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The Multinational 
Interoperability Council
Enhancing Coalition Operations
By Michelle L. Pryor, Thomas Labouche, Mario Wilke, and Charles C. Pattillo, Jr.

T
hroughout history, coalitions 
have played an important role in 
military operations. In today’s 

globalized world, nations are becom-
ing even more likely to take part in an 

operation as part of an alliance or coali-
tion, rather than engaging in operations 
on their own.1 Whether the operation 
involves an established alliance or an ad 
hoc coalition, interoperability between 

multinational forces is imperative to 
achieving mission success. To be suc-
cessful in the anticipated complex and 
shifting operating environment, coali-
tion forces must identify and address 
potential strategic and operational 
challenges and interoperability concerns 
well in advance. This requires an invest-
ment in areas of common doctrine 
development, coalition planning, exer-
cises, and experimentation. Early iden-
tification of the potential challenges 
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can improve the speed and quality of 
decisionmaking and enhance unity of 
effort within a coalition. The Multina-
tional Interoperability Council (MIC), 
led by senior operators of the member 
nations, focuses on understanding and 
addressing contemporary strategic and 
operational challenges and risks.

Focus on Coalition Operations
Today, many nations are working 
together in various coalition efforts 
throughout the world. Moreover, 
support for coalition operations within 
peacekeeping, humanitarian aid, and 
military conflict continues to grow. 
From a doctrinal standpoint, the U.S. 
National Security Strategy emphasizes 
the importance of engaging with our 
allies and partners as well as other 
state partners, nonstate and private 
actors, and international institutions.2 
This engagement helps advance both 
political and military objectives. Key 
advantages to operating as a coalition 
include an increased level of accept-
ability and legitimacy to military action, 
burden-sharing of operational costs, 
shared resources, shared expertise, and 
niche capabilities.3 Merging the capa-
bilities of different military forces adds 
depth through strength in numbers and 
breadth through additional capabilities, 
as well as providing access to national 
and/or regional infrastructure, logistics, 
and information.4

While many advantages exist for mul-
tinational and coalition operations, these 
operations gather diverse entities whose 
national interests, military capabilities, 
definitions of success, and risk tolerance 
may differ. Additionally, multinational 
diversity may present challenges through 
capability gaps in standardization, 
doctrine, rules of engagement, informa-
tion-sharing capabilities, training, and 
command and control.5 Despite these 
complexities, multinational and coalition 
operations are increasingly preferred 
not only because of individual nations’ 
resource constraints but also because they 
reinforce legitimacy to operations in an 
international setting.

The future operating environment 
for coalitions will be even more volatile, 

uncertain, complex, and dynamic, and we 
must continue to adapt to these changes.6 
To respond to these threats, coalition 
members must have an awareness, 
understanding, and appreciation of the 
other participating nations and organiza-
tions capabilities within the context of 
multinational/coalition operations. By 
understanding each other’s capabilities 
and having an awareness of identified 
obstacles to overcome, coalition members 
can work together more effectively and 
maximize the benefits of coalition opera-
tions. This is particularly true in the case 
of an ad hoc coalition where members 
may not have trained together extensively 
during peacetime. By fostering a coalition 
operating culture, the MIC intends to 
identify and address potential operational 
challenges now rather than waiting until 
a crisis.

The Multinational 
Interoperability Council
The MIC provides a unique, senior 
operator–led multinational forum to 
understand and address contemporary 
strategic and operational challenges and 
risks. The MIC’s objectives are to build 
relationships to enhance mutual trust 
and understanding of national perspec-
tives and to influence the development 
of operational practices to enable more 
effective coalition operations.

The MIC originated from an October 
1996 multinational symposium entitled 
“C3I for the Coalition Task Force.” 
Ministries and departments of defense 
participants from Australia, Canada, 
France, Germany, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States recommended the 
establishment of an operator-led council 
to provide oversight of coalition interop-
erability and assist in the implementation 
of approved actions. The council’s inau-
gural meeting was in October 1999, and 
in May 2005 Italy joined the MIC as the 
seventh member nation.

The MIC’s purpose continues to 
evolve with early emphasis placed on 
identifying interoperability issues and 
facilitating the exchange of relevant 
information across national boundaries 
to support multinational/coalition opera-
tions. Recently, the MIC expanded its 

focus beyond interoperability to embrace 
a more inclusive look at challenges within 
contemporary operations. The MIC also 
retained its focus to:

 • facilitate the formation of coalitions 
by identifying and mitigating strate-
gic inhibitors

 • set the conditions for stronger coali-
tions and enhanced interoperability 
for future operations

 • promote national actions to resolve 
issues related to coalition operations 
and interoperability

 • provide a range of accessible 
information to enhance coalition 
operations

 • collaborate with other multinational 
interoperability fora.

To be a MIC member, a nation must 
demonstrate the competence and capabil-
ity to lead a coalition and multinational 
operation, evidenced by leadership and 
involvement in recent coalition opera-
tions; the willingness to commit resources 
to leading and/or supporting coalition 
operations; and the willingness to commit 
sufficient personnel and resources to par-
ticipate in all MIC meetings. The MIC 
aims to remain responsive, flexible, and 
credible in understanding and addressing 
contemporary strategic and operational 
challenges and risks. To keep this quality, 
the MIC needs to have a finite number of 
member nations.7

The MIC also maintains a close work-
ing relationship with the North Atlantic 
Treaty Organization (NATO) Allied 
Command Transformation, NATO Allied 
Command Operations, and European 
Union Military Staff, as well as New 
Zealand. Representatives from these 
organizations or nation may attend MIC 
meetings through an invitation as an 
observer when the MIC considers their 
participation as being mutually beneficial 
in supporting a specific topic or area of 
interest.

The MIC principals are senior flag of-
ficer/general officer operators from each 
MIC nation empowered to discuss na-
tional perspectives and address operational 
challenges and risks across the contem-
porary operating environment. The U.S. 
MIC principal is the Joint Staff Director 
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for Operations. The MIC principals meet 
semi-annually and are responsible for de-
fining and articulating the MIC’s strategic 
direction and for providing guidance and 
directing appropriate actions to the action 
officers (AOs) directly or through the 
steering group (SG).

The SG is composed of O6/NATO 
OF5 representatives from each MIC 
member nation. They are responsible 
for coordinating and executing tasks 
assigned by the MIC principals and 
providing guidance, oversight, and 
direction to the AOs to accomplish the 
MIC’s work as directed and approved by 
the MIC principals. Additionally, MIC 
AOs act as national points of contact 
who coordinate the respective national 
analysis of contemporary operational risks 
and challenges as directed by the MIC 
principals and identify solutions and/or 
prepare recommendations for approval 
by the principals. When addressing an 

operational challenge, the goal is to at-
tain an agreed-upon position by seven 
nations when possible. If consensus is not 
possible, the AOs identify any differing 
national positions and caveats to establish 
a baseline of similarities and differences 
of national positions. This process assists 
in developing a mutual awareness, un-
derstanding, and appreciation among the 
participating member nations.

The MIC executive secretariat (ES) 
staff is responsible for managing and 
coordinating the day-to-day business 
activities for the MIC and serves as the 
central point of contact for the MIC 
principals, SG, and AOs. As a unique 
permanent structure, the MIC ES is the 
primary contact for outreach activities 
and external engagement, coordination, 
and communication with non-MIC 
nations, organizations, and other mul-
tinational organizations. Two U.S. 
members along with two foreign liaison 

officers from other MIC member nations 
(currently from France and Germany) 
serve as the MIC ES staff.

Products
While the MIC provides some of its 
project results directly to operators, 
national staffs, or other multinational 
organizations, many project results 
are located in the main product that 
captures the MIC’s work: the Coali-
tion Building Guide (CBG), whose 
purpose is to assist MIC member 
nations, as a coalitions’ lead nation, 
and their potential partners to work 
more effectively together in a coalition 
operation. It aims to offer guidance to 
a lead nation, a designated coalition 
force commander and the national staffs 
or coalition task force staffs in build-
ing and sustaining effective coalitions.8 
The CBG also attempts to provide a 
common framework of reference by 

Marines attempt to break through wall of Bulgarian and Serbian soldiers during riot control course of Platinum Wolf 15 at South Base, Serbia, November 
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identifying some of the essential factors 
associated with the coalition-building 
process to inform participating nations 
as to what to expect. The CBG does not 
constitute official policy or doctrine, 
nor does it represent a definitive staff 
planning or military decisionmaking 
guide. The MIC acknowledges NATO 
joint doctrine, unless otherwise specifi-
cally directed, as the default doctrine 
for planning and conducting coalition 
operations. Additionally, U.S. Joint 
Publication 3-16, Multinational Opera-
tions, captures information from the 
CBG with regard to coalition planning.

The CBG consists of three volumes. 
Volume I, Military Strategic Overview, 
covers the fundamentals of coalition 
building.9 Volume II, Strategic Design 
and Planning, covers the principles of 
planning coalition operations at the stra-
tegic level by addressing the broad lines 
of recommended organization, processes, 
and tools for a coalition to ensure more 
robust cohesiveness within the coalition at 
the strategic military level.10 Volume III is 
a compilation of separate MIC documents 
that cover key coalition challenges and 
risks to consider when building and sus-
taining a coalition. The volume’s separate 
and distinct chapters allow planners and 
staffs to select an individual section for 
quick reference. Chapter topics include 
but are not limited to the future coalition 

operating environment, humanitarian/
disaster response, communication and 
information systems, strategic communi-
cation, and cyber defense.11

A Way Ahead
Historically, major focus areas for the 
MIC included using a comprehensive 
approach, developing civil-military 
cooperation within coalitions, and 
emphasizing cultural awareness and 
competence. These areas will continue 
to play a dominant role in the success 
of coalition operations. As we move 
toward the future, areas such as expand-
ing information-sharing, preparing 
for ad hoc coalitions (rather than only 
previously established coalitions), and 
increasing collaboration between multi-
national organizations will also play an 
important role in coalition successes.

Comprehensive Approach. 
Interoperability extends to integrating 
the political, security, development, rule 
of law, human rights, and humanitarian 
dimensions of international missions. 
This integration describes a comprehen-
sive or whole-of-government approach, 
exploiting cohesion and realizing coali-
tion synergies.12 The comprehensive 
response must be based on a shared un-
derstanding of the problem and universal 
commitment to resolve it. A comprehen-
sive approach centers on the ability of all 

coalition military forces and other gov-
ernment departments, nongovernmental 
organizations, and international agencies 
to plan, communicate, and operate in a 
collaborative environment throughout all 
phases of an operation.

Civil-Military Cooperation. Civil-
military relationships are important to 
the success of a comprehensive approach 
and overall multinational operation.13 
The outcomes of recent and current 
operations clearly demonstrate that 
civil-military relationships must be con-
sidered to understand the compatible, 
supportive, and competing interests 
of each represented element, as well as 
how best to coordinate, deconflict, and 
interface the military forces with the local 
population, other governmental agen-
cies, and the international humanitarian 
community. Effective relationships and 
coordination with the wide range of 
civilian organizations, local populations, 
governments, and military forces are es-
sential. These activities require resources, 
arrangements, and activities in support 
of the mission, which fosters liaison, co-
operation, and coordination with entities 
outside of the multinational force.

Coalition commanders and their staffs 
must have an awareness, understanding, 
and appreciation of how military opera-
tions are typically embedded in a larger 
context of civil-military interaction. It 

Peruvian, Mexican, Chilean, Colombian, and U.S. ships transit in formation as part of Unitas 55-14 in Pacific Ocean, September 16, 2014 (DOD/Adam Henderson)
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is imperative to inform potential civilian 
partners on the vision and views of mil-
itaries concerning such a civil-military 
framework and a method to crisis preven-
tion, crisis management, and postconflict 
activities. The incentive for a successful 
civil-military effort is twofold: first, mo-
tivation to avoid duplication of efforts 
including spending unnecessary energy 
and resources, and second, recognition 
that the goals of military and civilian or-
ganizations are most often co-dependent 
even though their realization may not 
always be simultaneous.

Cultural Awareness and Competence. 
Coalition operations will take place 
in complex operational environments 
with a multitude of actors, where op-
posing forces and the population are 
intermingled in a way that it is hard to dis-
tinguish among the different stakeholders. 
Coalitions by themselves could be more 
challenging due to the number of nation-
alities they are likely to encompass.

To operate in such an environment 
requires the support and trust of other 
friendly, neutral, or other groups in 
the surrounding area or from other 
governmental or nongovernmental 
organizations to avoid inappropriate be-
havior and ideally to gain the trust of the 
people and to understand their claims 
and their needs.

Cultural aspects or cross-cultural 
differences, their knowledge and applica-
tion, and the evaluation and synthesis 
of these subjects will remain relevant in 
current and future coalition operations 
not only when operating in close prox-
imity to foreign populations but also in 
all kinds of operations where the military 
might be involved.14

Information-Sharing. Information-
sharing is a recurring lesson identified 
from many recent operations and there-
fore key to the MIC’s goal of delivering 
better, more efficient military capabilities 
that are coordinated around the needs of 

the task.15 Information-sharing is essential 
to enable early planning, intervention, 
and preventative work resulting in ef-
fective and timely responses to crises, 
while also providing for the collective 
security and well being of a coalition. As 
nations move toward increased partner-
ship and integrated services, professional 
and confident information-sharing is 
becoming more important to deliver-
ing the benefits of these arrangements. 
Information-sharing reduces duplication 
of effort while maximizing strengths and 
capabilities of responding forces; it should 
be necessary, proportionate, relevant, 
accurate, timely, and secure. A proper 
information exchange environment 
enables rapid transfer of information to 
appropriately designated receivers, while 
rigorously protecting information from 
unauthorized disclosure and release.

Focus on Ad Hoc Coalitions. Today’s 
rapidly changing global landscape has 
given rise to the development of more 

B-1B Lancer takes off from strategic coalition air base Al Udeid Air Base, Qatar, to conduct combat operations April 8, 2015 (U.S. Air Force/James Richardson)
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ad hoc coalitions consisting of groups 
of nations and or organizations working 
together outside of previously established 
alliances. In the future, greater consid-
eration needs to be given to developing 
procedures for quickly establishing an ad 
hoc coalition and determining interop-
erability concerns for such situations. 
This will continue to be a challenge 
as national involvement within ad hoc 
coalitions will vary from one coalition 
operation to the next.

Continued Collaboration. We must 
continue to expand our knowledge of 
other multinational organizations that 
are dedicated to solving multinational 
interoperability challenges to work to-
gether toward a shared solution for the 
future, capitalize on mutually beneficial 
lessons learned, and eliminate duplicative 
work. The MIC maintains coordination 
with various multinational groups includ-
ing but not limited to the Washington, 
DC–based Multifora, which is comprised 
of nine separate organizations address-
ing various aspects of multinational 
interoperability, multinational plan-
ning augmentation team, coalition 
interoperability assurance and validation, 
multinational information operations 
experimentation, and the multinational 
capabilities development campaign.

Coalition operations continue to 
shape and become the norm for the 
military’s involvement in activities 
and engagements around the globe. 
Thus, it is essential to gain an aware-
ness, understanding, and appreciation 
of each potential partner’s capabilities, 
limitations, and culture in advance of 
operations to enhance the success of 
future multinational coalition operations. 
Therefore, mutual trust attained through 
relationships during peacetime is likely 
to foster more efficient interaction when 
building and sustaining a coalition opera-
tion. Beyond common doctrine, similar 
equipment and shared interests, the 
human factor plays a vital role in effective 
partnerships and remains an essential ele-
ment in coalition success. In this regard, 
the MIC offers a unique opportunity 
for senior operators to build essential 
relationships and understand and address 

coalition operations challenges and risks 
from respective national perspectives, 
ultimately helping to shape more effective 
coalition operations. JFQ
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Fifteen years 
into the era 
of President 
Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, 
U.S. influence 
on his inner 
circle and 
support base, 
the new gen-

eration of Turkish strategic thinkers, 
and the Turkish public at large has 
diminished rather than improved. 
U.S. interests would be better 
served by avoiding confrontation 
and maintaining close military-
to-military cooperation while also 
pressing for democratization in a 
patient, low-profile manner. The 
emerging Turkish think tank sector 
offers opportunities for doing just 
that. The sector has grown dra-
matically over the past 20 years and 
offers a window for better under-
standing the revolution in Turkish 
strategic thinking that now perplexes 
many American observers. Engaging 
Turkey’s think tanks would support 
democratization.
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