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Complex Relief Operations

By STEVEN J. ROMANO

n the past several years, the Depart-
ment of Defense (DOD) has increas-
ingly participated in complex relief
operations with other U.S. Government
agencies and nongovernmental organizations
in response to humanitarian crises. These
operations pose significant challenges for
military logisticians. Most humanitarian
assistance/disaster relief (HA/DR) opera-
tions are characterized by rapidly changing
circumstances and a lack of clear and accurate
information; they are also distinguished by
substantial pressure to quickly provide relief
supplies and materiel to an affected area.
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While DOD has the airlift capacity, disas-
ter funding, critical supplies, and logistics
systems to be an effective interagency partner
in responding to these crises, additional
efforts are needed to provide military logisti-
cians with the appropriate capabilities, tools,
and training to meet the varied challenges
associated with complex HA/DR operations.
This article focuses on the U.S. Euro-
pean Command’s (USEUCOM’s) efforts
to support disaster relief operations with
logistics in the country of Georgia during
August and September 2008. While admit-
tedly a relatively small operation compared

to DOD’s support to the Indonesian tsunami
in 2004, the Pakistan earthquake in 2005,

or the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, the Georgia
humanitarian assistance crisis (named
Operation Assured Delivery, or OAD)
nonetheless provides a microcosm of HA/
DR logistics operations and challenges.
Furthermore, it offers a useful framework for
conducting analysis and developing recom-
mendations for improving DOD’s future
response capabilities. The article shares my
observations, insights, and lessons learned
while supporting Georgia relief operations
as Director of Logistics for USEUCOM
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a more effective and
coordinated approach to crisis
logistics planning and HA/DR

operations is required

during OAD operations. While the team of
USEUCOM and its component forces—U.S.
Army Europe, U.S. Air Forces in Europe,
U.S. Naval Forces Europe and U.S. Marine
Corps Forces Europe, the Defense Security
Cooperation Agency (DSCA), the Defense
Logistics Agency (DLA), the U.S. Agency

for International Development (USAID),
several nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs), and U.S. Transportation Command
(USTRANSCOM)—were collectively able to
deliver significant relief supplies within 96
hours of the crisis, a more effective and coor-
dinated approach to crisis logistics planning
and HA/DR operations is still required.

As DOD continues to embrace
complex and often large-scale HA/DR
operations as a core mission during a period
of declining resources, we cannot afford to
conduct these types of missions in a repeti-
tively ad hoc fashion. A more structured
approach is needed that combines coordi-
nated systems, procedures, and, perhaps
most important, a common operating
picture with a supporting framework for the
whole-of-government crisis dialogue, plan-
ning, and information exchange.

Crisis Timeline

On August 8, 2008, Russia deployed
combat troops in South Ossetia and launched
bombing raids deep into Georgia in response
to a large-scale Georgian military attack
against South Ossetia the previous day. The
conflict continued for the next several days
and, by mid-August, BBC News was reporting
that Moscow claimed a death toll of 2,000.
According to USAID reports, an estimated
30,000 people were displaced within South
Ossetia, and more than 135,000 were dis-
placed in other parts of Georgia. An addi-
tional 35,000 South Ossetians were reported
to have had fled across the Russian border
into North Ossetia. The United Nations
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High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
reported that some 127,000 people were
forced from their homes throughout Georgia
by the conflict, adding to an already displaced
population of some 223,000 uprooted by
conflicts in the early 1990s in South Ossetia
and Abkhazia.

In response to the crisis, USEUCOM
supported USAID’s Office of U.S. Foreign
Disaster Assistance (OFDA) to assist these
displaced people. Housed within USAID, the
OFDA is designated as the lead U.S. Govern-
ment (USG) office for providing coordinated
humanitarian assistance in response to inter-
national emergencies and disasters. In cooper-
ation with other USG offices and international
humanitarian experts, OFDA continuously
monitors global hazards, identifies potential
areas of need, and stands ready to respond
whenever and wherever disaster strikes.!

To respond to the crisis, USAID com-
mitted an initial $250,000 in emergency
assistance funds on August 9. This funding
was used to provide emergency relief supplies,
with a capacity to assist up to 10,000 people.
The U.S. Embassy, located in the Georgian
capital city of Tbilisi, released pre-positioned
disaster packages that included tents, blan-
kets, bedding, hygiene items, clothing, beds,
cots, and medical supplies. On August 10, the
U.S. Embassy issued a Disaster Declaration in
response to the crisis, and the government of
Georgia (GoG) officially requested humani-
tarian assistance—specifically, medicines,
medical supplies, emergency shelter items,
and food. The Georgian Minister of Refugee
and Accommodations indicated approxi-
mately 3,000 internally displaced persons were
expected in Tbilisi and the immediate area,
and also cited a need for emergency shelter
items (tents, blankets, cots, bedding, hygiene
items, and clothing).

On August 13, 2008, the first shipments
of U.S. humanitarian aid arrived in Georgia,
with officials stressing the American govern-
ment’s commitment to its ally.? As the number
of displaced personnel in Tbilisi increased,
the UNHCR and the GoG began coordinating
plans for international assistance. With each
passing day, more people arrived in Tbilisi
after fleeing their homes. Later that month,
the GoG’s coordinator for humanitarian
affairs, Koba Subeliani, told BBC News that
more than 230,000 people were believed to
have been displaced.’ On August 14, there
were growing concerns in Tbilisi about
the extent of the crisis, as well as concerns

about the humanitarian situation deteriorat-
ing further as Russian troops remained in
Georgia, impacting relief efforts.

Following media reports that Russian
armed forces had damaged infrastructure at
the port of Poti, staff from the World Food
Program (WFP) conducted a site visit on
August 15 and reported that commercial
activity had resumed at the port despite some
damage to military facilities there. WFP also
noted that trucks weighing up to 5 to 7 tons
could safely use the southern route between
Thilisi and the ports at Poti and Batumi.*

Also on August 15 (7 days after the
start of the crisis), the USAID/OFDA Disas-
ter Assistance Response Team (DART)
arrived in Tbilisi to conduct humanitarian
needs assessments in coordination with
the GoG and other relief agencies. Their
efforts would help define USAID assistance
priorities. While the arrival of the DART
was certainly helpful, it would have been
more beneficial had it deployed earlier
in the crisis to augment DOD planning
efforts and assist in the development of a
disaster relief concept of logistics. USAID/
OFDA continued to work closely with the
U.S. Department of State (DOS), DOD,
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reliance on DOD-only
assets could have resulted
in the shipment of some
inappropriate supplies as well
as excess quantities

goal was to leverage all the capabilities of its
components to either source or deliver mate-
riel. Following requests from the GoG for
tents, blankets, and additional commodities,
USEUCOM planned to dispatch two C-130
flights per day from August 15 through 21,
with each flight carrying emergency relief
supplies. Again, without prior knowledge of
interagency capabilities, USEUCOM planners
tried to find sources for tents, blankets, and
additional supplies within DOD inventories.
This reliance on DOD-only assets could
have resulted in the shipment of some inap-
propriate supplies as well as excess quantities.
Fortunately, USAID had deployed a liaison
officer to USEUCOM by mid-August. This
individual was able to advise USEUCOM
planners of the availability of blankets and
hygiene kits at the USAID warehouse in
Pisa, Italy. Once these assets were known,
USEUCOM planners requested theater-
assigned U.S. Navy aircraft to pick up and
deliver thousands of blankets and hygiene
kits. A U.S. Navy C-9 jet carrying humani-
tarian assistance arrived in Tbilisi on August
18, marking the Navy’s first humanitarian
assistance mission to the region.

As the need for food continued to grow
during the crisis, USEUCOM’s next major
planning challenge was to develop a sourc-
ing and distribution plan for hundreds of
thousands of humanitarian daily rations
(HDRs). These rations needed to be moved
from Albany, Georgia (in the United States),
to Thilisi. These HDRs were required for
the purpose of providing additional emer-
gency food until larger NGO efforts could
be established. EDDOC engagement with
USTRANSCOM resulted in the scheduling of
dozens of C-17 flights, together with the two
daily C-130 flights, to deliver HDRs to Thbilisi,
thereby creating a sustained flow of logistics.
The importance of USEUCOM’s EDDOC
as an ad hoc HA/DR logistics enabler—and
the need to replicate this capability in all
regions—should be obvious by now.

Need for Unclassified Information-
sharing and Collaboration Tools. Infor-
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USEUCOM Joint Humanitarian Assistance Assessment Team members arrive in Thilisi to

work with U.S. and international governments and nongovernmental aid organizations

mation-sharing and the use of shared tools
are essential to logistics planners’ ability

to organize, source, and deliver relief sup-
plies. At the beginning of the Georgia crisis,
USEUCOM EDDOC planners hosted daily
collaboration sessions to synchronize and
share information with the USTRANSCOM,
the Surface Deployment and Distribution
Command, various USEUCOM components,
and DLA. As a result, USEUCOM was able

to quickly locate thousands of in-theater cots
from Marine Corps stocks and ship them to
the point of need. However, since the partici-
pants were all DOD entities, the bulk of this
collaboration took place in a classified forum,
thereby excluding several key interagency
representatives who could have helped in the
development of logistics solutions.

Need for More Humanitarian
Assistance Exercises. Given the inherent
complexity of HA/DR operations, and the
intense effectiveness requirement for detailed
coordination across the interagency and
NGOs, DOD logistics planners should have
opportunities to establish and develop these
skills in an exercise environment. While
USEUCOM had not sponsored any HA/DR
exercises in advance of the Georgia crisis, the
U.S. Southern Command (USSOUTHCOM)
had. In order to improve the collective ability
of the United States and its partner nations to
respond effectively and expeditiously to disas-
ters, USSOUTHCOM, beginning as early as
2002, sponsored disaster preparedness exer-
cises, seminars, and conferences on the issue.
The command is currently averaging three

HA/DR exercises or HA/DR planning-related
events per year. USSOUTHCOM has also
supported the construction or improvement
of several Emergency Operations Centers
(EOCs) and Disaster Relief Warehouses
(DRW ) and has provided and stocked pre-
positioned relief supplies across the region.
Construction and refurbishment of additional
EOCs and DRWs are ongoing. This type
of multinational disaster preparedness has
increased the ability of USSOUTHCOM to
work with partner nations in HA/DR opera-
tions.’ Furthermore, this was played out in
Operation Unified Response in Haiti, where
coalition, interagency, and NGO coordination
and collaboration were at an all-time high in
terms of quantity—truly a “unified” response.
These types of events would be benefi-
cial for all COCOM logistics planners. Prac-
ticing HA/DR planning, coordination, and
collaboration pre-crisis, in a series of exercises
designed to include coalition forces, the inter-
agency, and NGOs, would be invaluable and
would significantly improve COCOM’s ability
to plan and execute future HA/DR operations.

Solutions

The above problems are reflective of
those I experienced at USEUCOM during the
Georgia crisis. We have lived through other
HA/DR crises since then and there are others
that could be enumerated. Likewise, some
problem areas I have cited have seen improve-
ment. For example, there is very encouraging
progress in the area of developing web-based,
unclassified collaboration tools that are
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inclusive enough to bring the interagency and
NGOs under the logistics planning and coor-
dination umbrella.

Another positive development was a
November 22, 2010, American Free Press
article in which Secretary of Defense Robert
Gates expresses support for a proposal
to establish crisis cells specifically to aid
Latin America in disasters. The proposal
was discussed at the ninth Conference of
Defense Ministers of the Americas in Santa
Cruz, Bolivia. Secretary Gates told repre-
sentatives from some 30 countries that the
proposal followed “honest assessments of
what worked and what didn’t in Haiti” in
the aftermath of that country’s catastrophic
earthquake that killed 250,000 people.

The proposal involves creating a series of
Military Assistance Collaboration Cells, or
MACCs, which would share information
and technology with all HA/DR partners.
More of this is what is needed and will surely
benefit future HA/DR planning, coordina-
tion, and response efforts.
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When asked about the lasting impact
of the Georgia relief operations during a
USEUCOM logistics lessons learned session,
I responded that the keys to our success in the
future are to:

m develop pre-crisis integrated logistics
planning with the interagency

m gain visibility of all relief supplies
within the affected theater

m define desired HA/DR processes and
outcomes

m develop an interagency framework for
collaboration in advance of HA/DR situations

m practice and refine HA/DR response
frequently through exercises and other pre-
crisis events and forums.

There are many HA/DR logistics actions
that DOD needs to perform better in the
future. Doing all, or even some, of these things
will lead to improved HA/DR responses.
Solutions extensive enough to include not
only DOD and the interagency but also key
NGOs—many of which have extensive yet

Sailors aboard USS McFaul guide
crane cable to transfer pallets of
humanitarian aid to barge

“untapped” experience in HA/DR missions—
are preferred. The Department of Defense,
together with other USG agencies, should
consider a number of possible actions.

Logisticians must gain full visibility of
interagency relief supplies and a complete
understanding of the processes to source and
transport supplies during a crisis. By their
nature, HA/DR operations offer very com-
pressed timelines for identifying appropriate
supplies and seeking solutions to move them.
Military logisticians need to gain visibility of
all NGO HA/DR activities and inventories in
order to assist with managing and deconflict-
ing the flow of logistics into the affected area.
This should include a framework for control-
ling and sequencing relief flights to ensure the
affected country’s priorities are being met and
logistics bottlenecks do not impede the flow of
relief supplies. It should also include processes
to identify HA/DR materiel that transits via
the Defense Transportation System, regard-
less of source. DOD has extensively used AIT
media to capture shipment and content data
for in-transit visibility. However, during OAD,
several HA/DR shipments arrived in Tibilsi
without proper radio frequency identification
(RFID) tags, which hampered the expeditious
distribution of supplies to IDPs. COCOM
staffs should update and implement RFID
policies, test them during humanitarian relief
exercises, and ensure they are rigidly applied
during actual HA/DR operations.

All COCOMs need an integrated logistics
planning construct with the interagency in
advance of HA/DR crises. To promote inte-
grated logistics planning, we should identify
gaps in processes and knowledge within
DOD and interagency partners and build a
strategy to address these shortcomings. The
initial delivery of relief supplies to Tiblisi
took approximately 96 hours and could have
been delivered more effectively if DOD and
the interagency had developed an integrated
logistics planning capability and documented
and tested a concept of logistics support plan
in advance of the crisis. Connecting with rel-
evant NGOs and having an understanding of
key local participants and authorities is criti-
cal to complex HA/DR operations. Success
depends on early engagement and planning
and is enabled by open communications
networks with maximum sharing of infor-
mation in unclassified forums to the extent
possible. We should develop an interagency
framework supporting continuous dialogue
between logistics departments in advance
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solutions extensive enough to

include not only DOD and the

interagency but also key NGOs
are preferred

of a crisis as well as ongoing education and
training to provide the ability for planners to
better understand processes associated with
HA/DR operations and interagency and NGO
collaboration. Joint and interagency doctrine
should be updated for these types of complex
operations to better identify processes, roles,
responsibilities, and structured organizational
interactions.

DOD needs a standing coordination cell,
established to provide continuous planning
and coordination with the interagency and
NGOs. DOD should consider development
of a deployable Foreign Humanitarian Assis-
tance Coordination Center and/or MACC
capability to synchronize and coordinate
logistics requirements and capabilities in
advance of a crisis. The MACC could serve as
the principal Department of Defense HA/DR
planning cell for logistics, provide an entry
point for USAID-generated requests for DOD
support, facilitate the sourcing of DOD and
other USG-owned relief supplies, interface
with NGOs to determine their assets and
distribution processes, and begin to develop a
badly needed common operating picture.

DOD should continue to develop and
deploy collaborative tools to facilitate HA/DR
information sharing and coordination. These
tools must reside in or migrate to an unclas-
sified forum as much as possible to allow
participation by other government agencies
and key NGOs. We need to expand their use
during HA/DR exercises and operations and
ensure our interagency and NGO partners
have access to and training in such systems.
In order to develop a complete set of response
options, DOD logistics planners likewise
should have access to and be trained in the use
of systems and processes used by other U.S.
Government agencies and NGOs to manage
relief supply inventories and to better under-
stand their logistics capabilities, activities,
and priorities during a crisis. DOD logistics
planners should have a broad familiarity with
NGO and other relevant organizations (i.e.,
commercial and academic partners) operating
in their area.

All Combatant Commands should have
a robust series of logistics exercises to refine
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their HA/DR planning skills. At a minimum,
tabletop exercises specifically focused on

the logistics aspects of HA/DR operations
should be scheduled on a frequent basis and
attended by representatives of both DOD and
the interagency. Logistics planners should
also consider developing regularly scheduled
seminars, workshops, roundtables, and panel
discussions designed to engage all HA/DR
partner organizations. In addition, mecha-
nisms to capture the lessons learned in these
evolutions should be created that will influ-
ence the development of interagency doctrine.
USEUCOM recently planned and conducted
Flexible Response 10, a command post
exercise focusing on Foreign Consequence
Management and Humanitarian Assistance
Disaster Relief planning and operations. This
exercise was designed to strengthen a whole-
of-government approach through engagement
with various U.S. agencies as well as partner
nations and nongovernmental organizations.
The exercise helped USEUCOM identify gaps
in its logistics capabilities and allowed it to
become more familiar with the crisis response
capabilities of component organizations.

Military leaders at the COCOM level
need a strengthened understanding of the
interagency and their HA/DR crisis response
roles and responsibilities. What does each
element of the interagency bring to this
type of crisis? What is the best approach for
harnessing and mobilizing their capabilities?
Who is in charge and why (i.e., who is the
lead Federal agency and what are its spe-
cific roles and responsibilities)? Many U.S.
Government agencies have the capacity for
HA/DR support. Efforts should be taken to
develop a catalog or matrix of their respective
capabilities that would help logistics planners
develop more comprehensive and inclusive
HA/DR solutions.

DOD needs a capability to assess the
overall effectiveness of relief supplies provided.
Did they get to the affected population or were
they stored in country for a future crisis? Were
the quantity, type, and quality of materiel
appropriate to the need? Were there gaps? Was
there expensive and wasteful duplication of
some capabilities? Did relief supplies result in
the achievement of one or more of USAID’s
stated effects during the crisis? USAID should
refine and share its existing measurement
tools and processes to assist DOD in assessing
the overall effectiveness of HA/DR efforts.

Despite many challenges and faced by
complex problems as described above, DOD

was able to provide $17.5 million of the $39
million in relief activities imparted by the U.S.
Government during OAD. Between August 13
and September 4, USEUCOM conducted 59
humanitarian missions, delivering a total of
356,380 humanitarian daily rations, 154,368
meals-ready-to-eat, 10,432 cots, 19,184 sleep-
ing bags, 26,422 hygiene kits provided by
USAID/OFDA, 9,254 blankets, 6,040 sheets,
3,431 mattresses, 653 boxes of medical sup-
plies, and other relief commodities from

DOS and DOD warehouses in Germany and
USAID stockpiles in Italy.® All told, DOD
delivered over 2 million pounds of relief sup-
plies and materiel during the 23-day period of
crisis relief operations.

We are a nation that recognizes human
suffering and will take action to help. As
noted in an article on the 2005 Pakistan relief
operation, “Humanitarian assistance and
disaster relief remain a powerful strategic way
to achieve political ends. In an ideological
struggle, HA/DR campaigns project the best
of American values abroad.” Accordingly, it
is vitally important to get the logistics aspects
of the operation right in order to deliver
a timely and effective U.S. Government
response, since failing to do so could cause
strain in international relations as well as
tension within the interagency. JFQ
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