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Introductory Remarks 

Humanitarian civil-military coordination is multi-faceted and evolving. 
The work ranges from on-site coordination of foreign military assets 
(FMA) in disaster relief, to access negotiation in conflict.  

Since the international disaster response community first created the 
United Nations Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination (UN-
CMCoord) function, it has adapted to the changing environment. 
CMCoord traditionally coordinated the deployment of foreign Military 
and Civil Defence Assets (MCDA) in disaster response. 

Governments increasingly deploy military forces as part of their 
international assistance to a natural disaster response. In addition, 
national armed forces are often relied upon as first responders in-
country.  

With multidimensional and integrated peace operations, CMCoord 
became an important interface between the humanitarian community 
and military components of UN and regional peacekeeping 
operations. 

Ȱ!ÔÔÉÔÕÄÅÓ ÏÆ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÁÒÉÁÎ ÃÉÖÉÌ-military 
coordinators are as important as knowledge and 
ÓËÉÌÌÓȢȱ 

*ÏÓÅÆ 2ÅÉÔÅÒÅÒȟ #ÈÉÅÆ ÏÆ /#(!ȭÓ #ÉÖÉÌ-Military 
Coordination Section (CMCS) 

In different settings, the interaction between humanitarian and 
military actors ranges from close cooperation to sheer co-existence. 
Humanitarian-military  dialogue at all levels is essential ɀ and the basis 
for effective humanitarian action on the ground. 

The UN-CMCoord Field Handbook is designed as a guide for CMCoord 
Officers and focal points in natural disasters and complex 
emergencies. The 2015 edition includes significant updates in 
comparison with the 2008 edition. It promotes common 
understanding and a coherent approach in a changing institutional 
framework and operational environment.  
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What is UN-CMCoord? 

UN-CMCoord is the essential dialogue and interaction between civilian 
and military actors in humanitarian emergencies that is necessary to 
protect and promote humanitarian principles, avoid competition, 
minimize inconsistency and, when appropriate, pursue common goals. 
Basic strategies range from cooperation to co-existence. Coordination is 
a shared responsibility facilitated by liaison and common training. 

The key coordination elements in natural disasters and complex 
emergencies are information sharing, task division and planning. The 
scope and modus operandi of these key elements will change with the 
context and with the focus of the five CMCoord tasks: 

1. Establish and sustain dialogue with military forces.  

2. Establish a mechanism for information exchange and humanitarian 
action with military forces and other armed groups.  

3. Assist in negotiations in critical areas of humanitarian-military 
interaction.  

4. Support development and dissemination of context-specific guidance 
for the interaction of the humanitarian community with the military. 

5. Monitor activity of military forces and ensure positive impact on 
humanitarian communities. 
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How to Use this Handbook 

The UN-CMCoord Field Handbook comprises of six chapters and a 
toolbox. To make full use of its functions and the toolbox, it is best 
used online to allow access to linked documents and references. The 
chapters can be used individually or in conjunction. The sections 
include links to other relevant chapters, guidelines and more detailed 
resources in the toolbox. 

¶ Chapters I and II summarize key humanitarian concepts and 
coordination mechanisms and outline their relevance and links to 
the CMCoord function. 

¶ Chapter III gives an overview of military organizations, mandates, 
concepts and military staff functions that could serve as the 
#-#ÏÏÒÄ /ÆÆÉÃÅÒȭÓ ÃÏÕÎÔÅÒÐÁÒÔȢ 

¶ Chapter IV is an aide memoire for the relevant CMCoord guidelines 
and principles; it summarizes the key considerations and explains 
the roles and responsibilities of OCHA and CMCoord Officers in 
implementing the guidelines. 

¶ Chapters V and VI provide guidance on how to implement the 
CMCoord tasks in natural disasters and complex emergencies, 
respectively. They can be used separately from the rest of the 
handbook and serve as a field manual. 

 

The handbook is complemented by a toolbox, the most relevant guidance 

documents, including more detailed step-by-step guides for specific tasks. 

This handbook does not replace CMCoord training courses or 
guidelines, but is a reference guide to supplement the training 
programme and an aide memoire for the related guidelines. 

 

Why is this relevant for CMCoord? The άyellow boxesέ highlight some 
frequently asked questions, issues or top tips. 

 

Key terms and definitions  are included in the chapters in blue boxes. 
A complete list can be found in the annex. 

 

Every Context is Different 

Active and former CMCoord Officers shared their experiences as examples for this 

LEARN 

MORE!  
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handbook. These can help to better understand the challenges and develop 
context-specific solutions. 
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Chapter I: Humanitarian Action 

Chapter I of the UN-CMCoord Field Handbook outlines the basics of 
humanitarian action and highlights links to military actors and 
CMCoord. It includes: 

V The most important definitions  for humanitarian action. 

V The significance of disaster preparedness. 

V Differences and linkages between Ȱcivil defence/protectionȱ, 
Ȱdisaster managementȱ and Ȱhumanitarian assistanceȱ. 

V Civilian and military roles in the Protection of Civilians (PoC). 

V A recap of humanitarian principles and some basic definitions of 
international law. 

V Considerations for the creation and sustaining of a conducive 
humanitarian operating environment. 

V The relevance of the Ȱdo no harmȱ approach. 

This chapter is particularly relevant for CMCoord Officers with a 
predominantly military background and provides an aide memoire for 
those with a humanitarian background. 

Some Key Terms to Start: 

Humanitarian action comprises assistance, protection  and advocacy 
activities undertaken on an impartial basis in response to humanitarian 
needs resulting from complex emergencies and/or natural disasters. 
These activities can be responsive to an event that already occurred, 
or preventive, to mitigate risks and prepare for future events.  

A humanitarian crisis is a situation in which the health, lives and well-
being of people are in danger as a consequence of the disruption of 
their daily routine and access to basic goods and services. This can be 
the result of natural disasters, technological or man-made disasters, 
and situations of violence and conflict. 

Humanitarian actors are civilians, whether national or international, 
United Nations (UN) or non-UN, governmental or non-governmental, 
which have a commitment to humanitarian principles and are engaged 
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in humanitarian activities. 

Natural disasters are events caused by natural hazards that seriously 
affect the society, economy and/or infrastructure of a region. The 
humanitarian consequences depend on the vulnerability of affected 
people and their coping and local response capacity. 

A complex emergency is a humanitarian crisis in a country, region or 
society where there is total or considerable breakdown of authority 
resulting from internal or external conflict and which requires an 
international response that goes beyond the mandate or capacity of 
any single and/or ongoing UN country programme. 
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1. Disaster Management and Civil 

Defence/Protection 

The affected state has the primary responsibility to provide protection 
and life-saving assistance to people affected by crises, including 
preparedness measures for communities. The real first responders in 
emergencies are the affected people and communities themselves. 
The local response mechanisms might be more or less 
institutionalized. They comprise local organizations, private health and 
service providers, and government institutions that provide basic 
services in peacetime and respond to emergencies and disasters when 
they occur. National response to disasters can be non-governmental 
or governmental or both, including the armed forces and other 
uniformed services. 

In recent years, the role of government institutions in preparedness 
and their capacity to coordinate and provide assistance have 
increased ɀ and with that comes expectations to mitigate or prevent 
potential disasters and provide assistance where needed. 
Coordination, interoperability and complementarity with the 
international humanitarian assistance are crucial. 

The activities of National Disaster Management Authorities (NDMA) 
and response systems are usually differentiated from humanitarian 
assistance. NDMAs and government response systems have different 
set-ups, operating standards and actors, than the international 
humanitarian community. These structures can be partly or even 
predominantly military or para-military in some countries. The armed 
forces can in fact be the first responders in a country. Non-
governmental, private sector and volunteer-based organizations could 
either be closely integrated in the national system or be distinct from 
it. Government-owned units under direct command of government 
institution are often referred to as civil defence/protection  assets. 

Civil defence is the performance of humanitarian tasks intended to 
protect the civilian population against the dangers, and to help it to 
recover from the immediate effects, of hostilities or disasters and also 
to provide the conditions necessary for its survival. 

Additional Protocol 1 of the Geneva Conventions 
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Today, the terms civil defence, civil protection, emergency management and 
disaster management are used by different governments and regional 
organizations to refer to the same concept: a structure or state entity 
established to prevent disasters and mitigate the effects of such disasters on 
people, property and the environment. 

In this handbook, disaster management is used for in-country systems; civil 
defence/protection for government-owned civilian or para-military assets; and 
international humanitarian assistance for the response of the international 
humanitarian community and their operational partners. 

International actors respond to a crisis only with the  consent of the 
affected state; usually at the request or upon the acceptance of an 
offer of assistance. Assisting States provide support in the form of 
financial contributions and in-kind donations; bilateral deployment of 
government disaster response and assistance teams, including civil 
defence/protection, civilian and military units; and by financing 
humanitarian assistance carried out by government agencies, non-
governmental organizations (NGO), the UN or other organizations. 

The affected state decides which actors can provide assistance and 
coordinates the overall response. National armed forces might play an 
important role in the national coordination efforts, and in particular in 
the coordination of incoming FMA. The affected state may ask the 
United Nations Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
(OCHA) to assist in the coordination of international humanitarian 
efforts . 

Military Actors in Disaster Preparedness 

Ã 
Familiarize yourself with the role of the national military in disaster 
preparedness and response. 

Ã 
Enquire about the role of national military and FMA in the national 
contingency plans. 

Ã 
Familiarize yourself with existing agreements with other states and foreign 
military entities, Status of Forces Agreements (SOFA), etc. 

Ã 
The NDMA might have its own civil-military coordination guidelines and 
arrangements in place. 

Ã 
National military forces might be part of national or local disaster 
management exercises. 
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2. Preparedness and Resilience 

The Inter-Agency Standing Committee (IASC) in 2014 underlined that 
humanitarian action, including preparedness, can be designed and 
implemented in such a way that it helps systems and people to be more 
resilient ɀ that is, to be less vulnerable to future shocks. 

 

Does CMCoord have a role in preparedness? OCHAΩǎ Policy Instruction 
identifies specific tasks for CMCoord in preparedness. See Chapter V of this 
handbook. 

The severity of humanitarian consequences of a crisis depends on the 
vulnerability and coping capacity of the affected people and societies. 
A natural disaster does not necessarily turn into a humanitarian crisis. 
This depends on how resilient the affected people are and how well 
the response works. 

 

IASC guidance on Emergency Response Preparedness 
IASC Common Framework for Preparedness 
Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 
The United Nations International Strategy for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR) 
www.unisdr.org 
IASC Priority: Preparedness and Resilience 

 

Preparedness: The knowledge and capacities developed by 
governments, professional response and recovery organizations, 
communities and individuals to effectively anticipate, respond to, and 
recover from, the impacts of likely, imminent or current hazard events 
or conditions. 

Resilience: The ability of a system, community or society exposed to 
hazards to resist, absorb, accommodate and recover from the effects 
of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, including through the 
preservation and restoration of essential basic structures and functions. 

Vulnerability: The characteristics and circumstances of a community, 
system or asset that make it susceptible to the damaging effects of a 
hazard. There are many aspects of vulnerability, arising from various 
physical, social, economic, and environmental factors.  

Coping capacity: The ability of people, organizations and systems, 
using available skills and resources, to face and manage adverse 
conditions, emergencies or disasters. 

UNISDR, 2007 

LEARN 

MORE!  

file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/01_IASC_Emergency%20Response%20Preparedness%20Guidance%20(24Oct2014).pdf
file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/02_IASC%20Common%20Framework%20for%20Preparedness.pdf
file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/03_Sendai%20Framework%20for%20Disaster%20Risk%20Reduction%202015-2030.pdf
file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/03_Sendai%20Framework%20for%20Disaster%20Risk%20Reduction%202015-2030.pdf
http://www.unisdr.org/
file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/70_IASC_Preparedness%20and%20Resilience_Priority%20(1-pager%2010Dec2013%20final).pdf
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If they are first responders in a country, armed forces should ideally be 
included in preparedness planning and activities. If national military 
and FMA are part of the national contingency planning processes, it is 
important for the humanitarian community to recognize this role in 
their own preparedness activities. 

3. Humanitarian Assistance 

Humanitarian assistance seeks to save lives and alleviate suffering of 
people-in-need as a result of a humanitarian crisis. It focuses on short-
term emergency relief, providing basic life-saving services that are 
disrupted because of the humanitarian crisis. Humanitarian assistance 
is needs-based and provided in adherence to humanitarian principles 
of humanity, impartiality, neutrality and operational independence 
(see Chapter I.5). 

The assessment of such needs must be independent and humanitarian 
assistance, must be given without discrimination of any kind, 
regardless of race, ethnicity, sex/gender, religion, social status, 
nationality or political affiliation of the recipients. 

 

What is a humanitarian actor? Humanitarian actors are civilians engaged in 
humanitarian activities with a clear commitment to humanitarian principles. 
This commitment is usually laid down in their legal mandates, mission 
statements and statutes. 

Military forces that deliver aid ς be it fulfilling obligations under international 
humanitarian law (IHL), offering assistance to affected populations as part of a 
wider stabilization mandate, in extremis, or in support of humanitarian 
operations ς are not considered humanitarian actors. They might very well fulfil 
or support humanitarian tasksΣ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ Ǌŀƛǎƻƴ ŘΩşǘǊŜ. 

The military is a tool of the ƎƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘΩǎ foreign policy. The separation of 
humanitarian and political objectives is not clear. While this might be true for 
other government agencies, military units are not primarily perceived as 
humanitarians by the civilian population, particularly in complex emergency 
situations. It is likely that they have other military objectives while fulfilling 
humanitarian tasks, making the latter a means to an end. 

Humanitarian assistance must take into account the local capacity 
already in place to meet those needs. It complements local services 
and capacity on a short-term basis and aims to enable people to get 
back to normalcy. 
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Humanitarian actors have several surge and rapid response 
mechanisms to ensure that humanitarian assistance is provided as 
soon as possible. Still, the first 48 to 72 hours after a natural disaster 
are the most critical in terms of search and rescue operations, medical 
treatment and/or evacuation and other life-saving measures. The 
response largely relies on the capacity available on the ground. The 
ability to respond quickly is crucial. However, it is equally important to 
have a clear exit strategy to end external assistance as soon as the 
local systems are restored to normalcy. 

 

What is the role of military actors and within what timeframe? The relief phase 
ranges from a couple of weeks to months, depending on the scale of 
destruction, access, and a variety of other factors. The military can play a 
crucial role given its ability to mobilize quickly ς especially in terms of logistics, 
engineering and transport assets. CMCoord is a requirement at the first 
minute. 

As observed in past, FMA that deploy to a natural disaster tend to drawdown 
or re-deploy from the scene before the relief phase is over, and sometimes on 
very short notice. In anticipation of this reality, the CMCoord Officer needs to 
ensure that military commanders clearly communicate the end of their 
deployment. This is important to make sure that handover plans are in place 
for the transition from military support to follow-up by civilian capacities. 

Humanitarian assistance becomes necessary because of existing 
vulnerabilities of people and communities. Thus humanitarian 
organizations aim at linking relief, rehabilitation and development to 
allow transition of short-term humanitarian assistance into long-term 
development programmes. This promotes the sustainable 
improvement of the coping capacity of communities. Reconstruction 
activities follow the Ȱbuild back betterȱ principle and include 
ÐÒÅÖÅÎÔÉÏÎ ÁÎÄ ÍÉÔÉÇÁÔÉÏÎ ÅÌÅÍÅÎÔÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÄÕÃÅ Á ÃÏÍÍÕÎÉÔÙȭÓ 
vulnerability to future hazards in the long-term. 

4. Protection 

Protection encompasses all activities aimed at ensuring full respect 
for the rights of the individual in accordance with international 
human rights law, international humanitarian law (which applies in 
situations of armed conflict) and refugee law. (IASC) 
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States have the primary responsibility to protect people within their 
jurisdiction. In situations of natural disasters, national authorities are 
responsible for providing assistance and protection to those affected. 
In situations of armed conflict, all parties to the conflict, e.g. states 
and organized armed groups, must respect and protect civilians. 

The first rule of IHL is to distinguish between civilians and combatants 
and to direct attacks only against combatants. Hence, the term 
Protection of Civilians (PoC) is used to describe protection during 
t imes of armed conflict and is generally understood by the military to 
be the application of and respect for IHL and other applicable law. 
More recently, the term PoC has also been used to describe the 
specific mandate given by the UN Security Council to many UN 
peacekeeping forces to protect civilians under imminent threat of 
physical violence. This should not be confused with the much broader 
protection accorded to civilians under IHL.  

Protection is a major concern in humanitarian crises, whether in 
situations of armed conflict, general insecurity or natural disasters. 
Protection can be seen as a legal responsibility, objective or activity. 
Humanitarian activities in support of protection fall into three phases:  

¶ Responsive activities to prevent, stop, or alleviate the effects of a 
ÔÈÒÅÁÔ ÔÏ ÐÅÏÐÌÅÓȭ ÒÉÇÈÔÓ ÏÒ ÓÁÆÅÔÙȟ ÅȢÇȢ ÓÅØÕÁÌ ÏÒ ÇÅÎÄÅÒ-based 
violence (SGBV), by advocating with parties to a conflict to refrain 
from such abuse or by providing basic medical care.  

¶ Remedial ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅÓ ÔÏ ÒÅÓÔÏÒÅ ÐÅÏÐÌÅÓȭ ÄÉÇnity and ensure 
adequate living conditions after an abuse, for example legal 
assistance if a victim of SGBV decides to take legal action.  

¶ Environment building aims to build a social, cultural, institutional 
and legal environment conducive to respect for individual rights. 
This could include strengthening legislation against SGBV or 
training police on how to handle SGBV cases appropriately. 

An effective humanitarian response to such situations must be 
informed by an analysis of the threats and risks that people face. 
Appropriate steps should be taken to minimize those threats and 
risks, and ensure full respect for the rights of all people affected by 
disaster or armed conflict. 
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Is protection a CMCoord task? Protection requires engagement with a broad 
range of actors, including civilian and military. It is not a CMCoord task as such; 
CMCoord is a useful tool for humanitarian protection actors to engage military 
or other armed actors to support protection. It serves as a bridge between 
humanitarian organizations with a protection mandate and deployed military 
forces to ensure adequate dialogue and cooperation where needed and as 
appropriate. 

In armed conflicts, humanitarian protection actors engage with duty 
bearers (the institutions obligated to fulfil holders' rights) to promote 
adherence to IHL or other applicable legal instruments to reduce risks 
faced by affected people. Duty bearers may include national or foreign 
military forces or, in cases of armed conflict, organized armed groups. 
Their interaction includes information sharing, advocacy, training, 
awareness-raising and measures to reduce the impact of hostilities on 
civilians, as well as the promotion of the Ȱdo no harmȱ approach and 
related methods. 

Humanitarian actors will engage UN peacekeepers or other forces 
mandated to proactively protect civilians under threat, by sharing 
information on what those threats against civilians are. They will 
advocate with the military to enhance security for civilians in those 
areas and respond to requests for information on population 
movements and humanitarian needs.  

 

What is the difference between PoC and responsibility to protect? While the 
two concepts share some common elements, particularly in regard to 
prevention and support to national authorities in discharging their 
responsibilities towards civilians, there are fundamental differences. 

PoC is a legal concept based on IHL, human rights and refugee law, while the 
responsibility to protect (R2P) is a political concept. 

PoC relates to violations of IHL and human rights law in situations of armed 
conflict. R2P is limited to violations that constitute war crimes or crimes 
against humanity or that would be considered acts of genocide or ethnic 
cleansing, which may occur in situations that do not meet the threshold of 
armed conflict. 

Cf. SG Report on PoC (S/2012/376), Para 21 

 

OCHA on Message: Protection of Civilians 
Security Council Aide Memoire on Protection of Civilians (2014) 
IASC Statement on the Centrality of Protection in Humanitarian Action 
Protecting Civilians in the Context of UN Peacekeeping Operations 

  

LEARN 

MORE!  

file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/04_OCHA%20on%20Message_Protection%20of%20Civilians.pdf
file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/05_Security%20Council_Aide%20Memoire_Protection%20Civilians%20(2014).pdf
file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/06_IASC%20Statement%20on%20the%20Centrality%20of%20Protection.pdf
file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/07_Protecting%20Civilians%20in%20the%20Context%20of%20UN%20Peacekeeping%20Operations.pdf
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5. Humanitarian Principles 

HUMANITY 

Human suffering must be addressed wherever it is found. The purpose of 
humanitarian action is to protect life and health and ensure respect for human 

beings. 

NEUTRALITY IMPARTIALITY 

Humanitarian actors must not take sides 
in hostilities or engage in controversies 

of a political, racial, religious or 
ideological nature. 

Humanitarian action must be carried 
out on the basis of need alone, giving 
priority to the most urgent cases of 

distress and making no distinctions on 
the basis of nationality, race, gender, 

religious belief, class or political 
opinions. 

OPERATIONAL INDEPENDENCE 

Humanitarian action must be autonomous from the political, economic, military or 
other objectives that any actor may hold with regard to areas where humanitarian 

action is being implemented. 

Table 1: Humanitarian Principles 

One of the core guiding documents for humanitarian assistance is UN 
General Assembly (GA) resolution 46/182 on strengthening of the 
coordination of humanitarian emergency assistance of the UN. In 
addition to the principles of humanity, neutrality  and impartiality , the 
resolution formulates other guiding principles for humanitarian 
assistance, e.g.: 

¶ Each state has the responsibility to take care of the victims of 
natural disasters and other emergencies in its territory. 

¶ In the context of sovereignty, humanitarian assistance should be 
provided with the consent of the affected country, although such 
consent may not be withheld arbitrarily. 

¶ The affected states are called upon to facilitate  the work of 
humanitarian organizations. 

 

What are άarbitrary reasonsέ? There is no definition as to what constitutes 
άarbitrary reasonsέ. As a minimum, consent must not be withheld in situations 
which would violate international law, for instance where people face 
starvation. OCHA is working on a guidance note ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǎǳŎƘ άŀǊōƛǘǊŀǊȅ 
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ǊŜŀǎƻƴǎέ, to be available end of 2015. 

The CMCoord function is guided by humanitarian principles and has a 
crucial role in their promotion and safe-guarding. This includes 
sensitizing the military community about humanitarian principles and 
key considerations of humanitarian vis-à-vis military actors, as well as 
raising awareness and promoting a coherent approach by the 
humanitarian community in its engagement with the military. 

It is crucial for humanitarians to stay independent from political and 
military objectives. Being perceived as distinct from military actors and 
objectives might require a certain degree of physical distance in some 
contexts. At the same time, providing assistance to people-in-need 
may at times require the support from military actors, without 
impacting negatively on the operational independence of the 
humanitarian community. 

 

CMCoord facilitates dialogue to find the right balance. The work with the 
military should contribute to ς and not compromise ς the neutrality and 
impartiality of humanitarian operations. 

 

Humanitarian advocacy: Advocacy refers in a broad sense to efforts to 
promote, in the domain of humanitarian aid, respect for humanitarian 
principles and law with a view to influencing the relevant political 
authorities, whether recognised governments, insurgent groups or 
other non-state actors. One could add Ȱinternational, national and 
local assistance agenciesȱ. (Active Learning Network for 
Accountability and Performance) 
 

 

OCHA on Message: Humanitarian Principles 
General Assembly resolution 46/182 & General Assembly resolution 58/114  
OCHA on Message: General Assembly resolution 46/182 

6. Legal Aspects of Humanitarian Action  

Ares of international law with particular relevance to humanitarian 
action are IHL, international human rights law and refugee law. 
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6.1 International Humanitarian Law 

IHL regulates situations of armed conflict. The most important 
sources are the Hague Conventions, the Geneva Conventions and the 
Additional Protocols to the Geneva Conventions. The inspiration for 
this set of rules in armed conflict was humanitarian: Even in war, rules 
apply; even war does not justify all means and methods of warfare. 

This also includes the concept of proportionality : the impact of 
military operations on civilians must be balanced with the intended 
military outcomes. The Geneva Conventions introduced the 
distinction  between combatants and non-combatants, promoting the 
protection of individuals who are not or no longer participating in 
hostilities; 196 nations are signatories to the treaties.  

The Fourth Geneva Convention defines the responsibilities of an 
occupying power vis-à-vis the population, e.g. providing food, medical 
assistance and other supplies essential to their survival (Art. 55-60). 
The default option is to provide these services through civilian actors. 

The Additional Protocols of 1977 relating to the Protection of Victims 
of International (Protocol I) and Non-International (Protocol II) Armed 
Conflicts contain regulations for PoC, as well as the status, protection 
and access of relief actors. While a large majority of states have 
ratified Protocols I and II, these instruments have not yet gained 
universal adherence. Several states in which non-international armed 
conflicts are taking place have not ratified Protocol II. In these non-
international armed conflicts, Common Article 3 of the four Geneva 
Conventions is often the only applicable treaty provision. 

 

The four Geneva Conventions and Protocol I (if ratified) apply only in cases of 
international armed conflict. In cases of non-international armed conflict, only 
Common Article 3 and Protocol II (if ratified) apply. All of the rules laid down in 
the Hague and Geneva Conventions, and many of the rules laid down in the 
Additional Protocols, are widely recognised as customary international law 
όάǘƘŜ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ states and what stateǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŀŎŎŜǇǘŜŘ ŀǎ ƭŀǿέύΦ IŜƴŎŜΣ 
the principles of distinction and proportionality, as well as the obligation to not 
arbitrarily withhold consent to relief operations, will apply in any context of 
conflict. Be aware of the fact that the classification of a situation of violence as 
(non-)international armed conflict is often disputed and highly politicized. 
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Geneva Conventions of 1949 

The International Committee of the Red Cross: What is IHL? gives a good 
overview of IHL sources and their content. 

6.2 International Human Rights Law 

While IHL is only applicable in situations of armed conflict, 
international human rights law is universal. In a state of emergency, 
such as an armed conflict, states can suspend certain human rights 
(under stringent conditions), whereas IHL cannot be suspended. 
However, certain fundamental rights must be respected in all 
circumstances and cannot be suspended, including the right to life, 
the prohibition of torture and inhuman punishment or treatment, the 
outlawing of slavery or servitude, and the right to freedom of 
thought, conscience and religion. 

During armed conflict, human rights law complements and reinforces 
the protections provided by IHL. However, in some cases IHL and 
human rights law provide contradictory rules, e.g. regarding the right 
to life . As IHL was specially designed to apply in armed conflicts, its 
specific rules will prevail over the general rules of human rights law in 
relation to the conduct of hostilities and other situations closely linked 
to the battlefield. On the other hand, in situations that more closely 
resemble ordinary life (e.g. law enforcement by state authorities), the 
rules of human rights law will generally prevail over IHL 
notwithstanding the existence of an armed conflict in the country.  

The basis for most binding legal instruments referring to human rights 
is the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UN General Assembly 
1948). Many humanitarian actors base their work on a broader human 
rights approach and NGOs often act as humanitarian relief 
organizations and advocates for human rights. 

 

The UN Rights Up Front Plan of Action emphasizes the imperative for the UN to 
protect people, wherever they may be, in accordance with their human rights 
and in a manner that prevents and responds to violations of international 
human rights and humanitarian law  
(IASC, Centrality of Protection). 
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6.3 Refugee Law 

Refugee law is the branch of international law that deals with the 
rights and protection of refugees. It is related to, but distinct from, 
international human rights law and IHL. 

The Convention relating to the Status of Refugees from 1951 and its 
Protocol from 1967 to this day set the standards for the treatment of 
refugees. It serves to safeguard the fundamental rights of refugees 
and the regulation of their status in the countries of asylum. 

Refugee is a legal term only applicable if a person has crossed an 
internationally recognized state border. When people have to leave 
their homes but remain within their own country, they are known as 
Internally Displaced Persons (IDPs); this can be as a consequence of 
armed conflicts, situations of generalized violence, violation of human 
rights or natural disasters. 
 

 

OCHA on Message: Internal Displacement 
UN Guiding Principles on Internal Displacement (OCHA 2004) 
1951 Convention relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol  

6.4 Disaster Response Laws, Rules and Principles 

For natural disasters, there are a number of global and local laws, 
treaties, and regulations. The IDRL Guidelines (international disaster 
response laws, rules and principles) ɀ for the national facilitation and 
regulation of international disaster relief and initial recovery 
assistance ɀ are meant to assist governments to improve their own 
disaster laws with respect to incoming international relief, ensuring 
better coordination and quality. 

 

The International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) 
has established a disaster law database, a collection of international disaster 
response laws, rules and principles (IDRL).  

The World Customs Organization has compiled a customs directory with 
national focal points and legislation, instruments and tools related to the 
movement of emergency relief aid, as well as international resolutions. 
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7. Humanitarian Operating Environment 

A key element for humanitarian agencies and organizations when they 
deploy, consists of establishing and maintaining a conducive 
humanitarian operating environment, sometimes referred to as 
humanitarian space.  

Adhering to the principles of neutrality and impartiality in 
humanitarian operations ɀ and being perceived as doing so ɀ is critical 
to ensuring access to affected people. It can also make a significant 
difference to the security of humanitarian personnel and the people 
they assist. Maintaining a clear distinction between the role and 
function of humanitarian actors from that of the military is the 
determining factor in creating an operating environment in which 
humanitarian organizations can carry out their responsibilities 
effectively and safely. 

 

Civil-military distinction: A main aspect for context-specific consideration is 
whether being associated with the military affects the operating space and has 
detrimental and unacceptable effects on humanitarian operations. 

7.1 Humanitarian Access  

Humanitarian access ÃÏÎÃÅÒÎÓ ÈÕÍÁÎÉÔÁÒÉÁÎ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȭ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÒÅÁÃÈ 
people affected by crisis, as well as ÁÆÆÅÃÔÅÄ ÐÅÏÐÌÅȭÓ ÁÂÉÌÉÔÙ ÔÏ ÁÃÃÅÓÓ 
humanitarian assistance and services. Sustained and effective 
humanitarian access to the affected people implies that all affected 
people can be reached and that the receipt of humanitarian assistance 
is not conditional upon the allegiance or support to parties involved in 
a conflict, but independent of political, military and other action. 

 

OCHA on Message: Humanitarian Access 
IASC Guidelines on Humanitarian Negotiations with Armed Groups  

To have access to all affected people and areas requires engagement 
and negotiation  of such access with all relevant parties. Particular care 
must also be taken to ensure the sustainability of access. Ability of 
humanitarian actors to establish and maintain humanitarian access is 
related to adherence to humanitarian principles. Humanitarian access 
is an important part of humanitarian advocacy. It can become an 
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important task of, but is not limited to, civil-military coordination. 
Upon request by humanitarian actors, it also may require political 
support to create/reinforce conditions conducive to humanitarian 
action. 

Coordination with the military  should be considered to the extent 
that it facilitates and sustains ɀ and not hinders ɀ humanitarian access. 
Humanitarian access negotiations seek to ensure provision of 
assistance and protection to affected people; to safeguard the 
humanitarian operating environment; and to improve respect for 
international law. To do so, establishing specific arrangements with 
relevant parties may be necessary. Such measures can include de-
confliction  of military and humanitarian activities in an area, the 
provision of area security by security actors, the establishment of 
humanitarian Ȱpausesȱ, Ȱdays of tranquillityȱ and modalities for 
unhindered passage at checkpoints. 

In high risk environments, necessary security measures such as 
controls at airports or en route checkpoints, can slow down 
humanitarian convoys and impede the rapid delivery of humanitarian 
assistance. Restrictions and impediments to humanitarian access can 
be minimized or avoided without compromising the security efforts. 

¶ Security forces inform humanitarians on procedures and expected 
waiting times. 

¶ If necessary, humanitarians may notify security forces of an 
intended movement on specific routes, to allow quick passage. 

¶ Establish de-confliction mechanisms for notification, if there is no 
alternative. 

 

 

De-confliction arrangements: Established liaison between humanitarian actors 
and parties to the conflict to communicate the time and location of 
humanitarian activities and humanitarian convoys. This should only be applied 
in exceptional cases, in order to ensure that military operations do not 
jeopardize the lives of humanitarian personnel, impede the passage of relief 
supplies or implementation of humanitarian activities, or put recipients of 
humanitarian assistance at risk. 

Negotiating access: Humanitarian access to affected people can be 
constrained for instance by general insecurity or ongoing hostilities, by 
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lack of infrastructure, or through restrictions imposed by actors 
controlling an area. The humanitarian community needs to be able and 
seeks to communicate as necessary with all actors that can provide, 
restrict or influence access, e.g. all parties to a conflict, the 
government, national/local authorities and security actors (civilian and 
military), communities, non-state armed actors. 

 

CMCoordΩǎ Role in Access ς an example from South Sudan in 2014 

In December 2013, the recently 
founded Republic of South Sudan faced 
an outbreak of violence throughout the 
country, resulting in high numbers of 
IDPs (1.5 million in November 2014). In 
the first weeks, tens of thousands of 
people fled the violence to seek refuge 
within the compounds of the UN 
Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS). 

People came there to seek physical protection, but obviously needed humanitarian 
assistance while they were there. This was provided by humanitarian partners 
within the UN MƛǎǎƛƻƴǎΩ ŎƻƳǇƻǳƴŘǎ, which are referred to as Protection Sites. 
Meanwhile, humanitarian organizations provided assistance to IDPs in six of the 
ten districts. 

There were a number of issues pertaining to humanitarian access, of which not all 
were civil-military related. This was addressed with a unique set-up: a policy, 
access and civil-military coordination team was established prior to the conflict, and 
surged up to six people. 

The civil-military coordination had two sides: coordination with the military part of 
UNMISS, and the coordination and information sharing with the governmental 
armed forces and other armed groups.  

The liaison with UNMISS included the conditions of 
people who had taken refuge in UNMISS 
compounds, situation analysis and contingency 
planning. In addition, given the security situation, 
the liaison included the provision of armed escorts 
and static guards, as needed. 

Another aspect was the coordination with all 
parties: e.g. with the Government in terms of 
clearance for aircraft and convoys to leave the 
capital, and with military and/or armed groups at 
destination. It also included providing information 
on humanitarian activities to all parties in their 
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respective area of operation. All of the zonal commanders of the armed groups 
fighting government forces signed off on humanitarian ground rules. These laid 
down what they could expect from humanitarian actors in terms of their activities 
and also what was expected from them in terms of access to people-in-need and 
respect for IHL. 

7.2 Perception of Humanitarian Action 

The perception that humanitarian actors are affiliated with military 
forces could impact negatively on the security of humanitarian staff, 
their ability to access and thus to rapidly and effectively provide 
assistance and protection to affected people. 

To be impartial, and to be perceived as impartial, first and foremost 
the delivery of humanitarian assistance must come without political or 
military conditions. Humanitarian organizations must not take sides in 
conflicts and remain independent from political or military objectives. 
This would otherwise affect their ability to provide assistance and 
protection to all affected people in an impartial manner, and erode 
their credibility and acceptance. 

Perceptions could exist even before humanitarians have started 
projects: From the perspective of the local population, the different 
objectives/nature/principles of action between military and 
humanitarian operations might not be obvious. The distinction 
between military and humanitarian actors could be blurred. An 
operation in one region or country can very well affect the perception 
in another. Blurring of lines may have some positive effects from the 
military point of view, as it could enhance their own acceptance, but it 
is clearly undesirable for humanitarians. It can put in danger the 
people assisted and humanitarian personnel, negatively impact the 
humanitarian operating environment and subsequently lead to 
suspensions of humanitarian operations. 

 

Any civil-military coordination and interaction must not jeopardize the 
principles guiding humanitarian actors, local networks and trust that 
humanitarian agencies have created and maintained with communities and 
relevant actors. 
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7.3 Distinction Between Civilian and Military Actors 

Humanitarian workers and organizations are protected by IHL, and 
this protection is reflected in the national laws of many states. 
Humanitarian organizations are civilian organizations and unarmed. 
They rely on the protection provided by IHL and the acceptance of 
their humanitarian mandate by all parties. The Geneva Conventions 
introduced the principle of distinction  between combatants and non-
combatants. It promotes the protection of individuals who are not or 
no longer participating in hostilities. 

The key concept of civilian-military distinction  used in CMCoord 
guidelines is derived from that principle; it specifically refers to the 
distinction between military and humanitarian actors. If they carry out 
similar activities, the distinction between them and their mandates 
becomes very difficult to maintain, even if humanitarians are not 
cooperating directly with the military. It is the responsibility of both 
communities to maintain a clear distinction between them, 
particularly in complex emergencies. Military personnel must refrain 
from presenting themselves as humanitarian workers and must clearly 
state who they are, and vice versa. 

 

CMCoord has a crucial role in promoting the civilian-military distinction among 
military and humanitarian actors. Acknowledging this, civic action, civil affairs, 
Quick Impact Projects (QIPs), reconstruction, and other military activities can 
be an integral part of military strategy. Similarly, military support might be 
indispensable in some situations to deliver life-saving assistance. It is one of 
the most difficult tasks to promote; an approach that takes into account these 
realities and safeguards distinction at the same time. 

The approaches of humanitarian actors and their willingness to accept military 
assistance vary significantly. It is the role of the Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) 
and Humanitarian Country Team (HCT) to seek a common approach, in which 
all actors can operate without compromising humanitarian principles guiding 
their action and the perception of the whole humanitarian community. The 
CMCoord Officer or focal point supports them in that role. See Chapters IV-VI. 

7.4 Security of Humanitarian Personnel 

In recent years, humanitarian workers have been routinely required to 
operate in complex security environments that require a more robust 
security risk management regime and the acceptance of higher risk. 
Humanitarian actors operating within an emergency situation must 
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identify the most expeditious, effective and secure approach to 
ensure the delivery of vital assistance to people-in-need. This 
approach must be balanced against the need to ensure staff safety, 
and therein a consideration of any real or perceived affiliation with the 
military. 

Security risks may be caused by the lack of knowledge of IHL among 
armed actors; not being perceived as neutral and impartial and aligned 
with parties to the conflict; criminal activities; and, simply associated 
with the complexity of the operational environment. Humanitarian 
principles ÒÅÍÁÉÎ ÔÈÅ ËÅÙ ÔÏ ÇÁÉÎ ÁÌÌ ÐÁÒÔÉÅÓȭ acceptance of 
humanitarian action and actors and to establish a conducive operating 
environment. At the same time, many risks can be reduced by good 
security risk management. 

There are many steps to create a conducive humanitarian operating 
environment and access and ensure an acceptable level of safety and 
security of aid workers. This includes a comprehensive risk 
assessment based on thorough local knowledge. The process to 
weigh the security risks with the criticality of life-saving programmes is 
called programme criticality . 

Many risks can be reduced by trust and acceptance, if humanitarian 
actors are widely perceived as neutral and impartial, their 
humanitarian mission is understood, and their presence and work do 
not have negative effects or offend local customs and culture. The 
more humanitarian action is perceived as actually changing the 
situation for the better, the higher the acceptance among the local 
communities will be. And with that the extent to which they actively 
contribute to the safety and security of humanitarian workers. 

Acceptance-based approaches depend on long-term and continuous 
dialogue and partnerships. They include knowledge of and adaptation 
to the local environment; communication, consultation with and 
involvement of communities; and close monitoring of potential 
negative perceptions and threats. Local actors, partners and staff play 
a crucial role in understanding the environment, threats and possible 
perceptions; and in communicating humanitarian messages. ȰDo no 
harmȱ approaches also play a crucial role in avoiding local tensions 
resulting from humanitarian programming. 
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Examples of good practices are local co-ownership of programmes 
and the involvement of all groups in programming, e.g. including the 
needs of host communities in humanitarian assistance to people living 
in IDP or refugee camps, and including local labour and livelihoods in 
components. 

In high-risk situations, gaining acceptance may be extremely 
challenging and may need to be accompanied by other appropriate 
risk management measures. For instance, where some groups or 
organizations are ideologically opposed to parts of the international 
humanitarian response, humanitarian workers might be directly 
targeted. In these cases, low-profile approaches can include the de-
branding of vehicles, staff not wearing organization emblems, the use 
of local vehicles and un-marked offices, or not gathering in groups or 
offices identifiable as belonging to the organization. While these 
measures will reduce the likelihood of incidents they tend to increase 
the impact if they do happen. 

In certain situations, the risks may be higher for international staff, 
staff from other parts of the country, or staff from certain 
nationalities. In these cases, remote programming, static localized 
staffing and local capacity building for community-based 
organizations and volunteers can be considered. If the risk is equally 
high for all staff, complete remote programming ɀ carried out by the 
community itself and monitored via visits and the internet ɀ as well as 
providing cash and vouchers rather than goods, can be options for 
consideration. 

 

Good practices are described in detail in To Stay and Deliver: Good practice for 
humanitarians in complex security environments, OCHA 2011. 

If security risk management measures are not creating an acceptable 
level of safety and security for aid workers, the provision of security 
conditions conducive to humanitarian activities is one of the main 
expectations of humanitarian actors from military components in 
peacekeeping operations. Deterrent measures, defined as those that 
pose a counter-threat in order to deter a threat, and armed protection 
are the last resort considered before suspending programmes and 
ceasing life-saving assistance. As a general rule, humanitarian actors 
will not use armed escorts. The minimum requirements to deviate 
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from this general rule are laid out in the IASC non-binding Guidelines 
on the Use of Armed Escorts for Humanitarian Convoys (see Chapter 
IV.2.4). 

An alternative and good practice to deterrence measures and armed 
protection is to request area security. This may involve Ȱclearingȱ and 
patrolling key road networks, maintaining a presence in the area but 
not being visible or accompanying the convoy, or providing aerial 
flyovers. 

 

What is the CMCoord role in security management? Understanding the 
described security management approaches is particularly relevant when 
determining the necessity or alternatives for the use of armed escorts. Some 
of the tasks of CMCoord Officers may be related to or overlapping with 
security management. See Chapter VI for further details. 

8. Do No Harm 

Any humanitarian assistance, e.g. food distribution or provision of 
health care, is a significant external intervention  in a local system and 
can considerably affect the local economy, power balance, and 
population movements. It can also contribute adversely to crime or 
misuse of power. The Ȱdo no harmȱ concept is ascribed to the 
ȰHippocratic Oathȱ in the medical practice. It posits that any potential 
unintentional consequences of humanitarian assistance should be 
critically examined and any negative consequences avoided. 

This has relevance to CMCoord in two ways: to avoid negative 
consequences of civil-military dialogue and interaction, and to 
promote the Ȱdo no harmȱ concept to military actors involved in 
humanitarian assistance. 

 

This is not the same as malpractice or collateral damage. Negative 
consequences can be adverse, side-, or second- and third-order effects of 
humanitarian activities. 

Any actor involved in humanitarian response has to weigh the possible 
consequences, impacts and effects of his/her activities. Cultural, 
economic, societal considerations need to be borne in mind. Each 
response needs to be based on humanitarian standards (e.g. SPHERE 
Standards, codes of conduct, good practices) and adapted to the 
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context after a thorough assessment. This assessment needs to cover 
affected people and other peripheral stakeholders that may help, 
hinder or be affected by the humanitarian activities.  

Examples can be food distributions that destroy local markets; female 
beneficiaries that are assaulted and robbed when picking up relief 
items; or creating local conflicts if the local host population in an area 
where a refugee or IDP camp is established is not included in relief 
distributions. If the military is visibly involved in relief activities, 
beneficiaries of this assistance might be put at risk to become targets. 

A practiÃÁÌ ÕÓÅ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ȰdÏ ÎÏ ÈÁÒÍȱ concept ÉÓ ÔÏ ȰÅØÁÍÉÎÅ ÔÈÅ 
solutions being offered today for they might be the cause of problems 
ÔÏÍÏÒÒÏ×ȱȢ 3ÏÍÅ ÍÉÌÉÔÁÒÉÅÓ ÈÁÖÅ ÁÐÐÌÉÅÄ ÔÈÅ ȰÄÏ ÎÏ ÈÁÒÍȱ analysis in 
their planning processes ɀ i.e. analyzing the second- and third-order 
consequences of a proposed course of action. 

Example: Helicopter Distribution of Food and Non-Food Items (NFI)  

The only way to reach inaccessible affected areas after a major natural disaster is 
often by helicopter. Airlift capacity is one of the most important, but also most 
limited resources during the first days of a disaster. In previous relief operations, 
military actors have provided direct assistance and delivered relief items and food. 
These deliveries can be critical in the early stages of the response as the 
humanitarian community gets organized and deployed to the affected area. 

The local and assisting governments, as well as media, are often very supportive of 
these measures, as they provide quick and highly visible results. Although 
helicopter distributions seemed to be the only way to get immediate help into the 
worst affected areas, they can have some negative effects that the CMCoord 
Officer may have to address. The following are examples from recent disasters:  

¶ Helicopters identified devastated areas from the air and landed or hovered over 
open spots to drop or unload relief items from two to five metres.  

¶ Local people heard of help arriving either by actually hearing the sound of the 
helicopters or learned via word of mouth, and flocked to the landing zone. The 
helicopters threw up debris which injured many people who rushed in to get 
help ς and who had no access to health care.  

¶ The helicopter crew did not stay and did not manage the distribution. This 
resulted in the local residents who were the most able claiming relief items, 
while many others ς usually women, children; sick, disabled or elderly people ς 
were left with nothing.  

¶ The people did not know if and when the helicopters would return, so they 
camped in the open field to wait for the next distribution. This could make the 
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landing spots dangerous areas and subject to all kinds of crime, including rape 
and abduction.  

¶ When the helicopters returned, people tried to enter the helicopter, threatened 
the crew, and in worst cases, the situation ended up in riots ς with people killed 
by security forces or helicopter crew in self-defence.  

¶ The helicopters brought random items which were not necessarily needed, e.g. 
if the water supply was not affected and food was scarce, the helicopters came 
with bottled water, rather than food. Empty bottles cause a waste problem. 

¶ In cases where local markets did offer sufficient wares, local sellers suffered 
significant losses as a result of the άfreeέ competition.  

¶ Operations were suspended without notification, leaving no time to find 
alternative supply routes ς and leaving people behind still in need, and upset.  

The CMCoord Officer has a crucial role in sharing assessment data, 
ensuring military relief activities are coordinated with humanitarian 
actors, and promoting humanitarian principles, standards and codes of 
conduct. 
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Chapter II: Humanitarian Coordination 

Humanitarian coordination includes coordination between a multitude 
of humanitarian actors and other external partners. Chapter II 
explains the most important coordination tools: 

V Within the humanitarian community. 

V Within the UN system in different scenarios, including security 
management, development, peacekeeping operations and 
political missions. 

V Between the humanitarian community and other parts of the UN 
system, including situations in which an integrated UN mission 
exists. 

V Ad hoc, in case of sudden-onset natural disasters or the rapid 
deterioration of a humanitarian crisis. 

The chapter also includes specific mandates of humanitarian actors 
which might be relevant to civil-military coordination. 

Humanitarian coordination  is the systematic utilization of policy 
instruments to deliver humanitarian assistance in a cohesive and 
effective manner. Such instruments include: 

¶ Strategic planning. 

¶ Gathering data and managing information. 

¶ Mobilizing resources and ensuring accountability. 

¶ Orchestrating a functional division of labour. 

¶ Negotiating and maintaining a serviceable framework with 
host political authorities. 

¶ Providing leadership. 

Sensibly and sensitively employed, such instruments inject an element 
of discipline without unduly constraining action.  
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1. Humanitarian Inter-Agency Coordination 

UN humanitarian agencies, international organizations and many of 
the large NGOs work at different  coordination levels, including a 
global headquarter and a number of regional, country and local/sub-
national offices. Humanitarian coordination, including CMCoord, takes 
place at all levels. 

Unlike in military or UN peacekeeping operations, there is no strict 
separation between strategic and operational functions in 
humanitarian coordination. Country offices and in-country 
coordination tools can have strategic functions, while regional offices 
and headquarters can have operational components. Humanitarian 
leadership is consensus-based; there are no command and control 
structures. 

2. Humanitarian Coordination: Global Level 

The Under-Secretary-General (USG) for Humanitarian Affairs and head 
of OCHA is also the Emergency Relief Coordinator (ERC) and in that 
role coordinates and speaks for the humanitarian community beyond 
the UN system. 

The ERC chairs the IASC. Most humanitarian coordination tools and 
many humanitarian guidelines are developed at the global level 
through the IASC. 

The humanitarian community comprises many actors with different 
legal mandates, including those that are not UN entities. Humanitarian 
coordination mechanisms are therefore voluntary agreements, based 
on the conviction that coordination is crucial so as to be predictable 
and reliable partners, to avoid gaps and duplications, to improve 
quality and speed of the response, and to link resources. 

Members Standing Invitees 

 

UN Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO)  

American Council for Voluntary 
International Action (InterAction) 

 

UN Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian 
Affairs (OCHA)  

International Committee of the Red 
Cross (ICRC) 

 
¦b /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴΩǎ CǳƴŘ ό¦bL/9Cύ 

 

International Council of Voluntary 
Agencies (ICVA) 
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UN Development Programme 
(UNDP)  

International Federation of the Red 
Cross & Red Crescent Societies (IFRC) 

 

Office of the UN High 
Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR)  

International Organization for 
Migration (IOM) 

 
UN Human Settlements 
Programme (UN-HABITAT)  

Office of the UN High Commissioner 
for Human Rights (OHCHR) 

 
UN Population Fund (UNFPA) 

 

Office of the Special Rapporteur on the 
Human Rights of IDPs 

 
World Food Programme 
(WFP)  

Steering Committee for Humanitarian 
Response (SCHR) 

 

World Health Organization 
(WHO)  

World Bank 

Table 2: The Composition of the Inter-Agency Standing Committee 

3. Humanitarian Coordination: Country Level 

3.1 The Humanitarian Coordinator 

If international humanitarian assistance is required, the ERC, in 
consultation with the IASC, appoints a Humanitarian Coordinator (HC) 
for a country. HCs are accountable to the ERC for all humanitarian 
affairs. They are the link between the operational and the global level 
and chair the Humanitarian Country Team (HCT). With regards to 
CMCoord responsibilities: 

¶ The HC is responsible for initiating requests for and approving 
the use of MCDA, with consent of the affected state. 

¶ The HC ensures that country-specific civil-military coordination 
mechanisms and guidelines are in place, for a coherent 
approach and effective use of MCDA. 

¶ The HC will also regularly review, with MCDA commanders, the 
modus operandi of forces providing support to humanitarian 
operations, and will offer advice and guidance in this regard. 

The HC function is, in most cases, assumed by the Resident 
Coordinator (RC), who then becomes an RC/HC. The RC is the 
designated representative of the UN Secretary-General and, if there is 
no UN mission, the highest UN representative in a country. The RC 
represents the UN vis-à-vis the national government and, together 
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with the United Nations Country Team (UNCT), coordinates and 
advocates for development issues and mandates. The RC is the link to 
the global level, and reports to the UN Secretary-General through the 
head of the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP). The 
Head of UNDP also chairs the United Nations Development Group 
(UNDG), which brings together all UN entities working in development 
at the global level (see Chapter II.6). An RC/HC chairs both UNCT and 
HCT and can be the highest representative of the UN and the 
representative of the humanitarian community at the same time. 

 
Handbook for RCs and HCs on Emergency Preparedness and Response 

If a UN mission is deployed to a country, the highest representative of 
the UN is the Special Representative of the Secretary-General (SRSG). 
The RC in that case is often the Deputy Special Representative of the 
Secretary-General (DSRSG) and reports to both the Head of UNDP 
and the SRSG. Apart from being the DSRSG and RC, the same official is 
also often designated as the HC, thereby creating a triple -hatted 
DSRSG/RC/HC function. This has been the policy post-2008 when 
integration of UN missions was established. This organizational set-up 
can have its own challenges. The DSRSG reports to the SRSG who is 
responsible to the UN Secretary-General for all UN activities, including 
peacekeeping. The HC chairs the HCT, in which many NGOs 
participate, and reports to the ERC, while the RC chairs the UNCT and 
reports to the Head of UNDP. The HCT and the NGOs often operate 
independently and distinctly from the mandate of the UN mission. 
Depending on the context, it may be decided to maintain a separate 
HC function, and not integrate it into the UN mission. 

 

In a Level-3 Humanitarian System-Wide Emergency (L3) humanitarian 
leadership may be strengthened by appointing an additional person to support 
the HC. This might be a Deputy Humanitarian Coordinator for a specific region 
or topic or a Senior Humanitarian Coordinator where the magnitude of the 
disaster and the level of interaction so requires it. If the emergency affects 
more than one country, a Regional Humanitarian Coordinator and a Deputy 
may be appointed. 

In L3 emergencies, the IASC organizations can give the HC empowered 
leadership, with a strengthened leadership role in planning, priority setting, 
resource allocation, cluster activation and advocacy. (See Chapter II.8.3) 
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3.2 The Humanitarian Country Team 

The HCT, under the leadership of the HC, is the centre-piece of 
humanitarian coordination in a country. It is composed of 
organizations that undertake humanitarian action in-country that 
commit to humanitarian principles and to participate in coordination 
arrangements. These may include UN agencies, IOM, NGOs and, 
subject to their individual mandates, components of the International 
Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement (see figure 1). The size of the 
HCT is limited, to allow for effective decision-making. The main 
membership criterion is operational relevance. Members represent 
their respective agency at the highest level (country representative or 
equivalent), as well as the thematic clusters their agency may be 
leading (see Chapter II.4). 

 

Is the military represented in the HCT? The HCT membership is usually 
humanitarian. The civilian leaders of UN peacekeeping operations, the heads 
of military components or commanders of FMA might be invited to brief the 
HCT on ad hoc basis and depending on the context. 

The HCT ensures that humanitarian action is coordinated, principled, 
timely, effective, efficient, and contributes to longer-term recovery. 
The HCT might also steer preparedness activities. The HCT holds itself 
ultimately accountable to the people-in-need. Whenever possible, the 
HCT operates in support of and in coordination with national and local 
ÁÕÔÈÏÒÉÔÉÅÓȢ 4ÈÅ (#4ȭÓ ÍÁÉÎ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔÉÅÓ ÁÒÅȡ 

¶ Agreeing on common strategic issues, setting common objectives 
and priorities and developing strategic plans. 

¶ Proposing a cluster system and cluster lead agencies. 

¶ Providing guidance to cluster lead agencies, activating resource 
mobilization mechanisms, and advising the HC on the allocation 
of resources from in-country humanitarian pooled funds. 

¶ Agreeing on common policies (including country-specific 
guidance for the use of armed escorts and engagement with 
armed actors). 

¶ Promoting adherence to humanitarian principles and adopting 
joint policies and strategies. 
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Figure 1: The Composition of Humanitarian Country Teams 
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4. Cluster Coordination 

The cluster system is the main functional coordination mechanism of 
the humanitarian community. It works around humanitarian areas 
(sectors) to prevent gaps in humanitarian response and ensure a 
coherent approach. A cluster is a grouping of humanitarian 
organizations that work in a specific sector. 

 

What is the relation between CMCoord and the cluster system? CMCoord 
should be a resource and service available to cluster lead agencies, cluster 
members, inter-cluster coordinators and the HC and HCT, to decide how to 
coordinate and work with the military. 

4.1 Global Clusters and Adaptation at the Country 

Level 

There are 11 global clusters (see figure 2). At the operational level, 
clusters are activated according to need. The global level clusters can 
be merged or further sub-divided to address specific needs in a 
country and are established from the national to the sub-national 
levels, as required.  
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Figure 2: The 11 Global Clusters and the Global Cluster Lead Agencies 

The cluster activation is time-limited and is agreed by the HC and HCT, 
in coordination with the national government, and approved at the 
global level through the ERC and IASC. 

 

Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at the Country Level 

The cluster system in specific countries and related information can be found 
on http://www.humanitarianresponse.info. 

 

Clusters that will Likely Interact with Military Actors 

Logistics Cluster ς global cluster lead: WFP 

The Logistics Cluster shares and manages logistics information, coordinates 
logistics services and, where necessary, fills gaps in logistics capacity. The Logistics 
Cluster is led by WFP, which has extensive experience in implementing and 
managing large-scale logistics operations worldwide, and draws on logistics 
expertise from the entire humanitarian community.  

http://www.logcluster.org 

Protection Cluster ς global cluster lead: UNHCR 

Protection encompasses all activities aimed at obtaining full respect for the rights 
of the individual in accordance with the relevant bodies of IHL, human rights and 
refugee law. Therefore, the protection activities of humanitarians coordinated 
through the Protection Cluster are diverse and depend on the context. Topics 
include child protection, gender-based violence, human rights, mine action and 
many cross-cutting issues. 

The Global Protection Cluster (GPC) has developed draft guidance note on the 
interaction between field-based protection clusters and UN peace operations, 
including with military peacekeepers on protection issues. Further guidance on 
interaction between humanitarian actors and international military actors is also 
available in the revised ICRC Professional Standards for Protection Work. 
http://www.globalprotectioncluster.org 

Health Cluster ς global cluster lead: WHO 

The Health Cluster provides a coordination platform for organizations working in 
the health sector. It aims to ensure that the health response is coherent and 
aligned with national structures. The cluster provides a link to national actors. This 
may include coordinating foreign medical teams. Where Member States send 
military medical teams to assist response to natural disasters, the coordination 
with the Health Cluster is encouraged to ensure complementarity with the 
general health response. 

In complex emergencies the coordination with the military and government- 
owned medical structures might be more distant. Health activities have 
historically been part of counterinsurgency military strategies. More importantly, 
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rehabilitating the health sector is increasingly seen as key to ensuring the 
ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǎome cases be motivated by political 
considerations. 

The GPC has therefore developed a position paper on Health Cluster interaction 
with the military. 

http://www.who.int/hac/global_health_cluster/ 

Water, Sanitation and Hygiene Cluster (WASH) ς global cluster lead: UNICEF 

The WASH Cluster promotes predictability, accountability and partnership to 
achieve a more strategic response to WASH in emergencies and better 
prioritization of available resources. 

In general, the WASH Cluster expects that coordination with the military or 
peacekeeping forces is undertaken through OCHA and the inter-cluster 
coordination mechanism. Where military or peacekeeping actors can provide 
critical additional capacity which cannot be drawn from civilian sources, the 
WASH Cluster coordination platforms in-country might include additional military 
liaison capacity. Source http://www.washcluster.net 

4.2 Working Modalities of Clusters 

Clusters mainly work through regular meetings and working groups 
and each has a lead agency (or option of two). Figure 2 shows the lead 
agencies at the global level ɀ these might be different at the country 
level. 

Clusters support the delivery of humanitarian assistance by 
coordinating, implementing and monitoring projects, and conducting 
joint needs assessments and gap analyses in the field. They also 
inform strategic decision-making of the HC/HCT, through sectorial 
planning and strategy development. Each cluster is represented at 
inter -cluster meetings. Cross-cutting topics such as gender, psycho-
social support and mental health, HIV/AIDS, early recovery and other 
relevant issues are addressed in inter -cluster coordination processes. 

 

How does the military link to the cluster system? The military may be invited to 
attend cluster coordination meetings, if appropriate, as observers, or to 
provide specific briefings. Coordination can be conducted bilaterally with the 
cluster coordinator (situated in the cluster lead agency) or the inter-cluster 
coordination, which is facilitated through OCHA, or in a specific working group 
to discuss operational civil-military issues. 

 

file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/71_Global%20health%20Cluster_Position%20paper_Civil-military%20coordination%20(feb2011).pdf
file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/71_Global%20health%20Cluster_Position%20paper_Civil-military%20coordination%20(feb2011).pdf
http://www.who.int/hac/global_health_cluster/
http://www.washcluster.net/
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4.3 Inter-Cluster Coordination 

Effective inter -cluster coordination is necessary to ensure that 
multidisciplinary and cross-cutting issues are addressed appropriately 
and that duplications and gaps in the work of individual clusters are 
eliminated. 

Inter-cluster coordination is a cooperative effort among clusters 
and between clusters and the HCT to assure coherence in achieving 
common objectives, avoiding duplication and ensuring all areas of 
need are prioritized. 

The HCT provides the overall strategic direction for the response. The 
HC and HCT establish groups of clusters to coordinate the 
implementation of specific objectives in the strategic response plan 
and to ensure complementarity and coherence. 

An inter -cluster coordination forum brings together all clusters to 
cross-reference cluster analysis, identify inter-cluster synergies and 
coverage gaps, address cross-cutting issues and prepare strategic 
options and advocacy points for the HCT. 

OCHA facilitates inter-cluster coordination. The meetings provide an 
excellent platform for the CMCoord Officer to: 

¶ Introduce themselves to key coordination stakeholders. 

¶ Advocate for the proper use and effective coordination of FMA, 
including prioritization. 

¶ Clarify critical CMCoord aspects as they arise. 

¶ Reinforce /#(!ȭÓ ÌÅÁÄ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÎ #-#ÏÏÒÄ. 

¶ Receive direct advice from UN agencies and NGOs. 

¶ Disseminate guidance and policies. 

¶ Receive information from clusters about access constraints, 
logistic requirements, or other issues that have civil-military 
coordination implications. 

Inter-cluster coordination includes the coordination and 
mainstreaming of cross-cutting issues with relevance to CMCoord, like 
gender and early recovery. 

 

See the Inter-Cluster Coordination Module of the Reference Module for 
Cluster Coordination at the Country Level. 
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5. Specific Mandates of Humanitarian Actors 

Some humanitarian actors have specific mandates that require civil-
military interaction or might be of special interest for CMCoord. 

5.1 WFP and Logistics 

The World Food Programme (WFP), in its capacity as Logistics Cluster 
lead agency, coordinates the logistic aspects of humanitarian 
response. If required, dedicated civil-military  logistics liaison officers 
can be deployed to assist coordination and the de-confliction of 
movement of humanitarian items and military operations by advising 
relevant military actors (e.g. the North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
(NATO) in Afghanistan or United States Armed Forces in Haiti). 
Contact between WFP, the Global Logistics Cluster and the military 
tends to focus on the following key areas:  

¶ Use of military assets to assist in relief delivery. 

¶ Use of transport assets (aircraft, helicopters, trucks, rail). 

¶ Provision of common logistics services, particularly transport and 
temporary warehousing. 

¶ Infrastructure rehabilitation (such as roads or bridges). 

¶ Participation in training events and exercises. 

5.2 UNHCR 

The Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees 
(UNHCR) was created to provide protection and to find durable 
solutions for refugees. In humanitarian crises, UNHCR also provides 
humanitarian assistance to other groups of people in refugee-like 
situations, including IDPs, asylum-seekers and returnees. UNHCR is the 
global cluster lead agency for protection, shelter (with IFRC) and, 
together with IOM, Camp Coordination and Camp Management 
(CCCM). 

 

¢ƘŜ ōŀǎƛǎ ŦƻǊ ¦bI/wΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ UNHCR Statute and the 1951 Convention 
relating to the Status of Refugees and its 1967 Protocol. 

Military forces might be involved in providing security for refugees 
and IDPs, e.g. through providing security of refugee and IDP camps 
and settlements, identifying, disarming and separating armed 
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elements from refugee communities, and demobilizing combatants, 
ensuring weapons-free zones and/or weapons confiscation. 

UNHCR seeks to ensure the physical security of refugees and other 
vulnerable people, including the assessment of threats. Therefore, 
UNHCR will coordinate with military actors as appropriate and expects 
international military forces to consult national authorities and UNHCR 
in any refugee and IDP matters. 

5.3 The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement 

The Red Cross and Red Crescent Movement (RCRC) has its own legal 
foundation and role based on the Geneva Conventions, the Statutes of 
the RCRC Movement and the national law of the 196 states that are 
party to the Geneva Conventions. 

The exclusively humanitarian mission of the International Committee 
of the Red Cross (ICRC) is to protect the lives and dignity of victims of 
armed conflict and other situations of violence and to provide them 
with assistance. The ICRC also endeavours to prevent suffering by 
promoting and strengthening IHL and universal humanitarian 
principles and therefore deals directly with governments and armed 
forces, as well as armed opposition groups, to promote compliance 
with and respect for IHL. The special mandate and humanitarian 
mission of the ICRC requires its strict neutrality, impartiality and 
independence, to have access to all parties to a conflict and people-in-
need of assistance. The activities of the ICRC include the restoration of 
family links disrupted by armed conflict and other situations of 
violence, visiting prisoners of war and civilians interned during 
conflict, and providing humanitarian assistance. 

The 189 Red Cross and Red Crescent National Societies act as 
Ȱauxiliary to the public authoritiesȱ (Statutes of the RCRC Movement, 
Art. 4) of their own countries in the humanitarian field, and provide a 
range of services including disaster relief, health and social 
programmes. During wartime, National Societies also assist the 
affected civilian population and support the medical services of the 
armed forces where appropriate. National Societies maintain a 
dialogue and interact with military bodies in their countries, including 
disseminating knowledge on humanitarian principles, IHL, as well as 
the mandates and the activities of the RCRC Movement. 
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The IFRC represent the National Societies at the international level 
and ÍÁÙ ÁÓÓÕÍÅ Á ÌÅÁÄ ÒÏÌÅ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ 2#2# -ÏÖÅÍÅÎÔȭÓ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÅ ÔÏ 
natural disasters in peacetime. In this capacity, it coordinates and 
mobilizes relief assistance for disaster situations. The IFRC observes 
and contributes to the humanitarian coordination mechanisms (e.g. by 
co-leading the Emergency Shelter Cluster).  

The IFRC and RCRC National Societies have their own rules for the 
acceptance of military armed protection, defined by the Council of 
Delegates. The general rule is that the RCRC Movement will not use 
armed escorts. 

5.4 NGOs 

Many NGOs coordinate with the international humanitarian 
community through the cluster system and other coordination 
mechanisms. At the national level, they are often represented by 
national or international NGO consortia. Some of the large NGOs and 
the NGO consortia have their own guidelines and policies on whether 
and how to engage with the military. 

 

World Vision ς Principled Pragmatism: NGO cooperation with armed actors 

Steering Committee for Humanitarian Response ς Position Paper on 
Humanitarian-Military Relations 
Other organization specific policies can be found on h/I!Ωǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ. 

 

Emergency Rescue Team Search and Rescue (ERT-SAR) is an international 
disaster response NGO with bases in the UK and Canada. ERT-SAR deployed to 
the Philippines in response to Typhoon Haiyan in November 2013. Prior to the 
mission, ERT-SAR had been in contact with the UN and CMCS, as the Chief of 
ERT-SAR had been trained in CMCoord/CIMIC Operations and knew that 
effective CMCoord would be important to the success of their mission.  

Upon arrival at the Mactan Airbase in Cebu, the Chief of ERT-SAR liaised with 
the OCHA CMCoord Officer and the team that was dealing with NGOs and 
other members of the CMCoord structure, including the Philippines military. 
ERT-SAR was urgently required to conduct assessments and subsequent rescue 
missions in remote districts of the smaller islands. 

ERT-SAR was also given access to the coordination structures which allowed 
them to find contacts working in the same thematic areas, download meeting 
schedules, upload its own assessment reports, prioritize its work based on 
gaps, and to decide specifically where to deploy themselves. 

Using the CMCoord structure, ERT-SAR was given access to military helicopters 
to support assessments thus enabling them to report on the essential needs of 
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the affected population, as well as to perform urgent rescue and medical work. 

5.5 OCHAôs Role in Humanitarian Coordination 

OCHA is part of the UN Secretariat and assists governments in 
mobilizing international assistance when the scale of the disaster 
ÅØÃÅÅÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎÁÌ ÃÁÐÁÃÉÔÙȢ /#(!ȭÓ ÆÉÖÅ ÃÏÒÅ ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎÓ ÁÒÅȡ 

 

Coordination: OCHA supports the various coordination 
mechanisms, including the HC, HCT, cluster meetings, inter-
cluster coordination and other tools, as well as all steps of the 
Humanitarian Programme Cycle. 

 

Policy: OCHA drafts (country-specific) policy to ensure a 
uniform and collaborative approach on key humanitarian 
issues. 

 

Advocacy: OCHA issues key messages on behalf of the affected 
people to ensure respect for humanitarian principles and 
support ɀ in public, via Ȱquiet dÉÐÌÏÍÁÃÙȱ ×ÉÔÈ governments, or 
through negotiations with armed groups. 

 

Information Management: OCHA collects, analyses, and shares 
information about the situation among the various 
organizations involved, and provides visual information 
material and situation reports.  

 
Humanitarian Financing: OCHA manages joint resource 
mobilization mechanisms and pooled funds.  

 

 

OCHA Country Offices are hubs for information sharing and analysis. 
CMCoord is an integral ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ h/I!Ωǎ suite of coordination services. See 
also Chapter IV.7. 

6. UN Development Coordination 

A number of UN programmes, funds and agencies, which have their 
own legal mandate and report to their respective 
headquarters/mandating entities, carry out development activities in a 
country. To ensure unity and coherence of all UN development 
efforts, similar to humanitarian coordination, there are coordination 
forums for UN development activities at the country and global levels. 
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The global coordination forum for development-related work is the 
UNDG, comprising of 32 funds, programmes, agencies, and offices, in 
addition to five observers, that play a role in development. The UNDG 
is one pillar of the UN System Chief Executives Board for 
Coordination (CEB).  

The UNDG deals with operational activities for development with a 
focus on country-level work. It takes joint decisions on development 
country-level coordination, including the UNCT and the RC system, to 
achieve internationally agreed development goals, including the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). 

The mandates of the UNDG are provided by the GA and the Economic 
and Social Council (ECOSOC). The UNDG is chaired by the 
Administrator of UNDP who reports to the UN Secretary-General and 
the CEB. The UN Development Operations Coordination Office 
(DOCO) is the technical support unit for the UNDG.  

At country-level, the development actors form a UNCT, chaired by the 
RC. The RC is the designated representative of the UN Secretary-
General for development operations and is, if there is no SRSG, the 
highest UN official in a country. 

The UNCT is the inter-agency coordination forum at country-level, with 
the main purpose of planning and working together towards 
achieving development results. The UNCT members are all UN 
agencies that carry out operational activities for development, 
recovery and transition, in addition to emergency operation. Hence, 
the UN agencies that are HCT members are also UNCT members. 

The United Nations Development Assistance Framework (UNDAF) is 
the strategic programme framework for the UNCT. It describes the 
collective response of the UNCT to the priorities in the national 
development framework. In addition, the UNDG recently endorsed 
Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) for countries adopting the 
Delivering as One Approach; a set of flexible guidance and tools to 
support the work of RCs and UNCTs in the areas of joint programming, 
implementation and reporting, budgeting, leadership, business 
operations and communications. 

 

See a complete list of Resident Coordinators. 
RC System Policies and Guidelines 
{ǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ hǇŜǊŀǘƛƴƎ tǊƻŎŜŘǳǊŜǎ ŦƻǊ ά5ŜƭƛǾŜǊƛƴƎ ŀǎ ƻƴŜέ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜŘ ǇŀŎƪŀƎŜ 
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of support 

7. UN Missions 

In order to ensure prompt and effective action by the United Nations, its 
Members confer on the Security Council primary responsibility for the 
maintenance of international peace and security, and agree that in 
carrying out its duties under this responsibility the Security Council acts 
on their behalf. 

UN Charter, Article 24 

In fulfilling its responsibility for the maintenance of international 
peace and security, the Security Council may establish a UN mission. 
The legal basis is established in Chapters VI, VII and VIII of the UN 
Charter. All pacific measures to settle international dispute are 
derived from Chapter VI, while Chapter VII contains provisions related 
to Action with Respect to the Peace, Breaches of the Peace and Acts of 
Aggression. Chapter VIII includes regional arrangements and agencies 
in the maintenance of international peace and security. 

In addition, the UN Secretary-General has a number of good offices, 
i.e. envoys and special advisers for the resolution of conflicts or the 
implementation of other UN mandates. Their mandate might concern 
a specific country or a specific topic. Political missions, peacebuilding 
offices, envoys and advisers are authorized by the Security Council or 
the GA. 

7.1 UN Political Missions 

The 5. 3ÅÃÒÅÔÁÒÉÁÔȭÓ Department of Political Affairs (DPA) manages 
political missions and peacebuilding support offices engaged in 
conflict prevention, peace-making and post-conflict peacebuilding. 

UN political missions would e.g. support peace negotiations or 
oversee longer-term peacebuilding activities. Peacebuilding offices 
aim to help nations consolidate peace, in coordination with national 
actors and UN development and humanitarian entities on the ground. 
Political missions (DPA-led) might thus be replaced by peacekeeping 
operations (led by the Department of Peacekeeping Operations 
(DPKO)), after a peace treaty has been signed, or the other way 

file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/26_SOPs%20for%20Countries%20Adopting%20the%20Delivering%20as%20one%20Approach.pdf
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around, UN peacekeeping operations have given way to special 
political missions. 

DPA-led field operations are headed by senior representatives of the 
UN Secretary-General. Some examples of political missions are the UN 
Assistance Mission in Somalia (UNSOM), the UN Assistance Mission in 
Afghanistan (UNAMA), the UN Assistance Mission for Iraq (UNAMI), 
and the Office of the UN Special Coordinator for the Middle East 
Peace Process (UNSCO). 

 

Fact sheet on current UN Political and Peacebuilding Missions. 
See the Repertoire of the Practice of the Security Council website for 
information on the mandates of current and previous missions. 

Not all specialized political missions are DPA-led. There might be 
different arrangements for highly specialized mandates, such as the 
Joint Mission of the Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical 
Weapons (OPCW) and the UN for the Elimination of the Chemical 
Weapons Programme of the Syrian Arab Republic and the UN Mission 
for Ebola Emergency Response (UNMEER). Field support missions are 
led by the UN Department of Field Support (DFS). 

Political missions might include military personnel, e.g. military 
observers or static guard units. 

7.2 UN Peacekeeping Operations 

While their mandates may also have political elements, UN 
peacekeeping operations have a military and, sometimes police 
component, or carry out their mandates alongside a regional or 
multinational peacekeeping force. They are deployed on the basis of a 
Security Council mandate. A Chapter VII resolution determines that 
there is a threat to peace or an act of aggression according to the UN 
Charter and defines measures to be taken. 

UN peacekeeping is based on the principle that an impartial 
presence on the ground can ease tensions between hostile parties 
and create space for political negotiations. 

The mandates (defined in Security Council resolutions) and therein 
defined tasks are situation-specific, depending on the nature of the 
conflict. Traditionally, UN peacekeeping operations were deployed in 
support of a political process, such as the implementation of a 
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ceasefire or peace agreement. Over the past decades the range of 
tasks has expanded significantly in response to changing natures and 
patterns of conflict. Peacekeeping has increasingly been used in non-
international armed conflicts and civil wars, which are often 
characterized by a multitude of (armed) actors and political 
objectives.  

The structure of many peacekeeping operations has become 
multidimensional, including inter alia military, civilian police, political, 
civil affairs, rule of law, human rights, disarmament, demobilization 
and reintegration (DDR), security sector reform, reconstruction, public 
information and gender components. 

 

ά¦nited Nations Peacekeeping Operations: Principles and Guidelinesέ, 2008 
Handbook on UN Multidimensional Peacekeeping Operations 

 

The peacekeeping Community of Practice 
(http://www.peacekeepingbestpractices.unlb.org/) offers all official guidance 
ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ά!ŦǘŜǊ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǾƛŜǿǎέΣ ά9ƴŘ ƻŦ ŀǎǎƛƎƴƳŜƴǘ ǊŜǇƻǊǘǎέ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ 
references. 

Typical mandates may include, among others: 

¶ Providing a secure environment. 

¶ Helping to implement complex peace agreements. 

¶ Facilitating the delivery of humanitarian assistance through the 
creation of conducive security conditions. 

¶ Assisting with the DDR of former combatants. 

¶ Supervising and conducting elections. 

¶ Strengthening the rule of law, including judicial reform and 
training of civilian police. 

¶ Promoting respect for human rights and investigating violations. 

¶ Assisting with post-conflict recovery and rehabilitation. 

Starting from the Security Council mandate, the Ȱmissionȱ and its 
responsibilities are defined. The UN Secretary-General has the 
command of peacekeeping operations, under the authority of the 
Security Council. The UN Secretary-General delegates the overall 
responsibility for these missions to the Under-Secretary-General for 
Peacekeeping and for multidimensional peacekeeping operations 
appoints an SRSG, who serves as Head of Mission and is responsible 
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ÆÏÒ ÉÍÐÌÅÍÅÎÔÉÎÇ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȭÓ ÍÁÎÄÁÔÅȢ For traditional peacekeeping 
operations, the UN Secretary-General may appoint a Force 
Commander (FC) or Chief Military Observer as Head of Mission.  

The SRSG can have one or more deputies (DSRSG) with different 
thematic tasks. One of them is potentially the RC (DSRSG/RC), who 
might become a triple-hatted DSRSG/RC/HC if the humanitarian 
leadership is assumed by the RC.  

 
Figure 3: Leadership of UN Peacekeeping Operations 

 

Fact and figures about current peacekeeping operations  

 

UN Civil Affairs: Civil Affairs Officers are civilian peacekeepers, usually 
deployed at sub-national level, where they serve as the link between 
the UN mission and local authorities and communities. Civil Affairs aim 
to strengthen the social and civic conditions necessary to consolidate 
peace processes. This might have significant overlap with 
humanitarian and development activities, though the overall objective 
is always contributing to the peace process and activities are linked to 
ÔÈÅ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȭÓ ÍÁÎÄÁÔÅȢ #ÉÖÉÌ !ÆÆÁÉÒÓ ÁÒÅ ÐÁÒÔ ÏÆ ÍÏÓÔ $0+/-led 
peacekeeping operations, but are also regularly deployed in DPA-led 
political operations.  

 

UN Civil Affairs is not the same as the Civil Affairs units of the  

US Armed Forces, which are purely military units and whose 

capabilities are similar to UN CIMIC. 

 

Civil Affairs Handbook 

 

 

LEARN 

MORE!  

LEARN 

MORE!  

http://www.un.org/en/peacekeeping/resources/statistics/factsheet.shtml
file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/30_Civil%20Affairs%20Handbook.pdf


UN-CMCoord Field Handbook | 53 

7.3 UN Integration  

With the increasingly complex mandates of peacekeeping operations, 
in environments where other UN and non-UN actors are also 
operational, the concept of UN integration  emerged. It applies in all 
conflict and post-conflict situations where the UN has a UNCT 
(development) and a multidimensional peacekeeping operation  or 
political mission/office, with the objective to maximize the individual 
and collective impact of UN efforts in support of peace consolidation. 

As is stated in the respective UN policy, integration arrangements 
should take full account of humanitarian principles, protect 
humanitarian space and facilitate effective humanitarian coordination 
with all humanitarian actors. While humanitarian action can support 
peace consolidation, its main purpose remains to address life-saving 
needs and to alleviate suffering. Therefore humanitarian activities are 
understood to fall largely outside the scope of integration. 

This being said, humanitarians need to be at the table for all strategic 
and operational discussions on a systematic basis. When the 
deployment of a UN mission is being considered, the UN system must 
conduct an integrated strategic assessment. The UN political, 
security, development, humanitarian and human rights entities 
together analyse the situation and propose options for UN 
engagement. This includes to: 

¶ Develop a common understanding of the situation. 

¶ Agree on when, where, and how to respond. 

¶ Establish coordination mechanisms at the senior and working 
levels in the field and at HQ.  

¶ Monitor and report jointly. 

 

 
UN Policy on Integrated Assessment and Planning (IAP) and the IAP Handbook. 
 

OCHA participates in the planning and assessment processes on its 
own behalf and as a representative of the humanitarian community. 
OCHA must therefore ensure that other humanitarian actors, in 
particular NGOs, are informed and given an opportunity to feed into 
these processes. OCHA supports coordinated HCT engagement in IAP 
processes, and liaises with humanitarian NGOs who are not in the HCT 
so that their views are taken into consideration. 
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In situations where there is little or no peace to keep, integration 
may create difficulties for humanitarian and development partners, 
particularly if they are perceived to be too closely linked to the 
political and security objectives of the peacekeeping mission. In the 
worst case, integration may endanger their operations and the 
lives of their personnel. 

The HC, the HCT and the broader humanitarian community, should 
identify any potential adverse consequences (or benefits) to the UN 
and NGO humanitarian coordination and response, including possible 
mitigation measures.  

Risks of integration might include situations in which humanitarian 
programmes are carried out in areas that are not under control of the 
government. The broader UN political or security agenda might be 
(perceived as) supporting the government, which would affect the 
profile, public messaging and, potentially, security of humanitarian 
actors. This is especially true if there are indications that government, 
local populations and/or armed groups can and do make a distinction 
between UN humanitarian agencies, non-UN international 
humanitarian actors and political/peacekeeping actors. 

While these factors could shrink humanitarian space and impede 
access, there are situations in which humanitarian operations and 
access could benefit from using mission assets without affecting the 
perception of the humanitarian community. From a humanitarian 
perspective, UN peacekeeping and political work can support the 
delivery of humanitarian assistance and promote PoC.  

 

UN integration is an important aspect to consider when drafting country-
specific civil-military coordination guidelines. The CMCoord Officer should 
advise the HC and HCT on the drafting of such guidelines describing the use of 
FMA and the interaction between the UN and NGO humanitarian actors and 
the military (including UN military components) in-country, and monitor 
adherence thereto. 

The IAP process should identify the most appropriate structural 
integration arrangements, bearing in mind the risks for humanitarian 
actors. To what extent the mission and the UNCT and/or HCT should 
be visibly linked depends on a variety of factors, including the 
operational needs, the security contexts, the existence of non-state 
groups, and the role of the mission in possibly supporting a party to a 
conflict and/or participating in combat. 
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The humanitarian community must balance the benefits and risks to 
humanitarian access and perception by local communities and non-
state armed actors to determine how close they will link structurally. 

 

Does the CMCoord Officer have a role in the IAP? The IAP Handbook states that 
άǊŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ǎƘƻǳƭd also be made to any existing country-specific civil-military 
coordination guidance, as these would provide useful reflections on issues 
such as co-location, use of United Nations logos and mission assets, which are 
salient to possible integration levels and structures.έ The CMCoord Officer 
should make sure that the Planning Teams are aware of any existing guidance. 

What is called structural integration  generally refers to the leadership 
configuration of the mission. There are multiple models and options, 
the leadership options ɀ RC and/or HC separate or triple-hatted 
DSRSG/RC/HC ɀ are explained in Chapter II.3.1. The OCHA office 
supporting the HC would usually remain outside the mission structure 
and maintain separate offices. Arrangements should be subject to 
constant review and might shift over time, with changing context or 
mandates. 

)Î ËÅÅÐÉÎÇ ×ÉÔÈ ÔÈÅ ÐÒÉÎÃÉÐÌÅ ÏÆ ȰÆÏÒÍ ÆÏÌÌÏ×Ó ÆÕÎÃÔÉÏÎȱȟ ÔÈÅ 
number, configuration and composition of integrated field 
coordination structures will vary from country to country based on 
the scale of the United Nations operations and the level of strategic 
and programmatic coordination required. (IAP Handbook) 

Each UN field presence should have standing coordination bodies to 
provide strategic direction, planning oversight, information-sharing, 
analysis, coordination and monitoring.  

A senior leadership forum for decision-making on joint strategic and 
operational issues should include the key in-country decision-makers, 
such as the SRSG, DSRSG, RC/HC, the civilian Chief of Staff, as well as 
the heads of mission components and relevant UN agencies. External 
partners should be invited to participate when appropriate. 

This forum determines a joint vision, is responsible for implementing 
and strategically reviewing the Integrated Strategic Framework (ISF), 
interacts with non-UN actors and determines roles and 
responsibilities, to ensure complementarity. The senior leadership 
forum also agrees on joint SOPs for interdisciplinary topics, like SGBV, 
Prevention of Sexual Exploitation and Abuse, early warning and 
others. 
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Each integrated presence should have a joint analytical and planning 
capacity to share assessments and analyses and develop, update, and 
monitor integrated planning frameworks. OCHA and other 
humanitarian actors should either be represented in or seek to 
otherwise contribute to the joint analytical and planning capacity. This 
capacity takes the form of dedicated strategic planning resources in 
missions and UNCTs. 

The mission and the UNCT may also decide to develop and/or monitor 
implementation of joint strategies through thematic working groups. 
They are encouraged to involve non-UN actors (for example NGOs) in 
thematic working groups on a case-by-case basis. 

 

UN Secretary-General decisions on Integration: 2008/24 & 2011/10 that 
άstrongly reaffirm[ed] the principle of integrationέ. 
ISG-commissioned study on Integration and Humanitarian Space 
IASC paper on UN Integration and Humanitarian Space 
OCHA Policy Instruction on Structural Relationships within an Integrated UN 
Presence 

7.4 UN Security Management 

The primary responsibility for the security of humanitarians in a 
country of operation lies with the host government. Internal to the 
UN, the Designated Official (DO) is accountable and responsible for 
the safety and security of UN staff. This is another appointment held 
by the highest-ranking UN official, i.e. the RC(/HC) or the SRSG. The 
DO is supported by the Security Management Team (SMT), a forum 
which includes the Security Advisor/Officer and heads of offices from 
all UN agencies and, where there is a peacekeeping operation, the 
heads of its military and police components. 

The United Nations Department for Safety and Security (DSS) 
provides leadership, operational support and oversight of the security 
management system, and ensures the maximum security for staff, 
while enabling the safest and most efficient conduct of the UN 
programmes and activities. DSS facilitates the SMT meetings. 

The SMT meets regularly to exchange information pertaining to the 
security of UN (and associated) personnel in the field and supports the 
$/ȭÓ ÓÅÃÕÒÉÔÙ ÄÅÃÉÓÉÏÎ-making. It is run by DSS and chaired by the DO. 
Key discussions include any issues relevant to the safety and security 
of UN personnel and operations. A Security Cell is a working group of 
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security officers from various UN agencies and NGOs that gathers 
prior to the SMT meetings. Liaison officers from international security 
forces (CIMIC and police) may be invited to contribute to the Security 
Cell planning or to brief the SMT. Usually, national security actors are 
not invited to security meetings, as information discussed may be 
sensitive or related to their activities. 

The Saving Lives Together framework is the basis for collaboration 
between international NGOs and the UN security management 
system. It requires the sharing of information and/or assets and allows 
a representative of the international NGOs to attend the SMT 
meetings. NGOs have their own accountability and responsibility for 
the safety and security of their staff and their own security 
management regulations, systems and focal points. The same applies 
to the different components of the RCRC Movement: the ICRC has its 
own security system and the IFRC provides a security umbrella for all 
RCRC National Societies operating in a country. 

 

Is security management a CMCoord task? Security management is not a 
CMCoord task per se. Security information is an important type of information 
to be shared between military and humanitarian actors through appropriate 
information sharing platforms. Compare with Chapters IV and VI. 

8. The First Days of a Crisis: Surge Capacity 

 

Figure 4: OCHA activities within the first 48 hours of an emergency 
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8.1 UNDAC 

The RC and the affected stateȭÓ government may request deployment 
of a United Nations Disaster Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) 
team to assess the humanitarian consequences of a disaster in its first 
phase and to assist in the coordination of incoming international relief. 
UNDAC teams can deploy at short notice (12-48 hours) anywhere in 
the world.  

When the UNDAC team deploys to an operational environment where 
there is a pre-existing relationship, engagement and/or coordination 
with national, foreign or UN mission military forces, they adhere to the 
humanitarian guidance in place. 

If a CMCoord Officer is already on the ground before the UNDAC team 
arrives, they should initiate contact, preferably prior to deployment, 
with the CMCoord focal point within the UNDAC team. As part of the 
roles within an UNDAC team, one member will take on this 
responsibility. Even if military forces are not involved in the relief 
operation, they may have a significant impact on such operations. 

If there is military involvement in the disaster response, a CMCoord 
specialist must be integrated in the UNDAC team. This is especially the 
case where there is no pre-existing OCHA presence. 

All UNDAC team members should be aware of how to appropriately 
and effectively interact with military forces on the ground. Part of the 
UNDAC Induction Course focuses on this engagement, including the 
basics of facilitating the essential dialogue between humanitarian and 
military actors, and establishing a civil-military coordination 
mechanism that enhances the disaster response by facilitating 
information sharing, task division and, when appropriate, joint 
planning. FMA should be utilized and/or coordinated to allow optimal 
use of resources to meet the humanitarian priorities of people-in-
need. 

8.2 On-Site Operations Coordination Centre (OSOCC) 

As soon as an UNDAC team deploys to a country following a natural 
disaster, the team establishes an On-Site Operations Coordination 
Centre (OSOCC) and sub-OSOCCs at the sub-national level, as needed. 
This is done in consultation with the affected ÓÔÁÔÅȭÓ disaster 
management authority and the HCT. The OSOCC serves as a link 
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between international responders and the government of the 
affected country and offers the following in the days after a disaster: 

¶ To be a link between international responders and the 
government of the affected country. 

¶ To provide a system for coordinating and facilitating the activities 
of international relief efforts at a disaster site, notably following 
an earthquake, where the coordination of many international 
USAR teams is critical to ensure optimal rescue efforts.  

¶ To provide a platform for cooperation, coordination and 
information management among international humanitarian 
agencies. 

At the same time, information about the disaster is exchanged among 
disaster managers worldwide in real-time on the web-based virtual 
OSOCC. First information exchanges typically include initial 
assessment results, contact details of (potential) responders, satellite 
images, and situation updates. 

 

Sign up for GDACS disaster alerts at http://www.gdacs.org/ (open service) and 
obtain an account on the virtual OSOCC at http://vosocc.unocha.org/  
(restricted to disaster managers in governments and response organizations). 

Within minutes after the occurrence of major natural disasters that 
might require international assistance, automatic alerts are sent out to 
subscribers of the Global Disaster Alert and Coordination System 
(GDACS). A red earthquake alert automatically alerts the International 
Search and Rescue Advisory Group (INSARAG) network that has 
international USAR teams worldwide as members. 

8.3 System-wide Level-3 Emergencies 

In case of a major humanitarian crisis, the IASC Principals may activate 
a Humanitarian System-Wide Emergency (L3) to ensure a more 
effective response to the humanitarian needs of affected people. The 
decision about an L3 activation is taken on the basis of five criteria: 
scale, complexity, urgency, capacity, and reputational risk. 

The L3 activation commits IASC members to ensure that they put in 
place the right systems and mobilize resources to contribute to the 
response as per their mandates, cluster lead agency responsibilities, 
and commitments made in a strategic statement. 
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An L3 declaration automatically triggers some measures: 

Leadership: The establishment of an HCT, the deployment of an HC 
ɉÄÉÆÆÅÒÅÎÔ ÍÏÄÅÌÓ ÁÓ ÄÅÓÃÒÉÂÅÄ ÁÂÏÖÅɊȟ ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ȰÅÍÐÏ×ÅÒÅÄ 
ÌÅÁÄÅÒÓÈÉÐȱȟ ÃÌÕÓÔÅÒ ÁÃÔÉÖÁÔÉÏÎȢ 

Surge Capacity: Deployment of the core team on a Ȱno regretsò basis, 
and possibly other context -specific capacities, including CMCoord. 

Programme Cycle: Immediate implementation of a Multi-Sector Initial 
Rapid Assessment (MIRA), particularly a preliminary scenario 
definition, and elaboration of a strategic statement within five days of 
the crisis onset by the HC/HCT; a Flash Appeal (to be developed within 
7-10 days) and individual cluster response plans; and an immediate 
initial allocation of US$10-20 million from the Central Emergency 
Response Fund (CERF). 

 

The IASC Transformative Agenda is transforming the way in which the 
humanitarian community responds to emergencies: 

- /ƻƴŎŜǇǘ tŀǇŜǊ ƻƴ ά9ƳǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇέ ς revised March 2014 
- Humanitarian System-Wide Emergency Activation: definition and 

procedures 
- wŜǎǇƻƴŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ [ŜǾŜƭ о 9ƳŜǊƎŜƴŎƛŜǎΥ ²Ƙŀǘ ά9ƳǇƻǿŜǊŜŘ [ŜŀŘŜǊǎƘƛǇέ 

looks like in practice 
- Reference Module for Cluster Coordination at the Country Level 
- Humanitarian Programme Cycle Reference Module Version 1.0 
- Accountability to Affected Populations Operational Framework 
- Inter-Agency Rapid Response Mechanism (IARRM) Concept Note 
- Common Framework for Preparedness 

 

8.4 Surge Pools 

In a sudden-onset natural disaster or a breaking or rapidly 
deteriorating complex emergency, OCHA and its humanitarian 
partners have several tools to quickly enhance the response and 
coordination capacity in a country. It has various surge rosters to 
deploy additional staff for the first weeks of an emergency, who may 
then be replaced by longer-term personnel. 

Emergency Response Roster (ERR): OCHA staff members who are 
deployed from other OCHA offices or headquarters within 72 hours, to 
support the country office in an affected country for six weeks to 
three months in L3 emergencies. On each ERR rotation one or two 
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CMCoord Officers from CMCS are available for missions. CMCS staff 
might also deploy on shorter term on Ȱspecial surgeȱ mission to 
support the CMCoord Focal Points with tasks such as a CMCoord 
assessment. The ERR includes the Senior Surge Roster (SSR), which is 
made up of OCHA staff who can provide field leadership in key 
management positions. 

Associate Surge Pool (ASP): The ASP includes CMCoord Officers at the 
P-3 (entry-level processionals) and P-4 levels (mid-level professionals) 
who are currently not working for ÔÈÅ 5.Ȣ 4ÈÅÓÅ ÁÒÅ ȰÒÏÓÔÅÒÅÄȱȟ ÉȢÅȢ 
pre-approved by the Human Resource Section, and thus can be 
deployed on shorter notice, i.e. within one month, for a period of an 
average three to six months.  

Stand-by Partnership Programme (SBPP): On request from a country 
ÏÆÆÉÃÅȟ /#(!ȭÓ 3ÕÒÇÅ #ÁÐÁÃÉÔÙ 3ÅÃÔÉÏÎ ÃÏÎÔÁÃÔÓ ÐÁÒÔÎÅÒ organizations 
to request the deployment of subject matter experts, free of charge 
to the UN, for a period of three to six months. Several partner 
organizations have a number of experienced CMCoord Officers. 

Inter-Agency Rapid Response Mechanism (IARRM): In case of an L3 
emergency, the IASC Principals and Emergency Directors identify 
additional priority positions to be filled ad hoc to enhance in-country 
coordination, including cluster coordination, support to the HC, cross-
cutting issues and others. The agencies fill these posts through their 
own surge mechaÎÉÓÍÓȟ ÉÎ /#(!ȭÓ ÃÁÓÅ ÔÈÅ ÁÂÏÖÅ-mentioned 
mechanisms, in addition to the Inter-Agency Standby Capacity rosters 
on Gender (GenCap) and Protection (ProCap). 

GenCap and ProCap consist of two pools of 30 Gender Advisers and 30 
Senior Protection Officers at the P-4/P-5 level (mid-level professionals) 
that can be deployed at short notice as an inter-agency resource to 
support the HC, HCT and cluster leads to mainstream gender 
respective protection and build capacity of local actors. 

 

For more information on OCHA Surge Capacity: http://www.unocha.org/what-
we-do/coordination-tools/surge-capacity/overview 
Contact: OCHA-SCS-DeploymentsTeam@un.org 

 

LEARN 

MORE!  

http://www.unocha.org/what-we-do/coordination-tools/surge-capacity/overview
http://www.unocha.org/what-we-do/coordination-tools/surge-capacity/overview
file:///d:/users/Woods/Desktop/DW/01_Writing/Handbook/Working%20docs%20for%20finalization/OCHA-SCS-DeploymentsTeam@un.org
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Chapter III: Understanding the Military 

Chapter III is intended to assist CMCoord and Humanitarian 
Affairs Officers (HAO) in gaining an understanding of key military 
actors for CMCoord, general military organization, and introducing 
military missions and planning. It will also discuss some key concepts 
and terms. 

This chapter looks at the commonalities among military organizations 
and does not cover the differences among and within them. It is 
important to keep in mind that each Member Statesȭ military  is 
organized, equipped and tasked in unique ways. Indeed, even 
ÉÎÄÉÖÉÄÕÁÌ ÓÅÒÖÉÃÅÓ ×ÉÔÈÉÎ Á -ÅÍÂÅÒ 3ÔÁÔÅȭÓ ÍÉÌÉÔÁÒÙ ÈÁÖÅ 
organizational and cultural differences.  

(ÁÖÉÎÇ Á ÇÅÎÅÒÁÌ ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄÉÎÇ ÏÆ ÍÉÌÉÔÁÒÙ ÁÃÔÏÒÓȭ ÏÒÇÁÎÉÚÁÔÉÏÎȟ 
capabilities, and roles is crucial for establishing liaison and dialogue, 
and identifying the appropriate interface and coordination 
mechanisms. The chapter includes: 

V An overview of military organizationsȭ generic command and 
control  structures, military planning and headquarters, ranks, 
responsibilities and unit sizes. 

V The organization of the military component of UN peacekeeping 
operations (blue helmets). 

V Different types of mandates of military forces, their legal bases 
and implications. 

V Roles that military forces may play in disaster response or 
humanitarian assistance operations, including national forces as 
first responders, foreign military actors in support of bilateral or 
UN assistance, occupying powers and forces under an 
international mandate. 

V Examples of military concepts for engagement with civilian and 
humanitarian actors. 
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1. Military Organization 

Regardless of nationality, militaries are often organized in similar ways 
and often share many common aspects, whether they are army, navy, 
air force or marine/amphibious forces. Militaries are organized in a 
clear hierarchical structure with clear lines of command, control and 
communication.  

Army is the land component which is normally tasked with taking and 
holding specific objectives or geographical areas. Member State 
armies are generally the largest service in terms of personnel and 
equipment. The army is the most likely service to be found in 
peacekeeping operations, complex emergencies, and natural disaster 
responses. In addition to ground equipment, armies may also have 
some rotary wing (helicopter) capabilities. 

Navy is the sea or naval component and is normally tasked with 
maintaining ÔÈÅ ÓÅÃÕÒÉÔÙ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÎÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ ÔÅÒÒÉÔÏÒÉÁÌ ×ÁÔÅÒÓ ÁÎÄ ÓÅÁ 
lanes, sea lines of communication, counter piracy and 
transport/logistics missions. Humanitarians are likely to engage with 
naval personnel in natural disaster response. In addition to ships, 
navies may have air assets. 

Air Force is the air component and provides strategic and tactical air 
lift for the other services, as well as aerial warfare. Air forces generally 
have fixed- and rotary-wing assets. Humanitarians are most likely to 
engage with air force personnel in natural disaster response, but they 
may be present also in peacekeeping missions and complex 
emergencies.  

Marines or Amphibious Forces are generally the smallest service 
×ÉÔÈÉÎ Á -ÅÍÂÅÒ 3ÔÁÔÅÓȭ armed forces. They are task-organized to 
perform immediate and higher-risk missions and are mobile by sea, 
land and air. They are usually structured to include a combination of 
land, sea, and air assets.  

The hierarchy of military activity  is described as strategic, operational 
and tactical. The strategic is the highest level and includes political, 
national or coalition direction. The operational level is the level at 
which operations are planned and supported. Activities at the tactical 
level are the ground or Ȱfieldȱ level. 
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1.1 Military Mission or Operation 

A military mission or operation (depending on size) is an activity or 
task assigned to a unit or formation. A unit or formation is the size of 
the military footprint (number of personnel and equipment). A 
campaign is a series of operations and/or missions. Operational 
necessity is likely to drive multinational involvement. Consequently, 
many military operations are invariably joint  and multi -national. Joint 
operations involve contributions from two or more services (land, air, 
sea) under a unified command structure. 

An operation follows a mission statement which defines the desired 
end state and who, how, and when that will be accomplished. Each 
military has a generic format for their mission statement which 
contains the following elements: 

¶ End state: Providing information on the desired end state, 
extraction, withdrawal and handover. This is a legal term, with 
which the political entity tasking the military defines the end of 
the mission. 

¶ Who: Identifying the force; friendly, neutral and enemy forces. 

¶ What: Essential tasks derived from either a higher headquarters 
or national authority (secures, protects, etc.). 

¶ Where/when: Geographical and time constraints. 

¶ How: A statement of methodology, e.g. Ȱprovide visible 
deterrenceȱ, Ȱcontributing to securityȱ, or Ȱundertake non-
combatant extraction operationȱ. 

1.2 The Commanding Officer 

Command is a position of authority and responsibility to which officers 
are legally appointed. The Commanding Officer will be the most 
senior-ranking officer in the unit. The Commanding Officer can be held 
legally responsible for the actions of the personnel under his/her 
command under international law, the International Criminal Court 
and sovereign law.  

Many commands will have a Chief of Staff who wields significant 
influence on behalf of and with the authority of the Commander and 
the unit. The Chief of Staff is tasked with coordinating and managing 
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ÔÈÅ ÁÃÔÉÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÕÎÉÔȭÓ ÏÒ ÆÏÒÍÁÔÉÏÎȭÓ staff sections and generally 
has routine access to the Commander.  

 

Engagement with the Commander: Establishing communication and 
coordination with the Commanding Officer is critical for CMCoord and 
Humanitarian Affairs Officers, as he or she has the largest degree of authority 
over the personnel and operations of the command. While it is unlikely that 
humanitarian personnel will have daily access to the Commander, all efforts 
should be made to establish constructive dialogue and rapport. Effort should 
be made by CMCoord and Humanitarian Affairs Officers to establish a 
constructive relationship with the Chief of Staff. It is also a good practice to 
ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜ ŀ άŎƻǳǊǘŜǎȅ Ŏŀƭƭέ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ Commander at an opportune time. The Chief 
of Staff can surely make this happen. 

1.3 Headquarters and Staff Responsibilities 

Within each headquarters, there are planning staff that administer, 
organize and manage various functions for the Commanding Officer. 
Headquarters planning staff are broken down into nine categories ɀ 
referred to as 1 to 9 and preceded with a letter designating the level of 
the command. The letter S is generally for staff at brigade and 
battalion levels. The letter G (or N, if navy) is generally for commands 
higher than brigade (division or corps). The letter J is used if the 
command is designated as a Joint Headquarters (more than one 
service in the command); the letter C is used if the command is 
designated as a Combined Headquarters, more than one nation or a 
Coalition of nations. The UN uses the letter U to designate its staff 
sections in the military component of peacekeeping missions. To an 
outsider the structure may not be obvious and a military headquarters 
may appear large and chaotic. 

Current and future planning is part of the daily process in a 
headquarters to reduce unpredictability as much as possible, while 
plans remain under constant scrutiny. To that end military planning 
teams are well-staffed and dynamic. Handling military operations 
requires constant planning and updating, incorporating current 
planning, contingency planning, and lessons identified, to reacting to 
changing contexts and ground realities.  

In addition to the more standardized staff sections, many commands 
will have specialized or special staff  functions which may assist in 
establishing an effective and sustained dialogue between 
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humanitarian and military actors. These special staff functions include: 
Civilian Personnel Officer, Command Surgeon, Aviation Coordinator, 
Command Engineer, Command Chaplain, Liaison Officer, Psychological 
Operations Officer, Transportation or Logistics Officer, or Public 
Affairs Officer. 

Personnel 1 Personnel and Administration are responsible for 
manpower, reporting, casualty tracking, welfare, 
discipline, honours and awards, responsible for 
prisoners of war, internees and detainees.  

Intelligence 2 Intelligence or Information collected in a variety of ways 
focussing on security of personnel and information to 
gain military advantage over adversary.  

Operations 3 Operations cover current (J33) and Future (J35) along 
with operational support, such as force protection, 
engineers, and influence activities.  

Logistics 4 Logistics which includes supply, movement, 
transportation, equipment support and any external 
input such a contractors and medical support.  

Plans  5 άPlansέ is the team who write the Campaign Directive 
and all underpinning operational guidance.  

Communications 
(Radio & IT) 

6 Communications and Information encompasses all 
technical systems related to information exchange and 
surveillance.  

(Doctrine), 
Training (or 
Engineering) 

7 Doctrine and Training writes policy and incorporates 
after action reviews contributing to lessons identified 
process and post operational reporting. It also advises 
on future training requirements.  

Resource 
management  

8 Responsible for contracts, budgets and financing. 

Civil-Military 
Interface/CIMIC 

9 Civil-Military Interface, Political Advisors, Legal Support 
and Media (who can be embedded in other functions). 

Table 3: Military Headquarters Staff Functions 1-9 

1.4 Military Planning 

Substantial planning is necessary to undertake even small operations 
and missions and a series of detailed administration takes place in 
order to reduce risk to the absolute minimum and provide the 
Commander, who ultimately signs off all military activity, with 
assurance that he or she is acting lawfully.  
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The Concept of Operations (or ConOps) defines the #ÏÍÍÁÎÄÅÒȭÓ 
intent for a mission or operation, as well as the detailed planning on 
how to achieve this. The ConOps ÉÓ Á ÄÅÓÃÒÉÐÔÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÏ× Á ÕÎÉÔȭÓ 
capabilities may be employed to achieve desired objectives or 
particular end state for a specific scenario. It also describes how 
discrete, collective, or combined capabilities will be managed and 
employed. It can, and may be expected to, address issues pertaining 
to manning, equipping, training, maintenance, and administration. 

The ConOps has several components. The Mission or Operation Plan 
(Oplan) details the task, purpose and how to achieve success. Once 
the Oplan has been approved for execution, it becomes an 
operational order (Opord) that becomes the basis for action of units 
involved in the operation. Contingency plans fall out of the document 
and provide clear segmented information to each contributor for 
every consideration. Warning Orders are issued to communicate 
information to subordinate units to alert them on forthcoming tasks 
or modifications in ongoing tasks. 

The Operational Estimate is part of the planning process and 
structures and defines the Course of Action by detailing the 
CÏÍÍÁÎÄÅÒȭÓ ÖÉÓÉÏÎ ÏÆ ÈÏ× Á ÓÉÔÕÁÔÉÏÎ ×ÉÌÌ ÂÅ ÈÁÎÄÌÅÄȢ !ÌÌ 3ÔÁÆÆ 
Sections within a command will provide input to the operational 
estimate, based on their areas of expertise (see Section III.1.6). 

Battlespace includes the geographic area of operations or 
responsibility and the supportive human and geographic elements 
that contribute to it. Battlespace Management is the dynamic 
synchronization of activities within a battlespace. Combat 
identification is a vital part of Battlespace Management which 
combines situational awareness and positive identification of targets 
and non-targets at the same pace as the operation. Identification of 
non-targets results from a de-confliction process and/or coordination 
between humanitarians and military actors. 

Campaign Continuity: In protracted operations, there may be a high 
turnover of military personnel and manpower, and continuity of 
dialogue and engagement with military actors may be difficult to 
achieve or sustain. Continuity of command, a consistent approach to 
operations and significant understanding of operational space is 
difficult but essential. Troops, depending on the contributing nation, 
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will have pre-deployment training and handover/takeover periods of 
time, which aim to reduce the impact on operational effectiveness. It 
is likely that there will be an impact on operations and coordination 
during this transition.  
Reception, Staging, Onward Movement and Integration is the 
logistics process that transitions personnel and equipment arriving in 
a theatre into operationally viable forces. It describes the activities 
that enable force elements to attain Full Operating Capability once in 
theatre of operations. A declaration of Full Operating Capability will be 
made and a formation will be ready to act from then on.  
Operational Security (OpSec): Certain elements of military 
information may be withheld from humanitarian and other external 
actors, according to its OpSec level. This may prove frustrating to 
humanitarian counterparts when exchanging information. It is based 
ÏÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÌÉÔÁÒÉÅÓȭ ÐÅÒÃÅÉÖÅd need to protect information that may put 
ÉÔÓ ÐÅÒÓÏÎÎÅÌȭÓ ÌÉÖÅÓ ÁÔ ÒÉÓË or provide an advantage to opponents.  

1.5 Use of Force 

The Law of Armed Conflict (also see Chapter I) defines the principles 
that govern the lawful use of force. These principles include necessity, 
proportionality and distinction: 

¶ The use of force must be necessary from a military perspective to 
fulfil a lawful military objective. 

¶ Parties to conflict must distinguish at all times between 
combatants and military objectives, on the one hand, and civilians 
and civilian objects, on the other ɀ and they must only target the 
former. 

¶ Parties to conflict must not launch attacks which are 
disproportionate  ɀ i.e. attacks which may be expected to cause 
incidental death or injury to civilians or damage to civilian objects 
which would be excessive in relation to the concrete and direct 
military advantage anticipated. 

¶ Parties to conflicts must refrain from launching indiscriminate 
attacks ɀ i.e. attacks which are not or cannot be directed against a 
specific military objective, or which are disproportionate. 
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¶ Parties to conflict must take all feasible precautions to avoid, and 
in any event to minimize, incidental death and injury to civilians and 
damage to civilian objects.  

To adapt these principles, competent authorities (states or multi-
national actors) issue Rules of Engagement that outline the 
circumstances under which their armed forces may use force to 
achieve their objectives. Rules of Engagement reflect the rules and 
principles of the Law of Armed Conflict, in addition to relevant 
national laws and policies, to facilitate their understanding and 
implementation in military operations. 

Rules of Engagement are often accompanied by operational guidance 
and training manuals, and are an integral part of military training. 
Rules of Engagement appear in various forms in national military 
doctrines, including execution orders, deployment orders, operational 
plans/orders, or standing directives/SOPs. They provide authorization 
for, and limits on, the use of force, the positioning and posturing of 
forces, and the employment of certain specific military capabilities and 
weapons. 

 

Sanremo Handbook On Rules Of Engagement 

 

In the context of UN peacekeeping, the Rules of Engagement are tailored to the 
specific mandate of the UN mission and the situation on the ground. 
Contingent Commanders are responsible for ensuring that all troops comply 
with the mission-specific Rules of Engagement, applicable for any member of a 
peacekeeping contingent 

1.6 Military Ranks 

A key element to effective interaction with military actors is to 
understand the rank structure and the flow of authority and 
responsibility commensurate with rank. The individual may change ɀ 
the role does not. 

The rank system forms the military structure and defines a soldier, 
ÓÁÉÌÏÒȟ ÁÉÒÍÁÎȭÓ ÏÒ marineȭÓ ÄÅÇÒÅÅ ÏÆ ÒÅÓÐÏÎÓÉÂÉÌÉÔy, and may detail 
his/her professional role. The military rank  indicates responsibility, 
seniority and authority to command. Officers have a higher degree of 
responsibility than Non-Commissioned Officers (NCOs) and junior 

LEARN 

MORE!  

file:///d:/users/Woods/Google%20Drive/UN-CMCoord%20Reference%20Documents/46_Sanremo%20Handbook%20on%20Rules%20of%20Engagement.pdf
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ranks. Responsibility for personnel, equipment, safety and security 
grows with each rank. Generally, Officers are responsible for the 
planning, management, and oversight of operations; NCOs are 
responsible for operationally accomplishing the task; and enlisted 
personnel are carrying out the task and/or performing the work 
designated by the NCOs. 

Regardless of the nation, the military is hierarchical in structure and 
the structure provides a clear chain-of-command. There are some 
similarities, but each national military has its peculiarities in rank 
structure, as well as its own insignia and uniforms, which mark the 
rank and the military branch/unit/specialization. Four generic rank 
classifications of military personnel exist in most military 
organizations:  

¶ Commissioned Officers: Those who hold a legal commission and 
position of authority, and exercise command and control over 
subordinates. They derive their authority directly from a sovereign 
power and hold a position charging them with the duties and 
responsibilities of a specific office or position.  

¶ Warrant Officers: Some armed forces have an additional rank 
between the commissioned and enlisted ranks. Warrant Officers do 
not hold a legal commission and do not have command authority, 
but are usually experts in their field and have significant seniority. 

¶ NCOs: Enlisted personnel who have been promoted to enlisted 
higher rank (e.g. corporal or sergeant) and have functional authority 
over those below them.  

¶ Enlisted personnel: Form the majority of all military personnel and 
perform tasks and duties according to their specialization.  

Many different military forces may be encountered in humanitarian 
operations to detail rank, insignia and uniform. The CMCoord Officer 
should take the time to understand the rank structure of the military 
he or she is liaising with and learn to identify the rank of military 
counterparts through their uniform and insignia. 

 

Visit the homepage of your host country or troop contributing nations ς e.g. 
http://www.nepalarmy.mil.np/na_un.php.  

International alliances and coalitions have the same challenge when 
operating together: they need to harmonize rank structures and 

LEARN 

MORE!  

http://www.nepalarmy.mil.np/na_un.php
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ÕÎÄÅÒÓÔÁÎÄ ÅÁÃÈ ÏÔÈÅÒȭÓ ÒÁÎËÓ ÁÎÄ ÉÎÓÉÇÎÉÁȟ ÔÏ ÅÓÔÁÂÌÉÓÈ a joint chain 
of command. NATO uses the NATO code to make ranks comparable. 

Classification NATO code 

Officers (Commissioned) O/OF 1- 10 
Warrant Officers WO 1-4 
Non-Commissioned Officers E/OR 5-9 
Enlisted Personnel E/OR 1-4 

Table 4: NATO Codes 

The following is a list of officer ranks common in anglophone 
countries. Other nations might e.g. have less General Officer (and 
admiral/marshal) ranks, an additional rank at the O/OF2-level, or 
additional Junior Officer ranks, and many other variations. Although 
there will be many variations within different militaries, the general 
framework will apply to most militaries that are based on European 
and US military structures.  

O- Navies Armies Air Forces 

10 Admiral/Admiral of 
the Fleet 

Marshal/Field Marshal Marshal of the Air Force 

9 Admiral General Air Chief Marshal  
8 Vice Admiral Lieutenant General Air Marshal 

7 Rear Admiral Major General Air Vice Marshal 

6 Commodore Brigadier/Brigadier 
General 

Air Commodore 

5 Captain Colonel Group Captain 

4 Commander Lieutenant Colonel Wing Commander 
3 Lieutenant Major/Commandant Squadron Leader 

2 Lieutenant Captain Flight Lieutenant 

1 Sub-
Lieutenant/Ensign 

Lieutenant/First 
Lieutenant/Second 
Lieutenant 

Flying Officer/Pilot Officer 

Table 5: Common Anglophone Officer Ranks 

 

How to address military personnel: It is appropriate to address military 
personnel by their rank. Individuals might lay different weight on being 
addressed by rank. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Admiral_of_the_fleet
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Field_marshal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Admiral
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lieutenant_general
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Air_chief_marshal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rear_admiral
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Major_general
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Air_marshal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rear_admiral
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Major_general
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Air_vice-marshal
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Commodore_%28rank%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Air_commodore
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lieutenant_colonel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Group_captain
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lieutenant_commander
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lieutenant_%28navy%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Squadron_leader
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flight_lieutenant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sub-lieutenant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sub-lieutenant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lieutenant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lieutenant
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flying_officer
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1.7 Military Structure 

Military structure is hierarchal by nature, with clearly defined 
command and control. A military force regardless of size can be 
broken down into several sub-units. Every national force will be 
deployed as variations of different military units. Generally, militaries 
are organized based on the rule of three ɀ three subordinate units 
make up the superior unit (three companies in a battalion, three 
battalions in a brigade/regiment, etc.). 

Unit/Formation  Size  Commanders Rank 

Division 4,00-10,000 Major General (2* or higher) 
Brigade/Regiment 2,000-3,000 Brigadier General/General 

1*/Colonel 
Battalion 400-600 Lieutenant Colonel 
Company 100-150 Major/Commandant-Captain 
Platoon 30 Lieutenant 
Section/Squad 6-10 Sergeant-Corporal 

Table 6: Military Unit Sizes/Formations 

 

How to request military assistance? If requesting assistance, military 
counterparts prefer the request of a certain capability and letting them decide 
which assets to use. 

Capability is the ability to achieve military objectives or tasks in relation to the 
overall mission. A military capability is made up of several resources, such as 
assets, personnel, and knowledge. 

2. Military Components in UN Peace Operations 

Peacekeeping is a technique designed to preserve the peace where 
fighting has ended, and to assist in implementing agreements 
achieved by peacemakers. Over the years, peacekeeping operations 
have evolved from a traditional, primarily military, model of 
observing a ceasefire and the separation of forces after interstate 
wars, to incorporate a complex multidimensional model involving 
military, civilian and police components. 

UN Peacekeeping Operations: Principles and Guidelines, 2008 
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This chapter deals with the organization of military components of UN peace 
operations. See Chapter II.6.3 for the mandate and political background. 

A UN peacekeeping operation is generally composed of civilians 
(national and international staff) and uniformed personnel (military 
and/or police). The military component forms the largest part of many 
peacekeeping operations. Military forces serving in UN peacekeeping 
operations are called blue helmets or blue berets because of their 
distinctive headgear. 

The primary function of the military component is usually to provide a 
secure environment so that other elements of the peace process can 
be implemented, including the monitoring of human rights, national 
reconciliation and institution building, and the distribution of 
humanitarian assistance. The military component will depend on the 
type of the peacekeeping operation and its mandate.  

The training of foreign military forces is the responsibility of each 
individual Member State. Pre-deployment and in-mission training is 
also common; however, this differs per national military and per 
mission depending on its mandate. 

Traditional peacekeeping: This is the Ȱclassicȱ peacekeeping and 
essentially military in character, with a military Head of Mission, 
double-hatted as Force Commander or Chief Military Observer. The 
tasks assigned may involve, inter alia, observation, monitoring, 
reporting, supervision of ceasefire agreement and support to 
verification mechanisms (e.g. UNMOGIP, UNFICYP, MINUSRO, and 
UNDOF). 

Multidimensional peacekeeping is typically deployed in the aftermath 
of a violent internal conflict and may employ a mix of military, police 
and civilian capabilities to support the implementation of a 
comprehensive peace agreement. This is normally headed by the 
civilian SRSG as Head of Mission with a Force Commander as Head of 
the Military Component (HoMC). Recently, the majority of UN 
peacekeeping operations have been multidimensional. 

In recent years, UN peace operations have also been deployed as 
hybrid operations, involving military, police and civilian personnel 
from two or more entities under a single structure, like e.g. the 
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African Union/United Nations Hybrid Mission in Darfur (UNAMID). 
Other types of peacekeeping operations include integrated missions 
(see Chapter II), robust mandates (see Chapter III.2.5), and 
transitional administration  of a country. The latter was implemented 
in East Timor, Cambodia and Kosovo.  

2.1 Types of Military Personnel 

Formed Military Units 
(Contingents) 

Military Experts on 
Missions 

Staff Officers 

e.g. Companies, 
Battalions, Brigades. 

e.g. Military Observers, 
Military Liaison Officers, 

Military Advisors. 

Specialized functions at 
mission Force 

Headquarters or in joint 
mission structures. 

Table 7: Types of Militaries in UN Peacekeeping Operations 

The military component of a UN peacekeeping operation can include 
individually deployed Military Experts on Mission and/or Military Staff 
Officers assigned to the different staff positions (U1-9) of the UN 
Force Headquarters. Member States also contribute formed military 
units. These are also referred to as troop contributing country (TCC) 
units or contingents. 

Mili tary Experts on Mission can be as follows: 

¶ Military Advisers to advise the civilian leadership on military 
issues, or provide expertise on security sector reform, DDR of ex-
combatants, and other military tasks. 

¶ Military Liaison Officers to maintain a link between a UN 
peacekeeping operation and non-UN military forces and actors.  

¶ Military Observers to monitor and report on military 
arrangements between parties to a conflict, such as ceasefires, 
armistice, withdrawal of forces, or demilitarized zones. They are 
unarmed. 

Formed military units (contingents) correspond to traditional military 
formations, such as companies, brigades or battalions. The strengths 
and capabilities vary depending on the mandate. 
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Combat forces generally include the infantry, tank forces, combat 
aircraft, offensive and defensive naval platforms (ships, boats and 
submarines) and marines and special forces. 

Combat support forces, including artillery and engineers, airborne and 
maritime surveillance platforms and command and control facilities. 

Logistic and service support forces include communications, medical 
support, air, land and maritime lift and transportation capabilities. 

2.2 Command and Control  

Command is the authority vested in a Military Leader/Police 
Commander for the direction, coordination and control of military and 
police forces/personnel. Command has a legal status and denotes 
functional and knowledgeable exercise of military/police authority to 
attain military/police objectives or goals. 

The HoMC, usually the most senior military officer (e.g. Force 
Commander, Chief Military Observer) reports to the Head of 
Mission/SRSG. The HoMC exercises operational control  over all 
military personnel, including Military Observers, in the mission. The 
HoMC establishes the military operational chain of command in the 
field. This might include subordinate Sector Commands, as 
appropriate. The chain of command is issued as a Field Command 
Framework and usually is established as follows: HoMC ɀ Division ɀ 
Brigade/Sector ɀ Battalion ɀ Company ɀ sub-units. 

In doing so, the HoMC places military units under the tactical control 
of military commanders in the operational chain of command. The 
HoMC maintains a technical reporting and communication link with 
the DPKO Military Adviser in UN Headquarters. This technical 
reporting link must not circumvent or substitute the command chain 
between the USG DPKO and the Head of Mission, nor should it 
interfere with decisions taken by the Head of Mission in accordance 
with this policy directive. 
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Figure 5: Levels of Authority ς Command and Control in UN Peacekeeping 
Operations 

The operational authority  over these forces and personnel is 
transferred to the unified UN command and control. UN operational 
authority includes the authority to issue operational directives within 
the limits of a specific mandate, the mission area and for an agreed 
period of time. 

Military personnel contributed by Member States to a UN 
peacekeeping operation remain under the jurisdiction  of their 
national armed forces, while the UN Operational Authority does not 
include any responsibility for certain personnel matters of individual 
members of military contingents. The discipline of military personnel 
remains the responsibility of the troop contributing countries. 

The UN may take administrative steps in case of misconduct, including 
repatriation of military contingent members and Staff Officers. The 
prosecution of criminal conduct remains with the TCC. 

 

Keep in mind that the Commanders of each TCC unit have a reporting line to 
their national government. A TCC might have reservations, meaning that their 
military contingent will or will not perform tasks in a certain way, e.g. patrols, 
QIPs, or others. 
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The Force Commander/Ho-# ÈÅÁÄÓ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȭÓ Force 
Headquarters. Staff functions are similar to those described in part 1 
of this chapter and numbered U1-U9. The U9, UN Civil-Military 
Coordination (UN-CIMIC), is a military staff function in a UN integrated 
missions that facilitates the interface between the military and civilian 
components of the mission, as well as with the humanitarian, 
development actors in the mission area, in order to support UN 
missionȭÓ objectives. 

 

U-9 CIMIC function and responsibility: UN- CIMIC is a military staff function in a 
UN integrated missions that facilitates the interface between the military and 
civilian components of the mission, as well as with the humanitarian, 
development actors in the mission area, in order to support UN mission 
objectives. 

 

 

¦b tƻƭƛŎȅ ƻƴ ά!ǳǘƘƻǊƛǘȅΣ /ƻƳƳŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ /ƻƴǘǊƻƭ ƛƴ United Nations 
tŜŀŎŜƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ hǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎέΣ CŜōǊǳŀǊȅ нллу ό5tYhκ5C{ύ 
Handbook on UN Multidimensional Peacekeeping Operations, United Nations 
2003, Chapter V: Military Command and Control 

 

Figure 6: Sample UN PKO Force Headquarters Structure in an Integrated Mission 

2.3 Principles of UN Peacekeeping 
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UN peacekeeping is guided by three basic principles: Consent of the 
parties, impartiality and the non-use of force except in self-defence 
and defence of the mandate. 

Impartiality is understood as an objective and consistent execution of 
the mandate, regardless of provocation or challenge. Impartiality does 
not mean inaction or overlooking violations. UN peacekeepers should 
be impartial in their dealings with the parties to the conflict, but not 
neutral in the execution of their mandate, i.e. they must actively 
pursue the implementation of their mandate even if doing so goes 
against the interests of one or more of the parties. 

 

The terms neutrality and impartiality are used differently in peacekeeping and 
humanitarian action. In peacekeeping, neutrality means non-intervention, or 
not taking action, while impartiality means non-allegiance. In the humanitarian 
context, impartiality means non-discrimination on the basis of race, sex, creed, 
religion, etc., while neutrality means not taking sides in the conflict. 

 

 Neutrality Impartiality 

Peacekeeping Non-intervention Non-allegiance 

Humanitarian Action Non-allegiance Non-discrimination 

Table 8: Neutrality and Impartiality in Peacekeeping and Humanitarian Action 

2.4 Military Tasks in Peacekeeping 

The tasks of the military component of a UN peacekeeping operation 
can vary from technical advice on military issues to a political 
negotiation or peace process to robust military action and complex 
activities: 

¶ Support to peace-making and political negotiations. 

¶ Providing a secure environment. 

¶ Observation and monitoring. 

¶ Interposition. 

¶ Preventive deployment. 

¶ DDR. 

¶ De-mining. 

¶ Enforcement of sanctions. 

¶ Security sector reform and training. 
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¶ Restoration and maintenance of law and order. 

¶ Human rights monitoring. 

¶ Support to humanitarian activities. 

¶ Protection of civilians under (imminent) threat of violence. 

2.5  Support to Humanitarian Activities 

The military component will normally not be structured, trained or 
funded for the direct delivery of humanitarian assistance, which is a 
civilian task. The military is more likely to be asked to provide a secure 
environment in which humanitarian assistance can be delivered 
successfully or to provide security, protection  or armed escort for 
humanitarian relief operations. 

The military component often, however, has assets and capabilities, 
such as transport and other logistical support, which can be useful to 
support humanitarian activities. While the HC and the HCT decide on 
the use of military assets in humanitarian assistance, it is the task of 
the CMCoord Officer to advise them on how to make informed 
decisions and to facilitate requests for military assets. 

 

 Ten Rules for the Personal Conduct of Blue Helmets 

2.6 Use of Force 

One of the basic principles of peacekeeping is the non-use of force 
except in self-defence and defence of the mandate. This includes use 
of force being a measure of last resort, used in a precise, proportional 
and appropriate manner, with the minimum force necessary to 
achieve the desired effect. 

Some Security Council mandates are robust, authorizing UN 
peacekeeping operations to use all necessary means to deter forceful 
attempts to disrupt the political process, protect civilians under 
imminent threat of physical attack, and/or assist the national authorities 
in maintaining law and order. 

Mission-specific Rules of Engagement, tailored to the specific 
mandate of the mission and the situation on the ground, are issued for 
each peacekeeping operation. 
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Robust peacekeeping involves the use of force at the tactical level 
with the authorization of the Security Council and consent of the host 
nation and/or the main parties to the conflict, to defend its mandate 
against spoilers whose activities pose a threat to civilians or risk 
undermining the peace process. An example is the Force Intervention 
Brigade deployed as part of the United Nations Organization 
Stabilization Mission in the Democratic Republic of the Congo 
(MONUSCO). 

By contrast, peace enforcement does not require the consent of the 
main parties and may involve the use of military force at the strategic 
or international level, which is normally prohibited for Member States 
under Article 2(4) of the UN Charter, unless authorized by the Security 
Council. 

3. Types of Military Missions 

3.1 National Military Forces  

Affected states have the responsibility to use whatever means at their 
disposal to respond to the humanitarian needs of people affected by 
disaster on their territory. In many states, the national military  or civil 
defence/protection  units are part of, or even leading, national 
responses to disasters and crises. 

At the same time, host countries are responsible for the security of 
international humanitarian workers on their territory and might use 
military or para-military units for this protection.  

The role of the national military is defined in national legislation and 
national disaster management and contingency plans. In the past 
years many countries have developed an approach to disaster 
management which is more holistic and comprises disaster 
preparedness and prevention rather than focussing on reactive 
measures. This often was inherent with a shift from military to civilian 
authority. 

Whether the military as a major reactive or response actor is guided by 
the civilian authorities or has a leading role in the response is different 
in each country. Military actors might be more or less involved in 
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disaster preparedness and risk reduction activities. Joint training and 
liaison in the preparedness phase are crucial to ensure a smooth 
coordination in disaster response. 

 

Is the CMCoord function applicable for the interaction with national armed 
forces? Humanitarian actors face a dilemma if the national armed actors are a 
disaster responder on the one hand, while active in military operations on their 
territory at the same time. While they would probably establish more distant 
coordination structures during a complex emergency, they would coordinate 
and cooperate closely in a natural disaster in peacetime. 

To de-conflict situations in which a natural disaster occurs in a complex 
emergency setting, it is crucial to establish dialogue and coordination 
structures in the preparedness phase ς and sensitize military actors on 
humanitarian principles. 

3.2 Foreign Forces with Bilateral Agreements 

Foreign military forces may operate or be stationed in another 
sovereign country (in that context referred to as host nation) for 
different reasons, on the basis of bilateral or multilateral agreements 
in peacetime, in peace (support) operations, or combat.  

Peacetime missions include training and exercises in the region with 
no hostile intent. Other examples include missions in the context of 
defence alliances (e.g. NATO), in case one nation supports the host 
nation to maintain safety and security on its territory or fight armed 
groups (French deployment to Central African Republic (CAR) or Mali) 
or based on a bilateral agreement for troop support. In any case, the 
conditions, as well as the legal status and support arrangements will 
be laid out in a SOFA. SOFAs can include provisions to Host Nation 
Support (HNS) in peacetime and in case of natural disasters. Having a 
pre-existing SOFA between Member States can greatly assist the 
speed of the deployment of FMA in natural disaster response 
operations. 

If military forces, already deployed to the region for other purposes, 
undertake bilateral support to disaster assistance, the CMCoord 
guidelines refer to them as other deployed forces. 

Personnel, equipment, supplies and services provided by foreign 
military and civil defence/protection organizations to support 
international humanitarian assistance are referred to as MCDA. If no 
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SOFA exists, the Guidelines on the Use of Foreign Military and Civil 
Defence Assets in Disaster Relief (Oslo Guidelines) provide a sample 
agreement which can guide the drafting of individual agreements. 

In most cases though, MCDA are provided on a bilateral basis. The role 
of a CMCoord Officer has shifted from coordinating UN-MCDA to taking 
stock of MCDA and other deployed forces and establishing dialogue and 
coordination mechanisms to coordinate their activities with the 
humanitarian response. 

3.3 Occupying Power 

A territory is considered occupied when it is actually placed under 
the authority of the hostile army. The occupation extends only to 
the territory where such authority has been established and can be 
exercised. 

Article 42, Hague Regulations 1907 

According to their common Article 2, the four Geneva Conventions of 
1949 apply to all cases of partial or total occupation of a stateȭÓ 
territory, even if the occupation meets with no armed resistance. 

The legality of any particular occupation is regulated by the UN 
Charter and the law known as the jus ad bellum. Once a situation exists 
that factually amounts to an occupation, the law of occupation will 
apply regardless of whether the occupation is considered lawful. 
Therefore, the law of occupation will apply regardless of the aims of 
the occupation or whether it has received Security Council approval.  

The occupying power has certain duties which are spelled out 
primarily in the 1907 Hague Regulations (Arts. 42-56) and the Fourth 
Geneva Convention (GC IV, Arts. 27-34 and 47-78), as well as in certain 
provisions of Additional Protocol I and customary IHL. 

These duties of the occupying power include humanitarian 
responsibilities, such as ensuring sufficient hygiene and public health 
standards and the provision of food and medical care to the 
population under occupation. The occupying power must respect the 
national law in force and take measures to restore and ensure, as far 
as possible, public order and safety. 
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Humanitarian organizations cannot be impeded in their humanitarian 
activities for arbitrary reasons. The ICRC must be given access to all 
protected persons. 

3.4 Military Missions based on International Mandates 

Foreign military forces and contingents can be operating in a territory 
based upon an invitation of its sovereign government or based on an 
international mandate, in most cases a Security Council resolution or 
regional organization mandate. 

Security Council resolutions might be implemented by the following: 

¶ UN-led peacekeeping operations (blue helmets). 

¶ Regional-led peace operations (e.g. African Union (AU), 
Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS)). 

¶ A hybrid mission comprising of two or more entities (e.g. UN and 
AU). 

¶ Individual or coalitions of national armed forces. 

¶ Other military alliances (e.g. NATO) or coalitions. 

The European Union (EU) and Organization for Security and Co-
operation in Europe (OSCE) frequently provide training and observer 
missions upon bilateral invitation (e.g. the EU Training Missions to Mali 
and Somalia). 

Operating under a Security Council resolution or mandate from a 
Regional Organization (AU, EU, etc.) increases the legitimacy of the 
operation and provides a legal framework in which to engage the 
military actors. Understanding the mandate provides a basis to 
engage with military actors on what they should or should not be 
doing, as well as defining any support relationships necessary to 
achieve humanitarian objectives. 

4. Civilian Assistance Tasks of the Military 

4.1 In Extremis 

In some situations, military forces may be the only actor in a position 
to provide humanitarian assistance to a population, either because of 
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security concerns or access restrictions. This includes indirect 
assistance, infrastructure support, as well as direct assistance. 

While direct assistance operations should only be conducted by 
military actors as a last resort, and only in extremis, humanitarian 
actors must be aware that military actors have a legal obligation to 
provide life-saving supplies if no other political authority or 
humanitarian actor has the access or ability to do so. 

Humanitarian plans for this contingency, including coordination with 
the relevant military actors, guidance on what the military forces 
should and should not do, as well as the development of a rapid 
transition plan is critical to re-establishing principled humanitarian 
action. 

Battle of Fallujah, Iraq in 2004 

During the Battle of Fallujah, a combined military offensive conducted by the 
United States, United Kingdom and Iraqi forces, no humanitarian actors were able 
to gain access to the civilian population that remained in the city or provide 
lifesaving assistance in the early stages of the operation. 

Therefore, the coalition military forces delivered humanitarian supplies (provided 
by humanitarian and donor agencies) directly to the population, to meet minimum 
needs. Once the situation had stabilized sufficiently to allow for humanitarian 
access, humanitarian actors took over the delivery of relief supplies.  

4.2 Civil-Military Operations 

Military forces and units do interact and provide assistance to local 
communities. They may carry out reconstruction activities, in support 
of the mission, as part of a stabilization mandate or counter-
insurgency strategy. 

Military forces may use psychological operations or Ȱwinning hearts 
and mindsȱ actions to influence the local populations and ensure their 
allegiance. This can serve the purpose of force protection by 
enhancing acceptance, gathering information, or generate support. 
Activities may include Ȱhumanitarian typeȱ activities, but should not 
be confused with actual humanitarian action. 

Humanitarian assistance follows the sole purpose to save lives, while 
military forces usually carry out civil-military operations (be it civic 
action, civil affairs, CIMIC, civil-military operations, or others) based on 
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the needs of the force and the mission (acceptance, security, 
intelligence, etc.).  

Civil-military operations are often conditional and may cease when 
the mission changes or the unit moves. The selection of recipients is 
based on military considerations in one and on humanitarian needs in 
the other case. Humanitarian assistance is provided to families and 
supporters of all parties, including those that a military actor may see 
as affiliated to enemy belligerents or as collaborators. 

Even if the military delivers assistance, the aid operation still is a 
military activity and hence may become a military target. Non-military 
aid providers can also become targets ɀ either because they directly 
collaborate with the counter-insurgency campaign or simply because 
they are perceived to be in association with it. The same goes for 
affected people: Their lives could also be endangered and their 
villages attacked in retaliation for perceptions that aid is accepted in 
return for Ȱcollaboratingȱ with a belligerent force. 

Depending on the mission and mandate, military motives to provide 
aid may be very close or similar to the humanitarian ultimate goal to 
alleviate suffering and save lives. Still, this is a very sensitive issue for 
humanitarian actors: If military and humanitarian actors carry out 
similar activities, distinction  becomes very difficult to maintain, even if 
humanitarians are not cooperating directly with the military. 

UN Quick Impact Projects (QIPs) 

QIPs are small-scale, low-cost projects that are planned and implemented within a 
short timeframe. QIPs are funded through the UN peacekeeping ƻǇŜǊŀǘƛƻƴǎΩ 
budget as a tool for confidence building. Other (military) actors beyond 
peacekeeping may also fund or implement QIPs. 

The objective of QIPs is to build confidence in the mission, the mandate or the 
peace process. This can include the involvement of uniformed personnel or 
components to help them to engage with local communities, but usually they are 
carried out by implementing partners in the community, which might be the same 
implementing partners as chosen by humanitarian and development actors. 
Although the activities do benefit the population, they are not humanitarian or 
development support. QIPs can include smaller infrastructure support, the 
provision of equipment, short-term employment-generating projects, non-
recurrent training activities and workshops.  

While close coordination is necessary, where the project have humanitarian or 
developmental elements, a clear distinction is also necessary. In particular in 
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integrated mission contexts, QIPs that relate to development and humanitarian 
assistance cannot be carried out without the consent of the RC/HC. It is crucial for 
the CMCoord Officer to maintain a close dialogue with Civil Affairs Officers and 
the RC/HC, to ensure that QIPs complement and do not undermine humanitarian 
efforts. 

 

See the UN DPKO Policy on QIPs for additional guidance on the 
effective coordination of QIPs. 

5. Military Coordination with Civilian Actors 

As described above, military forces will have different reasons to 
coordinate with civilian actors. There are different concepts, such as 
Civil-Military Cooperation (CIMIC), Civil-Military Cooperation and 
Coordination (CMCO (EU)), Civil-Military Interaction (CMI  (NATO)), 
Civil-Military Operations (CMO), Civil Affairs etc. 

In the UN, NATO and many national militaries, CIMIC describes the 
military staff function  and capabilities that facilitate the dialogue and 
cooperation with civilian actors. This function is conducted in the 
support of the military mission. The capabilities to conduct actual 
assistance operations (CIMIC or Civil-Military Operations) can be based 
in other components of the military force, or be encompassed in the 
CIMIC unit, like engineers or other specialists. 

NATO Civil-Military Cooperation (CIMIC) is a joint function comprising 
a set of capabilities integral to supporting the achievement of mission 
objectives and enabling NATO commands to participate effectively in 
a broad spectrum of Civil-Military Interaction with diverse non-military 
actors. (MC411/2) 

 
NATO CIMIC Doctrine 

 

Civil-Military Cooperation and Coordination (EU) is the coordination 
and cooperation, in support of the mission, between military 
components of EU-led Crisis Management Operations and civil role-
players (external to the EU), including national population and local 
authorities, as well as international, national and NGOs and agencies. 

AU CIMIC Doctrine: The AU has adopted the principle that where no 
specific AU doctrine or policy exists, it will make use of the applicable 
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UN policies. 

 

Coordination and cooperation: In humanitarian terminology, coordination 
refers to exchanging information, agreeing on joint policies and actions and 
harmonizing individual activities, whereas cooperation is a concept of closer 
interaction, in which activities and planning are carried out jointly and/or in 
support of each other. This might be different of military understanding in 
some contexts, where coordination would describe the approach of closer 
interaction. 

UN-CIMIC describes a military staff function in a UN peacekeeping 
operation. It facilitates the interface between the military and police 
and civilian components of a UN mission, as well as between the 
military force and all other civilians in the mission area, including 
humanitarian and development actors, local authorities, donor 
agencies, etc. In contrast to most military CIMIC concepts, it supports 
the wider peace pÒÏÃÅÓÓ ÁÎÄ ÎÏÔ ÓÏÌÅÌÙ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÌÉÔÁÒÙ ÃÏÍÍÁÎÄÅÒȭÓ 
intent. 

 
UN-CIMIC policy 

CMCoord is a wider concept, describing how the humanitarian 
community should interact with military actors to safeguard 
humanitarian principles. To acknowledge the fact that civil-military 
dialogue and interaction are not limited to the CIMIC-function and to 
actiÖÉÔÉÅÓ ÃÁÒÒÉÅÄ ÏÕÔ ȰÉÎ ÓÕÐÐÏÒÔ ÏÆ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÌÉÔÁÒÙ ÍÉÓÓÉÏÎȱȟ ÓÏÍÅ 
militaries use the concepts of Civil-Military Interaction .  

NATO uses CIMIC and Civil-Military Interaction, the latter defined as Ȱa 
group of activities, founded on communication, planning and 
coordination, that all NATO military bodies share and conduct with 
international and local non-military actors, both during NATO operations 
and in preparation for them, which mutually increases the effectiveness 
and efficiency of their respective actions in response to crises.ȱ 
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Chapter IV: Key Concepts of UN-CMCoord 

Where humanitarian and military actors are present at the same time, they 
will inherently be exposed to some kind of boundary and contact points. 
The scope and character of the overlap are partly determined by the 
context, but more importantly by the strategy adopted by actors. Military 
and humanitarian actors have their own strategies to perform the 
necessary dialogue to avoid interferences and create synergies. 

This ranges from cooperation to provide each other with mutual support, 
to generous sharing of information to coordinate activities, to a minimum 
of dialogue critical to de-conflict the co-existence of humanitarian and 
military actors during hostilities. 

Some military concepts have been discussed in Chapter III. Chapter IV 
describes the general UN approach to CMCoord. This is mainly a review of 
the key guidelines and training courses, while specific guidance on how to 
perform the CMCoord function is detailed in Chapters V and VI. 

V Definition  and evolution of CMCoord. 

V Key considerations and main guidelines, including the Oslo Guidelines 
and the Guidelines on the Use of Military and Civil Defence Assets to 
Support United Nations Humanitarian Activities in Complex 
Emergencies (MCDA Guidelines), armed escort and country-specific 
guidance. 

V How to assess the context to make an informed decision about the 
basic strategy (from cooperation to co-existence) and corresponding 
liaison arrangements. 

V The key CMCoord elements: Information sharing, planning and task 
division. 

V The five main CMCoord tasks. 

V The roles of different actors to perform CMCoord as a shared 
responsibility. 
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1. Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination 

The CMCoord concept as it is understood today deals with all aspects of 
civil-military dialogue and interaction necessary to harmonize activities and 
promote humanitarian principles. The emphasis lies on support that the 
military can provide to humanitarian actors to pursue their humanitarian 
mission, in particular as regards security. 

CMCoord is the essential dialogue and interaction between civilian and 
military actors in humanitarian emergencies that is necessary to protect 
and promote humanitarian principles, avoid competition, minimize 
inconsistency and, when appropriate, pursue common goals. 

Basic strategies range from cooperation to co-existence. 

Coordination is a shared responsibility facilitated by liaison and common 
training. 

Coordination and negotiations with armed groups and actors, for instance 
regarding humanitarian access or promoting humanitarian principles, are 
understood as tasks related, but not limited to, civil-military coordination. 

Military actors may seek to establish relationships with civilian actors and 
the civilian population to support military objectives, e.g. enhance the 
acceptance and image of troops, seek intelligence or ensure support of 
local communities. Humanitarian actors will acknowledge these activities 
to avoid duplication with their own, but would provide support or 
information that supports the activities of military actors exclusively if 
these are based on humanitarian need, for instance aimed at PoC or 
concerning the security of humanitarian operations. 

Triggered by the Balkans operation, some EU and NATO members 
developed the concept of a comprehensive approach. The concept aims 
to achieve sustainable peace by providing security, humanitarian 
assistance, reconstruction and development, governance and the rule of 
ÌÁ×ȟ ȰÉÎ Á ÃÏÎÃÅÒÔÅÄ ÁÎÄ ÃÏÏÒÄÉÎÁÔÅÄ ÍÁÎÎÅÒȱȢ Some nations have 
adopted this as whole-of-government approaches at the national level. 

 

The overall coordination of peace efforts should be left to civilian entities; be it 
national governments, UN or regional organizations. 

The CMCoord Officer has a crucial role to play in explaining the 
humanitarian position to military commanders, but also to explain the 
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mandate of military actors ɀ and its overlap with humanitarian mandates ɀ 
to the humanitarian community. 

2. Guidelines and Key Considerations 

2.1 Oslo Guidelines  

The Oslo Guidelines were endorsed by IASC and the UN organizations. A 
number of Member States were actively engaged in the drafting of the 
guidelines, and even if they remain non-binding, they are widely accepted 
and have been included in many national concepts and policies. The Oslo 
Guidelines deal with the deployment of MCDA in response to natural, 
technological or environmental disasters in peacetime. They are based on 
the assumption that there is a functioning government in place and make 
no provisions on how the affected state makes use of its national military 
and civil defence/protection resources. 

MCDA should only be deployed at the request or with consent of the 
affected state and should be provided free of charge. Requests for MCDA 
are made by the HCT, through the HC. The Oslo Guidelines can be used by 
states that have requested or decided to accept foreign MCDA to establish 
an interim SOFA for the emergency, if no bilateral or multilateral 
agreements exist. 

MCDA should complement existing relief mechanisms to provide specific 
support to fill a gap between the humanitarian needs and the resources 
available. In other words, MCDA should be requested only where they can 
satisfy a critical humanitarian need where there is no comparable civilian 
alternative, i.e. they are unique in capability and availability. A 
humanitarian operation using military assets must retain its civilian nature 
and character. While military assets will remain under military control, the 
operation as a whole must maintain a civilian character under the overall 
authority of the responsible humanitarian organization. This does not infer 
any civilian command and control status over military assets. 

Key Concepts of the Oslo Guidelines 

Ã 
Last resort: Foreign MCDA should be utilised where there is no comparable civilian 
alternative, in terms of time and/or capability, to meet a critical humanitarian 
need. 

Ã 
Complementarity: MCDA should complement existing relief mechanisms in 
response to an acknowledged gap between the needs of affected people and the 
resources available to meet those needs. 
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Ã 
At no cost: Foreign MCDA assistance should be provided at no cost to the receiving 
nation. 

Ã 
Unarmed: Military personnel in MCDA units should come unarmed and in national 
military uniform, and abide by the humanitarian Codes of Conduct. 

Ã 
Distinction: MCDA supporting humanitarian action should be clearly distinguished 
from those engaged in other military missions. 

Ã 
Avoiding dependence on MCDA: Humanitarian agencies must avoid becoming 
dependent on military resources and Member States are encouraged to invest in 
increased civilian capabilities. 

Ã 
Limited in time and scale: The use of MCDA should be clearly limited in time and 
scale and present an exit strategy 

Ã Civilian control of the operation. 

Table 9: Key Concepts of the Oslo Guidelines 

 
The Oslo Guidelines 

2.2 MCDA Guidelines (Complex Emergencies) 

The MCDA Guidelines were endorsed by the IASC in 2003 and revised in 
January 2006. This document provides guidelines for the use of FMA in 
complex emergencies. 

The MCDA Guidelines discuss the impacts of the use of FMA on the 
humanitarian operating environment in complex emergency situations. 
They underline that any support by military forces must not compromise 
humanitarian principles and must come unconditional, on the basis of 
need alone. Developed for the humanitarian community, they include 
some key considerations that military commanders should be aware of 
and that can help decision-makers in Member States and regional 
organizations to decide about the deployment of MCDA to complex 
emergencies. 

The Key Concepts are Similar to those in the Oslo Guidelines, but Contain Some 
Additional Considerations 

Ã 

Hierarchy of tasks: Military support should focus on indirect assistance and 
infrastructure support. Direct assistance should only be provided as a last resort, 
to not compromise the distinction between military and humanitarian actors. 
This principle is also mentioned in the Oslo Guidelines, the MCDA Guidelines 
explore it further for different non-peaceful environments. 

Ã Information sharing: Lƴ ŀƴȅ ŜƳŜǊƎŜƴŎȅΣ ǊŜƎŀǊŘƭŜǎǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ŦƻǊŎŜǎΩ 
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mandate, a mechanism should be put in place for mutual sharing of appropriate 
information, as far as possible. 

Ã 
Requirement for liaison: Regardless of the level of interaction between 
humanitarian and military actors, a minimum level of liaison is required. 

Ã 

Last resort: Military assets and escorts should only be used if they are the only 
option to respond to a critical life-threatening situation, i.e. the need cannot be 
met with available civilian assets, and there are no alternatives to the activity. In 
complex emergencies, the risks to perception of humanitarian assistance, access 
and acceptance, as well as security of affected people and humanitarian workers 
must be examined thoroughly. 

Ã 

Do no harm: FMA can provide unique advantages in terms of capability, 
availability, and timeliness; in this case they should complement (not replace) 
civilian capabilities on a temporary and time-limited basis. The immediate 
positive effects must be carefully balanced with long-term negative effects. See 
also άdo no harmέ in Chapter I. 

Table 10: Additional Concepts of the MCDA Guidelines 

 

MCDA Guidelines 
Foreign military and civil defence assets in support of humanitarian emergency 
operations: What is Last Resort?  

2.3 IASC Reference Paper (Complex Emergencies) 

While the Oslo and MCDA Guidelines focus on the use of MCDA and other 
deployed forces, the IASC produced a broader Reference Paper on Civil-
Military Relationships in Complex Emergencies in June 2004. The paper 
reviews coordinating with the military with regards to humanitarian 
principles and includes key considerations for civil-military coordination in 
complex emergencies. The key concepts are summarized below. This does 
not replace in-depth lecture of the reference paper, which is one of the 
most important references for the CMCoord Officer to determine 
appropriate liaison and coordination mechanisms in complex emergencies, 
and for the development of country-specific guidance. 

Key Considerations for Civil-Military Relations in Complex Emergencies 

Ã Humanity, Neutrality and Impartiality. 

Ã 
Needs-based assistance free of discrimination: Humanitarian assistance must be 
provided on the basis of needs alone. The assessment of such needs must be 
independent from any other considerations than humanitarian ones.  

Ã 
Humanitarian access to vulnerable populations: Humanitarian agencies must 
maintain their ability to obtain access to all vulnerable populations in all areas and 
to negotiate such access with all parties to the conflict. Coordination with the 
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military should facilitate, secure and sustain ς not hinder ς humanitarian access. 

Ã 
Perception of humanitarian action: Humanitarian assistance must come without 
political or military conditions. Civil-military coordination must not jeopardize the 
local network and trust that humanitarian agencies have created. 

Ã 

Civilian-military distinction in humanitarian action: At all times, a clear distinction 
must be maintained between combatants and non-combatants, who are granted 
immunity from attack by IHL. Military personnel must refrain from presenting 
themselves as civilian/humanitarian workers, and vice versa.  

Ã 

Operational independence of humanitarian action: Humanitarian actors must retain 
the lead role in undertaking and directing humanitarian activities. They must not 
implement tasks on behalf of the military or military policies. They must be free in 
movement, conducting independent assessments, selecting of staff, and 
identifying recipients of assistance based on their needs. 

Ã 
Security of humanitarian personnel: Any perception that humanitarian 
organizations may have become affiliated with the military could impact negatively 
on the security of their staff and on humanitarian access.  

Ã 

Do no harm: Humanitarian action, including CMCoord, must not have negative 
impacts on the people it seeks to help ς physical proximity to or association with 
military involved in relief operations could put the recipients of humanitarian 
assistance at risk. 

Ã Respect for international legal instruments and culture and customs. 

Ã 

Consent of parties to the conflict: The risk of compromising humanitarian 
operations by cooperating with the military may be reduced if all parties to the 
conflict recognize, agree or acknowledge in advance that civil-military coordination 
might be necessary for certain humanitarian activities. 

Ã Avoid reliance on military resources or support. 

 
IASC Civil-Military Guidelines and Reference for Complex Emergencies 

2.4 Use of Armed Escorts (Complex Emergencies) 

Armed escort: A security measure that serves as a visible deterrent to a 
potential attack and, if necessary, acts in self-defence against an attack. 
Armed escorts can be provided by military as well as non-military actors, 
such as police, private security companies or non-state actors. 
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The Use of Armed Escorts in Mali 

IƛΣ Ƴȅ ƴŀƳŜ ƛǎ {ƻǇƘƛŜ {ƻƭƻƳƻƴ ŀƴŘ LΩƳ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ h/I! 
Mali as a CMCoord Officer. Mali is a complex and challenging 
CMCoord environment with the presence of a multiplicity of 
military actors: The French Armed Forces with a counter-
terrorism mandate, a peacekeeping operation (MINUSMA) 
acting under Chapter VII of the UN Charter, a European 
Union Training Mission (EUTM) and the Malian Security and 
Defence Forces. 

The humanitarian community in Mali established clearly in 
its Position Paper, endorsed in 2013 that, in line with the 

IASC Guidelines on the Use of Armed Escorts, humanitarian actors would not use armed 
escorts and would base their άsecurity strategy on acceptance, respect for and clear 
adherence to the humanitarian principlesέ. 

Since the endorsement of this position paper, several serious incidents involving 
humanitarian actors were reported. In one case, two humanitarian workers were killed 
when their vehicle struck a remote-controlled IED near the city of Timbuktu. 
Humanitarian access is currently constrained by security considerations. While 
humanitarian negotiation can be done with some armed groups, some others are out of 
reach. In a context where banditry and terrorism are the main threats for humanitarian 
workers, the acceptance strategy reaches its limits. 

So what are the options? What are the alternatives? In Mali, we are now trying to 
inform and influence MINUSMA deployment and patrols in areas defined as a priority 
by humanitarian actors; use alternative transportation means (as the main risks are on 
the roads, humanitarian actors are using local boats or humanitarian air services to 
secure their movements); and proposed, in partnership with the mission, a system of 
notification of movements to facilitate the request for advance patrols or area security 
for humanitarian movements. 

However, maintaining a common humanitarian position on this issue is a challenge. 
Some actors started to use armed escorts as they consider them the last available 
option, while others consider the criteria for using armed escorts as άlast resortέ as not 
given yet. The principles mentioned in the IASC Guidelines are the main reference for 
humanitarian actors in Mali. Their operationalization remains challenging. 

As a general rule, humanitarian convoys will not use armed escorts. 

However, there may be exceptional circumstances in which the use of 
armed escorts is necessary as a last resort to enable humanitarian action. 
Before deciding on such exceptions, the consequences and possible 
alternatives to the use of armed escorts shall be considered. 

The IASC non-binding Guidelines on the Use of Armed Escorts for 
Humanitarian Convoys underline the general rule that humanitarian actors 
will not use armed escorts. They lay out the minimum requirements for the 
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exceptional deviation from this general rule, alternatives to consider, and 
the process to request and prepare for their exceptional use. 

 

IASC non-binding Guidelines on the Use of Armed Escorts for Humanitarian 
Convoys 

2.5 Interaction with National Armed Forces 

Some of the general considerations discussed in the above mentioned 
guidelines are applicable to the interaction with national armed forces, 
while others are not. The affected state has the primary responsibility to 
provide humanitarian assistance to people-in-need, in addition to ensuring 
the security of humanitarian organizations while in their territory, on their 
territory . The armed forces might be responsible for both and also play a 
major role in the coordination of relief efforts, especially in logistics and 
mil-mil coordination with incoming FMA. 

Existing guidelines would rather suggest a co-existence strategy with 
armed forces in complex emergencies, or in natural disasters that occur in 
countries where the military is also involved in national counter-terrorism 
campaigns or conflicts. This might not be applicable or achievable for the 
interaction with national armed forces, given their legal role in disaster 
relief and security of international humanitarian actors. 

It is essential to understand CMCoord as a preparedness task and establish 
CMCoord resources, relationships, dialogue, and coordination mechanisms 
in advance of humanitarian crises. This includes sensitization of national 
actors on humanitarian principles, as well as contingency planning to 
avoid operational dependency on the military in terms of security, 
logistics, telecommunication, data and others. 

 

CMCS, in collaboration with the IASC, has examined good practices from 
Colombia, the Philippines and Pakistan, and it will be annexed to the Discussion 
Paper on Humanitarian Interaction with National Militaries of November 2014. 

2.6 Country-Specific Guidance 

Humanitarian actors operate in increasingly complex environments with 
unique circumstances and constellations of actors, with a multitude of 
military actors in different capacities. This called for better adapting and 
tailoring CMCoord policy and guidance to the context. 

Country-specific guidance operationalize existing global guidelines, to 
ensure a consistent and coherent approach to interaction of the 
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humanitarian community with military actors. These guidelines should be 
developed in an inclusive process by the HCT to 

¶ Reiterate humanitarian principles. 

¶ Highlight that CMCoord is a shared responsibility. 

¶ Emphasize benefits for civilian, humanitarian and military actors in 
the course of their work, as well as for the affected people. 

The final decision on whether or not to issue guidelines normally rests with 
the HC. The OCHA office and CMCoord Officer advise the HC on the need 
to issue country-specific guidance, facilitate the consultation and drafting 
process, and help disseminating the product. 

Tip Tips for Country-Specific Guidance 

Ã 
Make a recommendation to the OCHA Head of Office, HC and HCT on whether 
country-specific CMCoord guidance is required as soon as possible. 

Ã 
The CMCoord assessment informs this recommendation, as it establishes the 
operational context, what CMCoord strategy to apply, and what needs to be 
addressed in guidance or SOPs.  

Ã 
Equally important to drafting and endorsing the guidance is establishing a 
system that ensures continued referencing to, promotion of and advocacy for 
their use, as well as the monitoring the implementation and compliance. 

Ã 
Ensure engagement and buy-in from the RC/HC and HCT from the start of the 
process and enlist HCT representatives in the guidance-drafting task force. A 
participatory process will facilitate adherence to the guidance. 

Ã 
Explain the added value of the guidance in promoting CMCoord as a shared 
responsibility and promoting humanitarian principles, ultimately resulting in a 
better provision of aid and services to the affected people. 

Ã Ensure consultations with national and military actors. 

 

 
See Chapters V and VI and this step-by-step guide. 

3. Assessing the Civil-Military Environment  

OCHA offi ces should support the humanitarian community in 
understanding the civil-military situation in the country of operation. A 
CMCoord assessment can either be carried out by a dedicated CMCoord 
Officer or focal point, or with support or surge capacity from regional 
offices or CMCS. 
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It is advisable to start the assessment as early as possible. It is an on-going 
process, not a one-time event. Continuous monitoring and analysis of the 
situation are required, more so in dynamic and volatile environments, in 
order to keep the assessment up-to-date and relevant. It is critical to 
establish an understanding of the civil-military operating environment 
immediately from the time of deployment and that this is followed by 
timely updates and reviews of the assessment, in line with changes 
identified in the context.  

The assessment is part of a structured process that provides the 
foundation for three distinct CMCoord products:  

¶ CMCoord Strategy and Action Plan. 

¶ CMCoord Structure and Mechanisms. 

¶ Country-specific CMCoord guidance.  

The assessment process is designed to equip the CMCoord Officer or Focal 
Point with the ability to make informed decisions and provide substantive 
and knowledgeable advice to the humanitarian community on how to 
relate with military actors without compromising humanitarian principles. 

 

See also Chapters V and VI. 
The full guidance note for the conduct of CMCoord assessments details data 
collection, action plan development, assessing the environment in context and 
how CMCoord structures and mechanisms can be planned. 
 

Assessment Outputs Central to Performing the CMCoord Function 

Ã 

A comprehensive understanding and situational awareness of the operating 
environment from a CMCoord perspective ς through the collection of valuable 
data, mapping of relevant actors, conducting a CMCoord Strengths, 
Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats (SWOT) analysis, and definition of the 
CMCoord operating environment. 

Ã 
A detailed estimation of required CMCoord resources (personnel, material and 
financial) that assists the RC/HC, HCT and OCHA Head of Office with determining 
civil-military coordination requirements. 

Ã A CMCoord information-sharing, dissemination and reporting strategy. 

Ã 
The ability to support the upholding of humanitarian principles when engaging 
with the military. 

Ã 
The preservation of humanitarian space ς through training on existing CMCoord 
policy and guidelines and the issuance of country-specific guidance that are 
agreed on by both humanitarian and military actors. 

Ã A CMCoord stakeholder contact database. 
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Ã A CMCoord stakeholder engagement matrix. 

Ã A CMCoord strategy and action plan. 

It is necessary to be systematic in gathering, analyzing and synthesizing 
information and data. This process assists with laying the ground to define 
the operating context and strategy. Mapping actors and their relations to 
each other will help determine what impacts there may be on activity (of 
each other). Humanitarian access, security, logistics or the ability to 
safeguard humanitarian principles may impact on how effectively the 
humanitarian actors would be able to deliver assistance. 

4. Basic Strategies: From Cooperation to Co-Existence 

In complex emergencies and environments characterized by high security 
risks, military actors are inherently present and share an operational 
environment with humanitarians, but might have very different mandates 
and missions. In natural disasters, both might have the mandate to save 
lives and support relief efforts. The scope and kind of information to be 
shared, as well as the intensity of coordination and cooperation, is 
determined by the environment and the character of missions and 
mandates. 

Interaction with military actors can significantly improve humanitarian 
access and aid effectiveness, by avoiding competition, facilitating access 
and security, and providing unique capacities and capabilities. On the other 
hand it bears the risk to blur civil-military distinction and thus compromise 
the perception of humanitarian assistance as Ȱprincipledȱ ɀ with serious 
implications for humanitarian access and security. CMCoord aims to 
maximize positive effects while reducing and minimizing negative effects. 

To this end, the humanitarian community adopts its strategy to each 
context, ranging from close cooperation to sheer co-existence.  

 

 

Figure 7: The Operational Spectrum 
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5. Liaison Arrangements 

The strategy adopted, in addition to the results of the assessment, 
determines the liaison arrangements to be established. 

Co-location: In response to natural disasters in peacetime, or any other 
context in which a cooperation strategy is adopted, it is most efficient to 
co-locate humanitarian and military actors in one operational coordination 
facility. This allows for real-time interaction and communication with low 
organizational and technical impacts. Traditionally, military forces prefer 
this type of interaction with humanitarian actors.  

Exchange of Liaison Officers: Co-location might not be possible for 
logistical reasons (e.g. limited facilities or geographic locations) or security 
considerations (e.g. where military actors are more likely to become 
targets or use deterrence measures for self-protection). It might also not 
be desired in order to maintain a visible civil-military distinction. In these 
cases, the exchange of liaison officers might be more feasible. This is a 
common practice at the global level, e.g. UNHCR and DPKO exchanging 
staff, or military advisors within embassies and political missions. 

In operational contexts a permanent or temporary assignment of liaison 
officers might be difficult and, depending on the scope of interaction, not 
required. In this case, the exchange of liaison officers can be on an ad hoc 
basis. 

Liaison visits: In complex emergencies, where military actors are party to 
the conflict or (perceived as) siding with armed actors, humanitarian 
actors might not want to be associated with the mandate of military 
actors and prefer to have as little visible interaction as possible. Liaison 
Officers will attend relevant meetings and activities as needed, e.g. cluster 
meetings on invitation.  

Interlocutor : Working with a third party is another way of interaction 
between military and humanitarian actors. From the military point of view, 
direct dialogue would be the preferable option. Most humanitarian actors 
would prefer direct dialogue, too, but in some cases see an interlocutor as 
the only way to ensure visible civil-military distinction. 

The CMCoord Officer can function as an interlocutor. This is especially 
relevant in high risk environments, where military actors apply highly 
visible deterrence measures while humanitarian actors base their security 
management on acceptance and low profile approaches. Visits to 
humanitarian facilities would not be favoured to not endanger 
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humanitarian personnel and because arms are banned from most 
humanitarian sites. Military facilities might face higher risk of attack, 
posing threats to unarmed humanitarian personnel approaching. In 
addition to security considerations, humanitarian organizations risk to be 
seen as not neutral and impartial, if associated with a military actor, all the 
more that actor is involved in hostilities and combat. 

 

 

Figure 8: Possible Civil-Military Liaison Arrangements 

6. Key Coordination Elements 

The three key coordination elements of CMCoord: 

¶ Information sharing. 

¶ Task division. 

¶ Planning. 

Each element is present in each context, while the emphasis shifts from 
information sharing in co-existence settings to task division in cooperation. 

6.1 Information Sharing 

Information  is exchanged in any case, be it the minimum necessary to de-
conflict operations, or situational information and analysis required to fulfil 
eaÃÈ ÁÃÔÏÒȭÓ ÒÅÓÐÅÃÔÉÖÅ ÔÁÓËÓȟ including security information, or 
information on threats and population movements relevant for 
humanitarian assistance and PoC. Humanitarian and military actors have 














































































































