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Waging 
Wars Where War 
Feeds Itself
Col. Erik A. Claessen, Belgian Army

Members of Egypt’s leading opposition group, the April 
6 Youth Movement, light flares and shout anti-Muslim 
Brotherhood slogans 6 April 2013 during a rally in front 
of the prosecutor general’s office in Cairo. Thousands of 
activists took to the streets to mark the fifth anniversary 
of the founding of the group and to push a long list of de-
mands on then President Mohamed Morsi, including the 
formation of a more inclusive government, amid a wors-
ening economy. (Photo by Amr Nabil, Associated Press)
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In 2011, Robert Gates concisely answered the ques-
tion, “Which of the world’s hot spots is the Army 
least prepared for?” In his opinion, “Any future 

defense secretary who advises the president to again 
send a big American land army into Asia or into the 
Middle East or Africa should ‘have his head examined,’ as 
General MacArthur so delicately put it.”1 He furthermore 
stated that “the Army also must confront the reality that 
the most plausible, high-end scenarios for the U.S. mili-
tary are primarily naval and air engagements.”2

Seven years have passed during which dramatic 
sociopolitical evolutions have swept through the regions 
Gates mentioned in his speech. This allows us to subject 
his observations to a reality check.

Regarding the nature of contemporary American 
military interventions, he has been spot on. These 
operations were primarily naval and air engagements, 
as shown by operations in Libya, Syria, and Iraq. They 
were also very effective and produced quick results at 
almost zero casualties. The only problem is that they did 
not achieve the results that the U.S. government desired. 
After Mu’ammar Gaddhafi’s death, Libya descended 
into a civil war that spilled over to Mali. In eastern Syria 
and northern Iraq, the decision not to deploy U.S. Army 
forces in large numbers allowed Kurdish factions to act 
as proxies. The political and diplomatic recognition they 
derived from their successes on the ground greatly irri-
tated Turkey, a key NATO ally. In western Syria, Iranian 
Pasdaran (Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps) and 
Lebanese Hezbollah fighters roam at will in support of 
Bashar al-Assad’s regime under the protection of Russian 
fighter jets. Of course, this does not necessarily mean that 
the presence of Army forces on the ground would have 
led to a more successful conflict termination.

The question is, “What is significant about the regions 
Robert Gates men-
tioned in his speech?” 
The answer lies in the 
fact that in large swaths 
of Asia, the Middle 
East, and Africa, wars 
feed themselves.

Crumbling 
Natural States

Most countries that 
constitute these regions 

are not stable democracies but crumbling natural states. 
As Douglass North stated,

The logic of the natural state follows from its 
method for coping with the problem of vio-
lence. Individuals and groups with access to 
violence form a dominant coalition, granting 
one another special privileges. These privi-
leges—including limited access to organiza-
tions, valuable activities, and assets—create 
rents. By limiting access to these privileges, 
members of the dominating coalition create 
credible incentives to cooperate rather than 
fight among themselves.3

Put simply, the regime of a natural state is blatantly cor-
rupt. However, this simplification hides the subtle mecha-
nisms that stabilize this type of social order. Contrary to a 
competitive open market economy, the primary objective 
of a rentier economy is not to maximize wealth but to 
stabilize the state. Commerce takes the shape of a juxta-
position of rent-generating monopolies that the regime 
grants to or withholds from individuals at its discretion. To 
enforce limitations on access to economic resources and 
opportunities, the regime fields “specialists in violence.”4 
The rents benefit a wealthy elite, who make up approxi-
mately 20 percent of the population, while the remaining 
80 percent survive at subsistence level. Subsidies that keep 
the price of vital necessities low guarantee the acquiescence 
of this vast underprivileged majority.

Natural states emerge organically out of a more 
primitive social order based on tribes or warlords and do 
not need a constitution.5 A person’s power and influence 
depends on his or her loyalty to the regime. Democracies 
and open access economies do need constitutions, 
because their development hinges on citizenship, the 
concept that everyone is equal under the law. As North 
stated, “The move from the natural state to an open ac-
cess order is therefore a move from the world of privileges 
and personal exchange to one of rights and impersonal 
exchange.”6 Decades of stability operations show that this 
move is not easy to make or to impose.

The events we now describe as the Arab Spring point 
to a crisis of the natural state. Mass demonstrations in 
Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Yemen, and Syria shook the foun-
dations of the political regimes ruling these natural states. 
However, the outcome of these events was not the erup-
tion of democracy many expected but rather a descent 
into a more primitive tribal order.
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The main cause of the crisis is that natural states are 
not adept at creating wealth. Their economic growth is 
much lower than the demographic expansion of their 
population and the increased cost of political oppres-
sion. Because elites enjoy privileged access to economic 
sectors, they have no incentive to stay ahead of com-
petitors. The resulting inefficiencies stifle economic 
growth. Moreover, the subsidies, which are used to 
keep the price of vital necessities (e.g., food) within 
reach of the vast majority that live at subsistence level, 
eradicate employment in labor-intensive sectors like 
agriculture and small retail. The result is massive un-
employment and migration from rural to urban areas. 
In turn, this increases the cost of keeping the masses 
at the subsistence level. While rural populations rely 
heavily on land to survive, urban dwellers depend on 
expensive services like sewage, running water, electric-
ity, and trash collection. Because the quality of these 
services leaves much to be desired, the most entrepre-
neurial youth leave the country. The resulting diaspora 
provides the remaining population with social reform-
ist ideas and remittances, leading to the emergence of 
resistance organizations. Consequently, the specialists 
in violence, in which the regime’s power depends on, 

are increasingly overstretched. Urban mass demonstra-
tions are much harder to suppress than rural unrest.7

From Rentier Economy 
to Siege Economy

These evolutions are not new. The civil war that 
ravaged Algeria during the 1990s had similar causes. In 
the end, the regime prevailed because the rebels reached 
utter exhaustion. Based on sieges, a self-sustaining com-
bination of fighting and commerce is the new, emerging 
development. The profitable character of modern siege 
warfare precludes the exhaustion of belligerents and 

Afghan dealers exchange currency at a money market 11 November 
2012 in Kandahar Province, Afghanistan. Such money markets fre-
quently employ hawala, a traditional system of money transfer used 
extensively in the Middle East and Africa, to move large amounts of 
money without transferring them either physically or via wire transfer 
through a formal institution such as a bank.  Under the system, an agent 
receives money from a customer at one location, who then—for a small 
fee—instructs an agent at a different location to pay that amount to a 
designated recipient of funds at a different location. Since the system is 
relatively informal, consummated by a handshake, it is difficult to moni-
tor. As a result, it is often used by terrorists or other nefarious agents to 
transfer funds globally. (Photo by Ahmad Nadeem, Reuters)
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perpetuates the conflict. Put otherwise, the war feeds 
itself. This also changes the notions of “victory” and 
“defeat” as respectively being the successful and di-
sastrous conclusion of war. In a war that feeds itself, 
victory means prospering during the war; and although 
the destruction of a belligerent still equals defeat for 
them, it does not end the war. As long as the war exists 
as a profitable business model, other belligerents will 
replace those destroyed. In this situation, the main 
problem of conflict termination is the opposition by 
spoilers. Spoilers are “leaders and parties who believe 
that the emerging peace threatens their power, world 
view, and interests and who use violence to undermine 
attempts to achieve it.”8 Their actions protract conflicts 
and inflate force requirements. The Army is least pre-
pared for campaigns and operations in regions where 
wars feed themselves because it is near impossible to 
maintain the permanence necessary “to conduct opera-
tions that make enduring the often temporary effects of 
other kinds of operations.”9

To prepare for operations in such hot spots, the Army 
must develop a strategy that invalidates the besiegers’ 
business model while requiring only a limited military 

deployment. To substantiate this thesis, it is necessary to 
analyze the conceptual logic of modern sieges.

Throughout history, the military objective of sieges 
has been to force the besieged city into surrender. By 
contrast, present-day sieges aim at squeezing all forms 
of wealth out of the beleaguered area. Modern besiegers 
operate a set of checkpoints that constrain the transport 
of goods into and out of this territory. To motivate the 
fighters who guard the checkpoints, they allow them to 
extract bribes from people who want to cross. Because the 
fighters benefit personally, they defend their posts against 

A man pours crude oil into a tank inside a make-shift refinery 13 Jan-
uary 2015 in the Aleppo countryside of Syria. From the outset of its 
early territorial expansion over parts of Syria and Iraq, the Islamic State 
(IS) funded itself largely by extracting and refining oil from fields it had 
seized and either selling it locally or exporting it over the Turkish bor-
der for international sale. The oil sale proceeds were used to support 
its military actions as well as its efforts to administer the territory it was 
trying to incorporate into its new caliphate. As a result, both Russian 
and U.S. forces made attacking IS oil refineries and convoys, as well as 
its financial offices, a high priority in order to undercut IS’s ability to 
sustain itself financially. (Photo by Nour Kelze, Reuters)
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any form of attack and do not desert them. As such, the 
whole operation is low risk, costs next to nothing, and 
requires very little command and control.

Furthermore, the besieger creates profits by “licens-
ing” smugglers. In Syria, for instance, “Businessmen can 
buy contracts from the highest levels of the regime in 
order to have an effective monopoly over the supply of 
a certain good into the besieged area.”10 These smugglers 
bring vital, but cheap, products like fuel and food into 
the area and move expensive goods—like cars or electri-
cal appliances—out of the area. One would expect the 
proceeds from the siege economy to be limited, but this 
is not the case in Syria. Besieged residents are “able to 
pay for these goods as a result of money transfers from 
relatives or connections living outside the besieged area.”11 
In Yemen, residents use similar systems:

Although the banking system has been se-
verely damaged by the war, overland trade is 
facilitated by existing and new hawala mon-
ey-transfer networks … Businessmen involved 
in overland trade collect earnings and curren-
cy from expatriate Yemenis who hope to send 
money home.12

Modern money transfer systems allow the flow of 
funds to all corners of the world, even those under assault.

Paradoxically, the defenders of the confined area 
also benefit from the siege. Smugglers need security to 
prevent the looting of contraband they bring into the 
area. Defenders provide this in exchange for payment. 
Some defenders find niches in the smuggling business 
themselves by digging tunnels. Others divert interna-
tional humanitarian aid. One resident of the Ghouta 
area concisely illustrated the changed character of 
siege warfare by stating,

There is no siege, this is a lie. How can there 
be a siege when the head of Islam Army [Jaish 
al-Islam] can go in and out of Ghouta several 
times this year and appear in Turkey and Saudi 
Arabia … There are arrangements in place to 
suck the best out of this area, allowing certain 
actors to benefit, while civilians suffer.13

In the end, the focus of the conflict evolved from 
military to economic objectives.

The siege economy creates new elites and dynamics. 
Contrary to a rentier economy, managers do not gain po-
sitions of influence based on regime affiliation. In a siege 
economy, managers need real skill (or shrewdness) in 

their trade. Likewise, faced with the threat of starvation, 
the trapped residents do everything they can to increase 
their productivity. In a functioning natural state, food is 
subsidized and therefore unprofitable to cultivate. During 
a siege, residents use every square foot of arable land 
and transform rooftops into vegetable gardens.14 Sieges 
unleash the creativity of all the actors involved. To inval-
idate the siege warfare’s business model, the Army needs 
to find a way to leverage this unleashed creativity and 
self-organization with only a limited military presence.

Breaking the Siege
The best way to limit military presence is to decline 

responsibility for wide area security in a conflict area. 
Although wide area security once figured prominently 
in Army doctrine, recent conflicts have shown that it is 
impossible to provide in vast, densely populated areas.15 

This reality dawned on Gates at the start of his tenure, 
when he had to make a decision he later called one of 
the most difficult in his career: the extension of “Army 
combat tours from 12 to 15 months, including for units 
that had spent less than a year at home.”16 The strong 
demographic growth in Africa and the Middle East will 
only exacerbate this situation. The proliferation of sieges 
shows that land warfare is no longer about wide area 
security but controlling flows, corridors, and gateways. In 
an urbanized world, “territorial rule becomes a tactical 
option rather than a strategic necessity.”17 This does not 
mean that the Army has to revert to sieges itself. On the 
contrary, the Army needs to develop the ability to break 
sieges by imposing open access.

Urbanization and global trade have changed the 
sociopolitical geography. The concept of imposed open 
access takes these changes into account. Deborah Cowen 
argues, “New boundaries of belonging are drawn around 
spaces of circulation. These ‘pipelines’ of flows are not 
only displacing the borders of national territoriality but 
also recasting the geographies of law and violence.”18 A 
sense of belonging can be stronger in an urban neighbor-
hood than its surrounding rural areas. The reason is that 
the circulation of people, information, goods, and funds 
between a mega urban neighborhood and the rest of the 
world is more important than the circulation between 
that neighborhood and the surrounding countryside.19

By laying siege, modern hostile forces restrict travel 
while cutting and simultaneously exploiting the phys-
ical link and informational and financial ties between 
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communities, their diasporas, and the global economy. 
Conversely, imposed open access encourages travel and 
restores the physical link between neighborhoods and the 
global economy while simultaneously leveraging a sense 
of belonging between communities and their diasporas.

Military control of gateways is crucial to the 
success of imposed open access. The gateway can be a 
seaport, an airport, a multimodal transport node, or 
a combination of these three elements. Its two main 
characteristics are first: (1) the high level of security 
in the area where logistic activities take place and (2) 
the massive volume of undisrupted throughput that 
it can handle between the urbanized conflict area and 
the global economy. Military control of gateways sets 
the material conditions for achieving the main objec-
tive: imposed open access.

The primary purpose of imposed open access is to 
lower and maintain contention at a level that local 
police forces can handle. In megacities, it is impos-
sible to attain this objective by military power. It is, 
however, easily achievable by administrative effec-
tiveness, or—put differently—by urban policies that 
make people happy. The way to achieve this objective 
is to reward emerging initiatives to restart or im-
prove the provisioning of urban essential services. 
The source of these initiatives matters less than its 
speed and effectiveness in generating popular sup-
port. Initiatives that fail to generate popular support, 
or worse, require military protection during their 
development, are not worth pursuing. Worthwhile 
initiatives typically aim at essential urban services, 
social security, health care, education, and upward 
social mobility based on merit and hedonism.

They are best developed by people who are familiar 
with the local culture and language: the urban dwell-
ers, returning refugees, and members of the diaspora. 
There are but three tasks that have to remain within the 
exclusive purview of the military: (1) the protection of 
the gateway, (2) the standoff targeting of checkpoints 
that hinder freedom of movement, and (3) the peri-
odical dislocation of spoilers.20 The reasons are simple. 
First, because megacities are too large to draw subsis-
tence from the surrounding countryside, any disruption 
from its connection to the global economy represents a 
vital threat. Second, to allow the flow of goods through 
the gateway, it is necessary to ensure freedom of move-
ment between the gateway and the city. Third, because 

imposed open access hinges on leveraging creativity, 
which is unleashed by the urge to survive, the militarily 
superior actor has to enforce a mechanism that allows 
the creative to benefit from their talents. This implies the 
periodic dislocation of spoilers who attempt to turn this 
creativity into an easy source of rents.

The military requirement to perform these tasks 
is much lower than those for counterinsurgency or 
nation building because the gateway is the only area 
where land forces establish a permanent presence. The 
protection of the gateway involves providing securi-
ty and averting any type of disruption to the flow of 
goods running through it. These goods make it possible 
to reward administrative effectiveness. Lavish funding 
and the steady inflow of vital necessities, building ma-
terials, machines, tools, and other products will allow 
fast reconstruction in urban conflict areas, where 
self-organization leads to administrative effectiveness. 
Reconstruction will provide jobs, visible progress, and 
hope for a better future. Neighborhoods where spoilers 
are active will fare much worse. Starved from funds 
and cut from the flow of goods, living conditions will 
remain miserable. This will encourage people to vote 
with their feet (i.e., move from poorly to well-admin-
istered neighborhoods). The resulting depopulation of 
the former neighborhoods will isolate spoilers from 
their recruiting and support base.

Dislocating spoilers is an intelligence-driven effort 
of the military to defeat hostile armed organizations 
without establishing a permanent military presence in 
the contested area. Such an operation takes the shape 
of a bold incursion, where spoilers are active with the 
objective to take out ringleaders and destroy critical 
infrastructure like weapon caches and arms produc-
tion facilities, followed by a swift withdrawal back 
into the gateway. By definition, this effort is indecisive 
because defeated spoilers will reemerge in communi-
ties where contention levels remain high. Therefore, 
it is necessary to repeat this type of operation every 
time the spoilers reach a level of military effectiveness 
that allows them to disrupt reconstruction in urban 
conflict areas where contention levels are low.

The civilian requirements for imposed open access 
consist of an urban administration-in-exile, recruit-
ed from refugees and members of the diaspora. An 
administration-in-exile is necessary because the 
restoration of administrative effectiveness requires the 
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presence of many culturally aware, administratively 
capable, and willing people to stay indefinitely, or for 
years on end, in the area affected by the conflict.

Preparation
The military capabilities for imposed open access do 

not differ much from what is already available. For the 
military control of the gateway, they consist of perimeter 
security; access control; and counter-rocket, -artillery, and 
-mortar capabilities. For the targeting of checkpoints, they 
consist of standoff precision engagement capabilities. For 
the periodical dislocation of spoilers, they consist of heavy 
armor and combat engineering capabilities.

However, the Army should divert resources to 
develop the administration-in-exile, the main civilian 
capability for imposed open access. In close coopera-
tion with interagency partners, the Army should re-
cruit a sufficient number of refugees to create a robust 
deployable urban administrative capability. To that 
end, the recruited need to receive training concerning 
the organization of public works, provision of essential 
services, policing, health care management, and other 
administrative skills. Preferably, they would receive 
training as a group with people from the same city of 
origin. As soon as the military conditions for imposed 
open access are met, they can return and leverage ini-
tiatives of postconflict urban self-organization.21

Conclusion
Rapid demographic growth and urbanization have 

led to a crisis of the political system that used to sta-
bilize many countries in Africa, Asia, and the Middle 
East. However, the first signs of its demise—known 
to us as the Arab Spring—have not led to democrati-
zation but a new type of siege warfare that is profit-
able to all belligerents involved and creates a situa-
tion wherein war feeds itself. This evolution turns 
the densely populated regions into the hot spots the 
Army is least prepared for.

To win such conflicts, the Army has to be able to 
break the siege. In close cooperation with interagency 
partners, the Army should divert resources to recruit 
refugees and members of the diaspora from megacities 
that are of strategic importance in countries ravaged by 
conflict. Training in the field of urban administration 
can transform the recruited into an urban administra-
tion-in-exile. By taking military control of gateways 
that link besieged megacities to the global economy, 
land forces set conditions for the administration-in-ex-
ile to return and leverage local initiatives of urban 
self-organization. By rewarding urban administrative 
effectiveness with funding, expertise, and materials for 
reconstruction, land forces and the returning adminis-
tration-in-exile can thus trace a path toward peace by 
making it more profitable than war.   
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