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The Importance of Civil-Military Cooperation in Stability Operations 
By Scott Lassan 

 
Abstract 
 
This analysis paper examines the issues and challenges of civil-military integration and 

cooperation within stability operations. Recent US deployments to Iraq and Afghanistan have 
demonstrated ineffective civil-military relations in the various important elements of stability 
operations that require cooperation such as improving security through the deployment of 
military and police forces, ensuring effective humanitarian relief, and finally improving capacity-
building in the host country through development and governance. Iraq has particularly been 
highlighted as an example of dysfunction and miscommunication on roles and responsibilities of 
military and civilian actors as was seen between the US military and the State Department.1 By 
examining the various issues and challenges of civ-mil relations in stability operations, this paper 
hopes to provide suggestions on better civ-mil integration in the field to ensure a smoother future 
stability operation or peacekeeping mission conducted by the United States, regional 
organizations like NATO and the African Union, or the United Nations. 
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Introduction 
 
Since the end of the Cold War, the United States has found itself engaging more and 

more in complex state-building processes through the deployment of stability operations to war-
torn countries around the globe. Stability operations tend to encompass a wide variety of 
elements or what the RAND corporation refers to as “pillars” in its influential report The 
Beginner's Guide to Nation-building.2 These pillars range from security (which can be divided 
into military and police sections), humanitarian relief, rule of law, governance, economic 
stabilization, development, and democratization.3 While these various processes entail the 
participation and cooperation of both military and civilian elements, recent US deployments to 
Iraq and Afghanistan have demonstrated that this is not being implemented adequately in 
practice. This analysis paper will examine the issues and challenges of civil-military integration 
and cooperation within stability operations. It should be noted that some pillars like rule of law, 
economic stabilization and democratization will not be addressed in this paper as they tend to 
require a predominately civilian perspective composed of various judicial, political, and 
economic experts. While military actors and experts can and are sometimes involved in these 
elements of the operation, they traditionally remain civilian dominated. Thus this paper will 
focus on the pillars where some degree of integration between civilians and the military is 
required. For organizational purposes, military and police will fall under the theme of security 
while governance and development will fall under capacity building. Humanitarian relief, given 
its temporary nature, will be addressed separately.  

 

                                                
1 "Turf Wars and the Future of Iraq." PBS. PBS. Web. 07 Aug. 2014. 
2 Dobbins, James, Seth G. Jones, Keith Crane, and Beth Cole DeGrasse. The Beginner's Guide to Nation-building. 
Santa Monica, CA: RAND National Security Research Division, 2007. Print. 
3 Ibid.  
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Security: Military and Police 
 
While at first glance, the military pillar could be assumed to be the sole responsibility of 

the armed forces, certain tasks necessitate a civilian element. Joshua W. Welle argues in favor of 
civil-military integration within US and coalition operations in Afghanistan. He claims that in 
coalition operations, “consensus-building to ensure compatibility at the political, military, and 
cultural levels between partners is key.”4 In order to have a successful coalition, Welle 
recommends that there needs to be not only unity of effort, but also unity of command.5  
Applying this to the military’s counterinsurgency operations, Welle claims that the success of 
counterinsurgency operations begins “with the authority to coordinate operations of all assigned 
or attached civilian and military assets through a common strategy.”6 Counterinsurgency 
operations go across several pillars requiring security as well as governance and development. In 
order to accomplish the shape, clear, hold, build strategy of counterinsurgency, there needs be an 
integrated civilian-military strategy from “start to finish”7 which includes civilian input at the 
security level. 

 
A specific area within the military pillar that requires more civil-military integration is 

the Disarmament, Demobilization, Reintegration (DDR) campaigns. Often seen as a security 
issue, DDR campaigns still require lots of input from civilians. The Disarmament stage poses 
certain challenges to the military. It can be extremely difficult to get combatants to give up their 
weapons to international forces. Fighters may feel uncomfortable giving their weapons to heavily 
armed foreigners conducting the disarmament. In order to build trust, a civilian agency may need 
to take charge of the disarmament process. For the US, a potential candidate in being the civilian 
lead for disarmament is the Bureau of Arms Control, Verification and Compliance (AVC) within 
the State Department who specializes in arms control both at conventional and nuclear scales. 
International NGOs can also be helpful in the DDR process; GTZ, the German technical 
assistance agency, became a key partner in setting up demobilization centers within the 
Democratic Republic of Congo in the early 2000s. The reintegration stage also requires better 
civil-military coordination as reintegration is the process under which combatants are 
reintroduced to civilian life.8 In fact, Dobbins asserts that the reintegration component may be 
better suited to civilian agencies.9 When conducted properly, reintegration programs should 
assist ex-combatants in returning to civilian life through social and economic integration so that 
they do not return to violence.10  

 
Policing is another pillar within stability operations that requires greater civil-military 

integration. The duty of policing often falls to the military in stability operations like Iraq or 
Afghanistan, which has had mixed success. According to RAND, there has been a dramatic 

                                                
4 Welle, Joshua W. "Civil-Military Integration in Afghanistan: Creating Unity of Command." Joint Force Quarterly 
56 (2010): 55. Print. 
5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid. 
7 Ibid. Pg. 54.  
8 Dobbins, James, Seth G. Jones, Keith Crane, and Beth Cole DeGrasse. The Beginner's Guide to Nation-building. 
Santa Monica, CA: RAND National Security Research Division, 2007. Print.  Pg 29. 
9 Ibid. Pg. 30.  
10 Ibid. Pg. 29.   



Ramen IR       Scott Lassan   

 3 

increase in common and organized crime in both countries, especially in Afghanistan.11 Drug 
production in Afghanistan accounts for up to 40 percent of its GDP.12 Robert Perito addresses 
why the military performs poorly in policing by explaining that even though one of the primary 
responsibilities of an international intervention force is to protect civilians, military forces tend 
be either unwilling or untrained and ill equipped to deal with civilian-instigated violence, 
especially if they are still occupied with combating other armies or paramilitary/rebel groups.13 
An intervention force would be well served by the inclusion of a civilian police element, which 
by its very nature is trained in dealing with civilian disorder.14  

 
One dilemma that can be raised when deploying civilian police along with the military is 

determining the placement of the police in the mission chain of command. The military often 
tend to have overall command when it comes to security issues in a country, which could create a 
problem of militarization of police forces in the sense that the police merely become a support 
unit to achieve military security. This risk would most likely increase if the police find 
themselves constantly in open conflict situations, which tends to be the jurisdiction of military 
forces. Police forces cannot be seen as secondary to military forces given their importance in 
long term stability, especially when active combat ceases. A way to prevent this is to make sure 
that the police are under a civilian command that is on equal footing with the military leadership. 
Another suggestion is that police headquarters be collocated with the military to improve lines of 
communication.15 

 
Humanitarian Assistance 
 
Humanitarian assistance is in a unique position in that it occurs in crises with or without a 

stability operation on the ground. Various NGOs such as the Red Cross/Crescent, Oxfam 
International, or Doctors Without Borders often deploy to crisis areas based on human need 
which can occur well before the US or the UN decides to deploy a stability operation. However, 
the military is becoming more and more involved in humanitarian operations in addition to their 
security missions, which has led to tension between the military and NGOs operating in the field. 
NGOs object to military involvement in aid for two reasons. The first is that the military’s 
involvement transgresses “the principle that relief should be provided by impartial parties.”16 
Secondly, relief agencies believe that military forces are simply not experts in humanitarian 
relief and that they have different priorities when giving out aid.17 The military is often accused 
of using relief as part of their “hearts and minds” COIN strategy and thus they prioritize the 
delivery of aid on other criteria besides need.18 The securitization of aid and development will be 
addressed in the development section.  

                                                
11 Dobbins, James, Seth G. Jones, Keith Crane, and Beth Cole DeGrasse. The Beginner's Guide to Nation-building. 
Santa Monica, CA: RAND National Security Research Division, 2007. Print. Pg. 65. 
12 Ibid.  
13 Perito, Robert. U.S. Police in Peace and Stability Operations, Special Report 191. Rep. Washington, DC: United 
States Institute of Peace, 2007. Print. Pg. 2 
14 Ibid.  
15 Dobbins, James, Seth G. Jones, Keith Crane, and Beth Cole DeGrasse. The Beginner's Guide to Nation-building. 
Santa Monica, CA: RAND National Security Research Division, 2007. Print.  Pg. 53.  
16 Ibid. Pg. 121. 
17 Ibid.  
18 Ibid. 
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Because of the need for aid to remain independent by NGOs, civil-military integration of 

aid will be incredibly difficult with these groups. There are potential solutions for coordination 
however if guidelines are established. One suggestion is for NGO personnel to sit in on 
unclassified security briefings so as to improve communication between the two sides. While 
integration is unlikely with civilian NGOs, it is more likely to occur with US Government 
civilian agencies like USAID. The East Asian Tsunami relief effort in 2004-2005 is a successful 
example of coordination between the military and civilians with the Office of the Secretary of 
Defense Asian Tsunami Taskforce, Pacific Command (PACOM), and USAID efficiently 
collaborating together to distribute aid.  

 
Capacity Building: Governance and Development 
 
Both the governance and development pillars present significant opportunities for 

increased civil-military cooperation, although the latter much more so then the former. Joshua 
Welle emphasizes the need for greater integration in these two pillars, stating “Battalion 
commanders should make all resources accessible to a civilian lead and allow 
governances/development to lead kinetic planning.”19 However he feels that civilians should also 
be accommodating to the military as well explaining that “Civilians in the field, conducting 
shuras or serving as political advisors, also need a small civilian-military staff to integrate 
planning across district level stakeholders.”20  

 
One particular way that the military and civilians can cooperate in terms of governance is 

by collaborating in the restoration of basic utilities to a war-torn society. RAND recommends 
that utility experts should arrive with the first contingent of intervening authorities in order to 
“face the immediate problem of turning on the lights and water in the aftermath of a conflict.”21 
Technically proficient military units such as the US Army Corps of Engineers can be well-suited 
for quick-impact jobs such as these. They could cooperate with civilian experts on the ground 
such as engineers and public sanitation officials to make sure that people have basic utilities 
provided to them.     

 
Improving civil-military integration in development is a topic that has received much 

attention, especially with the counterinsurgency in Afghanistan. The military, particularly in the 
United States, has taken great interest in development as a means to wage counterinsurgency and 
win the “hearts and minds” of a local population. This has led to the securitization of aid in 
general (including humanitarian assistance) and development in particular. The formation of 
Provincial Reconstruction Team’s (PRT) has been a result of this security/development tactic, a 
solution to both increase cooperation between civilians and the military in the field of 
development as well as to improve security. However, the impact of PRTs have been called into 
question by recent data. An evaluation of a British PRT in Helmand Province in Afghanistan in 
2008 found that the unit’s presence did little to improve the locals’ perspective on international 

                                                
19 Welle, Joshua W. "Civil-Military Integration in Afghanistan: Creating Unity of Command." Joint Force Quarterly 
56 (2010): 58. Print. 
20 Ibid.  
21 Dobbins, James, Seth G. Jones, Keith Crane, and Beth Cole DeGrasse. The Beginner's Guide to Nation-building. 
Santa Monica, CA: RAND National Security Research Division, 2007. Print.  Pg. 144. 
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forces or reduce insecurity.22 Given the fact that violence actually increased in 2013 in 
Afghanistan,23 one can only assume that this is the case in other parts of the country as well. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Increased collaboration is needed between civilians and the military in order to improve 

the likelihood of success in a stability operation. While integration within a single unified 
command structure as suggested by Joshua Welle may be unappealing to international NGOs and 
even civilian government agencies, greater cooperation is most certainly necessary across the 
various pillars. Current attempts at cooperation have had mixed success. The military and 
civilians successfully coordinated after the East Asian tsunami in 2004 but have met greater 
difficulty in cooperation within the missions of Iraq and Afghanistan. As the US’s current 
stability operations draw to a close, one can hope that among the lessons learned will be new 
ways to increase positive cooperation between these two groups.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Blog posts and analysis papers represent personal opinions of individual authors and do not 
necessarily represent the views of Ramen IR, other authors, or any of their organizations or 
affiliations. 

                                                
22 Gordon, Stuart. “Winning Hearts and Minds? Examining the Relationship between Aid and Security in 
Afghanistan’s Helmand Province.” Feinstein International Center. 2011. Print.  
23 "Civilian Casualties in Afghanistan up 14 per Cent Last Year, Says New UN Report." UN News Center. UN, 02 
Aug. 2014. Web. 23 Feb. 2014. 


