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Summary

International assistance efforts in Afghanistan were broadly successful
during the initial stages of Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF),
from September 2001 to June 2002. A major humanitarian catastro-
phe was averted by the hard work of many actors, governmental and
nongovernmental, civilian and military.  The early Afghanistan expe-
rience also involved problems and challenges, however, which may be
seen as lessons for future operations.

Critical Issues

In some ways, humanitarian and humanitarian-type assistance opera-
tions in Afghanistan were unlike any in the past. Lack of an interna-
tional peacekeeping mandate beyond the city of Kabul, a tightly lim-
ited in-country military footprint, and security-dictated restrictions
on movement of U.S. government (USG) civilians were important
new features. Since the initial period of OEF was the most intense
phase of military operations, this report focuses primarily on the mili-
tary aspects of civil-military operations (CMOs) in Afghanistan.
Some of the critical issues, both positive and negative, identified by
this study are summarized below.
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Strategic Level   

• The absence of an integrated interagency political-military plan
from the early stages of the campaign contributed to confusion
about roles and missions.

• There was extended uncertainty regarding whether U.S. military
humanitarian-type assistance activities would be “wholesale”
(limited to logistics outside Afghanistan) or “retail” (also in-
cluding direct provision and coordination activities inside Af-
ghanistan).

• Coordination between the U.S. Agency for International Devel-
opment (USAID) and the Department of Defense (DoD) was
good.

• Liaison between U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM) and
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) and international or-
ganizations (IOs), including the United Nations (UN) special-
ized agencies, proved useful.

Field Level

• There were difficulties in establishing effective CMO coordina-
tion bodies and requesting and deploying civil-affairs units.

• Operational-level coordination between military personnel and
NGOs and IOs was often poor.

• Differing views of the role of the U.S. military in providing
humanitarian-type assistance and of appropriate terminology
contributed to tensions between military personnel and civilian
assistance providers from contractors, NGOs, and UN agencies.
Particular tensions emerged over the forms of assistance pro-
vided and the question of whether military personnel should
wear uniforms when providing assistance.

• USAID personnel were unable to travel to unsecured areas and
had difficulty accessing project funds quickly.

Given the immense time pressures, an unsettled international
environment following 9/11, and new challenges stemming from the
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USG’s status as a “belligerent” in the eyes of some actors, it is perhaps
surprising that CMOs were as successful as they were in Afghanistan.
While some challenges were unique to the Afghan campaign, others
are likely to be repeated. In addition, some problems experienced in
earlier operations emerged here as well.

Recommendations

USG Civil-Military Operations

• Conduct early political-military planning. An integrated politi-
cal-military planning process should precede future interven-
tions and should explicitly incorporate the role of humanitarian-
type assistance in achieving the military and political end-states:

– Clearly define and communicate USG policy within the USG
and to other assistance providers.

– Establish clear CMO chains of command. Decisionmakers
should consider naming a single person as the coordinator for
all in-theater USG agency assistance programs.

– Institutionalize mechanisms for transitioning from military to
nonmilitary humanitarian and humanitarian-type assistance
processes.

• Conduct joint political-military planning. There is a need for
better integration of USAID, the State Department, and DoD
in developing and implementing the overall political-military
plan. Decisionmakers should consider a Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA)–type structure to plan and coor-
dinate USG humanitarian-type assistance.

• Provide security for humanitarian assistance and reconstruc-
tion. It is important for the USG to develop an integrated ca-
pacity—civilian, military, and international—to establish public
security in the aftermath of high-intensity conflict. U.S. military
forces should not be expected to shoulder these burdens single-
handedly, but neither, in many cases, can indigenous forces,
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civil agencies, and international elements be expected to success-
fully establish public security without significant U.S. military
participation.

• Create a structure for rapid assistance. The USG should ex-
amine Britain’s Department for International Development’s
(DFID’s) cooperation with the British armed forces to see how
USAID’s disaster assistance response teams (DARTs) might in-
teract more directly with U.S. military assistance operations.

Improving Interaction with IOs and NGOs

• Coordinate at the strategic level. CENTCOM liaisons during
the initial stages of OEF facilitated unprecedented communica-
tion between the military and IOs and NGOs. We recommend
that this process be further institutionalized.

• Coordinate at the field level. NGOs, UN agencies, and inde-
pendent IOs are reluctant to coordinate with U.S. forces en-
gaged in combat operations. USAID/DART should act as the
formal coordinating point with the NGO/IO world.

• Simplify the information flow. Afghanistan reinforced the need
for an information management strategy and infrastructure. A
formal system recognized by all the players (government and
nongovernment alike), with full interoperability across different
databases, should be established. This will require a major effort
to overcome the problem of classification restrictions.

Turning Lessons Learned into Lessons Applied

We recommend that decisionmakers take the following actions to
apply lessons learned:

• Incorporate lessons into doctrine and training requirements for
DoD and USAID. The Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance
(OFDA) and USAID Policy and Program Coordination
(AID/PPC) could incorporate the lessons for USAID. The
National Defense University (NDU), the National Foreign
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Affairs Training Center (NFATC), and USIP could play a simi-
lar role for the USG interagency process as a whole.

• Encourage the development of a common NGO and IO doc-
trine. IOs and NGOs should focus on developing a baseline
doctrine for CMOs. The existence of such a framework, even if
it were not universally endorsed, would enable greater coopera-
tion with the U.S. and other professional militaries. Canada’s
Pearson Peacekeeping Center and USIP could perhaps facilitate
this effort, providing a neutral venue for engagement.

• Develop joint doctrine for humanitarian-type assistance. In the
same way that joint doctrine was necessary for the U.S. military,
an integrated doctrine for complex contingency operations
(CCOs) on the USG’s civilian side, including CCOs under-
taken in connection with combat operations, is required.

• Integrate civilian-military planning. The USG should develop a
standing National Security Council (NSC)–centered mechanism
for interagency coordination of complex operations, including
those undertaken as part of combat operations, that would apply
to future situations in the war on terror.

• Create a “reserve” civilian reconstruction force. A civilian re-
construction force with cadre personnel on retainer for rapid
deployment would help establish USG civilian efforts in CCOs.

• Integrate CMO/humanitarian-type assistance strategies into
military doctrine. If the Afghanistan experience is likely to be
a model for future efforts, the structures used in Afghanistan
(the Coalition Joint Civil-Military Operations Task Force
[CJCMOTF], coalition humanitarian liaison cells [CHLCs],
and provisional reconstruction teams [PRTs]) should be exam-
ined in light of new doctrine that takes lessons from this experi-
ence.

• Develop guidelines for conduct of CCOs. Military/USAID/
NGO/IO cooperation in developing CCO guidelines informed
by the experience in Afghanistan—and in exercising them—
would encourage a more cooperative environment.
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