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I
t is an exciting time for the Navy 
and Marine Corps—we are in the 
midst of a naval renaissance, one 
born of new challenges. The 21st 

century has emerged as “a new naval era” 
in which increasing competition within 
the maritime domain has reinvigorated 
Navy-Marine Corps innovation. The 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
has publicly stated that the United States 
is confronted by five key challenges: 
Russia, China, North Korea, Iran, and 
violent extremist organizations.1 
 There is a “near seas”2 component 
to each of these challenges, and it is 
evident from open-source reporting that 
Russia and China are pursuing robust 
sea denial capabilities and capacities that 
may challenge the United States in their 
near seas. In the future, some competi-
tors may decide to expand beyond sea 
denial into the sea-control realm.4 
 As a result, much of our recent naval 
innovation has focused on the seaborne 
sensors and weapons (whether manned 
or unmanned) that might negate the 
capabilities being fielded by potential 
adversaries. Additionally, there are a 
number of fleet architecture studies, 
each with a different planning horizon, 
currently underway. These are all es-
sential efforts, but they require context. 
Development of a fleet architecture and 
the associated suite of sensors and weap-

ons must be predicated upon a solid 
understanding of competing strategic 
objectives as well as a comprehensive 
approach that focuses on defeating each 
potential adversary’s strategy rather than 
merely his systems. 

 Defeating a strategy drives us into 
thinking about campaign design. Cam-
paign design forces us to think about 
logistics, operational reach, and geog-
raphy. These considerations point us 
toward designing a fleet and all things 
thereunto pertaining—like Marine 
Corps forces, expeditionary logistics, 
and land-based support to sea con-
trol—with an eye toward controlling 
and exploiting key maritime terrain as 
well as denying the same to our opponents. 
While forcible entry operations are of-
ten thought of exclusively in terms of 
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initiating a continental campaign, an 
application some analysts assume to be 
unlikely, it may be more probable in the 
21st century that they are conducted as 
part of a joint campaign that is maritime 
in character. It ought to be self-evident 
from looking at a map that military 
competition in the near seas will in-
volve an amphibious component—to 
include amphibious assault when and 
where required. 
 Of course, the mere mention of “am-
phibious assault” will give some crit-
ics heart palpitations, as their frame 
of reference is likely limited to recent 
movies and television programs, such 
as Saving Private Ryan and The Pacific. 
Both productions did an exceptional job 
portraying the heroism of the World 
War II generation, but they also helped 
perpetuate the mistaken belief that we 
still conduct amphibious operations as 
we did in World War II. Quite frankly, 
a film about a modern amphibious op-
eration would likely be quite boring, as 
there would be no dramatic scenes of 
large units fighting their way across a 
heavily defended beach. That’s because, 
over the past 70 years, the Navy and 
Marine Corps have been evolving the 
means for more indirect approaches. 
The fruit of that labor is exemplified 
by the operations of Task Force 58—an 
integrated Navy-Marine Corps forma-
tion commanded by then-BGen James 
N. Mattis—in 2001, when it projected 

multiple maneuver elements of a land-
ing force 350 miles inland to seize a 
desert airstrip south of Kandahar. That 
airstrip, renamed Forward Operating 
Base Rhino, served as a lodgment that 
facilitated the introduction of additional 
forces, eventually leading to the isola-
tion and seizure of the city. By defini-
tion, that operation constituted “forcible 
entry,” even though it bore no resem-
blance to the invasion of Normandy. 
 As Task Force 58 illustrated, the 
Navy-Marine Corps Team had not been 
resting on its laurels waiting to reprise 
its old routines, nor has it been idle 
since. Rather, we’ve continually been 
assessing the strategic environment, 
and we are cognizant of the fact that 
the post-Cold War era of presumptive 
maritime superiority was an anomaly. 
Landward threats to access are on the 
rise, and both state and non-state actors 
now have the ability to contest their near 
seas. As noted by Naval Postgraduate 
School professor emeritus and retired 
Navy CAPT Wayne Hughes, 

Land-sea missile attacks have added to the 
already prevalent strikes by aircraft ... to 
blur the tactical distinction between sea 
and land combat. The most instructive 
modern naval engagements for control of 
coastal regions have been fought by land, 
sea, and air forces acting in concert, with 

missiles as the principle weapons.5 

 In the recently signed LOCE  (Littoral 
Operations in a Contested Environment) 

concept,6 the CNO (Chief of Naval 
Operations) and CMC (Commandant 
of the Marine Corps) have called for 
an increased level of integration so that 
our respective Service capabilities can 
be applied in a cohesive manner similar 
to that advocated by CAPT Hughes. 
The CNO and CMC have also called 
for a renewed focus on warfighting—
particularly in applying both Navy and 
Marine Corps capabilities in a fight for 
sea control via operations at sea, from 
the sea, and from the land to the sea. 
Toward that end, Gen Neller has strong-
ly endorsed the notion that Marines, 
whether employed from the sea or the 
land, will play an important role in the 
sea control/sea denial fight. That role 
will likely include amphibious opera-
tions to neutralize land-based threats 
to seaborne traffic as well as controlling 
key maritime terrain. With regard to 
the latter, the Navy and Marine Corps 
are currently working on a supporting 
concept to LOCE, expeditionary ad-
vanced base operations.
 Our Navy-Marine Corps Team has 
already made great strides toward ad-
dressing the new paradigm. In recent 
years, the Naval Board was established 
to provide a monthly forum for senior 
Navy and Marine Corps officers to con-
sider naval policy and develop unified 
guidance. The Board addresses issues 
selected by the CNO and CMC—who 
normally attend on a quarterly basis—as 
well as those submitted by command-
ers in the Operating Forces. The focus 
of the Board is on improving naval 
warfighting effectiveness through op-
erational mission analysis, integration 
of strategic planning guidance, devel-
opment of naval concepts/concepts of 
operations to meet mission needs, ex-
perimentation, and the coordination of 
capability development processes. 
 The naval team understands that 
what some are calling an A2/AD (anti-
access/area denial) threat is not a new 
phenomenon. Rather, it is a modern 
manifestation of what has historically 
been called a “sea denial” strategy. We 
also understand that potential adver-
saries will employ a sea-denial strategy 
that is unique to their own situation. 
Each of these strategies needs to be un-
derstood and then overcome in a man-

There will be a call for more amphibious shipping. (Photo by Cpl Jeremy Tucker.)
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ner that accomplishes U.S. objectives. 
There is no “silver bullet” capability that 
will solve these problems. Rather, our 
force development activities must ap-
ply sound operational art in employing 
a combination of capabilities, current 
and envisioned, in order to generate the 
naval forces capable of achieving the 
desired outcomes. That approach is al-
ready being implemented via a series of 
wargames directed by the Naval Board. 
Additionally, the Ship-to-Shore Maneu-
ver Exploration and Experimentation 
Task Force is partnering with industry, 
academia, and government research and 
development organizations to explore 
the operational utility of emerging tech-
nologies and engineering innovations. 
That work is being supported by a se-
ries of advanced naval technical experi-
ments. Furthermore, the Marine Corps’ 
Rapid Capabilities Office is ensuring 
that we can quickly move forward with 
emergent and disruptive technology to 
rapidly develop and deliver operational 

prototypes that increase our Operating 
Forces’ survivability and lethality. 
 Meanwhile, in the Operating Forces, 
a multitude of new capabilities is be-
ing fielded. These include the versatile 
USS San Antonio class amphibious ships 
and new aircraft like the MV-22 that 
greatly extend the operational reach of 
the embarked MAGTF. In the not too 
distant future, the CH-53K will provide 
a complementary long-range, heavy lift 
capability. We are also integrating F-35B 
Marine aircraft aboard amphibious as-
sault ships to support not only MAGTF 
operations but f leet operations writ 
large. The amphibious combat vehicle 
program appears to be progressing on 
schedule. We are making great strides, 
but much work remains to be done. 
 Expanding and refining the Marine 
Corps contribution to the naval team 
must be our highest priority. On any 
given day at Quantico, our people are 
involved in a wide variety of force devel-
opment, training, and education tasks. 

We often execute those tasks in coordi-
nation with a diverse array of partners 
from the Joint Staff, the other Services, 
U.S. Special Operations Command, 
and our allies. All of these partners are 
important, but the Marine Corps is 
part of the naval Service, and it must 
be understood that our partnership 
with the U.S. Navy takes precedence. 
Our force development, training, and 
education activities must prioritize 
equipping and preparing Marines to 
fulfill our Title 10 responsibility “for 
service with the fleet in the seizure or 
defense of advanced naval bases and for 
the conduct of such land operations as 
may be essential to the prosecution of 
a naval campaign.” While that law also 
tasks us to “perform such other duties as 
the President may direct,” which often 
results in our employment alongside the 
Army for sustained operations ashore, it 
also states that “these additional duties 
may not detract from or interfere with 
the operations for which the Marine 
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Corps is primarily organized.” As we 
go about our daily duties, we have to 
be mindful of how we, as part of the 
naval team, are contributing to over-
coming the five challenges identified 
by the Chairman in accordance with 
our statutory responsibilities. 
 Given the foregoing, when queried 
about what we need the most, the av-
erage Marine officer engaged in force 
development will likely respond, “more 
amphibious ships.” Some will go be-
yond that and say, “a bigger fleet,” a goal 
which appears to be gaining traction 
within influential corners of Washing-
ton. While it may be tempting to lever-
age this situation by just expanding the 
number of existing ship types, such an 
approach may be imprudent in the long 
run. The number and type of amphibi-
ous ships needs to be determined in 
the context of overall fleet composition 
and how we will operate to address the 
Chairman’s five challenges. Since the 
vast majority of our current fleet will 
be with us for years to come, we must 
consider how each ship type might be 
used differently as well as what new 
ship designs, technologies, capabilities, 
capacities, and operational approaches 
might complement our current force 
structure and methods. This type of 
analysis needs to be conducted with a 
focus on building a fleet—and a fleet 
Marine force—capable of succeeding 
in the most demanding joint campaign 
that is maritime in character. 

 We also appear to be approaching a 
technology inflection point, particularly 
with respect to robotics and autonomy, 
which may allow us to increase resil-
iency in a manner that is exponentially 
greater than just increasing the number 
of ships. Imagine, for example, the abil-
ity to use unmanned systems to locate 
and clear mines and obstacles. Con-
sider how the existing family of boats 
operated by the Navy Expeditionary 
Combat Command might be adapted 
to provide Marines a high-speed, long-
range surface littoral maneuver capabil-
ity in support of amphibious advance 
force operations and raids. Effective 
surface maneuver options, combined 
with our existing vertical maneuver ca-
pabilities, would provide the ability to 
project multiple elements of a landing 
force into numerous, widely dispersed 
entry points in order to confuse an ad-
versary, complicate his targeting, and 
force him to dissipate his defensive forc-
es over a wider area. Think about how 
ultra-light vehicles and robotic cargo 
systems might allow us to support and 
sustain those landing force units over 
extended distances. These, and a host 
of other initiatives, are currently under 
various stages of experimentation and 
development to put the next generation 
of amphibious capabilities within our 
grasp. 
 In summary, the Navy-Marine Corps 
Team is vigorously engaged in develop-
ing the uniquely naval solutions needed 

to effectively address the strategic chal-
lenges identified by the Chairman. We 
have a real opportunity here, not just 
to provide the forces with the capabili-
ties needed to fight and win in a new 
naval era but to concurrently provide the 
forward presence and strategic mobil-
ity necessary to respond to emerging 
crises, deter fait accompli gambits by 
state actors, and hunt down and destroy 
violent extremists. We need to seize that 
opportunity.

>Editor’s Note: For more information on Task 
Force 58, see “Task Force 58: A Higher Level 
of Naval Operation,” Marine Corps Gazette, 
(Online: August 2011), available at https://
www.mca-marines.org. 
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1. Gen Joseph F. Dunford, Jr., “Remarks and 
Q&A at the Center for Strategic and Interna-
tional Studies,” Joint Chiefs of Staff, (Online: 
Undated), available at http://www.jcs.mil. 

2. This article uses “near seas” in reference 
to those continuous bodies of salt water that 
are partially enclosed by land, to include non-
contiguous land such as island chains.

3. Sea denial is defined in Navy doctrine as, 
“Partially or completely denying the adversary 
the use of the sea with a force that may be in-
sufficient to ensure the use of the sea by one’s 
own forces.” See Department of Defense, Lit-
toral Operations in a Contested Environment, 
(Washington, DC: September 2017). 

4. Sea control is defined in Navy doctrine as, 
“The condition in which one has freedom of 
action to use the sea for one’s own purposes in 
specified areas and for specified periods of time 
and, where necessary, to deny or limit its use 
to the enemy. Sea control includes the airspace 
above the surface and water volume and seabed 
below.” See Littoral Operations in a Contested 
Environment.

5. CAPT Wayne P. Hughes, Jr., USN (Ret), 
Fleet Tactics and Coastal Combat, 2nd edition, 
(Annapolis, MD: U.S. Naval Institute Press, 
2000).

6. The unclassified edition of LOCE is available 
at https://marinecorpsconceptsandprograms.
com.

Amphibious landings will be conducted where and when needed but may be more maritime 
in character. (Photo by Sgt Aaron Patterson.)
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