmetric approaches to prosecuting
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conflict. Whereas insurgents directly
A COIN-inspired approach to target opposing military forces seeking
CT is also warranted because, to achieve their aims through battlefield
in practice, the distinction military victories, terrorism entails off-
between insurgent and terrorist  battlefield engagements designed to
organizations is rarely clear cut.  impose psychological costs that coerce
the target population to bend to their
aims. In short, terrorism, unlike insurgency, adopts an indirect approach to
achieving the subversive groups’ desired aims. In practice, however, virtually
every VEO that engages in terrorism also engages in insurgency.

Assaf Moghadam, Ronit Berger, and Polina Beliakova observed in their
study that every group—with the sole exception of the National Union for
the Total Independence of Angola, listed in the GTD from 2002 to 2012'*—
engaged in both civilian targeting designed to achieve the groups aims

through coercive, psychological impacts, as well as the use of asymmetric
tactics to target security forces."** The latter type of approach entails more
direct aims: degrading or defeating military and police forces.

While their study ends in 2012, it remains evident that terrorist groups
today continue to also seek direct battlefield victories against security forces.
Consider, for example:

« The Islamic State successfully routed Iraqi military forces in the 2014
battle for Mosul, capturing Iraq’s second largest city in just three days
before pushing forward to within less than 100 miles of Baghdad; they
decimated four Iraqi Army divisions and captured or killed thousands
of Iraqi military personnel in the process.'*

o In January 2015, a complex, coordinated attack involving a vehicle-
borne IED and approximately 300 Somali al Shabaab fighters overran
the El Adde military base. Fighting was sustained for nearly an entire
day, leaving 141 Kenyan soldiers dead; Kenya leads the African Union
mission in Somalia. E] Adde was the worst military defeat in the his-
tory of the Kenyan armed forces."

« A breakaway faction of Nigeria’s Boko Haram, affiliated with the
Islamic State West Africa Province (ISWAP), inflicted as many as
100 fatalities on the Nigerian military during a November 2018 attack
on an army base."” Just a few months later, in February 2019, ISWAP
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overran three Nigerian military posts in Borneo state, destroying a
military helicopter in the process."®

o In August 2019, al-Qaeda forces successfully attacked a Yemeni mili-
tary camp in Abyan province. Sustained fighting resulted in the death
of at least 20 Yemeni troops and the destruction of their outpost.'*’

Given the continued nexus between terrorism and insurgency, heed-
ing Moghadam, Berger, and Beliakova’s advice is warranted: consideration
for only the terrorist activities of VEOs risks “counterproductive policy
choices.”™® Defeating terrorism necessarily entails defeating groups that
perpetrate insurgency. The authors therefore implore policymakers to shift
away from enemy-centric approaches to countering terrorism."'

Reconsidering the Limitations of Counterinsurgency Doctrine. As already
mentioned, population-centric COIN doctrine is not without its detrac-
tors. While exploring every criticism of this approach to COIN is beyond
the scope of this monograph, this section addresses criticisms of COIN
with particular reference to the implications for a COIN-inspired approach
to CT. Three broad categories of criticism receive detailed consideration.
First, COIN discounts kinetic military operations. Second and relatedly,
the military is not well-suited to the dictates of COIN doctrine. Third, a
COIN-inspired approach to CT is not politically feasible. Importantly, this
section is devoted to laying out substantial barriers. While it also alludes to
areas where opportunities for improvement may exist, there are no panaceas.
Chapter 7 will return to these issues. The focus in the final portion of this
monograph is on offering practical recommendations that SOF and the DOD
can feasibly implement to attempt to address these concerns and those that
will be raised in subsequent chapters.

Disruption Under a Counterinsurgency-Inspired Counterter-
rorism Paradigm

The U.S. Army and Marine Corps 2006 Counterinsurgency Field Manual
certainly places overwhelming emphasis on development aid and governance
reform."” Some have criticized the manual for its lack of attention to kinetic,
military operations. However, the authors of Field Manual (FM) 3-24 were
responding to previous disruption-focused approaches to COIN. The degree
to which current population-centric COIN doctrine de-emphasizes kinetic
operations needs to be viewed within the context of this dialectic.”® This
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monograph contends that an approach to CT informed by COIN would still
entail kinetic military engagements targeting terrorists. Disruption remains
necessary for at least three reasons.

First, not all violent extremists can be won over. The diversity of motiva-
tions undergirding participation in the Afghan Taliban—discussed in box
6—illustrates this point.

Box 6. Winning Over VEOs? The “Paycheck,”
“Mercenary,” and “Ideological” Taliban

One Afghani expert on the Taliban broke the group up into three
categories. The largest segment of the group are individuals he termed
“Paycheck Taliban.” The Paycheck Taliban were largely underemployed
agriculturalists. They were happy to accept a paycheck from the Tali-
ban for joining the fight during the agricultural offseason. But they
were equally happy accepting comparable pay from the International
Security Assistance Force for working road construction. The second
largest, albeit much smaller group are the “Mercenary Taliban.” These
are local elites—often engaged in illicit activities for self-enrichment.
They are motivated by their own political and economic power. Many
happily assisted U.S. SOF in the early days of the Afghan conflict in
exchange for the USG turning a blind eye to their illicit activities,
and often in exchange for large cash payments. While winning this
group over was certainly possible, the costs were higher and doing
so entailed ethical considerations. The final segment of the group, he
termed “Ideological Taliban.” These individuals were motivated by
ideology and, in his assessment, could not be won over."**

Second, development assistance and governance reform projects are hard
to realize in a war zone. For example, a minimum level of security is required
in order to successfully construct a school. More importantly, said school is
unlikely to remediate grievances among the local population, absent at least
a minimal level of security.

Third, development assistance and governance reform can succeed at
winning hearts and minds over the medium- to long-term. They cannot
prevent imminent attacks. Disruption can. By coupling the two approaches,
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however, it may be possible to minimize the resultant terrorist resource
mobilization following disruption efforts. This synergistic approach offers
a means of doing disruption that does not entail trading long-term security
for short-term attack prevention.

While a COIN-inspired CT approach necessitates continued disruption
efforts, increased discretion on when to use kinetic military force is also
warranted. Disruption should only be used where alternative approaches are
not effective and in concert with approaches designed to minimize negative
externalities stemming from disruption efforts.

The Military’s Role in Counterinsurgency-Inspired Counterterrorism
A COIN-inspired approach to CT requires considerably more than kinetic
engagements, but it also raises three concerns about the military’s role in
CT. First, large institutions experience core mission bias. In other words,
institutions do not like to spend time and resources on things that are not
a part of their core mission. Such efforts do not advance their interests or
enhance their prestige—points we will return to in chapter 3. The DOD is
by no means exempt from this phenomenon. The armed forces see some
form of combat mission as being at the heart of their organization, and
individual services tend to see their own essences in a similar way. The Air
Force’s raison d’étre is to “fly combat missions,” and for the Army, “ground
combat capability” is key."” Training, doctrine, and resourcing all reflect the
perceived core mission of an institution. Taken to the extreme, core mis-
sion bias may result in divesting from approaches that appear to be paying
dividends in favor of those that are not but which are at least consistent with
the organization’s perception of its core mission. The demise of the U.S.
Marine Corps’ combined action platoon (CAP) in Vietnam—discussed in
box 7—highlights precisely this point.

Box 7. Combined Action Platoon: A Casualty of
Core Mission Bias

Deborah D. Avant observed that during the Vietnam Conflict, the
Marine Corps light footprint COIN teams—CAPs—proved to be
extremely capable at securing the villages they operated in, sty-
mieing the activities of North Vietnamese Army regulars and Viet
Cong guerrillas, and at gathering human intelligence (HUMINT).
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Nonetheless, they were scrapped in favor of far less effective, con-

ventional approaches that were consistent with the Army’s view of its

core mission.!>®

The perceived core mission of the DOD has virtually revolved around
conventional war fighting. Following the Second World War, the U.S. mili-
tary prepared to fight and win in massive conventional engagements in the
European theater.””” The collapse of the Soviet Union ushered in a period
when U.S. military supremacy was unquestioned,; its ability to wage war was
superior to any other potential adversary across virtually all aspects and
measures of military power."”® Not surprisingly, the U.S. almost exclusively
saw itself involved in myriad military operations other than war during this
period.” Nevertheless, the focus of the DOD remained on large, conven-
tional engagements. Then Secretary of Defense Les Aspin explained the core
mission of the U.S., noting that a two major theater war strategy required
the U.S. military to maintain capabilities for “fighting and winning two
major regional conflicts that occur nearly simultaneously.”®* While the DOD
remains focused on large scale conventional conflict, SOF have been lavishly
resourced for CT due to the perception of terrorism as an existential threat
to the U.S. following 9/11. This perception is changing. More importantly,
SOF have their own core mission bias and have focused on kinetic opera-
tions such as CT disruptions. A COIN-inspired approach to CT requires the
DOD—and SOF, in particular—to engage in numerous tasks outside of its
perceived core competency. One USSOCOM assessor explained, “SOF does
military things, and not whole-of-government things.”!

Second, an approach to CT of this sort requires the devolution of very
complex decision making to junior officers and noncommissioned officers
(NCOs). Tactical blunders can reverberate with strategic impacts. Given this
reality, former Commandant of the Marine Corps Charles C. Krulak recog-
nized the need for what he called “strategic corporals.”®* Lynda Liddy clari-
fied that the strategic corporal is “a soldier that possesses technical mastery
in the skill of arms while being aware that his judgment, decision making,
and action can all have strategic and political consequences that can affect
the outcome of a given mission and the reputation of his country.”®* Put
differently, a COIN-inspired approach to CT requires junior officers and
NCOs to possess a wide range of proficiencies, one of which is near-flawless
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judgement as to which proficiency—war making, law enforcement, peace-
keeping, state-building, etc.—is required at any given moment to achieve
the overall strategic objectives.

These concerns are real but not insurmountable. The DOD and SOF
already possess diverse non-kinetic skills. Special Forces Operational
Detachment-Alphas (SFODAs) are often referred to as the Army’s “warrior-
diplomats,” and military information support professionals are experts at
information operations (I0). Part IIT will offer recommendations on how
these capabilities can be further developed and better leveraged. Similarly,
the interagency—the focus of the subsequent chapter—possesses many of
the needed skill sets.

Politically Infeasible

The term COIN conjures up images of massive, extended troop deployments
and the expenditures of vast amounts of American blood and treasure. This
reaction, with Iraq and Afghanistan as recent frames of reference, is not
terribly surprising. That said, a COIN-inspired approach to CT does not
necessarily entail hundreds of thousands of U.S. combat troops or spending
trillions of taxpayer dollars. Sir Basil H. Liddell Hart’s first maxim of strat-
egy, “adjust your end to your means,” is worth considering.'** Fundamentally
reforming society—e.g., through democracy promotion—need not be the
goal of COIN-inspired CT.

Rather, tools like development assistance and governance reform can be
used at a microscale to provide a base level of stabilization. This does not
entail completely solving every grievance; it only needs to demonstrate that
CT forces are endeavoring to improve conditions on the ground. This can
succeed in undercutting narratives about collective victimization, which
are the clarion call of VEO resource mobilization efforts.'®® In addition, this
approach to CT should not be thought of as adding activities like devel-
opment assistance and governance reform to existing disruption efforts.
Instead, it stems from a realization that the combination of approaches is
synergistic, requiring less total input to achieve the desired ends. The exam-
ple of a recent USG-funded effort in Benin illustrates this point well. It is
discussed in box 8.
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Box 8. Exploiting Synergies: Low-Cost,
High-Impact Counterterrorism Efforts in Benin

Recent USG support to the government of Benin, a small West African
nation under increasing pressure from local al-Qaeda and Islamic
State affiliates along its northern borders and from Boko Haram along
its eastern border, provides an excellent example of this. Small con-
tingents of U.S. Marines have provided training to an approximately
275-man Special Border Surveillance Unit (Unité Speciale de Surveil-
lance des Frontierés [USSF]). The force is responsible for interdicting
terrorists and organized criminals; Boko Haram leverages organized
smuggling operations on the Benin-Nigeria border to help finance
their activities in Nigeria. The trainings—which consisted of tacti-
cal instruction on such skills as marksmanship, long-range patrol-
ling, and vehicle control point operations—culminated in an exercise
wherein the decision was made to ensure that the capstone exercise
was conducted in Jesu Jro. Jesu Jro, a remote border village, was one
of multiple suitable locations if the aim of the exercise was simply to
demonstrate the USSF’s new tactical proficiencies. However, it was
carefully selected as a means of demonstrating to the local population,
in an area accustomed to minimal government presence or support,
that the government takes their security seriously.'*

Despite the tactical training the USSF has been provided—with just
275 men and no technical intelligence, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance capabilities—the force is unlikely to be able to be in the right
place at the right time to interdict VEOs and transnational criminal
organizations operating along Benin’s over 1,300 miles of border. Con-
sequently, the USG is also funding an effort to provide instruction
to the entire USSF on community-oriented policing. The instruction
includes a tabletop exercise that requires USSF personnel and local
citizens to work together and build rapport to succeed. By helping the
USSEF build relations with segments of the population such as nomadic
herders (who, as a matter of survival, have excellent situational aware-
ness about the areas where they have just been, where they are now,
and where they are going), the force is afforded access to HUMINT
sources that enable it to be in the right place at the right time more
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frequently. Moreover, by improving local views of the USSF—and by
extension, the government—this program also serves to inoculate criti-
cal local populations along the border against the favored recruitment
narratives of West African VEOs relating to corruption and abuses by
government security forces.'” Despite their impact, these interventions
required minimal staffing for short durations—all at a very low cost
to the DOD and the DOS, who were involved.¢

Measurement

A related problem is that of measurement. Measuring the number of insur-
gents or terrorists killed or captured as a result of an HVT raid is relatively
straight forward, albeit not all that meaningful. Measuring the impact of
the types of activities called for by this approach is not. Measurement is

Figure 14. Author Barnett S. Koven (second from left) attends the graduation
of the first cohort of USSF officers to receive training on community-oriented

policing, held in Cotonou, Benin, in June 2019. Photo by Barnett Koven/used
with permission
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crucial to success in asymmetric conflict. Accurate measurement can help
SOF plan more efficient interventions and then evaluate their efficacy. Mea-
surement also helps with political feasibility. Absent the ability to quantifi-
ably demonstrate success, elected officials may have a hard time making the
case to the general public that investing resources in a particular approach
to CT is warranted. As will become clear, measurement is also important
for interagency and international collaboration. Unfortunately, accurately
measuring complex political phenomena is difficult. Chapter 7 is devoted, in
part, to exploring the importance of and novel approaches to measurement
for SOF CT efforts.

Conclusion

This chapter explicated why the preferred approach of the USG to CT, which
emphasized disruption, has failed to reduce the risk of terrorism in general,
terrorism targeting the homeland, and terrorism perpetrated by transre-
gional Salafi jihadist organizations like al-Qaeda and the Islamic State. In
doing so, it is evident that strategically sound approaches to CT must rec-
ognize that because terrorism is an inherently political phenomenon, so
too must be CT. More specifically, it is necessary to couple direct action
(DA) targeting terrorist capabilities with much broader efforts to remediate
the root causes that motivate terrorist violence. COIN doctrine, while not
without its limitations, provides valuable insights for crafting a more holistic
and strategically sound approach to CT.

Key Takeaways

o U.S. CT has been kinetic and focused on disruption with little atten-
tion paid to either motivations or the role populations play in terrorist
conflicts.

« Disruption-centric approaches have failed to achieve desirable CT
outcomes; terrorist attacks have not decreased despite decades of USG
efforts to eliminate terrorists.

« Enemy-centric approaches may decrease the capabilities of groups
who employ terrorism, but they also have unintended consequences
and may fuel future violence.

« Population-centric COIN doctrine can help inform more effective
approaches to CT. This is the case as it recognizes the population as
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an important center of gravity for CT. Moreover, most VEOs engaging
in terrorism also engage in insurgency.

The DOD may struggle to successfully implement an approach to CT
inspired by COIN. Doing so requires junior officers and NCOs to be
highly proficient in a diverse array of military and nonmilitary tasks.
It also requires extensive engagement in activities outside the core
mission areas of the DOD.
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Chapter 3. Special Operations Forces
Counterterrorism and the Interagency
Process

The 2018 National Strategy for Counterterrorism of the United States of
America calls on the interagency to leverage skills and resources from
a variety of departments and agencies in order to “ensure that the federal
government is able to deploy our full range of expertise and authorities.”*
Chapter 1 observed that because terrorism is a kind of political violence, it is
best countered by a whole-of-government approach. Relatedly, the previous
chapter demonstrated how enemy-centric approaches that focus primarily
on disruption are only part of the CT picture and may even have perverse
impacts on terrorism outcomes when employed in isolation. These two argu-
ments are deeply intertwined: employing a whole-of-government approach
enables the USG to counter terrorism with a wider variety of tools—in
addition to disruption—that can reduce both the motivation and capabili-
ties of VEOs to conduct terrorist attacks. It thereby provides the toolkit for
implementing strategically sound approaches to CT while also increasing
efficiency by bringing in those with the right expertise and organizational
missions to design and execute certain tasks. This reality is not lost on poli-
cymakers and practitioners. Nevertheless, in practice, interagency processes
and coordination are often suboptimal. Thus, gaining an understanding
of what hinders effective cooperation across the interagency is necessary
for SOF and interagency partners—not only for CT activities but also for
advancing U.S. national security more broadly.

This chapter first explores the benefits of interagency processes for effec-
tive SOF CT. For example, both the DOS and USAID are actively engaged
in efforts to stabilize conflict-affected areas. When SOF find themselves
operating in these environments and activities like development assistance
or governance reform are called for, coordination can lead to more efficient
outcomes for all parties. Through coordination, SOF may be able to leverage
existing USG programming to help avoid negative externalities arising from
CT disruptions; the DOS or the USAID are then able to mitigate any harm
resulting from SOF disruption efforts to their programs.
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There are very real barriers to navigating the interagency and coordinat-
ing whole-of-government CT. Fortunately, understanding theoretical issues
and historical background behind the current state of interagency collabora-
tion can help SOF navigate what may otherwise appear to be an irrational
collection of turf wars and puzzling sensitivities. In section two, organiza-
tional theory illuminates how USG agencies and departments have power-
ful organizational incentives to focus on advancing their own priorities,
which may well come at the expense of well-integrated interagency efforts
and strategically sound CT. These bureaucratic politics in the absence of an
overarching CT grand strategy predispose the interagency to inefficient and
poorly coordinated CT engagements even among competent and well-inten-
tioned actors. Further, the unique historical and institutional foundation of
the modern interagency process for CT stems from the tragic events of 9/11
and a policy response that shifted the national security apparatus’ attention
and resources to terrorism without empowering any single organization to
coordinate whole-of-government CT efforts. Instead, agencies were left to
conceive of and design a response to the terrorist threat in a competitive
rather than cooperative and synergistic interagency environment.

The result, explored in section three, is that diverse USG entities had
incentives to become involved in the fight against terrorism but ultimately
came to shape their own understandings of CT in ways that emphasized
their unique organizational strengths, missions, and roles. These distinct
framings of the terrorist problem created a patchwork approach to a complex
national security threat. Though policymakers and practitioners understand
that CT must be a whole-of-government affair, they nonetheless fight ter-
rorism piecemeal. The different, individual agency-centric conceptions of
terrorism and CT that are housed within organizations that ostensibly have
the same goal—protect the U.S. from terrorist threats—illuminate how and
why coordination is often lacking.

There are also other barriers to effective interagency processes that DOD
personnel, including SOF, are likely to encounter in their CT work; many
barriers stem from the same basic issues of bureaucratic politics. They
include, among others, “authorities” fights, differences in organizational
culture and language, and limited professional incentives undergirding inter-
agency liaison roles. These are the focus of section four. Gaining a better
understanding of how and why interagency processes break down can help
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SOF improve coordination with the other USG entities they encounter in
the execution of whole-of-government CT.
The main objectives of this chapter include:

« internalizing the importance of SOF coordination with the inter-
agency for CT

« understanding what is meant by “bureaucratic politics” theories and
how they impact agencies’ incentives for cooperation

« learning about the impact of 9/11 on the development of modern inter-
agency processes

o recognizing how the lack of a unifying CT authority fostered com-
petition between USG entities in the face of new financial and other
incentives to engage in CT

« identifying the agency-centric framing of CT across different USG
entities

+ understanding other common barriers to interagency processes to
better enable SOF to communicate with USG partners

Special Operations Forces and the Interagency for Counterterrorism

Interagency cooperation and coordination are now routinely—though not
uniformly or always to the greatest effect—employed by SOF to accomplish
CT objectives. USSOCOM, with its diverse missions and skillsets, has long
understood the importance of working with other agencies to achieve its
objectives. USSOCOM’s special operations support team (SOST) program
embeds officers in other agencies to better “facilitate the exchange of infor-
mation, the development of courses of action, the preparation of recom-
mendations, and the efficient execution of executive orders.””® Indeed, Joint
Special Operations University (JSOU) is one of only a few government insti-
tutions to offer formal training on the subject of interagency coordination,
and it has developed a reference guide—the Special Operations Forces Inter-
agency Reference Guide—to help special operators and others navigate the
interagency. In addition to providing an overall view of the ways in which
USSOCOM works closely with non-DOD entities, this resource offers the
following articulation of the basic principles and justifications that underlie
interagency work for CT:
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» No single department, agency, or organization of the USG can, by
itself, effectively locate and defeat terrorist networks, groups, and
individuals and prevent their return.

» Beyond the USG interagency process, it is not possible for individual
countries and coalitions to “go it alone” against the extensive and
every-changing threats posed by terrorists and their networks.

o Interagency and relationship-based operations are designed to create
and sustain stability by addressing those conditions that give rise to
terrorism in the first place, defeat terrorist threats where and when
they emerge, and prevent the recurrence of terrorist activity once it’s
defeated.”

There are many USG agencies and departments with a CT-relevant mis-
sion—almost too many to count. The 2020 edition of the aforementioned
JSOU reference guide devotes 25 pages to lists and descriptions of the centers,
programs, offices, teams, and task forces that are common and essential
SOF partners in CT efforts.””? Indeed, its 2013 publication Special Opera-
tions Forces Interagency Counterterrorism Reference Manual was explicitly
about CT, further underscoring the notion that global CT efforts demand
an interagency approach.”? Recalling again the lengthy and diverse list of
possible CT measures described in chapter 1 makes it clear why this would
be the case. These entities are all a part of the CT fight; they have differ-
ent capabilities and authorities that are particularly well-suited to specific
aspects of CT. Serial partnerships include those with the IC, DOS, USAID,
federal law enforcement, and numerous other entities. These partnerships
enable SOF to perform strategically sound and synergistic CT.

One of the most obvious and well-developed interagency partnerships is
between SOF and the IC. This relationship is not without its complications,
but close cooperation can have a massive impact on CT effectiveness. Indeed,
when first faced with a more virulent, adaptive, and deadly al-Qaeda in Iraq,
it was a joint interagency task force—not SOF alone—that made strides in
countering the terrorist organization. Task Force 714 was created to help
coordinate the activities of numerous agencies in countering al-Qaeda in
Iraq. While there were some challenges as both the original task force and
the CIA had a “culture of secrecy, autonomy, and exclusiveness,” trust was
established in the face of operational demands—leading to a significantly
more effective CT effort."”
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In some part, the post-9/11 era cooperation between SOF and the IC is due
to the different authorities for military operations and intelligence activi-
ties housed in U.S. code, demonstrating another kind of synergy for SOF
with non-DOD entities. Authorities can dictate whether, legally speaking,
a given entity—for instance, a SOF element operating outside of a declared
theater of armed conflict—can conduct certain types of activities like lethal
operations. Indeed, technically speaking, it was a CIA-led paramilitary
activity in which SOF played a foundational role that kicked off the war
in Afghanistan, using a mix of assets and personnel from both entities at
various stages of the operation. A 2009 Congressional report noted that “in
Afghanistan, SOF did not have the authority to pay and equip local forces
and instead relied on the CIA to ‘write checks’ for needed arms, ammuni-
tion, and supplies.”””® As another example, Operation NEPTUNE SPEAR
was conducted under a chain of command that subordinated USSOCOM
to the CIA. These partnerships can be particularly useful for SOF because,
while there is functional overlap between IC and DOD activities, each entity
possesses distinct authorities."”® IC leadership and involvement may also
help manage host country sensitivities; for example, local leaders may be
afforded more freedom of maneuver to deny that U.S. military operations,
per se, were conducted on a nation’s soil.”””

When it comes to executing a COIN-inspired approach to CT (as was
advocated in chapter 2) or building partner capacity (the focus of chapter
4), the DOS and USAID are particularly important. The U.S. embassy team
plays a central role in a number of overseas interagency CT efforts, and
according to JSOU’s interagency reference manual, “the country team serves
as the multi-functional face of the USG interagency process overseas.”"’®
The U.S. ambassador is the chief of mission with “full responsibility for the
direction, coordination, and supervision of all Government executive branch
employees in that country (except for employees under the commands of a
United States area military commander.)””® From the perspective of SOF,
being aware of the myriad CT activities happening in-country and identify-
ing or engaging in activities where the unique talents and training of SOF
can contribute is an essential part of operating effectively.

The country team is crucial for coordinating activities—including activi-
ties that SOF is likely to be involved in—with partner forces participating
in CT capacity building efforts and CT operations. The country team, with
its established local relationships, can provide access to host nation political
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and military leaders. These relationships can yield the necessary coopera-
tion to enable or improve SOF activities in the country; alternatively, failure
to obtain buy-in from host nation officials will, at minimum, make SOF
efforts more difficult. Additionally, SOF can help the country team to plan
and adapt for changing circumstances in-country—whether they be, for
example, due to the progress of SOF-led training programs or a shifting VEO
threat. The country team typically possesses extensive local knowledge and
expertise, which SOF may lack due to being deployed in-country for limited
durations. This knowledge is especially crucial when SOF is called upon to
adopt a more holistic, population-centric approach to CT or to work with
local forces.

It is also worth mentioning that the country team in which USAID often
plays a senior role is key to the development programming that is at the heart
of COIN-like CT efforts. USAID and USSOCOM have been partnering in-
country for stabilization and related work as there are often fundamental
synergies between SOF CT and USAID-funded projects.”® In describing
efforts to retake and, importantly, rebuild Raqqa, one USSOCOM official
observed, “the operating environment could be completely different for coali-
tion forces if humanitarian and stabilization assistance was sparse or non-
existent.”® SOF, USAID, and other relevant interagency partners working
collaboratively can improve the conditions on the ground and thereby reduce
popular support for VEOs, as well as build trust for the USG and local offi-
cials. In short, a stable population that trusts the USG and local officials is
more likely to assist—or at minimum will not hinder—efforts to eliminate
local terrorist networks.

Finally, it is worth noting one often overlooked benefit of interagency
cooperation on CT: deconfliction. Multiple agencies will continue to operate
simultaneously in many of the environments

Multiple agencies will where SOF is tasked with CT. Deconfliction
continue to operate is necessary to ensure that different agen-
simultaneously in many  cies are not inadvertently undermining each
of the environments other’s activities. Whether it is by avoiding
where SOF is tasked sending contradictory messages to partners or
with CT. simply being aware of exactly which USAID-

funded NGOs are operating in what villages,
interagency situational awareness may go a long way to boosting SOF CT
effectiveness.'
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The Interagency for Counterterrorism: In Theory and History

As has been the case with other key insights in this volume, none of these
facts about the benefits and necessity of interagency coordination are new.
Unfortunately, interagency processes are beset with difficulties, not the least
of which is the tendency of individual agencies and departments to advance
their own interest as an organization. This in turn means that the interagency
process can just as often interfere with effectiveness as it can enhance it."*
This behavior is driven by a number of rational and understandable factors,
including a tendency toward bureaucratic politics in large organizations and
a series of historically contingent events that laid the groundwork for the
modern interagency environment. These theoretical and historical factors
tend to have the inadvertent effect of undermining aggregate CT outcomes.
As JSOU’s interagency CT reference manual perspicaciously notes:

Just as many countries display maps that portray themselves as the
center of their region or of the entire world, many participants regard
the USG interagency process with themselves as the central point
of focus. Thus, the question for them becomes, how does the inter-
agency process support my department, agency, or organization?'®*

To the extent that agencies and departments continue to ask this question,
they are necessarily failing to retain focus on the larger strategic picture.
Agency- or department-centric approaches hinder interagency processes
in the CT arena, and thus negatively impact SOF CT effectiveness through
missed opportunities to leverage the full set of CT tools, and in misspent
time and national security resources. Indeed, even when positive results
emerge, they may be just as much a product of accidental synergies than
of a genuine effort to combine various instruments of national power to
counter terrorism.

This monograph argues that these barriers to interagency coordination
on CT are a result of two issues. The first is normal bureaucratic politics.
Agencies and departments have their missions and interests, not the least of
which is maximizing their share of the federal budget—and these can lead
to parochial decision making. Further, agencies and departments often jeal-
ously guard their own roles and venerate their core mission; this makes it
difficult to coordinate a whole-of-government approach as individual entities
look at their own interests in addition to, or instead of, those of the broader
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USG. It is worth noting that these same dynamics can also manifest across
different offices within a single agency or department or across the different
uniformed services that comprise the DOD.

The second closely related issue is the way in which the USG responded
to the 9/11 attacks. Efforts to counteract stove-piping with a reorganization
of multiple national security-relevant agencies and departments did not
fundamentally change the structure of the interagency or the incentives of
individual entities to behave parochially. Absent an overarching structure or
authority to coordinate CT across the interagency, these competitive tenden-
cies were, in fact, exacerbated by the flood of funding, attention, and other
resources that became available for CT. As CT became the primary national
security objective, every USG entity had reason to lookout for their own roles
in the CT fight—and their own slice of the CT budget.

Bureaucratic Politics in the U.S. Government

A lack of altruistic, mission-focused coordination between the interagency
would come as no surprise to those who study organizational behavior and
bureaucracy. Government agencies and departments, like all organizations,
have their own sets of interests. These include “maintaining influence, fulfill-
ing its mission, and securing the necessary capabilities,” for which “main-
taining or expanding roles and missions, and maintaining or increasing
budgets” are both important aims.”®> Thus, organizations in the public sector
“must be seen as political actors with dynamic relations to political lead-
ership and to actors in the society they are a part of.”*¢ This means that
agencies have incentives to expand their mission and to frame key political
issues of the day in ways that bring the most influence and funding to their
doorstep. Put differently, the whole-of-government CT mission is highly
multifaceted, and when it comes to each agency or department’s view of
priorities and the best means of addressing them, “where you stand depends
on where you sit.”"¥’

Organizations also often establish boundaries about who is inside and
who is outside their organization; they get to decide who their members
are and—just as importantly—who they are not. Anthony Downs, a foun-
dational thinker on how bureaucracies function, has articulated what he
calls the “Law of Self-Serving Loyalty.” He posits that “all officials exhibit
relatively strong loyalty to the organization controlling their job security and
promotion.”® This leads to the development of organizational cultures—a
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discussion of which, to follow—and also creates incentives for those who
are aiming to rise and succeed in their own agencies and departments to
follow norms and examples set by their own leadership. It is worth noting
that in organizations as large as USG agencies and departments, there are
often competing elements within themselves—with their own incentives,
cultures, etc. One clear example is the interservice rivalries that exist within
the DOD." Ultimately, organizations of all kinds—including components
of government bureaucracies—have a tendency toward “us versus them”
thinking when it comes to everything from securing budget appropriations
to determining which leaders and sources of authority are worth listening to.

The aforementioned dynamic also applies to shaping an organization’s
mission. Through careful framing, agency or departmental leadership can
exert substantial influence on what activities are considered inside or out-
side that organization’s mission. Insofar as the interagency competes for
influence over the crafting and execution of policy, this can contribute to a
kind of territorial mentality.”* It is here that the concept of “turf” emerges.
Furthermore, the previous chapter observed that organizations can have
a core mission bias, where most of the organization perceives a particular
activity as their essential purpose or function or even “essence.” Sharing
competencies with another organization—especially in an area that one
agency or department considers part of its core mission—risks decreasing
the relevance of one’s own organization and therefore jeopardizes funding
and influence. Boxes 9 and 10 provide concrete examples of precisely this
phenomenon. Interestingly, developing capabilities and moving into a new
policy area—for instance, CT—can have multiple, countervailing effects.
On the one hand, it may increase an agency or department’s importance
and thereby its resource allocation; it may also create competencies that are
outside of the organization’s perceived core mission and lead to increased
fractionalization or other internal challenges.

Box 9. Countering Terrorist Financing: A Casualty of
Interagency Turf Wars

Current USG approaches to countering transnational and transre-
gional threats—such as terrorism, transnational organized crime,
and narcotrafficking—tend to focus on countering threat networks,
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including financial networks. While the National Security Council
(NSC) recognized the importance of countering terrorism financing as
early as 1985, efforts to do so prior to 9/11 were inhibited by “conflicting
organizational cultures and jealousies.” The issue received renewed
attention following al-Qaeda’s bombings of the U.S. Embassies Nairobi
and Dar es Salaam. This culminated in the creation of the Foreign
Terrorist Asset Tracking Center within the Department of the Trea-
sury’s Office of Foreign Assets Control in March 2000. The center was
tasked with leading the interagency on countering terrorist financing.
Unfortunately, the decision to house the center at the Department of
the Treasury—and not the CIA—Iled to infighting between the two
entities. Consequently, the Foreign Terrorist Asset Tracking Center
was not immediately staffed; it was hastily staffed 18 months later, on
14 September 2001. Had it not been for the 9/11 attacks, it is unclear if
the center would have remained stillborn."*>

Box 10. Human Intelligence Collection and the
CIA-Defense Intelligence Agency Turf War

One of the more familiar issues of agency turf appears with respect
to the CIA and HUMINT. Since its early days as an organization,
HUMINT has been a key part of the CIA’s core mission. Its exper-
tise in that arena ensures that the CIA retains a sustainable slice of
the budget—not to mention operational freedom and prestige. Thus,
the development of HUMINT capabilities under the Pentagon in the
post-9/11 era has been a source of major controversy for many CIA
partisans.”® From the point of view of the CIA, a sizeable HUMINT
function within the DOD may have real implications for the civilian
CIA’s long-term interests. The DOD already receives an enormous por-
tion of intelligence funding.”* Further, some established federal intel-
ligence programs focus not on funding particular agencies but rather
on funding specific types of intelligence disciplines like HUMINT."?
Thus, if the Pentagon is too heavily involved in HUMINT collection,
the sheer size of the DOD could result in their HUMINT collection
efforts dwarfing those of the CIA and lead to serious conflicts between
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both organizations’ efforts.'

shrink and its unique functions—functions that are not replicated by
defense intelligence—may atrophy or disappear as a result of the loss of
institutional expertise and talent. These bureaucratic politics concerns
can help a SOF operator make sense of the CIA’s sensitivity around
anything to do with HUMINT and their sources and methods, as well
as an insistence on distinctions between battlefield or tactical intel-
ligence, which can feel wholly artificial in a fight against a distributed
threat like global terrorism.

Over time, the CIA’s relevance may

Key aspects of bureaucratic politics—competition for budget and influ-
ence, a tendency to identify with and be loyal to others within one’s own
agency or department, and a desire to both gain additional influence and
protect one’s own core competency—constitute real barriers to cooperation
and interagency coordination. This is the case, even when a mission like CT
is the ostensible goal of multiple actors. For instance, the clandestine nature
of some intelligence work means that the IC tends to see leaks as a serious
concern—and that preventing them may be a higher priority than shar-
ing information. As one DOJ official noted, if the IC believes that sharing
information with another agency or department is going to lead to leaks,
they are less likely to be willing to share intelligence.”’
to undermine the effectiveness of whole-of-government efforts to CT. When
missions overlap across the interagency, cooperation is needed, yet turf wars
are likely; each organization attempts to defend its prestige, resources, and
influence."®

This can only serve

9/11 and the Organizational Foundations of Modern Inter-
agency Processes for Counterterrorism

The U.S. has viscerally understood that interagency processes would need
to play a role in effective CT since 9/11. However, the response of the USG to
those events, while advancing interagency coordination as a norm, had only
a minor structural impact in terms of facilitating effective interagency pro-
cesses and breaking down existing bureaucratic politics hurdles to effective
CT. The new agencies and departments that emerged in response to strident
calls for more and better interagency cooperation and information sharing
were steps in the right direction; they nevertheless lacked the appropriate
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design, or authorities, or both to effectively and broadly institutionalize
whole-of-government CT. Further, the turn toward terrorism as the primary
national security focal point—with all the legislative attention and budgetary
largess this shift entailed—incentivized agencies and departments to partici-
pate in the CT fight in any way they could without necessarily coordinating
or optimizing their roles or contributions.

Roughly three years after the 9/11 attacks, the National Commission on
Terrorist Attacks Upon the U.S. (the 9/11 Commission, for short) released its
final report on 22 July 2004."° It concluded that an intelligence failure, caused
largely by a lack of interagency cooperation, allowed terrorists to execute the
attacks and cause so much death and destruction. Different members of the
IC—especially the FBI and the CIA—failed to piece together relevant intel-
ligence from disparate sources.””® As a former CIA supervisor put it, “no one
looked at the bigger picture; no analytic framework foresaw the lightning
that could connect the thundercloud to the ground.”" Importantly, the U.S.
did not lack the essential institutions tasked with safeguarding the nation.
Rather, the existing intelligence, civil aviation, and national security appa-
ratuses a) failed to recognize the escalation of the threat to U.S. domestic
and foreign interests leading up to the attacks, and b) did not have adequate
mechanisms in place to respond to the crisis at hand.

Addressing these organizational shortcomings were key priorities in the
wake of 9/11. One response was the standing up of a new department in 2002:
the DHS.?* This department brought together almost two dozen government
offices and agencies under a single umbrella. From its conception, however,
the DHS suffered from the multiple cultures and visions of its constituent
entities, confusion about its mission, and a lack of strategic focus. As Fran
Townsend, the former Deputy National Security Advisor to President George
W. Bush, put it, the DHS “struggle[d] with its own identity with the intelli-
gence capability ... It just didn’t know what it wanted to be.””” Interestingly,
the DHS was like a microcosm of the interagency itself, struggling internally
with the same problems of overlapping missions and clashing cultures that
plague the broader interagency.

In an effort to address the failure to coordinate the IC head-on, Congress
enacted the Intelligence Reform and Terrorism Prevention Act of 2004, lead-
ing to the creation of the NCTC and the ODNI.*** The ODNI was intended to
coordinate work and information sharing among 16 independent domestic
and foreign intelligence agencies. Yet, unlike DHS, the ODNI did not bring
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these intelligence services together under the authority of a new cabinet
secretary. Rather, the Director of National Intelligence was to “have access
to all national intelligence and intelligence related to the national security
which is collected by any Federal department, agency, or other entity” but
very little by way of influence over or even oversight of activities conducted
by members of the IC.?* Ultimately, the ODNI today does not hold author-
ity over any specific element of the IC, and there are no personnel under its
direction except for its own office staff.”’ While the ODNI has the authority
to compel information sharing should it see fit, this has not yielded better
day-to-day information sharing within the IC; members remain siloed. In
short, the new institution was an important gesture toward a more integrated
national security effort, but in practice, it merely created a series of new orga-
nizational entities that had their own interests, personnel, and leadership.

Though the 9/11 Commission report clearly recommended a whole-of-
government approach to CT, the post-9/11 reforms did not unify the dis-
tinct bureaucratic siloes and ultimately failed to yield the level of integration
required for effective, whole-of-government approaches to CT. Indeed,
JSOU’s Interagency Reference Guide notes that the interagency is perhaps
best understood as “a loose and frequently undefined process of multiple, ad
hoc relationships and structures that are often personally and situationally
dependent for their success.” This is in part due to the friction in standing
up a modern bureaucratic apparatus for conducting CT, and it is this reality
that SOF must navigate to effectively carry out their CT mission.

There is also an important financial thread to the story of the modern
interagency. Because USG bureaucracies strive to maximize their share of
budgetary resources, the massive increase in USG CT spending following
9/11 created a host of incentives for agencies and departments to position
themselves as relevant to CT. Prior to these attacks, the U.S. was spending an
estimated $16 billion annually on CT.*” In 2002, the figure more than qua-
drupled, rising to $68.9 billion. By its peak in 2008, annual CT expenditures
climbed to more than 16 times their pre-9/11 amount, or $260 billion.?* It is
certainly the case that a significant chunk of the budgetary increase is attrib-
utable to overseas contingency operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. However,
between 2002 and 2017—the last year for which adequate budgetary data was
available—the USG spent an estimated $978 billion on “government-wide
homeland security.”**
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For non-DOD entities, how to get in on the CT fight became, literally, a
trillion-dollar question. This is not necessarily to suggest that agencies or
departments were cynical—though perhaps certain individuals and pro-
grams within them could be characterized that way. Rather, organizations
naturally pursued their own interest and established an understanding of
terrorism and CT that was oriented toward their strengths and needs as an
organization—and, importantly, not oriented toward developing a consis-
tent, strategically sound vision of CT that would advance shared national
security goals. In the absence of a unified USG definition of terrorism and
lacking a coherent grand strategic vision for CT, each agency and department
has shaped its own definition and mission and thus its role in CT accord-
ing to its internal priorities and

In the absence of a unified USG capabilities.
definition of terrorism and lacking a This means that even as the
coherent grand strategic vision for whole-of-government approach

CT, each agency and department has  became the theoretical corner-
shaped its own definition and mission  stone of the U.S. CT agenda,
and thus its role in CT according to its  divergent framing of the threat
internal priorities and capabilities. and responses emerged across
the interagency, which proved
to be an impediment for effective coordination. Without a mechanism with
the authority and capacity to foster a synergistic interagency process, agen-
cies and departments quite rationally found themselves in competition for
resources and incentivized to shape their own CT missions.

Counterterrorism Missions across the Interagency

It is worth exploring more carefully the very real implications of the discon-
nects in conceptions of and priorities for CT across the interagency. Indeed,
in the decades since 9/11, agency- and department-specific frameworks have
become institutionalized and shape how organizations are prepared to and
desire to fight terrorism.”® Thanks to a parochial view in which multiple
agencies and departments have placed themselves in the center of the CT
map, collaboration and information sharing are inhibited by the fact that,
as one intelligence official put it, organizations “can’t agree on priorities.””"
What follows is a look at the CT missions of a handful of the major inter-
agency players in the CT space. Whereas chapter 1 emphasized similarities
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across definitions of terrorism, here focus is on the divergences in different
conceptions of terrorism and CT.

It is important to note that these definitions emerged absent a unifying
principle or authority to direct USG CT efforts. This has led to a natural and
quite rational tendency for organizations to define CT around their own
strengths and priorities. The way that the DOD thinks about CT clearly
reflects this: it frames CT in highly kinetic terms, and its primary CT objec-
tive is to capture or kill terrorists. This is not surprising given the culture,
core mission, and strengths of the DOD. However, it does lead to a concep-
tion that does not necessarily facilitate effective interagency processes where
SOF must work with other USG entities, each of which view the problem—
and the solution—in different and typically self-referential terms.

DOS. Given the frequency with which SOF coordinate with the DOS, it is
worth examining the view of the DOS closely. The DOS Bureau of Counter-
terrorism leads the DOS CT effort; specifically, the Office of the Coordinator
for Counterterrorism, housed at the DOS, has as its “principal duty” the
“overall supervision (including policy oversight of resources) of international
counterterrorism activities.”* Additionally, “The Bureau of Counterterror-
ism’s mission is to promote U.S. national security by taking a leading role in
developing coordinated strategies and approaches to defeat terrorism abroad
and securing the counterterrorism cooperation of international partners.”*"
As previously noted, U.S. ambassadors already lead the interagency country
teams and are typically the lead executive branch representative in foreign
countries. Moreover, the DOS has broad geographic reach with over 300
diplomatic missions spread across nearly 200 countries.”* Given the relative
size of the staft and budget of the DOS—which is to say, much smaller than
those of the DOD—it is consistent with their capacity that they would estab-
lish themselves as leaders in the development of “coordinated strategies and
approaches,” rather than as an implementer for a broad range of CT tasks.*”

Yet, there is also a clear disconnect between the emphasis on the civilian
programs and initiatives of the DOS and the “deter, disrupt, and defeat”
language of the CT mission of the DOD, which reflects not a whole-of-
government vision but the more parochial view that scholars of bureaucratic
politics would expect. The DOS prioritizes government partnerships, civilian
capacity, and information sharing as integral parts of CT and is particularly
interested in building judicial and law enforcement capabilities through
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their programs. This becomes problematic, though, when the Bureau of
Counterterrorism needs to integrate into the efforts of multiple agencies and
departments. For instance, the DOS description of the Counterterrorism
Partnerships Fund (CTPF) strongly emphasizes the nonmilitary program
components of this joint initiative with the DOD, noting that “[the CTPF]
seeks to use State’s funding to build the capacity of criminal justice sector
actors who can respond to, arrest, investigate, prosecute, and incarcerate
terrorist suspects, recruiters, and financiers in accordance with due process
and the rule of law.”*¢ From this description of the CTPF, it might appear
that it is primarily a civilian program. However, in fiscal year 2017, DOS
funding for the program was around $59 million, while the DOD budget
requested $1 billion for CTPF activities that same year.””” Rather than placing
the wide range of CT activities conducted by the USG in a larger, composite,
whole-of-government image, the Bureau of Counterterrorism articulates its
activities—just as other agencies and departments do—in ways that high-
light components of CT that are most in line with the overall strengths and
priorities of the DOS. Even programs meant to be integrative across agencies
and departments are ultimately defined and stove piped by individualized,
agency- or department-centric conceptions of strengths and missions.

USAID. Like the DOS, the USAID is a frequent and important partner
for SOF engaged in CT. The agency’s development work comports with
population-centric approaches to CT
Like the DOS, the USAID is a and offers potential synergies with
frequent and important partner SOF CT efforts. Unlike the DOS, the
for SOF engaged in CT agency does not have a CT bureau or
office. Instead, recognizing that the

agency is not positioned to target individual terrorists or to attack threat
networks—like the DOD—it defines the problem in societal terms and
articulates its “developmental response to violent extremism,” an approach
which frames the problem and solution according to the core mission of the
USAID.*® A 2011 policy document for the USAID, aptly titled “The Devel-
opment Response to Violent Extremism and Insurgency,” does include a
section on “interagency integration and coordination.””® While this sec-
tion acknowledges that “a development response is only one component of
broader USG efforts to counter violent extremism and insurgency,” this is
the sparsest section of the policy.?? It offers little more than an indication
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that interagency coordination is occurring and provides a short box titled,
“Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs): Interagency Field Integration,”
as evidence.”” Though frequently mentioned in discussions of interagency
cooperation involving the DOD, DOS, and USAID, PRTs were, upon most
analyses, fraught with interagency conflict and, at least in Iraq and Afghani-
stan, criticized for being too DOD-heavy in composition, management, and
execution.””

For USAID, there is the additional challenge of defining its role in violent
spaces where human security is more immediately threatened by militants
than famine. Indeed, a former USAID administrator noted that “clarifying
USAID’s role in the context of violent extremism and insurgency does not
come without controversy. Some hold strong views on whether develop-
ment agencies generally—and USAID in particular—should engage on these
issues.”?* This articulation captures the tension between the international
development-related core mission and identity of USAID on the one hand;
on the other, the desire is to adapt and fill a meaningful role when the atten-
tion and funding of the USG were flowing so freely to terrorism and CT.

DHS. Other agencies and departments have also conceived of meaningful
roles to play in CT that demonstrate similar tendencies toward defining
terrorism and CT with their own strengths, core mission, and authorities
in mind. As noted in chapter 1, the definition of terrorism used by the DHS
brings infrastructure to the forefront of the discussion. Once again, an orga-
nization’s own strengths and mandates—critical infrastructure protection—
are used to define the terrorist threat and appropriate responses thereto. The
department’s articulation of its mission states that “one of the Department’s
top priorities is to resolutely protect Americans from terrorism and other
homeland security threats by preventing nation-states and their proxies,
transnational criminal organizations, and groups or individuals from engag-
ing in terrorist or criminal acts that threaten the Homeland.”** While this
mission emphasizes threats to the homeland, it takes care to position itself
as having international relevance by noting that homeland security threats
emerge from foreign nations and transnational criminal and terrorist orga-
nizations. In doing so, the DHS lays claim to additional turf.

FBI. The FBI’s mission is “to protect the American people and uphold the
Constitution of the United States,” and listed at the top of its priorities is to
“protect the United States from terrorist attack.”*** However, digging deeper
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shows that the FBI frames the terrorist threat—and the changing threat
landscape—in a way that plays to its own strengths and legal authorities. The
FBI’s key activities with respect to CT are articulated as follows: “The Bureau
works closely with its partners to neutralize terrorist cells and operatives here
in the United States, to help dismantle extremist networks worldwide, and
to cut off financing and other forms of support provided to foreign terrorist
organizations.”**® The FBI also notes that “lone offenders” and “the Internet
and social media” are important factors in both the domestic and inter-
national terrorism arena.*”” Lone actor terrorism and especially lone actor
domestic terrorists are often viewed as falling squarely within the domain
of U.S. domestic law enforcement. Additionally, by emphasizing domestic
CT missions, the FBI may be roping off its own territory—as the DOD,
for instance, does not generally have authorization to operate within the
U.S.—while also being careful to not preclude itself from international CT
activities. The FBI emphasizes the importance of partners throughout, but
its framing and focus are in clear harmony with the organization’s strengths
and core mission.

A particularly interesting case study in parochial definition-building,
the conflict between agency and departmental self-interest and whole-of-
government CT is the Department of the Treasury. The Department of the
Treasury has a narrow but important role when it comes to CT: tracking and
disrupting terrorist financing. The Treasury’s official role in CT efforts is
specifically to “safeguard the financial system against illicit use and combat-
ting ... terrorist facilitators.”**® Figure 5 expands on the Treasury’s mission
and its definition of terrorism.

The primary program and mechanism for accomplishing this mission
in practice is the Terrorist Finance Tracking Program (TFTP). The Depart-
ment of the Treasury can, as part of a terror finance investigation, subpoena
information about financial transactions from a European Union (EU)-
based worldwide financial tracking system. Since financial data is usually
well secured and is considered private, being able to access these records is
crucial to the Treasury’s CT mission.

However, in order to have the authority and ability to subpoena financial
data, the USG and the EU need to agree on what—for the purposes of investi-
gations of financial transactions—constitutes terrorism. Further, the Depart-
ment of the Treasury works with a number of other nations on CT and on
other priorities that may be more central to the Treasury’s core mission;
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Department of the Treasury

Definition Mission

Terrorism, as defined by the EU-U.S. TFTP: “The Office of Terrorism and Financial
“Acts of a person or entity that involve Intelligence marshals the department’s
violence, or are otherwise dangerous to | intelligence and enforcement functions with
human life or create a risk of damage to | the twin aims of safeguarding the financial
property or infrastructure. And which, given system against illicit use and combating
their nature and context, are reasonably rogue nations, terrorist facilitators, weapons
believed to be committed with the aim of: | of mass destruction proliferators, money
i) intimidating or coercing a population; launderers, drug kingpins, and other national
ii) intimidating, compelling, or coercinga | security threats.”

government or international organization to
act or abstain from acting; or iii) seriously
destabilizing or destroying the fundamental
political, constitutional, economic, or social
structure of a country or an international
organization.”

Figure 5. The Department of Treasury’s Role in Countering and Framing of Ter-
rorism. Source: Department of the Treasury

as such, the Treasury makes it clear that terrorism can be flexibly defined,
noting that “when examining individuals or organizations for potential
designation, the U.S. works in conjunction with authorities from several
other nations, and with international organizations, such as the European
Union and the United Nations.”* If the Department of the Treasury were to
take a hard line on the definition of terrorism, it may well deviate from the
language in its agreement with the EU; other international entities may be
unwilling to provide them with support and information. This would seri-
ously jeopardize the ability to practicably carry out the Treasury’s primary
CT mission of tracking and freezing terrorist finances via the TFTP—which
also means that the Treasury would no longer be able to justify their slice
of the CT budget.

This is also a clear demonstration of the way an individual organization’s
interests and whole-of-government CT efforts can clash without departments
or agencies acting in bad faith. In this example, if the Treasury chooses to
take a firm and unambiguous stance on definitional issues, it could mean
forfeiting access to international financial information—thereby hindering
CT effectiveness. However, if the Treasury sticks to EU guidelines, it could

83



JSOU Report 21-7

mean that it could not investigate certain actors or organizations that the
broader interagency considers a terrorist threat, because the EU does not.
Without an overarching strategic framework or an organization with
the authority to direct the wide variety of CT-related tasks for the USG as a
whole, individual agencies and departments will pursue aspects of the CT
mission according to their own definitions, strengths, and prerogatives. From
a SOF perspective, this creates significant challenges for coordinating CT
activities through interagency processes, even when all actors have a genuine
commitment to achieving national security goals related to CT.

Other Barriers to Interagency Counterterrorism Collaboration

Distinct missions and competition over turf and budget can be a significant
challenge to an effective interagency process. It is not, however, the only bar-
rier that SOF will encounter. Though related

Distinct missions and to questions of core mission and budget
competition over turf and competition, several other obstacles rou-
budget can be a significant  tinely present themselves to DOD person-
challenge to an effective nel when navigating interagency processes
interagency process. and relationships. Authorities issues—a

reference to political or policy questions of
bureaucratic turf—can enter discussions about turf and core missions, mud-
dying already turbulent waters with concerns about legality and congres-
sional oversight. SOF must also recognize that they are part of an enormous
organization, the DOD, which can appear monolithic and even threatening
to interagency partners. Organizational culture also presents another barrier,
as does the use of language. The different agencies and departments have
unique organizational cultures, and this promotes within them worldviews
and lexicons that can make it difficult to communicate effectively with other
entities.”*” Relatedly, there are limited professional incentives for individuals
in almost any USG entity to devote the time and energy required to effec-
tively navigate interagency processes. Finally, though not always a barrier,
the effectiveness of interagency processes can be impacted—both positively
and negatively—by individual personalities at both the highest levels and
further down the chain of command, in part because of the lack of stan-
dardization regarding interagency matters and even less formal training for
these individuals about navigating them.!
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Authorities: Turf, Budgets, and Domestic Law. Coordination and coopera-
tion between agencies and departments for CT often comes packaged in the
language of authorities—a reference to the different titles in U.S. code that
authorize various kinds of government activities like warfighting, intelli-
gence collection, and conducting diplomatic missions overseas. As previously
mentioned, different authorities can be one of the benefits of partnering with
other agencies or departments; sometimes, however, authorities issues refer
more to political or policy questions of bureaucratic turf and specifically
issues of what agency or department leads in interagency programs, who in
Congress or the executive branch has oversight of activities, and what pot
of money the funding for the program is drawn from. For the strictly legal
issues, government lawyers and legal scholars are essential for ensuring that
SOF conducts CT operations appropriately. For the other questions, however,
improved understanding of the more cultural, political, and budget-related
concerns that are associated with authorities problems can help SOF navigate
the sensitivities that title debates present.

The Title 10 versus Title 50 authorities debate presents an informative
example. Title 10 is shorthand for the domestic legal authority to carry out
“quintessentially military activity;” similarly, Title 50 is often used to refer
to intelligence activities.”* Title numbers are also sometimes used to simply
denote a given entity—e.g., DOD versus the CIA. It should first be noted that
this distinction is neither accurate nor precise. In fact, “the use of Title 50
to refer solely to activities conducted by the CIA is, at best, inaccurate.”*?
Rather, “Title 10 and Title 50 are mutually supporting authorities that can
be exercised by the same person or agency.”***

Title authorities having come into particular focus as the use of force
for CT has accelerated a convergence of CIA and DOD activities—often
involving SOF. This has meant that concerns about the overlap between SOF
and the IC in the CT realm have come to the fore. Debates that reflect these
concerns are less about the legal authority to conduct certain operations at
particular times and places with specific personnel or assets and more about
the rightful role of military organizations on the one hand and intelligence
agencies—namely the CIA—on the other.”* Some officials are concerned
about the DOD “going over to the dark side,” and being involved in covert,
“black SOF” operations.?*® There are even questions about whether involve-
ment in covert work would undermine core SOF competencies.*” Some
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argue that expanding covert military operations under the DOD could have
far-reaching reputational impacts on the U.S. military as a whole, reducing
partner trust in the U.S. military in places where existing relationships are
strong, and making it even more difficult to forge new ties with reluctant
host governments. It could also mean that forces engaged in these operations
lose the protection of the Geneva Conventions.”*® While these questions are
discussed as Title 10 versus Title 50 issues, it is clear from official references
to core competencies and other agency culture and identity considerations
that it is insufficient to use a strictly legal lens to bring this debate into
focus.” These questions and the different perceptions of the proper role of
different organizations can add additional uncertainty and inefficiency to
SOF-interagency CT operations, regardless of whether SOF has the legal
authority to engage in particular activities.

The 800-Pound Gorilla Problem. Another barrier to the effectiveness of
any interagency process that involves DOD is its relative size in compari-
son to other agencies and departments. In 2017, the DOS had just 10,000
employees.** That same year, the U.S. Army aimed to bring in 76,500 new
recruits yet expressed disappointment when it fell short by less than 10
percent—6,500 new recruits, or two-thirds of the entire DOS.?* Much like
the HUMINT discussion previously highlighted in the intelligence realm,
interagency partners working with the DOD on CT may be particularly
defensive of their turf when the DOD becomes involved in activities that
they see as central to their own mission. This is the case as they recognize
that they cannot compete effectively with the DOD given massive dispari-
ties in resourcing.

Real-life budget constraints and zero-sum thinking can make it appear
that any gain in capacity and influence by the DOD is necessarily a loss to
other organizations, and there is some validity to the concern that the DOD
has steadily increased in size and scope of work for decades. As one scholar
of the interagency and former practitioner put it, “we do not yet realize the
atrophying effect of the exponential growth of the DOD over the past 50
years on the rest of the interagency, and we certainly do not know what to
do about it.”**> Understanding these dynamics may help SOF to diffuse these
types of tensions and thereby interact more productively with counterparts
and representatives from other agencies and departments.
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Culture and Language. Agencies like the DOD have high cultural barri-
ers to entry, posing a real challenge to the interagency officials tasked with
liaison and coordination roles. The culture of an organization influences
not only how individuals act but how
they approach problems and even Agencies /Ike the DOD have hlgh
how they perceive, feel about, and ~ cultural barriers to entry, posing a
think through problems.** One piece ~ real challenge to the interagency
of this is that the DOD has a clear Officials tasked with liaison and
hierarchy and set of objectives; this OO’ dination roles.
is often not the case in other depart-
ments and agencies and is all but completely absent from the interagency
process itself. The JSOU Special Operations Forces Interagency Reference
Guide observes: “In the absence of the familiar unity of command, the spe-
cial operations warrior must learn to work within an interagency process
guided by lead agencies pursuing a unity of effort or, in some cases, the
even softer unity of purpose.”** The DOS—and, incidentally, the NSC more
broadly—tends to favor “ambiguity and flexibility” in their missions, goals,
and directives, a contrast to the DOD tendency to prize clear orders that lead
to measurable end-state objectives.**> For DOD personnel collaborating with
the interagency, adjusting to this less structured organizational environment
can prove challenging; for interagency representatives at the DOD, adapting
to the unique organizational culture of the DOD may be equally daunting.
Another element of organizational culture is the speed with which
departments and agencies operate. The DOD is relatively unique in its ability
to quickly execute missions in the face of rapidly changing dynamics on the
ground. The rest of the interagency tends to focus on gradual implementa-
tion of programming and longer-term results. Whereas SOF personnel are
accustomed to providing regular updates—perhaps even reporting on the
status and position of operators in the field on a minute-by-minute basis,
one SOST liaison officer observed that in the interagency, a SOST is “not
going to have daily updates on ‘the relationship’” to report to his or her com-
mander.”* The interagency process simply does not move at the same pace.
Paradoxically, program funding and planning timelines tend to be longer
at the DOD, where five-year plans are the norm. The DOS and USAID tend
to have one- to two-year initiatives.
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There is also a very real sense that different agencies and departments
speak different languages. All government organizations have a dizzying
array of acronyms, but the DOD likely leads when it comes to the sheer
volume of jargon and lingo. While nearly 500 pages, the DOD Dictionary
of Military and Associated Terms does not cover the everyday phrasing and
in-group referents that special operators use.**’
Koven uses the term “gun-armor race” when teaching practitioners about
the relative cost and efficiency of VEO online efforts and the countermea-
sures employed by social media firms. He selected this term in order to
provide a recognizable parallel for military personnel to latch on to but
frequently finds himself explaining the concept when partners from the
interagency are also in the classroom. “Gun-armor race” does not appear in
the DOD Dictionary. Similarly, terms like “freedom of maneuver” and “for
your situational awareness (FYSA)” are often employed in military circles
but are similarly not defined. The issue extends to the canons that practi-
tioners look to. Author Koven recalls lecturing at a JSOU course comprised
principally of uniformed military personnel, during which he made refer-

For example, the author

ences to “Clausewitz.” About 20 minutes into the discussion, one of the two
interagency personnel in the course sheepishly asked, “What’s Clausewitz?”
While the author recognizes his error in not making the lecture as accessible
as possible to interagency personnel by clearly explicating key terms and
canonical texts, the expressions on some of the faces of the military officers
in the room clearly suggested a level of shock and perhaps a resultant loss
of confidence in their interagency colleagues, who did not know that Carl
von Clausewitz—undoubtedly one of the most important military thinkers
of all time—was a “who” and not a “what.”

Another instance of language barriers to CT effectiveness appears in the
interagency effort to coordinate and synchronize information and influence
operations. There is widespread use of the term “strategic communication”
when referring to USG and partner nation efforts to communicate with local
populations regarding terrorism and CT. Though the USG interagency, the
UN, and NATO all use this term, DOD dropped “strategic communication”
from its official lexicon in 2012 while continuing to engage in vital commu-
nication activities in this area that would benefit from synchronization and
coordination across the interagency—and with international partners.**®

Additionally, sometimes using the wrong language during an interagency
engagement can upset the sensitivities of other departments or agencies. In
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one instance the authors learned of while conducting interviews for this
monograph, a special operator we spoke with jokingly titled the main forum
of an interagency conference “The War Room,” and it upset leaders from
another department to such an extent that it nearly jeopardized the entire
conference.”*” Many who work in organizations other than the DOD are
wary of the “militarization” of their efforts in civilian arenas like crimi-
nal justice reform or development assistance—often with good reason.?°
Whether militarization of an activity is appropriate or not to the task at
hand in practice, it typically entails the marginalization of non-DOD enti-
ties. These sensitivities may appear excessive, but language use is essential to
communication; without effective communication between different agencies
and departments, interagency coordination becomes impossible rather than
merely challenging.®'

Professional Incentives. It is also worth mentioning the lack of professional
incentives for interagency engagement. Participating in interagency efforts
is rarely incentivized when it comes to career advancement, and managers
typically prefer to keep their top performing subordinates in house. One
U.S. Army special forces (SF) colonel—himself an accomplished SOST who
swore by the program—recognized this reality and jokingly referred to the
SOST program as the “no colonel left behind” program, a program where
USSOCOM’s field grade officers who were passed over for command go to
finish out their military careers.?®> Given this perception, it is not surprising
that SOST billets go unfilled with some frequency or are filled with offi-
cers who are not ideally suited to the agencies or departments they embed
with.?* Consequently, the efficacy of the program, and more generally SOF-
interagency coordination, is impaired.

The same is true for interagency representatives or liaisons from other
agencies. For some entities—including some with which SOF personnel will
likely find themselves working closely—CT activities are not a core function
of the organization. In such circumstances, individuals have little profes-
sional incentive to overcome the barriers to effective interagency processes.
USAID, for example, prioritizes development and overseas fieldwork; con-
sequently, an overseas assignment directing assistance efforts in a recipi-
ent country is far more consequential for career advancement within the
agency than an assignment as a liaison at headquarters (HQ) USSOCOM
working CT. Indeed, there may even be a fear that spending too much time
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on engagements with military-heavy activities risks personnel becoming
indoctrinated to a DOD way of thinking.>** Professional incentives within
the agency to limit the duration of one’s engagement with SOF are especially
consequential given the substantial investment that agency officials must
make to learn DOD culture and its unique lexicon in order to collaborate
effectively with SOF. The lack of professional incentives for interagency work
throughout the USG means that even though the DOD and USSOCOM
offer courses and programs to facilitate better interagency coordination,
many career civil servants from organizations other than the DOD have
little reason to participate in them.

Personalities. Finally, individual personalities can serve as either a catalyst
or an obstacle to interagency CT cooperation. The JSOU Special Operations
Forces Interagency Reference Guide warns that SOF must often navigate
engagements where success is “person-
Finally, individual personalities ality and situationally dependent.”>*
can serve as either a catalyst or ~ The influence of personalities can cer-
an obstacle to interagency CT  tainly be felt from individuals at higher
cooperation. levels of seniority.®* Ambassadors can
make or break a country team and has

substantial implications for how well interagency activities are coordinated
in country. Similarly, military commanders that provide leadership and
supportive guidance can set the stage for success; it is worth revisiting the
example of Task Force 714, where interagency collaboration proved effec-
tive. U.S. Army Lieutenant General Michael Flynn recognized the CIA’s
sensitivities around sharing HUMINT outside the agency and consequently
set clear expectations for DOD personnel, telling them that the CIA was
granting them “access to some of their most sensitive human intelligence
data and you’re going to use it appropriately.”®’ On the other hand, the
Director of the Office for Reconstruction and Humanitarian Assistance—
U.S. Army Lieutenant General Jay Garner—chose to make little use of DOS
resources or personnel during the post-invasion transition to civilian gov-
ernance in Iraq circa 2003; not only did he opt not to deploy many well-pre-
pared DOS officials, he neglected to review or incorporate the department’s
13-volume Future of Iraq Project, on the grounds that it was not “a valid
planning document” by his department’s standards.?*® If senior leadership
signals that they do not consider the interagency a priority, subordinates

90



Koven/Lindquist: Barriers to SOF-Led CT Effectiveness

are disincentivized from investing the time and effort necessary to facilitate
effective coordination.

The personalities and skills of individuals at all levels, not just senior
leadership, drive interagency outcomes. As one intelligence officer put it, big
personalities are important in making the interagency work, but it is just
as much about issues of culture and sensitivity.”®® Having the right people
embedded in other agencies or departments to conduct the day-to-day work
of interagency coordination is essential. One former SOST described how
there were some people who really “got it” when it came to the importance
of the interagency mission for SOF, and these were the individuals who were
most able to build trust, open channels of communication, and truly help
SOF realize the potential of whole-of-government CT.>*

Conclusion

Interagency coordination on CT is fraught with many challenges. When
attempting to collaborate with other agencies and departments, SOF per-
sonnel are often caught at the nexus of the definitions and priorities of
other organizations, turf wars, authorities issues, and their own incentives
and biases. Yet, when it comes to conducting CT, interagency is not just a
buzz word. A whole-of-government approach is vital for the ability of SOF
to effectively advance national security objectives in the CT realm. While
the previous chapter argued that the current SOF approach to CT is not
strategically sound, CT effectiveness is also hampered by limitations when
it comes to coordination with the interagency. Recognizing that effective
approaches to CT require the USG to leverage considerably more than the
military instrument of national power, this reality becomes all the more
troubling. A better understanding of the underlying nature and the roots
of interagency conflicts, the way other agencies and departments view CT,
and common barriers to interagency processes are all necessary for special
operators hoping to achieve meaningful CT outcomes.

Key Takeaways

« The interagency provides competencies and authorities that can be
synergetic to SOF CT efforts. Working with the interagency—espe-
cially the IC and the country team—is a key component of SOF
effectiveness.
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Individual agencies and departments tend to pursue their own inter-
ests, such as maintaining influence, accomplishing their core mission,
and securing an adequate share of the budget. These bureaucratic
politics impact an organization’s willingness to engage in cooperation.
The 9/11 terrorist attacks were a failure of interagency coordination,
especially in the intelligence arena. In the wake of those attacks, the
USG established new institutions that advanced the idea of whole-of-
government CT but did not institutionalize a new interagency process
for CT.

Sizable budgetary incentives for a wide variety of USG entities to
become involved in CT resulted following 9/11.

Different agencies and departments frame terrorism and CT differ-
ently and consider distinct activities to be key priorities. These views
are often based on the organization’s own strengths, core mission,
and worldview.

Other factors—Ilike differences in organizational cultures and per-
sonalities, as well as career incentives—can negatively impact SOF-
interagency coordination and decrease overall CT effectiveness.
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Chapter 4. U.S. Special Operations
Forces and Overseas Counterterrorism
Partnerships

Having examined barriers to SOF CT effectiveness emanating from
a disruption-centric approach in chapter 2 and interagency coor-
dination in chapter 3, this chapter endeavors to address the promise and
challenge of the role of SOF in developing lasting relationships and capable
CT partners worldwide. This chapter draws on comparative politics and
broader political and military science literatures to highlight the necessity
of partnerships for strategically sound CT and to identify and explain the
fundamental challenges that SOF face when engaging in CT abroad with
partners. While there are many hurdles to overcome—SOF need sufficient
resources, the right hardware, good local information, language training,
and cultural intelligence to achieve success—the focus of this chapter is on
the political and institutional barriers U.S. SOF face when conducting and
building partner nation (PN) capacity for CT overseas. Though barriers
emanating from foreign partners receive most of this chapter’s focus, atten-
tion is also devoted to limitations regarding USG and DOD approaches to
foreign partnerships for CT.

The purpose of discussing the diverse political, institutional, and mili-
tary organizational elements that SOF encounter during engagements with
partners is twofold. First, forewarned is forearmed. There is a greater chance
of success for individual engagements if special operators understand not
only the partner forces and CT mission but also the political and other
contextual factors that can complicate a military or government’s willing-
ness and ability to be effective partners. Second, it underscores the need
for a U.S. strategic vision for CT. Thoughtful, well-crafted partnerships can
be forged and maintained even in the face of challenges like factitious host
nation politics and the reluctance of partner forces to employ civil-military
operations (CMO). This requires a serious evaluation of the costs and inputs
necessary to achieve desirable outcomes that contribute to long-term U.S.
national security goals. SOF may be well-suited to navigate these complex
situations with partners, but such engagements must take place in the context
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of a coherent, whole-of-government approach to CT that includes multiple
instruments of national power of multiple nations.

The first section outlines the CT-related advantages that accrue when
U.S. SOF partner with local forces. Broadly speaking, partners provide local
knowledge and access in the short term and—if successful—can provide a
credible local CT presence over the long term. In many ways, capable PN gov-
ernments and partner security forces, including partner SOF, offer the only
real, long-term solution for protecting populations throughout the world,
including the U.S. homeland, against the threat of terrorism. While U.S.
SOF routinely collaborate with highly capable SOF partners from advanced
industrialized countries—and these collaborations serve not only CT mis-
sions but broader political purposes while increasing interoperability—it
should be noted that many points in this chapter will be most relevant to U.S.
SOF partnerships with less advanced forces or governments in the develop-
ing world.

There are, however, numerous barriers to working productively with
PNs and partner forces, which may hinder SOF effectiveness in achieving
desirable CT outcomes. Some of these are located at the level of the part-
ner government. The divergent interests of foreign leaders, coupled with a
nation’s sovereign rights within its territory, mean that U.S. and partner
governments often clash—even when all parties have a genuine interest in
reducing or eliminating terrorist threats. The partner forces who work with
U.S. SOF can also present challenges. Often, partner forces are not yet mate-
rially and institutionally equipped to engage in effective and strategically
sound CT operations. Additionally, these organizations may have biases
that make population-centric CT particularly challenging to develop and
implement—not unlike in the United States. The barriers located in partner
governments and forces are addressed in the second section, as is a discus-
sion of the unique strategic and practical issues posed by partnering with
non-state actors.

There are also barriers to U.S. CT operations abroad that originate in the
USG and particularly in the DOD. Funding limitations, competing priorities
within a given engagement, and short time horizons are common problems
in the USG’s application of SOF to counter terrorist threats. These USG-level
issues have serious implications. Also, there is currently no overarching
DOD framework that reflects the reality that SOF face in CT partnerships.
SOF are often simultaneously working to train partner forces, match partner
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skills to missions, provide context-specific assets and functions, and employ
population-centric measures like CMOs while also eliminating and degrad-
ing terrorist networks that are a threat to U.S. interests. These engagements
are a serious challenge and call upon SOF to pull from multiple doctrines,
often in an ad hoc manner. These USG and DOD-level issues are discussed
in the third section. The final section concludes.

The main objectives of this chapter include:

« recognizing the connection between the demands of population-cen-
tric CT and the necessity of working by, with, and through partner
governments and partner forces

« identifying the common ways in which partner government and U.S.
interests may or may not align when it comes to CT

 understanding what absorptive capacity is and how partner force
absorptive capacity impacts the success of U.S. SOF in long-term CT
efforts

« recognizing the broader and contradictory strategic implications of
SOF partnerships with non-state actors for U.S. and global security

« learning how USG thinking and planning around international part-
nerships can adversely affect SOF CT effectiveness

Effectiveness and Sustainability: Foreign Partners for Special
Operations Forces Counterterrorism

Local partners are an essential component of a global CT strategy, a prin-
ciple that has been enshrined in the NSS since the Clinton and, arguably, the
Reagan administration. Though rightly criticized as an incoherent strategy
in its own right, engagement with other nations and their security forces is,
nonetheless, a crucial component of a global CT effort. At a moment when
U.S. strategic priorities are shifting to focus more heavily on great power
competition, it is especially clear that the U.S. must embrace opportunities
to work with PNs to counter terrorists and their networks. The farther “left
of bang” that collaboration occurs, the better. Even “right of bang,” effec-
tive SOF CT efforts abroad can prevent terrorist challenges to local govern-
ments from expanding into conflagrations that threaten the U.S. directly and
require larger expenditures of blood and treasure to address.** Regrettably,
transregional terrorist organizations like al-Qaeda and the Islamic State
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have proven extremely adept at reorienting the violence of localized groups
to serve their global ambitions.*”

The nature of the current threat also points to the need for working with
partners throughout the world to limit the impact and activities of terrorists
and their networks. From al-Shabaab in Somalia, to al-Qaeda in the Islamic
Maghreb in the sparsely populated Timbuktu region of Mali, to the Islamic
State’s East Asia Province’s fighters arrayed across the thousands of tiny
islands in the archipelagos of Southeast Asia, terrorism and terrorist orga-
nizations thrive in the world’s under-governed spaces.*** Indeed, the threat
is perhaps best characterized as a number of globally distributed terrorist
networks with an ever-changing web of affiliations and relationships between
highly transnational and decidedly local actors.?®® The sheer geographic reach
of terrorists demands that CT is pursued as a similarly global enterprise.

Indeed, the vital role of partners and the difficulty in achieving strategic
objectives without them was one of the hardest-learned lessons of the Global
War on Terror. The large conventional ground operations of the Global War
on Terror have had far-reaching, often negative consequences and second-
and third-order effects on the Middle East, Central Asia, and farther afield;
they have also been enormously costly.>*® The U.S. cannot—nor should it—
unilaterally expend the effort to secure all volatile areas. A combination of
working directly to reduce the immediate threat emanating from the worst
hot spots and indirectly building the capacity of PNs is a much more sound
and realistic approach.”” In this sense, partners are the sine qua non of global
CT—though not, of course, a panacea.

From a theoretical perspective, the critical role of foreign partners for
CT is even clearer given the conclusion and primary argument of chapter
2—that, to achieve meaningful results, CT should look a lot more like COIN.
It is worth noting that this also means CT can be rather low tech; the lack
of certain capabilities—for example, precision strike—is less consequential
for many partner forces than current approaches may make it seem. Rather,
population-centric CT has several key components—including gathering
information from locals and building greater trust in government. Indeed,
too much emphasis on hardware or advanced technology may create a bar-
rier between military forces and the population, thereby decreasing CT
effectiveness, sometimes dramatically.**® Local forces that engage in face-
to-face interactions with the populace are particularly necessary, meaning
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that most partners are at least materially well-suited for engaging in crucial
CT activities.

Importantly, PN forces also bring a great deal of local knowledge to the
table. This is not just in the form of enhanced understanding of local dialects
and cultures, though that is in and of itself beneficial. Partner forces are also
better positioned to understand and interpret the unique social and politi-
cal dimensions of the terrorist threat and the
root causes which make the population sus- Importantly, PN forces
ceptible to terrorist recruitment. Moreover, also bring a great deal of
a uniformed U.S. military presence can be local knowledge to the
controversial in some settings. The presence table.
of U.S. troops may be used in terrorist pro-
paganda narratives designed to drive resource mobilization. Mistrust and
histories of colonialism in many PNs may make partners wary or even hos-
tile toward a U.S. presence and interests.”® Gaining access to territory and
intelligence for effective CT in these circumstances may necessitate that the
U.S. employ a by, with, and through approach that heavily leverages local
partner forces. Moreover, the involvement and professionalization of local
forces ultimately increases the populace’s trust in their government; this
negates common VEO recruitment narratives surrounding the incompe-
tence, neglect, or corruption of the local government and its security forces.
T.E. Lawrence’s 15th article on Arab warfare nicely summarizes this reality:
“Better the Arabs do it tolerably than you do it perfectly... Your practical
work will not be as good as, perhaps, you think it is.””° While Lawrence’s
focus was on irregular warfare in the Arab world, this recognition is much
more broadly applicable.

In short, only by partnering with foreign governments and their security
forces can long-term, sustainable CT gains be made throughout much of the
world. This is true even in areas where the USG is willing to expend mas-
sive amounts of American blood and treasure to counter subversion. The
U.S. experiences in Vietnam, Afghanistan, and Iraq clearly illustrate that
America’s commitment to protracted and bloody conflicts is necessarily
circumscribed. Unfortunately, VEOs also took notice of this reality. If the
U.S. is unable to train and equip local forces to effectively and independently
pursue CT, the departure of U.S. forces will merely create a power, capac-
ity, and capability vacuum, which VEOs will exploit.””! Recognizing this
reality, Ho Chi Minh famously outlined his theory of victory to the French
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colonialists in Vietnam, stating: “You will kill ten of us, we will kill one of
you, but in the end, you will tire of it first.””> While Ho Chi Minh was cor-
rect, neither the French nor the U.S. heeded his warning. Leaving behind
capable CT partners after an engagement is essential to the sustainability
of USG CT efforts.””?

“Them” Barriers to Special Operations Forces Counterterror-
ism Effectiveness with International Partners

Unfortunately, no matter how central partners are to U.S. CT efforts, effective
partnerships in this domain are difficult to realize. Limited capabilities and
proficiencies within partner forces are not the only barriers. When the USG
involves itself in a nation’s security landscape, it is also necessarily stepping
into the political landscape. The presence of U.S. SOF can alter regional
geo-political power dynamics, affect the calculus and activities of armed
groups both within and outside the country in question, provide fodder for
various political and civil society entities, and even shift the balance of power
between civilian and military institutions in the country. The institutional
and political barriers located with “them”—international partners—are the
focus of this section.

Partner Nation Politics and Governments

Sovereignty. For the purposes of this work, sovereignty can be understood
as supreme authority within a territory, and it is this underlying authority
that makes the partner government’s interests and capacities important con-
siderations for SOF. Certainly, the U.S. can and does negotiate with partners
about CT activities and often has various kinds of leverage with reluctant
or even recalcitrant partners. By virtue of being sovereign states, however,
PNs have the authority to dictate and
Certainly, the U.S. can and does pursue their own laws, interests, per-
negotiate with partners about CT  ceptions, and priorities without refer-

activities and often has various ence to the United States. Dwight D.
kinds of leverage with reluctant or  Eisenhower, drawing on his extensive
even recalcitrant partners. World War II experience in manag-

ing the challenges of combined com-
mands, had this to say on the subject: “No charter can be written for an allied
commander and made to stick. As long as nations are sovereign, they always
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have the right to reverse a prior decision, get out of any situation they think
they can when they can cut their losses.”*”*

It also means that host governments have more control over the domestic
social and political factors that matter most for CT and have international,
legally recognized veto power over numerous details of an engagement. They
can establish and change the rules, the agreements, the nature of the engage-
ments, and their own laws and constitutions—with implications for crucial
elements of agreements necessary to enable an engagement by U.S. SOF,
such as the legal status of forces in PNs. In 2014, U.S. negotiations with the
Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan took months to resolve,
as then-President Hamid Karzai expressed growing concern and frustration
about Afghan casualties.””” One of the specific sticking points was whether or
not U.S. troops would be allowed into the homes of ordinary Afghans.” The
bilateral security agreement ultimately signed as a result of these negotiations
restricted independent U.S. combat operations, a dramatic shift in the nature
of the U.S. military engagement there that altered everything from timetables
to operational planning and long-term strategic outcomes. For SOF, these
issues mostly fall well outside of the operator’s control. It is worth noting
that perceptions of excessive collateral damage or poor conduct by U.S. per-
sonnel, including contractors, can contribute to international tensions—a
manifestation of tactical errors with profound strategic implications.

Most elements of an engagement, then, are not designed exclusively by
U.S. military planners with a deep understanding of the requirements of a
given (CT) mission. Rather, PN governments—including potentially, but
not necessarily, partner force leadership—determine whether SOF is present
at all, in what numbers, the size and location of the area of responsibility,
and what objectives they can pursue. For instance, the U.S. may have an
agreement with a PN that limits SOF to target only a certain group or type
of group—and then only in a particular region—frustrating U.S. efforts to
disrupt and degrade terrorist groups throughout the country. As one expert
put it, in testimony to Congress, “Local governments can be fickle and unco-
operative. A government that is willing to target Salafi-jihadist groups at
one point can change its assessment.”””” This adds volatility to engagements
and poses a serious challenge to SOF. Similarly, the duration and scope of
training and capacity building efforts may be constrained by the terms of an
agreement between the USG and the PN government, which was not neces-
sarily written with the unitary goal of maximizing the efficacy of the SOF
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partnership in mind. Finally, it is worth noting that circumstances—from
permitted training content, to the nature of the terrorist threat, to the very
composition of the PN government itself—can change. Fortunately, changes
can go in both directions. As will be described in chapter 5, restraint and
respect for the PN’s authority in the Philippines built trust with the host gov-
ernment and led to more permissive rules of engagement and an expanded
role for the U.S. with positive impacts on CT effectiveness.””®

Alignment of Interests and Objectives. The authority of sovereign nations
means that their interests must be taken into consideration. Unfortunately,
SOF does not get to choose their partners; the USG and ultimately history,
circumstance, and to a certain extent terrorists themselves do. The most
fundamental hurdle that SOF effectiveness faces when conducting CT, either
directly or indirectly, is a lack of alignment between PN and U.S. interests.””’
In a study on BPC effectiveness, RAND scholars found that “BPC is most
effective when U.S. objectives align with PN objectives.”?** This was the most
commonly identified factor across all cases of BPC success; when there is
fairly close alignment on at least a set of CT-related issues and priorities,
there is a much greater chance for success.?®® When this is lacking, capacity
building—including in contexts where CT is the ultimate U.S. goal—proved
ineffective. As the report rather bluntly notes, “You can’t want it more than
they do.”**

Why should there be a lack of alignment on CT in particular? This ques-
tion may appear difficult to answer. On the surface, it seems that govern-
ments of all stripes would prefer to have a monopoly on violence in their
territory and eliminate the threat of terrorist

Why should there be a organizations harming their citizens, societies,
lack of alignment on CT ~ and economies.?® One of the more common
in particular? scenarios—and the one with the least nega-

tive impact on SOF effectiveness—is that PNs
simply “want it less than we do.” Namely, they are facing challenges and
threats that they perceive to be bigger, more important, or generally higher
priority than the threat and challenge of terrorism. Threats from neighbor-
ing countries might be the main focus of the national security apparatus;
other governments may find that containing separatist conflicts or reduc-
ing narcotrafficking and transnational organized criminal groups are their
top priorities.?®* If so, their best military and civilian personnel, political
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attention, and material resources may be otherwise engaged and inacces-
sible to U.S. special operators engaged in CT. In fact, PNs might agree to
work with U.S. SOF, not because of the security threat that terrorism poses
but rather because they are interested in establishing a relationship with
the United States. This means that devoting the country’s own domestic
resources—including military personnel—to build genuine CT capacity is
not necessary for a partner government to achieve its objectives in an osten-
sibly CT-based engagement with U.S. forces. These scenarios leave the U.S.
more invested in a CT mission than partners and often lead to unsatisfactory,
or at least more limited, outcomes.

For democratic PNs, one important priority for ruling parties and politi-
cians is maintaining their office. These parties and politicians are likely to
pay close attention to popular opinion about the presence of U.S. forces and
push for policies and agreements that increase their chances for reelection
accordingly. Indeed, attitudes towards the U.S. and views about international
relations therewith have been flashpoints—even in the domestic elections of
close partners like the Republic of Korea.?® BPC typically requires long-term
engagement and is not likely to yield massive dividends within the scope of
a single electoral cycle; popular sentiments towards cooperation with the
U.S. military, however, can change rapidly. Even for partners genuinely com-
mitted to CT, electoral interests can drive governments to alter agreements
with the U.S. in ways that have direct negative impacts on CT effectiveness.

For other regime types, it may be the military itself that poses the great-
est threat to the current government, leadership, or party in power. These
circumstances are less commonly encountered by U.S. SOF engaged in CT
abroad but can have a stronger negative impact on the chances of achieving
U.S. objectives. Political leadership may be more interested in protecting
themselves against the threat of a military coup than countering terrorism.**
In such instances, the training and capabilities that U.S. SOF offer security
forces to tackle terrorist networks might run counter to regime security. If a
government is worried about a military coup, the last thing they likely want
is a cadre of highly trained, well-equipped, and well-coordinated military
units.”” Box 11 elaborates on the unintended relationship between U.S. CT
support and military coups.
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Box 11. Perverse Incentives, Perverse Results:
U.S. Counterterrorism Support and Military Coups

More seriously, partner forces may have their own political interests
and partner governments that fear coups may have every reason to
do so. Civilian control of the military is a crucial component of stable
democracies and at the very heart of the U.S. Constitution, but scholars
have long been concerned about the pervasive and potentially nega-
tive impacts of military aid and training on PN politics and societies,
particularly with respect to coups d’états.”® High-profile examples
like the 2014 coup in Burkina Faso* and the 2012 coup in Mali*°
saw U.S.-trained officers play leading roles in the overthrow of civil-
ian governments. Recent scholarship suggests that this is not merely
the case of a few opportunistic military leaders, but rather that U.S.
military training is statistically correlated with higher incidences of
military coups.”” By increasing the human capital of military officers,
U.S. training enhances the military’s capacity and can change power
dynamics within a regime.”®* Apart from the normative and politi-
cal implications of this alarming correlation, there is also a strategic
question to consider: Are U.S. CT objectives being achieved if partner
forces are involved in military overthrows of civilian governments?
In both Mali and Burkina Faso, there was a marked increase in ter-
rorist activity in the years following these coups. These long-term
negative outcomes reflect the reality that at best, U.S. CT support to
partner forces is liable to be misused. At worst, it may be a funda-
mentally destabilizing force in weak polities that already face terrorist
threats. Indeed, incidences of recent coups are one of the factors used
to calculate the State Fragility Index, a commonly used indicator in
social science research on state failure, ungoverned spaces, and regime
stability.>?

It is also possible that governments or some key officials may have per-
verse incentives in the area of CT and may derive benefits from an ongoing
terrorist threat or presence. For example, the security threat may enable
governments to implement policies that would otherwise been challenging to
pursue, especially repressive measures that restrict civil rights and freedoms
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and expand police and security forces powers.?* Alternatively, the terrorist
organization may prove useful in regional competition with a neighboring
country; the government in Iraq supported the anti-government terror-
ist organization Mujahedin-e-Khalq in Iran during the 1980s for precisely
this reason.?” In addition, it is possible that the group in question shares
ideological beliefs or salient identities with an important domestic, political
constituency; precipitous action against the group could undermine fragile
governing coalitions.”® In these cases, U.S. and PN interests in CT are not
just misaligned but are in direct opposition.

It can also behoove unpopular or struggling governments to have a ter-
rorist scapegoat that distracts from persistent governance issues and corrup-
tion; the presence of such a threat may ultimately bolster support or even
legitimacy of a government.”” In Sudan, for instance, both military gov-
ernments and democratically elected leaders routinely attempted to garner
ethnically based support for otherwise inept or corrupt governments by
stirring up ethnic and religious animus towards insurgent groups in the
south. To the extent that this was effective for some regimes, it was because
much of the population of southern Sudan—now South Sudan—had a dif-
ferent religious and ethnic demographic composition than the population in
the north and the capital, Khartoum.?”® U.S. SOF assistance that effectively
eliminates such groups would simultaneously remove a useful political tool.

In any of these scenarios, partners are less likely to provide support for
U.S. CT operations or dedicate the time and attention to narrowly focused
CT efforts. It may simply be that partners are not actively working to facili-
tate CT cooperation. Seemingly mundane stumbling blocks—like missed
and inefficient meetings, having the wrong people involved, or not providing
relevant information, orders, or authorizations for training and operations—
can all inhibit the effectiveness of U.S. SOF CT efforts in the country. U.S.
SOF, if they can recognize these issues for what they are, may be able to call
on the interagency, such as the country team, to help generate local buy-in
and improve outcomes.

In the cases of more seriously misaligned interests and priorities, it is pos-
sible that PN governments may use newfound skills and U.S. security aid to
advance interests that do not align with, or even run counter to, U.S. strategic
priorities.” If this sounds far-fetched, consider the case of Libya’s General
Khalifa Haftar. The military leader has led several coups and frequently
invoked the language of CT and the war on terror to gain international
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support while pursuing destructive and divisive military campaigns—target-
ing both jihadist groups like Ansar al Sharia and armed groups loyal to the
elected government.’® Such use of CT resources and rhetoric only exacer-
bates the turmoil, undermines the recognized government, and ultimately
serves to increase the long-term threat of terrorism emanating from Libya.
These perverse CT outcomes derive from more serious interest misalignment
with partners. Avoiding, or at least tightly managing, these potentially more
toxic partnerships is why a well-considered CT strategy—with a clear role
for SOF—is so crucial.

Limited Government Capacity and Interagency Cooperation. Partner force
SOF, like U.S. SOF, do not operate in a vacuum. Political and bureaucratic
processes affect them and their ability to engage in effective and strategically
sound CT. As explained in the previous context, dozens of USG organi-
zations play an important role in CT
Partner force SOF, like U.S. SOF,  efforts involving a mix of capabilities
do not operate in a vacuum. and authorities. Other countries face
similarly complex domestic CT land-
scapes, which U.S. SOF must navigate when working with PN forces. Even
large, powerful, and heavily institutionalized nations like the U.S. struggle
to develop appropriate organizational structures and capabilities to engage
in whole-of-government CT. Important issues like domestic terrorism laws

are still being debated as the global terrorist threat changes and evolves
301

over time.

Many partner countries—especially those experiencing severe issues
with terrorism and under-governed spaces—have a bigger lift to achieve the
legal and institutional infrastructure needed to effectively combat terrorism.
A simple example of this reality is that many countries around the world
do not have adequate terrorism laws on the books.***> Albania, for instance,
saw between 100 to 150 of its citizens travel to Iraq and Syria between 2012
and 2014 to support the Islamic State; it was not until late in 2014 that the
“recruitment, act, and facilitation of foreign terrorist fighting” was included
in the country’s criminal code.*” In the absence of antiterrorism laws such as
statutes criminalizing foreign terrorist fighters, security forces have limited
options when it comes to pursuing, arresting, detaining, trying, and incar-
cerating individuals involved in certain kinds of terrorist activities. In the
Albanian case, there was an inability to prosecute foreign terrorist fighters
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who left Albania to join the Islamic State prior to the 2014 law criminalizing
traveling overseas to engage in terrorism; the limited size of the state police
CT unit meant that while returning foreign terrorist fighters posed a clear
security threat, the CT unit lacked the personnel to provide adequate surveil-
lance. In addition to individual agencies and departments having limited
tools, there is need for interagency cooperation in PNs. For example, had
interagency coordination been more developed, the CT unit might have part-
nered with entities other than law enforcement to provide rehabilitation and
reintegration to returning foreign terrorist fighters; individuals who posed a
continuing security threat may have been reduced to a manageable number,
given their limited surveillance resources. These dynamics—especially when
it comes to coordinating security force activities with the work of civilian
agencies—are a struggle for nations around the world.***

In addition to administrative structures and legal frameworks, a critical
mass of partners and potential partners in CT lack the capacity to wage the
population-centric approach to CT advocated by this monograph. These
approaches require far more than martial skill. State capacity and penetra-
tion is low in many areas of some countries, which are not coincidentally
often the front lines for CT—or COIN.*” Governments may also lack suf-
ficient material resources to deliver nutrition, healthcare, education, and
other goods and services to citizens, while corruption and governance issues
could further undermine efforts to gain legitimacy and undercut drivers
of extremism. While these problems are not insurmountable, fixing them
takes time, serious investments, and political will. Absent these types of
interventions, the use of local or U.S. SOF will not contribute to long-term,
strategic CT success.

Partner Forces

Diverse PN governments and political landscapes pose challenges to CT
effectiveness. U.S. SOF often are, however, working most closely with the
partner forces themselves, which can present their own set of barriers for
achieving CT goals through these partnerships. For the purpose of this dis-
cussion, partner forces are limited to the security forces of the recognized
PN; a separate subsection focuses on non-state actor partners. Limited orga-
nizational capacities, capability and resource gaps, and institutionalized
biases are likely to be present to varying degrees when the U.S. partners
with all but the most advanced forces—and sometimes, even with the most
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advanced forces. For instance, during France’s Operation SERVAL to coun-
ter the spread of terrorist groups in Mali, the U.S. was needed to provide
essential support for logistics and transport; intelligence, surveillance, and
reconnaissance (ISR); and aerial refueling, which the French armed forces
simply lacked.** Understanding these barriers and planning for how and
where they are most likely to interfere with achieving CT outcomes is a key
step to improving U.S. SOF effectiveness.

Limited Capabilities. Partner forces ideally provide local knowledge, capac-
ity, logistics, and every other advantage discussed in the first section of this
chapter. However, partner forces are not always able, or not always immedi-
ately able, to contribute these toward the pursuit of USG interests or CT. A
sophisticated and far-reaching worldwide SOF network with highly capable
partners in all corners of the globe linked closely with theater special opera-
tions commands and geographic combatant commands may well be in place
some decades from now.*”” However, just as U.S. SOF currently do not get to
choose the nations and governments with which they partner, the nature of
the partner forces they work with can and does vary widely.

This is the basic reason that training is such a crucial component of so
many U.S. SOF CT engagements; U.S. SOF are frequently working with
forces that have nontrivial limitations when it comes to conducting CT on
their own. These can be anything from material capabilities and technolo-
gies to skills at the level of individual operators or small units. For instance,
partner forces may have an extant intelligence apparatus that needs bolster-
ing with advanced U.S. hardware. In such a case, training operators and
integrating that hardware may be sufficient to leverage the advantages of
local forces to achieve shared CT goals. Partner forces may also have much
more severe capabilities limitations. Thus, the priorities for capability gen-
eration and capacity building will vary from engagement to engagement.
These barriers must be overcome in order to achieve U.S. CT objectives by,
with, and through partners.

Gaps between what SOF expect to find—in terms of partner capabilities—
and what actually exists on the ground are a common feature of engage-
ments. Fortunately, U.S. SOF are increasingly skilled in training partners;
enhancing capabilities of partners can have positive and even synergistic
effects for many types of capability generation. Training in battlefield medi-
cine, for instance, not only develops that particular skill but can boost morale
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and motivation for partner forces.””® Author Koven recalls working with one
of two Beninese Ministry of Interior forces designated as a SF unit. Prior to
receiving training from U.S. Marine
Forces Africa, the likelihood that a
severely wounded trooper would suc-
cumb to his injuries through exsan-
guination or infection was almost
certain. The force did not have even
the most basic medical training—
e.g., how to apply a tourniquet or
pack a wound with hemostatic
gauze. Despite myriad limitations,
this unit was extremely dedicated to
the mission at hand. Greater confi-
dence instilled by U.S. training can
increase the willingness of a partner
force to engage subversives in the
field and amplify their effectiveness
when they met the opposition force Figure 6. Author Barnett S. Koven (L)
on the battlefield. Successful contacts  and a Beninese SF officer pose for a

with the enemy can in turn provide photo during a USG-funded training
course in Cotonou, Benin in June 2019.
Source: Barnett S. Koven/used with
permission

forces with deeply valuable experi-
ence that training exercises cannot
tully simulate.

Fully understanding the limitations of partner forces and devising
appropriate interventions to increase their capabilities is critical to build-
ing effective partner capacity. In many ways, the specific limitations that
may be encountered—such as the lack of combat medical training among
the Beninese Ministry of Interior forces—are easier to remedy than some of
the issues described in this chapter. U.S. SOF regularly impart lessons that
quickly increase the CT-relevant capabilities, at least at the tactical level, of
partner forces.

Limited Absorptive Capacity. Other barriers are more difficult for U.S. SOF
to address. In addition to having different and potentially lower baseline
capabilities, partners vary in terms of their absorptive capacity. This refers
to the ability of a partner to absorb or internalize and actually make use of
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new material and training.’*® Existing absorptive capacity, like existing mili-
tary capabilities, is determined by a range of factors including “equipment,
organizational characteristics, readiness, the extent of existing training,
technological sophistication, education, language abilities, and doctrine.”
Put differently, partner defense establishments—from the macro level down
to individual units—may lack the ability to internalize or employ equipment
and training provided by U.S. SOF.

A major dimension of absorptive capacity rests with support personnel.*"!
Just as whole-of-government CT requires a large and intricate interagency
infrastructure, complex security endeavors like CT need a fair amount of
defense ministry capacity to ensure effectiveness. Sometimes referred to as
the “tooth to tail” problem, and hardly unique to CT or SOF, it is clearly the
case that it is much easier to train a soldier to fire a weapon than it is to make
sure that they have the right equipment, that said equipment is maintained,
and that supply lines of communication exist to ensure they are resupplied
with spare parts and ammunition in the field.*> Moreover, too great a focus
on developing combat skills can create a tactically effective partner force
that is unable to translate kinetic effects into meaningful strategic gains.*"
Focusing on tactical skills like marksmanship and vehicle control point
operations is tempting; results can be seen quickly in these domains and
are easily measured. However, CT effectiveness often comes down not to
the soldier firing a weapon but to the partner force’s capacity to provide
adequate material and information to support both kinetic and non-kinetic
engagements. When this underlying capacity is lacking, there are limits to
the strategic gains that training and cooperation with U.S. SOF can provide.

Building indigenous capacity to collect intelligence provides a good exam-
ple of the absorptive capacity issue. ISR is often required to ensure that part-
ner forces can locate and engage the opposition force. For the USG, providing
ISR support is relatively easy but developing

ISR is often required to indigenous ISR capabilities among partner
ensure that partner forces forces is difficult. This is in part because it is
can locate and engage the  not just a challenge to create intelligence col-
opposition force. lection capabilities inside partner countries,

it is even more complicated still to develop
the necessary infrastructure to ensure the collection, fusion of disparate
intelligence sources, and the diffusion of actionable intelligence to opera-
tional forces in the field. When author Koven worked with the Beninese
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Ministry of Interior forces, one of the largest barriers for the unit related to
obtaining actionable intelligence and then exploiting it to ensure they were in
the right place at the right time—to engage the opposition force in a manner
consistent with desirable security outcomes.”* ISR requires so much “tail”
and continues to be a pain point for many partner forces. Unfortunately, it
is a problem that must be resolved; it does not matter in the least how tacti-
cally proficient partner forces are if they are unable to bring their martial
skills to bear against the opposition force.

Security forces’ absorptive capacity limitations can be at the level of the
organization, but they can also be located at the level of individuals or units
as well. Background levels of education, training, and professionalization
of military forces prior to U.S. arrival and engagement may not sufficiently
prepare partners to receive the high-level training that U.S. SOF are prepared
to deliver. It is also worth recalling the strategic corporal discussion from
chapter 2; though more rigorous and diverse training programs for NCOs are
increasingly a focus of USSOCOM, counterparts in partner forces are likely
to have significantly less training and extant educational attainment. To
the extent that U.S. SOF have the latitude to design engagements and articu-
late their own goals, focusing on developing partner defense ministries and
military education can yield sizeable returns. Absent the ability to improve
professional military education (PME) systems and improve recruitment
standards in PNs, U.S. SOF must be careful to tailor efforts to build partner
capacity to an appropriate level given the nature of the threat and the nature
of partner forces absorptive capacity.

Building Capacity Versus Capturing Terrorists. Another limitation, or
at least a source of frustration, is the fact that U.S. SOF are often balanc-
ing between achieving battlefield effects and enhancing partner capacity to
counter terrorism on their own. In a study of SOF capacity building skills,
one researcher quotes a SOF veteran, remarking that, “It’s pretty obvious that
we're not going to kill our way to victory.”” The need for a long-term, indi-
rect solution to global terrorism means that it is very often “better to allow
the partner to do things poorly” than for U.S. SOF to take a leading role on
tasks that partners will become responsible for successfully accomplishing
in the long run.*” Commanders must weigh whether or not DA by U.S. SOF
will achieve greater returns than allowing partner units to (possibly) fail to
achieve a given tactical objective —but to nonetheless learn by doing.”® The
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value of this approach came to be more broadly understood and accepted in
the later stages of operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, but it can be frustrat-
ing for U.S. special operators, who recognize that they could have achieved
mission success at moments when partners fail to do so.*”

Military Biases and Organizational Interests. Like the individual services
in the U.S., U.S. SOF, and the DOD itself, foreign military organizations tend
to have their own cultures and biases. In terms of missions and activity pref-
erences, partner forces also tend to have a preference for kinetic CT—much
like that described in the core mission bias section of chapter 2. One way
this instantiates itself to the detriment of CT effectiveness is with respect to
the uneven development of partner force capabilities between SOF and their
enablers and for distinct tasks within SOF units. This was an issue in Iraq
among Iraqi special operations forces (ISOF). As one coalition member NCO
involved in the partnership put it, individual ISOF operators tended not to
want to be “the guy wearing a night observation device driving a truck with
20 assaulters in the back.”?® The assaulter role was more desirable. This is a
sentiment, or at least an instinct, that many SOF might identify with—but
also one that leads to unnecessary casualties from things like improper dis-
tribution of skilled personnel or even vehicle accidents if inadequate time
and effort is expended on proper training for all relevant tasks.**

This means that even where the capabilities to conduct crucial CT activi-
ties like IO or CMO already exist within partner forces, SOF can be left to
contend with an organizational bias that leaves partners with no interest in
key activities or cultural changes. Because kinetic approaches tend to be more
readily embraced by partners—as opposed to activities oriented towards
winning hearts and minds—the challenge for SOF is often to impress upon
partner forces the strategic importance of these latter types of activities. A
related bias against NCOs and junior officers in some partner force organiza-
tional cultures can also hinder strategically sound CT. This was an issue that
plagued ISOF and U.S. efforts in Iraq, where NCOs were marginalized and
poorly regarded by some ISOF leaders despite the vital role these operators
play in CT efforts, which require tactical flexibility—and thus the devolution
of substantial authority to NCOs and junior officers.’? As the discussion
on absorptive capacity limitations above suggests, it may well be necessary
to build a kind of “acceptance capacity” by demonstrating the utility of
non-kinetic activities before partners are actually ready and willing to gain
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knowledge and expertise from training or even support the efforts of U.S.
SOF in these areas. Fortunately, like capabilities and capacities, these kinds
of attitudes and beliefs can change as a result of well-planned partnerships
with U.S. SOF, where the importance of these aspects of CT are not only
taught in the classroom but demonstrated in partners’ own communities.

Personalities. Finally, as with any cooperative enterprise, personalities
can play a role in effective U.S. SOF-partner force engagements. This is an
idiosyncratic feature that can be difficult to predict, but it is worth under-
scoring the extent to which having
the right or wrong personnel in  finally, as with any cooperative
place can lead to major limitations  enterprise, personalities can play a
or opportunities in U.S. SOF CT  role in effective U.S. SOF-partner
engagements. force engagements.

Non-State Partners
Not all potential partners for U.S. SOF are government forces. In the fall
of 2001, U.S. and coalition forces and the Northern Alliance rapidly ousted
the Taliban from power and dominance in Afghanistan. SOF played a cen-
tral and celebrated role in these initial stages of Operation ENDURING
FREEDOM Afghanistan.’”® There are times when the USG needs on-the-
ground partners in areas that are denied to government forces or in countries
where the sitting government and leadership—like the Taliban government
in Afghanistan circa 2001—is an unsuitable partner. There are also circum-
stances in which the U.S. has tasked SOF with pursuing CT security interests
in areas where there are no effective government forces with which SOF can
partner, perhaps due to political instability, regime change, or collapse—for
instance, in Libya circa 2011. In these cases, partnering with violent non-state
actors like the Northern Alliance—or in the more contemporary setting
of the Syrian conflict, the Kurdish Peshmerga—offers a potential solution.
Indeed, working with such forces is one of the 12 core activities with which
USSOCOM is explicitly tasked.

These types of partners, however, present their own set of challenges.
In some ways, these challenges should not be thought of as distinct from
those already described above—indeed, partnering with violent non-state
actors present many of the same political and military considerations as
partnering with state forces. Many of the key issues with respect to partner
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governments and partner armed forces are also at play when it comes to
violent non-state actor partners. For many of these factors, the barriers and
challenges discussed in this section will be even more severe and the solu-
tions more fraught for U.S. SOF trying to wage effective CT. There is likely
to be an even greater lack of alignment when it comes to goals and objec-
tives and an even greater chance of pernicious unintended consequences
when U.S. SOF expands the capabilities and capacities of violent non-state
actors. This reality became all too clear during the early days of the Afghan
war. Special operators were forced to quickly confront the reality that the
Northern Alliance they were embedded with—officially known as the United
Front forces—were anything but united. Rather, the Alliance was a loose
configuration of the forces of three warlords of diverse ethnic and religious
backgrounds: Abdul Rashid Dostum was an ethnic Uzbek and an atheist;
Atta Muhammad Nur was an ethnic Tajik, and Mohammad Mohaqiq was
an ethnic Hazara and orthodox Shiite. One Pakistani diplomat and expert
on the Northern Alliance succinctly summarized the situation, observing
that “I'm sorry to say, nobody likes each other,” and “revenge is ingrained in
their minds.”*** In short, U.S. SOF was forced to devote considerable atten-
tion to keeping the Northern Alliance focused on fighting the Taliban versus
killing each other.

Non-state actor partnerships can also create friction and complicate USG
relations with a partner government if the USG partners with violent non-
state actors in areas denied to government forces but still within the territory
of a friendly government. Doing so clearly demonstrates to the citizenry that
the partner government lacks control over swaths of their own territory.
Additionally, limitations in terms of existing capabilities and absorptive
capacity are likely to be more pronounced for the violent non-state actors
versus state forces that U.S. SOF partner with. Indeed, the example of the
Northern Alliance precisely illustrates this point. A situation report filed by
an SF officer embedded with the Northern Alliance during the early days of
the Afghan war—which describes the Alliance’s tactics—is worth quoting
in detail:

I am advising a man on how to best employ light infantry and horse
cavalry in the attack against Taliban T-55s (tanks), mortars, artillery,
personnel carriers and machine guns—a tactic which I think became
outdated with the invention of the Gatling gun. The Mujahadeen
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have done that every day we have been on the ground... We have
witnessed the horse cavalry bounding overwatch from spur to spur
to attack Taliban strong points—the last several kilometers under
mortar, artillery and sniper fire. There is little medical care if injured,
only a donkey ride to the aid station, which is a dirt hut.*>

This all being said, it is an interesting theoretical question as to whether
partnering with non-state actors has a useful and legitimate role to play in
global CT. Certainly, it is difficult to argue that the campaign against the
Islamic State, in which the U.S. was working very closely with Kurdish Pesh-
merga forces, was not a form of CT in its most fundamental sense. At the
same time, an overall strategic approach to global CT necessitates empower-
ing partners to close inadequately governed spaces, increasing the military
capacity—not to mention the political relevance—of non-state actors. How-
ever, those non-state actors may well be at cross-purposes with the broader
objective of bolstering the strength and capacity of governments around
the world to maintain a monopoly on violence within their borders. It is of
course possible to imagine a comprehensive, sound NSS that incorporated
violent non-state actor-SOF partnerships in CT engagements, but there are
contradictions that necessitate careful strategic, geopolitical consideration
when it comes to these partnerships.’*® Choosing to work with active and
vocal ethnic minorities—or those like the Kurds in Syria, who have complex
ties to existing governments—has political and security implications that
may ultimately increase instability and even fuel terrorism in the future.

“Us” Barriers to U.S. Special Operations Forces Counterterrorism
Effectiveness with Partners

When it comes to partnering for CT, the barriers located within partner
governments and military institutions are further compounded by limita-
tions within the DOD and, more broadly, the USG. Sometimes, U.S. SOF
efforts at CT are hindered by the fact that partnerships were not designed
or intended to primarily achieve CT-related ends. In particular, the fund-
ing streams for BPC are fraught with implications for—and effects on—the
long-term planning and commitments to U.S. CT partners. Though the
DOD has well-developed doctrine to guide special operators conducting
CT and security force assistance (SFA) with partners, these engagements are
inherently complex and tend to vary enormously—making the planning and
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effective execution of by, with, and through approaches to CT somewhat ad
hoc and thus even more difficult for U.S. SOF.

U.S. Government and Politics

Counterterrorism Aims as Secondary. CT is only one of several objectives
of U.S. SOF engagements with PNs. Just as partner governments may have
more important priorities than CT, the USG may be interested in achieving a
variety of disparate aims through U.S. SOF engagements with other nations.
Reducing the terrorist threat is certainly a goal of ostensibly CT-focused
partnerships, but it may not be the highest priority; resourcing, tasking,
and engagement lengths are not necessarily tailored to the demands of suc-
cessful SOF CT.

In many cases, BPC efforts are a way that the USG provides general
military aid to partners. It can also be a crucial tool for gaining access to
foreign governments and militaries when other kinds of partnerships do not
exist or are politically complicated for one or both governments.’” Because
the U.S. prioritizes CT and terrorism is a globally distributed threat, the
substantive focus of many training and combined activities in which U.S.
SOF take part will likely include a CT component. Indeed, programs like
the Counterterrorism Fellowship Program have established a good reputa-
tion, global reach, and comparatively steady funding and political buy-in
domestically—making CT an appealing and reliable vehicle for forming and
strengthening security partnerships without necessarily achieving specific
CT ends.”® This does not suggest that CT programs are somehow misused;
these partnerships can be more effective instruments of long-term national
security than disruption-oriented CT missions. However, understanding
the relative importance to the USG of CT versus other priorities can help
U.S. SOF make sense of how and why CT efforts in a PN are producing
lackluster results.

The threat from terrorist organizations and networks that PNs and the
USG face can also be complex and—as discussed prior—may require pulling
from different doctrines and working with partners on a variety of overlap-
ping security-related missions. Even if activities seem clearly related to CT,
if CT is not the primary goal of an engagement or if competing goals exist,
CT outcomes may be suboptimal. As an example, counternarcotics opera-
tions are often pursued alongside CT. While narcotrafficking often provides
a portion of the financing used by diverse terrorist groups, jointly pursuing

114



Koven/Lindquist: Barriers to SOF-Led CT Effectiveness

counternarcotics and CT can create inefficiencies and even perverse out-
comes. A 2008 study from the Center for Naval Analysis found that there is
“complete overlap” between capabilities that partners need for the conduct
of CT and counternarcotics missions.*”” However, the objectives, lead agency,
and cognitive models of these activities are distinct.”® This means that even
if reducing terrorist capabilities and financing is the goal, and if a number of
the skills, assets, and capabilities being employed are the same as those U.S.
SOF and partner forces would use for CT, special operators may find that
conducting effective counternarcotics has a limited effect on countering ter-
rorism. It is also possible that pursuing counternarcotics may undermine CT
efforts. This is the case to the extent that common counternarcotics activi-
ties—like forced eradication—target the livelihoods of poor, peasant farmers
and merely serves to drive them into the open arms of local terrorists.*' A
coherent global CT strategy that clearly articulates relative priorities and
carefully integrates activities in pursuant of distinct priorities is necessary
to minimize negative externalities and maximize synergies during U.S. SOF
engagements with partner forces.

Funding Streams. Part and parcel to the variety of USG entities engaged
in CT, which were discussed in chapter 3, is the wide range of funding
streams for CT activities both at home and abroad. The most strident notes
of discord in interagency competitions can be heard in debates surrounding
funding and budgets. Prior to the Global War on Terror, U.S. SOF engage-
ments that involved partner forces typically
took place under Title 22, which is to say, DOS The most strident notes
authority.*2 However, the planning and review  0f discord in interagency
cycle for the programs was lengthy. In Section ~ competitions can be
1206 (“Global Train and Equip”) of the 2006  heard in debates sur-
National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA), " ounding funding and
Congress afforded DOD Title 10 authorities to budgets.

appropriate funds and manage security coop-

eration (SC) programs.*” Interestingly, these were set up as “dual key” pro-
grams, requiring both the DOD and DOS to sign off on certain types of
training funding and programs.”* Though the split authority model did
increase interagency coordination, the DOD’s planning, implementation,
and assessment of these programs was considered lacking.”* It also had the
effect of giving the Pentagon greater influence over what were traditionally
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DOS-led activities and made the DOS more reliant on DOD resources and
assets.*

More recently, in the 2017 NDAA, a wide variety of SC programs and
activities were consolidated under Title 10, Chapter 16.**” Such efforts to
improve the stovepiped and piecemeal landscape that came before are cer-
tainly both needed and laudable. Indeed, if U.S. SOF CT was exclusively an
SC enterprise, the impact of this consolidation of authority under Title 10
may have been enormous.”® Yet, there are also profound drawbacks. For
instance, most of the Title 10 SC funding is available in only one- or two-
year programs, while the DOD’s strategic planning tends to be developed
around five-year plans.*® Moreover, as discussed throughout this text, U.S.
SOF CT effectiveness is the result of far more lines of effort than capacity
building and SC. Other agencies and departments continue to play important
roles, and there are countless programs that do not fall under the SC rubric
articulated in the aforementioned NDA As—such as the activities operated
out of USAID via subcontractors or being executed by local governments,
NGOs, and intergovernmental organizations. Efforts to consolidate authority
for SC under a single chapter in the U.S. code is an important step toward
achieving more coherent interagency efforts in PNs. Nevertheless, the way
in which consolidation occurred— particularly by reducing the role of the
DOS—does not adequately address the need to conceive of, plan, and fund
holistic programs that enable and ensure a strategically sound approach to
countering terrorism.

Within the DOD, funding for working with PNs—and especially SOF
CT partnerships—occurs through a variety of mechanisms. Major overseas
contingency operations are sometimes explicitly funded by Congress, and
funding for U.S. SOF efforts come out of these budgets; the military opera-
tions in Iraq and Afghanistan are examples of this.** It is also the case that
operations can be authorized and funds appropriated specifically for CT
efforts, like those in the Philippines and Colombia described in the subse-
quent two chapters of this monograph. Ultimately, though, it remains the
fact that many SOF engagements are funded and coordinated via ad hoc
mechanisms with geographic combatant command authorities—using, for
instance, operations and maintenance budgets at the discretion of a given
combatant commander.** As another example, from 2009-201], a train-
and-equipment program called the Georgia Development Initiative required
that planners cobble together five separate authorities, one each to fund the

116



Koven/Lindquist: Barriers to SOF-Led CT Effectiveness

program launch, pay for training execution and training equipment loans,
deploy equipment and vehicles; authorize a mission rehearsal exercise, and
permanently supply equipment to Georgia’s government.*** In such situa-
tions, DOD officials note that when programs encounter a problem with
one funding authority, the “entire program may collapse” like a “house of
cards.”* In short, there exists a patchwork of funding streams and program-
ming that ultimately decreases the effectiveness, sustainability, and certainly
the efficiency of U.S. SOF CT engagements overseas.

Commitments and Time Horizons. Commitments and time horizons are
particularly important when one considers the population-centric model
of CT advocated in this monograph. Establishing trust and relationship
between security forces and populations takes time; improving governance
takes even more time. Government forces also need to have continuous,
regular access to previously denied areas to ensure that gains made both
against terrorists and with the populations are sustained. Further, SOF CT
is a demanding discipline where tactical mistakes can have strategic-level
consequences—meaning that extensive training and experience is required.
All these aspects of strategically sound CT suggest that the USG’s partner-
ships should be viewed on a scale of years and decades, rather than months
or election cycles.

Though this has changed over the course of the past decades as the USG
has learned how and how not to fight terrorism, Washington has struggled
to maintain sufficient funding and political will to commit to SOF CT part-
nerships for the long haul. Too often, SOF leave before partners have made
lasting changes to their own institutions and practices—and before efforts to
prevent the resurgence of terrorist networks are consolidated. It is increas-
ingly recognized that “transition,” which is to say, sustainably transferring
control of CT to partner forces, is a necessary component of U.S. SOF CT
activities abroad.*** The DOD, in particular, and the USG, more generally,
have made a real effort to maintain a U.S. SOF presence in PN countries
after larger engagements wind down—even if this means assigning indi-
vidual special operations liaison officers (SOLOs) to a given country. These
are important steps. Nonetheless, with the strategic pivot that emphasizes
the centrality of great power competition, maintaining enough funding
and attention to undergird long-term CT partnerships will likely prove
challenging.
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Within the Department of Defense and U.S. Special Opera-
tions Command

A Patchwork of Doctrine versus a Unified Framework for U.S. Spe-
cial Operations Forces Counterterrorism Partnerships

There is no such thing as a typical U.S. SOF CT engagement, and perhaps
the only constant is the diversity of activities and skills that are required for
working with partners to conduct and build capacity in this arena. Unfortu-
nately, there is limited definitional clarity or unifying doctrine when it comes
to managing and planning for the diverse array of activities, competing
objectives, and political pressures that U.S. SOF face on a day-to-day basis
when conducting CT. This is especially the case when working with partner
forces to do so. There are, of course, thick doctrinal manuals for many of
these individual topics. U.S. Army Colonel (ret.) David Maxwell, erstwhile
commander of Joint Special Operations Task Force (JSOTF)-Philippines,
identified 36 different terms from the DOD’s Dictionary of Military and
Associated Terms that related to SFA alone.**

As already noted, few U.S. SOF efforts with partner forces are uniquely
focused on CT alone.** Almost without fail, an engagement is also an exer-
cise in partner capacity building and in SC. Yet, guidance is lacking as to how
U.S. SOF should cobble together the best practices for special operations,**’
CT,** stability operations,** FID,*° SFA,*' SC,*** and interagency coopera-
tion*’ for a particular engagement; naturally, key attributes of the strategic,
operational, and tactical landscapes are limited by complex and changing
political—not to mention security—circumstances. The result is that SOF CT
partnerships are often ad hoc affairs, which limits the potential for establish-
ing broadly effective holistic approaches.

An apt analogy here is planning and executing a lengthy road trip using
a few dozen separate paper maps. Some display only some of the roads—
highways on one, local roads on another. Most show only a single province,
though not every province has its own map. Certain essential features—like
gas stations—only appear on one map. None of them are drawn to the same
scale. And different planners have different ideas about the group’s destina-
tion in the first place.”* Whereas map algebra—a form of set-based algebra
designed for the manipulation of geographic data—offers a solution to this
analogy, an elegant, formulaic solution for merging diverse doctrine does
not exist.
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There has been a push by some in the SOF enterprise to begin thinking
about better integrating guidance for SOF in this regard; indeed, this kind
of engagement is understood to be a key area—not only for SOF operations,
but for research on theory, doctrine, best practices, and training.*> Maxwell
makes the argument that countering terrorism is likely to look most like
FID most of the time:

If we accept that the WOT (war on terrorism) is COIN on a global
scale then we also should accept that the correct way to contribute
to the defeat and deterrence of terrorism is to enable friends, allies,
and partners with sufficient capacity to defend their countries.
This of course is the province of FID and should be accepted as the
overarching unifying doctrinal concept for employment of U.S.

instruments of national power both civilian and military.**

Yet, this framework has not been formally adopted, and these efforts are
still in early phases.” Moreover, theoretical siloing of this nature is a dif-
ficult intellectual tendency to overcome; and CT, like other complex opera-
tions, manages to span key, foundational dichotomies in SOF thinking like
special warfare versus surgical strike.® Certainly, strict instructions and
cookie-cutter solutions are no solution at all, but U.S. SOF CT engagements
with partners lack a single unified framework, while, at the same time, they
are incredibly demanding on operators and planners. Even without a clear
overarching set of strategic goals and trade-offs for the USG, the Pentagon
has an opportunity, one that is only slowly being realized, to provide a more
systematic and modern framework for SOF CT partnerships.

Conclusion

Strengthening a global network of effective partner forces for CT, whether
they are elite SOF units or effective local police, is crucial to achieving U.S.
CT strategic aims. In dozens of PNs, U.S. SOF are today working closely with
partner forces, local populations, partner governments, and numerous other
in-country actors to achieve U.S. strategic CT objectives.”® Though training
partner forces and BPC are familiar tasks for many U.S. special operators, it
is clear many aspects of the political and institutional landscape can serve
as barriers to effective outcomes. A better understanding of these can help
better prepare operators and planners to devise and implement solutions.
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The strategic deployment of SOF assets can have a profoundly positive
impact on U.S. national security in both the short and long term, and SOF
can work with a wide variety of partners to effectively counter terrorism.
SOF can and have overcome many challenges, but they do not have the
authority or capacity to unilaterally solve all of the aforementioned issues
that may arise when working with international partners. Consequently, to
effectively work with partner forces, SOF must also be adept at leveraging
the interagency—the focus of the preceding chapter. A coherent CT strat-
egy—one that uses a variety of the instruments of national power, leverages
diverse agencies and departments and carefully marshals resources while
building an international network of partnerships—would greatly enhance
SOF CT eftectiveness both when going it alone and especially when work-
ing with PNs.

Key Takeaways

« Partner governments and partner forces are well-situated to effectively
and credibly conduct population-centric CT, and they are necessary
to affordably and practicably counter the modern, globally networked
terrorist threat.

« Partner government and U.S. interests do not always align when it
comes to CT; due to the legal authority that sovereign nations have
on their own soil, the USG and U.S. SOF must take partners’ interests
seriously and make every effort to understand them.

 Partner forces need more than military equipment and training to
become strategic CT partners; SOF may need to develop partners’
absorptive capacity as well as their norms to achieve desirable long-
term outcomes.

« SOF violent non-state actor partnerships are likely to be more chal-
lenging when it comes to “them” barriers to effectiveness, and there
are serious long-term strategic implications for CT when enhancing
violent non-state actor capabilities.

o There are several common ways that the USG practices and thinks
about CT partnerships that negatively impact the effectiveness of SOF.

o There is currently no unified framework for SOF CT engagements
with partners, which increases the burden on planners and operators
and decreases effectiveness.
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Chapter 5. U.S. Special Operations Forces
Counterterrorism in the Philippines:
Tactical Successes Without Strategic
Gains

The USG, often with SOF playing a central role, has been engaged in
CT in the Philippines since even before the launch of the Global War
on Terror. A series of contingent events, not the least of which were the 9/11
attacks on Washington, D.C. and New York City, brought the Philippines
into sharp focus in 2001. By January 2002, the U.S. began OEF-P by deploy-
ing what was to be 1,200 U.S. Special Operations Command Pacific personnel
to the country. Of these personnel, 160 operators assisted the Armed Forces
of the Philippines in a CT mission primarily targeting two designated FTOs:
the Abu Sayyaf Group and, to a lesser extent, Jemaah Islamiyah.*®® While
OEF-P formally lasted from 2002-2015 and OPE-P formally began in 2017,
the lapse in named operations is misleading. Rather, U.S. SOF presence in
support of the Armed Forces of the Philippines has been essentially continu-
ous for nearly two decades.

CT efforts in the Philippines have been lauded by journalists, politicians,
military leaders, and academics. Article and monograph titles like Winning
in the Pacific: The Special Operations Forces Indirect Approach, Success in the
Shadows, Anatomy of a Successful COIN Operation, and Treading Softly in the
Philippines: Why Low-Intensity Conflict Seems to be Working There clearly
capture the approbation, and at times relief and euphoria, associated with
evaluations of U.S. operations there.* Particularly when cast against the
coincident conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan, the small footprint, population-
centric, capacity building-focused CT efforts in the Pacific archipelago do
indeed shine brightly. U.S. costs were low, at around $52 million annually.***
While certainly tragic, the 17 U.S. fatalities—only one of which was due to
enemy action, sustained during OEF-P—pale in comparison to figures from
Iraq and Afghanistan.’®

Especially between 2008 and 2014, experts and practitioners came to view
U.S. SOF-led engagement in the Philippines as the model for CT. As The
Weekly Standard put it, in referring to OEF-P in 2009, “almost forgotten ...
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is a tiny success story in Southeast Asia that may offer a more apt template
than either Iraq or Afghanistan for fighting extremists in many corners of
the world.”** Even more assertive is an analysis of the situation prepared by
Booz Allen Hamilton in 2010:

If the future is going to consist of an era of persistent conflict in
which the hallmark prophylactic strategy will involve U.S. armed
forces in various foreign internal defense and stability and support
operations, the ongoing collaboration with the Armed Forces of
the Philippines, now in its ninth year under the title Operation
ENDURING FREEDOM Philippines, should serve as a model.*®

As the shortcomings, spillover effects, and full costs of Iraq and Afghani-
stan became clearer, more and more attention was paid to the Philippines
model in the late 2000s and early 2010s.

There are certainly bright spots. As this chapter will discuss, U.S. SOF
engaged in OEF-P during its thirteen-year run and managed to overcome
several barriers to effective CT discussed earlier. Planners and operators
held a broad view of the engagement from the start—in the initial months,
the DOD conducted a thorough assessment of the security situation and
existing Armed Forces of the Philippines capabilities, as well as the local
population—while also intentionally cultivating interagency partnerships
for their engagement. It was also an instance where the USG was able to
identify shared interests with the PN and adopt a light footprint approach
that accounted for Philippine domestic political concerns. On the ground,
U.S. SOF combined kinetically focused training with population-centric
approaches, using CMOs to gain intelligence and improve local perceptions
of the government of the Republic of the Philippines. Indeed, limited by the
PN from directly engaging in combat, training and working by, with, and
through the Armed Forces of the Philippines to develop their capacity for
CT took center stage. Finally, serious attention was paid to the tempo and
manner of the U.S. drawdown, with the Joint Special Operations Task Force-
Philippines (JSOTF-P) prioritizing civilian and military institution-building
to sustain the gains made in the early days of the operation.

Regrettably, most of these successes proved to be tactical in nature and
short lived. Over the course of the last few years, analysts have begun to
question the long-term outcomes of this apparent success story.**® Just two
short years after OEF-P formally ended, groups affiliated with the Islamic
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State seized and held Marawi—a major city of over 200,000 people on the
island of Mindanao—for five months, where so much effective population-
centric CT had been staged in the early 2000s.’*” Foreign terrorist fighters
have flocked to the scene in the southern Philippines, which has now seen a
spate of suicide bombings, a brutal tactic that is relatively new to the coun-
try.*®® The current picture in the Philippines—a tableau of insecurity in which
the 2017 battle for Marawi is perhaps the most spectacular but hardly the
seminal element—makes it far less clear that the light footprint of the U.S.
SOF-driven CT approach in the Philippines is the panacea for achieving
lasting national security outcomes.

This chapter makes two interrelated arguments about SOF CT in the
Philippines since 2001. The first is that there are numerous ways in which
U.S. forces in the Pacific nation clearly overcame essential barriers to CT
effectiveness. In many ways, it is a vital proof of concept that many pieces
of the CT puzzle are within USSOCOM’s control and that the right people
and the right approaches can make real gains on the ground for combating
terrorist threats to U.S. national security. That said, the second point is that
the overarching themes of a lack of coherent strategy and a focus on tacti-
cal, kinetic solutions to strategic, governance, and politics-related aspects
of modern terrorism can and will undermine even the most well-planned
and otherwise successful SOF CT efforts. This bifurcation between tactical
versus strategic and short- or medium- versus long-term approaches makes
it clear that even when U.S. SOF manage to do just about everything right
on the ground, CT effectiveness is a complex and challenging enterprise and
one in which many actors and factors must align to achieve meaningful,
sustainable, and security-enhancing outcomes.

Brief History and Context

The Philippines is an archipelago in Southeast Asia that has both a compli-
cated history of colonialism and insurgency and long-standing ties as an
important strategic ally in the region for the United States. The country’s
thousands of islands are home to nearly 110 million citizens; though lin-
guistically and ethnically diverse, the Philippines is predominantly Roman
Catholic—80 percent of the population—with a further 12 percent of inhab-
itants adhering to non-Catholic denominations or forms of Christianity.’®

Though Islam first came to the Philippines in the thirteenth century, only a
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small fraction of Filipinos—between five and six percent—identify as Muslim
today, largely due to the influence of concerted colonization efforts by the
Spanish in the 1500s.”° The Muslim population, widely known as “Moros,”
is heavily concentrated in Mindanao, the largest and most populous island
in the southern Philippines, as well as in the Sulu Archipelago of the smaller
islands of Basilan, Sulu, and Tawi-Tawi.*””!

The southern Philippines has long been a contested area. Spanish, Ameri-
can, Japanese, and subsequently the independent Philippine government
ruled primarily from capitals in the northern parts of the country and have
long faced resistance and separatist movements from the Moro regions.
Culturally and religiously distinct from the majority Christian north, these
regions have historically seen brutal and indiscriminate application of mili-
tary force against them, national land policies designed to turn regions of the
south from Moro majority to Moro minority areas, and periods of neglect
by the central government.*”>

This history and the political tensions in the southern Philippines form
the backdrop for twenty-first century insurgency and terrorism. Local sepa-
ratist organizations, chief among which are the Moro National Liberation
Front (MNLF) and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front, have alternatively
fought against and negotiated with the government in Manila to achieve
increased autonomy in Muslim-majority areas. Splinter groups adopting
more radical, violent, and internationalist ideologies have emerged from
these. The most prominent from the U.S. CT perspective is the Abu Sayyaf
Group.”” Simultaneously, foreign groups like Jemaah Islamiyah, with roots
in Indonesia, have taken advantage of ungoverned spaces in the southern
islands to evade Indonesian authorities. Most recently, Islamic State-affiliated
and Islamic State-inspired VEOs like the Maute Group and radical offshoots
of other Moro-oriented groups in the south have all found both willing
recruits and a permissive operating environment in the Southern Philip-
pines.”* All of these groups have been central subversive players at one time
or another in recent Philippine history. Figure 8 traces the lineage of various
Moro and other subversive groups operating in the Philippines.

The concern of the USG about terrorism in the region grew through-
out the 1990s. During this time period, the region—and the Philippines
in particular—experienced especially sensational terrorist violence. The
al-Qaeda-linked Abu Sayyaf Group engaged in increasingly violent and suc-
cessful efforts against Christian and Western targets.””> Abu Sayyaf, often
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Figure 8. Lineage of Subversion in the Philippines. Source: Barnett S. Koven, lec-
ture at Combatting Terrorism Seminar, Federal Law Enforcement Training Center

translated to mean “father of the sword,” was initially a splinter group from
the Moro Islamic Liberation Front. It quickly divested from violent clashes
with the Armed Forces of the Philippines and directed its focus toward
kidnap-for-ransom efforts and the brutal murders, including beheadings,
of their victims.”¢ This pre-9/11 terrorist threat caused the USG to make
overtures toward the Philippines in the late 1990s in an effort to rebuild
security ties that had atrophied due in part to domestic Philippine politi-
cal resistance to U.S. military presence. Washington and Manila could not
agree on terms for a renewed lease on U.S. Naval Base Subic Bay and Clark
Air Base. Consequently, the lease lapsed in 1991.%”7

Several somewhat unrelated developments set the stage for a larger U.S.
CT role, led by U.S. SOF, to begin in 2002. A new Philippine government,
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with Gloria Macapagal Arroyo in the presidency, came to power in Janu-
ary 2001. This new government emerged following the impeachment and
revolutionary ouster of the former president of the Philippines, who had
been highly resistant to the idea of expanding SC with the United States.””®
The Arroyo Administration was more amenable to a U.S. presence, and as
a result, U.S. personnel—with U.S. SOF in the lead—were soon training
select Armed Forces of the Philippines members to form a CT-focused Light
Reaction Company.””” In May 2001, the Armed Forces of the Philippines
demonstrated great tactical prowess in their response to the Dos Palmos
kidnappings, wherein they raided an island resort and secured 20 hostages,
including three Americans.*® In response to this, Washington endeavored to
leverage the regularly scheduled, bilateral “Balikatan” joint-training exercises
to ramp up CT support and training for the Armed Forces of the Philippines.
The 9/11 attacks redoubled the U.S. commitment to CT globally. Given that
the Abu Sayyaf Group had links to the 9/11 perpetrators and planners, the
Philippines necessarily became a USG CT priority.** Thus the groundwork
for comprehensive U.S. involvement in CT in the Philippines was laid.

The Operation Enduring Freedom-Philippines Period,
2002-2015

In terms of U.S. SOF CT effectiveness, OEF-P featured a strong approach
that was competently applied, overcoming a number of barriers and pitfalls
described in Part I. Rather than attempt to offer a comprehensive history of
OEEF-P, this section focuses on several crucial aspects of U.S. SOF engage-
ment in the Philippines in a rough chronological order. It is worth noting
here that the criticisms and shortfalls of U.S. engagement, including ongoing
corruption and governance concerns in the Philippines, are not the focus of
this section, which emphasizes the role of U.S. SOF in the archipelago during
the operation. Though the next section will outline some of the strategi-
cally relevant limitations evident in the PN, most of what happened during
this period was based on sound planning and was successful over the short
and medium term. It is also worth noting that partner forces in the Philip-
pines were actively engaged in CT operations throughout the entire period
of OEF-P; however, they receive limited attention given this text’s focus on
U.S. SOF.
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This section explores five features of the U.S. CT mission in the Philip-
pines that reflect the ability of U.S. SOF to overcome or otherwise address
key barriers to effectiveness—namely, a population-centric COIN-inspired
approach to CT; working with the interagency; and navigating PN rela-
tionships, politics, and capacities. First, the initial groundwork for effec-
tiveness was laid by a rigorous assessment of the CT landscape to include
partner force capabilities. Moreover, the assessment process itself encour-
aged cooperation across the interagency from the start. The second fea-
ture is the terms of reference and the agreement between the USG and the
Philippines, which forced the USG to focus on both working by, with, and
through local partners and limiting kinetic efforts to countering only some
of the militant groups operating in the region. Third, it examines the actual
CT activities—particularly in Basilan—in which U.S. SOF and the Armed
Forces of the Philippines engaged. These activities look very much like the
sound, population-centric COIN-style CT advocated in Part I of this mono-
graph. Fourth, this section discusses ongoing interagency coordination with
U.S. SOF. Finally, the institutional capacity-building efforts throughout the
engagement and the slow drawdown of the U.S. presence are described in
the fifth subsection. Note that combat operations and joint training exer-
cises with the Armed Forces of the Philippines do not feature heavily in this
analysis for the simple reason that training programs and joint exercises are
already areas of strength for U.S. SOF and do not elucidate this text’s key
points about SOF CT effectiveness.

Terrorism Coordination and Assistance Visit

Even while negotiations about the terms of U.S.-Philippine SC were under
way, and even before 9/11, the U.S. conducted a thorough assessment of the
situation in the Philippines. U.S. Army (ret.) Lieutenant General David P.
Fridovich took the lead on what was known as the Terrorism Coordination
and Assistance Visit assessment, gathering information on everything from
the political environment in Manila to the capabilities, competencies, and
limitations of Armed Forces of the Philippines to the socioeconomic situ-
ation on the ground in Basilan.*®* He and his interagency team conducted
extensive surveys of the local population, both Christian and Muslim, to
understand the material needs of the communities and gain insight into
how the population itself was thinking about the politics and the conflict
around them.*®
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These assessments helped prepare the ground in multiple ways. One of
the hurdles that SOF must overcome when working with partner forces is
the lack of extant capabilities. General Fridovich’s assessment helped with
the train-and-assist components of the engagement. For instance, in addition
to collecting a list of material and capabilities issues—insufficient quantities
of functioning weapons, limited ammunition for training, and a shortage
of well-maintained mobility assets—they discovered that the Armed Forces
of the Philippines were trained primarily for larger maneuvers and had dif-
ficulty finding and closing with terrorist fighters.’®* This, and the fact that
the Armed Forces of the Philippines were known to abuse the population
and had problems with endemic corruption, were all incorporated into the
assessment’s findings and passed on to planners from the start.*® This pro-
vided valuable context for the CMO, IO, and CA aspects of the operation as
U.S. SOF knew what services the population both lacked and wanted most
and how local security forces were likely to be received. The Terrorism Coor-
dination and Assistance Visit assessment, at the outset of OEF-P, equipped
U.S. SOF with knowledge about the challenges that they—and especially
the partner force—would face when it came to implementing a population-
centric approach to CT. This reduced some of the barriers to working with
partner forces and provided a roadmap for SOF to eventually leverage those
benefits of working with locals on CT outlined in chapter 4.

The Terrorism Coordination and Assistance Visit assessment also both
relied on and engendered better interagency coordination—especially with
the DOS and the country team—and fostered a more open and trusting
relationship with the PN. The U.S. Embassy and country team made it pos-
sible for the Terrorism Coordination and Assistance Visit assessment team
to more accurately and fully evaluate the capabilities and limitations of the
Armed Forces of the Philippines.** General Fridovich and his team needed
access to higher levels of military leadership to understand and truly assess
the Armed Forces of the Philippines. They also needed these leaders and
other government officials to be open and candid when discussing their
security concerns, military assets, training and recruitment procedures, and
other topics. By working through the Embassy, the Terrorism Coordination
and Assistance Visit assessment team was not only able to gain access to
interviews with the right people, but the expertise and relations fostered by
the country team helped ensure that they got the needed information out of
the leaders and officials they met with.
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This was achieved in part by the willingness of U.S. SOF to reciprocate
with the interagency by sharing their assessment and findings. This reciproc-
ity was one of the first of many such exchanges and had several benefits.
First, it facilitated buy-in from the DOS. Having been involved from the
very earliest stages—having seen the methods of and established trust in the
Terrorism Coordination and Assistance Visit assessment evaluators—they
tended to agree with the evaluation’s findings. Furthermore, establishing
this shared understanding meant that the DOS could design and administer
programs and activities that addressed needs on the ground in a manner that
was synergistic with the efforts the DOD planned to undertake. Finally, by
sharing the Terrorism Coordination and Assistance Visit assessment with
Philippine leaders, General Fridovich
It would be difficult to overstate  continued to build trust with the PN
the importance of the Terrorism  government. Maintaining and improv-

Coordination and Assistance ing these relations in such a sensitive
Visit assessment in securing political setting also improved buy-in
interagency and PN support. from Manila. It would be difficult to

overstate the importance of the Terror-
ism Coordination and Assistance Visit assessment in securing interagency
and PN support. U.S. SOF would draw on this support in the later stages
of OEF-P.

Partner Nation Alignment and a Limited U.S. Role in Combat
Operations

Partner Nation Concerns and Priorities. The Philippine government was
genuinely interested in curtailing the violent lawlessness that had taken root
in Mindanao and the southern archipelago, but this was balanced against
domestic politics and other, more immediate security threats. Though pre-
sented here in the most truncated of formats, the long history of colonial-
ism in the Philippines retains a great deal of saliency and entails domestic
political implications that affected partnering with U.S. SOF on CT. Drafted
with concern about interference from abroad in mind, the country’s consti-
tution, at least by some readings, forbade foreign armed forces from fight-
ing on Philippine soil.**” Further, though the population of the Philippines
had reasonably positive views of the U.S., fears, reservations, and rumors
about U.S. armed forces were also present.**® Common narratives centered
around popularly held concerns that American forces would take advantage
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of Filipino women.*® Even the limited agreement with the Philippines that
formed the basis of OEF-P was controversial, with some political actors
voicing serious concerns about an American “Trojan horse” ploy.*® There
was thus a fair amount of political pressure on the Arroyo administration to
limit U.S. involvement in combat operations and to ensure that U.S. forces
maintained a low profile while on Philippine soil.

Furthermore, while the Philippine government truly wanted to reduce
terrorist activity in the south, it also faced bigger internal military and insur-
gent threats. The communist insurgency in the north—waged by the armed
wing of the Community Party of the Philippines, the New People’s Army,
and a collection of partner leftist groups—posed a serious and sustained
challenge to Manila and Philippine stability.* In the mid-1980s, the com-
munist groups contested government control in some 53 of the 73 Philippine
provinces and by the early 2000s had been designated an FTO by the DOS.*?
More crucial, however, was the complex and precarious security situation in
Mindanao itself. The Philippine government had been engaged in somewhat
fraught peace negotiations with Moro separatist groups.”’ Previous rounds
of negotiations had led to the establishment of a Moro autonomous area, and
the government was leery of allowing U.S. forces to engage in militarized CT
when a negotiated settlement with the Moro militants was still a possibility.
Despite the record of terrorist violence associated with the MNLF and Moro
Islamic Liberation Front, the Philippine government was adamant that the
U.S. should focus on targeting Abu Sayyaf Group and Jemaah Islamiyah—
and avoid activities that would jeopardize a potential agreement with the
more locally-oriented separatist militants.***

These concerns about Philippine sovereignty and prospects for peace and
stability achieved through negotiations in Mindanao and the Sulu Archipel-
ago led to the terms of reference for the U.S. SOF presence in the country.*”
The first relevant term of reference for this analysis is that U.S. forces were
not to have any role in direct combat, though forces could be armed and
use their weapons in self-defense.’®® Though rumors abounded among U.S.
SOF that this provision would change, U.S. personnel spent the 13 years of
OEEF-P providing intelligence coordination, equipment, logistical support,
and training but refrained from directly engaging with the enemy.*” Indeed,
so sensitive were the politics surrounding the U.S. presence that U.S. SOF-
Armed Forces of the Philippines interactions were initially billed as subject
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matter expert exchanges—rather than U.S. training missions—to place the
players officially and publicly on more even footing.*®

The second relevant term of reference for this analysis was that the USG
would provide this support and training on CT efforts against Abu Sayyaf
Group and Jemaah Islamiyah in the southern Philippines. This included
only operating in Abu Sayyaf Group, Jemaah Islamiyah, or government
strongholds—and uncontrolled areas of Mindanao and Basilan islands.
These were not, of course, the only players in the region. The MNLF and
the Moro Islamic Liberation Front had enclaves of power and influence in
the southern Philippines, meaning that U.S. presence was geographically
restricted. Further, Moro separatists had ties with both Jemaah Islamiyah
and Abu Sayyaf Group in the ungoverned south. This only served to further
complicate the operating environment. Thus, the Philippine government had
drawn an artificial bright line between what they termed “international ter-
rorists” (Jemaah Islamiyah and Abu Sayyaf Group) and “local separatists”
(MNLF and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front).>*’

Ultimately, then, U.S. SOF presence was to be relatively small and quiet—
with concerns about PN political sensitivity and avoiding bad press at the
forefront. As discussed in chapter 4, even humanitarian assistance missions
in times of crisis or disaster can embarrass the host government if the act of
assistance demonstrates the lack of domestic capacity and resources. Indeed,
in response to similar pressures just a decade earlier, the Philippine govern-
ment closed U.S. bases on its territory. In short, the only option for the U.S.
would be to employ an indirect approach in the Philippines.

The Indirect Approach and Strategic Benefits of Tactical Concessions.
The by, with, and through indirect approach that characterized SOF engage-
ment in the Philippines during OEF-P is, in retrospect, its defining feature. It
also helped SOF overcome some of the challenges to effective CT, though it
was not necessarily how USSOCOM would have preferred to run the opera-
tion. In particular, the priorities and interest of the PN meant that BPC
was an important feature of the engagement, and the narrower focus on
the Abu Sayyaf Group and Jemaah Islamiyah provided space for nonmili-
tary approaches to addressing the Moro separatist question. OEF-P became
largely an FID operation, characterized by three lines of effort: 1. building the
capacity of the Armed Forces of the Philippines and Philippine SF, 2. CMOs,

and 3. IO “to emphasize the success of the first two lines of operation.™
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This approach played on a number of U.S. SOF-specific strengths and also
helped the U.S. to maintain a much lower profile while still providing crucial
assistance in both training and resources—particularly in the IO domain—to
Philippine partners.*”

As noted, this was not the approach preferred by USSOCOM or the USG
as a whole. In 2004, U.S. Army Colonel (ret.) David Maxwell, who went
on to command the JSOTEF-P from 2006-2007, wrote an article drawing
on his experience in Mindanao and Basilan with 1st Special Forces Group
(Airborne) (SFG [A]) that described frustrations with the limitations placed
on U.S. special operators in the Philippines.**> The theory of effective SOF
CT addressed earlier noted that one of the challenges to partner capacity
building for CT was the tendency for U.S. forces to want to engage with the
enemy directly, rather than allow less well-developed partners to try—and
perhaps fail—to achieve tactical victories on their own. In this sense, the fact
that U.S. troops would not be involved directly in kinetic, combat actions
against terrorists meant that a key barrier was overcome—simply by top-
down constraints on the U.S. role in the country. Also as noted, U.S. SOF in
the southern Philippines circa 2002 were ever convinced that new guidance
and new terms were forthcoming, and many operators “remained confident
that they could destroy any and all terrorists in the region ... in four to six
weeks.”? That the engagement did not consist of U.S.-led HVT raids on
Abu Sayyaf Group strongholds in the mountains of Basilan island for a few
weeks is a product of the politics of the PN more than it is the result of care-
tul decision making by U.S. planners.

Because U.S. SOF was precluded from doing much of the CT activity
for partner forces, it became crucial to focus on building Armed Forces
of the Philippines CT capacity. In the initial Terrorism Coordination and
Assistance Visit assessment, General Fridovich’s team found that the Armed
Forces of the Philippines had not developed multiple key capabilities and
had limited capacity for essential CT functions, like small unit independent
maneuver and decision making. After the indirect efforts of U.S. SOF in
the Philippines over a decade, a RAND analysis of the operation concluded
that the country had developed “one of Asia’s most competent joint SOF.™%*
These efforts, including reform and institutionalization within the PN and
Armed Forces of the Philippines, had also—as will be discussed in the next
subsection—greatly improved local attitudes toward the government and
reduced popular support for terrorist groups.**
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The distinction—however artificial —between international terrorists and
local separatists likely kept the door open for long-term political resolutions.
Forbidding U.S.-assisted operations against the Moro Islamic Liberation
Front and MNLF certainly created operational complexities and frustra-
tions for U.S. SOF. Colonel Maxwell was not alone in voicing his concern
about the fact that prohibiting U.S. presence or support in Moro Islamic
Liberation Front-controlled areas granted Abu Sayyaf Group and Jemaah
Islamiyah terrorists a de facto safe haven.**® However, this approach appears
to have successfully incentivized local separatists to disentangle themselves
from Jemaah Islamiyah and Abu Sayyaf Group associations. After it became
clear to the Moro Islamic Liberation Front that they were not the target of
activities supported by the U.S., they began to force Abu Sayyaf Group lead-
ers to depart from their protection and their areas of control.*” Ultimately,
the Philippine government and the Moro Islamic Liberation Front reached
a negotiated settlement. The Bangsamoro Organic Law that resulted in a
“Bangsamoro” (or “Moro nation”) was ratified in 2019. The Moro Islamic
Liberation Front, at the time of this writing, is in the process of demobi-
lizing and transitioning into an unarmed political movement focused on
governance of the new autonomous region.*”® Resolving regional conflicts
and improving governance of
Resolving regional conflicts and contested areas is a crucial part
improving governance of contested of the long-term strategic goals
areas is a crucial part of the long-term  of SOF CT around the world.
strategic goals of SOF CT around the  Whether other means could
world. have achieved this end is a valid
question, but efforts to distin-
guish between international terrorists and local separatists were certainly

instrumental in the Moro Islamic Liberation Front’s transformation over
the past decade.

Counterinsurgency Inspired Counterterrorism in the Southern Phil-
ippines

COIN as CT. The types of U.S. SOF and Armed Forces of the Philippines
activities on the ground in the Philippines—especially during the first
year of the engagement when they were operating heavily in Basilan—are
another example of what the OEF-P model “got right.” The titles of articles
written describing success in the Philippines tend to use CT and COIN
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interchangeably—or not use the term CT at all. This is a reflection not of
journalistic ignorance but of the fact that U.S. SOF and PN forces were, in
2002, relying on approaches to CT that are cornerstones to U.S. approaches
to population-centric COIN—and which would later be enshrined in FM
3-24 and subsequently Joint Publication (JP) 3-24.

Partly as a result of the Terrorism Coordination and Assistance Visit
assessment, it was clear that the Muslim-minority populations in the Phil-
ippines were at times neglected and abused by government forces. OEF-P
began by building roads and digging wells on the island of Basilan and was
soon building schools and offering other services. Particularly effective and
widespread were health-related efforts. The Medical Civic Action Programs
(MEDCAPs), Dental Civic Action Programs (DENTCAPs), and Veterinary
Civic Action Programs employed in the southern Philippines saw over 20,000
patients.’®® Furthermore, U.S. SOF were careful to put the Armed Forces
of the Philippines—rather than themselves—at the center of the conversa-
tion and give them credit during these initiatives; as one U.S. Army master
sergeant interviewed put it, “we want to show what the Armed Forces of the
Philippines have done for the people, and we want the people to ask, What
has Abu Sayyaf Group ever done for us?™*

The programs were, of course, not pure humanitarian assistance but
served CT purposes by increasing SOF access, mobility, and intelligence.
Getting out into the villages gave the Armed Forces of the Philippines and
U.S. SOF access to significantly better information and situational aware-
ness, and new roads were an integral part of providing the Armed Forces of
the Philippines and U.S. personnel rapid mobility on the relatively under-
developed island of Basilan." MEDCAPs and DENTCAPs also provided a
way for forces to begin to keep track of the populace, with toothbrushes and
vitamins given in exchange for names and dates of birth.*? These programs
may have even directly prevented attacks. According to one U.S. SOF NCO
interviewed, there was an incident in which one of the local Abu Sayyaf
Group operatives on the island of Jolo was ordered by his leadership to set
and detonate an IED during one of the MEDCAPs. However, the operative’s
family needed medical care and intended to make use of the program, so
the Abu Sayyaf Group operative refused.”” Clearly, CMOs played a direct
role in countering terrorism.

IO was another key component of the population-centric SOF activi-
ties during OEF-P. Some of these operations were extremely low tech and
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consisted of U.S. SOF and their Philippine counterparts making repeated
visits to villages where development projects were ongoing. This alone con-
tributed hugely to countering the Abu Sayyaf Group narrative that the U.S.
forces could not be trusted and would ultimately abandon the people.** U.S.
forces also endeavored to target the youth population—which traditionally
served as recruits for Abu Sayyaf Group—by hosting movie nights at U.S.
bases for local children, for example. To counter the rumors that subse-
quently arose that they were trying to convert young Muslims to Christianity,
U.S. forces asked local clerics to bless and attend these events.** U.S. forces
also drew heavily on the expertise of their Military Information Support
Team (MIST). In one example, the MIST helped to produce a comic book
series called “Barbargsa,” which featured a young teenager and told the story
of how he protected his home and people from terrorists.*® The comic was
available in multiple local languages and distributed freely in communities.

This is emblematic of the overarching purpose of these efforts. These
CMOs began to pay considerable dividends; the local Muslim population
that had backed or at least tolerated the Abu Sayyaf Group began to provide
support and crucial information to government forces instead.*” It was only a
few months after the official start of OEF-P that SOF penetration into remote
areas of Basilan pushed the Abu Sayyaf Group out of strongholds and even
led to mass surrenders.*® SOF treated the local populace as the key center of
gravity in CT and sought to realign the population with government forces.
U.S. SOF operations applied the principles of population-centric CT outlined
in chapter 2 to great positive effect in the Philippines. Surveys conducted
by RAND near the end of OEF-P saw sizeable declines in the level of local
support for subversives.*?

Partner Adoption of CMOs. Another barrier discussed previously was over-
come by U.S. SOF in the southern Philippines during OEF-P—namely, the
partner force came to embrace CMOs and population-centric approaches
to CT. According to multiple interviews conducted by RAND to evaluate
OEEF-P, the Armed Forces of the Philippines adopted the model of employ-
ing CMOs to gain traction with local populations, gather intelligence, and
ultimately sway populaces to support the government.*” General Juancho
Sabban, one of the highest ranking Philippine personnel involved in opera-
tions in the south, had internalized this view.** He took great care to identify
commanders within the Philippine forces who understood the importance of
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CMOs and to place them where they were most needed.*** As their capabili-
ties grew and CT efforts continued, Philippine forces prioritized the well-
being of civilians and sought to avoid civilians casualties; when these did
occur, they prioritized civilians over their own personnel for medical evacu-
ations.*” This, in turn, led to massive improvements in how the Philippine
forces were perceived by the local Muslim population. One local observed
that Philippine forces “used to come with guns, missiles, and heavy weapons.
Now they are messengers of peace and [are] building our schools.™** In con-
trast, the Abu Sayyaf Group, increasingly on its heels, continued to kidnap
locals for ransom and even gained a reputation for abusing the women they
held hostage.*

In short, CMOs had rapid, positive effects when employed by U.S. SOF.
This led to their adoption by the Armed Forces of the Philippines, which saw
similarly quick improvements in regions they had been struggling to con-
trol for decades. Providing services and avoiding civilian casualties simply
produced better outcomes than the heavy-handed approach the Philippine
forces had been using before receiving U.S. support and training. As one
Philippine officer put it, “Constraint is a weapons system.”?

Continued Interagency Cooperation

The assessment, PN agreement, and population-centric CT efforts of the
initial years of OEF-P showed U.S. SOF overcoming several barriers to effec-
tiveness. These efforts were all reinforced by another oft-cited strength of
U.S. SOF in the Philippines: interagency collaboration. As already men-
tioned, interagency coordination occurred during the Terrorism Coordi-
nation and Assistance Visit assessment. It also continued throughout the
engagement. U.S. SOF worked particularly closely with the country team
and the DOS. Though the JSOTF-P was based in the south, the JSOTF-P was
a constant presence at U.S. Embassy Manila and frequently hosted country
team members at its headquarters.*”” U.S. SOF liaison staff resided at U.S.
Embassy Manila and facilitated weekly meetings with top interagency coun-
terparts and typically included the ambassador.*® Smaller efforts, like what
will be discussed in greater detail in chapter 7—wording and structuring
the assessments U.S. SOF conducted in accordance with the Interagency
Conflict Assessment Framework (ICAF) that the DOS and USAID already
used—smoothed the way further.*”” The interagency eventually established
the Mindanao Working Group and developed the Mindanao Engagement

139



JSOU Report 21-7

Strategy—a plan to formally integrate the various lines of USG effort in the
southern Philippines.**

Harmony within the USG also helped to reassure the civilian govern-
ment of PNs, which faced concerns and pressure about the U.S. presence
throughout the duration of the operation. In working to gather intelligence
about terrorist activities and whereabouts, U.S. SOF soon found that the ISR
capabilities of the Philippine forces were extremely limited. With the Abu
Sayyaf Group hiding in mountain strongholds and moving through dense
jungles, additional hardware and systems—in particular, UAS—would be
necessary to detect and disrupt terrorist activity. This was a sensitive issue
because UAS were precisely the kind of technology likely to cause political
trouble for the PN leadership and ultimately hinder U.S. SOF operations.
Ambassador Ricciardone, however, understood the importance of the system
for the mission and smoothed the way, arranging for a choreographed dem-
onstration of the UAS and an exhibition of the control room for the presi-
dent and the minister of defense.**' The host government was reassured and
approved the use of and the Armed Forces of the Philippines’ training on
this crucial CT tool.

Box 12. Interagency Disagreements:
From Fish Farming to Clearances

Interagency cooperation was certainly not perfect, and issues did
emerge. The country team found that their U.S. SOF counterparts did
not always rely on the embassy’s expertise, and assessments and survey
efforts were often redundant between the DOD and DOS.*** There was
also an instance in which USAID and JSOTE-P disagreed over which
species of fish should be used for a fish farming program, resulting
in the JSOTE-P taking full financial responsibility for the project.**
Clearances proved to be a sticking point in some circumstances as
well, as U.S. SOF had a limited allotment of TOP SECRET billets, but
this level of clearance was required to access diplomatic cables at the
Embassy.*** Incidents like these did not derail interagency relations in
the Philippines but certainly created friction.
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As described in chapter 3, population-centric CT is more effective when
coordinated with the interagency—and especially USAID. While the DOD
was funding and running several construction projects and other assistance
efforts designed to secure short-term gains, USAID was pouring resources
into underserved areas in the southern Philippines. Many of USAID’s pro-
grams were designed to have longer-term effects. Grants associated with the
largest programs—the Growth with Equity in Mindanao and the Mindanao
Peace and Development Program—totaled well over $300 million.*** While
U.S. SOF and their Philippine counterparts continued to maintain contacts
with villages, especially in areas where Abu Sayyaf Group activity was a
threat, they also provided protection for U.S officials to monitor ongoing
projects, which helped to reduce corruption and ensure that development
work was actually completed.”*® As in the assessment phase, cooperation
went both ways. The USAID mission director in 2010 noticed that her agen-
cy’s maps were not drawn using the same districts and boundaries as the
DOD and therefore did not clearly show the JSOTF-P’s area of operations,
leading her to redraw the maps to better align and coordinate efforts.*”” This
had precisely the kind of synergistic impact outlined in chapter 3, leveraging
a wider range of expertise and resources to influence the population and
expand on U.S. SOF-led CMOs.

Drawdown and the Tail: Partner Institutional and Educational
Capacity for the Long Term

The way in which the U.S. wound down OEE-P suggested an awareness of
and willingness to tackle key hurdles to SOF CT effectiveness, even if there
was not enough institutionalization or systemic reform to make a deep and
lasting change. Years before the end of the operation, the focus shifted to
the “tail,” namely the institutional and educational aspects of the Philip-
pine defense establishment. There was also no abrupt or total withdrawal of
forces. U.S. SOF retained a presence and continued to work in an advisory
capacity, as well as to coordinate joint training and exchanges. U.S. SOF
simply shifted to working out of U.S. Embassy Manila after the end of the
named operation.***

In the Philippines, U.S. SOF anticipated the long-term institutional needs
of their partners. Though this was not a focus in the initial years of OEF-P,
by the late 2000s, JSOTF-P’s attention had turned to military institutional
capacity in the Philippines. A Philippines SF headquarters with an SF school
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and the distinct Special Operations Command Philippine Army were both
stood up during the engagement with U.S. support and modeled, in part, on
comparable U.S. institutions.*” Though the teeth still came before the tail,
commanders nonetheless invested several years in advising and assisting the
development of this institutional capacity before formally ending OEF-P.4*°

Another important barrier to effective CT is the demands that it places on
junior officers and NCOs. During the engagement itself, U.S. SOF focused on
these capacities, making it a point to train PN junior officers and NCOs.**!
They also made serious efforts to institutionalize this education. The newly
minted Philippine SF quickly
Another important barrier to effective  developed recruitment criteria,
CT is the demands that it places on doctrine, and training and edu-
junior officers and NCOs. cation programs, including an
NCO academy.*** The thought-
ful incorporation of PME for Philippine SF into OEF-P was part of an effort
to address a barrier to effectiveness directly and build the foundation for
ongoing domestic CT undertaken by local partners.

Finally, what made these capacity and institutional building activities
possible was the fact that OEF-P drew down slowly. It was in 2011 that the
USG and the Philippines agreed that U.S. SOF had achieved the primary
mission of OEF-P.*** Additional assessments, though, indicated that a quick
withdrawal of most U.S. personnel would create issues. For instance, USAID
would no longer have access to certain areas with ongoing projects, which

would necessitate a more comprehensive plan for turning control of devel-
444

opment initiatives over to local authorities.
concern that, without U.S. SOF working closely with Philippine SF, a with-
drawal would create serious gaps in intelligence and situational awareness
surrounding the terrorist threat. Though the Abu Sayyaf Group had been

degraded, it had not been eliminated—and new local threats, some declar-
445

Even more pressing was the

ing their bay'ah or allegiance to the Islamic State, were already emerging.
These concerns led to a slower drawdown that lasted four years and plans
to ensure that U.S. SOF maintained a consistent and functional presence in
the Philippines even after OEF-P came to an end.**¢
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Post-OEF-P: The Islamic State, Marawi and Operation Pacific
Eagle-Philippines

Upbeat assessments of the situation in the Philippines followed the formal
conclusion of OEF-P. The Abu Sayyaf Group was on the run, and Jemaah
Islamiyah had largely returned to Indonesia. The Philippine government
had more support in the south than it ever had before. Negotiations with
Moro separatists were ongoing, and a more capable Armed Forces of the
Philippines remained to turn its attention to the internal threat posed by
the New People’s Army in the north and external threats emanating from
an increasingly uneasy southeast Asian regional security environment. The
U.S. had apparently established and solidified a strategic ally and—after
struggling to find a long-lasting solution to terrorism in the Middle East and
central Asia—come up with a low-cost, low-casualty, low-profile model for
SOEF-driven CT through FID and BPC in the Philippines.**

Yet, especially after the Siege of Marawi—which will be described in
the following subsection—there was a serious reassessment. Media cover-
age, which was once replete with glowing titles about the success of the
Basilan model, shifted. Observers began asking different questions and find-
ing different answers about U.S. SOF in the Philippines: “Where Did the
U.S. Go Wrong in the Philippines? A Hard Look at a “Success’ Story” and
“Moro Separatism in the Philippines: The Strategic Failure of a Promising
Counterinsurgency.™*® This next section will overview the security situation
in the Philippines during the period 2015 through early 2020, with particular
emphasis on the Siege of Marawi. It will then expound on the question of
“What went wrong?” by referring to some of the major themes in this text:
principally, the fundamental problem of translating tactical gains into strate-
gic outcomes; a highly-militarized approach to CT that does not sufficiently
consider the social, economic, and historical context of terrorism as political
violence; and the overarching lack of a U.S. CT strategy.

The Islamic State and Marawi

It was the Battle of Marawi that brought the Philippines exploding back onto
the U.S. national security radar. That Islamic State-affiliated militants could
come to seize and hold—for five months—a major city in Mindanao only
two short years after OEF-P’s successful conclusion was troubling. Evident
in the lead-up to the standoff, its conduct, and the aftermath is the fact that
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whatever gains had been made during OEF-P did not persist into the second
half of the decade.

The Battle of Marawi was not without precedent. In 2013, a MNLF splin-
ter group**’ clashed with Philippine forces in Zamboanga City, one of the
most populous cities in the country, and the second largest in the south.
Only after four weeks of fighting, characterized as a “bloody urban struggle”
that left more than 10 percent of the city’s inhabitants homeless, were the
Armed Forces of the Philippines able to dispatch or scatter a critical mass
of militants.** The Zamboanga City crisis was marked by many of the same
features that would reappear in Marawi a few years later: the use of human
shields and hostages by militants, dozens of civilian casualties, poor Armed
Forces of the Philippines treatment of prisoners and suspects,*' and dif-
ficulty by the Armed Forces of the Philippines in navigating and operating
in urban terrain. Though initially viewed as a success due to the surrender
of rebel forces and the fact that peace talks were not completely derailed, in
retrospect, it presaged a longer and even deadlier siege.**

Rather than offer a complete history, this section endeavors to highlight
the details of the Marawi siege that are relevant to the present analysis. First,
it was touched off by a serious failure of Philippine intelligence. In May 2017,
intelligence had reached the Philippine forces that Isnilon Hapilon, the head
of Abu Sayyaf Group and the alleged leader of the Islamic State in South-
east Asia at the time, was in Marawi.*”® It was only during the failed raid to
capture/kill Hapilon that Philippine security forces discovered Marawi had
become home to large numbers of armed militants from the Maute Group,
as well as other Islamic State-affiliated and Islamic State-inspired groups.
The forces had been assembling and were planning to seize the city during
Ramadan of that year, emulating devastating Islamic State actions in Mosul,
Iraq.** Perhaps the best that can be said of the raid is that it accelerated the
militants’ timetable; intelligence-wise, Philippine forces were unaware of
both the sheer size of the opposition force, as well as its plans and objectives.

Other features of the five-month siege are also worth noting. The Armed
Forces of the Philippines had limited experience and training in urban war-
fare, having trained for and fought principally rural engagements against the
Abu Sayyaf Group in the south and the communists in the north.** To their
credit, Philippine forces quickly began to address this shortcoming, evincing
flexibility, as well as identifying their own strengths and bringing them to
bear against the enemy. For instance, in response to the Maute Group’s large
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stockpile of anti-armor munitions, mechanized units improvised wooden
cages to protect their vehicles from warheads that detonated on impact.***
Short on ISR capabilities, Philippine SF also took it upon themselves to
acquire small commercial drones to use for surveillance—a measure that
the Maute Group had taken some months prior when planning the Marawi
assault.*”” The technical proficiency of the Armed Forces of the Philippines
snipers also soon began to wear on the militants, who could not reliably
hide behind the hostages they used as human shields.*** Further, Philippine
security forces were able to eliminate two high-ranking leaders; both Isnilon
Hapilon and Omarkhayyam Maute, one of the two brothers who founded
the Maute Group, were killed during the Marawi conflict. All this suggests
that the 2016 RAND report—which concluded that the Philippine SF were
some of the most proficient and effective forces in Asia—was accurate when
it came to kinetic, tactical engagements.

Perhaps more important than the battle itself, though, was the aftermath.
Civilian casualties were officially cited at 47, and while the worst abuses
were attributable to the Maute Group, the Armed Forces of the Philippines
engaged in looting and treated prisoners and fleeing civilians harshly.***
Moreover, the fighting in Marawi featured the use of aerial bombard-
ments by Philippine forces, which
leveled portions of the city and left  Perhaps more important than
some 360,000 from the city and sur-  the battle itself, though, was the
rounding areas homeless.*®® Many aftermath.
languished in internally displaced
person camps for over a year, with an estimated 70,000 still without homes,
as bomb disposal teams continued to find unexploded ordinance and efforts
by the Duterte government to rebuild the city were met with delays and cor-
ruption.*®' Such an environment foments anti-government sentiment, and
contributes to the support that terrorists need to operate. Not surprisingly,
this heavily Muslim population is now a fertile recruiting ground for the
Maute Group and other, even more extreme off-shoots.*¢*

As the smoke cleared from Marawi, a different picture of the extremist
and terrorist threat landscape in the Philippines could be seen. A number
of Maute Group fighters killed during the siege hailed not from the Phil-
ippines or from Indonesia and Malaysia but also from Bangladesh, Paki-
stan, and a handful of Middle Eastern countries.*®® Despite the clear signs
of ties between the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria and terrorist activities
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in the Philippines—including video content in which Filipinos in Iraq and
Syria called on their fellow countrymen to join the Islamic State, as well as
video and published statements of allegiance to the Islamic State from the
Abu Sayyaf Group and Maute Group leadership—the Philippine govern-
ment had been slow to address or even acknowledge the transregional ties
that emerged in the mid-2010s.*** Even as the Islamic State lost territorial
control in the Levant, Southeast Asia—particularly the Philippines with
its still poorly-governed spaces in the southern islands—became a major
hub for the Islamic State and a global network of foreign terrorist fight-
ers. Though violent extremists do not hold swaths of territories like the
Abu Sayyaf Group had before U.S. involvement, the terrorist threat is that
of “small but more ruthless groups” that engage in sensational and brutal
violence.*® Certainly, these trends began before Marawi and have changed
and shifted in its aftermath. Ultimately, however, despite nearly two decades
of U.S. CT presence and support, the terrorist landscape in the Philippines
is replete with VEOs, many with militant Islamist ideologies and affiliated
with growing and increasingly sophisticated global terrorist networks. To
the astute observer, this portrait may sound quite like the circumstances in
the Philippines circa 2001.

Relations between the U.S. and the Philippines today are growing more
complex. The events of 2017 clearly alarmed Congress, and the USG was
eager to prevent the Islamic State from establishing a new base of operations
within the territory of an important ally.*® In September 2017, OPE-P was
launched with a mission “to support the Philippine government and military
in their efforts to isolate, degrade, and defeat Islamic State of Iraq and Syria
affiliates and other VEOs in the Philippines.™” The operation featured less
than 100 U.S. SOF and fewer than 200 conventional U.S. forces, who, after the
end of the siege of Marawi, provided primarily ISR assets and support for the
Armed Forces of the Philippines.*® However, in February 2020, Philippines
President Rodrigo Duterte announced that the country would seek to end
the Visiting Force Agreement with the U.S., which would make U.S. train-
ing, military, and even humanitarian aid in the Philippines more difficult,

time consuming, and costly.*
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How Tactical Gains from Operation Enduring Freedom-Philippines
Were Lost

As noted, the Philippines today does not look significantly better—from
the perspective of U.S. national security—than it did circa 2001 when the
Abu Sayyaf Group dominated the south of the archipelago. The authors
argue that, while exemplary on numerous dimensions, the U.S. SOF engage-
ment in the Philippines failed to overcome two fundamental barriers during
OEF-P. The first was the focus on tactical successes against armed actors,
both among U.S. SOF and the Armed Forces of the Philippines, including
Philippine SF. While CMOs, development aid, and interagency coordina-
tion were employed, they ultimately were used to improve the effectiveness
and success of kinetic capture/kill operations in the southern Philippines,
serving short-term tactical goals. Second, and relatedly, was the lack of an
overall strategy that would lay the groundwork for sustainable gains and
long-term answers to political and governance issues in the PN that gave
rise to the conditions for terrorism and insurgency in the first place. One
analyst described the situation, identifying how these two considerations
drove outcomes:

Opverall, the COIN strategy implemented in the Philippines focused
on kinetic operations to produce reactive tactical outcomes. The
strategy funneled foreign aid into Mindanao’s population without
bolstering local institutions to build the foundation for long-lasting
financial gains. Further, few political concessions were granted
to help ease the Moro community’s frustrations, and a feeling of
political and cultural alienation continued past the termination of
OEF-P and the U.S. withdrawal. In the U.S.” absence, the Armed
Forces of the Philippines continued to struggle with implementing
an effective COIN strategy, and the population remained skeptical

of Manila’s motivations.*”*

The focus on the tactical level at the expense of the strategic level is a
profound enough error to counteract the hard-won gains of U.S. SOF and
the Armed Forces of the Philippines during OEF-P in just a few short years.
The remainder of this section turns to an analysis of some concrete instan-
tiations of these problems.
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Kinetics over Ideas. In chapter 2, the core mission bias of military orga-
nizations was discussed at some length. USSOCOM is hardly immune to
the DOD’s tendency to place combat at the center of the metaphorical map.
While USSOCOM and the JSOTE-P emphasized CMOs, these were under-
taken in order to enable kinetic military operations focused on identifying
and neutralizing terrorist cells in the southern Philippines. Though neces-
sary for reducing violence and setting the conditions for future stability, this
narrow focus drew attention away from addressing the many root causes of
radicalization. As one MIST member recalls, “those units that focus more
on civilian populations and the broader political environment ... are con-
sidered ‘enablers’ for their SF and SEAL counterparts (as my bosses often
reminded me).*"!

This contributed to the U.S. missing opportunities to forestall major
linkages between the Islamic State and the Philippines in 2014 and 2015.
Indeed, when the MIST wanted to add a person to the team to specialize in
counter-messaging efforts on social media, the request was denied.*”* This
experience is not unique to the Philippines; it is a barrier to overall U.S.
SOF effectiveness to superordinate tactical approaches—including tactical
training of partners—over IO and messaging that counter the long-term
ideological foundations of terrorist support.

More broadly, the measures of success in the Philippines were enemy
centric. U.S. SOF was tasked to:

support the comprehensive approach of the Armed Forces of the
Philippines in their fight against terrorism in the southern Philip-
pines. At the request of the government of the Philippines, JSOTE-
P works alongside the Armed Forces of the Philippines to defeat
terrorists and create the conditions necessary for peace, stability
and prosperity.*”?

While this mission emphasizes the Armed Forces of the Philippines and
the importance of local conditions, “defeat[ing] terrorists” came to the fore
in defining the success of combined efforts. In particular, the number of sus-
pected Abu Sayyaf Group fighters and their violent activities, especially the
extent to which terrorist activity had been reduced, featured prominently in
assessments. In their overall evaluation of OEF-P, RAND spent pages docu-
menting decreases in the number of enemy-initiated attacks and devoted
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several additional pages to the disposition and capabilities of remaining
VEOs in its conclusion.*’* This tendency to focus on the enemy and to target
individual groups is a problematic hallmark of U.S. SOF CT operations, one
that unfortunately still very much applies to the Philippines.

Lack of Sustainable Capabilities of the Armed Forces of the Philippines.
Not unrelatedly, the post-OEF-P events have demonstrated that key Armed
Forces of the Philippines, Philippine SF, and Philippines defense establish-
ment capacities remain underdeveloped and could not be sustained in the
ways or at the levels necessary to conduct effective CT in the absence of U.S.
personnel and resources. Though Philippine SF proved to be adaptable and
tactically skilled during the siege of Marawi, it was a failure of intelligence
that allowed so many Maute Group and affiliated fighters to infiltrate the
city in the first place and contributed to the botched raid that touched off
the engagement in May 2017. At the time of this writing, the USG is focused
on supplying Armed Forces of the Philippines partners with ISR assets and
integrating them into their operations.*”” Philippine forces have also returned
to employing heavy-handed approaches to CT—or as Zachary Abuza stated,
the Armed Forces of the Philippines “has reverted to tactics the United
States tried so hard to wean them off of.””® Some of this may well stem from
frustrations caused in part by the Armed Forces of the Philippines’ limited
resources at a time when the force is facing multiple armed threats.*”” Cor-
ruption within Philippine forces also serves to degrade the efficacy of the
force and stymie population-centric CT efforts. This reality suggests that
even with a small footprint for 14 years, U.S. SOF engagement may not have
been sufficient to professionalize a large organization like the Armed Forces
of the Philippines.*”®

Issues of limited Philippine capabilities and capacity, as well as problems
with corruption, were not unforeseeable and have undermined the long-term
sustainability and effectiveness of Philippine CT efforts. A frank assessment
of the Philippine forces training capacity in the mid-2010s stated that, “Poor
tactical skills on the part of conventional forces indicated that the Armed
Forces of the Philippines had no universally effective training methods for
continuing to impart skills that U.S. SOF had taught to dozens of units in
14 years.””® Communications and logistics were always a weak point for the
Philippine forces.*® ISR has been an issue for some time, as the emergency
acquisition and use of commercial oft-the-shelf UAS during the Marawi
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crisis illustrates. Even if ISR assets—such as purpose-built UAS—had been
acquired, it is not clear that many Philippine military units would have had
sufficient absorptive capacity to effectively integrate them.*® It is precisely
these problems that have made it difficult for government forces to counter
the terrorist threat effectively. Despite the USG taking training and institu-
tional capacity building seriously during the engagement, Philippine forces
had come to depend on their U.S. partners for both funding and certain
technical capabilities.***

The Government of the Republic of the Philippines and Governance
Challenges. Ultimately, what U.S. SOF was able to stitch together in the
Philippines unraveled, primarily because of the persistence of the underly-
ing political, social, and economic circumstances—as well as grievances
that have fueled insurgency, terrorism, and subversion in the archipelago
for decades, if not centuries. Corruption, inequality, and poor governance
remain central issues, and, for many, the situation has only deteriorated in
the past decade. Insofar as the U.S. engagement failed to devote adequate
attention to these issues, strategic-level effects in the Philippines were effec-
tively forestalled. Indeed, the U.S. often looked the other way when it came
to corruption, including among the Philippine forces and anti-democratic
tendencies in the country.*® That said, it is impossible to know whether
pressure on the Philippine government or Philippine forces leadership to
address these issues would have borne fruit or merely undermined relations.

More acutely, U.S. operations left little sustainable development behind.
Led by U.S. SOF whose primary mission in southern Philippine CMOs was
to establish trust and short-term operational breathing space within the
communities, these programs were never designed to be long lived. Even if
infrastructure did improve—and it did—a failure to follow-up initial assis-
tance efforts with larger initiatives to truly develop and improve the local
economy did little to spur sustained, long-term growth and prosperity in
the region.*** Coupled with the lack of resources for Philippine forces to
conduct CT according to population-centric practices, as well as ongoing
strife in the region with international terrorists as well as the Moro Islamic
Liberation Front and other local separatists, the fragile stability and trust
between Philippine forces and the population were easily eroded.

Most important of all, though, is the fact that the basic issues that fueled
the population’s discontent with the government in Manila remained
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unchanged as a result of the U.S. SOF engagement. This fact was understood
at the time; even in 2004, critics drew attention to the unresolved, underly-
ing issues in the region and cautioned against overall rosy outlooks.** The
RAND report also notes that one of the handful of limitations to OEF-P
was that “the drivers of conflict continue to exist in the south.™® It has also
been revisited and rehashed by observers since. These individual notes all
strike a single, fairly clear chord—that the SOF-heavy U.S. engagement did
not focus on or engender the systemic changes necessary to translate tactical
and operational successes against terrorist organizations in the Philippines
into strategic objectives.*?

Conclusion

“In many ways they did everything right.”% Abuza’s seven words offer an
insightful summarization of U.S. SOF CT in the Philippines. From popula-
tion-focused operations to lengthy engagements that seriously invested in
partner forces, it is easy to understand why the Philippines was seen as a
model for CT, especially in an era when other CT efforts seemed so obviously
fraught. Unfortunately, a tactical emphasis and a failure to address long-term
corruption and governance issues carried the most weight in deciding the
outcome of U.S. SOF engagement in the Philippines. Strategic-level gains
simply were not made or were not sustained.
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Chapter 6. U.S. Special Operations
Forces Counterterrorism in Colombia:
Winning the War, Losing the Peace

‘ N 7 hereas the Philippines started off auspiciously with close alignment

between U.S. and Philippine interests, the same could not be said
of Colombia. While the USG was principally concerned with countering
the flow of illicit narcotics, the Colombian government desired to prioritize
COIN and CT. That said, an exogenous shock—in the form of the 9/11 terror-
ist attacks—ultimately served to better align USG and Colombian interests.
Subsequently, the U.S. supported Colombia’s preferred approach to CT. The
provision of tactical training and the immense financial contributions by
the USG certainly helped to enable the successful conclusion of the military
campaign against Colombia’s largest subversive organization, the Revolu-
tionary Armed Forces of Colombia or Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de
Colombia (FARC). That said, this often-cited success story of U.S. efforts at
BPC may not be the shining star that many have claimed.

This is the case for at least two reasons. First, while certainly necessary,
U.S. tactical and material support in isolation would almost certainly have
proven insufficient to defeat the FARC. The Philippines case study offered in
the previous chapter demonstrates as much. Rather, three additional factors
enabled the Colombian government to convert U.S. assistance into desirable
strategic effects. First, Colombia exhibited an extremely high degree of buy-in
from both senior military officials and the country’s top civilian leadership.
This made possible many of the substantial reforms necessary for success.
Second, and most notably, Colombia articulated a sound theory of victory.
Third, and relatedly, sweeping changes were made across both the Colombian
Ministry of National Defense and the Colombian interagency to enable the
necessary population-centric approaches for prosecuting the conflict. While
the U.S. may have indirectly influenced and supported these additional fac-
tors, they largely occurred organically within the Colombian government
and Ministry of National Defense. In short, what the Colombians did on
their own was far more important than the support provided by the USG.
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Second, the martial success of the Colombian security forces, while
impressive, could not forestall political considerations from undermining the
resultant peace process. Ultimately, a rushed agreement that lacked popular
support was promulgated and hastily and haphazardly implemented. This
left much of the Colombian population perturbed, many FARC fighters out
in the cold with few options but to reengage in violence, and Colombian
military and police forces stretched too thin to secure the huge swaths of ter-
ritory rapidly vacated by the FARC. For the USG’s part, disdain for the peace
deal—on the part of the wife of Colombian decent of a U.S. Senator—saw
USG support for their Colombian partners to secure the peace evaporate.**’

This chapter proceeds in four sections. The first offers a brief historical
overview of the Colombian conflict, which has been raging since 1964. The
second explores the Colombia-U.S. partnership. Focus is first directed to
exploring the divergent aims of the two partners and the role that 9/11 played
in synchronizing objectives. Subsequently this section overviews the tactical
training and material resources provided by the USG. It then delves into a
discussion of the critical changes implemented at the initiative of the Colom-
bian government. U.S. support for these organic changes is also discussed.
The penultimate section explores the failure of both governments to secure
the peace. The final section concludes. In doing so, it also overviews crucial
components for successful BPC for CT efforts based on both case studies
presented in this monograph.

Conflict History: Civil Strife and the FARC, 1964 to 1998

The Colombian civil war began in 1964 in response to the exclusion of the
left from politics.*® This current wave of civil strife stems from the resolu-
tion—or lack thereof—of a previous internal conflict. In 1948, presidential
front-runner Jorge Eliécer Gaitan Ayala was assassinated. This precipitated
a decade of conflict known in Colombia as simply The Violence or La Vio-
lencia. Fighting only ceased as a result of the implementation of a power-
sharing agreement wherein Colombia’s two major political parties, the
Liberals and the Conservatives, would alternate control of the government.
While effective at ending the fighting between the two dominant parties, the
agreement excluded everyone else, including the left, from political partici-
pation.”! Beyond simply being precluded from power, the left was subjected
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to extensive political violence at the hands of the Liberal and Conservative
governments and their constituents.**?

This reality fomented the rise of two Marxist-Leninist subversive groups
in 1964—the FARC and the National Liberation Army or Ejército de Liber-
acion Nacional. Over the next two decades, four additional Marxist-Leninist
guerrilla groups would emerge.*”> However, the FARC constituted by far
the largest and most sophisticated threat to the Colombian state. Moreover,
except for the National Liberation Army, which remains in existence, all the
other leftist subversives demobilized prior to 1991.4

The FARC mounted a serious and sustained challenge to the Colom-
bian government for over half a century.*” Indeed, at its height, the FARC
amassed between 17,000 and 21,000 fighters.**® Numbers were not their only
strength. The FARC proved very capable of employing complex tactics. In
1996, the FARC brought these strengths to bear and went on the offensive.
The Colombian military suffered a series of spectacular defeats that culmi-
nated with the 1998 battle of El Billar. During this engagement, between 600
and 800 FARC fighters laid ambush to the elite 52nd Counter-Guerrilla Bat-
talion. The FARC utilized a combination of carefully planned fixed-fighting
positions and mobile tactics. They even executed a successful envelopment
of the Colombian Army soldiers. Despite their close air support, at the end
of five days of sustained contact, approximately 70 percent of the battalion
had been killed, wounded, or captured, rendering it combat ineffective.*’
The defeat at El Billar marked the nadir for the Colombian military. General
(Ret.) Charles E. Wilhelm, the Commanding General of U.S. Southern Com-
mand (USSOUTHCOM) at the time, expressed “little cause for optimism,”
highlighting the Colombian military’s “inability to see threats, followed
closely by their lack of competence in assessing and engaging them.™*® Gen-
eral (Ret.) Wilhelm further indicated that Colombia was “in urgent need of
our [U.S. Government] support.” The election of President Andrés Pastrana
Arango in 1999 and his appointment of U.S.-trained general officers to cru-
cial positions in Colombia’s defense establishment (e.g., Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, Chief of Staff of the Army) set the stage for a massive,
extended security partnership between the two governments.
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Partnering to Counter Terrorism in Colombia, 1999 to 2016

This section is devoted to exploring the evolution of the Colombia-U.S. part-
nership and the prosecution of CT against the FARC beginning in 1999
through adoption of a peace accord by the end of 2016. It first explores the
divergent interests of the two partners and the role 9/11 played in aligning
their aims. The subsequent subsection overviews USG-provided training and
material support. The final subsection overviews far more sweeping changes
that the Colombian government made on their own initiative. The role of
the U.S. interagency in helping Colombia achieve these changes is, however,
consequential. It is therefore also covered in this subsection.

From Divergent Aims to Aligned Interests

In 1999, the USG’s interest in Colombia was clear: counternarcotics—not CT
or COIN. At the time, President Clinton was facing pressure from Repub-
lican legislators who sought to characterize the administration as ineffec-
tual in curtailing the steady flow of Colombian cocaine into the United
States. The issue was especially salient given that the U.S. was in the midst
of a crack cocaine epi-
demic.*® Whereas the
USG was interested in
counternarcotics, the

Pastrana administra-
tion preferred a much
larger COIN and CT
effort targeting the
FARC. Unfortunately
for Colombia, U.S.

leaders were weary of
Figure 9. Author Barnett S. Koven stands on a  more extensive involve-
captured FARC semisubmersible that was used to
smuggle cocaine HCL at naval base ARC Bolivar.
Photo by Thomas R. Luley, Jr./used with permission

ment in Colombia due
to fears about being
dragged into a larger
military engagement that—given the current state of Colombian security
forces—was likely unwinnable and may have entailed extensive human rights
abuses on the part of Colombian security forces.”” Nevertheless, facing pres-
sure from his own military leadership who recognized that without USG
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Figure 10. Colombian Coca Cultivation and Forced Eradication, 1994-2001.
Source: U.S. Department of State

assistance, Colombian forces were unlikely to make substantial gains on
any front (counternarcotics, COIN or CT), Pastrana acquiesced.’” The two
governments quickly promulgated Plan Colombia. The six-year plan allo-
cated $7.5 billion to employ the Colombian armed forces to eradicate coca
in FARC-controlled territory.**

Because Colombia needed U.S. assistance, it was forced to adopt a losing
approach. One might think that pursuing forced eradication would be help-
ful in defeating the FARC, insofar as it denies the subversives access to illicit
financing.’”® However, the Colombian government recognized what the USG
did not; previous forced eradication efforts had merely displaced FARC cul-
tivation efforts to other parts of the country. As figure 10 shows, the number
of hectares of Colombian territory used for coca cultivation expanded at a
rate that more than kept pace with increasing eradication efforts throughout
much of the 1990s and early 2000s. More insidiously, by attacking the liveli-
hoods of poor peasant farmers, forced eradication risked driving an already
disenfranchised rural population into the FARC’s open arms.>**

The Colombian government’s preferred approach to SC—emphasizing
COIN and CT—would only become the focus of bilateral efforts when U.S.
national security priorities shifted following 9/11. During a series of joint
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press conferences in 2002 and early 2003 with newly elected Colombian
President Alvaro Uribe, President Bush articulated the Colombia-U.S. secu-
rity partnership’s shifting focus toward CT. President Bush stated:

terrorists attacked our country and hurt us. If they attack Colombia
and hurt them, they’re still equally as guilty, as far as we’re concerned
... Ilook forward to working with President Uribe to hold others to
account, if they continue to terrorize the world.**

During a subsequent joint press conference, President Bush also stated:

All T know is the man [Uribe] is absolutely committed to fighting
terror. For that, I appreciate it. He has got a straightforward, strong
vision about what has to happen to people who are willing to kill

innocent people. And that is, they must be dealt with severely.”

President Bush’s speeches would usher in a new phase of bilateral SC that
would see USG support to Colombia expand massively, representing a USG
commitment of more than $10 billion dollars by fiscal year 2016*”” in a pro-
gram that involved as many as 20 distinct USG agencies and departments.”*®

U.S. Special Operations Forces and Interagency-Led Efforts to Build
Colombian Capacity

U.S. SOF, led by the U.S. Army’s 7th SFG [A] along with operators from U.S.
Naval Special Warfare Command and combat air advisors from the U.S.
Air Force Special Operations Command, immediately began training both
Colombian special operators and CF.>*® Before the decade was out, more
than 77,000 partner force personnel had received training.

Notable highlights include the standing up of the counter-narcotics
Jungle Company or Comandos Jungla, which—despite the name—was com-
prised of three airmobile companies trained and equipped to target cocaine
processing laboratories and HVTs to enable the pursuit of counternarcotics
objectives in a manner that did not alienate the population. The company
not only benefited from U.S. SOF training, they received seven embedded
advisors from the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration.” In addition,
a rapid deployment force comprised of four brigades—three CF brigades
and a SOF brigade—and a separate rotary-winged aviation brigade were
established to ensure that the Colombian military could take the fight to the
subversives at a moment’s notice.” Finally, while the FARC largely operated
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in the countryside, an elite urban counterterrorism special forces group—the
Agrupacion de Fuerzas Especiales Antiterroristas Urbanas—was also stood
up.52

As members of these and other units mastered basic tactics, the scope and
complexity of training expanded. More specifically, Colombian personnel
received instruction on close air support, combat engineering, combat medi-
cine, communication, escape and evasion, fire and maneuver, intelligence,
leadership development, operational planning, riverine operations, rules of
engagement, secure communications, and navigation.®”

Recognizing that “tactical mobility has long been the Achilles heel of
Colombia’s Armed Forces,”" the DOD and DOS collaborated to equip the
Colombian military and police with a fleet of UH-60 Black Hawk and UH-1
Iroquois helicopters. Rather than simply providing the airframes, the DOS
and DOD ensured sustainability by investing in the training and infrastruc-
ture necessary to produce highly capable aircrews and maintainers to ensure
the fleet of aircraft would remain in service.””

In addition, CIA officers and contractors built an elaborate network of
regional intelligence fusion cells—with the first one stood up on the grounds
of U.S. Embassy Bogota. In addition to training analysts how to fuse and
direct actionable intelligence to operational forces, the CIA provided exten-
sive instruction to Colombian intelligence officers in order to enable them
to recruit and run their own HUMINT sources.”'

The combined impact of increased mobility afforded by rotary-winged
aviation assets and a sophisticated intelligence capability resulted in some
extremely impressive and successful operations. Intelligence support and
rotary-winged aviation are credited, for example, in the 2004 capture
of FARC leader Simén Trinidad (nom de guerre Juvenal Ovidio Ricardo
Palmera Pineda)®”—who was the highest ranking member of the FARC to
be detained at the time®*—and the rescue of more than a dozen hostages,
including three U.S. contractors employed by Northrop Grumman, former
Colombian presidential candidate Ingrid Betancourt, and 11 Colombian
police and army personnel held captive by the FARC since 2008.>"

Organic Colombian Reforms with United States Government Support
Despite contributing to tactical and operational successes, Colombia’s stra-
tegic success in their armed competition against the FARC would require
additional changes beyond U.S. training and assistance. More specifically,
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it would require the Colombian government to articulate a sound theory of
victory and then make the necessary structural changes to their force—and
their interagency—in order to implement the population-centric approaches
called for by their new theory of victory. While the Colombian government
took the initiative in this regard, the USG stepped in to support Colombia’s
efforts to pursue reforms. It did so in a manner that effectively integrated
interagency efforts.

A Sound Theory of Victory. Almost immediately upon his election, Presi-
dent Uribe got to work devising a new strategy for Colombia’s fight against
the FARC. The plan, known as the Democratic Security and Defense Policy
(DSDP) had its basis in Major General Carlos Alberto Ospina Ovalle’s
insistence—a COIN expert—that tactical successes against narcotrafficking,
transnational criminality, or terrorism were insufficient. Rather, the general
recognized that the FARC viewed themselves “as a revolutionary movement
[which] sought to implement [a] people’s war.”** Countering them would
therefore require a holistic approach that enfranchised the rural populations
the FARC claimed to represent. The DSDP, therefore, articulated a theory
of victory wherein the government would win by extending state control
and more importantly, state services throughout the countryside—thereby
enfranchising the entirety of the Colombian population. More specifically,
the DSDP called for a three-pronged strategic approach:

1. The Government will gradually restore state presence and the author-
ity of state institutions, starting in strategically important areas.
Once the intelligence services have identified and located a threat,
the Armed Forces and the National Police will begin the recovery
process with an offensive operation. Reinforcements will be provided
when necessary.

2. Once the Armed Forces and the National Police have reestab-
lished control over an area, units comprising professional soldiers,
campesino soldiers [military conscripts completing their compulsory
service in their local communities] and National Police carabineros
[a mobile, paramilitary police force] will maintain security and
protect the civilian population. This will enable state organisations
and criminal investigation authorities to work in the area. Together
with representatives of the Public Prosecutor’s Office, the Attorney
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General’s Office, the Judicial Police and the Administrative Depart-
ment of Security, the Armed Forces and the National Police will
form a support structure, which will be responsible for identifying
and bringing to justice members of the illegal armed groups and
those who commit crimes which have a major impact on society.

3. Once a basic level of security has been established, the State will
embark upon a policy of territorial consolidation, reestablishing the
normal operation of the justice system, strengthening local democ-
racy, meeting the most urgent needs of the population, broadening
state services and initiating medium to longterm projects aimed
at creating sustainable development. Ministries and other govern-
ment departments involved in these projects will follow directives
from the National Defence and Security Council, so that projects
are executed once territorial control has been consolidated and are
thus not the [sic] threats and extortion of the illegal armed groups.*

In short, the DSDP prioritized extending the presence of state services
and democracy to all of Colombia. While security was necessary for the
Colombian interagency to extend the reach of civilian branches of govern-
ment into the countryside, the effort clearly called for considerably more
than simply ensuring the control of terrain by Colombian forces. While
the USG encouraged Uribe’s efforts to draft the DSDP, this was very much
a Colombian-led effort informed by Colombian experts such as General
Ospina.® That said, the plan called for massive efforts by and reforms within
the Ministry of National Defense and the Colombian interagency. In this
regard, the USG interagency would play a supporting but consequential role.

Structural Reforms. The ambitious nature of the DSDP would require sub-
stantial reforms within the partner force and the Colombian interagency.
Regarding Colombian security forces, efforts to integrate disparate services—
both military and police—under joint commands with a diverse contingent
of highly specialized units would prove highly successful—operating in
unison coupled with professionalization through training and a shift away
from a conscript force. Despite initial resistance from the Colombian Army,
by late 2004, military efforts against the FARC shifted from being under the
control of Army “divisional areas” —wherein each area of operations was
controlled by the commanding general of a Colombian Army division—to
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joint operational commands. This enabled more effective coordination of
efforts across Colombia’s military services. Equally as important, the Colom-
bian National Police were incorporated into the joint commands.*” This was
especially critical as, under Colombian law, only the Colombian National
Police had the authority to arrest subversives or conduct searches and sei-
zures. While the partner force made the decision to shift to a joint warf-
ighting model on their own, U.S. support—especially in the form of joint
training, where Colombian military and police officers were trained side by
side—helped enable more effective joint operations.***

Integration extended beyond joint commands to involve the simulta-
neous and synergistic application of distinct, specialized units. Typically,
highly trained airmobile forces would clear an area of the FARC. These elite
military forces would then be replaced with the Caribineros. These forces
were training and equipped like regular Colombian Army personnel. How-
ever, they benefited from police authorities as members of the Colombian
National Police. While the Caribineros maintained a steady state presence
in the cleared areas, a local army force known as the Soldados de mi Pueblo
(Soldiers of My Village or Home Guards) would be stood up, taking advan-
tage of a recently rediscovered law from the 1940s that allowed a portion
of military conscripts to serve in their home towns. These forces would be
trained and equipped like regular Colombian Army and Marine units led by
career officers. However, because they were comprised of soldiers from the
local area, they received an unprecedented amount of support and tips from
local villagers. This intelligence was then leveraged by Colombian SOF to
target FARC leadership. Specialized MIST personnel would then capitalize
on the capture or killing of FARC leaders by devising IO, which often led
to the surrender of rank and file FARC fighters, who would be processed by
Colombian National Police officers and judicial officials.”®

These complex operations required the Ministry of National Defense to
build a professional, modern force out of a largely conscript military. In 2000,
nearly 70 percent of the Colombian military was comprised of conscripts who
served for just 12 to 18 months.** Colombian law allowed those who could
afford to pay a onetime tax to avoid conscription.””’
high school education, while not automatically exempted from conscription,
were legally barred from being employed in combat operations.**® This meant
that Colombia’s conscript military was comprised of the poorest, least edu-
cated members of society. Colombian Army General Alberto Mejia described

Similarly, those with a
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these conscripts derisively as “robot soldiers,” reflecting the fact that while
they might be expected to obey orders, they were unlikely to take the initia-
tive or prove particularly adept at complex operations.”” To enable the shift
from enemy-centric to much more complex population-centric approaches,
the Colombian government endeavored to build a modern volunteer force.
The government set to work replacing conscripts with volunteers at a rate
0f 10,000 personnel per year. Moreover, conscripts would be used for man-
power intensive tasks like static defense of linear infrastructure. This would
free up better trained volunteer forces for offensive operations against the
FARC.** Partner force volunteers benefited from U.S. SOF provided training,
as described previously. Importantly, this training not only conferred tactical
skills but helped inculcate human rights norms. The former Assistant Secre-
tary of Defense for Special Operations and Low-Intensity Conflict observed
that “there was a time ... when the security forces may have committed
over 50 percent of political violence in Colombia, but that number is now
less than 2 percent. So we think they have made dramatic progress in that
area.” Indeed, respect for human rights would prove crucial in winning
the support of the civilian population.

While impressive, these changes within the partner force alone would be
insufficient to succeed against the FARC; Colombia’s interagency would need
to also be involved. In 2004, USSOUTHCOM proposed enhanced coordina-
tion between diverse agencies and departments across both the Colombian
and U.S. governments. The Colombian Ministry of National Defense and
President Uribe himself would ultimately adopt the idea as their own. In
2006, Colombia unveiled the Centro de Coordinacién de Accion Integral, or
Coordination Center for Integrated Action (CCAI). CCAI with U.S. fund-
ing and support, would stand up civilian-military fusion centers staffed by
personnel from nearly 20 Colombian government ministries and agencies, as
well as their USG counterparts.™ While the U.S. DOS was placed in charge
of the USG’s effort to support the Colombian government, an innovative
arrangement emerged wherein Colombia would be divided into regions, and
a different USG entity—the DOD, DOS, or USAID—would lead depending
on the prevailing conditions in each region. For example, in areas where
insecurity was still high and the FARC maintained a strong presence, the
DOD would be placed in charge. In areas where security had already been
established, USAID might take the helm.**
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This model would prove extremely effective and is often touted as the
model for USG interagency coordination.”** Beyond being a success story
for interagency coordination, CCAI also proved highly effectual against the
FARC.>* One sailor®® who was involved in CCAT’s first success in Montes
de Maria noted that he is “completely convinced [that] the solution is social”
and CCAI is fundamentally important.” He further explained that “bullets
can kill a person, but his ideas persist. [CC]AI can change his thinking.”**
As regards his level of commitment to CCAL he further stated, “my daugh-
ter’s inheritance will be peace achieved through integral action and not
money.””* Another officer explained that prior to CCAIL the “fundamental
strategic error” was the political and military indifference to the plight of
the population.>*

High-Level Support. Effectively implementing these sweeping reforms
required high-level support. Regarding the structural changes to secu-
rity forces, Colombian Army buy-in was
Effectively implementing especially important given that the focus
these sweeping reforms on jointness entailed the Army ceding its
required high-level support.  position of primacy in Colombian security

forces efforts. President Pastrana, eager to
demonstrate his commitment to the nascent bilateral security partnership,
quickly replaced his military leadership with general officers—especially
Army officers held in high regard by their U.S. counterparts. Specifically,
Pastrana appointed General Fernando Tapias Stahelin as the Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Jorge Enrique Mora Rangel was appointed
as Chief of Staff of the Army, and General Ospina took command of the criti-
cal 4th Division headquartered in Meta. The latter two officers in particular
had been educated in the U.S. PME system and understood the importance
of joint operations. **! This trend was continued with one 2018 assessment
observing “that the majority of Colombian Army officers who rose in rank

were recipients of U.S. training, which has fundamentally reshaped organi-
542

zational culture and doctrine.

Other subsequent reforms, such as substantially increasing the number
of volunteer versus conscript military personnel—an expensive undertaking,
given that conscripts received nominal compensation for their service while
volunteers of equivalent rank had to be paid a living wage that was approxi-
mately ten times greater—and the effective integration of the Colombian
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interagency under CCAI required very high-level support.>* Indeed, both
initiatives were supported by President Uribe himself. Uribe was buoyed by
immense popular support—having won the presidency in the first round
of voting, a virtually unprecedented outcome in Colombia’s runoft election
system—and extensive U.S. assistance. Initial success, such as a 23 percent
reduction in terrorist attacks, ensured that Uribe’s popularity remained at 78
percent as he neared the end of his first year in office.’** This in turn enabled
the Uribe administration to accelerate the pace of reforms. In one remark-
able episode, his administration levied a onetime war tax to raise funds for
security sector reforms. Not only did the population happily pay the new
tax, many voluntarily over contributed.’*

Losing the Peace, 2016-Present

U.S. and Colombian collaboration enabled the Colombian government to
make impressive inroads against the FARC. This served to convince the
subversives to begin peace negotiations in earnest. The peace process for-
mally began in November 2012,
with the FARC declaring a two- U.S. and Colombian collaboration
month ceasefire coinciding with the ~ enabled the Colombian govern-
beginning of talks with the Colom-  ment to make impressive inroads
bian government in Havana, Cuba.  against the FARC.
Four years later, in November 2016,
a final peace deal was signed.*¢
Curiously, even though the Colombian government was negotiating from

a position of strength, the negotiated accord entailed myriad substantial
concessions to the FARC, which have proven highly unpopular. In particular,
the accords provided for a separate judicial process for ex-combatants. For
the most part, those who confessed their crimes and made reparations—for
example, by helping the government to clear landmines laid by the FARC—
did not serve jail time. The deal also did not provide a clear mechanism to
ensure that the FARC’s multi-billion-dollar war chest was turned over to
the state and used to finance the implementation of the peace process and
reparations for victims of the violence. Finally, the FARC was guaranteed
seats in the Colombian legislature.” To this end, retired Peruvian General of
the Army Otto Guibovich, who has closely studied the Colombian conflict,
reversed the Clausewitzian adage that “war is the continuation of politics
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by other means” and lamented that “politics would be the continuation of
their [the FARC’s] war through other means that begin with congressmen
and delegates in the parliament.”*® These terms have led some to suggest
that then President Juan Manuel Santos rushed the agreement, favoring any
agreement that could be implemented before he left office—in a bid to secure
a Nobel Peace Prize and the UN Secretary Generalship®*—over the right
agreement for the country.””

Given these issues, Colombian voters rejected a public referendum on the
deal in October 2016. As a result, the agreement was quickly but minimally
modified. The new agreement was ratified not by public vote but by the
Colombian legislature and upheld by the judiciary. The terms of the agree-
ment again became a critical issue during the 2018 presidential campaign.
Ivan Duque won the elections, based in part on his promise to modify the
deal. While President Duque has only a limited ability to formally change
the terms of the deal, his administration has been able to undermine the
implementation of parts of the agreement.*

Even before Duque assumed office, the peace agreement was faltering.
For example, the government failed to construct the demobilization centers
called for by the agreement. Ultimately, the FARC took it upon themselves
to construct these critical facilities.” If former FARC fighters are not effec-
tively reintegrated into Colombian society, there is a serious risk that they
will return to the battlefield. Indeed, the FARC’s 1st Front has already vowed
to continue the fight, despite the accords.” The National Liberation Army,
which has not demobilized, is also more than happy to accept former FARC
guerrillas among their rank. So too are transnational criminal organiza-
tions.”* For example, the Brazilian transnational criminal organization First
Capital Command or Primeiro Comando da Capital has offered any former
guerrilla generous compensation to come work for them.> In early 2017,
Colombian Defense Minister Luis Carlos Villegas suggested that perhaps
five to 10 percent of FARC fighters will not demobilize.* Others have put
the figure much higher. Indeed, if past Colombian peace processes are any
indication, perhaps as many as 30 percent of the FARC will either fail to
demobilize or quickly remobilize.>

Colombia is already experiencing an explosion of rural violence as myriad
heavily armed criminal entities are fighting to lay claim to highly lucra-
tive territory vacated by the FARC.*® Coca cultivation in these areas has
ballooned as a result. Specifically, the United Nations Office on Drugs and
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Crime indicated that Colombian coca cultivation hit a record high of 171,000
hectares in 2017, an increase of 25,000 hectares or approximately 17 per-
cent over 2016.°*° Against this backdrop, the U.S. government has reduced
its support for the Colombian government following a private, Mar-a-Lago
meeting between President Trump and two former Colombian presidents
opposed to the deal. The meeting was brokered by Senator Marco Rubio.
Rubio and his wife—the daughter of Colombian immigrants—are strongly
opposed to the deal.*

In short, while U.S. assistance helped to secure a negotiated peace after
decades of armed conflict, the long-term viability of the agreement is in seri-
ous jeopardy. The future U.S. role in Colombia is also currently uncertain,
though relations between Washington and Bogota have warmed with the
inauguration of President Ivan Duque.

Conclusion: Envisioning Future U.S. Special Operations
Forces Building Partnership Capacity Efforts

Colombia, like the Philippines, is often hailed as a BPC success story. No
doubt, aspects of U.S.-Colombia engagement on CT were highly successful.
U.S. training and assistance provided Colombian security forces with the
ability to effectively execute complex operations. More importantly, the USG
encouraged the Uribe administration’s development of the DSDP, while
USSOUTHCOM planted the idea for CCAI That said, the tactical successes
afforded by U.S. SOF training and the provision of material assistance—such
as rotary-winged aviation—required an extended U.S. SOF commitment,
taking years to materialize. Moreover, the strategic shifts in Colombia’s
approach to CT, while supported by the USG—including through novel
approaches to coordinating USG efforts across the interagency—resulted
from the Colombian government’s initiative. Consequently, replicating the
Colombian outcome elsewhere is by no means assured.

Furthermore, both the Colombian and U.S. governments failed to secure
the peace. While the USG publicly claims to not negotiate with terrorists,
many U.S. allies and partners do.>* The case of the Provisional Irish Repub-
lican Army, or indeed the negotiations between the Philippine government
and various Moro groups, demonstrate as much. While USG support helped
the Colombian government take the fight to the FARC, at the time negotia-
tions began in 2012, militarily defeating the FARC on the battlefield was at
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best a long way off and was by no means guaranteed. Under these circum-
stances, it is understandable that the Colombian government pursued nego-
tiations. Unfortunately, the Colombian government agreed to unfavorable
terms that were not reflective of the relative strength of the belligerents. The
implementation of the peace deal was also seriously botched. For its part,
the USG stepped back and substantially reduced support during the imple-
mentation of the peace accords.

While neither of the case studies discussed in this monograph are pana-
ceas, they do provide insight into what is required for strategically effective
efforts to build partner CT capacity. Tactical capabilities are important and
developing these is an area where U.S. SOF already excel. Both case studies
demonstrate as much. However, more is needed in order to translate tactical
effects into strategic ends. Specifically, PNs must adopt appropriate theory
of victories. U.S. SOF succeeded in encouraging their Philippine military
counterparts to engage in efforts to improve rapport with the local popula-
tion. Unfortunately—absent structural reforms in the force and better efforts
to integrate activities across the Philippine interagency—these efforts were
not sustained after the drawdown of U.S. forces. In Colombia, the necessary
structural reforms occurred to sustain these approaches, though not primar-
ily as a result of USG efforts. It is likely the case that partner-led CT efforts
are unlikely to succeed absent extensive reforms. The USG can and should
encourage these changes, but they are unlikely to materialize absent a high
degree of support from PN leadership. As noted in chapter 4, the PN must
desire success to at least the same degree as the USG and has to be willing
to undertake substantial efforts to obtain it. Otherwise, both sides may be
wasting their time. Regrettably, this reality suggests serious limitations to
USG efforts at BPC related to population-centric approaches to CT in some
less democratic contexts, where extending governance to large numbers
of previously disenfranchised citizens may be antithetical to the interests
of the ruling elite. Additionally, effective interagency coordination by the
USG—as demonstrated in both case studies—is necessary for successful
efforts. This is especially true given the large number of interrelated lines
of effort required by population-centric approaches to CT. Finally, as both
case studies emphasize, results take time to materialize; it takes even longer
to secure martial or negotiated gains. While certainly less expensive both
in terms of American lives lost and financial outlays, successful BPC efforts
for CT are not quick and easy endeavors.
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Chapter 7. Improving Special Operations
Forces Counterterrorism Effectiveness

The first part of this monograph explored numerous extant limitations
to SOF CT effectiveness, including the lack of a U.S. grand strategy to
guide CT, an over-emphasis on disruption-focused approaches to CT, and
limitations with respect to interagency processes and barriers to interna-
tional CT partnerships. The second part leveraged two case studies—the
Philippines and Colombia—to further elucidate many of the issues identified
in Part I, as well as to explore what worked well. Whereas Part I and to an
extent Part IT were focused on understanding these problems, this chapter
now turns to offering solutions.

The solutions offered herein are not panaceas. Rather, the focus of this
chapter is on tractable areas for improvement that are within the scope of
what this monograph’s readership can practicably affect. Understanding
that the primary audience for this monograph is SOF, the principal focus
is on improvements that are within the purview of USSOCOM to affect.
Recognizing that readership may extend to the interagency, there is also
focus on improvements that can be made collaboratively between SOF and
interagency personnel. Finally, while many of the suggestions offered herein
can be implemented at lower levels within USSOCOM, it is the hope of the
authors that senior leaders also find this text useful. To that end, some of
the suggestions offered may be outside of the scope of what individual SOF
operators can affect on their own but are nonetheless bureaucratically fea-
sible and reasonable for senior leaders to attempt to tackle.

This chapter proceeds in three sections. The first explores potential solu-
tions broken down thematically according to the problems articulated in
the introduction and the chapters of Part I—disruption-centric approaches
and limitations to interagency as well as international coordination. Rec-
ognizing that effective measurement is crucial to both enable policymakers
to justify adopting some of the alternative approaches advocated in the first
section of this chapter and to refine these nuanced approaches to maxi-
mize efficacy, the second section is devoted to improved measurement. As
will be discussed in detail in this section, it is critical that any approach
to measurement be informed by a theory of victory and not the other way
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around. Otherwise, measurement ends up driving strategy—and operations
and tactics—in potentially destructive ways. Consequently, in addition to
offering approaches for improving measurement, this section articulates
key components of an appropriate theory of victory for USG CT. The final
section concludes.

Suggestions for Addressing Thematic Problems

This section is focused on addressing each of the four thematic issues high-
lighted in this monograph. It is therefore further divided into four subsec-
tions, one for each thematic issue area: lack of grand strategy, overemphasis
on disruption-focused CT, limitations to existing interagency processes, and
barriers to effective international CT cooperation.

Lack of Grand Strategy
The lack of a clearly articulated CT strategy denies SOF a “rationale for how
force will achieve [its] purpose” and has contributed to a phenomenon where
tactical and operational CT successes have failed to translate into the desired
strategic-level outcomes.”” The absence of an explicit grand strategy limits
the ability of the USG to align all or multiple instruments of national power
synergistically.’* That said, the USG seemingly has implicit grand strategic
aims revolving around maintaining the liberal international order and the
territorial integrity of existing states.’®

Unfortunately, transregional terrorist groups such as al-Qaeda and the
Islamic State not only explicitly reject this worldview, they offer a positive,
alternative vision of the future for those left behind or otherwise disadvan-
taged by the current system. For example, Abdelmalek Droukdal, the recently
deceased former leader of al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb, explained, “We
are one nation with one religion and one language. Our history is the same,
but our land is divided, torn apart into states by colonialism.” In discuss-
ing Algerian oil rents, Droukdal elaborates on systemic factors that allow
American and European interests—in collaboration with corrupt Algerian
government officials—to “rob” the Algerian people. He offers a vision of
the future, wherein Algerian Muslims are empowered and benefit from
these natural resources, but notes that his vision will not be achieved until
“Muslim youths ... carry the weapon to take back their rights and push away
the domination of those agents [principally the West, but also local officials

he sees as Western cronies].”*
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In short, the USG must offer a competing, positive view of the future
for those left behind by the current international system in order to com-
pete with groups like al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb for influence. While
MEDCAP and DENTCAP programs are great tools for short-term stabi-
lization, USG efforts must go further. Only by working with partners and
helping to instantiate long lasting change through governance reform and
development assistance will the USG be successful. The following section
offers tractable solutions for doing so.

Disruption-Focused CT

Chapter 2 articulated that disruption-centric CT is at best ineffective and
at worst counterproductive, insofar as it merely targets capabilities while
ignoring—or perhaps inadvertently exacerbating—motivations. Similarly,
the discussion in the previous section of this monograph demonstrates the
need to offer a positive vision for the future. This section offers recommenda-
tions for building/rebuilding necessary skills to better enable SOF to move
beyond DA CT and engage in non-kinetic tasks like governance reform and
development assistance, work with diverse subnational actors, and sequence
kinetic and non-kinetic interventions effectively.

Building/Rebuilding Skills. SFODAs have often been termed “warrior-dip-
lomats,” given that their doctrine focuses on indirect missions leveraging
“linguistic, interpersonal, and cross-cultural communications skills, regional
orientation, and training skills to influence indigenous forces.”® Yet, nearly
two decades of sustained, high-operational tempo, DA CT has caused SF’s
unique focus on and concomitant skillset for indirect engagements to atro-
phy. Indeed, one SF soldier lamented,

We as a force are very confused about what the role of Special Forces
is. We are an awesome force with so much potential, but, unfor-
tunately, it is being squandered with this perception that we are a
super-infantry/Ranger/[Special Mission Unit] type unit. This has to
change or I fear our traditional role as the premier unconventional
warfare (UW) force will be taken by another SOF element (read
Marine Forces Special Operations Command [MARSOC]/ SEALSs)

while we continue, haphazardly, trying to figure out who we are.>*’
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Rebuilding the capacity for SFODAs or building this capacity in other
SOF units necessarily requires investment in training and education. Spe-
cifically, U.S. Army Major Pat Collins of 1st SFG (A) lamented that nei-
ther the SF qualification course nor its culminating exercise, Robin Sage,
leverage nonviolent approaches to gain political legitimacy. Major Collins
further notes “that nonviolent methods can often be more effective than
violent ones and these lessons should have a spot in the special operator’s
toolkit.””® Incorporating training that equips SFODAs to “not only close with
the enemy but also negotiate agreements, operate with nonmilitary agencies
and other nations, restore basic services ... orchestrate political deals, and
get ‘the word’ on the street”—activities called for in the tactical- and opera-
tional-level companion to U.S. COIN doctrine, which are also necessary for a
population-centric approach to CT—will be crucial to SOF CT success.”” For
the next generation of SFODA soldiers, the SF qualification course offers an
important opportunity to provide instruction on “nonviolent” methods for
doing just this, while Robin Sage could serve as a realistic sandbox to practice
deploying these skills. For current SFODA operators, existing USSOCOM
schoolhouses—such as the John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Center and
School and JSOU—ought to provide substantially expanded course offer-
ings in this regard. Following new guidance from the Joint Chiefs of Staff on
their vision for PME, these short courses should involve tabletop exercises
designed to provide a safe space to experiment with nuanced approaches to
such things as information campaigns.®”

Admittedly, the SF qualification course is already 53 weeks long; current,
heightened operational tempos similarly limit the ability to provide in-depth
instruction to existing SFODAs.””® While no doubt there is limited time and
competing priorities, the increasing emphasis on great power competition
may help make the argument that this type of instruction is essential —
even at the expense of other content. The Joint Chiefs of Staff clearly noted
that in order to make room for new material, “PME programs will have to
ruthlessly reduce coverage of less important topics.””* Moreover, the same
types of non-kinetic skillsets needed for unconventional warfare—a poten-
tially crucial component of long-term competition with countries like China
and Russia—are needed for effective CT. Indeed, Major Collins” argument
imploring SFODAs to cultivate more non-kinetic skills was geared toward
UW and not CT.
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All of this said, SFODAs do not need to go it alone. Rather, they can and
should leverage other specialized personnel that have heightened under-
standing of the human terrain and relevant non-kinetic skillsets. This
includes Security Force Assistance Brigades (SFAB), which receive special-
ized training on “cross cultural communication, building rapport, working
with interpreters and negotiation” to enable them to engage with partner
forces.””” In addition, CA—to include SOF CA personnel from the 95th
Civil Affairs Brigade (Airborne)—are likely to be especially relevant. CA
soldiers are focused on long-term stability and on attacking not only VEOs
but also their underlying ideology through a diverse array of tasks—includ-
ing “disaster prevention, management, and recovery, and ... human and
civil infrastructure assistance programs.”’® CA soldiers are trained to work
with foreign partners in foreign languages.””” Finally, military information
support operations (MISO) forces are experts in influence operations, and
are comprised of “regional experts and linguists who understand politi-
cal, cultural, ethnic and religious subtleties and use persuasion to influence
perceptions and encourage desired behavior.””® Leveraging the interagency,
the focus of the subsequent section, can also be extremely impactful in this
regard.

Moreover, this need not—and indeed should not— be the sole domain of
SFODAs. The previous quote from an SFODA solider indicated a fear that
other SOF forces were encroaching on their “warrior-diplomat” ethos. Even
if SFODAss re-learn what it means to be warrior-diplomats and lead in this
domain, the entire SOF enterprise must be equipped to at least understand
the importance of non-kinetic tools for CT. Unlike SFODAs, even if they are
not trained to be experts in diverse, non-kinetic tasks, they must be adept at
leveraging the expertise of SFAB, CA, and MISO personnel. This requires,
at minimum, increased focus on joint warfighting within SOF. The author,
Koven, recently provided a briefing to a platoon of U.S. Navy SEALs in
advance of an upcoming deployment. In preparing for the briefing, one SEAL
indicated that this would be one of their first deployments alongside Army
CA and MISO personnel, further noting that while Army SOF may have
more extensive experience working with CA and MISO personnel—which
are disproportionally drawn from the Army—Naval Special Warfare (NSW)
does not. Consequently, the author devoted ample attention to leveraging
CA and MISO personnel during his briefing. NSW and their SOF brethren
from the Air Force Special Operations Command (AFSOC), and MARSOC,
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ought to similarly receive instruction designed to help them leverage these
types of personnel to pursue non-kinetic approaches to CT. This instruction
should not take the form of an ad hoc briefing—resulting from the initiative
of one officer—in advance of a specific deployment. It should also be coupled
with practical exercises or other opportunities that expose NSW, AFSOC
and MARSOC to largely Army SFAB, CA, and MISO personnel.

Engage with Subnational Actors

When conducting development assistance or governance reform, there is
a tendency to focus on the central government. While certainly necessary,
exclusive focus on the central government ignores the reality that the central
government is not the sole provider of governance. Indeed, in many contexts,
alternative governance structures exist in parallel to the central govern-
ment. Results from a survey fielded in Benin to help provide baseline data
against which to evaluate the training provided to the USSF—described in
detail in chapters 2 and 4—illus-
While certainly necessary, exclusive  trate this point. Figure 11 shows

focus on the central government that approximately 60 percent of
ignores the reality that the central the 937 respondents from rural
government is not the sole provider ~ Benin would “always” or “often”
of governance. go to the police if a group they

belonged to was involved in a
conflict. Whereas the police in this case are a national force and thus an
extension of the central government, likely they are the only emissaries of the
central government that many of these rural respondents regularly interact
with. Seventy-three percent of the population would “often” or “always”
seek redress from sources of governance beyond the central government
to include the village chief (36 percent), religious leaders (17 percent), and
local government officials (20 percent). Note these figures sum to more than
100 percent; this reflects that some respondents would simultaneously seek
redress from multiple parties.””” Moreover, by also targeting local governance
providers, it makes it much easier to tailor approaches to the hyper-local
development and governance realities on the ground.

While the DOS and USAID tend to be organized and structured around
engagements with national governments in capital cities, the DOD—and
especially SOF—is uniquely positioned to effectively engage at the subna-
tional level. For example, in Iraq, development assistance distributed through
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If a Group You Belong To Is Involved in a Conflict,
How Frequently Would You Go to These Actors?
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the military-run CERP resulted in a statistically significant reduction in
insurgent violence—both where it was implemented and in contiguous dis-
tricts.’® Whereas, the USAID’s Community Action Program and the Com-
munity Stabilization Program failed to reduce violence in the areas where
they were implemented and actually contributed to statistically significant
increases in violence in surrounding areas.”® These divergent results are a
result of the presence of military forces on the ground. Military command-
ers distributing CERP funds had regular access to the populations receiving
assistance and were therefore able to both ensure projects were tailored to
local needs and curb corruption. The USAID officials lacked regular access
to these same insecure areas where Community Action Program and Com-
munity Stabilization Program projects were implemented.*

Sequencing
As chapter 2 highlighted, development assistance and governance reform are
necessary, but they cannot prevent imminent attacks. It therefore becomes
necessary to sequence kinetic and non-kinetic interventions. Moreover,
non-kinetic approaches may help reduce the potential for VEOs to leverage
DA CT interventions to drive resource mobilization efforts. Evidence from
Colombia demonstrated that while terrorist attacks increased following DA
CT interventions, it took terrorist recruiters time to “fully exploit increased
motivations to drive recruitment and resource mobilization thereby enabling
substantially more attacks.”®** Specifically, figure 12 demonstrates that “the
delta between the predicted increase in terrorist violence in months one
and two [following DA] is especially large (approximately three-quarters
of an attack).”®* This suggests that quickly following DA CT efforts with
non-kinetic engagements—such as IO or development assistance designed
to shape the narrative around a DA operation or demonstrate continuing
support for the local population—can be especially helpful at forestalling
subsequent terrorist resource mobilization efforts. Importantly, the narrow
window for sequencing kinetic and non-kinetic operations dictates that,
where possible, kinetic and non-kinetic operations should be planned along-
side each other. This way, as soon as a DA operation concludes, if not sooner,
the non-kinetic engagement can begin.’*

Moreover, while CT requires continued use of DA, SOF should exercise
increased discretion. Sequencing DA and IO, for example, is not a panacea.
Doing so may reduce—but not completely forestall—terrorists” ability to use
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SOF-led DA efforts to drive resource mobilization. Therefore, disruption
should only be employed where alternative approaches are not effective or
possible.

Interagency Processes

As chapter 1 emphasized, the interagency does not subscribe to a single
definition of terrorism or CT. This, however, does not mean all is lost. The
interagency can still unite around a shared purpose to counter terrorism.
Doing so, nevertheless, requires overcoming pronounced barriers such as
bureaucratic politics and structural constraints inherent in the current inter-
agency process. Effectively navigating these and other barriers requires a
shared understanding of the diverse cultures, vernaculars, and incentive
structures that exist in disparate USG agencies and departments. Most
importantly, it requires leaders and staff who are adept at managing the
myriad personalities that exist across the interagency. Fortunately, the DOD
is well-resourced and uniquely positioned for leading efforts designed to
increase mutual understanding across the interagency, ensuring that person-
alities are effectively managed by assigning personnel to tasks they are best

Predicted Increase in Terrorist Attacks
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Figure 12. DA CT’s Effects on Terrorist Attacks in Colombia. Source: Barnett
Koven/used with permission
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suited for. This subsection explores three areas for improvement along these
lines involving leveraging former military personnel now serving across
the interagency, expanding interagency participation in PME courses, and
ensuring the personnel that are in roles involving interagency processes
are well-suited for interagency work by improving personnel selection and
changing incentive structures. While not the exclusive focus of this subsec-
tion, the PME system—and especially recently proposed changes thereto—
offer substantial opportunities for improvement in these areas, which will
be discussed throughout this subsection.

Leverage Former Military Personnel
Following the Civil War, Congress enacted legislation—which has been
expanded over time—that gives veterans preferential consideration in federal
government hiring in recognition of their military service.’®® The result of
this preference is that veterans are overrepresented in the U.S. civil service.
In 2016, the last year for which data is available from the Office of Person-
nel Management, the more than 635,000 veterans employed by the USG
constituted roughly one-third of the civilian USG workforce.” Yet, less
than eight percent of the U.S. population are veterans.”® The net result of
this overrepresentation of veterans in the U.S. civil service is that there are
substantial numbers of veterans across most USG agencies and departments.
At the low end, 7.5 percent of the personnel in the Department of Health and
Human Services were veterans in 2016. On the high end, 47.5 percent of the
civilian DOD workforce were veterans in that same year. Importantly, among
the agencies and departments most relevant to CT efforts, the percentage of
veterans among their ranks is consistently in the double digits.*®

This presents an opportunity for the DOD and the interagency. By virtue
of their prior uniformed service, these individuals already possess an under-
standing of—and potentially an affinity for—DOD culture and the associated
vernacular as well as processes. DOD and interagency personnel ought to
seek out and leverage these individuals to help improve mutual understand-
ing across agencies and departments. Ideally, these relationships should be
established and built upon in advance of specific collaborative efforts.

Expand Interagency Professional Military Education Courses
The DOD, to a far greater extent than the rest of the interagency, invests
in continuing education and training for its workforce.”® The PME system
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offers a unique opportunity to educate military personnel on the organi-
zational culture, terminology, and incentive structures evident in other
agencies and departments. Something as simple as knowing that the DOS
communicates using cables and memos versus the slide decks preferred
by the DOD can ensure interagency engagements get started on the right
track. In addition, DOD classrooms can continue to be used to also educate
interagency personnel. For example, one USAID Liaison Officer (LNO) to
USSOCOM HQ highlighted DOD schoolhouses as avenues for professional
development for their workforce, noting that USAID does not provide many
opportunities for professional education.”

Admittedly, JSOU and other DOD schoolhouses—such as the U.S. Air
Force Special Operations School—already provide coursework for SOF on
the interagency. These offerings are also currently open to practitioners from
the interagency. However, efforts ought to be made to expand interagency
participation. Robust interagency participation is critical as the value of
the instruction is not only that participants leave these courses with an
enhanced understanding of interagency processes, but networking results
between practitioners from diverse agencies and departments. JSOU’s suite
of courses held in the national capital region is a great step in the right direc-
tion. Their satellite location in northern Virginia makes these courses more
accessible to interagency personnel. However, additional funding and billets
for and robust marketing to interagency personnel is needed across the PME
system—irrespective of whether the coursework is explicitly focused on
interagency coordination—in order to fully leverage PME to improve inter-
agency collaboration. Moreover, since a large portion of the value proposi-
tion is the networking and relationships that result, PME instruction should
change to enable more collaboration in the classroom. The Joint Chiefs of
Staff’s vision for future PME strongly encourages tabletop exercises and
other hands-on activities.®®* These forms of instruction are exactly what is
required to utilize the PME system to help build deeper understanding and
personal relationships across the interagency.

Improve Personnel Selection

Since the quality of interagency coordination is so heavily dependent on the
personnel involved across agencies and departments, personnel selection
offers an important area for improving interagency collaboration. Improving
personnel selection entails both identifying the right people for interagency
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roles and incentivizing them to perform these critical functions. In regard
to identifying personnel best suited for roles requiring interagency collabo-
ration, recent efforts to reform the PME system again prove insightful. To

the extent that the above recommenda-

Improving personnel selec- tion involving expanding and improving
tion entails both identifying  interagency-focused PME instruction is
the right people for inter- adopted, performance in these courses—
agency roles and incentiv- following guidance from the Joint Chiefs
izing them to perform these  of Staff—should then be used to help select
critical functions. personnel who excelled into roles that

entail interagency work.””* Beyond PME,
regular evaluations that are already commonplace in the military—like fit-
ness reports, officer evaluations, and promotion boards—could be adapted
to include evaluation criteria to help improve personnel selection.

Of course, identifying personnel well-suited for interagency work is only
half of the battle. There must also be appropriate incentive structures so
that these personnel seek out and are enthused by working with the inter-
agency. Currently, interagency work is seen as detrimental to one’s career.
As noted in chapter 3, the SOST program is often referred to as the “no
colonel left behind” program, a place for field grade officers who were
passed over for command to conclude their military service.”** One USAID
LNO to USSOCOM HQ similarly noted that liaison assignments to the
various combatant commands (COCOMs) were viewed as non-traditional
assignments that took officers off their career path—especially when these
assignments were in relatively nice locations such as Tampa, Honolulu, and
Stuttgart instead of the developing world—adding to the dim view within
the agency on the value of these positions. Unsurprisingly, with few excep-
tions, they tend to attract personnel who were unconcerned with further
career advancement.*” For the DOD, recoding some of these positions and
ensuring that these assignments are seen as career enhancing may encour-
age the best-suited applicants to fill these roles. A similar approach is also
warranted across the interagency. The same USAID LNO suggested that one
way the agency might improve the view toward these positions is if there was
a specific, interagency career track; officers would obtain initial exposure at
a COCOM, return to the Agency for an overseas field assignment, and then
return to a COCOM in a more senior role.”*
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International Collaboration

As chapter 4 demonstrated, numerous barriers exist to collaborating with
foreign partners on CT. Despite this, a population-centric approach to CT
demands it. Moreover, leveraging foreign partners is especially important
now that the USG faces new resource constraints for CT as focus shifts
toward great power competition. This subsection offers suggestions for U.S.
SOF to help foreign partners overcome some of the same barriers that they
face. It also explores avenues for reducing barriers to CT effectiveness that
are unique to some partner forces and PNs. Finally, it provides suggestions
for navigating situations where U.S. SOF must partner with violent non-
state actors versus state forces. Many of these suggestions can be adopted
by individual SOF units deployed for BPC efforts. Others require, or at least
substantially benefit from, collaboration with the interagency through the
country team.

Expect Similar Issues

Many international partners will experience barriers to effective CT that
are similar to those that the USG continues to grapple with. These include
disruption-focused approaches and limited interagency coordination. Many
of the potential solutions to these issues, discussed above, will also prove
relevant when working with PNs. That said, the DOD should avoid the temp-
tation to build partner forces in their own image. Doing so may further exac-
erbate or lock in many of these issues. SOF and SFABs have an opportunity
to place greater emphasis on non-kinetic capabilities among partner forces.
In addition, whereas the U.S. military is heavily reliant on high technology,
many partner forces lack the ability to afford, maintain, and field highly
sophisticated weapons systems. This presents an opportunity for SOF to
provide instruction focused on low technology approaches to CT where
interacting with the local population can be emphasized. Evidence from
Iraq suggests that lightly mechanized and motorized units fared much better
with regards to collecting the necessary intelligence to identify and sepa-
rate subversives from the population at large. Because lightly mechanized
forces engaged in substantially more dismounted patrolling, they were more
likely to interact and build rapport with the local population. Local percep-
tions that these forces shared in the risk—since they lacked the protection
of armored vehicles—further increased trust. These forces were also simply
more accessible to locals inclined to provide useful information.*”
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Also Expect Additional Barriers

In addition to experiencing many of the same barriers to effective CT, foreign
partners may also be adversely affected by the lack of high-level support for
the partnership or the focus on CT, factions within the security services,
maintenance and logistical challenges, corruption, and tactical inflexibility.
As regards high-level buy-in, it is entirely possible that either partnering with
U.S. forces or focusing on CT will run contrary to the interests of senior
leaders. For example, a history of colonialism may make it more difficult for
politicians and other senior leaders to justify the presence of foreign troops
on their soil. Alternatively, regional rivalries between states or other security
priorities may make terrorism and CT a secondary or tertiary consideration
for some PNs. Indeed, as chapter 5 demonstrates, these barriers were present
in the Philippines. Until high-level support is secured, long-term U.S. SOF
CT engagements overseas are unlikely to be successful. In attempting to
obtain support from PN officials, SOF ought to utilize the country team—
an approach that proved extremely successful in the Philippines. Embassy
personnel can leverage their extended time in-country and deepen under-
standing of local dynamics and players to help SOF prepare for key leader
engagements. Often, they can also help open doors and arrange meetings,
providing SOF access that the DOD does not possess.

High-level buy-in alone does not ensure success. It does, however, afford
U.S. SOF the opportunity to work with partner forces to overcome other
barriers inherent in the force. For example, in some countries, the state’s
security services are factionalized, exhibit-
High-level buy-in alone ing competing loyalties. For instance, the
does not ensure success. Somali National Army is comprised of per-
sonnel who are loyal to specific clans over
the state.”®® While Somalia is an extreme example, it is not unique in this
regard. In these environments, U.S. SOF should attempt to build esprit de
corps. Where possible, U.S. SOF ought to engage diverse units with compet-
ing loyalties in the same trainings to increase exposure and interoperability
between units. In addition, treating partner forces as equals in trainings
with U.S. SOF may serve to increase pride in the partner force. If U.S. SOF
see a partner force as a worthy partner, so too should the servicemembers
serving in said partner force. Regrettably, U.S. forces do not always treat
partner forces as if they are equals. For example, one Peruvian officer who

184



Koven/Lindquist: Barriers to SOF-Led CT Effectiveness

had received training by both U.S. and Colombian personnel—with the
latter providing training through a triangulated SC initiative financed
and coordinated by the USG—indicated a strong preference for the latter,
noting that Colombian personnel behaved like an “older brother” teaching
a “younger brother,” whereas U.S. forces behaved more like a “father” chas-
tising a “son.”® While the former approach may help build esprit de corps,
the latter clearly highlights the partner force’s second-rate status. Indeed,
chapter 5 referenced a combined CT training exercise between U.S. and
Philippine forces. The exercise was aptly named Balikatan, which means
“shoulder-to-shoulder.” This emphasized the shared nature of the fight and
the equal footing of the partners.*°

Information sharing presents another way of demonstrating to partner
forces that they are a valuable and respected partner. While classification
issues may preclude sharing certain data streams, unclassified alternatives
often exist. For example, the GTD—used to produce some of the figures in
chapter 2—is the largest open-source database of terrorist attacks worldwide.
Not surprisingly then, it is routinely used by USG personnel.*" Gifting of
challenge coins and unit patches to members of partner forces that U.S. SOF
works with may have a similar effect.

Enhanced esprit de corps can also help compensate for other limita-
tions within the force that may be harder to overcome during a single U.S.
SOF deployment aimed at BPC. These include the inability of the partner
force to maintain crew-served weapons systems—and especially, to under-
take complex logistics, as well as corruption within the force.®*> Admittedly,
enhanced esprit de corps may only offer minor improvements in the face
of these challenges. Solving these issues likely entails reforming recruiting
practices—e.g., attracting better qualified personnel through increased pay
and other benefits, extending service commitments, and investing more
heavily in education and training—and other structural changes to the force.
These long-term changes are almost certainly beyond the scope of what a
SOF unit can accomplish during a single BPC deployment. That said, the
SOF representative or SOLO may be able to work with the partner force
and the country team to help instantiate improvements over the medium
to long term.

Many partner forces do not exhibit the same levels of tactical flexibility
and initiative as U.S. SOF do. This is likely a product of military struc-
tures that do not delegate similarly large amounts of authority to junior
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officers and NCOs and the relatively lower levels of educational attainment
among the junior officer and NCO corps. Illustrating this point, former
CIA Persian Gulf military analyst Ken Pollack described Egyptian junior
officer performance during various conflicts with Israel as “consistently
demonstrat[ing] an unwillingness to maneuver, innovate, take the initia-
tive, or act independently.”* Again, the long-term solution likely rests with
structural reforms and is perhaps the domain of the country team, SOF
representative, or SOLO versus SOF units deployed on BPC missions. Nev-
ertheless, tactical instruction by SOF can contribute to improvements over
the short term.

Regardless of the specific barrier that U.S. SOF are trying to overcome,
tying the necessary changes by the partner force to operational outcomes is
advisable. As chapter 6 noted, Colombian forces have internalized human
rights norms over decades of collaboration with U.S. forces. Initial adoption
of behavior in keeping with human rights norms, however, occurred because
doing so was tied to favorable operational outcomes versus deeply held nor-
mative beliefs.*** The author, Koven, experienced similar successes applying
this approach when providing instruction to officers from Benin’s USSF.®%

In addition, U.S. SOF must adopt reasonable expectations during BPC
engagements. For U.S. special operators, who are used to succeeding at the
virtually impossible on a regular basis, this may be a difficult piece of guid-
ance to accept. That said, U.S. SOF must strive to make reasonable gains
based on the time horizon of their intervention, the degree of commitment
evident among the partner force and senior leadership, and the existing level
of capabilities. Nevertheless, U.S. SOF can increase the scope of what can
be accomplished by working with the country team, SOF representative, or
SOLO to better understand the situation on the ground before deployment
so that they are better able to hit the ground running. They can similarly
collaborate with the country team, SOF representative, or SOLO to syn-
chronize efforts across individuals and units with divergent time horizons.
Ultimately, senior leadership must understand that BPC is a slow endeavor,
requiring long-term commitments. The two case studies in chapters 5 and
6 of this monograph demonstrate as much.

The Paradox of Partnering with Violent Non-State Actors
As noted in chapter 4, in some circumstances a viable state force with which
to partner may not exist. If U.S. SOF are required to partner with violent
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non-state actors to effectively counter terrorism overseas, SOF must recog-
nize that doing so visibly signals the weakness of the PN to the opposition,
and also to the local population. Moreover, these violent non-state actors—if
not eventually incorporated into the state—may end up posing a challenge
to the partner government. Where possible, SOF should carefully select
violent non-state actor partners that can subsequently be incorporated into
state security forces or into the state more broadly. Too often, the USG—and
U.S. SOF in particular—have elected to partner with minority ethnic groups
that, under the best of circumstances, would be difficult to incorporate back
into the state upon cessation of hostilities, as with Iraqi and Syrian Kurds
or the Montagnard in Vietnam. In these cases, the USG engaged in little to
no planning for their eventual reincorporation into the state.®*® The coun-
try team, CA, and other personnel with localized knowledge can help SOF
identify potential partners that may be easier to incorporate into the state
at a later date, and the interagency will be necessary in developing concrete
plans to do so. SOF and interagency personnel may want to look at the suc-
cessful example of Peru’s peasant rounds for guidance as this force emerged
independently of the state, proved instrumental in defeating a powerful
subversive threat, and was incorporated into state security forces along the

Way.607

Box 13 provides a brief overview of Peru’s experience. The case of
Burkina Faso’s vigilante groups, which have proved more effective than state
security forces at countering the threat posed by terrorist groups linked to
al-Qaeda and the Islamic State, may also warrant future investigation. Cur-
rently, the government is making efforts to incorporate these forces into state
security services. At the time of this writing, it is too early to tell whether

these efforts will be successful.®%®

Box 13. Peru’s Rondas Campesinas: Integrating Violent
Non-State Actors into State Counterterror Efforts

Peru’s Rondas Campesinas (peasant rounds) emerged organically—in
the absence of a state security presence—as a form of self-protection
against cattle rustling and other forms of theft in the remote, Peru-
vian highlands. However, the Peruvian government would ultimately
integrate the Rondas into the state security apparatus in a move that
proved critical to denying leftist subversives—principally Sendero
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Luminoso (Shining Path) guerrillas—access to recruiting, foodstufts,
and safe havens in the countryside. By decreasing abuses perpetrated
by the state against Peru’s peasants, providing shotguns and some
other armaments, enabling peasants to perform their compulsory
military service in their local Ronda, and, eventually expanding the
program by helping to stand up additional Rondas, the Peruvian gov-
ernment turned the tide against the subversives.®”

Toward Improved Measurement

What'’s at Stake
Measurement deserves its own section as it is fundamental to all potential
areas for improvement. Unfortunately, there is a strong tendency to measure
what is easily measurable and draw inference from that data in isolation. At
the extreme, that which cannot be easily measured is simply ignored. This
phenomenon is all too common in the national security space. Indeed, social
scientist Daniel Yankelovitch termed this phenomenon the “McNamara
fallacy,” in reference to former Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara’s
reliance on quantitative indicators such as body count at the expense of
all other qualitative data in guiding the USG’s prosecution of the Vietnam
Conflict.®° It is also prevalent in the analysis of terrorism and CT. Data on
terrorist attacks, for example, is relatively easily measured. As such, schol-
ars and USG personnel alike make regular use of the GTD, replete with
over 200,000 observations spanning half a century and dozens of variables.
Unfortunately, more valuable data that speaks to root causes of terrorism,
popular support for state and VEO actors, etc. is not easily collected and
therefore is largely ignored in quantitative analyses of terrorism and CT."
That said, the McNamara fallacy—which can be summarized as “if you
cannot measure it, it does not exist™>—is only partly fallacious. While
ignoring what cannot be easily measured is problematic, it is evident that
policymakers must be able to justify their approaches to their leadership, and
ultimately to the American people. If the efficacy of an approach cannot be
easily measured, it will be difficult for policymakers to advocate pursuing
it. Because much of what is being proposed in this chapter will yield results
over the medium and long term versus the short term, or be more difficult to
measure (for example, winning hearts and minds versus prosecuting terrorist

188



Koven/Lindquist: Barriers to SOF-Led CT Effectiveness

targets through HV'T raids and UAS strikes) adopting these approaches will
require better measurement. Improved measurement not only helps policy-
makers justify pursuing novel approaches to CT, it also helps practitioners
to better understand and subsequently refine nuanced methods.

This section explores the role of improved measurement. It does so by first
discussing the interplay between the theory of victory and measurement.
Importantly, the former must drive the latter and not the other way around.
Having outlined the critical components of an appropriate theory of vic-
tory for CT, the subsequent subsection turns to detailing an integrated and
generalizable approach to measurement that is consistent with appropriate
CT theories of victory. The final subsection offers suggestions for develop-
ing the necessary capabilities for complex measurement and analysis within
government, as well as for leveraging outside expertise.

What’s Needed: A Compelling Theory of Victory
Useful metrics are not devised in a vacuum. Rather, they must flow from
a theory of victory. Choosing metrics without articulating a theory of vic-
tory allows metrics to drive strategy, operations, and tactics. Indeed, this is
precisely what occurred during the Vietnam Conflict, wherein measuring
loss-exchange ratios ultimately dictated a theory of victory based on attri-
tion. This, in turn, led to the prioritization of search and destroy missions
in the prosecution of the conflict. In this case, metrics not only dictated the
theory of victory and thus strategy, operations, and tactics, they led to the
adoption of an inappropriate theory of victory.®* As Ho Chi Minh articu-
lated, his forces and the broader north Vietnamese society were prepared to
sustain disproportionately higher casualties. It is worth reiterating Ho Chi
Minh’s 1946 warning to the French, which was equally applicable to the U.S.
experience in Vietnam: “You can kill ten of our men for every one we kill of
yours. But even at those odds, you will lose and we will win.”"* Indeed, the
North Vietnamese Army and the Viet Cong guerrillas were able to sustain
approximately 1.1 million personnel killed in action, compared to 57,939 U.S.
and 200,000-250,000 South Vietnamese servicemembers killed in action; as
Ho Chi Minh predicted, U.S. public support for the conflict soured first.*"
Unfortunately, articulating the USG’s theory of victory for CT absent a
CT grand strategy is a challenge. Nevertheless, a useful starting point is to
examine what the theory of victory should not be. From this exercise, it will
also become clear that numerous, often-used measures are at best woefully
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insufficient and at worst misleading and inappropriate—at least when used
in isolation. As noted throughout this monograph, terrorism and CT at their
core are political phenomenon, and targeting capabilities without addressing
motivation is insufficient, if not counterproductive. Consequently, theories
of victory that emphasize capturing or killing terrorists and otherwise tar-
geting their networks are not compelling. This is unfortunate, as the DOD
is well-suited to these types of activities, which are in turn easy to measure.

Similarly, theories of victory that focus exclusively on reducing terrorist
attacks are shortsighted. Terrorist attacks are an important way in which
terrorist groups demonstrate resolve and drive resource mobilization and
recruitment. However, attacks are not the only avenue for doing so. For
example, many terrorist organizations engage in extensive social services
provision.®® Restricting focus to terrorist violence ignores the multidimen-
sional nature of the problem. Again, this is unfortunate, as attack reduc-
tion is certainly desirable and easily measurable. In this vein, author Koven
demonstrated that in 2016, the precipitous decline in terrorist violence in
Afghanistan occurred because the Afghan Taliban had cemented territorial
control—and secured bases of operations—throughout much of the Afghan
countryside. While attacks were down, when they did occur they were sub-
stantially deadlier and much better targeted.®” In this instance, decreased
attacks meant the Afghan Taliban was winning.

An appropriate theory of victory for CT must originate from an under-
standing of terrorism and CT as a multifaceted, political phenomenon. More
specifically, it is worth revisiting Bernard B. Fall’s sage advice that “a govern-
ment that is losing to an insurgency isn’t being out-fought—it’s being out-
governed.”™® As indicated in chapter 2, while Fall was discussing COIN, this
insight is equally applicable to CT. From this follows the conclusion that a
sound CT theory of victory must recognize the central role of influence and
popular support. Quite simply, CT is a fight between VEO and governmental
forces for influence over and support from the population.

Unfortunately, influence and popular support are much harder to mea-
sure than loss exchange ratios and terrorist attacks. But harder does not
mean impossible. Public opinion polling, which is sometimes funded directly
by the USG (the DOS and MISO personnel)—but which is also regularly
undertaken by academia and civil society, including by research networks
such as Arab Barometer, Afrobarometer, and AmericasBarometer—can
prove especially valuable.®” When carefully constructed, these polls have
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Figure 13. Attacks and Fatalities in Afghanistan, 2014-2016. Source: Barnett S.
Koven, Small Wars Journal/Creative Commons CC BY-NC-SA 3.0

the potential to measure popular support for the local government as well
as for subversives, and they can do so longitudinally. Box 14 addresses public
opinion polling for sensitive questions—like those surrounding support for
VEOs—in more detail. It is also possible to measure the reach of DOD and
interagency efforts to win hearts and minds (e.g., percentage of the local
population served by CMOs) and their impact (e.g., percentage of valid,
unsolicited tips from the population).

Box 14. Asking Sensitive Questions: Survey
Experimental Question Designs

Understandably, directly asking if a survey respondent supports a ter-
rorist group not only places both the enumerator and the respondent at
risk but also will likely result in preference falsification, a phenomenon
wherein the respondent masks their true feelings in their responses.
Survey experimental questions offer a safer and more accurate means
of eliciting sensitive information.

Numerous scholars have utilized list or item-count and endorse-
ment experimental designs to gauge support for different combatants
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in Afghanistan.®® Endorsement experiments work by asking a control
group if they support a specific policy. A treatment group is asked
the same question, but the policy is explicitly attributed to a specific
actor—for example, the subversive group. The difference between treat-
ment and control is the measure of support for the specific actor indi-
cated in the treatment version of the question. Although it is impossible
to know if any single respondent endorsed a policy because they liked
the policy or because they approved of the terrorist group endorsing
it—this approach limits incentives for preference falsification.

List experiments operate by having the enumerator read the control
group a list of organizations. The subjects are asked to indicate only
the number—not the names—of organizations listed that they sup-
port. The treatment group is asked the same question with a list that is
identical, except for the addition of one organization that is of interest
to the researchers—for example, the subversive group. The average
difference between the response numbers indicated by members of
each group indicates the level of support for the experimental group.®
Again, preference falsification is reduced as any individual response to
list experimental questions does not betray the specific groups that an
individual supports, and the results are only meaningful in aggregate.
The author Koven has successfully used this approach to measure sup-

port for Boko Haram along the Benin-Nigeria border.®*

Integrated and Generalizable Measurement and Analysis

Given that CT requires the engagement of diverse actors across myriad dis-
tinct lines of effort, it should not be surprising that no single measure is
going to be sufficient for evaluating CT. Rather, it will be necessary to inte-
grate diverse indicators that speak to governance, economic development,
and the security of the population. Frameworks that integrate and provide
a common operating picture across varied metrics—such as the USAID
ICAF or the START CounterTerrorism Net Assessment Data Structure (CT-
NEADS) overviewed in figure 14—ensure that disparate data are available to
practitioners. They also help to enable interagency coordination by ensuring
that personnel from different agencies and departments share a common
understanding. It is equally important that personnel across COCOMs or
regional bureaus have access to the same data. Transregional terrorist groups
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do not respect national boundaries, and, moreover, successful CT activities
in one area of responsibility (AOR) may serve to exacerbate the threat in a
neighboring AOR, as terrorist groups shift resources and focus geographi-
cally following degradation of their organization in one area.®”

Box 15. START’s Counterterrorism Net
Assessment Data Structure

Counterterrorism Net Assessment Data Structure (CT-NEADS) is
an enhanced data collection and integration framework designed to
help policymakers and practitioners leverage diverse, extant data on
CT, broadly defined. It includes red (e.g., data on terrorist behavior),
green (e.g., relevant contextual data on the population and PN), and
blue (e.g., data on CT and preventing or countering violent extremism)
data. By doing so, it allows for holistic analysis of terrorism and CT. As
an example of its utility, CT-NEADS was used to evaluate the effect of
military considerations, governance, development, and societal factors
on the impact of USG-provided CT assistance.®*
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Figure 14. Integrated Data. Source: Barnett S. Koven, Katy Lindquist, and Max
Erdemandi/START
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Hierarchical measurement is also needed in order to provide operational
forces a nuanced, micro-level understanding of the operating environment,
which can then be aggregated so that it is nationally and cross-nationally
generalizable and thus also useful for strategic planners. These measures
must start from a hyperlocal understanding. For example, in order to mea-
sure the degree of governance present in an area, it would be relatively easy
to count police stations, schools, and other government buildings. While
this may be at least roughly appropriate in some contexts, in areas inhabited
by, for example, the Tuareg people in north and west Africa, these mea-
sures would not accurately reflect governance among what is a nomadic
population. Instead, a subject matter expert would know that governance is
typically provided through shuras and jirgas in Herat, Afghanistan, whereas
in Somaliland, it occurs through district council meetings along with less
formal meetings of clan elders.**
sure of governance that accounts for the number of shuras and jirgas held
in Herat, coupled with an assessment of their efficacy—for example, the
percentage of disputes satisfactorily resolved. A similar index that accounted
for district council and clan meetings along with their efficacy would be
developed for Somaliland. These indices would provide locally appropriate
measurement, which could then be aggregated into a cross-nationally com-
parable measure of governance reflecting the number of times the locally
appropriate governing bodies convened and the percentage of disputes
resolved or issues tackled by these bodies.

In addition to being hierarchical, measurement must be repeated over
time. Only by measuring longitudinally can we know if the situation on the
ground is improving or deteriorating. Even if the reality on the ground is
not phenomenal, a steadily improving trajectory may go a long way toward
garnering public support. Fortunately, many measures—including the
aforementioned public opinion polling conducted by academia and civil
society—are repeated annually or at other, regular time intervals.®*® USG
data collection enterprises must similarly be designed to be longitudinal. It
is important to collect baseline data prior to a CT intervention, as well as
mid- and end-line data.

Finally, both quantitative and qualitative measures should be leveraged.
Qualitative measures are strong, whereas quantitative data is weak and vice
versa.®”” For example, quantitative data can undergird regression analysis
and demonstrate causal relationships in a generalizable manner, but it takes

They could then design an indexed mea-
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qualitative information to tease out the often complex, causal processes at
play.

Additional Considerations

More sophisticated approaches to measurement likely require personnel with
advanced training or improved access to those skillsets outside of govern-
ment. Specifically, more funding and emphasis on graduate education in
social science and survey methodologies is warranted. This is likely to prove
especially useful for personnel likely to play a role in designing and fielding
these types of instruments, such as MISO personnel and foreign and civil
service officers assigned to the DOS Bureau of Conflict and Stabilization
Operations. Similarly, increased funding to field rigorous survey instruments
and to do so repeatedly over time is needed.

USG personnel may also look to foster relationships with academia in
order to access specialized skillsets that may not exist within government.
This requires understanding incentive structures evident in academia. For
example, while academics are typically evaluated based in large measure on
their publication history, those that collaborate with the USG on sensitive
CT-related work may not always be able to publish their work. Moreover,
USG personnel also need to recognize which disciplines may be receptive to
collaborating with the government. For example, anthropologists may have a
hard time doing so. As a result of experiences with the Phoenix Program in
Vietnam and the Human Terrain System program in Iraq and Afghanistan,
anthropologists are more likely to face severe backlash in their departments
for collaborating with the DOD than other disciplines.®”® Fortunately, the
DOD already engages in outreach to academia. Strategic multilayer assess-
ment under the Joint Staff J-39 helps to synthesize and translate academic
efforts across diverse national security domains for the benefit of various
COCOMs. JSOU—and the PME system more broadly—similarly increases
exposure between military personnel and academics by hosting guest lectur-
ers in their courses and publishing the work of outside experts. Programs like
the summer workshop for the Analysis of Military Operations and Strategy,
run by Columbia University’s Saltzman Institute of War and Peace Studies,
does an excellent job of increasing civilian academics’ exposure to the DOD
by providing detailed instruction on DOD processes and its lexicon in a joint
setting involving civilian and military faculty and graduate students. JSOU
and the PME system ought to consider adopting a similar model. Author

195



JSOU Report 21-7

Koven has been both a frequent guest lecturer in DOD schoolhouses and a
student in one JSOU class—despite not being employed by the USG. This
was, to the authors knowledge, an exception to the norm. It could, however,
become a more regularized occurrence.

Conclusion

This monograph explored major barriers to SOF CT effectiveness—which
included the absence of a U.S. grand strategy for CT and the overreliance
on disruption-focused approaches, interagency processes, and limitations
evident in international collaborations. In addition to the theoretical dis-
cussion offered in Part I of the monograph, Part II further explicated these
phenomena through case studies of the Philippines and Colombia. This
final chapter turned its attention toward suggesting areas for improvement.
These suggestions were not intended as panaceas. Rather, they endeavored
to provide guidance that would likely be implementable by this monograph’s
targeted readership to reduce the substantive barriers to SOF CT effective-
ness. A second set of solutions were focused specifically on measurement.
Measurement allows policymakers to justify adopting new approaches to
CT, while enabling practitioners to refine nuanced CT efforts to maximize
efﬁcacy.*
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Acronyms

AFSOC
AOR
AQI
BPC
CA
CAP
CCAl

CERP

CF

CIA

CMO
COCOM
COIN

CT

CTPF
CT-NEADS
DA
DENTCAP
DHS

DOJ

DOD
DOS

Air Force Special Operations Command
area of responsibility

al-qaeda in Iraq

building partnership capacity

civil affairs

combined action platoon

Centro de Coordinacion de Accion Integral or
Coordination Center for Integrated Action

Commanders’ Emergency Response Program
conventional forces

Central Intelligence Agency

civil-military operations

combatant command

counterinsurgency

counterterrorism

Counterterrorism Partnerships Fund
Counterterrorism Net Assessment Data Structure
direct action

dental civic action program

Department of Homeland Security
Department of Justice

Department of Defense

Department of State
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DSDP
EU
FARC

FBI

FID

M

FTO
GTD

HQ
HUMINT
HVT

IC

ICAF

10

ISOF

ISR
ISWAP
JP
JSOTF-P
JSOU
LNO
MARSOC
MEDCAP
MISO

198

Democratic Security and Defense Policy
European Union

Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia
or Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia

Federal Bureau of Investigation

foreign internal defense

field manual

foreign terrorist organization

Global Terrorism Database

headquarters

human intelligence

high-value target

intelligence community

Interagency Conflict Assessment Framework
information operations

Iraqi special operations forces

intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance
Islamic State West Africa Province

Joint Publication

Joint Special Operations Task Force-Philippines
Joint Special Operations University

liaison officer

Marine Special Operations Command
medical civic action program

military information support operations
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MIST
MNLF
NCO
NCTC
NDAA
NGO
NSC
NSS
NSW
ODNI
OEF-P
OPE-P
PN
PME
SC

SF

SFA
SFAB
SFG (A)
SFODA
SOF
SOLO
SOST
START

military information support team

Moro National Liberation Front
noncommissioned officer

National Counterterrorism Center
National Defense Authorization Act
nongovernmental organization

National Security Council

National Security Strategy

naval special warfare

Office of the Directorate of National Intelligence
Operation Enduring Freedom-Philippines
Operation Pacific Eagle-Philippines
partner nation

professional military education

security cooperation

Special Forces

security force assistance

Security Force Assistance Brigades
Special Forces Group (Airborne)

Special Forces Operational Detachment-Alpha
Special Operations Forces

special operations liaison officer

special operations support team

National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism
and Responses to Terrorism
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TFTP Terrorist Finance Tracking Program

UAS unmanned aircraft system

USAID United States Agency for International Development
USG United States Government

USSF Unité Spéciale de Surveillance des Frontiéres
USSOCOM United States Special Operations Command
USSOUTHCOM United States Southern Command

uw unconventional warfare

VEO violent extremist organization
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