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ABSTRACT: The war effort in Afghanistan has focused on kinetic 

targeting. Since insurgent operations involve few fighters, the 

intelligence task became to identify and locate perpetrators. Modern 

network analysis was applied in support of targeting, but intelligence 

collection and analysis in support of day-to-day relations with Afghan 

communities have been insufficient to allow intelligence-driven 

operations to build relationships and gain their support. Intelligence is 

needed to monitor the social fabric of Afghanistan, relations between 

communities and ethnic groups, and the actions of influential Afghans. 

Reintegration efforts to assimilate low to mid-level insurgents into their 

communities must be monitored, to verify that former insurgents behave 

but also to prevent dissatisfied rivals from manipulating the process to 

take revenge. Without a more comprehensive intelligence effort that goes 

beyond targeting, the challenges of Afghanistan may prove 

insurmountable. 

* * * 

The intelligence effort in Afghanistan should shift from a 

counterterrorism mode of intelligence collection and analysis into a 

monitoring mode. Monitoring implies the type of conventional 

intelligence effort relied upon for most of the twentieth century when the 

opponent typically was a state and not dispersed networks of insurgents. 

While lethal or kinetic operations against individual insurgents will 

remain important in Afghanistan, the Coalition intelligence effort should 

aim to see the trees without losing sight of the forest, that is, to continue 

the targeting of individual insurgents but without losing sight of the 

overall situation of the “human terrain” of Afghanistan and the affected 

neighboring countries.
1
 

                                                 
1
 The need for conventional military intelligence even in “small wars” 

was noted already by Col. Charles E. Callwell, despite being well aware 
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The war effort in Afghanistan has long focused almost exclusively on 

kinetic targeting. This has been particularly true for the intelligence 

effort. Since an insurgent operation may involve no more than a dozen 

fighters, and the insurgent leadership consists of geographically 

separated networks of individuals, some of whom are based in another 

country (Pakistan) outside the area of operations, it was hardly 

surprising that from an intelligence point of view, the operation rapidly 

took on most of the trappings of counterterrorism. It became a war 

against enemy individuals instead of enemy formations. Indeed, many 

operations have resembled policing more than warfare, and not only 

because some participating nations early on imposed rules of 

engagement that were more suited to law enforcement than the 

conditions of war. The focus of the intelligence operation became to 

identify and locate the perpetrators, individuals engaged in the 

insurgency, so that they could be targeted individually—an almost 

impossible task. This goal could be compared to the ambition of a 

modern police force to identify and locate every possible gang of 

unknown juvenile delinquents operating anywhere in a given major city. 

Few if any police forces in the West have this capability, and in 

Afghanistan, despite substantial efforts the exertion to catch insurgents 

were often in vain.
2
 

 

No Time for Conventional Warfare, Thus No Time for 
Conventional Intelligence 

The war in Afghanistan became focused on counterterrorism not only 

because that was how it was labeled (the “War on Terror”), but because 

there soon remained no easily recognizable enemy to fight. 

The United States and Britain launched the first air raids on Kabul, 

Kandahar, Jalalabad, and Mazar-e Sharif on 7 October 2001,
3
 and on 9 

October, declared air supremacy over Afghanistan.
4
 Air supremacy 

brought the ability to attack Taliban units from the air, so the armed 

                                                                                                                       

of the inherent difficulties in the early stages of a campaign. “Small wars 

break out unexpectedly and in unexpected places. The operations take 

place in countries often only partially explored if not wholly 

unexplored.” C. E. Callwell, Small Wars: Their Principles and Practice 

(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1996; reprint of the 3
rd

 edn of 

this work published by HMSO, London, in 1906), 43. 

2
 Contemporary policing has indeed already seen a shift away from the 

targeting of individuals and into what is referred to as place-based 

policing, i.e., to shift the primary concerns of policing from offenders to 

places and communities. David Weisburd; Cody W. Telep; Anthony A. 

Braga, The Importance of Place in Policing: Empirical Evidence and 

Policy Recommendations (Stockholm: Swedish National Council for 

Crime Prevention, 2010). 

3
 Washington Post, 8 October 2001. 

4
 Washington Post, 10 October 2001. 
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formations of the Northern Alliance almost as rapidly won the war on 

the ground. On 30 October 2001, having failed to find a credible Pashtun 

opposition to the Taliban, General Tommy Franks, the American 

commander in charge of operations in Afghanistan, met General 

Muhammad Fahim Khan, commander of the Northern Alliance, in 

Dushanbe for secret talks on closer cooperation between American and 

Alliance forces. On the following day, the United States acknowledged 

that the policy not to target front-line Taliban troops in order to favour 

what some had hoped to be a Pashtun alternative to the Northern 

Alliance had finally been abandoned, and that air raids were currently 

directed against Taliban troops along the front-line.
5
 On 9 November, 

the Northern Alliance in the first significant gain of the campaign—no 

doubt assisted by the belated air support—reconquered the city of 

Mazar-e Sharif,
6
 and on 13 November, Northern Alliance units advanced 

into Kabul, despite American objections.
7
 Taliban fighters were 

overwhelmed, dispersed, and if they survived, soon ended up in 

sanctuaries on the Pakistani side of the border. The conventional phase 

of the war was over. 

The brief period of conventional warfare was indeed over before most 

Coalition troops ever set foot upon Afghan soil. The first conventional 

American ground forces (a platoon from the 10
th

 Mountain Division) 

entered Afghanistan only after the fall of Kabul, on approximately 19 

November 2001.
8
 The war was, in most respects, won before the troops 

arrived. 

Without formations of enemy forces on the ground in Afghanistan, 

there was no longer any scope for conventional warfare. Accordingly, 

there was also no time to build up conventional intelligence on the area 

of operations, as opposed to targeting data on individual enemy leaders 

and fighters. And then, the need for conventional intelligence was 

disregarded in the hurry to find targeting data. 

The obvious military means of concluding the war would have been to 

follow the enemy survivors into Pakistan, to mop them up there and to 

shatter whatever remained of the Taliban organization. Yet, this was 

never an option because of foreign policy concerns. Besides, pockets of 

armed resistance remained in Afghanistan, and small numbers of Taliban 

leaders and guerrillas were soon again operating on Afghan soil, having 

returned from their Pakistani sanctuaries. 

Operation Enduring Freedom was accordingly re-invented as a 

counterterrorism and counterinsurgency (COIN) operation. Available 

intelligence assets were tasked to identify the insurgent support networks 

and, most importantly, the individual enemy leaders and the fighters still 

loyal to them. 

                                                 
5
 Washington Post, 1 November 2001. 

6
 Washington Post, 10 November 2001. 

7
 Washington Post, 14 November 2001. 

8
 Washington Post, 29 November 2001, 24 February 2002. 
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The insurgents were relatively few in number. They were often hiding 

among the civilian population. They were hard to locate. Intelligence 

efforts accordingly became increasingly geared towards providing data 

for kinetic targeting, that is, the identification and location of individuals 

suspected of militant activities so that they could be targeted by air 

strikes, Special Forces operations, or drones such as the Predator armed 

with Hellfire missiles. The acquisition of targeting data on individual 

insurgents became an overriding concern and most of the finite number 

of intelligence professionals and assets were allocated to such tasks. Few 

of either remained available for conventional intelligence work. 

With the extension of ISAF responsibilities to a wider geographical 

area, ISAF units too began to focus their intelligence efforts along the 

same lines, although in their case most often with the intention of 

identifying and arresting perpetrators who then could be handed over to 

Afghan security forces. 

From 2002 until 2009, the operation ongoing in Afghanistan can 

probably best be described as counterterrorism, pure and simple. Special 

teams such as the now much-publicized Task Force 373 engaged in 

“capture/kill” operations against named individuals.
9
 Insufficient efforts 

were made to clarify the “human terrain” and its associated 

relationships. Airpower was extensively used to hit enemy fighters. 

When intelligence was poorly evaluated, or mistakes happened, or bad 

luck struck, the application of such firepower often ended up killing 

civilians. 

 

Counterterrorism or Counterinsurgency? 

In 2009, General Stanley McChrystal began to champion a doctrine of 

counterinsurgency instead of counterterrorism, with the aim to win over 

the Afghan population by assuring security, creating conditions for 

stability, and isolating the insurgents.
10

 Although these goals remain, it 

is clear that success would entail a long presence and large numbers of 

Coalition troops. However, for political reasons neither sufficient troops 

nor enough time would seem to be available. Besides, kinetic targeting 

                                                 
9
 See, e.g., Pratap Chatterjee, “Afghanistan: Task Force 373, the Secret 

Killers,” Inter Press Service, 24 August 2010. TF 373 has been described 

in numerous news reports based on US documents covering the war in 

Afghanistan that in July 2010 were exposed by the Wikileaks web site. 

10
 Gen. Stanley A. McChrystal and Sgt. Maj. Michael T. Hall, ISAF 

Commander’s Counterinsurgency Guidance (Headquarters International 

Security Assistance Force, 26 August 2009). Whether the war in 

Afghanistan can really be won by “operating in a way that respects their 

culture and religion” (p.1) remains to be seen and may ultimately only 

be a reflection of contemporary sensibilities. Yet, to continue operations 

that cause civilian casualties in air strikes is unlikely to win over 

survivors, nor is this likely to gain the subsequent support of their 

relatives and neighbours. 
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appears to remain the most commonly applied means of assuring 

security in Afghanistan. In addition, kinetic targeting remains the only 

politically acceptable means of acting against the insurgent sanctuaries 

in Pakistan. While it is difficult to find published, open sources in 

support of these two conclusions,
11

 the increasing number of U.S. air 

strikes in Pakistan suggests that at least the general trend can be 

identified as being one of counterterrorism, that is, kinetic targeting, 

instead of counterinsurgency, that is, winning over the Afghan 

population.
12

 

Even research specifically devoted to counterinsurgency in 

Afghanistan has tended to focus on the targeting of individuals for the 

purpose of capturing or killing them. One study begins its discussion on 

intelligence in Afghan counterinsurgency operations as follows: “The 

problem of destroying insurgent groups and their supporters is often one 

of finding them.”
13

 

The inherent clash between two doctrines—counterinsurgency 

(protecting the Afghan people) and counterterrorism (killing 

terrorists)—has been noted by many observers. The media has generally 

drawn the conclusion that although lip service has been paid to the 

former, the latter has been, and continues to be, the driving doctrine in 

Afghanistan.
14

 

Over the years, methods have become more refined. Increasingly 

correct intelligence would seem to have been gained, at least judging 

from the kill rate of the air strikes.
15

 Experience has certainly increased 

the success rate. 

In addition, the intelligence analysts of some countries participating in 

these operations have began to apply various forms of modern social 

network analysis (SNA) methods so as easier to identify enemy fighters. 

Social network analysis has been recognized as one of the most 

important tools in counterinsurgency operations.
16

 Indeed, “COIN 

                                                 
11

 For some details, see Talatbek Masadykov; Antonio Giustozzi; and 

James Michael Page, Negotiating with the Taliban: Toward a Solution 

for the Afghan Conflict (London: Crisis States Research Centre, 

Working Paper No. 66, 2010), 8. 

12
 For current statistics, see Bill Roggio and Alexander Mayer, 

Charting the Data for US Airstrikes in Pakistan, 2004-2010 

(www.longwarjournal.org). 

13
 Seth G. Jones, Counterinsurgency in Afghanistan (Santa Monica, 

California: RAND, 2008), 121. 

14
 See, e.g., Chatterjee, “Afghanistan: Task Force 373.” 

15
 Roggio and Mayer, Charting the Data for US Airstrikes in Pakistan. 

16
 Department of the Army, Counterinsurgency Field Manual (FM) 3-

24 (Washington, DC: Department of the Army, December 2006), 

Appendix B, p.1. FM 3-24 was produced under the auspices of, among 

others, Gen. David H. Petraeus, who eventually replaced Gen. 

McChrystal as COM ISAF/USFOR-A. 
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operations require assessing the political and social architecture of the 

operational environment, from both friendly and enemy perspectives. 

SNA can help commanders understand how an insurgent organization 

operates. . . That knowledge helps commanders understand what the 

network looks like, how it is connected, and how best to defeat it.”
17

 

However, at the same time it has become increasingly clear that 

although the elimination of insurgents and terrorists remains important 

ultimately to win the war and create security in the country, an 

intelligence effort focused on individuals is not enough. While social 

network analysis has been applied in support of kinetic targeting, often 

with great success, conventional intelligence collection and analysis in 

support of ISAF’s day-to-day relations with Afghan communities and 

leaders have not been sufficient to allow intelligence-driven operations 

to build relationships with and gain the support of the locals against the 

insurgents. 

This has been known for some time, as evidenced by General 

McChrystal’s August 2009 assessment of the war in Afghanistan: “The 

complex social landscape of Afghanistan is in many ways much more 

difficult to understand than Afghanistan’s enemies. Insurgent groups 

have been the focus of U.S. and allied intelligence for many years; 

however, ISAF has not sufficiently studied Afghanistan’s peoples whose 

needs, identities and grievances vary from province to province and 

from valley to valley. This complex environment is challenging to 

understand, particularly for foreigners. . . . A focus by ISAF intelligence 

on kinetic targeting and a failure to bring together what is known about 

the political and social realm have hindered ISAF’s comprehension of 

the critical aspects of Afghan society.”
18

 Yet, to identify the problem is 

one thing; to solve it, another. 

 

Intelligence Requirements for Reintegration and 
Reconciliation—and for Building Relationships with the 
Population 

It would be preposterous to pretend that professional intelligence 

officers have not realized the need for sweeping changes in the way the 

intelligence effort is focused in Afghanistan. As one such officer noted, 

“because the United States has focused the overwhelming majority of 

collection efforts and analytical brainpower on insurgent groups, our 

intelligence apparatus still finds itself unable to answer fundamental 

                                                 
17

 Department of the Army, Counterinsurgency Field Manual (FM) 3-

24, Appendix B, p.17. 

18
 NATO International Security Assistance Force, Afghanistan U.S. 

Forces, Afghanistan, Commander’s Initial Assessment, 30 August 2009. 

Declassified version of Gen. McChrystal’s assessment of the war in 

Afghanistan published in Washington Post, 21 September 2009. 



 7 

questions about the environment in which we operate and the people we 

are trying to protect and persuade.”
19

 

More relevant intelligence will be needed, and it will be needed 

immediately. Major efforts are currently being made in Afghanistan in 

support of a process of reintegration or, as some within the Afghan 

government would prefer, reconciliation. 

Reintegration is within the domain of ISAF’s responsibilities and is 

usually defined as efforts to assimilate “mid- to low-level” insurgents 

and leaders peacefully into their communities. These efforts would not 

include an offer of political accommodation, or mere cash to stop 

fighting. Reintegration would be offered to those who fight because they 

are upset, but not those who are ideologically motivated terrorists or 

professional criminals.
20

 

Reconciliation, on the other hand, would be a high-level political 

settlement with senior insurgent leaders designed to terminate their 

armed resistance, such as proposed by President Hamid Karzai who has 

invited “our Taliban brothers and others” into the Afghan government.
21

 

This is not the place to discuss the merits, or lack thereof, of these two 

quite different policies, which both certainly will need political 

accommodation at some level as well as the provision of financial 

opportunities.
22

 However, either, or both, can be supported by 

intelligence-driven military operations. 

                                                 
19

 Maj. Gen. Michael T. Flynn; Capt. Matt Pottinger; and Paul D. 

Batchelor, Fixing Intel: A Blueprint for Making Intelligence Relevant in 

Afghanistan (Washington, DC: Center for a New American Security, 

January 2010), 4. This report should be read by all intelligence 

professionals involved in Afghanistan. 

20
 NATO International Security Assistance Force, Afghanistan, 

Commander’s Initial Assessment, 30 August 2009. 

21
 Hamid Karzai’s Acceptance Speech, 3 Nov 2009; in New York 

Times, 3 November 2009. 

22
 When offering reintegration, it might be useful to examine our 

motives for doing so. Will reintegration merely be a way for the 

Coalition to fulfil quantifiable targets and produce satisfying statistics, 

like the number of insurgents reintegrated into their communities? And 

then get out with a clear conscience and feel good about it? Or is 

reintegration aimed to provide a means for local power brokers to 

provide security and functioning institutions, but not quite the Western 

ideal of democracy? The realist approach, as some might call it. Yet, 

nobody will win the war in Afghanistan by focusing only on those 

enemies who are insufficiently committed to fight. If so, those 

ideologically pure in heart will continue the struggle, and earn the 

respect of others for it. On the other hand, a functioning reintegration 

process will reduce the number of insurgents, which in itself is a good 

thing for the Afghan population. 
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To win over less ideologically convinced insurgent commanders can 

be done, and this happened already in earlier stages of the war, for 

instance in Uruzgan and Helmand.
23

 The ongoing reconciliation 

programme, Program Tahkim-e Solh (PTS), has also resulted in the 

reintegration of former insurgents.
24

 However, due to local rivalries, 

such men tend to be killed or at least harassed by their old rivals in the 

government forces after changing sides. Security must therefore be 

provided both to those who remain loyal to the Government of 

Afghanistan and those who accept reintegration or reconciliation. 

Neither can be accomplished without reliable intelligence. A lack of 

reliable intelligence, however, could be instrumental in the failure of 

such a program. 

To risk stating the obvious, intelligence-driven operations depend on 

the availability of not only reliable but also relevant intelligence. To 

support a reintegration or reconciliation process, intelligence 

professionals will need to: 

 

 Provide evaluations and assessments of individuals as well as 

groups of insurgents to find political candidates for 

reintegration or reconciliation. 

 Identify genuine local power brokers, and determine which are 

their resources, whom they are protecting, and who among 

them can assist the process of reintegration or reconciliation. 

 Identify which local power brokers, elders, clergy, and 

communities support the Government of Afghanistan and 

which support the insurgents. 

 Identify the confidence of various individuals and communities 

in the Government of Afghanistan. 

 Identify tribal or group dynamics and the “human terrain” of 

the areas under consideration. 

 Monitor the activities of candidates for reintegration to 

determine what kind of activities they are engaged in, so that 

decisions can be taken on whether reintegration should be 

offered. 

                                                 
23

 See, e.g., Martine van Bijlert, “Unruly Commanders and Violent 

Power Struggles: Taliban Networks in Uruzgan,” Antonio Giustozzi 

(ed), Decoding the New Taliban: Insights from the Afghan Field 

(London: Hurst & Company, 2009), 155-78, on 166 (on Kheirullah 

Akhundzadah); Masadykov, Giustozzi, and Page, Negotiating with the 

Taliban, 13 (on Mullah Salam). 

24
 See, e.g., Masadykov, Giustozzi, and Page, Negotiating with the 

Taliban, 10. 
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 Monitor the activities of reintegrated former insurgents, so as to 

determine whether they still engage in hostile acts. 

 Monitor the activities of those local power brokers who already 

support the Government of Afghanistan but regard the 

reintegrated former insurgents as rivals, so as to prevent the 

killing or harassment of reintegrated former insurgents—which 

would discourage others from accepting reintegration offers. 

 Monitor the activities of reconciled insurgent leaders, so as to 

determine whether they remain involved in hostile acts and if 

so, assess whether these acts are sufficiently destructive to risk 

the political repercussions of moving against the reconciled 

leader involved. 

 

Incidentally, to acquire intelligence along these lines will also allow 

intelligence-driven operations to build relationships with and gain the 

support of the Afghan population, that is, exactly what is proposed in 

current counterinsurgency doctrine. One can hardly build new 

relationships in a supportive manner without first knowing something 

about existing relationships. 

 

Conclusion 

While social network analysis and other intelligence analysis in 

support of targeting will have to continue, a greater part of the overall 

intelligence effort should be devoted to monitoring. The intelligence 

effort in Afghanistan must shift from a counterterrorism mode of 

intelligence collection and analysis into a monitoring mode. While 

kinetic operations against individual insurgents will remain important in 

Afghanistan, the Coalition intelligence effort should aim to see the trees 

without losing sight of the forest, that is, to continue the targeting of 

individual insurgents but without losing sight of the overall situation of 

the “human terrain” of Afghanistan and the affected neighboring 

countries. 

It will be necessary to monitor the social fabric of Afghanistan, 

relations between different communities and ethnic groups, and the 

actions of influential Afghan leaders and officials. Corrupt leaders will 

have to be identified so that the errors of their ways can be explained to 

them in no uncertain terms. Reintegration efforts to assimilate low to 

mid-level insurgents and leaders peacefully into their communities must 

be monitored, to verify that former insurgents behave, but also to 

prevent dissatisfied rivals already within the Afghan government 

structures from manipulating the process to take revenge on the 

reintegrated insurgents, thus scaring off others from joining the process. 

To expand the intelligence effort into monitoring will be daunting and 

additional resources may be needed. There may also be political 
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repercussions. While the monitoring of former insurgents may not raise 

too many eyebrows, them in effect being on probation, some would balk 

at the monitoring of officials of the Government of Afghanistan, or 

elders and clergy in certain districts. However, only a compulsive 

optimist would be likely to term the current state of affairs, with daily 

killings and violence, a better situation for the population of 

Afghanistan. Besides, without a more comprehensive intelligence effort 

that goes beyond the acquisition of data for kinetic targeting, the 

challenges of the Afghan ethnic and political mosaic may well prove to 

be beyond the ability of the international community to comprehend and 

nurture in a positive direction. 

 


