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Foreword

In this monograph Dr. Bill Knarr and Mr. Mark Nutsch recount how Spe-
cial Operations Forces (SOF) command and control evolved with all of 

the Village Stability Operations (VSO) dimensions, culminating ultimately 
in the creation of the Special Operations Joint Task Force. With the 2018 
National Defense Strategy calling for expanding the competition space below 
the level of armed conflict, VSO provides a timely and relevant example 
of how SOF can contribute to this vision. Just like terrorism, great power 
competition will play out in countries with weak sociopolitical systems. The 
inherently political character and joint, interagency, international/multina-
tional, and corporate nature of VSO can be replicated in many parts of the 
world for sustainable strategic effect. This monograph develops the concepts 
for SOF on how to contribute more effectively and efficiently to the counter-
terrorism fight, but readers would do well to think about VSO principles and 
command and control in the context of great power competition.

Within the last decade U.S. SOF have organized for and operationally 
executed a counterterrorism and counterinsurgency (COIN) concept that 
put local politics first in order to generate a security effect. Called VSO, this 
concept effectively used many of the tactics associated with unconventional 
warfare to fulfill a foreign internal defense requirement in areas where the 
Afghan government was unable to effectively govern due to weaknesses in 
the system. Because it endeavored to create governance in the absence of 
government in active conflict zones, VSO was an inherently joint, inter-
agency, international/multinational, and corporate undertaking involving 
the Afghan government, Joint SOF, International Security Assistance Force, 
allies, partners, and even private corporations. 

Whether in the context of counterterrorism, COIN, or great power com-
petition, sustainable strategic effect in special operations is increasingly 
dependent on achieving a desired political effect with subnational population 
groups. Although the emphasis in counterterrorism has for years focused on 
kinetic operations through the find, fix, finish, exploit, analyze, and dissemi-
nate cycle to destroy, degrade, or disrupt terrorist and other threat networks, 
there is growing recognition that the future demand for SOF in great power 
competition now requires reimagining how to employ special operations 



viii

capabilities with greater emphasis on non-kinetic and influence-based activi-
ties. Whether described as operating in the human domain, cognitive space, 
or the human aspects of military operations, the importance of political 
effects in special operations suggests greater need for updating the concepts 
of SOF for the practice of special warfare. 

David C. Ellis, Ph.D. 
Resident Senior Fellow, Department of Strategic Studies
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Introduction

This is not a war of choice. This is a war of necessity. Those 
who attacked America on 9/11 are plotting to do so again. If left 
unchecked, the Taliban insurgency will mean an even larger safe 
haven from which Al Qaeda would plot to kill more Americans. 
- U.S. President Barack Obama1

With the war in Iraq winding down, newly-elected President Obama 
redirected resources to the war in Afghanistan—the war of neces-

sity. In addition to an increased emphasis and additional resources, this war 
demanded new ideas and leadership. By the summer of 2009, the commander-
in-chief would designate U.S. Army (Ret.) General Stanley McChrystal as 
the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF)/U.S. Forces–Afghanistan 
(USFOR-A) commander. In late June 2009, General McChrystal was directed 
to provide an assessment of the “situation in Afghanistan.” On 30 August 
he provided that assessment:

The situation in Afghanistan is serious. The mission can be accom-
plished, but this will require … fundamental changes. First, ISAF 
must focus on getting the basics right to achieve a new, population-
centric operational culture and better unity of effort. Second, ISAF 
must also adopt a new strategy, one that is properly resourced to 
radically increase partnership with the ANSF [Afghan National 
Security Force], emphasize governance, prioritize resources where 
the population is threatened, and gain the initiative from the insur-
gency. - U.S. Army (Ret.) General Stanley McChrystal2

Something drastic had to be done; the U.S. was losing. No matter how 
many Taliban were killed, there were always more. General McChrystal 
recognized that and his initial assessment and subsequent campaign plan 
emphasized a major change in how the Coalition approached the problem. 
It would now emphasize culture—Coalition and Afghan. The Coalition had 
to change its culture in how it approached the problem and that approach 
had to change from enemy-centric to population-centric.3 An enemy-centric 
approach was more direct: find the threat and kill it, with less regard or 
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understanding of the consequences. After all, the military’s mantra from 
basic training was very direct: “shoot, move and communicate.”4 As one 
commander put it, “Hell, we were making insurgents!”5 This environment 
demanded that we “communicate” first. In order to do that the Coalition 
needed to understand Afghan social structures and the importance of the 
rural villages to Afghan national security. 

A Special Operations Mission 

This was not new to the special operations community. In fact, this approach 
seemed to be written for Special Operations Forces (SOF). It capitalized on 
the basic attributes of special operations core activities such as counterin-
surgency (COIN), foreign internal defense (FID), security force assistance, 
foreign humanitarian assistance, military information support operations 
(MISO), civil affairs (CA) operations, and unconventional warfare (UW)—all 
people-focused. As such, SOF are manned, equipped, and trained for the 
mission.6

General McChrystal mandated two major changes to improve the “execu-
tion of COIN fundamentals” and “enhancement of organizational align-
ment:” 1) pursue a population-centric COIN approach that puts the people 
first, and 2) improve unity of command and unity of effort.

In line with that mandate, SOF would develop and run bottoms-up COIN 
programs known as Village Stability Operations/Afghan Local Police (VSO/
ALP) and develop a command and control (C2) structure that addressed 
many of the C2 issues found in Iraq and Afghanistan.7 

Purpose

The purpose of this research and monograph is to:

1. Document the development of the VSO/ALP programs including the 
integration of SOF and conventional forces (CF) in developing the 
programs and building the capacity of those local forces. Additionally, 
it will identify the successes and failures of the programs and provide 
examples of, and lessons from, SOF/CF integration. It will discuss the 
applicability of the approach to other regions.

2. Trace the evolution of special operations C2 in Afghanistan from 
2009 to 2014 to include command relationships, authorities, and 
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organizational structures. It will discuss the efficacy of those changes 
and their value to future conflict. 

3. Analyze the complementary effects of those initiatives. The mono-
graph will discuss how the development of those initiatives made for a 
more effective force and broadened the set of strategic options for the 
Coalition’s approach to Afghanistan and other regions beyond 2014. 

In this monograph the authors contend that both initiatives (the VSO/
ALP programs and the evolution of SOF C2) were generally successful in-
and-of themselves. However, true success lies in the convergence of those 
initiatives and their contributions to strategic options beyond 2014, which 
started with the establishment of the Combined Forces Special Operations 
Component Command–Afghanistan (CFSOCC-A).

Securing a Seat at the Table

Anticipating this sea change in strategic and operational direction, as well 
as an eagerness to “fix” some of the C2 challenges encountered in both Iraq 
and Afghanistan, Admiral Eric Olson, then Commander, United States Spe-
cial Operations Command (USSOCOM), pressed for the senior in-country 
theater SOF representative to be a flag officer. He had every confidence in 
the highly talented SOF and select colonels to command the Combined Joint 
Special Operations Task Force-Afghanistan (CJSOTF-A), however, they were 
spread thin commanding the organization and trying to influence planning 
efforts at the higher headquarters. Additionally, the CJSOTF-A commander 
wasn’t invited to all of the meetings in Kabul. In particular, some of the more 
important meetings at the ISAF and ISAF Joint Command (IJC) headquar-
ters demanded flag office rank to secure a seat at the table. That would also 
place the one-star Theater SOF commander on par with the one-star com-
manders of the ISAF SOF and direct action task force (DA TF).

Hence, in January 2009 newly promoted Brigadier General Edward 
Reeder, an experienced Afghan operator and at the time Admiral Olson’s 
executive officer, was designated as commander of the CFSOCC-A. It is the 
authors’ contention that development and sustainment of the VSO/ALP 
programs and progression of C2 to the Special Operations Joint Task Force–
Afghanistan (SOJTF-A) would not have happened without this first step as 
it allowed the CJSOTF-A commander to command his unit and provided 
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the CFSOCC-A Commander an opportunity to influence planning at the 
operational and strategic levels. 

Village Stability Operations/Afghan Local Police

Brigadier General Edward Reeder immediately started drafting what would 
ultimately be called VSO and initiated the program in May of that year. It 
would incorporate a local defense initiative, later to be called the Afghan 
Local Police (ALP). There were a number of local or community defense ini-
tiatives (CDIs) in the past, but to the Afghans they were militias by another 
name. The ALP name and program would endure for two reasons: 1) it was 
eventually supported by Afghanistan President Hamid Karzai who report-
edly coined the name, and 2) it was tied to the much larger, strategic vision 
of VSO. Soon it would be known as VSO/ALP. 

The VSO/ALP concept was much more than protecting the population. 
In April 2010, Brigadier General Reeder was replaced by Brigadier Gen-
eral Austin Miller. Miller also recognized the importance of developing 
legitimacy within the governing system. The central theme of VSO was 

stability, and in addition to security, included 
governance and economic development. To be 
sustained, the village had to be connected to 
the central government. Stability demanded a 
bridge from the traditional to the institutional 
(or informal to formal) governing systems with 
the center of gravity (COG) at the district level. 
The concept was to enable and empower local 

villages to fend and govern themselves, kick-start development through 
expert advice, assistance and grants, and then link those villages to the 
central government through supporting nodes at the district, province, and 
region. 

Hence, the CFSOCC-A developed an elaborate network connecting VSO 
sites or Village Stability Platforms (VSPs) at the village level to the national 
level, via District Augmentation Teams (DATs), Provincial Augmentation 
Teams (PATs), regional Village Stability Coordination Centers (VSCCs), and 
the Village Stability National Coordination Center (VSNCC) in Kabul. A 
critical part of their job was to ensure that services and resources were deliv-
ered to the people. This was a major challenge for two reasons: 1) Interagency 

The central theme of 
VSO was stability, and 
in addition to security, 
included governance 
and economic devel-
opment. 
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services from U.S. State Department, U.S. Agency for International Develop-
ment (USAID), U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and others ema-
nated from the top—from the Embassy—and were not structured to support 
down to the village level, and 2) this was a society endemic with bribery, 
fraud, and other forms of corruption to include a poppy-based economy. The 
complexities of that network would address the former, but would struggle 
with the latter. 

Command and Control

General McChrystal, in his quest for unity of command, requested that 
all in-country SOF report to him. By April 2010, this took place by way of 
realignments of command relationships.8 USSOCOM supported the con-
solidation of SOF under one commander, but realized that the four-star 
headquarters should not be burdened with coordinating SOF operations. As 
such, they were working on “presentation of the force”—a structuring of all 
in-country SOF under one SOF headquarters called the special operations 
joint task force (SOJTF). The SOJTF, as explained by Admiral Olson, was not 
specific to Afghanistan, but was intended to be a flexible structure, by which 

we could form a cadre around, and forces could be assigned to apply 
to a problem. Those forces assigned could include national forces, 
international forces, or theater forces.9 

Afghanistan was the first execution of that concept with Major General 
Raymond A. “Tony” Thomas taking command of the SOJTF-A in July 2012. 
Within a month he assumed command of ISAF SOF as the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) Special Operations Component Command–
Afghanistan (NSOCC-A). In addition to providing one SOF voice to the 
ISAF/USFOR-A commander and Afghan government, it synchronized all 
in-country SOF operations and more effectively managed resources. This 
became essential with the growing importance of the SOF mission that 
demanded increased capacity, a shift to supporting Regional Command 
(RC) Battle Space Owners (BSOs), and a more congested battlefield as it 
would accommodate the surge of U.S. and Coalition forces and civilians.
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Framing the Discussion: Successes, Failures, and Implications

Despite the alignment of programs and commands from the strategic level 
through the operational to the tactical level, there was debate as to the suc-
cess or failure of the VSO/ALP programs and the need for a two-star SOJTF 
headquarters in Afghanistan. Generally, those that opposed VSO/ALP said 
that it encouraged local militias that further separated the government from 
the people, was endemic with human rights abuses, became a patronage 
system, and fed a corrupt system permeated by Afghan strong men and 
political self-interest. SOJTF skeptics contend that the two-star headquar-
ters was just another level in a growing bureaucracy that progressed from 
a Colonel/O6 as the senior SOF commander in-country for theater SOF to 
a one-star CFSOCC-A commander to a two-star SOJTF-A commander in 
several years, with little to no value added. One CF general officer said that 
it made coordination with SOF in his area of operations (AO) more difficult 
and time-consuming.10

This monograph sorts through and analyzes these contentions and finds 
much more success than failure, as well as implications for the future—in 
particular how these seemingly unique innovations address larger doctrinal 
issues. The below chronology of events helps frame the discussion.

January 2009. In anticipation of the shifting focus and priorities relating 
to Afghanistan, Admiral Olson worked with General David McKiernan, 
ISAF Commander, to authorize and deploy SOF flag officer Brigadier 
General Edward Reeder to Afghanistan as the CFSOCC-A commander. 
March 2009. With a drawdown in Iraq, President Barack Obama pro-
claimed that Afghanistan was a “war of necessity” and would be the focus 
of U.S. war efforts.
June 2009. General Stanley McChrystal assumes command. His mandate: 
1) pursue a population-centric COIN approach, and 2) improve unity of 
command/effort. 
August of 2009. The first Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA) was 
established in the village of Nili in Daykundi Province, under the CDI 
program.11 It would be hailed as the first VSO site. 
November 2009. IJC was established as NATO’s three-star operational 
level command.
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December 2009. President Obama announced surge of 30,000 troops, 
with withdrawal of troops in 18 months following the surge.12 
December 2009. CDI renamed Local Defense Initiative (LDI).13

10 March 2010. Brigadier General Austin “Scott” Miller assumed com-
mand of CFSOCC-A and on 1 April operational control (OPCON) of 
CFSOCC-A was transferred from Special Operations Command Central 
to USFOR-A.
May 2010. LDI became VSO. Brigadier General Scott Miller established 
a complex VSO network to link Kabul and Coalition services to districts. 
4 July 2010. General David Petraeus assumed command of ISAF/USFOR-
A and supported VSO/ALP. President Karzai approved ALP as an Afghan-
led program under the Ministry of Interior (MOI).
January 2011. 1-16th Infantry deployed to support VSO/ALP followed by 
1st Battalion, 505th Parachute Infantry Regiment (PIR).
June 2011. President Obama announced reduction of 33,000 troops by 
September 2012.14

June 2011. Brigadier General Christopher Haas assumed command of 
CFSOCC-A; enhanced VSO program with addition of enablers to include 
cultural support teams (CSTs).15

December 2011. Admiral William McRaven, Commander USSOCOM, 
announced an ALP increase from 10,000 to 30,000 by 2015.
11 March 2012. Staff Sergeant Robert Bales, part of infantry “uplift” to 
VSP Balambai, Panjwai District, murdered 16 civilians. President Karzai 
demanded U.S. troops be pulled from villages, but later acquiesced.
1 July 2012. SOJTF-A was established, with Major General Thomas in 
command. Shortly after, he is dual-hatted as the commander NSOCC-A, 
assuming command of ISAF SOF. 
December 2014. The U.S. ceased direct combat operations in Afghanistan.

Successes

There were a number of SOF successes, both enablers and effects, from 2009 
to 2014. All are discussed within the monograph, but three of those were 
selected for discussion in terms of effects. 
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Combined Forces Special Operations Component Command-
Afghanistan: Setting the Conditions for Innovation
The success of the CFSOCC-A wasn’t just in its C2 of forces, but primarily in 
the effects it was able to generate, such as setting the conditions for innova-
tive ideas to take root and develop. In this case it was the placement of an 
Afghan-experienced high-level staff officer with access to three- and four-
star generals. It is the authors’ contention that the birth and sustainment of 
ALP and VSO would not have happened without the establishment of the 
CFSOCC-A. Innovative leaders such as Brigadier General Reeder started 
the program with Brigadier General Miller moving the concept forward by 
establishing a structure to support VSO from the bottom to the top.

Village Stability Operations/Afghan Local Police: Building and Sus-
taining Legitimacy
ALP was important in working with the traditional village governing system 
to develop a local defense system. But, the uniqueness of VSO/ALP was 
implementing a program that recognized the importance of governance 
and development as well as security, and that, to be sustainable, needed to 
be linked to the central government. That linkage was a major step toward 
building legitimacy. Legitimacy has always been an important theme in 
COIN doctrine and is mentioned over 150 times in the 2018 version of Coun-
terinsurgency, Joint Publication 3-24.16 However, saying it and doing it are 
two different things. Legitimacy was arguably the most important (miss-
ing) characteristic in Iraq and, the lack of legitimacy led to the return of 
al-Qaeda in Iraq (as the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria) in 2013/2014.17 The 
need to enable legitimacy was an important lesson from Iraq. The point is, 
the acronyms may change, but legitimacy is an enduring concept no matter 
the region or time frame, and VSO is one example of how to manage people 
and resources to enable legitimacy. 

Unity of Command: Synchronizing Population-Centric Counterin-
surgency and Counterterrorism Operations
Unity of command and the evolution of C2 to the SOJTF-A produced a 
number of positive effects such as one in-country SOF voice to the ISAF/
USFOR-A commander as well as to the regional commanders, synchronizing 
all in-country SOF missions, and managing limited resources across the in-
country SOF enterprise. One area that stood out as a major issue from Iraq 
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was the ability to coordinate, communicate, and balance counterterrorism 
(CT) operations within the ISAF commander’s COIN mandate. 

Debate on whether this should be 
predominantly a CT fight or a popula-
tion-centric COIN fight was widespread 
in 2009 at the national level (to be dis-
cussed later) with a doctrinal manual 
devoted to each. The doctrinal gap 
between each was initially reconciled 
by the four-star Theater commander. 
Bridging that gap in Iraq was initially 
a failure with visceral complaints by 
CF that suddenly found SOF (task 
force) conducting raids in their areas 
of operations for which they had to “clean-up” with resident tribes.18 

General McChrystal, as the Counterterrorism Task Force commander in 
Iraq, acknowledged that frustration. When he took command in Afghanistan 
he demanded SOF unity of command under his authorities. USSOCOM 
supported the consolidation of SOF under one commander, recognized that 
the four-star should not be burdened with coordinating SOF operations, and 
were working on a structure called the SOJTF to assume that responsibility. 
The SOJTF accomplished that and, as indicated, much more.19 

A survey of BSOs in Afghanistan was almost unanimous in the support 
for the two-star SOF command in addressing SOF/CF conflicts such as the-
ater SOF and DA TF operations in their areas. 

Failures 

There were a number of failures . Two of them at the national/strategic level 
are listed here because they contributed to follow-on failures.

A Failure of Policy

• Diverting America’s attention and resources to Iraq in 2003.
• Announcing the troop drawdown in Afghanistan immediately fol-

lowing the announcement of the surge.20

• Rapidity of the troop drawdown as well as the final troop count.21

Figure 1. Finding the right balance 
is important.
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The point is that countering insurgencies requires time; time is not 
measured in days, months or even years. Time to counter insurgencies is 
measured in generations. This is a clash of cultures—American culture of 
quick fixes versus the generational demands of changing attitudes and other 
societal cultures. Developing legitimacy is not a short term project.

The Inability to Deal with Narcotics and Corruption
Although there were periods of decline, poppy production generally 
increased from 2002 to a record high in 2017 with Afghanistan “produc-
ing 90 percent of the world’s illicit opium.” Additionally, opium poppy is 
Afghanistan’s largest cash crop.22 This is the elephant in the room. 

Why is poppy cultivation and opium production so persistent? During 
periods of conflict, insecurity and poor governance, farmers have turned 
to high demand, high yield, high payoff, and low cost production crops. 
Poppy cultivation fits the need. Additionally, a crop can be harvested within 
six months, it doesn’t require elaborate storage such as refrigeration, and 
with the abundance of criminal networks marketing is not a requirement.23 
Opium bricks also serve as currency and can be a source of savings. 

There are five pillars to the U.S. approach to countering narcotics in 
Afghanistan: public information, alternative livelihoods, elimination and 
eradication, interdiction, and law enforcement and justice reform.24 U.S. 
strategy has changed several times in the last 17 years with emphasis on 
different pillars at different times. One of the most controversial has been 
eradication. In particular, eradication without an alternate source of pro-
duction results in humanitarian crises with little effect on cultivation and 
production, as the narcotics networks simply relocated cultivation areas and 
production facilities. 

Sadly, this monograph does not offer a solution, but expects that if the 
issues with poppy cultivation and opium production are not solved, cor-
ruption will never be resolved and government legitimacy will never be 
established. We are on the road to failure.

Implications

VSO/ALP and the evolution of SOF C2 have implications across the doctrine, 
organization, training, materiel, leadership and education, personnel, facili-
ties and policy (DOTMLPF) spectrum.25 The following focuses on doctrine, 
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training and education; its effects on organizations and personnel will be 
addressed later. 

VSO provided a way to connect the bottom with the top and vice versa 
and build legitimacy. Doctrine speaks to legitimacy as an end and the popu-
lation as a means, but it doesn’t offer a way, or how. Most doctrinaires would 
argue that it is not supposed to, because the way or how is situation depen-
dent.26 Generally, the authors would agree, however, the use of vignettes in 
joint publications provides an opportunity to highlight a structure and pro-
cess that specifically addresses the issue.27 At a minimum VSO/ALP should 
be mentioned in the next versions of Counterinsurgency, Joint Publication 
3-24, and Special Operations, 3-05, as an example of addressing the legiti-
macy issue. 

This has training and education implications as well. The nucleus for the 
VSO/ALP mission was special forces (SF), and UW/FID techniques have been 
lauded as major contributors to success. However, the integration of the vari-
ous disciplines that operated as core elements and/or enablers, such as the SF 
ODA, Marine Special Operations Teams (MSOTs), Sea, Air and Land Forces 
(SEALs), CA, MISO, cultural support teams and others, to pursue “stability” 
is new, and needs to be addressed in training and education. 

The SOJTF is discussed in the last two versions of Joint Publication 3-05, 
with the most recent version providing the right touch of structure, authori-
ties, and flexibility. Conventional force appreciation for the functionality/
ability of the SOJTF to overcome issues from Iraq is near unanimous, in 
particular its ability to balance and coordinate CT/COIN operations. It has 
also been recognized internally for its ability to efficiently manage resources 
across the in-country SOF community making resources available that 
might otherwise have been held in reserve. The issue now becomes one of 
resourcing and training to ensure an organization is ready and prepared to 
assume that role.

Both of these areas (VSO/ALP and SOF C2) have implications for future 
operations. The SOJTF has been implemented in Iraq as well as Afghanistan 
and is part of doctrine. While VSO/ALP is not doctrinal it provides lessons 
that, in a general sense transcend geographical areas as demonstrating one 
“way” (as an element of strategy) of addressing legitimacy in COIN. 
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Methodology

A case study methodology based on a literature review and interviews was 
used. The interviews span the strategic to the tactical. They include a U.S. 
Ambassador to Afghanistan, a former ISAF commander, coalition force 
commanders that worked with the VSO/ALP programs and with the SOJTF, 
as well as SOF members that participated in the programs at the SOF team 
to the SOJTF level. 

Scope

In addition to a timeframe, this project will also be scoped by selected initia-
tives and geography. As indicated above, it will generally cover the timeframe 
of January 2009 to 31 December 2014 with the “transition of NATO support 
from a combat role to a train, advise, and assist mission.”28 However, it will 
focus on 2009 to 2012 with the activation of the SOJTF-A. 

The three topic areas are primarily the three project initiatives: (1) the 
development of the VSO/ALP programs, (2) the evolution of SOF C2 to the 
establishment of the SOJTF, and (3) the complementary effects of those 
initiatives. 

Geographically, the project will primarily address several of the districts 
within two areas of importance to the Coalition: RCs East and South.29 See 
figure 2 for location of the regional commands.

Administrative Notes

The following protocols are used in this paper for consistency. In text/con-
text, this paper will normally refer to military members by their rank at the 
time of the event. In the endnotes they will be referred to by their rank at 
the time of the interview.

When discussing strategy, this monograph uses a combination of the 
strategy framework and the levels of war. The strategy framework concep-
tually defines strategy as “the relationship among ends, ways, and means. 
Ends are the objectives or goals sought. Means are the resources available 
to pursue the objectives. And ways or methods are how one organizes and 
applies the resources.”30 This paper also uses the levels of war as described 
in Joint Operations, Joint Publication 3-0, 11 August 2011, “Three levels of 
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war—strategic, operational, and tactical—model the relationship between 
national objectives and tactical actions.”31

Structure

There are nine chapters: 

Monograph starts with introduction.
Chapter 1 discusses strategic and operational initiatives that promulgated 
major changes in the Coalition approach to the war in 2009.
Chapter 2 provides background on Afghanistan including the physical 
and human terrain, as well as historical events that are relevant to the 
monograph.
Chapter 3 discusses VSO/ALP programs, the development of ALP and 
VSO, as well as VSO enablers. 
Chapter 4 consists of vignettes from the field.
Chapter 5 discusses interaction and contributions of interagency part-
ners and the establishment of the VSCCs to link those governance and 
development efforts from the top to the bottom and vice versa. 
Chapter 6 discusses General McChrystal’s efforts toward unity of com-
mand to include the unification of SOF tribes under him in 2010 and then 
later the balancing of missions and resources under the SOJTF in 2012.
Chapter 7 discusses the interactions with the international community, 
as well as multinational SOF. It includes national caveats, rules of engage-
ment (ROE), and the command structure as well as their contributions. 
Chapter 8 is addressed from two aspects: 1) generally, the working together 
of those two forces to meet a common objective.32 As an example, working 
in the same area with a supporting/supported relationship at the Brigade 
Combat Team or higher level. But it also refers to 2) the building of U.S. 
capacity to support the VSO/ALP programs at the SOF split team and 
CF squad level. 
Chapter 9 provides discussion and summation of successes, failures, and 
implications. 
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Figure 2. Afghanistan: 
RCs and Provinces.
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Chapter 1. A War of Necessity33

Immediately following the 9/11 attacks by al-Qaeda on the United States, 
countries around the world condemned the act. On 12 September, in a 

rare show of solidarity, the United Nations Security Council unanimously 
passed Resolution 1368 calling “on all states to bring the perpetrators to 
justice.” Additionally, NATO invoked Article 5 of the charter “declaring 
the [terrorist] act against the United States [on 9/11] as an act against them 
all.”34 On 14 September, the United States Congress passed Joint Resolution 
23 granting the president the authority “to use all necessary and appropriate 
force against those nations, organizations, or persons he determines planned, 
authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist attacks that occurred on Sep-
tember 11, 2001, or harbored such organizations or persons.”35 On 7 October, 
after the Taliban rejected his demands that they hand over Osama Bin Laden, 
U.S. President George W. Bush publicly announced that the 

United States military has begun strikes against al Qaeda terrorist 
training camps and military installations of the Taliban regime in 
Afghanistan. We are joined in this operation by our staunch friend, 
Great Britain. Other close friends, including Canada, Australia, 
Germany and France, have pledged forces as the operation unfolds. 
More than 40 countries in the Middle East, Africa, Europe and 
across Asia have granted air transit or landing rights. Many more 
have shared intelligence. We are supported by the collective will 
of the world.36

Events happened quickly. With the deployment of the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) and SOF teams supported by airpower, the Taliban govern-
ment fell by the end of November. After the Bonn Agreement in December 
2001, the Afghan interim administration was established with President 
Hamid Karzai appointed as chairman. Additionally, the ISAF was estab-
lished to help the Afghan government provide security in and around Kabul. 
From 2002 to 2003, ISAF was led by various NATO nations on a six-month 
rotational basis from its headquarters in Kabul. In August 2003, NATO 
assumed the responsibility for ISAF, and under an October 2003 United 
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Nations mandate, NATO would expand ISAF operations beyond Kabul to 
include all of Afghanistan by the second half 2006.37

Change of National Priorities to Iraq/Deterioration of  
Conditions in Afghanistan

In late 2002 and 2003, the United States’ attention and resources turned 
toward Iraq. What appeared to be a quick victory turned into a lengthy and 
lethal insurgency. Although the Iraqi elections of December 2005 seemed 
a bright spot, enthusiasm quickly faded in early 2006 with the bombing of 
the Al-Askari mosque in Samarra, one of the Shia’s holiest mosques. The 
act ignited sectarian violence that led to intense civil conflict in Baghdad. 

The Taliban, learning from the insurgents in Iraq, began using impro-
vised explosive devices (IEDs) to great benefit—U.S. and Afghan casualties, 
both military and civilian, soared. Although the Taliban resurgence started 
in 2005, it wasn’t until 2006 that it gained media and public attention. Unfor-
tunately, Iraq was in chaos, and demanded more resources with a military 
surge scheduled for 2007.38 While conditions in Iraq improved during 2008, 
the situation in Afghanistan continued to deteriorate. During the run-up to 
the 2008 U.S. elections, presidential candidate Barack Obama pledged to end 
the war in Iraq, in his words “a distraction,” and turn the nation’s attention 
to Afghanistan, what he later called “a war of necessity.”39 

2009: A New Commander-in-Chief and a New National  
Strategy for Afghanistan

In January 2009, newly-elected President Obama took office; high on his 
agenda were Iraq and Afghanistan. He set time tables for the United States to 
depart Iraq by 2011 and committed to increasing support for Afghanistan. In 
February 2009, he approved the deployment of 17,000 troops to Afghanistan. 
That was in addition to the 36,000 U.S. and 32,000 NATO members already 
in-country.40 In March 2009, he announced a new strategy “to disrupt, dis-
mantle and defeat al-Qaeda in Pakistan and Afghanistan, and to prevent 
their return to either country in the future.”41 The strategy emphasized the 
importance of Pakistan to the stability of Afghanistan and increased fund-
ing as well as military and civilian support. President Obama appointed 
Ambassador Richard Holbrooke as a special representative for both countries 
(Afghanistan and Pakistan) and directed that he work closely with General 
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David Petraeus, the United States Central Command (USCENTCOM) com-
mander, to integrate the civil-military aspects of the strategy. President 
Obama made it clear that this was not “simply an American problem” and 
that he expected more international community support as well. In addi-
tion to the 17,000 troops, he committed another 4,000 personnel to train 
Afghan security forces to arrive in the summer. By December 2009, U.S. 
troop levels would reach 67,000 and the president would commit to another 
33,000 bringing the total to 100,000 by August 2010. He also committed to a 
“substantial increase in civilians on the ground” to assist in economic and 
infrastructure development.42 In a 1 December 2009 speech to the cadets at 
West Point, the president reaffirmed his 27 March 2009 strategy. 

Our overarching goal remains the same: to disrupt, dismantle, and 
defeat al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and to prevent its 
capacity to threaten America and our allies in the future.43

However, he would also remind the audience that this was not an open-
ended commitment stating: “after 18 months, our troops will begin to come 
home.” 

Although a lot happened in Afghanistan from 2001 to 2009, most of those 
events will be treated as background. The narrative for this project begins in 
late 2009 with a national strategy defined in terms of ends, ways, and means:

• Ends: “to defeat al-Qaeda and prevent their return to either Afghani-
stan or Pakistan.”

• Ways: The United States and “our allies will surge our forces, tar-
geting elements of the insurgency and securing key population cen-
ters, training Afghan forces, transferring responsibility to a capable 
Afghan partner, and increasing our partnership with Pakistanis who 
are facing the same threat.”

• Means: Deploy additional troops to Afghanistan, totaling 100,000 
Americans by August 2010 and over 40,000 coalition troops from 48 
troop contributing nations. Additionally, the U.S. will increase civilian 
assistance to “enhance the capacity of national and sub-national gov-
ernment and to help rehabilitate Afghanistan’s key economic sectors.”44

The year 2009 not only brought a new commander-in-chief and national 
strategy, but a new commander of U.S. forces and ISAF, General Stanley 
McChrystal.
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A New International Security Assistance Force/U.S. Forces-
Afghanistan Commander: Immediate Changes

There are two fundamental elements where ISAF must improve [1] 
The ISAF operational culture to focus on protecting the Afghan 
people..., and [2] Transform ISAF processes to be more operationally 
efficient and effective, creating more coherent unity of command 
within ISAF, and fostering stronger unity of effort across the inter-
national community.45 - General Stanley McChrystal

General McChrystal conducted his own analysis in terms of the operational 
focus and command structure and the approach to COIN. Arguably the most 
important was his focus on protecting the Afghan people:

Our strategy cannot be focused on seizing terrain or destroying 
insurgent forces; our objective must be the population. In the strug-
gle to gain the support of the people every action we take must 
enable this effort.46 

A New Strategy
The strategy emphasized greater partnering with the Afghan National 
Security Force (ANSF), accountable governance, gaining the initiative and 
“reversing the insurgents’ momentum,” and focusing resources to “critical 
areas where vulnerable populations are most threatened.”47 Those resources 
included a sizeable increase in troop strength as well as civilian capacity.

McChrystal’s assessment also recognized the “conventional warfare 
culture [was] part of the problem” and that “we cannot succeed without 
a significantly improved unity of effort.” He saw the threat as not only a 
resilient insurgency but “a crisis of confidence among Afghans—in both 
the government and the international community—that undermines our 
credibility.” His final comments were cautious but optimistic: “While the 
situation is serious, success is still achievable.”48 

General McChrystal would operationalize that strategy by changing the 
culture of the force to better connect with the people. In the SOF community, 
that journey began with a review of Afghan history and culture to better 
understand and see if it could connect with what might have worked in the 
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past. But first ISAF and SOF had to address some lessons from both Iraq 
and Afghanistan. 

International Security Assistance Force Reorganization
In the face of this changed mission, strategy and increased resources, ISAF 
was reorganized to include an operational level headquarters, the IJC, com-
manded by a three-star general. This allowed the four-star headquarters to 
focus at the theater/campaign level (political-strategic-operational) and the 
IJC to focus at the campaign (operational)/tactical level. The IJC was then 
designated as the BSO with command over the regional commands. Sub-
sequently, the IJC commander designated the regional commanders as the 
BSO for their areas.49 This concept of BSO was important. Joint force com-
manders could designate certain areas as joint special operations areas, but 
now there was no need to since all of Afghanistan was divided among the 
regional commands. What that meant was, SOF working in those areas had a 
supported/supporting command relationship with the regional commanders; 
in most cases, if not all, it was supporting regional commands. The changes 
were best summarized by Colonel Donald Bolduc, Commander, CJSOTF-A:

In July 2009 GEN McChrystal assumed command and developed a 
counterinsurgency strategy that changed the strategic direction of 
Afghanistan. He established a population-centric counterinsurgency 
strategy, developed a number of directives to support the strategy, 
developed a 3-star Command Headquarters (HQ), International 
Security Assistance Force (ISAF) Joint Command (IJC) … and re-
designated the Regional Command (RC) HQs, as division-level HQs 
in command of all the forces in their areas of responsibility. These 
key changes altered the previous authority in that it now established 
the necessary authority for all RC commanders to synchronize, 
develop and coordinate an operational framework in support of 
the counterinsurgency strategy.50 

Combined Forces Special Operations Component Command-
Afghanistan: Securing a Seat at the Table

Admiral Olson coordinated with, and gained the approval of General McKi-
ernan, ISAF Commander for establishment of the CFSOCC-A in Kabul. 
Some would question the added level of bureaucracy, in particular since the 
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only SOF organization under his command was the CJSOTF commanded 
by a SF colonel.51 But it was not the command of the CJSOTF Olson was 
concerned with. He had every confidence in the highly talented, select colo-
nels of SOF to command the CJSOTF, however, they were spread thin com-
manding the organization and trying to influence planning efforts at the 
higher headquarters. With the increased emphasis on population-centric 
COIN, its reliance on SOF, the anticipated surge of forces and increased 
force density on the battlefield, more demands both up, down, and laterally 
were being placed on the CJSOTF commander. As Admiral Olson described 
it, the CJSOTF commander had a day job and night job. During the day he 
travelled to Kabul to present, coordinate, and gain approval for SOF opera-
tions, influence the campaign planning, and educate the CF leadership on the 
employment of SOF. He then travelled back to his headquarters on Bagram 
Air Field and stayed up at night to command forces in combat. According 
to Admiral Olson:

They were dual functioning as both Operational Commanders at 
night, and what you might call a board of administrative headquar-
ters role during the day. We were wearing them out and splitting 
their attention in a way that was beyond, in my view, reason. And 
so, it became a focus to unburden them from the responsibility of 
the headquarters, by providing them with a senior officer on the 
staff, who they can talk to on the phone to make their case, not have 
to travel to Kabul on an almost daily basis. 

In addition to commanding the CJSOTF-A, the colonel commander 
wasn’t privy, or in some cases even invited, to all of the meetings in Kabul. 
In particular some of the more important meetings at ISAF and the IJC 
headquarters required the participants be flag officers to secure a seat at the 
table.52

Additionally, the flag officer rank provided benefits within the SOF com-
munity by leveling the playing field. With a one-star flag officer commanding 
the ISAF SOF and one commanding the DA TF, the one-star CFSOCC-A 
was now recognized as a peer within the community.

The establishment of the CFSOCC-A and later its OPCON to ISAF/
USFOR-A had other benefits. Left to their own devices, but with good 
intentions, SF group (SFG)/CJSOTF commanders seemed to develop and 
implement their own strategies to fight the insurgency in Afghanistan. As 
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an example, some were more direct 
action (DA) than others who saw the 
path to success in building partner 
capacity (BPC), to “work ourselves out 
of a job” as one leader described it.53 
Unfortunately, this approach would 
change every six to seven months as 
the CJSOTF changed. This was not 
new. The same thing seemed to occur in Iraq as SFG alternated command 
of the Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force-Arabian Peninsula, 
that is, strategies and priorities changed.54 This is not a judgement on whether 
one was better than the other, but that those changes in approaches and/or 
movement of ODAs to different areas affected continuity and relationships. 
Locating the CFSOCC-A commander in Kabul, OPCON to the USFOR-A 
commander strengthened the link between CJSOTF strategies and actions 
and the USFOR-A intentions and campaign planning.

In January 2009, Brigadier General Edward Reeder, an experienced 
Afghan operator with multiple command tours in Afghanistan with Task 
Force 32, the CJSOTF-A, and later the SOJTF, deployed to Afghanistan as 
commander of the CFSOCC-A. The reality of his arrival and set up of the 
headquarters was memorable:

“So, I pick six guys and we go to Kabul, we’re standing there and it’s 
snowing, I mean, we don’t have a building, we don’t have a vehicle, 
we don’t have weapons, we don’t have commo gear, we don’t have 
computers, we don’t have a contracting officer. I’m supposed to 
stand up this one-star SOF headquarters. Fortunately, there was a 
guy named Major General John McDonald, just a great guy, his title 
was USFOR-A Deputy for Support and he kinda took us under his 
wing and got us all set up.55 

Renewed Commitment to Afghanistan

The purpose of this chapter was to set the context for the U.S. renewed 
commitment to Afghanistan. It had taken a back-seat to the war in Iraq 
since 2003, but now the commander-in-chief refocused the nation’s atten-
tion to Afghanistan, “the war of necessity.” As he laid out a new strategy and 

Left to their own devices, but 
with good intentions, SFG/
CJSOTF commanders seemed 
to develop and implement 
their own strategies to fight the 
insurgency in Afghanistan.
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pledged additional resources, he also designated a new commander, General 
McChrystal to take the helm. As such, General McChrystal conducted his 
assessment and provided a new strategy, one that emphasized a population-
centric COIN and called for tightening up command relationships to be more 
“operationally efficient and effective.” 

In addition to General Reeder’s great sense of humor in the face of adver-
sity and his extensive experience in Afghanistan, he also studied its history 
as well as the history and experiences of other countries that developed local 
defenses to counter insurgents. Anticipating additional resources and this 
population-centric COIN strategy that capitalized on SOF skills, General 
Reeder conducted his own assessment before deployment and enlisted the 
help of Drs. Seth Jones and Arturo Munoz 

Additionally, as Drs. Seth Jones and Arturo Munoz would show, study-
ing Afghan history would reveal promising methods and techniques that 
worked in the past and would be relevant and helpful to the current fight. 
Additionally, the past would hold some interesting revelations in terms of the 
Soviet and Taliban approaches. As an example, both knew that community 
cohesion was an issue but used different techniques to address it.
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Chapter 2. Searching for Context and 
Solutions from the Past

Although not necessarily directly transferrable, the history of Afghani-
stan, as well as past experiences from other conflicts, were reviewed 

as command, staff, and supporting researchers from academia considered 
various approaches to counter the insurgency in Afghanistan. Brigadier 
General Reeder found insight from the Civilian Irregular Defense Group 
(CIDG) program in Vietnam. Other relevant Vietnam era programs included 
the Strategic Hamlet Program and the Civil Operations and Rural Develop-
ment Support Program.56 

Colonel Brian Petit mentioned the Philippine (PI) program called Citi-
zen Armed Force Geographical Unit (CAFGU). As the SOTF commander, 
his unit was tasked with aiding and advising the PI Army and SOF units. 
Although not affiliated with the CAFGU, he was aware of their operations as 
a local defense force and saw it as conceptually relevant to U.S. operations in 
Afghanistan. He credits the CJSOTF Command Sergeant Major Terry Peters 
(2009 timeframe) with importing the CAFGU model to stimulate thinking 
on potential Afghanistan solutions.57 

While those programs have provided tremendous food-for-thought in 
addressing the Afghanistan problem set, this chapter focuses on the history 
of Afghanistan for leads. Readily available is the work of Drs. Seth Jones 
and Arturo Munoz, as well as other RAND researchers who are credited 
with the original field research that supported the development of the VSO/
ALP programs.58

The purpose of this chapter is to provide historical and ethnographic 
context for subsequent VSO/ALP discussions on specific areas, populations, 
and relationships. Generally, it will address the people of Afghanistan and 
their way of life. Specifically, it will look at history, particularly from 1929 to 
2009 for lessons, both positive and negative, that might inform an approach 
to dealing with instability. As already discovered by others, the past holds 
some interesting revelations in terms of the Soviet and Taliban dealings with 
the rural communities and the successes and failures of their approaches. 
That is, the Soviets and Taliban knew what worked in unifying the local 
communities, and used that knowledge to destroy community cohesion in 
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order to re-make the societal structure in their image of what government 
should look like. This chapter starts with the terrain—physical and human.

The Great Divide: Physical and Human Terrain

Divisions in Afghanistan are human as well as physical, that is, extreme 
ethnic and tribal differences that are physically divided by rugged moun-
tainous terrain. Afghanistan is a landlocked, mountainous country in South 
and Central Asia surrounded by countries such as Iran, the “buffer-stans” 
(between Russia and Afghanistan), Turkey, Pakistan, and China. Afghani-
stan is about the size of Texas with 50 percent of its territory above 6,500 feet. 
Afghanistan is a contrast of mountainous terrain from the Hindu Kush in 
the northeast extending through Kabul, Jalalabad, and central Afghanistan 
west and southwest to the areas east of Herat, with the fertile plains of the 
Anu Darya [River] in the north and rolling desert and salt flats in the south.59 

Approximately 29 million people live in Afghanistan; there are four major 
ethnicities in the country. The Pashtun with 42 percent of the population will 
be discussed in more detail later because that is the population in which most 
of the insurgency resides. The Tajiks with 27 percent of the population mostly 
live in the Panjsher valley north of Kabul and are mostly Sunni Muslim. The 
Uzbeks with 9 percent of the population live across the northern plains of 
Afghanistan and are mostly Sunni Muslim. The Hazaras at 8 percent of the 
population, are mostly Shia Muslim who live in the central mountainous 
region with some in the border areas with Iran. 

All play an important role, but a short description of the Pashtun way of 
life is important for context.

The largest and most dominant group in Afghanistan is the Pashtun 
or Pashto. Pashtun means “Afghan” and they mostly speak Pashtu. They 
typically live in the east and southeastern parts of Afghanistan with tribal 
elements spreading into the northwest and western regions of Pakistan. 
They are primarily Sunni Muslim and practice Pashtunwali which literally 
means “the way of the Pashtun.” Pashtunwali provides the basis for tribal 
life emphasizing rules of behavior to include honor/shame, law and gover-
nance.60 As a communal society, relationships are extremely important and 
emphasize hospitality (milmastia) and the use of tribal councils (jirga) to 
reconcile differences and provide group decisions.61 A very tribal culture, the 
Pashtuns can be divided into a number of tribes, the two major ones being 
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the Ghilzai and Durrani [other major/subtribe will be discussed within the 
vignettes]. The Pashtun have dominated the Afghan political scene for the 
last 200 years and have dominated the insurgent ranks forming the three 
largest insurgent groups in 2009: The Quetta Shura Taliban, the Haqqani 
Network (HQN), and the Hezb-e Islami Gulbuddin.62

A Country of Conflict: A Search for Stability

Afghanistan’s history is replete with periods of conflict and invasions by the 
Persians, Alexander the Great, the Arabs (and their introduction of Islam), 
the Turks, Genghis Khan, and the British and Russian rivalry tagged as the 
Great Game, and others. 

Although some of those eras enjoyed stability, for the purpose of this 
paper, it is more instructive to look at the practices of the Musahiban 
Dynasty under King Zahir Shah from 1929 to 1978 to stabilize the country. 
Many consider this period to be the most stable the country has been and 

Figure 3. Breakdown of Afghanistan ethnicities. Created by authors.
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attribute that stability to leveraging the Pashtun “way of life” to secure the 
rural areas. 

This section will briefly describe the Musahiban Dynasty, then it will 
review the subsequent years of instability with the Soviet invasion, Mujahi-
deen rule, and Taliban rise to power. The last sections discuss specific areas 
of interest: village governance and local defense as a transition to the next 
chapter on VSO/ALP.

The Musahiban Dynasty: A Brief History 
The Musahiban Dynasty began when General Mohammad Nadir Shah was 
declared King of Afghanistan in 1929, a former minister of war who had 
worked considerably in 1929 to gain tribal support for his rule.63 Nadir Shah 
favored a gradual approach to modernizing the country, constructing road-
ways and communication networks, reforming the economy through bank-
ing centers, and developing an army of some 40,000 total troops.64 However, 
in spite of the progress that was made under his rule, King Shah also “limited 
the rights to free speech, and as such thousands of Afghan intellectuals were 
imprisoned or killed.”65 These abuses would lead to the king’s assassination 
in 1933 by a student from Kabul. King Nadir Shah’s death would lead to his 
son, Zahir Shah, taking power and becoming the final king of Afghanistan, 
reigning from 1933 until 1973. 

King Zahir was pronounced king at the age of 19, and principal advisors 
helped him run the country. This marginalized much of his power early in 
his reign and allowed his uncle, Prime Minister Mohammed Hashim, to 
consolidate power within the government. Hashim would focus the young 
king on continuing many of King Nadir’s policies including, “gradual politi-
cal centralization and suppression of opposition, modest modernization, and 
neutrality in external relations.”66 In 1946, Prime Minister Hashim relin-
quished his post due to health issues. With that, King Zahir received a new 
advisor and during the transition would receive more control over national 
decisions. During this time, King Zahir and his government expanded 
Afghanistan’s influence on the world stage, worked to gain legitimacy, and 
established new trade routes for the nation.67 

Under King Zahir, Afghanistan was recognized as a nation by the U.S., 
established a new government with the objective of strengthening and train-
ing the new army raised by King Nadir, and continued to build the econ-
omy, transportation systems, and methods of communication throughout 
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Afghanistan.68 King Zahir also supported the system of strengthening vil-
lages at the local level, worked to make sure that they were able to defend 
themselves and maintain some semblance of traditional power—something 
that some of his predecessors had strayed from as they worked to create a 
new and bolstered centralized government that had more power over local 
villages.69 During the Musahiban Dynasty period, arbakai (a form of com-
munity policing) were used to establish order in Pashtun areas, including 
the Loya Paktia.70 Although no direct salaries were paid, other forms of 
remuneration were used such as aid, privileged status, property, and money 
to tribal authorities and exclusion of tribal members from military service.71

In the final decade of his rule King Zahir established the 1964 constitu-
tion which allowed for the creation of new government institutions, as well 
as measures assuring, “freedom of the press, assembly, and association. The 
constitution also supported new developments in the country and furthered 
the women’s movement by increasing their involvement in political parties 
and the fight for equal rights.”72 All this progress notwithstanding, King 
Zahir’s reign, and the Afghan monarchy, would come to an end. In the early 
1970s, Afghanistan was on the brink of spiraling out of control; a drought 
devastated crops and the economy was quickly trending downward.73 On 
18 July 1973, former Prime Minister Mohammad Daoud led a coup d’état 
ousting King Zahir Shah. Daoud abolished the 1964 constitution, created 
a republican government, and appointed himself president holding power 
for the next five years. 

Soviet Involvement: The Aftermath and Effects 
In 1978, President Mohammad Daoud was overthrown and killed in a com-
munist backed coup with ties to the Soviet Union that brought the People’s 
Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA) to power.74 This led to fracturing 
of power along ethnic lines, and “the Afghan guerrilla (Mujahideen) move-
ment [was] born.”75 In December 1979, the Soviet Union sent thousands of 
troops into Afghanistan to assist the communist government and immedi-
ately assumed military and political control of Kabul and large portions of 
the country.76 Their occupation was brutal. According to Meredith Runion:

Rather than guard a village against these freedom fighters, the 
Soviets would destroy the villages and kill all the inhabitants. If 
the Mujahideen fighters escaped death from the Soviet raids in the 
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villages, the Soviets would set up buried mines so that if the Muja-
hideen [or anyone else] did return, they would be killed or injured 
by the buried bombs waiting for them.77

Additionally, the Mujahideen’s use of children to support the attack on 
the Soviets made them fair targets as far as the Soviets were concerned. 
Desperate to subdue the population, the Soviets manufactured “butterfly” 
traps, brightly painted toy-like devices intended to lure children into pick-
ing them up. “The traps were meant not to kill but to rather to injure and 
maim so that the individual would require a great deal of care and atten-
tion,” thus diverting the Afghan fighter’s attention from the fight to caring 
for his injured child.78

According to Afsar, Samples and Wood:

In nearly 10 years of occupation, Soviet forces and their Afghan com-
munist allies reportedly killed 1.3 million Afghans, destroyed the 
infrastructure in urban and rural areas of the country, and caused 
5.5 million Afghans to flee to refugee camps in Iran and Pakistan. 
(Most of them found their way to the tribal belt of Pakistan.)79

The toll on the Soviets, however, was unsustainable. During the 1980’s, 
the Soviet Union spent billions of dollars and, at one point had over 100,000 
troops deployed to Afghanistan. By 1988, after losing over 15,000 Service 
members, realizing that continued funding for the war was unsupportable, 
and facing increasing political/popular pressure at home, the Soviets finally 
acquiesced. In 1988 they signed the Geneva Accords to end their occupa-
tion of Afghanistan and by February 1989 withdrew their last troops. Their 
opponent, the Mujahideen, aided internationally by mostly the United States 
and Saudi Arabia, had united to evict the occupiers. With the principal objec-
tion removed, the country stabilized for a short period under Mohammad 
Najibullah who was president of Afghanistan from 1986 to 1992. Initially, he 
was able to consolidate his power “through networks and patronage and by 
maintaining a powerful military.”80 However, continued success depended on 
donor support. When the Soviet Union dissolved in December 1991, it could 
no longer afford to fund the regime and Najibullah’s base of support through-
out the country collapsed.81 Additionally, no one else seemed interested. The 
U.S. and Saudi Arabia achieved their objectives to bloody the Soviets and 
drive the Soviet Union from Afghanistan. Pakistan’s interest was installing 
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a Pashtun Islamist government led 
by Gulbuddin Hekmatyar.82 By 1992, 
Kabul fell to the Mujahideen. But, 
the Mujahideen were fractious. So, 
which groups gained power? 

The Spoils of War Go to the Warlords
The reorganization of alliances and war among the various Mujahideen 
factions began. According to Barfield they allied according to region and 
ethnicity. 

The radically socialist Khalqis joined Hekmatyar’s radical Islamist 
party to unite the Pashtuns. Dostam’s Uzbeks and Kayani’s Ismaili 
militias revolted against Najibullah’s regular troops in the north 
and then allied with Masud’s Tajiks, who had been overrunning 
the northeast. The Shia Hazara Hizb-i-Wadhat party joined them.83 

Najibullah fled. Masoud’s forces entered Kabul in April 1992. Burhan-
uddin Rabbani, a Tajik and renowned Mujahideen leader and head of the 
Jamiat-i-Islami residing in Pakistan assumed presidency of Afghanistan via a 
loosely brokered deal called the Peshewar Accord. Unfortunately, Hekmatyar 
did not agree to the accords and “encamped in the hills south of Kabul … 
began shelling the city and the troops of his ‘president’ Rabanni.”84

By 1993, Afghanistan’s power regions closely resembled those in the 19th 
century. 

Ishmael Kahn secured Herat and the west, Dostam ruled the north 
from Mazar in alliance with the Hazara Hizb-i-Wahhdat and the 
Ismailis in the Baghlan. Masud controlled Kabul and the northeast. 
The Nangarhar shura in Jalalabad led by Haji Qadir oversaw the 
east, while the southeast was divided between Jalaludin Haqqani in 
Paktia and Mulla Naqibullah Akhund in Qandarhar [also known 
as Kandahar].85

As regional powers increased, national power decreased and Kabul 
became less important as a central government. However, Hekmatyar was 
determined to take both power and Kabul from Rabanni. By 1994, Kabul was 
in ruins. Most of the population was frustrated with what was described as 

The U.S. and Saudi Arabia 
achieved their objectives to 
bloody the Soviets and drive the 
Soviet Union from Afghanistan.
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an intolerable situation and realized that change, even drastic change, was 
a welcome alternative. 

Rise of the “Students”
The Taliban rose from several conditions such as the growing pool of impres-
sionable young Afghan males trained/educated on fundamentalist Islam in 
the madrassas; the increasing chaos and regional fragmentation of the coun-
try under the power of the warlords; warlord rule, characterized by conflict, 
self-interest, and predation on the population; and the rise of alternative, 
more equitable and acceptable leadership such as Mullah Mohammed Omar, 
the future leader of the Taliban and Afghanistan. The cumulative effect was 
a population that was ready for change. 

The Taliban, meaning student, was comprised of mostly Sunni Muslim, 
Pashtun students and their teachers from the madrassas and Pashtun com-
munities. The madrassas, also known as Islamic seminaries, grew dramati-
cally during Pakistan President Zi-ul-Haq’s rule, particularly in the 1980’s. 
They also received funding from Saudi Arabia which was trying to counter-
balance the threat posed by Iranian support to Shia minorities in Pakistan. 
Unfortunately, the form of Islam taught was Wahhabism, a particularly intol-
erant and extreme form. They were primarily located in the Kandahar and 
Helmand regions of Afghanistan, as well as those Afghan refugee camps in 
the Federally Administered Tribal Areas and North West Frontier Province 
of Pakistan.86 

Many attribute the initial rise of the Taliban to Mohammed Omar’s dis-
gust over the Mujahideen’s treatment of the Afghan people, and cite sev-
eral cases, the first one being the Mujahideen’s kidnapping, hostage-taking 
and continued rape of two young Afghan women. The second occurred 
several months later with the kidnapping of a young Afghan boy in Kan-
dahar who suffered the same fate. In response to both, Omar led a group 
of students from his madrassa to rescue the hostages and punish the per-
petrators. Emboldened, and with the growing support of the populace, the 
Taliban spread to other areas of Afghanistan and seized control of Kanda-
har in November 1994. Mullah Omar gained additional popular support 
and legitimacy when he “wore the sacred cloak of Prophet Muhammad at a 
public gathering and declared himself the ‘Leader of the Faithful’ (Amir-ul-
Momineen). This event … allowed Omar to claim his right to ‘lead not just 
all Afghans, but all Muslims.’”87 The Taliban enjoyed tremendous success as 
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they spread across the country capturing city after city in what was described 
as “bloodless coups” where they dispatched advanced parties to warn the 
controlling Mujahideen of the Taliban impending assault– in most cases 
the Mujahideen leaders fled.88 Up to that point, the populace welcomed the 
Taliban, but then Taliban tactics changed. 

The Taliban capture of Kabul in September 1996 and treatment of Islamic 
offenders was shocking, as well as a wake-up call to the population and 
international community. In particular their public beating, torture, castra-
tion and hanging of Najibullah was a sign of things to come.89 Additionally, 
in 1996 Osama bin Laden arrived in Afghanistan, formed his alliance with 
the Taliban and established al-Qaeda terrorist training camps with the full 
support of the Taliban. In turn, bin-Laden contributed millions of dollars to 
the Taliban. It was from his base of operations in Afghanistan that bin-Laden 
called for jihad against the United States and Saudi Arabia and declared it a 
duty of every Muslim to kill Americans and their allies.90

After a failed assault in 1997, the Taliban returned to Mazar-e Sharif 
in August of 1998. Their assault on the city and treatment of the residents 
has been called the “massacre of Mazar-e Sharif” and “regarded as the 
worst civilian abomination in the history of the country.”91 According to 
Commander Haji Mohammad Mohaqiq, leader of the Wahdat-e-Mardum 
Afghanistan political party, during a three day period in August the Tali-
ban killed 10,000 residents of Mazar, 90 percent of which were Hazaras. On 
8 August Mohaqiq escaped to the mountains and later joined forces with 
General Dostum and the Northern Alliance to fight the Taliban.92 Dostum 
had also been forced to flee the Mazar area, but the Uzbek losses were much 
less than the Hazaras.

By this time the Taliban controlled over 90 percent of Afghanistan. The 
major opposition was the Northern Alliance, led by the legendary Ahmad 
Shah Masoud residing primarily in the Panjsher Valley north of Kabul. 

Talban rule grew harsher with Omar’s establishment of the Ministry of 
the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice to enforce the Taliban’s 
strict interpretation of Sharia law. Their dictum disallowed dancing, music, 
and smoking. Men could not shave their heads and were forced to grow 
beards, but the strictest measures were imposed on women. Basically, they 
were barred from society, confined to their homes to take care of the chil-
dren and not allowed to attend school after the age of eight, forced to wear 
the Afghan burqa which covered their entire body to include the face, and 
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could not venture outside their home unless chaperoned by a male member 
of their family.93 

The Taliban increased their attacks on non-believers. On 12 March 2001 
they blew

up two 2,000-year-old Buddhist statues in the cliffs above Bamiyan. 
[In May 2001] religious minorities are ordered to wear tags identify-
ing them as non-Muslims … [In July 2001] the Taliban bans the use 
of the internet, playing cards, computer disks, movies, satellite TV, 
musical instruments and chessboards, declaring they were against 
Islamic law … [In August 2001] eight Christian foreign aid workers 
are arrested for preaching.94 

Osama bin Laden and al-Qaeda took full advantage of the sanctuary 
in Afghanistan to plan operations around the world. Al-Qaeda’s strike on 
9/11 was characterized in the 9/11 Commission Report as a “Shock, but not a 
surprise” because of the increasing number and lethality of indicators. Some 
indicators include the February 1993 Islamist terrorist attack on the World 
Trade Center, bin Laden’s fatwas against Americans in 1996 and 1998, the 
August 1998 bombing of U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, and the 
October 2000 bombing of the USS Cole. As described in the 9/11 Commis-
sion Report, “At 8:46 on the morning of 11 September 2001, the United States 
became a nation transformed.”95 

After the Taliban and their al-Qaeda guests were routed, Afghanistan was 
ungoverned, from bottom to top. Reconstruction efforts would focus on the 
top—the central government. However traditional village governance was 
in shambles after two decades of concerted effort to destroy it. So, what are 
the implications or lessons that can be learned from the past?

Potential Lessons from the Past

The purpose of this chapter was to look at the past and see what might be 
useful in developing solutions for the future, in particular governance and 
security at the village level. 

The Taliban’s appeal to villagers is not unusual and was used by the Mao-
ists to work with the villagers and leverage local grievances,96 especially 
when those villages were out of reach of the security apparatus of the central 
government. 
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In 2009, General McChrystal saw this disconnect:

The Afghan government has not integrated or supported traditional 
community governance structures—historically an important com-
ponent of Afghan civil society—leaving communities vulnerable 
to being undermined by insurgent groups and power-brokers. The 
breakdown of social cohesion at the community level has increased 
instability, made Afghans feel unsafe, and fueled the Insurgency.97

So, the question became: What was the traditional village governance 
structure and how had the village of yesteryear changed? In a simple sense 
the structure consisted of elders, maliks (tribal leaders), khans (tribal leaders), 
and jirgas (leader assemblies), all guided by the Pashtunwali honor-code. It 
also included a village defense system, the arbakai. Additionally, what are 
some of the challenges of rebuilding village institutions such as their govern-
ing and defense systems?

The Decimation of Village Governance
Governance at the village level started to disintegrate after the reign of King 
Zahir (1973) and the dissolution of the Musahiban Dynasty (1978). Although 
the Soviet’s objective was to replace all forms of governance with a commu-
nist model, their efforts were about taming the countryside through depopu-
lation.98 Simply remove the problem. The warlords on the other hand preyed 
on the people and had very little use for any system of governance that might 
oppose their authorities. Unfortunately, their ruling techniques included 
rape, murder, and intimidation. While the Soviets sought to destroy the rural 
areas the warlords didn’t seem to care as long as they were able to maintain 
or increase their power base. The Taliban capitalized on those villages. Their 
strategy to changing and ruling Afghanistan was through a bottoms up 
approach that exploited the villager’s fears and frustrations, as well as their 
ability to relate to the villagers as Pashtuns. Their intent, however, was not 
to restore traditional village governance, but to “provide moral and religious 
clarity, since they advocated the return to a purer form of Islam.”99 Although 
harsh, villagers initially found Taliban methods better than the alternative 
provided by the warlords. But village life changed as the Taliban instituted 
their own approach to governance. 
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[The Taliban] have deliberate social strategies that exacerbate the 
breakdown of Afghan social cohesion. They empower radical mul-
lahs to replace local leaders, undermine or eliminate local elders 
and mullahs who do not support them, and consistently support 
weaker disenfranchised, or threatened tribes or groups. They erode 
traditional social structures and capitalize on vast unemployment 
by empowering the young and disenfranchised through cash pay-
ments, weapons and prestige.100

Additionally, they established their own justice system by installing 
Sharia courts to act on complaints and mete out their form of justice thereby 
replacing the need for jirgas to arbitrate/reconcile grievances.101 

After thirty years of Soviet, warlord, and Taliban rule that was deter-
mined to breakdown the system, rebuilding village governance would be a 
real challenge. Having said that, there were still areas in Afghanistan devel-
oped during the Musahiban Dynasty that maintained strong tribal affilia-
tions, were governed by traditional law and in which the Government of 
the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GIRoA) sanctioned arbakai for village 
policing. An example is Loya Paktia in eastern Afghanistan, a region that 
will be discussed later.102

Arbakai: The Seeds of Inspiration
Forms of community policing known as arbakai have existed in Afghanistan 
for centuries. The arbakai is basically a tribal or community policing system 
whose primary mission is three-fold: to implement the Jirga’s decisions, 
maintain local law and order, and protect and defend the borders and bound-
aries of the local tribe or community.103 Arbakai usually comprise a small 
defensive force, and one study concluded that, “their jurisdiction is limited 
to the territory governed by the respective Jirga/shura they are mandated by 
and if a village raises an arbakai it cannot work anywhere else.”104 Arbakai 
and other local institutions have often been unpaid and carry responsibili-
ties that the tribe or community see as a public good. Additionally, most 
villagers see serving in an arbakai as an honor, while many see belonging 
to a local militia as shameful.105 

Traditionally, “one out of every 40 men in a tribe is selected to serve 
in the arbakai … In many cases, however, the size of the arbakai depends 
on the type of threat and the geographic area to be protected.” There is a 
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strong tradition among Pashtuns utilizing arbakai, whereas, Uzbeks, Tajiks, 
and Hazaras have resisted using these forces in the past.106 Traditionally, 
in Afghanistan, power has remained at the local level, where individu-
als “generally identify themselves by their tribe, subtribe, clan, qawm, or 
community.”107 When power remains at the local level, and law and order are 
established at that level, village stability measures are much more encour-
aging.108 In fact, King Zahir Shah supported the arbakai way of village level 
defensing, and relied on them heavily to gain and maintain order throughout 
eastern Afghanistan during his rule as the final king.109 The arbakai are not 
a separate and distinct sect of warriors, they are local villagers, and thus are 
more inclined to try and defend their villages because it is their home and 
their people they are defending.110 

Community Defense Initiative: Necessary but Not Sufficient
Brigadier General Reeder fully understood General McChrystal’s intent as 
he and his staff worked to develop a program that not only provided secu-
rity at the village level, but networked to preclude insurgent access across 
the population.111 In addition to his wealth of experience in Afghanistan, 
he looked to the past at the CIDG program in Vietnam in the 1960s—an 
approach taken by the CIA and SOF to secure rural areas that were beyond 
the reach of the government of South Vietnam.112 

But there were other local security programs initiated in Afghanistan 
prior to ALP, such as the Afghan National Auxiliary Police in September 
2006 under a decree signed by President Karzai. Although intended as a gap 
filler until other policing solutions came available, it terminated in 2008 
because of poor leadership, consistent pay problems, and a lack of over-
sight from the central government.113 Later, in April 2009, the Afghan Public 
Protection Program was initiated in Wardak Province. It was an Afghan 
run program that General David McKiernan, Commander, ISAF/USFOR-A 
compared to the Sons of Iraq program.114 Due to Afghan leadership issues, it 
would not expand beyond Wardak Province.115 However, another program 
initiated in July 2009, the CDI, showed promise. That program would be 
renamed the Local Defense Initiative in December 2009 and then transi-
tioned into ALP/VSO in May 2010 with major changes.116 First, a continuing 
discussion of community defense and the development of VSO/ALP. 
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Chapter 3. VSO/alp Programs

Accomplishing the mission demands a renewed emphasis on the 
basics through a dramatic change in how we operate, with specific 
focus on two principle areas: 1. Change the operational culture to 
connect with the people ... we must interact more closely with the 
population and focus on operations that bring stability.117 - General 
Stanley McChrystal

VSO was developed to do just that: “interact more closely with the popu-
lation and focus on operations that bring stability.” This chapter dis-

cusses two closely connected programs, VSO and the ALP. But, as Brigadier 
General Austin “Scott” Miller, Commander, CFSOCC-A “You can execute 
VSO without ALP, but you can’t execute ALP without VSO.”118 You will see 
why as the programs are discussed. The upper case VSO and lower case 
alp in the title was purposeful. Much has been written about the ALP, but 
less so VSO.119 The intent is to briefly discuss ALP for background and then 
concentrate on VSO because of its strategic value in linking the villages/
villagers to the central government, and vice versa. 

The U.S. Civil-Military Campaign Plan for Afghanistan, signed by the 
Ambassador and Commander ISAF, developed in coordination with coali-
tion partners and most importantly the GIRoA, laid out the vision and strat-
egy with a “focus to the Afghanistan population that requires integrated, 
synchronized efforts of our civilian and military teams working across Secu-
rity, Development, [and] Governance.”120 Under VSO, that also became the 
mantra at the village level with the country-wide strategy to connect the 
village to the GIRoA (and vice versa). As General Bolduc reminded us, prior 
to 2009 there was no overall strategy:

between 2005 and 2009 attempts to do some sort of bottom-up 
counterinsurgency operation, to leverage the local population all 
failed because they weren’t connected to a larger strategy that allowed 
them to be supported and resourced and get buy-in at all levels of the 
Afghan government and certainly by NATO and by the coalition.121
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Afghan Local Police

Right to Bear Arms: A well-regulated Militia, being necessary to the 
security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, 
shall not be infringed. - Amendment 2 to the U.S. Constitution122

Although started during General McChrystal’s watch, the establishment of 
the ALP as a program was not decreed until General Petraeus took com-
mand in July 2010. Americans’ understanding of “militia” is totally different 
than that of the Afghans. Americans see it as part of their heritage, a consti-
tutional right to bear arms. Militia meant different things to the Afghans. 
Although parts of their history recognized the benefits of local defense, the 
more recent experiences connect militias with warlords that preyed on the 
people. President Karzai accepted ALP with two conditions, that “police” 
be part of the name and that it be subordinated to the Minister of Interior 
(MOI) to make it an official entity of the Afghan government. Hence, he 
signed Decree 3196 in August 2010: 

In order to ensure the security of local communities and pave the 
way for reconstruction, development, and political stability, Decree 
Number 3196 of the Office of the President authorizes establishment 
of the Afghan Local Police.123

ALP was envisioned to be a temporary two to five year program to pro-
vide security at the village level until other Afghan security forces were 
available to take over. The ALP were intended to be a defensive force with no 
arrest authorities, responsive to the village Shura/elders council but under 
the Afghan government control of the District Chief of Police (DCOP). In 
fact, ALP members had to be nominated by a shura member as well as pass a 
DCOP screening. This process reflected the delicate balance between infor-
mal and formal governance. Additionally, the ALP were not intended as a 
standalone security force, rather, they needed to be connected to a credible 
Afghan government security force in the event they needed back up. In terms 
of personnel authorizations, the tashkil (Dari for organization, official list of 
personnel and equipment) was initially set at 10,000 but that would increase 
to 30,000 as the program grew and achieved success. Although conceptu-
ally good, there were downsides. Because of its visibility, funding, and job 
creation, ALP were developed in some areas, such as in the north, more for 
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political patronage than local defense (see the vignette on Parwan and Pan-
shir Provinces in chapter 4). Because the number of recruits in relationship 
to the funding was a ready-made metric for progress, it quickly became the 
most visible pacing item and drew most of the attention. Although local 
defense was extremely important, it was not enough to ensure stability; 
hence, VSO.

Village Stability Operations Methodology

VSO was much more than protecting the population, it was a program 
designed to develop a stable functioning community, linked to other com-
munities and the central government through various nodes located at the 
district, province, regional, and national levels. The VSO methodology pro-
moted three lines of operations, consisted of four phases, and established a 
structure or framework to manage linkages and build relationships horizon-
tally (village to village clusters) and vertically (village to GIRoA), as well as 
coordinate resources. The basic building block in VSO is the VSP. 

A village stability platform is a task organized team with enablers 
which is embedded in a village or village cluster with the primary 
task of conducting VSO in order to enhance security, development 
and governance. VSPs may or may not have ALP forces.124

Although each VSP can be task organized differently, entities/enablers 
normally included elements of an ODA, MSOT, or SEAL Team, a civil affairs 
team (CAT), a tactical MISO team (TMT) and a joint terminal attack con-
troller (JTAC). They might also include CSTs, military intelligence teams, 
explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) and military working dogs (MWD), as 
well as interpreters, maintenance and logistics, combat camera, and others. 
Vignettes from the field will address VSP conditions and composition. The 
VSO methodology is depicted in figure 4 and discussed next.

VSO consists of four phases: shape, hold, build, and transition. As will be 
shown in the vignettes, these are guidelines and were not strictly adhered to. 
Flexibility and adaptability were integral to implementing the plan.

Phase I, shape, starts with an assessment and ends when the SOF element 
embeds within the village or village cluster. It begins with an assessment 
of a potential site and includes mapping the human and physical terrain to 
answer questions such as: 
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• Have elders asked for help; are they willing to protect their villages?
• Is the area significant to the insurgents?
• Is the area significant to the Afghan government?
• Is the area supportable in terms of operations and logistics? 
• Who are the power brokers within the village?125

During the shape phase, SOF would clear the area of insurgents, meet 
with the elders, and if asked, would embed into their village. In many cases 
they would employ commandos from their partnered Special Operations 
Kandaks to initially clear those areas.126 Elements of the CJSOTF (primarily 
ODAs, SEALs, or MSOTs) would partner with each Kandak. It is important 
to remember that VSO/ALP did not exist outside the broader SOF mission in 
the rural areas. The CT aspect was critical for keeping the Taliban at bay in 
areas where VSPs were established to allow natural resiliencies to take hold. 
The separation, but coordination, of SOF conducting COIN and SOF con-
ducting DA, reflects a synchronization of those missions and organizations. 

Figure 4. VSO Methodology. Source: Modified from Bolduc, 
“Village Stability Operations and Afghan Local Police,” 7.
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Phase II, hold, is focused on protecting the population (to evolve into the 
population protecting itself) and begins when a security bubble has been 
established around the area or village and ends when the villagers no longer 
feel intimidated by the Taliban. The security bubble allows governance and 
development to take place. It also provides an opportunity to recruit villagers 
into the ALP program, that is, to establish their own security force. This is a 
period when the villagers are most vulnerable because they have committed 
to allowing SOF to embed in their village.127 

Phase III, build, links the village to the district center. This is a critical 
step in linking the village to the central government. The central govern-
ment needs the village to provide local security and keep the Taliban out. 
This is where the village shura/governing body needs to see a benefit for 
supporting the national government. What is in it for them? Development. 
Commander’s Emergency Relief Program (CERP) can help kick start devel-
opment programs, but the solution is establishing economic subsistence with 
the village and a development corridor back to the district. 

Phase IV, transition, takes place when the area is stable, that is, secure, 
with established local governance linked to district governance, the devel-
opment corridor is established and security can be credibly passed to the 
Afghan National Army Special Forces (ANASF), if they are available.

Restoring Village Governance and Initiating Development

The VSO methodology emphasized locally legitimate governance (shura) 
and family-level wealth building measures to create and move surplus vil-
lage wealth. These aspects were designed to improve local perceptions of 
the government and meet the population’s localized needs. It required an 
interagency approach even though there was not one ready to go. The civilian 
surge, discussed later, was designed to provide that civil-military support, but 
due to policy, most civilian agencies would go no lower than district, if that, 
with most at the province level, as an example, at provincial reconstruction 
teams (PRT) and above. 

Governance: Restoring Village Structures and Fighting Corruption
Despite the research on traditional village and community governing sys-
tems that existed before the Soviet invasion, some of those institutions disap-
peared by 2009 (discussed in the last chapter). So, the task became much more 
complicated as teams pursued key leader engagements (KLE), sometimes 
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with fake-maliks, local mayors, or village chieftains that were simply the 
messengers for local insurgent leaders that controlled the area.128 Sometimes 
the teams unintentionally bestowed power on an individual because that 
individual stepped forward as the village representative or maybe because 

he spoke English. There are stories of 
teams spending months talking to 
the wrong people. In all cases, teams 
had to do their own research to better 
understand the power structure in a 
village. 

A major impediment and endemic 
to all levels of government was and 
is, corruption. The large sums of sta-
bilization dollars the United States 
devoted to Afghanistan in search of 
quick gains often exacerbated con-
flicts, enabled corruption, and bol-
stered support for insurgents. It’s not 

the intention of this monograph to delve into the corruption issues but it is 
important the reader understand that corruption loomed large in the back-
ground and was an incredible challenge to establishing legitimacy. Breaking 
that linkage is critical (fig. 5).

Development: Rising Above Subsistence and Breaking the Cycle of 
Dependency

As the insurgency grew in strength and intensity in areas with high 
levels of poppy cultivation, links between the drug trade, insurgent 
financing, and government corruption led to a range of counter-
narcotics programs. At the same time, opium poppy is a mainstay 
of Afghanistan’s rural economy. This presented a conundrum to 
policymakers seeking to combat the drug trade without impov-
erishing rural communities or turning them against the Afghan 
government and its international partners.129

Afghans have cultivated opium poppy for centuries, but it became more 
lucrative during periods of chaos such as the Soviet occupation in the 80s 
when the economy was crippled and criminal networks thrived. Although 

Figure 5. Breaking the Links.
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there were periods of decline, poppy production generally increased from 
2002 to a record high in 2017 with Afghanistan producing “90 percent of 
the world’s illicit opium.”130 

But what is so special about poppy cultivation and opium production? 
Per Steve Coll:

[In dire conditions] Afghan farmers turned to opium production 
to survive. The returns per acre were higher, crops were unusually 
weatherproof, and it did not require elaborate storage or marketing. 
An opium crops could be raised in just six months and stored as a 
form of savings.131 

The U.S. approach to countering the narcotics business in Afghanistan 
consists of five pillars: public information, alternative livelihoods, elimina-
tion and eradication, interdiction, and law enforcement and justice reform.132 
During the last 18 years, U.S. strategy has changed several times with empha-
sis on different pillars at different times. 

Looking to the past some have touted the Taliban’s ban on poppy cultiva-
tion in 2000 “culminating in a 75 percent drop in the global supply of heroin” 
as a success. However, the rest of the story tells us that it was short-sighted. 
By providing no alternative to poppy cultivation, the ban forced farmers 
into debt—exacerbated if the farmer had been loaned the money to start 
the endeavor. It also contributed to a dramatic rise in unemployment and 
migration, and worsened an existing humanitarian crisis.133 

The 2005 U.S. strategy was just as shortsighted when it supported eradica-
tion as its primary approach to countering poppy cultivation without practi-
cal alternatives for the farmer. That approach changed. While eradication 
efforts in 2005 represented 30 percent of the U.S. counternarcotics budget, 
it declined to 1 percent in 2010 while funds for alternative development 
increased significantly.134 

Coll described the self-reinforcing cycle in the opium belt since the 80s:

War created desperation, which made opium attractive for poor 
farmers, which created profits for warlords, who then used those 
resources to fight for greater wealth and power, which created more 
desperation for farmers.135 

It’s not the intent of this paper to detail the issues associated with narcot-
ics in Afghanistan, books have already been written about it. But the reader 
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needs some context to understand the challenge the Afghans and Coalition 
partners face in this endeavor. If this can be solved there is a chance the other 
issues, such as corruption, can be brought to a manageable level. 

Building the Identity Bridge Between the Population and  
the Government
In COIN, military forces are, in a sense, an enabling system for civil admin-
istration. Their role is to afford sufficient protection and stability to allow the 
government to work safely with its population, for economic revival, political 
reconciliation, and external non-government assistance to be effective.136 The 
development of all three areas enabled the linkage between the population 
and the government. 

This was the component that was least understood about VSO/ALP, but 
was and continues to have the most impact. While the idea that driving the 
Taliban back would create space for the government to deliver services was 
important, the development aspect of VSO realized that the government 
could provide few development and social service resources in the shape, 
hold, and build phases. The key to sustainable and productive relationships 
with villagers was to present the appearance of government support on 

matters that crossed tribal and ethnic divi-
sions using SOF support systems. In most 
rural areas, below subsistence agriculture 
was a conflict driver, but it also presented 
an opportunity since neither the Taliban 
nor narco-traffickers had any incentive to 
help villagers improve their circumstances. 
In fact they targeted community cohesion 
because it was counterproductive to their 
objectives. However, from a Coalition per-

spective, agriculture programs were intended to be strategically designed to 
build SOF relationships with villagers while bolstering government legiti-
macy, that is, to make it appear that the government was commissioning the 
programs in order to demonstrate the government’s concern and support 
for the people.137 

This also meant the MISO effort was intended to amplify what the district 
governors were doing about agriculture, reminding people to tend to their 
crops in a certain way, etc. It was not about the symbols of a welfare state 

The key to sustainable 
and productive relation-
ships with villagers was to 
present the appearance 
of government support on 
matters that crossed tribal 
and ethnic divisions using 
SOF support systems.
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(schools, clinics, and wells) as much as it was about meeting the population 
on its local needs and amplifying activities for a sense of improvement. This 
is a crucial part of the story and where CA/CIV-MIL efforts could have tre-
mendous impact under similar situations of insurgency or identity conflict.138 

This chapter addressed the concept and development of VSO/ALP. The 
next chapter discusses the practical application of those concepts and how 
security, governance, and development were different in each area. Not only 
in terms of district and provincial boundaries but from village to village. The 
following chapter will address the challenges of linking the central govern-
ment to the villages via the provincial and district centers with the activa-
tion of VSCC to ensure government resources were delivered to the people. 
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Chapter 4. Adapting Village Stability 
Operations Concepts to Reality

The first VSO site/VSP has been attributed to ODA 7224’s work in the 
village of Nili, the district and provincial capital of Daykundi. Although 

not called VSO/ALP at the time, that site was established in August 2009. 
Prior to 2003 Daykundi was part of Uruzgan Province, dominated by Pash-
tuns, but was separated to give the Pashtun persecuted Hazaras a greater say 
in their governance. For a comprehensive and interesting narrative of the 
first VSP, the authors suggest reading Dr. Michael Krivdo’s account of the 
“Nili Experiment” in Veritas, Journal of Army Special Operations History.139 

The authors had an opportunity to discuss VSO with a number of VSP 
members, as well as BSOs, special operations task forces (SOTF), CJSOTFs, 
CFSOCC-As, SOJTFs, ISAF, and interagency members. 

Village Stability Platform Khakrez, Khakrez District, Kanda-
har Province 

“Mullah” Mike, commander of an ODA from 3rd Group, led his SOF team 
into Khakrez District in January 2010 (see fig. 6 map). Khakrez is located 
in the northwest corner of Kandahar Province). His mission was to embed 
his team into the community and help the Afghan villagers under what was 
known as CDI or LDI. By the time he left in August 2010, the VSO concept 
would evolve and the site would be known as VSP Khakrez. His team con-
sisted of an ODA, a CAT, TMT, JTAC, MWD and interpreters. According to 
Captain Neiman Young, the CAT leader who joined the team in February, 
they also had a USAID representative. That relationship was very valuable 
for working some of the larger projects.140 

When Captain Mike Penn arrived and started his assessment in accor-
dance with guidelines such as, “they wanted help from the government and 
have the ability to arm themselves,” he found the village did not meet the 
conditions. Additionally, the people did not seem interested in his help. 
Finally, one of the locals explained. 



48

JSOU Report 20 -2

“Hey, Mike, do you want to know why no one's doing this thing 
you want to do?” I responded, “Yeah, sure.” He said, “Have you ever 
heard of DDR [Disarmament, Demobilization and Reintegration]?”141 

I replied, “Nah, never heard of it.” So he explained to me his picture 
of DDR. “When you guys first came here, there wasn’t any Taliban 
out here in this area. We had our own weapons; we protected the 
land. Then somebody came along with this thing called DDR, and 
they said, ‘Hey, you guys have done a great job, you’ve protected 
this area, it’s time for you to turn in your weapons and go back to 
farming,’” and he said, “We did, then you guys pulled out of the area, 
and we got our asses kicked for a couple of years.” He continued, 
“One, nobody here had weapons, because we turned them in for 
DDR, and two, we’re not going to fall for that again.” I responded, 
“Oh, wow!” So we kind of knew it was going to be an uphill fight.142

When Captain Penn first arrived he stayed at the District Center that was 
already occupied by another SFG's Special Forces Operational Detachment 

Alpha (SFODA). He 
then moved into the 
local area and after 
a short stay at, what 
appeared to be an 
old medical clinic, 
the team finally 
moved into a school 
that was located in 
what they called 
the “Green Zone,” 
an agricultural area 
in the center of the 
district. The school 
was surrounded by 
approximately 13 
villages or a village 
cluster which made 

it ideal because the team embedded centrally in the area, but not in any one 

Figure 6. Kandahar Province.
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village to avoid any appearance of favoritism. The villagers were mostly dirt 
farmers/sharecroppers. Most of the landowners had moved to Kandahar with 
their families. According to Penn:

They [civil affairs] had a team sergeant named Jack Butler who was 
good, people loved him. He was good at working locals and build-
ing rapport. The first 45 days, I think that we walked … probably 
200 miles. We went through every little village in that area door-
to-door. “Hey, here’s who we are, we’re moving here, this is what 
we’re working on.” Totally transparent with the locals of why we 
were there; what we were doing.143

Relationships were complex. There was no love lost between the District 
Center and the locals as exhibited by an exchange of mortar rounds between 
the District Center and villagers before the team’s arrival. The District Center 
and all the police were Popalzai. However, the villages were mostly Alkozai. 
So the team was not sure if there was a Taliban issue, intertribal animosity or 
both. That posed a problem because the mission of the VSP was to connect 
the villages to the District Center. 

SOTF Commander, Lieutenant Colonel Brian Petit, addressed that 
dynamic in his article, “The Fight for the Village.” He mentioned the value 
of community kinships over tribal kinships, i.e., that the community kinship 
is less divisive and emphasizes linkages such as vocation, religion, hardship, 
and other commonalities, but he adds that, “Pure tribal engagement is often 
a requirement, but we should view it as a means to progress into collec-
tive community engagement.”144 One method of bringing the community 
together was through district shuras that exercised authorities over CERP 
project prioritization for the district. The CAT was very skilled in manag-
ing those programs, both in terms of quick turn around and not showing 
favoritism to one tribe or one village over another. They were also skilled at 
working with the USAID representative for high value projects that benefited 
the entire district. An example was the improvement of what Captain Young 
called “Route High Life.” 

Route High Life was basically the major road that started from 
the center of Khakrez and took you all the way down to the major 
highway that led to Kandahar City. Prior to the improvements the 
road couldn't be navigated by the average Afghan citizen. That had a 
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significant effect on citizens’ access to goods and services. Once we 
convinced USAID that this was a worthy project and after we were 
able to get that road improved, you could see a dramatic reduction 
in the price of services and goods available in the [Khakrez District] 
Bazaar that were coming out of Kandahar City.145

Captain Young indicated that raisins were the cash crop for the area, and 
when asked about drugs, responded:

We had a small footprint of poppy in the district, but we had already 
received our orders from CJSOTF that we were not to be involved 
in poppy burning or eradication. So we basically left it alone, and 
it basically went ignored.146

So how did Captain Penn get the name “Mullah Mike?” One of the local 
Taliban leaders, Sayed Wali, the team’s archnemesis, visited the mosque in 
Haji Kel, a village that the team was particularly close to, when the locals 
were conducting night-time prayers. The Taliban took six people hostage 
and headed north. The next morning when the team entered the village, the 
villagers acted strange, but eventually explained what happened:

“They came here and they kidnapped six people and they went north 
last night. Oh, God.” No leads, no idea where they went. We thought 
through it like, man, we can’t get these people to talk to us, we can’t 
figure out where these people are, and then we started to hear on 
the “Icom” [radio] that they were going to kill them the next day.147 

So Captain Penn grabbed the interpreters and the PSYOP folks and they 
went into another room to brainstorm a plan of action. Captain Penn is 
an Arabic speaker with a good appreciation for the Koran. In fact, he had 
memorized the first sura [God’s guidance and stresses the Lordship and 
mercy of God]. He made a radio message reciting the first sura in Arabic 
and had an interpreter translate it into Pashtu because most of the locals 
did not understand Arabic. 

So I (Captain Penn) was kind of calling out the Taliban commander, 
“Hey, this is me saying the Koran in a traditional way. I’m telling you 
what it means, and I’m telling you why what you’re doing is bad for 
Islam, and basically you’re a terrible Muslim.” It was weird because 
as soon as I started to recite the Koran out loud, the Afghans had 
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never seen me do that before. I told them, “That’s why you’re here, 
I want to know is this too much, am I going too far, or is this what 
you should do?” And they responded, “No, this is absolutely what 
you should do.”148

The PSYOP guys played that message on the radio back-to-back for the 
next 24 hours. Eventually they let the six people go back to the village, but 
from then on, the locals who had heard Captain Penn knew who he was. 
People would approach him, “Oh, we heard you on the radio.” Everywhere 
he went after that he would have to verify who he was so that they would 
believe that it was him speaking Arabic:

It was completely worth it, because later on we had an ongoing 
dialogue with the Sayed Wali guy through letters and through mes-
sengers, just trying to start a dialogue and get him to come in and 
make the peace in that area with some of the reintegration stuff that 
they were working. He never did, but at least there was a dialogue.149

Realizing there were disconnects between what the Koran said and what 
the Mullahs’ understood prompted Captain Penn to draft a “Mullah Edu-
cation program” that explained what the Koran, that is written in Arabic, 
was saying, in Pashto. He called it the “Madrassa in a box,” where it could 
be downloaded to an IPOD and distributed. The program, however, was 
disapproved. Although the CJSOTF staff discouraged Captain Penn from 
discussing religion, he made the decision that it was in the best interest of 
the mission to continue with the reading from the Koran and gained quite 
a following from the locals.150

There were other PSYOP initiatives that took root. In addition to Mullah 
Mike’s Koran readings, they played music, poetry, and took requests from 
call-ins. They also had villagers provide their thoughts on local events and 
conditions. Periodically, the Taliban would call in and berate the locals that 
listened to the show. However, immediately following, a local would call and 
refute the Taliban’s claims. 

Master Sergeant Sanchez, assistant team lead for TMT 6C26, commented 
that they were always in search of new material and would visit the bazaar 
in Kandahar for music, poetry, or other audio products that would appeal 
to the area—continuous replay of the same thing would get stale and would 
no longer listen.
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One of the initiatives started by the TMT but implemented by a follow-on 
team was “the reason why the Americans were there,” in that village. When 
the TMT first arrived they questioned one of the elders on why he thought 
they were there. In addition, the TMT explained what happened during 9/11 
and that the Taliban had provided sanctuary to Osama bin Laden, the perpe-
trator of 9/11. The elder didn’t seem to understand. So the TMT produced a 
short video clip in Pashto and Dari explaining 9/11. The DVD was produced 
for play on a portable player for distribution to the village elders. Although 
TMT 6C26 was no longer in-country when it was distributed, feedback from 
the follow-on TMT indicated that it was a hit with the locals. 

There also seemed to be disconnects on the American approach. The 
ODA at the District Center was from another SFG. According to Penn, they 
had a different approach. 

It was clear to me as [we] … prepared to go to Afghanistan and do 
VSO and [an ODA from another group] prepared to go to Afghani-
stan, we got two totally separate pieces of guidance. Because my 
command directed, “Go local until it hurts.” And the ODA was 
asking me why we were wearing beards and no uniforms. So it was a 
clash of cultures and the guidance we received prior to deployment. 
We struggled with that the whole time.151

Figure 7. Staff Sergeant Sanchez helps 
children tune a hand cranked radio to 
the RIAB frequency. Photo by Master 

Sergeant Sanchez.

Figure 8. RIAB used by TMT 6C26. 
Photo by Master Sergeant Sanchez.
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Penn was impressed with the support from the VSCC located in Kanda-
har and led by Lieutenant Colonel Scott Mann. “Scott Mann was a guy who 
could cut through all that bureaucracy and talk directly to General Miller 
and get the things we needed.”152 That sentiment was also voiced by others in 
the Kandahar area such as Major Rusty Bradley, who was the DAT in Pan-
jwai, one of the most kinetic districts in Afghanistan (to be discussed later). 

Captain Young recalled that a DAT was assigned to the district at the 
end of his first rotation, and it was during his second rotation in February 
to August 2011 that he came to appreciate the value of the DAT in training 
and preparing those governors to lead their districts. The visible effect was 
that it made VSP transitioning (phase 4) much easier. 

By the time that Captains Penn and Young departed the area in August 
2010, a newly graduated ANASF team was assigned to Khakrez to support 
VSO and the development of ALP.153 Captain Young was pleased to learn 
during his second rotation that the VSP had transitioned. Additionally, DOD 
reports indicate that 115 ALP for Khakrez were validated, on-hand, and later 
under the watchful eye of the BSO.154

Khakrez continued to develop and was noted as a “model of local 
stability.”155 Examples included 
the return of residents to the area, 
a thriving local bazaar with over 
40 shops, increased use of local 
shuras to resolve community 
issues, and the return of tourism 
to the area. Specifically thousands 
of visitors attended Nowruz, the 
Persian New Year celebrated on 
21 March 2011 at the Shah Agha 
Maqsud Shrine. Although it fell 
in disrepair during the Taliban’s 
control of the area, CERP and 
USAID funding was used to 
repair parts of the shrine, as well 
as the gardens.156 

Although not necessarily part of his Khakrez deployment, it is instruc-
tive to look at Captain Young’s progression in Afghanistan in terms of the 
evolution of the Civil-Military Operations Center (CMOC). When he first 

Figure 9. Maqsud Shrine. Photo by Dr. 
David Ellis/used with permission.
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arrived in Afghanistan in 2010 he was the Assistant CMOC chief stationed 
at Bagram assigned at the CJSOTF level. The teams (111, 112, 113, 114 and 
115) were located at Helmand, Oruzgan, Paktika, Arghandab, and Khakrez, 
respectively. As indicated, he then led CAT 115 in Khakrez from February 
to August 2010. 

At the time the CA leadership felt that the CMOC “was located too far 
from the fight.” So the brigade decided that on subsequent rotations the 
CMOC would deploy and work for the SOTF and the battalion commander 
and his team would deploy and work at the CJSOTF level. When he returned 
in February 2011 as the CMOC Chief, he deployed his CMOC to SOTF-
Southeast in Tarin Kowt. He reported to the SOTF commander, but the 
teams reported to the DATs in their districts. The company commander (the 
CA company is authorized two majors: the company commander and the 
CMOC chief) was then dual-hatted, he was the company commander but he 
also became the N9 for the SOTF commander who was a Navy Commander 
(05). He saw the transition of the CMOC from the CJSOTF to the SOTF and 
the division of SOTF South into SOTF South and SOTF Southeast.

When asked about potential duplication of effort between the CMOC and 
the VSCC, he was not sure but felt that the VSCC provided the CAT access 
to more resources because of its relationship with interagency partners.

Village Stability Platform Panjwai, Panjwai District, Kandahar 
Province

Panjwai District is generally known as the spiritual home of the Taliban. 
In particular, the “Horn of Panjwai” that includes the villages of Mushan, 
Talukan, Sperwan Gar, and Zangabad is considered the birthplace of the 
Taliban and notorious as one of the most dangerous regions in Afghani-
stan.157 During March/April 2011, three ODAs deployed to villages in western 
Panjwai (see fig. 10); from west to east, Mushan, Talukan, and Sperwan. 

One of the ODAs deployed to Mushan, however, the area was too kinetic 
and the residents not yet ready for VSO/ALP. As such, that summer they 
relocated to the Panjwai District Center and explored VSO/ALP opportuni-
ties to the east where conditions were more stable. During that same period, 
the Canadian Task Force in charge of RC-South, conducted a relief-in-place 
(RIP) with U.S. forces. As part of that change of command, 1st Stryker Bri-
gade Combat Team from Fort Wainwright, Alaska, deployed to Kandahar 
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Air Field and assumed responsibilities for various districts to include Pan-
jwai. Captain Derek Gedmintas, ODA Commander, worked with the Com-
mander, 3rd Battalion, 21st Infantry Regiment to coordinate their efforts in 
Salehan, a village east of Panjwai District Center. According to Gedmintas 
the village showed potential. 

There was a guy by the name of Azim Kahn, he was not only the 
local ANP commander, but he also on his own initiative was paying 
local villagers to provide local security. So since they already have 
something in place, it would make the most sense to build on that; 
sort of guide and develop it to be an actual ALP program.158

Initially there was skepticism by the villagers and Azim.

We had a lot of hesitation with folks saying, “Hey—when I was 
young, the Russians were here, they left. The Taliban came in, they 
left, now it’s you guys, and pretty soon you guys will leave and the 
Taliban will probably come back or somebody else will come.” So 
a lot of skepticism. And a lot of people, who just for survival pur-
poses didn’t want to attach themselves too tightly to either side of 
the conflict.159

Figure 10. Panjwai District.
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When the team met with Azim, he responded, “Well, I don’t need it 
here.”160 But they convinced him and eventually the village elders that their 
village could be a model for success to other villages. Additionally, this 
brought money to the village and Azim, who would no longer have to pay the 
locals from his own pocket. In fact, it was so successful that Azim brought 
adjacent villages, Chalghowr and Salawat, into the cluster. One of the biggest 
benefits for the Coalition was that it allowed the Coalition forces to move 
west to deal with the more kinetic threats. 

But this was much more than an ODA operation and Captain Gedmintas 
had high praise for the VSP enablers such as the CA team. Captain Erickson, 

team leader of CAT 112 was an experienced 
soldier with a number of qualifications—time 
with the infantry and medical service corps, 
commissioned from ROTC and then an exec-
utive officer to an infantry company in Iraq 
where he learned to appreciate the CA mis-
sion and in 2010 finished the CA Qualification 

Course. CAT 112 linked up with the ODA in June 2011 in Mushan, made 
the move to the Panjwai District Center and along with the ODA explored 
opportunities to the east of the District Center. Generally their mission was 
the same—village stability—but each team (ODA and CAT) had a different 
skillset. Both shared and needed to develop (and in some cases establish) 
governance and worked by, with, and through the village to the district. But 
in doing so, the ODA focused on developing the relationship for security, the 
CAT developed relationships to further the development line of operation, 
both fully understanding, appreciating, and complementing each other’s 
capabilities. 

Working out of the District Center provided some benefits for the CAT. 
USAID and State Department representatives, as well as the DAT were 
located there. Erickson worked through the USAID representative to influ-
ence the funding of large projects (discussed later). The DAT was Lieutenant 
Commander Ty Bathurst, Navy SEAL and Afghanistan-Pakistan (AFPAK) 
Hands program trained (this program is explained on page 89). He had 
replaced Major Rusty Bradley, also AFPAK Hands with prior deployments 
as commander of an ODA to that same area.161 The relationship with the 
DAT was important:

Generally their mission 
was the same—village 
stability—but each team 
(ODA and CAT) had a 
different skillset.
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We used him as the interface primarily to deal with the governor. 
As the CA team, the governor knew who I was, but I was not inter-
ested in dealing with him specifically. I was more focused on the 
external governance mechanism by 
each community. I wanted to know 
who had the influence and who was 
tied to the district governor so that 
we could run influence through 
him, to kind of solidify his status 
as a governor … So that’s how we 
ran that. The DAT was directly 
focused on the district governor 
and I was the liaison to the locals, 
local government.162

The team initially spent a lot of time 
analyzing the population and envi-
ronment to determine issues, goals, 
key leaders, influencers, livelihood, 
etc. As an example: What were their 
agricultural products? The popula-
tion consisted of mostly tenant farm-
ers. The major landowners in Panjwai 
either lived in Kandahar or Pakistan. 
The crops were primarily pomegranate, 
grapes, and raisins. The longer term 
plan was to reinvigorate those items 
because they were still in demand but 
had atrophied from years of war. In the 
short term, the CAT started with small 
development programs in the villages to essentially create opportunities for 
military age males looking for work, such as the ALP. 

A lot of people at the time were wary of the ALP—what was their 
purpose? They weren’t willing to sign up for the program without 
knowing whether they were going to get paid, if they were going to 
have the right equipment, and if the Americans were going to stay 
and help them if they got into trouble. None of that was defined. 

Figure 11. A village elder addresses 
Panjwai district Governor Haji Fai-
zluddin Agha at a local shura on 
6 March 2011, in a rural village in 
Panjwai district, Kandahar province, 
Afghanistan. Photo by U.S. Army 
Sergeant Benjamin Watson, Special 

Operations Task Force–South.
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So it took a lot of joint patrols to build that relationship with these 
potential ALP members. It was a success and a platform we used 
to recruit the ALP. 

Once the ALP recruitment cycle was moving along, we [the CA 
team] started shifting our focus to the stability and the governance 
aspect of it. We had an OPFUND (operational fund), we had small 
de minimis-type cash available for projects. These small impact 
projects had been good for access and placement; but not long term 
stability.163

For those longer term projects Captain Erickson worked through USAID 
and State Department representatives at the District Center. Those reps 
would bring USAID and State Department officials from Kandahar to dis-
cuss larger programs. As an example, they were able to leverage $1.2 mil-
lion as part of the southern regional agricultural development program that 
focused on a series of things such as farmer-to-market roads, canal refur-
bishments, revitalizations. It included clinics with farming or agricultural 
practices built into them. They were also able to influence existing programs. 
As an example, there were a number major road projects running north to 
south that, as designed, would have cut off irrigation west of the road. So, 
they were instrumental in reshaping the project. 

In addition, the team helped focus USAID efforts:

For us, water was the most important thing to these people. And so 
we concentrated on the irrigation system. That’s where we leveraged 
a particular pot of money. There was a major aqueduct or aquifer 
in the mountains to the north that was collapsing in on itself. So 
we tried to revitalize that major waterway. And then we leveraged 
several small cash for work type programs to help clear some of the 
canals that had been run over, blown up, roads built over the top 
of them, you know, that stuff. Because that is where we figured we 
had the biggest bang for our buck there.164

The team also used their “targeting methodology and our human net-
works, and maps to show them who to talk to, what towns to go into, which 
towns to stay away from, how to get in, how to get out. Basic procedures 
for entering a village.” They passed all that information to USAID and the 
State Department to help them manage those governance and development 



59

Knarr/Nutsch: VSO and the Evolution of SOF C2 in Afghanistan

programs. “We were very proud that we had and could provide that kind of 
information.” But there were some things they couldn’t change. 

We could not change the mindset of the Afghans. To give you an 
example, we looked at grape trellises initially. In that particular 
region, grape trellises are big trenches with huge mounds. They 
plant the seed, they irrigate, and then the vines grow on the dirt. 

Well, that is not healthy for grapes for long-term yields. Here in the 
States we see them on wood or sticks, right. So we talked to them 
about that. We were looking at increasing yield, increasing money 
for these people. In their opinion, that was the way they did it for 
centuries and they weren't going to change because a foreigner told 
them to do it differently.165 

One of the most problematic areas was opium and marijuana produc-
tion. There was a push by the Coalition and GIRoA to replace all poppy and 
marijuana fields with saffron. The farmers did not want saffron because it’s 
expensive and is not competitive without better, more efficient processing 
facilities.166 Additionally, as tenant farmers, they may not have a say in what 
they were allowed to grow. 

Figure 12. Workers from the Dashtak Demonstration Farm 
install a grape trellis system in Panjsher Province on 9 October 
2010 to aid upward growth of grapes. Photo by Sergeant First 
Class Peter Ferrell/DVIDS.
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There were other options such as the “Poppy for Medicine” (P4M), 
although Captain Gedmintas could not attest to its potential. He was 
approached by representatives from the International Council on Security 
Development on the feasibility of P4M. They suggested that the “licensed 
cultivation of poppy for the production of medicine had important prec-
edents as a counter-narcotics strategy.”167 Although interesting, there is no 
indication that the program progressed past the feasibility study.

In addition to the CAT, Captain Gedmintas’ ODA was augmented with 
two Navy EODs and a JTAC (that were later transferred to another area 
due to pressing priorities), a K9 and its handler, a light vehicle mechanic, a 
cook, and in October 2011 was joined by a 12-man infantry uplift unit. The 
infantry unit was provided for security, however, security seemed stable 
and since the unit consisted of highly qualified NCOs they supported, and 
sometimes led, ALP training and participated in KLE and other meetings. 
According to Erickson, they were well engaged and not viewed as a security 
detachment. There was no CST.168 

Despite vetting and leadership efforts, tragedies can happen, as marked by 
an incident known as the Panjwai Massacre. On 11 March 2012, Staff Sergeant 
Robert Bales from an infantry uplift battalion, murdered 16 villagers in the 
Panjwai District of Kandahar Province. In August 2013 he was convicted 
and sentenced to life imprisonment without parole.169 Although there had 
been other incidents, none were as egregious and from President Karzai’s 
perspective, such a tragedy was cause to terminate the program. Days after 
the incident he called for American troops to pull out of the villages and 
confine themselves to the major bases in Afghanistan.170 Finally placated, he 
acquiesced to the original timetable of December 2014.

Colonel Justin Sapp, director of the VSCC provided an interesting per-
spective on the incident’s impact on the population in comparison to the 
Qur’an burning:171 

The Quran burning thing actually turned out to be worse, I think, 
overall for Afghanistan, because it was perceived as an affront to 
the word of God. It is hard for westerners to understand, but the 
massacre of sixteen people at [VSP] Belambai actually had a much 
shorter shelf life than the Quran burning event. People were obvi-
ously furious, but people get killed in Afghanistan all the time. 
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In Afghanistan, it was my experience that the murders were not 
perceived as being as disrespectful, on a national level, as someone 
burning a Quran. Unfortunately, 
the folks who burned the Quran at 
Bagram were just trying to get rid 
of stuff [and not be disrespectful]. 
But the bottom line is that Belam-
bai was like a couple weeks of angst 
and then it kind of went away...until 
the trial of course. 

Sapp next discussed Afghan lead-
ership response, in particular, General 
Abdul Raziq who was the Provincial 
Chief of Police:

I must also highlight the impor-
tant role played by the late General 
Raziq, who was the Kandahar Chief 
of Police. The morning after the 
murders, Raziq travelled to Belam-
bai and waded out into a clamoring 
crowd of locals imploring them to 
stand down and promising that 
justice would be served. That was 
the right thing to do, and this was 
obviously risky. 

Colonel Sapp mentioned “shelf life” 
of the incident and the role that solatia 
(compensation) plays in restitution in 
the quote below. 

A few weeks later at the district shuras in Panjwai, I was told that 
the local elders were squabbling over who was entitled to the distri-
bution of USAID wheat seed, and hardly mentioned the Belambai 
murders—that’s Afghanistan. Furthermore, I believe that the res-
titution paid to the families of the slain people went a long way to 

Figure 13. Abdullah, who lost a 
leg after stepping on an insurgent-
placed IED while farming, talks with 
an Afghan National Civil Order 
Policeman at a shura on 6 March 
2011. Abdullah walked to the shura 
to hear the Panjwai District Gov-
ernor Haji Faizluddin Agha speak 
to elders about how to improve 
district security. Photo by Sergeant 
Benjamin Watson, SOTF-SOUTH/
DVIDS.
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mollifying the event—solatia payments have traditionally been an 
acceptable method of conflict resolution in Afghanistan.172

But there were successes as well. According to Gedmintas who had a good 
rapport with the BSO and maintained contact with the 3-21st commander:

From my perspective and the battalion commander later told me 
via email, that our efforts as sort of unglorious and un-sort of ego-
building as they may be, enabled those infantry battalions to push 
west, and really focus where they should have been focusing as an 
Army infantry formation.173

Additionally, by 2013, the residents of Panjwai had tired of the Taliban 
cruelty, strong armed rule, and indiscriminate laying of IEDs in vineyards 
and orchards with “between 300-400 civilians killed or injured by bombs or 
ambushes by the Taliban in the past six months in Panjwai.” In February, 70 
residents accompanied district police to ambush the Taliban, “killing three 
and chasing the remainder south toward the desert.” An interesting note is 
that the Panjwai Police Chief, Sultan Mohammad, was from Zangabad (the 
village in which Staff Sergeant Bales murdered the 16 villagers).174

According to the March 2012 ALP map, the Panjwai tashkil was validated, 
and according to the September 2012 report, 200 ALP were authorized and 

Figure 14. Paktiya.
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154 were on hand.175 The July 2013 Congressional report indicated that the 
Panjwai tashkil was at its authorized strength of 200.176 

District Stability Platforms Dand Patan and Ahmed Khel, Pak-
tiya Province 

The reader may recall the discussion of the Loya Paktiya during the Musa-
hiban Dynasty which today consists of the Paktiya, Paktika, and Khost 
Provinces. It was known for its adherence to traditional law of Pashtunwali 
and employment of arbakai. Captain Chris Bolz, Commander of an ODA 
from 1st SFG out of Japan,177 was going to find out how strong some of those 
traditions were. 

Captain Bolz deployed to Afghanistan from January to October 2012 to 
work the VSO/ALP programs. His ODA deployed to the Dand Patan District 
of Paktiya Province under SOTF-East at Bagram. Their advanced operations 
base (AOB) was located at Forward Operations Base Salerno near the city of 
Khost.178 The AOB 3110 controlled two other ODAs in the province, one at 
Chamkani and the other at Jaji (see fig. 14). 

Before deploying, the ODA pre-mission training was conducted at 
Yakima Training Center in Washington. They had developed a model 
training ground for IEDs as well as a mock Afghan village to help train 
engagement and relationship building. Bolz gave them high marks as well 
as the Academic Week run by Lieutenant Colonel Scott Mann at Fort Bragg. 
Additionally, six months before deployment he reached out to Captain Nick 
Kramer, the ODA in-country commander via Secret Internet Protocol Router 
(SIPR). Kramer provided him situation reports (SITREPs) and other reports 
to bring him up to speed on the situation. According to their research and 
reports from the field, the threat in the area was mostly connected to the 
HQN which provided sanctuary across the border in Pakistan. They received 
their fair share of contact, but because Dand Patan and adjacent districts 
were transient areas into Kabul and not objective areas, HQN may have been 
less interested in becoming significantly engaged with them. 

VSP enablers included a CAT, a JTAC, and MWD with handler, and later 
they were joined by a CST. Although the team was good, the site was well-
developed and they were familiar with the area and people. Had it been a 
new site, the CST would have been much more valuable in gaining access 
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to areas, but as it was they confirmed ODA assumptions about the attitudes 
of each village. 

By the time his ODA arrived in Dand Patan, the tashkil of 320-350 had 
already been filled and they were preparing to put the district in tactical 
overwatch. The Afghans were running operations without any Americans or 
American involvement. In fact, Bolz was cautious about doing anything in 
the security line of operations (LOO). He was concerned that any action he 
might take could upset the balance of the various security forces—Afghan 
National Army, ALP, and Afghan Border Police—that had already estab-
lished. According to Bolz, the development LOO was also doing very well. 

The previous CA team had done a great job of working on the devel-
opment side to the point where the only thing the Afghans couldn’t 
do themselves was get funding. They would identify their own proj-
ects, they would get local buy-in, they would get local vendors, and 
they would get approval. So they got the whole cycle down except 
getting funding from the national or provincial level. Only a couple 
times did we step in to provide that funding. One was when one of 
the aqueducts busted prior to the spring farming season; if that had 
not been fixed the whole area would have been screwed.179 

Captain Bolz spent most of his time working “governance” with the 
district governor, on how to “run the district in terms of administrative 
processes, how he was going to run his local ministers and work with the 
people.”180 The district’s biggest challenge was its connection to the province. 
Bolz was visited periodically by PRT representatives, so the Coalition link 
from district to province was working, but the Afghan link from district 
to province, or actually from province to district, was challenging. They, 
those who worked the system, finally got the process for paying the ALP 
to work, but logistics was an issue. It was not until the Afghans realized 
that the Americans were no longer going to do it, that the logistics process 
started to work.181 

As Dand Patan entered transition, Captain Bolz started to look for 
another VSP site. Bolz commented that most places had been receptive to 
ALP. Dand Patan, Jaji, and Chamkani wanted ALP and quickly filled their 
tashkil. On the other hand, Jani Khel to the south was just the opposite—
there was no local support for the program. Ahmed Khel looked promising. 
The villagers wanted ALP and the village lay at the crossroads between Dand 
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Patan, Chamkani, and Jaji. So, his team spent a good deal of time assessing 
the area, meeting with local leaders, identifying potential ALP command-
ers, assessing potential VSP sites, etc.182 Afghan National Army and Afghan 
National Police contingents were also based near the Ahmed Khel district 
center. Additionally, Ahmed Khel essentially sat atop a ridgeline that sepa-
rated two rival subtribes. 

SOF/CF integration worked well. They needed to be sensitive to 
battlespace owned by someone else and they looked for gaps and seams 
that the BSO was not covering in order to support the operation plan of the 
BSO. One of the gaps or seams existed at Ahmed Khel where the battalion 
had positioned two companies, one on each side of the village. Placing the 
platform at the District Center was an opportunity to support their efforts. 
This in turn helped the ODA obtain support from the BSO, whether it be 
logistics, engineering, aviation, or artillery support. The only thing that Bolz 
might have done differently was in choosing his CF partner. Rather than 
partnering with the companies, he felt that he should have been partnering 
with the battalions or brigades.

Captain Bolz indicated that poppy wasn’t really a factor.

Once we ran into a large marijuana field in Ahmed Khyel. We had 
to deal with our ALP and security guards smoking hash or chew-
ing khat, but I never had to deal with someone so stoned they were 
a distraction.183

According to Bolz, in the areas his team worked, rice was the principle 
crop since they were so close to the river. Additionally, timber was another 
commodity that was traded in Chamkani. As his ODA was leaving, the 
market of Dand Patan was enlarging with the addition of a hostel, restau-
rants, and brick makers.

Captain Roland Griffith, CAT 624, deployed to Afghanistan from July 
2012 to May 2013.184 In-country, the team ini-
tially deployed to Chamkani District, Paktiya 
Province and met with Captain Bolz and his 
ODA. They would move to Ahmed Khel and 
in October meet with the next team, Captain 
Alex Deep with his ODA from 3rd SFG. They 
would work together to establish the platform 
at Ahmed Khel.185 The platform also included a JTAC and a MWD with 

Together they worked 
through all four phases 
of the VSO framework 
(shape, hold, build, 
and transition).
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handler. They worked briefly with an outgoing CST who shared educational 
resources prior to redeploying. 

Captain Griffith with CAT 624 led the Development LOO and the SFODA 
was the lead for the Security LOO. The CAT and ODA split the Governance 
LOO as it related to their respective focus LOO (Development/Security). 
Together they worked through all four phases of the VSO framework (shape, 
hold, build, and transition). They worked within existing Afghan cultural 
and social constructs to navigate the Hasan Khel and Ahmed Khel subtribe 
nuances. Prior to their arrival, there had been conflict between the subtribe 
over a number of issues, but the one that stood out the most from an eco-
nomic standpoint was “pine nuts,” and who had control of this resource. 
According to Griffith they were the biggest obstacles to developing local 
government capacity at the Ahmed Khel District Center.

The CAT took the lead on obtaining a copy of an existing district devel-
opment plan. It was a few years old, but at some point members of the tribes 
came together and generated a list of projects and priorities for the dis-
tricts. They used this list of projects and priorities as leverage, as initiatives 
that would complement support for the establishment of the Afghan Local 
Police. The projects were simple, small scale, mostly water initiatives—water 
procurement from an existing stream from up in the mountains down to 
a centrally located area for one of the subtribe; conveniently enough it was 
very close to one of the most vocal supporters of the ALP. In addition, in 
the Southern district the priority objective was to build retaining walls for 
erosion, especially when it came to spring flooding. 

The projects were important in-and-of themselves, but they also were 
used as an incentive for Afghan leaders because, their names as sponsors 
on those projects increased their influence and power in the community. 
They were able to also tie the list of prioritized projects to the development 
of an ALP force.

Alex [Deep] and I thought a lot about how we can utilize the exist-
ing Afghan social and cultural norms and tie them to ALP, [such 
as] the arbakai construct. Moreover, at that time, when we talked 
about ALP in terms of arbakai, it resonated with the tribes: they 
knew there was a system in place for conflict resolution and that 
was through the armed wing of the Shura, the arbakai. So that was 
our entry point—to utilize the initial development plan to increase 
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buy-in and really incentivize the assumption of ALP, arguing from 
a development perspective when it came to the LOOs.186 

One of Captain Griffith’s assumed roles was mapping out the person-
ality of the district center. As an example, “we had a slide deck showing 
that these are our boundaries, this is the area, these are the tribes, and 
here is the snapshot of the baseball cards for each personality in the district 
center.”187 He went around to all the offices to meet and gather atmospherics 
regarding their personalities, duties and responsibilities, relationships with 
other offices, and how they executed or didn’t execute those duties. As one 
example, this helped him link up his medical people with locals, both medi-
cally trained as well as those that needed help. Later that proved helpful in 
developing rapport with a person-of-interest who was also the parent of a 
child they had helped. 

There were a number of initiatives that were low-to-no cost that contrib-
uted to village stability. One example was having electricity and cell phone 
access turned on, that had previously been turned off at night because of 
Taliban threats. This now allowed medical facilities to work at night as well 
support ALP operations and local communications. 

When the team arrived, the Development Shura had not been active for 
a while because the shura leader was corrupt. He had pocketed money for 
a number of projects and was not trusted. Griffith travelled to Gardez and 
met with the PRT leader, who in turn introduced him to the head of the 
Provincial Development Shura, who was actually aware of the situation. 
At Griffith’s request, he (the head of the Provincial Development Shura) 
travelled to Ahmed Khel to remove the shura leader and replace him with 
someone more trustworthy. 

The team continuously linked the workings of various shuras, such as 
the Validation Shura for the ALP and the Development Shura at the dis-
trict center, together so they would be seen as complementary rather than 
standalone efforts. 

The team’s interagency relationships were mainly though the PRT in 
Gardez. Griffith visited them two or three times. They were incredibly short-
staffed with one State Department representative and two from USAID. From 
a collaboration standpoint, when he did meet with the USAID representa-
tives, they were able to provide information on the Afghan nongovernmental 
Organizations (NGOs) they were utilizing to execute their USAID funded 
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initiatives. Because they were so shorthanded, USAID just did not have the 
ability to check on them. As a result, without follow-up, there was an oppor-
tunity for corruption. When elements of the District Stability Platforms 
(DSP) patrolled in an area in which USAID had a project, the team could 
review the effort. Reciprocally, USAID recommended Afghan NGOs that 
had training programs of instruction (POI) to support workshops for the 
community. As an example, they obtained an Afghan POI written in Pashtu 
from the Department of Agriculture representative at the PRT. Members of 
the Development Shura were recruited and, utilizing the POI and presenta-
tions, conducted a day of workshop classes for the local community. “That 
was a big hit and it happened as a result of our relationship with members 
of the interagency that were in Gardez in support of the PRT.”188 

The reward for the DSP was that they not only started it, but were able 
to see it transition as well. They only spent six months there but rapidly 
went through all four phases. There was a lot of pressure from the SOTF 
to continue to expand, in particular the ALP, because the U.S. would be 
drawing down soon. Captain Griffith felt that the biggest threat to stability 
in the area was that the Hasan Khel and Ahmed Khel subtribes would turn 
on each other. Without the Americans, it was now up to the Afghans with 
their shuras to arbitrate any disagreements. Additionally: 

If you’ve seen one village stability platform, you have seen one village 
stability platform. It worked in Ahmed Khel at that time. Initially it 
was kinetic through the initial embed - we were attacked, relatively 
frequently. However, we were quickly able to quell that. We had a 
commando operation happen very quickly that was very aggressive, 
and removed some very important actors off the battlefield. And 
that was a collaboration between the SOF team there at Ahmed Khel 
and the commando team in [Gardez]–it was awesome. It helped that 
both of those [ODAs–one working VSO/ALP and the other working 
FID with the kandak] were in the same company, so we already had 
that relationship.189 

Although the authors did not interview the second ODA commander, 
Captain Alex Deep’s article in the Small Wars Journal in April 2014 is very 
informative. His contention is, “VSO combines aspects of UW and FID into 
a comprehensive counterinsurgency methodology.”190 
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Village Stability Platforms Dar-I-Bum, Qadis District, Bagdhis 
Province: Site Selection and Unintended Consequences191

Captain Timothy Scott was the team leader for MSOT 8233. His team 
deployed to Afghanistan from May 2010 to December 2010 and was directed 
to establish a permanent presence in the Dar-I-Bum area, Qadis District. See 
the map at figure 15 (Dar-I-Bum is located below the B in Badghis).192 Later 
it was designated VSP Dar-I Bum. 

His MSOT was augmented with a K9 and its handler, a JTAC and Joint 
Fires Observer, EOD Tech, Counterintelligence/Human Intelligence Marine, a  
Signal Intelligence Marine, a TMT, and CAT 134. Captain Scott also had a 
CST that consisted of a female CST-trained Marine from the SOTF and a 
CAT 2 interpreter.193 With all the attachments he had about 27 people. Addi-
tionally, his team was supported by a platoon from the 207th Afghan Corps. 

The site at Dar-I-Bum was selected because of the importance of the road 
networks in the area, particularly the development of Route 1. The area was 
also important to the Taliban as a sanctuary and staging area.194 Although 

Figure 15. Badghis Province.
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located far from any forms of governance and U.S. ground support the logis-
tical sustainment of the CJSOTF, by air, in Scott’s words, “was really good.” 
The medical evacuation capability from Bala Murghab was responsive as 
well as the concept of operations approval process.

 However, the site location had some shortcomings. In addition to being 
far from any forms of governance and U.S. support, its physical location 
forfeited the high ground to the Taliban. Now-Lieutenant Colonel Scott 
described the area:

Dar-I-Bum … is a fairly long narrow piece of low ground that’s 
surrounded by high ground. So from our VSP within a kilometer 
radius, there was about a 600 or 700 foot elevation gain; we were 
surrounded by high ground on 270 degrees of our position … The 
south was the only place we were free of a significant height advan-
tage that the enemy had over us … In fact, out of the 50 or so small 
arms and medium machine gun engagements we had between July 
and December [2010], most of it was them waiting for a patrol to get 
back into the wire and then shooting at us after we got back in.195

In addition to harassing Taliban, fire from the high ground could be effec-
tive and a constant reminder that the team was at a disadvantage. According 
to Major General Paul Lefebvre, Scott was the victim of Taliban harassing 
fire.196 As Scott was moving from his Tactical Operations Center to the roof 
top in response to Taliban fire, he got hit in the boot with a ricocheted PKM 
(Russian-made machine gun) round. The round had found its way through 
an open door of their building. Additionally, in July/August 2010, the MISO 
team sergeant was shot in the face and evacuated.197

The distance from other Coalition forces, however, had its advantages 
from a MISO perspective. They did not have to de-conflict messaging; all 
friendly forces were outside of the range of their radio. Scott was not sure as 
to the effectiveness of the anti-Taliban messaging, but they flooded the zone 
with hand-crank radios and he knew the CA broadcasts were being received. 
He cited one example of trying to get a village elder to return. The team knew 
he was corrupt and after numerous attempts by the team and promises from 
the elder to meet, they grew tired of the excuses and being stood up, so the 
team sent a radio broadcast as a last resort to bring him to the table. 
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We put out a broadcast where we said he was a bad guy and that 
he was stealing all your [villagers] money. And that got him to the 
table pretty quickly. If there had been other forces within the ring 
of that radio broadcast, I don’t think we would have been able to 
say some of the things we said. We certainly did not violate any of 
the rules … [but] we just did not have to ask anybody.198

Additionally, the CAT stood up a clinic and ran Medical Civil Affairs 
Patrols (MEDCAP); they were never attacked when villagers were at those 
events. The CAT also worked well through their USAID contact in Qala-I-
Naw at the provincial support base to connect through the provincial head-
quarters on the Afghan side to the various ministers. However, at that time 
none of the DATs, PATs, PRTs, DSTs were operational in the area as part of 
a support structure.

When asked about the CST, Scott said it was effective. Especially when 
they were operating on the objective, the CST segregated, and spoke to the 
Afghan women. The team was also very effective at the clinic. 

Occupying an area that has not been properly shaped led to some unin-
tended consequences. Such as Scott’s first meeting with village leadership: 

“Hey, we’re here to help. What can we do?” Village leadership 
responded, “Well, now that you’re here, that road? We cannot drive 
that road anymore [because of IEDs], so now we have to go 40 miles 
out of our way to get things to the Muqur market, so our prices just 
went up 30 percent. Thanks a lot.”199 

The immediate effect of locating the VSP in Dar-I-Bum was an increase 
in prices at the market. 

After Captain Scott’s team departed, follow-on teams recruited and 
developed a 284 member ALP unit to support villages in Ghadis District.200 
According to Lieutenant Colonel Larry Huggins, the SOTF commander for 
RCs West and Southwest from September 2012 to May 2013, the Badghis 
ALP was very successful. However, after all the MSOTs were pulled from 
the province, some of the outer areas were unsustainable. 

What we saw in this and other outer areas, the ANA [Afghan 
National Army] and the District Chief of Police couldn’t support 
some of these villages, so the ALP had no choice but to move to 
the District Center with their families or turn in their weapons. So 
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those were some hard times, because it was a hard fought, successful 
operation to secure those areas, but then you see the reality of the 
Coalition forces leaving and the ability of the Afghans to sustain 
what’s out there.201

Having said that, experiences in Badghis became lessons for Helmand. 
Huggins described the Kajaki experience as a “reverse of the traditional ALP 
establishment,” where the RC Southwest commander, provincial governor, 
and chief of police wanted a VSP site and the district chief of police did all of 
the ground work such as assemble the shura, etc. “So it was kind of a reverse 
process; put more ownership on the Afghans. And, you know, it seemed to 
be working pretty well.”202 

Afghan Local Police, Parwan and Panshir Provinces

In 2010 Sergeant Major Rod was part of a two-person team responsible 
for training ALP in Parwan Province. Initially, as the J3 Sergeant Major, 
CFSOCC-A, he was tasked along with a Marine officer to deploy to Parwan 
Province to train ALP to be employed in both Parwan and Panshir Prov-
inces. Three week classes were conducted for no more 30 students per class 
over a period of 9 months for a total of 180 trained ALP. The only breaks in 
the cycle were to allow for the team to pick up funds and equipment from 

the CJSOTF in Bagram. He indicated that 
this was done under the authority of the 
MOI Bismillah Khan Mohammadi, known 
as BK, to ensure that there was a trained 
and equipped force in those areas. Sergeant 
Major Rod knew BK from 2001 when he 
fought alongside him and other Afghans 

who would later become officials in the Afghan government. When they saw 
each other in 2010, BK was introduced as the minister of security. There were 
no other Coalition forces involved in the train-up and no indication that 
this was part of the VSO program. Rod’s contact was the ALP commander 
that controlled the recruits at every training cycle and had direct contact 
with the MOI.203 

The MOI’s influence was apparent to Rod. He was impressed with the 
efficiency and support provided to the effort, particularly when, as the J3 

Three week classes were 
conducted for no more 30 
students per class over a 
period of 9 months for a 
total of 180 trained ALP.
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Sergeant Major, he had access to all the ALP development reports and was 
aware of all the problems that other ALP sites had encountered. 

Evidently, there was concern that with all the ALP training taking place, 
the residents of the Northern provinces were being denied the same oppor-
tunities. It was also rumored, in the event of ethnic tensions or Taliban 
encroachment, that Tajiks in the area would not be able to defend themselves 
in the event of a conflict. Accordingly, the MOI would not approve any 
further development of the ALP for other areas until the ALP for Parwan/
Panshir were trained and equipped. 

But this problem did not go away with 180 ALP trained by the team. 
Brigadier General Christopher Haas, Commander of the CFSOCC-A from 
July 2011 to July 2012, faced those very issues with BK during his tenure and 
was directed to train more ALP in the northern areas.204

Discussion Points and Summary

There are many, many more stories of successes and challenges associated 
with implementing VSO/ALP. These were only a few vignettes. The program 
grew to over a 103 VSO sites by March of 2012. By December 2012, 21 districts 
had transitioned to tactical overwatch where the ANSF assumed supervisory 
responsibility but U.S. forces were close enough to provide emergency sup-
port if needed.205 

But there were still program challenges—some attributed to the United 
States. This section amplifies some of the topics introduced above.

Elbowing Our Way In
Lieutenant Colonel Scott Mann commented on what he later called the need 
to “move at the pace of the population” and emphasized some of the things 
that Lieutenant Colonel Timothy Scott mentioned in Badghis. 

One thing the Marines learned that I think was courageous on their 
part and that I hope history will continue to amplify is that they 
were in a lot of ways forced to create ALP in some places it shouldn’t 
have been [created]. The population wasn’t ready, the population 
was too distrustful of the government, they smelled a rat, a timeline 
of withdrawal, something. A lot of the guys had a nickname for it: 
Smashmouth VSO. Basically you elbow your way into the village, 
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“Dudes, we’re going to do VSO now, any questions?” That’s not what 
that program was designed for by any stretch.206 

Go Local ‘til it Hurts
A great bumper sticker, but where were the red lines? One example concerns 
Major Jim Gant. Gant spent 50 months in combat zones and was awarded the 
Silver Star in Iraq for heroism. He had been to Afghanistan in 2003 and later 
from June 2010 to March 2012 and did some incredible work with the tribes in 
Kunar Province. In 2009, between deployments, he published a paper “One 
Tribe at a Time: A Strategy for Success in Afghanistan,” widely read in the 
military and used by some in the SOF community for education and train-
ing. He was hailed by General Petraeus as the “perfect counterinsurgent.” 

He was courageous … wasn't intimidated by a tough fight. He led 
from the front. And in many respects he did go native. You go native 
so that the natives feel that you respect them, are comfortable with 
them and trust them … And he was adopted as a son of Sitting Bull 
[Malik Noor Afzhal, Tribal chief, Mohmand tribe in Mangwel vil-
lage, nicknamed Sitting Bull]. 

We asked a great deal of this individual and he provided a great deal. 
Frankly, to see his career end the way it did was painful to hear about 
and obviously disappointing and he clearly took actions that were 
not in keeping with the standards and he paid a very high price.207 

While dubbed by some as “Lawrence of Afghanistan,” in July 2012, Lieu-
tenant General John Mulholland issued Gant an administrative reprimand 
for “Dereliction of duty, disobeying a lawful order and conduct unbecoming 
an officer,” and listed Gant’s “wrongful actions.”208 That list included: wrong-
ful possession and consuming of alcohol, wrongful possession of controlled 
substances, allowing an uncleared U.S. female civilian to reside in his quar-
ters … the list goes on.”209 Major Gant was subsequently demoted, lost his 
SF tab, and was retired. 

It took a lieutenant, fresh from the academy to recognize that drinking 
alcohol and taking unauthorized medications, living with a female reporter, 
and lying in situation reports to higher headquarters was wrong. Mulhol-
land’s memorandum cites the period of wrongful actions as 15 June 2010 to 
14 March 2012. Why did it take so long for this behavior to be observed and 
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reported? According to an ABC news report, Gant’s leadership indicated 
they were unaware of the situation.210 Some have suggested that the leader-
ship had a role in this—not only to ensure the mission was completed, but 
to recognize and take action when a soldier is being harmful and needs help. 
We leave those questions for the leadership discussions at the training and 
education institutions.

When Did VSO/ALP Become ALP/vso?
There was a perception by some—particularly after President Obama’s June 
2011 announcement on the withdrawal of 33,000 troops by September 2012 
and leave by December 2014—that ALP started to outpace VSO. That is, 
the numbers of ALP became a convenient metric for the program and VSO 
would take a backseat. 

The next chapter describes the realities of linking the Reeder/Miller/
Bolduc concepts with the McChrystal/Petraeus strategy. Specifically, bot-
toms-up was working reasonably well, the next chapter looks at “top down 
meets bottoms-up.” 
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Chapter 5. Top-Down Interagency 
(Supporting Governance and 
Development) Meets Bottom-Up 
Counterinsurgency

This push must be joined by a dramatic increase in our civilian 
effort … we need agricultural specialists and educators, engineers 
and lawyers. I’m ordering a substantial increase in our civilians on 
the ground. - President Obama211

The civilian surge, launched in 2009 to accompany the military surge, 
increased the number of U.S. Government civilians in Afghanistan 

from approximately 300 to 1,000, as well as their “overseeing thousands 
of contracted civilian implementing partners.” This not only included an 
increase in U.S. civilian expertise and support at the higher levels of the 
Afghan National government, but also at the provincial and district levels.212 
As with Iraq, that civilian component became integral to the strategy—par-
ticularly to the build phase—and as the administration later added—the 
transition phase. 

This chapter first addresses interagency or civilian support to gover-
nance and development as a top-down approach to the civilian-military 
population-centric COIN effort. It then addresses the birth of the VSCCs 
to coordinate among the various civilian organizations, as well as Afghan 
organizations from the national level to the districts. As the ODAs, MSOTs, 
and SEAL platoons developed the VSPs at the bottom, General Miller recog-
nized that someone or something had to ensure that resources made their 
way from Kabul to the villages. The VSCCs were tasked to do that.

Interagency: Supporting Governance and Development

More than 16 agencies/sub-agencies were represented in Afghanistan 
including: Department of State (DOS); USAID; the USDA; Department of 
Homeland Security (DHS) with elements of Customs and Border Patrol, 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement and Transportation Security 
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Administration; Department of Justice with representatives of the Drug 
Enforcement Agency, Federal Bureau of Investigation, and U.S. Marshals 
Service; Department of Treasury; Department of Transportation; Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention; and the Department of Commerce.213 
All of those agencies were important to the mission, however, this section 
will discuss DOS, USAID and USDA because of their connection to the 
VSO/ALP mission. 

Although the regional commands, PRTs and DSTs were military-led, the 
Embassy in Kabul established civilian-led regional platforms to oversee chief 
of mission (COM) civilians in their respective areas.214 Figure 16 reflects the 

civilian-military unity of effort from the ambassador at the national level to 
the civilian team lead at the district level.

This section starts at the top with the ambassador, and addresses con-
tributions of DOS, USAID, and USDA, and then discusses their initiatives.

Figure 16. U.S. Mission in Afghanistan Field Structure. Source: Special 
Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction Audit 11-2, Strategy 
and Oversight/Civilian Uplift, 3.



79

Knarr/Nutsch: VSO and the Evolution of SOF C2 in Afghanistan

The Ambassador/Chief of Mission and the Department of State 
Responsibilities
The senior civilian in the country is the ambassador. He is the COM, the 
head of the Country team and appointed by the president of the United States 
as his personal representative to the country. As such, and in concert with 
the Secretary of State, the COM implements the president’s responsibili-
ties for the conduct of foreign relations.215 The “country team serves as the 
multi-faceted ‘face’ of the USG interagency process” within the country.216 
Ambassadors have also been described as the chief executive officer of inter-
agency missions.217 

The ambassador is supported by a deputy and other FSOs from the DOS 
as well as USAID, DOD, Commerce, Justice, DHS, Agriculture, and others. 
The DOS is responsible for security of the ambassador, the embassy, and its 
staff. 

In developing his Afghan strategy and team, President Obama appointed 
retired Lieutenant General Karl Eikenberry as ambassador to Afghanistan. 
General Eikenberry served from 21 May 2009 until 25 July 2011. The ambas-
sador and General McChrystal, Commander, ISAF/USFOR-A, developed 
the “United States Government Integrated Civilian-Military Campaign Plan 
for Support to Afghanistan.” The plan laid out the vision and strategy with 
a “focus to the Afghan population that requires the integrated, synchro-
nized efforts of our civilian and military teams working across Security, 
Development, Governance, [italicized for emphasis] and Information in new, 
comprehensive ways.” The plan was 
developed in collaboration with all 
U.S. government departments and 
agencies working in Afghanistan, 
as well as partner nations and the 
United Nations Assistance Mission 
in Afghanistan. It stressed that its, 
“most important component is a 
strong partnership with the Gov-
ernment of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GIRoA) that will build 
the capacity needed to provide Afghanistan with a stable future.”218 As SOF 
know, relationships are important—at all levels. As can be imagined, a good 
working relationship among the COM, ISAF commander, and the president 

The plan was developed in col-
laboration with all U.S. govern-
ment departments and agencies 
working in Afghanistan, as well 
as partner nations and the United 
Nations Assistance Mission in 
Afghanistan. 
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of Afghanistan was critical. General McChrystal worked hard to earn Presi-
dent Karzai’s trust, and despite a number of horrific civilian casualty events, 
felt his relationship with President Karzai was good.219 However, Ambas-
sador Karl Eikenberry’s relationship with President Karzai was strained, 
particularly after Eikenberry’s leaked cable to “Madam Secretary” where 
he indicated that “President Karzai is not an adequate strategic partner.”220 
In fact the relationship was so toxic that General Petraeus, who assumed 
command of ISAF in July 2010 considered asking President Obama that 
Eikenberry be replaced.

I actually could not take him [Eikenberry] to meetings with Karzai 
without eruptions to the point where he [Karzai] would say, “You’re 
the guy who said I’m an unsuitable partner and the guy who tried to 
force a run off in the elections together with Richard Holbrook.”221

Former Ambassador Ronald Neumann, 1 August 2005 to 10 April 2007, 
has remained involved in Afghanistan affairs as a highly respected consul-
tant, senior advisor, and mentor on Afghan affairs and still meets periodi-
cally with President Karzai. He advises that no one should “embarrass the 
man. I understood that when we started getting into an argument and we 
were at a larger meeting that it was time to say ‘Mr. President, can we go to 
the other office and talk about this?’ Do not try to exert your power in front 
of others, which is very misunderstood by Afghans.” Evidently Neumann 
and President Karzai got along well; President Karzai called Secretary of 
State, Condoleezza Rice and asked if the President would extend Ambassador 
Neumann. Unfortunately, the request was denied.222

When Eikenberry’s tour of duty expired in July 2011, Ryan Crocker was 
recalled to active duty by the president to serve as ambassador to Afghan-
istan. Crocker was the ambassador to Iraq in 2007-2009 during General 
Petraeus’ tenure as the Multi-National Force–Iraq Commander. Ambassador 
Crocker would serve as the U.S. ambassador to Afghanistan from July 2011 
to 2012.223

Hiring to Meet Civilian Surge Requirements
The section of the embassy responsible for overseeing COM civilian person-
nel was the Office of Interagency Provincial Affairs section in the embassy. 
But the surge requirements exceeded the capacity of the various agencies. 
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To accommodate surge requirements, the DOS was authorized to use a 3161 
direct-hire system to recruit personnel for one-year assignments.224 

According to Dr. Carter Malkasian, who deployed from 2009 to 2011 to 
work with, and then lead the district support team in Garmser District, Hel-
mand Province, and later the political advisor to General Joseph Dunford, 
Commander ISAF from 2013-2014:

It’s not technically a contract position. You are a GS [General Sched-
ule] employee, but you fit under the 3161 hiring capacity, which 
means the State Department can go and find people who are quali-
fied for that job and hire them directly to be a GS. [Normally] to 
hire someone for a GS position takes a lot of interviewing, takes a 
lengthy process, but this didn’t have that process attached.225

He went on to say that the 3161 hiring process became quite controversial, 
that is, “whether or not the 3161s performed as well as they should have. A 
lot of debate over whether or not the program got all of the right people that 
it should have.”226 Nevertheless, USAID and USDA filled billets from the 
Embassy down to the DST in select districts. 

U.S. Agency for International Development
USAID was created by the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961 to be the single 
agency charged with foreign economic development. Its purpose was to “fur-
ther America’s interests while improving lives in the developing world.”227 
Although an independent federal agency, there is tension between USAID 
and the Secretary of State over responsibilities for administering U.S. devel-
opment assistance.228

President Obama’s surge of civilian support to Afghanistan was massive 
for USAID. Personnel levels, mostly to fill PRTs and DSTs, went from 92 
“staff in 2009 to 237 in 2010 to 323 in 2011, to more than 570 in 2012.” This 
“made the USAID presence in Afghanistan its largest since Vietnam.”229 But 
as Mr. Larry Sampler, former assistant to the administrator for the office of 
Afghanistan and Pakistan Affairs at USAID cautioned: This “surge” of civil-
ians should not be viewed in comparison to the military surge, the numbers 
were not comparable and the economy of scale was so different between the 
two organizations. Secondly, 
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Our manpower structures are different than the military’s. Military 
personnel do not have the option to say ‘no.’ State and USAID foreign 
service officers absolutely do; they are union protected, they both 
have the [backing] of the American Foreign Service Association. 
As far as we were able to find out, since the 1960s USAID has never 
force-placed a Foreign Service officer anywhere. They may have 
twisted some arms or coerced a few people to go somewhere, but they 
never used the authority that it presumably has to issue movement 
orders saying, “You’re being assigned to Afghanistan even though 
you don’t want to go.” State has done that, but very few times, and 
they did not do it in Afghanistan.230

But they did have, and used, direct-hire authorities to recruit volunteers. 
However, by September 2013 the number of “direct-hire” Americans had 
decreased to 217 and by 2015 to 100.231 This sudden growth and subsequent 
drawdown of the force was not without issue in terms of project quality con-
trol and accountability. USAID came under increasing scrutiny by Congress 
to account for various projects and the billions of dollars spent. It is not the 
intent of this monograph to review USAID project and performance, but, 
as William Hamink noted in his special report on USAID in Afghanistan: 

demands on USAID in Afghanistan since 2002 have pushed it well 
outside its traditional boundaries … Expectations were high that 
USAID would provide development to match the major U.S. military 
effort: delivering enduring development results in a war zone and 
billions of dollars of assistance in the face of ever-changing priori-
ties and urgency in a country torn apart by decades of civil war.232

USAID’s Office of Transition Initiatives (OTI) has supported the VSO 
program since its inception in 2010. Its objectives, shared with the SOTF with 
which they worked, included “building linkages between communities and 
local government, and empowering local representative governance through 
shura development and small-scale infrastructure projects.”233 

Colonel Chris Pflanz, former governance director within the Village 
Stability National Coordination Center in 2011 commented that, from his 
perspective at the Afghan National level,

overall cooperation and partnership between USAID, CA, SF, 
and other SOF was excellent. There was solid partnership and 
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communication between leaders at echelon … with many rela-
tionships built in Iraq and in other countries and embassies around 
the world.234

U.S. Department of Agriculture
In Afghanistan, our focus is building the capacity of Afghan insti-
tutions to withstand and diminish the threat posed by extremism, 
and to deliver high-impact economic assistance—especially in the 
agricultural sector—to create jobs, reduce the funding that the 
Taliban receives from poppy cultivation, and draw insurgents off 
the battlefield. - Secretary of State, Hillary Clinton235

The USDA was created by President Abraham Lincoln in 1862 as the “People’s 
Department” because of their work on “food, agriculture, economic develop-
ment, national resources conservation and others.236 

Prior to the U.S. invasion in 2001, Afghanistan had suffered five years of 
drought and lost almost 50 percent of its irrigated lands to include the loss 
of almost half of its orchards. Comparisons have been made between the 
U.S. “Dust Bowl” during the Great Depression and Afghanistan’s situation 
in 2003. USDA’s work in Afghanistan to help the country recover started 
in July 2003 with the start-up of the Afghan Conservation Corps (ACC) 
with technical assistance from USDA’s Foreign Agricultural Service. ACC 
objectives included providing “jobs to thousands of Afghans; to implement 
conservation actions, especially reforestation; and to establish and foster 
a commitment to conservation in the Afghans who participated in ACC 
projects.”237

As of October 2009, prior to the surge, USDA had a foreign service officer 
and expert advisor in Kabul, 11 agricultural experts and one PRT liaison 
officer deployed throughout the country. By 2010, they expected to expand 
that number to 64 agricultural experts, mostly located in the field with PRTs. 
Projects included: experts to help install windmills to pump water for irriga-
tion and livestock, trained veterinarians, stabilization of eroded river banks 
and canals, establish nurseries, reforested areas … “all projects were aimed at 
helping Afghanistan reconstruct the physical and institutional infrastructure 
of its agricultural sector.”238
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Provincial Reconstruction Team

PRTs, established in Afghanistan in 2003, evolved from existing CMOCs 
mostly located in major population centers. In 2006, a team sponsored by the 
Joint Center for Operational Analysis (JCOA) and in 2007 a study team from 
the Center for Naval Analyses (CNA) validated the importance of the PRT 
for the stabilization of Afghanistan. According to the JCOA report, the PRTs 

have strengthened provincial and district level institutions and 
empowered local leaders who support the central government. In 
many locations PRTs have helped set the conditions where increased 
political, social, and economic development is possible. 

The report emphasized the growing need for effective PRTs as the “opera-
tional center of gravity for security, reconstruction and governance” slowly 
shifted from Kabul to Afghanistan’s provinces.239 

The CNA report was equally supportive indicating that civilian recon-
struction agencies are important but, in and of themselves insufficient to 
provide the necessary services that PRTs bring to the table. Their bottom 
line was, “absent the PRTs, the ‘build’ in clear-hold-build efforts deemed 
essential to effective counterinsurgency would fall flat.”240 

The PRTs provide the expertise and capacity to initiate security, gover-
nance, and development reflected in the “Civil-Military Strategic Framework 
for Afghanistan” beyond Kabul to the provinces. 

U.S. PRTs were comprised of 50 to 100 members. They were led by a mili-
tary commander and included an operational staff, a security element, and 
two CATs (of four members each). They also included civilian representa-
tives from DOS, USAID, and USDA. The civilians worked for their agency 
supervisors located in Kabul, but the power of the PRT was to provide them 
security and collocated teammates so that they could easily coordinate their 
efforts. There may have been an Afghan representative from the MOI as well. 

Dr. Carter Malkasian explained the command structure:

Every PRT had what they called a combined command element. It 
was supposed to be shared leadership between the PRT commander, 
the State Department representative, and the USAID representa-
tive. But in reality, the military commander was in charge of those 
PRTs … the military commander was the one who had authority 



85

Knarr/Nutsch: VSO and the Evolution of SOF C2 in Afghanistan

over all the military forces there. The PRT had about 70 people in 
it, of whom only 3–5 were civilians … [Additionally] the funding 
primarily came through military channels for the projects they 
would be executing. The PRT commander he himself fell under the 
local brigade commander. It put it very much within the military 
structure.241

The following is an example from one PRT that was led by a Navy com-
mander. Capacity to fill PRT positions was a problem. Even before the surge, 
the U.S. Army’s capacity to fill PRTs was thin and they sought help from 
other services. Navy Commander David Adams, a speechwriter for Admiral 
Mike Mullens, chief of naval operations in 2006, joked that he had written 
a bad speech for the admiral and was shipped off to Afghanistan. Truth is, 
the admiral wanted the best and handpicked those leaders. So did the Air 
Force. For the most part it was Navy and Air Force officers that led the U.S. 
sponsored PRTs with the Navy leading six PRTs until they were disestab-
lished in 2012 and 2013. They were mostly in the tough areas as reflected on 
the map at figure 17.

Adams led the Khost PRT in RC–East from April 2007 to April 2008. He 
followed Commander John Wade who was later selected for admiral. His 
team consisted of about 87 people. It included two CA teams, and a platoon 
of Arizona National Guard for security. Half of his staff were Navy reservists, 
the other half were active duty Navy. The USAID, USDA, and DOS reps met 
him in-country. He also had 67 Afghans that provided security, interpreter 
support, and a cook. His PRT fell under the Brigade Combat Team where 
he worked directly for Colonel Marty Schweitzer, the brigade commander. 
According to Adams:

Schweitzer’s guidance was very clear. It was classical counterinsur-
gency guidance. Separate the enemy from the people, connect the 
people to the government, and then transform the environment. 
So my job was not as much to separate the enemy from the people, 
my job was to connect the people to the government and then help 
transform the environment. So that’s my two lines of operation. 
Scott [Custer, the maneuver battalion commander in the area] has 
security, and I had reconstruction and development. But we did it 
together; to do that we built a plan.242
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His team managed over $75 million in projects to include infrastructure, 
road, schools, hospitals. Adams ended the interview with three takeaways. 
The first was building relationships with the tribes, and included stopping 
the night raids. The second was understanding how to do reconstruction 
and development projects that were sustainable. And the third, was hold-
ing the Afghans accountable, “making them realize that they have to be 
accountable.”243 To his team’s credit, Adams was able to connect the short-
term CERP funded projects to longer-range USAID contracted work.

There are many success stories like the above. However, there were also 
numerous stories of fraud and abuse in other areas as highlighted by the 
Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction reports, some of 
which have already been mentioned. 

The number of PRTs in Afghanistan remained pretty constant. In Janu-
ary 2007 there were 25 PRTs of which 12 were U.S. led.244 Four years later 
(January 2011), there were 28 PRTs, of which 12 were U.S.-led. The April 2012 
DOD “Report on Progress Toward Security and Stability in Afghanistan” 
indicates that the “PRTs were transitioning from service to capacity build-
ing” and were expected to be disbanded or incorporated into the sponsoring 
country’s support to Afghanistan, but would no longer exist as a PRT.245 This 
was part of the PRT transition plan announced in the October 2011 DOD 
report to congress. In addition to the PRTs, there were 35 DSTs, with 20 of 
them located in RC-East.246 By 2014 they were withdrawing with the rest of 
the force. According to Major General Michael Bills, Commander (and BSO), 
RC-South from June to October 2014, 

PRTs were there, but again as they started to drawdown Kandahar 
a lot of those things started to go away … We had a PRT structure 
that was on post but I honestly did not see much out of the PRT. I 
was always worried that, like in Iraq, they always needed security, 
you always have to go back in and work the governance piece the 
local government for certain things, we supported that piece but 
honestly [by that time they were largely ineffective]; I was actually 
doing more touchpoints [through Security Force Advisory and 
Assistance Teams] than they were.247 

The topic of PRTs is a good transition to the next section. As the leader-
ship realized that the COG was not Kabul and the central government and 
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they needed to introduce and deliver security, governance, and development 
outside of Kabul, to provinces, which was not good enough. The COG was 
the population which required exporting capabilities to the villages where 
the population resided. Therefore, the district level was the critical node 
between the Kabul government and people, where formal governance met 
local informal governance. 

The Structural Gap with Top Down Resourcing and Bottom 
Up Village Stability Operations

After taking command of CFSOCC-A … BG Miller recognized the 
critical need to fill the gray space at levels above the SOF teams, 
linking the district and provincial governance to critical national 
leaders by establishing Village Stability Coordination Centers and 
District Augmentation Teams.248

The ISAF population-centric COIN strategy focused its operational 
resources on 121 districts comprised of 80 key terrain districts and 41 area 
of interest districts.249 Additionally, the IJC determined that it only had the 
resources to operate in 48 focus districts (consisting of 45 key terrain districts 
and three area of interest districts). To complement the IJC strategy and fill 
the gap at the bottom, the CJSOTF conducted VSO in Taliban occupied areas 
that would support the “RCs and BSOs in the key rural areas and gaps and 
seams associated with the key focused districts.” By 1 July 2012, the VSO 
program had “worked more than 634 villages in 72 districts throughout 
Afghanistan.”250 

ALP was important in working with the traditional village governing 
system to develop a local defense system. But, the uniqueness of VSO/ALP 

was implementing a program that rec-
ognized the importance of governance 
and development as well as security and 
that, to be sustainable, it needed to be 
linked to the central government. That 
linkage was a major step toward build-
ing legitimacy. Legitimacy has always 
been an important theme in COIN doc-
trine and is mentioned over 150 times in 
the 2018 version of Counterinsurgency, 

But, the uniqueness of VSO/
ALP was implementing a 
program that recognized the 
importance of governance and 
development as well as secu-
rity and that, to be sustainable, 
it needed to be linked to the 
central government. 
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Joint Publication 3-24.251 However, saying it and doing it are two different 
things. Legitimacy was arguably the most important (missing) characteristic 
in Iraq and it led to the return of al-Qaeda in Iraq (as the Islamic State of 
Iraq and Syria) in 2013/2014.252 The point is, the acronyms may change, but 
legitimacy is an enduring concept no matter the region or time frame, and 
VSO is one example of how to manage that. 

Village Stability Operations: Bridging the Gap

Hence, the CFSOCC-A, under General Miller, developed an elaborate net-
work connecting VSO sites or VSP at the village level to the national level, 
via DAT, PAT, Regional VSCCs, and the VSNCC in Kabul. A critical part 
of their job was to ensure that services and resources were delivered to the 
people. This was a major challenge in a society endemic with bribery, fraud, 
and other forms of corruption. 

As of December 2012 there were “42 PATs and DATs working in 36 sepa-
rate locations across Afghanistan in the Combined Joint Operations Area. 
This included 20 Afghan Hands operating directly at the district/community 
level, with another 16 Afghan Hands operating at the provincial level and 
higher.”253 

The Afghanistan-Pakistan Hands Program
AFPAK Hands program was established in 2009 to develop a pool of regional 
experts that understood the language, culture, and relationships within their 
areas of expertise. It was modeled after “China Hands—a World War II pro-
gram that developed and focused regional experts to support operational 
needs. Program participants receive about five to seven months training in 
language, typically Dari or Pashto, culture and regional expertise in areas 
such as customs, politics, economy, governance, development, COIN, and the 
military situation.254 Program tour lengths were typically 45 months, with 
one or two deployments and the interim periods devoted to “key positions 
where they could contribute their expertise.” 

It was a proven concept, and for those that filled positions that required 
regional expertise such as the DATs and PATs, VSCC, VSNCC or others 
working outside SOF but in relevant positions working with the Afghans or 
Pakistanis, it was well worth the investment. However, there were question-
able management practices in that some of the AFPAK Hands were assigned 
to positions where they had no interaction with Afghans and never spoke 
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the language. Another issue concerns career enhancement, i.e., will this help 
or hurt an individual’s career. Some of the interviewees felt that, while the 
program was important, it was not necessarily career enhancing.255

District and Provincial Reconstruction Teams 
DATs and PATs partnered with the governors (district and provincial) to 
promote governance and development. Having said that DATs did not report 
to PATs. Nor did they report to the SOTFs. According to Lieutenant Com-
mander Ty Bathurst, Panjwai DAT and Lieutenant Colonel Justin Sapp, 
VSCC-South, DATs, and PATs reported to the VSCC who helped coordinate 
resources from the national level through the provinces to the districts.256 

The success of the DAT was their access to the district governor, district 
chief of police (DCoP), tribal leaders, and other U.S. and foreign agencies 
at the various levels via the VSCC. Communication with the VSCC was 
normally in the form of a weekly video teleconference (VTC) and daily situ-
ation reports (SITREPs) (to be discussed in the VSCC section). Lieutenant 

Figure 18. Villagers draw boundaries of their farmlands in Panjwai district 
before a shura with Haji Faizluddin Agha, district governor. Photo by Sergeant 
Benjamin Watson/SOTF-SOUTH/DVIDS/U.S. ARMY
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Commander Bathurst was paired with a category 1 interpreter (local, unvet-
ted national) in the Panjwai District Center where there were a number of 
other agencies and organizations supporting governance, development, law, 
etc. as well as nearby elements from the Brigade Combat Team.257 

The governor held weekly shuras with the village elders and daily meet-
ings with key U.S. personnel to discuss district activities, which included 
projects, enemy plans, local governance, key atmospherics and likely critical 
points of conflict. Bathurst spent several hours every day with the district 
governor and his team as well as participating in many discussions with local 
elders in separate quarters with them. 

The district governor, Haji Faizluddin Agha, was a warlord from his time 
fighting the Russian forces. His livelihood was provided by his team of sup-
porters. Nearly all the village elders of Panjwai had lived through and fought 
the Russian forces and were adept at surviving. Haji constantly attempted 
to reconcile Taliban and GIRoA interests. As such he conducted multiple 
meetings at the district center in the evenings, many of which were attended 
by Bathurst. Haji was ultimately killed [by the Taliban] for playing both 
sides. Per Bathurst:

Leave no doubt, he was in it for the money and positional power 
and funding that came from the U.S., but he was a manipulative 
player in the Panjwai district and could be very persuasive to his 
enemies and friends alike, often not knowing which were which.258

Bathurst worked closely with the ODA, SOF CA, and Panjwai conven-
tional troops, as well as partnering with the USAID and other development 
partners to stabilize a historically violent flashpoint district. However, “the 
synergy was difficult to maintain” with the rapid and frequent changeover 
of partnering and rotational forces. “Relationships were severed much more 
quickly than established and each incoming team approached key Afghan 
personalities differently; some were effective and others less so.” Often the 
new approach was to “force results based on the tasking rather than having 
tactical patience.” Additionally, the Taliban were keenly aware of the key per-
sonalities and power players in the district and played them accordingly.259 

Bathurst’s “tactical patience” was described by Lieutenant Colonel Scott 
Mann, the first director of the VSCC–South as “designed to move at the pace 
of the population to not only address the security dynamic, but economic 
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development and governance.” The VSCC’s mission was to support that 
design.260

Village Stability Coordination Centers 
This linkage between VSO and interagency support for governance and 
development was critical. As such, the mission of the VSCC was to help 
make those connections. Then-Lieutenant Colonel Justin Sapp, Director of 
VSCC-South from March 2011 to April 2012 explained the VSCC mission 
and relationship to other elements of the program as:

a dedicated line of effort solely focused on building the governance 
and development lines of effort. The SOTFs were thereby freed up to 
focus more on the security line of effort … [The SOTFs] built ALP, 
created white space using the commandos to disrupt the Taliban…
while we helped build the Afghan institutions. … To facilitate that, 
we usually had one guy, we called them district augmentation teams; 
that we had put in each district. And then we would also have a 
provincial augmentation team that was at the provincial level. 

Those DATs and PATs reported to him at the VSCC and he in turn 
reported to the VSNCC in Kabul. He had a daily deliverable—a situation 
report that he provided to the VSNCC, the SOTFs, and to the Commander, 
RC-South—that provided a summary of those field reports and focused on 
governance and development. Sapp said that they were well-received and at 
one point, then-Major General Terry, Commander, RC-South remarked that 
it was “one of the most useful SITREPs” that he had received because it was 
current, relevant and short, about two pages long comprising a paragraph 
for each DAT and PAT. 

But it was much more than a reporting chain and situation reports. Sapp’s 
biggest contribution was connecting resources, in particular at the regional 
level. Recall figure 16 that reflected the senior civilian at the regional level 
who led the regional platform. The platforms were run by State Department 
personnel and they hosted a weekly meeting that Sapp attended. In turn, 
Sapp hosted one or two VTCs per week where the DATs and PATs dialed 
in. Regional Platform personnel attendance included State, USAID, USDA 
as well as civilians from Coalition partners. This was a great opportunity 
to bring everyone up-to-date on the field requirements as well as the status 
of on-going programs as an addition to what the district and provincial 
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governors were doing (as summarized by the DATs and PATs). In particular, 
the VSCC- hosted meetings were also a great venue for facilitating and/or 
deconflicting projects between CA and USAID. 

Basically, we were heavily bolstering the Regional Platforms because 
their freedom of movement was seriously constrained due to the 
security situation. The Regional Platform construct might work well 
in a safer country, but not when your life is on the line.

Part of the challenge with State and USAID was due to constraints 
imposed by Chief of Mission authority and the RSO’s [Regional 
Security Officer] proscriptions for security. It was my impression, 
and a valid complaint, that like the military they were fixated on 
metrics to a fault. … They were usually at the districts, just one or two 
guys. But they weren’t really allowed to travel out to the hinterland 
and be at the VSPs. So they didn’t have insight into what was going 
on. And what was worse and probably the biggest indictment is that 
their metrics were sort of like, ‘How much money I spent and what 
projects do I want in my district.’261

Unfortunately, they could not inspect the work that they contracted, so 
they asked the ODAs and CAT do that. Essentially, USAID was getting credit 
for doing the work, but Service members were “risking their lives” to see if 
the work was really accomplished.262

The VSCC also provided direct support to the Afghan institutions such 
as the MOI and Ministry of Education (MOE). As an example:

We would facilitate the transport of the MOI paying agent for ALP 
monthly paydays. We also would arrange and transport the Minister 
of Education to some far off district. Those institutions were the 
weak links—and probably remain so.263 

Figure 19 reflects the pivotal role that the VSCC played in promoting 
legitimacy—that is providing a “way” to link the strategic ends of “domestic 
order/stability,” primarily in terms of governance and development, with the 
means available at the tactical level (the people). 

When asked about the stand-up of a CMOC Sapp responded that the 
CMOC would eventually replace the VSCC structure.264
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Village Stability-National Coordination Center 
The VSNCC synchronizes and coordinates VSO/Governance and 
Development efforts in support of COMCFSOCC-A campaign 
objectives.266

VSO has been described as bottom-up COIN. But the creation of the VSNCC 
reflected the need to have something at the top to coordinate and energize 
the agencies that controlled the resources and move those resources down 
the pipeline to the people at the bottom. Those Afghan agencies, in addi-
tion to the MOI, include (but are not limited to): the Ministry of Rural 
Rehabilitation and Development,267 the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation 
and Livestock268 the Independent Directorate of Local Governance,269 and 
the MOE.270

The challenge was getting the resources, as an example, all of the inter-
national donations as well as the U.S. and other nation’s agencies and non-
governmental organization contributions (assistance, funding and other 
resources) into the Afghan system and making the system work. 

Figure 19. The VSCCs in supporting legitimacy, i.e., linking strategic ends with 
the tactical means.265
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Colonel Chris Pflanz provided some thoughts on VSO as they concerned 
Afghan governance and development: 

• “Put the request into the system and ensure it is coordinated with the 
appropriate Afghan agency. Do not short circuit the system, ‘force 
everything to go through the existing structures.’”

• “Processes that reconnect Afghans with Afghan institutions are worth 
far, far more than physical project outcomes.”

• “Avoid handouts–we have created a welfare mindset already; let’s not 
make it worse.”

• “Take a ‘glass half empty’ approach when developing expectations; 
take a ‘glass half full’ view of outcomes.”271

Summary

The civilian surge, launched in 2009, more than tripled the number of U.S. 
government civilians in Afghanistan to approximately 1,000, as well as the 
thousands of contracted civilians. This not only included an increase in U.S. 
civilian expertise and support at the higher levels of the Afghan national 
government, but also at the provincial and district levels. The ambassador/
COM had oversight responsibilities of those civilians and accomplished 
that through a senior civilian at the regional platforms. The real challenge 
was getting those services and resources down to the village population. 
The VSO system of DATs, PATs, VSCC, and VSNCC, was designed to do 
that. In doing so, it recognized the importance of developing legitimacy in 
the system—top down and bottom up. Although an ad hoc system, General 
Miller recognized that all the efforts at the bottom meant nothing if they 
were not connected to the top. This was the unique contribution of VSO/ALP. 
This may not translate into success or victory in defeating the insurgency, but 
it is recognition that legitimacy, bottom-up and top-down, is critical to that 
success. There is no illusion that this recognition of legitimacy means that 
the Afghan at the bottom will consciously say, “I like this Afghan govern-
ment in Kabul.” But there is an expectation that if the community promotes 
a “way” for the Afghan to feel secure, provide for the family, be treated fairly 
and practice their religion and way of life, that they will support that com-
munity and government.

There were, and continue to be challenges:
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• Announcing our troop drawdown immediately following the 
announcement of the surge broadcast to the world that all the insur-
gents needed to do was wait. Recent application of the old adage 
applies: “The American’s have the clock, but the Taliban have the 
time.”272 This was reinforced by the subsequent rapidity of the troop 
and civilian drawdown as well as the final troop count. 

• The ability of all agencies such as USAID/OTI to oversee their own 
work at the village level in a non-permissive environment.

• The incredible challenges associated with corruption and ethics.
The next chapter discusses the evolution of SOF C2 from the CFSOCC-A 

to the SOJTF-A. 
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Chapter 6. Activating the Special 
Operations Joint Task Force: 
Synchronizing Missions and Managing 
Resources

There are two fundamental elements where ISAF must improve 
…[2] Transform ISAF processes to be more operationally efficient 
and effective, creating more coherent unity of command within 
ISAF, and fostering stronger unity of effort across the international 
community.273

In July 2012, the SOJTF-A was established to bring all USSOF under 
the command of one organization. By August the Commander of the 

SOJTF-A, Major General Raymond A. “Tony” Thomas was also desig-
nated the commander of NSOCC-A effectively bringing all in-country 
SOF under his command. In particular, the three tribes: ISAF SOF, Theater 
SOF (CJSOTF-A), and the in-country DA TF, reported to him, albeit under 
different authorities and command relationships.274 Additionally, a fourth 
tribe, the Combined Joint Special Operations Air Component–Afghanistan 
(CJSOAC-A) was created to consolidate in-country SOF air assets under the 
SOJTF-A Commander. 

This chapter addresses the evolution of those authorities and command 
relationships from unity of effort to unity of command making for a more 
effective and efficient SOF contribution to the fight in Afghanistan. As such, 
it had already started with the establishment of the CFSOCC-A in January 
2009. As indicated, the major effects of that initiative were to: 1) allow the 
CJSOTF-A Commander the maneuver room to command his units and, 2) 
just as importantly, influence planning at the operational to strategic levels 
by virtue of having a seat at the ISAF/USFOR-A leadership table. That was 
successful as evidenced by the adoption and expansion of VSO/ALP before 
activation of the SOJTF-A in 2012. As an example, seven months after Briga-
dier General Reeder arrived in-country the first ODA was established in 
the village of Nili in Daykundi Province in what would be hailed as the 
first VSO site. The number of sites would expand to five in April 2010, 46 by 
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March 2011, and 103 by the end of 2011, well before the establishment of the 
SOJTF.275 The point is, success in VSO/ALP was established well before the 
SOJTF was activated and not dependent on the SOJTF. However, the major 
contributions of the SOJTF, in addition to providing the ISAF/USFOR-A 
commander one SOF voice, was synchronizing the various SOF missions, 
particularly between population-centric COIN and CT; representing SOF 
as a division-level command on par with the other RCs; and more efficiently 
managing SOF resources. 

The SOF mission that seemed to gain the most attention, in particular, 
was the CT mission and how it fit into the overall COIN campaign plan.

Population-Centric Counterinsurgency and Counterterrorism

The debate on COIN versus CT was at the national level. Vice President 
Biden was deeply concerned about committing more troops to Afghani-

stan and sought a less troop-intensive 
alternative. His approach suggested 
an off shore strategy that targeted 
“hard-core ideologues,” who were the 
irreconcilables, those extremists that 
wouldn’t change their minds.276 

At the theater, operational and tac-
tical levels COIN and CT were seen as 
two different approaches, sometimes 
at odds with each other; there were 
challenges to implementing both. In 

particular, General McChrystal saw first-hand the potential for conflict asso-
ciated with different chains of command for the DA TF and the Theater SOF 
in Iraq. He spoke of the friction between two in-country headquarters in 
which he, then-Lieutenant General McChrystal answered to the USCENT-
COM commander and not to General Casey who was the four-star Multi-
national Force commander in Iraq. According to McChrystal, the friction 
was noticeable when, 

The ground-holding commanders’ occasional annoyance with TF 
[redacted]–over disruptive targeting missions in their domain or 
our greater share of resources–all percolated up to the MNF-I [Mul-
tinational Forces-Iraq] headquarters.277 

Figure 20. Finding the right balance.
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Conventional force commanders were more visceral in their descriptions. 
Lieutenant General Berger commented on SOF raids in the early days of Iraq 
and the frustration of being a BSO. 

Part was colored by … the early days when they [SOF] showed up 
in the middle of the night unannounced— From day 1 as a Marine 
leader or Army leader, you’re belief is, ‘I’m given this piece of ter-
rain. I control everything that happens in it,’ and now there were 
these units that would just parachute in during the night, make a 
big mess and leave. Where did that rule come from?278 

Lieutenant General Daniel Bolger, USA, described SOF/CF integration 
in Iraq as major lessons for Afghanistan:

Interestingly enough, in Iraq they never unified the [SOF] tribes, 
there was always … sort of [different types of SOF], task force guys 
versus SF, and they never quite came together. So that creates a scene, 
and as a result there would be incidents, accidents, you know a raid 
occurs, you don’t know about it, there’s a mess, the villagers come 
“you know they killed grandma” and we would respond, “Who 
killed grandma?” “Oh it was Americans,” and you [really] didn’t 
know [who it was].279

The tribes saw it as “the Americans,” the CF saw it as “SOF,” the theater 
SOF saw it as the “Task Force.” But that was going to change in Afghanistan. 

An Emphasis on Unity of Command

Rod [Lieutenant General Rodriguez, the IJC Commander] and 
I pushed relentlessly to achieve “unity of command,” the simple 
military concept that a single person should be in charge of every 
significant mission.280 - General Stanley McChrystal

General McChrystal, as the Counterterrorism Task Force commander in 
Iraq understood the frustrations of CF commanders as well as the friction 
between headquarters where unity of command did not exist. But the solu-
tion—unity of command—was not as easy as it may sound and did not 
happen immediately. 
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Although I’d outlined my position to Dave Petraeus and Admiral 
Mullen that I needed control over all U.S. forces in Afghanistan, I 
faced resistance from some organizations. This was a historically 
contentious issue, and I didn’t obtain formal operational control over 
the Marines and special operations until Secretary Gates directed 
it, months after I’d assume command.281

By April 2010 General McChrystal had achieved unity of command of the 
three SOF tribes with NATO OPCON of ISAF SOF, TACON of the DA TF 
and OPCON of CFSOCC-A. Additionally, Brigadier General Austin “Scott” 
Miller was the new commander of CFSOCC-A and was one of then-Lieu-
tenant General McChrystal’s deputy commanders in the Counterterrorism 
TF. That relationship was no doubt helpful in furthering some of the Theater 
SOF initiatives such as VSO/ALP.

In general, the ISAF/USFOR-A structure as of April 2010 is reflected 
at figure 21.282 General McChrystal also understood General Berger’s issue 
with BSOs and designated the IJC as the BSO who in turn delegated that 
responsibility to the regional commanders. SOF now had to coordinate any 
operations in the regional command areas with the BSO.

USSOCOM supported the consolidation of SOF under one commander 
and was already working on a structure called the SOJTF. The SOJTF accom-
plished that and much more.283 Not only did it provide a single SOF voice to 
the Joint Force Commander and determine the right CT/COIN balance at 
the operational level, it also more efficiently allocated resources. Additionally, 
a survey of BSOs in Afghanistan was almost unanimous in the support for 
the two-star SOF command in addressing SOF/CF conflicts indicated above.

Another major change, effective after the publication of figure 21, was the 
establishment of RC Southwest on 14 June 2010. RC-Southwest was activated 
to “address the excessive span of command and the operational tempo in 
Regional Command-South (RC-South).”284 But there were more changes to 
come. 

NATO Special Operations Component Command-Afghani-
stan/Special Operations Joint Task Force-Afghanistan

By 2010 all three SOF tribes reported to the ISAF/USFOR-A commander. But 
USSOCOM was already working on an initiative to unify the tribes under 
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one SOF commander and provide the ISAF/USFOR-A commander one SOF 
voice in-country rather than three. According to Admiral Olson: 

General McChrystal taking all of the SOF tribes under him was sort 
of phase one. But we recognized that that’s not the level at which the 
tribes should be brought together. They should be brought together 
under a certain Special Operations officer … a guy responsible 
for just the three tribes of SOF … And so, we came across a term 
“presentation of the force.” It was a term coined by then Colonel, 
later Major General Tim Leahy, who was on the staff here at Special 
Operations command. He took the lead on crafting what we would 
call the doctrine for the SOJTF.

The SOJTF concept was intended to be a flexible concept … Those 
forces assigned could include national forces, international forces, 
or theater forces. So, the SOJTF concept was generated here in the 

Figure 21. By April 2010, the ISAF/USFOR-A commander 
had OPCON or TACON of the various SOF tribes.
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USSOCOM headquarters and then the SOJTF in Afghanistan was 
the first sort of execution of that concept, bringing together the three 
tribes under then-Major General Tony Thomas.285 

That concept became doctrine on 18 April 2011 with the publication of 
JP 3-05, Special Operations:

For crisis response, contingency, and major operations and cam-
paigns, SOF may deploy a special operations joint task force (SOJTF) 
where all SOF report to one SO commander and the packaged force 
includes all enabling capabilities (organic to SO formations and 
those Service-provided CF capabilities) required to optimize the 
effectiveness of the SOJTF. A SOJTF is an operational level organiza-
tion that may have one or more subordinate joint special operations 
task forces (JSOTFs).286

In January 2012 Major General Thomas, at the time the Deputy Com-
mander for JSOC, was directed by then-Vice Admiral William McRaven to 
establish the SOJTF-A.

the intent was that it would be all three existing components in 
Afghanistan working for a single commander. I was given six months 
to bring the concept together, deploy and have an initial operational 
capability by July 2012 with the goal of reaching full operational 
capability by January 2013, and we met those goals much faster 
than that.287 

In addition to bringing together the three SOF tribes, the SOJTF also 
created the CJSOAC-A: 

a single joint special operation air component that didn’t exist prior 
which was probably the biggest evolution of the whole thing, because 
it forced together the unified effort; that was probably the major 
adjustment.288

Not only was it “probably the major adjustment,” it yielded tremendous 
benefits. Centrally managing those resources across the SOF enterprise 
allowed for greater efficiency in supporting SOF air requirements, and “air 
sorties went from 4,000 to 6,000 per month.”289
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In July 2012 SOJTF-A was established with Major General Thomas the 
commander. Within the next month he would be dual hatted as the NSOCC-
A commander and assume command over ISAF SOF (see fig. 22). 

His relationships and authorities would be different for each of the tribes. 
As an example he would have OPCON of the CJSOTF-A (the CFSOCC-
A position was deleted after the SOJTF-A was activated). He would have 
TACON of the DA TF; OPCON would remain with its parent unit. Lastly, he 
would have NATO OPCON of the ISAF SOF. This one was the most interest-
ing and probably the most politically sensitive relationships and discussed in 
the chapter on multinational forces. Additionally, each one of those compo-
nents had a different mission set. As an example, ISAF SOF developed and 
worked with the Police Special Units to include the National Mission Units 
and the Provincial Response Companies under the MOI.290 The CJSOTF was 
responsible for VSO and the FID mission with partnered ANSF to include 
the Commandos and ANASF.291 The DA TF was focused on CT.

Figure 22. ISAF/SOF, CJSOTF, and the DA TF and development of the CJSOAC-
A unified under the NSOCC-A/SOJTF-A after August 2012. Source: Figure 
Developed by Authors from USSOCOM Briefing, “VSO in Afghanistan,” 2012. 
Also see DoD report to Congress, April 2010, November 2010, And March 
2011, specifically the command and control structures.
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In addition to simplifying the ISAF/USFOR-A commander’s relationship 
with the in-country SOF by having one SOF voice, the concept provided 
other major benefits.292 

1. Per Major General Thomas: “Literally being able to effect, syn-
chronize all of the SOF operations in theater toward a common 
goal/common purpose, was the clear powerful take-away of the 
establishment of the organization.”293 In doing so it was able to 
better contribute to the ISAF/USFOR-A campaign plan, as well 
as represent those operations to the Regional Commanders who 
were the BSOs. 

2. Additionally, the SOJTF, as a two-star command at the opera-
tional level, evened the playing field as SOF discussed operations, 
to include the supporting role of SOF, with the other two-star tac-
tical BSO. 

3. As indicated, limited resources were more efficiently allocated, 
especially helicopter lift and unmanned intelligence, surveillance, 
and reconnaissance, primarily full motion video. The SOJTF 
allowed one commander to look across the board at SOF require-
ments and allocate those resources as necessary. As an example, 
sources indicate that this centralized reallocation of air assets 
yielded a 40 percent increase to the CJSOTF-A and 300 percent 
increase to ISAF-SOF.294 

Although the course seemed already set for VSO/ALP, the two-star pro-
vided added emphasis on support at the various levels and agencies for the 
program. According to Lieutenant Colonel Scott Mann:

You asked me if they needed a SOJTF? Absolutely they needed a 
SOJTF, they needed a two-star who could represent up and out what 
needed to happen in Afghanistan within the ministries, within the 
U.S. country team, and within ISAF. 

Here’s why: Because those organizations … didn’t have a clue what 
was going on at the bottom in the rural areas. Because their focus, 
by definition, is top-down. Their access and placement to these 
areas is extremely limited … So having a commander like Miller or 
Thomas [was crucial. Someone] who could go into those ministries 
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and provide the top cover and representation of what our guys were 
doing at the bottom.295 

The 16 July 2014 version of JP 3-05, Special Operations, described the 
development of the SOJTF-A in support of ISAF:

The SOJTF headquarters, commanded by a general/flag officer, was 
designed as a complete package for theater and multinational SOF, 
special mission units, SOF aviation assets, SOF organic enablers, and 
attached conventional forces. The SOJTF efficiently unified special 
operations in support of International Security Assistance Force.

It went on to note and quote General John Allen, Commander of ISAF 
in November of 2013:

The success of SOJTF-A led the ISAF Commander, General John 
Allen, to state in November 2013 ‘The SOJTF headquarters brings 
coherence to the ISAF campaign plan. The SOJTF is my cover-
ing force. It is a great partner for the ISAF Joint Commander and 
connects into NATO Training Mission-Afghanistan. It brings a 
synergy that we don’t yet fully appreciate and brings effects that 
would otherwise not be achievable [created]. It should have been 
established years ago.’296

The doctrine has since been executed for operations in Iraq and Syria. 
The greatest issue associated with fielding the SOJTF is resourcing. Where do 
they get the people to man the force? USSOCOM continues to work through 
that issue as of this writing. The next chapter addresses the contributions 
of the coalition partners who contributed over 30,000 troops to the fight as 
well as taking responsibility for RCs in Afghanistan and contributing civil-
ian expertise plus financial aid and other forms of economic development 
and humanitarian assistance. 
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Chapter 7. International and 
Multinational Contributions

The only thing worse than fighting a war with allies is fighting a 
war without them. - Winston Churchill297

International and Multinational Support

On 12 September 2001, U.S. allies invoked Article 5 of the NATO Treaty 
“declaring the [terrorist] act against the United States [on 9/11] as an 

act against them all.”298 Under a separate but related initiative, ISAF was 
established in December 2001 under United Nations Security Council man-
date, per the 5 December 2001 Bonn Agreement, to help the Afghan Govern-
ment provide security in the Kabul area.299 From 2002 to 2003, ISAF was led 
by various NATO nations on a six-month rotational basis from its headquar-
ters in Kabul. In August 2003, NATO assumed the responsibility for ISAF, 
and on 13 October 2003, under United Nations Security Council Resolution 
1510 it expanded operations beyond Kabul to include all of Afghanistan in 
four stages: North, west, south and east–completed in 2006.300 At its height 
in 2011, ISAF grew to a force of over 130,000 representing over 50 nations, 
NATO and partners. 

Although it has been said that the U.S. will not fight another conflict 
without partner nation support, there are some challenges working with 
allies/coalition partners as indicated in the quote from Winston Churchill. 
During Operation Enduring Freedom-Afghanistan those challenges were 
documented in DOD 180 day reports to Congress. As an example, the April 
2010 report indicated the following in reference to national caveats: 

Presently, the caveats imposed by 17 nations limit operations out-
side of originally assigned locations (usually the province in which 
they are based), conducting CN [counter-narcotics] operations 
with ISAF (predominantly imposed by Allies in RC-South), and 
Rules of Engagement caveats (the majority being held by non-NATO 
nations).301 
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Countries to be generally recognized in this monograph include the 
NATO partners, Troop Contributing Nations, and others that may have 
contributed resources other than military. Of interest to this chapter is the 
development of ISAF SOF (see fig. 23).

International Security Assistance Force Special Operations 
Forces

ISAF SOF will build enduring tactical, operational and institutional 
capabilities with Afghan Special Police and designated … security 
elements within Afghan ROL [rule of law], in order to neutralize 
insurgent networks, protect the population and set the conditions 
for the transfer of responsibility to our Afghan partners.302

ISAF SOF Headquarters consisted of 22 nations and 17 task forces from 17 
nations. Command of ISAF SOF rotated between an Australian and United 

Kingdom Special Operations General officer. Aus-
tralian Brigadier Mark Smethurst commanded 
ISAF SOF from October 2011 to October 2012. His 
charter was to train, advise and assist 23 indepen-
dent Afghan Special Police units from the GDPSU 
(General Directorate of Police Special Units), 19 of 
which were Provincial Response Companies, and 
3 National Mission Units, to conduct independent 
operations. During his tenure, the ANSF increased 
the percentage of ANSF-led operations from 20 to 

60 percent and the number of unilateral operations from 0 to 13 percent. 
The ultimate goal was to transfer all mission requirements to the Afghans 
by December 2014.303 

An added complexity to ISAF SOF was the C2 arrangements. NATO C2 
relationships were defined differently than those of the United States and 
where required to accommodate individual country caveats. As an example, 
what the U.S. calls command relationships [combatant command, OPCON, 
tactical control (TACON), and supporting/supported] NATO also calls 
degrees of authority.304 They categorize/define those degrees of authority 
as: full command (FULLCOM); Operational Command; OPCON; Tacti-
cal Command; TACON; Administrative Control; and Logistic Control. As 

Command of 
ISAF SOF rotated 
between an Aus-
tralian and United 
Kingdom Special 
Operations General 
officer.
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an example FULLCOM 
can only be exercised 
by a national authority, 
“No NATO or coali-
tion commander has 
full command over the 
forces assigned to him, 
in assigning forces to 
NATO, nations will del-
egate only operational 
command or operational 
control.”305 It is not the 
intent of this monograph 
to detail all of the differ-
ences, but to emphasize 
that there is a difference 
and that troop contrib-
uting nations ultimately 
retain control of their 
troops. 

Although it sounds 
challenging, Brigadier 
Smethurst didn’t find it 
as worrisome as it might 
sound. Most of the SOF 
units supported their 
conventional units and 
their chain of command 

was through those CF in their AO. As an example, the Italians and the 
French were under the C2 of their nation’s CF. Other SOF forces that may 
not have their nation’s CF in the area might have their approval authori-
ties located in Kabul. The Brigadier added that he would normally approve 
operations but in rare cases non-concur if the unit did not have approval of 
the BSO or their country’s release. 

USSOF operations under ISAF were different than those under the 
CJSOTF or the DA TF. The most visible example was the deployment of TF 
10 in February 2007, later to be named the Combined Special Operations 

Figure 23. ISAF SOF.
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Task Force (CSOTF) 10. However, there was more work behind the scenes 
to deploying the task force (envision the TF deployment as the tip of the ice-
berg). The NATO SOF Coordination Center (December 2006) and later, the 
NATO SOF Headquarters (February 2007) was established to C2 ISAF SOF. 
In doing so, the Special Operations Command Europe (SOCEUR) Com-
mander encountered numerous challenges that he described as “The Horns 
of a Dilemma.” Although the establishment of the NATO SOF Headquarters 
was an imperative for NATO SOF leadership and the European Command, 
it was resisted by USSOCOM because of the already high USSOF global 
operational and deployment tempo. As such TF 10 received no USSOCOM 
support and it was attached, not OPCON to ISAF SOF in the event it needed 
to be pulled back to support other contingencies.306

Despite the obstacles, TF 10 was deployed in February 2007 to the vicinity 
of Kabul, Afghanistan; it grew to a CSOTF in June 2012 and was deactivated 
in December 2014 as the security mission was transitioned to the Afghans.307 
Captain Ty Flinton commanded an SFODA from 1st Battalion 10th SFG, 
as part of TF 10 and later CSOTF 10 from 2010 to 2013. In that capacity he 
worked with SOF from Romania, Lithuania, Poland, France, Germany, Italy, 
the United Kingdom and others. Flinton described it as FID within FID. 
As an example, they were training, advising, and assisting Romanian SOF 
to train, advise, and assist Afghan Special Forces and Provincial Response 
Companies.308 

Major Flinton commented that one of the differences in working for 
NATO versus USFOR-A was the ROE. 

Technically, I was there as a NATO representative, and I had addi-
tional ROE. NATO didn’t have all of the authorities under the ROE to 
initiate action, but what NATO did have was a lower level of approval 
for fires under defensive ROE. Whomever the NATO ground force 
commander was, retained the right to release munitions and indirect 
fires, as opposed to American forces where the SOTF (O-5) com-
mander retained release authority for indirect fires.309 

Once making contact with the enemy, this allowed them more flexibility 
in carrying the fight to the enemy under ROE within the mandate of defend-
ing and protecting the force. 

The story of SOCEUR support to European Command (EUCOM), 
the establishment of NATO SOF/ISAF SOF Headquarters and the early 
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implementation of those initiatives in the deployment and actions of TF10 
and later CSOTF 10 is worthy of a separate monograph in-and-of-itself to 
document an important part of SOF history.310

The next chapter discusses CF/SOF integration to include how some of 
the above SOF organizational changes were perceived by CF commanders.
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Chapter 8. Special Operations Forces/
Conventional Forces Integration

The topic of SOF/CF integration generally refers to the working together 
of those two forces to meet a common objective.311 As such, we nor-

mally think of SOF and CF working in the same area with a supporting/
supported relationship at the Brigade Combat Team or higher level. But in 
Afghanistan it also referred to the building of U.S. capacity to support the 
VSO/ALP programs at the SFODA split team and CF squad level as well as 
the integration of CF headquarters into the command and staff structure. 
This section will start with the former, to include the development of the “one 
in-country SOF voice” from CF commanders’ perspectives as a follow-up to 
the previous chapters, and then address the latter, CF support to VSO/ALP. 

SOF/CF: Supported/Supporting Relationships and Develop-
ment of the Special Operations Joint Task Force

As indicated before, ISAF was reorganized in 2009 to include an operational 
level headquarters, the IJC, commanded by a three-star general. The IJC 
was designated as the BSO with command over the regional commands. 
Subsequently, the IJC commander designated the Regional Commanders 
as the BSO for their areas.312 This provided the Regional Commanders the 
responsibility and authority to synchronize, develop, and coordinate opera-
tions in their areas. It also meant that, while the SOTFs were OPCON to the 
CJSOTF, they were in support of the regional commanders as they operated 
in their AO. This section discusses some of the implications of that relation-
ship as SOF C2 transitioned to the SOJTF. First it provides CF commanders’ 
comments on the activation of the SOJTF and then it discusses some of the 
issues associated with Afghan partnership development.

Conventional Force Perspectives
Internally, the rebalancing of resources for ISAF SOF and the CJSOTF, spe-
cifically in terms of air assets tells a good news story about this consolida-
tion of SOF under one command. But, what did those non-SOF leaders of 
organizations outside think of this single SOF voice concept? The comments 
were mostly positive, but there were challenges. Some examples of both:
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Major General Mike Bills, RC-South commander, June–October 2014: 

I liked it. As a matter of fact, the two-star [Major General Ed Reeder 
was the SOJTF commander at the time] and I talked a lot. Every 
time we did an op I made sure that I cleared it through him; these 
are his folks. He understood exactly what we were doing.313 

RC-Southwest Marine Corps commanders compared SOF, in particular 
the numbered task forces actions in Iraq to those in Afghanistan and over-
whelmingly saw an improvement. Brigadier General Larry Nicholson com-
manded the 2nd Marine Expeditionary Brigade–Afghanistan, Task Force 
Leatherneck from May 2009 to April 2010 and returned in February 2012 
for a year as the Operations Officer for the IJC in Kabul, Afghanistan. He 
recalled his time working with SOF in Fallujah, Iraq. 

As a regimental commander in Fallujah, sometimes SOF would 
go in and do a raid and we were left to clean it up a little bit. And 
sometimes that was the downside of it. But even in Fallujah, the 
relationship was good, and I think they never had to ask for permis-
sion to do something, but we did ask for coordination. … So for me 
personally, I learned to work with SOF in Fallujah ... [but] I think 
we perfected it in Afghanistan.314

According to Lieutenant General David Berger, USMC, who commanded 
the 1st Marine Division (forward), in Afghanistan from February 2012 to 
February 2013, coordination between SOF actions and CF was one of the 
major improvements from Iraq to Afghanistan. But Berger voiced concerns 
over the added layer of bureaucracy and the SOJTF commander’s authorities 
to move ALP sites, potentially counter to the desires of the RC Commander. 

… there were top-down driven things and top-down driven time-
lines on the SOF side that we were surprised by. Then there were 
also some differences of opinion on priorities or areas. We never 
had differences of opinion before because there wasn’t anybody to 
have a difference of opinion with.315 

He acknowledged that from a top down perspective it was an efficient way 
to organize, but, if you are the regional commander, with responsibility for 
the area, and the SOJTF commander has the final say on where he is moving 
ALP sites in your area, then there is going to be friction, 
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Before that construct, you just drove the timeline. That ALP site 
stayed in existence until you did not need it anymore, and you made 
the decision when to disestablish it. You were not negotiating with 
anybody … I don’t think it was personal, just different perspectives.316

Linda Robinson in, One Hundred Victories: Special Ops and the Future of 
American Warfare, cites an example of that perspective, before the standup 
of the SOJTF.317 In this example, Brigadier General Marty Schweitzer, Deputy 
Commander of RC-South in March 2012, pushed for the development of 
the ALP into eastern Maiwand rather than to an area in southern Mai-
wand proposed by the ODA. Schweitzer evidently threatened to take the 
issue to his two-star regional commander, Major General Huggins, who, 
as the commander of the 82nd Airborne Division, had provided Colonel 
Curtis Buzzard’s 1st Battalion of the 505th PIR of the 82nd Airborne Division 
(1-505th PIR) to General Petraeus as one of the uplift battalions for VSO/
ALP. Robinson made the point that Schweitzer trumped Brigadier General 
Haas, the CFSOCC-A Commander with the threat of going to the two-star 
regional commander for a decision. Hypothetically, had there been a two-
star SOJTF-A Commander, the reconciliation would have gone before two, 
two-stars and the outcome may have been different. Also recall in Chapter 
6 that the PRT commander, David Adams had high praise for then-Colonel 
Schweitzer, as the BCT commander, as a BSO in Khost.

Lieutenant General Daniel Bolger, United States Army, (Ret.), served as 
Commanding General, NATO Training Mission–Afghanistan and Com-
bined Security Transition Command–Afghanistan from 5 November 2011 
to 2 April 2013. 

Interestingly enough, in Iraq they never unified the [SOF] tribes, 
there was always … task force guys versus SF, and they never quite 
came together….So in Afghanistan there was a conscious effort 
by 2011/2012 to unscrew that and I think it was driven by ALP and 
VSO. I think with the successes that they saw in Iraq and then the 
successes in the VSO program in integrating conventional land 
owners, Afghan forces, and local police, they said: ‘We have to take 
the next step and integrate the SOF stream with NATO, the SOF 
stream with the task force and the SOF stream with CFSOCC-A 
and bring them all together.’ There was much wailing, screaming, 
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moaning, hollering, but it happened and it worked. Right now that 
is the most effective force over there.318

The jury was still out for General Petraeus. When asked about the con-
solidation of SOF under one organization, he was cautious:

I was never sold on the idea of mixing [SOF] … I really thought 
those [CJSOTF and the Direct Action TF] were distinct missions 
with distinct casts, functions, intelligence requirements, distinct 
assets; I am not sure I would have agreed to that on my watch had I 
gone longer. … I still am not completely sold on that. I intended the 
[Direct Action TF] as a truly different mission with truly different 
assets, and truly different focus, truly different mode of operation 
and op centers that need to be riveted on that, because stuff can go 
seriously wrong. 

But what he was sold on was “building up all the Coalition pieces much 
more effectively, because we had some very good Coalition SOF but many of 
them were just under their respective national commander, and we wanted 
to get closer integration there.”319 

Developing Afghan Partnerships
The integration of SOF and CF generally went well as attested to by the CF 
commanders and SOF. But there were some issues. As an example, “Afghan 
partnerships.”

Both SOF and Coalition forces were tasked with building relationships. 
As the battle space became denser as in the surge, relationships with those 
key Afghan leaders in the districts, provinces and regions, were dominated 
or claimed by the BSO. One example provided by Colonel Justin Sapp, Direc-
tor of the VSCC-South (2011-2012) was General Abdul Raziq in Kandahar. 
When Lieutenant Colonel Bill Carty, the SOTF commander departed, the 
RC "high-jacked that relationship" claiming that Raziq was at echelons above 
the SOTF and should be catered by the RC.320 This was also noted by Colo-
nel Brian Petit a former SOTF-South commander (2010) and later Special 
Operations Advisory Group commander (2013-2014) who indicated that 
battle-space owners monopolized those relationships

leaving SOF, and specifically U.S. Army Special Forces with inad-
equate partnerships, or none at all (officially) or borrowing or 
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part-timing with Afghan forces who wanted USSF, but who were 
officially paired with [other nation forces].321

Building Capacity to Support Village Stability Operations/
Afghan Local Police

The rapid growth of the VSO/ALP programs demanded more capacity than 
SOF could muster both in terms of teams and command structure. VSO/
ALP exceeded the capabilities of Special Forces Command, but with the sup-
port of Admiral Olson at USSOCOM, Rear Admiral Ed Winters, of Naval 
Special Warfare Command and Major General Paul Lefebvre, Marine Spe-
cial Operations Command (MARSOC), SEAL platoons, and MSOTs were 
deployed to develop and man VSO sites.322 But that still was not enough. So 
in the fall of 2010, Colonel Bolduc and Brigadier General Miller met with 
General Petraeus to discuss the use of CF to support the program.323 As 
Colonel Bolduc explained to General Petraeus: 

Not for them to be guards, but under the supervision of SOF lead-
ership to be able to support our VSO operations and our training 
and employment of the Afghan Local Police. If we can thicken this, 
and put some conventional units, infantry units in support of SOF, 
I think we can move your intent.324

General Petraeus was fully behind the proposal and in November 2010 
requested Secretary of Defense approve the deployment of an infantry bat-
talion to support the programs. The first battalion to be assigned was 1st 
Battalion, 16th Infantry Regiment (1-16th Infantry), also known as Task Force 
Iron Ranger, from Fort Riley Kansas, the home of the First Infantry Divi-
sion, “Big Red One.” The battalion arrived at the end of January 2011 and 
was OPCON to the CFSOCC-A (Brigadier General Miller) and TACON 
to the CJSOTF-A.325 The use of the battalion literally doubled the available 
teaming to support VSO. As an example, ODA’s were halved with each split 
team of six paired with a squad of infantry. These combined teams filled 58 
sites across Afghanistan.326

This integration was not conducted without some angst on the part 
of both the CF and SOF communities; most of the issues seemed to boil 
down to culture. According to Dr. Craig Whiteside, the infantry units 
found the MARSOC teams the easiest to relate to because of their infantry 
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backgrounds. SEAL team bonding seemed more difficult because of Service 
cultural differences. But, after what Lieutenant Colonel James Smith, 1-16th 
Infantry Battalion Commander, described as initial “butt sniffing encoun-
ters,” and in-country operations, relationships seemed to smooth out.327 In 
addition to manpower, 1-16th Infantry brought the admin and logistical 
support that allowed the teams at the various sites to focus on operations 
and not on admin/log. Almost one-year tours by 1-16th Infantry Soldiers 
(January to December 2011) also provided operational continuity as SOF 
teams rotated after seven months on the ground. 

Lieutenant Colonel Smith was then dual-hatted as the VSCC in the north, 
responsible for coordinating the activities of the DATs and PATs with the 
resources of civilian agencies through the RC.

Success begets success. Not necessarily complete success, but successful 
enough for General Petraeus to request a second infantry battalion to sup-
port VSO. One of the early lessons from the deployment of 1-16th Infantry 
was, “How to employ/make the best use of the battalion headquarters?” 
Initially the SF-led SOTFs were overextended, in particular in 2010 SOTF-
South commanded four AOBs and 27 ODA/MSOT/SEAL equivalents. As the 
main effort, they were also heavily weighted with aircraft, Special Operations 
Teams Alpha, CA, PSYOP, MWD teams, EOD, electronic warfare assets, 
intelligence, and to some extent, logistics. But, missions were not limited 
to VSO/ALP. In addition to operating 10 plus VSO sites they had another 10 
“district level advise, assist, train, facilitate governance, etc.” ODAs who were 
partnered with different types of Afghan forces. SOTF-South also advised 
two commando battalions, the 3rd Kandak in Kandahar and 7th in Hel-
mand, and episodically hosted the 6th Commando Kandak on their red 
cycle. According to Colonel Petit:

In short, it was too much, we ruptured here and there and could 
not properly support all these elements. At our outgoing RIP/TOA 
[relief in place/Transfer of Authority] in Sept 2010, my command 
was broken into two SOTFs [SOTF-South and SOTF-Southeast], 
effectively giving a 14 ODA missions to one SOTF and a 13 ODA 
mission to another.328

Still not enough C2 structure; to help, CF battalions, augmented with 
SOF staff, picked up some of the SOTF responsibilities. A good example 
was the deployment of the 1-505th PIR in May 2011 to support VSO/ALP, 
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again OPCON to the CFSOCC-A and TACON to the CJSOTF-A. This bat-
talion assumed C2 of SOF in RC-North and would be known as TF Panther. 
As with the 1-16th Infantry, the VSO/ALP mission required the integration 
of the 1-505th PIR’s infantry platoon and squads with SOF from multiple 
services at remote sites across Afghanistan. This standup of an additional 
TF headquarters in the north provided dedicated support to the area and 
allowed SOTF-East that previously commanded SOF in the north, to focus 
its efforts in the east. Lieutenant Colonel Buzzard described the integration:

General Miller saw the need for a battalion-level headquarters in the 
north due to the political and ethnic complexity of the region. He 
invested heavily to ensure conditions were set—it was important to 
get it right. In terms of task organization, I had two of our maneuver 
companies, part of the forward support company, and the AOBs in 
our command. One of the rifle companies would blend in at squad 
or platoon (minus) with the AOB to thicken their efforts at VSO. I 
would have the other company to conduct mounted sustainment 
operations throughout our AO. In addition, I had companies inte-
grated into efforts in SOTF-South, Southeast, and West, depending 
on the timeframe. The CJSOTF provided me with a SF DCO [deputy 
commanding officer] and an SF Plans Sergeant Major, which was 
very helpful. 

In RC-North, we were spread out at about 10 different sites across 
virtually all of the provinces. General Miller really set the tone. 
‘These guys (us) aren’t coming over here to guard the site, they’re 
part of the mission. Integrate them.’ I was really proud of how our 
unit responded—tactically sound, ton of ranger qualified Paratroop-
ers, and I really think the integration worked. My CSM [Command 
Sergeant Major] and I emphasized being adaptable and team play-
ers, and we’re enormously proud of how the unit moved to friction, 
solved problems, and made a huge impact on the mission. 

Colonel Buzzard then related several examples of “building credibility” 
with the SOF once he stood up TF Panther, as there was some apprehension 
about a CF commander in charge of SF. One example was his Paratroopers’ 
proficiency in employing 60 mm mortars in support of the SEALs out west 
in Faryab when the unit took machine-gun fire while on patrol. “All of a 
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sudden they [the SEALS] were the biggest fans of our guys.” But, he was also 
frustrated periodically when he travelled to see his forces attached to other 
SOTFs, where the Paratroopers weren’t as well integrated into the mission. 
However, this was not the norm.329

There were others. Lieutenant Colonel John “JD” Highfill deployed the 
2nd Stryker Battalion, 3rd Infantry Regiment (2-3 Infantry) to Afghanistan 
from November 2011 to November 2012. The battalion was reorganized to 
support the VSO/ALP programs with infantry Soldiers working with SOF as 
the other CF battalions had been. His headquarters operated as a SOTF-like 
headquarters, first in Ghazni, with a SEAL Platoon and two ODA teams, and 
later responsible for both Paktika and Ghazni provinces (TF Paktika), with 
an SF Company and additional SF teams—seven total. Enablers attached 
to his task force included a CST, intelligence analysts, JTAC’s, Staff Judge 
Advocate (lawyer), explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) specialists, and MWD 
teams.330 

In the summer of 2012 there were six SOTF-level headquarters in opera-
tion: “Two of them were infantry task forces (TF Balkh and TF Paktika) and 
the others were from MARSOC, 7th Group, a SEAL team, and another from 
3rd Group.” By the end of Lieutenant Colonel Highfill’s tour in November 
2012, “nearly all of my ODAs were managing their full, what they called 
tashkil, which was the U.S. Army’s Modified Table of Organization and 
Equipment, but for ALP units, which varied in size [between 100-300 police] 
depending on what village they were from”331 Those teams were either in, or 
moving into a Tactical Overwatch posture, that is, far enough away to allow 
the Afghans to be in charge, but close enough in case something happened 
that demanded U.S. support. Lieutenant Colonel Highfill received positive 
comments from ODAs and SEAL units on the “the rigor of planning, admin 
and log capacity that were brought …by the officers and enlisted members 
of the infantry units.”332 Generally, he rates his battalion’s experiences as 80 
percent positive with 10 percent middle of the road, and 10 percent terrible 
(referring to the Bales and Gant incidents, discussed in chapter 4). Both were 
major deviations from the VSO/ALP-SOF/CF split team integration concepts 
that included vetting, roles, structures, mentorship, and accountability. Had 
those guidelines been followed, the leadership may have been more aware 
and sensitive to some of the indicators.333 

Cultural challenges were previously mentioned. They seemed to occur 
mostly on the “special” side. There was reluctance by some in calling the 
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CF battalion commands “SOTFs” because they were conventional and not 
“special.” Additionally some AOB commanders had issues working for CF 
commanders. Having said that, the SOF in-country leadership was totally 
supportive as indicated by Colonel Buzzard’s comments above. According 
to Brigadier General Bolduc, the major resistance to the programs, the use 
of other-than SF, and specifically the use of CF, came from the United States 
Army Special Operations Command (USASOC) top leadership. This was 
a SF mission, “Why would we ask other 
than special forces to do it?” Addition-
ally, USASOC leadership questioned the 
split team concept claiming that it was 
placing SF teams at unacceptable risk.334 
Regardless, the use of MSOTs, SEALs, 
and CF was deemed successful. Impor-
tant factors in that success are selecting 
the right people, early integration (during 
pre-deployment training if possible), 
complementing CF staff with SOF, adher-
ence to VSO/ALP standard operating procedures (SOP) guidelines by SOF 
as well as CF, and an understanding that integration means assimilation. 
For cultural considerations, lessons learned recommends that light infantry 
units be selected since their training and experience, although not SOF, more 
closely replicates SOF than other CF units.335

Most of those interviewed indicated that the main risk to the program 
was the shortness of time allowed for it to mature and become sustainable. 
That is discussed in the chapter on VSO/ALP and in the next chapter.

According to Brigadier 
General Bolduc, the major 
resistance to the programs, 
the use of other-than SF, and 
specifically the use of CF, 
came from the United States 
Army Special Operations 
Command (USASOC) top 
leadership.
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Chapter 9. Discussion/Summary: 
Successes, Failures, and Implications

This chapter will discuss themes that surfaced during OEF-A that are 
relevant to VSO/ALP and the evolution of SOF C2. Specifically, it will 

discuss elements of the purpose statement listed in the introduction and 
repeated below: 

1. Document the development of the VSO/ALP programs includ-
ing the integration of SOF and CF in developing the programs 
and building the capacity of those local forces. Additionally, it will 
identify the successes and failures of the programs and provide 
examples of, and lessons from, SOF/CF integration. It will discuss 
the applicability of the approach to other regions.

2. Trace the evolution of special operations C2 in Afghanistan from 
2009 to 2014, to include command relationships, authorities and 
organizational structures. It will discuss the efficacy of those 
changes and their value to future conflict. 

3. Analyze the complementary effects of those initiatives. The mono-
graph will discuss how the development of those initiatives made 
for a more effective force and broadened the set of strategic options 
for the Coalition’s approach to Afghanistan and other regions 
beyond 2014. 

The authors contend that both initiatives (the VSO/ALP programs and 
the evolution of SOF C2) were generally successful in-and-of themselves. 
However, true success lay in the convergence of those initiatives and their 
contributions to strategic options beyond 2014. 

Background: A War of Necessity and a Change in Strategy

President Obama called it a war of necessity. Whether people agree with that 
characterization or not, it was treated that way in terms of emphasis. That 
emphasis was backed up by a surge of resources—planning, people-power, 
funding and expertise. In most cases it was the right people, followed by the 
right people during those formative years of 2009 to 2011.336 
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In addition to a surge in resources and the change to a population-centric 
COIN strategy; the focus on security, governance, and development; the 
emphasis on civilian support agencies and their one-of-a-kind expertise; 
and Coalition contributions, were critical to success. However, this war of 
necessity had an exit clause stated upfront, America would start withdraw-
ing troops from Afghanistan by mid-2011.337 This would have psychological 
and sustainment implications for any long term programs. Unfortunately, 
by its nature COIN is long-term. 

Below are most of the themes that surfaced from the research and analysis 
of the VSO/ALP programs and evolution of C2 in Afghanistan. They are 
categorized as successes, failures, and implications. 

Successes

There were a number of SOF successes from 2009 to 2014 as they relate to 
VSO/ALP and SOF C2. Although generally considered successes, associated 
challenges are also discussed.

Combined Forces Special Operations Component Command-
Afghanistan: Setting the Conditions for Innovation
The success of the CFSOCC-A was in the effects it was able to generate, 
such as setting the conditions for innovative ideas to take root and develop 
while allowing the CJSOTF commander the latitude to command his forces. 
In this case it was the activation of the CFSOCC-A, i.e., the placement of 
a high-level staff officer with access to the three- and four-stars. It is the 
authors’ contention that the birth and sustainment of ALP and VSO would 
not have happened without the establishment of the CFSOCC-A. Addition-
ally, the CFSOCC-A was a stepping stone to the development of the SOJTF. 
Innovative leaders such as Brigadier General Reeder started the program 
with Brigadier General Miller moving the concept forward by establishing 
a structure to support VSO from the bottom to the top and vice versa. 

General Reeder deployed to Afghanistan as a SOTF, CJSOTF-A, the first 
CFSOCC-A, and SOJTF-A commander. He spoke of the importance of build-
ing relationships:

It was a time [2002] where we were understanding the relation-
ships. We were meeting the Ismail Khan’s, we were meeting the Jan 
Mohammad Khan’s for the first time. We’re still the best of friends, 
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and every time I go into Afghanistan, I’m meeting with all these 
former warlords and ministers and generals and such because it 
really is about relationship building and that started back in ’02 
when we first went in.338

He continued to build those relationships through his tenure as the 
SOJTF commander in 2015.

So you fast forward to ’15, I honestly felt that I could get anything 
done in Afghanistan. I was briefing the President on Saturdays, so 
I made a really good relationship with the President. The National 
Security Advisor and I were really good friends from previous rota-
tions, I knew almost all of the generals, half the ministers, but the 
point was, that over that period of time, you learn who the “people 
influence” are. You do not have to be in the government, but you can 
be outside the government. As long as you know ‘people influence,’ 
that is the relationship that can help you.339

The significance of this was not just because General Reeder knew what 
he had to do, but because of who General Reeder is. He is a people-person 
commander who understands the importance of relationships, particularly 
in that society. Those relationships enabled the development and sustain-
ment of (at least while the Coalition was there to lead, manage, and provide 
oversight to) those programs.

Village Stability Operations/Afghan Local Police: Building and Sus-
taining Legitimacy
The uniqueness of VSO/ALP was implementing a program that recognized 
the importance of governance and development as well as security and that, 
to be sustainable, it needed to be linked to the central government. That 
linkage was a major step toward building legitimacy. As previously men-
tioned, legitimacy has always been an important theme in COIN doctrine 
and is mentioned over 150 times in the 2018 version of Counterinsurgency, 
Joint Publication 3-24.340 However, saying it and doing it are two different 
things. The VSO structure that included the VSCC and VSNCC along with 
the DATs and PATs provided one example of how to make it work. There 
were a number of other enabling programs that should be recognized. The 
PRTs provided structure and security for military and civilian organizations 
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supporting governance and development to access the population. As the 
JCOA and CNA studies indicated, absent the PRTs, “the ‘build’ in clear-
hold-build efforts deemed essential to effective counterinsurgency would 
fall flat.”341

Issues associated with linking those resources to the people included 
USAID/OTI’s inability to monitor their contracts at the village level. How-
ever, the VSO system adapted to provide a measure of oversight via VSPs in 
the area. Not an ideal solution, but a solution never-the-less. As Lieutenant 
Colonel Sapp discovered, much of the regional platform’s work was coor-

dinated through his VSCC. This network actually made the interagency 
relevant to the fight.

Some have asked, “Why didn’t CMOC assume those functions?” As 
indicated in chapters 4 and 5, the CMOC was fully engaged supporting 
the SOTF and did not have the capacity, and the rank commensurate with 
VSCC responsibilities. Additionally, General Miller wanted direct access to 
that process at the CFSOCC rather than having it routed through the SOTF, 
the CJSOTF, and then to the CFSOCC. After 2012 the VSCC was deactivated 
and its functions were assumed by the CMOC.

Some have said, “We lost our way.” That was reflected in two ways: 

Figure 24. VSO: Enabling Legitimacy. Created by authors.
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1. VSO/ALP Became ALP/vso. As Lieutenant Colonel Scott Mann 
described, rather than working at “the pace of the population” 
with those villages that wanted VSO, we “elbowed our way in.” 
Additionally, President Karzai’s recognition of the ALP program 
to include U.S. funding and an easily recognizable “body count” 
metric in terms of numbers of ALP would overshadow the VSO 
aspect. People saw ALP as the Sons of Iraq, and as in Iraq, lost the 
bigger picture in terms of government legitimacy and the impor-
tance of tying the top to the bottom and vice versa. Over time, VSO/
ALP became ALP/vso and by 2012 ALP outpaced an understanding 
of what VSO was all about. 

2. Direct Action (DA) Mindset. Some were more DA, i.e., kill/cap-
ture, than others who saw the path to success in BPC to “work 
ourselves out of a job” as one leader described it.342 DA was a neces-
sary tool but only as it complemented the intent of VSO/ALP and 
supported the ISAF commander’s campaign plan.

Some might suggest that this has SOF cultural underpinnings. The DA/
CT aspects of USSOCOM are rooted in the mission and subsequent failure of 
Operation Eagle Claw—a hostage rescue situation. The “influence”/by, with, 
and, through aspects are rooted in USSOCOM’s link, via SF, to the Office of 
Strategic Services in World War II. How do we reconcile or balance the two? 
This is a good lead-in to C2 and the development of the SOJTF.

Unity of Command: The Evolution of Special Operations Forces 
Command and Control
Unity of command and the evolution of C2 to the SOJTF-A was a major 
success in Afghanistan. Citing the CFSOCC-A, some have asked about the 
challenges associated with transitioning to the SOJTF.343 The CFSOCC-A was 
a major step in setting the conditions for VSO/ALP and the development of 
the SOJTF. Having said that, the responsibilities of the SOJTF were much 
broader than the CFSOCC. The SOJTF picked up the CFSOCC-A respon-
sibilities as well as three other significant missions. As the one in-country 
SOF voice to the ISAF/USFOR-A commander, it assumed responsibility for 
the CFSOCC-A mission (the one-star CFSOCC-S position was then deleted), 
the DA TF, the ISAF SOF (as the NSOCC-A commander), and the activation 
and command of the JSOAC-A (previously noted in chapter 6). 



128

JSOU Report 20 -2

One area that stood out as a major issue from Iraq was the ability to 
coordinate, communicate, and balance CT operations within the ISAF com-

mander’s COIN mandate. Recon-
ciling the two in Iraq seemed to 
be a failure as CF suddenly found 
SOF (DA task force) conducting 
raids in their areas of operations 
for which they had to “clean-up” 
with resident tribes.344 However, 
Afghanistan was a different story 
and CF commanders had nothing 
but praise for the SOF/CF coordi-
nation efforts (although they may 
not have agreed with some of the 

decisions—see chapter 8 on SOF/CF integration).
Despite finding a solution to the CT/COIN balance at the theater/task 

force SOF level, there are those that contend “we lost our way (discussed 
above),” and in particular the Special Forces in the mini-CT fight, or 
DA versus the train, advise, and assist role in protecting the population. 
Although the introduction of the one-star, and later the two-star, was critical 
in aligning plans and strategies, it did not eliminate heavy-handed versus 
more population centric approaches exhibited by rotating organizations. 
This was a major issue in Iraq and, although improvements were noted, still 
a visible issue in Afghanistan.

International Security Assistance Force Special Operations Forces
ISAF SOF Headquarters consisted of 22 nations and 17 task forces from 17 
nations. Its charter was to train, advise, and assist Afghan Special Police units 
and National Mission Units to conduct independent operations. Challenges 
associated with multinational operations were the difference in ROE and 
national caveats. As challenging as that might sound, the approval process 
for operations, according to Brigadier Smethurst, became very workable.

USSOF operations under ISAF were different than those under the 
CJSOTF or the DA TF in terms of mission sets and ROE. As an example, TF 
10, later to be named the CSOTF 10, conducted “FID on FID” where elements 
of the 10th SFG trained, advised, and assisted Romanian SOF to train, advise, 
and assist Afghan Special Forces and Provincial Response Companies.345 In 

As the one in-country SOF voice 
to the ISAF/USFOR-A commander, 
it assumed responsibility for the 
CFSOCC-A mission (the one-star 
CFSOCC-S position was then de-
leted), the DA TF, the ISAF SOF (as 
the NSOCC-A commander), and 
the activation and command of 
the JSOAC-A (previously noted in 
chapter 6). 
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terms of ROE, some rules were more restrictive, such as the offensive ROE, 
and some less. As an example, TF 10 seemed to have more latitude, depending 
on the situation, when it came to applying ISAF ROE to a defensive posture. 

SOCEUR support to EUCOM, the establishment of NATO SOF/ISA 
SOF Headquarters and the early implementation of those initiatives in the 
deployment and actions of TF 10 and later CSOTF 10 is worthy of a separate 
monograph to document an important part of USSOF history.

Special Operations Forces/Conventional Force Integration
SOF/CF integration is addressed from two aspects: 1) generally, the working 
together of those two forces to meet a common objective. As an example, 
working in the same area with a supporting/supported relationship at the 
Brigade Combat Team or higher level. But it also refers to 2) the building of 
U.S. capacity to support the VSO/ALP programs at the SFODA split team 
and CF squad level.

First, the supported/supporting roles. The integration of SOF and CF gen-
erally went well as attested to by the CF and SOF commanders, particularly 
as it involved the coordination of DA task force operations. But there were 
some issues, as an example, “Afghan partnerships.” Both SOF and Coalition 
forces were tasked with building “relationships.” However, as the battle space 
became denser as in the surge, relationships with those key Afghan leaders 
in the districts and provinces, in some cases were dominated or claimed by 
the BSO. 

Second, building U.S. capacity to support VSO/ALP. Generally it went 
well. One of the pluses was that the CF developed a better understand-
ing of special operations and was able to carry that perspective back to the 
CF. As an example, Lieutenant Colonel Buzzard later commanded the Joint 
Multinational Readiness Center (JMRC) in Germany and, due to his experi-
ences in VSO/ALP took the initiative to integrate NATO SOF into his JMRC 
exercises.346

Initially, there were some cultural issues that were eventually overcome. 
As an example, the infantry units found the MARSOC teams the easiest to 
relate to because of their infantry backgrounds. Conversely, the SOF teams 
found the light infantry units easiest to relate to, as compared to mechanized 
units for the same reasons.

There were also learning curves in how to use the headquarters. As 
an example, Lieutenant Colonel Smith became the VSCC in the north 



130

JSOU Report 20 -2

and Lieutenant Colonel Buzzard became the commander of TF Pan-
ther, previously designated (and some would say it remained designated) 
SOTF-North.347

But there was also a down side. There were two previously identified 
incidents, Staff Sergeant Bales and Major Gant. Both incidents were major 
deviations from the VSO/ALP - SOF/CF split team integration concepts 
that included vetting, roles, structures, mentorship, and accountability. Had 
those guidelines been followed, the leadership may have been more aware 
and sensitive to some of the indicators.348 

The Complementary Nature of those Initiatives
The growth of the forces, and in particular SOF due to an increase in the SOF 
mission demanded an in-country one-star commander for the CFSOCC-A. 
The continued growth as well as diversity of SOF missions across Afghani-
stan (DA, VSO/ALP and FID, and the international SOF partnering with 

special police units such as the Provin-
cial Response Companies) demanded the 
two-star position. Not only did it provide 
one in-country SOF voice to the ISAF/
USFOR-A commander, it synchronized 
SOF operations, represented SOF to the 
two-star division level headquarters at 
the regional commands, and it managed 
limited SOF and supporting resources. 

Although the course seemed already 
set for VSO/ALP under the CFSOCC-A, 
the two-star provided added emphasis on 

support at the various levels and agencies for the program. According to 
Lieutenant Colonel Mann the two-star was able to better represent the pro-
gram within the ministries, the U.S. Country Team, and ISAF.

Failures 

There were a number of failures. Some of those were discussed as part of the 
above successes. Those include: the Gant and Bales incidents, the (in)ability 
of USAID/OTI to provide first-hand oversight on their projects at the vil-
lage level, “losing our way” on VSO/ALP to ALP/vso and on the difference 
in approaches that ODAs took to executing security responsibilities, some 

The continued growth as 
well as diversity of SOF 
missions across Afghanistan 
(DA, VSO/ALP and FID, 
and the international SOF 
partnering with special 
police units such as the 
Provincial Response Compa-
nies) demanded the two-star 
position.
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of them being heavy-handed DA. However, overall the programs themselves 
were listed as successes. Not so for the failures listed below. They deserve 
monographs in-and-of themselves and won’t be belabored, but they are major 
contributors to U.S. failure in Afghanistan. 

A Failure of National Policy

• Diverting America’s attention and resources to Iraq in 2003.
• Announcing our troop drawdown immediately following the 

announcement of the surge.
• Rapidity of the troop drawdown as well as the final troop count.349

The point is that countering insurgencies requires time; time is not mea-
sured in days, months or even years. Time to counter insurgencies is mea-
sured in generations. This is a clash of cultures: America’s culture of quick 
fixes versus the generational demands of changing attitudes and other soci-
etal cultures. Developing legitimacy is not a short term project.

The Inability to Deal with Narcotics and Corruption
Although there were periods of decline, poppy production generally 
increased from 2002 to a record high in 2017 with Afghanistan “produc-
ing 90 percent of the world’s illicit opium.” Additionally, opium poppy is 
Afghanistan’s largest cash crop.350 This is the elephant in the room. 

Sadly, this monograph does not offer a solution, but expects that if the 
issues with poppy cultivation and opium production are not solved, cor-
ruption will never be resolved and government legitimacy will never be 
established.

Implications

VSO/ALP and the evolution of SOF C2 have implications across the DOTML-
PF spectrum.351 The following focuses on doctrine, training, and education. 

VSO was a “way” to track and build legitimacy. Doctrine speaks to legiti-
macy as an “end” and the population as a “means” but it doesn’t offer a 
“way” or how. Most doctrine aficionados would argue that the “how” is situ-
ation dependent and does not belong in a doctrinal publication. Generally, 
the authors would agree; however, current doctrinal publications provide 
vignettes as examples—and VSO is a good example of how to operationally 
tie strategic ends with tactical means.352 At a minimum VSO/ALP should 
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be mentioned in the next versions of Joint Publications 3-24 and 3-05 as an 
example of how to address legitimacy. 

This has training and education implications as well. Although the 
nucleus for the VSO/ALP mission was SF, and UW and FID techniques have 
been lauded as major contributors to success, the integration of the various 
disciplines under the ODA (and later the MSOT and SEALs), such as CA, 
MISO, and others, to pursue “stability” is new, and needs to be addressed in 
training and education. A good start were the training centers with mock 
Afghan villages and academic week run by Lieutenant Colonel Scott Mann—
both received high marks from interviewees. The SOJTF-B train-up as the 
next SOJTF to deploy was also a good initiative in preparing the in-coming 
staff to assume SOJTF-A responsibilities. 

Teaching VSO/ALP and the evolution of SOF C2 in the professional mili-
tary education institutions as a case study in innovation to generally meet 
the demands of future irregular conflicts provides a different perspective 
on linking strategic ends to tactical means. It is a good lesson in bringing 
together different disciplines and expertise, whether that be intra service, 
joint, interagency, or coalition. 

The SOJTF is discussed in the last two versions of Joint Publication 3-05, 
with the most recent version providing the right touch of structure, authori-
ties, and flexibility. Conventional force appreciation for its functionality/abil-
ity to overcome issues from Iraq is near unanimous, in particular its ability 
to balance and coordinate CT/COIN operations. It has also been recognized 
internally for its ability to efficiently manage resources across the in-country 
SOF community making resources available that might otherwise have been 
held in reserve. The issue now becomes one of resourcing and training.

Both of these areas (VSO/ALP and SOF C2) have implications for future 
operations. The SOJTF has already been implemented in Iraq and is part 
of doctrine. While VSO/ALP is not doctrinal it provides lessons that, in a 
general sense transcend geographical areas as demonstrating one “way” of 
addressing legitimacy, arguably the most important challenge in COIN.
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Acronyms

ACC  Afghan Conservation Corps

AFPAK  Afghanistan-Pakistan

ALP  Afghan Local Police

ANASF  Afghan National Army Special Forces

ANSF  Afghan National Security Force

AO  area of operations

AOB  advanced operations base

BPC  building partner capacity

BSO  battle space owner

C2  command and control

CA  civil affairs

CAT  civil affairs team

CAFGU Citizen Armed Force Geographical Unit

CDI  community defense initiative

CERP  Commander’s Emergency Relief Program 

CF  conventional forces

CFSOCC-A Combined Forces Special Operations Component  
  Command–Afghanistan

CIA  Central Intelligence Agency

CIDG  Civilian Irregular Defense Group

CJSOAC-A Combined Joint Special Operations Air    
  Component–Afghanistan

CJSOTF-A Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force–Afghanistan
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CMOC  civil-military operations center

CNA  Center for Naval Analyses

COG  center of gravity

COIN  counterinsurgency

COM  chief of mission

CSOTF  Combined Special Operations Task Force

CST  cultural support team

DA TF  direct action task force

DAT  District Augmentation Team

DCOP  District Chief of Police

DHS  Department of Homeland Security

DOS  Department of State

DOTMLPF doctrine, organization, training, materiel, leadership and 
  education, personnel, facilities, and policy

DSS  Department of Strategic Studies

DSP  District Stability Platforms

EOD  explosive ordnance disposal

F3EAD  find, fix, finish, exploit, analyze, and disseminate

FID  foreign internal defense

FULLCOM full command

GIRoA  Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan

HQN  Haqqani Network

IDA  Institute for Defense Analyses

IDLG  Independent Directorate of Local Governance

IED  improvised explosive device
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IJC  ISAF Joint Command

ISAF  International Security Assistance Force

JAWD  Joint Advanced Warfighting Division

JCOA  Joint Center for Operational Analysis

JSOU  Joint Special Operations University

JTAC  Joint Terminal Attack Controller

JMRC  Joint Multinational Readiness Center

MARSOC Marine Special Operations Command

LOO  line of operations

LDI  Local Defense Initiative

MISO  military information support operations

MOE  Ministry of Education

MOI  Ministry of Interior

MSOT  Marine Special Operations Team

MWD  military working dog

NATO  North Atlantic Treaty Organization

NSOCC-A NATO Special Operations Component    
  Command-Afghanistan

ODA  Operational Detachment Alpha

OPCON operational control

OSD  Office of the Secretary of Defense 

OTI  Office of Transition Initiatives

P4M  Poppy for Medicine

PAT  Provincial Augmentation Team

PI  Philippine
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PIR  Parachute Infantry Regiment

PRT  provincial reconstruction team

RC  Regional Command

RIP  relief in place

ROE  rules of engagement

SEALs  Sea, Air and Land Forces

SF  special forces

SFG  special forces group

SFODA  Special Forces Operational Detachment Alpha

SIPR  Secret Internet Protocol Router

SITREP  situation report

SOCEUR Special Operations Command Europe

SOF  Special Operations Forces

SOJTF  special operations joint task force

SOJTF-A Special Operations Joint Task Force–Afghanistan

TACON tactical control

TF  task force

TMT  tactical MISO team

USAID  U.S. Agency for International Development

USASOC United States Army Special Operations Command

USCENTCOM United States Central Command

USDA  U.S. Department of Agriculture

USF  University of South Florida

USFOR-A United States Forces–Afghanistan
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USMC  United States Marine Corps

UW  unconventional warfare

USSOCOM United States Special Operations Command

VSCC  Village Stability Coordination Center

VSNCC  Village Stability National Coordination Center

VSO  Village Stability Operations

VSP  Village Stability Platform

VTC  video teleconference
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