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Background:

I received the request for this assignment from Mr. Gerard “Pete” Bradford, Director of the Center of Excellence for Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Management (COE), on 29 December 2004.  He asked about my availability to deploy to Utapao, Thailand, for the U.S. Pacific Command (PACOM), through COE, as a humanitarian advisor to Lt. General Blackman. Lt. General Blackman had been designated by PACOM as the Joint Task Force Commander (JTF) for PACOM’s relief efforts associated with the earthquake and tsunami of 26 December, 2004.  Mr. Bradford knew me from when he worked for the US Agency for International Development Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance (USAID-OFDA) in Washington, D.C.  I had worked with him as a U.S. Forest Service employee, seconded to USAID-OFDA.  I had performed as a humanitarian advisor to U.S. military JTFs for USAID-OFDA, during previous disaster relief efforts.
I accepted Mr. Bradford’s request with the understanding that COE would provide travel and per diem reimbursement. I said that my current office, the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), Office of Fire and Aviation in Boise, Idaho, would provide salary for up to 21 days.  I also stipulated that my relationship with the JTF would be explained and approved by USAID-OFDA in Washington and by the USAID-OFDA Regional Advisor, Mr. Tom Dolan, in Bangkok, Thailand.  Mr. Dolan had also been designated as in charge of USAID-OFDA’s regional disaster response efforts for the earthquake-tsunami disaster.
On 30 December, I spent the day completing travel authorizations and approvals through BLM, the Department of the Interior, BLM’s parent agency, and COE.  I was also informed by Mr. Bradford that he and Mr. Dolan had spoken and the terms of reference for my assignment had been broadened.  I would be both an advisor to the JTF Commander as well as the lead representative for USAID-OFDA at Utapao.  My title was now going to be Team Leader in Utapao for the USAID-OFDA Disaster Assistance Response Team (DART).

The Assignment:

I departed Boise, Idaho on 31 December and arrived in Honolulu at approximately 1500.  I proceeded to PACOM headquarters where I was briefed by Mr. Bradford, and Major General North and Brigadier General Lafevere, of the PACOM J-3 Operations staff on the current situation and status of PACOM relief efforts.

I departed Honolulu on 1 January, and arrived in Bangkok, Thailand on the evening of 2 January.

On the morning of 3 January, I met with Mr. Dolan and with Mr. Ken Issacs, Director of USAID-OFDA, who was traveling in the region, reviewing USAID-OFDA response activities. At this point, it was decided that based on the change in the terms of reference for my assignment, I would be charging my salary and per diem to USAID-OFDA through a reimbursable agreement in place with USAID-OFDA.

I then traveled to Utapao with Mr. Dolan and Mr. Issacs.  In Utapao, we met with the four members of the DART that were already in Utapao working with the JTF.  We were then briefed by Brigadier General Kluck who was the Deputy JTF Commander on current conditions and JTF operations.  Mr. Dolan and Mr. Issacs returned to Bangkok later in the afternoon.
I then met with the other DART members to discuss with them how we could best task organize ourselves to meet the current issues we were facing.  The other members of the DART were:

John Zavales – USAID-OFDA Washington, D.C. Military Liaison Unit

Sharon McHale – COE, Honolulu, Hawaii, Training Specialist

Roy Brennan – COE, Honolulu, Hawaii, Training Specialist

As the leader of the DART and lead USAID-OFDA representative to the JTF, it was my job to advise the JTF Commander and his staff on issues that had a convergence between military and civilian efforts, in order to “de-conflict” potential problems.  I also felt that an important part of my role was to educate the military on the roles, responsibilities, organizational structures, and operational methodologies prevalent among the international humanitarian relief community.  The question always arises among the military in these assignments – “Who’s in charge?”  My answer was the countries affected by the disaster are always in charge.  However, I also advised the JTF staff that among the humanitarian relief organizations and agencies responding to the disaster there is a certain “fog of relief”.  This fog and the independence of these organizations and agencies do not lend itself to a strong centralized command and control structure among responders.  Civilian responders are more used to terms such as cooperation, coordination, and consensus.  I explained that although this seems counter-intuitive among military planners, it is the norm for the international humanitarian relief community in these types of operations. 
Daily Activities:
The PACOM Multinational Planning Augmentation Team (MPAT) was a part of force package for this operation.  The MPAT was charged with setting up and running the Combined Coordination Center (CCC).  The CCC is where military liaison officers from other nations that were participating in disaster relief efforts came together to coordinate multinational military relief operations.  The CCC was also responsible for accepting requests for assistance (RFAs) from USAID-OFDA, the UN, non-governmental organizations. The RFAs that reached the JTF-CSF in Utapao were those RFAs that could not be met by CSF military assets in Sri Lanka, Indonesia, or Thailand.  Nations sending representatives to the CCC included: Indonesia, Thailand, India, Canada, Singapore, United Kingdom, Australia, Japan, Germany, and France.  Several UN organizations were represented in the CCC as well.  They included, the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA), the World Food Program (WFP), the UN Joint Logistics Center (UNJLC), and the World Health Organization (WHO).  A representative of the International Committee of the Red Cross (ICRC) also attended CCC meetings on an intermittent basis.

Our DART Battle Rhythm somewhat followed the JTF/CSF’s.  DART members attended various staff meetings throughout the day including the CCC morning briefing, the commander’s morning brief, a civilian coordination meeting to discuss new RFAs that been received, a CCC executive steering committee meeting, the chief of staff’s daily meeting, various JTF/CSF planning meetings, Operational Planning Team (OPT) meetings, and special briefings for VIPs who came to Utapao to learn more about Operation Unified Assistance. 
I also participated in three conference call press briefings with the Pentagon press pool; two other print press interviews; and a question and answer videotaping for a Combat Camera documentary. 
General Observations:

I have been involved with several JTF operations where the main purpose of the operation was to provide humanitarian assistance and disaster relief.  This was by far the most proactive JTF I have ever worked with.  The PACOM and JTF/CSF mission statement(s) showed clarity of purpose as a supporting element in the disaster relief efforts.  More than once Lt. General Blackman pointed at me and said “he’s in charge!”  He also asked several times, “How are we doing, are we giving you the support you need?”  

This JTF was also the first that I have worked with, that had such a key and direct role in the initial distribution of relief supplies to disaster victims.  This was primarily due to the U.S. military’s unsolicited purchase of millions of dollars worth of commodities in Singapore and other locations. These commodities were place aboard U.S. Navy vessels that sailed up to the Aceh Province of Sumatra.  The military then began distribution of relief commodities by helicopter at the direction of the Indonesian military (TNI), and as the helicopter crews saw fit as they identified what they felt were victims in need of assistance. Although initially this was an excellent solution to support victim needs, the vast amount of commodities aboard the ships eventually became an excessive capacity that continued to be “pushed” ashore to the TNI.  Relief commodities are normally consigned to relief organizations for eventual distribution to victims.  Seldom are they given directly to military organizations for further distribution.  The dilemma developed because the relief community was not able to get into remote parts of the Aceh province for the first several weeks with staff, vehicles, storage facilities and equipment.  The U.S. military continued to put commodities ashore to the TNI in larger quantities by both helicopter and landing craft.  Because there was no accounting of what went ashore and how many victims were served by the TNI with these commodities, the effectiveness of this method will never be known.
I had no previous experience working with PACOM’s MPAT.  When I arrived in Utapao, MPAT officers were setting up the Combined Coordination Center (CCC).  I was a bit taken aback because I was used to working with Civil Military Operation Centers and unfamiliar with the MPAT and CCC processes.  Therefore I was not aware of the organizational structure or relationship that the MPAT group through the CCC was establishing vis-à-vis the JTF/CSF staff.  My overall impression of the CCC organization as established by the MPAT was that it was redundant with the JTF/CSF’s Joint Operations Center (JOC).  Although most MPAT staff were generally supportive of the DART mission, this extra layer of military bureaucracy led to confusion among DART staff as to how to get operational support, to get answers, and to get prioritization of relief activities through the CCC.  A few MPAT staff were not aware of the role of the USAID-OFDA DART and of the international organizations working within the CCC.  It seemed like most of their energy was taken up getting the MPAT staff organized and supported. Their next goal seemed to be to gather, analyze, and display information that was already being gathered, analyzed, and displayed in the JOC.  It appeared to me that some MPAT staff saw the DART and international military liaison officers as support to the CCC process rather than the CCC being a support to those organizations defined in the mission statement.  Maybe this was only a perception shared by myself and the other DART members, but it led us to organize ourselves away from the CCC.  We eventually tried to find work-a- rounds to get the support for our activities that we felt were getting bogged down in CCC procedures and attitudes.  My understanding is that MPAT has been designed and exercised by PACOM as a civil-military coordination tool to be used in complex disasters where humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HA/DR) activities are a component of a civil strife operation.  I recommend that PACOM use the lessons learned from this operation to expand and improve the learning environment for MPAT staff, putting more emphasis on HA/DR operations as the primary component of an operation.
An issue that caused frustration among the DART and among UN organizations present in Utapao was the inability of the U.S. to carry through on a perception, promulgated at the highest levels of the U.S. Government, that the U.S. was committed and had the ability to provide strategic movement capability to the international relief community for the initial portions of the disaster relief efforts.  Over the course of three weeks, the UN’s World Food Program approached the JTF-CSF with requests for assistance to provide strategic movement for:

· Vehicles from Cambodia to Aceh Province, 
· High energy biscuits from Bangladesh to Banda Aceh, 
· Canned fish from Thailand to Aceh Province. 
For each of these RFAs, the inertia of the strategic movement process and the changing of prioritization of these RFAs at various levels led to frustration and finally cancellation or alteration of most of the requests for assistance.  These changes in prioritization occurred within the JTF-CSF and above at PACOM and TRANSCOM.  The UN organizations associated with the JTF-CSF perceived that the U.S. intentions to support the relief effort with strategic movement capabilities were good but the follow through was slow, frustrating, and in some cases inept.  A comparison was made by the UN World Food Program about the ease of using British strategic movement capabilities (C-17s) versus U.S. capabilities.  The British moved half of the World Food Program’s high energy biscuits from Bangladesh to Banda Aceh without much fanfare or confusion while the U.S. was having great difficult prioritizing, preparing for, and eventually moving a much smaller amount of the biscuits.  Only a fundamental change in strategic movement procedures and prioritizing methods will allow the U.S. to really provide the strategic capabilities that it purported to offer to the UN.  If upon review during after-action and lessons learned meetings, a change in prioritization systems or movement procedures is not possible, for whatever reason, then I recommend that in future relief operations where strategic lift would be useful, the U.S. should be more realistic about the strategic movement capabilities it offers to relief organizations.
The movement of biscuits also leads to another issue, in transit visibility (ITV).  There was an assumption on the part of the DART and the UN organizations that as non-military relief commodities were moved by either strategic or theater-wide assets, there would be ITV of where commodities were as they moved and ITV as to where they had been delivered.  However, two issues quickly arose to prove that supposition incorrect.  First, there was the perception within the movement control elements of the JTF/CSF that because this operation was for disaster relief and operational and tactical activities had a time-critical element, all relief commodities were the same, they were all needed now, and there was no need to prioritize or track them as they were transshipped.  Further confusion arose when relief supplies procured by the military were intermingled with USAID-OFDA and UN relief commodities.  When DART and UN staff tried to decipher where their commodities were, they were frustrated to find that military movement control elements had little to no ITV of relief commodities.  When asked by a DART member, “Where do you think you sent our commodities?” the reply by a movement control person was, “to hungry people!”  The “to hungry people,” answer pointed out that there continued to be a “push” mentality among the military to get everything moving and the sooner the better.  Perhaps the DART could have been more proactive in slowing the push attitude, and in educating personnel that the best relief is not always the fastest relief.  However, by the time the complexity of the ITV issue was identified, most of the energies of the DART and UN staff members were taken up trying to find missing USAID-OFDA and UN commodities.  I do not pretend to know or understand proper ITV methods and procedures used among the U.S. military services, but what I was exposed to indicates a need to review and update military SOPs on ITV for disaster relief operations.  If there is an inability or reluctance to change ITV SOPs, I recommend the military reconsider the procurement and movement of HA/DR commodities during international relief operations and concentrate on supporting the movement of civilian organization relief commodities.
Conclusions and Final Comments:
In no way do I want these last few comments on the U.S. military’s response activities and processes to characterize my overall perception of this operation.  I want to repeat and emphasize that this was the best military support to disaster relief operations with which I have ever been associated.  From the moment I walked into PACOM on 31 December to the last words I had with Lt. General Blackman on 29 January, I felt I was working with incredibly motivated, focused, and caring U.S. military personnel.  Lt. General Blackman and his entire staff at Utapao were overwhelmingly supportive of the relief operations and of the agencies and organizations involved in the response.  They were eager to learn more about civilian relief organizations, structures, relationships, and response methodologies in order to improve the military’s response. There is always room for improvement in any operation, but the positive attitudes that were expressed about this mission and the incredible support I received were unparalleled in my experiences.
What I think this operation does point out and validate is the need for civilian organizations like USAID-OFDA, the UN, and COE to continue to strengthen their civil-military programs involving joint training, seminars, exercises, and the joint development of protocols, procedures, and doctrine.  Only through continued engagement among civilian and military organizations, before the disaster hits, can both sides be truly ready in a unified, practiced, and professional manner to meet the challenges of disasters such as this.
I would like to commend the Center of Excellence for the foresight to offer its expertise when requested by USAID-OFDA.  Sharon McHale and Roy Brennan, members of the COE staff, both served on the DART under me.  Even though they had only a cursory exposure to the DART system, they used their broad backgrounds working with non-governmental organizations and UN agencies to meet the challenges presented to them as DART members.  Their exhibited knowledge, flexibility, and professionalism under stressful, time sensitive circumstances. It was a pleasure serving with them
End of Report.

