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When asking about the role of private contractors in the so-called “War on Terror”, one has to be careful not to fall for
the sensationalism which envelops much of the public debate on military outsourcing. This means keeping a focus on
the structural and systematic rather than the individual, anecdotal evidence of contractor involvement in military
affairs. It also means pointing out the large breadth of outsourced responsibilities, as the majority of contractors are
unarmed and tasked with relatively mundane tasks unlike the image regularly conveyed by the press.

However, just because contractors do not regularly participate in “black ops” or other militarily more sensational
operations, which are typically associated with war (and all the more so with the “War on Terror”) and
disproportionately reported in the media, does not mean that they are inconsequential for the conduct of this war –
quite the contrary. As this paper argues, what has begun as the “War on Terror” and is now a series of overseas
contingency operations could in fact only go on in the global fashion that it did for almost ten years now because of
the services provided by several hundred thousand contractors. In short, private contractors serve as enablers of this
decade-old war, much like they have become enablers of most major Western militaries.

The Weight of Words – Sensitive Terminology

That the same person may be named a “terrorist” by one, a “freedom fighter” by another, is well-known. The
interpretation of facts creates new ones. Accordingly, Louise Richardson stated that it was not 9/11 that changed the
world, but the reaction to it. A short period of deep reflection followed the attacks, but was quickly suppressed by
public discourse which focused on the reaction and the understandable desire to retaliate.[1]

Therefore, the force of words has to be kept in mind when addressing the “War on Terror” which ensued following
the 9/11 attacks and is now called “overseas contingency operations”.[2] Lending credence to Bacevich’s
assessment of a “new American militarism”, the response was designed and dubbed the “Global War on Terror”.[3]
What one may call “franchise terrorism”, such as that perpetrated by groups like Al Qaida in the Arab Peninsula,
testifies to the ability of such groups to understand and play the name and narrative games and draw in particular the
US military’s attention to them whether they are in the Sahara, Somalia, Yemen, or Pakistan – the “global”
designation may well have contributed to an equally global “terrorist” flare-up of violence.[4]

Furthermore, in need of clarification is the terminology attached to the private military and security industry. Unlike
what is commonly written, the contractors working for the western militaries involved in the wider “War on Terror” are
not mercenaries. They do not meet the UN’s or the Geneva Conventions’ definitions of the term. Furthermore, the
vast majority is unarmed at all times. This does not distract from the fact that there have been a plethora of lethal or
otherwise violent incidents, fraud or other problems involving private contractors – but by labelling them mercenaries
the debate loses quality, and risks both diverting attention from the fact that there are also transgressions by
members of the military, and being cut short. After all, why debate outsourcing at all if all it is was hiring mercenaries?
Properly understanding military outsourcing requires deeper analysis. A focus on arguably unrepresentative “bad
guys” highlights some problems of outsourcing policy, but it does not cater to a more comprehensive analysis.
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The “War on Terror” – Unsuitable for 1990s Military Force Structures

Following 9/11, attention quickly focused on the Taliban regime in Afghanistan, which had harboured much of the Al
Qaida leadership, training camps, and in particular Osama bin Laden. Thus, with the advent of a military response,
Afghanistan became the first locus of the “War on Terror”, soon to be followed by the invasion of Iraq in 2003 and
eventually and increasingly by the border areas between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Nonetheless, it is feasible to
focus on Afghanistan, Iraq, and Pakistan for the purposes of this paper, as they involve the largest military and
contractor participation. There are, however, also missions being carried out in Somalia and Yemen in particular and
elsewhere more generally. A considerable corollary of the global geography as well as the comprehensive goals of
the “War on Terror” as defined by the first administration of US President George W. Bush in the National Security
Strategy, should be stressed here: the war would require considerable resources, manpower, and intelligence in
order to succeed.[5]

These requirements were difficult to meet for the US military and most others involved. Their force structure – though
under reform since the end of the Cold War – still resembled more the large standing armies of the superpower
confrontation which were best suited for symmetrical warfare. Demobilisation since 1990/91, reduced defence
budgets, and a general presumption of the onset of a new peaceful age essentially resulted in stress for the armed
forces in terms of supplies and capacity as this new peace failed to materialise, and more so for this war which posed
an additional strategic challenge because of its asymmetry. Among the many solutions intended to overcome
budgetary and strategic pressures as well as declining capacities, the outsourcing of military responsibilities
– primarily support and other services deemed to be “non-core” – ruled supreme.[6] Over the past few years,
intelligence has moreover experienced the largest growth in the sector of outsourcing formerly publicly executed
tasks.

Furthermore, given the asymmetry of the war, the relatively small-scale fighting (for much of the time), the role of
winning over the public in “counterinsurgency” warfare, and the blurring of the lines between civilian areas and the
battlefield, led to close proximity between the military and civilian populations. Additionally and consequently, there
arose the need to maintain a low profile when active in so many, often civilian or otherwise sensitive areas;
simultaneously, there was need for capabilities to directly observe or interact with civilians and enemy combatants
throughout the country – i.e. in particular a language requirement on the ground. Combined with the preceding
description of limited military capacities, contractors stepped in to take over support tasks and eventually much of
intelligence so that the regular militaries could concentrate their efforts on combat and maintain a reduced military
footprint. Besides affecting military professionalism,[7] contractors maintain a lower profile on the ground,[8] and are
less costly politically to deploy as they are not counted in parliamentary or otherwise decided-upon deployment caps,
let alone in casualty counts.[9]

Contractorisation in the “War on Terror”

Security in Iraq and Afghanistan

When the “Coalition of Willing”, primarily the USA and the UK, invaded Iraq in 2003, contractors were already
stationed in Kuwait and elsewhere in the Gulf and eventually followed the military troops into the country. In the USA,
the company KBR was notified that within nine weeks it would have to expand a military camp in Kuwait– before the
war had begun.[10] As Kinsey amply describes, the security vacuum that followed the invasion of Iraq – due to small
troop numbers, false assumptions about the Iraqi population’s reaction to the invasion, the dissolution of all armed
and police services without adequate replacement of own troop numbers, and non-materialised local networks by
exile Iraqis, notably Ahmed Chalabi – was quickly closed as much as possible by thousands of security
contractors.[11]

This also applies to the security surrounding reconstruction as well as protecting the various supply chains in both
Afghanistan and Iraq. Illustrating the many facets of such security outsourcing is the security of British logistics
contractors. They are protected by the military only in military bases. They thus have to make their own arrangements
for protection e.g. when moving supplies to or between bases.[12] Such arrangements are so far determined only by
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the contractor and may include paying off local warlords, hiring PSCs, or relying on close relatives to join them on the
road.[13] In an interview in June 2011, a British Lt Col and professional logistician cited a recent study which claims
that the mission in Iraq could have been over two years sooner had there not been the unchecked reliance on PSCs
in the wake of the invasion.[14] Besides the obvious high cost of two years of occupation – when recalling the need to
win over the host country’s public’s support – such practice is counterproductive and puts many people at higher risk
than necessary. The many commissions and government reports in the USA and Britain testify to the governments’
(and the industry’s high-end companies’) acknowledgement of the need to reform outsourcing practice, especially
regarding security, and security provision in conflict areas more generally.[15]

Similarly, the diplomatic security service of the US State Department underwent considerable downsizing in recent
years. Current estimates suggest that the State Department will hire as many as 5,000 private security guards for
service in Iraq alone.[16] Without them, the countrywide diplomatic presence of the USA would be impossible to
sustain after the withdrawal of combat troops from the country at the end 2011.

Although much of the defence market had so far been in the hands of US American companies, British companies
such as Erinys, Aegis, and ArmorGroup got considerable shares of these contracts in Iraq. Erinys was hired for
training and “Oil Protection Force”, while ArmorGroup won a contract for protecting convoys. Furthermore, then-
newly founded Aegis was hired to provide security details, and to coordinate and monitor reconstruction-contractor
and soldier movements so as to maximise synergies, reduce the need for patrols, and thereby facilitate information-
sharing between the various active players.[17] Other companies trained the renewed armed and police services.

In Afghanistan,[18] development projects routinely hire either security contractors and/or are forced to pay armed
opposition groups for security so as to be able to do their work.[19] As in Iraq, the training of the country’s new police
and armed forces has been outsourced to some of the major companies in the field, e.g. MPRI and Raytheon.
Linguistic services, diplomatic security and others are similarly present in Afghanistan, although there is a stronger
focus than in Iraq on the numerous development projects.

Although the above is little more than an indication, it becomes clear that security contractors were essential for the
occupying forces in their attempts to maintain security in Iraq and Afghanistan. Filling these requirements with
uniformed personnel would have required considerably larger contingents to be deployed at much higher political
cost – given the low popularity in particular of the war in Iraq it is obvious that contractors therefore not only filled a
security vacuum in the country, but also reduced the political cost especially in the USA, as neither contractors nor
– importantly – the considerable number of fallen contractors were officially counted.[20]

Intelligence Services

Given the sector’s trade, researching it is particularly difficult because secrecy is paramount. Nonetheless, more and
more is being written about outsourcing intelligence services.[21] Extreme examples such as Blackwater Guards
being involved in secret CIA raids or others collecting intelligence for track-and-kill operations of suspected militants
in the border areas between Afghanistan and Pakistan make it to the press, as do reports about contractor
involvement in secret CIA prisons or alleged torture.[22] They indicate the operational problems that occur when
outsourcing is not sufficiently controlled, as well as the organisationally integral role contractor occupy.

Some numbers are, however, more interesting to assess the systematic role of contracting: up to 70% of
expenditures are now paid on contracts, and in some of the major intelligence agencies (including the CIA and
National Counterterrorism Center NCTC) contractors make up the majority (up to 70%) of the workforce. From data
gathering to processing, analysing, and interpreting, private contractors are involved in most stages of the
intelligence cycle – jobs that many of them used to hold as public employees before joining the private sector to the
same for better pay but less job security.[23] Even critical accounts of intelligence outsourcing note, that “intelligence
activities conducted by private contractors are indispensable in the Global War on Terrorism”.[24]

Linguistic services are another large segment of the industry. At Abu Ghraib, several of the interrogators and
interpreters at the prison came from private companies, including some of those implicated by the scandal.[25]
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Overall, besides this extreme example, interpreters in Iraq number many thousands, with Titan/L-3 alone accounting
for around 7,000.[26] Needless to say, such numbers could never have been met by the armed services alone (it
would have been unlikely even for the formerly self-sufficient military).

While this does not mean that contractors necessarily make the critical decisions in the intelligence community, it
does, nonetheless, indicate that throughout the intelligence cycle individuals from the private sector (which means a
higher likelihood of private interests and until now less oversight) have a considerable influence on the intelligence
which eventually forms the basis for decision-making at the higher levels of the state bureaucracies.[27] This also
means that private actors are increasingly aware of the whole formerly state-run process. It also suggests that
without contractors, the intelligence agencies would have to either severely scale back their activities or to hire
considerable numbers of employees. While the former is unthinkable in this war which depends on intelligence, the
latter would be highly unpopular in the political environment in particular of the USA and the UK, where the public
sector is already deemed as too large and facing severe cuts in manpower. Thus, contracting out meant having their
cake (small numbers of public sector employees) and eating it too (maintaining large-scale intelligence capacities) –
in short, enabling the intelligence agencies to work at the scale expected of them.

Support Services

Accounts like that of Kinsey (2009) demonstrate the breadth and ramifications of logistics outsourcing. Logistics has
been reconfigured to include contractors into the force structure and planning process, epitomised by the permanent
presence of contractors at the British Permanent Joined Headquarters.[28] Overall, logistics has been outsourced to
the highest degree in comparison to other areas of military responsibilities.

Contracting out supply primarily allows for a higher ratio of combat to non-combat military personnel to be deployed.
In cases such as the UK, US, or Germany, where numbers are capped by parliament or announced by the Prime
Minister, any increase would mean a high investment of political capital. According to the Royal Army’s Lt. Col., the
British total force employed in Afghanistan numbers approximately 16,000, of which about 6,000 are (mostly)
logistics contractors. Of the 10,000 members of the military, only about one quarter are tasked with support services,
so that the remaining 75% can concentrate on combat. The fire power of the British contingent has therefore been
increased by outsourcing non-combat functions. Replacing the contractor work force of approximately six thousand
would in fact require the deployment of at least 1,000 soldiers more than contractors, because their standards of
protection are higher. Thus, the economic imperative as well as political restrictions on troop numbers combined to
create this result on the ground.

Further supporting this paper’s key argument, these numbers illustrate the enabler-function that contractors hold in
these wars which are central components of the “War on Terror”.

Conclusions

As Moshe Schwartz from the Congressional Research Service describes, the percentage of contractors of the total
workforce employed by the US Department of Defense is at over 50% in Afghanistan and at nearly 50% in Iraq.[29]
Considering that much of the work done by these contractors would have been conducted by full-time military
personnel in the Cold War, it becomes amply clear that this private workforce is not only critically important for
mission success for the militaries involved, but also no less than an enabler of the globally wide-reaching military
ambition which began as the “War on Terror” and is now called a series of “Overseas Contingency Operations”. It
reduces the need for public forces and potentials. At the heart of the matter is a question of political will: hire sufficient
numbers of publicly employed professionals and risk exposure to hostile, anti-“big government” politics, or outsource
to the market to fill the gaps which arise from the lack of public employment and risk (at least until now) high prices
and weak oversight?[30] As pointed out above, the current policy resembles a “having their cake and eating it too”
experiment, i.e. downsizing the publicly employed (and therefore counted) armed services while nonetheless
conducting military operations on a global scale.

Even without relying on rogue armed contractors or other sensational stories, but by in fact focusing on more
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mundane examples, this paper has shown the centrality of contractor support to the conduct of the “War on Terror”.
Logistics, supply chains and so on may appear less exciting than street rowdies shooting civilians, but while the latter
is an exceptional occurrence with little general validity, the former has become standard fare and a central, systemic
enabling factor for global military deployments.
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