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Introduction

On 16 July 2008, Secretary of State Condoleeza Rice announced the creation of a Civilian Response Corps 
(CRC) within the Department of State. Recent legislation provided the funding to build the first pieces of an 
ambitious new project: a corps of civilian experts who would provide the “capacity and expertise necessary to 
respond rapidly to a reconstruction and stabilization (R&S) crisis.”1 This is a welcome development for those in 
the U.S. Army who work on stability operations. The CRC will fulfill the oft-noted need for a civilian capability 
to match the capabilities developed by the military in recent years.

Stability Operations in the Post-Cold War Security Environment

In the two decades since the Cold War ended, the United States has embarked on no fewer than seven 
major military interventions abroad—more than in the previous four decades. From Kuwait after the Gulf War 
to Iraq after the toppling of Saddam Hussein, all have required significant stabilization and reconstruction after 
major combat ended. The dangers presented in recent years by weak and failed states have emphasized the 
importance of “winning the peace,” and a growing body of evidence suggests the long-term effectiveness of 
stability operations in restoring order and preventing further violence.2

Recognizing this, the Department of Defense (DoD) has made stability operations one of its core competencies 
alongside offensive and defensive operations.3 Soldiers can expect to be called upon to carry out all three at any 
point along the spectrum of conflict. Army doctrine conceives of stability operations as a progression encapsulated 
in the phrase stability, security, transition, reconstruction. This concept envisions the Army stabilizing a country 
or region, securing the environment, transitioning responsibility to civilian authorities and then assisting with 
the reconstruction of the country.4

Observers of recent U.S. stability operations have described two basic shortfalls: insufficient response 
capacity on the part of civilian agencies; and inadequate planning and coordination across government agencies. 
In Afghanistan, reconstruction efforts centered around Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) made up of 
both military and civilian personnel. However, when the teams were first formed, civilian agencies had neither 
sufficient personnel to staff them nor significant funds for reconstruction projects. Military personnel were 
often left to do the best they could with limited expertise and restricted funding authority.5 In Iraq, the working 
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relationship between civilian personnel of the Coalition Provisional Authority and their military counterparts 
in Combined Joint Task Force-Seven was highly problematic. Lines of authority were unclear, planning and 
decisionmaking often produced culture clashes, and the division of labor was not always agreed upon.6

In both operations, improvements were made with time, but early efforts were hindered by the lack of 
advance planning, smooth coordination and timely execution. Military personnel already on the ground were 
sometimes frustrated; when they turned to civilian agencies with the relevant subject-area expertise, those 
agencies were not always able to provide leadership or advice.7 Funding was so lacking that the Secretary 
of Defense asked for and received authorization to transfer funds to the State Department for stabilization 
and reconstruction purposes.8 With so few civilians available, armed and armored Soldiers and Marines 
were often the only face of American assistance, which unintentionally alienated some local citizens and 
international aid organizations. The need for greater civilian response capacity and better interagency 
cooperation was clear.

Building Civilian Capabilities

In September 2004, then-Secretary of State Colin Powell created the Office of the Coordinator for 
Reconstruction and Stabilization (S/CRS) to coordinate the U.S. civilian response to stabilization crises. 
The S/CRS created within the State Department a planning capacity, armed with interagency authority from 
National Security Presidential Directive (NSPD) 44, “Mananagement of Interagency Efforts Concerning 
Reconstruction and Stabilization,”9 to match DoD’s planning capacity and harness the capabilities in other 
civilian agencies (the Departments of Agriculture, Commerce, Health and Human Services, Homeland 
Security, Justice and Treasury, as well as the U.S. Agency for International Development). In addition to 
planning specific missions, they have also been developing an interagency process for managing R&S 
missions.

Recognizing the need to quickly deploy civilians abroad, S/CRS soon developed plans for a Civilian 
Stabilization Initiative, to consist of planning and coordinating staff in Washington, and a Civilian Response 
Corps (CRC). The CRC are the personnel who will actually deploy abroad, and the plan calls for an eventual 
strength of 4,250: 250 full-time active members; 2,000 standby members who can be drawn from their 
regular jobs across the government as needed; and 2,000 civilian reservists who will be activated from the 
private sector and from state and local governments, much like military reservists.

The active team will comprise a substantial body of expert personnel, ready to deploy within 48 hours 
and put “boots on the ground” as quickly as the military. As they work full-time on R&S missions, these 
individuals should develop valuable working relationships with military organizations and personnel, helping 
to improve the coordination difficulties that have hindered recent operations. The standby and reserve 
members will provide additional personnel for larger missions and will allow the CRC to draw on a wider 
pool of expertise to meet the requirements of specific missions.10

For two years, S/CRS has had a small pilot group of active officers and standby members who have 
deployed to many places around the globe. The June 2008 supplemental appropriations bill provided $75 
million for the next step: $50 million to hire 100 active officers and $25 million to pay for 500 standby 
members. The administration’s Fiscal Year 2009 budget has requested $248.6 million to fully fund the entire 
planned CRC, including the civilian reservists.

Implications for the Army

As the State Department builds the CRC, it will enhance the U.S. government’s ability to conduct stability 
operations. The creation of a competent civilian authority to advise during the early phases, take over during 
the transition phase and direct reconstruction efforts will address one of the problems identified in recent 
operations. Civilian experts will be more readily available, will carry a greater share of the workload and 
will provide more effective leadership than they have in the past. The Army will be able to focus on the 
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areas for which it is best suited—providing security and training indigenous security forces—and will be 
able to more quickly hand off other areas of responsibility to civilians as conditions permit. 

The CRC is intended to complement the Army’s efforts and capabilities in stability operations. To make 
the most of the new organization, the Army will need to develop processes and procedures for working with 
it. The experience in Iraq suggests this will be neither automatic nor easy. Leaders on both sides will need to 
reach across the civilian-military divide. Some observers have suggested that military and civilian personnel 
should learn and train together, and not just in mission-specific pre-deployment training but throughout their 
careers.11 There is growing discussion of expanding the idea of “jointness” to the interagency realm and 
perhaps legislation along the lines of the Goldwater-Nichols Act for the entire national security apparatus.12 
At a minimum, the Army will need to work closely with S/CRS and the CRC on stability operations to 
maximize the effectiveness of U.S. efforts.

The creation of a standing organization within the State Department should also help to attract and win 
more financial resources for reconstruction and stabilization projects, reducing the need for reprogramming or 
creative use of DoD funds.  With S/CRS leading strategic planning for contingencies, civilian agencies should 
be better able to budget for them. And with a body of personnel dedicated to stabilization and reconstruction 
operations, Congress should be more inclined to provide them with funds to carry out their mission.

The Future of Stability Operations

What will stability operations look like in the future? In recent operations, military and civilian activities 
were often planned and executed separately, and the coordination varied. In Iraq, centralized control of civilian 
operations by the Department of Defense was not as effective as it might have been. In Afghanistan, once 
the PRTs were formed and staffed by the relevant civilian agencies, joint planning by military and civilian 
authorities and integration of efforts at the local level proved more effective.13 This experience appears to 
have had a significant effect on planning for future operations.

Although not finalized, S/CRS’s Interagency Management System (IMS) describes a more robust 
interagency planning process than in the past, steered by a National Security Council working group with its 
own dedicated staff. Civilian planners are to be deployed to the relevant geographic combatant command, 
echoing the existing Joint Interagency Coordination Groups (JIACGs). Field Advance Civilian Teams (which 
are described as similar to PRTs) will then deploy for implementation.14 Descriptions of IMS do not seem 
to include operational planning procedures, but the Afghanistan experience offers a model for it. Combined 
Forces Command–Afghanistan was located near the U.S. embassy in Kabul, and senior staff actually used 
offices in the same building. Military and civilian staff worked together on planning, built consensus on 
decisions and ultimately achieved smooth coordination and implementation.15

The Provincial Reconstruction Teams in Afghanistan have generally gotten good reviews.16 The concept 
was imported into operations in Iraq in late 2005, and U.S. Joint Forces Command has recently begun 
the process of integrating PRTs into military doctrine.17 It appears that this will be the model for stability 
operations going forward. PRTs can bring civilian experts and military personnel together into one team that 
is organized by functional area rather than by parent agency. Properly staffed and funded, PRTs can offer 
both the unity of effort and the flexibility to provide the tailored local solutions that are essential to success 
in complex stability operations. 

One assessment of the PRTs in Afghanistan noted that some other countries formed their teams before 
deployment, allowing time for them to organize in advance and train together.18 Many members of U.S. teams 
believed that they could have been more effective if they had been afforded the same opportunity. JFCOM 
has noted the lack of any interagency capability for training, and the need for it.19 For now, they are working 
with S/CRS to develop and carry out training exercises that include both civilians and the military. It is likely 
that in the future, formal training in serving on PRTs will be a standard part of stability operations.
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Conclusion

It remains to be seen whether the Civilian Response Corps will be fully funded and how it will develop, 
but it does indicate a belief in the value and efficacy of stability operations, and a commitment to improving 
the U.S. ability to carry them out. Even if it does not live up to its full potential, CRC can only be positive 
for the Army. It will provide civilian expertise and leadership whose absence has been missed. It will bring 
additional resources to a mission that has become a major part of the conduct of U.S. foreign policy, and it 
will help to keep Americans safe and improve the lives of people around the globe.

Provincial Reconstruction Team
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Source: USAID, PRTs in Afghanistan: An Interagency Assessment
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