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Few would dispute that preventing conflict, instability, and humanitar-
ian disaster is preferable to confronting these problems after they arise. 
Preventive measures are generally less expensive than remedial ones. 
They also allow policymakers to address potential crises before they 
threaten international stability, U.S. interests, and human lives. 

Building an effective U.S. government capacity to take preventive 
action, however, has proved an elusive goal. And the challenges to 
achieving it have perhaps never been greater. The urgent problems 
faced by the United States, including wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
nuclear development in Iran and North Korea, and the aftermath of 
a deep economic crisis, make it difficult for policymakers to focus 
resources and attention on potential future threats. But these same 
urgent challenges also make preventive action more useful. In this 
climate, measures that could obviate further military commitments, 
save money, and resolve tensions that might consume more time and 
resources later are a sound investment.

In this Council Special Report, sponsored by the Center for Preven-
tive Action, Paul B. Stares and Micah Zenko evaluate the U.S. system 
for foreseeing and heading off crises. They assess in detail current U.S. 
practices with regard to different types of preventive action, examining 
such topics as intelligence community analyses; “watchlists” of states at 
risk; interagency planning processes; foreign assistance programming; 
and the work of the State Department office created in 2004 to lead U.S. 
government efforts in this area. The report cites an array of shortcom-
ings in how the government plans and conducts its preventive activities, 
a situation that can leave policymakers scrambling to respond to crises 
after they break out. To improve this, the authors recommend a variety 
of steps, including revising and strengthening the strategic planning 
process under the leadership of the National Security Council, improv-
ing and consolidating intelligence products and connecting them more 
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closely to policymakers, and providing additional funding for preven-
tive efforts.

Enhancing U.S. Preventive Action is a comprehensive contribution to 
the debate on a complex topic. It offers detailed recommendations that 
could bolster the ability of the United States to identify and address 
threats before they erupt into crises. It also makes a strong case that 
given the military and economic constraints facing the United States 
today, such preventive action is not a luxury but a necessity.

Richard N. Haass
President
Council on Foreign Relations
October 2009
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Introduction

Since taking office, the Obama administration has repeatedly affirmed 
its intent to prevent potential future international crises from becom-
ing the source of costly new U.S. military commitments. In one of the 
earliest foreign policy pronouncements of the new administration, 
Vice President Joseph R. Biden declared: “We’ll strive to act preven-
tively, not preemptively, to avoid whenever possible or wherever pos-
sible the choice of last resort between the risks of war and the dangers 
of inaction. We’ll draw upon all the elements of our power—military 
and diplomatic; intelligence and law enforcement; economic and cul-
tural—to stop crises from occurring before they are in front of us.”1 
Not long afterward, General James L. Jones, in his first speech as 
national security adviser, echoed much the same objective: “We need 
to be able to anticipate the kind of operations that we should be think-
ing about six months to a year ahead of time in different parts of the 
world to bring the necessary elements of national and international 
power to bear to prevent future Iraqs and future Afghanistans.”2 And 
in a major speech to the Veterans of Foreign Wars in August 2009, 
President Barack Obama also declared that “one of the best ways to 
lead our troops wisely is to prevent the conflicts that cost American 
blood and treasure tomorrow.”3 

This would not be the first time senior U.S. officials have extolled the 
virtues of better crisis management and conflict prevention as a way 
to avoid costly military entanglements.4 Indeed, this goal has been a 
recurring feature of declaratory U.S. foreign policy since the end of the 
Cold War, if not before.5 Yet for all the avowed interest in preventive 
action, the United States has repeatedly found itself responding to for-
eign crises belatedly and hastily with damaging consequences for U.S. 
regional interests and policy goals.6 In many other cases, moreover, 
regional instability and conflict have eventually necessitated major U.S. 
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military interventions to stabilize and reconstruct the stricken coun-
try. By one calculation, such missions have been carried out on average 
every eighteen to twenty-four months since the end of the Cold War, 
with each typically lasting five to eight years—collectively an immensely 
burdensome undertaking.7

The question remains: Will the Obama administration’s declara-
tions of intent to make preventive action a policy priority for the United 
States produce any different results? Some skeptics argue that the out-
look is not promising—that preventive action is too amorphous and 
ambitious an undertaking to expect much to change. This Council Spe-
cial Report, however, argues not only that the United States can take 
meaningful steps to improve its ability to manage regional instability 
and prevent violent conflict, but that it must take such steps.8 The burden 
of current and foreseeable military operations, as well as growing fiscal 
pressures, makes the avoidance of new demands no longer simply desir-
able, but necessary. The implications, moreover, of emerging geostrate-
gic trends provide additional reasons to favor preventive or “upstream” 
approaches to conflict management over more costly remedial or 
“downstream” responses. Rhetorical commitments, however, will not 
suffice to bring about the needed improvements. The essential organi-
zational arrangements that guide policy, planning, and budgeting must 
also be improved. In much the same way that entrenched service paro-
chialism in the U.S. armed services was systemically addressed through 
organizational reforms to promote a culture of “jointness,” so the same 
has to happen to enhance U.S. preventive action. 

This report recommends that the Obama administration take the 
following steps to enhance U.S. organizational arrangements for pre-
ventive action: reinvigorate interagency strategic planning under the 
direction of the National Security Council (NSC) that, among other 
things, would set clear priorities and broad policy guidance for U.S. 
preventive action toward identified threats of instability and conflict; 
streamline and integrate current early-warning products into a dedi-
cated interagency process for preventive action planning and crisis 
preparedness that would also be led and coordinated by the NSC; 
and upgrade civilian resources for preventive action, including more 
flexible crisis contingency funds and a diplomatic “surge” capacity to 
support observer missions, mediation efforts, and other special ini-
tiatives abroad.
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Background

With the United States extracting itself from one immensely costly 
war while simultaneously increasing its involvement in another, the 
need to avoid additional military commitments is especially acute at 
this time. Although estimates of the eventual price tag of the Iraq war 
vary, direct costs to the American taxpayer are nearing three-quarters 
of a trillion dollars. Eight years of fighting in Afghanistan has cost a 
quarter of a trillion dollars and is now set to increase substantially, 
perhaps for many years.9 The strain on equipment, personnel, and the 
families of the servicemen and -women deployed overseas is enor-
mous. And, of course, the tragic human toll measured in many thou-
sands of Americans killed and maimed continues to grow, stretching 
public tolerance of current deployments, not to mention potential 
future ones, to the limit.10 

The fiscal outlook for the United States reinforces the preventive 
imperative. The United States faces an anticipated current accounts 
deficit in excess of $9 trillion over the next decade as a result of an 
ambitious domestic reform agenda coupled with a hugely expensive 
effort to resuscitate the economy following the recent financial crisis.11 
Although preventive action can involve significant investments, its rela-
tive cost-effectiveness compared to remedial measures is not in doubt.12 
Besides the direct expenses associated with military stabilization and 
reconstruction operations, a full audit of the cost imposed by mitigat-
ing the effects of conflict must also include foreign assistance expendi-
tures. Since the end of the Cold War, the United States has disbursed 
billions of dollars in disaster relief and humanitarian aid in response 
to various foreign crises (not counting Iraq and Afghanistan).13 Huge 
sums of prior investment and earlier foreign assistance have also been 
written off in the process. 

Important geostrategic incentives for preventive action are also reas-
serting themselves and could conceivably grow more pressing in the 
twenty-first century. The end of the Cold War clearly lessened, if not 
entirely removed, the primary U.S. motivation for managing localized 
disputes and regional tensions, namely, to prevent them from being 
exploited by America’s adversaries or, worse, escalating into a danger-
ous superpower confrontation. The U.S. interest in regional crisis man-
agement and conflict prevention subsequently became increasingly 
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driven by humanitarian concerns and then, after 9/11, by the fear that 
terrorist groups would take advantage of internal instability and state 
weakness to attack U.S. allies or the United States. Although these con-
cerns still remain, additional preventive imperatives are emerging (or in 
some cases, reemerging) as a result of discernible global trends.

The rise of new regional and global powers such as Brazil, India, and 
China increases the potential for competition, insecurity, and friction 
that growing economic interdependence may not entirely ameliorate 
and could even exacerbate. Localized disputes among them or between 
them and lesser powers that are allowed to deteriorate or that escalate 
inadvertently would likely have far-reaching repercussions. Besides the 
heightened risk of a major regional clash, especially if nuclear-armed 
powers are involved, international cooperation to tackle the leading 
global challenges facing the planet such as climate change, weapons-
of-mass-destruction proliferation, and pandemic disease—all of which 
require effective collective action—would almost certainly suffer, 
perhaps fatally so. Recent and enduring tensions between Russia and 
Georgia (and by extension NATO) and India and Pakistan, as well as the 
still unfolding nuclear-related crises with North Korea and Iran—all of 
which embroil the United States—are reminders of such risks. 

Even when large powers are not directly involved in localized dis-
putes, the consequences can still be serious when they do flare up. Com-
plex political and economic couplings are an increasing feature of many 
regions. This increases the collective incentive of regional actors to pro-
mote peace and stability, but also makes them more exposed when dis-
putes turn violent. West Africa and the Middle East are cases in point; 
the ongoing violence in the Great Lakes region of Africa, as well as the 
continuing spillover effects of the conflicts in Sudan and Somalia, are 
further examples. Given that many commodities critical to the global 
economy—such as oil, cobalt, tungsten, and tin—either come from or 
transit through unstable regions, relatively small disruptions caused by 
localized conflict can have significant systemic effects. Exposure to such 
effects could grow if strategic resources become scarcer in future years.

The NaTure of PreveNTive acTioN

Preventive action to minimize dangerous political instability and fore-
stall violent conflict is not a singular endeavor or even a discrete set of 
activities. Indeed, it can mean quite different things to different people. 
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This report uses the term preventive action to refer to three overlapping 
types of activity: conflict risk reduction, crisis prevention, and crisis 
mitigation.14 

Conflict Risk Reduction – : These are measures taken to minimize 
potential sources of instability and conflict before they arise. They 
encompass, on the one hand, efforts to reduce the impact of spe-
cific threats, such as controlling the development of destabilizing 
weapon systems or arms transfers that may cause regional power 
imbalances, restricting the potential influence of dangerous non-
state actors, and diminishing the possible negative impact of antici-
pated demographic, economic, and environmental change. On the 
other hand, they cover measures that promote conditions conducive 
to peace and stability. Within states these include encouraging equi-
table economic development, good governance, the rule of law, and 
respect for human rights. Stability can be enhanced through rules on 
the use of force, military and economic cooperation, security guar-
antees, confidence-building measures, functional integration, and 
effective arbitration mechanisms, among other things. Risk reduc-
tion measures, moreover, can be global in application so as to have 
broad systemic benefits, or may be more narrowly focused on a spe-
cific region or state. 

Crisis Prevention – : In regions or states that are assessed to be particu-
larly volatile or susceptible to violence, another, albeit similar, set of 
measures can be applied to prevent the situation from deteriorat-
ing further. Much like risk reduction efforts, crisis prevention mea-
sures can be aimed at redressing the specific source(s) or “drivers” 
of instability and potential conflict and/or assisting the state(s) or 
group(s) that are threatened. A host of diplomatic, military, eco-
nomic, and legal measures are in principle available to alter either 
the contributing conditions or the decision calculus of the parties to 
the potential conflict. These include various cooperative measures 
(such as diplomatic persuasion and mediation, economic assistance 
and incentives, legal arbitration, and military support) as well as 
coercive instruments (diplomatic condemnation and isolation, vari-
ous kinds of economic sanctions, legal action, preventive military 
deployments, and threats of punitive action). The two are not mutu-
ally exclusive and are frequently seen as most effective when applied 
together—“carrots and sticks” in the vernacular.
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Crisis Mitigation – : If earlier preventive efforts fail to have the desired 
effect or violence erupts with little or no warning, then many of the 
same basic techniques can be employed to manage and mitigate the 
crisis. These measures include efforts targeted at the parties to facili-
tate cooperative dispute resolution and change their incentive struc-
tures to promote peaceful outcomes. Thus, steps can be taken to 
identify and empower “moderates,” isolate or deter potential “spoil-
ers,” and sway the uncommitted. More interventionist measures to 
protect endangered groups or secure sensitive areas through the use 
of such tactics as observer missions, arms embargoes (or arms sup-
plies), and preventive military or police deployments are also con-
ceivable. Of potentially equal importance in some circumstances, 
moreover, are the preventive initiatives to help contain a relatively 
localized crisis or flash point to help ensure it does not either spread 
or draw in others. In some cases, containment may realistically be 
the only crisis mitigation option.

Obviously, there is no “one size fits all” formula for each of these 
types of preventive action. The various measures have to be mixed and 
matched according to the specific circumstances and guided by a simi-
larly tailored political strategy. 

challeNges To PreveNTive acTioN

Preventive action faces some well-known challenges that help explain 
why it has proven difficult to achieve success and why there is consid-
erable skepticism about its prospects in the future. The challenges are 
usually boiled down to three: getting clear and convincing warning of 
a possible crisis or conflict in time to take effective action; having the 
“political will” to react positively to such information—again in a timely 
fashion; and possessing the necessary tools and resources to make a 
difference. Although a major deficiency in any of these three essential 
ingredients can doom efforts at preventive action, many experts have 
lamented that it is rarely the absence of early warning or insufficient 
resources that accounts for past failures to prevent a particular conflict 
from erupting but rather a lack of political will. Getting policymakers 
to commit resources proactively to address a hypothetical problem 
when there are demonstrably real ones in need of attention is difficult. 
Even when there are convincing signs of an emerging crisis, harried 
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policymakers are still inclined to focus on managing the problem on 
their desks rather than the one buried in their in-boxes. By the time 
the danger signs are unavoidable, the opportunities for early preven-
tive action may have passed or the remaining options may seem either 
ineffective or too risky, further compounding the political inertia. This 
problem is especially evident when U.S. interests are seemingly not 
directly imperiled. 

Though clearly critical, the political will to act is not a fixed ingre-
dient that is either present or absent in any given situation. Rather, it 
is a variable that can be nurtured and squandered.15 Here the organi-
zational arrangements for preventive action––or, put differently, the 
“central nervous system” that directs, regulates, and coordinates pol-
icy––can play a pivotal role. Thus, various kinds of conflict risk reduc-
tion initiatives can be promoted institutionally in much the same way 
preventive action in other areas has been encouraged, most notably 
with crime control, public safety, healthcare, and environmental pres-
ervation. When and how conflict risk assessments, and more specific 
early-warning information, reach the relevant decision-makers is also 
heavily dependent on organizational factors. In particular, timeliness 
can determine the range of available policy options that may be more 
or less politically palatable to decision-makers. How the early-warning 
information is conveyed can likewise affect whether busy policymakers 
pay attention, given other more immediate demands on their time and 
whether they appreciate the stakes involved—all of which influences 
their willingness to commit resources and take risks. Advanced plan-
ning and other measures to facilitate decision-making under crisis con-
ditions can also help reduce inertia and policy paralysis. For example, 
pre-considered policy options to manage plausible contingencies can 
not only diminish the likelihood of last-minute improvisation but also 
help decision-makers avoid the common trap of believing their choices 
have narrowed to either “doing nothing” or the politically intimidat-
ing course of “doing everything”—usually framed as massive military 
intervention. Finally, the organizational element affects how well the 
latent capacity to act is harnessed and orchestrated. Given the many dif-
ferent U.S. agencies and actors involved in preventive action—not to 
mention the potential involvement of other governments, international 
organizations, and private groups—effective coordination is vital. 
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Assessing U.S. Preventive Action

With so many different kinds of preventive action, there is understand-
ably no single, integrated management system to help guide, plan, and 
execute the full range of U.S. efforts. However, the relevant organiza-
tional arrangements affecting the three principal categories of preven-
tive action can still be reasonably assessed. 

conflict r isk r educt ion

Ideally, a systematic and comprehensive approach to conflict risk 
reduction would entail medium-to-long-term assessments of poten-
tial destabilizing developments or sources of conflict, an appraisal of 
their relative threat to U.S. interests, and a coordinated strategic plan-
ning process designed to match policy responses and resources to pri-
oritized concerns. Currently, the United States does only some of these 
tasks and certainly not in an integrated fashion.

The National Intelligence Council (NIC) conducts long-range stra-
tegic assessments, including the unclassified Global Outlook series 
that regularly reviews international trends and plausible scenarios over 
a twenty-year time span. A Long-Range Analysis Unit has also been 
established within the NIC to augment this effort with in-depth studies. 
In addition, more focused National Intelligence Estimates and National 
Intelligence Assessments are also regularly commissioned on specific 
sources of concern, whether it be an individual country such as North 
Korea or Iran or broader transnational threats such as global climate 
change, HIV/AIDS, international migration, proliferation, terrorism, 
and potential humanitarian challenges.16 But there is no regular intel-
ligence product specifically dedicated to surveying areas of instability 
and conflict aside from the shorter-term Internal Instability Watchlist 
(IIW). The director of National Intelligence (DNI) does give an annual 
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unclassified briefing to Congress, but that is more of a general tour 
d’horizon assessment of national security threats. 

Although these assessments will inform the production of various 
national strategy documents such as the National Security Strategy and 
the National Defense Strategy, they do not represent detailed policy 
guidance documents. No established interagency strategic planning 
process exists to produce such guidance for addressing longer-range 
concerns or priorities.17 To its credit, the Bush administration did try 
to lay the basis for more rigorous strategic planning with the creation 
of the National Security Policy Planning Committee (NSPPC) in late 
2008.18 Made up of representatives from the NSC and the depart-
ments of State, Defense, Treasury, Justice, and Homeland Security, as 
well as the Joint Staff and the NIC, the NSPPC considered U.S. policy 
responses to more than a dozen potential contingencies or possible 
“strategic shocks” that were eventually briefed to the incoming Obama 
administration.19 Though a useful first step, the work of the NSPPC 
was still a work in progress by the time the Bush administration ended. 
Selection of the issue areas was apparently more the result of informal 
deliberation among its regular participants than a formalized process 
linked to specific intelligence assessments, while a systematic planning 
methodology had yet to be developed to undergird the process. The 
fate of the NSPPC is also uncertain; although General Jones indicated 
his intent to create a small “planning cell” at the NSC, the work of the 
NSPPC has yet to be revived.20 

The lack of coherent strategic planning relevant to conflict risk reduc-
tion is most acutely evident in U.S. foreign assistance programming. As 
indicated earlier, aid programs are one of the most important tools for 
lowering the risk of instability and conflict. There is widespread agree-
ment, however, that management of the multibillion-dollar U.S. aid pro-
gram is hugely incoherent and flawed. Currently, more than twenty U.S. 
agencies administer more than fifty types of aid programs to more than 
150 countries around the world. The programs of most relevance for 
this report fall under the purview of the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) and the State Department. USAID’s Bureau of 
Democracy, Conflict, and Humanitarian Assistance (which includes 
the Office of Conflict Management and Mitigation and the Office of 
Transition Initiatives) administers a variety of conflict prevention 
efforts around the world, though their scale is relatively modest.21 The 
State Department, meanwhile, manages several security cooperation 
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and security sector reform efforts, notably the International Military 
and Education Training (IMET) program to train foreign military and 
police officers, as well as the Global Peace Operations Initiative, which 
trains peacekeepers and stability police. Both programs are overseen by 
the Bureau of Political Military Affairs.22 The International Narcotics 
Control and Law Enforcement Bureau similarly helps build the capac-
ity of law enforcement and judicial bodies in countries threatened by 
drug traffickers and organized crime.

 Efforts by the Bush administration to rationalize the process—
though laudable—have not had the desired effect. USAID and the 
State Department now submit a joint five-year strategic plan under 
the direction of the newly created director of U.S. Foreign Assistance 
(who concurrently serves as USAID administrator), but major new 
initiatives relevant to conflict risk reduction still fall outside their 
purview. These include the Millennium Challenge Account and the 
Global Health and Child Survival program—formerly the President’s 
Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief—but also, more directly, the growing 
involvement of the Pentagon and the U.S. military in what they term 
Phase Zero or “shaping” operations explicitly conceived to lower the 
risk of regional conflict.23 

Since September 11, 2001, Congress has granted the Defense Depart-
ment authority to initiate a number of security assistance and develop-
ment programs outside of Iraq and Afghanistan. The growth of these 
programs has skewed the long-standing arrangement whereby State 
provided oversight for most security assistance programs (such as 
IMET), while the Pentagon implemented them. For example, in FY2002, 
94 percent of all security assistance programs between the agencies fell 
within the State Department budget. By FY2008, just over one-half 
were budgeted and managed by the Pentagon.24 Most of these military 
assistance programs are implemented by the five non–North Ameri-
can regional Combatant Commands (COCOMs) through their The-
ater Security Cooperation (TSC) plans to promote stability and build 
partnership capacity with foreign military forces in their area of opera-
tions. COCOM planning staffs have great leeway in designing a TSC, 
but they generally include nonmilitary tasks, such as deploying mobile 
medical care teams to underdeveloped areas, refurbishing hospitals, 
and digging wells and irrigation canals, as well as military tasks, such 
as providing training in the basic tactics, techniques, and procedures 
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of military operations, equipping soldiers with nonlethal supplies, and 
providing logistics and communication support for deployed foreign 
military forces. 

The TSC plans are primarily funded out of the COCOM’s operations 
and maintenance budgets, with the average FY2010 request for each 
being $200 million.25 Interagency coordination for regional COCOMs 
is supposed to be handled through a Joint Interagency Coordination 
Group, but in practice this has proven to be difficult due to basic differ-
ences in the planning cultures and available resources of the Defense 
Department and non–Defense Department agencies.26 Furthermore, 
COCOMs are also supposed to integrate their TSC programs into the 
three-year mission strategic plans developed by the ambassadors of the 
countries within their areas of operation. However, since the latter focus 
on just their own country while the COCOMs plan for their entire area 
of operations, this plan too has been difficult to accomplish in practice. 

No overarching strategy or framework exists to guide the conflict risk 
reduction activities of the various agencies. USAID developed a gen-
eral “Fragile States Strategy” for this purpose, but it was never adopted 
across the government. As part of its reform effort, the Bush adminis-
tration introduced a Foreign Assistance (F) Framework that organized 
states into distinct categories and set specific “end goals” for each, but it 
represents less of a clear strategy and more of an organized checklist of 
objectives.27 Many have also complained that the F Framework is arbi-
trary and cumbersome, making it less responsive to local needs.28 

cr isis Pr e V en t ion 

Since the promulgation of National Security Presidential Directive-44 
(NSPD-44) in 2005, U.S. efforts to respond to emerging threats of 
instability and conflict––particularly those associated with weak or 
failing states––have been organized under the aegis of “stabilization 
and reconstruction” operations.29 A new Office of the Coordinator for 
Reconstruction and Stabilization (S/CRS) was established at the State 
Department and charged with implementing NSPD-44. However, 
the lack of vocal and sustained support from the White House, persis-
tent underfunding from a skeptical Congress, and bureaucratic resis-
tance from within and outside the State Department have all hobbled  
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S/CRS’s efforts to fulfill its mandate. The perceived need to demon-
strate its value also led S/CRS increasingly to devote most of its atten-
tion and resources to building up U.S. civil capabilities for stabilization 
and reconstruction missions rather than the crisis prevention part of 
its mission. Although some useful initiatives have been undertaken by  
S/CRS, U.S. crisis prevention and preparedness efforts remain defi-
cient, particularly with respect to early warning and planning. 

In 2005, S/CRS in collaboration with the National Warning Staff 
of the Office of the Director for National Intelligence established an 
Internal Instability Watchlist to monitor states at risk of instability and 
conflict. Initially revised every six months, this interagency coordinated 
and classified watchlist is now produced once a year. States are included 
in the IIW on the basis of a combination of quantitative risk assessment 
techniques as well as more qualitative inputs from the intelligence com-
munity. The likelihood of five possible outcomes—internal conflict, 
humanitarian crisis, violent political transition, state collapse, and the 
emergence of “ungoverned spaces”—are assessed for each country con-
sidered at risk.30 Also included in the assessment are potential crisis-
triggering events, the likelihood of such events occurring in the short to 
medium term, the potential consequences and severity of a crisis, and 
the resulting impact on U.S. interests. Since 2006, the Office of Conflict 
Management and Mitigation (CMM) within USAID has also produced 
two similar alert lists: the Fragility Alert List and the Instability Alert 
List. The former ranks more than 160 countries according to estab-
lished criteria of state strength or weakness, while the latter assesses 
the likelihood that any given state will experience political instability 
or the outbreak of violent conflict in the near future. CMM also pro-
duces an amalgam of the two lists to determine those that not only face 
elevated risk of instability but also have the fewest political, economic, 
social, and security resources to deal with their vulnerability. 

These watchlists augment other, more established warning prod-
ucts. Since 1999, the National Warning Staff has produced a quarterly 
Atrocities Watchlist of “countries where there is evidence of, or the 
potential for, significant political repression or systematic human rights 
abuses that could lead to a deliberate pattern of widespread atrocities or 
a major humanitarian emergency over the next twelve months.”31 More 
importantly, the National Warning Staff periodically issues “Special 
Warning Notices” when the threat is considered particularly acute 
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or imminent. Some have a relatively short (six months) time horizon, 
while others can be as long as two years.32 

Considerable effort goes into creating and distributing these vari-
ous early-warning products. In addition to the well-established intelli-
gence channels to senior officials, S/CRS has also created a dedicated 
network to distribute more specialized assessments to relevant agen-
cies throughout the U.S. government. Its senior officer for warning 
chairs an interagency Intelligence and Analysis Working Group and 
also produces a regular compilation of other relevant material called the 
“Global Daily.”33 CMM likewise distributes the USAID watchlists to 
its respective country and regional missions in the field and to regional 
bureaus in Washington, DC. 

Yet, for all this effort, the various warning products play a limited 
role in either triggering or guiding preventive policy responses. This is 
partly a consequence of their design and format. With about fifty coun-
tries listed in the IIW and nearly thirty on the USAID combined alert 
list, policymakers do not consider them particularly helpful in draw-
ing attention to the most pressing or important cases. Country and 
regional experts also complain that the watchlists add little to what they 
already know.34 

Even more problematic, no established interagency policy review 
or contingency planning process exists to make use of the various con-
flict assessment and early-warning products for preventive action and 
crisis preparedness. As one senior intelligence official lamented, there 
are too many “drop and go” warning products that are distributed and 
then left to the vagaries of the regular NSC-led interagency process for 
subsequent follow-up.35 As a result, the intelligence community is often 
sidelined from playing a constructive role in helping to inform and 
shape policy options. More importantly, this increases the likelihood of 
ad hoc and improvised responses to emerging threats since each tends 
to be treated de novo, without the benefit of specialized knowledge of 
preventive action strategies.

In addition, although S/CRS is tasked “to lead interagency planning 
to prevent or mitigate conflict,” it has been unable to do this in a robust 
and sustained fashion due to its weak institutional standing within 
the State Department.36 For example, the S/CRS-led Intelligence and 
Analysis Working Group is authorized to make twice-yearly recom-
mendations to the Stabilization and Reconstruction Policy Interagency 
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Planning Committee for countries to be subjected to “scenario based 
planning” exercises, but resistance by the State Department’s regional 
bureaus to S/CRS involvement in their areas of responsibility has sty-
mied efforts to do such planning on a regular basis. Any actual planning 
has largely been the result of informal arrangements with a few bureaus 
and missions abroad that have been amenable to receiving help from  
S/CRS.37 Though useful in helping to build up a cadre of civilian plan-
ners within S/CRS, a recent RAND study concluded these efforts 
nonetheless “had consumed the attention of S/CRS’s planning staff, 
leaving the office with little time to develop contingency plans or think 
strategically about prioritizing countries for planning.”38 

S/CRS, however, created a useful interagency conflict assessment 
tool for planning and programming purposes that was approved in 
2008 for all government agencies to use in developing a shared under-
standing of the conflict dynamics of a particular country.39 Interagency 
groups have since applied the Interagency Conflict Assessment Frame-
work (ICAF) methodology to eight countries, including Tajikistan, the 
Democratic Republic of Congo, and Cambodia. The intent is for the 
ICAF to be used by U.S. missions abroad in determining specific assis-
tance needs, by the Defense Department and COCOM planners for 
designing theater Phase Zero programs, and for full-scale government 
strategic and operational planning.40 Similar generic planning aids have 
been drafted to help coordinate the implementation of stabilization 
and reconstruction missions.41 Unfortunately, no agencies are required 
to use the ICAF when developing and implementing programs. 

 After years of being unable to fund field initiatives, S/CRS has also 
carried out some modest preventive efforts using Section 1207 Defense 
Department security and stabilization assistance funds. These funds 
were transferred to the State Department and USAID to “address 
urgent or emergent threats” in regions and countries “where a failure 
to act could lead to the deployment of U.S. forces.”42 Through FY2009, 
$350 million in 1207 funding has been used in eleven countries and two 
regions, including $30 million to support internally displaced people in 
Georgia, $9 million to support youth services in Yemen, and $15 mil-
lion to support teacher and job skills training in the Trans-Sahara.43 
Having a relatively flexible source of funds to support initiatives that 
fall outside the normal appropriations process has proven useful. Yet 
the future of this short-term transfer arrangement remains uncertain 
due to congressional criticism of the program.44 



17Assessing U.S. Preventive Action

cr isis Mi t igat ion 

Well-established arrangements exist to apprise senior officials of immi-
nent or breaking crises as well as facilitate rapid decision-making in 
such circumstances.45 Following the 9/11 attacks, U.S. early-warning 
and crisis management procedures were also significantly upgraded. 

Only recently, however, have dedicated arrangements been estab-
lished to manage the full range of stabilization and reconstruction 
operations as defined by NSPD-44. In 2007, an Interagency Manage-
ment System (IMS) was formally approved to coordinate U.S. plan-
ning for such contingencies, including actual or imminent state failure, 
potential regional instability, humanitarian disasters, and grave human 
rights violations.46 Use of the IMS can be triggered by the national 
security adviser or by direct request of the secretary of state or sec-
retary of defense.47 It calls initially for the creation of an interagency 
Country Reconstruction and Stabilization Group (CRSG), co-chaired 
by the S/CRS coordinator, the relevant assistant secretary from the 
State Department, and the NSC senior director.48 This group would 
generate a strategic plan to respond to the crisis, which would be pre-
sented for approval to the Deputies Committee and above if necessary. 
Coordination and implementation of the plan would be overseen by the 
CRSG and at lower operational levels by an Integrated Planning Cell 
that would be set up at the headquarters of the relevant regional com-
batant commander as well as by an interagency Advance Civilian Team 
dispatched to the country in crisis.

 S/CRS has also been developing the Civilian Response Corps (CRC) 
as a major additional expeditionary capability for crisis situations. The 
CRC consists of three elements—an Active Component (CRC-A) 
to comprise 250 government employees on call to be deployed within 
forty-eight hours principally to augment embassy staff; a Standby 
Component (CRC-S) of additional governmental experts that can 
be deployed over a period of one to two months; and a larger Reserve 
Component (CRC-R) made up of state and local government experts 
as well as private sector specialists that would be called up and poten-
tially deployed for up to one year.49 Only the Active and Standby com-
ponents, however, have received congressional funding.50

Promising though these initiatives appear, several concerns have 
been raised about the overall level of U.S. preparedness for preventive 
action in crisis situations. First, reorienting U.S. intelligence collection 
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efforts on short notice in response to rapidly emerging needs can be dif-
ficult. Since 2003, broad tasking guidance has been managed through 
the National Intelligence Priorities Framework (NIPF) coordinated by 
the director of National Intelligence.51 Consisting essentially of a task-
ing matrix, it ranks on its horizontal axis some thirty issues of concern 
according to their relative priority. On the vertical axis approximately 
180 state and nonstate groups are listed.52 The DNI then translates 
the matrix into specific guidance to senior intelligence community 
managers for allocating collection and analytical resources for their 
country, region, or issue area.53 The NIPF is updated every six months 
and signed by the president.54 While the NIPF is a comprehensive and 
systematic process, it is viewed by many intelligence officials and poli-
cymakers as too cumbersome and inflexible for responding to unfore-
seen contingencies.55 

Second, the Interagency Management System has never been fully  
activated, and it is unclear when it would be.56 Criticisms have also 
been voiced that it duplicates standing NSC processes and, much 
like the NIPF, it is overly bureaucratic—all of which may ultimately 
deter activation.57 Similarly, the Civilian Reserve Corps has yet to be 
fully mobilized, and while small numbers of the Active Component 
have been dispatched to assist U.S. embassy staff in several unstable 
areas—Lebanon, Kosovo, Haiti, Afghanistan, Liberia, Chad, Sudan, 
and Iraq—the results have been mixed. Whether they truly add value 
to existing U.S. government civilian “expeditionary” capabilities—
in particular, USAID’s Disaster Assistance Response Teams and the 
rapid response assets of its Office of Transitional Initiatives—is also 
a matter of some dispute. In any case, the CRC is primarily oriented 
to helping states deal with the late stages of a crisis or aftermath of a 
conflict rather than to helping the State Department prevent such situ-
ations arising in the first place.58 

Third, U.S. agencies have repeatedly been hamstrung in crisis situa-
tions by the difficulty in accessing funds for operations not already pre-
programmed or explicitly prescribed for certain contingencies. While 
several emergency funds are available for use, they come with various 
stipulations and constraints.59 Two new programs—a Rapid Response 
Fund and a Stabilization Bridge Fund—have been proposed in the 
president’s budget for FY2010 to help address this problem, but it is still 
uncertain whether they will be supported.60
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Recommendations

Recent statements by senior U.S. officials, including President Obama, 
indicating that the administration intends to place more emphasis on 
preventing foreign crises and violent conflict from becoming the source 
of new military commitments, are necessary but not sufficient. This 
goal still needs to be underscored in a prominent presidential speech to 
send a strong and unambiguous message to the rest of the administra-
tion and to Congress that this is now a national priority. It should also 
be made the centerpiece of the first National Security Strategy of the 
Obama administration. At the same time, practical steps must also be 
taken to ensure that the rhetoric can be converted into effective action; 
otherwise it will be perceived as a hollow commitment. 

The United States has considerable influence and resources at its dis-
posal to carry out various forms of preventive action. What it lacks are 
effective organizational arrangements to make the most of this latent 
capacity and help overcome some of the more common hindrances 
to preventive action. Rectifying current deficiencies does not require 
a radical overhaul of the U.S. government or costly new programs. 
Rather, much can be accomplished with some relatively modest initia-
tives and adjustments in the following areas. 

st r at egY

The first order of business is to design a clear and coherent strategy for 
U.S. preventive action. Resources are finite and thus a national strat-
egy must proceed from a prioritization of potential threats. The United 
States cannot treat every potential source of instability and conflict 
as equally important. A clear and sensible hierarchy of concerns must 
be developed to guide the level of attention and effort devoted to any 
given problem. Responsibility for setting preventive priorities and 



20 Enhancing U.S. Preventive Action

providing broad strategic guidance for U.S. policy should involve inter-
agency deliberation and be overseen by the national security adviser. 
Accordingly:

The current strategic planning directorate at the NSC needs to be  –
bolstered with additional staff and given appropriate authorities to 
perform its mission. 

The moribund interagency National Security Policy Planning Com- –
mittee established under the Bush administration needs to be revived 
and elevated in importance.

Developing what might be termed an “upstream consensus” within 
the U.S. national security community about the principal preven-
tive priorities of the United States is likely to be controversial. Useful 
precedents exist, however, in a variety of prior strategic exercises and 
guidance documents to help develop an acceptable approach. The goal 
should not be to rank specific countries or nonstate actors of concern 
to policymakers but to develop different levels or categories of risk 
(and likely needed response) associated with various types of instabil-
ity and conflict. The following are suggested guidelines to frame those 
priorities:

Tier-1 preventive priorities would be defined as events that pose  –
immediate or direct spillover threats to the U.S. homeland; have 
serious systemic implications for international security, the global 
economy, and environment; or involve large-scale genocide and 
mass atrocities. 

Tier-2 priorities would be defined as threats to countries where the  –
United States has made alliance commitments, or where instability 
and conflict may have serious regional implications or cause a major 
humanitarian disaster. 

Tier-3 priorities would encapsulate concerns where the likely human,  –
political, or geographical effects are of a lesser magnitude.

 Besides setting priorities for preventive action, such a ranking would 
help focus conflict risk assessments and intelligence collection. It would 
also sensitize policymakers to the significance of warning information 
in specific instances. 
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Given the diversity of concerns and potential contingencies, no single 
integrated strategy can hope to provide detailed policy guidance. More 
focused strategic planning frameworks can be developed, however, to 
direct preventive action toward generic sources of concern—such as 
fragile states or countries undergoing potential unstable political tran-
sitions—as well as toward specific regions or states. These frameworks 
would share common features with the attention given to determining 
the focus, timing, and synchronization of U.S. efforts as well as the use 
made of prospective partners. They would obviously also draw on the 
latest utility assessments of different preventive measures.

War ning

The United States needs to better utilize its considerable early-warning 
capabilities, whether they be intelligence collection systems, analysts, 
or products. As others have noted, a much closer working relationship 
has to be nurtured between the intelligence and policy communities for 
this purpose.61 Intelligence officials need to understand the principal 
concerns of policymakers and provide them with warning information 
that is useful and timely. Likewise, policymakers need to be receptive 
to that information and make better use of the analytical capabilities of 
the intelligence community for preventive policy formulation. 

Generating a clear set of preventive priorities would help guide the 
tasking of intelligence collection and analysis without compromising 
the integrity of the relationship. Thus, intelligence officials would not 
have to divine the leading concerns of the policymakers, nor make judg-
ments about their relative import. Accordingly:

The director of National Intelligence should prepare, as part of the  –
Annual Threat Assessment briefing to Congress, a classified assess-
ment of the most worrisome areas of potential instability and con-
flict for the coming year.62 

The Special Warning Notices should be categorized using the same  –
prioritization scheme, thus improving the likelihood that policy-
makers will take note of them when they are issued. The states listed 
on the various watchlists could conceivably be ranked in the same 
way, though the Annual Threat Assessment would arguably make 
this redundant. 
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The various instability watchlists should be consolidated into  –
a single U.S. government watchlist as part of a general effort to 
streamline early-warning products and integrate them more for-
mally into planning and programming. The Atrocity Watchlist 
should be incorporated into the annual Internal Instability Watch-
list or appended to it. Unless the USAID watchlists retain value as 
a more refined and accessible analytical tool for the wider devel-
opment assistance community, they should be discontinued. 

Pl anning and Progr aMMing

The United States lacks effective planning and programming arrange-
ments for these different kinds of preventive action. Those that do exist 
are poorly connected to the conflict assessment and early-warning pro-
cess and are generally weak institutionally. This problem is most evi-
dent in the provision of overseas foreign assistance to reduce the risk 
of conflict as well as in crisis prevention and contingency planning.  
S/CRS certainly does not have the necessary “bureaucratic clout” to 
fulfill its NSPD-44 mandate to lead and coordinate government plan-
ning for preventive action. 

The only logical place for planning and programming to reside is in 
the White House and specifically the National Security Council. Given 
the enormous scope of preventive action, it is too much to expect a single 
NSC directorate to coordinate all relevant programs and activities. A 
logical place to divide responsibilities is to split oversight and coordi-
nation of foreign assistance programming as well as related efforts to 
promote human rights and good governance from crisis prevention and 
management activities. The latter should be combined with prepara-
tion for and coordination of stabilization and reconstruction missions 
given the operational overlap. The following organizational arrange-
ments are, therefore, proposed:

Create an NSC Directorate for Development and Governance. This  –
office would oversee and coordinate foreign assistance planning and 
programming across the U.S. government while also synchronizing 
cooperation with related international and regional organizations. 
An NSC Interagency Policy Committee (IPC) on Development 
and Governance co-chaired by the senior director and the deputy 
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administrator for USAID should also be created. All foreign assis-
tance programming—including all temporary Defense Department 
funding—would fall under its purview.

Create an NSC Directorate for Prevention, Stabilization, and  –
Reconstruction (PSR). This should be established with a compa-
rable PSR IPC co-chaired by the senior director and the coordina-
tor for S/CRS. This office would likewise oversee and coordinate 
interagency crisis prevention, stabilization, and reconstruction 
planning. An annual interagency review of the Internal Instability 
Watchlist should be initiated and those states of particular concern 
to the United States should receive a mandatory follow-up ICAF 
conflict assessment—presently they are voluntary. The latter would 
serve as the basis for the creation of interagency crisis prevention 
and crisis response plans.63 Special Warning Notices would like-
wise trigger automatic reviews by the PSR IPC to assess U.S. policy 
options and crisis preparedness. Planning for other plausible and 
important contingencies would also be directed by the PSR Direc-
torate. Given the amount of effort expended to create the Inter-
agency Management System, the system should be retained but its 
focus broadened to include pre-crisis planning and preparedness. 
Current arrangements for initiating its use should be reviewed 
with the intent of making it more integrated into established NSC 
procedures. 

Representatives from each of these directorates would sit on their 
respective interagency coordinating mechanisms and report directly 
to the principal deputy national security adviser. The co-chairs of both 
IPCs would also coordinate agency briefings to Congress to ensure that 
relevant committee and staff are informed of planning efforts to facili-
tate quick congressional action if and when needed.

r e source s

Placing more emphasis on preventive action will require some repro-
gramming and rebalancing of resources to improve institutional 
capacities at the State Department and USAID. Initiatives are already 
underway to upgrade staffing support at their headquarters in Washing-
ton, DC, and in missions abroad, which should help redress a chronic 
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underfunding of both departments. The NSC also needs to be staffed 
at a level commensurate with its responsibilities, but this can be mostly 
satisfied through interagency transfers rather than with new dedicated 
staff. More specific recommendations are as follows:

The temporary current authorities provided to the Defense Depart- –
ment to award development foreign aid should migrate back to the 
State Department. Several Defense Department–managed funds 
are set to expire in the coming fiscal year, and senior Pentagon offi-
cials have indicated that they support shifting authority for them 
to the secretary of state. If that happens, the U.S. military will still 
conduct a variety of conflict prevention programs under the auspices 
of Phase Zero operations. However, the resources devoted to these 
programs, their underlying guidance, and their coordination with 
similar civilian-led activities need to be reviewed.

The Office of the Coordinator for Reconstruction and Stabiliza- –
tion should continue to be strengthened but with more resources 
devoted to preventive planning and crisis preparedness to fulfill its  
NSPD-44 mandate.64 It should also become the prime locus for 
analyzing prior operations for “lessons learned” and best practices, 
something that the State Department rarely does.

Congress should approve current proposals to establish a Rapid  –
Response Fund and Stabilization Bridge Fund in the FY2010 budget. 
This will help address the recurring challenge of obtaining emer-
gency funding support for crisis situations. 

The director of foreign assistance needs to streamline the paper- –
work required of field officers to request funding changes for needs 
not anticipated during the budget submission process and reduce 
the response time for such requests.65 

Congress should fully support current efforts to build up a Civil- –
ian Response Corps for stabilization and reconstruction missions. 
However, it must also review the operational relationship of the 
CRC to similar USAID expeditionary capabilities. Their respective 
roles and missions overlap, and the circumstances for using one over 
the other need to be clarified, especially with regard to operational 
coordination in the field. The Quadrennial Diplomacy and Develop-
ment Review (QDDR), due to be completed in 2010, should address 
this issue.
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The QDDR should also consider the utility of standing up a dedi- –
cated mediation support unit and a roster of regional and functional 
experts that can be rapidly deployed to provide technical expertise 
to U.S. and UN officials or local negotiators. This unit could be 
employed to backstop the work of special envoys, who have noted in 
the past that being understaffed hampers the effectiveness of their 
activities. The UN’s Department of Political Affairs has already cre-
ated such a capability, and its experience to date needs to be studied. 

The longer a new administration is in power, the harder it is to initi-
ate and implement organizational changes. But the window of oppor-
tunity for these recommendations has not yet shut. Much is still in 
flux. While other foreign and domestic priorities also vie for atten-
tion, it is better to invest in prevention today than potentially pay a 
bigger price tomorrow. 
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