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T
HE RIGA SUMMIT Declaration in 
2006 stated that “today’s challenges 
require a comprehensive approach 
by the international community in-
volving a wide spectrum of civil and 

military instruments.” Since then awareness 
of the comprehensive approach has steadily 
increased within NATO, and in today’s com-
plex security environment it is not di�  cult to 
understand why there is a need to adopt such 
an approach. � e di�  cult part is actually be-

ing able to combine political, civilian and mili-
tary instruments to defeat a hybrid threat or 
win an irregular war. If NATO is to accomplish 
this, then exercises must create training envi-
ronments, which challenge operational com-
man ders and their sta�  not to focus simply 
on the military aspect, but also to consider the 
political, economic, social, infrastructure and 
information domains.

One of the main ways the Joint Warfare 
Centre (JWC) achieves this is by establishing 

a “White and Grey Cell” in its exercises. � e 
White and Grey Cell comprises role players 
from political, civilian and military organiza-
tions who hold a series of key leader engage-
ments and working level meetings with mem-
bers of the Training Audience during both the 
planning and execution of an operation.

Having originally been called the White 
Cell (which comprised international organiza-
tions [IOs] and non-governmental organiza-
tions [NGOs]) the term Grey Cell was subse-
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TRIDENT JAGUAR 2017 OLRT. 
Photo by JWC PAO
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quently introduced to recognize the inclusion 
of host nation military and non-IO/NGO of-
� cials. � ese days JWC uses the overarching 
term “White and Grey Cell”, which covers all 
agencies, organizations and individuals out-
side of the NATO force structure and outside 
of the Opposing Force (OPFOR) structures.

Operational Liaison and 
Reconnaissance Team

For many people at the JWC, the focus is on 
the � nal execution phase of an exercise. We are 
all aware it is happening and almost e veryone 
is involved. “Sub-Phase 3B” represents the cul-
mination of over two years of scenario devel-
opment, planning conferences, scripting work-
shops and training. Whilst this phase is also 
important for the White and Grey Cell, it is not 
the � rst time the role players come together to 
interact with the Training Audience.

A few months prior to Phase 3B, an eclec-
tic group of individuals of di� erent nationalities, 
ages and backgrounds gather on the third � oor 
of JWC to form the White and Grey Cell. A� er 
three or four days of preparation and training, 
they are ready to adopt their alter egos and meet 
with members of the Operational Liaison and 

Reconnaissance Team (OLRT). � e OLRT is a 
discrete team, formed by the Training Audience 
to contri bute to the process of gaining early, 
� rst-hand situational awareness in a designated 
area that may become a future theatre of op-
erations. � e information the OLRT gathers is 
analyzed and passed back to its headquarters to 
inform the Crisis Response Planning process. 
Much of this information is gleaned from face-
to-face meetings with members of the White 
and Grey Cell. 

Some Training Audiences, under pres-
sure from their headquarters to obtain speci� c 
information, come equipped with a long list of 
questions and demands for the host nation role 
players. However, they quickly learn that the 
� ow of information is not just in one direction. 
As would be the case in the real world, the rep-
resentatives from the host nations have their 
own requirements and questions for NATO, 
and this o� en challenges the Training Audi-
ence. It is much harder to answer questions 
than to ask them.

During the week, the White and Grey 
Cell may have as many as thirty to forty face-
to-face engagements with the OLRT. � ese will 
o� en be followed up by phone calls and e-mail 
exchanges to clarify and expand on topics dis-

cussed in the meetings. To maximize use of the 
limited time available, the meetings on the � rst 
couple of days are scheduled prior to the arrival 
of the OLRT with agendas predetermined. As 
the week progresses though, and relationships 
are established, it is up to the OLRT members 
to arrange follow up meetings as required.  

In order to ensure the role players pro-
vide the Training Audience with coherent 
and consistent information, internal White 
and Grey Cell formal coordination meetings 
are held twice a day. Under the guidance of 
Chief White and Grey Cell and supported by 
members of JWC’s scenario team, these meet-
ings a llow the role players to provide feedback 
about the engagements they have had, and 
seek further direction and guidance for their 
future meetings.

Estonia, TRIDENT JUNCTURE

During the OLRT Phase there is always a 
ba lance to be struck between reality and en-
suring key information is passed to the Train-
ing Audience in an e�  cient and time e� ective 
manner. For TRIDENT JUNCTURE 2016, it 
was decided that the OLRT would break with 
tradition and not deploy to the controlled en-
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“The White 
and Grey Cell, 
along with the 
Media Section, 

represents JWC’s 
Front-of-House.”

TRIDENT JUNCTURE 2014 White Cell 
with the Estonian Contingent at JWC. 

Photo by JWC PAO
The author during EXCON 
situation update presentation. 
Photo by JWC PAO
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vironment of the JWC, but instead travel to Es-
tonia, the “host nation” in the exercise setting. 
� erefore, the White and Grey Cell, in order 
to hold face-to-face meetings with the OLRT 
members, had to do the same and formed up 
in Tallinn a few days prior to the arrival of the 
OLRT. � e Estonians, already based in Tallinn 
were joined by representatives from Lithu-
ania and Latvia, a humanitarian role player, 
and permanent sta�  from JWC to prepare for 
engagements with the OLRT from Joint Force 
Command Naples. Hosted by the recently es-
tablished Estonian NATO Force Integration 
Unit (NFIU), the initiative added realism by 
allowing the OLRT to conduct meetings with 
o�  cials in government buildings within Tal-
linn and military sta�  within their own HQ. 

Command Post Exercise 
(CPX) Execution

A� er the OLRT phase, the White and Grey 
Cell members go their separate ways and do 
not formally come together again under the 
auspices of the White and Grey Cell until Ex-
ercise Control (EXCON) training just before 
the � nal execution phase. However, in the in-
terim, nearly all will be invited back to Stavan-

ger as Subject Matter Experts to take part in 
the “Incident Development” and “Scripting” 
Workshops. It is at these events they develop 
the incidents and write the injects, which will 
form the basis of the White and Grey Cell’s ex-
ercise play and interactions during the execu-
tion phase.

T
HE INTRODUCTION a couple of 
years ago of the White and Grey Cell 
Section within the Content Branch, 
under JWC’s optimized structure, 
formalized the professional ap-

proach, which JWC has to leading the White 
and Grey Cell. � e small team of three per-
manent sta� , dedicated full time to planning 
and managing the White and Grey Cell, builds 
experience and ensures continuity from one 
exercise to another.

Although it is advantageous to bring in 
new people with fresh ideas and currency for 
di� erent exercises, JWC tries to use the same 
team for the di� erent events of each speci� c 
exercise. Where possible, the people who were 
in the White and Grey Cell for the OLRT phase 
will be those who are invited back for the In-
cident Development and Scripting Workshops 
and then for the execution phase. � is ensures 

continuity and means that the White and Grey 
Cell is at a distinct advantage over many of the 
Response Cells who only come together as a 
complete cell during EXCON training a few 
days prior to the start of the execution phase. 

� e period of time between the training 
for the OLRT and the � nal execution phase is 
normally around six months and during this 
time the role players will develop an in-depth 
understanding of the scenario and also have 
the opportunity to build working relationships 
with each other and the JWC permanent sta� . 
By the time the start of Phase 3B comes around 
the White and Grey Cell is operating as a close 
knit professional team.
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Deployed White and Grey Cell during 
TRIDENT JAGUAR, Istanbul, Turkey. 
Photo by JWC PAO

WHITE & GREY CELL

It is vital that the role players have an in- 
depth understanding and awareness of what is 
happening during the execution phase of an 
exercise. One of the di� erences between the 
White and Grey Cell and the Response Cells 
in EXCON is that all the White and Grey Cell 
members will hold face-to-face meetings with 
the Training Audience. � is means they will, at 
times, be put on the spot. If they are to remain 
credible and keep the exercise on track, they 
need to be able to provide answers or give opin-
ions quickly and accurately without the luxury 
of being able to consult with other people in 
EXCON. Being aware of the script and future 
direction of the exercise means there will also 
be times when they have information which, if 
revealed too soon, could jeopardize the entire 
exercise. Knowing what not to say can be just 
as important as knowing what to say. Prepara-
tion is therefore key and whilst synchroniza-
tion takes place throughout the day, the White 
and Grey Cell Daily Coordination Meeting is a 
crucial event in the EXCON battle rhythm for 
the role players.

Although the White and Grey Cell is 
normally based at JWC during the OLRT 
Phase, for the execution Phase, the Cell needs 
to be at the same location that the Training 

Audience deploys to in order that face-to-face 
engagements can take place. For about half of 
the exercises this will be at JWC, but for the 
remainder it will be overseas. 

Recent years have seen the White and 
Grey Cell deploy to Spain, Bulgaria and Tur-
key. Away from the purpose built facilities of 
JWC, this can provide several logistic chal-
lenges. � e main issue though, with the White 
and Grey Cell travelling to another country, 
is that it is dislocated from the rest of the EX-
CON, which remains behind at JWC. � is 
makes it much harder for the team to maintain 
situational awareness about what is happen-
ing in the Response Cells back at JWC and the 
latest direction from Chief Main Events List/
Main Incidents List (MEL/MIL), the events 
managers and the OPFOR. � e important 
daily White and Grey Cell Coordination Meet-
ing, which allows the role players to discuss 
issues with the scenario team, event managers 
and Chief OPFOR, has to be conducted over a 
speaker phone, which is never easy given there 
could be over 50 people participating! 

� e White and Grey Cell Reach Back 
Coordinator role is also key in maintaining the 
link between the deployed Cell members and 
the rest of EXCON.

Composition

� e composition of the White and Grey Cell 
varies depending on the setting and scenario, 
but will typically include personnel repre-
sen ting host nation military and security 
forces, which are not under the command of 
NATO, host nation political personnel and 
national and regional IOs/NGOs. One of the 
main factors which determines the make up 
the White and Grey cell is whether the “host 
nation” in the scenario is real or � ctitious. If 
the host nation is a NATO country, which is 
able to support the exercise, then the White 
and Grey Cell will predominantly comprise 
military and governmental o�  cials from that 
country. When the host nation is � ctitious (for 
example Arnland in the TRIDENT JAGUAR 
Series of Exercises, or Lakuta and Tytan in 
Exercise TRIDENT JUNCTURE 2015) then 
these positions will be � lled by Subject Matter 
Experts who have a background, which makes 
them suitable to role play a � ctitious govern-
ment o�  cial or military representative. 

� e size of the White and Grey Cell is 
again dependent on the scenario. Numbers 
normally range from between twenty and � � y. 
Exercises using personnel from real host na-
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TRIDENT JAGUAR 2014 
OLRT. Photo by JWC PAO

A meeting on 
gender topics 

during TRIDENT 
JAGUAR 2017, 

Phase 3B. Photo 
by JWC PAO
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Lt Gen (Ret.) Drs Anton van Osch 
a.k.a.

His Excellency, Ambassador 
Anthony Vochs 

EU Special Representative 
in the "Skolkan Region" 

Former national representative in Military 
Committees of NATO and EU and Director 

General EU Military Staff. 
Lt Gen (Ret.) van Osch's experience 

as military advisor to the EU High 
Representative and Vice President is key 

in understanding comprehensive planning 
and operations, including the cooperation 
with several EU Special Representatives 

in crisis areas.

tions and scenarios with multiple host nations 
involved tend to have larger White and Grey 
Cells. � e size also increases when “real world” 
organizations participate.

Real vs. Role Played 

If Training Audiences are asked whether they 
want to meet with a “role player” or someone 
from a real world IO/NGO, they will prob-
ably opt for somebody from the “real world”   
because they assume it will be more realistic. 

However, the term “role player” can be slightly 
misleading. � ere is a danger it conjures up 
images in the minds of the Training Audience 
of JWC sta�  o�  cers wearing wigs, with a pen-
chant for amateur dramatics pretending to be 
high ranking o�  cials. � e reality is the “role 
players” used are Subject Matter Experts who 
are carefully selected because they have exten-
sive experience of the roles they play. When 
the Training Audience enters the room to have 
an engagement with the UN Special Repre-
sentative of the Secretary General (SRSG), 

they will meet with a former UN SRSG. If they 
have a meeting with an ambassador, they will 
encounter a former ambassador or very senior 
diplomat. Whilst the Cell has not yet had a for-
mer prime minister join the team, the people 
playing senior politicians work or have worked 
in the various ministries they replicate. In re-
cent exercises the role players from the Baltic 
States have o� en known and worked with the 
ministers they portray.

However, despite the success of using 
“role players”, there are advantages of augment-
ing the White and Grey Cell with people from 
“real world” organizations. � erefore, IOs/
NGOs and government organizations are rou-
tinely invited to take part in NATO exerci ses. 
To a certain extent, even the personnel from 
the real world organizations have to role play 
in order to � t in with the scenario, but at the 
same time, they can just be themselves and 
represent their organizations in a completely 
realistic way. Not only does the Training Audi-
ence learn a lot from working with real world 
organizations, but the hope is that the IOs/
NGOs also bene� t by learning about how 
NATO operates. 

Developing these relationships and 
understanding in the training environment 
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The main players of the 
TRIDENT JAGUAR 2017 
White and Grey Cell. 
Photo by JWC PAO

ABOVE: TRIDENT JUNCTURE 2015 OLRT deployment, Stavanger. 
Photograph by JWC PAO
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should ultimately make it easier to work to-
gether if required on future operations which, 
as NATO is well aware, will undoubtedly re-
quire a comprehensive approach:

"Lessons learned from NATO operations show 
that addressing crisis situations calls for a 
comprehensive approach combining political, 
civilian and military instruments. Building 
on its unique capabilities and operational 
experience, NATO can contribute to the efforts 
of the international community for maintaining 
peace, security and stability, in full coordination 
with other actors. 

Military means, although essential, are 
not enough on their own to meet the many 
complex challenges to our security. The 
effective implementation of a comprehensive 
approach to crisis situations requires 
nations, international organizations and non-
governmental organizations to contribute in a 
concerted effort."1

Whether they are meeting real world IOs 
and NGOs, retired ambassadors and generals 
or political sta�  from the ministries of 
NATO countries, members of the Training 
Audience appreciate the value the White and 
Grey Cell adds to the exercises. � ey quickly 
learn that they need to listen to and take into 
consideration the host nations’ concerns and 

be aware of the requirements of the IOs and 
NGOs. � ey also appreciate that the role 
players used are experts in their � eld who 
are there to help them learn and not to catch 
them out. � e Training Audience never gets 
to meet the vast majority of the hundreds of 
people working away behind the scenes in 
EXCON to keep the exercise running on track.
� ey will communicate with some members 
of LOCON and HICON by phone, e-mail or 
VTC but ot hers in key positions, such as Chief 
MEL/MIL and Chief OPFOR, they will never 
communicate with. � e White and Grey Cell, 
along with the Media Section, represents JWC’s 
Front-of-House. � ese are the people from 

EXCON who the Training Audience gets to 
meet with daily. � ese are the people who look 
the Training Audience members in the eye, 
apply the pressure, challenge them, put them 
on the spot and at times push them out of their 
comfort zone.  It is at precisely these times 
that the conditions are set for learning to take 
place and NATO becomes better trained and 
equipped to use a comprehensive approach in 
the future. 

END NOTES: 

1    A Comprehensive Approach to Crises http://www.

nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_51633.htm


