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sis, Pakistan has a little more than 15 divisions (13 of them 
infantry) based in the Punjab and positioned to defend its 

ance implicitly assumes the force quality is the same. This may be 

a mistaken assumption at times as Posen pointed out in regard 

to the NATO-Soviet balance on the Central Front, where NATO 

forces were arguably of superior quality with better command 

and logistical organization, thus acting as a force multiplier and 

adding combat capability. Posen, “Correspondence: Reassessing 

Net Assessment,” International Security, Vol. 13, No. 4, Spring 

1989, pp. 144-160. Therefore the force-to-force calculations for 

the Indo-Pakistan border may not be wholly accurate. However,  

an imbalance in force quality likely would favor India and only 

strengthens the argument that the Pakistani military would not 

be able to pull sufficient troops from its eastern border to redeploy 

to the NWFP/FATA. Jonathan Marcus, “India-Pakistan Military 

Balance,” BBC News, May 9, 2003. [http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/

south_asia/1735912.stm].

on the brink of conflict after a terrorist attack on India’s 
Parliament building, India massed 700,000 troops on the 
Punjab border to compel Pakistan to give up 20 suspected 
terrorists. Pakistan deployed 300,000 troops of its own 
and stared India down.265 Pakistan’s response in that crisis 
would seem to indicate that it would adopt a 1:2.33 defense 
ratio in anticipation of a full-scale clash with India. 

The following hypothesis concerning the number of 
Pakistani troops that could be freed up for a COIN cam-
paign in the tribal areas assumes that a front-wide the-
ater requires no less than a 1:1.5 defense-to-offense ratio, 
although a 1:3 ratio could be sustainable in certain tacti-
cal engagements.266 Based on open-source defense analy-

265  Inter Press Service, Dec. 7, 2008. [http://ipsnews.net/

news.asp?idnews=45015].

266  Exclusively using force ratios to determine military bal-

Table 6. Comparing Force-to-Force Ratios

Sources: Shuja Nawaz, FATA – A Most Dangerous Place: Meeting the Challenge of Militancy and Terror in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas of Pakistan, 

Washington DC: Center for Strategic and International Studies Press, January 2009; International Crisis Group, “Pakistan’s Tribal Areas: Appeasing the 

Militants,” Asia Report, No. 125, December 11, 2006. [http://www.crisisgroup.org/home/index.cfm?id=4568]; Pakistan Census; Dr. Abdul Jabbar, “Religious 

Leaders as Partners in Polio Eradication NWFP/FATA,” World Health Organization, February 1, 2008 [http://www.comminit.com/en/node/269402]; Hassan 

Abbas, “Is the NWFP Slipping out of Pakistan’s Control?” Terrorism Monitor, November 26, 2007; Rahimullah Yusufzai, “Analysis: Pakistan’s Tribal Frontiers,” 

BBC News, December 14, 2001; Richard A. Oppel Jr. and Pir Zubair Shah, “In Pakistan, Radio Amplifies Terror of Taliban,” New York Times, January 25, 2009; 

Shuja Nawaz, “Pakistan’s Summer of Chaos,” ForeignPolicy.com, June 2009. [http://www.foreignpolicy.com/story/cms.php?story_id=5016]; Praveen Swami,

“Obama’s World and Pakistan’s War on Terror,” The Hindu, June 8, 2009; Census Data from 1998 [www.fata.pk,gov] combined with the author’s estimates.

Presently 
Deployed

Minimum 
Forces Needed

Releaseable Troops Freed Comments

Force to Force

     Tactical (1:3) 58 brigades 21-29 brigades 29-37 brigades 194-247,000 India has 20 
divisions on the 
border plus another 
6 deployable—or 
between 62-87 
brigades.

     Front-wide (1:1.5) 58 brigades 42-58 brigades 0-16 brigades 0-107,000
     2001 posture 
     (3:7 or 1:2.33)

58 brigades 27-38 brigades 20-31 brigades 134-207,000

Force to Space

     1 Brigade to 15 km 58 brigades 
or 19 divisions

118 brigades None 0 Based on this 
measure, Pakistani 
brigades are already 
overstretched by a 
factor of 2, 
assuming India 
can threaten along 
2/3 of the border or 
1770km.
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about 8 brigades, or about 55,000 troops,273 have already 
been redeployed, mostly to the the Malakand region 
because of the recent Swat offensive, which means that only 
an additional 79,000 to 152,000 troops would be available 
for redeployment to the NWFP and the FATA. To increase 
numbers, the military could draw a division from the V 
corps in Karachi, which defends the Karachi-Lahore road 
and guards against Indian land or marine advances there. 
It also could borrow a division from the XII corps in Quetta, 
which is engaged in a pacification campaign against the fre-
quent Baluchi uprisings. Such a redeployment would leave 
behind at least one division in each province to concentrate 
on  missions there and to protect potential invasion routes. 
This would bring the total of troops available for the Afghan 
border area to about 119,000 to 192,000. 

Adding up Forces: 
Redeployment, Reserves and the Lashkars
Troops moved from the border would join the 150,000 
troops already based in the NWFP and the FATA, who 
mainly conduct raids on insurgents and provide border 
security.274 Although the balance of army to paramilitary 
in the present deployment is unclear, most if not all of 
the 55,000-member FC has been deployed for this fight. 
In addition to the 55,000 border redeployments, the other 
40,000 army troops already in the region, representing 
two army infantry divisions, are reported to have been 
largely drawn from the XI Corps in Peshawar.275  This com-
bination of forces adds up to about 269,000 to 342,000 
troops, enough to conduct a COIN campaign with the rec-
ommended numbers in the FATA and the Malakand divi-
sion but not enough for all of the NWFP, unless the ratio 
was dropped to between 9.3:1,000 and 13.1:1,000. Troops, 
however, could be concentrated in areas  of highest vul-
nerability, importance, or violence. Calling up 178,000 to 
311,000 or even more reserves to reach a 20:1,000 ratio 
would place tremendous strain on the Pakistani military 
and reserves and require significant time for raising and 
training forces.

273  Based on reports and estimates by Nawaz, “Pakistan’s 

Summer of Chaos,” June 2009, as well as Swami, “Obama’s 

World and Pakistan’s War on Terror,” The Hindu, June 8, 2009.

274  This is composed of 55,000 NWFP Frontier Corps, 40,000 

from the two infantry divisions in the XI Corps in Peshawar, and 

the balance made up by army divisions and brigades brought in 

from the Eastern front.

275  Jane’s World Armies, 2008; Swami 2009.

eastern border.267 Inclusion of the Multan Corps, located 
100 miles from the border, would add three divisions—
one infantry, one armored, and one artillery—plus one 
independent brigade, bringing Pakistan’s total available 
forces on the border to nearly 19 divisions of 58 brigades. 
Meanwhile, India has about 20 divisions close to the same 
border—13 infantry, three rapid-response, three armored, 
and one mechanized—as well as six divisions in its south-
ern command that could be quickly moved to the theater 
totaling between 62-87 brigades.

Even if Pakistan dropped to a minimal 1:3 tactical defense 
ratio,268 it would still need 21 to 29 brigades on or near 
its border,269 which would severely limit or eliminate a 
Riposte strategy by curtailing its ability to counterattack 
with its two strike corps.270 NATO forces on the Central 
Front during the Cold War accepted such ratios in part 
because their superior skill, training, and technology miti-
gated the Soviets’ raw numerical advantage. However, the 
Pakistan’s military is generally believed to be slightly out-
classed by India’s, making the 1:3 ratio an extremely con-
servative estimate of the minimum forces it would need. 
Thus the 1:2.3 ratio that was actually implemented theater 
wide in the recent crisis seems more appropriate ratio to 
employ in this assessment.

The above scenario would free up 20 to 31 brigades from the 
Punjab. Assuming three brigades to a division,271 and that 
each division is composed of about 20,000 men,272 that 
would mean about 134,000 to 207,000 troops. However, 

267  Based on Jane’s World Armies, 2008; GlobalSecurity.org. 

Disposition of Pakistani Army based on material from Global 

Security.org and Stratfor, “A Crisis in Indian-Pakistani Relations,” 

Dec. 18, 2008. [http://www.stratfor.com/memberships/129068/

analysis/20081216_part_2_crisis_indian_pakistani_relations_0].

268  Mearsheimer, 1982.

269  Given that India and Pakistan have fought three wars and 

that each considers the other its arch-nemesis, drawing an anal-

ogy to the Central Front does not seem out of order. Moreover, 

the analogy works well because nuclear deterrence is present in 

both cases.

270  Jane’s World Armies, 2008.

271  Based on e-mail with Ravi Rikhye, editor of Orbat.com, and 

Concise World Armies, 2009.

272  Based on Nawaz’s estimates and statements. Nawaz, 

FATA—A Most Dangerous Place, 2009, and remarks at Jamestown 

Foundation Conference, April 15, 2009.
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forces were to be based on measures of force to space, the 
picture looks even less promising for Pakistan. On the 
Central Front during the Cold War, it was assumed that a 
brigade could defend 7 kilometers to 15 kilometers of ter-
ritory.277 Six of the nine corps of the Pakistani military are 
based in the Punjab. One of the remaining three corps 
is based in each of the three other provinces of Sindh, 
Baluchistan, and the NWFP. All the brigades from the 
divisions based in the Punjab plus the independent bri-
gades total 58, an estimate based on Brian Cloughley’s 
definition that each division contains approximately three 
brigades278 and that the Force Command for the Northern 
Areas, which has functioned since 1999 as another corps 
command, contains five.279

Assuming each brigade could defend the upper end of the 
defensible force-to-space ratio of 15 kilometers, the total 
defensible area would be 870 kilometers. Although the 
Indo-Pakistan border is about 2,900 kilometers,280 a senior 
general has suggested that Pakistan needs to seriously 
defend only about 1,100 miles, or 1,770 kilometers, in the 
east, presumably because the northern mountains offer a 
natural defense against conventional militaries.281 Still, the 
Indian army can threaten along most of the eastern front, 
even in the deserts around Sindh province, because of its 

277  Mearsheimer, 1982.

278  Cloughley, A History of the Pakistan Army, 1999 p. 376.

279  GlobalSecurity.org.

280  The Indian Express, 2002.

281  Cohen, The Pakistan Army, 1994, p. 141.

One way to reduce pressure on the reserves while still rais-
ing the number of fighters available would be to use the 
lashkars. In Bajaur, the Salarzai were able to raise a militia 
force of 4,000 to assist in driving out the Taliban and in 
providing security. Even though this militia represented 
only 0.4 percent of the region’s 1 million population,276 
if the same percentage was replicated across the NWFP 
and the FATA, it would yield a militia force of 104,000 to 
116,000. Creating such a force would take substantial time, 
hinge on internal fissures and defections, and require care-
ful sequencing, but given the proper incentives, a militia 
could add to Pakistan’s force numbers.

Finally, Pakistan’s 40,000 lightly armed ranger force could 
assist in a COIN operation. Although the rangers have been 
deployed around the capital to defend it from a Taliban 
incursion, they could continue with that mission while 
also helping in a COIN campaign in districts neighbor-
ing the capital, such as Haripur and Abbottabad. Drawing 
on all these resources, the military might still fall short of 
needed troop levels unless it drew on the 55,000-member 
NWFP police force, despite that force’s questionable skills 
and 40 percent attrition rate, which would translate in to 
an actual force closer to 33,000. Pakistan also could call up 
army reserves and recruit more Frontier Corps, but this 
would take time. 

Force-to-Space Ratios
If instead of force-on-force ratios, the reallocation of 

276  AFP, Sept. 27, 2008.

Table 7. Total Pakistani COIN Forces

Currently Deployed 150,000
          Frontier Corps approx. 55,000
          Local Garrisoned Army approx. 40,000
          Redeployed Army approx. 55,000
Further Releaseable from Border (Potential) 0-192,000
          Reasonable (based on 1:2.3 theater ratio) 152,000
Other Army Redeployments 40,000
NWFP Police (Potential) 50-55,000
          Reasonable (Minus 40% Attrition) 33,000
Rangers 40,000
Lashkars 104-116,000
Maximum Potential Forces 593,000
Reasonable Potential Forces 519,000
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COIN mission would be incapable of protecting the eastern 
border with India. The experience of the Israeli Defense 
Forces (IDF) provide a cautionary tale. Some scholars 
have blamed the IDF’s organizational transformation for 
a mission in the occupied territories for its poor perfor-
mance in the 2006 Lebanon war.285 According to Matt M. 
Mathews, prolonged counterinsurgency in the Palestinian 
occupied territories left the once-indomitable IDF ground 
forces “tactically unprepared and untrained to fight against 
a determined Hezbollah force that conducted what was, 
in many ways, a conventional, fixed-position defense.”286 
Fear of a similar result if troops were retrained for a COIN 
campaign could magnify Pakistan’s fears about becoming  
locked into a new military paradigm.287

Further, the shift away from conventional high-intensity war 
to COIN likely would produce organizational objections in 
Pakistan similar to those that emerged in the United States, 
concerning prestige, resources, and a potential generational 
gap in skills. But the biggest potential organizational con-
cern in Pakistan might be the military’s fear that adopting 
a COIN strategy and transforming itself into what it sees as 
a glorified police force would compromise its status as the 
nation’s most indispensable institution.288

285  Avi Kober, “The Israel Defense Forces in the Second 

Lebanon War: Why the Poor Performance?” Journal of Strategic 

Studies, Vol. 31, No. 1, 2008. Martin Van Crevald had warned of 

this prospect nearly eight years before in The Sword and the Olive: 

A Critical History of the Israeli Defense Forces, New York: Public 

Affairs, 1998. In the U.S. military, one person to make this argu-

ment is Col. Gian Gentile. Yochi J. Dreazen, “Officer Questions 

Petraeus’s Strategy,” Wall Street Journal, April 7, 2008. [http://

online.wsj.com/article/SB120753402909694027.html]. Gentile, 

“Misreading the Surge Threatens U.S. Army’s Conventional 

Capabilities,” World Politics Review, March 2008.

286  Matt M. Mathews, We Were Caught Unprepared: The 2006 

Hezbollah-Israeli War, The Long War Series Occasional Paper 26, Ft. 

Leavenworth, Kans.: Combat Studies Institute Press, 2008. [http://

www-cgsc.army.mil/carl/download/csipubs/matthewsOP26.pdf].

287  Derived from Long’s analysis on organizational adaptation. 

Long, “Doctrine of Eternal Recurrence,” 2008.

288  Van Crevald predicts that prolonged combat in low-inten-

sity conflicts results in regular forces degenerating into police 

forces. Van Crevald, On Future War, London: Brassey’s, 1991, p. 

207. Argument drawn from Khalid Aziz, “Causes of Rebellion in 

Waziristan,” Regional Institute of Policy Research and Training, 

Peshawar Policy Report, Feb. 22, 2007, p. 3.

air superiority.282 The Punjab features some water barriers 
that the Pakistan military could use to its defensive advan-
tage, but the proximity of major Pakistan cities and popu-
lation centers means that fallback and the ability to extend 
offensive lines, counter-concentrate, and counterattack—
all elements critical to the “modern system” of defensive 
operations—would be limited.283 

Based on current deployments, Pakistan already would be 
stretched too thin to mount an adequate defense, able to 
protect only half its border with India and needing each of 
its brigades to cover about 30 kilometers, or double what 
forces were expected to be able to do on Europe’s Central 
Front. Reducing the number of brigades in the Punjab to 
between 27 to 38 in order to reallocate forces to the NWFP 
would mean that each brigade would be left to defend an 
unrealistic 45 kilometers to 65 kilometers. Pakistan might 
feel that it would need to offset this imbalance of forces by 
investing in superior conventional technologies and more 
strategic weapons or by lowering the threshold for its use 
of nuclear weapons,284 a prospect even the most ardent 
COIN supporters would not welcome.

Organizational Resistance
Although questions of political and organizational will are 
being bracketed for the purposes of this paper, if Pakistan 
sought to move more forces from the Indian border to the 
NWFP, resistance to a COIN campaign probably would 
increase out of  proportion to the forces being redeployed, 
as it increasingly transforms the military. On top of politi-
cal obstacles, senior military leadership also likely would 
become increasingly concerned that forces trained for a 

282  The Indian army massed forces in the Rajisthan desert threat-

ening Sindh during the Brasstacks war game. Globalsecurity.org.

283  Biddle, Military Power: Explaining Victory and Defeat in 

Modern Battle, Princeton University Press, 2004, p. 46-48.

284  The argument that Pakistan has not accounted for most of U.S. 

aid during the past six years (GAO, February 2009) and defrayed it 

toward conventional capabilities for the Indo-Pak border supports 

this prediction. Further, its purchase of F-16 fighter jets and requests 

for high-intensity conventional battlefield weapons, such as Apache 

helicopters, also indicates it will seek technological improvements to 

“substitute” for redeployed forces. Finally, reports on the growth of its 

nuclear program reveal how it might try to offset the widening con-

ventional imbalance, compounded by a COIN campaign, with stra-

tegic weapons. New York Times, May 18, 2009. [http://www.nytimes.

com/2009/05/18/world/asia/18nuke.html].

46



pakistani capabilities for a counterinsurgency campaign: a net assessment

cies’ more “settled” areas, such as the Mohmand and the 
Orakzai agencies, where schools, roads, and clinics were 
built from 2002 to 2004, would be primed for COIN’s 
later stages of development.291

On its face, raising force levels from 150,000 

to between 520,000 and 580,000 in the FATA 

and the NWFP is not necessarily beyond the 

scope of the Pakistani military. But even if 

the military could draw all the force types 

previously described to raise the numbers 

necessary for a COIN operation through-

out the NWFP, redeploying, rotating, and 

retraining regular paramilitary forces, call-

ing up reserves, and organizing the lashkars 

would require a sequenced approach.

At the same time, the military would want to continue 
to disrupt Taliban operations and target concentrations 
of insurgents that might be training or massing for a 
fight. The dispersion of operations necessary for popula-
tion security would need to be backstopped by infantry 
and rapid-reaction forces that can prevent dispersed and 
lightly-armed military, paramilitary, and lashkar positions 
from being overrun by the Taliban. Dispersed Taliban 
positions could be gradually eliminated by the lashkars 
and the Frontier Corps, as well as by the local police or 
constabulary. If Taliban fighters attempted to counter this 
strategy by concentrating their numbers to overrun these 
lightly armed and less-trained forces, they would expose 
themselves to the type of heavy assaults the Pakistani 
army loves to fight. 

Greenhill and Staniland point out the lessons of COIN 
require flexibility depending on context.292 If the militants 
are dug in, as they were in Fallujah (and perhaps Bajaur), 
the army must conduct raids with heavy firepower to clear 

291  Cloughley, War, Coups, and Terror, 2009, p. 186.

292  Kelly M. Greenhill and Paul Staniland, “Ten Ways to Lose 

at Counterinsurgency,” Civil Wars, Vol. 9, No. 4, December 2007, 

pp. 402-419.

Whether organizational interests drive threat assessments 
and doctrine or the other way around, the resistance to 
COIN doctrine would not be linear but likely would rise 
more steeply as certain thresholds were crossed. Thus 
getting from 150,000 troops to 250,000 troops might be 
considerably easier than getting from 400,000 troops to 
500,000 troops.289

Sequencing
On its face, raising force levels from 150,000 to between 
520,000 and 580,000 in the FATA and the NWFP is not 
necessarily beyond the scope of the Pakistani military. 
But even if the military could draw of all the force types 
previously described to raise the numbers necessary for a 
COIN operation throughout the NWFP, redeploying, rotat-
ing, and retraining regular and paramilitary forces, calling 
up reserves, and organizing the lashkars would require a 
sequenced approach.  

To accommodate the time frame for raising sufficient num-
bers for a Coin campaign, the military would need to use 
an “ink-blot” or “oil-spot” strategy. Under this approach, 
Pakistani forces would control critical areas, then spread 
outward (like an expanding oil spot), probably along road 
networks to maintain good logistics for resupplying troops. 
But even an oil-spot strategy needs large troop numbers 
and a long logistical tail.290 A logical starting place for an 
oil-spot campaign would be Peshawar in the NWFP, which 
is the home of the XI Corps, with two infantry divisions, as 
well as the Frontier Corps at Bala Hisar Fort. 

The Taliban strategy in spring 2009 was to consolidate 
its hold on Swat and send fighters in groups of 50 to 100 
to infiltrate and begin to take control of neighboring dis-
tricts, such as Buner, Mansehra, Shangla, and Kohistan. 
An oil-spot strategy would fortify areas of government con-
trol and assume positions in contested territories to clear 
out Taliban influence. Then, the military could spread 
and gradually encircle the enemy, encroaching upon and 
retaking Taliban positions without allowing militants to 
melt away to fight another day. If the starting point were 
Peshawar and the more controlled and stable districts 
bordering the Punjab province, the endpoints would be 
North Waziristan and South Waziristan. The tribal agen-

289  Insights based on conversations with Joshua Shifrinson.

290  Quinlivan, “Force Requirements in Stability Operations,” 

1995-1996.
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COIN training times vary based on the operations for which 
the troops are being trained and their experience. However, 
some benchmark figures are possible. During the British 
experience with the Malay insurgency, local security forces 
were trained for three months to a year, depending on the 
promise they showed; in 15 months, 50,000 police were  
trained.298 But because Pakistan’s army lacks a counterin-
surgency doctrine299—and for that matter, a stability opera-
tions doctrine, despite being the highest contributor of U.N. 
peacekeepers—it will be substantially more difficult for it to 
conduct training domestically.300 Even if Pakistan could fol-
low the Malay example of large-volume and rapid training 
(roughly 10,000 trained in three months), it still could take 
at least 24 months for it to transform the 80,000-strong 
Frontier Corps into a capable COIN force.301

A Pakistani army battalion undergoing concentrated 
training (instead of being trained concurrent with opera-
tions) reportedly can prepare for a new mission in eight 
months.302 Assuming Pakistan retrained two divisions, or 
40,000 troops, at a time303 it would take two and a half to 

Tamil Tigers were undefeated until May of 2009.

298  FM 3-24, p. 6-22.

299  Despite suggestions that Pakistan is starting to adapt 

(Haider Mullick, “Lions and Jackals: Pakistan’s Emerging 

Counterinsurgency Strategy, Foreign Affairs, July 15, 2009 [http://

www.foreignaffairs.com/articles/65191/haider-ali-hussein-mul-

lick/lions-and-jackals]), the measures it has taken are likely not 

much more than “learning by doing” and gradual improvement 

over time. This approach constitutes neither a doctrinal shift nor 

institutionalization of change as evidenced by two facts: 1) There 

is no staff college or school for counterinsurgency, and 2) The 

resources and manpower required for this scale of change are 

not being deployed to the theater. Based on conversations with 

Shuja Nawaz. Also, based on remarks by Cohen at Jamestown 

Foundation Conference, April 15, 2009.

300  Maria Kiani, “Pakistan’s Contribution to U.N. 

Peacekeeping,” Islamabad Journal of Strategic Studies, Vol. 24, 

No. 3, Autumn 2004.  [http://www.issi.org.pk/journal/2004_

files/no_3/article/3a.htm].

301  Assuming this modeled the British pace in Malaysia of 

training 10,000 every three months. FM 3-24.

302  Cloughley, A History of the Pakistan Army, 1999, p. 343; 

Cloughley, War, Coups, and Terror, 2009, p. 127.

303  There is some basis for assuming the retraining of two divi-

sions at a time. Rashid, “Pakistan’s Continued Failure to Adopt 

a Counterinsurgency Strategy,” March 2009, writes that Adm. 

them out.293 Pakistan’s special forces could be employed 
for such operations. Contrary to the prevailing media 
narrative, a close review of the raid on Islamabad’s Red 
Mosque in June 2007 by Pakistan’s rangers and elite com-
mandos from its Special Service Group not only revealed 
the military’s sophisticated capabilities in surgical lethal-
ness, but  its adaptability to the terrain challenges of secur-
ing “sacred spaces.”294

Training and Transformation
Retraining is the linchpin of organizational adaptation to 
COIN, especially for a force such as Pakistan’s, which is 
steeped in “large-scale conventional manoeuvre warfare 
and ... armored operations.”295 Previous operations, which 
deployed troops into the tribal theater without special-
ized training, met with disastrous consequences and high 
casualty rates. Cloughley explains, “Fighting through every 
defile, every nala—‘every rock, every hill’—demands very 
different skills to those required in an armored advance. 
They can be acquired of course ... but not overnight; and 
it was extremely unwise to commit troops to footslogging, 
ambush-prone, classic frontier warfare without intensive 
and lengthy preparation.”296 During the 2006 to 2008 
campaigns in Bajaur and Swat, the military tried to pull 
aside officers for retraining in counterinsurgency skills but 
had to balance this with the competing demands of day-to-
day operations.297

293  Based on conversation with Long.

294  Manjeet S. Pardesi, “The Battle for the Soul of 

Pakistan at Islamabad’s Red Mosque,” Treading on Hallowed 

Ground:Counterinsurgency Operations in Sacred Spaces, Ed. Fair 

and Sumit Ganguly, New York: Oxford University Press, 2008. 

Cloughley, “Pakistan’s Army and National Stability,” April 

22, 2009, explains how hardened media sentiment against 

the Musharraf government led to skewed coverage that first 

lamented inadequate action and then excessive, hasty force. 

Cloughley argues that the military deserved credit for attempt-

ing negotiations and then for conducting a successful operation 

that freed many hostages and killed about 70 armed militants.

295  Cloughley, “Pakistan’s Army and National Stability,” April 

22, 2009, p. 10.

296  Cloughley, War, Coups, and Terror, 2009, p. 127.

297  Cloughley, War, Coups, and Terror, 2009, p. 200, points 

out that in 1982 the Sri Lankan army faced the  twin imperatives 

of immediately disrupting insurgent Tamil Tiger activities and 

retraining territory to effectively combat insurgents. Although,  a 

host of other reasons are involved, it does not bode well that the 
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and Swat, where the military’s acute vulnerability to mili-
tants resulted in many casualties.307

U.S. advisers could make a difference. Currently, such 
advisers are conducting seven-month training courses 
in counterinsurgency for a select group of 400 Pakistani 
FC.308 The U.S. military estimates that its plans to retrain 
9,000 more FC in COIN would take at least two years.309 
Scaling up U.S. advisers and trainers could speed this pro-
cess, but it also could mean serious trade-offs.310 The larger 
the U.S. footprint, the more the Pakistani military might 
be perceived as doing the bidding of the United States. 
This could alienate residents of the region, drive away or 
compromise the recruitment of the lashkars and new FC 
personnel, and feed the Taliban narrative and insurgency. 
An indigenous training center, drawing on some Western 
advisers, though, would  lengthen the time it would take to 
train all the forces needed for a COIN campaign.

Pakistani Gen. Ashfaq Parvez Kayani, Chief of the Army 
Staff, has called for more training at the unit level instead 
of major formation exercises, but while some resources are 
shifting westward, no concerted effort to retrain and redeploy 
on the scale necessary for a population-centric COIN cam-
paign has been undertaken. And, as long as the Pakistani 

307  Cloughley, “Pakistan’s Army and National Stability,” April 

22, 2009. Although the military was conducting a counterinsur-

gency campaign, it was not the population-centric COIN doctrine 

and more akin to “low-intensity warfare.”

308  New York Times, Feb. 23, 2009.

309  Associated Press, May 15, 2009, reports that this assumes 

the trainers could slash training times in half from the estimated 

four years it would normally take.

310  Based on a June 23, 2009 New York Times editorial, across 

the border in Afghanistan, about 4,000 American trainers are 

being sent to raise and train an additional 126,000 Afghan sol-

diers. This is expected to take seven years at a cost of $10 billion 

to $20 billion for training and equipment. Paying the soldiers is 

estimated to cost another $150 million to $450 million annually, 

the amount subject to whether the wages were  competitive with 

the Taliban. The costs, the footprint, and the time frames are stag-

gering and can be roughly applied to Pakistan. It might be argued 

that retraining Pakistani forces substantially differs from raising 

and training a new Afghan force, if Long’s argument in “Doctrine 

of Eternal Recurrence,” 2008, holds that retraining for COIN to 

“unlearn” bad habits is almost as difficult, then the analogy might 

hold up. 

five years for a full transformation, depending on the scope 
of a COIN campaign. Training seven divisions to accom-
pany the FC in covering the FATA and the Malakand divi-
sion of the NWFP could be done in two and a half years, 
but the numbers required to cover all of the NWFP would 
require training 14 regular army divisions304 and the equiv-
alent of two ranger divisions, an undertaking that could 
take as long as five years.305

U.S. advisers could make a difference. 

Currently, such advisers are conducting seven-

month training courses in counterinsurgency 

for a select group of 400 Pakistani FC. 

Such crude estimates do not, of course, account for the 
simultaneous training of reserves or garrisoned troops 
or for the possibility that training times might get shorter 
as proficiency and efficiency increased. However, the 
assumption that two divisions could be retrained at the 
same time remains a generous one. Moreover, the trans-
formation of the professional military into a force suitable 
for COIN operations requires a degree of “unlearning” of 
the skills critical to conventional conflict, skills that are 
considered “bad habits” in a COIN campaign.306 Logistics 
and ground transport alone required weeks of on-the-job 
training during recent campaigns in the Bajaur Agency 

Michael Mullen tried to persuade the Pakistani military to allow 

the United States to retrain  from two brigades to two divisions 

for COIN operations. It seems reasonable to think that the mili-

tary could not retrain all its forces simultaneously and that  two 

divisions at a time would be the upper limit. Moreover, given 

that the Pakistani military has deployed no more than two regu-

lar army divisions to the FATA/NWFP theater at a given time, it 

seems unlikely that it would retrain more than that number of 

troops at one time.

304  The 119,000 to 192,000 troops redeployed from the bor-

der, including the ones already in FATA/NWFP but not trained 

in COIN.

305  Up to 16 divisions retrained with two divisions being 

retrained at a time means that it would take eight rounds of eight-

month retraining for a total of 64 months or roughly five years to 

reach full strength.

306  Long, “Doctrine of Eternal Recurrence,” 2008.
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or semi-hard area (the FATA and the NWFP) to another 
(Indian border).314 Quinlivan warns that fatigue, caused by 
such sustained and extended rotations, eventually damages 
an army, with negative effects on force readiness, retention, 
and overall professionalism. This damage, along with the 
effective transformation of a traditional army into a police 
force and the loss of conventional military skills, would 
heighten Pakistan’s sense of vulnerability and could cripple 
a COIN campaign if it extended beyond a few years.315

Practices
The best concrete measures for COIN distilled during 50 
years of RAND research316—including the unification of 
civilian and military structures, the effective use of amnesty 
and rewards, the construction and use of border security, and 
localized pacification—all could be attempted in the NWFP 
and the FATA, but not without facing serious obstacles.

COIN requires tremendous emphasis on a united civilian 
and military leadership both at the national and provincial  
levels, but the Pakistani military operates autonomously and 
is unaccustomed to sharing the stage with civilian leaders.317 
At times, it even has taken on governance and development 
responsibilities and arguably handled them better than 
civilian leaders. Certainly, a powerful argument has been 
made about the military’s kleptocracy and corruption,318 
but equal if not stronger charges have been levied against 
Pakistan’s civilian leadership.319 Considering Pakistan’s his-
tory of civilian under-capacity, mutual distrust,320 and cen-

314  Shafqat Baig, “Scheduling the Peacetime Rotation of 

Pakistan Army Units,” Naval Postgraduate School masters thesis, 

September 1992.

315  Stanislav Andrewski makes a seminal contribution to politi-

cal science revealing that military dictatorships that concentrate 

their military assets on internal repression or pacification are 

not good at fighting external wars. While some countries can 

endure this because of natural defenses (Indonesia) or strategic 

depth (China), Pakistan’s strategic outlook cannot afford such 

conditions. Andrewski, “On the Peaceful Disposition of Military 

Dictatorships,” Journal of Strategic Studies, December 1980.

316  Long, On “Other War,” 2006.

317  Anatol Lieven, “A Difficult Country: Pakistan and the Case 

for Developmental Realism,” The National Interest, March 2006.

318  Ayesha Siddiqa, Military Inc.: Inside Pakistan’s Military 

Economy, London: Pluto Press, 2007.

319  Cloughley, A History of the Pakistan Army, 1999.

320  Recent events and tensions over reconstruction of the Swat 

military continues operations that “clear” militants—more 
likely displacing them to another district—while creating 
millions of refugees and some collateral damage,  as it did 
in the Swat campaign,311 COIN theory predicts that the insur-
gency will deepen, especially if jihadists continue to sup-
plant the government in providing assistance.312

In addition to official training times, it will 

take years of counterinsurgency experience 

at the individual and organizational level to 

make a COIN campaign effective. A deployed 

force that takes up residency rather than being 

rotated in and out of the area might improve 

the learning curve.  On the other hand, creat-

ing a resident counterinsurgency forces would 

transform that force, and Pakistan would 

be loath to have more than half its military 

“unlearning” how to fight a conventional war.

In addition to official training times, it will take years of 
counterinsurgency experience at the individual and orga-
nizational level to make a COIN campaign effective. A 
deployed force that takes up residency rather than being 
rotated in and out of an area might improve the learning 
curve.313 On the other hand, creating a resident counterin-
surgency forces would transform that force, and Pakistan 
would be loath to have more than half its military “unlearn-
ing” how to fight a conventional war. 

Like most modern militaries, Pakistan has a rotation policy 
to prevent the fatigue and demoralization of its forces. Units 
regularly are moved from hard or semi-hard areas to peace-
ful ones. But every serious counterinsurgency effort studied 
has been a multiyear effort, so Pakistan would either have 
to call up more reserves or rotate  troops from one hard 

311  The Financial Times, June 5, 2009, reported 2.5 million refu-

gees had been created from the Swat operation.

312  Samina Ahmed, “The Peshawar Problem,” Foreign Policy, 

June 2009. [http://www.foreignpolicy.com/story/cms.php?story_

id=5023].

313  Singh, 2009.
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NWFP and the FATA, buying off each one for $10,000, 
at a total cost of $1 billion, would represent  a fraction 
of what is being spent now and what will be spent in a 
COIN campaign. However, such tactics would undoubt-
edly engender anger and resistance from international 
donors financing the buy-off of the Taliban. 

Rugged terrain makes security along Afghan border dif-
ficult. Even with 1,000 posts along the 1,500 mile border, 
the Pakistani military says it cannot control access. The use 
of sensor technology along major access routes combined 
with mobile pursuit forces (most likely helicopters) would 
be costly. Further, interdicting insurgents crossing the bor-
der might incite more resentment and anger by attempting 
to enforce a border that is hardly recognized by Pashtun 
tribes because it divides Pashtun territory in half.323

Finally, pacification would involve the combination of local 
security provided by permanent security forces, perhaps 
with encadrement with the Pakistani military or Frontier 
Corps, and local development. A tactical lesson of Vietnam 
and Iraq is that small indigenous force units can be ren-
dered effective with the embedding of a few seasoned 
troops. In Vietnam, the integration of a six-person U.S. 
squad into a once-ineffective 18-person local Vietnamese 
platoon rendered the larger unit operationally effective 
(through training, monitoring, and boosting morale), 
thereby tripling capable forces. This model was adopted in 
Iraq, but only at the battalion level instead of at the smaller 
platoon or company level. The Pakistani military eventu-
ally might try a similar strategy by integrating regular army 
forces with the FC or FC troops with the local lashkars, but  
such a change could take several years, partly because the 
army regards the FC as a second class force.

Meanwhile, development, though largely outside the 
scope of this paper, would need to focus on channeling 
money into local hands. Despite the inevitable inefficien-
cies and corruptions, the local populace would need to 
have a stake in development projects to help counteract 
economic motives for the insurgency. This could extend 
to cash incentive programs, paying the lashkars for secur-
ing their villages against the Taliban and paying locals not 
to provide shelter to militants. These incentives could be 
confined to localities that provide cooperation, informa-
tion, or security. 

323  Johnson and Mason, International Security, Spring 2008.

tralization struggles,321 adapting to joint leadership might 
be more difficult for the military than adapting to COIN 
procedures.322

COIN requires tremendous emphasis on a 

united civilian and military leadership both 

at the national and provincial levels, but the 

Pakistani military operates autonomously and 

is unaccustomed to sharing the stage with 

civilian leaders. At times, it even has taken on 

governance and development responsibilities 

and arguably handled them better than civil-

ian leaders. Certainly, a powerful argument 

has been made about the military’s kleptoc-

racy and corruption, but equal if not stronger 

charges have been levied against Pakistan’s 

civilian leadership. Considering Pakistan’s 

history of civilian under-capacity, mutual dis-

trust, and centralization struggles, adapting to 

joint leadership might be more difficult for the 

military than adapting to COIN procedures.

Amnesty programs should be used to peel away insur-
gents to avoid costly fights to the finish and perhaps 
convert them into local security forces, an approach con-
gruent with the use of the lashkars. A financial reward 
program for information on even rank-and-file insur-
gency members could be useful. Of course, the military 
will need to guard against manipulation of these pro-
grams, but experience has shown them to be cost-effec-
tive in terms of both blood and treasure. Even assum-
ing high-end estimate of 100,000 Taliban forces in the 

Valley bear this out. Perlez and Shah, “Taliban Losses Are No 

Sure Gain for Pakistanis,” New York Times, June 28, 2009.

321  Staniland, “The Poisoned Chalice,” 2009.

322  Recent events and tensions over reconstruction of Swat 

Valley bear this out. Perlez and Shah, “Taliban Losses Are No 

Sure Gain for Pakistanis,” New York Times, June 28, 2009.
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5.	 Strategy. Two strategies are possible for the Pakistani 
military:
•	 A conventional COIN campaign, with an oil-spot strat-
egy that makes the best use of forces based on levels of 
instability in the region.
•	 An unconventional COIN campaign modeled on the 
U.S. strategy in Iraq, which depends on irregular forces 
and favorable events, such as voluntary ceasefires or fis-
sures and defections within the insurgency.

6.	 Terrain Disadvantages. The demographic and topo-
graphic terrain of the FATA and the NWFP are ideal for a 
protracted insurgency and require higher than average force 
ratios and far more military assets than Pakistan possesses.

7.	 A Distant Development Agenda. Even piecemeal devel-
opment in the region would be questionable, given the 
realities of the Pakistani economy. More fundamentally, 
reform would require undermining the power of the coun-
try’s existing elites and land-owning classes, which domi-
nate the political scene. 

8.	 A Strategic Catch-22. Pakistan’s limited resources 
would necessitate substantial U.S. and Western military 
aid, assistance in training, and economic support to wage 
a capital-, labor-, and time-intensive COIN campaign. 
However, as the U.S. role expands and becomes more 
visible, Pakistan likely would face a stiff public backlash, 
a steep decline in the morale of its regular and irregular 
forces, and a more cohesive insurgency.  

9. Needed: An Exogenous Shock. Without substantial 
change in its threat perceptions of the Taliban or India or 
new inducements from the United States and NATO, the 
Pakistani military probably will take a default position on the 
tribal areas, clearing out extremist elements of the Taliban 
using current tactics while seeking to cut deals with more 
moderate elements in the hope that those elements could 
take control. It would draw on standard divide-and-rule tac-
tics and perhaps on the lashkars. While this approach might 
stem attacks on Pakistan, it would not end cross-border 
raids or support of the Taliban’s Afghanistan insurgency. 

Summary Findings
This paper’s findings for a prospective Pakistani military 
COIN campaign include: 

1.	 Shortfalls. Between 370,000 and 430,000 more troops 
would be needed in the FATA and the NWFP region to 
meet the minimum force-to-population ratios prescribed 
by counterinsurgency (COIN) doctrine, much higher 
than current Pakistani deployments of 150,000, and even 
this is no assurance of success given adverse conditions.  
Moreover, Pakistan now is conducting low-intensity war-
fare rather than using counterinsurgency tactics, partly a 
function of its military doctrine.

2.	 Too Big for the Army Alone. Troop numbers required 
for a COIN campaign in the NWFP and the FATA would 
necessitate the calling up of Pakistani reserves or the exten-
sive use of lesser-trained and more poorly equipped para-
military and irregular forces, including the Frontier Corps.

3.	 Troops Able to be Released From Indian Border.  Based 
on threat perceptions and baseline principles of force-to-
force or force-to-space ratios, the Pakistani military likely 
would release, at most, 207,000 from its Indian border, 
55,000 of whom already have been deployed to the tribal 
theater. Given organizational resistance and absent a steep 
escalation of the threat, it is highly unlikely that Pakistan 
would redeploy the additional 152,000 troops to the tribal 
areas for a COIN operation.

4.	 Time Frame and Force Composition. The most opti-
mistic time frame for raising and training the requisite 
forces for a counterinsurgency would be two to five years.  
Forces could include: 
•	 232,000 irregular forces. This figure would encom-
pass 55,000 members of the Frontier Corps, 33,000 active 
police, 40,000 rangers, and 104,000 local lashkars.
•	 287,000 regular army troops. This figure is based on 
the 95,000 troops already present in the region (from the I, 
IV, X, XI, and XXX Corps), 152,000 troops redeployed from 
the Indian border, and another 40,000 redeployed from 
regional corps in Quetta and Karachi.

This highly optimistic accounting could still mean a short-
fall of 61,000 troops, which might be filled by reserves and 
new police and Frontier Corps recruits, all of whom would 
require time to train.
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Pakistan-India border has to be defended. Then, 
what about this hyperactive insurgency that is 
snatching away Pakistani physical terrain–bit by 
bit? There certainly is no easy way out. America 
wants the Pakistan army to neutralize threats to 
the mainland US. The Pakistan army, on the other 
hand, has to defend the Pakistan-India border.325

While this perception of India’s threat may be inflated as 
a result of Pakistani doctrine and history, a more objective 
view of the situation might not differ tremendously. In fact 
a forthcoming study reveals this perspective to be shared 
by the broader Pakistani public rather than being confined 
to security elites or rogue ISI cells.326

A COIN campaign would require Pakistan 

to commit a sizeable chunk, if not most of, 

its forces to fighting the Taliban, although it 

does not perceive the Taliban to be a threat to 

the state.

The Taliban has encroached upon Pakistani territory (most 
of it outside the Pakistani “core”) and perhaps may be 
able to control some of it for an extended period. But the 
Taliban does not possess conventional superiority, so its 
reach is limited. In contrast, India’s ground-force superi-
ority, air superiority, intermediate range missiles, nuclear 
weapons, and 500,000 troops facing the Pakistani border 
could be used for a massive land invasion. Further, India’s 
provocative “Cold Start” doctrine327 outlines a strategy to 
disrupt military command, take control, and destroy the 
Pakistani state. Pakistan has not forgotten the loss of one-
eighth of its territory in 1971, when the Bangladeshi seces-
sion was aided by Indian military intervention. Today, 

325  Saleem, “Where Is the Pakistan Army?” The News, April 26, 

2009. [http://www.thenews.com.pk/daily_detail.asp?id=174334].

326  The paper indicates that there is a sophisticated public 

(urban) support for violent militant groups to serve a strategic 

function. See Jacob N. Shapiro and C. Christine Fair, “Why Support 

Islamist Militancy? Evidence from Pakistan,” Unpublished Paper, 

May 18, 2009.

327  Walter C. Ladwig III, “A Cold Start for Hot Wars?” 

International Security, Vol. 32, No. 3 (Winter 2007/08), pp. 158–190.

Conclusion
In addition to examining Pakistani capabilities for a COIN 
campaign, this paper has sought to put into perspective 
Western expectations for Pakistani action in the Afghan 
border area. A COIN campaign would require Pakistan to 
commit a sizeable chunk, if not most of, its forces to fight-
ing the Taliban, although it does not perceive the Taliban 
to be a threat to the state. Despite recent Taliban suicide 
attacks in the Punjab,324 Farrukh Saleem, the executive 
director of the Centre for Research and Security Studies, 
best summarizes Pakistani threat perceptions and com-
mensurate deployments:

In effect, some 80 to 90 percent of our military 
assets are deployed to counter the threat from 
India. The Pakistan army looks at the Indian army 
and sees its inventory of 6,384 tanks as a threat. 
The Pakistan army looks at the Indian air force 
and sees its inventory of 672 combat aircraft as a 
threat. The Pakistan army looks at the Indian army 
and notices that six out of 13 Indian corps are strike 
corps. The Pakistan army looks at the Indian army 
and finds that 15, 9, 16, 14, 11, 10 and 2 Corps are 
all pointing their guns at Pakistan. The Pakistan 
army looks at the Indian army and discovers that 
the 3rd Armoured Division, 4 RAPID Division 
and 2nd Armoured Brigade have been deployed 
to cut Pakistan into two halves. The Pakistan army 
looks at the Taliban and sees no Arjun Main Battle 
Tanks (MBT), no armoured fighting vehicles, no 
155 mm Bofors howitzers, no Akash surface-to-air 
missiles, no BrahMos land attack cruise missiles, 
no Agni Intermediate Range Ballistic Missiles, no 
Sukhoi Su-30 MKI air superiority strike fighters, 
no Jaguar attack aircraft, no MiG-27 ground-attack 
aircraft, no Shakti thermonuclear devices, no 
Shakti-II 12 kiloton fission devices and no heavy 
artillery. 

Pakistan is on fire and our fire-fighters are on the 
Pakistan-India border. To be certain, none of those 
Indian tanks can cross the Himalayas into China 
so Arjun MBTs must all be for Pakistan. Thus, the 

324  Washington Post, June 17, 2009. Some also suggest that the 

suicide attacks are retaliation for Pakistani incursions into the 

FATA/NWFP and would likely abate if Pakistan ceased its coun-

terinsurgency activities.
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Pakistan is extremely concerned about what it perceives 
to be India’s effort to encircle it through operations run 
out of Iran and through its support of the Baluchi insur-
gency in Pakistan. It also fears the influence of India in 
Afghanistan and the potential deployment of Indian secu-
rity forces there.328 As South Asia specialist C. Christine 
Fair writes, “Pakistan’s fears about India are historical, 
neuralgic, and deeply existential. The Pakistan army can-
not imagine a future wherein its very existence is not 
imperiled by India.”329 This is a threat perception that is 
unlikely to change during the time that Pakistan would 
need to conduct a COIN campaign.

Western allies expect Pakistan to launch a 

military campaign that emphasizes benevo-

lent occupation and population security. The 

Pakistani military has not trained for this type 

of campaign, a campaign that few militar-

ies in the world are capable of even attempt-

ing. Moreover, the COIN campaign would be 

waged in an inhospitable terrain that favors 

the insurgency.

In addition to running counter to the Pakistani military’s 
threat perceptions, Western allies expect Pakistan to 
launch a military campaign that emphasizes benevolent 
occupation and population security. The Pakistani military 
has not trained for this type of campaign, a campaign that 
few militaries in the world are capable of even attempt-
ing. Moreover, the COIN campaign would be waged in 
an inhospitable terrain that highly favors the insurgency. 
It would need to cope with tribes that have gone largely 
ungoverned by a centralized state for most of history, and, 
certainly, since the inception of the Pakistani state. Further, 
the Pashtun population in this region is as big as or slightly 
larger than the populations of Iraq or Afghanistan.

328  Fair, “What’s the Problem With Pakistan,” Foreign Affairs 

Roundtable, March 31, 2009 [http://www.foreignaffairs.com/

discussions/roundtables/whats-the-problem-with-pakistan]. Fair, 

“Time for Sober Realism,” April 2009.

329  Ibid.

In addition, the West wants Pakistan, a nation ranked 170th 
in the world in GDP per capita, to wage a campaign that is 
described as “slow, labor-intensive, and very expensive in 
lives and treasure.” 

While many analysts have concluded that the Pakistani 
military needs to retrain for and employ COIN doctrine, 
facts show that this is an unreasonable expectation, espe-
cially in the near term of one to two years. Even assuming 
full U.S. support of $15 billion to $50 billion,  Cordesman 
estimates that development of COIN capabilities would 
take three to five years.330

Prevailing opinion in Washington suggests that Pakistan 
is an intransigent ally that for six years has bilked the 
United States of $12.3 billion, with little if nothing to show 
for that expenditure.331 The perception might be a result 
of Pakistan’s strategic thinking, which has been outlined 
above. Pakistan also may want to maintain its strategic 
depth332 and hedge its bets in case some combination of 
U.S. and NATO withdrawal333 allows the Taliban to return 
to power in Afghanistan leaving Pakistan to deal with the 
aftermath. But Pakistanis also see these tribal areas, argu-
ably even the NWFP, as not fully integrated into their state 
and not a major threat or source of instability—at least 
until the United States invaded Afghanistan and militants 
were displaced to the tribal areas, forcing the problem of 

330  Cordesman, “Sanctum FATA,” May/June 2009, states that 

the security side alone will take three to five years, with the price 

tag of $2 billion to $3 billion a year. Development aid of $1.5 bil-

lion has been allocated for five years. On the higher end, Rashid 

reported that special envoy Richard Holbrooke has remarked that 

Pakistan would need $50 billion. Rashid, “Pakistan on the Brink,” 

New York Review of Books, June 11, 2009, Vol 56, No. 10 [http://

www.nybooks.com/articles/22730].

331  “Securing, Stabilizing, and Developing Pakistan’s Border 

Area With Afghanistan,” GAO Report 09-263SP, February 2009 

[http://waggon/new.items/d09263sp.pdf ].

332  Fair, “Time for Sober Realism,” April 2009, indicates this 

may be a fundamental divergence in interests.

333  Gen. Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq told CIA Director William 

Casey “being an ally of the United States was like living on the 

banks of an enormous river. The soil is wonderfully fertile,” he 

said, “but every four or eight years the river changes course, and 

you may find yourself alone in a desert.” Steve Coll, Ghost Wars: 

The Secret History of the CIA, Afghanistan, and Bin Laden From the 

Soviet Invasion to Sep. 10, 2001, New York: Penguin Press, 2004.
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governing the area upon Pakistan.334 Because the Pakistani 

334  This perception of Taliban insurgency and instability as an 

externality of the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan is best exempli-

fied by an interview with NWFP Gov. Owais Ahmad Ghani. See 

Shahzad, “Frontier Wisdom,” Asia Times Online, April 24, 2009. 

[http://www.atimes.com/atimes/South_Asia/KD24Df01.html]:

“The world is responsible for Afghanistan, all the troubles we 

face here are from Afghanistan, the roots of the problems are 

in Afghanistan, not in Pakistan. We have been battling the fall-

out from Afghanistan, and I say it is not Pakistan’s responsi-

bility. Nobody should blame Pakistan because, number one, 

we never invited the Soviet army into Afghanistan. It was the 

Afghans themselves. We never brought international terrorists 

into Afghanistan. It was not our ISI [Inter-Services Intelligence] 

or anybody, it was international intelligence agencies, over and 

above the objections of the ISI. 

“There was a basic agreement that only Pakistani intelligence 

would deal with the [Afghan mujahideen groups in the 1980s] 

and jihadist  organizations and everybody in Europe and the 

U.S. supported this. But they started their own operations, and 

they were warned that they would not be able to control these 

people. And that is exactly what happened. But Pakistan was 

not responsible for that.

“The second time, when al-Qaeda came into Afghanistan [in 

the mid-1990s during mujahideen rule], Pakistan did not invite 

them. It was among the Afghans themselves. Today, if the 

U.S.A. and NATO [North Atlantic Treaty Organization] are in 

Afghanistan, they are not there on Pakistan’s invitation, they 

are there because of an Afghan invitation or whoever invited 

them. 

“Secondly, in Pakistan, every AK-47 bullet till now comes from 

Afghanistan, every gram of explosives comes from Afghanistan, 

every heavy weapon comes from Afghanistan, and every gram 

of heroin comes from Afghanistan. This is fueling the militancy 

and giving rise to the activities of criminal gangs in Pakistan.”

Schmidt, “The Unraveling of Pakistan,” 2009, describes how 

the Pakistani elite and political class buy into this narrative, and 

even secularists perceive the United States as a pro-Israel, anti-

Islam force threatening Pakistan. Broader Pakistani public opin-

ion shares these perceptions. Survey data reveals the Pakistanis 

are highly suspicious of U.S. motives in the region, perceive the 

U.S.-Pakistan relationship to mostly benefit the United States, 

and believe that Pakistan’s relationship with the United States, 

not its past actions, is driving domestic terrorism. Fair, “Pakistani 

Attitudes Towards Militancy in and Beyond Pakistan.” Saving 

Afghanistan, Ed. V. Krishnappa, Shanthie Mariet D’Souza and 

Priyanka Singh, New Delhi: Academic Foundation, 2009. Cohen 

Taliban’s prime objective is to drive out U.S. and NATO 
forces, the Pakistani military believes it is being asked to 
wage a battle on behalf of Western objectives.335 Pakistan’s 
intransigence and resentment are increased by the percep-
tion that NATO forces may even be free-riding on its back. 
As of  mid-July, the Pakistani military’s casualties from 
the fight against the Taliban and al-Qaeda outstripped 
the combined losses of U.S. and  NATO contributors by 
almost 50%.336 

While many analysts have concluded that the 

Pakistani military needs to retrain for and 

employ COIN doctrine, facts show that this is 

an unreasonable expectation, especially in the 

near term of one to two years.

The likelihood that Pakistan would want to wage a COIN 
campaign would increase only if the risk of an Indian inva-
sion were mitigated by a Kashmir peace agreement or by 
mutual de-escalation at that border,337 or if the risk of a 
Taliban threat to the Pakistani “core” rose tremendously. 
The United States or other outside actors also would need 
to offer much larger inducements; show a credible com-
mitment to the region for the long haul; provide more 
military and economic aid and access to training and 
weapons338; defray the costs of what is essentially nation-

and Nawaz, “Mastering Counterinsurgency: A Workshop Report 

2009,” July 2009, argue that even from an objective perspec-

tive, this instability Pakistan is experiencing is unique because of  

multiple problems and was not always the case.

335  Certainly, such as Baitullah Mehsud’s faction, are targeting 

the Pakistani state, but there is more unity among other factions 

(such as Nazir and Haqqani) on Afghanistan. Some Pakistani 

leaders also believe that perceived alignment with the United 

States is what is driving the Taliban’s turn on the Pakistani state 

and if Pakistan were to cease or even tone down its cooperation 

with the United States, the Taliban would not pose a real threat.

336  Based on Icasualties.org last checked on Aug. 13, 2009.

337  An agreement and peace was remarkably close under 

President Pervez Musharraf.  Steve Coll, “The Back Channel,” 

The New Yorker, March 2, 2009. The Daily Times reports Track II 

dialogue has resumed.

338  If Holbrooke estimates the cost to be $50 billion, then the 
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strategic prioritization is at the heart of military doctrine.342 
If the United States and its allies believe a Pakistani COIN 
campaign is imperative, they will need to dramatically 
alter Pakistan’s assessment of who its real enemies are. 
That might entail support for a Kashmir peace process343 
or a de-escalation of troops on the border.344 Meanwhile, 
the United States and its allies should continue to share 
(and perhaps inflate) intelligence on Taliban strength to 
augment Pakistani perceptions of an existential threat 
while reconfiguring incentive structures by an order of 
magnitude along the lines of the “strategic realignment”345 
of the India nuclear deal. Absent this sweeping strategic 
move that changes the stakes and incentives for Pakistan, 
Pakistan’s threat assessments and capabilities gap will 
likely not allow it to make a serious commitment to a coun-
terinsurgency campaign in the NWFP and FATA. 

342  Barry R. Posen, The Sources of Military Doctrine: France, 

Britain, and Germany Between the World Wars, Ithaca: Cornell 

University Press, 1984.

343  The biggest obstacle is that both India and Pakistan oppose 

internationalization of the Kashmir dispute, and India vehemently 

opposed any mention of India or Kashmir in the U.S. “AfPak” 

strategy document.  Laura Rozen, “India’s Stealth Lobbying 

Against Holbrooke’s Brief,” ForeignPolicy.com’s The Cable, Jan. 
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Appendix: Military Balance of the Border: A Partial List of India and Pakistan Army Deployments

Sources: Jane’s World Armies, 2008; GlobalSecurity.org; Stratfor Global Intelligence; Ikram Sehgal, “India’s Possible War 

Deployment,” South Asian News Agency, January 15, 2009.

Pakistan Army—Indo-Pak Border
I Corps (Mangla)

	 6 Armored Division, 

	 17 Mechanized Infantry Division

	 37 Mechanized Infantry Division (redeployed to NWFP) 

	 One Independent Armored Brigade

II Corps (Multan) 

	 40 Mechanized Infantry Division 

	 14 Infantry Division (was deployed to South Waziristan in 2007)

	 1 Armored Division 

	 One Independent Armored Brigade

IV Corps (Lahore)

	 10 Infantry Division

	 11 Infantry Division 

	 Two Independent Infantry Brigade Groups (part mechanized)

	 One Independent Armored Brigade Group

X Corps (Rawalpindi)

	 111 Independent Infantry Brigade

	 Force Command Northern Areas—Four Brigades 

	 12 Infantry Division

	 19 Infantry Division (redeployed to NWFP)

	 23 Infantry Division 

XXX Corps (Gujranwala)

	 8 Infantry Division 

	 15 Infantry Division 

	 Two Independent Armored Brigade Groups

XXXI Corps (Bahawalpur) 

	 26 Mechanized Division 

	 35 Infantry Division 

	 40 Infantry Division (partially redeployed to NWFP)

Pakistan Army—Non-Border
XI Corps (Peshawar)

	 7 Infantry Divisions

	 9 Infantry Division 

V Corps (Karachi)

	 16 Infantry Division

	 18 Infantry Division 

	 Three Independent Armored Brigade Groups

XII Corps (Quetta) 

	 33 Infantry Division 

	 41 Infantry Division 

Indian Army—Indo-Pak Border
Northern Command (Udhampur)
XIV Corps (Leh, Ladakh)

	 3 Infantry Division (Leh), 8 Mountain Division (Nimer)

XV Corps (Srinagar)

	 19 Infantry Division (Baramulla), 28 Mountain Division (Gurais)

XVI Corps (Nagrota) 

	 10 Infantry Division (Akhnur)

	 25 Infantry Division (Rajouri) 

	 26 Infantry Division (Jammu)

	 29 Infantry Division (Pathankot)

	 39 Infantry Division (Yol)

	 Three Independent Armored Brigades (2, 3, 16)

Western Command (Chandimandir, Chandigarh)
II Corps (Ambala)

	 1 Armored Division, 14 RAPID Division 

	 22 Infantry Division, 14 Independent Armored Brigade

X Corps (Bathinda)

	 16 Infantry Divison (Gobindgarh), 18 RAPID Division (Kota)

	 24 RAPID Division (Bikaner), 6 Independent Armored Brigade 

XI Corps

	 7 Infantry Division (Ferozepur) 

	 9 Infantry Division (Chandimandir) 

	 15th Infantry Division (Amritsar) 

	 23 Armored Brigade 

	 55 Mechanized Brigade 

Central Command (Lucknow)
I Corps (Mathura) 

	 31 Armored Division (Babina)

	 4 Infantry Division (Allahabad)

	 6 Mountain Division (Bereilly)

XII Corps (Jodhpur)

	 11 Infantry Division (Ahmadabad)

	 12 Infantry Division (Jodhpur)

XXI Corps (Bhopal)

	 33 Armored Division (Fatehabad)

	 36 RAPID Division (Saugori)

	 54 Infantry Division (Secunderabad)

Three Direct Reporting Units

	 30 Artillery Division,

	 50 Independent Parachute Brigade

	 33 Missile Group 
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