
1

Statement EU civil-military cooperation: A comprehensive 
approach

By Dr. Bas Rietjens (Netherlands Defence Academy)

Introduction
Dear chairman, dear ladies and gentlemen. At first I would like to 
thank you for the opportunity to present my views for this
distinguished audience. My statement is devoted to signalling trends 
and dilemmas of civil-military cooperation in both humanitarian and 
stability and reconstruction operations. It is based on the insights, 
experiences and knowledge contributed by the various authors of the 
book Managing civil-military cooperation: A 24/7 joint effort for 
stability, that I edited. In this book we distinguish six themes that 
present trends and inherent dilemmas. For the sake of time, I will only 
focus this presentation on 3 themes. 

The first theme is labeled multiple actors at multiple levels. Most 
researchers and practitioners support the idea that successfully 
coordinated or integrated civilian and military efforts are a key to 
successful stabilization, relief and reconstruction. The difficulty arises 
in defining who is to coordinate whom or as has been quoted 
frequently: everybody wants coordination but nobody wants to be 
coordinated. 
Within military as well as civilian circles multiple stances towards 
civil-military cooperation are part of everyday reality. Some 
humanitarian organizations are reluctant to be associated with a 
potentially unwelcome military force and thereby losing their 
neutrality. In this respect the director of a large Dutch NGO even went 
that far to say to me that according to him the relationship of this 
NGO with the Dutch military in Afghanistan was exactly similar to 
their relationship with the Taliban. These principled organizations are 
being referred to as the ‘Dunantists’. ‘Wilsonian’ humanitarian 
organizations on the other hand generally act more pragmatic and 
therefore interact more easily with military forces. 
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Regarding the local population it is questionable that they care much 
about who provides them with assistance. A significant body of 
research shows that many local people are surprised to find out that 
there is a fierce debate on the division of labour between the 
military and aid agencies and about the fact that some NGOs object to 
the military engaging in relief and reconstruction. In fact in 
Afghanistan they often tend to think ISAF does too little rather than 
too much. 

The second element in which the multiplicity of actors comes to the 
fore is the amount of actors in a mission area. In most areas, the main 
NGO players number in the tens rather than hundreds. However, in 
extreme and dramatic cases such as in Sri Lanka in the aftermath of 
the Tsunami the number of NGOs can multiply into the thousands. 
The same holds for military actors. The numbers of different units and 
their sizes vary enormously per mission area. In Afghanistan for 
example, at the same time Operation Enduring Freedom and ISAF are 
deployed, each having many different (national) units. In total the 
ISAF military units have 102 national caveats. These include 
patrolling by daylight only, or a clear geographic bounding of troop 
deployment and further complicate a general stance of civil actors, be 
they humanitarian organizations, local population or authorities, 
towards cooperating with the military. 

Lastly, in addition of being multiple, most of the civil and military 
actors are involved in interaction processes at multiple hierarchical 
levels, varying from the field to international headquarters. 
Insufficient tuning and aligning of policies, decisions and activities 
between the different levels creates many conflicts. In the Democratic 
Republic of Congo the importance of civil-military cooperation was 
acknowledged at field levels, but policy-making and coordination 
from both the UN Headquarters in New York and from Monuc’s 
Headquarters in Kinshasa, was very limited. And in Kosovo, Caritas 
Austria’s cooperation with the Dutch engineering battalion was 
overruled by Caritas’ headquarter in Vienna. 

As becomes clear the actors involved in civil-military cooperation 
differ materially from one another. These differences are reflected in 
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amongst others, organizational structures and cultures, time frames, 
resources and communication mechanisms. Generalizations on either 
‘the military’, ‘the NGO community’ or the ‘host nation’ can therefore 
hardly be made. Civil-military cooperation has to be approached in a 
tailor-made fashion, or else as Stockton formulates it: ‘a “one size fits 
all” approach to NGO coordination either fills up rooms with agency 
representatives deploying no significant strategic assets, or excludes 
some of the largest, best informed and most influential assistance 
actors completely’. 

Travelling light
The second theme we identified is labelled travelling light. In 
engaging on missions, members of the international community travel 
to far away places, their luggage filled with international beliefs and 
standards regarding their organizational and operational behaviour in 
the field, the quality of aid and the ways in which operations should be 
executed and managed. As argued by many, peace operations should 
be demand driven instead of pushed by the internationals, whether 
they be military or civilian actors. In order to define problems and 
solutions in a demand-driven way, international actors are to get 
accustomed to the root causes of conflict, with local customs, norms, 
values and hierarchical structures in place. Internationals should 
facilitate local participation of authorities, farmers, villagers or local 
women groups in the planning, execution and evaluation of activities 
because this enhances capacity building, local ownership, 
sustainability, and increases security. Local participation can also help 
reducing the perception gap between international outsiders and local 
communities in understanding the meanings of peace and security. 
This reduces a mismatch in expectations regarding the delivery of aid 
or reconstruction between local people and the internationals. In short, 
a localized footprint will enhance the mission’s longer term 
effectiveness. 
To illustrate the status of local participation in Afghanistan I have here 
the first page of the handbook of the Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams. 
>> Explanation of handbook
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Training and education
Now let me say a few words on training and education, the last theme 
I discuss today. After the post-war occupations in Europe and Asia 
came to an end, most of the specific knowledge of civil affairs and 
military government evaporated leaving only the US Army in 
possession of a dedicated civil affairs organization. NATO created 
doctrine and staff functions for civil-military cooperation, but treated 
the civil-military interface as a problem on the margins of military 
operations. Meanwhile, in Bosnia and Kosovo in the late 1990s, most 
European NATO members were hardly able to deploy fully trained 
Cimic generalist staff officers. 
This constitutes a recurrent theme. The often quoted ‘military’s lack 
of humanitarian expertise’ should however not lead to exclude the 
military from any contribution to relief and reconstruction but to serve 
as the hands on the deck. To be able to do this, the military in the field 
should be aware of the dynamics within the sectors of development 
and diplomacy as aid-workers are raising their awareness on safety 
and security. 
To improve the level of knowledge for military, humanitarian and 
policymakers specific training and education is needed. To address 
this, raising awareness of differences between military and civilian 
actors in humanitarian and S&R missions should already be stressed 
during primary education at Defence Academies or Universities. In 
many of these institutions the subject of civil-military cooperation 
attracts very little attention in the curricula, which makes many people 
unfamiliar with it. At the NLDA we are currently running a 200-hour 
Bachelor level course on civil-military cooperation for our officer 
cadets, which I think is a very good start.
Currently, training and education during pre-deployment receives 
most attention. Several organizations such as UNOCHA and the 
NATO offer integrated courses on this matter aimed at deployed 
personnel. Several armed forces have introduced extensive role-play 
exercises to allow its personnel to become accustomed with the local 
situation and stakeholders. 
At the start of the deployment a robust ‘hand-over, take-over’ is 
essential to raise awareness and to prevent duplication with former 
activities. As many personnel, military and civilian alike, transfer 
regularly, a ‘hand-over, take-over’ becomes very important to ensure 
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continuity. Having settled in the mission area, much learning normally 
takes place on the job. This broadens and deepens the insights of 
deployed personnel. Furthermore a reach back function such as a 
back-office and the creation of civil-military platforms to 
communicate and share information can contribute to raising 
awareness during deployments. 
If possible during the actual deployment but at least in the post-
deployment phase it is necessary for personnel to record their lessons 
learned. Lessons learned in any operation should not only be put to 
practice the next time around, but also be as widely exchanged as 
possible. Governments and international organizations usually 
undertake ‘lessons learned’ exercises after their military or civil 
operations. Understandably, some of the information contained in 
these exercises is sensitive. Still -wherever possible- government 
agencies and humanitarian organizations should share the lessons they 
have learned from their operations for the benefit of future operations 
and subsequent phases in their operations. However, it is not just 
about recording lessons learned: the challenge is to make sure the 
experience is used for future missions, and integrated into training and 
exercises. 

In conclusion, the different themes reflect the mix of experience and 
knowledge; theory and practice that are so characteristic to living and 
working on the dynamic civil-military interfaces and are very 
deserving of in-depth research.
Thank you very much for your attention and I look forward to the 
debate.
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