
The Mass Atrocity Response Operations 
(MARO) Project

The MARO Project, founded by Sarah Sewall, is a collaborative 
effort of the Harvard Kennedy School and the US Army’s 
Peacekeeping and Stability Operations Institute. The goal of the

 

Project is to enable the U.S. government (and other 
governments) to prevent and halt genocide and mass atrocity, 
through the effective use of military assets and force, as part of 
a broader integrated strategy.

A MARO describes a contingency operation to halt the wide-

 

spread and systematic use of violence by state or non-state 
armed groups against non-combatants. The term MARO is not 
yet enshrined in doctrine –

 

but it should be. The MARO Military 
Planning Handbook explains why MAROs

 

present unique 
operational challenges and provides framing and planning tools 
to prepare the military.  While primarily intended for military 
planners, it is also useful for policymakers and other non-

 

military readers interested in the prevention of and military 
response to mass atrocities.  It compares and contrasts MAROs

 

to other types of military operations, explores the specific 
dynamics of mass atrocity, and outlines the operational and 
political implications of an intervention to stop attacks upon 
civilians.  The Handbook provides a guide to identify key 
aspects of a particular MARO environment, frame the problem 
holistically, develop response options, and design a 
comprehensive operational concept.

This handout is part of the MARO Project’s ongoing outreach 
work to help socialize and institutionalize the MARO concepts 
within the US and internationally, and provides a summary of 
the main MARO concepts, key planning considerations and 
tools found in the MARO Military Planning Handbook.

The MARO Concept
Distinctions of a MARO Situation

Multiparty Dynamics: MARO is defined by complex 
multiparty dynamics – perpetrators of violence, victims of 
violence, interveners, and other actors (positive, negative, 
bystanders) interact with results that are hard to predict.
Illusion of Impartiality:  Interveners may be acting for what 

they consider impartial reasons unrelated to the identities 
of the parties or the underlying conflicts – but the 
perpetrators and victims will view the intervener as 
anything but impartial.
Escalatory Dynamics: Mass killings of civilians can 

potentially intensify and expand very quickly – but 
response is often slow.

Operational and Political Implications of these 
Distinctions

Different Information from the Outset: Non-traditional 
information from non-traditional sources will be necessary.
Advance Interagency Planning: Given the potential rapid 

escalatory dynamic, this is critical.
Speed vs. Mass: Rapid escalation may privilege speed 

over mass.
The Power of Witness: Surveillance and other forms of 

high-tech and low-tech witness can deter or mitigate 
violence.
Symptoms or Root Causes—Can  There be a Handoff?:

What will be the intervening force’s measure of 
responsibility for the civilians it saves?
Immediate Non-Military Requirements: Many non-

traditional tasks will fall to military forces in the short-term.
Moral Dilemmas: Complex dynamics create multiple moral 

dilemmas which can create significant political 
vulnerabilities.
Political Guidance: Most of the vexing issues related to 

MARO need to be resolved by civilian authorities.
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The MARO Military Planning Handbook was 
published in May 2010, and is available for 

download at:
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/cchrp/maro/han

 

dbook.php

For more information on the MARO Project: 
www.hks.harvard.edu/cchrp/maro

www.pksoi.army.mil

Project Director: Sally Chin

sally_chin@hks.harvard.edu
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MARO Approaches

These approaches are not necessarily mutually 
exclusive, and actual COAs

 

will likely combine 
different features from multiple approaches.  These 
are direct military intervention approaches; the 
Handbook lays out a series of Flexible Deterrent 
Options as well.

MARO Phases

0 (Shape): Prevent crisis or prepare  for 
contingency 
I (Deter): Manage crisis, deter escalation, 
FDOs
II (Seize Initiative): Initial deployments and 
actions 
III (Dominate): Stop atrocities; control areas 
IV (Stabilize): Establish secure environment
V (Enable Civ Auth): Transition to indigenous 
control
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