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Preface
Dear Reader,

The challenges faced by actors in the complex peace and 
conflict environment have resulted in significant debate 
about how to manage responses that can mitigate the 
continuing spiral of violence. Studies, doctrines, lessons 
learned, and changing practices indicate the seriousness of 
the subject and the concomitant need to assess how best to 
navigate the space between and among the various actors 
who ultimately, work on behalf of recipient populations 
and the host nation-State. Whether the practice is winning 
hearts and minds or providing humanitarian assistance, the 
international community is faced with myriad complex 
situations that require solutions that will anticipate conse-
quences and mitigate harm. The principles long established 
to do no harm, or to support the emergence of a State from 
violent conflict still prevail despite the substantive changes 
in the international environment. 

In September 2006, the Pearson Peacekeeping Centre 
Research and Education department hosted a two-day 
roundtable of policy makers, academics, practitioners, and 
interested parties to examine the topic of military and human-
itarian interface in the  context of a complex environment no 
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longer consistently bounded by accepted international rules 
and practices. The outcome of that event was the decision 
that further analysis and study was warranted. This book 
is the outcome of their initiative and disciplined analysis of 
the environment in which humanitarian and military actors 
intersect. 

The Editor, Dr. Sarah Jane Meharg, Senior Research  
Associate, has done yeoman’s work to ensure that the 
outcome is useful, provocative, and illuminating to those 
practitioners who live and work in harms way for the benefit 
of those most critically impacted by violent conflict. 

We anticipate that this text will encourage further analysis, 
study and examination of how the international commu-
nity, however defined, continues to navigate this space in a 
dynamic landscape framed by violent conflict.

Ann Livingstone, Ph.D. 
Vice-President, Research and Education 
Pearson Peacekeeping Centre



Introduction
Sarah Jane Meharg

Humanitarian space no longer exists.

In this age of complex conflicts exacerbated by terrorism, 
insurgencies, unilateral military interventions, and the 
unchecked growth of the reconstruction and stabilization 
industry, the age of a neutral, impartial and independent 
humanitarian space has come to pass.

The concept of space was once defined as empty areas with 
boundaries, centres and borders; space is now understood 
as socially constructed environments created and manipu-
lated through political, legal, economic, and cultural means, 
among others.1 Space exists in the physical and social spheres 
in which people live. It also exists in the imagined or virtual 
realm that cannot be mapped or located. In this way, it is 
fixed in collective memory by history, heritage, legal codes, 
policies, common practices and cultural norms. Space 
evokes specific kinds of meanings and symbolically repre-
sents codes and practices. It is “an essential framework of 
all modes of thought, from physics to aesthetics, from myth 
to magic, to common everyday life.”2 Our spatial ordering 
system shows the far-reaching effects that social thought 
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has on constructing human environments. Partnered with 
our notion of time, a fundamental system of geographical 
ordering is created.

According to scholars of geography, space offers members 
of groups, organisations, and societies an image of that 
membership and constitutes a collective mirror reflecting 
values, norms, rules, laws, and symbolism.3 Social concep-
tions of space are forever changing as they evolve with the 
individuals and groups that evoke their boundaries, centres 
and gateways, whether physical or imagined.

Groups cannot be separated from their physical and social 
spaces because they function within them and continue 
creating them by expressing their specific values and beliefs 
through them. Groups perceive and understand space rela-
tions differently and are able to reference space to explain 
roles and relationships in the past, present, and future. 
Space relations provide the social and/or cultural rules, 
roles, and relationships that make various groups distinct 
and particularistic.

Since the late 1880s, humanitarians have framed their 
policies and activities inside a space protected by the prin-
ciples of humanitarianism, namely neutrality, impartiality 
and independence. These principles allow humanitarian 
organisations to assist those affected by armed conflicts and 
natural disasters alike. Although not a homogenous group, 
humanitarian organisations are those that uphold the tenets 
of humanitarianism and adhere to specific codes of conduct, 
such as the Humanitarian Charter and the ICRC Code of 
Conduct. Recipients of aid and assistance are considered 
equal within the humanitarian paradigm, regardless of 
political, polemical, or sectarian affiliations. 

Humanitarian principles, thus, suggest that they do not 
take sides in conflicts, thereby avoiding being perceived 
of as party to a conflict. Humanitarian aid and assistance 
include feeding, clothing, educating, protecting, and healing 
affected peoples as an end unto itself. 
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Those in need are assisted through a network divided into 
sectors and specializations that are often territorialized by 
stakeholders involved in aid and assistance. As is often 
the case, territorialisation is the result of self-preservation 
and the need to create a case for source funding within 
the donor community. Funding becomes a raison d’être for 
many humanitarian organisations, while larger interna-
tional organisations involved in humanitarianism attempt 
to find a way to operate within permissive and non-permis-
sive environments while upholding the principles of their 
work.

Humanitarians have witnessed an increase of military forces, 
augmented by private security companies and other industry 
players, conducting humanitarian-like activities under the 
pretext of reconstruction and stabilization. Activities such as 
aid and assistance are increasingly considered as part of the 
cadre of military strategies applied under the Effects-Based 
Operations (EBO) rubric. Effects-Based Operations is a mili-
tary planning methodology for the conduct of operations 
for achieving security objectives and is now being applied 
to the conduct of operations other than war (OOTW) such 
as reconstruction and stabilization operations. The method-
ology of EBO is based on an historical military tradition of 
shaping the will of an adversary and is intended to influ-
ence the thinking and behaviour of an adversary in order 
to reach an envisioned effect.4 Effects-Based Operations is 
most effective in its adaptation of network-centric warfare, 
technological and real-time communications linking all 
aspects of warfighting into a shared situational awareness 
and shared understanding of command intent “so as to 
achieve a unity and synchronicity of effects that multiplies 
the power of military forces.”5

 
This is understood as a force 

multiplier. According to the military forces that are adopting 
this planning methodology, it results in the maximization 
of efficiency and the minimization of wasted efforts in the 
pursuit of goals.6

 
Undertaking humanitarian-like activi-

ties within the rubric of EBO aims to achieve the effect of 
winning the hearts and minds of war-affected populations. 
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Some have accused military forces of employing their 
humanitarian resources to ensure their own security 
amidst potentially hostile populations as they undertake 
reconstruction and stabilization operations in places like 
Afghanistan and Iraq. Private military and security compa-
nies, fundamentalist religious groups, and non-state actors 
have also become involved in the business of humanitarian 
aid and assistance. Some of these actors are unaware of 
the principles governing this space and pay no heed to 
the consequences of their presence and activities. Indeed, 
not only is the physical environment of humanitarianism 
moving away from the principles of neutrality, impartiality 
and independence and, due to the influences of additional 
stakeholders, so are the policies and activities that define 
this space as it shifts into unrecognizable territory.

Humanitarians seeking to protect the neutrality and inde-
pendence they worked diligently to build over 120 years 
stand at an important crossroad. Joining them at this junc-
ture are military forces that continue to identify ways in 
which to stabilize and reconstruct war-torn environments 
through humanitarian-like activities.

Three Block Wars and 
Humanitarianism

Traditionally, multinational military forces have accom-
plished a wide range of tasks while intervening in armed 
conflicts. Combat operations, inter-positional activities, as 
well as assisting civilians in meeting basic needs, have been 
included as part of a military’s mandate. It is not a new 
phenomenon for troops to rebuild schools, dig wells, offer 
food and medical aid, build and manage emergency camps 
for refugees and internally displaced persons, evacuate civil-
ians, as well as remove insurgents, separate warring factions, 
uphold peace agreements, and provide security to civilian 
organisations. To adequately capture this range of activities 
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and the training that must accompany such diversity, the 
term three block war (3BW) was coined by General Charles 
Krulak in 1997 (the then-Commandant of the US Marines) 
and adopted by the United States military to encompass 
these activities. The term was used to describe the complex 
spectrum of challenges increasingly faced by soldiers in 
the theatre of operations. The three blocks are meant to 
symbolize different types of activities where combat fighting 
occurs on one city block, the separation of warring factions 
on another block, and the provision of humanitarian-like 
aid and assistance to affected civilian populations on a third 
block. The rubric of 3BW offers the military a logical frame-
work for discussing the diversity of their activities in a way 
that makes sense to politicians and soldiers. Taken literally, 
three block wars can be framed as pictured in Figure 1.

Figure 1. A literal representation of 3BW as three distinct blocks 
where three thematic activities take place represented by the 
tank, the helmet and the aid insignias.

Three block war has not been developed as an operational 
strategy and is not doctrine; However, the operations, strate-
gies and tactics that are a part of fighting these wars, such as 
combat and counterinsurgency operations, are fully strat-
egized in both the US Military’s Counterinsurgency Field 
Manual (2006) and the Canadian Forces Counterinsurgency 
Manual (2007). Three block war is best understood as a meta-
phor for describing the phenomenon of soldier training and 
intervention. Taken metaphorically, three block wars could 
be framed as illustrated in Figure 2.
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Figure  2. A metaphoric representation of 3BW as three zones 
that can occur within an operational area, where distinct skills 
and activities are centralized.

Conceptually, humanitarian space overlaps with the mili-
tary’s third block, which has seemingly inserted itself into 
humanitarian space, muddying distinctions of neutrality, 
impartiality and independence. Although history notes that 
militaries have been active in all blocks, the protected and 
distinct humanitarian space has been the territory of human-
itarian agencies since the late 1880s. Figure 2 illustrates how 
humanitarian space may overlap with an operational area 
of military planning and activities. This environment was 
never conceived of as being the same physical or symbolic 
place as the third block of three block wars because it was 
conceived of through international law while the other 
through a military commander’s rubric designed to frame 
training and intervention from a soldiering perspective in 
the operational space.

As the 3BW concept has been articulated since 1997, the 
level of frustration from some humanitarians towards 
the military has risen. As the term has been adopted and 
promulgated by the US military and other military forces, 
including Canada’s, there has been increased concern among 

Area of Operations

Humanitarian Space

Block 1 Block 3

Block 2Block 2

Block 1

M
ili

tary Operational Space
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humanitarian stakeholders over the activities taking place 
on the third block. In particular, humanitarians suggest that 
pursuit of the 3BW agenda risks undermining their safety 
and security and that of their beneficiaries. They further 
suggest that the 3BW agenda undermines the geographical 
and political space in which humanitarian organisations 
conduct their activities. Some humanitarians perceive the 
3BW codification as a way for militaries to subtly take over 
the dispersing of humanitarian aid, thereby contaminating 
the neutral and impartial humanitarian space. This has 
resulted in a defensive posture from some humanitarian 
organisations to protect what they perceive as their jurisdic-
tion. As a result, humanitarian organisations have attached 
priority to defend humanitarian space by reducing or 
eliminating their involvement with military actors, despite 
mutual needs or requirements evidenced by humanitarian, 
military and recipient populations.

About this book
This book is the result of a two-day consultation jointly 
hosted by the Pearson Peacekeeping Centre (PPC) and the 
Humber International Development Institute (HIDI) from 
12-14 September 2006, Three Block Wars and Humanitarianism. 
The consultation served as a forum for stakeholders to raise 
concerns about the interface of the military and humani-
tarian actors in the space identified as humanitarian space. As 
well, this book is also an outcome of the consultation Final 
Report (Meharg and Marks, January 2007), funded gener-
ously by the Humanitarian Affairs and Disaster Response 
Group, Department of Foreign Affairs and International 
Trade.

The consultation brought together theorists, policy-makers, 
and practitioners from academia, defence, diplomacy, 
industry, and humanitarianism. It provided an envi-
ronment for multiple actors to connect and learn from 
colleagues with whom they would not ordinarily engage. 



Helping Hands & Loaded Arms8

Through mixed working groups, stakeholders were 
immersed in an integrated environment that reflected the 
reality of operations involving military and humanitarian 
communities. This allowed stakeholders to voice concerns, 
discuss tensions, and seek solutions. Participants were not 
expected to prepare or present papers during the consulta-
tion; however, they were invited to write a post-event paper 
for publication that recast and recalibrated their thinking 
regarding military and humanitarian space. This book is a 
collection of selected post-event papers.

Some chapters (Water’s application of International 
Humanitarian Law to three block wars, Das’ examination of 
humanitarian space and unconventional warfare, and Fried’s 
narrative on the responsibility to protect) attempt to clarify 
and deepen a general understanding of the 3BW framework 
and the stakeholders involved in the evolving military and 
humanitarian space. Others (Mariano’s analysis of NATO’s 
capacity for 3BW and Rowe’s and Schweiss’ identification 
of the role of the US military in humanitarian environ-
ments) attempt to structure alternate solutions reflective 
of the complex military-humanitarian relationship. Finally, 
others (Okros’ and Keizer’s exploration of humanitarianism 
as a profession and Meharg’s analysis of nascent identities 
of stakeholders involved in the shared operational space) 
suggest interdisciplinary approaches to frame the various 
stakeholders understanding of roles and responsibilities 
within humanitarian space. 

During the two-day consultation, it was clear that there 
remains a lack of understanding about the sensitivity 
surrounding humanitarian space, especially by military 
forces, principally due to the absence of a common under-
standing of the rules of warfare and legal frameworks 
governing this environment. Most military personnel 
involved in the consultation were unable to define humani-
tarian space or cite its historical significance. Some had 
never heard of the term. Likewise, humanitarians and Non-
Governmental Organisation (NGO) representatives were 
unable to define the role of military forces in the field and 
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what their aid and assistance obligations were to the local 
populations according to international law.

The chapters in this book are the experiences, viewpoints, 
and analyses of the authors and should be taken as such. 
Each author has defined their terminology according to 
individual purposes. Readers may not agree with the 
perspectives taken by the authors. This is to be expected 
as this book was designed to bring additional perspec-
tives to the discussion of militaries and humanitarians in 
a shared environment that is both real and imagined. The 
international community, in particular the Organisation for 
Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) nations, 
are consumed in dialogue and controversy in two partic-
ular regions: Iraq and Afghanistan. Although the notion of 
three block wars is most compelling when applied to the 
interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan, this book does not 
specifically examine these particular cases. Authors focus on 
the broader issues of humanitarian space in this volume.

The viewpoints contained in this book do not represent the 
Pearson Peacekeeping Centre policies, or official govern-
ment policy. 

Who Should Read this Book?
This book takes an international perspective and is intended 
for decision-makers and practitioners interested in framing 
theory, policy, and practice in the context of global peace 
and security. Readers with an interest in modalities beyond 
security will be exposed to various perspectives from the 
multidisciplinary approach of this book, including law, 
geography, psychology, international relations, and devel-
opment. This was truly an interdisciplinary undertaking in 
that contributing authors hail from various professions and 
careers involved in navigating the road ahead; the authors 
represented in this book exemplify the shared military and 
humanitarian space.
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The Recipient Imperative

This book suggests that there is a recipient imperative and 
that the successful navigation of military and humanitarian 
space should focus upon the recipients of intervention. War-
affected people must live with the longer-term results of the 
intended and unintended consequences of interventions. 
These people are our ultimate guides in identifying the 
characteristics of the space in which military and humani-
tarian organisations occupy together.

How this Book is Organized
This book is divided into three themes to capture the 
various approaches taken by the authors. In the first 
theme, Exploring Frameworks, notions of legal and common 
frameworks are explored to identify the limitations and 
boundaries of activities in the third block and humanitarian 
space. In Chapter 1, International Humanitarian Law and Three 
Block Wars, Christopher P.M. Waters argues that discussions 
on the delivery of humanitarian assistance during three 
block wars should take place within the framework set out 
in International Humanitarian Law (IHL). Waters suggests 
that calls for the military to remove itself entirely from the 
delivery of aid and assistance to civilian populations are 
misguided and offers that under certain circumstances – 
such as occupation – military forces are legally required to 
deliver such aid when needed by war-affected populations.

In Chapter 2, The Problem of Humanitarian Space in 
Unconventional Warfare, Rupen Das explains that while the 
terminology of humanitarian space does not exist in the 
lexicon of international law, the concept embodies a basic 
principle in the agreed rules of war that there are limits 
on how warfare can be conducted so that non-combatants 
and civilian populations are protected. Das suggests that 
this concept was not new with the advent of the Geneva 
Conventions, a view commonly held; most warrior codes 
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throughout the centuries addressed this issue in some way 
as the warrior’s honour. However, any warrior code or rules 
of war were based on both warring parties sharing cultural 
values and, as a result, agreeing to the rules of war. Das 
argues that in most contemporary conflicts, belligerent 
parties no longer agree on the rules of war and the basic 
mechanisms to negotiate humanitarian space may no longer 
exist. This chapter explores humanitarian space when none 
is said to exist and the circumstances in which the Geneva 
Conventions cannot be applied.

In Chapter 3, Humanitarians’ Own Responsibility to Protect, 
Mark Fried suggests that since the early 1990s, Oxfam has 
acknowledged that war-affected peoples often need protec-
tion from violence more urgently than they need clean 
water, food or shelter. By embracing its own Responsibility 
to Protect, Oxfam has acknowledged that humanitarians can 
do as much harm as good. His chapter examines Oxfam’s 
response to the combined challenges of protecting civil-
ians and protecting its own staff – and urges governments 
to address the root causes of conflict using diplomacy and 
assistance rather than force. Fried argues that the use of 
military assets for humanitarian relief or development 
should be limited and specific, and concludes that develop-
ment and humanitarian aims must never be subordinated 
to military mandates.

The second theme Navigating New Identities frames three 
chapters that examine issues relevant to the identities of the 
various stakeholders involved in the military and humani-
tarian space.

In Chapter 4, Humanitarianism as a Profession, Alan Okros and 
Willemijn Keizer propose that the perceived militarisation 
of aid has generated debate, concern and misunderstanding 
among the four primary stakeholder groups: humanitarians, 
militaries, government policy-makers, and the recipients of 
aid and assistance. Okros and Keizer suggest that the artic-
ulation of concepts such as three block war, 3D security, the 
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Responsibility to Protect, and field practice have resulted 
in what may be termed a contested humanitarian space 
in which the military and humanitarian communities are 
struggling to understand each other. This chapter examines 
the roles and responsibilities of the humanitarian sector and 
the military in providing aid by applying a model of profes-
sions to identify critical tensions and commonalities and to 
parse out the domain of humanitarian aid as the jurisdiction 
of a potential profession.

In Chapter 5, Clash of the Titans: Navigating Identities in 
Conflict Geographies, Sarah Jane Meharg explains that from 
the changing nature of global peace and security emerges 
reconstruction and stabilization operations intended to miti-
gate or halt the failure of states. Coming from this emergence 
are nascent identities of the main actors involved in navi-
gating conflict geographies. Based upon the renegotiation 
of roles, relationships, and responsibilities within multiple 
areas of operation, including humanitarian space, actors 
must justify who they are and what they do within conflict 
geographies to orient themselves to their shared environ-
ments. Some actors have developed alternate paradigms in 
which they operate, while others remain fixed on outdated 
modalities that no longer serve their work in such environ-
ments. Meharg argues that this causes clashes among the 
titans of international intervention, which alters the effec-
tiveness of reconstruction and stabilization operations.

In Chapter 6, NATO and Three Block Wars, Stephen J. Mariano 
argues that the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) 
is involved in military operations in Afghanistan, Kosovo, 
and Sudan, but the organisation is not optimally designed 
for such endeavors. These operations do not resemble the 
Cold War missions for which NATO was designed and 
the Alliance has been slow to adapt. Mariano explains that 
NATO is gradually becoming a collective security organisa-
tion and is taking on multi-dimensional operations, referred 
to as three block wars. Mariano suggests that NATO suffers 
from a mismatch of ambition, capabilities and resources at 
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all levels, and unless member states commit to improving 
NATO’s diplomatic and development capabilities, its 
missions – like those in Kosovo and Afghanistan – will 
never fully succeed.

The final theme of the book, Considering Policy and Doctrine, 
examines the implications of the military and humanitarian 
space. In Chapter 7, Putting Policy into Practice: The Integrated 
Operations, Natalie Mychajlyszyn explores the application of 
civil-military relations as a field of academic scholarship to 
trends in integrated post-conflict operations. She considers 
the theoretical approaches to civil-military relations, in 
particular Doug Bland’s Unified Theory of Civil-Military 
Relations, Rebecca Schiff’s Concordance Theory, and Ronald 
Jepperson’s Cultural Theory of National Security according 
to developments in integrated post-conflict operations. 
Mychajlyszyn’s chapter demonstrates that improvements 
in understanding of civil-military relations, particularly 
the focus on cultural frameworks, offers insights into the 
application of policy within the challenges of the integrated 
environments that include defence, development, and 
diplomacy.

In Chapter 8, Irreconcilable Differences: Emerging US Doctrine 
and Humanitarian Space, James Rowe and Christina Schweiss 
explain that the adoption of US military doctrine, including 
the Department of Defense Directive 3000.05 and the Manual 
on Counterinsurgency dictates the pursuit of lines of opera-
tion such as restoration or maintenance of essential services, 
promotion of good governance, and economic develop-
ment. The authors suggest that these areas are now seen 
as critical to the success of US military campaigns to root 
out insurgency and establish stability, and clearly fall into 
traditional humanitarian space. While the military acknowl-
edges that these services are best provided by non-military 
actors, they recognize that when security situations dete-
riorate and prevent the participation of civilian actors, the 
military must be prepared to conduct the work with its own 
forces. Rowe and Schweiss note that having military forces 
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deliver humanitarian assistance in direct pursuit of military 
objectives has troubling implications for a humanitarian 
community defined by its independence and impartiality. 
The blurring of roles erases the distinction between mili-
tary and non-military actors, who are lumped into a single 
category of outsiders by recipient populations. Rowe and 
Schweiss argue that the US military is unlikely to back away 
from its doctrine based on the concerns of humanitarian 
stakeholders, who are equally unlikely to give ground on 
their imperatives. The authors explain that as humanitarian 
stakeholders are less likely to show up in counterinsur-
gency situations dominated by military actors, there will be 
an increase in the militarisation of humanitarian aid.

In the concluding chapter, Suzanne Monaghan identi-
fies theoretical and practical markers and boundaries 
that further chart military and humanitarian space. This 
concluding chapter begins by summarizing the distin-
guishing frameworks within the chapters in this volume 
with an expressed purpose of identifying strengths and 
gaps to navigate the socially, economically, politically, and 
geographically constructed space of armed conflict and the 
continued international responses to it. Monaghan suggests 
that humanitarian space in fact does exist and is the primary 
navigation tool informing the liminal space in which secu-
rity and aid are realized.

Notes
1 Henri Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Blackwell Publishing, 1991); 
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Science and Technology Organisation, Canberra, Australia, 2004).





I. Exploring Frameworks





Chapter 1

International Humanitarian Law 
and Three Block Wars

Christopher P. M. Waters

Introduction
Analysts and practitioners disagree on the question of who 
should deliver humanitarian aid – and when and how 
that aid should be delivered – in conflict-affected areas. 
Often the stakeholders in this debate fail to find common 
ground because the institutional goals and perceptions of 
the various actors are different, most notably as between 
military forces and civilian humanitarians working in a 
shared area of operations in conflict-affected environments. 
This chapter offers a legal framework to help shape the 
debate. International Law, and in particular International 
Humanitarian Law (IHL), sometimes referred to as the Law 
of Armed Conflict, seeks to protect victims of warfare and 
governs the conduct of hostilities in times of armed conflict. 
While not providing a comprehensive guide to the delivery 
of humanitarian assistance, it imposes binding obligations 
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on armed forces and others which are directly relevant 
to the debate and establishes certain boundaries for that 
debate. These rules include the obligation of the military 
both to deliver aid itself in limited circumstances as well 
as, more broadly, to allow sufficient humanitarian space 
for the delivery of aid by civilian relief agencies.  Thus, IHL 
is presented here as a logical framework for the ongoing 
debate about the militarisation of aid within the so-called 
third block of operations.

The first section of this chapter sets out the continued rele-
vance of IHL to today’s conflicts, a relevance that has been 
challenged in some quarters. The chapter then turns to 
IHLs attempts to prevent humanitarian suffering through 
the creation of a humanitarian, or civilian, space in times of 
armed conflict. Before concluding, the chapter sets out the 
basic rules governing the delivery of aid when measures to 
prevent humanitarian disasters have failed.

The Continuing Relevance of IHL
At the core of IHL are the four Geneva Conventions of 1949 
and the two Additional Protocols of 1977, though there are 
dozens of other relevant treaties as well as customary rules. 
In 2006, Nauru and the newly formed State of Montenegro 
acceded to the Geneva Conventions, bringing the total 
number of State Parties to this treaty to 194. This represents 
the first time in modern history that a treaty regime has 
achieved such universal acceptance. Recent years have also 
seen a renewed enthusiasm for the Nuremburg Principle 
that war crimes are committed by individuals and that those 
individuals can be prosecuted for their acts. The creation of 
the International Criminal Court in 1998 – though no panacea 
in ensuring compliance with IHL – is a manifestation of the 
international community’s seriousness of purpose in this 
regard. Canada and the United Kingdom, together with 102 
other countries (though the United States is notably absent 
from the list), are parties to the Court’s Rome Statute. 
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Ironically, at the same time as IHL principles have achieved 
such universal acceptance, critics argue that this body of law 
is unrealistic and outdated, that it is inapplicable to asym-
metric wars (especially in the ‘war against terrorism’), and 
that it is a Western construct, inapplicable to the conflicts of 
the global south, including those in Iraq and Afghanistan 
where Western militaries are currently engaged.1 Indeed, 
suggestions along these lines were expressed by some 
participants at the Three Block Wars and Humanitarianism 
Consultation in Ottawa in September 2006, from which this 
book is an outcome. There are undoubtedly aspects of IHL 
which could profitably be updated; for example, the inter-
action of international human rights and the IHL principles 
on occupation remains unclear and needs clarification.2 
However, the idea that the rules need a fundamental rethink 
has been repudiated both by academics and, more impor-
tantly for the purposes of discussing three block wars and 
humanitarianism, by States.3 States and the International 
Committee of the Red Cross – the guardian of IHL – have 
called for a redoubling of efforts to ensure compliance with 
IHL through, among other things, better education and 
training of armed forces. Even in cases when enemies do not 
themselves obey the laws of armed conflict, there are stan-
dards of conduct, which must nonetheless be maintained in 
order to stay on the right side of the law.

International Humanitarian Law – like its cousin 
International Human Rights Law – reflects a value system, 
and many of those values are considered inviolable and non-
derogable, such as freedom from torture. Thus, reciprocity 
(put simply, the notion that the laws of war apply only so 
long as both parties to a conflict observe them) as a basis for 
observance of IHL has been in steady decline as both a legal 
and military doctrine for some years.4 Canada and fellow 
NATO Member States, including the UK and the US, as a 
matter of military doctrine as well as law, have committed 
themselves to obeying basic IHL norms regardless of the 
compliance with IHL by opponents. The assumption of good 
faith efforts on the part of these militaries to comply with 
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IHL is the starting point of this chapter. As a preliminary 
matter, it should be noted that the following pages map out 
the rules relevant to the delivery of humanitarian assistance 
during internationalised three block wars, which includes the 
conflicts in Afghanistan and Iraq, and only briefly review 
the rules applicable to internal armed conflict towards the 
end of the chapter.

Civilian Space and IHL
Before turning to some of the rules specific to the prevention 
of humanitarian disasters and the delivery of humanitarian 
assistance, it is necessary briefly to point out that a civilian 
space is envisaged by IHL, a concept somewhat broader than 
the notion of humanitarian space raised by many participants 
at the Consultation as a sine qua non of humanitarian assis-
tance. The bedrock principle of distinction in IHL allows 
hostilities to be directed only against combatants and mili-
tary objects (ammunition dumps, communication systems 
used by the military and so forth).5 It prohibits attacks on 
civilians and civilian objects (such as schools and hospi-
tals). Even in attacks directed against military objects, an 
attack may be illegal if it causes excessive collateral damage 
to civilians. The underlying rationale for the principle of 
distinction is that military necessity can only justify attacks on 
military targets. The corresponding principle of humanity 
also demands that unnecessary suffering be avoided. Thus 
total war activities – such as the carpet-bombing of cities seen 
in previous wars – are prohibited. There are sometimes gray 
areas between civilian and military targets. For example, 
NATO’s bombardment of Belgrade’s radio and television 
tower – which NATO claimed had a dual military/civilian 
use – during the 1999 Kosovo conflict proved controversial. 
Nonetheless, the contours of the rules are clear and envisage 
civilians being protected from military action. There is also 
room for protection of combatants who are placed out of 
combat by being wounded or captured, but that is beyond 
the scope of our current concern with humanitarianism as it 
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applies to civilians, defined as persons who are not members 
of the armed forces.

Having established the basic principle of distinction, it will 
be useful to detail some of the rules dealing with preventing 
the need for emergency humanitarian relief in the first 
instance.6 

The starting point is that starvation of civilian populations 
is illegal, and Additional Protocol I further states that “it 
is prohibited to attack, destroy, remove or render useless 
objects indispensable to the survival of the civilian popula-
tion, such as foodstuffs, agricultural areas for the production 
of foodstuffs, crops, livestock, drinking water installations 
and supplies and irrigation works, for the specific purpose 
of denying them for their sustenance value to the civilian 
population…”7 These IHL rules are buttressed by the 
Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court which 
criminalises such behaviour as a war crime in times of inter-
national armed conflict.8  Furthermore, IHL permits, except 
when imperative military reasons present themselves, civil-
ians to remain in their homes and their communities, where 
they can best meet their daily needs. Thus, forced transfer 
of populations is prohibited and, where evacuation of an 
area is imperative, an occupying power must ensure “the 
removals are effected in satisfactory conditions of… nutri-
tion.”9 Finally, in terms of preventing hunger, it is worth 
bearing in mind that IHL disallows the use of weapons 
that will cause grave damage to the environment, a healthy 
environment being a precondition to the production of safe 
food.

Humanitarian Need,  
Legal Obligations

Prevention aside, where there are severe humanitarian 
crises and assistance is required, IHL provides a framework 
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for action. Obviously a precondition for relief is the commu-
nication of need. The Fourth Geneva Convention provides 
that protected persons (those who are in the power of a foreign 
belligerent or occupying power) must be given every facility 
to request assistance from the International Committee of 
the Red Cross (ICRC), relief organizations, or Protecting 
Powers.10  Subject to essential security requirements, States 
must afford “representatives of religious organizations, 
relief societies, or any other organizations [domestic or 
international] assisting the protected persons… all facili-
ties for visiting the protected persons, for distributing relief 
supplies.”11  And, while the State “may limit the number of 
societies and organizations whose delegates are allowed to 
carry out their activities in its territory and under its supervi-
sion,” this limit “shall not hinder the supply of effective and 
adequate relief to all protected persons.”12 As noted above, 
the ICRC plays a special role in IHL. Despite its formal 
character as a non-governmental organization, it is given 
an international mandate under the Geneva Conventions. 
Thus, with respect to the provision of humanitarian aid, 
the Fourth Convention says that “the special position of the 
International Committee of the Red Cross in this field shall 
be recognized and respected at all times.”13

Remarkably, every State Party to the 1949 Convention is 
required to “allow the free passage of all consignments of 
medical and hospital stores and objects necessary for reli-
gious worship intended only for civilians of another High 
Contracting Party, even if the latter is its adversary” [emphasis 
added]. The Convention also requires States to allow the 
free passage of essential supplies for children and pregnant 
women. Protocol I similarly provides for free passage but 
widens the scope of potential beneficiaries:

If the civilian population of any territory under 
the control of a Party to the conflict, other than 
occupied territory, is not adequately provided 
with… [supplies]…relief actions which are 
humanitarian and impartial in character and 
conducted without any adverse distinction shall 
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be undertaken, subject to the agreement of the 
Parties concerned in such relief actions. Offers of 
such relief shall not be regarded as interference in 
the armed conflict or as unfriendly acts.14 

Only in exceptional circumstances – for example if food aid 
is being diverted to enemy fighters – can free passage be 
denied. Additional Protocol I also deals with relief personnel 
stating that they “shall be respected and protected” and 
given assistance.15 Furthermore, “only in case of imperative 
military necessity may the activities of the relief personnel 
be limited or their movements temporarily restricted.”16 An 
obligation is also put on humanitarian aid workers to act 
impartially. 

One of the arguments made at the Consultation by some 
representatives of humanitarian organizations was that 
the delivery of humanitarian assistance should solely be 
an activity carried out by humanitarian organizations. 
The military, it was argued, should cede the humanitarian 
space. These arguments are commonly reflected in much 
of the literature on humanitarianism. There may well be 
sound reasons for the idea that humanitarian assistance 
should be distributed by humanitarian organizations acting 
organizationally and visibly apart from militaries. There is, 
amongst other things, a danger of food aid being used as a 
political weapon and the danger of humanitarian and mili-
tary roles being blurred in the eyes of recipient populations. 
This discourse has come to be known as the militarisation 
of humanitarian aid and some of these issues are addressed 
by other authors in this book. As has been shown through 
attacks on aid workers in Iraq since the 2003 invasion, this 
blurring can have catastrophic consequences in terms of the 
safety of aid personnel as well as the continued delivery of 
programs. In Iraq, the fault for this blurring lies not only 
with the United States and its allies – and in particular their 
militaries and aid agencies – for insisting on coordinating 
the humanitarian response, but also to humanitarian agen-
cies themselves for failure to adequately distance themselves 
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from all of the belligerents to conflicts. As the President of 
Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) put it, accurately, in 2004, 
“without a much more vigorous defence of the specificity 
and relevance of independent humanitarian action in both 
statements and actions, the perception that humanitarian 
aid is part of the US coalition’s political and military strategy 
will continue to gain the upper hand.”17 The final chapter 
in this book goes into greater detail regarding US military 
doctrine and humanitarian-like strategies. 

These concerns are undoubtedly valid ones. However, it 
should be noted that IHL not only imposes negative obli-
gations in the sense of prohibiting the blocking of relief 
supplies or personnel, but it also imposes positive humani-
tarian obligations to act on the parties to a conflict. The 
debate about humanitarian space must take place in the 
contours of what is legally required. Specifically, warring 
parties are required to “protect relief consignments and 
facilitate their rapid distribution” and also, together with 
other States, “encourage and facilitate effective international 
co-ordination of the relief actions.”18 The positive obliga-
tions on States are particularly at the fore in situations of 
occupation, as existed in Iraq for example, at least until the 
purported full transfer of sovereignty to Iraqi authorities 
in 2004 from the US-led coalition. Article 55 of the Fourth 
Geneva Convention is clear with respect to the positive obli-
gations of an occupying power: 

To the fullest extent of the means available to it 
the Occupying Power has the duty of ensuring 
the food and medical supplies of the population; 
it should, in particular, bring in the necessary 
foodstuffs, medical stores and other articles 
if the resources of the occupied territory are 
inadequate.19 

While not relieving States of this obligation to provide food 
and medical supplies themselves – and to do so on the basis 
of need, without discrimination – the Convention also goes 
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on to state that if supplies remain inadequate in the occu-
pied territory, “the Occupying Power shall agree to relief 
schemes on behalf of the said population, and shall facilitate 
them by all the means at its disposal.”20 

Despite these positive obligations, it is important to 
recognize that the Convention envisages a large scope of 
independence for the relief schemes, providing that they 
may be carried out by neutral States or by “impartial human-
itarian organizations such as the International Committee 
of the Red Cross” [emphasis added].21 Furthermore, subject 
to security considerations: 

Recognized National Red Cross [and Red 
Crescent…] Societies shall be able to pursue 
their activities in accordance with Red Cross 
principles, as defined by the International Red 
Cross Conferences. Other relief societies shall be 
permitted to continue their humanitarian activi-
ties under similar conditions; 

The Occupying Power may not require any 
changes in the personnel or structure of these 
societies, which would prejudice the aforesaid 
activities.22 

The reason that activities by the ICRC and like-minded 
organizations are permitted, in addition to the direct moral 
imperative of reducing human suffering, is that impartial 
humanitarian assistance cannot be seen as interference 
by outside parties in a conflict. This was affirmed by the 
International Court of Justice in the 1986 Nicaragua case, 
where the Court was asked to decide on the legality of the 
US providing so-called humanitarian assistance to the contra 
rebels. It said:

There can be no doubt that the provision of 
strictly humanitarian aid to persons or forces 
in another country, whatever their political 
affiliations or objectives, cannot be regarded as 
unlawful intervention…An essential feature of 
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truly humanitarian aid is that it is given “without 
discrimination” of any kind. In the view of 
the Court, if the provision of “humanitarian 
assistance” is to escape condemnation as an inter-
vention in the internal affairs of Nicaragua, not 
only must it be limited to the purposes hallowed 
in the practice of the Red Cross, namely “to 
prevent and alleviate human suffering”…it must 
also, and above all, be given without discrimina-
tion to all in need in Nicaragua, not merely to the 
contras and their dependents.23 

Thus, provided that humanitarian agencies deliver aid in 
accordance with the principles noted by the Court, and 
respect the security imperatives of the belligerents, the law 
foresees them having a large sphere of independent action. 

Before turning to concluding remarks, distinctions between 
the legal framework for international and internal armed 
conflict with respect to the prevention of humanitarian 
emergencies and the delivery of humanitarian aid should 
be noted. The rules on humanitarian assistance appli-
cable in cases of non-international armed conflict – found 
in Common Article 3 to the Geneva Conventions and in 
Additional Protocol II of 1977 – are generally less protec-
tive of civilian victims of internal armed conflicts than of 
civilian victims of international armed conflict. Nonetheless, 
the distinction between international and non-international 
armed conflicts in these matters is narrowing through judi-
cial decisions and the evolution of customary international 
law.24 This narrowing of the gap is increasingly reflected in 
State practice. For example, although the starvation of civil-
ians is not explicitly mentioned in Common Article 3 (which 
applies to a broader range of internal armed conflicts than 
Additional Protocol II), the UK’s Manual of the Law of Armed 
Conflict nonetheless prohibits such action as a method of 
warfare in all internal armed conflicts.25 Similarly, while 
Common Article 3’s provision for humanitarian assistance 
is weak, stating only that “an impartial body, such as the 
International Committee of the Red Cross, may offer its 
services to the parties to the conflict,” the UK Manual 
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provides that “[w]henever the military situation permits, 
the delivery and distribution of humanitarian aid to people 
in need must be permitted” [emphasis added].26 

Finally, there is another body of international law that is 
relevant and deserves mention. While there are debates 
about the extent to which human rights apply when armed 
forces are operating abroad (can, for example, an Iraqi 
citizen in Basra invoke rights guaranteed by the European 
Convention of Human Rights against the UK military?), 
it is fairly clear that at least in cases where a territory is 
effectively controlled by a belligerent, the State involved is 
required to respect international human rights obligations.27 
One of the most important human rights is the right to life, 
which prohibits the intentional starvation of civilians or the 
blanket refusal of humanitarian assistance.28

Conclusion
It is simply not an option under the current legal frame-
work for the military to wholly cede a humanitarian space 
where supplies for a civilian population are lacking. This 
is particularly clear in cases of occupation. Thus, calls from 
other stakeholders for the military to get out of the game 
of providing humanitarian assistance border on the irre-
sponsible. However, the legal obligation on the military to 
provide assistance in some cases does not need mean that 
it has the right to control (or, more benignly put, coordinate) 
humanitarian relief by outside agencies.  The existing legal 
framework under IHL is minimalist but it does provide 
for food and other emergency relief to be carried out by 
the military in limited circumstances and, more broadly, 
by humanitarian agencies operating with a good deal of 
freedom of action. Any policy debate over who delivers 
aid, and when and how they do so, should take the legal 
framework as a starting point. To do otherwise is to invite 
confusion and illegality, not to mention additional suffering 
by victims of armed conflict.  
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Chapter 2

Humanitarian Space in 
Unconventional Warfare

Rupen Das

He says this is war. There is no shame in war... Tell 
him he’s wrong. War does not negate decency. It 
demands it, even more than in times of peace.1

Introduction

The brutality of war requires some way of protecting civil-
ians who are caught in the middle of armed conflicts. What 
has evolved over the past 50 years or so is comprehensive 
legal and operational frameworks which identify non-
combatants and provide them protection and assistance. 
These frameworks were designed for inter-State wars, the 
majority of the wars that were fought over the past two 
hundred years until quite recently.



Helping Hands & Loaded Arms34

However, with the changing types of armed conflicts, which 
tend to be more unconventional in nature, whether they are 
insurgencies or civil wars, the rules and frameworks are 
unravelling. British Defence Secretary John Reid, speaking 
at the Royal United Services Institute in London in April 
2006, said that there was need for changes in the rules of 
war in the face of what he called “a deliberate regression 
toward barbaric terrorism by our opponents.”2 The impli-
cations of his comments were that mankind has somehow 
progressed in the conduct of warfare in that it was no longer 
barbaric and that the rules of war (presuming that he was 
referring to the Geneva Conventions) were no longer rele-
vant. United States Vice President Dick Cheney, speaking to 
the 2007 West Point graduating class criticized the notion of 
applying the Geneva Conventions to individuals captured 
in the course of the war on terror.3 In light of TV program-
ming, such as the show 24, instructors at West Point are 
encountering difficulty in persuading US army cadets to 
abide by the Geneva Conventions in the war on terror, espe-
cially when their opponents do not abide by any such code 
or convention.4 Established armies may be increasingly 
unable or unwilling to abide by these frameworks and rules 
because the asymmetrical nature of combat in which they 
are involved requires different operational guidelines and 
strategies, especially when terror tactics are used and civil-
ians are deliberately targeted.

Legal and operational frameworks and rules protect civil-
ians and create humanitarian space within the field of 
combat so that assistance can be provided to non-combat-
ants. In unconventional wars, not only are the rules of war 
not defined, but humanitarian space can be non-existent, 
and the targeting of civilians and so-called terror tactics are 
employed to gain strategic advantages.

This chapter explores humanitarian space in unconven-
tional warfare. It begins by examining why there is a need to 
protect civilians and provide them assistance and how the 
frameworks to accomplish this have evolved over time. The 
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chapter then explores the changing nature of warfare and 
perceptions of humanitarian space, as well as the specific 
challenges that are affecting the creation of humanitarian 
space in unconventional wars.

Total War
Immanuel Kant in Perpetual Peace called for a universal 
republic based on a universal code that would protect States 
from being “constantly menaced by war.”5 Unfortunately 
war has become a common reality and peace but an illu-
sion. It seems that the numerous wars to end all wars and the 
threat of mutual destruction supposedly leading to peace 
are arguments to justify aggression. Many justifications for 
war and violence divert personal responsibility for social 
ills and failures onto someone else. Chris Hedges writes in 
War is a Force That Gives Us Meaning:

War makes the world understandable, a black 
and white tableau of them and us… And tragi-
cally war is sometimes the most powerful way in 
human society to achieve meaning.6 

While there are many theories explaining war, from the 
psychological and anthropological to the political and 
economic, it is possible that the need to perpetuate war 
lies in the fact that it focuses the attention of a society and 
provides a simplified understanding of evil by demonizing 
the enemy.

Hedges uses the term total war. He writes: “Once war, 
and especially total war that marked both the ancient and 
modern way of battle, erupts, all is sacrificed. The myth of 
war is essential to justify the horrible sacrifices required 
in war, the destruction and death of innocents.”7 It would 
seem that the time when war was limited by geographical 
boundaries on an agreed-upon battlefield, and when rules 
and conventions restrained the killing to combatants and 
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devastation to the battlefield, usually away from built-up 
civilian areas, was an interlude in a history of total war. 

Historically, warfare has involved the destruction, massacre 
and enslavement of defeated populations, as well as the 
protection of such contested populations to ensure an 
adequate taxation base upon which vanquishers could rely. 
Contemporary warfare from the 1900s onwards has not 
been any less ruthless. The most conservative toll of casu-
alties for World War I is 15 million, for the Russian Civil 
War is 9 million, for World War II is 55 million, the Chinese 
Civil War (1945-49) is 2.5 million, the Korean War is 2.8 
million, and the Vietnam War is 1.7 million.8 In just the last 
two decades the numbers continue to be staggering. In the 
1990s, 2 million died in Afghanistan, 1.5 million in Sudan, 
800,000 in Rwanda in ninety days, 500,000 in Angola, and at 
least 250,000 in Bosnia. The numbers and countries continue 
to increase. It has been estimated that the wars of the 20th 
Century have resulted in at least 62 million civilian deaths 
compared with 43 million military personnel killed.9 It 
would seem that contemporary warfare has not been any 
more civilized than the days of the barbarians, despite 
attempts to civilise this contentious activity through laws 
and conventions.

The Warriors’ Code and  
the Rules of War

Because of the reality and the brutality of war, societies 
have tried to set limits on what a warrior can and cannot 
do. Shannon French in The Warriors Code: Exploring Warrior 
Values Past and Present (2003) writes “…the purpose of a code 
is to restrain warriors, for their own good as much as for the 
good of others. Therefore the essential element of a warrior’s 
code is that it must set definite limits on what a warrior can 
and cannot do if they want to continue to be regarded as 
warriors, not murderers and cowards. For the warrior who 
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has such a code, certain actions remain unthinkable, even in 
the most dire of circumstance.”10 

While much has been written about warrior traditions such 
as those of the Greeks, Romans, Chinese warrior monks, 
and Japanese Samurai, what is now evident is that so-called 
pre-modern societies had elaborate rules of war of their 
own. Harry Turney-High, writing as early as 1949 (Primitive 
Warfare), found that in traditional societies warfare differed 
from its modern, predominantly western counterpart in 
motivation, strategy and tactics. There were no interna-
tional legal rules that defined what one could or could not 
do. Often, prisoners and non-combatants would be subject 
to torture and a host of other brutal rituals. Yet, at the same 
time, prisoners could be treated with courtesy and care, 
and tribal warriors would go to great lengths to move those 
not involved in the combat to safer areas. Turney-High 
concluded that even traditional societies had rules of war 
but these were very different than those of western societies 
today. Many times these rules and rituals are misunder-
stood by the outsider. David Rattray, the storyteller of the 
Zulu war, tells about when “the young warriors disembow-
elled every British body, this was not gratuitous mutilation: 
they were helping the spirit escape.”11

In the past couple of decades as the nature of warfare 
has changed from that between States to civil wars inside 
of States, insurgencies and now the global war on terror, 
non-State combatants seem to have their own codes of war. 
Shultz and Dew in Insurgents, Terrorists and Militia referring 
to Somali clans and warlords write: 

Actions were confined to irregular military 
operations. In pre-colonial times, a legitimate 
target would have been men of an opposing clan; 
perhaps camels, or other resources, would have 
been looted. Women and children were not delib-
erately targeted, although there may have been 
some casualties. Operations of excessive cruelty 
appear to have been eschewed for practical 



Helping Hands & Loaded Arms38

reasons. Although war was a constant, Somali 
oral historians explain that: ‘Since no group 
liked to be on the receiving end of such excessive 
violence, they took great care not to be the first to 
perpetuate it. They had every reason to believe 
that the example they set in victory would be the 
one followed by their opponents in the event of 
their defeat.’12

In the modern era, with the Peace of Westphalia in 1648 
establishing the system of sovereign States, what seemed 
to evolve was a desire for mechanisms that would govern 
the relationship between States. The assumption was that 
the State was the basic unit of international order. Hugo 
Grotius, the Dutch humanist, having lived through the 
Thirty Years’ War wrote On the Laws of War and Peace (1625), 
which is acknowledged as the foundational text of the law 
of nations. He believed that “the law should inform the State 
of the conditions that make war necessary and just; what 
the privileges and obligations are for victors, vanquished, 
and neutrals; when reprisals and punishment are called for; 
how prisoners are to be treated; and what formalities are to 
be followed in initiating and terminating war.”13 The first 
of the Geneva Conventions only systematized these ideas 
into a code of conduct for warring parties in 1864. This, 
along with the three other Geneva Conventions, the three 
Additional Protocols and the Hague Conventions of 1899 
and 1907, amount to a contemporary Warrior’s Code. They 
begin to define the limits of aggression of combatants.

Warrior’s Code to Protect Civilians
The Geneva Conventions clearly state that the responsi-
bility of meeting the needs of civilians in the midst of armed 
conflict is that of the authorities and in the case of an occu-
pation, that of the occupying power. If for some reason the 
authorities responsible are unable to provide the assistance 
needed by civilian populations, they must ensure the safe 
passage of relief supplies to the affected populations “even 
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if the assistance is destined for the civilian population of the 
adverse Party.14

The Geneva Conventions sought to define and limit the 
battlefield and identify civilian space,15 which is where 
civilian activities and services critical to the civilian popula-
tion are permitted to continue uninterrupted. This is distinct 
from humanitarian space. Humanitarian space in the midst 
of conflict ensures protection of non-combatants. It allows 
for humanitarian aid to be provided and for access by non-
combatants to assistance without threat from any of the 
combatants. The Geneva Conventions codify both civilian 
and humanitarian space.

The term humanitarian space is not a legal term. It (‘espace 
humanitaire’) was coined by the former President of MSF 
Rony Brauman in the 1990s who described it as “a space of 
freedom which we are free to evaluate needs, free to monitor 
the distribution and the use of goods, and free to have a 
dialogue with the people.”16 While the term is not in the 
United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian 
Assistance (UNOCHA) Glossary of Humanitarian Terms, it is 
referenced under humanitarian operating environment: “[a] 
key element for humanitarian agencies and organisations 
when they deploy, consists of establishing and maintaining 
a conducive humanitarian operating environment, some-
times referred to as humanitarian space.”17 

According to the Glossary of Humanitarian Terms, the humani-
tarian operating environment (i.e., humanitarian space) was 
to be governed by specific humanitarian principles:

Humanitarian  Principles:  As per UN General 
Assembly Resolution 46/182 (19 December 1991), 
humanitarian assistance must be provided in 
accordance with the principles of humanity, 
neutrality and impartiality. Adherence to these 
principles reflects a measure of accountability of 
the humanitarian community. 
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•	 Humanity:  Human suffering must be 
addressed wherever it is found, with particular 
attention to the most vulnerable in the popula-
tion, such as children, women and the elderly. 
The dignity and rights of all victims must be 
respected and protected. 

•	 Neutrality:  Humanitarian assistance must 
be provided without engaging in hostilities or 
taking sides in controversies of a political, reli-
gious or ideological nature. 

•	 Impartiality: Humanitarian assistance must 
be provided without discriminating as to ethnic 
origin, gender, nationality, political opinions, race 
or religion. Relief of the suffering must be guided 
solely by needs and priority must be given to the 
most urgent cases of distress.18

While humanitarian space is defined and the principles 
guiding action within it were identified, as to who operated 
in the humanitarian space has been heatedly debated. The 
ICRC has been mandated by the Geneva Conventions to be 
the primary actor in humanitarian space, but the Geneva 
Conventions also allow for the military to be involved, 
primarily in the case of it being an occupying power. The 
UN humanitarian agencies, along with their partner NGOs, 
are now protected by Security Council resolutions, which 
empower them to operate in the humanitarian space. 
Because of the multiplicity of actors occupying this space, 
each one with different mandates and agendas, it is critical 
that roles of the different actors be identified.

The most problematic interface within humanitarian space 
between the various actors has been between the militaries 
and the civilian agencies in a conflict context. The case 
made by the civilian agencies is that a military involved in 
combat, while also conducting humanitarian operations in 
the same context, puts at risk both the civilians caught in 
the conflict and civilian agencies providing assistance. Any 
humanitarian assistance provided by the military is seen as 
psychological warfare by the opposing combatants.
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In 1995 the first of the three UNOCHA Guidelines on the Use 
of Military and Civil Defence Assets (MCDA) in support of 
humanitarian operations generally was released followed 
in 2001 by their draft Guidelines for the use of military and 
civilian assets to specifically support UN humanitarian activ-
ities in complex emergencies; and the release of Guidelines on 
the Use of Military or Armed Escorts for Humanitarian Convoys. 
The first in-depth analysis of this interface was by the 
Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development 
(OECD) in 1998 on the comparative advantages and disad-
vantages of using the military versus civilian agencies for 
humanitarian responses. Since 2001, there have been other 
guidelines that augment these initiatives. 

Most governments also have similar guidelines, procedures 
and protocols. For example, the Canadian Government 
has the Guidelines on Humanitarian Action and Civil-Military 
Cooperation and the Civil-Military Cooperation Tactics, 
Techniques and Procedures handbook.

All of the large international NGOs have policies and 
guidelines defining how they should relate to the various 
militaries in both natural disasters and conflict contexts.

While these guidelines and protocols try to define the inter-
face between the civilian and military actors, the harder 
questions are whether, in conflict-related emergencies, the 
military can abide by humanitarian principles and whether 
simply by providing humanitarian assistance, the civilian 
population and the humanitarian agencies are then put at 
greater risk. The arguments as to why the military should 
or should not be used as the first option to provide humani-
tarian aid and assistance are well documented.19 
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The Nature of Conflict and 
Perceptions of Humanitarian Space
The conflict environment is the context in which humani-
tarian space can exist. Further, humanitarian space is defined 
by the nature of conflict. From the end of the Cold War until 
the start of the global War on Terror, western militaries have 
developed new competencies. While their primary role 
was still that of combat, as early as the mid-1950s they had 
developed considerable expertise in peacekeeping missions, 
mostly through the UN. Occasionally various militaries 
were used in humanitarian operations, usually in natural 
disasters. In 1997, the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 
(NATO) issued Civilian-Military Cooperation (CIMIC) 
Force Proposals (FP) requesting all NATO nations to estab-
lish CIMIC capabilities that include military assistance in 
humanitarian emergencies and civil emergency planning, 
among other capabilities. 

While there was clarity on how a military can be used in 
natural disasters, what remained unclear to the militaries 
was whether soldiers involved in combat should also be 
providing humanitarian assistance. Did soldiers have a role 
within the humanitarian space? The military began to see 
their role in a theatre of operations as far more complex and 
varied than traditional combat activities. The concept of a 
military being involved in three different roles in a single 
theatre of operations was first developed in 1997. The term 
three block war was used to illustrate what western militaries 
were beginning to do, though it was never formalized as a 
strategy or a tactic. However, the roots of it can be found as a 
reaction to the chaos of the Somalia conflict starting in 1991. It 
is important to understand the context of that conflict. There 
was considerable confusion on the ground, made worse by 
an evolving military objective. It was asymmetrical warfare 
in a failed State with an insurgency, which made it difficult 
to identify enemy combatants. The international commu-
nity, specifically a superpower, was confronting non-State 
actors as the primary enemy combatants. Islamic extrem-
ists were involved in the training and arming of some of 
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the insurgent groups. It was a complex humanitarian crisis 
– the original cause for the humanitarian intervention.20 It 
was a precursor of the type of conflict that was to come. It 
would also change what humanitarian space looked like.

The Somalia conflict was the start of a new era of reframing 
armed conflict and the ways the international community 
intervenes in such arenas. During the Cold War, there were 
some inter-State conflicts and numerous proxy wars that 
the superpowers fought. In the post-Cold War era, as the 
definitions and polarities changed, a range of military oper-
ations erupted. There were new insurgencies within places 
such as East Timor and Kosovo. There were long-standing 
insurgencies in Sri Lanka and Colombia. There were proxy 
wars in Sierra Leone and Eastern Congo (the DRC). There 
were implosions and fragmentation of nations States, such 
as in the Balkans and Rwanda where militias deliberately 
targeted civilian populations. In most of these cases, while 
civilian space was not respected as witnessed by the horrific 
massacres and mutilations, humanitarian space and the 
humanitarian actors who provided assistance were mostly 
respected and not targeted.

With Chechnya the landscape began to shift. The confron-
tation was between radical extremist elements and a 
superpower. The opposing combatants represented very 
different societies, value systems and religions. It was no 
longer just a struggle for territory and political freedom; it 
also had to do with social, cultural and religious freedom.

The implication was that any party on the field of combat 
represented one side or the other. The lines were clearly 
drawn. There was no neutrality and impartiality. Hansen 
and Seely, writing in 1996, stated “[t]he Chechnya conflict 
exemplifies warfare conducted without humanitarian 
pretensions. Serious and repeated violations of humani-
tarian law and of the rules of war have characterized the 
behaviour of both Russian and separatist forces.”21 Even the 
aid agencies were suspect and accused of being spies. The 
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Red Cross, the UN and MSF were targeted, among many 
others. In Chechnya, the operations of the ICRC and the 
IFRCs national affiliates at some points were almost non-
existent because humanitarian space did not exist. 

Humanitarian space – circumscribed from the 
beginning – has been eroding at an alarming 
pace since the onset of hostilities. Aid agen-
cies have been plagued increasingly by serious 
security problems. Insecurity and bureaucratic 
obstructionism have prompted most agencies 
to withdraw from Chechnya, either quitting 
Russia altogether or retreating to the neigh-
bouring regions of Ingushetia, North Ossetia, 
and Dagestan.22

Insurgencies and asymmetrical warfare are nothing new. 
What is new is that some of the insurgencies are no longer 
local. Rather than being limited to a single nation with 
staging areas in neighbouring countries, these insurgen-
cies have morphed into transnational operations and are 
often linked with terror cells around the world. The impact 
of globalization has made it a global civil war.23 Warfare is 
no longer limited to controlling geography, resources and 
populations, but is now based on allegiance to one’s ethnic, 
religious or tribal group, rather than allegiance to a State. It is 
now about cultural and religious domination and freedom, 
depending on one’s perspective. It is a throwback to a more 
primitive form of identity and society. Using the present 
legal frameworks, primarily the Geneva Conventions, it 
has become difficult to define the battlefield, identify the 
combatants and ensure protection for non-combatants.

Challenges to Humanitarian Space
War and battlefields are no longer geographically defined. 
As Lt. Gen. Dan Halutz of the Israeli Defence Forces once 
explained, “victory is not a matter of seizing territory… It 
is a matter of consciousness… [that] the concept of land 
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battles is ‘anachronistic.’”24 Battles over the centuries have 
evolved from rampaging armies with scorched earth poli-
cies, to clearly designated battlefields where rival armies 
inflicted horrific injuries on their enemies. Battlefields were 
usually away from civilian areas or in places from where 
the civilians had fled. The horrors of World War I were of 
soldiers being massacred in static trench warfare, while 
those of World War II were of built-up civilian areas being 
targeted in air campaigns. Arthur Harris, who was head of 
the British bomber command during World War II, believed 
that “success… would come mostly through influencing the 
psychology of the enemy.”25 There have been only a handful 
of wars since World War II where the conflict was confined 
to specific geographic areas away from populated areas that 
could be designated as battlefields. Increasingly, wars are 
being fought over large regions that include heavily popu-
lated urban areas such as towns and cities. It is now almost 
impossible to distinguish between a battlefield and civilian 
space. With no clear understanding of where a battlefield is, 
it is increasingly difficult to create and define humanitarian 
space for the opposing armies.

In this changing landscape, there are now significant chal-
lenges to creating and maintaining humanitarian space. 
The Geneva Conventions and the Additional Protocols 
represent the values of the international community of 
nation States over the past hundred years or so. They, along 
with the United Nations Charter, the Hague Conventions 
and the explorations of the customary rules of war at the 
Nuremburg War Trials, codify the rules of war. The problem 
is that they represent only the values of the community of 
nation States or the High Contracting Parties as the Geneva 
Convention refers to them. In other words, only State actors 
are party to the Geneva Conventions.

The Geneva Conventions were the first truly inclusive 
warrior code that has been universally accepted by the 
community of nation States. In reaction to this example of 
globalization, there are an increasing number of voices who 
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see the conventions as representing western values. They 
think that these values are not universal and are culturally 
particularistic. In the post-Cold War era, many conflicts 
were fought over resources, and the militias and insurgent 
groups involved did not abide by any set of principles that 
governed their behaviour. In the global war on terror the 
Islamic extremists derive their rules of war from the Koran 
and the Hadith. However, within the Muslim community 
there are deep disagreements over interpretation of these 
texts and traditions. The more moderate elements within 
Islam allow for contextual analysis of the religious texts 
from which principles may be derived for present-day 
applications. There are initiatives now that are looking at the 
overlap between the values represented by both the Geneva 
Conventions and the Koran and the Hadith. Unfortunately, 
the more conservative and radical elements within Islam 
allow only for a literal interpretation and view the Geneva 
Conventions as representing foreign western liberal values.

If in contemporary armed conflicts there are no agreements 
on the rules of war or defined areas of operations in which 
battles can be fought, how then can humanitarian space be 
defined? It is the combatants who determine humanitarian 
space. When combatants were primarily nation States, an 
agreed framework like the Geneva Conventions determined 
what the humanitarian space looked like. In today’s conflicts 
there is no common understanding of humanitarian space, 
or even the need for humanitarian space. In an intriguing 
book, What Terrorists Want: Understanding the Enemy, 
Containing the Threat, Louise Richardson writes: “Terrorists 
see the world in Manichean, black-and-white terms.”26 She 
goes on to suggest that a lot of people are called terrorists by 
their enemies, in a process of othering. That does not mean 
that they all are terrorists. According to Richardson, terror-
ism’s true definition is “deliberately and violently targeting 
civilians for political purposes.”27 Yet the very nature of 
asymmetrical warfare is that the weaker, non-State party in 
an armed conflict may resort to any means to gain a tactical 
advantage, which may include targeting civilians. At the 



Humanitarian Space in Unconventional Warfare 47

same time, with no clear understanding anymore on where 
the battlefield is, State Parties in conflicts continue to deliber-
ately target civilian infrastructure, as in Kosovo and in both 
Iraq wars, using the argument that the infrastructure is also 
vital to military forces in its pursuit of military objectives. 
The resulting civilian casualties are referred to as collateral 
damage. The conclusion drawn from this is that if there is 
no agreement on civilian and humanitarian space, then 
the principles of impartiality and neutrality as defined by 
humanitarian principles are no longer commonly accepted 
values. 

Moreover, there is a marked confusion of the terms and 
meanings of militias, insurgents, and terrorists. It is critical 
to distinguish between these three categories, as the way in 
which the Geneva Conventions are applied is contingent on 
a clear understanding of the conventions. While there is no 
agreed definition of what each of these terms mean, they 
can be understood by their common application of violence 
against civilian populations as a war strategy. Shannon 
French has a very helpful paradigm to try and categorize 
different terror groups. On one axis she has the nature of 
the goals of the terror groups. These would range from the 
temporal, where there are aspirations for independence and 
a homeland, to transformational, where the goal is to trans-
form society to a new set of values and ethics. On the other 
axis, she defines the relationship that the group has to the 
community. This would range from close where the group 
represents the hopes and aspiration of the community, to 
isolated where it is not accepted by the community.28 One 
element that French does not refer to is whether the insur-
gent group has a State sponsor or not.

Using this paradigm it is possible to create a humanitarian 
space in the midst of a conflict with insurgent groups or in 
a civil war. Insurgent groups that are close to the commu-
nity have temporal goals and have State sponsors with 
whom to negotiate. Groups that have no State sponsor are 
isolated and have transformational goals that would be 
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classified as terror group in their purest sense and would 
be very difficult to negotiate with. The type of insurgency 
and insurgents would determine how humanitarian space 
is negotiated and created. Some successful examples of this 
are Operation Lifeline Sudan (OLS) in southern Sudan and 
the days of relative peace during the Lebanese civil war in 
which the UN negotiated an opportunity for the vaccina-
tion of children. Mary B. Anderson documents many more 
examples in her book, Do No Harm.29

Unfortunately, much of the conflict and the global war on 
terror is being fought by insurgent groups that are ideo-
logical and are seeking the transformation of society, often 
along radical religious lines. As a result, a common under-
standing of humanitarian space does not exist and there are 
no mechanisms to create it or negotiate it.

Further, private militaries have conflated the issue of 
humanitarian space in unconventional warfare. Mercenaries 
have always been a reality of warfare; however, the scale, 
role, and activities of private military and security compa-
nies (PMSCs) are rapidly increasing and evolving. In the 
Iraq conflict, there are 48,000 PMSC employees contracted 
from 181 companies30 in traditional security roles, but also 
as logisticians, drivers, coordinators, and project managers, 
providing the services of direct combat, intelligence services, 
training, security in conflict zones, consulting and planning, 
maintenance and technical assistance, operational and logis-
tical support, and post-conflict reconstruction. Historically, 
PMSCs have been involved in direct combat operations as 
in Sierra Leone and in indirect combat as in Liberia and 
Colombia. 

In a conflict zone such as in Iraq the distinction 
between combat and combat support breaks 
down. There is no perceptible difference between 
regular soldiers and the private contractor 
protecting convoys or materials. Even providing 
security for an oil company, aid agency or media 
outlet in such an environment necessitates being 
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armed and ready to shoot, often under circum-
stances where combatants and civilians are 
difficult to separate.31

There is a growing concern about the actions of PMSCs and 
whether they can be held accountable to a host nation as 
well as to the international community. In Iraq for example, 
all PMSC employees and non-Iraqi military personnel 
are immune from persecution in Iraq under Coalition 
Provisional Authority (CPA) Order 17 for acts performed 
within the terms of their contracts. Persecution in the home 
country in which the PMSCs are headquartered is equally 
problematic. There are legislation and international regu-
lations that address mercenaries. In the UK, the Foreign 
Enlistment Act of 1870 prohibits the recruitment of merce-
naries. There is no legislation covering PMSCs. There are 
three treaties in international law addressing mercenaries. 
These include the 1977 Organization of African Unity 
Convention for the Elimination of Mercenaries in Africa, 
the 1977 Protocol I Additional to the Geneva Conventions 
and the 1989 UN International Convention against the 
Recruitment, Use, Financing and Training of Mercenaries, 
which came into force in 2001. Enrique Ballesteros, the UN 
Special Rapporteur on Mercenaries, proposed broadening 
the definition of mercenary in order to incorporate PMSCs 
into the 1989 UN Convention but found no consensus. None 
of the five permanent members of the Security Council 
have ratified the 1989 Convention. There have been addi-
tional efforts in South Africa, with the Regulation of Foreign 
Military Assistance (FMA) Bill, and in the USA, with the 
Arms Export Control Act of 1968.

Despite these conclusions, the reality on the ground, espe-
cially in Iraq, is that disregard for human rights and abuses 
by some employees of PMSCs have gone unpunished. Of 
note is that there exists no standardized or required training 
for employees of PMSCs on the legal frameworks governing 
the work that they do in places like Iraq.
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An additional issue that further problematizes humani-
tarian space is the training of western militaries. Lt. Col. 
Dave Grossman, in On Killing (1996), refers to Ardant du 
Picq (Battle Studies, 1946), Brig. Gen. S.L.A. Marshall (Men 
Against Fire, 1978), John Keegan (Face of Battle, 1976) and 
Richard Holmes (Acts of War: Behavior of Men in Battle, 
1985) and their observation of a non-participatory trend 
by soldiers in warfare. Their extensive research shows that 
until the Vietnam War there seemed to be a resistance in 
human nature to killing their fellow humans in the field of 
combat. Marshall’s detailed study of firing rates in WWII 
shows that approximately 15-20% actually fired to kill, if 
they fired at all.32 This changed dramatically during the 
Vietnam War where the firing rate was 95%.33 The change 
came about with the realization that human beings have a 
natural resistance to killing others. In order to increase the 
effectiveness of soldiers, militaries are changing the training 
of their soldiers to desensitize them to killing. 

An unintended consequence of this desensitization is now 
seen in the attitude of US soldiers in Iraq. According to a 
Pentagon survey released in May 2007, only 47% of soldiers 
and 38% of marines (less than half) felt that non-combatants 
should be treated with dignity and respect, as required by 
the Geneva Conventions. Ten percent admitted to unnec-
essarily damaging or destroying property and 4% of the 
soldiers and 7% of the Marines admitted to hitting or kicking 
non-combatants when it was not necessary. Interestingly, 
although the majority of the troops admitted that they had 
been trained on how to behave towards non-combatants, 
almost a third said that their own unit officer had not made 
it clear that maltreatment was not acceptable.34

For complex environments such as those in Iraq, Afghanistan 
and Somalia, the training of military forces on their obliga-
tion to protect civilians and the need to create humanitarian 
space is inadequate and often confusing. In a context where 
the insurgents easily blend into the civilian population, a 
desensitisation to killing and a focus on a higher firing rate 
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obscures any objectivity. There is little understanding of 
the need to protect civilians and much less to provide them 
assistance. The ability to create humanitarian space in such 
a context has become extremely difficult.

Conclusions and Implications
Unconventional warfare is now the norm rather than the 
exception; yet the mechanisms, rules and conventions 
that exist to protect civilians and create space so that 
humanitarian aid can be provided are all geared for more 
traditional inter-State conflicts. It is becoming increasingly 
clear that the relevance of established rules of war, such as 
the Geneva Conventions, are being questioned in the new 
types of conflict emerging in Iraq, Somalia, Chechnya and 
Afghanistan. With few guidelines in this uncharted terri-
tory, total war with its brutal involvement of civilians is a 
horrifying reality. 

There are a number of implications of this phenomenon. 
There is a growing trend of international NGOs becoming 
more and more risk averse. Stoddard’s, Harmer’s and Haver’s 
Providing Aid in Insecure Environments: Trends in Policy and 
Operations studied major acts of violence committed against 
aid workers since 1997. Violence against aid workers nearly 
doubled every year, the increase growing steeper in the 
second half of the 1990s. National staff of agencies represent 
79% of the victims and their risk relative to international 
staff is increasing in most violent contexts.35 The study also 
found that new protective measures are being adopted by 
humanitarian agencies in certain highly volatile contexts. 
These include agencies maintaining very low profiles or 
even “clandestine modes of programming.” Reports from 
the Canadian Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) in 
southern Afghanistan indicate that humanitarian agencies 
are becoming more risk averse and are pulling out from 
high-risk environments.36
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The second implication is that, with enhanced security 
procedures and a greater aversion to risk and the reduction 
in numbers of civilian humanitarian agencies involved in 
humanitarian space, this space is being increasingly filled 
by the military and private contractors who have little or 
no understanding of humanitarian principles or the Geneva 
Conventions.37 

While the ideal would be to try and have more robust means 
of protecting civilians while establishing and enforcing 
humanitarian space, the reality is that neither the capacity 
nor the will exists within the international community. 

The International Criminal Court (ICC) and the various war 
crimes tribunals are legal attempts to enforce the rules of 
war and the Geneva Conventions. While there have been 
some successes, their failings are numerous. They mainly 
try and hold senior leadership accountable. Procedurally, 
they are extremely slow. They have not served as a deter-
rent to other warlords, heads of militias or insurgents. The 
issue of significant collateral damage among civilians by 
established armies is not addressed. While the ICC and the 
tribunals are a starting point, much more needs to be done.

There needs to be a more thorough training on the Geneva 
Conventions for military personnel deploying into combat 
zones. While ethics and morality in combat are addressed 
for officers during their training, all indications suggest that 
for soldiers this training is mostly an after-thought, rather 
than an integral part of their training, as witnessed by the 
significant abuses in Iraq and the attitudes of the Coalition 
soldiers in Iraq. It has to be more than just knowing what 
the Geneva Conventions are, but a deeper understanding 
of their application for the protection of civilians caught 
in conflict areas. With total war becoming more of a reality, 
it is critical that soldiers (not just officers) in conventional 
armies be able to distinguish between combatants and non-
combatants and also understand the need for the creation 
of humanitarian space which would allow for protection 



Humanitarian Space in Unconventional Warfare 53

of civilians and humanitarian agencies and allow for assis-
tance to be provided to the civilians.

We need to move beyond simplistic labels. Terms like the 
Global War on Terror (GWOT) and unlawful enemy combatant 
do little for understanding the complexities of the conflicts 
in Iraq, Afghanistan, Chechnya and Somalia, among other 
places. There has to be better analysis of insurgents and 
militias in a conflict by conventional militaries in order to 
understand how to negotiate humanitarian space. Such 
analysis has to be proactively used by both State actors and 
humanitarian agencies to try and negotiate humanitarian 
space. Besides Shannon French’s framework for analyzing 
various terror groups, there are almost no analytical tools 
for militaries and humanitarian agencies to use in order 
to understand unconventional combatant groups to nego-
tiate humanitarian space. The development of such tools is 
critical for the protection of civilians and the provision of 
humanitarian assistance. 

Advocating for and trying to enforce rules of war such as 
the Geneva Conventions and other instruments are having 
limited success in allowing humanitarian agencies to 
operate according to humanitarian principles. Disengaging 
from humanitarian operations because of high risk is not 
a good option. Innovative ways have to be found to create 
and maintain humanitarian space. Some existing tools such 
as Mary Anderson’s Local Capacities for Peace (LCP) frame-
work can be adapted to identify connectors between hostile 
communities in order to create humanitarian space. There 
is a need to collect best practices on negotiating humani-
tarian space that already exists. Humanitarian agencies and 
CIMIC officers in conventional militaries need to be trained 
on how to negotiate humanitarian space. 

There is no clear process by which to create and maintain 
humanitarian space in unconventional warfare compared to 
traditional warfare as codified in the Geneva Conventions. 
Understanding that unconventional warfare occurrences 
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are on the increase, it is possible to conclude that humani-
tarian space may no longer exist in such environments. 
Acknowledging this allows stakeholders to create innovative 
solutions to continue upholding humanitarian principles, 
and to affect change within beneficiary populations and the 
context in which they live.
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Chapter 3

Humanitarians’ Own 
Responsibility to Protect

Mark Fried1

Introduction
Traditionally, humanitarian organisations working in areas 
suffering conflict have focused on helping non-combatants 
survive the impact of violence in order to rebuild their lives 
once peace is restored.2 However, since the early 1990s, a 
series of wars have been waged primarily on non-combat-
ants or in areas heavily populated by them – described by 
some as three block wars – accompanied by unprecedented 
physical threats to humanitarian agency staff, which have 
obliged a shift in approach. Learning bitter lessons from 
their experience in Somalia, Rwanda, the Balkans, Liberia 
and Sudan, the major humanitarian agencies have come to 
acknowledge that people living in conflict zones often need 
protection from violence far more urgently than they need 
clean water, food or shelter, and have had to find ways to 
address their own responsibility in this regard. This chapter 
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examines the response of one agency to the challenges 
presented by the shrinking humanitarian space. Oxfam 
International is a global leader in emergency water and 
sanitation provision, with a strong track record in ensuring 
access to food, providing basic necessities and promoting 
hygiene, and is present in many of the world’s conflict zones. 
Oxfam’s approach to working in conflict has undergone 
significant changes over the past 15 years, and its experi-
ence is illustrative of general trends. Oxfam has altered its 
practices in the field, has ramped up efforts at prevention 
– advocating for the resolution of conflicts and campaigning 
for regulation of the arms trade – and has accepted that in 
extreme cases military force may be necessary to protect 
civilians. 

New ways of working
With people’s safety as great a concern as their access to basic 
services, some agencies have acknowledged that their pres-
ence can do as much harm as good, and have altered their 
ways of working accordingly. For example, the assistance 
provided may save individuals, but it may also prolong the 
conflict, causing more suffering in the end. Relief supplies 
may be diverted to feed the war effort, and may expose civil-
ians to greater risk of attack; refugee camps may provide 
safe havens for war criminals; the efforts of humanitarian 
NGOs may allow governments to shirk their own responsi-
bilities; and military commanders can more easily weather 
the political fallout of collateral damage because agencies are 
there to pick up the pieces. 

In Oxfam’s case, this has led to concrete operational changes. 
When NGO vehicles were commandeered in Liberia in 1996 
and used to commit brutal attacks, Oxfam learned to work 
without assets vulnerable to looting. When aid to Southern 
Sudan was diverted to fighters a few years later, Oxfam 
suspended deliveries until insurgents agreed to desist. In 
Afghanistan and elsewhere, where expatriates are vulner-
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able to attack, Oxfam relies increasingly on local staff and 
local organisations. In Darfur, where women and girls are 
routinely beaten and raped while collecting water, Oxfam 
locates water points where women will be most secure. In 
Darfur as well, women are exposed to violent attack while 
collecting firewood, so Oxfam distributes alternative fuels. 
Since the late 1990s, Oxfam emergency managers in the 
field periodically have to answer a series of questions to 
help judge the net impact for good and for ill of the agency’s 
activities, to determine if such adaptations are sufficient to 
justify continuing operations - an assessment that is never 
easy. 

At the same time, shrinking humanitarian space has moved 
agencies to increase their efforts to hold governments 
to account and to encourage the international commu-
nity to help resolve conflicts. In this regard, Oxfam has 
vastly stepped up the resources it dedicates to influencing 
governments and international institutions. The Oxfam 
International office in New York was opened in 2000 for 
the express purpose of lobbying United Nations Security 
Council members on humanitarian concerns. Three years 
later, Oxfam joined with Amnesty International and the 
International Action Network on Small Arms (IANSA) to 
launch a global campaign to build support for an inter-
national treaty to regulate the trade in conventional 
weapons.3

Advocacy by humanitarian agencies on armed conflict can 
play a positive role in achieving a Security Council consensus 
on particular crises, as was evident in the case of Northern 
Uganda. However, it often presents agencies with difficult 
choices, since governments directly involved in a conflict 
often view such activity as partisan, and may retaliate, 
endangering relief operations in the field. For this reason, 
Oxfam often works behind closed doors, as in the case of 
the agency’s extensive advocacy on Zimbabwe or Darfur. In 
other cases, the most effective route is to take the problem 
to the general public, particularly when the international 
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community has refused to acknowledge the gravity of the 
situation. Media attention and citizen activism can quickly 
move a crisis higher up the agenda of governments.

Attacks on humanitarian workers  
and the role of the military

The principles of impartiality and independence have never 
been foolproof armour for humanitarian agencies, but for 
years they sufficed. Oxfam has always sought close relations 
of trust with the communities it has served as its best source 
of protection. Oxfam is engaged in long-term development 
efforts in over 100 countries around the world, and does 
so via local community-based organisations. Previously, 
humanitarian work in times of war remained enormously 
complex and fraught with difficulties, but at least an estab-
lished local reputation and a network of local counterparts 
rooted in the affected communities provided a base for relief 
work. Today, that asset is increasingly insufficient, as some 
combatants refuse to respect the role of humanitarian agen-
cies or the neutrality of civilians. 

It is often not easy to discern why humanitarian workers 
are being attacked. While it is tempting to interpret every 
incident as rooted in resentment against the West, or as a 
strategic attack on humanitarian space, it is often the apolit-
ical result of endemic insecurity. That said, when soldiers 
dress as civilians and hand-out aid, or military officers 
describe humanitarian agencies as their allies – proclaiming 
that humanitarian and development work is part of the war 
effort, as Canada and other nations do today in Afghanistan 
– it certainly increases the likelihood that combatants may 
target the nearest aid worker. When insurgent or govern-
ment military planners in fact consider humanitarians an 
asset, it heightens the dangers to humanitarian personnel 
and their intended beneficiaries, first because such an 
approach legitimises attacks on humanitarians in the eyes 
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of the other side, and second because it turns humanitarian 
operations – be they water pumps, shelters or food distri-
bution centres – and the people who use them into likely 
targets. For this reason, Oxfam insists that the use of mili-
tary assets for humanitarian relief should be limited and 
specific, restricted to instances in which civilian agencies 
are unable to operate and lives are at stake.

Even more problematic than soldiers handing out relief is 
military involvement in development activities. Besides 
being expensive and dangerous to beneficiaries for reasons 
noted above, military-run development work more often 
than not lacks appropriate community involvement or 
efforts to build local capacity. In Oxfam’s experience, rapid 
impact projects, such as digging wells, and building schools 
or roads, which rely on outside funding and skills, do little 
to address the problems poor communities face because 
they fail to engage people in the process – and the infra-
structure provided often falls into disrepair in short order. 
Like most experienced agencies, Oxfam places a premium 
on helping communities enhance their own capabilities, so 
that development assistance and humanitarian relief lead 
to sustainable improvements in people’s lives. This requires 
a lengthy engagement the military has neither the expertise 
nor the capacity to undertake. 

When humanitarian workers are attacked, agencies are 
faced with a stark choice: request protection from a party 
to the conflict, hire private guards, or pull out because they 
cannot in all conscience put their staff at risk. Oxfam remains 
adamantly opposed to the first option. Allying with a bellig-
erent party could raise the risk to staff as much as lower it, 
even when that party is operating under a United Nations 
mandate. It could also increase the risk of violence to the 
beneficiaries of relief efforts, by associating them with one 
side in the conflict. Oxfam also rejects the second option, 
hiring private guards, because armed escorts are as likely 
to draw fire as to repel it. More importantly, bringing more 
weapons into an area suffering conflict could worsen the 
prospects for a peaceful resolution. 
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When staff lives are at stake, Oxfam has opted to pull its 
operations out of such environments. This has happened 
on numerous occasions, usually in a limited and temporary 
manner – for a few days in a particular zone until either the 
situation improves or staff are able to dream up innovative 
ways of keeping the security risk within acceptable bounds. 
The only country Oxfam has pulled out of entirely due to 
insecurity is Iraq, although Oxfam support is still provided 
to local relief agencies. This is not a satisfactory answer, as 
it leaves many people who might have been helped without 
assistance. In such cases Oxfam redoubles its efforts to 
convince the international community to seek a political 
solution, and to staunch the flow of weapons, which harms 
the prospects for achieving peace.

Development and humanitarian action can help increase 
security in a country suffering from conflict. However, 
Oxfam has found that their value is undermined when 
development and humanitarian aims are subordinated to 
military objectives. The risks to humanitarian workers and 
to the intended civilian beneficiaries often become unten-
able – especially if the security strategy places a premium 
on destroying insurgents, rather than reducing poverty or 
meeting needs for protection and assistance. When Canada 
takes part in offensive military operations overseas, as in 
Afghanistan today, Canadian humanitarian agencies face a 
particular challenge. Can they retain impartiality when their 
government could be construed as a party to the conflict? 
Oxfam Canada’s policy regarding government funding for 
work in countries suffering armed conflict is one response 
to this dilemma. As each crisis is different, the policy offers 
guidelines but no blanket answers. Please refer to Figures 
1, 2, 3, and 4 for additional detail regarding Oxfam Canada 
policy.
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Oxfam Canada Policy Regarding Government 
Funding  for  Work  in  Countries  Suffering  Armed 
Conflict4

In deciding whether to seek or accept government 
funding for relief or development work in a country 
suffering armed conflict, Oxfam Canada will be guided 
by: 

The humanitarian imperative to save lives and 
reduce suffering;5

The principles of impartial humanitarian assistance 
and their practical application;6

Relevant Oxfam International policies and 
protocols;7 

Our resolve to help women, men and children fulfill 
their rights to humanitarian assistance;

Our experience in the affected country or region and 
relations with current and prospective partners;  

Our determination to be a major Canadian voice 
defending and promoting the impartial application 
of international humanitarian law;

Our need to manage risks to our reputation, both in 
Canada and in the country and region in question;

Our desire to promote peace and increase Canadian 
solidarity with the victims of conflict.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Figure 1
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In deciding whether to accept Canadian govern-
ment funding for relief or development work in a 
country suffering armed conflict, Oxfam Canada will 
consider the following questions regarding Canada’s 
involvement: 

What is the nature of Canada’s involvement? 
Involvement could include deployment of troops, 
supply of military hardware, funding for military or 
civil-military operations, diplomatic efforts, political 
declarations or other actions.

Does it form part of a UN peace operation or UN-
sanctioned mission? If so, do we endorse the 
international community’s justification for inter-
vening in the country in question?

Could Canada be considered a belligerent party?

Do we believe Canada’s involvement is likely to 
increase or decrease the suffering of ordinary people 
in that country or region?

Do we believe it is likely to aggravate or reduce 
instability in the region, and help or hinder prog-
ress towards a just solution of national and regional 
conflicts?

Is Canada’s involvement likely to enhance or 
diminish respect for international humanitarian law, 
or for the role of the United Nations as the voice of 
world opinion?

Is it likely to help move the UN and other multilateral 
bodies toward an interpretation of the “responsibility 
to protect” based on international humanitarian 
law?

Is it likely to undermine Canada’s and the inter-
national community’s ability to address human 
suffering in other crises?

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Figure 2
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We must also answer the following questions regarding 
the implications of accepting Canadian government 
funding:

Will it undermine the security of Oxfam staff or 
partners?

Is it consistent with Oxfam Canada’s strategic 
direction?

Will accepting government funding affect our ability 
to raise funds for our ongoing work?

Will it undermine Canadian solidarity with the 
victims of this conflict or civil society efforts to 
promote peace?

•

•

•

•

Figure 3

To accept government funding, at minimum we must 
be convinced that doing so:

Will save lives and reduce suffering;

Will not undermine our humanitarian impartiality;

Will not undermine our credibility to be an effective 
independent voice in public and private advocacy;

Will be in accordance with Oxfam International 
policies.

•

•

•

•

Figure 4
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Using military force to  
protect civilians
When the UN Security Council authorized a limited inter-
vention for humanitarian reasons in northern Iraq in 1991, 
not many realized that it would open a debate lasting 
fifteen years. The intervention in Somalia a year later and 
its disastrous results signalled how difficult this question of 
intervention on the basis of human security was to become. 
Military intervention can undermine the safety of civilians, 
notwithstanding the good intentions of those intervening. 
Determining when military action will do more good than 
harm in protecting civilians is a question beyond Oxfam’s 
experience and competence. Yet, it was obvious to its staff 
that the agency would have to face the question again and 
that it should develop the relevant expertise to respond 
accordingly. Often, as in Darfur since 2003, there is no clear 
answer; other times, as all learned in Rwanda in 1994, the 
answer is painfully evident.

Oxfam’s grim experience in recent years has led it to accept 
that in extreme cases the use of military force may be needed 
to protect civilians. As the UN statement on the responsibility 
to protect puts it: “The international community… has the 
responsibility… to help protect populations from genocide, 
war crimes, ethnic cleansing and crimes against humanity 
[and] we are prepared to take collective action… should 
peaceful means be inadequate and national authorities 
manifestly fail to protect populations [from such crimes].”8 
However, Oxfam believes that the international communi-
ty’s responsibility begins long before a State fails to protect 
its citizens. The agency holds that the international commu-
nity must work collectively to ensure that situations never 
deteriorate to the point where military force is required. 

For Oxfam, this implies addressing the root causes of 
poverty and insecurity, since wars and other complex emer-
gencies occur when political leaders fail to resolve social 
and economic problems. Until the grossly unfair interna-
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tional trade and finance regimes, which block escape routes 
from poverty, are transformed, the agency contends, the 
world will face ever more failed States. Oxfam points to 
the consensus for change evidenced in the Doha Round of 
trade talks at the World Trade Organization (WTO)9 and 
the evident breakdown of the Washington Consensus on 
economic policy as signs of hope that must be built upon.10 
Similarly, until the unregulated international trade in weap-
onry is brought under control, social and economic strife 
will easily spiral into armed combat. The Arms Trade Treaty 
process that kicked-off in 2006 at the UN provides an oppor-
tuznity to achieve binding controls to prevent arms transfers 
from falling into the wrong hands.

Once conflict erupts, Oxfam insists that intensive diplo-
macy and assistance are still essential to try to resolve the 
underlying motivations for violence. Because military inter-
vention could as easily increase insecurity as decrease it, 
particularly in light of the international community’s lack 
of preparedness, military intervention should be viewed 
as a recourse of last resort, reserved for extreme cases. It 
must always be subordinated to the political objective of 
achieving a just resolution to the problems that motivated 
the conflict in the first place. 

The decision to intervene in a crisis is extraordinarily diffi-
cult for political leaders to make and one that is hard to 
prepare for. However, how to intervene once the decision 
is made is one that the international community can and 
must prepare for. The lesson from Kosovo, where NATO’s 
strategy led to greater civilian casualties than was ever 
necessary, has come back to haunt the international forces 
in Afghanistan. Military action, Oxfam says, will only effec-
tively protect civilians when the forces involved have the 
training, doctrine and mandate, which prioritize that objec-
tive. The military approach to protecting civilians may need 
to be more robust than traditional peacekeeping, in that it 
may have to confront and disarm those who threaten civil-
ians’ safety, but it should look a lot more like peacekeeping 
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than combat operations. In Oxfam’s view, any military 
action by the international community must explicitly 
support a negotiated settlement, rather than seek to defeat 
an enemy, or it will end up endangering civilians rather 
than protecting them. 

Developing the capacity to protect civilians in extreme cases 
is a major challenge before the international community. 
Despite growing need, the past decade has seen a marked 
decline in international capacity to undertake effective 
peace operations. The weak performance of the UN in the 
Congo and the African Union in Darfur shows how much 
needs to be done in the areas of competence and capacity. 
Oxfam lays much of the blame at the door of rich countries 
that could get involved and choose not to. Particularly prob-
lematic are the billions thrown at the amorphous War on 
Terror, while very real opportunities to renew peacekeeping 
are passed up. Oxfam believes Canada could play a crucial 
role in improving the international community’s capacity 
to meet this urgent challenge. Beyond providing troops, 
Canada has the wherewithal, the credibility and the experi-
ence to develop and undertake training, provide logistical 
support and demonstrate the viability of a renewed form of 
peacekeeping designed to protect civilians under threat.

Humanitarians’ Own  
Responsibility to Protect

Humanitarian agencies have undergone a significant trans-
formation over the past fifteen years in response to the 
advent of wars waged primarily on non-combatants or in 
areas heavily populated by them. Concern for the safety 
of civilians has caused humanitarian agencies to acknowl-
edge their own responsibility to protect, while shrinking 
humanitarian space has obliged them to adopt new ways of 
working, to step up policy advocacy, and to support the use 
of military force by the international community in extreme 
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cases. Oxfam International’s experience suggests that to 
meet the challenge posed by the responsibility to protect, 
humanitarian agencies must raise their sights beyond the 
need for clean water, food or shelter, and become watch-
dogs on the actions or inactions of government and military 
forces. Agencies should urge governments to address the 
root causes of conflict, using diplomacy and assistance rather 
than force. They should insist that military involvement in 
relief or development work be limited and specific and never 
subordinated to military objectives. When force becomes 
necessary to protect civilians, humanitarian agencies must 
use their considerable clout to ensure it be undertaken in 
a manner that effectively protects civilians from violence 
and supports a resolution of the problems underlying the 
conflict. Even when States remain the duty-bearers under 
international law, and thus responsible for protecting civil-
ians at risk, humanitarians must do their part to ensure 
States fulfil that obligation. In a world where saving lives 
is ever more risky, yet ever more essential, humanitarian 
organisations find themselves increasingly confronted with 
their own responsibility to protect. 

Notes
1 Mark Fried is Communications & Advocacy Coordinator for 

Oxfam Canada. The views expressed in this article are the author’s own 
and should not be attributed to Oxfam International or any of its affiliate 
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was launched in 2001 with the avowed purpose of achieving trade rules 
that favour development and the fight against poverty. Developing coun-
tries have asserted that mandate seriously, despite the intransigence of 
the United States and Europe. 

10 The set of free-market economic policies that seek to reduce public 
spending and the role of government, privatize public services and assets, 
and remove barriers to trade is known as the Washington Consensus. It 
has been promoted by the World Bank and the International Monetary 
Fund since the mid-1980s. Developing country governments have 
increasingly turned away from such policies as they failed to achieve 
either growth or a reduction in poverty.
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Chapter 4

Humanitarianism as a Profession
Alan Okros and Willemijn Keizer

Introduction

Over time, the broadly accepted imperative to provide 
emergency aid to populations in distress has resulted in the 
development of an increasingly sophisticated community 
of decision-makers and practitioners who provide humani-
tarian aid and assistance. More recently, the responses 
to complex emergencies that place populations at risk,1 
particularly under what has become labelled failed states 
accompanied by violence directed at civilian populations, 
has resulted in some governments and inter-governmental 
organizations (IGOs) employing military forces to provide 
aid and assistance.

Although occasionally tasked to do so during periods 
of insecurity, there has been an increased involvement of 
military forces in aid delivery across a broader range of 
peacekeeping operations and natural disaster responses. As 
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a result, the perceived militarisation of aid has generated 
debate, concern and misunderstanding including amongst 
the four primary stakeholders implicated: the humani-
tarian sector, government policy-makers, militaries, and the 
various civilian populations relying on aid. The articula-
tion of concepts such as the three block war, 3D Security 
and Responsibility to Protect and, equally, practice on the 
ground, have resulted in what may be termed a contested 
aid space in which, among others, the military and humani-
tarian communities are struggling to understand each other 
while carrying out their functions.

This chapter examines the roles and responsibilities of 
humanitarians and the military in providing aid and assis-
tance to crises-affected populations by applying a model of 
professions to identify critical tensions and commonalities. 
As such, rather than drawing on case studies, this chapter 
will present a theory-based consideration of the military 
and humanitarians as professions engaged in a struggle 
over jurisdiction.

 The chapter starts with an overview of the context in which 
the militarisation of aid is occurring and a presentation of 
key terms and definitions. Next, the theory of professions 
and its attributes will be introduced and applied to under-
stand humanitarians and the military. Comparison of the 
two models will highlight implications for the delivery 
of aid and assistance and, in particular, the concept of 
contested humanitarian space as a key concern that compli-
cates actions on the ground. The chapter concludes with a 
brief discussion of the implications of this work for both  
professions.

Context and Definitions

In order to reflect on military and humanitarian roles in 
crisis environments, it is important to understand several of 
the central concepts and key aspects of the relevant context. 
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As there is ongoing debate regarding certain terms,2 this 
section presents the definitions or meanings incorporated 
by the authors of this chapter. 

The focus of this chapter pertains to the actions taken by 
States, organizations and individuals in response to interna-
tional crises that place individuals or groups in conditions 
where lives are at risk or populations are suffering. Broadly 
speaking, such circumstances include both responses to 
international disasters such as natural, technological and 
environmental emergencies and responses to complex emer-
gencies that arise in situations of armed conflict.3 As reflected 
in the differentiation between International Humanitarian 
Law and International Human Rights Law, there are impor-
tant distinctions regarding roles and responsibilities in 
responding to disasters versus complex emergencies (i.e., 
with or without a situation of armed conflict).4

In both cases, responses can represent two distinct types of 
activities: aid and assistance which encompasses a number 
of short-term, immediate actions to save lives and alle-
viate human suffering, and, second, development which 
includes a different set of longer-term activities to address 
underlying socioeconomic conditions.5 It should, however, 
be noted that the broadest definitions of aid and assistance 
expand beyond the distribution of goods and services or 
even the supporting activities to facilitate this distribution 
to also include the provision of general improvements to 
infrastructure such as repairing road, runways or power 
generation. As a result the differentiation between certain 
types of aid and development activities may not always be 
clear.

The concept of humanitarianism is understood to refer to 
a philosophy of social morality that any person can adopt, 
in which one strives to promote human welfare based on 
the view that all human beings deserve respect and dignity. 
For the purposes of this chapter, humanitarians are consid-
ered to be those who act to save lives, alleviate suffering 
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and promote human dignity in the midst of complex emer-
gencies or disasters, and who do so based on the belief that 
there is an humanitarian imperative to do so. Importantly, 
the humanitarian imperative is incorporated in International 
Conventions that, in turn, provide the philosophical and 
legal basis for action.6 

The central focus of this chapter pertains to the concept of 
humanitarian aid and assistance. This refers to the short-
term, immediate response to save lives and alleviate suffering 
among populations in distress. As humanitarianism stresses 
universalism and equal dignity of all human beings, it 
follows that it is an obligation to provide humanitarian 
assistance to all of the population regardless of ethnic back-
ground, political affiliation, race, or the role that individuals 
play in a conflict. Thus, under the principle of impartiality, 
humanitarianism does not differentiate between perpetrator 
and victim if both are in need of humanitarian assistance.7 

Apart from the aforementioned universalism, human 
dignity, and impartiality, humanitarians are guided by 
two other principles. The first is the principle of neutrality, 
which posits that one has to avoid giving advantage to one 
group over another, and the second is the principle of inde-
pendence that stresses the distance of humanitarians from 
political, economic or military objectives or actors. These 
principles differentiate humanitarian aid from development 
aid. While development aid can also be informed by human-
itarianism, it is considered that the requirement to address 
longer-term socioeconomic conditions makes it very diffi-
cult to conduct development solely based on humanitarian 
principles. Development aid is by its nature designed and 
delivered based on political, economic or other consider-
ations. Hence, for the purpose of this chapter, humanitarian 
aid and assistance is seen as apart from development aid.8 

Finally, it is necessary to introduce the concept of humani-
tarian space. This is understood as the establishment of 
conditions whereby aid and assistance can be freely deliv-
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ered by humanitarians according to humanitarian needs 
and principles rather than political considerations or other 
agendas.9 Particularly in the context of complex emergen-
cies, the establishment of humanitarian space reflects an 
acceptance of humanitarian principles by the various parties 
involved in an armed conflict as well as the stakeholders 
involved in post-conflict intervention.

The last domain to be introduced pertains to recent efforts 
emanating from the United States and Canada to describe 
the range of actions required to respond to complex emer-
gencies. Simplistically, both the US three block war and 
the Canadian 3D Security concepts are an acknowledge-
ment that emergencies characterized by armed conflict, 
weak state institutions and violent non-state actors present 
numerous, interrelated problems hence require multi-
faceted responses. The descriptions of conducting different 
types of operations on three city blocks or a whole of government 
approach integrating defence, diplomacy and development 
are more analogies to convey an idea than conceptually 
sound models and appear to have been used to encourage 
specific groups to view their roles and responsibilities in a 
new light.

The US analogy was presented by US Marine Corps General 
Krulak to encourage the US military to expand their focus 
from conducting major combat operations to under-
standing the requirement for a wider range of activities 
including the need for stabilization and/or disengagement 
and for the delivery of aid and assistance.10 The Canadian 
3D Security analogy was included in the 2005 International 
Policy Statement (IPS) to assist the respective Government 
Departments to work together in a more cooperative or 
integrated manner to achieve the objectives of the Canadian 
Government. The IPS, however, explicitly referred to the 
need for the Canadian Forces “to carry out three-block 
war operations” with the statement that “a humanitarian 
mission can swiftly turn into a combat operation.”11 Of 
importance, therefore, both are based on an assumption 
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that the intervening State(s) will dominate or outright 
control the responses hence neither explicitly recognizes 
a requirement for aid and assistance to be provided based 
solely on humanitarian principles. Fundamentally, neither 
acknowledges the right or the need for humanitarians or 
humanitarian space. The primary differentiation between 
the two concepts is that the US model further restricts the 
roles of various agencies by assigning the military control 
of all three blocks or the domains of combat, negotiating 
disengagement, and delivery of aid. 

 This initial presentation of key concepts is intended to 
provide the basis for consideration of the roles and respon-
sibilities of the military and humanitarians in responding 
to both disasters and complex emergencies. The following 
section will present the concept of professions and a model 
of professional attributes to then describe and compare key 
aspects of the military and humanitarian professions. 

Professions

There has been a growing trend in many contexts for indi-
viduals working in highly specialized areas to refer to 
themselves as professionals. However, as noted by one 
author:

There is no common understanding of the terms 
‘profession’ and ‘professional’. In everyday 
usage, their meaning is confused and confusing. 
Members of virtually every occupation claim 
professional status and advertisements promise 
that jobs ranging from washing cars to neurosur-
gery will be done ‘professionally.’12 

A review of the North American and European academic 
literature on the origin and definitions of professions13 
reveals a common set of characteristics that are shared by 
those groups seen as the traditional or classic professions 
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with medicine, law, and the clergy as the prototypical 
representatives.14 First, professions are seen as an exclusive 
and identifiable group of people who provide a unique 
service to society. Most often this service is characterized 
as meeting a specific societal or common good by resolving 
complex problems in determining how this societal good is 
to be achieved. Professionals do so by applying a systemati-
cally developed body of knowledge derived from research, 
education, training and experience. The breadth and depth 
of this body of knowledge is related to the complexity of 
the problem to be resolved; however, it is based on a set of 
theories that underpin professional practice. 

As part of the generalized obligation to serve the common 
good, professionals have a special responsibility to fulfil 
their function competently and objectively and, impor-
tantly, to do so for the benefit of society (not monetary gain). 
Professional practice is governed by a code of ethics that 
establishes standards of conduct and, most often, imposes 
norms that are considerably higher than the standards for 
ordinary citizens. More critically, the primary function of 
this code is to provide a set of principles or values that all 
practitioners are expected to rely on for guidance when 
faced with complex, novel or ambiguous circumstances. 
Given the importance of applying ethical or moral reasoning 
in providing the unique service to society, it is expected that 
the profession’s code of ethics should contain values that 
are widely accepted as legitimate by the society or societies 
they serve. Increasingly, both the expression of values by the 
profession and the nature of the endorsement by society are 
conveyed through symbolic rather than declarative means 
(i.e., these are inferred or implied rather than stated). 

Together, the complexity of professional knowledge and 
the requirement to apply ethical and moral judgment, 
result in professions being provided a significant degree 
of autonomy (by society and government) in regulating 
professional practices. This semi-autonomy is, to a large 
extent, an acknowledgement by the general public and 
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governing bodies that non-professionals do not possess the 
understanding needed to provide direction or control over 
the profession. Such a limitation, however, does not mean 
that the citizenry or regulatory agencies cannot provide 
a degree of guidance (particularly when the profession is 
dependent on the public purse). To the extent, however, that 
the profession has the confidence of the public, it is normally 
afforded considerable latitude in managing its own affairs. 
As a result, professions engage in self-regulation particu-
larly regarding: enforcing the code of conduct (usually by 
members of the profession as peers), managing entry to the 
profession (setting qualifications, certifying professional 
status and conferring membership), and generating and 
endorsing the body of knowledge that underlies professional 
practice. The latter is typically achieved through teaching 
at the graduate level at universities and using professional 
journals, conferences and other academic fora to engage in 
the requisite vigorous debate needed to convey the new 
or appropriate knowledge and ban outdated or inaccurate 
knowledge, skills or practices. 

This philosophy of self-regulation is usually also applied 
internally with professions allowing the individual practi-
tioner a high degree of autonomy in exercising professional 
judgment. Of importance are the requirements to indepen-
dently exercise ethical and moral reasoning to determine 
how best to apply professional skills so as to meet the 
common good. This means that members often take 10-
12 years to master their professional domain. As a result, 
individuals are often developed through both structured 
learning (providing factual declarative knowledge) and 
professional socialization (using social interactions and 
profession-related artifacts, rites and symbols to convey 
values, identity and meaning). This process of professional 
socialization is intended to fulfil two goals. The first is to 
contribute to the development of slow growth attributes, 
in particular, to assist the individual in internalizing the 
profession’s ethical framework as per the stages of moral 
development.15 The second purpose is to allow the indi-
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vidual to self-select membership, specifically, to determine 
for themselves whether they wish to become a member of 
the profession and, in particular, to profess their willing-
ness to be guided by or live by the professional value set in 
applying acquired skills. 

Attributes of Professions

The characteristics listed above give rise to five defining attri-
butes of professions.16 The first is referred to as jurisdiction. 
Professions are seen as operating in (and normally seeking to 
regulate and/or control) a specific jurisdiction as a domain, 
field of action or social function over which society and 
regulatory bodies acknowledge the primacy of the profes-
sion. The second is expertise. As noted above, members of 
the profession develop specific knowledge, skills and prac-
tices that require a lengthy period of education, training and 
experience to perfect. As a result, individuals normally go 
through generalized stages moving from novice or appren-
tice to skilled or journeyman to expert or master. It is for this 
reason that service in the profession is seen as a long-term 
commitment if not a life-long devotion.

The third attribute is responsibility in which the profession 
(as a whole) and each member of the profession (as an indi-
vidual practitioner) acknowledge and accept special duties 
to the society or societies they serve. The fourth is identity 
in that the profession holds a unique status and image in 
society and individuals see their membership in the profes-
sion as a key element of their sense of self. The final attribute 
is a shared vocational ethic. The profession’s vocational ethic 
makes clear the particular set of values, beliefs, expectations 
and obligations that underpin ethical reasoning and profes-
sional practice. Importantly, this vocational ethic reflects 
a personal orientation focused on service (a calling) as 
compared to those motivated by an occupational ethic that 
merely focuses on monetary gain. When fully described, 
the vocational ethic contains two types of values. Outcome 
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values pertain to the prioritization regarding what is to be 
achieved (the ends) while conduct values inform how these 
outcomes are to be achieved (the means). 

Of importance, these attributes can be used for internal as 
well as external differentiation. Although normally used to 
distinguish the particular profession from other professions 
or from society at large, differences in how these attributes 
are distributed across sub-groups within the profession 
give rise to specific roles within the profession. The health 
professions provide a good example with doctors, nurses 
and paramedics (as three sub-groups) each operating in 
a particular domain or field of action with differentiated 
expertise, responsibilities and identity although all are 
expected to share common values regarding patient care.

Given the complexities of how certain societal requirements 
are addressed and the manner in which many large orga-
nizations are structured, there can be many cases of dual 
professionals who have to balance membership and obliga-
tions under two professions at the same time. For example, 
all doctors are expected to be members of the health profes-
sions,17 but those doctors serving in government are also 
members of the public service profession (often with resul-
tant tension surrounding public advocacy) and those serving 
in the military are also members of the profession of arms 
(with common dilemmas around removing soldiers from 
harm). Thus, a growing issue for the internal functioning of 
professions is how to manage the ethical dilemmas created 
when the dual professional cannot meet all obligations 
under both. 

Contested Jurisdictions

Changes can occur over time in the roles, functions or 
services provided by the profession or in the functions 
provided by others external to the profession. When these 
changes result in commonalities or overlaps in the functions 
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being performed by both the profession and others, conflicts 
can be created resulting in what has been labelled contested 
jurisdictions.18 As illustrated with the concerns of the medical 
profession over non-licensed individuals providing alter-
nate methods of treating illness or the police over citizen 
action groups patrolling the streets, the primary concern is 
often that these external actors do not possess the accompa-
nying professional attributes and can, as a result, mislead 
the public or cause harm rather than do good. The principle 
issue that is raised when amateurs attempt to provide the 
same service is that they do not have the requisite expertise 
or do not exercise judgment based on the vocational ethic.19

Interestingly, the concerns over contested jurisdiction can be 
perceived very differently by the principle parties involved 
and, in some cases, may only be seen from the perspective 
of the profession that seeks to dominate or maintain control 
over the particular function. Should the newcomers seeking 
to operate within the jurisdiction fail to grasp the essential 
nature of the profession’s expertise, responsibility, identity 
and/or vocational ethic yet still be motivated to provide the 
same valued service to society, the two groups may have 
considerable difficulty in understanding each other or in 
addressing the core of the conflict. These differing perspec-
tives likely explain the dialogue of: you cannot do this function! 
versus the why can’t we cooperate and both provide this needed 
service? that has occurred between: doctors and homeopaths; 
police and the Guardian Angels; and, the humanitarian 
and the military professions, amongst other contemporary 
examples of recalibrated professional relationships.

Although some cases of contested jurisdictions have been 
characterized (often via mass communication media) as 
an attempt to maintain a monopoly to preserve high stan-
dards of remuneration or to preserve autonomy in an era 
of increased public scrutiny,20 there can be two more funda-
mental issues. The first is that it is generally understood that 
societies and those appointed to manage the common good 
(governments) will only allocate a finite amount of resources 
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to addressing any one social need thus those carrying out a 
specific service to society must exercise judgment to ensure 
that scarce resources are allocated so as to achieve the 
most or greatest good.21 Particularly when the newcomers 
address only a sub-component of the total domain or do 
not apply the profession’s ethical framework for decision-
making, there may be concerns that critical financial, social 
and intellectual resources may be misallocated resulting 
in sub-optimal outcomes.22 An example in the Canadian 
context arose with the deployment of the Canadian Forces 
Disaster Assistance Response Team (DART) to Sri Lanka 
following the 2004 tsunami. Some argued that, for the same 
cost, humanitarian NGOs could have provided a faster and 
broader response.23 

The second fundamental issue is that professions are 
intended to function using a broad, integrative perspective 
that incorporates: lessons learned over time; a deep under-
standing of the theories underlying the body of knowledge 
and an obligation to preserve the essence of the profession’s 
vocational ethic.24 This perspective is seen as needed to 
ensure that the demands of expediency and/or the creativity 
needed to address novel situations do not result in short-
sighted solutions that (unintentionally) serve either to create 
additional long-term problems or to erode the core princi-
ples upon which the profession is based. Thus, professions 
are expected to apply wisdom to ensure that actions taken 
to resolve a specific facet or an immediate problem do not 
unwittingly or irreparably damage the basic social good or 
the ability for the profession to maintain the public confi-
dence necessary to provide its mandated service.

Summary of Professions

Presenting the theory of professions provides a basis to 
analyze the military and the humanitarian professions and, 
importantly, to examine the tensions created when the func-
tions performed by these two professions overlap. Two 
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specific implications arise from this discussion of profes-
sional attributes. The first is a response to the quote cited 
at the beginning of this section. While many businesses 
and occupations can claim to offer professional service and 
some may share elements of the professional model (e.g., 
accountants can claim a jurisdiction, specialized expertise 
and certain responsibilities to society), the critical defining 
characteristic of a profession is considered to be the require-
ment for the individual practitioner to apply ethical or moral 
reasoning to reconcile conflicting obligations. It is for this 
reason that professions expect individuals to internalize the 
core vocational ethic and exercise principle-based self-judg-
ment rather than rules-based normative decision-making. 
This aspect also explains the value placed on broad profes-
sional education rather than restricted technical training.25 

The second implication is that governments typically 
serve an important role as the mediator of the relationship 
between the profession and society. Although the literature 
indicates that professions can exist as long as their actions 
and implied values are seen as legitimate in the eyes of the 
society that they serve, professions can only function when 
authorized to do so by government. Fundamentally, profes-
sions must be recognized by both society and governing 
bodies (a profession cannot create itself) and virtually all 
are reliant on the public purse to carry out their functions. 
Thus, professions only really exist if they are endorsed as 
legitimate by the society they serve and are formally autho-
rized to practice their profession by the appropriate State or 
sub-national governing body.26 

This generalized model of professions with five key attri-
butes will be used to examine, first, the military and, then, 
humanitarians engaged in international aid and assistance 
as professions. Under this model, the issue of the milita-
risation of aid can be better understood as representing a 
contested jurisdiction with ethical dimensions related to 
the management of scarce resources and the obligations to 
avoid long-term damage to the basic social good.
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The Profession of Arms 

Over the last century, there has developed an extensive 
literature on the military as a profession and its functioning 
in a democratic society.27 Prior to presenting the attributes of 
the profession, it is important to recall that militaries repre-
sent their nation and serve their State, hence, there can be 
significant differences in philosophy and practice from one 
military to the next, even when all are deployed under a 
common United Nations (UN) mandate during a UN multi-
national peace operation. Although the vast majority of 
those in regular militaries consider themselves as members 
of a profession, the reality is that only a minority have actu-
ally articulated their professional framework or engaged in 
the kinds of long-term professional development that was 
presented earlier as a characteristic of a functioning profes-
sion. Further, there are significant differences in the relative 
weight given to the service of national interests and political 
objectives versus service to the host population and human 
security objectives when deployed on international peace-
keeping or stability operations. With these variations in 
mind, this section will draw on the professional framework 
of the Canadian Forces.28 

Attributes of the Profession  
of Arms in Canada 
This section provides a summary of the key elements of 
the Canadian Forces doctrinal manual Duty with Honour: 
The Profession of Arms in Canada by applying the five profes-
sional attributes to the military profession. 

Jurisdiction: the military is obliged to practice its profession 
in whatever domains the national government tasks it to do 
through the provision of lawful direction.29 

Expertise: although simplified in Huntington’s 1957 seminal 
work The Soldier and the State as the management of violence, 
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the domain of military expertise pertains to the generation, 
direction and employment of military capabilities to achieve 
any objective assigned to the military by lawful authority. 
The core competency is therefore judgment concerning 
the appropriate use of military capabilities to achieve the 
assigned mission, with the measured use of lethal force a 
critical aspect.

Responsibility: the core responsibility of the Canadian mili-
tary is the defence of Canada and Canadian interests with 
a broader responsibility to discharge all assigned functions 
professionally and competently.30

Identity: the use of the military for both combat and non-
combat functions creates two generalized identities, 
especially in the opinion of the Canadian public. The first 
and most common is a warrior identity focused on service to 
the State through the projection of force to achieve the polit-
ical objectives of the government. The second is the blue beret 
identity, providing service through the Canadian govern-
ment to assist those requesting UN assistance through the 
projection of values to achieve the objectives specified in the 
UN mandate.31

Vocational Ethic: in the military this is usually referred to 
as the military ethos and is focused on conduct values. The 
Canadian Forces Leadership Doctrine provides the four 
core outcome values: the primary is to achieve mission 
success with three supporting outcomes: ensure member 
well-being and commitment, adapt to external changes, 
and integrate or align internal systems. Most professional 
militaries emphasize the set of martial values deemed neces-
sary for success in combat: acceptance of unlimited liability 
and service before self, warrior or fighting spirit, teamwork, 
and discipline. The Canadian military added a comple-
mentary component to be given equal weight in ethical 
decision-making. Labelled as “Canadian values, beliefs and 
expectations,” these represent the ideals that Canada, as a 
nation, strives for: 
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democratic principles

peace, order and good government;

respecting rights and freedoms;

respecting the dignity of all persons;

obeying and supporting lawful authority – this aspect 
includes respecting all conventions and declarations 
to which Canada is a signatory starting with the Law 
of Armed Conflict.

Humanitarianism as a Profession
If the model of professions is applied to humanitarianism, 
how do the five attributes manifest among those engaged 
in providing humanitarian aid and assistance in response 
to international crisis situations?32 In contrast to the exten-
sive work on the profession of arms, there is a paucity of 
literature on humanitarianism as a profession that can be 
applied to fully examine this question. This chapter hopes 
to contribute to the field of study in this area. The following 
examination is drawn from information presented by the 
United Nations (principally the Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), various international 
organizations and non-governmental organizations 
including the International Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Movement, the International Committee of the Red Cross 
(ICRC), Oxfam, Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), CARE 
and World Vision and publications or websites representing 
coordinated efforts to develop information, policies and/or 
standards of practice. As such, it is illustrative and indica-
tive and is neither exhaustive nor definitive. As there are 
no clear references that can be cited that define humanitari-
anism as a profession, the initial portion below will present 
key indicators of professional status prior to describing the 
profession’s attributes. 

•

•

•

•

•
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Indicators of Professional Status

There is some evidence (or, at least, discourse) framed in 
the context of humanitarianism as a profession. Several 
organizations and publications (OCHA, ICRC, Oxfam 
and MSF for the former, the Code of Conduct,33 and the 
Sphere Handbook, for the latter) use phrases referring to the 
humanitarian profession, professional standards or professional 
practice. For example, the Journal of Humanitarian Assistance 
has published articles on the topic including Walker’s (2004) 
analysis, What does it mean to be a professional humanitarian. 
Although Walker concluded “one comes away with the 
distinct impression of a young profession,” the existing 
situation may be best described as representing a commu-
nity of practice; that is, a voluntary and informal collection 
and connection of like-minded individuals striving to work 
together in a collaborative manner to achieve some common 
goal and sharing best practices.34 

Over time, communities of practice may seek to formalize, 
coordinate and structure their activities to improve the 
outcomes obtained and attempt to achieve professional 
status. According to Wilensky (1964), key characteristics in 
this process include: full-time service in the area of profes-
sional responsibility, the establishment of training schools, 
formation of professional associations, political efforts to 
gain legal recognition and formal codes of ethics to ensure 
standards of practice and to protect clients. Although these 
specific labels are not necessarily used, there is evidence 
of each for the emerging or young profession. Several are 
easily identified: the body of practitioners appears to have 
evolved to include many with lengthy periods of full-time 
work; structured training and education is being offered 
in a variety of ways,35 and this formal learning is increas-
ingly seen as differentiating the humanitarian professional 
from the volunteer, contributor or assistant. Publications by 
individual organizations along with multi-partner outputs 
such as the Code of Conduct and Sphere Project Handbook 
provide comprehensive, integrated presentations of the 
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code of ethics, the underlying legal and philosophical basis 
for ethical decision-making and objective, verifiable stan-
dards of conduct or practice.

Less clear are the indicators of either the formation of a 
professional association or political efforts to gain legal 
recognition and control over the profession’s desired or 
claimed jurisdiction. There are, however, clear indicators 
of the preliminary work needed to move in this direction. 
First, prior to the creation of a formal association, there is a 
requirement for a commitment to work together, which can 
lead to the adoption of a common identity. In this regard, it 
must be noted that the various humanitarian agencies strive 
to work together in both developing professional knowledge 
and common standards, in sharing lessons learned and in 
coordinating a range of activities. The reference to NGHAs 
as the Non-Governmental Humanitarian Agencies could be 
a symbol of an emerging identity.36 Second, prior to seeking 
legal recognition and formal control over professional prac-
tice, emerging professions may start through voluntary 
adherence to guidelines and attempt to convince decision-
makers of the benefits of ensuring that they only work 
with or support colleagues who do so as well. In addition 
to a long-standing philosophy of drawing global attention 
to populations in need, there are indications of a growing 
willingness to engage in the political arena to promote the 
requirements for adherence to standards.37 It may be that 
the primary reason why the humanitarian sector has not 
taken more formal steps to either associate or to obtain legal 
recognition is that both require political activism on behalf 
of the profession (rather than its clients) and such activism 
may conflict with core principles of remaining neutral, 
impartial and independent.

Clearly, the humanitarian sector has the potential to become 
a profession. A bona fide claim to professional status would 
require clear indicators from the three key constituents: 
legal recognition from appropriate formal/governmental 
bodies; legitimacy in the eyes of the societies the profes-
sion serves; and, agreement across the community of 
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humanitarian practitioners that they will operate within 
the profession. Although agreement amongst humanitar-
ians can be demonstrated by assessing the extent to which 
various practitioners see themselves as professionals under 
the model proposed,38 the first two elements lead to a critical 
question: how does a profession that serves humanity, rather 
than a State or a specific society, gain either legal recogni-
tion or demonstrate legitimacy? As stated earlier, virtually 
all professions serve in a national context and, importantly, 
rely on the State government to provide a legal framework 
in which to function and on the public to confer the legiti-
macy needed to exert professional authority. It appears that 
the UN could fulfil both roles. Through its Charter, conven-
tions and principles, the UN serves as the governing body 
for any profession that purports to serve humanity and, 
through debates, consultations and resolutions, serves as 
the amalgam of all societies to confer legitimacy.

The Attributes of a  
Humanitarian Profession

This section will apply the professional model to humani-
tarians engaged in international aid and assistance. As this 
work represents an initial, exploratory presentation of the 
proposed profession, key aspects of the profession’s attri-
butes will be discussed prior to turning to a comparison of 
the military and humanitarian professions. 

Jurisdiction: the domain of international aid and assistance 
that is provided based on the humanitarian imperative and 
is understood to be represented as humanitarian space.

Expertise: a complex set of theory-based knowledge, skills 
and practices that enable members of the profession to:

Negotiate and/or establish humanitarian space with 
involved stakeholders;

•
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Plan, target, organize, deliver, and evaluate humani-
tarian aid and assistance;

Operate in culturally-complex settings particularly so 
as to respect indigenous and/or host nation customs, 
practices, symbols and artifacts;

Work effectively with others engaged in related but 
separate domains while preserving and respecting 
professional boundaries;

Generate and maintain public support for the profes-
sion and its core activities.

Responsibilities: accept as their primary responsibility the 
preservation of human life regardless of the circumstances 
that placed such lives at risk hence serve humanity not 
States or specific societies.

Identity: seek to be seen as the model global citizen putting 
the good of humanity above the good of one’s own commu-
nity, family or self as valued in many cultures, religions, 
and/or belief systems.39 

Vocational Ethic:

Outcomes – the goals or ends to be achieved (in rela-
tive priority): 

preservation of human life;

promotion of the dignity of all persons;

service to those at risk;

advocacy to remind all actors of their humani-
tarian obligations. 

•

•

•

•

•

◦

◦

◦

◦
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Conduct – actions or the means to achieve these 
outcomes are based on values reflecting: 

the humanitarian imperative and universal 
principles;

in particular, guided by: humanity, neutrality, 
impartiality and respect for the dignity of all 
persons; 

the empowerment of affected populations, in 
particular, women; with special consideration for 
the needs of children, those with disabilities and 
marginalized or vulnerable sectors of societies; 

an apolitical orientation allowing independence 
while respecting the sovereignty, integrity and 
national unity of States;

respect for legal frameworks and the rule of law;

however, with a philosophy that the human-
itarian imperative can provide sufficient 
justification for action;40 

understanding of the need for longer-term sustain-
able development.

Consideration of the Professional Attributes 

As the primary purpose of this chapter is to examine the 
contested jurisdiction when both the military and humani-
tarian professions provide aid and assistance to crisis-affected 
populations, an understanding of the humanitarian profes-
sion’s jurisdiction – humanitarian space – is critical. While 
it is relatively easy to state, the jurisdiction is understood 
to be represented as humanitarian space, drawing on the 
introductory discussion of the nature of development and 

•

◦

-

◦

◦

◦

-

◦
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that of aid and assistance, as well as the recognition that 
some aid may be delivered to achieve political, economic or 
other objectives, it is conversely rather difficult to define the 
profession’s jurisdiction in practice. While most professions 
use clear symbols and legal statutes to define their jurisdic-
tion,41 this is not the case for the humanitarian profession. 
The potential for other actors such as development workers 
or military members to be working in the same vicinity as 
humanitarians and/or engaging in what appear to be similar 
activities suggests that the humanitarian profession’s juris-
diction is vulnerable to erosion.   

The model’s premise that the profession’s jurisdiction defines 
the requisite expertise, responsibility and identity is shown 
in the descriptions of each for the humanitarian profession. 
Thus, the assumption that there is (or conceptually can be) 
a domain or space of humanitarian aid that may co-exist 
with two distinct yet separate domains of legally-obligated 
emergency aid and longer term community development 
informs how the three subordinate attributes are presented. 
It is for this reason that expertise emphasizes the establish-
ment of humanitarian space (not “aid” as the profession 
cannot claim jurisdiction over all aid) and the capacity to 
work effectively with others while preserving and respecting 
professional boundaries. Similarly, this jurisdiction explains 
the rationale for responsibility giving emphasis to serving 
humanity not States, governments or specific societies (this 
is reversed for those providing legally-obligated aid). It also 
is the basis for the creation of an identity framed around 
serving a collective humanity rather than one’s own indi-
vidualistic or State interests. 

The presentation of the key aspects of the vocational ethic 
are in turn, derived from the other attributes of jurisdiction, 
expertise, identity and responsibility. The listing contains 
both the outcome and conduct values given importance 
(both the ends and the means). The outcomes are seen as 
prioritized in importance: 1. preservation of human life, 2. 
promotion of the dignity of all persons,42 3. service to those at 
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risk, and 4. advocacy to promote humanitarian obligations.43 
The conduct values, in turn, inform how these outcomes are 
to be achieved, thus giving the highest priority to the human-
itarian imperative and related universal principles followed 
by inclusion and empowerment, maintaining independence 
and an apolitical orientation, respect for the rule of law and, 
finally, supporting long-term development. 

In describing the possible professional attributes, certain 
issues remain unclear. For example, while the profession 
appears to value an apolitical orientation, it is also recog-
nized that both the role of advocacy and the core requirement 
to work with governments in supporting activities means 
that there will always be engagement in the public arena. 
It could be helpful to articulate the guiding principles to 
determine how to remain apolitical without being politi-
cally naïve or manipulated. Additionally, it is difficult to 
determine the threshold characteristics that would define 
individual or group membership in the profession. The key 
requirement would be to establish the standards to be able to 
compare well-established, globally-engaged major humani-
tarian organizations with the one- or two-person teams 
that operate in a narrow range of activities, specific loca-
tions or on a temporary basis. Further, it is not clear which 
values would inform how the profession should operate 
in the context of UN mandated sanctions.44 Another issue 
is that, although the philosophical differentiation between 
combatants and non-combatants is well articulated, there is 
no obvious set of principles that may be used to address the 
complexities and contradictions when dealing with merce-
naries, child soldiers or other non-state actors that have 
resorted to violence when States are unable or unwilling to 
protect their communities. 
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The Two Professions and Contested 
Humanitarian Space 
This section will draw on the previous discussion of the 
military and humanitarian professions to examine the 
issues and implications of the two professions operating in 
the domain of delivering international aid and assistance. 

A key aspect of the profession of arms45 is that each military 
serves its State government and, in particular, is obliged to 
achieve lawful, assigned mission objectives (whether the 
military believes it should do so or not).46 This leads to three 
important differences when compared to the humanitarian 
profession. First, the military does not have the power 
to decide its jurisdiction and is not authorized to advo-
cate for any particular role, perspective or philosophy in 
discharging its duties. Second, the military is constrained 
by the legal obligations or restrictions of government 
direction, thus, for the military the humanitarian impera-
tive is subordinate to lawful authority. The third is that, 
to date, the values incorporated in the military vocational 
ethic are those deemed legitimate by the State the military 
represents, not the societies of other States. In contrast to 
the humanitarian profession, the military must deliver aid 
when lawfully directed to do so and, specifically, cannot 
do so if not authorized. Further, the military is expected to 
conduct this function applying ethical and moral reasoning 
based on the values of importance to their own State, not 
those of the host nation. 

A second implication of the military serving lawful 
authority is that military actions are always in support 
of political objectives. Although the military, as a profes-
sion, is required to be apolitical, this is achieved, in part, 
by requiring the appropriate political authorities to deter-
mine key elements that define or constrain what is to be 
achieved and how. Amongst others of importance these 
include: defining the mission objectives, determining force 
structure (both numbers of people and with which equip-
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ment), setting rules of engagement (ROEs), establishing 
tour lengths and exit criteria and providing a host of rules, 
guidelines and regulations regarding force employment or 
risk management. 

Although the military is given latitude in determining how 
to achieve broad mission objectives within the framework 
of government direction, this is done by framing prob-
lems with a particular set of assumptions or worldview. 
Underlying the wisdom that the profession has generated 
over time, is an outlook characterized by Huntington as:

pessimistic, collectivist, historically inclined, 
power-oriented, nationalistic, militaristic, paci-
fist and instrumental …. in brief, realistic and 
conservative.47

Thus, most militaries tend to adopt a Hobbesian view of 
the world with a fundamental belief that many societies can 
dissolve into all against all in the absence of clear political 
authority and essential elements of civil society including 
functioning police and security structures. 

These factors do not mean that military members cannot be 
guided by the humanitarian imperative, however, as it is 
the State that is the signatory to international conventions 
and agreements, it is expected that any direction provided 
by government is informed by and consistent with such 
conventions. As a result, it is the government that must 
weigh and balance competing priorities particularly in estab-
lishing mission objectives and rules of engagement. Further, 
the methods used by each military to discharge its assigned 
tasks may be further constrained by policies and directions 
from either (or both) of international coordinating bodies or 
multi-national political alliances. The net result is that mili-
taries directed to provide aid may have limited discretion 
regarding key issues concerning who receives what aid by 
what means.
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The stark contrast of the military being obliged to serve the 
State’s political objectives versus the humanitarian’s imper-
ative to serve humanity combined with what could best be 
described as the fragile nature of humanitarian space (as a 
concept and a reality), serve to illustrate why the battle for 
humanitarian space is such a concern for the humanitarian 
profession.48 This problem becomes acute when the mili-
tary (intentionally or inadvertently) engages in using aid 
for coercion or to manipulate vulnerable populations as, for 
example, was alleged by Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF) 
in Afghanistan.49 Thus, although the concern often voiced 
by the humanitarian profession is framed as the militarisa-
tion of aid, the central issue is, in fact, the politicization of 
humanitarian aid and assistance.50 

Implications for Aid

The differences in underlying professional constructs may 
explain key tensions that have played out between the mili-
tary and humanitarian professions in a number of contexts. 
As has been developed throughout this chapter, the most 
obvious tensions pertain to an overlap in functions that 
has created contested jurisdictions. Although the introduc-
tory comments on contested jurisdictions suggested that 
the primary tensions often arise from differences in either 
expertise or the vocational ethic, the issues underlying the 
contested jurisdictions for aid touch on all four subordinate 
attributes. 

The first is that the two professions apply a significantly 
different theory-based body of knowledge. It would, for 
example, be beneficial if each had a better understanding of 
core principles applied in providing their respective service 
to societies. The intent here should not be to train one to 
do the functions of the other but to educate each about the 
other’s capabilities and, in particular, to ensure that each 
better understands the limits of their own expertise so as to 
avoid straying into areas for which they are not profession-
ally competent; in fact, providing a framework in which to 
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situate the other in this contested relationship. Of importance, 
this exchange should assist each to appreciate the other’s 
received wisdom or worldview that frames how problems 
are understood, evaluated and resolved. The military’s real-
istic, conservative approach can generate over-attention 
to potential threats with actions to protect soldiers’ safety 
including wearing body armour and pointing weapons 
(both easily interpreted by humanitarians and local popu-
lations as threatening behaviours suggestive of shoot first, 
ask questions later). Conversely, the humanitarian need to 
project neutrality and impartiality can result in actions 
that the military does not understand or misinterprets. An 
understanding of the other’s point of view and taken-for-
granted assumptions is necessary for building trust and 
mutual respect between the two professions. 

The significant differences in responsibility pertain to the 
referent society from which the profession draws its legiti-
macy and to whom the profession provides its unique 
service. In many regards, there can be no clearer difference 
than between these two particular professions. One serves 
humanity and is independent hence is the only profession 
that (theoretically) is unconstrained by political processes 
and government bureaucracies while the other is the sole 
profession that can only serve the State and is completely 
contained within the domain of politics and government. 
Underlying these philosophical differences, the humani-
tarian profession is highly dependent on the donor 
community for funding hence must manage a sometimes 
tenuous relationship including maintaining credibility 
amongst donors. However, when forced to choose, the 
humanitarian profession will likely seek legitimacy in the 
eyes of those suffering over acceptance by those wielding 
political power while the military exists solely at the discre-
tion of their respective State governments. Both, therefore, 
need to understand that an overlap of functions can lead 
to blurring of professional obligations and responsibilities 
with resultant confusion amongst practitioners, society and 
governments and erosion of professional legitimacy.  
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The issue of identity in contested jurisdictions is considered 
to be a central issue in this case. First, a clear professional 
identity is needed to ensure that people know who they are 
dealing with and do not confuse one for another. Despite 
efforts by humanitarians to communicate this concept, many 
members of the military fail to grasp the essential fact that 
the first step in creating humanitarian space is the accep-
tance by all parties of humanitarians as neutral, impartial 
agents working solely to alleviate suffering.

Second, while, particularly for the NATO nations, the mili-
tary’s expertise, responsibility and ethos can lead them to 
trying to extend their protective shield to humanitarians 
around them when tasked to respond to complex emergen-
cies on the assumption that physical security is both needed 
and valued by humanitarians, there needs to be a broad 
understanding that this protection destroys key aspects of 
the humanitarian professional identity. Fundamentally, 
all parties including the recipients of aid must be able to 
distinguish between the soldier and the humanitarian, at all 
times. 

Simply stated, soldiers dressed as civilians and humanitar-
ians living in barracks or riding in military vehicles serve 
to erode their respective professional identities. While the 
soldier in civilian attire raises questions regarding legal 
status under International Conventions, the loss of identity 
for the humanitarian can have two much more immediate 
consequences. The first is that it can put them at risk as 
they can become vulnerable to hostile actions when one or 
more parties perceive them as no longer neutral and impar-
tial. The second is the erosion of neutrality fundamentally 
infringes upon the efforts to negotiate or maintain humani-
tarian space. Thus, actions that result in the perception 
that humanitarians are either working for the military or 
are under the protection of the military serve to not only 
destroy humanitarian identities, but the jurisdiction needed 
for them to practice their profession, further eroding the 
manifestation of humanitarian space. Although beyond 
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the scope of this chapter, the increased use of private secu-
rity organizations, the employment of civilian workers in 
performing military support activities and the variations on 
how Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) in Afghanistan 
operate along with evolving military doctrine for stability 
operations are all adding to the confusion in this domain. 

Finally, the essential elements of the respective professional 
ethics reveal both differences and, interestingly, similarities. 
At first glance, the primary military outcome of achieving 
mission success (when necessary, through the controlled 
application of lethal force) versus the humanitarians’ pres-
ervation of human life appear to be irreconcilably opposed; 
however, the nuance of the law of armed conflict and the 
differentiation between combatants and non-combatants 
in International Humanitarian Law actually suggest a 
narrower philosophical gap. Unfortunately, recalling that 
actions speak louder than words, the reality on the ground is 
that the military’s willingness to take a life and the humani-
tarian abhorrence of any such event, suggests that this may 
be a philosophical divide that can, at best, be understood 
but not bridged.

There are indicators, however, of some potential common 
ground. The primary purpose of the inclusion of Canadian 
values of democratic principles, rights and freedoms and 
respecting the dignity of all persons in Duty with Honour 
was to ensure that the Canadian Forces projected essential 
Canadian values on international missions and that these 
may contribute to establishing some basis for common 
understanding. More importantly, the similarities in 
personal conduct values concerning self-sacrifice, persis-
tence in the face of daunting challenges, teamwork and 
self-discipline or self-control along with a commitment to 
honouring international conventions and an overarching 
objective of ultimately assisting others to pursue peaceful, 
dignified lives should provide the basis for mutual respect 
even when the two parties differ on the means to be applied 
to do so.  
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Establishing a Common Space

 To extend the analogy of the three block war, the military 
and the humanitarian professions could operate in each of 
the three theoretical blocks yet should be conducting their 
activities on the opposite sides of the street. In the kinds 
of complex emergencies, such as in areas of Afghanistan 
today, it is evident that humanitarian space, hence the 
humanitarian profession, is required in all three blocks of 
areas under conflict, areas under disengagement and areas 
populated by internally displaced persons. The military has 
a legitimate role to play in the first two and can, in certain 
circumstances and with the appropriate measures, be 
required to assist in the third. However, while both profes-
sions may have a role to play in each block, they should 
take strong measures to remain clearly separate and inde-
pendent (hence, on the opposite sides of the street). This will 
require that both professions acknowledge the benefits of 
providing aid and assistance based on the principles of the 
humanitarian imperative while recognizing that the mili-
tary, on behalf of the appropriate political authority, may 
have a responsibility to assist in providing legally obligated 
aid. 

As the humanitarian profession has to rely on a tenuous 
moral authority to carry out its operations, it follows that 
the military must allow humanitarians to create the requi-
site space or professional jurisdiction and strenuously avoid 
invading this jurisdiction or undermining their profes-
sional identity. There are both philosophical and practical 
reasons for the military to do so. As identified in both the 
Oslo Guidelines for disaster relief and the Military and Civil 
Defence Assets (MCDA) Guidelines for complex emergencies 
the military should be a last resort used only where there is 
no civilian alternative and where there is a critical humani-
tarian need. More importantly, a core principle of the MCDA 
Guidelines state, “as a matter of principle, the military and 
civilian defense assets of belligerent forces or of units that 
find themselves engaged in combat shall not be used to 
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support humanitarian activities.”51 This principle may call 
into question both military doctrine and practice on the 
ground whereby forces are concurrently engaged in combat 
operations and also providing handouts as part of hearts and 
minds activities. To return to the attributes of professions, 
the more practical reason for the military to respect humani-
tarian space is that military members are unlikely to possess 
the expertise of the humanitarian profession and can, inad-
vertently, erode rather than earn community support when 
they engage in aid activities without a full understanding 
of the perceptions created or the consequences of their 
actions.52  

Conversely, the humanitarian profession should recognize 
and understand the military’s obligations should they be 
tasked to provide aid. Should humanitarians disagree with 
this tasking, they should present their concerns to the appro-
priate political authority and acknowledge the limited ability 
of the military commander on the ground to accept or reject 
such taskings. The key to ensuring an appropriate approach 
to delivering all aid and assistance is through the develop-
ment of mutual trust and respect for the other based on an 
understanding of the similarities, and more importantly, 
differences inherent in the two professions’ jurisdictions, 
expertise, responsibilities, identities and ethic.

Conclusion
This chapter has presented a model of professions and 
applied this model to the humanitarian and military profes-
sions. The specific focus was to examine the concept of 
contested professional jurisdictions, and the issues and 
implications that arise when both the humanitarian and 
military professions provide aid and assistance to affected 
populations in crisis situations. The presentation and discus-
sion of each profession’s jurisdiction, expertise, identity, 
responsibility and vocational ethic highlight key tensions 
and certain commonalities. The primary conclusion reached 
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is that humanitarian space, as both a concept and a field 
of action on the ground, represents a clear example of a 
contested jurisdiction with significant implications for all 
parties when the military is either directed or opts to deliver 
aid and assistance concurrently with the humanitarian 
profession. Of importance, the military must recognize 
that, when doing so, they are not providing humanitarian 
aid and assistance. While their actions may be guided by 
the philosophy of humanitarianism, compassion or caring 
for others, the military cannot meet key criteria attributed to 
the humanitarian profession, particularly the requirements 
for neutrality, impartiality and independence.

These conclusions are based on theoretical considerations, 
while the reality on the ground is often much more complex 
and confusing. In particular, while it is possible to techni-
cally dissect activities into developmental work vs. aid and 
assistance, and to philosophically split aid into that based 
on the humanitarian imperative vs. that based on legal 
obligations, the nuances here are easily lost on experienced 
practitioners – let alone recipients. It is, however, considered 
that the use of a common model to describe the two profes-
sions provides a basis for informed discussions between 
actors tasked to provide aid and assistance. 

To the extent that the model of professions provides a 
sound theoretical basis to move beyond anecdotal narra-
tive or isolated case studies, it would be fruitful for both 
the military and humanitarian professions to draw on this 
approach to inform their own members of the other profes-
sion and to frame exchanges between the two. Particularly 
when the military is given lawful direction from the State to 
distribute aid and assistance in a crisis situation where the 
humanitarian profession is also present, it would be highly 
beneficial to negotiate professional boundaries to ensure 
that each understands, respects and supports the role and 
responsibilities of the other. 

These negotiations need to take place in advance, and should 
be maintained through regular contact; exchanging busi-
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ness cards when in theatre is too little, too late. Considering 
the sometimes severe tensions between the professions, 
it may be appropriate for a neutral third party, such as 
an appropriate International Organization or a coalition 
of States, to lead this process. Over time, a consensus on 
how each profession understands the other and intends to 
conduct their activities when responding to crisis situations 
should be articulated in key documents and presented in 
professional development programs. The establishment 
of clear boundaries, provision of common guidelines and 
development of respectful professional relations are key to 
addressing the needs of crisis-affected populations while 
concurrently respecting humanitarian space. 
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Notes
1 The Inter-Agency Standing Committee defines a complex emer-

gency as: “a humanitarian crisis in a country, region or society where 
there is total or considerable breakdown of authority resulting from 
internal or external conflict and which requires an international response 
that goes beyond the mandate or capacity of any single and/or ongoing 
UN country programme.” For additional information see http://www 
.humanitarianinfo.org. (accessed August 16, 2007).

2 Amongst others, see R.A. Stoffels, “Legal regulations of humani-
tarian assistance in armed conflict: Achievements and gaps,” International 
Review of the Red Cross 86 855 September (2004):515-546. These discussions 
extend beyond conceptual debates amongst academics and/or practi-
tioners on how to understand key terms to include calls for updated legal 
definitions. 

3 For additional discussion, see the 2003/2006 Guidelines on the use 
of Military and Civil Defence Assets in Disaster Relief (Oslo Guidelines) and 
the 2003 Guidelines on the use of Military and Civil Defence Assets to support 
United Nations Humanitarian Activities in Complex Emergencies (MCDA 
Guidelines) published by the United Nations Office for the Coordination 
of Humanitarian Affairs. 

4 Although it is also acknowledged that these distinctions may be 
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5 Noting that the socioeconomic conditions to be improved have 
often contributed to the need for aid and assistance. 
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Chapter 5

Clash of the Titans:  
Navigating New Identities in  

Conflict Geographies
Sarah Jane Meharg1

 
Well-meaning attempts at pursuing global peace 
can have very counterproductive consequences 
when these attempts are founded on a funda-
mentally illusory understanding of the world of 
human beings.2

Introduction
From the changing nature of global peace and security 
emerges a form of intervention intended to mitigate or halt 
the failure of states and improve mission decision-making 
processes. Integrated missions in conflict and post-conflict 
environments are a hybridization of traditional peace-
keeping and humanitarian interventions and have emerged 
as the preferred intervention formula, which see stake-
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holders in a shared working environment rather than 
working separately and often at cross-purposes. The inten-
tion is that coordinated and integrated responses increase 
the fecundity of activities in the shared space of helping 
hands and loaded arms. 

However, it is not certain whether coordinated and inte-
grated operations will have positive results. What is clear 
is that there have already been negative consequences 
from integrated operations, such as the abdication of many 
humanitarian organisation’s involvement with such opera-
tions. In some cases, the whole-scale abandonment of 
humanitarian organisations from the process has increased 
tensions between the military3 and humanitarians,4 and is 
causing them to clash at many different levels, including 
at the doctrinal/policy level, the operational/project level, 
and the tactical/activity level. There are clashes of identity, 
information, aid and assistance provision, and even clashes 
concerning jurisdiction and territories within conflict geogra-
phies. If integration is not a viable model for the stakeholders 
involved, an examination of the characteristics of the titans 
and the underpinnings of their tensions may inform a way 
forward.

The recasting of interventions has caused a renegotiation of 
the roles and responsibilities of the groups involved. This 
has triggered a recalibration of the professional identities 
of stakeholders as they navigate contested jurisdictions in 
conflict geographies. Based upon the negotiation of roles, 
relationships, and responsibilities of militaries and humani-
tarian organisations, these stakeholders find themselves 
justifying to the other who they are and what they do in 
the liminal space they now occupy together. These nascent 
identities are examined in this chapter to better understand 
how stakeholders see themselves, and more importantly, 
how they perceive others to see them. 

Some stakeholders have developed alternate modalities 
through which to identify, while others remain fixed on 



Clash of the Titans 117

outdated identities that may no longer serve their work 
in contemporary conflict geographies and further increase 
tensions, especially the perceived competition between 
humanitarians and military. This is causing clashes among 
the titans of international intervention.

This chapter begins with an analysis of identity and place 
theory to understand some of the causes of conflict between 
stakeholders. Identity and place theory, from the new 
cultural geography school, outline the important relation-
ships between people, place and identity, and how changes 
in physical and conceptual place can trigger unplanned 
changes in identities and the identification process. To 
illustrate the relationship between identity and places, this 
chapter examines the ways in which military and humani-
tarians view themselves and view each other as a way to 
map out identities within a shared space. Data gathered 
at the Three Block Wars and Humanitarianism Consultation 
in Ottawa, Canada (2006), will be used to highlight this 
exchange, and in particular, the Reverse-Role Simulation.5 
The analysis examines the identity paradigms within the 
professions and groups involved in operations and how 
these identities serve and/or undermine navigating conflict 
geographies. This chapter concludes with opportunities 
that could effect change in the liminal space now shared by 
these unusual partners.

The Relationship Between 
Identity and Place

The connection between place and identity is an area of 
geographic research, for place and identity are inseparable 
from territoriality.6 Identity, represented through place, 
is critical to our understanding of both identification and 
belonging.7 As elements of culture materialize in space 
and place – or in this case, areas of military operations or 
humanitarian activities – there is but little choice for those 
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who work in these environments to identify with these 
particular places.8 

Historically, the notion of space was understood through 
purely geometrical meanings evoking bounded areas of 
emptiness. Space is now understood as socially constructed 
environments created and manipulated through political, 
legal, economic, and cultural means, among others.9 Space 
exists as the physical and social spheres in which people live 
and work, evoking specific kinds of meanings, codes and 
practices. It also exists as the imagined or conceptual realm,10 
shared by a collective community or experienced by an 
individual; spaces are fixed in collective memory by history, 
heritage, legal codes, policies, common practices, and 
cultural norms. Space often lacks the physical characteristics 
to be located on a map because it is “an essential framework 
of all modes of thought, from physics to aesthetics, from 
myth to magic, to common everyday life.”11

According to scholars of geography, space offers individ-
uals and groups an image of membership and constitutes 
a collective mirror reflecting culture and identity.12 Social 
conceptions of space are forever changing as they evolve 
with individuals and groups that determine their space’s 
boundaries, whether physical or imagined. Individuals and 
groups cannot be separated from their physical and social 
spheres because they function within them and continue 
creating them by expressing their specific values and beliefs 
through them. 

Space is the building block from which people create 
particular places that they order, design, and give meaning. 
People add meaning to places and establish their unique 
ownership of such places. The symbols that people add to 
places inform actions and social behaviours; at the extreme, 
contestation over symbolic places can foment territoriality 
and armed conflict.
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Identity is attached to place, for this is where habits, customs, 
and practices reside. Place becomes significant as people 
define their identities through it. In fact, identity is defined 
and supported by place, and in turn, places “become part 
of one’s identity and one’s memory.”13 Place, then, has the 
power to impact identity and it “constrains and enables our 
actions, and our actions construct and maintain places.”14

Identity, derived from identitas, and from idem, meaning 
same, is the quality or condition of being a specified person 
or thing. It refers to the state of being, or relating to, the 
same substance, nature, and qualities that can determine 
one’s role in relation to society. Insofar as identity refers to 
the characteristics shared by organisations, it refers both 
to the material conditions that constitute place, and the 
behaviours, actions and rituals that relate to such mate-
rial conditions. That is, identity refers to the specific places 
created by people sharing a way of life, as well as to the 
particular experiences in such places. Identity, therefore, is 
specific and sets people apart through various elements that 
are distinct and particularlistic, including the places they 
claim as their own.

As preeminent economic development scholar Amartya Sen 
argues: “The insistence, if only implicitly, on a choiceless 
singularity of human identity not only diminishes us all, it 
also makes the world much more flammable.”15 He suggests 
that individual and group identities are pluralistic, noting 
that identities are made up of multiple characteristics and 
elements that can sometimes be confusing. For example, a 
person can legitimately claim that they are a peacekeeper, 
a mother, a military officer, a Queen’s University graduate, 
a practicing Muslim, and a Red Cross volunteer. On the 
surface, these identifying elements appear to be merely 
a list of jobs or interests, but are underpinned by values 
and principles that may cause cognitive incongruence and 
possible confusion of a sense of self. People typically seek 
to fit into one category so that they can generate a sense of 
belonging to a group or community. Applying the notion 
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of pluralistic identities to a society, it is possible that such 
individual incongruence and confusion can lead to contes-
tation of the other and even violent conflict, especially when 
it is human nature to seek to fit into one category or another. 
Sen goes on to suggest that “the main hope of harmony in 
our troubled world lies in the plurality of our identities…” 
and believing that people have only one identity, such as 
military or humanitarian, does everyone a great disservice. 
Identity and violence is a misunderstood nexus that under-
pins conflict analysis and impacts the outcomes of conflict 
interventions by the international community.

Although identities appear to have clear-cut boundaries 
between one another, this is not the case. “Groups exist 
with vague and permeable boundaries and social iden-
tity is flexible and negotiable.”16 Likewise, Wrong argues 
“identity is always problematic, something that is not just 
given but that has to be sought, striven for, and forged out 
of fragments, or if attained, is constantly subject to diffu-
sion and confusion, even to outright dissolution.”17 Identity 
is socially constructed through a series of factors including 
gender and historical context,18 and it can be among the most 
salient and provoke the greatest degree of ambivalence and 
conflict between peoples.19 

The lure of control and of staking a claim in a particular 
locale to declare ownership, autonomy and identity are 
strong factors within the shared military and humanitarian 
space. Till suggests that, “to lose the landscape is to lose the 
right to define identity in the landscape.”20 In fact, humani-
tarian identity meta-narratives are challenged by military 
counter-narratives that formerly occupied the periphery but 
are now moving to the centre of humanitarian space, which 
erodes its underpinning principles of neutrality, impar-
tiality and independence. As humanitarians continue to be 
marginalized by militaries within the liminal space between 
traditional military operations and humanitarian activities, 
the defining elements of their identities change and nascent 
characteristics emerge. 
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Destruction of Space

If these ideas are central to the construction of identity, it 
follows that the loss of space may be critical to sustaining that 
identity. When space and places are destroyed, reactions are 
amplified. People often want things to stay the same because 
when things stay the same one’s identity remains intact. 
When massive change or transformation occurs within 
the physical environment, so too is there change in beliefs, 
values and cultures related to these environments. Take, for 
example, war-affected peoples. When their physical worlds 
are radically changed by violent armed conflict, it is natural 
to witness change in beliefs, values, and even the tradi-
tional cultural and religious practices that were embedded 
in that pre-war place. The same holds true for change and 
transformation in imagined places and communities, such 
as humanitarian space, which has caused a re-evaluation 
of roles and responsibilities of the groups that subscribe to 
humanitarian space. The aim of reclaiming a status quo is 
impossible to achieve.

When space and place are threatened or radically changed, 
noted cultural geographer Brian Osborne suggests that 
people and groups continue to search for nostalgia and 
heritage to assuage feelings of loss.21 Even the possibility 
of threat can incite a group to great lengths to preserve the 
space they claim as their own. Elements of law, common 
practice, society, religion, culture, history, industry, and the 
symbols that represent them, are adamantly protected by 
those claiming identity through their existence. Heritage 
offers identification, and “beleaguered by loss and change, 
we keep our bearings only by clinging to [these] remnants 
of stability.” 22 

One of the ways to move forward as a group is to place the 
future, rather than the past, at the heart of thinking about 
culture and identity.23 Such a shift reframes what and why 
specific elements of identity are important and how these 
will figure into the future. Shifting perspective to the future 
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absolves groups from being overly attached to past heri-
tage, history and other elements. Attachment to the past can 
impede future progress and inhibit change, thereby rein-
forcing static identities that can be unhealthy and limiting 
within a changing social context. If this idea is applied to 
the renegotiation of military and humanitarian identities, 
the nascent identities emerging in the military and humani-
tarian space may be better understood.

What is the military and  
humanitarian space?

The framing of roles and responsibilities in conflict and post-
conflict environments has changed since the early 1990s. As 
the ways in which wars are fought transform, so do the reac-
tions to such fighting and ensuing interventions. It used to 
be that wars required international military forces to func-
tion as inter-positional forces, upholding and enforcing the 
rule of law and basic security. Now, complex armed conflicts 
require the same military forces to delicately balance their 
security mandates with the addition of nation-building 
activities that are designed to bring about ideological 
shifts in entire countries. It used to be that humanitarian 
organisations fed, clothed, mended, and sheltered war- and 
disaster-affected civilians. Now, during complex armed 
conflicts, the same humanitarian organisations must dole 
out assistance to a heterogeneous, often dangerous, civilian 
population while avoiding becoming political targets them-
selves or becoming party to a conflict while upholding the 
principles of neutrality, impartiality and independence. 
They find themselves working alongside military forces 
and private military/security companies providing some of 
the same services and functions that they have tradition-
ally provided, potentially working in competition with 
one another. Ironically, humanitarian organisations must 
sometimes call upon their so-called competition to provide 
protection when they are under threat by the populations 
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they are mandated to serve; a problematic situation because 
they can be perceived by these populations as working with 
militaries and therefore having politicized agendas. The 
complex interrelationship and resulting tensions between 
military forces and humanitarian organisations has bridged 
the discreet spaces they traditionally occupied alone. Now, 
there exists a liminal space, rather than an overlap of spaces, 
in which the identities of the stakeholders have yet to be 
fully developed – this is the military and humanitarian 
space.

Organisational Conflicts in the  
Military and Humanitarian Space

Although stakeholders are intervening in conflict and post-
conflict environments to mitigate or eliminate conflict and 
its effects, stakeholders bring with them their own conflicts 
to the military and humanitarian space. For some, the 
military seems to be a homogenous group of uniformed 
personnel upholding a mandate in the operational space. 
In reality, there are organizational identity conflicts in the 
military that make it a relatively heterogeneous group, 
perhaps made homogenous through a common mandate 
within a deployment. For example, in the Canadian Forces, 
there exist historical identity conflicts between the branches 
of army, air, and navy as well as intra-branch conflict such 
as brigade vs. brigade; special forces units vs. regular 
units; officers vs. non-commissioned officers and reserv-
ists; the warrior vs. the humanitarian peacekeeper; as well 
as general conflicts between the English and the French; 
men and women; homosexuals and heterosexuals; Cold 
War soldiers and post-Cold War soldiers; visible minority 
soldiers and white, Anglo Saxons; and regional iden-
tity conflicts between the Maritime Provinces and Upper 
Canada (Ontario); East Coast and West Coast; and Quebec 
and Canada. There are many more identity conflicts in the 
Canadian Forces that have not been listed here that exist 
today and are continuously perpetuated. Characteristics of 
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identities, in this case, are upheld and reinforced to make 
particular groups stand out from others and to create sub-
group identities within the meta-identity of the military. 
Often, this is done to create group cohesion, comfort and 
a sense of belonging within the greater whole. Under a 
common military threat, internal identity conflicts are set 
aside, and there is a re-identification process which unites 
against a common enemy. This reduces internal conflicts and 
focuses energy on a single, external element. From approxi-
mately 2005-2007, the Canadian Forces united against the 
insurgency in Afghanistan and coalesced its identity as a 
combat-ready force. Most resources, including people and 
materiel, were focused on an outside threat.

Similarly, humanitarians are seen as collective, like-minded 
people and organizations sharing a single purpose in the 
humanitarian space. In reality, there exist many internal 
humanitarian identity conflicts, which suggest that this 
stakeholder group is not cohesive or homogeneous. Within 
the meta-group there are international organisations vs. 
mom and pop organisations; professionals vs. amateurs; 
do-gooders vs. bureaucrats; purists vs. hybrids; as well as 
profitable organisations and not-for profits; government-
funded humanitarian organisations and privately-funded 
organisations; religious and secular; international vs. grass-
roots; and media-oriented organisations vs. mandate-driven 
organisations. Some of these conflicts are reduced with the 
existence of an external, unifying element, such as providing 
aid and assistance in non-permissive or extremely hostile 
environments when organisations rely upon one another for 
survival. Interestingly, many humanitarian organisations 
consider the military to be their so-called enemy, which in 
turn becomes their external, unifying element that reduces 
internal identity conflicts. This, however, greatly impacts 
the relationship between the military and humanitarians in 
their shared space.

Looking in from the outside, each perceives the other as 
being homogenous despite detailed sub-group identities 
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that inform their activities in the military and humanitarian 
space. Although internal identity conflicts may be reduced 
when working in the field, stakeholders can inadvertenly 
contribute to the conflict environment rather than mitigate 
or eliminate conflict.

Struggling with Change
The information presented in the following section is 
an analysis of data gathered at the Three Block Wars and 
Humanitarianism Consultation, September 12-14, 2006 in 
Ottawa, through the Reverse-Role Simulation.24 This meth-
odology invites participants to divide themselves into 
stakeholder groups based on communities of practice or like-
minded determinations. For example, participants joined 
the group of their choice, such as military professionals, 
humanitarians, civilian police, scholars, government deci-
sion-makers, and the United Nations. Participants had a 
range of individual and collective field experience working 
in peace operations or in international intervention environ-
ments. Groups then determined how others perceived of 
them and identified assumptions and myths regarding the 
attributes of the stakeholders in the military and humani-
tarian space.25 For example, the humanitarians discussed 
how the military, civilian police, UN, scholars, and govern-
ment perceived them and how they would fit into the shared 
military and humanitarian space.

This study has significance when linked to the theory of 
identity and place as forwarded by the geographic disci-
plines. As real and/or imagined places transform, there is 
a resulting shift in identities of which groups must come to 
terms. The relationship is reciprocal, and suggests that as 
identities shift, then so to do real and/or imagined places 
in which these identity groups exist. As place acts upon 
identities, so will identities act upon place creating change 
and transformation over time. As one prescient participant 
suggested in response to the suggestion that disagreements 
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between military and humanitarians were based on roles 
and responsibilities: “The problem on the third block is 
about cultural clash and not about roles.”26 Clashes of culture 
suggest that the values, beliefs, and principles represented 
by identity are the root of some tensions, rather than the 
roles and responsibilities. Changes in identities are regular 
phenomena as place, or in this case, humanitarian space, 
never remains static. The transformation of values, beliefs, 
and principles is to be expected as the socially constructed 
environment continues its rapid change.

Although there were six groups involved in the initial exer-
cise at the consultation, only two will be examined in this 
chapter: military professionals and humanitarians.

Military Professionals
Military professions consider themselves to be part of a 
profession of arms.27 According to the group that identi-
fied themselves as military professionals, the military is 
considered to have only one true mandate: to provide secu-
rity. Other groups considered the military as a monolithic 
entity filled with group-thinking Neanderthals. They also put 
forward that the military needs a so-called enemy and over-
simplifies complex conflict situations into black and white 
scenarios. The military is perceived of as insensitive and 
only knowing how to provide armed protection.

In addition, military professionals suggest that other stake-
holders perceive soldiers as non-compassionate people with 
hidden combat agendas. As well, the military professionals 
believe that others think that militaries do not understand 
non-governmental and humanitarian organisations, namely 
the principles of humanitarianism and the notion of contam-
ination. Humanitarian organisations remain apprehensive 
about collaborating in military partnerships, despite an 
increasing understanding of the theory, policy, and prac-
tice of military involvement in humanitarian activities.28 In 
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comparison, humanitarians suggested that their fears and 
apprehensions sometimes stop them from collaborating 
with military partnerships, in policy or practice. A strong 
need to protect neutrality and independence, for purposes 
of effectively delivering aid to recipient communities, and 
to maintain a distance from the military is evident. Again, 
this is grounded in a well-developed humanitarian philos-
ophy of neutrality, impartiality and independence that has 
evolved over the past 120 years. By participating in military 
and humanitarian coordination and communication, there 
would be major concerns of being contaminated by the mili-
tary and stigmatized by other humanitarian organisations 
as being embedded with the military and contributing to 
winning the hearts and minds of local populations. The fear of 
being seen as a part of the formal military structure, or even 
as an extension of a hearts and minds or trust and confidence 
campaign has prompted humanitarian organisations to 
largely distance themselves from militaries. Winning hearts 
and minds campaigns are seen as psychological, effects-
based operations by humanitarians, and most organisations 
intend to keep their distance from such activities. 

Due to the perceived notion of contamination, military 
professionals suggest that humanitarian organisations are 
not reaching out to the military, especially in the context 
of reconstruction and stabilization operations. There is a 
general lack of information sharing between military forces 
and humanitarians. Military professionals suggest that 
other stakeholder groups are fearful of sharing informa-
tion with militaries; however, militaries are often acting 
upon classified orders, which can lead to a lack of informa-
tion exchange and further break down trust between the 
stakeholders. Moreover, humanitarians consider military 
activities in the third block as competition over scarce aid 
and assistance resources.

The following statements made at the consultation help to 
further understand the ways in which military identity is 
perceived by other stakeholders.29 One participant argued:
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I feel that there is still a large gap in basic under-
standing of NGOs [by military professionals]. I 
am shocked that most don’t understand the use 
of SPHERE standards, rather than guidelines.30

Another suggested that the:

Military still has more sway than any NGO has, 
and military operations are not changing even if 
they are adopting humanitarian terminology.

A participant voiced their opinion by stating that:

The military is in the field and not leaving; 
[humanitarians and military professionals] need 
to find ways to better understand each other and 
work together in this combined space.

While another suggested that:

Working in the military/humanitarian interface 
can be very damaging to NGOs from the recip-
ient population viewpoint.

These sentiments suggest that there are still some deep 
tensions held between humanitarian organisations and 
military personnel; namely, the level of understanding by 
military professionals of humanitarian codes and standards; 
and the adoption of humanitarian terms and language by 
militaries undertaking humanitarian-like activities in the 
field. Interestingly, the adoption of one group’s unique 
language by a contested group can appear to be a direct 
threat towards identity. Like heritage and culture, language 
is perceived as being unique and particular to a group and 
can have only one legitimate owner. It cannot be shared, 
and if so, becomes a competitive process in which the legiti-
mate group seeks to establish their ownership by claiming 
historic rights.
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It appears that humanitarians consider military professionals 
to have politicized agendas and therefore not legitimate or 
qualified providers of humanitarian aid and assistance. 
This could equate to a complete disregard for uniformed 
personnel at home and in the field, thereby disallowing any 
logical areas for collaboration and learning.

Humanitarians
Alternately, the humanitarian group suggested that they 
are perceived of by military professionals as naïve as they 
see the notion of neutrality in itself naïve. Military profes-
sionals perceive the humanitarian principle of impartiality 
as flawed. It was argued that humanitarians cannot operate 
in a naïve bubble and must expect there to be other stake-
holders involved in humanitarian-like activities in the 
planning stages as well as in the field. Humanitarians are 
seen as attached to a specific culture and, categorically 
seen as a homogenous group rather than distinct actors. 
Humanitarians are perceived of as not having policies, 
rules, leadership or an organizing body.

They also suggested that they are viewed as not being able 
to collaborate with the military, as well as not knowing how 
to protect themselves in conflict environments. Of particular 
note was the perception that integration between military 
and humanitarian stakeholders within the third block of 
three block wars threatens the principle of impartiality, as 
well as donor funding. 

The following statements made at the consultation help to 
further understand the ways in which humanitarian iden-
tity is perceived by other stakeholders.31 One participant 
suggested that:

The [military has] become so defined as a 
profession. Yet, humanitarians are not a mature 
profession. Whether or not their work ‘does 
good’ does not help them to frame debates.  
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Humanitarians have a paradox in their thinking, 
in the do no harm idea. Humanitarians also have 
a paradox in terms of the security environment. 
Humanitarians do not have an answer for that. 
It’s blamed on the military.

Another admitted that:

“[Military professionals] are taught to believe 
humanitarian self-declared neutrality; I’m just not 
sure how real it is. Nor am I sure where the line is 
between humanitarianism and development.”

A participant declared that:

[Most of the] humanitarians involved in this 
consultation do not even know where the third 
block [of three block wars] is or where the human-
itarian space is now located.

Lastly, one participant suggested that

Humanitarian oganisations need more profes-
sional standards. I am aware of nothing 
resembling a rigorous professional development 
system in the humanitarian sector.

It is clear that military professionals do not consider human-
itarians as resembling a profession, and thereby do not 
consider them to be their professional equals. This could 
equate to disrespect and undermine the negotiation of roles 
and responsibilities within the military and humanitarian 
space. Further, humanitarian organisations are perceived 
as having a lack of training, accountability and under-
standing, especially within the context of contemporary 
armed conflicts. This appears to be un-nerving to military 
professionals.

This exercise revealed that many stakeholders do not 
understand others as well as they think they do, and rein-
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forced that each group has a strong idea of what the other is. 
Perhaps, given the realities of the operational space in which 
these stakeholders are working, there is a concern that these 
groups are too entrenched in their own identities to create 
alternative roles and responsibilities that respond to the 
changed space and to each other. Amartya Sen suggests 
that: The constraints may be especially strict in defining 
the extent to which we can persuade others, in particular, to 
take us to be different from (or more than) what they insist 
on taking us to be.”32 The challenge, then, lies in the will-
ingness and ability of the major stakeholders to be wrong 
about their assumptions of the other.

The Road Ahead
Unlike militaries, humanitarian organisations face 
numerous challenges. They typically do not have long-
term funding to sustain their organization, projects and 
activities, and must dedicate existing resources to securing 
additional funding. This is in itself an exhausting process 
and takes precious energy away from achieving humani-
tarian mandates. This then effects the time and resources 
available to provide adequate training and ongoing educa-
tion to staff. Through no fault of their own, humanitarians 
often arrive in the field having undergone no training or 
education regarding aid, assistance, intervention, secu-
rity, safety, and human rights, among others. Compared 
to military professionals, humanitarians are sadly lacking 
adequate resources, time and training to realize their full 
identities as humanitarians affecting positive change in 
recipient environments. To worsen matters, humanitarians 
are spending scarce resources to sustain humanitarian space 
and to intentionally not work with militaries or in military 
environments, despite potential positive impacts on recip-
ient populations, or militaries themselves. These are not 
problems that the military faces. In fact, it is clear that the 
Government of Canada and the US Government have spent 
resources on training, re-educating and equipping their 
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militaries to work in the changed operational environment. 
Humanitarians do not have access to these resources and 
therefore do not have access to professional development 
that the military has. This further increases the gap between 
the stakeholders and reduces the fecundity of interventions 
in conflict geographies.

Potentially as a result of these challenges, other stakeholders 
view humanitarians as inflexible to the changing operational 
environment of civilian aid and assistance, despite recent 
progress in new coordination structures and partnerships. 
Although once perceived of as inflexible and traditionally 
rigid, the Canadian and US militaries have shifted their 
identities during the past decade to respond to the changing 
nature of violent armed conflict in theatres of operations. In 
other words, as their places changed, their identities changed 
with them. In contrast, humanitarians are perceived as not 
adapting themselves to the changing environment, despite 
recent progress in developing new coordination structures 
and non-traditional partnerships. Perceptions suggest that 
humanitarian organisations are functioning with outdated 
understandings of operational realities that impede their 
ability to serve recipient populations. Other stakeholders 
suggest that there appears to be an inability to take on new 
coordination structures, partnerships and activities for fear 
of losing territory in the humanitarian space, as constructed 
by humanitarian law since the 1880s. However, as their 
places of operation change, so too must their identities 
respond.

There is an opportunity to better inform other stakeholders 
of the progress made by the humanitarian community in 
developing new coordination structures and partnerships, 
as well as an opportunity for humanitarian agencies and 
organisations to demonstrate greater flexibility in military 
and humanitarian space.

In addition, filling the aid gap was once a measure of last resort 
for militaries; however, some forces now plan on supplying 
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humanitarian aid. Although there are regular examples 
of humanitarian actors operating in non-permissive envi-
ronments, operational insecurity can cause humanitarian 
organisations to depart from theatres of operations. When 
this occurs, militaries have found themselves filling the aid 
gap, perceived or real. Although filling aid gaps has been 
understood as a measure of last resort where operational 
realities require that militaries fill roles otherwise done by 
civilian organisations and entities, there continues to be 
instances when troop-contributing nations have presented 
themselves as suppliers of aid. In the end, not all stakeholders 
are seized with the issue of who is delivering humanitarian 
assistance. The recipient populations are not ensconced in 
this dialogue and may be satisfied when basic needs are met 
by any outside interventionist, whether uniformed or not. 
This further evidences that a shared military and humani-
tarian space exists in the field.

Militaries have an opportunity to involve humanitarian 
agencies and organisations in advance of operations to plan 
for the optimum ways to fill an aid gap, if and when such 
a gap occurs in an operational environment. In this way, 
jurisdiction of a shared military and humanitarian space is 
further explored – potentially in a safe, less publicly visible 
environment, thereby not contributing to the optics of 
contamination.

Moreover, military professionals perceive humanitarian 
organisations as unorganized, uncoordinated, lacking 
leadership, and being without a clear voice or guidelines. 
Challenges include the level of violence in pre- and post-
conflict societies; multiple multi-national stakeholders in 
theatre; political and economic agendas of the international 
community; and a lack of inter- and intra-organisational 
communication and coordination standards within the 
humanitarian arena. In other words, there is no organisation 
at the helm within the humanitarian profession to guide them 
through such contemporary challenges. However, systems 
and guidelines are indeed in place, such as the SPHERE 
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guidelines, and military professionals have the opportunity 
to learn more about NGO and humanitarian organisational 
structures, leadership and guidelines to facilitate hybrid-
ized field-work in the military and humanitarian space.

However, humanitarian organisations have the opportunity 
to increase their knowledge and understanding of mili-
taries by pre-deployment integrated conferences, training 
opportunities, exercises, and simulations. It is suggested 
that humanitarian organisations are willing to learn about 
military frameworks in areas of theory, policy and practice; 
however, there remains a mutually expressed apprehen-
sion of security issues. Lastly, militaries have an increased 
opportunity to share information with NGOs and humani-
tarian agencies and organisations about military operations, 
planning and doctrine to alleviate apprehensions.

Conclusion
Simply put, uncertainty fills the shared military and 
humanitarian space. A lack of familiarity with tools, guide-
lines and conventions results in reinforced misconceptions 
of beliefs, values and identities, adding additional problems 
to the relationship between the stakeholders. An increase in 
knowledge of conventions, protocols, standards and guide-
lines regarding humanitarian space is required by all, but 
perhaps more importantly, a negotiation of a shared iden-
tity for the military and humanitarian space is required for 
a progressive relationship between the titans. There is an 
opportunity to provide transparent and accessible informa-
tion to all stakeholders regarding conventions, protocols 
and guidelines related to the military and humanitarian 
space. However, such information may require a re-tooling 
to frame roles and responsibilities in a relevant way. As well, 
policy-makers will need to understand how conventions, 
protocols, standards and guidelines represent the military 
and humanitarian space. 
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As militaries evolve in response to contemporary contexts of 
violent armed conflict and insurgency, so too will humani-
tarian organisations evolve in order to best serve the recipient 
populations in conflict geographies. Humanitarian organi-
sations may need to recalibrate their identities to respond 
to the changed places in which they work. The importance 
of understanding new identities related to places may 
be necessary to carry out future activities in the dynamic 
context of peace and security.
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Notes
1 The views expressed in this article are the author’s own and should 

not be attributed to the Pearson Peacekeeping Centre.
2 A. Sen, “The Violence of Illusion,” Identity and Violence, p. 12.
3 Throughout this chapter, the terms the military and militaries refer 

to professional militaries, namely the military forces of the UK, Canada, 
US, and other States that invest in the training, education and equip-
ping of their forces to uphold the defence and security of their respective 
nations. The term military professional refers to a member of a professional 
military force as described above.

4 Note that humanitarians are understood as those organisations 
and agencies committed to upholding the traditional tenets of humani-
tarianism – neutrality, impartiality and independence – and the codes 
of conduct and guidelines attributed to humanitarian work, namely 
the SPHERE guidelines and the ICRC humanitarian code. The humani-
tarian organisations referred to in this chapter are program-, project- and 
activity-driven and must report to donors. Based on discussions the 
author has had with various representatives of international and major 
regional organisations such as the ICRC and OSCE, these organisations 
do not consider themselves to be involved in the discourse analysed in this 
chapter and consider their organisations to be involved in a higher-level 
dialogue on such matters, namely because their funding is secure and 
does not generate from a particular donor. Therefore they are absolved 
from the humanitarian-donor tensions experienced by the humanitarian 
organisations examined in this chapter.

5 Reverse-Role Simulation is an identity analysis technique designed 
by Sarah Jane Meharg in 1999. A powerful paradigm shift results from 
having participants stand in the shoes of others and analyze themselves 
from those shoes.

6 D. Mitchell, “The Lure of the Local: Landscape at the end of a trou-
bled century,” Progress in Human Geography, p. 275.

7 S. Daniels, Fields of Vision: Landscape Imagery and National Identity in 
England and the United States.

8 D. Mitchell, Cultural Geography: A Critical Introduction, p. 119.
9 H. Lefebvre, The Production of Space (Blackwell Publishing, 1991); 

R. Sack, et al. Human Territoriality: Its Theory and History (Cambridge 
University Press, 1986); Yi-Fu Tuan, Space and Place (University of 
Minnesota Press, 1977).

10 Noting that imagined or psychic spaces are different than concep-
tual space as referred to by Okros and Keizer in Chapter 4 of this book. 
Please refer to Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 
1983) for further discussion on the theory of imagined communities.

11 R. Sack, et al. Human Territoriality: Its Theory and History, p. 14.
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12 Scholars include Lefebvre and in particular R. Sack Conceptions of 
Space in Social Thought: A Geographic Perspective (University of Minnesota 
Press, 1980). The theory is equally valid when applied to the individual 
as well as a group or society writ large.

13 R. Sack, Homo Geographicus: A Framework for Action, Awareness, and 
Moral Concern, p. 135.

14 Ibid. p. 13. 
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Territory and Scale, p. 1.
20 K. Till, “Staging the past: landscape designs, cultural identity and 

Erinnerungspolitick at Berlin’s Neue Wache,” Ecumen.
21 B. Osborne, “Erasing Memories of War: Reconstructing France 

after the ‘Great War,’” Canadian Military History Since the 17th Century.
22 D. Lowenthal, Possessed By The Past: The Heritage Crusade and the 

Spoils of History p. 6.
23 A. Appadurai, “The Capacity to Aspire: Culture and the Terms of 

Recognition,” Culture and Public Action p. 19.
24 The author offers sincere thanks to the participants at the consulta-

tion for their forthrightness and ability to engage in difficult discussion 
topics.

25 The desired outcome was to generate a stakeholder-based discus-
sion for understanding commonly held myths and understanding the 
nature of identity and communication points. From this experience, more 
reflective discussions for departing from said identities could occur, thus 
facilitating common grounds on which to break down myths and create 
shared understandings. 

26 Anonymous participant, Three Block Wars and Humanitarianism 
Consultation, Proceedings, Pearson Peacekeeping Centre: Ottawa, Canada. 
September 12-14, 2006.

27 Please refer to Okros’ and Keizer’s in-depth discussion of the 
profession of arms in Chapter 4 of this book.

28 This observation remains relevant for armed conflicts rather than 
for natural disasters.

29 All quotations in this section are from anonymous participants. 
Three Block Wars and Humanitarianism. Consultation proceedings. Pearson 
Peacekeeping Centre: Ottawa, Canada. September 12-14, 2006.
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30 SPHERE standards are the followed by most humanitarian 
organisations in the field. They are referred to as standards, rather than 
guidelines, because they are intended as benchmarks rather than rules 
for practitioners.

31 All quotations in this section are from anonymous participants 
attending Three Block Wars and Humanitarianism Consultation.

32 A. Sen “The Violence of Illusion,” Identity and Violence, p. 31. 
Emphasis added by A. Sen.





Chapter 6

NATO and Three Block Wars
Stephen J. Mariano1

Introduction

The North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) is having 
trouble with the multi-dimensional mission in Afghanistan 
and the Alliance’s future depends on doing a better job. This 
chapter argues that NATO will not succeed in Afghanistan 
or any so-called three block war (3BW) because it does 
not have a multi-dimensional, political-military system to 
plan and execute contemporary missions at the strategic, 
operational and tactical levels of conflict. NATO is a dual-
purpose collective defence organisation but it has not made 
the transition to a collective security organisation. As a 
defence organisation focused on military ways and means, 
NATO’s political and military structures were designed to 
employ conventional (and nuclear) forces in response to 
Warsaw Pact aggression in and around Central Europe. 
As a collective security organisation, NATO will need to 
look beyond the traditional defence matters and delve into 
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issues of economic and human security. This examina-
tion is particularly relevant given that the United Nations 
(UN), NATO and myriad non-governmental organisa-
tions, work side-by-side in Kosovo and Afghanistan. To 
cope with these challenges, NATO can develop a new set 
of security capabilities. Currently, NATO’s members do not 
agree that the Alliance should become a collective security 
organisation which makes it difficult to acquire the needed 
capabilities; members would have to agree to increase their 
current levels of support, political and diplomatic as well as 
personnel and materiel. When framed in the terms of collec-
tive security, NATO’s decision to assume responsibility 
for the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in 
Afghanistan seems quixotic. 

This chapter does not directly challenge the 3BW paradigm, 
though some of its shortcomings will be discussed; instead, 
the 3BW construct is proposed as a framework through 
which NATO’s practical capabilities can be examined. It is 
argued that NATO cannot succeed with a 3BW approach 
until (a) NATO’s post-Cold War, post-September 11th iden-
tity as a collective security organisation matures, and (b) the 
organisation aligns its structures, processes, and resources 
to deal with peace support and humanitarian assistance 
operations. Only when NATO nations agree to accept non-
traditional military missions and acquire the commensurate 
resources, most of which are political in orientation, will 
NATO be able to effectively operate in any variation of three 
block wars. 

Three’s Company
When United States (US) Marine Corps General Krulak 
introduced the notion of three block wars during a 1997 
speech to the National Press Club, he spoke of three tasks 
that could be assigned to service members in future warfare: 
warfighting, peacekeeping and providing humanitarian 
assistance. He said:
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In one moment in time, our service members 
will be feeding and clothing displaced refugees, 
providing humanitarian assistance. In the next 
moment, they will be holding two warring tribes 
apart – conducting peacekeeping operations 
– and, finally, they will be fighting a highly lethal 
mid-intensity battle - all on the same day... all 
within three city blocks.2

Because the 3BW construct seemed applicable to the Kosovo 
Force (KFOR) operations, General Krulak’s 3BW notions 
gained currency in political and military discourse during 
the Y2K period.

Taking the three block war out of context is dangerous, 
however, for at least five reasons. First, General Krulak was 
speaking on the subject of future urban warfare. Krulak’s 
speech was influenced by military operations in the slums 
of Somalia and Haiti but since then commentators have 
extended the 3BW analysis to Afghanistan’s rugged terrain 
and Iraq’s diverse environment. While the follow-on phases 
of Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) in Afghanistan and 
Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) provide some evidence of 
urban warfare, critics could argue that the urbanization of 
high-intensity warfare has not materialized as anticipated. 

Second, and in a similar vein, there is an assumption in the 
3BW construct that military forces will routinely be asked 
to toggle between the three missions. That assumption 
may not be valid. The light infantry units tasked to assist 
Kurds in Northern Iraq in the aftermath of Operation Desert 
Storm were not the armoured units who participated in 
the famous Hail Mary manoeuvre that dislodged the Iraqi 
Army from Kuwait. In Kosovo, the warfighting activity was 
done by air force pilots being guided to targets by Special 
Forces on the ground. Few of these combatants were imme-
diately re-missioned into the peacekeeping or humanitarian 
assistance roles. Somalia saw a similar phenomenon where 
US Army special operations forces performed distinctly 
different missions from the 10th Mountain Division soldiers 
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operating in the same area. These delineations were gener-
ally repeated in OEF and OIF, where units that participated 
in the most violent fighting were replaced with follow-on 
forces designed to stabilize previously contested zones.3  

Third, the generic term peacekeeping is not as salient in 2007 
as it was in 1997.4 Krulak may have had in mind a juridical 
definition of peacekeeping, where a negotiated settlement 
is a prerequisite to soldiers entering a disputed area. In 
traditional UN Chapter 6 peacekeeping terms, military 
involvement in the second block would be predicated on 
a cease-fire, treaty or other political agreement. As recent 
operations have shown, a few nations are apt to inter-
vene militarily with little regard for a UN Security Council 
Resolution or even a locally obtained peace agreement. 
Whether one uses the 3BW construct to examine NATO 
in Kosovo (1999), the Coalition in Iraq (2003) or the Israeli 
actions in Lebanon (2006), at least three cases show that the 
peacekeeping-block may not explicitly exist alongside the 
other two blocks, although popular thinking assumes it to 
do so. 

Fourth, the quality of fighting taking place in the warfighting 
block varies greatly. Krulak made his remarks while the 
Stabilization Force (SFOR) mission was on-going and just a 
few years after American involvement in Somalia. The inten-
sity of fighting in Bosnia and Herzegovina or even Somalia 
was limited when compared to other historical military 
missions for armed forces. The quantity of American forces 
committed in those operations pale in comparison to opera-
tions before (Vietnam, Korea and the World Wars) and after 
(OEF and OIF). So, while the 3BW construct is applicable 
to certain aspects of security studies and has bumper-
sticker appeal, it provides only one possible vision of future 
conflict.

The 3BW approach recognizes that any attempt at crisis 
response or conflict resolution will take place in a compli-
cated political space.  It also identifies three critical aspects 
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of winning wars and sustaining peace: fighting, enforcing 
agreements, and taking care of people. Additionally, the 
3BW construct acknowledges that no person or organisa-
tion acts alone. Military members, government civilians and 
non-governmental representatives will occupy and operate 
in the same intellectual and physical space. 

One possible misperception of the 3BW concept is that the 
military wants to be in the lead in each block. While it is 
true that some militaries plan and train for all three inevita-
bilities, neither the US Marine Corps nor the US Army seek 
a lead role in the peacekeeping or humanitarian assistance 
functions. General Krulak’s theoretical 3BW simply reflects 
the realities of the period. On the ground, the military instru-
ment craves political direction whether in the second block 
of traditional UN-sponsored peacekeeping mission or in a 
Coalition-of-the willing stability and reconstruction opera-
tion. In the third block, where soldiers provide food, medical 
assistance, transportation and shelter to those most in need, 
the military does so at the behest of a political entity, be it 
national or international. In fact, the US military attempts 
to routinize the relationships between military and civilian 
stakeholders in the second and third block. Unfortunately, 
the concept of a Civil-Military Operations Centre (CMOC) 
has only enjoyed limited success in the field due to reluctant 
non-governmental organisations or over-aggressive mili-
tary personnel or both.   

One other conceptual trinity needs explaining before 
proceeding to NATO’s 3BW challenges, which could be 
called the levels-of-analysis problem. Military professionals 
frequently discuss the strategic, operational and tactical 
levels of war. Tactics are frequently described as the art of 
battle, operations as the art of campaigning and strategy as 
the art of war.5 Simply put, tactics focus on the local level of 
fighting, operating weapon systems, and physical contact 
with the enemy. The operational art could be understood as 
the sequencing of battles together in time and space; usually 
the operational level implies military activities at a regional 
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or national level and carries with it the notion of campaigning. 
The strategic level of war is commonly accepted as the 
linking of government objectives with military resources 
and employing them in such a way as to achieve the desired 
political ends. The military nature of these three terms – 
strategic, operational, and tactical – may not be commonly 
used by humanitarians or civil servants but their concep-
tual underpinnings are similar to the civilian humanitarian 
and development language of policy, programs, and proj-
ects. Thus, while actors may not consistently share the 
same vocabulary, they most likely understand each others’ 
concepts, suggesting that military and civilian actors are not 
as different as sometimes assumed.

The Nine-Block War
Intersecting the tenets of 3BW with three levels of analysis 
results in nine political-military spaces being opened for 
discussion. Figure 1 portrays a nine block matrix showing 
the contested areas of operations.

Warfighting Peacekeeping Humanitarian 
Assistance

Strategic

Operational

Tactical  

Figure 1: The Nine-Block Matrix
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At the strategic level, any warfighting, peacekeeping or 
humanitarian mission requires the generation of forces, 
supplies, or binding agreements. The mission may demand, 
for example, a diplomatic agreement over flight rights, right 
of entry into sea ports or access to foreign military bases. For 
an individual country this duty may fall to the ambassador 
or their military attaché in a foreign embassy. Engaging 
regional partners is a strategic consideration that cuts across 
all three types of activity. 

At the operational level, all three varieties of missions 
require moving forces and supplies in and out of theatre. 
Also, once in the theatre, the military logistician may need 
to cooperate with the UN on use of airfields, food storage 
facilities or distribution of election ballots. Nearly every 
country has logistics organisations to deal with these issues; 
US Transportation Command and the Canadian Support 
Command are but two examples.

At the tactical level on the ground, the military commander 
may have to work with private security firms or local 
(pseudo) authorities to protect a population, safeguard 
a facility or clear a humanitarian supply route. The nine-
block construct dictates that a responsible office has the 
capacity to fulfil the requirements of all nine spaces in the 
matrix. The personnel assigned to those functions should be 
well-trained and empowered with the appropriate levels of 
authority. 

Matching responsibility and authority, however, particularly 
in a multi-national, multi-level operation is a challenge due 
to the competing interests of stakeholders. Orchestrating the 
activities that take place in each of these blocks is a manage-
ment challenge for which most international organisations 
are not well-suited. Having adequate capacity in each block 
is crucial for success in a 3BW-like operation and exactly 
what NATO lacks.
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NATO traditionally focused its efforts in the first column; it 
emphasized conventional warfighting along the strategic-
operational-tactical continuum and has well-rehearsed 
structures, processes and forces for such missions.6 At the 
political-military or strategic levels (i.e., in Belgium), NATO 
is truly multinational. For example, NATO’s civilian and 
military staffs in Brussels are fully integrated structures 
with members coming from all 26 nations. Likewise, at the 
Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe (SHAPE) in 
Mons, Belgium, the military staff is also integrated (albeit 
with the exception of the French contingent). Even the 
European Union has a co-located planning staff that has 
access to SHAPE’s plans and information under the provi-
sions of the Berlin Plus arrangements.

At the lower levels (i.e., units in the field) NATO units 
remain mostly national entities, but at other locations in the 
command structure-those far from the decision -making 
centres - like the Netherlands, Italy, Germany, Spain, and 
Turkey, the staffs start to become less multinational and 
more regional. At subordinate headquarters, for example, 
the Joint Forces Command in Brunssum is populated with 
northern European officers and soldiers while the Joint 
Forces Command in Naples has decidedly Mediterranean 
demographics. 

Furthermore, NATO’s rapidly deployable corps headquar-
ters in France, Germany, Italy, Spain, and Turkey are even 
less multinational. A smattering of American, British and 
Canadian officers put a more diverse face on what were 
until recently national headquarters in Istanbul, Lille, Milan, 
and Valencia. When these headquarters deploy to the field, 
they often bring with them national units to operate at the 
battalion level and lower. Nearly all of the logistic support 
provided to NATO’s troops in the field is provided by 
National Support Elements, which are commonly made up 
of single-nation logistics units. Though some exceptions 
exist – the Dutch and Belgian F-16 maintenance packages 
are good examples – the implication of national support 
means less multinational capacity at the tactical level.
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When it comes to the peacekeeping column and its gener-
ational variants, NATO should be careful not to lose its 
credibility at the strategic and operational levels. NATO has 
had good fortune in the Balkans but this success has not 
transferred neatly to Afghanistan. In both cases, though, 
NATO was either a late comer or non-player in the diplo-
matic negotiations. Even if NATO had been invited to 
participate in a settlement, it would not have had a cadre 
of skilled employees ready to intervene. Ideally, diplomatic 
and political objectives are informed by military capabili-
ties. Having a cadre of NATO-credentialed diplomats, with an 
appreciation of military power would add dimension to the 
organisation’s negotiation capabilities. If NATO wants to 
assume more responsibility for more peacekeeping opera-
tions then it should invest more in its diplomatic corps at 
the strategic, operational and tactical level headquarters. 

In the final column, humanitarian assistance, NATO has 
little claim to expertise though its response to the earthquake 
in Pakistan and Hurricane Katrina tested the organisation’s 
humanitarian assistance capacity. At the tactical level, it is 
able to provide emergency support in the form of individual 
capabilities: helicopters, trucks, or medical personnel. At the 
strategic and operational-level of activity, however, NATO 
maintains little proficiency and possesses no long-term 
humanitarian assistance plans. Although this descrip-
tion casts a dark shadow on NATO’s ability to succeed in 
a nine-block war, a better understanding of NATO and 
its mechanisms will help explain why the alliance cannot 
succeed without major changes. 

NATO’s raison d’être is found in the pre-amble of the 1949 
Washington Treaty. Alliance members “are resolved to unite 
their efforts for collective defence and for the preservation 
of peace and security.” Moreover, the oft-cited but seldom 
quoted Article 5 states:

The Parties agree that an armed attack against 
one or more of them in Europe or North America 
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shall be considered an attack against them all 
and consequently they agree that, if such an 
armed attack occurs, each of them, in exercise of 
the right of individual or collective self-defence 
recognised by Article 51 of the Charter of the 
United Nations, will assist the Party or Parties so 
attacked by taking forthwith, individually and 
in concert with the other Parties, such action as 
it deems necessary, including the use of armed 
force, to restore and maintain the security of the 
North Atlantic area.7

Together these two texts provide the foundation of the 
Alliance and have served as guiding lights for nearly 60 
years.

The enduring characteristic of the NATO structure has 
been its dual nature. The Alliance is on one hand, a political 
entity, and on the other, a military force. Both features are 
necessary but neither is sufficient; together they provide 
the nuts and bolts that hold NATO together. The political 
body consists of presidents and ministers at the highest 
level, ambassadors and chargé d’affairs at the mid-level, and 
civil servants and bureaucrats at the lowest level.  These 
people work almost exclusively at the NATO Headquarters 
in Brussels. While they are politically in-tune with NATO’s 
strategic objectives, they rarely have a direct connection to 
operational and tactical events. They work out of cubicles in 
nationally-designated areas or as part of the international 
staff; they are somewhat removed from events outside of 
Belgium and even less in connection to military events 
outside Europe. The civilians that work as part of KFOR or 
ISAF are on the NATO payroll but they are – almost without 
exception – confined to resource and logistic management 
functions. The exceptions include two Senior Civilian 
Representatives, a few political advisors and specialists in 
public affairs or airport management. 

Conversely, NATO’s military component concentrates on 
the operational level of activity. While some politics and 
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strategizing occurs at the military headquarters in Belgium, 
the vast majority of NATO’s military personnel are assigned 
to headquarters in Europe; most work in Germany, Italy, the 
Netherlands, Spain, and Turkey, though Greece, Norway, 
Poland, Portugal, and the United States all have NATO 
facilities and employees. Surprisingly few NATO military 
personnel work at the tactical level of operations. The mili-
tary contributions of member nations are all subject to some 
level of NATO certification but most soldiers, sailors and air 
personnel work for a national commander and have little 
affinity for NATO as an organisation. 

Though NATO was designed for collective defence it was 
not operationally employed until after the Soviet Union 
collapsed in 1991. Protecting the UN force in the Former 
Yugoslavia in 1995, supporting the arms embargo and 
enforcing no-fly zones were NATO’s first genuine opera-
tional missions. Those operations transformed into the 
1995 Implementation Force (IFOR) and eventually the 
1996 Stabilization Force (SFOR). The IFOR/SFOR mission 
occurred in the wake of other difficult military operations 
including the UN and US interventions in Somalia, the 
UN and US non-interventions in Rwanda, and the Russian 
actions in Chechnya. Bosnia, however, appears to have been 
the final impetus for Krulak’s speech and shone light on 
what appeared to be non-traditional military missions.

During the Cold War, NATO, and its Member States were 
frequently belligerents in conflicts and consequently most 
stayed out of the peacekeeping business because of a 
perceived bias. With a few exceptions like Canada, Denmark 
and Norway, most of NATO’s militaries had little experi-
ence with UN peacekeeping or stabilization missions.8 
Nearly all the military forces of Member States were devoid 
of humanitarian assistance doctrine. The humanitarian 
assistance expertise that did exist was found mostly in the 
context of supporting domestic emergencies in permissive 
environments. It was only after the thaw of the Cold War 
and the proliferation of UN peacekeeping missions that 
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countries began to think seriously about robust participa-
tion in humanitarian interventions. 

As a result of NATO involvement in the Balkans and based 
on acceptance of humanitarian assistance as component of 
military missions, the Alliance expanded its civil-military 
cooperation (CIMIC) doctrine. Through its various polit-
ical and military committees, NATO eventually developed 
common terminology, procedures and standards for inte-
grating military operations into the civilian environment;9 
however, this work has never been embraced by the UN or 
non-governmental organisations. 

NATO’s effort seemed successful in the Balkans. The Alliance 
could not, however, develop a meaningful civil-military force 
to (co)operate within the space traditionally occupied by 
aid-workers, relief agencies and other international organi-
sations. The capability that evolved was a tactical one, a good 
but narrow asset comprised of individual military officers 
with experience dealing with Bosnian town councils, Oxfam 
employees, and UNHCR representatives. Little institutional 
experience was pulled through to NATO’s civilian-led enti-
ties. A seed may have been planted regarding better liaison 
between NATO, EU and UN Headquarters, but the idea 
has yet to be realized. Overall, NATO’s Balkan experience 
did not deliver a structure or process that married civil and 
military capabilities or found appropriate roles for NATO 
civilians in warfighting, peacekeeping and humanitarian 
assistance at the strategic, operational, or tactical levels. 

Since the mid-1990s, NATO has thrown itself into diverse 
missions in Afghanistan, Sudan, Iraq, Kosovo, and the 
Mediterranean. These missions all have CIMIC features but 
NATO still has not developed any politically or militarily 
effective 3BW structures, processes or forces. Individual 
officers fill the KFOR and ISAF staffs – many with excel-
lent CIMIC experience from the Balkans – but they report 
to a vacant space at higher headquarters. They may find a 
sympathetic colleague at the operational level headquar-
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ters in Naples or Brunssum, but there is no expert advice in 
Brussels. More importantly there is no civilian development 
specialist or aid worker sharing their cubicle in Pristina or 
tent in Kabul. 

To further illustrate NATO’s limitations in realizing its 3BW 
potential, the Euro-Atlantic Disaster Response Coordination 
Cell (EADRCC) can be examined. In Brussels, the civilian-
staffed EADRCC is an example of a half-measure. The 
EADRCC has staked a partial claim in the area of humani-
tarian assistance and disaster relief but its name states its 
purpose; it performs a coordination function rather than 
provisioning means. While it successfully processed 
Pakistan’s request from NATO for earthquake assistance, 
the EADRCC neither owns any relief assets nor provides 
tangible capability in theatre. In future disasters, the coordi-
nation function may not be enough.

Using the rationale provided in the preceding paragraphs, 
NATO’s capacity within the nine matrix blocks is illustrated 
in Figure 2. An “X” represents a NATO capacity, whereas an 
empty square represents a lack of capacity.

Warfighting Peacekeeping Humanitarian 
Assistance

Strategic x

Operational x

Tactical x  x x

Figure 2: NATO Capacity
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Will NATO succeed?

NATO will not be able to integrate warfighting, peacekeeping 
and humanitarian assistance tasks for several reasons. Chief 
among them is a political one: NATO Member States hold 
divergent views on the objectives of any intervention. In 
Afghanistan, for example, the United States still empha-
sizes the counter-terrorism and counter-insurgent missions 
while several of its continental allies prefer to focus on 
stabilization and reconstruction aspects. Gaining national 
consensus on public policy is difficult enough, particularly 
since NATO added 10 former Warsaw Pact countries to its 
membership compared to its previous 16, gaining multina-
tional consensus at NATO is now 26 times as difficult. 

NATO’s Member States need to agree about their policy 
objectives as well as the appropriate methods of accom-
plishing the desired ends.  The contest here is not so much 
over NATO’s organisational role in each block but on 
whether it is appropriate for NATO to be involved in non-
collective defence operations in the first place. These political 
contests result in the dreaded caveats that nations place on 
forces during operations; these caveats prevent the tactical 
commander from employing troops in all three blocks and 
have on occasion put fellow soldiers in jeopardy.  

Assuming for a moment that Member States arrived at 
consensus on ends and ways, (i.e., that NATO should not 
only be involved but that it should be involved in all three 
blocks), NATO currently lacks the organisational means 
to implement any sort of 3BW approach. Put another way, 
NATO does not have the capacity to work in two of the 
blocks: peacekeeping and humanitarian assistance. NATO 
has no formal diplomatic corps and does not routinely allow 
robust political representation in theatre. Political control 
is centralized in Brussels. Likewise, NATO possesses few 
aid or development experts. Instead NATO performs coor-
dination functions and chooses to rely on either national 
contributions or other international organisations. This 
arrangement necessarily limits NATO’s effectiveness.
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The relationships between political leaders and military 
commanders are not uniform along the strategic-opera-
tional-tactical continuum. The North Atlantic Council wields 
substantial political control over the Military Committee 
and the Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR). At 
the tactical level, however, the KFOR and ISAF commanders 
enjoy wide latitude and remain relatively free from political 
interference. This disparity results from the divergent envi-
ronments at the three levels of military operations and is 
exacerbated by the empty squares in the nine-block matrix 
(Figure 2). Particularly in the peacekeeping and humani-
tarian assistance blocks, NATO’s strategic centre of gravity 
is largely managed by civil servants in Brussels; those polit-
ical leaders have gradually shown interest in expanding 
NATO’s role outside the warfighting domain to move into 
diplomacy and development areas. This suggests that how 
NATO engages the matrix shown in Figure 2 may change in 
the future.

At the operational level, however, the civil-military connec-
tion lacks strength; the joint force commanders have civilian 
counterparts that lack capabilities and they maintain little 
recourse to diplomatic and development organisations and 
resources. Embedding diplomats with real-world nego-
tiating experience in the Joint Force Headquarters is one 
consideration worth exploring. Making office space for 
non-governmental organisations and UN field offices either 
within or at least next door to military headquarters in the 
Netherlands and Italy could be another potential course of 
action.

At the tactical level, the field commander will be inclined 
to take the lead due to the security situation but has limited 
access to diplomatic and development resources. If NATO 
wants to succeed in a 3BW environment, more qualified 
civilians will be needed to augment NATO’s capacity in the 
peacekeeping and humanitarian assistance blocks. The irony 
is that NATO’s Member States are not likely to approve of 
an increase in this capacity because they would cede some 
political influence over the organisation to other Member 
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States. By allowing an item to be placed on the NATO 
agenda, a Member State automatically subjects the topic to 
approval by 26 thereby diluting its individual control. 

Conclusion
NATO has no authority and limited capacity to integrate 
peacekeeping and humanitarian assistance into its core 
competencies of collective defence.  Though countries 
frequently second diplomats and civil servants to the 13 
NATO headquarters, most NATO employees do not have 
the political experience to negotiate peacekeeping settle-
ments and implement humanitarian assistance at the 
operational or tactical levels of war. NATO Member States 
possess individual experts, however, the organisation 
contains no corporate expertise in the areas of stability, recon-
struction, or humanitarian assistance. The National Defence 
University in Washington, DC and the Atlantic Council are 
attempting to generate discussion on a NATO Stability and 
Reconstruction Force or even a NATO Constabulary Force,10 
in a partial effort to fill the gaps in the nine-block matrix. 
No forward progress is evident inside the NATO head-
quarters, however, because these initiatives would formally 
place NATO on a trajectory away from collective defence 
and toward collective security because of encroachment on 
national sovereignty and invasion of the UN’s humanitarian 
space. Consequently, NATO nations are reluctant to proceed 
on this azimuth. Until Member States agree on the efficacy 
of NATO’s contribution in all three blocks of Krulak’s wars, 
NATO’s role in international peace and security will be 
limited. 
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Chapter 7

Putting Policy into Practice: 
Integrating Post-Conflict 

Operations
Natalie Mychajlyszyn

Introduction 
Contemporary conflicts and their consequences are multi-
dimensional, involving political, security, social and 
economic features, which add to their complexities. In the 
post-Cold War, post-9/11 political landscape, responses 
from the international community to these conflicts have 
become as increasingly complex and multidimensional as 
the conflicts themselves. In response, post-conflict decision-
making processes and operations have necessarily become 
more integrated, involving the diplomatic, development, 
and defence components, rather than merely a military 
response. Moreover, military personnel are finding them-
selves serving in contemporary peace support missions in 
various capacities and under compressed time and space 
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conditions, in combat against regular forces and insurgents 
in one instance, conducting inter-positional peacekeeping 
in another, and providing humanitarian assistance and 
keeping the peace in yet a third.1 Ultimately, relations 
between civilian and military groups are affected.

Several attempts have been made to make sense of these 
developments, including this book, which offers multidis-
ciplinary perspectives to advance the navigation of military 
and humanitarian spaces. This chapter offers a broader 
civil-military framework within which these issues can be 
further interrogated.

The literature on civil-military relations may provide 
assistance in illuminating developments regarding these 
integrated operations. At the same time, important contri-
butions to the field of civil-military relations are anticipated 
from observing trends in this area. Accordingly, two impor-
tant questions are raised. First, to what extent and in what 
ways does the field of civil-military relations provide a 
framework for making sense of civil-military relations in this 
new security environment? Second, what does the integra-
tion of diplomatic, development and defence responses to 
post-conflict and humanitarian crises suggest about future 
directions for the field of civil-military relations? 

This chapter explores the dynamics between civil-military 
relations as a field of academic scholarship and current trends 
in integrated post-conflict operations. It does so in two ways: 
first, by considering the explanatory value and potential 
limitations of contemporary theoretical approaches to civil-
military relations, in particular Doug Bland’s Unified Theory 
of Civil-Military Relations (1999), Rebecca Schiff’s Concordance 
Theory (1995), and Ronald Jepperson et al.’s Cultural Theory 
of National Security (1996), according to recent develop-
ments in integrated post-conflict operations; and second, by 
proposing a research agenda around observations of these 
events that eventually will lead towards a better approach to 
understanding them. In the end, this chapter demonstrates 
that improvements offered by contemporary understand-
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ings of civil-military relations, in particular their focus on a 
cultural framework, offer opportunities greater than other-
wise available from traditional understandings, but are not 
without their shortcomings.2 

This chapter begins with an overview of integrated post-
conflict operations, including highlights from Canada’s 
experience in Afghanistan. This is followed by an outline 
of the theoretical frameworks offered by the field of civil-
military relations. The next section assesses integrated 
post-conflict operations according to the lessons drawn 
from these approaches. The following section proposes a 
research agenda around the observations surrounding inte-
grated post-conflict operations in Afghanistan. This chapter 
has a focus on the Canadian experience in the subject matter. 
The chapter concludes with a framework for understanding 
integrated post-conflict decision-making processes and 
missions in the context of civil-military relations.

Integrated Post-Conflict Operations3

Generally, integrated post-conflict operations suffer from a 
lack of agreement over definitions. Nonetheless, they have 
come to encompass various references towards greater 
levels of interaction and cooperation/coordination between 
civilian and military groups in the field (CIMIC),4 the 
addition of non-combat mandates and roles for military 
personnel in theatre (3BW), a more integrated national-level 
policy- and decision-making process involving civilian 
and military groups representing diplomatic, defence 
and development communities (3-D), and the addition of 
non-traditional actors from across civilian government 
institutions to post-conflict missions involving traditional 
actors (whole of government). Accordingly, integrated 
operations reflect multiple levels of analysis, two of which 
will be summarized here for their greater relevance to civil-
military relations in general: theatre/operational level and 
national/decision-making level.
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Theatre Level

At this level of analysis, several themes emerge that demon-
strate the integrated dimension of post-conflict operations 
and, ultimately, the extent to which civil-military relations 
are affected by the complex nature of contemporary post-
conflict conditions. First, the actors and agencies involved in 
the restoration and support of political stability and human-
itarian conditions must be multi-faceted and sophisticated, 
and represent military and civilian groups. More specifi-
cally, they include military personnel to confront threats and 
use of force by former and current combatants, police and 
law enforcement to strengthen public security, diplomats and 
political authorities to advocate and advance the interests 
and terms related to the distribution and representation of 
power, humanitarian groups either as government agencies 
or non-governmental organizations to ease and overcome 
the suffering of the general population dislocated and 
disrupted by the conflict in terms of their economic, health, 
shelter, and nutritional needs, among others. But the pres-
ence of these actors in the same theatre does not make a 
mission integrated. Instead, integrated operations at the 
theatre level feature deliberate coordination among these 
disparate groups of their objectives and resources in order 
to advance and meet the larger goal related to the restora-
tion of peace and stability.5 More specifically, the activities 
and objectives of each of the actors involved by design 
complement and support those of the others to the benefit 
of the larger goal.6 

Second, the resort to such integration reinforces the senti-
ment that any one actor is unable to achieve its objectives 
single-handedly due to the complexity of conditions on 
the ground. For example, a situation may exist in an area 
emerging from a conflict and to which the international 
community has responded. An integrated post-conflict 
operation would see military personnel providing security 
on the ground against armed adversaries in order to facili-
tate the delivery of food and humanitarian assistance by aid 
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agencies, which was negotiated with the local authorities 
by political representatives of the mission. In this respect, 
the military’s objective of undermining armed adversaries 
is assisted by decreasing the vulnerability of the local 
population with the provision of humanitarian assistance; 
the delivery of humanitarian assistance is assisted by mili-
tary and political forces; and the credibility of the political 
mission is strengthened by the security generated by the 
military and humanitarian missions. Ultimately, the precise 
combination of civilian and military actors involved in an 
integrated mission, degree of formalized coordination of 
their missions and resources and extent to which such coor-
dination is tactical or strategic will be determined by the 
needs on the ground.7 

Third, integrated operations emphasise the military as 
only one of many tools used in response to instabilities 
and conflicts that arise from what are inherently political 
situations. Indeed, due to the security situation, the mili-
tary component of integrated operations frequently finds 
itself as the best agent for carrying out what are decidedly 
non-combat tasks but which are critical to the mission’s 
objectives. For instance, military personnel may find them-
selves in combat in one instance, keeping the peace in 
another, and providing humanitarian assistance in yet a 
third. Furthermore, the value and utility of any one tool 
will be determined by the particular phase in the conflict 
cycle. Thus, military force and combat is more important 
and likely to be used in the early stages of a mission in 
order to influence the security situation on the ground at the 
same time that the military is likely to be the critical actor 
to achieve non-combat objectives; as the security situation 
improves, the presence of the military declines and diplo-
matic and development activities increase.8

Finally, the local civilian population is an important actor 
in the civil-military relationship in integrated opera-
tions. More specifically, interaction with the local civilian 
population is an important dimension to an integrated 
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post-conflict mission that can be formalized or not into the 
mission. Indeed, the achievement of the mission’s goals and 
objectives relies on the involvement of the local population 
directly affected and assisted by the mission itself in order 
that the needs of the population may be defined precisely 
and, thus, the mandates of the various actors involved. By 
meeting these needs and restoring stability, confidence and 
trust between local populations and the integrated post-
conflict mission are strengthened, and the mission itself 
moves closer to meeting its objectives.

Integrated National Decision-Making 
Processes
For a post-conflict reconstruction mission to be deployed 
in the first place and for it to be integrated in the second 
requires a process of relevant decision-making. Such deci-
sion-making processes are prominent at the national level 
and are practiced to various degrees among Western 
nations, including the United Kingdom, the United States, 
Australia, and Canada. These decision-making processes 
are considered integrated based on how they bring civilian 
and military groups together. In this respect, they value 
coherence in policy-making among key intra-governmental 
actors and stakeholders with theatre-level relevance. As a 
result, priorities and use of resources are jointly set in order 
to advance a commonly agreed to strategy. A plan and imple-
mentation of that strategy is then also jointly developed and 
advanced. Thus, integrated decision-making considers the 
full spectrum of operations and actors involved and reflects 
a full integration of efforts and forces representing the whole 
of government.9 In some practices, integrated decision-
making has led to the unification of the agencies involved 
or the creation of new agencies. Regardless, a mechanism is 
required which structurally facilitates the coordination of 
the different agencies in order to substantiate the integrated 
nature of the decision-making process.
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Where the use of force or a military presence is expected 
as part of an integrated post-conflict mission, military offi-
cials and defence policy representatives from government 
structures will take their place at the decision-making table, 
along with their civilian colleagues from other departments 
with a stake in the mission at hand. In this way, decisions 
about the use of military resources are not taken by mili-
tary officials and defence policy representatives alone and 
in isolation. Instead, such decisions are coordinated by all 
of the key governmental players, military and non-military 
alike. At the same time, as part of the integrated post-conflict 
decision-making process and mission, military officials and 
defence policy representatives find themselves taking part 
in decisions on the use of non-military resources. 

Canada’s Integrated Mission  
in Afghanistan10

To demonstrate integrated missions and decision-making 
processes at the theatre and national levels in practice, 
Canada’s experience with the mission in Afghanistan is exam-
ined. Indeed, the mandate of restoring peace and stability in 
the country as well as supporting the Afghanistan National 
Development Strategy and the Afghanistan Compact is 
prominently showcased by practitioners and analysts as 
most exemplary of an integrated operation that draws from 
civilian and military components.11 Specifically, Canada’s 
activities in Afghanistan have featured a prominent military 
presence, diplomatic and developmental efforts. These can 
be analyzed on two scales: the theatre level in Afghanistan 
and the decision-making level in Canada.

Theatre Level, Afghanistan  

Canada’s involvement in Afghanistan reflects a promi-
nent civilian-military dimension. From a defence 
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perspective, Canada has been militarily active and present 
in Afghanistan since October 2001. Activities have included 
the launch of Operation Apollo to overthrow the Taliban 
regime and defeat Al-Qaeda forces; the supply of warships 
and aircraft; and since February 2002, the deployment of 
a military combat force to Kandahar province jointly with 
the United States. In 2006, Operation Archer was launched 
involving 2300 Canadian Forces (CF) personnel, including 
the provision of a battle group for two six-month rotations. 
The Canadian Forces also had a nine-month tour as part 
of the Multinational Brigade Regional Command South 
Headquarters at Kandahar. 

The CF established Task Force Afghanistan to contribute 
to coalition efforts to improve the security situation in 
Afghanistan. Representative of the nature of integrated 
post-conflict operations and the tasking of non-combat 
responsibilities to military forces, the tasks of the CF under 
this mandate have not been exclusive of combat and have 
instead been as wide-ranging as to include disarmament, 
demobilization and reintegration (DDR), de-mining, secu-
rity patrols, securing elections, anti-narcotics activities, 
assisting other civilian government agents in their missions 
and mandates, protecting local populations from insurgents, 
developing relations and contacts with local populations 
and authorities in an effort to gain knowledge and provide 
warnings to them of potential insurgent attacks, among 
others. Indeed, as part of its DDR activities, by July 2005 
the CF disbanded 63,000 soldiers and collected 35,000 
weapons in order to reduce the number of irregular combat-
ants, demilitarize the Afghan population, and direct former 
combatants to more socially and economically productive 
activities that would benefit the political stability of post-
conflict Afghanistan. The CF have also been involved in 
building up Afghanistan’s governance capacity by way of 
deploying a Strategic Advisory Team in the presidential 
government administration to assist in the development of 
human public administration capacity.12 In this respect, the 
non-combat activities of the CF in integrated post-conflict 
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missions are considered as non-traditional tasks generally 
taken up in the field by civilian agents. 

In line with an integrated post-conflict mission, these activi-
ties on the part of the CF have been complemented by 
non-military Canadian government actors on the ground, 
specifically by the diplomatic and development agencies. 
In essence, Canada’s diplomatic mandate is to support 
Canada’s defence and development activities and to serve 
as the point of contact for coordinating Canada’s operations 
with its Afghan partners and the international commu-
nity. In this respect, since the beginning of its post-conflict 
involvement in Afghanistan, Canada was heavily involved 
in diplomatic activities with the post-Taliban government of 
Afghanistan and by September 2003 successfully opened a 
permanent diplomatic mission in Kabul. Canada’s ambas-
sador also has available a Canada Fund which can be used at 
their discretion for grassroots projects that serve to advance 
the cause of reconstruction efforts in Afghanistan.

The Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) 
has been equally complementary to the activities of the 
other Canadian government agencies in Afghanistan. With 
a primary focus on humanitarian assistance, peacebuilding 
and reconstruction in democratization, governance and 
institutions, CIDA is committed to provide more than $616 
million13 until 2009 in program funding to support four key 
areas in Afghan development: rural livelihoods and social 
protection; agriculture and natural resource management; 
operating budget; and, most importantly for the purposes 
of this chapter, security and the rule of law.14 With respect 
to security and the rule of law, and emphasizing the breadth 
of the Canadian government’s involvement in Afghanistan’s 
post-conflict reconstruction, CIDA has teamed up with 
the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) and Justice 
Canada to fund their efforts in police training, constitu-
tional reform, as well as funding of the CF’s de-mining and 
DDR programs.15
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Notwithstanding the level of integrated coordination 
carried out among the Department of National Defence 
(DND), Department of Foreign Affairs and International 
Trade (DFAIT), and CIDA regarding the foregoing activi-
ties in an effort to stabilize and reconstruct post-conflict 
Afghanistan, it is in the Provincial Reconstruction Teams 
(PRTs) that the degree of integration among departments 
is more fully appreciated.16 In essence, PRTs are unprec-
edented in bringing together the defence, diplomatic and 
development communities in a deliberately concerted way 
to promote the authority of the national government, to 
reinforce and stabilize political and nation-building link-
ages between the central Afghan government in Kabul and 
the outlaying regions and provinces by way of promoting 
Afghan government policies with the local authorities and 
carrying out area- and needs-specific projects and programs 
regarding Afghan-led reconstruction initiatives.17 In effect, 
the more tied to the central government these regions feel 
by way of these projects and programs, the less isolated they 
are and, thereby, less vulnerable to influence by insurgents. 
By reducing the population’s vulnerability, the situation on 
the ground is expected to stabilize, allowing effective and 
long-term development to take place under more secure 
conditions, reinforcing their endurance and reducing the 
likelihood of conflict recurring.18

Since August 2005 Canada has been operating its PRT in 
Kandahar and interacting with the Kandahar Provincial 
Council and remote, outlying districts. Presently, it 
comprises approximately 200 CF personnel, one represen-
tative from Foreign Affairs Canada, one representative from 
CIDA and representatives from the RCMP. Canada’s PRT 
projects have included counter-narcotics, justice reform and 
DDR, the latter’s success evident in the collection of 9000 
weapons, which was noted as being possible due to the close 
collaboration between the military, diplomatic and develop-
ment representatives of the PRT.

Canada’s showcase project of its PRT in Kandahar has 
been security sector reform (SSR), which has involved all 
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elements of the PRT. Accordingly, the PRT works with 
the local Afghan police forces to develop their capacity to 
plan and deploy a police force, advise on logistics support, 
standard operating procedures, public relations, as well as 
support initiatives on counter-narcotics, DDR, and justice 
reform, among others. No one element of the PRT has 
greater authority than the others, with the funds allocated 
and administered by CIDA to the PRT under the Afghan 
Stabilization Program being dispersed upon joint consulta-
tion with the other representatives.

The integrated post-conflict mission in Afghanistan has 
been noted to reflect a strong, positive, and close working 
relationship with the government in Kabul. In this respect, 
Afghanistan is “no longer just a military operation” and 
is not about killing insurgents alone. “Canada helping 
Afghanistan” is an appropriate expression, whereby it 
is not simply DFAIT or DND or the RCMP or CF helping 
Afghanistan, but all of the Canada government and its 
resources, with attention paid to developing governance and 
economic opportunity, restoring justice, law and personal 
security in addition to stabilising its security.19 

National Level, Canada 

The decision-making process that influenced Canada’s 
mission in Afghanistan has become increasingly more inte-
grated, bringing together the defence department and CF 
with colleagues from Foreign Affairs Canada, CIDA and the 
RCMP among others, to integrate and coordinate govern-
ment effectiveness regarding planning, implementation 
and resources at the intra-governmental level. For the most 
part, these efforts are led by Foreign Affairs Canada and 
the Privy Council Office.20 At the same time, joint strategic 
objectives of Canada’s role in Afghanistan were signed onto 
at the highest levels across all the primary departments,21 
and have been followed by regular if not weekly meetings 
at the ministerial, deputy minister and assistant deputy 
minister levels, and more recently at lower-level meetings, 
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involving cross-departmental secondment (in particular 
DND officials seconded to CIDA).22 In this way, ground-
level developments are recognized and reinforced at the 
strategic level.23 

The integrated nature of the decision-making process in 
Canada regarding post-conflict missions has been enhanced 
with recent initiatives that have facilitated the various depart-
ments’ abilities to participate and contribute in varying 
capacities to integrated post-conflict missions, and in the 
end enhance Canada’s overall abilities. In this respect, the 
Stabilisation and Reconstruction Task Force (START) was 
established in 2004 to provide Foreign Affairs with the insti-
tutional ability to co-ordinate, assess and plan interagency 
responses to crises and post-conflict operations. Building on 
earlier initiatives such as the Conflict Prevention Initiative 
and the Global Peace and Security Fund, START was also 
granted previously unavailable discretionary funding 
for crisis response programming to enhance its ability to 
contribute further to Canada’s integrated post-conflict deci-
sion-making process and missions by being able to have 
quick and immediate impact in the event of other agencies 
being unable to deliver.

For its part, CIDA has acknowledged that conflicts have a 
particular momentum and demonstrate specific trends and 
have translated this into its programmatic responsibilities 
and enhanced its non-poverty related initiatives. This is 
especially evident in its program support in SSR and DDR 
as part of reforms in post-conflict civil-military relations and 
child soldier issues. Its $10 million Canadian Peacebuilding 
Fund, its bilateral programs, as well as its work with other 
departments such as police training (with DFAIT, Public 
Safety and Emergency Planning, RCMP), landmines, 
crisis reactions, and DFAIT’s human security program also 
demonstrate CIDA’s ability to contribute to Canada’s inte-
grated post-conflict decision-making process and missions.

The CF and DND have increased institutional initiatives to 
enhance their ability to contribute, all the while taking care to 
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maintain its combat capability – indeed, not to abandon it.24 
In this respect it established in 1996 the Disaster Assistance 
Response Team (DART) to provide a focused, immediate 
response in complex situations and where resources are 
otherwise scarce among other agencies in Canada. Of 
particular relevance to this chapter, DND also established 
a Civil-Military Coordination (CIMIC) unit at headquar-
ters (with parallel units in the field as appropriate) in order 
to better coordinate and cooperate with civilian agencies 
and actors on mission objectives and resources that affect 
the ability of the CF to carry out its activities in an area of 
response. CIMICs primary functions are therefore to liaise 
with civilian actors, coordinate civil support to the mili-
tary and also coordinate military support to civil actors. Its 
ultimate goal is to enhance transparency, trust and support 
between the CF and civilian actors in order to reinforce the 
CF mission. Of particular importance is the acknowledge-
ment by the establishment of CIMIC of the CF’s sharing of 
space, resources and even mission with civilian actors.

Applying Civil-Military  
Relations Theory

Integrated post-conflict missions and decision-making 
processes prominently feature relations between civilian 
and military groups. It follows that approaches from the 
field of civil-military relations, which studies the interaction 
between these two broadly defined groups can be consid-
ered to illuminate the developing trends and patterns of 
integrated operations. At the same time the study of civil-
military relations in integrated operations may make a 
useful contribution to advancing the scholarly field of civil-
military relations itself.

Traditionally defined, civil-military relations is the study of 
the interaction between governing civilian authorities and 
military institutions. Its primary scope of concern is the 
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ability of civilian governments to maintain their authority 
over the military in order to ensure its obedience and disci-
pline and prevent the military from taking up arms against 
it and usurping the political power of the civilian group. In 
short, it is concerned with civilian control of the military. 
Underlying this concern is the normative belief that mili-
taries should not govern given that governing is not their 
expertise and that militaries are expected to remain apolit-
ical with an external orientation in line with their primary 
function: to defend the nation-State against external threats. 
Instead of playing a role in the political and policy-making 
process, militaries are limited to advising their civilian polit-
ical authorities on defence- and security-related matters. 
Accordingly, the traditional approach to studying civil-
military relations views and treats the civilian and military 
institutions as separate entities. Indeed, this institutional 
separation promotes the emergence of a hierarchy in the 
civil-military relationship, which coupled with the need for 
the military to be controlled, subordinates the military to 
the civilian governing authorities that control it.25 

Such traditional preoccupations with control of the 
military and institutional separation are unsuited to illu-
minating the trends in civil-military relations evident in 
integrated post-conflict decision-making processes and 
missions. More specifically, integrated post-conflict deci-
sion-making processes and missions are not characterized 
by concerns with militaries shirking their responsibilities 
and intervening in an unauthorized way in political and 
policy-making processes. Indeed, the non-combat tasks 
assigned to the CF in integrated post-conflict missions have 
broadened their function, but this has taken place with the 
complete authorization and direction of the civilian author-
itative structure to which the CF remains subordinate. Nor 
is institutional separation a valid framework given that the 
civilian and military institutions have become more inte-
grated not only in theatre but also in the decision-making 
process. Moreover, the integrated post-conflict decision-
making process has broadened the range of civilian actors 
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with whom the military interacts and not necessarily on 
the basis of a hierarchy or accountability, thereby rendering 
an approach that emphasises chains of command in the 
context of controlling the military as too limiting. Finally, 
the emphasis on organizational structure and lack of atten-
tion to civil-military relations in the theatre of operation is 
another point of weakness concerning the traditional frame-
work for understanding civil-military relations in integrated 
post-conflict decision-making processes and missions. 

The shortcomings of the traditional approach to civil-
military relations have been the focus of much attention 
in contemporary writings on civil-military relations. The 
chapter will now review three of these and consider their 
ability to shed light on civil-military relations in integrated 
post-conflict decision-making processes and missions.

Unified Theory

Douglas Bland’s Unified Theory (1999) emphasises the active 
involvement on the part of the military as an agent in its own 
control by civilian authorities and exclusion from political 
interference. 26 Indeed, responsibilities for control of the mili-
tary are shared between the political authorities to whom the 
military is accountable and subordinate to, and the military 
itself, rather than being the sole responsibility of the civilian 
structure. As the Unified Theory claims, responsibilities are 
shared especially relating to control issues pertaining to 
strategic decisions regarding the ends and means of defence; 
organizational arrangement of defence resources and internal 
responsibilities; social considerations in terms of relations 
between armed forces and society; and operational dimen-
sions, meaning the deployment of forces.27 The specifics of 
how the responsibilities are shared are ordered according 
to a regime featuring principles, norms, rules, and decision-
making procedures. There is no one regime for ordering the 
sharing of responsibilities, however. Indeed, the Unified 
Theory notes that the specifics of the regime will be reflec-
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tive of the case, changing conditions and environment at 
hand. Thus, the regime will self-correct with new rules and 
decision-making procedures, while retaining the integrity 
of its principles and norms. An entirely new regime results, 
however, with new principles and norms.

Concordance Theory

Rebecca Schiff’s Concordance Theory (1995) argues that civil-
military relations reflect specific institutional and cultural 
conditions shared by the three partners involved in that 
relationship: political elite, military, and the citizenry.28 In 
this respect, the cultural and historical context that shapes 
the relationship among the partners are critical to under-
standing the substance of particular civil-military relations 
at the first level, and the likelihood of the military intervening 
in domestic political institutions at the second.29 According 
to Concordance Theory, therefore, cultural factors will 
determine the level of agreement on four factors which in 
turn suggests the likelihood of military intervention: social 
composition of officer corps; the political decision-making 
process; recruitment method; and military style. Agreement 
itself “… highlights dialogue, accommodation, and shared 
values or objectives among the military, the political elites, 
and society.”30 In applying a cultural and historical context, 
thus, institutional separation between political and mili-
tary groups is not typical nor standard against which other 
patterns of civil-military relations are to be measured. 
Indeed, there is no single type of civil-military relations and 
therefore no single method for preventing coups, including 
institutional separation.

Culture of National Security 

Ronald Jepperson et al. argue that security and defence 
policy is a function of interactions among the environment, 
culture and identity of the actors involved. More specifi-
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cally, patterns of civil-military relations are determined by 
the interaction among and within military, political/civic 
authorities and other agents whose activities and involve-
ment are determined by the environment. The patterns of 
interaction over time influence the interests and identities 
of the actors involved and even become institutionalized 
as norms, becoming evident in the national security struc-
ture. As the national security structure is responsible for 
shaping national security policy, these norms come to affect 
and inform national security policy, interests and identi-
ties of the actors, which then influence, if not reinforce by 
repeating, the patterns of interactions and ultimately the 
security policy and civil-military relations. Changes in the 
environment generate new patterns of interaction, norms, 
identities, interests, and policies, leading to their reproduc-
tion as before.31 

Civil-Military Relations and 
Integrated Operations 

Bland’s theory is preoccupied with explaining how civilian 
authorities control militaries and is unable to move away 
from maintaining an institutional separation between the 
military and civilian authorities. However, the introduc-
tion of regime theory and effort to explain changes in the 
ordering of the relationship between civilian and military 
groups provides a valuable opportunity to understanding 
the substantive elements of integrated post-conflict deci-
sion-making processes and missions and their evolution. 
Indeed, shared areas of responsibilities ordered according 
to principles, norms, rules, and decision-making procedures 
are evident in integrated post-conflict decision-making 
processes and missions. 

Schiff’s concern remains with explaining unauthorized 
domestic military intervention into political processes. 
However, other aspects of Concordance Theory warrant 
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serious consideration. First, its emphasis on the need to 
account for cultural and historical conditions into discus-
sions about civil-military relations and how particular 
patterns are influenced by factors other than institutional 
analysis simultaneously uncovers a significant weak-
ness in traditional approaches to civil-military relations 
as well as opportunities for its more insightful applica-
tion to integrated post-conflict decision-making processes 
and missions. Indeed, the cultural dimensions concerning 
values, beliefs, and attitudes about the role of the military 
are paramount to establishing the foundations according 
to which the military integrates with civilian groups in 
the field in order to realize a particular mission as well as 
coordinates its resources with civilian groups as part of the 
decision-making process. 

Second, Schiff expands the range of actors involved in civil-
military relations beyond institutional groupings to include 
the citizenry or society. This is another improvement on the 
traditional approach and which more accurately reflects the 
actors involved in integrated post-conflict decision-making 
processes and missions. 

 While the Jepperson et al. framework is less about civil-mili-
tary relations directly and more about security communities 
and State identities which ultimately incorporate an element 
of civil-military relations, it repeats the lessons offered by 
Bland and Schiff about the importance of looking beyond 
institutional considerations at values, principles and culture 
surrounding civil-military relations in order to more compre-
hensively understand the dynamics relating to integrated 
post-conflict decision-making processes and missions. As 
Jepperson et al. summarise, “cultural and institutional struc-
tures cannot be divorced analytically from the processes by 
which they are continuously produced and reproduced and 
changed.”32 Likewise, civil-military relations in the context 
of integrated post-conflict decision-making processes and 
missions need to be appreciated according to the environ-
ment in which they operate, especially as changes to the 
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environment will have concomitant impact on the culture 
and norms that shape the civil-military relations. 

In sum, it can be assembled from these contempo-
rary approaches a best practices civil-military relations 
framework through which integrated post-conflict decision-
making processes and missions can be better understood. 
Accordingly, the relationship between military and civilian 
groups in theatre and at the national decision-making level 
is best understood according to the values, ideas and beliefs 
held at that particular point in time and that shape, as well as 
are informed by the environment in which the relationship 
operates. This framework allows us to make the following 
observations about civil-military relations in integrated 
post-conflict decision-making processes and missions:

Clearly, the changing environment regarding the 
nature of conflict, our appreciation of its multiple 
dimensions, and our responses significantly impact 
the values and beliefs about how best to undertake 
post-conflict reconstruction and how to make deci-
sions accordingly. Indeed, the values and beliefs 
that have changed concomitant with the changing 
environment are at the heart of the trends witnessed 
today regarding greater levels of integration between 
military and civilian groups in theatre as well as in 
the decision-making process. Moreover, the changing 
environment and changing values have led to an 
expansion in the types of activities carried out by the 
military beyond combat missions. 

While values and beliefs about civil-military rela-
tions may lie at the heart of our understanding about 
changes to post-conflict decision-making processes 
and missions, they are also valuable to understanding 
why changes are not further advanced. In this respect, 
values and beliefs can be as much obstructions as facili-
tators to better understanding integrated post-conflict 
decision-making processes and missions. Indeed, in 

1.

2.
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the Canadian example, organizational culture clashes 
between military and civilian groups, in theatre and 
in the decision-making process, have hampered even 
deeper integration. Testaments abound about the 
consequences of the differences in organizational 
cultures for setting priorities, resource allocation, and 
ranking among the agencies. In other words, while 
cultural changes are necessary in order to realize more 
effective post-conflict decision-making processes and 
missions, the lag time before the changes take hold 
comprehensively can be detrimental.

The culture and values towards post-conflict deci-
sion-making processes and missions will be case-, 
time- and country-specific. In this respect, conclusions 
about Canada’s integrated post-conflict decision-
making process and mission in Afghanistan should 
not be generalized to the experiences of other coun-
tries nor to Canada’s other post-conflict responses 
such as Haiti or Sudan. It follows as well that the story 
of civil-military relations generally and in the context 
of integrated post-conflict decision-making processes 
and missions specifically is incomplete if not never 
ending.

Observations, Research Directions 
and Trends 

While we can learn much about integrated post-conflict 
decision-making processes and missions from the field of 
civil-military relations, the reciprocal direction is equally 
valid and merits attention. In other words, there is much 
that the study of civil-military relations can gain in terms 
of offering greater explanatory value by taking better 
account of actual developments in the area. The following 
are suggested directions for research in civil-military rela-
tions relating to integrated post-conflict decision-making 
processes and missions:

3.
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Despite Schiff’s nod to the role played by the citi-
zenry and society generally in civil-military relations 
and the legitimacy of their place in such discussions, 
the impact of such informal groups remains under-
estimated, undefined and under-theorised. Indeed, 
the feedback of such groups as non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs) and the local population is 
seriously undeveloped. In the first instance, NGOs 
play a prominent role in providing humanitarian 
assistance among other activities in post-conflict 
conditions and as a result find themselves sharing the 
same geographic and even mission space of formal 
integrated post-conflict reconstruction efforts. At 
times this leads to complementarity and, at others, 
to competition. Humanitarian groups, however, have 
not been silent about their concerns about the impact 
that the expanded role of the military in integrated 
post-conflict missions, in particular by providing 
humanitarian assistance as part of their mission objec-
tives and interacting at greater levels with local civilian 
authorities and population, on the NGOs’ ability to 
carry out their own mandates without having their 
neutrality jeopardized and without being erroneously 
perceived as part of the larger formal reconstruction 
effort. Indeed, the clash of cultures re-emerges as a 
factor. In the second instance, the civilian local popu-
lation is recognized to be an essential component of 
the application of post-conflict reconstruction efforts, 
but not much more is known or contextualised in 
terms of identifiable patterns and their significance 
for civil-military relations in general.

Civil-military relations in general and integrated post-
conflict decision-making processes and missions in 
particular are observed to feature increasingly multi-
lateral, multinational and multiple levels of actors 
from the local, to the national, to the regional and to 
the international. Each brings with it a particular set 
of values and beliefs, which can either complicate or 
facilitate the civil-military relationship at hand. Our 

1.

2.
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understanding of these observations, however, must 
be elevated to the theoretical level and in the process 
enhance the relevance of contemporary thinking 
about civil-military relations further.

A final, yet by no means insignificant, observation 
stemming from the application of integrated post-
conflict decision-making processes and missions 
and that itself needs to be better integrated into our 
thinking about civil-military relations is the clash of 
cultures that arise from the application of western 
constructs and beliefs to decidedly non-western condi-
tions. Indeed, the entire basis underlying integration 
between and among military and civilian groups and 
post-conflict reconstruction is fraught with western 
conceptions about how the international system is 
ordered and the tools used to reinforce that ordering. 
None of this, regrettably, has found a credible and 
satisfactory place in civil-military relations thinking, 
never mind in thinking about integrated post-conflict 
decision-making processes and missions.

In the end, policy writers, decision-makers, and field prac-
titioners among others must work together in post-conflict 
reconstruction at the national level as well as on the ground 
in a mission to achieve integration. As civil-military rela-
tions theory, scholarly research, and practice expands to 
explain integrated post-conflict decision-making processes 
and missions, awareness will grow concerning the ways 
in which civil-military phenomena can inform this field of 
study.

The significance of any lessons learned from this and 
future research on the topic are profound. Afghanistan is 
not likely to be Canada’s last experience with integrated 
operations. Indeed, crises in Haiti and Sudan are simulta-
neous cases to which some measures of integration has been 
applied, in theory and practice. If integrated missions are 
themselves a part of an evolution of international interven-

3.
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tion responses to such crises following the experiences in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina in the early 1990s, future evolutions 
will be especially informative of how well the issues have 
been understood and applied.
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Chapter 8 

Irreconcilable Differences? 
Emerging US Military Doctrine 

and Humanitarian Space
Christina M. Schweiss and James Rowe1

Introduction
In November 2005, United States Department of Defense 
Directive 3000.05 conveyed a new core mission upon the 
United States armed forces – stability operations – which are 
now viewed as equally important to combat operations. 
In October 2006, the United States Army and the United 
States Marine Corps jointly published a new manual on 
Counterinsurgency (COIN), a doctrine closely aligned with 
emerging stability operations concepts. This doctrine points 
to the support of the local population as the center of gravity 
(COG) of the military campaign, as opposed to traditional 
warfighting campaign COGs like infrastructure, communi-
cations hubs, and key leadership, among others. This new 
approach dictates pursuit of lines of operation (LOOs) such as 



Helping Hands & Loaded Arms192

restoration or maintenance of essential services, promotion 
of good governance, and economic development. These 
areas, which are now seen as critical to the success of a mili-
tary campaign to root out insurgency and establish stability, 
clearly fall into traditional humanitarian space. This is partic-
ularly true of the essential services line, which addressed 
the “life support needs of the host nation population.”2 
While the military acknowledges that these services are best 
provided by non-military actors, they recognize that when 
security situations deteriorate and prevent the participation 
of civilian actors, the military must be prepared to conduct 
the work with its own forces. By their very nature, COIN 
environments meet this poor security situation criterion that 
deters the presence of non-military actors. 

The specter of military forces delivering humanitarian 
assistance in direct pursuit of military objectives has trou-
bling implications for a humanitarian community defined 
by its independence and impartiality. The blurring of roles 
and responsibilities erases any distinction between military 
and non-military actors, who are lumped into a single cate-
gory of outsiders in populations already polarized by active 
insurgency. The military is unlikely to back away from its 
new doctrine based on the concerns of humanitarian actors. 
Humanitarian actors are unlikely to give ground on their 
imperatives and will be even less likely to show up in COIN 
situations dominated by military actors, hence perpetuating 
the militarisation of humanitarian aid. In this environment 
of potentially irreconcilable differences and the counter-
productive implications at the tactical level on the ground, 
new strategies are required to move toward prevention of 
violence and insurgency, and to de-militarize critical aspects 
of COIN operations with unique civilian solutions.
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Humanitarian Action Amidst  
Military Intervention: 

The Eternal Tension

Over the course of the past few years in the United States, 
there have been countless conferences, workshops and 
seminars aimed at attempting to make some sort of prog-
ress in non-governmental organisation (NGO) and military 
relationships and cooperation in the field. At the centre 
of the debate are the humanitarian imperatives of indepen-
dence, impartiality, and neutrality, which are under threat 
by the increasing militarisation of humanitarian assistance. 
At seemingly opposite ends of the cultural spectrum, mili-
tary commanders often speak of NGOs as force multipliers, 
while humanitarian NGOs are hesitant to have any contact 
with the uniformed military in the field. This aversion is 
not unwarranted, as NGOs rely on their impartial status 
to ensure their safety and access to populations in need. 
Contact with the military risks undermining this status, as 
military forces are by nature sent as a tool to achieve the 
political aims of their national government. 

The nature of conflicts over the past 15 years and the changing 
American National Security Strategy have brought NGOs 
and the United States military into closer contact than ever 
before. Much has been written on the changes inherent in 
the post-Cold War world – a shift from traditional inter-state 
conflict to more complex intra-state conflict. Even within this 
well-known conflict environment, it is important to note the 
variety of conflict types that may or may not invoke varying 
levels of foreign military intervention. The most common 
type of conflict throughout the 1990s involved movements 
or wars for independence or autonomy where the enemy 
was not wearing an identifiable uniform. In some cases, the 
existence of an insurgent or rebel group seeking these ends 
does not warrant international intervention, such as the Irish 
Republican Army (IRA) in Northern Ireland or Euskadi Ta 
Askatasuna (ETA) in Spain. Human suffering in these cases 
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may draw the attention of the humanitarian agencies, who 
are free to work without having to worry about friction 
from a military intervention. Other cases that do warrant 
international intervention create a lot of friction between the 
military and humanitarian NGOs because of the need for 
relief efforts and security efforts for an enemy and a popula-
tion that look the same. This increases the blending of roles 
and the need for engagement between NGOs and military. 
Within the space of only six years in the 1990s, the American 
military intervened in four such intra-state conflicts with a 
significant amount of forces.3 Each of these conflicts was 
characterized by a lack of readily identifiable ‘enemies,’ as 
well as the mass suffering of the population – a factor that 
also drew large numbers of NGOs to the theatre.

Guidelines for NGO-military relations abound. The 
Humanitarian Charter outlines Principles and Minimum 
Standards for humanitarian agencies, fundamentally: “We 
reaffirm our belief in the humanitarian imperative and its 
primacy. By this we mean the belief that all possible steps 
should be taken to prevent or alleviate human suffering 
arising out of conflict or calamity, and that civilians so 
affected have a right to protection and assistance.”4 The 
Oslo Guidelines, of which the United States is a signatory, 
outline the use of military and civil defence assets in disaster 
relief.5 In 2003, the United Nations published Guidelines on 
the Use of Military and Civil Defence Assets to United Nations 
Humanitarian Activities in Complex Emergencies. The UN 
Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) published an 
accompanying reference paper, Civil-Military Relationship 
in Complex Emergencies, one year later. In the United States, 
the American Council for Voluntary International Action 
(InterAction) – an NGO umbrella organisation with over 
160 members, the United States Institute of Peace, and the 
Office of the Secretary of Defence (OSD) recently released 
guidelines for NGO-military interaction (2007). Such guide-
lines are intended to clearly define the interaction between 
the military and the humanitarian agencies, particularly 
in conflict settings. The InterAction recommended guide-
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lines include such mainstays as: “Military personnel and 
units should respect the desire of NGOs not to serve as 
implementing partners for the military in conducting relief 
activities,” and “NGOs should not be described by the mili-
tary as force multipliers or partners of the military, or in any 
other fashion that could compromise the popular percep-
tions of their independence.”6 Along with clauses forbidding 
NGOs from travelling in military vehicles or mingling with 
the military at bases, these guidelines are clearly designed 
to steadfastly protect the humanitarian imperative.  

The traditional NGO-military tension is a product of how to 
bring the shared principle of alleviating human suffering to 
life, not of the humanitarian principles themselves. Soldiers, 
like their humanitarian counterparts, tend to be truly 
compassionate individuals. Medics and corpsman in battle 
will treat the wounds of the so-called enemy just as tenderly 
and urgently as those of their allies. Photos of American GIs 
thronged by children as they hand out candy, toys, or school 
supplies are in no short supply. The majority of personnel 
in the military, once they have learned the lessons of the 
humanitarian imperative, are willing to give up any hope of 
coordinating the NGOs in their area of operations and hope 
for – at best – de-conflicted coexistence. In the end, however, 
no amount of guidelines and cultural understanding can 
alleviate the biggest threat to humanitarian space in exis-
tence today – the emergence of American military doctrine 
in the post 9-11 world that specifically includes humani-
tarian activities as mission-essential tasks in winning hearts 
and minds and stealing the loyalty of the population from 
insurgents and extremists. These activities are now seen as 
crucial to mission success and are therefore unlikely to be 
left in the hands of anyone outside the control of the mili-
tary – especially given a traditional culture that encourages 
the military to take charge and not rely on contributions 
from much smaller and poorly resourced civilian agencies.

To prevent the deterioration of an already tense relation-
ship, the military and humanitarian agencies must find a 
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compromise that allows the military to achieve their mission 
essential task of winning the loyalty of the local population 
and allows the NGOs to remain autonomous in conducting 
their humanitarian missions. A change of focus from reacting 
to a conflict/situation to creating and implementing strategy 
that addresses the causes of and prevents potential conflicts 
from becoming realities is the most promising course of 
action for civil-military affairs. 

Mission Type Matters
The ability to protect humanitarian space varies by mission 
type. The easiest of these difficult civil-military challenges 
is a natural disaster in a non-conflict environment. Absence 
of warring factions makes imperatives like impartiality and 
neutrality moot, and NGOs become eager to capitalize on 
the logistical capacity of the American military to assist in 
the delivery of aid. This type of environment includes past 
military missions such as Hurricane Katrina relief in the 
United States, Hurricane Mitch relief in Central America, 
earthquake relief in Turkey and Pakistan, Tsunami relief, 
and even famine relief when not caused or exacerbated by 
conflict. To the chagrin of the humanitarian NGO commu-
nity, the American military even has a special award for 
these types of missions – The Humanitarian Service Medal. 
This medal is also awarded for peace operations that occur 
in an area where humanitarian relief is also critical, such as 
Haiti in 1994. 

Civil-military relations in an environment ravaged by 
natural disaster are more difficult to manage when oper-
ating in an atmosphere of conflict. Much attention has been 
recently focused on the need for humanitarian agencies to 
be cognizant of their impact on the sources of local conflict, 
even while following their own principles. Catastrophic 
natural disasters have a way of temporarily suspending 
conflict, such as areas in Indonesia and Sri Lanka that were 
affected by the Tsunami, or the earthquake in Kashmir. Even 
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so, care must be taken not to inadvertently exacerbate the 
conflict when it almost inevitably resumes. Coordinating 
humanitarian objectives and military security concerns in 
an environment such as this is essential if the roles of the 
two are to remain delineated. 

Catastrophic famine relief is more complicated, as famine 
is often caused or exacerbated by ongoing conflict, and it 
fails to garner the international attention paid to an earth-
shattering natural disaster. In addition, combatants do not 
stand down for famine the way they may for a devastating 
earthquake or hurricane. Civilian agencies may not be able 
to provide relief to suffering populations without an easing 
of the tensions that exacerbate the problem. The source of 
the conflict must be addressed to provide an environment 
in which the humanitarian agencies can succeed. This objec-
tive cannot be accomplished without the military’s capability 
to control the conflict and provide the security to operate.    

Probably the single most classic conflict type in the past 15 
years has involved warring factions or rebel groups seeking 
a change to the status quo, with conflict bloody enough to 
draw international peace operations (albeit a day late and 
a dollar short in some cases) – Haiti, the Balkans, Liberia, 
Sierra Leone, Ivory Coast, DRC, East Timor, Rwanda, and 
Sudan are all examples. Key to most of these interventions 
is the fact that the intervening military forces were seen as 
impartial third parties stepping in between warring factions 
to stop bloodshed on both sides. Humanitarian NGOs 
working in this environment may have been uncomfortable 
with the military provision of aid and reconstruction that 
began in earnest in this time period, but the fact that the 
combatants largely respected (or feared) the intervention 
force and did not perceive them as the cause of their griev-
ances – or think that attacking them would somehow achieve 
their ends – allowed humanitarian agencies to remain in the 
bubble – protected by their humanitarian imperative, and 
enjoying the security provided by peacekeepers to allow 
them access to populations in need.
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The most difficult environment within which to reconcile 
military activity with humanitarian space emerged in the 
post-9/11 world in Iraq and Afghanistan, with a foreshad-
owing in the early 1990s in the conflict in Somalia. The key 
difference between these interventions and the numerous 
interventions that took place in the 1990s is that by inter-
vening under the auspices of the Global War on Terrorism 
(GWOT), the intervening forces forfeited their third party 
impartial force status, and instead became a combatant 
rather than a peacekeeper. No attempt to shift to the role 
of nation-builder after the end of major combat operations 
can change that reality. In these missions, over time, the sole 
purpose of the opposition forces is to destroy the tenuous 
government being stood up and held together by outside 
forces, and to drive those forces out of the country. This 
becomes, in military terminology, a COIN operation (i.e., 
counterinsurgency). Any humanitarian agency arriving in 
theatre is immediately lumped together with this outside 
force to be targeted, as evidenced by kidnappings, behead-
ings and bombings in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Herein lies the irreconcilable difference between the mili-
tary and humanitarian agencies. In military operations, 
the commander must seek to target the enemy’s centre of 
gravity to win the war. In the black and white days of the 
bipolar world, these centres consisted of enemy military 
headquarters, large troop formations, and the like. In the 
more complex world of today, and in COIN operations in 
particular, the centre of gravity is the population. Both sides 
seek to control the population because without the active or 
passive/tacit support of the people, the objectives of either 
side of the conflict cannot be accomplished. Humanitarian 
assistance is a win for the intervening force and a loss for 
the counterinsurgents, so any activity – no matter who is 
providing it – will be targeted for disruption. This explic-
itly stated centre of gravity translates into military strategy 
and tactics that trample traditional humanitarian space as 
military forces provide basic services and humanitarian 
assistance in order to win over the population.
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Emerging American Military Doctrine:  
A Whole New Meaning for the 

Humanitarian Imperative

On 28 November 2005, over a decade of resistance to non-
warfighting missions in the American military came to 
a screeching halt with the publication of Department of 
Defense Directive (DoDD) 3000.05, Military Support for 
Stability, Security, Transition, and Reconstruction (SSTR) 
Operations, which explicitly states that: “Stability Operations 
are a core US military mission that the Department of 
Defense shall be prepared to conduct and support. They 
shall be given priority comparable to combat operations.”7 
Stability operations include immediate goals of establish-
ment of security, restoration of essential services, and 
humanitarian assistance. In the long-term, stability opera-
tions are aimed at developing “indigenous capacity for 
security, essential services, a viable market economy, rule 
of law, democratic institutions, and a robust civil society.”8 
The establishment of this new core function creates a new 
list of overlapping missions between the civilian agencies 
and the military, and posits the question of how the poten-
tial grievances and sticking points between the two can be 
addressed. One key statement in this directive sets the stage 
for potential conflict of roles and responsibilities and begs 
the need to further examine these roles: “Many stability 
operations tasks are best performed by indigenous, foreign, 
or US civilian professionals. Nonetheless, US military forces 
shall be prepared to perform all tasks necessary to establish 
and maintain order when civilians cannot do so.”9 This state-
ment has essentially established two lines of effort within 
the Department of Defense – one to pursue the military 
capability and capacity to conduct non-traditional missions 
involving governance, economics, rule of law, and the like; 
and one to build relationships and improve the capacity of 
our civilian counterparts to carry out those tasks for which 
they possess the comparative advantage. The latter effort 
includes working with NGOs, inter-governmental organi-
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sations (IGOs), US Government agencies, and multinational 
partners who have traditionally worked in the humanitarian 
realm and clung to their independent status to execute their 
missions. The effort will include not only working with 
these other players, but also creating the capability to work 
with them and fomenting a desire on their part to pursue 
this working relationship.   

Working in parallel with the publication of DoDD 3000.05, 
with some versions even preceding this path-breaking 
document, American joint military doctrine began to shift 
– beginning with the keystone Joint Publication (JP) 3-0, Joint 
Operations, which subsumed the old Military Operations Other 
Than War (MOOTW) publication and softened the war/non-
war polarization by introducing new terminology: Crisis 
Response and Limited Contingency Operations (VI-1). Beneath 
this keystone publication, several others underwent or are 
undergoing revision, including JP 3-07.3 Peace Operations, 
which grew an entirely new chapter on peacebuilding; and 
JP 3-07.6 Foreign Humanitarian Assistance, which is being 
carefully screened by individuals with extensive civilian 
experience in USAID or with NGOs in order to reflect the 
realities of the humanitarian imperatives.

In the formal Futures structures within the Department of 
Defense, new Joint Concepts have begun to emerge as a 
predecessor to Joint Doctrine. Most relevant to the humani-
tarian community is the Military Support to Stabilization, 
Security, Transition, and Reconstruction Operations (SSTRO) 
Joint Operating Concept (JOC) that underwent significant 
expansion and improvement between 2004 and 2006. SSTRO 
includes assisting host nation governments in providing 
security; essential public services; economic development; 
governance in the face of instability and conflict; stabilizing 
occupied territories and caring for refugees; assisting nations 
struck by devastating natural disasters; and improving the 
capacity of host nations to conduct their own SSTR opera-
tions.10 SSTR operations are carried out by focusing on a 
number of Major Mission Elements (MMEs) including secu-
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rity, reconstruction of infrastructure and restoration of 
essential services, economic development, establishment 
of good governance and the rule of law, and delivery of 
humanitarian assistance (see Figure 1).11 If the other MMEs 
tread lightly on humanitarian space, this particular MME, 
which is defined as “the ability to provide the immediate 
provision of basic necessities… in order to relieve human 
suffering,”12 should cause the most angst among humani-
tarian agencies. While the JOC does acknowledge the 
critical role of NGOs, it also notes that the military will most 
likely have to provide these services on the front end. In 
addition, statements like “delivery of humanitarian assis-
tance requires close coordination and integration with 
medical and other relief organizations”13 do not perhaps 
accurately portray the much looser form that relationship 
would take on the ground. This relationship is one that will 
have to be cultivated by the deliberate effort of the military 
and humanitarian agencies on the ground. A failure to do 
so would affect the efficiency and the effectiveness of stake-
holders’ operations.

The most detailed piece of approved doctrine currently 
available in this field is the Army/Marine Corps Manual on 
Counterinsurgency (COIN) published in December 2006. This 
doctrine reinforces the lines of operation found in the SSTRO 
JOC, including economics, governance, and provision of 
basic services, but it also provides realistic expectations for 
working with NGOs, who are named as critical participants 
in COIN operations. 

Some NGOs maintain strict independence from 
governments and belligerents and do not want 
to be seen directly associating with military 
forces. Gaining the support of and coordinating 
operations with these NGOs can be difficult. 
Establishing basic awareness of these groups and 
their activities may be the most commanders can 
achieve. NGOs play important roles in resolving 
insurgencies; however, many NGOs arrive before 
military forces and remain afterwards. They can 
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support lasting stability. To the greatest extent 
possible, commanders try to complement and 
not override their capabilities. Building a comple-
mentary, trust-based relationship is vital.15 

Figure 1. Major Mission Elements of Stability Operations14

This doctrine acknowledges:

The integration of civilian and military efforts is 
crucial to successful COIN operations. All efforts 
focus on supporting the local populace and 
host nation (HN) government. Political, social, 
and economic programs are usually more valu-
able than conventional military operations in 
addressing the root causes of conflict and under-
mining an insurgency.16 
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Of importance, this field manual also states: “In COIN, it is 
always preferred for civilians to perform civilian tasks.”17 
The doctrine also acknowledges the limitations of civilian 
agencies: lack of deployment and sustainment capability/
capacity, and inability to operate freely in an insecure envi-
ronment; thus portraying the importance of coordination of 
the military and civilian agencies’ missions to provide the 
most effective response actions possible. COIN operations 
require and are most effectively executed when civil-mili-
tary efforts are coordinated. That being said, the intensity 
of counterinsurgency efforts varies during the course of 
the operation, as illustrated in Figure 2, which provides 
for a challenging non-sequential environment that requires 
continuous shifts in roles and responsibilities between civil-
ians and the military. At times, such as when increased 
violence causes a shift in priority to offensive operations, 
but humanitarian assistance must simultaneously continue 
under stability operations, it may be necessary for the mili-
tary to usurp, to a degree, the duties of the civilian agencies 
until an amount of order is restored that would allow civilian 
agencies to execute their mission effectively and safely. 

COIN is a combination of  
offensive, defensive and 

stability operations.
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Ultimately, our point here is not to criticize any of the 
documents referenced in this chapter. Indeed, American 
military doctrine and concepts are on a good trajectory 
and accurately reflect many of the lessons learned since the 
early 1990s. The critical point is that this emerging military 
doctrine is in direct conflict with the humanitarian imperative, 
and this will fundamentally not change, even if improvements 
continue to be made in wording when referencing NGOs 
and the humanitarian imperative in such documents. In the 
never-ending battle over lexicon, NGOs clearly cringe at the 
use of the word humanitarian in reference to military activity 
in this area, but the military broadly accepts and under-
stands this term and is unlikely to alter it any time soon. In 
fact, in a twist of the emerging doctrine, one might say that 
the military has its own humanitarian imperative in that 
humanitarian missions are seen as crucial to overall mission 
success. It is clear that neither side will budge in this standoff 
– neither will change its principles or doctrine for the other. 
The time of endless meetings to discuss our differences has 
passed. The time for actionable recommendations to move 
forward has come. A solution that addresses the desire of 
the humanitarian organisations to remain independent and 
pursue their own mission goals, and the necessity for the 
humanitarian agencies and the military to collaborate in 
their efforts is essential. 

Implications for  
Humanitarian Space

The dilemma is clear and the differences potentially irrecon-
cilable between humanitarian NGOs and the military. Each 
side could budge a little. The military could stop trying 
to coordinate NGOs or otherwise violate their principles, 
albeit usually for lack of understanding, not malicious-
ness. The NGOs could recognize that their imperative does 
not provide them a safety bubble in the worst-case type of 
operation, where opposition forces are actively seeking to 
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oust all foreigners from their land and destroy any progress 
they attempt to make. Even refusing to accept money from 
governmental donors will provide no protection, as deter-
mined combatants do not know or care where our resources 
come from. Many NGOs have faced the stark choice of 
making changes in their relations with the military, or going 
home.

Information-sharing in matters of security has improved 
somewhat with the creation of such entities as the 
Afghanistan NGO Security Office (ANSO) and others like 
it. It is certainly not in the military’s best interest for these 
NGOs to go home, as doing it ourselves is always the choice of 
last resort, with the preference being for those highly quali-
fied civilians to take the lead in their areas of expertise. So 
many have tried for so many years to improve coordination 
on the ground – unless the humanitarian imperatives were 
completely scrapped, which the authors of this chapter do 
not advocate – there may be very little room for further 
progress or innovation at the tactical level. Education is 
the key to any improvement in this age-old tension. The 
NGO Guidelines published by USIP, InterAction, and 
the Department of Defense are not earth shattering. They 
primarily serve to educate each other on imperatives and 
procedures, and their pending inclusion in military doctrine 
and training will go a long way in improving relations on 
the ground. In addition, by offering liaison with regional 
combatant command headquarters, DoD has offered to 
include NGO perspectives and on-the-ground experience 
in military planning. Notably, this coordination occurs at a 
regional headquarters location and not in an active conflict 
theatre where humanitarian NGOs reasonably fear being 
seen in the company of the military.

Ultimately, the best hope for overcoming this impasse 
exists at the strategic level. Efforts to create a Civilian 
Response Corps (CRC), already underway and highlighted 
by President Bush in the January 2007 State of the Union 
address, could be one answer to this dilemma. With the 
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receipt of supplemental funding in place to stand up the 
first 500 CRC members, and a vision to expand to 2,000 or 
more, this concept may soon become a reality. If the United 
States were able to field large numbers of civilian volun-
teers to work on economics, governance, rule of law, and 
humanitarian issues around the world – in place of military 
forces (who are currently the only ones with the capacity 
to conduct these missions) – the issue of the humanitarian 
agencies’ fear of being seen with a uniform would be a 
moot point. NGOs already interface with USAID officers in 
the field, so working with additional civilians should not 
present a problem.

The real, long-term answer to restoring humanitarian space 
to its rightful place, and humanitarian activities to their 
rightful owners, is to aggressively pursue conflict preven-
tion strategies that address the root causes of instability and 
conflict around the world, rather than reacting only when a 
situation has become so dire that military force is the only 
real choice. This may sound rather kumbaya-ish, but in fact 
the US military is already focused on this alternative future. 
A key concept that expands on one particular area of the 
SSTRO JOC is the Military Support to Cooperative Security 
Engagement (CSE) JOC. As this document is still in the 
preliminary draft stages and is pre-decisional, it will not be 
quoted here. The one key issue that arises from the CSE JOC 
is its focus on conflict prevention activities and its acknowl-
edgement that this may not be a predominantly military 
endeavour, but rather requires a larger multinational and 
interagency effort, with the military in a supporting role and 
civilians in the lead. In strong support is the Unified Action 
project at US Joint Forces Command that seeks to achieve 
integrated planning, management, and information-sharing 
across the US Government, and in collaboration with IGOs, 
NGOs, multinational partners and the private sector. This 
project explores both conflict prevention and crisis response 
operations from an interagency, rather than strictly military, 
perspective, ever mindful of the ultimate benefits to the 
Department of Defense. Further evidence of the American 



Irreconcilable Differences 207

military’s desire to move in this direction is the decision to 
stand up a new command for Africa, a continent currently 
assigned to European Command, and to make this new 
command an interagency entity that focuses on conflict 
prevention, rather than a military command that focuses on 
foes. 

If the US Government and the Department of Defense 
successfully make this transition to conflict prevention 
strategies, the types of missions that will be undertaken 
fall back into the so-called easier category, allowing for 
more secure environments and full participation by a 
broad range of actors all working under some semblance 
of a unity of effort. FM 3-24 states: “The more violent the 
environment, the more difficult it is for civilians to operate 
effectively. Hence, the preferred or ideal division of labour 
is frequently unattainable. The more violent the insurgency, 
the more unrealistic is this preferred division of labour.”19 
Without the active threat and reality of violence against 
humanitarian agencies, NGOs and military forces will 
have a more amicable relationship, be armed with better 
education about one another’s cultures, and will be able to 
maximize the effect of their efforts in the field. We must not 
become blinded by one or two recent examples of situations 
where humanitarian space was usurped by the military out 
of necessity in the conduct of SSTR and COIN operations 
amidst brazen violence. Our irreconcilable differences may 
be hostage to our tactics, but can be overcome with shifting 
strategies in the not-so-distant future.

The humanitarian agencies’ and NGOs’ reluctance to coor-
dinate with the military cannot continue. There must be a 
level of coordination that enables the civilian agencies to 
work towards the completion of their mission objectives in 
an environment in which they can succeed. The environ-
ment that exists in many of the areas of concern to civilian 
agencies do not meet this prerequisite and require a level of 
military support that may be uncomfortable for the civilian 
agencies, but will allow them to carry out their own mission 
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instead of having it usurped by the military. If an agreement 
on coordination can be reached, and perhaps an agreement 
to work together on prevention strategies, the two entities 
will better be able to coexist as separate entities, and they 
will be able to execute their objectives more effectively.
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Conclusion: 
Connecting Theory and Practice

Suzanne Monaghan

 
Does humanitarian space exist?

Various perspectives on this question were presented in this 
book through alternative frameworks for understanding 
the military and humanitarian space in which stakeholders, 
willing or unwilling, find themselves. 

In Chapter 1, Christopher P.M. Waters suggested that it 
is simply not an option under the current legal frame-
work for the military to wholly cede a humanitarian space 
where supplies for a civilian population are lacking. Thus, 
calls from other stakeholders for the military to cease the 
provision of aid and assistance border on the irresponsible 
because there exists a legal obligation on the military to 
provide assistance in some cases. The existing legal frame-
work under International Humanitarian Law (IHL) does 
identify a civilian space in which the provision of food and 
other emergency relief can be carried out by the military 
in limited circumstances. However, this does not mean that 
militaries have the right to coordinate humanitarian activi-
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ties implemented by the coterie of organisations dedicated 
to this work. Waters suggested that the IHL framework 
must be a starting point in the ongoing debate concerning 
humanitarian space, and to do otherwise invites confusion 
and illegality.

Rupen Das argued that the legal frameworks that exist to 
carve out a neutral, impartial, and independent space in 
which humanitarian aid and assistance can be provided 
were created in the earlier days of conventional inter-State 
warfare and have no relevance for humanitarian space in 
unconventional, intra-State armed conflicts. In Chapter 
2, Das said that it is becoming increasingly clear that the 
applicability of established rules of war such as the Geneva 
Conventions are being questioned in the types of conflicts 
in Iraq, Somalia, Chechnya and Afghanistan. Das suggested 
that as the environment changes, so has the face of humani-
tarianism. Humanitarian workers are no longer safe in the 
field, as they have themselves become political targets in 
unconventional armed conflicts. Organisations now adopt 
protective mechanisms to ensure their own safety in the 
field, including clandestine aid activities and pulling out 
from high-risk environments. Coupled with enhanced 
security procedures and a greater aversion to risk reduces 
the number of civilian humanitarian agencies involved 
in humanitarian space, which creates the opportunity for 
military personnel to provide aid services instead. This argu-
ment is strongly echoed by US military personnel Christina 
Schweiss and James Rowe in the final chapter of the book. 
Das argued that it is up to all stakeholders involved in the 
field to provide humanitarian space by allowing for its 
principles of neutrality, impartiality and independence, 
otherwise it will no longer exist in high-risk environments.

 In Chapter 3, Mark Fried, like Rupen Das, identified that 
humanitarian agencies have undergone a significant trans-
formation over the past fifteen years in response to the 
advent of violent conflicts waged primarily on civilians. He 
went on to argue that humanitarian space is shrinking yet 
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still exists. To eliminate further reduction of humanitarian 
space, stakeholders must work together to limit military 
involvement in humanitarian-like activities.

Alan Okros and Willemijn Keizer presented a model of 
professions and applied this model to the humanitarian and 
military professions. The specific focus in Chapter 4 was 
to examine the concept of contested professional jurisdic-
tions, and the issues and implications that arise when both 
the humanitarian and military professions provide aid and 
assistance to affected populations in crisis situations. The 
authors argued that humanitarian space, as both a concept 
and a field of action on the ground, represents a clear example 
of a contested jurisdiction with significant implications for 
all parties when the military is either directed or opts to 
deliver aid and assistance concurrently with humanitarian 
organisations. Okros and Keizer suggested that the military 
must recognize that, when doing so, they are not providing 
humanitarian aid and assistance. While their actions may be 
guided by the philosophy of humanitarianism, the military 
cannot uphold the principles of neutrality, impartiality and 
independence attributed to the humanitarian profession. 
The use of a common model of professions to describe the 
military and humanitarians provides a basis for dialogue 
between the stakeholders tasked to provide aid and assist-
ance. Moreover, the negotiation of professional boundaries 
would be beneficial in ensuring that each understands, 
respects and supports the role and responsibilities of the 
other within the space they share.

In Chapter 5, Sarah Jane Meharg argued that a cultural geog-
raphy framework is useful in understanding the changing 
identities of stakeholders based on their relationship with 
their places, namely humanitarian space and the military 
operational space. Meharg suggested that a shared military 
and humanitarian space has emerged in which the major 
stakeholders must re-evaluate themselves and each other to 
understand their relationships, roles, and activities. Meharg 
analyzed the military and humanitarian role-reversal as 
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simulated at the Three Block Wars and Humanitarianism 
Consultation in Ottawa, 2006. Despite the changed opera-
tional environment, as supported by Rupen Das and Mark 
Fried in their respective chapters, the military and humani-
tarians maintain outdated assumptions about one another, 
which impact the efficacy of their work with recipient 
populations in conflict geographies. Meharg argued that 
the challenge ahead lies in the willingness and ability of 
the major stakeholders to be flexible in their assumptions of 
the other and to adopt new identity modalities in the shared 
military and humanitarian space.

Next, Stephen J. Mariano tested the hypothesis of mili-
tary forces building adequate capacities to function in 
the realm of humanitarianism by analyzing the ability of 
the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) to inte-
grate peacekeeping and humanitarian assistance into its 
core competencies of collective defence. Although NATO 
has competencies in various aspects of three block wars, 
Mariano demonstrated that it has no corporate expertise in 
the areas of stability, reconstruction, or humanitarian aid 
and assistance. Mariano suggested that NATO is not on a 
trajectory away from collective defence toward collective 
security because of encroachment on national sovereignty 
and invasion of the United Nation’s humanitarian space. 
Consequently, NATO Member States may be reluctant to 
proceed on this azimuth until they can agree on the efficacy 
of NATO’s contribution in all three blocks of contemporary 
wars. Mariano concludes that NATO’s role in international 
peace and security will be limited in the years to come.

In Chapter 7, Natalie Mychajlyszyn argued that policy 
writers, decision-makers, and field practitioners, among 
others, must work together in post-conflict reconstruction 
at the national level as well as on the ground in a mission 
to achieve integration. The author suggested that integrated 
missions can be better understood when framed by civil-
military relations theory, scholarly research, and practice, 
which explains integrated post-conflict decision-making 
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processes and missions. As humanitarians play a prominent 
role in providing aid and assistance in post-conflict condi-
tions they find themselves sharing the same geographic 
and mission space of formal integrated post-conflict recon-
struction efforts. Mychajlyszyn suggested that this leads to 
complementarity and, at other times to competition, thereby 
impacting humanitarian organisations’ ability to carry out 
their own mandates without having their neutrality jeopard-
ized and without being erroneously perceived as part of the 
larger politicized reconstruction effort. Moreover, the author 
concluded that intervention models are western modali-
ties and the places in which interventions occur exhibit 
decidedly non-western conditions. Civil-military relations 
theory and practice underpin the ways in which humani-
tarian space is considered, and the author suggested that 
discourse must be elevated to the theoretical level and in the 
process enhance the relevance of contemporary thinking 
about civil-military relations. 

In the final chapter, Christina M. Schweiss and James Rowe 
argued that the military and humanitarian organisations 
need to shift in order to move past perceived irreconcilable 
differences. Echoed in Chapter 5 by Sarah Jane Meharg, the 
stakeholders may in fact have to budge a little when it comes 
to the other. According to Schweiss and Rowe, the military 
could stop trying to coordinate humanitarians and likewise 
humanitarian organisations could recognize that their prin-
ciples do not provide them with guaranteed safety within 
non-permissive environments. The authors concluded that 
the long-term answer to restoring humanitarian space to its 
rightful place, and humanitarian activities to their rightful 
owners, is to aggressively pursue conflict prevention strate-
gies that address the root causes of instability and conflict 
around the world, rather than reacting only when a situa-
tion has become so dire that military force is the only real 
choice. Schweiss and Rowe argue that humanitarian reluc-
tance to coordinate with the military cannot continue. There 
must be a level of coordination that enables humanitarians 
to work towards the completion of their mission objectives 
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in an environment in which they can succeed. As Rupen Das 
points out in Chapter 2, unconventional intra-State conflict 
environments do not meet this prerequisite. If an agreement 
on coordination can be reached, and perhaps an agreement 
to work together on prevention strategies, the stakeholders 
will better be able to coexist as separate entities and be able 
to execute their objectives more effectively.

The question remains, however, whether humanitarian 
space exists and how the international community will 
navigate the road ahead to best support sustainable peace 
in the context of global insecurity.

The Foundations of ‘Shared Space’
If there is indeed a military and humanitarian space in 
which some form of hybrid and non-traditional activities 
and operations are occurring, it may be important to under-
stand how this came to pass.

During the mid-1990s, the UN participated in a number of 
disastrous international peace operations ventures, such as 
Rwanda and Somalia, which prompted significant changes 
in the UN’s approach to peace operations. At that time, 
the UN General Assembly encouraged Member States to 
establish “peace-keeping training centres, on a national 
or regional basis as deemed appropriate, for military and 
civilian personnel.”1

In February 1994, the Government of Canada established 
the Lester B. Pearson Canadian International Peacekeeping 
Training Centre, commonly known as the Pearson 
Peacekeeping Centre (PPC), with a mandate to support 
and enhance the Canadian contribution to international 
peace, security and stability by conducting research and 
providing advanced training and educational programs to 
serve the international community of individuals, profes-
sions and  organisations.2 The PPC pioneered research and 
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training in complex whole of government peace operations 
by launching the concept of the New Peacekeeping Partnership 
when the Centre was created.3 Alex Morrison, later to 
become the Founding President of the PPC, was a strong 
advocate of interdisciplinary cooperation. He believed that 
future peacekeeping missions would be composed of civil-
ians of many occupations and talents and those missions 
would also be headed by civilians. Subsequently, the PPC 
designed programs that were international and inter-disci-
plinary in nature. Education and training activities were 
offered to mixed military and civilian groups. Originally, 
the over-arching intellectual foundation informing the PPC 
mandate was composed of: an enhanced definition of peace-
keeping and The New Peacekeeping Partnership.

Traditionally, the PPC defined peacekeeping as the actions 
designed to enhance international peace, security and 
stability which are authorized by competent national and 
international  organisations and which are undertaken 
cooperatively and individually by military, humanitarians, 
civilian police, and other interested agencies and groups. 
Moreover, the PPC also included conflict resolution, peace-
making, peace restoration, peace enforcement, peace 
monitoring, peace building, peace operations, peace support 
operations, preventive diplomacy and others of a like nature 
in its understanding of peacekeeping writ large. 

The New Peacekeeping Partnership was the term applied 
to the military, government and non-government agen-
cies dealing with humanitarian assistance, refugees and 
displaced persons, election monitors, and civilian police, 
among others, as they worked together to improve the 
effectiveness of peace operations. Interestingly, this defi-
nition goes beyond governmental interagency approaches 
and includes a wider civilian engagement.

The Pearson Peacekeeping Centre was the world’s first 
civilian-managed peacekeeping training centre and remains 
today one of only a handful of  organisations offering a full 
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range of training, capacity development, public education, 
and research programs that reflect the complexity, multidis-
ciplinary and international realities of contemporary peace 
operations. Over the years, it has trained over 15,000 mili-
tary, police and civilians from 140 countries and delivered 
training in five languages and in 31 countries. The PPC has 
served as a model for other countries’ training institutions, 
such as the Folke Bernadotte Academy in Sweden and the 
Kofi Annan Peacekeeping Training Centre in Ghana, among 
others. To achieve a greater degree of collaboration and 
develop a common set of international priorities, the PPC 
founded The International Association of Peacekeeping 
Training Centres (IAPTC) in 1995. Since then, more than 90 
different centres, institutions, organisations, and agencies 
have come together through the IAPTC.

The PPC continues to support the notions of integration 
and interdisciplinarity by drawing upon the expertise of 
a continuing global who’s who of over 200 peace profes-
sionals, including serving and retired military officers, 
senior police officers, diplomats, academics, researchers, the 
private sector, and humanitarian organisations. The Centre 
provides state-of-the-art knowledge, expertise, advice, and 
instruction, and improves the coordination that is required 
among civilian, military and police groups to contribute to 
sustainable peace in conflict-affected environments. 

The PPC has an integrated, multi-disciplinary staff of 
academics, senior military and police officers, humani-
tarian aid and development experts and diplomats. This 
is consistent with the nature of peace operations, which 
depend upon collaboration, information-sharing, collec-
tive knowledge, and coordinated action among an array of 
stakeholders working in the field of peace and security.

Whether integrated operations takes hold is yet uncer-
tain, however what is certain is that interventions have 
become hybrid and non-traditional. An expectation now 
exists that those intervening into war-torn societies will 
implement conflict resolution, stabilization, aid and assis-
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tance, reconstruction, as well as development to encourage 
sustainable peace and economic security. Hence, peace 
operations today are vastly more ambitious – and therefore 
more complex and difficult – than those of earlier times. 
Among the tasks to be routinely performed by many stake-
holders are: security operations; security sector reform 
(rule of law, justice, corrections); disarmament, demobiliza-
tion, re-integration; humanitarian aid and assistance; civil 
administration, elections, political process; infrastructure, 
employment, economic governance; and capacity devel-
opment. It is improbable that militaries will become, or 
want to become, capable of competently addressing all of 
these tasks, therefore it is of utmost importance to civilians, 
namely humanitarian organisations and NGOs, to be at 
the table and in the field to practice their craft. Despite the 
traditional do-it-alone mentality of the United States, the 
US Counterinsurgency Field Manual (2006) suggests that US 
forces must support extensive coordination and coopera-
tion with a myriad of intergovernmental, indigenous, and 
international agencies for sustainable security and stabili-
zation to manifest. Although not an integrated approach, 
the emergence of the US inter-agency approach can be 
considered a hybrid of traditional US operations in conflict 
environments. Whether it is the best way to navigate the 
military and humanitarian space is yet to be determined 
and it is only one response among many.

Not unexpectedly, peace operations that assume obligations 
not only for security, but also for a wide range of post-conflict 
tasks, demand a great deal more from the contributing 
countries than traditional peacekeeping did. Virtually all 
sectors of society have a role to play: the military, the police, 
civilians in domestic departments and agencies of govern-
ment, civil society  organisations, and private citizens who 
volunteer their services.

The so-called tipping point may have already been achieved 
because the numbers tell the story; today, about a quarter of 
all UN personnel employed abroad are police or civilians. 
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Since it was founded over 60 years ago, the UN has under-
taken 61 field missions; a third of these (18) are under way 
today. The UN has also participated in 172 peaceful settle-
ments to end regional conflicts, and has enabled people in 
more than 45 countries to take part in free elections.

The volume of work required to maintain such a pace of activ-
ities is enormous and the UN has become overwhelmed. In 
2005, for example, the UN had personnel from 108 countries 
participating in its peace operations. It had to charter 207 
aircraft to move 711,000 (almost three-quarters of a million) 
people to and from missions in war-affected environments. 
It also deployed and operated some 220 medical clinics and 
21 military hospitals. The cost was in excess of $4 billion 
– and continues to rise. 

Increasingly, the UN has been looking to engage regional 
and sub-regional  organisations in peace operations and 
related activities, as provided for in Chapter VIII of the UN 
Charter. With the exception of NATO and the European 
Union (EU), the capacity of these  organisations to respond 
remains limited. NATO and the EU have not only created 
rapid response forces, they have also enhanced their ability 
to assist others in building their capacity to contribute to 
international interventions.

The African Union (AU) has assumed responsibility for 
missions in Sudan and Somalia, and is working to estab-
lish a stand-by force for rapid interventions. Sub-regional  
organisations such as ECOWAS, as well as national police 
forces in several African countries, have programs under 
way to increase their capacity to prepare police for interna-
tional peace operations in order to meet their UN and AU 
commitments. 

Perhaps as a harbinger of things to come, in 2001 the UN 
Secretary General (UNSG) noted: 
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UN field staff members are increasingly becoming 
targeted, as demonstrated by the drastically accel-
erated toll of casualties among United Nations 
civilian personnel, local and international, serving 
in conflict areas over the past two and a half years 
is a sad testament to this development.4

According to the statistics, from January 1992 to August 
1998 UN Civilian Field Staff suffered 153 fatalities and 43 
hostage/kidnappings. From September 1998 to March 2001, 
198 UN Civilian Field staff died and 240 were kidnapped or 
taken hostage.5 Since 2003, the security of UN and humani-
tarian organisation workers has deteriorated resulting in an 
increase in targeting of these civilians by motivated insur-
gents. There are noted distinctions between UN civilian 
staff and civilian humanitarian and NGO representatives; 
however, the differences between them are not so clear to 
such motivated groups in conflict environments.

In May 2004, the UNSG identified: “a disturbing trend 
of disregard for humanitarian principles and deliberate 
targeting of humanitarian workers for political or tactical 
purposes.”6 Afghanistan continues to have the highest rate 
of humanitarian casualties, and although these attacks are 
geographically-related, deaths of humanitarians in this 
country affect the work that humanitarians do in other 
conflict and post-conflict environments.

Meeting the hybrid military and humanitarian demand 
presents doctrinal challenges. Neither the UN nor regional  
organisations have fully codified performance standards 
and accountability frameworks. Nor have they agreed on 
doctrines regarding the use of force or regarding the respon-
sibility to protect civilians – though the UN Department of 
Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO) is drawing up principles 
and guidelines to respond to the complexity of contempo-
rary peace operations.7
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The growing demand also raises problems of funding. The 
UN’s budget for peace operations was $4.75 billion in 2006 
and is expected to approach $7 billion in 2007. Since UN 
operations are paid for by all Member States according to a 
formula based on per capita Gross National Product (GDP), 
the result is that the United States alone bears a quarter 
(26%) of the costs of UN operations, Japan contributes 17% 
(even though it has no seat on the Security Council and 
therefore has limited influence over decisions on whether 
to authorize missions), and just seven G-7 countries account 
for three-quarters of the total. In the case of NATO, coun-
tries contributing to NATO-led peace operations finance 
their own costs – further adding to the burden of a relatively 
small group.  

Where and how funds are spent are also problematic. 
Priorities and sequencing are often not clear, some compo-
nents of peace operations are traditionally under-funded 
(notably security sector reform and rule of law), and donor 
countries may have expectations or conditions (caveats) 
that are difficult or impossible to meet.

The single greatest challenge, however, is to raise the requi-
site numbers of military, police and civilian humanitarians 
with the professional competencies required to mount 
rapidly deployable, self-sustaining and effective peace 
operations. The UN emphasizes the three Qs: quantity, 
quality and quickness, and has identified significant gaps 
– the lack of women, Francophones and Arabs involved in 
operations. 

The need to expand the number of contributing countries 
and ensure common professional standards is growing. 
In the past, demand for peace operations personnel was 
met largely by developed countries who provided soldiers 
trained in traditional (i.e., consensual) peacekeeping at 
military colleges and training centres. As a result, the head-
quarters staff and national contingents of multinational 
peacekeeping forces were usually trained to similar profes-
sional standards. 



Conclusion 223

Now, UN peacekeepers come from over 100 countries 
with the top 10 contributors from the developing world. 
As demand grows, developing countries will become the 
main source for peacekeepers, a trend reinforced by a 
greater insistence on finding regional solutions to conflicts. 
Inevitably, effectiveness will suffer unless developed coun-
tries find ways to transfer their knowledge and skills to the 
future providers of peace operations personnel. The same 
argument holds true for humanitarian organisations coming 
from developing countries. The principles and guidelines of 
humanitarianism need to be appropriated by these groups 
so that they are aware of their obligations to recipient popu-
lations in war-affected environments.

The need for civilian personnel, particularly police and 
civilian humanitarians, is also growing rapidly. International 
police capacity is very limited, though building local policing 
capacity is now recognized as the key to the successful 
conclusion of reconstruction and stabilization operations. 
The insufficient participation of women present further 
hurdles to long-term success. 

Lastly, the nature of the work in which all are involved has 
become a good deal more robust, complex and long-term. 
With peace operations mandates now routinely including 
a whole range of tasks from immediate stabilization and 
civilian protection to supporting humanitarian aid and assis-
tance, organizing elections, and developing new political 
and civil society institutions, interventionists must become 
versed in hybrid planning and missions in order to better 
understand the military and humanitarian space.

Effectively Sharing Space
This book approached the concept of military and humani-
tarian space from various perspectives and suggests that 
humanitarian space is shrinking and another space is 
growing – one that is shared, albeit uncoordinated and 
perhaps at cross-purposes. Through its own commitments 
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to training the various stakeholders of the shared military 
and humanitarian space, the PPC hopes that this short book 
offers theorists, policy-makers, and field practitioners alter-
native ways to frame and understand the complex issues 
they face on this important topic. The international commu-
nity has high expectations for those involved in interventions 
and the notion of hybrid operations continues to be tested 
by governments, including the Government of Canada in 
its whole-of-government approach, to meet these expecta-
tions and provide effective solutions to navigate the shared 
space, at the planning table and in the field.
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Does humanitarian space exist?

In this age of violent conflicts and resulting  
interventions —made more complex by terrorism, 

insurgencies, and the militarization of humani-
tarian aid — the age of a neutral, impartial and 
independent humanitarian space may have come 
to pass.
This is the issue examined in Helping Hands 
and Loaded Arms: Navigating the Military and 
Humanitarian Space.
Drawing on diverse perspectives of international 
law, psychology, cultural geography, security 
and defence, and development studies, this book 
provides a foundation to better navigate the space 
in which military and humanitarian organisations 
find themselves together. It is intended for all 
those —scholars, humanitarians, police, military 
personnel, policy-makers, and students  —engaged 
in analyzing global peace and security issues using 
a multi-disciplinary approach.

“This stimulating book will help specialists, both 
in security and humanitarian operations, under-
stand better their inter-relationship and when 
and how their efforts can be most effectively coor-
dinated. It is a ‘must read’ before deployment.”
— Robert Gordon, Major General (retired),  
    Former Commander of the United Nations Operation in Ethiopia and Eritrea 

“An essential reference for all military and humanitarian practitioners 
seriously concerned with winning the peace and advancing human secu-
rity. This book explains how traditional notions of humanitarian and 
military space have changed in contemporary peace operations.”
— Michael G. Smith, Major General (retired),  
    Former Deputy Commander of the United Nations Peacekeeping Force in East  
    Timor, and CEO of Austcare, an Australian aid and development NGO
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