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Introduction 

 

Stabilization is a complex matter, and no single 

remedy exists to achieve it.  There are cultural, 

tribal, geographical, governmental and dozens 

of other variables that play into the causes of 

instability.  Solving for “x” is often attempted 

through gut feel, „canned‟ solutions and can 

sometimes be influenced by biases from one‟s 

own cultural values and belief systems.  Though 

there are many well-intentioned efforts, one has 

to wonder whether we in the military are 

employing the “best right” approach. 

 

Few would argue, including me, that people‟s 

hearts are not in the right place. There are 

countless of well intentioned actions being done 

in conflicted areas geared towards improving the 

lives of the local populace.    

 

As we continue our presence in conflicted areas 

and are faced with stability issues, we should 

consider whether there are approaches that 

could improve our ability to deploy targeted 

programs that are even more effective at 

creating enduring effects, and ultimately, 

achieving stability. 

 

The purpose of this paper is to prompt 

discussion on the topic of how best to select the 

activities aimed at improving stability.  It is not 

meant to suggest that current efforts are 

incorrect or that they will not achieve desired 

effects.  Rather, it is a discussion about the 

process we use to select the “whats, wheres and 

hows”.  This paper is based on my experience 

„on the ground‟ with the 24th Marine 

Expeditionary Unit (MEU) while in Garmsir, 

Afghanistan, and discussions with groups and 

individuals involved in stabilization. 

 

An Evolving Mission 

 

The civil affairs environment for 24th MEU 

evolved significantly in the early weeks of its 

deployment in the spring of 2008. The MEU‟s 

mission in Afghanistan was initially that of a 

combat force to specifically target Taliban strong 

holds; missions were expected to last days, not 

weeks.  Except for having to respond to urgent 

humanitarian issues, the civil affairs posture was 

minimal with no anticipation of having to address 

„build‟ type activities, the MEU simply wasn‟t 

going to be in any one place very long. 

 

As a result of significant combat success in 

Garmsir, and the subsequent recognition by 

ISAF headquarters of its strategic importance, it 

was decided the MEU would remain in the 

Garmsir area for the remainder of its deployment 

and would shift to “hold & build” activities. 

 

A Bleak Beginning 

 

The Garmsir district area had become a Taliban 

strong hold. Over the past 2 years the Taliban 

had conducted intimidation campaigns, closed 

schools, taxed local merchants and effectively 

forced disengagement of the local populace 

from their government.  They had evicted 

residents from their homes, deconstructed some 

properties to build bunker systems and used 

compounds as 

battle positions.  

Much of the 

local populace 

was living away 

from their 

homes in other 

villages or in 

camps near the desert.   
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The health care system had evaporated and 

educational institutions were nonexistent.   

Though rich as an agricultural area, the 

preponderance of 

poppy cultivation and 

damages to the canal 

and irrigation systems 

created unique 

challenges in restoring 

an economy without 

fueling illicit activities.  

The starting point was bleak.   

 

For days the Marines engaged the Taliban; and 

then what seemed like virtually overnight, the 

shooting stopped and unit commanders were 

seeing a growing number of local nationals 

returning to the area.  From a civil affairs 

perspective, newly returning citizens presented 

opportunities to help; and anything would be an 

improvement, no matter how small the effort.   

 

The question was, and is, what reconstruction 

and development activities (R&D) should be 

pursued that will have enduring effects to 

improve long term stability. 

 

The Pendulum Swings 

 

The Iraq experience, a new COIN doctrine, 

recent books and countless speeches & articles 

have had a profound impact on the mindset of 

Marine leaders.  Many leaders have first hand 

experience at positively impacting the lives of 

local nationals – they have built schools, handed 

out soccer balls or 

built roads and 

bridges; the Iraq 

experience has 

taught Marines that 

“fixing something” is a 

step forward towards 

stabilization. 

When kinetics in Garmsir began to subside, the 

commanders were quick to begin engaging the 

local populace, and in many cases, the local 

populace was very open to seeking out Marines.  

Though the most apparent pressing need was to 

restore habitability, through battle damage 

reparations, unit commanders earnestly sought 

to find „projects‟ to better the community.   

 

Soon, requests for road repairs, school 

reconstruction, well repairs and MEDCAPS 

began to surface.  Marines quickly shifted their 

mindset to rebuilding the community with the 

characteristic American fervor that we have the 

means to „fix it‟ and therefore we should do “it” 

as quickly as possible. 

 

The Afghan culture in general is significantly 

different than that of Iraq.  Pashtun tribal 

dynamics and code of conduct (Pashtunwali) 

have nuances requiring deep consideration. The 

disconnection of the local populace from its 

government, widespread corruption, nepotism 

and tribal conflicts all play a role in deciding 

upon approaches and priorities in stabilization 

efforts.   

 

We faced a conflict between our American bias 

for immediate action and that of taking a slower, 

methodical, Afghan-centric approach to our 

efforts. 

 

Action-oriented leaders sought to scope and act 

on projects that “felt right” based on their 

observations and strong desire to improve things 

immediately.  Though well intended, these 

actions had the potential of circumventing the 

natural order of progression in reestablishing the 

relationship between the people and their 

government, and in getting the government to 

rebuild its capabilities. 

 

It is a time-consuming and pains-taking process 

to conduct extensive key leader engagements, 
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work through village shuras and participate in 

endless meetings with district government 

officials and key ministries.  Though challenging, 

that process is essential to developing and 

deploying programs that will have enduring 

effects. Engaging local and regional 

governments not only reestablishes the 

connection between the populace and 

governmental structures, it also serves as a 

catalyst for getting intra-agency relationships 

functional again. 

 

“The visit from LKG1 is an important mechanism 

for „reducing the distance‟ between district and 

province, and demonstrating that the 

Government has an interest in improving the 

lives of the people in Garmsir. We need to make 

sure we don‟t undermine this in our haste to get 

things built. Provincial Government participation 

in the process is as important as District 

Government participation. Not least because 

any ongoing recurrent costs (e.g. teachers‟ 

salaries) will need to come through the 

Provincial Dept of Education” 

 

(Louise Perrotta
2
, UK Stabilization Advisor, Garmsir) 

 

Data-Driven Stabilization and R&D 

 

It is unlikely that a single formula could be used 

to determine the appropriate mix of stabilization 

activities for all situations.  However, just like 

good intelligence of the enemy drives good 

combat operations, having good information on 

the causes of instability and the core community 

issues allows for focused reconstruction and 

development activities that effectively support 

stabilization endeavors. 

 

In order to identify these core issues though, 

information has to be obtained in a structured 

fashion.  Therefore, a systematic way to collect, 

analyze and act upon data is of paramount 

importance to stabilization efforts.  Task Force 

Helmand created such a framework for the 

collection and analysis of causes of instability.   

 

Tactical Conflict Assessment3 

 

Task Force (TF) Helmand reviewed methods 

employed in the Province and identified that 

though efforts were being made to collect 

information on the causes of stability issues, it 

was not a structured process.  Units had 

historically created various mechanisms for 

collecting and using information, and generally 

collection plans did not entail detailed analysis of 

post-implementation results of projects and 

related stabilization activities. 

 

 “The understanding of instability is… derived 

from analysis fed from many sources…, 

information that feeds these plans is vulnerable 

to subjectivity, is rarely quantifiable, is difficult to 

measure and is infrequently reviewed.”3 

 

TF Helmand determined that a structured 

approach was needed in order to consistently 

obtain information that could be used first to 

identify causal factors, and second to determine 

whether actions obtained the desired effects. 

 

They implemented a program to collect, analyze 

and act upon information based on surveys that 

were consistently used for a three month period. 

Their Tactical Conflict Assessment (TCA) begins 

with a basic four question assessment: 
 

1. Have there been any changes in the village 

population in the last year? Why? 

2. What is the most important problem facing 

the village? 

3. Who do you believe can solve your 

problems? 

4. What should be done first to help the village? 
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The approach of using open-ended questions 

has merit and is deemed to be better suited than 

yes/no type surveys.  Open ended questions 

allowed the respondent to make their own 

determination of problems.  

 

The value of repeatedly conducting the same 

basic analysis allowed them to identify the major 

categories of issues over the entire operational 

area.  From survey results taken by many 

patrols, results were collated and then plotted 

(Figure 1).   

 

 
Figure 1: A basic assessment provides 

“intel” on key issues within the AO 

 

This systematic collection of the four questions 

enabled TH Helmand to analyze root-causes of 

stability issues, which then became the starting 

points for further analysis and effects-based 

planning.  

 

From the issue categories derived from the 

basic assessment, more detailed assessments 

were created; these included Governance, 

Security, Rule of Law, Basic Services and 

Livelihoods. Detailed assessments provided 

deeper understanding of the community 

concerns and barriers to stabilization. 

 

Armed with this insight, planners honed in on 

developing strategies to address the most 

pressing issues.  These strategies involved 

simple Quick Impact Projects (QIPs), up to 

extensive institutional rebuilding endeavors. 

Throughout their test period, patrols and 

pollsters continued data gathering. Over time, 

trends began reflecting whether effects were 

being achieved. 

The Theory of Tactical Conflict Assessment 
Framework. TCAF has been devised to quickly 
establish the causes of instability at the local level 
and then provide a means of measuring our ability to 
tackle them. TCAF is therefore a stability tool, not a 
development tool. TCAF is based on the following theory: 
 

a. The Causes of the Insurgency. TCAF accepts that 
for an insurgency to exist, there must first be a 
grievance or injustice felt amongst the people, with 
the insurgent exploiting this grievance by presenting 
himself as the viable solution to the population’s 
needs. The people therefore have to choose between 
trusting the government or trusting the insurgent. All the 
time that the people have more trust in the insurgent, the 
insurgency will persist. 
 

b. Targeting the Cause - Theory. It is important to 
understand the difference between symptoms and 
causes of instability. Quick Impact Projects (QIPs) and 
the like are presently initiated in response to the 
wants or needs of the people. This equates to 
satisfying a popular but potentially superficial 
request which may build consent but not tackle the 
cause of instability. Let us say, for example that the 
people have asked for a school. Based on this, under 
current practice, the PRT would construct a school to 
meet this need. However, the want for a school is only a 
symptom of instability: the cause is that the local 
government has not effectively met the needs of the 
people by providing an effective education system. The 
priority of action, in this example, would therefore be to 
build government effectiveness so that it can deliver an 
education programme that satisfies the people. This way 
the cause is tackled using a symptom as a backdrop. 
 

c. Targeting the Cause - Practice. To target the 
causes of instability, TCAF asks the people to 
explain their grievances and then prioritise them. 
This is accomplished by asking very simple but standard 
questions to the people across the AO. All the responses 
are tracked and logged in a database, so that opinion 
can be grouped and quantified clearly. This way, the 
greatest grievances can be easily picked out so that 
they may be addressed first. This will generate a 
focused plan for targeted action using kinetic and 
non kinetic effects to resolve the grievances of the 
people. TCAF is a method of steering the counter 
insurgency campaign. 
 
3
TACTICAL CONFLICT ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK: TRIAL REPORT, 

15 Feb 2008 T R BREWER, Capt, SO3 R&D Task Force Helmand, ISAF 

Tactical Conflict Assessment Framework 
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Figure 2: Trend analysis can be performed when 

data is consistently collected over time 

 

Applying Similar Approaches 
 

Ongoing, systematic data collection should be 

an integral component of a command‟s counter-

insurgency and stabilization efforts.  The 

Tactical Conflict Assessment used by Task 

Force Helmand illustrates the great potential of 

employing structured surveys and analysis in 

selecting the most crucial reconstruction and 

development activities.  Data becomes the basis 

of effects-based plans, and ongoing collection 

allows for trend analysis to determine whether 

instability causal factors are diminishing and 

trust in government is improving. 

 

The approach helps remove local bias from the 

equation, and mitigates a predisposition for 

immediate action by emphasizing a more 

disciplined approach to stabilization efforts 

through the employment of thorough analysis 

and targeted reconstruction and development 

activities. 
 

The work done by Task Force Helmand 

presents a compelling case that there is 

significant value in employing a disciplined 

approach to stabilization analysis and planning.  

Whether it be a comprehensive analysis function 

that includes very detailed follow-on 

assessments, or merely a core set of data points 

that are consistently collected and analyzed; the 

value is from the use of information and the 

measurement against a baseline. 
 

Similar approaches can be created and 

implemented regardless of the extent to which 

an organization has already been operating 

within an area.  The data collection process is 

uncomplicated and reporting, once developed, 

merely requires adding data to a spreadsheet. 

Creating an assessment structure also facilitates 

the transfer of knowledge to follow-on forces and 

the continuation of effects measurements. 

   

The Core Assessment 

 

The first step in deploying this type of approach 

is designing a core assessment.  TF Helmand‟s 

Tactical Conflict Assessment is a good model for 

simplicity and broad applicability4. 

 

1. Has the population of your village 

changed in the last 12 Months?  

The mobility of the population is an indicator 

of growing or worsening stability. The people 

will move to where they will feel more secure 

and have better opportunities but the sudden 

arrival of migrants can have a destabilizing 

effect if there is insufficient capacity or 

appetite to support the new arrivals. 

Stabilization plans should therefore target 

the least stable areas to abate migration and 

ensure the most stable areas can cope with 

the temporary influx of migrants. 

 

2. What is the greatest problem facing your 

village right now?  

Respondents are allowed to state grievances 

that affect them most. This is deliberately not 

a leading question so that the people can 

state whatever it is that is troubling them. 

This way the respondent is not led into 

stating a need for schools or hospitals unless  

that is the genuine need. This should 

establish trends across the AO. 

Over a 3 month period, more respondents 

believed GIRoA could solve their problems 
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3. Who do you trust to resolve your 

problems?  

This question initially shows who the 

population sees as the acknowledged 

authority in the area with the ability to 

impose the necessary changes. This could 

be the national government or ISAF but it 

could also be a Key Leader who is unknown. 

 

4. Of your problems, what would you solve 

first?  

This question allows the respondent to state 

what should be dealt with first to have the 

most impact on the people. This should lead 

to the production of a prioritized stabilization 

plan.  
 

 
Figure 3: TF Helmand’s TCA 4 Question Tic Sheet 

 

To further simplify the process and ensure some 

consistency in capturing usable information, it is 

advisable to create a collection form that has 

many of the most likely responses.  This will 

enable data to be collated more easily, while 

also maintaining the unbiased nature of the 

survey through the use of open ended 

questions.  TF Helmand learned in their test that 

narrative responses were haphazardly recorded 

and made analysis challenging if not impossible.  

As a result of that experience, they modified 

their collection form as a “tic sheet” with the 

most likely responses (Figure 3). 
 

Putting Into Practice 

 

With a core survey developed, units can begin 

the cycle of collection, analysis, planning and 

execution (Figure 4) that leads to targeted 

Reconstruction and Development activities.    

 

Collection:  The collection process can be 

implemented through a variety of mechanisms.  

Collection can be part of specific “census” type 

patrols, can be accomplished on an ad-hoc 

basis when chance encounters with the citizenry 

occurs, and can also be professionally 

managed, pollster-collected efforts.   

 

The objective is to have ongoing systematic 

collection of information – the mechanism 

chosen to execute that goal is not relevant as 

long as data is collected on an ongoing basis, in 

an unbiased fashion and across a broad 

spectrum of the populace.  

 

Analysis:  By compiling data from assessments, 

the stabilization team is able to convert massive 

amounts of data into insightful analysis. 

Collection of grid locations, tribal affiliation and 

elder names also allows data to be cross-

referenced and may provide additional insights 

as to the relationship between issues and their 

linkage to the respondent‟s affiliations.  The 

analysis can point the way to the most likely 

causes of instability, or at least the greatest 

friction points, and can be useful in mapping the 

human terrain of an area.  Though “statistical 

validity” through the collection of many data 
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points is desirable, conditions and time in the 

battle space may not allow for extensive 

collection of data. This should not deter a 

command from using this approach, but merely 

requires additional “reality checking” when few 

data points are obtained. 
 

 

 

Figure 4: Targeting Reconstruction & Development 

 

Planning:  With analysis in hand, planners are 

able to determine Courses of Action (COA) that 

support the command‟s mission and that best 

support stabilization objectives.  These 

prioritized COAs must be developed taking all 

factors into account, including the command‟s 

mission, security situation, capabilities of local 

government, infrastructure, etc.  Throughout the 

planning process, consideration must be given 

to the potential of unwanted secondary effects 

(favoring one tribe over another, circumventing 

the local political process, etc.) and potential 

failure points (lack of resources, time, money, 

infrastructure, etc.).   
 

Execution:  The “do it” part may consist of full- 

scale projects managed by NGOs, or simply 

encouraging the citizenry to „do it themselves‟ 

and everything in between.  The complexities of 

the reconstruction and development effort, 

capabilities of the citizenry and a host of other 

factors will determine how a plan will be 

executed.  Monitoring must be continuous until a 

course of action has been completed; course 

corrections may be required along the way until 

ultimately a plan has been fully executed. 
 

Targeted R&D: The end result is a set of 

targeted reconstruction and development efforts 

that lead to greater stability.  Data is the 

foundation layer of that effort, and the process of 

collecting, analyzing, planning and executing 

targeted R&D efforts is continuous.   
 

As conditions change on the ground, planners 

must be able to reassess and shift efforts 

accordingly.  Over time, data will indicate 

whether stabilization objectives are being met.  

Trend analysis, using the core assessment, will 

provide confirmation of improved conditions or 

arising issues.   

 

Conclusion 
 

Admittedly, even the best data, plans and 

execution could very well fail at improving 

stability. However, using a structured approach 

that uses data to identify causal factors, and 

then implementing targeted reconstruction and 

development efforts at those causes is more 

likely to be effective at achieving objectives than 

random, well intentioned actions. 
 

Having a structured process to select the 

“whats, wheres and hows” will enable 

organizations to maximize their effectiveness 

and to measure their progress.  Targeted R&D 

that is based on a comprehensive data 

collection and analysis program should become 

a core component of an organization‟s COIN 

and stabilization strategy. 

Targeted 
R&D

Collect

Analyze

Plan

Execute


