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Abstract 
 
In the world of development, humanitarian and security assistance, the roles of the United States 
military and non-governmental organizations (NGOs), at times shift and intersect. The traditional 
examination of the relationship between these entities has led to a general consensus that the 
military’s size, resources, and hierarchical structure make it a more dominant hard power player, 
compared to the NGO footprint which has fewer capabilities and resources. Moreover, it is 
generally understood that there is tension between these actors as the military is partial and non-
neutral, impartiality and neutrality being values that some consider NGOs better positioned to 
uphold.  

 
This thesis challenges this dichotomy by using new qualitative data from nearly 70 semi-
structured- interviews with respondents from US Special Operations Forces (SOF), official donor 
agencies, international and local non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and representatives 
from local communities. This thesis argues that the military is not solely a hard power player nor 
are NGOs exclusively soft power-wielding neutral actors. This is because of a newfound landscape 
of fragile and conflict-affected settings—what is termed as the “gray space” - which are fully 
navigable by both the military and NGOs. 
 
The central finding of this dissertation is that, while operating in low-intensity conflict and 
weakly-governed areas, SOF and NGO entities adapt to their environments through a series of 
internal and external inducements. As a consequence, these actors incorporate and occasionally 
mimic each other’s structures and processes in order to fulfill their individual missions. If they do 
this, their partnership and mutual coordination produce more effective responses to the fragile 
and conflict-affected states. By contrast, where these entities remain hindered is not only due to 
their incompatible values or capabilities, but also due to differing budgetary and accountability 
measures of the larger organizations to which these operators belong, or by which they are 
funded. Corporate cultures, bureaucratic incentives, and pre-conceived notions, often lead these 
actors to distrust one another, miscommunicate, and fail to cooperate. Their shared challenge is 
to engage proactively and consistently with and understand the needs of the civilian populace. 
When they are able to overcome their often-conflicted relationship, it is due to a series of 
individual attitudes expressed through professional and personal relationships.  
  
This thesis concludes by suggesting that examining the civil-military relationship through the 
prism of separating NGOs and the military as security and non-security actors, therefore, does 
these entities a disservice. The job that these actors must do in terms of addressing sources of 
insecurity by meeting the needs of local populations, is no longer only up to the military or up to 
humanitarian and development actors. The boundaries which once separated these entities have 
become almost extinct. The gray space needs both of these actors, and it provides ample 
conditions for a collaborative, efficient, and productive partnership.  
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Preface and Acknowledgments 
 
 As a Political Advisor in Kabul, Afghanistan between 2012 and 2014, I was responsible for 
the human rights and humanitarian portfolios for the NATO Senior Civilian Representative Office, 
where I oversaw UNSCR 1612 – the recruitment of child soldiers into the armed forces. The 
Afghan Local Police were recruiting boys under 181 – the legal age for when children are to be 
recruited into the armed forces. One morning I received a call from my UN counterpart that a 
certain large INGO was coming to do a field assessment on the situation. I quickly turned to SOF, 
who, as the implementers of VSOs, had the most visibility in the field, and who had been working 
to help the ALP stand up its Human Resources system.  
 
 SOF agreed to meet with the INGO. At the meeting, my INGO colleagues were hesitant, 
knowing full well the primary work of SOF in Afghanistan as a lethal force, now for more than 10 
years. On the SOF side, they had little knowledge or opinions of the INGO’s work. They also did 
not have a full idea of what 1612 was. After about 30 minutes, each party had a chance to explain 
their work, the INGO realized SOF’s deep understanding of the terrain because of their work with 
Village Stability Operations (VSO). SOF had been working to help the ALP to professionalize and 
help them stand up their Human Resources system.  
 
 On the SOF side, they were enlightened to some of the human rights violations which 
were occurring in front of their very eyes but were unaware of. I am certain that someone within 
SOF was aware of the international conventions the INGO was trying to enforce, but it was not 
wide knowledge, and certainly not something that was being followed or reported regularly. The 
meeting ended with an exchange of cards, agreements on helping each other with information, 
and promises to keep in touch. 
  

Ultimately, I witnessed how each side made efforts to be helpful to one another by 
listening, understanding, and learning. As I was nearing the second year of my deployment, I was 
puzzled at how these two organizations continued to be confined to absolute categories – one 
doing good things for populations, and the other only hunting down terrorists. Was this the black 
and white reality of war? What was the difference between the people with whom I just sat down 
around a conference table and the organizations which they represented? It was these questions, 
which fascinated me in my early career, which I have continued to ponder. Furthermore, it was 
the reality then, and still is today, that the self-described “knuckle draggers,” who interact with 
local communities, shape the narrative around how we as outsiders are perceived by these same 
communities, more than the Heads of Organizations, Ambassadors, or Commanders who issue 
our orders.  

 
It is these ground operators of field workers and tacticians, who are central protagonists 

in the infinite laboratory of the civil-military relationship.  
 

 
1 United Nations Children Children’s Fund. GUIDELINES-Monitoring and Reporting Mechanism against Children in 
Situations of Armed Conflict. UNI35818/UNICEF/NYHQ2001-0093. United Nations, New York, June 2014. 
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Introduction 
 

Approximately 1.5 billion people live in fragile states and countries experiencing low-

intensity conflict.2 The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) projects 

that, by 2030, that amount will increase to 2.3 billion, including 60% of the world’s extreme poor.3 

A variety of factors are increasing cross-regional fragility, including climate change,4 resource 

dependence, commodity shocks,5 communalism, and natural disasters, all of which contribute to 

economic vulnerability, human rights abuse,6 and political instability. As a result, these spaces 

are characterized by a persistent, vicious cycle of poverty, instability, and state fragility - just short 

of full-scale war. In these spaces, the roles of development, humanitarian and US military actors 

often intersect. 

 
Throughout different points of its history, the United States military has straddled the line 

between serving as a robust, conventional armed combative force and fulfilling the role of a non-

traditional development and humanitarian actor. In doing so, it crosses paths with non-

governmental actors whose conventional role is the provision of humanitarian and development 

assistance. Conventional perspectives on the relationship between these entities has led to a 

consensus that the military’s size, resources, and hierarchical structure make it a more dominant 

“hard power” player, compared to NGOs. Moreover, it is generally understood that there is 

tension between these actors as the military is partial and non-neutral, while impartiality and 

neutrality are seen as values that NGOs may be better positioned to uphold. 

 
2 Rachel M. Gisselquist, "Aid and institution-building in fragile states: What do we know? What can comparative 
analysis add?," The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science 656, no. 1 (2014): 6-21. 

3 Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, “States of Fragility 2018 Report: Highlights,” OECD 
Publishing, 2018. (p.6); Dalelio, “US Aid.” 

4 Scott and Khan, “The Implications”; Peters, and Mayhew, “Chapter 10: The Securitization”; Brown and 
Grävingholt, “Chapter 1: Security Development.” 

5 Hubbard, “As Lebanon’s Crisis Deepens.”  

6 Hamit Bozarslan, "Human rights and the Kurdish issue in Turkey: 1984–1999," Human Rights Review 3.1 (2001): 
45-54; Philip Baker, "Human rights, Europe and the People's Republic of China," The China Quarterly 169 (2002): 
45-63.  
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Examining civil-military relationships by separating the military and NGOs as security and 

non-security actors, respectively, inhibits conflict prevention and post-conflict stabilization alike.  

This thesis challenges this dichotomy and seeks to answer the question of whether military forces 

and development/humanitarian organizations can be effective partners in low-intensity conflict 

and fragile spaces.  It does this by examining and comparing these organizations’ goals, 

structures, value systems, and Modi operandi in the “gray space”—the main context for military-

NGO interactions in areas riven by weak governance, persistent instability, and low-intensity 

conflict. For NGOs and the military, the objective is similar: to mitigate the social, economic, and 

physical sources of insecurity. In the gray space, both the military and NGOs can navigate the 

terrain, yet they are constrained by relentless uncertainties they face with respect to local 

conditions, resources, and support. This analysis seeks to uncover how these actors operate and 

behave vis-à-vis one another and the local communities inside of which they carry out their 

missions. 

This thesis is one of the first in-depth functional inquiries into the determinants of 

military-civilian engagement in fragile and low intensity conflict-affected situations.  This angle 

of inquiry into their functional relationship has been less explored by scholars who have 

examined peacekeeping, disaster response, or complex emergencies. These previous analyses 

have typically focused on specific operations, countries, or regions, rather than on the 

organizational make-up of the actors who partake in the civil-military relationship. Previous 

analyses have also examined these actors’ conventional roles: security and logistics support for 

the military, and project management for the NGOs. Yet, these actors’ actions occasionally put 

them in a position that is antithetical to their core identities. US Special Operations Forces (SOF) 

can be security providers, intelligence gatherers, combatants, mentors, and teachers of other 

militaries. But in conducting these missions, SOF Civil Affairs units (CA) also lead or support the 

implementation of hundreds of development and humanitarian projects - building schools and 

clinics, and providing emergency and disaster relief services in over 100 countries in any given 

year. As a result, the military continues to take on the role of a quasi-development and 

humanitarian actor. It does so on a global level, even if on a small scale, or as part of meeting its 

security objectives. 
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On the other side, NGOs, similarly, no longer exclusively address short-term humanitarian 

needs in crisis settings or develop social and economic systems in peaceful ones. In the past two 

decades, they have entered the fragile spaces once principally restricted to security actors, as 

well as spaces which were once not sufficiently stable for normal development programming to 

occur. In doing so, NGOs are also having to navigate simultaneously the interests of their funders, 

and the needs of their clients, namely local communities. As the providers of humanitarian 

assistance and development, NGOs have become essentially unrestricted, hybridized with a mix 

of soft and hard power, and operating in every space that SOF can or already does.  

On top of these simultaneous shifts for NGOs and SOF, these organizations are also forced 

to innovate their approaches in the gray space. Most of the missions they carry out are in spaces 

which are neither in full-scale war nor complete peace, spaces in which the lack of prosperity, 

social opportunity, and reliable governance afflict the local population. This leads NGOs and SOF 

to navigate touch points, engagements, and connections between each other and the 

populations they serve. The fragility of the contexts in which NGOs and SOF are present may be 

exacerbated by weak governments, which often fail to meet the expectations of their citizens. 

This creates a deep and multi-dimensional layer of complexity for the civil-military relationship 

between NGOs and SOF. A significant amount of improvisation, adaptation, and a mix of 

objectives and ways to meet them occurs. This complexity is less well addressed in the literature. 

This analysis presents new qualitative data on the interaction of these actors, how they 

view their role through self-assessment, how they perceive each other, and how the communities 

inside of which they carry out their missions perceive them both. It also identifies the 

idiosyncrasies of the space which these actors navigate, and which can bring them closer together 

or push them further apart. Some studies of the military carrying out non-traditional activities 

already exist. NGOs’ programming effectiveness and the provision of humanitarian assistance 

have also been long addressed by scholars. But little inquiry has been made into a holistic 

examination of these entities as organizations, and specifically what internal or external forces, 

help or hinder their ability to work together. Moreover, limited inquiry exists into how this occurs 

in the gray space, which is fluid and open, while also heavily restrictive. Finally, little assessment 
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has been made as to how this relationship looks from the point of view of local community 

populations. 

This analysis examines current or recently completed operations within the last decade. 

This is for three main reasons.  

First, the US military has found itself in the non-traditional role of development and 

humanitarian actor. With the Global War on Terrorism from 2001 and the ensuing major wars in 

Iraq and Afghanistan, the US military took part in developing and assisting in the design and 

implementation of development and humanitarian assistance projects in a complex tapestry of 

engagements where development assistance and combat operations are intertwined. Despite 

SOF’s turn to more lethal missions in the last two decades, SOF’s Civil Affairs units’ small 

footprint, small-scale budget, and localized approach make them the military’s main soft-arm 

ground operators in performing this work. They carry out these activities across almost every 

mandate undertaken by Department of Defense (DOD) missions – peacekeeping, disaster 

response, complex emergencies, training other militaries in counterterrorism, counternarcotics, 

and counterinsurgency in operations across every continent. 

Second, in the last decade, NGOs have dramatically scaled up their presence and 

programming in fragile states. A series of high-level donors and development organizations are 

now implementing in spaces that were once off-limits to traditional development programming. 

NGOs are expected to be better suited than the military to operate in local contexts. This is due 

to their development and humanitarian objectives and closer links to communities. As a result, a 

more coordinated approach to information sharing and deconfliction between the military and 

NGOs would result in more efficient and effective outcomes for the populations whom both 

entities are seeking to assist. 

Third, what has been traditionally seen as humanitarian, development, and security 

assistance being separate and timebound efforts, to certain contexts, done by certain 

organizations, and in a certain order, has completely changed. Conflict has almost completely 

lost its linearity. As a result, the tidy sequence of when security actors stabilize an environment, 

in order for humanitarian agencies to meet immediate needs, so that development actors can 

follow up with long-term social and institutional programming, has almost completely 
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diminished. This is occurring in places which are the subject of economic deprivation, political 

instability, displacement of populations, and persistent insecurity. As a result, security, 

humanitarian and development actors are overlapping, prolonging, and diversifying their 

engagements. This is occurring in fragile spaces impacted by climate change, resource 

dependence, and natural disasters – all of which are contributing to a vicious cycle of poverty, 

insecurity, and state fragility, and which spaces will be inhibited by one in four people in the 

world, by 2030. These spaces are just short of war, but the military is not deploying its 

conventional power in them, and development and humanitarian actors, while becoming less 

constrained, enter them only under certain conditions.  As a result, the nature of the civil and 

military actors’ interaction is also changing, and the way in which they operate is converging them 

in a space they are not both navigating. 

This thesis draws on new qualitative data from nearly 70 semi-structured- interviews with 

respondents from US Special Operations Forces (SOF), official donor agencies, international and 

local non-governmental organizations (NGOs), and representatives from local communities. The 

central finding of this thesis is that, while operating in low-intensity conflict and weakly-governed 

areas, military and NGO entities will often incorporate and occasionally mimic each other’s 

structures and processes. With the proper set of external and internal incentives, their 

relationship produces more effective mission and program outcomes. By contrast, coordination 

failures can undermine these outcomes. Coordination, however, requires each actor to 

overcome a series of obstacles. Military-NGO interactions are often hindered by value and 

resource incompatibility. Accountability measures of the larger organizations to which these 

operators belong differ. Corporate cultures, bureaucratic incentives, and pre-conceived notions, 

often lead these actors to distrust one another, miscommunicate, and fail to cooperate.  

 

What Is To Be Explained? 

Today, conflict occurs in a space shared by civil and military actors. It is fluid, constantly 

shifting between degrees of short-term stability and long-term chronic instability. As such, both 

civic and military actors are forced to adapt to this changing landscape. In this space, the military, 

cannot solely rely on traditional hard power. Meanwhile, NGOs must navigate fragile spaces 
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which are neither experiencing large-scale humanitarian crises, nor are fully and immediately 

ready for, or responsive to, traditional development programming. Scholars and policymakers 

have long debated the challenging relationship between the military and NGOs, remarking upon 

how their differing cultures, mandates, and objectives maintain a divide. 

The central question, then, is: can SOF and NGOs be effective partners in low-intensity 

conflict? 

In answering this question, a series of more specific questions are posed: (i) Can US SOF 

be effective development and humanitarian actors in tandem with their role as hard power, and 

reconnaissance players? (ii) Can NGOs simultaneously meet the needs of local communities, 

while also appeasing those who fund them? (iii) Considering the different demands of their 

leaderships, how do the interactions between small SOF and NGO teams contrast against the 

modi operandi of the larger organizations to which they belong? (iv) What are the functional, 

structural, and behavioral constraints and opportunities for these actors’ interactions? (v) Do 

populations feel that NGOs and the military listen to their concerns? And (vi) When the military 

engages and listens to populations as well as NGOs, how do they incorporate community needs 

into their missions? 

This analysis argues that, while these actors may have historically played disparate roles, 

in fragile and conflict-affected settings these actors’ relationship changes, and they can be 

effective partners. This argument contrasts with the conventionally understood civil-military 

dynamic, where these actors are distinctly different and uphold differing objectives and 

principles. This is because both actors seek to address sources of insecurity, and when examined 

more closely, they do it in similar ways, and by using similar tools. Their structures, processes, 

cultures, and organizational habits are not completely different. As ground operators, they have 

much more in common than first meets the eye. This is because, in the gray space, these actors’ 

structural differences tend to dissolve as they adapt their organizations’ practices, processes, and 

structures in ways that are increasingly similar to one another. The gray space can also, at times, 

encourage these entities to share information, as well as consult on project design, 

implementation, and post-project monitoring and evaluation. Inevitably, these forces lead to 
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mimetic behaviors in gray spaces, blurring traditional distinctions between the military and 

civilian actors in these fragile environments.  

My governing hypothesis, therefore, is:  SOF and NGOs are more likely to form a 

productive and effective civil-military relationship and converge, if conditions in the gray space, 

such as permissiveness of the terrain and needs of local communities, can overcome broader 

organizational stasis. This is facilitated by individual personalities who are responsible for civil 

and military engagements, and who are able to innovate, improvise, and adapt to the constantly 

shifting conditions of the gray space. 

I examine these actors’ ability to work together, listen to, and understand one another 

and the populations they serve. Focusing on SOF Civil Affairs Units’ unique role in fragile states, 

along with NGOs’ increasing ability to operate in almost every space that the military can, this 

analysis examines these actors’ motivations, incentives, and processes. The thesis provides 

insight into the shift which occurs in these entities’ behaviors as they deploy on the ground and 

carry out their missions once away from the strategic headquarters and leadership to which they 

are tied. The thesis explores the functional behavior of these actors through a collection of 

projects across a mix of missions and with partners in Afghanistan, Tajikistan, Latvia, Lebanon, 

Kenya, Kosovo, Mali, Colombia, Ukraine, the Philippines, Bulgaria, Jordan, and Bosnia, to mention 

a few. Some but not all these countries are at present suffering from active insurgencies or even 

humanitarian crises. Others are completely peaceful. But all of these places have in the recent 

past been recipients of Foreign Assistance (FA) as part of security cooperation activities.  

I explore how SOF military engagements – usually limited in terms of their footprint – are 

preventative in nature and provide a more fertile ground for engagement between armed forces 

and NGOs beyond traditional disaster and complex emergency engagements. My findings 

contradict the assumption that the military’s size, operational agility, resources, and structure 

are bound to make it the most dominant player. NGOs have at their disposal many of the same 

capabilities as the military does in conflict settings. Indeed, they each have far more in common 

with the other than is recognized. Both ground operators are restricted to the deployment cycles, 

forms of interaction, rules, and values of the larger hierarchies to which they are accountable –

which prevents their relationship from progressing to a more collaborative and effective 
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partnership. Where they are willing, able, and committed to collaborating, it is due to the 

attitudes and values of individuals, not due to organizational diktat. This is despite some attempts 

for a whole of government efforts to bring the three Ds – defense, development and diplomacy 

together. When it comes to providing services to the population, these entities share in the 

struggle to create positive perceptions among local communities. 

In examining how NGOs and SOF interact in low-intensity conflict settings, and how their 

presence is viewed by populations, the analysis is organized into six chapters. First, explained is 

how scholars in both the security and development scholarship view the individual purposes of 

these actors, and their reasoning for why they should not or cannot intersect. Building on that, 

the analysis identifies that what is still missing in the debate is our understanding of these 

entities’ organizational make-up in comparison to each other, not the more widely known clash 

of the principles they uphold. In the chapters that follow the analysis examines each actor 

individually, presenting their unique function and role in the operating low-intensity conflict 

space, which organically puts them on equal footing. After an examination of each one, 

subsequently a comparison is conducted between the organizational structures and constraints 

of both NGOs and SOF Civil Affairs Units. Furthermore, examined are these entities’ behaviors 

vis-à-vis one another. Lastly, insight is provided into how local populations view both actors in 

terms of the utility of what they provide and these actors’ behaviors as outsiders within local 

communities. 

Chapter one lays the groundwork of this thesis by reviewing the foundations of the two 

main disciplines – security and development - upon which my contribution is built. Each of these 

disciplines holds strict views regarding the role of its main protagonist. Traditionalists argue that 

the military’s main role should be that of a hard power player. Progressives, on the other hand, 

argue that the warriors of the 21st century should have at their disposal, and be able to deploy, 

both hard and soft power tools. For development scholars, some are highly critical of how foreign 

assistance to underdeveloped countries should be utilized. Contrarily, some support it and go as 

far as making a case for a mix of a developmental and security presence as a necessary step to 

disrupt a cycle of poverty and insecurity. All these views, however, presume a civil-military 

relationship characterized by siloed, independent operations. Arguments about the military as a 
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development actor are derived mostly from the work of military scholars through a restrictive 

security lens. Similarly, as development actors are increasingly engaging in fragile settings, their 

perspectives come from a perspective focused on development, not security. Where these 

debates intersect is mostly through the prism of why these actors should or should not stay in 

their traditional roles. Little inquiry has been made into how these actors interact in the 

expansive, persistent, low-intensity conflict ridden spaces in which they operate. Little inquiry 

also exists into how these traditionally different organizations converge or diverge based on their 

differences or similarities, as they adapt themselves to navigate a newly found space accessible 

to them both.  

Chapter two seeks to answer Can SOF be humanitarians? Considered the military’s 

warrior diplomats, SOF’s work in the last twenty years has become increasingly focused on highly 

lethal missions, distancing itself from its soft power. Yet, humanitarian assistance is one of SOF’s 

core tasks. Moreover, SOF’s cultural awareness and linguistic abilities allow them to navigate 

politically sensitive spaces, work among populations and identify economic and social sources of 

insecurity. They are teachers, advisors, and trainers of other militaries. Part reconnaissance 

conductors and part implementors of small-scale humanitarian and development projects, these 

teams’ objectives are to gain valuable intelligence about spaces vulnerable to instability. But 

despite having the ability to provide for humanitarian needs, and superior skills to connect with 

local populations, understand the terrain, and work with civic actors, SOF are unable to be 

humanitarians, despite having everything at their disposal to be so. This is also due to excessive 

complexity, some contradictory incentives, conflicting lines of accountability, and an inability to 

receive input from affected communities. The small-scale projects they implement serve security 

cooperation objectives, not human needs. Where human needs are met, this is a byproduct of 

security engagements, not with human needs in mind. As they seek to understand human 

networks, SOF’s interactions are short-lived, transactional, and self-serving. The humanitarian 

and development assistance they provide can have positive benefits to the local populations, and 

such assistance causes a natural convergence between SOF and civic actors in the low-intensity 

conflict space, despite their focus on security first. However, SOF’s self-serving approach as an 

organization causes it to simultaneously diverge away from the same civic actors. 
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Chapter three seeks to understand whether NGOs are better placed to meet development 

and humanitarian needs on the ground. Are NGOs altruistic or entrepreneurial in meeting the 

needs of their beneficiaries? NGOs do not completely ignore the needs of the populations they 

serve, but those needs are frequently secondary to larger organizational objectives. This is not 

unsimilar to the military. Additionally, a series of complexities and attributes of some NGOs may 

also prevent them from being neutral, impartial, and independent. In practice, these entities 

have fundamentally changed the development and humanitarian landscapes, as they have 

increased in size, complexity, and areas of operation. NGOs are not simply short-term program 

implementers in humanitarian crises or medium-term development actors in peaceful contexts. 

Instead, they navigate this spectrum. As a result, they have diversified in how they fund their 

work through both public and private money, making them accountable to different entities and 

in different ways. In particular, NGOs operating in conflict zones have become more adept at 

project management under conditions of instability and threats of violence, and some are even 

recruiting former members of the military, who bring their skills and “know how” for navigating 

conflict settings into the NGOs. There also seems to be an organically formed and tight-knit 

network of NGO professionals, who are former military, and who enrich, strengthen, and 

ultimately lead SOF and NGOs to converge in the spaces where they operate. 

Chapter four examines the civil-military relationships in low-intensity conflict spaces, 

which are ripe with social, economic, and security fragility. To what extent are SOF and NGOs 

organizationally compatible but institutionally restrained? It is generally accepted that militaries 

are culturally authoritarian, and part of well-defined hierarchies, whereas NGOs are 

decentralized and autonomous. Separating them from the larger organizations which may 

restrict their behaviors – SOF as part of the larger DOD and NGOs as implementers of donors or 

reliant on major funders – the analysis examines these entities as separate organizations and 

offer a comparative perspective. Comparing them uncovers that they each possess a series of 

flexible and complementary attributes to managing money, programs, and personnel, allowing 

them to operate fast-disbursing projects, emergency response, and also longer-term 

programmatic commitments. Contrary to what is generally understood as DOD being 

overfunded, but official and private foreign assistance being small by comparison, at the project 
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level, DOD spending on small-scale projects in the gray space is comparable and sometimes 

dwarfed by its NGO counterparts. Contrary to the hierarchical versus decentralized dichotomy, 

the thesis finds that these organizations – small CA SOF teams and small NGO footprints on the 

ground - are similar in terms of how they budget, organize, and sometimes deploy. In examining 

these organizations for their diversity, autonomy, generalist versus specialist expertise, 

transparency, organizational independence, and scale, this thesis finds that, while they are still 

governed by different sets of rules, SOF and NGO teams are transforming and converging in 

attributes, function, routine, and personnel. Such convergence is due to a series of attributes of 

the terrain where these entities operate, where economic, social and physical sources of 

insecurity are resulting in fragile spaces, which are continuing to expand. Where these actors 

continue to differ is in their overarching accountability, and less in their objectives or value 

systems. Any disharmony is more likely to be the function of their organizational design, not their 

culture. 

Chapter five seeks to determine the drivers of success in civil-military relationships in the 

gray space. Considering the organizational and structural constraints of SOF and NGOs examined 

in previous chapters, this chapter looks at the behaviors and attitudes of the individuals inside 

these organizations. On the assumption - partly based on previous scholarship - that the civil-

military relationship is a function of personalities, this thesis examines the specific traits of the 

individuals who make this relationship more or less amicable and productive. Specifically, this 

thesis explores how a series of attributes, such as interpersonal skills, intellectual rigor, and 

preconceived notions from previous contexts, drive the relationship between civil and military 

actors. Categorized as what are considered as the loyalists, the bridge builders, and the 

converted, this thesis demonstrates that each of these groups possesses a set of specific 

behavioral traits. Unlike the case in disaster response and complex emergency contexts, where 

coordination occurs under temporary, heavily proscribed circumstances, coordination and 

consultation in the gray space tend to be extemporaneous, primarily driven by the personalities 

of individuals in the three groups, and to a large degree independent of institutional mandate. 

Despite their diverging incentives, different mandates, values, or objectives, NGOs and SOF reach 

a cooperative equilibrium in the ground operating space where these individual traits are able to 
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overcome structural constraints. It is similarities and differences of these groups’ attributes that 

cause them to continuously converge and diverge in the spaces where they are operating. 

Chapter six investigates the voices of these actors’ shared clientele: local citizen 

populations. Taking into account NGOs’ self-perception of engaging with the military, and in turn, 

the military’s self-perception of engaging with civic actors, this chapter examines ask how SOF 

and NGOs are perceived by intended beneficiaries in the gray space. This thesis explores the 

generally accepted divergence in these actors’ relationship - how NGOs are more connected to 

and able to understand the needs of local communities, than the military whose primary job is 

around security. This thesis finds that both actors, to a different extent, are removed from the 

daily, lived experiences of the communities in which they operate. Meanwhile, both claim that 

populations’ perceptions of the effectiveness of the projects they deliver are dependent on 

sophisticated programming assessments and corresponding commitments of assistance. This 

analysis shows that popular perceptions are only to a certain extent formed by SOF and NGOs 

assessing the needs of local populations through sophisticated assessment tools. Several other 

factors form such perceptions. First, despite SOF’s ability to be soft power actors, in the eyes of 

the local populace SOF’s image is softened when they appear to be working alongside or 

coordinating with NGOs. Second, SOF’s coordination with NGOs as a way to understand the local 

environment and deconflict its projects, lead it to produce more positive development and 

humanitarian outcomes for local communities. Third, what forms locals’ perceptions is the utility 

of the assistance provided by outside actors, not who – NGOs or the military – is providing it. 

Fourth, when it comes to both of these actors, contrary to the common belief that it large scale 

and resources which drive programmatic success, it is the interpersonal skills, respect for the 

local culture, listening to local grievances, and understanding of the local context which drive the 

NGO and SOF actors to be perceived positively or negatively inside of local communities. These 

findings contradict the long-standing debate in the literature of who should provide humanitarian 

and development assistance – the military or development actors. Instead, it becomes clear that 

what is provided, and how it is provided overrides the debate of whether the military or NGOs 

are better suited as development or humanitarian actors. In the eyes of the populace in the gray 

space, these entities naturally converge to be on equal standing, and the military is better 
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perceived when working together with NGOs. Assistance programs are also better perceived and 

more efficient when these entities cooperate. 

The conclusion summarizes this thesis’s key findings. This thesis concludes by 

demonstrating that SOF and NGOs can be effective partners, and the newfound traits of the 

space which they are navigating provide impetus and momentum for them to do so. This analysis 

argues that both the military and NGOs are equally suited for the ground space. Evidence leads 

us to conclude that the overall supposition that the military is hard power, and NGOs are soft 

power, is false. Contrary to the traditionalists’ stance, this analysis argues that the military very 

much has an increasing role and purpose outside its core business. NGOs have much to teach it 

in the process. This thesis provides a series of practical recommendations for more effective 

civilian-military engagement in tackling sources of insecurity. Finally, several future areas for 

research are identified. The conclusion also provides some of the lessons learned from trying to 

deconstruct a complicated field topic remotely, and in the middle of a global health pandemic. 
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Chapter 1: Concepts and Method 

Introduction  

What is the role of the US military in the contemporary world? Throughout its existence, 

we have seen the military’s role sometimes expand to a quasi-humanitarian and development 

actor in fragile and conflict-affected areas. Views of the military taking on this role are divided 

into two camps: first, scholars with the more traditional view believe the military should remain 

restricted to its primary role as warriors and avoid spaces which belong to development actors. 

The second camp believes the military should be equally involved in fragile spaces which are 

constantly shifting between stability and instability - where security and development belong 

together. For development, the tasks of humanitarianism and social and economic growth in 

fragile settings are often fulfilled by NGOs, not host nation governments. Development scholars’ 

views on this are also starkly divided. On the one hand, some scholars believe that fixing fragility 

through external aid brings on more corruption and waste, enriching the few, while neglecting 

the many. On the other hand, the opposing camp of scholars believes that external assistance 

can be a disruptor of a vicious cycle of poverty, insecurity, and weak governance, and NGOs and 

development actors have a place in all areas, including ones traditionally more suitable for 

security actors.  

But our knowledge and understanding of this crossing between development and security 

in fragile settings remain limited. A large body of literature exists on the military in its role as a 

logistics supporter to humanitarian missions, and how the military performs in stability 

operations. However, this knowledge, is mostly derived from a military perspective, as few 

development thinkers have examined the role of the military as development actors. The 

opposite is also true: development scholars have widely examined the models for reducing 

poverty and improving quality of life in normal development contexts. Despite increased 

attention by development scholars in the last decade on fragile states, there is still limited 

information on the stability conditions required to reduce poverty in these spaces. Among those 

more familiar with insecure settings, namely military scholars, few have taken a contrarian view 

in examining the work of development actors in fragile settings. 
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Moreover, despite both the military and international and local NGOs increasingly 

operating in the same fragile settings, few scholars have examined how the relationship between 

these actors changes when they navigate a space accessible to both. Little analysis also exists on 

how precisely these actors’ institutional makeup impacts their relationship. Furthermore, 

although there is a near-universal recognition that military units operating in fragile contexts rely 

on the support of the local population, there has been little analysis of how consultation with 

local populations must occur, or of how to measure results. Development actors are more skilled 

and better equipped to engage with local populations. Yet, we hold limited knowledge of 

populations’ perspectives of how these actors are operating and navigating their towns and 

villages. 

 

The Military Debate: Security and Development 

Following the end of the Cold War, the geopolitical agenda moved away from the US-

Soviet proxy wars that had taken place from Angola to Indonesia, from Yemen to Zimbabwe. 

Between 1991 and 2003 the number of armed conflicts around the globe fell from 52 to 32.7 

Conflicts in Somalia, Haiti, and the former Yugoslav republics led the US military into a series of 

unconventional activities – reconstruction, demobilization, and humanitarian assistance – efforts 

outside of the military’s conventional space, which were better fitted for development actors. 

Coining these missions as Military Operations Other Than War (MOOTW) in the 1990s, the 

military found itself walking a tightrope between principles of war and non-war. The military now 

had much more interaction with NGOs and civilian populations, both of which required it to 

exercise “restraint,” through “more restrictive (than in war) rules of engagement.”8 General 

Charles Krulak described this as the “three block war,” where within a limited time and space, 

 
7 Armed conflict refers to organized military conflict over government or territory causing at least 25 battle-related 
fatalities in a year, and involving one or more state government(s); Scott Gates, Håvard Mokleiv Nygård, Håvard 
Strand, and Henrik Urdal, "Trends in armed conflict, 1946–2014," Conflict Trends 1 (2016): 1-4. 

8 United States Department of Defense Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Doctrine for Military Operations Other Than War. 
Joint Pub 3-07, Washington DC: Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1995. (p. III - 02); Armed Forces Staff College, “Anthony Zinni. 
Operations Other Than War,” YouTube video, 1:17:59. 1993.  
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the military would be involved in high-intensity combat, low-intensity peacekeeping, and 

humanitarian assistance.9 

But inside the headquarters of the most powerful military machine, Pentagon officials 

cringed at the possibility of the world’s greatest military becoming a “super, muscle-bound Red 

Cross or Salvation Army”10 in the gray space – contexts that are neither peaceful, nor full-on war. 

Peacekeeping became more prominent during the first Bush and subsequently Clinton 

Administration, with overenthusiastic support for it and a more expanded role for the 

international community.11 But it remained an area where DOD was reluctant to go. During his 

presidential campaign in 2000, George W Bush pledged that the purpose of the military is to fight 

and win wars, and that the United States’ nation-building efforts in Haiti did not leave the Haitian 

people any better off.12  Bush’s National Security Advisor, Condoleezza Rice, too, stated that “‘the 

US military, as the world’s stabilizing force, was meant only for war-fighting: it is ‘lethal’, she said, 

‘It is not a civilian police force. It is not a political referee. And it is most certainly not designed to 

build a civilian society.’”13 These views were in line with the post-1990s intervention in Somalia, 

after which the DOD withdrew from nation-building to such an extent that demobilization and 

disarmament were now delegated to the Department of State (DOS).14  

The traditionalist view, which calls for the military to stick to its core business of war is 

most prominently expressed by Samuel Huntington. Huntington famously states that the 

ultimate purpose of the US military is “to kill people in the most efficient way possible,” and 

anything beyond this scope “should be spillover” from the military’s training and capabilities.15 

 
9 Charles C. Krulak, “The Strategic Corporal: Leadership in the Three Block War: Operation Absolute Agility,” 
Marines Magazine, January 1999.  

10 Bradley Graham, “Pentagon Official Worry Aid Missions Will Sap Military Strength,” The Washington Post, July 
24, 1994.  

11 Stephen Brown, Jörn Grävingholt, and Rosalind Raddatz, “Chapter 11: Trends, Explanations, and Prospects” in 
The Securitization of Foreign Aid, (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 237–55; Chris Perry and Adam Smith, 
“Trends in Uniformed Contributions to UN Peacekeeping: A New Dataset, 1991-2012,” International Peace 
institute, Providing for Peacekeeping (June 2013).  

12 “The Second Gore-Bush Presidential Debate,” The Commission on Presidential Debates. October 11, 2000.  

13 Robert Egnell, "Explaining US and British performance in complex expeditionary operations: The civil-military 
dimension," Journal of Strategic Studies 29, no. 6 (2006): 1041-1075. (p. 1055) 

14 James F. Dobbins, “America’s Role in Nation-Building: From Germany to Iraq,” Survival 45, no. 4 (2003): 87-110.  

15 Samuel Huntington, “New Contingencies, Old Roles,” Joint Force Quarterly, no 2. (Autumn 1993): 38-43. (p.43) 
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Huntington’s beliefs are also shared by prominent figures, such as General Colin Powell, whose 

own views and cautious approach stemmed from his experience as an infantryman in Vietnam 

and Commanding General in Somalia. Powell once told a reporter that “If you break it, you own 

it,”16 reflecting on the inevitability of dragging the US military into the aftermath of post-conflict 

reconstruction and nation-building. Despite these strong convictions, US policymakers lead 

efforts that once again infamously led the US in Iraq and Afghanistan into some of the largest 

nation-building endeavors since WWII.17 

Ironically, it was another traditionalist, US Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, who 

prematurely affirmed how the US would be a “precision fighting force,”18 and claimed that as 

soon as combat operations were over, civilians would take over rebuilding in Iraq and 

Afghanistan. Other traditionalists, such as Gian Gentile argue that the US military getting involved 

in activities not related to war is a practical question of readiness, not ideology. He claims that in 

manning Palestinian territories checkpoints in West Bank and Gaza, the Israeli Infantrymen’s use 

of the full spectrum of their capabilities in low-intensity conflict led to the loss of their fighting 

edge. This, according to Gentile, would happen to the US military if it were to turn into “a 

constabulary,” leading to a loss of its lethality, making it inadequate for conventional war 

fighting.19  

Conversely, more progressive theorists, such as Sam Sarkesian and Robert Connor, argue 

that the dividing line between war and peace is not clear cut, and that the political soldier of the 

21st century is one who can function in the ambiguity between peace and conflict.20 The 

ambiguity of the terrain that soldiers must navigate would require a skillful diplomat and 

culturally aware warrior, who can maneuver uncertain spaces with “intellect, initiative, and 

 
16 Tom Friedman, “Powell’s Cautions on Iraq,” All Things Considered interview with Robert Siegel, National Public 
Radio, Washington D.C., April 20, 2004. 

17 Walter LaFeber, “The Rise and Fall of Colin Powell and the Powell Doctrine,” Political Science Quarterly 124 no. 1 
(2009): 71-93.  

18 Jennifer Morrison Taw, “Stability and Support Operations: History and Debates,” Studies in Conflict and 
Terrorism 33, no. 5 (2010): 387–407. (p.396)  

19 Gian P. Gentile, "A (slightly) better war: A narrative and its defects," World Affairs 171, no. 1 (2008): 57-64. 
(p.64); Gian Gentile, “The U.S. Army must remain prepared for battle,” The Washington Post, April 17, 2014.  

20 Sam Sarkesian and Robert Connor Jr., The US Military Profession into the Twenty-First Century: War, Peace and 
Politics (Routledge 1999).  



 

 

18 

leadership.”21 In his prediction of what World War IV would look like, Robert Scales, too, argues 

about the coming of the “human and biological era of war” when mission success may be 

determined by individual conduct, not superior technologies.22 Scales also suggest that attention 

would be moved away from measuring strength in capability and “from governments and armies 

to the perceptions of populations.”23 In these instances, war will be prevented by building trust, 

converting opinions, and managing perceptions, and “defined more in terms of capturing the 

psycho-cultural rather than the geographical high ground.”24 These skills would be essential, for 

what Rupert Smith famously calls “war amongst the people,” where achieving “‘softer’ more 

malleable, complex, sub-strategic objectives,”25 will be required for the US to win operationally. 

John Nagl, too, believes that to achieve its objectives, the US would be required to change the 

minds and win the affection of the societies where it operates.26 Contrary to what many of the 

traditionalists would have wished to see, after the Cold War just the opposite happened, and the 

US military increasingly became involved in expeditionary peace operations and nation building.27  

There are strong examples throughout history of these progressive and traditionalist 

theorists’ opposing ideologies. Those who remember Vietnam know full well how the US’s 

traditionalist approach to war, void of soft skills on the part of its soldiers, failed to turn the center 

of gravity, namely the population, against the Viet Cong insurgency. The Viet Cong defeated the 

US with “will, perseverance, cohesion, indigenous support, and sheer determination.”28 So the 

alarmist pushback among military professionals against General Sanchez, the first commanding 

General in Iraq, was not a surprise, when he incorrectly described insurgencies as “strategically 

 
21 Jeffrey D. Mccausland and Gregg F Martin, “Transforming Strategic Leader Education for the 21st-Century 
Army,” Parameters 31 (2001): 17-33. (p.19)  

22 Robert Scales, “Clausewitz and World War IV,” Military Psychology 21, suppl. 1 (2009), 23-35. (p. 26)   

23 Scales, “Clausewitz.” (pp. 26 and 27) 

24 Ibid. (p. 30) 

25 Rupert Smith, The Utility of Force: The Art of War in the Modern World (Penguin Books, 2005). (pp.269 and 270) 

26 John A. Nagl, Learning to Eat Soup with a Knife: Counterinsurgency Lessons from Malaya and Vietnam (University 
of Chicago Press, 2002). 

27 Max Boot, The Savage Wars of Peace: Small Wars and the Rise of American Power (New York: Basic Books 2002).  

28 Gian P. Gentile, “Lets Build An Army to Win All Wars,” Joint Force Quarterly, 52 no. 1 (2009): (27-33). (p. 32)  
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and operationally insignificant.”29 Traditionalist theory scholars, and military generals, know full 

well that the flexible, 21st century warrior, whom Sarkesian alludes to, is the US military’s Achilles’ 

heel. Robert Cassidy argues that DOD has historically preferred the bulky, heavy footprint of 

conventional war, which depends on might and advanced technology,30 typical of big, 

industrialized powers like the United States. But this is the opposite of what is needed for the 

low-level war in fragile and insufficiently governed places. The fluidity of warfare, often 

experienced in contexts which are constantly shifting between stability and instability, requires 

adaptability and agility in strategy, and footprint. This was much the case of the clash between 

big conventional footprint by the US, against the North Vietnamese, which had a mix of the two. 

Ironically, it is the progressive argument for the unconventional warrior which would 

prove essential following 9/11, as fragile states became the locations for some of America’s more 

unconventional wars.31 In 2001, Bush began his presidency with a traditionalist approach of 

hoping to keep the US out of nation-building.32 But in the Global War on Terror (GWOT), the 

traditionalist view of the military constraining itself to be a lethal killing machine, as well as one 

“reduced in size” and “more nimble and easier to deploy”33 ceased to exist. In particular, as the 

war in Afghanistan ramped up with military presence, donor contributions, and the rebuilding by 

outsiders of Afghan institutions, the country went from being “a negligible recipient of OECD aid 

to its top recipient.”34 The civil-military relationship rose from the ashes of Vietnam, as security, 

development, and diplomacy interwove into a series of strategies for two major wars, where the 

military became everything, and everything became war.35  

 
29 Richard Stevenson, “The Struggle for Iraq: News Analysis; Public’s Doubt Vs. Bush Vows,” The New York Times, 
November 3, 2003.  

30 Robert M. Cassidy, Counterinsurgency and the Global War on Terror: Military Culture and Irregular War First 
Edition (Stanford: Praeger 2006). 

31 Robert Jervis, “Understanding the Bush Doctrine,” Political Science Quarterly 118, no. 3 (2003): 365–88.  

32 Maria Ryan, “‘Full Spectrum Dominance’: Donald Rumsfeld, the Department of Defense, and US Irregular 
Warfare Strategy, 2001-2008,” Small Wars and Insurgencies 25, no. 1 (2014): 41–68.  

33 LaFeber, “The Rise and Fall.” (p.81) 

34 Brown et al, “Chapter 11: Trends.” (p. 247) 
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Following the US involvement in Vietnam in the 1960s and 1970s, and the conflicts of the 

1990s, a reinvigoration of the military’s relationship with civic actors recurred with the 2007 

troop surge in Iraq. Led by David Petraeus whose own PhD dissertation analyzed fighting the 

insurgency in Vietnam,36 the surge was the brainchild of a small group of DOD soldier-scholars, 

also known as the COINdinistas. Much like the progressive Sarkesian, the COINdinistas believed 

in the need to make the military more adaptive to unconventional spaces.37 It was the likes of 

then General Jim Mattis, John Nagl, H.R. McMaster, who saw war as “protracted, ambiguous, and 

continuous—with the application of force becoming a lesser part of the soldier’s repertoire,”38 

and a stronger need for the political and human facets of war, as seen in Vietnam.39 The 

COINdinistas reinvigorated the strategy of the Army’s approach to irregular wars, and introduced 

the Counterinsurgency Manual 3-24. The manual’s implementation in Iraq and Afghanistan 

further gave credence to the notion that in messy, multi-actor, and population-centric spaces, 

conventionally trained troops could not conduct effective counterinsurgency operations.40 And, 

according to Nagl, if the British in Malaya and the US in Vietnam were any proof, the US must be 

able to adapt to doing well that which is outside its normal scope. It was its inability to do this, 

according to Nagl, which determined the US military’s fate in Vietnam, as the US followed “a 

doctrine well suited for fighting a conventional war in Europe, but worse than useful for the 

counterinsurgencies it was about to combat.”41 

The US was losing in Iraq and Afghanistan, and in 2007, just four years after the 

conventional military entrance into Iraq, US Secretary of Defense Bob Gates called for an increase 

in “foreign assistance, civic action and economic reconstruction and development.”42 As Powell 
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had cautioned, the US military had now succumbed to the pottery barn rule, where if you break 

an object, you must buy it, an analogy used to describe how “invading a country is much easier 

than leaving it behind,”43 as the obligation of rebuilding it would naturally follow. What had been 

part of Military Operations Other Than War now morphed into Directive 3000.05, a document 

giving way to stability operations as a way to fight wars, and as a core mission of the US military.44  

Directive 3000.05 would apply across both the war and peace spectra, where civil and military 

actors would work to provide assistance and reconstruction through clearing, holding, and 

rebuilding territories.45 

At the height of these wars, stability operations would become a multi-billion, multi-year, 

multi-agency, and multi-nation effort, prompting some of the most prominent debates on the 

nexus between security and development. In the years between 1998 and 2005, “DOD’s share of 

Official Development Assistance (ODA) increased from 3.5% to nearly 22%, whereas USAID’s 

share decreased from nearly 65% to less than 40% in the same period.”46 As the civil-military 

space became more entangled, scholars questioned which was more successful - the military in 

using development as an instrument of war, or development actors using the military to support 

them in their main line of business.47 This was mostly because of the military’s under-

preparedness, and need to develop “proficiency in a wide range of nonmilitary activities.”48  

First in Afghanistan in 2002, then later in Iraq, hybrid structures, such as Provincial 

Reconstruction Teams (PRT), enmeshed the civil and military modus operandi between the 

military, Department of State (DOS), and the US Agency for International Development (USAID). 
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In this mix, PRTs which focused on reconstruction and development “became to the 

development– security nexus what light bulbs were to electricity.”49 While the 26 PRTs, 12 of 

which belonged to the US,50 were military-run and generated some level of success, many have 

argued that they fundamentally failed to consider the full cycle of development. This resulted in 

a form of window dressing: schools being “built without teachers and clinics without doctors,”51 

forcing success to be measured through outputs, and not outcomes.  

The largest scale effort of the military serving as a development actor was through the 

Commander’s Emergency Response Program (CERP), which sought to help commanders meet 

“urgent humanitarian and reconstruction needs” of the populations in places where the military 

had presence.52 CERP was a much more agile instrument, available at the discretion of military 

commanders rather than at the mercy of the clunky and slow approval process within the 

multiagency PRTs. The decision on what projects CERP would fund on the ground in Iraq and 

Afghanistan belonged to one organization, not three. CERP dealt with various activities, including 

“repairing hundreds of broken generators, cleaning streets, and the (re)construction of jails and 

police stations.”53 What would have been work conducted by the USAID’s NGO partners was now 

implemented by the military and resulted in the completion of over 14,000 projects by 2008, with 

costs amounting to the billions.54  

The scale of this level of assistance, and why it was militarized to such an extent, has 

drawn its set of critics in the scholarly debate. Few would argue against the strategic importance, 

or humanistic nature, of building schools and clinics for economically marginalized communities 

in COIN contexts.55 Some scholars have even concluded that providing basic services has 
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managed to sway public communities in support of US efforts.56 However, if the goal of 

development and humanitarian assistance was to compel the populace to reject the insurgency,57 

then the US failed in Afghanistan and Iraq. Assistance was mostly supply-driven and ad-hoc, 

consisting of little consultation with, and understanding of, locals’ needs and cultures. This 

approach was more suitable for “mature democracies,”58 but not the fragile villages which the 

US attempted to rebuild and make look more like America.59  

A study of CERP  shows only 14% of US military respondents believed that CERP’s success 

can be assessed through speaking with locals.60 The large scale of investment, and subsequent 

misunderstanding of its impact on populations and social institutions in Iraq and Afghanistan, 

confirms what Roland Paris argues about development being an “attempt to bring war-shattered 

states into conformity with the international system’s prevailing standards of domestic 

governments.”61 Also, those soldiers who were in charge of development and humanitarian 

assistance were completely inapt for the effort, as a soldier’s core job is “for war making, and 

their institutional mindset is not suited to community organizing.”62 When consultation did occur, 

it was mostly with the elites of the local society who were not representative of ordinary 

members of the communities, nor did they have the greater people’s interest in mind.63 To 

respond to this, David Kilcullen argues one must “deal with nonelite grassroots threats,” and 
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grow awareness of the “cultural and ethnographic intelligence”64 of ordinary people. Others have 

argued that Iraq and Afghanistan were anomalies in that CERP was designed for buying “short-

term local support” in a high-intensity conflict, and it organically lacked the features needed for 

social and economic transformation, making consultations with locals merely impossible.65  

Today, with the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan having come to an end “support for 

international engagement to stop other people’s wars has waxed and waned.”66 What remains is 

strong support for strengthening other countries’ own capacity to prevent sources of instability 

to break into conflict in places that suffer from weak governance. Lower intensity and more 

permissible conflicts, such as Lebanon, Kenya, Ukraine, Burkina Faso, Colombia, Ukraine,67 and 

Jordan, to mention a few, are riper opportunities for development and engagement. As of early 

2021, the US had deployed and stationed approximately 165,000 troops in nearly 150 countries, 

including Somalia, Syria, Mali, Chad, and Niger.68 With CERP no longer in existence,  the US 

military is no longer committing big military, big money, and big actors to nation-building but it 

continues to engage in a series of security cooperation missions across DOD’s geographic span.69 

This includes hundreds of small-scale humanitarian and development projects on natural disaster 

prevention, basic health and education needs, and infrastructure,70 across all areas of DOD’s 

footprint – both conflict and non-conflict settings. These projects are not exclusive to 

conventional forces, they are instruments of the warrior diplomat that Sarkesian and Scales 

envisioned. 
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Special Operations Forces 

In his 2014 testimony to Congress, Admiral William McRaven stated that “Special 

operations forces exemplify the ethic of smart power - fast and flexible, constantly adapting, 

learning new languages and cultures.”71 As some of the first military units on the ground, SOF 

play a unique role. They support through “advance force assessments, to facilitate the 

deployment of conventional forces and designated humanitarian assistance organizations until 

the host nation or another organization can provide that support.”72 SOF’s “soft skills of 

persuasion and diplomacy,” in addressing the root causes of conflict,73 make them the ideal 

warrior diplomat, which Scales and Sarkesian had in mind. Contrarily, conventional forces, Mary 

Kaldor argues, are “completely ill-adapted” to deal with the global security threat, where the 

main job is not war, but the provision of aid, policing and enforcing the rule of law.74 Having 

deployed to 70% of the world’s countries in 2017,75 SOF support a range of activities, beyond 

combat, including humanitarian assistance,76 as complementary to its main task of military-to-

military training. Ken Watson describes SOF as the forces with “native capability,”77 whose 

cultural awareness makes them valuable in spaces that are characterized by Troels Henningsen 

as “neither war nor peace.”78 Unlike conventional soldiers, SOF have increasingly played the role 

of quasi-humanitarian actors. With their low profile and small footprint, SOF is best suited to 
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work among populations in ambiguous spaces, conducting “constructive, armed social work that 

empowers foreign governments to develop their organic capacity to meet the demands of their 

populations.”79  

In Afghanistan, SOF operated and influenced through Village Stability Operations (VSOs) 

where it trained the Afghan Local Police (ALP) en-masse in areas where Afghanistan’s state 

institutions failed to reach. It was SOF’s non-hierarchical operator structure that allowed 

commanders to make decisions based on individual communities’ needs, not based on DOD’s 

needs.80 Compare this to Vietnam, where through the Strategic Hamlet Program, the military 

sought to build a series of land development projects as a way for rural populations “to give up 

their ‘uncivilized’ nomadic life style.”81 The thought was these new centers would benefit the 

country economically by bringing more land under cultivation. It took almost a decade for 

Western leadership in Afghanistan to realize what had been repeatedly learned that providing 

the populace with local public goods and services was the key to “winning popular support rather 

than focusing solely on large scale centralized nation-building.”82 

It is SOF’s Civil Affairs (CA) units that coordinate with various non-security and non-

governmental institutions and indigenous populations. This hybrid creature that is Civil Affairs 

turns warriors into aid workers and humanitarians, in all the shades of the gray space, and was 

once the Army’s “hottest job” to be hired into.83 As a result of SOF CA’s ability to navigate the 

indigenous and civic contexts, SOF are more knowledgeable of indigenous environments, and on 

the frontline, they are often responsible for “population and resource control, FHA [foreign 

humanitarian assistance], nation assistance, support to civil administrations, and civil 
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information management.”84 They seek to uncover sources of insecurity – be it population 

movements or humanitarian needs. 

Today, CA units are underfunded, as DOD shifts back to a model of conventional 

readiness, returns to the genesis of MOOTW, and gets the US military out of the development 

business altogether. As a result, the humanitarian and development impact of SOF activities has 

received little systematic attention outside of military circles. This is occurring in what this thesis 

analysis is about to explain, as the chronic and vicious cycle of poverty and insecurity, in spaces 

so fragile, they are constantly shifting between war and peace. It is these fragile and low-intensity 

conflict spaces, which are increasingly bringing SOF and development actors into a shared space. 

 

The Development Debate: State Fragility and Development  

Similar to the traditionalists and progressives in the military literature, development 

scholars draw their own diverse views on what outside actors’ roles should be in fragile spaces 

and among populations. Paul Collier argues that the people in these fragile spaces are caught in 

a vicious cycle of weak security, and a lack of governance capacity, reducing prosperity, 

infrastructure, and resources, creating more vulnerability to conflict.85 He supports western 

military intervention, even if it needs to be long, as a way to decrease violence in the poorest 

nations.86 Jeffrey Sachs, just like Collier, believes that poor countries are stuck in a vicious cycle 

and stagnation of poverty due to certain structural conditions within their government 

structures. The way to break this cycle is with more development assistance from the outside.87 

Sachs, Gallup, and Mellinger also argue that certain fragile countries are stuck in chronic suffering 

from disease and geographic constraints, such as being landlocked, which factors have a 

significant influence over countries’ ability to develop, and it is only aggressive outside 
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investment that can disrupt this cycle.88 Conversely, Dambisa Moyo is of the view that foreign 

assistance is subject to corruption for its lack of oversight, and several billion spent on aid in the 

last several decades have mostly increased the riches of corrupt individuals in those countries.89 

William Easterly, similarly, argues that the bureaucracy related to development sustenance gets 

heavy and in the way of effective results, and funds are often wasted.90 

Beyond these larger debates on development, much of the recent policy-relevant work 

on fragile states focuses on addressing the underlying sources of state fragility, as well as the 

need for solutions tailored to country and region-specific circumstances. There has already been 

a recognition of the need to interrupt the pattern of bringing outside solutions to local problems, 

and break the assumption that outsiders know better than locals what the local solutions are.91 

In 2011, donors adopted the New Deal for Engagement in Fragile States. Fragile states are states 

which are identified as having made the least amount of progress in meeting the Millennium 

Development Goals, which are designed by the international community as a mechanism to 

alleviate poverty and improve human development.92 Jointly adopted by 19 Fragile States (See 

Annex 2) and the G7 consisting of the world’s advanced economies (France, Germany, Italy, 

Japan, the United States, the United Kingdom, and Canada), the New Deal sought to tackle the 

challenge which aid observers had long identified – that aid was “not generating the types of 

results needed in fragile and conflict-affected states.”93 Building upon the 2005 Paris Declaration 

on Aid Effectiveness, unlike past aid-effectiveness instruments, the New Deal focused specifically 

on fragility, and specifically on incorporating fragile states’ voices. Notably, the New Deal 
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emphasizes the need to “establish and strengthen people’s security” as well as the requirement 

to upgrade security services as part of the G7+ peacebuilding and state building goals.94  

Consequently, the New Deal among development practitioners served an even more 

strategic purpose – it placed fragility at the forefront of the development debate, recognizing 

that development is not to be conducted only in peaceful contexts, but also in fragile and insecure 

ones. This is similar to how during the big wars of Iraq and Afghanistan, military actors recognized 

that security, development, and diplomacy belong together, and on equal footing. The New Deal 

appealed to donors to invest in capacity-building for state institutions and civil society and to 

progressively increase the percentage of aid delivered through country systems based on 

measures and targets agreed upon jointly at the country level. It is this very shift, with 

international non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and donors becoming more involved in 

fragile states, which sought to address the economic and root causes of fragility, which has driven 

the development field to where it is today.  

The New Deal reconfirmed the long-debated reality that outside assistance is always 

attached to a political agenda. This was “a departure from past aid-effectiveness instruments, 

which framed development cooperation as primarily an apolitical, technical exercise where 

problems are to be fixed with the right policies and resources.”95 Such claims are in line with 

Taylor Seybolt who argues that in fragile spaces, which are constantly shifting between stability 

and instability, involvement by any actor in contexts where the civil-military relationship occurs, 

and specifically complex emergencies, cannot be neutral.96 This only reinforces the view that 

NGOs, as implementers of donors’ agendas, by extension, cannot be neutral or impartial, as all 

organizations are directly or indirectly on one side or another of a political conflict.97  

Of all the major players in fragile environments, military units and NGOs - the second 

operating independently, or with donor support - often form the crux of the outsider presence 
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in these areas. As the military has been compelled to engage in on-the-ground development 

programming, NGOs working in volatile environments have faced new and unprecedented 

security needs in the past decade and have been forced to accept new modalities of civil-military 

relations.98 Despite this need for new thinking, there has surprisingly been little analysis on the 

imperatives of NGO-military interactions in fragile settings. 

 

Non-Governmental Organizations 

With these shifts in operations both in where NGOs work, and what short or long-term 

needs they meet, much of the development discourse is consumed chiefly by economic and 

political questions regarding NGO impact: Do NGOs weaken local government structures by 

replacing their function?  Do NGOs actually prolong conflict? Do they stunt economic growth or 

distort labor markets and salaries by creating artificial local economies?  

NGOs, just like the military, involve a myriad of functions and specialties. Just as the 

military evolved in complexity and scope over the last few decades, NGOs, too, have evolved and 

expanded. Nearly seven decades ago, NGOs counted to only a few thousand globally. By the 

1990s, this number had quadrupled. Today, there are over 50,000 NGOs with private, non-

governmental, and philanthropic organizations joining the mix.99 Three decades ago, NGOs ran 

nearly a third of clinical health in Cameroon, Ghana, Malawi, Uganda, and Zambia.100 Their 

expansion in scope and size has given them more power, across a variety of sectors, including 

conflict management and peacebuilding, as well as governance, economic issues, hunger, 

medical, political rights, gender, and infrastructure in their missions.101 From small village groups, 
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volunteers, and national or international organizations, these entities span the gamut of 

humanitarian, civil society, religious and non-religious agendas.102 Their impact varies and there 

is no one governing body over them. Some NGOs “exist in good seasons when there’s funding, 

some have been going for years and have a great reputation. Some are at the forefront of 

humanitarian debates and some don’t know anything about any debate.”103 Some are local and 

grassroots, others are large and international, tied to the wishes of big donors. 

 

Civil-Military Engagement: Blurring the Lines  

Ankersen notes that civil-military cooperation has mostly been analyzed in the context of 

humanitarian assistance, even though it involves “more advanced forms of aid to the local 

community reconstructions and rudimentary economic development.”104 On the military side, 

Kristian Gustafson argues, there is a fine line between terrorism, crime and insurgency.105  On the 

NGO side, traditionally, the organizations most likely to have a touchpoint with the military are 

the ones involved in humanitarian assistance, peace and conflict resolution, and human rights 

and governance, as they are operating and are most involved in places where the military 

happens to be.106  

Scholars have already argued that there has been a transformation and a 

professionalization of the humanitarian field in the last several decades.107 Studies have shown 

that there is an increasing and bleeding boundary between short-term humanitarian assistance 

efforts and long-term development. In 2009 only 22% of MSF’s interventions were emergency 
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ones, with the rest being long-term medical assistance.108 Emergency response and development 

are generally recognized as separate undertakings which require different actors and conditions. 

Generally, assistance implies meeting a short-term need, alleviating suffering, saving lives, and 

maintaining human dignity. Development refers to the long-term elimination of poverty, and the 

promotion of economic growth, with the goal to improve the quality of life for all citizens. But 

frequently, the scope and timeline of assistance and development are blurred, as humanitarian 

actors now often wear many hats, focusing on issues such as governance, the economy, and 

gender.109 Today, 70% of all aid is spent on programs that have been running for more than five 

years and 40% on programs that have been running for more than eight years.110 In doctrine, the 

Stabilization Assistance Review, notes that stabilization activities “are intended to be short-term 

in nature (typically between one and five years).”111 This bleeding boundary of ambiguity has 

already been recognized in that “the international assistance system has taken steps to shift from 

response to prevention, from reacting to crises, to solving problems proactively.”112 And as far as 

how they self-categorize, Antonio Donini argues that NGOs label themselves in whichever 

convenient way suits the context or audience or donors who hold the purse strings to their 

funding.113 The projects which the military carries out to win over populations are classified under 

OHDACA- Overseas Humanitarian, Disaster, and Civic Aid, 114  even if what is implemented is not 

done with humanitarian, but primarily political objectives in mind. 
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I observe that several shifts have occurred: a bleeding and constantly shifting boundary 

between conflict and stability; the need for both short-term humanitarian assistance and long-

term development assistance and security, in spaces suffering from unending war, as described 

by Mark Duffield;115 a blend of short-term crisis response and long-term development response; 

an expansion of NGOs’ number and scope, and the US military’s creeping out of its core task of 

security. As a result, the military and NGOs now encounter each other more frequently, and less 

deliberately, not in crisis settings, but in long-term and chronically unstable, low-intensity conflict 

settings. In these spaces, NGOs have not pushed themselves into the role of security actors as 

much as the military has moved on to take more civilianized roles in development and 

humanitarianism.116 However, the boundaries for the NGOs’ and the military’s operational 

engagements have indeed become increasingly eliminated. In Afghanistan, in all its degrees of 

high and low-intensity conflict ridden spaces, NGOs found themselves working alongside the 

military in unusually dangerous settings. Organizations such as Médecins Sans Frontiers 

(MSF), which provide medical services to populations in more than 70 countries,117 and have been 

omnipresent for decades, lost many of its staff and ultimately evacuated from Afghanistan. MSF 

blamed the military who, “blurred the lines between humanitarians and military organizations 

by deliberately giving the impression that humanitarian aid was in support of its military and 

political objectives.”118 Yet, NGOs cannot dispute that they greatly benefit from the military’s 

ability to provide security and share intelligence on insecure areas where NGOs operate. It seems 

reasonable that such a close association creates suspicions among the population.119  
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The Civil-military Relationship in Low-intensity Conflict and Fragile Spaces  

Rosa Brooks describes the blurring of space between the military and NGOs and how in 

the future “the lines we draw between those who carry guns and those who carry stethoscopes 

and hammers will need to become more porous.”120 Ankersen posits that civil-military 

cooperation continues to create a “convergence” between these entities – civilian and military,121 

in a blended space, inhabited by them both. More specifically, this is the space that development 

professionals define as Fragile Conflict Affected States (FCAS),122 and what the military defines as 

“low-intensity conflict” and “sources of insecurity” – the gray space between war and peace. The 

development camp sees these spaces as fragile and ungoverned, and difficult to confine to a 

singular definition,123 as they both see development work as a way to build long-term resilience 

for societies, as a way to prevent violent unrest and civil war. Mark Duffield describes them as 

places where there is fundamentally a lack of state capacity and political crumbling.124 The World 

Bank defines fragility as a failed relationship “between citizens and the state.”125 In the US 

strategy to prevent conflict and promote stability, fragile states are referred to as conflict-

affected, where fragility “results from ineffective or and unaccountable governance.”126 More 

than one-third of US foreign assistance has been given to fragile countries over the last decade.127 
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It is believed that by the end of this decade, nearly 60% of the world’s poor communities will 

reside in fragile states.128  

So, what does the blurring of space mean for the civil-military relationship? The 

traditionalist military scholars had strong views about the military not engaging in anything 

outside its core business. The progressives were not of this view, but they gave little insight into 

how the military should engage with civic actors when it is doing things that are not in its core 

business. Among development scholars, the debate has been mostly about how to do things most 

effectively, not how to work with the military in the process. Yet, these institutions are more 

similar than different. This is not a recent phenomenon. More than two decades ago, Hugo Slim 

argued that the “military and humanitarian organizations find themselves as much connected as 

separated by their common roots in war.”129 It is believed that medical triage was developed by 

Napoleon’s Surgeon in Chief in the 1790s, evolving into more sophisticated mechanisms for 

medical evacuation and rapid medical response in the world wars and beyond.130 As they come 

across one another in the civil-military spaces, Winslow describes the NGOs and the military as 

“strange bedfellows” whose mandates, cultures, capabilities, planning, timelines, goals, values, 

and organizational disposition fail to be complementary on almost all fronts.131 One example of 

this is Vietnam, which “created perhaps even greater damage in civil-military relations,” and, 

caused an overall political aversion to studying populations and conflict.132 And yet, regardless of 

the appetite in policy or scholarship, and despite their differences, there is a recognition by 

scholars that “integrated and complementary civilian expertise, advice, and assistance are 

vital.”133 
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Populations as the Center of Gravity 

Despite the military’s and NGOs’ evolving roles in ungoverned spaces which at times may 

put them at odds with one another, there is one constant: both the military and NGOs work with, 

among, and in different ways, for populations. The military seeks to engage with them to meet 

security objectives and NGOs seek to provide services to them, in places where governments 

cannot. 

Unlike with the military, where there are no institutionalized and robust mechanisms for 

understanding the needs of communities, listening to populations’ needs is one of the 

development actors’ pillars of strength. At the strategic level, the New Deal made way for fragile 

state governments to give input as to how development programming was to occur in their 

countries. Scholars have noted that those who receive assistance are not just “passive recipients, 

rather, they mediate and act.”134 Yet, practitioners and scholars are still seeking fully scientific 

answers on what provides for the positive effects of development activities on populations.135 

Scholars have already struggled to understand and assess NGO performance, questioning 

whether it is attributed to their location, reputation, or capacities.136 Or, whether NGOs’ 

performance, both as organizations or as actors in the community, is predominantly based on 

how much funding they have available. 137  

Following the killing of General Qasem Soleimani, the Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif 

interviewed with CNN on January 5, 2020. In his outrage over the US’s killing of the General, Zarif 

stated that: 

 
the people of this region want the United States out. And the United States cannot stay 
in this region with the people of the region not wanting it anymore.138 
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Zarif’s emotional response to the provocation by the US and subsequent lack of support 

of the people resonates with many other examples in history. In 1964, David Galula wrote about 

revolutionary warfare, giving insight into how a great measure of strength in fighting a war is the 

degree to which there is support from the population.139 Roger Trinquier, too, accounted for how 

regardless of any equipment and tactics that the French military used in Indochina, they were of 

little use, considering the loss of confidence of the population.140 In a study of the US’s 

involvement in COIN in 30 countries, RAND reaffirms the importance of populations being the 

center of gravity.141 But this was not always a success. The resettlement of populations with no 

regard for their wishes, such as the strategic hamlets during Vietnam,142 led to massive failure. 

But the provision of basic services and short-term “improvement in infrastructure or 

development” in the contested area between the insurgency and the counterinsurgents led to 

positive impacts.143 Scholars continue to debate heavily whether a better sense of suitability, 

time, and scale of the military’s involvement in delivering developing projects would have 

produced different outcomes.144 Others suggest that the military doing this successfully is a 

matter of sufficiently coordinating with civil actors.145 Kaldor claims that the conventional military 

is ill-adapted to conduct types of assistance that deal directly with populations.146 Christopher 

Ankersen suggests that “there is something paradoxical in relief delivered from the barrel of a 
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gun.”147 Scales credits the military’s success in delivering needs for populations and producing 

positive perceptions among them, with how soldiers behave.148 While its ability to win over 

populations may be questionable, the military’s recognition of the people as the center of gravity 

is categorical. Half a century after Galula wrote about revolutionary warfare, the US COIN manual 

was issued in 2006, and its 242 pages of content mentioned the word population 257 times.149 

Despite this realization, according to the US Army Capstone – a concept that seeks to 

anticipate the future of the operational environment, the military “does not adequately address 

the moral, cognitive, social, and physical aspects of human populations in conflict.”150 Unlike 

standardized and tested monitoring and evaluation mechanisms that development actors 

implement in their programming, the military does not have a similar, institutionalized way to 

measure its impact. Qualitative tools such as the Tactical Conflict Assessment Framework (TCAF), 

aimed at evaluating the population’s local needs were deployed by the UK military in Afghanistan, 

for example - but it put villagers in danger, and it created unrealistic expectations.151 

In 2006 in Iraq and Afghanistan, DOD deployed more than 1,000 anthropologists to 

conduct engagement through the Human Terrain System (HTS), intending to allow commanders 

better visibility from the ground up.152 Ultimately, HTS was a reaction to another lesson from 

Vietnam, where the military employed the Civil Operations and Rural Development Support 

(CORDS) program,153 as it sought to gain a better understanding of the cultural context in which 
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it was operating.154 CORDS’s philosophy, just like HTS’s, was based on the premise that the war 

would be won by gaining the loyalty of the people, not by technological advancements on the 

battlefield.155 Recently, big data scholars argue that populations’ likes and dislikes can be 

assessed through social media.156 Yet, in suggesting to do “nice things”157 for the population as a 

tactic to win them over, there is little thought into how consultation with, and giving agency to, 

such a population should occur, and even more importantly, how to measure results. 

On the part of development actors, as it relates to this analysis, examining NGO activity 

through the lens of the recipients of assistance, there is no argument, either by donors or NGOs, 

on the importance of locally owned and community-driven initiatives. Scholars have already 

noted that “more often than not, local views are not adequately incorporated into the design or 

implementation,”158 of peacebuilding efforts. Those soberly recognizing the tug-of-war between 

donor-driven versus locally owned projects, call for a “’blend top-down and bottom-up efforts” 

to foster local agency.159 This notion is also not disputed by the communities who benefit from 

these efforts who claim that “there is a disconnect between the needs of the people and what 

agencies are doing. Top-down is not a good relationship.”160 As part of conducting assessments 

and monitoring results, anthropological community data is gathered and used to feed into 

donors’ analysis and preferences. But scholars have recognized this as a concern over the quality 

of the data produced. This can be either because of the context in which information is being 

gathered, where “quality information is especially difficult in conflict-affected or fragile 
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states.”161 But lack of reliable information can also be due to it not being fully representative of 

a community, as it is mostly gathered from within elite groups, which are not representative of 

the grassroots level of a community.162 When it comes to fragile settings – the ones most 

concerned in this analysis, several development scholars have also recognized the great difficulty 

of both collecting data in fragile settings, and using it to explain causality, especially in fragile 

states.163  

 

This analysis draws on all these groups. Such an approach is contrary to studies that 

examine these entities as local or international actors. This approach carries a risk by lumping 

what is otherwise a diverse sector into one group. However, the focus of this analysis is on how 

these entities interact with military actors and populations, and what drives their decision to 

engage, or avoid military actors altogether. Does the engagement of a large international NGO, 

its concerns and constraints when it comes to engaging with the military, look any different than 

the concerns and constraints or a smaller local NGO? 

 

Explanation of Terms 

The analysis in the pages to follow tell one persistent story – to understand conflict is to 

lean into its ambiguity.164 To properly analyze the actors, spaces, and actions of the civil-military 

relationship, an explanation of the many terms and contexts for the military and NGO 

engagement is necessary. On one hand, the military addresses conflict, but NGOs tackle fragility 

on the other. Development agencies outsource their work to implementers, while the military 

conducts indirect engagement.165 Populations rarely differentiate between SOF soldiers, ordinary 
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soldiers, and reservists. Neither can they always distinguish a service provided to them by an 

NGO whose funding is from a central donor, multilateral arrangement, or charity.  

The military. My use of the term SOF and military is a loose one and interchangeable at 

times. At times, when the military is used as a singular term, it is to mean the US military 

institution as a whole - both special and conventional forces, active duty, and reservist military 

forces. A subset to this term is the wide usage of the specific community which this thesis engages 

– Special Operations Forces (SOF). When referring to SOF, this thesis refers to SOF teams 

composed of Green Berets, Civil Affairs units, and Psychological Operations units – all entities 

operating in the public space which is the subject of this thesis, not in covert operations. As such, 

this analysis mostly refers to them as SOF, SOF CA, SOF SF, or simply CA or SF. These are simply 

SOF, in the context of overt, publicly known engagement and operations. The focus of this study 

is predominantly on SOF Civil Affairs units, which work among populations as part of SOF overt 

missions. Overt missions are those missions that are available in the public information domain, 

or missions that were described by interviewees as having been carried out in public spaces, or 

were known by actors outside of the military. The thesis frequently refer to instances where the 

conventional military carried out nation building missions, such as in the wars in Iraq and 

Afghanistan. This is mostly for comparison purposes between what the scholarship covers – large 

nation building efforts in the recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, and what this thesis examines 

– small-scale humanitarian and development projects occurring globally.  

Non-governmental organizations. The definition of an NGO in this analysis is a not-for-

profit civic group that is directly or indirectly engaged in the provision of a public good or service 

in a community. This can include but not be limited to advocacy, or civil society. NGOs in the 

context of this thesis are organizations that may or may not be implementing partners of donor 

agencies and have direct or indirect interaction and engagement with any branch of the US 

military or host nation military. NGOs can be international and be based in Western capitals, local 

branches under the auspices of a larger international umbrella, or grassroots organizations. For 

this analysis, NGOs are not limited to size, budget, location, and local or international non-

government organizations. Scholars’ analysis of NGOs often takes a strict examination lens by 
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separating them into local and international.166 This analysis takes a holistic approach to these 

entities within the interworking of their structures, and it draws on all of these categories of 

organizations, predominantly focusing on their funding, and organizational makeup, with less 

differentiation of them as local or international. Furthermore, the focus of this analysis is on how 

these entities interact with military actors and populations, and what drives their decisions to 

engage, or avoid military actors altogether, regardless of who they are or how they are funded. 

The analysis provided here is less about their categories, but more about what and who drives 

these organizations’ amicable or challenging relationship with military actors. 

Populations. The term “populations” in this thesis refers to the grassroots communities 

where NGOs and the military carry out their work. Séverine Autesserre refers to local “at the 

level of the individual, the family, the clan, the district, the province, and the ethnic group when 

it is not a national- level one.”167 By locals, this analysis refers to non-elites – farmers, 

shopkeepers, and laborers – individuals without institutional influence or power across an array 

of regions and communities, where NGOs and US military units are deployed. 

Conflict. Scholars have already recognized the challenges of defining war and the bleeding 

boundaries between “the start, end and scope of armed conflict.”168 The Geneva Convention of 

1949 speaks to the disputes which may lead to the intervention of armed groups between 

states.169 During the Cold war, high-intensity implied nuclear deterrence, mid-intensity conflict 

implied force on force, and low-intensity was supporting contras. In the scholarship, the term 

gray space definition has almost entirely been described as hybrid conflict, where stakeholders 

are engaged in the politics, economy, and informational components of war. The gray space is 
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often examined through how states use non-state actors as proxies against enemies.170 

Cybersecurity scholars define gray conflict as the breaching of networks, theft of data, and the 

use of artificial intelligence.171 The gray space is also framed as a context in which “states rely 

primarily on covert operations which never pass the threshold of war.”172  

Be it irregular warfare, low-intensity conflict, insurgency, or stability operations, this type 

of intervention has had many names.173 In this space, the military may simultaneously support 

with logistics, engage with civic actors, and conduct humanitarian activities, while also serving as 

a lethal asset. The gray space is not associated with large-scale reconstruction and rebuilding 

efforts, following conventional war, in which large sums of money are invested.174 There may not 

always be humanitarian crises, Responsibility to Protect (R2P) violations, or a peacekeeping 

operation. It can occur where no war was declared or even fully comes to fruition. Instead, the 

gray space contains a series of sources of insecurity. Those might be climate change, resource 

scarcity, and communal conflicts, all factors which are continuing to increase the number of 

people living in fragile or conflict-affected countries.175 Consequently, the gray space borrows 

elements from various doctrines, and yet it belongs solely to none. It is a living organism of 
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175 Shirley V. Scott and Shahedul Khan, “The Implications of Climate Change for the Military and for Conflict 
Prevention, Including through Peace Missions,” Air & Space Power Journal - Africa & Francophonie 7, no 3 (Fall 
2016): 82-94; Katie Peters, and Leigh Mayhew, “Chapter 10: The Securitization of Climate Change: A 
Developmental Perspective” in The Securitization of Foreign Aid. Eds., Stephen Brown and Jörn Grävingholt, 
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 212-236;  Stephen Brown, Jörn Grävingholt, “Chapter 1: Security 
Development and the  Securitization of Foreign Aid: Trends, Explanations and Prospects” in The Securitization of 
Foreign Aid. Eds., Stephen Brown and Jörn Grävingholt, (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 237–55; Brown, et. 
al., “Chapter 11: Trends”; Eli Stamnes, “Rethinking the Humanitarian-Development Nexus,” Policy Brief 24 
(Norwegian Institute of International Affairs, Oslo, 2016). 
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movement between military, civilian, political, and economic factors.176 As Robert Muggah 

describes, “the phenomenon of fragility is more easily described than defined.”177 The term gray 

space is used to refer to the ambiguous nature of the terrain in which both SOF and NGOs are 

enmeshed. The analysis draws a clear distinction between the two types of military engagements 

– high-intensity conflict, where the military is fully in charge and owns the terrain, and low-

intensity conflict, where the military is not in control, but is present. This presence maybe under 

the auspices of various mandates. However, this distinction, too, is not always so clear-cut. Both 

primary and secondary data are used from both types of conflict, as a way to demonstrate their 

distinct qualities, and describe what changes in the relationship between these actors when the 

military is not in charge.  

 

Argument 

There are four significant aspects in the literature, which remain unexamined. First, the 

existing knowledge about the military as a development and humanitarian actor is derived mostly 

from the work of military scholars, and about conventional forces’ engagement in development 

work. The progressives such as Sarkesian, Nagl, Mattis and H. R. McMaster, recognize the civilian 

dimensions of the military’s engagement in spaces which are ambiguous, and subject to a 

constant shift between security and insecurity, but again, most of their analysis is through the 

lens of the security scholarship. Galula, Kilcullen and Ucko do a masterful job of providing an 

understanding of how the civic environment is a primary component in counterinsurgency 

warfare. But none of these scholars provide investigation into SOF as a humanitarian and 

development actor, even if they recognize the importance of that role.  At the same time, as 

development actors are increasingly engaging in fragile settings, most of the analysis by Sachs 

and Moyo is how development actors can be more effective, not how their engagement with 

militaries in fragile settings is to be improved. Collier suggests that there is a role for both military 

 
176 Matthew Beattie-Callahan, “Closing the grey zone gap,” Marine Corps Gazette, February 2021; Ben Hubbard “As 
Lebanon’s Crisis Deepens, Lines for Fuel Grow, and Food and Medicine Are Scarce,” The New York Times, July 17, 
2021. 

177 Robert Muggah, "Chapter Two: Stabilising Fragile States and the Humanitarian Space," Adelphi Series 50, no. 
412-413 (2010): 33-52. (p. 34) 
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and development actors, as a way to break up a cycle of fragility and poverty. But again, this is 

mostly through the lens of development. 

Second, this lack of contrarian examination is in tandem with another occurrence: the red 

line marking the separation between where development and security actors operate has almost 

diminished. On the military side, Brooks writes about the disappearing boundaries of war, while 

Duffield describes a constant shift of stability and instability as a permanent fixture in the 

international arena. This echoes the reality of conflict, described as the three block war by 

General Krulak. In describing the particularities of stability operations conducted by the military, 

Taw warns about large military footprint used to stabilize environments, which are in permanent 

state of instability. 

 Third, the current examination of the touchpoint of security and development actors, 

namely the civil military relationship, also leaves unexplored angles. Seybolt, Slim, De Waal and 

Mackinlay explore these actors’ interaction in larger scale contexts where they have at their 

disposal guiding structures on how to do this, often with a coordinating body in charge. Winslow 

suggests that these are almost complete opposites due to their culture and organizational make 

up. Ankersen examines their interactions in peace operations, and Slim differentiates between 

technical and security relationships when it comes to civil and military engagement in peace-

support operations, but neither of these contributions look across the full array of military 

mandates, where civil-military interaction occurs.  Also, to some extent these scholars explore 

the entities through the prism of a regional lens. For instance, Ankersen looks at Bosnia, Kosovo 

and Afghanistan. These scholars’ focus does not address the role of SOF Civil affairs and NGOs. 

Neither do any of them provide a functional examination of their structural innerworkings.  

 Fourth, what these voices neglect to address is in the context of another current 

reality. In the post-Vietnam era military activities in countries affected by low-intensity conflict 

were limited to contingency operations. Since the end of the Cold War and since 9/11, they have 

encompassed a range of operational activities, which include complex emergencies, 

peacekeeping operations, counterinsurgency, Foreign Internal Defense (FID) programs or 

operations in Lebanon, Colombia, the Philippines, Kenya, Somalia, or Kosovo, to mention a few. 

Military scholars have already raised red flags about SOF’s ability to operate in this space, and 
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whether its need for lethality in fragile settings is to its detriment.178 There is also very limited 

insight into SOF’s collaboration with non-military actors in the gray space between “the most 

benign peacetime military engagement with foreign militaries, to high-end war-fighting,” an 

interaction that has recently been of increased interest.179  

Where once international organizations and NGOs limited project implementation to 

“weak states,” the New Deal for Engagement in fragile states brought development actors into 

spaces whose security was once off limits for development programming. As a result, 

development actors are in many of the same spaces that military actors are, as referenced in 

Appendix 1.180 Scholars have recognized that there is a real cost for NGOs operating in insecure 

areas, leading development actors to consider “new thinking and revamped approaches to civil-

military relations.”181 While the verdict is still out concerning whether development actors should 

engage in fragile settings, there is still a question as to how this occurs in reality, especially vis-à-

vis the military. 

The result is that both military and NGOs increasingly find themselves simultaneously 

operating in this gray space. Yet, most of our knowledge is about the military and NGO 

relationship in high conflict and disaster management contexts. Little knowledge exists on how 

the interaction of military and NGOs in other contexts, and fragile gray spaces where both of 

these entities operate. We remain devoid of true comprehension of how their increasing 

interactions occur in this new fragile and low-intensity conflict reality. Such gaps have already 

been identified by Ankersen who asks, “What does CIMIC look like in other contexts, with 

different actors?”182 

 
178  Hutchison, “Too Few.” 

179 Simon West, Edward Canfor-Dumas, Ronald Bell, and David Combs, “Understand to Prevent: The Military 
Contribution to the Prevention of Violent Conflict,” A Multinational Capability Development Campaign project 
report for the UK Ministry of Defense: 2014. (p. 129); Christian H. Breede, “Special (Peace) Operations: Optimizing 
SOF for UN Missions,” International Journal 73, no. 2 (June 1, 2018): 221–40.  

180 See World Bank, “FY22 List of Fragile and Conflict-affected Situations” 
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/bb52765f38156924d682486726f422d4-0090082021/original/FCSList-
FY22.pdf  (last accessed May 1, 2022) 

181 Brainard et. al., "Chapter 1 - The tangled web.” (p. 23) 

182 Ankersen, “Conclusion: joined up or messed up?” (p. 241) 

https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/bb52765f38156924d682486726f422d4-0090082021/original/FCSList-FY22.pdf
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/bb52765f38156924d682486726f422d4-0090082021/original/FCSList-FY22.pdf
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 As they converge on one stage, to share a space where they are both providing a service, 

these actors bring with them a series of definitive traits. The military, due to its physical presence, 

sheer resources, and agility, remains the most dominant actor, and the only one that can perform 

certain tasks and complex efforts. It is generally more able to access remote or insecure areas of 

concern than development actors who do not have the force protection necessary, or logistical 

resources to be omnipresent. The military is mostly associated with being hierarchical, 

centralized, and a significant, unparalleled hard power. NGOs tend to be better suited to meet 

local needs partly because of their access to local knowledge, ability to shift toward working with 

local partners, and, in humanitarian contexts, because of their principles of neutrality, 

independence, impartiality, and humanity. But we have little understanding of how the limited 

footprints and presence of these actors impact their relationship and the space where they carry 

out small-scale missions, and where they are required to be less hierarchical, and more 

autonomous. 

 Both of these actors have it as their mission to tackle sources of insecurity and 

decrease fragility, albeit by different means. The actions, behaviors, and interactions of these 

actors are constantly - directly or indirectly - impacting populations. But there is limited insight 

as to how populations perceive that the military and NGOs are engaging them, or how effective 

they appear to be. The examination of how military interact with populations is examined by 

Montgomery McFate, but again, that is mostly focused on security actors, not NGOs. Hilhorst, 

Christoplos, and Van der Haar examine how populations can shape development programming. 

Anderson, Brown, and Jean consult over 6,000 people worldwide, seeking to find out how they 

view development and humanitarian assistance. Yest, most of this literature about these fragile 

spaces is written by Western scholars, with little representation of the voices of scholars, or 

populations, who are familiar with or inhibit these spaces.183 Development actors are better 

equipped to interact with civilians. As for the military, despite a near-universal recognition of 

their reliance on the support of the local population, the analysis of how consultation with local 

populations must occur, or of how to measure results for the military’s successful role as a 

development or a humanitarian actor, is still underexamined.  

 
183 Brass, et. al., "NGOs and international development.” (p. 140)  
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This analysis argues that in navigating the fragile gray space, the relationship between 

these actors experiences a series of transformations, as shown in table 1.1. They are pressured 

to adapt, becoming more similar. This occurs through institutional “isomorphism” where these 

entities adapt each others’ structures and behaviors.184 This is because the gray space influences 

these organizations to become more convergent. These influencers come in the form of both 

push factors by outside influencers, such as the civic environment, and pull factors of these 

organizations toward one another.  

 Over the past two decades, the landscape for military-civilian interaction has been 

transformed. The Global War on Terror (GWOT) forced both military and NGO/development 

actors to shift their programming and their funding with the result that NGOs are increasingly 

operating in the same spaces where the US military are carrying out missions. With this has come 

an expanded funding envelope. For DoD, OHDACA funding is increasingly finding its way into 

stabilization projects and activities, resulting in an expansion of small scale humanitarian and 

development activities in support of military SOF missions. On the development side, donors are 

increasingly funneling aid--and, as a result, their engagement-- into the same states in which the 

military operates. As each of these sets of actors mobilizes itself in these areas, they increasingly 

come across one another. As they interact – by design or by accident – these actors naturally 

converge or diverge due to a series of factors which push them towards one another or pull them 

further apart. 

 On institutional convergence: 

Push factors are external to the civil-military relationship factors, which drive how or why 

they cooperate with one another, outside of their institutions. This could be funding incentives 

imposed by higher command for the military, or by donors for NGOs. It could also be public 

perceptions by external actors, which may sway in a more positive direction when these 

institutions are seen as cooperating, e.g., when populations perceive a greater sense of security 

when the military is present and seeks to work with NGOs, or when their presence is viewed as 

heightening security concerns. 

 
184 Paul J. DiMaggio and Walter W. Powell, "The iron cage revisited: Institutional isomorphism and collective 
rationality in organizational fields," American Sociological Review 48, 2 (1983): 147-160.  
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 Three push factors are responsible for potential increased cooperation in gray spaces. 

First, both NGOs and the military can be pressured by funding constraints to engage in joint 

programming, though often in ad hoc ways. This can take different forms, as SOF have at their 

disposal small amounts of money, contrary to what was the case with the big conflicts in Iraq and 

Afghanistan with CERP. Nevertheless, funding (particularly from public sources) that aims to 

address some of the human and socioeconomic sources of fragility often requires humanitarian 

and security actors to coordinate roles. Second, the perception of common purpose, 

implementation, and support for development and humanitarian activities in communities 

affected by conflict is valuable to both military and civilian organizations, hence creating 

additional converging pressures. Third, as both military and civilian entities each seek to respond 

to the population’s basic needs and demands, it is often the case that local communities demand 

or require coordination, explicitly or implicitly. 

 By contrast, Pull factors refer to those forces that encourage NGOs and the military to 

seek each other out for specific, coordinating roles, mostly limited to their internal adaptation to 

the gray space. These include but are not limited to: NGOs providing information to military units, 

military units providing security or logistical support to NGO staff, and in some cases, NGOs 

actively recruiting staff with military experience. 

 Regarding pull factors: 1.) When it comes to information sharing, both of these actors are 

pulled naturally to one another by the need for information in order to carry out their 

programming. For the military, information is necessary in order to better understand, and as a 

result, navigate the civic terrain. For NGOs, information around security is of the essence for their 

ability to safely carry out their work. 2.) The military can provide logistical support, which is not 

readily available to NGOs. As a result, these actors pull closer together, and form an almost inter-

dependent relationship. 3.) The skills of military members are highly useful for NGOs who 

navigate conflict settings. As a result, retired military are frequently hired by NGOs to carry out 

work in more dangerous settings. 4.) Personalities – on both the military and NGO sides, it is the 

people, who ultimately drive the relationship of these institutions.  

On Institutional divergence: 
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 At the same time, these entities are still pushed apart due to a series of ground realities 

which they must navigate. First, their cultures are different, even if SOF and NGOs can be similar 

in their small size, agility and adaptability. Second, the military and NGOs have conflicting 

objectives, even if they are both ultimately seeking to stabilize an area through security or 

resilience of institutions. Third, they diverge in their deployment cycles – changing in and out of 

country, but also through their institutional makeup – DoD is large, heavily and publicly funded, 

and NGOs are disparate and funded with a mix of public and private money.  
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Table 1.1: Military-NGO Interaction in the Gray Space 
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In addition to these attributes, the practitioner debate is largely centered around the 

large budgetary disparities which are frequently mentioned when comparing large DOD funding 

versus NGOs and development actors – DOD is large and overfunded, while development actors 

are not.185 This analysis argues that these differences are more complicated. Under large budget 

authorities, for either big aid or big DOD, how does a small NGO actor compare to a small civil 

affairs footprint in the gray space? What does that look like in the eyes of the locals? How do the 

day-to-day personnel, structures, budgets, and processes that these organizations follow 

compare? To answer these questions, this thesis examines a series of divergent influencing 

factors. The corporate cultures of NGOs and the military, for example, are well known to be 

opposed. The in-country objectives of these entities, naturally, are distinct. The standard 

procedures and modalities by which the military and NGOs undertake projects can be at odds. 

Numerous other differences in behaviors, personality traits, pre-existing relationships, and so on, 

have also been documented. Within the limits of this study, groups of interviews, and methods, 

this thesis analyzes all of these areas. A typology of relevant SOF/military vs. NGO attributes is 

shown in table 1.2. Yet, this analysis argues that when examined more closely, these entities are 

more similar than different. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
185 “A Trillion-Dollar Defense Budget?” Center for American Progress. July 12, 2022.; Joseph E. Stiglitz and Linda J. 
Bilmes, The three trillion dollar war: The true cost of the Iraq conflict, WW Norton & Company, 2008. 
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Table 1.2: General SOF and NGO Operational Attributes 

 

                                      SOF                                 NGO 

Objectives • Security • Development 

Constraints • Possible hostility by the 
population 

• Full access 

• Host militaries as counterparts 

• Accepted by the population 

• Some limit to access 

• Donors and host nation 
government 

Modalities of field 
operation 

• Lethal/hard-power oriented 

• Partial/non-neutral  

• Training 

• Small footprint 

• Plans short-term and reactively 

• Short deployments 

• Non-lethal/soft-power 
oriented 

• Sometimes impartial/neutral 

• Broader scope 

• Variable footprint 

• Plans long-term and 
proactively 

• Permanence 

Organizational 
Characteristics 

• Specialized 

• Hierarchical 

• Autonomous  

• Relationships with multiple 
actors 

• Vertical accountability 

• Does not adapt to receive 
resources 

• Multi-sector 

• Flat 

• Entrepreneurial  

• Relationship with few actors 

• Horizontal accountability 

• Adapts to receive resources 

Programmatic 
Characteristics 

• Reinforced by an 
organizational hub 

• Exclusively small in scale 

• Little monitoring and 
evaluation of activities 

• No organizational hub 

• Variable scale 

• Significant monitoring and 
evaluation of activities 

Communication 
with actors 

• Classified or restricted 

• Some consultation with 
populations 

• Open (depending on context) 

• Strong consultation with 
populations 

Assessing local 
needs 

• No in-depth assessment to 
identify entry points  

• Low knowledge of the 
intricacies of the local 
community 

• Needs in-depth assessment to 
identify entry points 

• High knowledge of the 
intricacies of the local 
community 

Adaptability • Highly adaptable and 
responsive to changing 
conditions 

• Less adaptable and changing to 
conditions 
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Much like the progressives, this thesis shows that development, security, and diplomacy 

are all tied together. This analysis explores the functional pillars of how the military and NGOs 

engage with one another in the gray space. The research shows that although there are clear 

mandates between the circumstances under which these actors engage, their behaviors toward 

one another spill over across contexts. This analysis demonstrates that ultimately it is the 

individual relationships, and organizational commitment, which drive the relationships of these 

actors, not their doctrine or mandates. This analysis shows that the military, just like NGOs, has 

everything at its disposal to “soften up.” What prevents them from doing so is the lack of other 

organizational factors, more common among development actors.186 On their end, NGOs, too, 

have everything at their disposal to “harden up,” and choose to do so. With the softening of the 

military’s hard power and the hybridization of the NGOs’ soft power in the less threatening gray 

space, there is ample opportunity to synergize coordinate, inform and consult.  

Much of the debate in the military and development scholarship has been around 

whether these actors should be involved in contexts and roles outside of their traditional scope. 

The examination of how this crossing of roles occurs has been focused on high conflict and 

disaster management. This analysis demonstrates that the evolving gray space has naturally 

brought the civil-military relationship to another level. Therefore, whether the military and NGOs 

should stay to their traditional roles is no longer relevant. Instead, the more timely question to 

ask is how these actors interact vis-à-vis one another and the populations whom they serve in 

modern conflict.  

 

Methodology 

This thesis seeks to explore the functional relationship between NGOs, SOF Civil Affairs, 

and populations. Frequently case studies in the civil-military space entail specific missions or 

countries, referring to the interaction between entities in disaster response or emergencies in a 

 
186 Ghazala Mansuri and Vijayendra Rao, “Community-Based and -Driven Development: A Critical Review,” The 
World Bank Research Observer 19 no. 1 (2004): 1-39; Dorothea Hilhorst and Bram J Jansen, “Humanitarian Space 
as Arena: A Perspective on the Everyday Politics of Aid,” Development and Change, 41 no. 6 (2010): 1117–39; 
Dorothea Hilhorst, Ian Christoplos, Gemma Van, and Der Haar, “Reconstruction ‘From Below’: A New Magic Bullet 
or Shooting from the Hip?” Third World Quarterly 31, no. 7 (2010): 1107-1124;  Anderson, et. al., Time to Listen. 
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specific place. Scholars have inquired into the comparison of the functional pillars between 

disaster and complex emergency response.187 Others draw on complex emergency lessons 

learned across countries and continents.188  

 This thesis, by contrast, does not focus on a single country or mission. Instead, it draws 

on expertise gathered from military and NGO personnel having served in the past or currently 

serving in a variety of countries, and from populations in semi-permissive settings—mostly, but 

not exclusively where SOF are conducting training missions. Reference is also made to other 

contexts where SOF are involved, such as peacekeeping or high-intensity conflict with lethal 

missions. It focuses on the toolkits for engagement that the military and NGOs employ when 

engaging with one another and with populations.  

 This study examines the current civil-military relationship which occurs across the five 

Geographic Combatant Commands, in the context of their global occurrence. This thesis 

examines operations or missions which are currently occurring or have occurred under the 

umbrella of GWOT in the last two decades. The military, NGOs, and populations, and their 

interaction, are the pillars that help draw a picture of how the relationship between these entities 

occurs. An in-depth inquiry is conducted into each one individually, and into their relationships 

vis-à-vis one another. This interaction provides what is referred to as a reflexive sociological 

approach, where the reader is provided with insight into how a group is seen by other groups.189 

 

Approach 

This analysis provides the state of play of the civil-military relationship in the gray space. 

To do this, a realistic capturing of the depth and breadth of the field – who the actors are and 

how they operate – is in order. The operator culture of the civil-military relationship examined in 

this study does not fit neatly into only one type or size of an organization. For example, it is not 

 
187 Jose-Miguel Albala-Bertrand, "Responses to complex humanitarian emergencies and natural disasters: an 
analytical comparison," Third World Quarterly 21.2 (2000): 215-227.  

188 Peter Salama, Paul Spiegel, Leisel Talley, and Ronald Waldman, "Lessons learned from complex emergencies 
over past decade," The Lancet 364, no. 9447 (2004): 1801-1813.  

189 Jane Kenway and Julie McLeod, "Bourdieu's reflexive sociology and ‘spaces of points of view’: whose reflexivity, 
which perspective?," British Journal of Sociology of Education 25.4 (2004): 525-544; Pierre Bourdieu, In other 
words: Essays towards a reflexive sociology, (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 1990). 
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realistic or useful to focus only on local or only on humanitarian NGOs, and their interaction with 

the military. Similarly, this thesis examines SOF units in the gray space. SOF are also non-

monolithic. Within a SOF team, Special Operations Forces Civil Affairs and/or Special Forces can 

be engaged with NGOs or populations, and so can Psychological Operations. SOF Civil Affairs can 

be conventional reservist civil affairs, or active duty SOF. In sum, there are many types of 

interactions and actors from within SOF who engage with civic entities – be it population or civil 

organizations. To study only the subgroups of these actors – how only civil affairs interact only 

with international NGOs, or only with local NGOs, is not a fair reflection of the state of the field. 

Under the generalist umbrella of NGOs and SOF, the analysis looks at these individual subgroups’ 

behaviors, constraints, objectives, and interactions, not in a single country, but in a series of 

countries. 

To do this, the thesis draws on a collection of small missions or operations – Kenya, 

Lebanon, Colombia, Philippines, Ethiopia, Bulgaria, Ukraine, Latvia, Burkina Faso – to mention a 

few, and how the actors within them behave vis-à-vis each other. Consequently, this study 

focuses on operations that have recently occurred or are occurring now, as a way to examine the 

contemporary civil-military relations in gray spaces. This study is not a historic examination of 

the civil-military relationship, or a country-specific analysis. Instead, this thesis is a functional 

examination. This means that it draws on a series of semi-structured interviews conducted over 

five months, and focused on civil-military coordination, budgetary constraints, and field 

objectives. 

Some caveats are in order. Much of the information on organizational interactions 

between the military and NGOs is classified. Therefore, there is no way to know to what extent 

information about NGOs is placed in the military planning process nor how working with NGOs 

limits or aids the military’s outcomes. Conversely, NGOs often depend on the military for 

information about security and access, but that is in high-intensity non-permissible settings, and 

there is little information about how NGOs leverage the military in fragile contexts. In sum, we 

have limited insight into how information is used by and about either of these entities behind 

closed doors. As with any volunteer endeavor, moreover, not all involved in the missions 

examined in this study wished to be interviewed. While the information which was gathered is 
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all open source, individuals who deal with classified information are understandably cautious—

particularly on the military side, individuals who are still on active duty. 

Furthermore, the analysis sought information based on a series of attributes connected 

to behaviors, communication, or organizational constraints. The research sought to gain insights 

into what each group thought about their own mission and the mission of their counterparts. 

With the data compiled, one can make a realistic best guess only based on what respondents are 

willing to share, and existing scholarly debate. In short, as opposed to controlling for a variable 

to a specific time, place, or mission, the analysis observes the characteristics of SOF and NGOs as 

organizations, programs, respective objectives, and personnel, and the ability of these entities to 

adapt and consult with one another, across a variety of missions, places and time periods. 

 

Interviews 

 Because of limited access to the field due to COVID restrictions, all data gathering was 

carried out remotely via phone, video, email correspondence, and a survey (see Appendix 1 and 

Appendix 3). This allowed for greater access to military participants, less access to NGOs, and 

limited access to populations. The Survey provided data from a community in the Philippines. An 

attempt was made to conduct the same survey in Colombia and Kenya, as these were more 

accessible through my network. This was without success. Ultimately, the survey complements 

the secondary data from other scholars. These individuals were selected from my own 

professional experience of being deployed in the field, separate from this doctoral research. A 

total of 87 individuals took part in this study. The responses from groups are as follows: 

 

• 42 US military respondents 

• 1 host nation military respondent 

• 28 NGO respondents, donor agency or civilian agency respondents 

• 16 population respondents  

 

Both primary and secondary interview data have been used throughout the analysis. The 

military included conversations with a mix of tactical, operational, and strategic level 
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professionals. On the NGO side, respondents represented international and local NGOs, donor 

agencies, and international organizations that employ NGOs or INGOs as implementing partners. 

In Chapter 6 – the Center of Gravity – which discusses the military and NGO perception of 

populations, secondary data dominates. This is in addition to primary data gained from several 

interviewees and surveys. Population data also included speaking to NGO workers and host 

nation military in their capacity as citizens of their community, which benefits from military and 

NGO projects. What imbalance exists between these groups and the approach taken is due to 

limited physical access in traveling to the field.  

The duration of each interview was 90 minutes, on average. Some interviewees were as 

short as 45 minutes, while others were as long as four hours. Conducting qualitative interviews 

allowed participants to share details about their professional activities. For local populations, it 

was daily activities of life.190 Participants were given the opportunity to provide the underlying 

causes of why certain interactions and behaviors materialized. My approach is similar to what 

Richard Boyatzis refers to as an inductive approach through a critical incident interview, where 

participants described their experiences in thorough detail, as a way to gain an understanding of 

their experiences, not simply to gather information.191 

The information acquired during professional interviews from individuals was not 

classified, or sensitive inside to the organizations which the interviewees represented. 

Interviewees mostly focused on sharing their professional experiences and how current or 

envisioned doctrine compared to the practical realities on the ground. Interviewing populations 

did not impose any risk on any of the individuals who partook in this study. For all groups – NGOs, 

military, and populations, snowball sampling was most appropriate for the data. The questions 

posed were not classified or sensitive in any way, but they did require insider knowledge.192 

 
190 Roxanne K. Vandermause and Susan E. Fleming, "Philosophical hermeneutic interviewing," International Journal 
of Qualitative Methods 10, no. 4 (2011): 367-377. 

191 Richard E. Boyatzis, Transforming Qualitative Information: Thematic Analysis and Code Development (Thousand 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 1998). 

192 Ilker Etikan, Rukayya Alkassim, and Sulaiman Abubakar, "Comparision of snowball sampling and sequential 
sampling technique," Biometrics and Biostatistics International Journal3, no. 1 (2016): 55. 
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Active duty, reservist, and retired soldiers, both Officers and NCOs, across the ranks were 

interviewed. The majority of interviews involved professionals at the tactical level, as this was 

the level of focus of the study. A research diary was maintained throughout the interview 

process, in which all personal communication, observations, and other information were 

recorded. The information from the research diary, my own experiences from military 

deployments, and general reflections from my over 15 years of professional experience, have 

been noted properly in citations throughout the text. 

NGO interviews entailed a combination of local and international entities. This is to reflect 

the fact that NGOs have expanded in size and focus and are now “engaged in every area of 

conflict management.”193 Therefore, because NGOs’ work and presence are less homogenous, 

consultation was wide. The consultation, and the existing data upon which this thesis drew, 

sought to provide a representative sample of unilateral and multilateral donors, international 

NGOs (INGOs), and local NGOs. Both INGOs and NGOs can be implementing partners of larger 

donors. In some instances, there was no donor relationship, and NGOs worked directly with local 

communities. In other instances, donors worked directly, without NGOs as implementing 

partners. NGOs represented humanitarian actors who provide short-term assistance, and 

development organizations that provide longer-term assistance, both from religious and secular 

backgrounds. Some participants had specific experience from only one country, while others 

were seasoned professionals, having served in multiple missions worldwide. The variety of these 

backgrounds provided breadth and depth of international personnel, who had one type of view, 

and community citizens, whose experiences were predominantly local. Both of these 

perspectives are integral to the research. While the thesis draws on perspectives of working in 

the gray space, the interviewed professionals also reflected on deployment experiences from hot 

conflict zones such as Syria, Mali, Iraq, and Afghanistan. These respondents provided a useful 

comparison between these missions, drawing on their commonality with fragile contexts where 

little high-intensity conflict was occurring. 

The semi-structured interviews focused on current operations, or recently completed 

deployment of operations, with the aim to take a more practical approach of learning what is 
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occurring in the space now194 This approach is chosen for several reasons. First, this study 

examines the most recent state of play in current operations in the field. Second, the approach 

to qualitative individual interviews provided the opportunity to “prompt and probe deeper into 

the given situation”195 and a way for respondents’ own interpretation, and reasoning to be 

expressed. Qualitative interviews for the military are also an opportunity for respondents to 

share how the military deploys and measures its soft power influence, something already 

recognized by scholars.196 They also reveal how SOF units, namely their central organization, 

located at Fort Bragg, North Carolina, help these teams learn from and influence each other, 

absent their relationship with civic actors. On the NGO side, despite a hard separation between 

short-term needs and long-term development goals in the development community, qualitative 

interviews reveal how these separations are not always clear-cut. Respondents had the 

opportunity to share both development and humanitarian assistance experiences and speak to 

the current state of play on how each of these traditionally separated sectors, has evolved in the 

gray space and in working with security actors. 

In conducting interviews, and posing open-ended questions such as how, what, or why, 

listening is an essential aspect of the investigator’s own skillset (See Table 1.3). Because of the 

interpretive nature of the chosen approach, several specific steps were followed - listening, 

interpreting what may be hidden, guiding to ensure that the respondent provides the in-depth 

reasoning behind their answer, but being particularly careful not to inform the discussion, and 

not to lead the respondent to give a specific answer.197 Most interviews were conducted 

individually, as a way to avoid group think.198 In some instances, however, more senior 

 
194 Paul D. Leedy and Jeanne Ellis Ormrod, Practical Research Planning and Design (Ninth Edition) (Pearson, 2010). 

195 Annabel Bhamani Kajornboon, “Using Interviews as Research Instruments,” e-Journal for Researching Teachers. 
Vol. 2, No. 1 (2005). (p. 3); Colin MacDougall and Frances Baum, “The Devil’s Advocate: A Strategy to Avoid 
Groupthink and Stimulate Discussion in Focus Groups,” Qualitative Health Research 7, no. 4 (November 1, 1997): 
532–41. 

196 Max Boot and Michael Doran, “Political Warfare,” Council on Foreign Relations, 2013. (p. 3); James Q. Wilson, 
Bureaucracy: What Government Agencies Do And Why They Do It (New York: Basic Books, 1991). 

197 Patricia Benner, Interpretive Phenomenology: Embodiment, Caring, and Ethics in Health and Illness, (Thousand 
Oaks: SAGE Publications, 1994). 
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respondents asked that their subordinates sit in during the interview as a learning opportunity, 

however, they did not participate.  

There were some limitations to the interviews. Verbal expression is only one part of 

communication.199 With a few exceptions, the data was gathered via Zoom, Skype, and MS 

Teams, or in written form. These tools mostly provide the verbal information needed for field 

research, but limit other observations, such as non-verbal signals sent by participants, which are 

a large part of humans’ interaction.200 This is particularly the case for phone interviews, which 

were part of this study. However, Gina Novick argues that there is little evidence to suggest that 

the quality of data is poorer when collected only by the telephone.201 The happy medium 

between telephone and in-person interviews is video interviews, where, too, such constraints as 

the lack of good internet connection, interruptions by the household, office, or disturbances in 

public spaces, such as a coffee shop where the interview was taking place, may be argued to 

interfere.202 One would argue these interrupters might play a role, but in the experience of this 

remote research, such disruptions did not compromise the quality of the data.  

 With the lack of direct, or indirect observation,203 there is little opportunity to gain 

insight into the behaviors discussed as part of the research. For example, a military interviewee 

may speak about reaching out to an NGO, but in fact, there is no way to observe the intricacies 

of such engagement – what was the language which was used in the email, or text message? Was 

the exchange polite and collegial, full of jargon, or too authoritative? Chapter 5 discusses the 

various ways in which these entities interact, including in-person meetings, but the remote 

approach to this thesis gives little insight into these actors’ non-verbal cues of communication.204 

 
199 Fatik Baran Mandal, "Nonverbal communication in humans," Journal of human behavior in the social 
environment 24.4 (2014): 417-421.  

200 Ibid. 

201 Gina Novick, "Is there a bias against telephone interviews in qualitative research?," Research in nursing & 
health 31.4 (2008): 391-398.  

202 Hannah Deakin and Kelly Wakefield, "Skype interviewing: Reflections of two PhD researchers," Qualitative 
research 14.5 (2014): 603-616. (p. 613)  

203 Lynda Baker, "Observation: A complex research method," Library trends 55.1 (2006): 171-189.  
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 Where possible, social media such as Facebook, LinkedIn, Twitter, and Instagram were 

used to gather both substantive data and optical data. This includes posts, retweets, and opinions 

that were publicly available. Scholars have recognized that these platforms give “social scientists 

with an unprecedented opportunity to observe behavior in a naturalistic setting.”205 But even in 

these cases, however, there are limitations, as a short post, or an image may not always provide 

the full context of any situation. Also, there are still questions about the ethics related to using 

Facebook data, therefore only information which is available as part of groups in the public 

domain was utilized.206 

The semi-structured interviews were conducted across four main themes, shown in table 1.2. 

1. Consultation between groups. A critical characteristic of civil-military relations in gray 

spaces involves the simultaneous operational presence of military/SOF units and 

international NGOs alongside their local partners. These questions were directed at 

subjects to ascertain the degree, form, and content of communication and consultation 

between SOF and NGOs, as well as between these groups and local populations. 

2. Cross-perceptions. In the absence of complete information about each other’s objectives 

and goals in gray spaces, behaviors can be rife with misinterpretation and 

misunderstandings. This category of questions was designed to assess how much each 

group knew about the other’s role in the community. 

3. Project follow-up and end-use. In any developmental or humanitarian programming, 

monitoring and evaluation of projects and their uptake are vital to ensuring their 

acceptance and effectiveness. This group of questions focused on how different 

respondents viewed the need for monitoring, beneficiary input, and how they perceived 

the utilization of outside assistance by the community. 

4. Behavior, attributes, and credibility. Non-credible promises undermine the relationship 

between community populations and development actors, whether civilian or military. 

 
205 Robert E. Wilson, Samuel D. Gosling, and Lindsay T. Graham, "A review of Facebook research in the social 
sciences," Perspectives on psychological science 7.3 (2012): 203-220. (p. 203)  

206 “The 95th Civil Affairs Brigade.” Facebook, June 3, 2021. https://www.facebook.com/THOR395thCAB/.  
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This final group of questions focused on how reliable, or utilitarian were the provisions of 

goods or services by SOF or NGOs, to local populations. 
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Table 1.3: Semi-structured Interview Framing 

Recipients Military personnel NGO personnel 

Theme 1:  Consultation between entities/groups 

• Does the military consult with 

you/listen to your needs? How 

do they do/not do that? When 

and how often? 

• Do you consult with/listen to 

local communities? How do 

you prioritize humanitarian 

projects?  

• Does the military consult with you?  

Do they understand your role? Do 

they coordinate with you? Why? 

Why not? How? 

• Do you proactively coordinate with 

them? Why? Why not? How? 

Theme 2:  Cross-perceptions 

• What do you understand about 

the role of the military? What is 

their main purpose here? Please 

explain. 

• What do you understand about 

the role of the NGO? What is 

their main purpose here? Please 

explain. 

• What do you understand 

about the role of the local 

community? Do you believe 

that you understand their 

needs? Why/why not? 

• What do you understand to be the 

role of the local community? 

• What do you understand to be the 

role of the military?  What is their 

main purpose? Please explain. 

Theme 3:  Project follow-up and end-use 

• Are the projects provided by the 

military of utility to you? Why? 

Why not? 

• How do you measure whether 

the projects provided by you 

to the local community are of 

utility to them? Who do you 

speak with? When? How 

often? 

• Are the projects the military 

provides to locals of utility to them? 

Why? Why not? How do you know? 

• How do they compare to your 

projects? How do you measure 

that? 

• How do they compare to projects 

you have delivered based on 

coordination with the military? 

Theme 4:  Behavior, attributes, and credibility  

• If the US military promised to 

provide your community with a 

public good or service, in the 

future, would this promise be 

credible? Please describe 

why/why not. 

• If you committed to providing 

a public good or service to the 

community, how do you 

believe that it would be 

received? What leads you to 

your answer?  

• If you committed to providing a 

public good or service to the 

community, how do you believe 

that it would be received? What 

leads you to your answer? 

• If the military committed to 

providing a public good or service, 

together with you, to the 

community, how do you believe 

that this coordination would be 

received by the community? What 

leads you to your answer? 
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Conclusion 

There has been much hype in the security - development nexus of the last twenty years, 

with strong opinions, both by military and development scholars on the nation building efforts in 

the big wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Little analysis of how SOF civil affairs engage exists by 

development scholars. Similarly, there is little recent and major analysis by military scholars on 

how NGOs and development actors practice their craft. Where these debates intersect is mostly 

through the prism of why these actors should or should not stay in their traditional roles. Yet, 

these actors have been naturally attracted by a shared gray space - a space ripe with sources of 

insecurity, where low-intensity conflict and fragility contribute to an environment that is 

constantly shifting between stability and instability.  

By engaging in a series of qualitative interviews with military, NGO, and civic population 

actors, this thesis explores how these entities interact. This analysis argues that their different 

cultures and objectives, as generally explored in the literature, are not the only reasons for their 

challenging interaction. Instead, there are a series of naturally convergent and divergent factors 

which are constantly pushing and pulling these actors into the gray space, and closer to each 

other.  
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Chapter 2: The Non-humanitarians 
 

Spies or Subordinates: can SOF be humanitarians? 

You get your D-Day by taking your men into battle, not by building a well.207 

 

Introduction 

Chapter 1 discussed how practitioners and scholars have long recognized that whole-of-

government and holistic approaches which address development, defense, and diplomacy (the 

“3Ds”) are critical components of effective foreign policy. Chapter 1 also discussed how SOF, as 

the force with a mix of hard and soft power capability, is most able to engage with non-military 

actors, and populations, as they possess the skills, omnipresence, cross-cutting capabilities, and 

knowledge of the local cultural context more than any other force. As part of SOF, and particularly 

SOF “Green Berets” overt training missions of other countries’ militaries under Foreign Internal 

Defense (FID), the military continues to carry out development and humanitarian projects all over 

the world. It provides assistance in infrastructure construction, agriculture, and medicine but on 

a much smaller scale than CERP and what was deployed in the big wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

By deploying Civil Affairs (CA) - the military’s soft power arm carries out a series of civic 

engagements, reconnaissance, and civic assistance interactions.  

This chapter argues that FID, as training missions, under whose auspices SOF conduct 

small-scale humanitarian and development missions, is poorly suited to achieve favorable 

humanitarian or developmental outcomes, even if it has everything at its disposal to achieve 

them. Later chapters explore how even despite SOF not positioning themselves as humanitarian 

and development actors, the projects they deploy have some unintended, and positive for the 

population consequences. Ultimately, this chapter argues that this is because FID is 

fundamentally subordinate to and constrained by security-oriented objectives (see table 1.2). 

Consequently, the progress of FID operations inevitably becomes hindered by excessive 

complexity, some contradictory incentives, conflicting lines of accountability, and an inability to 

 
207 R 61 – Senior NCO Military Respondent, April 16, 2021. 
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receive input from affected communities. It is these factors that, as discussed in later chapters, 

cause the institutional divergence between SOF and civic actors (see table 1.1). 

SOF are not humanitarians, and they do not possess the large-scale logistical capabilities 

or footprint of conventional forces. While humanitarianism and civic engagement are one of 

SOF’s twelve core tasks,208 SOF’s projects are rarely initiated based on the needs of the 

population but rather on the demand for meeting military objectives. The point at which the 

needs are met is a by-product of these engagements, not a primary goal of the mission. For these 

reasons, evidence from the interviews demonstrates that the claimed humanitarian and 

development nature and value of the projects deployed by SOF CA, are frequent targets of NGO 

and donor criticism. Although CA units use a variety of tools to assess the terrain by consulting 

between and with these entities, (see table 1.3, theme 1), SOF’s projects are not designed with 

development and humanitarian needs in mind. Currently, no scientific measuring exists of SOF’s 

humanitarian and development efforts, neither in planning nor follow-up. In the gray space, CA 

as part of SOF conducts “civil reconnaissance” by forming relationships with civic actors—such as 

village and municipal representatives, local public officials, and civil society. Nevertheless, these 

relationships are not established for the social and economic benefits they would serve in 

development project management, such as coordinating community-driven development 

efforts, procurement, implementation, and monitoring. Instead, they are established primarily 

for purposes of securing military advantages such as civil reconnaissance. 

 

Green Warriors 

 Historically, SOF’s primary job has been as a trainer and enabler of local forces. Formed 

in 1952 from psychological warfare forces and self-described as “adaptive problem solvers,” SOF 

is the premier partnership force responsible for US efforts to train other militaries. They operate 

in unconventional warfare, Foreign Internal Defense (FID), Security Force Assistance (SFA), 

counterinsurgency, counter terrorism, direct action, counter-proliferation, and special 

reconnaissance. During the Cold War era, SOF trained anti-Soviet guerillas, and after 9/11 they 

 
208 US Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, Defense Primer: Special Operations Forces, by Andrew 
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were the first ones to infiltrate Afghanistan from the North as the military’s “horse soldiers.” The 

typical Green Beret who carries out overt operations of SOF, General Votel stated in his testimony 

to Congress is “older than counterparts in the conventional forces, has attended multiple 

advanced tactical schools, and has received specialized cultural and language training.”209 Known 

for their ability to navigate complex political and military environments, SOF are known as the 

quiet professionals who train, teach and mentor, and shadow traditional diplomacy.210  Of the 

70,000 SOF, one-third of whom are Special Forces (SF), 30,000 are deployed at any one point in 

time. Every morning, SOF wake up in at least 70 countries, at least 30 of which are known 

operations.  

 SOF get deployed only in special circumstances, often through a United States 

Government (USG) interagency arrangement which includes an invitation by the host nation 

government, and through the Department of State in the host country. Requests are evaluated 

through the guidance and assessment of the Geographic Combatant Command (GCC) and in 

coordination with the host nation. Once an assessment has been conducted, a decision is made 

on whether a general or a specialized force should be deployed. It is based on this assessment 

that SOF’s footprint is decided – whether it be training a local force, conducting a civic 

engagement, or setting conditions for transition. While the request for SOF’s engagement, during 

most circumstances, comes from within the host nation government, such invitations are 

primarily for SOF’s hard power capability, not the development activities which are the main 

theme of this analysis. Yet, these hard power engagements are accompanied by a series of 

development and humanitarian activities, which become an integral part of SOF’s work.  

 As a smaller unconventional force, compared to large and bulky conventional forces, SOF 

are flexible and nimble, easy to stand up, and easy to shut down, making them the preeminent 

 
209 US Congress, House Armed Services: Committee, Subcommittee on Emerging Threats and Capabilities. 
Statement of Joseph L. Votel, U.S Army Commander, United States Special Operations Command. 114th Congress, 
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force of choice211 in spaces of “political, economic, informational, and military competition more 

fervent in nature than normal steady-state diplomacy, yet short of conventional war.”212 

Responsible for tackling some of the most lethal missions, respondents to this study expressed 

that what distinguishes SOF from all other forces is their ability to understand the cultural context 

in which they are operating, to build rapport with interlocutors, and to have the ability to 

understand the distress and grievances of another.213 As one respondent shared, “SOF prides 

itself on being operational artists – expressing empathy, knowing when to go soft and when to 

go hard.”214 SOF combine a multitude of skills and human qualities by “coming from all walks of 

life and personalities – those who came from the streets and know how to hustle, and those who 

can kill their interlocutor with kindness,” according to one military respondent.215 It is this ability 

that General Robert Scales, who also served in Vietnam, coined as essential to engaging with local 

populations.216 Demonstrating empathy with one’s interlocutor, and categorizing and fitting 

one’s personality as part of the selection process, is something which “the SOF community has 

known for decades.”217 Chapter 5 challenges this self-proclaimed quality, and gives insight into 

what exactly it is about SOF soldiers’ traits, and behaviors, that create a tumultuous relationship 

with their civic interlocutors. 

 Despite their outstanding soft skills, SOF’s identity is now in a crisis.218 Since 9/11 and 

throughout the two decades of the Global War on Terrorism, the personality, motivations, and 
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size of SOF have changed. SOF grew from nearly 30,000 in 1999, to almost 70,000 today.219 The 

force which had been small and nimble has now become more lethal and larger; this is not an 

enabling quality, but rather an obstruction in operating in the gray space. SOF’s lethality has 

gotten it further away from its genesis, where it could work with civic actors, and in low-intensity 

conflict. Such has been the growing demand for SF during the last two decades of the GWOT, 

that the recruitment of rank has gone from an E5 requirement for recruits who are in their mid 

to late 20s years old, to an E3, and 20 years old.220  

 But this new generation of soldiers is not attracted to working with and through partners 

but to the most lethal components of the job, where some argue their lethality has also lowered 

the threshold for using force.221 “When we recruit,” one SF officer shared, “we are 

overrepresenting direct action and underrepresenting the partnership piece.”222 This has 

changed SOF’s ability to fulfill FID missions, which are mostly about being a quiet professional 

behind the scenes. “The most successful missions with partners are not about violence,” one 

military respondent noted, “but about teaching and training the local partner who is in the 

lead.”223 Edward C. Croot further supports this in his study, which found that 34% of SF are not 

committed to a partnership approach.224  

 This mass production of a precise lethal force has caused SOF to turn away from its 

warrior-diplomat ethos. By 2006, it became mostly synonymous with kicking down doors and 

capturing enemy combatants.225 Williamson Murray explains this is an example of “generational 
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change that occurs in military organizations as the collective experiences of the senior officer 

corps evolve with the passage of time. Such a change has been occurring in the American military 

over the past decade as the Vietnam War generation has reached retirement.”226 In referring to 

this changed military culture, former Assistant Secretary of Defense, Michelle Flournoy, noted 

that “Before 9/11 we used to invest a lot in language and culture,”227 but the military-centric 

approach in Iraq and Afghanistan of “close quarters battle, such as raids,”228 has created a tribe 

obsessed with chasing down terrorists, and is attracting a different type of recruit for SOF.229 In 

this changed military culture, “everyone is an ‘operator,’”230 with action-hungry soldiers posting 

photos on social media of themselves jumping out of helicopters. As a result, as opposed to 

making the gray space more conducive to civic and military actors working together, which is 

discussed at length throughout later chapters, and is at the core of this thesis’s argument, SOF’s 

lethality has caused these actors to diverge (see tables 1.1 and 1.2). 

Today, the majority of SF is 40 years old and younger, and most of them remember the 

recent big wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. They have transformed into a force where “the universal 

desire to be a gunslinger has overshadowed other aspects of Special Forces.”231 In a force that 

once prided itself on its linguistic and cultural skills, today only one third of SF believes that 

language skill is necessary to have, and 62% are not maintaining their knowledge of it regularly.232 

The ability to interact with civic entities, non-state actors, and populations has also been 

alienated in SF’s toolbox – a topic later addressed in this analysis. As one retired SF Officer shared, 

“I had commanders that told me: ‘hey, we speak two languages here - 556 and 762,’ those being 
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the caliber of our weapons.”233 As mentioned before, the desire to focus on the lethal has caused 

SOF something else. SOF’s lethality has undermined their ability to work with civic actors, causing 

them to diverge from them, as is discussed in later chapters. 

Ironically, while SOF and the military at large are becoming more lethal on one side, they 

have also become more risk-averse,234 mostly in reaction to the fact that American causalities 

never sit well with the US public, and are to be avoided by commanders at all means. “It’s all 

about risk mitigation,” one military respondent said, “nobody wants to see KIA [killed in action] 

statistics. It is this risk aversion which drives many of the decisions of commanding officers.”235 

The same interviewee reflected on the decision to pull out from Niger after a SOF team was 

ambushed in 2018,236 “tell me what did it cost us to keep a few people in Niger after the attack 

happened? Sometimes we pull the lever too hard and lose sense of the big picture.”237 This 

abrupt ending of relationships further exacerbates SOF’s lack of permanence – an inhibitor to its 

ability to form relationships with other actors – a challenge discussed later in other chapters.238 

 

Foreign Internal Defense 

SOF operate across a variety of mission, such as peacekeeping for example,239 which 

discussed throughout the analysis to follow. But SOF’s bread and butter are training other 

militaries. In providing support to and reinforcing partner nations’ own security capabilities, US 

security assistance is generally divided into two categories – Security Force Assistance (SFA) and 

FID. There is still some question as to the exact difference between the two, but generally, FID is 
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tactical, while SFA is strategic and operational.240 It is the tactical level, which is the predominant 

focus of this thesis. FID is a way for SOF to provide training, equipment, and advice to foreign 

military, police, or other groups, to counter internal threats from narcotics, terrorism, or 

insurgencies.241 But FID is much more than this. The US Army manual on engaging with other 

military and non-military entities in support of humanitarian operations defines FID as: 

[A]gencies of a government in any of the action programs taken by another 
government or other designated organization to free and protect its society from 
subversion, lawlessness, and insurgency. FID is an umbrella concept that covers a 
broad range of activities. Its primary intent is always to help the legitimate host 
government address internal threats and their underlying causes. Commensurate 
with U.S. policy goals, the focus of all U.S. FID efforts is to support the HN [host 
nation] program of internal defense and development. FID is not restricted to 
times of conflict. It also can take place in the form of training exercises and other 
activities that show U.S. resolve to and for the region.242 

Taking into account the increasingly lethal nature of SOF, and the mass production of the 

force in the last two decades, the flexibility provided to this force is both a blessing and a curse. 

Originally developed in 1976 as a “euphemism for ‘support for counterinsurgency’,”243 FID is 

unique and agile. It includes the full spectrum - from the building of infrastructure, and economic 

and military capabilities, to combat operations.244 As part of FID, and any other security 

cooperation arrangement between the US military and the host nation military, is a series of 

Military Civic Action activities. Across the Geographics Commands each year, over 120 countries 

receive assistance in several areas of humanitarian assistance, through the Overseas 

 
240 Thomas R. Matelski, “Developing Security Force Assistance: Lessons from Foreign Internal Defense,” (Academic 
Thesis, School of Advanced Military Studies United States Army Command and General Staff College Fort 
Leavenworth, Kansas, 2008).  

241 David Jenkins, "Distinguishing between security force assistance & foreign internal defense: Determining a 
doctrine road-ahead," Small Wars Journal (2008). 

242 United States Department of the Army, Multi-Service Techniques for Civil Affairs Support to Foreign 
Humanitarian Assistance. ATP 3-57.20/MCRP 3-33.1C, Washington DC: Department of the Army 
Headquarters/United States Marine Corps, 2013. (p. 2-3)  

243 Curtis E. LeMay Center for Doctrine and Development Education, Introduction to Foreign Internal Defense, 
United States Air Force. Air Force Doctrine Publication (AFDP) 3-22, 2020. (p. 2)  

244 Thomas Gibbons-Neff, “Advanced radios captured by Iraqi insurgents could spell trouble,” The Washington 
Post, June 16, 2014.  
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Humanitarian, Disaster, and Civic Aid (OHDACA). OHDACA’s complex processes and authorities 

are discussed at length in Chapter 4. OHDACA is the primary budget authority through which DOD 

provides: 1) disaster risk reduction and preparedness; 2) health-related efforts; 3) basic 

education; 4) water, sanitation, and shelter (basic infrastructure) and 5) Humanitarian Mine 

Action (HMA)245 (see tables 1.1 and 2.1). As a supplementary activity, these projects are mostly 

consulted with USAID, local ministries, and sometimes NGOs. They are usually in a package as a 

larger capacity and institution-building program. They can also involve multiple agencies, such as 

the FBI, Department of Agriculture, the Department of Interior, etc., as part of the interagency.246 

It is SOF’s conducting of these activities which causes it to operationally converge with civic 

actors, the primary argument of this research, and whose primary role is to carry out these 

activities (see table 1.1). 
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Table 2.1: Activities/services Provided by SOF for Communities 

Goods and Services 

• Building Schools (Guatemala)  

• Providing Personal Protective Equipment - PPE for COVID (Burkina Faso) 

• Refurbishment of schools (Bulgaria) 

• Distribution of school backpacks (Colombia) 

• Vaccination of cattle (Niger) 

• Supply of fire retardant (Lebanon) 

• Supply winter jackets to children (Tajikistan) 

• Supply/ship a firetruck (Lebanon 

• Building bathrooms (Lebanon) 

• Providing clean water 

• Repairing fire stations (Latvia) 

• Conducting medical exercises (MEDCAP) (Colombia) 

• Provide sanitary supplies (Lebanon and Jordan) 

• Distribute hygiene kits to schools (Lebanon and Jordan) 

• Distribute masks, gloves, hand sanitizer, and medical information (Lebanon and Jordan) 

• Fixing of water supply (Philippines) 

• Provide medicine to rural health centers (Philippines) 

• Implementing Flood Prevention Programs (Bosnia) 

• Conducting community area clean up (Bosnia) 

 
Because of its multitude of facets, FID is inherently cross-functional and complex, 

entailing “diplomatic, informational, military, and economic instruments of national power.”247 

While FID is carried out by the military, it is overseen by the Department of State (DOS) as part 

of a larger security cooperation package. DOS coordinates FID activities, but they are ultimately 

approved by the overseeing commander as part of a larger campaign plan. In a given, country FID 

is most often a program, but if security escalates and the host nation military is unable to 

respond, FID can turn into an operation under special US government funding authorities. As a 

result, FID can happen during peacetime and war, where “in 2008 SOF were engaged in the 

execution of FID in both combat and peacetime environments in over 40 countries.”248  

 
247 United States Air Force, Irregular Warfare. Air Force Doctrine Publication (AFDP) 3-2. Curtis E. LeMay Center for 
Doctrine and Development Education, 2019. (p. 6)  
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With the agility of these missions and SOF’s changing nature, once they are in the country 

and the field, SOF hold a carte blanche as to how, where, and with whom they engage, within 

the confines of their mandate. Later chapters explore how SOF’s ability to transform themselves 

based on the operational environment which includes the full spectrum of conflict and contexts, 

carries across the mandates, but not always positively. The analysis discusses how SOF’s 

autonomy puts the burden on the individual, not the organization, providing ample opportunity 

for both productive, but also challenging relationships between both civilian and military actors. 

 

Partners FIDelis - SOF and the Host Nation Military 

The host nation (HN) military with which SOF engage is not the primary focus of this 

research, but it is SOF’s primary interlocutor in carrying out FID missions. In addition to the 

multiple and complex relationships which SOF has with other entities (see table 1.2), the SOF-

host nation partner relationship carries its own dynamic, as SOF face many challenges in training 

HN militaries. According to one respondent, “it’s not just the populations that we [US SOF] may 

not understand. It’s the people we are training too.”249 The hard power training provided to the 

HN is at the nucleus of the interaction, as SOF are constrained to their role as a trainer (see table 

1.2), but there are many more and complex layers to the SOF-HN military relationship. 

As established in Chapter 1, the center of gravity of any mission is the population. While 

development projects are not the primary reason for which SOF are invited to a country, they 

provide an opportunity for SOF to form a growing positive relationship with local populations and 

the host nation military. Part of training the HN military is to help them develop their civil affairs 

branch, a key military element for improving the relationship between the HN military and the 

local population. By conducting Civil Military Operations,250 part of a FID mission may be teaching 

the host nation military how to provide medical assistance not only to its own soldiers, but also 

to its citizens. As one US military respondent said, “You can tell a lot about the country’s military 

from how much they believe the population to be central to their mission and to how developed 

 
249 R 54 – NCO military respondent, April 11, 2021. 

250 Civil military operations (CMO) are a unique angle of FID where CMOs are used across all the phases of 
prevention of conflict, reconstruction, and combat operations. 
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of a branch the civil affairs component is.”251 As a result, when trying to impact a positive 

relationship with the local population and HN partner, it is key that the right people are placed 

in civil affairs specialties, or the opposite can occur, where the lack of skill by the military in 

engaging with the local populations can have an adverse effect.252  

To achieve a positive impact, influence can take many forms. In Burkina Faso, SOF’s 

training is focused “on community engagement between the Burkinabe military and civilians,” 

with emphasis on gaining civilians’ trust and countering IEDs.253 Within the Colombian military, 

which has been trained by SOF for decades, the branch for the Colombian military’s civil affairs - 

Accion Integral254 has become a professionalized branch of the armed services. US SOF CA teams 

from the 98th CA battalion in Colombia do little to implement community civic assistance efforts 

or to engage with NGOs. The lead is taken entirely by Accion Integral, as SOF’s main interlocutor 

(see table 1.2). There are exceptions where CA engages in repainting schools and handing out 

backpacks.255 As one US Civil Affairs officer noted, “Projects don’t have to be big. Sometimes 

buying paint to beautify a school is just as sufficient as building a school.”256  

There are instances where the host nation military oversees security and DOD finances 

projects.257 In such cases, SOF are working alongside their military host nation partner, and if not 

a direct doer of the task at hand, they have direct visibility. US SOF CA in Colombia engages as a 

way to simply “provide medicine, for example, and provide the money, but it does not run any 

program,” one military respondent shared.258 When attending an event, during a MEDCAP 

 
251 R 13 – Civil Affairs Officer, February 16, 2021. 

252 R 15 

253 Sam Mednick, “In Burkina Faso, US Troops Train Local Soldiers,” Pulitzer Center Mail & Guardian, August 11, 
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254 María Eugenia Bonilla Ovallos and Ana María Villada Gómez, "Los batallones de Acción Integral y la construcción 
de paz en Colombia," Revista Logos Ciencia & Tecnología 12.2 (2020): 70-83.  

255 CMSE Storyboard, “SoA aids CMSE Cali with the branding of 200 school kits resulting in increased reporting,” 
Cali 831, 3rd Engineer Battalion, Palmira, Fe En Colombia, and Colombia Civil Defense, August 2019; Kali Gradishar, 
“Civil Affairs teams ensure local population needs met,” 12th Air Force (Air Forces Southern), June 18, 2014.  
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257 This is specifically the case for Colombia, where Accion Integral is in the lead for civic engagement and the CA 
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exercise that covered specialties from gynecology to optometry to family medicine, one US CA 

soldier expressed the high degree of professionalism with which a local NGO, in coordination 

with the Colombian military, ran the event. As a participant in the MEDCAP, the local NGO, with 

security from the Colombian military, provided all the work, and the US CA Officer was simply 

invited as a guest - “here is your seat, ma’am,” the military respondent said,259 referring to how 

little they had to do for the local community, as it was all professionally handled by the HN 

military. In Lebanon, SOF helped stand up the Lebanese CIMIC directorate, whose job is solely 

focused on dealing with the population. The Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) is in competition with 

Hezbollah for influence over the populace, but “as long as the perception is that LAF is helping, 

even if it’s with US money, it’s all that matters,” a military respondent shared.260 Therefore, “it’s 

extremely important that the HN military puts the people as the center of gravity, and it is 

something that DOD is adamant about.”261 As one military respondent noted, “The secret to 

SOF’s success is a good host nation partner.”262 

The HN partner force’s recognition of, and investment in, its relationship with the 

population is not a given. In theory, the HN should always be in the lead,263 but often they are 

not. This is not an entirely uncomfortable reality for SOF, whose natural inclination is to be in the 

driver’s seat, and which reality SOF welcome. Where the HN partners are not in the lead, US SOF 

are eager at the opportunity to create a reputation among the populace. Where the partner force 

is not focused on engaging with their own people, SOF do it alone, despite risking that it might 

achieve the opposite effect of helping the force be self-sufficient, and put the US, as opposed to 

the HN, into the business of winning hearts and minds. One military respondent noted, “We are 

in a bit of a Catch 22. Not all relationships are developed like the one we have in Colombia. We 

 
259 R 13 

260 R 15 

261 Ibid. 

262 R 35 

263 There are exceptions to this rule. In projects which the military conducts as part of security cooperation, where 
US SOF CA reservist units are involved with engaging with the population, the host nation military is not being 
trained. In those instances, US CA are simply working to win good will with populations as a way to gain local 
support for US missions. See Gradishar, “Civil Affairs teams.”  
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are the new kid on the block, and we have to prove ourselves to populations, too.”264 This creates 

an almost competition for the affection of the populace, and a sobering reality. But even with 

SOF conducting these activities in place of the HN military, there is no guarantee that the desired 

outcome of positive perception by the population toward the HN military would be achieved. As 

one military respondent noted, “There is no way to sustain our interest with the nation if the 

nation cannot sustain it [themselves] with their own people,” and “yet we want the partner force 

to be in charge.”265  

 One of the most active areas for civil affairs engagement by US SOF has been in the area 

of health (see Appendix 2). There has been a recognized shift to medical stability operations 

(MSO).266 The United Nations Development Program (UNDP) Human Development Index has 

identified the lack of health services as a security issue, especially human security. The military, 

too, has recognized the lack of access to health, as a source of instability,267 and it often seizes 

the opportunity to fill this void. In assessing needs in West Africa, one US SOF medic respondent 

spoke about how medical assistance is a low-hanging fruit of getting “in” with the population, 

and how:  

Medical stuff is easy. Short-term vaccines, life, and limb are not difficult to 
manage. Unless it’s terminal. Nobody is going to say no to medication. Everybody 
wants to live. Human needs don’t change. Whether it be meeting short-term 
needs with vaccines or giving out nets to protect against malaria mosquitos, or 
tablets for water purification.268 

 
It is these medical activities, which SOF carry out, as part of their missions, which cause them to 

converge with NGOs in the gray space (see table 1.1). This is discussed in-depth in Chapter 4. 

 Some occurrences are less calculated, and gaining the affection of the population 

happens simply in the course of taking action when it is needed. One US SOF medic recounted 

 
264 R 16 – Senior NCO military, February 18, 2021. 
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266 R. J. Donovan II, “Medical Stability Operations: An Emerging Military Health Skill Set,” Presentation to the 2011 
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267 William Aldis, "Health security as a public health concept: a critical analysis," Health Policy and Planning 23, no. 
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an experience during their deployment in West Africa where a pregnant woman was in a car 

crash: “Everybody saw her. We treated her. And everyone saw us.”269 In another instance, a host 

nation soldier had been injured. The medic recounted how they used blood from within the US 

unit’s own blood bank reserve for the transfusion, “now we were blood brothers. What can be 

more powerful?”270 In another instance, after performing cataract surgery on an elderly woman 

in the Philippines, an SF soldier noted “when she woke up and opened her eyes, the first person 

she saw was a US medic. That’s pretty powerful!”271 

In another instance, in Burkina Faso, an attack had occurred several years ago on the host 

nation military, and US assets were used to evacuate the soldiers to safety. One SOF respondent 

shared their memory: “When we returned to Fada, the soldiers and villagers were incredibly 

happy and embracing. It’s not something you can measure, but you just know it.”272 Another 

military respondent provided a contrary opinion, “whether people like us or not is always a mixed 

bag.”273 The host nation military are not just soldiers, they are also citizens of the communities 

they protect. This is similar to what is discussed later in Chapter 6, that when it comes to the 

recipients of assistance provided by outside actors, local communities are not just beneficiaries. 

They form opinions, take sides, mediate, and act, making the interaction between HN and US SOF 

even more complex. 

The military’s engagement with civic actors is also a competition for populations’ 

attention in the information space. As enablers for SOF, Psychological Operations (PO) also 

influence the dissemination of information – a space which NGOs, too, influence through their 

activities, causing SOF and NGOs to converge (see table 1.1). As one respondent noted, 

“Development and messaging are inversely proportional,” certainly when the US military carries 

them out, and “Many operations do not fall neatly” into the psyops or the civil affairs space.274 

PO is an art, and how to bring PO into the space is subjective. As one military respondent said, 
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“You want to influence differently at the different levels. US assistance in Pakistan takes the 

model – it’s invisible at the elite level, but the local level, they know the Americans are in 

charge.”275 This leads to populations proactively asking the US to become involved, more than 

these same populations would make this ask of their own host nation military. SOF are often 

asked to influence the political front too. In engaging with the populations one military 

respondent described, “Some of the Lebanese that we work with would want an Embassy to be 

stood up in the Kurdish area. They have wanted it for a long time.”276  

Besides the motivation factor to gain affection from the population toward the military, 

there is a deeper chord which the process of training other militaries strikes. Respondents 

overwhelmingly spoke about the emotional sentiment that the host nation military relationship 

carries. When they train together, SOF and the host nation partner develop a comradery that is 

difficult to match in a military conventional setting. As one military respondent put it, “there is a 

certain brotherly bond which forms when training with the host nation partner. If you are fighting 

together, you bond well together.”277 During FID missions, there is a certain connection that 

occurs in sharing an arduous environment. One military respondent noted, “We would live on 

the bases with the soldiers. We use the same bathrooms and shower. We sleep in the same tents. 

They are there with us in the trenches.”278 The forming of this logical and organic connection 

does not imply equality, however. It is a partnership with boundaries. Because of SOF’s 

engagements in politically complex environments, there is also a known risk and distrust between 

these groups. “Never tell your partner everything they need to know because one day you might 

have to come back and potentially kill them,”279 one former SF soldier shared. The fragility of 

trust is real, as demonstrated by insider attacks such as the ones in 2011 and 2014, where the 

host nation soldiers turned on and killed their training partner in what is supposed to be "an 

environment of trust and confidence.”280 
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Civil Affairs 

General Gordon Sullivan once referred to civil affairs as “one of the most misunderstood 

Army missions and—to some who see it as ‘unwarriorlike’—the most criticized.”281 They are 

master networkers, working among the populace.282 They conduct civil reconnaissance, but 

unlike intelligence operators, this is not their only and primary function. Encompassing 39 

battalions and 840 Civil Affairs Teams (CATs) of four to five members each, CATs work in up to 

120 countries a year to assist and build capacity in disaster risk reduction, health, education, basic 

infrastructure, and humanitarian mine action.283 Comprised of active duty, reservists, and 

sometimes the national guard, CATs work in justice and security, reconciliation, humanitarian 

assistance and governance, economic stabilization, and infrastructure.284 The teams are based at 

the theatre or country level. CA touches at the tactical, operational, and strategic levels. They do 

so through four distinct units - Civil Military Support Element (CMSE), the Regional Civil Military 

Support Element, the Theater Civil Military Support Element, and the Trans-regional civil-military 

engagement element.285  

Civil Affairs is a player in essentially every space the US has an Embassy. Their missions 

are cross-cutting between development, humanitarian and civic assistance programs, and 

security assistance programs, with the primary function being engagement with the populace. At 

least three field manuals define the work of Civil Affairs concretely,286 yet CA’s role can deviate 
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from these, depending on the intention of the commanding officer. CA engages in providing 

Foreign Humanitarian Assistance (FHA), and Foreign Assistance (FA). FHA and FA are different, in 

that FHA responds to a direct humanitarian need and is limited in time as its purpose is “to 

alleviate the suffering” for vulnerable populations.287 FHA may be part of many types of activities, 

each with its own trait, “stability operations, foreign assistance, peace operations, noncombatant 

evacuation operations, civil-military operations, mass atrocity response operations, international 

chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear response.”288 On the other hand, FA could include 

the full gamut from foreign military sales for FID missions to goods and medical assistance that 

“may be provided through development assistance, SA (Security Assistance), or humanitarian 

and civic assistance.”289 Ultimately, depending on the commander’s objectives, CA’s work may 

emphasize one or multiple of these objectives.  

There are many examples of prominent, effective civil affairs engagements. The civil-

military operations manual covers the full gamut of CA’s work across a variety of contexts, where 

commanders establish relationships with all entities – NGOs, civic authorities, and the civilian 

populace, in friendly, neutral, or hostile environments.290  

Operation Just Cause in Panama saw CA help restore the police and government 

ministries. In Northern Iraq, CA, as part of the US Marine Corps engagement, set up Obstetrician-

Gynecologists OBGYN clinics, and in Somalia, they established a Police Force.291 In the late 1990s, 

CA advised the Haitian government on “justice, finance and banking, commerce, education, 

foreign affairs, agriculture, health, public works, interior and others.”292 Starting in the mid-1990s 

with Operation Joint Forge in Bosnia and Operation Joint Guardian in Kosovo, civil affairs 

simultaneously provided humanitarian assistance and support to Ministerial Advisory Teams 
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(MATs) for nearly a decade. These activities are in tandem with the logistical capability that the 

military provides. One of the biggest examples of the military’s logistics support is the 2010 Haiti 

earthquake, where the Air Force Special Operations Command (AFSOC) 1 SOW “arrived 26 hours 

after the earthquake and reestablished flight operations 28 minutes after reaching the scene.”293 

During Operation Allies Welcome in 2021, following the last evacuation from Afghanistan in 

August 2021, marines and sailors from the 2nd Combat Logistics Battalion built a small city in 

Quantico, Virginia, for “1,000 people in less than 36 hours.”294 During the wars of the 1990s, and 

particularly in the Balkans, much of CA focused on post-conflict reconstruction and 

engagement.295 But contrary to the logistical support provided in disaster contexts, the role of 

civil affairs in places ridden by continual conflict is less straightforward. As one set of researchers 

described, the more violent the context, “the more likely humanitarian activities will occur with 

the CA units,” and conversely, “the more stable a nation is, the more likely CA units will assist in 

its protection to preserve the current humanitarian assets.”296 From the 39 fragile countries 

identified in the World Bank’s fragility list,297 civil affairs have been deployed to nearly half of 

them (see Appendix 2). Moreover, the majority of these countries have no large outside military 

presence, but a low footprint and limited military presence.298  It is this cross-cutting – between 

what the military identifies as low-intensity conflict, and what development actors define as 

fragility, which causes these entities’ objectives to converge. 

Today, CA’s engagement has become much more proactive, and more socially scientific, 

as these teams seek to identify the gaps in the gray space which serve as potential sources of 

instability. CA’s function is vital “in areas of the world that are recently recovering from the 
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effects of past armed conflict, or where armed conflict remains a possibility.”299  This view places 

CA’s ability to conduct stability operations on equal footing with offensive and defensive 

warfare.300 As discussed earlier, unlike large conventional forces’ logistical capabilities which 

place the military as crisis responders and draw them into emergencies to respond to the 

symptoms of conflict, CA as part of SOF are sources of instability seekers, with the mission to 

identify root causes of potential violence before it occurs. These sources of instability are what 

development and humanitarian actors also seek, a role which is discussed later. These are 

commonly found to be the scarcity of basic services and security, or lack of governance. The 

nature of these causes of instability and violence can be either manmade or natural – or both. In 

providing a historic overview and explanation of the spillover effect between man-made conflicts 

and natural disasters, Ian Smillie questions whether the 1984 Union Carbide disaster in Bhopal 

and the Chernobyl meltdown in 1986, for example, are to be identified as man-made disasters. 

It is without a doubt that at the onset it was human error that triggered the disaster, but the wind 

exacerbated these tragic events and catapulted them into mega catastrophes. Similarly, the 

reverse is true of the Ethiopian drought of 1984-86, which had been a natural tragedy but then 

“what turned it into a disaster was a witches’ brew of bad economic policies.”301 

In their hybrid roles as part soldiers, and part social scientists, Civil Affairs teams seek to 

predict and address insecurity. Unlike in disaster response where civilians are in charge, and 

conventional warfighting where the military is in charge, in the gray space, where services might 

be scarce, there is no local government authority in charge of providing them either.302 Because 

the gray space is neither a natural disaster nor a conventional war, the military – US or HN – is 

also not in charge. This makes CA’s job even more complicated and constrained. How can CA 

operate effectively in a situation where millions of displaced people have fled to places such as 
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Lebanon, Turkey, and Jordan from the border with Syria,303 in the Beqaa Valley, next to the 

Lebanese border? “Syrian refugees are squatting on people’s farms. This is a source of 

insecurity,” one military respondent shared.304 The absence of sanitary conditions and lack of 

available toilets at a school can have a huge communal impact on security. “The parents didn’t 

want to send their children to school, since the kids had to wait two hours to go to the bathroom. 

So they keep them home. They go roaming the streets, instead, getting up to no good. This is a 

source of insecurity,” a military respondent shared.305 On their end, development scholars, too, 

have their own sources of insecurity inquiries and predictions. Studies have found that children 

who are living in fragile settings are “nearly three times as likely to be out of primary school,” 

compared to children in a developed country.306  

Doctrine says that “the focus of CA is to engage the civil component of the operational 

environment by assessing, monitoring, protecting, reinforcing, establishing, and transitioning—

both actively and passively—political, economic, and information (social and cultural) institutions 

and capabilities.”307 As such, SOF recognize that security is not to be seen only through the prism 

of a physical threat. Scholars have suggested that “instability is not always directly correlated to 

the existence of an insurgency in a local region.”308 Alternatively, a purely humanitarian effort, 

which occurs in contexts where security is not an issue, may not necessarily remain only in the 

humanitarian space. Humanitarian disasters can quickly turn into unstable, and crime-ridden 

ones.309 

What is challenging for SOF, is their ability to understand the terrain and consequences 

of their response to sources of insecurity. As one SOF Civil Affairs respondent described:  

 

 
303 “Our Lives are like Death: Syrian Refugee Returns from Lebanon and Jordan,” Human Rights Watch, October 20, 
2021.  

304 R 15 – Discussing sources of insecurity and experiences in Lebanon. 

305 Ibid. 

306 World Bank, “World Development Report 2011.” (p. 62) 

307 US Department of the Army, Civil Affairs Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures. FM 3-05.401/MCRP 3-33.1A, 
Washington DC: Department of the Army Headquarters, 2003. (p. 1-1) 

308 Hinds, et. al., "Civil Affairs Veterinary.” (p. 12) 

309 Catherine Bremer and Andrew Cawthorne, “Haiti says 200,000 may be dead, violence breaks out,” Reuters, 
January 14, 2010. 
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Where it goes wrong is when we do not fully understand security. We would go to 
an area where ISIS runs the show. The government is too weak to defend 
themselves. So it’s just a hotbed. ISIS is the actual government in the host nation. 
So, we set up a clinic in the Beqaa Valley, which is less secure and might serve the 
population. But the same clinic also services the enemy. The idea is to counter ISIS, 
not to provide them with medical care.310  

  

These small-scale sources of potential instability undoubtedly add to a collection of large-

scale strategic decision-making and the timing of it - “If Boko Haram came in the week before to 

offer basic services to the village, where we are trying to influence, we need to do one up on 

them,” one military SOF CA  respondent notes.311 Democratic governments, dictatorial 

regimes, and terrorist groups have all sought to ensure the needs of their people by providing 

services or meeting basic needs. All are vying for this position. Maria Kingsley wrote about how 

the “FARC used some of the revenue it earned from illicit drug taxation to carry out infrastructure 

projects in local communities.”312 In the early 2000s, Hizballah-backed humanitarian NGOs 

provided 45 percent of the water needs of Beirut’s southern suburbs.313  

SOF and development actors, recognize sources of insecurity in much the same way, 

regardless of which side they are on. When it comes to development actors and the military, 

these actors recognize and similarly address sources of insecurity. Despite SOF’s and 

development actors’ differing objectives (see tables 1.1 and 1.2), for the military, to use 

humanitarian and development tools, SOF is not always effective in meeting security objectives, 

by using development as means to an end. Neither are SOF’s development objectives or 

consequences well thought out. Despite this, SOF and NGOs are very similar in certain aspects. 

This is discussed at length in Chapter 4. 

Lastly, there is yet, one more complication to SOF’s engagement with the terrain. Civil 

Affairs are not the only ones who engage with the populace to collect information. How active or 

 
310 R 15  

311 Ibid. 

312 Maria Kingsley, "Ungoverned space? Examining the FARC's interactions with local populations in Northern 
Ecuador." Small Wars & Insurgencies 25, no. 5-6 (2014): 1017-1038. (p. 1023) 

313 Ahmad Nizar Hamzeh, In the path of Hizbullah, (Syracuse University Press, 2004). in Shawn Teresa Flanigan, 
"Nonprofit service provision by insurgent organizations: the cases of Hizballah and the Tamil Tigers," Studies in 
Conflict & Terrorism 31, no. 6 (2008): 499-519. (p. 509) 
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reactive SOF or CA are, depends on the context in which they are operating (see Tables 2.2 and 

2.3 for the composition of SOF and CA). In a less permissive environment, SOF Special Forces have 

a very solid role, and have most of the interaction with the population. On the flipside, SOF Civil 

Affairs are very active in a permissive environment, being the primary interlocutor for 

populations. Depending on the context, CA might be the only ones in a given country. In more 

kinetic environments, CA and SOF operate together. Such is the nature of the gray space that 

“depending on the day, and the area, the space can change overnight, and so can the need,”314 

leading the level of permissiveness and threat to constantly shift. Depending on the lethality of 

the terrain, Green Berets, not Civil Affairs, would be the ones interacting and engaging directly 

with the population. As such, because SOF contain a mix of lethal skills - using force - and soft 

skills in the ability to engage with populations, they work to carry out some of the same projects 

which many NGOs do.  

Table 2.2: Composition of a SOF Team315 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
314 R 19 

315 Eric Sof, “Operational Detachment Alpha (ODA): Main operational element of Army Special Forces,” Spec Ops 
Magazine, April 15, 2022. https://special-ops.org/special-forces-operational-detachment-alpha/ 

Team Leader, Captain 
(O-3); Commander

Team Sergeant, Master 
Sergeant (E-8), NCO in 

Charge of the Team

Operations/Intelligence 
Sergeant, (E-7), 

Assistant NCO in Charge 
of the Team

Two Engineer Sergeants 
(E-5 to E-7)

Two Weapons 
Sergeants (E-5 to E-7)

Two Communications 
Sergeants (E-5 to E-7)

Two Medical Sergeants 
(E-5 to E-7)

Team Technician, 
Warrant Officer (W-1 to 

W-3); Second in 
Command

https://special-ops.org/special-forces-operational-detachment-alpha/
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Table 2.3: Composition of a Civil Affairs Team 316 
 
 

 

Ultimately, just like hard power, Civil Affairs, and sometimes Special Forces, is a tool in 

the military’s toolbox. Its purpose is just the opposite of destroying or disrupting. Their job is to 

seek out, initiate and maintain relationships, not to end them. The technological advancement 

of capability and weaponry is designed for battle or to lethally target. CA’s main purpose is to 

“sustain and exploit security and control over areas, populations, and resources,”317 to support 

the military’s efforts. It is the chameleon nature of their role, which creates complexity in their 

relationship with civic actors. 

 

The 95th Civil Affairs Brigade 

Referred to as the Birkenstocks of the military, the 95th Civil Affairs Brigade (Airborne)318 

out of Fort Bragg is the enabling active duty soft arm of SOF and the military at large. They work 

to acquire knowledge through various networks and organizations on the ground. Every day, 

between 200 to 300 personnel from the 95th Brigade are deployed in over 25 countries.319 Across 

 
316 US Army, “Civil Affairs – small teams take on global missions,” https://www.goarmy.com/careers-and-
jobs/specialty-careers/special-ops/civil-affairs.html (last accessed May 29, 2022) 

317 US Department of the Army, Civil Affairs Planning, ATP 3-57.60, Washington DC: Department of the Army 
Headquarters, 2014. (1-2)  

318 The 95th is comprised of the 91st Battalion for AFRICOM, 92nd Battalion for EUCOOM, 96th Battalion for 
CENTCOM, the 97th Battalion for INDO-PACOM, 98th Civil Affairs Battalion for SOUTHCOM, and the hybrid of 
general purpose force and special operations force duty – the 83rd civil affairs battalion. 

319 “Civil Affairs Association Roundtable 2022,” Civil Affairs Association, April 5, 2022.  

Team leader

The “face and voice” of the team, this 
Officer is the highest-ranking member 

and is responsible for planning, 
coordinating, and leading missions

CIVIL AFFAIRS TEAM SERGEANT

The most senior enlisted Soldier on 
the team, the Team Sergeant is 

responsible for security and 
protection of the team

RECONNAISSANCE SERGEANT

This enlisted Soldier leads the team to 
safely conduct civil engagements, 

infrastructure evaluations, and day-in-
the-life analysis

MEDICAL SERGEANT

Responsible for the team’s overall 
health, this enlisted Soldier provides a 

medical analysis of an operational 
area to help plan civil missions.

https://www.goarmy.com/careers-and-jobs/specialty-careers/special-ops/civil-affairs.html
https://www.goarmy.com/careers-and-jobs/specialty-careers/special-ops/civil-affairs.html
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all the military and services, the 95th Brigade “are the most knowledgeable about NGOs,” as 

admitted by one long-time NGO operator.320 The information which CA gather is used by military 

leaders “to influence the population without lethal measures.”321 Yet, even the non-lethal 

measures that the military uses are questionable by both those within the military and outside 

of it. Many of the military respondents for this thesis spoke of the mislabeling of the military’s 

engagement with humanitarian and development projects322 referred to in table 2.1. Several 

respondents reiterated that despite their labeling and advertising them as such, the projects 

which the military carries out are not truly humanitarian projects because there is no 

humanitarian need to be met. As one development professional put it, “It’s using a training 

mission to do health diplomacy.”323 As a result, the focus and center of these activities is the 

training within FID contexts, as a primary objective, and maintaining relationships with civic 

actors, for the purpose of meeting security needs, as a secondary objective. To gain access, 

soldiers from the 95th can conduct a series of activities. For example, they may set up an “antenna 

for communications back to headquarters during the first of a two-day combined medical and 

dental civil assistance project.”324 In 2009 in rural Benin, soldiers administered veterinary services 

for the cattle of communities, as part of a military exercise with the Benin military.325 This might 

seem unusual, but is a regular military practice, where “veterinary Corps officers and enlisted 

animal technicians have been part of SOF since at least World War II.”326 

 
320 R 40 – NGO/Development Sector Respondent, March 23, 2021. 

321 Christopher J. Lamb and Evan Munsing, “Secret weapon: High-value target teams as an organizational 
innovation,” National Defense University Institute for Strategic Studies, 2011. (p. 33)  

322 R 61 and R 39  

323 R 40 

324  “MEDFLAG - Medical Assistance Project by USAFRICOM Combined Joint Task Force – Horn of Africa,” 
Photograph by Lesley Waters, August 7, 2009. 

325 “Military Veterinarians Fosters Connection Between U.S., Beninese People,” Defense Visual Information 
Distribution Service, June 11, 2009. 

326 Robert Vogelsang, "Special operations forces veterinary personnel," US Army Medical Department 
Journal (2007): 69-71. (p. 69) 
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Access and placement are not only for conflict settings. In NATO countries, the US military 

conducts small-scale community projects specifically for security cooperation activities,327 in the 

evaluation of OHDACA projects, discussed at length in Chapter 4. This is done as a way to build 

goodwill among friends and allies. In analyzing the strategic value of the relationship with the 

partner, military staff/leadership are asked to what extent the partner nation gives access to 

airspace, ports, and facilities, not to what extent programs benefit populations,328 contrary to 

what OHDACA calls for –  “to relieve or reduce endemic conditions such as human suffering, 

disease, hunger, privation, and the adverse effects of unexploded explosive ordnance (UXO), 

particularly in regions where humanitarian needs may pose major challenges to stability, 

prosperity, and respect for universal human values.”329 

As mentioned earlier, in strictly logistical contexts, where civic actors are in charge, the 

military’s practical assistance - for example in distributing portable kitchens and blankets - is 

welcomed. It is what the 95th do with the information which they acquire that is problematic for 

development actors. Following 9/11, with the heavy focus on CT, CA’s role in reconnaissance has 

dominated over any other soft power role they may play. Yet, the tasks of collecting information 

in the operating space to gain valuable access while simultaneously helping populations with 

basic needs, “are not mutually exclusive”330 according to one military officer. While NGOs have 

qualms about this, in later chapters it is discussed how in the gray space populations are less 

concerned about who provides a basic service or assistance, and more about whether or not it is 

provided. What becomes more challenging to understand is how this shapes CA’s relationship 

with NGOs, a topic this thesis explores at length in Chapters 4 and 5. 

 

 
327 US European Command, “Humanitarian Civic Assistance,” https://www.eucom.mil/topic/hca. (last accessed 
August 3, 2021); “Renovation of Yan Bibiyan Kindergarten in Haskovo,” US Embassy Sofia, 27 October, 2020.  

328 Defense Security Cooperation Agency, Evaluation of Department of Defense (DoD) Programs and Activities 
funded with the Overseas Humanitarian, Disaster, and Civic Aid (OHDACA) Appropriation. Defense Security 
Cooperation Agency: 2020. 

329 “Chapter 12 – Overseas Humanitarian, Disaster, and Civic Aid (OHDACA),” Defense Security Cooperation 
Agency, accessed May 23, 2022, https://samm.dsca.mil/chapter/chapter-12#C12.1.  

330 R 35 

https://www.eucom.mil/topic/hca
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Civil Reconnaissance 

 One of CA’s main tasks is civil information management (CIM) in the open and unclassified 

space. They engage in a “process of collecting, analyzing, and warehousing of civil information” 

in all its aspects - geospatial, relational, and temporal.331 Reconnaissance, in the classic 

counterinsurgency context, seeks: 

 
to collect civil information in order to engage the civilian population with 
precision; provide an overall enhanced understanding of the human terrain; 
impede the enemies ability to operate freely among the population and use it as 
cover and concealment for operations; reduce the risk of undesired secondary and 
tertiary effects of military operations; and capitalize on opportunities to gain the 
trust and confidence of the civilian population.332 

 
This civil reconnaissance role is not limited to counterinsurgency contexts; its scope and 

the means to achieve objectives vary depending on the situation. This is part of the problem and 

confusion for outsiders. Many of the military and NGO players intermingle in counterinsurgency, 

natural disaster, complex emergency, or peacekeeping operations contexts. These are different 

mandates, but as one military respondent noted, even within the various branches of the 

military, “depending on people’s experiences within the military, they have a different view of 

what civil affairs does.”333 In one instance they could be providing humanitarian assistance and 

implementing development projects - and on the other - CA could be interrogating prisoners.334 

 
331 “Reconnaissance and Surveillance Leaders Course,” Facebook. June 3, 2021. 
https://www.facebook.com/ReconSurvLeaderCourse  in reference to post June 3, 2021 from Facebook “Students 
from RSLC Class 05-21 execute a Field Training Exercise (FTX). Teams conducted mission planning and executed 
reconnaissance and surveillance operations to collect and report priority intelligence requirements in support of 
their commanders reconnaissance guidance while being evaluated by RSLC cadre; ” Kevin Burke, “Civil 
reconnaissance: separating the insurgent from the population,” (Master’s Thesis, Naval Postgraduate School, 
Monterey CA, 2007). (p. 1); Kathleen Hicks and Alice Friend, “By Other Means,” Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, 2019; Callahan, “Closing the grey zone”; Joseph Truckley “Cpt. Christina Plumpley breaks the 
glass ceiling,” Defense Visual Information Distribution Service, April 16, 2021; Burke, “Civil.” (p. 5); US Army, 
“Course Description: Reconnaissance and Surveillance Leaders Course 2E-F173/011-ASI6B,” 
https://www.benning.army.mil/Infantry/ARTB/RSLC/?fbclid=IwAR0bmRjXMh3bLjdPqZVOriCP72sYuZ86hHKixB1RNi
5PJVPTcqchzBN4zzE  (last accessed May 24, 2022). 

332 Burke, “Civil.” (p. 2) 

333 R 75 – Senior Military Officer Respondent, August 12, 2021. 

334 John R. Brinkerhoff, "Waging the War and Winning the Peace: Civil Affairs in the war with Iraq," Andrulis 
Research Corporation. (Arlington, VA: US Army Reserve, 1991). (p. 40)  

https://www.facebook.com/ReconSurvLeaderCourse
https://www.benning.army.mil/Infantry/ARTB/RSLC/?fbclid=IwAR0bmRjXMh3bLjdPqZVOriCP72sYuZ86hHKixB1RNi5PJVPTcqchzBN4zzE
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The latter is a far cry from humanitarian activities, and the divide between hard and soft power 

is less clear in the gray space, where there is not always an outwardly active insurgency. 

Interviewees both the NGO and military communities expressed concerns regarding the military 

using its role as a reconnaissance actor interchangeably in other contexts.  

CA’s activities never sit easily with development agencies and NGO interlocutors. While 

the abovementioned contexts are starkly different, how CA activities materialize and how they 

are perceived, is not so clear-cut. Chapter 6 discusses how populations perceive all of this. It is 

this complex political terrain that has driven the chameleon nature of the military, that few NGOs 

can accept or find a way to work with. “It’s the fact that they want this access, and that they wear 

civilian clothing, when they try to meet with communities who mistakenly think that they work 

with us or for us. This is what we all hate,” one NGO professional shared.335 Confusion is created 

on the ground and within the communities in which they operate. One NGO respondent, 

supported by others, was very critical of the military noting how “they show up to parties dressed 

in civilian clothing, and you can’t let it go by you that the 95th’s goal is to collect information. And 

even with that, the 95th know more about NGOs than most people in the military.”336 This is of 

no surprise, as there is recognition of treating the gray space with an “adversary fixation and near 

exclusive reliance on classified sources.”337 This can be dangerous and counterproductive in CA’s 

relationship with civic actors, but also difficult to overcome in the more benign low-intensity 

conflict and low-threat, fragile environments. Later chapters present NGOs’ perceptions of civil 

affairs in the gray space.  

On their end too, the military respondents gave little explanation of how, in these 

differing mandates, their behavior and response as a matter of course drastically change 

between information collectors, or agents of humanitarian and development activities. As 

mentioned earlier, depending on one’s experience with civil affairs, there are differing 

perceptions of what civil affairs do, and how they should behave according to the context, even 

within civil affairs themselves, and the US military at large. Conversely, even in instances where 

 
335 R 29 – NGO respondent, March 4, 2021. 

336 R 40 

337 Hanhauser IV, “Comprehensive Civil Information,” 1. 



 

 

94 

civil affairs projects are done with humanitarian and development purposes in mind, the craft of 

the 95th is such that in any case, regardless of their objectives, these soldiers are perceived as 

intelligence collectors. In their own manual, they warn that “there is a great hazard in persons 

collecting civil information being perceived as covert intelligence assets. Every effort must be 

made by soldiers to avoid this perception. The strength of this information is that it is collected 

through interaction with the population.”338 In either case, whether they intend to only serve in 

a reconnaissance role, or not, and whether they do this successfully or unsuccessfully, the 95th’s 

reputation with NGOs is subject to suspicion. 

In later chapters, this analysis explores how some of the very factors which cause CA and 

NGOs to diverge, actually also bring these organizations to operationally converge (see table 1.1). 

This is because of the difference in how these actors wish to operate based on their institutional 

mandates and objectives, versus what they need to be effective. Specifically, the military often 

attains and possesses information beneficial to NGOs, and offers it to them. What NGOs do in 

turn is another story, later discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. 

 

The Non-humanitarians’ Tools 

 Let us assume for a moment that CA are not exclusively reconnaissance collectors, but 

there are humanitarian and development objectives to their activities. What tools do SOF possess 

to do this?  

 When it comes to development and humanitarian actors assessing local needs, these 

actors assess the availability of basic services, such as water, hygiene, and education in order to 

respond appropriately.339 On the military side, the civic projects which CA carry out do serve a 

double purpose – to conduct reconnaissance for access and placement, and maintain a keep and 

use classify the information gathered from entities with whom they interact (see table 1.2). The 

humanitarian and development purpose of these projects is a second-order effect. But this does 

 
338 Burke, “Civil.” (p. 4) 

339 Alex De Waal and Rakiya Omaar, “Can Military Intervention Be "Humanitarian"?," Middle East Report 187/188 
(1994): 2-8; United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, “Humanitarian Response: What is 
the Cluster Approach,” https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/coordination/clusters/what-cluster-approach. 
(last accessed May 2, 2021) 

https://www.humanitarianresponse.info/en/coordination/clusters/what-cluster-approach
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not mean that the military cannot be effective as humanitarian and development actors, as 

clearly they behave like such, even if it is on a minuscule level. In communicating with local 

communities, and taking into account consultations between the military and civic action (see 

table 1.3, theme 1),the analysis sought to understand what are the tools which CA deploy that 

are designed with this civic purpose in mind? 

When the military’s main job is humanitarian, not security or reconnaissance, civil affairs 

units deploy a humanitarian assistance response, by performing SWEAT-MSO analysis - sewage, 

water, electricity, academics, trash, medical, safety, and other considerations to identify what 

their lines of effort will be.340 These assessments are done across all contexts and doctrines, be it 

during times of peace or conflict. CA also deploys a series of other tools. Specifically, these are 

PMESII (Political, Military, Economic, Social, Information, and Infrastructure) and ASCOPE 

matrices (Areas, Structures, Capabilities, Organization, People, Events). These tools assist in 

identifying societal systems and the communities’ impact on the military mission.341 ASCOPE and 

PMESII are designed to give a holistic insight into how the various economic and social pillars will 

aid or hinder the success of the military’s mission.342 Used together, these matrices enmesh - 

ASCOPE is vertical, and PMESII-PT is horizontal, as they each draw on civic consideration 

(ASCOPE), and operational variables (PMESII). As planners outline their course of action (COA), 

they take into consideration “second-order effects and subsequent tertiary effects for each 

course of action.”343 But practitioners have argued, and many respondents too, that what these 

tools do not help determine, and what would be helpful to understand, is how any COA by the 

military will have an impact on the economic and social conditions of a single or a collection of 

communities. These mechanisms do not “mobilize the theoretical traditions of anthropology, 

 
340 US Department of the Army, “Civil Affairs Planning.” 

341 Whalley, et. al., Improving. 

342 Ibid. 

343 US Department of the Army, “Civil Affairs Planning.” (p. 3-11) 
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sociology, and other relevant social science disciplines.”344 Instead, they are more suitable for 

intelligence gathering, not the anthropological and social contexts of missions.345 

Others have called PMESII and ASCOPE tools appropriate for targeting enemies, as they 

do not assess human needs.346 As one military respondent put it, “The same process we use to 

drop a bomb, we use to target a project.”347 Ultimately, there is little in the military’s planning 

tools that examine the second-order effects – positive or negative – on communities. The focus 

of these tools is on how the civic environment will impact the military success, not how the 

military will impact the civic environment. Some have argued that these tools are not effective, 

as “PMESII and other linear, reductive, threat focused tools show what without the so what,”348  

meaning that little afterthought is given to how these tools help think through courses of action 

or impact the operational environment. Others have noted that these tools are not sufficient to 

demonstrate the cause and effect of local factors, namely how dependencies occur in local 

contexts.349 This is problematic, as these tools fail “to influence the behavior of a foreign 

population or defeat a foreign adversary,”350 which commanders seek. Also, despite SOF seeking 

out sources of insecurity, these tools fail to predict them, according to both scholars and 

respondents.  

There are some tailored to local contexts tools for SOF’s identification of sources of 

instability. SOF look at the scarcity of basic needs through “a number of approaches for 

measuring key statistics and qualitative success within a locality or region. This includes CAFE 

(Civil Affairs Framework for Engagement) and CAOS (Civil Affairs Operating System).”351 These 

 
344 Whalley, et. al., Improving. (p. 614) 

345 Kjetil Enstad, Warriors Or Peacekeepers?: Building Military Cultural Competence, Edited by Paula Holmes-Eber 
(Springer International Publishing AG, 2020).  

346 Daniel McCauley, "Failing With Single-Point Solutions: Systems Thinking For National Security," Small Wars 
Journal, September 29, 2015.  

347 R 44 – Civil Affairs Officer, March 30, 2021. 

348 Thomas Pike, “Beyond PMESII: Advancing JIPOE for Integrated Campaigning,” NSI - Future of Global Competition 
& Conflict Speaker Series, October 3, 2019.  

349 Pike, “Beyond PMESII.” 

350 Ibid. 

351 Hinds, et. al., "Civil Affairs Veterinary.” (p. 3) 
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frameworks are used to establish the physical area and focus of CA’s activities. This is done at the 

macro level, where a series of municipal areas are identified to examine under-governed spaces 

and which looks through the lens of “terrorist and illicit activities” and “violent extremist 

groups.”352 At the micro analysis level, CATs seek to engage with the populace and “leadership 

patterns that affect stability in a region,” or whether everyday activities, such as “the economic 

activity occurring amongst farmers can negatively affect a local region.”353 Perhaps the closest 

that the assessment of the terrain comes is through the utilization of Area Studies, typical for all 

SOF, but these are focused on power relationships within a community, not the needs of the 

population.354 Also, there is no “single” or institutionalized format for an area study.355  

Ultimately, when initial assessments are conducted in the gray space, they are not done 

with the recipients in mind, but with the implementor’s own benefits. This is one of the diverging 

factors between NGOs and SOF in the gray space (see table 1.1 and table 1.3, theme 1 and theme 

2). Where assessments occur, it is not by a mandate from the organization, but through the SOF 

operator’s own initiative. 

 

Assessing Local Needs 

 Because of their tactical culture, SOF’s autonomy shifts power from the organization to 

the individual. This leaves much of the consideration for populations’ needs, measuring them, 

and working with NGOs up to the individual SOF officer, not the institution. This is discussed at 

length in Chapters 4 and 5. Because doctrine speaks only to “what to do and what the aims are, 

but not how to do it,”356 much of the ingenuity of how to assess and address the issues affecting 

the population falls on the individuals. Measuring impact does as well. In Colombia, one 

respondent said “we got backpacks for the kids at a school, with stickers of the police number to 

 
352 Ibid. (p. 11) 

353 Ibid. 

354 Whalley, et. al., Improving. 

355 US Department of the Army, Civil Affairs Operations. Army FM 41 – 10,  Washington DC: Department of the 
Army Headquarters, 2000. (Appendix G)  

356 Robert Egnell, “Civil-Military Aspects of Effectiveness in Peace Support Operations,” Swedish Defense Research 
Agency, Defense Analysis: Stockholm, 2008. (p. 20) 
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call in an emergency. It was more of a project to help influence the population to feel empowered 

to report on criminal activities. To trust the military. We measured success by how many more 

reports and calls the police were getting from that particular community.”357 

When it comes to implementing projects for the military, teams would “go in a country 

and break it up into thirds, from most permissive to least permissive. This is how we pick where 

we work,”358 according to one military respondent. “In Burkina Faso, this was the West side – 

Bobo Dioulasso – the most stable area. Generally, we would show up to provide medical care and 

execute a survey on the way out.”359 In Afghanistan and Iraq, tools such as the Tactical Conflict 

Assessment Framework (TCAF) were utilized by the Army, Marines, and USAID. TCAF gave agency 

to locals and sought to gain their perceptions of stability in communities through 

questionnaires.360 It sought to include the full gamut of “analysis, design, and 

monitoring/evaluation.”361 But the purpose of these survey efforts was to assess stability, and 

they quickly fell out of favor because they put the locals at risk, as there was too much mingling 

between locals and outsiders. Ultimately, it was not the fact that the military were taking a 

scientific approach to programming which not a part of their core business, that was the problem, 

but that the fact that it was people in unform, which triggered the wrong optics for the insurgency 

which were watching Allies’ every move. 

In the gray space, where the military does not own the terrain, things are more restricted. 

CA may be tasked with accessing an area that would not otherwise be visited by other branches 

of State and USAID, likely for security reasons. In these cases, on-the-ground surveys of needs 

may be conducted, or CA may proactively initiate a program. It might be the Ambassador in the 

country who decides on what to employ. However, it is ultimately up to the Geographic 

Combatant Command to approve it, beyond the country team, as these are ultimately DOD 

approval and budget authorities and money. The process for how all of this occurs is not too 

 
357 R 18  

358 R 15 

359 R 16 

360 Wilson and Conway, “The Tactical Conflict Assessment Framework.” 

361 Hinds, et. al., "Civil Affairs Veterinary.” (p. 10) 
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scientific, either, as one military respondent noted that “ultimately, it’s up to me, as the Captain 

to sell it.”362 This shows that indeed projects are driven from the bottom up, namely from lower 

ranks to higher ranks, at least as far as initiating them is concerned. (See Table 2.3) But, as 

discussed in Chapter 2 about individual members of the military making decisions and ad-hoc 

assessments on the needs of populations, there is little evidence that the grassroots level and 

the needs of populations inform ideas that tactical level staff pitch to commanders. Conversely, 

there are instances in which populations have the trust and relationship established with US 

soldiers, and proactively reach out to them with their needs. In one example, a military 

respondent spoke of how during their deployment in Fada, Burkina Faso, farmers were getting 

hit with IEDs. The military reached out to one of their close NGO collaborators, who then provided 

the locals with metal detectors that enabled them to sniff out any explosives on the ground. 

 
 Table 2.4: DOD Approval Process for Humanitarian and Development Activities 
 

 
There is another complication to the implementation of these projects. As one 

respondent noted, “The person that is on the ground, they have the best sense of what is actually 

required – they are coming up with these ideas.”363 There is little understanding of how 

information capturing turns into knowledge, project design, and assessment. In short, the 

process of assessment, design, implementation, and follow-up monitoring, is ad-hoc at best. If 
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there is a strong understanding of and connection between tactical teams and the population, 

these projects fit well with local needs. Conversely, if there is a lack of such, the opposite is true.  

One of the alternative ways for the military to conduct assessments is to engage with 

NGOs, which, as this analysis argued in Chapter 1, have a better sense of the needs on the ground. 

Chapters 4 and 5 discuss this leveraging of each other at length. As far as the military reaching 

out to leverage NGOs, one medic described the steps taken, “we go in and see what the [medical] 

NGOs are missing, and we find a way to provide it for them.”364 This is a natural touchpoint 

between NGOs and the military, and it should not be surprising. When it comes to shared areas 

for engagement, for NGOs those of “governance and health are the most common.”365 Among 

the hundreds of projects carried out by CA in other countries, the majority are related to medical 

and dental (see Appendix 2). Others are focused on disaster prevention. As one interviewee 

shared, local communities in Lebanon had suffered wildfires, destroying much of the land for 

olive oil production. In addition to shipping in some equipment after consulting with the local 

mayor, SOF also worked with a local NGO, teaching them skills on how to prevent fires by placing 

fire retardant. As one military medic mentioned, “we can’t task the NGO, but we consulted and 

informed them, and they did the work.”366 Contrastingly, there are other instances where “even 

when we do try,” they continued, “MSF [Medicines Sans Frontiers] will not work with us [the 

military], so we end up talking to those who are willing to talk to us. It’s just the reality that there 

are some who will never work with us in order to maintain a neutral stance.”367 A humanitarian 

professional confirmed some NGOs’ adamant approach to stay away from the military 

completely “MSF will never come to the meetings with the military. People have given up on 

inviting them.”368 Others have had consistent experiences where MSF “are almost puritanical in 

their adherence to impartiality and thus shun working with military units.”369 Other NGOs 

 
364 R 16 

365 Brass, et. al., "NGOs and international development.” (p. 137) 

366 R 16  

367 Ibid. 

368 UNSW Canberra, “Operating with the Military an NGO Perspective - Ms Beth Eggleston,” YouTube video, 26:17, 
June 18, 2017. 

369 Kenneth W. Scheidt, “NGOs in the Operational Theater: What Commanders Need to Understand and How to 
Work Together,” (Research Project: Naval War College, Newport, RI Joint Military Operations Dept, 2005). (p. 7) 
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however, such as Spirit of America, which is discussed at length in Chapter 3, serve as enablers 

and work hand in hand with the US military. Yet, just like with MSF, “very small NGOs 

representing churches and other philanthropic organizations…those want nothing to do with the 

military. Yet, at the strategic level, these organizations are not as adverse to coordinating.”370  

In the gray space, CA officers are at times left to determine for themselves how to 

proceed. There are instances in which assessments are conducted, and it is ad-hoc at best. “Yes, 

we do surveys,” one civil affairs officer responded “but there is no systematic way to do it. The 

areas we choose are based on strategic importance first, then needs are identified once we are 

in the community.”371 Another respondent echoed that “there are no official assessment tools 

for these projects.”372 Another bluntly stated “what we do is not based on the need. It’s based 

on what our budget will allow us to do.”373 Even in cases where projects might be a single event, 

one participant noted, “if we are going to give out backpacks, let’s do it at the beginning of the 

school year, not when OHDACA is approved. If we are going to try to do medical programs for 

malaria or flu, then we need to align our efforts for malaria and flu season.”374 

One CA soldier spoke about their personal initiative and experience of driving the 

proposed project “My spouse was a teacher, so when I was on deployment, because I knew a lot 

about education, it was a good idea to do something educational,” a military respondent 

shared.375 This justification, together with mostly selecting places that are strategically 

important, is how decisions are made about which projects to pursue. In Lebanon, a survey was 

taken in the community and asked what they wished to see more of from the Lebanese Armed 

Forces. The community expressed how they struggled with electricity, as so many in the 

community steal it from the grid, and as a result, leave another large amount of the people in the 

community without it. One military respondent spoke about how they handled the grievance: 

 
370 R 30 – Senior NCO Military Respondent, March 8, 2021. 

371 R 45 – CA Officer – March 30, 2021. 

372 R 3 – Senior Military Office, January 22, 2021. 
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We decide it’s something we can do for them. NGOs might have the ability or be 
more suitable to deliver these things to the community, but they can’t always go 
to where the help is needed. NGOs put a lot of money into stuff, but they never 
get to see the effects. They don’t have true assessments of what the people 
actually need. We as the military have a much better ability to do this, particularly 
in non-permissive environments.376 
 

But this was not shared by all military respondents. Even though respondents generally gave 

examples of where they were equipped to adequately assess local needs – in Colombia, the 

Philippines, and Burkina Faso, to mention a few – not all respondents shared that experience. 

One military respondent noted how: 

The US in general does a bad job at listening to people. We provide funding for 
projects, but we don’t see the money’s function come to fruition at the tactical 
level. A big part of SOF is to go out to make the assessments to see if the local 
communities are seeing these changes. In one instance, the US gave money to 
Lebanon to build a base near Tripoli. We set up a clinic, which was to be open to 
the public. The deal between the LAF, our partner force and the Mayor, was that 
they would be given access, and they would treat the public. But this didn’t 
happen, and unfortunately, because of the high level of turnover, there is no way 
to see projects through.377  

 
So, it becomes clear that the military’s position on how to engage with the populace is 

based on how the civilian environment will impact its mission, not on how its mission will impact 

the civil environment. There are specific questions as part of the military’s tools that seek to 

account for the impact on the military’s activities.378 But when it comes to accounting for the 

second-order effects, one military respondent said, “nobody cares about the local population. 

The budget cycle for doing projects for the population is adjusted to deployment cycle, not to the 

needs of the people, or to the most vulnerable.”379 And ultimately, planning guidance manuals 

state, plain and simple that “sometimes civil considerations are not the commander’s top 

priority.”380  
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In conclusion, unlike with development actors, which are discussed in Chapter 3, there is 

no in-depth desire for or need in the military for a formal and standard assessment tool to identify 

entry points for engagement (see table 1.2). This is contrary to development actors which are 

discussed in the next chapter. When stripped of their lethal capability, and examined under the 

prism of development and security actors, SOF have everything at their fingertips to be successful 

actors in the gray space. This should be the case, considering that foreign humanitarian assistance 

is one of their core objectives. This includes tools, training, resources, intellectual, and individual 

competency. The lethal having trumped the non-lethal is much of what has led SOF into the 

conundrum of NGOs not willing to engage with them – a notion discussed in later chapters, and 

overall criticism that SOF, regardless of their soft power, have simply become door kickers and 

lethal killers. It is the over-obsession to assess the terrain through the prism of physical security 

objectives, knowing full well that conflict is a symptom of social and economic vulnerabilities, 

that makes SOF non-humanitarian. It is also their obsession with meeting their own needs first, 

and not fully taking into account the second-order effects of their lethal actions on the 

population, which makes them non-humanitarian. This self-serving approach is one of the factors 

which cause SOF to diverge from NGOs and development actors in the gray space (see table 1.1). 

Where SOF assessment of communities’ needs, and engagement with NGOs occurs, it is ad-hoc 

at best, and in the instances that SOF are successful in their humanitarian and development 

activities, it is because of the individual, not because of mandate or guidance.  

 

Conclusion 

SOF and CA teams are to the gray space what conventional power is to high-intensity 

conflict. Considering their skills, facets, omnipresence, and cross-cutting nature, can SOF teams 

be humanitarians, and effective humanitarians at that? 

The US military is all about logistics and operations. One of SOF’s twelve core activities is 

humanitarian assistance. They possess the mechanisms and structures to be a sufficiently robust 

actor in this space, not only because of logistical capability, but mostly because of their 

sophisticated training and ability to engage with and understand populations. The fragile settings 

in which they train other host nation militaries through Foreign Internal Defense (FID) missions 
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are ripe with sources of insecurity, but these settings are also a constant convergent factor 

between SOF and the civic actors such as NGOs (see table 1.1). This convergence is not because 

of an institutionally agreed closeness of the organizations. It is because of the characteristics of 

the gray space – maneuverable, permissive, sufficiently void of basic needs, and a need for 

outside intervention by both military and development actors. In those contexts, SOF can provide 

basic services as a way to prevent conflict (see table 1.1) but diverge away from NGOs because 

of their opposing objectives (see table 1.3, theme 2, and table 1.2). SOF have become much more 

lethal, getting away from their multifaceted character. Where they assist local populations, they 

use instruments that are inherently self-serving in their design.  

Ultimately, SOF’s role in fragile settings in training other militaries is not a well-suited 

context for SOF to be humanitarians. This is also the case for SOF’s role vis-à-vis other actors, 

namely the host nation military. This military-to-military relationship complicates things further, 

as in its role SOF should follow, but it often does not, due to competitiveness overachieving its 

goals. In all their interactions, relationships, engagements, and expected outcomes, SOF is 

fundamentally subordinate to security-oriented objectives. This is even if the humanitarian and 

development projects they carry out are a mechanism to eradicate sources of insecurity, which 

could lead to conflict. It is not solely SOF’s lack of impartiality and neutrality, qualities often 

associated with NGOs, which make them unhumanitarian. It is also not SOF’s hard power 

exertion, which is often seen as a complicating factor in complex emergencies where the military 

must be both warriors but also humanitarian providers. In these complex contexts, the military’s 

role is to manage “warring factions, ensuring that international law is complied with and 

providing civil and humanitarian assistance in co-operation with NGOs,”381 therefore making it a 

useful partner. In fragile settings which are not ridden by high-intensity conflict, where SOF 

provide training for other militaries, they are hindered by excessive complexity, some 

contradictory incentives, conflicting lines of accountability, and a lack of valuing and integrating 

communities’ input into their program design. Where SOF seek to launch their tools to work with 

 
381 Stephen J. Petit and Anthony KC Beresford, "Emergency relief logistics: an evaluation of military, non-military 
and composite response models," International Journal of Logistics: research and applications 8, no. 4 (2005): 313-
331. (p. 319) 
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the civil terrain, it is with their own interest in mind, not for the interest of the civic organizations 

or populations, causing a divergence between SOF and civic actors. Yet, they can be useful 

interlocutors to both the host nation and civic actors in the terrain, causing operational 

convergence between all these actors. They can also be effective in humanitarian and 

development efforts, if not as humanitarian or development actors. Their effectiveness is less 

deliberate, and more a byproduct of their efforts to meet security objectives. Meeting security 

objectives first, as an effort of their core business, aligns with Huntington’s and Gentile’s views 

that the military’s main job is to meet security objectives, not replace the work of the Red Cross. 

Contrarily, the evidence also shows that the military is not only a hard power capability. Its ability 

to combine hard and soft power, as progressives, Sarkesian, and Scales argued, is also a large 

part of what the military does. In threading the gray space, SOF’s ability to have a role as part 

social scientist, part security actor, and part humanitarian, is not a surprise but an inevitability. 
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Chapter 3: The Entrepreneurs 
 
Are NGOs Altruistic or Entrepreneurial in Meeting the Needs of heir Beneficiaries? 

 
Anyone could be an NGO. These places are so ungoverned and messed up, I could 
show up in the field, call myself an NGO, and nobody would know the 
difference.382 

 
Introduction 

Chapter 1 suggested that when it comes to civil-military engagement in low-intensity 

conflict settings, compared to SOF, NGOs are better able to engage with populations and the civic 

environment. Chapter 2 concluded that despites their soft power capabilities, SOF are not well 

suited to meet the humanitarian needs of populations, even if they have everything at their 

disposal to do so. This Chapter provides a comparison, seeking to delve deeper into the 

innerworkings of NGOs, and examiner whether they are better suited to play the role of 

humanitarian and development actor based on how they are funded, organized, and staffed. 

Much of the development discourse focuses intently on the effectiveness of aid in the 

places where NGOs are operating. The debate is mostly directed towards seeking answers to 

whether NGOs weaken local governments as they replace their function, whether aid prolongs 

or mitigates conflict, and what drives NGOs’ allocations across places, projects, and people. But 

there are many more complex and simultaneous forces pushing the debate into less explored 

territory. With the increase in bilateral and multilateral donor funding for fragile state assistance, 

and an expansion in the number of NGOs, these entities are increasingly operating in the gray 

space, tackling problems created by instability, conflict, and weak governance. As such, their 

operational engagements are increasingly eliminating the boundaries between themselves and 

the military. Their evolved organizational attributes lead them into a series of operational 

convergences with the military. But NGOs are experiencing something much more fundamental 

than this. 

In operating in conflict zones, NGOs are enabling themselves to replicate some of the 

structures and behaviors of military actors. This occurs through two separate but related 

 
382 R 51 - NGO respondent, April 8, 2021. 
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processes. First, by directly recruiting retired military personnel into their organizations, NGOs 

are bringing certain practices and operating procedures into their organizational culture, as a 

form of “mimetic” isomorphism. With former military personnel bringing their experience and 

skills into the leadership roles of the NGO humanitarian and development space, they now 

oversee this work in unstable environments, and potentially facilitate more productive civil-

military relationships. As such, employee migration from military to NGO is not only an 

operational convergence between the two organizations, but it also seems an organic and logical 

transition for the professionals working in conflict settings (see table 1.1).  

Second, NGOs themselves have evolved, becoming savvy charitable operators, 

contracting many of the same hard-power skills and assets held by the military, through the 

acquisition of private security services. This gives them more flexibility to choose the type of 

relationship they prefer to have with other organizations and more freedom of movement to 

expand over different terrain than the publicly funded military – which is kept on a tight, 

transparent leash. This leaves NGOs, who are not strictly held accountable to the public who 

funds them, to be much more limitless in how, when, where, and with whom they operate. In 

examining a series of international, private, and public NGOs, and their functional makeup, the 

analysis presents insight on two fronts. First, the analysis provides an overview of the vast 

landscape of organizational, financial, accountability, and relationship mechanisms that exist 

within these entities. Then, the analysis explains what is pushing them to become more similar 

to military actors.  

The thesis argues that NGOs’ organizational complexity, and the nebulous gray spaces in 

which they are operating offer both constraints and opportunities. The analysis suggests that the 

evolution or hybridization of NGOs has led them to establish a well-connected network of 

knowledgeable and experienced individuals in the gray space. This hybridization is placing NGOs 

on the cutting edge of conflict management and response, placing them closer to the military’s 

operations (see table 1.1).  
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Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs) 

Just like the military’s multitude of functions, specialties, and branches, NGO operations 

can also be vast in scale, specialization, and outreach, spanning a complex mix of 

humanitarianism, development, and advocacy.383 When speaking of NGOs, a host of "non-

governmental, private, civil-society and not-for-profit organizations” encapsulate this diverse 

and loosely-used term for an organization.384 From small village groups to publicly-supported 

national or international organizations, to large-funded global mega-foundations, to small groups 

of volunteers,385 these organizations include a variety of “religious, humanitarian, social, and 

professional organizations.”386 As a sector, their involvement spans the development of 

economies and markets, and promotes good governance, gender equality, and even religion.  

In explaining the terms in Chapter 1, NGO was defined as a not-for profit organization 

that may or may not be an implementing partner of donor agencies and have direct or indirect 

interaction and engagement with any branch of the US military or host nation military. As 

previously mentioned, NGOs are diverse, categorized along the broad themes of public or private, 

local or multinational, but in this analysis they are examined less within their categories, and 

more through the lens of their complexity and interaction with the military and communities. It 

is this complexity, and the fact that any of them – regardless of structure, specialty, or funding, 

can interact with military actors, which add to the debate around the civil-military relationship. 

The focus of the analysis here examines how NGOs interact with military actors, and what inside 

of their make up, whether they are local or international, drives an amical or challenging 

relationship with military actors. 

During WWII, there were about 3,000 international NGOs; the civil conflicts of the 1990s 

brought this number to over 13,000. By 2006, this number had reached 38,000. With the wars in 

Iraq and Afghanistan, this number reached over 50,000 with private, non-governmental, and 

 
383 Raj M. Desai and Homi Kharas, "The California consensus: can private aid end global poverty?," Survival 50, no. 
4 (2008): 155-168.  

384 James McGann and Mary Johnstone, "The power shift and the NGO credibility crisis," International Journal for 
Not-for-Profit Law. 8 (2005): 65.  

385 Aall and Helsing, “Non Governmental Organizations.” 

386 Hanhauser IV, “Comprehensive Civil Information.” (p. 1) 
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philanthropic organizations joining the mix.387 The direct impact on the ground in local 

communities is significant. By 2005, “90% of villages were home to at least one NGO” in 

Bangladesh.388 Globally, about 4,500 humanitarian NGOs are working in the field. Out of these 4 

out of 5 are local NGOs.389 The Mormon Church carried out “1,031 projects in 151 countries and 

territories” in 2020.390 The Mormon Church’s ecclesiastical and NGO leadership is the same.391 

For the Catholic Church, these arms are separated. Catholic Relief Services, for example, do not 

proselytize to acquire more members.392  The missions of these NGOs vary as much as their 

number. “Some NGOs have been around for years and years. Some turned up last year. Some 

deal with leprosy and some deal with hairdressing…some exist in one person’s briefcase, some 

have established offices in many parts of Afghanistan.”393 In sum, putting NGOs under one 

general umbrella would not be a fair description of this complex sector.  

Private and Practical 

 When it comes to operating and funding, unlike the military, most NGOs are not funded 

by a secure stream of approved public money coming from government taxpayers. In recent 

years, certain NGOs have had a wide range of funding sources, which include government donors, 

but also a series of religious charities, philanthropic fundraising efforts, as well as individual, 

private and corporate donors. Most invest significantly in maintaining a team of fundraising staff. 

 
387 Stephenson, “Nongovernmental Organizations.” 

“The Yearbook of International Organizations Online Edition 2021,” Eds. Union of International Associations (Brill. 
Brussels, 2021). 

World Association of Non-Governmental Organizations (WANGO), “Worldwide.” 

388 Varun Gauri and Julia Galef, "NGOs in Bangladesh: Activities, resources, and governance," World Development 
33, no. 12 (2005): 2045-2065, as referenced in Brass, et. al., "NGOs and international development.” (p. 136); 
Jennifer N Brass, "Why do NGOs go where they go? Evidence from Kenya," World Development 40, no. 2 (2012): 
387-401; Jennifer N Brass, Allies or adversaries: NGOs and the state in Africa, (Cambridge University Press, 2016)  

389 UNSW Canberra, “Operating.” 

390 Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saint. “2020 Annual Report.” (p.6) 
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393 S. Azarbaijani-Moghaddam as referenced in Donini, "Local perceptions.” (p. 172) 



 

 

110 

More than 60% of international and humanitarian development aid to NGOs in 2005 came from 

private money.394 Between 1990 and 2014, NGOs’ humanitarian spending increased from $2 

billion to nearly $20 billion.395 More than 90% of MSF’s money comes from individuals, not 

governments.396 “During fiscal year 2016, for example, the nearly 600 NGOs that are USAID 

partners received $23.8 billion in support from private sources, compared to less than $3 billion 

from the USAID.”397 By using diverse funding streams, the IRC has tripled its budget in the last 

several years.398 Many NGOs, such as World Vision, Oxfam, Save the Children, MSF, etc., all now 

claim budgets larger than many UN agencies.399 These large sums of money give international 

NGOs the ability to also dominate certain parts of the sector with their size. For example, World 

Vision has more staff than international organizations, such as the World Food program.400 World 

Vision also implements more than 80% of the UN’s work.401 There is still a question about what 

drives private money to outweigh public funding to such an extent, but some have suggested 

that it could be attributed to the promotion of an organization’s mission via media,402 or 

humanitarian fundraising campaigns.403 NGOs are also funded through smaller donations, which 

make up a large part of the revenue for large international NGOs, such as the case where “in 

 
394 Aline Gatignon, "The Role of NGOs in Financing Development: What Do We Know?." (PhD dissertation,” Institut 
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interests in NGO private aid allocation," International organization 66, no. 4 (2012): 571-607. 
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YouTube video, July 10, 2014.  
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2017, Catholic Relief Services received almost 40% of its revenues from private, corporate, and 

foundation donations and 60% from public support and revenue.”404    

While expansive in funding, the privatization of aid has achieved another advantage, but 

also created challenges. Private funding can be largely unrestricted – unlike public funding 

distributed by governments. Organizations can raise private money, and choose how to spend it, 

without the heavy burden of bureaucratic requirements, and waste, as argued by Easterly and 

Moyo in Chapter 1. As a result, much of the data on NGO aid allocation only covers projects that 

receive public co-financing, because those NGOs are required to comply with this level of 

transparency.405 As a general rule, big international NGOs do not take money for one specific 

area to work in, for instance in only a certain area of health, or a certain area of education. 

However, in Afghanistan, Save the Children took 34 million dollars over five years, as it primarily 

invested in a single province.406 Chapter 6 further addresses how even when funding is not 

specified to a single issue, or a single place, it still can do great harm to the communities where 

it is disbursed.  

 

NGOs and Donors Relationship Status: it’s complicated 

Where money does come from public entities, and not through private means, it creates 

other complications.  

First, bilateral and multilateral donors have increasingly relied on NGOs for programmatic 

purposes, especially in fragile states,407 as will be discussed later. Nearly 95% of USAID’s work is 

conducted through implementing partners, namely NGOs. USAID, and a range of bilateral and 

multilateral aid agencies, similarly, have incorporated NGOs into their programmable aid projects 

and with other donors such as Department for International Development (DFID), Gesellschaft 

für Internationale Zusammenarbeit (GIZ), and United Nations Development Fund (UNDP). Large 

amounts of public money also go directly to governments – a relationship that is not of focus for 
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this study. As far as NGOs receiving direct public funding, in 2009, OECD Official Development 

assistance to and through NGOs amounted to 13%.408 In such cases bilateral donors rely on “tied” 

aid, which requires recipients to make use of NGOs based in donor countries by bringing those 

recipients into the project, and tying the project to a specific sector or required reform as 

identified by donors to be a priority.409 As discussed in Chapter 1, much of this is being mitigated, 

especially in fragile contexts, where through the New Deal, countries are given a voice at the 

table. The opposite also exists, untied aid - where donors simply provide the funding, but expect 

NGOs to come up with the ideas.  

Second, when it comes to NGOs implementing projects for public donors, the picture is 

yet more complex. Donors use a mix of local and international NGOs to implement their work. 

Each carries its own dynamic. Multilateral donors, such as the World Bank, or the UN, are much 

more likely to include local NGOs, as there is a serious premium on funding local NGOs as part of 

project design. But to reach that point, often large multilateral donors partner up with large 

international organizations first, who in turn partner with local NGOs. In this case, those 

subcontracting the work take their financial cut along the way, even if they are not carrying out 

the actual project implementation.410 In short, as NGOs have diversified their funding, factors 

such as interests, accountability mechanisms, and requirements of how and when to implement 

project stages – further complicate this sector and the gray space.  

Third, scholars have long argued the importance of locally-driven solutions in the 

development field. This drives the need to employ local staff. This is good news, as sourcing, 

expertise, and capacity of human capital have been traditionally supply-driven from outside the 

geographic area of operations. More local staff is a way to build capacity, ensure safety and 

increase credibility in the eyes of the local communities.411 More local staff also makes better 

business sense in terms of operating expenses, as they require fewer fringe benefits – as opposed 
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to expatriates who may need housing and other incentives. Local staff operate under the radar 

in a way that expatriate staff, who require security and are entitled to special privileges and 

immunities could not. This is true for all contexts, but particularly so in fragile settings where local 

staff possess the sensitivity and awareness of local dynamics. They are more adept at project 

management in difficult conditions, dealing with warring parties, and managing tensions. Local 

staff also provides a presence within a community, which internationals could never have. But 

this local approach has a flipside. Organizationally, local staff report to strategic headquarters in 

western capitals. As civilian actors they are employees of international organizations such as the 

UN, or of international, regional, or local NGOs.412  Yes, locals’ salaries and compensation are far 

less than those of internationals. One NGO respondent noted that while local NGO staff are from 

and work in the local community, compared to their counterpart NGO staff from developed 

countries, “they do the riskiest work with the least amount of pay and with the least risk 

mitigation.”413 These large, international NGO employers potentially create a wider net of 

economic disparity in these regions. NGOs can inflate salaries, creating competition with national 

ministries in what is already limited local capacity, lack of opportunity, and brain drain in fragile 

states. As a result, local government agencies’ salaries are unable to compete with those of 

NGOs.414 The positive outcome of all of this is that, indeed, higher salaries by NGOs do drive up 

the quality of life for local employees, but they also drive up the cost of living for everyone else 

where the staff reside. As a result, local institutions, which do not receive international funding 

cannot compete, resulting in distortion of sectors, potential earnings and economic brackets. 

Fourth, this disparity also exists along cultural norms, not just economic ones, where, for 

example, the human resource models used for NGOs in Congo, such as rewarding for good 
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performance is not a widely accepted policy for personnel management in the workplace.415 

Ultimately, it is difficult to make a case for or against these practices. With NGOs, it appears that 

deep economic gaps within communities are made even deeper and are also pulling precious 

resources from the few government institutions which do exist. This is a Catch-22 all around, 

whereas if NGOs were to be completely absent, as a way to close this gap, the availability of basic 

services would decrease even further. 

 Fifth, the separation between local and international is not only at the level of staff. Aid 

is a business, and scholars have already recognized that “connections to international NGOs are 

not equally distributed across countries,” and “countries with ties to international NGOs and 

donor organizations tend to have more local NGOs.”416 Small and local NGOs possess invaluable 

close-knit relationships and cultural knowledge within the communities where they live and 

serve. Sometimes these local actors are simply a group of women from the community who may 

be engaged with anything from running a feeding program for undernourished children to 

providing medical training for the local military.417 Large NGOs' local staff are central to making 

invaluable connections within the community, enabling outsider organizations to work in a 

foreign environment and language. Local NGO workers are members of the community where 

assistance is received and part of “a web of indigenous officials and resources.”418 As a result, 

they are better suited to carry out the work than their well-connected and better-branded NGO 

counterparts, such as MSF, Red Cross, Red Crescent, World Vision, Save the Children, CARE, and 
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OXFAM, who have greater access and can charm donors. But these small and local entities are 

outsiders to the UN and global donor system, and do not possess the political prowess or 

communications budget to compete for grants. They also “do not benefit from the same 

attention and funding as their more worldly brethren.”419 Where the relationship can work is 

where local conglomerates of international NGOs “help connect local NGOs into broader 

networks that can confer money, legitimacy, motivation, and many other valuable resources.”420  

 One solution to bridging this gap has been through working with local branches of 

international NGOs. But as mentioned earlier, these entities ultimately report to Western 

headquarters demands on how to run programming. Consequently, local branches of 

international NGOs have “become adept at complying with the fiscal monitoring and evaluation 

requirements which international donors impose on their grantees and contractors. These local 

institutions may do excellent work, but their dominance in the local markets means that smaller 

community-based organizations may not be noticed by the donors.”421 

 Sixth, an all-outsourced approach to local NGOs or implementing partners, creates 

another unfortunate dynamic:  

local organizations often feel that they are ‘used’ by international donors to 
deliver goods but that they have little influence on how to allocate resources or 
decide what is actually done. Even when local NGOs are seen to function 
effectively, some people feel that they are just one more layer in the delivery 
system that requires funding to operate—meaning that fewer resources actually 
reach intended beneficiaries.422 

 
This is not surprising. As donors hold the purse strings, they often dictate the agenda. 

Scholars have argued that NGOs bow “to donor-specified terms and conditions, and suffer [ing] 

the indignity of donor-led evaluations” are forced to take on any contract to pay the bills.423 As a 

result, NGOs, and especially local ones, find themselves in an incredibly difficult balancing act; 
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they continue assessing local needs, creating programs to meet those needs, and writing grant 

proposals to gain enough money to keep their shops running. As mentioned above, an NGO which 

has a pre-established relationship with a donor can often win funding over an NGO which is 

equally qualified to do the job. As a result, this leaves those who do not benefit from such a 

relationship to be constantly competing for donors’ attention, not for the attention of 

beneficiaries. According to one NGO respondent, “In Africa, it was all about child and maternal 

health. You might be an NGO that does sanitation. They have to weave in child and maternal 

health. They are not experts, it’s not part of their mandate, but they are willing to shape shift, 

even if they have nothing to add because they have no income. So, it’s a competition game, and 

the ability for an NGO to influence the government and donors is a huge win.”424 In assessing 

disaster-prone areas in Bangladesh, “the consortium which commissioned the study wanted to 

prove that girls were more at risk than boys because addressing gender inequality was where the 

money was.” 425 Such has been predominantly the case for HIV/AIDS, where for NGO in Africa the 

focus has been on “activity central to the world polity,”426 not on actual needs on the ground.  

Chapter 2 established that SOF are not well suited to be development and humanitarian 

actors because of a variety of mission-driven objectives. How are NGOs better suited to do this? 

NGOs, much like the military, are not always able to align their work with the needs cycle. 

Taking into account that organizations can be frequently strapped for cash, “life does not work 

on a donor project cycle; clinics and schools cannot close because the critical fax has not arrived 

from Rugby, Zeist, or Norwalk Connecticut. Crops must be planted on time, not later.”427 Because 

of this, local NGOs use money already received from one donor to pay for the project of another 

donor. Therefore, they prefinance portions of one project before receiving donor approval, in 

order to keep the work moving. NGOs have to do this, as they manage their available resources 

with the need to deliver, and the need to stay afloat.428  
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Moreover, NGOs’ “dependency on donors”429 has pushed them “to mimic the structures 

and behavior of their northern counterparts.”430 With their increase in number, size, and scope 

over the last 50 years, NGOs are increasingly being held to higher professional standards by donor 

governments and international organizations, “as a means of developing greater precision in 

goals, objectives, inputs, outputs and 'objectively verifiable indicators' of achievement.”431 

Working towards program results is not always aligned with working toward organizational 

efficiency – a contrast driven by a variety of factors. According to Smillie “achieving results in 

projects is one thing, but institutional performance is often a very different matter.”432 This 

shaping of how intra-organizationally NGOs are to operate and behave inside of their own 

organizations, is especially prevalent when it comes to northern donors’ expectations vis-à-vis 

organizations from the Global South. One Jamaican local NGO manager notes how “Northern 

donors 'have an enormous amount of power. They can shape the lives of the organizations they 

support, not simply because they fund them, but also because of the processes and disciplines 

they require the organizations to become involved in.”433 This is not so black and white. If more 

money is increasingly being given to local NGOs to carry out programming, visibility and 

accountability become more difficult, but even more paramount. 

NGOs have also acquired more “technocratic approaches to complex developmental 

challenges,”434 while at the same time they have become “more vertical and less horizontal.”435 

Along with NGOs developing their organizational structures, there have come into being a variety 
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of strengthened accountability measures for how these entities carry out their work. 

Requirements from donors have led NGOs, from both the global South and North, to establish 

management processes, budgetary oversight, performance indicators, and audits. Such 

improved business processes allow these organizations to demonstrate a strong commitment to 

management, oversight, and efficiency to executive boards and members.436 However, an 

increased local partnership between donor governments and large INGOs creates another 

challenge. There is a need to please the policy needs of the donor as a means to get funding. This 

creates a series of second-order effects, making NGOs turn to “rent-seeking or nonprincipled 

motivations,” and operate as a business.437 Helmut Anheier argues that unlike a business 

“nonprofit organizations are mission-driven rather than profit-driven,” and are not “non-profit-

making” but rather “non-profit-distributing.”438 But this is not quite the case. With the need to 

compete for funding, NGOs have begun operating their organizations like a business. Being run 

like a business is a way for NGOs to improve their intra-organizational management.439 As non-

state actors, even if they fail to meet the needs of populations where the government cannot, 

NGOs are acting less like a government, whom they often replace, and more like a business, 

where they “have become more transactional, more business-like, and are seen as such by the 

general public.”440  
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Some have argued that “while a business seeks rapid turnover of products, an aid agency 

seeks rapid turnover of projects.”441 Several international NGOs “have recruited corporate 

representatives to their boards of directors or hired people from the private sector to lead their 

organizations.”442 These days, donors and NGOs talk about value for money, results-based 

management, and deliverables. CEOs and boards of directors of aid agencies discuss their “return 

on investment” and the “branding” of their organization’s work to distinguish it from others. With 

donor support, consortia of aid agencies have developed standards for “professionalism” in the 

aid industry.443 But efficiency in resources is not necessarily a negative. Many more are the 

benefits of running organizations with more stringent oversight, transparency, and efficiency – 

all contributing factors to the professionalization of these entities, which sometimes have a 

mixed reputation. The contrary view to this is that among the various authorities which partake 

in the running of NGOs - internal managers of NGOs, trustee boards, donors, and volunteers - 

each has an expectation of how the organization is to behave, and how its performance is to be 

evaluated against a set of expectations.444 Therefore, with all of this complexity and conflicting 

interests, how are these entities still able to respond to the needs of their recipients? 

 

Monitoring, Evaluation, Impact: how NGOs address the needs of their beneficiaries, and 

respond to the needs of donors 

 

The positive effects of even a much-needed road or water supply system provided 
through aid can be either reinforced or undermined by the processes of aid.445 

 
Later chapters discuss how the consultation with and receiving feedback from recipients 

of NGO projects and assistance occurs. But the process of selecting projects and ensuring their 

appropriateness and success in an area has its own cycle and is driven by the donor and the 

potential for receiving funding, not necessarily by the needs of the populace. Generally broken 
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up between needs and feasibility assessments, evidence-based policy work requires monitoring 

and evaluation of programs funded by donors.446 But development has become an industry in 

and of itself and has created an entire generation of ME specialists who are trained in rigorous 

methods and strategies for assessing programs.447 Chapter 2 discussed the small-scale OHDACA 

projects deployed by the military, and how the military does not maintain visibility over them. 

This is not because it cannot, but because it is not in its objectives to follow up on their 

effectiveness. Yet, in a different way, donors are also removed from the spaces where NGOs carry 

out the programs and projects donors have funded. As donors have increasingly channeled 

funding through NGOs, they have sought to understand the effectiveness of the programming 

they are funding, imposing greater accountability and transparency measures through 

monitoring and evaluation. 

Monitoring and Evaluation (M&E) is a science in itself. At the most elementary level, it 

requires qualitative reporting, compliance, and information on costs and expenditures against 

programs, all of which can be further supported by auditing.448 On the delivery front, M&E could 

consist of assessments of how an NGO implements its work, with an NGO providing a series of 

objectives, deliverables, and feedback from recipients, all set against a framework that was 

produced before the start of a project.449 Or so it works in theory. M&E specialists are employed 

to track the success and effectiveness of donor-funded programs. But some have argued that 

M&E is inherently flawed as they are designed by the donor agency as “control and justification 

mechanisms.”450 There is little baseline data, making evaluations vulnerable to influence by the 

evaluator, and M&E is often employed as an evaluation of the NGO, not the project it is carrying 
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out. Expectations for evaluations are often ambiguous, and fulfillment of them is sometimes 

based on “outputs for detail, and on sketchy evidence of achievement in relation to broader 

project goals.”451 There is no straightforward explanation for why that is, but it can be mostly 

attributed to scale and funding. Few NGOs have a self-contained evaluation arm. Large and 

international NGOs can engage consultants and research specialists, but smaller organizations 

have no such resources.452 Some NGOs have implemented metrics per requirement from external 

donors and governments. Others have developed their own instruments. Scholars have even 

found that “NGOs with university-educated staff also may have a greater aptitude for monitoring 

and evaluation than nonprofits that rely less on formally trained employees.”453 

Where evaluations do happen, there has been a question as to the extent to which results 

from ME are fed into the program design.454 As one NGO respondent argued, “every NGO has to 

do a needs assessment. To access money for the needs assessment, they have to determine what 

the project is going to be. Often the assessment may come after a project has already started 

implementation. It’s a vicious cycle.”455 In referring to a health center built in East South Sudan, 

one respondent spoke of how a needs assessment was done after the health center was built, 

and “any of the results which did not fit in with what was built were discarded.”456  

The cause and effect of either NGOs or military programming are difficult to predict, and 

even if they were not, in the real world “predicting results is not the same as achieving results,” 

in what is “the 'empty behaviour' of oversimplification and false quantification” of results.457 NGO 

programming has been put under question, where some have argued their heavy reliance on “a 
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tenuous causal chain.”458  For example, both “security and development analysts point to the fact 

that unemployment is the primary motive for joining rebel movements or gangs, and that 

injustice and poverty are viewed as the primary drivers of violent conflict by people living in 

FCAS.”459  It is easy to see why on the side of the military there is an assumption that in acquiring 

a job, young males will feel a sense of worth, convincing them not to turn to the insurgency.460  

Similarly, there is an assumption that giving women economic empowerment in unstable areas 

of the developing world will decrease the violence against them: “providing rape victims with 

sewing machines (or chickens, or the means to set up a beauty salon) will help these women gain 

financial independence, which will in turn give them greater political voice, and will thus help end 

sexual violence.”461 One NGO respondent shared how funding was directed to fix one problem, 

when another was inherently more urgent to address: 

I had been assigned to assess the vulnerabilities for child mortality rate caused by 
drowning due to flooding in a Bangladeshi community. I went into a community 
with a very open approach asking the people about their needs and experience. 
There was a flood line above a child’s head, so it was striking. But people were 
very honest and open and they said ‘we know when the floods are coming, they 
are regular.’ So these people changed location or changed the cycle of the school 
new year. Some people froze to death, as it got to 1 or 2 degrees Celsius. So 
basically all they needed was warm clothes. But this was not part of what the 
assessment was looking to prove. Up to 20 kids a year were dying from the cold, 
but only 3 from drowning. But we need to focus on drowning. So I said look there 
is money to support if there is drowning.462  
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The respondent shared another similar story: 

There was a theory that during a flood, girls are more vulnerable to sexual assault 
because they can’t access private latrines, or even pads for their periods. This was 
not true. It was the same amount. Girls just stayed closer to home, so in fact there 
was less risk because they were not in a school far away. But this did not support 
the data that was already established.463  

All these first-hand accounts suggest that a lot of the time there is no existing robust assessment 

mechanism within these NGOs for understanding communities’ true needs, which would mean 

driving project initiation and needs assessment from the ground up.  

Several interviewees, on both the military and NGO fronts, shared that there is an 

assumption that local communities will use what was provided to them anyway, regardless of 

whether their needs are fully met. Even when assessments are done, one North America-based 

NGO respondent argued: 

Those interviewed are handpicked by ‘us,’ [Westerners] and they are highly versed 
with speaking and operating around NGOs. People are not dumb. As soon as a 
foreigner shows up, they tell you how desperate they are. People would switch 
religions based on whatever church is giving out the most money. At a more macro 
level, places such as Kenya and Botswana, and middle-income countries, know 
how to play the game. But other places, such as South Sudan and Ethiopia are 
often overlooked. It’s all political strategy, and communities are political 
entities.464  

Whatever assessment occurs, one NGO respondent argues, “ultimately these people 

know better, and they would never bite the hand that feeds them. Whatever content is gathered 

from local communities is highly anecdotal.”465 Other studies too have found that  whatever 

information is drawn from the local community is not always reliable. In an instance in Burkina 

Faso: 

Confronted with the hegemonic ‘project’ of the donor, the local population, for 
fear of losing the aid offer, prefer to remain silent about their practices and 
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aspirations. This is because these practices and aspirations are perceived to be so 
far away from those of the donor that they are better not disclosed. Such is the 
vicious circle of development cooperation: the fear of avowing the discrepancy 
between the two views because it could lead to the discontinuation of the aid 
relationship.466   

In turn, this “has the effect of strengthening the donor’s confidence in the validity of the 

participatory approach.” 467 A head of an INGO at the Thai-Burma border noted that “There are 

times that INGOs do not provide what people need. For some NGOs, the projects come from 

above, top-down. They should listen to the people from the communities.”468 What is drawn 

from the views of recipients, and NGO professionals is that there is a disconnect between what 

information is given, who receives it, and how it is interpreted. Chapter 6 discusses the challenges 

involved with NGOs’ accountability towards populations they seek to benefit. Namely, what 

some scholars have claimed as NGOs prioritizing the needs of donors, before the needs of 

beneficiaries.469  

Clearly, in the donor-led monitoring and evaluation approach, upward accountability to 

donors for deliverables often trumps substantive change towards communities and longevity of 

any positive impact. Furthermore, the evaluation focuses “primarily on short-term ‘functional’ 

accountability responses at the expense of longer-term ‘strategic’ processes necessary for lasting 

social and political change.”470 In the last twenty years, as more aid, more NGOs, more ideas, and 

more maneuverability by these actors have occurred, so has a shift in how closely connected, but 

also how hierarchical they have become. Donini writes: 

Gone are the days of the erratic telex, the occasional fax and the expensive and 
therefore very brief satellite telephone conversations between aid workers in the 
field and their managers at headquarters; now multiple daily emails and 
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teleconferencing are the norm. However, at the receiving end, aid agencies do 
more or less the same things, the same type of community-based relief and small-
scale rehabilitation projects as before.471 

As one NGO respondent noted, “we as the implementor justify our existence with the 

amount of reports we need to send to the donor.”472 A study of listening to local populations 

across countries that received assistance finds that “in all types of programs, aid agencies submit 

proposals and write reports claiming achievement of grand goals on fixed and regular schedules 

in brief prescribed periods.”473  

Lastly, NGOs’ ability to plan is hampered. Often the program’s design and implementation 

phases are difficult to keep apart segmented and consecutive, as program activities have to be 

adapted to the continually changing conditions on the ground. This is because “it has become 

more difficult to apply standard appraisal criteria because implementation is frequently not 

under an NGO's direct control.”474 In later chapters, the NGO and the military are compared as 

processes and structures. But when it comes to planning, the military experiences challenges 

much in the same way as NGOs, as it seeks to plan based on limited outlook and incomplete 

information.475 As one military respondent said “how does a short-term plan of reacting to 

another Ebola outbreak occur, when and if there is another terrorist attack? What does our long-

term plan for what Africa should look like in 40 years compare to dealing with next year’s 

projected drought or famine?”476 Such questions, should and must be addressed by realities on 

the ground for both of these organizations, which are constantly being considered in 

reformulating plans, where ground truth information “does not always feed into a strategic 

vision.”477 One aid donor respondent noted, “the strategic objective overrides the need 
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473 Anderson, et. al., Time to Listen. (p. 40) 
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objective,”478 posing the question of whether projects are conducted with the intention to 

improve communities, or just to “check the box.” 

 

Unimpartial and Unneutral, or Too Political and Poor? 

In examining the relationship between NGOs and the military in PRTs in Afghanistan, 

Donini asks, “Can an NGO conduct local situation analyses for a Coalition or ISAF Provincial 

Reconstruction Team (PRT) in a contested area and still expect to be seen as impartial or 

humanitarian?”479 

Donini’s question is about the high-intensity conflict and political fracturing in 

Afghanistan. But its merit is equally applicable to the gray space in which the military and NGOs 

are still perceived as opposite in values. With their claimed impartiality and neutrality as soft 

power actors, there is a general belief in the field that NGOs, by extension of their donors, see 

themselves as better placed than the military to engage in certain spaces. NGOs have unique 

advantages in engaging the local population through "their conscious efforts to establish 

relationships between adversarial communities, foster mutual confidence, and provide peaceful 

mechanisms for dispute resolution."480 But even in their impartiality, they are always backed by 

funding from someone – it could be a political party, individual, or organization at the onset, both 

in the conflict setting and from within the donor country.481  

Furthermore, many NGOs have been known to claim subscription to the values of 

impartiality and neutrality from parties in conflict, as per the IFRC code of conduct.482  But the 

image of NGOs as solidarity organizations is one that only a few uphold. As mentioned earlier, 

NGOs are known to direct their attention and focus on themes and projects based on their ability 

 
478 R 59 – Development/Donor Agency Respondent, April 19, 2021. 
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480 Ho-Won Jeong, Peacebuilding in postconflict societies: Strategy and process, (Boulder, CO: Lynne Rienner, 
2005). (p. 217) 
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(2009): 323-334.  

482 International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent. “Code of Conduct for the International Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Movement and NGOs in Disaster Relief.”  https://media.ifrc.org/ifrc/who-we-are/the-
movement/code-of-conduct/  (last accessed June 23, 2021) 
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to raise money, especially when it comes to benefiting from the institutional currency of public 

donors – a topic discussed earlier in this chapter. Scholars have long argued the indefensible and 

“crumbling perceptions of impartiality.”483 It has already been established that except for some 

humanitarian NGOs, most NGOs are neither impartial nor neutral, if not at the onset of their 

programming, then as a consequence of it.484 This is either in their relationship with recipients, 

whom they seek to benefit, local political structures or warring parties, which they must navigate, 

or donors whom they have to convince and whose values they must promote. This is equally 

difficult in other contexts. Taylor Seybolt argues that “active involvement in complex 

emergencies cannot be strategically neutral.”485 Even in the world of FID, engagement by SOF 

with the host nation military, and by extension NGOs, engagement is never neutral. Training a 

host nation partner, who engages with local NGOs, or the US military engaging with NGOs on the 

grounds of supporting the host nation military requires taking a side. This leads NGOs and SOF to 

converge in their non-impartiality and non-neutrality (see table 1.1 and table 1.2). It is not that 

these entities deliberately choose to take one side or another, it is rather that any work with a 

local entity – civic or military, state or non-state - by extension, cannot be completely neutral or 

impartial as the nature of local entities is not neutral or impartial. How this is achieved in practice, 

and perceived by populations – who are also rarely neutral and impartial – is discussed in later 

chapters. “In natural disasters, as when a cyclone hits Bangladesh, Hindus should get as much 

attention as Muslims, country dwellers as much attention as city dwellers.”486 But this too carries 

an angle of complexity, which is less to do with preferences and values and more with structural 

and budgetary constraints. 

Seybolt also questions if it would be naive to assert that once development and 

humanitarian actors “lose their neutrality they become ineffective at best and part of the 

problem at worst.”487 He claims that pursuing a course of action under the conviction that NGOs’ 
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actions do not affect the course of events worsens the problem. Karen Guttierri already argues 

that the sheer fact of being an outsider represents a political position.488 In later chapters, this 

analysis argues that the military’s sheer presence, and their behavior as development actors in 

local communities, by default make them development actors in the eyes of the populace. 

Seybolt suggests that simply recognizing that NGOs’ presence can have political consequences, 

can help keep misperceptions about their neutrality and impartially in check. In short, how and if 

NGOs can maintain neutrality and impartiality is the wrong question to ask. As NGOs increasingly 

inhabit the gray space, they become savvy in navigating and adapting to it.  

By examining these three groups in alienation of each other, it only becomes clearer that 

there is little difference between any of them: communities, as mentioned earlier, are political 

entities; SOF, due to their hard power are almost always by definition used to reinforce a political 

agenda. And NGOs, as the implementors of donors, can almost never be apolitical, as they are 

agents of foreign policy, and policy is almost always partial. 

 

NGOs in the Gray Space 

If ever under question whether there is a direct connection between conflict and NGOs, 

one is reminded that some of the world’s most known NGOs, such as the Red Cross, the 

International Rescue Committee, or Save the Children were established between and as a result 

of the two world wars. Amnesty International was founded in 1961. Human Rights Watch in 1978. 

Transparency International in 1993. Oxfam was started to address the Greek Famine of 1943. 

MSF and Concern were both formed following Nigeria’s Biafra War (1967-1970) and the 

Bangladesh Bhola cyclone (1970). NGOs often fill one or more roles of governments, especially 

in fragile states, where governments are not able to provide basic social services such as health, 

education, sanitation, etc., to their people. In the mid-1990s, this substitution grew to such an 

extent that NGOs were responsible for a third of all clinical health provided in Cameroon, Ghana, 

Malawi, Uganda, and Zambia.489  

 
488 Karen Guttieri, “Humanitarian Space in Insecure Environments: A Shifting Paradigm.” Strategic Insights 4, no. 11 
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NGOs have not crept into the role of security actors in the same way the military has 

moved on to take more civilianized roles in development and humanitarianism,490 however, 

NGOs do not merely operate in stabilized and permissive environments. They are equally 

experienced in both low and high-intensity conflicts491 and can operate in such areas because of 

their low visibility. Since NGOs have been operating in various degrees of conflict for several 

decades, their operational engagements are increasingly eliminating boundaries between the 

military and NGOs. This is mainly because of the increase in NGO deployments in low-intensity 

conflict settings, where these groups now encounter each other more frequently. The problem 

of NGOs lacking physical access to spaces where there is a need, according to one NGO 

respondent, “is a myth.”492 Where security might be an issue, “foreign agencies and aid workers 

would be respected and protected by communities.”493 One NGO staffer, discussing their work 

in Afghanistan since 1999, recalled: 

 

I had to come in through Tajikistan, and upon crossing through I ran into a US 
military guy. ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ he asked me. I said, ‘what the 
hell are you doing here?’ The US military guys are just standing there, as an old 
Afghan man invites me into his home and offers to bake me chicken.494 

 
NGOs might lack access because they are restrained by budget and resources, not 

because they are denied by the local community.  

There are several other dynamics at play in fragile spaces. First, as discussed earlier, 

private money is a large part of what constitutes development programming, but when it comes 

to fragile states, researchers have argued that political stability reduces private aid and 

investment.495 The opposite is true for public donor funding. Also, as fragile states are ripe with 

corruption and weak governance, donors’ commissioning of NGOs to perform work on their 
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behalf often bypasses the local government and goes straight to the people, as a way to improve 

effectiveness.496 In 2016, the OECD criticized US assistance for dealing mostly with non-state 

actors, instead of with governments in fragile settings. On the multilateral front, fragile 

governments prefer to focus on the formal sector.497 Donors also leverage their ability to 

influence economic legislation which is often at the root cause of weak governance in recipient 

countries.498 In sum, when it comes to fragile spaces, there is little difference between publicly 

funded NGOs through UNDP, DFID, GIZ, or USAID, in fragile settings, and the publicly funded 

military in these same fragile settings. Both of these entities are attracted by tackling sources of 

insecurity in the gray space, causing them to converge once again (see table 1.1).  

Second, unlike the military, which tackles security and sources of insecurity by deploying 

a specific branch – SOF – not its conventional military, there is no tidy separation for which among 

publicly funded NGOs deploy in fragile settings. The blurring of conflict and non-conflict also leads 

to a blurring between the temporary and the permanent. When it comes to NGOs’ work as 

humanitarian or long-term development actors, there are clear distinctions in mandates between 

meeting immediate community needs and programming for long development objectives. For 

NGOs, humanitarianism “is often thought of as response to natural and manmade disasters  such  

as  hurricanes,  earthquakes and typhoons [and] it was once almost exclusively related  to  military  

conflict.”499 In the last 70 years, development NGOs have been implementing long-term social 

and economic programs, where organizations such as Oxfam and World Vision have sought to 

improve food security, improve healthcare, or lift people out of poverty.500 The differences 

between these two organizations are predominantly reflected in how flexible these entities’ 

funding structures are, their short or long-term programming, or whether a rapid response is 
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deployed. But this tidy separation is only in theory. Some have argued that “the distinction 

between 'sudden', 'creeping' and 'chronic' disasters is one filled with ambiguity and broad areas 

of greyness.”501 Donini suggests that when it comes to whether they call themselves 

humanitarian or development, “NGOs tend to opportunistically choose a label of convenience 

depending on where they work.”502 This is a clear demonstration of NGOs’ need to self-correct 

to access public funding, and resources (see table 1.2). There are also instances where the 

continuum between short-term and long-term is bridged by public and private money becoming 

extensions of each other, with one tacking on to a project where the other left off. Following 

official aid money, “major humanitarian crises in the past decade have prompted unprecedented 

amounts of private donations.”503 

This spillover between short-term humanitarian assistance and long-term development 

aid programming has diversified the typical NGO project portfolio. Working increasingly in fragile 

settings, NGOs are also providing long-term services, not just the traditional immediate needs of 

health and education, taking the place of governments.504 This allows NGOs to go beyond just 

assisting suffering populations with “humanitarian work, security efforts, development 

programming, and rule of law promotion, working not just with, but alongside the UN, 

governments, other NGOs, civil society, in a shared space.”505  Ultimately, NGOs have been pulled 

into performing multiple functions in both peaceful and conflict-ridden settings.506 How has this 

impacted the civil-military relationship? 
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The Hybridization of NGOs and the Changing Civil-military Relationship 

 With the variety and scale of organizations under the development sector and the NGO 

umbrella, there are so many complex relationships, and varying magnitudes in size, funding, and 

diversity “the scope and breadth of this sector's typological landscape is lost.”507 On the side of 

the military, Chapter 1 shed light on security scholars who argued that the functions of the 

warrior diplomat would span beyond the traditional role and into ungoverned spaces for the 

military,508 leaving the military with an equally expanded scope and breadth of where it operates 

and what it does. These low-intensity conflict, fragile and ungoverned spaces are the canvas of 

the civil-military relationship. The question is: if the space in which civil and military organizations 

operate has changed, how have NGOs themselves adapted? 

 As humanitarianism has brought conflict resolution and peacebuilding into its craft,509 

NGOs and the military have continued to creep into each other’s spaces. The overlap between 

long and short-term, and humanitarianism and development has been primarily in fragile 

settings, where humanitarian actors wear many hats.510 Take for instance NGOs’ responses to 

natural disasters and conflict.511 NGOs that work as emergency responders in conflicts, and 

disasters, may not necessarily “distinguish between the two in terms of relief.”512 King and 

Mutter argue that:  

NGOs will apply the same modus operandi, the same tool kits, and come with the 
same solutions. A water problem is a water problem within a conflict or natural 
catastrophe. It’s the same with malnutrition. They will address the consequence, 
and they don’t care what causes the problem.513 

 
This is not the case with development, as “development interventions rarely scale well from one 

context to another.”514 But considering the earlier mentioned blurring of short- and long-term 
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assistance, the blurring and duplication of development and humanitarian frameworks is only a 

natural extension of the fragile spaces. On their side, military respondents made no qualms about 

sharing that the conflict they tackled in Mali was treated just as the conflict in Afghanistan. What 

becomes clear is that the gray space is an opportunity for all of these actors to tailor their 

traditional approaches to their craft. In short, the boundaries between long and short-term, the 

urgent and the important, military, development, and humanitarian have become increasingly 

porous.  

Because SOF are sources of insecurity seekers, some SOF projects are preventive in 

nature, even if their primary purpose is for access and placement. As a result, NGOs’ work with 

the military is not only driven by emergencies, and their collaborative relationship can be multi-

layered and well-developed. Such is the case with local NGOs whose small footprint allows for 

more independence, making them much more entrepreneurial and less hesitant about engaging 

with the military. If not beholden to donors, these smaller, locally funded NGOs do not necessarily 

need to abide by the restrictions of international conventions, or donors’ preferences. In one 

instance in Guatemala, a local NGO had approached the military to take over a water purification 

project, as they were no longer able to absorb the cost of maintenance. This is not unusual, as 

staff who have spent a long time working on initiatives that are no longer to be funded seek ways 

to transfer the investment of time and knowledge over to another group that can ensure their 

continuity.515 Some NGOs can work alongside and in programmatic agreements with the US 

military, or HN military, as they seek to provide training, such as medical skills – a necessary 

capability for both the NGOs and security forces.516 

 

Agents of Convergence 

 One group is particularly integral to the civil-military space – retired military veterans, or 

those who served in the military, who join the staff of NGOs upon retiring or exiting military 

service. Their leadership and technical skills are often attractive qualities for NGOs, and are 

 
515 Researcher’s own professional experience in Afghanistan 2012 to 2014. The lead for DoD’s avalanche control 
initiative inquired about it being taken over by one of NATO’s civilian portfolios. 
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sought out when an NGO needs staff who know the arena in which they operate. These veterans 

are savvy ground operators and are hired either as direct implementers or headquarters office 

staff. The experience they bring to the table as they cross over from a career in the military to 

one with an NGO makes them convergence agents of the gray space (see table 1.1).  

NGOs that operate in fragile settings create a natural gravity for employing people who 

have already worked in these spaces, especially among younger officers or NCOs, who seek to 

embark on a new career after active service. Team Rubicon, an international NGO specializing in 

disaster response,  “unites the skills and experiences of military veterans with first responders to 

rapidly deploy emergency response teams.”517 Others seek to hire staff “with US government 

and/or military leadership experience.”518 Organizations such as these which provide 

humanitarian response overtly advertise that they are “staffed by veterans who have served in 

the toughest conflict zones in the world,” as they seek skills “to operate in challenging, kinetic 

conditions in developing countries.”519 Just a few weeks into the war between Russia and 

Ukraine, Global Surgical and Medical Support Group (GSMSG) remained to be the only US surgical 

team on the ground in Ukraine, where GSMSG teams of Special Operations Veterans and 

medical/surgical professionals provided the spectrum of training to the local population.520 

It is not only on the ground level where organizations seek to place former soldiers who 

have the skills for conflict environments. At the time of writing this analysis, of the 50 board 

members of Spirit of America (SOA), more than half are retired, high-ranking military officers.521 

Retired high-ranking military Generals are part of helping these organizations shape their vision 

and strategy. These generals are to shaping the security and development nexus, what 

Hollywood actress Audrey Hepburn – the long-established face of UNICEF – was to philanthropy 

 
517 Team Rubicon Global. “Team Rubicon Global gives military veterans around the world the opportunity to 
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– bringing attention and visible currency to the work of the organizations. Because of SOA’s long-

established access to hard-to-reach places in the field, knowledge of the context, agility, and 

responsiveness, it is one of the most prominently engaged entities with the military. James 

Stavridis and Evelyn Farkas already note that organizations, such as SOA, among several others, 

have “less compunction about teaming with militaries.”522 Among the seven members of the 

board of Team Rubicon, two are retired generals and one is a former defense minister.523 The 

Director of the ImplProject, an NGO with a reputable track record of work globally focused on 

recognizing sources of insecurity, is a former US Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense.524 Entities 

such as this are not typical NGOs or development partners of USAID, but they are agile and highly-

skilled actors in the gray space, which, as established earlier, is a mix of large, small, public, and 

private, entities.  

Of the almost thirty NGO staff interviewed for this study, nearly one-third were retired 

active duty or former reservist military.525 Almost all interviewed talked about the advantages of 

working with people they knew previously, who help them navigate the hierarchies and 

bureaucratic constraints to which both of these entities belong. It may be argued that this creates 

an immediate bias for these actors’ relationship, but in fact, it reduces misunderstanding and 

strengthens by converging these organizations. As one military respondent noted that when it 

comes to exchanging information between NGOs and the military, “I would prefer to reach out 

to my buddy who retired two years ago and is now working for the NGO.”526 In addition to 

external relationships that these retired veterans form with their former colleagues, there is an 

unexplored intra-organizational aspect of how retired veterans impact the organizations which 

recruit them.  As one retired military veteran, now NGO staff stated, “I want my team to look like 

 
522 James Stavridis and Evelyn N. Farkas, "The 21st Century Force Multiplier: Public–Private Collaboration," The 
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523 Team Rubicon Global. “Disasters are our business, Veterans are our passion,” 
https://www.globalgiving.org/pfil/29735/projdoc.pdf. (last accessed December 3, 2021) 
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an ODA527 and be able to navigate these spaces,” drawing a very clear link between how their 

experience and institutional knowledge apply to the model of their humanitarian work, and how 

they are going about staffing the organization and forming teams528 As such, it could be argued 

that NGOs are engaging in what scholars call mimetic isomorphism, whereby structural and 

behavioral attributes in one organization mimic those of another, as they face similar conditions 

in the environment in which they operate.529 

I already established that when it comes to the gray space, there is no robust or commonly 

accepted mechanism for an effective civil-military relationship. But organically, there appears to 

be a tightknit network that serves as such a mechanism. Earlier chapters address how the 

tribalism culture within SOF can be a detriment to the cross-functionality of teams. Within NGOs, 

and SOF, there is natural subculture that exists when it comes to their interaction with each 

other. Namely, retired military veterans who are recruited by NGOs are more likely to experience 

a strong relationship with their military counterparts, and vice versa.. Furthermore, as SOF go 

about their planning mission, they have the opportunity to meet with various organizations 

before deploying. 530 But when asked about which specific NGOs they met with, prior to leaving 

for their mission, many of the respondents only recalled the organizations which have hired or 

are led by former veterans, namely former colleagues from within the military community. Some 

of these organizations are discussed later. What became clear is that in the interview process, 

there are natural “go to” NGOs for coordination. This is not based on these NGOs’ specialty, but 

on the pre-existing relationships between the staff. 

The process of familiarizing oneself while serving in the military with the work of ground 

operators mostly occurs through USAID, once the teams arrive in country. Once on the ground, 

the military seems to engage with the usual easy-button organizations, such as Spirit of America, 

 
527 An ODA (Operational Detachment Alpha) consists of a 12 person special operations forces team, which includes 
operations, intelligence, weapons, communication, medical and engineering. 
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due to pre-established and strong relationships. SOA has established strong ties with the US 

military, as it has a signed Memorandum of Understanding with DOD since 2018,531 and can 

channel private money to the US government, earmarked specifically for military efforts.532 In 

2019, alone, Spirit of America completed 238 projects around the world,533 supporting US 

diplomats and the military. High-ranking practitioners write about how once a comfortable 

relationship is established, the military often seek to work “with the same companies or 

organizations.”534 This pre-established between-organizations modus operandi is not just within 

the one country to which a team is deployed, it also carries across continents, following 

relationships and people’s experiences across the various phases of conflict - from Afghanistan 

to Colombia, to Lebanon, to Kenya. 

 This thesis does not argue that the sole purpose of NGOs recruiting ex-military is to 

strengthen their relationship with the military. Neither does this thesis examine why veterans 

seek to return to conflict settings.535 Veterans’ skill set to operate in conflict-affected 

communities places NGOs in the position to recruit better-suited partners, presenting an image 

of reassurance to locals, donors, or governments. In taking this approach, NGOs’ staff have a 

unique ability and maturity to operate in complex spaces, while not posing a risk or liability to 

the organization, or the population. This is the opposite of what is faced by international NGOs, 

who until recently were based in Western capitals, and whose staff hold a completely different 

profile to seasoned veterans.536 International NGOs’ recruits of young volunteers, college 

graduates, and early career staff with almost no experience in how to navigate the gray space 
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could not compete with seasoned military professionals.537 A cozy subculture between NGOs and 

retired military veterans, now turned humanitarian and development actors, may not bode well 

with donors. But behind the scenes, all these parties – donors, NGOs, and private money entities, 

recognize the importance of security in these settings and the complex skill set necessary to 

navigate them. 

Donors may vet the NGOs with which they choose to partner based on their staffing 

practices, but NGOs have their own rules about whom they can hire. Organizations, such as ICRC, 

which work with armed groups, or UNOCHA, which coordinates natural disasters and complex 

emergencies, naturally need a skill set that only someone with established experience in conflict 

settings can provide. These organizations’ need for a military skill set should not be confused with 

NGOs’ or development actors’ reluctance to be seen as associated with the military. As NGOs 

continue to operate in more complex and riskier spaces, veterans become naturally attractive 

candidates. Thus, the competition among NGOs in the gray space becomes less about funding 

and more about having an edge in employees’ skill sets. Recruiting those who can navigate 

environments under high threat makes drawing from a pool of experienced military more 

attractive, and unique, justifying a good business decision. It also further breaks down these 

organizations’ differences (see table 1.2), blurs the space, and converges them (see table 1.1)  

 

The Use of Private Military Security Companies by NGOs in the Gray Space  

If now hybridized and staffed with military veterans, can NGOs compare to the military in 

how they carry out their work?  

There is a series of structural constraints explored in this analysis that drives much of the 

interaction between NGOs and civil affairs. But a multitude of other factors also drive these 

entities’ own decisions and approaches to how they navigate the gray space. As they continue to 

operate in a variety of spaces, running NGOs has become “more costly (and in insecure areas the 

additional costs of security have escalated out of proportion).”538 But this is for a reason. Almost 

 
537 This is not to dismiss the security and pre-deployment training which NGOs provide their staff before sending 
them to insecure areas. This statement seeks to make the point that no amount of experience of a young civilian 
can replace what a highly trained military professional can bring to the field. 

538 Donini, "Local perceptions." (p. 159) 
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two decades ago Peter Singer warned that militaries from the West would have to learn how to 

deal with “privatized military firms”539 in war zones, in much the same way that they had to learn 

how to deal with NGOs during humanitarian operations. Private Military Security Companies 

(PMSCs) have been around for hundreds of years. In the 1990s in the Balkans, PMSCs, in addition 

to their logistics services provision, “constructed and operated the refugee camps outside 

Kosovo’s borders.”540 It is still the case that PMSCs are no strangers to the civil-military space, but 

their role has evolved.541 Several of the NGO respondents in this study argued that NGOs’ inability 

to operate in insecure areas is a myth, as their low footprint inherently gives a competitive 

advantage and makes most spaces permissive. But NGOs are vulnerable to threats. It is because 

of these security concerns that NGOs employ PMSCs for protection, giving them the ability to 

maneuver in conflict-ridden places.542 UN Peacekeeping operations are increasingly using PMSCs 

for security purposes. Scholars argue that this is because of need, but also due to “financial 

flexibility and opaqueness in procurement procedures for peacekeeping operations.”543 In 2008, 

41% of “major humanitarian organizations,” such as Oxfam, Save the Children, CARE, and the 

International Committee of the Red Cross had employed private security contractors.544 Speaking 

about the use of PMSCs in Sri Lanka, Oxfam staff have expressed it as “a step toward a pragmatic 

rapprochement.”545 The $288 million which the UN spent on security in 2016 has increased 

 
539 Peter W. Singer, "Corporate warriors: The rise of the privatized military industry and its ramifications for 
international security," International security 26.3 (2002): 186-220. (p. 186)  

540 Craig A. Copetas, “It’s Off to War Again for Big U.S. Contractor,“ The Wall Street Journal, April 14, 1999. (p. A 21)  
As referenced in Singer, "Corporate warriors.” (p. 188) 

541 Samuel A. Worthington, "Chapter 5 - Sharing the Same Space: The Evolving Relationship between US NGOs, 
Battlefield Contractors, and US Armed Forces," In Contractors and War. Eds., Christopher Kinsey and Malcolm 
Hugh Patterson, 112-133. (Redwood City: Stanford University Press, 2020). 

542 Singer, "Corporate warriors.” (p. 219) 

543 Benjamin Tkach and Joe Phillips, "UN Organizational and Financial Incentives to Employ Private Military and 
Security Companies in Peacekeeping Operations," International Peacekeeping 27, no. 1 (2020): 102-123. (p. 103)  

544 Peter W Singer, "Strange brew: private military contractors and humanitarians," in Disaster and the Politics of 
Intervention, Ed. Andrew Lakoff. (New York, NY: Columbia University Press, 2010). (p. 76) 

545 Daniel Hellinger, "Humanitarian action, NGOs and the privatization of the military," Refugee Survey 
Quarterly 23, no. 4 (2004): 192-220. (p. 212)  
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almost five-fold from 2014. From that amount, “PMSC activity, totaled $166 million from 2012 to 

2017.”546 

Earlier analysis discussed the diverging factor which the military and NGOs experience, 

especially as it comes to the collection and utilization of information. The military focuses on 

intelligence, and NGOs use information to gain an edge over competing for money. One military 

respondent described the stark difference: “Civil affairs gets trained on mapping networks. But 

there is no mapping of anything on the NGO side.”547 This may be so, but in fact, these entities 

are more converged (see table 1.1), once again mimicking one another. The loose rules around 

procurement for hiring PMSCs for security apply to more than just physical protection. These 

firms offer “risk management consultants and safety personnel that will enable governmental 

and humanitarian organizations to be well protected.”548 But they also offer the full range of 

other services - including intelligence gathering, strategic analysis, and planning.549 Just like with 

retired veterans, former military personnel, now turned PMSC, have all these skills and training 

of the military.   

PMSCs have a more strategic and permanent role. They fill a void. Because the gray space 

is neither peace nor war, militaries may not want to step up because the threat is not sufficient 

for the effort. On their end, NGOs may want to step back from a situation because stability is not 

sufficient, or because they may not have the resources or capabilities. This non-commitment 

leaves a void, which PMSCs would fill. This is an opportunity, as when PMSC encroach upon the 

humanitarian space, it is a way for them to fix their image as “dogs of war,” seeking to align 

themselves with humanitarian actors more closely, as a way to “establish authority and 

legitimacy as humanitarians” among populations.550 Conversely, PMSCs are used to soften the 

perception of aid, which would have otherwise been provided by militaries in uniform. But some 

have argued that the notion of PMSCs, versus the military, makes little difference in the eyes of 

 
546 Tkach and Phillips, "UN Organizational.” (p. 103) 

547 R 30 

548 Kjell Bjork and Richard Jones, "Overcoming Dilemmas Created by the 21st Century Mercenaries: conceptualising 
the use of private security companies in Iraq," Third World Quarterly 26.4-5 (2005): 777-796. (p. 782)   

549 Singer, "Corporate warriors.” 

550 Joachim and Schneiker, "New humanitarians?” (p. 386) 
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local populations. This is particularly the case in high-conflict settings such as Iraq, which did not 

“allow the reconstruction and aid to be sufficiently differentiated in the eyes of the Iraqi 

population.”551 

There is a bigger point to this. PMSCs are the hard power extension of NGOs, as Civil 

Affairs are the soft power extension of the military, giving NGOs, essentially, many of the hard 

power tools of soldiers. This has increasingly allowed NGOs to operate in areas which had before 

been more restrictive for them, giving them equal capabilities to those of the military, when it 

comes to fragile settings. Using PMSCs in spaces that are constantly shifting between conflict and 

stability creates another challenge. According to one respondent, in areas where the security 

situation is not severe, NGOs “bring in private security companies, which now create a security 

pressure.”552 Scholars argue that PMSCs affect the intensity, and duration of a conflict.553 

Professionals in the field have expressed concern over the lack of clarity when it comes to PMSCs 

engaging with NGOs, as PMSCs are “half military and half not.”554 Others have argued that “the 

lack of a sound regulatory framework within which these private security companies operate can 

indirectly exacerbate the aggression that those working in aid and reconstruction activities face, 

because of the questionable tactics used by private security personnel.”555 Or, as the NGO 

respondent put it “these are guys with PTSD who got kicked out of the military.”556  

This mix of dynamics is muddy territory for any entity to operate in. US presence under 

FID or any other security cooperation program, is under straight legal agreements. NGOs, which 

may or may not be implementing partners of development agencies, or which may or may not 

be coordinating and consulting with the military, are less constrained to such legal arrangements. 

 
551 Bjork and Jones, "Overcoming.” (p. 792) 

552 R 51 

553 Ulrich Petersohn, "The impact of mercenaries and private military and security companies on civil war severity 
between 1946 and 2002," International interactions 40, no. 2 (2014): 191-215; Seden Akcinaroglu and Elizabeth 
Radziszewski, "Private military companies, opportunities, and termination of civil wars in Africa," Journal of Conflict 
Resolution 57, no. 5 (2013): 795-821, as referenced in Benjamin Tkach, "Private military and security companies, 
contract structure, market competition, and violence in Iraq," Conflict Management and Peace Science 36, no. 3 
(2019): 291-311.  

554 UNSW Canberra, “Operating.” 

555 Bjork and Jones, "Overcoming.” (p. 792); Petersohn, "The impact.” 

556 R 51 
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As one respondent said, “anybody can be an NGO.”557 Similarly, there are no strict requirements 

on who can be a PMSC as “some are large corporations, while others consist of little more than 

an office, a fax machine and a few employees.”558 And as already established earlier, PMSCs also 

enjoy vague legal liability and legal status which allows them extensive degrees of operational 

freedom compared with regular forces, for example in war-torn Iraq and Afghanistan.559 Indeed, 

PMSCs have long been bound by international convention constraints on their engagement with 

state actors,560 but these rules do not apply to non-State actors, such as NGOs, and “PMSCs are 

poorly regulated by both individual states and the international community.”561 As mentioned 

previously, in addition to not always following stringent processes on whom they hire for their 

staff, not all NGOs have a stringent contracting agreement for PMSCs, either. Furthermore, the 

ambiguity and chaos of the environments in which PMSCs operate leave little room for 

accountability for PMSCs’ behaviors and approaches in the gray space.562 Others have altogether 

questioned the transparency and accountability practices of the NGO sector in that 

“humanitarian agencies are deeply unprofessional in the way they hire PMSCs.”563 

In PMSCs enabling NGOs to navigate these spaces, it appears that indeed NGOs and the 

military are on equal footing to some extent, strongly converging into the gray space (see table 

1.1). But this is at first glance, and this analysis argues that the scale tilts in the favor of NGOs. On 

the part of SOF, strict rules, under the arrangements of Security Cooperation and Bilateral 

 
557 R 51 

558 Joachim and Schneiker, "New humanitarians?” (p. 369)  

559 Fabien Mathieu and Nick Dearden, "Corporate Mercenaries: The Threat of Private Military & Security 
Companies," Review of African Political Economy 34, no. 114 (2007): 744-755; Samuel P. Cheadle, “Private Military 
Contractor Liability under the Worldwide Personal Protective Services II Contract,” Public Contract Law Journal. 
38/3 (2009): 690.  

560 United Nations, “United Nations Resolution 44/34 - International Convention against the Recruitment, Use, 
Financing and Training of Mercenaries General Assembly resolution 44/34,” Kevin Riordan (Chief Judge), United 
Nations, New York, 4 December 1989.  

561 Christa Moesgaard, “Weak International Response to the Use of Private Military Security Companies,” Policy 
Brief. Danish Institute for International Studies, 2011, as referenced in Kayla Malcy, “Publicly Available Information 
on the Private Military and NGO Relationship: A Case Study” (Academic Thesis, University of Colorado, Boulder, 
2018). (p. 14) 

562 Tkach, "Private military.” 

563 Emily Speers Mears, “Private military and security companies and humanitarian action,” Professional 
Development Brief. (Security Management Initiative, Geneva: 2009). (p.3); Østensen, "In the business of peace.” 
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Security agreements, drive their presence, movement, and interaction, at least in theory. 

Equipped with physical security, intelligence, and planning capabilities, NGOs have at their 

fingertips many of the tools that the military does. But they have another advantage. Their 

historically altruistic and impartial image, even if only in theory, conceals their newly gained hard 

power. In the eyes of the locals, one respondent described, “all of us foreigners look the same.”564 

Local communities cannot easily differentiate between military and non-military who stand in 

security roles. John Mackinlay notes that when it comes to NGOs, many “do not require to be 

mandated by an authorising body in the way the military force does, to participate in the conflict 

zone.”565 As a result, it is easier for NGOs to downplay their hard power than it is for uniformed 

military actors to up play their soft power. Lastly, this reinforces the question of whether the 

principles of neutrality, impartiality, humanity, and independence, which are often interpreted 

differently across organizations and cultures, are still relevant.566 

 

Conclusion  

Having established that SOF cannot be humanitarian because they are self-serving, are 

NGOs altruistic or also self-serving in working in local communities?  

As they have ballooned in scale and scope, and prolonged their engagement from short 

to long-term, NGOs have also diversified in how they fund their work through both public and 

private money. As a result, they are accountable to the people who fund them in different ways, 

causing a divergence within the development sector. Private funding and official donor funding 

uphold NGOs to different accountability mechanisms, where privately funded organizations have 

much more room to maneuver and fewer constraints than publicly funded ones. But publicly 

funded ones are more prevalent in fragile spaces, giving them more currency with military actors. 

This thesis finds that as they monitor and evaluate their work, NGOs prioritize differently. They 

do not completely ignore the needs of the populations they serve, but their bigger priorities are 

about staying in business, which frequently puts their recipients’ needs on the backburner. A 

 
564 R 1 – NGO respondent, December 29, 2021. 

565 John Mackinlay, “Co-operating in the Conflict Zone,” NATO, 2002. (p.29)  

566 UNSW Canberra, “Operating.” 
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series of local and international dynamics also disrupt what is desired by outside countries, and 

what is feasible or necessary for local communities.  

Furthermore, the political, structural, and financial modalities and constraints that these 

entities must navigate, make them neither impartial nor neutral. As mentioned earlier, SOF are 

the hard powered instrument of foreign policy, despite their soft skills. NGOs as implementing 

partners of donors are simply the soft power of the same foreign policy. So by definition, much 

of the development programming is political, as foreign policy always takes a side. NGOs that 

choose to operate in fragile spaces are diverging away from a purist development approach to 

working in communities and converging closer to the security space. To continue to operate, 

NGOs need to stay competitive by diversifying their funders, but also their skills. To navigate the 

gray space, they seek to staff themselves with personnel who are highly experienced in this 

terrain, by hiring personnel with strong military experience, and through the utilization of PMSCs. 

While there are no organizationally established or accepted mechanisms for a robust relationship 

between NGOs with the military in the gray space, there seems to be an organically formed and 

tightknit network of “military gone NGO” professionals who serve exactly this purpose.  

But this puts NGOs on yet a higher level than their military counterparts. By hardening up 

they can down play their hard power, much more easily than civil affairs can up play their soft 

power. This convergence is only proof of what is naturally occurring in the gray space, and in line 

with what Collier argued - that external military presence has an important role in fragile states. 

Contrarily, the divergence might also be the way for the vicious cycle of poverty and insecurity, 

which Sachs Further on the development side, the convergence is also an organic byproduct of a 

space that is constantly shifting between degrees of insecurity, as described by Duffield. On the 

military side, NGOs navigating this terrain is proof of the necessary diversity of skills that those 

engaging in low-intensity conflict, namely the military, must have, just as military progressives 

Scales and Sarkesian argued. For NGOs, this new hybridization gives them the freedom to 

program and engage as they choose, not as their funders choose. With the ability to hire staff 

that best operate in places where they work, namely former military; with their funding coming 

through different channels, often with little accountability to those who fund them, namely 
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private donors; and the lack of stringent requirements to contract private security companies, 

when it comes to the gray space, NGOs often get a card blanche.  
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Chapter 4: Brothers from Another Mother 
 

Are SOF and NGOs Organizationally Compatible but Institutionally Restrained? 
 
Introduction 

 Previous chapters discussed the challenging relationship between militaries and NGOs 

and how, despite their missions being different, both SOF and NGOs struggle to reach the desired 

beneficiaries they seek to assist. Chapters 2 and 3 also established that in different ways, both of 

these organizations are self-serving, leading them to converge in a space that needs both of their 

specialties and capabilities. But do these similarities stop there? This chapter examines this 

question, comparing these organizations as institutions. 

 Militaries are understood to be culturally authoritarian and part of well-defined 

hierarchies, and NGOs are known to be decentralized and autonomous. They converge in large-

scale disaster response and complex emergencies, forming the crux of the civil-military 

relationship. Scholars have explored the interactions of these entities, drawing general 

conclusions that they are different in their objectives, principles, decision-making procedures, 

operational rules, and organizational strategies. Funding is also a factor, where DOD’s outsized 

budget tends to outweigh the efforts of development actors. With the increase in the number of 

crises that require large-scale operational engagements during the last few decades, leaders of 

the large-scale conventional military structures and humanitarian and development 

organizations have learned to understand these differences and decrease the level of 

miscommunication and tension. They navigate their interactions through well-established 

coordinating structures. 

 Ironically, when examining the gray space where SOF and NGOs carry out many of their 

engagements, we see these entities demonstrate traits that contradict many of the preconceived 

differences established by practitioners and in the scholarship. In examining SOF separate from 

the larger DOD organization to which it organizationally belongs, and NGOs separate from their 

relationship with and accountability to donors, these actors possess a series of similar managerial 

attributes, namely the ways in which they manage money, implement projects, and select 

personnel. Contrary to the accepted belief that DOD is larger in budget than development actors, 

at the project level, DOD expenditures for these small-scale efforts are comparable to those of 
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their NGO counterparts, and often DOD is outspent. Its budget possesses a series of constraining 

authorities, much like that of NGOs, as discussed in Chapter 3, and is driven by the availability of 

funding, not by the presence of need. NGOs possess other valuable, non-monetary assets. Both 

organizations’ activities may overlap in conflict zones, but their approaches to the full cycles of 

consultation, implementation, and follow-up differ. Their presence in the communities where 

they operate is also more complex than what meets the eye, and both actors, to different extents, 

suffer from a lack of permanence in the areas where they operate. 

In examining how these entities go from large-scale coordinated interactions, to small-

level and ad-hoc engagement, this analysis argues that the gray space, once again converges, 

rather than diverges these entities. This analysis argues that the lack of traditional sequencing 

has changed the traditional roles of these entities, causing them to adapt to the order in which 

they understand and respond to pre-conflict or post-conflict efforts. Just like with short and long-

term assistance, these boundaries, too, have become obsolete. In examining these organizations 

for their diversity, autonomy, generalist versus specialist expertise, transparency, organizational 

independence, and scale, this analysis argues that these entities are organizationally compatible, 

but institutionally constrained.  

 

From Wholesale to Retail 

Previous chapters have discussed the convergence of the military and NGOs in the gray 

space. In analyzing NGOs and the military, practitioners and scholars most notably argue that 

“the two principal circumstances that draw these institutions together are peacekeeping 

operations and responses to humanitarian emergencies.”567 Previously, this analysis argued that, 

unlike large-scale, sudden disaster or complex emergencies, the gray space is smaller and subject 

to scarcity of resources which lead to insecurity.568 In such instances, there are few crises in 

 
567 Pamela Aall and Dan Snodderly, “Introduction,” in Responding to Violent Conflicts and Humanitarian Crises, 
Eds., Pamela Aall and Dan Snodderly (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021). (p. 13) 

568 Bremer and Cawthorne, “Haiti.”   
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number, but “they are chronic, long term and affecting people more.”569 This creates another, 

and as discussed in Chapter 1, less explored angle of the civil-military relationship. 

So, compared to large-scale crises, how does coordination occur differently in the gray 

space, if at all?  To understand, let us contrast them. 

In the traditional context, military and civilian actors have the oversight of coordination 

agencies, such as UNOCHA or preestablished guidelines (see Table 4.1). The military is involved 

in handling “disaster relief, nation assistance, and drug interdiction to peacekeeping, 

noncombatant evacuation, and peace enforcement.”570 In natural disasters, such as typhoons or 

earthquakes, the military’s role is to restore a void of services for the population.571 As mentioned 

in Chapter 2, it does so by performing a sophisticated and robust mission tasking matrix (MiTaM) 

to quickly mobilize a response to emergencies, people displacement, hunger, etc.,572 when 

national emergency capacity is at a limit. In these large-scale interactions, civil-military 

cooperation (CIMIC) guides how to engage with civic actors, local populations, NGOs, and INGOs, 

in order to meet the needs of the population, not the objectives of the military.573 In the early 

days of the war in Afghanistan, CIMIC was the coordinating structure between the Afghan 

ministries and the coalition.574 CIMIC is in addition to a variety of other formal coordination 

mechanisms, such as “humanitarian operations centers (HOCs), civilian military operations 

centers (CMOCs), on-site operations coordination centers (OSOCCs), and humanitarian affairs 

centers (HACs).” 575 These have been used in many contexts, including across Haiti, Somalia, 

Rwanda, Albania, Kosovo, and Afghanistan. 

 
569 UNSW Canberra, “Operating.” 

570 Avi Kober, “Low-Intensity Conflicts: Why the Gap Between Theory and Practise?,” Defense & Security Analysis 
18, no. 1 (2002): 15–38. (p.17) 

571 Christopher Holshek, “Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination: Looking Beyond the “Latest and Greatest” in 
History and Hope  (New York: Fordham University Press, 2013). (pp. 270–286). 

572 US Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, International Crises and Disasters: U.S. Humanitarian 
Assistance Response Mechanisms, by Rhoda Margesson, RL33769 (2020). 

573 Franke, "The peacebuilding dilemma.” (p. 8) 

574 William Flavin, “Civil military operations: Afghanistan. observations on civil military operations during the first 
year of operation enduring freedom,” (Research Project, Peacekeeping and Stability Operations Institute, ARMY 
War College Carlisle Barracks, PA, 2004). (p. xi) 

575 Lawry, “Guide.” (p. 198) 
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Since the early 1990s, many efforts have been made for the best way to get the military 

and NGOs to coordinate in humanitarian crises (See Table 4.1). Many of these have been 

unsuccessful, either due to their failure to engage the host nation government, or failure to 

examine the principles of neutrality and impartiality when it comes to a host nation military being 

involved in internal conflict.576  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
576 Ajay Madiwale and Kudrat Virk, "Civil–military relations in natural disasters: a case study of the 2010 Pakistan 
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Table 4.1: 577 Main Frameworks, Guidelines, and Initiatives for Civil-Military Interactions 

1993 Military Support to Civil Authorities (MSCA) 
1994 Guidelines on the Use of Military and Civil Defense Assets in Disaster Relief “Oslo Guidelines” 
1997 The Sphere Project: Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Humanitarian Response 
2001 The ICRC Guidelines for Civil-Military Relations (CMR) 
2001 US Army Civil-Military Operations Joint Publication 3–57 
2001 Discussion Paper and Non-Binding Guidelines on the Use of Military or Armed Escorts for Humanitarian Convoys  
2003 Guidelines on the Use of Military and Civil Defense Assets to Support United Nations Humanitarian Activities in 
Complex Emergencies “MCDA Guidelines” 
2003 Good Humanitarian Donorship (GHD principles 2003) 
2004 UN Humanitarian Civil Military Coordination (UN CMCoord) 
2004 IASC Non-Binding Guidelines on the Use of Armed Escorts for Humanitarian Convoys 
2004 Civil-Military Relationship in Complex Emergencies – An IASC Reference Paper 
2004 Multinational Force Standard Operating Procedures (MNF SOP) 
2005 Guidelines for Relations Between U.S. Armed Forces and Non-Governmental Humanitarian Organizations in Hostile or 
Potentially Hostile Environments, United States Institute of Peace (USIP) 
2005 Asia-Pacific Regional Guidelines for the Use of Foreign Military Assets in Natural Disaster Response Operations 2007 
Civil-Military Coordination Officer Field Handbook 
2007 United States Institute of Peace, Guidelines for Relations Between U.S. Armed Forces and Non-Governmental 
Organizations in Hostile or Potentially Hostile Environments 
2008 Civilian Military Cooperation Policy (USAID) 
2008 United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Civil-Military Guidelines Reference for Complex 
Emergencies. Inter-Agency Standing Committee, New York  
2009 US Army Foreign Humanitarian Assistance Joint Publication 3–29 
2009 VOICE Working Group on EU civil-military relations 
2010 Civil-Military Coordination in UN Integrated Peacekeeping Missions (UN-CIMIC) 
2010 Allied Command Operations Comprehensive Operations Planning Directive (COPD) 
2010 Pakistan Civil-Military Guidelines 
2013 NATO’s Allied Joint Publication on Civil-Military Cooperation (AJP-3.4.9) 
2014 Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination – A Guide for the Military 
2015 Policy on Cooperation with the Department of Defense (USAID) 
2015 US Agency for International Development, Joint Humanitarian Operations Course (JHOC), Civil-Military Roles in 
International Disaster Response 
2016 Interorganizational Cooperation (Joint Publication 3–08)  
2018 US Department of Defense Joint Chiefs of Staff, Peace Operations. Joint Publication 3-07.3, Washington DC: Joint 
Chiefs of Staff 

 
To be clear, these guidelines are not specific to large-scale coordination. There is nothing 

to prevent their use in the small-scale spaces which are not subject to many actors and resources. 

However, as discussed before, there are two complications: first, SOF’s use of development and 

humanitarian projects is to meet their own purpose; second, SOF’s initiatives are the product of 

US interagency coordination, if such coordination occurs at all.  

 
577 Original table in Dilshad Jaff, Lewis Margolis, and Edward Reeder, "Civil–military interactions during non-conflict 
humanitarian crises: a time to assess the relationship," Defence Studies (2022): 1-16. (p. 6) with author’s additions. 
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In the gray space, the military continues to conduct disaster prevention efforts, such as 

building cyclone shelters, vaccinating cattle, or conducting preventative health checks of 

communities, to mention a few. These can happen in any terrain, and are useful specifically in 

rural areas, which tend to be the most vulnerable to extremism, as they are often neglected by 

governments. There, civil affairs can focus “on military needs and provides suggestions for how 

to gain the support of civilians for the military mission,”578 of the HN partner. Placed under the 

auspices of stability operations whose purpose is to ensure an environment is seen as legitimate, 

acceptable, and predictable,579 Civil Military Support Elements (CMSE) perform tasks across the 

gamut - from supporting programming designed to prevent youth to join extremist groups, to 

medical services, to assessing the readiness of armed forces in peacekeeping operations, such as 

in Kosovo.580 A CMSE in a CT operation in Lebanon, or a training mission in Colombia, where 

Accion Integral is the CMSE for the Colombian military, all have different mandates, but they all 

involve similar actors.  

So, what is different in the gray space? 

Coordination in the gray space does not occur to the extent that it does with large-scale 

humanitarian responses, if it occurs at all. While large-scale response operations have someone 

who serves as the translator between the NGOs and the military, the small-scale missions 

examined in this analysis do not have an established role.581   

First, when examined separately, and the extent to which each of these entities follows 

these guidelines, it is clear that each of these entities has its own idea of how and to what extent 

it should coordinate with the other. Some of the most common terms used by participants in 

interviews - from both the military and NGOs, were coordination, consultation, cooperation, and 

collaboration. Most of the military interviewees spoke of doctrine informing how the military 

should be working with NGOs, but as mentioned earlier, much of such coordination is ad-hoc, 

 
578 Thomas R Mockaitis, Civil-military cooperation in peace operations: The case of Kosovo, (DIANE Publishing, 
2004), as referenced in Franke, "The peacebuilding dilemma.” (p. 8) 

579 United States Department of the Army, Stability. Army Doctrine Publication Field Manual 3-07, Washington DC: 
Department of the Army Headquarters, 2019.  

580 R 38 – Civil Affairs Officer, March 16. 2021. 

581 UNSW Canberra, “Operating.” 



 

 

152 

and dependent on the individual. This is despite the Joint Publication doctrine for rules of 

engagement, where a stringent and structurally oiled machine brings together personnel, 

intelligence, operations, logistics, planning, and communications. On their end, NGOs do not 

have such a doctrine, but they have a lot of agency in where and how they choose to coordinate. 

When it comes to high-intensity conflict, “NGOs may decide to participate in systematic 

information-sharing with military actors to avoid potential hazards, such as providing the 

coordinates of hospitals to avoid inadvertent targeting of these facilities by the military.”582 But 

in speaking to respondents, unless a pre-established relationship exists, this stronghold on 

information also can exist in the gray space. The contexts in which retired veterans are part of 

NGOs are different. 

Second, because the gray space is mostly steady – lacking the danger and volatility of high 

intensity conflict, both of these entities – NGOs and SOF, can choose where to engage. For SOF, 

as they try to meet their objective first, the gray space may not always have the necessary 

strategic currency for entities to invest in resources and personnel. In Nepal, for example, remote 

villages in need are neglected by development actors because they are hard to reach. This is in 

line with what scholars have already found, specifically that “populous locations have many 

NGOs,”583 but rural communities lack everything all around. The military has the capability to 

reach these areas, but likely will not put the resources to doing so if the area is not strategically 

important, and does not seem vulnerable to threat. Earlier the analysis alluded to how all – 

communities, NGOs and SOF are political entities.  

Between lack of large-scale presence of actors, and as a result, a need to coordinate them, 

the gray space can be subject to neglect when comes to coordination. This is because there are 

no larger structures to oversee these actors’ activities in the ungoverned spaces where they 

operate.  

 

 
582 Julien Schopp, “Guidelines for NGO Coordination with military Actors During Humanitarian Crisis,” InterAction, 
July 13, 2018. 

583 Brass, et. al., "NGOs and international development.” (p. 137) 
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Sequencing 

Chapter 3 referred to the constantly shifting short and long-term programming of NGOs. 

When it comes to Civil Affairs’ role, traditionally their work has been mostly associated with 

“what happened after the shooting stopped.”584 This all follows a linear approach to how conflict 

begins, occurs, and ends, and which actors get involved with which activities, as shown in Figure 

4.2. But the reality of such a linear approach, in any context where military and civilian contexts 

are involved, is much more complex, rarely following a tidy separation of activities. 

 

Figure 4.2: The phases of conflict585 

 
          Figure licensed under public domain Creative Commons CC0. 

 
Let us take for example disaster response, where there are no political complexities to 

navigate. There, the neatly sequenced phases of who gets involved and when, should be much 

more straightforward. But there is another complication. Scholars have already argued about the 

tendency for boundaries of natural disaster to bleed into situations of conflict, or 

 
584 Brewer, “U.S. Army Civil Affairs.” (p. 5) 

585 Department of Defense, Joint Operations. Joint Publication 3-0, Washington DC: Department of Defense, August 
11, 2011. (p. V-7). Also referenced in Paul Scharre, “American Strategy and the Six Phases of Grief,” War on the 
Rocks, October 6, 2016.  
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counterinsurgencies, to turn into complex emergencies.586 Most of the activities for restoration, 

rebuilding, and reconstructing are not “discrete events that run sequentially, or activities that 

necessarily run in parallel.”587 In long-term relief, resettlement, and development programs, too, 

stages may be predefined as “too rigid.”588   

Christopher Holshek confirms this to also be true about peace operations: 

[I]f conflict prevention failed then one moved on to various means of 
peacemaking; once there was an agreement to pursue a peaceful solution then 
traditional methods of peacekeeping could be applied; and finally, once peace had 
taken hold, peace-building could begin…The reality of today’s operations, 
however, is that there is essentially no such tidy sequence. Conflict prevention, 
diplomatic peacemaking, peace enforcement actions, classic peacekeeping, 
peace-building and nation-building (development) are often all taking place 
simultaneously.589 
 

Antonio Donini also describes a similarly chaotic and ambiguous definition of these phases in 

more conflict-ridden Afghanistan, describing how sub-regions of the Afghanistan conflict fit into 

different definitions of the phases of conflict: 

The situation in Afghanistan in early 2006 presented an astonishing blend of 
conflict, post-conflict, humanitarian and development characteristics. In Kabul 
and in the North, where security is not a serious issue and the legitimacy of the 
government is broadly accepted, agencies are in post-conflict, even development 
mode.590 
 
This is further complicated as Donini, too claims that such separation undercuts the 

complexity of how conflict and instability can occur. In his writing about Afghanistan, Donini 

notes that: 

One of the problems confronting aid agencies working in Afghanistan, and 
researchers trying to make sense of what is going on, relates to the ambiguities 
with which the overall situation is defined (or not). Is it a humanitarian crisis or a 
post-conflict, peacebuilding and/or development situation? This is not just an 

 
586 Bremer and Cawthorne, “Haiti”; Dan Vergano, “Mudslide Buries More Than 350 in Afghan Village,” National 
Geographic, May 3, 2014; King and Mutter, “Violent Conflicts.” 

587 Petit and Beresford, "Emergency.” (p. 317) 

588 Ibid. (p. 316)  

589 Holshek, “Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination.” (p. 274) 

590 Donini, "Local perceptions." (p. 161) 
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issue of semantics. The way in which the situation is defined impacts directly on 
the posture that agencies assume vis-a`-vis the government and the other forces 
at play.591 

In Afghanistan, the military was in charge of what development actors would have 

normally done, such as “trash removal to restoring basic sanitation, distributing rations, and 

repairing and rebuilding schools and hospitals.”592 But many have been the critics of the 

conventional military doing the job of development actors, classifying it as unfit. So, are SOF a 

better fit for performing this work?  

Chapter 2 argued that they are not. This is not because they are not equipped, but 

because their own need to meet their mission trumps the needs of populations. When it comes 

to the gray space, one military respondent expressed the challenges of constantly having to 

thread the intricacies of places that are neither full-on war nor full-on peace - “where we the 

military are in charge, it’s so much more straightforward.”593 The logistical work of rebuilding and 

reconstruction, which can seem much more complex than the combat and security work, 

ordinarily occurs only once fighting activity has ceased, and the environment is permissive for 

development actors to step in. Some have already argued about what is represented in table 4.1, 

that the “notional operational plan phases cannot address the layers and levels of complexity in 

any environment.”594 The blend of actors, phases, needs, and touchpoints between these entities 

is equally complicated.  

From an intra-organizational standpoint, for SOF the civil-military relationship can occur 

between any member of the SOF team, and a civic actor – from the most soft power component, 

namely Civil Affairs, to the most lethal, namely SF. The sequencing and touchpoints of who gets 

involved and when can change quickly and dynamically, as it is driven by the threat of what 

General Krulak refers to as the three block war. As one military respondent mentioned, “SF might 

 
591 Ibid.  (p. 160)  

592 David H Ucko, "Beyond clear-hold-build: Rethinking local-level counterinsurgency after 
Afghanistan," Contemporary Security Policy 34.3 (2013): 526-551. (p. 534); Stewart and Brown, “The Pentagon.” 
(p.5) 

593 R 15 

594 Gustav A. Otto, “The End of Operational Phases at Last,” InterAgency Journal, Vol. 8, Issue 3, 2017. (p. 78) 
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be the first to access an area because of its kinetic risk, and the first ones to speak to the 

population and NGOs. SF are in areas where CA are not. The same is true vice-versa. Once one of 

these more dangerous areas is assessed by SF, civil affairs would engage in this same area by 

talking to elders, elites, and trying to understand the locals’ needs.”595 But this carries its own 

risks and optically “a lot of people see SF as a threat.”596 Thus, once again, depending on the 

context, whose volatility can shift from one day to the next, the phases, activities, and 

perceptions within the civil-military relationship are difficult to predict or control. 

To most scholars who have examined the civil-military relationship, this disconnect 

between the military and civic actors, and the discomfort NGOs might feel around them, is not 

at all surprising. But if SOF are different than conventional forces, as established in Chapter 2, 

and if NGOs are increasingly navigating spaces which SOF are as well, as established in Chapter 

3, are these entities in fact as different as we have been traditionally led to believe?  

 

Strange Bedfellows or Familiar Strangers? 

 Scholars have argued that militaries are culturally authoritarian, centralized, large, robust, 

and part of a well-defined hierarchy.597 On the other hand, NGOs are “flat, consensus-based with 

highly decentralized field offices.”598 Most militaries are strict and linear in objective setting and 

execution. In contrast, civilian organizations are concerned with a “process of fulfilling 

changeable political or social interest.”599 Their metrics for success are not the same. The 

military’s definition of success may be measured by the number of terrorists killed or captured. 

For NGOs, success may be the number of lives saved or improved. For civil society and advocacy, 

an NGO’s success is measured by social change in the communities where they operate.600  

 
595 R 17 

596 Ibid. 

597 Tjallie AM Scheltinga, Sebastiaa J.H. Rietjens, Sirp J. De Boer and Celest P.M. Wilderom, "Cultural conflict within 
civil-military cooperation: A case study in Bosnia," Low Intensity Conflict & Law Enforcement 13.1 (2005): 54-69.  

598 Michael C. Williams, Civil-military relations and peacekeeping (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1998); as 
referenced in Winslow, “Strange Bedfellows.”  (p. 41)  

599 Holshek, “Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination.” (p. 276)  
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One of these entities’ most common differences is when it comes to language. The word 

“targeting,” one of the most frequently used by military respondents to describe populations in 

interviews, refers to “an entity or object that performs a function for the threat considered for 

possible engagement or other action.”601 This term, according to NGO respondents, could only 

be interpreted as elimination or killing. By definition, military collateral damage “is an effect that 

causes unintentional or incidental injury or damage to persons or objects that would not be 

lawful military targets.”602 However, it is often used to mean unintended consequences of armed 

conflict.603  

NGOs have their own terms and language, where certain types of assistance have evolved 

from “charity” to “capacity building,” from serving “victims” to supporting “survivors,” from “war 

relief” to “conflict transformation,” from “asylum” to “protection,” from decrying ineffective 

governments to the promotion of “good governance.”604 For the military conflict is “hot” or 

“red.” For NGOs, states which are affected  by conflict are considered “fragile” and “unstable,” a 

turn from the 1980s when they were simply “weak.” For the military, those living outside of their 

home of origin are “dislocated civilians,”605 but for NGOs, they are Internally Displaced Persons 

(IDPs), or if they have crossed an international border, they are refugees. During a panel focused 

on the coordination between the military and NGOs, NGOs expressed their hesitation when at 

first they were open to sharing assessments of local conditions with USAID, only to hear the 

military use terms like “’intel’ and ‘exploitation of the local population’ associated with their 

data.”606 It is in these instances, that SOF, and specifically SOF CA demonstrated their lack of 

understanding of how the terms they use impact their relationship with civic partners.    

 
601 Department of Defense Joint Chiefs of Staff, Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associated 
Terms. Joint Publication 1-02, Washington DC: Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2016. (p. 235) 

602 Ibid. (p. 35) 

603 Zygmunt Bauman, Collateral damage: Social inequalities in a global age, (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2011).  

604 Global Development Research Center, “Keywords and Concepts associated with NGOs,” 
https://www.gdrc.org/ngo/ngo-keywords.html. (last accessed February 11, 2022), as referenced in Anderson, et. 
al., Time to Listen. (p. 34) 

605 US Department of the Army, Civil. 

606 “2020 Civil Affairs Symposium Report,” Civil Affairs Association, December 23, 2020.  
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 Donna Winslow suggests that there are five main areas in which the differences between 

NGOs and the military are the starkest: (1) organizational structure and culture; (2) tasks and 

ways of accomplishing them; (3) definitions of success and time frames; (4) abilities to exert 

influence and control information; and (5) control of resources.607 This list is similar to table 1.2, 

which notes the characteristics which describe these entities. This analysis challenges Winslow 

in that these entities are opposite. When examined closely, we will see these actors are quite 

similar. Undeniably, SOF’s lethal power, as described in Chapter 2, is one of its core 

competencies. NGOs’ focus on humanitarian and development needs, despite the findings in 

Chapter 3 of their hard power, also cannot be denied. But how these organizations function, 

adapt, budget, and operate are quite similar. It is this occurrence that causes them to converge 

(see table 1.1). 

 First, unlike the large-scale bulky conventional forces, SOF are usually a lean, 12 member 

cross-functional team, as described in Chapter 2. The agility, and ability to navigate spaces 

without a heavy footprint give them an advantage in the inconspicuous gray space, where visible 

or high conflict is unlikely. Civil Affairs teams, as part of SOF, are four to five members each. Much 

like NGOs, civil affairs, too, have a focus on health, education, or basic infrastructure.608 During 

Operation Provide Comfort, the military ran OBGYN clinics.609 During Operations Allies Welcome, 

US Marines were responsible for distributing formula and diapers to mothers with babies.610 

When they work in a country, NGOs, especially humanitarian ones tend to be associated with 

providing services. But NGOs, too, just like the military focus on building capacity in the sector of 

their specialty. SOF’s training of other militaries is about building capacity, training, and 

equipping the security sectors, just like NGOs are about doing the same for health, education, or 

governance. 

 
607 Winslow, "Strange bedfellows.” (p. 38) 

608 Department of Defense Security Cooperation Agency, Overseas; US Department of the Army, Civil Affairs 
General Concepts. 

609 Armed Forces Staff College, “Anthony Zinni”; Gray, “The Military.” 

610 My own experience during my deployment to USMC Quantico during Operations Allies Welcome October, 
2021. 
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Second, contrary to Winslow’s argument about a difference in hierarchy and bureaucracy 

between NGOs and the military, the picture of NGOs and SOF, but not the conventional military 

that Winslow describes, is quite different. As one respondent noted about their small NGO, “we 

have bylaws, but we go mostly by our gut reaction. There is no formal bureaucracy yet.”611 On 

their end, SOF are “much flatter than what is found in much larger conventional forces.”612 They 

have “direct lines of communication to decision-makers and are organizationally small.”613 

Winslow argues that the military “do not believe in their role as ‘global street workers’.”614 Yet, 

Shamir and Ben-Ari, refer to them as “street-level integrators,”615 capable of connecting not just 

with other militaries but “with non-military and non-governmental organizations, or other civilian 

arms of government.”616 In other words, they have the ability to work well with others. 

Third, contrary to Winslow’s argument of how the military are not diverse, SOF are quite 

heterogeneous. Civil Affairs’ cross-cutting nature, as part of SOF, is comparatively diverse. The 

officers and NCOs can be both highly educated, and highly trained, and indeed, have some 

specialization comparable to that of NGOs, especially when it comes to the field of medicine (see 

Tables 2.2 and 2.3). SOF CA are organized across functional areas, and across geographic 

commands, they are expeditionary and multifaceted, making them well-qualified generalists. 

When it comes to how their personnel compares, for internationals, “an NGO operative is 

typically a well-educated person with a BA [bachelor of arts] or above and has usually been 

selected to work with his/her group while in college.”617 The military’s recruitment is strong from 

within rural communities in the US,618 whereas voluntary and philanthropic organizations, such 

 
611 Senior manager, local NGO in Claire Fyvie and Alastair Ager, "NGOs and innovation: organizational 
characteristics and constraints in development assistance work in The Gambia," World Development 27. no. 8 
(1999): 1383-1395. 

612 Breede, “Special (Peace).” (p. 229) 

613 Ibid. 

614 Winslow, "Strange bedfellows.” (p. 40) 

615 Eitan Shamir and Eyal Ben-Ari, "The rise of special operations forces: Generalized specialization, boundary 
spanning and military autonomy," Journal of Strategic Studies 41, no. 3 (2018): 335-371. (p. 355) 

616 Breede, "Special (peace).” (p 229)  

617 Scheidt, “NGOs.” (p. 5) 

618 Dave Philipps and Tim Arango, “Who Signs Up to Fight? Makeup of U.S. Recruits Shows Glaring Disparity,” The 
New York Times, January 14, 2020; Stephanie Savell and Rachel McMahon, “Numbers and Per Capita Distribution 
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as the Peace Corps, mostly recruit from within urban areas.619 Headquarters’ staff for INGOs in 

Geneva or New York also seek highly qualified personnel who hold a master’s degree and years 

of experience in a region. Local NGOs on the ground, especially those receiving funding from 

donors, also tend to draw on elites from within communities, where the more educated are more 

highly sought after.  

Furthermore, SOF are considered “specialized generalists” who can perform a large array 

of tasks. As non-experts, they are taught to learn an abundance of things and “become very good 

at something specific, very quickly.”620 This quality is further reinforced by the autonomy they 

are given and their ability to go outside the boundaries of their craft by leveraging civic actors. 

Similarly, a small health NGO, vetted by a donor, serving in a specific country or region would 

specialize just in that. Between their mandates, principles, codes of conduct, standards, 

coordination, and accountability standards, NGOs are very diverse, and some have argued 

difficult to work with because of this diversity.621 Donors would opt to have at their fingertips a 

group across all the domains of development, but NGOs do not undergo a similar, standardized 

training through their organizations, the way SOF undergoes through DoD, and do not use the 

same manuals as all of CA does.  

What is interesting is that while NGOs are perceived as specialists, in one study of 28 

international development NGO managers, across eleven NGOs in over ten subject matter fields, 

such as humanitarian, finance, health, and nutrition, respondents were asked what factors drive 

the success or failure of international development projects undertaken by NGOs. The most 

important factor that came up was adaptability, followed by the ability to carry out multiple tasks 

(see Figure 4.3).  

 

 

 

 
of Troops Serving in the U.S. Post-9/11 Wars in 2019, By State,” Costs of War. (Watson Institute of International 
and Public Affairs, Brown University, 2019).  

619 “Peace Corps Announces Top States and Metropolitan Areas,” PeaceCorps, December 7, 2009.  

620 Breede, "Special (peace).” (p 229) 
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Figure 4.3: NGO Staff Competencies622 

 

 
One of the key findings was a large response in favor of the ability to perform a range of 

tasks. “As an expert, you end up being involved in everything when you're abroad [...] You need 

to know how to write, you need to know about computers [...] I even took a street work 

course.”623 The ability to perform various tasks was one of the defining traits of SOF operators, 

as described in earlier. Despite the different specialties which SOF and NGOs provide – SOF as 

generalists, and NGOs as specialists - as operators they both recognize the importance of a 

generalist skillset. 

In short, these actors are heterogenous, vis-à-vis one another, but also within their 

respective organizations. These entities are not so distinct. It is rather their institutional focus 

that causes them to diverge, not the attributes, or the backgrounds of the personnel who serve 

within them. 

Fourth, despite being flat, both these entities are held accountable to larger 

organizations, and they both can be very top-heavy. For SOF, it is the multiple layers consisting 

of the Embassy, the Taskforce Special Operations Command (TSOC), the geographic command 

 
622 Sophie Brière, Denis Proulx, Olga Navaro Flores, and Mélissa Laporte, "Competencies of project managers in 
international NGOs: Perceptions of practitioners," International Journal of Project Management 33, no. 1 (2015): 
116-125. (p. 120) 

623 Brière, et. al., "Competencies.” (p.120) 
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(GCC), and the larger DOD. For NGOs, even without the donors, the country team, the regional 

office, then higher headquarters, add layers of bureaucracy. Yet, both SOF and NGOs hold a great 

deal of autonomy as ground operators, and away from their larger hierarchies, a topic which is 

further discussed in Chapter 5. As such, they are both extremely adaptable. Respondents in a 

study argued that “NGOs tend to, especially the more humanitarian ones at the field level, [they] 

make it up as they go along. Now they’ll have plans, programs, those kinds of things that come 

from the top, but the implementation, is not nearly as disciplined as it is in the military.”624 

Another one noted that NGOs are “much more able to problem solve and to make decisions in 

the field because they have very in depth knowledge of what’s going on in that particular 

community or a particular region, particular culture. Whereas once again, the military tends to 

have to ask people NGO workers are given much more latitude and much more autonomy and 

responsibility.”625  

 Chapter 3 provided an analysis of how NGOs are highly adaptable to uncertainty, even if 

they seek to avoid it by competing for donor funding. This is not unsimilar to much of what SOF 

respondents described as SOF’s adaptability and known problem-solving skills. SOF possess a 

great deal of autonomy in the function of their flat and field-focused structure. They have the 

“abilities for action in a variety of fields straddling high- and low-intensity engagements, nation-

building and humanitarian missions, and training indigenous forces and liaising with other 

national forces.”626 It is because of these skills that some argue SOF should be able to have an 

effective role to play under UN mandates as part of peacekeeping operations.627 

Fifth, when it comes to one element of diversity, Winslow and others argue that the 

military is a male-dominant culture. It is extremely difficult to disprove or prove comparisons of 

these complicated sectors, but some evidence is available to challenge them. In peace 

 
624 Canadian Security Forces Respondent in Tara L. Holton, Angela R. Febbraro, Emily-Ana Filardo, Marissa Barnes, 
Brenda Fraser, and Rachel Spiece, “The Relationship Between Non-Governmental Organizations and the Canadian 
Forces: A Pilot Study,” (Technichal Report, DEFENCE RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT TORONTO: CANADA, 2010). 
(p. 19) 

625 NGO Respondent in Holton et. al., “The Relationship.” (p. 19) 

626 Shamir and Ben-Ari. "The rise.” (p. 336) 

627 Radu Burduja, “Use of Special Operations Forces in United Nations Missions: a Method to Resolve Complexity,” 
(Master’s Thesis US Army School for Advanced Military Studies Fort Leavenworth United States, 2015). 
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operations, while the military are predominantly male, NGO relief workers tend to be female in 

their late 20s to early 40s.628 In many countries, more than 75% of health workers are women.629 

Women are more drawn to social work than men.630 As discussed in Chapter 2, SOF are known 

to be older, more mature, and indeed, male dominated. The gender imbalance among NGOs is 

sometimes within the community where they operate, not necessarily within the organizations 

themselves. As one NGO respondent in a study noted “It seems to me that the problem with 

gender issues with NGOs, is actually in the countries and in the fields where one is working. So 

it’s not actually in the NGOs themselves, it’s in their beneficiary populations, host countries, 

etcetera, and national contexts.”631 A study in Nigeria of rural development NGOs confirmed that 

two thirds of respondent personnel in a local NGO were male and between the age of 30 and 

50.632 This all exposes the notion that drawing conclusions on gender balance of any actor – NGO 

or military, local or foreign, is difficult. And such dichotomy goes against some of Winslow’s 

conclusions. 

 Sixth, when it comes to transparency, again, these entities share more commonalities 

than differences, but for different reasons. Both private and publicly-funded NGOs, if based in 

the US, must abide by a set of rules to maintain their tax free status. NGOs’ fiscal transparency in 

how they spend their money is largely absent from privately funded NGOs, but we see more 

transparency from the publicly funded ones. Their main requirement, as imposed by sanction rules 

by the US Treasury is to “refrain from working with governments or individuals under U.S. Sanctions, 

as well as with groups designated as foreign terrorist organizations, but otherwise, they are free to 

 
628 Laura L. Miller, "From adversaries to allies: Relief workers' attitudes toward the US military," Qualitative 
Sociology 22, no. 3 (1999): 181-197. 
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2013.  

631 NGO Respondent in Holton et. al., “The Relationship.” (p. 17) 
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164 

collaborate with foreign NGOs or foreign governments to achieve their purposes.”633 Chapter 6 gives 

further insight on the rules around the military working with vetted NGOs. At the same time, 

NGOs “need not provide notification to any government agency about its membership, activities, or 

outreach.”634 Contrarily, oversight by Congress for the military includes both budgetary and 

performance policy. Programs funded under Title 10, which covers many of SOF’s activities 

discussed in this analysis, “contains more than 300 reporting requirements to be made to 

Congress, ranging from spending breakdowns to readiness assessments and strategy reports.”635 

Seventh, when it comes to independence as discussed in Chapters 2 and 3, the concept 

of independence is most associated with NGOs, which seek to be independent of political parties 

or agendas in how they operate. But this is difficult to do, as was already argued in Chapter 3. 

There is another independence, which is organizational. How are SOF independent from DOD, 

and NGOs independent from donors? NGOs are much more constrained than the military, 

contrary to Winslow’s argument. Once contracted to perform projects, NGOs can further 

subcontract their work, taking their cut in the process.636 But this makes them dependent on the 

donor, and dependent on the quality of their subcontractor’s work. Conversely, SOF’s 

maneuvering of the terrain, and the ad-hoc nature of how they select their projects make them 

much more independent in their work, as discussed in Chapter 2, even if this freedom is highly 

criticized by development actors. SOF’s constraints are due to coordination with the Embassy, 

which varies depending on the strength of the interagency, and the leverage of DOD in the 

specific mission. When SOF outsource their work to others, in the way that USAID uses NGOs to 

implement development projects, it is to the host nation partner, as was the case with Accion 

Integral in Colombia, or with the LAF in Lebanon, both discussed in Chapter 2. In these cases, 

 
633 US Department of State, “Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) in the United States,” Fact Sheet, Bureau of Democracy, 
Human Rights and Labor, January 20, 2021; “Deputy Secretary of the Treasury Wally Adeyemo’s Roundtable Discussion 
with Human Rights and Anti-Corruption NGOs.” US Department of the Treasury. April 29, 2021.  

634 US Department of State, “Non-Governmental Organizations.” 
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DOD provides the funding to the civil affairs branch of the HN military, who carry out the actual 

implementation of projects. 

But in both instances, there is a common denominator – accountability to populations. 

Taking into account Chapter 3 on how donors often bypass consulting with the host nation 

government in fragile states, to whom then are these actors accountable? If SOF builds a well in 

a community, and it dries up, has it met its security objective? What does now become of the 

decrepit structure, and who do the populations living inside of the communities where it was 

built hold accountable? If a bridge built by an NGO but funded by a donor, collapses, which of 

these two entities is held accountable and by whom? If the World Bank funds the building of an 

electric grid, which causes recipients’ electric bills to increase, is it this reducing poverty? If the 

Gates Foundation in Malawi only decides to vaccinate a specific demographic of the youth, who, 

among these players is to stop it from doing so, and on what legal grounds? These questions are 

more concerning for the military. As one military respondent noted “Commanding officers are 

not experts at most things. So, the question becomes how do the people in charge give guidance 

on something they are not experts at?”637 Another military respondent referred to their time in 

Afghanistan, “I was given half a million dollars in CERP money to spend. I was 25 years old. I didn’t 

know what I was doing.”638 These are all issues of accountability, but also of the ability to cause 

harm Specifically, both of these actors are equally prone to not thinking through the 

consequences of their programming. By default, this makes them accountable to their objectives, 

first, not to the population. When the recipients’ perceptions are examined in Chapter 6, this will 

be discussed at length.  

Eighth, when it comes to scale, there is a similarity in the footprint of the projects which 

NGOs and SOF conduct. More precisely, the size and impact of a project are relative to the scale 

of the community where it is carried out. Small projects of just several thousand dollars may be 

a drop in the DOD bucket, but they can make or break the relationship in a small village of several 
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hundred.639 “The term ‘small-scale construction’ in a recently issued guidance for authority 

333,640 means ‘at a cost not to exceed $1,500,000 for any project.’”641 Such an amount may be a 

maximum ceiling for a well-funded DOD, but exceeds NGOs’ and grassroots initiatives’ financial 

capabilities multifold. As one respondent said, within the scale of DOD, “10,000 dollars may 

translate into a meaningful project in Burkina Faso or be a money pit in Afghanistan’s Helmand 

Province, where billions have poured in over the last 20 years.”642 This is the fundamental 

difference between large-scale nation building efforts conducted through CERP,643 and the gray 

space, where projects can be much smaller scale. 

 

OHDACA 

It has already been established that NGOs have the advantage of receiving different 

streams of private and public money. Yet, one of the key differences between these entities is 

scale. DOD has a large amount of funding, while NGOs have small amounts. As one journalist 

argues, “We send soldiers where we need civilians because the soldiers get the resources.”644 

But examined more closely, how big is the military budget for development and humanitarian 

activities, really? 

 The military’s involvement in humanitarian work is authorized but not limited to one main 

budget authority – the Overseas Humanitarian, Disaster, and Civic Aid Programs (OHDACA). 

OHDACA is the go-to budgetary tool to address post-reconstruction, humanitarian disasters, and 

instability prevention, to mention a few. It is designed for “training military personnel, serving 

the political interests of the host nation and United States, and providing humanitarian relief to 

 
639 This asserts the assumption that a small-scale project of 5,000 USD in a village in Burkina, for example, can be 
just as impactful, if not even more so, than a larger scale 50,000 dollar project in large intervention such a Iraq and 
Afghanistan. 

640 Cornell Law School,“10 U.S. Code § 333 - Foreign security forces: authority to build capacity,” Legal Information 
Institute, 2016. 

641 Ibid. 
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643 Johnson, et. al., “In Afghanistan.” 

644 Jeremy Suri, “History is Clear. America’s Military is Way Too Big.,” The New York Times, August 30, 2021.  
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foreign civilians.”645 Congress passed OHDACA in 1992 as a sub-program of DoD, making its 

primary purpose to enable “PN provision of essential human services to their indigenous 

populations.”646 Covering the full gamut, OHDACA includes a series of health, education, 

humanitarian demining, and infrastructure projects for the Partner Nation.647  

Between training, equipment, operations, maintenance, and personnel, DOD’s spending 

spans anywhere between $700 to $800 billion each year. Geographic Combatant Commands 

(GCC), which “evolved into the modern-day equivalent of the Roman Empire’s proconsuls,”648 

have their own budget systems. From the $719 billion spent by DOD for 2019,649 $4.5 billion was 

allotted to and controlled by the five GCCs. OHDACA’s actual spending for the same year was just 

under $118 million, of which roughly $86 million were committed to foreign disaster assistance, 

and $15 million were committed to humanitarian assistance and humanitarian mine action, 

respectively.650 To compare, the President’s 2019 proposed budget for USAID and DOS, combined 

was $39.3 billion.651 The 600 NGOs which USAID partnered with in 2016 received just under $27 

billion in support from USAID and private donations.652 The 2022 proposed budget for the Office 

of Transition Initiatives (OTI) is $92 million,653 nearly 80% of what DoD spent on OHDACA in 2019. 

None of these figures are comparable to what was spent on CERP in Afghanistan or Iraq. What is 

of note is that US government development assistance in fragile states for programs with 

 
645 Jeff Drifmeyer and Craig Llewellyn, "Overview of overseas humanitarian, disaster, and civic aid 
programs," Military medicine 168.12 (2003): 975-980. (p. 275) 

646 “Chapter 12 – Overseas Humanitarian, Disaster, and Civic Aid (OHDACA),” Defense. 

647 Defense Security Cooperation Agency, Strategic Plan 2025: Security Through Global Partnerships, Washington 
DC: Defense Security Cooperation Agency, 2021; Defense Security Cooperation Agency, Evaluation. 

648 Mackenzie Eaglen, “Putting Combatant Commanders on a Demand Signal Diet,” War on the Rocks - 
Commentary, November 9, 2020.  

649 “U.S. military spending from 2000 to 2020,” Statista, November 10, 2021.  

650 Defense Security Cooperation Agency, Overseas Humanitarian, Disaster, and Civic Aid. Fiscal Year (FY) 2021 
Budget Estimates, Washington DC: Defense Security Cooperation Agency, 2020; OHDACA funds are partially 
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651 US Agency for International Development, Fiscal year (FY) 2019 Development and Humanitarian Assistance 
Budget, Washington DC: US Agency for International Development, 2019.  
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a development or humanitarian objective, versus military assistance – for programs for armed 

forces, is 78% to 22% respectively.654 This design is contrary to what is often viewed as the 

military outspending, outdoing, and outmaneuvering its civic interlocutors.  

Furthermore, in addition to the accountability measures mentioned earlier in this 

chapter, OHDACA is more prescriptive and restrained in how the military can spend its funding. 

OHDACA spreads across seven funding authorities – 401, 402, 404, 407, 2557, 2561, and 2649, 

each carrying different purposes on who can approve money and how money can be used. These 

authorities support anything from large-scale humanitarian projects with pure logistics, such as 

the Japan earthquake in 2011 or Haiti in 2010 to hundreds of small-scale projects around the 

world and the transportation of civilian supplies.655 OHDACA allows some flexibility in regards to 

humanitarian activities around the world,656 but such spending is allowed only as long as it does 

not replicate other US government agencies.657 Furthermore, these authorities are restricted to 

ensure that donations are not “being used to gain access or preferential treatment or, put in the 

most extreme terms, as a bribe or inducement to spur official action,”658 by DOD in its role as a 

transporter of humanitarian supplies, or donations. These rules are further enforced for Section 

401 of Title 10 funding,659 the one most concerned in this analysis. It requires Department of 

State approval, leading to close interagency coordination between what DOS, as the lead, and 

what it sees as a priority first. Others among the abovementioned authorities are overseen by 

the Defense Security Cooperation Agency (DSCA), while others are overseen by OSD or Joint Staff.  

Both the restrictions and flexibility of OHDACA demonstrate its utility as an agile 

instrument across the interagency. The challenge, according to one military respondent, is that 
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655 US Library of Congress, Congressional Research Service, Japan 2011 Earthquake: U.S. Department of Defense 
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the programming cycle which dictates how money can be spent, does not match with the needs 

cycle of the area of operation. Simply put “what recipients/communities may identify as a need 

may not be what spending authorities or authorizers would allow, when they would allow us to 

do it.”660 Or, as another respondent shared, referring to their work in West Africa, “We had 

money for masks, so this is what we gave. Now there is a vaccine for COVID 19, but we can’t use 

it for the vaccine because our funding restrictions won’t let us.”661 Restricting money by 

earmarking what it can be used on also applies to NGOs, as discussed earlier in Chapter 3. 

Contrary to DOD’s stringent spending rules on what can be done and how in the gray 

space, the picture for NGOs is quite different. What NGOs might lack in funding, they possess in 

flexibility. As one NGO participant noted in a civil-affairs symposium “there is no faster money 

than private money,”662 and “while DOD is prohibited from soliciting assistance even in 

humanitarian emergencies, USAID and State can solicit donations of goods, services, and even 

money.”663 For the Office of Transition Initiatives (OTI) – the expeditionary arm of USAID, more 

likely the deploy in conflict settings, it takes 2 months to stand up a program in a fragile state, 

versus USAID, which takes 12 months. This flexibility is by design, as the Office of Transition 

Initiative (OTI) provides “fast and flexible short-term assistance,” and it allows it to engage 

“quickly and robustly, often where additional contingency funds are less readily available.”664 As 

such, OTI can cut a grant in 6 hours,665 a flexible trait which helps it mitigate fragile contexts 

swiftly. While SOF have at their disposal more flexible tools than the conventional military to 

carry out their humanitarian support projects, they need approval through their Overseas 

Humanitarian Assistance and Shared Information System (OHASIS) – discussed later. 
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664 US Department of State, Department of State, Foreign Operations. (p. 85) 
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Chapter 2 provided evidence of how the military launches OHDACA projects, with little 

consultation with beneficiaries. NGO projects, according to Chapter 3, provide little visibility on 

how they are funded or whether they meet desired effects. But how do these projects look on 

the inside, and are they serving their intended benefit?  

OHDACA is not a black box, and it contains its own and internal accountability measures 

related to assessment monitoring and evaluation sections, which are closely followed in 

OHASIS.666 This is only in theory, however. OHASIS is the knowledge repository for these 

thousands of projects, and it is used by the interagency, by a community of more than 6,000 

users for the full project cycle – development, coordination, approval, and evaluation.667 In 2018, 

nearly 20 years into its launching, from the 16,000 active projects in OHASIS, 7,000 were 

completed and were valued at over 2.3 billion.668  

To exist in the system OHDACA projects are assigned a series of fields -  “name, number, 

year, funding program, approval status, combatant command, country, cost, person of contact, 

key words, and a free-form project description.”669 There is a discrepancy in this system, 

however, as the needs assessment, monitoring and evaluation guidance included in OHDACA do 

not translate into the required fields of the OHASIS system,670 and “there are no congressional or 

internal DOD reporting requirements in terms of outcomes or impacts of projects.”671 DOD’s 

framework is to assess “security cooperation through humanitarian assistance.” 672 The military 
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seeks to “ track, understand, and improve returns on DOD security cooperation investments.”673 

Moreover, a GAO report found that “DOD does not have complete information on the status or 

actual costs” of its OHDACA activities. And between 2005 and 2009, “DOD had not completed 90 

percent of the required 1-year post-project evaluations for its OHDACA projects, and about half 

of the required 30-day evaluations for those projects, and thus lacks information to determine 

projects’ effects.”674 So it should be of no surprise that respondents described “when we got in 

country, there were 30 proposed projects in the system [OHASIS], and none of them were 

approved – partly due to the cumbersome and long approval process.”675 

It is evi–ent that once again, these projects are designed to measure how the 

implementation impacts the work of DOD, not the civic environment. Due to a breakdown in the 

approval process, it seems that those measurements are also difficult to achieve. So, if OHDACA 

projects are done with reconnaissance in mind, and they are not for the benefit of populations, 

then how are OHDACA projects sufficient in informing the military’s mission? The opinion is 

mixed. 

 Some respondents spoke about how OHDACA projects do provide SOF with the access 

and placement needed for the military to carry out its missions. But others argued that the 

information produced is only information, not knowledge. Some have already argued that “there 

is no definitive doctrine that explains how to collect, analyze or warehouse Civil Information,”676 

be it for intelligence purposes or simply to meet local needs. Respondents overwhelmingly 

agreed that OHASIS provides data and information, not knowledge. There is no robust interface 

between information captured in OHASIS and the other information repository – Palantir – the 

human network and intelligence system. One military respondent emphasized that “As good as 

any of these systems are…they don’t talk to each other. Why even bother putting in information 
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if they don’t use it. We are running everything on a printed out excel spreadsheet.”677 Military 

respondents also reflected on the weakness of what scholars unanimously agree that the 

“current stovepipe systems and data sharing systems of the U.S. government cannot meet the 

need for persistent knowledge and awareness.”678 As one respondent described it “what do I 

need to gather on the outside in terms of information, to help me feed the system inside. Not 

what is in the system inside that can help me recognize unique aspects of the context in which I 

am operating.”679 In short, much of the effort is spent on finding ways to fit the context to the 

tools which are at hand, not utilizing such tools to understand the context. As such, operators are 

unable to draw a holistic picture, and the gathering of information process overrides the desired 

product that is the context.680  

I must mention that it is a stretch to make an apples-to-apples comparison between 

DOD’s OHASIS and USAID’s M&E mechanisms, or individual NGOs’ M&E instruments. USAID’s 

systems are for the effectiveness of its programming, whereas DOD’s are for managing the 

knowledge about the operating environment. But OHASIS is the program tracking system that 

comes the closest to USAID’s project oversight databases. USAID’s matrices are inclusive of 

performance indicators, targets, and baselines, which are carefully thought out throughout the 

lifecycle of a development project.681 But this lacks on the DOD side. When it comes to NGOs’ 

own central exchange, knowledge, and project monitoring of development projects, there is no 

one centralized hub for data, there are only individualized reports which are submitted to the 

funding donor. On the humanitarian side, there is one common data exchange platform that 

allows NGOs access to humanitarian data.682 The closest to a centralized hub for this information 

is the UN, which helps to identify and publicly share sources of insecurity and instability. No 
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centralized system on the impact of NGOs’ programming on communities exists. This is also the 

case with DOD’s OHASIS system, or the individual tools – PMESII and ASCOPE – which was 

discussed in Chapter 2. 

What becomes evident is that just like with the military in carrying its PMESII and ASCOPE 

assessments, as discussed in Chapter 2, there is no evidence of a centralized mechanism for NGOs 

to provide an assessment of the social and economic consequences of their activities. Such 

assessment is not to be confused with the monitoring and evaluation discussed in Chapter 3. 

What becomes clear from the discourse by comparing these organizations’ processes with 

one another is that NGOs’ accountability is to donors, not the populations they seek to serve,683 

leading these NGOs and SOF to converge (see table 1.1). On the military side, accountability is 

toward the US taxpayer and upward hierarchical structures, not the populations.  

Scholars have already posed the question - “What does ‘locally accountable’ mean in 

fragile states or places where the government and/or local actors participates in 

exclusion/conflict?”684 As mentioned in earlier parts of this chapter, no structure exists to hold 

either the military or NGOs accountable for the results of their work by local communities. With 

that, it  must be emphasized that accountability should not be confused with transparency, which 

scholars have overwhelmingly argued to be one of NGOs’ weak points,685 and which is off-limits 

for DOD, as OHASIS is a government-only system to access. As discussed previously, NGOs are 

accountable to donors, but much of their private funding allows them not to have to be 

transparent. For DOD, transparency is also a challenge, due to the classified nature of their work. 

Together, all these entities – the military, NGOs, and their funding donors, are to various degrees, 

self-serving. 
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Quick Impact 

One last comparison of SOF and NGOs as development actors is in order. This is the 

utilization of Quick Impact Projects (QIP). As their namesake implies, the idea of these projects is 

for populations to see quick and tangible improvement within their communities, and as a result 

of these outsider actors. QIP are used across the gamut in peacekeeping operations to keep the 

peace686 and in counterinsurgency operations to gain access,687 by both military and 

development actors. For the military, QIP are the projects under OHDACA, and are carried out 

around the world as a way to engage and win over populations and build trust.688 On their end, 

the UN uses QIP to “have both a quick and long-lasting effect meeting priority needs of the 

population and aim at building confidence.”689 But QIP are approached differently by the military 

and development actors, and there is a question about their quickness and about their impact. 

Chapter 3 discussed the fluidity between NGOs’ short and long-term projects for 

humanitarian or development purposes. The military, too, experiences a similar spillover 

between short and long implementation. Here is how: once OHDACA is obligated, it becomes 

funding available for projects to be implemented within five years. A five-year obligation is the 

length of a development program, not a short-term QIP program. These projects also become 

subject to a lack of continuity, due to the erratic deployment cycles of the military. A five-year 

period adds up to several teams’ rotations of 6 to 9 months each. Added to this is the sporadic 

change of vision brought on by “commanders swapping out every 2 years or less, when they may 

completely pull the plug on these projects.”690  

For NGOs, QIP has a longer attention span. NGOs and development actors’ concern is 

about the local community’s ability to sustain the goods or services provided in the long term. 

This is particularly the case with the gray space, within which absorption capacity can be 
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limited.691 In a series of UN QIP projects executed in the early and mid 1990s - in Mozambique, 

12 health posts and 15 primary schools were still functioning 15 years later.692 But for the military, 

one noted “nobody knows what really happened to a school we built in Somalia 15 years ago,” 

one respondent said.693 In one instance, one former military respondent shared that a school 

that the US military had built had been repainted, and a giant poster of Fidel Castro had been 

displayed for the locals to see. In Afghanistan, QIP projects under CERP “were a way for the 

Taliban to stop shooting at us”694 according to a senior officer. 

Following up on projects by the military is sporadic, and lacks systematization,695 much 

like the initiation of projects. When it comes to measuring impact, several military respondents 

noted, and one put it succinctly, “There is none. We used money as a weapons system.”696 This 

could sometimes also have the opposite impact, where the most violent areas benefited from 

investments, and the ones making the most progress were neglected. This is the example from 

Afghanistan, where the areas which were the most violent were ones where the most money 

was invested in the hope to improve security. The opposite happened. One lively NGO official 

put it about how quick impact projects were deployed in Afghanistan “today, I will slap you in the 

face, you will give me 10 dollars. Tomorrow, I will kick you in the ass, you will give me 100 dollars. 

Why should I stop kicking you in the ass?”697 
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The Unbalanced Civil-military Budget 

 Examining how even small-scale DOD projects compare in terms of spending and 

budgeting against NGOs would be a difficult task. Taking into account local NGOs, who “tend to 

have few staff and are most likely to hire local people for administrative requirements,”698 and 

the small footprint of a CA team, how do these entities compare when it comes to the cost of 

personnel? 

When it comes to how rich in resources each of these entities perceives the other to be, 

there is another misperception. From the point of view of NGOs and civilian agencies: 

the military seems quite resource-rich, with its helicopters, large numbers of 
vehicles, transport aircraft, robust communications and computing equipment. 
From the military perspective, civilian agencies seem resource-rich because they 
have aid money to disperse — and, after all, dispensing money is the role of many 
civilian organizations.699 

DOD’s large and sophisticated machine separates funding allotments between projects 

and personnel, but an exact amount of how individual DOD projects and individual NGO projects 

compare in terms of cost would be difficult. This is in particular because of what was discussed 

earlier on NGOs’ lack of disclosure on their spending. However, the military’s costs for activities 

under OHDACA are appropriated for projects, and to some extent for the travel of personnel and 

transport. Where salaries are paid, they are according to rank, not necessarily specialty. A soldier 

digging a well, repainting a school, or performing a medical exam will be paid according to their 

rank, not their specialty, and be paid anywhere from one third to two thirds less of what their 

civilian counterpart is compensated.700 Where the military carries out these projects directly and 

not through contractors, OHDACA funds are strictly allocated for the goods or services attached 

to a project. They do not include the cost of the salary, accommodation, transportation, or travel 

expenses of a soldier. Just like the military, NGOs have their own funding authorities for 
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deliverables and operations. Hiring experts, consultants, or even permanent staff requires careful 

budgeting and planning for years out. As DOD draws from specialist units, NGOs draw from a pool 

of rosters with specialists ready to deploy. Because military ground operators are expeditionary 

by nature, they are trained to perform a variety of tasks. An E5 logistician and E5 medic make 

essentially comparable salaries. But an MSF nurse and a driver do not. It is a long stretch to make 

a dollar-to-dollar comparison between an NGO and a civil affairs unit. But as one NGO respondent 

put it “for each 100 dollars of what an NGO spends, 80 of that will go to keep the lights on or fuel 

up the vehicles to get staff to where they need to be.”701 

In his 2002 article about the Stabilization Force in Bosnia and Herzegovina (SFOR), Adam 

Siegel compares the cost of one member of the UN International Police Task Force (IPTF) versus 

one soldier. He argues that members of the IPTF are often the envy of soldiers, as they earn tax-

free salaries, allowances, and long vacations. But when compared, IPTF staff cost the same to 

their organizations, as a soldier with a minimal tooth-to-tail ratio costs to theirs,702 where one 

member of personnel needs several others to support them in carrying out the mission. Tooth to 

nail ratio typically applies to combat, but not always. Considering the cost that the military invests 

in training, recruitment, and administration, to ready a soldier to deploy, it does outspend NGOs 

multifold in the range of $240,00 to $720,000 - see table 4.1 below. This figure does not take into 

consideration a soldier’s dependents’ allowances, health insurance, basic housing allowance, and 

other costs bared by the organization when a soldier is on deployment.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
701 R 67 

702 Siegel, "Civil-Military Marriage."  



 

 

178 

Table 4.4: Describing Yearly Deployment Cost of IPTF Personnel versus Military  
IPTF Military 

NCO 3:1 
ratio 

Military 
NCO 11:1 

ratio 
Base salary $80,000 $30,000 $30,000 

Per diem $40,000 
  

Training + miscellaneous $30,000 
  

Support (recruitment, travel, supplies, admin) 
required  

$100,000 $180,000 $660,000 

Benefits 
 

$30,000 $30,000     

Total $250,000 $240,000 $720,000 

 

As discussed earlier, it is difficult to make a one-to-one comparison, and such inquiries 

can be considered by future research, which is currently lacking as comparisons are mostly done 

at the Agency level, not at the project or program level. What becomes clear is that the riches of 

the military are not because of its funding pool for humanitarian and development projects. Quite 

on the contrary. DOD’s colossal investment is in the military’s conventional capability, and 

personnel, not in funding allocations for building schools, digging wells, or taking out the trash. 

The discrepancy is more evident within the NGO sector, especially with the public to private 

money relationship discussed in Chapter 3. With this sort of flexibility, one NGO may spend the 

majority of its money on staff while another may mostly carry out tangible projects.703 Various 

factors, such as the length of deployment and benefits to the individual also must be taken into 

account. Other factors such as the number of civilian contractors, civilians in international 

organizations, military and PMSCs, as well as short or long-term employment, temporary 

international staff of national secondments, will also drive many of these figures.704 
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179 

The Moral Civil-military Budget 

Thus far this analysis has mostly focused on the financial differences between SOF and 

NGOs’ programming in local communities. But there is another currency that differentiates these 

actors – the human one, which, as much as the financial one, can drive these organizations’ 

success. Let me explain. 

Unlike with NGOs, who must raise or compete for money, SOF has to do less of that, as 

GCCs receive consistent streams of funding, for the most part. As one respondent noted, “Each 

year commanders ask for more money for stability ops. Some of the things we are giving are 

commodities that these communities can get from elsewhere – the Taliban brings people stuff, 

Al Shabab brings people stuff. We as the US military shouldn’t be in the commodity business. 

Besides, because this stuff is not sexy, we are not very good at it, as it’s not in our DNA to do 

hearts and minds. This is in addition to stability operations not being the appetite of 

commanders.”705  

This is consistent with a study in the 1990s, which assessed that among US military 

leadership the majority felt comfortable with the military’s role to be only about fighting and 

winning wars.706  All of this is to say that while money may not be an issue, unlike for NGOs, the 

military is emotionally detached from its role as a development actor. Those with expertise to 

understand and implement civic projects, namely civil affairs units, one military respondent 

noted, “have been kicked to the curb with the draw down on the big wars,”707 and there is little 

appetite for finding a solution to how to organize, train, deploy and overall utilize them.708 There 

is no Civil Affairs champion in the US Army. It is not a command, and much has been moved to 

the reserve component. As one military respondent noted, “In my entire year during my last 
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deployment, the SF Colonels were like a bull in a China shop, with CA colonels basically being told 

to only speak when spoken to.”709 

On the NGO side, there is little lack of appetite to carry out their core activities. NGOs 

have at their disposal individuals willing to volunteer their time, making these individuals one of 

NGOs’ most precious commodities.710 A woman from a local NGO in the Gambia expressed: 

It's difficult to get support from donors. And this is why we can't have many staff. 
There are no funds to pay salaries, good salaries. It is difficult. But we are 
managing. I have managed to work as a volunteer, and I go to here to work as a 
volunteer. I put up a small bakery, and that's how I manage. Some relatives here 
and there assist me (Director, local NGO).711 

Contrary to NGOs which greatly benefit from volunteers,712 the military get assigned to 

carry out their missions, whether those include stability operations or not, they have little choice 

except for circumstances in health and family situation. The military give more choice to private 

contractors, and military civilians in their assignments overseas. During my own time in 

Afghanistan my military colleagues, who were sent there by their Ministries of Defense, were 

often surprised to know that I had competed for my job, which was compensated, but I had 

expressed the desire to go there. 

Scholars and practitioners do question the military’s purpose in performing stability 

operations, but not for the various reasons mentioned above. Mac Ginty argues that stability 

operations are a concept designed for control by outside interveners who sought to achieve 

immersion of locals into western values,713 not as a mechanism to find and help local solutions. 

This is fair. The scholarship mostly speaks about development actors’ emphasis on the 
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importance of using local capacity to carry out community projects,714 something which the 

military are often accused of not understanding. But some in the military do understand the 

importance of using local capacity.715 DOD may be a direct participant or direct funder of projects 

through Operational Contract Support, acquired through support from the host nation, directly 

by the US or a third country, or through a private security company or a business enterprise.716 

This is partly because the military recognize that they must include other actors in carrying out 

activities they are simply not equipped to do it.717 In Guatemala, building and reconstruction are 

mostly handled by engineers, due to the lack of security concerns. Thus, in a lot of these cases, 

the military is not looking to gain access and placement in threat areas – the primary objective 

behind engaging with populations is to be in areas where “the local population already views the 

US military favorably.”718  

Alternatively, while military commanders may dismiss stability operations as something 

outside of their repertoire, there can still be a non-security or non-military objective behind them 

getting involved in the construction business. Employing locals to carry out construction projects 

can have intentions that are not overtly or directly related to security. During my deployment to 

Afghanistan, I experienced first-hand the constant renovation and reconstruction in front of the 

Yellow Building where I was working at ISAF HQ. I could not understand the efficiency of 

constantly re-building, re-painting, and reconstructing the little courtyard in front of my office. 

When I approached the Major in charge, she said “it is a jobs program we are running, it’s not 

about efficiency. We are all trying to help these people.”719  

 
714 Rosie Pinnington, “Local first in practice: Unlocking the power to get things done,” Peace Direct, 2014. 

715 Petraeus, "Multi-National.” As referenced in Gregg, “Employment.”   

716 Alice Trevino, Jessica Greathouse, Jordan Siefkes, James Ting, “Leveraging Our War-Fighting Capabilities through 
the Lens of Operational Contract Support,” Air & Space Power Journal, 33, no 3, (Fall 2019): 4-14.  

US Department of Defense Joint Chiefs of Staff, Operational contract support. Joint Publication 4-10, Washington 
DC: Department of Defense Joint Chiefs, 2019.  

717 Glenn, Russell W., “Band of Brothers or Dysfunctional Family? A Military Perspective on Coalition Challenges 
During Stability Operations,” (Santa Monica, CA: RAND National Defense Research Institute, 2011). (p. iii) 

718 Bourdeaux et. al., “Involvement.” (p. 71) 
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Finally, as the military seeks to gain intelligence and understanding of the spaces where 

it operates, clear evidence shows that their approach to measuring success is self-serving as 

Chapter 2 discussed at length OHDACA projects’ effectiveness is measured against the extent to 

which air space, sharing of assets, or intelligence occurs between the US military and the partner 

nation. There is no measuring, however, of the extent to which a long-term relationship has been 

achieved, either with NGOs or the populations.720 Neither is there such measurement by NGOs 

for their relationship with populations or the military. In short, both actors are self-serving in 

their accountability to the larger hierarchies to which they each belong. When it comes to impact, 

the picture is similar. These organizations’ imbalance is in the non-monetary relationship which 

NGOs have with volunteers, giving them an edge in the civil-military relationship by having at 

their disposal the human will to do good, despite the difficulties which this creates for NGOs’ 

professionalism. 

 

Placement Without Permanence 

 One of the requirements for effective interaction between NGOs and the military, and 

effectiveness in the projects they deliver, according to both of these entities, is the longevity of 

their presence on the ground. The lack of structural enmeshing between the NGOs and the 

military’s decision-making authorities is further exacerbated by the timelines and longevity of 

these actors’ programming. Soldiers do not get deployed to the same place, leaving little room 

for continuity of building institutional knowledge. For interviewees on both sides, almost 

everyone unanimously agreed that this is one of the biggest mistakes that the military makes. To 

form meaningful long-term relationships there must be a degree of permanence. This is a 

challenge for this type of military actor, who is there on short-term assignments. Officers who 

return to the same place, are sufficiently higher up through the ranks. They are no longer 

navigating relationships with populations or NGOs but are posted at the operational or strategic 

levels. There they are likely to engage with their counterpart elites from the host nation – other 
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high-ranking officers or heads of organizations. As such, it is the young, less experienced ground 

operators who roam the gray space. “Imagine a 30-year-old meeting with a 60-year-old elder in 

the community!” one military respondent quipped.721 While many expressed their wish for 

longer deployment cycles, as a pre-condition to be most effective, others did not agree with this 

suggestion “We are not humanitarian or development actors, we are soldiers. It should be an in 

and out job.”722 

 When it comes to developing expertise, short-term deployments create another power 

dynamic. Earlier this chapter discussed the balance between specialist NGOs and generalist SOF. 

But under normal circumstances, those posted in-country longer are bound to have the 

institutional knowledge, which a short timer might struggle to achieve. Almost every respondent 

in both the NGO and military groups confirmed that the military’s short-term deployment cycles 

are one of the most significant obstacles to effectively engaging in humanitarian and 

development work due to their short rotation - 3 months to 9 months at the most. Short-term 

deployments are recognized by NGO staff and development workers who work to brief the 

military during the training and preparation for a mission. One such trainer noted, “My 

conversation with the military, and everything I’ve briefed them on in 2007 is no different than 

everything I brief them on today – it’s the same thing over and over again.”723 For those NGO 

respondents who recognized the importance of sharing and working with the military, the 

challenge according to them is that “When I train the people who are deploying, I end up talking 

to the people who go to the field. Not enough is done at the Colonel and General officer levels. 

It’s really a bottom-up approach, not top down.”724 With this, transfer of knowledge, too, this 

analysis argues later, is personality dependent, as every strategic decisionmaker was once an 

operator. 

 This revolving door is a detriment not only to developing the institutional knowledge 

necessary to do the job but to the confidence of civic actors toward the military – be it NGOs or 
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populations. This lack of continuity is also about “temporal” reconnaissance.725 Sensitivity and 

understanding of the socio-cultural landscape they work in are vital to a successful outcome of a 

project. Whether it be Ramadan or other culturally or religiously significant events, the timing of 

engagement and project implementation matter. As one respondent notes, “a third of my 

deployment was during the month of Ramadan. It was impossible to get anything done.”726 

Disruption can also be due to other priorities, where during one individual’s few months’ 

deployment, they were pulled to complete training which took several weeks. Continuity is also 

about the consecutiveness of personnel’s deployments and avoidance of disrupting the mission.  

 For NGOs, continuity is less of an issue, as civilians “typically sign up for a longer duration. 

Civilian employees, with the exception of emergency teams, typically consider a year to be the 

minimum commitment.”727 But as discussed earlier, even in emergencies, the longevity of civic 

actors’ involvement may vary, as emergency response and long-term programming often cross 

over into one another. Longevity appears to be the least of an issue for local NGOs, who are also 

part of the community. Donors are increasingly looking to partner with local organizations as 

implementers of their programming. But when it comes to staffing, NGOs can be equally short-

timed, particularly when they work in emergency response. In tackling emergencies NGOs have 

at their disposal “databases of CVs, which are kept on file for a certain period”728 as a resource 

for when they need to hire experts. But this is common practice, and NGO contractors will often 

bounce between different NGOs in different emergencies around the world, holding three, six, 

or twelve-month contracts before moving on to their next assignment.”729 Some have already 

found that “INGOs often operate in an environment of short-term contracts, dampening 

organizational accountability and any oversight that could limit rent-seeking practices.”730 So just 

like the military, NGOs can be short timers. In addition to staffing, some have argued that NGOs’ 
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mandates are equally disruptive, as “Many aid agencies (especially those engaged in 

humanitarian assistance) equate efficiency with ‘timeliness,’ and timeliness is regularly 

interpreted to mean speed. In development, peace-building, or human rights activities, programs 

are usually funded in one-, two-, or three-year cycles,” as there is pressure to deliver in short 

periods of time. 731 And because of the donor model which NGOs follow and the need for speed 

to deliver and get on with the next planning cycle, this makes NGOs’ attention span equally short. 

 

Conclusion  

Considering their similar attributes in the operating space, are SOF and NGOs 

organizationally compatible or institutionally constrained? 

In examining how these entities go from large-scale coordinated interaction, to small-

level ad-hoc engagement, This thesis finds that the gray space, once again converges, rather than 

diverges these entities. This analysis argues that the lack of traditional sequencing has changed 

the traditional roles of these entities, causing them to adapt to a new and chaotic sequence of 

development, diplomacy, and security happening simultaneously, replacing an obsolete order of 

pre-conflict, conflict, and post-conflict events. In examining these organizations for their 

diversity, autonomy, generalist versus specialist expertise, transparency, organizational 

independence, and scale, this thesis finds that these entities are organizationally compatible at 

the ground level, but institutionally constrained by the larger bureaucracies to which they belong. 

This thesis finds that contrary to popular belief, in the gray space, DOD is underfunded compared 

to NGOs that have ample resources. Both of these entities thread the boundary between short 

and long-term engagement, less by the function of their presence, but more by the flexible 

budget authorities available to them.  

 What becomes clear is that both development and military actors seek to develop quick 

and impactful projects but give little credence to accountability. On their end, the military lacks 

the necessary permanence needed to see these efforts through, even if its budget authority can 

have a longer life. With a lack of permanence also comes a lack of knowledge about the places 

where the military is operating. On the NGO front, too, staffing can vacillate between quick 
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touch-and-go projects, emergency response, and long-term commitments. Local NGOs do not 

have that problem, as they are nested into the communities where they operate. Yet, 

international staff who are in and out of the country are equally prone to failing to understand 

the contexts of the places where they work. 

These entities are not deliberately designing themselves to adapt to each other. Their 

organizational compatibility is organic, while their institutional constraints are by design. In 

examining these entities Winslow has given plausible reasons as to why these organizations’ 

values, languages, and cultures clash. But in the last 20 years, these organizations are 

inadvertently mirroring one another to adapt to the needs of Duffield’s described space of 

constant stability and instability. This is the unavoidable reality in fragile states, as argued by 

Collier, but this blend of civil and military efforts, and as s result civil-military interaction, is at 

odds with traditionalist thinkers on both sides – Sachs for development and Huntington for 

security. In their own way, both of these scholars believe that these entities have no business 

doing each other’s jobs. Yet, unsurprisingly, the organizational similarity and compatibility of 

these entities share much of the same DNA. And it ultimately reconfirms what Brooks has argued 

all along – that the boundary between those who carry guns and those who carry stethoscopes 

is fading. 
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Chapter 5: Ground Operators: between a rock and a soft place 
 

What Drives the Success of the Civil-military Relationship in the Gray Space?  
 

Introduction 

Given that both SOF and NGOs need to reach desired beneficiaries,  chapter 4 explored 

how in the gray space, SOF and NGOs converge due to their function, but then diverge because 

of the significant differences between the larger institutional objectives which they serve. But 

despite their structural differences or similarities, both of these entities’ missions are carried out 

by individuals – the ground operators – whose unique skills and abilities drive the civil-military 

relationship, and who cultivate their own culture, far away from the strategic and operational 

headquarters where mandates are formulated. In examining the conditions under which these 

entities coordinate at the individual level, we see the personnel demonstrate many of the traits 

which previous scholars have explored – cultural awareness, openness in communication, and 

demonstrating understanding of one’s interlocutor. Although they undergo rigorous cultural and 

language training, SOF are often perceived as lacking the necessary skills to engage beyond the 

lethal components of their mission. This is both because of the types of alpha personalities who 

serve the mission, and because of less emphasis being given to the cultural and emotional over 

the physical requirements for the job. On the other side, NGOs, who do not undergo anything 

close to the vigorous training of soldiers, often come to the mission with a preferred set of 

professional and personal qualifications best suited to implement effective humanitarian and 

development project work.  

Taking into account Scales’ argument that mission success may be determined by the 

individual’s or soldier’s conduct and character rather than by advanced technology, this chapter 

examines a series of individual attributes between the military and NGOs of the interviewees 

who partook in this stody. Specifically, the analysis looks at how the overall civil-military 

interaction is shaped by organizational cultural-pattern orientations of employees depending on 

their loyalty to, and connection with, the dominant paradigms of the entity to which they belong. 

At one end are those interviewees who, in some sense, embody the ethic and espirit de corps of 

their organization, a group termed as the loyalists. At the other end are those interviewees whom 

the loyalists would consider deserters:  those who have absorbed the mores and values of the 
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other organizations, a group termed as the converted. In the center of this spectrum are those 

interviewees who are cognizant of the rules and norms of the other group, and who may be 

aware of the areas of programmatic intersection by which coordination, communication, or 

consultation, in various phases of their missions, may allow for accommodation and compromise. 

This is the enlightened group. This chapter analyzes these three groups of operators—the 

“loyalists,” the “enlightened,” and the “converted” as a means of providing insights into the 

various official and unofficial mechanisms through which these entities consult with one another. 

The analysis examines how they collaborate with colleagues internally in their organizations, or 

externally with others. Explored is also what drives them to trust one another.  

I argue that contrary to high-intensity conflict, which traditionally draws clear lines 

between the military and NGOs, in the gray space, these actors are more equipped to engage 

with one another in less threatening environments. Yet, because security is a lesser issue or 

concern in the gray space - areas that are neither at peace nor at a point of full-on war - these 

actors are more able to navigate it. This analysis argues that much like what other scholars have 

found between conventional soldiers and NGOs, the success in the interaction between NGOs 

and SOF is driven by the personalities of the individuals within these organizations. The analysis 

contributes with new knowledge by analyzing the exact traits and behaviors of each of these 

groups, and how they perceive one another. This analysis argues that the enlightened group, 

whether civilian or military, is more likely to form constructive relationships due to a series of 

qualities. That ability, valued by both entities, can be critical in building trust with those from the 

other side. Ultimately, the very existence of gray spaces causes these entities to gravitate to and 

converge there, but this is mostly driven by the personalities of the individuals whom these 

organizations deploy in this space. Contrarily, where divergence occurs, it is due to the lack of 

amiable personalities, but also due to core differences in these organizations’ missions and the 

fact that in the gray space NGOs do not need the military to provide their security. 

 

The Ground Relationship 

Chapter 4 discussed how the relationship between civilian and military entities 

materializes differently in the gray space. Unlike in the case of disaster assistance or complex 
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emergencies, in the gray space, SOF neither get coordinated nor directly tasked by their 

superiors. So, then how do SOF and civic entities happen to interact? And, what is it about the 

gray space that changes the civil-military relationship? This analysis argues, that once again, these 

entities organically tie into one another through a series of specific tasks, daily interactions, and 

pre-agreed engagements at the ground level (see table 1.1). It may at times occur when these 

entities deliberately consult with one another or seek each other’s assistance (see table 1.3, 

theme 1). These touchpoints occur on two fronts – at the operational and strategic levels of the 

Embassy, and the ground level, hundreds of miles away from headquarters and Embassies, where 

soldiers are deployed. 

The primary purpose of coordinating with NGOs and donors, is “alignment, coordination, 

and deconfliction,” as one military respondent noted.732 Quite often, there is no robust 

coordination in the gray space, and according to another military respondent, SOF Civil Affairs 

are simply “maintaining movement of maneuver, which is a catch-all phrase to say that there is 

nothing to do.”733 Yet much of the coordination with NGOs depends on the mission, even in the 

gray space. In certain parts of Africa and the Middle East, SOF are carrying out development and 

humanitarian projects, but their engagement with NGOs is driven mostly by the level of security. 

Even if NGOs were able to access the space as much as SOF are, they are wary of appearing to be 

too close to the military, as they would not wish to put themselves or locals at risk, especially in 

violent extremism contexts.734 

Where coordination does exist with NGOs, it often starts with the embassy, where USAID 

maintains a list of cleared and acceptable NGOs with whom the military can work. But SOF teams 

do not clear every activity through the Embassy, and operators often find themselves engaging 

with NGOs in their generalist role. During a 2020 Civil Affairs Symposium, a view was shared that 

Civil Affairs: 

 
can sometimes provide access and security for civilian colleagues to unstable 
regions (e.g. in the coastal regions of Kenya). They can check in on projects and 
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populations of interest to civilian agencies on their behalf when conditions are 
unsafe for civilians (e.g. Northeastern Syria). They often seek to gain access to 
providing much needed services to both humans and livestock, a key engagement 
point for populations, specifically instances in herd cultures. CA teams can even 
benefit from indirect access, through their civilian contacts, to enhance civil 
reconnaissance in areas that military personnel may not be authorized to visit (e.g. 
part of the Sahel following the Tongo-Tongo) ambush.735 

 
When it comes to consultation with NGOs, or development actors, where SOF do play a 

critical and welcomed role is in security assessments of the terrain for USAID’s activities. SOF 

serve to advise on the security situation in non-permissive areas of the ground operating space, 

where USAID and DOS are not present. This is the only role that USAID would prefer SOF to have, 

according to respondents. While SOF are not in the lead, by a sheer function of their access to 

actors and events on the ground, they become the connective tissue between all ground 

operators, and all other entities – embassies or international organizations. As one military 

interviewee posited, “We went out to do the security assessment, and USAID would have stood 

up an office if the security situation allowed it. They would have coordinated with us about the 

setup, but they would have still maintained a separate space.”736 Since Civil Affairs are the eyes 

and ears for the Embassy, they assess through a security lens. Ultimately, most of the time, and 

depending on the context, and the US Embassy country team, SOF would not deploy a project 

without having cleared it through the DOS. By coordinating with other agencies which are 

contributing parts to the functions of an Embassy – USAID, DOS, or even the Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA) and the US Department of the Treasury - SOF CA become part of a Cross 

Functional Team (CFT). CFTs have their own tools to assess the operating space through the - 

Interagency Conflict Assessment Framework (ICAF). The ICAF is used “to support steady-state 

engagement or conflict prevention planning,” and it is based on this assessment that SOF decide 

where to deploy projects.737 

Away from the strategic headquarters of the Embassy, in speaking about the dynamics of 

the on-the-ground relationship, one respondent said, “DOD does not leverage NGOs well, and 
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neither do NGOs leverage the military well.”738 Another military interviewee shared, “If the 

security situation is poor, most NGOs have security restrictions and are not able to make the 

assessment of needs. NGOs cannot access an area and mostly stay limited to their office and do 

not have the full picture of what is going on. As a result, they are unable to spend their resources. 

It’s a vicious cycle.”739 Conversely, there are instances, where CA and USAID, as the donor who 

works with NGOs, have a strong relationship. In one instance in Jordan, a military scholar shared 

that an interagency effort, where: 

 

based on the extensive research and analysis conducted by USAID's D-RASATI 
education program, the CA team helped identify schools that needed assistance, 
but were out of USAID's immediate reach. While the CA team's [Liaison Special 
Operations Forces] LSOF partners provided extra security in higher-risk areas, it 
was able to lay the groundwork for future assistance programs that reach the 
common goals of the U.S. Central Command, USAID, LAF, and the Ministry of 
Education.740   
 

In another instance, CA were working with an NGO in a higher-intensity conflict setting, where 

the security risk was much like the gray space:  

 

we gave them access and placement. They were quasi working in the red zone, 
and the NGO loved the information sharing. They gave us access to information 
that we didn’t have. It was very much just information sharing.741  
 
In another instance, during their deployment in South America, NGOs approached Civil 

Affairs about turning over projects to the military, which the NGOs themselves were no longer 

able to finance.742 

 
738 R 15 

739 R 16 

740 Overstreet, “Building.” 

741 R 57 – Civil Affairs Officer, April 15, 2021.  

742 Personal Communication with a member of the military community/observation through conversation with 
professionals in the field, November 20, 2021. 
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Holshek reinforces this evidence, arguing that there is a touchpoint between the NGOs 

and the military when it comes to security, information sharing, coordination, and logistics.743 

This connection “can form a strong and potentially lasting bond”744 between the two groups. But 

the interdependency between military and NGOs looks and lasts differently in the gray space. 

The military do not necessarily rely on NGOs to get the information they need. As softened hard 

power actors, CA are able to get information directly. As one military respondent noted: 

 

The military does not need the NGOs in the permissive environment, but you would be 
stupid to not talk to them. We want to make sure we are not doing any repetitive work 
that the NGOs are doing. NGOs are a great repository for information. But in a sovereign 
permissive environment, the NGOs don’t need us.745 
 
What is key to remember, however, is what was mentioned in Chapters 2 and 3. The 

military personnel’s idea of working with NGOs, and generally operating in the civic environment, 

is largely driven by soldiers’ previous individual experience, not necessarily by the technical 

requirements of missions.  As one military responded noted, "It’s operational art,”746 and soldiers 

are often left to their own devices to figure out operating in these environments, with insufficient 

understanding of them, or the mission.  

On their part, NGOs have more room for maneuvering in the gray space than in a high-

intensity conflict space, as mentioned in Chapter 3. As a result, the gray space converges (see 

table 1.1) and allows both actors to operate, without the obligation to a pre-existing relationship, 

or pre-established structure. Where there is a pre-existing relationship, it is where SOF has a 

strong tie with the donor agency, namely USAID, but potentially others. The strength of this 

relationship is also driven by how secure or insecure the environment is. As a result, SOF and 

NGOs are subjected to push factors, where both can access what is needed on their own, and 

pull factors, where they can share information and support each other when it suits them. As 

discussed in Chapter 3, the relationship with NGOs can be driven by pre-established relationships 

 
743 Holshek, “Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination.” 

744 Lawry, “Guide.” (p. 196) 

745 R 15 

746 Ibid. 



 

 

193 

with retired military joining NGOs or individuals who were pursuing non-military careers before 

joining the military. However, as discussed later in this chapter, and scholars have already noted, 

the amicability of the civil-military relationship transfers less between contexts and more 

between people.747 This lack of transferring of contexts is also driven by leadership. John 

Ultimately, whatever touchpoints do exist, they are ad hoc and primarily designed for informing 

and consulting, as discussed in Chapter 4. Little institutionalized coordination exists.  

Table 5.1 below demonstrates the established mechanisms in which respondents 

described how these entities interact with one another. This begs the question – what does the 

informal process of consultation look like?  

It is argued that in addition to the already mentioned interagency coordination, operators 

have their own culture, which is removed from the Embassy and strategic headquarters. 

Respondents, certainly on the military side, overwhelmingly shared the reality that the further 

away from the headquarters they are, the easier keeping each other informed becomes, even in 

the absence of official mechanisms. As one military respondent said about NGOs and 

development actors “we would bump into them on the street, or out in the town, if we are 

out.”748 Also, as one NGO respondent said, as they talked about the interaction between the 

military and NGOs working in the same country, “some of them [the military] live in the same 

hotels, or have guest houses in the same neighborhood. The military hang out at the pool of the 

hotel, having drinks with the NGOs.”749 

 Scholars have argued that when it comes to even NGO to NGO collaboration, there is a 

certain trust that can only be established in a casual environment. “You must not only be an 

administrator. There is the relational aspect [...] there are things that you will understand only 

when going out for a beer of singing some karaoke.”750 These unofficial restaurants, cafes, and 

social settings are the “archipelago of expatriate social life,”751 and are valuable opportunities to 
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meet, exchange, and network. According to respondents, these situations are equally productive 

ways to engage and work alongside NGOs, as during official business hours. What becomes 

evident is that informal relationships or priorly established relationships in informal settings and 

circumstances, relationships formed around a common interest - in this case expatriate life - 

provide for valuable circumstances for engagement. They are also the unofficial, but often 

reliable and converging ways (see table 1.1) for business to occur between these entities. 

Ultimately, it must be noted that contact does not necessarily translate into efficient, 

continuous or permanent coordination. Specifically, these casual interactions do not replace the 

coordination mechanisms mentioned in Table 4.1. However, a convergence of such coordination 

occurs on two fronts. As discussed in Chapter 4, these guidelines are often inefficient due to their 

inability to engage the host nation government or follow pre-agreed principles. But it may be that 

that these individual interaction and personalities fill the void where structures and guidelines 

fall short. Conversely, casual relationships are just that – casual, but not institutionalized 

mechanisms, and where they may fall short, official guidelines step up. What ultimately becomes 

clear is that both of the official and unofficial are essential elements to the relationship.  

 
Table 5.1: Types and Frequency of Communication Between NGOs and the Military 

Types of communication Frequency of 
Communication 

Reasons for success/failure 

• Meet at office • Ad hoc • Previous relationship 

• Meet at a coffee shop • Regular • Established system/process 

• Encounter in a social 
setting 

• No coordination • Once worked in the same org 

• By text  • Successor provided a good 
intro 

• By phone  • Personality based 

• By email   

   
 
Interactions among ground operators 

 Chapter 4 gave insight into the organizational attributes of SOF and NGOs and how as 

separate entities from the larger organizations to which they belong, these two are more similar 

than different. Chapter 4 also established that in contrast to large-scale disaster response and 
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complex emergencies, SOF and NGOs are often left to their own devices on how to coordinate. 

This analysis argued that the gray space converges these entities in their interactions, taking them 

beyond the enforced constraints or allowed liberties by higher headquarters, such as the 

Embassy or the GCC.752 These tactical interactions lead to the cultivation of a culture among those 

doing the work. In these instances, a lower rank member of the military may have the freedom 

to lend aid to ensure the health of local livestock, for example, no differently than an NGO field 

operator may have the autonomy to provide service to a clinic. As a result, there is an opportunity 

for these individuals to look beyond the differing ideologies of their organizations.  

In conducting the interactions described in table 5.1, SOF and NGOs form a series of 

individual relationships, which involve verbal and non-verbal communications, which become 

effective drivers of their engagement. This is driven “largely by personalities involved in the 

field.”753 Mackinlay, too, argues that this ease of the military and NGOs working well together is 

difficult to establish at higher organizational levels, but is possible at the working level. He 

suggests that the civil-military relationship’s success is driven by ground operators’ personalities 

– the human factor - not organizational structures.754 As discussed in Chapter 4, any structures 

or guidelines established to help these entities coordinate, have been mostly unsuccessful. 

Mackinlay posits that:  

Despite the same actors participating in each emergency, the co-operative 
linkages between them relied on the personalities at the interfaces between them 
rather than the institutionalization of their relationships. The structures they 
created were ephemeral and had to be recreated for each new contingency.755 

Chiara Ruffa takes this stance further and argues that doctrine comes second to soldiers’ 

own behaviors and personalities, which change depending on the context in which they are 

 
752 This can depend upon whether NGOs are implementing partners of USAID or not, but SOF will engage with 
both, depending on the context, SOF’s presence or mission. 

753 Francis Kofi Abiew, "From civil strife to civic society: NGO-military cooperation in peace operations," Occasional 
Paper 39 (2003): 11. (p.18)  

754 John Mackinlay and Randoplh Kent, "A new approach to complex emergencies," International Peacekeeping 4, 
no. 4 (1997): 31-49. 

755 Mackinlay, “Co-operating.” (p.1) 
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operating.756 And, considering that Robert Egnell argues that doctrine often dictates to soldiers 

what to do, but not how to do it, this analysis argues that the artistry of the civil-military 

interaction in the gray space, which is fluid, is often improvised, and left entirely up to operators. 

Thus, if mandates or official structures are not reliable predictors of the civil-military interaction, 

which human skills are best fitted for the job? There is some scholarship concerning the 

interpersonal qualities which are needed to meet the objectives of these organizations. Those 

mostly have to do with how these entities are to interact with local populations, especially on 

the military side. What is still unknown are the precise skills needed for these entities to interact 

with one another. Before demonstrating how the types of behaviors, perceptions, and 

approaches of SOF and NGO impact their relationship, let us examine what we currently know.  

 

Special Operations Forces 

 When we turn our focus on what it takes to make a successful tactician, we look at both 

innate traits and formal training and education. Some argue, that “not all soldiers possess the 

natural ability to effectively interact with civilians.”757  But as discussed in Chapters 1 and 2, SOF 

members are generally characterized by their training and ability to navigate multicultural 

settings. Several studies of military operations other than war (MOOTW), which was discussed in 

Chapter 1, suggest that soldiers should understand the political consequences of their actions.758 

There is acknowledgment in the literature on the need for soldiers’ ability to perform “effectively 

in different cultures, learning new languages, values, traditions, and politics.”759  Such a debate 

became most prominent with the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan with the recognition that soldiers 

and specifically leadership needed cultural awareness and social intelligence, as these wars 

 
756 Chiara Ruffa, "Military cultures and force employment in peace operations." Security Studies 26, no. 3 (2017): 
391-422. 

757 Burke, “Civil.” (p. 5) 

758  United States Department of Defense Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Doctrine for Military Operations Other Than 
War. 

and 

Egnell, "Explaining US and British performance.” 

759 Janice H. Laurence, "Military leadership and the complexity of combat and culture," Military Psychology 23, no. 
5 (2011): 489-501. (p. 497) 
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required “non-dominatory, respectful culture, structures and processes.”760 War, in general, 

some have argued, calls for “awareness and management of affect— fear, rage, anger, hatred, 

grief, joy, and love.”761 War also requires the soldier to exhibit a high level of emotional 

intelligence; the ability to “adjust interpersonal style to achieve goals when working with new 

teams, coworkers, or customers.”762 Almost all of the SOF respondents spoke to the need for 

demonstrating empathy with local populations, and scholars, too, have argued that “cross-

cultural success requires such traits and skills as empathy, respect, interest in other people, 

behavioral flexibility, tolerance for ambiguity, initiative, open-mindedness, and sociability.”763 

According to General Scales, Iraq and Afghanistan were human failures, not technological 

ones.764 As one respondent noted “many of the SOF do not speak the language. They only have 

second-hand resources to look at. They have anything technology wise. But human intelligence 

is something different.”765 

This dilemma has been tackled by military practitioners in their own studies of how to 

better acquire such skills, or what skills practitioners see as most valuable. In a study of over 100 

Civil Affairs soldiers, respondents were asked to select the three most important character traits 

Civil Affairs personnel should possess as candidates in operational roles (see table 5.2) They 

identified them as follows: interpersonal skills, 70%; maturity, 52%, and flexibility, 40%. Yet only 

9% and 21%, respectively, believed that honesty and trustworthiness were key.766 This is a 

concern among NGOs, who take issue with the military withholding information, even when it is 

not of classified nature, simply because an operator touched it. This is described later. 

 
760 Diana Francis, “Culture, Power Asymmetries and Gender in Conflict Transformation,” In Transforming 
ethnopolitical conflict: the Berghof handbook. Eds., Austin, Alex, Martina Fischer, and Norbert Ropers (Springer 
Science & Business Media, 2013. (p. 104) 

761 Nathanael L. Allen, “Leader development in dynamic and hazardous environments: Company commander 
learning in combat. (Doctoral Dissertation., The George Washington University, 2006). (p. 102) 

762 Laurence, "Military leadership.” (p. 497) 

763 Christopher P. Early and Soon Ang, Cultural intelligence: Individual interactions across cultures, (Stanford, 
California: Stanford University Press, 2003), as referenced in Laurence, "Military leadership.” (p. 492) 

764 Scales, “Clausewitz.” 

765 R 67 

766 Garric M. Banfield and Jonathan G. Bleakley, “The role of civil affairs in unconventional warfare,” (Master’s 
Thesis, Naval Postgraduate School Monterey CA Defense Analysis Dept, 2012). (p. 83)  
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Table 5.2: Traits of Civil Affairs Personnel767 

 

• Trustworthiness – 21% 

• Creativity – 41% 

• Honesty – 9% 

• Flexibility – 40% 

• Independence- 26% 

• Interpersonal skills – 70% 

• Leadership – 24% 

• Maturity – 52% 

• Patriotism – 4% 

• Physical fitness – 14%  

• Organizational skills – 13% 

• Persuasiveness- 22% 
 

In their study, Garric Banfield and Jonathan Bleakley also suggest that within SOF CA’s five 

core tasks – population and resource control, foreign humanitarian assistance, civil information 

management, nation assistance, and support to civil administration - none of them reflect how 

“to identify, develop and motivate the people who can best do that from within the target 

environment.”768 In other words, there is no institutionalized practice for SOF CA to best leverage 

and develop a positive relationship with actors outside their own organization, who are most 

able to carry out development and humanitarian work.  

Similarly, a study of 20 operators, from across 100 engagements in CN, FID, and CT in 23 

countries, revealed similar themes regarding developing these skills.769 Respondents reported 

failure in almost one third of the nearly 100 engagements, mostly due to the ground operators 

lacking cross-cultural and interpersonal skills. The extent to which the lack of humility, respect, 

and compassion leads to failure cannot be overestimated. Likewise, helping others, and having 

the capacity to listen, keep an open mind, ask questions, and put oneself in another’s shoes, 

cannot be sufficiently measured as its value on the ground is enormous. Another research 

 
767 Ibid. 

768 Banfield and Bleakley, “The role.” (p. 6) 

769 Dustin E. Delcoure, “The smooth operator: understanding cross-cultural interpersonal skills in special 
operations,” (Master’s Thesis, Naval Postgraduate School Monterey CA, 2014).  
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reconfirmed that “there is no magic way to change the interpersonally challenged individual on 

a team from a “bull” to a “canary” in the China shop.”770 But this should not be a surprise. US 

troops are not always trained to effectively manage the degree of complexity they often face in 

the gray space. This is further exacerbated by the fact that commanders are not fans of stability 

operations, as discussed in Chapter 4. Instead, soldiers must rely on their instinct as they are “are 

forced to improvise, show flexibility, and quickly adapt to changing environments and threats. 

For this, American troops are not prepared.”771  

 As rigorous as the selection of SOF recruits is for physical abilities, it is nearly non-existent 

for interpersonal skills. “Interpersonal skills won’t fail you, the physical stuff will fail you,” one 

military respondent noted.772 The Special Forces Qualification (SFAS) course that SOF undergo is 

a way to measure the physical and psychological resilience needed to be admitted into SOF. The 

science used can even predict one’s level of physical ability based on cortisol, sex-hormone 

binding globulin, and c-reactive proteins.773 It is a way for future soldiers to be evaluated on 

“behavioral and physiological predictors of success in a multi-stressor environment with real-

world occupational consequences,” measuring physical performance and grit – as non-cognitive 

traits to predict intelligence, aptitude, and resilience.774 They do not measure, test, or select 

based on the ability to express empathy, and understanding towards populations, NGOs, or 

culture.775 Other scholars have observed that, where as part of the plot soldiers had to interact 

with civilians in the Middle East, soldiers “often dismissed the role-players’ actual, lived 

experiences—the substance of their worlds—as irrelevant.”776 This further supports findings that 

 
770 Delcoure, “The smooth operator.” (p. 65) 

771 Egnell, "Explaining US and British performance.” (p. 1060) 

772 R 3 

773 Emily K. Farina, Lauren A. Thompson, Joseph J. Knapik, Stefan M. Pasiakos, James P. McClung, and Harris R. 
Lieberman, "Physical performance, demographic, psychological, and physiological predictors of success in the US 
Army Special Forces Assessment and Selection course," Physiology & behavior 210 (2019): 112647.  

774 Farina et. al., "Physical performance.” (p. 2) 

775 This course is for everyone, including SEALs teams, and highly lethal components of SOF, who would not likely 
engage with NGOs in carrying out overt missions. But even for Civil Affairs, the described skills are not taught, and 
the recruits are not evaluated on them. 

776 Nomi, "Imperial mimesis.” (p. 539) 
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these tests assess how personality impacts motivation, performance, or persistence.777 As one 

military respondent noted, “we do not get measured on empathy. We are mostly assessed on 

how we would handle a situation, if we see a civilian in distress, a mother whose child is sick, or 

injured, for instance, not how empathetic or understanding we would be towards them. This is 

not completely crazy, as most military people are not as empathetic as the general 

population.”778  

  

Non-governmental Organizations 

When it comes to the interpersonal skill sets of NGO staff, there is a general assumption 

that civilians would automictically know how to behave with other civilians. As far as the civil-

military relationship is concerned, no thorough analysis of NGO staff’s ability to engage with 

military actors exists. The inquiries which have been done on this topic demonstrate more insight 

into the types of skills necessary to run programs, especially when it comes to developing and 

sustaining the capacity within countries so they can become less dependent on outside foreign 

assistance.779 Furthermore, “because all NGOs are not able to invest in the training and 

development of their project-based staff due to resource constraints (USAID, 2014), ensuring 

personality–job fit in these organizations is of utmost significance.”780 As NGOs are often 

resource-constrained and small in footprint, they usually have to do more with less to manage 

their projects. This imparts a different dynamic to the type of skills necessary to run these 

organizations. In short: “The NGO's management style is specific, because of the lack of 

resources, the decentralized and participative management, a low level of formalization, few 

reporting levels and a network-style work pattern.”781  

 
777 Jeffrey Peter Stolrow, "The assessment and selection of special forces qualification course candidates with the 
MMPI," (PhD dissertation, California School of Professional Psychology, Los Angeles, 1994). 

778 R 3 

779 Derick W. Brinkerhoff, "Developing capacity in fragile states," Public Administration and Development: The 
International Journal of Management Research and Practice 30, no. 1 (2010): 66-78. 

780 Hassan et. al., "The impact.” (p. 75) 

781 Paul Ronalds, The change imperative: Creating the next generation NGO (Kumarian Press, 2012); Philippe 
Ryfman, Les ONG Les Éditions (La Découverte: 2010, Paris); as referenced in Brière, et. al., "Competencies.” (p. 
117) 
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In a study of international development managers across a dozen NGOs, a similar set of 

human skills and behavioral competencies are observed with NGOs as they are with the military: 

negotiation, leadership, motivation, creativity, and political awareness, to mention a few.782 Just 

like in the military, interpersonal skills for NGO workers are needed to advance teamwork, the 

ability to negotiate, and establish trust.783 Some studies have examined the leadership traits 

exhibited (e.g. assertiveness, open-mindedness) within an organization, and how NGO project 

success can be predicted based on them.784 There is no data, however, that correlates positive 

leadership traits within NGOs with more productive and effective relationships with the military. 

Large donor organizations, or coordinating bodies, have as part of their organizational structures 

specialists whose job it is to liaise and communicate with armed forces. Unlike the military, which 

have, as part of their structure, units whose job is to specifically engage with civic actors, there is 

no such specialized unit for NGOs. The exception is NGOs, which have it as their job to negotiate 

access with armed groups, such as the ICRC for example. Also, by and large, there is little in terms 

of what specific skill set NGOs as organizations must possess to navigate their relationships with 

security actors. In existence are a series of courses provided by UNOCHA, targeted for mid-level 

professionals.785 

When it comes to the importance of interpersonal skills inside these organizations, both 

NGO and military respondents voiced the need for cultural awareness, and for working together 

in a team. These interpersonal skills must include cultural sensitivity and understanding. One 

respondent in a study of international development NGOs, spoke about how they interacted with 

locals, “signing a contract does not mean the end of negotiations, but rather the beginning of 

negotiations.”786 What becomes clear is that the same qualities are valued by both these 

organizations. This is especially true when it comes to interpersonal skills. 

 
782 Brière, et. al., "Competencies.” 

783 Ibid. 

784 Muhammad Mubbashar Hassan, Sajid Bashir, and Syed Moqaddas Abbas, "The impact of project managers’ 
personality on project success in NGOs: The mediating role of transformational leadership," Project Management 
Journal 48, no. 2 (2017): 74-87.  

785 Humanitarian-Military Dialogue: civil military coordination service 
https://sites.google.com/dialoguing.org/home/home?authuser=0 (last accessed May 3, 2022) 

786 Brière, et. al., "Competencies.” 

https://sites.google.com/dialoguing.org/home/home?authuser=0
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The Loyalists, the Converted, and the Bridgebuilders  

 
There are general operating rules for how to engage with NGOs and the 
population, but officially, there is no touchpoint doctrine on how to do this on the 
ground. It’s operational art.787 

 
 Inter-disciplinary thought on group identity suggests that broader social transformations 

play a major role in social and political development. For Ferdinand Tönnies, this change involves 

movement away from Gemeinschaft, or the world of small-scale units (household, clan, village, 

etc.), to Gesellschaft, whereby connection to smaller, primary units is replaced by abstract 

identities such as markets or “nation-states”.788 For Emile Durkheim, the comparable change was 

from “mechanical” to “organic” solidarity, the latter associated with an expansion in the number 

and variety of interactions in which people participate.789 

While these “developmental” thinkers considered movements away from group identity 

to be a fundamental component of modernity, the basis for their thinking is that transformations 

are driven by individual behaviors influenced by micro-level rewards, sanctions, and capabilities. 

It is possible, therefore, that individuals move in the opposite direction—that is, they abandon 

abstract identities to seek out narrower attachments that fulfill a sense of community. Sebastian 

Junger, for example, has identified a loss of “belonging” as an explanation for the rise in 

psychological trauma among soldiers returning home. 790  

 
787 R 15 

788 Ferdinand Tönnies, Community and Society (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1957); as referenced 
in Winslow, Donna. “Army culture.” ARI Research Note 2001-04. U.S. Army Research Institute for the Behavioral 
and Social Sciences, 2000. Eugene Kamenka’s interpretation is that, despite factors which unite a community in 
Gemeinschaft, there are always potential rifts within society over the degrees of attachment to the primary group 
boundaries. In Gesellschaft there are no factors which “manifest the will and the spirit of the unity even if 
performed by the individual,” and, “everybody is by himself and isolated, and there exists a condition of tension 
against all others.” Eugene Kamenka, "Gemeinschaft and gesellschaft," Political Science 17, no. 1 (1965): 3-12. (p. 
4). 

789 Peter Thijssen, “From mechanical to organic solidarity, and back: With Honneth beyond Durkeim,” European 
Journal of Social Theory 15, no. 4 (2012): 454-470.  

790 Sebastian Junger, "How PTSD became a problem far beyond the battlefield," Vanity Fair, June 2015. 
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In taking into account responses from over 70 subjects from NGOs and SOF for this thesis, 

it is evident that these interviewees fall across a similar spectrum regarding their own 

orientations towards their primary “in-group.” At one end are the loyalists, or those individuals 

who are committed to the objective of their organization and are least likely to question the merit 

of the organization’s approach to working with civic actors. At the other end are the converted, 

or those individuals who have either transitioned to work from either of these organizations into 

the other - the military or civilian, or those, who no longer subscribe to the values of their 

organization. In the center are the bridgebuilders who understand and often practice the 

uncomfortable reality of questioning the status quo, as they seek to both meet the objective, but 

also make every effort to maintain the relationship with civic actors. These three categories are 

underpinned by the gray space, which leads these individuals to either converge to or diverge 

away from the preconceived notions they each have about the other (see table 1.1). 

 The discussion of the dilemma of military practitioners’ capabilities and interpersonal 

skills has been mostly tackled by those inside the military community. Solomon and Quinney, for 

example, explain how a multitude of different styles of interaction, such as being shrewd and 

assertive, or basing one’s interaction on morals and ideals, all shape negotiation tactics.791 All of 

these analyses widely acknowledge that these skills are important.  

 
Table 5.3: Interpersonal Skills of Respondents792 

The loyalists The bridgebuilders The converted 

• Confident  

• Has all the answers 

• Confident  

• Asks more 
questions 

• Humble 

• Appears uncertain 
at times 

• Strongly convinced 

• Openly critical 

 
791 Richard H. Solomon and Nigel Quinney. American negotiating behavior: Wheeler-dealers, legal eagles, bullies, 
and preachers. (Washington DC: US Institute of Peace Press, 2010).  

792 Attributes are described based on impressions during online verbal interaction with interviewees. These are 
based on the tone, interpersonal skills, natural curiosity expressed, and overall behavior of the respondent. These 
are not psychologically assessed, but rather based on autoethnography, and my own experience with the military 
culture. Notably, attributes do not necessarily reflect behaviors. A humble, self-doubting individual may also be a 
shrewd operator and negotiator, yet be able to take others’ situation into consideration.  
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The Loyalists  

Donna Winslow discussed loyalty among soldiers as the strong bond between a social 

group that all share a common goal and a necessary ingredient for cohesion in combat. But she 

warns that:  

once overseas the group will be asked to participate in a number of operations 
which will bring it into contact with a wide variety of actors with different 
organizational cultures (other national military forces, UN representatives, NGOs, 
local representatives, etc.). If the smaller group cannot overcome its insularity, it 
becomes increasingly difficult to work in a collective security operation.793 

It is commonly argued that there is an inherent loyalist culture in the US military, which 

“demands subordination of the self to the group.”794 In engaging with interviewees, respondents 

from both the military and NGOs expressed unquestionable loyalty to the mission and their 

respective organizations; this is a shared and admirable trait and it influences how they each 

approach the project at hand. For the military, loyalists expressed the difficulty in engaging in 

spaces where the military is not in charge. On the NGO side too, the loyalists do not make a secret 

of their disdain towards any military presence—something they believe impedes their work. On 

the military side, the loyalists are the ones who would predominantly focus on “getting the job 

done”795 under any circumstance. Military loyalists are also the group, which most evidently 

recognized themselves as masters of the operating space but demonstrated little analytical 

inquisitiveness as to how their actions might negatively or unintentionally impact other actors. 

This lack of inquisitiveness demonstrates a disregard for the work done by those in other 

organizations. For example, as a regular function of planning their missions, SOF receive briefings 

by the interagency and the NGOs. The SOF teams have “a unique opportunity to spend time in 

Washington, D.C.,” and find synergies between their mandates and development and 

 
793 Donna Winslow, "Misplaced loyalties: The role of military culture in the breakdown of discipline in peace 
operations," Canadian Review of Sociology 35.3 (1998): 345-367. (p. 346)  

794 Talya Greene, Joshua Buckman, Christopher Dandeker, and Neil Greenberg, "The impact of culture clash on 
deployed troops," Military medicine 175, no. 12 (2010): 958-963. (p. 958) 

795 Stephen Losey, “After War Zone Scandals, Special Operators Are Curbing Deployments and Investing in Ethics 
Training,” Military Times, 12 April 2021. 
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humanitarian programs.796 But when asked to specify which NGO they met with, some of the 

military respondents could not recall an instance of any memorable engagement, except one 

NGO entity. In short, separate from the engagement which occurs once on the ground at the 

Embassy, there appears to be no established playbook within the military – or NGO - to inform 

the other party at the front end, or hand over information on the back end. 

 The loyalists are the least sensitive to questioning the idea that the military takes on 

development and humanitarian projects as a way to gain access and placement first, not primarily 

to contribute to the population. They recognize the military’s behavior to use whatever it has at 

its disposal to achieve the mission. As a result, in its attempt to meet its aim, the military neglects 

its relationship with NGOs, viewing interaction with them merely as a means to an end. One NGO 

respondent noted that “with the military the individual attitude of what’s in it for me, to help me 

achieve my mission? You almost can’t blame them for being so self-centered, you have to be 

narcissistic to survive what Green Berets do. The problem is that this spills over into all of their 

activities.”797 This is further supported by the overwhelming response from military respondents 

on how the projects they provide to the population are labeled as humanitarian, and expected 

to serve a humanitarian purpose, but only to the extent that they serve the military’s mission 

first. Any other benefit is only secondary. 

 For the loyalists, a clear commitment to the objective of the mission was demonstrated. 

As discussed later, unlike the bridgebuilders, who question the status quo, or the converted who 

outright reject it, the loyalists demonstrate a strong conviction to the cause, with little question 

for its merits. On the military side, when speaking about engaging with NGOs, respondents did 

not refer to an outwardly negative or positive experience. On the NGO side, respondents felt 

freer to speak about their frustrations with the military in instances where they felt that during 

engagements the military was trying to collect information on them and offering little in return. 

Because of the strong focus to stick to their own kind, the loyalists tend to be insular, seeing little 

value in consulting with the other side. 

 
796 Overstreet, “Building.” 

797 R 40 
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 It is not just their personalities that are self-serving, as the tools which SOF deploy are 

also in their interest. Lucy Whalley and Judith Vendrzyk discuss the deficiency of ASCOPE and 

PMESII-PT, which is explored in Chapter 2, in that these tools fail to understand “how social 

power flows in the operational environment, thus missing important sociocultural linkages 

among subsystems.”798 This group views the utilization of the ASCOPE and PMESII, in what 

Andrew Bibb describes as ends in themselves,799 where thinking through the second-order 

effects, as long as it achieves the military mission, is of less importance. On the military side, this 

group is about mission first. They believe that if the military achieves what it needs to, there is 

no need for long-term relationships with NGOs or any entity in these spaces. Even if there were 

such interest, the short-term deployment cycles, discussed in Chapter 4, would erode any hope 

for a long-lasting productive relationship. The loyalists also do little to demonstrate whether the 

second-order effects of their engagement with NGOs or the populace would have meaningful 

consequences down the road. 

 The loyalists’ understanding and mobilization of the civil-military interaction are 

demonstrated through the level of commitment they have to the relationship. What the loyalists 

lack vis-à-vis one another is hustle.800 To explain, when asked about the effectiveness of the initial 

point of contact and meeting with NGOs, some SOF CA interviewees spoke about achieving little 

success in establishing a continuing relationship. It was also evident that little to no effort was 

put into forming these new relationships with civic entities and destigmatizing the military’s 

reputation with the NGO community. When they needed to, SOF CA most frequently called on 

those NGOs with which they already established relationships, not because of the quality of the 

relationship but likely because of the convenience. On the NGO side, there was almost no 

demonstration of proactivity by the loyalists to coordinate with the military. 

 
798 Whalley, et. al., Improving. 618 

799 Andrew Bibb, “Destruction, Creation, and Engagement,” Civil Affairs Association Eunomia Journal, October 27, 
2020  

800 This reference speaks to the passivity of the military, when it comes to engaging with civic actors. Specifically, 
examples of how operators did not take a strong proactive approach, going above beyond, when it came to finding 
new civic actors with whom to engage. In some instances respondents described how they reached out to the 
NGO, did not receive a response, but did not conduct any follow up, either. The assumption by the military is that 
the NGOs did not want to work with them and investing in the relationship was not worth the effort.  
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Lastly, this analysis argues that even if there are specific characteristics exhibited by these 

individuals to make them less loyalist-like, the culture of their respective mother organizations is 

inherently such that it fails to positively predispose them to each other. As discussed previously, 

SOF as a whole, have become more lethal, namely, SF have become “harder.” This has resulted 

in a deepening divide between them and SOF’s soft arm, namely CA, causing CA to become 

ostracized in the process. As one military respondent described it: 

 
Yes, SOF is in a crisis, as they’ve gone so lethal, so CA are in a crisis, too, because 
we have to align ourselves close to SOF. Our job is how to provide alternatives to 
lethality to meet the objective. So, a lot of these guys will sacrifice their 
relationship with civic actors in order to meet the security objective and get 
themselves promoted. So, the question is not: how do I help the NGOs? The 
question is: how do I tie my operation to lethality, so I can align closer to the 
boss?801  
 
So, it is not a surprise that naturally the need to align with the organization under any 

circumstance, costs SOF the ability to have a productive relationship with NGOs. Consequently, 

the loyalists are not the ones making up the adaptable, converging cluster in the gray space. 

Rather, their individual approaches and behaviors uphold the values of serving their organization 

first, without much question of the impact of such objectives on others operating in a space of 

conflict. As a result, the loyalists cause a divergence in the gray space (see table 1.1). 

 

The Converted  

 The converted, as the term might imply, are not deserters of their organization. Instead, 

like the bridgebuilders, they are critical thinkers as it relates to questioning the merits of decisions 

within the organization to which they belong. As discussed in Chapter 3, they could be individuals 

who have served in the military, and upon retiring, established themselves in the NGO profession 

by providing their skillset beyond the organization where they gained it. The converted military 

fully subscribe to the mission of their newly joined organization, whether it be religious, 

philanthropic, or for-profit sectors. 
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 The same also occurs for NGOs, even if in a slightly different order. The converted are 

those with an earlier non-military career in organizations such as the US Peace Corps, for 

example, where language, cultural skills, regional familiarity, and already established 

relationships and networks in the places where they worked and volunteered are leveraged by 

the military.802 The converted are not to be confused with going native, a phenomenon often 

associated with SF, or military advisors, who, after spending long periods in the field begin to 

perceive themselves as being on equal footing as their advisee, or the local population.803 As 

intellectual mavericks, the converted have no qualms in criticizing the organization as they 

remain true to its values, as one military interviewee openly expressed “I’ve come to the 

conclusion that war is immoral.”804  

 Chapters 2 and 3 established that the separation of these organizations based on their 

differing values of impartiality and neutrality was established as questionable. Yet, there is a self-

perception within these organizations about who and what they truly are. A military respondent 

reconfirmed that in fact, it is this fundamental difference between the military as killers and 

NGOs as altruists which drives a wedge between them: 

 

There is absolutely a different calculus between NGOs and civil affairs. NGOs are 
genuinely there to help and improve people…[…]…even if it’s politically driven. 
Civil Affairs is there to meet military objectives. Civil Affairs will naturally try to 
control. When objectives don’t align between these entities, then there is 
friction.805 

 
While the loyalists were agnostic when it came to their proposed projects benefiting their 

civic interlocutors or populations, the converted were just the opposite. Especially on the military 

 
802 "Strange Bedfellows: CA and Returned Peace Corps Volunteers," Civil Affairs Association, Online Zoom Panel 
Discussion by Glenn Blumhorst, Dan Baker and Michael Greer, February 22, 2021; John E. McElligott, “Leveraging 
Returned Peace Corps Volunteers,” Civil Affairs Association, April 5, 2020;  

803 Anna Simons, "Chapter 6: The Military Advisor as Warrior-King and Other “Going Native” Temptations,” In 
Anthropology and the United States Military: Coming of Age in the Twenty-first Century. Eds., Pamela Frese and 
Margaret Harrell (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003); Patricia Newman, Army Special Forces: Elite Operations 
(Minneapolis: Lerner Publications Company, 2013); Nomi, "Imperial mimesis.” 
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side they view and exercise their position as one where they could help, regardless of whether 

their actions meet a security objective. One military respondent was very clear about the 

constraints of the bureaucracy, but also mentioned the room to exercise personal perseverance: 

I would decide for myself, this is what I can affect. This village has an outbreak in 
malaria, they don’t have the right medicine, and there is no healthcare. I would 
write an OHDACA project. If it doesn’t move, I would get on a plane to Stuttgart 
and make it happen.806 

 

Lastly, unlike the loyalists, who demonstrate inclinations of gemeinschaft, as discussed 

earlier, these individuals’ allegiance is not lost to another organization. Instead, they 

demonstrate a much more holistic view, beyond the group - transferring skills, knowledge, 

perceptions, and valuable insight outside their own organizational objective. Their expanded 

perception of the relationship vis-à-vis one another does not translate into their lack of 

commitment to their organization. Instead, it puts them outside of their element, where they are 

recognizing and working towards a larger objective to benefit both sides through their knowledge 

of the system, influence on the environment, and recognition of priorities outside of their 

immediate organizational environment. 

 To sum it up, the strict categorizations of NGOs, donors, and the military as either 

combatants or altruists do not translate in the same way in the gray space. Evidently, both of 

these actors can partially take on each other’s role. The military can be humanitarians, even if 

this is not their primary intention and their objectives are lethal. NGOs can navigate the same 

insecure spaces as the military does, and equips itself with the capability to do it, even its 

objectives are not lethal like those of the military.  What drives these actors to converge and 

diverge is the level of security and insecurity in the terrain, which ultimately dictates how much 

contact they choose to have with one another. Within the gray space, all three groups exhibit a 

strong sense of loyalty to their organization, its values, and its belief systems. But subscribing to 

organizational values and finding ways to engage productively are not mutually exclusive. Despite 

some stark differences, these groups have much in common. Military groups recognize that 

putting security objectives first has consequences for their relationships with other actors, and 
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they seek to move beyond them. NGOs, too, recognize the value of the military when it comes 

to access, professionalism, security, and information, and are willing to engage at the ground 

level. Despite some NGOs’ doctrine claiming to remain impartial and neutral, even if political, 

NGOs are willing to engage with actors in the gray space, leading us to evidence that abiding by 

stringent principles of impartiality, neutrality and independence, is most often in theory, but not 

in practice. When it comes to the military, as described above, the approach is much the same – 

almost no relationship or engagement is off limits.  

 

The Bridgebuilders 

On both the NGO and military sides, the individuals interviewed understood the myopic 

and self-serving approach that each of these entities can take when working with the other, and 

with the communities they serve. This groups isthe bridgebuilders. The individuals in this group 

are highly self-aware and recognize the pitfalls of self-interest. On the military side, respondents 

spoke of the ability to take on a collegial approach when working with their civic interlocutors, 

namely, to find ways how they - the military - can help NGOs, be it with information, security, or 

assets. They recognized the toxic self-serving approach of “what can you all [civic actors] do for 

me to help me meet my mission.”807 The bridgebuilders understand and truly live by the fact that 

“plans for military operations are based on an imperfect understanding and uncertainty of how 

the commander expects the military situation to evolve.”808 Specifically, they are comfortable 

with the notion that they do not have all the answers. On the military side, the bridgebuilders 

recognized how their behaving to get certainty and answers in the short term can be perceived 

as aggressive and cost them the relationship in the long term. What is more evident is that 

members of both the NGOs and the military in this group recognize that insularity can backfire, 

as it creates dysconnectivity with other organizations.  

On the NGO side, the bridgebuilders were self-effacing in describing the naive thinking of 

NGOs about the impartiality or neutrality of their mission, recognizing that these are indefensible 

values, as everyone serves an interest. On the military side, too, there was wide recognition of 

 
807 R 20 – Civil Affairs Officer, February 23, 2021; Hanhauser IV, “Comprehensive Civil Information.” (p. 21) 

808 US Department of the Army, “Civil Affairs Planning.” (p. 1-1) 



 

 

211 

how the military’s hard-power mentality may blind its ability to understand the psychology of 

civilian organizations. 

Military respondents did not deem interaction between NGOs as positive or negative but 

simply as necessary. This necessity was in part for the military to complete its task, but was also 

an opportunity to provide their civic interlocutors with valuable insight into the space in which 

they are operating together. The bridgebuilders military knew that NGOs have a stronger 

understanding of the socio-political context. Likewise, NGOs knew that the military has valuable 

information beyond just security. In addition to the exhibited self-awareness of this group,809 the 

bridgebuilders appeared to be the most at ease with the ambiguity of the gray space. They 

recognized the need to remain open and transparent as a condition for a productive relationship, 

even if the mandate at hand may not necessitate or recognize it. The bridgebuilders understood 

that more interaction means a better understanding of the terrain, but they also recognized that 

gaining information is not a one-way street. In several interviews, military respondents 

emphasized how important it was to share useful information with NGOs. One NGO respondent 

recognized the value their organization added to the relationship by saying “the NGOs speak the 

local language, and the military relies on getting access to the populations through them.”810  

 The bridgebuilders NGO interviewees did not view the military in purely negative terms. 

They recognized the military’s paramount role as a security provider in high-intensity conflict 

areas. Some of the bridgebuilders NGO respondents also expressed a much stronger preference 

for the military providing security instead of private security companies doing so, citing the issue 

of ambiguous rules and sometimes lack of professionalism by PMSCs, as discussed in Chapter 3. 

The bridgebuilders NGO respondents also recognized that in their need for a unique skill set to 

help them navigate insecure environments, which often entails more insecure areas of the gray 

space, such as security, information, or logistics – NGOs are similar to the military in terms of 

their structure and modus operandi on the ground.  

 
809 Richard C. Bassett, “Growing Better Leaders for the Future: A Study in Optimizing Self-Awareness,” (Master’s 
Thesis., Army War College Carlisle Barracks, PA, 2004).  
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 On the military side, SOF recognized the misperception they may create with their 

approaches in seeking to influence the civic environment. For example, elements of SOF and 

specifically CA, are known for wearing civilian clothing in operations. This was particularly the 

context for SF through the Village Stability Operations (VSO) program in Afghanistan, as it was a 

way to engage with locals.811 NGOs have outwardly expressed concern, as one worker from 

Catholic Services did in saying that “when soldiers go around wearing blue jeans, sandals, hidden 

weapons, long hair, it blurs the line - people don't know who they are.”812 Civil Affairs teams’ 

engagement may not always be for the purpose of civil reconnaissance, which is used to kill 

terrorists, but having soldiers roam around in civilian clothing is unsettling for civilians. 

 This begs another question - how are military who wear civilian clothing but are armed 

different than civilian private security companies, who also wear civilian clothing and are also 

armed? Chapter 3 discussed this at length, and there are still questions about whether in this 

scenario these soldiers would be protected under international law.813 If one strips away the laws 

of war in the gray space which is not considered an international armed conflict, what is left is a 

space for maneuver by these actors, and essentially, as one respondent described it “the Wild 

West.”814 More fundamentally, it is the ambiguity of these rules which leads these actors to 

converge, even if only optically (see table 1.1). 

 What is interesting about the bridgebuilders is that despite the sometimes categorical 

disapproval of how the military behaves, they did not see the civil-military engagement as a zero-

 
811 William H. Farrell III, "No Shirt, No Shoes, No Status: Uniforms, Distinction, and Special Operations in 
International Armed Conflict," Military Law Review. 178 (2003): 94.  

812 James Brooke, “VIGILANCE AND MEMORY: KANDAHAR; Pentagon Tells Troops in Afghanistan: Shape Up and 
Dress Right,” The New York Times, Sept. 12, 2002.  

813 Farrell III, "No Shirt.” According to Ferrell III, the wearing of civilian clothing as a solider has legal implications. 
For a soldier, wearing civilian clothing leads him or her to fail to optically and outwardly demonstrate one as 
military, even if one does not do it with the intention to pretend to be a civilian. This leads soldiers to loose their 
ability to distinguish themselves from civilians, and causes loss of protection under Geneva Convention 
International Law and consequently be in violation of the law for LOW violation (perfidy) or the loss of POW status 
(spying). Farrell III’s reference is to what is specifically in the Convention as it relates to combatants and civilians 
“having a fixed distinctive sign recognizable at a distance.” See International Committee of the Red Cross, Geneva 
Convention Relative to the Treatment of Prisoners of War. ICRC, Geneva, Aug. 12, 1949. (p. 41) Farell III’s 
interpretation under Commentary artocle 4(A)(1), 6 U.S.T. 3316, 75 U.N.T.S. 135. https://ihl-
databases.icrc.org/applic/ihl/ihl.nsf/INTRO/365?OpenDocument 
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sum game. The bridgebuilders group on the military side recognizes the value of both entities 

and believes that they can and should help each other. One respondent spoke frankly of the 

importance of maintaining the relationship with NGO interlocutors, how that even if the military 

is not winning, finding ways for a productive relationship with NGOs does not mean that it is 

necessarily losing.815 On their end, bridgebuilders NGO workers did not demonstrate the 

willingness to embrace the military as equal partners or suggest ways in which a more permanent 

or equal partnership could occur. Instead, they found themselves closer to the military by 

recognizing that both provide similar services. This was particularly when it comes to the 

military’s competence in carrying out vital activities, such as in the field of medical services, which 

NGOs provide as well. 

 Another attribute of the bridgebuilders is their handling of information. The military are 

caught in a Catch-22 situation. While for J2 (Joint Staff Intelligence)816 everything connects to 

vital intelligence information related to the security threat, Civil Affairs recognize that not all 

information is for the purpose of chasing down terrorists. They also recognized the danger of 

treating everything as a target and the harm of overclassifying information - which once 

classified, can no longer be shared with the NGOs. One military respondent shared:  

 
Not everything on the ground is intelligence. Treating it as so is the pitfall of the 
simple bureaucracy. We classify something as secret only because an operator 
touched it. Is this really a productive way to be? Ultimately, it’s up to the judgment 
call of the person collecting/analyzing the information on what should be done 
with it.817 

 
 Another military respondent shared how overclassifying information impedes the 

relationship, “A lot of times the NGOs and all of our relationships are on the red [high classified 

system]. There is no need for that.”818 Another military respondent exclaimed how “There is no 

one overarching repository on how to handle information. We as Civil Affairs should have a 

 
815 R 3 

816 Joint Chiefs of Staff, “J 1 – Personnel, J2 – intelligence, J3 – Operations, J4 – Logistics, J5 – Planning, J6 – 
Communications.” - https://www.jcs.mil/Doctrine/Joint-Doctine-Pubs/ (last accessed April 1, 2022)  
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Wikipedia-like living document that keeps a log that the NGOs can access. But if it’s unclassified 

or open source, it loses its credibility.”819 There is little available information on how NGOs keep 

information close hold, or classify it for their own use. Chapter 3 discussed how in competing for 

public money, some organizations treat information as proprietary, holding it only to themselves.  

Of all three groups, the bridgebuilders were most interested in solutions to help them 

improve their craft vis-à-vis one another. Many of them viewed their participation in the 

interviews for this thesis as a way to help them understand how the civil-military relationship 

works. Unlike the loyalists who saw themselves as strictly going after the clear objectives of the 

mission, the military bridgebuilders openly shared frustrations on the Army’s inability to find a 

good utility for Civil Affairs. They recognized the shortcoming of the utilization of tools, such as 

PMSEII and ASCOPE which are not designed to take into account the military’s impact neither on 

the population, nor NGOs. Ultimately, the bridgebuilders came the closest to recognizing the 

human side of listening to the grievances of another, and that meeting their objective of 

engagement with the populace is an art, not a science. On the military side, the bridgebuilders 

recognized that not gaining immediate or useful information from the other side did not 

necessarily result in a bad or unproductive relationship in the long term. Rather, they believed 

that the act of continuing to engage with their civil interlocutors, no matter the outcome, was 

the outcome of success. 

The relationship between these entities is not always tumultuous, and they often 

converge in how they view one another. Some respondents noted the impressive speed with 

which the military supported them with logistics in the hottest places in Afghanistan.820  This 

appreciation of the military’s effectiveness is not unusual among NGO circles, and the 

respondents in this study positively commented on the professionalism of their military 

counterparts. Where a divergence does occur, is where we see a difference in operational tempo 

between NGOs and the military. In describing one account between a UN agency and a NATO 

Commanding General in Sarajevo in 1996, Siegel writes of how:  
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The military view that civilians are lazy because they go out to dinner, go away for 
the weekend or take a vacation is one that emerges almost without exception in 
post-conflict operations. The perception is evidence of a failure to understand that 
military personnel deploy for a limited period as individuals, while civilians might 
remain in a post-conflict environment indefinitely — it becomes, in essence, their 
home.821 

 
 Perhaps the most dominant attribute of the bridgebuilders is the intellectual rigor 

through which they see the relationship. They recognized the status quo of the traditionally 

tumultuous civil-military relationship, and proactively sought to question it or correct it. On the 

military side, the bridgebuilders believed that humanitarian and development activities do not 

have to be an access and placement function only, as discussed in Chapter 2. They recognized 

that the military’s transactional focus may backfire, and one should always seek ways to establish 

a long-term relationship with their civic counterpart, despite constraints. They believed that the 

order of priority of meeting security objectives first, then humanitarian and development ones 

did not diminish the military’s success. Just the opposite was possible, they believed the gray 

space provides ample opportunity for the military to provide development and humanitarian 

assistance first, which would establish a long-term relationship, organically providing for access 

and placement and meeting security objectives. And, that this can still occur without turning the 

military into a quasi-NGO, or by making development part of their core business.  

Ultimately, the bridgebuilders recognized the deviating views between high command 

and the tactical level, and described instances when they sought to convince their chain of 

command of the value of the proposed activities on the ground. On the NGO side, there was 

recognition of the at times contradictory view of what donors sought to implement, with the 

NGOs’ understanding of the reality being very different than what donors understood. For NGOs 

which do not work through donors, it was higher headquarters, such as in the case of MSF and 

Geneva, and the constant need to ensure that whatever decisions were being taken in the field 

would be accepted by headquarters.822 Additionally, the bridgebuilders converge in the gray 

 
821 Siegel, "Civil-Military Marriage." (p. 31) 

822 Francois Cooren and Frederick Matte, “Chapter 2 - At the limited of perceptions: Humanitarian Principles in 
Action,” in Dilemmas, Challenges, and Ethics of Humanitarian Action: Reflections on Médecins Sans Frontières’ 
Perception Project. Ed., Caroline Abu-Sada. McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2012. (p. 35 – 36) 
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space, as they are most likely to seek out, and understand the value of the other side (see table 

1.1, table 1.2, and table 1.3.). But even in this open-mindedness about one another, they are not 

blinded to their differing objectives. 

 

On Trust 

 Earlier chapters compared how both the military and NGOs use information to their 

advantage. For the military, the objective is to plan and plot against potential threats, and for 

NGOs, it is to strengthen their ability to compete for money and access target delivery. Because 

of the highly classified nature of the military planning process, this analysis is not privy to what 

extent information gained from the civilian space is predominantly used for the military’s most 

lethal missions. It is also not clear whether this is information that could have been gained in 

other ways, without compromising the relationship with NGOs. In contrast, considering the lack 

of transparency in the NGOs’ own processes, namely that they are not available as public 

information, it would be difficult to prove or disprove NGOs’ utilization of information gained 

from the military. Yet, one thing stands clear - much of the interaction between groups revolves 

around trust. 

As previously mentioned, the military’s high turnover cycle does not allow for the 

opportunity to form long-term and long-standing relationships. So, what is left is what Egnell 

argues to be trust driven by “interactions of people who do not know each other well. ‘It 

represents reliance on weak ties and is based on the assumption that another person would 

reciprocate and comply with our expectations of his or her behavior, as well as with existing 

formal and ethical rules.’”823  

As previously discussed, Mackinlay argues that personalities, not contexts or 

organizations, are the backbone of the civil-military relationship. There is a consistency with this 

when it comes to trust in exchanging information, but there is also evidence that preconceived 

notions of previous relationships, from other contexts, between the military and NGOs, 

materialized. Respondents in a seminar discussing the relationship between civil and military 

entities collectively noted that: 

 
823 Egnell, “Civil-Military Aspects of Effectiveness.” (p.21) 
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trust is usually based on previous experience. Trust is the most important 
precondition for information exchange, which is usually based on non-negotiated 
agreements and occurs behind the scenes. Once information is shared, we lose 
control. Information sharing is further complicated by the fact that most 
guidelines which exist on it are unclear on what should be shared and how. Where 
it does exist, it is specific to an agency, and there is no one overall approach.824 
 
Despite the porous nature of the structures and mandates of these entities, the need for 

information sharing and acquiring revealed through interviews, also reveals a series of 

vulnerabilities that these entities have toward one another across all mandates. As one NGO 

seminar participant noted, “There are common goals that we want to achieve. Access – we all 

need it to complete the work. Everyone needs to look at their mandate. Sharing of information 

can be done but it needs to be under trust.”825 Another seminar participant noted, “We need a 

good basic understanding of each other’s roles and responsibilities. Whether it’s from a 

humanitarian perspective, civil government or military – this helps us to understand what 

information can be shared.”826 Furthermore, both military and NGO interview respondents 

agreed that continuity and structure create trust – a challenging task, certainly for the military, 

whose short-term deployments prevent them from cultivating long-term relationship building 

with any other actor. Janice Laurence acknowledged this by saying “Trust and relationship 

development are thwarted not only by lack of cultural exposure, experience, and discourse—

cultural illiteracy— but by the rotation schedule of our Brigade Combat Teams (BCT).”827  

This lack of permanence not only adversely affects the likelihood of trust-building. The 

short length of deployments also puts out of order what should be prioritized as urgent, over 

what is considered important. The military are inherently trained to be in crisis mode, and as 

already mentioned earlier, they seek to deliver swiftly within their deployment cycle. Following 

a meeting between the NATO Commanding General and the head of the UN in Sarajevo in 1996: 

 
824 “Engaging in Civil-Military Information Sharing Seminar,” NATO Civil-Military Cooperation Center of Excellence 
(CCOE), July 8, 2021 https://www.cimic-coe.org/ccoe_events/seminars/8-jul-2021/  

825 “Engaging in Civil-Military Information Sharing Seminar,” NATO. 

826 Ibid. 

827 Laurence, "Military leadership.” (p. 495)  
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The general had just arrived — anxious to achieve great things — for a six- month 
tour (during which he would be eligible for weeks of leave). The U.N. agency head 
had also recently arrived — not from a home base where he had a nice house in 
which his wife was waiting at the end of each day, but from another post-conflict 
environment. The military were ready to act immediately with the agreed way 
forward, while the UN staff were to enter into a holiday period, just before the 
New Year.828 

Ultimately, it is these entities’ perception of time and permanence, connected to the area 

of operation, which also drives the trust in their relationship.  

In a study of eleven respondents – 5 from the military, 5 from NGOs, and 1 expert, the 

interaction of Canadian military forces and Canadian NGOs reconfirms much of the analysis here 

between US SOF and US NGOs. Specifically, success is almost always driven by both formal 

structures and informal ones, which are largely driven by the personalities of its interlocutors.829 

It is these individual relationships, more than structures, contexts, cultures, and organizations, 

which bring these entities closer together in the gray space. In the same study, one NGO 

respondent noted that it was rather the longevity and frequency of interaction that drives trust 

between these entities:  

It’s not something that’s going to develop overnight and if you don’t have a regular 
dialogue with people, you don’t develop the trust. I mean, everybody appreciates 
that, so it becomes a question of making sure that you don’t just see people once 
every 3 months and expect that something will come out of that, it won’t.830 

In the same study, respondents spoke of how trust is based on many of the same obstacles 

already discussed earlier. Respect for how the other group operates and exercises good judgment 

is one important factor in gaining trust. In speaking about the work of NGOs, one military 

respondent noted: 

when an NGO does what was from our perception a very uncoordinated and dumb 
thing, like bringing old people back to their houses, in an uncoordinated way with 
no provisions for security, you tend not to trust them.831 

 
828 Siegel, "Civil-Military Marriage." (p. 31) 

829 Holton et. al., “The Relationship.” 

830 Ibid.  (p. 25) 

831 Ibid.  (p. 24) 
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In Afghanistan, military personnel were continuously suspicious of who the NGOs were 

distributing assistance to, “with whom are they really working? With the Taliban? We do not 

really know.”832 This lack of sharing of information leads to mistrust, and the military resolutely 

decided that separate and independent action was preferable to coordinate with NGOs, and 

instead opted to help meet their own objectives, instead of helping the NGOs.833 This, combined 

with having confidence in the other group’s level of integrity and commitment to deliver is key 

to maintaining trust: “If you’re making promises, or think you’re making promises and don’t live 

up to them it can be very damaging to what you’re trying to do.”834 

 As previously stated, SOF and NGOs engage differently in the gray space, than 

conventional military forces and NGOs. Many of the responses provided above concern 

conventional military engagement with NGOs in disaster response or complex emergencies 

through coordinating structures. But the mood around perceptions between these actors is only 

marginally different in the gray space. Development actors know the importance of security. 

Conversely, many SOF operators know the indispensable role which NGOs play. It is when the 

military walk the fine line between being a helpful interlocutor to civic entities, and then treating 

them like intelligence assets, that is what breaks the trust,835 a notion very clearly understood by 

both the bridgebuilders and the converted. As one NGO respondent put it, even in a good 

working relationship with the right personalities at the table, one thing is very clear - clarity on 

how information which is gained and used in this space directly influences trust: 

 

At the end of the day, the NGO’s information could be used to attack a village. On 
the other hand, some of this information is just open already. We just have to 
agree on a standard on how to share and interpret it. We need a really clear 
understanding of what is being done with this information. We just must remain 

 
832 Chiara Ruffa and Pascal Vennesson, “Fighting and Helping? A Historical-Institutionalist Explanation of NGO-
Military Relations,” Security Studies 23, no 3 (2014): 582–620. (p. 610) 

833 Ibid. (p. 610) 

834 Holton et. al., “The Relationship.” (p. 25) 
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within the boundaries of the different mandates. Also, military forces handing out 
goods and being a humanitarian actor never sits well with us [NGOs].836 

 
 As the military sees everything through the prism of security, one lively DOS respondent 

spoke to instructing their military team to prepare for meeting a with the NGO, “when you go in 

there, don’t you dare just sit and take notes. You need to say something, or they (the NGOs) will 

think you are collecting on them. You need to make a contribution.”837 Another participant in a 

discussion noted that “it is difficult to encourage a mutual information sharing without making it 

seem like a tit for tat.”838 This often applies to complex emergencies, but these behaviors and 

practices transfer over to others. A participant in a CIMIC forum noted, “use common sense, be 

open and friendly, be social, and drink beer with your counterpart,”839 further giving credence to 

the previous suggestion that causal relationship-building is a way to establish trust. But trust is 

much more complex than that, according to a discussant: 

 
In a normal humanitarian response situation, yes UNOCHA is great, but nothing 
can replace the bilateral meeting. As the team gets bigger, it is harder and harder 
to build trust, which requires one-on-one interaction. Then information sharing is 
done on the bilateral organization level. Organizing on a multilateral level is very 
hard. The Germans speak to Germans, the French to the French. The same is true 
with the NGOs.840 

 
As discussed in Chapter 4, the omnipresent civil affairs missions that have been examined 

here are not coordinated in the gray space, but they suffer from the same weakness, where those 

involved seek to speak to others like themselves. This was the example noted in Chapter 4 where 

SOF speak to NGO staff who are former SOF, leading us to conclude that all these actors naturally 

seek to communicate with others like themselves. 

In disaster response coordination and consultation between these entities becomes of 

the essence. When it comes to the gray space, some NGO observers at a forum saw little or no 

 
836 R 29 

837 R 33 - Department of State respondent, March 10, 2021. 

838 “Engaging in Civil-Military Information Sharing Seminar,” NATO. 

839 Ibid. 
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change in behavior between these contexts and actors, especially on the part of the military, who 

“show up to meetings just to take notes.”841 When asked about what would be the ultimate 

gesture for cooperation and consultation the military could make, one NGO member responded 

without hesitation “when we get included in the planning process.”842 Some scholars have 

already recognized the need for a more formal sharing of information, suggesting reforming 

intelligence sharing and the opening up of unclassified information “vertically, horizontally, and 

across domains” through the establishment of “Stability Operations Intelligence Centers (SOICs),” 

whose focus should be the sharing of information with NGOs.843 

When it comes to trust, it is not valued differently in the gray space, versus in other 

contexts. Once again, it is the personalities that are at the table which drive the relationship, not 

the organizations. But by the steady-state of things that the gray space provides, where 

coordination is not urgent, these entities have the opportunity to form more systematic and 

fertile relationships. 

 

Conclusion 

In examining the tactical interactions of SOF and NGOs, this thesis finds that, in line with 

other scholars, what drives the success of these actors’ relationships is a series of personal 

qualities and attributes. These include a robust level of interpersonal skills, and intellectual rigor 

to question the status quo and preconceived notions from previous contexts. This thesis finds 

that the bridgebuilders, and the converted groups – which includes both the military and the 

NGOs – are the most conducive to an amicable relationship between each other. This thesis finds 

that unlike in the disaster response context, where specific structures coordinate these entities, 

there is little such coordination or consultation between them in the gray space. Where 

coordination does happen, it is driven by the personalities in these organizations, and by the 

natural converging attributes of the less definitive nature of the gray space, compared to the 

clearly established lines in high-intensity conflict or disaster response operations. But even under 

 
841 “Engaging in Civil-Military Information Sharing Seminar,” NATO. 

842 R 43 – NGO respondent, March 27, 2021. 

843 Hanhauser IV, “Comprehensive Civil Information.” (p. 1) 



 

 

222 

the best of circumstances, NGOs are perceived as civic entities which the military must talk to, 

not as significant actors in the terrain. The military are perceived as secretive, and 

unknowledgeable of the terrain in which they operate. Whatever exchange occurs is mostly by 

happenstance.  

This chapter comes the closest to the anthropological angle of the culture of these 

entities. It demonstrates that the NGOs and the military can be helpful interlocutors. This is 

driven by their attitudes and recognition of the value that each brings to the relationship. It is 

less driven by the mandates of their organizations. This ony reconfirms what Scales and 

Mackinlay have argued, that it is the personal, not the technical that forms this bond. The 

sensitivities around the relationship of the military with NGOs are not strikingly different that 

Montgomery McFate’s analysis on the relationship of the military with populations, namely that 

it is the military’s behavior which makes or breaks relationships. These findings also add to the 

knowledge which Ankersen provides on civil-military cooperation in peacekeeping. He suggests 

an exploration of civil military interaction through the eyes of other actors, and other contexts. 

Namely, what this analysis finds, which confirms Ankersen’s and Mackinlay’s and claims, is that 

the civil-military relationship is most powerful when rather the people, than the organizations, 

are conducive to its success. 
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Chapter 6: The Center of Gravity  
 
How Are SOF and NGOs Perceived by Local Populations in the Gray Space? 

 
To wage war, become an anthropologist. Lose the fascination with Clausewitz, 

and embrace culture as the way to understand conflict.844 
 

Introduction  

Chapters 2, 3 and 4 showed that there is a misalignment in how NGO and SOF actors 

leverage local communities in the gray space when it comes to carrying out humanitarian and 

development objectives. The analysis presented several reasons for this, related to organization-

specific incentives and standard modes of operating, among others. Growing on how NGOs and 

SOF assess local needs in communities, this chapter explores how these actors are perceived by 

the local populations, a group which scholars coined “the center of gravity.” 

According to security scholars, the center of gravity is the most critical part of a military 

campaign, where beyond strategy, capabilities and military might, it can come down to having 

the population’s support which ultimately leads to mission success. For development actors - 

beyond recipient government, elites, and donor agencies - the center of gravity is the client of 

the NGOs in settings of fragile states. As they interact with populations by providing them goods 

and services, both NGOs and SOF expose themselves to local communities who form their own 

opinions of how well these actors understand the local context, or listen to local needs. As a 

result, in interacting with populations, which the military is trying to influence with the use of 

humanitarian and development projects, and NGOs are looking to serve in the place of local 

government, these entities experience a series of factors that lead them to converge or diverge 

in the fluid gray space.  

 I argue that these entities converge in the gray space in their attempt to understand 

the populations and their needs. Where they diverge, however, is in a systematic and robust 

method to assess. On the one hand, NGOs deploy a series of institutionalized monitoring and 

evaluation mechanisms, discussed in Chapter 3, which, as discussed in Chapter 2, are lacking on 

 
844 Patrick Porter, "Good anthropology, bad history: The cultural turn in studying war," Parameters 37.2 (2007): 45-
58. (p. 45) 
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the part of the military. Yet, when it comes to local population beneficiaries, both of these actors 

are removed, to more or less of an extent, from the rank-and-file needs of the communities, and 

they both tend to help one group, while disenfranchising another. But this analysis argues that 

this understanding of needs is only secondary. What takes precedence in forming the 

populations’ perceptions of the military and NGOs as development actors, is driven by the 

practical implications of the projects in local communities, regardless of the sophisticated 

mechanisms used in assessing those needs. Perceptions are also shaped by these actors’ respect 

for the local context, and the inclusion of local citizens in the consultation process for aid 

assistance. Perceptions are also driven by the extent to which the military and NGOs are seen as 

working together, deconflicting and coordinating their efforts. 

 

Consulting and Prioritizing Populations in the Gray Space  

Chapter 1 posits that the US military’s involvement with development and humanitarian 

assistance projects is a way to compel the populace to reject the insurgency.845 The same 

assistance is also mostly supply-driven as opposed to demand-driven, with little consultation 

done with locals by both NGOs and the military. Chapters 2 and 3 have established that there is 

a difference as to why SOF and NGOs deploy humanitarian and development projects. For NGOs, 

development projects are their primary craft. These projects span cross-sectoral areas of health, 

education, and governance, to mention a few. For SOF, development projects provide a way to 

influence populations when deterring threats. SOF refer to these projects as humanitarian and 

development, when in fact they are for filling security objectives, not saving lives. On the side of 

the NGOs, where development and humanitarianism are often distinct, Donini argues that NGOs 

label themselves in whichever convenient way suits the context, audience, or donors who hold 

the purse strings to NGO funding.846 

Previous analysis of these entities also established that their actions are mostly 

accountable to the larger organizations to which they belong, and less to project beneficiaries. 

When it comes to field operations, as some have argued, “NGOs do not fit the mold of the 

 
845 Gilbert, "Money.” 

846 Donini, "Local perceptions.” 
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grassroots, mass-participation vehicles idealized by many theorists.”847 But they are the “closest 

to engaging directly with those citizens most affected by but least heard in policy decision-

making.”848 For the military, SOF is the entity that is in most direct contact with “local nationals, 

such as town and city dwellers, farmers and other rural dwellers, and nomads; local civil 

authorities, such as elected and traditional leaders at all levels of government.”849 As they engage 

with populations, NGOs and the military come in contact with locals who, as Dijkzeul and 

Wakenge note, are not just “passive recipients, rather, they mediate and act,”850 upon the 

assistance provided to them. Louisa Seferis and Paul Harvey separate citizen groups into three 

broad categories of recipients – those who are passive, those who make decisions, and those 

who shape policy (see table 6.1).  

 
Table 6.1: Levels of Recipients of Assistance851 

Citizens as… Approach  

• Beneficiaries or 
recipients 

Citizens as passive beneficiaries receiving services or assistance 
Example: complaints hotline for short-term cash transfer projects 
targeting vulnerable groups 

• Users and choosers Engaging citizens who use grievance and redress mechanisms 
(GRM) or public information to ensure better delivery of social 
protection programmes (technical fixes) 
Example: social assistance GRM to increase transparency and 
accountability 

• Makers and shapers Social policies and institutions that foster demand-driven 
governance and engage citizens as active agents in shaping 
policies and social assistance design 
Example: participatory targeting, enabling spaces where the state 
is held accountable for implementation 

   
   

 
847 McGann and Johnstone, "The power shift.” (p. 68) 

848 Ibid. 

849 US Department of the Army, “Civil Affairs Planning.” (p. 1-10) 

850 Dijkzeul and Wakenge, “Doing Good .” (p. 1140) 

851 Seferis and Harvey, "Accountability.” (p. 8) 
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Donini claims that many on the receiving end of assistance see outside efforts as 

bypassing them,852 as aid mostly goes to the group of makers and shapers, not beneficiaries or 

recipients. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, citizens’ negative perceptions of local government 

processes disenfranchised them from participation in making decisions about receiving 

assistance, to such an extent that only 20% expressed interest in participating in the local 

government process.853 This is on top of most citizens believing that government decisions do 

not account for citizens’ preferences or priorities. But according to the earlier referenced study 

by Anderson, Brown, and Jean, local communities are vocal in their opinions, perceptions, and 

values about both NGOs’ and the military’s presence, behaviors, and priorities. It is this level of 

beneficiaries and recipients which this thesis examines here. The level least examined as part of 

this analysis is the third level – makers and shapers. This is based on the premise that in fragile 

settings, institutions are weak, and have weak social contracts with their citizens. 

 

Populations 

As described previously, the gray space does not suffer from a sudden loss of services or 

infrastructure caused by natural disasters or complex emergencies. Instead, it is subjected to 

state fragility and chronic sources of insecurity, which may be a consequence of larger 

occurrences. If not based on need, then how do SOF and NGOs prioritize populations? 

In examining humanitarian response missions, Seybolt has already challenged how those 

receiving assistance are selected, whether or not the kind of humanitarian assistance that was 

provided was relevant and appropriate to the need, and whether the desired results were 

achieved – did it save lives?854 When it comes to prioritizing populations and which strata of 

society outsiders deal with, Hugo Slim argues that “humanitarianism is always politicized 

somehow.”855 In Afghanistan in the mid-1990s “NGO support for anti-government Mujahuddin 

 
852 Donini, "Local perceptions." (p. 167) 

853 McNeil, Mary, Andre Herzog, Sladjana Cosic, and PRISM Research, "Citizen Review of Service Delivery and Local 
Governance in Bosnia and Herzegovina," World Bank Governance Working Paper Series, 2009. (p. 3) 

854 Taylor B. Seybolt, Humanitarian military intervention: the conditions for success and failure (USA: Oxford 
University Press, 2007. (p. 31)  

855 Hugo Slim, "Is humanitarianism being politicised? A reply to David Rieff," in The Dutch Red Cross Symposium on 
Ethics in Aid, 2003. (p. 1)   
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refugees (and militants) far outweighed the NGO effort to relieve suffering within 

Afghanistan.”856 The military, for example, does not hesitate to discriminate between good and 

bad populations, when providing reconstruction and stabilization assistance.857 Chapter 2 already 

discussed Civil Affairs and Psychological Operations (PO) in terms of their methods of targeting 

populations to influence. This is typical of the military, where in Mali, in the post-2013 

intervention of France, the French were questioned on the criteria they used to differentiate 

between terrorist groups on whom airstrikes are to be conducted, and the rest of the 

population.858 

NGOs are less likely to differentiate between good and bad populations, even in the 

absence of impartiality and neutrality of their agendas, but they are also not completely 

exonerated. Chapter 3 established that in the attempt to heavily focus on resolving one issue, 

NGOs will completely ignore another. Robert Hall argues that, for example, the interest of the 

international community to eradicate a type of disease may not align with what or who within a 

given country sees a given disease as a priority on the national health agenda.859 NGOs are 

political influencers, often using the services they provide as leverage to influence internal to the 

host nation policy.860  

Furthermore, even if such an alignment does exist between those providing the service 

and national policy priorities, sometimes NGOs myopically focus on one group of a community, 

while completely ignoring another. For example, one NGO respondent noted that in consulting 

with local communities about their health needs as part of starting up a health clinic, there was 

a disparity in the views between men and women in Southeast Sudan, as to what was most 

concerning to them: 

 
856 Smillie, The Alms bazaar. (p. 177) 

857 Mick Ryan, “The Military and Reconstruction Operations,” Australian Journal of Multi-Disciplinary Engineering 6, 
no.2 (2007): 181-190.  

858 Joe Gazeley, "The Strong ‘Weak State’: French Statebuilding and Military Rule in Mali," Journal of Intervention 
and Statebuilding (2022): 1-18. 

859 Robert Hall, "Political and social determinants of disease eradication," in Disease Eradication in the 21st 
Century: Implications for Global Health. Eds., Stephen L. Cochi and Walter R. Dowdle (The MIT Press, 2011). 

860 Katerini T. Storeng, Jennifer Palmer, Judith Daire, and Maren O. Kloster, "Behind the scenes: International 
NGOs’ influence on reproductive health policy in Malawi and South Sudan," Global public health 14, no. 4 (2019): 
555-569. 
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For women it was sexually transmitted diseases (STDs). Those were syphilis, as the 
women were in polygamist marriages, where the men would be away for long 
periods of time, often returning with new strains of STDs. As a result, syphilis 
would prevent these women and their husbands from having more children, 
compromising their standing in the community. Social standing in the community 
was based on how many sons you have.861  
 

The same respondent continued to explain how when tasked with a survey to inquire about 

communities’ security concerns, the responses between men and women were completely 

different: 

For the women, one of their main concerns was snakes on the road which they 
use to walk to fetch water every day. For men in that same community, the 
concern was mostly other men, who would steal their wives, as women are the 
economic engine of the household. So how do you build a program to address 
both of these problems?862 

Addressing two very incongruous issues with one set of resources is near impossible, also for SOF. 

One SOF CA respondent was very direct in describing their work in Colombia: 

Even if we choose an area to influence because we want to counter a security 
threat, in Colombia, the question becomes – which population? The Catholics, the 
indigenous, the farmers? They all have different needs vis-à-vis the government 
and vis-à-vis each other. What about women? Depending on the community, they 
are almost never present at the decision-making table.863 

Disenfranchisement of one group over another is not uncommon, and it clearly carries across 

contexts and actors – for both military and NGOs. Under conditions of horizontal inequality, 

certain groups, because of their exclusion may be overlooked in multi-ethnic or multi-religious 

societies.864 Some have argued that, under these conditions, development assistance inevitably 

helps some groups while ignoring others, and raises the prospect of communal violence.865 This 

 
861 R 51 

862 Ibid. 

863 R 18 

864 Graham K. Brown and Arnim Langer, "Horizontal inequalities and conflict: a critical review and research 
agenda," Conflict, Security & Development 10, no. 1 (2010): 27-55. 

865 Anderson, et. al., Time to Listen. 
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was clearly demonstrated by one military respondent who shared their experience in Colombia, 

“Sometimes a simple intervention of providing slippers for children can become a conflict. When 

you serve one group you automatically neglect another.”866 Similarly, another military 

respondent noted that, in Iraq, “If we did one thing for the Sunni area, we had to do same for the 

Shia area, regardless if there was a need or not.”867 In speaking about Afghanistan, a military 

interviewee shared how aid was being distributed to cities and not rural areas, pushing people 

to migrate to urban areas as they also provided for better jobs, causing concern about having 

enough workers in farming communities.868  

Local populations from Bosnia and Herzegovina noted how NGOs categorized and 

distributed aid based on ethnicity, which in turn created more tension between communities, 

specifically between refugees and those who did not flee the war.869 A local man in Cambodia 

spoke about how the reinforcement of aid for the most vulnerable communities fueled the 

divisions between refugees and locals in the village, potentially even leading to envy among 

communities. He shared how “the refugee village has electricity; the road is better there, and 

here it is muddy. It makes me feel they are better than us.”870  

As mentioned throughout previous chapters, the military’s approach to selecting 

populations is not based on need, but based on security objectives. Yet, as mentioned in previous 

chapters, even those are not completely without consultation with recipients, be it improvised 

by an individual operator, or institutionalized. Once populations have been prioritized, US SOF, 

in coordination with the host nation military, can execute effective, strong, and robust 

mechanisms to provide assistance in the gray space. One such example of this was demonstrated 

in a municipality in Mindanao – an island in the southern Philippines which is prone to natural 

disasters. Out of 16 local community respondents of this study, 11 felt that the projects provided 

to their community – road construction, solar electrification, and solar-powered streetlights - 

 
866 R 28 – High Ranking NCO, March 3, 2021. 

867 R 44 

868 R 9 – Senior Military Officer Respondent, February 12, 2021 – discussing the Philippines 

869 Respondent in Bosnia-Herzegovina in Anderson, et. al., Time to Listen. (p. 24) 

870 A male respondent in a village next to refugee returnees, Cambodia in Anderson, et. al., Time to Listen. (p. 24) 
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were appropriate to the community. One respondent noted that the projects implemented by 

the local NGO, with the help of both the Philippine and US militaries, increased social cohesion 

and trust in the community and were also an opportunity for local community members to come 

together. Almost all respondents thought the projects were appropriate to their community, and 

almost all alluded to participating in a public or private meeting where they were consulted about 

the planning or implementation of the local project. Those included local and regional 

government leaders or religious leaders. Almost all respondents reported using the projects 

provided to them and believed that they had increased trust in the community, and improved 

living conditions. Specifically, the roads provided better access, especially during the rainy 

season. One police officer noted, “The project serves as an essential conduit in promoting public 

safety thus enhances local police services expansion to their communities.”871  

But some of the impressions of the local community were not necessarily positive. This 

had less to do with the utility of the projects, and more with the fact that locals distrust their own 

government, without whom decisions cannot be taken. In sum, nothing can be done without 

having elites involved. In one instance a local respondent spoke about the local development 

council meeting convened by the mayor, with the participation of the host nation military and 

SOF CA:  

 
Sometimes these consultation meetings with the local community are facilitated 
by the local military for US civil affairs. This is important because sometimes civil-
military programs are done for the sake of doing them, and these actors are not 
interested in helping the community. This is key because for example, there was 
a water project done by civil affairs. It was not successful, as they didn’t really tap 
the underground waterways. After a few months, the water system dried up. They 
just wanted a photoshop opportunity. But did the people really benefit from the 
water system? 872 

 
Several outcomes are clear when it comes to consulting and prioritizing local community 

assistance, by both NGOs and SOF. Each of these actors seeks to influence the places where it 

operates, and each is equally political. For NGOs, as an extension of the donor’s agenda, it is a 

 
871 R 84 – Local citizen Respondent (Policeman), Philippines – September 28, 2021. 

872 R 10 – Member of the Local Community – February 14, 2021. 
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national policy and what the donors believe should be a priority. For the military, their influence 

is to ensure that both US SOF and the HN partner are perceived positively by locals. But there is 

a huge gap between the locals’ reality and the outsiders’ understanding. As a result, these 

projects sometimes come down to window-dressing and lack substance. Also, when it comes to 

engaging with both decision-makers and beneficiaries, US SOF and NGOs rely heavily on elites 

within communities. 

 

Elites 

Earlier chapters discussed the horizontal imbalance between groups – how by providing 

a service to one group, another is disenfranchised in the process. Yet, the gray space is subject 

to a vertical imbalance, where elites at the national level are the ones most likely to benefit from 

assistance, when in fact “locals often see the causes of conflicts and its solutions at the sub-

national level,”873 not at the national level. Scholars have already written about the vertical 

inequities within communities between elites and non-elites. The term “elite capture” refers to 

a form of corruption whereby public resources are biased for the benefit of a few individuals of 

superior social status.874 Both military and NGOs recognize the problem of elite capture, mostly 

because elites are gatekeepers of the communities where the military and NGOs operate. On the 

NGO side, Donini suggests that “Aid is going to the people who are ‘connected’, and to those who 

are rich and powerful and are able to occupy key links in the chain of intermediaries, not to the 

 
873 Sara Hellmüller, “The Power of Perceptions: Localizing International Peacebuilding Approaches,” International 
Peacekeeping 20, no. 2 (2013): 219–32; Séverine Autesserre, "Hobbes and the Congo: frames, local violence, and 
international intervention," International Organization 63, no. 2 (2009): 249-280; Maria Raquel Freire and Paula 
Duarte Lopes, "Peacebuilding in Timor-Leste: finding a way between external intervention and local 
dynamics," International Peacekeeping 20, no. 2 (2013): 204-218; Gearoid Millar, Jair Van Der Lijn, and Willemijn 
Verkoren, "Peacebuilding plans and local reconfigurations: Frictions between imported processes and indigenous 
practices," International Peacekeeping 20, no. 2 (2013): 137-143; Tanja Hohe, “The Clash of Paradigms: 
International Administration and Local Political Legitimacy in East Timor,” Contemporary Southeast Asia 24, no. 3 
(2002): 569–89; United Nations, “Report of the High-Level Independent Panel on Peace Operations on Uniting Our 
Strengths for Peace: Politics, Partnership and People,” A/70/95–S/2015/446. June 17, 2015; “Challenge of 
Sustaining Peace: the Report on the Review of the Peacebuilding Architecture,” Center for International Peace 
Operations, 2015, as referenced in Sophia Sabrow, "Local perceptions of the legitimacy of peace operations by the 
UN, regional organizations and individual states–a case study of the Mali conflict," International Peacekeeping 24, 
no. 1 (2017): 159-186. (p.163) 
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most needy.”875 In the 1990s, Somalian humanitarian programming often interacted with, 

powerful community members. Locally, “businessmen, political actors, senior members of the 

community, or clan or other powerful individuals – often decide who should receive aid or insist 

that recipients should hand over a portion of the relief they receive.”876  This coercion runs deep 

and often leads to threats and blackmail. Non-elites may not feel empowered to resist those in 

their own communities who disenfranchise them.877 During the Pakistan floods of 2010, 

“unknown quantities of assistance have reportedly reached those who were the least vulnerable, 

close to feudal landlords or connected through certain political affiliations.”878 In speaking about 

conducting monitoring and evaluation work as part of one of their NGO projects, one NGO 

respondent shared about the complexities of who is identified as the most vulnerable: “It’s 

whoever is the most disadvantaged, but all depends on the conflict. Most frequently the most 

susceptible to suffering are women and children.”879 In Somalia, humanitarian programming 

interacted with national and local politics and conflict, often benefiting more powerful 

community members. At the local level, gatekeepers known as black cats are defined as “‘leaders 

who imposed themselves on vulnerable communities or minority groups and who control access, 

information and resources in those communities, but who are not of that group and who have 

their own agenda, which usually does not prioritize the welfare of the community.”880  

But the benefit is not a one-way street. For the military, most engagements and decisions 

are made in consultation with elites and elders. As one military respondent noted, “The elites 

have a lot of good information. They are the first layer on the painting. Once we get their blessing, 

 
875 Donini, "Local perceptions.” (p. 166) 
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it’s open and you can go anywhere. The mayor always needs to be involved. Just their presence 

alone is important.”881 Respondents for this study confirmed they are not blind to the disconnect 

between those with power and influence, and those without, reconfirming what some scholars 

have also concluded that the social imbalance between elites and ordinary people, prevents 

everyday citizens “from speaking out the truth.”882 The way SOF respondents spoke about dealing 

with this disconnect is by describing how they [SOF]  “validate the information with the peasants, 

shopkeepers, and everyday people. Communication is key, no matter what mission is being 

supported.”883  

Local populations are not blind to the vertical capture. One local community member and 

an NGO leader respondent spoke about the nutrition program they have been running for the 

local community, “Whatever program is implemented, it is to transform the lives of the elites, 

not the farmers. Where is the nutrition? It’s only available for the Governor’s children.”884 

Working with elites is not isolated from the rest of the process. The same respondent noted that 

“Most of the NGO programs are already pre-identified, and already have their own bias. 

Whatever they do, they just present it to the chief mayor, and it just implements. This is 

important for them, as they need to give their funder a good report for them [the NGO] to 

continue to operate.”885  

 

Local Perceptions SOF and Local Communities 

These focused interviews support findings from some previous research on community-

based development, and suggest that the possibility of inequitable outcomes from aid 

programming can be heightened in fragile states. Weaker state governance, naturally, creates 

room for opportunistic behavior by local elites despite the best intentions of aid providers.  What 

is also revealing is that despite being focused on security objectives, as argued in Chapter 2, SOF 
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recognize that the assistance they provide, regardless of its primary objective being on security, 

is assistance, nonetheless. Regardless of their objectives, SOF make an effort to ensure that what 

is provided reaches those in need. Indirectly, even if not intended to be humanitarian or 

development in nature, the process, through which SOF’s assistance is distributed and NGOs’ 

own practice of assessment and delivery, leads these organizations to converge. 

Much of the perceived effectiveness of US military-deploy ed humanitarian and 

development assistance will depend upon public opinion within local communities as part of 

security objectives. To what extent are favorable perceptions possible? 

Perceptions often serve as a catalyst for the US foreign policy and development actors to 

carry out their other objectives.886 When it comes to the civil-military relationship, studies show 

that positive perceptions can be the result of the military and NGOs can be associated with 

humanitarian disaster intervention.887 But even when the engagement of the US military, or any 

other agency, is not simply for logistical purposes, Guttierri argues, “the simple status of being 

an outsider generates a political signature.”888 US military’s global collection of bases – old and 

new,889  has long been a cultivator of public opinion within the communities, where military 

personnel is deployed. Simple occurrences which are part of a soldier’s deployment, such as 

visiting a village market, and speaking to a local shopkeeper, require interpersonal contact with 

locals, and can produce both positive and negative perceptions of US military personnel.890  

When it comes to the gray space, two areas are causing a potentially negative perception 

of SOF among local communities. First, the extent to which SOF understand the needs of local 

communities, or can go about addressing them, and second, how soldiers behave. 
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If the types of projects carried out by OHDACA are humanitarian, and SOF deploy them, 

then are SOF humanitarians? Chapter 2 already established that SOF are not humanitarians, at 

least not deliberately. The ability to carry out small-scale infrastructure projects, or provide 

services, such as digging wells, and providing veterinary and medical services891 (see Appendix 

2), puts them in a similar position to an NGO, even if SOF’s primary objective is focused on 

security. But with all these good deeds, there is still a clash between the locals’ view of outsiders’ 

interventions, and outsiders’ view of their role in the local community. Scholars in peacebuilding 

disciplines have identified a “major disconnect between how outsiders (aid agencies, peace 

support operations) and local communities understood the meanings of peace and security.”892 

Similarly, military scholars confirm this through their analysis where: 

as outsiders, we may see that the greatest problem a village may face is a terrorist 
or criminal threat. To the host nation villagers, they may believe it is inadequate 
medical care or a drought that has been going on for years that prevents them 
from feeding themselves.893 

In a 2016 presentation on the Survey of the Afghan people, panelists discussed how locals’ 

first requirement for a school was a double-reinforced wall for the side of the building which 

faced the road. This was a priority even before quality teachers, or school supplies. The reason 

was to reinforce safety measures for students, in case a roadside bomb attack were to occur.894  

Ultimately, it is evident that when it comes to understanding needs, soldiers’ views of 

what is broken and how it should be fixed, may be completely disparate, and separate from those 

of populations. As earlier chapters mentioned, much of the understanding of these needs is 

systematized through efforts made by the individual, not the organization, leaving SOF as an 

institution to be poorly suited to carry out the work of NGOs.  

 
891 Vogelsang, "Special.” 

892 Donini, "Local perceptions." (p. 163) 

893 Jessica Inigo, “Civil Affairs Team Help Teach Senegalese Soldiers to Rely on Themselves,” US Africa Command, 
Public Affairs, March 3, 2014. 

894 “The Asia Foundation’s 12th Annual Poll of Public Perceptions,” United States Institute of Peace. Remarks by 
Panelist Zach Warren, December 8, 2016. 
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Then, if not suited for the commodity business, but claiming to be highly skilled warrior 

diplomats, does the behavior of SOF win them any favors with locals?  

As argued previously, any moment a US soldier steps foot on foreign land, he or she is 

bound to encounter civilians. As one host nation military respondent from the Philippines noted, 

“Everyone that is not trained to kill is civil affairs.”895 Any interface between the US military and 

locals creates a social touchpoint, where even the most benign gesture, such as “merely nodding 

at someone,” generates a reaction.896 But on the other hand, these interactions are not always 

positive. One scholar describes the initial negative impression that US soldiers and their presence 

created among locals in East Africa, prompting the need for soldiers to make additional attempts 

to make a connection: 

When these soldiers were moving around with their vehicles, it happened one day 
that some boys stoned that vehicle. The children ran away. The soldiers stopped 
and went to some parents but we had no idea who did it. When the soldiers came 
to the school, I told them: ’These children, they don't know you, your windows are 
tinted … They need to know you, you are strangers.897 

In Afghanistan, locals “complained about the presence of the military base, including the 

partying late at night.”898 

If it is not the optics of their behavior or dress code, it is the simple impression the military 

makes by default – the heaviness of their physical presence and sheer hard power which turns 

off local populations. As discussed in previous chapters, it is here where NGOs may have a 

comparative advantage. A local community respondent shared: 

Every time they [the US military] pass through the city, there are so many vehicles, 
and the local community is not happy about it. When they move around with all 

 
895 R 76 – Local citizen/Senior Military officer, Philippines, September 14, 2021. 

896 Robert Putnam, "Social capital: Measurement and consequences," (Unpublished White Paper, OECD, 2001) (p. 
2)  

897 Jan Bachmann, "Whose hearts and minds? A gift perspective on the US military's aid projects in Eastern 
Africa," Political Geography 61 (2017): 11-18. (p. 16)  

898 Interview with local UNHCR officer, Herat, Afghanistan, July 2008 in Ruffa and Vennesson, “Fighting and 
Helping?” (p. 610) 
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of their equipment, people are not so pleased. But if they go there with 
institutions like UNDP or USAID, the atmosphere is more welcoming.899  

Through the military interviewing, SOF recognize the optics of their hard power trumps 

any attempt of building an image of soft power actors. Several military respondents spoke about 

how they sought to mitigate this (See Table 6.2). But there seems to be some evidence from 

population interviewees that when the military are seen to be working together, alongside, or in 

some sort of coordination with development actors, SOF’s image softens, making them more 

accessible, approachable, and welcomed by the local community.  

 
Table 6.2: Mechanisms for Engagement and Behaviors by the US 

Military with Local Communities 

Engagement by the military with populations 

• Conversational 

• Unscripted 

• Ad hoc 

• Consultative (seeking the other’s opinion) 

• Highly qualitative 

• Highly personal – asking about personal life 

• Offer bottle of water 

• Downplay military association (use department of State 
email if possible) 

 

But the individuals’ approaches to engagement, as described in table 6.2, are not to be 

confused with the institutional decisions which impact populations’ perceptions. Specifically, one 

member of a local community spoke of the lack of continuity and commitment of SOF where 

“most military commanders do interventions during their time. As soon as they are out, the next 

commander comes in and he sets his own agenda, and there is no continuity.”900 Another 

community respondent noted that “the locals should be in the process the whole time, but they 

are not. When the timeline of their tour in country is done, US civil affairs will get out, without 

 
899 R 10 

900 Ibid. 
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telling the community.”901 The trust and confidence are broken. “Leaving without saying goodbye 

is just bad manners,”902 as one local community respondent noted, and it is a poor reflection on 

the institution whose main objective is to initiate, form and maintain relationships. So, both SOF 

and local communities recognized that the US military’s short-term presence is its Achilles heel. 

General McChrystal understood the importance of optics of the US military in Iraq and 

Afghanistan, where he “refused to wear body armor, carry a weapon or wear sunglasses.”903  On 

her part, McFate’s HTS work, described in Chapter 1, claimed that culture and social knowledge 

drove the success or failure of the United States’ counterinsurgency efforts in those countries. 

By speaking with both local populations and military interviewees, confirmation of both of these 

scholarly and practitioner insights is evident. There is no secret ingredient which can sway 

populations in our favor. Everything the military does and how they do it all drive local 

communities’ perceptions. As observed in the gray space through OHDACA, and in high-intensity 

contexts like Iraq and Afghanistan through CERP, providing commodities cannot make up for a 

lack of cultural understanding and skills. Later this analysis will explore the reverse – whether 

positive perceptions of soldiers can materialize, regardless of the utility of SOF’s services in local 

communities.  

 

Local Perceptions - NGOs and Local Communities 

Chapter 3 explained the distinction between local and international NGOs, both of whom 

interact with communities. Chapter 3 also discussed how the NGO–population relationship can 

suffer from a lack of consultation on the needs of communities. Chapter 3 also argued that 

frequently, NGOs’ program objectives are set up by what donors decide to be best for locals, not 

what recipients decide that is best for themselves. Chapter 4 discussed how the lines between 

long development and short-term immediate emergency aid can sometimes cross. Scholars have 

argued that NGOs’ approach to engaging with local populations “mobilizes people, encourages 

 
901 R 10 

902 R 88 – Local citizen respondent, Philippines – October 2, 2021. 

903 Gary Hart, Review of " My Share of the Task: A Memoir by Stanley McChrystal by Stanley McChrystal,” The 
National Interest, March/April 2013, No. 124, pp. 81-88. (p. 85)  
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increased information sharing, fosters alternative political ideas, and empowers the 

disadvantaged.”904 But this is often an ideal against which many NGOs cannot abide. Some 

scholars argue that how this occurs, what participation means, and what should be expected 

from such participation, is unclear.905 Consultation with populations on the ground in conflict and 

fragile settings is even more difficult than in normal development contexts. This is because the 

quality of information that can be gathered from locals can sometimes be poor, inconsistent, and 

unreliable, or there may simply be a lack of access to communities to have a fully representative 

sample. Also, the ability to maintain up-to-date information, which can quickly become outdated 

as populations may change public opinion, is strained.906 Unlike the military, who are not limited 

to access, and whose consultation with communities is ad-hoc and less scientific, for NGOs, 

consultations are a core part of their work, but also a costly endeavor. Smillie argues that how 

well NGOs monitor and evaluate the extent to which their programs are consulted with recipients 

is based on the NGOs’ ability to deploy and fund sophisticated measuring mechanisms.907 During 

the 1984-85 Darfur famine, Alex de Waal claims that millions died due to the inadequate 

humanitarian response to outbreaks of diseases - not starvation - as a consequence of misaligned 

priorities and expectations between the locals and humanitarians.908 Similarly, during the 2004 

Indian Ocean tsunami, “the main needs in Sri Lanka, India, Thailand, the Maldives, and Malaysia 

were for clean water, food and medical supplies. The initial surge of donations, however, was 

 
904 Carew E. Boulding and Clark C. Gibson, "Supporters or challengers? The effects of nongovernmental 
organizations on local politics in Bolivia," Comparative Political Studies 42, no. 4 (2009): 479-500;  Robert Putnam, 
Making Democracy Work: Civic Traditions in Modern Italy, (Princeton, NY: Princeton University Press, 1993; 
Michael Bratton, "The politics of government-NGO relations in Africa," World Development 17, no. 4 (1989): 569-
587; Alan Fowler, "The role of NGOs in changing state-society relations: Perspectives from Eastern and Southern 
Africa," Development policy review 9, no. 1 (1991): 53-84, as referenced in Brass, et. al., "NGOs and international 
development.” (p. 138) 

905 François Grünewald, Claire Pirotte and Bernard Husson, Beneficiaries or Partners: The Role of Local Populations 
in Humanitarian Action. (Groupe URD, 2005); Dorothea Hilhorst, "Victims, right holders, clients or citizens? The 
recipient side of the tsunami," In The Netherlands Yearbook on international Cooperation. Ed., Paul Hoebink (Van 
Gorcum, 2006). 

906 Siân Herbert, "Perception surveys in fragile and conflict-affected states," Governance and Social Development 
Resource Center, 2013; Catapang et. al., “Lessons.” 

907 Smillie, The Alms bazaar. 

908 Alex De Waal, Famine That Kills, (Oxford University Press, 2005). 
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largely clothing.”909 A lack of understanding of how, and to whom, development assistance is 

distributed stalled efforts and caused a series of security consequences in the 1980s Somalian 

refugee camps.910 The camps became fertile ground for the recruitment into the Barre regime’s 

military, turning the camps into “de facto training camps.”911 

In a study of 6,000 respondents, very few of those who distributed assistance listened to 

the populations they sought to assist. Confidence in the missions on the part of local populations 

eroded: 

 
Villagers consistently expressed disappointment with outsiders for taking their 
time to ask questions and even make promises only to never return or provide the 
promised aid. This contributed to speculations that aid was somehow misused or 
redirected or that outsiders were not responsible and trustworthy.912 

 
Where populations have been consulted, they may distrust the process, as their feedback 

is solicited but does not materialize in improvements for those concerned.913 As mentioned 

earlier, in Bosnia and Herzegovina, this caused participants to no longer wish to participate in the 

consultative process. They may also have feelings of being patronized by the aid agencies. 

Autesserre found that one Congolese businessman “thought foreign peacebuilders were talking 

down to local counterparts, and that they did not take the ideas of local people into account.”914 

In instances where their voices are solicited, still, the objectives of the locals who are 

participating in the process, may not align with the intended objective of the NGO.915 One 

seasoned NGO professional in this study confirmed what Anderson, Brown, and Jean had also 

 
909 Petit and Beresford, "Emergency.” (p. 314) 

910 Collinson and Elhawary, “Humanitarian Space.” 

911 Ibid. (p. 6) 

912 Respondent in Cambodia in Anderson, et. al., Time to Listen. (p. 26) 

913 Elysée Nouvet, Caroline Abu-Sada, Sonya de Laat, Christine Wang, and Lisa Schwartz, "Opportunities, limits and 
challenges of perceptions studies for humanitarian contexts," Canadian Journal of Development Studies 37, no. 3 
(2016): 358-377.  

914 Autesserre, "International peacebuilding.” (p. 125) 

915 Sampson Addo Yeboah, "Solving Local Problems or Looking Good: An Ethnography of the Field Practices of 
Foreign Sponsored NGOs in Rural African Communities," The European Journal of Development Research (2021): 1-
17. 
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reported in their study. They shared their experience working with a large international 

organization: 

 
The NGO assessment was on a community in Southeast Sudan. They needed a 
community health center. But the assessment came after the project. They had 
already put the people in place to do this community health center. So the cart 
came before the horse. I would go in and do a needs assessment. Whatever didn’t 
fit into the project already, was discarded. The assumption is that they [the local 
community] are so much in need of everything, whatever you build or give them 
[they] are gonna use it anyway.916 

 
This failure of fitting community requirements into programmatic ones is further 

exacerbated by how ineffectively these programs are implemented. One head of an international 

NGO at the former Thai-Burma border (currently Thai-Myanmar), described the relationship with 

donors, referring to how they “come with their new ideas, trends and we have to jump.... We 

end up with ridiculous time frames to do things. We cut out the process and spend the rest of 

the year doing damage control.”917 While the speed at which aid is provided differs between 

emergency intervention and longer-term development, the pace at which aid is distributed in 

consistent, non-emergency contexts can be equally misaligned. The timing of this must be 

planned in such a way that the community can absorb the assistance. This lack of strategic 

planning and mismatch between demand and supply is recognized by local populations. A local 

policeman in Thailand referred to it as “too much too fast,”918 a phenomenon not specific only 

to development aid but security too where “the amount of aid entering Afghanistan, and the 

ambitions for what it could achieve, clearly exceeded that country’s capacity to use the aid for its 

intended purpose.”919 Because, as established in Chapter 3, NGOs are often accountable to 

donors, not locals, NGOs try to turn over projects very quickly to prove performance to the 

donors. A villager in Myanmar shared that aid agencies “try to show how successful their aid 

 
916 R 51 

917 Respondent - Head of an INGO, Thai-Burma border in Anderson, et. al., Time to Listen. (p. 40) 

918 Respondent – Policeman, Thailand in Anderson, et. al., Time to Listen. (p. 22) 

919 Robert D. Lamb and Kathryn Mixon, “Rethinking Absorptive Capacity: A New Framework, Applied to 
Afghanistan's Police Training Program,” Center for Strategic and International Studies. (Washington DC: Rowman & 
Littlefield, 2013). (p. 5)   
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delivery mission is”920 to donors. As a result, “time pressures cause aid agencies to cut corners in 

terms of community consultations and to make assumptions about local circumstances. The 

pressure to deliver “’development,’ ‘human rights,’ or ‘peace’ in short project bursts is again seen 

by those on the recipient side to be wasteful and unrealistic.”921 This rush of NGOs to deliver 

projects in line with the timing of donor cycles is like the scenario described earlier where the 

military acts quickly in carrying out a mission because its projects are tied to commanders’ 

deployment cycles. 

What becomes clear is that communities will automatically assess and evaluate any 

assistance they receive – be it “seeds, tools, boats, and even loans” and have an immediate 

understanding of how, and if, it will improve their economic situation.922 In discussion with 

community members in Rwanda who received aid, one study found that refugees often spoke of 

humanitarian actors’ lack of cultural understanding and inadequate responses to their needs. 

They note that “yellow maize grain is bad for us, we prefer white maize as it can be pounded and 

given to vulnerable people. Yellow maize is no good for the poor and vulnerable, for only those 

with money can afford to have it ground.”923 This is not unsimilar to what is discussed earlier as 

the military’s lack of cultural understanding and local needs. Following the 1994 genocide in 

Rwanda, and upon their return from neighboring countries, Rwandan refugees were resettled in 

“marshy areas, on steep hillsides, and even in protected areas—unfortunately contributing to an 

ecological disaster.”924 In his account of the 1979 Cambodian famine, William Shawcross tells 

how despite agencies spending millions of dollars of aid, the needs of the populace were not 

related to development, but a political resolution as a way to end the decade-long civil war.925 A 

survey of local Afghans concluded that what citizens expected is not what was delivered.926 What 

communities preferred were  large ticket items, which were not possible for  them to attain 

 
920 Respondent – Villager, Myanmar/Burma Anderson, et. al., Time to Listen. (p. 46) 

921 Anderson, et. al., Time to Listen. (p. 40) 

922 Ibid. (p. 18) 

923 Pottier, “Why Aid Agencies Need.” (p. 328) 

924 Scott and Khan, “The Implications of Climate Change.” (p. 88) 

925 William Shawcross, The quality of mercy, (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1984). 

926 Donini, "Local perceptions.” 
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themselves, such as infrastructure, “not the small NGO rehabilitation projects that ‘we can do 

ourselves.”927 And where infrastructure projects such as roads have been conducted by outsiders 

who lack understanding of the local environment or terrain, the money is often wasted. In 

Afghanistan, a woman remarked on an infrastructure project, “Just look at the roads – they 

become like swimming pools in winter.”928  

Finally, from the view of aid recipients, it is often the case that NGOs loose their footing 

with the center of gravity. Often, NGOs fail in the area of accountability for or follow-up on 

projects they start – just as the military does. According to one local account, “many NGOs ‘just 

put up signs’ but do not actually do anything substantive.”929 A local woman in Thailand shared 

“There is only one time we saw staff of one of these international NGOs come and meet us—they 

came to unveil the sign about their funding here. We haven’t seen anyone that belongs to that 

sign since then.”930   

As part of this analysis, the most dominant message coming from military and NGO 

interviewees about their experiences with development missions around the world was that no 

two places are the same, and that engagements all depend on the cultural context in which they 

are taking place.931 Yet, in interviewing nearly 6,000 respondents in more than 20 recipient 

countries, Anderson, Brown, and Jean found that when it comes to aid, “cumulatively, from all 

these conversations with all these people in all these places, remarkably consistent patterns and 

common judgments emerged.”932 This same message is clear from those interviewed as part of 

this analysis. As a result, like the military, NGOs, too, often lack the cultural know-how and 

context, leading to poorly designed programming. This misalignment causes these entities to 

converge through these shared challenges in the gray space (see Table 1.1). 

 

 
927 Ibid. (p. 164)  

928 Ibid. 

929 Ibid. 

930 Respondent – Local Woman, Thailand in Anderson, et. al., Time to Listen. (p. 46) 

931 Anderson, et. al., Time to Listen. 

932 Ibid. (p. 1) 



 

 

244 

All Together Now 

We see that the success or failure of providing assistance in the humancentric gray space 

depends more on the individuals rather than the group. We also see that the challenges that the 

military, development, and humanitarian actors experience are across contexts – humanitarian 

assistance, disasters, food assistance, and infrastructure in high-intensity conflict. Chapter 5 

discussed at length the struggles that SOF experience in exhibiting the appropriate cultural and 

social skills vis-à-vis civic actors, making it clear that the success of SOF’s engagement is driven 

by individuals, and is not derived from their standard military training. On the NGO side, Donini 

notes that the personal behaviors of NGO aid workers, just like those of military personnel, can 

impact the relationships with the locals, where “even if the universalist values of the enterprise 

do not clash with local views of the world, the baggage, modus operandi, technique and personal 

behavior of aid workers often do.”933 A RAND study shows that “for Afghans who believe that 

NATO forces were not acting in Afghans’ best interests, the main reasons cited were collateral 

damage and lack of respect for homes, leaders, and religion.”934 Ultimately, the grievances which 

populations expressed and which are common to both military and development actors are 

about outsiders’ lack of cultural understanding, respect, and consultation when engaging in 

communities (see table 6.3). 

 
Table 6.3: Attributes Identified as Most Valued by Locals When 

Engaging with the US Military and NGOs 

 

• Sincerity 

• Respect for local culture 

• Politeness 

• Inclusion 

• Consultation 

 

 
933 Donini, "Local perceptions." (p. 158) 

934 Gallup Poll from 2010 by Gallup Associates, as referenced in Paul K. Davis, Eric V. Larson, Zachary Haldeman, 
Mustafa Oguz, and Yashodhara Rana. “Understanding and influencing public support for insurgency and 
terrorism.” RAND National Defense Research Institute, SANTA MONICA CA, 2012. (p. 79) 
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One respondent attributed successful engagement with local populations to people’s 

background and ability to relate to the populations they are serving. For example, the military 

maintains a strong recruitment pool from within rural communities in the United States.935 

Because of this, the military are much more able to assimilate into rural programs than outside 

NGO workers from Western countries would be, who are mostly urbanites. One NGO respondent 

noted how:  

Herd culture is like cowboy culture. Those who live in cities could never 
understand the societies of the places where they are working and the local needs. 
For sure, they don’t need tablets or kindles, they need safety for their livestock, 
which are treated as part of the family.936 

This approach to providing “nice things”937 for the population as a tactic to win them over, 

has proven of little value. One SOF CA respondent confirmed this instance by expressing that 

during their time in Mauritania, the team provided the locals with electronics that were of no use 

to the local community.938 This is in line with what previous chapters drew on how US efforts to 

build schools without teachers and hospitals without doctors in Iraq and Afghanistan, proved 

ineffective, leading to little use for the infrastructure. 

An even more complex occurrence of assistance by outsiders is described by Sophia 

Sabrow, who argues that positive perceptions of an entity intervening do not necessarily 

translate into a positive perception about the assistance provided, and vice versa. In writing 

about peacekeeping operations in Mali, Sabrow notes that:  

 
the French intervention is highly appreciated for its achievements on the ground 
but discredited from an ideological point of view. ECOWAS’ [Economic Community 
of West African States] perception is the reverse: regional troops are positively 
perceived on an ideological level but dismissed with regards to their practical 
outcomes.939  

 

 
935 Philipps and Arango, “Who Signs Up to Fight.” 

936 R 51 

937 Shapiro and Howell, “What.” 

938 R 57 

939 Sabrow, "Local perceptions.” (p. 161)  
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This sentiment is further confirmed in some of the positive responses by recipients in the 

Philippines, about the benefits of projects implemented by the US military. But that should not 

be confused with how locals perceive the US military. As one member of the local community in 

the Philippines shared “There is a difficult history. More than 1,000 civilians were slaughtered in 

Sulu by the US military, so that wound is still in the minds of the local population, regardless of 

what they are providing.”940 In short, these projects are not automatic mechanisms for swaying 

the population to support the US military. Contrarily, not providing them does not automatically 

materialize into a lack of support for US efforts, as many other factors described earlier, such as 

behavior and interpersonal skills, can play an even more dominant role. 

However, one factor is certain to sway public opinion, and it is self-diagnosed by SOF 

themselves. When asked about what they believed to be the military’s biggest hurdle to 

overcome in the arena of humanitarian and development assistance, one military respondent 

shared without hesitancy “we as the military already have a loss of credibility, as they are hesitant 

to work with us because they know it’s a one-off thing,”941 thereby making it difficult to gain their 

support and trust while carrying out that mission. Once the threat is contained, the relationship 

with the population is severed. It is because of the short-term deployment cycles, and security-

focused objectives that one CA Officer stated, “I would hesitate to call myself a humanitarian,” 

they said.942 But another believed that in Tajikistan, the one-off distribution of winter jackets for 

local village children was purely a humanitarian deed by SOF, and felt that the unit had truly 

gained the support of the people, judging by how they were welcomed each subsequent time by 

locals.943  

Where possible, SOF referred to leveraging USAID to improve its image vis-à-vis local 

populations. This effort, based on the earlier mentioned perceptions of locals, did make a 

difference as it helped soften SOF’s optics. But maintaining long-term relationships with civilians 

is not the business of the military and this inevitably leads to civilians being reluctant to trust 

 
940 R 10 

941 R 18 

942 R 39 

943 R 28 
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someone attempting to exercise influence in their own communities, who will likely be gone 

abruptly and soon.  

There is another twist to perceptions, which are everything in this arena. One NGO 

respondent shared a story that supports the military’s own mea culpa. In observing the provision 

of medical services by the military to local communities in the Eastern Democratic Republic of 

Congo, they noted that “For the military to remain medically ready and to meet the training 

mission as an integrated part of their response to humanitarian assistance, they have to have a 

certain number of hours of practice as a qualification for their credentials, so they need to 

systematically rotate. So, the local population thinks that the US military is just coming in and 

practicing on them.”944 

Scales reminds us of the reality that the level of the relationship with locals is dependent 

on how the military behaves. Donini agrees that association with an organization or international 

contingent is less relevant to forming good relationships, and “whoever provides visible 

assistance is viewed positively.”945 What becomes clear is that it is not necessarily the good or 

service that military or development actors provide. One DOS respondent described how soldiers 

taking a hike with local kids near the city mountains “meant more to them than a new building 

or clean toilets ever could.”946 Another civil affairs interviewee shared “We raised 600 dollars to 

buy backpacks. The kids were using old shopping bags to carry books. They loved the donation, 

but they mostly loved our time.”947 This is logical. Earlier, the analysis described how it was the 

military’s short-term deployment cycles, and as a result absence from the communities, which 

was their ultimate shortfall. 

Lastly, when taking into consideration the military and NGOs’ similar functions, abilities, 

as well as deficiencies in the gray space, who is better perceived by communities and why? Taking 

account of their similarities, is there a differentiation or concern in the eyes of local communities 

about who provides the assistance? 

 
944 R 40 

945 Donini, "Local perceptions." (p. 165) 

946 R 70 – Department of State local employee, EUCOM region.  

947 R 16 Discussing deployment in Africa. 
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When speaking about peacekeeping operations, Holshek argues that local populations 

often do not differentiate between military personnel and humanitarian personnel carrying out 

humanitarian activities.948 In his observation about Afghanistan the majority region of which was 

not part of the gray space, and the military were optically recognizable due to wearing uniforms, 

Donini, too argues that “ordinary Afghans do not have the ability to distinguish between 

foreigners other than between the military and the civilians.”949 When it comes to the less intense 

gray space, one NGO interviewee put it bluntly, “most of the locals don’t really have a clue as to 

who we are. In their eyes, we are just foreigners. This separation between agencies, donors, 

NGOs, military, it’s all in our eyes, not theirs. Unless it’s a combat zone with an actual military 

intervention and it’s all out visible in the community.”950 This is most relevant for the gray space, 

as unlike in high-intensity conflict where foreigners are often secluded from the population,951 

the gray space allows more access for all players, and the military - SOF and CA - are not always 

obviously dressed in uniform. This is not to say that soldiers in uniform can blend in with civilians. 

Rather, in the gray space, which is not ridden with conflict, who provides what assistance and 

whether they are uniform is less relevant. 

As mentioned in Chapter 1, consultation on recipients’ needs is challenging, but not 

impossible or always unsuccessful. Local perceptions of aid in crisis settings are difficult to 

measure and assess, and vary between contexts. Much of this depends on the scale of the 

operation, the number of actors, and the amount of resources on the ground. For example, most 

recently in Ukraine, personnel on the ground shared how for the most part Ukrainian refugees 

are finding their own way to Europe. Still, understanding their experiences, and their immediate 

needs, so that NGOs can improve the aid they offer, in a setting of a full-on war and with 

conditions changing every day, is a challenge. Feedback and input are critical for assessing 

operations, and those fleeing are “not just literally sitting there ready to answer your 

 
948 Holshek, “Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination.” 

949 Donini, "Local perceptions." (p. 168) 

950 R 1 

951 Abdul Qadir Sediqi Rod Nickel and Rupam Jain, “Kabul’s expanding foreigner ‘bubble’ trades safety for 
isolation,” Reuters, March 18, 2019.  



 

 

249 

questions.”952 The gray space is subjected to less movement and less drastic restrictions than 

what is experienced in high-intensity conflict zones where international militaries and aid 

agencies limit themselves to heavily fortified enclaves.953  

Lastly, Ankersen asked whether aid looks different when not delivered from the barrel of 

a gun. But Donini argues that in places like Afghanistan, recipients were not concerned about 

whether aid came from “a military truck or under the auspices of a principled NGO,” and that 

what is provided took precedence over who provided it.954 In the Philippines, Burkina Faso, 

Colombia, Lebanon, and many of the other places where interviewees had served, the military 

respondents had no evidence of their assistance in communities being rejected by locals simply 

because they wore a uniform. Conversely, there was no evidence to confirm that assistance by 

local communities was accepted solely on the bases that it came from a development actor. This 

is a reality that clever ground operators know all too well, particularly in the gray space. On the 

development side, as mentioned in Chapter 1, it might also be a reality of NGOs essentially 

replacing the role of governments, where MSF has been running long-term healthcare through 

nearly 80% of its programming.955 Chapter 3 argued that considering the fluidity of the gray space 

and involvement of other actors in it, namely private security companies, NGOs are not the 

altruistic do-gooders working in the interest of communities as they may wish to be perceived. 

Donini argues that NGOs label themselves in whichever convenient way suits the context or 

audience or donors who hold the purse strings to their funding. The military, too, call their 

projects humanitarian, when in fact they are security cooperation initiatives.  

In examining these two entities – SOF and NGOs, several observations are in order. The 

United States military, no matter its mandates and involvement, shapes its narrative among the 

local community merely with its physical presence. Often, and as is discussed later they score 

higher in public opinion than the host nation military. For civil affairs who cut across the 

 
952 Teresa Welsh, “How International NGOs are setting up a Ukraine response from scratch.” Devex Newswire, 14 
March, 2022.  

953 Sediqi et. al., “Kabul’s expanding.” 

954 Donini, "Local perceptions." (p. 161) 

955 Abu-Sada “Introduction,” in Dilemmas. (p.5) 
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mandates of various contexts, sometimes dressed in civilian clothing in place of a uniform, the 

optics override the mandate. In remote areas, which in the gray space are vulnerable to lack of 

governance and rife with insecurity, rural populations may never or very rarely see a diplomat or 

an NGO worker who is based in the capital, but they will see a soldier. This soldier may be from 

a particular specialty, rank, or background. She or he could be an SF soldier, or a civil affairs 

specialist, who engages with the populace, but also with the host nation military who are also 

part of the populace.  

Ultimately, what becomes clear is that perceptions are dichotomous in the gray space, 

driven by individual-specific values, realities, and beliefs, as well as by the provision of services. 

Across the series of contexts - peacekeeping, peacebuilding, counterinsurgency, natural 

disasters, and complex emergencies, the challenges in the military-NGO relationship persist, but 

the military-population and NGO-population relationships are variable. What is evident is that in 

the gray space, locals are less concerned about who provides them assistance, and more about 

having agency in the process, and feeling respected. Despite the discussion in Chapter 3 that 

NGOs struggle with consulting recipient populations, compared to the military, NGOs do better 

at consultative mechanisms, because of their emphasis on transferring over from stable 

development contexts into fragile settings. With the military, consulting populations and giving 

them agency is often improvised, short-lived, and heavily dependent on interpersonal skills. For 

the military, there is no scientific mechanism for employing assessment processes, or adapting 

them from one type of setting to another. As a result, the very access to local populations in the 

gray space allows these entities to converge. Contrastingly, these actors’ divergence is not due 

to what we would expect – the hard power of the military versus the soft power of the NGOs. 

The military’s sheer and consistent presence is often their most powerful influence. For NGOs, 

they diverge from the gray space, due to the expectation that as non-security actors they are 

more permanent and consequently more efficient in what they provide to local communities. 

Unlike the military, in speaking with local populations, and drawing on secondary data from other 

scholars, there is little evidence to show that NGOs’ sheer presence provides reassurance to local 

communities. Due to their diversity, discussed in Chapter 3, some NGOs have de-facto replaced 
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government services. For others, their ad-hoc approach to assessment and programming places 

them in the same category as the military – non-permanent and self-serving. 

 

Populations and the Host Nation Military 

 The significant link between US SOF, and their main interlocutor - the host nation military, 

was addressed in Chapter 2. Depending on the context, unlike in the frequently accepted view in 

the West, where the military are perceived as protectors of society, in the fragile and low-

intensity driven settings of the gray space, the military can be seen as either friendly protectors, 

but also dangerous perpetrators.956 Also, when it comes to the host nation military, “the 

boundaries between categories like military/civilian, coercion/persuasion, victim/perpetrator, 

public authority/private protector, licit/illicit [are] porous and constantly shifting.”957 For 

example, Mali’s military is still committing war crimes.958 In Nigeria, scholars have argued that 

the lack of professionalism of the Nigerian vis-à-vis their relationship with civilians, is the reason 

for populations’ negative perceptions of the military, motivating these same local citizens to form 

their own security apparatus.959 One local community respondent in the Philippines shared, “In 

Sulu the community is afraid of the military.”960 According to another local respondent, 

“populations feel intimidated by the people in uniform.”961 There are some reasons for this. For 

example, if the host nation military is not always paid on time, “so, they go around looting and 

 
956 Judith Verweijen, “The Ambiguity of Militarization: The complex interaction between the Congolese armed 
forces and civilians in the Kivu provinces, eastern DR Congo,” (Doctoral Dissertation, Utrecht University, 2015). (p. 
346)  

957 Verweijen, “The Ambiguity.” 

958 Philippe Leymarie, “France’s unwinnable Sahel War,” Le Monde Diplomatique, March 2021.  

959 Sallek Yaks Musa and Lindy Heinecken, "The effect of military (un) professionalism on civil-military relations and 
security in Nigeria," African Security Review (2022): 1-17. 

960 R 77 – Local population respondent, Philippines, October 3, 2021.  

961 R 90 – Local population respondent, October 4, 2021 and R 10. 
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pillaging,”962 one NGO respondent said. This is in addition to host nation forces being accused of 

human rights violations963 or other crimes against the very people they should protect.964  

In occurrences where the host nation military is perceived negatively, or not accepted by 

the local population, the relationship between US SOF, the host nation military partner, and the 

community takes another twist. SOF can play the role of an equalizer. The sheer presence of SOF 

can be their most valuable commodity, and one that carries across to their relationship with the 

HN partner. As a result, the at times negative perception of the HN military can be improved by 

SOF’s presence. In Colombia, for example, the US military takes a mentorship role, and is not in 

charge, as the Colombian military is mostly responsible for engaging with populations and NGOs. 

While SOF’s primary interlocutor is the host nation military, negative perception by the local 

population, one would assume, would extend on to the SOF, too. But the opposite is true. As one 

military respondent noted, “the locals prefer to see the US than their own military, and people 

generally feel comfortable when the Americans show up. Everyone tends to behave 

themselves.”965 In Niger, for example, the US military is viewed favorably.966 One respondent 

from DOS noted about their experience in Niger, “the US is still much more popular than the 

French.”967 

Contrastingly, there are areas where the local military is well established and effective. 

With Accion Integral functioning as part of the Colombian military, the interaction with 

populations is much more developed and US SOF are less directly involved. For example, under 

Plan Colombia – the US economic and security assistance plan to help counter narcotics, 

launched in 2000, the US provides the funding, but Accion Integral carries out the work on the 

ground. If the HN military is functional, and the SOF relationship with the HN is strong, as 

 
962 R 51 

963 “Burkina Faso: Residents’ Accounts Point to Mass Executions,” Human Rights Watch, July 8, 2020; Nick Turse, 
Sam Mednick and Amanda Sperber, “Exclusive: Inside the Secret World of US Commandos in Africa,” Pulitzer 
Center, Mail and Guardian, August 11, 2020.  

964 Amnesty International. “Stars on their shoulders. Blood on their hands: War crimes committed by the Nigerian 
military.” Amnesty International, 2015. 

965 R 8 – Civil Affairs Officer Colombia – February 16, 2021 

966 David Litt, “Why Is the United States in Niger, Anyway?.” Foreign Policy, October 25, 2017.  
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discussed in Chapter 2, SOF would then coordinate with NGOs through its local counterpart. One 

respondent shared how in some instances the partnership between SOF and the host nation 

military partner Civil Affairs arm is so strong “we as the US are shadow humanitarians” to the 

local force who provide the humanitarian assistance to the populace.968 This funder-implementor 

partnership for HN and SOF is comparable to the donor-NGO relationship discussed at length in 

Chapter 3. What is different, however, is that unlike donors who are not the direct implementers 

of projects, sometimes SOF are directly involved in carrying out such projects on the ground, or 

as is the case in Colombia, funding them, but still shadowing the HN military.  

Chapter 2 discussed how sometimes there are challenges and points of disconnection 

between the host nation military and SOF as trainer and mentor. Chapter 5 argued that there are 

contradicting views on SOF’s ability to exercise cultural awareness, and empathy vis-à-vis NGOs. 

Unlike US SOF, who are outsiders, the partner force is on its home turf, and is part of the general 

population. In other words, the host nation partner is the populace. As such, in instances where 

the HN military is perceived well by some locals, the HN partners want to ensure that this positive 

perception transfers on to their US SOF training partner, as well. A host nation military partner 

officer in the Philippines, who is also a member of a local community, described an instance of 

their interaction with a US member of the US SOF team in the local community: 

 
To try to get him acquainted with the locals, I brought a young US NCO with me to 
the local market. One of the fishermen said to him ‘Are you interested in buying 
some lobsters?’, to which the NCO asked about the price. Once the fisherman 
shared it with him, the NCO said ‘No, it’s too expensive!’ So instead, I used my 
own money to buy the lobster because I didn’t want the US military to look bad. 
They are our partners. It’s always about asking how my response would make the 
other person feel? 969 

 

In sum, in their engagement with the host nation partner, US SOF are by extension also 

engaging with the local community. In other words, the separation by SOF of the local community 

between civilian and military is only in theory. Perhaps in much the same way that various local 

 
968 R 16 

969 R 15 - Describing their experience in Afghanistan, March 8, 2021 
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community respondents perceive any outsiders, military or civilian, as just foreigners, in practice, 

SOF fail to recognize that in practice, communities – civilian or military - are all Burkinabe, or all 

Tajik. Even if US SOF were to be perceived positively by the local civilian population, this does not 

automatically translate to the host nation partner. The opposite also holds.  

In sum, regardless of the technical training or utility of the military assistance provided to 

the host nation military, just like with civic assistance by SOF to local populations, the socio-

cultural aspect of the US military will always carry more weight than the commodities or service 

being provided. As one former SOF operative noted, the US needs to develop a better 

understanding of the people it trains, namely “the [host nation] military, instead of just sending 

money towards long-term training and equipment programmes.”970 

 

Do No Harm 

When it comes to meeting the needs in a local context, we simply don’t get it. 
Because we are afraid to say that we don’t get it, we make up for it by doing things 
so we can pat ourselves on the back and say that we did something.971 

 
Much has been said about the US military and development actors being a detriment to 

the communities where they intervene. As the spirit of this analysis has shown, hard and soft 

power are inextricably linked, but much of what is demonstrated in this analysis is that they 

should not be thought of in absolute terms. Hard power is not all bad, and soft power is not all 

good. When we do away with the notion of absolute hard and soft power, all foreign policy can 

be both. Sanctions may go on for years and have a devastating impact on a region’s economy. A 

hard-powered military, US, or the host nation, can be the cause of tens of thousands of civilian 

deaths, while it can also be present in an area for decades, without ever firing a shot. NGOs and 

development actors, too, can abruptly pull funding and shut down programming, causing chaos 

and panic over the scarcity of resources, or disruption to financial institutions.972 

 
970 Turse et. al., “Exclusive.” 

971 R 6 

972 Ruby Mellen and Julia Ledur, “Afghanistan faces widespread hunger amid worsening humanitarian crisis,” The 
Washington Post, January 24, 2022. 
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Chapter 1 discussed the military role as  a soft-power development actors, through CERP, 

and leading overwhelmingly to conclusions that the military has no place in conducting 

development. Earlier, evidence through military interviewees shed light now how development 

activities were not the appetite of military commanders. OHDACA projects, compared to 

programs such as CERP,973 are minuscule, giving even less reason for sophisticated and consistent 

analysis of SOF as nation builders. But no institutionalized mechanisms for measuring second-

order effects on communities exist, even if examples of the military doing more harm than good 

exist in abundance. As one military respondent noted, because humanitarianism is not the 

business of the military, the consequences of assistance programs of such scale are less relevant:  

 
we don’t measure this stuff, and we don’t care about the populations, because it’s 
not humanitarian to begin with. These projects are designed to give a kinder, 
gentler face to DoD. So, nobody really cares what the beneficiaries think, and 
nobody cares if the projects are working or not. These projects are based on the 
deployment cycle, not on need.974  
 

While there are conventions on the impact of the military’s hard power,975 no international 

robust legal framework or convention exists on the protection of commodities or economic 

intervention by military actors. As discussed in previous chapters, for all – humanitarian, 

development, and military actors, nobody is held accountable if a well dries up or an electric grid 

breaks down. 

In the context of SOF Civil Affairs, previous chapters discussed how the tools which the 

military uses to assess the environment – ASCOPE and PMSEII - do not account for the second-

order effects on populations. This leaves behind projects which may have not been well thought-

out in terms of how they benefit the community, or whether they can be sustained in the long 

term. One senior military respondent shared how even if well-intentioned, working in 

 
973 Mark Martins, "No Small Change of Soldiering: The Commander's Emergency Response Program (CERP) in Iraq 
and Afghanistan," Army Law. (2004): 1. 

974 R 61 

975 United Nations Peacekeeping, “Protection of Civilians Mandate,” https://peacekeeping.un.org/en/protection-
of-civilians-mandate. (last accessed May 5, 2022); Benjamin Valentino, Paul Huth, and Sarah Croco, "Covenants 
without the sword: international law and the protection of civilians in times of war," World Politics 58.3 (2006): 
339-377. 
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communities may not always have a positive impact. Short-term deployment in these 

communities exacerbates these challenges as is one example in Lebanon: 

 
We helped stand up a municipality building. It was more symbolic than anything. 
It brought together the Lebanese army and Lebanese government. One project or 
program can turn the population on its head, in a really positive way. At the same 
time, if we pull the lever too hard, we establish a new standard, which is beyond 
the local, or acceptable standard, and we can’t maintain it. So, in a way, we 
overdeliver as a way to compensate for the fact that we won’t be able to sustain 
these projects, because secretly we acknowledge that we will leave someday. So 
now we have created a problem.976  

 
While the OHDACA projects discussed in this analysis may not be the large ticket items 

most synonymous with CERP and the big wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, several respondents noted 

how even in the most benign and well-intentioned attempts to help local communities, harm can 

be done. One military respondent noted, “we handed out 30,000 masks to help with COVID. What 

we didn’t realize is that we were putting a bunch of women out of work who were making them 

out of cloth and selling them to the local community. It totally undermines the local economy.”977 

A civil affairs officer shared an account of standing up a program in the Philippines to teach trades 

to local men as a way to help them earn a living, and not turn to the insurgency. Once specialized, 

however, young people could not find jobs in the local community, and so moved to larger cities, 

creating a brain drain in the village.978 In recalling one experience in Africa, a CA team member 

noted that in building classrooms for children in rural villages the result may be the opposite of 

what the project intended, “children might be educated while their families need them to work,” 

or even if that is not the case, once they receive their education they are not able to get jobs with 

their education.979 

 
976 R 15 

977 R 16 Discussing deployment in Africa. 

978 R 9 

979 David R. Scribner, Tracy St Benoit, Jason B. Tabeling, Riannon M. Hazell, Tony Thacker, Peter Brau, Michael 
Sizemore, Thomas Leitch, Brian Kiser, and Timothy Strong, “Understanding Civil Affairs Operations: A Qualitative 
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Sometimes harm can be done to the community by a simple lack of deconfliction with 

donor agencies or other NGOs. Chapter 4 discussed how institutionally NGOs and the military fail 

to be aligned, and that any synergies in the civil-military relationship were driven by individuals, 

not institutions. But interviews with the military demonstrated that sometimes it is the individual, 

who can be the cause of failure of the relationship, or cause harm to the community. One military 

respondent told of a situation in a fishing village in the Philippines, where civil affairs were asked 

to help support the local economy by developing local fisheries. A young officer took a proactive 

approach, and did not conduct the needed due diligence. Along with CA colleagues, the officer 

chose to work with the only NGO they could find. The NGO did not possess the local knowledge 

of the fish farming specific to that community, and the results were devastating. The new variety 

of fish that the project introduced into the local community’s fisheries was invasive and 

destroyed the established, native varieties already being raised by local farmers. This almost 

destroyed the local fish farming within the village.980 What is evident is that in addition to the 

earlier mentioned softening up of SOF due to the optics of their working alongside development 

actors and NGOs, deconfliction with NGOs, and especially those in change conducting proper 

vetting of those they choose to work with, also produces better results. Or, in the least prevents 

harm. 

Other times, when harm is done, it is mostly due to a disconnect within the US military or 

between US military branches. One former SOF unit commander described how their small 

footprint engagement with the locals was overtaken by other US military branches. During their 

time in the Philippines, in 2007 the Navy sailed the US Peleliu,981 filled with doctors and engineers 

to conduct medical assistance for local communities: 

 
but the military showed up like a bull in a China shop as it deployed Landing Craft 
Air Cushions982 that tore up the beaches. To assist the local population, the US 
NAVY performed cataract surgery, but cataract surgery needs follow-up, and the 

 
980 R 9 

981 “USS Peleliu Arrives in Manila,” U.S. Pacific Fleet Public Affairs Pacific Partnership, June 18, 2007.  
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small SOF unit now had to provide it, even though we didn’t have the capacity to 
do so. So, this did more harm than good.983   
 
Much of Chapter 4 discussed the challenge related to the military’s short-term 

deployment cycles, or not spending enough time understanding local communities, both of which 

are detriments to forming rapport and relationships with local populations. But according to a 

military respondent, “hanging around and being among the population is also not a good thing, 

as it poses a security risk for the community.”984 The simple optics of being seen around the 

community does not always result in a positive image. Another respondent seconded this 

perspective in expressing that “the Colombians can live without us, and they have no issue with 

us leaving. They are proud people. When it comes to meeting with anybody in government, they 

like to have us around, they like to show themselves associated with us. But they can live without 

us.”985 

Whether intended or not, even if they are purely security cooperation projects, the 

military’s involvement in the humanitarian and development space can have negative as well as 

positive benefits for communities. On the NGO and development sides, the picture is similarly 

not so straightforward. Aid can be harmful as it undermines host nations’ own government and 

business sectors, by establishing parallel and non-governmental systems, which seek to replace 

what governments should provide.986 On the one hand, robust and consistent research shows 

that aid can reduce poverty.987 Scholars have also argued how interventions and aid can fuel but 

not resolve conflict.988 Moyo argues that external aid is an easy and lazy way to fund institutions, 

which are bound to cultivate corruption, dependency, and artificial economies.989  

 
983 R 75 

984 R 18 
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Lastly, in the context of crises, where services are disrupted, too much assistance being 

given too quickly can also cause an imbalance in an already fragile environment.990 As discussed 

in earlier chapters, the lack of host nation government accountability is one of the major 

characteristics in fragile spaces, with weak social contracts between populations and 

institutions.991 As mentioned in Chapter 3, as NGOs seek to work in fragile settings, they often 

contract PMSCs to help them navigate insecure environments. Having a presence of security 

actors in what may be sufficiently secure spaces raises the security pressure in local communities. 

But with all the criticism toward outside entities engaging in fragile states, where little governing 

exists, the alternatives are limited if a community is to be helped. In these chronically ungoverned 

and unstable places, NGOs and aid, and even the US military, maybe the only available vice to 

provide aid to keep the gray space from further debilitating. What would happen in the gray 

space if it were not for outside actors to help eradicate smallpox, polio, river-blindness, and 

meningitis, or provide anti-retroviral drugs to reduce the impact of HIV/AIDS? 

Chapter 1 established that there has been a widely recognized disconnect and a lack of 

communication between outside interveners, the military, and development actors. Many 

scholars also examine the divide between these outside entities and the local populations they 

serve. In her findings on Afghanistan, Karlborg argues that the disconnect between locals and 

international outside entities was interestingly mostly on religious grounds,992 not on the 

burdensome layers of the donor-recipient relationship between them. What is more striking is 

that across the series of contexts – whether it be peacekeeping, peacebuilding, 

counterinsurgency, natural disasters, and complex emergencies - the challenges in the military-

population and NGOs-populations relationship are very similar and do persist.  
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Conclusion 

The center of gravity – the populations whose very existence necessitates the work of SOF 

and NGOs – can determine the perceived success or failure of a mission or project. In examining 

the impacts of these projects,  primary and secondary interview data shows that they can be 

measured quite subjectively based on locals’ perceptions. Furthermore, the locals’ perceptions 

of a project’s success have less to do with the sophisticated mechanisms used to design it, and 

more with the practical implications of the commodity or service provided. Perceptions are also 

heavily driven by both SOF’s and NGOs’ exhibited interpersonal behaviors, respect for local 

cultures, and inclusion of recipients in the consultative process. This applies also to the US SOF-

host nation military relationship when the HN military are unavoidably part of the local 

community. 

When seen as present together with, or working alongside NGOs, SOF are perceived more 

favorably by local communities. These findings contradict the long-standing debate in the 

literature on who should provide assistance. Instead, it becomes clear that what is provided, and 

how it is provided overrides the concern of whether the military or NGOs are better suited as 

development or humanitarian actors. In the eyes of the populace in the gray space, these entities 

can be of equal standing, and the military is better perceived when working together with NGOs. 

Assistance programs are also better perceived and more efficient when these entities cooperate. 

Unlike the previous chapters which draw on the military and international NGOs, who 

have participated in a myriad of global operations, contexts, and experiences, the insight gained 

in this chapter is the most local, but ironically the least subjective. Unlike the perceptions of 

deployed military or NGOs from hubs around the world in Geneva, London, North Carolina, or 

Brussels, the perspectives of local populations are exactly that – local and insular. The prisms 

through which communities in Mindanao in the Philippines, Riohacha in Colombia, Lewa in 

Kenya, or Bobo in Burkina Faso view the military and NGOs, are myopic only to the communities 

who inhabit those places. Yet, the patterns observed through primary and secondary data are 

the same – a confessed disconnect between communities, NGOs, and military actors with the 

communities where they provide aid. What becomes clear is that there is no understood or 

permanent social contract between any of these entities, but an imperfect and constantly 
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evolving relationship. Both NGOs and SOF seek to separate and influence target groups for 

influence – insurgents versus allies, working with the host nation military, but against non-state 

actors. NGOs, too, alienate one group over another, as programming may seek to assist women 

over men, for instance. But keeping these separations and expecting positive outcomes for these 

projects of SOF or NGOs are unrealistic. The populace is integrated into all these layers of a 

society’s fabric, interlinked and inseparable. Trying to separate them to meet our agenda, goes 

against the spirit of complexity inherent in the gray space.  

Nearly three decades ago Slim argued about the natural convergence of the military and 

humanitarian organizations in conflict spaces. The gray space only reconfirms that this 

relationship is becoming more converged, even if not more efficient. This is part of operating in 

the gray space, which Collier and Duffield write about. Populations’ perceptions of the military 

are formed by the behaviors of soldiers, not any less than they are by their technical skill, just as 

Scales predicts when he talks about the warrior of the 21st century. The traditionalists – both 

scholars and practitioners – would not be opposed to the military carrying out projects to 

influence populations, even with a few blunders. Indirectly, this is also in line with Taw and 

Brooks, who take a realistic view of the necessary and functioning intersection of warriors and 

aid workers, as an unavoidable work in progress. All these scholars speak about how we as 

outsiders should behave, and what our role should be. Yet, when it comes to the gray space, the 

center of gravity gives little importance to whom aid comes from. Their perception of outsiders 

– military or civilian - can sometimes be driven by the utility of such assistance, and it is mostly 

defined by how we as outsiders behave when we operate in their communities. 
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Conclusion 

The challenge of ameliorating the sources of insecurity – be they economic, social, or 

physical security in gray spaces--or trying to create conditions for security lies in finding the root 

causes of problems, not in simply reacting to their symptoms. Historically, multilateral and 

bilateral aid agencies, along with international NGOs, tended to avoid project financing in these 

spaces except in the event of large-scale crises and emergencies. By contrast, these spaces have 

been home to some of SOF’s most lethal missions, but also their soft arm extension. For nearly a 

decade, however, the scale and scope of developmental operations financed by aid donors and 

NGOs has exploded. Particularly since the “New Deal” for engagement in fragile states, actors 

have focused on the roots of instability as well as on an “interconnectedness of the various risks, 

fragilities, and adaptive capacities,” of different actors.993   

Meanwhile, the US military continues to use humanitarian and development projects in 

these spaces, as a way to influence the populations where it deploys. Those are the same spaces 

in which development actors have increased their presence as well. These spaces are also home 

to some of SOF’s most lethal missions. As a result, several observers have argued that there 

cannot be a symbiotic relationship between the NGOs and the military because of their 

contrasting values and operational procedures, implying that any relationship is bound to be 

uneasy,994 uncertain,995 or strange.996 By contrast, this study finds that, in the last 20 years, these 

organizations have also inadvertently started to mirror one another to adapt to the needs of the 

gray space even as they have continued to stick to their core business. 

The result has been an over-arching need for both civilian and military actors in fragile 

states to align and harmonize their programming. Therefore, the entities operating in these 

spaces are required to minimize information gaps, in order to gain a better understanding of the 
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terrain, eliminate redundancies, permit mid-point program adjustments, and ultimately achieve 

better developmental outcomes.  

This study makes three principal contributions. First it avoids the conventional dichotomy 

of analysis of military and civilian actors in conflict-affected situations, and places the focus 

squarely on the determinants of their interactions. Traditionally, the examination of the civil-

military relationship has been based either on security actors’ participation in large-scale 

humanitarian disasters or complex emergencies, or the security concerns of civilian actors. These 

analyses have tended to highlight the constraints facing one set of actors while treating 

interactions with the other as peripheral to their missions. This study is differently conceived, 

focusing instead on examining the imperatives by which the military and development actors 

should or should not step out of their traditional roles. With the increase in the global population 

residing in fragile spaces, the need for a greater understanding of how to enhance interactions 

between small footprint missions by SOF and civic actors is paramount.997 

Second, the thesis identifies the set of organizational-institutional inducements, 

sanctions, rewards, and cultures that can, alternatively, inhibit or motivate greater SOF-NGO 

coordination in fragile settings. The overlap of security and development has caused a 

transformation of civil-military relationships in the gray space. Whereas previously, 

programmatic features were largely isolated and exclusive, increasingly internal and external 

inducements now encourage NGO and military operations to adapt and incorporate each other’s 

structures and processes. Facing a common set of constraints, NGOs are becoming less resistant 

interlocutors; SOF, too, recognize that they must revert to their soft power, and stop killing their 

way to victory.  

Third, this thesis focuses on the micro-foundations of civil-military “isomorphism” in 

conflict-affected areas. Ultimately, any explanation of the likelihood of effective civil-military 

developmental partnerships rests or falls on the individual-specific behaviors of NGO staff or 

military personnel, less on robust coordinating structures. NGOs have, for some time, operated 

outside their comfort zone. They have done so primarily because individual staffers have acted 

entrepreneurially when facing problems of unsatisfactory or high-risk projects in fragile states, 

 
997 West et. al., “Understand to Prevent.” (p. 129); Breede, “Special (Peace).” 
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and have incorporated military experiences, information, and (increasingly) personnel in their 

developmental and humanitarian work. Similarly, the military, despite does not operate solely a 

hard power actor because of the initiative of individual members of SOF CA units in seeking NGO’s 

local knowledge and program memory. This reality contrasts with what has traditionally been a 

segregated, hierarchical division of civil and military actors in fragile settings. 

 

Civil-Military Relations in the Gray Space 

This thesis finds that as the constellation of security, social, and economic concerns 

continue to converge in fragile settings, civilian-military relationships are subject to an array of 

new tensions and challenges, but also opportunities. This is not only due to the commonly 

accepted difference between military and civilian actors’ contrasting values of neutrality, 

impartiality, and independence. The difficulties in the relationship are also due to a series of 

functional, behavioral, and accountability measures. In inquiring into how these actors interact 

in the expansive long, chronic, and fragile space, This thesis finds that these traditionally different 

organizations converge or diverge based on their differences or similarities, as they adapt 

themselves to navigate a newfound space accessible to them both. As they navigate the gray 

space, they converge operationally through a series of push factors, such as funding, optics by 

the community, and the need to meet populations’ needs. Ultimately, the military can and do 

“soften up” just as development actors can and do “harden up.” Where these actors cannot meet 

eye to eye is in their competing organizational cultures, conflicting objectives, and differing 

operational modalities.  

This analysis has argued that despite their objectives being for security purposes, the 

humanitarian and development assistance SOF provide can have positive benefits to the local 

populations, and such assistance causes a natural convergence between SOF and civic actors in 

the low-intensity conflict space. In the eyes of the populace, SOF are better off coordinating, 

consulting, and de-conflicting their efforts with NGOs. This immediately creates opportunities for 

better efficiencies between SOF and development actors. The obstacle is that SOF’s self-serving 

approach as an organization causes it to simultaneously diverge away from the same civic actors. 

Ultimately, the traditionalists, such as Huntington, and Gentile would view this finding as a way 
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to only further support their belief that the military’s main job is to meet security objectives. 

Conversely, progressives such as Sarkesian and Scales would recognize that in threading the gray 

space, SOF’s soft power is a necessity, not a choice. Similarly, NGOs, on their end, are not 

impartial and neutral actors. As they have grown in size and diversified in how they fund their 

work, they are savvy at navigating conflict spaces across the spectrum. There also seems to be 

an organically formed and tight-knit network of “military gone NGO” professionals who enrich, 

strengthen, and ultimately cause SOF and NGOs to converge in the spaces where they operate. 

This makes the relationship more efficient, and the exchange of information more fluid. While 

this convergence would not be viewed as fitting to the development debate, namely that the 

military and development actors belong together, Collier, Sachs, Gallup, and Mellinger would 

welcome this convergence as a necessary one, as long as the involvement of the external military 

can break the vicious cycle of insecurity. Also, with veterans from Iraq and Afghanistan rejoining 

efforts in Ukraine as NGO workers, an expansion of available and experienced professionals has 

the potential to skew the qualified candidate pool, and change the nature of the relationship 

between NGOs and the military. 

When it comes to how these organizations compare at the ground level both in terms of 

individuals and organizations, This thesis finds the contrary of what have been some of our long-

held beliefs. Divergent from our general belief that the military outsizes and outspends 

development actors, at the project level, DOD’s spending on small-scale projects in the gray space 

is comparable and sometimes dwarfed by its NGO counterparts. This causes these entities to 

converge in the size of the scale of their programming. The analysis uncovers how small CA SOF 

teams and small NGO footprints on the ground are similar in terms of how they budget, organize, 

and sometimes deploy. This is good news as it creates an impetus for these organizations to have 

comparable outcomes, and more scalable project and recipient relationships. Brooks would 

argue that this symbiosis is simply a reflection of the fading boundary between those who carry 

guns and those who carry statoscopes. The military will continue to have a role in fragile spaces, 
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as combatant commanders, and development actors.998 Collier, too, would recognize the utility 

of this convergence as a way to break the cycle of insecurity and poverty. All of this is even more 

reason to find ways for these entities to work more closely and better together. 

There is more positive news for the gray space, and the evolving civil-military relationship. 

How well these entities work together is mostly dependent on the personalities of who is 

involved at the ground level, not mandates or organizational arrangements. Scales and Mackinlay 

would not be surprised by how the behaviors of soldiers define NGOs’ perceptions, too, not just 

those of the populations. McFate’s analysis of the psychosocial skills the military needs to possess 

extends to what NGOs could also improve upon. Additionally, both of these organizations could 

ramp up their skills when dealing with populations. This may all undermine the credo or 

organizations, but it is still good news for the individuals doing the work at the ground level. 

Organizations are ultimately human enterprises. Any organizational change inside of DOD or 

development actors on how to coordinate, communicate, collaborate or consult would require a 

long, drawn-out, and lengthy change management effort. What is needed for a productive civil-

military relationship already exists. We should leverage it, as any lengthy organizational 

bureaucratic processes or institutional change would be too slow to react to the vast and 

changing state of modern conflict in the gray space.  

The last piece of good news for the civil-military relationship is perhaps the most relevant. 

When it comes to populations as beneficiaries of the goods and services provided by SOF and 

NGOs, in the gray space, populations give little importance to whom aid comes from, causing 

these entities to converge. Local communities’ concerns with outsiders – military or civilian - are 

about the utility of the assistance provided, how outsiders behave inside of their communities, 

and less on who they are. It is time that our organizational beliefs align with the needs and 

perception lenses of populations in the gray space, especially as they will account for more than 

a quarter of the world’s population in less than eight years from now. If those receiving assistance 

from outside actors, inside of fragile gray spaces, give little importance to who assistance comes 

 
998 US Congressional Research Office, National Security Implications of Climate-Related Risks and a Changing 
Climate - Response to Congressional Inquiry, RefID: 8-6475571, (2015); United Nations, “Sustainable Development 
Goals 2019,” https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/sdg16. (last accessed April 29, 2022). 
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from, perhaps it is time for us as outsiders to honestly reevaluate if the rules by which we operate 

are relevant to anyone besides ourselves. This will be a reminder that we must adapt to a new 

reality of modern conflict, and not expect that the majority of the world, who will be residing in 

these spaces, will adapt to us. It is also a reminder that one of the key requirements in achieving 

favorable receptions among populations is for outsider actors to give them agency in the process, 

and greater community ownership. This will give better utilization and longer-term viability to 

anything which either the military or development actors do. As recipients are not only passive 

communities, their acceptance of what is being provided will make aid more effective. 

 

Recommendations 

This analysis has demonstrated that the impetus for convergence in the operating space 

typically comes from individual initiative, rather than institutional direction. Taking into account 

the merit of this work on why civil-military actors should better coordinate in the gray space, the 

following recommendations offer a series of small and practical steps, which can be applied at 

the individual level.  

Expand sharing of information. SOF CA can work toward establishing open and robust 

mechanisms for storing and sharing information that can be available to civic actors. Ideally, this 

should be done through a formal and robust platform. In the absence of such, this can also be 

done at the individual level. The recent evacuation from Afghanistan, where those helping 

evacuate Afghans who worked for the Coalition were using WhatsApp Groups, Signa, and 

Facebook, proved that coordination and exchange of information can work well, even under the 

most pressing of circumstances.999 Where such information exchange mechanisms already exist, 

SOF CA Teams, and NGOs should look to institutionalize them for their successors through 

Memoranda of Understanding. Ultimately this will help both entities have more accurate and 

reliable information about the terrain, and help them coordinate, and become more effective. 

As a start, it would be by acknowledging that nothing that occurs in the gray space leads any of 

these organizations – military or NGOs, to believe that they are literally the only game in town. 

 
999 Steve Walsh, “A Sort Of 'Digital Dunkirk,' American Citizens Are Stepping In To Help Afghan Allies,” National 
Public Radio, All things considered, April 26, 2021. 
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To ignore the other side, or to constantly find reasons for why engagement is not possible, or 

necessary, is an easy way out, and one which undermines an entire layer of this complex space. 

Incorporate actors in joint planning where appropriate. Working on the advice and 

insights of the civil-military liaison officers within USAID, or other donor agencies, and DOD, both 

of these entities should explore how they can help one another in their planning processes. 

Particularly the military must weigh the benefits and disadvantages of classifying information. As 

the gray space converges these actors, there is a riper opportunity to rethink the traditional ways 

in which information is classified and utilized. In some of the interviews, when asked what the 

ideal NGO-military relationship would look like, NGOs expressed that they would want to be part 

of the military planning processes. SOF CA are predominantly working in the unclassified space. 

As this research has demonstrated, almost all information is open information. Fragile contexts 

are ripe opportunities for research and inquiry, unlike high-intensity ones, as discussed in many 

of the concerns in Chapter 1.1000 In an attempt to get away from the lethal, SOF must do a better 

job at reassuring development actors. The key outcome of including each other in the process 

would be to allow for mid-course correction, and more accurate programmatic design and 

outcomes for all parties – humanitarian, development, and security. 

Institutionalize a community of practice. In conducting interviews, many of the groups 

interested in this space and analysis belong only to the military or only to the development side. 

There is a wealth of interest in creating an official civil-military community. Such is already the 

Civil Affairs Association on the military side, most of the members within which are USG with a 

former military experience. For NGOs, InterAction serves the purpose of exchanging and 

collaborating. These groups should consider engaging in a systematic dialogue through an 

independent party from within USG, which holds credibility with both sides. A community of 

interest would also be a platform for information exchange aimed to reduce information gaps, 

work with more current information, and make more accurate assessments for the future. It 

seems that much of this dialogue has waned with the end of the big wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

Yet, there are so many lessons to be drawn, and plenty of room and need to still apply them. 

 
1000 Catapang et. al., “Lessons.” 
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Measure relationship durability. In few of the interactions with military, respondents did 

identify a positive working relationship with an NGO as an indicator of success in the gray space. 

Currently, these organizations focus on the quantifiable outputs of their missions. For the 

military, certain objectives are easy to count - the number of people detained, insurgents 

targeted or killed. In their role as development actors – how many wells were built, and bridges 

repaired. The same is true for NGOs, whose success is measured by the number of blankets 

handed out, or schools built. But there is an obvious need to measure the longevity of the joint 

relationship. Simple and routine mechanisms can be established for the military to measure how 

effectively it is engaging with development and civic actors. The civil-military relationship is a test 

of either of these actors’ ability to engage with someone unlike themselves. If the military does 

a poor job at engaging with NGOs who have a strong understanding of the local context, it would 

most certainly do a poor job at engaging with populations. A closer relationship would ultimately 

help for better coordination, which would help information exchange and cost-effective use of 

resources, avoid redundancy, create more favorable outcomes, and harmonize efforts. 

Create practical skills through training and learning. Much of the collaboration and 

coordination in these actors learning and engaging together is between DOD and USAID at the 

strategic and operational levels. More should be done at the ground level. This should be done 

preemptively, and not only when an NGO becomes contracted as an implementing partner. DOD 

can also invite some of the NGOs with whom it deals regularly to its training course, and as 

appropriate. DOD’s myriad educational institutions – the National Defense University, the Naval 

War College, and the Naval Post Graduate School, to mention a few, should invite NGOs to 

participate in instruction, where possible and applicable. NGOs may be better positioned to 

provide mission-critical information on social and cultural conditions in fragile contexts.1001 

Similarly, DOD should be seeking out opportunities to send its men and women to the 

various courses offered by both humanitarian and development actors in Geneva, New York, or 

at any headquarters of major NGOs. Both of these approaches have become even more 

accessible post-COVID with online courses becoming increasingly available. This would enable 

both of these actors to consider how they can replicate these skills in their respective 

 
1001 Hanhauser IV, “Comprehensive Civil Information.” (p. 4) 



 

 

270 

organizations and to develop jointly more robust and flexible tool s for assessments of long 

development needs. A simple guide, which is common to and used by both of these entities 

should be developed, and results should be shared through a common information-sharing 

platform mentioned earlier. 

Identify strategic areas of collaboration. Finding areas of collaboration would ultimately 

increase coordination, avoid overlap, and decrease conflict between military and civilian actors. 

The military and NGOs may have approaches of engaging with communities in which they 

operate based on the length of time these entities are in the country and based on their 

specialties; these differences can be leveraged to identify common areas for collaboration. For 

example, the military can leverage its capabilities in health security while NGOs can develop 

innovative mechanisms for medical assistance to vulnerable communities.1002 Pandemic 

response to COVID 19 provides an instructive case in point. The military set up hospital, providing 

protective equipment, and conducted research, while the NGOs provided emergency medical 

assistance to outbreak areas.1003 Because of the military’s short-term cycles, they can provide 

medical care, while NGOs can perform the follow-up. This can also facilitate opportunities for 

joint planning, as mentioned above.  

This is not to imply that the military should take the proper place of bilateral, multilateral, 

and non-governmental actors in the development and humanitarian space. Nor is this to dismiss 

the utilization of current civil-military coordination guidelines or mechanisms, such as through 

UNOCHA, where and to the extent to which they apply. As this space expands, so will the need 

to tackle it in a much more systematic, practical, flexible, and sustainable way. It is unrealistic to 

think either of these entities - NGOs or SOF - -can tackle it alone. Both entities have a large pool 

to draw from.  

 

 
1002 Andrew W. Artenstein, Jason M. Opal, Steven M. Opal, Edmund C. Tramont, Georges Peter, and Phillip K. 
Russell, "History of US military contributions to the study of vaccines against infectious diseases," Military 
medicine 170, no. suppl_4 (2005): 3-11. 

1003 Nina Wilén, "The Military in the Time of COVID-19." PRISM 9, no. 2 (2021): 20-33. 
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Future Research 

This study examined the functional civil-military relationship in low-intensity conflict. By 

necessity, several areas are beyond the scope of this analysis. The following issues deserve 

scholarly attention. They are the next step in contributing to the debate on how a closer 

relationship between military and civil entities is important in modern conflict. 

• Taking into account that military veterans are increasingly part of NGO staff, how much 

more effective are NGOs or development entities – private or public, who hire them 

compared to those who do not? Are the values which drive retired military to join NGOs 

the same ones which drive those who have never served in the military? How does the 

relationship to impartiality, neutrally, and independence claimed by some NGOs change 

when they refuse to work with security actors in the field, but comfortably utilize 

veterans’ skills and know-how as they hire them into their teams? Answers to these 

questions will help us better understand the organizational shifts which are occurring in 

this field, especially as retired military veterans are palatable for many other sectors in 

the space, including private military security companies.  

• To what extent can existing civil-military guidelines be applied to the gray space, where 

there are no emergencies, but prolonged chronic conflict, with little governance and 

scarcity of resources? Are these guidelines enablers or constraints in the gray space, 

whose main trait is long chronic conflict, not crises or emergencies? 

• Is the gray space the blending point for short-term humanitarian assistance and long-term 

development programming? As NGOs thread these two worlds, so do soldiers continue to 

do a variety of tasks, beyond just fighting, but also peacekeeping, policing, and 

infrastructure.1004 As the boundaries between combatants and humanitarians are fading, 

as this thesis has established by examining the gray space, a close examination of 

everything between these differing spectra would be useful to practitioners.  

• What is the role of the host nation government in the civil-military relationship in fragile 

states? The host nation government has been largely ignored in this study, but what is its 

 
1004 Christoph Harig, Nicole Jenne, and Chiara Ruffa, "Operational experiences, military role conceptions, and their 
influence on civil-military relations," European Journal of International Security 7, no. 1 (2022): 1-17. 
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role in the gray space? As a convener? Partner? Precisely, who in the government holds 

the most authority? The military or non-security entities?  

• What is the impact of the civil-military relationship in the gray space on recipient 

populations? Post COVID, and when field research becomes more attainable than it was 

for the duration of this analysis, further research should be conducted on recipient 

communities. There has been a recognition of the need to further study how coordination 

has an impact on recipients,1005 there is limited understanding of how this occurs in small-

scale missions where both SOF and NGOs are present.  

 

Lessons Learned 

The learning process in this thesis materialized more by what went wrong, than by what 

went as expected. For my fellow scholars, here are some of the main lessons learned from the 

process. 

 As I was ready to launch my fieldwork in the summer of 2020, the second wave of 

COVID occurred. I was forced to adapt to the limitation of my approach. Lacking the person-to-

person interaction did take something away from the process, but not in the way that I had 

expected. How can I read body language over zoom, or understand the optics of the spaces I am 

examining by not being there in person? Many of the scholars on whose knowledge I based my 

own analysis had gathered their data in person in the field. I did not, but I am certain that my 

results are valid and convincing. Having spent much of my career in conflict settings, or working 

on conflict, helped me draw a clearer picture of the spaces and relationships I was examining. 

Furthermore, as much of the military work is being conducted in the classified space, I would 

have likely had little access beyond what I already gained through interviews or in the open 

domain. The same is true for NGOs, whose own discretion to what information they reveal made 

data equally inaccessible. In sum, little if anything was lost in conducting interviews remotely. 

Those would have been difficult to access even under normal circumstances. Also, when engaging 

with analysis on NGOs, there is a large separation in examining these organizations as local and 

 
1005 Victoria Metcalfe, Simone Haysom, and Stuart Gordon, “Trends and Challenges in Humanitarian Civil – Military 
Coordination: A Review of the Literature,” ODI Humanitarian Policy Group Working Paper, 2012. 
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international. This stems from how they are staffed, funded, and organized – all themes I have 

addressed here. Because of the limited access to the field, I took the approach of not 

discriminating between NGOs as local, or international, focused on an area of expertise, or a 

specific region. This is much of what drove the functional examination of my topic. It is also what 

drove me to examine the military through a similarly holistic lens, where I looked at SOF in all 

their relevant parts, not only through one geographic command, or one specialty area. The 

largest detriment to my research was the difficulty I experienced with gathering data within 

communities. It is for this reason that I had to rely largely on data provided by fellow researchers. 

This analysis concludes that the differences between NGOs and SOF are less fundamental 

than previously thought. When conducting the research, it was always ensured that one group 

knew that the research required interviews with the other. As a result of this revelation, some 

interlocutors, especially NGOs and donors, were hesitant in sharing a lot of information. Many of 

the lessons and overstepping of the military into the development space were raw and still not 

accepted by development and NGO actors. On the military side, interviewees were careful not to 

share classified information. My own background of working in classified settings made me highly 

sensitive to not put anyone at risk, ensuring that nothing they shared could be misinterpreted. 

Many of my interviewees were willing to go on the record. However, I deliberately chose to keep 

the anonymity of all my sources, as a matter of protection and good practice, especially since 

many of them are still actively pursuing their careers in both the military and NGO fields. 

When it came to content, my most challenging experience was getting a handle on what 

the gray space encompasses. Every military colleague spoke about how they or someone they 

know, built wells, schools, bridges, or hand out soccer balls to kids in local communities. I was 

convinced that between big CERP in two major wars, and large coordination efforts in disaster 

zones – Mali, and Haiti, to mention a few, there had to be small-scale examples of the military 

acting as a development and humanitarian actor, and coming across or working with NGOs in the 

process. Alas, there was little such information being written about. To make matters worse, 

respondents on both sides – military and NGOs, often conflated the differences between 

development assistance, peacebuilding or conflict prevention. Or, on the side of the military – 

security assistance and governance. If I typed in SOF and NGOs in an academic search engine, 
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nothing appeared. What existed were the authors I draw upon in my chapters - Ankersen had 

examined the civil-military role in peacekeeping operations, or Mackinlay in complex 

emergencies. Breede drew on how SOF can participate in peacekeeping. What I realized is that 

the gray space was a series of single occurrences, made possible by its maneuverability. It was 

not a single country or a single occurrence. Unlike in complex emergencies or disaster response, 

there is not a clear civil-military architecture for long, chronic, drawn-out, small-scale assistance 

efforts. The malleability of the gray space naturally created this architecture between individuals, 

not institutions. Most of the data which speaks to the coordination between, or interaction of 

these entities came from interviews, and very little from open documents. In sum, coordination 

does occur in the gray space, but how it occurs functionally, and not within a specific context or 

country, has been largely unexamined. 

Lastly, I used my intuition and knowledge of large-scale efforts from my time as the civilian 

liaison between NATO ISAF and UNOCHA in Afghanistan, and my time as a Program Officer 

working in West Africa. I have had the luxury to be part of large-scale, coordinated and for the 

most part well-orchestrated efforts between the military and non-military actors. I had also 

worked on grassroots programs that brought together local communities and security forces in 

fragile settings. I assumed that the small-scale spaces I was interested in would be less 

complicated, and easier to decipher. I also assumed that by simply speaking to one individual, 

they would give me the necessary information and point me in the right direction, as the 

professionals I was engaging with had undertaken a diligent study of the operating spaces in 

which they were working. I assumed that on the SOF side, everyone knew about fragile states, 

and on the development and humanitarian sides, everyone knew that SOF were not all lethal, 

but were, at least in theory, much more able to deploy soft skills than their conventional military 

counterparts. The reality was just the opposite. I learned that there is a large gap in what these 

actors know about one another, or how they see the space in which they are operating. Teaching 

them about each other is part of what I hope to have contributed here. 

The one entity which was omitted from this study – the host nation government, should 

have been the touchpoint in many of my inquires. But fragile states are often in their conundrum 

because the host nation government is absent. This leads to many occurrences where donors 
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simply bypass them. Except for several interviews with the host nation military, this research did 

as well. I hope that future researchers can undertake the examination of this complex dimension. 

 

A Final Note 

The last 20 years have been a testing laboratory for the civil-military relationship and the 

results are finally in. The space between war and peace is not an empty one,1006 but a rich tapestry 

of civilians, combatants, humanitarians, soldiers, and private or public entities, operating for the 

short and long run. Much of our energy has been spent on placing these entities into their 

institutional boxes, debating giving or denying them access, dividing and conquering where they 

should operate, and most importantly, how. But with or without such a debate, these entities 

have already carved out a role for themselves in the non-linear gray space. This will continue to 

be the case as, the “US military forces will be continually engaged in some dynamic combination 

of combat, security, engagement, and relief and reconstruction.”1007 The most noticeable and 

urgent need for this is happening right now with the chronic impact of climate change, or health 

emergencies.1008 

SOF and NGOs should seize this opportunity, and continue to establish a closer 

relationship, as working separately, they will undermine each other.1009 They have what it takes 

to be effective partners in this gray space. With this synergy, comes a responsibility. For SOF, they 

have an obligation to reassure their civic counterparts that they can be trustworthy partners, and 

can establish new areas for collaboration without treating everything and everyone as an asset 

in chasing down terrorists. SOF must go back to their roots, stop killing their way to victory, and 

prove themselves that they can transform their wholesale hard killing power into a retail soft 

power beyond what they are already doing. They can re-learn, return, and re-engage away from 

 
1006 Nadia Schadlow, “Peace and War: The Space Between,” War on the Rocks, August 18, 2014.  

1007 Muggah, "Chapter Two: Stabilising.” (p. 44) 

1008 Vincenzo Bollettino and Lea Ivy Manzanero, "Climate Change and Civil-Military Coordination in the Philippines: 
How climate change disasters will impact aid delivery in areas affected by conflict," Lea 5, no. 2 (2022); Fawzia 
Gibson-Fall, "Military responses to COVID-19, emerging trends in global civil-military engagements," Review of 
International Studies 47, no. 2 (2021): 155-170. 

1009 Francis Kofi Abiew, "NGO-military relations in peace operations," International Peacekeeping 10.1 (2003): 24-
39.  
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its lethality, to what was once its core craft of working with and among populations and other 

civic actors.1010 This is especially if they are serious about preventing sources of insecurity, which, 

as they well know, span beyond just security, and into the socio and economic. It is exactly 

because of this blend of sources of insecurity that NGOs and development actors, too, have a 

responsibility. On their end, development actors have the institutional know-how on what, other 

than security, causes fragility from a socio-economic angle. An effort should be made to educate 

everyone else that is in this space, as NGOs have much to teach security actors in this process.1011 

One in four people in the world will be a customer of development and security actors in 

fragile settings. These spaces will not be conventional or large in magnitude. They will be 

minuscule, omnipresent, and chronic. Operating in a conventional military context for the 

military, and conventional development contexts for NGOs, will become the exception, not the 

rule. It is because of these realities that both these sides must seize the moment of the challenges 

they both face, and find more and better ways to start coming to the table more deliberately, 

and less coincidently. What has drawn these two together is that both SOF and NGOs know the 

importance of how viewing the world only through one prism – security or development is not 

how the needs of populations in this expansive and complex space can be met. They also know 

that by dividing the world between them is not how their relationship can flourish. As warriors, 

development actors, and humanitarians in a space which is constantly shifting between war and 

peace, these actors should embrace the unavoidable fading of the barrier which once made them 

strangers. 

  

 
1010 Kyle Atwell and Abigail Gage, “Back to the Future: Resetting Special Operations Forces for Great Power 
Competition,” Modern War Institute Podcast, July 2, 2021.  

1011 Byman, "Uncertain partners.” 
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Appendix 1: Interviews and Correspondence Related to Data Collection 
 

Respondent 
number Respondent type Date of Interview Type of communication 

R 1 NGO Respondent 12/29/20 Telephone interview 

R 2 Military Respondent 12/30/20 MS Teams 

R 3 Military Respondent 1/22/21 Zoom 

R 4 Number assignment omitted 

R 5 Donor Agency Respondent 1/29/21 Zoom 

R 6 Military Respondent 2/6/21 Telephone Interview 

R 7 Military Respondent 2/9/21 Zoom 

R 8 Military Respondent 2/10/21 Zoom 

R 9 Military Respondent 2/12/21 Zoom 

R 10 NGO Respondent 2/14/2021 and 3/3/21 Zoom 

R 11 Number assignment omitted 

R 12 Military Respondent 2/15/21 MS Teams 

R 13 Military Respondent 2/16/21 MS Teams 

R 14 Military Respondent 2/16/21 MS Teams 

R 15 Military Respondent 2/17/21 MS Teams 

R 16 Military Respondent 2/18/21 MS Teams 

R 17 Military Respondent 1/26/21 and 2/18/21 Zoom 

R 18 Military Respondent 2/18/21 MS Teams 

R 19 Military Respondent 2/19/21 MS Teams 

R 20 Military Respondent 2/23/21 MS Teams 

R 21 Military Respondent 2/24/21 MS Teams 

R 22 NGO Respondent 2/24/21 MS Teams 

R 23 Donor Agency Respondent 2/25/21 MS Teams 

R 24 NGO Respondent 2/28/21 MS Teams 

R 25 Military Respondent 3/2/21 MS Teams 

R 26 NGO Respondent 3/3/21 MS Teams 

R 27 Population Respondent 3/3/21 MS Teams 

R 28 Military Respondent 3/3/2021 and 3/28/21 MS Teams 

R 29 NGO Respondent 3/4/21 MS Teams 

R 30 Military Respondent 3/8/21 MS Teams 

R 31 Military Respondent 3/8/21 MS Teams 

R 32 Military Respondent 3/9/21 MS Teams 

R 33 DoS 3/10/21 MS Teams 

R 34 NGO Respondent 3/11/21 Zoom 

R 35 Military Respondent 3/11/21 MS Teams 
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R 36 NGO Respondent 3/12/21 MS Teams 

R 37 NGO Respondent 3/15/21 Zoom 

R 38 Military Respondent 3/16/21 MS Teams 

R 39 Military Respondent 3/17/21 MS Teams 

R 40 NGO Respondent 3/23/21 MS Teams 

R 41 Number assignment omitted 

R 42 Military Respondent 3/26/21 MS Teams 

R 43 NGO Respondent 3/27/21 Zoom 

R 44 Military Respondent 3/30/21 MS Teams 

R 45 Military Respondent 3/30/21 MS Teams 

R 46 Number assignment omitted 

R 47 Military Respondent 3/31/21 MS Teams 

R 48 Military Respondent 4/1/21 MS Teams 

R 49 Military Respondent 4/6/21 MS Teams 

R 50 NGO Respondent 4/6/21 MS Teams 

R 51 NGO Respondent 4/8/21 MS Teams 

R 52 NGO Respondent 4/9/21 MS Teams 

R 53 Military Respondent 4/9/2021 and 4/22/21 MS Teams 

R 54 Military Respondent 4/11/21 MS Teams 

R 55 NGO Respondent 4/12/21 MS Teams 

R 56 Military Respondent 4/15/21 MS Teams 

R 57 Military Respondent 4/15/21 MS Teams 

R 58 Military Respondent 4/16/21 MS Teams 

R 59 Donor Agency Respondent 4/16/21 MS Teams 

R 60 NGO Respondent 4/16/21 MS Teams 

R 61 Military Respondent 4/16/21 MS Teams 

R 62 NGO Respondent 4/19/21 MS Teams 

R 63 Military Respondent 4/19/21 Telephone Interview 

R 64 NGO Respondent 4/20/21 MS Teams 

R 65 NGO Respondent 4/21/21 MS Teams 

R 66 Military Respondent 4/22/21 MS Teams 

R 67 NGO Respondent 4/26/21 MS Teams 

R 68 Population Respondent 4/26/21 MS Teams 

R 69 NGO Respondent 4/26/21 MS Teams 

R 70 Military Respondent 4/26/21 MS Teams 

R 71 NGO Respondent 4/27/21 MS Teams 

R 72 Donor Agency Respondent 4/29/21 MS Teams 

R 73 Military Respondent 4/30/21 MS Teams 

R 74 NGO Respondent 5/16/21 email exchange 
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R 75 Military Respondent 8/12/21 Email exchange and telephone 
interview 

R 76 Population/host nation mil resp. 9/14/21 Survey 

R 77 Population Respondent - Survey 10/3/21 Survey 

R 78 Population Respondent - Survey 9/22/22 Survey 

R 79 Population Respondent - Survey 9/23/22 Survey 

R 80 Population Respondent - Survey 9/24/22 Survey 

R 81 Population Respondent - Survey 9/25/22 Survey 

R 82 Population Respondent - Survey 9/26/22 Survey 

R 83 Population Respondent - Survey 9/27/22 Survey 

R 84 Population Respondent - Survey 9/28/22 Survey 

R 85 Population Respondent - Survey 9/29/22 Survey 

R 86 Population Respondent - Survey 9/30/22 Survey 

R 87 Population Respondent - Survey 10/1/22 Survey 

R 88 Population Respondent - Survey 10/2/22 Survey 

R 89 Population Respondent - Survey 10/3/22 Survey 

R 90 Population Respondent - Survey 10/4/22 Survey 

R 91 Military Respondent 2/7/21 email exchange 
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Appendix 2: List of SOF Humanitarian and Development Activities 
 

The below list demonstrates the countries in which US Civil Affairs, or other branches of the military carry out humanitarian 
or development civic engagement activities. This list is not exclusive. 1012 
 

High-intensity Conflict 

 
 

 
 

 
Country Type of project Activity Link 

Afghanistan Engaging with key leaders and 
community members 

Community Engagement https://www.dvidshub.net/video/141991/civil-affairs-reservist-
aid-afghans-long-package  

Libya U.S military transported wounded 
Libyans for treatment in medical 
facilities in Europe and the United 
States 

Medical/Humanitarian 
Assistance 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/481298/libya-humanitarian-
relief 
 

Somalia Training Somali medical students and 
doctors on various medical practices, 
specifically in the fields of radiology 
and pediatrics 

Medical/Health/Education https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2877537/somali-doctors-
emboldened-mogadishu-medical-training 
 

Syrian Arab Republic Coalition distributes winter supplies 
such as blankets, rice, and lentils to 
Syrian citizens 

Resource 
Provision/Humanitarian 
Assistance 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6113912/coalition-
distributes-winter-supplies 
 

Burkina Faso Providing Medical Care to the Local 
Community  

Medical https://www.dvidshub.net/image/628425/civil-affairs-group-
extends-reach-western-accord-2012-community 

Cameroon Teaching English to Locals in Cameroon Education https://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/82nd-civil-affairs-
battalions-last-deployed-company-lessons-learned 

Chad Providing Medical Supplies Medical https://www.dvidshub.net/image/1784031/flintlock-15 

 
1012 World Bank, “FY22 List of Fragile and Conflict-affected Situations.”  

 

High Institutional and Social Fragility 

Medium-intensity Conflict 

https://www.dvidshub.net/video/141991/civil-affairs-reservist-aid-afghans-long-package
https://www.dvidshub.net/video/141991/civil-affairs-reservist-aid-afghans-long-package
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/481298/libya-humanitarian-relief
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/481298/libya-humanitarian-relief
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2877537/somali-doctors-emboldened-mogadishu-medical-training
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2877537/somali-doctors-emboldened-mogadishu-medical-training
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6113912/coalition-distributes-winter-supplies
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6113912/coalition-distributes-winter-supplies
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/628425/civil-affairs-group-extends-reach-western-accord-2012-community
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/628425/civil-affairs-group-extends-reach-western-accord-2012-community
https://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/82nd-civil-affairs-battalions-last-deployed-company-lessons-learned
https://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/82nd-civil-affairs-battalions-last-deployed-company-lessons-learned
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/1784031/flintlock-15
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Iraq Conducting quality assurance checks 
during a renovation project at a local 
school. 

Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/341142/ramadi-swat  

Mozambique Providing Logistics Support for the 
Distribution of Humanitarian 
Assistance  

Humanitarian Assistance https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5253825/some-
humanitarian-aid-transported-us-military-distributed-world-
food-programme 

Niger Vaccinating Livestock Livestock & Animal Health https://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/82nd-civil-affairs-
battalions-last-deployed-company-lessons-learned 

Nigeria Examining a child’s health in support of 
the Africa Partnership Station initiative  

Health/Medical https://www.dvidshub.net/image/651146/hsv-swift-departs-
nigeria-following-africa-partnership-station-visit  

South Sudan Training Local Veterinarians and 
Laboratory Technicians 

Education/Livestock & 
Animal Health 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6567530/maj-stephanie-
wire-conducts-clinical-veterinary-training-with-south-
sudanese-veterinarians-and-laboratory-technicians  
 

Yemen Female soldiers teach Yemeni women 
to help livestock  

Livestock & Animal Health https://www.dvidshub.net/image/34026/female-soldiers-
teach-certify-yemeni-women-help-livestock  

Burundi Conducting an Ebola Preparedness 
Session with locals 

Health/Education https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5534253/cjtf-hoa-kamenge-
military-hospital-partner-ebola-prevention 

Comoros Building Local Schools  Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/search?q=civil+affairs+Madagascar
&view=grid 

Haiti Providing tends during a humanitarian 
aid distribution mission  

Humanitarian Assistance https://www.dvidshub.net/image/253347/civil-affairs-works-
haiti 

Kosovo Constructing a Playground for Children 
in Kosovo 

Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6371664/kfor-troops-open-
newly-constructed-playground-kosovo 

Lebanon Providing Protective Equipment in 
Response to COVID-19 

Health/Medical https://www.centcom.mil/MEDIA/NEWS-ARTICLES/News-
Article-View/Article/2183984/lebanon-and-jordan-partner-
with-us-civil-affairs-amid-global-pandemic/ 

Liberia Assessing School Supply Needs at Local 
Schools 

Resource Provision https://www.dvidshub.net/image/1680016/civil-affairs-
support-community 

Marshall Islands Handing out treats to children during a 
civic outreach event. 

Civic Engagement https://www.dvidshub.net/image/4949853/nmcb-1-
community-outreach-marshall-islands 
 

Micronesia Medical, Pediatrics and Optometry 
care for the local population 

Health/Medical https://www.dvidshub.net/image/394337/pacific-partnership-
2011 

The Gambia Participating in a community center for 
the teens of Banjul, Gambia  

Civic Engagement https://www.dvidshub.net/image/791395/community-project-
star-fish-international  

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/341142/ramadi-swat
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5253825/some-humanitarian-aid-transported-us-military-distributed-world-food-programme
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5253825/some-humanitarian-aid-transported-us-military-distributed-world-food-programme
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5253825/some-humanitarian-aid-transported-us-military-distributed-world-food-programme
https://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/82nd-civil-affairs-battalions-last-deployed-company-lessons-learned
https://smallwarsjournal.com/jrnl/art/82nd-civil-affairs-battalions-last-deployed-company-lessons-learned
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/651146/hsv-swift-departs-nigeria-following-africa-partnership-station-visit
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/651146/hsv-swift-departs-nigeria-following-africa-partnership-station-visit
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6567530/maj-stephanie-wire-conducts-clinical-veterinary-training-with-south-sudanese-veterinarians-and-laboratory-technicians
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6567530/maj-stephanie-wire-conducts-clinical-veterinary-training-with-south-sudanese-veterinarians-and-laboratory-technicians
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6567530/maj-stephanie-wire-conducts-clinical-veterinary-training-with-south-sudanese-veterinarians-and-laboratory-technicians
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/34026/female-soldiers-teach-certify-yemeni-women-help-livestock
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/34026/female-soldiers-teach-certify-yemeni-women-help-livestock
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5534253/cjtf-hoa-kamenge-military-hospital-partner-ebola-prevention
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5534253/cjtf-hoa-kamenge-military-hospital-partner-ebola-prevention
https://www.dvidshub.net/search?q=civil+affairs+Madagascar&view=grid
https://www.dvidshub.net/search?q=civil+affairs+Madagascar&view=grid
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6371664/kfor-troops-open-newly-constructed-playground-kosovo
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6371664/kfor-troops-open-newly-constructed-playground-kosovo
https://www.centcom.mil/MEDIA/NEWS-ARTICLES/News-Article-View/Article/2183984/lebanon-and-jordan-partner-with-us-civil-affairs-amid-global-pandemic/
https://www.centcom.mil/MEDIA/NEWS-ARTICLES/News-Article-View/Article/2183984/lebanon-and-jordan-partner-with-us-civil-affairs-amid-global-pandemic/
https://www.centcom.mil/MEDIA/NEWS-ARTICLES/News-Article-View/Article/2183984/lebanon-and-jordan-partner-with-us-civil-affairs-amid-global-pandemic/
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/1680016/civil-affairs-support-community
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/1680016/civil-affairs-support-community
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/4949853/nmcb-1-community-outreach-marshall-islands
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/4949853/nmcb-1-community-outreach-marshall-islands
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/394337/pacific-partnership-2011
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/394337/pacific-partnership-2011
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/791395/community-project-star-fish-international
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/791395/community-project-star-fish-international
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Timor-Leste Distribute Nutritional Items and 
Sanitization Supplies 

Medical/Health https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6433430/task-force-oceania-
supports-us-embassy-timor-leste 

Albania Donating Backpacks and School 
Supplies for Students at a School for 
Special Needs  

Resource Provision https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6663220/53rd-ibct-civil-
affairs-officer-organizes-community-outreach-event-albania 

Bangladesh Constructing a high school in Dhaka, 
Bangladesh 

Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/720024/engineering-civil-
action-program-bangladesh-interoperability-program 

Barbados and the 
Eastern Caribbean 

Evacuating citizens after the landfall of 
Hurricane Maria in Dominica 

Humanitarian Assistance https://www.dvidshub.net/image/3803882/navy-continues-
evacuations-dominica 

Belize Working with NGOs to donate school 
and medical supplies.  

Community Engagement https://www.12af.acc.af.mil/News/Article-
Display/Article/667687/civil-affairs-teams-ensure-local-
population-needs-met/ 

Benin Teaching Proper Hygiene Practices Health https://www.dvidshub.net/image/180043/marines-sailors-
conduct-humanitarian-mission-benin 

Bosnia & 
Herzegovina 

Connecting a small town to NASA’s 
Perseverance Rover mission on Mars  

Community Engagement https://www.dvidshub.net/news/394176/us-sof-civil-affairs-
bringing-worlds-together-story-us-army-cpt-benjamin-ordiway-
us-army-civil-affairs 

Botswana Soldiers Host Soccer Tournament in 
Support of Safe Male Circumcisions as 
a Mechanism for Stopping the Spread 
of HIV. 

Health https://www.dvidshub.net/video/151099/smc-soccer-
tournament-b-roll 

Brazil  Providing Soccer Balls, Pens, and 
Papers to Local School 

Resource Provision https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2293291/4th-cag-visits-
school-brazil 

Bulgaria Renovating Kindergarten Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2826098/humanitarian-civil-
assistance-project-kalifarevo-bulgaria 

Cambodia Providing Toys, Food, School Supplies 
and Backpacks, Linens and Medical 
Supplies to an all boys’ school 

Resource Provision https://www.dvidshub.net/image/342680/mcast-command-
trains-royal-cambodian-navy 

Chile Partnering with Chilean Marines to 
Renovate Playground  

Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/1516995/partnership-
americas-2014-provides-opportunity-help-local-community  

Colombia Providing humanitarian assistance by 
supporting doctors and engineers  

Health/Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/video/415956/us-marines-sailors-
lend-helping-hand-people-colombia  

Costa Rica Conducting damage assessment and 
identifying humanitarian assistance 
projects in the wake of Hurricane Otto 

Disaster 
Relief/Humanitarian 
Assistance 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/3059565/jtf-bravo-sends-
hurricane-damage-team-costa-rica  

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6433430/task-force-oceania-supports-us-embassy-timor-leste
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6433430/task-force-oceania-supports-us-embassy-timor-leste
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6663220/53rd-ibct-civil-affairs-officer-organizes-community-outreach-event-albania
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6663220/53rd-ibct-civil-affairs-officer-organizes-community-outreach-event-albania
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/720024/engineering-civil-action-program-bangladesh-interoperability-program
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/720024/engineering-civil-action-program-bangladesh-interoperability-program
https://www.12af.acc.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/667687/civil-affairs-teams-ensure-local-population-needs-met/
https://www.12af.acc.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/667687/civil-affairs-teams-ensure-local-population-needs-met/
https://www.12af.acc.af.mil/News/Article-Display/Article/667687/civil-affairs-teams-ensure-local-population-needs-met/
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/180043/marines-sailors-conduct-humanitarian-mission-benin
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/180043/marines-sailors-conduct-humanitarian-mission-benin
https://www.dvidshub.net/news/394176/us-sof-civil-affairs-bringing-worlds-together-story-us-army-cpt-benjamin-ordiway-us-army-civil-affairs
https://www.dvidshub.net/news/394176/us-sof-civil-affairs-bringing-worlds-together-story-us-army-cpt-benjamin-ordiway-us-army-civil-affairs
https://www.dvidshub.net/news/394176/us-sof-civil-affairs-bringing-worlds-together-story-us-army-cpt-benjamin-ordiway-us-army-civil-affairs
https://www.dvidshub.net/video/151099/smc-soccer-tournament-b-roll
https://www.dvidshub.net/video/151099/smc-soccer-tournament-b-roll
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2293291/4th-cag-visits-school-brazil
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2293291/4th-cag-visits-school-brazil
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2826098/humanitarian-civil-assistance-project-kalifarevo-bulgaria
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2826098/humanitarian-civil-assistance-project-kalifarevo-bulgaria
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/342680/mcast-command-trains-royal-cambodian-navy
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/342680/mcast-command-trains-royal-cambodian-navy
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/1516995/partnership-americas-2014-provides-opportunity-help-local-community
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/1516995/partnership-americas-2014-provides-opportunity-help-local-community
https://www.dvidshub.net/video/415956/us-marines-sailors-lend-helping-hand-people-colombia
https://www.dvidshub.net/video/415956/us-marines-sailors-lend-helping-hand-people-colombia
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/3059565/jtf-bravo-sends-hurricane-damage-team-costa-rica
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/3059565/jtf-bravo-sends-hurricane-damage-team-costa-rica
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Croatia Evaluating humanitarian assistance 
resources funded by the European 
Command 

Health https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2183967/7th-csc-soldiers-
evaluate-eucom-humanitarian-assistance-projects-croatia  

Czech Republic Meeting local town officials to discuss 
civil concerns.  

Community Engagement https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2647138/public-relations-
key-factor-anakonda-2016  

Djibouti Teaching Local Women Basic 
Veterinarian Husbandry Techniques 

Education/Livestock & 
Animal Health 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/38355/veterinary-civic-
action 

Dominican Republic Donating shoes, socks, and stuffed 
animals to children at a special needs 
school 

Resource Provision https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2139945/marines-generate-
smiles-dominican-republic  

Dutch Caribbean Supporting landscaping, yardwork, and 
beautification efforts in Curaçao 

Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2639474/usfol-airmen-
support-childrens-home-curacao  

Ecuador Conducting pediatric care and 
providing aid at medical sites to relieve 
the pressure on national medical 
systems caused by an increase in 
Venezuelan citizens 

Health/Medical https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5543940/usns-comfort-
ecuador  

El Salvador Offering General Medical Exams for 
locals.  

Health/Medical https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2074128/beyond-horizon-
2015  

Estonia U.S. Marines visit Local Schools in 
Estonia  

Community Engagement https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5425301/us-marines-visit-
local-school-estonia 

Ethiopia Responding to Malaria Outbreak Health https://www.dvidshub.net/video/92193/malaria-outbreak-
ethiopia 

Fiji Teaching Basic Health to school 
children 

Health/Education https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5642685/pacific-pathways-
conducts-civil-health-engagements-seaqaqa-fiji 

Georgia Assisting with the Renovation of a 
School 

Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2145795/short-notice-big-
mission-civil-affairs-battalion-takes-part-projects-three-
countries 

Germany Reviewing crisis management plans 
with local civil authorities 

Community Engagement https://www.alamy.com/us-army-reserve-soldiers-with-charlie-
company-457th-civil-affairs-battalion-wackernheim-germany-
working-together-with-soldiers-from-2d-cavalry-regiment-
vilseck-germany-led-multiple-engagements-with-local-civil-
authorities-in-lithuania-to-review-crisis-management-plans-in-
support-of-exercise-saber-strike-18-june-7-8-saber-strike-is-a-
long-standing-us-army-europe-led-integrated-training-exercise-
that-helps-facilitate-cooperation-amongst-the-us-estonia-

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2183967/7th-csc-soldiers-evaluate-eucom-humanitarian-assistance-projects-croatia
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2183967/7th-csc-soldiers-evaluate-eucom-humanitarian-assistance-projects-croatia
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2647138/public-relations-key-factor-anakonda-2016
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2647138/public-relations-key-factor-anakonda-2016
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/38355/veterinary-civic-action
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/38355/veterinary-civic-action
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2139945/marines-generate-smiles-dominican-republic
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2139945/marines-generate-smiles-dominican-republic
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2639474/usfol-airmen-support-childrens-home-curacao
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2639474/usfol-airmen-support-childrens-home-curacao
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5543940/usns-comfort-ecuador
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5543940/usns-comfort-ecuador
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2074128/beyond-horizon-2015
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2074128/beyond-horizon-2015
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5425301/us-marines-visit-local-school-estonia
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5425301/us-marines-visit-local-school-estonia
https://www.dvidshub.net/video/92193/malaria-outbreak-ethiopia
https://www.dvidshub.net/video/92193/malaria-outbreak-ethiopia
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5642685/pacific-pathways-conducts-civil-health-engagements-seaqaqa-fiji
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5642685/pacific-pathways-conducts-civil-health-engagements-seaqaqa-fiji
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2145795/short-notice-big-mission-civil-affairs-battalion-takes-part-projects-three-countries
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2145795/short-notice-big-mission-civil-affairs-battalion-takes-part-projects-three-countries
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2145795/short-notice-big-mission-civil-affairs-battalion-takes-part-projects-three-countries
https://www.alamy.com/us-army-reserve-soldiers-with-charlie-company-457th-civil-affairs-battalion-wackernheim-germany-working-together-with-soldiers-from-2d-cavalry-regiment-vilseck-germany-led-multiple-engagements-with-local-civil-authorities-in-lithuania-to-review-crisis-management-plans-in-support-of-exercise-saber-strike-18-june-7-8-saber-strike-is-a-long-standing-us-army-europe-led-integrated-training-exercise-that-helps-facilitate-cooperation-amongst-the-us-estonia-latvia-lithuania-poland-and-other-allied-and-partner-nations-june-3-15-image216014317.html
https://www.alamy.com/us-army-reserve-soldiers-with-charlie-company-457th-civil-affairs-battalion-wackernheim-germany-working-together-with-soldiers-from-2d-cavalry-regiment-vilseck-germany-led-multiple-engagements-with-local-civil-authorities-in-lithuania-to-review-crisis-management-plans-in-support-of-exercise-saber-strike-18-june-7-8-saber-strike-is-a-long-standing-us-army-europe-led-integrated-training-exercise-that-helps-facilitate-cooperation-amongst-the-us-estonia-latvia-lithuania-poland-and-other-allied-and-partner-nations-june-3-15-image216014317.html
https://www.alamy.com/us-army-reserve-soldiers-with-charlie-company-457th-civil-affairs-battalion-wackernheim-germany-working-together-with-soldiers-from-2d-cavalry-regiment-vilseck-germany-led-multiple-engagements-with-local-civil-authorities-in-lithuania-to-review-crisis-management-plans-in-support-of-exercise-saber-strike-18-june-7-8-saber-strike-is-a-long-standing-us-army-europe-led-integrated-training-exercise-that-helps-facilitate-cooperation-amongst-the-us-estonia-latvia-lithuania-poland-and-other-allied-and-partner-nations-june-3-15-image216014317.html
https://www.alamy.com/us-army-reserve-soldiers-with-charlie-company-457th-civil-affairs-battalion-wackernheim-germany-working-together-with-soldiers-from-2d-cavalry-regiment-vilseck-germany-led-multiple-engagements-with-local-civil-authorities-in-lithuania-to-review-crisis-management-plans-in-support-of-exercise-saber-strike-18-june-7-8-saber-strike-is-a-long-standing-us-army-europe-led-integrated-training-exercise-that-helps-facilitate-cooperation-amongst-the-us-estonia-latvia-lithuania-poland-and-other-allied-and-partner-nations-june-3-15-image216014317.html
https://www.alamy.com/us-army-reserve-soldiers-with-charlie-company-457th-civil-affairs-battalion-wackernheim-germany-working-together-with-soldiers-from-2d-cavalry-regiment-vilseck-germany-led-multiple-engagements-with-local-civil-authorities-in-lithuania-to-review-crisis-management-plans-in-support-of-exercise-saber-strike-18-june-7-8-saber-strike-is-a-long-standing-us-army-europe-led-integrated-training-exercise-that-helps-facilitate-cooperation-amongst-the-us-estonia-latvia-lithuania-poland-and-other-allied-and-partner-nations-june-3-15-image216014317.html
https://www.alamy.com/us-army-reserve-soldiers-with-charlie-company-457th-civil-affairs-battalion-wackernheim-germany-working-together-with-soldiers-from-2d-cavalry-regiment-vilseck-germany-led-multiple-engagements-with-local-civil-authorities-in-lithuania-to-review-crisis-management-plans-in-support-of-exercise-saber-strike-18-june-7-8-saber-strike-is-a-long-standing-us-army-europe-led-integrated-training-exercise-that-helps-facilitate-cooperation-amongst-the-us-estonia-latvia-lithuania-poland-and-other-allied-and-partner-nations-june-3-15-image216014317.html
https://www.alamy.com/us-army-reserve-soldiers-with-charlie-company-457th-civil-affairs-battalion-wackernheim-germany-working-together-with-soldiers-from-2d-cavalry-regiment-vilseck-germany-led-multiple-engagements-with-local-civil-authorities-in-lithuania-to-review-crisis-management-plans-in-support-of-exercise-saber-strike-18-june-7-8-saber-strike-is-a-long-standing-us-army-europe-led-integrated-training-exercise-that-helps-facilitate-cooperation-amongst-the-us-estonia-latvia-lithuania-poland-and-other-allied-and-partner-nations-june-3-15-image216014317.html
https://www.alamy.com/us-army-reserve-soldiers-with-charlie-company-457th-civil-affairs-battalion-wackernheim-germany-working-together-with-soldiers-from-2d-cavalry-regiment-vilseck-germany-led-multiple-engagements-with-local-civil-authorities-in-lithuania-to-review-crisis-management-plans-in-support-of-exercise-saber-strike-18-june-7-8-saber-strike-is-a-long-standing-us-army-europe-led-integrated-training-exercise-that-helps-facilitate-cooperation-amongst-the-us-estonia-latvia-lithuania-poland-and-other-allied-and-partner-nations-june-3-15-image216014317.html


 

 

284 

latvia-lithuania-poland-and-other-allied-and-partner-nations-
june-3-15-image216014317.html 

Ghana Providing School Supplies Resource Provision https://www.dvidshub.net/image/4598541/soldier-donates-
school-ghana  
 

Greece US Army Reserve Doctors Help Save a 
Civilian life 

Medical https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2358965/us-army-reserve-
doctors-save-life-greece 

Guatemala Building Clinics Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/1260925/beyond-horizon-
2014-guatemala 

Guyana Painting a parking chock during a 
Community Outreach Event 

Community Engagement/ 
Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5615804/paint-linden-new-
horizons-2019  

Honduras Dental Treatment for Local Population Health https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2779440/merging-civil-
affairs-and-medical-exercises-long-term-success 

Hungary Meeting local leaders from Pilis, 
Hungary to discuss the city’s 
demographics and infrastructure 

Community Engagement https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5503133/457th-ca-bn-
meets-local-hungarian-key-leaders  

Italy & San Marino US Army teaches Italian police forces 
combat lifesaving procedures 

Community Engagement https://www.dvidshub.net/image/4582474/us-army-civil-
affairs-team-teaches-italian-police-forces-cls  

Jamaica Building Chicken Coops in Jamaica Livestock & Animal Health https://www.usaid.gov/sites/default/files/documents/1866/US
AIDPolicyCooperationDoD.pdf 

Jordan Providing Protective Equipment in 
Response to COVID-19 

Health/Medical https://www.centcom.mil/MEDIA/NEWS-ARTICLES/News-
Article-View/Article/2183984/lebanon-and-jordan-partner-
with-us-civil-affairs-amid-global-pandemic/ 

Kazakhstan Ground forces engaging with civilians Community Engagement https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5510125/field-academics-
phase-steppe-eagle-19  

Kenya Ensuring Local Livestock’s Health by 
Treating Livestock in Veterinarian 
Exercise 

Livestock & Animal Health https://www.dvidshub.net/image/648453/vetcap-kenya 

Kyrgyz Republic 
 

Donating clothing to the Kyrgyz 
Republic Congress of Women 

Resource Provision https://www.dvidshub.net/image/300968/airmen-donate-
kyrgyz-republic-congress-women  

Latvia Renovating a kindergarten in Silmala, 
Latvia 

Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.eucom.mil/topic/hca 

Lithuania Partaking in a Humanitarian Civil 
Assistant project 

Humanitarian Assistance https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2810387/lithuanian-
humanitarian-civil-assistance-hca-project 
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Mauritania Treating Cattle Livestock & Animal Health https://www.defense.gov/News/Feature-
Stories/Story/Article/2094903/us-soldiers-partner-with-vets-
to-protect-cattle-in-mauritania/  
 

Mexico Airlifting over 31,000 pounds of 
hygiene and medical supplies to 
provide relief to areas impacted by a 
7.1 magnitude earthquake  

Humanitarian 
Assistance/Disaster Relief 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/3800250/us-sends-aid-
mexico-earthquake-relief  

Moldova Renovating the Kitchen at a School for 
the Hearing Impaired 

Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/2686937/moldovan-
humanitarian-civil-assistance-hca-project 

Montenegro Providing Relief in Response to Heavy 
Snowfall 

Disaster Relief https://www.dvidshub.net/image/530248/montenegro-
humanitarian-assistance-disaster-relief 

Nepal Delivering Relief Aid to Nepal in 
response to a 7.8 Magnitude 
earthquake  

Disaster Relief/Resource 
Provision 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/1919222/nepal-hadr  

Nicaragua Helping out at a school in Puerto 
Cabezas, Nicaragua 

Community Engagement https://www.dvidshub.net/image/109674/helping-out-school-
nicaragua  

North Macedonia Crisis Communication Workshop for 
civilian organizations 

Community Engagement https://www.army.mil/article/254043/us_army_conducts_crisi
s_communication_workshop_in_north_macedonia  

Norway Volunteering at a Norwegian Middle 
School 

Community Engagement https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5380353/mrf-e-192-
marines-visit-norwegian-middle-school 

Pakistan Supplying flour, sugar, and rice to 
support relief efforts 

Resource Provision https://www.dvidshub.net/image/313005/pakistan-relief  

Palau Providing Veteran Services for 
Domestic Pets 

Livestock & Animal Health https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5275005/exercise-palau-
offers-veterinary-outreach-koror 

Panama Providing humanitarian civic assistance 
through the provision of medical, 
dental, veterinary, engineering 
support, and disaster relief efforts.  

Humanitarian 
Assistance/Resource 
Provision 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/326741/continuing-promise-
2010  

Paraguay Donations of cleaning kits delivered to 
the city of Aregua, Paraguay 

Resource Provision https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6271685/florida-guard-
soldier-helps-forge-closer-ties-with-south-american-partner  

Peru Offering veterinarian services to rural 
families.  

Livestock & Animal Health https://www.dvidshub.net/image/100822/continuing-promise-
2008-veterinary-civil-affairs-project  

Philippines Providing PPE Equipment Medical https://www.facebook.com/USEmbassyPH/photos/pcb.101595
75105339623/10159575105264623/  
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Poland Soldiers play frisbee with local children 
during a base visit 

Community Engagement https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6247621/soldiers-us-and-
poland-polish-host-local-children-base-visit 

Qatar Boosting Morale for Afghan Evacuees 
as part of Operation Allies Welcome 

Humanitarian Assistance https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6818150/379th-eceg-
provides-morale-qualified-evacuees 

Romania Providing Christmas presents for young 
children in Bucharest, Romania 
 

Community 
Engagement/Resource 
Provision 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6465568/us-army-civil-
affairs-delivers-christmas-gifts-good-cheer-bucharest 

Rwanda Assessing Livestock Health Livestock & Animal Health https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6116669/cjtf-hoas-411th-ca-
rwanda-partner-veterinary-one-health-assessment 

Senegal Helping Farmers Protect Crops from 
Livestock by Building Live Fence  

Agriculture/Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/search/?q=civil+affairs+gambia&vie
w=grid 

Serbia Renovating an elementary school in 
Prokulpje, Serbia 

Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/199090/serbian-us-officials-
visit-joint-civil-military-construction-sites 

Sierra Leone Soldiers Volunteer at a Local 
Orphanage 

Community Engagement https://www.dvidshub.net/search/?q=civil+affairs+Sierra+leone&
view=grid 

Slovak Republic Donating Generators to combat the 
spread of COVID-19 and increase 
safety of children in an elementary 
school 

Health/Resource Provision https://www.dvidshub.net/image/6520377/432nd-civil-affairs-
team-assists-with-slovakian-gift-outreach 

Slovenia Evaluating the Slovenian Civilian 
Protection and its natural disaster 
response handling. 

Disaster Relief/Medical https://www.dvidshub.net/image/1522630/immediate-
response-14-ftx-tests-us-and-multinational-forces  

Spain and Andorra Participating in an exercise focused on 
humanitarian assistance and disaster 
relief.  

Disaster 
Relief/Humanitarian 
Assistance 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/1816165/tf68-7th-csc-
soldiers-participate-spain-disaster-response-exercise-daimiel-
15  

Sri Lanka Constructing classrooms in 
Trincomalee, Sri Lanka 

Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/3837489/carat-sri-lanka-
2017  

Suriname Distributing school supplies to children Resource Provision https://www.dvidshub.net/image/433910/service-members-
deliver-supplies-suriname-children  

Swaziland Medical and Dental Treatment for 
Children 

Medical/Health https://www.dvidshub.net/image/195163/medflag-09 

Tajikistan Providing Medical Assistance to Tajik 
Border Guards 

Medical https://www.army.mil/article/74620/building_the_special_ope
rations_force_enterprise_through_partnerships 

Tanzania Assessing Water Cisterns in the Local 
community 

Resource Provision https://www.dvidshub.net/image/321305/maritime-civil-
affairs-team-115-makes-impact-tanzania 

Thailand Building New Structures for Schools in 
the Local Community 

Infrastructure 
Development 

https://www.dvidshub.net/video/106161/engineering-civil-
affairs-project 
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https://www.dvidshub.net/video/106161/engineering-civil-affairs-project
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The Bahamas Assessing and assisting patients 
affected by Hurricane Dorian in the 
Bahamas  

Disaster Relief/Medical https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5730339/coast-guard-
continues-response-efforts-bahamas  

Trinidad and Tobago Donating sports equipment to a school Resource Provision https://www.dvidshub.net/image/3479383/athletes-
everywhere-us-marines-donate-school-trinidad 

Ukraine Strengthening Child Health Health https://www.dvidshub.net/search?q=civil+affairs+ukraine&vie
w=grid 

Uzbekistan Toy donation efforts in part of a 
regular humanitarian assistance effort  

Humanitarian 
Assistance/Resource 
Provision 

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/9449/staff-sgt-patricia-
garcia-hands-donated-teddy-bear-wrapped-donated  

  

https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5730339/coast-guard-continues-response-efforts-bahamas
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/5730339/coast-guard-continues-response-efforts-bahamas
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/3479383/athletes-everywhere-us-marines-donate-school-trinidad
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/3479383/athletes-everywhere-us-marines-donate-school-trinidad
https://www.dvidshub.net/search?q=civil+affairs+ukraine&view=grid
https://www.dvidshub.net/search?q=civil+affairs+ukraine&view=grid
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/9449/staff-sgt-patricia-garcia-hands-donated-teddy-bear-wrapped-donated
https://www.dvidshub.net/image/9449/staff-sgt-patricia-garcia-hands-donated-teddy-bear-wrapped-donated
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Appendix 3: Populations Survey 
 

Dear participant,  

this survey asks you to answer 10 questions about education, infrastructure and any other projects in 

your community. It will take you a few minutes to complete this survey. 

 
Age ______ 

Marital Status ________ 

Number of persons in your household_______ 

What is your gender? 
• Male 
• Female 
• Prefer not to say 
 
1. Which of the following best describes your position in the Municipality or Barangay? (select all that 
apply)   
• I am a Barangay Kagawad Council member 
• I work in the Mayor’s Office of the Municipal Mayor or Punong Barangay 
• I am employed by the Municipality or Barangay 
• I am a volunteer with the Municipality or Barangay 
• I do not have an official role, but am a person who makes decisions for others in my Barangay 
• I do not have any official decision-making role in my Barangay 
• I work for a local NGO 
• I am a member of the Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) 
• I am a member of the Barangay youth 
• I am a teacher 
• I am a housewife (I work at the home) 
• Other (please specify) 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________ 

2. What are the types of projects that are carried out in your community? (select all that apply) 
• Medical projects (hospitals, clinics, etc.) 
• Education projects 
• Road or highway construction 
• Borewell, tube well, piped water, irrigation, or other water projects 
• Electrification 
• Agricultural project 
• Other community facility 
• Handing out goods to the community, such as food, medicines, clothing, fuel, etc. 
• Providing services to the community 
• Other (please specify) 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
3. Please provide the location and name of the project in your Barangay (optional): 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
4. Which of the following person (s) from your community were involved in the preparation, design, and 
planning of the project you identified in the previous question? (select all that apply) 
• Elected leaders 
• Experts 
• Religious or other leaders of the community 
• No community members were involved 
• Other (please specify) 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
5. Which of the following did you personally do in terms of planning, design and implementation of the 
project? (please select all that apply) 
• I attended a public meeting 
• I attended a private meeting 
• I was visited by an official involved with the project 
• I contacted an official involved with the project 
• I filed out a survey or questionnaire related to the project 
• I was informed about the project in the newspaper or other media 
• None of the above 
• Other (please specify) 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 
6. As far as you are aware, who else, other than members of your community, was involved in the 
preparation, design and planning of the project? (select all that apply) 

• The United States Military 
• The Armed Forces of the Philippines (AFP) 
• A local NGO 
• An international NGO 
• A donor agency, such as USAID (or other outside donor) 
• I do not know who else was involved 
• Other (please specify) 

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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7. Which of the following statements is closer to your own perspective (select one)? 
• The project was appropriate to my community and met my community needs 
• The project was not appropriate and did not meet the needs of my community 
• The project caused harm to my community 
• I do not have direct experience with the result of the project I do not know if it met the need 
• Other (please specify) 

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
8. Approximately how often do you personally or your family make use of the project in your community 
that you specified earlier? 

• Daily 
• Weekly 
• Monthly 
• Once every few months 
• About once a year 
• Never 
• Other (please specify) 

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
9. Please state how the project affected your community in the following ways (select all that apply) 

• The project improved trust among community members 
• The project has brought together community members who normally do not interact with each 

other 
• The project has raised tensions in the community 
• The project led to fewer community members leaving or migrating 
• The project has brought new investment and money to the community 
• Other (please specify) 

______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
10. Additional Comments 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
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This survey is part of a larger research project doctoral thesis. If you have experience in working with 
NGOs and military actors, as a member of your community, or have been the recipient of assistance 
provided by the military, both local and international, or NGOs, and are open to being interviewed as 
part of this academic study, please email surveydissertation1@gmail.com. You participation is 
completely anonymous.  
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