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Interagency Areas of Responsibility:

It Shouldn’t Take a Genius  
to Make Geography Simple

Many philosophers, artists, strategists, and inventors talk about the value of simplicity. 
Singer Pete Seeger said, “Any darn fool can make something complex; it takes a 
genius to make something simple.”1 Philosopher Henry David Thoreau mastered the 

art of living simply. A principle of war is simplicity in planning and operations. Yet, bureaucracy 
inherently leads to complexity that requires constant monitoring, correction, and new vectoring 
when opportunities arise. Now is the opportune moment to align interagency departments and 
agencies for managing international affairs through consistent organizational structures in a whole-
of-government perspective.2

Today’s unsettled post-Cold War and post-Operations Iraqi Freedom/Enduring Freedom 
environment has driven U.S. policymakers and war planners to shift their focus.  Instead of 
focusing on warfighting and international development and assistance, they are now focusing 
on combating terrorism, managing stability and capacity building in host countries, applying a 
whole-of-nation approach, working within fiscal constraints, and increasing collaboration among 
U.S. and international agencies.  Russia’s and North Korea’s increasingly threatening postures in 
Europe and Asia make such strategies particularly urgent. And yet the global structure of the U.S. 
government’s international posture has not changed much since the Cold War. The fact that key 
foreign affairs departments each view the world differently creates unnecessary complications and 
bureaucracies that waste precious resources and create more complex coordination challenges.

In July 2013, Secretary of Defense (SecDef) Chuck Hagel announced a 20 percent cut in the 
number of senior military and civilian positions within the Pentagon by 2019. An estimated 3,000 
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to 5,000 jobs will be cut from a bureaucracy 
that has heretofore shown remarkable resistance 
to cuts or even to a freeze on growth at the 
upper echelons.3 The Office of the Secretary of 
Defense (OSD) is again considering rearranging 
the combatant commands (COCOM) and their 
areas of responsibility.4 Congressional efforts 
to cut the International Affairs budget have 
placed the Department of State (State) and 
U.S. Agency for International Development 
(USAID) in positions where they may also need 
to slash billets.

Whether or not further cuts in defense 
spending become reality, Secretary Hagel, like 
his predecessors, has expressed the need for the 
Pentagon to examine its operations and the size 
and shape of the armed forces and command 
structures. Cutting senior level positions 
and reshaping U.S. military forces provide 
an opportunity to align boundaries within 
the Department of Defense (DoD) and with 
other departments to create a more efficient 
bureaucracy. Creating this efficient bureaucracy 
will require “out of the box” thinking, and the 
jury is still out as to whether DoD and the other 
foreign affairs departments will come together 
to effectively resolve this issue.

Bureaucracy Creates 
Unique Boundaries

Bureaucracies are slow and unyielding 
when challenged to respond to change, whether 
it be building capacity or responding to crises. 
Task alignment through consistent areas of 
responsibility (AORs) within the national 
security bureaucracy is problematic. The 
biases of different bureaucrats responsible for 
regional engagement in overlapping AORs and 
bordering areas of interest send mixed signals, 
as each agency serves different missions, offers 
extremely different capacities and resources, 
and views each country’s requirements from 
different perspectives. Unlike cutting positions, 
aligning AORs results in improved agility and 

eliminates unnecessary bureaucracy, waste, 
redundancy, accountability disparities, and 
differences in measures of effectiveness/
performance.

Aligning AORs requires a comprehensive 
structure that clearly defines and aligns 
responsibilities and functions among U.S. 
government departments and agencies. This 
structure would enhance efficiencies and reduce 
the added expenses that plague government 

action on a daily basis. During the past decade, 
the interagency has sought to articulate a 
comprehensive approach for international 
affairs. However, this comprehensive approach 
is hindered by a bureaucracy that consists of 
a spider web of decision-makers, assistants, 
advisers to department and agency leaders, 
and representatives to various international 
groups that complicate and slow execution of 
programs at the operational and tactical levels. 
A fundamental solution is to align engagement 
regions within the Pentagon and other U.S. 
government agencies and departments 
responsible for international engagement.

Many planners and policymakers across 
the U.S. government complain of a lack 
of consistency of geographic boundaries 
for coordination among agencies and 
departments. There is such a complicated 
morass of overlapping roles and responsibilities 
among regional and functional advisers and 
implementers within the interagency that even 
with an understanding of each agency’s or 
department’s responsibilities and functions, 
coordination among all the potential stakeholders 
on international activities is cumbersome, if 

...the global structure of the 
U.S. government’s international 
posture has not changed 
much since the Cold War.
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OSD, State, COCOMs, Services, 
and separate operating 
agencies do not align 
geographically or functionally 
with each other or with other 
departments and agencies.

not impossible. The only daily link between 
each department’s or agency’s bureaucracy 
occurs at the top leadership positions and the 
bottom country director or desk officer within 
OSD, DOS, USAID, and COCOMs. These 

desk officers must work through a complicated 
structure with overlapping and/or incongruent 
guidance across areas of responsibility that are 
managed differently at the mid levels.

In the last 10 years the government has 
taken steps to resolve some of the bureaucratic 
challenges the foreign affairs organizations 
face. Presidential Policy Directive (PPD-6), 
“U.S. Global Development Policy,” elevates 
development to a status equal to diplomacy and 
defense and seeks to “foster the integration of 
capabilities needed to address complex security 
environments.”5 PPD-23, “U.S. Security Sector 
Assistance Policy” guides departments to 
“foster U.S. government policy coherence and 
interagency collaboration” by synchronizing 
interagency efforts.6 The PPDs create 
interagency and departmental working groups to 
formalize the informal coordination that occurs 
in the field and align implementation at the 
strategic levels in Washington from a functional 
perspective. However, these solutions fail to 
align policy attention by geographic regions 
across the diplomacy, development, and defense 
functions.7

Titles 10 and 22, U.S. Code identify how OSD 
and State offices are organized.8 The Unified 
Command Plan establishes the COCOMs, 

their geographic AORs, and missions, among 
other actions. OSD, State, COCOMs, Services, 
and separate operating agencies do not align 
geographically or functionally with each other 
or with other departments and agencies. OSD’s 
AORs do not align with geographic bureaus 
within State that are responsible for U.S. 
government foreign policy, within USAID that 
are responsible for implementing development 
policy, or within COCOMs that are responsible 
for implementing most DoD programs within 
the AOR.9 This situation unnecessarily 
complicates DoD’s planning and execution 
of a comprehensive approach with State, 
USAID, and other interagency stakeholders 
with international affairs responsibilities and 
functions.10

Key Players and Their AORs

The Under Secretary of Defense for 
Policy (USD [P]) is the principal staff assistant 
responsible for DoD policy development 
and implementation. Among many critically 
important activities concerning national security 
policy, the USD(P) is responsible for regional 
security affairs that include contributing 
to a holistic U.S. government engagement 
in programs and policies in cooperative 
engagement with foreign countries.11 The 
USD(P) conducts these responsibilities through 
several regional and functional deputy and 
assistant secretaries (Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for International Security Affairs 
[ASD(ISA)], Assistant Secretary of Defense 
for Homeland Defense and Americas’ Security 
Affairs [ASD(HD&AS)], and Assistant 
Secretary of Defense for Asian and Pacific 
Security Affairs [ASD(APSA)] ) and other staff.

Within State, the Under Secretary for 
Political Affairs manages regional and bilateral 
policy issues for all individual countries 
around the world. The office conducts these 
responsibilities through assistant secretaries 
who manage six geographic bureaus (Africa, 
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Figure 1. DoD and Department of State Areas of Responsibility
Source: www.state.gov
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East Asia and the Pacific, Europe and Eurasia, 
the Near East, South and Central Asia, and the 
Western Hemisphere) and a functional bureau 
for International Organizations. State also uses 
a Political-Military Policy and Planning Team 
located in the office of the Under Secretary 
for Arms Control and International Studies 
Bureau for Political-Military Affairs to support 
interagency cooperation and regional support for 
civilian-led tasks directly with the COCOMs.12

The USAID Office of the Administrator 
manages five regional bureaus (Africa, Europe 
and Eurasia, Asia, Middle East, Latin America 
and the Caribbean) that are inconsistent with 
State and an Office of Afghanistan and Pakistan 
Affairs.

Figure 1 depicts how State and the 
COCOMs organize the world for international 
engagement. When overlaying the different 
geographic AORs of the OSD, USAID, and 
other agencies, the graphic becomes too 
complicated to sort out.

Within the Pentagon’s Office for Security 
Defense (Policy), the ASD (ISA) is the principal 
advisor to the USD (P) and to the SecDef on 
international security strategy and policy on 
security cooperation and foreign military sales 
for Europe, the Middle East, and Africa. Sub-
level Deputy Assistant Secretaries of Defense 
(DASD) for specific AORs manage day-to-day 
relations with foreign governments; develop 
regional security and defense strategies; and 
implement policy, plans, and activities that 
support responsibilities for capacity building of 
foreign militaries.13

• The AOR for DASD’s European and 
Eurasian Affairs AOR extends across 51 
countries, dependencies, and areas of special 
sovereignty from the Atlantic Ocean to the 
Mediterranean. The AOR for USAID’s 
Bureau for Europe and Eurasia parallels 
State’s AOR but only operates programs 
in 15 of the countries. State and USAID 
AORs are consistent with the United States 

European Command AOR (USEUCOM).

• The AOR for DASD’s Middle East Affairs 
AOR includes 15 countries that stretch from 
Egypt and the Arabian Peninsula to Lebanon, 
Syria, Iraq, and Iran.14 Thirteen of these 
countries are among the 20 countries within 
the USCENTCOM AOR;15 however, the 
AOR also includes Israel and the Palestine 
Territories also assigned to the USEUCOM 
AOR.16 Meanwhile, State’s Near Eastern 
Affairs (DOS/NEA) AOR includes the 
same countries as the DASD, plus the six 
countries of North Africa. Five countries in 
the DOS/NEA AOR lie within United States 
Africa Command’s (USAFRICOM) AOR 
and two within USEUCOM’s AOR. The 
remaining 12 countries make up a portion 
of  United States Central Command’s 
(USCENTCOM) AOR. USAID’s Bureau 
for the Middle East covers the same areas as 
DOS/NEA; although, USAID only operates 
in six of the countries and in West Bank and 
Gaza.17

• The AOR for DASD’s African Affairs AOR 
includes all of the countries on the African 
continent except Egypt, which is part of 
DASD’s Middle East Affairs AOR. This 
is the same construct for two COCOMs 
(USAFRICOM’s AOR includes the entire 
continent except for Egypt, which is 
assigned to USCENTCOM’s AOR). State’s 
Bureau of African Affairs and USAID’s 
Bureau for Africa include only the 49 
countries in sub-Saharan Africa. It does not 
include the six countries of North Africa 
that are collocated with the DOS/NEA 
and USAID’s Bureau for the Middle East, 
which is divided into offices covering sub-
regions of the AORs.

Different OSD assistant secretaries oversee 
Asia, the Pacific region, Latin America, and 
South America.
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Figure 1 depicts how State 
and the COCOMs organize 
the world for international 
engagement. When overlaying 
the different geographic AORs 
of the OSD, USAID, and other 
agencies, the graphic becomes 
too complicated to sort out.

The ASD(HD&ASA) consists of several 
functional offices for homeland defense issues 
and one office (Western Hemisphere Affairs 
[WHA]) that is responsible for engagement with 
AOR countries.18 WHA covers responsibility 
for 39 countries within the Western Hemisphere 
but not the U.S.19 USAID’s Bureau for Latin 
America and the Caribbean currently has 
programs in 18 countries throughout Mexico 
and South America. COCOMs split the region 
into two AORs: United States Northern 
Command’s AOR includes Canada, Mexico, 
and the Bahamas in addition to the U.S. and 
its territories, and United States Southern 
Command’s AOR includes the countries in 
Central and South America and within the 
Caribbean Sea.

The ASD(APSA), responsible for policy, 
strategy, and relations with governments, defense 
establishments, and international organizations 
within the OSD-defined Asia-Pacific region, 
is broken into three DASD sub-regions—
Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Central Asia (APC); 
East Asia (EAS), and South and Southeast 
Asia (SSA). State conducts operations within 
the Asia-Pacific region through two bureaus—
the Bureau of East Asia and the Pacific (EAP) 
and Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs 
(SCA). USCENTCOM and United States 
Pacific Command (USPACOM) are responsible 
for portions of these AORs. USAID covers this 
region with two sections—Bureau for Asia 
(East Asian Affairs and South and Central Asian 
Affairs) and Office of Afghanistan and Pakistan 
Affairs.

• DASD sub-region APC includes seven 
countries from Kazakhstan to Pakistan. 
The SCA is responsible for foreign policy 
and relations with these seven countries, as 
well as India, Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh, 
Sri Lanka, and the Maldives. These seven 
countries are among the 20 countries 
within USCENTCOM’s AOR, and six 
of these countries are also located within 

USPACOM’s AOR. The remaining 13 
countries in USCENTCOM’s AOR are 
also within DASD(ME)’s AOR. USAID’s 
Office of South and Central Asian Affairs 
parallels SCA, except they have no 
programs in Bhutan, while USAID’s Office 
of Afghanistan and Pakistan Affairs covers 
the remainder of the AOR.

• DASD sub-region EAS aligns with seven 
of the 36 countries in USPACOM’s AOR. 
EAP’s AOR includes 31 countries from 
Mongolia and China to Australia and 
New Zealand and the island nations of 
the Pacific. All of these countries are also 
within USPACOM’s AOR, which also 
includes five countries within SCA’s AOR. 
USAID’s Office of East Asian Affairs 
programs operate in 21 countries consistent 
with the EAP’s AOR.

• DASD sub-region SSA aligns with the 
other 24 of 31 countries within the EAPS 
AOR and 29 of 36 countries20 within 
USPACOM’s AOR.

Complicating the OSD structure even more 
is the organization of separate defense agencies 
that support capacity building in foreign 
countries. For example, the Defense Security 
Cooperation Agency (DSCA) divisions do not 
align with any other AOR among organizations 
responsible for capacity building, including 
OSD and the COCOMs.21 DSCA is organized 
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under the Principal Director for Operations into 
Regional Deputies for Asia Pacific Americas, 
Europe/ Africa, Middle East, and South and 
Central Asia to support security cooperation 
programs around the globe. The Regional 
Deputy for Asia Pacific Americas supports 
countries in the USPACOM, USNORTHCOM, 
and USSOUTHCOM AORs; the Regional 
Deputy for Europe/Africa supports countries in 
the USEUCOM and USAFRICOM AORs; the 
Regional Deputy for the Middle East supports 
countries in the USCENTCOM AOR; and the 
Regional Deputy for South and Central Asia  
supports countries in the USCENTCOM and 
USPACOM AORs.

Other departments and agencies that 
interact with the country desk officers in OSD, 
State, USAID, or the COCOMs may also be 
regionally structured differently. For example, 
the Drug Enforcement Agency has 86 foreign 
offices in 67 countries structured within seven 
different regions: Andean and Southern Cone, 
Caribbean, Europe and Africa, Far East, Middle 
East, North and Central America, and Southwest 
Asia.22

Why Is It Like This?

The current number of offices and shape 
of the DoD, State, USAID, and COCOM 
AORs are primarily an evolution from nearly 
70 years of White House, State, and Pentagon 
leadership decisions and personal perspectives 
on the importance of engagement with various 
countries. They have evolved based on 
perspectives of how these countries influence 
and may be influenced by the U.S. on a regional, 
continental, and global basis.

The organizational structures of today were 
originally based on the National Security Act 
of 1947 that mandated a major restructuring of 
the institutions that formulate and implement 
foreign policy (the National Security Council 
(NSC), DoD, and State).23 Until recently, 
NSC Policy Coordinating Committees led by 

State-level Under or Assistant Secretary rank 
provided interagency coordination for foreign 
affairs through the same six geographic AORs 
as defined by the State Department. Even the 
recently renamed NSC Staff includes Special 
Assistants to the President and Directors that are 
so numerous in regions and issues for foreign 
policy that Wikipedia is needed to sort them 
all out. They are all shaped differently from all 
Executive department AORs.24 The Goldwater-
Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization 
Act of 1986 and subsequent changes continue 
to articulate why COCOM AORs are drawn the 
way they are.25 In the past, policymakers also 
believed that two countries with the potential to 
wage war with each other should be in different 
COCOM AORs. This has not been a cause of 
concern outside of DoD, and the concept is 
changing within the department.

Recommendations

The following solutions are simple, 
compelling, and only require a resolve and 
commitment to efficiency and effectiveness to 
implement:

• Establish a standing interagency working 
group tasked to align and maintain or 
evolve (as needed) fewer AORs between 
the NSC and departments/agencies with 
responsibilities for country engagement. 
This group should also develop and 
implement policies/strategies to provide a 
comprehensive perspective to U.S. country, 
regional, and global engagement for each 
country desk officer to better implement 
U.S. government policy and strategy 
consistently and synergistically. While 
this recommendation creates yet another 
bureaucracy, if it is given a strong mandate 
and high-level support to reach a genuine 
solution, it can and should put itself out of 
business in a reasonable period of time.

• Redraw the AORs across all departments 
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and agencies supporting international engagement programs to make them consistent. Consider 
that political realities in the current environment should trump geographic boundaries. Align 
the regions of DoD DASD and ASD, State, USAID, and offices responsible for providing 
regional and country policy and planning direction so they are consistent with the State bureaus’ 
AORs. For example, including North Africa countries in the Middle East bureau may be more 
appropriate that fencing the continent of Africa. Combining Pakistan-India into a broader AOR 
can provide new, more realistic perspectives to the Central-South-Southeast Asia region.

• Reduce the number of sub-region offices/positions reporting to senior policymakers and to 
whom country desk officers must report. Consider eliminating sub-regional breakouts within 
bureaus and directorates.

• Provide consistency of guidance/formats across departments/agencies to all country desk 
officers. For example, DoD and COCOM desk officers should receive all traffic passing 
through State and USAID desk officers for particular countries and vice versa.

• Modify the Unified Command Plan during the next update.26 COCOMs should be totally 
aligned with DoD and State directorates/bureaus.

What Are the Risks and Advantages?

The risks and the advantages can be viewed collectively. Consistency among the interagency 
department/agency AORs would improve comprehensive implementation and engagement of 
U.S. government policies/strategies, programs, and activities with countries around the globe. The 
changes would demonstrate a refocusing of defense, diplomacy, and development priorities at a 
time when non-lethal solutions are the preferred method of country engagement. The changes 
will also help reduce the number of mid-level managers who may be currently providing different 
interpretations of senior-level guidance to their subordinates. Span of control could be better 
managed, and divisions in perspectives/approaches at key unstable borders can be eliminated (e.g., 
the separation of Israel from other Middle East countries, Pakistan-India, and northern Africa 
countries from sub-Saharan African countries).

Now is the most opportune time to align the AORs and the offices that manage them. Success 
can be realized if the leadership of DoD, State, and USAID address the challenges not from a 
department-centric point of view, but from a whole-of-government perspective. Alignment should 
be driven by the need for engagement in a new strategic environment, efficiencies, savings, and 
consolidations that are free from internal politics and “not invented here” turf wars. IAJ
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