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Abstract

Over the past two decades, military forces and aid workers have found themselves co-
existing time and time again on unconventional battlefields. While efforts have been
made to coordinate their respective missions, the relationship between the military and
non-governmental organisations (NGOs) remains ad hoc. This improvisational approach
to military-NGO relations yields uneven and, often, inefficient results in responses to

complex emergencies.

To gain a better understanding of the military-NGO relationship and its implications for
international interventions, this study identifies the strengths and weaknesses,
comparative advantages, and gaps in capabilities of the military-NGO relationship using
the New Zealand Defence Force (NZDF) and United States Military experiences. This
study addresses three key questions. These are:

Does a lack of cooperation in military-NGO relations exist and, if it does, how
does it inhibit the efficacious response to complex emergencies?

What impact do the structures and philosophies of both military and humanitarian
organisations have on the military-NGO relationship?

Using the strategic, operational and tactical levels to evaluate the case studies,
what has, and has not, worked within the military-NGO relationship and how can
those successes and failures contribute to building a model for the military-NGO
relationship?
While not a key question, there is a fourth area which this study briefly addresses in order
to compare and contrast the military-NGO relationship of two different countries: Does

the US military or the New Zealand Defence Force have a comparative advantage in the

military-NGO relationship?



Many lessons are drawn from military-NGO experiences in the four case studies of this
research: Somalia, Bosnia, East Timor, and Afghanistan. The military-NGO relationship
was a hot button issue in 1991 to 1993 after operations in Northern Iraq and Somalia, and
it has re-emerged as a critical issue today as the international community continues to
engage in complex emergencies in countries such as Iraq and Afghanistan. As Operation
Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan enters its ninth year, militaries and aid agencies are
continuing to debate their interplay in many of the same terms they did in 1993. This
study examines the collective experiences- both positive and negative- of military-NGO

relations and seeks practical strategies for a cooperative relationship.



Preface

As | write, there is another complex emergency unfolding in the world—precipitated by a
natural disaster. The earthquake in Haiti has further devastated a nation which has been
struggling to exist for decades. | am struck by the poignancy of all of the information 1
have been collecting over the past six years and the question | have been seeking to
answer: how can we, the international community, improve our response to complex
emergencies? The answer is not an easy one; in fact, it is as complex as the emergencies
themselves. We have witnessed the scenario time and again over the past two decades:
absence of law and order, complete breakdown in civil administration, judicial,
infrastructure, and economic systems; a critical lack of basic human needs: clean water,
food, shelter, medical care and security. | am both heartened and incensed by the
response of my neighbours, country, and the world’s citizens: individuals are clamoring
for flights to Haiti to “help” and, while their intentions may be honorable, | realize that
they are clogging an already over-populated and often misappropriated response system.
My concerns remain: Are the experts equipped to tackle this? Are they speaking to one
another? Do they have a plan? | fear the answer is no, but they are doing the best they

can.

Complex emergencies may have had different locations, different scenarios, and different
actors over the past two decades; they may have been caused by people or nature, but the
collective experiences have been strikingly similar. There has traditionally been a “come
as you are” approach to complex emergencies; an “any help is good” outlook. But why

aren’t we expecting and demanding more? If we truly want to help a country and its



people get back on their feet or, in some cases, have any semblance of a chance to exist,

why wouldn’t we, and shouldn’t we, ask ourselves how we can improve our response?

The military-NGO relationship is just one aspect of our response system to complex
emergencies, but | would argue it is the most critical. The extent to which military and
NGO personnel coordinate their work will set the stage for intervention planning and
response. The pages that follow examine this relationship and its impact on complex
emergencies. There are simple lessons, such as communication, which have remained
elusive in the military-NGO relationship. When we are talking about so many different
organisations, such as NGOs and various militaries, New Zealand and the United States
to name a few, there are bound to be challenges in improving relations both amongst and
between actors. However, as this study demonstrates, our experiences are far more
similar than they are different and there are pragmatic ways we can improve the response
to complex emergencies. It is my hope that the experiences in this study provide a basis
for the improvement of the military-NGO relationship and, in turn, the international

response to complex emergencies. We can do better, and we should do better.
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