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Executive summary

This study examines the advantages, limitations and implications of
using foreign military assets as part of the international response after
major natural disasters. Humanitarian principle dictates that all
available resources—including military assets—should be used to
minimize the human cost of a natural disaster. In recognition of the
fact that humanitarian relief is and should remain a predominantly
civilian function, international norms have been established that place
conditions and limitations on the use of foreign military assets in
disaster relief operations: these assets should be used only if they meet
a genuine humanitarian need, operate in accordance with humanitarian
principles and complement and coordinate with the other components
of the relief effort. Foreign military assets are and will remain
a common feature of major international disaster relief assistance.
However, significant questions have been raised regarding their
deployment, use and withdrawal. The outstanding problems and
uncertainties need to be urgently addressed.

This study provides an overview of recent developments in the use of
foreign military assets in response to major natural disasters, based on
primary and secondary data. Four case studies of recent disaster relief
operations that have involved major deployments of foreign military
assets have been used to contextualize the general observations and
give examples of good and bad practice. These case studies examine the
responses to: floods and cyclones in Mozambique in 2000; the 2004
floods and tropical windstorms in Haiti; the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami
(focusing on Aceh province, Indonesia); and the 2005 South Asian
earthquake (focusing on Pakistan-administered Kashmir).

A changing landscape for emergency assistance

The recorded incidence of natural disasters and, more critically,
large-scale disasters (10 000—99 999 people killed or affected) around
the world has risen in the past 20 years. Most of this rise has been due to
the increasing frequency of hydrometeorological hazards such as floods
and windstorms. Predictions of increased climate variability alongside
factors such as rapid urbanization, environmental degradation and weak
governance suggest that these hazards are likely to happen more often
and to have even more destructive effects on populations. In recent years
many more actors—particularly non-governmental organizations but also
foreign militaries—have started participating in international disaster
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relief. The total aid provided for emergency assistance has increased,
but the funding that is available for assistance to individual relief
efforts may have decreased given the rise in the number of disasters
occurring. Competition over resources is intensifying debate about
cost-effectiveness in disaster relief.

Overview of the use of foreign military assets:
1997-2006

In the period 1997-2006 the military assets that were most commonly
contributed to international disaster relief operations by the responding
countries were: (@) air transport, including aeroplanes used for the
transport of relief items and personnel; (b) medical assistance (field
hospitals and personnel); and (¢) expert personnel (in civil-military
coordination and liaison, needs assessment and logistics).

Of the countries that provided data for this study, the USA deployed
its military assets most frequently and in the greatest volume—15 times
between 2003 and 2006 for disaster relief. Besides having unmatched
financial and military resources and a network of overseas military
bases, the USA has an explicit policy of making its forces available for
international humanitarian work. European countries have deployed
military assets for natural disaster responses in Africa, Central America,
the Middle East and, more recently, Asia, but rarely in Europe. The
Netherlands, for example, reported 18 deployments between 1997 and
20006, including in Suriname and Pakistan. Outside Europe, Australia,
Canada, India, Japan and South Africa respond more readily to natural
disasters in neighbouring countries than to those outside their region,
unless they already have military assets in the affected region. Some
countries have policies limiting the use of their military assets in
international disaster response.

The decision to request and deploy foreign military
assets

When a natural disaster strikes abroad, a combination of factors will
influence a government’s decisions regarding what, if any, military
assistance to offer: (a) the scale of the disaster and the humanitarian
needs it creates; (b) the country’s policies regarding the deployment
of its military assets for international disaster relief; (c¢) whether the
affected country has requested foreign military assistance; (d) the
availability of military assets that are not engaged in higher priority
tasks, and how quickly and easily those assets can reach the disaster site;
(e) national interests; (/) diplomatic and historical relations with the
affected country; and (g) media coverage of the disaster and the public
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pressure it generates. Political and diplomatic considerations have in
the past led to military assets being offered—and deployed—that do not
match the humanitarian needs of the affected populations and have in
some cases even reduced the efficiency of the overall response.

Factors that may influence an affected country’s decision to request,
or accept offers of, international assistance after a natural disaster
include: the scale of the disaster and the humanitarian needs it creates;
the level of preparedness for such a disaster at the national and
sub-national levels; and how urgently particular capabilities are needed.
For most governments, the primary concern is the welfare of the people
affected by a disaster. Once it has been established that international
assistance is needed, whether that assistance is provided by soldiers or
civilians is of secondary importance and will not be allowed to delay
its arrival. (This may not be the case in countries that are experiencing
conflict or political instability.) A few disaster-prone countries,
including China, India and North Korea, have policies against the
deployment of foreign forces on their territories.

Countries affected by natural disasters usually turn first to their
neighbours for assistance because of the proximity of their assets and
of their probable good understanding of the political, social and
geographic characteristics of the affected country. Most deployments of
foreign military assets in disaster relief come through direct, bilateral
negotiations between governments, or even between national militaries,
based on established relationships, and rarely through the United
Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA).
This is especially true in the first days of a disaster relief operation.
Regional multilateral frameworks and other methods of coordinating
the deployment and use of military assets in international disaster relief
assistance have recently been explored.

The Guidelines on the Use of Military and Civil Defence Assets in
Disaster Relief (Oslo Guidelines) were created in 1994 to provide an
international normative and practical framework for the use of military
and civil defence assets in natural disaster response. Application of the
guidelines at the national level has been uneven. Most notably, the
paragraph calling for foreign military assets to be used only as a ‘last
resort” has been interpreted and applied very differently by different
actors. Integral to the concept of ‘last resort’ is whether the military
asset can offer unique capabilities and availability. There are some areas
where militaries unquestionably possess unique capabilities, primarily
in transport, logistics and the ability to deploy rapidly. However, there
is considerable disagreement among governments and humanitarian
actors about how much weight to give these ‘unique’ characteristics
when balancing them against issues such as cost burdens, the risk of
militarizing the relief effort and how the presence of foreign troops
affects civilian humanitarian actors’ safety and freedom to operate.
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The effectiveness of using foreign military assets

Six interconnected aspects of effectiveness in the use of foreign military
assets were identified for this study: timeliness, appropriateness,
efficiency, absorptive capacity, coordination and costs. These are used
to examine recent experience in the use of foreign military assets in
natural disaster relief and could be a starting point for developing
tools for decision making regarding the deployment and withdrawal of
foreign military assets.

Timeliness seems to be the main factor affecting the effectiveness of
foreign military assets in a natural disaster response, especially in the
first days and weeks of the operation. In particular, military aircraft can
transport large quantities of relief supplies and other assets and military
helicopters can support search-and-rescue operations. However, when
promised military assets are slow to arrive and to start operating it may
actually impede the response by preventing the deployment of civilian
alternatives. The timely arrival of foreign military assets can be affected
by their location at the time of the disaster, and bureaucratic delays
relating to, for example, status-of-forces agreements.

The appropriateness of a military asset is determined by how well
its capabilities meet the needs of the response and how suitable it is
for the local cultural and political context in which it is operating.
The study highlights the importance of needs assessments. Regular
comprehensive, multi-stakeholder needs assessments, linked to a
coordination framework, can help to ensure that the appropriate
assets—military and civilian—are provided when they are needed and to
facilitate the withdrawal of assets that are no longer required or
appropriate.

The efficiency of a foreign military asset in a natural disaster response
depends not only on the efficiency with which it carries out its assigned
tasks but also on how well its capabilities are used within the larger
operation. The former aspect is to a large extent affected by the
techniques used; the latter is related to coordination of the relief
operation and to how far foreign military contingents submit to
coordination by other, often civilian, actors. Some countries that
contribute military assets often insist on force-protection measures,
which both reduce the efficiency of the operation and may intimidate or
be resented by local populations.

The effectiveness of foreign military assets in disaster relief is also
affected by absorptive capacity in the affected country—the ability of
disaster management institutions to coordinate and effectively use the
assets during the relief operation. While individual military assets
tend to be relatively self-sufficient and thus to place a small burden on
absorptive capacity, the arrival of large numbers of foreign military
assets from different countries and with overlapping capabilities can
cause serious problems.
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Coordination between civilian humanitarian actors and military
assets has been one of the greatest challenges created by the increasing
deployment of foreign military assets. The differences in cultures,
priorities and operating modes between military personnel and civilian
actors have an impact not least on information sharing between the
civilian and military spheres. Information management is crucial to the
success or failure of any relief operations. This role is best and most
suitably carried out by the United Nations, led by OCHA.

The costs of deploying military assets are generally higher than for
civilian assets. This has caused concerns that foreign military assets are
placing a disproportionate burden on humanitarian funds. However, the
matter seems to be more complicated. Several countries have introduced
measures whereby their defence ministry covers some or all of the
costs of deploying military assets for overseas disaster relief, reducing
their impact on humanitarian aid budgets. The implications of this for
humanitarian funds at the international level are hard to gauge in the
absence of greater transparency in reporting.

Recommendations

The report makes recommendations for potential contributors of
military assets, countries that are prone to natural disasters, the UN,
including OCHA and UN operational humanitarian agencies and other
humanitarian organizations. The key recommendations are as follows.

* The decision to deploy military assets as part of international disaster
relief assistance should be based primarily on the humanitarian
needs and interests of the relief effort and the affected country and
communities. In particular, the burden of coordination and the real
and opportunity costs of accommodating and operating the asset for
the affected government must be taken into account.

* Steps should be taken to improve the capacity of military
commanders and forces in potential contributing countries to take part
in natural disaster relief alongside humanitarian actors. This could
be done through, for example, military training and ensuring that
military doctrines, standard operating procedures and field manuals
adequately reference humanitarian principles and elements of the
Oslo Guidelines. In addition, humanitarian actors should be involved
in the design of military training on humanitarian assistance and
disaster response.

» National disaster management plans in countries prone to natural
disasters should include provisions on how to assess the need for
foreign military assets, how to request them, how to manage offers of
military assets from foreign countries and how to manage the assets
when they arrive.
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» Generic status-of-forces agreements should be prepared to facilitate
the timely deployment of foreign military assets in disaster relief.

* The UN should strengthen humanitarian coordinators’ and resident
coordinators’ knowledge of disaster relief. They must be better able
to advise the governments of countries prone to natural disasters on
issues such as determining the need for specific military assets and
transmitting requests for such assets to key actors in the region or, if
necessary, to the wider international community.

» Regional capacities to respond to disasters should be developed and
relevant institutional relationships strengthened, particularly between
existing regional organizations and the UN regional offices. This
would improve the effectiveness of foreign military assets in disaster
relief, not least coordination with other actors.

OCHA should expand the skills and expertise of UN Disaster
Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) teams to include more
civil-military liaison, logistics and information experts. They can
be deployed with other key partners for the initial disaster impact
appreciation. The UN should also take steps, including developing a
funding base, to expand the roster of potential UNDAC team
members so that countries in disaster-prone regions are better
represented.

* Military actors should be included in needs assessment activities.
Military assets can play an enabling role, including providing
assets to facilitate the assessment missions. Involving military
representatives in these activities can also help civil-military
coordination, identifying the most useful role that military assets
can play and facilitating requests for military assets that will best
complement civilian capabilities.

* Needs assessments should be continually updated and refined.
This can help to adjust the tasks of military and civilian actors and,
importantly, to identify the earliest opportunities for military assets
to be withdrawn and their responsibilities given to foreign or
domestic civilian alternatives.

* The humanitarian community should develop indicators or
benchmarks for each functional sector of an international disaster
relief operation to guide decision making regarding when military
assets can be withdrawn and responsibilities handed over to civilian
actors. OCHA and the designated heads of the new UN cluster
system should take the lead in this process.

* OCHA should review its current practices in the channelling and
coordination of foreign military assets in natural disaster relief. While
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it often plays a crucial role in the coordination of relief efforts, it is
rarely the preferred channel for foreign military assets. In particular,
OCHA'’s Register of Military and Civil Defence Assets has not been
effectively used in the past decade. The role of the register should be
analysed and reassessed.

OCHA should maintain and improve its programme to disseminate
and raise awareness of the Oslo Guidelines.

Lessons learned and best practices workshops on the use of foreign
military assets should become a regular feature of international
disaster relief operations. These should be conducted under the aegis
of the UN. The evaluation exercises of the International Search and
Rescue Advisory Group would serve as a useful model.

Governments and regional multilateral organizations should be
encouraged to declassify and share any documentation from their
own evaluations and assessments of contribution of military assets for
international disaster relief.

OCHA should create, maintain and promote transparent and
accessible knowledge- and information-sharing systems on
international disaster relief, including the use of foreign military
assets. These systems should include a standing central electronic and
physical document archive.
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