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Abstract
This research brief focuses specifi cally on the preliminary fi ndings from project Kitae1 Part III 
that dealt with intelligence analysis challenges deriving from a complex battlespace his paper 
specifi cally examines a counter insurgency (COIN) organizational concept developed in Helmand, 
AFG. It focuses on the operations with an Afghan special operations unit known as the Afghani-
stan Territorial Force (ATF) working the Upper Gereshk Valley (UGV), Helmand during the fall of 
2010. The objective of the ATF was to assist the Battle Group (BG) with providing access to areas 
where regular troops unfamiliar with operating within a counter insurgency environment could 
not go to assess the state of the insurgency or the local nationals.  The objective of this paper is 
to highlight the advantages of the formally acknowledging the role cognitive concepts can play 
in the construction of units for use in complex battlespaces.  In doing so, also illustrate that the 
dynamics of social organization are not only necessary for understanding our enemies, but also 
play an important role on determining how we organize construct our own military units. The paper 
argues it is particularly useful where it concerns managing the desired effect in both the physical 
and cognitive dimensions and synchronizing the intended impact of a unit on the battlespace.

(1)   KITAE (Japanese) - Ancient Samurai Art of Forming the Edge of the Sword

This research paper is the third in a series developed as part of Project Kitae, a real-time participant observation project based 
on a 6 month tour as a Battle Group intelligence offi cer in Upper Gereshk Valley (UGV), Helmand, Afghanistan. 

Kitae I identifi es the key principles behind organizing the operational edge C2 for effect in a complex environment, specifi cally 
using a comparison of network versus hierarchal structures to help identify those principles. 

Kitae II identifi es the key principles of approaching the intelligence process for effective production of situational awareness 
in a complex battlespace, through a comparison of traditional time & space (TTS) approaches and Social Network Analysis 
(SNA).

Kitae III provides a case study on how you can formally engage the cognitive dimension of a battlespace through unit con-
struction for effect. 



4
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To those who died

Shaping the battlespace during the period referred to in this study.

Sapper Mark Antony Smith 26-07-2010
Lance Sergent Dale Alanzo McCallum 01-08-2010
Marine Adam Brown 01-08-2010
Lance Corparal Erik Berre Rolandsen 07-08-2010
Corporal Jimmi Bøgebjerg Peteresen 07-08-2010
Lieutenant John Charles Sanderson 11-08-2010
Rifl eman Remand Kulung 12-08-2010
Sapper Darren Foster 13-08-2010
Sapper Ishwor Gurung 13-08-2010
Lance Corporal Jordan Dean Bancroft 21-08-2010
Lance Corporal Joseph McFarlane Pool 05-09- 2010
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Private Joseva Saqansgonedau Vatubua 01-01-2011
Private Samuel Enig 09-01-2011

…the more than 50 ANSF KIA

…the many CF/ANSF amputees
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Foreword 
When I fi rst started this project to put theory to the test in a real battlespace I had no idea of the 
profound impact it would have on my views of modern warfare. It was a wake-up call as to how the 
world has changed socially since my fi rst battlespace some 20 yrs ago –and how little the military 
has followed in terms of social organization. After returning home with some time for refl ection, 
I can say with complete conviction that we are still in a transition period where the technologi-
cal phase started in the early 90’s will now  be going over to an even more challenging social 
organization phase. Despite the reinvigoration of COIN thinking across western military sciences, 
there is still no military from any country in ISAF that could claim that they have the fi nal answer. 
I would therefore like to express my sincere gratitude and greatest respect to my Danish, UK, 
and US colleagues who worked with CF NES N/16th Air Assault Brigade, for their brilliant efforts 
to deal with the most absurdly complex battlespace I have ever experienced. I would especially 
like to thank the Danish Battlegroup Commanders Col. Lennie Fredskov, Lt. Col. Thomas Funch 
Pedersen, Maj. Christian Bach Byrholdt (S3), and Capt. Thomas Larsen (S2).  As the operational 
senior command element of the Danish Battle Group, they faced the tremendous challenges of 
having to fi eld the rippling edge effects of a NATO in transition in terms of technology, doctrine, 
and organization. In the midst of a battle they had to deal with organizational changes, synchro-
nize multi-national battle plans under constant pressure from a variety of actors, and implement 
both a developing Comprehensive Approach and a COIN doctrine. To add to this challenge they 
had to introduce Danish soldiers to ‘partnering en masse’ for the fi rst time. This meant that daily 
warfi ghting routines had to make time for the introduction of new technologies, the merging of 
systems, and the testing of new organizational procedures throughout the 6 months. This included 
the implementation of human terrain mapping (HTM), biometrics, battlespace forensics, new 
ISTAR assets, legal procedures, COICs, new CI procedures, regional ISAF command restructuring, 
constant ANSF coordination meetings, and managing an extremely dynamic political situation 
and major vote in Helmand. If this was not enough, these changes in themselves compounded 
the challenge by producing uncertainty up and down a range of hierarchies not only in Theatre 
but also at home, resulting in over 200 VIP visits during the 6 months. All of which were dealt 
with very professionally by Team 10. These ‘inside’ challenges were played out against the kinetic 
backdrop ‘outside of the wire’ of trying to reverse the negative effects of a static battlespace 
and a deadly insurgent IED network that had emerged from it over the previous year. They had to 
re-establish the freedom of movement for their own forces amongst insurgent infl uenced tribal 
communities determined to protect some the highest yielding poppy hectares in the world with 
their established international criminal organizations that stretched from Gereshk to Los Angeles. I 
have no doubt that Team 10 has earned its place in history as participating in the epicenter of new 
age warfare complexities, where they engaged a battlespace driven to the extremes of complexity 
by forces within and without. I can therefore bare witness that the leadership, the staff, and the 
professional soldiers of the DABG made a superhuman attempt to get it all right. It has been an 
honor to serve with the Danes of ISAF 10.  My deepest respect and great admiration should also 
be noted for members of the ANSF units such as the ATF - with whom I would go anywhere, and 
the 4th and 7th Commandos. Their courage, professionalism, and determination to fi ght for their 
own future create hope amongst the population, and for them, there is no respite after 6 months. 
I would also like to acknowledge the other NATO and US SF communities operating in Helmand, 
and for partnerships that provided the insight for many of the principles identifi ed in this paper. 
In Denmark I would like to thank my colleagues at the Royal Danish Defence College for sup-
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porting all initiatives in regard to the Kitae study, and ‘covering my back’ whilst away in Theatre. 
I would furthermore like to acknowledge the Danish Army Operational Command for their critical 
support in the preparation phase; the Danish Defence Command with their support and input 
in the preparation phase; and various members of the Danish Defence Intelligence community 
for extremely useful discussions and input before, during, and after the fi eld study. On the aca-
demic side I would like to acknowledge the inputs from various international venues and arenas, 
particularly guidance and feedback from the Pentagons’ Command & Control Research Program 
under Dr. Alberts; Defence Research and Development Canada and Keith Stewart; Maj. Pedro 
Fernandez at NATO School Oberammergau; the three time AFG vet Lt. Col Andrew Mackenzie of 
the NZ Defence; and fi nally Dr. David Phillips of the Tribal Analysis Centre, Washington D.C. for 
guidance and support in regards to tribal issues.

I have no words to adequately describe my appreciation and admiration for my wife and in-laws 
who together successfully ran the show on the home front for the second time in 3 years. Nor for 
daughters Ellen and Anna, who courageously watched their Dad fl y off to his 9th battlespace for 
a half-year, yet with the fi rst time understanding that not all who go to such places come home 
again. 
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It’s an Endeavor, Not a Force 2

Introduction
The objective of this research paper is to examine the construct of a military unit, that formally 
taking into consideration both the cognitive and physical dimensions of a complex battlespace. 
The framework of this paper is quite straightforward, in that it will examine a real unit put to-
gether in such a manner as to meet COIN challenges in Helmand, Afghanistan. It examines a 
“plug and play” example of unit construction to the meet both the physical and cognitive needs 
of a particular COIN environment in order to maximize affect. It is divided up into 5 sections; the 
fi rst is a short overview of the theoretical foundation to the understanding of a complex battle 
space. It is built around a presentation of the dynamics behind the cognitive dimension of the 
battlespace, including the role norms and identities can play in managing the assessment of ef-
fects. The second section, describes the analytical framework, which is a straight forward cases 
study built on participant observation and qualitative analysis. The third examines the construct 
of the unit with regards to the physical dimension of the complex battlespace, while the fourth 
section assesses the construct of the unit in meeting the needs from the cognitive dimension 
using constructivist concepts. The fi nal section will summarize the analysis in manner to identify 
some key take-a-ways in terms of building military units to engage complex battlespaces.

EBT Context
The methodological context of the military’s approach to planning in Upper Gereshk Valley (UGV), 
takes place within an Effects Based Approach to Operations (EBT)3 planning environment where 
knowledge is developed to generate desired effects and the actions executed to achieve them. 
As EBT has become the central guiding philosophy for military planning in a battlespace, the 
most important aspect for the application of knowledge in relation to the implementation of EBT 
is to ensure a “logical” relationship between end-state, objectives, effects, and actions.4 In this 
regard the EBT process constitutes a philosophy by which military units placed in a battlespace, 
will, through their organic construction, engage both the physical and cognitive dimensions of 
the battlespace through mere presence. Whether that effect is desired or not, is dependent on 
the construction of the unit, and its suitability in providing the rudimentary basis for supporting 
actions in manner that promote desired effects. Adopting EBT should force us to consider the how 
and why we construct units to operate in any particular battlespace to achieve the most effect. 
For example, there is no point is trying to promote the presence of GIRoA in rural areas of AFG, a 
desired effect, if there are no GIRoA faces built into the units engaging the rural population.

Complex Battlespace & COIN Environment
A complex battlespace is understood in this paper being asymmetric with both a cognitive and 
physical dimensions. It represented by the counter insurgency (COIN) environment consisting of 
the physical and human terrain referred to throughout the paper. In a COIN environment it is more 

(2) See Richard E. Hayes, 2007:145-176 for a discussion on the difference between force and endeavour.
(3) EBT should not be confused with the independent US military Effects Based Operations (EBO) that is much 
more targeting driven. See Mattis (2008); For philosophical foundation see Smith (2005, 2006); Nicholson 
(2006);Mitchell (2004); and a doctrinal interpretation , see NATO (2007). 
(4) Bi-Strategic Command Pre-Doctrinal Handbook (2007): 5-8 to 5-9; Smith (2006); Mitchell (2008)
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important to control the people rather than the terrain and key to understanding the depth of the 
INS, their FoM, and their infl uence amongst local nationals (LN). The participant observations 
for this study are taken from daily warfi ghting activities in one of the most violent areas of AFG, 
the Upper Gereshk Valley (UGV) in Helmand province within the area of responsibility belong-
ing to Task Force Helmand (TFH) and the Danish Battle Group (BG). The UGV is one of the most 
complex battlespaces5 in AFG due to the concentration of narcotics and the various competing 
forms of governance, known to TFH as the offi cial (GIRoA), the traditional  (tribal), the shadow 
(Quetta insurgence), and the dark (narcotics cartels). Furthermore coalition forces (CF) in paral-
lel to trying to establish a safe and secure environment in the environment, we also responsible 
for mentoring and supporting Afghan units. The end goal was to able to eventually turn over 
complete responsibility for the AO to Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF.) Therefore as part 
of this COIN environment were the processes of building up Afghan units that would operate in 
this environment to achieve the desired effects with the INS, and the LN. In this regard the ATF is 
one of many ANSF units, however the ATF more than many other ANSF units, were put together 
specifi cally to meet the challenges specifi c challenges of our COIN environment.

Part I: Theoretical Foundation
In line with the other Kitae papers, the meta-theoretical foundation is based on a complimen-
tary understanding and application of a rationalism that recognizes both the material/effi ciency 
and conventional constructivist contributions to sense-making. However on a meta-theoretical 
level this paper will focus on the role intersubjectivity plays, through a functional understand-
ing of norms and identities, in providing the basis logic for the construction of a military unit in 
a COIN environment to exploit the intersubjective constructivist dynamic to effects advantage.6 
Intersubjectivity suggests that ‘social facts’ can act as the objects of analysis emerging from the 
interaction between the cognitive and the physical dimensions of the battespace.7 There are two 
cognitive concepts of interest in for the assessment of the construction of the ATF, the fi rst is 
identity and the second is norms. 

Identity
Identities are understood here as having three accepted functions in a society. They tell you who 
you are, who others are, and others who you are.8 Identities are necessary in social environment 
to maintain a minimum level of predictability or stability.9 Therefore a military unit, as a socially 
organized unit, has an identity as a unit in the battlespace and its identity implies it has its own 
preferences and consequent actions within the system of systems10 that make up that battlespace 

(5) For methodological foundation see Johnson & Levis (1988, 1989); Alberts & Czerwinski (1997); For bat-
tlespace defi nitions see Smith(2006); Mitchell (2008, 2009; 2010)
(6) See Herotin (2004) for a more detailed discussion of the ontological foundation for constructivism in the mod-
ern battlespace.
(7) Mitchell 2004, 2009-Adler 1997: 327-328) A concept developed from earlier work of Deutsch (1957). 
(8) This defi nition that provides in itself a framework for qualitative data management can be is supported by 
Tajfel (1981):255; as well as later by Ted Hopf 1998:175.
(9) Ted Hopf therefore adopted Tojfel’s cognitive defi nition. These three aspects of identity, made the concept 
more manageable within IR when examining the behaviours of states. The same understanding is adopted in this 
study to provide a functional approach to the identifi cation of normative behaviours.  
(10) (Katzenstein 1996b).
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Thus identity is a functional concept relative to EBT methodology that can contribute to the evalu-
ation of effects the enemy or your own unit in a complex battlespace.

Norms
Norms are also viewed by conventional constructivists as a functional concept intimately related 
to identity and can generally be defi ned as the ‘shared’ understandings of standards for behavior. 
Three characteristics of this defi nition can be referenced specifi cally to setting limitations on the 
application of intersubjectivity within the subjective context, thus making it available to an RCT 
governed instrumental evaluation of the effects of a military unit in a battlespace.  

The fi rst is that norms are embedded in webs of pre-existing meta-norms. This allows for the 
establishment of a fi xed understanding of systemic infl uence within the relevant system of social 
exchange (such as the COIN environment of Helmand valley.) The second is that these norms 
change through the infl uence of various actors within a battlespace. This allows for the estab-
lishment of fi xed understandings where it concerns the perceived behaviors of the unit within 
its operating environment. Finally, and very important to the conceptual linkage of norms to EBT 
driven assessment, is that norms defi ne interests and identities.11 

Essentially these two concepts will drive the EBT assessment of the ATFs’ ability to promote de-
sired effects in the cognitive dimension of the COIN environment in Helmand valley. 

Part II: Analytical Framework
It is a simple case study analysis that examines how the construction of the ATF refl ects an ac-
knowledgement of both the cognitive and physical domains of the COIN environment in order to 
provide the rudimentary basis for desired effects. It does so by defi ning the COIN environment 
in which it must operate in terms of material/effi ciency and normative perspectives, and then 
refl ecting on the actual construction of the ATF. A qualitative assessment of the actual effect in 
the fi eld will supplement the construction discussion throughout the assessment, drawing on 
actual anecdotes from the fi eld. Section 3 deals exclusively with the physical domain through a 
qualitative assessment of how the ATF is constructed to meet the material/effi ciency requirements 
of the kinetic environment in which they must operate. This includes some discussion of the role 
of ‘plug and play’ specialists to augment the warfi ghting capacities of the ATF. It also includes 
discussion of some generic tactics, training, and procedures (TTPs). It is here the ability of the 
ATF to handle the “red terrain” and the kinetic capacities of the INS will be examined. 

Referencing the cognitive domain, section 4 tackles the normative concerns which are assessed 
in light of the ATF construction for engagement in a COIN environment. It is here the some of the 
non-military dimensions of PMESII allow us to see how it is possible to construct units based 
on the synchronization of desired effects in a multi-dimensional battlespace. It is also here that 
the role of cognitive concepts norms and identity, are illustrated as mechanical parts of the ATF 
construction that serve a concrete purpose with regards to desired effects. Based on both assess-
ments the conclusion will draw some general principles concerning unit construction for complex 
environments in order to maximize effect and refl ect on the ‘plug and play’ approach.

(11) See Klotz 1995:19-20; Katzenstein 1996: 33-75.
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General PMESII for our AO
The AO is overwhelmingly rural in character with many migrant farm workers on rented land. It 
was devoid of any interest from or in district, provincial or national governance. Authority in the 
areas came from the Mullahs, the local landowners (Maliks), the irrigation managers (Mirabs), the 
local INS commander, or in some cases the family elders. It was also an area that people were 
very hesitant to identify themselves, or others, as people of authority for their area. In terms of 
governance, most of the areas were reliant on the INS for local confl ict resolution, for example 
demarcation of fi elds, simply because there was no other type of governance available due to 
the absence of both offi cial and tribal political structures. 

Map 1.0 PMESII

The military dimension refl ected the long absence of both ANSF and coalition forces (CF). The INS 
moved through the LN population with impunity and rely through varying degrees on persuasion 
and coercion of the LN for logistic support in the form of food and shelter, as well as access to both 
arms and explosives caches. They operate in cells numbering up to 4-7 persons that can remain 
static in the area for periods of time; however their FoM often brought them across several AOs. 
They rely on improvised explosive devices (IEDs) as the main weapon for holding CF away from 
the LN, supported by small arms that are rarely carried around in the open unless they are in 
the process of organizing an attack on ANSF/CF. It also possible that heavier weapons such as a 
mortar or heavy machine gun might be brought into an area for specifi c purpose, and are usually 
mobile across several AOs. Once brought out for work, they take a great risk in being discovered 
and destroyed. So the INS used them sparingly. INS actions primarily consisted of IED seeding and 
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small arms fi re (SAF) to harass through ambushes of short duration, after which they shed their 
weapons and immerse into the LN population. LN sometime will assist INS by hiding weapons 
under haystacks or in buildings however their usual course of action was to get their family out 
of the area until the contact was over.

Photo 1.0 INS Weapons

Where it concerned the economic dimension, the local economy was based on the agricultural 
produce of the areas, which for the most part was poppy, corn, hash, and wheat. The produce 
would be sold or delivered to a number of dispersed rural markets of collection points for transport 
to the urban centers.  Therefore, in terms of local economy, it usually refl ected the agricultural 
cycles of the area. As much of the land was rented, the majority of those working the fi elds had 
very little money, even after the produce was sold. Where it concerns poppy and narcotics, the 
farmers were those in the narcotics production chain who made the least.

The social dimension of the majority of the AO refl ected an absence of governance.  There was a 
high level of tribal diversity amongst the migrant farm workers, and this added to the absence of 
the government in the area, and made the area ripe for INS infl uence and ‘shadow’ governance. 
Some areas had no other choice than to ask the INS to come into their areas to help resolve 
inter-village/collective confl icts. In many areas, the Maliks, Mirabs, and Mullahs, were only visitors 
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passing through every so often, so confl ict resolution was one area where the INS could justify 
their tax rates on agricultural produce. The majority of LN in this AO could not read or write and 
the general education level extremely low. This was also refl ected in the amount of children that 
did not go to school but instead worked the fi elds with their families.

The INS walk a fi ne line between infl uencing and intimidating the LN in the AO. The INS can be 
heard on radio regularly informing fi ghters not to fi re whilst LN are in the area, and to protect 
property. On occasion when they are frustrated they will ignore that order. They will not fi re at 
ANA in the urban environment, knowing only ISAF pay compensation to LN for damage sustained 
in a fi refi ght.

In terms of the topography and infrastructure, the areas of operation were primarily rural within 
the “green zone” with a high degree of seasonally dependent vegetation that affected FoM as well 
as line of sight for small unit maneuvers depending on the season. Small farming collectives, or 
villages, were scattered throughout the area of operations, connected by system of small roads 
and time worn footpaths. Throughout the AO a complex system of irrigation canals fed the fi elds 
and the villages with water from the Helmand River. Some of the collectives had generators for 
electricity; there were very few schools though almost every collective had a Mosque that often 
doubled as a school when the Mullah was passing through. Properly built bridges across canals 
were very uncommon; however there were all sorts of make-shift canal and river crossings – from 
fallen trees, to old pipes thrown down. Sewage and sanitation was based on access to the river, 
canals, or wells. 

Photo 2.0 Small Roads & Paths



16

The only form of local information is radio and only very few members of the community have 
access to it. Literacy rates are close to zero in the area so the LN are very dependent on the 
Mosques and their characteristic speakers for mass information delivery. The use of the mobile 
phones however, is widespread throughout the area but subject to daylight hours because of mast 
restrictions during the night. However GSM is the most effective communication for INS, and in 
this regard they have a tremendous advantage over CF.

Battlespace Narrative & Commanders Intent
The military situation on our arrival was static, fi xed coalition forces positions had be surrounded 
by IED belts separating the them from the Local Nationals.  INS had both a physical and psy-
chological infl uence capacity that extended throughout the upper GSK valley with several key 
nodes of INS C2 in key locations that project of infl uence and kinetic activity. There were three 
challenges put forward for our AO, the fi rst was to break the IED belts and re-establish suffi cient 
FoM as to be able to come in contact with the LN.   The INS had invested heavily in perfecting a 
multi-layered system of IED networks based on establishing short & long-term caches ranged to 
target seeding areas for convenience (30-300m/200-1000m), and larger IED production and 
storage facilities ranged to target seeding areas for security (2-2Okm). The objective appears 
was to continue to fi x our forces either in bases or limit our FoM to perform infl uence operations 
in conjunction with GIRoA. The INS IED system is designed to disrupt and block landlines only, 
as is completely dependent on successful seeding techniques by quantity or quality to stress, or 
overwhelm, our counter IED capacities. This situation has developed over the past year where 
units have prioritized force protection of fi xed bases, and because of the INS IED strategy had 
obtained FoM dominance and with it the initiative in terms of both kinetics and infl uence. If we 
were to engage a COIN driven battlespace we had to regain FoM, get in contact with the local 
population, begin to map the dynamics of the local population in order to produce a coherent 
infl uence plan. At the same time we were tasked with increased partnering with AFG forces in 
order to work towards eventually handing over complete responsibility for security to them. This 
required both basic military training as well as training in military planning. Finally, in line with 
COIN principles and Commanders Intent we had to try and maximize the AFG face interacting 
with the local population. 

The strategic objective for the BG during this period was to promote the infl uence of the govern-
ment throughout one of the most violent and complex battlespaces areas of AFG, by human 
terrain mapping (HTM) and facilitating the engagement of local government offi cials with the lo-
cal population. However the INS IED networks had become very effi cient over the previous year 
because of a static approach to the battlespace that focused on protecting fi xed patrol bases, and 
avoiding IEDs. This resulted in INS IED networks becoming extremely effi cient in the production, 
distribution, and placing of IEDs around fi xed coalition forces (CF) positions. The CF freedom of 
movement (FoM), especially in the minds of the soldiers, had become extremely limited.
If the BG wanted to be able to engage and infl uence the LN, our FoM in the battlespace would 
have to be re-established. Attacking the INS network and conducting HTM would have to take fi rst 
priority. It would be necessary to degrade the INS network to establish access to the LN.

The Commanders intent for the 6 months was to re-gain CF FoM in order to access the 
local population for human terrain mapping, and to set the foundation for expanding 

GIRoA infl uence.
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For periods during the early fall of 2010, the BG conducted joint operations with the ATF, with the 
purpose of establishing contact with LN, degrading the INS C2 structure amongst the LN, and 
facilitating GIRoA access to INS dominated areas. In short these operations proved to be great 
success in terms of effects produced. In the course of just one week for example, several INS 
dominated areas were infi ltrated by night, over 80 compounds, 15 mosques were searched, over 
12 shuras held, and 3 government visits facilitated. Several INS were killed or detained, and over 
40 persons of interest were registered, HTM or ‘white terrain’ intelligence was collected on vari-
ous issues such as landownership, pattern of life, tribal and family structures, local key leaders, 
as well as economic variables.

Map 2.0 ATF in the Green Zone

Part III: The Physical Domain
Being able to manage the kinetic elements in physical domain is a pre-requisite for being able to 
operate with the non-kinetic aspects of a COIN environment. Therefore any unit constructed to 
do so, must identify the kinetic challenges relative the battlespace in which they have to operate. 
It is here that traditional time & space (TTS) approaches encompassing the material/effi ciency 
concerns are set in motion to help identify the challenges that the unit will face. These consider-
ations must also be measured within the context of EBT, as it is one thing to be able to maintain 
a presence, however challenges within the physical domain must also be met in manner to insure 
there is a capacity for generating the desired effect. It simply cannot be just about force protection 
and surviving a visit to an INS dominated area. Therefore along with the TTS challenges come 
the material/effi ciency concerns relative to the desired effect that are partially based on the INS 
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ORBAT. The following list presents the kinetic challenges posed by the INS TTPs, and is notably 
generic to many insurgencies in a population centric COIN environment. 

Key Material/Effi ciency -TTS Challenges 

INS ORBATs.
The INS primarily operate in networked cells numbering up to 4-7 persons that can remain static 
in the area for several months or break-up and move throughout several AOs as needed. They 
rely on IED training to support their keystone strategy of using IEDs. They use SAF for generally 
harassing CF units in very short engagements. Their C2 structure resembles a fl exible network 
of different functions, where specifi c operations can see a different INS indicated as having 
leadership responsibility. This C2 dynamic diminishes the longer one moves up to more strategic 
leadership positions offi cially representing the Taliban (Quetta shura), however this does not mean 
that strategic direction is always followed on the ground. The networked nature of INS ORBATs can 
best be seen in the manner at which weapon specialists are moved about, including IED makers, 
mortar, or heavy machine gunners. These specialists might be brought into an area for specifi c 
purpose, but are usually mobile across several AOs. In our general AO INS lacked the capability 
of conventionally organizing units with corresponding logistics of any size, and where therefore 
restricted to ‘hit and run’ or ‘shoot and scoot’ type operations. 

The ATF Construct:
The ATF units work in a diminished company size or less depending on the mission at hand. 
Furthermore their unit may be broken up into several smaller maneuver units depending on the 
mission. This maintains a force ratio that is more than suffi cient for dealing with the largest INS 
cell, even if it does manage to assemble in a fi xed position. The general coordination of the dif-
ferent maneuver groups is generally conducted through a HQ group however the main purpose 
of the HQ group is to manage the incorporation of supporting assets such as fi res and close air 
support. Individual units are able to react to the situation on the ground in terms taking action to 
out-maneuver individual or grouped INS. For example, target searches can be changed on the fl y 
to match atmospherics seen on the ground at their moment of entry into an area. So essentially 
where it concerns, C2 structures, the INS loose networked advantage has been diminished by 
suffi ciently high level of networked maneuver groups, supported by more structure C2 in the 
command HQ to manage extra intelligence or fi re support assets.  The planning C2 fl exibility of 
this approach is best seen in the very fl exible process of timings surrounding planning briefi ngs 
that can be held a few minutes before the start of the mission in the sand in front of a truck’s 
headlights. For many westerners it takes awhile to get used to, however it has proven very effect 
in exploiting intelligence before timeliness becomes an issue, and severely reduces operational 
security (OPSEC) concerns attached to a prolonged CF planning process. If you do not know where 
you are going until minutes before going there reduces the chances that the loose network of 
the INS can react.
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Photo 3.0 Morning Light Photo 4.0 Odd Trails  

Early Warning and INS Intelligence. 
Without access to advanced ISTAR12 technology as a capacity for supporting intelligence led op-
erations INS instead focused exclusively on exploiting their superior access to the LN population 
for generating intelligence. The local insurgency makes very effective use of the well documented 
INS reconnaissance screens (also known as ‘dicking’ screens) combined with effective short 
range integrated communications (ICOM) based on repeater stations to minimize our ability to 
triangulate supplemented by mobile phones, smoke signals, fl ags, hand signals and mirrors. 
The reconnaissance screen may involve seasoned INS, or LN through young children, family, or 
friends, who are not necessarily active INS. This sets a challenge for any unit not from the AO to 
learn and recognize when this INS intelligence apparatus is active as an early warning system 
that can indicate INS presence, and or intentions.

Photo 5.0 INS Recce?

(12) ISTAR stands for Intelligence, Surveillance, Acquisition, Tracking, Reconnaissance and includes both human 
and technological capacities.
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The ATF Construct:
In order to fully exploit the INS use of ICOM and GSM, the natural ATF language capacity and 
cultural ability has been married to CF technologies for signals intelligence (SIGINT). It does so 
without the fi lter of an interpreter, as the fi ghting members of the ATF can speak the local language. 
Furthermore, other more rudimentary forms of INS communication requiring physical actions are 
much easily spotted by the ATF than conventional CF forces. This includes the use of children to 
run messages, or the use of signals such as fl ags, so the natural ability of the ATF to identify an 
INS presence or intentions is only augmented by CF technology. From an effectiveness perspective, 
this arrangement allows the INS superiority in their home environment to be severely reduced or 
nullifi ed. For example,  an ATF soldier identifi es a child with a mobile phone conducting reconnais-
sance much easier the CF soldiers, he then confi scates the phone, immediately recuperates any 
actionable intelligence from the phone - upon which they can act then and there. Conventional 
CF force might not notice the child, and even if they did and confi scated the phone, generally 
do not have the capacity to go through it on site and must be sent back to specialists, losing all 
actionable intelligence for area where they already are physically present.  

INS and IED’s. 
The INS primary tactic in our AO was to use various types of IEDs to frustrate CF attempts to 
come in contact with the LN in order to promote the legitimacy of GIRoA.  INS had invested heav-
ily in perfecting a multi-layered system of IED networks based on establishing short & long-term 
caches ranged to target seeding areas for convenience around static CF positions. The goal is 
to restrict CF FoM to engage LN. Due to CF ‘force protection’ concerns and the use of armored 
vehicles along established roads, as well as a general tendency for CF conventional forces to 
restrict foot patrols to daylight operations to maximize their ability to see ground signs, this INS 
strategy worked quite well. It also allowed the INS to treat static base locations as choke points 
ideal for IED seeding, while daylight patrols allowed INS to identify commonly used access routes 
for CF, ideal for planning IED ambushes or SAF attacks.

The ATF Construct. 
The mantra of the ATF was “fi nd, feel, and understand” and they focused on countering INS tac-
tics for limiting access to the LN. This including extensive use of foot patrols lasting up to several 
days, where the majority of access maneuvering was conducted at night with a simple rule, do 
not go over the same ground twice. By moving at night, focusing on route selection often with 
very diffi cult routes such as makeshift canal crossings, as well as pushing out from very odd start 
points, often many extra kilometers away from the end point, it nullifi ed the INS ability to establish 
choke or ambush points. These tactics were further supported with CF technology, night vision 
equipment, and counter-IED technologies in the hands of attached specialists, as well as CF dogs 
trained to fi nd IEDs or conduct searches for weapons. This increased the speed at which the ATF 
arrived into an area where shuras would be held to conduct HTM in the early morning, denying 
the INS the ability to predict movement and apply their IED strategy. 
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Photo 6.0 Dogs & FoM

Common INS SAF TTPs. 
The INS relies primarily on short engagements with small arms to delay CF operations on the 
ground. They do this primarily by compensating for his lack of fi repower and numbers by conduct-
ing omni-directional shooting at CF fi xed positions or patrols being tracked while they are static 
(holding a pause for example.) Though the engagements are usually very short, the INS does have 
to use some time in organizing these short attacks and fi nd it diffi cult to do so when they cannot 
track all independent units in the vicinity. Often automatic fi re will be used to generate initial 
confusion and/or conceal a sharp shooting effort, or is combined with a remotely detonated IED 
of some sort. There is usually no follow through after the fi rst minute, and INS are already in the 
process of dumping weapons and suspicious equipment, then blending in with the LN. They are 
however quite capable of adapting quickly to targets of opportunity, this could be rear units of 
withdrawing CF forces, or CF units they deem to be suffi ciently isolated to risk a short harassment 
attack. INS combines these “shoot & scoot” tactics with their effective use of a reconnaissance 
screen that may include LN. 
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The ATF Construct.  
The exploitation of the night for FoM where it concerns the INS IEDs also undermined the INS 
TTPs where it concerned the use of SAF. The loss of daylight observation, took away their ability 
to plan and coordinate, and there was no question of them competing with western night vision 
technology.  On numerous occasions one could hear the confusion of the INS when the sun rose 
and the ATF were already calling LN out to a shura. Furthermore, in terms of pure kinetic exchanges 
in the daylight, the constant mobility of the sub-maneuver groups denied the INS the complete 
situational awareness they desired to organize themselves. Attempts to do so were too late and 
usually backfi red giving away their reconnaissance screen as it tried to establish itself. The ATF 
had a traditional mix of light weapons and expertise with them, including enough ammunition 
for sustained fi re and maneuver. The INS when taken by surprise had to coordinate and move 
people to caches or call in specialists, their ammunition supplies where built on a principle of very 
short engagements and harassment fi res. Often the INS, on realizing that the ATF were already 
in amongst the LN, would simply say it’s too late. Added to the maneuverability and rudimentary 
fi res of the ATF maneuver groups, were western air support and ISTAR capacities and technologies 
to be used if ever things became too static anyway. So from a TTS perspective, the ATF construct 
took into account the physical capabilities of the INS and outmatched them through adept TTS 
considerations of their own, supported by western capacities.

Table 1.0 INS TTS Challenges vs.  ATF Construct

Challenges Physical Domain ATF Construct Solutions
The INS FoM through loose net-
worked cells, and fl exible C2. 

Effect minimized by using fl exible network construction 
of different sized maneuver groups with fl exible C2 with 
regards to maneuver authority supplemented by CF C2 
for force-multiplying capacities. 

The INS advantage in early warning 
and operational fi eld intelligence.

Use of out of better educated out of area Afghan sol-
diers to minimize or exploit the INS reconnaissance and 
communications network through their own cultural 
awareness supplemented by CF ISTAR technology and 
specialists.

The INS IED strategy. Adaption of TTPs that standardize night maneuver over 
diffi cult terrain combined with CF night vision and ISTAR 
technology, as well as sniffer dogs.

The INS SAF strategy. Adaption of TTPs that standardize night maneuver to ob-
jectives, suffi cient rudimentary fi repower, supplemented 
by CF fi res and specialists. 

Part IV: The Cognitive Domain
The INS Operational Environment. 
Lacking the technology and fi repower for direct confrontation between fi xed pieces, they rely 
heavily on their natural advantage, their FoM amongst the LN.  INS can “go to ground” when the 
CF units are actively searching for them. Even though some of the INS might not be indigenous 
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to the specifi c local area they exploit their cultural affi liation to the Pashtunwali13 code, tribal af-
fi liation, or Islam, to justify taking provisions, money, temporary bed down locations, establishing 
weapons/explosives caches, and meeting locations. In some AOs this exploitation can be very 
systematic with formal procedures and arrangements for the deliverance of goods and funds/
taxes through the local key leaders such as tribal elders, Maliks, Mirabs, or Mullahs. It is in effect 
what makes the environment very challenging for any non-indigenous unit to operate in, if they are 
not capable of operating amongst the LN and understanding these dynamics. However, they must 
not be so local as to carry with them a signifi cant amount of “baggage” that would expose them 
to corruption or damage their ability to be effective because of a history of relations in their AO.

The ATF Construct: 
The ATF is completely Afghan and its members are selected based on their education, language, 
and physical skills. Its standards in this regard are higher than the normal ANSF member, and 
this also means they receive a higher pay, however though most them come from an area outside 
of their specifi c AO. Therefore the right balance is struck between local knowledge of the norms 
because of the higher levels of education where they actually study about the cultural nuances 
between them and their countrymen, and not too much political baggage inherited like many of 
the local ANSF. Many of them can speak both national languages suffi ciently to communicate 
with most of LN.

Photo 7.0 Pros

(13) The Pashtunwali is a non-written ethical code and traditional lifestyle which the Pashtun peoples of Afghani-
stan and Pakistan follow to varying degrees.
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The INS Infl uence. 
With greater FoM among the LN, the INS sought to drive a cultural wedge between the LN and 
the CF. The mere presence of CF, allowed the INS to highlight cultural differences between the LN 
and CF whilst suppressing commonalities in terms of desired development.  When the INS did not 
achieve this by soft means he resorts to straight forward intimidation. This has taken the form of 
verbal warnings, beatings, stabbings, arrest and detention, and threats of murder. Like CF they 
often target LN key leaders as infl uence targets. Though the limits as to lengths local INS will go 
to vary, they were always ready to push the idea that the CF, as foreigners, were infi dels with no 
respect for Islam or the Pashtunwali. Many of these opportunities were produced by mistakes of 
our troops in the fi eld, not just when it came to the military activities, but a simply CF failure to 
invite the right people to a shura could be used as ammunition in their infl uence campaign.

The ATF Construct. 
Both in terms of identity and norms, the inherent construction of the ATF nullifi ed many of the 
advantages the INS had in terms of infl uence. As the ATF members were lead on searches for 
example, removed a great deal of these opportunities for ‘softer’ type INS infl uence operations. 
Furthermore, the leadership of the ATF on these issues with CF weapons and intelligence special-
ists playing a ‘backseat’, also impressed on LN that not all CF were disrespectful of the Pashtu 
traditions.  This inherent cultural advantage was then married to CF infl uence operations that saw 
material support such as radios and illustrative posters concerning IEDs pushed out through the 
ATF and distributed. When it came to tribal custom, due to the ATF identity and norms, was well 
of aware of who should be invited, and who should sit where at a shura. 

Photo 8.0 Key Leaders Photo 9.0 Taking a Back Seat Photo 10.0 Afghan Face

INS Intelligence Dominance. 
As dictated by the requirements of a COIN environment and a PMESII framework, intelligence 
to help guide planners must come from all dimensions of the AO.  The main INS challenge in 
this regard in our AO was their effective use of IEDs to physically keep conventional units from 
engaging the LN. Without this access, there would be very little intelligence on the INS or the LN. 
However, even when CF did gain access there was very little intelligence to be gained as LN were 
generally not happy with discussing either the INS or their economy with foreigners. These were 
for the most part rural Pashtu with a lot of traditions that we did not understand and that included 
how to carry a conversation. There was very little trust and the vast majority of LN in our area we 
unwilling to provide information. Furthermore, our lack of cultural awareness made it extremely 
easy for them relay inaccurate information, this point was exploited by INS counter-intelligence. 
On many occasions it was later learned that INS had been sitting and even steering meetings with 
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CF. Therefore the INS, because of the natural cultural awareness, and long time knowledge on the 
LN, had a clear intelligence advantage when it came to frustrating CF attempts at understanding 
them. CF often missed indicators from LN concerning INS present in the area, even at CF shuras, 
as well as inadvertently pushed LN sitting on the fence closer to the INS.

Photo 11.0 Afghan J2 Photo 12.0 Who Sits Where Photo 13.0 Mutual Respect

The ATF Construct:
All activities that interacted with the LN carried out by the ATF had a distinct Afghan face of course. 
The ATF take the lead on the soft and hard knocks; they take the lead at the shura, and the take 
the interactive lead throughout the security perimeter for the shura.  Mentors & specialists take 
a back seat when it comes to interaction with the locals. Furthermore there is a sense of profes-
sionalism surrounding the ATF that reassured the LN very quickly and gets them to be more open 
in terms of conversation. This could be due to the fact that the conversation is not broken by a 
translator. A second key point in creating the proper environment for an effective intelligence 
shura was the fact that there should be sitting more Afghans at the shura than ISAF, it reinforced 
the AFG identity of the shura.

However there was one “plug and play”  addition to the ATF the really gave the ATF a tremendous 
advantage as an intelligence collection tool. It was having a fully western trained Afghan military 
intelligence offi cer (J2) carry the shuras in Pashto and writing down responses. It seemed to create 
the atmosphere for a more natural development of the conversation. It also seemed to generate a 
self-perpetuating interest in the shura amongst the LN.  Throughout the shura it was easy to ask 
different types of questions to the participants, and exploit the easy atmosphere developed by the 
J2, when compared to a typical CF patrol, usually have two non-afghan CF personnel managing 
the conversation through interpreters. The ATF provided a complete Afghan face to the shuras and 
this made a big difference with regards to the interaction between Afghans, especially where it 
concerned sensitive topics such as the poppy industry or the INS. The LN seemed more engaged 
in the process. There were many examples from the 12 shuras conducted where I was surprised 
about how easily they discussed the activities of the local INS. This included the daily routines of 
INS patrols, their taxing methods, their AOs, their HQs, their fi ring points, their IED seeding activi-
ties, recruitment policies, BDLs, names, villages, mosques they attend, timings on attendance, 
and the list could go on and on.  All this has more value than meets the eye, especially if, when 
managed properly, it provided an excellent resource for source evaluation and collation by cross-
checking previous reporting. An example from one of the shuras was the unsolicited reporting 
to the ATF of a LN that there was an INS who would fi re a single shot rifl e at a checkpoint every 
so often. This unsolicited observation was used to confi rm earlier reporting from other sources. 
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There was also the opportunity to compare our contextual PMESII understanding built up from 
incoming reports the reality described by the LN on the ground.

Table 2.0 Cognitive INS Challenges vs. ATF Construct

Challenges Cognitive Domain ATF Construct Solutions
The INS advantage over CF in the operational 
environment due to common identity and 
shared norms with the LN.

Nullifi ed this advantage as the ATF also had 
a common identity and norms with LN, but 
minus the local historical baggage. 

The INS advantage over CF in terms of infl u-
ence because of their access to LN areas, and 
complete familiarity with their norms.

Nullifi ed the INS advantage and received 
force-multiplier in terms of CF info campaign 
support in terms of material and messaging 
expertise.

INS intelligence dominance in the battlespace 
due their identity and inherent norms found it 
easier to exploit LN for intelligence purposes.

The ATF nullifi ed this advantage and provided 
an intelligence production force multiplier for 
CF by integrating a CF trained Afghan J2 with 
analytical support at ATF.

Summary
The purpose of the paper was not specifi cally to advocate one certain type of unit over another 
in AFG, but to identify some possible generic lessons in the process surrounding unit construc-
tion within the context of “plug and play” principles and effects synchronization. In should be no 
great leap of logic to say that if we believe a complex battlespace consists of both a physical and 
cognitive dimensions that are inter-subjective in nature, then units designed to operate in such 
an environment should also refl ect this complex relationship in its construction.

The ATF illustrated that at the very edge of a large military organization, a thoughtful process 
evaluating the role of every individual in terms of ability to produce desired effects in both the 
physical and cognitive dimensions can be applied.  In terms of the physical dimension, the ATF 
trained for the physical challenges it would face in their operating environment, supported by 
an augmentation of the unit with CF specialists, whether ISTAR, forward air controllers, or dog 
handlers. All of these elements were added as a result of the physical challenges.

The tactics chosen by INS could be countered no matter what ethnic background you had. 
Therefore deciding what you need for the environment should take both the physical and cogni-
tive dimensions into account. However ‘plug & play’ does not always work within the traditional 
processes of existing military organization due to inherent traditions and processes, and merits 
further research of how we can organize to facilitate ‘the plug & play’ principle and not frustrate 
it. Where the ATF was not hemmed by traditional routines of acquiring assets, CF units were. The 
dogs were a perfect example, despite the great FoM advantage they gave units with regard to 
IEDs, coupled with their search value for compounds , their use was not wide spread among  the 
conventional forces CF. In one case only 2 dogs for a whole BG. As a simple requirement of the 
ATF being operational as a maneuver unit – they required at least 1 dog for less than company. 
Therefore when one applies a ´plug and play’ approach, correctly identifying any one element, 
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no matter how small or untraditional, that provides a large effect, should be able to reach an 
equivalent priority. In terms of effect, I would have traded our tanks for dogs. 

The other key aspect that this case study has highlighted through is the role of synchronization. 
By understanding the different requirements of both the cognitive and physical dimensions of 
the complex battlespace, it is possible to synchronize the construction of a unit to maximize 
its rudimentary effect in a given battlespace. This also should be no surprise as discussion on 
synchronizing kinetic and non-kinetic actions has been around for quite awhile, the key to funda-
mentally supporting that synchronization lies in the unit construct.

Moreover even the actual construction of the ATF is synchronized with CF strategic planning where 
it concerns partnering. The mentoring of the ATF occurs at all levels within the unit including plan-
ning operations and specialist training, it is estimated  that right now it is approximately 50/50 
however the goal is that it will be 40/60 by the end of 2011. 

Photo 14.0 Partnering

The ATF was a game changer in a way that cannot be described completely in this paper, it not 
only changed the fortunes of CF in our AO, it changed the fortunes of GIRoA with the LN through 
their professionalism.  Therefore this process of unit construction under ‘plug & play’ framework 
should be subject to effects analysis, and this of course will dependent on the environment into 
which the unit must act. This is another argument that traditional military organization, where it 
concerns the construction of units, must learn to facilitate this ‘plug & play” process by adopting 
a fl exible doctrine of unit formation at home.14 This of course will be a great challenge to tradi-
tional organization. However this paper illustrates that there is an evaluative framework available, 
though it needs further development, that can help ensure the unit is constructed to maximize 
effect in both the physical and cognitive dimensions of a battlespace. 

(14) See Atkinson & Moffat (2005) for a detailed discussion on organizational agility.
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