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Soft Power, the Hard Way: Adaptation by
the Netherlands’ Task Force Uruzgan

Martijn Kitzen, Sebastiaan Rietjens,
and Frans Osinga

INTRODUCTION

Since the end of the Cold War the Netherlands’ Armed Forces have gone
through a turbulent period of continuous reduction, reorganization, and
professionalization. The ability to conduct expeditionary operations was a
key theme in this transformation process. As a result, a recent internal Dutch
Ministry of Defence (MOD) evaluation report concludes, the International Se-
curity Assistance Force (ISAF) has demonstrated that the Netherlands Armed
Forces, in cooperation with other departments, are capable of participating in
high-intensity international operations, and if necessary do so as a lead nation.
The high standard of performance in the Province of Uruzgan, in particular the
so-called Dutch 3D Approach (Defense, Development, and Diplomacy), has
been acknowledged, both nationally and internationally.!

It also notes, however, that the wealth of lessons need to be captured and
institutionalized. It indicates that in the fields of training, force preparation,
interdepartmental cooperation, and in particular timely adjustment of SOPs
(Standard Operating Procedures) and doctrine, the four years of deployment
suggest that work remains to be done. Other recent reports too note the need
to improve the lessons learned cycle, highlighting that operational adaptation
in Afghanistan failed to become institutionalized in the wider organization as a
result of an ill-structured lessons learned process.?

That seems to echo a 1996 report by the National Audit Office, which re-
vealed a similar structural weakness in the armed forces’ ability to actually learn
from operational experiences and adapt to the challenges of peacekeeping mis-
sions.” This resulted in the foundation of a department of evaluations at the
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160 KITZEN, RIETJENS, AND OSINGA

MOD that was given the twofold mission of informing Dutch politicians on
operations as well as adapting the armed forces’ procedures and processes to
the requirements of future operations. The experiences of a decade of peace-
keeping operations ultimately led to organizational adaptation of the Nether-
lands’ Armed Forces; operational command was centralized under the Chief of
the Defence Staff, and the troops were organized and received additional means
in order to create a force capable of providing a sustainable contribution to
international expeditionary missions.

The actual form these contributions took varied from small contingents
of a few soldiers taking part in observation missions to enhanced battalions
with robust means, as was the case in Bosnia, Ethiopia-Eritrea, and Iraq. Al-
though the armed forces as a whole adapted to the organizational requirements
of these new challenges, the centralized position of the department of evalua-
tions caused a neglect of institutionalization of operational lessons, which were
traditionally the domain of the specific operational services.* In 1996 for the
first time a military doctrine emerged from these services (the army—the oth-
ers followed later); the formal institutionalization of operational experiences,
however, had never been a trait of the system. The Dutch mission in the Iraqi
province of Al Muthanna (2003—5) revealed the consequences of this, as there
were huge—sometimes contrasting—differences in the modus operandi of the
different rotations.

Thus, when the Dutch Armed Forces in 2006 were about to mount their most
demanding venture since the Korean War, the deployment of a brigade-size
task force to Afghanistan’s Uruzgan Province, they constituted a small military
(a total strength of fifty-one thousand) that had adapted to the organizational
challenges of expeditionary missions. However, although a lot of experience
on such operations was gained during the previous decade, operational lessons
were noted but not further systematically documented, analyzed, incorporated
in formal doctrines, and thus institutionalized. Adaptation in the Netherlands’
Armed Forces —especially the army—was, apart from the larger organizational
issues, a matter of individual units in specific operations.

This chapter explores how this small military went through a major experi-
ence, as the mission in Uruzgan was the largest Dutch military operation since
the war of decolonization in the former Netherlands East Indies. Initially the
mission in Uruzgan would last until 2008, but after fierce political debates it was
prolonged to 2010. The debate over yet another—though much smaller—exten-
sion led to the fall of the Dutch cabinet in February 2010, and consequently it
was decided that the mission would be terminated. Consequently, the specially
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SOFT POWER, THE HARD WAY 161

commissioned Task Force Uruzgan (TFU) took over the lead from American
forces in August 2006 and transferred command to its—again—American suc-
cessors in August 2010.

Being responsible for all operations on the task force level required efforts
that were new to the Dutch soldiers. The TFU clearly needed a larger opera-
tional framework and an organization fit to its tasks. Moreover, while the Dutch
mission in Uruzgan was politically framed as a security and reconstruction un-
dertaking (which will be discussed below), the reality on the ground can be
best described as a counterinsurgency campaign.® This also required the Dutch
soldiers to adapt to the challenges of population-centric counterinsurgency
warfare. Therefore the Dutch military encountered two adaptation challenges
in Uruzgan. First, it needed to conduct a campaign of unprecedented size and
scope, and, second, the troops had to perform counterinsurgency tasks in addi-
tion to launching Stabilization and Reconstruction activities.

Studying these two major adaptation challenges encountered by a military
that lacks a formalized lessons learned process and in which adaptation tradi-
tionally is an issue of individual units is difficult. In order to tackle this problem
we will not focus on the kaleidoscope of units that contributed to the mission,
but we will study the construct under which all these units operated: the TFU.
This excludes specifically the substantial contribution made by transport and
attack helicopter and F-16 units, which have encountered significant tactical
and logistical challenges, resulting in interesting bottom-up innovations (such
as the employment of iPads by pilots for assisting them in Close Air Support
[CAS] missions and successful employment of the F-16 reconnaissance system
to detect the placement of roadside Improvised Explosive Devices [IEDs]). A
longitudinal analysis of four years of TFU campaigning allows us to identify the
process through which the Dutch military tried to close perceived performance
gaps and improve its performance. The main focus in this chapter, therefore,
is on the operational aspects of the mission. We will explore changes in TFU
strategy, organization, intelligence, operations, and training. Moreover, in the
conclusion of this chapter the overall impact of the major TFU experience will
be assessed by taking a look at recent MOD policy developments concerning
the learning and evaluation process of the Netherlands Armed Forces. Before
submerging in this all we will start this chapter with a discussion of the politi-
cal and operational environment that shaped the Dutch mission in Uruzgan.
Let us first start with the most elementary question” Why did the Netherlands’
government deploy a task force to Uruzgan?
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162 KITZEN, RIETJENS, AND OSINGA

STRATEGIC MOTIVES

From the great variety of outlets such as parliamentary letters, scientific
publications, and the media, one can discern a wide set of strategic motives
why the Dutch deployed troops to Uruzgan. It betrays the features of the Neth-
erlands’ strategic culture, which abhors the notion of war, fosters the North
Atlantic Treaty Alliance (NATO) and wants to be seen as a member of NATO’s
“A-team,” is strongly Atlanticist, always justifies military missions in terms of
humanitarian concerns, harps on international stability and the rule of law,
invests in international institutions, and adopts a comprehensive 3D approach
for the solution of security issues.”

One of the most prominent motives was to address the threats posed by ter-
rorism. The terrorist attacks in New York, London, and Madrid seriously hit the
world economy and thereby the Dutch, given its focus on services and logistics
(for example, with the importance of Rotterdam harbor). The deployment to
Uruzgan was therefore partly legitimized as the Dutch share of the burden.

This closely relates to the argument of NATO solidarity. The Dutch govern-
ment highly valued its relationships with the United States, and NATO and
believed—and still believes—this to be the most important fundament below
its security policy. Despite Dutch acknowledgment of the American right to
self-defense after 9/11, few Dutch politicians supported the mission Enduring
Freedom. The Afghanistan case was, however, crucial for the cohesion and fu-
ture of NATO. Some even boldly stated that failure was not an option. Pressure
from the NATO headquarters, but also from Washington, Ottawa, and London
to participate was therefore intense. And contributing to ISAF seemed like an
appropriate way out for the Dutch government. Rather than a harsh antiterror-
ism mission, ISAF offered the perspective of stabilization and reconstruction.?

Within this perspective the next strategic motive was embedded—namely, to
kick start the democratization of Afghanistan through stabilization and recon-
struction. Without having a close connection with Afghanistan in a historical,
economiic, diplomatic, or emotional sense, the moral argument of the respon-
sibility to protect was launched. It was our responsibility to assist the Afghan
population. The Minister of Foreign Affairs, Verhagen, commented on this:

Look at the history of Afghanistan: thirty years of war, the disastrous Taliban
regime, horrendous violations of human rights and oppression of women.
When you acknowledge the importance of human rights, then it is of great
importance that the international community stays committed.’
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The fact that it was a mission mandated by the United Nations (UN) and ex-
ecuted by NATO on the invitation of President Karzai also swayed the left side
of the political spectrum. The mission met the requirement of an international
legal mandate to contribute to the rule of law." In the words of then Minister of
Defence Henk Kamp, the various motives combined when he stated that

the stabilization and reconstruction of Afghanistan, particularly in the south
where the Taliban’s roots lie, [are] of great importance to improving the in-
ternational law and combating international terrorism which also threatens
Europe.!

When the operation evolved the consequence that participation had on the rep-
utation and influence of the Netherlands were openly introduced as a motive.
It is difficult to establish direct causal relations, but the significant contribution
to ISAF seems to have resulted in many benefits. The Netherlands participated
in the G20 of economically powerful countries. Moreover, in March 2009 the
Dutch were granted the organization of the important Afghanistan conference
in The Hague. Former NATO Secretary General Jaap de Hoop Scheffer stated
that the large contribution of the Netherlands made it easy for him to let Prime
Minister Balkenende speak fifth or sixth at this and other important Afghani-
stan conferences with almost fifty countries participating.'? In 2007, while dis-
cussing the extension of two years in Uruzgan, De Hoop Scheffer was also the
one who put high pressure on the Dutch government:

Don’t do this to me. If the Netherlands will not extend their deployment it will
make me, in my position, feel very awkward.'®

Similarly, concern for diminished international standing was voiced in October
2009 by then Minister of Defence Middelkoop.'*

The Dutch defense forces themselves constituted a final strategic motive in
favor of the deployment in 2006. As the missions in the former Yugoslavia were
unwinding, and the contribution to operations in Iraq had ended, Afghanistan
offered a new area of operations. At a time of ongoing cutbacks this meant a
new raison d’etre for the defense forces. Moreover, it offered an opportunity to
operate in a relatively high intensity conflict area, a wish on the part of some
top officials. With such a wide set of strategic motives, the TFU was sent to
Uruzgan, a very complex province in Afghanistan’s south, as we will see in the
next section.
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164 KITZEN, RIETJENS, AND OSINGA

THE OPERATIONAL ENVIRONMENT:
URUZGAN’S FRAGMENTED SOCIETY

Uruzgan’s populace consists of an estimated 395,000 mainly rural inhabit-
ants."” The vast majority of this population is ethnic Pashtun (91 percent), with
Hazara (8 percent) and other ethnicities (1 percent) making up the minorities.'¢
As the Dutch task force was deployed in the almost exclusively Pashtun-in-
habited southern part of the province, we will focus on the Pashtun popula-
tion. The Uruzgan Pashtun can be divided along three tribal confederations,
the Zirak Durrani (57.5 percent), Panjpai Durrani (18.5 percent), and Ghilzai
(9 percent), as well as some other tribes (6 percent).”” Originally Uruzgan was
dominated by the Ghilzai, but as Afghanistan historically was ruled by Durrani
Pashtun, Durrani tribes were moved to Uruzgan at the end of the nineteenth
century in order to end Ghilzai dominance.' This resulted in the Ghilzai being
marginalized throughout the province, and today the district surrounding the
provincial capital of Tirin Kot is the only area where Pashtun of both Ghilzai
and Durrani descent are living. The Ghilzai-Durrani divide still forms a rel-
evant source of tribal grievance in Tirin Kot District, as the former consider
themselves victims of years of Durrani oppression.

Another societal cleavage resulting from this policy of Ghilzai marginaliza-
tion is that between Zirak and Panjpai Durrani. The latter confederation is a
construct created by the Zirak Durrani in order to assimilate Ghilzai tribes,
and therefore Panjpai are often considered second-class Durrani. Especially in
Uruzgan’s western district of Deh Rawud this divide is “hot,” as the Panjpai
constitute the majority of the population, while governmental rule has tradi-
tionally rested with the Zirak. It therefore comes without surprise that the Tal-
iban insurgency has found fertile soil in the Ghilzai and Panjpai Durrani areas
surrounding Tirin Kot and Deh Rawud. It should also be noted that Mullah
Omar, the overall Taliban leader, is a Ghilzai tribesman from Uruzgan.

To make things more complicated, the divides between different tribal con-
federations are important, but not as important as the affiliation with subtribes,
which form the main solidarity groups and thereby define “patterns of loyalty,
conflict and obligations of patronage”” When the communist government
sought to establish control over Uruzgan by eliminating traditional tribal con-
federation leaders, local mujahedeen commanders rebelled against the commu-
nist governance and their Soviet allies. Since the demise of the communist re-
gime, these commanders, who are organized along subtribal lines, have become
the most influential power-holders in the province. As the different subtribe
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commanders each control specific areas and maintain their own supportive
networks, Uruzgan’s society has suffered from an increasing degree of fragmen-
tation. In addition to traditional tribal grievances following the confederation
divide, the process of fragmentation has led to conflicts within boundaries of
confederations and subtribes. The result is a chaotic situation in which subtribe
commanders fight against or alongside each other depending on what serves
their interest best.

Former Uruzgan governor and Karzai trustee Jan Mohammed Khan might
be considered the champion of these subtribe commanders.” Jan Mohammed
became a prominent Popalzai (President Karzai’s subtribe and part of the Zirak
Durrani) militia commander during the communist era. After the fall of the
communist regime he claimed his position as a Popalzaileader and succeeded in
neutralizing the numerically superior subtribes of the Zirak Durrani by playing
divide and rule, as well as in that he succeeded in subjecting the subtribes of the
Ghilzai and Panjpai Durrani to suppressive measures.”! He thereby effectively
secured political leadership for the Popalzai, who account for only 10.5 percent
of Uruzgan’s population.” Jan Mohammed functioned as provincial governor
until 1999, when he was imprisoned by the Taliban regime; he then resumed
this position in 2003 with the use of the same methods that had brought him
governmental power. Now, however, his position was stronger than ever before,
as he enjoyed the support of President Karzai’s Popalzai-dominated govern-
ment, and US Special Forces fought alongside his militia against what Jan Mo-
hammed labeled the Ghilzai and Panjpai Durrani “Taliban.”* Thus when the
Dutch were to deploy to Uruzgan they were confronted with a Popalzai provin-
cial governor who had caused antigovernment resentment among a substantial
part of the local population by exploiting traditional tribal grievances as well
as subtribal conflicts in order to secure his rule. This complex environment
of societal fragmentation and accompanying violent contention would be the
TFU’s arena for the next four years.

STRATEGY: POLITICS AND THE “DUTCH APPROACH”

The strategy of the TFU was only partly a reflection of this complex envi-
ronment. One element shaping the ideas for the approach to be implemented
was a keen political interest in differing from the US approach, which was con-
sidered too much focused on kinetic actions, too aggressive, too enemy-centric,
too much informed by counterinsurgency (COIN) thinking, and too much
associated with counterterrorism. Also in order to sway public support, the
Netherlands wanted to de-emphasize the combat element, avoid search-and-
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166 KITZEN, RIETJENS, AND OSINGA

destroy tactics and the use of air strikes, and put the focus on stabilization. As
the Minister of Defence wrote to Parliament:

Among large parts of the population there is no support for the behavior of
coalition forces which is considered to be inappropriate. Their actions seem to
impact the local situation negatively instead of positively. An operating style of
ISAF, explicitly focused on winning the hearts and minds of the population is
therefore necessary.?*

In a similar vein the Ministry of Foreign Affairs told Parliament that “the inter-
national military presence over the past years has been directed at combating
the Opposing Military Forces instead of improving the living conditions of the
population.” Hence the Dutch Approach would stress the Stabilization and Re-
construction (S&R) side of the mission.

This was entirely in line with the centrality of stability and a broad perspec-
tive on security. Stability projection was a key idea in a Defence White Paper of
2000 that put military missions in a larger scope of efforts to promote stabil-
ity, such as development aid and economic policy. As the 2000 White Paper
noted:

The prevention and control of crises demands a broad, integrated approach.
... An integrated approach is necessary also for stabilization and reconstruc-
tion after cessation of fighting. Diplomatic, economic, humanitarian and, if
needed, military instruments need to be deployed in an integrated fashion. . ..
Defense and development aid go hand in hand.?

In 2004 this approach was reinforced in a document formulating the Neth-
erlands’ “broad and integrated security policy,” which became known as the 3D-
approach.” This document also built on the Dutch experiences in the Balkans,
Iraq (where Dutch units participated in SFIR—Stabilization Force in Iraq), and
northern Afghanistan (where a Provincial Reconstruction Team, or PRT, had
been deployed in 2003), and its earliest roots can be traced to an interdepart-
mental foreign policy review of 1995 which concluded that security and stability
create essential preconditions for political, economic, and social development.
The military was there to set the proper conditions.”

The Uruzgan strategy was a direct descendant of a white paper drafted in
2005 by the Dutch Ministries of Foreign Affairs, Defence, and Economic Af-
fairs.?® This policy paper outlined Dutch policy in future missions in failing
states and identified three dimensions for an effective approach: (1) safety and
stability, (2) governance, and (3) socioeconomic development. The letter that
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was sent by the Dutch cabinet to inform the Parliament on its intentions to de-
ploy a mission to Uruzgan was based on this white paper.” It foresaw a deploy-
ment of two years to Uruzgan Province and stressed that positive developments
in the area were expected, but that one could not realistically expect Uruzgan to
be self-sufficient within such a short period of time.

It came to be labeled as the “Dutch Approach.” As then Chief of Defence
Staff General Dick Berlijn stated in 2006, “[It] is an operating style marked
by knowledge of and respect for the local culture.” It would not close its eyes
to operational risks and would provide for sufficiently robust rules of engage-
ment,* a hard lesson of the Srebrenica era. It acknowledged that the S&R mis-
sion might entail intense fighting for force protection, but it specifically was
not to be confused with COIN, a term that was expressly avoided also in parlia-
mentary debates, for it had too much of an offensive connotation that would
undermine public support.’® Reality within a few years would catch up with
political wishful thinking.

THE TFU CAMPAIGN PLAN

In addition to these high-level policy guidelines, strategy in practice was in-
formed by bottom-up planning. In preparation for the deployment the Dutch
Ministries of Defence and Foreign Affairs commissioned The Liaison Office
(TLO), an Afghan research-based nongovernmental organization (NGO), to
carry out a civil assessment. Although the increased knowledge on the opera-
tional environment led to a replacement of Jan Mohammed as governor, the
extensive analysis of the civil assessment and the policy framework did not lead
to a clear strategy at the start of the operation. As a matter of fact the actual
strategy was formulated in the field, during the first months of the deployment.
Colonel Vleugels, commander of TFU 1, commented on this:

We didn’t have a campaign plan when we started, but later we got one from my
higher headquarters that was close to ours, which is not surprising, as they told
us to do what we told them we would do.>*

The final strategy of TFU was laid down in the TFU Master Plan. In this
document, the mission of the TFU was defined as:

TFU assists the local government in building its capacity, authority and influ-
ence and prioritising and synchronising reconstruction and development pro-
grams with assisting the Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF), in order to
set the conditions for a secure and stable Uruzgan Province.?
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The Master Plan functioned as a guideline for the planning and execution of the
mission. Using an effects-based approach, the document focused on the overall
effects that played a key role in the mission. The lines of operation (light grey
blocks) and the desired effects (dark grey bocks) are illustrated in Figure 1.

The Afghan Development Zones (ADZs) concept played a crucial role in
TFU’s strategy. An ADZ is a geographical area in which improvements in se-
curity, governance, and development are delivered through an integrated ap-
proach by all relevant actors. Its aim is to rapidly meet the Afghan people’s ex-
pectations in order to improve their confidence in the government of Afghani-
stan and the international community. The plan was to take a phased approach
to the ADZ establishment. The first phase was to disrupt the opposing military
forces (OMF) and to provide essential security. Having created a stronghold,
subsequent operations would be conducted to secure and dominate the se-
lected areas. These operations were aimed at convincing the local population
of the legitimacy of the Afghan government and at promoting the development
and reconstruction benefits.

The principle of the ADZ forced concentration of effort in an initial area,
gradually expanding to other areas. For Uruzgan, the capital Tirin Kot and sur-
roundings were identified as primary ADZ, and the town of Deh Rawud as a
secondary ADZ. It was the objective to let the ANSF be the main responsible
force for security within the ADZs. The TFU, together with the ANSF, would
operate on the boundaries of the ADZ to establish security, while the Special
Forces were to disrupt the OMF in the outer area.

ACKNOWLEDGING THE MILITARY REALITY:
A COIN ORIENTED TFU PLAN

During the first two years, however, it soon became clear that the strategy
and objectives as laid down in the Master Plan were too ambitious and not
feasible with the available capacity. There was only limited geographical expan-
sion, and most of the twenty-three defined effects were not met as planned.
After heavy debate, in early 2008 the Dutch Parliament extended the deploy-
ment of the Dutch troops with an additional two years, until summer 2010.
This led to the development of the second main strategy document, the so-
called Focal Paper,” in which the strategy and objectives were updated and the
time horizon extended until August 2010. In the Focal Paper the mission of
TFU became as follows:
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170 KITZEN, RIETJENS, AND OSINGA

TFU, as part of the International Security and Assistance Force (ISAF), in co-
operation with Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF) and in co-ordination
with coalition forces is to conduct counter insurgency (COIN) operations
resulting to the expansion of the Afghan Development Zones (Focal Areas) of
Tarin Kowt, Chora and Dah Rawod in order to neutralise insurgency influence.

This adapted mission statement indicated an awareness that the scope in
geographical area as well as nature of activities had changed and had to be
changed. It reflected the tough experiences of the first two years. Already on
February 3, 2006, Minister Kamp admitted that Taliban and Al Qaeda elements
had to be eliminated in Uruzgan. By 2007 several daily journals ran articles
highlighting the intense fighting that often went on. It also echoed previous
comments of TFU commanders such as Colonel Theo Vleugels, commander
of TFU-1, who in 2006 dispelled the notion that this was to be purely an S&R
mission when he stated that “we’ll do what is necessary and what is feasible.”
TFU-2 Commander Colonel Van Griensven in 2007 similarly had tried to cir-
cumvent the obvious naivety within the political debate when he noted that
the dichotomy of reconstruction versus combat mission has no grounding in
accepted doctrine. Also in 2007 Major-General van Loon explained that there
was no tension between reconstruction and fighting because fighting might be
required in order to establish security so as to allow reconstruction. While all
military commanders acknowledged that activities for S&R generically dove-
tailed with those for COIN missions, they emphasized from the beginning that
the actual operational environment in Uruzgan dictated operating more in the
military dimension of the mission.*® In 2009 the commander of Battle Group
8 explicitly conceptualized the comprehensive approach as the way to conduct
the COIN mission he was asked to lead.”” For the military it was and had been
from the start a COIN mission.

Subsequently, while the TFU Master Plan tried to extend the ADZs to the
outer regions of Uruzgan such as Khas Uruzgan, the Focal Paper clearly bounded
this to three ADZs—namely, Tirin Kot, Chora, and Deh Rawud. And while the
Master Plan referred to assisting the local government, the Focal Paper specifi-
cally focused on the conduct of COIN. The Focal Paper further stated that:

In order to give the different actors, such as TFU, GoU [Government of Uru-
zgan] and NGOs/IOs [International Organizations], clarity on the effects and
milestones to accomplish, the Focal Paper translates the three Endstates [safe
and secure environment; socioeconomic development, governance] into seven

detailed Lines of Effects (LoE): (1) security apparatus, (2) secure areas, (3) in-
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frastructure, (4) basic living conditions, (5) health & education, (6) economic
diversity and (7) governance support & capacity.’

All seven lines contain a series of desired effects, milestones, and objectives that
must be achieved in order to reach the endstate. It is interesting to state that a
total of ninety-one desired effects were formulated underlying the seven lines
of operation.

When it became clear that the mandate most probably would not be ex-
tended for another period, the TFU began formulating a plan for transfer of its
authorities. This plan, labeled the Uruzgan Campaign Plan (UCP), was deliv-
ered in mid-2009. The UCP

is to provide a common ground for TFU and its Afghan and international
partners within the province. In other words, the UCP is to facilitate, coopera-
tion and to create unity of effort, which becomes even more important in a
multinational context and with the increase of Afghan capacity and involve-
ment in the mission . . . . The TFU campaign objective, within the context of
the UCP, as part of ISAF, in partnership with ANSF and in coordination with
GIRoA [Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan], United Na-
tions Assistance Mission Afghanistan (UNAMA) and the International Com-
munity, is to contribute to a reliable and effective government that can bring
the government and the people closer together, and is able to provide a stable
and secure environment and development progress in Uruzgan, in due course
without ISAF support.*

The UCP also identified three major lines of operation, which were further
subdivided into Reconstruction and Development (R&D) themes on which
progress was desired. These R&D themes corresponded with the eight pillars of
the Afghan National Development Strategy, with the exception that the pillar
governance was split into governance and rule of law. The R&D themes were
laid down in an intellectual framework, together with disablers hampering and
enablers enhancing the progress on these R&D themes. Figure 2 illustrates this
intellectual framework of the UCP.

Although the UCP clearly states that it provides a common ground, the
document is by and large crafted by TFU personnel. After completion, the UCP
became classified as NATO Secret, which made it very difficult if not impossible
in cases to share it with other actors.

In sum, one observes a change in strategy driven by the adaptation of objec-
tives and goals during the four year deployment of TFU. While the Master Plan
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FIG. 2. Intellectual Framework of UCP*

was designed to foster security and development in the entire province within
two years, the Focal Paper provided a much needed adaptation to the harsh re-
ality of campaigning in Uruzgan. The Focal Paper not only acknowledged that
the military was not merely providing security and development assistance, but
actually involved in counterinsurgency, and also set some more realistic targets
by focusing TFU efforts for the additional two years of the mission to the three
main ADZs. Finally the UCP was formulated to arrange a smooth transfer of
authority from the Dutch TFU to the local government and the ISAF successors.
While the political climate initially dominated strategic thinking, and the need
to develop the UCP, already early on bottom-up detailed operational planning
informed actual military plans, and over the course of four years, the realities of
the operational environment continued to shape military plans, necessitating a
distinct deviation from initial guidelines and political expectations.

TFU’S COMPREHENSIVE ORGANIZATION

The strategy was expected to require a robust task force consisting of ap-
proximately one thousand troops." In light of the security situation on the
ground and the envisioned strategy, military planners urged seriously increas-
ing this number. As a result permanent troops numbers were increased to four-
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teen hundred. This was still considered insufficient by military planners, but
it was as far as Parliament would go. Until the redeployment of the TFU in
August 2010, its size varied from fourteen hundred to a maximum of two thou-
sand during peak periods such as a rotation.

The largest subordinate command of the TFU was the Battle Group (BG),
which consisted of nearly six hundred combat troops. The BG was tasked to
deploy in the ADZs, support the local authorities to increase their influence,
support and monitor the deployment of the ANSE, provide force protection to
other units of the Task Force, and prepare the activities of the Provincial Recon-
struction Team (PRT), the second significant element of the TFU.*? Aside from
the BG and the PRT, the TFU had several other units under its command. These
included an air detachment, a psychological element (PSE), a detachment of
military police, an explosive ordnance disposal team (EOD), engineers, opera-
tional mentoring and liaison teams (OMLTs), Special Forces, and logistical ca-
pacity. In addition to the Dutch capabilities, several other countries, including
Australia, Slovakia, Poland, and Singapore, contributed to the TFU.

While the BG emphasized security, the goal of the PRT was to promote
good governance, and facilitate reconstruction. From 2006 until March 2009,
the PRT was led by a senior military officer and consisted of approximately
sixty troops. Its main capacity was made up of four so-called mission teams,
each being responsible for a specific area of operation (that is, for different
ADZs). In addition to military personnel, civilians from the Dutch Ministries
of Foreign Affairs and Development Cooperation were embedded in the PRT.
They were political advisers, development advisers, tribal advisers (later called
cultural advisers), and counternarcotics experts.

Initially only two civilians were attached to the PRT. However, throughout
the operation it was realized that their number was insufficient and gradually
increased to thirteen. In March 2009, the command of the PRT was handed over
to a civilian representative of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and from then on-
ward the PRT had a civilian director rather than a military commander.* This
was perceived as a significant step forward. It embodied the shift of focus of
the TFU from security-driven operations to reconstruction and development.
Having a civilian heading the PRT, who also acted as a co-commander of the
TFU, greatly improved the status and influence of the civilians in the TFU. It
was simply unique and unprecedented that a civilian commanded a military
unit (that is, the PRT).

At the start of the operation in 2006, there were only six civilian international
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NGOs in Uruzgan. Their number however gradually increased to thirty in 2009,
and to almost fifty by 2010. The five most prominent organizations, HealthNet
TPO, Cordaid, Save the Children, the Dutch Committee for Afghanistan (DCA),
and ZOA,* united themselves in the Dutch Consortium for Uruzgan (DCU).
Each of these organizations had a different focus, varying from education and
rural development to health care and veterinary care.* DCU, just like most other
international NGOs in Uruzgan, operated with very little international staff, and
most of its activities were therefore implemented by local partners.

The involvement of UN agencies in Uruzgan was very limited. During the
first years of the Dutch deployment there was hardly any UN representative
working in Uruzgan. In time, that slowly changed after the Food and Agricul-
ture Organization (FAO), for example, started operations in the province. After
postponing the opening of a provincial office several times, UNAMA finally
became active in Uruzgan from May 2009.%

In sum, after an initial increase in troop numbers we observe relatively few
changes in the military capacity and size during four years of deployment. A
development that stands out, however, is the change of the PRT leadership from
a military to a civilian representative, who also acted as a TFU co-commander.
This resembles the increased number and importance of actors on the civilian
side, including both the NGOs and UN organizations as well as the civilian
capacity that was embedded within the TFU.

INCORPORATING ETHNOGRAPHIC INTELLIGENCE

From the beginning the TFU incorporated ethnographic intelligence, a re-
quirement for population centric S&R as well as COIN operations and entirely
in line with policy guidelines.” This typically encompasses information on de-
mographics, social and political organization, culture, religion, language, and
so forth, which can be obtained through thorough ethnographical study of the
local population. As already mentioned, the embassy hired an Afghan NGO to
conduct ethnographic field research in May and June 2006 in order to enhance
the Dutch understanding of the province.*® This work culminated in the civil
assessment of Uruzgan Province, which included a detailed context analysis of
the local environment.*

A clear understanding of the political dynamics of Uruzgan province led
to a successful lobby for the replacement of governor Jan Mohammed before
the start of TFU operations.” When the Dutch first deployed to Uruzgan in
March 2006, a new governor was installed. The insights that made possible this
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move were obtained mainly through the work of the Dutch embassy in Kabul.
Early reports contained fine-grained information on the tribal divides, sources
of conflict in the different districts, and individual power-holders. From this
we might conclude that TFU was already properly informed about Uruzgan’s
societal landscape upon deployment in 2006. A report by the Dutch military
intelligence service also points in this direction, as it concurs with the civil as-
sessment and clarifies not only the divide between Ghilzai, Panjpai Durrani,
and Zirak Durrani confederations but also contains information on subtribal
conflicts and warnings concerning the still influential Popalzai network of for-
mer Governor Jan Mohammed.*!

On the other hand, despite Colonel Vleugels (the first TFU commander)
stressing the need for a population-centric approach, the intelligence section
was still optimized for and focused on gaining and processing enemy-centric
intelligence only.” Despite the fabled Dutch Approach, TFU daily business em-
phasized “kinetic” operations against the Taliban, a situation that would last
until 2007.* The potential of the civil assessment and other reports on Uruz-
gan’s societal context remained largely unexploited. The Dutch military needed
time to adapt to the challenges of population-centric warfare. With the benefit
of hindsight we can conclude that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, which took
the initiative for the civil assessment, could have accelerated this process by
adding a sufficient number of civilian experts to the TFU staff and not limit-
ing it to the two diplomats—a political and development adviser—who were
initially dispatched to reinforce the soldiers in Uruzgan.*

Integration of an understanding of the local society into the military intelli-
gence process and the design of operations improved at the end of 2006 when a
civilian tribal adviser was appointed. Still, this adviser, with years of experience
in Pakistan and Afghanistan, sometimes encountered stiff resistance when try-
ing to change the military mindset.® The so-called Battle of Chora, the largest
and most intensive combat action of the Netherlands Army since the Korean
War, took place from June 15-19, 2007, and created awareness and an opera-
tional sense of urgency to adapt—that is, an “adaptive moment.”

The battle involved a massive Taliban attack of an estimated strength of five
to fifteen hundred fighters that, because of low-level initiative, was initially
countered first by the small detachment of sixty Dutch soldiers in the town
of Chora. Immediate reinforcement by additional TFU troops, including Aus-
tralian soldiers, resulted in a battalion-size TFU fighting force that, along with
dozens of air strikes, repelled the Taliban and inflicted approximately two to
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three hundred casualties upon them.*® Not only did this make an important
symbolic stand, demonstrating that the Dutch troops would indeed protect the
local population if necessary (and in the process redeeming the Netherlands
Army from the Srebrenica trauma) but, importantly, the TFU force was aug-
mented by local Barakzai and Achakzai subtribal militias. The willingness of
these groups to take up arms against the Taliban and support the TFU was
the direct result of fruitful cooperation between the PRT and the tribal ad-
viser, demonstrating the benefit of a proper understanding of the local popula-
tion.”’

Meanwhile, civilian and military capacities were subjected to a process of
further integration and, as already discussed, the civilian staff was gradually
growing. In 2008 the tribal adviser was replaced by two cultural advisers, a uni-
versity professor and a Dutch-Afghan national.”® Interestingly, the TFU com-
mand was to be shared by a “duumvirate” of the senior civil representative and
the military commander. Thus, integration of military planning with tribal
and political analysis became the standard, which further enhanced the under-
standing of the operational environment.*

The consequences of these measures were illustrated by Michel Rentenaar,
who served as TFU “senior civil representative” from August 2009 until January
2010, when he stated that the emphasis of TFU operations had indeed shifted to
“non-kinetic” operations.®® The Dutch task force gradually learned to appreci-
ate and use the population-centric intelligence that had already been available
in 2006. Moreover, in addition to the civilian experts, military intelligence of-
ficers also became more proficient in the use of ethnographical data and meth-
ods.®! Population-centric intelligence thus became strongly incorporated in
TFU’s overall intelligence picture.

OPERATIONS

The tension between the imperatives (and political expectations) of the
Dutch Approach and the immediate challenges of the tactical environment
that made frequent kinetic engagements with Taliban elements unavoidable
was only gradually diffused. Initially, as mentioned in the previous section on
intelligence, the emphasis in TFU military operations out of habit and opera-
tional necessity was on kinetic operations against the Taliban. It maintained a
COIN mindset. This situation gradually changed under the influence of the
enhanced availability of population-centric intelligence. Eventually nonkinetic
operations became the standard.

EBSCChost : eBook Col | ection (EBSCChost) printed on 3/4/2025 12:25:12 PM UTC via UNIVERSI TEIT LEIDEN. Al use subject to https://ww.ebsco.con terns-of-use.



SOFT POWER, THE HARD WAY 177

The work-up program for the TFU elements initially did not reflect the
complex S&R-oriented mission, nor the complex operating environment of
Uruzgan with a great variety of (civil) actors that would call upon many com-
petencies and skills and much cultural knowledge. Adhering, to a large extent,
to existing training programs, the work-up phase of the first deployments em-
phasized traditional military skills. With subsequent TFU rotation, vital in-
sights were gradually incorporated. However, rather than an institutionalized
improvement of the training programs, most adaptations were the result of
informal bottom-up initiatives of the respective TFU, BG, and PRT and subor-
dinate commanders who exchanged lessons learned in an informal manner by
virtue of their personal acquaintance with each other.

Only from the fourth rotation onward was the training program for PRT
personnel intensified and structured in a more formal way. Apart from mili-
tary skills and drills, the redesigned training program paid more attention to
conceptual issues, including a week with lectures on, for example, state build-
ing, governance, and development, and a two-week Civil-Military Cooperation
(CIMIC) basic course at the Netherlands-based CIMIC Centre of Excellence.
In cooperation with Dutch government officials a one-week role play named
Dutch Devotion was developed to conclude the PRT training. A provincial gov-
ernor, several mayors, and commanders of the police and fire brigades took
part in this exercise and played the roles of Uruzgani key leaders. This enabled
PRT personnel to practice their respective roles as if they were operating in
Uruzgan.

The Battle Group training programs also initially focused primarily on in-
fantry skills and drills. The program’s center of gravity was platoon-level train-
ing, as platoons were considered the cornerstone of the organization. Already
during the training programs platoons were complemented with engineers, ex-
plosive ordnance demolition experts, interpreters, and PRT personnel to prac-
tice as if they were working in Uruzgan. Issues that were heavily emphasized in
the programs included dealing with ambushes (both with and without IEDs),
convoy escorts, the handling of new weaponry and equipment, and improving
shooting skills.®

Having completed their domain-specific training, the units jointly went
through the final training modules. During these modules the Section Cultural
Affairs and Information of the Netherlands Army provided a two-day Cultural
Awareness Training.*®* On the first day the soldiers visited a mosque where they
were informed about Islam. The second day consisted of role plays and lectures
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on Afghan norms and values. Just before actual deployment, all TFU units went
through a joint exercise, labeled Uruzgan Integration. In this two-week exercise
the units operated in an integrated fashion, practicing real-life challenges that
were to be encountered in Uruzgan. These included counter-1ED, house search-
ing, information operations, joint planning, and riding convoys.

In line with the work-up program, and despite political rhetoric and the lex-
icon of stabilization and reconstruction, the first TFU to deploy was (correctly)
assuming it would be conducting a counterinsurgency campaign in Uruzgan.
Under influence of the Battle Group, counterinsurgency ideas (derived from,
among other sources, a long list of classic COIN literature) were fed into the
staff process, resulting in the adoption of the “oil-spot” concept and tactical
experiments with the platoon house concept.®*

An initial troop-to-task analysis, however, had already revealed that the TFU
structurally lacked the means to maintain the sustained security presence that
a counterinsurgency approach required in the ADZ’s surrounding Tirin Kot
and Deh Rawud (which were to be covered in the initial deployment). More-
over, TFU-1 was ordered to provide substantial support to operation Medusa,
a large-scale military operation in Kandahar mounted by Regional Command
South (RC-S). In addition, Taliban pressure on the densely populated Chora
District forced the Dutch to include the Chora ADZ in their oil-spot prema-
turely. Consequently the TFU was overstretched from the onset, and this forced
the subsequent commanders to disband the idea of permanent security pres-
ence. Instead, continuously patrolling and meticulously planned large-scale
operations that concentrated the limited means and typically involved the RC-
S reserve force would be the modus operandi for the TFU during its four-year
deployment.

The execution of patrols remained relatively unchanged during the whole
period of the mission in Uruzgan. Typically, an extended platoon (that is, in-
fantry combined with PRT, PsyOps, and enablers such as EOD and forward air
controllers) would embark on a multiday venture in which it would make use
of either fixed patrol bases or temporarily watch-over locations for rest over-
night. While the hard terrain severely restricted freedom of movement—and
made patrols very susceptible to I[EDs and ambushes, different commanders
experimented with more flexible tactics such as mounting satellite patrols by
foot from a mobile patrol base, night patrols, and so forth.®> As these tactical
experiments were initiatives of various individual commanders, they cannot be
considered structural adaptations. What this does show, however, is that sub-
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commanders were allowed reasonable freedom of action in accordance with
the doctrinally propagated “mission-type order” or auftragstaktik principle.

In this phase of the mission hard tactical experience forced the TFU to se-
riously consider force protection. The popularized and often ill-understood
focus on “hearts and minds” was supposed to indicate that the Dutch con-
tingent would operate markedly differently from the warrior-style US tactics.
In line with experience in the Balkans and Iraq, patrols would be conducted
dismounted or in open patrol vehicles, and not in closed armored personnel
carriers, which would prohibit making contact with the local population and
either intimidate or convey fear and vulnerability. For similar reasons, and only
seemingly a trivial detail, troops would wear transparent ski-goggles and not
dark wraparound sunglasses, which were considered culturally insensitive and
introducing a barrier between the soldier and Afghan civilians.

The threat of IEDs, however, and the frequent incidents with “TICs” (troops
in contact) necessitated reverting to a more robust stance, and the acquisi-
tion of twenty-five mine-resistant Bushmaster armored vehicles (using a new
Fast Track Procurement process created for so-called Urgent Operational Re-
quirements) that would offer sufficient protection against IEDs and Rocket
Propelled Grenades (RPGs).* In addition, F-16 fighters were equipped with a
new reconnaissance pod that could detect road-side bombs. Moreover the air-
ground cooperation between F-16s, Apache attack helicopters, and the Forward
Air Controllers on the ground was enhanced through better training and the
introduction of improved communications equipment, significantly facilitat-
ing force protection.

While patrols exposed the Dutch soldiers on the ground immediately to the
reality of Uruzgan’s fragmented society and tribal feuds, the primary mission
they received from higher command was predominantly enemy-centric and
typically concerned disruption of the Taliban, with nonkinetic tasks such as
enabling PRT-actions and enhancement of the understanding of the local pop-
ulation only as supportive, secondary tasks.”” This changed gradually with the
growing availability of population-centric intelligence to the TFU-staff and its
subordinate units. The resulting population-centric mindset is evidenced, for
instance, in the following quotation:

[T]he Taliban are less of a threat to the tottering structures of the Afghan state
than feuding local tribes and predatory warlords. The Uruzgan insurgency
is mixed up with a notably vicious tribal war between the Popolzai tribe and
minority Ghilzai tribes. Jan Mohammad Khan, a Popolzai warlord and former
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Uruzgan governor, marginalised the Ghilzais. This seems to have created last-
ing turmoil which is exploited by the Taliban.®

Instead of anti-Taliban patrolling, from 2007 onward patrols subsequently fo-
cused increasingly on enabling PRT development activities in order to gain
influence over Uruzgan’s various communities and liaise the local population
to the provincial government. This became the dominant operational mindset
within the TFU.® While hard to pinpoint a single causal factor for institution-
alization of this new approach, the 2008 surge in civilian personnel at least
offers the suggestion that the idea of primary population-centric patrols had
indeed become accepted. These additional civilian experts were instrumental
in providing the hard-needed expertise to efficiently conduct nonkinetic devel-
opment activities.”” Although patrols did not evolve dramatically in their ap-
pearance during the four-year deployment, the mindset and mission radically
adapted to the specifics of the operational environment. Thus patrols became a
strong tool for delivering nonkinetic effects.

A similar shift occurred in large-scale operations. Initially, operations were
mounted to clear an area of Taliban presence, as there were no means available
for follow-up. The consequences of such sweeping actions, such as Operation
Perth in July 2006 and Operation Spin Ghar in December 2007, was that the in-
surgents immediately returned once an operation was finished. Moreover, the
local population of such an area considered the Dutch incapable of providing
protection and even held ISAF responsible for the insecurity they experienced
upon the return of the insurgents.”” These operations were of limited effect
and certainly did not win influence over the population. During the first years
of the mission there was only one large-scale operation that definitely won the
local population’s hearts and minds: the Battle of Chora. As they already main-
tained a permanent post in the district, the Dutch soldiers were able to exploit
their victory through nonkinetic efforts such as cooption with various tribal
authorities.”? This combination of kinetic operations and a nonkinetic follow-
up led to a spectacular rise in governmental control and provided the Dutch
with a guideline for future operations.

At the end of 2008 sufficient Afghan security forces became available to
provide the follow-up for large-scale sweeping operations. Operations were
now planned with a clear idea of the ultimate effect: gaining influence over
the population in a target area. Although this approach was pioneered during
operation Bor Barakai in October 2008, it was not yet effectively practiced, as a
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follow-up patrol base was not constructed in the target valley but rather posi-
tioned at a hilltop on its boundary.” Operation Tura Gharin January 2009 for
the first time effectively executed the new approach, as not only a patrol base
was established in the middle of the cleared valley but, in addition, establish-
ing “below the radar” contact with key tribal authorities—of whom some were
even met in Quetta, Pakistan—was already initiated in the planning phase.”

In sum, during the four years of operations in Uruzgan two adaptation pro-
cesses can be observed. First, tactics were adjusted to the demands of the en-
vironment, an environment that dictated a more COIN- and kinetic-oriented
approach, in contrast with the politically sanctioned strategy, a reality that took
some time for the political level to come to grips with. Second, in particular
from 2008 onward, the means available, the tactical learning that had taken
place, including the awareness of the utility of deep knowledge of the societal
structure, allowed and inspired an approach that combined both the tenets of
COIN doctrine and the demands of the S&R mission. The idea of employing
force as an enabler for nonkinetic activities in order to gain control over the
local population gradually became firmly accepted. Where Dutch soldiers had
first cynically joked that the TFU’s so-called 3D-approach (Defense, Develop-
ment, and Diplomacy) was an abbreviation for “Deter, Disturb, and Destroy,”
the Dutch adapted their patrols and large-scale operations to the requirements
of Uruzgan’s operational environment and ultimately conducted military op-
erations that embodied all the components of the true 3D-approach.

LESSONS, AND LEARNING TO LEARN

The question that remains unanswered is how, ultimately, the small Dutch
military has learned from this major experience. Although operational expe-
riences traditionally remained unprocessed, efforts have been undertaken to
institutionalize the operational experiences gained by TFU. This started as early
as 2007, when the army’s education and training center for operations issued an
information bulletin to act as a guideline for counterinsurgency operations.”
In February 2008 a concept information bulletin entitled “Observations on
Operations in Afghanistan” was prepared by army officers who had served in
the first two TFUs (including the two commanders, TFU-3 was at that time
in the process of rotations), as well as by some officers who served with RC-S
(including one former commander).”® This document was carefully prepared
and contained observations on new experiences from the technical, tactical,
and operational level. The most important issue the thirty-three-page bulletin
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stressed was adaptation of the mindset from enemy-centric kinetic operations
to nonkinetic population-centric counterinsurgency warfare. In accordance
with the traditions of the army it was stressed that the publication should not
be interpreted as a prescriptive doctrine; it rather was meant to transfer useful
knowledge to future rotations and invited other officers to add their experi-
ences in order to contribute to a new doctrine. Unfortunately, this meticulously
prepared paper was never officially distributed within the armed forces, for
no obvious reasons. Instead, a series of two articles were derived from it—as a
result of the initiative of its authors—which were published only in mid-2009,
in the military scientific magazine Militaire Spectator.”” The new army doctrine,
which was supposed to contain the insights mentioned in these articles, was
published in November 2009, but it seems that the experiences were largely
neglected; it is illustrative that the term “counterinsurgency” is scarcely men-
tioned in this document.”

Thus, the observations on operations in Afghanistan were never formally
disseminated among the troops, and neither were they processed into the new
doctrine. A study undertaken upon the initiative of former RC-S Commander
Major-General De Kruijf also reveals this structural weakness of the Dutch mil-
itary to institutionalize its lessons beyond the informal sphere of the technical
and tactical level.”” An analysis on the evolution of Information Operations and
key leader engagement within the TFU illustrates this. While these nonkinetic
activities rapidly became a standardized part of the tactical toolbox, the lack of
structural embedding caused huge variations in the use of these instruments
between the different TFU rotations.*® Unsurprisingly, therefore, the first men-
tioned study urges rapid integration of recent operational experience up to the
political and military strategic levels and mentions that the staff for evaluations
will be strengthened.®!

The lack of a formal, structured, and institutionalized lessons learned pro-
cess has recently been acknowledged. A 2010 report lists several factors that
have contributed to this state of affairs. First, not all personnel involved in the
lessons learned process are actually sufficiently informed about recent develop-
ments and new operational insights. Evaluation and assessment are still often
considered a secondary task. Second, and as a result, there is a somewhat skep-
tical attitude toward the products that those who are involved in the lessons
learned process publish. It is insufficiently regarded as a tool that is of use for
the tactical units, but instead regarded as a staff function where bottom-up
ideas land in barren soil. Third, although key insights, results of practices, and
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ideas are often discussed informally in a variety of forums, these discussions do
not result in follow-up analysis, doctrinal changes, or improvements in training
and operating procedures, nor other deliberate decision-making. Dissemina-
tion of key insights occurred primarily through informal processes. Fourth,
there is a disconnect between the lessons learned processes of the various ser-
vices with each service having its own lessons learned process, dedicated per-
sonnel (or lack thereof), and culture. The process is decentralized, and there is
insufficient cross-fertilization. The lack of formal lessons learned policy does
not help in this respect.

Currently it seems that this call for institutionalization has landed in fertile
soil. The army has called upon all former TFU commanders to identify crucial
lessons that should be preserved for future operations.® In a similar fashion
the Department of Evaluations of the Ministry of Defence has conducted an
extensive analysis of the four-year Uruzgan campaign in order to collect lessons
identified and best practices. The resulting report, which appeared in July 2011,
is meant to be the first step to institutionalize these experiences and process
them into lessons learned to be used in future operations.*

At the same time, upon request of the Ministries of Foreign Affairs and De-
fence, a committee of independent experts have carried out an extensive evalu-
ation of the entire Dutch contribution to Uruzgan, thus including the efforts of
Foreign Affairs.® This report, which appeared in late September 2011, focuses
on the strategy of TFU, the operations, the results that were achieved, and the
costs of the entire mission. The report concludes with a long list of lessons
identified. A final step to improve and institutionalize the lessons learned pro-
cesses will be the formation of service-specific Warfare Centers.

CONCLUSION: ADAPTATION IN URUZGAN ... AND BEYOND?

What insights can we obtain from these analyses of various aspects of four
years of campaigning in Uruzgan, which cost the Dutch taxpayer approximately
2 billion Euro? First, it is important to notice that the mission was politically
framed in terms of reconstruction and development. Although the reality on
the ground was that of a counterinsurgency campaign in a highly fragmented
societal environment, the label of reconstruction and development linked the
TFU mission to newly developed (though grounded in previous policy docu-
ments) Dutch policy on how to conduct such operations in fragile states. This
conceptual framework was designed by the ministries of Defence, Foreign Af-

fairs, and Economic Affairs and was based on experiences in previous missions.
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Thus TFU strategy included providing security, fostering governance, and so-
cioeconomic development from the onset. As such, a comprehensive approach
was superficially entirely in line with the tenets of COIN doctrine, and seem-
ingly there was no disconnect between political mandate and military strategy.
However, whereas declared policy stressed the civilian side of the strategy, the
military plan of necessity, and by inclination, initially emphasized the military
aspects of the mission and considered it a COIN mission, a reality that only
gradually was accepted at the political level. On the other hand, when the situ-
ation became more benign, the operation gradually obtained the character of
the S&R mission, as originally envisioned in 2005.

During the entire campaign, strategy was formulated by the TFU staff at
the grass roots level. This allowed for the initial strategy to be further devel-
oped with the reality of the operational environment as a guideline. The 2008
Focal Paper illustrates this as it adapts the initial strategy into a campaign
plan for counterinsurgency in Uruzgan. In addition, the main driver for the
change of strategy was the political decision from The Hague in 2008 to ex-
tend the mission, which in turn informed The Focal Paper, and the 2009 UCP
was meant to provide a guideline for the transfer of authority in 2010. Thus,
while TFU strategy certainly was adapted to meet the requirements of a plan
for counterinsurgency in the specific operational environment of Uruzgan,
domestic politics and government policy were the additional main drivers of
this adaptation.

Second, a similar dually driven adaptation process can be observed con-
cerning the organization. The TFU organization was initially tailored for a re-
construction and development mission with the BG and the PRT as its two
main components. Uruzgan’s contentious environment, however, forced an
extension of BG assets, and thereby initially more emphasis was placed on the
kinetic parts of the organization. Troop levels were increased up to a perma-
nent contribution of fourteen hundred soldiers (a limit imposed by the po-
litical level in The Hague) and as many as six hundred temporarily deployed
additional troops. Although the TFU strategy resulted from a comprehensive
conceptual framework, involvement of civilian actors was minimal at first. The
largest adaptation of the organizational aspect, therefore, was the influx of ci-
vilian personnel. The year 2008 especially saw a surge in civilian personnel and
a radical change in the overall command structure as the senior civil represen-
tative became the commander of the PRT and the co-commander of the TFU.
Moreover, the gradual increase of NGOs contributing to the mission and the
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establishment of the DCU further augmented the civilian capacity needed for
the execution of a comprehensive campaign.

Another significant adaptation occurred in the field of intelligence. Despite
the framework of reconstruction and development and the fact that Dutch
soldiers rapidly recognized that they were fighting a counterinsurgency cam-
paign, the focus in intelligence initially remained with the enemy. In Uruzgan,
however, the Taliban was not the main reason for insecurity. The divide-and-
rule politics of former Governor Jan Mohammed had caused violent conten-
tion, and the true problem was to realign marginalized societal fragments with
the provincial government and prevent the Taliban insurgents from exploit-
ing local feuds. To understand this required the population-centric intelligence
typical for counterinsurgency campaigns. Under influence of civilian expertise
a gradual shift occurred in the intelligence process. Especially the tribal adviser,
and later the cultural advisers, provided useful insights on the local society and
convinced military intelligence officers of the necessity of population-centric
intelligence. Thus the emphasis in intelligence shifted from the Taliban to the
local population.

The field of operations witnessed a similar shift under influence of the en-
hanced understanding of the operational environment provided by popula-
tion-centric intelligence. At first kinetic activities were considered the primary
tool to realize the TFU mission as patrols and large-scale operations were
mounted to restore security by inflicting damage upon the Taliban. Although
these actions remained much the same in physical appearance, the rationale
underlying them changed radically. As the Dutch soldier came to realize that
influence over the population in this environment had to be won by nonkinetic
means, the idea of the use of force as an enabler for nonkinetic activities be-
came firmly accepted within the TFU. In addition to a better understanding of
the locale, the enhanced availability of ANSF was also of pivotal importance for
this adaptation of military operations for counterinsurgency purposes.

Finally, the adaptation of the predeployment training program points at a
remarkable feature of the small Dutch military. Despite the lack of a formal
organization to institutionalize lessons learned, informal as well as professional
personal contacts led to a quick adaptation of the training program. This made
possible the use of the experiences of previous rotations in order to establish
a tailor-made program that prepared the troops and civilians for the conduct
of an integrated counterinsurgency campaign in Uruzgan’s demanding opera-

tional environment.
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To conclude this chapter, we can say that the Dutch military successfully
improved its operational performance by adapting to the specific requirements
of the four-year Uruzgan campaign. Although the modern Dutch military had
never conducted a brigade-size operation, formulating a strategy for such a
unit and fielding and sustaining a capable organization did create relatively
few problems. Adapting to the reality of a comprehensive counterinsurgency
campaign was more difficult and initially constrained by the political rhetoric
and limited conceptualization of the mission, but was in the end successfully
completed with the help of additional civilian support. The main drivers in the
period were the political level in the Hague and the demanding operational
environment in Uruzgan itself.

As of now the small Dutch military is facing another round of budget cuts.
It has already been announced that tanks as a weapon system will be scrapped
from the arsenal, and even the overstretched transport helicopter and F-16 fleet
will suffer huge reductions. Although the Dutch military has taken its first
steps to actually institutionalizing the major Uruzgan experience, the question
whether or not sufficient funds will be available for this process might obstruct
the completion of the learning cycle.
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