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US Strategy and the Changing

LIC THREAT

Steven Metz

The post—Cold War environment offers many challenges to US in-
terests. These certainly compound the tasks facing our strategic
thinkers and planners. The author sees the need for a new strat-
egy for the US role in low-intensity conflict that recognizes the
dramatic changes occurring in the Third World and in the US—-

Soviet relationship.
I HE CRUMBLING of the Soviet Empire

both validates US national security strate-
gy and makes it obsolete. For decades, the press
of communist power demanded almost all of our
attention. For both strategists and policy mak-
ers, the Soviet threat was preeminent. We thus
did not even consider the shape of security prob-
lems after Moscow’s demise. In fact, two years
ago, such speculation would have seemed irrele-
vant. But now we have reached the mountain
top and are entering a world with Soviet power
purged or limited. Unfortunately, what awaits us
is not a promised land where conflict is replaced
By peaceful competition among nations but, in-
stead, a confused security environment just as
"dangerous as the old one.
"It is not hard to imagine US strategists be-
moaning Moscow’s decline, at least in private.
The Cold War, for all of the danger and misery
it generated, did bring conceptual clarity to a
complex world.! The threat was obvious. Even
when events like' the Sino—Soviet split or the
war between China and Vietnam indicated
that communism was far from monolithic, we
could be certain that the Kremlin was the ulti-

mate enemy. And, while we disagreed over the
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means and ways of national security strategy,
nearly all Americans considered the demise of
the Soviet Union’s power the ultimate strategic
objective.

Now, we must look beyond the Soviet threat.
Mra;y students of strategy assume that as the
Cold War permutates into a different type of
competition, low—intensity conflict (LIC) in
the Third World will play an increasingly im-
portant role in US national security. Other
writers contend that the United States has no
vital interests in the Third World.? Even if true,
this begs the point: Third World conflict will
have the potential to distract us from the more
central tasks of developing a post—Cold War re-
Tationship with the Soviet Union and engineer-

ing a more constructive world economic order.
This means that managing LIC in what is now
considered the Third World and in the parts of
the Soviet Empire that will soon join the Third
World is important.

The Changing Threat

For 40 years, US strategists viewed conflict in
the Third World through the lens of contain-

ment. Since Moscow used discontent in Third
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World nations to erode Western power and ex-
pand its own influence, our goal was to stifle the
violence that contributed to Soviet aims and,
more recently, to destabilize Moscow’s Third
World friends. Third World conflict was seen as
superpower conflict in miniature. This image
was never fully accurate and now is useless.
Today, we simply cannot treat Third World con-
flict as a reflection of the Cold War but must look
for endogenous causes and effects. This is a com-
plex task that requires an understanding of the
forces and trends that are changing the essential
nature of the Third World conflict.

One important trend concerns LIC sponsor-
ship. In the immediate future, the role of nonsu-
perpower sponsors will increase. In itself, this is
nothing new. For the past decade, South Africa
and Libya, for example, orchestrated violence in
their regions with little linkage to the Cold War.?
Even if both superpowers had avoided involve-
ment in southern Africa or the Sahel, violence
would still have been rampant due largely to the
role of regional powers. Southern Africa and the
Sahel will thus form a model for the future.

There are now many regional powers that
have the incentive and the ability to encourage,
organize and supply terrorists or insurgents. The
capability to manufacture munitions, which
once was limited to the superpowers and their
close allies, is widespread. Just as scientific and
technological capabilities arise and then dis-
perse, so, too, does the ability to engineer LIC.
Furthermore, superpower disengagement from
the Third World will remove constraints on re-
gional powers that wish to further their interests
through sponsorship of LIC.* We can thus ex-
pect a multitude of terrorist campaigns, insur-
gencies and on—again, off-again local wars that
do not need or want superpower support.

Terrorism. Other trends in LICs are also
emerging. Terrorism, for example, will probably
increase in destructiveness. Like any form of
violence that relies on fear rather than actual
force, terrorism experiences a diminishing rate
of return on a given level of violence. The world
has become more or less numb to airline hijack-
ings, so terrorists must seek new techniques.
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For terrorists who count the United States
among their enemies, there are two options.
One is to strike targets within the United States.
For a variety of reasons, including elaborate
counterterrorist measures enforced by govern-
ment agencies, this is difficult. The other option

[ P R e e iR R ST T e S SR B ]
The Cold War, for all of the
danger and misery it generated, did bring
conceptual clarity to a complex world.
The threat was obvious. Even when
events like the Sino-Soviet split or the
war between China and Vietnam
indicated that communism was far from
monolithic, we could be certain that the

Kremlin was the ultimate enemy.
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is to raise the level of destruction. Clearly chemi-
cal, biological and eventually nuclear weapons
offer the greatest opportunities. The capability
is there, even in the nuclear arena where terror-
ists can substitute technologically simple, delib-
erate atomic pollution for more technologically
complex atomic explosions. The “absence of
long-range delivery systems for weapons of mass
destruction, which limits their utility for nonsu-
perpowers, is not a factor for terrorists. They
would find an immobile, warehouse—size nuclear
device perfectly acceptable.

Another likely trend is the emergence of new
targets of terrorism. To have the desired psycho-
logical effect, terrorism must be aimed at states
that are developed enough to provide numerous
high—profile targets and are linked by electronic
communication nets that would disseminate the
impact of a terrorist strike. But to stand any
chance of having the desired political effect, ter-
rorism must also target nations with fragile or un-
stable governments. This second requirement
explains why terrorism has had little real influ-
ence over the policies of nations like Israel, Italy
or Germany. There are, however, a range of rap-
idly modemizing states that meet both require-
ments. Examples include Brazil, South Korea
and Mexico.”
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Ideological or class—based
insurgencies are relatively rare today
because of the inherently limited appeal
of communism (or conversely, anti-
communism) in traditional societies.
They . .. must attach themselves to a
larger force, usually nationalism. Only
when this larger force is present can

ideological insurgencies succeed.
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Finally, terrorism will continue to undergo the
same integrative trends that have characterized
LIC in general. This is illustrated by phenomena
such as narcoterrorism. Because they have large
amounts of money, are global in scope and suffer
none of the constraints that political objectives
confer, narcotics traffickers can easily use terror-
ism. In addition, narcotics traffickers do not rely
on a state sponsor as do many political terrorist
groups, thus preventing any attempts to “strike
at the source” by counterterrorists. This means
that the distinction between political terrorism
and organized crime will fade or disappear. Ter-
rorists will continue to rely on robbery and extor-
tion for funds, and more ominously, criminals
without a political agenda will adopt the tech-
niques of terrorism.

Insurrection. Broad-based and relatively
quick blows against government will also remain
an important element of the emerging security
environment. Insurrection takes two forms. One
is the sort of “people power” that toppled Ferdi-
nand Marcos and Nicolae Ceausescu and chal-
lenged Deng Xiaoping. For the United States, a
more dangerous form is a quasi-legitimate arro-
gation of the power of new or weak democracies
as pioneered by Adolf Hitler and used by Maurice
Bishop in Grenada and Manuel Noriega in Pan-
ama. As the number of new and weak democra-
cies expands, this second form of insurrection
will become more common.

Insurgency. DProtracted rural insurgency
will persist but decline in strategic importance.
Despite Che Guevara’s imploration to “create
two, three, many Vietnams,” a classical Maoist
insurgency can, in reality, only threaten very
weak or corrupt governments in nations with
rugged terrain. Barring gross incompetence
on the government’s part, ideologically based
rural insurgencies can continue for extended
periods—witness Afghanistan, Angola, El Sal-
vador, Peru or the Philippines—but cannot win
outright. As a type of LIC, ideologically based
rural insurgencies will continue to erupt but
will not be a major factor in the global security
environment.
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Low-Intensity Conflict Proponencies Directorate

June 1991 marks the establishment of the Low—
Intensity Conflict Proponencies Directorate (LIC—
PD) at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. This new direc-
torate is charged with managing and directing the
activities of three of the specified proponencies as-
signed to the commander, Combined Arms Com-
mand (CAC): low—intensity conflict (LIC), com-
bating terrorism and counterdrugs. Although oper-
ated as a CAC special staff element because it, in
fact, represents the CAC commander, LIC-PD
functions under the direction of the Deputy Com-
mandant, Command and General Staff College,
and derives its support from the college.

LIC-PD was established to coordinate the efforts
of these three proponencies and serves to emphasize
the increasing importance of these activities as the
focus of the current threat to our national security
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begins to shift in response to a changing world en-
vironment. While the likelihood of a direct mili-
tary confrontation with the Soviet Union and the
Warsaw Pact continues to diminish, instability in
the Third World, international terrorism and illicit
drugs remain vital concerns for which the Army
must prepare.

Although all of the directorate’s three proponen-
cy oftices are responsible for developing, coordinat-
ing and documenting concepts, doctrine, organiza-
tional designs, materiel requirements and training
programs as they pertain to their specific functional
areas, their daily concerns and priorities are differ-
ent.

The Army Proponency Office for Low-Intensity
Contlict (APOLIC) is the focal point for ensuring
LIC issues are considered in the Concept—Based
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= Plainclofiies and uniformed National Police searchin

= for weapons and drugs in Medellin, Colombia, July 1990.

Narcotics traffickers do not rely on a state sponsor as do many political terrorist

groups, thus preventing any attempts to ‘“‘strike at the source.”. . . The distinction
between political terrorism and organized crime will fade or disappear. Terrorists will
continue to rely on robbery and extortion for funds, and more ominously, criminals
without a political agenda will adopt the techniques of terrorism.

Sectarian insurgency based on tribal, ethnic
or religious antagonisms is another matter.
Ideological or class—based insurgencies are rela-
tively rare today because of the inherently lim-
ited appeal of communism (or conversely,
anticommunism) in traditional societies. They

are like remora fish that must attach themselves
to a larger force, usually nationalism. Only
when this larger force is present can ideologi-
cal insurgencies succeed. The foundation for
sectarian insurgency, however, exists in every
nation that is tribally, ethnically or religiously

Requirements System. APOLIC is responsible for
Armywide LIC doctrine as expressed in US Army
Field Manual 100-20/Air Force Pamphlet 3-20,
Military Operations in Low Intensity Conflict. It moni-
tors and assists other Army proponents and units to
ensure that doctrine, training, leader development,
organization and materiel LIC issues are addressed.
The Combating Terrorism Proponency (CTP)
serves as the focal point for the Army’s antiterror-
ism (AT) doctrine and training programs. In coor-
dination with the subproponent schools—military
police, special warfare and intelligence—the CTP
develops and integrates AT doctrine and specialized
training throughout the Army. CTP also provides
training support packages for officer and noncom-
missioned officer education and training support
material to Army schools, and serves as a clearing
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house of AT information for the Total Army.

The Army Counter—Drug Proponency (ACDP)
serves as the Army’s instructive voice in this rela-
tively new and evolving mission area. In addition
to fulfilling the responsibilities normally associated
with an Army proponent, this office will educate
the Army community about its roles and missions
in support of the national drug strategy and deter-
mine the requirements the Army must be prepared
to support.

The Army must adjust to the challenges posed
by the changing world of the 1990s. LIC-PD will
look into the future to ensure that Army forces are
prepared to consistently and effectively respond to
all LIC, combating terrorism and counterdrug mis-
sions that may be assigned in support of our nation-
al security.®




heterogeneous. Sectarian LIC has been most
evident in Third World nations such as Sri
Lanka, India, Sudan, Ethiopia and, to some
degree, Peru, but it may also explode within
the Soviet and Chinese empires.

Whether ideological or sectarian, insurgency
will probably become more urban. Most Third
World cities are surrounded by slum belts. These

Eieria BT SO S S SRR A s S e
We must craft strategic rules
of engagement that, at a generic level,
specify when, where and how US power
will be used to manage LIC. . . . As the
Cold War fades, it is likely that [US]
attitudes will resemble those of the
pre—-Cold War period. Specifically,
Americans will be more idealistic,
rejecting the notion that the enemy of my
enemy, however repulsive, is my friend.
. . Only reforming democracies will

deserve our support.
PR P A L R R N P TR

have been cockpits of insurgency in the past, but
revolutionaries working from urban areas often
found counterinsurgency somewhat easier. The
French in Algeria, for example, had much less
trouble with the urban element of the insurgen-
«cy there than the rural. The same holds true in
El Salvador, Afghanistan and Vietnam. But, as_
urban slum belts grow and revolutionaries adopt
modern_communications techniques, the bal-
ance may shift away from counterinsurgents,
and thus Third World cities will explode with
revolutionary violence.

In general, the emerging security environment
is one in which all types of nations face the threat
of LIC. For modernized or rapidly modernizing
states, the most immediate threat is terrorism.
For new democracies or fragile dlctatorshlps,
the challenge is insurrection. For underdevel-

“oped authoritarian states or nations with sec-
_tarian conflict, protracted insurgency is a r a real
problem.” C] ostcontainment US strategy
must, in some way, respond to y all of E}lese
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US Strategy

It is often said that generals plan to fight the
last war. The same holds true for military strate-
gists and doctrine writers. After a decade of ef-
fort, US national security professionals are
steadily developing an understanding of LIC.
Witness emerging doctrine, such as US Army
Field Manual 100-20/Air Force Pamphlet 3-20,
Military Operations in Low Intensity Conflict and
Test Publication, Joint Publication 3-07, Doc-
trine for Joint Operations in Low Intensity Conflict,
that is generally sound. Unfortunately, such
doctrine indicates that we are beginning to un-
derstand forms of LIC, especially Maoist—style
protracted rural insurgency, that are fading in
strategic importance.

Great efforts are currently under way to adapt
US national security and military strategy to the
changing global security environment.® Since
LIC, even when it occurs in regions of peripheral
interest to the United States, can complicate the
attainment of central national security goals,
equal attention must be given to the LIC com-
ponent of our strategy. Even though the fluidity
of the international environment makes it im-
possible to fully develop a new LIC strategy at
this point, work can begin. This should be based
on three imperatives.

Rules of Engagement. First, we must craft
strategic rules of engagement that, at a generic
level, specify when, where and how US power
will be used to manage LIC. Changing US arti-
tudes toward our world role will structure this
process. As the Cold War fades, it is likely that
such attitudes will resemble those of the pre—
Cold War period. Specifically, Americans will
be more idealistic, rejecting the notion that the
enemy of my enemy, however repulsive, is my
friend. In other words, only reforming democra-
cies will deserve our support. It is also likely that
we will see resurgent isolationism. It will take a
threat to a clearly democratic friend to invoke
US reaction, not simply a challenge to a potential
democracy.

These rules of engagement should also reflect
that the emerging international system will not
simply be an old-fashioned multipolar one in
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which four or five great powers dominate, but it
will form a complex web of interrelated regional
balances. US power should be used when a re-
gional balance is in a state of terminal disequilib-
rium and when this disequilibrium threatens
other balances.’ In addition, these rules of en-
gagement must be based on a sense of the life
cycle of LIC. There are certain times when US
power may prove decisive, but there are other
times when a conflict is not yet ripe for resolution
or when the judicious use of US power will be ir-
relevant. “Judicious” is the key word here since,
outside of Mexico, we are unlikely to become
massively involved in any given LIC.
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LIC STRATEGY
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For modernized or rapidly modernizing states, the most immediate

threat is terrorism. For new democracies or fragile dictatorships, the challenge is
insurrection. For underdeveloped authoritarian states or nations with sectarian
conflict, protracted insurgency is a real problem. Clearly, postcontainment US

Strategy must, in some way, respond to all of these.

Integration. The second imperative for US
strategy is integration. Security professionals
and strategists have always recognized that LIC
poses an integrated threat. Military elements
are intertwined with political, economic, social
and psychological elements. For this reason, any
response to LIC needs to be integrated and syn-
chronized.® Military thinking reflects this—
Army doctrine evolved into joint Army/Air
Force doctrine which, in turn, formed the foun-
dation for all-service joint doctrine. This must
continue.

The next logical step is interagency doctrine
and strategy that link military activities to those
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A Soviet-built SA-13 surface—to—air missile
system captured at Libya's Ouadi Doum Air
Base by Chadian forces in 1988. More than
70 T55 tanks and a large variety of other
military equipment were captured

from the Libyan forces that .
had entered Chad. 7
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In the immediate future, the role of nnsuperpower sponsors will increase.

In itself, this is nothing new. For the past decade, South Africa and Libya, for exam-
ple, orchestrated violence in their regions with little linkage to the Cold War. . . . There
are now many regional powers that have the incentive and the ability to encourage,
organize and supply terrorists or insurgents. The capability to manufacture munitions,
which once was limited to the superpowers and their close allies, is widespread.

of the Central Intelligence Agency, the State
Department, the Agency for International De-
velopment, the Arms Control and Disarmament
Agency, the Drug Enforcement Agency, the US
Information Agency, Congress and any other
segment of the government involved with LIC.

Indirectness. The final imperative is indi-
rectness. The military already recognizes that
armed force forms the secondary effort in LIC.”
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When combined with the absence of public
support for direct US involvement, this limits
the US military to providing training, advice,
intelligence and equipment. This indirect role
must certainly continue. But there are avenues
for greater indirectness at the strategic level, es-
pecially in pursuit of truly combined activities.
A number of nations around the world have ex-
tensive experience with, and understanding of,
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the processes of national development, building
a Third World democracy and fighting an insur-
gency. Costa Rica, Botswana, Zimbabwe, Vene-
zuela, Brazil and Thailand come to mind. Advi-
sory teams that combine Americans with
representatives of such states would have much
more to offer nations facing an insurgency than
would Americans alone.

The problems the Third World will face in the
coming decades are immense. Many nations
there will continue to experience economic
stagnation fueled by weak world commodity
prices, a shortage of investment capital, debr,
ecological decay, underdeveloped infrastructure,
population pressure and the absence of available
and appropriate technology.!® The movement
toward democracy that exploded in the 1980s
will experience fits and starts as sectarian con-
flict, terrcrism, economic stagnation, military
involvement in politics and international ten-
sions hinder political reforms. Uneven econom-
ic development and stifled political reform, com-
bined with ever—increasing public demands, will
set the stage for violent conflict.

As Third World conflicts erupt and abate in
amelancholy rhythm, the United States cannot
answer every call for help. We have neither the
ability nor, in the post-Cold War era, the need
to, in John E Kennedy’s words, “pay any price,
bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any

LIC STRATEGY

Army doctrine evolved into
Joint Army/Air Force doctrine which,
in turn, formed the foundation for
all-service joint doctrine. . . . The next
logical step is interagency doctrine and
Strategy that link military activities to
those of the Central Intelligence Agency,
the State Department, the Agency for
International Development . . . and any
other segment of the government
involved with LIC.

friend. .. .” But, when we do act, we must inte-
gratedly and indirectly act. There will be in-
stances when vital global balances are truly
threatened by LIC. Then, too, we must act. But,
in general, conflicts that require US attention
will be rare.

By looking at the future of LIC as much as its
past, we can be prepared for these rare instances
when we must become involved in LIC. The
past is a guide on how not to act, but the essential
nature of LIC is changing so dramatically that it
offers only a limited indication of how to act.
Knowing not to repeat mistakes does not alone
tell how to solve a problem. That is a task for
imaginative and visionary strategic thinkers. Let
us hope that we have them. MR
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