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It was evident from the laborious note taking 
and thoughtful discourse that more than a few 
attendees may have some future contributions 
in the topics presented at the inaugural Student 
Workshop for Civil-Military Operations April 
26. 

More than 130 cadets and students were 
invited to attend the daylong workshop on 
humanitarian assistance and disaster response, 
sponsored by the West Point Center for the Study 
of Civil-Military Operations. 

Col. Wiley Thompson, professor and 
head of the Department of Geography and 
Environmental Engineering, described it 
as a unique forum for students to hear and 
engage directly with experts in the field of 
humanitarianism. 

“I think what is so great here is the 
opportunity to bring such a diverse set of voices 
on this subject to one place,” Thompson said. 

Dr. Peter Walker, the director of the Feinstein 
International Center at Tufts University, was the 
keynote speaker. 

Walker,  who has been involved in 
humanitarian relief programs for more than 
25 years, founded the annual World Disasters 
Report, which has served as the standard 
reference text for the humanitarian community.

“This notion of humanitarian crises is not 
something that just happens out there. It’s 
absolutely embedded in all of our histories,” 
Walker said, referencing America’s Great 
Depression and the Potato Famine in Ireland—
both crises of an economic nature. 

For a disaster to exist it must combine the 
elements of a hazard with vulnerable people. 

A drought in the Sudan would result in a 
disaster whereas one in America would not 
because certain measures in the states prevent 
its people from becoming overwhelmingly 
vulnerable.

“In the case of New Orleans, if the people 
who were caught in Hurricane Katrina had been 
richer, they would not have suffered so greatly,” 

Walker said. 
Humanitarianism is a complex system, 

Walker said, that involves many government and 
non-governmental agencies together with non-
profit and corporate organizations all working 
with different missions and directives.

“The business, if you like, of humanitarianism 
is a bit scary. It’s not command and control,” 
Walker said. “It’s complicated, it’s fluid and 
it’s dynamic.”

There rarely are quick fixes in the business 
of humanitarianism either, Walker said. Seventy 
percent of humanitarian dollars are spent on 
relief operations that have already been running 
for eight years.

“These are long-term, year-in, year-out 
operations and that’s the norm,” Walker said. 
“So change your mind set. Humanitarian 
assistance is not about quick-in, quick-out, it’s 
about the long-term, grinding operation on the 
ground.”

Military operations such as in Iraq, 
Afghanistan, Sudan and Somalia have 
synergism with humanitarian operations, and 
the consequence of ineffective short-term 
strategies have long-term implications in these 
areas. Walker also spoke of the ramifications of 
urbanization and globalization and how climate 
change influences social, economic and political 
change. 

“These sorts of crises will only become more 
common than they were in the past and you’re 
going to be called to operate in them … and 
work alongside these humanitarian agencies,” 
Walker said. “These are the sorts of actors you’re 
going to have to deal with and understand what 
drives them if you are going to fulfill your 
mission in these complex environments. For 
me, that’s why this sort of dialogue today really 
matters.”

The distinguished panel included Michael 
Marx from the United Nations’ Office for the 
Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, Elizabeth 
Campbell from the State Department’s Bureau 
of International Organizations and retired 
Col. Michael Hess, a 1971 U.S. Military 
Academy graduate and former U.S. Agency 

CMO Center hosts inaugural student workshop

for International Development administrator.  
Marcia Wong from the U.S. Institute of Peace 
said her organization often conducts civil-
military workshops that combine different 
military, government and non-government 
personnel. 

“It’s nice to be in that classroom where 
you can challenge assumptions, try to figure 
out the stereotypes of these organizations and 
have these arguments now rather than when 
everyone’s in the field,” Wong said. 

Others discussed the fog of relief that exists 
when these organizations clutter the area of 
operation during a crisis or “get in each other’s 
sandboxes.” 

“As we transcend these asymmetric 
battlefields, it’s increasingly important that 
we understand who our civilian partners are, 
because it’s less and less becoming force 
on nation and more about state and civility 
creation,” Class of 2013 Cadet James Long said. 

Long learned from Hess that the best way 
to see clearly through the fog of relief is by 
finding the disaster assistance response team 
on the ground. It was just one piece of advice 
among many, but something Long had never 
heard of before.

“The workshop went beyond abstracts and 
we were able to talk to experts with opinions that 
will allow us as platoon leaders then to take their 

advice and incorporate it in a way that we can 
execute and also expand our vision,” Long said.

The cadets in attendance were from EV482 
Military Geography, a capstone course for 
some, but a favorite elective for others, Lt. 
Col. Andrew Lohman, Geography program 
director, said. 

Class of 2013 Cadet Megan Moore is taking 
this elective as an environmental science major. 
In her environmental securities capstone course, 
Moore said humanitarianism is covered the 
entire semester.

“I just like the subject because it’s something  
I want to do after the Army or even during if I 
have the opportunity,” Moore said.

Considering the copious amount of notes 
taken during the workshop, Moore said it’s all 
information to be saved.

“I’m going to put it in my leader book, 
which is something cadets create that can be 
used throughout our careers,” Moore said. “This 
is definitely something I can reference back to 
later on.”

Long, an international relations major, said 
his coursework has provided a great macro-view 
of nation building and stability operations. 

“But this workshop gives context and 
understanding from the ground level. I don’t 
even know how many years of experience are 
in this room now, but it’s humbling,” Long said. 

Retired Col. Michael Hess, a U.S. Military Academy Class of 1971 graduate, and 
Karen Walsh were among the presenters lending their expertise in the field of 
humanitarianism and disaster relief during the inaugural Student Workshop for 
Civil-Military Operations April 26 in Washington Hall. Hess previously taught 
European history at the academy and Walsh has guest lectured at West Point 
and for other Army command audiences.

Experts in humanitarianism, disaster relief share insight to more than 130 attendees

Marcia Wong from the U.S. Institute of Peace participates in a small working 
group session in Washington Hall during the Student Workshop for Civil-
Military Operations April 26. Wong is director for intergovernmental affairs and 
oversees the working group on civilian-military relations in non-permissive 
environments. 




