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Training and/or Assistance: The U.S. military, State Department or other agencies 
trained or assisted this country’s security forces in counterterrorism. 
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Air and Drone Strikes: The U.S. conducted direct air and/or drone strikes against 
militant targets in this country.
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This map shows 85 countries where the United States government carried out counterterrorism operations in 2018, 2019, and/or 20202. 
U.S. actions were quite varied, ranging from air strikes against militant targets to training foreign military and police forces. These U.S. 
military operations and other programs run out of civilian departments for military purposes around the world have grown out of 
President George W. Bush's “Global War on Terror” and the U.S. invasion of Afghanistan in 2001. The goal of this visual representation of 
post-9/11 operations is to convey the broad reach of U.S. government activities to fight what it and partner countries call “terrorism” or 

“violent extremism.”

The map focuses on operations the U.S. explicitly justifies using the language of counterterrorism. According to the Pentagon, 
counterterrorism encompasses “actions taken directly against terrorist networks and indirectly to influence and render global and 
regional environments inhospitable to terrorist networks.”3 The map includes counterterrorism operations by the Departments of Defense, 
State, Homeland Security, and other U.S. agencies abroad.

U.S. operations in 2018, 2019, and 2020 are shown in four categories (defined in greater detail in the Appendix):

1. Countries where the U.S. conducted direct air and/or drone strikes against militant groups (seven, including Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, 
Pakistan, Somalia, Syria, and Yemen);

2. Countries where U.S. service members engaged in combat, using force on the ground against militants (eight, including Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Kenya, Mali, Nigeria, Somalia, Syria, and Yemen). Additionally, this category includes four other countries (Cameroon, Libya, 
Niger, and Tunisia) with active “Section 127e” programs. Section 127e is a U.S. legal authority that allows U.S. special operations 
forces to plan and control certain missions, remaining in charge of, rather than simply at the side of, the African counterparts they 
are ostensibly advising and assisting. Thus U.S. service members on the ground in these countries could have used force against 
militants via surrogates.

3. Countries in which the U.S. conducted formal, named military exercises to prepare for or rehearse scenarios of combatting terrorists 
(41);

4. Countries whose military, police, and/or border patrol forces the U.S. Departments of Defense, State, or others trained and/or 
assisted to increase their capacity to combat militants (79).

These categories are not comprehensive; the map does not show, for instance, U.S. military bases used for counterterrorism operations, 
arms sales to foreign governments, or all deployments of U.S. special operations forces. Nor does the map distinguish between different 
levels of activity. The training/assistance category, for example, includes operations ranging from large scale surveillance operations to 
donations of software for a border patrol system. The map conveys a bird’s eye view of the scale and scope of what the U.S. calls 
counterterrorism operations across the globe.

RESEARCH STATEMENT

¹ Stephanie Savell is co-director of the Costs of War project and Senior Research Associate at the Watson Institute for International and Public Affairs. Email: 
stephanie_savell@brown.edu. Rachel McMahon, Emily Rockwell, and Yueshan Li are research assistants.

² The map does not include activities conducted in the United States itself.

³ Federation of American Scientists. (2010, November) Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms. https://fas.org/irp/doddir/dod/jp1_02.pdf; 
According to the State Department, “the term ‘terrorism’ means premeditated, politically motivated violence perpetrated against non-combatant targets by 
subnational groups or clandestine agents.”; Bureau of Counterterrorism. (2019, October). Country Reports on Terrorism 2018. (pp. 331) United States Department of 
State Publication. https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Country-Reports-on-Terrorism-2018-FINAL.pdf.
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This expansive set of militaristic activities provides insight into current U.S. foreign policy. Despite the Pentagon’s assertion that the U.S. 
is shifting its strategic emphasis away from counterterrorism and towards great power competition with Russia and China, examining U.S. 
military activity on a country-by-country basis shows that there is yet to be a corresponding drawdown of the counterterror apparatus. If 
anything, counterterrorism operations have become more widespread in recent years. It is also important to note that the map shows the 
U.S. is targeting only some types of so-called terrorists and some types of violence, primarily in the Middle East, Africa, and Asia, regions 
with majority non-white populations. 

The map raises a number of questions: Why is the United States militarily active in so many countries? Are these operations meeting the 
stated U.S. goals of reducing violence against Americans and/or other civilians around the world? If not, what could the U.S. be doing 
instead? What human rights abuses or other negative consequences do these U.S. engagements have for people who live in these 
countries? What are the financial implications of this vast expanse of activities?

Now, as many Americans are calling for an end to “endless war,” the map is a stark reminder that this war stretches far beyond Afghanistan. 
If the U.S. is truly to end the post-9/11 wars and related activities around the world, then the U.S. public and its leaders must take a broader 
view of their reach. 

The research team compiled this map using publicly available information, including from a variety of government, academic, and media 
sources, and input from scholars and experts. The U.S. government publishes only some of this information and it is found scattered 
across various sources or is not transparently available to or interpretable by the public. The research team used conservative criteria to 
compile the data; ultimately the map could include far more cases than it does. All data points are documented with at least one 
government source or at least two credible journalistic sources.4 Moreover, researchers excluded minor instances of documented training 
and assistance and unnamed military exercises. The Appendix details methods and sources.

The terms “terrorist/terrorism” and “counterterrorism” are historically specific and often confounding categories. People in government, 
the media, and others use these words for political and budgetary reasons, but they are cultural constructs, not natural categories for a 
type of person or action. Each and every case of conflict and preparation for conflict on this map involves a different and often complex 
mix of government action and insurgency that is best understood in local context. As many observers have noted, the label “War on Terror” 
is problematic for the ways that it focuses on a particular form of violence — so-called terrorism — without reference to the many 
different goals of that violence. This label is also problematic because of how government representatives have used it less to focus on the 
harm done to civilians and more to create a category of enemies who must be opposed with military force. This map and paper do, however, 
use the terms terrorism and counterterrorism in order to account for the U.S. operations that use this language as justification.

Even though the map is based on the government’s own terminology, the research findings contest official categories by including more in 
these categories than government sources do. This is especially evident in the combat category. For example, when the Pentagon claims it 
is “advising and assisting” foreign forces, sometimes in practice this means that U.S. service members operating under the 127e program 
are directing local surrogates in combat actions like raids on militant compounds (see more on this below). It is also true in other 
categories. U.S. airstrikes targeting militant groups have taken place not just in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria, but also in countries like 
Yemen and Libya, sites of very complex broader conflicts where the actors the U.S. labels and targets as terrorists are among many other 
parties contributing to the violence. By including more in each category than the government does, this map is at once a call for 
transparency and an argument that combat is combat, however it is euphemistically glossed, and even a single U.S. airstrike on foreign soil 
is worth noting and questioning.

⁴ The exceptions are the documentation of combat in Mali in 2018, which is included on the map because of one journalistic source only, an article from The Military 
Times, and the documentation of 127e programs in Cameroon and Tunisia, documented by one article from Politico. See the chart at the end of the Appendix for a 
more detailed list of sources.
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4. Training and Assistance
Seventy-nine countries were targeted by U.S.-led, funded, and directed programs intended to train and/or assist their governments in 
combatting terrorism. These programs were run by the Department of Defense, State Department, Department of Justice, the Department 
of Homeland Security, and/or other branches of the U.S. government. 

The category of “assistance” captures many different types of U.S. activities and operations, including but not limited to training foreign 
security forces. According to the Security Assistance Monitor at the Center for International Policy, the main types of U.S. 
counterterrorism aid include enhancing the abilities of foreign militaries, aircraft surveillance, logistics, command and control, and border 
and maritime security aid. The total scale of this aid is significant: as an indicator, between FY2002–FY 2016, the U.S. allocated $125 billion 
to build the capacity of foreign military and police forces to address terrorism.16 For the sake of clarity in visual representation, researchers 
used the category of assistance to capture many different types of activities. 

The research team relied heavily for this category on the State Department’s 2018 and 2019 “Country Reports on Terrorism,” which 
describe many countries’ terrorism context and those countries’ efforts to combat it, sometimes with U.S. assistance. The map includes 
countries where the Country Reports state U.S. training and/or assistance is intended to build that country’s capacity to combat terrorism. 
Though the Country Reports on Terrorism are often ambiguously worded, in many cases the language indicates a U.S. perception that 
another country requires U.S. tutelage or mentorship, in which case that country is included on the map. In other cases, the map excludes 
certain countries, like France or the United Arab Emirates which the U.S. language suggests are seen as equal partners and allies in the 
fight against terrorism. When the Country Reports on Terrorism use language like “cooperation” or “sharing best practices” about a 
particular country and there are no specific examples of that country’s officials or security forces participating in U.S.-sponsored training 
courses or exercises, that country is not included on the map.  

Whereas the State Department calls many of its counterterrorism activities “diplomacy” rather than “war,” the line between State 
Department and Pentagon activity is often blurred. Increasingly, the State Department conducts military-style activity, as for example in 
training local police officers to quickly respond to potential attacks on U.S. embassies in “high threat” countries.17 The State Department is 
also operating a growing number of military-style training centers for law-enforcement agencies in many regions.18 Its programming to 
fund and assist countries in countering violent extremism focuses on development activities, such as youth peace games, film projects, and 
online messaging, to prevent “radicalization and recruitment to violence” amongst high-risk populations; such activities are very similar to 
the Pentagon’s “information operations efforts,” or psychological operations.19

Researchers also used the training/assistance category to capture Pentagon operations like surveillance and aerial support for other 
countries’, like Juniper Micron, which involves airlifting French soldiers and supplies into Mali and flying refueling missions in support of 
French airpower against militant groups in that country.20

The research team also relied on the “Foreign Military Training Report,” a joint report to Congress by the Defense Department and State 
Department covering fiscal years 2018 and 2019.21 This report covers training activities by these two departments conducted for other 
countries’ military and police personnel, including the purpose of these trainings, their locations, and the money spent on them. The map 
only includes significant in-country trainings focused on counterterrorism. It excludes courses for foreign military personnel that 
occurred in the U.S. or other regional training centers.

This Appendix details the definitions, framework, and methods of data collection for each of the map’s categories and lists selected data 
sources. In some cases, the Appendix also notes operations that were excluded from the map and explains why researchers made this 
choice.

1. Air and Drone Strikes
The U.S. government has directly targeted people and groups that government officials accuse of being terrorists with air and/or drone 
strikes. The map documents U.S. strikes in 2018, 2019, and 2020 in seven countries: Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Pakistan, Somalia, Syria, and 
Yemen. The research team drew on the investigative work of Airwars, the Bureau of Investigative Journalism, the Long War Journal, and New 
America. An airstrike emanates from an aircraft and involves “one or more kinetic events that occur in roughly the same geographic 
location to produce a single, sometimes cumulative effect for that location.”5 A drone strike is a specific type of airstrike originating from 
an “unmanned aerial vehicle.”

This category does not include airstrikes conducted by U.S. allies in the post-9/11 wars, such as France’s airstrike against militants in Mali, 
despite U.S. support for these strikes through such things as surveillance and aerial refueling. 

2. Combat and/or 127e Programs
The U.S. military deploys boots-on-the-ground force against militants in a number of countries, including those that many Americans 
recognize as at the center of the U.S. post-9/11 wars — Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria — and countries that are more peripheral. The map also 
documents combat incidents in Kenya, Nigeria, Mali, Somalia, and Yemen in 2018-2020. In all eight countries, U.S. forces engaged directly 
in ground raids and/or fighting against militants. 

Government reports have documented some but not all of these incidents of combat. Often, the Pentagon downplays incidents in which 
U.S. service members and/or contractors use force against foreign militants. Department of Defense statements might specify, for instance, 
that “U.S. troops did not participate in any direct combat.”6 It is often hard to discern from second-hand sources whether fighting took 
place. Thus, in each case, the research team made a decision based on available information, excluding some instances of potential combat 
and including other instances, independently of the Pentagon’s classification of the incident. All sources researchers used to document 
this category are listed in the chart at the end of this Appendix. 

In some cases, the research team documented combat through government sources testifying to “kinetic action” or “active hostilities.” In 
other cases, researchers relied on well-described incidents of fighting reported by credible investigative journalists. News of combat often 
comes to light when a U.S. service member is killed in an exchange of gunfire with militant groups. For instance, the map includes a 
combat incident documented in early January 2020 by the Military Times and U.S. News and World Report, among other media outlets, in 
which an Al-Shabaab attack on a U.S. base in Manda Bay, Kenya and the ensuing gun battle led to the deaths of one U.S. serviceman and 
two contractors as well as four Al-Shabab militants.7 A similar incident occurred in Somalia in 2018 in which one U.S. soldier was killed and 
four others wounded.8 

In public statements, the U.S. military has said that its role in Africa is limited to conducting “advise and assist” missions with other 
countries’ security forces.9 Yet such missions can sometimes involve U.S. service members conducting ground operations via surrogate 
local forces against foreign militants — raids or fighting that many observers would call combat. According to investigative reporting by 
Politico, the Military Times, and Yahoo News, “Section 127e” is a U.S. legal authority that allows U.S. special operations forces to plan and 
control certain missions, remaining in charge of rather than at the side of the African counterparts they are ostensibly advising and 

APPENDIX: DETAILED DEFINITIONS, METHODS, AND SOURCES
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⁵ Airwars Methodology. (n.d.) Airwars. Retrieved March 10, 2020, from https://airwars.org/about/methodology/.

⁶ See e.g., Browne, R., Starr, B. (2018, February). U.S Military helps thwart Trinidad carnival terror attack. CNN. 
https://www.cnn.com/2018/02/09/politics/trinidad-carnival-terror-attack-thwarted/index.html.

⁷ Guled, A., Odula, T., Anna, C., Altman, H., Correll, D. S. (2020) US Service Member, DoD contractors killed after jihadi attack on base in Kenya. The Military Times. 
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-military/2020/01/05/us-aircraft-destroyed-no-troops-injured-in-jihadi-attack-on-base-in-kenya/.; Guled, A., Odula, T., 
Anna, C., (2020, January) Extremists Attack Kenya Military Base, 3 Americans Killed. US News & World Report. 
https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2020-01-05/al-shabab-claims-attack-on-base-serving-us-kenyan-troops

⁸ Associated Press in Mogadishu. (2018, June). One US soldier killed and four wounded in Somalia attack. The Guardian. 
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/jun/09/us-soldier-killed-four-wounded-somalia.

assisting.10 In other words, rather than U.S. forces assisting these foreign military units with their own counterterror objectives, U.S. 
service members use them as surrogates: they lead these units, determine their goals, and participate in their raids against people they 
suspect of terrorist activity. Officially, the Pentagon does not call this “combat,” but unofficially, U.S. government and military officials 
have admitted that, “If you’re deployed under this combating terrorism authority, 127e, that’s probably combat.”11 

The map’s combat category thus also includes a subcategory of countries where combat could have occurred via surrogates, noted visually 
on the map with a gray blast icon rather than an orange blast icon. These countries — Cameroon, Libya, Niger, and Tunisia — had active 

“127e” programs in 2018 and/or 2019. (Note: Kenya, Mali, and Somalia had both active 127e programs and documented instances of combat, 
so the map uses an orange blast icon indicating combat definitely occurred for these three countries. For country-by-country details see 
the chart of sources at the end of this Appendix).

Expert sources suggest there are approximately twenty 127e programs operating in countries around the world, but this map captures only 
those that investigative journalists have substantially documented as being operational from 2018 to the present, in Cameroon, Kenya, 
Libya, Mali, Niger, Somalia, and Tunisia. It is important to note that these 127e programs may be supported by U.S. military bases in 
surrounding countries, but this map only displays 127e programs in the countries they are targeting. For instance, Operation Ultimate 
Hunter, a 127e counterterrorism program using a U.S.-trained, equipped and directed Ugandan force in Somalia, is counted only under 
Somalia, not Uganda.12

For the sake of clarity, researchers were selective with what to include in the combat category, focusing on the Department of Defense’s 
use of physical force rather than also including psychological operations like Objective Voice in Mali and Nigeria, intended to “counter 
violent extremism” by using the media to “encourage the public to repudiate extremist ideologies.”13

3. Military Exercises
Forty-one countries hosted U.S.-led military exercises in 2018-2020 to prepare for or rehearse scenarios of combat against “violent 
extremist organizations.” The map only includes exercises with a name, such as the annual Flintlock exercises in West Africa, or a formal 
title, such as the Joint Tactical Casualty Combat Care Information Exchange and Mass Casualty Exercise held with Ugandan forces in 
Somalia in October 2019. Some of these military exercises are longstanding annual exercises that the U.S. military has expanded to include 
a counterterror focus, while other exercises are of more recent origin.

Military exercises that have counterterrorism as at least one of their goals show the broad post-9/11 footprint of the Department of 
Defense like no other category on the map (since training/assistance is also carried out by the State Department and others). Military 
exercises are not just about preparedness, but also about deterrence and/or threat in a potential or actual conflict arena. The Pentagon 
defines a military exercise as “a military maneuver or simulated wartime operation involving planning, preparation, and execution that is 
carried out for the purpose of training and evaluation.”14 However, experts have shown that military exercises accomplish several 
objectives including but not limited to training. Exercises also establish a U.S. military presence when it is not possible for the military to 
have a base in that country, reinforce military alliances with partner countries, and display U.S. military might in order to “signal resolve” 
or threaten militant groups.15

This category excludes less formal, unnamed military-to-military trainings, military exercises sponsored or hosted by other countries, 
exercises held in the U.S., and exercises that could not be documented as having counterterrorism as their aim. Researchers documented 
the occurrence of the exercises and their objectives with U.S. government websites, or failing that, with at least two credible media sources. 
In some cases, researchers pieced various sources together to understand the context of the country and/or the specific content of the 
training, and thereby determine that the exercise was aimed at countering terrorism. 

In the absence of other documentation, a few countries are marked as having had training/assistance from the U.S. because they hosted 
U.S.-led military training exercises (as also noted in the category of that name).22

Researchers made many detailed decisions for this category, some of which bear mentioning. The first regards scale. Though the map does 
capture a wide range of assistance, it does not include instances of relatively minor amounts of financial support for counterterror 
programming, such as a State Department grant of $395,000 for the Organization of American States (including countries in North, South, 
and Central America and the Caribbean) to launch a new information sharing program called the “Inter-American Network on Counter-
terrorism.”23 Including every such case of small-scale funding could possibly mean including most countries in the world. Also not shown 
on the map are countries that are merely listed in a Department of Defense “area of operations,” without any further evidence that the 
U.S. actively trained and/or assisted that country’s forces in counterterrorism in 2018–2019. For instance, the map does not include 
Burundi, even though that country is located in the area of operations of the “Combined Joint Task Force-Horn of Africa (CJTF-HOA), a 
dynamic operational headquarters, effectively countering violent extremist organizations in East Africa.” This map is intended to be a 
meaningful documentation of U.S. government activity and thus does not include all such relatively minor mentions in which researchers 
could find no further documentation of current activities.



4. Training and Assistance
Seventy-nine countries were targeted by U.S.-led, funded, and directed programs intended to train and/or assist their governments in 
combatting terrorism. These programs were run by the Department of Defense, State Department, Department of Justice, the Department 
of Homeland Security, and/or other branches of the U.S. government. 

The category of “assistance” captures many different types of U.S. activities and operations, including but not limited to training foreign 
security forces. According to the Security Assistance Monitor at the Center for International Policy, the main types of U.S. 
counterterrorism aid include enhancing the abilities of foreign militaries, aircraft surveillance, logistics, command and control, and border 
and maritime security aid. The total scale of this aid is significant: as an indicator, between FY2002–FY 2016, the U.S. allocated $125 billion 
to build the capacity of foreign military and police forces to address terrorism.16 For the sake of clarity in visual representation, researchers 
used the category of assistance to capture many different types of activities. 

The research team relied heavily for this category on the State Department’s 2018 and 2019 “Country Reports on Terrorism,” which 
describe many countries’ terrorism context and those countries’ efforts to combat it, sometimes with U.S. assistance. The map includes 
countries where the Country Reports state U.S. training and/or assistance is intended to build that country’s capacity to combat terrorism. 
Though the Country Reports on Terrorism are often ambiguously worded, in many cases the language indicates a U.S. perception that 
another country requires U.S. tutelage or mentorship, in which case that country is included on the map. In other cases, the map excludes 
certain countries, like France or the United Arab Emirates which the U.S. language suggests are seen as equal partners and allies in the 
fight against terrorism. When the Country Reports on Terrorism use language like “cooperation” or “sharing best practices” about a 
particular country and there are no specific examples of that country’s officials or security forces participating in U.S.-sponsored training 
courses or exercises, that country is not included on the map.  

Whereas the State Department calls many of its counterterrorism activities “diplomacy” rather than “war,” the line between State 
Department and Pentagon activity is often blurred. Increasingly, the State Department conducts military-style activity, as for example in 
training local police officers to quickly respond to potential attacks on U.S. embassies in “high threat” countries.17 The State Department is 
also operating a growing number of military-style training centers for law-enforcement agencies in many regions.18 Its programming to 
fund and assist countries in countering violent extremism focuses on development activities, such as youth peace games, film projects, and 
online messaging, to prevent “radicalization and recruitment to violence” amongst high-risk populations; such activities are very similar to 
the Pentagon’s “information operations efforts,” or psychological operations.19

Researchers also used the training/assistance category to capture Pentagon operations like surveillance and aerial support for other 
countries’, like Juniper Micron, which involves airlifting French soldiers and supplies into Mali and flying refueling missions in support of 
French airpower against militant groups in that country.20

The research team also relied on the “Foreign Military Training Report,” a joint report to Congress by the Defense Department and State 
Department covering fiscal years 2018 and 2019.21 This report covers training activities by these two departments conducted for other 
countries’ military and police personnel, including the purpose of these trainings, their locations, and the money spent on them. The map 
only includes significant in-country trainings focused on counterterrorism. It excludes courses for foreign military personnel that 
occurred in the U.S. or other regional training centers.

This Appendix details the definitions, framework, and methods of data collection for each of the map’s categories and lists selected data 
sources. In some cases, the Appendix also notes operations that were excluded from the map and explains why researchers made this 
choice.

1. Air and Drone Strikes
The U.S. government has directly targeted people and groups that government officials accuse of being terrorists with air and/or drone 
strikes. The map documents U.S. strikes in 2018, 2019, and 2020 in seven countries: Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Pakistan, Somalia, Syria, and 
Yemen. The research team drew on the investigative work of Airwars, the Bureau of Investigative Journalism, the Long War Journal, and New 
America. An airstrike emanates from an aircraft and involves “one or more kinetic events that occur in roughly the same geographic 
location to produce a single, sometimes cumulative effect for that location.”5 A drone strike is a specific type of airstrike originating from 
an “unmanned aerial vehicle.”

This category does not include airstrikes conducted by U.S. allies in the post-9/11 wars, such as France’s airstrike against militants in Mali, 
despite U.S. support for these strikes through such things as surveillance and aerial refueling. 

2. Combat and/or 127e Programs
The U.S. military deploys boots-on-the-ground force against militants in a number of countries, including those that many Americans 
recognize as at the center of the U.S. post-9/11 wars — Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria — and countries that are more peripheral. The map also 
documents combat incidents in Kenya, Nigeria, Mali, Somalia, and Yemen in 2018-2020. In all eight countries, U.S. forces engaged directly 
in ground raids and/or fighting against militants. 

Government reports have documented some but not all of these incidents of combat. Often, the Pentagon downplays incidents in which 
U.S. service members and/or contractors use force against foreign militants. Department of Defense statements might specify, for instance, 
that “U.S. troops did not participate in any direct combat.”6 It is often hard to discern from second-hand sources whether fighting took 
place. Thus, in each case, the research team made a decision based on available information, excluding some instances of potential combat 
and including other instances, independently of the Pentagon’s classification of the incident. All sources researchers used to document 
this category are listed in the chart at the end of this Appendix. 

In some cases, the research team documented combat through government sources testifying to “kinetic action” or “active hostilities.” In 
other cases, researchers relied on well-described incidents of fighting reported by credible investigative journalists. News of combat often 
comes to light when a U.S. service member is killed in an exchange of gunfire with militant groups. For instance, the map includes a 
combat incident documented in early January 2020 by the Military Times and U.S. News and World Report, among other media outlets, in 
which an Al-Shabaab attack on a U.S. base in Manda Bay, Kenya and the ensuing gun battle led to the deaths of one U.S. serviceman and 
two contractors as well as four Al-Shabab militants.7 A similar incident occurred in Somalia in 2018 in which one U.S. soldier was killed and 
four others wounded.8 

In public statements, the U.S. military has said that its role in Africa is limited to conducting “advise and assist” missions with other 
countries’ security forces.9 Yet such missions can sometimes involve U.S. service members conducting ground operations via surrogate 
local forces against foreign militants — raids or fighting that many observers would call combat. According to investigative reporting by 
Politico, the Military Times, and Yahoo News, “Section 127e” is a U.S. legal authority that allows U.S. special operations forces to plan and 
control certain missions, remaining in charge of rather than at the side of the African counterparts they are ostensibly advising and 

assisting.10 In other words, rather than U.S. forces assisting these foreign military units with their own counterterror objectives, U.S. 
service members use them as surrogates: they lead these units, determine their goals, and participate in their raids against people they 
suspect of terrorist activity. Officially, the Pentagon does not call this “combat,” but unofficially, U.S. government and military officials 
have admitted that, “If you’re deployed under this combating terrorism authority, 127e, that’s probably combat.”11 

The map’s combat category thus also includes a subcategory of countries where combat could have occurred via surrogates, noted visually 
on the map with a gray blast icon rather than an orange blast icon. These countries — Cameroon, Libya, Niger, and Tunisia — had active 

“127e” programs in 2018 and/or 2019. (Note: Kenya, Mali, and Somalia had both active 127e programs and documented instances of combat, 
so the map uses an orange blast icon indicating combat definitely occurred for these three countries. For country-by-country details see 
the chart of sources at the end of this Appendix).

Expert sources suggest there are approximately twenty 127e programs operating in countries around the world, but this map captures only 
those that investigative journalists have substantially documented as being operational from 2018 to the present, in Cameroon, Kenya, 
Libya, Mali, Niger, Somalia, and Tunisia. It is important to note that these 127e programs may be supported by U.S. military bases in 
surrounding countries, but this map only displays 127e programs in the countries they are targeting. For instance, Operation Ultimate 
Hunter, a 127e counterterrorism program using a U.S.-trained, equipped and directed Ugandan force in Somalia, is counted only under 
Somalia, not Uganda.12

For the sake of clarity, researchers were selective with what to include in the combat category, focusing on the Department of Defense’s 
use of physical force rather than also including psychological operations like Objective Voice in Mali and Nigeria, intended to “counter 
violent extremism” by using the media to “encourage the public to repudiate extremist ideologies.”13

3. Military Exercises
Forty-one countries hosted U.S.-led military exercises in 2018-2020 to prepare for or rehearse scenarios of combat against “violent 
extremist organizations.” The map only includes exercises with a name, such as the annual Flintlock exercises in West Africa, or a formal 
title, such as the Joint Tactical Casualty Combat Care Information Exchange and Mass Casualty Exercise held with Ugandan forces in 
Somalia in October 2019. Some of these military exercises are longstanding annual exercises that the U.S. military has expanded to include 
a counterterror focus, while other exercises are of more recent origin.

Military exercises that have counterterrorism as at least one of their goals show the broad post-9/11 footprint of the Department of 
Defense like no other category on the map (since training/assistance is also carried out by the State Department and others). Military 
exercises are not just about preparedness, but also about deterrence and/or threat in a potential or actual conflict arena. The Pentagon 
defines a military exercise as “a military maneuver or simulated wartime operation involving planning, preparation, and execution that is 
carried out for the purpose of training and evaluation.”14 However, experts have shown that military exercises accomplish several 
objectives including but not limited to training. Exercises also establish a U.S. military presence when it is not possible for the military to 
have a base in that country, reinforce military alliances with partner countries, and display U.S. military might in order to “signal resolve” 
or threaten militant groups.15

This category excludes less formal, unnamed military-to-military trainings, military exercises sponsored or hosted by other countries, 
exercises held in the U.S., and exercises that could not be documented as having counterterrorism as their aim. Researchers documented 
the occurrence of the exercises and their objectives with U.S. government websites, or failing that, with at least two credible media sources. 
In some cases, researchers pieced various sources together to understand the context of the country and/or the specific content of the 
training, and thereby determine that the exercise was aimed at countering terrorism. 
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⁹ Morgan, W. (2018, July). Behind the secret U.S. war in Africa. Politico. https://www.politico.com/story/2018/07/02/secret-war-africa-pentagon-664005

⁰ Morgan, W. (2018, July). Behind the secret U.S. war in Africa; Rempfer, K. (2019, February). Special operations launches ‘secret surrogate’ missions in new 
counter-terrorism strategy. Military Times. 
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-army/2019/02/08/fighting-terrorism-may-rely-on-secret-surrogate-forces-going-forward/; Turse, N., Naylor, S.D. (2019, 
April). Revealed: The U.S. military’s 36 code-named operations in Africa. Yahoo News. 
https://news.yahoo.com/revealed-the-us-militarys-36-codenamed-operations-in-africa-090000841.html.

¹ U.S. Representative Richard Hudson is quoted as making this statement in Politico; Morgan, W. (2018) Behind the secret U.S. war in Africa. 

² Turse, N., Naylor, S. D. (2019). Revealed: The U.S. military’s 36 code-named operations in Africa.

³ Turse, N., Naylor, S. D. (2019). Revealed: The U.S. military’s 36 code-named operations in Africa.

⁴ Federation of American Scientists. (2010). Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms.

⁵  Vine, David. (2020.) The United States of War: A Global History of America’s Endless Conflicts, from Columbus to the Islamic State. University of California Press.

In the absence of other documentation, a few countries are marked as having had training/assistance from the U.S. because they hosted 
U.S.-led military training exercises (as also noted in the category of that name).22

Researchers made many detailed decisions for this category, some of which bear mentioning. The first regards scale. Though the map does 
capture a wide range of assistance, it does not include instances of relatively minor amounts of financial support for counterterror 
programming, such as a State Department grant of $395,000 for the Organization of American States (including countries in North, South, 
and Central America and the Caribbean) to launch a new information sharing program called the “Inter-American Network on Counter-
terrorism.”23 Including every such case of small-scale funding could possibly mean including most countries in the world. Also not shown 
on the map are countries that are merely listed in a Department of Defense “area of operations,” without any further evidence that the 
U.S. actively trained and/or assisted that country’s forces in counterterrorism in 2018–2019. For instance, the map does not include 
Burundi, even though that country is located in the area of operations of the “Combined Joint Task Force-Horn of Africa (CJTF-HOA), a 
dynamic operational headquarters, effectively countering violent extremist organizations in East Africa.” This map is intended to be a 
meaningful documentation of U.S. government activity and thus does not include all such relatively minor mentions in which researchers 
could find no further documentation of current activities.
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4. Training and Assistance
Seventy-nine countries were targeted by U.S.-led, funded, and directed programs intended to train and/or assist their governments in 
combatting terrorism. These programs were run by the Department of Defense, State Department, Department of Justice, the Department 
of Homeland Security, and/or other branches of the U.S. government. 

The category of “assistance” captures many different types of U.S. activities and operations, including but not limited to training foreign 
security forces. According to the Security Assistance Monitor at the Center for International Policy, the main types of U.S. 
counterterrorism aid include enhancing the abilities of foreign militaries, aircraft surveillance, logistics, command and control, and border 
and maritime security aid. The total scale of this aid is significant: as an indicator, between FY2002–FY 2016, the U.S. allocated $125 billion 
to build the capacity of foreign military and police forces to address terrorism.16 For the sake of clarity in visual representation, researchers 
used the category of assistance to capture many different types of activities. 

The research team relied heavily for this category on the State Department’s 2018 and 2019 “Country Reports on Terrorism,” which 
describe many countries’ terrorism context and those countries’ efforts to combat it, sometimes with U.S. assistance. The map includes 
countries where the Country Reports state U.S. training and/or assistance is intended to build that country’s capacity to combat terrorism. 
Though the Country Reports on Terrorism are often ambiguously worded, in many cases the language indicates a U.S. perception that 
another country requires U.S. tutelage or mentorship, in which case that country is included on the map. In other cases, the map excludes 
certain countries, like France or the United Arab Emirates which the U.S. language suggests are seen as equal partners and allies in the 
fight against terrorism. When the Country Reports on Terrorism use language like “cooperation” or “sharing best practices” about a 
particular country and there are no specific examples of that country’s officials or security forces participating in U.S.-sponsored training 
courses or exercises, that country is not included on the map.  

Whereas the State Department calls many of its counterterrorism activities “diplomacy” rather than “war,” the line between State 
Department and Pentagon activity is often blurred. Increasingly, the State Department conducts military-style activity, as for example in 
training local police officers to quickly respond to potential attacks on U.S. embassies in “high threat” countries.17 The State Department is 
also operating a growing number of military-style training centers for law-enforcement agencies in many regions.18 Its programming to 
fund and assist countries in countering violent extremism focuses on development activities, such as youth peace games, film projects, and 
online messaging, to prevent “radicalization and recruitment to violence” amongst high-risk populations; such activities are very similar to 
the Pentagon’s “information operations efforts,” or psychological operations.19

Researchers also used the training/assistance category to capture Pentagon operations like surveillance and aerial support for other 
countries’, like Juniper Micron, which involves airlifting French soldiers and supplies into Mali and flying refueling missions in support of 
French airpower against militant groups in that country.20

The research team also relied on the “Foreign Military Training Report,” a joint report to Congress by the Defense Department and State 
Department covering fiscal years 2018 and 2019.21 This report covers training activities by these two departments conducted for other 
countries’ military and police personnel, including the purpose of these trainings, their locations, and the money spent on them. The map 
only includes significant in-country trainings focused on counterterrorism. It excludes courses for foreign military personnel that 
occurred in the U.S. or other regional training centers.
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This Appendix details the definitions, framework, and methods of data collection for each of the map’s categories and lists selected data 
sources. In some cases, the Appendix also notes operations that were excluded from the map and explains why researchers made this 
choice.

1. Air and Drone Strikes
The U.S. government has directly targeted people and groups that government officials accuse of being terrorists with air and/or drone 
strikes. The map documents U.S. strikes in 2018, 2019, and 2020 in seven countries: Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Pakistan, Somalia, Syria, and 
Yemen. The research team drew on the investigative work of Airwars, the Bureau of Investigative Journalism, the Long War Journal, and New 
America. An airstrike emanates from an aircraft and involves “one or more kinetic events that occur in roughly the same geographic 
location to produce a single, sometimes cumulative effect for that location.”5 A drone strike is a specific type of airstrike originating from 
an “unmanned aerial vehicle.”

This category does not include airstrikes conducted by U.S. allies in the post-9/11 wars, such as France’s airstrike against militants in Mali, 
despite U.S. support for these strikes through such things as surveillance and aerial refueling. 

2. Combat and/or 127e Programs
The U.S. military deploys boots-on-the-ground force against militants in a number of countries, including those that many Americans 
recognize as at the center of the U.S. post-9/11 wars — Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria — and countries that are more peripheral. The map also 
documents combat incidents in Kenya, Nigeria, Mali, Somalia, and Yemen in 2018-2020. In all eight countries, U.S. forces engaged directly 
in ground raids and/or fighting against militants. 

Government reports have documented some but not all of these incidents of combat. Often, the Pentagon downplays incidents in which 
U.S. service members and/or contractors use force against foreign militants. Department of Defense statements might specify, for instance, 
that “U.S. troops did not participate in any direct combat.”6 It is often hard to discern from second-hand sources whether fighting took 
place. Thus, in each case, the research team made a decision based on available information, excluding some instances of potential combat 
and including other instances, independently of the Pentagon’s classification of the incident. All sources researchers used to document 
this category are listed in the chart at the end of this Appendix. 

In some cases, the research team documented combat through government sources testifying to “kinetic action” or “active hostilities.” In 
other cases, researchers relied on well-described incidents of fighting reported by credible investigative journalists. News of combat often 
comes to light when a U.S. service member is killed in an exchange of gunfire with militant groups. For instance, the map includes a 
combat incident documented in early January 2020 by the Military Times and U.S. News and World Report, among other media outlets, in 
which an Al-Shabaab attack on a U.S. base in Manda Bay, Kenya and the ensuing gun battle led to the deaths of one U.S. serviceman and 
two contractors as well as four Al-Shabab militants.7 A similar incident occurred in Somalia in 2018 in which one U.S. soldier was killed and 
four others wounded.8 

In public statements, the U.S. military has said that its role in Africa is limited to conducting “advise and assist” missions with other 
countries’ security forces.9 Yet such missions can sometimes involve U.S. service members conducting ground operations via surrogate 
local forces against foreign militants — raids or fighting that many observers would call combat. According to investigative reporting by 
Politico, the Military Times, and Yahoo News, “Section 127e” is a U.S. legal authority that allows U.S. special operations forces to plan and 
control certain missions, remaining in charge of rather than at the side of the African counterparts they are ostensibly advising and 

assisting.10 In other words, rather than U.S. forces assisting these foreign military units with their own counterterror objectives, U.S. 
service members use them as surrogates: they lead these units, determine their goals, and participate in their raids against people they 
suspect of terrorist activity. Officially, the Pentagon does not call this “combat,” but unofficially, U.S. government and military officials 
have admitted that, “If you’re deployed under this combating terrorism authority, 127e, that’s probably combat.”11 

The map’s combat category thus also includes a subcategory of countries where combat could have occurred via surrogates, noted visually 
on the map with a gray blast icon rather than an orange blast icon. These countries — Cameroon, Libya, Niger, and Tunisia — had active 

“127e” programs in 2018 and/or 2019. (Note: Kenya, Mali, and Somalia had both active 127e programs and documented instances of combat, 
so the map uses an orange blast icon indicating combat definitely occurred for these three countries. For country-by-country details see 
the chart of sources at the end of this Appendix).

Expert sources suggest there are approximately twenty 127e programs operating in countries around the world, but this map captures only 
those that investigative journalists have substantially documented as being operational from 2018 to the present, in Cameroon, Kenya, 
Libya, Mali, Niger, Somalia, and Tunisia. It is important to note that these 127e programs may be supported by U.S. military bases in 
surrounding countries, but this map only displays 127e programs in the countries they are targeting. For instance, Operation Ultimate 
Hunter, a 127e counterterrorism program using a U.S.-trained, equipped and directed Ugandan force in Somalia, is counted only under 
Somalia, not Uganda.12

For the sake of clarity, researchers were selective with what to include in the combat category, focusing on the Department of Defense’s 
use of physical force rather than also including psychological operations like Objective Voice in Mali and Nigeria, intended to “counter 
violent extremism” by using the media to “encourage the public to repudiate extremist ideologies.”13

3. Military Exercises
Forty-one countries hosted U.S.-led military exercises in 2018-2020 to prepare for or rehearse scenarios of combat against “violent 
extremist organizations.” The map only includes exercises with a name, such as the annual Flintlock exercises in West Africa, or a formal 
title, such as the Joint Tactical Casualty Combat Care Information Exchange and Mass Casualty Exercise held with Ugandan forces in 
Somalia in October 2019. Some of these military exercises are longstanding annual exercises that the U.S. military has expanded to include 
a counterterror focus, while other exercises are of more recent origin.

Military exercises that have counterterrorism as at least one of their goals show the broad post-9/11 footprint of the Department of 
Defense like no other category on the map (since training/assistance is also carried out by the State Department and others). Military 
exercises are not just about preparedness, but also about deterrence and/or threat in a potential or actual conflict arena. The Pentagon 
defines a military exercise as “a military maneuver or simulated wartime operation involving planning, preparation, and execution that is 
carried out for the purpose of training and evaluation.”14 However, experts have shown that military exercises accomplish several 
objectives including but not limited to training. Exercises also establish a U.S. military presence when it is not possible for the military to 
have a base in that country, reinforce military alliances with partner countries, and display U.S. military might in order to “signal resolve” 
or threaten militant groups.15

This category excludes less formal, unnamed military-to-military trainings, military exercises sponsored or hosted by other countries, 
exercises held in the U.S., and exercises that could not be documented as having counterterrorism as their aim. Researchers documented 
the occurrence of the exercises and their objectives with U.S. government websites, or failing that, with at least two credible media sources. 
In some cases, researchers pieced various sources together to understand the context of the country and/or the specific content of the 
training, and thereby determine that the exercise was aimed at countering terrorism. 

In the absence of other documentation, a few countries are marked as having had training/assistance from the U.S. because they hosted 
U.S.-led military training exercises (as also noted in the category of that name).22

Researchers made many detailed decisions for this category, some of which bear mentioning. The first regards scale. Though the map does 
capture a wide range of assistance, it does not include instances of relatively minor amounts of financial support for counterterror 
programming, such as a State Department grant of $395,000 for the Organization of American States (including countries in North, South, 
and Central America and the Caribbean) to launch a new information sharing program called the “Inter-American Network on Counter-
terrorism.”23 Including every such case of small-scale funding could possibly mean including most countries in the world. Also not shown 
on the map are countries that are merely listed in a Department of Defense “area of operations,” without any further evidence that the 
U.S. actively trained and/or assisted that country’s forces in counterterrorism in 2018–2019. For instance, the map does not include 
Burundi, even though that country is located in the area of operations of the “Combined Joint Task Force-Horn of Africa (CJTF-HOA), a 
dynamic operational headquarters, effectively countering violent extremist organizations in East Africa.” This map is intended to be a 
meaningful documentation of U.S. government activity and thus does not include all such relatively minor mentions in which researchers 
could find no further documentation of current activities.

⁶ Goodman, Colby and Christina Arabia. (2018.) “Corruption in the Defense Sector: Identifying Key Risks to U.S. Counterterrorism Aid.” Security Assistance Monitor, 
Center for International Policy. Note: Goodman and Arabia highlight how much of this aid has not met its intended purposes because of corruption in receiving 
countries’ defense sectors, including through nepotism and favoritism in hiring, bribery and extortion, embezzlement of government funds, and ghost soldiers.

⁷ Bureau of Diplomatic Security. (n.d.) Antiterrorism Assistance (ATA) Program: Special Program for Embassy Augmentation Response. U.S. Department of State. 
https://www.state.gov/antiterrorism-assistance-ata-program-special-program-for-embassy-augmentation-response-spear/

⁸ Donati, J. (2019, May). As Diplomacy Shifts, U.S. Expands Military-Style Counterterrorism Training. The Wall Street Journal. 
https://www.wsj.com/articles/state-department-expands-military-style-counterterrorism-training-overseas-11557141192.

⁹ See e.g.: Operation Objective Voice in Turse, N., Naylor, S.D. (2019) Revealed: The U.S. military’s 36 code-named operations in Africa.

⁰ Turse, N., Naylor, S.D. (2019) Revealed: The U.S. military’s 36 code-named operations in Africa.

¹ Department of Defense, Department of State. (2019, March). Foreign Military Training Report. 
https://www.state.gov/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/FMT_Volume-I_FY2018_2019.pdf
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4. Training and Assistance
Seventy-nine countries were targeted by U.S.-led, funded, and directed programs intended to train and/or assist their governments in 
combatting terrorism. These programs were run by the Department of Defense, State Department, Department of Justice, the Department 
of Homeland Security, and/or other branches of the U.S. government. 

The category of “assistance” captures many different types of U.S. activities and operations, including but not limited to training foreign 
security forces. According to the Security Assistance Monitor at the Center for International Policy, the main types of U.S. 
counterterrorism aid include enhancing the abilities of foreign militaries, aircraft surveillance, logistics, command and control, and border 
and maritime security aid. The total scale of this aid is significant: as an indicator, between FY2002–FY 2016, the U.S. allocated $125 billion 
to build the capacity of foreign military and police forces to address terrorism.16 For the sake of clarity in visual representation, researchers 
used the category of assistance to capture many different types of activities. 

The research team relied heavily for this category on the State Department’s 2018 and 2019 “Country Reports on Terrorism,” which 
describe many countries’ terrorism context and those countries’ efforts to combat it, sometimes with U.S. assistance. The map includes 
countries where the Country Reports state U.S. training and/or assistance is intended to build that country’s capacity to combat terrorism. 
Though the Country Reports on Terrorism are often ambiguously worded, in many cases the language indicates a U.S. perception that 
another country requires U.S. tutelage or mentorship, in which case that country is included on the map. In other cases, the map excludes 
certain countries, like France or the United Arab Emirates which the U.S. language suggests are seen as equal partners and allies in the 
fight against terrorism. When the Country Reports on Terrorism use language like “cooperation” or “sharing best practices” about a 
particular country and there are no specific examples of that country’s officials or security forces participating in U.S.-sponsored training 
courses or exercises, that country is not included on the map.  

Whereas the State Department calls many of its counterterrorism activities “diplomacy” rather than “war,” the line between State 
Department and Pentagon activity is often blurred. Increasingly, the State Department conducts military-style activity, as for example in 
training local police officers to quickly respond to potential attacks on U.S. embassies in “high threat” countries.17 The State Department is 
also operating a growing number of military-style training centers for law-enforcement agencies in many regions.18 Its programming to 
fund and assist countries in countering violent extremism focuses on development activities, such as youth peace games, film projects, and 
online messaging, to prevent “radicalization and recruitment to violence” amongst high-risk populations; such activities are very similar to 
the Pentagon’s “information operations efforts,” or psychological operations.19

Researchers also used the training/assistance category to capture Pentagon operations like surveillance and aerial support for other 
countries’, like Juniper Micron, which involves airlifting French soldiers and supplies into Mali and flying refueling missions in support of 
French airpower against militant groups in that country.20

The research team also relied on the “Foreign Military Training Report,” a joint report to Congress by the Defense Department and State 
Department covering fiscal years 2018 and 2019.21 This report covers training activities by these two departments conducted for other 
countries’ military and police personnel, including the purpose of these trainings, their locations, and the money spent on them. The map 
only includes significant in-country trainings focused on counterterrorism. It excludes courses for foreign military personnel that 
occurred in the U.S. or other regional training centers.

This Appendix details the definitions, framework, and methods of data collection for each of the map’s categories and lists selected data 
sources. In some cases, the Appendix also notes operations that were excluded from the map and explains why researchers made this 
choice.

1. Air and Drone Strikes
The U.S. government has directly targeted people and groups that government officials accuse of being terrorists with air and/or drone 
strikes. The map documents U.S. strikes in 2018, 2019, and 2020 in seven countries: Afghanistan, Iraq, Libya, Pakistan, Somalia, Syria, and 
Yemen. The research team drew on the investigative work of Airwars, the Bureau of Investigative Journalism, the Long War Journal, and New 
America. An airstrike emanates from an aircraft and involves “one or more kinetic events that occur in roughly the same geographic 
location to produce a single, sometimes cumulative effect for that location.”5 A drone strike is a specific type of airstrike originating from 
an “unmanned aerial vehicle.”

This category does not include airstrikes conducted by U.S. allies in the post-9/11 wars, such as France’s airstrike against militants in Mali, 
despite U.S. support for these strikes through such things as surveillance and aerial refueling. 

2. Combat and/or 127e Programs
The U.S. military deploys boots-on-the-ground force against militants in a number of countries, including those that many Americans 
recognize as at the center of the U.S. post-9/11 wars — Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria — and countries that are more peripheral. The map also 
documents combat incidents in Kenya, Nigeria, Mali, Somalia, and Yemen in 2018-2020. In all eight countries, U.S. forces engaged directly 
in ground raids and/or fighting against militants. 

Government reports have documented some but not all of these incidents of combat. Often, the Pentagon downplays incidents in which 
U.S. service members and/or contractors use force against foreign militants. Department of Defense statements might specify, for instance, 
that “U.S. troops did not participate in any direct combat.”6 It is often hard to discern from second-hand sources whether fighting took 
place. Thus, in each case, the research team made a decision based on available information, excluding some instances of potential combat 
and including other instances, independently of the Pentagon’s classification of the incident. All sources researchers used to document 
this category are listed in the chart at the end of this Appendix. 

In some cases, the research team documented combat through government sources testifying to “kinetic action” or “active hostilities.” In 
other cases, researchers relied on well-described incidents of fighting reported by credible investigative journalists. News of combat often 
comes to light when a U.S. service member is killed in an exchange of gunfire with militant groups. For instance, the map includes a 
combat incident documented in early January 2020 by the Military Times and U.S. News and World Report, among other media outlets, in 
which an Al-Shabaab attack on a U.S. base in Manda Bay, Kenya and the ensuing gun battle led to the deaths of one U.S. serviceman and 
two contractors as well as four Al-Shabab militants.7 A similar incident occurred in Somalia in 2018 in which one U.S. soldier was killed and 
four others wounded.8 

In public statements, the U.S. military has said that its role in Africa is limited to conducting “advise and assist” missions with other 
countries’ security forces.9 Yet such missions can sometimes involve U.S. service members conducting ground operations via surrogate 
local forces against foreign militants — raids or fighting that many observers would call combat. According to investigative reporting by 
Politico, the Military Times, and Yahoo News, “Section 127e” is a U.S. legal authority that allows U.S. special operations forces to plan and 
control certain missions, remaining in charge of rather than at the side of the African counterparts they are ostensibly advising and 

assisting.10 In other words, rather than U.S. forces assisting these foreign military units with their own counterterror objectives, U.S. 
service members use them as surrogates: they lead these units, determine their goals, and participate in their raids against people they 
suspect of terrorist activity. Officially, the Pentagon does not call this “combat,” but unofficially, U.S. government and military officials 
have admitted that, “If you’re deployed under this combating terrorism authority, 127e, that’s probably combat.”11 

The map’s combat category thus also includes a subcategory of countries where combat could have occurred via surrogates, noted visually 
on the map with a gray blast icon rather than an orange blast icon. These countries — Cameroon, Libya, Niger, and Tunisia — had active 

“127e” programs in 2018 and/or 2019. (Note: Kenya, Mali, and Somalia had both active 127e programs and documented instances of combat, 
so the map uses an orange blast icon indicating combat definitely occurred for these three countries. For country-by-country details see 
the chart of sources at the end of this Appendix).

Expert sources suggest there are approximately twenty 127e programs operating in countries around the world, but this map captures only 
those that investigative journalists have substantially documented as being operational from 2018 to the present, in Cameroon, Kenya, 
Libya, Mali, Niger, Somalia, and Tunisia. It is important to note that these 127e programs may be supported by U.S. military bases in 
surrounding countries, but this map only displays 127e programs in the countries they are targeting. For instance, Operation Ultimate 
Hunter, a 127e counterterrorism program using a U.S.-trained, equipped and directed Ugandan force in Somalia, is counted only under 
Somalia, not Uganda.12

For the sake of clarity, researchers were selective with what to include in the combat category, focusing on the Department of Defense’s 
use of physical force rather than also including psychological operations like Objective Voice in Mali and Nigeria, intended to “counter 
violent extremism” by using the media to “encourage the public to repudiate extremist ideologies.”13

3. Military Exercises
Forty-one countries hosted U.S.-led military exercises in 2018-2020 to prepare for or rehearse scenarios of combat against “violent 
extremist organizations.” The map only includes exercises with a name, such as the annual Flintlock exercises in West Africa, or a formal 
title, such as the Joint Tactical Casualty Combat Care Information Exchange and Mass Casualty Exercise held with Ugandan forces in 
Somalia in October 2019. Some of these military exercises are longstanding annual exercises that the U.S. military has expanded to include 
a counterterror focus, while other exercises are of more recent origin.

Military exercises that have counterterrorism as at least one of their goals show the broad post-9/11 footprint of the Department of 
Defense like no other category on the map (since training/assistance is also carried out by the State Department and others). Military 
exercises are not just about preparedness, but also about deterrence and/or threat in a potential or actual conflict arena. The Pentagon 
defines a military exercise as “a military maneuver or simulated wartime operation involving planning, preparation, and execution that is 
carried out for the purpose of training and evaluation.”14 However, experts have shown that military exercises accomplish several 
objectives including but not limited to training. Exercises also establish a U.S. military presence when it is not possible for the military to 
have a base in that country, reinforce military alliances with partner countries, and display U.S. military might in order to “signal resolve” 
or threaten militant groups.15

This category excludes less formal, unnamed military-to-military trainings, military exercises sponsored or hosted by other countries, 
exercises held in the U.S., and exercises that could not be documented as having counterterrorism as their aim. Researchers documented 
the occurrence of the exercises and their objectives with U.S. government websites, or failing that, with at least two credible media sources. 
In some cases, researchers pieced various sources together to understand the context of the country and/or the specific content of the 
training, and thereby determine that the exercise was aimed at countering terrorism. 

² A number of countries, however, hosted such military exercises but are not categorized as having received U.S. training/assistance because the goal of these 
exercises was not to train the other country’s forces in counterterrorism but to collaboratively share best practices, signal resolve, or some other objective.

³ Organization of American States. (2019, October). OAS to Develop Inter-American Network on Counterterrorism to Facilitate Immediate Exchange of Information on 
Terrorist Threats. https://www.oas.org/en/media_center/press_release.asp?sCodigo=E-077/19

In the absence of other documentation, a few countries are marked as having had training/assistance from the U.S. because they hosted 
U.S.-led military training exercises (as also noted in the category of that name).22

Researchers made many detailed decisions for this category, some of which bear mentioning. The first regards scale. Though the map does 
capture a wide range of assistance, it does not include instances of relatively minor amounts of financial support for counterterror 
programming, such as a State Department grant of $395,000 for the Organization of American States (including countries in North, South, 
and Central America and the Caribbean) to launch a new information sharing program called the “Inter-American Network on Counter-
terrorism.”23 Including every such case of small-scale funding could possibly mean including most countries in the world. Also not shown 
on the map are countries that are merely listed in a Department of Defense “area of operations,” without any further evidence that the 
U.S. actively trained and/or assisted that country’s forces in counterterrorism in 2018–2019. For instance, the map does not include 
Burundi, even though that country is located in the area of operations of the “Combined Joint Task Force-Horn of Africa (CJTF-HOA), a 
dynamic operational headquarters, effectively countering violent extremist organizations in East Africa.” This map is intended to be a 
meaningful documentation of U.S. government activity and thus does not include all such relatively minor mentions in which researchers 
could find no further documentation of current activities.
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Sources Used to Document Combat and 127e, By Country and Year 

COUNTRY

Cameroon 127e 2018 Morgan, Wesley. (2018, July 2). Behind the secret U.S. war in Africa. Politico. 
https://www.politico.com/story/2018/07/02/secret-war-africa-pentagon-664005 

Iraq Combat 2018 Trump, Donald J. (2018, December 7). Text of a Letter from the President to the Speaker of 
the House of Representatives and the President Pro Tempore of the Senate. The White 
House Archives. https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/
text-letter-president-speaker-house-representatives-president-pro-tempore-senate-5/

Mali Combat 2018 Rempfer, Kyle. (2020, April 16). How US troops survived a little-known al-Qaeda raid in Mali 
two years ago. Military Times. https://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-army/2020/04/
16/how-us-troops-survived-a-little-known-al-qaeda-raid-in-mali-two-years-ago/

Iraq Combat 2019 Rempfer, Kyle. (2019, August 10). U.S. service member dies on mission in Iraq. Military Times. 
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-army/2019/08/10/us-service-member-dies-on-
mission-in-iraq/

Associated Press. (2019, August 10). US Service Membber Killed in Iraq on Joint Mission. 
Military.com. https://www.military.com/daily-news/2019/08/10/us-service-mem-
ber-killed-iraq-joint-mission.html

Kenya Combat 2020 Associated Press. (2020, January 5). Extremists Attack Kenya Military Base, 3 Americans Killed. 
U.S. News. https://www.usnews.com/news/world/articles/2020-01-05/al-shabab-claims-
attack-on-base-serving-us-kenyan-troops

Associated Press. (2020, January 5). US service member, DoD contractors killed after jihadi 
attack on base in Kenya. Military Times. https://www.militarytimes.com/news/your-mili-
tary/2020/01/05/us-aircraft-destroyed-no-troops-injured-in-jihadi-attack-on-base-in-kenya/ 

Kenya 127e 2018/
2019

Morgan, Wesley. (2018, July 2). Behind the secret U.S. war in Africa. Politico. https://www.politi-
co.com/story/2018/07/02/secret-war-africa-pentagon-664005

Turse, Nick and Naylor, Sean D. (2019, April 17). Revealed: The U.S. military’s 36 code-named 
operations in Africa. Yahoo News. https://news.yahoo.com/revealed-the-us-militarys-36-code-
named-operations-in-africa-090000841.html

Libya 127e 2018/
2019

Morgan, Wesley. (2018, July 2). Behind the secret U.S. war in Africa. Politico. https://www.politi-
co.com/story/2018/07/02/secret-war-africa-pentagon-664005

Turse, Nick and Naylor, Sean D. (2019, April 17). Revealed: The U.S. military’s 36 code-named 
operations in Africa. Yahoo News. https://news.yahoo.com/revealed-the-us-militarys-36-code-
named-operations-in-africa-090000841.html

Mali 127e 2018/
2019

Morgan, Wesley. (2018, July 2). Behind the secret U.S. war in Africa. Politico. https://www.politi-
co.com/story/2018/07/02/secret-war-africa-pentagon-664005

Turse, Nick and Naylor, Sean D. (2019, April 17). Revealed: The U.S. military’s 36 code-named 
operations in Africa. Yahoo News. https://news.yahoo.com/revealed-the-us-militarys-36-code-
named-operations-in-africa-090000841.html

Afghanistan Combat 2018 Trump, Donald J. (2018, December 7). Text of a Letter from the President to the Speaker of the 
House of Representatives and the President Pro Tempore of the Senate. The White House 
Archives. https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/
text-letter-president-speaker-house-representatives-president-pro-tempore-senate-5/

Afghanistan Combat 2019 Associated Press. (2019, August 22). U.S. says two troops killed in combat in Afghanistan. NBC 
News.  https://www.nbcnews.com/news/military/u-s-says-two-troops-killed-combat-
afghanistan-n1045126

Abed, Fahim. (2019, August 22). Afghan War Casualty Report: Aug. 16-22. The New York Times.
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/08/22/magazine/afghan-war-casualty-report.html
?rref=collection%2Fspotlightcollection%2Fafghan-war-casualty-reports 

CATEGORY YEAR SOURCE(S)



Nigeria Combat 2020 Reuters in Washington. (2020, October 31). US special forces rescue abducted American in 
Nigeria, officials say. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2020/oct/
31/us-military-rescue-niger-nigeria

Meek, James Gordon; Aicha El Hammar Castano; and Finnegan, Connor. (2020, October 31). 
American hostage Philip Walton rescued in dramatic military operation. ABC News. 
https://abcnews.go.com/International/american-hostage-philip-walton-rescued-
dramatic-military-operation/story?id=73940195

Somalia Combat 2018 Associated Press in Mogadishu. (2018, June 9). One US soldier killed and four wounded in 
Somalia attack. The Guardian. https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/jun/09/us-sol-
dier-killed-four-wounded-somalia

Schmitt, Eric and Gibbons-Neff, Thomas. (2018, June 10). Quick Evacuation in Somalia 
Firefight Shows Disparity in U.S. Resources in Africa. The New York Times. https://www.ny-
times.com/2018/06/10/us/politics/somalia-special-forces.html

Somalia Combat 2019 Armed Services. (2019, February 7). Statement of General Thomas D. Waldhauser, United States 
Marine Corps Commander United States Africa Command Before the Senate Committee on 
Armed Services. https://www.armed-services.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Waldhaus-
er_02-07-19.pdf . (p.21).

Niger 127e 2018/
2019

Morgan, Wesley. (2018, July 2). Behind the secret U.S. war in Africa. Politico. https://www.politi-
co.com/story/2018/07/02/secret-war-africa-pentagon-664005

Turse, Nick and Naylor, Sean D. (2019, April 17). Revealed: The U.S. military’s 36 code-named 
operations in Africa. Yahoo News. https://news.yahoo.com/revealed-the-us-militarys-36-code-
named-operations-in-africa-090000841.html

Somalia 127e 2018/
2019

Morgan, Wesley. (2018, July 2). Behind the secret U.S. war in Africa. Politico. https://www.politi-
co.com/story/2018/07/02/secret-war-africa-pentagon-664005

Turse, Nick and Naylor, Sean D. (2019, April 17). Revealed: The U.S. military’s 36 code-named 
operations in Africa. Yahoo News. https://news.yahoo.com/revealed-the-us-militarys-36-code-
named-operations-in-africa-090000841.html

8

Sources Used to Document Combat and 127e, By Country and Year 

COUNTRY

Yemen Combat 2019 Trump, Donald J. (2018, December 7). Text of a Letter from the President to the Speaker of the 
House of Representatives and the President Pro Tempore of the Senate. The White House 
Archives. https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/
text-letter-president-speaker-house-representatives-president-pro-tempore-senate-5/

Fahim, Kareem and Ryan, Missy. (2019, June 25). Saudi Arabia announces capture of an ISIS 
leader in Yemen in U.S.-backed raid. The Washington Post. https://www.washington-
post.com/world/saudi-arabia-announces-capture-of-islamic-state-leader-in-yemen-in-us-back
ed-raid-backed/2019/06/25/79734ca2-976a-11e9-9a16-dc551ea5a43b_story.html

Syria Combat 2018 Trump, Donald J. (2018, December 7). Text of a Letter from the President to the Speaker of the 
House of Representatives and the President Pro Tempore of the Senate. The White House 
Archives. https://trumpwhitehouse.archives.gov/briefings-statements/
text-letter-president-speaker-house-representatives-president-pro-tempore-senate-5/

Syria Combat 2020 Reals, Tucker and Khaled Wassef. (2020, August 17). Deadly clash reported between US and 
Syrian Forces. CBS News. https://www.cbsnews.com/news/syria-war-deadly-clash-be-
tween-us-and-syrian-forces-qamishli-checkpoint-airstrike-today-2020-08-17/ 

Chulov, Martin. (2020, February 13). Deadly clash in Syria a vivid reminder of US troops’ 
ill-defined mission. https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/feb/13/syria-us-troops-
mission-qamishli-quagmire

CATEGORY YEAR SOURCE(S)

Tunisia 127e 2018 Morgan, Wesley. (2018, July 2). Behind the secret U.S. war in Africa. Politico. 
https://www.politico.com/story/2018/07/02/secret-war-africa-pentagon-664005 
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Addis Standard, Ahram Online, Air Force Times, Airforce Magazine, Airforce Special Operations Command, Airwars, Al Jazeera, 
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International Studies, Centro de Estudios Legales y Sociales, CGTN Africa, Chatham House, CNN, CNS News, Codebook Africa, Congres-
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tus/1095809425628106752. , MenaFN, @MENASTREAM. (2019, February 14). Retrieved from https://twitter.com/MENASTREAM/sta-
tus/1095891485734645760. , Middle East Monitor, Middle East Online, Military Simulation & Training Magazine, Military Times, 
Military.com, MINDEF Singapore, Ministry of Defense Republic of Serbia, N1, The Nation, National Guard, The National Herald, Naval 
Today, NBC News, New America, The New Republic, The New York Times, NPR, @Oded121351. (2019, March 23). Retrieved from 
https://twitter.com/Oded121351/status/1109347402048258049., Organization of American States (OAS), Overt Defense, Pakistan Today, 
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Centre, U.S. News, United States Africa Command, United States Air Forces Central Command, United States Air Forces in Europe & Air 
Forces in Africa, United States Army, United States Army Africa, United States Army Central, United States Central Command, United 
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