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Ideas & Issues (InnovatIon)

T
he past decade and a half of 
persistent conflict with a pre-
dominantly insurgent force 
armed largely with IEDs has 

changed the way we fight. To protect 
forces and operate in heavily IED laden 
environments, we have become a heavy 
force: a force that has added weight to 
both our equipment and our Marines. 
Because of this, we have lost the capabil-
ity and confidence to allow our fighting 
forces to be fast, lightweight, and lethal 
on battlefields across the world. The 
utility task vehicle (UTV) affords flex-
ibility, increased command and control 
(C2) capability, and internal logistical 
support in a way more closely aligned 
to our lightweight fighting ethos. Thus, 
it can serve to increase lethality on the 
battlefield.

In April 2017, the Marine Corps au-
thorized the fielding of 144 UTVs for 

issue at the regimental level. Lack of fa-
miliarity and proficiency, coupled with 
the perceived risk from IEDs, has stifled 
the employment of this platform from 
reaching its full potential. Originally 
purchased with the intent to be used as 
a logistics vehicle, experimentation has 
proven that they are capable of much 
more. During Integrated Training Exer-
cise 17-3 (ITX 17-3), 1st Battalion, 8th 
Marines successfully employed UTVs 
in non-traditional roles with surprising 
results. 

UTVs can be employed with in-
credible flexibility, offering both speed 
and agility for conventional infantry 
companies in both remote and austere 

environments. Assigned as the helicop-
ter assault company, Alpha Company 
successfully loaded UTVs in both the 
MV-22 and the CH-53, providing our 
infantry unit an immediate available 
asset in the fight. The UTV’s small size 
and maneuverability allowed it to be 
easily tucked into tight places for use 
as a command center closer to the fight, 
ready casualty evacuation platform, and 
resupply vessel. Additionally, its low fuel 
consumption and fuel range lowered 
our resupply footprint, and the ability 
to take it on the helicopters with little 
preparation or reconfiguration was a 
tremendous advantage.

As a communications platform, the 
UTV immediately proved beneficial in 
extending our communications range in 
both distance and rapid employment. 
With the proper authorization from ap-
proving parties, we were successful in 
mounting amplified very high frequency 
communications on one UTV to serve 
as our company command center. While 
the details of how this was done are not 
the focus of this article, what is relevant 
are the capabilities it gave us. We took 
it to every event throughout ITX 17-3 
in Twentynine Palms. In each case, it 
provided far better communications to 
both subordinate and higher units than 
the standard man-pack radios allow. 
The ready-to-use configuration allowed 
rapid movement across large areas of 
terrain without the need to break down 
and re-establish antennas or networks. 
Additionally, the charging capability 
coupled with the use of solar recharg-
ing assets greatly reduced the need for 
resupply of batteries. 

As a logistics vehicle, the UTV far 
surpassed expectations. It gave us the 
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A UTV set up for charging and amped VHF communications. (Photo by author.)
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ability to push resupply forward and pull 
casualties to the rear with exceptional 
speed. It lightened the load on the aver-
age Marine by giving us a method of 
moving heavy gear as well as weapons 
and ammunition that would normally be 
hand-carried through the rugged terrain. 
We used it to rapidly carry the bulk of the 
M240B ammunition up machine gun 
hill on range 400, and the small frame 
and relatively low silhouette gave us the 
capability to use terrain to get forward to 
the casualty collection points without be-
ing exposed to enemy fire. This allowed 
for efficient removal and evacuation of 
casualties to the rearward area without 
taking Marines out of the fight to carry 
litters. Affectionately, we nicknamed it 
the GOAT (greatest of all time).

Initial fielding of the UTVs puts 
eighteen in every regiment across the 
Corps, which leaves six in every bat-
talion. Future purchases should increase 
the number to put eighteen down to 
the battalion level: ideally, four per 
rifle company to allow for dedicated 
C2, casevac, and logistics capabilities. 
The remaining six could be utilized at 
the battalion level to deploy with the 
battalion command center as needed. 
Leaving eighteen at the regimental level 
will provide replacements for damaged 
vehicles and give the regiment the ca-
pability should they need to also de-
ploy forward. This will put the total 
inventory of UTVs at 576 Corps wide, 
meaning 432 more are needed. That is a 
large investment, but when compared to 
the huge gains in mobility and support 
UTVs provide to the forward edge of 
the battlefield, it will be a small price 
to pay.

While the UTV is not perfect, the 
addition of a few changes can make it a 
vital asset on the ground. The forward 
lighting is insufficient and an additional 
lighting kit should be considered. The 
jerry can holder cannot be mounted 
on the sides without interfering with 
loading on the helicopters, so a folding 
rack similar to what is currently in use 
on the light armored vehicle would be 
a better option. Conversion from a 12- 
to a 24-volt power system would allow 
compatibility with the rest of our inven-
tory of vehicles as well as power com-
munications equipment. The cargo box 

is small and fills up quickly. Increased 
load weight capacity and a long bed 
option will increase its ability to move 
gear and casualties. More jacks and tow 
bars should be added to the inventory 
at a ratio of 1:2 vice the current 1:6. 

The UTV has demonstrated the 
ability to drastically enhance flexibil-
ity, C2, and logistical sustainment for 
infantry battalions. 1st Battalion, 8th 
Marines’ experimentation during ITX 

17-3 should serve as an initial proof of 
concept for this platform. 

Through additional fielding, creative 
concept of operations, and experimenta-
tion, perhaps this newly emerging asset 
will gain traction and allow the infantry 
to regain its lightweight lethality on the 
battlefield.

Green 2 batteries and controller mounted in the bed of the UTV to provide power to the com-
munications equipment. (Photo by author.)

VRC 110 radios and power converter mounted on the UTV. The equipment is powered by the 
Green 2 system and electrically linked to the UTV. (Photo by author.)
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