Observations and Recommendations

SSTR in the Field
David Warner, MD, PhD and Eric Rasmussen, MD, MDM, FACP

October, 2006

The authors have been involved in a range of international Stability Operations over the past ten years and have accrued tested impressions that seem worth noting. We’ll encapsulate them here.

1. Observation -  Seamless software:  Effective participation in an SSTR response requires extremely rapid and broad-based information sharing with a number of international and non-military partners. 

A. Recommendation: Any US military SSTR response should consider using software tools already either standard within the dominant non-military response organizations or seamlessly interoperable with the data format in use within those organizations. That software should be familiar to military participants and be tested for  international interoperability prior to our departure.
2. Observation – Media Exchange: Moving information between SSTR response organizations is often a matter of physical media exchange while visiting partners in the field. Current policies in some Services forbid the use of removable media necessary for such media exchange, despite ubiquity and utility of those tools within disaster response organizations. 

A. Recommendation: Any member of the military tasked with direct response participation should be provisioned with removable media of every type in common use (for 2007-2008, USB drives and writable CD and DVD media in particular) with permissions enabled to use that media on systems and networks likely to be employed within the response.

B. Recommendation: Strong Angel III, an international disaster response demonstration, experimented with a USB drive that had a suite of disaster-response software tools incorporated within it, designed to be used on any computer that could support a USB drive. Small improvements were made in the design after the experiments were assessed and that set of software is now available for use in the field. The tools and the system they reside within are free and produce files fully compatible with standard DoD software. We recommend that any staff deploying to the field be provided with a USB drive loaded with this, or a similar, software suite.
3. Observation – Mesh vs. hierarchy: Information flow within an SSTR response is often collected from non-standard partners and subsequently distributed across a wide range of useful individuals and organizations, each of which may be able to contribute something unique and valuable to the response. The flow of information, therefore, requires the development of a less-hierarchical structure and the development of a model closer to a mesh. 
A. Recommendation: Such data-mesh designs are understood, but not commonly employed in the field. Further development of the capability in design, modeling, simulation, training, and employment of such an information flow design would enhance our response capacity.
4. Observation – Disconnected collaboration: Many SSTR missions are conducted while disconnected from any trans-boundary communications capability, yet information is collected throughout the days that must later be shared. In addition, information on contacts, plans, policies, processes, images, maps, and other critical resources must be present with those who are working in the field and able to be shared, when appropriate, with others assisting in the response, even if there is no internet connectivity.
A. Recommendation: Collaborative software tools should be employed that allow the presence of all important information while disconnected from the net, and that would allow continued collection of information while in the field and disconnected, and that can later be shared with others involved in the mission. 

5. Observation – recognizing and cultivating expertise: The US does not yet have a deep base of experienced personnel in SSTR, yet there is an expectation we will do well when those missions arise. 

A. Recommendation: Educated and experienced staff should be coded and recognizable within the Personnel systems of DoD. This ensures critical skills can be rapidly identified and efficiently employed for ongoing educational roles, pre-deployment briefings, missions in the field, and advice to the senior leadership.
B. Recommendation: An educational effort should be developed that explicitly trains US military personnel destined for policy or field responsibilities on SSTR using international standards. International partners with whom we work expect that those standards to which we are signatories (the Oslo Guidelines for Civil-Military Intersection for example), are familiar to us and that we will follow them when working with others in the field and with those from whom coordination will be sought. 
6. Observation – field rotation discontinuity: Rotations into and out of SSTR positions in the field are more problematic than most normal positional rotations because of the deep network of associations and affiliations encouraged by the very definition of the job. It is difficult to manage issues of trust, confidence, insight, and continuity when the face across the table changes every few months. The problems associated with such rotations have been well characterized elsewhere.

A. Recommendations: That SSTR rotations that involve significant interactions with the local population be assessed on an individual basis so that the effect of such rotations is felt at a period when transition is acceptable in the context of local events.    
7. Observation – field rotation effectiveness: When rotations from SSTR positions take place, turnover is often incomplete for a variety of unavoidable reasons. That can lead to significant insecurity for each of the parties involved in the field, including both the incoming and outgoing US and Coalition staff, and the local partners with whom we’re engaged for local and national projects. 

A. Recommendation: That the length of turnover periods be determined by consensus surrounding events underway. The goal would be that all parties involved are comfortable that effective efforts will not be lost in the transition and that previous work, often costly in many ways, need not be re-done. 
8. Observation – language support: The American military has only a small number of trustworthy translators, despite our military obligations often mandating interactions with non-English speakers on topics critical to force protection and local population support. Those topics include infrastructure vulnerability, the political import of graffiti, the religious significance of a gesture, articles of clothing, or subtleties of deportment.

A. Recommendation: Develop necessary translators steeped in the language within a cultural context. Such a focus should take the lead in accessible educational institutions reputed to have strong Arabic language departments across the spectrum of English-speaking schools, including areas of philosophy, poetry, music, literature, and the Koran. 
B. Recommendation: That machine-based language translation be supported as an aid to field staff, recognizing the long-term shortfalls within our personnel resources.
9. Observation – cadre of SSTR specialists: We have often been unable to reach across cultural boundaries effectively because we were perceived as intruders with no sense of the area we’d invaded and no common understanding of those we saw each day. In some cases, we were given an opportunity to establish a relationship with a small and useful group, but then offended the group though an unthinking or incautious action that was, in retrospect, completely avoidable.
A. Recommendation: Establish a cadre of personnel trained for cultural and social behaviors that reflect the special relationships needed in a foreign country. Specific topic areas should include water and sanitation provisioning, medicines and medical care, information sharing, transportation logistics, energy generation and distribution, and religious insight.
10. Observation – alterations in policy to allow field-expedient SSTR support: On multiple occasions over the course of several recent responses, necessary action in communication has been impeded by processes unable to flex to meet mission needs as determined far-forward. 
A. Recommendation: That DoD consider the re-tasking of some existing unit to manage Policy Systems for Stability Operations. That office would facilitate alterations in process to encourage an intelligent and adaptive agility for both a flexible and accessible communications architecture and the cultivating of the social networks necessary for effective stabilization missions. 

11. Observation – bi-directional incorporation of the population: Policy and doctrine do not adequately emphasize the bi-directional communication necessary between an affected population and the local authority. 
A. Recommendation: That DoD develop requirements for bi-directional community-based information sharing through all useful modes during SSTR operations. These requirements should be in addition to any local civil-authority communications requirements.
12. Observation – field-expedient communications:  Personnel far-forward often lack reliable communications with the range of local and international partners necessary to ensure an effective implementation of US policy. 
A. Recommendation: That DoD provision teams in the field with portable commercial satellite communications equipment (BGAN units have been very successful in 2006) and an adequate bandwidth budget to ensure effective and reliable communications with all appropriate destinations. Recent examples include the very successful BGAN units deployed with the USNS MERCY (TAH-3) by the Naval Postgraduate School during the 2006 MERCY deployment to Southeast Asia. 

B. Recommendation: That DoD provision teams in the field with GSM Smartphones for cellular telephone connectivity. In 2006 there are multiple brands and a long list of local providers in areas where we respond, but all are interoperable on the GSM system and work, particularly for SMS, in the vast majority of the world’s areas with any cell signal at all,. Standard Smartphone capabilities can include voice, SMS text, speakerphone, area handheld radios, camera, video recorder, voice recorder (even in another language…), GPS, data storage (2Gig is routine), Bluetooth and IR data exchange, and power available from either batteries, 120/240v, 12/24v, solar panels, or hand-crank radios. 

13. Observation - SSTR Partnership Integration: Recent international deployments have demonstrated the value of close integration with UN, IO, and NGO relief agencies geographically co-located with US staff in the field. The training, experience, expertise, and longevity of these agencies in SSTR areas provides a resource not commonly available within most US response organizations.
A. Recommendation: That DoD provide clear direction that integration and cooperation with non-military partners is a necessary and desirable component of any SSTR response. 
B. Recommendation: That DoD provide clear direction that learning the capabilities, charters, and Table-of-Organization for SSTR agencies responding with us in the field is an integral part of professional military education and mandated within DoDD 3000.05. 

C. Recommendation: That DoD provide both method and incentive for DoD personnel to gain experience in the field with non-military partners as an integral component of DoDD 3000.05. Without guidance that such integration expertise is valued by, for example, Promotion Boards and Detailers, DoD personnel may lag behind requirements simply through an understandable concern for their careers. There are international military models for such integration (Finland and Italy, for example) and those models appear effective.

14. Observation – Social Services provisioning in SSTR: Multiple recent SSTR responses have shown the truth of the WWII military maxim “When the fighting stops, be seen cleaning up”. When social services critical to the daily comfort and security of the population are neglected, alternatives are occasionally sought by the population that can supplant the legitimacy of a central authority and reduce trust in the capacity of the State to rebuild.
A. Recommendation: That SSTR response design through DoDD 3000.05 take as a core competency the provisioning of social services in cultural, religious, linguistic, and economic context. Such services should involve the population in support of their own care and administrative management. Development of such services should also involve the integral cooperation of local and international partners and should include cooperative initial Rapid Assessments. Once done, then deeper sectoral assessments can be performed but with the immediate interim provisioning of clean water, sanitation services, energy, mass transportation, food distribution, civil administration (including budget management, property rights, and the courts), education, environmental protection, public information (including maps, directories, websites, television, and radio), health care, communications, and security, all provided in concert with the local population to the greatest extent possible. We would urge particular consideration be given to the acceptance of existing capabilities (like laws) that are “good enough” for an initial reconstruction. 
