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N 2012, SPANISH TROOPS deployed in Lebanon for
six years as part of United Nations Interim Force in
Lebanon (UNIFIL). The troop and police contributing
nations to the mission included India, China, Indonesia,
Malaysia, Serbia, Salvador, Nepal and more, in addition
to those from NATO and the European Union (EU). One
of the first things that the Spaniards were trained on was how
to integrate and be aware of sensitivities and particularities
of those great countries. As an example, one of the immediate differences encountered was to understand that when
an Indian or Nepalese officer shook his head, while looking
serious, it meant that he was listening in agreement. This and
many more examples created funny moments, as well as moments of confusion or frustration. So, the biggest takeaway in
adjusting to our differences is to take time to get to know these
sensitivities and particularities within different cultures. And
always to remember that our diversity is one of our riches.

A historical perspective:
multinational military
formations
Through history, most armies were in fact multinational. Until
Napoleonic campaigns, combat functions were generally assigned to nations depending on their war traditions. In the 20th
century, the great alliances during both World Wars organised
all the forces from national armies, and that generally meant
that there was no specialised country for any specific combat
function. With the Cold War and the birth of NATO came a
system based on a pool of military resources, where nations
were able to contribute with their capabilities and strengths.
One common issue when preparing and conducting
campaigns has been the integration of "joint" forces. Nevertheless, after analysing World War II, probably the greatest
challenge was more the integration of "combined" elements.
The Command and Control of those massive formations,
from a multinational perspective was challenging, especially
at the tactical level. Operations like HUSKY, OVERLORD,
or MARKET GARDEN gave clear proof of this. Common
training and planning were also hard and all of them demonstrated that specific national interests had to be subjugated to
a common big goal: to win the war.
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CULTURAL AWARENESS

Although the allies were constantly finding new
methods of efficient integration, the language
issues were underestimated. The main block
of the forces was made up by English speakers (U.S., UK, and Commonwealth countries)
whilst the non-English speakers were mostly
French, which was widely used as a diplomatic
language at the time. This surely helped them
achieve common understanding in spite of
lacking common procedures.

"Multinationalism:
Harnessing Strengths and
Minimising Frictions"
That was precisely the title of a very clearly
written article by Major General Roberto
D'Alessandro, former Allied Rapid Reaction
Corps (ARRC) Deputy Commander. Among
several considerations, he gave special relevance
to the need of minimising the friction of language and cultural gaps. He proposed several
tools for assuring the proper use of standard
English in NATO, such as ensuring listeners
understand what they hear. Major General Jez
Bennett, former ARRC Chief of Staff, focused
on the multinational character of the staff
under his command and stated, on several
occasions, the importance of delivering clear
messages and having a transparent communication channel within the headquarters. He
believed that a reliable communication system
("understanding system") was key in the frame
of a warfighting corps.
Cultural awareness is an element in the
basic preparation of any operation. The cultural
awareness training is twofold; on one side, we
learn about the culture of the deployed location, on the other side, we learn how to work
with our allies and partners with many cultural
differences. But, are we prepared for our own
cultural gaps? Take for example the way we
greet each other. In Spain, for example, double
cheek kissing is normal. The Italians also greet
each other like this. However, the difference is
that in Spain people greet each other from right
to left cheek. In Italy, it is the opposite. Just
imagine the awkward moment when Spaniards
and Italians greet each other. Unconscious biases and the stereotyping of nations or cultures
present another reason for misunderstandings
and frustration. An example is Spaniards often hearing comments about their customary
daily siesta, as if it is practiced religiously by
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everyone in Spain. While this is a relatively innocent example, this could be the basis for misunderstandings or a barrier to building closer
working relationships. These are only two of
many similar examples of our differences. By
harnessing strengths and minimising frictions
we can digest challenging differences and understand different cultures, to narrow the gap
which is already there due to language barriers.

Identifying and mitigating the
gap at the NATO corps level
In today's NATO, a warfighting corps and its
headquarters element must be multinational. Cohesion (or, interoperability) is mostly
achieved through sharing procedures, conducting training events and also by making
contributing nations' personnel feel they are
truly part of the team. The UK gives enough
proof of the integration they expect for contributing nation personnel since they are given
significant support from the Ministry of Defence, while an International Liaison Office at
the ARRC Headquarters takes care of issues
related to foreign contingents.
The fact that the UK is the ARRC's
framework nation could potentially make the

use of English a challenge for non-English
speakers. This is why it is so important for
British personnel to choose a sensitive and
diplomatic approach to the language challenge,
starting by making sure that they themselves
use plain language. On a periodical basis,
country briefings are conducted at the ARRC
Headquarters. Although these presentations
are not primarily aimed at cultural awareness, they do help to mitigate the knowledge
gaps and to understand certain national sensitivities. Another very good tool for integration
and team building is the practice of various
sporting activities in groups.

Conclusion
Diplomacy at a corps level is indeed a working
tool towards synergy. Bringing onside foreign
partners requires integrating measures in the
grounds of language and culture. Every participating nation representative has to make an
effort in transmitting the particularities of his/
her country, clearly stating diversity and common areas. In the same way, an equal effort is
needed for keeping a "listening attitude" and
understanding what others are transmitting to
us. This requires tools for sharing own information between participating nations.
Being posted abroad is a magnificent
opportunity but we are still serving our nations from a distance. Leaders at entities, like
a NATO corps headquarters, have to continuously motivate their teams and remind them of
our objectives, and of their contribution to the
global mission of the Alliance. Otherwise, staff
could start to lose commitment, which again
could affect the cohesion of the group. The
feeling of belonging is crucial for achieving
the maximum integration of Allies into a one
nation-framed organization, and this headquarters is on the right path in this regard. 
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"Another very good tool for
integration and team building
is the practice of various
sporting activities in groups."

