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QUANTUM BLUR

IN TODAY’S WORLD, THE LINE 
between the military and nongov
ernmental organizations (NGOs) is 
blurring at exponential speed. Here 

are some of the reasons for the civil
military blur and what NGOs can do 
about it.

The Security-Development Nexus 
Research on the links between eco

nomic inequality and conflict are creat
ing a new breed of theories explaining 
the complex nexus between security 
and development. Every humanitar
ian or development project or transfer 
of resources can be done in a way that 
exacerbates political conflicts between 
groups or helps to ease the divisions and 
build consensus and stability between 
groups. Whether an NGO intends to 
have a political impact or not, nearly 
every move an NGO makes has an impli
cation for civilmilitary relations.

Local Politics, Armed Guards 
and Impartiality

Local armed groups interpret the 
political interests of NGOs based on 
whom they interact with and where 
resource transfers end up, for exam
ple. Armed groups increasingly tend to 
lump NGO workers and U.S. military 
personnel together. Sensing this dan
ger, some NGOs in turn ask for mili
tary or armed escorts. This reinforces 

the perception that NGOs and military 
personnel work together and have the 
same goals, further complicating civil
military relationships.

Security Terminology
NGOs simultaneously warn against 

the “securitization of aid” (where mili
tary personnel administer onefifth of 
U.S. development dollars for shortterm 
hearts and minds efforts) and make the 
case that development contributes to 
longterm security. The terminology to 
describe the distinction between short
term and longterm security goals 
needs further elaboration. 

Some scholars such as Reuben 
Brigety offer terminological clarity to 
the civilmilitary blur by distinguishing 
between “fundamental” development 
assistance aimed at reducing poverty 
and “instrumental” development assis
tance aimed at achieving shortterm 
political goals. Articulating the differ
ent functions of development helps to 
clarify the conversation.

More specifically, shortterm, politi
cal or “instrumental” development 
assistance refers to helping the U.S. 
achieve goals related to the counterter
rorism, geopolitical power and secur
ing access to global resources. In this 
approach, counterterrorism still largely 
means hunting down and killing, top
down control of civil society, and using 

development funds for winning over 
local populations rather than address
ing root causes.

On the other hand, an increasing 
number of policymakers are articulat
ing U.S. national interests in develop
mentoriented human security through 
efforts that build stable, participatory 
governments that respond to the needs 
of their citizens. The human security 
approach seeks to prevent terrorism 
and destabilizing violence by address
ing root causes of economic disparity 
and political exclusion.

Both approaches to security address 
terrorism, but the goals and tactics are 
significantly different.

Where the U.S. uses development to 
promote political stability, participatory 
governance, human rights and the rule 
of law, many NGOs can and do share 
those values and goals. In a situation 
of shared vision, closer coordination 
and communication between the 3Ds 
of development, diplomacy and defense 
may be possible and desirable to achieve 
longterm human security goals. But 
where U.S. military forces are given 
shortterm goals of hunting down and 
killing, securing natural resources or 
projecting geopolitical power, the goals 
of NGOs and the military are often seen 
as irreconcilable. In the growing num
ber of places where policymakers make 
the case for both approaches (in Iraq, 
for example), civilmilitary relations are 
understandably confused.

The Politics of Security Budgets
Underfunding for civilianled human 

security efforts contributes to difficult 
civilmilitary relationships. Diplomats 
and military leaders knock on congres
sional doors over and over to ensure 
that the purseholders know the need 
for a significant increase in funding for 
development and diplomacy. Yet the 
spring 2009 budget process shows that 
only modest increases for foreign assis
tance are possible even when the stars 
align with the White House, the Defense 
Department, the State Department, 
USAID and NGOs all singing from the 
same sheet of music about the need for 
more funding for the civilian agencies. 

The growing consensus on the need 
for more development and diplomacy 
cannot translate into a budgetary real
ity for two reasons. First, while Con
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gress now widely accepts the contributions development and 
diplomacy make to security, members of Congress do not 
think constituents understand this new security narrative, 
even though polls show the public does support greater fund
ing for development and diplomacy. Second, Congress plays a 
central role in the highly wasteful militaryindustrial complex, 
demonstrated by this year’s fight over funding for the F22, 
a warplane the Defense Department does not want or need, 
but which Congress continues to fund because it means jobs 
for constituents. The development community simply doesn’t 
have the lobbying clout of the defense industry.

Meanwhile, the Department of Defense is operating under 
a directive to build military capacity to perform traditionally 
civilian tasks such as conflict prevention, development and 
other “theater shaping” nonkinetic activities. Insiders whis
per that the Defense Department is building its own version 
of USAID internally since Congress will not fund the real one 
adequately. Even Afghan NGO workers admit that they pre
fer working with the Commander’s Emergency Response Pro
gram (CERP) funds the military can give out quickly to local 
NGOs rather than the slow and administratively burdensome 
funds available through USAID. 

Toward Civil-Military Clarity 
In this new era of civilmilitary relations, NGOs would do 

well to help focus U.S. interests on human security. The civil
military balance will never be right until there is a consensus 
that the American way of life that U.S. foreign policy seeks to 

protect has to do with human rights and participatory gover
nance, not cheap oil and exploitative trade relations. Human 
security requires a foundation of sustainable development, 
backed up by diplomacy and defense. NGOs could take sev
eral steps to help achieve this goal.  

Strategic planning. Broad consultation and strategic 
planning among local and international NGOs are needed 
to develop joint strategies for proactive responses to civil
military challenges and addressing the political and security 
dimensions of working in conflict regions. It may be help
ful for NGOs to develop more precise language to address 
the new securitydevelopment nexus, to set criteria to assess 
the nature of U.S. military interventions as per the diagram 
above, and to distinguish different levels of civilmilitary 
communication appropriate depending on the local context.

Longterm engagement. NGOs know that longterm 
engagement and relationship building pays off in their devel
opment programs. Likewise, NGOs should invest in making 
sure their staff have funds to participate in conferences, train
ings, meetings and simulations alongside government and 
military personnel. If Congress eventually does fund civilian 
agencies at significantly higher levels, the next challenge will 
be how to dismantle or transform the dual structures that the 
Defense Department felt it had to create in these interim years 
when the interagency rhetoric does not match the severely 
lopsided budgeting. Longterm commitment is needed to 
ensure that authentic NGO voices with real ontheground 
experience represent their perspectives and make their case 
for longterm, human securityoriented U.S. policies. 

Conflict assessment. Aid effectiveness and NGO impar
tiality require increasing political awareness about the rela
tionship between development assistance and local conflicts. 
Conflict assessments such as Mary Anderson’s Do No Harm 
approach should be fully integrated into NGO planning so 
that NGOs themselves become aware of how they are blurring 
the civilmilitary line. Local and international NGOs should be 
part of the new U.S. Interagency Conflict Assessment Frame
work (ICAF) processes to help determine the local resources 
and resiliency that can be supported to address the key driv
ers of conflict and instability in failing and fragile states.

Policy planning. Recognizing the longterm presence and 
cultural intelligence of the many local and international 
NGOs that already exist in every region of the world, new 
U.S. interagency planning processes should ensure that both 
local and international NGOs can participate in the policy 
planning process, particularly for regions in which both civil
ian and military personnel are present. This could help pre
vent the undermining of longterm poverty alleviation goals 
by shortterm political objectives. 

Operational communication. Finally, further efforts need 
to be made in creating more neutral spaces for communica
tion between civilian and military personnel at the opera
tional level in country. The humanitarian NGO community 
and the Department of Defense successfully negotiated a set 
of principles on civilmilitary engagement with the help of the 
U.S. Institute of Peace. NGOs involved in development, con
flict prevention and peacebuilding should create a similar 
process to lay out principles for engagement in these more 
longterm programs. MD


