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            Semper Fi.

Editor, Col John A. Keenan, USMC(Ret)
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Editorial: TBS
 Ask anyone who attended The Basic School (TBS) and they will tell you that 
it was a great foundational education in the skills they needed to successfully do 
their duties as Marine offcers. From tactics to leadership, TBS is the unifying 
experience for young offcers no matter their source of commissioning.
 The strongest impression and memories may be different depending on 
what decade you were a student aboard Camp Barrett. Since its founding as 
the “School of Application” by then-Commandant Charles Heywood in 1891, 
TBS’s mission has not changed signifcantly. Its mission today is to “train and 
educate newly commissioned or appointed offcers in the high standards of 
professional knowledge, esprit de corps, and leadership required to prepare them 
for duty as company grade offcers in the Operating Forces, with particular 
emphasis on the duties, responsibilities, and warfghting skills required of a rife 
platoon commander.” In 1922 MajGen John A. Lejeune reformed the School of 
Application, renamed it “The Basic School,” and gave it a mandate to stay abreast 
of current tactical changes to keep the curriculum relevant.
 Those of my vintage remember a TBS with no women offcers (they had their 
own TBS on mainside), searching the Vietnam village on Beaver Dam Run, and 
no Infantry Offcer Course. Infantry offcers went right to the feet. Of course 
the liberty trips to Matt Kane’s in DC were the stuff of legend. Blue jeans were 
banned and a collared shirt was required on liberty. An offcer who acquired a 
tattoo was at risk of being expunged.
 Because the school has kept Gen Lejeune’s charter foremost in its curriculum 
changes, what a difference a few decades make. Today Marines attend Infantry 
Offcer Course and are far better prepared than we ever were for duties as infantry 
offcers. Women are fully integrated into the course. The only reading we did was 
in handouts like “BO 1010: The Infantry Squad in the Attack.” Students are all 
still taught tactical fundamentals, but now are required to read professionally and 
discuss those readings in small groups.
 The physical changes are immense. If you graduated 5 years ago you would 
not recognize TBS. Except for Reasoner Hall, Ramer Hall, and Graves Hall, all 
of the buildings have been replaced, including O’Bannon Hall. Graves will also 
soon be replaced. In their stead are student offcer billeting, dining, and classroom 
facilities that are exceptional.
 But it is not the changes in the physical plant that have moved TBS forward. 
In my tenure the student offcers had no contact with enlisted Marines. On page 
8 of this edition, Col Todd Degrosseilliers and LtCol Randall Hoffman detail the 
radical restructuring of the student companies to add enlisted instructor-advisors 
to each company. These instructor-advisors not only teach tactical or weapon 
fundamentals but serve as a paradigm of what lieutenants should expect and 
demand of NCOs, while providing them with the opportunity to learn from those 
closest to the deckplate. Lejeune’s stricture on the relationship between offcer 
and enlisted Marine as that of teacher and scholar has been updated. Learning 
is a two-way street and I think he would approve of the way TBS has moved 
forward to stay relevant and to continue to produce superb Marine offcers who 
are prepared to lead Marines in harm’s way.

John Keenan
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Special NoticeS

Reunions
Org: VMFA(AW) 332
Dates: 14–16 March 2014
Place: Beaufort, SC
POC: Michael Parks
  317–681–3858

Org: 3d Battalion, 26th Marines
  (Vietnam)
Dates: 11–14 June 2014
Place: Ennis, MT
POC: Andy DeBona
  406–581–6707
  www.326Marines.org

Org: Fox Co., Class 6–79, 
  The Basic School
  Seeking classmates for possible
  reunion.
POC: LtCol Tom Conners
  919–303–2697
  tconners3@yahoo.com

Navy-Marine Corps Relief Society Fundraiser: 
Celebrating the American Spirit

 The 2014 Navy-Marine Corps Ball will be on Saturday, 22 March 2014, at the 
Washington Hilton in Washington, DC. The ball is the major fundraising event for the 
Navy-Marine Corps Relief Society (NMCRS).
 All funds raised by this event are used to provide fnancial, educational, and other 
assistance to Navy and Marine Corps personnel and their dependents. Assistance is 
available at Navy and Marine Corps bases located throughout the world and aboard 
Navy ships. These funds enable NMCRS to increase its assistance to in need Navy/
Marine Corps personnel.
 Guest speakers for the ball include wounded warriors LT Jason Redman (U.S. Navy 
SEAL), MSgt William “Spanky” Gibson, and Cpl Kyle Carpenter.
 For more information about attending the ball, visit www.navymcball.org, call 
202–889–8112/8113, or e-mail navmcball@aol.com. To donate or learn more about 
NMCRS, visit www.nmcrs.org.

Sponsored by

MajGen Harold W. Chase Prize  
Essay Contest

   The annual Chase Prize Essay Contest invites articles that challenge conventional wisdom by proposing change to a 
current Marine Corps directive, policy, custom, or practice. To qualify, entries must propose and argue for a new and better 
way of “doing business” in the Marine Corps. Authors must have strength in their convictions and be prepared for criticism 
from those who would defend the status quo. That is why the prizes are called Boldness and Daring Awards.
 Prizes include $3,000 and an engraved plaque for frst place, $1,500 and an engraved plaque for second place, and $500 
for honorable mention. All entries are eligible for publication.

* Instructions *
   The contest is open to all Marines on active duty and to members of the Marine Corps Reserve. Electronically submit-
ted entries are preferred. Attach the entry as a fle and send to gazette@mca-marines.org. A cover page should be included 
identifying the manuscript as a Chase Prize Essay Contest entry and include the title of the essay and the author’s name. 
Repeat title on the frst page, but author’s name should not appear anywhere but on the cover page. Manuscripts are ac-
cepted, but please include a disk in Microsoft Word format with the manuscript. The Gazette Editorial Advisory Panel will 
judge the contest in June and notify all entrants as to the outcome shortly thereafter. Multiple entries are allowed; however, 
only one entry will receive an award.

Be bold and daring!

                             
            Send to:    gazette@mca-marines.org
 Mail entries to:    Marine Corps Gazette, Box 1775, Quantico, VA 22134

Deadline: 30 April

Boldness earns rewards…
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Letters

Infantry Firepower and the IAR
2 In response to Capt James Oliveto’s 
article, “Infantry Firepower,” in the Janu-
ary 2014 issue, I was commanding offcer 
of Weapons Training Battalion when the 
infantry automatic rife (IAR) was being 
considered. All of the squad automatic 
weapon (SAW) proponents I dealt with, 
to include Gen Conway, extolled the 
virtue of the SAW, focusing on the “fre-
power” that it brings to bear. However, 
none could really defne “frepower” 
other than a lot of lead that headed 
toward the enemy. In every objective test 
done, the IAR performed as well, usually 
because it almost never had a stoppage 
and required no pauses to change bar-
rels. The IAR has the added virtue of 
accuracy. The author quotes a 10 percent 
increase. On the bipod, my experi-
ence was closer to 10 times more hits. 
A second virtue is training. The author 
concedes that a SAW gunner requires 
signifcant training and experience. To 
effectively employ the IAR requires 
almost no special training. I particularly 
recall our 35th Commandant putting 22 
of 30 rounds on target from 300 meters 
in less than 20 seconds on the fourth 
magazine he had ever fred. Imagine 
what an experienced infantryman could 
do! Additionally, the IAR brings in-
creased mobility to the fre team, as it is 
a true automatic rife and not a machine 
gun. Machine guns, being “weapons of 
stability” (see On Infantry by John A. 
English and Bruce I. Gudmundsson), are 
not designed or best suited to be used by 
small units in the assault.
 Finally, a thought on improving the 
IAR—add a suppressor. Imagine an 
enemy attempting to identify the source 
of the high-volume, accurate fre he is 
receiving. He can’t hear the source, and 
he dare not raise his head to look.
 The IAR proved superior to the SAW 
in every objective head-to-head test. It is 
the best infantry weapon we’ve felded in 
recent history.

Col William Costantini, USMC(Ret)

The ACE That Ate the Marine 
Corps
2 We congratulate LtCol James Ham-

mond III, USMC(Ret), for his excellent 
and thought-provoking article, “The ACE 
[Aviation Combat Element] That Ate the 
Marine Corps” (MCG, Jan14). We agree 
with many important elements of this 
piece, particularly the author’s emphasis 
on evaluating Marine Corps investment 
decisions across each element of the 
MAGTF, as well as more broadly across 
the naval Services, during this period of 
fscal austerity. We specifcally commend 
the author’s call for an “opportunity 
costs” framework—i.e., what we are 
foregoing—as we go forward and look 
hard at every component of the MAGTF 
and Marine Corps. With that said, we 
believe the article undervalues the impor-
tance of enhanced aviation capabilities 
to the entire MAGTF. If taken out of 
context, this reasoning risks an internal 
struggle among elements of the MAGTF 
at the very time these uniquely powerful 
combat formations are poised to make 
increasingly prominent contributions to 
joint power projection and crisis response.
 The enhanced capabilities of the ACE 
will be central to the MAGTF’s contribu-
tions to joint power projection, especially 
in contested environments. First, in these 
operations, amphibious MAGTFs must be 
able to close amphibious forces to striking 
distances in the face of potential adversar-
ies’ expanded G-RAMM (guided rocket, 
artillery, mortar, and missile) capabilities. 
Closing these forces will require the in-
creasingly sophisticated electronic warfare 
and strike capabilities currently being 
developed for and felded to the ACE.
 Second, with the enhanced ACE, 
the MAGTF will be able to conduct 
longer-range missions (such as raids, 
Embassy reinforcement, tactical recovery 
of aircraft and personnel, noncombatant 
evacuation operations, port and airfeld 
seizures, and others) at demonstrably 
faster speeds. Whether for humanitarian 
assistance/disaster relief operations like 
those recently conducted in the Philip-
pines, or supporting isolated diplomatic 
facilities, the expanded operational reach 
and speed enabled by the 21st-century 
ACE will be game-changing for the 
entire MAGTF.
 Third, the MAGTF’s improved ACE 
will be able to establish airborne and 

air-to-ground data links and digital con-
nectivity that will serve as the “central 
nervous system” for highly dispersed, 
mobile, and mission-capable elements of 
the entire MAGTF. Marine leaders at ev-
ery level are already benefting from the 
improved situational awareness derived 
from the digital networks established 
and maintained across the MAGTF’s 
airborne assets, and this will only grow 
in the future.
 Fourth, improved intelligence, 
surveillance, and reconnaissance across 
multiple disciplines will enable higher 
operational tempo and more precise op-
erations—both critical in an information 
age. MAGTF aviation assets will support 
continually expanding imagery, electron-
ic, and signals intelligence capabilities 
that can be rapidly exploited in MAGTF 
operations.
 Fifth, the improved ACE will help 
sustain elements of the MAGTF and the 
joint force across a far more dispersed and 
distributed battlefeld. As improved fre 
support and command and control capa-
bilities enable greater dispersion, the 21st-
century ACE will help to sustain more of 
these highly distributed formations.
 Realizing the full potential of these 
burgeoning capabilities will require, as 
Hammond suggests, not only balanced 
investment decisions across each element 
of the MAGTF and the naval Services, 
but also full application of our intellect 
and imagination as we reconceptual-
ize how amphibious power is projected. 
And we must also remember that the true 
strength of the MAGTF is in its synergies 
and being built around the individual Ma-
rine. Cost and capability tradeoffs must 
continue to be evaluated, but equally im-
portant, Marine leaders at all levels need 
to more fully examine how the MAGTF 
can leverage the enhanced capabilities of 
the modernized ACE, to include ground 
combat, logistics, and seabased operations.
 By defnition, ACE capabilities are 
MAGTF capabilities, and a stronger 
ACE will strengthen the entire MAGTF 
and joint force!

Cols William J. Bowers and 
Christian F. Wortman

Letters of professional interest on any topic are welcomed by the Gazette. They should not exceed 200 words and should be DOUBLE SPACED.
Letters may be e-mailed to gazette@mca-marines.org. Written letters are generally published 3 months after the article appeared.

The entire Gazette is now online at www.mca-marines.org/gazette.
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Ideas & Issues (TraInIng)

T
he Basic School (TBS) is 
unique. Located aboard Ma-
rine Corps Base Quantico, 
TBS is where the U.S. Marine 

Corps transforms its offcers through a 
process founded in 1891. The Marine 
Corps relocated TBS to its present loca-
tion at Camp Barrett in 1958. There are 
no other military Services in the world 
with an equivalent institution. Through 
TBS, the U.S. Marine Corps brings all 
newly commissioned Marine offcers 
together for 6 months and imbues in 
them the uniqueness of their profes-
sion, the signifcance of their commis-
sion, and the basics of their craft. Year 
after year Marines continuously arrive 
at Camp Barrett as second lieutenants 
and leave as offcers of Marines, pos-
sessing a fundamental imperative to 
build and maintain strong friendships 
of character with their comrades.2 The 
common bonds built between student 
offcers at TBS make it “the core of the 
Corps.” This article details how TBS 
continues to meet the future’s chal-
lenges and introduces changes aimed 
at improving the training and education 
of student offcers and the offcers and 
enlisted Marines assigned there through 
a common ethos, experience, and mu-
tual purpose.

The Basic School
Developing today’s leaders through a common background of 

training, friendship, and mutual purpose

by Col Todd S. Desgrosseilliers & LtCol Randall Hoffman

>Col Desgrosseilliers is the CO, The 
Basic School.

>>LtCol Hoffman served as the last 
commander of Support Battalion, 
The Basic School. He is currently 
serving on the International Secu-
rity Assistance Force Commander’s 
Action Group, International Security 
Assistance Force Headquarters, Ka-
bul, Afghanistan.

 “One of the reasons Marines were able to main-
tain such a close connection between their air and 
ground arms is that the men who made up these dif-
ferent branches were all products of the same train-
ing—in short, as Marines they all shared a common 
ethos enabled only by common experiences.”

 “[Their unique] entry-level school for commissioned 
offcers in Quantico, known as The Basic School . . . 
was self-explanatory, accurately describing its func-
tion of ensuring that all newly commissioned second 
lieutenants, regardless of military specialty or com-
missioning source, all received a general instruction-
al course of approximately six months.”

 “[The Marine Corps initiates] the bulk of its offcer 
personnel into service with a common background of 

training, friendship and mutual purpose. This tends to 
bond together air and ground organizations into an 
extremely close-knit striking force with reciprocal 
confdence of all elements, each with the other.” (em-
phasis added)

—Close Air Support and the Battle for Khe Sanh
1
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What Makes TBS Unique?
 By understanding their Corps’ com-
bat history, Marine second lieutenants 
visualize those leaders who have gone 
before them and recognize that what’s 
expected of their generation is an exten-
sion of that heritage. Through greater 
knowledge of their commission, lieuten-
ants refect upon their responsibility to 
the Nation and to the virtues they swore 
to uphold, as outlined in the U.S. Con-
stitution and woven into all classes and 
training at TBS. Through trial, error, 
and occasional failure, second lieuten-
ants learn the “basics” of their craft, 
confdent that, regardless of individual 
MOS, they can lead Marines wherever 
and whenever commanded to do so. By 
understanding each of their comrades’ 
unique and diversifed backgrounds, 
TBS students gain the greatest advan-
tage of the school. Each graduating 
lieutenant departs Camp Barrett with 
a unity of purpose, bonded in trust and 
friendship and driven by a solemn com-
mitment to help each other whether on 
the battlefeld or throughout their years 
of service together in our Corps. From 
1891 to today, this is why the offcers, 
the school, and the Marine Corps are 
unique, and why TBS exists.

Planning for the Future
 Today’s Marine Corps continues to 
evolve. Recent personnel reductions and 
fscal constraints and restraints caused 
us to review our curriculum, but have 
not diminished TBS’s commitment or 
its capacity to develop “men and women 
of exemplary character, devoted to lead-
ing Marines 24/7.” Despite manpower 
drawdown and fscal limitations, TBS 
remains on-azimuth and more capable 
of building offcers “who are able to de-
cide, communicate and act in the fog of 
war while embracing the Corps’ warrior 
ethos, through mental toughness and 
physical strength.”3 We’ve made several 
changes at TBS over the past year to 
offset the effects of a 15 percent person-
nel reduction and possibly a larger one 
in the future. The changes to TBS’s 
permanent personnel structure and the 
overall organization will ensure it can 
achieve 2010’s 35th Commandant of the 
Marine Corps Commandant’s Planning 
Guidance’s (CPG ’s) tasks, while still 

producing the highest caliber Marine 
offcers.4

The Realignment Plan
 From June 2012 to January 2013 we 
conducted a top-to-bottom “troop-to-
task” study and subsequently imple-
mented an operational planning team 
tasked with eliminating Support Battal-
ion and realigning the TBS staff perma-
nent personnel in order to accomplish 
the following:

• Account for a 15 percent Force 
Structure Review Group manpower 
reduction.
• Prepare for future fscal constraints 
and restraints.
• Simplify and improve the quality 
of military training and education at 
TBS.
• Increase the professional abilities 
and leadership of enlisted and offcer 
instructors at TBS.
• Increase the leadership and cogni-
tive development of student offcers 
and permanent personnel at TBS.
• Increase options for trained, second-
enlistment squad leaders returning to 
the Operating Forces from instructor 
tours at TBS (CPG Task 3–7) and 
facilitate additional CPG tasks as di-
rected.5

 The 7-month operational planning 
team resulted in the combining of all 
TBS and Support Battalion manpower 

and staff sections, and the integration of 
17 enlisted Marines into every Basic Of-
fcer Course (BOC) company to serve 
as enlisted instructor-advisors. This re-
alignment began as a proof of concept 
with BOC 3–13 (Charlie Company) 
in March 2013 and continues today.
 Prior to the realignment, TBS and 
Support Battalion each comprised sepa-
rate S–1 (personnel), S–3 (operations/
training), S–4 (logistics), and S–6 
(communications) shops; sergeants 
major; and several other duplicative 
supporting sections (see Figure 1). The 
enlisted Marines assigned to Support 
Battalion taught classes to lieutenants 
and routinely supported training in 
the feld, but they rarely provided the 
constant interaction lieutenants would 
experience on a daily basis when as-
signed to Marine operational forces.

Effciencies and Improvements
 Initial observations indicate that the 
realignment signifcantly improved the 
capacity and quality of TBS’s train-
ing and education. By reorganizing 
the school along functional lines, we 
improved our effciency in executing 
TBS-wide administrative and opera-
tional requirements, feld training and 
live fre exercise support, as well as in-
structional effectiveness in training and 
educating TBS students and perma-
nent personnel. Realignment produced 

Figure 1.
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a greater number of enlisted instructors 
to serve within the Warfghting Group, 
enabling it to augment instructional 
requirements both in garrison and feld 
learning settings every day. The greatest 
advantage was the ability to embed 17 
enlisted instructor-advisors into each 
BOC company (see Figure 2).

The “Company Model”
 The example of embedding NCOs 
and SNCOs into American military 
training for offcers is not new. GEN 
Baron Friedrich Wilhelm von Steuben, 
a Prussian-born offcer, frst introduced 
the concept of the “company model” 
into the U.S. Continental Army during 
the harsh winter training of 1777–78 at 
Valley Forge, PA, to rebuild the Conti-
nental Army’s discipline, invigorate its 
esprit de corps, and improve its warf-
ighting skills. Von Steuben’s training 
technique used a “model company,” a 
group of 120 chosen NCOs who suc-
cessively trained other personnel at 
regimental and brigade levels within 
the Continental Army.6 Von Steuben 
made each company commander re-
sponsible for the training of his new 
soldiers, and “actual instruction [was 
taught] by selected sergeants, the best 
obtainable” (see Figure 3).

 In an approach similar to Von Steu-
ben’s, TBS embedded within each BOC 
company a frst sergeant, company gun-
nery sergeant, six platoon advisors, six 
squad advisors, two radio transmission 
operators, two corpsmen, and a compa-
ny police sergeant (see Figures 4 and 5.) 

The enlisted instructor-advisors comple-
ment the approved BOC period of in-
struction (POI) through augmented in-
struction, student preparation, student 
remediation, and mentoring sessions.
 Enlisted instructor-advisors complete 
2 or more 6-month BOC company bil-
lets, each covering the entire POI. The 
BOC company commanders now pos-
sess increased command and control 
over their companies, allowing them to 
make better use of their staff platoon 
commanders (SPCs) to teach, mentor, 
and coach student lieutenants. Through 
this change TBS increased its focus on 
building the lieutenants’ confdence 
and profciency in academics, military 
skills, and leadership with the benefts 
described below.

Benefts for Student Lieutenants
 Last year’s annual MEF commander 
survey comments identifed a defciency 
in our junior offcers’ abilities to un-
derstand NCOs’ roles and of how to 
build professional relationships with 
them and their SNCOs.7 During their 
frst 6 months in the Operating Forces, 
lieutenants typically experience a grow-
ing phase where they learn how to in-
teract with their new platoon sergeants, 
section leaders, or SNCOICs (SNCOs 

Figure 2.

Figure 3.
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in charge). This period can sometimes 
make or break the enlisted-offcer syn-
ergy, and in turn positively or negatively 
affect all the Marines in that unit (this 
is especially true in a combat environ-
ment); however, there are similar chal-
lenges for a peacetime Marine Corps 
as well. For a large number of lieuten-
ants at both TBS and Infantry Offcer 

Course (IOC), learning to interact with 
enlisted Marines is often the most dif-
fcult preparation and routinely com-
prises the majority of questions from 
student lieutenants to the TBS staff or 
IOC instructors.
 Creating environments where student 
lieutenants can communicate with many 
NCOs and SNCOs builds and strength-

ens enlisted-offcer relationships, effec-
tive communication skills, and team-
work. The lieutenant can also discuss 
the enlisted Marine’s own experiences 
with previous mentoring and counsel-
ing, family support issues, operational 
stress control and readiness (known as 
“OSCAR”) issues, ftness reports, and 
other topics that lieutenants routinely 
encounter in their frst assignment.8 In 
this new setting, lieutenants ask ques-
tions they might not ask in an open 
classroom or a one-on-one discussion 
with their staff platoon commanders.
 The advantage enlisted leaders bring 
when they work in tandem with stu-
dent lieutenants is an extremely valu-
able example. Student lieutenants daily 
see a “model company” staff and feel 
its battle rhythm. Student lieutenants 
still serve in company billet positions 
but now interact with real NCOs or 
SNCOs who observe and mentor the 
students’ performances, offering tech-
nical, tactical, and leadership advice, 
which in turn builds overall confdence 
and understanding about their roles as 
offcers. These changes also broaden 
the lieutenants’ understandings about 
employing and communicating with 
their enlisted Marines after arriving at 
the operational forces. One of the great-
est benefts that both the offcer and 
enlisted Marine receive from the TBS 
realignment and BOC integration is the 
“common ethos, experience and mu-
tual purpose” that each receives.9 Many 
of the relationships developed at TBS 
last much longer than the 6 months 
of school. Many of these Marines will 
face each other again, serving in units 
together or supporting each other on the 
battlefeld; in both situations, Marines 
will have a better understanding of each 
other’s roles (see Figures 4 and 5.)

Benefts for IOC

 The realignment enabled 12 enlisted 
instructor-advisors to integrate into the 
IOC staff. These Marines serve in the 
following billets: operations chief, pla-
toon advisor, joint terminal air control-
ler, and joint fres observer. Seven squad 
advisors also serve as primary MOS in-
structors, along with two radio opera-
tors and four corpsmen. IOC conducts 
its POI at 3 military bases in 2 states, 

Figure 4.

Figure 5.
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and includes 1,071 hours of classroom 
and field instruction, 287 learning 
objectives, 100 concept cards, and 5 
graduate learning outcomes injected 
throughout the curriculum.
 In August 2013 IOC expanded train-
ing to 4 military bases in 3 states to 
prepare graduates to support the Marine 
Corps’ Enhanced Company Operations 
and Company Landing Team concepts. 
IOC’s 12 enlisted instructor-advisors 
played an integral role in training and 
educating IOC students to support CPG 
Tasks 2–6, “Lighten the MAGTF,” and 
2–8, “Increase Energy Effciency.”10 

These CPG tasks remain key compo-
nents within IOC’s Enhanced Company 
Operations and Company Landing Team 
initiatives, and the enlisted instructor-
advisor integration is crucial to their suc-
cess. In mutual support with Training 
and Education Command’s (TECom’s) 
efforts to improve instructors through-
out the Marine Corps’ training and edu-
cation commands, IOC also improved 
its enlisted Marines’ abilities to train 
and advise infantry offcers at IOC.11

Benefts for Enlisted Marines

 Like the student lieutenant, the en-
listed instructor-advisor embedded in 
each BOC company or IOC class gains 

an enormous amount of training and 
education, which develops them into 
more capable, competent, and confdent 
leaders of Marines. In Priority 3 of his 
planning guidance, the Commandant 
directed the Deputy Commandant of 
Combat Development and Integration 
to “develop options for training second-
enlistment Sergeant Squad leaders to be 
capable of better operating on a distrib-
uted battlefeld.”14 The Commandant 
directed the Deputy Commandant 
of Manpower and Reserve Affairs to 
“outline [possible] options for assign-
ing trained, second-enlistment Sergeant 
Squad leader[s] to [operational] maneu-
ver units.”15

 Because TBS’s focus to improve en-
listed instruction mirrored the Com-
mandant’s 2010 planning guidance, 
we built a stronger synergy to achieve 
it through a collaborative effort with 

other commands. The Commandant 
also directed the Commanding General 
of Marine Corps Combat Development 
Command; Commanding General of 
TECom; and the President of Marine 
Corps University to increase enlisted 
and offcer professional military educa-
tion and “consider changing traditional 
paradigms.”16 After careful study of the 
2006 offcer PME study (the “Wilhelm 
Report”) and many internal reviews, 
discussions, and debates among the TBS 
staff sections, Support Battalion, and 
the Warfghting Group faculty, TBS 
scheduled several meetings with those 
commands and departments responsible 
for achieving the Commandant’s goals.
 The result of these meetings helped 
us develop expeditious training im-
provements to increase skill levels for 
enlisted Marines serving as enlisted 
instructor-advisors, while also meeting 
the responsibility to “provide options” 
to second-term maneuver squad lead-
ers reporting to Marine Corps opera-
tional forces. Because we already own 
the POIs for the additional MOSs and 
resources to administer them, we ac-
complish this additional training with-
out any additional cost to the Marine 
Corps. We believe our collaborative ef-
fort effciently and effectively achieves 
the Commandant’s intent, while creat-
ing “measurable” offcer and enlisted 
training and education with learning 
outcomes that directly transmit to to-
day’s operational forces.

EWIC

 Enlisted instructor-advisors train all 
newly commissioned and appointed of-
fcers, infantry offcers, and infantry 
weapons offcers. The Enlisted Warf-
ighting Instructor Course (EWIC) en-
sures that all enlisted instructors at TBS 
can train, advise, and mentor student 
lieutenants throughout the BOC POI 
through a combination of feld exercises 
and instructional and classroom tech-
niques.
 The subject matter expertise and 
instructional skill necessary to accom-
plish this outcome are consistent with 
all training and readiness (T&R) events 
taught in the Marine Corps Combat 
Instructor Course at the School of 
Infantry. The EWIC POI covers all 

“The young American 
responds quickly and 
readily to the exhibition 
of qualities of leader-
ship on the part of his 
offcers. Some of these 
qualities are industry, 
energy, initiative, deter-
mination, enthusiasm, 
frmness, kindness, just-
ness, self-control, self-
lessness, honor, and 
courage.”

—MajGen John A. 
Lejeune

12

“We have always 
known hardship and 
challenge; we have 
never known what it 
is to lose a battle, be-
cause we have always 
prided ourselves on 
our devotion to self-
discipline and combat 
excellence. This is who 
we are as Marines and 
we must never allow it 
to slide. Discipline to-

day leads to victory to-

morrow. You truly are 
strategic Corporals and 
Sergeants!” (emphasis 
added)

—Gen James F. Amos 
and SgtMaj Micheal 

P. Barrett
13
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Marine Corps Combat Instructor 
Course T&R events, except fve com-
bat shooting events, which the Marine 
archives later in the Enlisted Warfght-
ing Instructor Combat Marksmanship 
Training Course. Additional T&R 
manual events covered in the EWIC 
POI include decisionmaking; fre sup-
port planning; heavy machinegun op-
erations and employment; maneuver 
warfare concepts pertaining to MCDP 
1, Warfghting, and Fleet Marine Force 
Manual 1, Leading Marines; platoon 
and company sand table exercises; and 
other tactical concepts and exercises. 
EWIC serves us well, and we continue 
to refne it through the course content 
review board formally establishing it 
as an approved course within Training 
Command. The Staff and Instructor 
Development Plan (SIDP) represents 
the next step in improving instruction 
at TBS.

SIDP

 As part of a broader instructor de-
velopment plan, the realignment rein-
forces TBS’s requests for 122 special 
duty assignment billets (additional 
MOS 0913). Our objective for request-
ing these billets supports TECom’s 
Small Unit Development Program, an 
educational continuum and knowledge 
base for offcer and enlisted instruc-
tors throughout the Marine Corps. TBS 

uses the SIDP to “map” the “course and 
speed” and build an individual devel-
opment plan for offcers and enlisted 
instructors assigned to TBS.
 TBS contains the BOC, which is 
the largest program of instruction in 
the Marine Corps, consisting of 1,760 
hours, 840 learning objectives, 348 
concept cards, and 5 graduate learning 
outcomes. Because of this, TBS was an 
obvious candidate to begin the process 
of testing the TECom continuum mod-
el. Over the last year, TBS worked with 
TECom and the Offce of Naval Re-
search’s Human Performance Training 
and Education Branch. Both TECom 
and Offce of Naval Research’s Human 
Performance Training and Education 
Branch’s assessments focused on three 
variables: The frst variable is to mea-
sure the changes in the student lieu-
tenant’s educational and military skill 
performance after the inclusion of the 
enlisted instructors; the second variable, 
to observe and record the changes in the 
leadership and decisionmaking abilities 
of all student lieutenants and enlisted 
instructors here; and the third variable, 
to monitor the enlisted instructor-ad-
visor’s achievement mastery levels.
 If approved, upon reporting to TBS, 
special duty assignment enlisted Ma-
rines will attain the minimum qualif-
cations required to serve with a BOC 
as a frst-term basic instructor, includ-

ing EWIC 0913 certifcation, martial 
arts instructor 0916 designation, and 
45 hours of observing key BOC and 
IOC lessons. After the frst company, 
enlisted warfghting instructors will ad-
ditionally attend the following courses 
and/or schools: combat marksmanship 
trainer 0933 designation, Marine Corps 
instructor of water survival 0918 desig-
nation, and OSCAR certifcation before 
assignment to a second or third BOC 
or while at IOC.
 A balanced mix of new and return-
ing enlisted instructor-advisors in each 
company or IOC class will ensure maxi-
mum beneft to students and BOC and 
IOC staffs. The basic, senior, and mas-
ter levels within the continuum listed 
below outline the 0913 progression 
throughout the 36-month assignment 
at TBS from instructional support to 
leading instructional lessons to new in-
structor development in all POIs across 
TBS.

Basic Instructor

 Basic instructors conduct the follow-
ing duties:

• Provide in-stride instruction 
throughout the POIs.
• Augment formal instruction by pre-
paring students before, supplementing 
during, and reinforcing after lessons.
• Serve as position safety offcer and/
or range safety offcer during live fre 
exercises.
• Serve as tactical advisors during 
feld and live fre exercises, including 
debriefs.
• Contribute to student observation 
reports and student performance 
evaluations.

Following two or more BOC compa-
nies or IOC classes and mastery of POI 
content evaluation, 0913s complete the 
requirements to be designated as senior 
instructors, including the IEP 100-series 
course, as well as a POI-specifc small 
group and platform lesson qualifcation 
process.

Senior Instructor

 In addition to basic instructor re-
sponsibilities, 0913 senior instructors 
conduct the following duties:

• Serve as independent lesson instruc-
tors in the BOC, Warrant Offcer Waiting for the enemy during a feld exercise. (Photo by LCpl Samuel Ellis.)
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Basic Course, IOC, and/or Infantry 
Weapons Offcer Course.
• Coach and evaluate students.
• Prepare and submit formal leader-
ship observation and performance 
feedback to SPCs or class advisors.
• Develop basic instructors for par-
ticular lessons.
• Prepare and submit basic instructor 
lesson qualifcation records.
• Complete additional sustainment 
and professional development included 
in the IEP 200-series when not di-
rectly engaged with instruction.

Master Instructor
 Master instructors represent the 
top-performing 0913s assessed during 
this period for designation as master 
instructors. Master instructors serve as 
EWIC or IEP course staff members, 
as well as mentors to enlisted warfght-
ing instructors. In addition to basic and 
senior instructor responsibilities, 0913 
master instructors conduct the following 
duties:

• Evaluate instructional systems.
• Develop basic and senior instructors.
• Plan and implement IEP 200-series 
sustainment lessons.
• Support curriculum review pro-
cesses.

• Administrate TBS instructor devel-
opment POIs (EWIC, IEP 100, and/
or IEP 200). (See Figure 6.)

TBS Reorganization Survey Results
 In September 2013 TBS’s Academ-
ics Department conducted a written 
questionnaire and assessment survey 
of Charlie and Delta Companies stu-
dent lieutenants, enlisted instructors, 
and TBS staff personnel in order to 
assess the effectiveness of the enlisted 
instructor-advisor integration. Both sur-
veys strongly indicated positive ground 
foor reactions to the enlisted instruc-
tor integration within both companies. 
Further assessment is still necessary to 
measure student performance improve-
ments upon graduation and gather Op-
erating Force feedback for both gradu-
ates of TBS and the returning enlisted 
Marines. The following is a sample of 
answer percentages and responses from 
the frst survey administered to the stu-
dent offcers of Charlie Company, BOC 
3–13:

• 20 percent daily, 58 percent weekly, 
and 19 percent monthly seek out an 
NCO for advice on a POI or overall 
Marine Corps issues, and 3 percent 
never seek out an NCO for advice on 
a POI or overall Marine Corps issues.

• 59 percent agree and 20 percent 
strongly agree that they “feel more 
comfortable approaching the enlist-
ed advisors for certain questions than 
they do offcers.”
• 61 percent chose “highly effective” 
and 37 percent chose “somewhat more 
effective” regarding the value of en-
listed advisors being integrated into a 
company staff.
• “The NCOs are defnitely a great 
asset for the platoons. I believe their 
experience and knowledge of their 
feld and general Marine Corps top-
ics benefts the students. I have sought 
them out on not only Marine related 
topics, but general life topics that may 
come up in my time as a Marine.”
• “Cpl Vilevac is a machine gunner, so 
whenever I am writing an order where 
a machine gun squad is attached I seek 
his advice on whether or not my SOM 
best utilizes those assets.”
• “Our SPC has clearly established 
the fact that our advisors are here to 
advise and not to assess, making them 
much more approachable.”
• “They are a wealth of knowledge. 
They bring context to the doctrine 
taught here.”
• “I don’t often think of a question 
and fnd an NCO to bring it up, but in 
conversation with them, I constantly 
think of questions during the conver-
sation and thoroughly appreciate the 
chance to ask someone with experience 
from the enlisted point of view.”
• “The enlisted advisors for the platoon 
are very professional, and very knowl-
edgeable. I seek their help and guidance 
on a daily basis on subjects that I do 
not fully understand. From tactics to 
customs and courtesies, they have been 
there to straighten me out and I am a 
better Marine because of them.”
• “Their insight and the example they 
set. They are a great source of knowl-
edge. . . . [W]e can get a perspective 
on [areas] we haven’t seen before. They 
give a practical view that you don’t see 
just by learning doctrine. Also they 
give us a positive example of how an 
NCO should look in the feet.”
• “Having enlisted [Marines] in prox-
imity forces O1s to act like offcers with 
actual responsibilities instead of pure 
students. When I am with an offcer 

Figure 6.
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instructor, I generally don’t feel like I 
will be leading a platoon of Marines in 
a few months. When enlisted advisors, 
even the very senior ones, maintain 
the classic offcer/enlisted relationship 
dynamic, it serves as a great reminder 
of the responsibility of my offce.”
• “I have really lost count of [the 
number of times I ask questions]. 
The enlisted advisors are good about 
making themselves available and I 
know almost any time we are in the 
feld I learn something new and use-
ful from [them] whether it is a more 
effcient way of packing gear or how 
some of the formations we see in the 
classroom diagrams actually look in 
the feld.”

 The following is a sample of answer 
percentages and responses from the frst 
survey administered to the enlisted in-
structor-advisors of Charlie Company, 
BOC 3–13:

• 83 percent of enlisted Marines sur-
veyed strongly agree that “the pres-
ence of enlisted advisors has helped 
solidify the concepts being taught in 
terms of academics, military skills and 
leadership.”
• 50 percent of enlisted Marines agree 
and 50 percent strongly agree that 
“student offcers are more comfort-
able approaching the enlisted advisors 
for certain [questions] than offcers 
on the staff.”
• 92 percent of enlisted Marines 
believe their “value as an enlisted 
instructor-advisor is highly effective 
to the company [training/instruction] 
and the student lieutenants at TBS.”
• “I am learning a lot and I think 
that it is helping me to prepare to 
become a staff NCO. I also think 
that it is making me a better NCO 
by exposing me to things that I had 
never been taught before. It is also 

helping me to understand the offcer 
point of view.”
• “Watching their progression gives 
me a different perspective on where 
they have been/are coming from 
which will help facilitate a more fuid 
and dynamic relationship.”
• “As a gunnery sergeant I have had 
more mentorship in my short amount 
of time in the BOC than I have had as 
a SNCO. I am always learning from 
the examples provided by, and discus-
sions with, my Company XO, CO, & 
1stSgt. I believe that the captains and 
above spend plenty of time mentor-
ing their enlisted Marines for their 
development.”
• “It has also sparked interests in fur-
thering myself academically inside and 
outside the Marine Corps.”
• “I defnitely think this experience is 
helping me to prepare to be an SNCO 
working with offcers. By understand-
ing their education and training, I am 
becoming more prepared to under-
stand an offcer’s thought processes 
and how to communicate with him 
more effciently.”

 The following are survey answer 
percentages and comments from the 
Commanding Offcer, Executive Of-
fcer, and SPCs of BOC Class 3–13:

• 40 percent agree and 60 percent 
strongly agree that the continuous 
exposure to enlisted Marines of vari-
ous ranks and backgrounds will better 
prepare their student offcers to lead 
in the Operating Forces.
• 60 percent agree and 40 percent 
strongly agree that the presence of 
enlisted advisors has helped solidify 
the concepts being taught in terms of 
military skills and leadership.
• “This is perhaps the advisors’ great-
est contribution to the students. The 
advisors are able to link TBS concepts 
and experiences to how their offcers 
used TBS to make decisions and shape 
the command climate, both good and 
bad. This gives the students a very real 
connection to what they are doing here 
to how that affects enlisted Marines.”
• “Their ability to mentor and edu-
cate the student platoon sergeants and 
squad leaders. Their contribution dur-
ing feld exercise preparation as the 
students are preparing the training 

Enlisted Marines guide lieutenants during training. (Photo by 2dLt Devan VanArsdale.)
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plan and executing it [and] their 
contribution during feld exercises to 
the effective and effcient conduct of 
squads [is extremely valuable].”
• “The advisors were instrumental in 
the students’ progression in military 
skills in things such as rife and pistol 
qualifcation and crew serve weapons.” 
• “The students were able to ask sev-
eral questions outside of the instruc-
tion, during the practical application, 
etc, and constantly reminded on how 
to conduct each activity appropriately.”

Summary: Benefits to the Marine 
Corps

 In his planning guidance, Gen Amos 
describes the way forward, stating that 
the Marine Corps will “invest more in 
the education of our NCOs and junior 
offcers, [because] they have assumed 
vastly greater responsibilities in both 
combat and garrison.”20 The Com-
mandant goes on to challenge com-
manders to “aggressively experiment” 
and “implement new capabilities and 
organizations” to “better educate and 
train our Marines to succeed in dis-
tributed operations and increasingly 
complex environments.”21

 Given the Marine Corps’ continual 
reductions in manpower and funding 
directly affecting training and educa-
tion programs, the Commandant’s call 

to action is more urgent today than it 
was in 2010. Both the Commandant 
and the Sergeant Major of the Marine 
Corps have aggressively engaged lead-
ers throughout the Corps to “reawaken 

the soul of our NCOs,” the sergeants 
and below who account for 144,570 of 
the 174,046 enlisted Marines on active 
duty today (83.06 percent of the total 
enlisted force).22 Because of these reali-
ties, TBS “aggressively” worked to con-
solidate the school’s offcer and enlisted 
personnel over the last year to improve 
education and training synergies, while 
reducing redundancies. This approach 
meets Gen Amos’ charge to concentrate 
on two principal groups: NCOs and 
junior Marine offcers.23

 The realignment described in this ar-
ticle may seem innovative, but in reality, 
it is simply in-line with our warfghting 
ethos described in Marine warfghting 
doctrine and publications. As a start-
ing point early on, we reviewed MCDP 
1–0, Marine Corps Operations, which 
describes “maneuver warfare philosophy 
and mission command” as being “per-
tinent and applicable not only across 
the range of military operations,” but 
also in how the Marine Corps “orga-
nizes [and] trains.”24 We also exam-
ined MCWP 6–11, Leading Marines, 
in which recruit and offcer training 
are described as the “cement” that 
glues the Marine Corps together and 
gives Marines a “common outlook that 
transcends their grade, unit, or billet.”25 

“My frst thought on as-
suming command was 
that I needed to fnd Russ 
Armstrong…We were in 
a lot of actions together. 
In fact I always request-
ed Russ when I had the 
opportunity—We be-
came good friends—as 
much as a staff sergeant 
and lieutenant could be. 
He was extremely formal 
and was very conscious 
of the fact that he and I 
had an enlisted-offcer 
relationship… He was 
very professional, very 
competent. His knowl-
edge of what he was 
doing was impressive… 
He was 100 percent Ma-
rine—demanded a lot of 
the troops, was a stern 
disciplinarian, insisted 
on proper appearance 
and clean weapons all 
the time. He was right. 
He was very much the 
classic noncommis-
sioned offcer.”

—Ambush Valley
18

“The relationship be-
tween Marine offcers 
and enlisted men was 
(and is) different than 
any other Service. Ma-
rine offcers tend to be 
closer to their men, in 
part because the Corps 
has always been small-
er than the other Servic-
es and has a more peo-
ple-centered culture.”

—The Lions of Iwo 

Jima
19

“A spirit of comrade-
ship and brotherhood in 
arms came into being in 
the training camps and 
on the battlefelds. This 
spirit is too fne a thing 
to be allowed to die. It 
must be fostered and 
kept alive and made the 
moving force in all Ma-
rine organizations.”

—MajGen John A. 
Lejeune

17
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To strengthen that glue, we turned to 
MCDP 6, Command and Control, to 
build a stronger “training organization” 
that could reinforce the “high levels of 
loyalty, cooperation, morale, and com-
mitment to the group mission.”26 The 
enlisted instructor-advisors now under-
stand the greater responsibility placed 
upon them in training, mentoring, and 
developing student lieutenants. They 
are “more committed to the group” in 
sharing that responsibility.27

 Continuing with the tenets of com-
mand and control as described in 
MCDP 6, we increased our focus to 
teach, mentor, and coach student lieu-
tenants to “exercise initiative and self-
control” on the battlefeld or in every day 
“ethical decision-making.”28 29 Enlisted 
instructor-advisors, now integrated with 
student offcers, can discuss the implica-
tions of these challenges. Throughout 
the academic year, all students and 
staff receive good and bad examples 
in ethics discussion groups and exer-

cises. The realignment now provides a 
forum where junior offcers and NCOs 
can discuss the “timeless attributes and 
habits that have defned our Corps for 
238 years,” to include persistent disci-
pline, faithful obedience to orders and 

instructions, concerned and engaged 
leadership (24/7), and strict adherence 
to standards from the fre team leaders 
to the general offcers.30

 As we integrated NCOs into the 
BOC, we developed a learning envi-
ronment “characterized by cooperation, 
reciprocal infuence, lateral and vertical 

communication, and action-feedback 
loops operating continuously in all di-
rections.”31 This “unconstrained com-
munication” and “frequent and enthusi-
astic sharing of meaningful information 
throughout the [training] organization” 
. . . “[s]erves as a socializing function.”32 
Separate from the quality or meaning 
of the information exchanged, com-
munication between junior offcers and 
NCOs strengthens bonds within TBS 
and the Marine Corps, “building trust, 
cooperation, cohesion, and mutual un-
derstanding.”33

 The initial outcomes of the TBS 
realignment for both offcer and en-
listed Marines are very positive. The 
decision to assign special duty assign-
ment enlisted instructor-advisors to 
TBS is currently awaiting approval by 
the Commanding General of TECom. 
The attention given to screening Ma-
rines for instructor duty at TBS is 
directly proportional to the quality 
of the graduating student lieutenant 

. . . all students and 

staff receive good and 

bad examples in ethics 

discussion groups. . . .
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returning to the Operating Forces. In-
tegrating enlisted Marines into BOCs 
enhances junior offcers’ training and 
educational experience during a criti-
cal period of fscal cuts and manpower 
reductions. The enlisted instructor-
advisors are much better prepared to 
train, teach, lead, and mentor student 
lieutenants along with the thousands 
of enlisted Marines they will lead 
throughout their careers. Ultimately 
the enlisted instructor-advisors will 
share knowledge and expertise they 
gain at TBS with their future com-
mands. No other Service or functional 
command can achieve similar enlisted-
offcer integration.
 TBS’s realignment meets the Com-
mandant’s requirement to focus on 
“NCOs and junior Marine offcers,” 
while also supporting TECom’s Small 
Unit Development Program.34 TBS 
will continue to use all resources to 
improve the quality of graduating of-
fcers. As always, TBS will continue 
to imbue its offcers with the “unique-
ness of their Corps, the signifcance 
of their commission, and the basics of 
their craft through the strengthening 
of a ‘common ethos, experience and 
mutual purpose.’”35 Since 1891, our 

commitment to train and educate the 
world’s fnest offcers has only grown 
stronger.
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T
he Marine Corps is transi-
tioning from a period of ex-
tended ground force stability 
operations to its true roots 

of a forward deployed, rapid response 
amphibious force. As this reorientation 
occurs, the Marine Corps faces diffcult 
choices regarding what mission require-
ments should be retained or eliminated 
following a 10-year focus on the global 
war on terror and its inherent counter-
insurgency missions. With the necessity 
to focus ever-decreasing resources, we 
must once again become masters of the 
MEU, special purpose MAGTF, and 
other force-in-readiness capabilities a 
combatant commander may require. 
To ensure the most effective, relevant, 
and employable MAGTF, the Marine 
Corps should designate a sustainable 
mountain warfare operational unit 
within III MEF.
 The Marine Corps is not alone in 
defending its relevance and returning 
to its pedigree. The British Royal Ma-
rine Commandos have developed and 
continue to perfect two complementary 
disciplines that keep them a relevant 
and viable option for their civil leader-
ship to consider. The Royal Marines’ 
ownership and mastery of amphibious 
operations and mountain warfare is 
uniquely assigned to them and can-
not be duplicated within the United 
Kingdom. Unlike the Marine Corps, 
the Royal Marines have career military 
mountaineers and a dedicated mountain 
warfare unit in 3 Commando Brigade.
 The Marine Corps does not have 
a mountaineering MOS. We have no 
standing units trained, equipped, or at 
the ready to deploy to a mountainous en-
vironment today. We have no proponent 
within the operational forces charged 

with the advocacy of mountainous, 
high-altitude, skiborne, cold weather, 
over-the-snow, and the conduct of 
mountaineering-related skills (this col-
lection of terms is subsequently referred 
to as “mountain warfare operations”).
 The Navy-Marine Corps Team 
stands alone in its ability to respond 
rapidly to a combatant commander’s 
tasking while adhering to another na-
tion’s territorial sovereignty, economic 
exclusion zones, and other international 
boundary restrictions. Operational ma-
neuver from the sea enables the MEU or 
special purpose MAGTF to project and, 
more importantly, sustain forces from 
the sea. Although the MEU’s principal 
missions are understood and represent 

the hallmark of its success and demand, 
few among us realize that Marine Corps 
Task 1.6.9 (MCT 1.6.9) specifes that 
the Marine Corps has the ability to 
conduct mountain warfare operations.
 With renewed focus on the Asia-
Pacifc theater and the emerging focus 
on U.S. Africa Command, how does 
the Marine Corps set itself apart while 
remaining operationally relevant?1 Is 
the aforementioned requirement for the 
Marine Corps to also conduct moun-
tain warfare operations (but without an 
operational proponent) the optimal use 
of limited resources? Or, would another 
Service be better suited to the task?

Mountain, High-Altitude, and Cold 
Weather Warfare in History
 From the Middle Ages to the Italian 
Campaign in World War II, European 
armies have long known that small 
bands of soldiers with mountaineering 
expertise could tie up large enemy for-

The Mountain 
Warfare Dilemma

Capitalizing on an opportunity

by Capt Bryan Guiney

>Capt Guiney is the Future Opera-
tions Offcer, MCMWTC.

A mountain warfare combat instructor coaches an infantryman down a rappell lane. (Photo by 

author.)
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mations and grind them down in a gru-
eling war in the mountains. The United 
States’ education in mountainous cold 
weather warfare began with the costly 
and arduous Aleutian Islands Campaign 
during the Second World War. Approxi-
mately 40,000 U.S. Marines deployed 
to Iceland during July 1941 to defend 
against a planned German amphibious 
invasion after its occupation of Den-
mark. The U.S. Army’s 10th Mountain 
Division was established using climb-
ing guides, skiers, and Olympic athletes 
when the technical challenges of an Ital-
ian campaign were foreseen.
 Recognizing the need for mountain 
warfare training, a cold weather battal-
ion was established in 1951 outside of 
Bridgeport, CA, to train Marines bound 
for the Korean War. The immediate suc-
cess of the newly established battalion 
served as the catalyst for what is today 
the Marine Corps Mountain Warfare 
Training Center (MCMWTC).
 Moving forward nearly three de-
cades, Royal Marine Commandos 
fought Argentinean troops in arctic 
conditions in the mountains of South 
Georgia and the South Sandwich Is-
lands during the 1982 Falklands War. 
India, China, and Pakistan have fought 
3 major wars in the Himalayan and 
Karakorum mountain range since 1947 
over the control of the Kashmir fron-

tier. The United States’ latest experience 
fghting in the mountains was Regional 
Command-East in Afghanistan’s Hindu 
Kush Range.
 Today there is a remote outpost in the 
Sierra Nevada Mountains of California 
still focused on conducting individual 
and collective training in support of the 
Marine Corps’ task to be prepared to 
conduct mountain warfare operations. 
The MCMWTC emphasizes that, to 
achieve success in future mountain con-
ficts, Marines must have a frm grasp 
or history and be well versed in both 
geography and the current geopolitical 
situation. Students in the MCMWTC’s 
Mountain Operations Staff Planning 
Course learn that mountains cover 24 
percent of Earth’s land mass and 64 
percent of Asia (the most populous 
continent with approximately 4 billion 
inhabitants, or 60 percent of the world’s 
population). Moreover, a majority of the 
world’s rivers are fed from mountain 
sources; more than half of humanity 
depends on mountains for water.
 The long and bloody history of 
mountain warfare demonstrates that 
armies that avoid training and prepara-
tion for this most diffcult task do so 
at their peril.

MCMWTC

 The MCMWTC has undergone 

many evolutions since its creation from 
a partnership with the Department of 
Agriculture and U.S. Forest Service 
in 1951. The Korean War, Cold War, 
and Operation ENDURING FREEDOM 
have all produced incremental changes 
toward the training and execution of 
mountain warfare operations.
 The MCMWTC is the Service-level 
doctrinal proponent for mountain war-
fare operations and the assault climber 
lead agent for the MEU’s Special Skills 
Certifcation Program.2 The mission of 
the MCMWTC is to:

. . . conduct unit and individual train-
ing courses to prepare USMC, Joint, 
and Allied Forces for operations in 
mountainous, high altitude and cold 
weather environments ; and the de-
velopment of warfighting doctrine 
and specialized equipment for use in 
mountain and cold weather operations. 
(emphasis added)

Aboard the MCMWTC, the 4-week 
unit training package is conducted 6 
times a year. The MCMWTC has re-
cently offered the following Block IV 
training exercises and opportunities in 
response to the global war on terror and 
overseas contingency operations ranging 
from Exercise MOUNTAIN VIPER, to 
the Alternate Mission Rehearsal Exercise 
MOUNTAIN WARRIOR, to the current 
MOUNTAIN EXERCISE (MTX). The 
scenario has undergone many redesigns 
from counterinsurgency, to near-peer 
conventional warfare, to requiring basic 
to highly technical military mountain-
eering skills. Every training unit con-
ducts a preenvironmental training and 
basic mobility phase before transitioning 
into the feld exercise portion, current-
ly the Marine Corps’ largest free-play, 
force-on-force exercise! The MCMWTC 
staff provides a summary of the training 
that has occurred and recommendations 
for improvements in tactics, techniques, 
and procedures following the unit’s 23-
day tenure in the feld above 8,000 feet.
 Individuals are trained in specialized 
military mountaineering skills in the 
varying formal schools’ courses lasting 
2 to 6 weeks. The Mountain Leader, 
Assault Climber, Scout Skier, Mountain 
Scout Sniper, Mountain Communica-
tions, Animal Packing, and Mountain 
Medicine Courses are overlapped and 

Students conducting a long-range movement during Mountain Warfare Leader Course 2–13. 
(Photo by Cody Downard Photography.)
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aligned with the visiting unit’s train-
ing schedule, so upon graduation from 
the shorter duration courses, the unit’s 
personnel are reintegrated with their 
battalion for participation in the feld 
exercise phase. Students from units not 
conducting an MTX training package 
return to home station and are expected 
to train their units in mountain warfare 
operations.
 Unit and individual training is de-
veloped by the MCMWTC cadre from 
requirements in MCT 1.6.9, Conduct 
Mountain Warfare Operations. This 
training-related mandate defnes Service 
capability, obligations, joint operational 
planning, deployment readiness, De-
partment of Defense allocation of re-
sources, and global force management 
as follows:

Units and personnel may require spe-
cialized training in technical climbing, 
military mountaineering, snow mobil-
ity, feld craft, survival, CASEVAC, 
navigation, use of pack animals and 
high angle marksmanship. Medical 
challenges include treatment of high 
altitude and cold weather illness and 
injuries, and casualty transport in a 
snow covered mountainous environ-
ment.3

NAVMC 3500.70A, Mountain War-
fare Operations Training & Readiness 
Manual, is the Marine Corps’ playbook 
for training to MCT 1.6.9.
 Combatant commanders reference 
MCTs while developing operational, 
contingency, and crisis action plans, and 
for requesting and allocating joint forces 
for development throughout the range 
of military operations. Combatant com-
manders refer to the MCT to under-
stand what capability a Marine Corps 
element brings to the fght.4 However, 
with this said, there ostensibly is no re-
quirement from the Operating Forces to 
be trained and evaluated to a standard 
without dedicated mountain warfare 
units or an operational proponent with 
a mountain warfare mission. The Ma-
rine Corps cannot succinctly feld a unit 
today that meets the minimum deploy-
ment requirements mandated within 
MCT 1.6.9.

Jack of All Trades, Master of None
 Individuals. The Marine Corps does 

not have a mountain leader MOS. The 
MCMWTC cadre trains individuals as 
summer (M7A) or winter (M7B) moun-
tain leaders (a fully-qualifed mountain 
leader has completed both courses). A 
mountain leader is a decisionmaker, 
advisor, and technical expert, leads an 
assault climber or scout skier platoon, 
and is charged with training his unit to 
conduct mountain warfare operations. 
Assault Climber Course and Scout Skier 
Course graduates are the executers un-
der the leadership of mountain leaders 
and can be formed into independent 
maneuver elements or distributed across 
the infantry battalion.
 Each MEU deploys with an assault 
climber platoon trained at the MC-
MWTC or the Special Operations 
Training Group. The mission of the 
assault climber platoon is to enable an 
amphibious assault or raid by establish-
ing fxed climbing lanes and hauling 
systems on an enemy beachhead deemed 
inaccessible by LCAC or amphibious as-
sault vehicle. Rope skills and construc-
tion of vertical hauling lines for casualty 
evacuation are also a must for the MEU 
tactical recovery of aircraft and person-
nel force. The assault climber platoon 
rarely deploys as an actual platoon, 
but is instead, in reality, disaggregated 
across the companies of the battalion 
landing team on different ships in the 
amphibious ready group.
 Answers from postcourse surveys 
completed by Mountain Leader Course 
graduates over the past 2 years suggest 
that only 35 percent have conducted 
any sustainment training on skills in the 
Mountain Leader Handbook and Moun-
tain Warfare Operations T&R Manu-
al.5 In contrast, Canadian Advanced 
Mountain Operators and Royal Marine 
Mountain Leaders mandate additional 
mountain training to sustain critical 
skills, yet the Marine Corps requires no 
sustainment training or recertifcation, 
nor is there a requirement to conduct 
unit-level training.
 It takes 6 weeks to create a summer or 
winter mountain leader. Skills can atro-
phy or be lost in a matter of weeks with-
out a requirement to sustain, refresh, 
and recertify technical mountaineering. 
Survey data suggests a mountain leader 
in the Operating Forces will require 

substantial retraining if identifed to 
perform MCT 1.6.9 duties.
 Last, distribution of mountain lead-
ers, assault climbers, and scout skiers 
to Operating Force units is completely 
random because there is no HQMC 
manpower requirement to identify or 
track a certifed mountain leader (M7A 
and/or M7B) or mountain warfare com-
bat instructor.
 Mountain warfare units. Up to 6 in-
fantry battalions a year deploy to the 
MCMWTC for 34 days to participate 
in MTX, yet the Marine Corps does 
not identify a specifc unit with the 
mission to execute mountain warfare 
operations. Units participating in MTX 
spend 23 days training at high altitude 
and return home with an introduction 
to mountain operations above 8,000 
feet; however, no formal training, 
evaluation, or certifcation in moun-
tain operations exists at the battalion 
level or above, yet the Mountain War-
fare Operations T&R Manual contains 
the performance steps for evaluating 
units on their ability to conduct verti-
cal hauling systems, fxed lanes, a cliff 
assault, skiborne attacks, and many 
other military mountaineering tasks. 
Similar to MEU-related certifcations, 
an infantry unit could be graded and 
certifed by controllers as mission ca-
pable to conduct operations directed 
in MCT 1.6.9.
 Marine Corps doctrine mandates 
each infantry battalion have two moun-
tain leaders in each rife company and 
two per scout sniper platoon. MCWP 
3.35.1, Mountain Warfare Operations, 
specifcally tasks mountain leaders to 
“train their units for mountain and/or 
cold weather operations.” Again, post-
course surveys completed by moun-
tain leader graduates reveal that 33 
percent provided unit-level training as 
prescribed in MCWP 3.35.1 and the 
Mountain Warfare Operations T&R 
Manual within 12 months of earning 
their mountain leader certifcations.6 

Therefore, the Marine Corps does not 
see a return in the increased abilities of 
units to conduct mountain warfare op-
erations despite considerable investment 
of individual (mountain leader courses) 
and battalion-level (MTX) MCMWTC 
training opportunities.
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 No operational proponent. Battal-
ions within the 2d Marine Regiment 
received 14 weeks of winter operations 
training to prepare them for the mis-
sion of protecting NATO’s Northern 
Flank during the mid-1980s through 
early 1990s. These infantry battalions 
conducted 6 weeks of training aboard 
MCMWTC, 4 weeks of Exercise AL-

PINE WARRIOR at Fort McCoy, WI, 
and then 4 weeks of amphibious and 
cold weather operations in Norway.
 Exercise COLD RESPONSE above 
the Arctic Circle is NATO’s second-
largest amphibious exercise and involves 
16,000 troops from 15 nations. Despite 
Exercise COLD RESPONSE involving 
ship-to-shore operations, reconnais-
sance, aircraft and fres integration, 
and a ground scheme of maneuver in a 
cold-weather environment, the Marine 
Corps has thus far offered token partici-
pation. The Marine Corps can demon-
strate a commitment to mountain war-
fare by committing to Exercise COLD 
RESPONSE with an infantry battalion 
already trained at the MCMWTC to 
conduct mountain warfare operations.

The Way Ahead: Marine Mountain 
Units
 Operational proponent for mountain 
warfare operations. Without designated 
mountain units driving innovation, the 
next best thing would be a requirement 
from the Operating Forces for a moun-
tain warfare capability. The widely be-
lieved natural choice for this is III MEF 
with its existing commitments to Asia-
connected operation and contingency 
plans. Unit deployment program battal-
ions, the 31st MEU, and the 3d Marine 
Regiment would likely be the frst Ma-
rine Corps units committed to a future 
confict in Asia. A requirement from the 
Operating Forces for new capabilities 
would drive innovation and training far 
more effectively then directives pushed 
down from a training command. As 
demonstrated by the Royal Marines, 
mastery of mountain skills enhances the 
expeditionary capabilities of any unit 
and adds another specialized skill set 
to the Marine Corps not duplicated by 
any another Service. A III MEF forward 
deployed, scalable air/ground/logistics 
team in the Asia-Pacifc theater with a 

mission to conduct mountain warfare 
operations would bring a powerful ca-
pability to the U.S. Pacifc Command, 
nested within Marine Corps Vision and 
Strategy 2025 and unique to the Marine 
Corps. This force would be tailor-made 
for existing commitments but poised to 
react to a range of contingences across 
Asia.
 A new opportunity for training and 
cooperation. NATO expects to repos-
ture from combat deployments to 
operational preparedness now that In-
ternational Security Assistance Force-
Afghanistan’s mission is scheduled to 
sundown in 2014. During a time of 
drawdown and reduced defense bud-
gets across the alliance, the Connected 
Forces Initiative (CFI) and Smart De-
fense Initiative (SDI) will maximize 
training opportunities by prioritizing 
a common standard for critical skill 
sets. These measures will also ensure 
units with similar capabilities can work 
effectively together.
 The main requirements of CFI are 
to ensure that allies can communicate 
effectively, practice together, and vali-
date and certify their ability to do so. 
Three fundamental and interrelated 
elements will be developed to address 
these requirements: expanded education 
and training, increased exercises, and a 
better use of technology.7

 The purpose of the SDI is for:

. . . alliance nations to give priority to 
those capabilities which NATO needs 
most, specialize in what they do best, 
and look for multinational solutions 
to shared problems. NATO can act 
as intermediary, helping the nations to 
establish what they can do together at 
lower cost, more effciently and with 
less risk.8

The Marine Corps can leverage this 
new NATO-led direction by sending 
individual Marines and units abroad to 
simultaneously build relations with allied 
and coalition units with similar capabili-
ties and learn from subject matter experts 
at established institutions. Using existing 
relationships with the Center of Excel-
lence-Cold Weather Operations, the 
Multinational Center of Excellence for 
Mountain Warfare, and the Canadian 
Forces Land Advanced Warfare Centre, 
the MCMWTC Academics Section can 

validate and certify individual Marines 
and units who attend formal NATO 
training, hence reducing the expense of 
having to duplicate training at home 
station or MCMWTC. Engaging with 
NATO allies will reduce cost, capitalize 
on existing partnerships, and provide 
additional justifcation for continuing 
partnerships and bilateral training.
 Block IV predeployment train-
ing above the Arctic Circle at the Al-
lied Training Centre in Norway for 
a MAGTF with a mountain warfare 
mission would combine the best quali-
ties and advantages of a theater security 
cooperation exercise with a MEU cer-
tifcation exercise.

Conclusion
 The Marine Corps must embrace one 
of three courses of action to resolve the 
mountain warfare dilemma:

• No change.
• Completely cede lead agency re-
sponsibility for mountain operations 
to the U.S. Army (probably the special 
forces community).
• Commit to an operational propo-
nent for mountain warfare operations.

The MCMWTC will continue to invest 
time, training dollars, and man-hours to 
produce individuals with highly special-
ized skill sets who have no requirement 
to train their unit, keep skills current, or 
recertify. Units participating in MTX 
are given an introduction to mountain 
operations, but no formal training, 
evaluation, or certifcation is required 
to drive the careful selection and allo-
cation of available training. A Marine 
Corps infantry regiment or brigade 
today would fnd itself not as opera-
tionally capable as necessary to achieve 
victory in the mountains because of an 
inadequate training program.
 In contrast, the U.S. Army has dem-
onstrated an enthusiasm to expand mis-
sion sets and capabilities and to leverage 
available resources, and they have an 
ability to produce doctrine rapidly; the 
Army is ready to assume the lead in 
mountain warfare operations. In fact, 
one-ffth of all training aboard the MC-
MWTC in fscal year 2013 was con-
ducted for U.S. Army and non–Marine 
Corps units and personnel.9 Mountain 
warfare operations are low priority (pri-
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ority level 3 of 4) for Marine Corps 
Combat Development Command, and 
as a result, the Army has taken respon-
sibility for producing Service-level doc-
trine back from the Marine Corps.10 If 
the Marine Corps is to take the lead in 
mountain warfare operations, increas-
ing the doctrinal priority to level 2 is 
required. Committing to a MAGTF 
or Pacifc crisis response force to serve 
as the operational proponent would 
enhance future expeditionary opera-
tions, complement a middleweight force 
in any clime and place, and expand a 
capability unique to the Marine Corps.
 With an exceptional combat history 
in both mountain and amphibious war-
fare, the Marine Corps can capitalize on 
this opportunity to assert dominance 
in mountain warfare operations. This 
commitment would require no grand 
restructuring or new installations; the 
combat formations and infrastructure 
exist today. The Royal Marines recog-
nize the compatibility of the two disci-
plines from their centuries of experience 
in amphibious infltrations of any beach, 
anywhere in the world. Royal Marines 
have successfully used their mastery of 
both types of warfare to carve out a 
niche for themselves as the expedition-
ary, rapid response, mountain force of 
choice within the United Kingdom. 
Taking into account the force reduc-
tion and current fscal realities, the Ma-
rine Corps can leverage the principles 
of NATO’s CFI and SDI to maximize 
training resources in both disciplines.
 With the rapid advance and prolif-
eration of antiaccess and area denial 
systems, the need for forcible entry 
from the sea by mechanized amphibi-
ous forces continues to fade.11 From 
the Alay Mountains of Central Asia 
to the Kashmir frontier, and through 
Southeast Asia and the Korean Penin-
sula, multiple potential enemies across 
the spectrum are thriving today in the 
mountains. An Asia-Pacifc–focused 
MAGTF with a mission to conduct 
mountain warfare operations is the right 
force for the Corps during this time of 
transition.
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A
s the Nation faces a future 
with less available and less 
frequent amphibious lift, re-
gional Marine force (MarFor) 

component commanders will increas-
ingly leverage special purpose MAGTFs 
(SPMAGTFs) as a complement to am-
phibious ready groups/MEUs to reassert 
the Marine Corps’ traditional role as 
the Nation’s 9–1–1 force. Forward pos-
tured SPMAGTFs are an economical 
and effective means to support multiple 
combatant commanders simultaneously 
and respond to crises and contingencies 
up to the midintensity level of the range 
of military operations (ROMO). As the 
Marine Corps establishes this global 
posture, it must focus resources at the 
tactical level to ensure “brilliance in the 
basics,” but must also increase focus on 
regional MarFor structure, command 
relationships, and the critical tasks tran-
sition across command echelons that 
set conditions for the success of these 
tactical units.
 Problematically, regional MarFors 
are task organized for economy of force 
and lack the capacity to command and 
control (C2) operational forces beyond 
the low-intensity level of the ROMO. 
Further, Marine Corps doctrine doesn’t 
delineate C2 roles, responsibilities, and 
tasks of the MarFors from subordinate 
MAGTF commanders.
 This article contends that since re-
gional MarFor headquarters do not have 
suffcient C2 capacity, task transfer is 
a necessary and effcient way to make 
the MAGTF and regional MarFor more 
effective in delivering Marine Corps 
capability in support of combatant com-

mander requirements and promoting 
mission accomplishment. This transi-
tion should be based on three C2 tran-
sition factors: the size and echelon of 
the MAGTF command element, the 
phase of the operation, and where the 
operation falls along the ROMO.

Defning the C2 Void
 Given their span of responsibilities, 
it isn’t practical or operationally sound 
for geographic combatant commands 
(CoComs) to C2 a tactical-level SP-
MAGTF when operational-level (colo-
nel or above) Marine Corps command 
elements aren’t assigned, allocated, or 
apportioned. CoComs in which this 
operational C2 void exists often default 
to their regional MarFor for operational 
control (OpCon) of the SPMAGTF. 
Marine Forces Europe and Africa (Mar-
ForEur/Af), Southern Command (Mar-
ForSouth), and Central Command rou-
tinely step out of their doctrinal lanes 
and fll this C2 void, exercising OpCon 
of rotational and allocated SPMAGTFs 
in the execution of Phase 0 theater re-
quirements; however, as economy of 
force headquarters, regional MarFors 
have a structure-mission mismatch (in 
broad terms, they are not structured 
to C2 at the tactical level) that mani-

fests in challenges when responding to 
emerging crises and contingencies. C2 
of tactical forces constitutes a signifcant 
expansion in the role originally envi-
sioned for these MarFors.

Background
 To understand why we fnd ourselves 
with this structure-mission mismatch, it 
is instructive to review the events that 
initiated componency in the Marine 
Corps. The frst Gulf War demonstrated 
that a single commander cannot effec-
tively C2 the warfghter (I MEF) and 
execute component responsibilities 
(MarCent) during a major campaign. 
In 1992, as noted in Marine Corps 
Warfghting Publication 3–40.8, Marine 
Corps Componency, the Commandant 
incorporated lessons learned from Op-
eration DESERT STORM by establishing 
two permanent component headquar-
ters to support the fve combatant com-
manders then in existence. Starting as 
liaison cells originating from these two 
Service component headquarters, the 
Marine Corps expanded its component 
headquarters structure to the present 
day in which all geographic and func-
tional combatant commanders have a 
dedicated or dual-hatted Marine Corps 
Service component headquarters. Com-
ponency has played an integral if un-
heralded role ever since, with the high-
water mark being MarCent’s masterful 
effort in setting theater conditions for 
I MEF during Operations ENDURING 
FREEDOM and IRAQI FREEDOM.
 Service component structure ma-
tured following the events of 11 Septem-
ber 2001, but since some CoComs had 
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higher-priority requirements, CoComs 
with lower priorities were structured as 
economy-of-force regional MarFors. In 
the event of a major operation, these re-
gional MarFors would constitute a core 
Service C2 capability, to be augmented 
at the time of a contingency. At a mini-
mum they would coordinate, facilitate, 
and set conditions for the deployment 
of operational forces (with associated 
C2) into theater.1

 Thus, MarForEur/Af, MarForSouth, 
and until recently, MarCent, were never 
structured for the C2 of tactical forces. 
Regional MarFors set theater conditions 
for rotational, allocated, and assigned 
forces. In coordination with their re-
spective CoComs, regional MarFors 
posture the force, develop command 
relationships with higher and adjacent 
headquarters, and establish logistical, 
administrative, personnel, and opera-
tional conditions. In short, regional 
MarFors enable rotational forces such 
as SPMAGTFs; however, within the 
assigned roles, responsibilities, and tasks 
assigned to the MarFors, this basic tenet 
is exceeded, creating a structure-mission 
mismatch, leading to the necessity to 
mitigate or task transfer to the SP-
MAGTF.
 The Marine Corps Service Cam-
paign Plan for 2012–20 and the Eu-
ropean Command (EuCom) Theater 
Campaign Plan of 2010 specify regional 
MarFor roles, responsibilities, and tasks. 
Figures 1 and 2 identify those specifed 
tasks of the MarFors and also highlight 
effciency and effectiveness gains when 
designated tasks are transitioned to a 
subordinate MAGTF during crisis. 
Regional MarFors are unlikely to re-
ceive additional structure in the current 
personnel drawdown and fscal environ-
ment. In order to meet their enduring 
tasks, effciencies and effectiveness are 
gained by maintaining economy-of-
force structure at the MarFors. While 
acknowledging the necessity to mitigate 
the risk of regional MarFor C2 over-
stretch, it is necessary to transition some 
episodic tasks to rotational forces, such 
as SPMAGTFs, when appropriate.
 How we combine regional MarFors 
and MAGTFs within existing authori-
ties highlights how we conduct C2 to 
best deliver Service capabilities to sup-

port combatant commander require-
ments. Figure 3 designates by green dots 
those component OpCon authorities 

that, when executed by regional Mar-
Fors, complement both component and 
MAGTF roles and responsibilities while 

Figure 1.

Figure 2.

                    ADCON: Administrative control                                                                                  USEUCOM: U.S. European Command

    AOR: Area of responsibility              MITSC-EUR: MAGTF Information Technology Support Center Europe
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complying with joint doctrine and as-
sociated authorities. Those authori-
ties not highlighted can be selectively 
transferred to the MAGTF to enable 
the unique capabilities inherent to the 
force.

Case Studies

 A review of historical case studies 
highlights how the three C2 transition 
factors (size of the MAGTF command 
element, phase of the operation, and 
where the operation falls along the 
ROMO) have or have not determined 
C2 transition points between compo-
nents and MAGTFs. These case stud-
ies point to opportunities for improved 
transitions in future operations.
 Case study 1: SPMAGTF BSRF exer-
cising OpCon of allocated forces during 
Phase 0/TSC. When conducting Phase 
0/theater security cooperation (TSC) 
in the EuCom area of responsibility, 
SPMAGTF Black Sea Rotational Force 
(BSRF) is a tactical organization report-
ing OpCon to the Service component 
commander, Commander, MarForEur/
Af, as directed by the combatant com-
mander. BSRF is enabled through a 
command element with suffcient C2 
systems and command, control, com-
munications, and computers (C4) ar-
chitecture to tie into the EuCom joint 
architecture, execute hub-and-spoke 
distributed actions, support current 
operations, and conduct future op-
erations planning and coordination. 

Because of these capabilities, BSRF is 
able to execute Phase 0 activities while 
remaining postured to support crises 
and contingencies.
 C2 risks are more likely when BSRF 
is required to conduct crisis or contin-
gency operations. To mitigate this risk, 
MarForEur/Af coordinated the transfer 
of BSRF tactical control to designated 
functional component commanders in 
the event of contingencies. This ensures 
C2 at the level where staff capacity ex-
ists and the MarFor remains focused 
on component-level equities. During 
such contingencies, BSRF has suffcient 
C2 to assume MarFor Task 5 (employ 
forces within the command). Addition-
ally, component OpCon is operation-
alized via a MarFor(Forward), which 
extends the component commander’s 
span of control by collocating with the 
SPMAGTF. By posturing for crisis and 
contingency support, component Op-
Con assumes task transfers for Task 5, 
but also Task 9 for planning and Task 
16 in supporting C2 and C4 architec-
ture, which ensures BSRF maintains an 
appropriate posture for rapid response 
at the time of a contingency. During 
the execution of Phase 0, component 
OpCon supports selective task trans-
fers of Tasks 8 and 14, being able to 
leverage scheduled engagement to either 
improve upon those events or exploit 
emergent opportunities to improve re-
lationships, build capacity, and develop 
interoperability with allies and partner 

nations. Thus, BSRF supports mission 
accomplishment through selective task 
transfers.
 Case study 2: Allocated forces for 
midrange ROMO—VMAQ–1 in OUP. 
From July to October 2011, VMAQ–1 
(Marine Tactical Electronic Warfare 
Squadron 1) was allocated to Eu-
Com OpCon via MarForEur/Af and 
transferred to a coalition (NATO) 
joint force commander in support 
of Operation UNIFIED PROTECTOR 
(OUP). MarForEur/Af again employed 
a MarFor(Forward) element in support 
of Service componency to set basing, 
life support, and C2 with higher/adja-
cent headquarters; facilitated a relief in 
place/transfer of authority with joint 
forces; and transferred VMAQ–1 to a 
NATO joint force commander. This 
relief in place/transfer of authority 
occurred effectively due to a mature 
theater with established procedures for 
establishment of a NATO joint force 
commander and associated command 
relationship for contributed U.S. forces, 
coordination with MarForCom and 
II MEF for aviation logistic support, 
and component-to-component and 
local coordination for basing support 
issues. Although not a MAGTF, se-
lective transfer of key MarFor tasks to 
VMAQ–1 gained C2 effciencies and 
facilitated mission accomplishment. 
VMAQ–1 assumed Task 5 in the ex-
ecution of assigned operational missions 
and supported Task 16 by integrating 
into joint/combined C2 architecture 
with suffcient future operations plan-
ning capacity to support Task 9 and 
the theater air tasking order planning 
process. VMAQ–1 also maintained 
close coordination with II MEF and 
2d MAW for aviation-specifc logis-
tics requirements in support of MarFor 
Task 16. Identifying these VMAQ–1 
C2 capabilities enabled key task trans-
fers for it to seamlessly integrate into 
an ongoing operation and achieve im-
mediate impact.
 Case study 3: Foreign humanitar-
ian assistance/disaster relief in 2010 in 
Haiti—task transition in support of an 
emergent contingency. On 12 January 
2010 a 7.0 earthquake hit the coun-
try of Haiti with an epicenter near the 
town of Léogâne. The Marine Corps’ 

Figure 3.

      TACON: Tactical control   
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contribution to joint and combined re-
lief efforts—Operation UNIFIED RE-

SPONSE—caused the Marine Corps to 
reexamine how regional MarFor head-
quarters are resourced and supported 
by Service headquarters, and how com-
mand relationships are established. 
From 13 January through 30 March, 
the Marine Corps responded in sup-
port of the humanitarian assistance/
disaster relief mission by augmenting 
the MarForSouth staff with II MEF 
command element personnel, redirect-
ing the 22d MEU with Africa Partner-
ship Station–10 attached, diverting the 
24th MEU to support, and coordinat-
ing the arrival and utilization of the 
USNS Lummis.
 MarForSouth’s principal actions 
centered on coordinating appropriate 
command relationships for the most 
effective employment of Marine Corps 
and naval forces, identifying augmenta-
tion requirements to transition Service 
component headquarters to an opera-
tional posture, placement of Service li-
aisons across the enterprise to identify 
and address Service equities, and setting 
conditions and coordinating support 
for all responding forces. Command 
relations for both MEUs’ OpCon to 
Commander, MarForSouth, was trans-
ferred to Commander, Joint Task Force-
Haiti (Commander, JTF-Haiti) tactical 
control. The Commander, JTF-Haiti, 
further transferred these forces to joint 
force maritime component commander 
(CTF–41) tactical control for employ-
ment once functional componency was 
established.
 MarForSouth coordination was ef-
fective once all the liaisons and com-
mand relationships were in place. The 
key was transferring the MEUs to the 
employing commander tactical control, 
enabling the MAGTF commander to 
employ the force based on assigned 
tasking. Placement of liaisons proved 
to be critically important. Command 
relationships, communications archi-
tecture, and logistics infrastructure 
were established in stride as relief was 
provided. MarForSouth’s ability to 
rapidly plug into the critical nodes of 
this developing support enabled imme-
diate employment of the MEUs upon 
arrival. Both MEUs assumed signifcant 

MarFor task transfers upon arrival in 
the operational environment, immedi-
ately executing Task 5 (accomplishing 
assigned missions); support to Task 9 
(crisis action planning); support to Task 
12 (coordinating logistics support); and 
Task 16 (C2 and C4 architecture sup-
port). With the MEUs in execution, 
MarForSouth coordinated support for 
the MEUs, meeting staff requirements 
both for the combatant commander and 
Service headquarters, and set conditions 
for and coordinating the redeployment 
of MarFors upon mission completion.
 Case study 4: SPMAGTF CR, task 
transition in Phase 0, postured for crisis 
and contingency. MarFor C2 require-
ments for the establishment of U.S. 
Africa Command’s SPMAGTF-crisis 
response (CR) are similar to those 
discussed in the BSRF case study, but 
signifcantly greater scope, scale, and 
time pressures magnifed seams be-
tween the MarFors and the MAGTF. 
In the complicated political/diplomatic/
operational terrain of the new norm, 
Marine Forces Europe and Africa will 
identify basing requirements, command 
relationships, authorities, etc., without 
the necessary staff depth, authorities, 
or leverage to speed coordination. Set-
ting conditions for the MAGTF also 
required unprecedented levels of coor-
dination between regional MarFors as 
SPMAGTF-CR established a forward 
posture in the EuCom area of respon-
sibility as a force OpCon to Com-
mander, Africa Command, in support 
of Africa Command requirements. To 
meet time-critical theater requirements, 
SPMAGTF-CR conducted Tasks 8, 14, 
and 18 (training, sustainment, engage-
ment, and support to theater posture). 
SPMAGTF commenced local coordi-
nation with base commanders, defense 
attachés, and Offces of Defense Co-
operation to conduct the sustainment 
training the mission demanded. This 
results in occasional roles and missions 
challenges with the CoComs due to 
the force being assigned as an Africa 
Command force conducting coordina-
tion in the EuCom area of operations. 
SPMAGTF-CR also supported trans-
fers of Tasks 5, 9, 12, and 16 related to 
mission execution, planning, logistics 
support, and C4 architecture.

Conclusion/Recommendations

 Analysis of these case studies accord-
ing to the three C2 transition factors 
reveals the following: 

• The size of the MAGTF command 
element, the phase of the operation, 
and where the operation falls along 
the ROMO provides insight for miti-
gating operational C2 gaps and seams 
through task transition between the 
component and the MAGTF.
• Regional MarFors and MAGTFs are 
different, and Service capabilities are 
best employed when certain MarFor 
tasks are transferred to the MAGTF 
to leverage strengths inherent in the 
MAGTF.
• SPMAGTF BSRF is a good example 
of how the MarFor and CoCom can 
more readily compensate for opera-
tional C2 shortfalls when they know 
and understand the capabilities the 
Marine Corps is providing. Forward 
deployed MAGTFs not only reduce 
time and space risk, but also devel-
op habitual relationships and trust 
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between the regional MarFors and 
CoComs for which there is no sub-
stitute. EuCom and MarForEur/AF 
compensate for BSRF’s slim command 
element by subordinating BSRF to a 
functional component commander in 
the event of contingencies.
• VMAQ–1’s deployment in support 
of OUP demonstrates the value of a 
mature joint force commander oper-
ating in a mature theater. Just as in 
IRAQI FREEDOM and ENDURING 
FREEDOM, mature theaters require 
less-intensive regional MarFor coor-
dination.
• MarForSouth required staff aug-
mentation to meet the demands of 
a component headquarters setting 
conditions and coordinating sup-
port for forces responding to crisis; 
however, for a fast-moving operation 
such as humanitarian assistance/di-
saster relief, placement of liaisons at 
key nodes within the enterprise set 
critically important conditions for the 
arrival of the MAGTF(s) with key task 
transfers, allowing component roles 
and responsibilities to continue dur-
ing execution.
• In the case of MAGTFs (other than 
MEUs) structured for crisis response 
mission execution, planning, logistics 
support, and C4 architecture are sig-
nifcant enough that the operational 
C2 should be sourced by a JTF head-
quarters, perhaps a MEB command 
element, or at a minimum a robust 
SPMAGTF command element with a 
colonel commander. For SPMAGTF-
CR, the command element is robust 
enough to support not only opera-
tional C2, but also local training, sus-
tainment, engagement, and support to 
theater posture. But since these com-
mand elements aren’t plentiful, it is 
unlikely that the Service will source 
them for anything short of a crisis 
or enduring contingency support (as 
in the case of the newly established 
SPMAGTF-CR in support of Africa 
Command). Consequently, the opera-
tional C2 shortfall resides at MarFors 
without an assigned SPMAGTF in 
routine operations—Phase 0/TSC 
while awaiting the call to crisis—and 
in setting the conditions and enabling 
a deploying SPMAGTF.

• A more binding defnition of re-
gionally aligned MarFors in support 
of CoCom requirements would go a 
long way in satisfying these require-
ments. Regionally aligned MEFs and 
MEBs facilitate the time, space, and 
forward posture advantages associated 
with habitual planning relationships, 
standing operating procedures, and 
confdence-building measures—all of 
which ensures timely, effective, and 
effcient response at time of contin-
gency.
• MEB JTF certifcation and tran-
sition from “regionally aligned” to 
apportioned and allocated may be a 
logical follow-on confdence-building 
measure with geographic combat-
ant commands. The paucity of JTF 
headquarters and the ever-increasing 
requirements for them will increase 
demand. The Service must balance 
this demand with the challenges of 
registering, apportioning, and deploy-
ing allocated rotational forces vice as-
signed forces. While these measures 
would certainly increase CoCom con-
fdence and substantiate the relevance 
of Marine forces through physical 
presence, such a commitment would 
also constrain force providers from 
rapidly responding to emerging crisis 
and contingencies as is ftting for the 
Nations’ 9–1–1 force.
• To mitigate MarFor structure-
mission mismatch, component-to- 
MAGTF task transfer should be 
standardized according to the Ma-
rine Corps Service Campaign Plan, 
but greater rigor must be applied to 
the MAGTF tasks and those tasks 
that cannot be accomplished by the 
regional MarFors. Tasks that would 
be more appropriate for the MAGTF 
include: (9) “Conduct . . . crisis ac-
tion planning in support of CoCom 
requirements,” and (11) “Ensure com-
manders, staffs, and forces are trained 
and equipped to conduct or participate 
in Joint, Combined, and Service ex-
ercises and operations” (see Figures 
1 and 2). There may be other tasks 
that would require transition to the 
MAGTF depending upon the size of 
the MAGTF command element, the 
phase of the operation, and where the 
operation falls along the ROMO.

• Establish policy in which some re-
gional MarFors have C2 responsibility 
and some do not. Those that do not 
should have a permanently assigned or 
allocated MAGTF of appropriate size 
to meet assigned combatant command 
tasks and responsibilities as delineated 
through tasking to the MarFor. Those 
that do have a C2 responsibility should 
be structured as such.

 The purpose of this article is not to 
ease the burden on higher headquar-
ters, but instead to identify that regional 
MarFors as currently structured have 
a C2 void. Therefore, task transfer is a 
necessary and effcient way to make the 
MAGTF and component more effec-
tive. Challenges remain, many of them 
structural and unlikely to change soon 
given our fscal environment. Selective 
application of the crisis augmentation 
cell can ameliorate regional MarFor 
structure-mission mismatch, but only 
temporarily and if the cost is borne by 
the sourcing headquarters. Unless we 
either guess right or we address these 
C2 shortfalls with doctrine and habitu-
ally regionally aligned command rela-
tionships, the time/space challenges in 
seeking to respond to crises and con-
tingencies in an ever more dangerous 
world with reduced Service end strength 
means the Marine Corps’ ability to re-
spond rapidly to emerging crises will 
diminish.

Note

1. Headquarters Marine Corps, Marine Corps 
Warfghting Publication 3–40.8, Marine Corps 
Componency, Washington, DC, 13 February 
2009, p. 2–16. The size of the Marine Corps pre-
vents the manning of numerous, large Marine 
Corps component headquarters. The combat-
ant command–level Marine Corps component 
headquarters is manned primarily by perma-
nently assigned personnel who are augmented by 
additional personnel from sources throughout 
the Marine Corps during operational com-
mitments and times of war. Globally sourced 
personnel may come from the Marine Corps 
Reserve, the Supporting Establishment, or other 
Marine Corps component organizations. Indi-
vidual augments, liaisons, and representatives 
are also necessary for component operations, 
along with the basic core of personnel required 
to man Marine Corps component headquarters.
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T
he visionary 1921 work of 
then-Maj Earl H. “Pete” El-
lis, Advanced Base Operations 
in Micronesia (saved for pos-

terity as Fleet Marine Force Reference 
Publication 12–46 (FMFRP 12–46 )), 
provides amazing insight into what 
would become the United States’ over-
all concept for the prosecution of the 
Pacifc Campaign against the Japanese 
Empire during World War II. The 
contents of Ellis’ work can once again 
prove useful as we defne the “Coming 
Naval Century.”2 His ideas, modifed 
for modern challenges and today’s op-
erational environment, can enable lit-
toral maneuver and provide geographic 
combatant commanders with relevant, 
well-positioned amphibious forces in an 
antiaccess/area denial (A2/AD) envi-
ronment. This article describes Ellis’ 
ideas and design for the amphibious 

campaign against the Japanese in terms 
of today’s A2/AD challenges. While the 
following ideas are applicable to other 
potential amphibious campaigns against 
signifcant A2/AD threats in the eastern 
Mediterranean Sea or the Arabian Gulf, 
they will focus on the Western Pacifc, 
based on the specifcity of Ellis’ work.

Similar Operating Environments
 From the perspective of the United 
States, there are several similarities be-
tween 1921 and the present security en-
vironment. First we see a rising power in 
the Far East that possesses an excellent 
array of weapons that can serve to coun-
ter access and deny areas (Japan in 1921 
and China in 2013). Second, we see a 
supplemental power in the Far East that 
can be termed “chaotic” (China in 1921 
and North Korea in 2013). Finally, as 
Germany was a rising power in Europe, 
we presently see nations rising in other 
regions of the world (Russia and Iran) 
that divert our Nation’s attention and 
resources from a potential Far Eastern 
near-peer competitor.
  The operating environment described 
in Ellis’ work is geographically similar 

to the area of potential future confict 
with China. Note that of the “Marshall, 
Caroline and Pelew [Palau] Islands” 
mentioned by Ellis, two—the Caroline 
and Palau Islands—comprise the “sec-
ond island chain,” a geographic fxture of 
Chinese doctrine for offshore defense.3

 Three other factors within this po-
tential operating environment apply. 
First, as described in Ellis’ paper, we 
must assume that Micronesia will once 
again be contested. This provides a dis-
tinct aiming point for efforts at access. 
Current Chinese military expenditures 
and attempts at capability serve as ample 
proof toward this assumption. Second, 
while the Pacifc is characterized by vast 
expanses, long-range precision weapons 
are appearing in increasing numbers. 
The volume and capability of these 
weapons can reduce the effect of the 
Pacifc’s expanses from the perspective 
of targeting and fres. Additionally, the 
domains of space and cyberspace overlay 
the traditional Pacifc domains of sea, 
undersea, land, and air, and challenges 
to their dominance will further facili-
tate the growing A2/AD threat. Third, 
as outlined by CAPT Wayne Hughes, 
USN(Ret), in Fleet Tactics and Coastal 
Combat, scouting and reconnaissance 
perform a vital role in naval warfare. 
Hughes states the following:

At sea better scouting—more than 
maneuver, as much as weapon range, 
and oftentimes as much as anything 
else—has determined who would at-
tack not merely effectively, but who 
would attack decisively frst.4

As with targeting and fres, scouting 
and reconnaissance will extend into 
space and cyberspace. U.S. and coali-
tion forces will spend substantial effort 

Revisiting Advanced 
Base Operations

The current Pacifc situation is strikingly similar

by Col Scott D. Aiken

>Col Aiken is currently assigned as 
the Fleet Marine Offcer with U.S. 
Fleet Forces Command in Norfolk, 
VA. He has held a variety of command 
and staff billets. 

“The extent to which the Marine Advanced Base Force 

will participate in these operations will very likely 

depend upon the number of Marines available—and 

their military worth in advanced base operations. If 

skilled in ship-shore operations and inculcated with 

a high morale and offensive spirit, they will doubtless 

be used to the limit. . . .”

—FMFRP 12–46
1

I&Is_Mar14_p8-92.indd   31 2/4/14   10:56 AM

http://www.mca-marines.org/gazette


32 www.mca-marines.org/gazette Marine Corps Gazette • March 2014

Ideas & Issues (expedItIonary operatIons)

per Hughes’ comments; we should plan 
for a Marine Corps contribution in this 
crucial endeavor.

One Solution: Advanced Base Opera-
tions
 While Ellis outlines an overall strat-
egy of executing a Pacifc campaign to-
ward the Far East, his thinking at the 
operational and tactical levels is most 
applicable to any future Marine Corps 
contribution to a fght in an A2/AD 
environment. Ellis generally outlines the 
latter two levels in terms of the amphibi-
ous landing, the occupation, and then 
the defense of littoral terrain, specif-
cally islands. Ellis characterizes three 
reasons for reducing an enemy-held 
“island position.” First, littoral terrain 
would be reduced to control anchorages 
and airfelds, denying their use by the 
enemy. Second, such locations would be 
reduced to permit their use by friendly 
forces. Finally, an entire island or is-
land group would be reduced to allow 
for unrestricted use by friendly forces 
and deny the enemy complete access, 
including observation.5

 A modern description of the previous 
three reasons in the context of A2/AD 
is in order. One should note that Ellis 
made the assumption that at the out-
break of hostilities, certain geographic 
locales would be overrun by the enemy, 
thus his sequence of landing, occupa-
tion, and defense applies, as the United 

States would initially battle westward 
in a deliberate attempt to recapture 
lost ground. The advent of long-range 
weaponry and the prospect of asym-
metric warfare make such assumptions 
less valid today. At the outbreak of any 
future hostilities in the Pacifc, initial 
force dispositions will be much more 
uncertain, making the requirement 
for defensive positioning likely. U.S. 
and coalition forces stand a high likeli-
hood of expending much initial effort 
in securing and protecting the advanced 
bases needed to prosecute a campaign.
 The growing threat from China 
makes the future unsure with regard 
to basing during potential hostilities. 
With likely friendly island positions 
targeted, U.S. forces will have to rein-
force and strengthen current U.S. and 
friendly basing to withstand kinetic 
attack, occupy friendly or neutral ter-
ritory to establish new bases, and po-
tentially seize hostile territory later in 
the campaign. In short, while the U.S. 
Navy leads the world by a large mar-
gin in the ability to replenish at sea, 
protected areas for ship maintenance 
and damage repair will still be required. 
Despite the technological advances in 
aeronautics, airfelds are still needed 
to project power over extended ranges, 
maintain persistence, and rearm and 
refuel. Modern military campaigns re-
quire sophisticated logistics systems, so 
the ability to have locations to conduct 

the reception, staging, onward move-
ment and integration function, treat 
casualties, and facilitate resupply will 
be vital. Additionally, modern island 
positions can serve to provide an area 
in which U.S. forces can exercise opera-
tional superiority over certain domains 
from which to project power against an 
adversary. Such operating areas can take 
the form of an amphibious objective 
area in this aspect if a preponderance 
of naval forces is employed.
 In the context of advanced base op-
erations, Marines can deliver a capa-
bility to the joint force that facilitates 
the projection of U.S. forces within an 
A2/AD environment. Seizing and de-
fending advanced littoral bases, the key 
action by the Marine Corps during the 
Pacifc Campaign of World War II, will 
once again be required if war comes 
to the Pacifc Ocean; secure bases for 
continued operations are imperative. To 
reiterate, these bases may be preexist-
ing before hostilities, occupied without 
confict, or seized kinetically.
 Once bases are seized or occupied, 
they must be defended. In his work, 
Ellis states that in the defense of bases:

. . . the primary object of the defense 
forces will be to prevent the enemy 
from damaging property within a cer-
tain area (anchorages, port facilities, 
etc.), not necessarily to destroy enemy 
craft. The defense required is only that 
necessary to render an enemy attack so 
dangerous as to be unreasonable. . . .6

The same holds true for the penetra-
tion of an A2/AD environment; terrain 
retention may trump destruction of at-
tacking forces for the sake of campaign 
sustainability. Ellis provides the keys to 
base defense as “good observation, quick 
communication and rapid, accurate 
gun-fre.”7 Developing the force struc-
ture that could excel in these areas was 
essential. The time-tested Fleet Marine 
Force of World War II ultimately real-
ized Ellis’ vision, and its continued re-
fnement throughout the years into the 
current MAGTF force structure places 
Marine participation in the counter-A2/
AD fght in good stead.

Countering A2/AD Threats: The 
MAGTF Applies
 Ellis describes his concept of an ad-

U.S. and coalition forces will include a Marine contribution. (Photo by Mass Communication Special-

ist 3d Class Ricardo R. Guzman.)
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vanced base force that would land, oc-
cupy, and defend littoral terrain during 
a Pacifc campaign. The advanced base 
force was organized around a base de-
fense brigade (consisting of base defense 
regiments) and three landing brigades 
largely formed by landing regiments. 
Figures 1 and 2 show these proposed 
task organizations.8

 As seen in the fgures, Ellis’ pro-
posed advanced base force contains all 
elements of the modern MAGTF. A 
quick analysis of the force’s structure is 
in order. Note the heavy emphasis on 
intelligence, surveillance, and recon-
naissance (ISR—Hughes’ scouting and 
reconnaissance) within the base defense 
regiment. The scout-bombers provided 
scouting at distance; the searchlight and 
sound locator companies more close 
in precision. These assets provided 
the “good observation” needed for the 
task of defense. The communications, 
operations, and intelligence, and fre 
command personnel provided for the 
“quick communication,” and the gun 
companies, the “rapid, accurate gun-
fre” as envisioned by Ellis. The landing 
regiments were infantry-centric and op-
timized for the short-duration assaults 
required for island positions. Obviously 
the supporting arms provided by the 
U.S. Navy in the form of aviation and 
naval gunfre would augment the in-
fantry. Other follow-on forces, such as 
a base defense regiment or U.S. Army 
garrison units, would be much better 
suited to relieve the landing regiments 
and assume a defensive posture.
 In comparing the advanced base 
force with considerations for optimiz-
ing a MAGTF to overcome an A2/AD 
threat, the following broad consider-
ations are provided. Two scenarios are 
offered: one defensive in nature and 
aligned toward a modern version of the 
base defense brigade, and the second, 
offensively oriented and aligned toward 
a modern version of the landing brigade.
 The frst scenario involves defending 
an island with an anchorage used by 
forward deployed naval forces for ship 
maintenance and damage repair. The 
island is also home to an airfeld and 
a logistics hub, to include a Level III 
medical facility. Using Ellis’ keys to base 
defense, a force optimized for good ob-

Figure 1. Ellis’ composition of the force and base.

Figure 2. Ellis’ composition of the landing brigade.
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servation, quick communications, and 
rapid, accurate fres is needed. With 
the frepower available to an adversary 
who possesses an A2/AD arsenal, the 
author adds “force protection” to Ellis’ 
keys to base defense. As such, a MAGTF 
defending an advanced base should be 
shaped accordingly:

• Good observation/robust ISR. Avia-
tion will be needed for scouting. While 
U.S. Navy and coalition maritime pa-
trol aircraft will surely be operating 
in the objective area, augmentation 
by MAGTF aviation assets will re-
duce the potential for operational and 
tactical surprise. Signals intelligence 
will replace the sound location and 
searchlight capabilities of old. Human 
intelligence will be required, largely 
in a counterintelligence role, search-
ing for any Level I threats (agents, 
saboteurs, sympathizers, and terror-
ists) in the area.
• Quick communications. The 
MAGTF command element should 
be robust enough to facilitate rapid 
and effective communications across 
the region and must be able to main-
tain communications and coordina-
tion at the joint level. Additionally, in 
leveraging the domains of space and 
cyberspace, liaison cells and reach-
back coordinators must be on-site 
and accessible. With the MAGTF 
in the defense, communications 
nodes will require redundancy to 
withstand adversary action. Finally, 
the MAGTF must be able to operate 
in a communications/GPS-denied 
environment.
• Accurate fres. In defending the lit-
toral base, the MAGTF should strike 
at adversary forces preemptively if pos-
sible, and at the maximum range feasi-
ble once an enemy attack is launched. 
The queuing of U.S. cyber assets will 
be crucial at this point, facilitated by 
the “good communications” described 
above. MAGTF aviation assets will 
have the greatest striking range and 
should seek to “render an enemy attack 
so dangerous as to be unreasonable.” 
Raid force packages can destroy vital 
enemy assets and serve as spoiling at-
tacks to disrupt the adversary’s tim-
ing and momentum. The MAGTF, 
in concert with nearby joint and naval 

forces, should turn the tables on the 
enemy, forcing them to experience 
the full range of A2/AD systems to 
hamper their attack.
• Force protection. Countering the 
systems and mitigating the effects of 
long-range precision weaponry is now 
a necessary function in the modern 
A2/AD fght. While on the defense, 
the MAGTF should leverage its en-
gineering capability to the maximum 
extent possible for survivability mis-
sions. Additionally, in most areas of 
the Pacific, existing infrastructure 
will be accessible, and the engineer 
surveys to optimize available assets for 
the best defense should occur. Antiair 
and antimissile assets will be required, 
and a natural partner of the MAGTF 
is a U.S. Navy surface combatant op-
erating in the vicinity that is ballistic 
missile defense capable. Joint possibili-
ties for missile defense include Army 
Patriot assets, if available. Finally, if an 
adversary unleashes its full potential 
of A2/AD systems, casualties will be 
inevitable. Robust medical capability 
will prove essential not only for the 
MAGTF, but the joint force as a whole.

 The second scenario involves seiz-
ing an island with an anchorage and 
an airfeld, and with facilities suitable 
for development into a logistics hub. 
Ellis’ organization and thoughts on the 
landing brigade/regiment are more tra-
ditional (and the basis for) what many 
Marines would consider offensively ori-
ented MAGTF operations; however, 
a MAGTF seizing an advanced base 
should be optimized for the mission. 
Considerations toward robust ISR, 
quick communications, and accurate 
fres oriented toward the offense will 
affect task organization accordingly.

Conclusion

 An operational task while operating 
against an A2/AD threat will be to seize 
and defend bases. The modern MAGTF 
can provide the joint force with the abil-
ity to operate from advanced bases as it 
penetrates and maneuvers in A2/AD en-
vironments of considerable size within 
the vast Pacifc region. While this article 
focuses on the Pacifc as an example in 
parallel with the prophetic Ellis, the 
considerations outlined herein are ap-

plicable for the other littoral regions 
of potential confict. As during Pete 
Ellis’ day of the advanced base force, 
the extent to which the MAGTF will 
“participate in these operations will very 
likely depend upon the number of Ma-
rines available—and their military worth 
in advanced base operations. If skilled in 
ship-shore operations and inculcated 
with a high morale and offensive spir-
it, they will doubtless be used to the 
limit . . . .”9 (emphasis added)

Notes

1. Headquarters Marine Corps, Fleet Marine 
Force Reference Publication 12–46, Advanced 
Base Operations in Micronesia, Government 
Printing Offce, Washington, DC, 21 August 
1992, p. 29.

2. For more information on this concept, see: 
Work, Robert O., “The Coming Naval Cen-
tury,” Proceedings, Naval Institute Press, An-
napolis, MD, May 2012, p. 311.

3. The “second island chain” is considered the 
next chain of archipelagos out from the East 
Asian continental mainland coast, beyond the 
frst island chain (that is principally composed 
of the Kuril Islands, Japanese Archipelago, 
Ryukyu Islands, Taiwan, northern Philippines, 
and Borneo, and extends from the Kamchatka 
Peninsula to the Malay Peninsula.) The second 
island chain is generally composed of the Bonin, 
Marianas, and Caroline Islands, and extends 
from Honshu to New Guinea.

4. Hughes, CAPT Wayne P. Jr., USN(Ret), 
Fleet Tactics and Coastal Combat, second edi-
tion, Naval Institute Press, Annapolis, MD, 
2000, p. 212.

5. FMFRP 12–46, p. 78.

6. FMFRP 12–46, p. 79.

7. Ibid.

8. FMFRP 12–46, pp. 82–83.

9. Ibid.
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M
arine Corps Comman-
dant, Gen James F. Amos, 
testifed the following to 
Congress:

. . . [A]s America’s crisis response force, 
we maintain a high state of unit readi-
ness. You’re either ready to respond to 
today’s crisis, with today’s force . . . 
today . . . or you risk being irrelevant.1

The Marine Corps’ ability to respond 
to a crisis is best represented by the 
amphibious ready group/MEU (ARG/
MEU) program that is the gold stan-
dard for crisis response, as evidenced 
by the fact that each geographic com-
batant commander (GCC) has reg-
istered a requirement for persistent 
ARG/MEU coverage. Unfortunately, 
no ARG/MEU was available to effec-
tively respond to the attack in Benghazi, 
Libya, which exposed the limitation of 
the current ARG/MEU employment 
model. Today’s ARG/MEU construct 
only provides a persistent presence to 
Central Command (CentCom) and 
Pacifc Command (PaCom). The in-
creasingly complex and uncertain world 
situation has intensifed the ARG/MEU 
requirement, therefore the Navy-Marine 
Corps Team must do better to meet the 
demand. This article offers a concept to 
increase persistent ARG/MEU coverage 
with a forward presence of four ARG/
MEUs in support of GCCs, while tak-
ing into account the constraints of fscal 

austerity and the strategic rebalance to 
the Pacifc.

The Requirement Is for an ARG/MEU
 An ARG/MEU is a composite force 
that includes aviation, ground, logistics, 
and naval capabilities, and is trained to 

plan and execute rapidly in response to 
a crisis. The most critical item that an 
ARG/MEU offers national policymak-

ers is decision space. Figure 1 represents 
crises during the past two decades to 
which ARG/MEUs have responded; 
what is not depicted in Figure 1 is the 
tenfold number of crises to which ARG/
MEUs have planned and postured, but 
not executed. An ARG/MEU, with all 
its embedded capability, provides GCCs 
a scalable response option across the 
spectrum of confict, from providing 
presence by loitering off the coast to 
putting approximately 2000 Marines 
ashore. This gives the President, GCCs, 
and U.S. Ambassadors a wide range 
of response options, all with built-in 
branches. For example, if executing an 
Embassy reinforcement mission with a 
platoon, a MEU can self-reinforce with 
additional Marines, armored vehicles, 
aircraft, information operations, non-
lethal weapons, consequence manage-
ment, and robust medical capability. By 
being staged afoat, MEUs offer fex-

Increase ARG/MEU 
Capacity

Responding to today’s crisis with today’s force, today

by LtCol Robert C. Rice

>LtCol Rice is Commanding Offcer, 3d Battalion, 5th Marines. He has deployed 
as a light armored reconnaissance company commander with the 13th MEU 
(2001–02); as Executive Offcer, 3d Battalion, 5th Marines, during Operation IRAQI 
FREEDOM (2007–08); and as Operations Offcer, 11th MEU (2009–10).

“Crisis—An incident or situation involving a threat to 
the United States, its citizens, military forces, or vital 
interests that develops rapidly and creates a condition 
of such diplomatic, economic, or military importance 
that commitment of military forces and resources is 
contemplated to achieve national objectives.”

—Joint Publication 3Ð0, Operations

(Joint Staff, Washington, DC, 11 August 2011)

The most critical item 
that an ARG/MEU offers 
national policymakers 
is decision space.
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ibility as the situation on the ground 
evolves, all while maintaining a mini-
mal footprint ashore.

 In response to GCC requirements, it 
has become common for ARG/MEUs 
to operate forward in a disaggregated 

manner, where their elements are be-
yond the range to mutually support each 
other. While disaggregation provides 
expanded coverage, at some point the 
tyranny of distance is too great for a 
three-ship ARG/MEU to cover (for ex-
ample, the ARG/MEU in CentCom 
was unable to support Africa Command 
(AfriCom) during the Benghazi crisis). 
To offset the lack of current ARG/MEU 
capacity, the Marine Corps has devel-
oped ad hoc security forces to support 
the growing requirements in AfriCom 
and elsewhere. The challenge with these 
small, predominately landbased forma-
tions is that they lack inherent mobil-
ity and have limited capacity to fex to 
changing circumstances on the ground 
the way an ARG/MEU can.
 While GCCs are happy to accept 
ad hoc security forces or other units 
(such as a special purpose MAGTF), 
what they really desire and need is per-

sistent ARG/MEU presence. In addi-
tion to creating decision space, ARG/
MEUs are designed to serve as enablers 
for follow-on forces and/or a joint task 
force created for a specifc crisis.

Getting to a 4.0 ARG/MEU Forward 
Presence
 Today CentCom and PaCom have 
persistent ARG/MEU coverage with 
some additional presence afforded to 
European Command (EuCom) and 
PaCom as part of ARG/MEU transits 
between the United States and Cent-
Com. Getting additional persistent 
ARG/MEU presence forward deployed 
to better meet GCC demand and to 
position the Navy-Marine Corps Team 
as the most relevant force for today’s 
security challenges requires innovative 
thought and the willingness to chal-
lenge paradigms.
 The challenge is to increase the abil-
ity to respond to crisis given that the 
Department of Defense’s incoming 
era of fscal austerity means that the 
number of amphibious ships, specif-
cally big-deck LHDs (the platform that 
forms the nucleus of an ARG/MEU) 
will remain static and that the Navy 
and Marine Corps will be unable to 
grow manpower post-Afghanistan.
 As depicted in Figures 2 and 3, the 
concept is to forward-base two ARGs—
one in the Arabian Sea and one in Aus-
tralia. These two ARGs would be in ad-
dition to the ARG already home-ported 
in Japan that supports the 31st MEU. 
For the purpose of this article, “for-
ward-basing” is defned as “ships that 
are forward-postured but not home-
ported,” meaning that the crews’ per-
manent duty stations and their families 
remain based in the United States. For 
simplicity, this article only focuses on 
big-deck amphibious ships, but the con-
cept maintains the current three-ship 
ARG construct with associated LPD- 
and LSD-class ships collocated with an 
LHD. This concept supports the strate-
gic rebalance to Asia-Pacifc by increas-
ing to two the number of ARG/MEUs 
forward in PaCom, and ensures that 
CentCom maintains a persistent ARG/
MEU and supports an ARG/MEU for 
rotational deployments in the Mediter-
ranean that can support a majority of 

“We will develop innova-

tive, low-cost, and small 

footprint approaches to 

achieve our security ob-

jectives.”

—Sustaining U.S. Glob-

al Leadership: Priori-

ties for 21st Century De-

fense 2

Figure 1.

Year Location Mission

1990 Liberia Embassy	Reinforcement,	NEO

1991 Philippines HADR

1991 Somailia	 NEO

1993 Haiti Peace	Operations

1995 Bosnia Strike,	TRAP

1996 Liberia Embassy	Reinforcement,	NEO

1996 Central	African	Rep Embassy	Reinforcement,	NEO

1997 Sierra	Leone NEO

1998 Eritrea NEO

1998 Kuwait Reinforcement	(Op	Desert	Fox)

1999 Macedonia HADR

1999 East	Timor Peace	Operations

2001 Afghanistan Strike,	Amphib	Assault

2002 Afghanistan Reinforcement	(Op	Anaconda)

2003 Iraq Amphib	Assault

2003 Liberia Embassy	Reinforcement,	NEO

2004 Philippines HADR

2006 Lebanon NEO

2007 Bangladesh HADR

2010 Pakistan HADR

2011 Libya CAS,	TRAP

2012 USA Defense	Support	to	Civil	Auth

Examples	of	ARG/MEU	Crisis	Response	1990-Present

   CAS: Close air support   NEO: Noncombatant evacuation operation
   HADR: Humanitarian assistance/disaster relief TRAP: Tactical recovery of aircraf and personnel
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EuCom and AfriCom requirements. 
Each coast would maintain an ARG/
MEU for training and another would 
be factored into shipyard maintenance. 
This leaves one additional ARG/MEU 
based on the east coast to support the-
ater security cooperation deployments 
to Southern Command and AfriCom, 
as well as the ability to surge in the 
event of a major crisis. This proposed 
ARG/MEU laydown postures the Ma-
rine Corps to conduct a broad spectrum 
of crisis response activities, including 
humanitarian assistance/disaster re-
lief, counterpiracy operations, peace 
operations, protection/reinforcement 
of U.S. Embassies, and the evacuation 
of American citizens along the littorals, 
primarily focused on the Middle East 

and South Asia where future crises are 
most likely to occur and where the cur-
rent defense strategic guidance says that 
the Department of Defense will focus.3

 Finally, this ARG/MEU laydown 
supports the concept of regionalization 

at the MEF level as tasked in Marine 
Corps Service Campaign Plan.4 II MEF 
would support rotational deployments 
to the Mediterranean in support of 

AfriCom and EuCom, I MEF would 
support the CentCom ARG/MEU, and 
III MEF would be responsible for the 
two ARG/MEUs in PaCom (utilizing 
forces assigned from I MEF via the unit 
deployment program).
 Making this concept practical re-
quires paradigm changes in both the 
institutional Navy and Marine Corps. 
For the Navy this would mean rotating 
crews between forward-based locations 
and home ports, which entails relook-
ing at the concept of “sea swap” (which 
was validated in 2004 with destroyers).5 

The Navy is successfully forward-basing 
mine countermeasure ships in the Ara-
bian Gulf.
 From the Marine Corps’ perspec-
tive, this paradigm change would mean 
accepting that the intense MEU pre-
deployment workup cycle can be ac-
complished on a set of ships different 
than those the MEU will be forward-
deployed on. There will be issues, espe-
cially with command and control and 
communications equipment; however, 
these issues may be the catalyst to re-
solve which communications systems 
should be the baseline for a MEU. On 
a limited scale, the Marine Corps has 
already demonstrated a variation of this 
concept; consider the initial stages of 
Operation UNIFIED PROTECTOR in 
Libya when the ground combat ele-
ment of the 26th MEU was committed 
ashore in Afghanistan and a replace-
ment battalion was sent forward. This 
concept also builds on the experience 

Figure 2. Notional ARG/MEU global presence.

Hull Ship Homeport Fwd	Base COCOM

LHA	5* USS	Peleliu West	Coast N/A Training

LHD	1 USS	Wasp West	Coast N/A Maintenance

LHD	2 USS	Essex East	Coast N/A Training

LHD	3 USS	Kearsarge East	Coast N/A **EUCOM/AFRICOM

LHD	4 USS	Boxer East	Coast N/A **EUCOM/AFRICOM

LHD	5 USS	Bataan East	Coast N/A Maintenance

LHD	6 USS	Bonhomme	Richard Japan Japan PACOM

LHD	7 USS	Iwo	Jima West	Coast Australia PACOM

LHD	8 USS	Makin	Island West	Coast Arabian	Gulf CENTCOM

Notional	LHA/D	Amphibious	Ship	Posture

*Note-	LHD	5	will	be	replaced	by	LHA	6-	USS	America

Figure 3.

There will be issues, 

especially with com-

mand and control. . . .
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of sourcing the 31st MEU where the 
battalion landing team from I MEF 
does not train on the ARG based in 
Japan prior to deployment. The MEU’s 
gear (with the potential exception of the 
MEU’s aviation assets, which can self-
deploy) would stay with the forward-
based ARG and the Marines would 
deploy by air and link with their equip-
ment and the ARG in-theater, similar 
to the way Marine units have deployed 
to Iraq and Afghanistan during the past 
decade.

Benefts

 The clear beneft of forward-basing 
is increasing the Navy/Marine Corps’ 
relevance by increasing the forward-
deployed presence of the Nation’s pre-
mier crisis response force. There would 
be substantial cost savings in fuel by 
eliminating the current 40-plus day 
one-way transit ARG/MEUs make 
from the west coast to the CentCom 
area of responsibility. With the excep-
tion of a short period of turnover, the 
overall number of days that the ARG/
MEU would be ready to respond would 
increase, reducing the opportunity cost 
of not having the force available during 
transit.
 This proposed ARG/MEU posture 
offers the President, the Secretary of 
Defense, and U.S. Ambassadors addi-
tional fexibility in responding to crises. 
It also supports the ability to marshal 
two or more ARG/MEUs based on the 
situation across GCC boundaries at the 
direction of the Secretary of Defense. 

If a crisis warrants two or more ARG/
MEUs, then there is the additional op-
tion to fy in a MEB command element 
and/or an expeditionary strike group 
headquarters, creating a crisis response 
force under fag offcer command.
 Most importantly, from a national 
security perspective, this concept sup-
ports the defense strategic rebalance 

to Asia-Pacifc by doubling the ARG/
MEU presence in PaCom by giving the 
Marine Rotational Force in Australia 
legitimate mobility and capability to 
operate af loat while simultaneously 
maintaining focus on the Middle East. 
This concept solidifes the premier role 
of the Marine Corps as the Nation’s 
force-in-readiness with its primary lane 
being that of crisis response.

Conclusion

 Certainly there are many challenges 
to implementing the concept put for-
ward in this article, to include blue/
green interoperability, equipment main-
tenance, turnover procedures, prede-
ployment training/certifcation, and 

forward-basing agreements. However, 
with detailed analysis and creative 
thinking, these obstacles can be over-
come, resulting in better support to the 
GCCs at an overall lower cost. Crisis re-
sponse harkens the Marine Corps back 
to the turn of the 20th century when, 
due to numerous overseas interventions, 
Marines were known as the State De-

partment’s troops, and also back to the 
role the Marine “fre brigade” played 
in the early stages of the Korean War. 
Innovative thinking and a willing-
ness to break paradigms can lead to a 
more global and persistent ARG/MEU 
presence, despite the limited number 
of LHDs available in the U.S. Navy’s 
inventory. Pursuit of this concept will 
position the Navy-Marine Corps Team 
to remain the Nation’s 9–1–1 force, 
ready and capable of worldwide crisis 
response.
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“The Marine Corps flls a unique lane in the joint fght, 

one that leverages the sea as the primary conduit for 

global power projection. The sea provides the pri-

mary global common through which American power 

is projected, and Marines with amphibious warships 

that carry them are purpose-built for exploiting this 

avenue.”

—Gen James F. Amos,

address to the Center for Strategic 

and International Studies,

8 November 2012

Certainly there are many challenges to implement-

ing the concept put forward in this article, to include 

blue/green interoperability, equipment maintenance, 

turnover procedures, predeployment training/certif-

cation, and forward-basing agreements.
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T
he U.S. Marine Corps is 
in danger of becoming op-
erationally irrelevant and 
strategically unviable. The 

lethality, range, and precision of mod-
ern antiaccess and area denial (A2/AD) 
weapons systems threaten political and 
military costs that will likely deter the 
employment of naval assets at the neces-
sary distances for the Marines to execute 
forcible entry operations. The Marine 
Corps should accept this lack of access 
as a “Sputnik moment” and realize the 
existential threat that is posed to the 
Corps. If the Marine Corps cannot 
execute amphibious operations against 
strategic adversaries, its survival as a 
distinct Service will be in jeopardy. 
The Corps, therefore, must adapt to 
operating in nonpermissive maritime 
environments.
 By questioning the fundamental as-
sumption of using surface shipping, one 
arrives at a surprising solution: subma-
rines. The use of submarines in support 
of amphibious landings would not only 
provide a survivable and credible forc-
ible entry option in times of crisis, but 
the platforms could enhance the fexibil-
ity of such operations. If existing naval 
systems are leveraged, this capability 
could be acquired at a feasible price and 
on a manageable timeline.
 The People’s Republic of China 
(PRC), the world’s second-largest eco-
nomic power, sets the standard in the 
design and employment of A2/AD 
weapons systems. The Third Taiwan 
Strait Crisis (1995–96) was a watershed 
moment for the Chinese Communist 
Party. Fearing a potential change to 
Taiwan’s “One China” policy during 
its frst democratic elections, the PRC 
began a year of military demonstrations 
and missile tests to deter a change to the 
Strait’s status quo. After China executed 
the largest amphibious exercise of the 
decade, the United States deployed 

two carrier strike groups to the coasts 
of Taiwan. The exhibitions promptly 
ceased. The Party’s capitulation to a 
foreign power was not only embarrass-
ing, but led some factions inside China 
to question the legitimacy of the Party 
altogether. Accordingly, the PRC has 
since invested in a counterintervention 
strategy that intends to use diplomatic, 
cultural, economic, and military strata-
gems to raise the costs of access to its 
environs, or to forbid it entirely.1

 The People’s Liberation Army has 
therefore created a network of space, 
undersea, counterspace, long-range 

strike, and information warfare systems 
to deter the employment of U.S. naval 
assets.2 The crown jewel of these sys-
tems is the DF–21D antiship ballistic 
missile (ASBM) that has been deployed 
in vicinity of the Taiwan Strait. The 
ASBM is a potential game changer, al-
lowing the People’s Liberation Army to 
target surface combatants (specifcally 
aircraft carriers and helicopter landing 
ships) at ranges of over 1,500 kilometers 
with little to no warning.3 The ability 

for an adversary to target naval task 
groups at such distances necessitates a 
sober revaluation of the Corps’ forc-
ible entry capabilities and the role those 
operations play within a larger national 
strategy.
 A common response to the argument 
that such changes are necessary is that 
the A2/AD threat is one exclusively 
posed by China. Some argue that state-
on-state conficts are anachronistic, as 
the modern globalized world order has 
led to a degree of interdependence that 
would make conventional war economic 
suicide. The Marine Corps, therefore, 
should disregard the A2/AD threat and 
focus on irregular conficts or cyber 
warfare for future relevance.
 Such an assessment is as misguided 
as it is dangerous. First, while China 
at present employs the most credible 
counterintervention strategy, she will 
not remain alone. Weapons and capa-
bilities have a tendency to proliferate. 
There is no historical basis to argue that 
A2/AD systems will not follow a similar 
path, especially if a “cool war” develops 
and proxy wars become the norm. Sec-
ond, many argue that future conficts 
will be characterized by short, rapid, 
and intense operations where objectives 
are seized before the international order 
can intervene. Such campaigns have the 
potential to force the United States into 
accepting a fait accompli, exploiting 
the distance between North America 
and Asia, as well as the United States’ 
traditional aversion to casualties. And 

Avoiding the Archer
We must focus on tactical and technological innovation

by Capt Vincent DePinto

>Capt DePinto is an 0207 currently serving as Intelligence Offcer, MAG–24, Kaneohe 
Bay, HI. Before MAG–24, he served 2 years in the 1st MAW G–2 (intelligence) 
on Camp Foster, Okinawa. Capt DePinto deployed with HMH–463 to Helmand 
Province, Afghanistan, from February 2011 to August 2011. He is a graduate of 
Expeditionary Warfare School (distance) and Weapons and Tactics Instructor 
Course, has earned a certifcate in Intelligence Studies, Chinese Intelligence 
Concerns, from the National Intelligence University, and is working toward a 
master’s degree from the Naval War College.

The Corps, therefore, 
must adapt to operating 
in nonpermissive mari-
time environments.
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last, to argue that the A2/AD problem 
is limited to China fundamentally mis-
understands the geography and strate-
gic signifcance of Asia. Robert Kaplan 
notes that by 2025, “Asia is likely to 
account for almost half of the world’s 
economic output and four of the world’s 
top 10 economies.”4 The PRC’s A2/AD 
capabilities overlap this region in depth, 
making antiaccess a regional problem.5 

The PRC will—and is—utilizing its 
overwhelming size and military strength 
to secure its strategic interests in Asia. 
The lack of a credible counter to A2/

AD systems will likely erode the cred-
ibility of U.S. security commitments in 
the Pacifc. By failing to adapt to the 
threat posed by Chinese systems, Asia 
will, in effect, be ceded as a “no-go” 
zone for the Marines, to the detriment 
of America’s strategic standing.
 The Navy and Air Force’s answer is 
known as Air-Sea Battle. The Air-Sea 
Battle concept aims to attack the Chi-
nese A2/AD capabilities as a system, 
using “networked, integrated attack-in-
depth” to “disrupt, destroy, and defeat” 
the threat.6 As Randy Forbes explains, 
“If we can consider these lines in terms 
of an enemy archer, one could choose to 
blind the archer (disrupt), kill the archer 
(destroy), or stop his arrow (defeat).”7 
The Marine Corps should be uncomfort-
able with this counter, as it is presently 
ill-suited for meaningful contribution.
 This doesn’t mean it cannot con-
tribute. The Amphibious Capabilities 
Working Group proposes that Marines 
could play a part in an A2/AD cam-
paign. Ground forces could “deny key 
terrain to the enemy, infuence popula-
tions, close selected chokepoints, seize, 
defend forward missile defense sites or 
establish expeditionary airfelds.”8 As 
budgets shrink, if the Marine Corps is 

to continue as a relevant and distinct 
military Service, it must embrace these 
missions. Neither cyber operations nor 
irregular warfare justify the Marine 
Corps’ existence—amphibious opera-
tions do. Therefore, the question is not 
why conduct forcible entry operations, 
but how.
 In order to frame the problem, it is 
necessary to understand the strategic 
setting. Future crises in the Pacifc are 
likely to be characterized by the need for 
extended deterrence, with the United 
States required to demonstrate that it 

will incur costs to defend an ally far 
removed from the homeland.9 In the 
past, surface combatants have been 
used to demonstrate resolve and pro-
vide the requisite coercive credibility. As 
mentioned earlier, in 1996 two carrier 
strike groups were able to deter China 
and facilitate the peaceful resolution 
of the Third Taiwan Strait Crisis. The 
large-decks’ vulnerability would likely 

preclude their employment in a similar 
scenario today. The trends of antiship 
weaponry are allowing the defender to 
achieve a favorable balance of power, 
making past approaches obsolescent.
 This creates skepticism as to whether 
the United States possesses the political 
will to place its symbolic and expen-
sive capital ships in danger to defend a 
third-party’s interests. Either the United 
States will concede, thus surrendering 
the strategic Pacifc to a rival power, 
or alternative options will be used. In 
either situation, large expeditionary 
strike groups will be strategically ir-
relevant. Operational Maneuver From 
the Sea states that “to infuence events 
overseas, America requires a credible, 
forwardly deployable, power projection 
capability.”10 The Marine Corps can 
fulfll this charge by using submersible 
assault support platforms to provide 
stealthy and survivable forcible entry 
options in times of crisis.
 By questioning the use of surface 
shipping, the Marine Corps would not 
only preserve its traditional capabili-
ties, but also enhance operational fex-
ibility in the execution of amphibious 
operations. The main argument for this 
approach is survivability. The use of 
submarines would eliminate the threat 
posed by cruise missiles and ASBMs by 
using the cover and concealment of the 
ocean. Instead of blinding archers or 
destroying arrows, the enemy’s defensive 

The USS Perch (ASSP 313). (Navy photo accessed at http://en.wikipedia.org.)

Future crises in the Pacifc are likely to be character-
ized by the need for extended deterrence, with the 
United States required to demonstrate that it will in-
cur costs to defend an ally far removed from the home-
land.
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strong points can be bypassed; the sea 
can become the Marines’ Ardennes.
 Additionally, the use of subsurface 
shipping allows the Marine Corps to 
fulfll the objectives laid out by the 
Amphibious Capabilities Working 
Group. In Naval Amphibious Capabil-
ity in the 21st Century, one of the key 
principles in future operations would 
be “battlespace shaping through littoral 
maneuver.”11 Littoral maneuver creates 
opportunities for friendly forces to apply 
strength against weakness, but current 
expeditionary support is not capable of 
fulflling this charge.
 The slow movement of large am-
phibious ships can be tracked by space-
based systems, signals intelligence, and 
both over-the-horizon and shorebased 
radar. In times of crisis, near-peer in-
telligence organizations with modern 
collection capabilities and basic ana-
lytic skills would able to identify and 
properly defend the limited set of suit-
able beaches. Then, the subsequent 
ship-to-shore connectors will not be 
sailing into a position of strength, but 
into one of prepared defenses. When 
the enemy is able to track the location 
of surface combatants with accuracy, 
maneuver becomes movement. The use 
of submersibles would not only allow 
for true maneuver; by harnessing their 
ability to close clandestinely with shore, 
simplifed connectors such as infatable 
boats could be used to access beaches 
heretofore considered unfeasible. This 
development would enhance friendly 
fexibility while simultaneously forcing 
the adversary to stretch his defensive 
perimeter.
 Through the low signatures of 
submarines, the Marine Corps could 
reclaim the element of surprise. By 
embracing the inherent stealth of sub-
marines, Marines could “strain” the 
situational awareness of the enemy. 
This vulnerability could be exploited by 
minimizing the role that threat plays in 
selecting landing sites, allowing a com-
mander to concentrate on factors that 
would result in a marked operational 
advantage, such as mobility inland and 
proximity to high-value targets, or, most 
importantly, to those that will lead to 
the destruction of the adversary’s will 
and capacity to resist. While survivabil-

ity is the initial argument, the ultimate 
attraction of employing submarines is 
that they could serve as a catalyst for 
amphibious forces to seize the initiative.
 While radical, the idea is not origi-
nal. At the close of World War II, the 
U.S. Navy created preliminary sketch-
es of a submarine LST (landing ship, 
tank). One such design was intended to 
embark 2,240 Marines on a 10,000-ton 
submarine measuring 720 feet long by 
124 feet wide.12 While these ambitious 
designs never left the drawing board, 
more moderate ones did. The USS Perch 
(ASSP 313) was reclassifed as a trans-
port submarine, inserting Marines and 
underwater demolition teams in support 
of combat operations in both Korea and 
Vietnam. Of note, the Perch was able to 
carry a tracked landing vehicle in the 
cargo hangar and launch it by submerg-
ing.13

 In the modern era, the Navy and 
special operations forces (SOF) have 
embraced the concept of using subma-
rines to put landing forces ashore. The 
Ohio-class SSBN was originally built to 
hold 24 Trident missiles, but was later 

converted to support SOF and land at-
tack missions as the need for a survivable 
thermonuclear deterrent diminished. 
Of the 24 tubes, 22 were retroftted 
with vertical launch systems, primar-
ily for Tomahawk Land Attack Missiles. 
Tubes 1 and 2 were converted to serve 
as lockout chambers for 66 embarked 
SOF personnel.14

 It might be wise to consider such an 
option on a grander scale. The Ohio-
class is expected to retire in 2029; these 
sizeable boats could be retired early and 
reconfgured to support larger contin-
gents of Marines. Dry dock shelters 
could be equipped to support amphibi-
ous vehicles, similar to that of the USS 
Perch.
 While the Ohio-class is aging, it 
could be cost effective to leverage ex-
isting legacy systems rather than at-
tempt to create something likely to be 
impossible: a long-range, armored, fast, 
and affordable expeditionary fghting 
vehicle, for example. Moreover, due 
to the submarines’ abilities to surface 
silently in close proximity to poten-
tial landing areas, the need for such 

USS Perch (ASSP 313) preparing to launch an LVT amphibious tractor during a 1949 exercise. 
The vehicle could be carried in the cargo hangar and launched by fooding down the subma-
rine. (The American Submarine by Norman Polmar, courtesy of Robert Hurst.)
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an expensive ship-to-shore connector 
could be eliminated. This might result 
in a “dividend” to aid in justifying re-
confguration. It is notable that where 
approximately $3 billion and several 
decades were spent on the failed Ex-
peditionary Fighting Vehicle program, 
the Ohio-class SSBN/SSGN conversion 
cost less than $1 billion per boat and 
took less than 5 years to complete.15 
Viewed within the context of present 
and future budget restraints, the af-
fordability and condensed timeline of 
utilizing existing naval capabilities to 
accomplish future missions could make 
an outlandish idea startlingly feasible. 
It is imperative to remember that the 
Marine Corps not only needs to fnd a 
solution to the threat posed by A2/AD 
systems, but that it needs to be able to 
afford one.

 Last, the period between the phasing 
out of these boats and their reconfgu-
ration would allow the Marine Corps 
time to write the doctrine, tactics, and 
techniques necessary to maximize the 
potential capabilities and solve the in-
evitable problems. This time will also 
allow the Corps to take candid look at 
what role it will play within confict 
characterized by a nonpermissive mari-
time environment.
 If Marines are to continue consider-
ing themselves the “tip of the spear,” 
they must reconnect with their Title 
10 duties such as the “seizure or defense 
of advanced naval bases and . . . such 
land operations as may be essential to 
the prosecution of a naval campaign.”16 
There exist signifcant possibilities for 
the use of light infantry to seize key 
terrain, psychologically harass adver-
saries, or attack high-value targets in 
support of naval operations. Instead of 
large mechanized formations, it may 
be prudent to revisit the concept of the 
Raider Battalions. Indeed, the Raid-

ers’ textbook raid on Makin Island was 
executed using two submarines. Such 
operations would add another domain 
to which an adversary would have to 
react, not only increasing the credibility 
of Air-Sea Battle, but also cementing the 
future of the Corps as a relevant and 
unique Service.
 The way forward may be a quick re-
action force, perhaps using the Marine 
Corps’ quick reaction force in Spain as 
a loose template. This would eliminate 
the need for Marines to suffer long, sub-
merged deployments, and increase the 
carrying capabilities of the submarines. 
Short transits would allow initial plan-
ning, coordination, and embarkation to 
take place at traditional force generation 
nodes such as Okinawa or Guam, or via 
potential sites at Subic Bay, Singapore, 
or Darwin. This would limit the need 

for onboard planning spaces, reduce 
connectivity requirements, and offer 
immediate, scalable options to a com-
batant commander.
 To make such a small force credible, 
the Corps would have to invest heav-
ily in lightweight mobility, antiarmor, 
and antiair weapons to facilitate inde-
pendence in a contested environment. 
Fire support solutions would prove 
troublesome, but not insurmountable. 
Nevertheless, current logistics doctrine 
and supply concepts would have to be 
practically reinvented. Admittedly, lo-
gistical support is the Achilles heel of 
this approach. However, in some sce-
narios, mobility, surprise, and precision 
will be more important than frepower 
en masse. As the Amphibious Capa-
bilities Working Group noted, smaller 
units are able to provide effects on target 
that were once thought possible only 
through larger formations.17

 The role of the aviation combat ele-
ment is also unclear. While Marines 
would be able to get safely ashore, the 

potential absence of air cover poses sig-
nifcant risks to their safety and ability 
to impose a combined arms dilemma. 
This drawback could be mitigated by 
landbased fghter support. It is not the 
credibility of the F–35 that is in ques-
tion, but that of the “big, expensive, 
and vulnerable” large-decks.18 While in 
the past, unilateral action was deemed 
as a strategic necessity, such may not 
be the case as smaller nations look to 
hedge their security against increasingly 
belligerent regional powers.
 The problems are daunting, but they 
will be encountered regardless of the 
way forward. If Marines continue to 
focus on what is safe, traditional, and 
popular, the future of our Corps will 
be in jeopardy. Now more than ever, 
Marines must embrace their historical 
lineage of tactical and technological in-
novation to meet their core missions and 
preserve their autonomy. The Marine 
Corps must remember that war—as 
well as congressional budget debates—
is a battle for survival. Therefore, the 
Marines must embrace a central lesson 
from Charles Darwin’s On the Origin 
of Species: It is not the most intellectual 
or the strongest species that survive. 
The species that survive are the ones 
best able to adapt to their changing 
environments.19 The Marine Corps of 
today must understand that the past 
isn’t always an effective guide for the 
future. We are lucky that the Marines 
who came before us did.
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Ideas & Issues (OperatIOns)

I
n the late 1950s the U.S. military 
recognized the potential of satel-
lites to enhance military capabili-
ties.1 Since then, the military use 

of satellite technology has continuously 
increased to a point where, at present, 
satellite-provided services are an integral 
part of all of the doctrinal warfghting 
functions. There can be no doubt that 
satellites have signifcantly contributed 
to the technological superiority of the 
U.S. military and have enhanced the 
military’s capability in war and in peace. 
However, as the role of satellites has 
increased, dependence upon them has 
also increased commensurately. It is vi-
tally important that we do not become 
so dependent upon satellites that they 
become our critical vulnerability; there-
fore, leaders must ensure that Marines 
are prepared to effectively fght in an 
environment in which satellite use is 
limited or denied.

Scope of Military Satellite Use
 The satellite is a signifcant factor in 
U.S. combat power, and its impact is 
apparent across all six warfghting func-
tions. In the intelligence community, 
satellite reconnaissance provides im-
agery intelligence, signals intelligence, 
and measurement and signature intel-
ligence, as well as a means to transmit 
this intelligence worldwide.2 3 Satellites 
support maneuver commanders by en-
hancing situational awareness through 
friendly-force tracking and by providing 
precision navigation through the GPS. 
Satellite communications (SatCom) 
play an ever-increasing role in command 
and control functions, particularly at 
higher echelons. In expeditionary en-
vironments, tactical data networks are 
heavily reliant upon satellite connec-

tivity.4 Weapons systems using GPS 
guidance were once limited to the air 
domain, but now include ground sys-
tems as well, and these satellite-based 
weapons systems are an important part 
of MAGTF fres planning. In sustain-
ment operations, logisticians use sat-
ellites to track shipments and move-
ments of supplies across the battlefeld.5 
Satellite technology is even part of the 
force protection warfghting function, 
comprising a signifcant portion of the 
national early warning system.6

 Not only has the military’s use of 
satellite-provided capability steadily in-

creased in scope, now, more than ever 
before, satellite technology can now be 
found at lower levels. Satellites are no 
longer simply a strategic asset relevant 
only to those at the higher echelons of 
the military; they are also a tactical as-
set used at levels all the way down to 
the individual Marine with a handheld 
GPS receiver and SatCom radio.
 The Marine Corps’ present focus on 
expeditionary and distributed opera-
tions can only increase the tendency to 
rely on satellite services, as small units 
may be located in even more remote 
areas and further from higher and ad-

A Critical 
Vulnerability

Satellites may potentially become a major threat

by Capt Eric Mitchell

>Capt Mitchell is a signals intelligence offcer (MOS 0206) currently attending 
MAGTF Intelligence Offcer Course. He deployed with the 15th MEU and in support 
of Operation IRAQI FREEDOM.

Satellites have become a signifcant factor in all warfghting functions. (Photo by Cpl Meghan J. 

Canlas.)
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jacent units than ever before. Indeed, 
a signifcant number of the systems in 
U.S. Marine Corps Concepts and Pro-
grams 2011 use SatCom or GPS technol-
ogy, including the Warfghter Network 
Services-Tactical, the amphibious as-
sault vehicle C7 command and control 
upgrade, the Counterintelligence and 
Human Intelligence Equipment Pro-
gram, the FA-150-T Mil Fly-away, the 
Expeditionary Pack-Up Kit component 
of the Marine Aviation Logistics Sup-
port Program II, Mobile Tactical Air 
Operations Module, the Joint Preci-
sion Aerial Delivery System-Ultra Light 
Weight, and Tactical Hydrographic 
Survey Equipment, along with many 
others.7 8

Are Our Satellites Vulnerable?

 The unembellished reality is that our 
satellites cannot be considered invulner-
able. After the fall of the Soviet Union 
two decades ago, American space supe-
riority became nearly absolute; and as 
U.S. military reliance on satellite-based 
systems grew, so did the tendency to 
take the perpetuity of these systems and 
capabilities for granted. However, ignor-
ing the potential risks to our satellite 
systems creates a potential vulnerability 
that could be exploitable by a savvy foe.
 Of all possible threats to our satel-
lite capabilities, physical destruction 
of the actual satellites by a hostile ac-
tor would be the most catastrophic. In 
January 2008 the People’s Republic of 
China shattered any lingering illusions 
about the invulnerability of satellites by 
demonstrating the ability to successfully 
destroy an orbiting satellite with a ki-
netic strike from a groundbased missile.9 
Although the capability to kinetically 
target satellites is only known to be held 
by the United States, China, and Russia, 
the number of nations that achieve this 
level of technological sophistication will 
undoubtedly grow in the future.10

 Hostile actors can also conduct 
groundbased or airbased attacks against 
satellites using nonkinetic means. Di-
rected laser beams from ground stations 
or airborne platforms are capable of 
temporarily blinding satellite sensors 
(e.g., when the satellite passes over a cer-
tain area of the earth) or damaging the 
sensors. The future of antisatellite/space 

warfare will very likely involve lasers 
powerful enough to infict irreparable 
damage to satellites, rendering them 
inoperable.11

 The most likely threat to our satel-
lite capabilities is electronic attack (ei-
ther jamming or spoofng) against the 
ground systems and devices that receive 
satellite signals. When the communi-
cations link between a satellite and its 
ground receiver is severed, the satellite 
becomes no more useful to the warf-
ighter than a random, orbiting chunk of 
metal. Antisatellite attacks using ballis-
tic missiles or laser systems require vast 

resources and highly advanced technol-
ogy; therefore, those types of attacks are 
realistically limited to state-level actors. 
In contrast, the equipment needed to 
conduct an electronic attack is widely 
available, relatively inexpensive, and can 
be feasibly operated by terrorists or other 
nonstate actors—which is the reason 
why this type of attack is the most likely 
to be encountered. GPS-jamming de-
vices in particular can be acquired by 
nearly anyone who wants one, either 
by purchase on the open market or by 
improvised construction.12 Even more 
disturbing than the concept of GPS 

Satellite sensors can be temporarily blinded, thereby adversely affecting command and con-
trol. (Photo by Cpl Daniel Wulz.)
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signals being jammed is the possibility 
of GPS signals being spoofed—that is, 
fooling a GPS receiver by mimicking a 
satellite signal and transmitting faulty 
location data. Such an attack could 
have grave consequences for units and 
systems relying on GPS.13

 There are two additional nonhos-
tile threats to our satellites: a massive 
solar fare and collisions with “space 
junk.” These two events have a low 
probability of occurrence but should 
not be ignored. A massive solar fare, 
or solar superstorm, could physically 
damage or destroy satellites and disrupt 
radio signals to the point where GPS is 
nonfunctional. Although a solar event 

of this magnitude statistically occurs 
approximately once every 500 years, 
scientists are unable to predict when 
they will happen.14 If such an event 
should take place, the effect on our 
satellite capabilities could be absolutely 
catastrophic, considering that hostile 
actions would likely only disable one or 
a handful of satellites, but that a solar 
fare could potentially affect an entire 
sky full of satellites. Lastly, satellites may 
be vulnerable to collision with orbit-
ing clouds of debris known as “space 
junk.” The current space junk threat 
is low; however, the amount of space 
junk orbiting the earth is increasing at 
an alarming rate, leading scientists to 

conclude that it is only a matter of time 
before it becomes a signifcant threat to 
satellites.15

 The various hostile and nonhostile 
threats to our satellite systems and ca-
pabilities demonstrate that there is no 
place for complacency regarding their 
vulnerability; therefore, Marine leaders 
cannot afford to operate on the assump-
tion that the satellite-provided services 
they use will always be available.

Mitigating Risk
 Given the widespread reliance upon 
satellite technology and the inherent 
vulnerabilities of satellite systems, satel-
lites could become our critical vulner-
ability if mitigating steps are not taken. 
Marine leaders at the tactical level can 
do little to make our space assets less 
vulnerable, and organizations within 
the Department of Defense already 
exist for the purpose of fnding ways 
to protect and preserve them. Leaders, 
however, can most certainly reduce the 
criticality of this vulnerability to their 
respective units, thus it is imperative 
they take concrete steps to ensure that 
Marines remain capable of effectively 
operating in an environment in which 
satellite services are degraded or denied. 
The enhanced capabilities provided by 
satellite technology can be an important 
force multiplier, but Marines must be 
prepared to fght without them.
 How can Marines avoid overdepen-
dence on satellites? As with most combat 
skills, this can be accomplished through 
training and exercises. Leaders should 
take the concrete step of developing 
or maintaining profciency in satellite 
“workarounds,” and exercise planners 
should incorporate simulated satellite 
blackouts into training exercises in order 
to force Marines to function without 
the satellite support they have become 
so dependent on. Communicators and 
radio operators must maintain a high 
level of profciency in high-frequency 
communications, since it is the only 
over-the-air, long-haul communications 
alternative to SatCom. Marines at all 
levels should be periodically placed in 
situations wherein they must use only 
traditional navigation and geolocation. 
Intelligence personnel must seek to de-
velop and employ nontraditional intelli-We need to avoid overdependence on satellites. (Photo by Cpl Meghan J. Canlas.)
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gence, surveillance, and reconnaissance 
methods to supplement the intelligence 
that is derived from satellites. Decision-
makers should use exercises to rehearse 
making tactical decisions in situations 
in which the normal amount of avail-
able intelligence is drastically reduced, 
and in which friendly-force informa-
tion provided by satellite tracking or 
SatCom is nonexistent. If these steps 
are taken, Marines will remain combat 
effective even when our satellite systems 
fail.

Conclusion

 It is possible that our satellites will 
never be successfully attacked, that they 
will never experience a debilitating nat-
ural disaster, and that the services they 
provide will remain uninterrupted far 
into the future; however, leaders have 
the responsibility of ensuring that their 
Marines are trained and prepared for 
the worst-case scenario, as this is their 
duty to the country that made them 
leaders of Marines. America enjoys a 
distinct technological advantage over 
its foes provided by its space programs 
and satellite assets, and Marines can 
help ensure that this advantage does 
not turn into a critical vulnerability.
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E
ven though the Afghan calen-
dar is only at the year 1392, the 
call for the military of Afghani-
stan to step up to modern-day 

technology is now. With the dangers 
of convoys and improvised explosive 
devices ever present, the use of com-
munications technology can help to 
mitigate some of these risks while at the 
same time making command and con-
trol of Afghan National Army (ANA) 
units much more effective and effcient. 
While it sounds like a great idea, the 
realities of incorporating this technol-
ogy into a less-developed military are 
proving to be problematic at best.
 Issues in the communications realm 
of the ANA essentially boil down to 
three distinct topics: maintenance is-
sues, improper use of radio capabilities, 
and lack of infrastructure needed for 
accessing the Internet. While mainte-
nance concerns mainly stem from sup-
ply system incompetency, little progress 
has been made on the latter two topics, 
even with heavy coalition force infu-
ence.

More Harm Than Good

 The Marine Corps’ ability to send 
encrypted radio messages is one of the 
most important and relied upon meth-
ods of commanding and controlling a 
unit without “outsiders” listening in. 
While we have been able to do this ef-
fectively for years with top-of-the-line 
Harris radios, the ANA is forced to rely 
upon much less sophisticated equipment 
produced by a company called Datron 

(based in California). While simpler 
may sound better, in this case, it most 
assuredly is not. Afghan commanders 
refuse to use the encryption setting on 
Datron equipment because the trans-
missions from this less refned waveform 
come across “sounding like a robot” and 
in most cases, extremely muffed. The 
commanders instead settle for clearer 

but unencrypted transmissions that can 
be (and often are) infltrated by insur-
gents with a basic adjustable frequency 
radio receiver. This unfortunately re-
sults in operational security breaches 
that translate into lost initiative and 
often death on the battlefeld.
 Regardless of the weak encryption 
capabilities of their radio equipment, 

The 21st-Century 
Afghan National 

Army
Integrating communications technology 

into a developing military force

by 1stLt Dominic Chiaverotti

>1stLt Chiaverotti served as the Communications Advisor, 1st Brigade, 215th 
Corps, ANA, in Helmand Province. He is currently the Data Platoon Commander, 
Communications Company, Headquarters Battalion, 1st MarDiv.

Improper use and enforcement of encryption is inhibiting ANA development and indepen-
dence. (Photo by GySgt Jeremiah Johnson.)
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the solution for this budding profes-
sional military is most defnitely not to 
stop using encryption altogether. This 
is where the second issue with ANA en-
cryption lies: policy. The Marine Corps 
does two very important things to en-
sure encryption is utilized down to the 
lowest level: First, it employs Electronic 
Key Management System managers to 
be accountable for and take ownership 
of encryption distribution at every unit, 
and second, it trains entry-level radio 
operators on the importance of en-
cryption and to ensure its use at every 
available opportunity. In the ANA, the 
“personnel tashkiel” (think “manning 
document”) provides for cipher and 
security offcers down to the brigade 
level, but does not hold them account-
able for ensuring the use of encryption 
at their respective units. This is magni-
fed by the fact that none of the basically 
trained radio operators who run most of 
the equipment throughout the country 
understand the importance or necessity 
for encrypted transmissions. With no 
one to point the fnger at for this capa-
bility gap, systematic failure results, and 
with it comes widespread loss of secret 
information and, unfortunately, dead 
soldiers. For the ANA to improve on 
this aspect in the long run will require a 
revamping of policy and education from 
the Ministry of Defense level and below. 
For now, however, it is imperative that 
they designate and hold commanders 
accountable for encryption usage and 
they can start now by educating their 
radio operators on the importance of 
its employment.

Internet: Is It Feasible?

 In order for the ANA to transmit 
mission-essential documents from one 
unit to another, they often must plan 
and execute long and dangerous con-
voys to carry the information to the 
intended recipient. In the Marine Corps 
we often take for granted our ability to 
send such documents around the world 
in seconds in the form of an e-mail. 
The ANA has been working toward 
acquiring Internet capabilities down to 
the brigade level for years, but, as of the 
summer of 2013, brigades throughout 
the entire country are without Internet 
access. This is absolutely unacceptable, 

and the reasoning for it is an unimpres-
sive lack of practical thought. Instead 
of relying on small satellite systems that 
can be purchased with relatively high 
data rates for only a few thousand dol-
lars, coalition force contracts instead 
vied for static groundbased microwave 
links that involve local national con-
tractors completing large installation 
projects. Rather than having a relatively 
small piece of equipment that the ANA 
already owns, trains on, and maintains, 
they instead have been forced to have lo-
cal nationals install large Internet towers 
which the ANA cannot move, repair, or 

adjust. The other issue is that the con-
tracts for the work of the local nation-
als are not specifc or detailed enough 
to hold the contractors accountable for 
completing their projects in a reason-
able amount of time. Entire brigades 
have planned, built, and moved into a 
completely different site in the time it 
takes for an Internet contract to come 
to fruition at the original site.
 An additional alternative, and one 
that is a popular talking point within 
the topic of large-scale development in 
the country as a whole, is the coun-
trywide fber ring that is under con-

Poor planning in regard to Internet contracts and equipment acquisition have put the ANA 
years behind where it should be. (Photo by Cpl Lin Adkins.)
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struction. While this has the potential 
to provide a long-term, stable Internet 
solution to a vast area of Afghanistan, it 
is not without its own signifcant down-
falls. Aside from being an extremely 
expensive project, the fber ring requires 
hundreds of miles of digging several 

feet into solid ground, which is often 
unforgiving in a place with terrain like 
Afghanistan’s. The fber line is also 
easily susceptible to damage, and if a 
portion of the line is cut or a critical 
node destroyed, Internet services will 
be indefnitely impaired. The fber ring 
solution also does not have the fexibility 
to move with a unit if it relocates after 

the construction is complete. While it 
may be of assistance to the development 
of Afghanistan in the long term, it is 
likely not the right solution for ANA 
units when a satellite solution is not 
only feasible but also much easier and 
much more practical. The way ahead is 

to advise the Afghanistan Ministry of 
Defense to not renew the contracts with 
local companies and instead invest in 
more of the moveable satellite systems.

Can It Be Done?

 In summary, developing the ANA 
to effectively make use of modern-
day technology involves two crucial 

concepts: ensuring the proper use of 
encrypted radio transmissions and 
providing realistic and feasible Inter-
net solutions. If we can infuence ANA 
commanders to designate and hold ac-
countable a responsible individual for 
encryption usage, and make their op-
erators understand its necessity, it is not 
too late to allow the ANA to make large 
gains in effective, secure command and 
control of their units. Secondly, if we 
can steer away from civilian Internet 
contracts that employ static, compli-
cated systems and instead employ mo-
bile satellite systems that their military 
already owns, we can provide Internet 
to needing units in a realistic amount of 
time. Only time will tell if these devel-
opments in communications technology 
will come before the Afghan calendar 
reaches the 21st century.
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I
n recent years the growing potential 
for economic, military, and gov-
ernmental devastation posed by 
one nation-state’s use of computer 

network technologies to destroy or dam-
age another nation-state’s critical cyber 
systems has incited dispute over the na-
ture of such operations. Most state and 
military offcials commonly describe 
this use of cyber technology as an “of-
fensive cyber attack.” At the forefront of 
these cyber attack debates are questions 
of whether or not these acts constitute 
a use of force as defned by U.N. char-
ter, and if not, is the United States in 
particular nonetheless required to ap-
ply the law of armed confict (LOAC) 
when conducting offensive cyber at-
tacks. Current U.S. policy is to treat of-
fensive cyber attacks as a “use of force,” 
as defned by Article 2(4) of the U.N. 
Charter, thus subject to LOAC.1

 An examination of whether or not 
offensive cyber attacks may consti-
tute a violation of international legal 
paradigm other than the U.N. Char-
ter is beyond the scope of this article. 
For instance, offensive cyber attacks 
may, depending of the facts and cir-
cumstances, constitute an “attack” as 
defned by Article 49(1) of Protocol Ad-
ditional to the Geneva Conventions of 
12 August 1949 and Relating to the 
Protection of Victims of International 
Armed Conficts; however, an analysis 
of international treaty and customary 
law strongly suggests that, with limited 
exceptions, offensive cyber attacks con-
stitute neither a use of force against the 
territorial integrity of a foreign state as 
prohibited by the U.N. Charter, nor an 
international armed confict triggering 

LOAC. Consequently, in the absence of 
new treaty law or additions to existing 
international law, the U.S. Government 
and its military offcials should plan 
offensive cyber attacks in accordance 
with strategic political goals.

Use of Force Under the U.N. Charter 

and International Law

 Following the conclusion of the Sec-
ond World War, Allied Forces estab-
lished the foundations of an interna-

tional charter that, among other things, 
set the governing standards for the use 
of force by nation-states.2 The majority 
of nation-states accept this charter as 
international customary law that governs 
when it is acceptable to resort to the 
use of force.3 Specifcally, Article 2(4) 
of the U.N. Charter states that “[a]ll 
members shall refrain in their interna-
tional relations from the threat or use 
of force against the territorial integrity 
or political independence of any state,” 

Offensive 
Cyber Attacks

The improper classifcation of cyber operations as a “use of force” or 

“armed confict” subject to the international laws of armed confict

by Capt Nelson F. Candelario, Jr.

>Capt Candelario is a judge advocate. He has deployed to Afghanistan as a regi-
mental deputy staff judge advocate and battalion judge advocate. Capt Candelario 
is currently assigned to Judge Advocate Division, Headquarters Marine Corps. 
He wrote this article as a student at Expeditionary Warfare School, academic 
year 2012–13.

Do cyber attacks constitute a use of force? (U.S. Air Force fle photo.)
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subject to two exceptions.4 5 The frst 
exception, found in Article 39 of the 
charter, involves the powers of the Se-
curity Council.6 The second exception 
is the inherent right of individual or col-
lective self-defense as defned by Article 
51 and international customary law.7

 The precise meaning of the language 
“use of force” has long been a subject 
of dispute. In 1945 Brazil submitted a 
proposal to extend the scope of Article 
2(4) to include taking actions of high 
impact on nation-state governments, 

such as one nation-state’s use of eco-
nomic coercion tactics against another.8 

The U.N. and its members rejected this 
proposition then, and did so again 25 
years later when another nation-state 
proposed a similar interpretation of “use 
of force.”9 The U.N. instead retained 
the understanding that what constitutes 
“use of force” must be determined by 
analyzing the instrument used (e.g., 
military weapon). The consensus 
among the international community 
is that this prohibition on the use of 
force applies to armed force and does not 
extend to, as some smaller states often 
argue, economic sanctions and similar 
coercion tactics.10 These rejections are 
strong indications that both the drafters 
and the majority signatories meant for 
a narrow defnition of “use of force.”

Cyber Attacks and Use of Force
 A narrow defnition of “use of force” 
would preclude its extension to the ma-
jority of offensive cyber attacks. In re-
cent years, however, many academics 
and government representatives have 
challenged the premise that nation-
states should defne “use of force” so 
narrowly. They have instead adopted 
a “consequence-based” approach to 
analyzing the legality of offensive cy-
ber operations and whether a cyber 
attack qualifes as use of force. The 
consequence-based approach shifts fo-

cus from the means or instrument used 
to the result of the cyber attack.
 Professor Michael Schmitt, former 
chairman of the International Law 
Department at the U.S. Naval War 
College, was the frst to advocate this 
consequence-based approach.11 Schmitt 
proposed a seven-criteria examination 
for evaluating the consequences of cy-
ber attacks on the target state: sever-
ity, immediacy, directness, invasiveness, 
measurability, presumptive legitimacy, 
and responsibility.12 The severity factor 

focuses on the amount of harm, i.e., 
physical harm to individuals or prop-
erty.13 The immediacy factor focuses 
on the timing of consequences in rela-
tion to the alleged cyber attack.14 The 
directness factor focuses on an alleged 
attack, the resulting consequences, and 
the causative relationship.15 Invasiveness 
looks to the level of intrusion necessary 
to execute the attack.16 Measurability 
evaluates how much damage the attack 
causes.17 The presumptive legitimacy 
factor addresses whether international 
law explicitly prohibits the act.18 And 
the fnal factor, responsibility, stands 
for the following premise:

[T]he closer the nexus between a state 
and the operations, the more likely oth-
er states will be inclined to characterize 
them as uses of force.19

 At frst glance Schmitt’s model seems 
to permit a fexible approach to cyber 
attacks. A closer look reveals several 
problems. First, Schmitt’s factors are 
nondeterminative criteria.20 Conse-
quently this is a case-by-case evalua-
tion system that will change depending 
on the facts and circumstances of each 
cyber attack.21 This leads to a second 
problem, namely that the system is only 
useful in evaluating cyber attacks af-
ter they occur, but does not provide a 
mechanism for “characterizing real-time 
operations.”22 This is contrary to what 

the U.N. Charter drafters intended. 
Schmitt’s proposed factors advocate an 
expansion of Article 2(4) that would 
change its meaning. Such a change 
must occur through treaty revision or 
development of new treaties.
 The current working U.S. defnition 
of “cyber attacks” further demonstrates 
the inapplicability of Article 2(4). The 
Vice Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff has defned “cyber attack” as “[a] 
hostile act using computer or related 
networks or systems . . . intended to 
disrupt and/or destroy an adversary’s 
critical cyber systems, assets, or func-
tions.”23 This defnition focuses on 
attacks “intended to disrupt and/or 
destroy an adversary’s critical cyber 
systems, assets, or functions,” i.e., the 
objective of the attack.24 This defnition 
falls outside the means-based catego-
rization “state actions as use of force.” 
Consequently, the Vice Chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff ’s classifcation 
of what constitutes a cyber attack in-
sinuates that they do not qualify as use 
of force for the purposes of Article 2(4).
 Concluding that Article 2(4)’s prohi-
bition on the use of force applies to cy-
ber attacks clearly changes the meaning 
of “use of force” as intended by both the 
original drafters and signatories. Such 
a change should not be made without 
an amendment to the charter requir-
ing ratifcation by party nations, an ad-
dendum specifcally addressing use of 
force within cyberspace, or an entirely 
separate treaty on the subject.

Cyber Attacks and Applicability of 
LOAC
 LOAC, also known as the “laws of 
war,” applies during the conduct of 
armed confict as defned by the 1949 
Geneva Conventions. The Department 
of the Army defnes LOAC as:

. . . [c]ustomary and treaty law ap-
plicable to the conduct of warfare on 
land and to relationships between bel-
ligerents and neutral States . . . [which] 
requires that belligerents refrain from 
employing any kind or degree of vio-
lence which is not actually necessary 
for military purposes and that they 
conduct hostilities with regard for the 
principles of humanity and chivalry.25

Armed confict does not necessarily have 

. . . the system is only useful in evaluating cyber at-

tacks after they occur, but does not provide a mecha-

nism for “characterizing real-time operations.”
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to amount to a state of war for LOAC 
to apply. According to the commentary 
in the Geneva Conventions:

Any difference arising between two States 
and leading to the intervention of armed 
forces is an armed confict. . . . It makes 
no difference how long the confict 
lasts, or how much slaughter takes 
place.”26

The United States has taken the position 
that LOAC applies to all U.S. military 
operations regardless of whether or 
not they involve an armed confict as 
defned by the Geneva Conventions.27 
U.S. strategic and political goals neces-
sitate operating in all military theaters 
under a LOAC construct. Consequent-
ly, the application of LOAC is rooted 
in U.S. policy, not international legal 
requirements.
 In the recently released Tallinn Man-
ual on the International Law Applicable 
to Cyber Warfare, a group of experts 
assert that offensive cyber operations 

“which [rise] to the level of an ‘armed 
attack’ in terms of scale and effect . . 
. which is conducted by or otherwise 
attributable to a State, qualifes as a 
‘use of force.’”28 However, this view 
once again focuses on a consequence-
based assessment as to what qualifes 
as an “armed attack,” and only applies 
the existing body of international law 
through shaped analogy (e.g., equat-
ing cyber attacks to chemical weapons 
based on the indirectness of their ef-
fects). Using analogy-based methods to 
interpret the international legal valid-
ity of cyber attacks versus specifcally 
applicable law (such as that which a 
treaty revision addressing cyber opera-
tions would provide) is not conducive 
to preexecution analysis. Therefore, this 
approach, like the previously described 
factor analysis, leaves operators with 
a less-than-adequate tool for assessing 
the legal validity of an offensive cyber 
operation without frst analyzing the 
results.

 Moreover, similar to Article 2(4)’s 
use-of-force analysis, the key in iden-
tifying armed confict is the means, 
i.e., “armed.” Although cyber attacks 
can have the same effect as traditional 
weapons, the current body of interna-
tional law’s defnition of “armed,” thus 
“armed confict,” does not account for 
“cyber weapons.”
 There is, however, one exception to 
applicability of LOAC to cyber attacks. 
If offensive cyber operations cause phys-
ical harm, death, or injury to persons, or 
physical harm to property, international 
law may require nation-states to abide 
by LOAC. With the exception of the 
aforementioned instance, though, cy-
ber attacks do not qualify as an armed 
confict as defned by the Geneva Con-
ventions. Consequently, application of 
LOAC to most cyber attacks would also 
be a policy-based decision.
 For the United States, making pol-
icy-based decisions rather than strictly 
adhering to international law is not a 
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novel concept. For instance, the United 
States ratifed the Geneva Conventions 
of 1949, but did not ratify the two pro-
tocols of 1977 that were addendum to 
the original conventions.29 The majority 
of the international community ratifed 
the protocols and views its provisions as 
customary international law. Although 
the United States’ policy is to treat much 
of the protocols as international custom-
ary law, not ratifying them denotes that 
the U.S. Government is arguably not 
legally bound to adhere to the protocols’ 
provisions. As a result, U.S. adherence 
to the Geneva Conventions’ 1977 pro-
tocols is almost exclusively based on 
strategic political goals.

Conclusion

 U.S. Government and military off-
cials should plan offensive cyber attacks 
in accordance with strategic political 
goals and not under the inapplicable 
provisions Article 2(4) use-of-force 
construct or with strict application of 
LOAC. Although this method will like-

ly result in the United States’ application 
of most, if not all, of the provisions of 
aforementioned legal constructs, policy-
based application permits fexibility in 
dealing with cyber attacks in the future. 
The novelty of cyber operations con-
jures a great deal of uncertainty, and  
this uncertainty necessitates the U.S. 
Government’s ability to adjust. Until 
the development of a new treaty or ad-
ditions to the existing international law 
addressing the conduct of cyber attacks 
occurs, the United States should make 
policy-based decisions in its treatment 
of the protocols to the Geneva Con-
ventions when planning offensive cyber 
attacks.
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We exist today—we fourish today—
not because of what we know we are, or 
what we know we can do, but because 
of what the grassroots of our country 
believes we are and believes we can 
do. . . . The American people believe 
that Marines are downright good 
for the country; that the Marines 
are masters of a form of unfailing 
alchemy which converts unoriented 
youths into proud, self-reliant stable 
citizens—citizens into whose hands 
the nation’s affairs may safely be 
entrusted. . . . And, likewise, should 
the people ever lose that conviction—
as a result of our failure to meet their 
high—almost spiritual—standards, 
the Marine Corps will quickly disap-
pear.1

T
his statement (and the mes-
sage therein) remains as rel-
evant now as it did when it 
was written over 55 years 

ago. Whether one looks at the opera-
tional excellence displayed in combat, 
the inherent fexibility required of hu-
manitarian assistance operations, or the 
agility required to build strong partners, 
Marines continue to set the standard 
for the mental and physical agility re-
quired to be the Nation’s 9–1–1 force-
in-readiness. But questions remain: Are 
Marines still committed to this vision of 
the Corps? Are we as committed to our 
personnel as we say we are? Or are we 
in fact more concerned about materiel?
 As we enter the austerity era, recruit-
ing and retaining the type of quality 
Marine alluded to above will become 
more diffcult. Further, given the com-
plexities of future operating environ-
ments, it is imperative that actions be 
taken now to ensure the Marines of to-
morrow remain those who America view 

as best in military adeptness. We can 
no longer view cost savings as simply 
cutting personnel, programs or opera-
tions, and maintenance funds. We must 
seek to save and become more effcient 
wherever opportunity lay, and do so 
while leveraging quality within the ex-
isting system. We must seek to stretch 
all fve pillars of readiness in order to 
maximize every cent of every dollar. 
But how do we strengthen our force in 
a time of fscal constraint while saving 
taxpayer dollars? How do we continue 

to attract the highest caliber recruits? 
How do we keep the highest quality 
Marines?
 The Marine Corps must continue on 
the path it started long ago—recruit the 
best, then train, educate, and keep a fair 
share of the best of them. The following 
paragraphs will briefy look at why this 
concept was and is still important, while 
also providing one possible solution as to 
how the Marine Corps can enhance its 
current approach to building a quality 
force. Educating our most valuable as-

Building a Quality 
Force for Tomorrow

Recruit, train, equip, and retain the best

by LtCol E. Keith Couch

>LtCol Couch is an AV–8B pilot. He has deployed with the 22d MEU, Landing 
Force 6th Fleet, in 1999; to DYNAMIC MIX in 2000; with 3d Battalion, 2d Marines, 
to Okinawa in 2001; and to Operation IRAQI FREEDOM I, III, and IV. He is currently 
assigned to the Commandant’s Strategic Initiatives Group.

We must educate our most valuable asset—junior Marines. (Photo by LCpl Paul S. Martinez.)
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set, our junior Marines, will be critical 
in this endeavor and key to maintaining 
the character portrayed by then-BGen 
Krulak so long ago.

What Will the Future Demand of Our 
Marines?
 By 2020 some 85 percent of the 
world’s inhabitants will be crowded into 
coastal cities—cities generally lacking 
the infrastructure required to adequately 
support their burgeoning populations. 
Requirements for U.S. intervention 
will likely increase as long-simmering 
ethnic, nationalist, and economic ten-
sions continue to rise. Compounding 
these challenges will be the emergence 
of an increasingly complex and lethal 
battlefeld. The widespread availability 
of sophisticated weapons and equipment 
will “level the playing feld” and negate 
our traditional technological superior-
ity. We will continue to see the lines 
separating the levels of war and the 
metrics distinguishing combatant from 
noncombatant blur. Further complicat-
ing the situation will be the ubiquitous 
media, whose presence will mean that 
all future conficts will be acted out be-
fore an international audience. These 
are not new concepts, but are ones that 
will likely continue to morph over time.
 In order to succeed under such de-
manding conditions, we will require 
unwavering maturity, judgment, and 
strength of character from our young 
Marines. In many cases, the individual 
Marine will be the most conspicuous 
symbol of American foreign policy and 
will potentially infuence not only the 
immediate tactical situation, but the 
operational and strategic levels as well. 
The Marine’s actions, therefore, will di-
rectly impact the outcome of the larger 
operation, and he will truly become the 
“strategic corporal” of tomorrow.2 Rea-
son dictates that the Marine Corps must 
adapt not only technologically but also 
mentally to a conceivably more complex 
future operating environment.

We Must Add to an Already Solid 
Foundation
 How do we prepare Marines for the 
complex, high-stakes, asymmetrical bat-
tlefeld of tomorrow? How do we develop 
junior leaders prepared to deal decisively 

with the sort of real-world challenges 
likely to be faced in future confict? How 
do we do this in the face of huge bud-
getary constraints? The frst step of the 
process is, in general, unchanged. Bold, 
capable, and intelligent men and women 
of character are drawn to the Corps and 
subsequently recast in the crucible of 
recruit training, where time-honored 
methods instill deep within them the 
Corps’ enduring ethos. Honor, courage, 
and commitment become more than 
mere words to recruits as they receive 
their Eagle, Globe, and Anchor—they 
become the foundational blocks for each 
Marine’s soul. This has not and must 
not change as we broaden the scope of 
our innovative lens.
 The Marine Corps’ emphasis on 
character remains the bedrock upon 
which everything else is built. The ac-
tive sustainment of character in every 
Marine is a fundamental institutional 
competency—and for good reason. As 

often as not, the really tough issues con-
fronting Marines will be moral quan-
daries, and they must have the where-
withal to handle them appropriately. 
While a visceral appreciation for our 
core values is essential, it alone will not 
ensure an individual’s success in battle 
or in the myriad potential contingencies 
short of combat. Much, much more is 
required to fully prepare a Marine for 
the rigor of tomorrow’s battlefeld. Con-
sequently we must require much more 
out of those wearing the Eagle, Globe, 
and Anchor. The Marine Corps must 
continue to lead and be innovative in 
this regard, while further strengthen-
ing one of its most important pillars of 
readiness: high-quality people.

A Bold New Era in Educating Our 
Most Precious Asset
 In recent years the Marine Corps has 
made progress with both how it recruits 

and the educational opportunities pro-
vided for Marines of all ranks. Despite 
these enhancements, however, we have 
not reached the full developmental po-
tential of this endeavor. Particularly now, 
as dollars and force structure become 
more constricted, we must attack the is-
sue on varying fronts and with a singular 
focus. We must ensure the pillars of our 
Corps are stronger, beginning with the 
foundation. If we are to require more 
out of our Marines on the battlefelds 
of tomorrow, then we must, in turn, en-
sure those Marines we recruit and retain 
have what it takes to fourish in more 
complex environments. As leaders, we 
have a magnifcent opportunity to do 
something institutionally signifcant to 
a level that has not yet been seen in our 
Corps.
 In an era of looming budget cuts, 
a force drawdown, and an uncertain 
economy, there have been questions as 
to what is truly necessary for the Corps 
to maintain and build upon its already 
highly qualifed accessions. After all, 
the Marine Corps already provides an 
opportunity to join one of the best fght-
ing organizations on the planet, gain an 
unparalleled level of experience, work, 
and earn a living, all while serving the 
country. What we do not provide, how-
ever, is a robust enlisted educational 
system that not only challenges Marines 
mentally, but also sets the conditions 
for institutional success. We can and 
must provide more sophisticated edu-
cational opportunities for our Marines, 
while also taking more robust measures 
to keep these educated, high-quality 
enlistees longer. Our Marines need a 
system within which they can learn and 
excel as Marines while expanding their 
intellectual capacity and MOS accredi-
tation. What instrument can forge this 
path for our future enlisted leaders?
  Enlisted Marines need their own col-
lege. Currently we have Marine Corps 
University (MCU), an institution that 
provides quality, accredited resident 
education and degree opportunities to 
our offcer corps, but which provides 
no degree opportunities for enlisted 
Marines. There is no available oppor-
tunity within MCU for our bright en-
listed Marines to achieve that which 
the majority of them seek and future 

We must ensure the pil-

lars of our Corps are 

stronger. . . .
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employers require: a college degree. We 
can and must do better for our Marines 
and our institution. The Marine Corps 
could and should create what I would 
call “John A. Lejeune College,” nested 
as its own curriculum within MCU. 
Leading the way for all naval and land 
forces, the Marine Corps would set the 
standard for the future of enlisted educa-
tion. This innovative approach would, 
in theory, serve to strengthen our educa-
tional foundation, widen the recruiting 
aperture, increase quality of life, and 
help retain more of those high-quality 
Marines we will need on the complex 
battlefelds of tomorrow. So how would 
it work and what would it do?
 The concept. John A. Lejeune Col-
lege, or Lejeune College, for short, 

could serve as the premiere platform 
for Marine Corps enlisted personnel 
education. In the beginning the college 
could provide associate’s degree edu-
cational programs (program evolution 
would ideally lead to a bachelor’s de-
gree curriculum) to enlisted members 
of the active and Reserve Marine Corps, 
while enhancing follow-on degree op-
portunities. These degree programs 
could be designed to aid Marines in 
meeting the future technological and 
leadership challenges of the Marine 
Corps by combining technical train-
ing (MOS schools, on-the-job training 
(OJT), enlisted professional military ed-
ucation (EPME), MOS qualifcations, 
MarineNet courses, etc.) with general 
education coursework from affliated ci-

vilian accredited academic institutions. 
Lejeune College could award associate’s 
degrees in broad occupational areas (i.e., 
logistics, operations management, pub-
lic and support services, electronics and 
telecommunications, and aircraft and 
vehicle maintenance, to name a few) 
by capitalizing on MCU’s relationship 
with its regional accreditation entity.
 The short-term goal will be to offer 
and award job-related associate’s de-
grees and other academic credentials 
that serve to enhance mission readiness, 
contribute to recruiting, assist in reten-
tion, and support the career transitions 
of Marine Corps enlisted members. The 
long-term goal would be to further de-
velop the concept to include bachelor’s 
degrees on a merit-based scale for those 
Marines serving beyond their frst terms 
of enlistment. The Marine Corps re-
quires well-trained, educated, and pro-
fessional Marines who are prepared to 
meet the current and future leadership, 
managerial, and technological challeng-
es of an increasingly sophisticated and 
complex future environment. In turn, 
the Corps should provide a medium to 
enhance this maturing process. Personal 
and professional growth through col-
legiate programs will be essential and 
benefcial to the Corps’ mission, our 
enlisted force development, and, ulti-
mately, the Nation.
 How would Lejeune College function? 
Placed within the framework of MCU 
(a program similar to or used in con-
junction with the College of Distance 
Education and Training), Lejeune 
College would seek to elevate exist-
ing EPME by utilizing collegiate-level 
coursework in conjunction with MOS-
specifc schooling/training. To facilitate 
this critical process, to the max extent 
possible, MCU could utilize existing 
structure, faculty, and staff and its re-
lationships with affliated schools, real-
izing that there may be some additions 
to staff and structure because resident, 
satellite, and online programs will be 
utilized. Additionally, MOS schools, 
EPME schools (Corporals Course, Ser-
geants Course, etc.), and OJT technical 
training will be used as credit, while 
standardized courseware, teaching aids, 
and instructor credentialing courses 
must be developed and certifed.

Gen John A. Lejeune. (File photo.)
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 Conceptually the degree and creden-
tialing programs provided by Lejeune 
College would begin as the Marine 
enters the School of Infantry, Marine 
Combat Training, and follow-on MOS 
schools, and would continue as he enters 
the Fleet Marine Force. By utilizing a 
combination of MOS schooling, techni-
cal training, and college credit earned 
either via Defense Activity for Non-Tra-
ditional Education Support (known as 
DANTES), College-Level Education 
Program (known as CLEP), or through 
accredited schools, Marines will work 
their ways to associate’s degrees (ulti-
mately bachelor’s degrees) and/or pro-
fessional credentials that complement 
their MOSs and enhance their skills.
 Lejeune College could offer a multi-
tude of degree programs that fall within 
the more broad occupational areas pre-
viously mentioned. Degree programs 
would represent the full range of MOS 
opportunities. The requirements levied 
for such degrees would follow a spe-
cifc outlay of standards that represent 
both the technical and academic sides 
of the equation (determined by accred-
iting authority), whereas credentialing 
will more closely mirror the civilian-
equivalent licensure and/or certifcation 
programs (determined by government 
or nongovernment schools, etc.). In the 
end the Corps would have an accred-
ited college for its enlisted Marines that 
would provide them the maximum fex-
ibility to succeed, a quality education, 
and an environment that is well suited 
for collegiate-level learning and future 
success.
 What would this program example 
look like? The following is one possible 
outlay of programs, requirements, and 
credentialing options (not all-inclusive) 
that could initially be made available to 
our Marines:

• Associate’s degree examples:
n Lejeune College could offer de-
gree programs in fve broad general 
areas. Individuals may only partici-
pate in degree programs designed 
for their MOSs:
m Logistics.
m Operations management.
m Public and support services.
m Electronics and telecommuni-
cations.

m Aircraft and vehicle mainte-
nance.

• Degree program electives/techni-
cal/specialty education options (match 
with MOS):
n Aviation operations.
n Aviation management.
n Aviation maintenance technology.
n Air traffc operations and man-
agement.
n Aircraft armament systems tech-
nology.
n Avionics systems.
n Criminal justice/law enforcement.
n Cyber security.
n Emergency management.
n Explosive ordnance disposal.
n Fire science.
n Information systems technology.
n Intel studies and technology.
n Logistics.
n Maintenance management.
n Metals technology.
n Munitions systems technology.
n Multimedia production.
n Music.
n Personnel recovery.
n Public affairs.

n Quality control.
n Safety.
n Vehicle maintenance.
n Weather technology.

• Degree requirements example: Each 
associate’s degree program consists 
of 64 semester hours and combines 
Marine Corps education and train-
ing with a core of general education 
requirements obtained from civilian 
education sources.
• Professional credentialing programs: 
The mission would serve to research 
and evaluate those national professional 
credentials applicable to specifc occu-
pational specialties for possible award of 
Lejeune College credit. This program 
would serve to align Lejeune College 
degree programs with industry stan-
dards that lead to credentialing eligibil-
ity upon completion of an applicable 
degree. Credentialing options would 
include either licensure or certifcation.
Licensure is a credential normally is-
sued by Federal, state, or local gov-
ernmental agencies. A license is issued 
to individuals to practice in a specifc 
occupation.

Degree programs consist of a minimum of 64 

semester hours, with requirements typically as 

follows: Semester hours:

Technical educaton (MOS schools, EMPE, OJT, etc.)

 

24

Leadership, management, and military studies 6

Physical educaton 4

General educaton 15

*Oral communicaton 3

*Writen communicaton 3

*Mathematcs 3

*Social science 3

*Humanites 3

Program Electves 15

Total hours
64

*Must be obtained from DANTES, CLEP, or civilian-accredited colleges or universites.
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Certifcation is a credential normally 
issued by nongovernmental agencies, 
associations, schools, or industry-sup-
ported companies. A certifcation is 
issued to individuals who meet specifc 
education, experience, and qualifca-
tion requirements.
• Credentialing examples:
n John A. Lejeune College Instructor 
Certifcation Program.
n Airframe and Power Plant Certi-
fcation Program.
n Engine mechanic.

 The following are examples answer-
ing the question of why awarding as-
sociate’s degrees and professional cre-
dentialing would be important to the 
Marine Corps and our Marines:

• Helps develop a more diversely 
skilled force.
• Broadens the professional develop-
ment of our Marines.
• Validates Marines’ professional 
knowledge and skills gained through 
Marine Corps education and training.
• Helps prepare our Marines to meet 
mission challenges of the future.
• John A. Lejeune College awards 
collegiate credit to Marines who pos-
sess specifc national professional cre-
dentials that satisfy applicable degree 
program requirements.
• Some civilian colleges and universi-
ties award credit for specifc profes-
sional credentials.
• Saves Marine Corps tuition assis-
tance funds toward degree program 
completion.
• Prepares Marines for transition to 
civilian life and increases job oppor-
tunities.
n Many companies, in absence of 
any other standards, view educa-
tion as a key element for hiring new 
employees (associate’s degrees are a 
must).
n Many companies use a screening 
process that automatically deletes 
those applications without at least 
an associate’s degree, making it much 
harder for Marines who leave active 
service without a degree to fnd work.
n In fscal year 2011 the Marine 
Corps spent over $180 million on 
unemployment payments to Marines 
who left active duty without employ-
ment. These dollars come from our 

operations and maintenance funds. 
Providing Marines an incentive to 
stay Marine while better preparing 
them for life after the Corps will 
help eliminate huge fscal losses in 
this area.

Conclusion

 The John A. Lejeune College con-
cept presents the Marine Corps with 
a unique opportunity to invest in its 
future intellectual capital while facili-
tating a more capable force and setting 
the conditions for increased savings, ef-
fciency, and capacity. Moreover, the 
concept would be a quality-of-life im-
provement and retention incentive for 
our Marines, opening the door of pos-
sibility to lower—and therefore cheap-

er—recruiting, training, and retention 
budgets. In theory, the Marine Corps 
would appeal to a wider recruiting pool, 
could increase contract lengths based 
on increased academic opportunity, or 
would “convert unoriented youths into 
proud, self-reliant stable citizens,” ready 
for transition to civilian life.3 Mentally, 
morally, and fscally, it just makes sense.
 The underlying opportunity provid-
ed by Lejeune College would not just 
be limited to our most junior Marines. 
In fact, in broadening the scope just 
a little, one can see that opportunity 
would translate into more opportu-
nity for all within our enlisted ranks. 
Whether taking the form of college 
degrees, licensure, certifications, or 
advanced instructor certifcations, the 
opportunities are there for the entire 
force. Creating more opportunities for 
our entire enlisted force would quickly 
translate into a force better prepared 
for the complexities of modern con-
fict while maintaining compliance with 
35th Commandant of the Marine Corps 

Commandant’s Planning Guidance’s 
third priority: “We will better educate 
and train our Marines to succeed in 
distributed operations and increasingly 
complex environments.”4

 In closing, MCU already does a phe-
nomenal job with EPME and distance 
education, but we can do better. John 
A. Lejeune College would not supplant 
these programs, but rather would serve 
only to broaden and greatly enhance 
our EPME and the quality of our force. 
In fact, providing a quicker avenue to 
an associate’s degree or bachelor’s de-
gree would further validate these pro-
grams and in turn lead more Marines 
moving toward higher level programs. 
Young Americans enlist in the Marine 
Corps for many reasons, one of the big-
gest of which is opportunity. Lejeune 
College will add to this opportunity 
while simultaneously improving and 
strengthening a key pillar in our readi-
ness foundation: quality people. It will 
further solidify the Marine Corps as 
the Service of choice for many more of 
those looking to serve their country, 
while providing recruiters another tool 
with which to recruit higher quality 
individuals. In an era of all-volunteer 
forces, we compete for human capital, 
and to remain on top we must be in-
novative in how we manage our most 
precious asset—our Marines!

Notes

1. Krulak, LtGen Victor H. “Brute,” First to 
Fight: An Inside View of the U.S. Marine Corps, 
Naval Institute Press, Annapolis, MD, 1999. 
Gen Charles C. Krulak used this quote in his 
1999 “Farewell to the Corps,” published in the 
June 1999 issue of Leatherneck magazine.

2. Krulak, Gen Charles C., “The Strategic Cor-
poral: Leadership in the Three Block War,” 
Marines, January 1999.

3. First to Fight.

4. Headquarters Marine Corps, 35th Comman-
dant of the Marine Corps Commandant’s Planning 
Guidance, Washington, DC, 2010.
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I
f you ask any Marine why he 
reads, you will most likely receive 
several answers. He might say he 
reads to experience more, improve 

performance, or increase knowledge. 
Some may have even heard that you 
should read many books to achieve a 
3,000-year-old mind. While these state-
ments read well, they lack meaningful 
purpose. The truth is that we read pro-
fessionally to develop our decisionmak-
ing abilities. One way we can develop 
our decisionmaking abilities is by im-
proving our reading processes. We can 
improve our reading processes in three 
steps: studying decisionmaking systems, 
focusing our paradigm, and simultane-
ously reviewing while reading. These 
three steps will focus readers’ efforts in 
identifying critical details, recognizing 
patterns, and increasing book exposure 
rate, ultimately improving our decision-
making processes.
 Have you ever read a book and gotten 
the sensation that you didn’t understand 
what you just read? You are not alone. 
You may have missed the author’s pur-
pose because your paradigm may not 
have been set to notice. Without proper 
focus you will always be distracted and 
miss pieces of the author’s purpose. Our 
paradigms have to be conditioned to 
reduce the frequency of these events. To 
do this I suggest conditioning our para-
digms with a couple of readings. I will 
frst list the readings and then briefy 
discuss the purpose for each book. The 
listed books are not the only available 
books that can assist with a paradigm 
shift, but they are a starting point. The 
two suggested readings are Sources of 
Power and Blink.
 The frst book, Sources of Power, sug-
gests that “when experts make decisions, 

they don’t logically and systematically 
compare all available options,” but they 
instead act intuitively.1 The book will 
reinforce that experts act intuitively by 
providing and reviewing several detailed 
case studies of decisionmakers. One case 
study discusses how a fre ground com-
mander makes a decision with a “sixth 
sense,” intuitively making a decision 
based on missing patterns.2 The com-
mander reported utilizing the following 
abnormal factors to call his men out of 

a burning house before the foor col-
lapsed, saving his men’s lives:

• The fre did not respond to their 
initial sprays.
• The room was hotter than suspected 
for a room of that size.
• The fre was very quiet.

Almost unconsciously, the commander 
was able to make a sound decision on a 
snapshot of information, indentifying an 
abnormal pattern to justify his decision.3 
This narrative is a glimpse of one of the 
book’s thorough case study assessments, 
and demonstrates that decisions can be 

made with quick precision by noticing 
patterns or specifc critical factors.
 Blink reaffrms pattern recognition 
and introduces the concept of “thin slic-
ing,” which is “the ability of our uncon-
scious to fnd patterns in situations and 
behavior based on very narrow slices of 
experiences [or information].”4 Blink 
explains, analyzes, and reviews many 
relevant case studies of decisionmaking 
to propose that “. . . extra information 
isn’t actually an advantage at all,” and 
“in fact you need to know very little 
to fnd the underlying signature of a 
complex phenomenon.”5

 Understanding that sound decisions 
are made based on critical details is the 
purpose of these books. They utilize 
examples and scientifc analysis to ex-
emplify the components, factors, and 
processes professional decisionmakers 
utilize to make sound decisions. After 
reading these books, you will be con-
vinced to agree with their conclusions 
and seek to apply the lessons learned. 
You will almost effortlessly begin to 
shift your paradigm, searching for those 
critical details in your readings.
 With our new paradigm in place, we 
are ready to apply it to our readings and 
simultaneously review while reading. 
But how do we do this? First we must 
choose a topic such as counterinsurgen-
cy (COIN), for example. We must then 
determine what we know and what we 
want to know about the subject. After 
determining what we want to know, we 
need to choose a book to start our jour-
ney. The book we choose needs to be 
more objective than subjective, because 
an objective book cites more references. 
Continuing with the example subject 
and our objective requirement, let us 
choose Counterinsurgency by David 

Read to 
Make Decisions 

Finding the underlying signature of a complex phenomenon

by 1stLt Ariel L. Bowen

>1stLt Bowen is currently serving as 
Platoon Commander, Weapons Pla-
toon, Echo Company, 2d Battalion, 
8th Marines. He recently returned 
from Afghanistan.

The listed books are not 

the only available books 

that can assist with a 

paradigm shift. . . .
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Kilcullen. The book begins by defn-
ing COIN and then dives into analysis, 
peeling back the layers of COIN. As we 
read the book we begin to notice simple 
statements that spark questions and in-
terest, like, “. . . [A] government which 
is losing to an insurgency isn’t being 
out-fought, it’s being out-governed.”6 Or 
that there are four functions of govern-
ment (penetrate society, regulate social 
relationships, extract resources, and ap-
ply those resources to identifed group 
ends) and that these “four functions are 
exactly what insurgents also have to do 
if they want to establish the competi-
tive control.”7 Is there a connection be-
tween governments being out-governed 
and insurgents having to perform the 
same functions as a government to win? 
Could these statements illuminate the 
details needed to make sound decisions? 
Our interest piques, as we may just have 
found some specifc focus points that 
form a pattern.
 Our immediate explanations to our 
questions are unfulflling and need 
more clarifcation, so we search the 
book’s references and use search en-
gines for our own evaluation to test 
the theories we just discovered. At this 
point let us narrow our search to a his-
torical comparison to test our theories 
and continue this example by choosing 
Vietnam. Then let us search for works 
that contain information on COIN and 
Vietnam, starting with Counterinsur-
gency’s references. Within the book’s 
references we fnd another book, On 
Guerilla Warfare. Next we search the 
Internet or a library database for a book 
that offers a perspective of the guerrilla 
or insurgent and we fnd How We Won 
the War. In our search for the frst two 
additional sources we realize we need a 
book with possible tactical applications. 
Then it hits us. We remember a book 
on the Commandant’s Professional 
Reading List, The Village, and realize 
that is fts our needs, so we add it to 
our collection. Although you may not 
choose these specifc books, the point 
is that you utilize the references of one 
objective book and keyword search to 
identify other books to cross-analyze.
 Similar to Counterinsurgency’s four 
functional areas, On Guerilla Warfare 
explains the necessity of a guerilla force’s 

understanding of the political objectives 
and that the force must have unity with 
the people in three functions: unity 
within the force, unity of the force and 
people, and unity in destruction of the 
enemy’s cohesion.8 In How We Won the 
War, GEN Vo Nguyen Giap explains 
his assessment of his enemy, identify-
ing that they were “hostile toward the 
people,” and calling his enemy’s gov-
ernment a “puppet administration” 
failing in all felds of government.9 

The mind works in overdrive from the 
comparisons made, and a pattern starts 
to emerge connecting “people, unity, 
and governance,” although right now 
the pattern is a baseline of theories, ex-
planations, and ideas.

 But how do these patterns of ideas 
apply? To answer this question, we now 
must seek a tactical level of understand-
ing to make the connection. That is 
where The Village comes in handy. With 
our paradigm focused by the pattern of 
theories, ideas, and concepts of coun-
terinsurgency, we can search The Vil-
lage for critical indicators to validate 
our analysis. As we read The Village, 
we discover that every effort made by 
the Marine squad was teamed up with 
the local defense force, enabling the 
people to care for themselves and dele-
gitimizing the enemy through a series of 
specifc tactical actions.10 Throughout 
The Village there are realistic examples 
of tactical application—decisions that 
can be utilized. We have now made a 
distinct connection from our analysis 
to our tactical reading (simultaneously 
reviewing while reading) and increased 
our book exposure. Then and only then 
does a pattern fully surface identify-
ing an underlying signature of COIN, 
and the signature strengthens our deci-
sionmaking capability within a COIN 
environment.

  Again, the purpose of this article 
is to suggest that improving our read-
ing process is one way to develop our 
decisionmaking abilities and that we 
can do this by utilizing the previously 
mentioned approach. This approach 
will assist any reader with improving 
his reading process. With an effcient 
reading process, readers will quickly 
dissect books, identify critical details, 
and increase their book exposure rates. 
Consequently, readers will more read-
ily apply the lessons learned from the 
books they read, thus enabling their 
decisionmaking processes. Additionally, 
readers will have conditioned, matured 
minds that flter copious amounts of in-
formation and focus on crucial decision 
points, thereby successfully developing 
improved decisionmaking capabilities.
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I
n 1996, Commandant of the Ma-
rine Corps, Gen Charles C. Kru-
lak, released the Marine Corps Val-
ues Program. The Marine Corps 

Order sought to:

. . . generate a constancy of purpose in 
promoting our core values . . . [ensur-
ing] quality young people continue to 
seek careers and serve proudly in the 
honor and traditions of the Marine 
Corps.1

One of the products of the Marine 
Corps Values Program was the pocket 
card issued to all Marines. The front 
of the card displayed our core values—
three distinct words with brief, clear 
defnitions. On the back were simple 
reminders of what Marines do.
 While somewhat humorous—think-
ing that possessing a card means that 
one possesses our core values—the 
Commandant’s intent ran deeper. 
By carrying the card, one carries the 
responsibility of these core values 
throughout their lives.
 This Marine Corps Order remains 
active, but its spirit appears to have di-
minished. Over the past several decades, 
the Marine Corps, along with its fellow 
Services, has faced many serious social 
challenges. Servicemember hazing, sui-
cide, domestic violence, child abuse, 
sexual harassment, and sexual assault 
have become common front page news. 
As these issues arise, the Service’s goal 
is to face these challenges, attempting 
to solve the problem while also chart-
ing a clearer path forward. Looking at 
the problems facing the Corps over the 
past decades, one major thread under-
lies these issues: a lack of adherence to 
the core values. Reembracing our core 
values of honor, courage, and commit-

So What Is 

the Problem?
A look at our core values

by Maj Daniel J. Gaskell

The values card, 1996. (Photo by author.)

Marine Corps Values Pocket Card

Front of the card (shown):
Honor: Integrity, responsibility, accountability
Courage: Do the right thing, in the right way, for the right reasons
Commitment: Devotion to the Corps and my fellow Marines

Back of the card (not shown):
Marines . . .
1. Obey the law
2. Lead by example
3. Respect themselves and others
4. Maintain a high standard of integrity
5. Support and defend the Constitution
6. Uphold special trust and confdence
7. Place faith and honor above all else
8. Honor fellow Marines, The Corps, Country, and Family

>Maj Gaskell is an infantry offcer currently serving as Observer/Trainer, Deploy-
able Training Division, Joint Training Directorate, J–7 (Suffolk), Joint Staff. He has 
served as a company commander during Operation IRAQI FREEDOM and battalion 
operations offcer during Operation ENDURING FREEDOM.
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ment is the true path to solving serious 
issues in the Marine Corps.
 On paper, exposure to the Marine 
Corps Values Program occurs in three 
phases: initial entry training occurring 
at Offcer Candidates School and the 
Marine Corps recruit depots; reinforce-
ment education at Marine combat train-
ing, MOS schools, and at every level 
of professional military education; and 
sustainment education as demonstrated 
in the “daily course of events by leaders 
at all levels from squad to force com-
mander.”2 Gen Krulak’s commander’s 
intent was clear:

Our goal is to continue to produce 
Marines who are exemplary citizens 
and who will act honorably and in-
telligently, whatever their situation or 
level of responsibilities.3

In short, the Commandant meant for 
us to “live and act” our core values. Ev-
ery Marine, past and present, can recite 
the three words we cherish, but what 
do they really mean? If we truly cher-
ish these values, why does the Marine 
Corps have issues that counter these 
beliefs?

Our Keystone: Honor
 In 1755, A Dictionary of the English 
Language defned “honour” as having 
several senses, the frst of which being 
“nobility of soul, magnanimity (virtue 
of being great in mind and heart), and a 
scorn of meanness.” Some 20 years later 
the concept of honor was embraced by 
generations of Marines to come. In our 
hymn we promise to “keep our honor 
clean.” All the Armed Services address 
honor in their core values: “honor” for 
the Army, Navy, Marines, and Coast 
Guard, and “integrity frst” for the Air 
Force. Integrity, also utilized by the 
Army, is the frm adherence to a code 
of especially moral or artistic values. 
Traditionally, honor and integrity are 
included in the same breath. The bed-
rock foundation for honor comes from 
families, churches, and schools across 
our Nation that help instill fundamen-
tal values in today’s youth.4 This is the 
starting point for the Marine poolee, 
offcer or enlisted. Colleges and uni-
versities across the Nation operate on 
honor codes or concepts. The baseline 

for most schools is academic integ-
rity, ensuring that a student’s work is 
original, referenced correctly, and not 
plagiarized. Many schools raise the bar 
beyond academics to develop the in-
dividual. The University of Southern 
California Marshall School of Business 
“seeks to create a culture that reinforces 
honorable conduct and rejects dishonor-
able conduct as unacceptable.”5 At the 

University of Virginia, students make 
a commitment not to “lie, cheat, or 
steal within Charlottesville, Albemarle 
County, or where they represent them-
selves as University students,” and are 
“also expected to conduct themselves 
with integrity and are presumed hon-
orable until proven otherwise.”6 Our 
Service academies, as well as public and 
private military colleges, put honor at 
the forefront, where cadets “do not lie, 
cheat, steal or tolerate those who do.”
 Marion Sturkey captures the Marine 
concept of honor in his book, Warrior 
Culture of the U.S. Marines:

Honor requires each Marine to exem-
plify the ultimate standard in ethical 
and moral conduct. Honor is many 
things; honor requires many things. 
A U.S. Marine must never lie, nev-
er cheat, never steal, but that is not 
enough. Much more is required. Each 
Marine must cling to an uncompro-
mising code of personal integrity, ac-
countable for his actions and holding 
others accountable for theirs. And, 
above all, honor mandates that a Ma-
rine never sully the reputation of his 
Corps.7

Honor is a heavy responsibility and one 
that must be protected day and night, 
on and off duty.

Courage
 Courage is hard. Courage does not 
equal “tough” and is not about brute 
strength. We pride ourselves as being 
the toughest on the block, where it is 
easy to focus on the physical aspect in 
a combat or deployed environment. As 
Marines, with our dedication to the 
mission and love for our fellow Marines, 
we know that we will perform the same 
as 2dLt Bobo, 1stSgt Kasal, and Cpl 
Dakota Meyer did when faced with the 
will to persevere despite uncertainty.
 Beyond a wartime understanding, 
courage goes much deeper. It is both 
physical and moral. The Marine Corps 
ftness report describes courage as “per-

Marines must believe in and live our core values. (Photo by Sgt Scott McAdam.)

. . . honor and integ-

rity are included in the 

same breath.
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sonal acceptance of responsibility and 
accountability, placing conscience over 
competing interests regardless of con-
sequences.”8 Moral courage extends in 
many forms. The courageous frst step 
of a young Marine aboard an amphibi-
ous ship for a 7-month deployment, 
leaving behind a spouse and newborn, 
is enormous for many in our ranks. The 
Marine, regardless of rank, reminding a 
fellow Marine to remove a civilian hat 
indoors at a Marine Corps exchange is 
doing the right thing, not just because it 
is policy, but because it is proper social 
etiquette. The Marine politely asking a 
table of Marines at a restaurant to curb 
their language may face the same dan-
gers as charging an enemy machinegun 
emplacement.
 When dealing with today’s serious is-
sues, the courageous Marine recognizes 
distress in a fellow Marine, asking the 
hard questions about what that Marine 
is thinking, caring about what the Ma-
rine is saying, and escorting that Marine 
to the appropriate link in the chain of 
command, regardless of his personal 
schedule, appointments, and commit-
ments. A Marine, regardless of rank, 
actively discouraging inappropriate be-
havior in his unit, stepping in before 
things get out of hand, and reporting 
incidents if they do occur may as well 
be raising the fag over Shuri Castle on 
Okinawa. Courage is physical, mental, 
and emotional, and is tested daily.

Commitment

 The Marine Corps Values Program 
pocket card identifes Marines, Corps, 
Country, and family. Sturkey sums up 
commitment as the “total dedication 
to Corps and Country.”9

 Commitment is a pledge that one 
will be devoted to the Marine Corps 
beginning at the lowest level, be it the 
battle buddy or fre team, all the way 
up to the Corps as an institution. It is 
a pledge that a Marine adheres to the 
laws of the land, the Uniform Code of 
Military Justice, Service policies, and 
general and special orders as issued. 
 Commitment is a pledge to families. 
A Marine will strive to do the best for 
his family, just as his family did for him. 
Being available for a spouse whenever 
possible, whether it is emotional support 

or providing a much-needed breather is 
one part. Ensuring children are cared 
for through proper health and nutrition 
and proper daycare when required, and 
being fully engaged in the education 
process is another. Another level may 
be giving 100 percent effort at work, 
studying our tradecraft, striving to be 
better, or seeking to get promoted to 
the next level for the betterment of the 
family. Commitment may also be based 
in one’s religious beliefs. Regardless of 
the commitment, this pledge should be 
enduring.

So Where Is the Disconnect?

 The Corps and our sister Services are 
facing serious social issues. The Services 
seek to frame and analyze the prob-
lem, arriving at the most appropriate 
course of action not only to solve the 
immediate problem, but to also ensure 
root causes are extinguished from the 
culture. So where are the core values?
 Federal, state, and military laws ex-
isted long before the recent increase in 

sexual assault and sexual harassment 
reporting. A by-product of the Marine 
Corps Values Program, Marine Corps 
Reference Publication 6–11B w/Ch 1, 
Marine Corps Values: A User’s Guide 
for Discussion Leaders (Headquarters 
Marine Corps, Washington, DC, 20 
October 1998), thoroughly covers top-
ics such as professionalism and ethics, 
ethical leadership, right versus wrong, 
and, yes, sexual harassment. While this 
publication does not cover sexual as-
sault directly, if a Marine understands 
right versus wrong and sexual harass-
ment, then where is the criminality of 
sexual assault misunderstood, whether 
by a violator or adjudicator? If honor, 
courage, and commitment defne us 
as Marines, how do we as a Service 
have any problems? The only possible 
exceptions would occur by entry-level 
Marines during their frst 4 years of 
service. At this initial stage, offcer and 
enlisted alike may not fully grasp the 
gravity of our core values, only serving 
as “renters” of the institution. By rais-
ing their right hands for a second time, 
Marines become “owners” in the Corps, 
acknowledging the full weight of these 
values.
 A Marine Corps Gazette article, 
“Preventing Sexual Assault,” by LtCol 
Robert G. Bracknell (April 2013) high-
lights a misunderstanding of our core 
values. LtCol Bracknell discusses where 

Ask hard questions and care about what our Marines are thinking. (Photo by LCpl Suzanna Knotts.)

Commitment may also 
be based in one’s reli-
gious beliefs.
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“commanders occasionally assume the 
authority to grant ‘exceptions’ to policy 
[i.e., 21 years of age as the minimum 
drinking age for active duty Marines 
worldwide].”10 For the renter who up-
holds the core values, or even just ref-
erences the pocket card, the underage 
Marine should obey the laws, do the 
right thing, and remain devoted to the 
Marine Corps, adhering to the policy 
prescribed by our Commandant. A Ma-
rine who is provided an exemption is 
going to take it. For the owner, how can 
a commander who embraces the core 
values provide an exception to a law? 
Where is the courage to do the right 
thing even if an unpopular decision? 
Where is the commitment to the Com-
mandant who made the policy based on 
a comprehensive understanding of the 
problem of underage drinking? This 
break in core values does not lie only 
with the underage individual and the 
commander. The battle buddy, team 
leader, NCOs at all levels, and junior 
offcers should know to uphold special 
trust and confdence, placing faith and 
honor above all else once again with an 
easy reference to the pocket card.

Easy and Not-So-Easy Answers
 The Marine Corps is not broken and 
all is not lost. Every day at home station, 
at sea, or on foreign soil, Marines are 
“keeping their honor clean.” In today’s 
social media world, every action (and 
inaction) taken is reported on, and Ma-
rine is always capitalized. The following 
recommendations are offered as part 
of the problem-framing and possible 
courses of action for consideration.
 Reinforce the cards! A renewed empha-
sis on the Marine Corps Values Program 
is required. New concepts, buzzwords, 
or slogans are not required. The 1996 
Marine Corps Order and associated 
Marine Corps Reference Publications 
are still valid as written. The core values 
and right versus wrong, along with an 
understanding of current Marine Corps 
Orders and policies such as equal op-
portunity, sexual assault prevention and 
response, and suicide awareness lead 
Marines to make the right decisions and 
report accordingly when wrong actions 
are taken. Acknowledge up front that 
the card is a mere symbol. In the 1990s 

many Marines felt animosity toward 
the card, where a card was required 
to have core values, yet today many 
Marines remember the card as part of 
their “Old Corps.” Some Marines still 
carry the card as a never-ending spe-
cial order. Similar to a common access 
card or weapons card, the values card 
should be carried at all times, serving 
as a reminder that we carry our core 
values with us wherever we go. The 
bright orange survival cards required 
when training in the high California 

desert may not save lives directly, but 
can serve as a reminder in a time of 
isolation. The Marine Corps Values 
Program pocket card serves the same 
purpose. The card works and should 
be reinforced Corps-wide, stressing that 
the back of the card is just as important 
as the front. Issuing of the pocket card 
should be just as celebrated as the right 
to wear the Eagle, Globe, and Anchor, 
or a promotion or award, further rein-
forcing the importance to all Marines 
involved.

The Corps is not broken. (Photo by Cpl Matthew Manning.)
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 Evaluate Marines on core values. 
Core values should also be viewed as 
an oath. Most servicemembers only take 
two oaths in their lives: an oath of of-
fce or enlistment and an oath of mar-
riage (or wedding vows). “Supporting 
and defending the Constitution of the 
United States . . . bear[ing] true faith 
and allegiance to the same” is a seri-
ous responsibility.11 Just as we evaluate 
leadership, marksmanship, and physi-
cal ftness, all Marines, regardless of 
rank, should be evaluated from a core 
values perspective. Fitness reports ad-
dress sergeants and above on courage. 
What about honor and commitment? 
Whether a meritorious board, recom-
mendation for promotion, profciency 
and conduct marks, or ftness report, 
an individual’s merits related to core 
values should be discussed and anno-
tated. With permanent changes of sta-
tion, leaders of new-joins should seek 
out prior leaders for their assessments. 
Following the core values training 
outlined in the Marine Corps Order, 
our performance in respect to the core 
values should follow us individually 
starting at the recruit depots and of-
fcer candidate programs through our 
end of active service, be it 4 or 40 years.
 Hold Marines accountable for core 
value violations. One could argue that 
this is already done. If a Marine receives 
nonjudicial punishment or court-mar-
tial, it is easy to identify a specifc viola-
tion. Incidents should be reviewed from 
an additional core values perspective. 
Did that Marine display honor, cour-
age, and commitment in his actions? 
This should not promote a zero-defect 
mentality for core value violations or 
tattletales to get ahead of peers, but 
should drive all Marines to do what is 
right, embracing the core values in all 
aspects of their lives. The frst 4 years, 
both offcer and enlisted, are when Ma-
rines are most vulnerable. They may 
not fully understand the connection 
between how a white lie or covering 
for a buddy slowly chips away at their 
own honor and integrity. As Marines are 
evaluated on the core values and held 
accountable for violations, the smaller 
Marine Corps of the future will retain 
those who fully embrace those values, 
thus further advancing the institution.

Once a Marine, Always a Marine?
 Recently Walmart announced that it 
is committed to hiring 100,000 veterans 
over the next 5 years, appreciating the 
“contributions and sacrifces” that have 
been made by servicemembers over the 
past decade. Walmart’s business version 
of core values seeks individuals whose 
“time in the military sharpened your 
leadership, focused your dedication and 
put you on a path with purpose.”12 The 
future veteran workforce is looking for 
men and women of good character. Be-
yond business, Marines will enter the 
political landscape. A 2012 USA Today 
article compared the U.S. House and 
Senate from 1977 to today, where, at one 
time, 80 percent of lawmakers boasted 
military service, a number that has fall-
en to 19 percent today. With 2.4 million 
military personnel deployed since 2001, 
veterans should appear in local, state, 
and national politics over the next 20 
years, similar to the post–World War 
II era.13 Former Georgia Governor and 
U.S. Senator Zell Miller served in the 
Marine Corps for 3 years and attributes 
his success to this time:

In the twelve weeks of hell and trans-
formation that were Marine Corps 
boot camp, I learned the values of 
achieving a successful life that have 
guided and sustained me on the course 
which, although sometimes checkered 
and detoured, I have followed ever 
since.14

Our future workforce and the business 
and political leaders that rise from with-
in the Marine Corps must continue to 
carry our core values into the civilian 
sector, honorably representing the Corps 
beyond their active service.
 Beyond business and politics, the 
main focus is today’s smaller Marine 
Corps, steeped in tradition and forged 
by recent combat. Addressing problems 
in the Marine Corps is nothing new. 
Following Vietnam, the Marine Corps 
had the human relations program. In the 
1980s and 1990s, Total Quality Lead-
ership was the focus. While our core 
values are eternal, MCO 1500.156 and 
the associated MCRP 6–11B from the 
1990s are offered as viable solutions to 
today’s issues facing the Commandant 
and the Corps as a whole. We praise 
and sing our core values daily. These 

existing tools answer a moral imperative 
framed by our current Commandant, 
“reawakening” our Marine Corps for 
the future.
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A
lthough dwarfed by hot 
button issues like military 
downsizing and the inclu-
sion of females in the com-

bat arms, the wars in Afghanistan and 
Iraq have raised important questions 
about the state of discipline within the 
American military so much so that the 
Commandant of the Marine Corps de-
voted a considerable amount of time in 
2012 traveling to every Marine Corps 
installation to make just that point and 
recently reinforcing it with a letter to 
senior leaders to increase the presence of 
offcers and NCOs in the barracks and 
on duty in order to strengthen discipline 
among junior Marines. These same sen-
timents have been echoed by many of-
fcers and SNCOs who feel that younger 
generations of Marines are increasingly 
not up to the challenge, and that the 
system of training and discipline now in 
place has allowed military standards to 
erode. Abstract concepts like discipline 
always get overlooked in discussions 
about the future of the Marine Corps, 
which tend to be dominated by talk 
of weaponry and tactics. But nothing 
could be more important. Moral force, 
discipline, and military effectiveness 
are inextricably linked. As the social 
context of the military changes and the 
civilian world increasingly penetrates 
the military, we are likely to end up 
with something which is not so much a 
coherent system of discipline, but rather 
a series of renewably futile bureaucratic 
processes that ineffectively shape the 
behavior of our Marines, making us 

unable to successfully wage the wars 
of the future.
 In speaking of discipline, we must 
take a broader view than just punish-
ments or ordering soldiers into battle. 
We must include the ways that individu-
als are taught to think and the ideologi-
cal structures that allow a unit to be 
“spiritually stronger than the sum of its 

parts, controlled by one will, standing 
fast, so that even the soul-shaking ex-
citement, the melee, the noise, the fear, 
the danger of death in battle” cannot 
break it up.1 Warriors exist in an ethi-
cal universe that is organized and made 
coherent by discipline; as individuals 
they are continuously confronted by 
both big and small choices that must be 

What’s the 
Matter With Kids 

These Days?
Military discipline for modern warriors

by 1stLt Evan Munsing

>1stLt Munsing is a light armored reconnaissance offcer from 3d Light Armored 
Reconnaissance Battalion currently assigned as a company advisor to the 3d Mo-
bile Strike Force Kandak Security Force Assistance Advisory Team. He previously 
worked at the National Defense University where he wrote about organizational 
management issues.

Moral force, discipline, and combat effectiveness are linked. (Photo by LCpl Sullivan Laramie.)
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navigated and understood on the basis 
of a very particular code of behavior. A 
common worldview rooted in a logical 
system of thought and action is the most 
basic requirement for success in combat 
and is the backbone around which all 
other things are built. Tactics and weap-
onry have no meaning if individuals 
cannot be controlled or inspired with 
a shared vision. Binding men together 
into a cohesive unit, motivating them to 
do the nearly impossible under extreme 
conditions, overcoming hardships, and 
facing death requires a shared struc-
ture of belief and a confdence in one’s 
superiors and comrades that can exist 
only under very particular conditions, 
as Jonathan Shay explains:

Any army, ancient or modern, is a 
social construction defned by shared 
expectations and values. Some of these 
are embodied in formal regulations, 
defined authority, written orders, 
ranks, incentives, punishments, and 
formal task and occupational defni-
tions. Others circulate as traditions, 
archetypal stories of things to be emu-
lated or shunned and accepted truth 
about what is praiseworthy and what 
is culpable. Altogether, these form 
a moral world that most of the par-
ticipants most of the time regard as 
legitimate, “natural,” and personally 
building. The moral power of an army 
is so great that it can motivate men to 
get up out of a trench and step into 
enemy machinegun fre.2

Ultimately, good discipline not only me-
diates the actions of the soldier, it helps 
him order his thoughts as well, fnding 
greater strength and comfort through 
self-identifcation with the organization.
 However, the moral world that 
frames military discipline is always 
under assault from the society within 
which we are embedded. The American 
military has for a long time lived on the 
borrowed capital of traditions of public 
virtue that predate the rise of economic 
and social liberalism, and has tried to 
avoid evolving to refect those changes. 
As American society changes, the tenets 
that once legitimized military service 
are increasingly supplanted by social 
values that do not inspire service toward 
the common good, thus the ideas that 
formed the basis of our current system 

of military discipline are increasingly 
anachronistic. The classical military 
virtues of fortitude, loyalty, courage, 
and self-sacrifce go largely untaught 
in civil society. The loyalties that once 
bound individuals together, endowed 
them with direction and unity of out-
look on life, and guided and supported 
their actions have largely disappeared. 
Even those particularly American values 
of hard work, sobriety, and self-improve-
ment have lost their traction in a society 
bedazzled by the ephemeral and easy.
 This erosion of traditional virtues 
threatens the very basis of military 
discipline; as the values of civilian 
society continue to evolve and place 
ever-greater emphasis on mindless indi-
vidualism, those we recruit will be less 
and less suited for the obligations and 
demands of military service. The re-
publican ideals that formed the frame-

work of our Nation recognized the 
connection between military virtues 
and good citizenship, scorning both 
self-gratifcation and self-aggrandize-
ment. Even Adam Smith, the father 
of modern economics, regretted the 
decline in martial prowess he witnessed 
among the merchant classes, noting 
that the “general security and happi-
ness which prevail in ages of civility 
and politeness” give “little exercise to 
the contempt of danger, to patience in 
enduring labor, hunger and pain.” It 
is politics and war, not business or en-
tertainment, which serve as the “great 
school of self command.”3

 At the same time that these virtues 
are disappearing, the penetration of 
civil society into the military through 
media and congressional scrutiny will 
force us to be increasingly circumspect 
with how we exercise control within our 
organizations. As much as possible, we 
need to resist the tendency for the moral 
character of the military to approximate 

contemporary American values. It has 
long been an accepted truth that there 
are functional reasons for why mili-
tary organizations should not hold the 
same values or be governed by the same 
principles of individual freedom, which 
characterize the society they defend. 
John Adams noted the following:

There can be no liberty . . . where the 
laws are not revered and most sacredly 
observed, nor can there be happiness 
or safety in an army for a single hour 
when discipline is not observed.4

But today most people fnd this un-
nerving. While contemporary America 
celebrates the ephemeral and the differ-
ent, military discipline seeks to eradi-
cate individual differences, or at least 
to subordinate those differences to the 
needs of the unit, and to establish in 
the minds of soldiers commitment to 
the unit and the Nation to the point of 
a willingness to die for these things. As 
GEN Sir John Hackett wrote:

The military virtues—fortitude, en-
durance, loyalty, courage, and so on—
these are good qualities in any collec-
tion of men and enrich the society in 
which they are prominent. But in the 
military society, they are functional 
necessities, which is something quite, 
quite different. I mean a man can be 
false, feeting, perjured, in every way 
corrupt, and be a brilliant mathema-
tician, or one of the world’s greatest 
painters. But there’s one thing he can’t 
be, and that is a good soldier, sailor 
or airman.5

 The fashionable values of contem-
porary society cannot give us resolve in 
the face of hardship nor help us under-
stand the consequences of our actions in 
the face of ambiguity or contradiction. 
They lack the certitude and the time-
lessness that inspire discipline and self-
lessness. Classic military virtues, with 
their demand for sacrifce and fortitude 
in the face of the unspeakable, require 
the greatest strength and are the most at 
odds with contemporary America. One 
must ask how military leaders can be 
expected to shape the lives and control 
the actions of young men and women 
imbued with modern, postheroic values, 
given the sharp limits imposed on our 
authority.

. . . military discipline 

seeks to eradicate indi-

vidual differences. . . .
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 It is easy to hope that we can fore-
stall the inevitable decline in discipline 
by simply upholding current standards 
using the methods now in place, but 
the time when such methods would 
work has passed, and we need to in-
stead completely rethink the subject. 
We have bureaucratically preserved an 
outdated means of organizing fghting 
men and we still use the same (albeit 
watered down) disciplinary code of a 
previous era, even though the values 
and behaviors of contemporary service-
members have signifcantly changed. 
We managed to preserve many of the 
structures that impede the administra-
tion of meaningful rewards and pun-
ishments at the same time that most 
servicemembers no longer exhibit the 
individual virtues that would allow the 
current disciplinary system to work. 
Military rewards rely largely on outdat-
ed notions of service and social identity. 
Meaningful punishments barely exist, 
depending as they do on empty threats 
and social pressure—a butt-chewing 
doesn’t hold the same power that it once 
did, shame carries less water, and veiled 
threats simply ring hollow as everyone 
knows there is no force behind such 
things. To put it in a familiar analogy, 
both the carrot and the stick are too 
small to be useful.

Rewards for Contemporary Americans
 Our military is, as we are so proud 
of reciting, an all-volunteer, professional 
military. But our system of rewards has 
not changed to match this context; we 
rely on outdated notions of service to 
incentivize individuals who grew up in 
a society that prizes money much more 
than it does the fulfllment of obliga-
tions. We are professionals, but we do 
not tie performance to salary.
 Many people have a knee-jerk reac-
tion against tying military performance 
in general, and combat performance in 
particular, to monetary rewards. There 
is a feeling that such things would lead 
to the fetishization of body counts or 
loosen unit cohesion or cheapen the sac-
rifces of war by replacing service to na-
tion with pursuit of proft, but this is not 
a convincing argument. For one thing, 
Hollywood has done a far better job at 
glorifying violence and celebrating the 

rogue individual than the military ever 
could do. More to the point, however, is 
that providing substantive rewards for 
good performance is probably as old 
as war itself. From the promise of loot 
and slaves that motivated the Greeks 
to sit outside the walls of Troy for 10 
years to the rewarding of prize money 
to successful naval vessels in the 19th 
century, monetary rewards have long 
been a part of military tradition. Indeed, 
the idea of not taking plunder is a rela-
tively recent one and we have not yet 
reconciled the need to prevent battle-
feld excesses with a means of rewarding 
victorious performances. Instead we did 
away with tangible rewards for victory 
and bravery and replaced them with a 
token economy of ribbons and medals. 
Thus instead of rewards we have awards, 
which are less useful for incentivizing 
behavior, as they represent increasingly 
little in society. In the past, and in other 
militaries, this might represent an easy 
access to good jobs or social dignity for 
the bearer; in contemporary America, 
although medals and awards might offer 
access to free drinks and a modicum of 
prestige, they no longer necessarily rep-
resent either political heft or economic 
security.

Meaningful and Acceptable Punish-
ments
 Over recent decades the range of 

punishments available to military 
leaders of all levels has precipitously 
declined. The persistent penetration of 
the military sphere by the media and ci-
vilian oversight has caused the military 
to pull back disciplinary authority and 
limit the fexibility of junior leaders in 
enforcing discipline. Ironically, in doing 
so, we effectively enshrined hazing as 
the method of last resort for correcting 
disciplinary problems because there are 
simply too few useful legal options for 
correcting bad character. Bureaucratic 
impediments to punishments mean that 
we generally impose disciplinary force 
later rather than sooner and at a scale 
that is neither appropriate nor effective 
for solving the problem we are facing. 
Discipline needs to be imposed not just 
for immediately compelling reasons, but 
also to address less-than-vital concerns 
that will forestall greater problems—
that is to say, if we correct the small 
problems, the bigger ones are less likely 
to occur. The weightiest punishments 
take so long to be administered and 
occur at a level so far removed from 
the problem itself that they have little 
effect in dissuading others from repeat-
ing bad behavior. And the punishments 
available to company grade offcers, 
those most intimately connected with 
maintaining the “good order and dis-
cipline” of the Services, are generally so 
watered down or so intimately tied to 

Our military is an all-volunteer force. (Photo by LCpl Bridget M. Keane.)
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bureaucratic processes as to be almost 
meaningless for correcting behavior. 
In fact, the amount of paperwork any 
punishment or corrective action requires 
makes it almost more painful for the 
punisher than the offender. Such ex-
haustive documentation may be useful 
in a long campaign to end someone’s 
career or prevent his promotion, but 
these things are much less useful for 
immediately correcting the behavior 
of individuals and units—and ulti-
mately, in many cases, Marines with 
serious transgressions are often simply 
separated from the military rather than 
“punished,” which communicates an en-
tirely wrong message to other Marines.
 At the moment, correcting misbe-
havior is a mostly informal process 
that relies largely on the initiative of 
junior leaders. It is hugely dependent 
on junior leaders’ forces of personal-
ity, and because it is unstructured and 
informal, it is a poor substitute for a 
real system that would give meaningful 
and legitimate authority to those who 
are most intimately tied to troop lead-
ership. How much can we rely on the 
willingness of corporals and sergeants 
to face the resentment of their peers in 
order to fx disciplinary problems if we 
do not give them real tools to make their 
threats meaningful? Without giving our 
small unit leaders some measure of real 
disciplinary authority, we force them to 
conserve their social capital and preserve 

their authority by trying to seem agree-
able to their subordinates rather than 
focusing on upholding standards and 
maintaining combat effectiveness. It is 
tempting to look for the solution to this 
problem by hoping for a return to the 
“good old days” in which smoke sessions 
and breaking big rocks into small ones 
were normal punishments for misbe-
havior. Although there is an instinc-
tive appeal to such ideas, most physical 
punishments are no longer considered 

legitimate by civilians or Marines. Try-
ing to reinstitute physical punishments 
would, in the short term, lead only to 
resistance; in the long term it would 
mean a mass exodus from the military.
 Unfortunately, the only culturally 
acceptable punishments left are those 
that are already familiar in the civilian 
world: loss of pay and loss of employ-
ment. We must do our best to avoid 
the latter—the military, more so than 
any other sphere of society, has such a 
great amount of time, money, and hope 

invested in the training of its person-
nel that rollover needs to be prevented. 
Loss of pay, however, remains a largely 
unused tool within the military. For one 
thing, it requires substantial documen-
tation and oversight and is often seen 
as more trouble than it is worth. But 
pushing down disciplinary authority to 
a lower level, and allowing, say, a day’s 
wages to be docked for those failures 
that currently go largely unpunished 
(like poor performance or bad leader-
ship) would allow problems to be cor-
rected much more quickly and would 
be a more effective means of shaping 
behavior than is allowed in the current 
system. This would also help solve our 
problem of what economists call “ad-
verse selection”—that is, because wages 
and rank (particularly at the junior lev-
els) are more closely tied to time in ser-
vice than they are to actual performance 
or ability, there is little reason outside 
of the moral rewards of a job well done 
for very capable individuals to perform 
at a high level or even just to reenlist. 
Although we are never going to be able 
to match what the private sector could 
offer in fnancial rewards, even moder-
ate wage discrimination would go a long 
way to reinforcing good leadership and 
maintaining standards.
 Discipline can also be made more 
meaningful by making it a more inti-
mate process. Increasing the authority 
of junior leaders and using small units 
with a defned group identity and rela-
tively stable composition will increase 
individual discipline and commitment 
to the larger unit. Hyperindividualized 
American youths have no particular rea-
son to feel compelled by the wants and 
needs of large organizations or higher 
leaders with whom they have limited in-
teraction, but they care very much what 
their friends think, and the smaller the 
unit, the greater their share of respon-
sibility and the more they will identify 
with the organization as a whole.

Conclusion

 It is often said that the future is like 
the present, only more so. For this rea-
son, we can say with some confdence 
that the particular strains of individual-
ism and self-gratifcation that are most 
obvious in American society today will 

Small unit leaders may need some tools for disciplinary authority. (Photo by LCpl Jeff Drew.)

. . . most physical pun-
ishments are no lon-
ger considered legiti-
mate. . . .
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be even stronger tomorrow. We can do 
nothing to fght this process in soci-
ety at large, but we can control how 
these things are expressed in our own 
units. Successful organizations don’t 
leave good decisions up to chance, but 
instead create structures of rewards 
and punishments that make it easy 
for people to make the right decision 
and hard for them to make the wrong 
decision; in doing so they reinforce in-
dividual virtue by making “doing the 
right thing” a habit that requires no 
thinking or moral debate. Thus, even 
if we cannot convince every Marine to 
uphold standards for altruistic reasons, 
we can shape their actions, and in doing 
so reinject traditional virtues back into 
individual behavior.
 Ultimately, military power and the 
security of our Nation is built not on 
weaponry and budgets, but on organiza-
tion and discipline. We have continu-
ously outspent the rest of the world in 
military affairs, and we should be proud 

of how technologically advanced we are, 
but we have largely ignored the deeper 
infuences that control the military: 
the way we structure our forces and 
the way we structure their thoughts. 
Such changes are always much more 
diffcult to implement than adding on 
new weaponry or tactics, for they quite 
literally require changing the worldview 
of all the constituent players, whereas 
changing tactics and weapons simply 
requires retraining. But to remain effec-
tive, independent, and relevant, we must 
evolve to work within the political and 
cultural contexts of the moment and 
fnd ways to maintain high standards 
regardless of political whims and social 
fads.

>Author’s Note: Special thanks to Dr. Chris-
topher Lamb of the Center for Strategic Re-
search, and Fletcher Schoen, scout sniper with 
the 25th Infantry Division, for their help in 
revising this article.
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D
ear Dan,
     First and foremost, con-
gratulations on earning a 
commission as a second 

lieutenant in the U.S. Marine Corps. 
Through blood, sweat, and tears you 
proved you possess the capability to 
serve as a leader in the world’s greatest 
fghting force. You are now an offcer 
of Marines, and I am proud to not only 
call you my brother, but also my broth-
er-in-arms. I write to you today as a feld 
grade offcer, a 12-year veteran of our 
offcer corps, hoping to help you as you 
start down the road of your new profes-
sion of leading Marines. The best way 
I can help you is by telling you what I 
learned not only from others, but mostly 
from the mistakes I made during my 
time as a company grade offcer. I write 
to you in the hope that you will take 
my leadership lessons and make them 
your own, while not repeating the same 
mistakes I made. Take these lessons to 
heart; being a good leader will help 
others more than you will ever know. 
At the same time, the consequences of 
your actions often extend further than 
you realize.
 I joined my frst unit with a certain 
sense of entitlement. I thought I de-
served to be looked up to simply because 
I was an offcer. I was wrong. It took 
more than one “come to Jesus” ftness 
report counseling and a billet reassign-
ment by my CO to make me understand 
my role as a second lieutenant. Your 
place as a second lieutenant may be out 
in front of your platoon, but your job is 
to learn. The majority of your Marines 
have probably been in the Corps longer 
than you have; give them the respect 
they have earned. Show both initiative 
and humility in equal measure. Seek out 
a squared-away SNCO and ask him to 
mentor you. Listen to what he has to 
say. Seek his counsel and advice. You 

may be in charge, but he knows what 
is going on. If you do this, you will ex-
cel. If you do not do this, your platoon 
will suffer while your short time in the 
Marine Corps will be miserable.
 Study your profession constantly. 
Learn all you can, frst about your job, 
then about the MAGTF, and then about 
the joint force. Gain an understanding 
of how your unit works. Know your 
unit’s standing operating procedures 
cold. Get out of your offce and join the 
Marines (this will cause you to get dirty 
and sometimes be uncomfortable as you 
crawl under trucks and run slash wire 
over hills in the rain, but you will leave 
for the day with a better understanding 
of what Marines do and how they do 
it). Take a sincere interest in the jobs 
of each of your Marines and the other 
Marines in your unit while also mak-
ing sure not get too much in their way. 
Stay at work late when required. Work 
until you know your work is done for 
the day.
 Manage your weight. This will be-
come more of a challenge the older you 
get. It took me awhile to fgure out how 
to exercise and eat in order to maintain 
my proper weight, and I still have to 
adapt as I get older. This process will 
be different for you than it was (and is) 
for me; the sooner you fnd out what 
works for you, the better. The Marine 
Corps, with good reason, has an idea of 
how it wants its Marines, and especially 
its offcers, to look; make sure you ft 
that mold. In that same vein, you must 
be able to make weight and appearance 

in order to effectively counsel and, if 
required, take action against your Ma-
rines for not being within standards. 
Enforce standards equally across the 
board, starting with yourself, continu-
ing through your SNCOs and NCOs, 
and down to your Marines. On a lighter 
but equally important note, always try 
to outperform your Marines during 
physical ftness. You will be surprised 
at what you can accomplish, even as 
you get older.
 Properly writing ftness reports will 
become perhaps your greatest respon-
sibility; this is one area where I have 
performed well overall as an offcer, 
solely because I was taught by my frst 
reporting senior how to do so. Seek out 
an offcer senior to you and ask him to 
teach you how to properly write a ft-
ness report. Read the instructions on 
the report itself. Grade according to the 
descriptions on the pages. Learn how 
to write accurate and appropriate com-
ments. Always submit ftness reports 
on time. You are literally shaping the 
Marine Corps and Marines’ careers by 
writing ftness reports; you cannot take 
this responsibility lightly.
 Second only to writing ftness reports 
is counseling your Marines. This is an 
area where I did not succeed as a com-
pany grade offcer. I did not learn how 
to effectively counsel my Marines until I 
was a senior captain. Do not be like me 
in this respect. Find an offcer senior to 
you who you respect and ask him how 
he conducts counselings. The sooner 
you learn how to properly counsel your 

Leader of Marines
A letter to my brother

by Maj John J. Franklin

>Maj Franklin is an aviation command and control offcer. He is currently assigned 
as the Tactical Air Command Center Division Head, Marine Aviation Weapons and 
Tactics Squadron One. He will soon transfer to the U.S. Army’s School of Advanced 
Military Studies. Maj Franklin has deployed to Operation IRAQI FREEDOM I (Janu-
ary to May 2003) and Operation ENDURING FREEDOM (October 2009 to April 2010).
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Marines, the better your unit will be. 
Your Marines will have a clear expec-
tation of what they are required to do. 
Marines who understand their expecta-
tions will most often exceed them. My 
time as an offcer in charge of a section 
would have been much more successful 
had I understood this going in.
 Make every effort to seek billets of 
increased responsibility, but do so by 
working hard and putting in the effort 
required to achieve tactical excellence 
and a very high degree of technical pro-
fciency. If you do this you will fnd 
yourself in situations where you can put 
leadership into practice. Volunteer, but 
more importantly, let your hard work 

display your potential for future respon-
sibility. I was fortunate to have deployed 
to combat twice as a company grade 
offcer; with the current and future 
uncertain state of world affairs, you 
may or may not get the same chances. 
Nevertheless, even in peacetime you 
will have opportunities to lead, both in 
garrison and in the feld. Always seek 
those opportunities and be ready for 
them by putting in the hours to prepare.
 Complete your formal professional 
military education as soon as possible. 
The nonresident seminar programs are 
actually interesting and useful; they will 
help you become a better and more well-
rounded offcer. Additionally, extend 

your outlook beyond formal profes-
sional military education. Keep abreast 
on current events. Read as much as pos-
sible, especially doctrine and military 
history. Read from the Commandant’s 
Professional Reading List, and require 
your Marines to do the same. Work on 
earning your master’s degree, if at all 
possible. The more you educate yourself, 
the better an offcer you will be. More 
importantly, your Marines will begin 
to emulate you if you develop a culture 
of learning in your unit.
 Seek balance in your life. Do not let 
yourself burn out. Being an offcer of 
Marines is your profession—it is not 
all you are. When able, take time to 
step back, recharge, and reset for the 
professional challenges ahead. Take 
time to not only develop as a leader 
but as a person. Stay true to yourself, 
your conscience, and to what you know 
is right. Make measured choices, and let 
your sense of what is right guide you in 
your decisionmaking process. You will 
get things wrong and you will make 
mistakes. Those mistakes will not be 
fatal, either to you or, more importantly, 
to others, as long as you do what you 
know to be right.
 I hope these words of advice help 
you prepare for your time at The Basic 
School and for your frst assignment in 
the Operating Forces. Being a company 
grade offcer of Marines is one of the 
best professions in the world; you will 
have a chance to go places and do things 
that most cannot even fathom. You will 
be tactically leading the warriors who 
put our operational plans into action 
and achieve the strategic goals of our 
Nation. Enjoy your time and cherish 
the present. It will be over before you 
know it.

>Author’s Note: I do not actually have a 
brother named Dan who is a new second 
lieutenant in the Marine Corps. I employed 
this fctional relationship as a vessel to take 
an honest, realistic look at what leadership, 
either positive or negative, means to me, and 
then articulate ways and methods of being an 
effective leader of Marines.

A good way to share thoughts and advice. (Photo by LCpl Crystal Druery.)
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T
he Performance Evaluation 
System (PES) is killing the 
careers of Marines. A recent 
career designation board af-

ter-action presentation noted, “These 
Marines . . . would have been otherwise 
retained had some extra effort been put 
in the report.”1 Marines are not being 
allowed to continue their service in the 
Marine Corps because of a fawed sys-
tem of assessing Marines that depends 
on evaluations written by similarly 
fawed individuals. The efforts of the 
evaluator should have no bearing on a 
Marine’s career. Additionally, contrary 
to its name, the PES does not evalu-
ate performance, but rather evaluates 
character or the perception thereof. In 
other words, the PES is the evaluation 
of how the reporting senior (RS) feels 
about the Marine reported on (MRO) 
instead of being an objective review of 
what the MRO actually accomplished. 
Compounded by reporting offcials’ 
blunders and selection board misin-
terpretations, the faws of the system 
provide an injustice to Marines and 
serve to shape a force that may not be 
our “best and brightest.”
 MCO P1610.7F w/ Ch 2, Performance 
Evaluation System, known as the PES 
manual, governs the PES and defnes 
its scope as providing “for the periodic 
reporting, recording, and analysis of 
the performance and professional 
character of Marines in the grades of 
sergeant through major general.”2 The 
PES manual lists the fundamental con-
cepts of the system as accuracy, account-
ability, simplicity, and consistency. The 
purpose of the PES is to facilitate the 
selection, promotion, and retention of 
the most qualifed Marines. The PES 
manual dictates that evaluations must 

be an appraisal of performance during a 
given period against an understood set 
of standards. The manual also stipulates 
that the ftness report is not a counseling 
tool or a communication to the MRO.
 Conceptually, the system is fairly 
simple and straightforward. In prac-
tice, however, something gets lost in 
translation. The following analysis of 
the system is largely anecdotal, albeit 
appropriate, since the system is used by 
ordinary Marines where concepts and 
theories are shaped by other Marines, 
the “lieutenant underground,” senior 

offcers and/or reviewing offcials, and 
SNCO counterparts. Even with the best 
of intentions, the guidance that comes 
from any one of those groups, or the 
combination thereof, does not always 
refect the true intent or design of the 
system. Sometimes the advice given is 
so far off the mark that it would be 
comical if it were not so tragic. A per-
fect example of this type of advice is 
the “room to grow” theory, where it is 
said that an RS should mark the frst 
report on a new MRO low on his RS 
profle in order to allow room to “show 

Performance 
Evaluation System

The system is fawed and we’re doing our Marines an injustice

by Capt Barrett P. Dupuy

>Capt Dupuy is Deputy Comptroller, Marine Corps Air Station Yuma. He has deployed 
to Helmand Province, Afghanistan, in support of Operation ENDURING FREEDOM 10.1 
as CO, Headquarters & Service Company, Combat Logistics Battalion 5.

The system that evaluates their performance has faws. (Photo by Cpl Brianna Christensen.)
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improvement.” This type of attempt to 
manipulate the system demonstrates 
that the reporting offcials lack a full 
understanding of the PES and serves 
to make the system ineffective.
 Reporting offcials are not entirely to 
blame for their lack of understanding 
of the PES. While the PES is straight-
forward in its application, it becomes 
somewhat mystic in its implementa-
tion and interpretation. The manual 
itself contains nearly 200 pages on 
the administration of the system, not 
completely free of ambiguity or con-
tradiction. The board process, which is 
ultimately the only time ftness reports 
matter, is abstract to most reporting of-
fcials who have never been a member of 
a board. This causes a lot of guessing as 
to how a report will be interpreted. The 
PES, with all its intricacies and excep-
tions and its nebulous implementation, 
ought to be taught in an upper-level 
university course. The Marine Corps 
thought it best, though, to teach it over 
a few hours of lecture to a group of tired, 
hungry, and disgruntled lieutenants at 
The Basic School in between feld ex-
ercises and 10-mile walks through the 
woods conducting land navigation.
 After graduating from The Basic 
School, now deemed fully equipped to 
measure the performance of Marines, a 
new second lieutenant can begin writing 
ftness reports as an RS. The RS now 
has the responsibility to evaluate the 
performance of the Marines under his 
supervision. In addition, the RS has to 
manage his RS profle. The RS profle is 
essentially a sliding scale specifc to him 
in which the highest rated Marine (by 
that RS) earns a relative value (RV) of 
100 percent, the lowest rated Marine is 
80 percent, and all others fall somewhere 
in between. The RS profle is a means of 
translating a report based on intangible 
characteristics and assigning it a nu-
merical value. This method is basically 
a guise for putting Marines in categories 
of “above average,” “average,” and “be-
low average” without seeming as callous. 
One problem with the RS profle or RV 
system is that it is ever-changing. The 
system has the potential to become more 
accurate as the sample size increases (as 
the RS writes more reports), but it can 
be extremely inaccurate with a few re-

ports. An RV is assigned to a report once 
an RS has accumulated three reports 
written on Marines of the same grade. 
An RS profle with 3 reports, as mat-
ter of mathematical necessity, has one 
Marine assigned an RV of 100, one 90, 
and one assigned an RV of 80. The dif-
ference in the three Marines could have 
been marginal (or expansive for that 
matter), however, the RS profle only 
shows that one was above average, one 
was average, and one was below average. 
At this point, one may speculate that 
the narrative of the report will amplify 
the imprecision of the RV; that concept 
will be discussed later. The RS now has 
a profle with which to work and refer-
ence the performance of other Marines. 
It follows then that the next MRO, if 
he is an average Marine, receives marks 
equal to 90 percent. Henceforth, with 
few exceptions, Marines will fall some-
where between the original 80 and 100. 
An RS with so few reports on his profle 
has little choice than to assign grades to 
achieve the desired RV.
 However, the PES manual states 
that grades “are not given to attain a 
perceived ftness report average or rela-
tive value.”3 The RS is to assign grades 
by determining each of 13 attributes’ 
positions on the performance-anchored 
rating scale (PARS) according to the 
MRO’s effort during the reporting pe-
riod, without regard to the RV. In doing 
so, while having few reports on his RS 
profle, the RS has inadvertently (or un-
consciously) determined that one of the 
MROs is below average (80 percent). 
The MRO assigned an RV of 80 may 
stay at 80 for years on the RS profle, 
though only marginally less than the 
90, while the RS accumulates more 
reports. Theoretically, most reports 
would be in the 90 range, since that is 
the average. Not until the RS observes 
a truly below average Marine would 
the 80 now become 85 (or somewhere 
between 80 and 90 depending on the 
number of reports), while the below 
average Marine becomes the new 80. 
However, in the meantime, the original 
80 was on a promotion board and not 
selected because of an 80 that probably 
should have never been an 80, based 
on the prescribed method of grading 
without regard to RV.

 In well-intentioned efforts to avoid 
injustice, reporting officials assign 
grades to place each MRO in the ap-
propriate position on the RS profle. 
Considering that the graded attributes 
are so intangible that they render grad-
ing unfeasible, it is logical that most 
reporting offcials default to the RV 
method of grading. Shannon Phillips 
and Adam Clemens noted in their study 
of the ftness report system that “. . .  
although some PARS are probably more 
applicable to some billets than others, 
each is treated with equal weight in 
calculating the report average.”4 For 
example, courage is graded for every 
Marine using the same PARS, whether 
in garrison in an administrative billet or 
during combat. The courage required of 
the two are so far beyond compare that 
it is entirely impractical to rate them 
using the same scale, yet if there ever 
were an RS with the responsibility of 
grading these two Marines, he would 
have to do exactly that.
 In addition to having to rate attri-
butes of Marines from different back-
grounds or MOSs on the same scale, the 
RS now has to ft them both into the 
same RS profle. How does the admin 
Marine compare to the infantry Ma-
rine? (Note: This is an extreme example 
to illustrate a point. Where it is unlikely 
for an RS to observe an infantry Marine 
and an admin Marine, it is entirely pos-
sible that an RS will evaluate Marines 
in the same grade with different MOSs, 
backgrounds, experience, and time in 
grade.)  Ideally the reviewing offcer 
(RO) would serve to advise the RS on 
such matters. However, in many cases, 
the RO has never met (and probably 
never heard of) the MRO. Personally, 
I have only met one of at least half a 
dozen of my ROs (all of whom have 
marked observation as suffcient). The 
role of the RO has become so ineffective 
that the previously mentioned career 
designation board noted, “It was obvi-
ous when a senior RO simply cut/pasted 
recommended comments from a Lt/
Capt RS.”5 The board continued, “No 
offense to the junior offcers’ writing 
ability, they just cannot communicate 
at the O–5/O–6 [lieutenant colonel/
colonel] level.”6 Apparently neither can 
lieutenant colonels or colonels. The RO 
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effectively doubles the impact of the 
RS’s opinion of the MRO by apply-
ing comments written by the RS. The 
role of the RO would be much more 
effective if it were simply to review for 
administrative correctness.
 Without effective clarifcation or am-
plifcation from the RO, ftness reports 
are left up to interpretation. Boards of 
any type usually publish an after-action 
PowerPoint presentation that details the 
philosophies used to make selections. 
The board members usually—in fact, 
always—describe some type of ineffec-
tive reporting by the RSs or ROs. These 
after-action presentations convey much 
more than ineffective report writing, 
though. The ineffective process for 
interpretation of ftness reports is also 
revealed. Worse, the after-action pre-
sentations provide a moving target for 
reporting offcials to try to hit. Report-
ing offcials attempt to appease mem-
bers of boards by addressing concerns 
mentioned during the presentations. For 
example, a board presentation stated, “A 
comment or recommendation on the 
offcer’s potential for retention is a must. 
Not putting a comment has meaning.”7 

The presentation then continues to ex-
plain that “‘retain and promote with 
peers’ pales in comparison to a com-
ment such as ‘A must for promotion and 
retention.’”8 Naturally, any reporting 
offcial who read the cited presenta-
tion would begin to put the comment, 
“A must for promotion and retention,” 
on even mediocre Marines. The board 
members are now left to decipher which 
comments are gratuitous and which are 
sincere.
 Not that the board members did 
not already have their work cut out for 
them. The same after-action describes 
a report on which the RV is less than 
or equal to 90 (average or below aver-
age), but a comment in the narrative 
describes the MRO as “above the ma-
jority of peers.” In this particular case, 
the board favored the RV over the com-
ment and made the assumption that 
the MRO is average or less. However, 
it could have easily been the case that 
the comment was entirely true, but the 
RS failed to correctly manage his RS 
profle. Similarly, remember the sce-
nario above where a reporting offcial 

has few reports on his profle? It could 
be the case that the MRO is above the 
majority of peers but below only the 
few on which the reporting offcial has 
written. The current format of ftness 
reports leaves the true meaning up for 
conjecture.
 Another matter of conjecture from 
the same board was the interpretation 
of a report with a below average RV 
and standard or average comments. The 
board again favored the RV over the 
comments. However, in this case, the 
report was the second report written by 
the RS on Marines of the same rank. 
That means that no RV was assigned 
at the time the report was originally 
processed. At the time of the board, 
though, the RS had written seven re-
ports on Marines of that same rank. The 
board simply does not know what was 
the RS’s opinion of the Marine at the 
time it was written. If the cumulative 
RV was correct and the MRO was be-
low average, it should be expected that 
the comments not match the RV. Since 
negative comments automatically render 
a report adverse and counseling-type 
statements are not allowed (because 
the ftness report is not a counseling 
tool), the best the RS can do to qualify 
a below average RV is to enter benign, 
standard comments about the Marine. 
Any comment that hints at adverse 
will promptly get the report rejected 

by Headquarters Marine Corps (Man-
power Management Selection Board 
(MMSB)).
 The inability of reporting offcials to 
make negative remarks further weakens 
the PES. In practice, all comments must 
be positive, thus a reporting offcial can 
write, “MRO accomplishes assigned 
tasks.” What is really meant by such a 
statement is, “MRO needs to be con-
stantly supervised,” or, “MRO does the 
bare minimum.” The latter two state-
ments probably paint a better picture 
of the Marine to the board members, 
but the statements would render the 
report adverse. It may be the case that 
the Marine is not an overall adverse 
Marine, but the comment is accurate. 
It could also be that the report should 
be marked adverse, but few reporting 
offcials are willing to go through the 
rigors of submitting an adverse report. 
Adverse reports undergo such scrutiny 
that it takes months to submit an ad-
verse report to MMSB. Adverse reports 
require a third offcer sighter to review 
the report and the MRO to sign and 
comment on the report. Adverse re-
ports are often reviewed by the Judge 
Advocate General’s offce as well. Any 
changes made on the report after the 
MRO signs it require the report to be 
routed back to the MRO, further add-
ing to the processing time. Since as few 
as three offcers, and probably four to 

Don’t leave their ftness reports up to interpretation. (Photo by LCpl Shaltiel Dominguez.)
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fve, have reviewed the report, most as-
suredly every “t” is crossed and every “i” 
is dotted before the report gets submit-
ted to MMSB. The appeal process for 
the MRO, however, can have an adverse 
report removed from his record without 
any chance to reclama by the three off-
cers who administered the report. After 
three offcers were in agreement that 
an adverse report was justifed, should 
there not be a more expansive appeal 
process? Arguably, the appeal process 
itself makes the cumbersome effort of 
administering adverse reports seldom 
worth the effort. The result is that less 
accurate information gets presented to 
the board.
 In order to present more accurate 
information to the board members to 
ensure that only the best and most qual-
ifed Marines are selected for promotion, 
special programs, reenlistment, etc., the 
PES should be overhauled to include a 
standard scale (as opposed to the sliding 
RV scale), allow for more accurate com-

ments, and eliminate no-value-added 
comments from ROs who do not know 
the MROs. It is absolutely unacceptable 
that the best and most qualifed Ma-
rines are not being allowed to continue 
service because of the efforts, or lack 
thereof, of reporting offcials. It is also 
unfair to board members to be left to 
interpret information presented because 
of the fawed, incorrectly implemented, 
and inaccurate PES.
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W
hen applied correctly 
by an adroit, well-
trained military force, 
the concept known as 

“combined arms” can produce devastat-
ing effects on an opponent. Its benefts 
are so renowned that the concept plays 
a central role in current U.S. Marine 
Corps doctrine. As defned in Marine 
Corps Doctrinal Publication 1, Warfght-
ing (MCDP 1), “[c]ombined arms is the 
full integration of arms in such a way 
that to counteract one, the enemy must 
become more vulnerable to another.”1 

Before a deployment outside of the con-
tinental United States, most infantry 
battalions and light armored recon-
naissance (LAR) battalions will frst 
deploy to Marine Corps Air-Ground 
Combat Center (MCAGCC) Twenty-
nine Palms. Stationed on MCAGCC 
is an organization called the Tacti-
cal Training Exercise Control Group 
(TTECG). TTECG is in charge of an 
exercise termed INTEGRATED TRAIN-

ING Exercise (ITX). This exercise allows 
infantry and LAR battalions to plan and 
execute combined arms using maneuver 
forces and live ordnance, specifcally 
at the company and battalion levels. 
The evaluators at TTECG (commonly 
referred to as “Coyotes”) have identifed 
an unfortunate training defciency at 
the company level, one that is directly 
tied to the concept of combined arms. 
The vast majority of company fre sup-
port teams (FiSTs) (of which there are 

three in an infantry battalion and four 
in an LAR battalion) that come to ITX 
arrive in desperate need of training in 
the fundamentals of FiST operations 
(i.e., their ability to execute combined 
arms at the tactical level is substan-
dard). While TTECG has developed 
a comprehensive FiST training package 
that company FiSTs receive during the 

frst week of ITX, it is not enough to 
adequately combat this defciency. To 
illustrate, from 2009 through 2012, 44 
infantry and LAR battalions executed 
ITX. TTECG evaluated each FiST 
using one event code from the 2008 
Infantry Training and Readiness Manual 
(T&R Manual ), specifically “INF–
FSPT–6302: Conduct Fire Support 

Attacking the 
FiST Problem

One course at a time

by Capt Jon Wilkins

>Capt Wilkins is assigned to 2d LAR 
Battalion and is currently deployed 
to Romania.

We have a training defciency that needs to be addressed. (Photo by LCpl Matthew Bragg.)
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Team (FiST) Operations.”2 TTECG 
also utilized the following scoring sys-
tem: untrained (0–49 percent), partially 
trained (50–79 percent), and trained 
(80–100 percent).3 Over the past 4 
years, TTECG concluded that a mere 
20 percent of the battalions had FiSTs 
that were considered “trained.”4 In other 
words, only 9 of the 44 battalions had 
FiSTs that met the standard. This is 
an unsettling statistic, especially when 
looking at the importance combined 
arms play in Marine Corps doctrine. 
Undoubtedly this is an issue that needs 
to be readdressed by the Marine Corps. 
In an effort to increase the number 
of profcient/trained FiSTs that leave 
ITX and eventually deploy, the Marine 
Corps should create a formal, 1-week 
FiST course.

Problem: What Is the Problem and 
Who Should Be Held Accountable?
 It seems that the current problem 
with infantry and LAR FiSTs is that 
too many arrive at ITX unprepared for 
the Coyotes to evaluate them. TTECG 
identifed and appropriately character-
ized this issue as a shortfall in train-
ing. To avoid evaluating an untrained 
FiST, TTECG decided (as previously 
mentioned) to create a FiST training 
package. The problem with this solution 
is that it does little to prevent succes-
sive battalions from bringing untrained 
FiSTs to ITX in the future. Therefore, it 
can be said that TTECG’s FiST train-
ing package only addresses a symptom 
to an underlying problem.
 The underlying problem is that most 
infantry and LAR company command-
ers are failing to adequately train their 
FiSTs prior to executing the ITX exer-
cise. As stated in the 2012 Infantry T&R 
Manual (which replaced the 2008 ver-
sion), the rife company commander (or 
LAR company commander) “is respon-
sible for [the] training and employment 
of his unit.”5 Moreover, in Marine Corps 
Warfghting Publication 3–16, Fire Sup-
port Coordination in the Ground Combat 
Element, it is pointed out that:

A company does not have an FSCC 
[fre support coordination center]. The 
company commander is responsible 
for coordination of his own fres and 
organizes his personnel accordingly. . . . 

The company commander may assign 
an offcer as the company FSC [fre 
support coordinator] to coordinate 
supporting arms with the company’s 
scheme of maneuver.6

In other words, even if the company 
commander designates a lieutenant 
(typically a frst lieutenant) to be the 
FiST leader for the company, this does 
not absolve the company commander 
from the responsibility to train his unit 
(i.e., the FiST). In fact, by delegating 
this important role to another offcer, 
it becomes even more critical that the 
company commander properly train 
the FiST. This is because the company 
commander now must communicate 
his guidance, intent, and desired effects 
for fres to his FiST leader. To avoid 
wasting time in a time-compressed en-
vironment, the company commander 
and FiST should reach a point in their 
training whereby the FiST leader (and 
to a degree, the other FiST members) 
understands how the company com-
mander thinks and communicates, and 
vice versa. It is not TTECG’s respon-
sibility to train the FiST; it is the com-
pany commander’s responsibility. With 
this in mind, it is noted in MCDP 1 that 
“[c]ommanders should see the develop-
ment of their subordinates as a direct 
refection on themselves.”7 Therefore, 
if a FiST is untrained when it begins 
ITX, the company commander is not 
only responsible, but it also is a refec-
tion of the company commander’s lack 
of capabilities in this area.

Cause: Why Are Company Command-
ers Not Training Their FiSTs?
 The company commanders that per-
petuate this problem are, as previously 
noted, incompetent in regard to FiST 
operations. There are many potential 
reasons for this incompetence. One, the 
rife or LAR company commander was 
not a FiST leader as a lieutenant (this 
assumes, of course, that he was prop-
erly trained as a FiST leader). Two, he 
did not attend resident Expeditionary 
Warfare School as a frst lieutenant or 
captain prior to becoming a company 
commander. Three, during his B-billet, 
he did not work in the fre support com-
munity (e.g., Air-Naval Gunfre Liaison 
Company). Four, he did not dedicate 

suffcient time to self-study regarding 
fre support (in general) and FiST opera-
tions (more specifcally) before becom-
ing a company commander. Without 
the aforementioned experiences, it is 
easy to see why a rife or LAR company 
commander would lack the necessary 
knowledge and skills to train his FiST.
 But this does not fully explain why 
FiSTs are not being trained prior to ar-
riving at ITX. If a company commander 
is incapable of personally training his 
FiST and he chooses not to seek outside 
assistance (e.g., utilizing the battalion 
fre support coordinator), it is reason-
able to presume that he simply avoids 
the issue altogether.8 To help get a sense 
for the type of training a rife or LAR 
company commander should provide to 
his FiST leader and FiST, the TTECG 
Battalion Fires Handbook provides a 
great depiction of communication be-
tween commander and FiST leader:

The essential f ire support tasks 
(EFST) methodology is the Marine 
Corps’ technique that translates the 
commander’s intent into usable in-
formation for the FSCC [fre support 
coordination center] and FiST. It fo-
cuses the FiST on critical tasks that 
must be accomplished to achieve the 
commander’s intent . . .. This process 
needs to be studied, understood, and 
rehearsed to be utilized effectively in 
combat operations. It is important that 
the company commander take the time 
to train the FiST leader on this process 
and develop a relationship that fosters 
implicit communication.9

It is a shame more company command-
ers do not (or cannot) adhere to this 
model of behavior.
 At this point in the analysis, some 
may be inclined to ask: Why doesn’t 
The Basic School or Infantry Offcer 
Course correct this problem? In re-
sponse, neither one of these schools is 
training second lieutenants to be pro-
fcient FiST leaders, nor should they. 
Second lieutenants, specifcally infantry 
offcers, rarely check in to their bat-
talions and become either a weapons 
platoon commander or a company 
executive offcer (generally, an offcer 
in one of these two billets is chosen 
to be the FiST leader). While it is not 
unheard of to give a second lieutenant 
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a weapons platoon or make him the 
company executive offcer, it is uncom-
mon; typically infantry battalions place 
their frst lieutenants in these positions. 
Consequently, it would be foolish for 
either The Basic School or Infantry Of-
fcer Course to attempt to make FiST 
leaders out of second lieutenants when 
the chances of them becoming FiST 
leaders after checking in are so small 
and the skills required to be a FiST 
leader so perishable.

A Feasible Solution

 The TTECG training package is 
fantastic; however, it is presented too 
late in the training cycle. Instead of 
receiving this training during the frst 
week of ITX, FiSTs should receive it 
at their home stations when it is both 
convenient and early in their training 
cycles (preferably after new company 
commanders check in and/or when new 
FiST leaders are designated). The course 
material already exists (i.e., the Power-
Point classes and the TTECG Battalion 
Fires Handbook). The Coyotes could 
create a cadre of two or three instruc-
tors as part of a mobile training team 
(MTT); this way the small cadre can 
travel to the requesting units’ home sta-
tions instead of 30 or 40 students from a 
battalion traveling to MCAGCC Twen-
tynine Palms. The MTT can use exist-
ing infrastructure to teach the course at 

the various Marine Corps bases. In fact, 
because each infantry and LAR battal-
ion is stationed on a base that already 
has a Supporting Arms Virtual Trainer 
or Combined Arms Staff Trainer, this 
will help the Coyotes train the FiSTs 
using a variety of scenarios (none of 
which expend live ordnance). When 
these elements are factored together, 
this approach proves to be a low-cost 
solution.
 There are two reasons why this ap-
proach will solve the problem and be 
successful. First, if the company com-
manders and FiSTs from the infantry 
and LAR battalions could attend this 
course early enough, it would force them 
to address FiST operations. The com-
pany commander, regardless of his level 
of fre support experience and/or com-
petence, could get himself and his FiST 
to a common starting point. Put differ-
ently, this course would set a foundation 
for the company commander and FiST 
to build off of during future training 
events. Second, if company command-
ers attend the course and continue to 
work with (or train) their FiSTs before 
ITX (ideally in the manner taught at 
the course), then Coyotes could focus 
on evaluating the FiSTs at ITX rather 
than training them.

Conclusion

 It is still the rife and LAR company 

commanders’ responsibilities to train 
their FiSTs; however, this is not occur-
ring in all cases, as demonstrated by the 
disturbing trend at ITX. To help rife 
and LAR company commanders begin 
the process of training their FiSTs (in-
stead of avoiding it), the Marine Corps 
should establish a formal, 1-week FiST 
course using the TTECG FiST training 
package (currently used during ITX) 
and form a 2- or 3-man MTT to pro-
vide the course to requesting infantry 
and LAR battalions. If implemented, 
the vast majority of infantry and LAR 
company FiSTs will soon be capable of 
executing combined arms to standard, 
thereby improving the Marine Corps’ 
overall ability to fght and win using 
this critical concept.
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FiSTs must be capable of executing combined arms to a standard. (Photo by LCpl Paul S. Martinez.)
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F
iscal year 2004 (FY04) re-
mains a pivotal year in Marine 
aviation. With 18 Class A fight 
mishaps—defned as loss of life, 

more than $1 million in damage (up-
dated to $2 million after 2009) to an 
aircraft, or a permanent total disabil-
ity—FY04 sounded the alarm for an 
immediate intervention in operations 
to stem the tide of this unsustainable 
spike in mishaps. The 2 years prior to 
2004 were just as attention-grabbing 
with 15 and 11 Class A fight mishaps 
in 2002 and 2003, respectively. As 2004 
ended, the Marine Corps responded 
swiftly with the introduction of several 
enterprise-wide safety initiatives that 
had the collective objective to abate the 
underlying reasons these mishaps were 
occurring. Since then, the Class A fight 
mishap trend has ebbed, hitting low 
points in FY09 and FY10 before slowly 
trending back up in the years following.
 However, these arguably more posi-
tive points in mishap rates have ob-
scured more insidious mishap trends. 
While Class A mishaps tend to merit 
more discussion due to the involvement 
of loss of life and/or the destruction of 
an aircraft, trends among Class B and 
Class C mishaps have become more and 
more problematic to the overall safety 
direction of the Marine Corps. More 
to the point, Class B mishaps of all 
types—fight, fight-related, and avia-
tion ground mishaps—have remained 
steady at just below 10 per year for the 
last 10 years. That trend is fairly fat 
across all years of the past decade. Class 
C mishaps of all types have been trend-
ing up in the last 5 years, reaching a 
peak of 36 in FY10 before falling off 
slightly in the last 2 years. Nonetheless, 
the Marine Corps is averaging almost 

28 Class C mishaps per year over the 
past decade, with that average mostly 
being buoyed by incidents occurring 
in the last 5 years. In 2011 and 2012 
combined, Class B and C mishaps were 
responsible for $29.7 million in damage 
to Marine Corps aircraft, roughly cost 
equivalent to destroying a commercial 
regional jet every 2 years.
 While a congratulatory acknowl-
edgement is appropriate in quickly 
addressing the dangerous trends back 
in FY04 and before, all mishap rates, 
especially those Class B and C events, 
remain stubbornly elevated and counter 
any notion that the enterprise is reduc-
ing accidents. The time has come to 
acknowledge that the Marine Corps 
did indeed tackle many of the funda-
mental problems that led to the stagger-

ingly high rates of 2004 and the years 
preceding it, while also acknowledging 
that another similar response to that 
of just after 2004 is needed presently 
to further drive down mishap rates of 
all categories and types. Continuing 
to push the mishap rates downward 
requires another substantial complete 
and total overhaul of all existing safety 
programs and paradigms as part of an 
effort to craft a holistic, enterprise-wide 
aviation safety strategy for the future.
 First, this overhaul has to start with 
the creation of a new and coherent safety 
vision. At present, there is no articulate 
vision for aviation safety, other than 
the nebulous mantra of “no preventable 
mishaps.” This idea lacks any method 
of measuring success, while also beg-
ging the question of what defnes an 

Proactive 
Aviation Safety

Teaching the tired dog new tricks by building a new strategy

by LtCol Geoffrey J. McKeel

>LtCol McKeel is the Deputy, Operations Branch, CMC Safety Division, HQMC. 
He is an EA–6B pilot and has deployed twice to Iraq in support of Operation IRAQI 
FREEDOM (06–08 and 08.2), and to Afghanistan in support of Operation ENDURING 
FREEDOM from 2009–10.

Aviation mishaps generate more discussion overall than do successful aviation operations. 
(Photo by Sgt Marcy Sanchez.)
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unpreventable mishap. A defnitive vi-
sion would be the logical starting point 
around which the Marine Corps could 
construct a comprehensive strategy to 
begin driving down all categories of 
mishaps. As a stepping point, a possible 
vision statement for a safety strategy 
should be “no mishaps attributable di-
rectly to actions or omissions by Ma-
rines and sailors at the organizational 
level,” or something similar. Any vision 
statement should also include language 
that emphasizes the requirement for per-

petual and proactive risk mitigation by 
all members at all times. Further re-
fnement of this vision should endeavor 
to marry aspiration with reality—“no 
preventable mishaps” is distinctly mis-
aligned with the frequency of clearly 
preventable mishaps currently occur-
ring.
 Second, the Marine Corps must 
identify which current programs to 
champion or expand and those ane-
mic areas of its overall safety program 
outlay that need examination in order 

to remain on the offensive against mis-
haps that fall within the infuence of 
organizational-level Marines. Some 
programs that have atrophied or been 
routinely ignored include the following:

• Operational risk management 
(ORM). All Marines are now more 
or less familiar with the fve steps of 
“identify the hazard, assess the haz-
ards, make appropriate risk decisions, 
implement controls, and supervise,” 
yet the statistics indicate that too often 
these basic steps have not been fol-
lowed. As an example, of the 12 Class 
A mishaps of all types in 2011, simple 
risk mitigation tools (namely adher-
ence to procedures) failed to prevent 
exactly half of those mishaps, resulting 
in lost lives and $91 million in lost or 
destroyed airplanes.
• Crew resource management (CRM). 
This program has continued to lan-
guish for over a decade. Marine avia-
tors are more than familiar with the 
acronym SADCLAM (situational 
awareness, assertiveness, decision-
making, communication, leadership, 
adaptability/fexibility, and mission 
analysis), which has come to defne 
CRM. However, due to its stagnation, 
its effectiveness is becoming marginal. 
Even a basic application of CRM prin-
ciples may very well have prevented 
exactly half of the Class A f light 
mishaps in 2012. In stark contrast, 
the airline industry is now on what 
it considers the “sixth iteration”—a 
program of “error management”—of 
CRM, which seeks to both instill in 
aircrew a tenuous balance of strict ad-
herence to procedure while adapting 
to changes in technology.1 In some 
ways it is a fusion of operational risk 
management and CRM programs and 
is a testament to how they have evolved 
their program to facilitate safe opera-
tions in the face of a rapidly changing 
aviation landscape.
• Maintenance resource management 
(MRM). Marine maintenance and 
ground personnel were responsible 
for 44 percent of Class C mishaps 
in FY11 and 43 percent in FY12, re-
sulting in $4.3 million in damage to 
Marine Corps aircraft. The Federal 
Aviation Administration published 
an advisory circular on the develop-The Marine Corps must be proactive and address problem areas within the safety program. 

(Photo by Cpl Manuel A. Estrada.)
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ment and implementation of MRM 
as far back as September 2000.2 The 
basic principles of MRM resemble 
those of CRM—situational aware-
ness, teamwork, communication, and 
decisionmaking.3 These are all fun-
damental tools that assist the various 
departments in a maintenance divi-
sion to coalesce and work through the 
physical divisions between shops. It is 
an initiative that is long overdue for 
implementation consideration by the 
Marine Corps.

 Finally, a strategic safety team, or 
oversight committee, of Fleet Marine 
Force command leadership, operations, 
maintenance, and safety personnel 
would meet to initially craft the over-

all strategy, and then meet again at an 
interval of approximately every 5 to 7 
years to analyze and shape strategy for 
the future. It would be the commit-
tee’s duty to review the vision statement 
and all of Marine aviation’s safety pro-
grams to make changes and adjust the 
programmatic outlay to tackle future 
challenges. This team would utilize its 
practical knowledge of the ground-level 
effects of the existing safety program 
architecture to make recommendations 
for changes in the overall aviation safety 
portfolio. In the present, and possibly 
future, austere fscal environment, the 
Marine Corps needs to employ those 
tools that identify only the most effec-
tive safety programs, as well as those 
that need to be molded or discarded 
because their effectiveness has started 
to diminish.
  Instead of being taken aback by an-
other year like 2004 and summoning a 
vastly overdue amount of vigor to beat 
back another spike in mishap rates and 
trends, Marine aviation has to recog-
nize that the time to revisit its holistic 
safety strategy is now. The energy that 

went into buttressing the dynamics that 
contributed to 2004 has either waned, 
or the Fleet Marine Force in general 
has adapted its battle rhythm to these 
programs, as evidenced in the mishap 
rates of the past few years. Of particular 
note, the Class C mishap rates, even af-
ter being reestablished from a minimum 
cost threshold of $20,000 in damage to, 
after 2009, a cost threshold of $50,000, 
rose in the years after this cost adjust-
ment. The proliferation of these lower 
cost mishaps indicates a very fundamen-
tal weakness in an overall safety effort 
that, for the past decade, has spent much 
of its infuence on Class A incidents and 
very little on future mishap prevention 
of all types.

 In a greater sense, Marine aviation is 
simply not putting its full weight behind 
stopping aviation mishaps. By contrast, 
domestic airlines have done this with 
considerable success. In 2011, American 
air carriers few 17,765,000 hours and 
7,685,600,000 miles without a fatal-
ity.4 Their mishap rate for that year was 
0.175, far below mishap rates of any 
class for the Marine Corps in 2011.5 
While it is fair to say that the airlines 
do not do the tactical, dynamic type of 
fying that is the hallmark of Marine 
Corps aviation, they do fy into Atlanta 
(the busiest airspace in the world), as 
well as Chicago (fourth busiest), Los 
Angeles (sixth), and Dallas-Fort Worth 
(ninth) on a routine basis and typically 
without incidents of any kind.6

 Instead of waiting for another cata-
strophic year to occur and have the 
highest levels of Marine aviation lead-
ership circle the wagons to address the 
dysfunctional trends after they have oc-
curred, the Marine Corps should rec-
ognize the leading indicators of Class 
B and Class C mishap trends and be 
forthright about what is happening 

across the feet. Instead of manufactur-
ing after-the-fact responses to hazardous 
trends, the time has come to admit that 
any semblance of a comprehensive safety 
strategy has been missing as a pillar of 
Marine aviation. And if the responses 
to 2004 are to be counted as some form 
of a safety strategy, it is time to recog-
nize that almost a decade has elapsed 
since Marine aviation has collectively sat 
down and thought through how to slow 
the proliferation of mishaps. The time 
is now to create a vision and develop 
the tactics that help Marine aviation 
achieve that vision. Now is also time 
for innovative solutions that address the 
changes in airplanes and technology. 
And fnally, it is the time for critical 
stakeholders—commander leadership 
and key billet holders at the organiza-
tional level—to be a part of the strategy 
development and validation. Without 
such a deliberate process, mishap rates 
will rise, detrimental trends will grow, 
and Marine aviation will fnd itself with 
another 2004 on its hands and a need 
to respond after it is too late.

Notes

1. Bjellos, David M., Multicultural CRM, Flight 
Safety Foundation, accessed at fightsafety.org 
on 25 March 2013.

2. Federal Aviation Administration, Advisory 
Circular 120–72, “Maintenance Resource Man-
agement Training,” accessed at www.airweb.
faa.gov on 25 March 2013.

3. Ibid.

4. National Transportation Safety Board, “Avia-
tion Statistical Reports,” accessed at www.ntsb.
gov on 25 March 2013.

5. Ibid.

6. Airports Council International, year-to-date 
passenger summary, accessed at www.aci.aero 
on 25 March 2013.

It is time to recognize that almost a decade has 

elapsed since Marine aviation has collectively sat 

down and thought through how to slow the prolifera-

tion of mishaps.
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W
ith Afghanistan deploy-
ments quickly coming 
to a halt, the future of 
the Marine Corps is un-

certain for many. In March 2013 the 
Commandant of the Marine Corps re-
leased his personal guidance for all Ma-
rines on the subject of sequestration.1 It 
has been known for some time that the 
Marine Corps is drastically downsizing. 
Promotions, reenlistments, bonuses, 
and career designation for junior offcers 
are no longer guaranteed.2 Although we 
are in this state of sequestration, Gen 
Amos has also made it clear that the 
new focus for the Marine Corps will 
be the Pacifc. Many wonder how we 
plan to expand our presence in the Pa-
cifc, as our current bases in Okinawa 
and Iwakuni can only accommodate so 
many Marines. For Marines stationed 
on the east or west coast, many feel help-
less in this call for Pacifc expansion. 
For such units, Iraq and Afghanistan 
deployments have consumed their op-
erational tempo over the last 10 years. 
For Marines stationed in Japan, some 
get the fortunate opportunity to sup-
port humanitarian aid exercises in other 
Southeast Asian countries, such as CO-

BRA GOLD in Thailand or BALIKATAN 
in the Philippines. Outside of these an-
nual exercises, most Marines stationed 
in Japan will not get a chance to leave 
the country. I would like to present an 
idea that could facilitate our Pacifc 
expansion and potentially get stateside 
Marines involved, all while consuming 
a minimal cost.
 To supplement unit deployment pro-
grams and MEUs, the Marine Corps 
needs to take advantage of the Navy’s 
Military Sealift Command (MSC) and 
its ships as a means of embarking troops 

in an expeditionary role. The T-AKE (T 
is for civilian crewed, AK is for auxil-
iary cargo, and the E is for ammunition 
(a dry cargo ship)) is particularly well 
suited for this. For 12 of the 14 ships in 
the class, the primary mission of these 
T-AKE ships is to resupply and rearm 
Navy combatants at sea, with a second-
ary mission of moving cargo between 
ports. The remaining two are assigned 
to maritime preposition squadrons lo-
cated in the Pacifc and Indian Oceans. 
In the performance of their mission, 
these ships often travel to or near other 
areas throughout the Pacifc where we 
might want to place Marines for mutual 
training, already planned exercises, or 

other reasons. With proper planning 
and preparation, arrangements could be 
made to insert a group of Marines into 
a region for a period of time using the 
ship’s organic assets, then remove that 
unit at a later date with either the same 
ship or a sister ship passing through the 
same region. While this would require 
extensive coordination, it could be done.
 I was assigned to deploy aboard the 
USNS Matthew Perry (T-AKE 9) for 1 
month with a small team of Marines and 
U.S. Navy Seabees to support a subject 
matter expert exchange in Brunei. This 
particular exercise in Brunei was hosted 
by the Association of Southeastern Asian 
Nations (ASEAN), basically the NATO 
of Southeast Asia. The exercise, known 
as the ADMM-Plus HADR & MM EX 
(ASEAN Defence Ministers Meeting 
plus Humanitarian Aide and Disaster 
Relief and Military Medicine Exercise), 
was a 1-week-long exercise assessing the 
disaster relief readiness capabilities of 

Military Sealift 
Command Vessels

The answer to Pacifc focus and sequestration

by 2dLt Michael Wisotzkey

>2dLt Wisotzkey is a combat engi-
neer currently serving as a platoon 
commander with 9th Engineer Sup-
port Battalion in Okinawa, Japan.

The Marines and Seabees on the flight deck of the USNS Matthew Perry. (Photo by Sgt Robert 

Walker.)
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nations within ASEAN. There were a 
total of 19 participating countries, in-
cluding Australia, Brunei, China, Indo-
nesia, Japan, Malaysia, New Zealand, 
Singapore, Thailand, and, somewhat 
oddly, the United States. While my team 
played a minor role in the actual opera-
tion (we provided a water purifcation 
unit that is currently in testing prior to 
being felded to the Marine Corps), our 
presence and participation in this exer-
cise was truly monumental. Not only 
was this the frst time that ASEAN has 
hosted such an exercise with this mag-
nitude of diverse personnel present, it 
was the frst time the United States has 
provided personnel to work alongside 
such a variety of forces.
 Every day for a week, my team was 
inserted into various locations by the 
ship’s organic helicopter detachment. At 
the end of the day, the ship’s helicopters 
picked us up and returned us to the ship 
for overnight accommodations. The next 
day we were off again. My team was 
fortunate enough to cross train with all 
of the participating nations, specifcally 
Brunei, Singapore, and China. The Ma-
rines and sailors of my team were well  
received by all; we shared a plethora of 
stories, shook hundreds of hands, and 
took more pictures than we had in our 
entire lives. As a combat engineer offcer, 
I was pleasantly surprised to learn of 
the many similarities that Marine Corps 
combat engineers share with similar de-
tachments of New Zealand and Austra-
lia. Our training focus, equipment, and 
unit structure were almost identical. I 
can confdently say that by the end of 
the exercise, we had accomplished the 
Commandant’s intent of expanding our 
presence in the Pacifc.
 With a normal complement of 129 
personnel in ship’s company and an-
other 8- to 32-person (depending on 
whether it is a military or civilian de-
tachment) air detachment, the ship has 
room for an additional 35 to 59 per-
sonnel without exceeding its maximum 
space. The ship has facilities for physical 
training, as well as weapons and live 
ammunition storage. Even at maximum 
capacity, no more than two personnel 
can be assigned a room, each of which 
is furnished with a personal bathroom 
and shower. As with any mission, the 

key is proper research, planning, and 
coordination. ADMM-Plus proved the 
concept. Mission parameters, funding, 
and scheduling are just a few issues that 
would have to be researched and coor-
dinated in advance. Prior arrangements 
with the host country would need to be 
made, diplomatic clearances would have 
to be arranged, the mission scope would 
have to be understood and agreed to by 
all sides, and the priority focus would 
be whatever mission the ship may have 
already been tasked with.3

 There is an opportunity for state-
side Marines to gain better access to 

the Pacifc, as well. One of the major 
ports utilized by T-AKE ships is in San 
Diego, CA. This could allow west coast 
Marines an opportunity to deploy to 
the Pacifc without being stationed in 
Japan or as part of the unit deployment 
program. Other port options include 
Portland, OR; Washington state; Pearl 
Harbor; and Guam; all of which could 
also act as potential boarding sites for 
Marines. Even if a T-AKE is not avail-
able for the boarding of Marines on 
the west coast, it is feasible to fy a de-
tachment for boarding at a port in the 
Pacifc.

The USNS Matthew Perry (T-AKE 9). (Photo by USNS Matthew Perry.)

Participants in ADMM. (Photo by PO1 Scott Hampton.)
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 As we continue to pull troops from 
Afghanistan and the Marine Corps 
continues to downsize, we need to 
maintain our operational tempo and 
regain our expeditionary roots. Marine 
Corps Doctrinal Publication 1–0, Marine 
Corps Operations (Headquarters Marine 
Corps, Washington, DC, September 

2001), lists “Marines will be ready and 
forward deployed” as a Marine Corps 
principle. We need to break the mindset 
that being forward deployed only refers 
to Afghanistan or foats aboard Navy 
amphibious units. The future utilization 
of MSC ships could help to revive our 
amphibious, expeditionary roots while 

in a state of sequestration. We must be-
come more resourceful and proactive in 
taking advantage of opportunities like 
the T-AKE vessels to deploy our Marines 
and expand our Pacifc presence—it is 
absolutely paramount for the future of 
our Nation and our beloved Corps.

Notes

1. Commandant of the Marine Corps, Gen 
James F. Amos, issued this guidance in March 
2013 with the intent for Marines to understand 
the future fnancial challenges of the Marine 
Corps.

2. This is not meant to be taken in the literal 
sense; however, there has been a signifcant 
decrease in all of these accolades within the 
last few years.

3. These facts on MSC ships came from in-
terviews conducted with Chief Mate Anton 
Clemens and CAPT William Baldwin aboard 
the USNS Matthew Perry, 23 June 2013.
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I
magine that the year is 2025. You 
are a second lieutenant, newly 
graduated from Infantry Offcer 
Course, and just arrived to your 

battalion. After completing an intensive 
training program, your unit sets sail 
as part of a MEU. While fnding your 
berthing area, you spot something on 
a nearby bunk: a well-worn 400-page 
book titled Tips of the Trident: Small-
Level Infantry Units Serving With MEUs, 
2001–2014. You read it over the next 
few months, closely studying the deci-
sions of dozens of lieutenants and cap-
tains who faced challenges that you, too, 
could face: bilateral training with for-
eign forces, Embassy protection, raids, 
noncombatant evacuation operations, 
humanitarian relief, and counterinsur-
gency operations. Unfortunately, nothing 
resembling the book above exists. This 
article is about changing that.
 The war in Afghanistan is ending. 
As it does, the U.S. Marine Corp’s fac-
ing a host of other problems. From an 
austere budget and the challenges of 
America’s Pacifc pivot to the scourge 
of sexual assault, staffs and commands 
have plenty to keep them busy for the 
foreseeable future. In the midst of all 
this, however, another crucial matter is 
receiving little attention: the individual 
experiences of Marine leaders and, in 
particular, their decisions of the last 12 
years. Indeed, unless some sort of action 
is taken, the Marine Corps may quickly 
lose most of the vast experiential capital 
it has gained at the cost of so much 
blood and treasure.
 Unfortunately, this is an old problem. 
In the wake of the Vietnam War, the 
Marine Corps (like the other Services) 
did a poor job of both capturing and 
institutionalizing the individual experi-
ences of its leaders—especially at junior 
levels.1 Then as now, policymakers and 

senior-level offcers quickly shifted the 
attention of the Marine Corps to new 
challenges. This all but ensured that, as 
the Marines of Vietnam left for civilian 
life, so too did most of their experi-
ences. It is true, of course, that many 
veterans remained in uniform, eventu-
ally reached senior ranks, and put their 
experience to good use. The shelf life of 
that good, however, generally expired 
with their retirement; when they de-
parted, they took with them what they 
had seen. The result of this was an in-
exorable slide toward what might be best 
described as “institutional amnesia,” an 
amnesia that proved deadly for a good 
number of Marines of Operations EN-

DURING FREEDOM and IRAQI FREE-

DOM (OEF and OIF). Indeed it is not a 

far cry to say that some (if not many) of 
the heartaches of those wars could have 
been lessened if the Marine Corps had 
kept and disseminated detailed accounts 
of the challenges of the Vietnam Ma-
rines and how they attempted to solve 
them. (The most obvious example of 
this, of course, is the improvised explo-
sive device (IED). Once known simply 
as “mines” or “booby traps,” IEDs often 
proved a major threat to Marines in 
South Vietnam.2 Accounts of the more 
conventional fghting against the North 
Vietnamese Army also may have been 
useful, especially during the opening 
stages of our recent wars.)
 The Marine Corps seems poised to 
forget once more.3 Much like before, 
many veterans of today’s wars will re-
main within the ranks and no doubt 
benefit the institution for decades. 
They, too, however, must eventually 
leave. Fortunately there is a simple solu-
tion to this problem. The frst step is to 
start capturing these experiences—and 
quickly. How might we best do this?

On Not Forgetting
Why (and how) to institutionalize 

the experiences of the last 12 years

by Damien O’Connell

>Mr. O’Connell is a Senior Fellow for 
the Case Method at Marine Corps 
University. This is his frst article for 
the Gazette.

Capture the experiences of 12-plus years of war. (Photo by SSgt Ezekiel R. Kitandwe.)
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Borrowing From a Big Brother
 While searching for ways to capture 
these experiences, the Marine Corps 
need look no further than its “big broth-
er”—the U.S. Army. Beginning in the 
years immediately after the First World 
War, students in several courses at the 
Army’s Infantry School were given the 
assignment of writing a monograph, 
generally between 15 to 25 pages long, 
on one of their own operational experi-
ences. Each monograph had to follow a 
standard format, include citations, and, 
usually, visuals aids (maps, sketches, 
photos, etc.).4

 The Marine Corps could easily adopt 
this practice, starting with Corporals 
Course, Sergeants Course, Career 
Course, and Expeditionary Warfare 
School (EWS). The students there are 
young, enthusiastic, not far removed 
from their time with the Fleet Marine 
Force, and, memory being what it is, 
more likely to accurately recall their ex-
periences than more senior Marines. 
Moreover, starting with these institu-
tions affords the opportunity to reach 
the majority of the Marine leaders.
 The assignments at each institution 
would closely mirror those of the Army’s 
Infantry School. Students would write 
a monograph on a personal experience 
(which, depending on the course, would 
range between 8 to 25 pages). In con-
trast to the Army model, they could 
choose from either operational or garri-
son experiences, thereby greatly expand-
ing the number of choices available to 
them. Furthermore, students would be 
required to write in detail about the 
decisions they made during the expe-
rience, including the rationale behind 
those decisions.
 Determining the success of this proj-
ect would be simple. “In-house” surveys 
would ask students to rate both the use-
fulness of the assignment and provide 
feedback on the prospect of having 
future classes participate. If responses 
were consistently positive over a 1 or 2 
academic year period, other schools and 
courses (such as Command and Staff 
College, Marine Corps War College, 
SNCO academies, etc.) could adopt the 
practice.
 The benefts of this plan could be 
enormous. First, it would provide a re-

cord of a part of Marine Corps history 
that has long received little attention 
(see below). This in turn could both 
serve as a source of pride for Marines 
and as research materials for members 
of the Marine Corps History Division, 
the Marine Corps Center for Lessons 
Learned (MCCLL), and independent 
scholars. Second, each year tens of thou-
sands of Marine leaders would have an 
opportunity to seriously sharpen their 
writing, research, and critical thinking 
skills all on a project in which the stakes 
were truly personal. Third, the informa-
tion contained within the monographs 
would help increase general professional 
knowledge. Fourth, these monographs 
could be organized by theme, edited, 
and then published as collections. With 
the Fleet Marine Force and Marine 
Corps Schools as the target audience, 
these would provide readers with the 
chance to study how other Marines han-
dled actual, specifc problems, thereby 
helping them improve their own deci-
sionmaking. Literature like this already 
exists and enjoys widespread use within 
the Marine Corps. Indeed, for decades 
the students and instructors at The Ba-
sic School have attested to the useful-
ness of experience-based books such 
as Infantry in Battle, Infantry Attacks, 
and Battle Leadership. Fifth and fnally, 
collections based on recent experiences 
could go a long way toward preserving 
future Marines from having to relearn 
the lessons of the past. A question then 
remains: Who will organize, edit, and 
produce these collections?

Mind the Gap
 The two institutions that immedi-
ately spring to mind are MCCLL and 
the History Division. MCCLL provides 
the Operating Forces with “observa-
tions, insights, lessons (OILs), trends, 
after-action reports (AARs) and Ma-
rine Corps lessons learned reports”—in 
other words, publications that contain 
practical information of immediate and 
near-term use.5 Without question, these 
are helpful for units going on deploy-
ments or exercises, and have doubtlessly 
saved lives. As a rule, however, they lack 
the specifc details of the experiences 
from which they are drawn (that is, a 
context). This can leave readers with 

little idea of the often-subtle reasons 
behind a particular trend, insight, or 
lesson. These products, therefore, are 
distillations of experiences—not accounts 
of the experiences themselves. (To cite a 
common example, a report might advise 
units deploying to Afghanistan “to train 
additional generator operators for pa-
trol bases.” While useful information, it 
says nothing about the peculiar reasons 
behind the recommendation. Does the 
problem actually lie with inadequate 
numbers of generator operators? Or are 
we operating too many patrol bases? If 
so, is this because our units are over-
stretched?)
 The History Division, on the other 
hand, tells the history of the Marine 
Corps as an institution. It does this 
primarily through works on the wars, 
campaigns, and battles of the Marine 
Corps, along with unit histories and 
special studies.6 The History Division’s 
operational accounts generally focus on 
the actions of units at the battalion level 
and above. Thus, barring a few excep-
tions, the experiences of individual lead-
ers (especially junior offcers and NCOs) 
receive little space.7

 The History Division’s mission also 
includes preserving personal experiences 
and observations through oral inter-
views. This task falls to the Field His-
tory Branch, the staff of which consists 
of mobilized Reservists doubling as feld 
historians. While conducting oral in-
terviews, it is common for historians to 
let interviewees direct the conversation, 
discussing whatever topics they choose. 
For example, a squad leader in Afghani-
stan interviewed immediately after a 
patrol may talk about the weather, the 
quality of Afghan food, his interactions 
with locals, etc., rather than the pa-
trol itself. Thus, while oral interviews 
are invaluable to military historians and 
researchers for many reasons (such as the 
vivid pictures they paint of war and the 
daily life of the Marines waging it), they 
usually tell us little about the specifc ex-
periences of leaders or their decisions. To 
further complicate matters, accessing 
these interviews can prove diffcult. The 
OEF and OIF oral history collections 
are massive, and with no public online 
search mechanism available, Marines 
must work directly with members of 
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the History Division to both access and 
review the materials.8

 It should be noted that the History 
Division has been neither neglectful nor 
shortsighted. Indeed, like MCCLL, it 
produces a great deal of frst-rate, useful 
work. The chief culprits of its limita-
tions are, in fact, a persistent lack of 
funds and personnel, and as the end 
of sequestration seems long off, it can 
scarcely expect improvements in either 
area.
 Therefore, a signifcant gap exists 
between the efforts of MCCLL and the 
History Division. The frst organization 
deals primarily in the dissemination of 
practical knowledge based on unit ex-
periences and the second in telling the 
story of the Marine Corps from a more 
or less bird’s-eye view; neither, how-
ever, is presently equipped to support 
a program to help institutionalize the 
recent experiences of Marine leaders. 
Given this, what might be the best way 
forward?

An Experiential Treasure Trove
 One answer is to establish a privately 
funded organization under the History 
Division. Since the work in question is 
historical in nature, the Division makes 
for the most appropriate home.9 This 
organization, with a name like “The 
Center for Operational and Garrison 
Experience” (“COGE”), would ful-
fll two purposes: to serve as a reposi-
tory for the operational and garrison 

experiences of Marine leaders; and to 
collect, edit, corroborate, and publish 
experienced-based works with a focus 
on decisionmaking. Its staff would be 
comparatively small, consisting of fve 
winter and summer seasonal interns and 
a director.
 The interns would edit monographs, 
corroborate their facts, and then orga-
nize them into themed collections (like 
the “The MAGTF,” and “Infantry Pla-
toons in Garrison”). Applicants would 

need strong skills in researching, writ-
ing, and conducting interviews, and a 
solid understanding of recent military 
history. The director (who would re-
port to the director of the History Divi-
sion) would oversee their work; educate 
them in the details of Marine Corps 
organization, weapons, and doctrine; 
and promote the activities of COGE 
throughout the Marine Corps. This 
position would require someone with 
an intimate understanding of how the 
Marine Corps works (particularly at 
the small unit level), an equally strong 

grasp of recent military history, em-
pathy for the trials of military service, 
strong editorial and writing skills, and, 
ideally, liberal connections within active 
and retired communities of Marines. 
Readers may notice that college degrees 
(bachelor’s and higher) are absent from 
the requirements of either position. The 
reasons for this are simple. First, do-
ing without them greatly increases the 
number of potential applicants. Second, 
and more important, a degree of any 
sort does not guarantee an applicant 
would excel at, or even be suited for, 
the work described above. Therefore, 
COGE would hire individuals based 
on their demonstrable talent—not their 
credentials.
 COGE, using the organic publish-
ing capabilities of the History Division, 
would regularly distribute its works in 
either printed or electronic form. To 
achieve the greatest and most immediate 
effect, EWS, the SNCO academies, The 
Basic School, Infantry Offcer School, 
the Schools of Infantry, and other entry-
level organizations and MOS schools 
would receive them frst, followed soon 
thereafter by other organizations.
 To test its viability, COGE would 
initially operate under a 3-year charter, 
at the end of which it would either be re-
newed or canceled. An initial budget of 
approximately $700,000 (or 70 percent 
of the average cost of a single MRAP) 
would provide enough funding for the 
director’s salary ($75,000 per year) and 

Organization Purpose Parent Organization Source of Funding

Marine Corps Center for 
Lessons Learned

Provide operating 
forces with practical 
information based on 
recent operational 
experience.

Marine Corps Combat 
Development Command

Department of Defense

History Division Record and recite the 
history of the Marine 
Corps.

Marine Corps University Department of Defense

Center for Operational 
and Garrison Experience

Collect and dissemi-
nate the experiences of 
Marine leaders, with an 
emphasis on 
decisionmaking.

History Division Private organizations and 
donors

Figure 1. MCCLL, History Division, and COGE.

One answer is to estab-

lish a privately funded 

organization under the 

History Division.
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the salaries of the 5 interns ($12,000 
a person/season), leaving $115,000 for 
overhead and any sort of operating 
costs.10

Conclusion

 The plan above would fll the gap 
between MCCLL and the History Divi-
sion, leaving Marines with an experien-
tial treasure trove—and all for a small 
price (see Figure 1). Whether this ap-
proach is ever implemented, it is crucial 
that the Marine Corps take action now 
to stem the loss of experience. Already, 
Marines pass through the doors of The 
Basic School and the Schools of Infan-
try knowing little (or nothing) of how 
their predecessors attempted to solve the 
peculiar challenges of places like Najaf, 
Ramadi, Garmsir, and Now Zad, or, as 
useful, those of garrison service. The 
Marines of tomorrow deserve to proft 
from the experience of the past 12 years. 
Let us ensure it is there for them when 
they need it.

Notes

1. The major exception to this is the Marine 
Corps’ Small Unit Actions in Vietnam: Summer 
1966 (1967), a 122-page work of 9 small unit 
vignettes. Unfortunately, as the title suggests, it 
covers but 3 months of a war that, for Marines, 
lasted 8 years. The Army, for its part, released 
several somewhat similar works, including Seven 
Firefghts in Vietnam (1970), Cedar Falls-Junc-

tion City: A Turning Point (1973), and Mounted 
Combat in Vietnam (1977).

2. It is quite disturbing, as 1stLt Michael Orzetti 
implies in a recent article for the Gazette, that 
very few of today’s Marines have ever read—let 
alone know of—Fleet Marine Reference Publica-
tion 12–43, Personal Knowledge Gained from 
Operational Experience in Vietnam, 1969, Special 
Issue, Mines and Booby Traps, a work that con-
tains a great deal of practical information on 
the kinds of IEDs in South Vietnam. (Orzetti, 
Michael, “Ownership of Lessons Learned,” Ma-
rine Corps Gazette, August 2013, pp. 73–74.)

3. The Army, on the other hand, is produc-
ing generous amounts of experience-based 
works. So far, these include In Contact!: Case 
Studies from the Long War (2006); Tip of the 
Spear: Small-unit Action in Iraq, 2004–2007 
(2009); The Battle of Wanat: Combat Action in 
Afghanistan, 2008 (2010); A Platoon Leader’s 
Tour (2010), Vanguard of Valor Vol. I: Small 
Unit Actions in Afghanistan (2011); Vanguard of 
Valor Vol. II: Small Unit Actions in Afghanistan 
(2012); Between the Rivers: Combat Action in 
Iraq, 2003–2005 (2013); and Thunder Run: 
A Case Study in Mission Command, Baghdad, 
2003 (2013).

4. The veterans of World War II alone wrote 
on a wide array of experiences, including “Bat-
talion Landing Operations on Hostile Shores,” 
“Rife Company in a Night Raid,” and “Combat 
Engineer Platoon in Support of Infantry in At-
tack and River Crossing Operations.” Today 
some students attending the Army’s Maneuver 
Captain’s Career Course continue to write such 
monographs.

5. The mission of MCCLL reads: “The Marine 
Corps Center for Lessons Learned (MCCLL) 
actively collects, analyzes, publishes and archives 
lessons-learned materials to include observa-
tions, insights, lessons (OILs), trends, after-ac-
tion reports (AARs), and Marine Corps lessons 
learned reports. These efforts support training 
and planning for both exercises and operations, 
and the warfghting capability development pro-
cess. MCCLL focuses on tactics, techniques, 
and procedures of immediate importance to 
the Operating Forces thereby identifying gaps 
and best practices, and recommending solu-
tions across the doctrine, organization, training, 
materiel, leadership, personnel, and facilities 
(DOTMLPF) spectrum.” This information can 
be accessed at hwww.mccll.usmc.mil.

6. The mission of the History Division is “to 
research and write the Marine Corps’ offcial 
history. The History Division also provides ref-
erence and research assistance; preserves per-
sonal experiences and observations through oral 
history interviews; and deploys feld historians 
to record history in the making.” (From www.
mcu.usmc.mil.)

7. The only exceptions to this are the previ-
ously mentioned Small Unit Action in Vietnam: 
Summer 1966, its 108-page OIF companion, 
Small Unit Actions (2007), and, to a lesser extent, 
the three volumes in the series, U.S. Marines 
in Battle, covering the battles for Najaf, an-
Nasiriyah, and al-Qaim (2009, 2009, and 2013, 
respectively).

8. Presently, the only History Division pub-
lication that lists oral interviews from either 
OEF or OIF is Marine History Operations in 
Iraq, Operational Iraqi Freedom I: A Catalog of 
Interviews and Recordings, Historical Documents, 
Photographs, and Combat Art (2005). It is avail-
able at www.mcu.usmc.mil/historydivision.

9. Private organizations that exist to support 
the Marine Corps, such as the Marine Corps 
University Foundation, the Marine Corps As-
sociation, and the Marine Corps Heritage Foun-
dation, could aid in fnding donors.

10. Accessed at nation.time.com.

Future Marines need to know and proft from our experiences. (Photo by Sgt Anthony Ortiz.)

I&Is_Mar14_p8-92.indd   90 2/4/14   11:11 AM

http://www.mca-marines.org/gazette
http://www.mccll.usmc.mil
http://www.mcu.usmc.mil/historydivision
http://nation.time.com
http://www.mcu.usmc.mil
http://www.mcu.usmc.mil


 www.mca-marines.org/gazette 91Marine Corps Gazette • March 2014

Ideas & Issues (strategy)

D
ue to the universally com-
plex and f luid nature of 
the strategic landscape, the 
presence of genius during 

the formulation and implementation 
of strategy is the single most important 
element necessary to ensuring success-
ful achievement of desired strategic 
effects—a bold statement indeed, but 
one nested in the reality that any tool 
used to develop strategy is only a tool. 
And like all tools, it can be used well 
or badly.
 Among the key elements of strategy, 
four broad categories (strategic environ-
ment, policy goals, ends/ways/means, 
and strategic skill of practitioners/theo-
rists/leaders) emerge, providing both 
order and reference. Relentlessly inter-
related, never seamless, and ever chang-
ing, these elements form a basic strategic 
framework that facilitates application of 
a methodical approach to the exception-
ally diffcult task of formulating strategy. 
The importance of each strategic ele-
ment can be quantifed, measured, and 
captured empirically. Simply put, this 
methodical approach is the “science” of 
strategy. Although the discipline and 
common framework provided by this 
approach are pivotal to both formulation 
and progress assessment, “[they are] not 
a substitute for genius.”1

 While the science of strategy is im-
portant, it is in the “art” of determining 

the relative importance of each element, 
the true nature of respective interrela-
tionships between the same, and in the 
successful implementation of strategy 
that the presence of genius gains unique 
importance.

Searching for Ender
 Orson Scott Card’s science fction 
novel, Ender’s Game (Tor Science Fic-
tion, New York, 1994), depicts Earth 
in peril of losing an interstellar war. 
Twice defeated by an alien race, Earth 
scours her population in search of ge-

nius, subjecting all with promise to a 
series of increasingly diffcult strategic 
scenarios. The end result is Ender, a 
genius capable of developing and imple-
menting a successful strategy. Card’s 
central thesis, albeit delivered via a sci-
ence fction novel, is that Earth realized 
what was missing in her strategy: the 
genius to see the overall situation as it 
truly existed, and to properly utilize her 
available resources.
 The need for an Ender in the stra-
tegic framework is clearly highlighted 
in Carl von Clausewitz’s counsel on the 
importance of genius:

[A] ny complex activity . . . calls for 
appropriate gifts of intellect . . . [as] 
circumstances vary so enormously in 
war, and are so indefnable, that a vast 
array of factors has to be appreciated. 
. . . What this task requires in the way 
of higher intellectual gifts is a sense of 
unity and a power of judgment raised 
to a marvelous pitch of vision, which 
easily grasps and dismisses a thousand 
remote possibilities which an ordinary 
mind [cannot].2

Clausewitz stressed the necessity of ge-
nius for acceptance of, and the ability 
to act appropriately within, the ever-
changing nature of war. Unlike the 
tangible aspects of the strategic frame-
work (e.g., environment, interests, 
etc.), the relativity of each aspect and 
indefnable circumstances present dur-
ing the “human intercourse” of com-
peting strategies require a commander/
statesman of greater-than-mean skill 
and aptitude.
 Adding to the complexity of the 
strategic realm is the need to under-
stand and manage the interrelationship 
between policy and the use of force. 
Several current theorists further this 
argument, believing simply that “more 
can go wrong” at the strategic level. 

Searching for Ender
The importance of genius to the development 

and implementation of effective strategy

by Col Tracy W. King

>Col King is the CO, Combat Logistics 
Regiment 15, 1st Marine Logistics 
Group, I MEF.

“. . . ‘genius’ refers to a 

very highly developed 

mental aptitude for a 

particular occupation.”

—Carl von Clausewitz

“Bonaparte rightly said . . . that many of the deci-

sions faced by the commander-in-chief resemble 

mathematical problems worthy of the gifts of a New-

ton or an Euler.”

—Carl von Clausewitz
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Colin S. Gray notes the importance of 
genius, stating that:

. . . success in strategy calls for a qual-
ity of judgment that cannot be taught. 
[Although] [t]hese necessary truths 
about strategy are almost too easy to 
state; they can be abominably diff-
cult to put into consistently successful 
practice.3

Historical Precedents
 Successful strategies invariably reveal 
a linkage to specifc personalities. Each 
of these personalities possess defnitive 
strategic skill as a leader with vision, 
a practitioner able to translate broad 
policy into executable strategy, and as a 
theorist able to expand upon and men-
tor others in strategic thought.4

 Otto von Bismarck possessed such 

skill. With regional hegemony as the 
ultimate objective, Bismarck set clear 
strategic goals (e.g., unifcation and 
select/limited use of force). His abil-
ity to discern the changed European 
post–Crimean War political landscape, 
where the onset of industrial revolu-
tion set conditions for realpolitik power 
politics to replace the status quo system, 
served as guide for manipulation by his 
political acumen, effectively allowing 
him to translate German national power 
into tangible strategic results. Further 
proof of Bismarck’s genius became clear 
in the failures of his successors who 
“. . . remembered the three wars which 
had achieved German unity but forgot 
the painstaking preparations that made 
them possible, and the moderation re-
quired to reap their fruits.”5

 Among the great captains, most 
notably Napoleon Bonaparte, strategic 
genius is often readily apparent. Seiz-
ing upon the opportunities provided 
by an unparalleled operational prow-
ess, Bonaparte’s ability to “see things as 
they are” and coalesce France’s entire 
resource base toward the achievement 

of singular aims, highlighted strategic 
execution in raw form.6 Like Bismarck, 
Bonaparte completely reshaped the Eu-
ropean political landscape by harnessing 
the latent power of his nation-state, rec-
ognizing the inherent faws in his string 
of adversaries and applying available 
resources with precision. His expertise 
at all three strategic roles (leader, prac-
titioner, and theorist) and, more impor-
tantly, his integration of each, virtually 
assured his achievement.
 Where the presence of genius can 
serve as a catalyst to success, even a 
cursory review of situations where the 
implementation of strategy failed re-
veals how a lack of genius can have an 
equally dramatic effect. GEN William 
Westmoreland’s failure to understand 
the political nature of the Vietnam War, 

GEN George McClellan’s fear-induced 
atrophy during the Civil War, and Nev-
ille Chamberlain’s failure to understand 
second-order consequences of appease-
ment are all notable examples.

Counterarguments
 It can be argued that the sheer 
complexity of the modern strategic 
framework precludes an individual 
from having singular effect: “It is . . . 
too diffcult for a single person—even 
a genius—to comprehend all the nu-
ances of the modern world.”7 Simply 
put, strategy formulation is best served 
by organizational process. This argu-
ment correctly identifes the changing 
nature of modern strategy, but ignores 
that strategy is simply human interac-
tion in the extreme. This interaction 
is, and will always be, best served by 
those armed with effective organiza-
tional processes and a healthy dose of 
“mental aptitude.”
 Worthy of note is the counterproduc-
tive tendency of successful strategies 
to effectively replace policy, especially 
when the development of both resides in 

a single individual. Bonaparte’s strategic 
successes, albeit substantial, eventually 
led to France’s demise as strategic suc-
cess subsumed prudent policy. History 
is replete with such examples; power 
corrupts—true genius is no exception.

Conclusion
 This “marvelous pitch of vision,” 
genius, is key to success in both state-
craft and war. Whether resident in a key 
commander or replicated via dedicated 
processes, it is the presence of skill that 
can most guarantee success. Our Nation 
requires that her uniformed Services 
continue to develop extremely capable 
commanders and the corresponding 
staff offcers and processes required 
to ensure that this marvelous pitch is 
achieved. No, we shouldn’t search for 
Ender, but the necessary aptitude that 
genius guarantees is required. Genius 
gives life to the other elements of stra-
tegic framework, conceptualizes the im-
portance of their interrelationships as 
they mix in the future, and seizes upon 
required action necessary to achieve the 
desired results.

Notes

1. Yarger, Harry R., Strategic Theory for the 21st 
Century: The Little Book on Big Strategy, U.S. 
Army Strategic Studies Institute, Fort Leaven-
worth, KS, 2006, p. 3.

2. Von Clausewitz, Carl, On War, translated 
by Michael Howard and Peter Paret, Princeton 
University Press, Princeton, NJ, 1984. Although 
Clausewitz’s writings speak specifcally to the 
dynamics and immutable aspects of war, these 
considerations are both subordinate and directly 
attributable to the strategic framework.

3. Gray, Colin S., Explorations in Strategy, Prae-
ger Publishers, Westport, CT, 1998, excerpts.

4. Yarger, pp. 3–4. Yarger postulates that a mas-
ter of the strategic art who is profcient in all 
three of these areas may approach Clausewitz’s 
defnition of genius.

5. Kissinger, Henry, Diplomacy, Simon & Schus-
ter, New York, 1994, p. 135.

6. Green, Robert, The 33 Strategies of War, Pen-
guin Group, New York, 2006, p. 34.

7. Yarger, p. 4.

It can be argued that the sheer complexity of the mod-

ern strategic framework precludes an individual from 

having singular effect. . . .
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Books

I
f you don’t know BGen Bill Weise 
very well, you need to read One 
Magnifcent Bastard. If you only 
know about the Battle of Dai Do 

and think that is the Bill Weise story, 
you need to read One Magnifcent 
Bastard. If you only know Bill Weise 
as a Marine, you need to read One 
Magnifcent Bastard.
 Many Marines know that the men 
of 2d Battalion, 4th Marines (2/4), 
are commonly referred to as the 
“Magnifcent Bastards.” LtCol “Bull” 
Fisher, 2/4’s commanding offcer 
(CO), gave his men that moniker 
shortly after they landed in Vietnam 
in 1965. LtCol Gene Bench, the CO 
from 1966–67, formally adopted the 
name in 1966. By the time then-LtCol 
William Weise assumed command of 
the battalion in September 1967, the 
Magnifcent Bastards had seen lots 

of action. Refecting the 13-month 
individual rotation policy in effect 
during the Vietnam War, 2/4’s 
“veterans” had seen a couple months 
of combat service, but very few had 
extended their tours. Personnel change 
was constant, exacerbated in 1967 by 
constant fghting in and around the 
Demilitarized Zone, fghting that 
produced many casualties—including 
Bill Weise’s predecessor as CO.

 One Magnifcent Bastard is the 
biography of a fghting Marine 
general, and seldom has a book been 
more aptly titled. Bill Weise’s entire 
life built toward his assumption of 
command of 2/4. A scrapper from 
Philadelphia, he enlisted in the 
Marine Corps in 1951, though he 
was quickly commissioned after 
graduating from Parris Island. His 
time as a junior offcer refected not 
only the professionalism with which 
he approached his life’s work, but also 
the bond that he established with his 
offcers and men. He truly is one of 

the offcers who took to heart John 
A. Lejeune’s admonition regarding 
the relationship between the offcer 
and enlisted Marine as being one of 
teacher and scholar.
 While the Battle of Dai Do defned 
Bill Weise’s time as a Marine and 
served as the seminal event in the lives 
of many, many of his offcers and men, 
the victorious result of the action was 
the product of dedicated warriors led by 

superb men, from fre team leaders up. 
The infectious, demanding, aggressive 
leadership of Bill Weise set the tone 
for the battalion. The offcers, many 
of whom were decorated as a result 
of the action (including two Medals 
of Honor and numerous several 
Silver Stars), were as fne a group as 
was ever assembled within a Marine 
battalion. The SNCOs, led by the 
incomparable SgtMaj John Malnar, 
were equally professional. The quality 
and steadfastness of the Marines in the 
ranks was unquestionably superior. 
However, the man who orchestrated 
the music, who set the tone and 
the temperament, who demanded 
excellence, dedication, and service to 
each other, and who imbued a fghting 
spirit throughout the battalion, was 
“Wild Bill” Weise. Before receiving 
a serious wound, Weise’s actions at 
Dai Do earned him a Navy Cross. 
More than 80 of his men were not 
so fortunate and paid the ultimate 
price, but 2/4 and its supporting units 
had shattered a well-equipped and 
committed North Vietnamese Army 

A Tale of 

Battle and a 

Leader
reviewed by Scott Laidig

ONE MAGNIFICENT BASTARD. 
By Mark Huffman. R.H. Rositzke 
& Associates, LLC, 2013
ISBN 149276944, 200 pp.

$20.00 (Member $18.00)

>Mr. Laidig was a platoon leader 
with 2/4 from 1966–67. He is the 
author of Al Gray, Marine (Potomac 
Institute Press, 2012).

. . . the victorious result of the action was the prod-
uct of dedicated warriors led by superb men, from fre 
team leaders up.
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division, sending it back into North 
Vietnam.
 After Vietnam, Bill Weise was 
widely recognized as a superior 
Marine offcer, and he was elevated 
to general offcer rank. That hardly 
changed Bill Weise. He remained 
committed to trying to improve the 
lives of his Marines and the quality 
of the weaponry used in the Service, 
having remained the source of 
enthusiasm and professionalism in 
each assignment.
 Like many of us, Bill Weise was 
not without personal issues, but he 
put away those demons like he met 
the enemy—directly and without 
hesitation. With his blessing, the book 
openly discusses his personal devils—
yet another measure of the quality of 
this fne warrior.
 One Magnifcent Bastard is an 
easy read; it’s full of illustrations 
and leaves the reader flled with 
admiration for this fne man. Weise 
was a great Marine, and he is an 
even better person. Interestingly, his 
accomplishments in retirement are 
every bit equal to those from his time 

on active duty; for example, Weise 
was one of the stalwarts whose vision 
and tireless work led to the creation of 
the National Museum of the Marine 
Corps.
 Bill remains very active to this day 
and continues to put Marines ahead of 
himself. His current project (beneftted 
by proceeds from the book) is the 
placement of a commemorative brick 
at Semper Fidelis Park for each 2/4 
Marine killed in action in every war. 
In 2009, the 2d Battalion, 4th Marines 
Association, spearheaded by Bill 
Weise, placed a beautiful monument 
to the battalion at that same park, just 
down the hill from the Semper Fidelis 
Chapel. The bricks will be placed 
around the base of the monument. 
This project has been driven by BGen 
Weise’s energy, commitment, and 
hands-on attention, and his love and 
respect for the Marines who gave their 
all.
 While there have been many, 
clearly Bill Weise is One Magnifcent 
Bastard.

WRONG TURN: America’s Deadly Embrace of Coun-

terinsurgency. By COL Gian Gentile, USA. Having 

done extensive research on counterinsurgency, the 

author, who was a battalion commander in Iraq and 

a professor at West Point, takes a contrarian view 

of the strategy’s effcacy as the overriding doctrine 

applied in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. His is a 

cautionary tale of institutional embrace of doctrine 

without rigorous examination as to what we want to 

achieve and the means to reach those ends.

The New Press, New York, 2013

ISBN 9781595588746, 188 pp.

To order, go to: http://amzn.to/1dvXjcw

For Further Reading

THANK YOU FOR YOUR SERVICE. By David Fin-

kel. After being embedded with them in war, this 

Pulitzer Prize–winning author follows up with the 

soldiers of 2–16th Infantry after they return home. 

Although the book details an Army unit, the trials, 

tribulations, challenges, and adjustment issues 

faced by these warriors are the same as they are 

for Marines.

Sarah Crichton Books, New York, 2013

ISBN 9780374180669, 256 pp.

To order, go to: http://amzn.to/1c3EotI

UNDERSTANDING WAR IN AFGHANISTAN: A 

Guide to the Land, the People, and the Conflict. By 

Joseph J. Collins. A retired Army colonel and pro-

fessor of strategy at the National War College, the 

author provides a primer on America’s longest war 

and the complexity of the endeavor. Every war is 

fought against a backdrop of the enemy, the land, 

and the people, and Dr. Collins’ illuminating work 

makes the Rubik’s Cube of Afghanistan more under-

standable.

Skyhorse Publishing, New York, 2013

ISBN 1098765432, 137 pp.

To order, go to: http://amzn.to/19O2Obw
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AwArds

Bronze Star With Combat “V”
Brandfass, Aren C. SSgt 1st Mar Spec Ops Bn,
    MarForSOC
Dunlap, Ian G.  Capt 2d Mar Spec Ops Bn,
    MarForSOC
Ledbetter, Bradley M. Maj 1st Mar Spec Ops Bn,
    MarForSOC
Pletts, Jesse D.  Capt 1st Mar Spec Ops Bn,
    MarForSOC

Bronze Star
Davenport, Jon W. LtCol MEF Hqtrs Grp, II MEF
Deantoni, Christopher E. Maj 1st Mar Spec Ops Bn,
    MarForSOC
Miller, Michael A. SgtMaj 3/4, 1st MarDiv

Navy and Marine Corps Commendation 
With Combat “V”

Buras, Cody P.  Capt MEF Hqtrs Grp, II MEF
Eskandary, Ryan J. Sgt MEF Hqtrs Grp, II MEF
Harrison, Matthew A. SSgt 2d Mar Spec Ops Bn,
    MarForSOC
Valencia, Wesley  Sgt 2d Mar Spec Ops Bn,
    MarForSOC

Wade, Joseph  SSgt 1st Mar Spec Ops Bn,
    MarFor SOC
Witkowski, Kyle D. SSgt 1st Mar Spec Ops Bn,
    MarForSOC

Navy and Marine Corps Achievement 
With Combat “V”

Cornn, Dillon J.  Cpl MEF Hqtrs Grp, II MEF
Gonzales II, Mario J. Sgt 3/4, 1st MarDiv
Gregory, Joshua A. Capt MEF Hqtrs Grp, II MEF
Nyenhuis, Luke T. LCpl MEF Hqtrs Grp, II MEF
Wilson, Brandon W. Sgt 2d Mar Spec Ops Bn,
    MarForSOC
Wilson, Jr., Ronnie SSgt 2d Mar Spec Ops Bn,
    MarForSOC
Zastawrny, William J. Sgt 1st Mar Spec Ops Bn,
    MarForSOC

AwArds

’Takes pleasure in 
awarding the...’

Note: The award records in the Marine Corps’ award processing system  
and improved awards processing system were used to populate this 
list, which refects personal combat awards from the start of the global 
war on terrorism presented to Marines and sailors serving with Marine 
Corps forces only.  This list may not refect certain personal combat 
awards processed outside of either system and/or approved by another 
branch of Service.  Any questions on the content of the list should be 
submitted in writing to the Personal Awards Section (MMMA–2) at  
Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, Manpower Management Division, 
MMMA–2, 3280 Russell Road, Quantico, VA 22134.

To see previous personal awards from 11 September 2001 to the present, go to www.mca-
marines.org/gazette/archives.
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Editorial Policy and Writers’ Guidelines

 Our basic policy is to fulfll the stated purpose of the Marine Corps Gazette by providing a forum for 
open discussion and a free exchange of ideas relating to the U.S. Marine Corps and military capabilities.
 The Board of Governors of the Marine Corps Association & Foundation has given authority to approve 
manuscripts for publication to the Editorial Advisory Panel and editor. Editorial board members are listed 
on the Gazette’s masthead in each issue. The Panel, which normally meets once a month, represents a 
cross section of Marines by professional interest, experience, age, rank, and gender. The Panel reads and 
votes on each manuscript submitted as a feature article. A simple majority rules in its decisions. Other 
material submitted for publication is accepted or rejected based on the assessment of the editor. The Gazette 
welcomes material in the following categories:

• Commentary on Published Material: Submit promptly. Comments normally appear as letters (see 
below) 3 months after published material. BE BRIEF.
• Feature Articles: Normally 2,000 to 3,000 words, dealing with topics of major signifcance. 
Manuscripts should be DOUBLE SPACED. Ideas must be backed up by hard facts. Evidence must be 
presented to support logical conclusions. In the case of articles that criticize, constructive suggestions are 
sought. Footnotes are not necessary, but a list of any source materials used is helpful.
• Ideas and Issues: Short articles, normally 750 to 1,500 words. This section can include the full gamut 
of professional topics so long as treatment of the subject is brief and concise. Again, please DOUBLE 
SPACE all manuscripts.
• Letters: Limit to 200 words or less and DOUBLE SPACE. As in most magazines, letters to the editor 
are an important clue as to how well or poorly ideas are being received. Letters are an excellent way to 
correct factual mistakes, reinforce ideas, outline opposing points of view, identify problems, and suggest 
factors or important considerations that have been overlooked in previous Gazette articles. The best 
letters  are sharply focused on one or two specifc points.
• Book Reviews: Prefer 300 to 750 words. Please DOUBLE SPACE. It is a good idea to check with the 
editor in advance to determine if a review is desired. Please be sure to include the book’s author, publisher 
(including city), year of publication, number of pages, and cost of the book.

The best advice is to write the way you talk. Organize your thoughts. Cut out excess words. Short is better 
than long. Submissions may be sent via regular mail and should include one hard copy of the manuscript 
and a disk with the manuscript in Microsoft Word format. Photographs and illustrations must be in TIFF, 
JPG, or EPS format (300dpi, 5x7 inches, color preferred) and must not be embedded in the article. 
Please attach photos and illustrations separately. (You may indicate in the text of the article where the 
photos are to be placed.) Include the author’s full name, mailing address, telephone number, and e-mail 
address. Mail to: Marine Corps Gazette, Box 1775, Quantico, VA 22134. Articles may also be submitted 
via e-mail to gazette@mca-marines.org. Please follow the same instructions for format, photographs, and 
contact information when submitting by e-mail. Any queries may be directed to the editorial staff by 
calling 800–336–0291, ext. 144.
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your ally. Expect quality machines, responsive customer service, 

and 24/7/365 genuine John Deere parts availability through 

our FLASH™ ordering system. What’s more, all our military 

construction models run on either diesel or JP8 jet fuel. A full 

line of attachments and custom armor solutions are also a 

phone call away.

Contact John Deere Direct Government Sales at 800.319.3757 

today and put our duty-bound dozers, loaders, graders, and 

excavators to work in your theater of operation.
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Review Your Savings Options

Pretax contributions and tax-deferred 

earnings of the traditional TSP can help you 

save on taxes and add to your nest egg. The 

Roth TSP requires after-tax contributions but 

withdrawals of contributions and earnings are 

tax-free. Either way, your contributions to the 

TSP are a convenient way to save. Too often 

servicemembers don’t realize that they have a 

lot of flexibility and control of the funds they 

save in the TSP when they leave the military. 

And that becomes a misguided reason to take  

a pass on this valuable plan.

Don’t Cash Out

In most cases, any of the actions featured in the 

chart on the following page (inside back cover) 

will be better than withdrawing your TSP funds. 

Cashing out before age 59½ won’t just rob you 

of the money you’ll need for retirement. You’ll 

also have to pay taxes on the withdrawal and 

typically have to hand over a 10% penalty.

With the Roth TSP, upon separation you’re 

allowed to withdraw contributions without 

taxes or penalties. However, Roth earnings 

withdrawn before age 59½ are generally  

subject to taxes and a 10% penalty. 

SPECIAL ADVERTISING SECTION

J . J .  M O N TA N A R O

U S A A  C E R T I F I E D  

F I N A N C I A L 

P L A N N E R ™

P R A C T I T I O N E R

Roll the Right Way

When you request a rollover distribution from 

the TSP, don’t have the TSP funds sent directly to 

you. Instead, have the funds transferred to the 

IRA or 401(k) custodian through what is called 

a direct rollover. It’s possible to do a rollover 

yourself, but with mandatory withholding and 

deadlines, it could be a move you’ll regret.

Special Rules for Combat Pay

If some of your TSP contributions included tax-

free combat pay, stop to consider how to make 

the most of these funds. You would almost 

certainly want to roll your tax-free contributions 

into a Roth IRA. A traditional IRA or 401(k) would 

require you to pay taxes on the future earnings.

Tax-free combat pay could be an exception 

to the rule against early withdrawals. You can 

withdraw tax-exempt combat pay contributions 

without triggering taxes or penalties. Ideally, 

you should roll over that money into a Roth IRA 

and keep it growing for retirement. However, 

if you really need the money now, it’s nice to 

know it’s there.

Keep Contributing

After you’ve left the military, chances are you’ll 

need to keep building your savings to ensure 

a comfortable retirement. So, before you fall 

out of the habit, start contributing to your new 

civilian retirement plan and make monthly 

contributions to your IRA. It’s important to keep 

your retirement savings momentum.

Take control of your financial future with a TSP. 

Talk to an advisor about your TSP options.  

Call 877-651-6272 or visit usaa.com/mca today.

The Thrift Savings Plan (TSP) is the military’s version of a civilian 401(k), and it’s an easy, tax-

advantaged way to save for the future. Whether you’re days or decades from separating from 

service, it’s never too early to understand your options with the TSP when you shed the uniform.
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