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Traditionally, deployed troops have accomplished a wide range of tasks while intervening in armed 
conflicts. Combat operations, interpositional activities, as well as assisting civilians in meeting basic 
needs are all part of a military’s mandate. It is not a new phenomenon for troops to rebuild schools, 
dig wells, give food and medical aid, manage refugee camps, evacuate civilians, as well as ‘remove’ 
insurgents, separate warring factions, uphold peace agreements, and provide security to civilian 
organizations. What is new however, is the term “three-block war” (3BW) to codify these activities. 
Developed by Gen Charles Krulak in the late 1990s, the three blocks are meant to symbolize the 
different types of activities, where combat fighting occurs on one city block; the separation of warring 
factions on another city block; and the provision of humanitarian aid to affected civilian populations 
on a third city block. The framework, or design of 3BW offers the military a framework for the variety 
of their activities in a way that makes sense to a warfare-centric profession. 

3BW is the term used to categorize and explain the features of contemporary armed warfare. As 
combat fighting occurs on one city block, the same military may be engaged in separating warring 
factions on another city block, while at the same time delivering humanitarian aid to war-affected 
civilian populations on a third city block; this last block has traditionally been thought of as the 
humanitarian space in which such organizations also operate. It is within this last “block” that 
overlapping roles create significant tensions and complications between military and humanitarian 
actors. 

The so-called third block was traditionally accepted as the purview of humanitarian practitioners. 
Yet, humanitarian/civilian practitioners are not considered in this despite international agreement 
for the need for integrated missions which involve all stakeholders. Certain humanitarian players 
have argued that the codification of humanitarian activities is a way for militaries to take over 
the disbursement of humanitarian aid. The result is among some of the humanitarian community 
a sense of defensiveness about their traditional role. For other members of the humanitarian 
community, there is concern about the abrogation of traditional humanitarian principles which 
they view as being in jeopardy with the 3BW practices. The general argument put forward by 
humanitarian practitioners is that the performance of humanitarian activities by military forces that 
are parties to the conflict actually reduces the “humanitarian space” for humanitarian organizations 
to conduct relief work. It has been proposed that recipients of aid and other parties to the conflict 
may find it difficult to distinguish between providers of humanitarian assistance and combatants. 
They feel as if militaries are moving into their post-conflict, post-disaster areas of expertise, and 
need to defend the humanitarian space. 

Recent reports indicate that the level of frustration from humanitarian practitioners towards the 
military is on the rise due in part to the 3BW framework, which doctrinally excludes them from the 
very space in which they work. This event will provide a unique opportunity for humanitarian and 
defence stakeholders to discuss in depth the limitations, overlap, inconsistencies, and opportunities 
within the 3BW framework, and to determine potential paths forward which are inclusive, robust, and 
sophisticated. 

The debate around 3BW is framed largely by defence and security studies. Opportunities for formal 
discourse between leading thinkers from both military and humanitarian perspectives remain absent 
as a result. 
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Due to rapid changes in the structure of violent armed conflict, actors in the humanitarian 
and military fields are challenged to assess how they interact in this landscape. The Pearson 
Peacekeeping Centre (PPC) and the Humber International Development Institute (HIDI) are jointly 
addressing emerging concerns between military and humanitarian organizations by providing a 
forum for consultation. 

Multidisciplinary participants, selected by the PPC and HIDI Steering Committee, will be invited to 
attend a consultation in Ottawa, Canada from September 12-14, 2006.  The two-day consultation 
will consist of small working groups and plenary sessions. 

The consultation will contribute to the wider dialogue of a 3BW framework by bringing together 
theorists, practitioners and policy-makers from a variety of disciplines whose expertise inform this 
complicated and important issue. 

The main event outcomes will be published in an event report and distributed to NGOs, government 
departments, policymakers and academics. The report will be available on the PPC website. 

Selected topics from the consultation will be drawn on for content, depth of analysis and contribution 
to the subject matter. Key papers will be compiled into a peer-edited book, jointly published by HIDI 
and the PPC.  
The book will be available in electronic and printed format.

In addition, event outcomes may be published within PPC occasional papers and other publications. 
All publications will be made available through the PPC World Reference and Research Database.

Bibliography
Accord. (2004). ‘Engaging Armed Groups in Peace Processes’, Joint analysis workshop report, 
London.

Agency Coordinating Body for Afghan Relief. (2005). Security Brief, December, ReliefWeb http://
www.reliefweb.int/library/documents/2005/acbar-afg-15dec.pdf.

ANSO and CARE. (2005). NGO Insecurity in Afghanistan, available at www.care.ca/downloads/publ/
afghan/20050505_ansocare.pdf.

Barry, J. (2002). A Bridge Too Far: Aid Agencies and the Military in Humanitarian Response, Network 
Paper  37. London: Humanitarian Practice Network. 

Barth Eide, E. et al. (2005).  Report on Integrated Missions: Practical Perspectives and 
Recommendations, Independent Study for the Expanded UN ECHA Core Group, May, http://
ochaonline.un.org/GetBin.asp?DocID=3352.

Belloni, R. (2005). Is Humanitarianism Part of the Problem: Nine Theses. Discussion paper found 
in Belfer Centre for Science and International Affairs, Kennedy School of Government, Harvard 
University. www.bcsia.ksg.harvard.edu/BCSIA_content/documents/belloni.pdf

Brusset, E. and Tiberghien, C. (2002). Trends and Risks in EU Humanitarian Action, in Macrae, J. 
(ed) (2002) The New Humanitarianisms: A review of Trends in Global Humanitarian Action, HPG 
Report 11. London: Overseas Development Institute. 

Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue (2003) ‘Politics and Humanitarianism: Coherence in Crisis?’. 

Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue (2003) ‘Humanitarian Engagement With armed Groups.’

Charny, J. (2004). ‘Upholding Humanitarian Principles in an Effective Integrated Response’, Ethics 
and International Affairs, vol. 18 (2).

Capstick, M. (2006). ‘Strengthening the Weak: The Canadian Forces in Afghanistan’. Canadian 
Institute of International Affairs. 3 (4).

-2-

...3



Cocksedge, S. (2006). ‘The Three Block War and Future Conflict: Some Implications for the Rifle 
Platoon,’ Australian Army Journal. 3 (1): 267 – 272. 

Cottey, A. and Forster, A. (2004) Reshaping Defence Diplomacy: New Roles for Military Cooperation 
and Assistance, Adelphi Paper 365. Oxford: OUP for IISS. 

Crombé, X. (2005). ‘Humanitarian Action and Occupation: The MSF Viewpoint’, MSF/CRASH 
Foundation, Paris. 

Donini, A. et al. (2005) Mapping the Security Environment: Understanding the Perceptions of Local 
Communities, Peace Support aOperations and Assistance Agencies. Medford, MA: Tufts University 
Feinstein International Famine Center. 

ECHO. (2004). Report on Security of Humanitarian Personnel.

Equizabal, C. et al. ‘Occasional Paper #14: Humanitarian Challenges in Central America: Learning 
the Lessons of Recent Armed Conflicts,’ Humanitarianism and War Project. The Thomas J. Watson 
Jr Institute for International Studies. http://hwproject.tufts.edu/publications/electronic/e-op14.html 
8/24/2006.

InterAction. (2003c). ‘Humanitarian Policy and Practice’ http://www.interaction.org/hpp/military.html.

Harmer, A. and Cotterell, L. (2005). Diversity in Donorship: the Changing Landscape of Official 
Humanitarian Aid, HPG Report 20. London: ODI.

Harmer, A. and Macrae, J. (eds). (2004). Beyond the Continuum: The Changing Role of Aid Policy in 
Protracted Crises, HPG Report 18. London: ODI.

Holt, V. (2005). The Responsibility to Protect: Considering the Operational Capacity for Civilian 
Protection. Washington DC: The Stimson Center, www.stimson.org/fopo.

IRC. (2003). Guidelines for Interacting with Military and Belligerent Parties.

Krulak, C. (1999). ‘The Strategic Corporal: Leadership in the Three Block War,’ Marines Magazine. 
January.

Menocal, A.R. & Kilpatrick,K. (2005).‘Towards More Effective Peacebuilding: a conversation with 
Roland Paris,’ Development in Practice. 15 (6), November.  

OCHA. (2005). United Nations Humanitarian Civil-Military Coordination (UN CMCoord) Concept, 
New York: OCHA.

OCHA. (2003). Guidelines on the Use of Military and Civil Defence Assets to Support UN 
Humanitarian Activities in Complex Emergencies. United Nations. March. 

Oswald, B. (2005) Think Piece – Addressing the Institutional Law and Order Vacuum: Key Issues 
and Dilemmas for Peacekeeping Operations. New York: UN DPKO Best Practices Unit, September.

Peabody, David. (2006) ‘The Challenge of Doing Good Works: the development of CDN forces 
CIMIC capability and NGOs ‘, Journal of Military and Strategic Studies. 8 (3),  Sept.

Picciotto, R. et al. (2004). ‘Striking a New Balance: Donor Policy, Coherence and Development Co-
operation in Difficult Partnerships’, Global Policy Project, 30 December.

Rana, R. (2004). ‘Contemporary Challenges in the Civil-Military Relationship: Complementarity or 
Incompatibility?’, IRRC, 86 (855).

Rudd, David, D, Bayley, and E.K. Petruczynik. 2006. Beyond the Three Block War. Toronto, ON: The 
Canadian Institute of Strategic Studies.

...5

-4-



www.peaceoperations.org	 www.humber.ca

International Development Institute

Save the Children UK. (2004) Provincial Reconstruction Teams and Humanitarian Military Relations 
in Afghanistan. London: Save the Children. 

SCHR. (2004). ‘Humanitarian Military Assistance in Afghanistan: A Case Study’, April.

Slim, H. & Bonwick, A. (2005).  Protection: An ALNAP guide for Humanitarian Agencies. London: 
ALNAP

Slim, Hugo. 2004. ‘With or Against? Humanitarian Agencies and Coalition Counter-Insurgency,’ hd/
Opinion. The Centre for Humanitarian Dialogue. July.

Stockton, N. (2005). ‘Mission Integration, Policy Coherence and Accountability’, Speaking Notes for 
Presentation to MSF Head of Mission Week, Brussels, 2 (June).

Stockton, N. (1997). ‘The Role of the Military in Humanitarian Emergencies: Reflection’, http://www.
fmreview.org/rpn234.htm.

Stoddard, A. (2002) Trends in US Humanitarian Policy, HPG Briefing Paper. 3, (April).

Stoddard, A. & Harmer, A. (2006). ‘Room to Manoeuvre?: The Challenges to Humanitarian Action in 
the New Global Security Environment’, Journal of Human Development.

Torrente, N. (2004). ‘Humanitarian Action Under Attack: Reflections on the Iraq War’, Harvard 
Human Rights Journal. 17 (Spring). 

UN.(2003)  Guidelines on the Use of Military and Civil Defence Assets to Support United Nations 
Humanitarian Activities in Complex Emergencies, March.

UN DPKO. (2005). ‘Reflections on the Integrated Mission Report’, Paper presented at the 
International Conference on Integrated Missions, Oslo, 30-31 May.

Weiss, T. (2004). ‘The Sunset of Humanitarian Intervention? The Responsibility to Protect in a 
Unipolar Era’, Security Dialogue. 35 (2).

Wheeler, V. (2005). ‘Politics and Practice: The Limits of Humanitarian Protection in Darfur’, 
Humanitarian Exchange. 35, (June). 

Zweers, J. (2004). ‘More Than a Battle of Words – An Explorative Analysis of CIMIC and Civil-
Military Interaction in the Dutch Humanitarian Context’, PSO. September.

-5-


