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Fighting for Freedom in the Middle East:

Bureaucratic Management and Unintended Consequences

(Based on a lecture given at the 2011 Property and Freedom Society Conference in Bodrum, Turkey)


I spent six years as a U.S. Army infantry officer, though for my last deployment, I served officially in the capacity of "civil affairs," that is, nation building.  Unofficially, two of my three deployments were characterized by civil affairs work.  Back in 2003-2004 the military's nation building capacity was far less developed and formalized.


By 2008, when I deployed to Afghansitan with a “Provincial Reconstruction Team” -- then a new concept -- my ideological fall from the good graces of statism had not yet begun.  The myth of the state as necessary monopoly on security remained undisturbed in my mind.  However, I identified with Constitutional libertarianism as championed by Ron Paul, and read strongly dissenting websites in our base's internet center.


The economics of military bureaucracy and national building  interested me, and continues to do so the more I study Austrian Economics.

***


In his short book, Bureaucracy, Ludwig Von Mises wrote:  "Armies are certainly the most ideal and perfect bureaucratic organization.  In most countries, they are commanded by officers who are sincerely dedicated to one goal only: to make their own nation's armed forces as efficient as possibly."


I generally agree with this statement.  There are many very talented, intelligent, selfless people in the military.  I now call them "wrong geniuses."  How else can I describe them after dragging my kicking and screaming intellect down the logical case against our adventures in the Muslim world?  I did not want to turn my world-view into disarray.


The impressive men and women of the military are doomed to exert themselves not in the production of nation defense, not toward securing the lives and liberties of their fellow Americans.  Their labors are exhausted in pursuit of the imperialistic policies of our narcissistic politicians.


Without market pressure for security, it production inevitably serves its political masters.


What a pity they do not apply their considerable talents in a free market for security or in the production of some other good or services I would voluntarily pay for.

***


Mises continued: "Nevertheless the conduct of military affairs is characterized by a stubborn hostility to every attempt toward improvement. It has been said that the general staffs are always preparing for the last war, never for the future war. Every new idea always meets with adamant opposition on the part of those in charge of the management."


Given the amount of money spent on big ticket military items, it does seem like the military is preparing for WW II again, however the modern American Army has also developed a sort of fetish for certain types of new ideas.


The individual self interest of officers is often determined by the Army's evaluation system.  In the higher ranks, competition becomes intense, especially for those striving to command units as opposed to doing staff work.  One can occasionally identify actions being taken because of their expressibility as bullet points on Officer Evaluation Reports.


Claiming to clear insurgents from a particular location, bringing a new area under "coalition" control, killing or capturing a "high value target," claiming some innovation, real or imagined, is often preferable to doing the quiet sort of police work in which the majority of the United States military is now engaged.


Many intelligent officers are fully aware of the evaluation system's bias.  There are constant criticisms and suggestions for improvement, and whenever a change is incorporated, some staff officer wins an impressive bullet point on his evaluation report.  Better evaluators, and better systems help, but you can't fix central planning.


Without the true test of desirability which only market prices and voluntary patronage can provide, the evaluations of military personnel cannot be better than the officer (or Pentagon civilian) writing them, and can easily be considerably worse.


Many officers become aware of the bureaucratic bias and, in pursuit of their personal self interest, make themselves experts in gaming the evaluation system, striving for easily bullet-pointed achievements and doing whatever it takes to win the favor of superiors.

***


Another fetish for innovation exists in technology.  I remember being trained on four separate computerized systems which map the battlefield in preparation for my 2008 deployment to Afghanistan.


Two navigated military vehicles, one helped with mission planning and one monitored the battlefield.  We were trained by representatives of the companies who produced these technologies.  Each of them insisted on demonstrating how their system has or is about to have all the functionality of the other systems.  The sales pitch, though veiled as "training," was shameless, especially as we prepared for combat.


My first axiom about the modern American military is that whenever there are two solutions to a problem and one involves purchasing expensive technologies from some military supplier they'll choose that one.


Another manifestation involved the optics on individual weapons.  In my platoon in 2002, better optics were status symbols, and only when soldiers proved themselves, only after they advanced to positions of increased responsibility were they awarded improved optics.  By 2008, even the Navy cook on my Provincial Reconstruction Team who needed training to load her weapon and put batteries into her night vision goggles was issued a brand new Infra-red laser and single-point aiming site.  The contrast between quality of gear and capability of personnel was astounding.


Yes, security agencies need appropriate technology.  No, it does not happen in any remotely sensible way.  For further evidence, see the 1971 Fitzhugh (or Blue Ribbon) Commission, the 1977 Steadman Review, the 1981 Carlucci Acquisition Initiatives, the 1986 Packard Commission, the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act, the 1989 Defense Management Review, the 1990 "Streamlining Review" of the Defense Science Board, the 1993-1994 report of the Acquisition Streamlining Task Force and of the Defense Science Board, the late 1990s Total System Performance Responsibility initiative of the Air Force, and the Capabilities-Based Acquisition approach of the Missile Defense Agency .  (source: http://warisacrime.org/node/39521)


What bureaucrat or politician would risk career and reputation by denying technologies to our soldiers?  Military industries as masters of political engineering, sometimes ensuring their equipment employs workers in every state.  Artillery men would call this "good coverage."  The political guns are loaded.


Even before that political fight, however, a politician attempting to restore sanity needs to fear excommunication from the church of the U.S. Soldier.  The soldier has elevated to the holy status of a religion icon, and necessarily so.  He must shine brightly enough to blind us to the hypocrisy, nefarious motives and enormous transfer of wealth hiding behind him.


The inevitable consequence is the carefree Louisiana barbeque I enjoyed every time we lost a twenty million dollar surveillance blimp to hostile fire or weather.  The civilians operating it were all from the Pelican State and found themselves with nothing to do as they waited for a replacement.  Their barbeque was delicious.


Within the system, there is no fault in this beyond an attitude of indulgence and indifference too great for my increasingly sensitive conscience -- like walking around Washington D.C. in an expensive suit and crashing Capital Hill luncheon's and think tank dinners for free shrimp cocktails and afternoon scotch.

***


There's a fascinating place in Kunar Province called the Korengal Valley, home to a unique ethic group with a unique language.  The dominant opinion seems to be that they are descendents of the Nuristanis (formerly the Kafiristanis), who are likely descendents of the army of Alexander the Great.  Blond or red hair and blue eyes are common among them.


Prior to the arrival of American forces in 2006, the Korengalis were timber barons.  They would chop down gigantic trees, pay Pashto tribes to allow transit across their turf and sell the wood in Pakistan.  American forces put an end to this practice, condemning it as "smuggling."


I came to appreciate that the difference between smuggling and trade rests on who got a cut of the profits.  If the local Pashto tribe leader and his militia got the cut, it was smuggling and bribery.  If President Hamid Karzai and the Afghan National Army got the cut, we called it trade and taxation.


I occasionally said this.  It felt like pointing out unrealities in a science fiction movie.  Everyone gets annoyed then goes back to watching the movie.  The practical similarity between smuggling and trade is a testament to the power wielded by whomever controls labels.

***


The jewel in the crown of our reconstruction efforts was the Kunar Construction Company, a trade school in which local Afghans learned either plumbing, electric work, masonry, re-bar concrete work or carpentry.


When diplomats, U.N. dignitaries, generals or the Deputy Secretary of the Defense Department visited our Provincial Reconstruction Team, we either took them there or offer a presentation about it.


On the surface, the K.C.C. was a nation-builder's dream.  Wearing uniforms and hard hats, our students received a modest salary to learn a trade.  Photo-ops were spectacular.  "If they're working, they won't be fighting," we said.  We claimed to pay a slightly higher daily wage -- five dollars -- than the Taliban pays its hired fighters.


It was easy not to notice that the trade school cost the American tax payer fifty thousand dollars a month (see below, my second axiom of the modern American military).  This may have changed, as I noted it in <a href=”http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2008/10/e-mail-from-afghanistan/7103/”>an article</a> in The Atlantic.  The military is very sensitive to publicity, betraying the fact that democratically elected politicians sit atop its bureaucratic management.


Later in the deployment, I learned of three private, for-profit trade schools which had been put out of business.  They could not compete with the largess of the American taxpayer.


My most startling realization about the pride and joy of our Provincial Reconstruction Team was that attendees of our trade school were chosen for political reasons.  In retrospect, I'm amazed at how slowly I came to appreciate this fact.


We went to places like the Korengal Valley and met with elders.  As recompense for shutting down their timber "smuggling," we'd offered them a number of slots in the next three-month trade school session.  I'm certain the tribal elders then went to particular people in their tribe or valley and played the subtle game of power and influence.


Only students who had the right political connections received  training which is why our school had a moderate drop out rate.  I'm certain the private, for-profit schools which we put out of business had a much lower one because those students sacrificed something to attend.


It also became clear that the huge number of construction workers churned out by our altruism had little attachment to reality.  They were the result of political expedience, not market pressure, and it quickly became clear that we were flooding the market.  Fortunately, we dropped ninety million dollars worth of projects on the province to absorb the glut of construction workers.  It didn't hurt that we also encouraged contractors to hire our graduates.

***


The most impressive person I met during my time in Afghanistan was a young man named Mahmood.  He approached me very cautiously and politely as I stood in a mud field with my weapon, waiting for the Engineers to finish inspecting a school we were building.


My Provincial Reconstruction Team built schools for approximately two hundred thousand dollars, which brings me to a second axiom of the modern American military: there's nothing the private sector can do that the United States Army can't do more slowly and for ten times the cost.


Mahmood first tried his English, then told me through my interpreter about his seven personal computers with Pentium P3 processors.  He told me how he teaches courses in Windows, Excel, Microsoft Powerpoint, and more.


Mahmood does for profit what the might United States Army struggles to do as charity.


He'd heard about the benevolence of our Reconstruction Team and wanted me to purchase a small generator for his computer school, which I couldn't do.  Our "reconstruction" funds can't support individuals or businesses.  What we build must be collectively owned, though in practice, village and tribal elders often took owner-like responsibility for our projects -- like the micro-hydro-electric generators we often built for villages near a river.


It's difficult to imagine how the vision of collectivist ownership of all our reconstruction efforts could work in the long-run.


Perhaps I should have tried a tactical argument to obtain his generator.  We joked that insurgents have neither body armor nor Powerpoint, and will therefore always be faster than us.

***


Another unintended consequence of nation building is the brain drain which pulls the most capable Afghans away from private, voluntary commerce and into the offices of the military, United Nations, USAID, UNICEF, the World Health Organization, and the many other organizations operating there.  The list of NGOs in Afghanistan is pages long.


I knew of medical doctors working as interpreters for the United States Army because they earned substantially more money than they could practicing medicine.


What I found most offensive was the disdain some of my colleagues expressed for local Afghan administrators who were sometimes semi-literate, and often incompetent and corrupt.  When a district governor earns less than $70 a month and an interpreter earns $500 a month, where should we expect the talent to go?  Instead of identifying cause and effect, the incompetence of local administrators privately ridiculed and publicly cited as evidence of how desperately our further assistance was needed.

***


At the end of Murray Rothbard's essay, "World War I as Fulfillment: Power and the Intellectuals," he discusses government's lust for statistics: "statistical research with its aura of empiricism, quantitative precision, and nonpolitical value-freedom, was in the forefront of such [allegedly value-free] emphasis."


Almost every deployment by a Provincial Reconstruction Team begins with a feeling of blindness on the part of the commander.  He (occasionally she), wants to know every NGO and every business operating in his province and every economic indicator he still can remember from Economics 101.  He wants to know about every tribe, sub-tribe and important person and historical event.  There is a feeling that the lone obstacle to directing the economy from our commanding heights is sufficient data.  Every Provincial Reconstruction Team eventually dedicates people to the production and maintenance of such data.


Once tens of millions of dollars are dropped into an economy, every commander attempts to illustrate to his superior some metric demonstrating a result, preferably one which can be bullet pointed onto an officer evaluation report.  Many intelligent officers are fully aware of their blindness to the effects of nation building.  The lack of reliable metrics is often discussed, but it is treated as a technical problem as if a better plan or more diligent planners can overcome it.


The most absurd manifestation I witnessed came in 2004 in Iraq.  A brief attempt was made to photograph all the Iraqis in our area of operation (which stretched from the Tigris to the Euphrates river immediately south of Baghdad).  On their routine patrols, soldiers would knock on doors and photograph whomever happened to answer.  Soldiers quickly recognized the futility of this effort, not to mention its effect on relations with the locals.  Fortunately, the leadership figured it out fairly quickly and the effort was scraped.


However, in 2008, expensive biometric technology was used to record biometrics of all the Afghan laborers on our direct or indirect payrolls.  (See my first axiom of the modern American military.)

***


Beside the Trade School, the most-discussed projects in Kunar Province were the roads, the main road, the first in the province was built in 2005, three years before the arrival of my PRT.


Unlike most of our projects, the roads actually provided a host of metrics demonstrating an improved quality of life, much to the delight of many colonels and generals.  The size of Asadabad's bazaar tripled in the years following its construction.  Afghans described dramatic decreases in travel time to medical facilities.


The road also seemed to put the populace into conflict with insurgents even more than our other projects.


Of course, there was an ulterior motive to our 160 kilometers worth of road building.  It allowed for better, safer movement of security forces.  This civilian as well as tactical benefit of road building is discussed in the publicly available essay, "Building Roads in Afghanistan" by David Kilcullen in Small Wars Journal.


Long after I returned from Afghanistan, I read Professor Hoppe's discussion of the overproduction of roads as a universal characteristic of government for the homogenization of culture, the movement of tax collectors, and the movement of government security forces.  It matched our intentions shockingly well.

***


Despite warping the economy, I would stop short of declaring that our efforts have a net negative effect on the province's economy.  Dumping hundreds of millions of dollars on a desperately poor society may improve their quality of life, even when done with the blind, arrogant pretense of knowledge which inevitably characterizes central planners.  I would make the more modest statement: our efforts severely warp the Afghan economy.


I consider only activity of us nation builders to be economically honest.  It wasn't planned the general staffs.  It wasn't any of the thousands of overpriced "re-construction" projection, and it hadd nothing to do with our weekly convoy to Jalalabad to fill a duffel bag with a million dollars worth of Afghan currency to keep our interpreters, contractors and supposed allies paid.


The honest stuff happened when soldiers had a break from guard duty or between missions and managed to sneak off to the Afghan-run shops or to the bazaars which occasionally visited larger military bases.  We bought jewels, carpets, jade or lapus lazuli sculptures, refrigerators, fans, DVDs, haircuts and more.


Only voluntary commerce shows Afghans what goods and services are genuinely valued by the rest of the world.  Only this information allows them to plan and invest in ways which create wealth, rather than simply facilitate its transfer from American taxpayers.

