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1 Helping Out: Humanitarian Policy for Global Security

The United States is a major player when it comes to global security issues. 
Although most security issues could be considered collective responsibilities, 
the United States is uniquely positioned to provide leadership and to take ac-
tion. Policies in this area may be motivated by a variety of visions, including 
moral responsibility and self-interest. The policy possibilities in this report go 
beyond particular humanitarian approaches to express a combination of stra-
tegic visions and projections of how the United States wants to be perceived by 
others and how its citizens regard themselves.

The Basic Policy Vision

Humanitarian Policy as a Global Security Concern
This report is for the public discussion of policy possibilities that address the values and priori-
ties of the United States and its citizens. In particular, it examines how our priorities shape our 
responses to humanitarian crises abroad and the global security issues that these crises bring to 
mind. The United States has a long history of humanitarian outreach, and such e!orts are gener-
ally considered  “the right thing to do.” In practice, these responses present mixed results, at times 
appearing to be ad hoc and not part of a well-thought-out strategy. Global security issues in this 
project include human su!ering at levels that pose threats to broader populations or those that 
threaten to spill across national borders. This includes hunger, genocide, pandemics, societal col-
lapses, and conflicts. 

Discussions focused on situations that are likely to arise in developing nations, but participants 
agreed that most nations are but a calamity away from a severe breakdown that could create condi-
tions ripe for humanitarian crises. Participants in this project did not attempt to devise solutions 
to particular humanitarian problems, but rather they tried to explore and develop a number of 
contrasting policy approaches that might help when publicly discussing these concerns. In the 
case of each possibility listed in the following summary, it is understood that arguments can be 
made for or against adopting such policies.

Participants were organized in two distinct panels that met throughout 2009–2010: One convened 
in south-central Wisconsin and included citizen-generalists with a wide range of experiences 
abroad. The other panel carried out its interaction via the Web and consisted of specialist-experts 
with backgrounds in international relations and major relief operations. Both panels ultimately 
came together to provide guidance on the drafting of this report. The general sentiment was that 
there will always be a need to respond to humanitarian crises. Participants  also felt that this policy 
area could benefit from an increased awareness of the choices that might shape our thinking and 
the most e!ective responses.
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Some Additional Questions to Ask
Developmental discussions with initial test 
groups, which were reviewed by those familiar 
with humanitarian aid concerns, raised ques-
tions about actions on the part of the United 
States and, as a result, their evolving interna-
tional context. Questions that seemed impor-
tant when discussing this context included the 
following:

Might there be a need to consider the dif-
ferences in organizational culture be-
tween the civilian-humanitarian relief 
community and the military organizations 
often involved in initial responses?
In what ways might mutual trust and un-
derstanding be built to promote e!ective 
joint civil-military responses to humani-
tarian crises?
What consideration should be given to 
issues of scarce resources, conflicting 
commitments, and the improbability of 
success when humanitarian circumstanc-
es cry out for action?
Is it appropriate to build regional partner-
ships based on existing intergovernmental 
bodies and to conduct response-training 
exercises in the same way military alli-
ances train? 
Is there a way to involve the “rising states” 
of Brazil, Russia, India, and China in 
straightforward humanitarian situations 
that might over time build trust and allow 
for a unified response to politically sensi-
tive aid situations?
Will the United States remain the main 
player, with unequaled resources and re-
sponse capabilities, for the foreseeable 
future?
If we are concerned about e!ective and ef-
ficient humanitarian action and support, 
how do we measure results and on what 
time scale?
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Move quickly to prevent loss of life and su!ering

Plan and prepare for such responses

Prepare to intervene to stop genocide and protect aid 
workers

Organize specialized forces capable of performing this 
mission

Assist displaced populations in meeting human needs

Provide political and developmental support to resettle-
ment of displaced populations

Addressing the Suffering
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This policy envisions humanitarian aid along the lines of trauma care, with its 
recognition of the “golden hour” for medical intervention. It calls for rapid in-
tervention on a large scale—with emergency assistance delivered at the com-
munity level rather than an individual level. Bureaucratic requirements and 
arguments over “who’s in charge” often slow humanitarian responses. This 
policy possibility looks toward the most e!ective ways to protect lives and to 
prevent su!ering now.

An Imaginary Case Study
A poor island-nation experiences a severe 
earthquake. Its already weak government and 
infrastructure are devastated. Thousands are 
killed and many are trapped in the rubble. This 
nation is almost totally dependent on outside 
assistance. Because of a breakdown in gov-
ernance and communication, there is much 
confusion about the nature of needs and con-
ditions on the ground. At the nation’s main air-
port, there are disputes about aircraft landing 
priorities; at the shattered seaports, the repair 
e!ort is held back by diversion of heavy equip-
ment to other roles. Arrival of aid workers and 
material aid is delayed.

What the Policy Means
The United States, as a nation and as a mem-
ber of international organizations, must take 
the lead in providing speedy responses to hu-
manitarian crises. Its airlift and sea transport 
capacities are unique and central to many aid 

situations. Its citizens and leaders value im-
mediate and decisive action, especially when 
swift action can save lives. “Speedy Response” 
must be backed up by strong and insightful 
planning. Many areas of the world are suscepti-
ble to recurrent natural disasters, and in many 
nations, conditions of civil turmoil fester for 
long periods before they evolve into full-blown 
humanitarian crises. We can do a better job of 
anticipating many of these needs and prepare 
accordingly.

What Might Be Done
Humanitarian-relief experts already have 
many ideas about planning and best practices. 
These ideas need to work their way into policy 
and receive su"cient resources. Implementing 
actions might include the following:

Maintaining a high level of readiness 
for humanitarian relief that focuses on 
rescue, emergency treatment, nutrition, 
and safety.

A. Speedy Response
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Improving coordination with local or-
ganizations, non-governmental organi-
zations, and protective security forces 
through prior agreements about roles 
and responsibilities.
Developing protocols for transitioning 
to other forms of long-term aid and rede-
velopment assistance after initial emer-
gency response.

Questions to Consider
Carrying out such policies will not be with-
out di"culty. You may want to consider the 
following:

What do we do when conditions on the 
ground are complicated by civil war or 
general lawlessness?
Might we be better o! supporting a 
professional corps of international 
first-responders?
Is there an unhealthy preoccupation 
with looting in such situations, and in 
the case of food, water, and medicine, 
should it be considered “emergency 
self-provisioning”?

Other Views
Not everyone will feel that “Speedy Response” 
is the best or primary way to respond to hu-
manitarian crises. Some see this approach as 
Band-Aid work. Some worry that this approach 
distracts through “sexy photo-ops” and diverts 
resources so that longer-term approaches suf-
fer. Still others are concerned that this type of 
approach overwhelms local societies and, if not 
done with sensitivity, erodes the sovereignty of 
the stricken nation.
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This possibility envisions a sense of collective responsibility on the part of na-
tions to protect vulnerable populations that are threatened by more powerful 
groups. This responsibility is strong enough to necessitate action (including 
the use of military force) to ensure the delivery and rendering of aid and to 
prevent the occurrence of atrocities. This policy possibility is motivated by a 
belief in the active prevention of harm and the active protection of human life, 
especially from threats at the community level.

B. Stop Crimes Against Humanity

An Imaginary Case Study
A long civil war, based mainly on ethnic and 
religious divisions, is drawing to a close. 
Government troops are pushing rebel forces 
back into an enclave. Along with the rebels 
are many civilian refugees of the same ethnic 
group. Aid workers have been delivering assis-
tance throughout this conflict, but now strug-
gle more because of the intensity of the fight-
ing. The government sees an opportunity for a 
decisive victory and unleashes total war on the 
enclave. Extensive killing of noncombatants re-
sults, and aid workers are e!ectively rendered 
ine!ective and are themselves at risk. Outside 
international and human rights organizations 
are prevented from investigating conditions 
on the ground. There is evidence of intentional 
mass killing.

What the Policy Means
The United States must not stand by while gov-
ernments murder noncombatants and create 
conditions that make it impossible to render 
humanitarian aid to victims of conflict or disas-
ters. Its citizens and leaders view “standing by” 
as running away from our responsibilities. We 
have the capabilities to intervene in such situa-
tions and could adapt many other resources to 
this role.

Stopping genocide and protecting aid workers 
must be considered a primary mission of our 
approach to global security. The United States 
and our international partners can attain a level 
of preparedness and demonstrated willingness 
to use force so that there is a deterrent e!ect. It 
is possible in some circumstances to contain 
violence and prevent greater human su!ering.

What Might Be Done
World War II can provide lessons about politi-
cal leaders who tolerate or encourage the kill-
ing of noncombatants. Each incident prompts 
the declaration of “never again” from inter-
national leaders and has produced doctrines 
such as Responsibility to Protect (R2P), Will 
to Intervene (W2I), and e!ective coordination 
of development, diplomacy, and defense (3D). 
The United States and its partners must under-
take an integrated policy review of such doc-
trines and develop their own coherent policy. 
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Such a policy might include the following:
Creating specialized military and police-
type forces that can carry out sensitive 
missions with a high level of precision.
Emphasizing the apprehension of war 
criminals and other human rights viola-
tors and subjecting them to international 
criminal trials.
Developing contingency plans for the 
creation of “protected zones” that give 
aid workers the ability to safely render 
assistance.

Questions to Consider
Carrying out the missions envisioned by this 
policy will entail many risks. You may want to 
consider the following:

When does the presence of the United 
States and partner forces add fuel to a 
conflict and subject populations and aid 
workers to greater risk?
Will such a policy lend itself to interven-
tions against pirates, terrorists, and other 
non-state actors?
Does the United States possess su"cient 
credibility in the world to pursue such a 
policy without signing an agreement to 
jurisdiction of the International Criminal 
Court?

Other Views
Some of us might feel that “Stop Crimes Against 
Humanity” is presumptive and arrogant. Others 
may feel that the execution of the policy is so 
tricky that it will lead to unintended consequenc-
es and prolonged occupations of failed states. 
Still others are concerned that the policy will 
provide cover for actions, such as regime change 
and leadership decapitation. 
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This policy envisions a collective responsibility to provide a safe haven to sus-
tain displaced populations. In some regions, displacement has become more or 
less permanent, and the possibilities for resettlement in the areas of origin are 
remote at best. The motivation here is a belief that a stable sense of place or 
home, and the material conditions for such stability, is vital to the well-being 
of human populations. This policy possibility looks toward improving the basic 
assistance provided to displaced populations and tackling the root causes of 
displacement.

C. Protect the Displaced

An Imaginary Case Study
An ethnic or tribal group’s area of origin is 
now divided between several nations as a re-
sult of territorial divisions after several wars 
in the region. Policies by these nations toward 
the group vary, from forcing them to assimi-
late to outright repression. International aid 
groups help maintain several massive refugee 
camps, but living conditions are poor. Many 
group members live abroad as political exiles 
and some operate as guerilla bands in remote 
border areas. The citizenship status of group 
members is also very confusing, with relevant 
nations treating them as stateless people with-
out rights to passports, the ability to travel, or 
claims to societal benefits such as an education 
or social services.

What the Policy Means
The United States, as a nation and as a member 
of international organizations, must commit 
to alleviating poor conditions in areas hosting 
displaced populations and work toward long-
term resolutions and the prevention of future 
displacements. Its citizens and leaders recog-
nize both the humanitarian needs among such 
populations and how deplorable conditions 
can create breeding grounds for violence and 
terrorism. Displaced people need a strong ad-
vocate and ally.
Protecting the displaced seeks to reduce su!er-
ing and eliminate refugee settings as recruit-
ing grounds for terrorism. Many host nations 
of displaced populations are ill-equipped to 
serve their own citizens, much less refugees 
who speak other languages and come from dif-
ferent ethnic backgrounds and cultures. The 
United States and other developed nations 
have a responsibility to these displaced popu-
lations and are capable of organizing meaning-
ful relief and resettlement opportunities.

What Might Be Done
The humanitarian needs of displaced popu-
lations are well known to international aid 
workers. Greater coordination and commit-
ment of resources could make a di!erence 
on the ground, and greater political resolve 
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could go far in protecting the rights of the dis-
placed. Implementing actions might include the 
following:

Creating a strong legal framework of 
human rights protections of displaced 
populations.
Prioritizing the provision of aid, educa-
tion, and human services in areas where 
the displaced live.
Providing support and reimbursement to 
host nations willing to provide adequate 
services to displaced populations.

Questions to Consider
Many of these population displacement is-
sues took years to develop and will not be re-
solved overnight. You may want to consider the 
following:

Is it realistic to break the emotional ties of 
displaced populations to their homelands?
Might we be better o! moving immediately 
to relocate such populations to developed 
nations?
Should we think about a new class of in-
ternational citizenship that could issue 
passports and provide a social compact 
for benefits?

Other Views
Some will feel that “Protect the Displaced” is a 
misguided and dangerous policy. They might 
feel that there is little benefit in extending re-
sources to marginal groups with little to o!er 
in return. Others may feel that the e!ort will 
embroil us in complex regional feuds. Still oth-
ers will feel that these problems were caused 
mostly by the old colonial powers and by “back-
ward tribal thinking” and ultimately are not our 
responsibility.
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Intervene to prevent environmental damage

Support sustainable management of resources

Help build the facilities and networks that promote eco-
nomic and social development

Coordinate such assistance with self-help and emergency 
responses in mind

Build societal capacity through support of traditional 
structures and through the use of proven developmental 
models

Build leadership and practical skills among local 
communities

Addressing Underlying Conditions
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This policy re-envisions humanitarian aid in the broader context of the pro-
tection of entire ecosystems. Threats to ecosystems may flow from multiple 
sources, including poor environmental practices, population issues, conflicts, 
and breakdowns of society and infrastructure. Environmental degradation can 
be both a cause and e!ect of humanitarian crises. Such degradation can reach 
tipping points, after which it is extremely di"cult to provide remedies. This 
possibility is motivated by a collective responsibility to prevent environmen-
tal damage, remedy damage, and enable sustainable management of natural 
resources.

D. Protect Resources

An Imaginary Case Study
 A large developing nation is experiencing fast, 
unregulated growth. It has a large territory and 
is rich in resources, but it has not e!ectively 
extended governance into many of its fastest 
growing areas. It is an ethnically diverse na-
tion, with many indigenous people who are 
brutally exploited by developers and extrac-
tive industries. Mining for metals has polluted 
a major watershed, ruining the fisheries and 
reducing water available for agricultural and 
human use. Clear-cutting of timber has caused 
severe soil loss and increased the frequency of 
damaging floods. Displaced rural people are 
migrating to large urban slums, and a nation 
that exports food to pay its international debts 
now has trouble feeding itself.

What the Policy Means
The United States, as a nation and as a member 
of international organizations, must provide 
leadership in protecting natural resources. Its 
citizens and leaders recognize that environ-
mental woes do not respect national boundar-
ies. We have the tools to provide assistance in 
the stewardship of such resources in ways that 
provide sustainable development for resource-
providing areas.

Protection and sustainable management of re-
sources may involve components of emergency 
response and long-term planning and develop-
ment assistance. Preservation will require rec-
ognition by the leaders of developed nations 
that many countries could be, in e!ect, biologi-
cal reserves and that development assistance 
and global trade must regulate and compen-
sate accordingly.

What Might Be Done
Conservation and stewardship practices are 
already widely understood and practiced in 
developing nations. Many of these practices 
could be helpful to developing nations, espe-
cially when adapted to traditional, local knowl-
edge of ecosystems. Implementing actions 
might include the following:
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Halting the predatory practices of ex-
tractive industries and exploiting nations 
while funding remedial programs.
Supporting sustainability and biodiversity 
through requirements in trade agreements 
and international finance arrangements.
Supporting the creation of biological re-
serves with the cooperation of indigenous 
people.

Questions to Consider
Changing resource-protection and management 
practices will not be easy in the “Wild West” at-
mospheres of resource-extractive areas. You may 
want to consider the following:

When do we attempt to override local, tra-
ditional practices if they are clearly creat-
ing negative environmental e!ects?
What are some ways to approach prob-
lems that cross national borders such as 
desertification and ocean dead zones?
What do we do when the environmental 
degradation has reached the point where 
no reasonable amount of resources can 
repair the damage?

Other Views
Some will feel that “Protect Resources” is a feel-
good policy approach driven by other agendas. 
Those in developing nations might see it as a 
way of hindering their progress toward mate-
rial a#uence. Still others may feel that an in-
ternational regulatory environment is too weak 
to reach many of the problems this possibility 
hopes to address.
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This policy possibility envisions a long-term and material perspective on hu-
manitarian aid, with aid functioning as a way to help communities help them-
selves. It focuses on the local capacity to move, feed, house, and medically treat 
victims of humanitarian crises. It is motivated by a belief that such local ca-
pacity is more important than a#uence or an ability to project power, and that 
those who possess it will weather crises with less su!ering and recover more 
quickly than those nations that have focused on their elite or their military. 
This policy possibility looks toward assisting those who want to build this ca-
pacity and their level of preparedness so that they are better able to respond to 
their own humanitarian emergencies.

E. Strengthen Infrastructure

An Imaginary Case Study
Two neighboring developing nations have simi-
lar situations in terms of resources and obstacles 
to development. They are in a region that expe-
riences earthquakes and devastating tropical 
storms and have recently emerged from a long 
period of insurgency against dictators. Nation 
A has adopted a long-range development plan 
and works closely with international agencies 
and NGOs to bring services and resources to its 
people. Nation B is a “narco-state,” and public 
funds are funneled mostly into the a#uent dis-
trict of the capitol city and o!shore accounts. 
A 7.5-magnitude earthquake strikes populated 
areas in both nations, with tremendous damage 
and a great number of people injured in both na-
tions. Decades later, collapsed bridges have not 
been rebuilt and commerce is stagnant.

What the Policy Means
The United States, as a nation and a member of 
international organizations, must support hu-
manitarian policies that tackle deeper problems 
of governance and economic development in de-
veloping nations. Its citizens and leaders under-
stand infrastructure as a foundation to almost 

any imaginable form of developmental capac-
ity. We have the resources to provide technical 
assistance and funding to large projects and 
the leadership position to encourage locally 
and culturally matched microprojects that pro-
vide models.

Strengthening the infrastructure strengthens 
developing nations in multiple ways in good 
times and in bad. The economy is built up 
through well-planned infrastructure develop-
ment and the capacity for concrete self-help is 
increased. We can help prevent the downward 
spiral that often a#icts nations in the throes 
of humanitarian crises by getting ahead of the 
disaster curve with tailored assistance and 
investments.

What Might Be Done
Development specialists in governmental 
and non-governmental organizations are ex-
perienced in the sorts of projects that can 
strengthen a given society. Unfortunately, they 
have often been distracted by emergencies that 
compete for resources with infrastructure-
development projects. Long-range imple-
menting actions might include the following:
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Improving coordination between aid agen-
cies and international finance organizations 
so that comprehensive planning can achieve 
reasonable and useful development goals.
Breaking patterns of corruption, favorit-
ism, and theft in the allocation of aid and 
instituting performance and compliance 
standards.
Upgrading safety and health standards so 
that physical infrastructure is more ca-
pable of withstanding shocks of various 
types.

Questions to Consider
Pursuing such policies might be di"cult in the 
short-term environment of politics. You may want 
to consider the following:

Will long-term developmental policies 
survive political transitions in di!erent ad-
ministrations and the attention pressures 
of the 24/7 news cycle?
Will we find that some nations are so dys-
functional that infrastructure aid planning 
must be implemented by trustees?
What system of priorities can be used 
when we discover that the needs outstrip 
resources?

Other Views
Many will find the policy of “Strengthening 
Infrastructure” to be the logical approach to as-
sisting other nations but will point out that many 
Americans dislike foreign aid. Some will point 
out that this approach strengthens potential eco-
nomic competitors and that economic resources 
are best kept at home. Some might even find this 
possibility to be naïve unless linked to political 
deals that align recipient nations with the United 
States.
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This policy possibility envisions a long-term cultural perspective on humani-
tarian aid.  The skills of a people and the collective strengths of their commu-
nities can be major factors in emergency response and recovery. This capacity 
needs more than just tools or resources; it depends more on strong cultural 
and belief systems that will utilize the tools and resources. Here the motiva-
tion is a belief that indigenous cultures and civil society institutions are best 
positioned to serve as the instruments of this empowerment. This policy pos-
sibility looks toward the support of resilient societies that have the capacity to 
bounce back.

F. Build Resilient Societies

An Imaginary Case Study
A small nation that emerged out of the break-
up of a larger nation is hit by a severe storm, 
causing extensive damage to infrastructure 
and many casualties. While nominally a de-
mocracy, the nation is emerging from a long 
authoritarian past and has few surviving volun-
teer organizations. Its traditional governance 
structure of village elders has been shattered. 
Its educated class fled abroad during the prior 
upheaval, and international aid was backed up 
in warehouses even before the latest di"culty. 
The population is extremely dispirited and un-
motivated. People are waiting for outside help.  

What the Policy Means
The United States, as a nation and a member 
of international organizations, should assist in 
the building of human capital and civil society 

in developing nations, which will make those 
nations more resilient in the face of crises. Its 
citizens and leaders feel that this is best done 
through the reinforcement of existing societal 
structures and the introduction of proven de-
velopmental models. We have the capacity to 
organize aid projects around this approach in 
many areas of the world and the resources to be 
e!ective partners elsewhere.

The building of resilient societies must be sup-
ported through long-term commitment and 
the periodic evaluation of the e!ectiveness of 
programs. The objectives here include not only 
response capability, but also increased senses 
of empowerment and social unity. We can assist 
in such objectives through the improved coor-
dination of programs that build confidence and 
leadership.

What Might Be Done
Non-governmental organizations and donor or-
ganizations have identified many local networks 
that help build human capital and many pro-
grams approaches that are appropriately scaled 
for a variety of cultural situations. Matching these 
connections and knowledge to particular situa-
tions requires skill and sensitivity. Implementing 
actions in the wide array of developmental cir-
cumstances might include the following:
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Supporting ongoing training and educa-
tion that builds practical skills to increase 
societal capacity for self-reliance.
Encouraging the education and political 
and economic participation of women in 
society as ways of increasing the talent 
pool of a nation and strengthening the 
base unit of the family.
Helping build the professional classes 
thought to be most useful (medical, engi-
neering, managerial, etc.) and providing 
incentives for them to remain in their own 
nations.

Questions to Consider
This possibility calls for a high level of cross-
cultural understanding and involvement of local 
people in program design. You may want to con-
sider the following:

Is it possible to build a resilient society 
where human rights abuses are common 
and severe?
What compromises should be made 
with elements of a local society that 
reject modernity and embrace religious 
fundamentalism?
Might not this possibility encourage the 
creation of elites and ultimately favor 
some elements of a society over others?

Other Views
Not everyone will feel that “Build Resilient 
Societies” o!ers the type of help needed in hu-
manitarian crises. Some may feel that it miss-
es the mark of dealing with current su!ering. 
Others may find it “too psychological” because 
it introduces intangibles, such as morale and 
social solidarity. Still others may feel that the 
possibility involves delicate implementation 
best left to experienced NGOs, not the sledge-
hammers of large government bureaucracies.


