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FOREWORD

Most of the local societies in which Al-Qaida and
its affiliates and offshoots operate in the Middle East
and Africa have a predominantly tribal or at least have
a strong tribal component (Iraq, Yemen, Libya, Syria,
Somalia, Mali, and Sinai). Countering Al-Qaida’s con-
tinuing presence, therefore, requires addressing the
tribal milieu and understanding Al-Qaida’s critical
vulnerabilities when it operates in tribal societies. In
this context, the capability that tribally-based militias
provide may be one of the most effective tools against
Al-Qaida, and may offer a cost-effective mechanism
serving as a force multiplier for U.S. forces. It could
reduce the need for U.S. force commitment on the
ground in environments that might offer unfavorable
conditions for a U.S. Landpower footprint.

It is important to appreciate the vulnerabilities that
Al-Qaida faces in dealing with tribes inherent in the
dilemma between implementing its ideological and
political program and the social realities that are likely
to generate conflict, such as Islamic vs. tribal law, folk
religion, social and economic mores, and the presence
of outsiders, not including the challenge to traditional
tribal leaderships that Al-Qaida’s influence may en-
tail. Given this environment, it is therefore not sur-
prising that tribally-based militias can be organized
and function as an effective supportive counter in the
effort against Al-Qaida.

In this monograph, Dr. Norman Cigar identifies
two models for tribal militias — either managed by lo-
cal governments and supported by outside patrons or
managed directly by an outside agent. The resulting
dynamic is most often a triangular one among Al-
Qaida, the tribes, and the local government. It must
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be studied within that perspective, as Al-Qaida “has
a vote” in the ensuing struggle as it attempts to adapt.

Dr. Cigar focuses on the experience in Iraq and Ye-
men, but some lessons learned may be applicable more
broadly. While the positive results may be significant,
as in the case of Iraq and Yemen, there are cautionary
guidelines to be drawn from past experience for the
creation and functioning of such tribal militias that
could mark the difference between success or ultimate
failure, including balancing the local government’s
dilemma between encouraging an effective counter to
Al-Qaida and managing the threat from such autono-
mous forces in the long run.

This monograph notes a number of lessons learned
for the United States while acting as the direct man-
aging patron of these groups. Among them are the
following:

* to understand the strengths and limitations of
tribal militias and shape the latter’s roles and
missions accordingly;

* to support a tribal militia adequately in mate-
rial terms;

* to provide effective protection for key tribal mi-
litia leaders;

* to ensure that the U.S. management and use of
tribal militias do not undercut an existing or
emerging government’s legitimacy;

* to craft a realistic and effective demobilization
plan; and to conduct an effective information
campaign directed toward the parent tribes.

When the United States acts as a support agent for

tribal militias managed by a local government, the
lessons learned include:
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* providing funding, arms, selected operational
support, and intelligence;

* advising the local government on how to best
deal with the tribal militias; and,

* advising and supporting other countries that
might act in the future as potential patrons of
tribal militias.

The Strategic Studies Institute is pleased to offer
this monograph as part of its continuing effort to in-
form the debate on dealing with the continuing threat
of Al-Qaida and related movements. This analysis
should be useful to help strategic leaders, planners,
intelligence professionals, and commanders to bet-
ter understand the challenges of the contemporary
strategic landscape in the Middle East and to craft
effective responses.

Qagffﬁf@%%

DOUGLAS C. LOVELACE, JR.

Director

Strategic Studies Institute and
U.S. Army War College Press
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SUMMARY

Despite over a decade of open war, dealing with
Al-Qaida and its affiliates in the Middle East is likely
to remain a concern for the foreseeable future and will
pose a challenge requiring the use of any tool that is
likely to be effective in meeting the threat. Most of
the local societies in which Al-Qaida has operated in
the Middle East and Africa after September 11, 2001,
have a predominantly tribal character or at least have
a strong tribal component (Iraq, Yemen, Libya, Syria,
Somalia, Mali, and Sinai). Developing effective tools to
counter Al-Qaida’s continuing presence in that social
environment, therefore, is a priority and requires un-
derstanding Al-Qaida’s critical vulnerabilities when it
operates in those societies and developing the means
to counter Al-Qaida’s efforts.

This monograph addresses the role of tribal mili-
tias in the context of the fight against Al-Qaida. The
intent is to enrich policy analysis and clarify options
for future operations by focusing on past experience
in order to identify the positive and negative aspects
related to the use of such militias. The focus in this
monograph is on Iraq and Yemen. However, many
of the lessons learned may be applied more broadly.
The thesis is that the capabilities which tribally-based
militias provide may be one of the most efficient, cost-
effective tools against Al-Qaida. In some cases, such
militias can act as a force multiplier for U.S. Landpow-
er forces, whether deployed on the ground in signifi-
cant numbers, or, in other cases, if such militias can
reduce the need for a U.S. commitment on the ground
in environments that might present unfavorable con-
ditions for a significant U.S. Landpower footprint.
At the same time, given the complexity of the local
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political environment, tribal militias are no panacea,
but can be a two-edged sword. Like any weapon, the
use of tribal militias has to be understood and wielded
with caution and skill in order to avoid unintended
consequences.

This discussion includes two models for the tribal
militias based on the nature of their patron. In Model
1, the patron of a militia is an outside entity; in Model
2, the national government is the patron (although an
outside entity may provide ancillary support). The
first case study deals with a Model 1 situation, where
a foreign patron — the United States —acted in that role
in Iraq beginning in late-2006 and lasting through the
hand-over to Iraqi authorities during the period from
December 2008 to April 2009. The second case study
deals with two ongoing Model 2 situations, again with
Iraq, but taking place after the national government’s
assumption of responsibility for the tribal militia in
2009. This case study is especially useful for compara-
tive purposes with the first case study. The third case
study deals with Yemen, where the local government
has acted as the militia patron since 2012.

Based on the experience from Iraq and Yemen, this
monograph concludes that the positive results of us-
ing tribal militias in the fight against Al-Qaida and
its offshoots may be significant. Within the context
of fighting against Al-Qaida, encouraging and sup-
porting any armed local constituency —such as Iraq’s
tribes —may be a reasonable or even an unavoidable
option at a particular juncture in time for an outside
power or for a local patron in dealing with that insur-
gency. Nevertheless, as is often true in the real world,
this is not a panacea and, based on past experience,
there are cautionary guidelines to be remembered for
the creation and functioning of such tribal militias that
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could make the difference between success or ultimate
failure. Each of the two models studied has political
and military advantages and disadvantages, but one
may not have the luxury of which option to select in a
specific situation.

Among the recommendations for policy in those
situations where the United States is a tribal militia’s
direct patron are to:

understand the strengths and limitations of
tribal militias and shape the latter’s roles and
missions accordingly;

support a tribal militia adequately in material
terms;

provide effective protection for key tribal mili-
tia leaders from inevitable Al-Qaida efforts to
eliminate them;

ensure that the U.S. management and use of
tribal militias do not undercut an existing or
emerging government’s legitimacy;

craft a realistic and effective demobilization
plan; and,

conduct an effective information campaign
directed toward the tribes.

When the United States is in a supporting role to
the local government, among the recommendations

are to:

provide funding, arms, selected operational
support, and intelligence channeled through
the patron local government;

advise the local government as to the best way
to deal with the tribal militias; and,

advise and support other countries that
might act in the future as potential patrons of
tribal militias.
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TRIBAL MILITIAS:
AN EFFECTIVE TOOL TO COUNTER AL-QAIDA
AND ITS AFFILIATES?

INTRODUCTION

Despite over a decade of open war, dealing with
Al-Qaida in the Middle East is likely to remain a con-
cern for the foreseeable future and will pose a chal-
lenge requiring the use of any tool that is likely to be
effective in meeting the threat. Most of the local societ-
ies in which Al-Qaida and its affiliates have operated
in the Middle East and Africa after September 11, 2001,
have a predominantly tribal character or at least have
a strong tribal component (Iraq, Yemen, Libya, Syria,
Somalia, Mali, and Sinai). Developing effective tools to
counter Al-Qaida’s continuing presence in that social
environment, therefore, is a priority and requires un-
derstanding Al-Qaida’s critical vulnerabilities when it
operates in those societies and developing the means
to counter Al-Qaida’s efforts.

In particular, this monograph addresses the role of
tribal militias in the context of the fight against Al-Qa-
ida. The intent is to enrich policy analysis and clarify
options for future operations by focusing on past ex-
perience in order to identify the positive and negative
aspects related to the use of such militias.

The thesis is that the capabilities which tribally-
based militias provide may be one of the most efficient
and cost-effective tools against Al-Qaida. In some cas-
es, such militias can act as a force multiplier for U.S.
Landpower forces, whether deployed on the ground
in significant numbers, or, in other cases, if such mi-
litias can reduce the size or preclude the need for a
U.S. commitment on the ground in environments that



might present unfavorable conditions for a significant
U.S. Landpower footprint. At the same time, given the
complexity of the local political environment, tribal
militias are no panacea, but can be a two-edged sword
and, like any weapon, this weapon has to be under-
stood and wielded with caution and skill in order to
avoid unintended consequences.

Terms of Reference and Methodology.

This monograph examines two models for tribal
militias, categorized on the basis of the nature of their
patron, since this is a key factor insofar as affecting
a patron’s interests, the patron-tribe relationship, Al-
Qaida’s strategy, and the short- and long-term struc-
ture and the political and military functioning of tribal
militias. In Model 1, the patron of a militia is an out-
side entity; in Model 2, the national government is the
patron (although an outside patron may provide an-
cillary support). The intent of the analysis is to extract
lessons learned from which to craft recommendations
for the future that can facilitate the development of
effective policies and techniques by U.S. policymakers
for optimal use of assets in dealing with Al-Qaida. Of
course, every country in the Middle East has a unique
history and society, with a specific tribal social struc-
ture and role in the national political system, as well
as being subject to differences in the local geostrategic
environment. The focus here is on Iraq and Yemen.
However, many of the lessons learned may be appli-
cable more broadly. Likewise, although the analysis
relies on data up to mid-2014 and future develop-
ments cannot be foreseen in detail, nevertheless these
general lessons learned should remain valid.



The focus is on dealing with insurgent groups in-
spired by Al-Qaida, even if they are not always con-
trolled by the traditional Al-Qaida leadership. In that
context, a clarification may be in order for the terms
identifying these organizations as used here. In Iraq,
the main jihadist organization has been through a
number of name changes since its appearance in that
country under the leadership of Abu Musab Al-Zarqa-
wiin 2003 as the Monotheism and Jihad Group (Jamaat
Al-Tawhid wa’l-Jihad). The group was renamed Al-
Qaida in Mesopotamia (Al-Qaida fi Bilad Al-Rafidayn)
in 2004 when Al-Zargawi adhered formally to Usama
Bin Ladin as leader of Al-Qaida. In October 2006, the
Islamic State of Iraq (Dawlat Al-Iraq Al-Islamiya, or ISI)
was proclaimed, although still maintaining at least
nominal loyalty to Al-Qaida’s central leadership.

In the wake of the Arab Spring, it was ISI that oper-
ated with delegated authority from Al-Qaida Central
(by that time led by Ayman Al-Zawahiri), in Syria be-
ginning in January 2012 through its creation, Jabhat
Al-Nusra. However, the announcement by Abu Bakr
Al-Husayni Al-Qurayshi Al-Baghdadi, head of ISI,
on April 9, 2013, to the effect that he was establishing
a joint Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (Al-Dawla Al-
Islamiya fi Al-Iraq wa’l-Sham or ISIS), revealed openly
the sharp differences over command relationships be-
tween the two adjoining theaters and with Al-Qaida
Central’s leadership.' Rejecting this initiative, Al-Za-
wahiri disowned the ISIS. With the beginning of Ra-
madan at the very end of June 2014, ISIS changed its
name once again when it proclaimed itself the Islamic
State (Al-Dawla Al-Islamiya), calling itself the Rightly-
Guided Caliphate (Al-Khilafa Al-Rashida). Neverthe-
less, despite Al-Zawabhiri’s repudiation, Al-Baghdadi
has continued to lay claim to Bin Ladin’s mantle of



leadership, and it may be a moot point as to which
of the two— Al-Zawahiri or Al-Baghdadi’s organiza-
tion —now represents the Al-Qaida legacy.

Clearly, thanks to its success on the ground, ISIS
has gained momentum and widespread recognition
within Al-Qaida jihadist circles, and many promi-
nent Al-Qaida figures now support it over a more
isolated and contained Al-Zawahiri. Moreover, apart
from Jabhat Al-Nusra’s own website, only one of the
traditional Al-Qaida websites—a key element in Al-
Qaida’s political outreach, legitimacy, and command
and control system—still sides with Al-Zawabhiri, as
all the others by mid-2014 recognized and supported
ISIS or, at best, remained silent on the split. In that
sense, ISIS is still “Al-Qaida,” whether Al-Zawahiri
recognizes it as such or not. In this study, depending
on the time period in question, the terms Al-Qaida/ISI
are used when dealing with the earlier phase and ISIS
when dealing with the more recent phase, although
for practical purposes, the discussion is applicable to
the broader Al-Qaida phenomenon.

In Yemen, the organization Al-Qaida in the Arabi-
an Peninsula (Al-Qaida fi Al-Jazira Al-Arabiya) had re-
sulted from the 2009 merger of Al-Qaida’s branches in
Saudi Arabia and Yemen. Under that name, Al-Qaida
had already been battling against the Yemeni Army
for several years by the time the Arab Spring broke
out in Sanaa in early-2011. As was the case elsewhere
in the Arab World, a new organization—the Support-
ers of the Law (Ansar Al-Sharia)—also appeared in
Yemen although, even more clearly than elsewhere,
there was in practice little substantive change, as the
Ansar Al-Sharia were essentially part of Al-Qaida us-
ing a new name. In fact, very often it was impossible
even for the Yemenis to differentiate between the two



names. In this monograph, the generic name Al-Qaida
will be used for the organization in Yemen.

Three case studies will serve as the database and
provide the context needed to understand the role of
the tribal militias and the other players. The first case
study deals with a Model 1 situation, where a foreign
patron—the United States —acted in that role in Iraq
from late-2006 through the December 2008-April 2009
period when responsibility was handed over to the
Iraqi authorities. The second case study deals with a
two Model 2 situation, again with Iraq, butina PhaseII,
after the national government’s assumption of respon-
sibility for the tribal militia in 2009. This case study is
especially useful for comparison with the earlier phase.
The third case study deals with Yemen, where the local
government has acted as the militia patron since 2012.
Of course, the Yemeni and the Iraqi situations are on-
going, with the potential for evolution, but the general
lines of development as identified here should provide
sufficient information for an appreciation of the militia
experience.’

Iraq and Yemen are both tribal societies, although
in different ways. Since the “retribalization” of soci-
ety for political reasons under Saddam Hussein in the
1990s, tribes have become an increasingly significant
factor in Iraqi society, and even 80 percent of the ur-
ban population now is said to have a tribal allegiance.?
In Yemen, tribes are perhaps the dominant political
players in the country, and one can view even the
Yemeni government itself as tribally-based to a sig-
nificant extent, relying on certain “in-tribes,” which is
reflected in the composition of the military, police, bu-
reaucracy, and funding for specific tribal regions. Iraqi
tribal society is further complicated by sectarian and
ethnic divisions between Sunni and Shia Arabs and



Sunni and Shia Kurds. Yemeni tribes, too, are divided
between Sunni and various branches of the Shia.

Not surprisingly, the militias raised in both Iraq
and Yemen to counter Al-Qaida have been essentially
tribally-based both in terms of organization and per-
sonnel. To be sure, at times their name may not des-
ignate them as being “tribal,” with the substitution
of a euphemism intended to suggest a more modern
organization rather than one based on a tribe, since a
tribal label may carry a stigma in international circles
or among local intellectuals. In Iraq, officially such mi-
litias have been known as the “ Awakening” (Sahwa, or
the plural Sahwat) —as well as Sons of Iraq and other
names. However, the Iraqi media, in a nod to reality,
at times also uses the term “Tribal Sahwa” (Al-Sahwa
Al-Asha’iriya). In Yemen, the militias are most often
known as “Popular Committees” (Al-Lijan Al-Shabiya)
but here, again, the local media and participants are
not shy about using the term “Tribal Committees”
(Al-Lijan Al-Qabaliya).

Tribal militias do not exist in a vacuum: a coun-
try’s tribal fabric, the character of a government, and
Al-Qaida’s overall relationship with the tribes provide
the necessary background for understanding the trib-
al militias” functioning. In fact, the local government
(or a foreign patron), the tribes, and Al-Qaida are all
active players with their own interests, objectives, and
strategies, and are forces that interact and seek to ma-
nipulate the other actors, thus forming an unstable tri-
angular relationship. In this respect, it is particularly
important to appreciate the vulnerabilities that Al-Qa-
ida faces in dealing with tribes in general, vulnerabili-
ties that are an inherent dilemma for Al-Qaida, as the
latter is often caught between implementing its ideo-
logical and political program and dealing with social



realities—and is a situation that is likely to generate
conflict, as will be seen in the succeeding case studies.

MODEL 1
The Iraqi Experience —Phase 1.

The tribal militias which emerged in Iraq in 2006
illustrate the Model 1 version of tribal militias, with a
foreign entity, the United States, as the patron.

Developing the Sahwa.

Overall, the establishment and development of
the Sahwa tribal militias can be seen as the result of
a concurrence of interests in 2006 between a signifi-
cant number of Sunni tribes and a foreign patron, the
United States, which one could consider at the time
the effective governing authority in the field in many
areas of Iraq. With an active insurgency putting Al-
Qaida and a spectrum of other smaller groups against
the U.S. presence, the security situation — particularly
in the country’s Sunni areas—had reached a worri-
some level that many found intractable. In order to
engage in the jihad, Al-Qaida/ISI, of necessity, had to
operate in the Sunni tribal milieu, which offered the
most likely potential foundation for its effort. At first,
Al-Qaida was able to make rapid inroads in the tribal
community in Iraq, feeding on resentment against
what was often viewed as an anti-Sunni and pro-Shia
U.S. occupation. It was not alone in that, as other anti-
U.S. militant groups representing disfranchised tribal
elements, often linked to the proscribed Bath Party
or the dissolved Iraqi military, also contributed to
the insurgency.



Arguably, at the same time, Al-Qaida created its
own unique critical vulnerabilities in Iraq by alienat-
ing the tribes and making them amenable to cooperat-
ing with U.S. forces. While, to some extent, aspects of
Al-Qaida’s policy were attributable to its ideological
underpinnings of the organization as a whole, a more
important factor was how the branch operating in
Iraq chose to implement such principles in a range of
practical situations.

Under its then-leader Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi, the
local Al-Qaida clashed increasingly with tribal society
by seeking to impose a strict interpretation of Sharia,
or religious law, bolstered by religious courts hand-
ing down harsh sentences, in place of the traditional,
more flexible, tribal law. Among the consequences
of the enforcement of the Sharia were personal con-
trols, such as banning music, shaving, and smoking,
and restricting the role of women in public, as well
as suppressing well-established elements of folk reli-
gion—such as invoking the intercession of saints or
celebrating Muhammad’s birthday (the mulid)—and
interfering with marriage traditions. The high visibil-
ity of foreigners among Al-Qaida’s leadership in Iraq,
and the shunting aside of local clerics, only served as
an additional irritant among the tribesmen, who are
traditionally suspicious of outsiders. The violation of
such tribal cultural values was felt as an unpardon-
able humiliation and, as one prominent shaykh, or
tribal chief, put it, Al-Qaida’s intent was to trample on
the tribes” cherished values, that is to “do away with
social custom (urf ijtimai) . . . that was the real goal of
cutting off heads.”*

Al-Qaida also insisted on a monopoly of control
in the insurgency, either edging out or attacking com-
peting armed groups, as well as being in the habit of



launching indiscriminate attacks that often resulted
in numerous civilian casualties. And, Al-Qaida was
uncompromising: tribes had to choose sides—either
with Al-Qaida or with the United States. Recalcitrant
shaykhs were often assassinated.

However, it may have been, in particular, Al-Qai-
da’s negative impact on the tribes” economic interests
was decisive in estranging both the tribal leadership
and ordinary tribesmen. Al-Qaida’s violence in Al-
Anbar and its growing control over the local society
crippled the local economy and made U.S. projects un-
likely given the lack of security, thereby undercutting
the tribal shaykhs’ influence as they could no longer
broker economic benefits for their tribes. Al-Qaida also
competed at times for control over the lucrative trade
roads, a traditional source of some tribes” income. In
the key case of Shaykh Abd Al-Sattar Abu Risha, who
eventually became the most prominent U.S. ally in Al-
Anbar province, a struggle with Al-Qaida for control
of the main supply route from Amman to Baghdad
pitted Al-Qaida against his tribe. Traditionally, Abu
Risha's tribe had supplied most of region’s truck driv-
ers and may well have raided traffic and extorted
tolls. During this struggle with Al-Qaida, prominent
members of his family were killed.” It was this turn
of events that induced Abd Al-Sattar to return from
Jordan in 2006 and to approach the United States to
join the fight against Al-Qaida.

Nevertheless, alone, the tribes—or the insurgent
groups that were often intertwined with the tribes —
realistically had been no match for Al-Qaida’s orga-
nization, zeal, and ability to mass mobile forces from
multiple locations against isolated tribes. Many tribes
were reluctant to confront Al-Qaida, even as increas-
ing numbers of their fellow-tribesmen joined the latter,



because of its supposed dominance. Only gradually
did the escalating disenchantment among tribesmen,
accompanied by the increasing realization that co-
operation might be possible with U.S. forces, change
the environment.

U.S. policy had also evolved. At first, the United
States was indifferent or hostile to the Sunni tribes.
Because they were often tied to Saddam’s power
structure and were seen as part of a negative past,
American leaders were reluctant to take advantage of
a hospitable tribal terrain. Initially, as a former U.S.
military intelligence officer noted to a reporter:

[W]e couldn’t get the CPA [Coalition Provisional
Authority] to move . . . The standard answer we got
from [CPA Head L. Paul] Bremer’s people was that
the tribes were a vestige of the past, that they have no
place in the new democratic Iraq.®

By late-2005, U.S. forces on the ground were be-
coming more supportive of those tribes already in
conflict with Al-Qaida. At that time, elements of what
later coalesced into a general U.S. policy had already
proved successful when they were attempted on a lo-
calized scale. For example, in 2005, one Army officer
made an agreement with a local shaykh in return for
construction projects and within a few weeks, “What
had once been the most dangerous area in my zone
became one of the safest.””

However, a strategic policy change from the Amer-
ican side emerged only in late-2006. At that time the
unfavorable facts on the ground catalyzed a U.S. policy
review leading to a revision in the counterinsurgency
approach.®? The key element of this revised approach
was a greater willingness to partner with the Sunni
tribes. These partnerships began initially in Al-Anbar
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and subsequently also in other Sunni areas, leading to
the formation of a formal alliance in September 2006
between U.S. forces and a newly-established tribal
organization—the Sahwa.

The Patron-Client Relationship.

To make the Sahwa a reality, the United States pro-
vided a range of tangible rewards that benefited both
the shaykhs and ordinary tribesmen. These rewards
included clothing, food, and public services. What
was perhaps key were contracts to build or refurbish
military facilities, pumping stations, roads, schools,
clinics, and utility services, thanks to which, as one
shaykh noted, “We were able to put our people to
work.”? Salaries for tribesmen serving in the Sahwa
were an especially important inducement. According
to one prominent shaykh, in just one section of Bagh-
dad, the United States was supposedly paying $52
million a month on salaries to the Sahwa.! Equally
important was the generous U.S. military assistance
to the Sahwa—as well as to the local police—in the
form of arms, ammunition, body armor, fuel, equip-
ment, training, vehicles, and salaries for cooperating
shaykhs, allowing the latter to field an organized,
more or less full-time, military force under their con-
trol." The shaykhs could now claim credit for having
lifted the burden of Al-Qaida’s oppressive presence
from their fellow-tribesmen. At the same time, thanks
to the relationship with the United States, shaykhs
could strengthen their control over subordinates and
clients in their tribes through the power of patronage
and prestige. In fact, the United States, as a matter of
policy, would seek to strengthen the power of coop-
erative shaykhs by providing contracts to the latter or,
as one senior U.S. military officer was to note:
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All of it [i.e., money] we funneled through the sheikhs.
... We empowered the sheikhs because there really
wasn’t a government functioning. . . . And we did all
we could to empower the sheikhs.'

Especially crucial as an enabling factor was the
personal security that U.S. forces now provided to
important individual shaykhs, which addressed a
key vulnerability that Al-Qaida had been able to tar-
get up to then. Earlier, by simply eliminating selected
shaykhs, Al-Qaida had been generally successful in
nipping tribal resistance movements in the bud. Now,
on the contrary, U.S. forces, for example, even sat out-
side the Abu Risha compound and residence for al-
most a year.” While not fool-proof, the new personal
security regime afforded sufficient protection to con-
vince shaykhs they could challenge Al-Qaida.

For the tribal shaykhs, the United States was the
ideal government, as it was a governing author-
ity whose interest was primarily in security (and one
could argue that even the promotion of development
and providing services were tied to that primal in-
terest) and which had little interest in interfering in
tribal affairs or in asking too many questions about a
shaykh’s economic dealings. There was limited over-
sight into how the shaykhs spent the money which
flowed from the United States. As a senior U.S. mili-
tary officer operating in Al-Anbar noted:

[T]here’s a risk, because you're going to give him
[i.e., a shaykh] money, and you're not sure where the
money’s going to go, because it’s difficult for you to
get into that area, because of security, to ensure the
projects are being taken care of.**
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Tribal forces joined the Sahwa in large numbers,
and initiatives followed to replicate the Al-Anbar
experience elsewhere. In some provinces, the Sahwa
was set up considerably later, as in the case of Diyala,
where it took until October 2008 to do so formally.
Nevertheless, already by March 2008, the Sahwa na-
tionwide numbered 91,000 personnel.

The Renewed War against Al-Qaida.

The establishment of the Sahwa—as the embodi-
ment of the changed relationship with the tribes —was
a key element in the turnaround of the situation with
Al-Qaida, as it generated the large standing forces fa-
miliar with the local situation that could challenge Al-
Qaida, at least with U.S. combat support. Conversely,
recruiting the Sahwa also removed a significant por-
tion of the active or potential personnel pool involved
in the insurgency when they switched sides. In par-
ticular, the switching of allegiance by a shaykh could
have significant influence on the security of an area.
As Army Colonel Sean MacFarland noted of the situa-
tion in Al-Anbar, “Once a tribal leader flips, attacks on
American forces in that area stop almost overnight.”*

Of course, fielded U.S. military forces were also
crucial to operational success against Al-Qaida, pro-
viding vital capabilities that the Sahwa could not. As
a necessary complementary effort, U.S. forces (and
Iraqi forces under U.S. guidance) could, and did, en-
gage Al-Qaida in significant conventional operations,
while also providing air and ground-based fires, force
protection, intelligence, planning, logistics, and infor-
mation operations in support of the Sahwa effort.'® Es-
sentially, by providing combat support and personal
security, U.S. forces made the area safe, providing the
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shield which enabled the Sahwa to wield its sword
against Al-Qaida at the level where it could make a
unique contribution.

US. strategy took advantage of the Sahwa’s
strengths: their knowledge of the local physical and
human terrain; their ability to identify and isolate sus-
pected Al-Qaida members (whether outsiders or fel-
low-tribesmen); the presence of ready-made tribally-
based cohesion; collective responsibility (despite rifts
in ideological loyalties even within families); and the
permanence which made possible continuous control
of an area, taking away Al-Qaida’s mobility and ini-
tiative, so that it became very difficult for the latter to
operate without at least a tribe’s indifference. Equally
important was the Sahwa’s ability to find Al-Qaida
arms caches, the loss of which limited Al-Qaida’s abil-
ity to move at an operational level.

Sahwa operations against Al-Qaida often took the
form of struggles within individual tribes, pitting pro
and anti-Al-Qaida tribesmen against each other, as Al-
Qaida had also recruited from within the tribes. In fact,
a local Sahwa commander noted that “most of those
we arrest or kill are from our own tribe.”"” Pitched bat-
tles were rare, though there were some fierce armed
engagements between Sahwa forces, often supported
by U.S. combat forces, and Al-Qaida. More frequently,
however, the dismantling of Al-Qaida’s structure took
the form of identifying and isolating operatives within
a tribe—a task which only their tribe was capable of
doing—and informing the authorities, turning them
over, or eliminating them directly. As part of the
anti-Al-Qaida fight, according to one shaykh, he had
personally reported to the authorities 130 members of
Al-Qaida from within his tribe, including an Al-Qaida
deputy commander and a minister in Al-Qaida’s ISI,
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which also suggests the depth to which Al-Qaida had
penetrated into the tribal fabric.'

Sahwa casualties in the war against Al-Qaida were
not negligible, with the Sahwa of Diyala province,
for example, suffering over 1,000 casualties fighting
against Al-Qaida.” Sahwa leaders also paid a price,
as in the 2006-07 period alone, 28 prominent tribal
figures were killed.?

The Sahwa Experiment — A Resounding Success.

Using any measure of success, the results of the
Sahwa operations, in cooperation with Coalition forc-
es, were impressive. In Al-Anbar, as General David
H. Petraeus, Commander, Multi-National Force-Iraq,
noted, “A year ago the province was assessed as ‘lost’
politically. Today, it is a model of what happens when
local leaders and citizens decide to oppose Al Qae-
da.”?* Monthly attack levels in Al-Anbar had declined
from some 1,350 in October 2006 to a bit over 200 in
August 2007 and, during the same period, 4,400 arms
caches had been discovered, some 1,700 more than
had been discovered in all of the preceding year.”
By the summer of 2007, Al-Anbar had been largely
secured, and Shaykh Ahmad Abu Risha estimated
that there were only 200-300 Al-Qaida operatives left
in the province by November of that year.”® By ear-
ly-2008, in Al-Anbar, the Coalition was able to begin
transitioning control to Iraqi forces.

Al-Qaida itself acknowledged not only that it had
suffered a bruising defeat, but also assessed that the
Sahwa had become its biggest threat. It even claimed
that the creation of the Sahwa had saved U.S. forces
from “a disaster.”* As an adaptive organization, Al-
Qaida Central sought to analyze what had gone wrong
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in Iraq, producing a comprehensive policy review in
late-2009/ early-2010.* So impressed was Al-Qaida
with the Sahwa that the document proposed to its
affiliate in Iraq a counter-Sahwa, however unrealisti-
cally, urging: “We call on the Islamic State of Iraq to estab-
lish jihadi Sahwa Councils.”* (emphasis in the original).
Rather than railing against tribal loyalties as had ear-
lier been the ca