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Introduction

In January 2012, the Department of Defense (DoD) published “Sustaining U.S. Global 
Leadership: Priorities for the 21st Century,” outlining U.S. national security priorities for the 
coming decade.1 Although the document maintains counterterrorism as a strategic priority, its 
release shortly after the withdrawal of American military forces from Iraq and its broader focus 
beyond terrorism, signifies what former Defense Secretary Leon Panetta termed a “strategic 
turning point.”2 Two years after the publication of this document, the U.S. is transitioning in 
Afghanistan, cutting national security budgets, and reducing the size of the military. Even though 
counterterrorism operations continue, it appears the U.S. is undergoing a strategic realignment 
from the “Global War on Terrorism” (GWOT) to a new focus towards the Pacific. While foreign 
policy and political pundits continue to debate the merits of the administration’s “tilt” toward the 
Pacific, often ignored in these discussions is the affect of “strategic turning points” on America’s 
national security organizations.

The GWOT, the Afghanistan War, and the Iraq War have significantly influenced the cultures 
and identities of DoD and the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA). These conflicts resulted in a 69 
percent increase in military spending, doubled the CIA’s budget, and provided both organizations 
common foes on which to focus their efforts.3 Although America’s strategic successes over the last 
twelve years are negligible, operations during this period strengthened the CIA/DoD relationship, 
resulting in a more effective partnership. These improved relations resulted in less parochialism, 
with officers from both organizations recognizing the value of collaboration and looking for 
opportunities to work together.4 Even though improving operational coordination should not be 
the principle objective of either sound strategy or policy, failure to safeguard these gains, even 
in times of reduced budgets, only increases the cost of unachieved policy objectives. In order 
to safeguard the relationship gains, it is important to appreciate why the CIA/DoD relationship 
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The changes made in response to 
Desert Storm and the end of the 
Cold War established conditions 
that enabled the blossoming of 
the relationship since 2001.

evolved to its current state and anticipate how 
changing strategic conditions might affect it in 
the future.

In his famous speech “What is History?” 
British historian E.H. Carr said a historian 
“provides general guides for future action, 
which though not specific predictions, are both 
valid and useful.”5 The economic and strategic 

conditions of the post-Gulf War/post-Cold War 
period that helped shape the current CIA/DoD 
partnership offer valuable guidelines for today’s 
DoD and CIA leaders, as well as policymakers. 
Similar to the early 1990s, the U.S. is once 
again facing an economic downturn, while 
undergoing a transitional period in national 
security affairs. After twelve years of fighting, 
the U.S. is suffering from operational weariness 
and budgetary constraints.6 These realities 
are forcing the U.S. to reassess its strategic 
focus and the manner in which it prioritizes 
its national interests and employs its assets. 
Understanding how choices made under 
similar fiscal and national security conditions 
affected the CIA/DoD relationship can provide 
a better appreciation for how contemporary 
policy decisions might affect future CIA/DoD 
relations.

To appreciate how the CIA/DoD 
relationship might respond during the post-
GWOT strategic turning point, it is valuable to 
look back at the post-Desert Storm/post-Cold 
War environment. Although the CIA and DoD 
relationship expanded significantly following 
the 9/11 terrorist attacks, its foundation was set 
in the 1990s. During this period, Congressional 

policy pronouncements and organizational 
changes within both institutions increased 
the communication and liaison partnerships 
between the CIA and DoD, establishing the 
foundation for greater interoperability. The 
changes made in response to Desert Storm and 
the end of the Cold War established conditions 
that enabled the blossoming of the relationship 
since 2001. Although conflict, war, and terrorist 
threats provided a common focus for partnership 
development and integration, existence of a 
structure coupled with previous policy direction 
resulted in organizational familiarity and 
partnership prior to GWOT operations.

Strategic Turning Point #1: Desert 
Storm and the End of the Cold War

Although the Soviet Union did not 
dissolve until December 1991, the coalition’s 
overwhelming victory during Desert Storm 
marked the beginning of a turning point in 
world affairs. Within one hundred hours, 
the U.S. and its allies destroyed the world’s 
sixth largest Army, displayed its operational 
effectiveness, and silenced the ghosts of 
Vietnam. Despite success, the coalition’s victory 
was not without its operational warts. During 
post-war Congressional testimony, General 
Norman Schwarzkopf criticized the intelligence 
community’s performance during Operation 
Desert Storm.7 His criticism highlighted a 
breakdown in the integration of national 
intelligence and military forces that resulted 
in disjointed planning, poor communication, 
and a lack of common understanding of the 
operational environment.

General Schwarzkopf first identified a need 
for greater national intelligence support during 
the planning phase of Desert Storm. Dissatisfied 
with conflicting analysis and repetitive 
reporting, the DoD resurrected the Joint 
Intelligence Center (JIC) concept to integrate the 
capabilities of the intelligence community (IC) 
in support of the warfighter. Although helpful in 
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Adapting to the critiques 
of Desert Storm, the CIA 
established the Office of Military 
Affairs (OMA) “to enhance 
information flow and increase 
cooperation” with DoD.

bringing together the different organizations in 
support of the combatant commander, the loose 
and largely informal nature of the organization 
limited its effectiveness. Once operations 
commenced, the friction between General 
Schwarzkopf and the IC only increased due to 
disagreements over battle damage assessments 
and what Schwarzkopf perceived as poor 
intelligence support.8

Postmortem Congressional reports 
criticized the CIA specifically for not providing 
adequate support to the JIC. The House Armed 
Services Subcommittee report referred to the 
CIA’s “handoff approach” as one of the reasons 
the combatant commander did not have an 
adequate and unified intelligence picture.9 
Acknowledging the postwar critiques, both the 
DoD and the IC established organizations that 
would better enable intelligence support to the 
warfighter. The DoD established permanent JICs 
at the combatant-command level, and the IC 
established national intelligence support teams, 
non-permanent structures that came together to 
support joint task forces during operations.10 In 
later years, the CIA developed crisis operation 
liaison teams to provide military commanders 
direct access to CIA products and to increase 
CIA/DoD integration.11

Adapting to the critiques of Desert Storm, 
the CIA established the Office of Military 
Affairs (OMA) “to enhance information 
flow and increase cooperation” with DoD.12 

OMA’s creation symbolized CIA’s evolving 
mindset and willingness to expand beyond its 
principle mission of providing policymakers 
with intelligence to enable decisionmaking.13 
Although the CIA and DoD had signed previous 
agreements regarding their relationship during 
wartime and the CIA provided support whenever 
possible, its “support to military operations” 
was always a second-tier mission to the higher 
priority— “support to the policymaker.”14 The 
establishment of an organization focused on 
improving support to the “military customer” 

demonstrated the evolutionary changes 
occurring within the CIA.

Sensing the final collapse of the Soviet 
Union and realizing its significance on the 
“changing international landscape,” President 
George H.W. Bush ordered the executive 
agencies to identify what those changes meant 
for the U.S. national security apparatus.15 
Domestic fiscal concerns regarding an ongoing 
recession threatening America’s economic 
health partially drove President Bush’s review. 
After the fall of the Berlin Wall, President 
Bush called for national security spending cuts 
amounting to approximately 25 percent. The 
President and other national leaders believed 
the global standing of the U.S. was not only 
contingent on a strong defense, but also on its 
economic health. The reunification of Germany 
and the weakening of the Soviet Union provided 
the U.S. an opportunity to leverage the “peace 
dividend” and put America’s fiscal house in 
order.16

In the 1990s, Congress, also driven by the 
ongoing recession and informed by the recent 
collapse of the Soviet Union and the lessons 
of Desert Storm, initiated reviews of the IC 
to determine how it should transform to be 
effective in the post-Cold War era.17 Although 
the commissions acknowledged the importance 
of intelligence to understanding a post-Soviet 
world, they also highlighted the need to reduce 
intelligence expenditures. These reviews looked 
at ways to cut redundancy and streamline the 
IC to make intelligence organizations more 
responsive and integrated but at a cheaper 
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The CIA/DoD partnership 
took off shortly after 
September 11, 2001...

cost to the American taxpayer. Although these 
reviews focused on the broad structure of the IC, 
there is little doubt the criticisms of intelligence 
integration during the Gulf War informed them. 
Whatever spurred their actions, it is apparent 
they sought to remedy the relationship between 
military operations and national intelligence for 
both practical and fiscal reasons.

The desire to leverage the post-Cold War 
environment to strengthen the sickly American 
economy continued into President Bill Clinton’s 
first-term. Part of the Clinton Administration’s 
strategy to revitalize the economy was a 
determined focus to make federal government 
more effective and efficient. Sharing the 
previous administration’s belief that a new 
world order presented an opportunity to cut 
national security, the Clinton Administration 
continued the trend of reduced defense 
spending initiated by its predecessor. Part of 
this reduction meant looking for opportunities 
to leverage existing capabilities to cover 
requirements, and the intelligence needs of 
post-Desert Storm warfighters was one of those 
identified requirements.

In 1995, Vice-President Al Gore’s 
committee seeking efficient and effective 
governance identified intelligence support 
to the warfighter as a continued failing that 

needed to be remedied.18 Responding to the 
reverberating argument for increased support 
to the warfighter, President Clinton ranked 
intelligence support to military operations 
as the number one priority for the IC and 
established the Commission on the Roles and 
Capabilities of the United States Intelligence 
Community, known colloquially as the Aspin-

Brown Commission.19 Informed by previous 
post-Cold War intelligence reform attempts and 
motivated by operational lessons, the committee 
identified a continued lack of support to 
operational commanders.20 Understanding the 
increasing importance of operational support 
to the warfighter, the CIA moved the Associate 
Deputy Director of Operations for Military 
Affairs out of the Directorate of Operations 
and created the Associate Director of Central 
Intelligence for Military Support. After 9/11, the 
CIA consolidated this position and the Office of 
Military Affairs into the office of the Associate 
Director of Military Affairs (ADMA).21

Strategic Turning Point #2: 
9/11 Attacks and the GWOT

Ten years passed between General 
Schwarzkopf’s Congressional testimony 
criticizing intelligence support to the warfighter 
and the 9/11 attacks. During the intervening 
years, structures were built to institutionalize 
the CIA/DoD relationship and the effectiveness 
of the structures tested during operations in 
Somalia and the Balkans. The military and CIA 
became more familiar with each other during the 
mid to late 1990s, but the lack of a significant 
unifying threat to the U.S. kept CIA and DoD 
collaboration at low levels. Out of tragedy often 
grows common purpose. The terrorist attacks 
on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon 
gave the U.S. national security apparatus a new 
focus and helped establish a common purpose 
for the CIA and DoD. 

The CIA/DoD partnership took off shortly 
after September 11, 2001, when combined 
cross-functional teams supported the Northern 
Alliance’s efforts to overthrow the Taliban.22 
The melding of the DoD’s military capabilities 
with the CIA’s intelligence and paramilitary 
capabilities provided a good template for 
counterterrorism operations that were 
increasing in importance for both organizations. 
The CIA/DoD partnership continued to grow 
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A recent training class at 
the CIA’s renowned “Farm” 
had over 25 percent military 
students, and even more telling, 
a significant portion of the 
instructors serving at the “Farm” 
are from military services.

during the Iraq War, with CIA providing 
valuable pre-war intelligence and planning 
support and both organizations collaborating 
during operations.23 Because of these battlefield 
experiences, the CIA/DoD “relationship has 
never been stronger,” resulting in changes to 
both organizations’ structures, cultures, and 
identities.24

The CIA/DoD interaction occurring 
throughout both organizations spurs 
relationship growth and strengthens the 
partnership. In the early 1990s, there were only 
a handful of DoD liaison officers located at 
CIA headquarters; today there are hundreds of 
uniformed personnel (active, National Guard, 
and reserve) serving in the building. In addition, 
the CIA has representation at dozens of military 
commands and professional military schools.25 
Interaction is occurring at multiple levels 
throughout both organizations; for example, the 
CIA’s Special Activities deals directly with the 
theater special operations commands and CIA’s 
Counterterrorism Center deals directly with 
U.S. Special Operations Command. In addition, 
CIA’s geographic division chiefs interact with 
special operations personnel in their regions, 
and coordination occurs between special 
operations forces and other CIA centers, such 
as the Counternarcotics Center.26 The numerous 
interactions between the CIA and DoD build 
redundancy in the relationship, which protects 
against organizational stove-piping and enables 
unity of effort.

While many of these relationships develop 
out of necessity during operations, both 
organizations are making efforts during training 
to cultivate the partnership. Beyond serving as 
a gateway into the CIA, ADMA has instituted 
various programs focused on increasing DoD/
CIA partnership, by cultivating non-parochial 
leaders who are familiar with both organizations 
and aware of the value each brings.27 For 
example, to build a greater familiarization of the 
CIA’s mission, ADMA hosts numerous military 

professionals during visits to CIA headquarters. 
Recognizing the increased interaction between 
special operations forces and the CIA, ADMA 
has also started bringing newly minted Special 
Forces captains to CIA headquarters to brief 
them on the CIA’s mission and introduce them to 
CIA personnel.28 ADMA also works to educate 
the CIA workforce on the military mission and 
culture, provides pre-deployment briefs to CIA 
officers, and serves as an accessible resource 
to learn about the military or obtain contact 
information for military units.

Cross-pollination is also strengthening the 
relationship. A recent training class at the CIA’s 
renowned “Farm” had over 25 percent military 
students, and even more telling, a significant 
portion of the instructors serving at the “Farm” 
are from military services.29 

Beyond the networking opportunities joint 
training creates, the bond forged through shared 
training experience foundationally shapes the 
mind-set of younger officers and results in 
organizational integration becoming a way of 
life and not merely a mandate. 

A senior CIA officer previously responsible 
for overseeing training throughout the 
organization stated in an interview that the 
“showcasing” of the military during training, 
the presence of military colleagues, and the 
operational experience in war zones are all 
contributing to a more “enlightened” institution 
and CIA officer when it comes to working with 
the military.30
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...strategic reframing and 
economic concerns are once 
again resulting in reduced 
defense spending and 
challenging institutional 
identities that were cultivated 
on the battlefields of Iraq 
and Afghanistan.

Strategic Turning Point 
#3: Post-GWOT

The end of the Iraq War and the drawdown 
in Afghanistan marks another strategic turning 
point for the U.S. The 2012 “Sustaining US 
Global Leadership: Priorities for the 21st 
Century” focus on the Asia-Pacific signals 
America’s shifting priorities away from the 
decade long counterinsurgency fight and 
toward more traditional state balance of  power 
conflicts.31 Considering the significant cost 
of the GWOT in both blood and treasure, this 
transition is not surprising. Since 2001, the U.S. 

has lost 6,795 service members and spent over 
$1.4 trillion on the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.32 
The overall cost of these conflicts will continue 
to accrue even after America’s withdrawal from 
Afghanistan, with one study estimating that 
the wars will cost between $4–6 trillion.33 The 
tremendous cost of these conflicts coupled with 
America’s current economic condition makes 
this strategic turning point understandable.

The shifting strategic focus and economic 
slump are also affecting DoD and the CIA. The 
DoD “estimates a twenty percent drop in the 
overall defense budget,” and the Army, which 
saw significant increases during the two wars, 
is in the process of reducing its active duty 
strength from 570,000 to 420,000 and cutting 
twelve brigade combat teams.34 The IC budget 
has fallen by 15 percent since 2010, and the 
Director of National Intelligence James Clapper 

is cautioning against a “damaging downward 
spiral” similar to the 1990s.35 These budget 
reductions coupled with shifting strategic 
focus will result in changing priorities for the 
CIA and DoD. These changing priorities will 
inevitably influence the course of the CIA/DoD 
partnership, but whether the relationship grows 
stronger or becomes contentious is up to the two 
organizations.

The future choices made by the CIA 
and DoD regarding their partnership will 
be shaped by its leaders, national security 
requirements, policymaker preferences, and 
fiscal considerations. Over the last twelve 
years, there have been leaders within the CIA 
and DoD who appreciate the partnership and 
understand the importance of collaboration to 
achieve America’s national security objectives. 
Although these leaders have made strides toward 
institutionalizing the partnership, parochial 
bureaucrats replacing the current collaborative 
leaders could halt or degrade progress. Even 
if the current crop of leaders remains in place, 
their collaborative efforts could be affected by 
changing national security requirements and 
the absence of operations to drive CIA/DoD 
collaboration.

Strategic refocusing might also result in a 
changing partnership between the U.S. military 
and the CIA. For example, over the last decade, 
the CIA has largely served in a “supporting” 
role to the military’s “supported” status.36 The 
end of the Iraq War and the planned drawdown 
in Afghanistan could result in significant role 
reversals between the two organizations. At 
the very least, the interaction between the two 
organizations will evolve from a predominantly 
war-focused, military-driven relationship into 
a non-war zone partnership. This dynamic 
change marks an important period in the CIA/
DoD relationship, one that will determine if the 
comprehensive partnership of the last twelve 
years is permanent or fleeting.
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Conclusion

This past December marked 22 years since the collapse of the Soviet Union, a major “strategic 
turning point” for the U.S. and an operational transition for the CIA and DoD. Both organizations 
grew out of the 1947 National Security Act, and their institutional cultures/identities were shaped 
and largely consumed by the Cold War.37 Despite significant budget reductions and the dissolution 
of an enemy both organizations were created to confront, the CIA and DoD were successful in 
establishing a foundational relationship during the 1990s. When tragedy struck and the GWOT 
began, the foundation set over the previous decade quickly blossomed into a valuable and 
productive partnership. 

Although the end of the GWOT is not as significant as the collapse of the Soviet Union, 
strategic reframing and economic concerns are once again resulting in reduced defense spending and 
challenging institutional identities that were cultivated on the battlefields of Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Only time and possibly another strategic turning point will determine if the CIA/DoD partnership 
adapted and flourished during this transitional period. IAJ
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