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 Lessons from Helmand, Afghanistan:

 what now for British counterinsurgency?

 ROBERT EGNELL*

 In spring 2006 the British armed forces were presented with their greatest challenge
 in a long time as they were deployed to Helmand province as part of NATO's plan

 to extend its area of influence across the whole of Afghanistan. Helmand province

 was, and still is, a stronghold of the Taleban insurgency and, apart from a small
 US Provincial Reconstruction Team, it had been until that spring a no-go area
 for the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) as well as for the Afghan
 government. This deployment, as well as the operations in Basra, involved British

 forces once more in counterinsurgency, long considered a core competence of the

 British military?a legacy from the colonial era, reinforced during the Troubles
 in Northern Ireland and later in the peace support operations (PSO) of the 1990s.

 However, British troops quickly ran into serious difficulties in Helmand, owing to
 confusions regarding the purpose of the mission, a flawed intelligence picture and
 deficiencies in troop levels, as well as tactical mistakes. Over four years later, things

 have improved substantially; but it took a slow process of tactical adaptation and
 relearning of counterinsurgency principles, as well as a massive reinforcement of
 US marines, to turn the tide in Helmand. And even now the tactical successes

 witnessed in Helmand during 2010 are not yet leading to clear strategic gains,
 owing to a large extent to continued shortcomings within two of the three pillars

 of ISAF's campaign plan for Afghanistan?governance and development.1
 This flawed outcome raises a number of questions regarding the validity of the

 British counterinsurgency legacy and the army's capacity to conduct and sustain
 large-scale counterinsurgency operations, and poses some fundamental challenges
 to the contemporary interpretation and execution of counterinsurgency. The
 purpose of this article is to move beyond the legacy of British counterinsur
 gency and to increase our understanding of British strengths and weaknesses in
 counterinsurgency operations. A secondary aim is to discuss these strengths and

 weaknesses in relation to the future of British counterinsurgency. This is achieved

 by analysing the conduct of British operations in Helmand between 2006 and 2010,

 addressing three main questions: (1) To what degree, and to what effect, was the

 I would like to thank Dr David Ucko, Dr Jan Angstrom, Professor Jan Willem Honig and the anonymous
 reviewers for highly valuable comments on earlier drafts. I would also like to thank the Swedish Armed Forces
 for the funding within the expeditionary capabilities project that made this research possible.

 1 The campaign plan in Afghanistan involves three lines of operations: security, governance and development.
 See http: //smallwarsjournal.com/documents/isafcampaignplansummary.pdf, accessed 21 Feb. 2011.
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 British approach to counterinsurgency implemented in Helmand? (2) To what
 degree was the British military in Helmand a 'learning organization' that adapted
 to the conditions on the ground in Afghanistan, and to whatever lessons had been

 learned in Iraq? (3) On the basis of this operation, what is the possible future for

 British counterinsurgency?
 The article is introduced by a brief outline of the British counterinsurgency

 legacy. This section provides a blueprint against which to test actual activities
 in Helmand. Thereafter, British operations in Helmand from 2006 are analysed
 in three subsections, the first covering the early brigades and the challenges of
 adaptation; the second, the process of learning up to Operation Moshtarak II;
 and the third, Operation Hamkari and the command abilities of British forces
 displayed in 2010. Finally, the results of the analysis are discussed in relation to
 possible future scenarios for British contributions to expeditionary counterinsur
 gency operations. What can we realistically expect from the British armed forces

 and the government departments working with and through them?

 The legacy of British counterinsurgency

 As Basra fell on 6 April 2003, the British army quickly adjusted from a warrior
 mindset to that of peace support operations. In a fashion familiar from recent
 PSO, troops took off their helmets and flak jackets and started foot-patrolling
 as part of a more benign posture.2 Despite the obvious difference in operational
 contexts between the Shi'i-dominated south and the Sunni-dominated American

 area of responsibility, it was at the time argued that the permissive environment in

 Basra was in part a product of the British army's appreciation of the 'importance of
 the political and economic lines of development in the campaign' as well as its firm

 but friendly manner of conducting tactical operations.3 The House of Commons
 Defence Committee's 'initial assessment' emphasized that

 the British approach since the end of the high intensity conflict to the operations within
 their Area of Operations (AO) has been highly successful and has deservedly drawn high
 praise from many commentators. It is of course based on our experience of this type of
 military task and the many lessons learned over time ... The experience in Ulster is of
 course the easiest to grasp, and the evidence of its utility is obvious from the conduct of
 our troops on the ground.4

 The analysis of this report of the early 'post-conflict' operations in Iraq was
 nothing short of self-congratulatory. Moreover, it expressed concerns about
 the US approach to operations and *urge[d] MoD to use its influence to affect

 MNF?I's posture and approach'.5 Deep concerns were also displayed in a leaked

 2 Williamson Murray and Robert H. Scales, The Iraq war: a military history (London: Belknap, 2003), p. 152.
 3 Warren Chin, 'Examining the application of British counterinsurgency doctrine by the American army in

 Iraq', Small Wars and Insurgencies 18: 1, 2007, p. 8.

 4 House of Commons Defence Committee, 6th report, Iraq: an initial assessment of post conflict operations, HC65-1,
 2004-2005 (London: TSO, 2005), pp. 34-5.

 5 House of Commons Defence Committee, Iraq: an initial assessment, pp. 34-5. MNF-I = Multi-National Force
 - Iraq, the US-led force in the country from 2004.
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 Lessons from Helmand, Afghanistan

 Foreign Office memo which criticized the US operations in Fallujah and Najaf in
 April 2004 for undermining local support for the coalition and emphasized that
 'we need to double our efforts to ensure a sensible and sensitive US approach to

 military operations'.6 Not only were the British concerned about the tactical behav
 iour of their main coalition partner; they also sought to influence the planning
 of operations. Early in 2004 British staff officers were tasked with persuading
 US commanders in Iraq to adopt a counterinsurgency strategy based on British
 counterinsurgency doctrine and experience from Malaya.7 For the most part,
 such advice fell on deaf ears. However, in late 2005 the publication of Brigadier

 Aylwin-Foster's damning account of US operations in Military Review brought the

 backstage whispers into the open, with a highly visible broadside at the Ameri
 cans' failure to understand what the British army were supposedly already familiar

 with, namely the intricacies and challenges of conducting successful counterin
 surgency operations.8 It is notable that this article was published in a US military
 journal, which can be seen as a sign of the increasing debate and self-criticism
 within the US military establishment at the time. Criticism of the initial US
 approach to the operation in Iraq was in many cases justified. Even so, the early
 comparisons, and British assessments of their own operations in the Iraqi south,
 tended to display a remarkable and, in hindsight, rather inflated self-confidence.

 Where did this confidence in British counterinsurgency capability come from?
 The operations in Iraq, and to a lesser extent in Afghanistan, prompted an

 awakening of counterinsurgency thinking and doctrine-writing. This in turn
 quickly created a celebratory narrative of British experience in this field, empha

 sizing the wealth of British experience with counterinsurgency-like operations,
 not only from the era of decolonization, but also from the previous centuries of
 colonial expansion and policing. From these experiences the narrative deduces
 an accumulated understanding of and ability to manage political violence, stabi
 lize war-torn countries and defeat insurgency movements. As General Sir Mike
 Jackson, former Chief of the British General Staff, put it:

 Counterinsurgency is a modern term but we can go back at least a couple of centuries to
 Ireland, to India a century and a half ago, to Africa at about the same time, and, indeed, to

 Iraq almost a century ago. There is a sense of a real historical thread in this type of opera
 tion for the British Armed Forces.9

 Rod Thornton similarly argues that the British army is primarily a counter
 insurgency army and that * since its very formation and for the greater part
 of its history, this army's principal mission was to acquire and then to police
 imperial possessions'.10 Not only do the British have centuries of experience, the

 6 'Confidential Iraq memo', Sunday Times, 23 May 2004.
 7 Chin, 'Examining the application of British counterinsurgency doctrine', pp. 9-10.
 8 Brigadier Nigel R. F. Aylwin-Foster, 'Changing the army for counterinsurgency operations', Military Review,

 Nov.-Dec 2005, pp. 27-40.
 9 Mike Jackson, 'British counter-insurgency', Journal of Strategic Studies 32: 3, 2009, p. 347.
 10 Rod Thornton, 'Historical origins of the British army's counterinsurgency and counter-terrorist techniques',

 in Theodor Winkler, Anja Ebnother and Mats Hansson, eds, Combating terrorism and its implications for the security
 sector (Stockholm: Swedish National Defence College, 2005), p. 26.
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 dominant narrative also tends to describe British counterinsurgency campaigns as

 largely successful?to be contrasted with French campaigns in Indo-China and
 Algeria, US operations in Vietnam, and Portuguese campaigns in Angola and
 Mozambique.11

 In broad terms, this narrative describes the British approach to counterinsur
 gency as mainly informed by the historical experience of empire and the strategic

 context of imperial conquest, policing and withdrawal, as well as that of the
 Troubles in Northern Ireland. While British doctrine and historical accounts have

 provided numerous lists of British counterinsurgency principles, four stand out
 as remarkably consistent throughout the centuries: political primacy, close civil

 military cooperation, minimum force, and flexibility.12 The dominant narrative
 holds that through these principles British forces have developed a good political
 understanding and a habit of patience that allows them to use soft approaches
 rather than maximum firepower to subdue insurgencies by winning the hearts
 and minds of the local population. Political primacy in operations and close civil

 military cooperation across the different government departments of Whitehall,
 as well as in the field of operations, has also been seen as a necessity for the strategic

 process that translates political aims into effective activities in the field. Finally,

 vast experience has developed not a specific expertise for a single type of opera
 tions, but an acceptance that all operational contexts are different and that the
 key to success is to develop a good understanding of the particular operational
 environment and adjust accordingly. Initial failures in Malaya, South Africa and
 Northern Ireland are often described to illustrate this organizational flexibility
 and capability to adapt.13

 It can be argued that British pride in this legacy inhibited the serious soul
 searching and reform processes that took place within the US military as a
 response to the challenges of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. This argument
 has been made most forcefully by Patrick Little, a former officer at the British
 army's Development, Concepts and Doctrine Centre (DCDC), who has described
 the army as suffering from an 'insular, conformist culture' that has sapped the
 capacity for internal reflection and rapid change.14 The dominant narrative of
 British counterinsurgency experience has also been criticized as empirically weak
 and subjective over the last few years.15

 11 John Newsinger, British counter-insurgency:from Palestine to Northern Ireland (New York: Palgrave, 2002), p. 1.
 12 For useful historical comparisons of the different principles of British counterinsurgency, see Alexander

 Alderson, 'The validity of British army counter-insurgency doctrine after the war in Iraq 2003?2009', PhD
 thesis, Department of Applied Science, Security and Resilience, University of Cranfield, Nov. 2009; I. A.
 Pvigden, 'The British approach to counter-insurgency: myths, realities and strategic challenges', US Army War
 College Strategy Research Report (Carlisle, VA: US Army War College, 2008).

 13 John A. Nagl, Learning to eat soup with a knife: counterinsurgency lessons from Malaya and Vietnam (Chicago:
 University of Chicago Press, 2002), pp. 191?208; Deborah D. Avant, Political institutions and military change:
 lessons from peripheral wars (London: Cornell University Press, 1994).

 14 Patrick Little, 'Lessons unlearned: a former officer's perspective on the British army at war', RUSIJournal 154:
 3, June 2009, p. 10.

 15 See among others Michael Fitzsimmons, 'Hard hearts and open minds? Governance, identity and the
 intellectual foundations of counterinsurgency strategy'Journal of Strategic Studies 31: 3, June 2008, pp. 337?65;
 Paul Dixon, '"Hearts and minds"? British counter-insurgency from Malaya to Iraq', Journal of Strategic Studies
 32: 3, June 2009, pp.353-81; Karl Hack, 'The Malayan Emergency as counter-insurgency paradigm', Journal
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 Lessons from Helmand, Afghanistan

 It is undeniable that the British military has substantial experience with counter
 insurgency and that much of this experience can be drawn upon for lessons about

 the nature of these types of campaigns. This, arguably, is the greatest value of the
 British military's legacy with counterinsurgency today. As Thomas Mockaitis put

 it back in the 1990s, the UK 'has much to teach a world increasingly challenged by
 the problem of internal war. As the United Nations gropes for both a mandate and

 model to conduct the new kind of peacekeeping presently underway in Bosnia or
 Somalia, it would do well to study the British experience.'16 It does not follow,
 however, that the British army has, as a result of these historical experiences, an

 almost natural talent for counterinsurgency. Indeed, the problems faced by British

 forces today bring important questions to the fore: do these problems reflect an
 inability to implement historical principles, or is it the principles themselves that

 are wrong, or simply outdated in the contemporary context? The answers to these

 questions have enormous policy implications that reach far beyond the UK and
 its current operations.

 British involvement and strategy in Afghanistan

 British forces took part in the invasion of Afghanistan alongside other forces in
 the US-led coalition after the terrorist attacks on New York and Washington DC
 on 11 September 2001. The first British troops were deployed to Afghanistan in
 November 2001 and a British battlegroup, Task Force Jacana, was tasked with
 the role of destroying terrorist infrastructure and interdicting the movement of

 Al-Qaeda in eastern Afghanistan. Wider British aims in 2001 included attacking
 Al-Qaeda internationally, denying Al-Qaeda its Afghan base and preventing
 Afghanistan becoming a terrorist sanctuary once more. 'With our international
 partners the UK intends to achieve this by supporting the development of a stable

 country able to take its place within the international community.'17 However,
 in the early years after the Taleban regime was toppled ISAF's mandate did not
 extend beyond providing security in and around Kabul, which left Afghani
 stan's more remote, ungoverned spaces largely untouched. The limited interest
 in Afghanistan as a country, rather than as a base for the Taleban and Al-Qaeda,
 and the overriding international focus on Iraq, meant that Afghanistan was to
 remain an economy of force operation more or less until 2009. For the UK, the

 main challenge nevertheless came much earlier, in April 2006, when British forces

 began deploying to Helmand province in southern Afghanistan as part of NATO's

 widening mission in the country.

 of Strategic Studies 32: 3, June 2009, pp. 383-414; David Ucko, 'Lessons from Basra: the future of British
 counter-insurgency', Survival 52: 4, Aug.-Sept. 2010, pp. 131-58; Ashley Jackson, 'British counterinsurgency
 in history: a useful precedent ?', British Army Review, no. 139, Spring 2006, pp. 12-22.

 16 Thomas R. Mockaitis, British counterinsurgency in the post-imperial era (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
 1995), p. 12.

 17 Ministry of Defence, 'Operations in Afghanistan: our strategy', http://www.mod.uk/DefenceInternet/
 FactSheets/OperationsFactsheets/OperationsInAfghanistanOurStrategy.htm, accessed 21 Feb. 2011.
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 Early operations in Helmand and the failure to adapt

 British forces formally assumed responsibility for Helmand province in May
 2006. For the next three years British forces, along with their Estonian, Danish
 and Afghan partners, struggled to assert themselves and to control the province.

 Despite great efforts and sacrifices, the limited and thinly spread combat forces
 were simply not equipped to tackle an insurgency that controlled the majority of
 the province.18 The British and their coalition partners were in fact holding very
 little territory, which impeded any genuine progress in the areas of economic
 development and governance?both considered essential aspects of ISAF's
 campaign plan. The governance aspect of operations was meant to connect the
 central government in Afghanistan to the people of Helmand, while the develop

 ment side would create economic development and job opportunities, thereby
 increasing the legitimacy of the central government in Kabul as well as that of
 the international presence.

 However, during those early years the British forces emphasized kinetic opera
 tions, dispersed thinly across large parts of the province, and thereby failed to
 clear the target centres ('ink spots') of insurgents and to commence governance
 and development activities. In other words, they did not succeed in judiciously
 applying counterinsurgency principles that, according to the legacy, were alleg
 edly already part of British military culture. Moreover, this was not just a disap
 pointment in terms of implementing traditional counterinsurgency principles;
 it also involved a failure to adapt the conduct of operations to realities on the
 ground, existing resources and enemy behaviour. Instead, there was much early
 confusion about the purpose of the mission, as the political leadership talked
 of PSO to support counternarcotics while the brigade personnel were working
 under the assumption that this was a major counterinsurgency campaign.19 The
 result was an operation with tactical activities and ambitions out of proportion to

 the actual resources on the ground. The British military placed much blame on
 the Labour government for not deploying enough personnel or materiel to match
 the strategic objectives: there is much merit in this critique, but it has threatened

 to overshadow the military's own failure to adapt and respond to the challenges
 it faced in Afghanistan, as in Iraq.20 Not until late 2007 did British forces start
 adapting to the realities of insurgency in Helmand, and it was not until large-scale

 reinforcement by US marines in spring 2009 that Task Force Helmand came close

 to dealing effectively with the deteriorating situation in the province.

 The UK deployed 16 Air Assault Brigade to the southern province of Helmand
 from April 2006, eventually deploying 3,200 soldiers. Initially, despite having
 little more than a battlegroup of 500 combat troops, the British force sought to
 clear and hold a number of key locations: Sangin, Now Zad and Musa Qaleh.

 18 Jeffrey Dressier, Counterinsurgency in Helmand: progress and remaining challenges, Afghanistan Report no. 8
 (Washington DC: Institute for the Study of War, Jan. 2011), p. 11.

 19 Daniel Marston, 'Lessons in 21st-century counterinsurgency: Afghanistan 2001-2007', in Daniel Marston and
 Carter Malkasian, eds, Counterinsurgency in modern warfare (Oxford: Osprey, 2008), p. 237.

 20 Edward Burke, 'Leaving the civilians behind: the "soldier-diplomat" in Afghanistan and Iraq', Prism 1: 2, 2010,
 p. 30.
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 Lessons from Helmand, Afghanistan

 The purpose was to initiate reconstruction and development tasks, as well as to
 help the central government in Kabul to establish authority in the province. The
 main base, Camp Bastion in the Helmand provincial capital Lashkar Gah, as well
 as Forward Operating Base (FOB) Robinson in the Helmand river valley and
 FOB Price in Gereshk, were also created as part of this process.21 The original
 idea was to implement traditional counterinsurgency thinking and to concen
 trate the forces in the key locations named above, thereby creating a number of
 'ink spots' of control from which to expand and start the reconstruction phase.

 This was a strategy that resonated with the 'distributed operations' conducted
 in Malaya; yet it was being implemented in Afghanistan in the absence of the
 drivers and enabling conditions that had made this technique so successful in
 that earlier context.22 Moreover, higher-level decisions to support the newly
 appointed provincial governor Mohammad Daoud and President Karzai in
 re-establishing control of the northern districts of Helmand quickly derailed the
 British strategy. The British forces, rather than focusing on a hmited number of

 key locations, were instead forced to deploy to large parts of the province and
 many more locations than originally planned. Most of the British forces deployed
 in the summer of 2006 were therefore thinly spread out in company- or platoon

 size bases in both central and northern Helmand.23 This distribution quickly
 proved unsustainable.

 An important difference between operations in Malaya and in Afghanistan
 related to intelligence regarding the enemy: specifically, a lack of intelligence on
 the strength of the Taleban in Helmand. This meant that the British forces were

 completely surprised by the level of resistance from the Taleban, who launched
 conventional attacks on British positions throughout the summer of 2006. The
 widely dispersed and overstretched British forces came under fierce attack and
 were besieged throughout the province. This in turn created logistical and air
 support problems as ISAF lacked the resources to cover the large number of
 locations involved in combat.24 However, the troops clung on to their positions
 until October 2006, when the task force commander, Brigadier Ed Butler, struck
 a deal with local tribal leaders. The controversial arrangement involved guarantees

 that the Taleban would be prevented from retaking the town of Musa Qaleh in
 exchange for a British withdrawal. Not surprisingly, the Taleban retook the town
 five months later.25

 Ultimately, the deployment and operations of 16 Brigade, not least the so-called
 'platoon house' strategy, involving small unit posts across the province, can be
 described as nothing short of failure. Not only did it lead to casualties among
 British troops and Afghan civilians, but as the British general, David Richards,

 21 Marston, 'Lessons in 21st-century counterinsurgency', pp. 236?7.
 22 David Ucko, 'Countering insurgents through distributed operations: insights from Malaya 1948-1960', Journal

 of Strategic Studies, 30: 1, Feb. 2007, pp. 47-72.
 23 Anthony King, 'Understanding the Helmand campaign: British military operations in Afghanistan',

 International Affairs 86: 2, 2010, pp. 314-15; Marston, 'Lessons in 21st-century counterinsurgency', p. 238.
 24 Marston, 'Lessons in 21st-century counterinsurgency', p. 238; Theo Farrell and Stuart Gordon, 'COIN

 machine: the British military in Afghanistan', RUSIJournal 154: 3, March 2010, p. 20.
 25 Farrell and Gordon, 'COIN machine', p. 20.
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 commander of ISAF at the time, later acknowledged, it also damaged the cause
 of establishing popular support and consent.26 The lack of security and stability
 meant that the civilian organizations that were supposed to work on humani
 tarian relief, economic development and governance issues could not gain access
 to Helmand province.

 Nevertheless, in a highly complex context, with a limited situational awareness

 and resources far short of those needed to implement the strategy, this outcome

 was almost to be expected. Much more surprising would be a failure on the part
 of brigades subsequently deployed to learn from this experience. Any such failure

 would certainly cast doubt upon the British army's ability to adapt quickly to the

 challenge of counterinsurgency and, therefore, on its purported cultural predis
 position towards these types of missions.

 In the event, however, the next two brigades to go out to Helmand, rather than

 adapting to the specific situation of the province and the insurgency's behaviour,

 adjusted mainly by emphasizing their core regimental competencies.27 As 3 Com
 mando Brigade took over from 16 Brigade, they introduced a very different concept

 of operations (CONOPS). The Royal Marines of 3 Commando had indeed studied
 the challenges of the platoon house strategy, which had prevented British forces

 from supporting reconstruction and development by fixing them in a number of

 positions. However, the adjustments that ensued were shaped more by the unit's own

 cultural preferences and training than by the specific challenges on the ground in

 Helmand. The new task force commander, Brigadier Jerry Thomas, later acknowl
 edged that the difficult security situation forced him to put emphasis on security as

 the 'pre-eminent line of activity' and that 'once our security is in place, develop
 ment will gather momentum and provide the best tool with which to counter this

 insurgency'.28 The idea of 3 Brigade was to create more mobility by unlocking the
 fixed positions in the north of Helmand and to engage the enemy more directly
 across larger swathes of space. In well-recognized fashion the Royal Marines drew
 on their core organizational competence by creating Mobile Operations Groups
 (MOGs). A commanding officer was cited describing the idea of these groups:

 We evolved our tactics quite a lot; it was a case of fixed vs manoeuvre. Herrick 4 was
 fixed; it was platoon houses. We manned them but we sought to manoeuvre from them.

 We developed ... MOGs: in Company groups, 200 strong with 13 Vikings, WMiKs,
 21 Pinzgauers and 105 guns. It was a heavy company group package. The logistics were
 independent. It was like a Long Range Desert Patrol. We would probe and then strike.29

 However, rather than drawing the Taleban into prepared 'kill zones', the Marines

 often ended up fighting the insurgents on their own terms. As a consequence, the

 Royal Marines even described MOG operations as 'advance to ambush'.30

 26 Richards, cited in Chin, 'Examining the application of British counterinsurgency doctrine', p. 234.
 27 Theo Farrell, 'Improving in war: military adaptation and the British in Helmand Province, Afghanistan,

 2006?2009'', Journal of Strategic Studies 33: 4, Sept. 2010, p. 573.

 28 Post-operation report, UKTF/H5, 11 April 2007, 2-0-4, ? 2 and 3, cited in Farrell, 'Improving in war', p. 576.
 29 King, 'Understanding the Helmand campaign', p. 317.
 30 Farrell, 'Improving in war', p. 576; Ewen Southby-Tailyour, Helmand, Afghanistan (London: Ebury, 2008), pp.

 77-8.
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 Lessons from Helmand, Afghanistan

 The third brigade in Helmand was 12 Mechanized Brigade. Again, it became
 obvious that, rather than adapting to the situation in Helmand and learning from
 its predecessors, 12 Brigade came to focus on its core competence?mechanized

 warfare. This meant that the brigade pursued an attrition campaign against the
 Taleban, involving several large-scale clearing operations. While the idea of
 clearing ground to avoid the mistakes of the previous brigades could be interpreted

 as some form of adaptation, it failed to provide a context from which to engage
 in reconstruction, development and governance. Despite the operational emphasis

 on achieving enduring presence, 12 Brigade lacked the manpower to hold the
 cleared terrain, or cleared more than it could hold. The Taleban were allowed to

 return after the British departure from the cleared areas, so that enduring progress

 was elusive and the operations never achieved the stability that the civilian organi

 zations required for their work. This caused the British task force commander to

 argue that the repeated sorties felt like 'mowing the lawn'.31 For the same reasons,

 the high-intensity clearing operations also did little to secure the population or to
 win their consent and support.

 To what extent did British forces operate in accordance with counterinsur
 gency principles and their own legacy during the early years? Most of the tradi
 tional principles can indeed be found in the pre-deployment Joint UK Plan for

 Helmand, and the 'comprehensive approach', which can be seen as the modern
 day version of unity of command or of effort.32 The ideas of political primacy
 and clear aims were applied in planning, as were tactical approaches, not least in
 the attempt to create a safe area in Lashkar Gah. The initial plan also recognized
 the importance of economic and social development, extending the authority of
 the Afghan government and developing the Afghan National Security Forces.

 Moreover, the British campaign was coordinated by the Helmand Executive
 Group, known since June 2008 as the Civil?Military Mission Helmand, thereby
 adhering to the principle of civil?military coordination by bringing together the

 security plan and civilian development efforts.33
 However, the theoretical adherence to the traditional principles of counterin

 surgency contrasted with their implementation, which deviated widely from the

 plan and from the legacy of British counterinsurgency. Warren Chin argues that
 a problem during the entire campaign has been the use of firepower to compen
 sate for the lack of troops and to prevent British casualties. Therefore, indirect
 fire support from both artillery and air strikes has been used to an extent not
 expected in a campaign driven by the key principle of protecting the popula
 tion.34 The principle of civil?military cooperation and political primacy also fell
 by the wayside in practice. This can be explained partly by the failure to secure the

 ground, which made the governance- and development-related efforts impossible

 31 Stephen Grey, Operation Snakebite: the explosive true story of an Afghan desert siege (London: Viking, 2009), pp.
 61-5.

 32 James Pritchard and M. L. R. Smith, 'Thompson in Helmand: comparing theory to practice in British
 counterinsurgency operations in Afghanistan', Civil Wars 12: 1, June 2010, p. 68.

 33 Pritchard and Smith, 'Thompson in Helmand', p. 68.
 34 Warren Chin, 'Colonial warfare in a post-colonial state: British operations in Helmand Province Afghanistan',

 Defence Studies 10: 1-2, March-June 2010, p. 236.
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 to conduct, as well as by the limited civilian competence and resources available to
 conduct such activities in a conflict zone. However, the other part of the problem

 was a strategic gap between ends and means, or between the political and opera
 tional aims and the resources available to achieve those aims. According to retired

 Lieutenant-General Hew Pike, this meant that little thought was going into what
 the British forces were doing and why. 'Our resources are limited and so we should

 keep ourselves to an area that we can influence in a coherent manner rather than
 spreading ourselves about the Province in an incoherent, uncoordinated and not

 mutually supporting way.'35
 Brigadier Ed Butler has argued that the manpower and resource problem

 was well known in 2005 and that these limitations were based on political and
 financial considerations rather than military judgement of what was needed to
 secure Helmand.36 The political failure to match ends with appropriate means was
 obviously a major shortcoming; but while the resource problem was substantial,
 this sort of political framework is something that all military commanders have to

 deal with. The challenge lies in adopting appropriate military activities in relation

 to the resources provided. This was not done during the early years of the British

 campaign in Afghanistan.
 Seeking to increase the understanding of British conduct of operations in

 Helmand, Anthony King convincingly argues that the decisions of British
 commanders are influenced by organizational and professional ideals that 'have
 become conditioned by years of professional training, experience and peer
 pressure'.37 As the training has focused on conventional warfare and traditional
 principles of war, the British in Afghanistan seem to have dispersed and empha
 sized kinetic activities 'precisely because, in line with doctrine and ethos, it demon
 strates their willingness to seize the initiative and engage with the enemy: to act'.38

 He also argues that these decisions are a product not just of unit culture or core
 competencies, but of 'an ethos which unites all serving personnel and prioritizes
 specific kinds of actions'.39 The cultural predisposition towards kinetic operations

 rather than counterinsurgency principles is also highlighted by Mark Etherington,
 who headed the British government's joint planning team for Afghanistan in 2005:
 'I think some in the military were just jolly keen to get stuck in?you know, to
 charge off over the Helmand desert in a stripped-down Land Rover with a socal
 machine-gun.'40

 Since the middle of the 1990s the basic training and higher education of British

 officers and soldiers have focused predominantly on conventional warfare. This
 training stresses maximum firepower, manoeuvre and initiative rather than

 minimum use of force, governance, security sector reform and patience. The

 35 Hew Pike, From the front line (London: Pen and Sword, 2009), p. 187.
 36 Cited in Chin, 'Colonial warfare in a post-colonial state', p. 230.
 37 King, 'Understanding the Helmand campaign', p. 311.
 38 Anthony King, 'Why we're getting it wrong in Afghanistan', Prospect, 4 Sept. 2009, http: //www.prospect

 magazine.co.uk/2009/09/getting-it-wrong-in-afghanistan/, accessed 21 Feb. 2011
 39 King, 'Understanding the Helmand campaign', p. 313.
 40 Cited in Deborah Haynes, 'They went into Helmand with eyes shut and fingers crossed', The Times, 9 June

 2010.
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 Lessons from Helmand, Afghanistan

 idea has been that the British train mainly for conventional war, while constantly
 staying mentally ready for different forms of peace operations and counterin
 surgency.41 The underlying assumption is that the British armed forces' cultural

 predisposition towards counterinsurgency operations, as emphasized in the
 legacy, renders specific training for such operations almost redundant, beyond the

 more limited pre-deployment training that prepares units for specific operational
 contexts. However, studies of operations in Iraq and Afghanistan suggest that
 the principles of counterinsurgency do not seem to come as naturally to British
 soldiers as some proponents of this legacy would argue. The British task force
 commanders perceived their predecessors' strategies to be failing and consequently

 adopted different approaches to operations. The fact that in doing so they fell
 back on their regimental core competencies, rather than adapting to the context
 in Helmand and judiciously applying counterinsurgency principles in relation to
 their resources, challenges the accuracy of the British legacy of counterinsurgency

 as an innate capability. The point is that it is not enough to be a counterinsurgency

 army at heart. To perform effectively in complex counterinsurgency operations,

 serious training and doctrine development are needed?regardless of regimental
 history.

 Late 2007 to 2010: tactical adaptation to what effect?

 While the early brigades failed to adjust appropriately to the complex situation in
 Helmand, the deployment of 52 Infantry Brigade in October 2007 heralded a shift

 towards more population-centric activities. At this stage, a better understanding
 of the situation and the insurgency was developing and the British government
 started revising its strategy for Afghanistan. The new plan, the 'Helmand road

 map', was approved in spring 2008. A novel aspect of the review that generated it
 was that this was to a large extent a bottom-up process that allowed greater input

 from the field, thereby better reflecting the reality of the situation in Helmand.42
 Non-kinetic effects gained a larger role, and the kinetic operations were intended
 to focus on smaller and more populated areas?'Afghan development zones'?
 that could be held by the forces, rather than on maintaining a presence throughout
 the whole province.43 Increasing emphasis was placed on the population as the
 campaign's centre of gravity and on the importance of achieving legitimacy and
 support. In many ways, the plan was a return to the original 'ink-spot' strategy
 of 2006, with the important difference that the entire command chain?from the

 tactical level in the field to the political leadership in London?was involved to a
 greater extent in the planning process. The resulting road map included impor
 tant lessons from the field, increased resources to a level more appropriate to the

 counterinsurgency ambitions of the mission, and created a political narrative that

 41 Author's personal interview with Brigadier Simon Mayall, 23 Nov. 2004.
 42 Peter Dahl Thruelsen, 'Counterinsurgency and a comprehensive approach: Helmand Province, Afghanistan',

 Small Wars Journal 4: 9, Sept. 2008, p. 3.
 43 Peter Dahl Thruelsen, NATO in Afghanistan: what lessons are we learning and are we willing to adjust?, DIIS Report

 2007: 14 (Copenhagen: Danish Institute for International Studies, 2007), pp. 11-13.
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 better reflected the reality on the ground in Helmand than the counternarcotics
 and PSO rhetoric of 2006. The change in approach was in many ways a significant

 improvement in terms of achieving a more joined-up civil?military or 'compre
 hensive' approach.44

 Clearly, 52 Brigade had ambitions to move away from the kinetic emphasis of
 previous brigades and to build capabilities for influence operations. An important

 novelty were the company-level Non-kinetic Effects Teams, along with a new
 methodology for assessing non-kinetic activities?the Tactical Conflict Assess
 ment Framework (TCAF).45 With a view to improving its ability to implement
 the comprehensive approach, the British-led Provincial Reconstruction Team
 (PRT) increased its civilian staff from 25 in 2007 to 80 in 2009. Staff structures
 and planning procedures have also been changed. In 2008 a senior Foreign Office
 diplomat took command of a combined civil?military mission in Helmand,
 created by merging the British taskforce headquarters and the PRT. Movement

 was also apparent in the development and governance aspects of operations in 2008

 as the PRT started deploying stabilization advisers in four FOBs across Helmand,
 supported by newly established military stabilization support teams, all with the

 purpose of extending the reach and capability of the 'civil effect'.46 Moreover, the
 creation of the Stabilisation Unit in London, with increased resources and respon

 sibilities than those available to its predecessor, the Post-Conflict Reconstruction
 Unit, created a more joined-up operational planning process across Whitehall.

 How comprehensive was the shift towards population-centric counterinsur
 gency? The deployment of 52 Brigade in October 2007 certainly represented a
 shift in attitude and approaches?a shift that, according to Farrell and Stuart,

 was carried forward subsequently by 16 Air Assault Brigade and 19 Commando
 Brigade on their respective second tours.47 However, the challenge again proved
 to lie in the implementation of the planned approaches, and despite the shift in
 approach most operations continued, well into 2010, to involve 'mowing the lawn'
 through kinetic means in traditional raids. As in previous years, this temporarily
 cleared terrain; but as the British lacked the military and civilian manpower to
 hold the ground thus cleared, or to recruit and effectively employ indigenous
 forces for those tasks, meaningful action in the fields of governance and develop

 ment was too limited to yield long-term results. The two 'recaptures' of Musa
 Qaleh in December 2007 and June 2008 illustrate this point.48

 Another example of continued 'lawn mowing' is Operation Panther's Claw in
 summer 2009. As the US Marines reinforced Task Force Helmand that summer,

 the coalition launched two of the biggest operations since the invasion in 2001:
 Operation Strike of the Sword, led by the US Marines, and Operation Panther's
 Claw, led by UK forces. The aim of the British operation was to clear and hold the

 triangular area between Lashkar Gah and Gereshk in the green zone of Helmand?

 44 Dahl Thruelsen, 'Counterinsurgency and a comprehensive approach', pp. 7?8.
 45 Farrell and Gordon, 'COIN machine', p. 22.
 46 Farrell and Gordon, 'COIN machine', p. 24.
 47 Farrell and Gordon, 'COIN machine', p. 22.
 48 Chin, 'Colonial warfare in a post-colonial state', p. 236.
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 Lessons from Helmand, Afghanistan

 an area that had been under Taleban control for years and served as a key corridor

 of insurgent activity and supply.49 The idea of the operations was to expand
 security in advance of the August 2009 presidential election. However, the fact
 that the operation was launched only weeks before the poll meant that there was
 insufficient time to establish a sufficient level of security and popular confidence

 for proper voting to take place. The forces struggled in both the clearing and the

 holding phases of the operation, and indeed the green zone was never comprehen
 sively and methodically cleared. The insurgents returned during the nights and
 the transition to the holding phase therefore proved to be premature. Thereafter,

 the mistake of leaving an insufficient holding force was again repeated. The enemy

 presence was still quite strong, and the British holding force was only able to
 control Babaji district centre, leaving the remainder of the green zone relatively
 free for insurgent movement, reinfiltration and intimidation.50 As a result, less

 than 10 per cent of the population turned out to vote and complaints of election
 fraud were widespread.51

 Thus, despite the narrative of adaptation and learning since the early brigade
 deployments, in 2009 it was not at all clear that the many rotations and a significant
 expansion in troop numbers had changed the campaign structure in a fundamental

 way. As Anthony King argues, although the sheer number of soldiers and civilians

 had increased, platoon houses had been converted into FOBs and a number of new
 FOBs had been constructed: thus the same fundamental patterns of dispersal and
 kinetic emphasis of Task Force Helmand remained in place in 2009, the patterns
 of the first brigade in Helmand having been reinforced rather than revised.52

 While the operations between 2007 and early 2010 can be described as a number
 of false starts and setbacks in terms of effectively implementing counterinsur
 gency principles, Operation Moshtarak II in the spring of 2010 provides the final
 proof of British and international learning in Afghanistan. Operation Moshtarak
 II, despite its name, was the start of NATO's surge in 2010 and the first test of
 the former ISAF commander General Stanley McChrystal's new strategy, which
 involved a strong emphasis on politically led, population-centric operations in
 partnership with ANSF. Moshtarak II involved two simultaneous offensives
 launched on 13 February 2010. One was the amply discussed US Marine Corps'
 offensive in the Taleban stronghold of Marjah; the other was the British-led Task
 Force Helmand's supporting offensive in north Nad-e-Ali.53 Although progress in
 Marjah has been slow, Theo Farrell, author of a major assessment of Moshtarak
 II, writes of encouraging progress in Nad-e-Ali, involving improved freedom of

 movement for civilians and security forces, an effective governor and improved
 public services and police forces, as well the election of a more representative

 49 Dressier, Counterinsurgency in Helmand, p. n.
 50 Jeffrey Dressier, Securing Helmand: understanding and responding to the enemy, Afghanistan Report no. 2

 (Washington DC: Institute for the Study of War, Sept. 2009), p. 39.
 51 Dressier, Counterinsurgency in Helmand, p. 11.
 52 King, 'Understanding the Helmand campaign', p. 315.
 53 Theo Farrell, 'Appraising Moshtarak: the campaign in Nad-e-Ali District, Helmand', RUSI briefing note,

 June 2010, http: //www.rusi.org/downloads/assets/Appraising_Moshtarak.pdf, p. 1, accessed 21 Feb. 2010.
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 district community council.54 According to Farrell, the operation has demon
 strated that in southern Afghanistan ISAF is indeed implementing a more popula

 tion-centric approach to counterinsurgency in line with General McChrystal's
 strategy.55

 The conduct of Moshtarak II has further demonstrated that the governance

 aspect of the operation is increasingly emphasized by ISAF and is being made
 the 'spearhead' of operations. This has been evident in the rapid establishment of
 district governance in north Nad-e-Ali, in the similar attempt in Marjah, and in
 the great efforts ISAF made to engage Afghan authorities at the national, provin

 cial and district levels in both the planning and the execution of the operation.
 At the province and district levels the governors have also been deeply involved
 in the operations?during briefings to Kabul, as support in targeting key villages
 and routes, and in defining normalcy in certain areas. Moreover, ISAF forces were

 generally well integrated with ANSF, although the results of this partnership have
 been varied.56

 Another crucial aspect of the operation was the civil?military partnership
 between ISAF and the Helmand PRT. The integrated civil?military planning that
 is central to counterinsurgency theory proved most effective between Task Force

 Helmand and the Helmand PRT, not least since they are located in the same base
 and task force staff officers are attached to the PRT.57 Moreover, the work of the

 PRT over a few years to establish governance in Nad-e-Ali has proved important,

 as there were district and local governance structures to engage with during the
 hold and build phases of the operation. In contrast, Marjah lacked virtually any
 Afghan government presence at the start of operations, which made it difficult
 even to launch the build phase.

 Operation Hamkari and British command abilities in counterinsurgency
 operations

 Beyond doubt, coalition forces together with their Afghan partners have displayed
 a remarkable ability to achieve tactical successes by clearing key locations of insur
 gents and finally also holding terrain in Helmand and Kandahar during 2010. This

 has been accomplished by a late but necessary marriage of aims and resources,
 as well as by a population-centric counterinsurgency approach implemented in
 practice as well as in theory.58 Not only did the British finally achieve imple
 mentation of tactical-level counterinsurgency principles; a further great accom
 plishment was the fact that British HQ 6 Division was in charge of planning and
 executing the operations from November 2009 to November 2010, first during
 Operation Moshtarak II during the offensives against Marjah and Nad-e-Ali, and
 then during Operation Hamkari in and around Kandahar city.

 54 Farrell, 'Appraising Moshtarak', p. i.
 55 Farrell, 'Appraising Moshtarak', p. 3.
 56 Farrell, 'Appraising Moshtarak', p. 3.
 57 Farrell, 'Appraising Moshtarak', p. 8.
 58 Dressier, Counterinsurgency in Helmand, p. 39.
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 Lessons from Helmand, Afghanistan

 Interestingly, HQ 6 Division was built around staff with recent operational
 experience from southern Afghanistan. They made a great effort to understand
 the local political situation, thereby finally getting a more solid intelligence
 picture as a basis on which to plan operations. General Nick Carter, commander
 of Regional Command (South), created an operational plan that in many ways
 reflected the old tradition of military duties in aid of political power. Hamkari was

 primarily defined as a political operation to extend the Afghan government's hold

 over Kandahar. General Carter has repeatedly stressed that 'everything we do has

 to connect credible Afghan governance to the population'.59 In practice this meant
 trying to create a legitimate leader in Provincial Governor Tooryalai Wesa and to
 bring local power brokers into the process of stabilization. This obviously echoes
 the rhetoric of previous plans, but this time the ambition was reflected in the
 implementation?not least in the kinetic phase of the Hamkari project (Operation

 Moshtarak III), when the notorious local power brokers Ahmed Wali Karzai and
 Colonel Razziq played a large role by authorizing and executing essential clearing
 operations. As an example, by using local political networks to secure the area,
 Colonel Razziq and his Afghan border police successfully and quickly completed
 crucial clearing operations with minimal resources and collateral damage.60 Rather
 than imposing a western type of governance, Carter applied a pragmatic and more

 realistic, although patrimonial, approach to operations, using local political stake
 holders, their security resources and their connections with the insurgency as well

 as with the local population.61
 HQ 6 Division under the command of General Carter has clearly employed

 counterinsurgency theory to great effect. As a result, the British military has
 regained some credibility in the eyes of its coalition partners.62 Interestingly, then,
 the effective command of Moshtarak II and Hamkari shows that although the
 British military does not have the forces to conduct large-scale counterinsurgency

 operations, it does seem to have the conceptual understanding and command power

 to conduct these operations in coalitions or by employing indigenous forces.
 Now, at the beginning of 2011, the performance and results of operation

 Moshtarak II and Hamkari are being presented as a turn of the tide for the British,

 as well as for ISAF more generally. However, the tactical successes witnessed
 in Helmand and Kandahar during 2010, both in terms of clearing and holding
 ground, and also, to a more limited extent, in terms of initiating political processes
 and reconstruction, are not yet leading to clear strategic gains. Many possible
 indicators of success, such as the number of insurgency attacks and of civilian,

 ISAF and ANSF casualties, popular approval rates of government performance,
 and the total proportion of Afghan territory controlled by the Taleban, simply
 refuse to point in the right directions in early 2011. One reason for this stasis is the

 continued shortcomings within two of the three pillars of ISAF's campaign plan

 59 General Nick Carter, cited in Anthony King, 'The power of polities', RUSIJournal 155: 6, Dec. 2010, p. 70.
 60 King, 'The power of polities', p. 73.
 61 King, 'The power of polities', p. 73.
 62 Anthony King, 'General Winner', http: //www.parliamentarybrief.com/20io/o6/general-winner#all,

 accessed 21 Feb. 2011.
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 for Afghanistan?governance and development. While military resources have
 been problematic, there is a much larger challenge in the often neglected civilian
 side of the coin. First, in terms of civilian field workers, a handful of civilian

 experts in Provincial Reconstruction Teams or District Support Teams simply
 cannot be compared with the colonial political administrations, the civilian police
 resources and the local understanding developed over decades of experience that
 historical counterinsurgents had at their disposal.

 A comprehensive approach to counterinsurgency requires a massive administra
 tive bureaucracy to run all aspects of operations and to coordinate the 'instruments

 of national power'. There is an assumption in contemporary counterinsurgency
 approaches that a functioning state with real power exists to execute the compre
 hensive approach, or that the operational headquarters can shoulder this task. In
 Afghanistan, neither is true. The Afghan state bureaucracy is still deeply dysfunc
 tional, and ISAF headquarters only have the capacity and resources to run the
 security aspects of operations. Not surprisingly, too much analytical emphasis
 tends to fall on the conduct of military tactics: underfunded and therefore less
 visible, the civilian lines of operations are very much the 'dogs that did not bark'.
 It is therefore useful to remind ourselves of David Galula's famous dictum: 'A

 revolutionary war is 20 per cent military action and 80 per cent political.'63
 An important question is why the adaptation and shift in approach happened

 when it did. Farrell and Gordon stress the contextual change towards a more
 permissive environment in Helmand between 2006 and 2009, summarized as 'a shift

 in Taleban tactics, rising ANA [Afghan National Army] numbers and capability,
 and increased resources available to the British-led task force'; this more favour

 able context 'allowed' the British forces to develop a population-centric counter
 insurgency approach.64 The danger of such a narrative is that it may imply that
 the mistakes of early commanders were simply consequences of the operational
 context, and that an appropriate approach would have been applied from the
 very start, had the context allowed it. However, operational art is precisely about
 applying appropriate activities in relation to the contextual challenges and the
 resources at hand. The early British task force commanders did not succeed in this

 respect, choosing instead to 'crack on' as their training and organizational cultures

 had taught them. Moreover, mistakes cannot be entirely blamed on contextual
 circumstance while later successes are ascribed to British commanders and soldiers.

 Continuing the contextual explanation, it would follow that the stage of learning
 in 2009?2010, as well as the tactically sound operation Moshtarak II and Hamkari,

 were not the result of learning and improved approaches but simply a conse
 quence of enabling contextual factors?such as the addition of roughly 20,000
 US marines. While that argument has some merit, it misses other factors that

 highlight the British process of learning from early challenges.
 British officers know the principles of counterinsurgency well, but it takes

 time to understand how to apply them in each context, and this does not come

 63 David Galula, Counterinsurgency warfare: theory and practice (New York: Praeger, 2005 [first publ. 1964]), p. 89.
 64 Farrell and Gordon, 'COIN machine', pp. 22-3.
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 Lessons from Helmand, Afghanistan

 as naturally as the dominant narrative of the legacy claims. It can be argued that
 the operational contexts in different campaign settings vary so widely that it is
 intrinsically hard to transfer lessons from one campaign to another. However,
 Colonel Richard Iron convincingly argues that systems and structures of learning
 and adaptation can survive and prove institutionally helpful across time and space.

 He highlights the Northern Ireland Training and Advisory Team as an example
 of a system that effectively prepared soldiers for the specific context of Northern
 Ireland and also had the responsibility for capturing and distributing lessons
 learned, and for developing new tactics that could immediately be integrated in
 their training courses.65 While transferring lessons from Malaya, Northern Ireland
 or Basra to Helmand may be very difficult because of the peculiar contextual
 requirements, a well-oiled system for capturing and distributing lessons learned
 that should never have been closed, or at least should have been resurrected during
 the operations in Basra, could have made it possible to steepen the learning curve

 in Helmand. In the end, what do the early mistakes, the slow but substantial
 adaptation and late tactical accomplishments tell us about the future of British
 counterinsurgency?

 What now for British counterinsurgency?

 Post-tour action reports of battalion and brigade commanders in both Afghanistan
 and Iraq display a tremendous commitment to, and understanding of, counter
 insurgency principles. The challenge for the British lies in the implementation
 of these principles in the absence of, first, a clear strategy that provides a theory

 of Victory', and, second, of the resources needed to implement such a theory. It
 is clear from operations in Helmand, as well as in Basra, that neither the British
 armed forces nor their civilian counterparts within the Foreign Office and the
 Department for International Development have the capacity to conduct and
 sustain large-scale counterinsurgency operations?despite increasing numbers
 and late tactical adaptation. Without substantial support from US troops (to the
 tune of a number twice that of British troops), Task Force Helmand did not come
 close to tackling the insurgency or establishing the stability needed for the neces
 sary civilian aspects of operations. This is primarily an issue of numbers. As Anatol

 Lieven argues, regardless of the courage, endurance and fighting power of the
 British military, its real resources, as well as the limited collective national will,
 are simply not tailored to mounting demanding operations. Instead, the British
 military can more usefully be employed in Europe or in Africa. The limited
 bur highly effective expeditionary operation in Sierra Leone in 2000 serves as a
 valuable example.66

 The operations in Helmand have also displayed a limited ability to create strat
 egies and conduct operations in accordance with those numbers, or to multiply

 65 Richard Iron, 'Britain's longest war: Northern Ireland 1967-2007', in Marston and Carter, eds, Counterinsurgency
 in modern warfare, p. 180.

 66 Anatol Lieven, 'Insights from the Afghan field', Current Intelligence, 6 Sept., 2010, http://www.current
 intelligence.net/reviews/2010/9/6/insights-from-the-afghan-field.html, accessed 21 Feb. 2010.
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 the effect of expeditionary forces by partnering with local indigenous forces?a
 critical enabler in Malaya.67 The failure during the early years to understand
 and adapt to the tactical requirements created by the insurgency in Helmand
 undermines the legacy of a natural or innate British competence in the field of
 counterinsurgency. In fact, the slow adaptation?despite the hard lessons from
 Basra regarding the requirements of these types of engagements?is an indica
 tion that the expertise the British military developed in Malaya and Northern
 Ireland is today but a distant folk tale within the army. Another reason why the

 army has struggled in Helmand is the existence of serious resource and capability
 gaps in the civilian aspects of operations. The political, diplomatic, judicial and
 economic tools are virtually missing from the toolbox of counterinsurgency, in
 stark comparison with historical operations in the colonies. Even if these resources

 did exist for expeditionary operations, the administrative structure and compe
 tence to coordinate them is lacking. Relying on host governments to provide
 these structures and resources or to coordinate activities and policies along the
 different lines of operations is not realistic in countries like Afghanistan and post
 Ba'athist Iraq.

 While a likely scenario after the costly operations in Iraq and Afghanistan is
 a more restrictive approach to large-scale interventions and expeditionary state
 building endeavours, the problems of failing states, breeding grounds for interna

 tional terrorism and complex emergencies, are not going away. The policy choice
 is therefore not a binary one between continuing and ceasing counterinsurgency
 type activities. The need for military and civilian capacity to operate in support
 of other governments, to restore stability and to build capacity is likely to remain.
 These types of activities require great resources on both the military and the
 civilian sides. On the military side, the collective western military instruments
 are relatively well resourced for expeditionary operations, if they work together
 and towards the same goal. On the civilian side, there is a need for a fundamental

 investment: in civil servants, judges, police officers and development workers able
 and willing to deploy for these types of operations. This creates a number of
 implications for the future of British counterinsurgency.

 The United Kingdom is unlikely ever again to develop the capabilities to
 conduct large-scale expeditionary counterinsurgency operations on its own. It
 would, therefore, be unimaginative to believe that the answer lies in deploying
 troops in line with the troop ratios drawn up in recent doctrines. The UK simply

 does not have the manpower, and to go down this route might obscure more
 creative means of exerting influence.

 First, the UK needs a strategy and resources that better suit coalition opera

 tions. There are many lessons to be learned from other middle-power European
 states that have struggled with the pitfalls and benefits of such adaptation for
 some time. The MOD's Strategic Defence and Security Review of 2010 was a
 potential starting-point for a process of reform of military instruction, force

 67 David Ucko, 'The Malayan Emergency: the legacy and relevance of a counterinsurgency success-story',
 Defence Studies 10: 1?2, 2010, pp. 13-39.
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 structure and resource allocation to match British ambitions in international

 politics.68 However, as the review was published it became clear that it did not
 make any hard strategic or budgetary choices, but instead put those decisions on
 hold until the next round of defence reviews. One thing is nevertheless clear: the
 government has decided that the United Kingdom will maintain its ambitions to
 remain a global player and to 'punch above its weight'. However, Britain will not
 go at it alone: key aims will be to maintain the special relationship with the United

 States and to keep the British military above a minimum level that the US takes
 seriously.69 The challenge is still to match the global ambitions with appropriate

 military and civilian resources. Although the budget and personnel cuts made
 in the review were not as substantial as expected, it is clear that there will be a
 continued mismatch between Britain's ambitions and its military resources.70

 Second, the cost of these types of engagements means that the UK, along
 with its coalition partners, must make more effective use of indigenous forces
 and actors. Not only does this require better capacity-building structures, it also
 requires a highly nuanced understanding of the local context in order to tap into

 local structures. The pragmatic and effective command of US, indigenous and
 British forces during Operation Hamkari serves as an interesting illustration of a

 more imaginative type of contribution to future operations that could indeed help

 the UK to punch above its weight. To this end, this article calls for greater realism
 about what British contributions to international interventions can achieve and a

 more fundamental Defence and Security Review for 2015 to reflect that realism.
 Relying on a questionable legacy, and nurturing the idea that training and doctrine

 for conventional warfare combined with a cultural preference for small wars will

 cover all eventualities, is not likely to provide the UK with armed forces ready
 for the next challenge.

 68 Ucko, 'Lessons from Basra', p. 152.
 69 Michael Clarke, 'Defence review: can Britain still pack a punch?', Daily Telegraph, 20 Oct. 2010.
 70 Clarke, 'Defence review'.
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