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The ESD (expeditionary trans-
fer dock)1 was developed to 
enhance the Navy and Ma-
rine Corps’ amphibious op-

erational reach by increasing our seabas-
ing capability. The employment concept 
moors the platform alongside an LMSR 
(large, medium-speed roll-on/roll-off) 
ship in order to receive equipment 
pre-positioned aboard the LMSR via 
side-port starboard ramp and cranes, 
combat load the equipment onto CAC 
operating from three specially-designed 
lanes aboard the MLPs (mobile landing 
platforms), and then the LCAC deliver 
their loads ashore in support of combat 
operations.2 The primary capabilities 
of the ESD include limited marshal-
ling, staging, and reconfiguration of 
equipment at sea in addition to over-
the-horizon delivery of equipment and 
personnel ashore via LCAC.
 Beginning in fiscal year 2016 with 
the addition of the ESD to the MPF 
(maritime pre-positioning force) pro-
gram, MARFORPAC (Marine Corps 
Forces, Pacific) planned and conducted 

various maritime events to validate the 
added capability this platform brings 
to littoral access and mobility in the 
Pacific. Working with PACFLT (U.S. 
Pacific Fleet), CD&I HQMC (Con-
cept Development and Integration), 
and the Navy chain of command for 
the maritime prepositioning squadrons, 
MARFORPAC selected various seabas-
ing objectives to complement the robust 
MPF exercise continuum in the Pacific.
 In May 2015, MARFORPAC hosted 
the PALS (Pacific Command Amphibi-
ous Leaders Symposium) designed to 
bring together senior leaders of allied 
and partner nations to increase am-
phibious capability development and 

interoperability.3 The showcase event 
was Exercise CULEBRA KOA in the 
Hawaiian Island area of operations. 
This exercise was intended to be a 
comprehensive demonstration of na-
val power projection demonstrating the 
ESD and LMSR capabilities to operate 
with LCAC connectors provided by the 
15th MEU. Within the MPF program, 
the LMSRs (Bob Hope class, Watson 
class, and Shugart class) are the only 
vessels certified to moor to the ESD, 
and LCAC are the sole certified con-
nectors for moving vehicles and equip-
ment from ESD to shore. The event was 
ultimately cancelled—the ships were 
unable to moor together, conduct skin-
to-skin operations, and transfer equip-
ment due to sea state and a bow thruster 
casualty on the ESD, USNS Montford 
Point (T-ESD-1).
 In February 2016, MARFORPAC 
conducted exercise FB16 (FREEDOM 
BANNER 16) in support of exercise SY16 
(SSANG YONG 16) in the vicinity of the 
Republic of Korea. SY16 was a large-
scale amphibious exercise that aggre-
gated two ARG/MEUs and an infantry 
battalion, building up to MEB-level 
operations. Commander, Expeditionary 
Strike Group Seven and Command-
ing General, 3d MEB led the exercise, 
which combined the Boxer and Bon-
homme Richard ARGs as well as the 11th 
and 31st MEUs. FB16 included a pier-
side offload of equipment from USNS 
Williams in the vicinity of Gwangyang, 
Korea, sustainment to ground forces 

Increasing Seabasing
Interoperability in the Pacific

by Maj Robert Barber, USMC(Ret) & MAJ Christopher Wolfe, USA(Ret)

>Maj Barber is prior enlisted and received his commission in 2000. He has more 
than 12 years of experience in the Pacific Command Theater and retired as the 
Maritime Prepositioning Officer, Marine Corps Forces Pacific.
 
>>MAJ Wolfe is prior enlisted and received his commission in 1996. He has 
more than 15 years of experience in the Pacific Command Theater as an Army 
Transportation Officer and served as the Maritime Prepositioning Officer, Marine 
Corps Forces Pacific

MARFORPAC hosts PALS, a symposium that brings together senior leaders of allied and part-
ner nations. (Photo by Cpl Wesley Timm.)



WE2 www.mca-marines.org/gazette Marine Corps Gazette • October 2017

Web edition (Logistics)

ashore from the USNS Sacagawea (T-
AKE), and attempted to demonstrate 
the unique capability of the ESD with 
a planned skin-to-skin mooring with 
the USNS Stockham in order transfer a 
company-sized raid force for seizure of a 
port to support a larger assault follow on 
echelon. Due to weather and sea state, 
the skin-to-skin mooring was unable 
to occur in the timeframe needed to 
support the raid force. The ESD and 
LMSR did, however, conduct one suc-
cessful skin-to-skin mooring and moved 
one HMMWV from the LMSR to the 
ESD, but no equipment was transferred 
ashore. Additionally, the ESD was able 
to ballast down and conduct operations 
with one LCAC. This event was not a 
skin-to-skin event and did not involve 
the transfer of equipment.
 Prior to conducting ESD seabasing 
operations during SY16/FB16, the ESD 
had an accumulated record of zero suc-
cessful skin-to-skin moorings between 
the ESD and LMSR out of seven such 
attempts in the Middle and Western 
Pacific Ocean. Those attempts included 

one during Exercise CULEBRA KOA off 
Oahu, Hawaii; two off the west coast 
of Okinawa; three in vicinity of Sasebo, 
Japan; and rehearsal operations during 
exercise SY/FB16. Most recently, the 
ESD suffered a throttle casualty, los-
ing control of her port engines from 
the bridge and was unable to maintain 
heading control using the installed DP 
0 (dynamic positioning zero) system. 
ESD operations were temporarily halted 
for repairs on the throttle followed by a 
mandatory U.S. Coast Guard inspec-
tion in order to bring the ESD back up 
to fully operational capable status.
 Following the challenges associated 
with ESD operations during SY16/
FB16, CG, 3d MEB arranged for con-
versations with subject matter experts 

regarding the ESD. Specifically, the 
discussion centered on background, 
history, reasons behind the numer-
ous unsuccessful attempts to conduct 
ESD operations in order to gain a clear 
understanding of current issues, and 
possible solutions to improve the ESD 
capability.
 It was determined that current capa-
bility shortfalls of the ESD and the fact 
that the skin-to-skin operations have 
recently been unsuccessful are predomi-
nately due to sea state and mechanical 
issues with the bow thrusters. The two 
primary risks involved are “deck wash-
over,” or waves over the deck that would 
sweep away personnel and equipment 
when the ESD is at full ballast-down 
depth of 15m, and skin-to-skin damage 
to both vessels (ESD/LMSR) and their 
installed systems.
 Statistically, USNS Montford Point 
entered exercise SY16 with a record of 
22 successful skin-to-skin moorings and 
six successful touch and goes during 
calendar years 2014 and 2015. These 
events were conducted at Long Beach 

Harbor, Puget Sound, and off the shores 
of Camp Pendleton, California, in sea 
states 1 through 3. Sea state 3 skin-to-
skin moorings only occurred off the 
shores of California with maximum 
wave heights ranging between 2.2 to 
3.8 feet.
 Although skin-to-skin operations 
were successfully demonstrated off 
Camp Pendleton during test and eval-
uation exercises, for PALS16, and for 
PACIFIC HORIZON 17, it should be 
noted that wave periods vary depending 
on geographic location. The Southern 
California areas of operation typically 
experience longer period waves/long 
swells while other areas might experi-
ence shorter wave periods and “chop-
pier” conditions, all with the same wave 

height, but with a completely differ-
ent impact on the ships and resultant 
motions of both vessels. Just because 
skin-to-skin operations were success-
fully demonstrated off Southern Cali-
fornia in sea state 3 with wave heights 
between 2.2 and 3.8 feet, there is no 
clear indication the same success will 
be possible with similar wave heights 
or sea states off the coast of Korea, in 
the North Atlantic, or other regions.
 To date, there has been limited 
success in employing this platform to 
meet operational requirements associ-
ated with the mobility challenges we 
face in the Pacific. Of note, there have 
not been any attempts to operate the 
vessel in any other combatant com-
mander area of responsibility. Given 
what has come to be routine threats in 
the Central Command region, as well 
as increasing instability in the Eastern 
Mediterranean/Eastern European area, 
the possibility of operating the ESD 
in these regions cannot be discounted. 
Some of the specific technical shortfalls 
experienced during exercises in the Pa-
cific were:

• Lack of capability of the VTR (ve-
hicle transfer ramp) aboard the ESD 
during increased sea state conditions;
• Lack of a robust dynamic position-
ing required when bringing ships skin-
to-skin. The system aboard the ESD 
Class ships is only capable of main-
taining ships heading, and the head-
ing of the LMSR. It cannot maintain 
geographic position automatically nor 
can it maintain relative position to 
the other vessel while making an ap-
proach. A Class 1 or better DP system 
is required for those operations;
• Knuckle cranes are incapable of op-
erating at increased sea state to support 
operations;
• Repeated bow thruster mechanical 
issues when positioning the ships for 
skin-to-skin; and
• Adequate pumps in order to ef-
fectively ballast up/down the ship in 
dynamic conditions.

What We Wanted
 The original requirements-driven 
design of the ESD program offered 
the Navy and Marine Corps a unique, 
high-performance platform to facilitate 

The original requirements-driven design of the ESD 
program offered the Navy and Marine Corps a unique, 
high-performance platform to facilitate at-sea cargo 
transfers from MPF.
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at-sea cargo transfers from MPF. The 
platforms would partially submerge 
in water and allow cargo to float on 
and off of it. The ESD is essentially a 
“beach” that links a roll-on/roll-off car-
go ship to small, barge-like watercraft, 
such as LCAC, the INLS (improved 
Navy lighterage system) and LCU 
(landing craft, utility), and can deliver 
Sailors, Marines, and their equipment 
from the seabase ashore.4 The initial 
requirements provided by the ESD 
would function as a staging position 
or seabase for conducting arrival and 
assembly at sea of the MEB. It would 
carry 1,112 personnel, provide a seabase 
where Sailors and Marines are matched 
with their equipment, and employ the 
combat-ready force ashore via surface 
and aviation connectors at a time and 
place of their choosing. Of note, that 
original design would have allowed the 
LCAC to make their approach from the 
stern of the vessel, just as they do with 
current amphibious warships.
 In the fall of 2009, largely due to 
the looming fiscal down turn, MPF 
(Future) was placed on hold as part 
of the Quadrennial Defense Review, 
and the U.S. Navy conducted a review 
of alternative concepts to reduce cost, 
examine enhancements, and concepts 
that would give the MPS squadrons 
additional capabilities. As a result, the 
original design of the ESD was altered 
mainly because of price—in the range 
$1.2B dollars per ship. This resulted 
in the tailored, commercial, near-term 
seabasing platform that we currently 
have in service today. The price tag for 
the new solution was $500 million. The 
current ESD is a significantly reduced 
capability than the original capabilities 
development document. (See Table 1.) 
Also of significance, with the current 
design LCAC are required to approach 
the vessel from the beam, which leads 
to concerns regarding sea and wind 
direction for both vessels as well as the 
LCAC.

What We Bought
 The ESDs assigned to the MPF 
program, USNS Montford Point and 
USNS John Glenn are 34,544 MT dis-
placement carriers for LCAC. It is an 
auxiliary vessel (non-warship) designed 

to operate in permissive environments. 
In higher threat environments, the ESD 
operates under the protection of war-
ships or other joint assets. It is built 
to American Bureau of Shipping steel 
vessel rules standards and is not shock 
hardened. It is a modified deep-draft 
crude carrier design of the Alaska-
class tanker that provides a platform 
of 25,000 square feet of raised vehicle 
deck space for marshalling, staging, 
or temporary storage of equipment or 
vehicles. The ESD supports RO/RO 
(roll-on/roll-off ) operations with the 
LMSR and the EPF (expeditionary 
fast transport) formerly known as the 
JHSV (joint high speed vessel). It carries 
a VTR for connection to LMSRs. The 
ESD supports transfer operations with 
LCAC and is conducting research and 
developmental demonstrations to test 
interoperability with the INLS LCU.

 The ESD has three LCAC lanes for 
surface connector interface that support 
the transfer of equipment and vehicles 
between the ESD and LCAC for trans-
portation to and from shore. Ship-to-
shore movement from the ESD is one 
dimensional, predicated on the avail-
ability of amphibious ships and their 
embarked LCAC. AAVs may transit 
from the LMSR to the ESD, conduct 
water-tight integrity test, splash from 
the LCAC lanes, and perform other 
preparations as necessary on the raised 
vehicle deck.
 The Seabasing Joint Integrating Con-
cept, (Washington, DC: DOD, 2005), 
originally established an objective of 
operating through NATO Sea State 
4. The ESD capability development 
document established a threshold re-
quirement, based on a cost constraint, 
through mid-sea state 3 (~3 ft. wave 

Capability Original ESD Design Current ESD

Accommodations 922 personnel 34 personnel

Vehicle Square 50,000 enclosed sq ft 25,000 exposed sq ft

Cargo Fuel 905,000 gal 380,000 gal

LCAC 6 full service spots including
Intermediate-level Maintenance

3 limited service spots
(Fueling/Barriers/Navigation
Lights)

M
is

si
on

 P
ay

lo
ad

Employment of Forces
1/3 Surface for a Battalion
Landing Team (BLT), Arrival &
Assembly (A&A) conducted
At sea

Delivery of equipment only,
Arrival & Assembly
conducted Ashore

Vehicle Transfer at sea

Sea state 4 Vehicle Transfer
System and Dynamic
Positioning with GPS
redundancy

Sea state 3 (skin-to-skin)

Embarked Forces
Command and
Control

5,000 sq ft for BLT planning,
training and control

Space & weight to support
LCAC Ops and Debarkation
control

Aviation (1) Level I, Class 2 operating
spot (MV-22/CH-53 capable)

None

Ship Utility Services Organic to support all
shipboard functions

Electrical and potable water
to support up to a 445
personnel accommodations
module

Table 1. Original design requirements versus received requirements. (Table by author.)
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height). During testing, Military Sealift 
Command validated the ESD could 
operate through sea state 3 (4.1 foot 
wave height) vice mid sea state 3 in-
creasing the operational threshold to 
closer match the capabilities of other 
connectors and enablers which use other 
sea state scales.

What Is Needed to Bridge the Gap
 In conjunction with the Navy, MAR-
FORPAC will continue the evolution of 
seabasing enabling capabilities in order 
to increase interoperability and mobility 
in the littorals by gaining knowledge 
from employment of alternative plat-
forms, using a synchronized process 
of requirements generation, conduct-
ing concept and gap validation, and 
implementing solutions generated at 
the PALS. For the mid-term, MAR-
FORPAC will inject ESD opportunities 
at the annual Maritime Prepositioning 
Exercise Working Group in order to 
align concept validation and seabasing 
enabling objectives with future exercises 
to continue to expand interoperability 
and proficiency. Additionally, as a first-
in-class ship, additional experience is 
required to increase proficiency in skin-
to-skin operations. In FY18, PACFLT 
supports an initiative to conduct a quar-
terly ESD to LMSR skin-to-skin mar-
riage in order to increase proficiency. 

Ideally, these events will be scheduled 
when there is an amphibious warship 
in the local area, so LCAC operations 
can also be included. Given that both 
ESDs are to be forward deployed assets, 
opportunities for the LCAC community 
to gain live training are severely limited, 
and there is currently no simulator or 
trainer with the requisite ESD software.
 Materiel solutions will also increase 
the operational capability and capacity 
issues. Solutions may be a result of sci-
ence and technology, while other up-
grades and modifications may be solely 
dependent on engineering feasibility 
studies and funding. Any combination 
of the solutions mentioned below have 
the potential to markedly improve the 
current employment of the ESD and 
limit the effects of sea state. These solu-
tions include but are not limited to:

• DP/VTAS (dynamic positioning/
vertical transfer alongside system). In 
February 2010, a Class 1 DP system 
was tested in the Gulf of Mexico, us-
ing the MV Mighty Servant and the 
LMSR USNS Soderman as test vessels. 
The installed DP system kept both 
ships apart, at a safe distance, and 
maintained that distance precisely at 
34 meters, plus or minus .5 meters, 
while still being close enough to put 
a ramp between and transfer combat 
vehicles and gear. The VTAS ramp is 

a stabilized system that compensated 
for the varying roll and movements of 
both ships. As demonstrated during 
the testing, this stabilized ramp al-
lowed for the safe and efficient transfer 
of wheeled and tracked vehicles, in-
cluding MTVRs, AAV-7s, and even 
M1A1 tanks. DP/VTAS is a proven 
concept, and it should be reconsidered.
• An upgraded ESD ballasting system 
to reduce the time required for bal-
lasting operations thereby widening 
the operational window for skin-to-
skin operations and further support 
equipment transfer from the LMSR 
to the ESD. Currently, the ESD has 
a four-day ballast operation require-
ment, which limits the time window 
and location for conducting skin-to-
skin operations.
• The Office of Naval Research’s 
environmental ship motion forecast-
ing technology would increase safety 
by improving “seaway environmental 
forecasting, in order to predict ship 
motions and determine windows of 
opportunity for inter/intraship ma-
terial and personnel movement.”5 

This system is currently planned to 
be installed on USNS John Glenn 
(T-ESD-2) prior to her participation 
in PALS 16 in the vicinity of Camp 
Pendleton. Sea states will impact the 
ability to conduct skin-to-skin opera-
tions, deploy the VTR, transfer equip-
ment between ships, and interface 
with surface connectors.
• A 10 degree twist-capable VTR to 
replace the current vehicle transfer 
ramp. The twist-capable VTR will 
better facilitate ship-to-ship vehicle 
transfers while underway and up to 
sea state 4 conditions to enable faster, 
safer vehicle transfer operations.
• Upgrade of the DP system to al-
low full station keeping as opposed 
to heading only. This upgrade would 
limit the effects of sea state and pro-
vide full station keeping and full com-
puter redundancy as opposed to the 
single computer, heading only system 
currently in use. At minimum, a Class 
1 DP system will give the ESD this 
capability.
• Addition of a modular troop berth-
ing solution to accommodate a rifle 
company-sized force with appropriate 

ARG/MEUs are aggregated as part of amphibious exercises being conducted with allied na-
tions. (Photo by LCpl jacob Pruitt.)
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command and control space. This will 
bring an initial arrival and assembly 
at sea capability as envisioned in the 
original design.
• Gaining additional information and 
knowledge of the operating envelopes 
for surface and vertical connectors. 
The surface connectors that interface 
with the ESD operate in both open 
ocean and close to shore, to include 
loading and discharging cargo and 
personnel through austere port facili-
ties and across beaches. The ESD can 
conduct transfer operations in condi-
tions up to mid-sea state 3. Vertical 
connectors have limitations on ap-
proach to the flight deck of the LMSR 
based on ship housing, cranes, and 
other obstructions. An understanding 
of the safe operating envelope for each 
combination of ESD, surface/vertical 
connector, and LMSR is required to 
ensure limits are included in the plan-
ning process for any mission.
• The ships’ crews use an SOE (safe 
operating envelope) developed during 
the six months of ESD post-delivery 
trial and testing by Military Sealift 
Command and Naval Sea Systems 
Command, Program Executive Of-
ficer Ships, Program Manager Ships 
385 responsible for strategic and the-
ater sealift. As new lessons are learned 
and new procedures are proposed with 

each experimentation, demonstration, 
and exercise, the operations manual 
will be revised and updated by stake-
holders and subject matter experts.

Way Ahead
 FREEDOM BANNER is the only an-
nually funded MPF exercise in the Pa-
cific, and it continues to be the mainstay 
not only for PACFLT and MARFOR-
PAC but for the entire Navy and Marine 
Corps in MPF concept validation, doc-
trinal development, experimentation, 
and seabasing integration. We should 
continue to use this exercise to validate 
potential improvements to our ability 
to conduct seabasing, including those 
specific possible solutions already men-
tioned in this article. The Navy and 
Marine Corps team will continue to 
use this exercise continuum to enable 
the rapid deployment and engagement 
of a MAGTF anywhere in the world to 
support the National Defense Strategy. 
The unique area of operations within 
the Pacific, which is home to the U.S. 
Navy’s greatest f leet concentration, 
affords the opportunity for PACFLT 
and MARFORPAC to be the Depart-
ment of the Navy’s experts in seabasing 
doctrine. Additionally, these organiza-
tions are best positioned, staffed, and 
operationally focused to lead the Navy-
Marine Corps team in seabasing devel-

opment that will better inform senior 
leaders on the employment, integration, 
modifications, and future location of 
assets associated with the seabase.
 As the Navy and Marine Corps 
continue to execute a rebalance to the 
Pacific, MARFORPAC continues to 
sharpen amphibious, expeditionary, 
and maritime capabilities through 
training and exercises staying true to 
the Marine Corps capstone concept, EF 
21, (Expeditionary Force 21). We must 
remain committed to increasing opera-
tional mobility throughout the Pacific 
through partnership with the U.S. Navy 
and support from U.S. Transportation 
Command.6 PACOM, PACFLT, and 
MARFORPAC’s strength rests square-
ly with increased interoperability and 
close integration already successfully 
developed with our Pacific region allies 
and partners. The unique geographical 
position affords the ability to leverage 
maritime platforms, which enhances 
operational reach and strengthens naval 
integration.
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(ESMF), Announcement #10-019,” Office of 
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An LCAC approaches the USNS John Glenn (T-ESD-2) during Exercise PACIFIC HORIZON 2017. 
(Photo by LCpl Roxanna Gonzalez.)
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In Ghost Fleet, authors P.W. Singer 
and August Cole lay out a plau-
sible, frightening, and pitch-perfect 
vision of what a future global war 

involving a near-peer competitor in 
a contested environment could look 
like.1 The United States, China, and 
Russia confront each other on mul-
tiple domains, including space, land, 
sea, air, and cyber, using both manned 
and unmanned systems. If this is how 
the experts envision the future force 
fighting, how would we, as logisticians, 
support this force in such operations? 
 To extend the operational reach of 
the MAGTF in 2025 and beyond, lo-
gisticians across all elements must take 
advantage of the technological innova-
tions we are developing today, including 
embedded maintenance and capacity 
sensors; unmanned air, ground, and 
surface logistics systems; industrial im-
provements to packaging; and enhanced 
battery technologies. To make this hap-
pen, we must truly partner with industry 
and streamline our acquisition processes.
 The Marine Corps Vision and Strategy 
2025 states that “expeditionary” is an 
institutional and individual mindset, 
not simply the ability to deploy over-
seas.2 To reach this, the Marine Corps 
of the future must focus on increased 
tempo, being increasingly lean, and 
maintaining combat effectiveness in 
austere and degraded conditions. Ac-
complishing this requires the Marine 
Corps to agilely respond to and antici-
pate changing situations on the ground. 
Our history of amphibious warfare and 
vertical envelopment has taught us that, 
by embracing new technologies and 
concepts, we will create new and ef-
fective means of warfare. This article 
describes that future, focusing specifi-

cally on the art and science of logistics 
in a future expeditionary environment.
 Today’s Marines, operating at the 
tactical edge of the spear, carry between 
97 and 135 pounds of equipment and 
supplies when heading out on patrol.3 

Despite efforts to lighten the load, Ma-
rines must carry three to seven days’ 

worth of rations, water, batteries, and 
ammunition, let alone the necessary 
equipment for the duration of the mis-
sion, because terrain and weather often 
prevent reliable resupply. 
 Today’s tactical vehicles, in addi-
tion to their growing weight and size, 
consume an enormous amount of fuel, 

The Future of Marine 
Corps Logistics

We must take advantage of technological innovations
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A JTARV during a training exercise carries an attached IV-solution. The JTARV can provide 
immediate support to operational units. (Photo by Sgt Salvador R. Moreno.)
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requiring a large logistics tail. The M1 
Abrams tank gets about .6 miles per 
gallon, which means that it needs ap-
proximately 300 gallons of fuel every 
8 hours. Additionally, maintainers and 
supply officers must predict what parts 
the MAGTF will require while deployed 
and carry them as part of the organiza-
tion’s sustainment block, tying up ap-
proximately 2,000 items of supply that 
are worth millions of dollars and critical 
embarkation space. 
 In the future, we will effectively 
eliminate the requirement for Marines 
to carry more than the recommended 
50-pound assault load by leveraging 
emerging technology. Spare batteries 
will become obsolete as Marines will use 
a suite of sustainable energy technology, 
such as solar or kinetic power genera-
tors. Marines will autonomously com-
municate their location, allowing logis-
ticians to send support or sustainment 
without requiring that they wait for the 
convoy or return to a basecamp. A fam-
ily of unmanned logistics ground, air, 
and surface systems will be trusted to 
deliver all classes of supply on-demand 
and on-time. Unlike current manned 
systems, unmanned systems will op-
erate in all environmental and threat 
conditions. Equipment and supplies will 
speak to each other through a mesh of 
location sensors, allowing Marines to 
maintain 100-percent visibility of sup-
plies from the garrison warehouse to the 

afloat block of sustainment. By outfit-
ting our Marines and their equipment 
with self-reporting beacons and sensors 
capable of providing us an accurate and 
constant picture of the fight, the Marine 
Corps will improve the lethality and 
readiness of the MAGTF. 
 Technology, including sensors on 
equipment, will alert maintainers to 

predicted equipment failures while also 
alerting suppliers to direct and provide 
directions for resupplies of fuel, water, 
ammunition, and rations. 
 Though not optimized, today’s 
defense supply chain remains one of 
the most effective in the world. We 
routinely move critical parts from 
warehouses in the United States to 
a forward location within 12 to 14 
days. At the operational level, how-
ever, today’s logistics still represent 
the “iron mountains” of World War 

II, Vietnam, and DESERT STORM. In 
the future, Marines will use location-
enabled devices to request support 
without waiting to return to base. 
The data produced by the sensors on 
Marines and their equipment will feed 
a cloud-based routing system that will 
provide critical information to “apps” 
and devices held at the tactical, opera-

tional, and strategic levels, allowing 
commanders at each level to have an 
accurate picture of the situation at all 
times. These systems will also enable 
a reduced ashore footprint of sustain-
ers necessary to support the Marines 
engaged in the fight. Artificial intel-
ligence, behind the “screen,” will man-
age and optimize this complex web of 
requests, deliveries, and routes. 
 In the future, our Marines will no 
longer wait for a supply chain to bring 
critical parts to them. Additive and 
other digital manufacturing equipment 
(i.e., 3D printing) operated by sustainers 
aboard vessels supporting the MAGTF 
will support the MAGTF by producing 
mission-critical parts and tools from 
durable plastic polymers and various 
metals within hours of receiving a re-
quirement, often via a sensor alert be-
fore the equipment fails. Parts and tools 
that cannot be manufactured by the 
MAGTF using additive manufacturing 
will be automatically requested by artifi-
cial intelligence and express shipped via 
autonomous air-to-surface drones from 
the afloat or ashore forward support 
base within 24 hours. This capability 
will ensure that our Marines and Sail-
ors have what they need at the right 
place, at the right time, and in the right 
quantity to accomplish their mission, 
whether that mission is to strike with 

Battery technology is just one of several technological advances that is being pursued during 
equipment testing/experimentation. (Photo by Sgt Kailyn Klein.)

Though not optimized, today’s defense supply chain 
remains one of the most effective in the world. We 
routinely move critical parts from warehouses in the 
United States to a forward location within 12 to 14 
days.
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deadly force or provide humanitarian 
assistance. 
 In the future, artificial intelligence 
in service aboard ships will predict 
maintenance on logistics equipment, 
such as the unmanned/autonomous 
resupply vehicles and landing craft. 
Artificial intelligence will also digi-
tally assemble prepackaged loads and 
special requests, which will then be 
physically assembled by Marines teamed 
with advanced robotics. These special 
requests may include either inclement 
weather gear based on predicted weather 
conditions or even emergency medical 
supplies based upon the health status 
sensors of an individual Marine. The 
artificial intelligence will recommend 
the correct optimal packaging solution 
based upon the type and capacity of the 
unmanned logistics system as well as the 
expected humidity and temperature. 
Some of these packaging solutions will 
be recycled on-site to become feedstock 
for 3D printed components or other 
packaging forms. This feedstock will 
also be recycled from the hundreds of 
polymer pallets and containers used to 
bring equipment into theater. The rou-
tine inter-theater resupply ships will be 
manned by artificial intelligence, thus 
allowing them to travel in extreme con-
ditions without concern for human pas-
sengers.

 In the future, we will minimize 
the need to transport fuel and potable 
drinking water into theaters of operation 
by using technology that can leverage 
the vast amount of seawater available 
at the littorals to produce potable water 
using reverse osmosis water purification/
desalination technologies. The Marine 
Corps will leverage emerging technol-
ogy to employ hybrid vehicles that use 
a combination of electricity and fossil 
fuels. Marines will use seawater and 
magnesium cells to create sustainable 
power plants that create electricity with-
out the requirement for fossil fuels. That 
being said, our legacy systems will still 
require a reliable fuel source. In order 
to ensure sufficient fuel availability, the 
Marine Corps will outfit vehicle tank-
ers with artificial intelligence. These 
tankers will use autonomous ship-to-
shore connectors—the replacement 
for the Navy’s LCAC—for retail fuel 
delivery in order to move the fuel across 
the beaches and continue to the point 
of employment without human inter-
vention so that Marines can focus on 
winning the battle and not worry about 
how they will receive logistics support.
 As we saw in Ghost Fleet, we cannot 
focus on the kinetic war alone. As the 
Marine Corps incorporates innovative 
technology in order to enhance our 
warfighting capabilities, we also expose 

ourselves to the risk of cyber-attacks. 
We must continue to invest in research 
and development in order to anticipate 
the potential actions of our enemies and 
design solutions before they occur.
 By partnering with industry in order 
to incorporate the most recent techno-
logical innovations into Marine Corps 
doctrine and policy, the Marines will 
optimize tactical distribution, mod-
ernize the supply chain, and increase 
equipment readiness to ensure that we 
are ready to win our Nation’s wars. In 
the September 2016 publication of Hy-
brid Logistics: A Blend of Old and New, 
LtGen Michael G. Dana reminds us of 
what

our 37th Commandant wrote in 
FRAGO 01/2016, we must always be 
looking for, and exploiting, opportuni-
ties to both do what we do better, and 
do what we do differently. The latter 
requires adaptation which can only re-
sult from fresh thinking. It starts with 
visions like this one—and it begins 
and ends with active engagement and 
participation from you—our extremely 
talented MAGTF logisticians—and 
it extends to all MAGTF Marines.4

Notes

1. P.W. Singer and August Cole, Ghost Fleet: 
A Novel of the Next World War, (Boston, MA: 
Houghton Mifflin Harcout, 2015).

2. Headquarters Marine Corps, Marine Corps 
Vision and Strategy 2025, (Washington, DC; 
2008).

3. Naval Research Advisory Committee, “Light-
ening the Load,” (Washington, DC: September 
2007).

4. LtGen Michael G. Dana, “Marine Corps Hy-
brid Logistics: A Blend of Old and New,” Hybrid 
Logistics, (Washington, DC: September 2016).

Advances in unmanned air and ground logistics support may replace some of the logistics 
support now provided through convoy operations. (Photo by LCpl Timothy Shoemaker.)
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“The will to win is not 
nearly so important as 
the will to prepare to 
win.” Vince Lombardi 

did not focus his efforts on winning. 
Rather, he focused on the actions that 
had to be taken to do so. As a Marine 
Corps, and as the Nation’s expeditionary 
force-in-readiness, we have been given 
the task to man, train, and equip our 
forces in preparation for any conflict 
across the spectrum of military opera-
tions. Given current resourcing limita-
tions, the implied task is to do so as 
efficiently and effectively as possible. 
Within the MLG (Marine Logistics 
Group), engineers are currently spread 
between multifunctional battalions in 
DS (direct support) of infantry regi-
ments, multifunctional battalions in DS 
of MEUs, and a functional battalion in 
GS (general support) of the MEF. This 
hybrid existence can only be maintained 
with a larger force of engineers. With 
recent and pending engineer force reduc-
tions in engineer force levels, the sustain-
ment of engineer capabilities can be best 
accomplished through the consolida-
tion of engineers within the functional 
ESB (engineer support battalion). This 
consolidation of engineer and utilities 
forces under one command will enable 
the MLG to provide scalable, adaptable, 
and capable general engineering support, 
increase the commander’s flexibility to 
mass engineer forces, and ultimately in-
creases the MLG’s ability to provide the 
full spectrum of logistics support to the 
MEF during major combat operations.
 Dispersion of engineer capability 
among multiple multifunctional battal-

Reinforcing 
the Castle

Generating a more capable, scalable,
and resourced force for the MEF

by Capt Cameron M. Allen &

1stLts Timothy A. Denning & Sean M. Guthrie

>Capt Allen is a 1302 Combat Engineer Officer currently serving as an Instructor, 
Defense Nuclear Weapons School.  Previously, he served as the Executive Officer, 
Engineer Support Company, 7th Engineer Support Battalion, and deployed as the 
Engineer Officer in Charge for SP-MAGTF-CR-CENTCOM 16.1 LCE.
 
>>1stLt Denning is a 1302 Combat Engineer Officer currently serving as the Remain 
Behind Element Officer in Charge, Company A, 7th Engineer Support Battalion.  
He previously served as the Training Officer, 7th Engineer Support Battalion, and 
deployed as the Engineer Officer for SP-MAGTF-CR-CENTCOM 16.1 CE.
 
>>>1stLt Guthrie is a 1302 Combat Engineer Officer currently serving as the S-4A, 
Combat Logistics Battalion 11, preparing to depart on the 11th MEU.  He previ-
ously served as the Remain Behind Element Officer in Charge, Company A, 7th 
Engineer Support Battalion.

ESB Mairnes assembling a medium girder bridge. (Photo by LCpl Tyler Stewart.)
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ions in the MLG hinders the ability to 
effectively train to the complete mission 
essential task list required of these low 
density capabilities for major combat 
operations. While multifunctional bat-
talions in the MLG gain the ability to 
rapidly deploy pre-sized forces, they lack 
experience and effective training in cer-
tain fields.1 In an ESB, there are expe-
rienced SNCO and officers developing, 
leading, and evaluating training. They 
are able to provide subject matter exper-
tise, mentorship, direct feedback, and 
after-action points specifically related to 
engineering. In recent history, double-
digit CLBs (combat logistics battalions) 
have often had a first-tour second lieu-
tenant combat engineer officer who has 
just finished Engineer Officers Course 
and is now accountable for an engineer 
equipment set that consists of bulk fuel, 
heavy equipment, power distribution, 
and water purification equipment. Ef-
fective employment and maintenance 
of this equipment requires experienced 
personnel, generally chief warrant offi-
cers, who have operated within the field 
for years. Without having spent time at 
an ESB and working with these subject 
matter experts, a junior officer’s knowl-
edge is limited to the brief classroom 
instruction received at the schoolhouse. 
This issue exists on the enlisted side as 
well. The single-digit CLBs may have a 
utilities chief gunnery sergeant straight 
out of Utilities Chief Course who now 
holds the 1169 Utilities Chief MOS. 
The 1169 Utilities Chief MOS pulls 
from three separate occupational spe-
cialties. This means they will have a 
strong background in one of the three 
utilities fields and limited understand-
ing of the other two. By consolidating 
the MLG’s engineers, ESBs can train, 
screen, and develop Marines prior to 
manning the CLBs. Through increas-
ing the competence of the engineers 
assigned to the CLBs, the MLG’s ability 
to provide engineer support is drasti-
cally increased.
 The current method of organization 
creates a modular, one-size-fits-all unit 
with fixed and finite engineer capabili-
ties that may be well-suited for rapid 
deployment but are not ideal in capacity 
for either major combat operations or 
crisis response missions. When estab-

lishing the layout of CLBs, ESBs, or 
combat logistics regiments, we must re-
member that the “willingness to focus at 
the decisive place and time necessitates 
strict economy and the acceptance of 
risk elsewhere and at other times.”2 As 
potential adversaries approach competi-
tive parity, we, as a Marine Corps, must 

accept the friction inherent to force 
generation of MEUs and other crisis 
response missions as secondary in prior-
ity to our ability to mass engineers in 
major combat operations, and not just 
modular crisis response units, with or-
ganic engineer capability. Double-digit 
and single-digit CLBs, while sharing the 
same unit name, are distinctly different 
in priority, organization, and mission. 
Single-digit CLBs have the mission of 
providing direct support to infantry 
regiments, while double-digit CLBs pro-
vide the LCE of an MEU. This shared 
naming convention belies subtle differ-
ences in types of missions potentially 

required of engineers. The consolidation 
of combat engineers under one com-
mand, while impeding the development 
of command relationships, will provide 
the MEF with a more capable engineer 
force that can be inserted or scaled to 
meet the requirement of any mission. 
As an MLG, our emphasis should not 
be on facilitating the generation of 
crisis response and contingency forces 
but rather on providing forces capable 
of succeeding in major combat opera-
tions. With engineers consolidated un-
der the ESB, this will be accomplished 
primarily through the assumption of 
the risk inherent in reduced interac-
tion between CLB and special purpose 
MAGTF commanders and their subor-
dinates. This may be mitigated through 
increased interaction at the regimental 
level with engineer representation in 
order to “focus at the decisive place,” 
that is, war with a near-peer threat. 
During Operation DESERT STORM, 
“[T]he massed power of the engineer 
support battalions ... [was] key to success 
in Desert Shield and Desert Storm.”3 
This ability to mass was a direct result 
not of small, multi-functional battalions 
in DS but of well trained, manned, and 
equipped functional battalions, such as 
7th ESB and 1st Transportation Support 
Battalion. The ability to mass was due 
in large part to established command 

Transportation support battalion Marines attaching an I-beam to a CH-53 during helicopter 
support team training. (Photo by LCpl Tyler Stewart.)

ESBs can train, screen, 
and develop Marines 
prior to manning the 
CLBs.
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and support relationships in addition 
to well-rehearsed C2 (command and 
control) procedures.
 This concept, when put into prac-
tice, poses potential challenges that, 
if not mitigated, may neutralize the 
advantage gained through consolida-
tion of the engineer capability in the 
ESB. In combat operations, the CO’s 
ability to command and control his 
force is directly related to the ability 
of his staff to produce the common 
operational picture of the battlespace 
and the knowledge and interconnect-
edness of his team.4 The multifaceted 
and complex nature of C2 necessitates 
intimate experience with subordinate 
unit capability as well as knowledge of 
the intangible effects of diverse person-
alities. This can only built over time op-
erating as a composite unit; this effect is 
magnified in a diverse multifunctional 
battalion. Together, this combination of 
a quality common operational picture 
and intimate and implicit relationships 
creates the controls through which the 
commander effectively commands in 
an expeditionary and time-sensitive 
environment. Units inexperienced in 
operating as a composite unit tend to 
conduct C2 following a unidirectional 
approach that limits reaction and flow 

of information. The standard of C2 is 
described in MCDP 6 as “reciprocal in-
fluence” where “command is the initia-
tion of action and control is feedback.”5 
 The difficulty of achieving this stan-
dard of C2 in the LCE is amplified due 
to the diverse nature of logistics. The 
LCE commander must be allowed time 
to train his unit under the conditions 
and to the specific mission he will be 
assigned. In order to achieve the recip-
rocal influence model of C2, the LCE 
commander must have ample time and 
quality training with all attachments. 
 In the case of CLBs without organic 
engineer support, there is no substitute 
for the time needed to achieve recipro-
cal influence in C2, but consolidating 
engineer capabilities in the ESB need 
not deny supported commands that 
opportunity. Control measures can be 
put in place to afford supported com-
mands and supporting engineer units 
the opportunity to work together in the 
planning, execution, and post-exercise 
phases. In order to allow LCE com-
manders the opportunity to train with 
their team, habitual relationships be-
tween combat logistics regiment staff 
and engineer company commanders 
must be established and maintained 
through the range of military opera-

tions. For example, a composite en-
gineer company will be permanently 
placed in direct support of a combat 
logistics regiment. The engineer com-
pany commander will work closely with 
the regimental staff to provide engineer 
subject matter expertise in planning, 
execution, and post-exercise require-
ments, but retain the training resources 
and knowledge of the engineer battal-
ion. This concept will allow the LCE 
commander time to train with his en-
gineers under the most likely support 
relationship used in the more kinetic 
phases of major combat operations, 
while allowing the engineer company 
access to training resources required for 
a low-density and diverse community 
only found in a consolidated engineer 
unit. 
 The limited number of engineers 
within the Marine Corps necessitates 
maximum efficiency and economy of 
scale in order to man, train, and equip 
them effectively. This can best be ac-
complished through their consolidation 
in engineer support battalions, where 
the massed experience, equipment set, 
and leadership best enables the develop-
ment of capable engineers. The resulting 
forces will offer increased flexibility to 
supported commanders to provide the 
most capable and effective force pos-
sible. When the bell tolls, when the flag 
flies, we will go to any clime and place, 
building and breaching—the prepared 
will prevail.

Notes

1. BGen Edward G. Usher, CG, 1st Force Ser-
vice Support Group from ENDURING FREEDOM 
Combat Assessment Team, Initial Observations 
Report: Force Service Support Group Garrison 
Organization and Transition to Expeditionary 
Operations, (Quantico, VA: Marine Corps Com-
bat Development Command, August 2003).

2. Headquarters Marine Corps, MCDP 1, War- 
fighting, (Washington, DC: June 1997).

3. Initial Observations Report.

4. Headquarters Marine Corps, MCDP 6, Com-
mand and Control, (Washington, DC: 20 June 
1997).

5. Ibid.
CLBs often have first tour lieutenants responsible for a wide variety of engineer equipment. 
(Photo by Cpl Justin Smith.)
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It is time for the Marine Corps in-
telligence enterprise to catch up to 
what logistics planners already ex-
pect of it: to know how to provide 

a consistent, relevant, and doctrinally-
sound PNA (physical network analy-
sis) in support of their MCPP (Marine 
Corps Planning Process) requirements. 
Ask a Marine Corps logistics planner 
about PNA, and you will hear of its 
utility, its importance to the planning 
process, and maybe some examples of 
good PNA observed in the past. What 
you will struggle to find is a common 
understanding of exactly what PNA is 
and how or who conducts it. The impor-
tance of conducting PNA has permeated 
the logistics community ahead of a doc-
trinal trail. The issue currently lacks a 
common understanding of PNA, its re-
lationship to the MCPP, and its relation-
ship to the IPB (intelligence preparation 
of the battlespace) process. Descriptions 
of PNA currently only exist in an ap-
pendix of the MAGTF Staff Train-
ing Program’s “A Logistics Planner’s 
Guide,” Pamphlet 4-0.2, (June 2011) 
and a brief section of MCTP 3-21.2, 
Aviation Logistics, (May 2016) and do 
not adequately codify how to conduct 
PNA. The MCISR-E (Marine Corps 
Intelligence, Surveillance, and Recon-
naissance Enterprise) should conduct 
PNA as a systems analysis approach to 
defining the OE (operating environ-
ment) in support of the LCE’s MCPP. 

What Is PNA?
 According to MCTP 3-20A, PNA 
“links the intelligence preparation of 
the battlespace process, logistic analysis, 
and commander’s intent to develop an 
aviation logistics concept of support.” 
More than simply linking the intelli-

gence effort with some logistics analy-
sis, PNA should develop a working 
model of the pertinent aspects of the 
physical network which supports the 
unit’s accomplishment of its mission. 
The current state of PNA mostly covers 
encyclopedic data regarding airfields, 
ports, roads, and other logistics-centric 
aspects of the operational environment 
but not a means to organize this data. 
At the same time, logistics planners 
draft estimates of supportability based 
off basic network flow models. In these 
models, logistics planners establish 
nodes of distribution (combat service 
support areas) and connect these nodes 
via sustainment arcs (between node to 

node) and supply arcs (between node 
and supported unit). The limiting fac-
tors on these models are the friendly 
force’s capability and capacity. These 
basic network flow models closely rep-
resent the doctrinal templates the in-
telligence community utilizes when it 
evaluates an adversary’s formations and 
how they would organize to fight with-
out the restrictions of terrain or weather. 
When the intelligence section applies a 
doctrinal template to the current opera-
tional environment, taking into account 
restricted terrain, mobility corridors, 
and weather effects, they produce a situ-
ational template. Analysts should uti-
lize encyclopedic data to build a model 

Physical Network 
Analysis

More than “just another overlay”

by Maj William P. Sumption

> Maj Sumption is an 0202 MAGTF Intelligence Officer assigned as the Assistant 
Chief of Staff, G2, 2d MLG, Camp Lejeune, NC.

Supporting the MCPP is the primary purpose of the PNA, whether in the joint or combined 
environment. (Photo by Cpl Skyler Treverrow.)
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of the operational environment upon 
which logistics planners synchronize 
their basic network flow model to the 
real-world capabilities and capacities. 
This produces a situational template and 
is the essence of PNA—a systems model 
of the physical operational environment 
relevant to the requirements of logistics 
planners. 

Wait, Isn’t PNA the Same Thing as 
IPB?
 As identified in the MCRP 2-10B.1, 
Intelligence Preparation of the Battlespace, 
(November 2014), the G-2/S-2 leads 
the staff effort that is the IPB process. 
PNA is part of the intelligence section’s 
contribution to the IPB. PNA should 
be a continuous, evolving process along 
with the IPB it supports, not just a static 
product or overlay. The model of the op-
erational environment generated by the 
PNA process evolves and updates as the 
mission changes. Concurrently, other 
elements of the staff submit estimates 
of supportability within the umbrella 
of IPB. The communications section 
conducts analysis to determine retrans-
mission site requirements. The opera-
tions section provides and validates the 
area of operations and area of influence. 
The public affairs section provides a 
communications strategy, including 
an assessment of populations and use-
ful means of communicating to them. 
All of this among other contributions 
(PNA) contributes to the four steps of 
IPB and overall understanding of the 
operational environment.
 A similar aspect of PNA and IPB is 
that they are both living processes that 
are continuously updated as informa-
tion becomes available or the opera-
tional environment changes. PNA is 
inherently tied to the mission and the 
unit being supported. The friendly force 
has unique information requirements 
that change over time. PNA provides 
the reality to bound friendly force ca-
pabilities and limitations by modeling 
the relevant aspects of the operational 
environment. The vast volume of in-
formation available makes it impossible 
to simply conduct PNA in a given geo-
graphic area without an understand-
ing of the mission and means by which 
the logistics entity will accomplish the 

mission. PNA must evolve concurrently 
within the MCPP, supporting each of 
its steps.

How Does PNA Support MCPP?
 Support to MCPP is the central func-
tion of PNA. The initial PNA model 
is designed to support framing of the 
problem. Considering the operational 
environment, certain logistics nodes will 
essentially self-identify as a starting point 
for key areas of any distribution network 
operating in that area. At this point of 
the MCPP, rough time/distance analysis 
suffices to understand the beginning 
of limitations of the operational envi-
ronment. The emphasis on this model 
is that it is an initial starting point to 
understanding the operational environ-
ment. It must change as MCPP progress-
es and the requirements and operational 
environment are better understood.
 As the planners frame the problem 
and understand what needs to be com-
pleted to accomplish the mission, the 
intelligence section refines their PNA 
to support the development of COAs 
(courses of action). At this point, the 
model takes shape—some nodes may 
drop off and some may be added. Also, 
the relevant connecting arcs are applied 
to the model, whether they are air-, sea- 
or land-based arcs. This step is the most 
important contribution of PNA to the 

MCPP—support to developing COAs 
that are feasible. The mitigating factors 
usually considered by logistics planners 
are self-generated: How many lift assets 
do we have? What is their readiness? 
How many containers do we have? The 
output when they generate a COA is a 
basic network flow model, which deter-
mines the throughput capacity between 
different logistics nodes in terms of 
pounds or gallons or 20-foot equivalent 
units per day. PNA will identify other 
restrictions in the operational environ-
ment, which will not allow the basic 
network flow model to operate at 100 
percent. The effects of the weather and 
terrain may restrict air corridors, limit 
which bridges are available, or otherwise 
increase the time/distance required to 
connect nodes together. The largest 
port in the world might not be useful 
if a road or rail network does not exist 
with sufficient capacity to move material 
away from the port. This model and its 
effects on the COA are further refined 
during the COA war game step.
 PNA supports the COA war game by 
identifying the resiliency of the mod-
eled distribution network under stress. 
Each COA identifies how it will utilize 
the available means of distribution in 
the operational environment to accom-
plish the objective, and the PNA applies 
stressors to that network to locate weak 

We have to link intelligence efforts with logistics analysis so that PNA can develop a model 
to best support the unit’s ability to accomplishment its mission. (Photo by LCpl Preston McDonald.)
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points. Red cell actions during the war 
game that solely reflect the actions of 
an enemy force aren’t sufficient. The 
LCE must maneuver against consump-
tion. PNA will identify risk to mission 
accomplishment not otherwise con-
sidered: What are the effects of daily 
traffic patterns on the road networks? 
What happens to the network if a key 
bridge is destroyed? What happens to 
the distribution capacity if aircraft are 
grounded for a period of time because 
of weather? How far can the GCE ad-
vance before the LCE can no longer 
sustain them in the current distribution 
model? These considerations create de-
cision points, supporting event template 
development in turn. How and where 
should additional combat service sup-
port areas be established? At the end of 
the war game, the planners should have 
an understanding of how each COA 
utilizes the physical network available 
and what risks to mission are incurred 
by doing so.
 At the completion of the war game, 
the PNA can act as one of the decision 
criterion for the commander: which 
COA does the physical network better 
support? This step of MCPP provides 
the best rationale for why PNA is not 
just an overlay but rather a living model. 
Facts and figures do not accurately por-
tray how they work together or aid in 

the understanding of throughput capac-
ity over time. Only an accurate model 
connecting these otherwise disparate 
elements will demonstrate cumulative 
capability and capacity over time. The 
feasibility and sustainability of each 
COA is determined (at least in part) 
by the ability of the physical network 
to support it.
 Once the commander selects the 
COA, the planners and staff sections 
shift to developing the order. PNA 
forms the bedrock of the intelligence 
staff estimate. Friendly, enemy, and 
neutral forces utilize the same physi-
cal network. Ongoing operations affect 
that network and changes in its capa-
bility or capacity will in turn present 
a risk to mission accomplishment. At 
the time of the order being written, not 
all information will be known about 
the physical network. The intelligence 
section considers the physical network 
in its intelligence requirements develop-
ment and collection plan. Over time, 
the understanding of the operational 
environment shifts as operations occur, 
collectors collect, and the plan develops. 
These incorporations further refine the 
model to reflect closer to the real world 
what matters to logistics planners.

Why should we conduct PNA?
 PNA identifies decision points for 

the commander. PNA is more than 
an overlay added to a modified, com-
bined obstacle overlay as part of the IPB 
process; it is a systematic method to 
develop a model, which defines the op-
erational environment in terms relevant 
to the LCE mission and commander. 
If the PNA identifies a major logistics 
node outside of the assigned area of 
operations, it drives a request to shift a 
boundary or to conduct cross-boundary 
coordination. The destruction of certain 
bridges on sustainment or supply arcs 
drives the LCE to surge assets to other 
nodes, conduct route reconnaissance, or 
shift to a branch or sequel of the base 
plan. PNA identifies the ability of the 
network to support the supply arc to 
the supported unit. PNA identifies the 
decision point at which the GCE has 
advanced enough to be out of range of 
the supply node, thus driving the estab-
lishment of a forward combat service 
support area. PNA identifies the choke 
points within the distribution network 
to drive plans for mitigation. Whether 
it is a small apron at an airfield, a lack 
of heavy equipment to offload aircraft, 
limited storage capacity at a port facility, 
a bridge weight limitation, or small tun-
nel on a key route, the physical network 
analysis identifies where the limiting 
factor will occur in the physical net-
work.

So What Now?
 MCRP 2-10B.1 publication current-
ly contains two appendices that cover 
unique intelligence production tools for 
MCPP and functional analysis. As a 
foundational publication for how infor-
mation pertaining to the operational en-
vironment is consolidated and analyzed 
to support the commander and staff, the 
MCRP 2-10B.1 needs to contain PNA. 
Another appendix to the publication 
provides a venue for the PNA process 
to be fully explained within context of 
both IPB and MCPP. Publication in 
doctrine also enables PNA to be taught 
at formal learning centers throughout 
the Service. PNA is a unique approach 
for a unique requirement—it needs to 
be codified to be utilized properly across 
the MAGTF. 

Intelligence pertaining to terrain, trafficability, the enemy situation, and weather are as im-
portant to the LCE as it is to other MAGTF elements. (Photo by Sgt Kassie McDole.)
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The title of this article pays 
homage to W. Edwards Dem-
ing, the famous engineer and 
management consultant who 

is credited with the quote, “In God We 
Trust, All Must Others Bring Data.”1 
Deming was concerned with achieving 
quality and precision, and he knew that 
data could be leveraged to help achieve 
those things. Data can certainly be lev-
eraged to help achieve quality, precision, 
and new insights, but that only happens 
if the organization is willing to invest in 
data discovery, analysis, and visualiza-
tion techniques alongside foundational 
MDM (master data management).
 Why should the Marine Corps be 
concerned with leveraging data through 
MDM? The answer is simple: we don’t 
know our people and gear accurately 
enough and, therefore, can’t commu-
nicate readiness status fast enough 
throughout the Marine Corps. Com-
manders don’t have the time to use that 
information to make better decisions. 
Sun Tzu reminds us that, to have a 
thousand victories in a thousand battles, 
we must know ourselves as well as our 
enemies. As Marines, we must know 
ourselves by understanding and bet-
ter leveraging our data. In the Marine 
Corps, as in business, this translates to 
knowing one’s organization complete-
ly—its representative industry, product 
lines, people, suppliers, and custom-
ers, all of which produce data. Lead-
ers must also know their competitors 
and enemies as well as external market 
forces and disruptors, all of which pro-
duce additional data. Moreover, leaders 
must be capable of analyzing all of that 
historical data (descriptive analytics), 
be able to anticipate its effects in the 
future (predictive analytics), and for-

mulate strategic plans to eliminate the 
weaknesses and exploit opportunities 
(prescriptive analytics). Executive lead-
ership cannot plan forward if it’s not 
aware of its current strengths, weak-
nesses, opportunities, and threats—it 
is impossible to develop a precise stra-
tegic plan without knowing all of the 
integrated factors that only accurate, 
comprehensive master data can provide 
through appropriate data discovery, data 
analytics, and visualization techniques. 
 There are a number of accepted defi-
nitions of MDM. Any MDM program 

will consist of people, processes, and 
technology to induct data from iden-
tified sources—followed by cleaning, 
validating, storing, and ensuring data 
accuracy—so it may be utilized con-
fidently by people, applications, and 
systems. In the data-centric world in 
which we now live, MDM must be 
a prime component of decision mak-
ing at the command level. Lacking a 
disciplined MDM process, decisions 
are made reliant on inaccurate data or 
worse—subjectivity, gut feelings, and 
knee-jerk reactions. The difference be-
tween organizations that have achieved 
MDM and those that haven’t is similar 
to the difference between navigating 
by landmarks and memory versus rely-
ing on a map and compass in the field. 
Without MDM, an organization might 
know where it is and where it’s going, 

In God We Trust, All 
Others Use Data

Aiding better decision making by commanders

by CWO4 Robert J. Toole

>CWO4 Toole is the Mobility Officer, 
MAG-49.

There is a requirement to manage inventories in order to assist leaders making decisions. 
(Photo by LCpl Anthony Brosilow.)



WE16 www.mca-marines.org/gazette Marine Corps Gazette • October 2017

Web edition (Logistics)

but the journey will be more uncertain 
and haphazard with only a possibility 
of arriving at the desired end state, as 
opposed to the efficient, decisive path 
to success and expected results with 
MDM. 
 When an organization masters its 
data intake mechanisms, data storage 
applications, and data representation 
standards while eliminating its data 
silos, it then has accurate, timely, and 
complete control over its data, which is 
the foundation of MDM. An MDM-
enabled organization is able to leverage 
many areas of the entire business in a 
standard and consistent way. This uni-
fied and contextualized view enables the 
organization to gain both tactical and 
strategic insights, ultimately leading to 
faster and better decisions at all levels. 
The result is speed to field and oppor-
tunity exploitation across all capabilities 
as well as lowered costs and significantly 
reduced risk. Operations officers make 
decisions utilizing many planning fac-
tors applied to historical and realtime 
data. The quality, speed, and agility of 
that decision-making process is now 
multiplied with MDM in place. To il-
lustrate, Wal-Mart makes strategic and 
tactical vendor managed inventory deci-
sions every day, across all of their stores. 
They understand when item inventories 
are low or are at risk of becoming ex-
cessive and can re-supply or re-route as 
necessary long before a shortage or over-
supply occurs. They understand sea-
sonality and weather patterns and how 
those patterns affect the buying habits 
of their customers from coast to coast 
(predictive analytics). Wal-Mart is able 
to capture, evaluate, and select strong 
predictor variables in order to develop 
accurate predictive models. Wal-Mart 
is able to do this because it has MDM, 
a reliable item master data repository 
providing a single version of the truth, 
allowing it to profit in the short term by 
making smart, fast, tactical decisions, 
and increase revenue in the long term 
by making strategic decisions based on 
what the data reveals through analytics. 
 In the big data analytics and stra-
tegic data management world that is 
upon us, there are two types of organi-
zations—the quick and the dead. Or-
ganizations that fail to achieve MDM 

and the understanding to leverage it 
will be left behind, possibly for good. 
Those that do succeed in attaining 
MDM will only continue to get better 
and more powerful, enabling predictive 
analytics at the tactical and strategic 
level. The top-tier organizations that 
achieve MDM will be differentiated 
by the new perspectives and insights 

gained from descriptive, predictive, and 
prescriptive analytics, which in turn will 
fuel automation, initially of functional 
imperatives. Automation, predicated on 
data derived from MDM-based analyt-
ics will free up resources and talent to 
focus on new core competencies and 
ultimately, competitive advantages. The 
processes and decisions supporting core 
competencies will be next in line for 
automation, followed by business in-
telligence and decision support system 
automation that will run certain aspects 

of the supply and logistics chain. Many 
examples of business process automation 
can be found today, such as investment 
firms using algorithmic trading where 
millions of input variables are evalu-
ated in seconds and a trade decision 
is made instantaneously. This seems 
almost unfair, but it’s just a competi-
tive advantage made possible by MDM, 
predictive analytics, and process auto-
mation. The same is true of the best 
and brightest companies in the gam-
ing industry, where millions of input 
variables are analyzed in seconds and 
predictions are made regarding which 
slot machine players will continue to 
play if offered a coupon at a specific 
moment during their game. 
 Much of the data utilized for analyt-
ics will be data that has passed through 
detailed extract-transform-load proce-
dures internal to the organization, es-
sentially transforming the data from 
unstructured formats to structured so 
that the data may be better utilized. 
Increasingly, unstructured data from 
external sources will provide new insight 
and context. Sources, such as email, 
social and digital media feeds, sensors, 
the Internet-of-things, and consumer 
feedback from cloud-based interaction 
with games, surveys, and commerce, 
will eventually become just as valuable 
as the clean, codified, and structured 

In the near future, units down to the company level will be able to conduct management 
analysis. (Photo by LCpl Anthony Brosilow.)

Operations officers make 
decisions utilizing many 
planning factors applied 
to historical and realtime 
data.
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data internal to the organization. Why? 
Because time will be an even more criti-
cal factor than it is now, as will data 
volume, variety, and veracity. There will 
need to be methods and applications in 
place to quickly process and make sense 
of the deluge of available, relevant and 
unstructured data from multiple sourc-
es, without sending it through layers 
of time consuming extract-transform-
load procedures. This is still MDM, 
just a faster iteration of it. The next step 
in this scenario is to pursue acting on 
the unstructured data in the cloud to 
gain the golden insights that even the 
best analytical enterprises have yet to 
achieve. Those that accomplish data 
management in the cloud will realize 
exponential insights and productivity 
because these organizations will be 
positioned to focus on quickly expos-
ing the golden needles in millions of 
unstructured data haystacks. 
 For the Marine Corps, which is now 
only on the precipice of what is possible 

regarding data discovery, analysis, visu-
alization, and the creation of insights, 
there are immediate opportunities 
to democratize existing authoritative 
organizational data of almost all our 
communities and allow units down to 
the company level to engage in its analy-
sis. While the accuracy of that analysis 
will ultimately depend on the work we 
put into achieving MDM, correlations 
between variables can nonetheless be 
discovered now, utilizing basic statisti-
cal techniques by non-data scientists in 
the using units. Key performance indi-
cators can be formulated from newly 
discovered correlations in the data and 
presented to commanders and senior 
leaders in modern interactive dash-
board formats instead of PowerPoint. 
These activities are already taking place 
throughout the Marine Corps, just not 
in a standardized, concerted way. Indi-
vidual Marines with an understanding 
of the data that describes their people 
and gear, who also have an aptitude and 

interest in analytics, are turning out de-
scriptive and predictive products, largely 
through existing programs like Access 
and Excel. Unfortunately, not until the 
democratization of relevant commu-
nity data, combined with MDM and 
standardized data discovery, analysis, 
and visualization practices, will com-
manders at all levels have the benefit of 
their own real-time strategic and tactical 
insights for the purpose of aiding in 
making better decisions. 

Notes

1. “W. Edwards Deming,” (Online: Undated), 
available at http://www.goodreads.com/quotes.
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In the 1980s, the United States 
was on the brink of war with a 
well-known enemy. The Soviet 
Union had been a national threat 

long before 1946, making it a primary 
concern of the Marine Corps for more 
than 40 years. In this potential war 
against the Soviet empire, the Marine 
Corps, in support of our NATO al-
lies, planned to deploy an MEB-sized 
force to defend the northern flank of 
Norway. This force would plug the 
snowy gap, stopping the south-bound 
onslaught of Soviet mechanized forces, 
as NATO reinforcements surged to as-
sist. The problem, however, was that as 
a “generalist” force, Marines had been 
historically expected to be able to op-
erate regardless of the environment. 
Recognizing the inherent difficulty 
and unique challenges of cold weather 
operations, Marine Corps leadership de-
cided to take a different approach to its 
Title X responsibility to man, train, and 
equip the Corps. Instead of continuing 
to rotate sporadic infantry battalions 
through cold weather training at the 
MCMWTC near Bridgeport, CA, an 
entire infantry regiment was designated 
a “Cold Weather Regiment,” with only 
its battalions being sent to cold weather 
training and exercises both domestically 
and abroad. The 2d Marine Regiment 
received and maintained this designa-
tion until the terrorist attacks on 9/11, 
when the focus of the entire Marine 
Corps shifted to operations in Iraq and 
Afghanistan.
 A similar discussion is occurring right 
now. Current Marine Corps leadership, 
concerned about saber-rattling around 
the Arctic, is again looking for a way to 
ensure that Marine forces are capable of 
successfully operating in cold weather 
and extreme cold weather environ-
ments.1 Fifteen years of desert warfare, 
multiple after-action reports from cold 
weather exercises,2 and numerous recent 

articles3 have all supported the recogni-
tion of the Marine Corps’ reduced pro-
ficiency at fighting in freezing tempera-
tures. The last time the Marine Corps 
was this unprepared to fight in cold tem-
peratures, it experienced disaster in the 
Chosin Reservoir, where approximately 
900 Marines and Sailors were killed or 
missing, 3,500 were wounded, and more 
than 6,500 received non-battle injuries, 
primarily from frostbite.4 Determined 
to prevent history from repeating itself, 
it has been suggested that an infantry 
regiment should be designated as the 
cold weather regiment once more. As 
these important discussions occur, it is 
this author’s position that recent experi-
ences in Bridgeport and Norway have 
shown that there is a parallel urgent and 
vital requirement that needs to also be 

considered—a cold weather designated 
LCE. 
 One of the few shortcomings of 
the decision to designate 2d Marines 
as the cold weather infantry regiment 
was that there was no designated cold 
weather Force Service Support Group5 
unit similarly identified. This lack of 
recognition that the Marine Corps oper-
ates as a MAGTF could have resulted in 
disaster if the Marine Corps had been 
called to protect Norway’s northern 
flank. While there would have been in-
fantrymen with significant cold weather 
experience, there would not have been 
any of the vital support personnel with 
cold weather experience. This capabili-
ties gap would have made an already 
dreadful situation fighting Soviet troops 
all the more untenable. 

A Cold Weather LCE
The justification

by Maj Mark Wlaschin

>Maj Wlaschin is the OIC, MCMWTC (Marine Corps Mountain Warfare Training 
Center), S-4 (Logistics), and a qualified Winter Mountain Leader. He has deployed 
to OIF with CLB-8 and CLB-6; served as an Instructor, TBS; and served four years 
with MWSS-172. 

We need to make sure we are capable of successfully operating in cold weather environ-
ments. (Photo by author.)
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 Unfortunately, this lack of recogni-
tion of the most basic of Marine em-
ployment concepts continues today. 
The recently-drafted Force Manage-
ment Plan identifies a specific number 
of cold weather infantry battalions 
without mentioning the other three 
parts of the MAGTF that also need 
cold weather training for a MAGTF to 
fight and win.6 The critical cold weather 
training requirements of the CE (com-
mand element) and ACE warrant a close 
examination as well, but these are not 
within the scope of this article.
 It is important to acknowledge that 
the LCE unit receiving the designation 
as the cold weather unit would not be 
the sole unit providing support dur-
ing a “real-world” operation in a cold 
weather environment, especially during 
sustained combat operations. Similarly, 
in the 1980s, it was not assumed that 
only 2d Marines would be sent to Nor-
way during a NATO conflict with the 
Soviets. This, however, does not dimin-
ish the need or justification for such a 
designation as it will ensure that the unit 
increases its experience and familiarity 
with cold weather operations, retains 
and improves a standardized skillset, 
and acts as an advocate for the rest of the 
logistics community. As Marines move 
through their careers, they could rotate 
back to this unit in different billets or 
be placed in other units, spreading their 
wealth of cold weather experiences and 
knowledge across the CSS (combat ser-
vice support) community. 
 The merits of formally designating 
a cold weather LCE are numerous. 
The unit would provide a core of CSS 
personnel who provide support in an 
exceptionally unique and challeng-
ing environment. The unit would be 
expected to support the two winter 
MTX (mountain exercises) which oc-
cur between January and March each 
year at the MCMWTC. They would 
provide detachments to support DFT 
(deployments for training) in Norway, 
Canada, and throughout the southern 
hemisphere during winter months. They 
would test equipment capabilities for 
Marine Corps Systems Command and 
the Marine Corps Warfighting Lab, 
with a focus on CSS-specific items. Ad-
ditional courses, such as Winter MLC 

(Mountain Leaders Course), Animal 
Packers Course, Cold Weather Medi-
cine, and Mountain Communications 
Course, would be programmatically 
provided to the unit leadership to en-
hance individual and unit proficiency 
as well. 
 The unit leadership would be trained 
on MPF (maritime prepositioning force) 
operations and become intimately fa-
miliar with the operation and function 
of the cave systems that make up the 
MCPP-N (Marine Corps Pre-Posi-
tioning-Norway) and the Norwegian 
transportation network. This would 
be required as plans in cold weather 
or extreme cold weather environments 
in MARFOREUR/AF (Marine Forces 
Europe/Africa) and MARFORPAC 
(Marine Forces Pacific) call for the 
employment of MPF shipping. The 
unique nature of the MCPP-N cave 
system and transportation systems and 
requirements in Norway are complex 
enough that they should not be learned 
after a conflict has already begun.
 This unit would not only become 
familiar with cold weather CSS opera-
tions but would also assist in writing 
numerous cold weather CSS train-
ing manuals and after-action reports. 
During their cold weather experiences, 
they will be expected to submit PQDR 
(product quality deficiency reports), 

D-UNS (deliberate universal needs 
statements), and suggested changes to 
technical manuals as capability short-
falls are discovered and Service-wide 
corrections are identified. All of these 
documents and literature would be vital 
to successful CSS operations in a kinetic 
fight in a cold weather or extreme cold 
weather operation.
 Now knowing what this cold weather 
designated LCE would do, the next 
question is which unit should it be. One 
might initially think that a DS (direct 
support) CLB (combat logistics battal-
ion), such as CLB-2, should be the one 
designated. After all, DS CLBs typically 
support infantry regiments when part 
of a MAGTF and would have the most 
to gain by focusing on cold weather 
training. Intense current operational 
requirements for all DS CLBs, however, 
would make their designation purely 
administrative in nature—they would 
have little impact on their actual cold 
weather proficiency or ability to con-
duct any of the other tasks listed above. 
Therefore, the designated unit should be 
a DS CLR (combat logistics regiment). 
 Having a DS CLR designated as the 
cold weather LCE allows the requisite 
personnel management and shuffling to 
shift personnel with cold weather expe-
rience or training (Winter MLC, etc.) 
into whichever subordinate battalion 

Don’t assume that only 2d Marines would be sent to Norway during a NATO conflict. (Photo by 
MCMWTC 2d Supply Battalion.)
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or company is slated for cold weather 
training, DFTs, etc. As there are cold 
weather operations and training require-
ments across MARFOREUR/AF and 
MARFORPAC, it seems as though 
CLR-1, CLR-2, and CLR-3 all have 
equal justification for the designation 
as the cold weather LCE, but designat-
ing more than one CLR could dilute the 
effectiveness of the effort while creating 
multiple stovepipes of effort. Instead, 
CLR-1 should be designated the sole 
cold weather LCE for the Marine Corps. 
 CLR-1’s close proximity to the Ma-
rine Corps’ primary cold weather train-
ing location, the MCMWTC, will keep 
transportation costs extremely low in 
comparison to the other CLRs. Addi-

tionally, any unit deploying to Norway 
to provide exercise or operational sup-
port will fly there and use MCPP-N or 
MPF equipment, which will eliminate 
concerns that the cost of transporting 
a large quantity of trucks, containers, 
and equipment overseas will overcome 
savings made elsewhere. Others might 
have concerns about the employment of 
a Camp Pendleton-based CLR, which 
falls under I MEF, operating in sup-
port of II MEF units in Norway or III 
MEF units in South Korea, but far more 
complex command relationships have 
been executed for more than a decade 
in Iraq and Afghanistan.7
 The publishing of a Marine adminis-
trative message followed by a ceremony 

declaring CLR-1 as the Marine Corps 
cold weather designated LCE cannot 
be the end of this discussion—it should 
only be the beginning. A close examina-
tion of the Marine Corps task list and 
all CSS MOS training and readiness 
manuals is required to identify condi-
tions-based standards and the means 
and locations by which they can be sus-
tained along with a multitude of other 
implied tasks. The sooner this is done, 
the sooner CLR-1 can begin to take 
advantage of the cold weather training 
opportunities at the MCMWTC and in 
Norway. Our adversaries already have 
a head start. Will the Marine Corps 
show that it can learn on its own, or will 
it require a modern-day cold weather 
disaster on the scale of the Chosin Res-
ervoir campaign before it is shocked into 
action? Time, and history, will tell.

Notes

1. See Marine Corps Training Pamphlet 12-10A, 
Mountain Warfare Operations, (Bridgeport, CA: 
MCMWTC: February 2014). The temperature 
categories are: Wet Cold: +39 °F to +20 °F; 
Dry Cold: +19 °F to -4 °F; Intense Cold: -5 
°F to -25 °F; Extreme Cold: Below -25 °F. For 
the purposes of this article, cold weather and 
extreme cold weather encompass them all.

2. See the after-action reports for Mountain 
Exercise 1-16, 2-16, 1-17, 2-17, and Exercise 
COLD RESPONSE 16.

3. Maj Mark Wlaschin, et al., “Every Clime and 
Place,” Marine Corps Gazette, (Online: April 
2017), available at https://www.mca-marines.
org and Capt Alexandra Anderson, “The ACE 
and the Arctic,” Marine Corps Gazette, (On-
line: May 2017), available at https://www.
mca-marines.org.

4. Information is available at https ://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1st_Marine_Divi-
sion_(United_States).

5. All Force Service Support Groups were re-
organized as MLGs in 2005.

6. The four parts of a MAGTF are the CE, 
GCE, ACE, and LCE.

7. Capt Justin A. Hooker, “Logistics in Dis-
tributed Operations,” Marine Corps Gazette, 
(Online: March 2011), available at https//:www.
mca-marines.org.Keeping transportation costs low is one factor to consider when designating a cold weather 

CLR. (Photo by MCWTC MIX 1-16.)

Marines must be capable of functioning in cold weather. (Photo by MCMWTC 2d Supply Battalion.)
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In the 21st century, the source of our 
greatest opportunities also gives 
rise to some of the most insidious 
threats confronting us. Today, 

technology connects everyone who has 
a smart phone, placing the immense 
ocean of knowledge that is the Internet 
at their fingertips. It is here that our 
search for new strategies and tactics, 
as well as the nature of these threats, 
begins. There are three main areas of 
concern when it comes to applying the 
Marine Corps’ ability to adapt and over-
come new and dynamic circumstances 
to today’s challenges. The first is on the 
home front, where the Corps can act to 
enhance the education and training of 
those new and aspiring Marines. Second 
rests with the relationships we have with 
our international allies and partners and 
finding ways to improve them. Third, 
the Corps must find new ways to en-
hance unit effectiveness on the ground 
in combat zones that maximize opera-
tional outcomes while reducing col-
lateral damage and civilian casualties. 
What follows are recommendations for 
how to approach and take advantage of 
these complex situations.
 On the home front, our Nation is 
in possession of the most technologi-
cally exposed and capable generation 
in its history. This generation has never 
known a world without computers or 
the Internet. Their experience has ex-
posed them to a level and saturation of 
ideas and knowledge that could fill the 
total experience of entire generations of 
Americans before them. They also see 
the world through a lens that is more 
accepting of different cultures and ideas. 
While cultural biases will always exist so 

long as cultural distinctions do, we have 
a primed generation ready to engage 
with these other cultures in a genuine 
way that older generations, in general, 
are not as capable simply because of a 
lack of exposure.
 There are numerous steps to take 
in order to capitalize on this unique 
set of circumstances, but all revolve 
around the central concept of cultural 
engagement and education. Cultural 
education for current and future Corps 

leaders must become a focus of officer 
and NCO training. Their example will 
be most critical to the overall success of 
any such program. To quote GEN Colin 
Powell, USA(Ret),

The most important thing I learned 
is that soldiers watch what their lead-
ers do. You can give them classes and 
lecture them forever, but it is your 
personal example they will follow.1

Bringing the War to 
Their Neighborhood

Cultural education and small unit combat capabilities improvements to 
enhance Marine training and engagement outcomes

by Capt Timothy M. Bagnell, USAF

>Capt Bagnell is a Research Historian for the United States Air Force Auxilary-
Civil Air Patrol. He is currently serving as the Deputy Commander for Cadets, 
Aerospace Education Officer, Emergency Services Officer, and Historian for the 
North Carolina 825th Squadron. He received a master’s of military history from 
Norwich University in 2012.

Experiences of the current generation are more accepting and willing to engage with differ-
ent cultures. (Photo by 2ndLt Michael Maggitti.)
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Areas of conflict, both active and poten-
tial, and threats to our national interests 
largely stand as follows:

• Middle East region: Iraq, Syria, 
Saudi Arabia, Iran, Yemen
• Africa-Arab North: Egypt, Libya, 
Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco
• Africa-Eastern Horn: Somalia
• East Asia/Western Pacific region: 
China, Philippines, Indonesia, Ma-
laysia, Japan, Korea.

 The Corps must implement specific 
training modules into the standard 
regimen of leadership training. This 
training cannot be simply an add on; 
it must be a key stone around which 
the leadership curriculum stands. At its 
core, this training must engage students 
with the importance and applicability 
that cultural knowledge brings to a unit 
in terms of increasing its field effective-
ness through increased understanding 
of the diverse perspectives they will 
encounter in the field. The intensity 
of this training will vary based on the 
level of leadership an individual Ma-
rine will engage with in the field, but 
all Marines must receive some form of 
this training. In whatever form or level 
of training each Marine receives, there 
are three main facets to consider—con-
tent integration, prejudice reduction, 
and knowledge construction process.2 
These aspects will allow for a focus on 
each mission’s critical region using a 
tested and consistent teaching meth-
odology that will empower Marines to 
take ownership of this education. More 
specifically, this training must focus 
on local and regional customs, those 
strategically-significant areas outlined 
above (e.g., do not show the bottoms of 
your boots to Arabs). This will include 
guidelines on greetings, expectations 
regarding acceptable physical contact, 
inter-gender interactions, food and di-
etary customs and expectations, and a 
solid core of linguistic training. This 
training cannot simply deal with the 
“what” of these cultural artifacts but 
must identify the “why” of them. This 
last piece is perhaps the most critical as 
it represents a major gap in the capabili-
ties of all branches of the U.S. Armed 
Forces. 
 In operational theaters like Af-
ghanistan and various points in the 

Middle East and Africa, the military’s 
need to rely so heavily on local trans-
lators has introduced a liability into 
our current operations. Not so much 
from the perspective of possible “blue 
on green” incidents in Afghanistan, for 
example,3 but that the political reali-
ties of our Nation have left these brave 
souls who have helped us behind in a 
country where their assistance to our 
soldiers places them, and their families, 
at risk. Our increasingly-public rejec-
tion of people from these regions stands 
as another propaganda tool for those 
forces hostile to us, allowing them to 
spread their narrative that Americans 
are untrustworthy and dishonorable, 
among other things. This situation 
jeopardizes our ability to recruit new 
translators or reenlist existing ones. 
Therefore, the Corps must engage in a 
program that emphasizes the languages 
of those regions that are likely points 
of engagement. This is not to say that 
every squad will have their own trans-
lator, but Marine officers and NCOs 
must have familiarity and knowledge 
of critical, functional phrases within 
a given language. Placing intelligence 
specialists within a platoon structure 
who are deployable with squads will be 
ideal in terms of flexibility of deploy-
ment that working at such an operating 
level represents. 
 Outside of regions that require a 
heavy “on the ground” presence of U.S. 
troops, the need for intelligence gath-
ering cultural specialists still remains. 
For regions like the Western Pacific, 
where tensions are on the rise and the 
environment lends itself heavily to the 
unique operating capabilities of the 
Marine Corps, the need to have such 
specialized units ready to go is a criti-
cal preparatory step. Cultural training 
in Japanese, Korean, and Chinese will 
only serve to enhance the Corps overall 
operational readiness and, in the case of 
Japan, provides a much-needed oppor-
tunity to improve community relations 
between Marines based within what 
should be a friendly local population.4 

Marines educated to function within 
these cultures will serve as invaluable 
ambassadors. Looking toward combat 
applications, such training will enhance 
the individual Marine’s ability to work 

directly with those local allies. In the 
case of China, such training will aid in 
intelligence gathering efforts, as well as 
many other field operations and foreign 
assets that such Marines may come to 
engage. 
 These same concepts apply to those 
localities throughout Africa. The com-
plexity and myriad variety of the cul-
tures within that vast continent place 
a detailed accounting of their content 
beyond the scope of this article. The 
principles outlined above—cultural 
education, linguistic training and fa-
miliarization, prejudice reduction—are 
applicable there as well, but the focus 
will either be highly specialized or 
very general depending on the evolv-
ing needs of the Corps involvement in 
any such regions. 
 A long-standing issue with such 
training is the matter of incentivizing 
Marines, both students and teachers, 
to take it seriously. Perhaps the most 
obvious incentive is to make Marines 
aware of the civilian applications such 
skills bring. All Marines must plan for 
the civilian lives they will one day return 
to, hopefully after a long and successful 
career with the Corps. People who can 
speak relatively rare languages (Japa-
nese, Mandarin, Korean, Arabic, etc.) 
are in high demand in the business, 
diplomatic, and private security are-
nas, let alone other non-governmental 
organizations on non-profits. Laying out 
that these skills will be invaluable, and 
directly transferable upon their return 
to civilian life, will help bring more 
Marines around to the training and its 
merits. With that being said, you need 
people already familiar with the cultures 
in question as well as a primed audi-
ence from the afore-referenced modern 
generation.
 The Marine Corps presently has ac-
cess to civilian assets that will make 
implementing this training immi-
nently actionable. Civilian contractors 
are one such option, but reservists and 
even faculty at schools where ROTC 
and JROTC units exist can come on 
board, especially for those programs 
that exist near to Marine bases. This 
brings us to the “primed audience.” Sci-
entific and academic studies have con-
cluded that language and its associated 
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trappings are most readily learned at 
younger ages, particularly before young 
people enter their teen years.5 This is 
where JROTC programs stand as ideal 
points from which this training can be 
implemented. Obviously, it will not be 
as focused as that which is delivered 
to full-fledged Marines. There will be 
a secondary benefit from implement-
ing this sort of training at this devel-
opmental level. For those who do not 
go on to join the Corps, they will be 
better equipped to positively engage 
with such people in their communities 
from a position of understanding and 
respect. This will, in turn, enhance the 
ability of those people to assimilate and 
adapt to life within the United States. 
This is one of the few concrete steps 
that Americans can take to begin to 
mitigate the prospect of homegrown 
radicals or lone wolf terrorists. It will 
also create a better-educated group of 
citizens who will have a better grasp of 
these complex political, religious, and 
cultural situations as they exist globally 
and locally. Lastly, a curriculum of this 
nature would be very appealing to most 
public, charter, and private schools, all 
of whom struggle to find new and cre-
ative programs that will enhance the 
learning experiences of their student 
bodies.
 In this world of irregular warfare, 
ideologies are most effectively combated 
with ideologies and done so in those 
places where they are twisted to serve 
ends that would do harm to the United 
States and its allies. Educating current 
and future Marines to be leaders who 
can just as readily lead the charge up a 
beach as have tea with an Afghan chief 
or Japanese official is one of the most 
critical objectives the Corps faces to-
day. Delay is not an option, these issues 
are too pressing not to move to achieve 
them with all speed and resolve. Such 
training will yield reciprocal results as 
those cultures we interact with from 
this position of authenticity and respect 
will be far more inclined to look at our 
culture and values with new eyes. The 
old adage that people “do care how 
much you know until they know how 
much you care” applies directly here. 
Taking the time to see things from an-
other person’s perspective, particularly 

an adversary, will always yield valuable 
results.
 Speaking specifically to Japan and 
the recent troubles that have surrounded 
the Marine Base in Okinawa, there are 
several actionable steps to help with 
community relations. It is not in the 
nature of a Marine to hide when vic-
tory requires action. Therefore, Marines 
at the various camps around Okinawa 
should look for opportunities to assist 
in local community building projects 
as well as other needs that will have 
a lasting, positive effect on their sur-
rounding communities. Repairing the 
frayed relationships here needs to be a 
high priority for the Corps, especially 
given the increasing tensions in the area. 
To this point, a reduction in the num-
ber of camps is necessary and the com-
mands therein streamlined. This will 
engender goodwill by acquiescing to 
some of the demands of the people while 
strengthening those primary, mission-
critical locations. In other words, use 
this controversy to achieve the Corps 
mandates to streamline or draw-down 
its operational forces while consolidat-
ing and strengthening its needed posi-
tions. 
 In addition, to reduce the stressors 
on Marines stationed in Okinawa, it 
would be beneficial to shorten deploy-
ment times and/or make transferring 

to other duty stations, willingly or 
unwillingly, easier. By the same to-
ken, service to Okinawa will have to 
become far more common for Ma-
rines to accommodate this increased 
rotation cycle. Combining these two 
plans will improve the overall readi-
ness of Marines based at Butler while 
simultaneously improving community 
relations, especially if done in conjunc-
tion with the proposed changes to the 
leadership education curriculum laid 
out above.
 So far, points on revisions to the Ma-
rine Corps leadership curriculum have 
been emphasized, and a politically- sen-
sitive situation has been addressed in a 
way that will benefit all interested actors. 
Lastly, this article will turn to examine 
what Marines do best—fight. Training 
Marines to function outside of combat is 
truly a critical objective, but in order to 
get to that point, Marines must be fully 
capable of ending any combat situation 
they find themselves in successfully. 
To this end, in addition to enhanced 
leadership training, the integration of 
improved battlefield assets and their 
rapid deployment to active units must 
stand as a critical priority. The proposals 
that follow are made because they will 
enhance a unit’s combat capabilities in 
a way that will reduce collateral dam-
age and thus open opportunities to (re)

Marines and members of a partner nation observe MV-22 operations. (Photo by LCpl Savannah 
Mesimer.)
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build relationships in those places where 
Marines are fighting today.
 All Marines are marksmen, and there 
is said to be no more deadly weapon 
in the world than a Marine and his 
rifle. There are situations where even 
the best-trained marksmen will need 
enhancements and even the best shooter 
cannot put eyes on their target. First and 
foremost, you cannot effectively engage 
your target if you do not know who 
or where they are located. Enhancing 
communications capabilities through 
the existing integrated battlefield struc-
tures will benefit all units in the field. 
For example, a unit commander’s abil-
ity to prioritize targets and maneuver 
to assist other units will be enhanced 
through direct connectivity to drone 
assets in an area of operations. It is not 
recommended for field unit command-
ers to be able to directly engage targets 
using drone assets like the Predator, for 
various reasons. This interconnectiv-
ity, however, would make requesting 
such strikes from remote operators or 
local combat controllers more efficient 
as both the unit commander and drone 
operator would be able to share the same 
visual on a target. This will also improve 
combat outcomes by increasing target 
verification efforts and reducing errant 
strikes.
 An existing technology that should 
be utilized more, especially through 
enhanced communications capa-
bilities, are the switchblade class of 
drones. Currently, such weapons sys-
tems serve mostly as locally-controlled 
flying blocks of explosives. Like their 
larger cousins, however, there exists the 
real possibility of collateral damage and 
civilian casualties. This weapons sys-
tem could be outfitted instead with a 
modified projectile system capable of 
firing multiple rounds before any recoil 
would affect the targeting of the drone. 
A “metal storm” or similar electronic 
firing system would be ideal for a small 
drone as it can effectively put multiple 
rounds on target. This would allow for 
the neutralizing of the target(s) with 
anything from LTL (less than lethal) 
rounds to self-guided miniature gre-
nades like those used in the XM-25 
weapons system. A further ammuni-
tion option that could be integrated is 

the EXCATO round. This advanced, 
course-correcting ammunition allows 
for extreme accuracy and will extended 
effective ranges for .50 caliber rounds 
(which has its own applications for Ma-
rine snipers using the M107) to unheard 
of ranges.
 When combined, the application 
of a squad-controlled drone capable 
of neutralizing a target with little to 

no collateral damage would be a game 
changer not only on the ground, but in 
the larger war of public relations that is 
waged everyday beyond the battlefield. 
If civilian casualties are reduced, then a 
major recruiting tool for terrorist orga-
nizations is likewise reduced. This will 
also expand the operational possibilities 
for drones outfitted with such precise 
munitions—imagine a predator outfit-
ted with an EXACTO weapons system 
being capable of finding and neutral-
izing a single target with no unintended 
additional casualties. There is also a cost 

saving dimension to the calculus of this 
proposed integrated weapons system, 
but estimates are not possible given the 
classified nature of the exact capabilities 
of these technologies. 
 Both of these systems will allow for 
Marines, and the U.S. military as a 
whole, to build stronger local relation-
ships through a reduction in collateral 
damage and civilian casualties. The 
political and social fall out from such 
unintended casualties stands as one of 
the greatest political and social chal-
lenges partner nations face when they 
attempt to justify our actions within 
their borders. This also holds true do-
mestically as U.S. citizens raise objec-
tions to these tactics. Lest we forget the 
lessons of Vietnam and countless con-
flicts before, the support of the people 
must be maintained for any conflict 
to be successfully pursued to a positive 
outcome.
 In conclusion, never before in history 
has a nation been so well positioned 
and so well endowed with the resourc-
es, manpower, and untapped resolve 
to make positive change on a global 
scale as is the United States of America 
today. This opportunity to offer greater 
security to our allies, enlist a wider array 
of international partners, and stifle and 
defeat our enemies hinges our willing-
ness to see that our greatness flows from 

Fins inside this sniper’s bullet change the trajectory based on laser identification and can 
correct the flight path of the bullet 30 times per second. (Photo by LCpl Austin Mealy.)

... course-correcting 
ammunition allows for 
extreme accuracy ...
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the strength of our people, culture, and 
values. It is the challenge of this new 
century to find ways to maximize the 
benefits of these relationships while 
combating and minimizing the destruc-
tive ideologies that have come to be so 
appealing to so many disenfranchised 
and devastated people around the world. 
Our Nation’s Marine Corps stands on 
the threshold of this opportunity. Look-
ing forward, while still holding firm 
to our founding values and beliefs, the 
chance to adapt to this changing world 
is well within the abilities of the Corps. 
It is critical that we examine new dy-
namic methods and outcomes for train-
ing and equipping our Marines with the 
end result being an enhanced ability to 
establish relationships as well as beach-
heads. We must, therefore, demonstrate 
to the world that, despite many skewed 
and corrupted perspective on our Na-
tion and its people, we stand with all 
peoples in support of their inalienable 
human rights against those who would 

seek to deny others those very rights.
 The proposals outlined above repre-
sent a real and actionable path for the 
Marine Corps, always first wherever 
the Nation needs the Corps to be, to 
demonstrate our resolve and commit-
ment to carry forward those ideals and 
values we, as a Nation, represent. The 
razor tip of the spear must also shine 
the brightest and guide others along a 
course that will bring the United States 
of America, our allies, and partners 
into a better future where peace and 
stability are maintained through the 
dual principles of cooperative, mutual 
understanding along side the threat of 
the full and irresistible force of the U.S. 
Armed Forces for those that would do 
us harm. Indeed, the Corps will know 
its enemies just as well as they know 
themselves, and those Marines of today 
will possess the scholar-warrior minds 
and bodies necessary to lead and con-
quer all challenges the Marine Corps 
will face. If carried out thoroughly and 

efficiently, our Nation will never be in 
peril again.

Notes

1. “Quote Page: The Military Leader,” The 
Military Leader, available at http://www.the-
militaryleader.com. 

2. James A. Banks, Cultural Diversity and Edu-
cation: Foundations, Curriculum, and Teaching, 
(Boston: Allyn and Bacon, 2001).

3. There are no known incidents where transla-
tors have turned on American soldiers

4. This point will be addressed in greater detail 
later in the article.

5. Edward Vajda, “Language Learning by 
Adults,” Second Language Acquisition, (On-
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wwu.edu. 

20170907_KindleAd1/2.indd   1 9/7/17   1:13 PM



WE26 www.mca-marines.org/gazette Marine Corps Gazette • October 2017

Web edition (irreguLar Warfare)

The Marine Corps is and al-
ways has been an irregular 
warfare organization.1 Born 
in the fires of revolution in 

1775, we have spent most of our 241 
years of service engaged in messy, low-
intensity conflicts, not conventional 
set-piece battles. In 1805, 1stLt Pres-
ley O’Bannon led the original SFAAT 
(security force advisory and assistance 
team), a detachment of seven Marines 
and two Navy midshipmen. This in-
trepid band advised, motivated, and led 
a motley force of Christian and Muslim 
mercenaries to the Barbary pirate city 
of Derna, Tripoli, where the Stars and 
Stripes was hoisted on foreign soil for 
the first time and the Marine officer’s 
Mameluke sword was earned.2 A cen-
tury later, the Marine Corps literally 
wrote the book on irregular warfare: 
the Small Wars Manual of 1940. It is 
still the seminal work on the subject 
almost 80 years after it was published. 
Even amidst the tragic waste and incom-
petence of the Vietnam War, Marines 
stood out as irregular warfare practitio-
ners. Whether as co vans (advisors) to 
South Vietnamese Marines or through 
the innovative CAP (Combined Ac-
tion Platoon) program, Marine advisors 
shone.3 During the unipolar American 
triumphalism of the 1990s, Marines saw 
that irregular warfare was in our future. 
Our 31st Commandant, Gen Charles 
C. Krulak, was prophetic when he said 
that, “The war of the future will be the 
stepchild of Somalia and Chechnya, not 
the son of Desert Storm.”4 
 Working with foreign forces in irreg-
ular warfare is clearly “in our DNA” as 
Marines.5 This task, and its centerpiece, 
combat advising, remains as vital to our 
national security as it was when Presley 

O’Bannon’s men stood on the shores of 
Tripoli. The 15 years of expeditionary 
warfare in the Islamic world after 9/11 
have affirmed the foolishness of large-
scale, third-party counterinsurgency and 
nation building, and have magnified 
the importance of working “by, with, 
and through” local partners. As then-
Secretary of Defense Robert M. Gates 

told the Association of the U.S. Army in 
2007, “The most important component 
in the war on terror is not the fighting 
we do ourselves, but how well we enable 
and empower our partners to defend 
and govern their own countries.”6 The 
sudden onslaught of ISIS (Islamic State 
of Iraq and Syria) and the resurgence of 
the Taliban in Afghanistan have dem-
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onstrated the price we will pay when we 
fail to ensure we have credible partner 
armies in chaotic regions of the greater 
Middle East. For reasons that have been 
evident for decades, irregular warfare 
remains the most likely challenge Ma-
rines will confront around the world.7
 Combat advising, contrary to some 
misperceptions, is not a task reserved 
for SOF (special operations forces). 
Our joint counter-insurgency doctrine, 
MCWP 3-33.5, Counterinsurgency Op-
erations, declares that “training foreign 
forces is now a core competency of regu-
lar and reserve units of all Services.”8 
While UW (unconventional warfare) is 
rightly the province of U.S. Army Special 
Forces, a tiny percentage of our engage-
ments abroad fall in that category. Most 
of our recent wars have instead involved 
FID (foreign internal defense).9 In prac-
tice if not in statute, FID has been a 
Marine core competency for many years. 
The best way for the Marine Corps to 
prepare for future FID and irregular 
warfare operations is to institutional-
ize the selection and training of highly 
capable Marine combat advisors.
 
Problem Identification
 Marines have been heavily employed 
as combat advisors around the world 
since 9/11. Working from the squad to 
the corps level, Marines have mentored 
and advised foreign partners from the 
jungles of the Philippines to the peaks 
of eastern Afghanistan, usually oper-
ating in austere conditions and with 
minimal supervision. In spite of this 
diverse and superficially-successful 
record of combat advising, we have 
little to brag about. The Iraqi and Af-
ghan armies and police forces that we 
invested so much blood, sweat, and 
treasure mentoring and training have 
manifestly failed against inferior op-
position. We can tell ourselves that the 
collapse of the Iraqi Army in 2014 had 
a thousand fathers and that the ANA 
(Afghan National Army) is hamstrung 
by its culture. There is certainly ample 
truth to both contentions.10 But at the 
end of the day, the facts on the ground 
are what they are. The armies we spent 
over a decade advising have proved to 
be hollow forces. Taliban flags fly across 
most of Helmand Province while ISIS 

is only now being pushed out of Anbar 
Province in Iraq. Both campaigns were 
once declared hard-won victories. “We 
were winning when I left” is, at best, a 
poor joke. As an organization, we have 
repeatedly failed to institutionalize the 
critical task of combat advising. The 
Marine Corps has over two centuries 
of experience in advising, highlighted 
by some of the most heroic episodes 
in our history. Yet we still take on the 
combat advising mission in a manner 
that borders on negligence, with pre-
dictable results.
 Even if we were to focus on inputs 
and not outcomes, we should not hold 
our heads high. Former Marine combat 
advisor Owen West has written, 

Advisers need a wonk’s cultural aware-
ness, the rudimentary language capa-
bility of a border cop, a survivalist’s 
skills, and the interpersonal savvy of 
a politician.11 

Yet, for this mission, one of the most 
difficult that our Nation can ask its ser-

vicemen to perform, we have repeatedly 
failed to send our best and brightest, and 
we have failed to properly train those 
whom we have sent. There has been 
no barrier to entry as a Marine combat 
advisor and hardly any pre-deployment 
attrition. Training has been focused on 
basic combat skills and maximizing the 
odds of advisors coming home alive as 
opposed to maximizing their odds of 
accomplishing the mission. The result 
has been a slapdash effort, where some 
advisor teams excel while others are 
transparently ineffective, derided as 
dumping grounds for unwanted officers 
and SNCOs. We are lying to ourselves 
if we say we ever made combat advising 
the main effort. Indeed, it is a stretch 
to say that, as an institution, we have 
ever taken advising seriously since 9/11.
 
Advisor Selection and Preparation: 
Ad Hoc Solutions versus a Permanent 
Capability
 Several units associated with train-
ing and teaching combat advising have 

There should be no daylight between combat advisors and their foreign partners. (Photo by 
author.)
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existed in the Marine Corps over the 
past 15 years. In 2005, the FMTU 
(Foreign Military Training Unit) was 
activated at Camp Lejeune with the 
mission of providing combat advisor 
teams to support FID operations. By 
2009, however, the creation of MAR-
SOC (Marine Corps Special Operations 
Command) led to the absorption of the 
FMTU into what has become the Ma-
rine Raider Regiment. From 2008–14, 
the ATG (Advisor Training Group) at 
MCAGCC Twentynine Palms provided 
Block IV training and certification for 
deploying advisor teams, usually in 
conjunction with a MOJAVE VIPER 
or Enhanced MOJAVE VIPER exercise. 
In 2011, the MCTAG (Marine Corps 
Training and Advisory Group) and the 
SCETC (Security Cooperation Edu-
cation and Training Center) merged, 
forming the MCSCG (Marine Corps 
Security Cooperation Group) at the site 
of the former Amphibious Reconnais-
sance School, Fort Story, VA. Although 
an exhaustive recounting of the various 
entities involved in training of Marine 
advisors (both pre-surge combat advi-
sors and those deployed to train Latin 
American, Asian, and African allies) is 
beyond the scope of this essay, two key 
observations are worth making: first, 
that no true “center of excellence” has 
ever existed for Marine combat advis-
ing, and second, that our ability as an 
institution to select high performing 
Marines for advisor duty has actually 
declined despite 15 years of continuous 
conflict. 
 From 2009–16, most Marine advisor 
teams were assembled and trained at 
the I MEF and II MEF ATCs (Advisor 
Training Cells), units comprised of a 
roughly a dozen permanent personnel 
and 40 to 60 TAD (temporary addi-
tional duty) Marines assigned to fill the 
variety of billets necessary to run a de 
facto schoolhouse.12 The TAD model 
allowed the MEFs to tax subordinate 
units, primarily the 1st and 2d MarDivs, 
for individual Marines to work at ATC 
for temporary stints as instructors or 
staff. Unfortunately, this “blind sourc-
ing model” birthed a schoolhouse in 
name only. Though there were some 
notable individual exceptions, the ATCs 
largely became a dumping ground for 

Marines who were unwanted by their 
battalions. This phenomenon was not 
limited to ammo drivers and radio op-
erators—throughout ATC’s history, key 
instructor staff often lacked the requisite 
advisor experience to train incoming 
teams. One example will have to suf-
fice, although an entire article could 
be filled with them. In July 2014, the 
senior corpsman sent to lead the CLS 
(combat lifesaver) training division at 
I MEF ATC had never taken a CLS 
course, had never treated a casualty, and 
had spent the previous three years at 
Camp Pendleton’s dental clinic. When 
the ATC officer-in-charge inquired as to 
why her command sent a HM1 without 
Fleet Marine Force experience to lead a 
course she was completely unqualified 
to teach, a course that had a tangible 
and demonstrable impact on whether 
Marine advisors could survive battlefield 
injuries, her command articulated that 
the HM1 was in need of further leader-
ship development and they hoped that 
her stint at ATC would be useful in that 
regard. 
 In August 2014, as Islamic State mili-
tants swept across western Iraq toward 
Baghdad, only two of the approximately 
40 personnel at I MEF ATC had ever 
served as combat advisors, and only one 
in Iraq. As I MEF scrambled to cobble 
together an advisor team in the only way 
it knew how, the Marine Corps began 
to reap what it had sown. Despite nearly 
a decade of warfare involving partnered 
forces, the ATC staff ’s major contribu-
tion to the Marines hastily assembling 
for pre-deployment advisor training was 
coordinating vaccinations and assisting 
in the drawing of cold weather gear.13 
 Yet, poor coaches do not necessar-
ily guarantee poor athletes. The ATCs 
did not guarantee battlefield medi-
ocrity for Marine advisor teams. The 
Marine advisor selection process, or 
lack thereof, birthed teams with dispro-
portionately high numbers of castoffs 
and unproven junior leaders, not the 
experienced and initiative-driven officers 
and NCOs desperately needed in both 
Iraq and Afghanistan. In 2004, then-
CENTCOM Commander GEN John 
Abizaid admitted to then-LTG David 
Petraeus that when it came to advisor 
teams, “We didn’t give you the best and 

the brightest. We put the third team 
on the field.”14 That the Marine Corps 
committed the same sins with its human 
capital as our Army cousins is testimony 
to our squandered advisor legacy.15 
 Marine advisor teams checking into 
ATC were largely sourced from within 
I or II MEF, with little thought given to 
a Marine’s suitability for advising other 
than the checklists certifying the rubrics 
that make modern Marines deployable. 
(Read: annual training complete, PFT/
CFT complete, and sexual harassment 
brief attended.) To fill the teams, an 
MEF or division taxed its subordinate 
units for combat advisors by rank and 
MOS. So, on an 18-man team sourced 
from across I MEF in late 2012 for a 
deployment with a foreign infantry 
battalion, 1st Marines was tapped for 
one infantry captain, 5th Marines for 
another, and 1st LAR for a third. 11th 
Marines was taxed for the field grade 
combat arms officer-in-charge, while 
the officers and enlisted Marines filling 
the logistics, intelligence, and commu-
nications billets came from a plethora 
of units from 1st MarDiv, 1st Marine 
Logistics Group, and even 3d MAW.
 Unfortunately, the unofficial mecha-
nisms in place to guarantee that the 
MEF’s supposed main effort was receiv-
ing highly-qualified and experienced 
Marines routinely failed. The temporary 
nature of the ATC staffs disincentiv-
ized push back against all but the most 
egregious selection errors. Battalions 
and squadrons largely sent Marines they 
could afford to lose or Marines they had 
no desire to keep. Many advisor bil-
lets were “one up/one down,” meaning 
that taxed units could provide Marines 
within one rank of an articulated task 
organization. Newly-minted corporals 
reported for sergeants’ billets, and inex-
perienced lieutenants filled roles meant 
for post-company command captains. 
Data pulled from three years’ worth 
of Afghanistan-bound Marine advisor 
teams by the Center for Naval Analyses 
confirms the widespread nature of this 
practice: from March 2010 to March 
2013, 56 percent of the enlisted Marines 
who advised Afghanistan National Se-
curity Force units were below the rank 
of sergeant, and 61 percent of the of-
ficers were lieutenants.16 The level of 
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inexperience in our putative main ef-
fort was embarrassing. Forty-year-old 
Afghan commanders who had been 
fighting for most of their adult lives 
sometimes found themselves “men-
tored” by 24-year-old lieutenants fresh 
out of MOS school. Small wonder that 
many advisors seem to have had trouble 
building rapport.
 The preparation that our haphaz-
ardly selected Marine combat advisors 
received at ATC was mediocre at best, 
and it was only marginally improved by 
a four-week stint at ATG (prior to ATG’s 
closure in mid-2014). Future advisors 
were taught basic combat proficiencies, 
given PowerPoint classes meant to gen-
erate embryonic language skills, and 
certified to drive mine-resistant vehicles 
(God forbid our Marines ride in the 
same vulnerable “danger Rangers” as 
their partners). ATC staff taught in-
troductory interpersonal skills classes 
aimed at building basic cultural aware-
ness and coordinated ranges and am-
munition for easily executed 25-yard-
and-in “CMP shoots” and crew-served 
weapons familiarization fires. In the 
end, when sent to execute one of the 
Corps’ most challenging 21st century 
missions, our advisors muddled through 
and sometimes made progress—but 
they did so in spite of their training, 
not because of it.
 
The Marine Advisor Training Center
 Our present ad hoc approach to com-
bat advising is a failure by any measure 
that matters. Some defense thinkers 
have advocated the opposite extreme, 
the creation of a standing “Advisor 
Corps.”17 The case for a permanent 
Marine advisor corps has been made in 
Gazette pages.18 As our Nation’s small-
est Service, and in a time of declining 
budgets yet high operational tempo, we 
cannot afford to fence off forces for one 
mission. Between the two poles of ad 
hoc advising in a crisis and a perma-
nent advisor corps lies the answer. We 
need to seed our Operating Forces with 
rigorously selected and highly trained 
Marine officer and enlisted combat 
advisors, Marines who are proficient 
in their MOSs and possess the right 
personality and mindset to advise and 
mentor foreign forces.

 The introduction of the foreign se-
curity force advisor MOSs (0570 and 
0571) is a small step in the right direc-
tion. Identifying Marines who have 
successfully served as combat advisors 
may provide us a nucleus of advisors 
for the next crisis, but it will be a weak 
foundation.19 The long-term answer is 
a permanent, formalized, and prop-
erly resourced MATC (Marine advi-
sor training center). This new school-
house, falling under the overall aegis 
of MCSCG, would have the mission 
of selecting, training, and educating 
Marine officer and enlisted foreign 
security force advisors. MCSCG’s 
focus is currently on theater security 
cooperation, but its heritage, ethos, 
and location make it a good home for 
MATC.
 MATC should be one of our high-
est-priority and best-resourced formal 
schools. Its four-month program of in-
struction should include:

• Military culture,
• Advising case studies,
• Rapport building and interpersonal 
skills,
• Information operations,
• Foreign weapons instructor course,
• Combat lifesaver, to include live 
tissue training,
• Tracking and evaluating unit prog-
ress,
• Tactical planning with foreign 
counterparts,
• Use of interpreters, and
• Fire support planning.

We envision an MATC that both trains 
and educates.20 Advisor candidates 
would be taught about the structure 
and culture of foreign militaries, to 
better understand the different logic 
by which foreign security forces oper-
ate. For example, understanding that 
centralized command and control is 
the norm in many armies is critical to 
a young officer or NCO who is accus-
tomed to our system of delegation and 
decentralization. The advisor should 
learn in the classroom, not by bitter 
experience, that an Arab colonel often 
only wields equivalent authority to a 
Marine gunnery sergeant.21 Case stud-
ies will provide critical opportunities to 
learn anecdotally through class discus-
sion, guest speakers, and role playing.

 Because building genuine and lasting 
rapport is the key to creating conditions 
for success in advising, rapport building 
and interpersonal skills is a key module 
of the course. Advisor candidates should 
understand that their relationships with 
their counterparts should be carefully 
cultivated and frequently measured. All 
combat advisors, sooner or later, find 
themselves using social capital with 
their counterparts to influence their 
advised units, and it is important to 
introduce this mindset while exposing 
candidates to methods for developing 
genuine connections with their future 
foreign counterparts. Detecting decep-
tion is also a key interpersonal skill that 
must be taught—it is a far more valu-
able contributor to force protection than 
either MRAPs or guardian angels.22

 Advisor teams must also be able to 
honestly assess the progress of their ad-
vised units. NCOs and junior officers 
at MATC would be exposed to several 
frameworks, which would assist them in 
efficiently and accurately assessing and 
tracking unit proficiency in key tasks 
and in holistically evaluating combat 
readiness. 
 Our experience suggests that ad-
vanced medical skills are critical for 
deployed advisors and not only because 
they increase survivability. Proficient 
combat lifesavers increase unit cohe-
sion and morale, enhancing a team’s 
ability to work together and trust one 
another. They also provide demon-
strable skills that an advisor can teach 
to his counterparts, providing avenues 
of empowerment and rapport building 
beyond traditional weapons systems and 
tactics. In the same vein, expertise with 
foreign weapons is a must for Marine 
advisors, who will often teach advised 
militaries how to employ a wide array of 
weapons and may find themselves using 
a foreign weapon in extremis. School 
slots at the Foreign Weapons Instructor 
Course in Quantico should be set aside 
for all MATC students.
  Tactical planning with foreign coun-
terparts would be reinforced with live 
fire training designed to force candi-
dates to simultaneously confront the 
four tasks that compete for an advisor’s 
attention under fire: fighting the enemy, 
leading fellow Marine advisors, leading 
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his advised force (more often than not 
this occurs through an interpreter or 
across a language barrier and requires 
the need to command without appear-
ing to be in command), and reporting 
to higher or liaising with supporting 
arms. To this end, tactical planning 
with foreign counterparts is a different 
exercise than normal MCPP (Marine 
Corps Planning Process) and merits ex-
tra focus on simplicity, strong SOPs, 
and contingency planning.
 Following MATC, qualification as 
a joint fires observer should be man-
datory for all combat advisors. Our 
foreign counterparts admire the fit-
ness, enthusiasm, and discipline of 
their Marine advisors, but there are 
few things they value more than our 
ability to quickly and accurately em-
ploy supporting arms and intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance ca-
pabilities. In the wars of yesteryear, 
we trusted sergeants and corporals to 
spot and control these fires, and we 
should return to this practice instead 
of requiring aviators or joint terminal 
attack controllers to be on scene when 
ordnance needs to be delivered.
 What about language? Language 
skills are obviously critical to a com-
bat advisor’s ability to build rapport 
and function effectively in an irregular 
warfare environment. Unfortunately, as 
then-Secretary of Defense Gates noted 
in 2011, 

When it comes to predicting the nature 
and location of our next military en-
gagements, since Vietnam, our record 
has been perfect. We have never once 
gotten it right.23 

Thus, building a base of language skills 
in anticipation of future conflict in spe-
cific areas is not the best use of valu-
able training time. Our pool of trained 
foreign security force advisors should 
certainly sustain existing language skills 
and nurture new ones if able, but our 
focus should be on enabling rapid, 
immersion-style language training 
once it becomes clear that advisors are 
needed in a conflict zone. Training time 
at the MATC would be better spent 
making our future advisors extremely 
comfortable with using interpreters and 
understanding the benefits and poten-

tial pitfalls of working through local 
contracted linguists.
 Marines desiring to attend MATC 
should be screened prior to attendance, 
as the course must be both physically 
and mentally demanding. Additionally, 
a candidate should pass an MOS-spe-
cific exam that evaluates his proficiency 
at his assigned MOS. If a Marine is not 
a top quartile practitioner of his own 
craft, he has no business advising others. 
We recommend that MATC instruc-
tors travel quarterly via mobile training 
team to administer screening exams at 
the larger Marine Corps installations in 
Okinawa, Southern California, North 
Carolina, and Hawaii. This eliminates 
the subjective nature of command cer-
tifications and would be cheaper than 
sending advisor candidates to MATC 
only to have them dropped from the 

course because of unsuitability. These 
two-day screening exams would test 
maturity, emotional intelligence, MOS 
proficiency, physical fitness, and basic 
tactical skills, and would ensure that 
all advisor candidates are qualified to 
commence training and education at 
MATC. 
 Graduating MATC would not be a 
given. Throughout the course, students 
would be challenged, both in their mas-
tery of hard skills and in demonstrating 
that they have the temperament nec-
essary to succeed as combat advisors. 
MATC would not strive to attrite a 
certain percentage of its students, but 
it would be under no mandate to grad-
uate all or even most of its students. 
Failing MATC would not be a career 
ender for a Marine. If a Marine is not 
temperamentally suited for advising, it 

Coalition operations with multiple partners are increasingly the norm for U.S. forces. (Photo 
provided by author.)
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is preferable that he be sent back to his 
unit rather than pushed through the 
course so that he does not receive an 
adverse fitness report.
 Integrity is perhaps the key virtue 
for an American combat advisor, and 
one of the most important elements of 
MATC would be to test the integrity 
and character of Marine advisors dur-
ing field training evolutions. A decade 
of rosy progress reports from Ameri-
can advisors in Iraq and Afghanistan 
yielded forces that fell apart in combat. 
The last Marine we need as a combat 
advisor is a spineless careerist or a Dr. 
Pangloss.
 Certification and service as a for-
eign security forces advisor should be 
highly regarded in a Marine and viewed 
by promotion boards as equivalent to 
service in the most challenging of B-
billets. A school seat at MATC should 
be the result of a highly-competitive 
application process with demand that 
far exceeds availability. PME-complete 
staff sergeants and senior first lieuten-
ants should be the target population for 
MATC, giving our new advisors ample 
time to use their new expertise at the 
hands-on, company level. Incentives can 
be used to encourage Marines to attempt 
to become qualified combat advisors, 
though we believe that in a post-Iraq and 
Afghanistan Marine Corps the ability 
to volunteer for combat advisor duty in 
far flung hotspots will motivate the right 
Marines. MATC instructors should 
be selected from the ranks of proven 
MATC graduates as soon as practical.
 Our newly-certified foreign security 
force advisors would return to the Fleet 
Marine Force and continue to carry out 
their primary duties in their MOSs, 
while being first in line for any advis-
ing or theater security cooperation de-
ployments that will inevitably appear. If 
there were a sudden large-scale demand 
for Marine advisors as in Vietnam, Iraq, 
and Afghanistan, our pool of trained 
and certified combat advisors would 
not provide enough Marines to fill all 
advising billets. With MATC gradu-
ates, however, we would have a solid 
nucleus of trained combat advisors who 
could provide a baseline of knowledge 
while also serving as quality control 
for a full-scale advising effort. Fully-

trained Marine advisors would know 
what to look for if they were required 
to vet, build, and lead advisor teams 
during a future contingency. The goal 
of MATC should be 10 school-trained 
Marine combat advisors per battalion, 
with at least one being a field grade of-
ficer and one a master sergeant or first 
sergeant.
 
Conclusion
 Writing in the pages of this journal 
in 2003, then-Capt Owen West argued 
that one of the Marine Corps’ three 
primary forms of warfighting 

grants broad authority to noncommis-
sioned officers and company grade of-
ficers to act with local militia to destroy 
the opposition.24 

But, West lamented with remarkable 
prescience, “The next Smedley Butler 
will come from SOCOM, not the Ma-
rine Corps.”

 It doesn’t have to be that way. In an 
era of reduced budgets and dwindling 
public support for large U.S. troop com-
mitments, the value of the “indirect ap-
proach” of foreign security force advising 
has never been more clear. Indeed, it is 
the most essential tactical and opera-
tional component of irregular warfare. 
Our expeditionary and adaptable Ma-
rine Corps is a natural fit for the advis-
ing mission. We are a force that prizes 
self-reliance, one of the most crucial 
traits for military advisors. The Ma-
rine Corps pushes more responsibility 
on its small unit leaders than any other 
Service, and our Marines boast cultural 
fluency gained the old-fashioned way, by 
training and fighting with foreign forces 
across the globe. At a time when there are 
growing concerns about the viability of 
forcible entry operations, demonstrated 
proficiency in security force assistance 
and combat advising offers a clear and 
critical mission for our Corps.25

Rapport is the coin of the realm for Marine combat advisors. (Photo by author.)
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  As MCDP 1, Warfighting, reminds 
us war is fundamentally a human enter-
prise. Irregular warfare, as “a struggle 
for legitimacy and influence over the 
relevant population,” is the most hu-
man form of warfare. We will not win 
the irregular wars of the future with 
newer and better drones, surveillance 
blimps, or precision munitions. Irreg-
ular warfare demands that we match 
reality to our rhetoric and prioritize 
men not machines. Forming enduring 
partnerships around the globe, with 
elite Marine advisors at the point of 
friction, is key to success in the fights 
to come. Institutionalizing the proper 
selection and training of combat advi-
sors is the best step the Marine Corps 
can take to help our Nation and our 
partners win the irregular wars of the 
21st century.
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W estern academics and 
military theorists are 
currently engaged in 
a debate about the na-

ture, character, and conduct of modern 
warfare. On one side of the discussion 
are those like Everett Dolman, Professor 
of Comparative Military Studies at the 
USAF School of Air and Space Studies, 
who argue that modern technology ush-
ers in a “new way of war.”1 Specifically, 
Dolman argues that weaponizing space 
could counter virtually every imagin-
able threat—from hegemonic competi-
tion with China to individual terrorist 
cells in the Middle East. On the other 
end of the spectrum, academics and 
military professionals like Mary Kaldor, 
Feargal Cochrane, and Shannon Beene 
argue that the fundamental nature of 
war has changed because of the post-
Westphalian erosion of the nation state, 
which no longer holds a monopoly on 
violence. Mary Kaldor, of the London 
School of Economics and Political Sci-
ence, contends that the core aspects of 
Clausewitzean war theory are “no lon-
ger applicable”2 as warfare has shifted 
from a “contest of wills” to a “mutual 
enterprise” where “both sides need one 
another in order to carry on the enter-
prise of war therefore war tends to be 
long and inconclusive.”3 
 The vital point for Marines to un-
derstand during these debates is that 
the character and conduct of 21st cen-
tury warfare continues to evolve, but 
the nature of war remains unchanged. 
Compared to the Clausewitzean vision 
of interstate conflict, modern warfare is 
increasingly characterized by the erosion 
of the state’s sovereignty and monopoly 
of violence coupled with the continuing 
effects of de-colonialization in develop-

ing nations, the vacuum created by the 
fall of the Soviet Union, and the real-
ity of a globally-interconnected society. 
These ancient wars of the 21st century 
are best described as a transnational 
asymmetric mixture of globalization 
and radicalized tribalism, enabled by 
high-speed communications and mod-
ern weapons, employing ancient and 
barbaric tactics, sustained by crimi-
nality and foreign aid, and located in 
geographic areas of instability charac-
terized by weak or failed states where 

poverty is endemic and the majority of 
the population has little to no access to 
the political system.
 War’s basic nature remains a contest 
of wills between two or more competi-
tors for a political purpose involving 
violence, friction, chance, and uncer-
tainty. Clausewitz defined war as “an 
act of force to compel our enemy to 
do our will.”4 This elegant definition 
is both simple and comprehensive. 
Clausewitz envisioned two wrestlers 
using force with the goal of throwing 

Ancient Wars of the 
21st Century

The evolution of war

by LtCol Michael D. Reilly
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Political purposes will remain the underliying cause of future conflict. (Photo by Cpl Jesus Sepul-
veda Torres.)
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the opponent “in order to make him 
incapable of further resistance.”5 The 
warfare Clausewitz theorized involved 
conflicts between nation states, but the 
application of his theories transcend 
19th century combat and are still ap-
plicable today. Clausewitz’s contention 
that “war is merely the continuation of 
policy by other means”6 remains valid 
for modern conflicts and demonstrates 
the continued need for a strong relation-
ship between the government, military, 
and populace. 
 On the high end of the spectrum, 
Dolman, the Air Force’s self-identified 
first space theorist, postulates that 
space-based weapons will change the 
way wars are fought and extend the 
“era of US hegemony” by deterring 
adversaries through “the omnipres-
ent threat of precise, measured, and 
unstoppable retaliation.”7 In his view, 
space is the ultimate high ground and 
a vital domain to be controlled. All of 
Dolman’s prophesies of space-based, 
high-tech omnipotence may come to 
fruition, but they do not change the 
nature of war. Although technology 
changes the conduct and (potentially) 
the character of war, it does not alter the 
nature of war as a violent contest of wills 

for political purposes. Even the most 
dangerous threat course of action, like 
Dolman’s prognostication of a “coming 
war with China,” does not change the 
nature of the war from a contest of wills 
to something else.8 If anything, this 
type of interstate conflict reinforces the 
timelessness and adaptability of Clause-
witzean theory as technology does alter 
the conduct of war, but not its nature. 
 On the opposite end of the spectrum, 
Kaldor acknowledges that Clausewitz 
allows for limited and unlimited war 
with obtaining peace as the final objec-
tive of both types: either by destroying 
the enemy or by achieving limited objec-
tives and negotiations.9 She contrasts 

the Clausewitzean desire for decisive 
action with the modern phenomenon 
of perpetual conflict. This perpetual 
conflict arose from the conclusion that 
any attempt to compel the will of the 
enemy through symmetrical means, 
when the enemy is represented by the 
“whole population,” results in the an-
nihilation of those people. This “unlim-
ited character of war,” Kaldor argues, is 
the result of the widening of “barriers” 
as exemplified by the Holocaust and 
use of atomic weapons.10 Following this 
logic, only mass and mutual annihila-
tion can result from using symmetric 
military force “to compel an opponent 
to fulfill our will.”11

 Kaldor “reformulates” the modern 
definition of war as “an act of vio-
lence involving two or more organized 
groups framed in political terms.”12 
By this definition, war is characterized 
as either a classical “contest of wills” 
or a “mutual enterprise” where each 
participant needs the other to justify 
their identity and obtain local power or 
economic advantage.13 The difference 
between each “type” of war depends on 
the “specific political, economic, and 
military logic.”14 This is an interesting 
hypothesis as some conflicts in post-au-

thoritarian states demonstrate aspects of 
criminality or ethnic cleansing with no 
clear political goals or desired end state. 
Even if true, however, Kaldor’s view of 
warfare would not constitute a change 
to the nature of war. She even admits 
that “war does imply organized violence 
in the service of political ends.”15 The 
nature of war, therefore, remains a 
violent (or threat of violent) struggle 
between belligerents for some politi-
cal purpose—even if that purpose is 
ethnic cleansing. For example, a violent 
conflict for purely economic reasons 
(like the cartel competition in Mexico) 
would not qualify as war. Rather, it is 
better defined as violent criminal activ-

ity. Alternatively, it may be true in some 
conflicts that each side needs the other 
to justify its existence or purpose (like 
the Palestinian-Israeli conflict). But 
both sides in these mutual enterprises 
are driving toward a political end-state, 
so these conflicts still qualify as war, 
albeit prolonged ones. 
 Doug Porch, Distinguished Profes-
sor, U.S. Naval War College, lumps 
“new wars” into a brand of conflicts 
along the long lineage of “small wars” 
that date back to the 19th century as a 
“discrete category of warfare.”16 Porch 
succinctly frames the argument pro-
posed by new wars advocates by stating 
that COIN (counterinsurgency)

proponents and their ‘new wars’ off-
spring claim that the propensity of 
conventional soldiers to treat COIN 
as inferior … is self-defeating, because 
counterinsurgency has become the 
norm of conflict … future war will 
mean asymmetrical conflict which … 
means that Clausewitzean analysis of 
the interaction of war, armies, and so-
ciety, and its impact on strategy for-
mulation are henceforth old think.17 

Porch counters and dismisses any no-
tion of the changing nature of war by 
noting that 

COIN [including the new wars propo-
nents] offers a doctrine of escapism … 
into an anachronistic, romanticized, 
Orientalist vision that projects quintes-
sentially Western values … onto non-
Western societies.18 

In essence, these new wars are not so 
new and do not require specialized forc-
es (like cosmopolitan law enforcement 
brigades, specialized COIN forces, or 
radical changes to Marine Corps or-
ganization and training). History, he 
argues, demonstrates that “any good 
soldier can handle guerrillas.”19

 The Marine Corps does not need a 
face lift. The current operational con-
cepts under consideration have poten-
tial, but any reorganization of forces or 
overhaul of training standards must take 
into account the unchanging nature 
of war as well as the current changes 
in the conduct of warfare. Any force 
construct based upon an assumption 
that future conflicts will take place ex-
clusively within the realm of “irregular 

... wars of the 21st century are best described as a 
transnational asymmetric mixture of globalization 
and radicalized tribalism ...
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warfare” is doomed to fail. Great care 
must be taken to ensure that the cur-
rent advocacy for a distributed force 
capable of “persistent presence,” and 
long-term foreign internal defense or 
security force assistance missions does 
not detract from the Marine Corps’ 
ability and agility to thrive along the 
full range of military operations. 

 Warfare, the actual conduct of war, 
is constantly changing based upon any 
number of factors. Improvements in 
technology or the use of violence by 
non-state actors does not change the 
fundamental nature of war. War con-
tinues to be a violent struggle—a deadly 
contest of wills—for a political purpose. 
Kaldor even concedes that “new wars 
are also fought for political ends and 
… war itself can be viewed as a form 
of politics.”20 It appears that modern 
warfare is increasingly characterized 
as persistent, undeclared guerrilla-style 
conflicts between societies as exposed 
to short, declared actions between 

states.21 This is an important change 
that impacts the policy, strategy, and 
operational design needed to mitigate or 
intervene in these conflicts. It is critical 
that policy makers and senior military 
leaders grasp the implications of com-
mitting forces into such asymmetrical 
and ancient operational environments 
as there is usually no quick or simple 

solution to these complex societal prob-
lems. Even though warfare is constantly 
evolving, the nature of war remains the 
same. Clausewitz is prophetic and time-
less in admonishing the “statesman and 
commander” to determine the “kind of 
war” waged and not fall into the trap 
of entering the desired war and not the 
real one.22 That’s the real secret to the 
Marine Corps’ future success in highly 
complex and ancient battlefields of the 
21st century. 
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