
U.S. Army soldiers help the crew of a U.S. Navy MH-53E Sea Dragon helicopter from 
the aircraft carrier USS Carl Vinson unload food and supplies at the airport in Port-au-
Prince, Haiti.
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Given the U.S. government’s current resource constraints U.S. government agencies are 

examining ways to reduce costs and leverage current resources. Agencies focusing on 

expanding interagency initiatives must seek ways to become more cost efficient. 

Interagency coordination is a challenging task complicated by diverse agencies’ different and 

sometimes competing cultures, priorities, strategies, goals, plans and incentives. The U.S. 

Government Accountability Office (GAO) has followed the progress of interagency coordination 

between the Department of Defense (DOD), U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), 

U.S. State Department and other agencies. In several studies, GAO identifies four key areas that 

could improve interagency coordination: (1) developing and implementing overarching strategies; 

(2) creating collaborative organizations; (3) developing a well-trained workforce; and (4) sharing/

integrating national security information.

U.S. Southern Command (SOUTHCOM), one of DOD’s six regional Combatant Commands,1 

is taking an active role in interagency coordination.2 The threats in SOUTHCOM’s area of respon-

sibility for the most part do not require a military response3, SOUTHCOM has leveraged the 

interagency community to accomplish its mission, especially in the areas of humanitarian assis-

tance and counter-narcotics. Considering defense budget cuts, synergizing interagency capabilities 

at the military operational level, at the Combatant Commands for example, helps reduce duplica-

tion of effort among agencies and maximizes use of limited U.S. government resources. 

SOUTHCOM is thus well-positioned to further the interagency process and create a more solid 

foundation for establishing an interagency coordination framework. 
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This article examines SOUTHCOM’s mis-

sion, examines how the organization addresses 

interagency coordination in the four GAO 

described areas, and provides recommenda-

tions for further enhancing interagency coor-

dination. Humanitarian assistance and coun-

ter-narcotics serve to highlight specific 

strengths and weaknesses in SOUTHCOM’s 

overall interagency process and progress. The 

article is composed of four sections with the 

body following GAO’s key areas for consider-

ation in improving an organization’s overall 

interagency coordination. 

SOUTHCOM’s mission is, “to conduct 

joint and combined full-spectrum military 

operations within the Area of Responsibility, 

in order to support U.S. national security 

objectives and interagency efforts that promote 

regional security.”4 Two of SOUTHCOM’s 

focus areas are countering transnational orga-

nized crime, and humanitarian assistance/

disaster relief.  Because most of the challenges 

in SOUTHCOM’s area of responsibility are 

related to issues such as gangs, drugs, natural 

disasters, poverty and inequality, SOUTHCOM 

is incorporating a whole-of-government 

approach working with other U.S. government 

agencies and the private sector in conducting 

its mission.5 Furthermore, a decrease in the 

overall U.S. defense budget, affecting all 

Combatant Commands, requires that all 

Commands look for ways to leverage inter-

agency resources. SOUTHCOM, with a smaller 

budget than other commands, has greater 

incentives to work with other agencies toward 

this goal.  

Developing Overarching Strategies

Interagency coordination is more easily 

accomplished when there is a clearly articu-

lated mission/goal, and when leaderships of 

Combatant Commands and relevant agencies 

are committed to achieving a specific outcome. 

Creating an overarching interagency strategy 

could provide a catalyst for interagency 

engagement thereby driving different organiza-

tions to work together to create a sense of col-

laboration that permeates the agencies 

involved. Studies on leadership point out the 

importance of defining a mission as a catalyst 

for creating a successful organization. 

Successfully defining team direction contrib-

utes significantly to a team’s effectiveness and 

success.6

According to GAO, “strategic direction is 

required as the basis for collaboration toward 

national security goals. Defining organiza-

tional goals and responsibilities and mecha-

nisms for coordination can help agencies 

clarify who will lead or participate in which 

activities, organize their joint activities and 

individual efforts, facilitate decision-making, 

and address how conflicts would be resolved, 

thereby facilitating interagency collabora-

tion.”7

Overarching strategies are critical in pro-

viding different agencies with clear direction 

in accomplishing common national security 

objectives. This is the first step in organizing a 

group of people/agencies to move in the same 

direction. However, a strategy should not be so 

broad that implementation is ambiguous and/

or confusing. Establishing roles and responsi-

bilities as well as coordination mechanisms to 

facilitate decision-making is critical in building 

effective teams. 

“Although some agencies have developed 

or updated overarching strategies on national 

security-related issues, GAO’s work has identi-

fied cases where U.S. efforts have been hin-

dered by the lack of information on roles and 

http://www.southcom.mil/aboutus/Pages/Area-of-Responsibility.aspx
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responsibilities of organizations involved or 

coordination mechanisms.”8

SOUTHCOM’s overarching strategic docu-

ment is the Command Strategy. The Command 

Strategy encompasses the Commander’s vision 

for the entire Combatant Command including 

SOUTHCOM’s sub-elements. It takes into 

account national level documents such as the 

National Security Strategy, National Defense 

Strategy, U.S. Military Strategy, and the Global 

Employment of the Forces (GEF) laying out 

the strategy for the organization within the 

context of its geographic area of responsibility.  

The Theater Campaign Plan (TCP) is 

derived from the Command Strategy. This plan 

takes the Commander’s vision and converts it 

into a plan of action for the entire Command. 

Parallel to execution of the TCP, Component 

Commands 9 and Security Cooperation 

Offices10 develop their own plans – the 

Component Support Plans and the Country 

Campaign Plans respectively – which support 

the TCP and the Command Strategy. Because 

U.S. military representatives at embassies cre-

ate the Country Campaign Plan, this must be 

synchronized with the embassy’s overall 

Mission Strategic Plan at the country level.  

The Command Strategy is not an inter-

agency strategy. It is not created as an inter-

agency document with strategic inputs from 

other agencies; it is a SOUTHCOM document 

that directs the command to work with inter-

agency partners in achieving SOUTHCOM 

objectives.11 As a result of this direction, cre-

ation of the TCP does include interagency par-

ticipation. In 2009 and 2010, SOUTHCOM 

conducted its first interagency planning meet-

ings. The Command produced the TCP and 

presented the plan to over ten U.S. government 

departments and offices for inputs and com-

ments. According to some SOUTHCOM 

officials, interagency representatives believed 

the TCP was already too far in the planning 

process. They felt it was too late for them to 

make any substantive inputs. USAID represen-

tatives commented that SOUTHCOM leader-

ship, prior to holding the TCP interagency 

meeting, had already approved most elements 

of the plan, and they were not expecting their 

inputs to be reflected in it.12 However the meet-

ings provided a venue for understanding 

diverse agency missions and served as a basis 

for seeking areas to align future activities and 

resources.13 

These initial interagency meetings were an 

attempt to create a coordination mechanism 

that more specifically delineates roles and 

responsibilities laid out in the TCP in support 

of the Command Strategy, but because the TCP 

was nearly complete when the meetings took 

place, it was considered a SOUTHCOM plan, 

not an interagency plan. The plan also con-

tained elements for which other U.S. govern-

ment agencies besides DOD were leads in 

overseeing specific activities and tasks. 

SOUTHCOM was attempting to encourage the 

agencies to take a more active role in activities 

laid out in the TCP. 

While the Command Strategy is not an 

interagency strategy, SOUTHCOM is taking 

initiatives to involve the interagency commu-

nity in its plans by suggesting roles and 

responsibilities via its TCP.  SOUTHCOM plan-

ners are advised to be cautious and not appear 

t o  b e  d i c t a t i n g  a c t i o n s  t o  a g e n c i e s . 

SOUTHCOM is taking initiatives to involve 
the interagency community in its plans by 
suggesting roles and responsibilities via its 
TCP.
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Furthermore, since an overarching interagency 

strategy does not exist instructing the inter-

agency organizations to work together, the TCP 

could continue to be viewed as a SOUTHCOM 

plan rather than an interagency one.

Overarching Strategies: Humanitarian 
Assistance, DOD and USAID

The current SOUTHCOM Command Strategy 

highlights humanitarian assistance/disaster 

relief as one of SOUTHCOM’s focus areas and 

recognizes the importance of working with 

other U.S. government agencies and the inter-

national community in this area.14 USAID is 

the lead agency overseeing foreign humanitar-

ian assistance efforts for the U.S. government. 

In an effort to better synchronize USAID and 

DOD humanitarian assistance, in November 

2009, USAID issued, Policy Guidance for 

DOD’s Overseas Humanitarian Assistance 

Program. This document lays out specific pro-

cedures for how USAID should work with 

DOD on DOD’s humanitarian assistance proj-

ects. The document also contains specific DOD 

instructions for implementation of these proj-

ects.  According to DOD guidance, “the 

humanitarian assistance program should com-

plement, but not duplicate or replace, the work 

of other U.S. government agencies that provide 

foreign assistance.”15 

While this is a useful overarching inter-

agency document, it only focuses on USAID 

and DOD engagement. During the 2009 

Continuing Promise mission, a SOUTHCOM 

humanitarian assistance initiative, U.S. public 

health officers from the Department of Health 

and Human Services filled 49 medical, engi-

neering and environmental health positions.16 

The Policy Guidance issued by USAID provides 

a structured framework for the delineation of 
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U.S. and Canadian service members, along with USAID and World Food Program representatives gather 
in Haiti to discuss hurricane relief efforts.
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roles and responsibilities on humanitarian 

assistance efforts between DOD and USAID, 

but it does not encompass activities of other 

U.S. government agencies.  

Overarching Strategies: Counter-Narcotics

The SOUTHCOM Command Strategy identi-

fies counter illicit trafficking as another focus 

area in its area of responsibility.  Joint 

Interagency Task Force South (JIATF-S), a com-

ponent of SOUTHCOM, is tasked with leading 

counter-narcotics efforts for SOUTHCOM. 

JIATF-S is unique in that its role as a counter-

narcotics task force has allowed the organiza-

tion to be very specific in its focus and mis-

sion. Additionally, the counter-narcotics 

mission has received national attention for 

several decades. Because of this, JIATF-S has 

evolved into a more mature interagency orga-

nization with a strategy that touches the activ-

ities of numerous U.S. government agencies:

JIATF-South’s directive authority is a mix 

of top-down congressional and executive 

branch mandates and negotiated outcomes. 

After experimenting with various lead 

agency approaches in the 1980s proved 

ineffective, Congress and the executive 

branch decided fighting drugs was a 

national priority that demanded a national 

response. Declaring drugs a national secu-

rity problem brought DOD support to the 

table and led to the creation of the national 

task forces, with implied authority to coor-

dinate across departments and agencies. 

More important, the National Interdiction 

Command and Control Plan makes JIATF–

South the sole agent that can perform 

detection and monitoring within its 

42-million-square-mile operating area. 

This singular responsibility makes the task 

force the natural focal point for intelligence 

fusion and reduces the problem of multiple 

agencies with competing jurisdictions. 17 

This unique role, along with a national 

focus on counter-narcotics, has provided 

JIATF-S with the national support it needs to 

conduct its mission. The overarching strategy 

is set by national directive and as such, is sup-

ported by several agencies that make up the 

organization. The Office of National Drug 

Control Policy (ONDCP) created the National 

Interdiction Command and Control Plan 

(NICCP) as a result of the National Drug 

Control Strategy. Signed by DOD, the Coast 

Guard and U.S. Customs service,18 the NICCP 

further enhances interagency coordination on 

counter-narcotics at the strategic level, thus 

creating a framework for conducting inter-

agency coordination operationally and tacti-

cally. JIATF-S took this overarching interagency 

strategy and more specifically laid out the roles 

and responsibilities of the agencies involved at 

the operational and tactical level: “When 

JIATF-South adopted an end-to-end under-

standing of its mission, the entire interagency 

team could support it. The mission is discrete 

and well understood and helps the agencies 

achieve their organizational goals.”19 

Developing Overarching Strategies: 
Summary

Overarching interagency strategies create a 

basic framework for initial engagement by 

agencies involved in achieving a common 

goal. Going beyond an overarching strategy 

and focusing on a specific mission facilitates 

the interagency process in that roles and 

responsibilities of relevant agencies are more 

easily identified – as in the cases of humanitar-

ian assistance and counter-narcotics.  For 
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humanitarian assistance, USAID is the lead 

U.S. government agency tasked with oversee-

ing this initiative outside of the U.S. While 

overall policy guidance exists in how DOD and 

USAID should work together on humanitarian 

assistance issues, other U.S. government agen-

cies are not taken into account. An overarching 

interagency strategy that encompasses all 

applicable government agencies would create 

a stronger incentive for agencies to work 

together in this area. In the case of counter-

narcotics, there are numerous agencies that 

have roles including DOD, Homeland Security, 

Justice Department, and the U.S. Intelligence 

Community.20  The existence of national level 

guidance facilitates the coordination necessary 

to effectively carry out the national counter-

narcotics mission. In other words, the 

evolution of the overarching national guidance 

on counterdrug policy has successfully served 

to shape JIATF-S into what it is today. 

In both the humanitarian assistance and 

counter-narcotics cases, a narrow mission facil-

itates coordination as roles and responsibili-

ties are more easily identified. An overarching 

s t r a t e g y  w r i t t e n  a n d  e n d o r s e d  b y 

SOUTHCOM’s key interagency partners could 

lay the framework for a holistic approach to 

interagency coordination. Furthermore, clearly 

documenting an overarching interagency strat-

egy could more formally establish the frame-

work for creating collaborative organizations 

so initiatives that are put in place are less easily 

altered with changes in leadership within any 

of the agencies involved. 

Vice Admiral Joseph D. Kernan, commander of U.S. Naval Forces Southern Command and U.S. 4th Fleet, 
looks at pallets of drugs seized by the U.S. Navy and U.S. Coast Guard.

P
FC

 S
ha’Q

uille S
tokes



PRISM 5, no. 1 FROM THE FIELD  | 143

ESTABLISHING A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR INTERAGENCY COORDINATION 

AT U.S. SOUTHERN COMMAND

Creating Collaborative Organizations

One of the main challenges to effective inter-

agency coordination is differences in organiza-

tional culture among the numerous agencies. 

GAO reports, “Organizational differences – 

including differences in agencies’ structures, 

planning processes, and funding sources – can 

hinder interagency collaboration. Agencies 

lack adequate coordination mechanisms to 

facilitate collaboration during planning and 

execution of programs and activities.”21 

In 2002, The Office of the Secretary of 

Defense tasked Joint Forces Command22 to 

support each of the Combatant Commands in 

developing a Joint Interagency Coordination 

Group (JIACG) for the purpose of creating a 

more collaborative interagency environment 

at each Command. At SOUTHCOM, inter-

agency coordinators were hired to work within 

the J7 – Experimentation Directorate.23 From 

its inception, success of this group depended 

heavily on personal interactions with inter-

agency representatives mostly focused on 

information exchange with external agencies. 

The coordinators reached out to the inter-

agency community attempting to find areas of 

potential collaboration between SOUTHCOM 

and their respective organizations. In 2008, 

u n d e r  t h e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  S O U T H C O M 

Commander Admiral James Stavridis, the 

group evolved into the Partnering Directorate 

o r  J9—a sepa ra t e  d i r e c to ra t e  w i th in 

SOUTHCOM.

The creation of J9 was met with internal 

organizational resistance, primarily because it 

Figure 2: USSOUTHCOM Organizational Chart

Commander
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Deputy

Civilian
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J1: Personnel J2: Intelligence J3: Plans & 
Operations
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J5: Policy & 
Strategy
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J7: Theater 
Engagement J8: Resources

J9: Partnering
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was manned with personnel taken from other 

directorates; but J9 proved a successful facilita-

tor of interagency collaboration, including 

establishing coordination mechanisms critical 

to the collaborative environment described by 

GAO.  The Partnering Directorate’s mission 

statement is:

The Partnering Directorate fosters “whole-

of-government” solutions for 21st century 

chal lenges  by  integrat ing the  U.S. 

Government, private sector, and public-

private organizations into the shared mis-

sion of ensuring security, enhancing stabil-

ity, and enabling prosperity. 24

Interagency coordination does not occur 

solely within J9. The directorate is a catalyst 

providing other directorates with interagency 

connections and advice. J9 facilitated the 

placement of interagency personnel through-

out the Command. It serves as the Command’s 

interagency arm; its main focus is to provide 

the Command with essential interagency con-

tacts and recommendations for interagency 

inclusion in Command day-to-day functions. 

SOUTHCOM currently has over 30 interagency 

representatives from 15 different agencies serv-

ing in part-time or full-time roles supporting 

the Command.25 Likewise, SOUTHCOM has 

representatives located at other agencies 

including the headquarters of USAID and the 

Department of Homeland Security. The cre-

ation of J9 and its focus on providing 

interagency engagement opportunities while 

creating mechanisms for coordination is a sig-

nificant step in moving towards the collabora-

tive organization described by GAO.

Creating Collaborative Organizations: 
Humanitarian Assistance

In the case of humanitarian assistance, USAID 

has three full time representatives working at 

SOUTHCOM. The Senior Development 

Advisor,  deta i led  to  J9 ,  se rves  as  the 

Command’s Senior Advisor on development 

issues. USAID’s Office of Foreign Disaster 

Assistance (OFDA) has two representatives 

detailed to J7. They are responsible for work-

ing on disaster relief efforts. OFDA representa-

t ives  proved extremely helpful  to  the 

Commander during the January 2010 Haiti 

earthquake crisis providing daily updates on 

U S A I D  a c t i v i t i e s   t h u s  a l l ow i n g  t h e 

Commander to make better informed deci-

sions and more effectively support USAID 

disaster relief initiatives.

Creating Collaborative Organizations: 
Counter-Narcotics

JIATF-S provides an exemplary example of 

interagency coordination at operational and 

tactical levels on counter-narcotics issues. Not 

only does the physical co-location of inter-

agency personnel at the task force headquar-

ters facilitate coordination, the organization 

has also implemented effective coordination 

mechanisms, including periodic coordination 

meetings and a 600 page standard operating 

procedures manual that lays out guidelines on 

how to work with interagency and interna-

tional partners. The manual addresses differ-

ences in culture, language and practices. 

Different agencies, for example, have different 

meanings for the same words and phrases; in 

SOUTHCOM currently has over 30 interagency 
representatives from 15 different agencies 

serving in part-time or full-time roles 
supporting the Command.
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the manual, the phrase tactical control has one 

definition and it applies to everyone.26 

Understanding what assets each agency brings 

to bear on an operation is also important in 

coordinating successful activities. The manual 

provides this information allowing agencies to 

holistically plan their activities. 

Additionally, interagency representatives 

serve in leadership positions and have author-

ity to make decisions on behalf of their respec-

tive agencies.27 “For task force participants to 

feel connected to results, they must be part of 

the command. Within the JIATF-S organiza-

tional structure representatives from DOD, 

H o m e l a n d  S e c u r i t y  a n d  t h e  J u s t i c e 

Department, along with U.S. Intelligence 

Community liaisons and international part-

ners, work as one team.”28

Not only does JIATF-S have an overarching 

national and interagency strategy, it has cre-

ated clear mechanisms such as recurring plan-

ning meetings for coordination, which con-

tinue to foster an environment conducive to a 

collaborative organization:

To facilitate the asset allocation process, 

JIATF-South hosts a semiannual planning 

conference that brings together all its coun-

terdrug partners. The interagency and 

international partners review their efforts 

from the past three months, plan for new 

initiatives and combined operations, and 

decide what assets they want to give the 

task force for the next 6 - 9 months usually 

by calculating the number of airplane 

hours and ship days.29

Creating Collaborative Organizations: 
Summary

GAO describes the creation of adequate coor-

dination mechanisms as necessary for 

c o l l a b o r a t i ve  o r g a n i z a t i o n s .  A t  t h e 

SOUTHCOM headquarters level, establishing 

J9 was an important catalyst in creating a col-

laborative organization; it focuses on bringing 

interagency participation to all command 

activities including the Command’s structure 

and planning processes. Embedding inter-

agency personnel within the Command facili-

tates a collaborative environment and an 

appreciation of different agencies’ cultures. In 

the cases of humanitarian assistance and coun-

ter-narcotics, the existence of higher-level stra-

tegic guidance provides a framework for estab-

lishment of effective coordination mechanisms 

and has led to collaboration among agencies 

in these mission specific areas.  

Research conducted by GAO shows that 

agencies’ concerns about maintaining jurisdic-

tion over their missions and related resources 

can be a significant impediment to collaborat-

ing with other agencies.30 These barriers can be 

overcome by building trust among interagency 

partners and developing a willingness to work 

together. 

“SOUTHCOM’s leadership has focused on 

building relationships of trust, open dialogue, 

and transparency with partners. According to 

interagency partners we spoke with, leadership 

at SOUTHCOM has been important in build-

ing relationships among agencies. While 

SOUTHCOM has encountered some resistance 

to its collaboration efforts, it has overcome 

much  o f  th i s  r e s i s t ance  by  bu i ld ing 

 JIATF-S  has created clear mechanisms 
such as recurring planning meetings for 
coordination, which continue to foster an 
environment conducive to a collaborative 
organization.
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relationships, providing information on the 

Command’s activities, and discussing the over-

all benefits of the interactions for the region.”31

Developing A Well-Trained Workforce

GAO reports that, “Agencies do not always 

have the right people with the right skills in 

the right jobs at the right time to meet the 

challenges they face—including having a work-

force that is able to quickly address crises. 

Moreover, agency performance management 

systems often do not recognize or reward inter-

agency collaboration, and training is needed 

to understand other agencies’ processes or cul-

ture.” 32

This is potentially one of the greatest chal-

lenges in institutionalizing an interagency pro-

cess for a combatant command or any other 

military organization. The high turnover in 

military personnel is an impediment to estab-

lishing sustainable cultural change.  Military 

personnel, especially higher-ranking officials, 

who come to the Command with no prior 

knowledge of or experience in interagency 

engagement, could potentially be an obstruc-

tion to the organization’s interagency initia-

tives and progress. If the incoming leadership, 

including the directors and their immediate 

staff, do not see the benefits of interagency col-

laboration, the process could experience sig-

nificant setbacks. Command leadership should 

ensure new personnel are provided with 

appropriate tools to maintain Command inter-

agency focus. Strong leadership among civilian 

personnel, who tend to remain in their posi-

tions for longer periods of time, is critical in 

order to provide a level of continuity required 

for ensuring a sustained shift towards an inter-

agency culture in an organization that experi-

ences large turnover. In many cases interagency 

coordination is personality driven and infor-

mal, making interagency progress vulnerable 

when an organization experiences a high turn-

over rate. “Without formalizing and institu-

tionalizing the interagency planning structure, 

we (GAO) concluded efforts to coordinate may 

not continue when personnel move on to their 

next assignments.”33 

This is also the case at SOUTHCOM. 

“While GAO’s work on SOUTHCOM did not 

focus on training,  personnel from the 

Command also expressed the need for more 

opportunities to improve their understanding 

of working in an interagency environment.”34

Developing a Well-Trained Workforce: 
Humanitarian Assistance

Every year, SOUTHCOM conducts a number 

of humanitarian assistance exercises that serve 

as training platforms for U.S. military person-

nel. Exercises include construction of schools, 

wells, and clinics; others focus on medical 

readiness – U.S.  personnel providing health-

care to host nation citizens. Other exercises 

focus on disaster response efforts. Some of 

these involve interagency personnel and part-

ner nations. For example, in the Continuing 

Promise Mission (a humanitarian assistance 

operation involving medical personnel and 

civil engineers) U.S. Public Health Service 

Officers from Health and Human Services 

filled approximately 49 medical, engineering 

and environmental health positions.35 Such 

opportunities for interagency personnel to 

In many cases interagency coordination is 
personality driven and informal, making 

interagency progress vulnerable when an 
organization experiences a high turnover rate.
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train with the U.S. military creates a better 

interagency trained workforce.    

Developing a Well-Trained Workforce: 
Counter-Narcotics

JIATF-S does not have a formal structure to 

train incoming personnel on interagency 

engagement, and it takes a long time to train 

new personnel to the point where they are 

fully productive and understand the JIATF-S 

culture. Evan Musing and Christopher Lamb, 

in a comprehensive study on JIATF-S, provide 

this perspective from several interviews con-

ducted with JIATF-S personnel: 

It takes time, however, to develop a positive 

team culture. Members must overcome 

their parochial Service, agency, or personal 

worldviews, appreciate diverse perspectives, 

and be committed to fulfilling the team 

purpose by working as an integrated unit. 

But newcomers to JIATF–South usually 

experience culture shock, feeling “dazed 

and confused and scared.” Some confess 

that the complexity of the operations leaves 

them feeling they are moving too slowly or 

are overreacting when they do take action. 

Newcomers often have had little experience 

working with people outside their own 

Service or agency. After arriving, they are 

acutely aware that they have entered a dif-

ferent culture, surrounded by a bewildering 

array of unfamiliar uniforms and lan-

guages, or as the familiar quip goes, “the 

Star Wars bar scene.”36

A big part of this initial confusion has to 

do with the differences in agency culture. 

JIATF-S is a military organization that has suc-

cessfully embedded interagency personnel 

who bring their own agency cultures and 

biases to the organization. A newcomer must 

face an array of differing cultures while trying 

to adapt to the organization’s collaborative, 

open environment. Law enforcement agencies, 

for example, are more prone to withhold infor-

mation until they have built a strong enough 

case for prosecution, whereas agencies 

involved in monitoring and detecting more 

openly share information to complete an oper-

ation. 

Developing a Well-Trained Workforce: 
Summary
A well-trained interagency workforce is critical 

in developing an interagency culture.  

Personnel who are knowledgeable on different 

agencies’ cultures and understand the benefits 

of interagency engagement more easily and 

quickly overcome the initial barriers associated 

with working in an interagency environment. 

Creating a well-trained workforce should facil-

itate quicker development of formal coordina-

tion mechanisms where informal coordination 

currently exists. GAO finds that, “by using 

informal coordination mechanisms, agencies 

could end up relying on the personalities of 

officials involved to ensure effective collabora-

tion.”37 Adequately trained personnel, who 

understand the benefits of interagency col-

laboration, work more effectively and create 

more effective mechanisms leading to collab-

orative organizations. 

J9 could serve the Command well by insti-

tutionalizing a training program to teach new-

comers SOUTHCOM’s interagency process. 

Currently, J9 provides a general presentation 

J9 could serve the Command well by 
institutionalizing a training program to 
teach newcomers SOUTHCOM’s interagency 
process. 
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on SOUTHCOM’s role in interagency coordi-

nation; a more detailed training program 

including how the directorates engage with 

interagency partners would provide a better 

overview. This training could also provide 

newcomers with knowledge on how inter-

agency coordination efforts affect their posi-

tions within the Command. An overview of 

national level guidance instructing agencies to 

work together would also highlight the impor-

tance of interagency collaboration for 

S O U T H C O M  a n d  n a t i o n a l  s e c u r i t y.  

Additionally, the opportunity to provide 

Command personnel with an interagency 

e x c h a n g e  p r o g r a m  w o u l d  i n c r e a s e 

SOUTHCOM knowledge of other agencies’ 

roles  and missions.  This  would al low 

Command personnel to become more sensi-

tive to other agencies’ cultures and more aware 

of interagency collaboration possibilities.38

Improve Information Sharing 
 
Information sharing is the basis of 

all initial coordination. Establishing 

a formal mechanism for continuous 

information sharing is critical in interagency 

coordination; this leads to agencies making 

decisions from a common operating 

picture. GAO reports, “U.S. government 

agencies do not share relevant information 

with their national security partners due 

to a lack of clear guidelines for sharing 

information and security clearance issues. 

Additionally, incorporating information 

drawn from multiple sources poses 

challenges to managing and integrating that 

information.”39

Information sharing can occur on many 

different levels. It starts with informal initial 

exchanges and can lead to more formal mech-

anisms including the establishment of data-

bases and more elaborate information sharing 

networks.  Interagency information sharing 

occurs throughout SOUTHCOM for many pur-

poses. J2 focuses information sharing on intel-

ligence priorities, issues and threats. J3’s oper-

ational role leads it to focus information 

sharing on current operations and plans. J5, 

whose focus is on developing strategies and 

policies for SOUTHCOM, focuses information 

sharing at a strategic level. J9, given its unique 

role at SOUTHCOM, conducts information 

sharing at all levels with numerous agencies.  

Physical presence of interagency personnel 

at SOUTHCOM facilitates information shar-

ing, mostly on an informal basis. J9 has estab-

lished monthly interagency meetings, but 

these meetings lack a formal agenda and do 

not focus on  specific outcomes. 

In terms of formal mechanisms, several 

databases exist at SOUTHCOM serving as 

repositories of information and a foundation 

for information sharing. SOUTHCOM, by 

implementing the TCP, instituted a more 

aggressive campaign to populate the Theater 

S e c u r i t y  C o o p e r a t i o n  M a n a g e m e n t 

Information System (TSCMIS).   TSCMIS is an 

internet-based program, which provides a map 

of activities carried out throughout the area of 

responsibility. SOUTHCOM provided U.S. 

government agencies access to TSCMIS to com-

pile DOD and interagency activities in the 

region. 

The Overseas Humanitarian Assistance 
Shared Information System (OHASIS) is 

the information database used by DOD to 
compile information related to Humanitarian 

Assistance.
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Improve Information Sharing: Humanitarian 
Assistance

SOUTHCOM has several tools to 

facilitate information sharing. USAID 

and State Department officials embedded 

at SOUTHCOM assist in coordination 

of humanitarian assistance efforts. 

As mentioned previously, two USAID 

representatives assigned to SOUTHCOM 

provide information on humanitarian 

assistance activities throughout the AOR. 

The Overseas Humanitarian Assistance 

Shared Information System (OHASIS) 

is the information database used by 

DOD to compile information related to 

Humanitarian Assistance. It is used to 

report humanitarian assistance activities to 

Congress. Exercises serve as another tool for 

information sharing. These exercises bring 

together U.S. government agencies with 

roles in humanitarian assistance and disaster 

relief. 

Despite specific DOD-USAID guidance 

instructing all humanitarian assistance projects 

be entered into OHASIS,40 in a recent report 

analyzing humanitarian assistance projects 

and information sharing, GAO found OHASIS 

was not being effectively used by SOUTHCOM 

and other Combatant Commands.  The report 

cited only six projects marked complete for 

SOUTHCOM from fiscal year 2007 through 

2009 in the database, while DOD’s report to 

Congress listed at least 81 completed projects 

for each fiscal year for each of the Combatant 

Commands.41 The report indicates not all 

Humanitarian Assistance projects were being 

reported.

Improve Information Sharing: Counter-
Narcotics

JIATF-S information sharing has evolved over 

the years. The organization has overcome 

issues of trust, issues of interoperability 

among agencies, and issues related to 

classification. JIATF-S has reached a point 

where agencies that work at the task force see 

the benefits of sharing information for the 

attainment of a common goal. The sharing 

of information in many cases is seamless, 

especially when conducting operations. 

Each agency understands the uniqueness 

of each other’s roles contributing to the 

overall counter-narcotics mission. DOD 

focuses on detection and monitoring, 

while law enforcement agencies focus on 

interception and arrests. Whereas, agencies 

were initially hesitant about sharing 

information because of different goals and 

cultures, JIATF-S has overcome barriers by 

maintaining a clear focus on its counter-

narcotics mission. For example, DEA was 

wary of releasing intelligence to DOD 

because law enforcement is sensitive about 

sharing intelligence due to its longer-term 

role in prosecuting suspects, while DOD 

wants to terminate its involvement soon 

after detection.42 Not only has JIATF-S been 

able to overcome differences in agency 

cultures to improve information sharing 

with its interagency partners, it has also 

demonstrated success in information sharing 

Fully utilizing established tools for 
information sharing is key to establishing 
a common operating picture for effective 
interagency coordination.
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with partner nations.

JIATF–S is unique in having established 

effective procedures for routinely and 

quickly converting classified intelligence 

and sensitive law enforcement information 

into a form that can be shared at an 

unclassified level under bilateral agree-

ments with partner nations capable of tak-

ing responsive actions.43

Improve Information Sharing: Summary 

Information sharing is critical to interagency 

coordination. Fully utilizing established tools 

for information sharing, such as existing data-

bases and exercises, is key to establishing a 

common operating picture for effective inter-

agency coordination. Formal mechanisms play 

an important role, but creating an environ-

ment of trust and a clear understanding of 

mutual benefits derived from information 

sharing enhance interagency coordination 

efforts.  SOUTHCOM has worked to establish 

trust with and among its interagency partners. 

This is the basis for a collaborative environ-

ment that enhances information-sharing 

efforts. 

Recommended Next Steps For Interagency 
Coordination: SOUTHCOM

SOUTHCOM is recognized as achieving a rela-

tively successful level of interagency coordina-

t i o n  c o m p a r e d  t o  o t h e r  C o m b a t a n t 

Commands, partly because of its many years 

of interagency coordination experience in 

humanitarian assistance/disaster relief and 

counter-narcotics initiatives.44  Change takes 

time and becoming an interagency focused 

command has been an evolutionary process 

for SOUTHCOM. 

While SOUTHCOM’s Command Strategy 

instructs the organization to work with inter-

agency partners in accomplishing objectives, 

an overarching interagency strategy signed by 

the Commander and his/her peers from differ-

ent U.S. government agencies could further 

solidify SOUTHCOM’s interagency collabora-

tion commitment. This would create a shared 

mission and vision among agencies and could 

enhance interagency coordination throughout 

all levels of agencies involved – similar to 

JIATF-S’s accomplishment where all agencies 

come together focused on one shared mission. 

This could, however, be more challenging (but 

not impossible) at the Combatant Command 

level where missions tend to be broader than 

they are at the task force level.  

Adequate coordination mechanisms create 

collaborative organizations according to 

numerous GAO reports cited in this study.  

SOUTHCOM’s J9 serves as a catalyst in creat-

ing coordination mechanisms for the entire 

Command.  However, implementing two 

examples from JIATF-S, would further improve 

coordination mechanisms. Firstly, JIATF-S’s 

focused interagency meetings where represen-

tatives come together to review past efforts, 

plan new initiatives and discuss allocation of 

resources represents coordination at a more 

profound level.  Secondly, JIATF-S’s manual of 

standard operating procedures for interagency 

coordination is another good example of a 

succes s fu l  coord ina t ion  mechani sm. 

SOUTHCOM has a basic interagency plan that 

is broad in nature and does not have the level 

of detail that the JIATF-S plan has. This plan, 

Annex V, is part of SOUTHCOM’s TCP.  A more 

detailed plan that is supportive of an overarch-

ing interagency strategy would more clearly 

delineate roles and responsibilities of the 



PRISM 5, no. 1 FROM THE FIELD  | 151

ESTABLISHING A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR INTERAGENCY COORDINATION 

AT U.S. SOUTHERN COMMAND

interagency partners under the framework of a 

unified interagency strategy. 

 A well-trained workforce is critical in 

establishing a culture of interagency collabora-

tion. SOUTHCOM would facilitate greater 

interagency coordination by providing appro-

priate training and incentives to work with 

other agencies. J9’s role should be expanded to 

provide this type of education throughout the 

Command. As previously noted, the TCP, 

Component Support Plans and Country 

Campaign plans are the planning documents 

that support Command Strategy. These plans 

are the driving force for SOUTHCOM in exe-

cuting all its activities in its area of responsibil-

ity. These documents are created by all the dif-

ferent elements of SOUTHCOM. By educating 

the workforce, SOUTHCOM will be closer to 

ensuring interagency collaboration is detailed 

in these plans.  

Concerning improved information shar-

ing, SOUTHCOM’s embedded interagency 

staff have provided the Command immediate 

interagency access. The Command should 

update existing formal mechanisms for infor-

mation sharing such as its humanitarian assis-

tance database to improve interagency col-

laboration. On a broader scale, J9 should take 

an active role in identifying other agencies that 

may have a part in SOUTHCOM activities by 

analyzing their strategies, programs, plans and 

objectives. In this area, J9 has an important 

role in linking SOUTHCOM’s priorities to 

potential interagency resources including per-

sonnel and funding that could be leveraged. 

The second sentence of this study states 

that, “Interagency coordination is a challeng-

ing task complicated by diverse agencies’ dif-

ferent and sometimes competing cultures, pri-

orities, strategies, goals, plans and incentives.” 

It is also an evolving phenomenon that must 

be pursued with patience and a steadfast 

vision focused on the benefits of working in a 

collaborative interagency environment. Taking 

some of the recommendations cited in this 

study and continuing to deepen interagency 

engagement by focusing on the four main 

areas described by GAO could serve as a tem-

plate assisting SOUTHCOM in achieving its 

vision and mission. While each Combatant 

Command has unique roles, taking these four 

elements into consideration as well as under-

standing the SOUTHCOM interagency experi-

ence offers insight for enhanced interagency 

coordination across DOD at the Combatant 

Command level. PRISM 
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