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Abstract
This article examines the role of the European Union (EU) and United States as actors in 
international disaster relief. We take the analysis of ‘actorness’ one step further than normal by 
assessing the extent to which different aspects of EU and US actorness led to effectiveness in 
actual outcomes. In doing so, we make two contributions. First, we provide a rare comparison 
between EU and US foreign policy actorness, shedding light on the actor capability of each bloc 
in the area of international disaster relief. Second, we specify the relationship between actorness 
and effectiveness, a relationship which is too often assumed rather than explored. Using previous 
research of EU and US actorness as a starting point, we link four aspects of actorness to 
effectiveness and assess the resulting hypotheses using the case of the 2010 Haiti earthquake. 
We find support for our proposed links between actorness and effectiveness, although further 
research is needed before robust conclusions can be drawn.
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Introduction

International disaster response is a high-profile focus for many states around the world 
and a major component of foreign policy in both the European Union (EU) and United 
States.1 Indeed, as two powerful economic and foreign policy actors with public support 
for humanitarian relief and two-thirds of the world’s humanitarian assistance resources, 
the EU and United States play leading roles in what might be called an international 
disaster relief regime.2 Participants in that regime meet regularly in institutionalised fora 
such as the United Nations, are guided by (mainly informal) rules regarding interaction 
and are called upon to act in disaster situations.3 At the same time, both the EU and 
United States have been the target of criticism regarding their roles in international disas-
ter relief. During recent emergencies, the EU, although increasingly speaking and spend-
ing as a ‘single voice’ in humanitarian crises, has been seen as slow and incoherent in its 
overall approach to disasters. The United States, although typically quicker to deploy 
help internationally, has been criticised for poor internal coordination and inadequate 
civil–military cooperation.4

The ambitions of the EU and United States to play a leading role in international dis-
aster relief, combined with apparent obstacles to such efforts, demand further investiga-
tion into each polity’s ‘actorness’ and effectiveness. This article uses the concept of 
actorness to unpack the empirical features most relevant to determining the extent to 
which either side has ‘the capacity to behave actively and deliberately’ in international 
affairs.5 The actorness concept was first developed in an EU context, but can be applied 
elsewhere and is constituted by variables that, in principle, are ‘abstract from any par-
ticular institutional form’.6 Thus, as the EU continues to evolve as a foreign policy entity, 
a comparison with the United States can offer useful insights regarding the capacities 
required to participate actively and deliberately in international disaster response.

We carry the analytical framework one step further. The ‘actorness’ concept has tradi-
tionally been a heuristic device, offering a useful characterisation of a polity’s potential 
to impact international affairs. Divorced from the concept is the link with effectiveness 
in shaping outcomes. In lieu of theorising this link, analysts typically equate ‘more actor-
ness’ with ‘more effectiveness’, rather than stipulating how actorness may lead to differ-
ent kinds of effectiveness (which can then be empirically verified). This article seeks to 
link actorness more meaningfully to effectiveness using insights from the literature on 
international cooperation and from studies on international disaster relief.7 We derive 
preliminary hypotheses regarding how different actorness variables may relate to effec-
tiveness in influencing international relief outcomes. Since actorness is expected to have 
real-life impact, we examine the January 2010 Haiti earthquake in an empirical analysis 
of EU and US capacities to behave actively and deliberately – as well as effectively – in 
international disaster relief. The Haiti earthquake provides an intriguing case since the 
EU and United States each declared a role for itself and public expectations rose 
accordingly.8

The article proceeds in the following steps. In the section ‘Actorness in international 
disaster relief’, we briefly review debates on actorness and outline previous research on 
EU and US efforts to act in international disaster relief. In section ‘Does actorness lead 
to effectiveness? Some hypotheses’, we link actorness to effectiveness by drawing upon 
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literature related to international disaster relief and, in the course of doing so, derive 
preliminary hypotheses as part of this article’s conceptual framework. The analytical 
sections of the article begin with the section ‘Analysis: effectiveness in international 
disaster relief’, which examines whether various aspects of EU and US actorness influ-
enced effectiveness on the ground in the case of the 2010 Haiti earthquake. The conclu-
sion draws together findings and encourages further research on several points.

Actorness in international disaster relief

The actorness concept evolved as a way to conceptualise the EU’s role in world affairs 
without relying on traditional indicators based on statehood and rationality. Since the 
1970s, scholars have grappled with the fact that the concept of an ‘international actor’ is 
historically wedded to the concepts of the state, nation and realpolitik – and thus poorly 
suited to make sense of the EU’s unique character and forms of influence in the world.9 
The result was ‘an oasis for theoretical dispute and occasional obfuscation’10 that has 
attracted scholarly attention ever since. Two main frameworks have emerged for assess-
ing actorness, each using a series of variables measured in either mainly positivistic11 or 
interpretivist12 ways, respectively. For instance, Jupille and Caporaso argue that the EU’s 
actorness comprises recognition, authority, cohesion and autonomy,13 while Bretherton 
and Vogler examine the variables of opportunity, presence and capability.14 More recent 
studies have criticised and qualified these two frameworks, with some arguing for greater 
precision in variable specification15 and others arguing for more attention to the subtle, 
inter-subjective processes that construct the EU’s influence on the global stage.16

In previous work, the present authors studied EU actorness using a synthetic frame-
work drawing on the above-mentioned literature while adding the category of ‘consist-
ency’.17 Too many actorness studies focus only on variables internal to the EU’s 
institutional architecture and applicable mainly in the context of the EU’s role in global 
negotiations. While such perspectives on actorness are important, what is missing is a 
measure of whether EU member states and EU institutional actors are consistent in car-
rying out what has been previously agreed (in laymen’s terms, do they ‘walk the talk’ of 
their collective agreements) both in international settings and in field operations. Study 
of the EU’s general ‘coherence’ cannot capture this measure, a considerable problem as 
we move towards studying effectiveness of EU global action in situ and not simply actor-
ness as measured in Brussels (a discussion we begin in the next section). The same 
insight applies to the United States, considering its potential difficulties in ensuring that 
decisions made in Washington (and intentions formulated by the federal government) are 
consistently carried out in humanitarian operations in the field.18

Our previous study of the EU and United States in international disaster relief, there-
fore, studied actorness as measured by context, coherence, capability and consistency.19 
These categories represented a drawing together of previous analytical frameworks with 
further development of the consistency component. The study applied the framework to 
evaluate actorness in the area of international disaster relief generally, and did not touch 
upon the question of effectiveness per se. This article takes up that challenge by linking 
actorness variables to effectiveness. The actorness variables used previously include the 
following:
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Context aspects of actorness indicate whether an entity is a recognised actor by coun-
terparts in the international system, and whether that entity is viewed as a legitimate 
‘player’ in formal and informal terms by both its own constituent members (in the 
case of the EU) and by the external entities. Our study revealed, perhaps unsurpris-
ingly, that both the EU and United States scored highly in context-related actorness, 
owing to widely held perceptions and formal agreements facilitating their participa-
tion in international disaster relief.
Coherence aspects of actorness ask whether the entity can aggregate values, prefer-
ences, institutional procedures and policies in its efforts to project influence as a 
global actor. The previous study found that the EU enjoys considerable value and 
preference cohesion but falls short in institutional and policy coherence. The United 
States, interestingly, fared only slightly better, since it too faces challenges in ensuring 
inter-agency coordination and policy coherence.
Capability variables include the availability of instruments, mechanisms and other 
resources, and the ability to mobilise these towards policy goals. Our analysis of EU 
actorness in this category revealed considerable resources but some difficulties in 
mobilising them towards a practical disaster. For instance, EU humanitarian aid 
resources can be quickly approved but are more slowly dispersed owing to complex 
funding procedures. The United States scored quite high on capability-related actor-
ness questions, not least because of its considerable resources and presidential author-
ity in foreign affairs matters.
Consistency variables ask whether the entity can carry out agreed policies in practice, 
highlighting the capacity of various federal departments and agencies (in the case of 
the United States) and Brussels institutions and member states (in the case of the EU) 
to follow through with common positions made ‘back home’. Our study showed that 
both the EU and United States suffered from coordination obstacles in Brussels and 
Washington, which can carry over to problems in the field. Space constraints in the 
previous study prevented deeper analysis of this aspect and an assessment of whether 
these four variables were somehow related.

Our previous study of actorness thus shed light not only on the cases of EU and US 
actorness in international disaster relief, from a comparative perspective, but also dem-
onstrates some value in using four basic categories to gain a rich perspective on actorness 
more generally.

However, research on actorness has reached a crossroad at which a focus primarily, if 
not solely, on measuring actorness is increasingly criticised.20 Attention is turning 
towards gauging effectiveness of the EU as an international actor in terms of goal attain-
ment and/or outcome effects. In line with that turn, and although the research agenda on 
this question is still in its infancy, the remaining part of this article attempts to forge a 
closer conceptual link between actorness and effectiveness.

Does actorness lead to effectiveness? Some hypotheses

Actorness approaches take us some way towards characterising a polity’s potential to 
wield influence in international affairs. Such approaches, however, have been criticised 
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for not taking the next ‘logical analytical step’: to theorise the link between actorness and 
effectiveness.21 Effectiveness is defined herein – in line with this special issue – as goal 
attainment22 and relates to a polity’s ability to translate potential influence into actual 
effect. The relationship between the two concepts remains under-specified and system-
atic empirical analyses of EU effectiveness are still relatively rare.23 The challenge is 
arriving at theoretically informed hypotheses regarding the link between different aspects 
of actorness and practical effects on outcomes.

This section derives some plausible hypotheses regarding how the different variables 
associated with actorness may contribute to effectiveness in influencing disaster relief 
outcomes. Although the hypotheses and indicators of effectiveness derived here relate to 
a specific issue-context (as advised by many scholars; see the introduction to this special 
issue), they should also prove useful when establishing general categories and indicators 
of effectiveness. In light of the complexities involved, we should note that these hypoth-
eses are probabilistic rather than deterministic.

To begin, we ask how ‘context’-related variables might relate to actor effectiveness. 
Regarding recognition, one might surmise that an actor widely recognised as a ‘player’ 
in a certain issue area or in a particular activity by both the international community and 
the recipients of disaster relief would find it easier to initiate contact with other actors (to 
signal intentions, for example, or to begin communication). Such a situation jump-starts 
coordination processes and enables lower transaction costs in those processes.24 Contrast 
this with a state or entity not widely recognised as a legitimate participant of a certain 
activity: considerable effort and energy must be expended on convincing partners (and, 
in the case of disasters, the affected country) of one’s relevance, significance and apti-
tude. High degrees of recognition, opportunity and authority, we can deduce, allows an 
actor to ‘hit the ground running’, facilitating coordination with both aid partners and 
local actors while accelerating the delivery of mutual assistance upon arrival. Moreover, 
a widely recognised (and accepted) actor in disaster relief is more likely to be able to set 
the pace of response and to establish certain norms about how disaster relief should take 
place.25 We might expect that a polity displaying high levels of context-related actorness 
is likely to be (a) quickly accepted in situations requiring disaster relief, thus leading to 
(b) quick mobilisation, (c) smooth coordination and (d) strong normative influence.

Next, we consider how ‘coherence’ aspects of actorness relate to effectiveness. When 
an actor’s values, preferences, procedures and policies align, several facilitators of effec-
tiveness might follow. One is that an actor can send a clearer, more coherent message 
regarding its goals in a problem situation and the means it will use to achieve ends. This 
clarity signals a sense of purpose to a host nation and allows partners to adjust and adapt 
accordingly during disaster relief.26 Within the governance structures of a particular 
actor, a high degree of preference coherence enables constituent parts (say, the US State 
Department and US Department of Defense) to adjust their own behaviour in ways that 
are mutually complementing rather than competitive. On the ground, actor coherence in 
value terms facilitates a sense of purpose, while actor coherence in procedural terms 
allows for more effective and effortless coordination. Coherence within a polity also 
implies clearer leadership hierarchies, making authoritative decisions in the field easier 
to come by.27 Pre-identified leadership hierarchies, achieved through agreement among 
different institutional actors, are likely to facilitate decision-making and reduce intra-state 
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conflicts during disaster relief. We might surmise that a polity with high levels of coher-
ence-related actorness is likely to have lower transaction costs related to (a) coordina-
tion, both internally and in a host country during a disaster owing to clarity of purpose, 
(b) low inter-organisational competition and (c) uncontested leadership hierarchies.

We now consider how ‘capability’-related variables might lead to actor effectiveness. 
Capability reflects whether a polity has the practical means to pursue policy goals. This 
includes not just the possession of relevant instruments and practical resources but also 
the capability to deploy them. We might expect that actor capability leads to effective-
ness in fairly obvious ways. When called upon, a polity without the required resources to 
devote to a situation is not likely to influence outcomes significantly. This is particularly 
clear in situations of disaster relief, when the United States and EU would need to have 
access to the necessary and required resources if they are to add value to relief efforts. 
States providing, or arriving with, insufficient, redundant or irrelevant aid is a common 
problem in international disaster relief.28 Furthermore, high degrees of ‘capability’-
related actorness should lead to more effectiveness because instruments can be put into 
effect, and resources mobilised, under conditions of time pressure – meaning that the 
required resources reach the hands in which they are most needed.29 We might then say 
that a polity with high levels of capability-related actorness is more likely to mobilise (a) 
a sufficient amount of resources which are (b) relevant to a certain disaster, thus alleviat-
ing suffering in a reasonably swift manner.

Finally, we ask how ‘consistency’-related variables may lead to actor effectiveness in 
shaping outcomes. Consistency concerns the ability of an actor to follow through with 
previous policy decisions, or less prosaically, to ‘stick to the line’ of agreements. This is 
particularly apropos to the EU, where different EU institutions may work at cross-pur-
poses and where member states may contradict EU agreements in pursuing their indi-
vidual agendas. It may also apply to the United States in terms of different government 
agencies (and arguably even different state-based agencies and non-governmental chari-
ties) working in line with federal government priorities. High levels of consistency ena-
ble a polity’s constituent states or agencies to work efficiently in the field, since previous 
agreements need not be ‘reopened for negotiation’ at every decision point.30 There is 
likely to be less duplication of effort, and a high likelihood that different units of a polity 
are working towards their own particular strengths, if an actor displays high levels of 
internal consistency. We would expect that a polity displaying high levels of consistency-
related actorness will have a higher impact on outcomes through (a) agencies working 
together smoothly (with fewer disputes) and (b) operating in areas of relative strength 
(rather than in competing over operational priorities). The actorness variables, and their 
hypothesised link to effectiveness, are summarised in Table 1 below.

Analysis: effectiveness in international disaster relief

The EU and the United States both, to varying degrees, display attributes of ‘actorness’, 
with the United States being the more complete actor but still suffering from coherence 
problems. Such problems, it could be said, limit the United States’ ability to act in a 
concerted effort and maximise the impact of its humanitarian activities. The EU scores 
rather highly on context, and to a lesser extent capabilities, but suffers from coherence 
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and consistency problems. However, the actual limitations on effectiveness which may 
flow from these varying attributes of actorness are not made clear by previous research.31 
To delve deeper into the relationship between actorness and effectiveness, and to evalu-
ate the hypotheses derived in the previous section, we now draw upon evidence from the 
international community’s response to a major earthquake disaster in Haiti in January 
2010.32

EU

Context-related effectiveness: quick recognition and acceptance of EU role?  The EU appears 
to have engaged directly with the international community, including the United Nations 
and non-governmental organisations (NGOs), when the Haiti disaster struck. The United 
Nations sent out a ‘flash’ appeal to international donors to assist in the situation in Haiti, 
with a special emphasis on encouraging European governments and the European Com-
mission to contribute. The United Nations directed specific requests to the EU to provide 
engineering expertise and equipment for opening routes to facilitate aid, including mari-
time logistic capability. Per the United Nations’ request, the EU also helped reinforce the 
police capability of MINUSTAH, the UN Mission in Haiti (further detailed below). 
Some EU member states sent personnel to support the UN Disaster Assessment and 
Coordination (UNDAC) teams on the ground. On top of the resources provided by mem-
ber states, the EU mobilised its funding mechanisms for humanitarian assistance. 
Regarding recognition from local actors in Haiti, it can be noted here that Europe’s ties 
with Haiti are limited, notwithstanding France’s historical relationship and (often con-
troversial) involvement in the country’s affairs.33 This fact, along with the near-total 
destruction of Haiti’s governance capacity, explains why the EU’s recognition and 
acceptance on the ground was not as smooth as might have been expected. Many Hai-
tians were reportedly ambivalent about France’s intervention during the crisis.34 But, in 
general, the urgent appeal for international assistance from the Haitian government 

Table 1.  Hypothesised links between actorness and effectiveness.

Actorness category Hypothesised impact on effectiveness

High levels of context-related 
actorness should lead to:

An actor being (a) quickly accepted in situations requiring 
disaster relief, thus enabling (b) quick mobilisation, (c) 
smooth coordination and (d) strong normative influence.

High levels of coherence-related 
actorness should lead to:

Lower transaction costs related to (a) coordination, 
both internally and in a host country during a disaster 
owing to clarity of purpose, (b) low inter-organisational 
competition and (c) uncontested leadership hierarchies.

High levels of capability-related 
actorness should lead to:

Ability to mobilise (a) a sufficient amount of resources 
(b) which are also relevant to a certain disaster, thus 
alleviating suffering in a swifter manner.

High levels of consistency-related 
actorness should lead to:

(a) agencies working together smoothly (with fewer 
disputes) and (b) operating in areas of relative strength 
(rather than in competing over operational priorities).
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suggests that the component European response would be welcomed. In sum, the EU’s 
high level of context-related actorness served it well within the international community, 
although to a lesser extent among the local population, as it responded to the disaster.

Coherence-related effectiveness: low transaction costs and clear leadership?.  In response to 
the earthquake, the Council of Ministers (Foreign Affairs) set a principled tone by declar-
ing ‘the importance of the need for a rapid, coordinated response based on the humanitar-
ian principles and to consider actions required in the course of next weeks and months’.35 
Coordination problems in practice, however, were complicated by the ratification of the 
Lisbon Treaty in December 2009 (just 1 month before the Haiti earthquake). The new 
position of High Representative/Vice President (HR/VP), with organisational responsi-
bility for the European External Action Service (EEAS) and responsibility for coordinat-
ing EU foreign policy, had just been installed in the position. Few established routines 
meant a reversion to Commission routines and helps to explain why the then–Commis-
sioner for Development and Humanitarian Aid, Karel de Gucht, took the lead (with the 
initial blessing of the new HR/VP, Catherine Ashton). The Commissioner responsible for 
International Cooperation, Disaster Relief and Crisis Response (a new portfolio in 2010) 
had not yet been in place when the Haiti earthquake took place. The apparent lack of 
procedural coordination led to significant criticism,36 which under the circumstances 
may have been somewhat unfair and based on inflated expectations after approval of the 
Lisbon Treaty.

One clear problem, however, was public communication regarding response leader-
ship, affecting transaction costs and inhibiting a clear sense of leadership.37 This problem 
was exacerbated by the lack of proper EU representation on the ground. Few regular brief-
ings were made, leading to confusion as to who was in charge and what the EU’s role was. 
It should be noted that the Council Secretariat sent evaluation teams to Haiti, indepen-
dently of Commission and EEAS activities.38 In the weeks after the incident, Ashton 
sought to regain leadership over the Haiti response. She convened an extraordinary ses-
sion of the Council of Ministers on 18 January 2010, 1 week after the earthquake (meeting 
as Development ministers, however, showing how the disaster cycle had moved from 
response to development by that point), and eventually visited the disaster site in March 
2010. In sum, the long-standing lack of procedural coherence led to significant internal 
transaction costs in the aftermath of the disaster and confusion among the international 
community regarding the EU response. This was the case despite the vaunted coherence 
of the EU’s values on humanitarian aid. The Lisbon Treaty reforms, which aim to correct 
some of these problems, had yet to be implemented at the time of the disaster.

Capability-related effectiveness: efficient mobilisation of the necessary resources?.  The EU 
response to the Haiti earthquake consisted initially of a few search and response teams 
dispatched and some €300 million allocated in immediate relief. During the initial phase 
of the earthquake response, EU member states offered a range of additional assets to sup-
port the Haitian government and MINUSTAH, including a military police protection 
team from the United Kingdom; two logistic ships with amphibious landing capability, 
two military building installations with medical facilities and 109 police officers from 
France; and an aircraft carrier with on-board hospital, an engineering task force, six 
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helicopters and force protection elements (plus one military police team and one scuba 
diver team) from Italy.39 Additionally, some EU member states sent personnel to support 
the UNDAC teams on the ground. While some member state response teams arrived at 
the scene very quickly – some European teams were even among the first international 
teams to reach Haiti – others took several days to mobilise key resources. In total, EU 
member states made available over 2000 troops.40

On top of the resources provided by the member states, the EU mobilised its funding 
mechanisms for humanitarian assistance. On 14 January 2010, the European Commission, 
through Directorate-General Humanitarian Aid and Civil Protection department of the 
European Commission (DG ECHO), provided €3 million in fast-track funds for immedi-
ate relief (the maximum amount the EU can allocate within 24 hours of an emergency). 
This funding was used to meet basic needs, including shelter and medical assistance, and 
was channelled through international relief organisations. Within a week, the amount of 
Commission funding for humanitarian assistance climbed to €30 million, making the 
total EU support €122 million, including member states’ contributions. At the interna-
tional donors conference in New York on 31 March 2010, the EU pledged over €1.2 
billion as a part of a long-term reconstruction strategy for the country.41

In addition to financial assistance, the EU activated the Civil Protection Mechanism 
allowing the Commission to coordinate member states’ assistance to Haiti.42 A total of 24 
European countries (including non-EU-members Norway and Iceland) provided assis-
tance through the Mechanism. The civil protection assistance provided by the member 
states included search and rescue teams, medical teams and supplies, shelter structures 
and water sanitation equipment. At least 800 EU experts were deployed to Haiti through 
the Mechanism. At the United Nations’ request, the EU decided on 25 January to dis-
patch 323 paramilitary police forces from France, Italy and Spain, mainly as part of the 
European Gendarmerie Force (EGF),43 to assist MINUSTAH.44 There was even discus-
sion, at one point, of launching a Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) military 
crisis management mission. However, no agreement could be found between the mem-
ber states on the need for an EU military response.45 Thus, in terms of capability-based 
actorness, the EU undertook a variety of tasks focused on deploying material resources 
to the disaster site. Moreover, the EU endeavoured to match capabilities with actual 
needs on the ground. The apparently respectable level of EU capability-based actorness 
is qualified by two important realities, however: first, member state contributions to the 
Haiti quake were considerably more substantial than contributions from the EU itself, 
and second, more EU in-kind contributions (expertise, etc.) were delayed (relative to 
national contributions).

Consistency-related effectiveness: smooth and complementary relations in Brussels and in the 
field?  The behaviour of EU member states and institutions in Brussels and in Haiti also 
illuminates the extent to which actor consistency was linked to effectiveness. With a col-
lective decision being taken to launch a ‘European response’ to the disaster, EU institu-
tions took a series of steps. On the Commission side, member state contributions were 
notified to other member states via the Monitoring and Information Centre (MIC). The 
Commission opened avenues for coordination between member states, various Commis-
sion DGs (including ECHO, Development and Humanitarian Aid and Relex46) and Haiti 
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authorities (initially via the Haitian Embassy in Brussels). These actions had been 
planned and practised in recent years, not least to overcome coordination problems that 
came to light in the 2004 Asian Tsunami.47 Within 3 days of the earthquake, the MIC was 
coordinating (mainly in terms of linking requests with available capacities) among 17 
participating EU member states. DG ECHO sent a team to Haiti on 14 March to assess 
needs and to initiate relations with other actors on the ground.48 While in the field, ECHO 
personnel reported back the necessary capabilities required and sought to avoid overlap 
and duplication among member states. The Commission’s MIC was integrated into the 
United Nations’ coordination structure and participated actively in the UN operations 
centre in Port-au-Prince.49

From the Council side, additional action was taken which, although adding to the 
EU’s overall capabilities, probably detracted from its consistency. The Council’s Joint 
Situation Centre (Sit Cen) established its own coordination unit (European Union 
Coordination Cell (EUCO)) in Brussels and a field office in Haiti to coordinate and 
exchange information among member states. Such coordination and information provi-
sion was focused on coordinating military resources, it should be added, and was deemed 
by one author to work effectively and smoothly.50 There were also regular inter-service 
coordination and interaction activities taking place within the Council Secretariat.51

To this response mix, we can add a role for the rotating Presidency of the Council. 
The Spanish Presidency took the lead in one critical area: the evacuation of roughly 
2700 EU citizens from Haiti. That task was only partially completed by the end of 
January 2010, but the outcome was generally viewed favourably in terms of coordina-
tion and efficiency.

The last consistency question relevant to the effectiveness of the EU as an actor con-
cerns the relationship between the EU and United Nations in the Haiti disaster. Several 
member states reported that confusion occasionally erupted regarding the interlinking of 
the EU and UN coordination units. Although the EU was part of the United Nations’ 
coordination structure, individual member states were uncertain as to whether UN 
requests should be answered unilaterally or via the EU. This required extra coordination 
that, although smoothly carried out, took additional time that might have been better 
expended on other activities.52

It would seem, even after this relatively brief empirical overview, that the EU’s low-
levels of actorness related to consistency-variables did not necessarily lead to less effec-
tiveness. Coordination activities in Brussels and on-site in Haiti went relatively well with 
most member states participating in smooth processes. However, here too we can qualify 
these conclusions. Coordination via the EU was one type of coordination taking place in 
Haiti; while it went relatively well, EU coordination was only part of the larger response 
coordination effort in which EU member states took place. Nevertheless, even a partial 
assessment allows us to draw useful insights, which we return to in the conclusions, on 
the effectiveness of the EU in international disaster relief.

United States

Context-related effectiveness: quick recognition and acceptance of US role?.  As a major disas-
ter relief provider, and as a widely recognised one, the United States should have been 
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able to slip into a disaster relief role fairly easily following the Haiti earthquake. This 
was indeed the case, not least because of the United States’ geographical proximity to the 
Caribbean and historical interest in the region. The United States is Haiti’s largest exter-
nal donor53 and is the home to a large Haitian population including 420,000 legal resi-
dents and illegal residents numbering in the range of 30,000 to 125,000.54 These ties 
ensured an almost ‘automatic’ acceptance of – and expectation for – a large US role. 
Large numbers of requests were immediately sent, and the US political establishment 
was fairly quickly engaged in the issue. From this perspective, a high degree of context-
related actorness confirms our expectations of effectiveness: the United States had to 
waste no time convincing the global community or the local population that it had a 
major role to play. One aspect of effectiveness which links to context-related actorness 
is the rationale for taking part. To be sure, humanitarian concerns played a major role. 
But the possibility of massive refugee flows to the American mainland no doubt contrib-
uted to the rationale for action and led to some degree of suspicion regarding US efforts.55 
Such criticism emerged not necessarily from Haitians but mainly foreign commentators 
(especially French) who were also concerned regarding the US reliance on military capa-
bilities in the disaster response.56 Such criticism was largely a footnote to the case, how-
ever; we can generally say that a high degree of context-related actorness translated 
directly to swift and uncontroversial deployment in this case.

Coherence-related effectiveness: low transaction costs and clear leadership?.  Substantial 
interest coherence in the US response to the Haiti earthquake was indicated by the US 
President immediately taking a role. Barack Obama pledged to provide assistance to 
Haiti, stating that:

the people of Haiti will have the full support of the United States in the urgent effort to rescue 
those trapped beneath the rubble and to deliver the humanitarian relief of food, water and 
medicine that Haitians will need in the coming days.57

Secretary of State Hillary Clinton announced that the United States would provide mili-
tary and civilian disaster assistance to affected families.58 Such statements, we might 
surmise, raised expectations and provided impetus behind the US response across the 
many different agencies being mobilised. It may have also provided broad political 
direction for agencies drawing up response plans.

In Washington, procedural coherence appears to have led to relatively efficient coor-
dination. To promote coordination during the Haiti disaster, a cluster system, which 
organised the response into 12 clusters and 2 sub-clusters, was introduced.59 Efforts were 
also undertaken to ensure strategic coordination through the creation of the Coordination 
Support Committee (CSC), which brought together the US government, MINUSTAH, 
other donors and the humanitarian community and representatives of the US military.60 
Pre-established procedures regarding military–civilian relations appear to have led to 
shared expectations regarding tasks and relatively smooth interaction (by historical 
standards, in any case). For example, the US military coordinated its activities with a 
host of other contributing nations through the UN cluster system. Nevertheless, criticism 
of the military focus in the US response, in contrast to civilian humanitarian assistance, 
resulted in a lack of leadership and coordination beyond the military response.61



Brattberg and Rhinard	 367

Capability-related effectiveness: efficient mobilisation of the necessary resources?.  Most ana-
lysts, drawing upon a significant amount of empirical data, suggest the US response to 
the Haiti earthquake was fairly swift and well resourced.62 US Agency for International 
Development (USAID) provided an initial tranche of funds via the US Embassy in 
Port-au-Prince for the implementation of an instant emergency response programme.63 
Within 24 hours of the earthquake, the United States began deploying search-and-rescue 
teams accompanied by support staff to Haiti.64 On 14 January 2010, President Obama 
announced that an additional US$100 million would be provided in humanitarian assis-
tance to help meet the immediate needs on the ground. Furthermore, USAID declared 
that it would provide some 14,550 tons of food aid (valued at approximately US$18 mil-
lion) to assist disaster victims.65 More than 250 medical personnel from the Department 
of Health and Human Services arrived early at the scene in Haiti, carrying two plane-
loads of medicines and supplies. The US Navy, via hospital ships, brought additional 
medical personal to Haiti.

Notable in the US mobilisation to Haiti was the military component. The US Southern 
Command (SOUTHCOM) led the cross-branch Joint Task Force-Haiti, which pulled 
together the military airlift response rather swiftly. ‘Operation Unified Response’ arrived 
at the scene within 24 hours after the earthquake to begin establishing logistical infra-
structures. Within 3 days, 13,000 US troops had been deployed, which included 2200 
Marines bearing heavy equipment to help clean debris-choked roads. On 21 January 
2010, additional troops set out for Haiti to take part in the relief efforts, bringing the total 
number of US personnel involved to more than 16,000. At one point, the total deploy-
ment reached as high as 22,268.66 The US Air Force was involved, by way of the Air 
Mobility Command, in providing transport aircraft. In total, 264 military aircrafts were 
sent to Haiti. The US Navy deployed 23 ships to assist relief efforts, while the US Coast 
Guard (part of the Department of Homeland Security) provided 10 ships to assist with 
air-life evacuation of US civilians and performed investigative flights over Haiti to assess 
damage.67 By May, SOUTHCOM announced a troop drawdown, with roughly 1300 
troops still in the field.68 Although the deployment of US military forces was generally 
successful, some problems with efficiency were also noted, especially because the effort 
lacked adequate military planning and sourcing and tracking, ‘which created shortfalls in 
some areas’.69

By most accounts on the ground, the use of the military response by the United States 
to clear harbours, airports and roads was an important precondition for delivery of aid 
and assistance. In this sense, a high degree of actor capability led to an effective deploy-
ment of the most urgently required resources. There was criticism to be sure, including 
over-reliance on military hardware and US domination of harbour control and flight 
paths (which delayed some European flights70). From a disaster management perspec-
tive, however, such capabilities would seem critical for a disaster of the scale and mag-
nitude of the Haiti quake.

The United States also moved rather swiftly (too swiftly, in the eyes of some71) 
towards post-disaster assistance. In April 2010, the US Department of State announced it 
would make additional contributions totalling US$10.5 million to the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), the United Nations Children’s Fund 
(UNICEF) and the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO).72 As of 7 May 2010, the 
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total combined USAID and Department of Defense humanitarian assistance to Haiti 
amounted to over US$ 1 billion.73 It has also been reported, however, that a large sum of 
this money has yet to be paid out.74

Consistency-related effectiveness: smooth and complementary relations in Washington and the 
field?  The US response to the Haiti disaster was led by USAID. The US government set 
up an inter-agency task force to coordinate and facilitate humanitarian response through 
a Response Management Team (RMT) led by USAID and carried out by the Office of 
Foreign Disaster Assistance.75 But the military also played a critical role in responding to 
the disaster, particularly in the immediate aftermath of the earthquake by providing secu-
rity, supplying medical services and delivering food. Other agencies involved in the 
response, as described above, included the US Coast Guard and the Department of 
Human Health and Services. Some commentators have drawn attention to the different 
priorities of various US agencies during the response. For instance, Moore argues that 
the efforts of the Coast Guard to prevent refugees from escaping Haiti undermined 
humanitarian efforts.76

In carrying out its humanitarian assistance to Haiti, the US Southern Command 
(SOUTHCOM) coordinated its efforts with the State Department and USAID. At an 
early stage of the relief effort, the US military helped to provide security for UN person-
nel in Haiti, supplied medical services and food to the Haitian people, took over certain 
critical government functions (such as control of the Port-au-Prince airport and mainte-
nance of law and order), and attempted to improve the environment for international 
humanitarian work.77 Civil–military cooperation was also facilitated by the Humanitarian 
Assistance Coordination Center (HACC), set up by the Task Force-Haiti at the US 
Embassy in Port-au-Prince to integrate the military with other relevant stakeholders, 
including USAID and the United Nations. At the same time, US troops in Haiti were 
subject to controversy in some quarters. For example, a senior Italian official complained 
that the troops lacked adequate training in civilian relief operations and that there was a 
lack of civil–military cooperation on the ground in Haiti.78 Nevertheless, the US military 
response can be seen as fairly efficient and as a facilitator for humanitarian actors to 
carry out their work.

Conclusion

Both the EU and United States see a global role for themselves in international disaster 
relief. Assessing the extent to which either actor takes on the traits of ‘actorness’ as 
defined in the literature was just the starting point for this article. We went further than 
the traditional actorness literature by linking actorness characteristics to measures of 
effectiveness; we did so by drawing from other literatures and deriving plausible hypo-
thetical expectations about those relationships. The case of the EU and US responses 
to the 2010 Haiti earthquake, with special focus placed on in situ behaviour, offered an 
opportunity to assess the validity of the relationships we posited between actorness and 
effectiveness. Although further research is required before anything resembling strong 
correlations can be established between actorness and effectiveness as proposed in this 
case, it is interesting to note a few suggestive findings from this study.
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First, for both the EU and United States, high degrees of context-related actorness 
seemed to ease each bloc’s ‘entry’ into the disaster environment. Response from the local 
population and initial mobilisation efforts were largely positive. Second, for both the EU 
and United States, there seems to be a link between medium degrees of coherence-related 
actorness and a corresponding medium degree of transaction costs in the field. We saw 
instances of intra-organisational confusion and leadership contestation within the EU, 
but we also documented successes in coordination ‘at home’, which translated into suc-
cess in the field.

Third, there seems to be a positive relationship between capability-related actorness 
and the ability to mobilise specific resources to the disaster site. For the EU, moderate 
levels of capabilities corresponded to moderate degrees of in situ success in mobilising 
and putting capabilities into action. This was the case even though access to critical infra-
structure (harbours, airports and airspace) was largely unavailable, a set of circumstances 
that must be factored into the analysis.79

Finally, and somewhat curiously, the relationship between consistency-related indi-
cators of actorness (which we described as ‘follow through’) and smooth ground coor-
dination/division of labour between agencies is not particularly clear. For the EU, low 
degrees of consistency did not obviously lead to ineffectiveness (one explanation for 
this could be that the EU prefers channelling much of its assistance through NGOs 
already present on the ground); similarly, for the United States, moderate degrees of 
consistency had no obvious relationship to actual effectiveness of efforts. Such a result 
on this last indicator calls for more data collection to further explore the relationship 
and to verify our preliminary findings. It may also, and perhaps more importantly, 
require improved hypothesising about the relationship between actorness and effec-
tiveness on this point.

Nevertheless, our analysis offers useful insights into both international disaster 
relief ‘actorness’ and links with actual effectiveness. Several aspects of the article 
deserve further attention in future analyses. One such aspect, as argued above, con-
cerns data collection and the need to gather additional sources to further explore and 
understand critical nuances in the Haiti case. Another aspect concerns the proposed 
links between actorness and effectiveness. In addition to more refined theorising, it 
seems worthwhile to ask whether the hypotheses derived in this article might be 
applied more broadly, that is, in an area other than international disaster relief. A 
broader issue concerns the precise definition of effectiveness used. In this article, we 
define effectiveness in terms of ‘goal attainment’, which relates to policy effective-
ness. However, goal attainment can take different forms using different metrics – a 
complication worth further exploring.

Finally, we note that the Haiti disaster took place just days after the establishment of 
the EEAS, an innovation of the Lisbon Treaty intended to unify and strengthen the EU’s 
role in foreign affairs. However, the EEAS was not in operation at the time (this took 1 
year of further planning and organisational reform) and had little operational effect on 
the EU’s response. Although the Lisbon Treaty has few legal revisions to EU disaster 
cooperation per se, the more normative effects and cohering impact of the EEAS, and its 
head, the HR/VP, are deserving of further research.
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