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Chapter 1: Introduction

1.1 INTRODUCTION

Today’s international security environment confronts the United
States and its partners with unprecedented challenges. Escalating
competition with China and Russia, growing assertiveness of regional
powers like Iran and North Korea, the persevering threat of violent
non-state actors, and even a major war on European soil present
multiple dilemmas that can only be faced with the help of a versatile
strategic toolkit. Current military operations rely heavily on traditional
deterrence strategy. China’s military buildup and the conventional
nature of much of the fighting in Ukraine as of 2024 reinforces this
posture. Yet this covers only one side of the multifaceted threats we
are facing. This fact especially reverberates in the special operations
community, which finds itself engaged in both countering gray
zone activities and the enduring fight against violent extremist
organizations. This monograph seeks to contribute to the development
of a broader strategic palette by analyzing the importance and utility
of the so-called Afghan model (AM) as a way for achieving political
ends through the employment of limited means.

Looking back at the war in Afghanistan today does not seem
to illustrate a model for a successful future military approach. The
lingering image of Western involvement there is one of strategic
failure epitomized by the dramatic evacuation of Kabul in 2021. Yet
in 2001 the initial invasion was regarded as hugely successful as
U.S. Special Operations Forces (SOF), supported by airpower and
close cooperation with indigenous allies, toppled the Taliban regime
in a matter of weeks. Furthermore, this was achieved using limited
means. This novel operational approach was enabled by new doctrine
based on major military innovation and aimed at exploiting new
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THE NEW WAY OF LIMITED WARFARE

technologies in the fields of information processing, communication,
surveillance, networking, and precision weaponry. The ground-
breaking level of air-ground integration that emerged thanks to

the revolution in military affairs (RMA) enabled an unprecedented
synergy between airpower, SOF, and indigenous forces-the core
elements of this new model of limited warfare. The effectiveness
and swift success of this combination triggered a debate on the
exact significance and implications of what was dubbed the Afghan
model of warfare. According to some scholars and policy officials, it
presented the United States with an opportunity to reach strategic
objectives through a new way of limited war, and hence the armed
forces should be restructured accordingly.! Others, however,
considered the approach of little value outside its original context.?

More than 20 years later, the approach has been successfully applied
in several other cases (e.g., Iraq in 2003, Libya in 2010, and Irag and
Syria from 2014-2017). This demonstrates that the AM is not a one-
day wonder and that it holds relevance beyond the unique situation of
Afghanistan in 2001. On the other hand, it has also become clear that
the AM is not a panacea; the invasion of Irag and the counterinsurgency
and stabilization efforts in that country and Afghanistan required
far more than a limited approach. Moreover, as aforementioned, the
reemergence of great power competition as a consequence of a
resurgent Russia and rising China has emphasized the importance of a
broad strategic toolkit that includes traditional conventional options as
well as methods for limited warfare.® The key issue with regard to the
AM, therefore, is to establish under which conditions this approach can
be successfully applied to assess its utility in future cases.

Based on earlier research on Afghanistan, Irag (2003), and Libya
(2011), this monograph presents a framework of factors that determine
to what extent an AM-type approach is applicable in future contexts.*
This assessment tool is subsequently employed to analyze the most
recent use of this form of limited warfare: the fight against ISIS in Irag
and Syria (2014-2017). The latter case has delivered a tremendous
amount of relevant new data that can be used for further augmenting
our understanding of the applicability of the AM in a specific context. As
such, the resulting insights contribute to the current debate on the exact
role of the model in the ISIS case and the way this should influence
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thinking about this type of limited warfare. Furthermore, it should be
mentioned here that positions in this discourse often seem heavily
influenced by teleological reasoning in favor of, or objecting to, defense
transformation (following an author’s preference). This monograph does
not originate from such a stance as it seeks to provide an objective
analysis by addressing the value of the AM after the fight against ISIS.

1.2 METHODOLOGICAL DESIGN Introduction and

The value of the AM is dependent on Methodological
the degree to which it is applicable in
other contexts. The applicability of the AM
is thus what could be called a necessary
intermediate variable to draw conclusions Academic
on its value, which is the dependent variable Debate
in this study. This value of the AM is shaped
by the future strategic context as it depends
on the expected occurrence of conflicts that
meet the applicability requirements. To draw

. , Framework on
conclusions on the model’s value after the Afghan Model
fight against ISIS, this study first explores Applicability
the underlying academic debate. Chapter 2
discusses the origin of the AM, its theoretical
embedding, and its relevance to different
stakeholders. Chapter 3 introduces the

Toward a

Assessing

_ Coalition
framework of factors that determine whether Operations

the AM is applicable in a specific context. As

previously mentioned, this is based on earlier
research into the three cases in which the -
AM was employed prior to its most recent Vel i
. . . Framework
use in the fight against ISIS.5 In Chapter (Intermediate Variable)
4, essential elements of the ISIS case
and its operational and strategic context
re di rovi he n r
are dlscussgd top o_v_lde the _ecessa y Value of the
understanding to utilize and, if necessary, Afghan Model
refine the AM applicability assessment (Dependent Variable)
framework. Ultimately, this allows for
drawing a conclusion on the value of the 2'9‘."‘5 1.1. Methodological
) ) esign and chapter outline.
AM in Chapter 5. See Figure 1.1. It should be Source: authors
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noted that it is not this study’s purpose to provide a definite vision
on the remaining relevance of the AM in future conflict. This requires
additional, more extensive research, for which this monograph aims
to provide a substantiated underpinning as well as potential avenues
for further exploration.

1.3 METHODOLOGY

This study combines several types of research methodologies.
Chapter 2 is based on content analysis of extant literature whereas
Chapter 3 relies upon a comparative-case-based research study.® With
regard to the latter, the necessary data has been retrieved by vetting a
wide range of available literature. The analysis of the application of the
AM against ISIS and validation of the framework of factors in Chapter
4 follows the case study method. It should be noted that in the first
instance, insufficient data was available for providing in-depth insight
in the operational dynamics, as scholarly publications were particularly
lacking. To overcome this challenge, newly available material from
different sources like RAND, the Royal United Services Institute
(RUSI), academic journals, newspaper articles, policy publications and
U.S. Senate hearings on Operation INHERENT RESOLVE (OIR) were
combined to allow for a comprehensive analysis of the application
of the AM in the ISIS case.” Furthermore, at various points this
monograph delves into the strategic context, for which the authors rely
on the analysis of a wide body of available literature. See Figure 1.2.

Operation
ODYSSEY DAWN
AND UNIFIED
PROTECTOR,
Libya 2011

Operation
IRAQI
FREEDOM,
Iraq 2003

Operation Operation

ENDURING INHERENT
FREEDOM . - RESOLVE,
AL Applicability
Afghanistan Afghan Model Ira_q and
plolo)] Syria 2014
Intermediate
Variable

Figure 1.2. Case study outline. Source: authors
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Chapter 2: The Academic Debate

2.1 INTRODUCTION TO AN EXISTENTIAL DEBATE

Since the emergence of the AM, there has been ongoing academic
debate about the question as to what extent ground forces can be
supplemented-or even replaced-by airpower under influence of
the new RMA. The discussion on the applicability of the model is
intimately connected to this debate and therefore should be placed
in the context of grand strategy and international relations. If the AM
should be perceived as the new, limited way of warfare for the U.S,, this
would lower the costs of global force projection. This is of existential
relevance at both the military and the grand strategic level as it
carries the potential to respectively change the power ratio between
military services and influence the international geopolitical balance by
improving the force projection toolkit available to the United States.
Hence, it is no surprise that the nature and the potential of the AM have
become the subject of a thorough academic debate, as many scholars
have tried to value and comprehend its success. In this chapter the
most relevant aspects of the debate will be discussed chronologically.

2.2 PRELUDE: A NEW REVOLUTION IN MILITARY
AFFAIRS

Operation DESERT STORM in 1991 inaugurated a new era in the
application of airpower by the United States and its allies.® For the
first time in history, efforts in the air dominated a large-scale military
campaign.® During this war against Iraq, airpower proved itself beyond
expectations and, despite being criticized as an anomaly, it gained
a new reputation for effectiveness.’® Consequently, airpower quickly
became the preferred weapon for Western politicians who oversaw the
use of force in a post-Cold War era characterized by wars of choice.”
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Keith Shimko, in this regard, explains that during this period, the focus
shifted from industrial age to information age warfare, which inspired
a transformation from air-land battle doctrine into network-centric
warfare (NCW).? The simultaneous emergence of new technologies
such as information technology, advanced digital networking, sixth-
generation computers, a variety of electronic sensors, space-based
platforms, precision-guided munitions (PGM), and unmanned aerial
vehicles (UAV) convinced American military thinkers at the end of the
20th century that this new RMA was indeed taking shape, as Alexander
Salt explains.” Previously disparate forces and weapons systems were
integrated into a coherent system with unprecedented battle space
awareness and speed of decision-making that provided the United
States with a decisive advantage over opponents.”* Shimko, a balanced
advocate of the RMA, demonstrates that in the latter half of the 1990s,
the paradigm of NCW-dominated American military thinking and was
embraced by political elites. Consequently, there was a broad support
base for far-reaching changes in U.S. military organization and doctrine
to gain maximum advantage from this RMA. Of course, skeptics
pointed at the fact that even high-tech sensors and information
dissemination could not fully lift the fog of war, yet it was undeniable
that the new developments greatly helped to mitigate this factor.”

2.3 THE BIRTH OF A NEW WAY OF LIMITED WAR?

The fairly traditional invasion plan that the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff
proposed for overthrowing the Taliban and attacking Al-Qaeda would
take too long to come to effect and was therefore politically useless
and “depressingly conservative and unimaginative.”” Instead, the Bush
administration, which embraced NCW and corresponding defense
transformation, opted for the highly unconventional CIA proposal
of relying on CIA operatives and SOF that would join efforts with
indigenous Afghan forces.” This joint combined ground maneuver
element would be supported by U.S. airpower, and as such, the
“Afghan Model of Warfare” was born.'® See Figure 2.1.

Many scholars have tried to value and comprehend the success
of the AM. One striking description is offered by Benjamin Lambeth,
who says, “the three pivotal ingredients that made this achievement
possible were long-range precision airpower managed by a uniquely
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sophisticated and capable
[Combined Air Operations Center
(CAOQ)]; consistently good real-
time tactical intelligence; and mobile
SOF teams on the ground working in
close concert with indigenous Afghan
resistance forces and equipped

with enough organic firepower

and electronic support to maintain
adequate situation awareness,
operate independently, and avoid Figure 2.1. The three elements of
ambushes.””® Richard Andres et al. the AM. Source: authors

explain that the AM was successful

because of the combination of interrelated tactical- and operational-
level dynamics. The first of these dynamics that the AM imposes
upon the enemy is what William Lind in 1985 identified as the air-
ground dilemma, which dictates that whenever an opponent tries to
concentrate forces to resist an infantry attack they become vulnerable
to airpower and therefore forced to disperse.?° The second dynamic
is that air interdiction denies the enemy ability to wage an effective,
combined arms defense at the operational level because this would
require operational communications and mobility.?

Airpower

RMA proponents saw the rapidity and ease of victory as evidence
for fundamental change. This camp believed that the AM would be
“the new way of war” for the West, and they attributed great strategic
value to this new operational concept.??2 Andres et al. argue that the
model has strategic relevance “because this new way of war lowers
the costs to the United States, in both blood and treasure, it creates
a more credible stick to use in coercive diplomacy against small- and
medium-sized opponents than do threats of conventional invasion.”?3

RMA sceptics, however, of whom Stephen Biddle is most influential,
argued that local conditions formed the key to the Taliban’s fall and
therefore the implications of the AM for the future of warfare would be
low. Biddle denies a transformation of warfare because the combination
of ground maneuver and firepower, which are indeed the core of the AM,
are merely another demonstration of the modern system that emerged
in the final years of World War 1.?* Biddle believes that SOF-guided

9
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precision air strikes cannot decisively influence the equation of ground
combat because the AM cannot compensate for a skill imbalance
between allies and the enemy. Andres counters Biddle’s reasoning by
stating that the strategic benefits of fighting by proxy outweigh the
costs created by the proxy’s limited tactical skill. He acknowledges that
tactical skill remains a relevant consideration but skill relative to the
operation plan is what matters most, not skill relative to the enemy. In
other words, the tactical requirements of an operation plan should be
matched to the level of skill of an indigenous ally. See Figure 2.2.

Skill Skill Mission/

Indigenous Indigenous Operation
Forces Forces Plan

Figure 2.2. Schematic display of the theoretical standpoints of Biddle and Andres
Source: authors

The limiting factor for the utility of the AM on the strategic level,
which transcends the lack of skill of indigenous forces according to
Biddle, is their possible absence in certain contexts and misalignment
or divergence of interests along the way. There is abundant academic
literature on interest misalignment and related compliance issues in
alliance politics and war by proxy.?®> There is no doubt that there will be
serious problems when relying on small allies. However, when interests
are real but non-existential, this limited approach will likely remain the
preferred policy option for a long time to come.

2.4 THE INVASION AND OCCUPATION OF IRAQ:
A PROGRESS REPORT ON THE REVOLUTION IN
MILITARY AFFAIRS

Given the differences between the Iragi Army and the Taliban, and
the geographical concentration of Kurds in the North, most military
planners opposed the idea of going in light and using an equivalent of
the AM. The question then became exactly how heavy the United States
should go in. The biggest issue that [then-Secretary of Defense Donald]
Rumsfeld had with U.S. Central Command [USCENTCOMT’s plan for
the invasion of Irag was that it ignored the RMA. The consequence was
that it required a much larger number of U.S. troops then he thought
desirable. The intense troop size debate that followed revealed deeper
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disagreements on two related questions that carefully need to be
disentangled. First, what troop size would be required to defeat the Iraqi
military and eliminate Saddam Hussein? Second, what troop size would
be required for the post-war stabilization phase??® In retrospect, the
answer the United States formulated to the first question was excellent,
and although the conventional operation required more ground troops
than Rumsfeld preferred, it embraced the RMA in many aspects.?”
Because of Turkish unwillingness to lend its territory for a large-scale,
combined-arms maneuver into Northern Irag, the United States was
forced to partially rely on the AM. Although the AM this time was used
in a different way, i.e. complementary to a conventional attack, it again
proved to be a successful solution. The U.S. answer to the second
guestion, however, proved catastrophic. Rumsfeld and [then U.S. Deputy
Secretary of Defense Paul] Wolfowitz, ignoring senior military advice,
failed to accept that the RMA was about winning the war and not
about post-war stabilization.?® “Technologies that substitute for mass

in war do not necessarily substitute for mass in situations other than
war,” writes Shimko, who, in this regard, separates the invasion phase
and the stabilization phase by speaking of the Second (2003) and the
Third Irag Wars (2003- 2011).2° The role of airpower in the Second Irag
War confirms the RMA, and that precision, information, and jointness
transformed the character of warfare. Meanwhile, the role of airpower
in the Third Irag War confirms (neo)classical counterinsurgency (COIN)
doctrine by demonstrating that the role of airpower in war among the
people is more limited and complicated.?® What the utility of modern
air assets should be in protracted asymmetrical campaigns remains the
subject of heated debate and whether, as some argue, the AM might
provide a more sustainable alternative for large numbers of U.S. boots
on the ground.®

2.5 THE AFGHAN MODEL IN LIBYA: SAME ELEMENTS,
DIFFERENT DYNAMICS

United Nations Security Council Resolution 1973, which addressed
the chaotic situation in Libya in 2011, prohibited the use of ground
forces. Therefore, it might seem obvious to draw an analogy with
Kosovo, where NATO'’s airpower achieved the desired campaign
goals without the employment of conventional ground troops into
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the fight. It is, however, well known that small teams of SOF were
embedded with the rebels to whom they offered assistance, advice,
and coordination of air strikes.?? Erica Borghard, Constantino Pischeda,
and Frederic Wehrey, among others, made important scholarly
contributions to the AM debate on the basis of new data provided

by the Libyan case.®® They argue that Libya demonstrated how a new
factor, “time,” has emerged into the balance of the AM because it
alters the dynamics of the balance of skill between parties.>* First, the
process of attrition of [Libyan leader Muammar ] Gaddafi’s forces over
a prolonged period enabled relatively unskilled rebels to sustain in the
fight. Second, the time provided to the rebels by the deployment of
airpower enabled the rebels to organize themselves and become more
skilled. The Libyan case has thus demonstrated that the AM is able

to alter a major skill imbalance. In other words, pre-intervention skills
are not a definite predictor for battlefield outcomes.?> Additionally,

the arrival of foreign ground advisors had a vast transformational
effect on air-ground coordination.®® Altogether, the Libyan conflict has
effectively stretched the definition and applicability of the AM.

2.6 WRAPPING UP THE DEBATE

The NCW RMA refers to a period of new doctrine and major
military innovation aiming to exploit new technologies in information
processing, communication, surveillance, networking, and precision
weaponry.®” The overwhelming success of the First Gulf War
validated the RMA and related force transformation in the eyes of
many observers; however, the RMA and its implications remain a
controversial subject. The RMA has not changed the nature of war,
which in its essence remains violent, interactive, and political.®® It did
have transformational effects on the character of war, more specifically
on the role of airpower. In a world where politicians need a fast, low-
risk, and light footprint option to project forces in wars of choice,
the AM is an attractive new approach. History has demonstrated
that the AM is more than a fluke, but critics like Biddle nevertheless
deserve praise for balancing the debate and preventing the dangerous
slip into airpower dogma.*® Three recent cases have demonstrated
that airpower can be useful in overthrowing states, but that it holds
limited value when trying to rebuild them. Scholars such as Frederick
Kagan, Max Boot, and Alexander Salt have convincingly stressed the

12
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downsides of technocentric military transformation when caught up
in a population-centric counterinsurgency campaign after the initial
phase of warfare is over.“® Some scholars stress the disadvantage of
being dependent on indigenous forces. This disadvantage is inherent
to the AM and seems an acceptable price for a light footprint option
for as long as it concerns non-existential interests. The AM is more
versatile and robust than claimed by some skeptics, but it does have
significant political and military limitations that need to be further
examined. The RMA beyond doubt has proven its potential against

a conventional adversary, but its utility against an insurgent style
opponent is less clear.
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Chapter 3: Toward a Framework for

Analyzing the Applicability of the
Afghan Model of Warfare

3.1 INTRODUCTION

The question of the AM’s applicability in other contexts has
become prevalent, as demonstrated. Academic literature has
provided a multitude of factors that influence the expectations
about the extent to which the AM can be successfully utilized, but a
comprehensive framework of variables for analyzing the expected
applicability of the AM remains absent in leading publications. In
this chapter, the most relevant variables regarding the applicability
of the AM are identified by performing a comparative, case-based
research analysis to construct such a framework. The relevant aspects
of the cases in which the AM played a role will be concisely discussed
to extract these variables. This chapter is largely based on earlier
research on the applicability of the AM in Operation ENDURING
FREEDOM in Afghanistan (2001), Operation IRAQI FREEDOM (2003),
and operations ODYSSEY DAWN and UNIFIED PROTECTOR in Libya
(2011). For more extensive analysis and reasoning that substantiates
the proposed variables, we refer to this earlier research.*?> The central
guestion is which factors determine and predict the applicability of
the AM of warfare? The factors, or variables, will be classified into
four categories: political, airpower, indigenous forces, and factors
related to the SOF component. See Table 3.1.

The political category tries to catch the factors that connect the
political strategic level to the operational applicability of the model.
After all, employment of the AM is the continuation of politics by other
means. These other means, in the case of the AM, are divided into
three categories that represent the pillars of the AM. They individually
influence the degree of synergy that can arise, and they offer a clear
and logical framework for analysis.
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Table 3.1. Afghan Model Applicability Assessment Framework

Political Airpower Indigenous Forces SOF Component
Risk and Political . . I .
Sensitivity Air Superiority Availability Capability
Legal Mandate and Capability Reliability and Dependability Liaison Capacity and

Human Enablers

Rules of Engagement

Sustainability and

Time Capacity

Unity or Fragmentation
Regional Political
Support and Coalition
Involvement

Sensor-Tt_o-Shooter Cultural Aspects-Trainability

ime

Motivation, Morale, and
Unit Cohesion

Triangular Balance:
Indigenous Forces
-Mission Plan
-Enemy Skill

Factors that determine the applicability of the Afghan model of warfare based on author
research. Source: authors

3.2 APPLICABILITY FACTORS AT THE POLITICAL LEVEL
Political Risk and Sensitivity

The ongoing campaigns in Afghanistan and Irag have demonstrated
that the risks and consequences of military intervention are hard
to comprehend for political decision-makers. These experiences
have had major influence on the manner in which the international
coalition operated in Libya: “never before was aerial intervention
pursued so intentionally as a strategy-introducing outside ground
forces into the Libyan civil war was proscribed not only by the desire
to avoid another quagmire in the region, but explicitly by the very
U.N. resolution that the operations were conducted to enforce.”*
Learning from Afghanistan and Iraqg, where the United States and its
allies were sucked into large-scale counterinsurgency operations, the
coalition was determined to avoid a repeat in Libya. The Libyan case
thus provides a double-edged example of why politicians might need
a limited military option that excludes conventional ground troops to
pursue limited political interests. The AM obviously provides such an
option, since small numbers of SOF can be deployed despite political
sensitivities regarding “a foreign occupation force of any form.”#4
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The positive first reaction of airpower proponents when looking at
the short-term results seems justified. Mueller’s response to Biddle’s
skepticism is characteristic of this initial sentiment and significant
regarding the above-mentioned political preference for a limited
military option. He writes, “In contrast to Stephen Biddle’s March
25, 2011 warning that ‘warfare rarely allows big payoffs from small
investments,” the aerial intervention in Libya was in fact just such a case
of a very small investment of resources paying off for the coalition.”#®
The short-term payoffs were indeed impressive, but when looking at
the long-term outcome, Biddle’s statement seems more appropriate
since the intervention has not improved the political situation in Libya.
Although we do not yet know how this case will ultimately resolve, it
seems fair to state that the interests at stake were not existential but
limited, and that whereas Afghanistan and Iraq were expensive losses,
Libya might be labelled a relatively cheap loss due to the absence of
conventional ground troops. Consequently, it can be concluded that
although the AM has its limitations (such as the inability to deliver
political stability), it does offer U.S. politicians an attractive option in
cases where political risk is low due to the limited interests at stake.
Furthermore, the Libyan case demonstrates that SOF units can be
secretly deployed to increase the effectiveness of airpower and
indigenous forces.

Legal Mandate and Rules of Engagement

Legal mandates, the rules of engagement resulting from such
mandates, and other factors, such as political sensitivity toward
collateral damage, can have a restricting effect on the extent to which
synergy is achieved between the elements of the AM. This potential
of the rules of engagement (ROE) to restrict the synergy between
the air component and the combined ground component within the
AM is clearly visible when analyzing the Libyan case. Marcus Mohlin
argues that SOF units could not directly coordinate airstrikes in Libya
because certain countries were present in the CAOC that might not
have accepted the tension between the deployment of SOF units and
resolution 1973.%6¢ Therefore, SOF units could not play the direct role
they played in Afghanistan and Irag, and they had to be deployed
under national authority, carefully avoiding NATO’s command
structure. “llluminating targets with hand-held laser designators
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would have required considerable interaction between SOF and the
CAOQOC, and such interaction could easily have compromised the covert
SOF teams operating in Libya.”#” The result was that SOF units had

to coordinate airpower through the rebels, which clearly meant a
limitation in the direct synergy of the AM and thus its effectiveness.
Paradoxically, a restricted legal mandate might thus result in a
situation in which a variant of the AM seems the only viable option,
while simultaneously, the extent to which direct synergy between the
components of the model can be achieved is restricted.

Time

In 2001, the Bush administration’s lack of time, or more exactly,
patience, led to the birth of the AM. While a conventional ground
invasion would have taken months to come into effect, the AM
proved a rapid option for effective force employment. As mentioned
earlier, the time factor also proved critical for the AM’s successful
application in Libya where “the process of attrition over time
enabled unskilled rebel forces to make substantial progress against
[Gaddafi’s] ground forces.”#® In this case, time was vital for the
unskilled and unorganized rebel forces since it allowed them to
improve their chances with regard to Biddle’s balance of skill. The AM,
by making use of the provided time, facilitated a new sort of indirect
synergy. SOF units and liaison and intelligence officers helped to
organize the indigenous forces in the time that was provided to them
by airpower. To conclude, time is, first of all, a relevant factor because
the AM can be utilized on relatively short notice. Second, by buying
time, the AM is thus able to trump an imbalance of skill, organization,
and sometimes even unity.

Regional Political Support and Coalition Involvement

Coalitions have always played an important role in warfare and it is
no different when it comes to the AM. There are, however, a number
of specific factors with regard to the composition of a coalition that
influence the achievable degree of synergy between the AM’s different
components. Most importantly, the presence of regional countries has
a strong positive influence on the applicability of the AM within certain
contexts. Regional participation improves a coalition’s legitimacy,
which is essential for the willingness of indigenous forces to potentially
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cooperate with the international coalition.*® Moreover, when regional
countries deploy SOF and intelligence personnel there is a positive
influence on the cooperation between the ground elements as there
are less practical obstacles such as language, cultural differences or
even distrust.>® Furthermore, regional SOF and intelligence personnel
are likely to share the same culture as the local population, which
improves their situational awareness.

3.3 APPLICABILITY FACTORS OF THE AIRPOWER
COMPONENT
Air Superiority

The vital tasks of the airpower component in the AM are
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR), air interdiction,
close air support (CAS)-or more precisely, ground-directed dynamic
targeting-and lastly, battlefield air interdiction (which closes the gap
between air interdiction and CAS).”
Joint Publication 3-09.3 defines
the preconditions for effective CAS
as “thoroughly trained personnel

While a conventional
ground invasion would

with well-developed skills, effective have taken months to
planning and integration, effective come into effect, the
command and control, air superiority AM proved a rapid

(especially suppression of enemy
air defense [SEAD]), target marking
and/or acquisition, streamlined and
flexible procedures, and appropriate
ordnance.”®? In Afghanistan, Irag and Libya, air superiority was
achieved within a matter of days. The lesser the degree of air
superiority, the less effective the model will be. There is, however, no
clear threshold in this matter.

option for effective
force employment.

Capability

The next rather obvious factor that influences the applicability of
the AM is the degree to which an international coalition possesses
the capabilities necessary to execute the airpower-related tasks of
this approach. Just like the next factor, capacity, capability serves
as a generic term to capture all relevant facets of airpower within
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the applicability framework. This includes essential functions related
to the realm of airpower-centric RMA such as NCW, PGMs, ISR and
SEAD, but also logistical support assets such as precision airdrop
systems to resupply isolated SOF units and indigenous forces.>3
When certain capabilities are insufficiently available this might act as
a bottleneck for generating airpower and thereby severely limit the
applicability of the AM.54

Sustainability and Capacity

Sustainability might be of decisive importance in a military campaign.
Whenever the AM is utilized, the airpower capacity must therefore be
large enough to guarantee long-term deployment on an operational
level. This factor relates to the sustainability and capacity of all relevant
airpower capabilities such as aircraft carriers, tanker aircraft, PGMs
and ISR assets. The experience in Libya demonstrated the vastness of
this range as it turned out that the CAOC required sustainable vetting
capacity that could assess the enormous amount of target information
provided by indigenous observers (rather than SOF). The limited
capacity to address this niche and allocate additional air intel assets for
longer periods proved a bottleneck that led to an airpower gap which
severely limited the effectiveness of the operation.>®

Sensor-to-Shooter Time

The shorter the time between the request for a PGM by a Joint
Terminal Attack Controller (JTAC) or an indigenous observer and the
destruction of that target, the bigger the combat effectiveness of the
AM. There is a strong negative causal relation between the sensor-to-
shooter time and the degree of synergy that can be achieved between
the components of the AM. The length of the sensor-to-shooter time
is highly dependent on the combination of the available airpower
capability and capacity, when either one is suboptimal, the response
time will be suboptimal as well. Other factors in this framework such
as the legal mandate for example, also influence this factor. The legal
mandate can prohibit direct communication between attack platforms
and SOF and the Libyan case has demonstrated that air-ground
synergy is suboptimal when indigenous forces provide the target
information. The reaction time, consequently, is longer because the
target information has to be vetted.*®
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3.4 APPLICABILITY FACTORS CONCERNING THE
INDIGENOUS FORCES COMPONENT

Availability

The availability of suitable indigenous troops is possibly the most
critical factor that determines the applicability of the AM because
this factor is harder to control for the West than most other factors.
As Mueller states: “Libya demonstrates that airpower can do much
to compensate for a local partner’s physical weakness, in fact more
than many observers imagined when analyzing the Afghan model
previously. But if no suitable political actor exists on whose behalf
one can usefully intervene, it is extremely unlikely that one can
be fabricated to effectively fill the vacuum.”> The Libyan case did
however shift thinking about the indigenous forces component
because it demonstrated that a fragmented and unorganized rebel
opposition was successfully shaped into that role. In Afghanistan and
Irag there was an obvious candidate to perform this role but in Libya
this was certainly not the case.®® This factor can be broken down into
the presence of a political ally, which is a political level issue, and the
related presence of military operational allies in specific geographical
areas of the theater where the AM is used. Obviously, these two levels
overlap and cannot be separated. It is therefore important to analyze
this variable on the political level as well as on the military operational
and tactical level.

Reliability and Dependability

Lack of trust in the reliability of a potential local ally can cause
restraint on the political and military strategic level. Every case in
which the AM has been utilized has proven that the reliability of local
allies is a difficult point. When General Franks was asked whether
or not he believed that the Northern Alliance (NA) was reliable,
his answer was “well, we’re not sure.”>® Even the Kurds, with their
reputation for being a dependable ally, ignored the order that was
given to them by the U.S. under diplomatic pressure from the Turks
not to take Kirkuk.®® What further influences decision makers is that
the U.S. has found itself repeatedly fighting former allies who are
armed with U.S. weapons that were previously provided to them.
Strategic divergence between the West and their local ally is the
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rule, rather than the exception. Although this factor is highly related
to, and overlaps with other factors, it is of such importance that it is
classified as a separate issue here.

Fragmentation

The Libyan case demonstrates that the more fragmented an
opposition group that has to be shaped to function as an indigenous
ally is, the more difficult cooperation is and the more unclear and
complicated the political risk will be.®" Fragmentation limits the
degree of synergy that can emerge. It furthermore increases the
potential for internal disputes, which has a negative influence on
the prospected reliability of the indigenous ally. A high degree of
fragmentation does on the other hand improve the chance that a
local force can be found for each operational objective-but that is
a blessing in disguise. What should be taken into account is that
as part of the AM’s external support to a conflict, such as financial
assistance, weaponry, or manpower, can contribute enormously to
fragmentation.®? In general, the more fragmented a local opposition
is, the less attractive the AM option will be. A potentially divisive
form of external support are armed actors from antagonistic regional
powers joining the domestic movement so they can then have a
direct influence on the ground.

Cultural Aspects

Understanding a local ally’s culture is first of all a precondition for
estimating the value of that ally. The motivation, reliability and degree
of fragmentation cannot be understood without thorough cultural
understanding. Second, cultural differences, when not adequately
anticipated, might limit the degree of cooperation that can be achieved
within the ground element of the AM. The three AM cases have
delivered multiple, strong examples of how cultural aspects influence
the applicability of the AM. Some potential indigenous allies might
have a strong warrior culture, as was the case for the NA for example.
That warrior culture made it unacceptable for them to receive combat
training, while in the Libyan case, the training offered by SOF units
was of vital importance for the success of the AM.®3 The trainability of
an indigenous ally, in this model classified under the umbrella term of
cultural factors, is therefore a vital subfactor to consider for decision-
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makers and executors. Another consideration is that most potential
target countries have internal cultural differences that should be
anticipated. Lambeth, for instance, has demonstrated how proxies with
certain ethnical backgrounds are not suitable to conquer terrain that

is inhabited by other ethnic groups.®* The importance of this generic
cultural factor cannot be overstated. When the tribal structures,
ethnicities, religions and attitudes toward the West are not properly
understood, it is unlikely that the AM will be successful.

Motivation, Morale, and Unit Cohesion

Troop motivation is a critical factor in war and when combat
prolongs, and if conditions grow more dangerous, it becomes even
more important. Michael O’Hanlon argues that the interests of
local allies and the US can overlap but will not be exactly the same.
O’Hanlon, among others, refers to Operation ANACONDA, where the
interests of the NA and the United States diverged, to make his case.®®
Andres, Wills, and Griffith state that “probably more important than
skill, however, was Afghan morale. Understanding the motivation of
the indigenous ally is a critical consideration in proxy warfare.. Thus,
at Tora Bora, Afghan morale was built on U.S. diplomacy and cash,
not internal motivation. Nevertheless, the Afghans fought.”¢¢ When
interests diverge, the motivation to fight stagnates. This motivation or
loyalty cannot be bought but it can certainly be rented. Understanding
when motivations in the ground element of the AM might start to
diverge, and to what extent it can be controlled, is vital for preventing
failures of the AM. Furthermore, indigenous unit cohesion forms
another aspect vital for the degree to which an indigenous force can
be expected to persevere in combat conditions. After all, the relation
between military performance and unit cohesion is well known in
military psychology. Wong et al. have demonstrated that social
cohesion is even more important than task cohesion to the unit’s
commitment to the mission.®” This has important implications for the
applicability of the AM. To put it provocatively, if Western infantry can
be found prepared to die for money and unit cohesion in messy wars
of choice, then why not indigenous allies?
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The Triangular Balance of Indigenous Force Skill vs.
Mission Fitness vs. Enemy SKkill

This factor contains the deeper argumentations of the debate
between Biddle and Andres et al. Their disagreement on the strategic
value of the AM originates in conflicting views on the character of
war at the tactical level. Biddle argues that, “only allies with skills and
motivation that approximate their enemy’s will suffice. Inept or ill-
motivated allies cannot realize the potential of U.S. airpower and SOF
against competent enemies.” In this point of view, indigenous allies
are qualified if they are able to conquer defended terrain. A well-
trained defender is able to limit his exposure to airpower, and, as World
War | demonstrated, “a mere handful of surviving, actively resisting
defenders in cover and armed with modern automatic weapons can
slaughter even masses of unsophisticated allies who lack the skills
to reduce their exposure and instead walk forward in the open.”®8
However, history, and more specifically, the Libyan case, demonstrated
that the AM can compensate for even a great imbalance of skill partly
because skill can be influenced by training and experience over time.
A precondition for the improvement of skill—and therefore even more
important—is the motivation and morale of an ally to sustain the fight
against an initially stronger opponent. Biddle makes a valuable point
by stressing the importance of the balance of skill between enemies
and local allies and it is therefore incorporated in this framework. In
certain contexts, when the imbalance is large, the AM might not be
able to compensate for it.

Andres et al. oppose Biddle’s reasoning by stressing the dynamics
the AM can unleash on the operational level. Airpower prevents the
enemy to effectively wage defensive operations by suppressing and
disrupting their maneuverability and communication. This renders
the opponent unable to counterattack with reserves and to call in
artillery. Despite this, it should be realized that an indigenous ally will
never be a supplement for professional infantry, and, inherently, every
indigenous ally will have its limitations. Consequently, military planners
need to anticipate an ally’s shortcomings. If an allied group is not
competent to perform basic fire and maneuver tactics, it should not be
allocated such tasks. “Leaders must plan custom solutions to unique
problems, hardly a shocking revelation in the annals of warfare.”®® The
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applicability assessment framework therefore also incorporates the
balance between an ally’s skill level and the military tasks assigned. In
some situations, however, it might be inevitable to assign tasks to a
local ally that prove too ambitious for the involved fighters.

This balance is of vital importance when estimating the
applicability of the AM. Theoretically, however, this balance produces
an unsatisfying situation as it effectively consists of three factors: the
ally’s level of skill, the enemy’s level of skill, and the appropriateness
or fitness of the mission or operation plan. Biddle and Andres both
stress the relationship between two factors, and, thus they pay
too little attention to the fact that all three factors are strongly
interrelated. This study, therefore, proposes a different model that
does more justice to reality by placing these three factors in an
interrelated triangular relation. See Figure 3.1. A viable operation
plan must be attuned to the level of skill of an ally, but it also has to
anticipate the level of skill of an enemy. The triangular model is more
realistic because of the dynamic interrelation it represents between,
for example, the operation plan and the skill of the enemy, which is
neglected by Biddle and Andres et al. Because of Allied airpower,
Gadaffi’s forces were no longer able to employ conventional tactics

Mission /
Operation Plan

Skill Enemy < Skill ::rglgeesnous

Figure 3.1. Triangular balance of skill and mission. Source: authors
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in their fight against the rebels. Gadaffi's forces were forced to rely
instead on new, unconventional tactics and skills in which they were
relatively less proficient. This example, which demonstrates the
paradox of tactics and strategy, explains how the mission plan leveled
the chances on the battlefield.”

3.5 APPLICABILITY FACTORS RELATED TO THE

SOF COMPONENT
Capability

For the application of the AM as it has been employed in the last
two decades, it is obviously a precondition that the international
coalition has SOF units available that are capable of fulfilling this
role. The SOF component has to integrate modern technology for
operating successfully within an AM variant. Integration of modern
equipment and doctrine for the SOF component is vital for reaching
air-ground synergy. For example, think of communication technology,
laser range finders, and laser target designators. The presence of air-
ground synergy specialists, forward air controllers, or joint terminal
attack controllers is preconditional. However, the role of the SOF
component goes far beyond the guidance of airstrikes.” Despite
modern technology, coping with mental and physical hardship and
old-fashioned soldiering skills are still essential for these units to be
effective in hostile environments. O’Hanlon states that the skills of the
SOF forces are just as important as modern technology.”?

Liaison Capacity and Human Enablers

In this framework, the SOF component is stretched to also include
some non-SOF human enablers such as intelligence personnel, liaison
officers, military advisors, and translators. In some situations, it is
unlikely that SOF units without these embedded other human enablers
can cooperate with indigenous allies effectively, as the Libyan case
demonstrated. In Libya, human enablers from the UAE and Qatar
made a large contribution to the cooperation that was achieved, and
it remains doubtful whether the West would have been able to deliver
enough qualified personnel absent of these Arab contributions. “As
brotherly Arabs with preexisting ties to elements of the opposition
leadership, shared language, and awareness of Islamic traditions, they
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were well positioned to play this role in ways that were culturally and
politically preferable to Western parties.””? It is clear that the scarcity
of SOF personnel and other human enablers with the preferred
language skill form a bottleneck in some situations. “Cooperation with
indigenous forces is all-important in cases such as Libya and should
be the first among many areas of further investigation into improving
strategies and techniques for aerial interventions.””*

3.6 CONCLUSION: A PROVISIONAL FRAMEWORK
FOR ANALYSIS

This chapter sketched the outlines of a provisional framework for
assessing the applicability of the AM to a certain context. Based on
three earlier cases, only those factors with specific relevance to this
operational approach have been identified. Other factors relevant for
warfare in general, such as terrain characteristics, are not included. Each
of the 16 identified factors provide information regarding its respective
category (political, airpower, indigenous allies, and SOF) and how these
aspects might hold negative or positive influence on the applicability
of the AM in a specific conflict. Yet, it is important to stress that the
framework is not a checklist—it merely forms a tool for structural
analysis of potential operational environments. Thorough understanding
of the unique circumstances in which the AM might be employed is
paramount. Or, in Nardulli’s words, “individual context is everything.””®
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Chapter 4: Assessing the Fight Against

ISIS in Irag and Syria

4.1 TO WHAT EXTENT IS ISIS DEFEATED?

This chapter concisely discusses various elements of the fight against
ISIS, which in turn provides the analytical context of the campaign that
will be used in the next chapter to apply the AM framework.

On April 4, 2018, the White House claimed that the military mission
to eradicate ISIS in Syria was coming to an end. Two days later, however,
Combined Joint Task Force-Operation Inherent Resolve (CJTF-OIR)
warned that much work remained to defeat ISIS in Irag and Syria.”® An
interesting theory for clarifying why it was too early to claim ISIS’ defeat
is Mao Tse Tung’s protracted guerrilla warfare framework.”” It might
seem odd to suggest that jihadists are inspired by Mao, but experts
such as Craig Whiteside, among others, have demonstrated that Mao’s
famous three phases of guerrilla warfare form the foundation of ISIS’
grand strategy to establish an Islamic State.”® This powerful method of
insurgency as described in Mao’s book, On Protracted Warfare, heavily
influenced works of jihadist strategists such as Abu Musab al Suri, who
wrote The Call to Global Islamic Resistance and for Abu Bakr Naji’s
work, The Management of Savagery.”? The latter, in particular, adjusts
Mao’s principles and stages for use in a modern context of waging jihad
with the ultimate goal of establishing a caliphate. According to ISIS’
Dabig magazine, ISIS founder Abu Musab al-Zargawi even stated, “it is
as if the author [Naji] knows what I'm planning.”&°

Looking through this Maoist lens with the benefit of hindsight, it
becomes clear that in mid-2016 (after nearly two years of triumphalist
rhetoric), ISIS began preparing an ideological ground for the collapse
of its territory following battlefield realities.®' According to Kyle Orton,
the first major statement that marked this rhetorical tipping point
was what turned out to be the final speech of ISIS spokesman Taha
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Falaha on 21 May 2016.82 In this speech, published by al-Hayat Media
Centre, Falaha ideologically prepares the jihadists for the coming
strategic degradation.®® This new line of communication, fitting Mao’s
strategic narrative, was followed up by an article in al-Naba 34 “and
culminated in al-Naba 101 on 12 October 2017, where the Islamic
State announced it was reverting from governance to insurgency.”8
The latter article aptly reminds Jihadists how a similar abandonment
of conventional warfare paid off in 2007, when ISIS was suffering

a setback in the wake of the Sunni Awakening and deliberately
opted for switching a phase back. This demonstrates that once ISIS
had been militarily degraded, it was important to consolidate that
success and deploy comprehensive follow-on operations that would
target the group’s ability to sustain in Mao’s second phase and await
the right moment for a full-fledged “resurrection.” Thus, the Maoist
revolutionary warfare narrative provides an understanding of ISIS’
enduring threat, and the value of the AM needs to be considered
from that perspective.

4.2 ASSESSING THE GRAND STRATEGY AND
USCENTCOM’S OPERATIONAL APPROACH

This study focuses on the applicability of a military concept of
operations, for which a thorough understanding of the strategic
context is vital to reach a conclusion on its wider value. War should
be the continuation of politics by other means, after all.® It goes

beyond the scope of this

...the Maoist revolutionary monograph to analyze the
entire strategic background

warfare narrative provides an _ _ . _
in which the international

understanding of ISIS’ enduring .

coalition, and more
threat, and the value of the AM specifically the United
needs to be considered from States, has fought ISIS.

that perspective. Instead, we will sketch a
rough outline of the grand
strategy, which forms the most tangible and relevant demonstration
of this context. This exploration will first focus on the grand strategy
and subsequently work down the military strategic to the operational
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levels of the campaign to enhance the understanding of how exactly
the application of the AM fits in this wider context.®®

The Global Coalition’s Strategy

The global coalition against ISIS was formed in September 2014 and
has since been committed to degrading and, ultimately, defeating the
extremist group. The 83 allied members have agreed to fight on all
fronts to dismantle ISIS’ networks and counter its global ambitions.®”
This is echoed in the alliance’s guiding principles, in which the coalition
is described as “a mobilizing and coordinating mechanism nested in
a much larger diplomatic, military, and counterterrorism ecosystem,
in accordance with the principles of international law, including
the Charter of the United Nations, and relevant Security Council
resolutions.”®® The grand strategy of the global coalition follows five
lines of effort (LOEs):®°

1. Stabilizing liberated areas in Irag and Syria
2. Countering ISIS’ propaganda

3. Military progress; defeating ISIS by denying it safe haven and
building military capacity

4. Preventing the movement of foreign fighters
5. Tackling ISIS’ finance and funding

Each of these LOEs is assigned to a so-called Coalition Working
Group with a unique path forward. According to the coalition’s
website, there is no single approach to defeat ISIS and that all efforts
should be tailored to address the unique nature of the threat in a
given country or region. That said, the alliance aims to achieve unity
of purpose across the various LOEs and between its members to quell
ISIS-related threats on a global scale. It is not surprising, therefore,
that the coalition stresses that most activities to counter ISIS will
not mirror efforts in Irag and Syria, where military action is central.
To decide the best approach for addressing the overall threat, the
participating countries’ foreign and defense secretaries will continue
to coordinate regularly. Obviously, in this arena the coalition®® deals
with a lot of political sensitivities. This reason, among others, clarifies
why it remains largely unmentioned that military efforts in Irag and
Syria have been led by the United States, and this has been implied
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by a statement® on the coalition website the that these operations are
directed from Tampa.®?

The United States’ Comprehensive Strategy

In the fight against ISIS, the United States pursued a whole-of-
government strategy coordinated across nine LOEs, as explained by
President Barack Obama in 2014.%3 Each LOE was assigned to a lead
U.S. implementing agency or agencies.®® Appreciating this whole-
of-government strategy is a necessary step toward understanding in
which framework the military efforts of OIR should fit. The strategy for
OIR consisted of the following nine LOEs:

1. Supporting effective governance in Irag (Department of State
[DOS] and U.S. Agency for International Development [USAID])
2. Denying ISIS safe haven (DOD)

. Building partner capacity (DOD)

AW

Enhancing intelligence collection on ISIS (Director of National
Intelligence/National Counterterrorism Center [NCTC])

Exposing ISIS’ true nature (DOS/NCTC)
Disrupting ISIS’ finances (Treasury/DOS)
Disrupting the flow of foreign terrorist fighters (DOS/NCTC)

Protecting the homeland (Department of Homeland Security/
Federal Bureau of Investigation)

9. Humanitarian support (USAID/DOS)[MC2]

® N o v

The DOD was, and still is, responsible for the execution of LOE two
and three. These two LOEs could be viewed as the military pillar of
OIR. Although this presents a somewhat oversimplified view, it does
represent the formal communication of the operational-level military
command that lies with U.S. Central Command (USCENTCOM).

USCENTCOM’s Strategy

The USCENTCOM website makes reference to the DOS website,
thereby recognizing that OIR is not limited to military efforts. It also
refers to OIR’s official website, which clarifies that OIR is a military
mission consisting of three LOEs:®®

1. Enable the military defeat of ISIS in the Combined Joint

Operations Area (CJOA)
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2. Enable sustainable military partner capacity in the CJOA
3. Leverage cohesive coalition effects

CJTF-OIR’s mission is described as follows: “In conjunction
with partner forces CJTF-OIR defeats ISIS as a military force
on the battlefield in designated areas of Irag and Syria and sets
conditions for follow-on operations to increase regional stability.”?®
It might appear as if there is a disconnect between the whole-of-
government strategy that claims that OIR consists of nine LOEs and
USCENTCOM'’s OIR strategy that consists of three LOEs. See Figure
4. An explanation for this could be that from the overarching U.S.
strategy, USCENTCOM is only responsible for the two (out of nine)
LOEs assigned to the DOD and that USCENTCOM'’s three LOEs for
OIR form the military operational campaign plan.”” Nevertheless, it
seems as if there are two separate operations that are both named
OIR. This is supported by a RAND report which concludes that the
relationship between, and the degree to which the global OIR effort
and USCENTCOM'’s OIR effort are integrated and complementary, is
not particularly clear.’® Moreover, the fact that USCENTCOM speaks of
“follow-on operations” in combination with their isolated military focus
suggests that what should be a comprehensive approach is in reality
a sequential approach.®® Additionally, reports of friction between the
global coalition and USCENTCOM reinforce the idea that what should
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Figure 4.1. Combined Joint Task Force Operation INHERENT RESOLVE. Source: Combined
Joint Task-Force INHERENT RESOLVE/graphic redrawn by JSOU Press
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be part of the operational implementation of an overarching strategy
is, in reality, a disconnected and isolated effort.!°°

4.3 HOW DID THE ROLE OF THE AFGHAN MODEL
EVOLVE DURING OPERATION INHERENT RESOLVE
ON THE STRATEGIC LEVEL?

When it became clear that the United States had to step up efforts
in order to contain the ISIS threat, it initially did so with minimal
assets—both on the ground and in the air.”' Since the AM offers an
outcome when commitment is limited but not minimal, the concept
of operations did not follow the approach.’® |t was only after severe
criticism about the lack of effectiveness of U.S. airpower that the
Obama administration intensified its effort.’°3 It was because of the
persistent calls of various influential experts (such as John McCain and
John Nagl) to deploy the air-ground integration specialists who had
proven so effective before, that the AM became the operational reality.

The combination of USCENTCOM’s first LOE, “strike ISIL across the
breadth and depth of their so-called caliphate,” and the second, “train
and equip, advise and assist regional partners,” contains all elements
of the AM. Regional partners, assisted by Western SOF, identify
dynamic targets while Western airpower strikes those targets. This
is equivalent to the more direct form of synergy that characterized
the AM in Afghanistan and Irag. The combination of these two lines
of effort also contains the indirect and slower synergy between the
various components that characterized the approach in Libya. In Iraq
and Syria, Western airpower contained and suppressed ISIS on the
battlefield. This enabled indigenous forces to organize resistance,
assisted by SOF. In the beginning of the campaign, only the direct
synergy of the AM was practiced, but as international commitment
grew and more training capacity was deployed, the indirect form
of synergy also started to play a major role. Thereby the AM’s two
operational edges were practiced in parallel.

The By-With-Through Operational Approach

Some of the strategic mismatches and imperfections that have
come to light in this chapter have been addressed by a “new”
operational approach propagated by Defense Secretary James Mattis
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from mid-2017 onwards.”** In his words: “Our approach is by, with, and
through our allies, so that they own these spaces, and the U.S. does
not.”1% The by-with-through (BWT) operational approach seems to be
Mattis’ promising effort to rethink the U.S. approach to light footprint
campaigns. Subsequently, USCENTCOM Commander General Joseph
Votel explained how BWT has been operationalized against ISIS and
in other campaigns.’®® This explanation indicates that the AM might
constitute an important part of the overarching BWT approach. It
remains unclear, however, what the exact definition of BWT is, and
Votel, therefore, encourages further doctrinal development of this
concept.”” On the other hand, is it perfectly clear that BWT is not a
new concept as it has evolved over the years, that it is not necessarily
less resource-intensive regarding enabling support, that it requires
tactical and operational patience, and, most of all, that there is a lack
of common understanding about its meaning[MC3].°¢ At this place,
however, we will leave the further debate on the BWT approach and
focus on two, among potentially many others, important strategic
solutions that its (re)emergence seems to offer.”o?

First, an important strategic problem related to the AM is that it
seems to lack strategic and doctrinal embedding because it is typically
an ad hoc solution, or, in the ISIS case, an incremental and pragmatic
solution. Preferably, it should be part of an overarching strategic
design and an operational plan from the onset of a campaign. The ad
hoc, incremental, and pragmatic character initially accompanying the
AM in the ISIS case has, for example, resulted in underinvestment of
important aspects of OIR such as the coalition’s advisory presence."°
Merging the AM into the overarching BWT operational approach and
the wide attention the latter has been receiving offers a chance to
solve this problem.

A second problem with the U.S. counter-ISIS strategy is the
aforementioned mismatch between the military LOEs and the other
comprehensive efforts, which gives the impression of a sequential
approach instead of the intended comprehensive approach. CJTF-
OIR’s campaign plan remains vague by stating that conditions
will be set for “follow-on operations.” The BWT approach makes
an effort to close the gap between physically destroying ISIS and
stabilizing liberated areas. It states that “compared to Operation
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IRAQI FREEDOM and Operation ENDURING FREEDOM missions
that debated the amount and length of U.S. force presence needed
for long-term stability, in OIR the domestic Iraqi forces are the

hold, build, and stabilize forces that can remain indefinitely. The
BWT approach thus answers the question of “how to not own the
liberated spaces.” This has been CJTF-OIR’s plan from the start, but
BWT integrates and connects those military LOEs in an overarching
approach, thereby dramatically increasing the chances of success.

4.4 CONCLUSION

Mao’s three-stage model is useful when trying to understand why
ISIS is not defeated and what the limitations of military force are. In
this view, ISIS has ordered their fighters to abandon statehood and
switch back to the insurgency phase. They are currently awaiting
an opportunity to resurrect. The global coalition that was forged
to fight the extremist organization has consequently adopted
a comprehensive strategy that aims to mitigate the threat and
ultimately defeat ISIS. The United States has designed a whole-of-

government strategy that

By-with-through is not a new builds on the coalition’s
strategy and consists of
nine LOEs of which two
are assigned to the DOD.
less resource-intensive regarding At the military level,
enabling support, that it requires USCENTCOM has the
tactical and operational patience, lead over the efforts of

] OIR, for which a strate
and, most of all, that there is a e wh %Y
consisting of three LOEs

lack of common understanding has been implemented. In

concept as it has evolved over
the years, that it is not necessarily

about its meaning. its formal communication,
USCENTCOM gives the
impression that OIR exclusively consists of these three LOEs. After
militarily defeating ISIS on the battlefield, follow-on operations will
take care of the rest. This seems to imply that the comprehensive
approach has deformed into a sequential approach. In the beginning
of the campaign, after SOF units were deployed to support
indigenous forces, the AM was put into practice in its direct form as
seen in Afghanistan. Later, when international commitment grew and

36



CHAPTER 4

more troops, trainers and advisors were deployed, the indirect form
of the AM, as seen in Libya, also became practice in parallel, thereby
improving the results of the direct form.

The emergence of the BWT operational approach might close the
strategic gap between the military LOEs and other non-kinetic efforts
by integrating the AM into an overarching operational approach.

The strategic embedding of AM variants in the BWT operational
approach improves expectations about U.S. reliance on the AM and

its effectiveness, since its potential is now widely recognized by top
military planners. This recognition implies that AM variants are now
part of the collective knowledge of military elites. It is therefore much
more likely to be relied upon in campaign planning and is not just used
as a pragmatic solution. For this purpose, BWT, and the AM approach
as a more aggressive subset of operations, should also be properly
institutionalized within the U.S. military and its doctrines.
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Chapter 5: Validating the Afghan Model

Applicability Assessment Framework in
the ISIS Case

5.1 INTRODUCTION

In this chapter, the framework constructed on the basis of the
employment of the AM in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya will be further
developed and validated by use of the ISIS case. The individual factors
will be analyzed in the context of the fight against ISIS, and, vice versa,
the campaign will be evaluated through the framework. This latter
analysis not only serves the purpose of understanding the application
of the AM in this specific conflict but also seeks to identify previously
‘hidden’ variables that might not have manifested themselves in earlier
cases. Thus, this chapter will provide an enhanced and validated
version of the AM applicability assessment framework that can be
used to analyze the suitability of the AM in future contingencies. While
this case study relies upon extensive research, its complexity cannot
be fully described within the limitations of this monograph. Instead,
we will focus on essential information concerning the framework
and its variables to gain a profound insight into the AM and its
applicability. See Table 5.1. Ultimately, this serves as an underpinning
for drawing a conclusion on the degree of generalizability, and
therefore the value, of the AM.

5.2 POLITICAL APPLICABILITY FACTORS
Political Risk and Sensitivity

In this chapter, the framework based on the employment of the AM
in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Libya will be further developed and validated
by use of the ISIS case. The individual factors will be analyzed in the
context of the fight against ISIS, and the campaign will be evaluated
through the AM framework as well. This latter analysis not only serves
the purpose of understanding the application of the AM in this specific
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Table 5.1. Afghan Model Applicability Assessment Framework

Political

Risk and Political
Sensitivity

Legal Mandate and Rules
of Engagement

Time

Regional Political
Support and Coalition

Airpower
Air Superiority

Capability

Sustainability and
Capacity

Sensor-to-Shooter Time

Indigenous Forces

Availability

Reliability and
Dependability

Unity or Fragmentation

Cultural Aspects-
Trainability

SOF Component
Capability

Liaison Capacity and
Human Enablers

Involvement

Motivation, Morale, and
Unit Cohesion

Triangular Balance:
Indigenous Forces
-Mission Plan
-Enemy Skill

Factors that determine the applicability of the Afghan model of warfare based on author
research. Source: authors

conflict but also seeks to identify previously “hidden” variables that
might not have manifested themselves in earlier cases. Thus, this
chapter will provide an enhanced and validated version of the AM
applicability assessment framework that can be used to analyze the
suitability of the AM in future contingencies. While this case study
relies upon extensive research, its complexity cannot be fully described
within the limitations of this monograph. Instead, the focus will be on
essential information concerning the framework and its variables to
gain a profound insight into the AM and its applicability. Ultimately, this
serves as an underpinning for ultimately drawing a conclusion on the
degree of generalizability, and therefore the value, of the AM.

The ongoing war in Syria is even more complex and fluid than the
war in lrag.™ In this civil war, several different groups fight against
the regime of President Bashar Al-Assad—and against each other.
Several of these actors are simultaneously fighting ISIS, and Syria also
forms the theatre of an international proxy war involving parties like
Iran, Israel, Russia, Turkey, and the United States—to only mention
the most influential players.™ Syria, thus, has become an arena for
realpolitik with the associated risks of staying out versus getting
involved. Even within the global coalition, there are countries such as
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Turkey and Saudi Arabia that pursue interests that conflict with those
of the United States. It is not surprising, therefore, that the perceived
political risk of getting (re)involved in both Irag and Syria has strongly
influenced decision-making. Since the most limited military option of
exclusively relying on airpower proved too ineffective, the next serious-
yet limited-option, the AM, was put into practice. In the ISIS case,
therefore, the perceived political risk and sensitivity have certainly
contributed to the choice for an AM option.

It should also be noted that the BWT approach might mitigate the risk
for military forces and thus in some cases it can also limit the political
risk. See Figure 5.1." The trade-off, however, is that decreasing the risk
to friendly forces increases the risk of not accomplishing the mission.
This is exactly why Votel and

Eero Keravuori conclude ] .
. . . 2 Train
this approach is not suitable g
when existential interests are
at stake. Furtherm.or_e, the;_/ (;'g Advise
conclude, as we did in earlier x g Assist éﬂ m
research, that when boots x g 5
on the ground are politically ¢  Accompany
deemed too sensitive, a covert o — g
O

AM or BWT variant might 8 & Large-Scale
be the only option to secure g g Comk?at

O . 5 Operations
certain interests, although =

this would at the same time Figure 5.1. Tradeoff between risk to mission

i ; and risk to forces in the By-With-Through
limit the effectiveness of approach. Source: Garrett et al., 2018.
the approach.™ Redrawn by JSOU Press

Legal Mandate and Rules of Engagement

The CJTF’s combat operations have been based on solid and
workable legal mandate-much more than was the case in Libya.
Consequently, this does not seem to be a limiting factor and will not
be elaborated on further. The ROEs for airstrikes, however, have been
either heavily criticized for being too restrictive or praised for the
extreme level of precision and restraint."” The ROEs far exceed the
requirements of the Laws of Armed Conflict." As early as 2015, this
triggered both Lambeth and Michael Knights to plead for loosening the

41



THE NEW WAY OF LIMITED WARFARE

ROEs, which they argued greatly held back the number of daily strikes
and therefore the pressure on ISIS." Moreover, Lambeth concludes that
the restrictive ROEs are misplaced because the fight against ISIS is

not about winning indigenous hearts and minds, and it should not be a
COIN campaign.’? It should be noted here, however, that together with
his reminiscent reasoning for an air campaign resembling those against
Saddam Hussein’s regime in 1991 and 2003, this demonstrates a lack of
awareness of the campaign’s strategic context and the utility of force
in it.” More important is that apart from such superficial criticism, the
ROEs were altered to better fit the complicated situation in the battle
for Mosul when U.S. Army Lieutenant General Stephen Townsend
issued a new tactical directive in the field.””? Before 26 December 2016,
SOF units had to keep a distance of 1,000 meters from the fight in
accordance with Directive 001.%® The new ROEs allowed operators

to move closer toward the front line, more directly supporting their
local partners. Advisors who had been previously embedded at higher
levels were pushed toward brigade staff and allowed to directly call

for airstrikes. This allowed for a much quicker targeting process, as
attacks could now be directed without going through the cumbersome
Baghdad bureaucracy and strike cells. While this obviously increased
the responsiveness of airpower, it simultaneously also improved the
relationship between Western SOF units and indigenous forces.”?*
Effectively, this encompassed a shift in focus from the training effort,
or the indirect Libyan AM variant, to tactical and operational support,
or the direct AM variant. The U.S. advisor on the ground almost
immediately reported that the increased synergy paid off, as it broke
through the threatening stalemate in Mosul.?®

Time

With recent counterinsurgency experiences in mind, the U.S.
administration was better able and more realistic in their estimates
about the time U.S. military involvement needed to be sustained.
Obama counseled strategic patience from the start and anticipated that
it would be a multi-year campaign.’® Planning for a long war, the White
House committed the minimum amount of military assets that public
outrage seemed to allow.” Yet, the absence of quick and tangible
results along with increasing criticism resulted in a slow and reluctant
increase of the U.S. military effort.”® The limited escalation that followed

42



CHAPTER 5

clearly led to an AM variant, as Obama stated that, “it will take time to
root them out ... doing so must be the job of local forces on the ground,
with training and air support from our coalition.”’?° Irregular wars tend
to be long. It is certain that the estimated duration of a campaign,
balanced against the interests at stake and perceived public support,
pushed toward a limited military approach (as offered by the AM).’%©

Regional Political Support and Coalition Involvement

From its onset, the global coalition has been composed of various
Arab and North African countries such as Egypt, Somalia, Libya,
Tunisia, Bahrain, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
and the United Arab Emirates (UAE).®' Although most of these
countries have not actively participated in CJFT-OIR, their support
nevertheless has proved vital for political and logistical reasons.”™ Most
importantly, CJTF-OIR has always enjoyed a good amount of regional
legitimacy and support. Despite the fact that—as has been the case
in the past—the United States carried out the bulk of the combat
operations in a Middle Eastern conflict, it has successfully avoided the
perception of another U.S.-led war.

Bahrain, Qatar, Jordan, the UAE, Morocco, and Saudi Arabia all
performed or assisted in the first coalition airstrikes over Syria, but
generally speaking, Arab contributions have been rather small.’*3
According to Kathleen Mclinnis, the UAE is the only Arab country of the
Global Coalition that has committed an unspecified number of ground
personnel to Syria in a training and advisory role.®® The UAE has also
been exceptional because it has proven capable of performing to the
Western standard.”> However, the military contributions of countries
such as the UAE and Saudi Arabia came to an end.”™® Although it is
unclear what the exact contribution of Arab countries to CJTF-OIR
was on the ground, they did not play a similar bridging role between
Western forces and local allies like they did in Libya. Saudi Arabia, the
UAE, and Qatar have put on record that they are willing to contribute
ground troops to Syria under U.S. command.”™ Nevertheless, the
fact that these Arab countries have made several air bases available
has been of vital importance for the air war. The most important
contribution of these allies has come in an intangible, yet precious form
as their participation greatly augmented regional legitimacy.'*®
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5.3 AIRPOWER FACTORS
Air Superiority

Air superiority over Irag has never been an issue for CJTF-OIR, but
in Syria it initially was a concern.’ This, however, did not provide a
problem as the Assad regime chose to stand down when their air
sovereignty was breached by coalition combat aircraft.*® Another
new aspect in the Syrian war resulted from Russia’s involvement.
U.S. and Russian officials agreed on a geographical deconfliction
line, according to which Russian aircraft would remain west of the
Euphrates river while the coalition’s assets would remain east of this
watershed.' Part of the agreement was that if either military needed
to cross the river for operations, they would use a much discussed
“deconfliction hotline.”™*? Yet, air superiority in Syria has suffered from
almost continuous tension resulting from Russian violations, which
have occurred despite regular talks at the highest military level and
daily calls between senior officials at the CAOC at Al Udeid base in
Qatar and their Russian counterparts.'® To formulate it concisely,
Russian involvement has highly complicated CJTF-OIR’s mission
from the top strategy level down to the technical level of warfare.
Moreover, the resulting pressure on air superiority has claimed
coalition air assets that consequently cannot be employed for ground
support. A final consequence of the operational reality is that the
geographical reach of the AM has been effectively limited to those
areas east of the Euphrates.

Capability

Karl Mueller, among others, clearly exposed how certain airpower
capability gaps had a limiting effect on air operations during the war
in Libya."** Since that time, Western countries have been steadily
investing in scarce assets to reduce that gap. Although it has not
completely disappeared, the CJTF has access to all necessary
airpower capabilities for its operations against ISIS. An example of
how new ISR capabilities (and capacity) improved the applicability of
the AM might be found in the fact that in Libya, Strike Coordination
and Reconnaissance (SCAR) sorties, as part of the dynamic
targeting process with embedded JTACs, had to be launched to
identify targets and direct airstrikes.> During OIR, there have been
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no reports of SCAR sorties, a task that seems to have been taken
over in full by JTACs operating from the combined joint operations
centers (CJOC) via remotely piloted aircraft (RPA) equipped with ISR
assets.*® The availability of RPAs had increased enormously, and their
capabilities were enhanced, which enabled JTACs to rely on these
RPAs for guiding airstrikes. This made SCAR sorties obsolete. OIR
demonstrates a clear difference

with the Libyan air war in the role Russian involvement has

that RPAs fulfilled. “In addition to highly complicated CJTF-
tankers, RPAs were the platforms Lo
OIR’s mission from the top

in greatest demand in OIR. Despite
past research demonstrating a strategy level down to the
preference of Airmen and JTACs technical level of warfare.
for manned assets, the almost

limitless desire for RPAs in OIR seemingly bucks this trend. RPAs
enabled the ‘air accompanied’ approach that emerged in OIR. Rather
than U.S. or coalition JTACs on the ground, operating alongside Iraqi,
Syrian, and Kurdish ground partners, JTACs early in OIR instead

relied on aerial surveillance—chiefly, full-motion video provided by
RPAs—to overwatch partner forces and call in strikes.”’” This notion
demonstrates how the improved competence of RPAs influences the
ratio between the three pillars of the AM.

Sustainability and Capacity

Some observers have stated that compared to previous campaigns,
the intensity of OIR’s air war has been relatively low."® This suggests
that lack of capacity should not be a limiting factor during OIR. Yet,

a statistical analysis of the air war against ISIS in comparison to other
wars rejects this view and paints a more complicated and nuanced
picture. Data released monthly by USCENTCOM has enabled us to
compare the capacity used for OIR with the capacity used for the war
in Afghanistan.*® The data about the latter gives us crucial information
on OIR, as assets used in Afghanistan cannot be used in Irag and Syria.
Whenever the situation required so, a shift in priority led to a transfer
from one theatre to the other.™®

This is best demonstrated by looking at the changing distribution
of ISR assets. See Figure 5.2.5" Military officials and analysts have
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repeatedly called for additional RPA for their ISR capabilities.’™?
According to Scott Vickery, in January 2015, USCENTCOM used six
to 10 times as many ISR assets in Afghanistan, which constrained

the amount of available targets in Irag and Syria. In this early phase
of the campaign, there also lacked ground troops that could act as
sensors.”™ Table 5.2 demonstrates the relationship between the total
number of ISR sorties per year in the Afghan theatre and for OIR. It is
obvious that ISR assets were relocated to OIR to increase the amount
of ISR sorties. Since the war in the Afghan theatre at that time was
by no means over, this data endorses the reported shortage of ISR
assets. In this regard, Table 5.2 and Figure 5.2 demonstrate that the
call of generals such as the commander of U.S. Air Forces Central
Command had impact.’™

The battle for Mosul obviously was given the highest priority, and
corresponding air assets were allocated. At its peak, an airstrike
was conducted roughly every two minutes with the only thing
limiting the tempo being the speed at which the targeting cycle
and accompanying vetting processes could completed.”™ Once
the combat was over, air assets were concentrated elsewhere with
negative consequences for CAS requests in Irag. This dynamic clearly
demonstrates that there were insufficient platforms for ensuring
optimal sensor-to-shooter time in the whole theatre simultaneously.’®

As has been previously mentioned, the loosening of the tactical
directives allowed JTACs to be more effective from 2016 onward,
enabling them to identify more targets. The data in Table 5.2 supports
that conclusion. Comparing the total number of strike sorties for
2016 and 2017 with corresponding total numbers of weapon releases,
it seems likely that the effectiveness of the campaign did indeed
improve. The CJTF was able to deliver a far greater number of
weapons with a smaller number of strike sorties after the new directive.
This demonstrates that with less strict ROEs, more munitions can be
deployed, or more targets can be engaged with a smaller number of
attack sorties. When ROEs are stricter, this puts a greater demand on
ISR capacity for pattern-of-life analysis to minimize civilian casualties.
The more stringent the collateral-damage mitigation measures are the
higher the demand for ISR."™ The ROE is thus related to the ISR and
RPA capacity that is required for a campaign.
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Table 5.2. Iraq/Syria and Afghanistan Air Power Statistics
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ISR miissions in Iraq/Syria and Afghanistan

Coalition airstrikes in both Iraq and Syria are highly dependent of aerial intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) to provide
targeting and post-strike assessment given the absence of ground troops. As our ongoing tracking of ISR operations shows, the coalition
remains significantly under-resourced in comparison to Afghanistan.
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Figure 5.2. Changing distribution of ISR assets between Irag/Syria and Afghanistan.
Source: Airwars.org
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Table 5.3 is based on Micah Zenko’s comparison of the first year
of OIR with previous campaigns.™® This data only holds value if one
is aware of the specific contexts of the different campaigns. An
interesting difference with the Libyan campaign is that it needed much
more strike sorties per day to release a smaller number of weapons.
Mueller explains that this was caused partly by limitations in tanker
capacity, ISR assets, and “personnel skilled in the arcane arts of air
targeting.”™™ This suggests that OIR’s air war was relatively efficient.
See Table 5.3.

Figure 5.3 demonstrates how USCENTCOM'’s strategy shifted from
an lrag-first approach to an operational-level simultaneity strategy, and
later, how the successes in Iraq freed air assets for Syria.’®® During OIR,
sustainability and capacity of assets related to airpower once again
proved to be a factor, or major importance and concern.

Sensor-to-Shooter Time

There are several ways in which an airstrike can be initiated. Some
insight into the different methods and corresponding situations is
necessary to understand how the sensor-to-shooter time factor
played out in the ISIS case. First, there is dynamic targeting. This is
ad-hoc weapon deployment often used for time-sensitive targets.’®

Table 5.3. Air Campaignhs Compared

STRIKE SORTIES/WEAPONS RELEASES BY AIR CAMPAIGN

Average | Average
Total Total Percent Total .
TthasI Sortie Strike Strike Weapons Ssc:::li(:s DBr:m bes d
v Missions Sorties Sorties Releases iy
Per Day Per Day
IRAQ 1991 43 120,000 | 42,000 35% 265,000 976 6,163
BOSNIA 1995 17 3,515 2,470 70% 1,026 145 60
KOSOVO 77 38,004 1412 37% 28,018 183 364
AFGHANISTAN 76 20,600 6,500 32% 17.500 86 230
IRAQ 2003 26 41,000 15.500 38% 27,000 596 1,039
LIBYA 2011 210 25,944 9,700 37% 7,642 46 36
IRAQ/SYRIA 361 16,164 3,837 24% 15,245 n 43

Source: Zenko 2015
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Typically, but not exclusively, these dynamic targeting strikes

are requested by embedded SOF units operating from a static
observation post. When their indigenous partners get involved in a
troops in contact (TIC) incident, the SOF JTAC requests an air strike
that opens with the words “green forces, troops in contact.” However,
in the fight against ISIS, the ROEs generally did not allow embedded
JTACs to direct the strike on a target via a “talk-on procedure” or

by laser marking. Thus, these air-to-ground specialists were not
always allowed to control the terminal attack phase, as would be
optimal.’®? Instead, directing the strike on target is in most cases done
by JTACs working in one of the two CJOCs via ISR assets such as
the MQ-1 Predator or MQ-9 Reaper (which are equipped with laser
guiding capabilities).’®® For self-defense, or in a so-called “blue [own
SOF] forces, troops in contact” situation, however, the embedded
JTACs are allowed to direct air strikes themselves. It is easy to
understand that this has gained them the nickname of “SOF’s life
insurance.””® This suboptimal situation changed when the battle of
Mosul began to stall in December 2016, and CJTF-OIR Commander
Lt. General Stephen Townsend modified U.S. military authorities
with Tactical Directive 1in a successful effort to regain momentum.
“This order delegated target engagement authority to American
combat advisors with the organic ability to conduct terminal control

Coalition strikes per month, in Iraq and Syria

The term airstrike is imprecise. According to AFCENT, an average of 3.65 weapons were released by allied airstrike to December, 2017,
with allies admitting that multiple targets, aircraft actions an even locations might be labelled under any one ‘strike’ report.
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Figure 5.3 Development of air war intensity over time. Source: airwars.org
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in an effort to increase the responsiveness of surface and air fires
and their coordination with Iraqgi forces.”'®> The devolution of target
engagement authority during OIR demonstrates that this improved
the sensor-to-shooter time and that this was vital for winning the
more challenging battles. See Figure 5.4.

Another way to initiate an air strike is via the deliberate targeting
procedure.’®® This typically concerns targets that have been identified
and subsequently observed-often for protracted periods of time. To
prevent collateral damage, the surroundings and patterns of life are
meticulously watched. Obviously, in such cases the sensor-to-shooter
time is much longer, ranging from hours to days or even months. In
these cases, the term sensor-to-shooter time does not apply properly
because the sensors are used for a pattern-of-life analysis, which
encompasses a different process than dynamic targeting.’®’

The sensor-to-shooter time for dynamic targeting is much shorter—a
couple of minutes for self-defense situations up to dozens of minutes
(depending on the situation) for more complicated strikes. What
generally applies is that the higher the estimated possible collateral
damage, the higher the target approval authority lies, thus the longer
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Figure 5.4. Geographical dispersion and magnitude of OIR airstrikes 2014-2018. Source:
Airwars.org
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the sensor-to-shooter time will be.’® Dynamic targeting strikes, often
in the shape of CAS, may be approved by subordinate commanders
closer to the front lines.’®® All strikes in Irag must be authorized by

an lragi or Kurdish government official. Due to classification, it is

not entirely clear how the ROEs and tactical directives have exactly
evolved, although open sources confirm that the sensor-to-shooter
time has improved during the course of the war. First, because target
approval authority was pushed down from Tampa to the CAOC, and
later for some cases, Tactical Directive 1 pushed it further down to
the CJOCs and local commanders. It is clear that this improved the
applicability of the AM.7°

Apart from air support, the increase of artillery has also improved
the sensor-to-shooter time. The ISIS case demonstrates that this
classical form of fire support can also be of importance in AM-type
approaches. Paladin howitzers and other ground systems were
important enablers during the battle for Mosul, and throughout the
campaign they were even more important to the lightly armed Syrian
Democratic Forces (SDF) in Syria.”

5.4 INDIGENOUS FORCES FACTORS
Availability

While a myriad of local factions joined the fight against ISIS, this
section focuses on the SDF, which provides the most valuable and
promising example when theorizing about the generalizability of
the AM.”2 |nitially, Syria proved a challenge as there were no obvious
reliable indigenous forces to act as proxy."”® U.S. efforts to create a local
ground force through the so-called Train and Equip Program largely
failed and were eventually abandoned. This made it apparent that the
United States could only rely on the Syrian Kurds.”” The fact that the
SDF was created and able to fulfil the role of the indigenous ground
force in the AM is promising for the generalizability of the success of
the AM. After the failed train and equip efforts, expectations were low.
The SDF case demonstrates that the inherent limitation of the AM,
relying on a local proxy, might in some cases be less problematic than
AM critics argue.

This operational necessity had severe political consequences.
Without a doubt, the Kurdish People Protection Units (YPG) have
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proven to be the most effective proxy in Syria. They are, however,
related to the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), which NATO ally Turkey
believes to be an even bigger threat than ISIS.”> Another problem even
more relevant for our analysis is that Syrian Arabs would not accept
Kurds entering (and occupying) their territories in order to fight ISIS.”7®
To circumnavigate this precarious issue, the United States created the
SDF as an umbrella organization that incorporated not only the YPG
but also the Syrian Arab Coalition (SAC) and other militias.”” Yet, it is
clear that the Kurds delivered the bulk of the fighting power. In 2015,
for instance, there were roughly 40,000 Kurdish fighters and 5,000
fighters of the SAC, which endorsed its symbolic role as it mainly
seemed to be co-opted for legitimacy purposes.””® On the ground,
however, the Arabs turned out to be a formidable fighting force as well
and as their number gradually increased. They not only gave legitimacy
to SDF operations but also bore the brunt of actions in routing ISIS
from Ragqga.”®

Reliability and Dependability

In the ISIS case, abundant reports on failures confirm that reliability
of potential indigenous forces is a major problem for policymakers and
the military alike.’® Whereas the Syrian Kurds proved the most reliable
indigenous partner force, even they could not always be relied upon.”®
As long as ISIS represented the main threat to the Kurds, the Kurds
shared the interest of degrading this extremist movement. With the
decline of ISIS, however, interests diverged between the United States
and the Kurds due to Turkish pressure. In January 2018, when Turkey
launched Operation OLIVE BRANCH against PKK and YPG targets in
the Afrin region, Kurdish SDF fighters massively deserted and crossed
into western Syria to fight alongside their brethren.’® Whereas the
United States attempted to pass off the SDF as a balanced fighting
force separated from the YPG and the PKK, it now became clear that
the SDF was intimately related with the YPG, which had delivered the
backbone of the umbrella organization.’® Thus, the battle for Afrin
painfully revealed the limitations of the SDF’s reliability, as it stressed
they could not be depended on when interests diverged.’®* In order
to cope which such issues, Aaron Stein recommends that to achieve
the alignment of end-goals, the United States should be prepared to
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tolerate the possibility that partner forces may act in ways that do not
perfectly align with its objectives.'®®

Fragmentation

One of the factors in which the ISIS case distinguishes itself from
the other cases where the AM was applied is the extreme degree of
fragmentation of the Syrian opposition. This is an important issue,
as some commenters consider this the “new normal” in civil wars.'®®
The fact that the AM was successfully employed in this fragmented
context, therefore, holds a promise about the approach’s applicability
in future conflicts. This, however, does not mean that fragmentation
has become irrelevant. As was seen in Syria, this matter greatly
complicated operations. Paradoxically, the hesitant conduct of
the United States and its Western partners in the beginning of
the Syrian civil war seemingly contributed to the fragmentation
of the opposition.’®” As the Syrian opposition was confronted with
an “extreme military asymmetry favoring the Assad regime,” the
various factions could not unite. They were forced to fragment, as
centralization would render them far more vulnerable.’® Furthermore,
Western reluctance created an opportunity for Saudi Arabia, Qatar,
the United Arab Emirates, Turkey, and others to create their own
Islamist proxy forces.”® Young Syrian men willing to resist the
regime could hardly be blamed for preferring well-resourced Islamist
groups over uncertain Western-sponsored groups that required
cumbersome vetting processes. It should be noted, therefore, that
when political leaders consider the AM, it is important to prevent a
phase of ambivalence that might increase fragmentation and thereby
complicate or hamper the execution of such a limited approach.

Another issue concerns internal rifts within local partners. This might
be best illustrated by the Iragi Kurds’ partisan division, which seriously
endangered the Iraqgi Security Forces’ (ISF) advance on Kirkuk in
October 2017. Fighters of the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK)
abandoned their positions, even though the fighters of the Kurdistan
Democratic Party (KDP) expected them to stand their ground.’® This
supposed betrayal resulted in severe tensions between the two Kurdish
factions.”™ Almost two years later, one of the authors learned about
this the hard way when, during a deployment in Iragi Kurdistan as
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Battalion Staff Trainer for a Regional Guard Force Battalion consisting
of both PUK and KDP elements, he mentioned the retaking of Kirkuk.
The normally relaxed and kind atmosphere quickly turned sour,

and a vicious discussion emerged that could only be quelled by the
battalion’s commander. The topic was very sensitive and led to the
awareness that the soldiers’ loyalty still lay with either the PUK or the
KDP instead of the newly combined Regional Guard Force.®? In the
eyes of both factions, the new force structure was a necessary evil to
absorb support and funding.’*®

Cultural Aspects

The ISIS case is full of examples that demonstrate the importance
of cultural aspects when considering an AM approach. This part of
the discussion will focus on the crucial point that OIR’s efforts to train
and equip the ISF were seriously undermined by cultural differences,
as introduced by Biddle.®* The methods and processes taught to local
officers for executing command and control are based on Western
military principles such as mission command, which is part of the
maneuverist approach. This command philosophy requires a high
degree of mutual trust between commanders and subcommanders
to share information, delegate tasks and responsibilities, and enjoy
freedom of action within the boundaries set by the commanders’
intents. Unfortunately, these principles proved difficult to reconcile
with Iraqgi culture.’®> An Iragi military commander, for instance, might
not at all be pleased with well-trained subcommanders since he might
perceive them as a personal threat. This discrepancy likely contributed
to the limited availability of trainees for OIR’s officer training capacity.’®®
This triggers the question of whether the current approach of imposing
Western military doctrine is the most effective approach.”” Culture and
doctrine, after all, are inextricably linked.””® A deep understanding of a
partner force’s culture can be an AM force multiplier.

Both the United Kingdom and NATO have published capacity-
building doctrines that stress the importance of tailoring training
to the needs, habits, and situations of the local training audience,
and that training should begin with an extensive analysis of these
needs, habits, and situations.’®® Despite this doctrinal imperative, the
Kurdistan Training and Coordination Centre prescribed a curriculum
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based on the U.S. Military Decision-Making Process (MDMP), written
orders, and relatively complex staff procedures. When explained

to the Kurdish battalion commander—who could not read—that he
should start the MDMP by issuing a warning order to his company
commanders as soon as possible to give them as much time as
possible to conduct their own planning, he explained that he would
typically be informed no more than 24 hours before the start of an
operation where to assemble his battalion. To ensure operational
security and maintain surprise, all other information would be
received later. Via an interpreter, he explained that timely warning
orders, like those on which the MDMP relies, would certainly ruin
operational security. Or in his words, “The housekeeper of a staff
officer will spread the word to the barber of the cousin of the local
ISIS commander.” It became painfully clear that standard operating
procedures and the MDMP, which we imposed upon them, were
worlds apart. This is just one of many examples of how, despite the
availability of excellent doctrine, Western militaries dramatically fail to
tailor staff training programs to local partners.

Motivation, Morale, and Unit Cohesion

Critics such as Biddle have pointed to supposed lack of motivation
of indigenous allies to fight ISIS as one of the reasons why a strategy
based on an AM variant will not be effective.?%° It is clear that lack
of motivation, morale, and unit cohesion of the ISF, among others,
initially facilitated the rise of ISIS and provided a grim prospect for
the future. It can be concluded post hoc that the course of events
leading to the physical degradation of ISIS proved that willing local
allies had been found and formed.?°' The retaking of the northern
Syrian city of Manbij is just one example of the SDF’s, or arguably
the YPG’s, impressive ability to maintain morale and motivation.
During the two-month urban battle, the SDF persevered despite
losing around 300 fighters, with another 1,200 injured.?®? Later during
the war, when the YPG’s interests diverged from its SDF umbrella, it
became clear that the SDF’s unit cohesion had limits that followed
ethical divisions. Understanding local motivation, therefore, remains
essential for successful application of the AM.
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The Triangular Balance of Indigenous Force Skill vs.
Mission Fitness vs. Enemy SKkill

In OIR’s concept of operations for annihilating ISIS, SOF units
reported enemy positions to the CJOC when indigenous forces and
ISIS got into a TIC situation. Dependent on the situation and after
vetting information such as coordinates, the JTAC in the CJOC would
direct an airstrike after authorization. Initially, airstrikes were able
to inflict major damage on ISIS because they were not prepared
for Western airpower. When ISIS commanders got a grasp of the
coalition’s strengths and weaknesses, however, they quickly proved
able to adapt their combat tactics accordingly.?°® The weekly ISIS
newspaper, al-Naba, which was meant to inform fighters, reveals
how these commanders perceived Western strategy and how they
proposed to counter it.?2°4 These analyses of ISIS’ and the coalition’s
military performances testify to a keen military insight and creative
solution for countering and exploring an adversary‘s weak point.2°°
An article in a/-Naba, for instance, provides detailed instructions
on how to hide positions.?°¢ The coalition had to react to ISIS’
adaptability by employing more ISR capabilities and by moving
SOF units closer to the front lines, which endorses the interrelation
between the three elements of the triangular balance. The changing
skillset of ISIS, in turn, demanded a higher skill level from indigenous
partners. This required a more systematic and coordinated approach
to cope with the newly arisen necessity to move closer to the enemy
without being annihilated.?°” Thus, the final element of the triangular
balance encompassed increased training and advisement for local
partners to cope with these new tactics, then accompany them
more closely to the forward line of operations. This was an ongoing
process of adaptation. The perceived ability of Western troops and
local allies to cope with these dynamics influences the applicability
of the AM.2%8 The dynamic nature of the three elements of the AM
stretches the generalizability of the model when they are understood
and anticipated by military planners and politicians. If not, the same
dynamic nature might blunt the AM’s effectiveness.
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5.5 SOF FACTORS
Capability

Former USCENTCOM Commander General Joseph Votel has
described the campaign against ISIS as warfighting “by, with, and
through” local forces.?°® The BWT terminology is often echoed by the
SOF community, and Votel’'s explanation of that term suggests that it
aptly captures the general operational approach to which SOF units
contribute.?’® The role of SOF units is “building partner capacity” and to
“advise, assist, accompany, and enable” local forces.?" This, of course,
is all but new as it fits seamlessly in the U.S. Army’s SOF doctrinal term
special warfare.?? Moreover, special warfare campaigns might well
include the coordination of air strikes.?”® Elaborating further on this
theoretical standpoint, the AM could be regarded as the convergence
of classical special warfare doctrine with NCW and airpower RMA. SOF
units contributing to an AM approach therefore have to be capable
of acting as sensors in order to direct modern airpower as well as
performing special warfare.?#

This perspective suggests, or explains, why the AM is less
revolutionary from the SOF perspective than it is from an airpower
perspective. It has even been suggested that the role performed
by SOF in Irag and Syria is a return to their roots.?> Contemporary
American strategic culture favors direct action-types of SOF activities
such as “surgical strikes.”?® Therefore, the latter type of operations
typically catches disproportionate attention
compared t_o special ((?r unconv_entional) _the AM could
warfare. This also applies to their

contribution to the desired ends of the BWT be regarded as

operational approach. Because surgical strike the convergence
operations entail direct kinetic force by SOF of classical
units on the ground, it could well be argued special warfare

that operations of this type fall outside the . .
doctrine with

scope of the BWT approach and the AM. In

reality, however, both types of operations are NCW and

used mutually. Whenever necessary, surgical airpower RMA.

strikes have been employed to support

special warfare.?”” In Iraq and Syria, the acceleration of successful

intelligence-driven SOF raids on ISIS leadership raised the prospect
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of outrunning the advances in building a competent and coherent
hold force in both Irag and Syria.?® Yet, it should be noted that while
contributing tremendously to the demise of opposing groups, the
overall AM approach’s emphasis on local allies is deemed more
effective for guaranteeing a limited involvement since it recognizes
the importance of battlefield success exploitation and consolidation.

The SOF capability that should thus be critically reviewed when
considering an AM- or BWT-type approach is the capability of
conducting special warfare, combined with the capability to achieve
air-ground integration in the specific context at hand. Although the
United States has a rich history of special warfare, and it has dedicated
SOF units specialized in this type of SOF operation, the role of SOF
units keeps evolving and seems to emphasize direct action missions.?®
Therefore, the question of whether the SOF component is prepared for
their envisioned task in a particular operational environment remains
relevant when considering them for use in an AM-type operation.

Liaison, Advisory, and other Human Enabler Capacity

The relevance of liaison, advisory, and other human enabler capacity
is essential in any AM-variant. This factor comprises all personnel that
enable the AM other than SOF personnel. Liaison officers and advisors
that link the different elements of the AM together are obvious
human enablers, but there are more essential specialists, including
specialists from the intelligence community, specialists occupied with
target vetting, or reliable translators that communicate between SDF
fighters who request air strikes on the ground and JTACs in strike cells.
The particularities of Irag and Syria not only confirmed this but also
revealed some additional points regarding this factor. First, the use of
advisors at the tactical and operational level should be dramatically
increased. Although the debate on the role of ground troops focuses
on the coordination of airstrikes and other fires, the advisory functions
entail far more than that, thus necessitating additional troops.??°
While one might expect this problem to be less relevant in the case of
Irag, where a U.S. presence since 2003 has resulted in an impressive
network of human enablers, the absence of a large number of advisors
was felt almost as badly as in Syria, where scarce human enabler
capabilities were totally dependent on SOF units.?? In Syria, the strike
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cells were exclusively manned with SOF personnel.???2 Moreover, force-
protection concerns further hampered operators’ abilities to connect
with local partners. At the onset of the campaign especially, the “risk to
forces” outweighed the “risk to mission.”??® Altogether, this constrained
the results of OIR, as it led to a lack of coordination with, and between,
indigenous elements. It also instigated preventable friction, of which
the performance of Iraqgi units during the battle for Ramadi is perhaps
the most infamous illustration.??#

Developments at the strategic level seem to emphasize the
importance of this factor, as BWT seems to be embraced by
USCENTCOM as a new, light-footprint strategy. In 2018, for instance,
the approach was simultaneously employed in Yemen, Afghanistan,
Syria, and Iraq, which indicates the need for an increased capability.??®
Furthermore, both Votel and former Secretary Mattis have stressed
the importance of BWT and the accompanying demand for greater
liaison, advisory, and other human enabler capabilities.??®* With the
reemergence of great power competition, this gives the United States
additional options for enhancing and maintaining its influence with a
relatively limited number of resources.

5.6 WHAT NEW FACTORS CAN BE IDENTIFIED
BASED ON THE USE OF THE AFGHAN MODEL IN
THE FIGHT AGAINST ISIS?

The analysis of the ISIS case in the preceding part of this chapter
revealed that not all relevant data was covered with our framework.
Therefore, we introduce three new complementary factors, or, rather,
they have been detached from overarching factors and are now
separately included in the framework. The ISIS case has stretched the
definition of the AM, and consequently, the applicability assessment
framework must be updated.

Public Support and Political Will

In conflicts that only hold limited strategic interest-either real or
perceived-and a corresponding degree of public support, the political
will of a nation to massively deploy its own troops is typically absent,
rendering proxies essential.??” Although general factors were earlier
excluded from the AM applicability assessment framework, the ISIS
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case brings forward the insight that political will and support should
be included. This might push decision-makers toward an AM approach.
Moreover, maintaining political support is crucial since public support
in a democracy is, or should be, the source of political will. The
evaporation of public support for the Irag war, for instance, meant that
the success of the 2007 U.S. troop surge into Irag was abandoned.

The intensity of the surge was clearly not aligned with U.S. public
support, and Obama was voted into office on a course that drastically
changed U.S. political will to remain committed in Irag. However,

when ISIS emerged, there apparently was enough public support for
an AM variant (which was initially beyond the expectation of the U.S.
government). The almost continuous shifts in U.S. and wider Western
commitments are highly inefficient. The ISIS case has demonstrated
that understanding the degree of public support for an operation and
the ability to sustain it is an important factor that should influence
decision-makers when deciding on strategy.??® Valuing this factor could
cause them to consciously opt for the AM. Moreover, this factor could
also constrain decision-makers to the point where such an approach is
the only realistic escalation or de-escalation strategy for containment.

Strategic Interest Misalignment and Divergence

This factor relates to the inherent risks of proxy warfare, or the
“indirect approach,” as it was labelled in the 2006 U.S. Quadrennial
Defense Review.??® When real but limited interests are at stake, the
result is a dilemma that has dominated U.S. security policy for decades
and is likely to do so for a long time.2*° A favorite answer to this
problem has been to rely on a proxy that is willing to fight in its own as
well as U.S. interests. Proxy warfare offers clear political benefits, but
it does come with inherent disadvantages. These could be strategic
interest misalignment and divergence, which always lead to systematic
frustration.® The process of strategy becomes even harder when one
must trust a local political ally that has to be co-opted for achieving
political ends.?®? The issues caused by strategic interest misalignment
and divergence might be essentially understood as a principal-agent
problem. Biddle et al., in this regard, argue that agency loss will
be high, and that adverse selection even promotes major interest
asymmetries between the provider and the recipient.?** The prospects
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about interest misalignment and the abilities to manage it should
influence the decision whether to opt for the AM.

This, again, can be easily demonstrated through the example of
the Kurds.?** Given the sensitivity of employing and empowering
this ethnicity as proxies against ISIS, the coalition had to be cautious
of possible unintended consequences—especially when it came
to Turkish or Iragi national interest. Seemingly, policymakers who
instigate proxy warfare rarely consider the long-term implications of
their actions.?*> Although it is too early for definitive judgement, in
Irag the West’s strategic interest most severely diverged from that
of the sponsored Kurdish faction when the latter started focusing
on more political autonomy or even independence from Iraqg. The
events did not end up escalating even though it was all but certain
beforehand.?%¢ In Syria, the strategic interest of the sponsored
Kurdish faction clashed with Turkish interests. The empowerment of
Kurdish factions in Syria triggered the Turkish invasion of Syria and
subsequently, the absurd situation materialized that Turkish troops
have been fighting the U.S.-backed SDF. A clash between NATO
allies was far from inconceivable at some moments.?*” It is beyond
dispute that the perceived misalignment and divergence in strategic
interests have been, and will remain, relevant factors when estimating
the applicability of the AM. The risk of unintended strategic
consequences is a major hazard when the West tries to influence
strategic outcomes by indirect engagement in conflicts with third
parties who have overlapping, but not identical interests.

Building Partner Force Capacity

The ISIS case demonstrates that coalition SOF units were unable
to provide the required amount of personnel needed for the building
partner force capacity LOE. Conventional forces have played an
important role in the training of the Iragi military. Votel and Keravuori
argue that the most constraining factor for a BWT approach is “the
required supporting forces and sustainment levels needed to ensure
the host partner’s progress, parity or overmatch-and ultimately secure
the shared U.S. interest.”?®® As mentioned, the coalition’s limited
capacity to train the lragi military, and the Syrian opposition troops had
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a restrictive influence on OIR’s effectiveness and the efforts to build
counter-ISIS forces proved more modest than generally believed.?*°

Historically, SOF units have been the primary advisory force
in support of both conventional and irregular forces around the
world.?*° However, that perception has changed significantly over
the last 20 years.?* Conventional forces have played an important
role in building partner force capacity in the ISIS case and therefore
they too, like SOF units, should invest in understanding historical
context, language, and culture.?*? This, however, results in a recurring
and highly debated dilemma because conventional forces should,
according to many, focus on conventional warfare instead of low
intensity warfare.?*®* The U.S. Army has addressed this problem (and
probably anticipated the prospect of future BWT warfare) by creating
specialized Security Force Assistance Brigades.?** While some
might consider such units as an institutional threat to SOF, there are
significant advantages to conventional units in the advisory role.?*®
A conventional combined arms maneuver is, for example, the core
competency of conventional forces and not of SOF units. Therefore,
an lraqgi battalion commander might be better off with conventional
advisors specialized in combined arms maneuvers, as this type of
operation approaches battlefield realties. It should be noted, however,
that despite similarities in task and organization, cultural awareness
is key for building indigenous partner capacity in a way that is self-
sustainable. The prospect that AM variants and BWT are a recurring
model for future warfare, in combination with the suboptimal
capacity building efficacy in the ISIS case, necessitate that this should
be incorporated in the AM applicability assessment framework as a
separate factor.

5.7 CONCLUSION: AN UPGRADED AFGHAN MODEL
APPLICABILITY ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK

This chapter applied the AM applicability assessment framework
to the ISIS case. This not only enhanced our understanding of this
particular case but also demonstrated that all factors identified
in earlier cases are echoed in the latest application of the AM.
Furthermore, the brief analysis of each individual factor serves to
illustrate how the framework can be used to identify bottlenecks or
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potential restraints that influence the applicability of an AM variant, or
how certain factors might even be an incentive for its use. Additionally,
three new complementary factors have been introduced, or rather,
they have been detached from overarching factors and are now
separately included in the framework.?*¢ The ISIS case provided data
demonstrating that these three factors are of such importance for the
successful application of the AM that they should be critically assessed
individually when contemplating AM-type approaches. Building
partner force capacity, in particular, has stretched the definition of

the AM since there is now a role for conventional forces in some AM
variants. But what does this all mean for the remaining relevance and
value of the AM in the coming years?
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Chapter 6: The Value of the Afghan

Model

What option does the AM provide in the contemporary security
environment? Or, in other words, what is the remaining value of the
AM after the fight against ISIS? First, its success is dependent on 19
factors that constitute the AM applicability assessment framework.
This monograph has demonstrated how that framework can be used
to identify bottlenecks or limitations that influence the applicability
of an AM variant and how factors can be drivers for the use of the
AM. By analyzing the ISIS case along these lines, we validated the
framework and identified that there are three additional factors
that need to be included: public support and political will, strategic
interest misalignment and divergence, and building partner force
capacity. See Table 5.4. The value of the resulting framework is that
it provides a clear analytical structure that provides guidance for
military and political decision-makers who decide how to align ends,
ways, and means in limited warfare. The success of the AM in the ISIS
case has improved expectations about the generalizability of the
success of the AM and it has stretched the definition of the AM.

Two decades after the AM appeared as a new and promising
concept of operations, the Afghan war finally came to an end. It is
hard to frame this in any other way than complete strategic failure.
The concept of operations that was used for overthrowing the Taliban
during the initial phase, however, remains in no way less promising.
The AM once again proved its utility in the fight against ISIS. Western
airpower contained and suppressed ISIS on the battlefield, which
enabled indigenous forces to organize resistance assisted by Western
SOF. This analysis sheds a revealing light on some highly disputed
issues in the academic debate related to the RMA, war by proxy, and
the generalizability of the success of the AM. The employment of
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Table 6.1. Afghan Model Applicability Assessment Framework

Political Airpower Indigenous Forces SOF Component
Risk and Political . Lo o .
Sensitivity Air Superiority Availability Capability
Legal Mandate and Capabilit Reliability and Liaison Capacity and
Rules of Engagement 2 Y Dependability Human Enablers
Time Sustainability and Unity vs Building Partner
Capacity Fragmentation Force Capacity
Regional political oy
support and coalition Sensor t_o Shooter Culturgl Aspects
Time -Trainability

involvement

Public Support, its
Maintenance, and
Political Will

Motivation, Morale,
and Unit Cohesion

Strategic Interest Triangular Balance:

Misalignment and Indiigenous Forces
Divergence -Mission Plan
’ -Enemy Skill

Validated and complementary set of factors that determine the applicability of the
Afghan model of warfare. Source: authors

modern airpower is still evolving, and new ways to achieve air-ground
synergy have emerged. This indicates that the network-centric RMA
might still not be fully exploited; consequently, the AM approach will
continue to develop as it has been doing since 2001.

Furthermore, there are underexposed developments that could
have great implications for AM-type approaches. The role and
influence of private military companies is ever-increasing, and some
already have the capabilities to take over the role of the Western
ground component by coordinating airstrikes and training and
advising indigenous forces. This possible replacement obviously
increases the potential of an AM-type approach in cases where
plausible deniability is required, or where boots on the ground are not
desirable. This potential is also well understood by Russian political
and military elites as witnessed by, among others, the deployment of
the Wagner Group in Syria.?#

Whatever the future might have to offer, it is clear that even-or
maybe especially-in a time of (renewed) global competition, the
United States needs to deal with real but limited security threats.
Therefore, three options are available. First, go all-in with the risk of
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overspending so that limited stakes are realized. Second, stay out
and remain unengaged, which results in losing the stake, although
cheaply. Finally, and most likely, there is the option to go for a middle
approach in which it is likely that an AM variant will be the preferred
concept of operations to bring about this balance.?*®

Asymmetric adversaries have drawn the right lesson from Desert
Storm and will take all possible measures to limit their exposure to
Western airpower. Recent history indicates that it is not viable for
Western democracies to maintain a large COIN force for the time that
this type of operation requires. It is, however, possible to maintain the
components of the AM, which, when combined, are able to suppress
insurgencies while transitioning from covert insurgency to overt
control of territory. If used in that sense, an AM variant would not
be a solution for deeper political grievances. However, containment
should be preferred over an uncontrolled power vacuum, as the ISIS
case demonstrates. The AM in its narrow definition can be a useful
tool for situations that require containment or destructive power. The
AM, however, might be much more valuable when it is embedded in
the proper, overarching strategy. The BWT approach, as used against
ISIS, seems to offer appropriate strategic embedding of the AM,
by connecting the AM, which is mainly a kinetic tool, to other non-
kinetic means. As such, it closes the strategic disconnect between the
physical destruction of an enemy and operations that address root
causes of conflict. Furthermore, the employment of the AM in the ISIS
case endorses that the RMA can also be of great value in asymmetric
or irregular warfare. Twenty years after the emergence of the AM
in Afghanistan, international coalition forces left that country with
Afghan Security Forces far from self-sustainable. The AM in its narrow
containment form could have provided an alternative course of action
for the U.S. to deal with this theatre.

Since successful application of the AM is dependent on the factors
presented in the AM applicability assessment framework, the value
of the AM depends on the occurrence of situations that meet the
requirements of these factors. A multitude of scholars and political
entities have tried to comprehend and predict the future security
environment. Generally, the result has been that over the past few
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years, Western militaries have been reorienting toward high-end
warfare against an equally sophisticated, or even superior opponent.
This focus has been further enhanced as a consequence of China’s
build-up of traditional-style armed forces and the predominantly
conventional nature of the Ukraine War. Whereas it is understandable
that militaries prepare for the most dangerous course of action,
history reveals a recurring pattern in which disappointing irregular
endeavors act as a catalyst for such a reorientation.?*® This comes
with the tendency not to learn from and prepare for future limited
wars, which is a very dangerous development in a time of tense
relations between superpowers, assertive regional actors, and a
corresponding likelihood of proxy war.2*° Besides this, it might not
even be relevant to try to make a clear separation between irregular
or unconventional warfare and conventional warfare because

future armed conflicts will likely contain elements of both.?>' Great
power competition, therefore, might very well come, or is already in
progress, in the form of manifold low-intensity conflicts. Therefore,
this monograph calls for the investment in limited or low-intensity
warfare capabilities in order for the West to also prepare for the most
likely course of action.

Ultimately, the RMA has not changed the nature of war, since war,
in its essence, remains violent, interactive and political. It did have
transformational effects on the character of war or the nature of
warfare.?®2 When politicians need a fast, relatively low-risk and light
footprint option to project force, an AM variant will form an attractive
option that is widely applicable. Even though some scholars stress
that being dependent on indigenous forces is a disadvantage of the
AM, it seems an acceptable price for a light footprint option—as long
as interests are limited. Moreover, this approach is more versatile
and robust than claimed by some sceptics. However, it does have
significant political and military limitations that strategists should be
aware of and which can be understood for each unique case through
the assessment framework.

The ISIS case has revealed that the AM can be even more effectively
employed as part of a sustainable, realistic, and long-term strategy.
In this regard, the BWT approach offers a promising underpinning for
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developing and institutionalizing a new Western way of limited
warfare. Whereas the AM, in itself, holds remaining value for future
conflicts, its incorporation in such an overarching approach will
definitely transform the character of limited war. This ultimately
provides a powerful and much-needed addition to the strategic toolkit
for dealing with the multi-faceted threats of today and tomorrow.
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Acronyms

A3E - Advise, assist, accompany, and enable

AM - Afghan model

AFCENT - Air Forces Central Command

BWT - By, with, and through

CAOC - Combined Air Operations Center

CAS - Close air support

CIA - Central Intelligence Agency

CJOA - Combined joint operations area

CJTF-OIR - Combined Joint Task Force - Operation Inherent Resolve
COIN - Counterinsurgency

DOD - U.S. Department of Defense

DOS - U.S. Department of State

ISF = Iraqgi Security Forces

ISIL - Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant

ISIS - Islamic State of Irag and al-Sham

ISR = Intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance
JTAC - Joint Terminal Attack Controller

KDP - Kurdistan Democratic Party

LOE - Line of effort

MDMP - military decision-making process

NA - Northern Alliance
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NCTC - National Counterterrorism Center
NCW - Network-centric warfare

OCO - Overseas contingency operations

OIR - Operation INHERENT RESOLVE

PGM - Precision guided munition

PKK - Kurdistan Workers’ Party

PUK - Patriotic Union of Kurdistan

RMA - Revolution in military affairs

ROE - Rules of engagement

RPA - Remotely piloted aircraft

RUSI - Royal United Services Institute

SAC - Syrian Arab Coalition

SCAR - Strike coordination and reconnaissance
SDF - Syrian Democratic Forces

SEAD - Suppression of enemy air defense

SOF - Special Operations Forces

TIC - Troops in contact

UAE - United Arab Emirates

UAV - Unmanned aerial vehicle

USAID - United States Agency for International Development
USCENTCOM - United States Central Command
YPG - People Protection Units
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Appendix A: Operation INHERENT

RESOLVE’s Lines of Effort

LOE 1:

LOE 2:

LOE 3:

LOE 4:

Supporting Effective Governance in Iraq (DoS/USAID)

Support the new Iragi government in efforts to govern
inclusively and effectively as well as to strengthen its
cooperation with regional partners.

Denying ISIS Safe Haven (dod)

Conduct a systematic campaign of airstrikes against

ISIS in Irag and Syria. Work with the Iragi government to
strike ISIS targets and support Iraqi forces on the ground.
Degrade and ultimately defeat ISIS’ leadership and
logistical and operational capability, and deny it sanctuary
and resources to plan, prepare, and execute attacks.

Building Partner Capacity (DoD)

Build the capability and capacity of partners in the region
to sustain an effective long-term campaign against ISIS.
Train, advise, and assist Iragi forces, including Kurdish
forces, to improve their ability to plan, lead, and conduct
operations against ISIS. Provide training to help the Iraqis
reconstitute their security forces and establish a national
guard. Strengthen the moderate Syrian opposition and
help them defend territory from ISIS.

Enhancing Intelligence Collection on ISIS (Director
of National Intelligence/National Counterterrorism
Center [NCTC])

Gain more fidelity on ISIS’ capabilities, plans, and
intentions. Strengthen the ability to understand the ISIS

threat. Share vital information with Iragi and Coalition
partners to enable them to effectively counter ISIS.

91



THE NEW WAY OF LIMITED WARFARE

LOE 5: Exposing ISIS’ True Nature (DoS/NCTC)

Work with partners throughout the Muslim world to
highlight ISIS hypocrisy and counter its false claims of
acting in the name of religion.

LOE 6: Disrupting ISIS’ Finances (Treasury/DoS)

Work aggressively with partners on a coordinated
approach to reduce ISIS* revenue from oil and assets it has
plundered, limit ISIS” ability to extort local populations,
stem ISIS’ gains from kidnapping for ransom, and disrupt
the flow of external donations to the group.

LOE 7: Disrupting the Flow of Foreign Terrorist Fighters
(DoS/NCTC)

Lead an international effort to stem the flow of fighters
into Syria and Iraq.

LOE 8: Protecting the Homeland (Department of Homeland
Security/Federal Bureau of Investigation)

Use the criminal justice system as a critical counterterrorism
tool, work with air carriers to implement responsible threat-
based security and screening requirements, and counter
violent extremism in the United States.

LOE 9: Humanitarian Support (USAID/DoS)

Provide humanitarian assistance to the displaced and
vulnerable in Irag and Syria.

Source: Lead Inspector General for Overseas Contingency Operations, Overseas
Contingency Operations —FY 2018 Comprehensive Oversight Plan, October 2018. https:/
www.stateoig.gov/system/files/cop _oco fy2018 signed.pdf. Redrawn by JSOU Press
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Appendix B: Combined Joint Task

Force Operation INHERENT RESOLVE
Campaign Design

CJTF CAMPAIGN DESIGN

PHASE | PHASE Il PHASE llI
DEGRADE COUNTERATTACK DEFEAT

PHASE IV
SUPPORT
STABILIZATION

ENABLE THE MILITARY DEFEAT OF DA’ESH IN THE CJOA
“Strike ISIL across the breadth and depth of their so-called ‘caliphate’

onmzZ—r

mo

LEVERAGE COHESIVE COALITION EFFECTS

“Maximize effectiveness of Coalition contributions”

-0O0OmTm

Source: http://www.inherentresolve.mil/campaign/. Redrawn by JSOU Press
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Appendix C: Combined Joint Task

Force Operation INHERENT RESOLVE
Command Structure

A A A A
L. 0. 0. 0.6
us.
CENTCOM

OIR: Operation
INHERENT RESOLVE
CENTCOM: United States
Central Command

CFC: Combined Forces
Command (for OIR)
CJTF: Combined Joint
Task Force

OSC-I Office of Security
Cooperation - Iraq
CJFLCC: Combined Joint
Force Land Component
Command

SOJTF: Special Operations
Joint Task Force

CJOoC-
Baghdad

CSOJTF-S: Combined
Joint Special Operations
Task Force - Syria
CSOJTF-I: Combined
Joint Special Operations
Task Force - Iraq

CJOC: Combined Joint
Operations Center
Joint: Two or more
military services
working together
Combined: Militaries of
two or more countries
working together

UNITED
STATES
EMBASSY
BAGHDAD

CJSOTF-S

CJSOTF-I

y¢  General Officer
level command

Colonel level
command

OPCON (operational
control)

—— TACON (tactical
control)

Coordination, but
no command
relationship

Source: http:/www.inherentresolve.mil/About-Us/Organization/. Redrawn by

JSOU Press
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Appendix D: U.S. Dynamic Targeting

Steps

Source: Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Publication 3-60; Joint Targeting, January 31, 2013.
Redrawn by JSOU Press
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