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MR. TIM ROEMER:  How’s everybody?  Everybody well?  Good.  Let’s get 

started.   
 
My name is Tim Roemer.  I’m the president of the Center for National Policy, and 

first of all, on behalf of my staff and the board of directors here at the center, I want to 
welcome you all here.  It’s a beautiful day, when we’ve had so much rain in the last 
couple of weeks, so we’re delighted to see all you in the audience.  And I hope you’ve 
got lots of good questions because we’re going to have – we’ve built in good time for that 
at the end of the session.   

 
We have to – we really try to have timely topics here at the Center for National 

Policy.  We just had Tom Ricks here talking about his latest book, The Gamble, and 
some of the challenges for us in Iraq and Afghanistan.   

 
We couldn’t have a more timely topic or a more interesting speaker for several 

reasons today.  Just coming off the wire about 58 minutes ago, here’s a story from 
Pakistan:  “Pakistan Army wrests town from Taliban killing 80 people.”  The AP 
headline then goes into the first sentence or two:  “Pakistani troops killed 80 militants and 
drove the Taliban from a major urban stronghold on Wednesday,” the Army said.  And 
then, “U.S. planes brought aid for refugees fleeing the fierce fighting across the 
northwest.”   

 
It goes on to talk a little bit more about, “The Army claims that it’s killed about 

1,000 militants and reclaimed swaths of territory recently seized by those militants.  
However, the clashes have prompted some 1.5 million people to flee their homes, a 
humanitarian emergency that could sap Pakistani enthusiasm for similar action against 
the Taliban and al Qaeda sanctuaries near the Afghan border.”   

 
And finally, it says, “U.S. Secretary of State Hillary Clinton announced Tuesday 

that Washington would provide $110 million in immediate humanitarian assistance to 
Pakistan.”   

 
So, I think we’ve timed it well here today with David coming.  It’s important to 

have him here for a couple of reasons.   
 
One, he is one of the world’s premier experts on counterinsurgency and 

insurgency.  He wrote his Ph.D. dissertation on Islamist insurgencies in Indonesia and 
East Timor.  He was an adviser to the QDR at the Department of Defense on low 
intensity conflict.  Many of you probably know him as an advisor to General Petraeus in 
Iraq and his advice on the surge.  He was also an adviser to Secretary Condoleezza Rice.   

 
And then he’s also the author of a brand new book, The Accidental Guerilla 

detailing all the wisdom he’s accumulated through his career.  And I really encourage 



 

 

you all to pick it up.  It’s a great read.  We’ll talk about it a little bit today – from Oxford 
Press.  It came out in the last month and a half.   

 
David is a great guy, as I told you, distinguished in the academic field with a 

Ph.D.  Probably the most interesting description of him however is by Tom Ricks who 
was just here a couple of weeks ago.  Tom says he’s the “Crocodile Dundee” of 
counterinsurgency – (laughter) – coming right from his Australian background.  You can 
call him that when you ask the question, and I think I’ll let him field that one when I 
introduce him.   

 
He’s also recently penned, for many of you that pick up the New York Times 

Sunday session, he’s penned an op-ed piece that’s received a great deal of attention just 
in the last 48 hours talking about the counterinsurgency challenges with Pakistan and the 
APAC region and the drone attacks and whether or not they should continue.  I think 
he’ll probably address that in his comments in the next 20 or 25 minutes.  And again, we 
can follow up with some questions.   

 
So it’s in that context, it’s with a great deal of enthusiasm that I ask you on behalf 

of the Center for National Policy to give a very, very warm welcome to Dr. David 
Kilcullen.  David.  (Applause.)  Good to have you. 

 
MR. DAVID KILCULLEN:  Thank you.  Well, I’m very glad to be here.  I 

thought that I wouldn’t waste a lot of your time by laying out in detail what I say in the 
book.  What I thought I’d do is talk mainly about what is happening in Pakistan right now 
and use that as a sort of vehicle to illustrate some of the broader themes that I do talk 
about in the book.  And I thought what I’d do is only talk for about 25 minutes or so, 
max, and then throw the floor open so that you guys can pick up the issues that are 
interesting to you rather than me kind of trying to guess what those might be.   

 
I actually got the idea for the book when I was in Pakistan.  I was working up in 

the Khyber agency in the FATA with a Frontier Corps escort in 2006.  And one night at 
the end of a very long day in the hills, I’m sitting down with my escort and we’re about to 
have a cup of tea and I mentioned the foreign fighter problem that we had in the area.   

 
And my Frontier Corps commander said “Well, you know, actually we’re the 

foreign fighters here, the Pakistani Army.”  He said, “I’m from Lahore.  My background 
is tank commander.  I’m a Punjabi.  I come from the lowland plains.  We’re up here in 
the Pashtun belt.  I don’t speak the language.  I never came here before.  I’m as much of a 
foreigner here as you are.”  

 
And he said, “You know, al Qaeda have actually been here for 30 years.  They’re 

marrying into the local tribes.  They own businesses.  They have alliances with people.  
They’re the locals.  And we all are the outsiders.”  And he said, “The only way that you 
can tell a local from a guerilla is basically by accident, you know, if you happen to run 
into the guy.”   

 



 

 

And the accidental guerilla is the term that I use to describe about 95 percent of 
the people that we’ve been fighting since 9/11 who are fighting us not because they hate 
the West or because they want to come offensively to the United States or any other 
Western country to attack us, but rather because we are in their area.  We’re in their 
valley or in their village.  We’ve come in and disrupted their way of life and they’re 
pushing back.   

 
And the analogy I use in the book is imagine that burglars move into your 

neighborhood and they intimidate the population.  They set up a little safe haven in some 
house, maybe a deserted house in you neighborhood.  Then after a little while, they go 
and start robbing the rich people’s houses on the other side of town.  If the police turn up 
and they start blowing people’s houses up looking for these burglars, sooner or later the 
whole neighborhood is going to turn against the police and try and push them out.   

 
So what the book says is there’s a real enemy out there, al Qaeda.  It’s a real 

enemy.  It has a global focus.  It’s offensive.  It’s real and it’s dangerous.  But it’s tiny.  
And what we have intended to do is go in with a big sledge hammer trying to find this 
tiny target.  And again, in the Iraq chapter I use the analogy:  we destroyed the haystack 
in order to find the needle.   

 
And where I come down to at the end of the book is that we need to get out of the 

business of invading people’s countries because there’s terrorists there.  We need to take 
a completely different approach, which we can talk about in a little while.  

 
In the case of Pakistan, in the context of the book, I actually go back a little bit 

and I talk about the village of Damadola which is in Bajaur Agency which the Pakistanis 
will tell you is one of their success stories.  That they’ve been fighting in there for the last 
eight months or so and have finally started to do it well.   

 
Bajaur Agency has this village of Damadola, and in January 2006, the United 

States mounted a predator drone strike on a house in Damadola trying to kill Ayman al-
Zawahiri, the number two in al Qaeda.  We didn’t kill him.  We killed 42 women and 
children in the attack.  But we mounted this large-scale hellfire missile attack using 
predator drones on this particular house in Damadola.   

 
And I say, let’s look at the history of this village of Damadola, and I go back to 

Winston Churchill who operated in the same part of the frontier in 1897 during a theme 
called the “great frontier uprising” or the “great frontier war,” as the Pashtuns call it.  
And he operated in this very same valley in Bajaur Agency where the village of 
Damadola is.  

 
And he talks about how they went in there, they were looking for a very small 

click of radical firebrands trying to deal with them, but these guys had successfully 
motivated the whole population to fight the British and they ended up having to destroy 
12 villages in the valley.  They blew them up and the valley was filled with the smoke.  
And he talks in detail about what happened.  And one of those villages was Damadola.   



 

 

 
And if you realize that Western powers have been blowing these people up for 

about 120 years, it gives you a different perspective on what’s been happening in the 
frontier for the last five or six years.  This same village of Damadola has been struck six 
or seven times since that initial strike that I spoke about in January of 2006.  And it’s not 
so much what we have done in this environment that’s alienated the population, it’s the 
interaction between how this very small click of al Qaeda guys operates and how we and 
the Pakistani military have reacted.   

 
So forgive me for giving you Pakistan history 101.  I’m sure most of you know 

this already, but in 1947 when Pakistan was first established, there was a lot of doubt as 
to whether the Pashtun tribes operating in what is now the FATA and possibly the 
western frontier province would actually sign on to be part of Pakistan.   

 
And just after the independence of Pakistan, as Indian troops are invading 

Cashmere, the tribal leaders say to Muhammad Ali Jinnah, the first president of Pakistan, 
hey listen, we’re not going to be part of this.  We don’t want to be part of the future state 
of Pakistan.   

 
And he has an emergency meeting with them and does a deal.  And he says look, 

here’s the deal, we want you to not only remain part of Pakistan, we want you to help us 
fight the infidel Indians.  In return for that, we will not exercise Pakistani law in your 
territory, we’ll levy no taxes, and we’ll continue the operation of a thing called the 
Frontier Crimes Regulation which was invented by the British which basically says that 
Pakistani law doesn’t apply going within 100 yards of any road in the FATA.  So 
basically, we’re going to leave you guys completely self-administering, run your own 
affairs.  We will not get in there and he promised, the Pakistani Army will never come in 
and attack you.    

 
Now, in the 100 years that the British – or 98 years that the British controlled that 

part of British India, on average, the British Army went into the FATA area once every 
year for a punitive operation.  But from 1947, when Jinnah struck that deal until 2002, the 
Pakistani military never went into the FATA on a fighting basis.  They operated in there 
with the tribes and they had the Frontier Corps and the levies and the police and all sorts 
of guys in there, but the main Pakistani Army never attacked the tribes.   

 
And in fact, you could see the control system of the frontier as being underpinned 

by this unspoken sanction which was basically, hey, tribal leaders, you sit down quietly 
under the Maleks and the political agents in this indirect rule system and we won’t 
interfere with you.  But if you cause trouble, the Army is going to come in and they’re 
going to kick your ass.  And that’s the basic underlying sort of political pact that was in 
place.  That was really heavily undermined during the ’80s, but they never broke that rule 
of going in and fighting.   

 
In September 2002, a year after 9/11, for the very first time in the Tirah Valley 

campaign, the Pakistani Army actually went into the tribal areas on a war footing and 



 

 

attacked the tribes looking for al Qaeda, and they did that at our behest.  So the U.S. 
essentially pushed the Musharraf government to break this deal.   

 
Now, all would have been well if the Pakistani Army had actually been able to 

deliver on either dealing with al Qaeda or defeating tribes.  But actually, they went in 
there, they fought the tribes and they lost.  So they actually called their own bluff.  So the 
deal was, you’ve got to sit down quietly or we’re going to come in and kick your ass.  
The tribes get restive, we come in, we lose.  Well, what happens now?  So the tribes now 
don’t respect the military.   

 
And the military then compounds the problem in a thing called the Shakai Peace 

Agreement which put an end to the fighting in that area where a Pakistani general went 
up to the area and negotiated directly with the militants rather than tribal leaders, 
embraced the militant leader Nek Muhammad in public, put a garland of flowers around 
his neck and swore eternal peace and friendship between the militant group, which is now 
Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, the Pakistani Taliban, and the Pakistani government.   

 
The peace deal broke down within 10 days.  But a lot of the damage was done 

politically because all those tribal leaders who hadn’t sided with the militants were now 
sidelined.  And then the Pakistani Army got into a series of operations which have roared 
ever since then.  We can talk about it in nauseating detail if you want, but the pattern is 
always basically the same:  they go in, they fight the tribes, they lose, they make a peace 
deal to cover themselves, and they back out claiming success and the militants get – 
(inaudible).  This has happened several times.   

 
In September 2006, probably the most egregious example, they did a deal in 

North Waziristan with the Afghan and Pakistani Taliban which resulted in a brief lull in 
Waziristan but it also resulted in a seasonally adjusted spike of 600 percent in the number 
of infiltrators coming to Afghanistan.  I was working in Nuristan, northeastern 
Afghanistan at that time and we suddenly started to see a much higher quality and 
number of infiltrators coming across the border from Pakistan as a direct result of this 
deal.   

 
So what does it all mean?  Well, in essence, we have this accidental guerrilla 

cycle working at the local level.  The military go in, they take a coercive and very violent 
approach which alienates the population and cements the position of a small group of 
extremists in that environment.  Everybody pushes back against them and in the case of 
the Pakistanis, they lose them back out.  In other environments around the world, the 
pattern sometimes ends differently.  We just see the same cycle.   

 
Now, just to conclude my remarks, in the book, I talk about the fact that there’s 

actually a different way to do this and it involves making partners of local groups and 
working with them to push the bad guys out.   

 
Whenever a small click of radicals, which is what’s happened in Afghanistan and 

Iraq and various other places, whenever they move into an environment and take over, 



 

 

they dispossess an existing elite, an existing establishment.  So there is a whole tribal 
establishment up there in the FATA that hates al Qaeda, hates the Taliban and wants to 
get back into the game.  They’re the people we’re bombing right now.  We’ve never gone 
and tried to actually make promises with them.   

 
But in Iraq, when I was there with General Petraeus, we saw a very similar 

dynamic in al Anbar where the tribal leaders had been dispossessed by al Qaeda and al 
Qaeda was leading the tribes on a path to destruction.  And so we went out and partnered 
with the tribal leadership, and we said, this is crazy.  These guys are getting you killed.  
You want us out of your province?  We want to be out of your province.  The way to 
make this thing work is let’s make it peaceful, then we come back out, you guys help us 
against al Qaeda, we’ll protect you.   

 
And we made a series of local deals with tribal groups which allowed us to 

basically gain enough tribal allies to push al Qaeda out of there and secure the 
environment.   

 
If you think back to how we did in 2001 and how we toppled the Taliban in 10 

weeks, you can actually see a very similar pattern in that model.  Right after we toppled 
the Taliban, we were all very pleased with ourselves.   

 
And you can remember, Donald Rumsfeld said, this is transformational.  It 

changes the rules of warfare.  What we have is a small elite group of Special Forces on 
the ground and the massive effort of U.S. air power and intelligence surveillance and 
reconnaissance from space are giving us the ability to strike anything we can see and see 
everything and that allows us to basically do stuff that was never possible before in the 
history of warfare.   

 
And General Franks, who was also very pleased with himself, wrote in his 

memoirs that he had the godlike perspective that Homer gave to his heroes because of the 
level of intelligence support.  I would submit that that’s the wrong interpretation of what 
happened in 2001.   

 
On the 7th of December, the day that Kandahar fell, and Kandahar was the last 

Taliban stronghold, on that day, we had 110 CIA officers and about 300 U.S. Special 
Forces operating in the south of Afghanistan.  That’s all.   

 
But we had 50,000 Afghans fighting on our side against the Taliban.  That’s how 

we defeated them, not with our air power but because we were able to convince 50,000 
Afghans to side with us instead of the bad guys and push them out.  Even today, we still 
have about a 65 percent approval rating in Afghanistan.  That’s better than Barack 
Obama’s approval rating here in the United States.  So there’s a high degree of support.   

 
It’s just that people don’t believe we followed through on the promise of 2001.  

And I’ve talked to hundreds of Afghan tribal leaders and community leaders on both 



 

 

sides of the frontier since 2006.  None of them has every described what happened in 
2001 as an invasion.  They always say, we pushed the Taliban out.  You guys helped us.   

 
And we’ve kind of laugh behind our hands and say, silly, little Afghans, they 

don’t really understand it was actually our technology, right?  They are right.  We are 
wrong.   

 
In Iraq we did the same thing in the parts of the country that succeeded.  In the 

parts of the country that are working in Afghanistan, we’re doing the same thing:  
building partnerships and driving out the very small click of bad guys.   

 
And at a more global level, if you look at the parts of the war on terror, whatever 

we’re calling it now, where we have done well since 9/11, they’re the areas that we have 
not invaded:  southern Thailand, the Philippines, the Horn of Africa, the places where 
we’ve done better have been areas where we’ve worked with locals instead of trying to 
get in.   

 
And I use the example of Indonesia.  The Bali bombing of October the 12th, 

2002, was a JI, Jamaat-e-Islami activity.  JI is the al Qaeda ally in Indonesia.  It took the 
Indonesians about eight weeks to start even making any headway on who was responsible 
for that bombing, and it took them about six years – no, five years to actually bring 
everybody to trial and do all the things that needed to be done to resolve that particular 
bombing case.   

 
The Australians lost nearly 200 people in that bombing, which by head is a 

substantially larger hit than 9/11.   
 
Instead of going and invading somebody, the international community led by the 

United States decided to work with Indonesia to increase their policing and civil authority 
capability to deal with a future incident of this type.   

 
In 2005, JI tried again with another bombing in Bali and all the ring leaders were 

arrested within three weeks because the Indonesians had gone from basically total 
incapacity to able to operate and police their own environment without us involving 
ourselves in their problems and do it on their own terms without big military or police 
presence from the West.   

 
In that same timeframe, support for JI has dropped away to nearly nothing, to the 

point where now there’s a whole ring of JI that’s saying this is crazy.  Let’s give up 
terrorism because it’s taking us away from our objectives.  Let’s just become an ordinary 
political party and see if we can get elected.  Now, when a terrorist group decides to 
become a political party, that’s about as close as you can get to defeat.  They’ve basically 
given up the bomb.   

 
So that’s probably the most outstanding example.  Southern Thailand is another, 

and I could go on with another series of examples.   



 

 

 
But, in essence, we need to get out of the business of invading people’s countries 

because we think there are terrorists there, and get into the business of assistance and 
partnership with local civil societies and local governments.  

 
It seems soft.  And you know, I was door kicker for 20 years before I got into this 

business.  It seems soft, it doesn’t feel as good as kicking someone’s head, you know, 
door down and shooting them in the face, but actually it gets the job done and the other 
one does not.  So that’s kind of where I go in the book.  Why don’t I stop there. 

 
(END) 


