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ABSTRACT 
 
 
This paper describes a series of historical analysis studies undertaken by Dstl since 2001 to 
help develop better understanding of the patterns of high-level behaviour, commonality and 
differences in and between military counter-insurgency (COIN) and counter-terrorism (CT) 
campaigns. In the first study, thirty such campaigns were investigated for correlations 
between campaign factors and outcome, duration etc. Subsets of this data were subsequently 
used to look briefly and simply at how insurgent population densities, force ratios and 
security forces loss rates relate to overall campaign outcome. Finally, comparisons of security 
forces’ loss rates for the current Iraq counter-terrorist/counter-insurgency campaign were 
made with those seen in selected historical campaigns to place these current losses into 
historical perspective. This last analysis, undertaken in November 2003, also used 
comparisons between Iraq campaign loss rates and force ratios and historical averages for 
campaigns to make cautious observations about the progress and possible eventual outcome 
of the current Iraq campaign. 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

THIS PAPER 
 
 

This paper outlines some of the work that has been undertaken by operational analysts in the 
Defence Science and Technology Laboratory (Dstl) of the UK Ministry of Defence (MoD) 
since 2001 to better understand the mechanisms, behaviour and internal correlations of 
military campaigns undertaken against irregular “terrorist” and/or “insurgent” forces. 
Although the immediate impetus for both the pieces of work reported here have been studies 
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explicitly commissioned in the post September 11 2001 environment of the “global war on 
(international) terrorism”, they also follow in natural progression from a sequence of studies 
of operations other than war (OOTW) undertaken prior to 2001 by Dstl and its forebears.  
 
 

HISTORICAL ANALYSIS IN UK MOD 
 
 

Since 1983, both Policy and Capability Studies (PCS) Department Dstl and its predecessor 
organisations in UK MoD1 have undertaken, amongst other work, operational analysis studies 
whose methodology has focused around the simple, statistical analysis of data drawn from 
real-world engagements, operations, campaigns and conflicts. This “historical analysis” 
approach evolved out of a need to capture and quantify some of the intangible factors of 
conventional warfare2 — such as the effects of shock and surprise on unit combat capability 
— but has since developed into a more generally useful tool for providing “reality checks” to 
the wider UK defence planning, modelling and analysis communities. This development has 
been accentuated in recent years by the adoption of an explicitly “evidence-based” approach 
to policy formulation within MoD. 
 

It should be stressed that historical analysis is not the same as academic historical 
research or attempts to draw “lessons learnt” from historical case studies. Rather, it is a type 
of operational analysis (operations research) undertaken to provide advice for decision-
makers and subject to the usual trade-offs between completeness and timeliness, and between 
accuracy and robustness. The term arises from the usage of historical source material (reports 
and returns, war diaries, after action reports, official histories etc) to estimate the values of 
factors of interest, such as force strengths, casualties etc. across suitably selected samples of 
cases. In earlier years, when most historical analysis studies were concerned with questions 
of conventional warfare, it was often possible to construct relevant samples entirely of 
historical cases (e.g. from World War II) for which extensive, unclassified, archival data was 
easily available for both sides participating in each engagement, operation or conflict3. 
However, in recent years, as focus has moved onto unconventional, asymmetric and irregular 
warfare questions, there has been a growing tendency for historical analysis studies to include 
very recent (effectively contemporary) operations in their work. This inevitably means that 
studies are undertaken with less objective one-sided data only, and in partial consequence of 
this studies have tended to move more from the tactical/operational to the strategic/grand-
strategic levels of operation. 

 
Finally, it should also be noted that all historical analysis studies implicitly assume that – 

at some suitable level of abstraction – it is at least possible that the results and conclusions 
derived from historical and/or contemporary military activity and structure will apply equally 
to the contemporary and/or future operational, planning and policy issues that concern 
decision makers today. This is certainly the case for the studies reported in this paper; it is too 
early to say, for example, whether the current Iraqi CT/COIN campaign will, in retrospect, 

                                                             
1  Including the former UK Defence Operational Analysis Establishment (DOAE). Dstl historical analysis 

began with work to compare Army field trials in Germany with data from the Falklands Conflict of the 
previous year.  

2  Historical analysis in the UK can thus be considered to be subtly different in scope, purpose and emphasis 
to the “historical data analysis” work pioneered in the US by the late Col Trevor Dupuy.  

3  Two-sided combat data generally affords a more objective estimate of “ground truth” for any given event 
than any single-sided view will allow. 
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resemble in any meaningful way the historical campaigns with which it has been compared – 
but it is not impossible that this will turn out to be the case.  

 
 

BACKGROUND TO STUDIES REPORTED IN THIS PAPER 
 
 

The analyses reported in this paper were originally undertaken as separate studies in 2002 and 
2003 respectively. The first study was one component of a larger, longer programme of work 
undertaken to inform MoD defence planners on issues relating to possible future UK 
involvement in counter-terrorism operations overseas. The second study was undertaken at no 
notice, and with a mere four weeks’ duration, in December 20034 to place the (then nascent) 
Iraqi counter-terrorist/counter-insurgency campaign in historical perspective for operational 
planners in the UK Permanent Joint Headquarters (PJHQ). This latter study in particular was 
therefore undertaken as a “quick-and-dirty, back-of-envelope” (also known as “fastball”) 
analysis intended to produce the best answer within the time and resources available rather 
than any perfect, unassailable, final answer. This is the difference between operations 
research and academic research and should be borne in mind when reading this paper. 

 
 

TERMS AND DEFINITIONS 
 
 

The term “terrorist” is much abused and misused, being used as an often pejorative 
characterisation of individuals, groups and activities. In fact, as defined by UK and NATO 
doctrine5,6, “terrorism” is a tactic of irregular warfare (“the unlawful use or threatened use of 
force or violence against individuals or property in an attempt to coerce or intimidate 
governments or societies to achieve political, religious or ideological objectives”) that may 
be one of several such adopted by an irregular group in the course of its attempt to achieve its 
goals. In particular, as will be shown later on in this paper, terrorism tactics have been present 
in many open “insurgency” campaigns (those undertaken by “an organised movement aimed 
at the overthrow of a constituted government through the use of subversion and armed 
conflict”) as well as in essentially “terrorist” campaigns such as that pursued by PIRA in 
Northern Ireland (NI). It is therefore reasonable to consider “terrorist” and “insurgent” 
campaigns as being adjacent points on a spectrum of asymmetric conflict and, at the level of 
analysis undertaken here, not to distinguish a priori between campaigns labelled in either 
way.  
 

It has also been assumed for convenience in both these studies that all terrorist and/or 
insurgent campaigns considered have a simple common structure in which a (possibly de 
facto) state government and its associated security forces are engaged in conflict with a 
single7 non-state organisation (group, movement) from within the state which seeks to 
achieve its objectives through some combination of terrorist and insurgent tactics. Situations 

                                                             
4  With great serendipity, the results of this urgent analysis were reported to PJHQ the day before Saddam 

Hussein was dragged out of a hole in the ground in Iraq, thereby giving the work unusual topicality. 
5  JWP 0-01.1: United Kingdom Glossary of Joint and Multinational Terms and Definitions. 
6  Allied Administrative Publication 6 (AAP-6): NATO Glossary of Terms and Definitions. 
7  In cases such as Colombia and Northern Ireland where several terrorist/insurgent groups are active 

simultaneously, then either the several groups have been regarded as one for the purposes of analysis (as 
with FARC & ELN) or only the dominant terrorist/insurgent group has been considered (as with PIRA as 
opposed to any of the various other Loyalist and Nationalist terrorist groups).  
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in which the state actor and/or its security forces have directed terrorism at sub-populations of 
the state (as with the Tonton Macoutes in Haiti) or in which non-state organisations have 
directed terrorism against sub-populations of the state (for example, anti-Nationalist 
Protestant paramilitary groups in Northern Ireland) have been explicitly excluded from the 
scope of these studies. 

 
 

PROPERTIES OF CT/COIN CAMPAIGNS 
 
 

DATA COLLECTION 
 

 
Country / State Campaign Dates 

(Campaign Name) 
Terrorist/Insurgent Group 

(Political Wing) 
Palestine 1944 – 1947 Irgun Zheva'I Le'umi (IZL) 

French Indo-China 1945 – 1955 Viet Minh 
Philippines 1946 – 1954 

“Huk Rebellion” 
Hukbalahap (Huk)  

(Communist Party of the Philippines (PKP)) 
Malaya 1948 – 1960 

“Malayan Emergency” 
Malayan Races' Liberation Army (MRLA)  

(Malayan Communist Party (MCP)) 
Kenya 1952 – 1956 Mau-Mau 
Cuba 1953 – 1958 26 July Movement 

Algeria 1954 – 1962 
Algerian Independence War 

Armee de Liberation Nationale (ALN)  
(Front de Liberation Nationale (FLN)) 

Cyprus 1955 – 1959 
“EOKA Emergency” 

Ethniki Organosis Kyprion Agoniston (EOKA) 
 

Republic of Vietnam 
(South Vietnam) 

1955 – 1965 Viet Minh / Viet Cong (VC) 

Spain 1959 – Ongoing* Euzkadi ta Azkatasuna (ETA) 
(Batasuna) 

South Africa 1961 – 1990 Umkhonto we Sizwe  
(African National Congress (ANC)) 

Canada 1963 – 1972 Front de Liberation du Quebec (FLQ) 
Aden 1963 – 1967 

“Aden Emergency” 
National Liberation Front (NLF) 

Borneo 1963 – 1966 
“Borneo Confrontation” 

Tentera Nasional Indonesia (TNI) 

Colombia 1964 – Ongoing* Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC)  
+ Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN) 

USA 1966 – 1975 The Black Panther Party (BPP) 
West Germany 1969 – 1998 Rote Armee Fraktion (RAF) / “Baader-Meinhof Gang” 

Peru 1970 – Ongoing* Sendero Luminoso  
UK  

(Northern Ireland) 
1971 – 1994 Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA) 

(Sinn Fein) 
Greece 1975 – 2002 November 17 Movement 

East Timor 1975 – 1999 Forcas Armadas de Libertacao Nacional de Timor Leste (FALANTIL) 
(Frente Revolucionaria de Timor Leste Independente (FRETILIN)) 

Rhodesia 1976 – 1979 Zimbabwe People's Revolutionary Army (ZIPRA)  
(Zimbabwe African People’s Union (ZAPU)) 

+ Zimbabwe African National Liberation Army (ZANLA) 
(Zimbabwe African National Union (ZANU)) 

Afghanistan 1980 – 1989 
Soviet occupation 

Various Mujahadeen Groups 

Sri Lanka 1983 – 2001* Liberation Tigers of Tamil Elam (LTTE) 
Japan 1984 – Ongoing* Aum Shinrikyo / Aleph 

Israel** 1987 – 1991 
Intifada I 

Various, under Palestine Liberation Organisation (PLO) Leadership 

India 1988 – Ongoing* Jammu & Kashmir Liberation Front (JKLF) (to 1994) 
Algeria 1992 – Ongoing* Arme Islamique de Salut (AIS) + Groupe Islamique Arme (GIA) 

(Front Islamique de Salut (FIS)) 
Egypt 1992 – Present Al-Gama'a Al-Islamiya4 

Former Yugoslav 
Republic of Macedonia 

2001 Ushtria Clirimtare Kombetare (UCK) 

* At time of data collection (2002), ** Including the “Occupied Territories” 

Table 1: Terrorist/insurgent campaigns considered. 
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For the earlier study of the general properties of counter-terrorist and/or counter-insurgency 
campaigns undertaken in 2002, data were collected on situational (contextual and 
environmental), state and security forces and terrorist/insurgent group factors for 30 post-
WWII counter-terrorist/counter-insurgent campaigns as listed in Table 1. This stratified 
sample was constructed to include both purely “terrorist” and mixed “terrorist/insurgent” 
campaigns, and campaigns both won and lost by the state and its security forces as well as 
campaigns from all regions and starting across all post-war decades. 

 
Each campaign was researched as a single complete event, even though this caused 

representational problems of heterogeneity for the longer-running campaigns, where 
situational factors, force strengths etc. often varied significantly with time8. Approximately 
50 data fields were specified per campaign, and collected under contract by a mixture of 
professional researchers and academic doctoral students, although with (unsurprisingly) 
varying degrees of completeness and accuracy. In particular, quantitative data about 
terrorist/insurgent groups was difficult to find at all, and estimates of their strengths 
(manpower), for example, can only be regarded as accurate to within an order of magnitude. 

 
Although it was only too easy to find potentially suitable case studies from Europe, 

Africa and Asia suitable for inclusion in this data sample, identifying suitable candidates 
from North America to balance the sample composition proved difficult and of the two cases 
from North America eventually included in the sample, it can be argued that the Black 
Panthers Party (BPP) in the USA was not a terrorist movement in the sense of the UK/NATO 
doctrinal definitions stated above. Whilst BPP members did engage in armed confrontations 
with both local and (later) federal law enforcement officers, the purpose of these 
confrontations (“self-defence”) does not in fact seem to have been coercion or intimidation of 
either government or society as a means of achieving political, religious or ideological 
objectives. Thus, it is debatable whether this data point is in fact a legitimate member of the 
terrorist/insurgency sample (it certainly does not represent an insurgency campaign).  

 
 

CAMPAIGN CATEGORISATIONS 
 
 

BY TYPE OF TERRORIST MOTIVATION 
 
 
The thirty campaigns collected were categorised in terms of the adjudged types of motivation 
evidenced by the terrorist/insurgents composition, tactics, strategies and campaign objectives. 
This was undertaken in order to validate theoretical research conducted elsewhere in Dstl and 
used the following taxonomy of motivation types developed in that other work:  
 

- Separatism: the intention to create a new polity (state, nation) from a part of 
the territory of an existing polity. 

 
- Nationalism: the intention to redefine the identity of a polity as a whole9. 

                                                             
8  The original concept of analysis for this study had intended to collect data separately for each campaign 

phase – period of relative homogeneity within a campaign – of each campaign considered. This ambitious 
plan proved to be too expensive to implement within the resources eventually available.   

9  For example, ‘ethnic cleansing’ (the violent redefinition of state identity upon exclusive ethnic lines) would, 
under this taxonomy, be a form of nationalism. 



398 THE CORNWALLIS GROUP IX: ANALYSIS FOR STABILIZATION AND COUNTER-TERRORIST OPERATIONS 

- Sectionalism: the intention to improve the de facto or de jure status of a sub-
group of a polity in relation to other sub-groups. 

 
- Isolationism: the intention to change the policy of a polity to minimise or 

eliminate interactions between the polity and other, external polities. 
 
- Religious fundamentalism: The intention to change the religious (and if 

necessary the political and social) structure of a polity to reflect some 
religious beliefs. 

 
- Ideological Fundamentalism: The intention to change the political and social 

structure of a polity to reflect some ideological beliefs. 
 
- Single-Issue Activism: The intention to change an individual strand of the 

domestic law or policy of a polity without seeking to change the structure of 
the polity itself. 

 
- Millenarianism: The intention to precipitate an anticipated (implicitly global) 

apocalypse which is expected to destroy all but the millenarianists. 
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Figure 1: Frequency of occurrence of motivations for CT/COIN campaigns. 
 

Figure 1 shows that ideological fundamentalism (almost always involving Communist, 
Maoist or Marxist elements) has historically been the most common primary (or dominant) 
motivation, followed by separatism and nationalism. However, if secondary and tertiary 
motivations are also considered10, then nationalism has been the most prevalent motivation 
overall, occurring in half the campaigns considered. Separatism has always been 
accompanied by some subsidiary motivation, often nationalism (86% of relevant cases) and 
where nationalism itself has been the primary motivation, then sectionalism has been a 
subsidiary factor in 67% of cases. Although religious fundamentalism may be an area of 

                                                             
10  For example, separatism (in the form of an aspiration to detach Northern Ireland from the rest of the UK) 

was judged to be PIRA’s principal motivation of PIRA, with nationalism (“Brits out!”) as its secondary 
motivation. 
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topical concern, it has only relatively rarely been a declared motivation over the last 50 years, 
accounting for no more than 7% of primary motivations.  
 
 

BY TYPE OF VIOLENCE SEEN 
 
 

The types of violence seen in each terrorist/insurgent conflict were also categorised non-
exclusively into those that had seen (significant degrees) of “terrorist-type” violence and/or 
open, armed insurgency and/or widespread, systematic civil violence used by the 
terrorist/insurgents at some time in the conflict. This required an a priori assumption to be 
made that certain types of reportable terrorist/insurgent activity - bombings, shootings, 
assassinations and raids etc – could be taken to be generally indicative of the unreportable 
terrorist/insurgent intent to coerce or intimidate, that is to terrorise (recall the discussion on 
definitions above).  
 

With two exceptions, every campaign considered in this analysis was found to have 
involved some degree of “terrorist-type” violence at some time in its history. Of these two 
exceptions, one case (that of the FRETILIN campaign in East Timor) is possibly a 
misjudgement caused by lack of data, whereas the other is the Black Panthers Party which, as 
discussed above, is arguably neither a terrorist nor an insurgent group in the sense of these 
studies. Around half of all campaigns have also involved either widespread, systematic civil 
violence (17% or 5 cases) or open armed insurgency (40% or 12 cases), allowing these 30 
campaigns to be sensibly categorised as being either predominantly “(purely) terrorist”, 
“insurgent (including terrorist)” or “civil violent (including terrorist)” dependent on the 
types of violence or armed conflict displayed. 

 
These results justify both the statement made earlier in this paper that “terrorism” and 

“insurgency” effectively represent adjacent points on a spectrum of asymmetric conflict and 
the a priori assumption made in scoping this work not to restrict a study of (counter)-
terrorism to “(counter)-terrorist” campaigns only. It will be shown later on in this paper that 
the type of violence seen in a CT/COIN campaign may be correlated to the population density 
of that sub-population of the state seeking to change the nature of (at least their part of) the 
polity of the state, with larger terrorist/insurgent population densities being more likely to 
engage in insurgency as well as in “terrorist” violence. This is presumably essentially a 
question of the relative balances of resources (manpower) between terrorists/insurgents and 
state and security forces, with the purely “terrorist” campaigns of, for example November 17, 
the FLQ and ETA being those unable or unwilling to obtain sufficient support for open, 
armed insurgency.  
 
 

BY OUTCOME COMBINATION 
 
 
For those campaigns judged to have been concluded at the time of analysis in 2002, the 
campaign outcomes were categorised in terms of the degrees of success achieved by both the 
state and its security forces and by the terrorist/insurgents in each realising their strategic 
objectives through their own actions. Of the 23 campaigns judged to have reached a 
conclusion at this time, 82% (19 cases) can be categorised as having “zero-sum” outcomes 
with victory or compromise on one side being matched by failure or compromise respectively 
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on the other (Table 2). Of those campaigns which did not demonstrate a zero-sum outcome, 
the two cases of strategic failure on both sides (Irgun in Palestine and the Algerian FLN in 
the Algerian Independence War), were both campaigns where the terrorist/insurgent 
objectives were judged to have been achieved, but not directly through the actions of the 
terrorist/insurgent groups considered11. 

 
State & Security Forces Achievement of Strategic objectives CT/COIN Campaigns Concluded 
Success Compromise Failure 

Failure 8 0 2 
Compromise 0 4 1 

Terrorist/Insurgent 
Achievement of 

Strategic objectives Success 0 1 7 
 

Table 2: Distribution of CT/COIN campaign outcomes. 
 

A consequence of this result is that those campaigns that have concluded can, for 
convenience, be categorised simply as being either “security forces wins,” 
“terrorist/insurgent wins,” or “draws,” where a “win” is here defined as a better outcome 
than that achieved by one’s opponent. This convention is followed throughout the remainder 
of this paper. 

 
 

CAMPAIGN FACTORS RELATED TO CAMPAIGN OUTCOME 
 
 

STATE GOVERNMENT TYPE 
 
 

One obvious factor that may affect the nature and outcome of CT/COIN campaigns may be 
the degree to which the political structures of the state provide or deny alternative routes for 
those sub-populations from which terrorist/insurgent might arise to achieve their political, 
religious or ideological objectives through non-violent means. Consequently, campaign 
outcome was examined for variation according to four different types of state political 
structure as follows: 
 

- Pluralistic, Universal Franchise (PUF) states: Those possessing a legal, 
effective mechanism for changing the highest (de facto) leadership of the state 
with participation open to all elements of the state’s population – for example, 
the “Western” democracies.  

 
- Pluralistic, Restricted Franchise (PRF) states: Those possessing a legal, 

effective mechanism for changing the highest (de facto) leadership of the state 
but with participation legally restricted to only certain elements of the state’s 
population – for instance, White Rhodesia and Apartheid South Africa. 

 
- Monopolistic, Limited Freedom (MLF) states: Those not possessing any legal, 

effective mechanism for changing the highest leadership of the state but 
allowing considerable individual freedom to its members in every-day matters 

                                                             
11  The adjudged case of security forces failure and terrorist/insurgent compromise was that of the Viet Minh in 

French Indo-China between 1945 – 1955 and the adjudged case of security forces compromise and 
terrorist/insurgent success was that of the UCK in the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia in 2001. 
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– for example, dictatorships and/or one-party states such as the Batista regime 
in Cuba.  

 
- Totalitarian (TOT) States: States such as North Korea without any legal and 

effective mechanism for changing the highest leadership and exercising 
considerable control over members’ every-day lives. 

 
On categorising the 30 terrorist/insurgent campaigns it was found that none of the 

campaigns considered were judged to have occurred in totalitarian states. This may be simply 
an artifice of the sample selection – or it may be that (successful) totalitarian regimes are, by 
their nature, adept at preventing terrorist/insurgent groups from forming in the first place12. 
These speculations have not been pursued further to date.  
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Figure 2: Distribution of security forces and terrorist/insurgent wins, by state type. 
 

Of the 23 campaigns judged to have been concluded in 2002, the outcomes for 22 of these 
are plotted in Figure 2, broken down by state political structure. It can be seen that 
democracies (PUF type states) have been three times more likely to win terrorist/insurgent 
campaigns than have dictatorships (MLF type states), ignoring “draws” (6 wins out of 7 
campaigns compared to 2 out of 7).  

 
This difference in probability, although based upon small sub-samples is statistically 

significant at 95% confidence and the result is robust in that, where categorisation by either 
political type or outcome is arguable, the alternative choice tends to reinforce rather than 
weaken the result. The reason why this should be so is currently unknown, although it does 
not appear to be because of any greater ability on the part of democracies to accept 
compromise in lieu of decisive outcomes. 

 
 
 

                                                             
12  Or, possibly, are adept about concealing information on internal dissent from the outside world.  
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OTHER FACTORS 
 
 

A number of other campaign factors were tested for association with campaign outcome, and 
with each other, although because of analysis deadlines neither as extensively nor as 
methodically as might be desired. Because of the sheer range of variability encompassed by 
the 30 campaigns considered, and because of the problems of data accuracy and 
completeness, the majority of tests found no statistically significant correlations. However, it 
was observed that: 

 
- There is a significant correlation between campaign outcome and the degree of 

economic complexity and integration in the state as judged against a 6 point 
qualitative scale with a simple time dependence built-in; economically more 
developed states have been more likely to win campaigns than to lose them. 

 
- States and their security forces have been significantly more likely to win 

purely “terrorist” campaigns (5 cases out of 6) as opposed to those also 
involving insurgent and/or civil violence campaigns (3 cases out of 10). 

  
- The adoption by terrorist/insurgent groups of networked cellular structures to 

reduce vulnerability to infiltration and other forms of security forces’ 
intelligence gathering may be significant for winning campaigns, although the 
data currently available just fails to be statistically significant at 90% 
confidence.  

 
- The median duration of completed campaigns has been about 9 years, with the 

shortest campaign lasting less than a year and the longest campaigns lasting up 
to 30 years13. The distribution of completed campaign durations can be 
approximated by a Geometric Distribution of p ≈ 0.35, although there is no a 
priori reason to expect it to actually be Geometrically distributed. 

 
 

THE BEGINNING OF CAMPAIGNS 
 
 

States that have been politically stable for long periods may be less likely to experience 
insurgency-type campaigns than states that have recently experienced ‘radical’ change in 
their political systems or composition. By ‘radical’ change in this context is meant some: 
 

- Revolutionary or violent change in the political system of the state for 
example through a coup or popular uprising or as a result of invasion or 
occupation of the state by an external power; 

 
- Fundamental change in the structure of the political system of the state such as 

the achievement of colonial independence, annexation by an external power or 
significant change in the status of specific sub-populations of the state. 
 

                                                             
13  The longest ongoing campaign, as of 2004, is that of ETA, has which has now been underway for 45 years. 
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Half of the campaigns that demonstrated insurgency as well as terrorist-type violence at 
some time in their history began within two years of the last such relevant14 radical change to 
the political systems of the state, and all but the Tamil Tigers’ campaign have begun within a 
dozen years of such a change. By contrast, around four-fifths of purely-terrorist and mixed 
terrorist/civil violence campaigns begun at least 10 years after the last such ‘radical’ change, 
and in at least one case about a century afterwards15. This suggests the possible existence of a 
short-term “political instability” cause for the start of insurgent-type campaigns separate 
from whatever general causes (such as “copy-cat” behaviour16) give rise to terrorist and civil 
violent campaigns in states irrespective of their political maturity and plurality. This 
hypothetical short-term instability would presumably encourage insurgency through either 
demonstrating by recent example the feasibility of achieving political change through 
violence; “de-legitimising” the most recently acceded political authority; or by creating 
conditions of discontent or disenfranchisement.  

 
 

ANALYSIS OF THE CURRENT IRAQ CT/COIN CAMPAIGN 
 
 

BACKGROUND TO STUDY 
 
 

It has already been mentioned that the second piece of analysis reported in this paper, that 
relating to analysis of the ongoing Iraqi “CT/COIN” campaign, was commissioned without 
notice in November 2003 and with a requirement to report its findings within four weeks of 
the commissioning. The “fastball” nature of this study inevitably had a number of 
repercussions in terms of study formulation and execution. Beyond the obvious constraint 
imposed – that the period of the Iraqi “insurgency” assessed would necessarily be limited to 
the period between May and November 2003 – the short timescales imposed forced the study 
to limit itself to data that was either already to hand within the historical analysis team (that 
is, already collected for previous studies) or that could be easily and quickly obtained from 
open sources (i.e. via the internet)17. 

 
The study itself was inspired by a speculative, back-of-envelope estimate of whole-

campaign loss rates for the security forces in Iraq compared with those for Northern Ireland 
at the height of “the Troubles” (1973 – 1984) that had been undertaken as a private initiative 
by the author and a colleague a few months previously. Consequently, although the task of 
this fastball study was to provide any analysis (that could be delivered in time) that would 
help place the progress of the current Iraq campaign in a relevant historical context, it was 

                                                             
14  For example, the accession of Newfoundland to the Dominion of Canada in 1949 was not judged to be a 

relevant radical change in the Canadian political system from the point of view of the Quebecois separatists 
of the Front de Liberation du Quebec (FLQ). 

15  The Front de Liberation du Quebec (FLQ) in Canada became active 96 years after the founding of the 
Dominion of Canada (see footnote 14 above).  

16  Anecdotal evidence suggests that a number of 1960s and 1970s terrorist groups at least started in part in 
emulation of other earlier, (successful) terrorist organisations – for example the Colombian ELN was 
partially inspired by the Cuban 26 July Movement and November 17 by the Baader-Meinhof Gang. 

17  Other open sources of information potentially available for this work included UK National Archives (the 
former Public Records Office), library resources and, of course, HQ MND(SE). However, these sources are 
not always able to supply information as quickly as is sometimes necessary for urgent “fastball” studies 
such as this.  
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understood that the principal thrust of this analysis would be a comparison of the lethality of 
the campaign with a selection of historical examples. 
 
 

CATEGORISATION OF CURRENT OPERATIONS IN IRAQ 
 
 

At the time of writing (June 2004), with Coalition operations to provide a secure environment 
for reconstruction in Iraq still ongoing, it is difficult to know how objectively to categorise 
the heterogeneous conflict effectively underway between Coalition and Iraqi Security Forces 
on the one hand and “Former Regime Loyalists” (FRLs), certain local militias and foreign 
“Jihadists” on the other18. At the time of the original analysis reported here (December 
2003), this “Iraq campaign” had not yet seen any open insurgency in the sense of the 
UK/NATO definition quoted above19 and even since then both Moqtada Sadr’s Mehdi 
insurrection in Najaf and the Fallujah insurgency from April 2004 onwards have been 
arguably too localised in nature to make the conflict legitimately describable as being an 
“insurgency” overall.  
 

At the same time, whilst many of the attacks against Coalition Provisional Authority 
(CPA) officials, Coalition and Iraqi Security Forces would seem to have had terrorist intent, 
there have also been enough incidents undertaken for no other reason than to kill security 
forces personnel to make categorisation of the conflict as a purely “terrorist” campaign (again 
as described above) equally undesirable. To avoid prejudicing any assessment of either the 
current or eventual nature of these military operations in Iraq, the current campaign will 
deliberately not be categorised in this paper any further than as lying somewhere on the 
spectrum of asymmetric conflict assumed earlier in the previous analysis of campaigns 
between those categories of campaigns that are predominantly “purely terrorist” and those 
that are predominantly “insurgent (including terrorist)” in nature.  
 
 

QUANTIFICATION OF THE IRAQ CT/COIN CAMPAIGN 
 
 
For the purposes of this analysis, the Iraq CT/COIN campaign was assumed to start at the 
beginning of May 2003 (US President Bush announced the end of “major combat operations” 
on 2 May) and was assessed up to the end of November 2003 in the analysis originally 
undertaken. It was not possible to obtain accurate, quantitative information on the campaign 
from either the CPA or UK HQ Multi-National Division (South-East) (MND(SE)) during the 
limited time available for this study; Consequently, the data used in this analysis was derived 
from open sources such as Jane’s Defence Weekly etc. (which were, however, often repeating 
material ultimately originating from official sources such as UK MoD, US DoD and 
CENTCOM and the CPA itself).  
 
 
 
 
                                                             
18  No judgement is made here of the extent to which these three factions may or may not be co-operating with 

each other in their opposition to the CPA administration of Iraq. 
19  Treating the Coalition Provisional Authority as the de facto “constituted government” of Iraq in this 

context. 
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SECURITY FORCES NUMBERS 
 
 

In total, approximately 17 nations had contributed noticeable numbers of men (i.e. 50+) to the 
Coalition Security Forces (CSF) in Iraq by November 2003, which stood at c. 152,000 troops 
altogether at this time. Of these, the vast majority were American (85%), with the British 
providing the next most substantial contribution (of c. 10,000 troops) and with Italy, Poland, 
Ukraine, Spain and the Netherlands all contributing at least a thousand troops each. However, 
as Figure 3 shows, the overall trend over the period considered was of a steady reduction in 
US forces present accompanied by a gradual increase in the contributions of the (non-UK) 
Coalition members20.  
 

 
Source: Jane’s Defence Weekly, 2003 

 
Figure 3: Coalition and Iraqi Security Forces sizes to November 2003. 

 
Figure 3 also shows the rapid and extensive build-up of the indigenous (reconstructed) 

Iraqi Security Forces (ISF) from July 2003 onwards21. The ISF can be considered to consist 
of five separate services as indicated in Table 3 below and it can be seen that by November 
2003, the notional overall strength22 of these forces was directly comparable to that of the 
                                                             
20  There was a rather more significant reduction in UK troop numbers over the same period, see Table 4.  
21  President Bush’s “bring them on” speech, which effectively acknowledged that the CPA and CSF were 

engaged in a de facto CT/COIN campaign, was made on 2 July 2003.  
22  Caution is required here for several reasons: firstly, in the period July – November 2003, many ISF 

personnel were deployed operationally after only very abbreviated training simply to get “boots on the 
ground”; in addition, it has been suggested since December 2003 that “...probably only about half of the 
Iraqi security personnel that we keep on the books actually show up for work…” (Pollack, 2004). The 
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CSF. Table 4 shows the interpolated monthly growth in overall ISF strength over the period 
July – November 2003 derived from both Table 3 and Figure 323. 
 

Iraqi Security Forces Component Estimated Strength as of Dec 2003 
Iraqi Civil Defense Corps (ICDC) 11,000 

National Iraqi Army (NIA) 600 
Iraqi Police Service (IPS) 68,400 
Iraqi Border Police (IBP) 12,400 

Facilities Protection Service (FPS) 53,100 
TOTAL 145,500 

 Source: http://www.defendamerica.mil, 2 December 2003 
 

Table 3: Indigenous Iraqi Security Forces strengths as of December 2003. 
 

Coalition Security Forces Strength (1,000s)  
Month US UK Other Total 

Iraqi Security Forces 
Strength (1,000s) 

Total (1,000s) 

May-03 144 25 0 169 0 169 
Jun-03 148 11 0 159 0 159 
Jul-03 151 10 1 162 0 162 

Aug-03 144 9.8 6.2 160 33 193 
Sep-03 130 9.7 12.3 152 55 207 
Oct-03 136 9.5 14.5 160 94 254 
Nov-03 130 9.4 14.6 154 130 284 

 
Table 4: Estimated monthly CSF and ISF strengths, May – November 2003. 

 
 

SECURITY FORCES DEATHS 
 
 
Information on UK and US CSF deaths in Iraq are widely available on official and unofficial 
websites, and deaths of other members of the Coalition can also be deduced from these. 
According to the “Iraq Coalition Casualties” webpage24, as of 30 November 2003 the CSF 
had lost 228 troops to “hostile” action since 1 May 2003 and 128 troops to “non-hostile” 
causes25. Data on ISF deaths, by contrast, was extremely hard to find; the only information 
found by this study in November 2003 being a single statement by US Secretary of Defense 
Donald Rumsfeld on 13 November 2003 that “They’ve [the Iraqi insurgents] killed something 
like 86 Iraqi security forces”26.  
 
 

“TERRORIST/INSURGENT” STRENGTHS 
 
 
The size of the overall “terrorist/insurgent” threat in Iraq (FRLs and Jihadists) was frequently 
and consistently stated as being around 5,000 men by various CPA, US DoD and military 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
notional ISF strengths reported here were taken at face value in the work reported here, but will need to be 
treated with greater scepticism in future analyses. 

23  The up to 20,000 Private Security Contractors (PSCs) estimated to be working for both public and private 
employers in Iraq have not been considered to be part of the security forces in this work. 

24  http://icasualties.org/oif/ 
25  Assumed to be military deaths arising as a result of (say) accidents, negligence, criminal activity etc. 
26  http://www.iwar.org.uk/news-archive/2003/11-13-4.htm. Subsequent to this work, better, more extensive 

data on ISF fatalities has been obtained and will be used in future analyses. 
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sources between July and (at least) November 200327. However Pentagon Policy Advisor 
Richard Perle is reported to have set the number at 30,000 in an interview in Moscow in July 
200328. For the purposes of the December 2003 analysis, it was assumed that the lower 
estimate represented a hard core of active “insurgents” and the latter a wider circle of 
sympathisers, spotters, couriers, safe house operators etc. supporting the active “insurgents” 
but not active themselves.  

 
 

LETHALITY OF THE IRAQ CT/COIN CAMPAIGN 
IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

 
 

DISTRIBUTION OF CAMPAIGN LOSS RATES 
 
 

The lethality of the current Iraq CT/COIN campaign was placed into historical context by 
comparing with that seen in 4 previous counter-terrorist/counter-insurgency campaigns as 
listed in Table 5. The British CT/COIN campaigns in Malaya and Cyprus in the 1950s and in 
NI in the 1970s-1990s were chosen for comparison as being both relatively well-known to 
British military planners and amongst those campaigns in Table 1 for which the most 
complete and detailed data was immediately available29. Whole-campaign data was also 
briefly collected for the US/South Vietnamese30 conventional and counter-insurgency 
campaign against both the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) and the Viet Cong (VC) during 
the period of major US involvement in Vietnam (1965 – 1972) in order to provide an upper-
bound estimate of lethality for the comparisons. Of the four campaigns considered, the 
Malayan Emergency is arguably the closest to the current Iraq CT/COIN campaign in terms 
of military scale, environment, political context and type (mixture) of “terrorist/insurgent” 
tactics seen, whilst that of Vietnam is probably the least directly analogous because of the 
extensive conventional military operations underway alongside the counter-insurgency. 
 

Campaign Country Security Forces “Insurgent” 
 

Title 
Overall 

Duration 
Area 
(km2) 

Population 
(Million) 

 
Terrain 

Max Strength Total 
Fatalities 

Max (Active) 
Strength 

The Malayan 
Emergency 

1948 – 1960 138k c. 6 80% forest c. 95k (1952) c.1,900 c. 7,000 

The EOKA 
Emergency 

1955 –1959 9k 0.5 17% agricultural 
forest 13% 
Other 70% 

c. 40k ? 
(1958) 

c.150 c. 300 ? 

The Vietnam War 1961 – 1972 174k * 42 32% agricultural 
35% jungle 

1.4m (1969) 178k c. 300k ? 

Northern Ireland ** 1969 – 1994 14k 1.5 25% agricultural 32k 
(1972 – 76) 

1,000 c. 800 ? 

Iraq May 2003 -  437k c. 25 ‘mostly broad 
plains’ 

285k *** 
(Nov 2003) 

c. 440 c. 5,000 ? 

* South Vietnam only, ** Data for Province of NI only, *** c. 150k for Coalition Security Forces alone 
 

Table 5: Overview of the Cyprus, Malayan, NI and Vietnam CT/COIN campaigns. 
 

                                                             
27  E.g., see the Brookings Institution’s “Iraq index: Tracking Variables of Reconstruction & Security in Post-

Saddam Iraq” (O’Hanlon, Albuquerque, 2004), http://www.brookings.edu/fp/saban/iraq/index.pdf. 
28 http://aljazeerah.info/News%20archives/2003%20News%20archives/July%20/23%20n/US%20wont

 %20leave%20Iraq%20while%20Saddam%20supporters%20remain%20active.htm 
29  Data on these three campaigns had been previously collected for other Dstl historical analysis studies.  
30  The contributions of The Republic of Korea, Australia, New Zealand, The Philippines and Thailand to the 

Vietnam War (c. 69,000 troops in total by 1969) were secondary compared to US/South Vietnamese forces.  
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The principal measure used to compare the lethality of the Iraq CT/COIN campaign with 
those of the historical campaigns was that of security forces loss (fatality) rates controlled for 
force size and time, although security forces deaths controlled for size of civilian population 
and time were also used as a secondary measure31. Deaths rates can be sensibly compared 
across the period of these campaigns at least because most of the medical evacuation and care 
facilities that affect first order survivability have been in place since at least the Korean War 
and the improvements in personal protection equipment (e.g. Kevlar body armour) that have 
occurred during the last 50 years appear to have at best only a second order effect on 
campaign-level fatality rates32. 
 

Because deaths occurring specifically due to terrorist/insurgent activity were generally 
not available for this analysis, these were instead approximated by the total deaths occurring 
during each campaign33 and similarly the total military, police and paramilitary force 
strengths deployed in theatre were used to estimate the actual security forces numbers 
engaged in each campaign34. These approximations are reasonable for the NI, Malayan and 
Cyprus campaigns, where the CT/COIN campaigns underway accounted for the majority of 
the violence seen in theatre. However, for Vietnam these estimates will overstate the activity 
of the US/South Vietnamese counter-insurgency against the VC because it will also reflect 
the more conventional operations undertaken against the NVA at the same time.  

 
The available data for the historical CT/COIN campaigns were recorded on either a 

yearly or half-yearly basis for some sub-period of the overall campaign duration (see Figure 4 
below) and consequently, loss rates for these historical campaigns was calculated on a per 
annum basis. By contrast, data for the Iraq campaign was available only on a monthly basis, 
and the loss rates of the historical campaigns were simply divided by a factor of twelve to 
determine loss rates “per equivalent-month” for comparative purposes. This is equivalent to 
assuming that, within each calendar year of each of the historical IS campaigns, the monthly 
loss rates were uniform35.  

 
Figure 4 shows the cumulative frequency distribution of annual security forces loss rates 

(in Deaths per thousand Security Forces per Calendar Year) for the four historical CT/COIN 
campaigns over the periods of each campaign for which data was available, with the 
distribution for US forces only in Vietnam shown alongside the distribution for “all” security 
forces. The distributions of loss rates for the three historical British campaigns all cover 
similar ranges of values and have very similar median values36 (Table 6). The loss rates for 
                                                             
31  These measures were effectively being used as first order surrogates for direct measures of campaign 

intensity such as incident or contact rates. Data for these latter can be difficult to compare from campaign-
to-campaign because of differences in both definition and scope. 

32  Unpublished analysis communicated to the author by a colleague. Bluntly, if a soldier is standing next to, or 
driving over, an improvised explosive device (IED) when it detonates, body armour is going to be 
irrelevant. 

33  I.e. military deaths due to both “hostile” and “non-hostile” causes.  
34  As opposed to undertaking, say, ‘routine’ garrison (military) or criminal investigation (police) duties. This 

is a reasonable first order assumption since such soldiers, policemen etc. are still potential targets for 
“terrorist/insurgent” attacks and may disrupt or suppress terrorist/insurgent activities simply by their 
presence.  

35  This is an arbitrary (although necessary) analytical assumption, but it is at least an interpolative assumption 
rather than an extrapolative assumption such as would have been the case had the Iraqi monthly data been 
converted into equivalent annual values.  

36  Note that this approach of comparing distributions of loss rates between different campaigns has the modest 
advantage of reducing (to an extent) the need to choose which phases of each campaign to compare. See 
e.g. http://www.lies.com/blog/archives/001316.html for a flavour of the discussion of whether Iraq should 
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Vietnam between 1965 – 1971 however, are an order of magnitude greater, possibly because 
of the conventional war component of this campaign. 
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Figure 4: Distributions of annual security forces fatality rates for the Malayan, 
Cyprus, Vietnam, and NI CT/COIN Campaigns. 
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Figure 5: Comparison of rescaled Malayan, Cyprus, and NI fatality rates with those 
for Iraq (to November 2003). 

 
Figure 5, by contrast, shows the cumulative frequency distribution of monthly security 

forces (SyF) loss rates for the Iraq campaign between May and November 2003 (in Deaths 
per Thousand Security Forces per Calendar Month) and also shows the distributions of the 
annual loss rates for Malaya, Cyprus and NI rescaled as described above into loss rates per 
                                                                                                                                                                                             

be more properly compared with the “peak” of the Vietnam War, with the deployment of US military 
advisors or with the deployment of US combat forces. In the case of this study, the issue was driven by the 
availability of data. 
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equivalent-month (the distributions for Vietnams have been omitted for clarity). Although the 
Iraq campaign had over this period an average loss rate “double” that of NI or Malaya, and 
six times that of Cyprus (Table 6), it was also about a sixth of the average loss rate for 
Vietnam and even the greatest monthly loss rate experienced during that period (0.46 SyF 
deaths / 1,000 SyF during November/Ramadan), is within the limits of observed loss rates for 
Malaya and NI. 

 
 Data Available for Analysis SyF Deaths / 1,000 SyF / (Equivalent) Month 

Campaign Range Resolution Geomean Median 
Malaya 1948 – 1960 1948 – 1957 Yearly, 10 points 0.15 0.15 
Cyprus 1955 – 1959 1955 – 1958 Half-Yearly, 6 points 0.05* 0.10 

Northern Ireland 1969 - 1994 1972 – 1984 Yearly, 13 points 0.12 0.11 
Vietnam 1961 - 1972 1966 – 1971 Yearly, 6 points 1.70 (US only) 

1.91 (All SyF) 
1.70 (US only) 
1.84 (All SyF) 

Iraq 2003 May – Nov 2003 Monthly, 7 points 0.29 0.26 
*This is an adjusted geomean, used to take account of a six month period in the data when no SyF fatalities were experienced. 

 
Table 6: Average (equivalent) monthly security forces loss rates. 

 
 

IRAQ LOSS RATES BY CONTRIBUTING NATION 
 
 

Table 7 breaks down the monthly loss rates for Iraq by nationality of principal security forces 
contributors (making the almost certainly erroneous assumption that the 86 known ISF 
fatalities were evenly distributed across the four months from July to November 2003). The 
US, UK, Iraqi and overall international SyF components all experienced months up to 
November 2003 in which their loss rates per thousand troops reached or exceeded37 the 
greatest annual loss rate seen for Malaya, NI or Cyprus when corrected for timescale (0.61 
Deaths per Thousand Security Forces per equivalent-month38). Amongst non-US coalition 
members, these peaks are driven by a few exceptionally bloody individual incidents (such as 
that in which 16 Italian troops were killed by a car bomb in November 2003) and/or by the 
small size of the national force contributed39. At the time that this analysis was conducted in 
December 2003, this raised the disturbing possibility that even a single incident might be 
sufficient to lead to a nation withdrawing from the Coalition, if the national force was 
sufficiently small, the incident of sufficient absolute lethality and the political commitment of 
that nation to the coalition less than certain. Possible precedents for such an eventuality, abeit 
in different contexts; may include: 
 

- The withdrawal of US forces from Lebanon in February 1984 following the 
suicide bombing of a US Marines Barracks in Beirut in October 1983 which 
caused c. 30% fatalities amongst the deployed force. 

 

                                                             
37  However, the ISF monthly loss rate of 0.67 Deaths per Thousand ISF in August 2003 is probably a spurious 

consequence of the assumption that ISF deaths were uniformly distributed. This calculation will be 
corrected in future analyses. 

38  That is, the greatest annual loss rate seen across the three British campaigns during the periods for which 
data was available was 7.3 Deaths per Thousand Security Forces for the first year of the Malayan 
Emergency (1948) and this rate is equivalent to a monthly rate of 0.61 Deaths per Thousand Security Forces 
Per Equivalent-Month when corrected for timescale. 

39  The monthly loss rates for both Italy and Spain individually in Iraq during November/Ramadan were c. 5.6 
deaths / 1,000 men.  
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- The withdrawal of Task Force Ranger from Somalia in March 1994 following 
the loss of 18 US soldiers in the “Black Hawk Down” operation of 3 October 
1993 (c. 5% of deployed forces, c. 20% of soldiers on raid). 

 
SyF Deaths / 1,000 Troops May-03 Jun-03 Jul-03 Aug-03 Sep-03 Oct-03 Nov-03 Geomean 

ISF + CSF 0.24 0.22 0.29 0.34 0.27 0.26 0.46 0.29 
US SyF Only 0.26 0.20 0.30 0.24 0.25 0.31 0.64 0.29 
UK SyF Only 0.12 0.55 0.10 0.61 0.10 0.11 0.11 0.17 

Non UK/US CSF - - - 0.32 0.08 0.14 1.85 0.29 
ISF  - - - 0.67* 0.38 0.23 0.16 0.31 

MND(SE) 0.12 0.55 0.10 0.63 0.16 0.13 0.72 0.25 
* Probably spurious 

Table 7: Monthly Iraqi/Coalition Security Forces loss rates. 
 

It is noted here that the decision taken by the newly-elected Spanish Government three 
days after the Madrid Bombings of 11 March 2004 to withdraw its forces from Iraq neither 
supports nor refutes this hypothesis. 
 
 

OTHER LOSS RATE MEASURES 
 
 
Table 8 below compares the Iraq CT/COIN campaign as of November 2003 with the 4 
historical campaigns listed in Table 5 using the slightly different loss rate of security forces 
Deaths per Million Population per Year. By this less meaningful40 measure, the average Iraqi 
campaign losses41 are broadly comparable to those of NI and Malaya, slightly better than that 
of Cyprus and an order of magnitude better than for Vietnam during the period 1966 - 1971. 
 

SyF Death / 106 Popn / Yr Malaya  Cyprus NI Vietnam Iraq 
Max Rate 81 160 97 1080 62 
Mean Rate 18 43 29 665 28 
Min Rate 2 4 12 440 17 

 
Table 8: Average security forces loss rates per million population per year. 

 
 

CAMPAIGN-LEVEL ASSESSMENTS 
 
 
Brief, exploratory (uni-variate) analyses were also undertaken to investigate the general 
relationships between various campaign-level CT/COIN factors and the results of these 
exploratory analyses were then used to make cautious observations about the state of the Iraq 
IS campaign (as of November 2003). These observations are not predictions of the eventual 
outcome of the Iraq campaign42; rather they are statements of the degree of consistency 

                                                             
40  The loss metric used here of deaths per unit force deployed is essentially a control, at the campaign level, 

for the availability of potential targets (security forces personnel) to Iraqi terrorist/insurgents. Whilst 
population can be expected to be positively (if not necessarily significantly) correlated with (maximum) 
size of security forces, it is still a less direct control for target availability than actual security forces’ 
manpower.  

41  Here simply extrapolated from the seven month sample of data available by a 12/7 scaling. 
42  Apart from the fact that correlation does not imply causality, the exploratory nature of the analyses (small 

samples, crudeness of data, paucity of factors considered and naïf simplicity of analysis techniques used) 
would anyway make any such attempt to predict the outcome of the current Iraq campaign from these 
results about as credible as haruspicy. 
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demonstrated between certain measures of the Iraq campaign and previous campaigns that 
were resolved either successfully or unsuccessfully (from the perspective of the security 
forces).  

 
 

LOSS RATES AND CAMPAIGN OUTCOME 
 
 
Whole-campaign security forces loss rates, measured in Security Forces Deaths per thousand 
Security-Force Man-Years43 dedicated to the CT/COIN campaign, were calculated for 5 
randomly selected campaigns (mostly) from Table 1 above judged to have been successfully 
won by the security forces and for 5 campaigns judged to have been lost by them. Table 9 
shows that, despite the limitations of sample size, there is a clear separation at 99% 
confidence between the mean overall security forces loss rate for those campaigns where the 
Security Forces achieved their political & military objectives and those where they did not.  
 

  SyF Loss Rate (SyF Deaths / 1,000 SyF Man-Years) 
Campaign Outcome No. Campaigns Min Rate Max Rate Mean Rate Standard Ratio 

“SyF Win” 5 0.94 3.75 2.0 x1.7 
“SyF loss” 5 6.0 23.58 13.1 x1.7 

“SyF Win” campaigns: Huk Rebellion (46 – 54), Malaya (48 – 60), Cyprus (55 – 59), Borneo (63 – 66), NI (69 – 94). 
“SyF Loss” campaigns: Dutch E. Indies (46 – 49), Algeria (54 – 62), Angola (61 -75), Vietnam (61 – 72), Afghanistan (80 – 89) 

 
Table 9: Separation of whole-campaign security forces loss rates with campaign 
outcome. 

 
As of November 2003, the then estimate44 of the whole-campaign security forces loss rate 

for Iraq was c. 3.5 SyF deaths per 1,000 SyF Man-years which can be said to be a loss rate 
value more consistent at that time with an ultimately successful rather than an ultimately 
unsuccessful campaign45. The principal caveat on this statement of course is that there is no 
guarantee that this estimate (or any other made whilst the campaign is still in progress) will 
actually be a close approximation to the post-campaign overall-campaign loss rate.  

 
It is interesting to note that at least three of the five CT/COIN campaigns in Table 9 that 

were ‘lost’ by the security forces (i.e. the Algerian and Angolan Independence Wars and 
Vietnam) can arguably be regarded as having been successful in narrow military terms, but 
‘lost’ by the state and security forces overall through failures of political will or changes in 
political priorities. This raises the (currently untested) hypothesis that high loss rates (or a 
perception thereof) may contribute to, or even drive, CT/COIN campaign failure by 
undermining political will46.  

 

                                                             
43  Calculated for simplicity here as the product of peak security forces strength and of campaign duration. As 

with the earlier analyses, this measure was often only calculated for specific sub-periods of the overall 
campaign for which adequate data was available. 

44  Given that the campaign is still underway, and that there is no guarantee that peak security forces strength 
up to November 2003 will not be exceeded before the campaign ends.  

45  This statement can be quantified as a nominal ‘probability’ of ultimate campaign success if it is assumed 
that the distributions of loss rates implied above are lognormal. However, given the various qualifications 
attached to this analysis, any such quantification will be practically meaningless.  

46  Note, in this context, that previous Dstl analysis has empirically demonstrated a relationship between 
campaign casualties and public opinion support for military operations (as measured by opinion poll data) 
in the Western democracies at least. This analysis was informed by earlier RAND studies of public opinion 
in the US only (Larson, 1996; Schwarz, 1994).  
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FORCE RATIOS AND CAMPAIGN OUTCOME 
 
 
The separation of campaign force ratios with campaign outcome was also investigated using 
a sub-sample of 13 completed campaigns in Table 1 for which (estimates of) both security 
forces and insurgent strength were known. Again, a whole-campaign approximation of force 
ratio47 was used for simplicity and the strength estimates used were generally accurate only to 
an order of magnitude (particularly as regards insurgent strengths). Table 10 shows the 
resulting estimates of average whole campaign force ratio for CT/COIN campaigns won, lost 
and drawn by the security forces (in the sense of Figure 2). Although the standard ratios are 
(unsurprisingly) large given the limited sample sizes used, a Jonckheere test suggests that 
there is a statistically significant tendency at 90% confidence for the more successful (from 
the security forces’ point of view) CT/COIN campaigns to have higher whole-campaign force 
ratios.  
 

Max SyF Strength Campaign Outcome 
(Max Terrorist + Sympathiser Strength) SyF Win Draw Terrorist/Insurgent Win 

Geomean 2.0 1.4 0.7 
Standard Ratio x2.6 x2.9 x1.7 
No. Campaigns 5 4 4 

 
Table 10: Relation between CT/COIN campaign ‘force ratio’ and campaign outcome. 

 
As of November 2003, the whole-campaign force ratio for the Iraq campaign was 

estimated to be c. 285k/30k ≈ 9.3, which is again not consistent with an ultimately 
unsuccessful campaign and, further, is more indicative of an ultimately successful campaign 
than of a drawn one. Again, this is not a prediction about the outcome of the Iraq campaign, 
only an observation about how it might behave if force ratio is the dominant driver of 
outcome (which is not known) and if the Iraq campaign is comparable to the other campaigns 
considered in this analysis (also not known).  

 
 

INSURGENT DENSITY AND CAMPAIGN VIOLENCE 
 
 

Another brief comparison was made between the density of terrorists/insurgents (including sympathisers) in the 
civilian population and the dominant category of insurgent violence seen in a campaign. Although the available 
data does not support robust conclusions, Figure 6 shows that there is some connection between the dominant 
level of violence in an CT/COIN campaign and the (maximum) relative density of active terrorists/insurgents 
and their sympathisers in the overall civilian population. In particular, whilst purely “terrorist” campaigns have 
occurred at a wide range of terrorist/sympathiser densities up to about 1.7 per 1,000 population, widespread 
“insurgency (including terrorism)” has not been observed in this sample at densities below about 0.1 
terrorist/sympathiser per 1,000 population. More generally, the average insurgent densities for the two 
categories of campaign are significantly different at 95% confidence at 0.05 insurgents per 1,000 population for 
‘pure’ terrorist campaigns and 3 insurgents per 1,000 for mixed terrorist/insurgency campaigns. 

                                                             
47  In this case, the ratio of peak security forces manpower to peak terrorist/insurgent manpower (including any 

passive sympathiser population). This is not a strict force ratio since the two peak strengths will not 
necessarily be coincident within a campaign. 
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Figure 6: Terrorist/insurgent population densities for CT/COIN campaigns. 
 

At the time this analysis was conducted, the number of active anti-coalition insurgents 
and sympathisers in Iraq was assumed to be of the order of magnitude of the figure of 30,000 
quoted by Richard Perle (see above), giving an estimated insurgent density of c. 1.2 
terrorists/sympathisers per 1,000 population48. The implication of this estimate from Figure 6 
was that at this insurgent density the Iraq campaign would be more likely to remain 
dominated by terrorist violence than to escalate into widespread open, armed insurgency 
(although this latter eventuality cannot be dismissed)49.  

 
Because of the events that have occurred since then and the writing of this paper (notably 

the April 2004 insurrections in Najaf and Fallujah) this calculation now requires 
reassessment. However, it is noted again that, pace the April 2004 insurrections, it is still by 
no means clear that the Iraq campaign can (yet) be characterised as being dominated by 
insurgent instead of terrorist violence. As before, it should also be noted that this analysis 
takes no account of possible situational factors (such as the inaccessibility of certain internal 
or external insurgent “safe areas” of operation to security forces) that might be necessary for 
general, open insurgencies to start or to maintain themselves in existence. 
 
 

FORCE RATIOS AND LOSS RATES 
 
 

Finally, an exploratory regression analysis (Figure 7) was performed to see whether there 
might be any correlation between (whole-campaign) force ratios and loss rates broadly as 
defined50 for Tables 9 and 10 above and using as data the 10 campaigns listed for Table 9. 

                                                             
48  The analysis underlying Figure 6 simply compared terrorist/insurgent numbers (including sympathisers) as 

a proportion of the total civil population of the state experiencing the insurgency and this assessment of 
Iraqi insurgent density at 1.2 per 1,000 population followed the same prescription. If however, insurgent 
population density is calculated for the Sunni sub-population of Iraq only, this estimate rises to c. 3.5 per 
1,000 Sunnis.  

49  Again the probability can be calculated, but would be practically meaningless, given the crudity of the 
analysis and data used. 

50  In fact the definition of force ratio used in this analysis is subtly different to that given in Table 10, being 
calculated as the ratio of average, rather than maximum, security forces and terrorist/insurgent strengths 
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The resulting trend line which is statistically significant at 95% confidence, strongly indicates 
an inverse-square-root correlation between whole-campaign security forces loss rates and 
campaign force ratios, although this ‘result’ needs to be verified with more reliable data. The 
behaviour of the Iraq campaign up to November 2003 lies very close to this overall trend line. 
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Figure 7: Correlation between campaign force ratios and loss rates. 
 

Assuming that this relationship holds within as well as between campaigns (this has not 
been tested), it implies that for every doubling of force ratio achieved in a CT/COIN 
campaign, security forces loss rates will decrease by 30% but absolute loss numbers will 
increase by 40%. This suggests that as security forces numbers increase, the dominant effect 
may be to increase the “target opportunities” available to the insurgents51 as opposed to, say, 
suppressing insurgent activity through greater presence on the ground.  

 
If there is a genuine intra- as well as an inter-campaign relationship between force ratios 

and security forces loss rates, then the possibility presents itself of quantifying the trade-off 
between absolute fatality numbers and probability of campaign success. This would require 
as an intermediate step the quantification of the tentative results in either Table 9 or 10 by 
means of, say, logistic regression. And, of course, any proper study of CT/COIN campaigns 
should include principal factors and multivariate regression analyses. 
 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

 
The several analyses reported in this paper have demonstrated that, even with crude data, 
limited samples and deliberately simplistic categorisations, it is possible to obtain meaningful 
results about, and insights into, the behaviour of military counter-terrorism/counter-
insurgency campaigns – at least at the levels of “proof” required for practical, quick-and-dirty 
                                                                                                                                                                                             

over the entire campaign. This minor discrepancy is not expected to be significant in terms of broad results 
presented here but ought to be addressed in any future study. 

51  This increase in security forces personnel as targets for terrorist/insurgent attack, if real, may itself be due to 
either an one-sided increase in attacks on security forces by terrorists/insurgents or to a two-sided increase 
in contacts between security forces and terrorists/insurgents.  
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operational analysis. These results, whilst provisional, provide a firm basis for further 
research and analysis. 

 
A simple comparison of controlled security forces loss rates suggest that, whilst 

undeniably bloody, the current operations in Iraq were not particularly bloody overall for the 
security forces as of November 2003 compared to a small collection of previous, successfully 
resolved CT/COIN campaigns. In particular, the current Iraq campaign appeared at this time 
to be: 
 

- Within the limits of violence experienced by security forces in NI between 
1972 and 1984 and in Malaya between 1948 and 1957. 

 
- Markedly less lethal than for the period of major US military involvement in 

Vietnam (1966 – 1971). 
 

Exploratory analysis suggests that terrorist/insurgent population density may be an 
indicator of probable campaign tactics used (levels of violence experienced), although not 
necessarily either a principal or a causal factor. Based on comparisons with previous 
CT/COIN campaigns, the current Iraqi campaign appeared as of December 2003 to be more 
likely than not to remain one dominated by ‘terrorist’ tactics - bombings, shootings, raids etc 
- without escalating into general open, armed insurgency. In as much as the Najaf and 
Fallujah “insurgencies” since April 2004 remain localised and sporadic in nature, it is 
debatable whether this observation has yet (June 2004) been disproven by events. 

 
Exploratory analysis also suggests that both security forces loss rates and security 

forces/insurgent force ratios may be indicators of probable overall (military and political) 
campaign outcome, although again not necessarily either the only or the driving factor. Based 
upon comparisons with previous CT/COIN campaigns, the current Iraqi campaign appeared 
in December 2003 to be more likely than not to be eventually militarily successful. 

 
However, a very limited sample of data points suggests that one of the possible reasons 

for states and their security forces to lose CT/COIN campaigns might be failure of political 
will to continue the conflict even if successful in narrow military terms. High absolute and/or 
relative security forces losses may be one of the causes of such failure of will. These 
hypotheses are untested. 

 
Security forces loss rates appear to be inversely correlated with force ratio in such a way 

that increasing security forces numbers at constant insurgent strength creates a “target 
opportunity” effect which causes absolute security forces losses to increase even as loss rates 
decrease. There may be a potential trade-off to be struck between security forces losses and 
probability of overall campaign success that, if real, should be amenable to quantification. 

 
Although the campaign comparisons recorded in this paper uniformly suggest that the 

ongoing Iraq CT/COIN campaign was, as of November 2003, more consistent overall with 
ultimately-successful CT/COIN campaigns than otherwise, these observations should not be 
considered to be predictions of the eventual campaign outcome. Any attempt to foretell the 
future of conflicts as complex as that in Iraq, whether through operational analysis or through 
the examination of animal entrails, is futile and ultimately doomed to fail.  
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