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Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen, 

 

I am pleased to welcome you today to the round table on regional civil-military coordination 
in disasters. To our knowledge, this is the first such meeting in this region and I am happy 
to see interest in this event from as far as Australia, Europe, Caucasus, Central and South 
Asia and I am looking forward to open discussions on how we can promote cooperation 
and coordination between humanitarian and military communities in Central Asia and 
beyond.  

First, I would like to begin with a few words about my organization and its role in 
humanitarian civil-military coordination.  

The United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) was set up 
two decades ago by the United Nations General Assembly. Our core function is to 
coordinate the work of the myriad of humanitarian actors that are helping people affected 
by either natural disasters or man-made crises.  

We advocate on behalf of the people in need, we make sure that the international 
community and the general public are aware of the ongoing crises and know how to help, 
we foster cooperation among organizations working in the same area so that they can 
deliver aid when it is needed, where it is needed and in what amount. 

It is very encouraging to see that over the years we, as a global humanitarian community 
that includes the United Nations agencies, numerous NGOs and the Red Cross / Red 
Crescent movement, have continuously improved ways the international humanitarian 
system operates. And in doing so, we have taken into consideration the role of military 
actors in disaster relief.  

Militaries are becoming increasingly involved in disaster relief worldwide, and Central Asia 
is no exception. We fully recognize the comparative advantages military actors possess in 
the aftermath of a crisis.  

Militaries can rapidly mobilize and deploy crucial assets and unique expertise to response 
operations. Military actors can help save human lives and alleviate suffering. But while 
humanitarian and military actors may work in the same crisis environments and have 
overlapping objectives, their goals and principles differ. Impartiality, neutrality and 
operational independence are at the heart of humanitarian assistance. While military 
action often supports political purposes, humanitarian assistance is based on the 
assessed need. Humanitarian actors do not take sides in disputes or political positions on 
the underlying issues. 
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This is why it is crucial for us to coordinate our efforts with military actors before and after 
disasters occur. We must be able to work side by side without competing, without 
obstructing each other’s work, and without compromising humanitarian principles.  

As a coordinating body, OCHA has been responsible for establishing and managing 
interaction with military actors in humanitarian crises. We have learned from our 
experiences in Afghanistan, Pakistan, Haiti, Iraq, Liberia and other countries that 
humanitarian and military actors need to increase coordination, communication and 
comprehension of respective roles and mandates, capacities and limitations.  

In Pakistan, for example, the Government, military and humanitarian actors learned the 
hard way how crucial it is to reach agreements on coordination and cooperation before a 
disaster strikes. In 2005, when a 7.5-magnitude earthquake shattered livelihoods in 
Kashmir, there was little coordination of requests for and offers of, foreign military assets in 
the early stages of the response. Because of this, foreign military assets arrived that were 
not strictly required. As a result, Pakistan recognized the need for better coordination in 
future disaster relief operations and put in place certain mechanisms to address this. 

In Haiti, five years later, cooperation between humanitarian and military actors led to a 
more effective response. Following the devastating 2010 earthquake, the humanitarian 
community in Haiti could not have properly provided assistance without the military who 
were helping clear out the rubble that took over the streets.  

Today, we will look at these and other lessons and agree on what approaches might work 
for this region.  

As a regional OCHA office based here in Almaty, we have been involved in a few national 
and regional military exercises. In recent years, it has been great to see increased 
recognition with Governments of the importance of involving humanitarian actors in military 
preparedness efforts. We have participated in the United States organized regional 
cooperation exercise for militaries of Central Asia and Afghanistan last year and will do so 
again this year.  

We are also looking into expanding our cooperation with regional inter-governmental 
organizations such as the Collective Security Treaty Organization and the Shanghai 
Cooperation Organization.  

In conclusion, I would like to propose for all of us today to think of what the framework of 
our cooperation should look like, who would need to be involved, and how we can take it 
forward from here. We will particularly have time to discuss and agree on this during the 
second half of today’s round table. For now, let me wish all of us a productive day with 
interesting discussions.  

Thank you for your attention. 

 


