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Introduction

Instituting and 
enforcing security 
measures by the 
military is merely 
the first step that 
permits other 
actors to take an 
active role...

Contingency operations are currently taking place in 
dangerous, unpredictable, and highly volatile environments 
where local government institutions have weakened or 

collapsed. In view of these conflict situations, it is recognized that 
the initial task of the military (whether national or multilateral) is to 
provide security. However, providing security alone is not sufficient.  
Instituting and enforcing security measures by the military is 
merely the first step that permits other actors to take an active role 
in implementing critical strategic and tactical measures in initiating 
stability, security, transition, and reconstruction operations. In this 
context, coordinating a comprehensive, whole-of-government 
approach becomes vital in facilitating the local actors to move past 
the conflict.1

While the pivotal importance of the military’s role in 
peacekeeping is generally acknowledged, it is also recognized that 
this role must be fully integrated with the political, diplomatic, 
and economic efforts of the groups in conflict, international 
organizations, nongovernment organizations, the media, and other 
non-state actors.2 The question is how to coordinate  the different 
institutional actors carrying out these complex and interrelated 
functions  with their varying objectives, timelines, and mandates.

This topic specifically addresses one of the most serious 
challenges of the U.S. government in a post-9/11 world. Before 
addressing this complex and multi-faceted subject, however, certain 
prefatory issues must be defined and examined.

The initial question is: Where are such “failing or failed states” 
located, and what causes such states to fail in the first instance? 
Second, why should the U.S. government take on the task of 
preventing conflict in such conflict or post-conflict zones? Finally, 
will intervention reduce the conflict and move the failed or failing 
state toward the path of stabilization and reconstruction?  Or, in 
other words, what should be the government’s short- and long-term 
political objectives in undertaking conflict prevention? 

In light of the challenge posed above, this essay will:

• Examine the questions discussed above to set the stage for 
a fuller discussion of the national interests that may propel the 
United States into undertaking such a complex, difficult, and 
long-term goal of inter-agency cooperation in this context.



2 InterAgency Paper, No. 9W/May 2012

...there is 
no one single 

accepted 
government 

definition of what 
constitutes a 

failing or failed 
state.

Setting the Stage: 
Why Do Certain Nations Fail?

• Critically review the current obstacles and roadblocks to 
achieving interagency cooperation to address long-term issues 
of preventing conflict in failing and failed states.   
• Propose a practical, solutions-based approach to achieve the 
goal of interagency cooperation as a way forward.

At the outset, it is important to recognize that there is no one 
single accepted U.S. government definition of what constitutes a 
failing or failed state.3 The Department of State defines fragile states 
as those “unable to provide physical security and basic services for 
their citizens due to lack of control over physical territory, massive 
corruption, criminal capture of government institutions, feudal 
gaps between rich and poor, an absence of social responsibility by 
elites, or simply grinding poverty and the absence of any tradition 
of functioning government.”4 According to the U.S. Agency for 
International Development (USAID), fragile includes failed, 
failing, and recovering states.5 USAID also proposed the “fragility 
framework” as the means for analyzing governance in fragile states.6

Definitions

The National Security Strategy (2010)7 and the National Military 
Strategy (2011)8 do not define “failing or failed states.”  The 
National Military Strategy, however, warns of the danger of failed 
states: “States with weak, failing, and corrupt governments will 
increasingly be used as a safe haven for an expanding array of non-
state actors that breed conflict and endanger stability, particularly in 
Africa and the broader Middle East.”9

Perhaps the most complete definition of failing states is contained 
in the U.S. Army Field Manual, FM 3-07, Stability Operations, 
which sets forth the following definitions:

A fragile state is a country that suffers from institutional 
weaknesses serious enough to threaten the stability of 
the central government. These weaknesses arise from 
several root causes, including ineffective governance, 
criminalization of the state, economic failure, external 
aggression, and internal strife due to disenfranchisement of 
large sections of the population. . . .10 

The term fragile state refers to the broad spectrum of failed, 
failing, and recovering states. The distinction among them is 
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The lack of 
accepted 
definitions of 
what constitutes 
failing or failed 
states reflects 
and perhaps 
perpetuates 
the difference 
in perspectives 
of the various 
U.S. government 
agencies dealing 
with failed states. 

rarely clear, as fragile states do not travel a predictable path to 
failure or recovery. The difference between a recovering and 
failed state may be minimal, as the underlying conditions, 
such as insurgency or famine, may drive a state to collapse 
in a relatively short period. It is far more important to 
understand how far and quickly a state is moving from or 
toward stability. The fragile states framework, developed by 
the U.S. Agency for International Development, provides a 
model for applying U.S. development assistance in fragile 
states. This framework serves to inform understanding for 
intervening actors, providing a graphic tool that describes 
the conditions of the operational environment. . . .11 

Fragile states can be defined as either vulnerable or in crisis. 
A vulnerable state is a nation either unable or unwilling 
to provide adequate security and essential services to 
significant portions of the population. In vulnerable states, 
the legitimacy of the central government is in question. This 
includes states that are failing or recovering from crisis. A 
crisis state is a nation in which the central government 
does not exert effective control over its own territory. 
It is unable or unwilling to provide security and essential 
services for significant portions of the population. In crisis 
states, the central government may be weak, nonexistent, 
or simply unable or unwilling to provide security or basic 
services. This includes states that are failing or have failed 
altogether, where violent conflict is a reality or a great risk.12

The lack of accepted definitions of what constitutes failing 
or failed states reflects and perhaps perpetuates the difference in 
perspectives of the various government agencies dealing with failed 
states. These agencies and departments include, but are not limited 
to, State Department, USAID, and the Departments of Defense 
(DoD), Agriculture, Justice, Commerce, and Homeland Security.  In 
spite of these differences, “the challenge for military and civilian 
leaders is to forge unity of effort among the diverse array of actors 
involved in a stability operation. This is the essence of unified 
action: the synchronization, coordination, and/or integration of 
the activities of governmental and nongovernmental entities with 
military operations to achieve unity of effort.”13

Moreover, two more important distinctions should be made, first, 
the need to create a whole-of-government approach that integrates 
the collaborative efforts of the departments and agencies of the U.S. 
government to achieve unity of effort toward a shared goal.14 Indeed, 
a successful whole-of-government approach requires that all actors:
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Aside from 
definitional 

issues, there is 
also no generally 

accepted 
agreement on 
which nations 

have failed or are 
at risk of failing.  

• Are represented, integrated, and actively involved in the 
process.
• Share an understanding of the situation and problem to be 
resolved.
• Strive for unity of effort toward achieving a common goal.
• Integrate and synchronize capabilities and activities.
• Collectively determine the resources, capabilities, and 
activities necessary to achieve their goal.15

Further, in thinking ahead, the U.S. government should 
partner with its allies, intergovernmental and nongovernmental 
organizations, private sector entities, and others in forging a 
comprehensive approach to dealing with failing and failed states.16

iDentifying failing anD faileD states

Aside from definitional issues, there is also no generally accepted 
agreement on which nations have failed or are at risk of failing.  
Popular indices of measuring such failures include the Brookings 
Institute Index of State Weakness, the George Mason University 
State Fragility Index, the World Bank at Risk States Index, the 
U.S. Department of State Foreign Assistance Framework, the U.S. 
Institute of Peace Measuring Progress in Conflict Environments 
framework, and the National Intelligence Council Internal Stability 
Watchlist.

In a collaboration between Foreign Policy and the Fund for 
Peace, the 2011 Failed States Index lists the following nations as the 
top twelve “failed states”: Somalia, Chad, Sudan, the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Haiti, Zimbabwe, Afghanistan, the Central 
African Republic, Iraq, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, and Pakistan.17 The 
U.S. has fought valiantly in Afghanistan and Iraq, that rank, rather 
disappointingly, seventh and ninth respectively on this list. Also, 
alarmingly, Pakistan rounds out the top dozen.  Does this mean that 
the United States owes the same duty of intervention in all the failed 
states on this list? Thankfully, not.

U.S. Response to Failing and 
Failed States: Federal Laws and 
Interagency Coordination

The strategic-level chain of command for dealing with failing 
states is defined in the Reconstruction and Stabilization Civilian 
Management Act of 2008 (the Act).18 Section 1604(a)(1) of the Act 
provides that:
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One of the 
reasons it has 
been difficult 
to develop U.S. 
national policy 
on failing and 
failed states 
is because 
the problems 
underlying such 
failures are 
generally so 
intractable.

If the President determines that it is in the national security 
interests of the United States for United States civilian 
agencies or non-Federal employees to assist in reconstructing 
and stabilizing a country or region that is at risk of, in, or is 
in transition from, conflict or civil strife, the President may 
. . . notwithstanding any other provision of law, and on such 
terms and conditions as the President may determine, furnish 
assistance to such country or region for reconstruction or 
stabilization. . . .19 (Emphasis added.)

Finding a legally-mandated “national interest” that justifies 
engaging in an overseas contingency operation20 and the political will 
to exercise it are difficult tasks for this, or any other, administration. 
In reality, not all failing or failed states pose a national security 
threat to the U.S.  

Somalia, for example, has been listed as #1 on the Failed State 
Index for the past four years and has not had a functioning national 
government in over 20 years. While this alone may not necessarily 
pose a compelling national security threat to the U.S., Somalia is 
problematic insofar as international pirating operations are being 
launched from its territory.21 In contrast, mass killings in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo and the Sudan have not elicited 
a U.S. national security response to date.22 (Historically, the same 
was true in Rwanda and Burundi.)23

States fail for a multiplicity of difficult, thorny, inter-connected, 
and disconnected reasons that are difficult to organize into neat 
categories. Clearly, a fuller discussion of why states fail lies outside 
the scope of this article.24 One organizing principle to consider is 
that state failures only rise to the level of affecting U.S. national 
interests when there is a nexus between the activities of the collapsed 
or failing state and U.S. strategic political, military, or economic 
interests.  So, generally speaking, imploding states like Zimbabwe, 
Central African Republic, or Guinea do not pose a national security 
threat to the U.S., but Afghanistan, Pakistan, and even Somalia do 
pose a real or existential threat.  

One of the reasons it has been difficult to develop U.S. national 
policy on failing and failed states is because the problems underlying 
such failures are generally so intractable. Notwithstanding the 
difficulty of formulating a national strategy, however, “one of the 
standing critiques of the Obama administration’s foreign policy is 
that, though the president has spoken frequently of the danger posed 
by state failure, he has never formulated a coherent policy to prevent 
or cure it.”25

Regardless of the underlying political and practical considerations 
that may be in play, once a national security interest determination 
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National 
Security 

Presidential 
Directive 44 
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“Secretaries of 

State and Defense 
will integrate 

stabilization and 
reconstruction 

contingency plans 
with military 

contingency plans 
where relevant 

and appropriate.”

is made under the Act, the President is authorized to use funds made 
available under the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961, as amended, 
subject to a 15-day notification to Congress as required by Section 
634 of the Foreign Assistance Act. Further, the President must also 
furnish a written policy justification to Congress’s Foreign Affairs 
and Appropriations Committees subject to the provisions of Section 
614(a)(3) of the Foreign Assistance Act, prior to using such funds.26

This Act also formally recognizes the Office of the Coordinator 
for Reconstruction and Stabilization (S/CRS) within the State 
Department, created in June 2004 by former Secretary of State, 
Colin Powell. The Act gives the Coordinator for Reconstruction and 
Stabilization the “mandate to lead, coordinate, and institutionalize 
United States Government civilian capacity to prevent or prepare for 
post-conflict situations and help reconstruct and stabilize a country 
or region that is at risk of, in, or is in transition from, conflict or civil 
strife.”27

The Act formally references National Security Presidential 
Directive 44 (NSPD-44) that gives the Secretary of State, with the 
Coordinator’s assistance, the lead role in developing reconstruction 
and stabilization strategies. The Secretary is also given the 
responsibility to coordinate with the DoD on reconstruction 
and stabilization responses and to integrate their planning and 
implementing procedures.28 Further, NSPD-44 specifies that the 
“Secretaries of State and Defense will integrate stabilization and 
reconstruction contingency plans with military contingency plans 
where relevant and appropriate.”29

Thus, NSPD-44 gives a fairly detailed roadmap for State to 
take the lead in coordinating responses for reconstruction and 
stabilization and related interagency processes, such as resolving 
relevant policy, program, and funding disputes among departments 
and agencies and working with expatriate and foreign individuals 
and organizations related to such activities.  

The State Department has also fleshed out its own responsibilities 
in its first “2010 Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review: 
Leading Through Civilian Power,” where it announced that the 
Civilian Reserve Corps may be replaced with an Expert Corps that 
will work with experts outside the government to deploy quickly 
to the field where contingency operations are taking place.30 
Also pursuant to the review, State announced the formation and 
reorganization of a number of its bureaus beginning on January 
5, 2012.  Principally, for purposes of this discussion, the S/CRS 
became the Bureau of Conflict and Stabilization Operations led by 
a new Assistant Secretary.  The mandate for this new Bureau is to 
advance U.S. national security by “driving integrated, civilian-led 
efforts to prevent, respond to, and stabilize crises in priority states, 
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...despite a wealth 
of statutory 
and handbook 
guidance, there 
are still significant 
obstacles and 
barriers to 
facilitating 
successful 
interagency 
cooperation in 
dealing with 
failing and failed 
states.

setting the conditions for long-term peace.”31

This organizational change may address one of the structural 
problems with the S/CRS, which was expected to report directly to 
the Secretary of State.  No doubt, this became unwieldy over time 
and has been addressed by this reorganizational change where an 
Assistant Secretary of State will now provide an intermediate level 
of supervision, review, and direction before any decision-making is 
taken up with the Secretary of State.

USAID also announced recently that it was changing the name 
of its Office of Military Affairs to the Office of Civilian Military 
Cooperation. “This change reflects the office’s evolving role 
in facilitating civilian-military cooperation, and better conveys 
the mission of the office—to improve communication, mutual 
understanding and cooperation between USAID and the Department 
of Defense.”32

In addition, innumerable other government agencies and 
independent organizations have issued thoughtful and thorough 
guidance on coordinating interagency efforts in dealing with 
complex operations, including the Col. Arthur D. Simons Center for 
the Study of Interagency Cooperation.33

Nevertheless, despite a wealth of statutory and handbook 
guidance, there are still significant obstacles and barriers to facilitating 
successful interagency cooperation in dealing with failing and failed 
states.  The following discussion will address some of these issues.

Problems in 
Interagency Coordination

Problems related to interagency coordination efforts in dealing 
with failing and failed states are essentially three-fold in nature: (1) 
structural, (2) cultural, and, (3) practical.

structural Problems

General William “Kip” Ward in looking back on his experience 
as Commander of the United States Africa Command describes its 
mandate as being “interagency-oriented.”34 Africa Command, in 
his words, reflected the “3-D” approach of diplomacy, defense, and 
development efforts of State, DoD, and USAID that were designed 
to take place in mutually supportive and complementary ways.35 But 
he points out that:

Often turning requirements into security assistance 
programs in Africa requires considering options that 
combine defense (Title 10 [of the U.S. Code]) with non-
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...stove-piping 
of roles, functions, 
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oversight 
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unity of effort in 
creating a whole-

of-government 
approach.

defense (Title 22 [of the U.S. Code]) appropriations. Rarely 
are these arrangements sustainable over time. . . . This strict 
compartmentalization of funding sources can impede unity 
of effort, especially since much of the Title 22 budget tends 
to be earmarked for very specific purposes.  The answer is 
not to call for changes to the legal differentiation between 
Title 10 and Title 22, which exists for important historical 
reasons regarding the separation of military and non-military 
matters.  Rather, other U.S. government agencies need both 
adequate resources and increased flexibility and versatility 
to turn short-fused opportunities into potentially long-term 
and successful programs that when combined with DoD 
efforts represent a holistic approach to security among U.S. 
partners.36

Title 10 is designed to provide the legal basis for the roles, 
missions, and organization of DoD and its respective service branches, 
and to authorize its military operations. Title 22 sets forth federal 
laws on foreign relations including subjects such as diplomatic and 
consular relations, foreign assistance, arms control, etc. Moreover, 
the Foreign Assistance Act (Pub. L. 87-195, 75 Stat. 424, enacted 
September 4, 1961, 22 U.S.C. § 2151 et seq.) reorganized the 
structure of existing U.S. foreign assistance programs, separated 
military from non-military aid, and created the USAID to administer 
those non-military, economic assistance programs. On November 3, 
1961, President John F. Kennedy signed the Foreign Assistance Act 
and issued Executive Order 10973. 

As General Ward correctly points out, these legal authorities 
cannot be easily merged since these are separate functions authorized 
and funded by Congress. Further, oversight of the 3-D agencies are 
exercised by many different committees in the U.S. Congress that 
have varying roles and perspectives on the functions, programs, and 
relations among DoD, State, and USAID. This stove-piping of roles, 
functions, legal authorities, funding, and Congressional oversight 
obviously creates problems in achieving a unity of effort in creating 
a whole-of-government approach.

General Ward also mentions the pivotal Goldwater-Nichols 
legislation37 that made sweeping reforms of the U.S. military, 
including instilling the military doctrines of “jointness” and “inter-
operability.” The legislation was designed to address inter-service 
rivalry and the lack of cooperation during the Vietnam War and 
afterward.  He applies the Goldwater-Nichols Act to the current 
interagency context by stating: “As with Goldwater-Nichols’ impact 
on jointness, interagency integration is about how disparate agencies 
work together to accomplish their respective missions under unity of 
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“Unlike the 
military, civilians 
have no doctrine; 
no accepted 
tactics, techniques 
and procedures; 
and no clear chain 
of command, so 
lessons learned 
are much more 
difficult to nest 
institutionally.”

effort.”38If one argues that NSPD-44 sets up the roadmap for jointness 
among military and non-military agencies in a similar manner as the 
Goldwater-Nichols legislation, does it truly accomplish this goal?  
One commentator bluntly concludes that “while the Goldwater-
Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 required 
and over time improved cooperation and inter-operability among the 
armed services, no similar dynamic has forced fusion of the civilian 
agencies, let alone between civilian and military agencies.”39 Thus, 
the answer may be a disappointing “no,” based not only on structural 
but also on cultural differences.

cultural Differences

While different U.S. military service branches have separate 
cultures that are reflected in their disparate roles and functions, there 
is an underlying commitment to the same strategic vision that cannot 
be compared with federal departments and agencies as dissimilar as 
the Departments of State, Agriculture, Justice, USAID, and others.  

One factor that strongly differentiates the military from the 
civilian approach is based on different learning cultures. The U.S. 
military has doctrine; civilian agencies do not.  The U.S. military also 
has a sophisticated approach to learning the lessons of experience 
and embedding those lessons learned into a system of professional 
education tailored to promotion and advancement.  Lessons learned 
are archived and disseminated so that successor generations of 
Soldiers and Airmen may benefit from this corporate knowledge.  In 
fact, the U.S. Army created the Center for Army Lessons Learned to 
manage this process.40 By contrast, according to Michael Miklaucic: 

The key civilian agencies involved in foreign policy in the 
U.S.—the Departments of State, Treasury, Agriculture, 
Homeland Security, and Justice and the U.S. Agency for 
International Development—do not have robust institutional 
cultures of learning.  Most learning is done on the job.  It is 
neither cumulative nor closely related to career development.  
It is not systematic and tends to be based on personal and 
anecdotal experience and absorbing the institutional culture 
of the home organization.  Unlike the military, civilians have 
no doctrine; no accepted tactics, techniques and procedures; 
and no clear chain of command, so lessons learned are 
much more difficult to nest institutionally.  Moreover, no 
civilian agency has complex operations as its core mission, 
so lessons from complex operations tend to get diluted and 
blended down into traditional diplomacy, development and 
defense core missions.41

Indeed, USAID eliminated its training and evaluations office in 
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2005 and is now trying to re-create it.43 
Thus, the cultural differences between military and non-

military U.S. actors are real and systemic and cannot be easily or 
quickly overcome.  Indeed, in light of the State Department’s recent 
announcement that it will be replacing the statutorily-mandated 
Civilian Reserve Corps44 with an Expert Corps, it may not be fair 
to pre-judge the change and deem it a failure before it is even 
implemented.  However, it will take time, effort, and a change 
in culture, mission, and chain of command in order to fully and 
permanently realize these interagency organizational, structural, 
and cultural changes already underway.  In the meantime, however, 
practical considerations are adding a layer of urgency and new 
complexity to the problem. 

Practical consiDerations

An irrefutable fact is beginning to change the complexion of 
the problem of interagency coordination in dealing with failing and 
failed states. The risks of war are dramatically shifting away from 
military personnel and toward civilian employees and contractors. In 
2011, 418 U.S. Soldiers died in Afghanistan.45 By comparison, 430 
employees of U.S. contractors were reported killed in Afghanistan 
in 2011; 386 worked for DoD, 43 for USAID, and one for State.46

Under the Defense Base Act, 42 U.S.C. §§ 1651–1654, U.S. 
defense contractors are required to report to the Department of 
Labor the war zone deaths and injuries of their employees, including 
subcontractors and foreign workers, in part, to make insurance 
claims for military deaths and medical compensation of the killed 
or injured workers. In the words of one commentator, “No one 
believes that we’re underreporting military death. . . [but] everyone 
believes that we’re underreporting contractor deaths.” Thus, many 
contractors’ deaths are not reported, and their survivors may be left 
uncompensated for these deaths. “By continuing to outsource high-
risk jobs that were previously performed by soldiers, the military, in 
effect, is privatizing the ultimate sacrifice.”47

Why is shifting the risk of war, or in other words of being in 
harm’s way, from Soldiers to civilians so important within this 
context?  First, because it is what civilians fear the most. It is not, 
generally speaking, part of their undertaking in the contractual 
relationship with their employers: it is an unfortunate and undesired 
consequence. To put it more succinctly, “Even dying is being 
outsourced here.”48

Second, shifting the risks of injury and death away from the 
military changes the nature of interagency cooperation. Indeed, 
this shift seems to reflect a growing trend in Afghanistan over the 
past several years, and it also reflects the same trend in Iraq where 
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civilian deaths exceeded military ones as long ago as 2009.49 This 
trend inherently changes the nature of the dialogue on interagency 
cooperation.

The above discussion outlines some of the structural, cultural, 
and practical challenges in developing a sustainable interagency 
approach to contingency and related operations. However, before 
outlining some solutions-based suggestions for tackling these issues, 
let us first examine a field approach used in Afghanistan and Iraq to 
see if there are any lessons to be learned from that experience.

Both military and non-military personnel have already been 
deployed in a sort of “incubator” in Afghanistan and Iraq in the form 
of provincial reconstruction teams (PRTs). Perhaps they deserve a 
closer look. 

Provincial Reconstruction 
Teams as an Interagency Model

PRTs, established in Afghanistan at the end of 2002, were 
integrated, military-civilian organizations composed of military 
officers, diplomats, and reconstruction subject-matter experts 
relevant to establishing stability in fragile or weak states. A PRT in 
Afghanistan generally consists of 60–100 personnel, commanded 
by a military officer generally with the rank of lieutenant colonel 
or commander. The team has various specialized experts such as 
engineers, medical staff, information and public diplomacy officers, 
and National Guard members to provide security. In Iraq, the team 
leader was a State Department official who reported directly to 
State, and the deputy was usually a military officer. These PRTs are 
focused on providing support in the functional areas of the rule of 
law, local capacity building, and good governance.

In focusing on Afghan PRTs, DoD was given responsibility for 
providing all logistical support and force protection for all PRT 
members, including civilians.50 USAID was the lead agency for 
reconstruction, and State was responsible for political oversight, 
coordination, and reporting. Both military and civilian leadership in 
PRTs must approve all reconstruction projects and coordinate such 
projects with local government offices and local ministries.51

While PRTs were given flexibility in accomplishing their 
objectives, the lack of explicit guidance led to confusion concerning 
the respective roles of military and civilian members. Thus, “in the 
absence of broadly accepted guidance, the importance of personality, 
individual leadership style, and previously established relationships 
had inordinate influence on the effectiveness and impact of the 
PRT.”52
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Moreover, a shortage of staff and limited technical and 
managerial support from Kabul also undermined the effectiveness 
of PRTs.53 A more complicated problem was the inability to staff 
civilian positions with senior, experienced personnel. Many civilian 
slots remained vacant, and civilian employees assigned to the field 
often lacked the requisite knowledge and experience to be effective 
members of the PRT. Indeed, military staff members often had 16–
20 years of experience before joining a PRT. In such cases, military 
members took the lead in both reconstruction projects and political 
engagement by default.54

In sum, while a PRT is uniquely positioned and capable of 
bringing a U.S. government-led or internationally-coordinated 
effort to prevent civil strife and violence, it is only able to do so 
within a narrow band of engagement. PRTs are most effective where 
instability is still so prevalent that nongovernmental organizations 
are prevented from intervening, but not where violence is so extreme 
that combat operations predominate.55

On a broader scale, NATO established a common vision and 
strategy for PRTs as part of the International Security Assistance 
Force operations plan. However, NATO does not have authority over 
lead-nation civilian efforts within a PRT.56 The continuing confusion 
over the role and political objectives of PRTs is grounded in the 
difference of approach in the multiple partners in the alliance. “The 
United States, UK and a group of active members of the Alliance 
perceive the entire mission in Afghanistan as a war, whereas the 
UN, the EU and some troop contributors to the alliance approach 
the situation using crisis management and/or peace-building as a 
starting point. Are we trying to win a war or build peace?”57 Good 
question.

The role of PRTs also touches on a highly charged issue of the 
militarization of aid.  Humanitarian aid delivered through military 
channels has an implicit risk, especially if local and international 
participants perceive humanitarian aid as part of a military campaign. 
This perception often results in a diminution of humanitarian space 
in conflict and post-conflict zones. In a Finnish study examining 
different national models for PRTs (e.g., U.S., German, Nordic, and 
Turkish), a general but not definitive conclusion was that the UK 
model provided the “best practices” model.58

The UK PRT created an “integrated command group” consisting 
of personnel from the UK Ministry of Defence, the Foreign and 
Commonwealth Office, and the Department of International 
Development.59 This was also the model favored by many 
international nongovernmental organizations for reconstruction 
efforts in conflict zones.60

In terms of expanding PRTs beyond the Afghan context, three 
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themes emerge. First, the key to any PRT endeavor is a common 
vision and strategy for all international partners. Second, all partners 
must understand  what drives the conflict and tailor programs to 
address the causes of conflict and instability in a culturally-
specific context. Lastly, PRTs are only effective in so-called “non-
permissive” environments where humanitarian organizations and 
other actors are prevented from intervening in a meaningful way due 
to a high level of violence in post-conflict environments. Thus, in 
light of the limited applicability of PRTs in an international context, 
perhaps some other venues for interagency cooperation such as 
those discussed below should be mapped out.

Interagency Cooperation in 
Complex Environments: 
A New Roadmap

Stuart W. Bowen, Jr. was appointed Inspector General for 
the Coalition Provisional Authority in January 2004 and since 
October 2004 has served as the Special Inspector General for 
Iraq Reconstruction.  He has proposed that the U.S. Congress 
create a U.S. Office for Contingency Operations that would house 
the S/CRS in the State Department (and now a separate bureau); 
the Office of Transition Initiatives, now in USAID; the Office of 
Technical Assistance, now in the Department of the Treasury; and 
the International Criminal Investigative Training and Assistance 
Program, now in the Department of Justice. He also recommends 
that certain DoD stability operations initiatives be moved to the 
contingency operations office. Finally, he also recommends that 
a new Contingency Federal Acquisition Regulation be created in 
order to make procurement for contingency operations more user-
friendly for both contractors and government personnel.61

This is a well-thought out springboard for a more targeted, but 
perhaps more ambitious, initiative to create an interim, interagency 
approach to contingency operations. This approach resolves certain 
tensions, while giving the United States a sufficient amount of time 
to implement government-wide structural changes and to smooth 
out cultural issues, as discussed above, to the extent possible. Rather 
than creating a new office that permanently relocates a number 
of existing offices that do not address the structural and cultural 
problems discussed above, why not create a temporary entity with 
expansive powers, the U.S. Center for Peace Operations (USCPO). 

The mandate of USCPO would be two-fold: (1) long-term 
humanitarian peace operations that are able to take place in 
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permissive environments where the level of violence is manageable 
enough for peace building to take place; and (2) short-term overseas 
contingency operations to be coordinated with DoD, State, and 
international partners, as necessary. USCPO will take a whole-of-
government approach that incorporates the collaborative efforts of all 
federal departments and agencies in order to achieve unity of effort 
as well as a comprehensive approach that incorporates the views, 
resources, and strengths of U.S. allies, NATO, intergovernmental 
and nongovernmental organizations, and private sector entities.

New legislation authorizing such an entity should be proposed 
and passed along with delineating clear oversight responsibility 
from appropriate Congressional committees. However, the funding 
should be derived from the Overseas Contingency Operations 
account that DoD has traditionally used to identify exceptional 
funding requirements for contingency operations.  

For the first time, both State and USAID requested overseas 
contingency operations funding in the fiscal year 2012 International 
Affairs budget request. The budget requests were specifically 
targeted to provide diplomatic security and inspector general 
oversight of USAID-funded programs in Iraq; to support capacity 
building, large infrastructure development, and a counternarcotics 
strategy in Afghanistan; and to support the Pakistani government in 
eliminating insurgent sanctuaries as well as to shift the funds for the 
Pakistan Counterinsurgency Capability Fund from DoD to State.62

U.S. government corporations are traditionally allowed to 
sue and be sued under a recognized broad waiver of sovereign 
immunity,63 which may result in lawsuits that are difficult to defend 
in such difficult operating environments. In terms of the structure 
and composition, a board-like structure of advisors would suffice 
for the USCPO.

The USCPO would become the new operating center for peace 
operations of the U.S. government with appropriate staffing to do 
so. Employees from other federal departments and agencies that 
play a supportive role could be detailed to the USCPO temporarily 
at the outset while staffing takes place. Subject-matter experts from 
government agencies and from the private sector could be sourced 
for staffing needs.

The first task of the USCPO would be to establish “doctrine” 
or “policy” regarding the definition of failing, failed, and fragile 
states that would become the operative U.S. government definitions. 
As it stands, definitional problems and issues are at the base of the 
doctrinal and policy confusion surrounding a coherent U.S. response 
(or lack thereof) to failing and failed states. In fact, establishing 
doctrine regarding overseas contingency operations should be a core 
function of the USCPO. 
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With respect to overseas contingency operations, a military 
operation is either designated by the Secretary of Defense as a 
contingency operation or becomes one as a matter of law under 10 
U.S.C. § 101(a)(13). The USCPO board of directors or advisors 
could recommend to the Secretary of Defense that a specific overseas 
contingency operation come under the control and direction of the 
USCPO.

The composition of the USCPO board of directors or advisors 
should include the ex officio participation of at least the Departments 
of Defense, State, Justice, Treasury, and Agriculture, along with 
USAID. Additionally, some thought should be devoted to including 
private sector board members drawn from defense, development, 
and humanitarian aid sectors to further enrich the dialogue. 
Private board members would bring their perspectives from field 
experience, working with foreign government counterparts, and 
addressing general business concerns of organizing, implementing, 
and successfully concluding complex overseas operations when 
making well-thought-out proposals and recommendations to the 
Secretary of Defense. 

This may seem to conflict with the role of the Special Operations 
Command, but it could be structured as a partnering arrangement 
to cover a full spectrum of theater operations ranging from combat 
only (special operations), non-permissive (USCPO military-trained 
employees organized into expeditionary units), and permissive 
(USCPO civilian employees).  

Special Operations Command is currently led by Admiral 
William McRaven, who is advocating a larger special operations role 
and has proposed the Global Alliance.64 The Alliance will bolster 
current special operations forces now numbering at about 66,000 or 
about 2 percent of the U.S. military. This has raised some concerns 
by other combatant command commanders and State Department 
officials who fear the diplomatic fall-out from an operation such as 
the kind that resulted in the death of Osama bin Laden.

Whatever the merits of the Global Special Operations Forces 
Alliance, the USCPO would not conflict with U.S. military strikes, 
but would provide a slightly longer-term engagement designed 
to move the post-conflict society into peace-building operations. 
USCPO would be better designed to partner with NATO or African 
Union standby forces to help prevent conflict in failing and failed 
states while supporting the U.S. national security interest in that 
conflict area. USCPO could have its own training and education 
protocols and focus on the transformation of U.S. military capabilities 
to better support and integrate its operations with humanitarian 
missions and peace-building operations. It could establish its own 
“lessons learned” center for the U.S. government that focuses on 
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joint concept development and experimentation, joint training, and 
joint interoperability and integration.  

The USCPO should also focus on developing “lessons learned” 
on an government-wide basis. Further, evaluations of the success 
of complex operations should be conducted automatically at the 
conclusion of an engagement. Foreign policy implications along 
with defense-related concerns on military readiness, responding 
to nonconventional threats, and future force projection should be 
part of a full spectrum analysis on a continuing and historical basis.  
Legislation for the USCPO should have a ten-year sunset clause; 
the organization will either survive or be dissolved after ten years 
of operations. At the ninth year, there should be full-sale USCPO-
led evaluations on its effectiveness and continued viability, as well 
as scrutiny from the General Accountability Office, Congress, and 
private groups. The intent of creating the USCPO is not to create 
bureaucracy for the sake of bureaucracy. If the structural and 
cultural changes now being implemented by other U.S. government 
agencies are fully successful in this time period, there may not be a 
continuing need for the USCPO, in which case, it may be dissolved 
by Congress. If not, then the U.S. will have a model upon which to 
base its future overseas contingency operations.

Conclusion

Difficulties exist in identifying and classifying failing and 
failed states and in understanding underlying U.S. national interest 
in preventing conflicts that may arise from failing or failed states. 
Certain structural, cultural, and practical problems may impede 
interagency cooperation in this context. Creating the U.S. Center for 
Peace Operations is a way forward with the hope that the ongoing 
serious discussion on this topic is further enhanced. IAP
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