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Why “Insider” Violence
Has Risen in Afghanistan

hy has there been a rapid
increase in so-called
green-on-blue attacks in
Afghanistan since 2011?
Put otherwise, why are members of the
Afghan National Army (ANA) and Afghan
National Police (ANP) increasingly target-
ing coalition forces? I argue that, while
personally held individual-level motiva-
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tions for attacks play a role, the underlying
and systematic root cause of the relative
increase in these attacks is a lack of coun-
terinsurgent control over the territory and
population of Afghanistan.

An Overview
First, the problem currently confront-
ing coalition forces in Afghanistan is a
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growing absolute and relative number of so-
called green-on-blue attacks in recent years.
Second, the growth of the indigenous secu-
rity apparatus and lack of counterinsurgent
control of the population and territory of
Afghanistan are the most relevant variables
in determining the increase in the relative
rate of insider attacks. Third, a framework
that systematizes the relationship between
Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF)
growth, counterinsurgent control over the
population and territory of Afghanistan, and
the occurrence of green-on-blue or insider
attacks is offered. Finally, by using the
proposed framework, it is possible to diag-
nose the source of the current problem and
provide a prognosis for what will likely occur
as Western forces begin to withdraw from
the Afghan theater in 2014. In particular, I
maintain that the source of this problem is
one of sequencing. The United States and
International Security Assistance Force
(ISAF) expanded the indigenous security
capacity before the span of counterinsurgent
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Table. Escalating Trend in Green-on-Blue (“Insider”) Attacks

2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
Green-on-blue fatalities per
year (% of all fatalities in 2(<1) 12 (2) 16 (2) 35 (6) 61 (15)
parentheses)
Green-on-blue injuries per 3 1 1 34 81
year
Total insider attacks per year 2 5 5 16 a4
Total estimated ANSF near 147,910 | 195,089 | 266,389 | 323,410 | 344,108
year’s end
Ratio of green-on-blue attacks | ;. 73 955 | 1:39,018 | 1:53,278 | 1:20,213 | 1:7,821
to average ANSF size

Sources: Bill Roggio and Lisa Lundquist, “Green-on-Blue Attacks in Afghanistan: The Data,” The Long War Journal, August
23, 2012. Figures on the size of the Afghan National Security Forces were taken from lan S. Livingston and Michael
O’Hanlon, Afghanistan Index (Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, May 16, 2012), 6.

control over the territory and population
was broad enough to limit the ability of the
insurgency to coerce individuals into under-
taking insider attacks.! Moreover, as Western
forces withdraw approaching 2014, the
problem of insider attacks is likely to grow
even more pronounced.

Examining the Problem

Current U.S. and ISAF policy in
Afghanistan places a large emphasis on
building up the indigenous security appara-
tus of the Afghan state, including both the
ANA and the ANP. For example, Seth Jones,
a RAND Corporation expert on Afghani-
stan, posits, “The United States should focus
its resources on developing capabilities that
help improve the capacity of the indigenous
government and its security forces to wage
counterinsurgency warfare.”? Likewise, the
preeminent counterinsurgency theorist
David Kilcullen notes, “The essential stra-
tegic problem for Western intervention in
Afghanistan is . . . less about directly defeat-
ing the Taliban and more about building an
Afghan state that can handle the Taliban.”
Indeed, General Stanley McChrystal’s “Com-
mander’s Initial Assessment” of the war in
Afghanistan insists that to achieve success
in Afghanistan, both the quantity and the
quality of the ANA and ANP need to rise.*

Both the United States and ISAF have
signaled that they will withdraw their troops
in 2014. To compensate for the diminished
international presence, the United States
and ISAF have invested considerable time,
money, and resources into building up the
ANSF. Indeed, since the end of 2003 when
the total ANSF consisted of approximately
6,000 personnel, both the ANA and the ANP
have grown significantly. By March 2012,
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the total number of ANSF personnel, includ-
ing forces from the Ministry of Defense

and Ministry of the Interior, had grown to
some 344,000.° Despite problems of person-
nel retention and overall troop quality, the
ANSEF has grown quite rapidly.

Yet concomitant with the rise in
security forces is a rise in green-on-blue
attacks—attacks where Afghan security
forces (also known as “insiders”) target
coalition personnel. By September 2012,
for example, Afghan security forces killed
18 British soldiers, while a roughly equal
number were wounded in similar attacks.®
Indeed, according to some fairly comprehen-
sive statistics compiled by Long War Journal,
72 green-on-blue attacks occurred from
2008 to the end of 2012. Of all the casual-
ties suffered by coalition forces in 2012, an
estimated 15 percent were caused by Afghan
forces attacking U.S. and ISAF personnel.
As outlined in the accompanying table, the
absolute number of green-on-blue attacks
has been escalating since 2008, with more
insider attacks and more coalition fatalities
each year.

Given the expansion of the ANSF, an
absolute increase in the number of insider
attacks would be expected, as more soldiers
lead to more chances for insider attacks, just
as larger cities tend to have more murders
and violent crimes. In this sense, at least part
of the increase in green-on-blue attacks is,
as British Brigadier General Doug Chalmers
points out, “statistical.”® What matters more
in some ways is the relative rate of green-on-
blue attacks, or the number of insider attacks
that occur relative to the number of Afghan
security personnel. As illustrated in row 5
of the table, the relative number of attacks
has been growing as well, with the ratio of

attacks to ANSF personnel growing steadily
worse. For example, the ratio of green-on-
blue attacks to soldiers fell from 1 attack for
73,955 ANSF personnel in 2008 to a startling
1 green-on-blue attack for 7,821 ANSF per-
sonnel in 2012. This means that in addition
to an increase in the absolute number of
attacks in recent months, the relative rate of
attacks against coalition forces is rising as
well. This trend begs the question of why.

Causes

In general, the rise in the fotal number
of insider attacks against coalition forces
is, T argue, a function of two variables:
the number of indigenous troops and the
extent of counterinsurgency control in
Afghanistan. These variables interact to
produce higher levels of insider attacks in
both absolute and relative terms. The expan-
sion of the indigenous security capacity of
the Afghan state contributes primarily to
the absolute increase in attacks. A low and
potentially waning span of counterinsurgent
control over the territory and population of
Afghanistan contributes to the relative rise
in attacks that have occurred since 2008.

At its core, the growing number of
indigenous security personnel contributes
to a higher absolute level of green-on-blue
violence through personally held individual-
level motivations, which are highly variable
but can range from comparatively simple
grievances over U.S. and ISAF actions to full-
blown allegiance to the Taliban insurgency.
As highlighted in row three of the table, the
absolute number of green-on-blue attacks
is rising. Moreover, for any given baseline
level of discontent with U.S. and ISAF forces
among the Afghan population, the growth
of the ANSF should result in more people
within the security apparatus who want to
attack coalition forces.” For instance, Lieu-
tenant Colonel Charlie Maconochie writes,
“The catalyst for the majority of insider
attacks appears to be a mix of personal griev-
ances, cultural disparities and psychological
distress. The largely unreported number
of attacks by Afghan soldiers on their own
forces bears this out.” Individually held
grievances provide the motive, but the
expansion of the ANSF must happen before
an aggrieved individual has an opportunity
to enter the Afghan security apparatus to
then undertake an attack.

An expanding number of indigenous
security personnel also means more poten-
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tial for insurgent infiltration. For example,
Mullah Mohammad Omar, the leader of the
Taliban, reportedly claimed on August 16,
2012, that the perpetrators of many of the
green-on-blue attacks were “cleverly infil-
trated in the ranks of the enemy according
to the plan given to them last year.”"! Invari-
ably, a larger security apparatus spreads thin
the counterinsurgency’s finite resources for
screening, monitoring, and controlling new
recruits, which makes increased insurgent
infiltration more likely.

In these myriad ways, rapidly building
up the ANSF contributes to an increased
number of insider acts. Yet the evidence over
the 2008 to 2011 period suggests that the
baseline level of grievances within the Afghan
population is declining. Moreover, accord-
ing to annual surveys conducted by the Asia
Pacific Foundation, from 2008 through 2011
at the national level, an increasing number
of Afghans indicated that Afghanistan is
heading in the “right” direction." In 2008,
only 38 percent of respondents indicated that
the country was heading in the right direc-
tion. This number grew to 42 percent in 2009,
47 percent in 2010, and 46 percent in 2011.
Admittedly, the number of people expressing
the view that the country was moving in the
wrong direction rose to 35 percent in 2011,
but only after declining from 32 percent in
2008 to 27 percent in 2010. Basically, at one
level at least, the national statistics imply
that the baseline level of grievance is likely
improving over time, which means that
it cannot really account for the relative
increase in green-on-blue attacks in recent
years. If anything, as grievances decline, the
relative rate of insider attacks against U.S.
and ISAF soldiers should decline, which is
the opposite of what is happening.

Overall, more indigenous security
forces will likely lead to more green-on-blue
attacks because more aggrieved people
will enter the security apparatus and there
will be more chances for direct insurgent
infiltration. However, normalized around
the number of security forces on active duty,
the relative rate of attacks likely would not
change unless the baseline level of grievances
in the local population changed for the worse
or U.S. and ISAF screening measures were
overwhelmed by an influx of new recruits.
As the data presented at least tentatively
illustrate, grievances are diminishing over
time at the national level even as the relative
number of green-on-blue attacks is rising.
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others to follow and renounce their affiliation with insurgency

The most likely driver of the relative
increase in green-on-blue attacks is the
changing span of counterinsurgent control
over the population and territory of Afghan-
istan.” The level of control that a counter-
insurgency can exercise in a territorial area
affects the actions of both the population
and the insurgency.* People generally col-
laborate with the counterinsurgency in areas
of high counterinsurgent control and refuse
to do so in contested or insurgent-controlled
areas because the population fears it will be
punished by insurgents. If the occurrence
of security incidents is taken as a proxy
for the extent of counterinsurgent control,
the scope of control exercised by ISAF, the
United States, and the Afghan government
is fairly minimal and perhaps even growing
worse over time, as security incidents are
rising yearly in many parts of the country.”
Waning counterinsurgent control over the
territory and population is problematic
because it places a systematic constraint on
the allegiance of both incoming and current
ANSEF personnel.

Generally, as the counterinsurgent’s
span of control over the territory and popu-
lation in Afghanistan declines over time, the
ability of the insurgency to credibly threaten
and punish the population increases. As the
vulnerability of ANSF recruits’ families and
dependents rises, so does the degree to which
ANA and ANP personnel are susceptible
to being coerced into launching an attack
against coalition forces.' Indeed, General
John Allen of the U.S. Marine Corps recently
conceded that roughly 15 percent of insider
attacks are attributable to Taliban coercion
of the security personnel or their families.””
Hence, the limited span of counterinsurgent
control in Afghanistan coupled with the
expanding size of the indigenous security
capacity result in higher levels of insider
attacks in both absolute and relative terms.

Framework for Diagnosis
and Prognosis

Higher levels of green-on-blue attacks
are caused by two factors: growing indigenous
troop levels and limited counterinsurgent
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Figure. Indigenous Security Capacity, Counterinsurgent Control,
and Occurrence of Insider Attacks on Coalition Personnel
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control. The mechanism that transforms
expanding indigenous troop levels into
increased insider attacks is the individual-
level motivations of recruits and current
personnel. More indigenous troops mean
more opportunities for disaffected individuals
to join the ANSF and target coalition forces.
Likewise, a larger ANSF recruitment process
results in a greater chance that insurgents will
be able to infiltrate the process. An increase
in indigenous troop levels is therefore defi-
nitely related to higher levels of green-on-blue
attacks in an absolute sense. All else being
equal, as the size of Afghanistan’s indigenous
security apparatus increases, so will the total
number of insider attacks.

The span of counterinsurgency
control over the territory and population of
Afghanistan involves the extent to which
factors external to the individual—primarily
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the insurgency’s ability to coerce individuals
through their families and dependents—can
motivate a member of the Afghan security
apparatus to launch a green-on-blue attack.
When counterinsurgent control is low, the
dependents and families of ANSF members
are vulnerable to coercion and can be cred-
ibly threatened by the insurgency. In that
sense, counterinsurgent control is negatively
related to more insider attacks. All else being
equal, as the forces of the counterinsurgency
expand their span of control over more of
the territory and population of Afghanistan,
the relative number of green-on-blue attacks
should fall.

The accompanying figure outlines the
relationship between expanding indigenous
force size (z-axis), counterinsurgent control
(x-axis), and insider or green-on-blue
attacks (y-axis or dependent variable).’

Given that a large number of indigenous
troops is necessary for Western forces to
leave Afghanistan, counterinsurgency
control represents the most important axis.
In zone A of the figure, the lowest value

on the counterinsurgent control axis is
represented—meaning that the counterin-
surgency controls the lowest amount of the
territory and population of Afghanistan.
Assuming that indigenous troops are at

a medium to high level, low counterin-
surgent control results in a higher level of
insider attacks—a high value on the y-axis.
If counterinsurgent control expands—a
movement to the right on the x-axis—then
for any given level of indigenous security
capacity, the number of insider attacks
should fall. Indeed, if counterinsurgent
control of Afghanistan approached a
maximum value, then even the highest
level of indigenous troop levels would not
necessarily lead to higher levels of green-
on-blue attacks.

In some ways, counterinsurgent
control can be furthered by increasing
indigenous troop levels, so the x- and z-axes
are not completely independent. However, a
counterinsurgency’s span of control over ter-
ritory and population is the product of more
than just security force levels, so a move-
ment along the z-axis (growing indigenous
troop levels) will not necessarily produce a
similar movement along the x-axis (growing
counterinsurgent control).” This means that
an expansion of the counterinsurgency’s
span of control will usually lag indigenous
troop development. In the context of the
framework in the figure, there will be a
movement along the z-axis (increased
indigenous troops) that is greater than the
movement along the x-axis (increased coun-
terinsurgent control). The implication is that
there will also be an increase upward along
the y-axis, resulting in more green-on-blue
attacks.

In sum, for any given level of indig-
enous troops, the smaller the span of coun-
terinsurgent control of the territory and
population, the higher the relative number
of insider attacks. Conversely, the higher the
level of counterinsurgent control, the lower
the level of insider attacks.

Policy Conclusions

The proposed framework for under-
standing the drivers of green-on-blue attacks
has both diagnostic and prognostic implica-
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tions. In particular, the framework can diag-
nose why there is currently an upswing in
the relative number of green-on-blue attacks.
It can also provide rough predictions of what
will happen as Western countries reduce
their presence in Afghanistan in 2014.

Diagnostically, the framework has
interesting implications for both current and
future state-building and counterinsurgency
efforts. It suggests that absent a sufficiently
high level of counterinsurgent control of the
population and territory of an area of opera-
tion, building indigenous security capacity is
likely to result in a growing relative number
of insider attacks. This diagnosis fits with
what is currently happening in Afghanistan.
While the indigenous security capacity of
the Afghan state has grown significantly,
the span of counterinsurgent control of the
territory and population has likely waned
or at least remained fairly low. The result is
a growing relative number of green-on-blue
attacks as the insurgency is able to coerce
individuals within the ANSF into undertak-
ing insider attacks.

For current and future indigenous
capacity development, the proposed frame-
work suggests that increasing the span of
counterinsurgent control must precede
any significant expansion in indigenous
security capacity. Otherwise, higher levels
of green-on-blue attacks are likely. To the
extent the framework accurately describes
the relationship between counterinsurgent
control, indigenous security capacity, and
green-on-blue attacks, it is clear that the
need to develop indigenous capacity before
handing over all security operations to the
ANSF by 2014 has resulted in a rapid move-
ment along the z-axis without a preceding
or concomitant movement along the x-axis.
The result, as expected, is an increased and
rising number of green-on-blue attacks.

The framework can also provide a
prognosis about what will happen with
green-on-blue attacks as Western forces
withdraw. Obviously, as the number
of Western troops declines, the ability
for ANSF personnel to launch attacks
on Western counterinsurgents will fall.
However, ANSF forces might still be targeted
by elements within the indigenous security
apparatus and the logic, as outlined in the
framework above, should still apply. Since
the span of counterinsurgent control over
the population and territory of Afghanistan
will likely decrease as Western forces are
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withdrawn, the predicted expectation would
be that the number of intrasecurity force
attacks (green-on-blue and green-on-green)
should probably rise further still.

Overall, the framework developed here
has implications for both future counterin-
surgency missions and the ongoing mission
in Afghanistan. Counterinsurgent control of
the population and territory of a theater of
operations is crucial in limiting green-on-
blue attacks because it minimizes the exter-
nal motivator of such attacks, which revolves
around the insurgency’s ability to coerce
the families and dependents of indigenous
forces into launching attacks. Put another
way, building up the ANSF without first
establishing a high enough level of effec-
tive control over Afghanistan has resulted
in another avenue through which the
insurgency is able to attack coalition forces.
Counterinsurgency is a slow, tiresome busi-
ness, and attempting to build indigenous
forces without first beginning to win the war
simply results in more problems. JFQ
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