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About


The Australian Army Oral History Section


The Australian Army History Unit’s Oral History Section collects and analyses the recollections of serving and former officers and soldiers concerning significant Army events, particularly operations. The Oral History Section then compiles, collates and stores this information for access by researchers and commanders, providing them the means to reflect on the past as they consider the Army’s future. The Oral History Section is located at Campbell Park Offices in Canberra.




Introduction


THE IMPORTANCE OF PRINCIPLES


The role of doctrine in military training can be misunderstood because doctrine itself serves two distinct purposes. Doctrine associated with weapons training and employment often assumes the form of an order, offering a simple course of action with no alternative. Other forms of doctrine shape and educate the minds of soldiers as they progress through their training and careers. The Army’s philosophical doctrinal publication, The Fundamentals of Land Warfare, (MLW 1) is employed in precisely that role. Below MLW 1, the Land Warfare Doctrine Operations series provides statements of endorsed warfighting principles that guide the use of armed force in military operations in support of strategic objectives.


Principles form an important element of doctrine because they characterise different operational activities: they describe what makes one type of operation distinct from others. Principles also provide the means to communicate experience and to analyse, debate and critique operations, sometimes in advance, more often in retrospect.


For these reasons, principles are important elements of doctrine in many advanced military organisations. In the Australian Defence Force’s principal doctrine publication, ADDP – D, The Foundations of Australian Military Doctrine, principles derived from experience and analysis provide the foundation for the study of armed conflict. Other armies use principles in a similar fashion. For example, the US Army’s Doctrine for Joint Operations explains that ‘the principles of war guide warfighting at the strategic, operational, and tactical levels. They are the enduring bedrock of US military doctrine.’ Precisely which principles are considered important by an army can provide clues to its operational ‘style’ and what it regards as important in achieving victory.


Yet principles can also be difficult to understand. They are abstract and often lack a specific context. And, despite their importance, principles that prove irrelevant or contradictory to the conduct of a specific operation will be simply ignored.


The abstract nature of doctrinal principles is one of the reasons the Australian Army History Unit (AAHU) commissioned this study and ultimately produced this book. Australian soldiers are keen to learn and often learn best from the experience of others. Yet there is more to learning about operations than listening to yarns. While informative and even entertaining, unstructured learning can overlook important detail or favour a particular and narrow viewpoint. Learning is far too important to be left to the whim of a storyteller.


However, the extraordinarily high tempo of the modern operational environment dictates that some learning must be rapid and accomplished in what is referred to as a ‘short learning loop’. For example, information concerning the operational environment must be passed between contingents as they rotate. Other learning can occur within a less constricted time-frame. Indeed, collective thinking actually needs time to mature as evidence mounts in support of, or against, a particular mode of operation. For these reasons, the Australian Army exploits ‘lessons’ from past operations to influence the development of today’s tactics, techniques and procedures (TTP), and doctrine in the medium and long ‘learning loops’ (see Appendix 1).
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The ‘short learning loop’: Commanding Officer RTF4, Lieutenant Colonel Stuart Yeaman (left) briefs his successor, Lieutenant Colonel Shane Gabriel on the operational environment, October 2008.


The experiences and views of soldiers and officers can assist the Army across all four learning loops and bring to life the guidance contained in the Army’s doctrine manuals. Such experiences and opinions are best gathered through interviews which pose direct questions about these experiences. The consequent benefits are multiplied when numerous interviewees are consulted, and the data collected is applied to challenges currently confronting the Army. Oral history is a technique that has proven highly successful in achieving these ends.


THE STUDY’S AIM AND METHODS


This study uses oral history as a primary source to describe the principles of counterinsurgency operations in order to assist the Army to adapt to a variable conflict environment. It uses the experience of Reconstruction Task Force 4 (RTF4) which deployed to Afghanistan from April to October 2008 as the basis for its analysis of these principles.


The study is based on interviews with 18 members of RTF4, supplemented by articles written by two members and the scholarly articles or books of experts in this field. The study itself was undertaken by members of the AAHU’s Oral History Section comprising Colonel David Connery as Chief Investigator, Lieutenant Colonel David Cran as Senior Investigator and Majors David Evered and David Bucholtz as Associate Investigators. The process was supervised by Mr Roger Lee, Head of AAHU. The Oral History Section extends its thanks to Lieutenant Colonel Mark O’Neill, Colonel Stuart Yeaman and other members of RTF4 who participated in the study (a list of all contributors is included in Appendix 2).


The interviews were based on a question guide which was developed from the Army’s counterinsurgency doctrine, and followed the guidance established in DI(A) ADMIN 34-3 The Army Oral History Program. Interviewees were also provided an opportunity to offer additional thoughts or observations following the structured interview. The points discussed in this study generally reflect the observations of several interviewees although, on occasion, only one voice is heard in this report.
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Team effort: RTF4 soldiers working during Operation Baray Pul, near Baluchi, July 2008.


It is important to acknowledge that the interviewees are providing personal perspectives based on their position and experience. Most were optimistic and upbeat about their experience; a few were less so. As such, interpretations of the operation will differ as no individual has the complete picture of the operation and the interviewees’ individual backgrounds and professional needs will shape their responses. This does not mean that differences in views are necessarily wrong and this study does not make such judgements.


It is also very important to note that RTF4 is not treated as an exemplar of counterinsurgency practice, nor does this study claim that its operations were textbook examples of the principles of counterinsurgency operations. Recalling the study’s modest aim — to illustrate the principles of counterinsurgency operations — this is essentially the story of a unit involved in a counterinsurgency campaign. Those wishing to understand more about the causes, conduct and resolution of counterinsurgency campaigns may wish to consult some of the references cited in this study. Other recent publications, particularly the monograph by Colonel Peter Connelly, Counterinsurgency in Uruzgan 2009, provide further perspectives on Australian operations in this conflict.


This study emphasises the value of the principles of counterinsurgency operations in understanding responses to the insurgency, even when there is no conscious application or where the principles are not clearly understood by individuals. Invariably, the interviews highlight an intelligent application of common sense that derived from the professionalism of the members of RTF4, combined with the high standard of their military training.


Above all, this study is designed to assist those who may fight similar campaigns in the future to learn from the RTF4 experience.
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Learning about COIN on the job: Captain Rachel Brennan Second in Command of the Engineer Task Group (left) and Lieutenant Anneke Kerklaan construction troop leader at the new all weather river crossing in Baluchi, Afghanistan.




Chapter 1:


The Principles of Counterinsurgency Operations


Contemporary military leaders invest enormous resources in the writing, dissemination and inculcation of doctrine. Their willingness to make such a sizeable investment is born of the belief that doctrine plays a pivotal role in determining the effectiveness of the forces under their command.


Albert Palazzo


PRACTICAL LEARNING AND DOCTRINE


At around the same time as RTF4 was working in Afghanistan, military historian Albert Palazzo was working hard to analyse the relevance of military doctrine for today’s armies for his booklet, From Moltke to Bin Laden: The Relevance of Doctrine in the Contemporary Military Environment. He was particularly concerned about the dangers of prescribing doctrine for twenty-first century wars that he and many others considered to be too diverse, complex and uncertain to be tamed though the application of a documented style of warfighting.


Palazzo aimed his concerns at ‘philosophical’ doctrine which shapes the thinking of armies rather than drill pamphlets or technical instructions. In this sense, philosophical doctrine is routinely used to educate professional soldiers and help them to communicate and analyse. While the ideas contained in philosophical doctrine will be applied at the tactical level of war, such doctrine is not intended to provide ‘cheat sheets’ for soldiers in contact. Its work must be done well before then, or the investment made by military leaders will have been for nought.


Furthermore, philosophical doctrine is primarily taught and studied at higher level courses such as Staff College, so that junior ranks might only read or hear of it in passing, or be told about it by others who have read and perhaps applied this doctrine.


It would be fair to say that few members of RTF4 — with the exception of the Commanding Officer (CO) and some of his senior officers — could identify the principles of counterinsurgency operations before they were warned for operations in Afghanistan. This makes it fair to assume that these principles were not considered consciously by many of those involved in training for deployment, nor during the planning and conduct of tactical operations once they were deployed. Captain Rachel Brennan, the Second in Command of the Engineer Task Group in RTF4, acknowledged this:


As junior officers and senior NCOs you don’t link it back to doctrine, because we didn’t learn about COIN [counterinsurgency] doctrine before we left.
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Doing COIN: RTF4 played a highly specialised role in a larger counterinsurgency operation.


Captain Ben Lanskey, the Operations Officer for the Security Task Group (the basis of Combat Team Dagger) in RTF4 supported this view, particularly concerning the influence of doctrine on training in his unit at that time:


Counterinsurgency is not something that we trained for specifically until, generally speaking, just prior to concentration or indeed [until the] concentration itself before deployment. We trained for a war generally speaking, not ‘the War’, which is obviously the contemporary operations in Afghanistan. And it required a quantum shift in mindset, not only for the commanders but also for the individual digger on the ground.


He added:


I would have to say honestly speaking our training in counterinsurgency was deficient prior to deploying, and certainly only through establishing situational awareness and actually getting out on the ground and feeling the actual atmospherics for ourselves, did our understanding and development of our own tactics start to really synch with the actual situation on the ground.


While Australian soldiers might not have opened a book on counterinsurgency operations, they would have found it difficult to avoid the influence of the relevant Army doctrine. It became obvious during interviews for this study that the principles were being applied on operations, albeit subconsciously for most. This is because relevant doctrine had been taught to each individual through his/her career and trade training courses, and because doctrine influenced preparation of the deploying force. The influence of doctrine was also apparent in the way the CO and his senior officers organised task force operations. However, it could never be said that doctrine was being applied on its own. A keen appreciation of events on the ground, and something perhaps best described as soldierly ‘common sense’, emerged as strong influences on operations plans and tactical conduct.
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The Australian Army has a long history of involvement in counterinsurgency: soldiers of 2 RAR with a Malayan policewoman and locals in Perak, Malaya, c.1956. (AWM HOB_56_0783_MC)


THE PRINCIPLES OF COUNTERINSURGENCY OPERATIONS


This study uses the definitions and explanations of counterinsurgency operations contained in the Australian Army Land Warfare Doctrine publication LWD 3-0-1 Counterinsurgency. This document defines counterinsurgency as ‘those political, social, civic, economic, psychological, paramilitary and military actions taken to defeat an insurgency.’


The aim of Australian Army counterinsurgency doctrine is to defeat insurgents. This means more than just killing insurgents. As the principles discussed in the following paragraphs will show, counterinsurgency operations aim to defeat the insurgents at the political, socioeconomic, moral and military levels simultaneously. This requires action by people across a full spectrum of activity, including gunfighters, combat support operators, and those tasked to protect and rebuild the society afflicted by insurgency.


These very broad military requirements lead Australian Army doctrine to depict counterinsurgency operations as a difficult, protracted and especially costly form of warfare. In this, counterinsurgency operations differ from other doctrinal approaches to warfare that explicitly aim to create successful conditions quickly, such as Nazi Germany’s Blitzkrieg or even the American approach in the 1990–91 Desert Storm campaign in Kuwait.


The Australian Army recognises that all insurgencies are unique in their political, social and historical contexts and require the counterinsurgent to adapt with skill, knowledge and courage to meet specific socio-political and military conditions. Rather than focusing on firepower and manoeuvre like the historical examples mentioned above, counterinsurgency operations comprise a politically motivated, intelligence-led activity. Units such as Australia’s Reconstruction Task Forces deploy on counterinsurgency operations for relatively short periods and rarely expect to be the rotation that finishes the fight.
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COIN in practice: An Afghan soldier, supported by Australian soldiers, conducts a routine check in Baluchi, Uruzgan Province, August 2008.


One of the reasons for the long-term nature of counterinsurgency campaigns lies in the initial causes of the insurgency. Lieutenant Colonel Mark O’Neill writes in his Lowy Institute paper ‘Confronting the Hydra: Big Problems with Small Wars’ that insurgency represents a rift within a state that has developed beyond normal non-violent political discourse. Thus the goal of the insurgent is the same as that of the counterinsurgent: population control, ideally through some form of legitimate governance. The counterinsurgent theorist Frank Kitson explains in his book, Bunch of Five:


There has never been much doubt that the main characteristic which distinguishes campaigns of insurgency from other forms of war is that they are primarily concerned with the struggle for men’s minds, since only by succeeding in such a struggle with a large enough number of people can the rule of law be undermined and constitutional institutions be overthrown.


Each side therefore tries to convince the local people to accept its authority as legitimate. Legitimacy essentially gives the governing power the ability to make and enforce laws without violent opposition. To achieve legitimacy, one side will usually be accepted as responsible for the security and safety of the population, and for providing some form of stability to allow economic and social life to continue. Long-term success against insurgents depends on the population accepting the government’s rule and taking charge of its own affairs as a community group.


Where legitimacy is contested, a comprehensive approach must be applied by the rightful government. Within such an approach, all aspects of national and coalition power, including diplomatic, information, economic and, when specifically required, military power, must be coordinated.


But history has demonstrated that military forces alone cannot counter an insurgency. A whole-of-government, multi-agency effort in support of counterinsurgency operations is critical to achieve any measure of success. This will add to the complexity of operations as the military will need to engage and work closely with other organisations pursuing the same ends.


Effective engagement requires military structures at all levels to adapt in order to accommodate and facilitate civilian and host nation organisations. At the strategic level this will require a partnership between the national government, its agencies, and coalition governments. At the operational level this will involve close relations between the host nation military, coalition military forces, regional and local government, and civilian agencies including local and international non-government organisations. Similar cooperation is also required at the tactical level, although where the security situation demands, this may mean the military undertaking tasks that civilian organisations are unable to perform safely.


So how do military forces support government objectives in this situation? The Australian Army has developed ten principles of counterinsurgency operations to meet contemporary requirements. These principles are briefly described below and will be explained in more detail in subsequent chapters:


•   Political primacy and legitimacy should be the main objective of the host nation government and supporting international forces. Where a legitimate government derives its powers from a supportive citizenry, that nation is more likely to be stable and able to adequately manage any change and conflict that affect individual and collective well-being. In such cases, political violence should be reduced to tolerable levels and managed by regular law enforcement action rather than military operations.


•   Host nation primacy involves the strengthening and preparation of host nation security forces, the reduction in threat and the reinforcement of the authority of the host nation government.


•   Reinforcing the rule of law is a major factor in assuring voluntary acceptance of a government’s authority and therefore its legitimacy. A government’s respect for rules — ideally those recorded in some form of constitution and expressed in laws adopted through a credible process that is accepted by society — is the essence of the rule of law. Operations must be conducted in a way that reassures the population that the law remains paramount.


•   Support for good governance involves providing a safe and secure environment in which the population can live normally. Establishing population security permits political, civic and economic actions to be introduced to counter insurgent influence.


•   A comprehensive approach is focused on harnessing and harmonising the efforts of relevant government and non-government agencies in order to maximise their influence over the operational environment.


•   A dominant narrative aims to promote the government’s story while discrediting the insurgent’s cause. An insurgent movement will provide its own narrative using a mixture of simplicity, truth and myth, and must be countered.


•   Effective intelligence requires close engagement with, and understanding of, the target population including political, social and cultural organisation and structures. All sources of intelligence will be utilised, but there will be a special emphasis on human intelligence (HUMINT) and criminal intelligence.


•   Adaptation requires forces to identify and implement appropriate change. Successful adaptation often seizes the initiative and allows the force adapting best to progressively win control of the operational environment. Counterinsurgent forces must be sufficiently flexible to account for changing external factors such as new technology and shifts in government policy.


•   Physical and moral isolation of insurgents prevents them obtaining support from within the population and from external sources. This will involve the application of appropriate force to detect, shape, kill or capture insurgents and the imposition of measures to control activity in the conflict space.


•   Presence is a means of limiting communal or ethnic violence and requires counterinsurgency forces to fully understand the human networks that make up an operational environment. Presence reinforces the rule of law and supports the dominant narrative.
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Close cooperation is essential for a comprehensive approach: An AusAID official prepares for a visit in the Tarin Kowt area with Australian troops, January 2011. (AusAID)


Few, if any, members of RTF4 could recite these principles verbatim. However, it became apparent during the interviews that all possessed an intuitive understanding — or perhaps an understanding developed through many years of formal and informal training — of the principles of counterinsurgency operations.


For the purposes of this study, complementary principles are grouped into chapters. Chapter Three covers political primacy and legitimacy, host nation primacy, support for good governance and reinforcing the rule of law; Chapter Four discusses the comprehensive approach and dominant narrative; while Chapter Five covers intelligence, adaptation, physical and moral isolation of the insurgent, and presence. This discussion will demonstrate how abstract principles can be applied in practice and, when considered intelligently, can explain the conduct of an operation and the strengths and weaknesses of the actions involved.


The experience of RTF4 members forms the basis for this discussion of the principles of counterinsurgency operations. As a precursor to this discussion and by way of background, it is worth recounting the nature of Australia’s involvement in Afghanistan since 2001 and describing the role, structure and operations of RTF4.
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Men and women from Reconstruction Task Force Three (RTF-3), RTF-4 and the Dutch Task Force Uruzgan assemble during a ceremony held in Camp Holland to mark the handover of command from RTF-3 to RTF-4.
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Building experience: An Australian soldier listens intently to a local in Uruzgan Province, 2008.




Chapter 2:


Operation Slipper


Whilst the destruction of the Al Qaida network must be our first priority, the long-term aim of this war is to demonstrate that organised, international, state-sanctioned terrorism will not be tolerated by the world community.


Prime Minister The Hon. John Howard, 2001


AUSTRALIA’S MILITARY COMMITMENT TO AFGHANISTAN


The terrorist attacks on New York and Washington on 11 September 2001 drew a swift and unreserved response from most nations across the world. In New York, the scene of the most horrific attacks, the United Nations Security Council met the following day to condemn the attacks and, within a month, put measures in place to launch a global counter-terrorism campaign. Australia’s swift response involved invoking, for the first time, the ANZUS Treaty in support of the US.


The reactions of other nations were similarly strident and unified against the Al Qaeda terrorists, but condemnation was not only aimed at the attackers. Those who harboured terrorist groups, particularly Afghanistan’s Taliban government, were also held culpable by the global community. One of the key international actions, led by the US, was to launch military attacks against Al Qaeda and Taliban targets inside Afghanistan, which ultimately led to a multinational military intervention aimed at removing the Taliban from government and ensuring that Afghanistan could no longer provide a safe haven for terrorists.


Australian forces were assigned to Afghanistan and surrounding regions under Operation Slipper, as a national contribution to the International Coalition Against Terrorism (ICAT). The first group, which deployed in November 2001, was a special operations task force based on the Special Air Service Regiment (SASR). This contingent was progressively supplemented with Australian Defence Force (ADF) command and logistic forces: fighters, transport and surveillance aircraft from the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) and HMA Ships Sydney, Adelaide and Kanimbla. The primary tasks of these elements included special operations, air-to-air refuelling, combat air patrol, surveillance, maritime patrol and command and logistic support. One Australian soldier, SAS Sergeant Andrew Russell, lost his life during this initial deployment.


While Australian forces continued to operate in the broader Middle Eastern area of operations following this initial deployment, the special operations task group was withdrawn in December 2002, leaving no Australian units deployed in Afghanistan from this time until September 2005.1


[image: image]


Map 1. Afghanistan.
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Map 2. Afghanistan Provinces.




Major Australian Defence Force units deployed to Afghanistan


October 2001 to December 2002 — Special Forces Task Force


September 2005 to September 2006 — Special Forces Task Force


March 2006 to April 2007 — Aviation Support Element


August 2006 to October 2008 — Reconstruction Task Forces (RTF 1–4)


April 2007 to present — Special Operations Task Group


August 2007 to July 2009 — Control and Reporting Centre


February 2008 to present — Rotary Wing Group


October 2008 to February 2010 — Mentoring and Reconstruction Task Forces (1–2)


July 2009 to February 2010 — Election Support Force


February 2010 to present — Mentoring Task Force
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Dusk finds Special Forces Task Group (SFTG) members on patrol near a Forward Operating Base (FOB) in Afghanistan, September 2005.


The ADF in Uruzgan province


Australian special forces returned to Afghanistan in September 2005, this time for a twelvemonth rotation to Uruzgan province (see Map 2).2 These forces were assigned to the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) which was a multinational, US-commanded force headquartered in the Afghan capital, Kabul.


The new 190-strong Australian special operations task group (SOTG) included troopers from the SASR, commandos from the 4th Battalion, The Royal Australian Regiment (4 RAR), and specialist engineer support from the Incident Response Regiment. However, an increase in insurgent activity in 2006 saw additional Australian forces committed. These forces included an aviation task group of Chinook helicopters deployed to Kandahar in southern Afghanistan and, later, a Reconstruction Task Force (RTF) deployed into Uruzgan province. With these new commitments, a total of 600 Australians were deployed with ISAF in Afghanistan by September 2006. This number was soon reduced when the SOTG was withdrawn later that month having completed its planned rotation.


Only seven months later, the SOTG returned to Afghanistan and Uruzgan as the threat posed by the insurgency increased again across southern Afghanistan. Since then, the SOTG has remained in Afghanistan almost continuously, conducting missions including direct action against important Taliban targets, reconnaissance, and actions to protect Coalition forces in the province, particularly the Australian RTFs.
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