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T
he robust combat capability 
currently used by the Marines 
Corps is impressive, fast, sur-
vivable, and lethal. It is un-

matched by any other fighting force in 
the world when combined with the dis-
cipline and tenacity of the Marine and 
is respected throughout the globe. Yet, 
as the 37th and 38th Commandants 
have expressed, we do not possess the 
capability we need to be successful in 
the future operating environment.1 The 
sustainment of the force is an important 
consideration in the capability gap de-
scribed by the Commandant’s Planning 
Guidance. This article will address the 
question: “How will the Marine Corps’ 
sustain distributed operations in future 
austere environments that will lack de-
veloped infrastructure?” 

Environment

The future operating environment is 
one that we will not own or dominate. 
It will be contested across all domains. 
Our mission will not be to defeat an 
adversary but to participate as an ele-
ment of an integrated maritime defense 
in depth in order to contain, influence, 
and deter an adversary. To be successful, 
we will have to occupy key maritime 
terrain in proximity to critical sea lanes 
in order to control the use of those lanes. 
Much of this key terrain will be unin-
habited or sparsely inhabited at best. To 
survive, we will have to be continuously 
mobile and deceptive while operating 
across these small islands.

Our current capabilities have one 
huge challenge: most rely upon de-
veloped infrastructure in order to be 
employed effectively. We need airfields 
with long runways and lots of bulk fuel. 

We need deepwater ports with container 
handling equipment in order to mobi-
lize, generate the force, and process sus-
tainment. We need hard surface roads 
that can handle heavy wheeled trucks 
to onward move and displace our force. 
We need hardstand, material handling 
equipment, and mobile electric power 
in order to enable operating bases to 
control and support combat operations. 
This infrastructure will be a luxury in 
the future operating environment and 
will be sparse across much of the area 

that we will have to operate. Where it 
does exist, our adversary will be keenly 
aware of its presence, and it will survive 
at their leisure. Absent this infrastruc-
ture, the “Fight Tonight” technology 
that we currently own will have limited 
use and effectiveness to the warfighter. 

Nature of Tech

“Fight Right” technology needs to 
be optimized for the South China Sea 
and the China threat. Exquisite tech-
nologies that are extremely technical 
and capable, but few in number, are 
not suitable. Such capabilities will be 
targeted by the adversary and will rate 
an arrow from their quiver. Their loss 
will be a tragedy from the perspective 
of life, capability, and national treasure. 
The aircraft and the surface vessels we 
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Fight right sustainment technologies must look like innocuous commercial shipping in order 
to hide in plain sight. (Photo by LCpl Trevor Rowett.)
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currently own fall into this category 
and are capable and expensive; there-
fore, we own only limited quantities. 
Their loss will make the evening news 
and involve someone knocking on a 
door to deliver tragic notification to a 
family. 

“Fight Right” technology needs to 
be acquired with attrition in mind. It 
needs to be a simple, low-cost COTS-
based technology that may only be able 
to do 85 percent of what we need, but 
we will be able to buy plenty of it. We 
need to know what our requirement 
is for these systems and then increase 
that number by 40 percent. Buying only 
what we need is a legacy notion. A plen-
tiful, cheap solution can be swarmed 
and will not rise to the level that justifies 
an expensive arrow from the adversaries’ 
quiver.

“Fight Right” technology needs to 
be unmanned—where practicable. 
The distributed maritime nature of 
the future operating environment will 
require us to lean on the air and surface 
domains for sustainment distribution 
actions more than ever in our history. 
Everything that flies at the ragged edge 
of the first island chain should be oper-
ated by an onboard intelligent system, 
not a vulnerable and cognitively limited 
human being. Our surface watercraft 
need to be able to accept autonomous 
appliques when appropriate and have 

the ability to operate unmanned or in a 
leader/follower format. When manning 
is required, we need to ensure crews are 
minimally configured. If we lose an air 
asset, it should not be mourned and 
quickly replaced. If we lose a watercraft, 
it should not impede us, and we should 
have replacement craft waiting to fall 
in and fill the gap. Hopefully, that lost 
surface vessel was unmanned or at least 
minimally manned.

“Fight Right” technology needs to 
win the hider/finder competition. In 

a contested arena, we will be watched 
at every turn. Despite this, we must 
be able to endure. Our technologies 
must be able to hide in plain sight. They 
must look like common commercial 
capabilities that will not raise suspi-
cion. Whenever possible, they must 
be able to fit inside of a twenty-foot 
equivalent unit ISO shelter that can be 
easily moved, staged, and stored in an 
innocuous manner that will conceal the 
capability and intent. Any data emis-

sions must be controlled and signatures 
managed. Everything we do needs to 
have a deception or decoy aspect to it 
in order to continuously thwart those 
that are trying to discern and disrupt 
our intentions.

Change in Philosophies
Along with new and different ca-

pabilities, the EABO environment de-
mands new operating approaches to 
persist and sustain operations. Some 
of the different conceptions that must 

be considered and that influence the 
way we train, equip, and organize to 
support EABO are discussed below.

Logistics Subsidiarity.2 Logistics 
subsidiarity is the principle that a 
central authority should have a sub-
sidiary function, performing only those 
tasks that cannot be performed at a 
more local level.3 In this context, it is 
imperative that logistics requirements 
be resolved as close to the consumer 
as practical by dynamically synthe-
sizing logistics information, materiel 
flow, and C2 to maximize operational 
effectiveness and survivability. Given 
adversary long-range precision fires, 
creating an “iron mountain” or rely-
ing on just-in-time resupply is not be a 
viable option. This requires minimiz-
ing the need for specialized logistics 
Marines and enabling self-reliance of 
operational entities. Self-reliant units 
will require certain capabilities such 
as foraging forward, contracting, har-
vesting, and composing. These are de-
scribed below:

• Foraging forward. Units should for-
age for supply, within rules of engage-
ment, by using available resources in 
the battlespace and eliminating the 
need to transmit demand or require 
distribution.
• Contracting. Local contracting pro-
vides a means to obviate distribution, 

EABO will require new approaches to sustainment like “foraging” for supplies to include 
purifying seawater into potable water. (Photo by LCpl Trevor Rowett.)

The distributed maritime nature of the future operat-
ing environment will require us to lean on the air and 
surface domains for sustainment ...
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with the caveat that forces must be 
in an operating area where there are 
means to contract with a supplier. 
Contracting is an element of the 
unit’s information signature but can 
be decoupled from the unit’s physical 
maneuver.
• Harvesting. Commodities like water 
and fuel transported to the forward 
edge of battle increases costs expo-
nentially and entails risk to supply 
convoys. Technology to harvest what 
is available and convert it to something 
usable instead of transporting forward 
reduces risk by eliminating informa-
tion flow and distribution cost but at 
the expense of additional equipment 
burden to the forward unit.
• Composing. Units should have the 
ability to assemble or compose ca-
pabilities at point of need. Modular 
systems, software-defined capabilities, 
and additive manufacturing all pro-
vide tools to accomplish this function 
that internalizes and reduces informa-
tion and materiel flows.

Logistics subsidiarity challenges con-
ventional logistics assumptions based on 
efficiency and risk minimization with 
new assumptions to achieve survivabil-
ity and agility. While this ambition may 
not be immediately feasible, it is never-
theless operationally desirable, and the 
tenets of logistical subsidiarity should 
undergird all future force development 
as intermediate or stretch goals. When 
these tenets are incorporated into the 
wider elements of force design, logistics 
will support enabling and expanding 
operations, rather than appended to 
our overarching operational design as 
a constraint.

Logistics subsidiarity requires the de-
velopment and acquisition of capabilities 
that can be operated and troubleshot 
by the user. It will require diversity in 
training to broaden the scope of war-
fighter talents to enable them to not only 
perform their warfighting function but 
be able to sustain themselves as well. 
Smaller support elements comprised of 
logisticians capable of performing mul-
tiple specialties will be available to other 
EAB elements. The bulk of EAB sustain-
ment will be provided by organic person-
nel using simple, maintainable hardware, 
and logistics will be pre-planned.

Informatized Sustainment.4 Accurate 
and responsive situational awareness 
and optimal logistics operations will 
be essential in the ability to sustain Fleet 
operations in the distributed, maritime, 
and contested challenges inherent with 
the EABO environment. This will be 
achieved through sensoring the bat-
tlespace to monitor consumption of 
critical supplies such as subsistence and 
water, fuels, ammunition, and parts. 
The prognostic and diagnostic condi-
tion of systems will need to be sensed 
and monitored to ensure the health 
and viability of capabilities. This will 
involve the conversion of operational 
characteristics into data or information 
that can be transmitted for consump-
tion and analysis by algorithms that 
understand what is normal, what micro 
patterns indicate impending concerns, 
anomalies that likely need attention, 
and supply stockage levels that need 
replenishment. A fusion of this logistics 
data with intelligence and operational 
data will impact the machine generated 
list of recommended courses of action 
forwarded for consideration by the lo-
gistician. 

Informatized sustainment will re-
quire free use of the “internet of logistics 
things” and assured connectivity. Emis-
sion signatures will have to be managed. 
The integration of logistics, intelligence, 
and operational data will have to be 
coordinated. Algorithms regarding the 
association between performance pa-
rameters and associated maintenance 
concerns need to be investigated, dis-
covered, and documented.

Different Rather than Better

If what we have is inadequate, why 
do we spend so much time, effort, and 
money trying to make it better? Replac-
ing a Light Armored Vehicle with an 
Advanced Reconnaissance Vehicle rep-
resents only incremental improvement 
to what we have. Replacing a CH-53E 
with a CH-53K lacks any recognition 
that what we have today is not what we 
will need tomorrow. Relying upon the 
overseers of our current capability to 
define a new frontier of capability, often 
results with identifying something that 
is better instead of something that is dif-
ferent. This may correctly be described 

as modernization, but it is not innova-
tion. Making improvements to what we 
currently possess will never allow us to 
move to the next transformation.

The capability we require in our fu-
ture is going to be different than what 
we currently own. Finding that differ-
ent capability should be our focus. We 
need to recognize that our inherent in-
clinations are programmed to improve 
and modernize what we recognize and 
understand. That is what we naturally 
want to do. The notion of pursuing 
things that are different from what we 
know is a risky endeavor and will up-
set the natural order of things. That is 
something we want to avoid. Regardless, 
different is what is required.

Conclusion

If your capability is effective and you 
are sure that it will continue to support 
your requirements, there is no need for 
innovation. Your focus should be on 
incrementally improving your current 
condition. But if what you have persis-
tently fails to meet the operational need, 
your energy is wasted pursing marginal 
improvements. Your efforts should be 
focused on innovation and significant 
change from the status quo. Significant 
change calls for new technology and 
operating concepts. However, as we 
embrace change, we need to maintain 
the discipline and tenacity of the in-
dividual Marine but equip them with 
fundamentally different technologies 
and approaches.

Notes

1. Gen David H. Berger, 38th Commandant’s 
Planning Guidance, (Washington, DC: 2019).

2. Headquarters Marine Corps, Draft TM Man-
ual for Expeditionary Advanced Base Operations 
(EABO), (Washington, DC: June 2018).

3. Art Corbet, “NEXLOG Newsletter,” (Arling-
ton, VA: NEXLOG, October 2019). 

4. Draft TM Manual for Expeditionary Advanced 

Base Operations (EABO).

https://mca-marines.org/gazette

	MCG_COV1
	MCG_COV2
	MCG_01
	MCG_02
	MCG_03
	MCG_04
	MCG_05
	MCG_06
	MCG_07
	MCG_08
	MCG_09
	MCG_10
	MCG_11
	MCG_12
	MCG_13
	MCG_14
	MCG_15
	MCG_16
	MCG_17
	MCG_18
	MCG_19
	MCG_20
	MCG_21
	MCG_22
	MCG_23
	MCG_24
	MCG_25
	MCG_26
	MCG_27
	MCG_28
	MCG_29
	MCG_30
	MCG_31
	MCG_32
	MCG_33
	MCG_34
	MCG_35
	MCG_36
	MCG_37
	MCG_38
	MCG_39
	MCG_40
	MCG_41
	MCG_42
	MCG_43
	MCG_44
	MCG_45
	MCG_46
	MCG_47
	MCG_48
	MCG_49
	MCG_50
	MCG_51
	MCG_52
	MCG_53
	MCG_54
	MCG_55
	MCG_56
	MCG_57
	MCG_58
	MCG_59
	MCG_60
	MCG_61
	MCG_62
	MCG_63
	MCG_64
	MCG_65
	MCG_66
	MCG_67
	MCG_68
	MCG_69
	MCG_70
	MCG_71
	MCG_72
	MCG_73
	MCG_74
	MCG_75
	MCG_76
	MCG_77
	MCG_78
	MCG_79
	MCG_80
	MCG_81
	MCG_82
	MCG_83
	MCG_84
	MCG_85
	MCG_86
	MCG_87
	MCG_88
	MCG_89
	MCG_90
	MCG_91
	MCG_92
	MCG_93
	MCG_94
	MCG_95
	MCG_96
	MCG_97
	MCG_98
	MCG_99
	MCG_100
	MCG_101
	MCG_102
	MCG_103
	MCG_104
	MCG_105
	MCG_106
	MCG_107
	MCG_108
	MCG_109
	MCG_110
	MCG_111
	MCG_112
	MCG_COV3
	MCG_COV4



