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We're Back 
Well, we never really went away.  We 
helped 332 pieces get the visibility they're 
due by publishing them in single article 
format  since September, 2007.   But this 
issue announcing some of the winners of 
our first writing competition  (see p. 5) 
marks our return to  regular publishing of 
select works in a proper journal  style.  We 
will continue to bring you what we can  
when we can:  news and commentary via 
the SWJ Blog, longer pieces via the Jour-
nal online , and now these regular "print" 
issues, too -- at least this freely distr i-
buted PDF e-zine that you can print you r-
self if you so choose.  Look for another 
edition shortly with more winners and 
more news about Small Wars Foundation . 

- Dave & Bill 
 

CORDS and the  Whole of  Government  Approach  
Vietnam,  Afghanistan, and Beyond 

by Richard Weitz, Ph.D. 
Grand Prize Winner, Question #2 

 

All  too often, the U.S. national  security sys-
tem has proven unable to integrate its diplomatic,  
military,  economic, and other elements of national  
power adequately. The weak integration,  due pri-
marily  to poor interagency cooperation, has pre-
sented particular  problems for  the United  States 
when waging counterinsurgencies. The new U.S. 
counterinsurgency field  manual, FM 3-24, points 
out that  ñmilitary efforts are necessary and impor-
tant  to counterinsurgency (COIN)  efforts, but they 
are only effective when integrated into  a compre-
hensive strategy employing all instruments  of na-
tional  power.ò1  

The case of the Vietnam Warðsometimes 
misperceived as a counterinsurgency failureð
shows how the United  States can conduct such 
campaigns more effectively. Confronting  what until  
recently was the most extensive counterinsurgency 
and nation -building  challenge the U.S. national  
security community  had ever faced, the U.S. gov-

                                                             
1 Headquarters, U.S. Department of the Army, FM 3-24: Coun-
terinsurgency  (Washington, D.C., December 15, 2006), p. 2-1. 

ernment  adopted a novel civil -military  strategy 
that  achieved remarkably  rapid  if  limited  successes 
under trying  conditions.  The experience offers les-
sons to current  and future  U.S. policymakers as 
they grapple with  new COIN challenges. 

Background 

Until  1968, U.S. and South Vietnamese mil i-
tary forces concentrated on killing  the Viet Cong 
(VC) insurgents and North  Vietnamese combat 
units  present in  the Republic of (South) Vietnam 
(RVN) as well as disrupting,  primarily  through  air  
strikes and ground interdiction  offensives, the flow 
of reinforcements and supplies through  the Ho Chi 
Minh  Trail  from  North  Vietnam to the South. In  
addition,  Operation Rolling  Thunder  sought to in-
duce Hanoi  to curb its support  for  the insurgency 
by inflicting  measured pain through  aerial bom-
bardment.  Neither  South Vietnamese military  
units  nor the many American combat forces that  
entered after 1965 proved very adept at defeating 
the insurgents or preventing the infiltration  of reg-
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ular  North  Vietnamese units  and logistical  support  
into  the South. The Viet Cong regularly  retained 
the initiative  and contested the control  of the Gov-
ernment  of (South) Vietnam (GVN) over large 
areas. Critics of the attrition  strategy then adopted 
by U.S. and RVN forces called for  greater efforts at 
local area defense, aggressive small-unit  patrolling  
that  relied on surprise ambushes rather  than mas-
sive firepower,  and ñpacificationò measures to wea-
ken popular  support  for  the insurgency. 

In  the context of the Vietnam War, ñpacifica-
tionò referred to ñthe collection of programs by 
which the United  States attempted to assist the 
Saigon government to gain control  over and build  
popular  support  throughout  the RVN.ò2 The objec-
tive of these programs, which received increased 
resources as the war progressed, was to deprive the 
VC of support  among the rural  population  by pro-
tecting villagers from  VC intimidation  through  mi l-
itary,  police, and intelligence activities.  The expec-
tation  was that  the enhanced security would de-
crease support  for  the insurgency by establishing 
conditions  for  sustained economic growth  and 
more effective GVN performance. Successful paci-
fication   

requires a whole-of-government approach to 
achieve the tight  connection between the military  
and civil  dimensions of the conflict.  Although  paci-
fication  involves non-military  programs such as 
land reform  and good governance measures, it  en-
tails an essential military  security dimension  as 
well.3 The population  needs long-term security to 
feel comfortable cooperating with  the government 
against the insurgents. According to former  U.S. 
military  officer and later senior CORDS admini s-
trator  John Paul Venn, ñWhether security is ten 
percent of the total  problem or ninety  percent, it  is 
inescapably the first  ten percent or the first  ninety  
percent.ò4 

Although  many U.S. and RVN agencies par-
ticipated  in pacification,  their  efforts were initially  
poorly  integrated. The U.S. Military  Assistance 
Command Vietnam (MACV) provided military  
training  to the RVN Army,  but the commandôs as-
sets were outside the control of the U.S. embassy in 
Saigon. Despite regular meetings between the 
MACV Commander and the American ambassador, 

                                                             
2 David L. Anderson, The Columbia Guide to the Vietnam War  
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), pp. 150-151. 
3 Andrew F. Krepinvich, Jr., The Army and Vietnam  (Baltimore, 
Maryland: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1986), p. 12. 
4 Cited in Ronald H. Spector, After Tet: The Bloodiest Year in 
Vietnam  (New York: Vintage Books, Random House, 1993), p. 
283. 

military -civilian  coordination  was weak.5 Poor in-
tegration  also prevailed among the programs run  
by the various civilian  agencies, which differed  in  
mission approaches, goals, and chains of command 
but continued to grow in size and complexity.  For 
example, the State Department,  Department  of 
Agriculture,  U.S. Agency for  International  Devel-
opment (USAID),  U.S. Information  Service (USIS), 
the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and other 
U.S. government agencies pursued separate and 
conflicting  pacification  initiatives  without  an int e-
grated strategy.6 The American and RVN pacifica-

                                                             
5 Robert W. Komer, Bureaucracy at War: US Performance in 
the Vietnam Conflict (Boulder, Colorado: Westview Press, 
1986), p. 90. 
6 William Colby, with James McCargar, Lost Victory: A Fir s-
thand Account of Americaôs Sixteen-Year Involvement in Vie t-
nam  (Chicago: Contemporary Books, 1989), pp. 82, 191; and 
Robert Shaplen, The Road From War: Vietnam, 1965 -1970 
(New York: Harper & Row, 1970), p. 158. 
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tion  programs were also poorly  coordinated.7 The 
lack of a single major  agency or directing  body 
meant that  pacification  ñwas everybodyôs business 
and nobodyôs.ò8  

Despite the evident confusion and ineff i-
ciency, repeated efforts to integrate pacification  
activities better before 1967 failed.  Reform pro-
posals sought only improved  coordination,  not uni-
fied command or direction.  They also addressed 
only civilian  program efforts, leaving the military  
to conduct its own war.9 Representatives of the 
State Department  and the CIA resisted consolidat-
ing U.S. pacificati on efforts under the military. 10 
Past experience had persuaded the civilian  agen-
cies that  the military  would pay insufficient  atten-
tion  to pacification  and treat it  as an adjunct  to 
conventional  military  operations.11 The militaryôs 
overwhelming  presence in the RVN, however, 
made it  difficult  for  civilian  U.S. government agen-
cies to operate efficacious independent pacification  
programs. 

NSAM 362 

On May 9, 1967, President Lyndon Johnson 
took a radical step to overcome these coordination  
problems. He signed National  Security Action  
Memorandum  (NSAM)  362, which established the 
ñCivil Operations and Revolutionary  [later  óRuralô] 
Development Support Directorate.ò Johnson ap-
pointed  his chief pacification  advisor, Robert W. 
Komer, to head the new organization  with  the rank 
of ambassador. The organizational  structure  of 
CORDS established a unique model for  promoting  
an integrated approach to COIN activities.  CORDS 
adopted the unprecedented approach of aligning  
nearly all the civilian  and military  interagency as-
sets involved in the counterinsurgency under one 
civilian  managerðand then placing that  civilian  
within  the military  hierarchy as a Deputy Com-
mander of Military  Assistance Command Vietnam 
(MACV). For several reasons, Komer had pushed 
for  placing the U.S. military  in charge of CORDS.12 
First,  he wanted senior commanders to pay more 
attention  to pacification  and local security. Second, 
he sought to ensure that  programs could draw on 
the militaryôs substantial  resources. Finally,  he 
aimed to exploit  the U.S. militaryôs clout with  
South Vietnamôs military  leadership.  

                                                             
7 George C. Herring, LBJ and Vietnam: A Different Kind of War  
(Austi n: University of Texas Press, 1994), p. 63. 
8 Komer, Bureaucracy at War , p. 83. 
9 Colby, Lost Victory , p. 192. 
10 Spector, After Tet , p. 281. 
11 Colby, Lost Victory , p. 207. 
12 Spector, After Tet , p. 280. 

The practice of centralizing  command of ci-
vilian  and military  resources in a single central 
headquarters was replicated at each level of the 
GVN. CORDS established a unified  American civil -
military  advisory team structure  that  worked with  
the RVN agencies involved in pacification  in all 
areas of the countryôs administrative  hierarchy:  the 
4 military  regions; the 44 provinces; and the 242 
districts . CORDS coordinated most U.S. in-countr y 
personnel, including  almost all USIA, USAID, and 
State Department  employees deployed in the field,  
as well as those CIA employees involved in intell i-
gence and area security and those American mil i-
tary advisors not directly  involved in  conventional  
combat operations (such as those in support  of ru-
ral  local security forces). The Department  of De-
fense provided most funds and other assets for  
CORDS activities.  The military  accepted the bur-
den because most pacification  programs cost very 
little  compared with  conventional  combat opera-
tions.13 By 1969-1970, 14,300 American advisors of 
all types worked in South Vietnam. Most of them 
(approximately  8,000)  were involved with  CORDS. 
Almost  7,000 of these CORDS personnel were mil i-
tary;  over 1,000 were civilian.  In  addition,  there 
were approximately  3,000  U.S. combat advisors.14  

The result  was that  a single coordinator  
headed the civilian  and military  pacification  efforts 
at the local levels where the programs were actually 
executed. Orders and reporting  occurred within  
CORDSô chain of command for  both civilian  and 
military  projects, allowing  for  greater efficiency 
and coordination.  CORDS enjoyed access to consi-
derable civilian  and military  resources and helped 
unify  the planning,  support,  attention,  and other 
activities of the numerous U.S. and South Viet-
namese groups engaged in pacification.   

CORDS Program Elements  

CORDS involved a diverse set of activities.  
USAID sought to improve RVNôs macroeconomic 
performance by reducing inflation  and increasing 
employment.  It  also distributed  food and agricul-
tural  supplies to the rural  population  and pro-
moted rural  education, health care, and public  
works projects. Information  (propaganda) opera-
tions were led by the Joint  U.S. Public Affairs  Of-
fice (JUSPAO), which distributed  leaflets, posters, 
and newspaper and magazine articles throughout  
Indochina.  The USIS also attempted to develop a 

                                                             
13 John Prados, The Hidden History of the Vietnam War  (Chi-
cago: Ivan R. Dee, 1995), pp. 205, 209. 
14 Jeffery J. Clarke, Advice and Support: The Final Years, 1965-
1973 (Washington, D.C.: Center of Military History, United 
States Army, 1988), p. 452. 



VOL. 6, NO. 1 - FEB 4, 2010 SMALL WARS JOURNAL 
 

4 smallwarsjournal.com  

nationwide  TV network,  though this effort  suffered 
from  insufficient  numbers of Americans with  Viet-
namese-language skills  or deep knowledge of Viet-
namese culture. 15 Political  reforms also received 
some attention.  For example, the pacification  plan 
for  1969 focused on reviving  local government by 
providing  more development funds to villages that  
held elections.16 The development of voluntary  as-
sociations, such as labor, youth, sports, and civic 
groups, was also encouraged. 

This mix  of CORDS programs included the 
key elements of U.S. support  to the pacification  
initiatives  undertaken by the RVN. To this end, 
CORDS representatives made a systematic effort  to 
induce GVN leaders to give more attention  and 
resources to pacification  as well as better manage 
these programs.17 CORDS also made a sustained 
effort  to replace incompetent  or corrupt  regional 
RVN administrators  and military  officers who had 
primarily  civil  responsibilities.  The Hamlet  Evalua-
tion  System and other periodic  assessments served 
as levers to highlight  inadequate performance. Lo-
cal CORDS officials  were required  to evaluate their  
South Vietnamese counterparts  at least annually. 
Komer pressured MACV and the U.S. embassy to 
work with  South Vietnamese leaders to secure re-
moval of poor performers. 18 The annual and special 
CORDS pacification  campaign plans represented 
the most detailed combined U.S.-GVN operational  
planning  in the war.19 In  other areas, specifically 
military  operations, U.S. and RVN authorities  con-
ducted almost two separate wars.  

CORDS put  additional  emphasis on the 
ñChieu Hoiò (ñOpen Armsò) Amnesty Program for  
VC deserters. Since its inception  in 1963, it  had 
offered amnesty and ñrehabilitationò to VC and 
North  Vietnamese defectors who surrendered to 
the RVN as Hoi  Chanh (ñreturneesò). Over 172,000 
defected after 1966,20 versus 75,000 between 1963 
and 1967.21 VC Hoi  Chanh (returnees) surrendered 
using safe conduct passes and, after a short period 
of inter nment to ensure that  they were legitimate  
deserters, they would be retrained  in a craft  or giv-
en some land for  farming  and be resettled. The 
program was not without  its problems. Many non- 
or low-level VC would participate  for  the free food, 

                                                             
15 James William Gibson, The Perfect War: The War We 
Couldnôt Lose and How We Did (New York: Vintage Books, 
Random House, 1988), pp. 282-286. 
16 Colby, Lost Victory , p. 264. 
17 Herring, LBJ and Vietnam , pp. 84-85. 
18 Komer, Bureaucracy at War, pp. 33-34 
19 Ibid , p. 106. 
20 W. Scott Thompson and Donaldson D. Frizzell, The Lessons 
of Vietnam  (New York: Crane, Russak, 1977), p. 220. 
21 Guenter Lewy, America in Vietnam  (New York: Oxford Un i-
versity Press, 1978), p. 91. 

shelter, and other material  benefits.22 Monetary  
awards for  South Vietnamese responsible for  a de-
fection (under the ñthird-party inducement  planò) 
led to phony defectors who split  the reward money 
with  corrupt  officials. 23 True defectors also encoun-
tered suspicion and other resistance when they 
genuinely sought to integrate in RVN society.  

In  an effort  to bolster local security and al-
low pacification  to proceed with  minimum  outside 
interference, CORDS launched a major  program of 
security sector reform.  The goal was to provide vil-
lagers with  sustained security protection  so that 
the civic action programs would gain their  support  
and the intelligence agencies could eliminate the 
local VC civilian  infrastructure.  One major  initi a-
tive of CORDS was to revitalize and expand the 
RVN National  Police. A strong national  police with  
integrated locals had been one of the keys to de-
feating the Malayan Insurgency. CORDS managers 
hoped that  a similar  entity  could be established 
throughout  the South Vietnamese countryside to 
counter the VCI and take the security burden off 
the U.S. and RVN militaries. 24 Despite persistent 
corruption  and morale problems, police training  
and performance improved.  

CORDS also expanded and improved  the 
GVNôs pacification  programs. While  the U.S. mil i-
tary focused on fighting  the VC and the North  Vi-
etnamese, the Army of RVN (ARVN)  worked on 
reestablishing a GVN presence in the countryside 
and regaining popular  support.  MACV assigned 
Mobile  Training  Teams to instruct  ARVN conven-
tional  units  on how to support  pacification.  CORDS 
also increased U.S. assistance to the Regional 
Force/Popular  Force militia  (RF/PF;  aka ñRuff-
Puffsò). These territorial  units  consisted of male 
part -time volunteers from  the locality  (RFs served 
only in their  home province; PFs only in their  vil-
lage). Their  mission was to conduct patrols, am-
bush guerrillas,  and call on regular quick-reaction 
ARVN forces for  assistance when necessary. Before 
CORDS, they had been assigned low priority  in  
terms of weapons, supplies, and training . They also 
had been frequently  misused to support  conven-
tional  operations. 

                                                             
22 Gibson, The Perfect War, p. 304. 
23 Spector, After Tet,  p. 286. 
24 Robert Thompson, Defeating Communist Insurge ncy: the 
Lessons of Malaya and Vietnam  (New York and Washington: 
Praeger, 1966), pp. 103, 105, and 110.  
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Komer successfully lobbied to gain respon-
sibility  for  the training  and support  of the RF/PF 
units. 25 CORDS soon created hundreds of small 
U.S. Mobile  Advisory Teams (MATS) to train  them. 
The RF/PF strength rose from  300,000  in  1967 to 
almost 500,000  by the end of 1969. The units  re-
ceived M16s and other advanced weapons to re-
place their  WWII -era stocks. In  addition,  CORDS 
arranged to reassign the units  under the command 
of provincial  and district  chief rather  than to 
ARVN. Previously, the U.S. military  had favored a 
single unified  chain of command for  all armed 
RVN units  for  reasons of efficiency, but this ar-
rangement had encouraged the use of the RF/PF in 
conventional  operations. As a result  of these new 
policies, the RF/PF was soon killing  more insur-
gents than the ARVN.26 

William  Colby, Komerôs deputy (1967-68) 
and then successor (November 1968-June 1971), 
launched an initiative  in  1968 to provide arms to 
able-bodied male and female villagers who, due to 
their  age or sex, did  not already serve in the mil i-
tary or security services. The Peopleôs Self-Defense 
Force (PSDF) would spend one day a week or so on 

                                                             
25 Herring, LBJ and Vietnam , p. 84. 
26 Andrew F. Krepinevich, The Army and Vietnam  (John 
Hopkins University Press, 1988), p. 220. 

unpaid guard duty and would share a common 
stock of weapons or perform  unarmed support  
functions.  The PSDF included approximately  1 mi l-
lion  members by early 1969.27 Almost  200,000  of 
these possessed arms, while the other members 
(predominately  women, the elderly, or members of 
youth groups) were involved in military  support  
and social welfare activities.   Subsequent analysis 
showed that  the VC normally  could circumvent  or 
defeat the PSDF with  little  effort,  but Colby later 
explained that  their  purpose ñwas not to produce 
trained  soldiers but to recruit  to the Governmentôs 
side the very individuals  who would otherwise find  
excitement in  joining  the local Communist  guerri l-
la groups.ò28 

The Phung Hoang (ñPhoenixò) program 
aimed to coordinate and better exploit  the overly 
compartmentalized  and frequently  competing U.S. 
and RVN intelligence programs directed at neutra-
lizing  the civilian  Viet Cong Infrastructure  (VCI).  
This clandestine political  and administrative  or-
ganization performed essential functions  for  VC 

                                                             
27 Charles R. Smith, U.S. Marines in Vietnam: High Mobility 
and Standdown: 1969  (Washington, D.C.: History and M u-
seums Division Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1988), p. 
282. 
28 Colby, Lost Victory,  p. 242. 

The SWJ Writing Competition  
This issue presents the prize winners for Question 2 of our first writing competition, along with other 
selected works.  Question 1 winners will be published in a separate issue shortly.  Question 2 as it was 
put forward at http://smallwarsjournal.com/competition was:  
 
Postcards From The Edge ï the practical application of the Whole of Government a p-
proach.    
 
Organizational issues are being discussed from Goldwater-Nichols II to unity of effort and simple han d-
shake-con. Whatever the structure on high, people from different walks of life and different functional 
expertise need to work together on the ground at the pointy end of the spear to deliver effects that mat-
ter. Discuss real experiences (personal, known firsthand, or researched and documented) of real people 
facing real challenges that offer relevant insights into the conduct of a small war.  
 
Consider any, all, or none of the following:  

¶ Discuss what worked and/or what didnôt, and why. 

¶ How did participants from different agencies, branches, nations, etc. look at problems differen t-
ly, and how were those views eventually reconciled (or not)? 

¶ Discuss personal challenges. 

¶ Discuss the moral and ethical challenges of small wars. 

¶ Approach as a turnover guide to a successor. 

¶ Inform operational approaches and ñgrandò tactics, techniques, and procedures. 

¶ Inform human resourcing / manpower / training & education.  

¶ Relevance for national resource strategy. 

¶ Relevance for go-to-war decisions and conflict strategy. 
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cadres, including  recruitment,  propaganda, logis-
tics, intelligence, and terrorism.  Whereas initially  
the Provincial  Reconnaissance Units  (PRUs)ð
platoon-sized paramilitary  unitsðfocused on at-
tacking local VC guerrillas,  under CORDS the 
PRUs also identified  and arrested suspected VCI 
members for  further  interrogation,  though many 
suspects were killed  when they resisted.  

Phoenix became quite controversial,  espe-
cially in  Washington, due to disagreements in goals 
and the conduct of operations. U.S. civilian  and 
military  analysts could not agree on the size of 
VCIðestimates ranged from  34,000  to 225,000. 29 
Army intelligence focused on identifying  the VC 
order-of-battle rather  than VCI. Although  Phoenix 
operations may have captured many VCI members 
and supporters, most of these were not the most 
influential  or senior operatives. In  addition,  PRUs 
soon gained a reputation  as assassination squads, 
leading American commanders to curb U.S. mil i-
tary participation  in the Phoenix program. RVN 
officials  apparently used the program to eliminate  
their  noncommunist  opponents. A quota system 
encouraged the punishment  of innocent  people, 
and bribery  allowed possible VCI members to es-
cape arrest. Finally,  widespread allegations of tor-
ture during  interrogations  discredited the program 
within  the United  States.As with  the contemporary  
search for  metrics to assess the wars in Afghanis-
tan and Iraq,  CORDS analysts sought objective 
ways to determine if  they were winning  the insur-
gency. They relied heavily on the Hamlet  Evalua-
tion  System (HES) established by the CIA in the 
mid-1960s. This computer-based system incorpo-
rated monthly  feedback from  U.S. district  advisors, 
who answered questions on a variety of security 
and development issues. The HES was partly  dis-
credited when it  appeared to exaggerate successes 
in pacification  before the Tet Offensive. Advisorsô 
lack of deep knowledge regarding their  districts  
limited  the utility  of their  evaluations.30 The 
CORDS Research and Analysis division  subse-
quently  tried  to improve the HES by relying  less on 
advisorsô subjective judgments and more on objec-
tive, quantified  data acquired through  more specif-
ic questions about such items as the number of 
defections, refugee returns,  and terrorist  inci-
dents.31  

                                                             
29 Prados, Hidden History of the Vietnam War , p. 210. 
30 Gibson, The Perfect War,  pp. 307-311. 
31 T. Louise Brown, War and Aftermath in Vietnam  (London: 
Routledge, 1991), p. 227; and Gibson, The Perfect War, p. 313. 

The Tet  Offensive  and Project  Re-
covery   

Under its initial  ñProject Takeoff,ò CORDS 
achieved some measurable progress for  the suc-
cessful conduct of COIN and nation -building  oper-
ations. The National  Police and the Regional and 
Popular Forces performed better, the 1968 pacifi-
cation plan for  the first  time integrated the U.S. 
and RVN pacification programs, and many HES 
ratings improved.  The VCôs Tet Offensive, which 
began in late January 1968, initially  disrupted  
many of CORDSô rural  operations as the U.S. and 
ARVN withdrew  from  the countryside to defend 
the cities.32 The fighting  produced over 1 million  
new refugees and damaged or destroyed nearly 
170,000 houses.33 CORDS personnel were forced 
to focus on physical reconstruction  rather  than po-
litical  dimensions of pacification.    

In  a few months, however, CORDS leaders 
realized that  much of the VCI and VC military  in-
frastructure  in the RVN had collapsed. As a result, 
it  was easier to ensure security in  rural  areas while  
CORDS pacification  efforts took hold. North  Viet-
namese replacements, deprived of a strong VCI, 
needed time to understand and exploit  local condi-
tions. The U.S. and GVN soon redoubled their  paci-
fication  efforts to exploit  the VCôs military  setbacks 
and the new intelligence revealed about the VCI. 
Under ñProject Recovery,ò CORDS secured more 
resources to initially  assist the many RVN refugees 
and then to reestablish regional security and a local 
GVN presence through  an accelerated pacification  
campaign plan focused on community  develop-
ment.34  

During  the 1968-1972 period, the indigenous 
VC steadily lost influence in  South Vietnam due to 
the success of CORDS. North  Vietnamese regulars 
had to assume a more visible role in the fighting.  In  
effect, the U.S. and GVN had won the counteri n-
surgency conflict.  Unfortunately,  they then con-
fronted  a new conventional  war against the North  
Vietnamese military,  assisted by a residual VC 
support  network,  at a time when popular  support  
for  the war effort  in  the United  States had vanished 

The effectiveness of the CORDS pacification  
programs became evident during  the North  Viet-
namese Easter Offensive, which began on March 
30, 1972. Unlike  during  Tet, the VC proved unable 
to assist the offensive by launching a mass uprising  
                                                             
32 Gibson, The Perfect War, p. 311. 
33 Spector, After Tet,  p. 279. 
34 Richard Hunt, Pacification: The American Struggle for Vie t-
namôs Hearts and Minds (Boulder, Colorado:  Westview Press, 
1995), pp. 156-57. 
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in  South Vietnamôs urban or rural  areas. Supported 
by a redoubled U.S. air  campaign as well as the 
massive supply of U.S. equipment  provided 
through  the Nixon  administrationôs ñVietnamiza-
tionò campaign, the ARVN was able to halt  the 
North  Vietnamese offensive, leading Hanoi  to redi-
rect its efforts toward securing a favorable peace 
settlement. Despite CORDSô initial  expectations, 
the North  Vietnamese negotiators succeeded in 
requiring  the withdrawal  of all U.S. military  advis-
ers under the terms of the January 1973 ceasefire 
agreement.35   

Assessment 

Despite the relative success of CORDS, the 
revitalized pacification  campaign proved insuff i-
cient to win  the Vietnam conflict . First,  the decline 
in U.S. public  and congressional support  for  sus-
taining the war effort undermined  Komerôs strate-
gy of winning  the insurgency through  a patient,  
long-term approach.36 William  Colby, Komerôs suc-
cessor after November 1968, saw the post-Tet situ-
ation as a race in which CORDS had to ñso streng-
then the Government that  it  could survive with  a 
major  reduction  in American assistance.ò37  The 
number of CORDS personnel fell  by over half dur-
ing 1971 and continued to decline throughout  1972. 
CORDS was formally  dissolved in January 1973 
with  the Paris Peace Accords (Article  5 required  
that  all U.S. advisors withdraw  from  South Viet-
nam). Subsequent RVN efforts proved ineffective. 
As Harry  Summers observes, ñIt was not until  after 
the war had already been lost on the American 
home front  that  we put  counterinsurgency in prop-
er perspective as a valuable adjunct  to our military  
operations against North  Vietnam.ò38 

Another  problem was that  CORDS and other 
pacification  programs were uniquely  successful in  
achieving interagency integration.  Management 
problems, especially excessive compartmentaliz a-
tion,  still plagued other areas of the American war 
effort. 39 U.S. and RVN military  forces continued to 
operate under two entirely  separate chains of 
command. U.S. Army tactical advisory teams re-
mained outside the CORDS chain of command, 
complicating  coordination  efforts.40 CORDS consti-
tuted only one staff directorate  out of five within  
MACV. The overall American military  effort  was 

                                                             
35 Hunt, Pacification , p. 269. 
36 Maclear, Ten Thousand Day War,  p. 257. 
37 Colby, Lost Victory, p. 233. 
38 Summers, On Strategy , p. 175. 
39 Herring,  LBJ and Vietnam , p. 63; Komer, Bureaucracy at 
War , pp. 18, 81-110. 
40 Clarke, Advice and Support , p. 212. 

fragmented among the military  services, with  each 
fighting  their  own air  war as well as different  
ground strategies. More broadly, the U.S war cam-
paign lacked a mechanism to integrate pacification  
or other civilian  programs with  the majority  of mi l-
itary  operations.41Perhaps the greatest problem 
was that  the U.S. government lacked an effective 
local partner.  Transforming  CORDSô initial  gains 
into  long-term triumphs  required  South Vietnam-
ese authorities to take the lead in sustaining pacifi-
cation, but the GVN was militarily  and administr a-
tively  too weak to consolidate gains. Corruption,  
inefficiency,  and bureaucratic and factional  infigh t-
ing among the South Vietnamese wasted resources 
and forced CORDS to rely on U.S. military  and civi-
lian personnel for  far too many activities.  Even 
many militarily  skilled  ARVN commanders, eager 
to combat the enemy, underestimated the impor-
tance of pacification  efforts or protecting  popula-
tion  centers. They were inclined  to use RF/PF units  
to support  their  conventional  operations and were 
reluctant  to allocate substantial  resources to these 
units.  Partly as a result  of these failures, VC terro r-
ist attacks persisted sufficiently  throughout  the 
1968-72 period to dissuade peasants from  openly 
siding with  the government.  

Finally,  by the time that  CORDS became ful-
ly operational  after 1972, the main U.S. adversary 
had become North  Vietnamôs conventional  forces 
rather  than Viet Cong guerrillas. 42 CORDSô post-
Tet ñone warò pacification  strategy achieved re-
markable successes, but it  was too little,  too late. 
The Easter 1972 Offensive showed how little  the 
notable progress in rural  pacification  now mattered 
for  the RVNôs fate. CORDSô pacification  successes 
meant that  the VC launched few guerrilla  attacks, 
but North  Vietnamese regulars were able to con-
duct a major  conventional  offensive that  was only 
heavy U.S. air  strikes and other military  support  
(intelligence,  logistics, and rushed deliveries of re-
placement equipment)  halted. This support was 
fast evaporating. The sanctuary North  Vietnam 
offered the insurgents, the increasing number  of its 
own troops involved in  the conflict,  and the tenaci-
ty shown by its leadership and people in pursuit  of 
the vital  national  objective of reunification  meant 
that  Hanoi  would eventually secure the military  
triumph  denied its insurgent  allies. 

                                                             
41 Herring, LBJ and Vietnam , p. 85. 
42 Lewis Sorley, A Better War: The Unexamined Victories and 
Final Tragedy of Americaôs Last Years in Vietnam (New York: 
Harcourt Bra ce & Company, 1999), p. 69. 
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Lessons Forgotten:  Afghanistan  
and Iraq 

Understanding  the CORDS experience in 
Vietnam is critical  to understanding  the promise 
and challenges of forging  a unified  interagency 
COIN effort.  The establishment of CORDS correct-
ly recognized the need for  tightly  integrated civil -
military  support  for  pacification.  The Joint  Staff 
later described American involvement  in  the Viet-
nam War as ña seemingly incoherent  war effortò 
due to inefficiency among the myriad  of U.S. Gov-
ernment  agencies [that]  operated independently,  
without  much interagency coordination.ò43  

CORDS overcame the pacification  dimen-
sions of this problem by establishing the first  fully  
integrated civil -military  field  organization  in U.S. 
history.  Waging a major  counterinsurgency effort  
requires a single chain of command to unify  the 
resources, expertise, and planning  efforts of nu-
merous civilian  agencies with  those of the military.  
The single-management structure  established by 
CORDS throughout  South Vietnam meant that  
conflicts  among agencies could be resolved in the 
field  in Vietnam rather  than in Washington.44 It  
also provided a single ñchain of adviceò from  U.S. 
to RVN officials  at each administrative  level.In  the 
case of Afghanistan and especially Iraq,  the De-
fense Department  evidently excluded the State De-
partment  from  the militaryôs prewar planning  for  
the campaigns and the initial  post-conflict  recon-
struction  efforts in  both countries. In  order to 
compensate for  what was soon recognized as a ma-
jor  mistake, the U.S. government established Pro-
vincial  Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) to promote 
interagency cooperation regarding U.S. post-
conflict  governance and reconstruction  efforts in  
both countries. Unfortunately,  even though the 
PRTs are organized differently  in  both countries 
and operate in diverse waysðand in a different  
political,  military,  economic, and social context 
than during  Vietnamðthey have suffered from  
many of the same types of flaws that  impeded paci-
fication  efforts in  Vietnam before CORDS. In  par-
ticular,  they were initially  not well integrated into  a 
larger counterinsurgency strategy and experienced 
persistent interagency differences over funding,  
staffing, and other issues. Since their  formation  in  
2002,  the PRTs have been at the forefront  of U.S. 
efforts to apply military  and civilian  COIN assets in  
an integrated manner. Generally consisting of sev-
eral dozen military  personnel and a smaller num-

                                                             
43 Cited in Scott W. Moore, ñToday Itôs Gold, Not Purple,ò Joint 
Forces Quarterly  (Autumn/Winter 1998 -99), p. 101. 
44 Colby, Lost Victory,  p. 207. 

ber of civilians,  the PRTs have performed a variety 
of pacification  activities  in both countries ranging 
from  providing  technical and financial  support  for  
local civic action projects like rebuilding  schools 
and roads to undertaking  political  and security in-
itiatives  such as advising local government officials  
or training  indigenous security forces. Their  organ-
ic or associated military  components have provided 
essential unit  security to enable civilian  experts to 
improve local economic and political  conditions  
even in relatively  insecure regions. In Afghanistan, 
other NATO governments have adopted the PRT 
construct due to its perceived value in integrating 
their civilian and military contributions to the war 
effort.  

The PRTs are regularly  described as essen-
tial  for  winning the war. Yet, observers of the U.S. 
PRTs in both Afghanistan and Iraq complain  about 
ña lack of unity  of command resulting  in a lack of 
unity  of effect. Funding  is not consolidated . . . 
funding  streams are extremely confusingé. Metrics  
do not exist for  determining  if  PRTs are succeed-
ing.ò45 A major  impediment  to initial  civil -military  
integration  in  the Afghan and Iraq  PRTs has been 
uncertainties  regarding the specific responsibilities  
and authorities  of the various U.S. agencies in-
volved. In  both cases, no approved interagency 
doctrine  was established and no formal  interagen-
cy agreement governed the division  of roles within  
the PRTs. Their  members would often receive sep-
arate instructions  from  various joint  commands as 
well as from  their  agency headquarters in Wash-
ington.  As a result, ñwith no one in overall charge, 
disputes are referred to more senior officials  up 
separate óstovepipesô of authority.ò46 A USAID Int e-
ragency Report highlighted  problems with  inter a-
gency coordination  by noting  that a ñlack of explicit  
guidance led to confusion about civilian  and mil i-
tary roles.ò47 Similarly,  those familiar  with  the 
teams in Iraq  cite ñhigh-level wrangling  between 
State and the Defense Department  over who would 
provide security, support,  and funding.  No memo-

                                                             
45 Forging a New Shield  (Washington, DC: Project on National 
Security Reform, 2008),  p. 151, 
http://www.pnsr.org/data/files/pnsr%20forging%20a%20new
%20shield.pdf . 
46 Robert Perito, ñCongressional Testimony: The U.S. Expe-
rience with Provincial Reconstruction Teams in Iraq and Afgha-
nistan,ò United States Institute of Peace, October 18, 2007, 
http://www.usip.org/resources/us -experience-provincial -
reconstruction -teams-iraq-and-afghanistan. 
47 U.S. Agency for International Development, ñProvincial Re-
construction Teams in Afghanistan: An Interagency Assess-
ment,ò June 2006, p. 10, 
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNADG252.pdf . 
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randum  of understanding  was in place to delineate 
each agencyôs responsibilities.ò48  

In  the absence of a clear operational  strategy 
for  PRTs in either  Afghanistan or Iraq  during their 
first few years of operation, what coordination  ex-
isted occurred largely on an ad hoc basis. In  some 
cases, improvisations  produced good civilian -
military  coordination,  especially between PRTs and 
the military  units  engaged in more traditional  
combat operations. In  too many other instances, 
however, the better-resourced and more numerous 
military  personnel imposed their  own priorities  on 
civilian  reconstruction  missions even when limited  
initial  guidance designated the less well-endowed 
State Department  and USAID as the lead agencies 
for  these reconstruction  and governance projects.49 
Furthermore,  the PRTs frequently  encountered 
difficulties  coordinating  with  the humanitarian  
NGOs, which have a major  presence in  both coun-
tries.50 This collaboration  problem arose notwit h-
standing that  COIN doctrine  now recognizes the 
PRTs as important  contributors  to civil  reconstruc-
tion  efforts.51 It  was not until  November 2006  that  
the Defense and State Departments adopted a 
memorandum  of understanding  that  specified their  
respective financial  and other contributions  to the 
PRTs.52 

In Vietnam, t he philosophy animating  
CORDS also appreciated that  territorial  security 
was just as essential for  successful pacification  as 
effective pacification  was for  achieving military  
success. Without  security against local guerrilla  
attacks, neither  economic development initiatives  
nor opport unities  to participate  in  elections will  
induce naturally  cautious people to openly support  
their  government against the insurgents. The im-
portance of training  and equipping local security 
forces, such as the RF/PF, instead of relying  on the 
national  army or foreign military  units  for  security 

                                                             
48 Shawn Dorman, ñIraq PRTs: Pins on a Mapò Foreign Service 
Journal , March 2007, p. 22, 
http://www.afsa.org/fsj/mar07/iraq_prts_1.pdf . 
49 Robert Perito, ñSpecial Report 152: The U.S. Experience with 
Provincial Reconstruction Teams in Afghanistan: Lessons In-
dentified,ò United States Institute for Peace, October 2005, 
http://www.usip.org/pubs/spe cialreports/sr152.pdf ; and USIA, 
ñProvincial Reconstruction Teams, p. 10. 
50 Michael Dziedzic and Colonel Michael Seidl, ñSpecial Report 
147: Provincial Reconstruction Teams and Military Relations 
with International and Non -governmental Organizations in 
Afghanistan,ò United States Institute of Peace, September 2005, 
http://www.usip.org/library/oh/afghanistan_prt.html . 
51 Department of the Army, FM 3-24: Counterinsurgency , p. 2-
1. 
52 Robert Perito, ñSpecial Report 185: Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams in Iraq,ò United States Institute of Peace, March 2007, p. 
3, http://www.usip.org/resources/provincial -reconstruction -
teams-iraq. 

is clear. By actively engaging the populace in paci-
fication,  local communities  assume responsibility  
for  their  own security and development. The popu-
lation  will  more closely identify  with  and support  a 
government that  sponsors these endeavors and 
oppose guerrillas  who seek to disrupt  them. One 
reason why U.S. forces have found it  difficult  to 
withdraw  from  Iraq  and Afghanistan is that  the 
local security forces have proved incapable of de-
fending civilians  from  insurgent  attacks. Inter a-
gency differences over staffing, funding,  and other 
issues related to establishing and sustaining the 
PRTs also distracted them from  their  task of pro-
viding  security and promoting  reconstruction  in  
their  localities. 

The PRTs appear to have become more ef-
fective in recent years, and have enabled U.S. paci-
fication  efforts to reach even remote areas in  con-
flict -prone regions. Nonetheless, many of these 
start-up difficulties  could have been avoided had 
the initial  PRT architects paid greater attention  to 
the lessons of CORDS rather  than, as seems to have 
been the case with  other COIN issues, treated Viet-
nam as a painful  and eagerly forgotten  aberration  
from  the proper combat role of a military  still  
largely unenthusiastic  about fighting  small wars.  

Richard  Weitz is Senior Fellow and Director  of the 
Center for  Political -Military  Analysis  at Hudson 
Institute.  Dr.  Weitz has published or  edited several 
books and monographs,  including  Global Security 
Watch-Russia (Praeger Security International, 
2009); a volume of National  Security  Case Studies 
(Project on National Security Reform; 2008); 
China-Russia Security  Relations (Strategic  Stu-
dies Institute  of the US Army  War  College, 2008);  
and Kazakhstan and the New Inte rnational  Poli-
tics of Eurasia  (Central  Asia-Caucasus Institute,  
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Getting  Past the  First  Cup of  Tea 

by J. Andrew Person 
Honorable Mention, Question #2 

 
"If  you want  to thrive  in  Baltistan,  you must re-
spect our  ways. [Remember]  the first  time you 
share tea with  a Balti,  you are a stranger.  The 
second time you take tea, you are an honored 
guest. The third  time you share a cup of tea, you 
become family  and for  our  family,  we are pr e-
pared to do anything  even die. Doctor  Greg, you 
must make time to share three cups of tea."53 
 

Washington DC is in  the midst  of a fierce 
debate over the future  of US policy in Afghanistan. 
The pundits  debate whether a surge in troop  num-
bers is the wise course. The White  House weighs 
the merits  of a counter terrorism  strategy vs. a 
counter insurgency strategy and the troop  levels 
each would require.  Congress tallies the costs of 
the conflict  and is nervously watching public  opi-
nion.  Yet no matter  where troop  levels end up, no 
matter  what our strategy, we cannot succeed in 
Afghanistan until  we fix  whatôs wrong with  the fol-
lowing scenario: 

Itôs May, 2009.  A company commander 
leads a small patrol  to an Afghan village to intr o-
duce himself  to the leader of a district  recently 
added to his companyôs area of operations.  The 
Captain is well prepared for  the meeting.  He holds 
a briefing  book complete with  pictures of the dis-
trictôs village leaders, intelligence about possible 
bases of Taliban support,  and a list  of reconstruc-
tion  projects that  have been completed in the dis-
trict.  Shortly  after he arrives in the village, the 
commander is invited  into  the district  leaderôs 
home. The two leaders exchange niceties and sit 
down to enjoy their  first  cup of tea together. They 
have taken the first  step in building  a positive 
working  relationship.  

Question : What was wrong with  that  pic-
ture? 

Answer : Itôs 2009.  First  cups of tea with  
key Afghan leaders should be a thing  of the past.  

The US and our allies in Afghanistan must 
find  a way to get past the first  cup of tea in Afgha-
nistan. In  other words, ISAF needs to develop a 
cadre of leaders who stay in  Afghanistan and guide 

                                                             
53 Mortenson, Greg.  Three cups of tea: one man's mission to 
fight terrorism and build nations .  New York: Penguin,  pp. 
149-150. 

international  forces that  rotate from  year to year 
through  Afghanistanôs human terrain.   We cannot 
continue to bring  fresh faces into  Afghan valleys, 
cities, and villages and expect our forces to operate 
effectively.    

I  learned this truth  the hard way: I  served 
two years in Iraq and Afghanistan in an infantry  
company responsible for  frequently  changing areas 
of operations.  My experience was that  the military  
placed too little  value on the localized, non-
transferrable  knowledge a unit  gains after patrol-
ling  a district.   Areas of operation were swapped 
between units  like old hum-vees. Transitions  be-
tween units  often lasted only ten days. Then, later, 
when the time came to rotate units  again, the mil i-
tary sent in  another unit  new to the area rather  
than bringing  back a unit  familiar  with  the area of 
responsibility.    The Armyôs selection of officers for  
leadership was based on an organizational  person-
nel mission to foster career progression through  a 
predetermined  set of assignments designed to 
build  personal careers and future  high-level leaders 
rather  than based on an operational  mission focus 
placing leaders with  knowledge of the human and 
physical terrain  in a position  to succeed in a long-
term complex fight.    

The costs of repetitive  ñfirst cups of teaò in 
Afghanistan are enormous. It  is impossible to lead 
an effective counterinsurgency when familiarity  
with  the human terrain  is measured in months and 

A group of villagers sit down for a ñfirst 
cup of teaò with B Company, 1-508 IN, 173 rd  

Airborne Brigade in Shah Wali Kot Di s-
trict, Kandahar Province, Afghanistan in 

November, 2005.  
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not years.   The Pashtun people value personal re-
lationships  far more than any well or new school. 
The way forces are rotated today, even if  a com-
mander has enough time to develop a relationship  
with  an important  Afghan leader, that  commander 
will  be replaced soon with  another, followed by 
another. Before long, Afghans learn that,  while the 
presence of ISAF forces may be persistent, the in-
dividual  personalities are very short term. Mean-
while, the individual  personalities among insurgent  
forces remain persistent.   Afghans can cheat ISAF 
out of contract funding  or provide false intelligence 
and rest easy knowing  that  the westerners coming 
in next yearsô rotation  will  not get the message.  
This game of musical chairs reduces the likelihood  
an Afghan will  take a risk  trusting  the American 
milita ry officer  asking for  his loyalty  and coopera-
tion.   

The problems withòfirst cups of teaò were 
clear only months after the initial  invasion of Iraq  
in March of 2003 and may have been a strong con-
tributor  to the explosion of the insurgency in the 
summer of 2003.   While  serving as a fire -support  
officer  with  Legion Company in the 173rd Airborne  
Brigade, I  joined the Brigadeôs airborne  invasion of 
Northern  Iraq.  After  quickly  moving southward to 
Kirkuk,  we began the game of musical chairs that  
would characterize the US presence in  Iraq  and 
Afghanistan.  Legion company was first  assigned a 
few neighborhoods in Kirkuk.  Weeks later, we as-
sumed responsibility  for  a small village outside of 
Kirkuk.  Legion was then moved to a string  of small 
Sunni Arab villages a short ways from  Kirkuk  along 
the Zab river.  This journal  entry I  wrote during  
these patrols says much about the efficacy of our 
operations:  

July  15th, 2003:  
We rarely  interact  with  the local population.   Oc-
casionally,  we get a task to go around  and ask 
people what  their  village  was lacking.   I  love 
working  with  the locals, drinking  chai tea, eating  
the delicious food, and learning  about Iraqi  cul-
ture.   But it  is obvious that  theyôve already  grown  
skeptical of Americans doing  anything  for  them.  
They say theyôve already  been asked the same 
questions by three other groups of American  sol-
diers and had not received anything.    Itôs only  
been four  months since the invasion  and weôve 
already  lost our  credibility.     Most of the villagers  
we work  with,  though, remain  hospitable-- at 
least to our  faces. 

Eventually, Legion Company took up a six-
month  assignment in  Tuz, a multi -ethnic city of 
approximately  100,000  souls south of Kirkuk,  but 
during  the critical  months between our airborne  

invasion in March and our arrival  in  Tuz in Sep-
tember, Legion company patrolled  dozens of areas 
of operation. We would stay just long enough to 
learn about what we might  offer the villagers in  
return  for  their  cooperation and then weôd leave for  
another area without  an opportunity  to hand over 
what weôd learned to the follow -on unit.  We rarely 
moved beyond the ñfirst cup of teaò niceties into  a 
real cooperative partnership,  and neither  did  the 
units  who preceded or followed us. Surely, the lo-
cals must have wondered who are these people an-
yway! 

 Legion companyôs effectiveness improved  
dramatically  after spending over six months in Tuz. 
Remaining in a single area of operation  for  an ex-
tended period improved  every aspect of our opera-
tions. Our ability  to collect intelligence, target in-
surgents, and complete development projects all 
improved  once provided the knowledge and rela-
tionships  we were able to build  over the course of a 
half-year. It  took a while,  but Legion Company fi-
nally  got beyond the first  cup of tea. We were then 
replaced by a battalion  from  the 25th Infantry  Div i-
sion, and the soldiers of Legion Companyðwith  all 
our knowledgeðnever returned  to the area.  

A year later, Legion company deployed to 
Afghanistan where we assumed a new area of oper-
ations from  another battalion  of the 25th Infantry  
Division.  We spent four  months building  relatio n-
ships and getting to know the ten districts  we were 
now responsible for  patrolling  in  Paktika Province. 
Our company development bank was flush with  
cashða dramatic  change from  Iraq -- and I  moved 
quickly  to fulfill  my assigned responsibility  to kick 
off large development projects.  Spearheading 
road, school, and other projects requires, more 
than anything,  trustworthy  Afghan partners. If  you 
know which leaders to consult  about what needs to 
be done and which contractors to hire to do the 
work well, you really canôt go wrong. Case in point:  
after about a month  on the ground in Afghanistan, 
I  began planning  a fifty -thousand dollar  re-
forestation  project  across all 10 districts  in  our area 
of operations. Partnership  with  local leaders was 
essential to execute such a project. The provincial  
director  of agriculture  advised me on what types of 
trees I  should select. Unfortunately,  he also tried  to 
convince me to plant  them all on property  that  he 
owned, a fact pointed  out to me by other local lead-
ers. By good fortune  and good counsel, I  was able 
to complete the project, which sent a positive mes-
sage across the province about the presence of US 
forces.  After  only four  months, Legion Company 
had developed a great working  relationship  with  
the Governor of Paktika province, Gulab Mengal. 
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We were exchanging intelligence with  the Paktika 
provincial  intelligence team and had successfully 
implemented  hundreds of thousands of dollars 
worth  of development projects across area of oper-
ations.  Yet in  many ways we were just getting 
started.  

The 173rd Airborne  Brigade commander, fac-
ing a fiercer than expected insurgency in  Kanda-
har province south of Paktika, ordered us to quick-
ly move to assume control  over three districts  in  
northern  Kandahar Province. The move to Kanda-
har set us back to square one. After  a brief  handov-
er from  the previous unit  responsible for  our new 
three districts,  we started our ñfirst cup of teaò tour  
around our districts.  This ñfirst cup of teaò is hard 
on both the military  and the locals. The Afghans 
see yet more new faces and yet another set of 
promises, while the faces of the Taliban militants  
often remains the same. It  is not hard to imagine 
who they would side with  when push comes to 
shove. 

Our efforts in  northern  Kandahar largely 
failed. We failed to identify  many insurgents in our 
districts  while the insurgents succeeded in identif y-
ing us.  Legion company patrols were attacked ef-
fectively numerous times by ambushes and IEDs. 
Legion company lost a well-respected non-
commissioned officer  and a beloved soldier.  

This excerpt from  my journal  during  a typi-
cal patrol  provides a glimpse at why our efforts 
were such a failure:  

21 July,  2006  
This area may be impossible to free from  the in-
surgency.   Our patrols  over the last two  days in-
dicate that.  We set up a patrol  base at the south-
ern end of a small  village  we searched the day be-
fore where the stream created a small  patch of 
trees before the desert consumed the last bit  of 
water.  
 We kept our  detainees in  a simple unfinished  
compoundðabout 14 total.   Yesterday morning  
Eric  and I  spoke with  each one individually  before 
releasing them.  We tried  to give them one last 
chance to give us information  regarding  the loca-
tion  of the Taliban.  
 A couple young ones were obviously  against  usð
heads shaven, long beards, they looked at us with  
a mix  of unease and hatred.  Later,  we heard I -
com54 traffic  about our  attempt  to bring  them to 
our  side.  Everyone around  here is talking  with  
one another  in  a complex network  of Observation  
posts, safehouses, and villagers  that  provide  food 

                                                             
54An ñI-Comò is a handheld two-way radio ï todayôs ñwalkie-
talkieò. 

and water.  Yesterday afternoon,  we hiked high 
into  the mountains  above our  patrol  base.  I  lost 
my camera in  the rocks.  We did  not find  anything  
significant.   I  was surprised  how quickly  I  dehy-
drated  in  the hot sun.  Moving  up the mountains  
in  body armor  and a combat load of ammo is a 
physical  challenge. 
 We returned  to base and fired  artillery  smoke 
and HE against  a hillside  where we suspected 
enemy cashes/ops to be.  We did  not hit  them.  I -
com traffic  suggested that  we were not hitting  the 
right  area.  

During  these patrols, we had very little  
knowledge about the people we were operating 
among, who we could trust,  who we were targeting. 
After  six months of such futile  patrols, Legion 
Company was rotated back to Italy  and a Canadian 
unit  began their  first  cups of tea with  the Afghan 
leaders in northern  Kandahar.  

Getting beyond the first  cup of tea is partic u-
larly  important  in  a counterinsurgency. Defeating 
insurgents requires the ability  to find  them. Thus, 
platoon and company leadership must be knowled-
geable of the population  that  they are patrolling  in 
and amongst. They need to know who to trust.  
They need to know which villages might  be offering  
support  to the Taliban. They need to know if  there 
are folks in the village who havenôt ever been there 
before.  You just canôt get to this level of knowledge 
when platoon leaders and company commanders 
are rotating  around or getting promoted.   

Despite all the talk  about counterinsurgency 
operations, our ground forces still  rotate manpow-
er as if  weôre in a conventional  fight.  In  conven-
tional  warfare, a platoon is a low level piece of a 
large battlefield.  You put  a junior  officer  in  

Local  police  or  Taliban?   Sometimes  I tôs 
tough  to  tell,  especially  if  youôre new  to  the  

area.  
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chargeða butter  bar55 who doesnôt know his ass 
from  his elbow. That butterbar  takes orders from  a 
company commander with  a little  more experience 
who takes orders from  a very senior lieutenant  co-
lonel. Thatôs typically  the level where lots of expe-
rience is needed. The Battalion  commander must 
integrate his assets that  deliver fire  support,  intel-
ligence, reserve forces, logistics to deliver the right  
effects on the battlefield.  Naturally,  moving up the 
chain of command means more responsibility  and 
more power.  

In  such conventional  warfare, the focus of 
such leadership development is teaching officers 
the mechanisms of delivering  conventional  effects 
on the battlefieldðnot teaching officers the 
nuances of a particular  village, valley, or neighbor-
hood. Thus, ñpromotingò a company commander 
into  Brigade staff is a smart way to prepare him  for  
the next level of responsibility.   Since the Army 
strives to make each unitôs standard operating pro-
cedures fairly  uniform,  it  does not take long for  the 
new company commander to understand the in-
ternal  operation of the organization  heôs recently 
assumed command of.  

The counterinsurgency fight  in  Afghanistan 
throws this system of promotion  into  disarray.  
Most of the key lessons a platoon leader learns are 
not transferrable  to a new position  of leadership.  
The lessons pertain  to the particular  area heôs been 
working  in and many of the lessons are lost once 
heôs moved to a new position.     

Incredibly,  the Armyôs counterinsurgency 
manual, FM 3-24, fails to recognize this reality.   
The manual poses the question:  What if  you get 
moved to a different  area? It  offered this answer: 
ñEfforts made preparing  for  operations in one AO 
[area of operations]  are not  wasted if  a unit  is 
moved to another area.  In  mastering the first  area, 
Soldiers and Marines learned techniques applica-
ble to the new one. For example, they know how to 
analyze an AO and decide what matters in the local 
society.ò56 While  there is some truth  to this state-
ment, it  is largely disconnected from  reality.  Much 
of the effort  expended preparing for  operations in  
one AO is in  fact wasted when a unit  is moved to 
another area. The military  hesitates to accept this 
inconvenient  truth  because to accept it  would be 
very disruptive  to the way the military  rotates units  
and leadership.  

Thus, the two principal  reasons why Ameri-
can military  leaders are still  having first  cups of tea 
in Afghanistan are 1) units  are not deployed to spe-

                                                             
55 Second lieutenant, whose formal rank insignia is yellow gold 
56 FM 3-24, Page A-9 ,  15 December 2006 

cific  areas based on their  leadersô knowledge of the 
human and geographic terrain  and 2) leaders are 
rotated out of positions based on their  long-term 
career interests not the demands of the mission at 
hand. The military  places little  or no consideration 
to whether a unitôs leadership is familiar  with  an 
area when selecting them for  a deployment.  Mil i-
tary brass often behaves as if  any part  of Iraq  or 
Afghanistan is completely interchangeable. Based 
on the way the 173rd was deployed during  my pe-
riod  of service, it  seemed as if  Army did  not value 
the experience the 173rd gained in northern  Iraq  
and did  not consider deploying us back to the same 
region. My only conclusion is that  they do not place 
much value on individual  personal experiences 
with  the local population.   

Second, the way the military  rotates and 
promotes leadership also ensures that  first  cups of 
tea continue to happen all too frequently.  My brief  
Army career was a rare exception to the normal  
progression of an officer.   I  spent a whopping four  
years in the same infantry  company as a fire  sup-
port  officer.  I  worked for  five different  company 
commanders and three battalion  commanders. I  
watched dozens of platoon leaders come and go. 
My permanence served an important  purpose and 
helped me gain an important  insightðthe constant 
rotation  of officers around assignments and units  
across geographic areas was killing  our chances of 
winning  the fight.   The mission of an infantry  com-
pany in Afghanistan is clear: extend the reach of 
the Afghan government. How to do it? Eliminate  
insurgents. Make the government look good by 
funding  projects and letting  them get the credit.   
Build  up the security forces by training  them and 
going on patrol  with  them.  All  of these tasks re-
quire an intimate  knowledge of the human terrain  
and the military  should prioritize  the development 
and retention  of this knowledge in all areas where 
US and ISAF forces operate. 

The promotion  of officers to the command of 
larger sized units  also creates a demand for  larger 
unit  operations, most of which disrupt  more than 
they advance effective counterinsurgency opera-
tions. In  my experience, Legion Companyôs effec-
tive low-level operations were disrupted  by Batta-
lion  level operations.  Our Battalion  would occa-
sionally pool together resources and ñclearò a dis-
trict  by conducting a number of raids all at once.  
These operations would accomplish very little  be-
cause we were not familiar  with  the human terrain  
we were attempting  to clear and they disrupted  
Legion companyôs efforts within  the districts  we 
were beginning to become familiar  with.   Every 
Battalion  operation I  participated  in, be it  in  Iraq  
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or Afghanistan, was a waste and squandered valu-
able time available for  the platoons of Legion 
Company to do their  work.  

It  appears that  the Pentagon is coming to 
realize what an enormous problem our ñfirst cups 
of teaò really are. Tom Ricks recently reported on 
his blog that  the Army is planning  to designate the 
XVIII  Airborne  Corps as the ñpermanent head-
quarters for  Afghanistan.ò Ricks wrote ,ñThis is 
part  of Gen. McChrystal's long-term plan to create 
a team of óAfghan Handsô who can build  for  several 
years, during  multiple  tours, on their  experience 
and relationships  in the country.ò57   

In  his recent assessment of the US effort  in  
Afghanistan, General McCrystal seemed to have 
identified  the ófirst cup of teaô problem but did  not 
propose an adequate solution.   He wrote that  since 
2001, US and allied forces operating in Afghanis-
tan have "not  sufficiently  studied Afghanistan's 
peoples, whose needs, identities  and grievances 
vary from  province to province and from  valley to 
valley." To succeed, the United  States must "re-
double efforts to understand the social and polit i-
cal dynamics of... all regions of the country  and 
take action that  meets the needs of the people, and 
insist  that  [Afghan government]  officials  do the 
same." Unfortunately,  ñredoubling effortsò is not 
going to solve the problem.  The military  needs to 
document the time leaders have spent in  certain 
provinces in Afghanistan and do everything possi-
ble to return  those who have achieved a partner-
ship with  locals to the same area. Thatôs the only 
way to end the ñfirst cups of tea,ò or at least keep 
them to a minimum.   

There are no easy solutions to this problem, 
but I  will  propose a possible step in the right  direc-
tion.  Military  officers could be planted in  Afghanis-
tan as permanent cadre on the ground. They will  
not be reassigned until  the war is over. Of course, 
they should receive R and R frequently  to visit  
friends and family  and to decompress. The NCOs, 
traditionally  the trainers  and troop  leaders of the 
military,  should prepare the troops for  battle and 
arrive in theater ready to execute the war at the 
direction  of the officers on the ground.  Other mil i-
tary officers could permanently  serve in garrison to 
assist as necessary with  training  and fulfilling  ad-
ministrative  requirements.  

Such a personnel system might  improve mo-
rale among the troops serving in  these difficult  as-
signments.  In  my experience, high-level brass of-

                                                             
57 
http://ricks.foreignpolicy.com/posts /2009/10/07/xviii_airbor
ne_corps_hq_set_for_permanent_afghan_duty  

ten underestimated how frequent  moves from  area 
to area undermined  troop  morale.  As skeptical as 
the soldiers were about making progress, once they 
got to know an area, they believed in their  own 
ability  to help it.   After  learning that  they may 
move out of an area, many soldiers begin to ques-
tion  the value of patrolling  the area and become 
much more risk  averse. A permanent cadre of of-
ficers would be able to convey to troops rotating  in 
and out of an area of operations a sense of perma-
nence, direction,  and value to their  labor and sacri-
fices. 

The military  will  also have to end the prac-
tice of moving officers out of their  critical  roles as 
platoon and company commanders upon promo-
tion.   Platoon leadership used to be suitable for  
new, inexperienced officers under the close super-
vision of a more experienced company command-
er. Thatôs no longer the case. The platoon is the key 
level at which this war is being won and lost. If  of-
ficers excel as platoon and company leaders they 
should stay in those positions.  A colonel leading a 
company of 160 men would  seem absurd from  a 
traditional  point  of view but makes perfect sense 
given the skills  required  in a counterinsurgency. 

Personnel policy in Afghanistan is not the 
most exciting topic, but, from  my perspective, it  
holds the key to why weôre losing and how we can 
start  winning  in Afghanistan. We need to get past 
the first  cup of teaðand quick. We may only have 
one more cup left  before it  is too late. 
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Science in  Foreign  Service program  at George-
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Airborne  Brigade  and earned the Bronze Star  
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Examining  the  Armed  Forces of  the  Philippine sõ  

Civil Military Operations  
A Small  Power Securing Military  Relevancy in Nontraditional  Military  Roles 

by Delilah Russell 
Honorable Mention, Question #2 

 

What would a military  do to combat an in-
ternal  security problem which has spanned dec-
ades, operating under conditions  of limited  fund-
ing, weak combat capabilities, poor human rights  
records, corruption,  and is still  expected to eradi-
cate internal  insurgencies by 2010? The prospects 
appear bleak but this  paper would like to examine 
the nontraditional  military  operations of the Phil-
ippinesô counterinsurgency program. 

The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan ushered in 
a renewed interest in classic counterinsurgency 
literature;  underscoring the reality that todayôs bat-
tlefields  are becoming more complex. In expeditio-
nary wars, soldiers are faced with unfamiliar phys i-
cal terrain, culture, and language which complicate 
the conduct of warfare. The battle space is further 
complicated with adversaries operating fluidly and 
blending in with the  civilian s. Additionally, n u-
merous actors work in conflict zones including 
humanitarian organizations, non -governmental 
organizations (NGOs), and government agencies 
which blur operational lines between military and 
civilian spheres. Inevitably, these conditions re-
quire the 21st century soldier to engage more in 
extra-military tasking.58 What has emerged to bet-
ter manage the new environment is Civil Military 
Operations (CMO).   

CMO is generally defined as military activ i-
ties utilizing nonmilitary instruments of power to 
maximize the military -civilian interface for the 
overall purpose of mitigating or eliminating a con-
flict. The  concept is not new, being practiced in 
past counterinsurgency operations, but has under-
gone further doctrinal development, institutional i-

                                                             
58 The following works discuss the diverse roles American sol-
diers would have to cover in contemporary wars: Gen. Charles C. 
Krulack, ñThe Strategic Corporal: Leadership in the Three Block 
War,ò Marines Magazine, January 2009;  Maj. Gen. Robert 
Scales, USA (ret.) ñArmy Transformation: Implications for the 
Future.ò Testifying before the House Armed Services Committee 
on July 15, 2004. Available online at: 
www.au.af.mil/au/awcgate/congress/04 -07-15scales.pdf.  

zation, and increased recognition as a valid mili-
tary tool. 59  

Nevertheless, existing literature primarily 
examines CMO of Western militaries in expediti o-
nary wars. This leaves us with limited  information 
on CMO conducted by indigenous forces that have 
far less financing, resources, and capabilities. Un-
like nations that have the ability to project military 
power and can face challenges of accommodating 
the full spectrum of conf lict, small powers have to 
be more selective in allocating scarce resources 
that are often times related to their immediate s e-
curity needs. To draw more attention to this point, 
the paper would like to examine CMO practiced in 
the Philippines.  

In many ways, the AFP-CMO is a sui generis 
where its concepts have been developed from their 
particular military culture and experience. Ele-
ments of CMO have been in existence since the 
early 1950s and were utilized for both counteri n-
surgency and nation-building, but  it was only in 
2006 that it became formally institutionalized as 
part of the nationôs efforts to combine soft and 
hard power to tackle the insurgency problem. 

Another factor which sets the AFP-CMO 
apart from American and European expeditionary 
forces is that they operate under different condi-
tions. One being the AFP is internally-oriented.  
Second, the Philippines has one of the lowest mili-
tary expenditures in the region. In 2007, its d e-
fense budget as percentage of the GDP was 0.7 per-
cent. Under serious financial constraints, combat 
capabilities have also been compromised by aging 
equipment and corruption. Their inventory co n-
sists of used and out-dated equipment, some even 
dating back to the Vietnam War.60 On the other 

                                                             
59 See the United Statesô definition of CMO in Chairman, U.S. 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, Civil -Military Operations , Joint Public a-
tion (JP) 3 -57 Washington, DC: CJCS, July 08, 2008. 
60 Thought a Philippines Defense Reform was put into place in 
2003 to address the capabilities and equipment deficit, the 
stagnated economy has stalled the upgrade program. Read more 
from Fernan Marasigan, ñRPôs low defense spending rued.ò 
Business Mirror, September 11, 2008. Available online at: 
http://www.businessmirror.com.ph/09112008 . Accessed May 9, 
2009.  
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hand, corruption undermines the delive ry of a pub-
lic service by a military leadership working in a 
system of weak governance.61   

In terms of legitimacy, the AFP is faltering 
especially in the way they handle internal security 
operations. Human rights issues have once again 
attracted internatio nal concern when a UN report 
published in 2007 pointed out that the AFP was 
also behind the systematic killings of leftist acti v-
ists and journalists since President Gloria Maca-
pagal-Arroyo assumed presidency in 2001.62  

The resurrection of CMO practices came 
about in these trying times and is part of the presi-
dentôs directives to crush the insurgencies by 2010, 
using a holistic approach of combining efforts by 
the military and civilian agencies.  

The paper will seek to examine the AFPôs 
CMO with reference to the problems mentioned 
above and its potential in wearing down the insur-
gencies. Additionally , to provide a better picture of 
what CMO is like on the ground, Zamboanga City 
will be used as a case study.  The city itself seats a 
military regional command t hat does numerous 
CMO activities  with  NGOs, government agencies, 
local government officials  and U.S. Special Forces. 

Defining  CMO 

The AFP defines CMO as military operations 
that encompass socio-economic and psychological 
activities that are mostly non -combatant in nature 
and is conducted by the military independently or 
in coordination with civilian entities with the o b-
jective of accomplishing a military mission. 63 
Though its primary functi on lies in counterinsu r-
gency, it retains a strong developmental orienta-
tion, due to its long tradition in mobilizing the mi l-
itary  for nation -building.  

CMO has three pillars which targets a par-
ticular audience: Public Affairs (PA), Civil Affairs 
(CA), and Psychological Operations (Psyops). The 
PA works to garner support from the public so that 
the AFP could better accomplish their mission . Ac-
tivities include releasing timely and accurate i n-

                                                             
61 Kevin E. Cross cited in Ronald Meinardus, ñWild Car in Fili-
pino Politics,ò The Japan Times, April 4, 2005. Available online 
at: http://search.japantimes.co.jp/cgi -bin/ eo20050404rm.html .   
62 UN Human Rights Council, Report of the Special Rapporteur 
on Extrajudicial, Summary or Arbitrary Executions, Philip 
Alston : addendum : Follow -up to country recommendations - 
Philippines , 29 April 2009,  A/HRC/11/2/Add.8 . Available on-
line at: http://www.unhcr.org/refworld/docid/4a0932280.html 
Accessed November 24, 2009 
63 CMO-AFP Doctrine 2006; Philippine Army, Civil -Military 
Operations Manual (PAM-7-00), Makati: The Philippine Army, 
2002.  

formation to the public through the media, public 
symposiums, inform ation drives, and dialogues 
with the community . CA targets the community in 
the form of socio-economic activities for the pur-
pose of securing an environment  so that other gov-
ernment agencies can function. These include civic 
action programs that deliver  health assistance, en-
gineering, disaster relief, educational and humani-
tarian assistance, and environmental protection .  
Psyops are activities  aimed at weakening the will of 
the enemy. It is sub-divided into words -psyops 
(non-combat) which are media-related and deeds 
psyops (inclusive of combat) which includes pa-
trols, raids, and deception operations. PSYOPS also 
processes surrendered rebels and helps their rein-
tegration into society. 64  

AFP-CMO Background and its  Re-
surrection   
CMO has always been an integral part of the hist o-
ry of the AFP. Elements of CMO were practiced 
since the early1950s when the newly independent 
Philippines faced its first major internal unrest 
from a communist -inspired peasant revolt known 
as the Huk Rebellion. The CMO practiced then 
centered on activities such as civic action and pub-
lic affairs to maximize psychological damage on the 
enemy. The success in quelling the Huk Rebellion 
was due to creative efforts made by the Secretary of 
Defense Ramon Magsaysay (later President) and 
his American advisor, Colonel Edward Lansdale, 
which consolidated government action in tackling 

                                                             
64 LTC Ferozaldo Paul T. Regencia, Philippine Army, interview 
with author, AFP National Development Support Command, 
Camp Aguinaldo, Quezon City, Philippines, October 8, 2007. 

Figure  1: the  CMO  triangle  depicting  three  pi l-
lars  with  their  intended  audiences  Source: 

Adapted from Philippine Army, Civil -Military  
Operations  Manual  (PAM -7-00), Makati: The 

Philippine Army, 2002.  
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the socio-economic-political roots of the rebe l-
lion. 65 

The Magsaysay approach remains the tenets 
of AFP counterinsurgency strategy today. Though 
touted as one of the best practices in counter- in-
surgency, the defeat of the Huk rebellion did not 
spell out an end to the insurgency problem in the 
Philippines. In the late 1960s, two armed move-
ments which began its intellectual roots in student 
activism on Manilaôs campuses brought forth two 
strains of ideology: communism and Muslim na-
tionalism . They morphed into a full -fledged armed 
movement that lead to a major war in the Southern 
Philippines in the early 1970s.  

At the peak of the war, CMO was the most 
visible in civic action programs. President Ferdi-
nand Marcos declared in his speeches that the AFP 
could help destroy subversion and insurgency by 
using development as a tool.66 The overall assess-
ment of the CMO approach was poor though since 
many of the military ôs excesses related to corrup-
tion and human rightsô violations, negating any 
impact civic action had on the community .67 

The direct antecedents of Philippine CMO 
practiced today date back to 1985.68 In the post-
Marcos period, CMO had a full plate. It not only 
targeted the public, community, and the enemy, 
but it was also directed to the ñrearò or the soldiers 
themselves.69 These were the years when the na-
tion was tasked to build national reconciliation 
programs to undo the political trauma of martial 
law period. CMO was aimed to improve morale and 
the standing of the soldier in the eyes of the pub-
lic.70 

On the military operational side, CMO was 
first experimented in an intelligence gathering 
team called the Special Operations Teams (SOTs) 
in 1985. The purpose was to neutralize the com-
munist insurgencies.  SOTs were a composite of 

                                                             
65 Napolean D. Valeriano & Charles T.R. Bohannan, Counter-
Guerrilla Operations: The Philippine Experience, Westport, 
Connecticut & London: Praeger Security International, 1962, 
2006.  
66 In Jose M. Crisol, Men and Arms, Makati: Agro Prinitng & 
Publishing House, 1981, p. 61; 69. 
67 Richard J. Kessler, Rebellion and Repression in the Philip-
pines, New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1989, 
p.144.  
68 Before 1985, CMO was under the heading of Civil Relations 
Services (CRS). 
69 LTC Ferozaldo Paul T. Regencia, Philippine Army, interview 
with author, AFP National Development Support Command, 
Camp Aguinaldo, Manila, Philippines, October 8, 2007.  
70 Carolina G. Hernandez & Maria Cecilia T. Ubarra, ñRestoring 
and Strengthening Civilian Control: Best Practices in Civil -
Military Relations in the Phil ippines,ò in Partnership for Dem o-
cratic Governance and Security, (December 31, 1999). 

combat, intelligence gathering and CMO. Due to its 
success in reducing communist expansion, the tri-
ad concept is still practiced today. 71 

CMO began to take a backseat in military 
operations with wh at appeared to be an approach-
ing demise to internal security threats. The AFP 
threw in their efforts to modernize into  a self-
reliant posture after the closure of the US bases in 
1992.  In 2003, the CMO office lost its independent 
status at the military he adquarters.  

A turning point for CMO came in 2006. A l-
ready in 2000, the internal  security situation was 
took a turn for the worse. On the communist front, 
the movement was still a significant threat, with an 
estimated 4,500 fighters that  have influence in 
1,470 barangays (villages) throughout the archipe-
lago. On the Muslim separatist front, the Moro I s-
lamic Liberation Front (MILF), consisting of at 
least 11,000 regular fighters, is engaging in a loca-
lized war with the AFP in Mindanao. Though a cea-
sefire agreement was put into place in 2001, unre-
solved issues over claims to their ancestral lands 
have stalled the peace process with the govern-
ment. Another Muslim group, equated as a terror-
ist group, the Abu Sayyaf, range between 100 be-
tween 200 fighters. Their alleged ties with the Je-
maah Islamiyah and Al Qaeda have brought  a con-
tingency of U.S. forces to provide advice and assis-
tance to their AFP counterparts. Manifestations of 
violence are also found in ridos (clan wars) 
amongst Muslim rival groups and general lawless-
ness.  

In 2006, the CMO was reestablished as an 
independent office with an increased focus on the 
interagency dimension. Institutionalization began 
in earnest since 2006 with the publication of the 
first CMO doctrine, AFP Doctrine for Civil Mil i-
tar y Operations , and the establishment of the 
CMO School for the three services: the Army, the 
Navy, and the Air Force for the purpose of turning 
CMO into an occupational specialty.72 The reactiva-
tion  of CMO was also accompanied with the crea-
tion of the Nation al Development Support Com-
mand (NDSC) in 2007. This is the engineering arm 
of CMO mandated to synchronize the AFPôs Army, 
Navy, and Air Force engineering brigades in peace 
development projects.73 

                                                             
71 Philippine Army, Civil -Military Operations Manual (PAM-7-
00), Makati: The Philippine Army, 2002.  
72 Gen. Reynald D. Sealana, interview with author,  AFP, Office 
of the Deputy Chief of Staff for Civil Military Operations, J7, 
Camp Aguinaldo, Quezon City, August 3, 2009;  
73 LTC Ferozaldo Paul T. Regencia, Philippine Army, interview 
with author, AFP National Development Support Command, 
Camp Aguinaldo, Quezon City, Philippines, August 3, 2009. 
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The most significant outcome for the AFP-
CMO since 2006 was not so much with the opera-
tions itself but more on efforts to streamline CMO 
expertise into  a comprehensive guideline for sol-
diers74 Additionally, the interagency cooperation is 
gaining currency, and the military is reaching out 
more to NGOs especially in performing their co m-
munity outreach programs. The following section 
would like to examine Zamboanga City in order to 
give a clearer picture on what CMO is like on the 
ground. 

Zamboanga City  

Zamboanga City is located on the tip of 
Zamboanga peninsula of Mindanao in the South-
ern Philippines, 505 nautical miles from Manila. It 
is the third  largest city in the Philippines, with an 
area spanning approximately 1,500 sq.km. Banners 
in the city read ñAsiaôs Latin City,ò a faint but li n-
gering reminder that the Spanish had established 
their presence with a fort in 1635. From this base, 
the Spanish launched attacks against the Muslims 
or Moros in the Mindanao region. The Spanish 
were never able to subjugate the fierce Moros and 
incorporate them into their Philippine colony. It 
was only when the Americans emerged as victors in 
the Spanish-American War (1898) that the Muslim 
South was ceded to the United States. The Ameri-
cans also faced countless challenges in put ting  
down uprisings and lawless elements of various 
Muslim  groups and an American military gover-
norship headquartered in Zamboanga City had to 
run Mindanao until  1913 before it could be trans-
ferred to the American civil government in prep a-
ration for eventual Philippine independence.  

Today the port city is also known as the sar-
dines capital, has an economy based on agri-
fisheries, trade, tourism, manufacturing and se r-
vices.  The population is 774,407 and is composed 
of three segments, the Christians, the Muslims, and 
the Lumads (indigenous people of Mindanao).   

The city itself has a heavy military presence. 
Historically, the former Southern Command 
(Southcom) of the AFP led the deadliest military 
operations against the Moro National Liberat ion 
Front (MNLF) in the early 1970s which killed over 
120,000 people. In the mid -1980s, the militariz a-
tion was manifested in its influence over politics 
and the economy.75  Today, the city continues to 

                                                             
74 LTC Ferozaldo Paul T. Regencia, Philippine Army, interview 
with author, AFP National Development Support Command, 
Camp Aguinaldo, Quezon City, Philippines, October 8, 2007. 
75 Eva-Lotta E. Hedman, In the Name of Civil Society,  Honol u-
lu: University of Hawaiôi Press, 2006, p. 126. 

retain numerous military installations with Sout h-
Com being reorganized as the Western Mindanao 
Command (WesMinCom). The U.S. forces are also 
stationed in the city to dispense advice to the AFP 
and collaborate with them in CMO projects.  

Western Mindanao Command 
(WesMinCom) 

WesMinCom is the largest regional com-
mand in the nation and fields approximately 
15,000 personnel.  It is also the only military r e-
gional command in the Philippines that faces the 
most serious threat from the Abu Sayyaf while also 
having to contend with the communist rebels, r o-
gue elements of the Muslim separatist groups, 
MILF and the MNLF.  

CMO activities have gained momentum in 
the last few years especially with the recognition 
that it is effective in winning hearts and minds. 
Though monetary figures were not disclosed, as of 
May 2009, funding  for WesMinComôs CMO activi-
ties were increased by 100 per cent from the pre-

Image 2: Map of the Philippines .   
Source:  Maps  of  World  
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vious year.76  A significant shift in the paradigm of 
the military approach was articulated by the new 
commander, Maj. Gen. Benjamin Mohammad Do-
lorfino when he said internal security  operations 
would operate under the 80 percent CMO and 20 
percent combat principle. He explained that, ñThis 
is a deeper and wider kind of Civil Military Oper a-
tions, more on establishing alliance with the local 
government units and civil society so that we could 
have a focus and give solutions based on collabora-
tion.ò77 

One of the serious challenges that the AFP 
has is bridging the distance between the govern-
ment and communities in the hinterlands. In r e-
mote and conflict areas, the military undertaking 
activities such a road and school building, and ba-
sic literacy programs as one way to facilitate the 
entry of other government agencies. In some cases, 
the military is the first contact people have with the 
government. On the other hand, for communities 
that are already are aware of government and mil i-
tary activities, the biggest challenge lies in ñbuil d-
ing the image of AFPò since they have a poor track 
record on human rights and attempts are being 
made through dialogues, civic action, and inform a-
tion drives to win the people to their side.78 

In order to accomplish CMO missions, 
NGOs are seen as important partners because of 
their ability to direct the AFP in addressing the 
needs of the community and to help the soldiers in 
exercising cultural sensitivities. Developing good 
relations with the community also facilitates g a-
thering human -intelligence. Mobilizing CMO effe c-
tively is really a bottom -up approach to making 
people feel more comfortable in cooperating with 
the AFP in sharing information about enemy 
movements.   

While the complete annihilation  of terror 
elements is the ultimate goal, combining standard 
military operations and CMO has been effective in 
ñconstrictingò or containing the ASG to the outer 
islands of Sulu and Basilan and keeping areas in 
the city free from enemy infiltration. 79 

                                                             
76 Maj. Eugenio S. Batara, Public Information Officer, interview 
with author, Western Mindanao Command, Zamboanga City, 
Philippines July 29, 2009. Hereafter cited as Maj. Eugenio S. 
Batara with date of the inter view. 
77 Maj. Gen. Benjamin Dolorfino, Western Mindanao Co m-
mander, interview conducted by Bong Garcia in place of author, 
Western Mindanao Command, Zamboanga City, Philippines, 
August 2009. 
78 Maj. Eugenio Batara, October 3, 2007. 
79 Maj. Eugenio Batara, July 29, 2009. 

Collaborating  with NGOs 

The Philippines has a vibrant civil -society 
sector. The Philippine Securities and Exchange 
Commission estimates that there are 60,000 non -
profit, non -governmental organizations (NGOs) 
registered in the country. Many of them are consi-
dered to be the stateô partner in delivering socio -
economic assistance to economically depressed 
communities  such as those found in Zamboanga 
City.  

For an example, Kiwanis Club of Metro Za-
moboangaôs organizational mandate is to identify 
the needs of communities and mobilize resources 
accordingly. They also work with the AFP and U.S. 
forces in their activities. The relationship is pri-
marily based on sharing the burden. The military 
provides the resourcing of materials, logistics, se-
curity, and the dispatch of medical professionals. 
Conversely, NGOs can provide the military on ad-
vice on what a community needs and guides the 
soldiers on their conduct in the field.  

When working with children, Kiwanis have 
advised American soldiers to wear ñcivviesò as op-
posed to combat fatigues, and with the AFP and the 
police, have given them guidelines in exercising 
cultural sensitivities in Musli ms communities.  

Kiwanis president comments that this rel a-
tionship helps NGOs with the much needed re-
sources and at the same time helps the military 
identifying communities that are at risk of being 
penetrated. The military presence is one ñsubtle 
way to ward off lawlessness.ò80 

Both NGOs and government agencies find 
working with the military indispensable especially 
when traveling  in areas that are comprised in secu-
rity. 81 Furthermore, the military is sought for their 
services in equipment, personnel, and logistics.82 
Other positive factors of working with the AFP are 
that they are punctual and organized.83 On the 
down side, the question of whether  CMO activities 
actually brings tangible benefits to a community 
such as reducing poverty is debatable. Fault -

                                                             
80 Frencie L. Carren, president of the Kiwanis Club of Metro 
Zamboanga, interview with author, Mein Technological College, 
Zamboanga City, Philippines, July 27, 2009 
81 Department of Public Works and Highways (DPWH), in r e-
sponse to written questions, Zamboanga City, Philippines, July 
29, 2009. 
82 Sister Emma Delgado, Peace Advocates Zamboanga Founda-
tions, Inc. (PAZF), interview with author, Zamboanga City, 
Philippines, July 28, 2008. Hereafter cited as Sister Emma 
Delgado. 
83 Jocelyn C. Wee, senior Technical Education and Skills Devel-
opment Authority (TESDA) Specialist, interview with author, 
Zamboanga City, July 27, 2009. 
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finders in the AFPôs civic action projects are that 
they are there to fulfill military missions such as 
intelligence gathering and that their priorities do 
not lie in development work. These should be left 
to civilian agencies, underlying that the AFP should 
stick to its function of defense and not to interfere 
in the civilian sphere. 84  

Opinions on how far the military can inte r-
vene in the civilian sphere are varied. Perspectives 
garnered from various NGOs that have collabo-
rated with the AFP in Zamboanga City say that 
they concur on the fact that that the AFPôs role in 
development is more ñsymbolicò but this bias of 
working with the military has to be removed since 
the AFP is also a legitimate stakeholder of peace.85 
As one professor notes, the AFP-CMO is doing 
ñdouble-timeò now to make up for ill -reputed ac-
tions which has led to their credibility deficit and 
ñitôs a welcome sight to see the soldiers do their 
work (CMO).ò86 In short, some NGOs gives more 
credit to the military in shifting their mindset to 
peacebuilding rather than on actual socio-
economic assistance. 

The NGOs have also played an important 
role in bridging the AFP with the communities. 
Peace Advocates Zamboanga (PAZ), a peace advo-
cacy group sees that in the process of building 
peace, one cannot alienate the military. Though 
Zamboanga City is not a conflict zone, the on-going 
war between government forces and rebel groups 
in parts of Mindanao have created an ñinvisible 
damageò on the psyche of the people. And in a 
heavily militarized society where human  rights 
have been violated by the AFP, rebels, civilian mili-
tias, Christians, and Muslims, there has to be a way 
to break down biases and build reconciliation from 
a grassroots level. 

In order to promote this, PAZ organizes in-
terfaith and intersectoral dialogues that include 
Muslims, Christian, indigenous peoples, local gov-
ernment units, the AFP, and the police. Dialogues 
take place in different forms such as prayers and 
meetings. But PAZ makes a point that the military 
is only invited if their presence is requested by par-
ticipants or the participants are comfortable with 
the presence of soldiers.   

                                                             
84 Spokesperson for Karapatan, interview with author, Manila, 
Philippines, July 24, 2008; Senior researcher at IBON found a-
tion, in terview with author, Manila, Philippines, March, 2007.  
85 Father Angel Calvo, president of Peace Advocates Zamboanga 
Foundation, Inc.  interview with author, Zamboanga City, Phi l-
ippines, July 28, 2008.  
86 Professor Edgar Araojo (Western Mindanao State University), 
interview with author, Zamboanga City, Philippines, July 31, 
2009.  

In one interfaith dialogue in 2007, Gen. D o-
lorfino, then a marines commander admitted that 
the AFPôs indiscriminate use of military operations 
have violated human rights, displaced civilians, 
and had become part of the problem of violence on 
the island province of Sulu.87 A former NGO work-
er in Basilan that declined to be identified said that 
though the military has a long way to go in building  
trust with commun ities but still ñI can observe 
change among the military in areas of the thinking 
framework and paradigm.ò 

U.S. Forces Role in  CMO 

Lesser known of Americaôs military  missions 
abroad is their role in  the Philippines.   Though the 
premises lie in  its long-standing military  relatio n-
ship with  the country  which goes back over a cen-
tury,  the low-visibility  of American forces in Mi n-
danao is largely due to the U.S. serving a strictly 
advisory role on counter-terror and participating in 
humanitarian works. ò88 The common security con-
cerns of both countries now stem from the pres-
ence of the local terrorist group, the Abu Sayyaf 
and their  links  to international Islamic terror o r-
ganizations. With the Philippines being a ñcoalition 
of the willing ò in the U.S. global war on terrorism , 
the US has currently 500-600 elite forces operat-
ing in Mindanao. 89 

The U.S. involvement in CMO projects in 
both conflict and non -conflict areas have received 
generally positive views from their Filipino civilian 
partners. U.S. forces have conducted various activi-
ties ranging from longer -term road and school 
building and one- day medical and dental civic ac-
tion programs. NGOs feel that the U.S. presence 
has helped boost the number of CMO activities.90 
One reason for that may be that the U.S. funds and 
provides the hard material that both NGOs and the 
AFP do not have ample supply of. They are also 
given credit for handing over the project to the 
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community 91 thus underlying the US forces prior i-
ties to allow Filipino agencies take lead.92 

Some of the challenges the U.S. forces en-
counter in CMO are trying to ñsolidify their (AFP) 
legitimacy.ò As Lt. Cmdr. Kuebler says ñIt is true 
the AFP has not enjoyed good relations with the 
people and CMO is the best way to break down 
barriers.ò NGOs have lauded US efforts in this area 
and say that US military have reduced tension and 
mistrust in communities  that do not welcome the 
AFP and have been instrumental in building a 
bridge between the AFP and the communities.93 

Nevertheless, the most formidable challenge 
lies in sustaining gains from CMO. For instance, 
counterinsurgency operations were conducted on 
the island of Basilan which aimed to remove the 
base of operations of the Abu Sayyaf through a bi-
lateral exercise between the AFP and US forces 
(Balikatan). It was centered on promoting devel-
opment in impoverished areas. Initially success 
was registered with a drop in kidnappings and 
number of terrorist incidents in the years since 
2002, but deterioration  in the security situation 
has reduced these operations to tactical successes,  

US forces explain that initial success was 
due to the large number of US forces (1,300) work-
ing in Basilan. But after progress was made, the 
U.S. pulled out, leaving a vacuum. The problem 
here was that people still did not have socio-
economic development and the conditions were 
ripe for the return of the Abu Sayyaf. Major Wilson 
surmises the situation as a process which will take 
years and generations for activities such as CMO to 
bear fruit. And it is the AFP who will be responsible 
for the long-term so it is critical that the AFP take 
lead.94  

CMO beneficiaries  

The CMO beneficiaries interviewed within 
the vicinity of Zamboanga City were generally hap-
py with the AFP and US forces. Recipients of one-
day to two-day medical and dental missions said 
the military brought with them  doctors and medi-
                                                             
91 Ibid  
92 Maj. Tyler Wilson & SSG(P) Calen A. Bullard (US Forces CIM, 
NCOIC, Civil Affairs Joint Special Operations Task Force-
Philippines), interview with author, Western Mindanao Co m-
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93 Frencie L. Carren, interview with author, president of the 
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Frencie L. Carren. 
94 Maj. Tyler Wilson (US Forces CIM, NCOIC, Civil Affairs Joint 
Special Operations Task Force-Philippines), interview with 
author, Western Mindanao Command, Zamboanga City, Philip-
pines, July 28, 2009.  

cal supplies much in need and expressed wishes 
that they would come again. In Malagutay, a village 
of 5,624 people, several medical outreach pro-
grams were held. One such beneficiary, Carlos Re-
moto (49) was able to save his leg from amputation 
after sustaining injuries from a construction acc i-
dent. In February 2004, a joint medical civic -
action held between the AFP and U.S. recognized 
he require further medical services. As a result he 
got free treatment for his leg by the Americans in 
an AFP camp. As a result of this experience, he 
feels a sense of closeness with both the Americans 
and the AFP. Whereas before, the soldiers be-
longed to a different world, one ñyou can only see 
peeping through the (military) gates. ò 

Outreach programs conducted in schools es-
pecially left a strong impression on children. Stu-
dents interviewed at the Boalan Elementary School 
in July 2008, expressed delight at having American 
soldiers coming in to read them books and play 
with them. They also appreciated the fact that they 
were given notebooks, textbooks, shoes, clothing, 
and that the soldiers worked in repainting the 
classrooms. A grade 6 subject teacher Nomito Ca-
stromayor added that Filipino soldiers were also 
there but kept a low profile and let the U.S. soldiers 
take center-stage. As for the school, making re-
quests to the government for building improv e-
ments takes as long as 5-6 years to process so it 
was extremely helpful to have soldiers come in to 
provide supplies and do upkeep. 

In other projects the AFP keeps a lower pro-
file and delivers assistance upon request such as 
with the case of the resettlement project for squat-
ters.  In Tulungatung village , government property 
was re-designated as a lot to provide homes for 
squatters complete with a water system and elec-
tricity. It was spear -headed by Gayad Kalinga (GK), 
a Catholic organization, and the city office. The 
objective was to resettle 2,600 families and as of 
July 2009, 500 families were settled.  One of the 
new settlers, Alex Lagling a father of three, re-
members the AFP working on one portion and he 
was pleasantly surprised with their good attitudes. 
He recalls the navy, army, air force, and the police 
worked on construction. Others also agreed their 
impressions of the military were positive, most 
pointing out that they never encountered the AFP 
at such a close level before. They gave them credit 
for being obedient to the foreman, and bringing 
their own food and material.  

Elected officials in various communities and 
schools interviewed said some made the requests 
to the military and in some in cases the AFP or 
Americans approached them. But for the average 
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resident, they did not know the reasons why the 
military ch ose their community especially since all 
the respondents said they had never encountered a 
rebel or a terrorist except on TV. NGOs were left 
scratching their heads about the choice of benefi-
ciaries since most of these villages did not have 
security problems and comparatively speaking, 
were not as impoverished as communities in more 
remote areas. Some NGO workers that declined to 
be identified said that residents were rumoring 
amongst themselves that the AFP and US had ulte-
rior motives of securing natural re sources or even 
hidden gold treasures left behind the Japanese in 
World War II. This suspicion is not unusual since 
Mindanao is resource-rich. In other parts of Mi n-
danao, especially in areas designated as ancestral 
domains of indigenous people, it is speculated that 
the military is conducting CMO to clear lands from 
infiltration of communist  insurgents to allow the 
entry of foreign investment. 95  

Generally speaking though, none of the be-
neficiaries interviewed had any complaints about 
the AFP or U.S. forces. They were also careful to 
add that though they did not have negative images 
of the AFP prior to their civic action programs, 
their image of the soldier improved considerably. 
To make generalizations of communities reactions 
to CMO activities based on a area-specific sample 
can be misleading but for the case of Zamboanga 
City, the common denominator here is that CMO 
beneficiaries have never experienced military op-
erations in their villages and while the city retains 
numerous military installations, most of them had 
no contact with the soldiers prior to CMO  

Concluding by Looking at the Bi g-
ger Picture  

In regards to Zamboanga City, the heavy 
military presence indicate that that a kind of a co -
dependency has been developed between the mili-
tary and civilian agencies especially in areas of fur-
thering socio-economic work, sharing resources, 
and preventing the infiltration of rebel or lawless 
elements. This naturally leads agencies to depend 
on one another to make up for the lack of re-
sources. Secondly, from a military operational 
perspective, geographical proximity of many of the 
communities to the military bases would make it 
an imperative to keep these areas free of enemy 
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infiltrations. Finally, WesMinCom has been more 
receptive and open to an exchange of ideas with 
civilians through the facilitation  of NGOs. 

But the findings in Zamboanga City are not 
necessarily duplicated elsewhere in the country. In 
areas where there have been extensive military op-
erations such as in North Cotabato, CMO does not 
have the same effect. As of May 2009, it was re-
ported that as many as 700,000 people have been 
displaced and put into evacuation centers by ongo-
ing military operations against the MILF. Di s-
placed people in camps are currently subjected to 
overcrowding, unsanitary  conditi ons, lack of health 
care and indiscriminate shelling by both the AFP 
and MILF. 96  A Basilan-based NGO work com-
ments that CMO should be used especially in the 
ñrelief and rehabilitation of displaced people in 
ongoing military operations. This is where the mi li-
tary can coordinate with volunteers and agencies, 
and prevent the harassment of civilians by the mil i-
tary.ò  

From an operational perspective, the revival 
of CMO practices has measured some success in 
bolstering the counterinsurgency efforts and is in 
lin e with the ñholistic approach (of the govern-
ment) consisting of political, economic, psycho-
social and security components to address the 
causes and armed threats of insurgency.ò97 Howev-
er there are problems that can be foreseen if CMO 
is used as a stop-gap measure in addressing the 
inherent weaknesses within the AFP. First, while 
CMO can help offset costs by coordinating with 
civilian agencies to complete a project, it cannot on 
its own, compensate for the AFPôs funding that is 
not commensurate with the mil itaryôs capabilities 
to fight insurgencies. Secondly, CMO cannot in-
crease their legitimacy of the military and win 
hearts and minds if human rights and corruption 
committed by soldiers are not held accountable. 
The government and the military needs to establish 
functioning mechanisms to reign in errant soldiers. 
Thirdly, the timeline to end insurgencies by 2010 
set by the government is not realistic especially 
since it has yet to conclude a peace settlement with 
the MILF while contending with the armed co m-
munist front, terrorism, and lawlessness in remote 
areas. These problems will limit CMOôs successes 
to a tactical level unless the government and the 
AFP takes constructive measures to reform its se-
curity apparatus.  
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Looking on the brighter side, attempts to  
elevate the CMO status to the same level as tradi-
tional combat operations signals a potential for the 
AFP to create an existing expertise and experience 
into an operational  niche.  The National Develop-
ment Support Command (NDSC), proposed that by 
2014 CMO should be brought up to a level where 
itôs applicable to any region in the world. 98   The 
aim to utilize CMO in international peace -keeping 
missions reveals aspirations for a military  trans-
formation that can be a trade-off of expensive 
modernization progr ams where scarce resources 
can be devoted to developing one segment on the 
military operational spectrum to promote the 
AFPôs relevancy also in an international context. 
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Clio in Combat  
The Transformation of Military  History Operations 

by Lieutenant Colonel John A. Boyd, Ph.D 
 

In  Greek mythology , Clio is the muse of history.  
 

The Afghan-Iraq campaigns are now 
the most digitized, documented, phot o-
graphed and video recorded wars in American 
military history ï until the next war ï and this 
means both more and less then it may seem.  
Every soldier seems to have a blog and digital 
camera, not to mention access to email and ï 
in many cases ï classified data.  For the first 
time in world history, soldiers from the lowest 
private to the highest ranking general meet as 
equals ï they can write, publish, and/or post 
combat vignettes on websites accessible to 
millions of readers worldwide.  At unit hea d-
quarters the digital revolution of Internet, 
network protocol routers and battle command sy s-
tems has created a paperless Army rapidly pushing 
real-time inform ation to multiple sub ordinate 
commands and soldiers numbering in the tho u-
sands of terabytes each day.   

For Army historians this glut of information 
is both a blessing and a curse.  On the plus side 
historians are close to capturing almost every 
minute detail of U.S. military operations; on the 
minus side this flood of data now threatens to 
overwhelm researchers and raises many questions:  
what do historians collect, how do they collect, and 
how do historians best organize, store, and safe-
guard, strategic, operational and tactical military 
information?   

The Center of Military History (CMH), l o-
cated at Ft. McNair, Washington, D.C., is responsi-
ble for the collection, preservation, and publication 
of the Armyôs official history.  In order to accom-
plish this mission the Army create d the three-man 
Military History Detachment (MHD) for deplo y-
ment into combat zones to conduct historical col-
lection operations.1  The mission of the MHD is to 
collect raw operational data, creating a collection of 
primary source materials which Army histor ians 
can use for publication.  The function of the MHD 
on todayôs battlefield can best be summarized us-

                                                             
1
  Mr. Robert K. Wright first discussed historical collection, 

mission, development, and fielding of Military History Detach-
ments (MHDs) in ñClio in Combat: The Evolution of the Mili-
tary History Detachment,ò The Army His torian , No. 6, Winter 
(1985), pp. 3-6.  

ing the acronym W.E.P.A.I.D.V.  The MHD collects 
W ebpage material, Electronic data, Photographs, 
Artifacts, I nterviews, Documents, and V ideo in-
formation.  The ideal assignment for the MHD is to 
attach it to a division or sustainment command 
headquarters where it can cover down on combat 
brigades as well as combat support and combat 
service support units.  However, MHDs have also 
been assigned to support corps and strategic-level 
headquarters historians with equal success.  

You Go to War with the Historians 
You Have 

In March 2003, twenty -five MHDs ï nin e-
teen in the U.S. Army Reserve, five in the Army 
National Guard and one active duty detachment 
were available for Operation Iraqi Freedom. 2  Re-
flecting the optimism of the Army ï that the Iraq 
war would be short ï twelve MHDs, close to one-
half of those available, were deployed to Kuwait.  
The number of MHDs and historians on the 
ground, the highest since Vietnam, resulted in the 
creation of the first ever Military History Group.  
Designating three MHDs as the Group element, 
historians Colonel Neil Rogers and Command Ser-
geant Major Scotty Garrett created a ñhistory col-

                                                             
2 One of the twenty-five MHDs was retained for support opera-
tions in Afghanistan.  

Figure 1 Military History Detachments  
of the US Army  






































