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The death of two US Human Terrain System 
(HTS) members in Afghanistan has highlighted 
the non-traditional intelligence, surveillance and 
reconnaissance (ISR) tasks that are becoming more 
common at the tip of the spear.1 Both Paula Loyd 
and Michael Bhatia, killed while embedded with 
U.S. Army infantry units, were blending their 
socio-cultural skills with their military hosts‟ ki-
netic capabilities. While the soldiers they patrolled 
with were more likely to be focused on answering 
traditional commander‟s critical information re-
quirements (CCIRs), such as numbers of weapons 
observed and signs of high value targets, Loyd, 
Bhatia and other civilian HTS members were more 
interested in such things as the price of fuel in the 
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village or how much the locals paid 
for cooking oil, flour and other sta-
ples.2 

 The question is, which 
method— traditional CCIRs or 
HTS—is best for supporting a popu-
lation-centric approach to the con-
temporary operational environment?
3 This article explores the difficulty in 
capturing a greater understanding of 

the complex contemporary operational environment. It introduces a 
model, being developed by the New Zealand Army, to aid in understand-
ing the environment. The model takes a holistic, systems thinking ap-
proach to focus on comprehension, particularly at the company-and-
below level.4 The article concludes with a postscript near-future scenario, 
hypothesising the use of the technique in Afghanistan. 
 
Which Approach, Which Method?     
 The HTS and CCIR methods are not the only ones used for gaining 
an understanding of the environment. David Kilcullen adds a wide-lens 
view to the population-centric approach, framing the mass of intercon-
nected entities into what he calls the conflict ecosystem.5 Kilcullen contends 
that “in modern counterinsurgency, the security force must control a com-
plex conflict ecosystem — rather than defeating a single specific insurgent 
adversary…hence, we might conceive of the environment as a conflict eco-
system with multiple competing entities seeking to maximize their surviv-
ability and influence.” Kilcullen‟s visual illustration of the conflict ecosys-
tem is much easier to grasp when compared to System of Systems Analysis 
(SoSA),6 which is in turn associated with a broader concept of Effects 
Based Operations (EBO). Milan Vego dismissed EBO, saying, “[EBO] pro-
ponents are trying to take the art out of war and replace it with science.”  
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 EBO came under further pressure as an operational concept last 
year when USJFCOM Commanding General, James Mattis, issued guid-
ance effectively banning the term and related concepts, saying that it 
caused confusion and was being misapplied,7 and therefore delivered lit-
tle meaning to ground commanders. General Mattis stressed “the impor-
tance of mission type orders that contain clear commander‟s intent and 
unambiguous tasks,” as well as “leverag [ing] non-military capabilities 
and striv[ing] to better understand 
the different operating variables that 
make up today‟s more complex oper-
ating environment.”8 General Mattis 
insisted that EBO was too prescrip-
tive and over-engineered, and dis-
counted the human dimension.   
 In some cases, though, this hu-
man dimension can be hard to ex-
plain. Bhatia is reported to have been 
encouraged by his military team to 
„boil down‟ his findings to a few bul-
let points, lest the scholar‟s messages 
be lost in translation.9 Furthermore, a criticism by some company-and-
below leaders is the perception that one needs a Master‟s degree just to 
read some of the high-level concepts relating to the contemporary envi-
ronment, let alone to understand them for practical implementation. This 
is not an issue of education but rather a reality-check of the difficulty of 
acting on methodologies that at times may be biased towards an enemy-
centric approach. Complexity is probably best left to describe the environ-
ment, not the manner in which the problem is communicated or ad-
dressed.10 Herein lies one of the enduring challenges in today‟s contempo-
rary operational environment—distilling strategic thought into effective 
tactical execution at the tip of the spear. 
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A Model to Aid Understanding 
 What comprehension can be drawn from (1) the type of socio-
cultural questions Loyd and Bhatia were asking, (2) the conflict ecosystem 
presented by Kilcullen and (3) the complicated concepts that General Mat-
tis considered unable to deliver meaningful understanding to ground 
commanders? When considering company-and-smaller units, a possible 
start point could be basing any new concept or technique on an analogy.11 
To expand on Kilcullen‟s conflict ecosystem, a relatively simple analogy is 
the solar system (Figure 1). From an early age, people understand the rela-
tionship between the sun and the planets, the planets and the moons, and 
even the existence of unpredictable asteroids.  
 In search of an analogy to aid understanding of the operational en-
vironment, the New Zealand Army commenced research into a model 
named Inter-Bella. Inter-Bella is a conceptual metaphor,12 using the solar 
system to depict the complex operational environment.13 Inter-Bella is an 
approach to thinking and design.14 Cognition is further enhanced through 

some simple software 
to aid visualisation. 
Inter-Bella conveniently 
illustrates the macro 
and micro relation-
ships between the bod-
ies within the chosen 
„system‟. Using a helio-
centric approach, the 
primary subject is des-
ignated as the sun. 
This subject could be a 
particular country, the 
area of operations, a 
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Figure 1. A two-dimensional representation of the solar 
system. 



village, an individual, even 
an ideology or culture. The 
subject depends upon 
which perspective the user 
wants to focus on.  
 U s i n g  t w o -
dimensional representa-
tions to map [human] ter-
rain is proving difficult, 
especially when trying to 
account for dynamic socio-
cultural conditions.15 In its 
final configuration, Inter-
Bella uses a 3-dimensional ani-
mated format and, in doing so, 
it provides a powerful visualisation of interrelationships and interdepend-
encies.16  
 While primarily intended for use at company-and-below level a 
higher level working example of Inter-Bella’s utility could be the complex 
geo-political situation in Iraq in 2008. Using Iraq as the central „sun‟, the 
‟lay down‟ of other countries and organizations would have included the 
U.S., Iran, the U.N. and others (Figure 2). The macro-orbits and position 
from Iraq could represent the relative influence each had on the situation.  
 Focusing in on the smaller ecosystem of one ‟planet ,‟ say the U.S., 
is where the model connects the micro to the macro relationships—the 
small picture to the big picture. The „moons‟ of the planet can be used to 
illustrate those micro elements that keep entities in their relative position. 
For „Planet U.S.‟ in early 2008, this could have included domestic issues, 
the presidential elections, congress and public opinion (see Figure 3). This 
smaller view could be considered a nested eco-system, or perhaps how 
theorist Ervin Laszlo describes it: “a system in one perspective is a subsys-
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The Population Speaks, Mandali, Iraq 2008  
(Photo courtesy UN Military Advisor Team) 



tem in another.”17  
 
Prediction, Change and Shared Understanding 
 As an analogy, Inter-Bella’s main strength is as a visual mental 
model, a representation of the intangibles that are difficult to plot and 
measure.18 It does not attempt to reduce warfare into a mechanistic, 
mathematical equation; rather it remains cognisant of the enduring ele-
ments of uncertainty and friction.19 Once the mental model is shared, 
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Figure 3. The nested ecosystem of Planet US 
with its own moons in their micro-orbits. 

Figure 2.Planet US in its macro-orbit of 
Iraq. 



however, the interrelationships and interdependencies of macro-planets 
and micro-moons can be synchronized with the military decision making 
process (MDMP). 20 

 The key at this stage is identifying patterns and changes in the eco-
system rather than trying to predict fourth-, third- or perhaps even second
-order consequences. Recognizing a change in the interrelationships and 
the interdependencies in the ecosystem could become the new named ar-
eas of interest (NAIs). As Major General Benjamin Freakley has said, 
 

[Cultural] awareness will not necessarily always enable us to 
predict what the enemy and non-combatants will do, but it 
will help us better understand what motivates them, what is 
important to the host nation in which we serve, and how we 
can either elicit the support of the population or at least di-
minish their support and aid to the enemy....21  

 
 This is where the Inter-Bella technique has the potential to blend 
with sound military planning and be optimized with Human Terrain 
Teams‟ (HTT) specialized skills.22 At the company level and below, where 
the rubber meets the road, the product would be non-kinetic CCIRs, ob-
serving any changes in the new NAIs. These would need to be delivered 
through clear mission orders with unambiguous tasks linked to a relevant, 
big picture purpose.23 In short, the entire squad, platoon or company 

should comprehend, be aware of the 
patrol‟s area of operations ecosystem 
(AOE), and know how this nests into 
the next level‟s bigger picture. The 
will and perseverance of the com-
manders at these levels to routinely 
engage in face-to-face interactions 
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with the local population is crucial, particularly in counterinsurgency op-
erations.24  
 This collective comprehension neatly fits in to a critical aspect of 
military leadership: commander‟s intent.25 A clear intent creates a chain of 
opportunities for subordinates to exploit. Without understanding the big-
ger picture, a subordinate may miss a subtle change in a relationship dur-
ing a patrol. Imagine, though, if that same subordinate has been trained in 
a technique which aids him in grasping the complex interrelationships 
and interdependencies in his AOE. Furthermore, consider the benefit from 
that same subordinate as he realizes that the change he has identified 
while on patrol is nested, and important to the next level.26 Perhaps this 
could be another positive reinforcement of General Charles Krulak‟s 
“strategic corporal,”27 or even the “strategic private,”28 as alluded to by 
Lieutenant General William Caldwell. This is the value-added that further 
research and development of Inter-Bella aims to achieve. 
 
Postscript: A Near-future Scenario, Somewhere in the Zabul Province, 
Afghanistan 
 The platoon had patrolled the local village twice already this week, 
but this time the mission made more sense: identify local resources by 
checking out the market. Previously, this type of task would have seemed 

irrelevant, even pointless, not know-
ing how it fitted in to the bigger 
scheme of things.  
 The formal orders the night 
before the mission followed the usual 
sequence. However, some of the 
tasks were explained in a slightly dif-
ferent way. Earlier, the HTT member 
and the platoon leader took the 
squad leaders through the area of op-
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erations ecosystem, carefully explaining the relationships between the en-
tities, such as the local village in the south, the tribal warlord in the north, 
the crops in the west and the flow of cash coming across the border from 
the east.  
 Using the Inter-Bella technique, the platoon considered security in 
the AOE as the sun and each of the entities as a planet, orbiting and inter-
dependent on security in the AOE. One of the moons of the village was de-
scribed as „financial stability.‟ Seeing a three-dimensional representation, 
each squad leader could comprehend more clearly that if there was a 
change in financial stability, especially a downward trend, then this could 
affect the macro-orbit of the village and start a change in the flow of cash 
from the east or even affect the incentive to grow almonds in the west. 
Each knew that some of these connected changes could take time to reveal 
themselves in order to confirm the total change. It could be days, it could 
be months, it could even happen after they completed their tour the next 
fall.  
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