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for decisions.58 Private talks between Presidents and Vice Presidents are not 
unusual, but such a close relationship between the two elected officials has 
seldom been combined with an unprecedentedly high level of Vice Presi-
dential activism in the national security policy development process.

State-Defense relations, however, were a more complex issue than 
the relationship between their principals or the intramural to-and-fro 
of interagency meetings. Many State Department officers were against 
going to war. They favored slow rolling issues, hoping that the idea of war 
would go away. Others were concerned that war planning would derail 
diplomacy. Others knew that when it came to planning, they could not 
stand up to the Pentagon’s capabilities. Others hated the notion that the 
closer war came to starting, the more the Pentagon was in the driver’s 
seat. When the Pentagon, with Powell’s acquiescence, was given the initial 
lead for postconflict management, many at State and USAID grumbled 
loudly. Still, Powell and his deputy, Richard Armitage, supported the deci-
sion to go to war, a fact that in all likelihood did not sit well with many at 
State. Strife and leaks followed this significant level of dissonance at State 
and, to a lesser degree, CIA.

Dov Zakheim, the comptroller of the Defense Department and an 
early supporter of President Bush, noted:

A country that has its major agencies at war is not going to 
fight a war well. . . . And State and Defense were at war—don’t 
let anyone tell you different. Within policy circles, it was knee-
jerk venom, on both sides. Neither side was prepared to give 
the other a break. It began in 2001, got exacerbated during the 
buildup to Iraq, and stayed on.

He concluded that “people who had to work with and trust each other” 
did not do so.59 Can there be effective policy without such trust?

Some inside-the-Beltway cynics would say that State-Defense fight-
ing has been a constant in national security decisionmaking, but that is 
not true. The interagency in the first Gulf War worked well and harmoni-
ously. Indeed, the person who ran Middle East policy issues at that time 
for the Pentagon was a Senior Foreign Service officer. In the 1990s, many 
senior Pentagon officials, like Paul Wolfowitz and Lewis Libby, came to 
the Pentagon having made their reputations in the State Department in 
the Reagan administration. Competition between ideas is essential, but 
significant bureaucratic conflict between State and Defense is not an 
organic or necessary part of our system.
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One consistent problem demonstrated by George W. Bush’s admin-
istration has been a failure to partner successfully, and this can be laid 
at the feet of the President and the people who dominated the national 
security apparatus. In the interagency, with the Congress, and with our 
allies, senior U.S. national security officials exhibited in many instances 
an imperious attitude, exerting power and pressure where diplomacy and 
bargaining might have had a better effect. In war planning, in managing 
the detainee issues with Congress, in routine discourse with allies, and in 
building international coalitions, the United States executive branch was 
often seen as trying to be lord and master, instead of primus inter pares. 
In the end, the failure to partner successfully increased friction among 
Defense, State, and CIA, increased partisan bickering with an already 
fractious Congress, complicated the detainee policy, lowered allied par-
ticipation in Iraq, and hurt U.S. standing abroad.

An effective interagency decisionmaking process can partly blunt 
the effects of ego or hubris and make the whole greater than the sum of 
its parts. Bad actors, to some degree, can be reined in by good process. 
Tough “horizontal managers” can push the vertically stovepiped agencies 
to work better together. In all, many of the problems associated with the 
invasion of Iraq had happened before but in less critical situations. U.S. 
decisionmaking problems in Iraq have much in common with problems 
present in other complex contingencies, such as Somalia, Bosnia, Kosovo, 
and Afghanistan. All of these cases have demonstrated the limitations of 
our interagency decisionmaking and policy execution processes.

The United States needs to do better in planning and executing com-
plex contingencies, where all the elements of power must be applied simul-
taneously. To come full circle, though, no matter how the decisionmaking 
process is designed, it will be strongly affected by the beliefs and experience 
of the officials involved, especially the President who will set the tone for 
his or her administration. Sound national security decisions will require 
great people and effective and efficient processes. Both of these will require 
an engaged President attuned to both policy and process.

Future Presidents will have to adapt our decisionmaking and execu-
tion systems to a new, dynamic, challenging security environment. Not only 
will they have to do better in midrange interagency planning, but they will 
also have to develop and refine new capabilities to deal with the nonmilitary 
aspects of contingencies. In turn, this will require changes in the organiza-
tional cultures of the Armed Forces and the Department of State. The U.S. 
Government already has made many meaningful changes, but true reform 
will require concerted effort by the executive and legislative branches.
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Improving the National Security Decisionmaking 
and Execution Systems

While some strategists believe that the United States should down-
play irregular warfare and stability operations,60 the future is likely to 
present complex contingencies that will require significant capabilities in 
which the power of the entire government will be needed to make plans 
to solve multifaceted problems overseas. In the next decade, the United 
States, in addition to maintaining readiness for large-scale conventional 
wars, must:

•	�continue stability operations, as well as stabilization and recon-
struction activities, in Afghanistan and Iraq, even if the size and 
shape of those commitments are modified

•	�help partners and allies resist subversion through training, adviso-
ry elements, and security assistance

•	�execute coordinated counterterrorist operations activities in the 
Middle East, Africa, and Asia

•	�support future peace and stability operations in the Middle East 
and Africa

•	�be ready to manage system shocks from regime failure or rad-
ical changes in some hostile regional powers, such as Cuba or 
North Korea

•	�deter or manage traditional threats or future peer competitors and 
deal with the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction

•	�improve homeland defense against terrorist groups, including 
those who might use weapons of mass destruction.

In the next decade, the need for effective joint, combined, and 
interagency policy planning and execution will remain significant. Major 
institutional planning changes will require complementary changes in 
training, resource allocation, and organizational cultures.

The U.S. Government has already begun to improve midrange plan-
ning. The aftermath of 9/11 saw the creation of a Department of Home-
land Security, a Homeland Security Council, and a National Counterter-
rorism Center, as well as a set of Intelligence Community reforms. There 
are joint interagency coordination groups in many combatant command 
headquarters, and the Department of State—thanks to a push by Con-
doleezza Rice when she was the National Security Advisor—now has a 
senior Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabilization (S/CRS). State 



	 choosing war	 29

also has changed assignment patterns to better support national priorities, 
interagency activities, and the war on terror. USAID has created an Office 
of Military Affairs to improve its connectivity with the Pentagon and its 
various field commands. State and USAID are paying more attention to 
harmonizing all foreign assistance spending.

Among senior civilian DOD leaders in 2004, there was enthusiastic 
support for establishing S/CRS and even sharing DOD appropriations with 
the new State office. Inside DOD, pushed hard by Under Secretary Feith 
and supervised by Deputy Secretary Gordon England, a new directive and 
action plan on stability operations is being implemented. Preparation for 
stability operations has been put on par with preparation for combat. A 
new State-Defense center for complex contingencies has been stood up. 
Stability operations and preparation for irregular warfare were emphasized 
in the 2006 Quadrennial Defense Review (QDR), and Special Operations 
Forces will be dramatically increased.61 In Iraq and Afghanistan, amidst all 
the strife and bad news, there have been great improvements in counter-
insurgency capabilities—including a new, joint Army and Marine Corps 
manual—and advisory training. Military, diplomatic, and USAID teams in 
both Afghanistan and Iraq are working together much more closely than 
they did even a year ago. In the fullness of history, however, these recent 
improvements will be recorded as the first steps toward improving our 
national decisionmaking and execution capabilities to deal with failed states 
and complex contingency operations. The following eight recommenda-
tions will build on these improvements and help planning in the future.

Develop New Planning Charter

First, we need a new charter for complex contingency planning. The 
Clinton administration’s oft-ignored bible on political-military planning for 
complex contingencies, Presidential Decision Directive 56, was headed in 
the right direction. Early in the first term of President George W. Bush, the 
Pentagon blocked an NSC staff draft of a new contingency planning policy, 
all in the name of preserving the freedom of action of Cabinet officers and 
keeping civilians out of the contingency planning business. More input into 
contingency planning from civilians, of course, is not the problem; it will be 
a key part of the solution. While war plan security is paramount, we need to 
strive for more integration in policy formulation and execution.

Improve Interagency Planning

War plans are rarely briefed outside military channels. Inside the Pen-
tagon, only a handful of civilians have access to them. This prohibition may 
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make sense for major conventional war plans, and it certainly makes sense 
for security purposes. However, since most conflicts do not end when the 
last hill is taken and will include stabilization and reconstruction activities 
that we want civilians to lead, there must be a broader sharing of contin-
gency planning responsibilities.

The 2006 QDR’s recommendation for a new interagency document 
called the National Security Planning Guidance is a step in the right 
direction.62 The QDR calls on this new document to: “direct the devel-
opment of both military and non-military plans and institutional capa-
bilities. . . . [It] would set priorities and clarify national security roles and 
responsibilities to reduce capability gaps and eliminate redundancies.” 
Complex contingency planning will require a strong NSC staff, but it also 
will require savvy, clear-thinking Cabinet officers who put their egos and 
prerogatives in check to create good policy. Who will run such a system? 
Clearly, the overall director must be an engaged President who is well 
aware of how the recommendations made to him or her were developed.

The first step to improve interagency planning would be to improve 
the quality of agency personnel across the board and increase the number 
of the best and brightest who have lived and worked in the interagency 
world. The U.S. Government should also follow through on its plans to 
create a corps of civilian and military National Security Officers who will 
become the masters of interagency work. Plans are also in train to create a 
consortium among the Government’s higher learning institutions to ensure 
a better focus on the needs of interagency work.63 In all, this will mean a 
modest increase in personnel slots in the national security–sensitive depart-
ments to cover increased interagency manning as well as training.

In addition, every executive department should insist on inter-
agency experience for its most senior civilians and make it mandatory 
for promotion to the Senior Executive Service or Senior Foreign Service. 
Interagency experience should count as the equivalent of joint experience 
for military officers. Too often, the best and brightest avoid interagency 
assignments, where the hours are terrible and the rewards are less than 
those at the home agency. Too many inexperienced junior personnel 
have occupied the positions in some NSC staff directorates in the last two 
administrations. National Security Council personnel at the director level 
should optimally be members of the Senior Executive Service or at least 
colonel- or GS-15–level personnel.

It is often said that we need a Goldwater-Nichols reform for the 
interagency community.64 This is a worthy ideal, but one must ask 
whether this landmark legislation for the Defense Department sets the 
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bar too high. The Goldwater-Nichols reforms of 1986 were stewing for 
many years and were only enacted after a series of disappointing opera-
tions in which the obvious national failure was military in nature or effect. 
Moreover, Goldwater-Nichols involved a department that is firmly under 
the command of one powerful secretary and a relatively small number of 
congressional committees. A full Goldwater-Nichols reform for the inter-
agency would concern a wide array of departments and agencies and doz-
ens of congressional committees, each of which is as resistant to changes 
in its power as any Cabinet department is. Finally, if one takes the thought 
of a Goldwater-Nichols reform literally, there would be a shift of power 
from the Cabinet departments to “the interagency,” which would, in some 
instances, mean shifting power away from confirmable Cabinet officers 
to NSC staff personnel, who are loyal to the President and his or her 
agenda but not accountable to Congress. If these staff officers were made 
confirmable, they might be pressured to testify to their very confidential 
deliberations with the President. Such a shift of power to the NSC staff 
would undermine hundreds of laws that empower Cabinet officers and 
ensure that many bucks stop before they get to the President’s desk.

While a full “Goldwater-Nichols for the interagency” has the right 
spirit and would create the maximum effect, it would be difficult to get 
through the Congress as a package. On the other hand, incremental 
changes can be watered down and might not create the right effects. In 
all, however, improving interagency policy decisionmaking and execution 
is clearly within our capability, whether we can achieve systemic change 
or a phased series of step-by-step improvements.

Strengthen Interagency Execution

Third, and in a similar vein, the U.S. Government needs a better 
system for exporting interagency efforts to the field. We often have good 
interagency policy decisions, but execution is usually done by stovepiped 
agencies. In the field during complex contingencies, the U.S. Government 
habitually has either a system in which one Cabinet department is nomi-
nally in charge, such as the Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian 
Assistance or the Coalition Provisional Authority in Iraq, or a more coop-
erative system, such as we have today in Kabul and Baghdad. This coop-
erative system features a senior military officer and a senior diplomat 
working together, with neither having overall charge of U.S. policy, and 
both answering to their respective superiors.

Today, in both Kabul and Baghdad, the arrangements are work-
ing fairly well, but that has not always been the case. Other, better 
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arrangements may be possible. For example, civil-military tension in 
Baghdad was high during the CPA period. Jerry Bremer believed that 
he could issue direct orders to the military commander there, whom 
he treated as his subordinate. Bremer—whom many saw as a world-
class micromanager—also exercised uncomfortably close supervision 
over military activities, according to some military staffers.65 CPA even 
cancelled or curtailed planned or ongoing military operations. Tensions 
between CPA and the military command were high.66 Neither ORHA 
nor CPA had a clear chain of command. ORHA allegedly worked for 
USCENTCOM but reported directly to the Secretary of Defense. CPA 
was designed to report to the President through the Pentagon, but by 
fall 2003, Bremer was nominally reporting through the National Secu-
rity Advisor, but sometimes directly to the President.67

The United States may never have a viceroy system, but more effec-
tive, efficient, and predictable arrangements that offer more unity of 
command are possible than the current situation. Witness, for example, 
the close working relationship (2004–2005) between Lieutenant General 
Dave Barno, USA, the former U.S. commander in Baghdad, and the U.S. 
Ambassador to Afghanistan, Zalmay Khalilzad, an arrangement pushed 
strongly by Feith and Rumsfeld and strongly endorsed by Powell. To 
ensure seamless cooperation, Barno moved his office into the Embassy to 
be next to the Ambassador. Military staff worked closely and directly with 
the Embassy counterparts. Uniformed officers were even seconded to the 
USAID mission in the Embassy to ensure closer communication. This is 
the type of cooperation we should aim for in the future.68

We cannot afford situations where difficult personalities or ad 
hoc arrangements on the ground or in Washington stand in the way of 
effective national policy. While all potential solutions to this problem 
are subject to criticism, there is no excuse for avoiding and not talking 
about this critical issue. Getting it right in the future should be the subject 
of wargames and experiments conducted by cooperating agencies and 
supervised by U.S. Joint Forces Command and the S/CRS. Experiments 
and scholarly investigation may well lead to new SOPs or at least a set of 
common expectations.

For its part, S/CRS, which will have the national lead in recon-
struction and stabilization operations, must have an active and a reserve 
response corps, full of volunteer interagency and civil specialists, whose 
contingency deployment is guaranteed ahead of time. This will take hun-
dreds of millions of dollars per year, which—despite strong support at 
State and Defense—Congress has thus far been unwilling to appropriate. 
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In the future, S/CRS should be able to draw on the entire government as 
well as on the private sector to build a tailored multifunctional team for 
any specific mission. If the U.S Government fails to build this capability, 
there is little reason to maintain S/CRS and the entire conceptual system 
that has been built up around it.

Foster a Climate of Change

Fourth, all improvements to interagency advice and policy imple-
mentation will require cultural and organizational change. To start with, 
the military establishment needs to focus its planning and training more 
on victory in war, and not just on success in climactic battles. It is often 
folly to pretend that success in a final battle will lead directly to victory. 
Particularly in cases of regime change or failed states, postcombat stabil-
ity operations will be the key to victory. They are every bit as important as 
the ability to move, shoot, and communicate in battle, the normal preoc-
cupations of the soldier.

Occupation, stabilization, reconstruction, and other issues associ-
ated with state building must be better integrated into the curriculum of 
staff and war colleges. Language and cultural studies are already becom-
ing more important for military officers. Wargames and experiments also 
need to focus more on stability operations. None of this is meant to imply 
that the military should take over critical postcombat activities from the 
State Department and USAID. The opposite is the case: State and USAID 
need to be resourced, organized, and directed so that they can fulfill the 
awesome responsibilities that they have been assigned.

Operationalize the State Department and USAID

Fifth, the Department of State and USAID personnel and organiza-
tions need to become more operational—that is, able to lead the manage-
ment of grand enterprises in unsafe and austere environments. General 
Tommy Franks’ memoirs contain the right thought: after the battle, you 
need lots of “boots” and lots of “wingtips” on the ground.69 Absent the 
wingtips, the boots in Iraq have had to do much more than they should 
under optimal circumstances. This problem continues to the present day, 
where, for lack of civil presence in the field, there is still too much mili-
tary supervision of reconstruction and governance issues. In Afghanistan 
(and now in Iraq), the provincial reconstruction teams, which include 
military, diplomatic, and USAID personnel, have mitigated the mili-
tary/civilian imbalance that hampers coalition operations in Iraq.70 The 
personnel strength of State and USAID is clearly inadequate to meet 
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their expanded roles in the war on terror. These critical assets should be 
expanded by adding permanent personnel, developing reserves, and using 
contractors and retirees.

At the national level, the Bush administration is grappling with 
this problem and has established State’s S/CRS to be the national lead. 
It must now follow through and ensure that this good idea becomes a 
powerful center of excellence. This office should also become the cen-
terpiece for interagency planning and exercises throughout the Govern-
ment. Interagency staffing has begun and should be increased. It needs a 
healthy budget, which will be a problem in a poorly funded department 
that is usually focused on current policy, not midrange contingency 
planning. S/CRS is a toddler. This administration and its successor must 
ensure that it becomes an adult.

There is a danger here in encouraging all of the Cabinet departments 
to get involved in postconflict stabilization and reconstruction activities. 
At times, this has represented real value added. The U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers, long focused on projects at home and on bases abroad, has 
done superb work in Afghanistan and Iraq. Other departments, however, 
have not been so productive. Many of them are not manned to do these 
tasks and have fewer useable assets than one might imagine. Others are 
likely to lack cultural or historical perspective and may rush in to try to 
do things American-style. Others have and will continue to fall victim to 
standard departmental routines, reflecting the old saw, “If all you have is a 
hammer, everything looks like a nail.”

In Iraq and Afghanistan, participation by departments and agencies 
with a domestic focus—such as Health and Human Services and the Drug 
Enforcement Administration—has been a mixed blessing. Many well-
intentioned efforts have ended up poorly coordinated or out of synch 
with cultural conditions. Better coordination by State and USAID and 
better peacetime preparation are needed before agencies that do not have 
overseas missions are ready to accept them. Stabilization and reconstruc-
tion operations should not become an interdepartmental pick-up game.

Increase Funding

Sixth, for the State Department and USAID to become more 
operational, they must be better funded across the board. Today, 
State and USAID spend (on all of their functions, including security 
assistance) less than one-tenth of what the Pentagon does on its many 
missions. There are fewer than 8,000 Foreign Service Officers in both 
State and USAID combined. With this small force, our diplomats and 
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development specialists have to cover their extensive Washington 
headquarters, as well as over 120 countries and 265 diplomatic and 
consular locations. The systematic underfunding of State and USAID 
is the single greatest impediment to the effective planning and execu-
tion of developmental assistance, reconstruction, and stabilization. 
State cannot be equipped only with good ideas while Defense has all 
the money and most of the deployable assets. This is a prescription for 
an unbalanced national security policy, one in which State will not be 
a mature player or will have to savage its worldwide diplomacy to keep 
up with operations in conflict areas.

If we want to fix planning and execution for complex contingencies, 
we must fund State and USAID as major players and not poor relations of 
the Pentagon. At a minimum, over the next 5 years, the Foreign Service 
personnel strength of State and USAID should be raised by 50 percent 
and the entire budget of State and USAID should be doubled across the 
board.71 Priorities for new spending should be given to public diplomacy, 
stabilization and reconstruction activities, and development assistance 
focused on preventing state failure. The transfer of monies from Defense 
to State should be loosened, but we may well need to spend more money 
on defense and foreign operations at the same time. Foggy Bottom should 
not overly rely on drawing-down money appropriated to the Pentagon. 
Congress too will have to play its part and overcome its aversion to fund-
ing nonmilitary operations overseas and to the creation of peacetime con-
tingency funds at State.

Simplify Legal and Regulatory Regimes

Seventh, to get better at planning and executing complex contin-
gencies, we will have to untangle the legal and regulatory authorities 
that hobble the Departments of State and Defense. This will be espe-
cially important if State begins to operate in the field on large-scale 
postconflict stabilization and reconstruction problems. Many of these 
legal provisions serve only to protect congressional committee pre-
rogatives. Still others are meant to prevent human rights abuses or 
some other valid purpose. How else can you explain that a group at 
State proper is in charge of refugee affairs, but USAID is charged with 
looking after internally displaced people? Why, given the importance of 
law and order to development, is USAID—our principal development 
agency—forbidden from funding and managing police development 
programs, a major element in restoring stability in failed states? Again, 
another office in State was created to cover this problem, but it too is 
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small and weak and relies mainly on contracting to get the job done. It 
is tempting to say that these dysfunctional legal or regulatory provisions 
should be waived or eliminated. This should only be done, however, 
after a full assessment of the rationale behind each of them and their 
continuing utility.

Turn Allies into Partners

Eighth, to gain legitimacy and promote better burdensharing, the 
United States should make its most powerful allies full partners in complex 
operations. Our European allies will become increasingly important for sta-
bility operations. Many of them have in large measure developed their forces 
for peace operations, and some have carabinieri/gendarme-type forces ideal 
for police work in postwar situations.

The United States has run two operations in which many allies were 
brought into the plan after the action began. This did no great damage in 
Afghanistan, where the perception of legitimacy has been high. Indeed, 
NATO has moved into the lead in Afghanistan and has now had a year 
where it has moved from peace operations into combat. In Iraq, however, 
the United States continues to pay a stiff price for its decisive, nearly uni-
lateral action in 2003. History will judge the wisdom of these decisions, 
but in the future, bringing the allies in before the takeoff may make for a 
more complicated flight but a smoother landing.

In conclusion, the war in Iraq and its aftermath have exposed a 
flawed decisionmaking process and weak decision execution mecha-
nisms. In planning for and executing operations in Iraq, basic organiza-
tions, organizational cultures, operational procedures, and legislative 
support systems all have been found wanting and in need of fundamental 
reform. Our National Security Council staff, Cabinet departments, and 
especially our Congress have not yet adapted to the demanding require-
ments of 21st-century complex contingencies. One hopes that, for all of 
its problems, the decision to invade Iraq and subsequent operations there 
may point the way to national security reform.

While the focus of this project has been on policy decisions and pro-
cess, it is important to add a final word on the decision to go to war. The 
U.S. reputation for power rests heavily on the outstanding performance 
of its Armed Forces in wars of necessity—the wars that follow an attack 
on the United States or one of its key allies or partners. The U.S. record in 
wars of choice—such as Vietnam and Operation Iraqi Freedom—contains 
more than a few defeats or Pyrrhic victories. In the greater war on terror, 
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the United States cannot forswear wars of choice or disregard conflicts 
that might require postcombat stability operations or extended peace 
enforcement activities. Before the United States enters into wars, however, 
its leaders should remember the prophetic words of Winston Churchill:

Let us learn our lessons. Never, never, never believe any war will 
be smooth and easy, or that anyone who embarks on the strange 
voyage can measure the tides and hurricanes he will encounter. 
The Statesman who yields to war fever must realize that once 
the signal is given, he is no longer the master of policy but the 
slave of unforeseeable and uncontrollable events. Antiquated 
War Offices, weak, incompetent or arrogant Commanders, 
untrustworthy allies, hostile neutrals, malignant Fortune, ugly 
surprises, awful miscalculations—all take their seats at the 
Council Board on the morrow of a declaration of war. Always 
remember, however sure you are that you can easily win, that 
there would not be a war if the other man did not think that he 
also had a chance.72
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