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VIEwS AND OPINIONS

Introduction

N
ATO has recognized that, for the foreseeable 
future, most conflicts will be of a counter-
insurgency nature involving failing or failed 
states. As a result, NATO has understood that 
a 3D approach (Defence, Diplomacy and 

Development), otherwise known as the “Comprehensive 
Approach,” involving the engagement of more than just mili-
tary capabilities, is required to deal successfully with these 
failed/failing state conflicts. Specifically, it 
has recognised that the primary concern in 
turning around a failed/failing state, or in 
establishing a post-conflict state, is to take 
a comprehensive approach in dealing with 
three sectors; Security, Development, and 
Governance.

Based upon the experience of individ-
ual member nations and NATO itself in 

both the Afghan and Iraqi conflicts, a great amount of exper-
tise has been developed with respect to Security Sector reform. 
Additionally, premised upon national contributions via indi-
vidual national militaries in establishing “Provincial 
Reconstruction Teams,” (PRTs) a degree of expertise has been 
developed by NATO and its member nations in the realm of 
Development. But whereas NATO has been fully engaged in 
two out of the three sectors, its engagement in the Governance 
sector has been lacking. The main reason is that Governance 
has traditionally rested within the realm of national ministries 

of Foreign Affairs and/or the Development 
Agencies of the NATO member countries, 
as well as with non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs). 

However, there are periods of time 
within the spectrum of conflict when, based 
upon threat level and/or lack of readiness, 
these traditional players cannot deploy to 
engage the Governance sector until much 
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opportunity has passed. This 
issue is particularly impor-
tant, since one could argue 
that pre-conflict, conflict, 
and post-conflict in a coun-
ter-insurgency type of opera-
tion quickly become blended, 
with no clear-cut delineation 
between phases. More impor-
tantly, a level of threat will 
exist for extended periods of 
time such that civilian-based 
Governance assistance is not 
able to be deployed. Yet, 
effort in all three sectors is 
vital at all times. In this 
regard, this short article pro-
poses a specific approach to 
the Governance Sector that 
NATO may wish to consider; 
namely, the establishment of 
a NATO Governance Support 
Team (GST).

Historical Perspective: The Canadian Strategic 
Advisory Team (SAT)

Beginning in August 2005, at the request of the President 
of Afghanistan, Hamid Karzai, the Canadian government 

dispatched a 20-man Strategic Advisory Team to work for the 
Presidential Office. This team, consisting of military officers 
from a mix of army, navy, and air force backgrounds, deployed 
with a broad mandate to assist the President in establishing a 
nascent government, as well as assistance in implementing 
government services to the nation. At the time, President 
Karzai was struggling to establish a working government, 
supported, for the most part, by first-time elected members of 
his national parliament, the majority of whom had minimal if 
any previous experience in government, or, for that matter, 
with any other form of executive management. Exacerbating 
his initiative further was his reliance upon a Soviet-trained 
civil service bureaucracy accustomed to being paid very little, 
and producing even less. 

Deployment of the Canadian SAT produced immediate 
results with respect to helping the Afghan government get 
started. Over the next three years, Canada provided three rota-
tions of military-generated SATs, gradually refining its man-
date into one of capacity development at the executive level 
throughout numerous ministries and government agencies. 
Eventually, after three years, the SAT was transformed into a 
Canadian International Development Agency (CIDA) - con-
tracted initiative. This initial Canadian effort placed a dedi-
cated team right at the centre of the Afghan government, deal-
ing exclusively with ‘Governance’ at a time when threat levels 
prevented any other viable civilian based effort from address-
ing the ‘Governance’ sector. It is from the experiences of the 
Canadian SAT that the following deductions and observations 
are drawn with a view to recommending the best way ahead in 
establishing and operating a NATO Governance Support Team.

Why a NATO GST?  

The sooner an effort is made in turning around, or estab-
lishing, government services, the sooner a general pop-

ulace will throw its support behind the government, and 
withdraw itself from any insurgency. Therefore, the sooner 
governance development assistance can be rendered, the bet-
ter. As previously mentioned, there are periods within a 
conflict where a military-generated GST, exclusively 
focused upon the Governance sector, would be a great 
advantage as the only viable capability deployed in the 
absence of any other Governance development effort. In this 
case, a NATO-generated GST, by its very nature, would be 
able to deploy into a theatre during periods when a given 
threat level may be unacceptable to other non-military 
actors. Additionally, military personnel are accustomed to 
living in austere environments that a civilian team may find 
far too disconcerting to enable a concentrated level of sus-
tained effort. Not only would a NATO GST be able to 
deploy, it should be able to remain in support for a consider-
able time, whatever the local conditions. 

One of the great mistakes made in the Afghanistan opera-
tion was an initial influx of “Fly-by MBAs [Masters of 
Business Administration].” These highly paid ‘governance’ 
mercenaries, hired by various well-intentioned third parties, 
“… arrived on a Monday, observed for a Tuesday, wrote a 
report on a Wednesday, presented it Thursday, and departed 
on Friday.” They were neither willing nor able to stay in 
Kabul for any great period of time. By no means did they gain 
the trust of the members of the government or the few func-
tioning civil servants. In fact, quite the opposite occurred. 
They were, for the most part, treated politely while in coun-
try, but, once gone, their advice was usually ignored. 
Conversely, a NATO-generated team able to remain in place 
despite risky austere conditions would engender respect and 
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trust, thus enabling it to assist in Governance development 
and a resulting restoration of governmental services. 

One of the great traits of NATO military culture is its 
training/mentoring orientation. This embedded trait is ideal for 
the task at hand; to train and/or mentor mid-to-high level 
bureaucrats to become effective managers. Military officers 
are always training their subordinate officers, both formally 
and informally. Thus they tend to be well-suited for this type 
of work.  

A new government, supported by an atrophied bureau-
cracy, and faced with attempting to establish government ser-
vices in the midst of a conflict or post-conflict environment, 
can view its national situation as overwhelmingly complex. A 
military Governance Support Team, drawn from well-trained 
and experienced staff officers, can apply either their own 
national processes, or a NATO planning process, to help ren-
der a complex situation comprehensible. More importantly, it 
can assist the host government in developing national strategic 
and operational level plans, which would also assist in the 
provision of government services.

NATO GST Operating Principles 

The following are some operating principles that should be 
used to generate forces, and then to conduct, a NATO 

GST mission.

Create trust. This type 
of effort, although poten-
tially having strategic rami-
fications is, by- and-large, 
conducted on an ‘individ-
ual-to-individual’ basis, i.e., 
a GST member assisting a 
host government member. It 
can only be successful if the 
target training audience 
believes that the GST truly 
has the trainee’s national 
and personal interests at 
heart, and this belief can 
only be established through 
trust. It is imperative that 
each GST member works 
towards gaining this trust, 
and, once gained, retains it.

Arrive cultural ly 
aware. Gaining the trust 
required to establish a per-
sonal relationship with the 
target training audience can 
be greatly assisted by arriv-
ing in-theatre culturally aware of host nation social prac-
tices. As first impressions tend to last, GST members com-
mencing work with an understanding of the cultural nuances 
of day-to-day living with respect to the target trainees will 
expedite the process of gaining trust.

The host nation agenda is paramount. The GST must 
be fully committed to the national government agenda, what-
ever it may be, other then, obviously, anything unethical or 
illegal. The team cannot be seen to be undermining or co-opt-
ing any governmental initiative. The GST must endeavour to 
assist the government in determining its priorities, offer con-
structive suggestions towards attainment of those priorities, 
and then actively support the attainment of those priorities.

Leave no fingerprints. The GST must be selfless and 
virtually invisible in its efforts, and, at all times, must not seek 
any specific recognition. It is extremely important that, while 
developing the Governance capability of a host nation, the 
GST does not undermine the individual or collective credibil-
ity of the host nation’s government. In other words, all credit 
for successful governance must be retained by the host nation.

Become completely a part of the office. Embedding in 
the working offices of the government is essential, and by 
embedding, it is not sufficient to just co-locate. To gain clear 
insight into the daily routine of a host ministerial office, one 
must be completely embedded therein, in daily work routine, in 
dress, and with respect to the social aspects of the work envi-
ronment. With regard to security measures, the principle of 
‘blending in’ trump overt kinetic operating methods. Of note, 
this approach may well demand an acceptance of a higher level 
of risk from operational/tactical level NATO commanders.

facilitate intra-governmental networking. It is natural 
for most institutional members to become ‘bogged down’ by 
the day-to-day aspects of their own specific ministry. A syn-
ergistic effect can be created by combining the efforts of 
various ministries to attain a more comprehensive approach. 
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A NATO GST, comprised of team mem-
bers from various ministries, would be 
able to take a more strategic view to dis-
cern the possibilities of a combined min-
istry effort. Once ascertained, the GST 
can suggest, at the highest level possible 
within respective ministries, that under-
taking a combined ministerial approach 
would be beneficial. 

Do not do their work for them. The 
GST will be viewed by some members of 
the host government as a means to lessen 
their work load, if not to avoid it com-
pletely. On the other hand, it will be tempting to members of 
the GST to implement a governmental program themselves, as 
opposed to coaching a host bureaucrat into becoming capable 
of doing so himself. That said, on occasion, the urgency of an 
issue will warrant direct action by a GST member. The trick is 
to know when to do so, and when not to do so. Retaining 
‘credibility’ within the office should be the guiding principle 
when making a decision to become directly engaged.

feed Success. In all likelihood, the GST will be faced 
with a mentorship task of extreme magnitude. In keeping with 
the ‘No fingerprints’ principle, the GST, by necessity, will be 
small in size, so as to blend in with the government staff, but 
not to overwhelm it, and therefore, it will only be able to field 
a limited number of officers. Given this limitation, the GST 
cannot afford to waste effort. Ministries will vary in their 
acceptance of a NATO GST initiative. Invariably, some host 
bureaucrats will neither be willing nor capable of accepting 
GST assistance, either due to a personal perception of the GST 
member(s) as a threat, or as a result of intellectual incompe-
tence. In either case, if, after various efforts of negotiation 
between the GST commander and the host ministry manage-
ment, a given situation is unresolved, remove and deploy those 
GST member(s) affected to another ministry, preferably one 
that is progressing favourably, due to GST support. 

Engage all levels of Governance. To the extent possible, 
given the personnel manning of the GST, this effort should be 
applied, not only at the ministerial office level, but also at the 
sub-ministerial level (i.e. provincial as well as district and city 
level). By engaging all levels of governance within a given 
ministry/government service sector, the GST can ensure that 
the success it may effect at any given level of government is 
not rendered ineffective by a lower or higher level of adminis-
tration’s lack of capacity.   

Stay awhile. Host nation bureaucrats will be aware that 
you are a foreigner with good intentions, but that you invari-
ably are returning to your home country. When faced with this 
premise, if the bureaucrat believes that you are only on the 
ground for a brief period of time, unwilling to invest long-
term in their efforts, he/she will be somewhat unwilling to 
accept the support of the GST. Therefore, it is extremely 
important at the outset to express the intention to remain with 
the ministry for an extensive period of time, or until the min-
istry feels that GST support is no longer required.

But do not overstay your welcome. 
This principle is not contrary to the pre-
vious one. If the GST is successful in 
implementing a minimum level of com-
petency within a ministry, it needs to 
remove itself. There will be hesitancy on 
the part of a minister and/or senior staff 
to let the GST go, as, in most cases, 
these ministries will always be faced 
with a minimum of executive resources, 
and will view the departure of the GST 
as a loss. However, below the ministerial 
level, the GST will be resented if it con-
tinues to provide unnecessary mentor-

ship.  Even more so, it will be especially resented if it is 
unwilling to undertake non-mentorship tasks, while adhering 
to the ‘Do not do their work for them’ principle. However, 
the GST must be particularly careful not to pull out of a min-
istry before an acceptable level of competency is attained, 
and, more importantly, before it is likely to be sustained 
without the GST present. 

GST Composition

The initial deployment rotation of a GST should be made 
up of a balance of both generalist (i.e. combat arms plan-

ners) and specialist officers (i.e., engineering, legal, logistic).  
Regardless of the actual corps/branches/elements of origin, the 
members of the team should have acquired practical experi-
ence by virtue of employment with their respective DND 
staffs. This is not the same as having served on a military 
command staff. The experience of employment on a defence 
department staff, engaged in a civil service-based governance 
process, will be the basis to enable the GST member to mentor 
the development of the host nation civil servant. The mission 
of a GST is to create competent civil servants and effective 
government processes. It is not deployed to create military 
staffs and processes. Subsequent GST rotations may also look 
to the selective employment of reservist officers, who may 
have an expertise that could be applied to a specific host 
nation ministry.  

friction Point

There is one major friction point with respect to the estab-
lishment and implementation of a NATO GST. 

Traditionally, the area of Governance sector development is 
conducted via ministries of foreign affairs, development agen-
cies, or NGOs, and it is understood and accepted that it is 
appropriate that these ministries/agencies should be consid-
ered the first priority for the execution of a Governance 
development mission. However, whereas they should be con-
sidered the first priority to deploy, when they cannot, it does 
not preclude the quick dispatch of a NATO GST.  In estab-
lishing this capability, NATO must gain support at the highest 
levels of its member nations that a military-generated GST 
will be supported, and, at the earliest opportunity, replaced by 
a civilian-based equivalent capability, either under NATO 
command, or on a national bilateral basis. 

“Invariably, some host 
bureaucrats will neither be 

willing nor capable of 
accepting GST assistance, 

either due to a personal 
perception of the GST 

member(s) as a threat, or 
as a result of intellectual 

incompetence.”
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Recommendations

At the earliest opportunity, NATO should establish on a 
standby deployable basis, a NATO Governance Support 

Team. This team, once established, should only be deployed 
when deemed that the Governance sector of a NATO 
Comprehensive Approach-based campaign is not being 
addressed by non-military actors. It should conduct its opera-
tion in accordance with the specified principles listed earlier, 
and hand over its operations to non-military agents as soon as 
practicable, with minimal disruption to the mentorship mis-
sion at hand. In establish-
ing this capability, NATO 
should request that the 
Canadian Government, on 
a ‘Lead Nation’ basis, and 
premised upon its very 
successful  St ra tegic 
Advisory Team experi-
ence, undertake the initial 
force generation task, with 
a view to handing the ini-
tiative over to the NATO 
Allied Transformation 
Command/Joint Warfare 
Centre. 

Conclusion

It is clear that the future 
of warfare will invari-

ably call  upon a 
Comprehensive Approach 
at some point during the 
phases of a given counter-

insurgency operation. 
NATO has, through its 
recent operational experi-
ence, accepted this fact. 
And while NATO has, to 
a great extent, engaged 
itself in executing a 
Comprehensive Approach 
to  Secu r i ty  and 
Development sectors at 
the strategic and tactical 
levels, it has experienced 
limited engagement in the 
Governance sector, since 
the development of this 
sector has traditionally 
been conducted by non-
m i l i t a r y  a c t o r s . 
Unfortunately, due to 
high threat levels, the tra-
ditional civilian-based 
engagement in develop-
ing the Governance sector 
has been lacking, espe-
cially at the commence-

ment of a NATO counter-insurgency campaign. The establish-
ment of a NATO Governance Support Team able to deploy on 
demand will close this void in a Comprehensive Approach 
until such time as a civilian-based effort can deploy.      

Major Paul Cooper completed the NATO Defence College course in July 
2011, having served as a member of the Canadian Strategic Advisory 
Team (SAT) in Afghanistan from August 2007 to August 2008. He is cur-
rently an analyst at NATO’s Joint Warfare Centre Headquarters in 
Stavanger, Norway.
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