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Executive Summary 

Title: Operation UNIFIED RESPONSE: A Case Study of the Military's Role in Foreign 
Disaster Relief Operations 

Author: Mr.' Tucker D. Hughes, United States Army Center for Army Analysis 

Thesis: There are important lessons about the military's role in disaster relief efforts to 
be learned from Operation UNIFIED RESPONSE despite America's long history of 
responding to natural disasters around the world. Among these are the areas where the 
Department of Defense (DoD) can best support the U.S. Agency for International. 
Development Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance (through the Department of State), 
which has the authority and responsibility to lead the United States' foreign disaster relief 
efforts. 1 The. size, training, and specialized equipment of the DoD make it uniquely 
suited to focus on certain parts of the initial response effort; specifically expeditionary 
emergency medicine, vertical lift (for transportation/evacuation, logistics, search and 
rescue, and command and control), command and control communications, and logistics. 

Discussion: The military has an important role to play in disasier relief efforts. Lookip.g · 
across the spectrum of doctrine, organization, training materief, leadership, personnel, 
facilities, and cost;it is clear that in virtually any disaster relief response that the United 
States parti,cipates in, there will be a· demand for some aspect of military capabilities .. It 

. may be a need for doctrinal knowledge that resides in the military, such as the efficient 
logistical distribqtion of supplies. It may be the massive amounts of disciplined 
manpower that the military can quickly bring to bear. It is likely to include the use of· 
military materiel, from helicopters to generators .. 

Conclusion: Operation UNIFIED RESPONSE demonstrated much. that is good about 
America's ability to provide foreign disaster assistance following a major natural.disaster. 
The military contributed very successfully to the efforts by allowing the civilian experts 
in the ground to set priorities and operational plans. However, Haiti also illustrated that 
the traditional roles that the military plays in disaster relief (emergency medicine, vertical 
lift, logistics, and communications/command and control) are unlikely to change. These 
roles are.well suited to the use of the military, at least in the immediate aftermath of a· 
disaster, and replacing the military in them would be difficult and cost ineffective. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Just before 5pm on January li\ 2010, a massive 7.0 magnitude earthquake struck 

less than twenty miles from Port-au-Prince, the capital of Haiti, and its 700,000 residents. 

The earthquake collapsed entire hillsides full of. houses as well as many private and 

government buildings. More than two hundred thousand people were killed, and another 

three hundred thousand were injured? This was the deadliest earthquake in U.S. 

Southern Command (USSOUTHCOM) history, the fifth deadliest in worldwide history, 

and it struck a country and a people already struggling to provide for themselves.3 

Calls for aid from the international community were immediate. The United 

States, among many other nations, responded quickly with a whole-of-government effort 

that involved the military, Department of State, and a host of non-governmental 

. . . . ) 

organizations. The coordination of all of these assets was a challenge for the United 

States, and there are important lessons about the military's role in disaster relief efforts to 

be learned from Operation UNIFIED RESPONSE despite America's long history of . 

responding to natural disasters around the world. Among these are the areas where the 

Department of Defense (DoD) can best support the U.S. Agency for International 

Development Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance (through the Department of State), 

which has the authority and responsibility to lead the United States' foreign disaster relief 

efforts.4 The size, training, and specialized equipment of the DoD make it uniquely 

· suited to focus on certain parts of the initial response effort; specifically expeditionary 

emergency medicine, vertical lift (for transportation/evacuation, logistics, search and 

rescue, and command and control), command and control communications, and logistics. 
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After providing a brief background of the events leading up to Operation 

UNIFIED RESPONSE, this paper will use the political, military, economic, social, 

information, infrastructure (PMESII) framework to describe theissues facing and the 

· goals of the relief efforts. After this PMESII description; a doctrine, organization, 

training, materiel, leadership, personnel, facilities, and cost (DOTMLPF-C) analysis will 

be conducted to determine the capabilities and capability gaps in the DoD and whole-of

government's ability to respond to disasters like that in Haiti. Finally, the PMESII and 

DOTMLPF~C analyses will be integrated to develop recommendations on how to 

improve future disaster relief efforts on the scale of Operation UNIFIED RESPONSE. 

BACKGROUND 

The United States has a long history with Haiti. These include an occupation 

from 1915 until 1934 and an intervention. (Operation UPHOLD DEMOCRACY) in 1994 

to restore the democratically elected Jean-Bertrand Aristide to the presidency. There 

have also been many disaster relief efforts in response to the tropical storms .and 

hurricanes that regularly strike Hispaniola (in 2008 four consecutive hurricanes struck the 

island; Fay, Gustav, Hannah and llce). During the 2008 hurricane season's disaster relief 

effmts, the military contributed to the disaster relief efforts primarily through the 

presence and efforts of the Wasp-class amphibious assault ship the USS Kearsage. For 

three weeks in September of2008, it provided equipment (primarily vertical lift), food · 

and water, basic medical care, and engineers (damage assessment) to assist the USAID- · 

.led relief efforts.5 

Beyond Haiti, USSOUTHCOM has a long history of planning for and executing 

humanitarian assistance, disaster relief, and interagency ·operations. Beginning in 2006 
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and running through 2008, USSOUTHCOM, under the command of Admiral James 

Stavridis, reorganized itself away from the standard military staff organization. To 

facilitate better its standing missions and interactions with other agencies, 

USSOUTHCOM created six functional directorates augmented by three standing joint 

task forces (JTFs).6 

This structure proved use'ful for smaller operatiQns, but the Govemment 

Accountability Office and others criticized it in the aftermath of Operation UNIFIED 

RESPONSE for lacking a Future Operations division and for not being able to suppmt 

large-scale logistics operations.7 The military's plan entering Haiti was to support the 

efforts of USAID, the lead federalagency. 8 However, the small USAID staff on the 

ground was quickly overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of reque~ts and tasks; for 

example, the three-man USAID cell was not able to develop a common operating picture 

of Haitian medical facilities, and thus the XVIII Airborne Corps Surgeon cell had to do it 

themselves to determine where they wouldbe most effective.9 The United States . 

embassy staff also struggled at times to lead the interagency response; for example, the 

Embassy staff was unable to develop a central location for the accountability of non

governmental actors entering the country until later in the effo1t. 10 The response effort 

would clearly need massive military support, but it was n9t immediately clear whitt form. 

this would need to take. 

PMESII-PT OVERVIEW 

The PMESII framework has become a common method to describe and 

understand the majot aspects of a complex situation. Due to the nature of the operating 

environment in Haiti, the expanded PMESII-PT will be used. In a typical analysis, 
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physical terrain and time can be addressed based on their effects on the standard PMESII 

factors, but in the context of a natural disaster, they both represent primary 'enemies' that 

hinder smooth operations and cause civilian deaths. Because of this, their elevation in the 

methodology to a status equivalent to the original five factors is appropriate. 

There are certainly criticisms of the use (or abuse) of PMESII-PT for 

understanding complex and fluid systems, namely that it is a reductionist description of a 

situation rather than a holistic method for truly understanding a systeni. 11 Despite ·these 

criticisms, the PMESII-PT framework_represents a widely known and comprehensive 

method for-describing the operating environment. In so far as this study only uses 

PMESII-PT to describe the operating environment, it is an appropriate method to address 

all of the major aspects of the situation confronting Operatirn UNIFIED RESPONSE. 

. . 

Each of the aspects of the framework will be addressed in tum, but potential links 

between aspects will be noted to increase understanding of the operating environment. 

POLITICAL SITUATION AND GOALS 

Although independent for more than two hundred years, Haiti has struggled 

through multiple revolutions and forms of govemment. 12 With elections looming in late 

2010, the democratic system seemed to have achi~ved a tenuous grip on power and 

society in Haiti, albeit with a "cult of presidentialism."13 However, this does not imply 

'that the government was considered effective. Rightfully so, "many [Haitians] associate 

state power with political conuption, pure and simple," as Haiti ranked146th of 178 

countries in Transparency International's Corruption Perceptions Index for 2010. 14 The 

situation confronting the United St~tes as it pondered a disaster relief effort was 

exacerbated by the death ofas much 30 percent of the civil servants and leaders. 15 
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The goal for the United States' disaster relief efforts in Haiti would be simply to 

·continue to support the democratic process and de~ocratically elected leaders without 

appearing to support any specific candidates or reinforcing the practices of predation, 

conuption, and repression. 16 As in any disaster relief effort, the overarching goal was to 

save lives, but in doing so, the United States would not want to damage what precious, 

fragile progress Haiti had made toward improving its gover;nance. 

MILITARY SITUATION AND GOALS 

ill most disaster relief operations, the military of the impacted country is one of 

the strongest assets for the relief operations as it represents a mobile, self-contained, self-

sufficient capability that can be brought to the site of the disaster from the rest of the · 

co~try. For example, in Nicaragua following Hunicane Felix in 2007 the Nicara~uan 

military airlifted vital supplies into the affected area, as the Pakistani military did in 

. Kashmir following the 2005 earthquake in that country.n ill the case of Haiti, the milit.ary 

was largely disbanded in 1995.18 ill place of a military, Haiti operates a National Police 

force. But despite having a larger population than New Y ark City, the Haitian National 

Police, with 9,000 officers, is only a quarter of the size of the 34,000-strong New York 

City Police Department. 19 Thus the National Police did not repr~sent the capability and 

force that militaries have in similar disasters. 

This was mitigated by the presence of the United Nations Stabilization Mission in 

Haiti (MINUST AH), a multi-national peacekeeping/stabilizationforce that has been in · 

Haiti since 2004. At the time of the earthquake, MINUSTAH was authorized 9,100 

military and police persmmel from 57 countries (this has since been raised to more than 
. ' ,. 

13,300)_2° Having lost more than 100 staff members to the earthquake, inclu~ing the 
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United Nations Special Representative and Deputy Special Representative, much of the 

initial leadership on the MINUSTAH effort fell to Major General Luiz Eduardo Ramos 

Pereira, an experienced Brazilian Army officer. 

MINUSTAH played a key role in the overall disaster relief effort, providing many 

capabilities and detailed knowledge of Haiti. However, there is a world-wide shortage of 

helicopters in United Nations peacekeeping operations, and MINUSTAH was not set up 

to provide mass emergency medical care.Z1 In the immediate afterrnath of the ·earthquake, 

MINUSTAH focused its own efforts on supporting the Haitian National Police in 

providing safety and security, a decision that did receive some criticism.22 However, in· 

addition to assisting the Haitian National Police with safety and security issues, 

MINUST AH headquarters also assisted in the overall command and control of relief 

efforts in concert with the United States and other responding nations.23 The lack of a 

Haitian military meant there was no goal for the United States' disaster relief effort to 

interact or support a true host-nation military, but the presence of MINUSTAH forces as 

. a de facto host-nation military provided a capability and a partner to work with, through, 

. 24 
and in support of. 

ECONOMIC SITUATION AND GOALS: 

While Haiti had no real industry or production to speak of, the earthquake caused 

massive damage across Port-au-Prince, the primary market for any small goods, services, 

or foodstuffs.Z5 h1 a largely s]lbsistence and frequently barter economy, and with a per 

capita gross domestic product of less than $400 per year, Haitians had little if any 

savings.26 As a result, even a short halt in production and the flow of good and·services 

can cause massive problems, a problem seen worldwide following disastersY Once 
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goods and services begin flowing again, it is possible producers cannot get the supplies 

they need, or that farmers have losttheir seeds or mature crops. 

Given the state of the Haiti:;m economy prior to the earthquake, it would not have 

been reasonable to expect the relief efforts to tum Haiti into a fully functioning economy. 

However, the relief effort needed to plan and execute carefully with the long-term effects 

on the economy in mind. In partic~lar, the overall relief effort needed to have as a goal 
} 

support for the continued viability of existing Haitian businesses. For example: giving 

away food indefinitely would be an effective way to alleviate hunger, but this would 

destroy the farmers who sell their excess product at the market. Similarly, outside 

doctors providing free preventive health care would endanger the livelihood of the 

existing Haitian doctors (in contrast, the emergency medic~l care provided by the military 

portion of the response is a vital part of the response effort)?8 

This highlights the need to minimize the use of "push" relief efforts and to 

maximize the use of "pull" efforts whenever possible?9 In Haiti, efforts would need to be 

made to understand the local ecqnomy and to design the relief effort to minimize the 

negative effects onit while still providing the irri.mediate relief that Haitians needed. · 

SOCIAL SITUATION AND GOALS 

It is difficult for a country to develop a stable and functioning civil society in such 

a politically and economically unstable situation, and Haiti has struggled with to develop 

a working civil society. Following the eruthquake, Haitian society faced tremendous 

social challenges.30 Looting and some violence is not uncommon following such a severe 

natural disaster, but in Haiti this was augmented by the presence of powerful and 

coordinated gangs.31 In most stable and developed countries, civil society provides 
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important augmentation in responding to natural disasters. Within the United States, 

natural disasters spur responses from not just the Federal Emergency Management · 

Agency, but also from the Red Cross, Salvation Army, and a host of other religious and 

secular organizations. In Haiti, these organizations were struggling to meet even the most 

' 32 basic needs of the people before the earthquake. 

It would not be reasonable to ask the relief efforts to build Haitian society into the · 

stable and safe society that we would like it to be. "Despite intentions of 'doing good,' 

. . 

humanitarian and development aid may only be able to apply a superficial bandage to 

psychosocial wounds that are deep."33 However, the relief effort needed to restore enough 

stability to Haiti to allow its existing mechanisms to resume their functions. The efforts 

of the relief organizations to achieve this goal were complicated by the tense relations 

between the Haitian government and Haitian civil society. 34 

INFRASTRUCTURE SITUATION AND GOALS 

The earthquake heavily ~amaged the Haitian infrastructure, but much of it had 

been in disrepair even before the disaster. The primary points of entry into the country 

were the Toussaint L'Ouverture International Airport outside Port-au-Prince, and the 

harbors at Port-au-Prince, Saint-Marc, and Cap-Haitien. The runways at Toussaint 

L'Ouverture International Airport were not damaged by the quake, but the control tower 

was destroyed, rendering 'the airport temporarily unusable, and the damage to the existing 

facilities limited their use once flights were resumed. 35 

The ports at Saint-Marc and at Cap~Haitien did not suffer substantial damage, but 

provided limited throughput.36 The port at Port-au-Prince is s~bstantial, with several piers 

and a number of cranes and a holding area for shipping containers. However, even 
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before the earthquake much of the equipment was non-functional, and it suffered heavy 

damage during the quake.37 The United States Army and Navy sent engineering units to 

assess the condition of the port, which had been rendered useless for large operations.38 

The road network within Port-au-Prince suffered extensive earthquake damage, 

and collapsed buildings left the roads covered in debris. The electrical grid was also 

heavily damaged, where there had been an electrical grid at all. Because ofthe 

prevalence of cell phones, telecommunications networks were less damaged. Ho~ever, 

Haiti's only undersea cable comes ashore at Port-au-Prince, and was heavily damaged;39 

The immediate disaster relief efforts goals for the Haitian infrastructure were not 

ambitious, but were simply to reopen the aerial and sea ports of debarkation (APODs and 

SPODs) to allow relief supplies to flow into the country. The military could contribute to 

this goal both by working to open the APOD and SPOD, but also by using their own 

assets to create their own APODs and SPODs through logistics over the beach and 

vertical replenishment into helicopter landing zones. As necessary to reduce the loss of 

life and suffering, the road networks would need 'to be cleared and the electrical and 

communications grids repaired. However, as discussed above refelTing to the Haitian 

economy, the repair efforts had to be coordinated with other actors and undertaken in 

such a way that they supported the medium and long-term growth of domestic efforts . 

.INFORMATION SITUATION AND GOALS 

, While general news about the disaster was available quickly, the detailed ground 

level information needed for the effective distribution of supplies was lacking. The 

Haitian government was not effective prior to the disaster, and the loss of so many 

government personnel and so much infrastructure meant that the host-nation government 
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was not going to be able to provide the timely and accurate information and planning 

needed. 40 Thousands of non-governmental and other gn;mps have been active in Haiti for . 

years, and could typically provide a great deal of information through their networks. 41 

Generally, the military response relies hea\fily on these organizations. As stated 

in Sandra Newett's Planning for Humanitarian Relief Efforts: "The relief community in 

theatre and/or the host nation can provide information, such as the culture of the host-

nation population, the level of health that the population is accustomed to, the technology 
'. 

that the population is capable of sustaining, and so forth."42 Unfortunately, many of these 

groups lost their headquarters and key personnel to the quake, and others are hesitant to 

work with the military in any context at all on principle (e.g. OXFAM and Medecins 

Sans Frontieres).43 The United Nations mission to Haiti lost its headquarters and over 100 

. of its staff were killed by the quake, and while it made every effort to rebuild its 

capabilities quickly, in the immediate aftermath of the quake it was not the information 

source that it would otherwise have been. 44 

The challenge and the goal for the relief effort was to gather sufficient 

information about the needs of the Haitian people, and to ensure that information about 

where to go for relief supplies was distributed to those Haitians in need. Additionally, 

information about the efforts of other relief actors would assist in the coordination of 

efforts so that the military could focus on "meeting the requirements that need tp be met 

by the military forces.'.45 

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT SITUATION AND GOALS 

The island of Hispaniola is a rough mountainous environment. There are several 

mountain ranges that run roughly east west, with peaks in Haiti reaching ov·er 8,000 feet. 
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Even with deforestation, tropical fqrests remain in the highlands. The climate is tropical, 

with the risks of malaria, dengue, leptospirosis, and other diseases that tropical climates 

carry amplified by the lack of health care and sanitation.46 The disease danger was 

exacerbated by the introduction of cholera into post-earthquake Haiti, likely by Nepalese 

United Nation aiel workers, which caused the death of more than 1,000 people.47 

· The primary physical environment factors for the disaster relief efforts were the 

tropical environment (which increased the risk of diseases) and the mountainous terrain 

(which contributed to the damage as hillsides collapsed). The goal of the effort in these 

respects was to address the disease threat and to address the devastation on the hillsides,· 

especially around Port-au-Prince. 

TIME SITUATION AND GOALS 

As in any major disaster relief effort, time is the key factor. In the short term,. 

basic human needs must be met. Food, clean water, shelter, and medical care are vital to 

minimize the loss of life. In the medium term, debris must be cleared, basic services 

~eestablished, and plans made for returns to normalcy. In the long term, damage must be 

repaired, infrastructure rehabilitated or replaced, and the fabric of the eq:momy and 

society repaired. In Haiti, the short-term concerns wer~ food and water, particularly 

around Port-au-Prince. ·Clean water had never been widely available, and without water 

treatment plants, the unburied bodies in the rubble would quickly spread disease. 

Emergency rations could be quickly distributed, but were not always accepted due to 

cultural factors, namely a strong preference for home cooking using dietary staples.18 

The goal of this relief effort, and any disaster relief effort, is to act as quickly as 

possible during the emergency period to get food, water, and medical care to the affected 
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areas. The 1994 Oslo Guidelines for the use of military assets in humanitarian efforts 

. . 
encourage' the use of J;Ililitary assets in disaster relief and humanitarian assistance efforts 

only as a lastresort. However, the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 

suggests that military assets may be crucial in the initial aftermath of a natural disaster 

because of their ability to self-deploy rapidly.49 Once the most basic human needs are 

met, medium and longer terms goals such as clearing rubble, repa.iring infrastructure, and 

restoring the economy can begin. However; "given the short duration of the American 

military deployment, a conscious effort must be made to recognize the co~tinuum of 

. 50 
effort: to help but not to create dependency and false expectations." · 

DOTMLPF-C OVERVIEW 

Having defined the situation confronting the disaster relief efforts, this study turns 

to the capabilities of the United States government and other actors to respond to the 

situation. lnorder to bring the full power of the United States and the international 

community to bear on a disaster relief effort, all elements of national power should be 

considered, as should the abilities and capabilities of other a~tors. The doctrine, training, 

organization, materiel, leadership, personnel, facilities, and cost (DOTMLPF-C) 

framework is a way to ensure that all types of solutions to a problem are considered. For 

each aspect of the framework, the available military, other governmental, non-

governmental, and international options will be considered. These options will focus on 

the issues and goals for the disaster relief effort raised above in the PMESII-PT analysis. 

DOCTRINE 

United States military doctrine for dealing specifically with humanitarian 

assistance and disaster relief missions is limited to DoD Directive 5100.46-Foreign 

12 



Disaster Relief (December 1975), and Joint Publication 3-29 Foreign Humanitarian 

Assistance (March 2009)? \Vhile there is not a great deal of military doctrine specific to. 

disaster relief, there is a great deal of related doctrine and an increasing amount of 

~owledge within the military that is applicable to these situations. Most of the tactics, 

techniques, and procedures that the military would need in a disaster relief effort are ones 

that are already present in other doctrine (e.g., the provision of clean water and food). 52 

There_is already doctrine within the service logistics communities on the provision of 

these, and so while there is not a collection of these slices qf doctrine dedicated to 

disaster relief missions, there is, ill: fact, doctrine on most of the missions that the military' 

might be asked to perform. 

This dispersion of doct:dne can be a problem, but it is ce1tainly mitigated by the 

knowledge that has been built in the military over the last ten years of w_ar. The shift in 

focus from conventional combat to c6unter-insurgency has left the military with an entire 

cohort of Soldiers, Marines, Airmen, and Sailors who are extremely knowledgeable in 

determining how to use military forces for non-kinetic civil affairs operations. 53 The 

same skills used to determine what proj~cts would best pacify a community in Diyala 

Province can be used to assess how to help a village after an earthquake. 

Additionally, other organizations focus solely on disaster relief, and are likely to 

be even more knowledgeable. Within the United States government, the Agency for 

- International Development's Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA) is the 

primary focus point for disaster relief efforts abroad. These expetts are focused on 

disaster relief, particularly at the high levels of operational planning. At the lower levels, . 

of tactics, techniques, and procedures they may not be staffed to provide the depth of 
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· knowledge on all potential actions that could be needed in a disaster zone, but they have a 

tremendous knowledge of the that the military lacks. Additionally, they are prepared to 

contract for or otherwise arrange for these skills to be made available, but these other 

skills ~re not organic to the organization and they are not codified in doctrine. 

Outside of the United States government there are a tremendous number of non-

governmental and international organizations with doctrine and knowledge of disaster 

relief operations. The United Nations has its Disaster Assessment and Coordination 

team, which is a standing team of disaster relief professionals who can deploy to provide 

planning and coordination for United Nations disaster relief efforts. 54 Many non-. . 

governmental entities also regularly participate in disaster relief efforts, including the 

International Committee of the Red Cross, International Federation of Red Cross and Red 

Crescent Societies, 55 Medecins Sans Frontieres,56 and others. 

In an ideal situation, all of these organizations would join to develop a. coherent 

set of doctrine and tactics, techniques, and procedures for responding to natural disasters .. 

In reality, a single set of doctrine would be impossible to develop. In light of this, 

military disaster relief will always face a fractured doctrinal environment, but this should 

not distract the military from leveraging these other sources. The military has the tactical 

doctrine to perform virtually a:ny task requited in a disaster relief effort, but it does not 

have t}1e operational doctrine that these other organizations do to ensure that the overall 

· effort achieves its goals. 

ORGANIZATION 

The military's primary Title 10 responsibilities are national defense (warfighting), 

not disaster relief, and the military is organized accordingly. 57 While there are no units 
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organized specifically for disaster relief, there are many units whose wartime missions 

are also appropriate for disaster relief. Examples of these include: 

logistics/transportation, vertical lift, communications, and medical units. 

Beyond these units, the key organizati~nal feature of the military regarding 

disaster relief operations is their flexibility for task organization. Task organization has 

become more and more of a reality for the Army, as it has been for the Marine Corps for 

decades. 58
' The Marine Corps has stressed the flexible task organization of the Marine 

Air Ground Task Force (MAGTF) in its doctrine since the publication of Marine Corps 

Order 3120.3 in 1962. The ability to adapt its deployed organization is a hallmark of the 

strength of the United States military,. and is a strength that carries over into disaster relief 

efforts. 

Other governmental and non-governmental disaster relief organizations are 

organized better for many or most aspects of disaster relief missions. The United Nat ions· 

and USAID's OFDA are both organized with small forward elements that spend years in 

countries developing contacts. These country teams can quickly be supplemented by 

subject matter experts deployed within hours of a disaster. This lends itself well to 

smaller and to medium efforts and to long-term relief efforts because the country team's 

contacts and local knowledge allow the relief efforts to meld with the host nation's own 

efforts. However, in the short term these organizations lack the-mass that the military 

can·ies and are at risk if the disaster strikes iq the wrong place. When the capital of a 

country is hit as hard as Port-au-Prince was, the entire country staff is at risk. Without 

the local knowledge and the detailed situatiomil awareness to overcome their lack of 
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mass, these other governmental and non-governmental may (in the short term) lose their 

advantage over the mass that the military can provide. 

TRAINING 
. . 

The United States military, with some exceptions (e.g. USSOUTHCOM's Beyond 

the Horizon and New Horizons exercises), does not train for disaster relief operations, 

even though they execute one to three per year. 59 As described above, there are basic 

tasks that are trained to for combat operations that are used in disaster relief operations, 

but these are trained to only in so far as they are usefulfor the combat missions. Despite 

this lack of formal training, the United States military is currently quite well prepared for 

disaster relief operations for a number of reasons. 

The first of these is the presence of the National Guard (particularly the Army 

National Guard and the Air National Guard). These troops have a dual role under both 

Title 10 and Title 32. In their Title 10 role, they train and execute operations overseas 

with their active duty comrades. Under Title 32 however, they act as state militia under 

the control of their respective governors. In this role, they train and execute disaster 

relief operations and other military assistance to civil authority operations.60 In addition 

to the presence and training of the National Guard, current operations have well prepared 

United States forces for the roles and responsibilities of disaster relief operations.61 

Finally, there are some military skills that were useful in Haiti that are not as 

readily available in large quantities outside of the military. These included expeditionary 

emergency medical care, logistics in austere environments via rotary wing aviation, and 

rigorous crisis action planning. These skills can be found elsewhere in the government or 

can be contracted for in the private sector, but not at the speed that can be provided by the 
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military, or with the military's deployable self-sufficiency. They also included air 

controllers operating in austere environments. With the extent of the damage to the air 

traffic control tower at the international airp01t, the only way to reopen it quickly for 

relief operations was to use United States Air Force controllers operating on a folding 

table with several radios. With their specialized training and radar information from 

United States Navy ships offshore, these controllers were able to open a major APOD 

quickly and safely. 

As discussed above, there are many other governmental and non-governmental 

organizations that train specifically for disaster relief operations, such as the International 

Fetleration of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies, which train: Emergency Response 

Units anq Field Assessment Coordination Teams. Some of these perform roles that even 

our experienced troops cannot fill, such as urban sea1;ch and rescue. Howeve~, these 

organizations do not have the large quantity of trained individuals that the military has, 

and as in Haiti, there is the risk that some or all of their local capability will be degraded 

by the disaster at hand. 

MATERIEL 

Of the capabilities that the military can provide to a disaster relief effort, materiel 

is one of the most important. The United States military is budgeted to procure. vast 

quantities of equipment ruggedized beyond civilian standards, built to operate in austere 

environments, and designed to be deployed either by air or, in the case of Marine Corps. 

materiel, over the shore. Because of the expertise that OFDA has in disaster relief, the 

military should allow them to pull its specialized equipment as necessary to supplement 

what is otherwise available. 
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Of particular use in disaster relief efforts are materiel assets that are expensive 

enough to be beyond the reach of most other budgets, and those not found widely in the 

civilian sector. For example, vertical lift assets were valuable in Haiti because the 

damage to and debris in the roadways hindered the ground transport of supplies. Vertical 

lift assets also provide search and rescue and intelligence gathering capabilities. 

However, the expense of these assets makes them cost ineffective for virtually any 

organization but the military to procure in substantial mimbers. In addition, the relative 

difficulty of transporting these large and expensive assets quickly makes it impossible for 

organizations to centralize them until needed. While USAID and other organizations can 

and do contract for some of these assets, the ability of the military to deploy their own 

organic assets quickly and in large numbers is unique.62 

While the military has tremendous amounts of useful materiel, it may not always 

be appropriate to use it. The use of military equipment is not free; the use degrades it and 

means that it will need to be maintained again before it could be used for combat.63 The 

use of military materiel also risks creating a dependency on it; anything from water 

purification, to transport, medical, and particularly vertical lift. Whenever possible, 

locally available materiel should be used in place of military equipment in order to keep 
. . . . 

the local economy functioning during the relief efforts, and to ensure that it remains 

viable after the operations end. 

LEADERSHIP 

The military leadership style is high-tempo, action oriented, largely predicated on 

having Clear chains of command and command relationships, and lends itself well to 

producing results in a crisis situation. Military leaders are trained and experienced in 
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.rapid and decisive decision making in ambiguous environments. They are promoted 
/ 

based on their ability to produce results in complex, and fast-paced environments in a 

manner that is sometimes lacking in organizations headed by political appointees.64 

While this leadership style bringsbenefits to disaster relief efforts, it can also 

cause conflicts. While military leaders come into these efforts expecting to work with a 

similar method of leadership, chains of command in them are "complicated by the many 

additiomi.l participants in [humanitarian relief and disaster assistance operations], 

·.compared to a combat operation."65 The n~mber of other actors, combined with their 

very different leadership styles (less command oriented and more consensus based), 

means that for the military leaders, there sometimes appears to be a leadership vacuum 

insofar as there is no single commander in charge of the military, other governmental, 

and non-governmental actors. In this case the military leadership may be tempted" to step 

up to try to establish a chain of command to enhancethe response, but non-governmental 

actors (such as Medecins Sans Frontieres) can take this as a military takeover, and 

pushback can ensue.66 

Fortunately, many of the current junior and field grade officers have spent much 

of their military career operating with non-military·and non-gove1nmental actors during 

counter-insurgency operations. This experience level makes these military leaders more 

comfortable and more effective at integrating with other actors during disaster relief 

operations. Additionally, both USSOUTHCOM and USPACOM work regularly with 

other governmental and non-governmental organizations to establish relationships to 

mitigate the potential for leadership clashes. 
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Despite these mitigating factors, military leadership and expectations about it are 

deeply ingrained. The emergency period irnrn."ediately after a disaster is "the time frame 

of greatest military involvement and greatest ch~llenge for military-civil relations."67 

After this period of emergency the urgency of action declines, and the niilitary leadership 

style becomes less appropriate as it d,isengages from the longer-term aspe~ts of the relief 

operations-. 

PERSONNEL 

As with materiel, personnei are one of the key factors that the military brings to 

disaster relief operations.68 As discussed above, while other organizati_ons frequently have 

more expertise in disaster relief operations than the military, they also tend to lack a deep 

bench due to constrained resources. The military, in contrast, has tremendous depth 

distributed wor.ldwide.69 There are more than 100 pilots in an Army combat aviation 

brigade, a combat surgical hospital can deploy more than 500 medical professionals, and 

there are thousands of highly capable planners across the military who can ~ssist in 

logistics planning, communications, command arid control, and other critical tasks. 

In the wake of a disaster like that in Haiti, general-purpose troops may not be the 

best trained first-responders, but they are ready, disciplined, and self-s)Jpporting. With 

appropriate guidance and leadership more knowledgeable disaster relief operations actors 

can leverage these military personnel to assist with everything from route clearance to 

ration distribution or security provision.· Military troops also represent very visible 

"goodwill ambassadors" of the disaster relief efforts.70 While many people may be 

responding their efforts and status may go unnoticed if they are not wearing a lmiform. 
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,This visibility is both a positive (it shows tangible efforts are being made) and also a 

negative (foreign military with weapons can be unwelcome). 

The availability and use of uniformed military personnel is an asset for disaster 

relief operations, both at practical and strategic messaging levels. However, they are not. 

a panacea, and there are risks associated with their use for any extended amount of time. 

FACILITIES 

This paper does not address domestic disaster relief efforts {military support to . 

civil authorities within the United States are heavily regulated and outside the scope of 

this paper). Because most major military facilities are within the United States, there is 

not a large role for ·them in overseas disaster relief efforts except as power projection 

platforms. The same facilities allow the military to project military power can play a role 

in projecting disaster relief support overseas as well. 

COST 

There are two aspects to the cost of disaster relief operations to be considered: the 

effectiveness and the efficiency of the efforts. Effectiveness considers the ability of the 

effort to react quickly because as discussed above, time is of the essence in disaster relief 

operations. Efficiency addresses the overall cost, and potential ways to reduce it. 

The military response is effective in that the military has a very large 

discretionary budget with the ability and authority to shift money around during a fiscal 

year. In contrast, most other governmental actors have little discretionary money in their 

budgets. Congr~ss will almost certainly reimburse these organizations for theirdisaster 

relief expenditures, but in the short term they do not have enough flex in their budgets to 
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act as decisively as the DoD can. While non-governmental organizations·may be able to 

shift funds more easily, they do not have the volume of funding available to the DoD. 

A military response may be the most immediately effective way to cover the costs 

ofa disaster relief effort, but it is far from the most efficient. To some extent the military 

can be written off as a sunk cost and thus free to use,iri reality the military is extremely 

expensive to maintain and qperate. To use the military for disaster relief operations is 

like hiring staff under a sole-source contract; you may get tremendous capabilities, but if 

you take the time to use competitive contracting and only ask for V;,hat you need, you will 

pay a much lower price. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

The system that the United States government has established for executing 

foreign disaster relief efforts using a whole-of-government approach generally works 

quite well. USAID' s Office of Foreign Disaster Relief, in concert with country staffs, 

United Nations Staff, and non-governmental organizations, supports the host nation 

government following a disaster. For most of these responses in any given year, these 

organizations are able to respond with sufficient assets to support the host nation. 

However, periodically a disaster strikes that is sufficiently large to overwhelm the host 

nation or nations and requires additional support beyond what USAID may be able to 

provide on short notice. 

In disasters of this magnitude, the military often plays a vital role in the 

immediate aftermath, and it should be prepared to do so again on short notice. In orderto 

improve the speed and effectiveness of the overall United States' response to the next 

disaster, the role that the military played in Haiti should be considered. The doctrine and 
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organization of the other participants showed some weakness in Haiti; the disaster itself 

struck down many of the ~ighly knowledgeable forward-postured staff that these 

organizations rely on to enhance their effectiveness, and the lack of formalized doctrine 

could make the replacement of lost staff more difficult. While the potential for the loss 

of life of the critical responders could be a weakness in major disaster relief efforts, it is 

· not clear that the military is in a position to improve the overall response in this area. 

The overarching doctrine for the military's role in disaster relief was updated in 2009, 

and the military's ability to quickly task-organize mitigates the fact that as the nation's 

wru.fighting organization, it should not be organized for disaster relief operations. 

In contrast, USSOUTHCOM·showed the importanceof an active role for the 

military in disaster relief training. USSOUTHCOM has focused a great deal of their 

attention recently on preparing for. disaster relief and humanitarian assistance missions. It 

has trained with other nations, with U.S. embassy country· teams, and with other non

governmental. organizations. Because of this persistent training, USSOUTHCOM had 

not just extepsive training on the conduct of disaster relief effmts, but also had well 

developed relationships with other key responders, including MINUST AH commanders 

and country staff members. 

While USSOUTHCOM mayrepresent an economy of force effort relative to the 

· other combatant commands, it is still resource rich relative to many other actors. It also 

has the militru.·y mindset that stresses constant training. As such, USSOUTHCOM and 

the other combatant commanders are ideally positioned to act as a catalyst for 

interagency disaster relief training and exercises. Ideally the military's cultural proclivity 

and resources for constant joint and interagency training and exercises would be found i.n 
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the interagency. Unfortunately, the State Department faces the same budgetary pressures· 

that the Department of Defense does, but from a low~r baseline level. Additionally, the 

State Department faces a harder sell to the American public for a higher level of 

expenditures·than does the military, which is one of the nation's most respected 

institutions at this time. 

Operation UNIFIED RESPONSE also highlighted that the traditional demands for 

military equipment ir;t a disaster relief mission still apply; vertical lift, emergency 

medicine, logistics, and communications/command and control. All of these equipment 

sets were requested in Haiti, and all were provided by the United States military. If these 

sets of equipment are generally known to be required in major disaster relief efforts, then 

it may appear to be logical to request that USAID be budgeted to procure enough of them 

that the military materiel would not be required. However, this is not as straightforward 

as it appears because of utilization rates and second-order costs. While. major disasters 

· do require military materiel, these major disasters are relatively infrequent, and so a 

ma]or, and expensive, set of USAID materiel would likely spend a great deal of time 

sitting idle. Meanwhile, military materiel is already used regularly, but can be diverted 

easily for short-term disaster relief operations, thus effectively covering two mission sets 

with one set of equipment. Beyond the utilization rate, there are very large second-order 

costs associated with a large stock of military materiel, including maintenance, fuel, 

deployment assets, and depreciation. Because the military already covers the high fixed 

costs associated with these for its own equipment, it would not make financial sense for 

USAID to duplicate them. 
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The military leadership style, action oriented and decisive, is valuable in crisis 

action planning, and in disaster relief efforts. However, with the lack of institutional 

knowledge in the military relative to those expert civilians on the ground, the decisive 
. . 

and action oriented military officer could just as easily lead the response in the wrong 

direction. By ensuring civilian leadership of the overall response effort, the United States 

can best harness the action-oriented military leadership to move the efforts in the right 

direction. While military commanders .might resent civilian tactical control in major 

combat operations, in disaster relief efforts they have taken, and should continue to take, 

a supporting role .. This wili likely be important for the foreseeabie futur'e, as the military 

is likely to maintain·a far larger force structure than the civilian agencies. Barring major 

budgetary reprioritizations, the State Department, USAID, and OFDA are unlikely to 

receive sufficient personnel authorizations to supplant the role of that large numbers of 

'milit.ary personnel can play· in the immediate aftermath of a major natural disaster. 

CONCLUSION 

Operation UNIFIED RESPONSE demonstrated much that is good about 

America's ability to provide foreign disaster assistance following a major natural disaster. 

The military contributed very successfully to the efforts by allowing the civilian experts 

in the ground to set priorities and operational plans. However, Haiti also illustrated that 

the traditional roles that the military plays in disaster relief (emergency medicine, vertical 

lift, logistics, and communications/command and control) are unlikely to change. These 

roles are well suited to the use of the military, at least in the immediate aftermath of a 

disaster, and replacing the military in them would be difficult and cost ineffective. 
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