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MARCH 2024
Editorial: Focus on the Pacing Function
 This month, we focus on the central importance of logistics, sustainment, and 
installations to the implementation of the Corps’ campaign of modernization. We 
open with a message from LtGen Edward D. Banta, Deputy Commandant for 
Installations and Logistics on page 6 to set the stage for a wide range of articles 
from both Headquarters Marine Corps and authors across the Corps. Of note, 
the condition of barracks throughout the armed forces has recently drawn the 
attention of Congress, the DOD, and the media. On page 8, “Barracks 2030,” by 
the Commander of Marine Corps Installations Command, MajGen David W. 
Maxwell and Maj Nick Bolvin, provides an honest assessment of the ground truth 
regarding the Corps’ barrack issues and clearly sets the direction for the future. 
Other stand-out articles cover logistics-related subjects from the tactical perspective 
such as “Self-Sustainment in an EAB” by 1stLt Nathan J. Gervaise on page 54 and 
“Tactical-Level Logistics Considerations within NATO for the USMC” by Col 
Joseph M. Garaux and Capt Kelley B. Johnson on page 56 up to the strategic level 
such as “The Role of Logistics in Deterrence” by LtCol Marcus Gillett on page 16, 
৚A Marine �orps ^upply �hain in the IndoেPacifi c৛ by MaǴ Gabe �. Mata on page 
28, and “Multinational Resource Sharing” by Maj Kathleen E. Hill on page 41.  
 In addition to this month’s focus area, we feature articles on several other 
important subjects including what may be the greatest challenge to the United 
^tatesঢ় national security and global inМ uenceॸ shipbuilding. For the �orps, this 
issue centers on the availability of amphibious ships, and we have two articles 
addressing the challenge with two alternate recommendations. On page 84, “Don’t 
Make It Complicated” by Maj M. Hunter Davidhizar looks at purpose-built Stern 
Landing Vessels as alternatives to the Landing Ship Medium, and on page 88, “A 
Temporary Means৛ by Mr. =ason F. Rutledge recommends short term production 
of the proven LHA design as a potential solution to today’s problem.
 Other highlights include an examination of the importance of Marine defense 
counsels to the fair application of the military justice system in “Marines Defending 
Marines” by Maj Sean K. Price on page 79 and a truly outstanding study of the 
lessons of stoicism in the practice of leadership on page 99 titled “Building an Inner 
Citadel of Character” by retired Marine and current Commandant of Cadets at 
The Citadel, Col Tom Gordon.
 Finally, please take note of the tΛo ৚calls to action৛ in our letters department. 
The Gazette is looking for Marines to write reviews and articles about the wargames 
the Corps is using in PME and training, and the former President and CEO of the 
M�A, @tGen Mark Faulkner, challenges todayঢ়s leaders to respond to the ideas and 
recommendations shared by our Gazette authorsৄespecially the Ǵunior offi  cers and 
Marines. This feedback is essential to the intellectual health of the Corps.
  Christopher Woodbridge
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Letters

Letters of professional interest on any topic are welcomed by the Gazette. They should not exceed 300 words and should be DOUBLE SPACED.
Letters may be e-mailed to gazette@mca-marines.org. Written letters are generally published three months after the article appeared.

The entire Gazette is now online at www.mca-marines.org/gazette.

“Is Anybody Listening?”
2 I just finished reading the Janu-
ary 2024 edition of the Marine Corps 
Gazette. I am continually impressed by 
the quality of the articles in the Gazette, 
especially those written by our young 
officers and enlisted Marines offering 
fresh ideas and new and innovative ways 
of doing business. This displayed leader-
ship through a commitment to making 
continuous improvements in warfighting 
TTPs or Marine Corps policies and pro-
cedures deserves timely and personalized 
feedback. 
	 Articles such as the one by 1stLt 
Houser regarding the MOS Assignment 
System at The Basic School or SSgt 
Duke with his recommendation and 
supporting rationale for the creation of 
a MOS for unit transition coordinators 
or Capt Callison’s commentary on 
shortfalls in Marine Corps Recruiting 
Command marketing and ways 
to make improvements are good 
examples of Marines looking to make 
things better. These Marines are not 
merely complaining; rather, they are 
demonstrating a sincere desire to be part 
of the solution set.   
	 In his White Letter 1-23, Guidance 
to the Force of August 2023, Gen Smith 
discusses the importance of leaders 
engaging and hearing from their Marines. 
He says that the Marine Corps is a 
learning organization and Marines need 
to increase their knowledge to get better 
every day. The Commandant is solidly 
in the 10 ring here, and this is what 
the Marine Corps Gazette serves to do. 
Whether senior Marine leaders complete 
the feedback loop to Marines via email, 
phone, or a return Gazette letter response 
from the appropriate individual or office 
at Headquarters Marine Corps or in the 
operating forces, the means are not as 
important as timely validation that in fact 
someone is listening, they value and trust 
their Marines, and have a sincere desire to 
make improvements.
	 Finally, even if senior leaders are 
listening, and not responding for 
whatever reason, what our Marines hear 
is the equivalent of silence on the net. We 
can and must do better. 

LtGen W. Mark Faulkner (Ret)

Letter Regarding Maj Burchfield’s 
Comments on “The Case for Revis-
ing Warfighting”
2 I was glad to read Maj Josh 
Burchfield’s commentary on “The Case 
for Revising Warfighting,” as it was 
meant to spark debate. That said, I think 
that he has read a few things into the 
article that are not there. 
	 To begin with, the criticism of the 
moral characterization of maneuver 
versus attrition does not imply that 
Marine leaders should ever accept 
unnecessary casualties. The aim of 
an attrition approach to warfare is to 
destroy the enemy’s capability to wage 
war until it is non-existent, while the 
aim of a maneuver approach is to get the 
enemy to quit before you have to destroy 
his capability to wage war. Whether 
the attrition approach incurs higher 
friendly casualties or not depends on the 
feasibility of attriting the enemy to death 
with the means available. The fact that 
dropping the atomic bomb minimized 
friendly casualties does not make it an 
example of maneuver warfare.
	 Second, he misconstrues the point 
about “when and at what level.” The 
point is not that maneuver warfare 
occurs only at a certain echelon; the 
opposite is true. The point was in 
reference to LtCol Thaddeus Drake’s 
piece, “The Fantasy of MCDP 1,” in 
which he argues that shattering the 
enemy’s cohesion in one location/echelon 
may actually hinder the achievement of 
higher’s objectives (as it did in DESERT 
STORM).
	 Finally, the article does not argue for 
a change in the philosophy of MCDP 
1; rather, it is simply arguing that a 
revised version should acknowledge the 
introduction of new domains and an 
expanded understanding of combined 
arms. Toward the end of the book, there 
is a vignette illustrating combined arms 
that is somewhat dated. The addition of 
overhead ISR or EW into that vignette 
would not take anything away from the 
philosophy of seeking gaps and avoiding 
surfaces.

Maj Robert Malcolm

Wargamers Wanted
2 A call to action to cement the institu-
tion of wargaming in the Marine Corps.
	 In recent years, the Marine Corps 
has made great strides to incorporate 
wargaming into its training and educa-
tion continuum to enhance Marines’ 
problem-solving abilities and further 
strengthen their “thousand-year mind.” 
	 Thus far, the Corps has aggressively 
pursued the implementation of wargam-
ing with initiatives taken through the 
Marine Corps Warfighting Lab, the 
building of the Gen Robert B. Neller 
Center for Wargaming and Analysis, and 
the creation of Marine Corps Univer-
sity’s Wargaming cloud.
	 As we begin 2024, the Marine 
Corps Gazette calls upon all Marines and 
writers to join the wargaming crusade by 
using the journal to promote wargaming 
throughout the Corps. Writers should 
seek to address either of the following 
questions: How will this wargame im-
prove Marine Corps training and educa-
tion? How has this wargame improved 
Marine Corps training and education? 
How can we evolve wargaming to 
improve Marine Corps training and 
education? How can wargaming be used 
in conjunction with formal applications 
of military history? These questions can 
be answered in the form of traditional 
reviews, after-action reviews of games, 
personal anecdotes, or whatever literary 
means necessary.
	 In publishing these reviews and 
wargaming-related articles, we hope to 
ensure our readers are best informed on 
the means to get their wargaming reps 
and sets by accumulating hours of deci-
sion making against a thinking enemy.

Staff, Marine Corps Gazette
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A MESSAGE FROM THE DEPUTY COMMANDANT 
FOR INSTALLATIONS AND LOGISTICS

	 News headlines over the past year have consistently reminded us of the security challenges 
facing our nation, characterized by increased global competition with rising powers, by crisis and 
conflict in Europe and the Middle East, and punctuated by the frequency and severity of destructive 
weather events at home and abroad. A common thread emerges from these challenges—the indis-
pensable role of logisticians. Our logistics professionals are the critical enablers who facilitate our 
nation’s response capabilities and equip our leaders with the necessary tools to reassure allies, deter 
adversaries, and navigate the complexities of our world.

	 Looking ahead, the challenges don’t get any easier. Navigating this terrain demands innovative 
thinking and approaches from our Marine and Navy logisticians across the Installations and Logistics 
Enterprise. Initiatives such as ongoing Force Design and guiding documents like Installations & 
Logistics 2030 and the Marine Corps Installations Plan guide our efforts toward building a future 
force while maintaining readiness for today’s fights. While our pursuit of new ideas and capabilities 
is vital, the bedrock remains our Marines, Sailors, and Civilians embedded within the Marine Corps 
Installations and Logistics Enterprise.

	 The Marine Corps Gazette remains the premier platform for exchanging ideas and fostering 
professional dialogue within and beyond the I&L community. This year’s I&L edition highlights a 
range of thought-provoking and forward-looking ideas, to include Logistics as Deterrence, the  
critical importance of Data Literacy to enable global logistics awareness, Machine Learning for 
Medical Logistics, and the Barracks 2030 plan to name a few. I’ll offer a hearty “thanks” to the many 
authors featured here and in the online supplement and extend a challenge to each reader—contribute 
your comments and broaden the dialogue. Your voice matters and helps us advance the foundational 
logistics efforts in the ongoing Campaign of Learning.

	 In closing, logistics isn’t just for logisticians–it’s for all Marines. If you have not read the 
recently updated MCDP 4, Logistics—do so. The same applies for I&L 2030 and the many 
supporting concepts that shape our thinking and are inextricably connected to all warfighting 
functions. I encourage each one of you to engage with your I&L team, sharing your ideas, 
suggestions, and concerns. Working together we can mature the resilient I&L enterprise necessary 
to ensure success on today’s and tomorrow’s battlefields. Thanks for your continued support and 
Semper Fidelis.

Edward D. Banta
Lieutenant General, U.S. Marine Corps

Deputy Commandant for Installations and Logistics



REVISITING THE BASICS OF FINANCES
No matter your stage of life, from those just starting out to those 
nearing retirement, everyone’s financial future is more stable when the 
foundation is strong. It’s what holds up the rest of your financial 
dreams like saving for a home, paying for college education or even 
retiring one day. So take some time to see how you are doing in each 
of these four financial foundations.

BUDGETING

Budget doesn't have to be a financial "dirty" word. Think of it more as 
a way to create a plan to spend your money on things that matter to 
you. You can even get started in three easy steps: paycheck, prioritize 
and plan

PAYING DOWN DEBT

You're not alone. Debt management is a top concern for many people. 
Gain control by following these three steps: assess, avoid and attack.

Follow this QR code or click the title to reach USAA’s 
How to pay off debt page that serves as your go-to guide 
on debt management and learn more about the three 
steps to pay down debt.

BUILDING AND MANAGING CREDIT

Is a poor credit score keeping you from achieving your goals? 
Think good credit is out of reach? Think again. Getting and keeping 
good credit may be easier than you think. 

Follow this QR code or click the title to reach USAA’s 
How to build credit page where you will discover the 
three C’s of building and keeping good credit.

SAVING

We all have goals we want to achieve, and mastering the art of 
saving is key to achieve them. Believe it or not, saving money can
be accomplished in three easy steps.

Follow this QR code or click each title to reach USAA’s 
How to save page where you can learn about the three 
easy steps to help you reach your savings goals.
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L Cpl Puller is excited. After 
graduating from Marine 
Corps Recruit Depot Parris 
Island as platoon guide and 

earning a meritorious promotion, he 
graduated at the top of his class at Marine 
Combat Training aboard Camp Geiger, 
NC. Now that he is on his way to Camp 
Lejeune from Fort Leonard Wood, a 
smile comes over his face—he is going to 
the fleet! Finally, no more squad bays, foot 
lockers, and listening to 30 other Marines 
snoring at night. 
	 He looks forward to meeting his new 
roommate and settling into his role as a 
motor transport operator at 1/2 Mar. He 
arrives on base just before 1900; the bat-
talion is secured for the day, but the duty 
NCO is prepared for new check-ins and 
directs LCpl Puller to a transient room 
until the barracks manager can provide 

him his permanent residence in the morn-
ing. After waking up and getting himself 
put together, LCpl Puller’s squad leader 
takes him through the time-honored tradi-
tion of the check-in sheet. After completing 
the bulk of his sheet, he finally meets the 
barracks manager, Cpl Krulak. 
	 While an excellent infantryman, Cpl 
Krulak is still trying to figure out his new 
role as the unit’s barracks manager, a po-
sition he assumed two weeks ago. Unfor-
tunately, he is still waiting on access to 
the barracks database because his email 
account was not set up, but he reviews his 
spreadsheet and sees an unoccupied rack 
in Room 201. After assuming that the 
room is in good order, he scans a key card 

and hands it to LCpl Puller. After exiting 
the office, Puller grabs his sea bags and 
starts walking down the catwalk to his 
room. He pauses in front of 201, takes 
a deep breath, and opens the door to his 
new home.
	 Here. Right here is a critical juncture 
in the relationship between a Marine 
and the Marine Corps. This is where 
the institution shows how it values the 
fundamental and physiological needs of 
Marines like LCpl Puller and invests in 

retaining them for the long term. The 
Commandant of the Marine Corps said 
as much in his August 2023 Guidance 
to the Force:

To recruit and retain the best we will 
focus on improving our barracks, 
base housing, gyms, chow halls, child 
development centers, and personnel 
policies. I view QoL improvements as 
direct contributors to a more capable 
and lethal force.  Marines can always 
do more with less, but it is my job to 
make sure you do not have to do so 
with your living conditions or those 
of your families.1

	 The Marine Corps prioritized FMF 
readiness and modernization over its 

installation infrastructure, including 
barracks, which has contributed to un-
acceptable barracks conditions. 
	 The Marine Corps will improve its 
readiness by improving the conditions 
of barracks and demonstrating our 
commitment to Marines. As the Ser-
vice that lauds itself as the most ready, 
it must set the conditions necessary to 
prepare Marines mentally and physi-
cally. A foundational element of this 
readiness is the physiological need to 
provide a space for warfighters to rest 
and recharge, which begins at the bar-
racks. As leaders, we are obligated to 
provide Marines with safe, clean, and 
comfortable housing. Marines and our 
Nation that sends them to us should 
expect nothing less.  
	 To accomplish this, the Marine 
Corps is implementing a multi-pronged 
approach to improve its barracks char-
acterized as Barracks 2030.  

Barracks Management
	 Today, when LCpl Puller is check-
ing into his new unit, he will report to 
the barracks manager. This position is 
typically held by an NCO, a position 
Marines are not formally trained for 
and hold for one year. Cpl Krulak did 
not ask for the barracks manager bil-
let, nor was he trained at the School of 
Infantry to execute his newly assigned 
role. Unfortunately, this often leads 
to inconsistent management and poor 
service to residents. Due to the needs 
of commands and the lack of alterna-

Barracks 2030
Improving quality of life through management, modernization, and material

by MajGen David W. Maxwell & Maj Nicholas Bolvin

>MajGen Maxwell is the CG of Marine Corps Installations Command.

>>Maj Boivin is the Legislative Aide for Deputy Commandant, Installations and 
Logistics. At the time of submission, he was serving in the same role for CG, Marine 
Corps Installations Command.

The Marine Corps will improve its readiness by im-
proving the conditions of barracks and demonstrat-
ing our commitment to Marines.
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tives, units identify NCOs to perform 
the duties of a property manager with 
limited, to no, training and routinely 
hold for less than one year. 
	 To improve the management of its 
barracks, the Marine Corps will hire 
civilian personnel to provide oversight 
and management of its barracks port-
folio that mirrors private sector prop-
erty management industry standards. 
Beginning in the Summer of 2024, the 
Marine Corps will begin hiring civilian 
personnel into these new positions to 
alleviate the pressures on operational 

units.  Professionalizing the manage-
ment workforce with civilians can im-
prove the oversight of room conditions 
and address systemic backlog issues 
such as tracking inventory and main-
tenance. A part of this change was up-
grading the work request management 
systems. At Marine Corps Air Station 
Beaufort, the Marine Housing Office 
experimented with a barracks main-
tenance app, which allows Marines 
to scan a QR code and submit a work 
request for maintenance issues. This 
trial period informed improvements 
in the app before a broader fielding to 
the other installations.
	 This new management process will 
not absolve senior leaders from their 
role in the oversight of their barracks. 
Professionalizing the management of 
barracks with civilians will provide the 
continuity and requisite knowledge 
needed to ensure barracks standards 
are improved over time. This allows 
improved awareness of barracks qual-
ity for commanders and where to focus 
efforts for structural and quality of life 
improvements.  
	 In addition to assisting command-
ers in the day-to-day barracks manage-
ment responsibilities, the Marine Corps 

will implement a new resident advisor 
program. This voluntary program will 
allow one or two SNCOs to reside in 
a barracks with “resident advisor” like 
duties similar to colleges and universi-
ties. Ultimately, each barracks will have 
two SNCOs that live in the building 
and provide mentorship like a resident 
advisor program in a college dormi-
tory. This also assists SNCOs who are 
living geographically separated from 
their families to receive quarters while 
assisting commands in good order and 
discipline at the barracks. The program 

can enhance living standards, ensure 
resident safety, and increase the leader-
ship presence during off-duty hours. 
Today, the initial tranche of resident 
advisors are living in barracks aboard 
Marine Corps Air Station Miramar 
with the respective commands laud-
ing the new program and the additional 
oversight and mentorship it provides 
Marines living in the barracks.
	 Currently, entire barracks buildings 
are assigned to commands, regardless 
of whether they can fill all rooms. Con-
versely, centralized billeting, which is 
employed by other Services, will assign 
rooms with no regard for a Marines’ 
unit. This means that LCpl Puller 
could be placed on the opposite end of 
the base from where he works with Ma-
rines from several different commands. 
To balance these two approaches, the 
Marine Corps will move to centralized 
unit allocation management, which 
assists in helping units maintain unit 
integrity while maximizing the avail-
able barracks rooms on base. Changing 
how the Marine Corps assigns rooms 
by rank will also assist in using more 
buildings.
	 The room configurations differ 
across all bases and installations. De-

pending on duty location and rank, a 
Marine can expect to have one or two 
roommates while potentially sharing a 
head with another room. As the Ma-
rine Corps matures its force, it must 
provide billeting commensurate with 
a Marine’s rank and responsibility. 
Current configurations of barracks 
will remain, with future designs mov-
ing toward NCOs having their own 
private space with a shared bathroom 
and common area.  
	 There are over 150,000 bed spac-
es available in the 658 barracks the 
Marine Corps maintains. Of these, 
about 88,000 are currently filled. It is 
unproductive to pay for rooms not in 
use. A vehicle not driven in a year will 
have components breakdown due to 
non-use. Similarly, rooms that do not 
receive regular cleanings and upkeep 
will fall into disrepair. By assigning 
NCOs their own rooms, the Marine 
Corps can increase occupancy while 
acknowledging seniority within its 
ranks. Ultimately, this can improve the 
morale and quality of life for Marines 
to rest, reset, and recharge. All these 
initiatives will substantially transform 
how we manage our barracks  But in 
order to ensure the long-term health 
of our infrastructure we must invest 
in the buildings as well.

Barracks Modernization
	 Through the end of the 18th cen-
tury, troops were customarily housed 
in private houses, inns, and other exist-
ing facilities, despite being a grievance 
listed in the U.S. Declaration of Inde-
pendence (and banned by the Third 
Amendment). It was also considered 
bad for the soldiers’ morale to con-
tinuously relocate, and consequently, 
a movement began for constructing 
permanent barracks wherever troops 
were regularly stationed. In the 19th 
century such buildings, mostly of brick, 
appeared all over Europe.2 In modern 
times, iterations of the barracks spanned 
various shapes and sizes, and as recently 
as the 1990s, Marines were still residing 
in squad bays.
	 In the early 2000s, the Marine Corps 
increased the size of its force by tens 
of thousands to meet the demands of 
wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. While 

This new management process will not absolve senior 
leaders from their role in the oversight of their bar-
racks. Professionalizing the management of barracks 
with civilians will ... ensure barracks standards are 
improved over time.
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the short-term impacts were positive, 
the long-term sustainment of the in-
creased barracks inventory became 
insurmountable. The Marine Corps 
currently operates 658 barracks build-
ings worldwide with 112 (17 percent) 
of these buildings in poor or failing 
condition.  
	 To mitigate these impacts, the Ma-
rine Corps will review its inventory 
and right-size the number of barracks 
it owns and operates to ensure adequate 

space for the current force and an ad-
equate sustainment inventory. This will 
improve our financial position and al-
low us to maintain the remaining bar-
racks at a higher standard. There are 
numerous financial levers the Marine 
Corps can pull to right-size the num-
ber of barracks; these funding levers 
include new construction, demolition, 
renovation, and modernization. The 
Marine Corps cannot build its way 
out of this problem; it must focus its 
efforts on demolition, restoration, and 
modernization, which it will begin in 
2024 and aim to be complete by 2031.
	 Maintenance processes will also need 
to change with a smaller inventory. The 
Marine Corps will mirror private hotel 
industry practices during its barracks 
renovations. While private hotel com-
panies will renovate sections or rooms 
as they become available, the Marine 
Corps waits until a certain period (e.g., 
25 years) before shutting down the en-
tire barracks, relocating Marines, and 
then completely renovating the build-
ing. The Marine Corps’ methodology 
in updating its facilities inconveniences 
Marines, particularly when they must 
move multiple times during the same 
enlistment because of poor construc-
tion practices. During these renova-
tions, the Marine Corps needs to ac-
count for the readiness impacts on the 
current generation of Marines. 
	 Similarly, maintenance contact 

teams will be contracted to work for the 
installation housing offices. These con-
tact teams will be available to respond 
to emergent maintenance requirements, 
much like private hotel companies have 
maintenance workers who can provide 
immediate assistance to maintenance 
requests by hotel guests. This is cur-
rently being successfully modeled at 
MCAS Miramar. 
	 Another area where the Marine 
Corps will address unsatisfactory bar-

racks conditions is specifically at Camp 
Pendleton, CA. Hearing the complaints 
from Marines living in barracks about 
the lack of air conditioning, particularly 
at Camp Horno (which literally means 
Oven in Spanish), the Marine Corps 
is developing a comprehensive plan to 
install new air conditioning units in 
the area. While this is expensive and 
difficult due to the original design of the 
buildings, it is a necessary improvement 
following the increasing heat waves oc-
curring in Southern California. Nota-
bly, the Marine Corps reallocated funds 
to begin the renovations in the summer 
of 2023.

Fixing Fixtures, Furniture and Ame-
nities
	 Our current accommodations, in-
cluding furniture and amenities, are 
inadequate to recruit and retain the best 
talent. Rooms do not need to mirror the 
$3,000 apartment out in town but are 
more closely aligned with dormitories 
of colleges and universities. When LCpl 
Puller makes it back to his barracks 
room after a long day at the motor pool, 
he needs a space to reset and recharge 
and an area to foster comradery with 
friends.
	 Some of these expectations are as-
sured in the Marine Corps’ Unaccom-
panied Housing Guarantees and Resident 
Responsibilities, which requires Marines 
receive safe, secure housing that meets 

health, environmental, and safety 
standards; has functional fixtures, 
furnishings, appliances, and utilities; 
have access to common areas and ame-
nities; and fast maintenance and repair 
when something breaks. Published in 
June 2023, this document establishes 
the standard every Marine can expect 
from their command for their rooms. 
New oversight from civilian managers 
will assist in this oversight and enforce 
standards during check-in and check-
out procedures. Until this structure is 
established, it is critical that leadership 
advocate on behalf of their Marines to 
ensure barracks receive the attention 
necessary to resolve room issues quickly, 
including room fixtures.
	 Fixtures and furniture in Marines’ 
barracks are old, worn down, or broken. 
Currently, the Marine Corps’ 32-year 
lifecycle timeline has been insufficient 
to provide Marines with quality and 
reliable furniture and fixtures and 
impacts only 2,600 (or 3 percent) of 
Marines living in the barracks seeing 
new furniture each year. Updating the 
refresh cycle to a 10-year investment will 
outfit the barracks with more current 
fixtures and furniture and impact 8,700 
(or 10 percent) Marines annually. The 
furniture ordering process will also be 
overhauled, centralizing the funding 
and standardizing furniture packages—
to include washers and dryers—for dif-
ferent barracks types to leverage more 
buying power.  
	 Ultimately, the Marine Corps must 
understand what its current force looks 
for in a barracks room. This may include 
kitchenettes, improved connectivity for 
gaming, or better recreation rooms to 
gather with friends. Thoughtful invest-
ments in amenities and recreation rooms 
can mirror amenities provided by pri-
vate apartments out in town but should 
reflect what the current generation of 
Marines want. A well-intentioned bil-
liards room will become a wasted space 
if the real desire is a recreational room 
with multiple gaming stations.

Barracks for the 21st Century
	 What was LCpl Puller’s reaction 
after he opened his door? Was it dis-
appointment about the condition of 
the room or pride in a clean and well-

A well-intentioned billiards room will become a wast-
ed space if the real desire is a recreational room with 
multiple gaming stations.
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furnished home as a Marine joining 
his unit? His response hinges on the 
actions the Marine Corps does or does 
not take to improve its buildings. The 
glaring shortfalls in the current barracks 
inventory are evident and changes must 
be made. The undercurrent of these 
changes is mindfulness for Marines’ 
mental health, well-being, and readi-
ness. 
	 During a period of budget uncer-
tainty, these solutions will be done at 
a tempo that allows for the prudent use 
of taxpayer dollars. Although imme-
diate solutions are preferable, a recent 
Government Accountability Office 
report published in September 2023 
“found that oversight and funding has 
been lacking for years” [and] “It will 
take years to address the chronic ne-
glect and underfunding.”3 The Marine 
Corps cannot overcompensate with sig-
nificant sums of money that cannot be 
spent smartly and risk investing in the 
wrong initiatives because it must spend 
money now.
	 The Marine Corps already shows a 
willingness to reallocate fiscal resources 
to tackle immediate challenges like bar-
racks air conditioning in Camp Pend-
leton or updating 75-year-old barracks 
in Quantico. During his confirmation 
hearing, then Assistant Commandant 
of the Marine Corps, Gen Eric Smith 
told Congress: “Taking care of Marines 
is a warfighting function. Otherwise, 
they cannot focus on the mission at 
hand. Barracks, chow halls and gyms 
are a key to retaining Marines, and in-
vestments in quality-of-life initiatives 
are truly warfighting needs.”
	 By improving the barracks through 
professionalizing management, mod-
ernizing infrastructure, and providing 
better amenities, the Marine Corps will 
provide its warfighters with a home ap-
propriate to the professionalism and 
readiness we demand.  
	 The individual Marine is the foun-
dation of the Marine Corps being the 
most ready when the Nation is least 
ready. The Marine Corps must provide 
the necessary conditions to be ready—
a ready home creates a ready Marine, 
which enables a ready force.

Notes
1. Gen Eric Smith, ACMC Guidance to the Force, 
(Washington, DC: 2023). 

2. Britannica, c.v., “barracks,” https://www.
britannica.com/topic/barracks.

3. Karen Jowers, “‘Move Decisively’ to Fix 
Troops’ Barracks, Lawmakers Tell Austin,” 
Military Times, September 29, 2023, https://
www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-
congress/2023/09/29/move-decisively-to-fix-
troops-barracks-lawmakers-tell-austin.
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Marines traditionally fo-
cus on the tactical level 
of warfare. The FMF is a 
tactical fighting force—

always ready to fight and win. Yet, the 
reach of our FMF depends on the naval 
and joint logistics enterprise (JLEnt) to 
get us to the fight and enable the force 
to persist in a contested environment. 
The rise of precision and long-range 
strike capabilities within the arsenals 
of our Nation’s adversaries changes the 
logistics calculus at all levels of war-
fare. The ability to effectively strike 
U.S. installations, ships, and aircraft 
almost anywhere in the world using 
all-domain capabilities means enemies 
can actively attack the military logistics 
system in depth. The Marine Corps 
must account for these attacks in ways 

not truly considered since World War 
II. 
	 The JLEnt, and particularly the 
Navy in the maritime environment, 
provides the mission-critical opera-
tional and strategic-enabling capabili-
ties for the Marine Corps to operate 
in any clime and place. In an increas-

ingly contested environment, Marines 
must closely manage logistics posture 
and maximize resources to gain an 
operational advantage. Understanding 
how logistics above the tactical-level 
impacts operations is key to ensuring 
forces have feasible plans with resilient 
forces to ensure tactical success. Ma-
rines must be deliberate in taking steps 
to understand and leverage operational 
and strategic logistics capabilities to 
ensure the force can persist in the con-
tested environments that we are already 
operating in today.

Operational Logistics for Marines
	 Operational logistics (OpLog) en-
ables campaigns by linking the strategic 
means of war to its tactical employment 
in a specified geographic area. OpLog is 
inherently a Joint Force effort because 
of the direct relationship to theater 
posture and campaign plans managed 
by the respective theater geographic 
combatant commander. Logistics at 
this level includes setting the theater 
with forces, footprints, and agreements 
to ensure the supplies and associated 
distribution systems are appropriately 
postured to support campaigning as 
well as the rapid transition to crisis or 

Leveraging Logistics 
above the MAGTF

The Joint Logistics Enterprise
by Col Aaron Angell & Mr. Mark Schouten

>Col Angell is a Logistics Officer currently assigned as the Director, Logistics 
Combat Element Division within Headquarters Marine Corps, Combat Develop-
ment and Integration.

>>Mr. Schouten is a retired Marine Corps Lieutenant Colonel who has helped 
update and refine doctrine, publications, and strategic guidance for logistics 
within the Marine Corps, to include the update to MCDP 4. 

The Military Sealift Command Bob Hope-class large, medium speed roll-on/roll-off ship 
USNS Benavidez (T-AKR 306) supporting a joint logistics over-the-shore exercise. (Photo by 
Hendrick Dickson.)
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conflict. Among many organizations 
conducting OpLog, some of the most 
significant are the Army Theater Sus-
tainment Command, the Navy Fleet 
Logistics Centers, and the forward foot-
print of the Defense Logistics Agency. 
Logistics professionals are those who 
can effectively plan, collaborate, and 
orchestrate these OpLog capabilities 
across the competition continuum.1
	 Today, forces will have to fight to 
get to the fight through a contested 
environment. Historically, the Marine 
Corps has had the task of seizing and 
defending advanced naval bases. These 
advanced naval bases and expeditionary 
advanced bases are necessary to sustain 
the force in the fight. Just as in World 
War II, Marines will not be given the 
luxury of permissive port offloads, un-
fettered aviation operations, and iron 
mountains of supplies. These realities 
drastically impact the sustainment op-
tions available to commanders. Feasible 
battle plans in contested environments 
require intimate knowledge of how 
forces can be positioned, resourced, and 
sustained over time. Understanding the 
challenges and opportunities of OpLog 
helps commanders make viable plans 
and maximizes options for the force. 
This applies to the logistics capabilities 
within the FMF as well as the theater 
and local resources that can be made 
available. 
	 Marine forces may also be assigned a 
role in executing limited OpLog tasks, 
particularly in contested environments. 
Forces and other resources must be ded-
icated to managing and preserving ad-
vanced bases and transportation assets 
that create theater distribution systems. 
Of note, advanced bases are key nodes 
in theater distribution systems, which 
may include permanent main operat-
ing bases or temporary advanced naval 
bases and expeditionary advanced bases. 
These locations are each critical nodes 
in the theater sustainment web that 
must be staffed and resourced to both 
meet the needs of the forward force and 
create resiliency of the base to take a hit 
and keep on operating. Marine forces 
will be expected to contribute to op-
erating and defending advanced bases 
across vast operating areas, at remote 
locations, or in immature theaters that 

other forces cannot access. For example, 
the size and maritime nature of the Pa-
cific Ocean may exceed the capabilities 
of the Theater Sustainment Command 
and require Marine Corps investment 
and reinforcement in specified locations 
to support joint forces. Conversely, a 
naval expeditionary force (Navy and 
Marine team) may be the first available 
force capable of reaching objective areas 
where there are no joint capabilities and 
sparse infrastructure to provide OpLog 
support to special forces or joint avia-
tion platforms. 

Strategic Logistics for Marines
	 Strategic logistics (StratLog) pro-
vides the Joint Force with the means of 
war by providing the resources needed 
to conduct campaigns. This includes 
getting to the fight and feeding the 
theater network from global sources. 
Logistics at this level focuses on instal-
lations, acquisition and procurement, 
enterprise inventory management, 

global health services management, 
strategic lift, and large-scale mobili-
zation. Many StratLog functions are 
conducted by designated agencies and 
organizations to support the entire 
Defense Department, such as U.S. 
Transportation Command’s role as in 
providing strategic lift or inter-theater 
transportation. Additionally, each Ser-
vice headquarters manages StratLog 
functions associated with manning, 
training, and equipping the force to 
fight. Marines that participate in Strat-
Log efforts harness global resources, 
increase JLEnt interoperability, and 
facilitate naval expeditionary opera-
tions over broad time horizons.2

	 Most StratLog is performed by orga-
nizations outside of the Marine Corps, 
yet Marines influence these global re-
sources. Marines develop requirements 
and inform solutions to ensure Marine 
Corps warfighting equities are account-

ed for in operational planning as well 
as long-term institutional planning. 
This coordination involves identifying 
capability and capacity requirements 
that drive investment in strategic lift 
capabilities (ships and aircraft) as well 
as the necessary infrastructure to sus-
tain the force globally. It also involves 
providing input to policies that impact 
Marines globally, such as force health 
protection policies established by the 
Defense Health Agency. StratLog ca-
pabilities from outside of the Marine 
Corps are critical for ensuring Marine 
Corps forces have global reach and sus-
taining power.  
	 The Marine Corps has StratLog 
capabilities and uses staffs balanced 
with FMF-experienced Marines and 
business-experienced civilians to drive 
programs across the Service every day. 
While most of these capabilities are not 
directly tied to the Marine Corps Task 
List, these are all mission-critical pillars 
required to build and sustain Marine 
Corps expeditionary lethality. These 
capabilities include installations man-
agement across 25 bases and stations, 
the acquisition and lifecycle sustain-
ment of all weapons systems, and the 
global inventory positioning to main-
tain a balance between enterprise force 
readiness and prepositioning programs 
for global responsiveness and integrated 
deterrence. Each of these Marine Corps 
StratLog capabilities aligns with dis-
creet regulations, and they are all mu-
tually supporting to provide Marine 
forces ready to fight. 

How to Improve Marine Corps 
OpLog and StratLog Awareness and 
Execution   
	 OpLog and StratLog are critically 
important to tactical success and the 
long-term health of Marine Corps 
forces. Marines must learn to effectively 
leverage the Marine Corps StratLog 
capabilities and the JLEnt to ensure 
the FMF is maintained at a high state 
of readiness and globally responsive. 
Changes in organization, doctrine, 
and talent management will provide 
necessary enhancements to transform 
enterprise resources to FMF lethality 
and adaptability. The following are four 
specific recommendations.

OpLog and StratLog 
are critically important 
to tactical success ...
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	 First, include OpLog and StratLog 
issues in Service-level exercises and 
wargames. Marines have been reluctant 
to explore force closure and protracted 
sustainment issues because these opera-
tional challenges often come at the cost 
of tactical readiness objectives. This ten-
dency is out of balance because tactical 
prowess is irrelevant for a force that can-
not get to the fight or lacks the material 
to endure over time. OpLog and Strat-
Log issues are also often disregarded 
because they are the responsibilities of 
agencies outside of the Marine Corps. 
However, not incorporating realistic 
theater and global logistics challenges 
to sustaining Marine Corps employ-
ment concepts dismisses fundamental 
problems that should be addressed prior 
to conflict. These types of rehearsals 
can form the foundation for Service 
requirements and capability gaps.  
	 Second, analyze, assess, and inform 
the organization and resourcing of 
Headquarters Marine Corps, Marine 
component commands, and the sup-
porting establishment that relate to the 
execution of OpLog and StratLog. Un-
derstanding how these organizations 
relate to force generation, force deploy-
ment, force closure, and force sustain-
ment is crucial to informing the level of 
investment and risk the Marine Corps 
should take. Current and emergent 
discussions regarding integrated deter-
rence, operating across the competition 
continuum, and contested logistics are 
relevant for the FMF today and tomor-
row. These discussions inform Service-
level decision making regarding roles, 
relationships, and resources across the 
Marine Corps and the JLEnt. Chang-
es in how other agencies and Services 
intend to overcome the challenges of 
great-power competition require coor-
dination for adjusted relationships be-
tween organizations.3 Reviewing how 
the Marine Corps Installations and 
Logistics Enterprise conducts OpLog 
and StratLog functions may result in 
better equipment, resource efficiencies, 
and improved alignment and interoper-
ability throughout the Joint Force.   
	 Third, capture OpLog and StratLog 
definitions, relationships, and activities 
in Marine Corps doctrine to ensure this 
understanding endures. A consolidated 

reference for OpLog and StratLog can 
make issues more accessible to Marines 
much like MCWP 3-40.8, Componency, 
describes Marine Corps integration into 
Joint Force operations. Currently, lo-
gistics at the tactical, operational, and 
strategic levels are addressed differently 
across various publications and require 
updates to capture what has been ob-
served through the Force Design Cam-
paign of Learning. Taking inventory of 
applicable publications and then priori-
tizing sequenced efforts to update these 
publications is necessary. These are the 
publications that tie to Marine Corps 
training and education programs, and 
these publications are what Marines le-
verage as guides to effectively sustain 
forces in the most challenging operating 
environments. While updating publica-
tions does not seem like an impactful 
activity, these changes are necessary to 
ensure lessons from the past and present 
are carried into the future.    
	 Lastly, invest in long-term talent 
management efforts to develop and as-
sign the right individuals for critical en-
terprise logistics positions. In compari-
son to the vast manpower requirements 
across the FMF, billets within Marine 
Corps and JLEnt organizations that 
conduct OpLog and StratLog activi-
ties are limited. Further, few Marines 
directly engage with OpLog and Strat-
Log activities, and those that do, typi-
cally gain this experience near the end of 
their respective careers. Notably, these 
few Marines have a disproportionate 
impact on setting the force and setting 
the theater for warfighting readiness 
and battlefield success. Many of these 
billets also require highly specialized 
training and education in acquisitions, 
contracting, environmental manage-
ment, or land management, all of which 
may pull Marines away from the tradi-
tional career paths related to their pri-
mary military occupational specialties. 
Navigating career paths that balance 
FMF experience and these OpLog and 
StratLog skills requires attention at the 
individual level to align education, fel-
lowships, and assignments. To ensure 
the Marine Corps remains competent 
and current, identifying and investing 
in manpower to take on these OpLog 
and StratLog billets is critical.

Summary
	 The Marine Corps is a tactical fight-
ing force that thrusts forward from a 
foundation of operational and strate-
gic logistics capabilities. Marines must 
master their understanding of these ca-
pabilities to ensure the Marine Corps 
has the operational reach to be a global 
expeditionary force. The more that Ma-
rines learn early how the entire JLEnt 
gets them to the fight and sustains 
them in the fight, the more they will 
understand what is possible in combat. 
Additionally, some Marines will be as-
signed the responsibility to conduct and 
provide oversight of OpLog and Strat-
Log. This is particularly relevant for 
Marines involved in force generation 
and force deployment from homesta-
tion and then force closure and force 
reconstitution in the theater of opera-
tions. It is necessary to enrich our best 
Marines today with this understanding 
before they are assigned to positions 
where they will influence and be in 
charge of setting the theater to achieve 
campaign success. Every Marine must 
remain tactically competent, yet the 
more Marines understand the opera-
tional and strategic-level sinews of war, 
the more ready Marines will be to fight 
and win.  

Notes
1. Headquarters Marine Corps, MCDP 4, 
Logistics, (Washington, DC: 2023). 

2. Ibid. 

3. Examples include the transition of respon-
sibilities between Defense Logistics Agency 
and Transportation Command, Army cross-
functional teams, the Navy’s Transforming Lo-
gistics for Great Power Competition, and Air Force 
Doctrine Note 1-21 “Agile Combat Employment.” 
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The most pronounced strategic 
military impact of the 1991 
fall of the Soviet Union on 
the United States was the 

shift from maritime, air, and space su-
periority to one of supremacy. Multi-
domain supremacy ushered in a period 
where the United States sat at the apex 
of a unipolar global system defined by an 
absence of existential security threats and 
a lack of comparable nation-state com-
petitors, which led to a focus on crisis re-
sponse and irregular warfare. In the last 
decade, the rise of regional challengers 
in Europe and the Pacific ended Amer-
ica’s “unipolar moment” of unilateral 
military supremacy.1 Strategically, this 
shift caused a reassessment of military 
strategy, organization, and doctrine and 
reoriented strategic policy from an exclu-
sive focus on expeditionary deterrence 
to a more traditional balance between 
expeditionary response and nation-state 
deterrence. In the case of the Pacific, the 
United States faces an adversary with 
the capability to disrupt, deter, and limit 
the United States’ military effectiveness 
while offsetting other elements of na-
tional power that have been foundational 
to America’s grand strategy since the fall 
of the Soviet Union.2
	 The United States military is in an 
inter-war period that, like the 1930s pre-
World War II era and 1945 to 1949 pre-
Cold War era, is focused on developing 
capabilities necessary to meet global 
and regional challenges. Moderniza-
tion has rightly focused on command 
and control, intelligence, fires, and ma-
neuver in developing a force capable of 
deterring challenges to the status quo, 
providing flexible options for crisis re-
sponse, and, if necessary, defeating an 

adversary in conflict.3 Though there 
has been substantive progress in the 
development of these capabilities, re-
cent calls from Marine Corps and Joint 
Force senior leadership for modernizing 
the joint logistics enterprise reflects an 
acknowledgment that a relative combat 
power gap exists between strategic ways 
and means due to an inability to deliver 
and sustain capability in uncertain or 
hostile environments.4 

	 Logistics modernization through 
investments in contested logistics and 
a global positioning network offers a 
measurable means to influence and de-
ter peer adversary activities in the region 
by reinforcing strategic perceptions of 
credible military capability while dem-
onstrating commitment to the defense 
of regional allies and partners.5 Logis-
tics forces have the organic means to 
be a decisive capability in maintaining 
operational access and generating flex-
ible response options in a competitive 
campaign against a capable nation-
state actor. The artful application of 
the functions of logistics, fused with 
other joint capabilities, offers oppor-
tunities to conduct operations that can 
persist, shape, and deter without the 
escalatory signaling associated with 

the deployment of kinetic capabilities. 
The non-escalatory, dual purpose, and 
soft power nature of logistics in com-
petition offers latent deterrence options 
that have been undervalued in the era 
of expeditionary deterrence but are 
critical to future strategic and opera-
tional success because the presumption 
of uncontested operational access to a 
crisis area has been directly challenged 
creating substantive strategic risk. 
	 This article advocates that logistics 
forces bring credibility to general and 
immediate deterrence by ensuring that 
military forces deployed in response to 
a crisis have the speed, endurance, and 
capability to influence an adversary’s 
risk calculations, reinforcing strategic 
signaling. Additionally, logistics forces 
provide unique dual-purpose capabili-
ties that reinforce the application of oth-
er strategic tools and build relationships 
with allies and partners in a manner that 
makes the United States the partner of 
choice with domestic audiences. 

Logistics in Immediate Deterrence 
	 United States’ strategic deterrence 
failed in March 1950 with Joseph Sta-
lin’s communication to North Korean 
Kim II Sung, “The Soviet Union has 
decided also to satisfy fully this request 
(invasion of South Korea) of yours.”6 

This approval ultimately resulted in the 
North Korean invasion of South Korea 
on 25 June 1950 and was based on the 
perception that in the unlikely event 
that the United States responded to the 
invasion, there would be insufficient 
time, based on United States military 
capability, to stop the North Korean 
offensive and was thus the invasion was 
a perceived fait accompli.7

The Role of Logistics 
in Deterrence 

Facing a peer competitor
by LtCol Marcus Gillett

>LtCol Gillett is Combat Engineer 
Officer who is currently assigned to 
the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-
nology as a CMC Fellow. He was pre-
viously assigned to 3d MLG, III MEF 
as the Commanding Officer of 9th 
Engineer Support Battalion. 
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	 Conversely, the United States 
achieved strategic success during Op-
eration Vigilant Warrior in 1994 
because of a three-year investment in 
regional forward operating sites and 
cooperative security locations facili-
tated by low visibility and persistent 
deployments of support forces. These 
investments resulted in the develop-
ment of mature infrastructure and 
robust regional stocks that were sup-
ported by the appropriate experts to 
operationalize those capabilities in cri-
sis.8 These factors directly enabled the 
deployment and in-theater equipping 
of 4,000 combat troops in two days, 
with a further 36,000 moving to the 
region within three days, in response to 
the movement of two Iraqi Republican 
Guard Divisions to the Kuwaiti border. 
The speed of the response, compared 
to the 30 days for deployment required 
during the Gulf War, surprised Saddam 
Hussein and was the “primary source 
of U.S. deterrent power” in coercing, 
through signals, Iraqi withdrawal and 
de-escalation.9
	 Since 1945, the United States has 
been strategically involved in 368 in-
ternational crisis events  that met three 
criteria in the International Crisis Be-
havior database: 

1.  A threat to one or more basic values; 
2.  An awareness of finite time for re-
sponse to a value threat, and 
3.  A heightened probability of in-
volvement in military hostilities.10 

In 52 cases, the United States overtly 
deployed conventional military forces 
with the result of de-escalation or ter-
mination of the crisis in 73 percent of 
cases, escalation of the crisis in 15 per-
cent of cases, and no definitive impact 
on the crisis in 11 percent of cases. 
	 While speed is relative to the per-
ceived threat and the rate at which a 
crisis unfolds, time is a finite and de-
cisive resource in crisis response. On 
average, the speed at which forces were 
deployed from the initiation of the crisis 
to the first arrival of forces into the cri-
sis area, using the International Crisis 
Behavior database, was 35.15 days for 
crises that resulted in de-escalation. 
In contrast, the speed of the crisis de-
ployment was 57 days for cases that re-
sulted in escalation.11 These findings, 

combined with historical case studies, 
indicate that speed is an unambiguous 
tool to signal capability and credibility. 
Furthermore, a critical enabler to fa-
cilitate speed is investment in strategic 
transportation, regional infrastructure, 
and regional pre-positioning as was 
demonstrated in the dataset by a mean 
speed of 48.71 days for deployments to 

immature theaters as compared with a 
mean of 14.88 days to a mature theater 
where personnel, infrastructure, and 
pre-positioned stocks were available in 
the crisis region.12 Thus, in all 52 cases, 
previous investments in transportation, 
pre-positioning, and forward position-
ing provided the foundation that en-
abled or inhibited the composition, 
speed, and influenced the credibility 
of crisis deployments.13 
	 A robust sustainment network sig-
nals credible capability to an adversary 
and credible commitment to allies and 
partners. A crisis scenario in the West-
ern Pacific would likely require forward 
forces to disperse regionally to act as the 
stand-in force until reinforced through 
global deployments.14 Based on current 
forces in the area, forward-positioned 
ground forces will require initial trans-
portation of between 27,000 and 36,000 
tons of personnel, equipment, and sup-
plies regionally.15 Following dispersal, 
these forces would require between 300 
and 600 tons of fuel, water, food, and 
ammunition daily for ground forces, 
with an additional 2,500 to 3,500 tons, 
mainly fuel and ammunition, required 
daily for aviation formations.16 The ad-
ditional strain placed on strategic and 
operational transportation assets, mov-
ing forces, equipment, and supplies to 
reinforce the region magnifies the sig-
nificance of logistical requirements. A 
significant crisis deployment from the 
continental United States, using five 
divisions and ten air wings as a baseline, 
would require the movement of roughly 

one million tons and would require, 
given optimal conditions, one month 
or more to complete.17

	 Logistics investments in general de-
terrence proportionally reduce, but do 
not eliminate, the strain on strategic 
and operational transportation systems 
in crisis through pre-positioning and 
forward positioning. Infrastructure, 

supply, equipment, and sustainment 
investments in volatile regions allow for 
the rapid deployment of credible forces 
that arrive with the necessary support to 
endure and deter immediately, increas-
ing strategic credibility in crisis. Addi-
tionally, the proportional reduction of 
strategic transportation requirements 
transitions deployments in mature re-
gions from expeditionary response to 
conventional strategic response where 
the threat and an adversary’s access to 
maritime, air, and space domains is at 
risk, improving the deterrence cred-
ibility and capability and reducing the 
probability of escalation.   

Perceptions of Military Credibility 
and Capability
	 A lack of investment in sustainment 
creates a strategic and operational capa-
bility and credibility gap in the West-
ern Pacific, undermining deterrence. 
A 2023 study from the Center for Stra-
tegic and International Studies reveals 
a series of salient tensions in response 
to a Taiwan scenario that presents sig-
nificant risks in escalation and conflict. 
The two most significant findings re-
lated to logistics were the United States 
must respond rapidly and with its full 
capabilities to prevent Taiwan from 
falling, and movement of the intra-
theater lift of forces, equipment, and 
supplies became untenable based on 
China’s anti-access capabilities early 
in the conflict, resulting in an abrupt 
reduction in the capability of combat 
forces.18 Thus, speed and endurance 

A lack of investment in sustainment creates a strate-
gic and operational capability and credibility gap in 
the Western Pacific, undermining deterrence.
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are two significant factors in the cred-
ibility of deterrence and effectiveness 
in combat against a peer adversary and 
are qualities that are directly shaped by 
logistics posture.
	 Investment in logistics moderniza-
tion and capabilities in strategically 
contested regions offers a means to 
provide latent deterrence through the 
placement of multipurpose capabilities, 
which can be overt or concealed, and 
enhance capability across the spectrum 
of conflict without the impediment of 
being explicitly threatening or escala-
tory.19 The Joint Force has already be-
gun this process through investments 
such as the Pacific Deterrence Initia-
tive allotment of three and a half billion 
dollars into the development of main 
operating bases and the one-hundred-
million-dollar investment in Enhanced 
Defense Cooperation Agreement sites 
in the Philippines.20 However, these 
investments provide a linear capability 
that does not align with the envisioned 
network and require operational and 
tactical investments to create a multi-
tiered strategic and operational mo-
saic.21

	 Forward positioning of logistics 
forces and investments in a distributed 
network offers a means to reduce the ini-
tial burden on transportation networks 
during crisis deployments, increasing 
the speed of the deployment and thus 
bringing credibility to strategic signals. 
While agreements with partners and 
allies will not afford unfettered access, 
investments reduce transportation re-
quirements, generate flexibility, and 
provide endurance that is not solely 
dependent on strategic and operational 
transportation capabilities. 

Support to Allies and Partners
	 The Marine Corps stand-in-force 
concept emphasizes the necessity for a 
persistent presence in a contested area to 
disrupt an adversary in competition and 
form the “leading edge of a maritime de-
fense in depth” in crisis and conflict.22 
Access to contested areas is the core of 
the concept, with the most significant 
assumption being that political elites 
and populations of allied and partner 
nations will permit access to sovereign 
territories. Historically, the success or 

failure of basing agreements with allies 
depends on available resources, shared 
threat perceptions, and the cost to 
political leaders by the domestic au-
diences.23 Tactical formations offer a 
means to provide access by leveraging 
capabilities that do not present a similar 
threat perception, compared to tradi-
tional combat formations, to domestic 
and international audiences, enabling 
persistent access to locations inacces-
sible to other conventional formations. 
	 Domestic audiences will fundamen-
tally view infrastructure construction 
and repair, medical and dental services, 
water production and distribution, 
transportation, and other capabilities 
differently than combat formations 
and thus offer alternative and multi-
functional solutions in developing 
agreements. For example, the April 
2023 United States-Philippine bilat-
eral announcement of four additional 
Enhanced Cooperation Agreement 
sites drew domestic condemnation, 
leading to statements by senior Philip-
pine officials that the bases would be 
used primarily for logistics support.24 

While a review of 1,430 media reports 
from February 2023 to August 2023 
related to United States-Philippine 
agreements and regional geopolitical 
conditions reveals a balanced domes-
tic debate, statements and reporting by 
leaders indicate that capabilities that 
are directly applicable to such military 
operations as humanitarian assistance 
and natural disaster response stimulates 
an alternative narrative and represent an 
opportunity to align operational and 
strategic ways, means, and ends.

Implications to the Logistics Enter-
prise
	 Campaigning. Nested with stand-
in force and Joint Force requirements, 
logistics forces link campaign phases 
by providing a persistent presence 
that builds, maintains, and supports 
strategic and operational investments.  
Construction of infrastructure by en-
gineers, embedding medical personnel 
in host nation hospitals, and maintain-
ing stocks and equipment intended to 
provide responsiveness to natural and 
man-made disasters all represent activi-
ties that facilitate speed and capability 

in crisis response, bring credibly to stra-
tegic signals, and reinforce relationships 
with allies and partners across a range 
of time horizons. 
	 General Support in Competition. Es-
tablishing a global and regional network 
to support operations in competition, 
crisis, and conflict is beyond the organic 
capabilities of combat formations. In or-
der to build a regional capability that is 
adaptive, nested, and credible, logistics 
must evolve from a traditional focus 
of providing direct support for opera-
tions, investments, and activities to one 
of general support focused on persistent 
forward presence and increasing region-
al capacity. The logistics enterprise has 
a responsibility for the maintenance, 
development, and operation of main 
operating bases as key nodes; however, 
the development and operation of for-
ward operating sites and cooperative 
security locations will play a critical role 
in evolving the logistics network from 
a linear and inflexible network to one 
that is multi-dimensional, resilient, and 
diverse. This requires an evolution in 
logistics formation’s doctrinal employ-
ment in competition. 
	 Prioritization of Effectiveness over Ef-
ficiency. Effective deterrence requires a 
degree of risk in the allocation of finite 
resources. Developing a logistics net-
work requires investment in nodes that 
may never be employed, where partner 
policies and strategic priorities change, 
resulting in expansion or reduction in 
access, or where elements of the net-
work are out of position in the transi-
tion from general to immediate deter-
rence. However, the most significant 
risk to the credibility and capability of 
the joint force is a lack of investment, 
leading to strategic insolvency. Tacti-
cal and operational logistics formations 
are crucial in limiting risk by shaping 
through sustained investment while 
providing strategic flexibility in a crisis. 

Conclusion
	 The employment of logistics forces 
directly imparts credibility and capabil-
ity to strategic deterrence through both 
latent and active capabilities.  Logistics 
and sustainment are essential to deter-
rence, crisis response, and the effective-
ness of operational command and con-
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trol, fires, intelligence, and maneuver 
capabilities. Fundamentally, logistics 
formations bring credibility to strategic 
signaling in general deterrence and en-
able tactical and operational effective-
ness in crisis and conflict only through 
investment in competition. 
	 Joint logistics formations’ primary 
task in the Pacific must be establish-
ing, developing, and sustaining a multi-
nodal, distributed network that is ruth-
lessly opportunistic in the application 
of engineering, maintenance, supply, 
transportation, medical, and other 
logistics functions. Even in competi-
tion, opportunities will be fleeting, and 
a force with the dexterity, creativity, and 
resources to exploit opportunities will 
be the force with the initiative and cred-
ibility in competition. 
	 Logistics forces offer an optimal and 
uniquely postured capacity to facilitate 
access through organic capabilities, en-
hance perceptions of America’s com-
mitment to allies and partners, chal-
lenge the adversary’s core deterrence 
calculus, and build credible capability 
into contingencies by enabling crisis 
deployment speed and endurance. 
Strategic transportation is finite, and 
every cubic foot of food, water, build-
ing materials, maintenance parts, and 
other supplies, forward-positioned or 
pre-positioned, reduces competition in 
the movement and sustainment of de-
cisive capabilities in crisis and combat.
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L ogistics Officers Course 
(LOC) is the schoolhouse 
where logistics officers obtain 
their MOS. Force Design 2030, 

the 2030 Training Guidance, along with 
the updated MCDP 4 suggest that lo-
gistics will be the nucleus of the Marine 
Corps’ next conflict. Logistics officers 
will be required to operate in a “glob-
ally contested environment, within 
multiple domains, across the competi-
tion continuum.”1 As a result, LOC 
must evolve to meet these demands and 
revolutionize the way logistics officers 
grasp doctrinal concepts to find innova-
tive ways to move and sustain the force. 
To do this, LOC is transforming the 
course and making the transition from 
primarily classroom-based instruction 
to a blended program that incorporates 
Marine on-the-job (OJT) training fol-
lowed by an intellectually challenging 
resident course designed to further de-
velop students’ critical thinking and 
problem-solving skills.
	 Logistics Officer Course has long 
served as the center of gravity in the 
development of the Marine Corps’ 
company-grade logistics officers. While 
it effectively teaches doctrine and ref-
erence material, it does not challenge 
the student to think critically or test 
their ability under stress. Currently, it 
reflects the Marine Corps’ traditional 
formal school paradigm that utilizes 
classroom-based instruction combined 
with practical applications and discus-
sions. The changing operational envi-
ronment demonstrates the imperative 
that LOC evolves to develop Marines 
who are “cognitively agile, intuitive 
problem solvers, capable of rapidly mak-
ing bold and consequential decisions.”2

A Case for Change
	 Following The Basic School (TBS), 
logistics officers report to the Logistics 
Operations School at Camp Johnson, 
NC, to complete LOC and receive 
the logistics officer MOS. LOC is a 
56-training day resident entry-level 
course that provides a general overview 
of the 6 functions of logistics covered 
within the 16 approved training and 
readiness standards (see Figure 1). LOC 
trains approximately 240 officers across 
4 iterations annually.  

	 The LOC student population con-
sists of a wide variety of individuals 
with vastly different backgrounds. The 
standard pipeline for lieutenants typi-
cally consists of attending MOS school 
shortly after TBS graduation; however, 
over the last 5 years, nearly 50 percent 
of the lieutenants waited for an aver-
age of 75 days before beginning train-
ing.3 When factoring in non-training 
days, this calculates to approximately 
147 days from the time they graduate 
from TBS to gaining their MOS. Dur-

Blended Logistics
Training

Meeting the demands of the Corps’ modernization efforts
by Capt Jade MacLeish

>Capt MacLeish is a Logistics Officer and currently serves as the Logistics Officer 
Course 6.0 Course Manager. 
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5.2 1000 Level Events

Figure 1.



	 www.mca-marines.org/gazette	 21Marine Corps Gazette • March 2024

ing this time, the majority reported to 
their units for non-standardized OJT 
while others remained at TBS for non-
MOS-specific taskings. Most lieuten-
ants who conduct OJT argue that it was 
beneficial and allowed them to apply 
experiential context to the information 
presented at LOC.  
	 Training is learning by doing, but 
75 percent of the current LOC is spent 
building a baseline of knowledge within 
a classroom setting that restricts the 
learning process to reading assignments 
and visuals from a non-engaging lecture 
platform.4 Even as instructors imple-
ment various teaching methodologies, 
the reality is that students do not get 
significant access to hands-on learn-
ing. The preponderance of experiential 
learning occurs at a 5-day field exercise 
that gives 60 students limited opportu-
nities to hold various billets to plan and 
execute tactical logistics. This evolution 
occurs at the end of LOC and comes at 
a significant personnel and equipment 
cost to II MEF. 
	 “A warfighting capability is only 
as effective as the Marines employing 
it,”5 and the FMF needs leaders who 
possess the knowledge and ability to 
operate independently in a contested 
environment. Although LOC is consid-
ered entry-level training, the students 
who attend the course are not novice 
learners; they have earned a college 
degree and graduated from both OCS 
and TBS. LOC students need to be 
challenged with a rigorous intellec-
tual learning experience. The current 
LOC addresses the curriculum by using 
informal lectures that introduce doctri-
nal publications and test the students’ 
understanding by taking an open-note 
written exam. This method, while dem-
onstrating the student’s ability to find 
the material and regurgitate informa-
tion, does not test their critical thinking 
or problem-solving skills: “The Marine 
Corps must change the way it educates 
and trains its personnel in order to sup-
port future operational requirements.”6 

The new LOC presents its curriculum 
in a way that engages students and al-
lows them to experience Marine Corps 
processes and procedures firsthand—a 
task that is difficult to accomplish in a 
traditional classroom setting. The au-

dience for LOC includes varying age 
groups and experience levels. A recent 
LOC class had an average age of 26. Out 
of 58 students, 8 were prior enlisted, 
and 4 were lateral movers between the 
ranks of first lieutenant and major. The 
youngest student in the class was 21 
while the oldest was 49 years old. These 
differences require a curriculum that 
adapts to emerging concepts and soci-
etal changes while allowing individuals 
to build their own foundation using a 
combination of prior knowledge, Ma-
rine Corps doctrine, mentorship, and 
innovative teaching methods.7

The Change We Need 
	 Formal learning center programs of 
instruction update on a three-year cycle, 
and the current iteration, LOC 5.2, was 
last updated in 2020.8 This means the 
logistics community can develop a 
course that better prepares logistics offi-
cers for the FMF by leveraging available 
technologies and proven adult learning 
methodologies that create contextual, 
student-centered learning experiences 
and produce a better-trained officer.9 
Over the last two decades, the opera-
tional environment and easy access to 
technology have drastically changed, 
but LOC delivery methods have re-
mained largely the same. Technology 
enables the application of distance and 
blended learning, and it can help us 
better prepare future logistics officers. 
Informal FMF feedback indicates many 
commands welcome the opportunity 
to influence the LOC student’s learn-
ing experience while trends in end-
of-course critiques illustrate that the 

average student would benefit from the 
context provided by OJT.
	 The new course, LOC 6.0, is a cul-
tural shift in the way Marines will earn 
the logistics officer MOS based on the 
10 Training and Readiness standards 
approved in September of 2023 (see 
Figure 2). This blended course will 
consist of approximately 90 days of non-
resident/distance learning curriculum 
followed by a 30-day resident curricu-
lum, totaling approximately 120 days 
from TBS graduation to achieving their 
MOS. With six iterations per year bet-
ter aligning to TBS graduations, LOC 
will reduce the amount of time students 
spend awaiting training, continue to 
train approximately 240 students a 
year, and reduce class sizes from 60 to 
40 personnel. 

Non-Resident Phase
	 The new LOC offers a myriad of ad-
vantages, but the most impactful will 
be the students’ opportunity to interact 
and learn vicariously through others 
within their formations.10 Marines will 
report to their units after TBS gradu-
ation to complete a distance learning 
curriculum administered by the LOC 
faculty on Moodle, an online learn-
ing platform that they can access on 
their personal devices. Additionally, 
they will complete a list of personnel 
qualification standards (PQS) while 
executing managed OJT with their 
units. The PQS, a common training 
requirement in the Navy, is a checklist 
of experiences the students will execute 
with their commands. The Air Force 
has a similar requirement, the Logistics 
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Figure 2.
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Readiness Officer Proficiency Record, 
for their new logistics officers. This 
method of learning gives the student 
the opportunity to learn doctrinal lo-
gistics while also observing and learn-
ing unit standard operating procedures, 
something that currently occurs after 
Marines complete LOC and report to 
their first duty station. This method 
also gives unit leadership the opportu-
nity to influence the training of their 
logistics officers by both supervising 
their PQS and tasking them within the 
unit as they see fit. 
	 The PQS assignments are observa-
tions of unit procedures and operations 
that already occur on a regular basis. 
For example, during the maintenance 
management module, Marines will at-
tend a Materiel Readiness Brief, analyze 
how the unit is capturing equipment 
readiness, and articulate their analysis 
via a Moodle assignment. The Marine’s 
supervisor will sign their PQS verify-
ing that the student attended the brief. 
While this method of instruction puts 
more onus on the individual Marine, 
the LOC faculty will remain involved 
and available to provide guidance and 
mentorship throughout the process. In 
special cases, LOC faculty advisors can 
provide students will supplementary 
material for specific tasks they cannot 
complete due to operational tempo or 
lack of unit resources. The LOC faculty 
will provide unit leadership with a LOC 
6.0 execution handbook to explain the 
details of the non-resident phase along 
with completion guidelines. Students 
will be able to pace themselves and 
complete tasks ahead of schedule as 
required to meet the demands of their 
unit TEEP.  
	 Completion of the distance learning 
material and verified PQS will provide 
the student with a foundation in the six 
functions of logistics and how to apply 
them. Both are prerequisites to attend 
the 30-day resident phase aboard Camp 
Johnson. The desired outcome for the 
distance learning is to arm the students 
with the right tools and contextual ex-
periences that enable their success in 
the resident phase of the course.

Resident Phase
	 The resident phase of LOC 6.0 will 

be an intellectually demanding learning 
experience because it will require stu-
dents to demonstrate mastery through 
a series of problem-solving exercises. It 
will test the officer’s ability to develop 
and articulate resilient, flexible, and sup-
portable plans in a logistically contested 
environment. A day in the life of a LOC 
student will consist of wargaming tech-
niques, occupational decision games, 
case studies, and debates aimed at shap-
ing the individual’s logistical mindset 
to solve problems realistically and ap-
propriately. The officers will find them-
selves submerged in a realistic scenario 
and execute actions required to deploy 
a force requiring them to recall lessons 
learned during the non-resident phase. 
To be successful in this phase, students 
will demonstrate an understanding of 
how to appropriately determine mission 
requirements, articulate and mitigate 
shortfalls, incorporate data analytics, 
apply the six functions of logistics, and 
develop an executable plan. They will 
do this through a series of individual 
and group projects, essays, and briefs. 
They will be evaluated on their ability 
to make decisions, produce required 
planning documents, and communi-
cate their plan under stress. The culmi-
nating event will require the officers to 
develop their own concept of logistics 
support plan illustrating their ability to 
apply doctrinal basics to a unique and 
realistic problem set in order to meet 
sustainment requirements.

The Outcome
	 The Installations and Logistics 2030 
initiative states, “We will revitalize and 
integrate logistics training, education, 
and doctrine to develop adaptable, 
critically thinking logisticians who 
are prepared for the future operating 
environment.”11 This initiative, along 
with FMF’s desire to receive logisticians 
with the ability to think critically and 
problem solve, creates the requirement 
for a blended LOC. The non-resident 
phase allows the student to learn and 
apply Marine Corps doctrine while 
experiencing the operational environ-
ment at their parent command. The 
resident phase will raise the standard 
of logistics training and provide the 
FMF with an officer who can critically 

think and effectively communicate. By 
leveraging technology, students develop 
greater self-sufficiency and experience 
the operational impacts of logistical 
concepts. Logistics Operation School 
will produce an officer who is better 
prepared to immediately make decisions 
and execute based on vicarious and per-
sonal experiences. While the current 
LOC develops a Marine armed with 
basic knowledge and references, the new 
LOC will verify the officers’ ability to 
effectively function under stress to sus-
tain forces in a more creative and dis-
tributed manner.12 The new LOC will 
arm the Marine with the right tools to 
do their job efficiently while also deliver-
ing an innovative and problem-solving 
logistics officer capable of supporting 
and sustaining the lethality of the FMF. 

Notes
1. Headquarters Marine Corps, MCDP 4, Lo-
gistics, (Washington, DC: 2017). 

2. Headquarters Marine Corps, Training and 
Education 2030, (Washington, DC: 2023). 

3. Headquarters Marine Corps, MCO. 1533.10, 
Marine Corps Training Information Manage-
ment System, (Washington, DC: 2014). 

4. Headquarters Marine Corps, MCDP 7, Lo-
gistics, (Washington, DC: 2020).

5. Training and Education 2030.

6. Headquarters Marine Corps, Marine Corps 
Strategic Logistics Plan 2030: Enabling the Force 
in the 21st Century Functional Concept, (Wash-
ington, DC: 2021).

7. Training and Education 2030.

8. Headquarters Marine Corps, Marine Corps 
Formal School Management Policy Guidance, 
NAVMC 1553.2, (Washington, DC: 2015).

9. Training and Education 2030.

10. MCDP 7.

11. Headquarters Marine Corps, Installations 
and Logistics 2030, (Washington, DC: 2023).

12. MCDP 4.
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The recently updated MCDP 
4, Logistics, provides several 
scenarios depicting what 
the future of logistics could 

look like. In “The Great Pacific War” 
scenario, Maj Rodriguez depends on 
advanced algorithms to provide logistics 
support to her team located in the far 
reaches of the Pacific archipelago, and 
it sounds like the technology she is us-
ing is magic. However, a lot goes into 
building that capability from data col-
lection and consolidation to building 
and testing the algorithm that provides 
the prediction. The future of Marine 
Corps logistics is contingent on data 
literacy and organic data competencies. 
We cannot continue to discuss and plan 
for predictive capabilities without send-
ing the same demand signals for data 
training and education in our Marine 
Corps schoolhouses. If we do, we are 
setting ourselves up for disappoint-
ment.  
	 This capability stems from a com-
bination of proper data governance, 
applied data science, and computing 
power all underpinned by Marines 
with a solid foundation in data literacy. 
The capability and capacity to build 
these algorithms do not formally exist 
within the logistics enterprise because 
there is a training and education gap 
across the logistics community that is 
effectively prohibiting the desired out-
come described in MCDP 4. Neither 
the Marine Corps Logistics Operations 
Group nor Logistics Operations School 
have approved curriculums that provide 
the foundational knowledge and data 
literacy skillsets required to provide 
commanders with analytic capabilities 
where they are most critical—at the tac-
tical edge. 
	 Many Marine Corps logistics docu-
ments describe machine learning and 
artificial intelligence (ML/AI) as a 

Closing the Gap
Data literacy training is critical to the future of the logistics enterprise

by LtCol Amber Coleman

>LtCol Coleman is a Logistics Officer and an Operations Research Analyst. She 
is currently serving as the Commanding Officer, Logistics Operations School, 
Marine Corps Combat Service Support Schools. 

Figure 1. (Source: Chief Digital and Artificial Intelligence Officer HASC Testimony, 9 March 2023.)

“In the background, pre-planned logistics packages began mak-
ing their way to units located on different islands via manned and 
autonomous air, sea, and sub-sea modes of conveyance. These 
packages were developed based on predictive algorithms, thus 
maximizing lift and distribution. State-of-the-art naval and joint 
integrated logistics command and control systems provided ac-
curate real-time visibility on the location of logistics units, supply 
stockage and consumption levels, and supported unit require-
ments. The fusion of training, education, and technology provided 
Maj Rodriquez and her team needed capabilities and capacity to 
operate in a high threat environment.” 1

—(The Great Pacific War scenario)



	 www.mca-marines.org/gazette	 25Marine Corps Gazette • March 2024

transformational capability, yet none 
provide details on how the Marine 
Corps intends to build that capabil-
ity or the foundation of data literacy it 
requires. Data literacy is the ability to 
read, understand, and communicate 
Marine Corps data in the context of 
the situation.2 It involves the ability 
to ask the right questions, understand 
what data is relevant to the situation, 
interpret data, and then communicate 
a meaningful data-informed story to 
leadership to inf luence a decision.3 

These basic skills all underpin an or-
ganization’s ability to leverage more 
advanced analytic capabilities, and, 
without the basics, “strategic visions of 
solving complex problems at the touch 
of a button will remain elusive.”4

	 Machine learning/artificial intelli-
gence sits atop a pyramid of progres-
sive analytic skills, and these advanced 
techniques require technology, good 
data, and, most importantly, talent to 
realize the full benefits they have to 
offer.5 Data feeds ML/AI just like am-
munition feeds our weapons systems. 
Marines learn the basics of ammunition 
handling in boot camp and continue 
learning and practicing throughout 
their careers so they can effectively 
employ their weapons systems. They 
need to learn to do the same with data 
so that we can one day employ advanced 
algorithms in the same way. We can con-
tract the algorithm development; we 
cannot outsource the things that will 
make them impactful—quality data 
and Marines with skills to weaponize it.  
	 Furthermore, these advanced tools 
run on historical data in the same way 
vehicles run on fuel.  Running bad data 
through an algorithm can yield the same 
unsuccessful results as running bad fuel 
through an engine. Marines transact in 
logistics systems every day, yet few of 
them understand the consequences of 
inputting incorrect or incomplete data 
into our logistics information technol-
ogy (IT) systems. Even worse, bad data 
can continue to impact predictions for 
many years. Understanding data qual-
ity, a significant piece of data literacy, 
must be a formal learning requirement 
for all Marines reinforced throughout 
the training pipeline. Otherwise, Maj 
Rodriguez will receive supplies in the 

future, but it will be the wrong supplies 
based on incomplete and inaccurate his-
torical data input years before.
	 The logistics enterprise maintains 
over 70 logistics IT systems that come 
at a considerable cost and produce a 
significant amount of data just wait-
ing to be exploited.6 However, the 
logistics community does not have an 
approved and resourced data analytics 
curriculum that can teach Marines how 
to weaponize this data at the point of 
need for decision makers. Furthermore, 

most logistics military occupational 
specialties do not have data analytics 
training and readiness standards, so 
these skills are not formally taught at 
our logistics schools. Continued invest-
ment in technology without investing 
in data literacy training for our Marines 
will widen the skills gap that is prevent-
ing us from realizing many of the future 
scenarios described in MCDP 4. 
	 This training must be a long-term, 
organized, and sustained effort to trans-
form how we sense, make sense, and 
act.7 We must integrate data literacy 
across all existing approved logistics 
curriculums at our schoolhouses, de-
velop a standalone advanced analytics 
curriculum, and begin building a data 
analytics training continuum that will 
cultivate data acumen across the force. 
As the pace of data engineering and ana-
lytics technologies rapidly evolves, the 
solution may also leverage civilian cur-
riculums and other distributed learning 
resources but cannot depend entirely 
on these programs. While the skills 
are largely the same, Marines need to 
know how to apply these skills within 
the Marine Corps logistics enterprise.8 

We would never supply Marines with 
a weapons system without developing 

a training package to support it. This 
should be no different.  
	 We close this training and education 
gap by building a foundation of data 
literacy in 2ndLt Rodriguez and her 
team today so that they can make the 
MCDP 4 scenario a reality in the future.  
Taking the first steps now will make a 
difference. Data literacy and analytics 
skills must be taught at our entry-level 
schools and sustained throughout our 
logistics training pipelines.9
	 Logistics Operations School devel-
oped a data analytics course built for 
Marines by Marines. This course covers 
data literacy concepts and some basic 
data analysis capabilities but supports 
only a small percentage of what the 
community will need to achieve the 
MCDP 4 scenario. This effort, and 
others like it, must be fully resourced 
to train Marines to successfully utilize 
our data.  
	 Service-level return on investment 
will be slow. However, unit-level re-
turn on investment could be dramatic. 
A Marine with some basic skills, access 
to data, and, most importantly, support 
from leadership could change the way 
a unit allocates its limited resources 
by providing data-driven insights into 
ground maintenance trends, manpower 
allocation, and other resources that drive 
readiness. By investing in Marines the 
way we invest in logistics IT systems, 
we could “unleash the incredible talent 
of the individual Marine” and realize 
significant benefits from the data we al-
ready collect and store.10 When Marines 
are properly trained, empowered, and 
supported to train other Marines in data 
literacy, we could begin to see exponen-
tial returns on our initial investments. 
	 If 60 Marines attend the Logis-
tics Operations School data analytics 
course this year and return empowered 
to cross-train just five more, then this 
could impact up to 300 Marines this 
year at virtually no cost to the Service. 
A fully funded, resourced, and perma-
nent schoolhouse analytics training 
continuum could have game-changing 
impacts on the future of logistics. Ma-
rines, armed with data skills, could be-
gin developing solutions to some of our 
most challenging logistics problems. For 
example, supply webs—the foundation 

They need to learn to 
do the same with data 
so that we can one day 
employ advanced algo-
rithms in the same way.
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of the future resilient sustainment sys-
tem—will require Marines who can ag-
gregate and make sense of data covering 
numerous supply routes and nodes to 
help commanders make data-informed 
sustainment decisions.11 We do not have 
a standardized and organized means of 
developing the skillsets to solve these 
problems within the logistics enterprise. 
 A fully resourced program will le-
verage a combination of the existing 
Naval Postgraduate School graduate 
community, civilian curriculum de-
velopers and program managers, and 
contracted instructor support to de-
velop and deliver analytics curricula.  
This eff ort can begin in the logistics 
community, but there are far-reaching 
applications of these skills across the 
combat service support communities 
and beyond. The investment required 
to build an analytics training program 
pales in comparison to what we invest 
in IT systems but serves as the missing 
piece that makes the IT systems rel-

evant—Marines who can understand 
and use data to inМ uence decisions. 
 The future of Marine Corps logis-
tics is contingent on data literacy and 
organic data competencies.  It will be led 
by Marines and supported by technolo-
gy.12 We cannot continue to discuss and 
plan for predictive analytics, ML/AI, 
and other advanced capabilities with-
out sending the same demand signals 
for data training and education in our 
Marine Corps schoolhouses. If we do, 
we are setting ourselves up for failure.  
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In the constantly evolving mili-
tary domain, a resilient and 
agile supply chain is crucial for 
operational success, especially 

for Marine Corps formations oper-
ating in the strategically significant 
Indo-Pacific region. Current reliance 
on support from Defense Logistics 
Agency (DLA) depots and CONUS 
bases highlights the need for strategic 
reform. This article proposes a trans-
formative approach, inspired by World 
War II logistics, to establish a resilient 
and flexible I MEF Pacific supply chain, 
aptly named the sustainment web. By 
leveraging historical logistics strategies 
and adapting them to modern needs, 
this article outlines the rationale, de-
sign, and strategic advantages of an in-
novative supply chain network tailored 
for the Indo-Pacific.

The Challenge
	 The Indo-Pacific, with its vast 
area and diverse environments, pres-
ents significant logistical challenges 
for the Marine Corps. The current 
dependency on distant DLA depots 
exposes supply-chain vulnerabilities, 
impacting responsiveness and agility 
in fast-evolving operational contexts. 
This limits the Marine Corps’ ability 
to project combat power and respond 
effectively. Adapting to adversary ac-
tions and evolving threats requires an 
agile supply chain that can rapidly ad-
just to operational changes, something 
the current centralized depot model 
lacks.

Lessons from World War II
	 Logistics during World War II pro-
vides valuable lessons in managing 
supply chains under challenging con-
ditions. Adapting to the conflict, the 
Marine Corps developed a network of 
forward bases and logistics units, en-
suring a reliable materiel flow. This 
decentralized approach, focusing on 
advanced naval bases (ANB) near op-
erational areas, improved flexibility, and 
reduced dependency on distant depots. 
Applying these strategies today, the 
Marine Corps can and should design 
a modern supply chain that meets con-
temporary warfare demands.

Designing a Resilient and Agile Sup-
ply Chain: The Sustainment Web
	 In the quest to forge a resilient and 
agile supply chain network, particularly 
for I MEF in the Pacific, the concept 
of the sustainment web emerges as a 
pivotal strategy. Drawing inspiration 
from the logistical framework of World 
War II, key aspects include establishing 
forward ANBs in the Indo-Pacific for 
logistics hubs, maintaining forward-
stocked caches near potential conflict 
zones, collaborating with regional allies 

for shared logistics resources, leverag-
ing advanced technologies for optimal 
supply chain operations, and develop-
ing contingency plans for supply chain 
disruptions.

Establishment of Forward Bases
	 Emulating the World War II model, 
the establishment of strategically lo-
cated forward bases within the Indo-
Pacific is crucial. These ANBs will 
act as logistical hubs, storing critical 
supplies and equipment. This strategy 
significantly reduces the dependency 
on long-distance materiel movements 
by basing near potential conflict zones, 
ensuring rapid power projection and 
responsiveness to emerging threats.

Forward Postured Stocks and Cache Sites
	 Maintaining forward postured 
stocks or cache sites of essential items 
closer to potential conf lict zones, 
such as in the first island chain and 
the weapon engagement zone, is vital. 
This approach ensures that supplies 
and materiel are readily available dur-
ing contingency or crisis. The strategic 
positioning of these caches enhances the 
operational flexibility and readiness of 
the Marine Corps.

Collaboration with Regional Allies and 
Partners
	 A key component of the sustainment 
web is forming partnerships with re-
gional allies and partners to share logis-
tics facilities and resources. In addition 
to providing supply chain redundancy, 

A Marine Corps
Supply Chain in the

Indo-Pacific
Revisiting the past to forge resilience and agility

by Maj Gabe E. Mata

>Maj Mata is a Ground Supply Of-
ficer assigned to 1st Supply Battal-
ion. He was previously the Supply 
Management Unit Officer-in-Charge 
and is currently serving as the Op-
erations Officer.
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this collaboration strengthens the forc-
es’ ability to access required supplies. 
These partnerships also foster regional 
stability and enhance the collective de-
fense posture.

Leveraging Advanced Technologies
	 Integrating advanced technologies 
like data analytics, artificial intelligence, 
and predictive modeling is essential for 
optimizing supply-chain operations. 
These technologies enable realtime 
availability, tracking, and monitoring of 
resources, ensuring efficient allocation 
and distribution. This enhances global 
logistics awareness, which is crucial for 
maintaining a clear picture of the sup-
ply chain to make data-driven informed 
decisions.

Contingency Supply Chain Planning
	 Developing contingency plans that 
account for a variety of scenarios (e.g., 
disruptions, delays, or volatility in the 
supply chain) is imperative. This practi-
cal approach allows the Marine Corps 
to proactively adapt to unforeseen 
challenges and prevent uninterrupted 
supply support. Contingency plan-
ning involves regular assessments and 
updates to the supply chain strategy, 
ensuring its relevance and effectiveness 
in the dynamic Indo-Pacific.
	 The sustainment web concept (Fig-
ure 1), with its multifaceted approach, 
represents a significant advancement 
in military logistics. By incorporating 
lessons from the past and adapting them 

to the modern context, this strategy 
promises to enhance the operational 
effectiveness of the Marine Corps in the 
Indo-Pacific. The resilience and agility 
of the sustainment web extends beyond 
physical assets strategically positioned 
and technology development, but also 
in its ability to foster partnerships and 
adapt to changing circumstances. This 
ensures the Marine Corps remains a for-
midable force in the region through an 
agile and responsive sustainment web.
	 The strategic shift toward establish-
ing a dedicated Marine Corps supply 
chain in the Western Pacific, as part of 
the sustainment web, offers numerous 
benefits compared to traditional supply 
chain strategies. The following section 
delves into the comparative advantages 
of this innovative approach.

Benefits of Implementation
	 The suggested I MEF networked 
supply-chain model prioritizes strate-
gically located supply caches and ANBs, 
enabling rapid access to supplies and 
enhancing operational readiness. In-
tegrating realtime data analytics and 
predictive logistics into the sustainment 
web provides unprecedented agility and 
responsiveness. The Western Pacific-
focused supply chain aims to reduce 
transportation distances and costs, pro-
moting efficient resource utilization and 
contributing to a more effective and sus-
tainable logistics operation. Establish-
ing a Marine Corps supply chain in the 
Western Pacific enhances operational 

readiness, strengthens supply-chain re-
silience, and brings about warfighting 
effectiveness. 
	 A self-sufficient supply chain enhanc-
es the strategic autonomy of the Marine 
Corps. Fostering local partnerships and 
contributing to the regional economy 
through collaboration further solidifies 
the Marine Corps’ presence and influ-
ence. Establishing a Marine Corps sup-
ply chain in the Western Pacific provides 
an opportunity to enhance operational 
efficiency, resilience, and autonomy. By 
addressing the current gaps in DLA 
support and leveraging local resources 
and capabilities, the Marine Corps can 
significantly strengthen its ability to 
maintain combat power and respond ef-
fectively to various regional challenges.

Implementation Strategies, Role of 
Global Combat Support System–
Marine Corps (GCSS-MC), and the 
Strategic Importance of DLA Guam-
Marianas
	 To optimize the stocking of mate-
riel and caching of supplies within the I 
MEF supply chain in the Western Pacif-
ic, it is crucial to establish a networked or 
interlinked system among various supply 
nodes. This approach ensures efficient 
fulfillment of orders across the region. 
Additionally, maintaining relations with 
DLA is beneficial for broader logistical 
support and resource sharing. Here is 
how this can be effectively implemented:

Implementation Strategies for the 
Sustainment Web Concept
Networked Supply Nodes
	 Each supply node (as conceptually 
depicted in Figure 2 on following page), 
functioning independently and as part 
of a more extensive and interconnected 
network, establishes redundancy and 
resilience. Advanced inventory manage-
ment systems, enabled by GCSS-MC, 
facilitate realtime supply availability, 
tracking, and effective resource distri-
bution.

• Central Hub (The Supply Manage-
ment Unit Forward): Acts as the main 
distribution and coordination center.
• Nodes A, B, C, and D: Represent 
regional supply nodes (cache sites), 
each storing and managing the dif-
ferent classes of supply.Figure 1. The Sustainment Web. (Figure provided by author.)
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Figure 3. (Figure provided by author.)

• Mutual Support Lines: Indicate the 
support and resource-sharing between 
the central hub and each node (intra-
theater), as well as inter-node support.
• DLA Support: Shows the external 
support provided by DLA to the cen-
tral hub.
• This network ensures efficient dis-
tribution and availability of supplies 
across the region, with each node ca-
pable of supporting one another in 
case of increased demand or reduced 
supply. 

Centralized Logistics Management
	 A centralized system oversees the en-
tire network, analyzing data from all 
nodes to predict supply needs and co-
ordinate resource movement. Predictive 
analytics anticipate future demands, 
enhancing supply-chain responsiveness.

Rapid Redistribution Capabilities
	 Equipping each node with rapid 
transportation capabilities, like cargo 
aircraft or fast transport vehicles, allows 
for rapid movement between nodes. Pri-
ority redistribution procedures ensure 
quick resupply in response to sudden 
demand fluctuations.

Integration with DLA Systems
	 While maintaining operational in-
dependence, the Marine Corps supply 
network should integrate with DLA sys-
tems for broader logistical support. This 
includes shared logistics platforms/in-
frastructure, data exchange protocols, 
and coordinated supply-chain strate-
gies.

Local Supplier Engagement
	 Partnering with local suppliers en-
hances the supply chain’s responsiveness 
and reduces reliance on long-distance 
supply movements. Local suppliers can 
rapidly replenish stocks at nearby nodes, 
ensuring the continuous supply of criti-
cal materiel.

Training and Readiness
	 Consistent training in networked 
supply-chain operations and joint exer-
cises with DLA and other external agen-
cies test and improve system interop-
erability and readiness. Logisticians 
operating within the sustainment web 

need training to leverage the sourcing 
options available to sustain the effects 
desired from the warfighting concept. 

Security and Redundancy
	 Robust security measures protect 
supplies and equipment at each node. 
Network redundancy ensures that the 
failure of one node does not critically 
impact the holistic supply-chain sup-
port.

Role of GCSS-MC in the Sustain-
ment Web and Dynamic Sourcing 
	 While GCSS-MC can be a promis-
ing system within the sustainment web, 
it requires enhancements such as joint 
interfacing for inventory visibility, or-
der fulfillment to specific sources, and 
tailorable automated sourcing logic for 
improved fulfillment sequence logic. 
Crucial in the Indo-Pacific, GCSS-
MC does offer the ability to establish 
a digital supply-chain network with 
intermediate-level supply caches, of-
fering realtime tracking and automa-
tion for data-driven decision making 
(Figure 3). 
	 It can identify strategic nodes, man-
age inventory, and ensure the availabil-
ity of essential repair parts across the 
network. With its transactional track-
ing and data integration, GCSS-MC 
refines decision making by integrat-
ing various data sources and demand-
planning forecasts. This leads to more 
effective inventory adjustments and a 
flexible support network for Marine 
Corps formations.
	 The digital supply-chain network de-
veloped within GCSS-MC introduces 

Figure 2. Networked supply nodes. (Figure 
provided by author.)

Local suppliers can rap-
idly replenish stocks at 
nearby nodes, ensuring 
the continuous supply 
of critical materiel.
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numerous benefi ts for the sustainment 
Λeb concept, including rapid response 
for reȕuisitions, reduced dependency on 
distant depots, cost effi  ciency, increased 
regional aΛareness, and enhanced readiে
ness. Moreover, the system is designed 
to provide a М eΠible, systematic transে
actional М oΛ frameΛork. It alloΛs us to 
move aΛay from the traditional silos of 
overেreliance on a single source of supply 
support, instead embracing a more open 
and globally accessible supply netΛork. 
That is, its dynamic and openেsourcing 
feature facilitates the ȕuick fulfi llment 
of specifi c parts from multiple sites, 
thereby streamlining and strengthening 
the supply chainঢ়s effi  ciency and eff ecে
tiveness. In sum, G�^^েM� is a pivotal 
logistics information system that signifi ে
cantly bolsters supplyেchain manageে
ment processes Λithin the sustainment 
Λeb, marking a shift from traditional 
singleেsource reliance to a more open 
and globally accessible supply model, 
crucial for meeting the dynamic needs 
Λithin the theater.

 Strategic Importance of DLA Guam-
Marianas
 �@A GuamেMarianas is a critical 
neΠus for logistics operations in the 
IndoেPacifi c, serving as an ideal hub 
from Λhich the Marine �orps supply 
chain can support forces in the fi rst and 
second island chains. Analysis reveals 
that approΠimately ࢱࢴ percent of the 
support provided by �@A �istribuে
tion originated from depots in =apan 
and ̂ outh ?orea, Λhile the remaining 
 ^percent Λas sourced from �KFh ࢱࢸ
�@A locations. In response to this fi ndে
ing, the ࢲst ̂ upply �attalion realigned 
our sourcing logic and seȕuences in 
G�^^েM� to prioritiΦe �@A Guamে
Marianas as a primary regional sourcে
ing solution to generate the demand 
for �@A to reposition Marine �orps 
inventory in the region. This strategic 
move aligns Λith our mission priorities 
and ensures the availability of critical 
supplies close to Marine �orps formaে
tions. This realignment can improve 
our supplyেchain netΛork eff ectiveness, 
effi  ciency, and responsiveness to better 
meet dynamic needs. The focus is inে
creasingly on supporting intraেtheater 
reȕuirements, Λhich takes precedence 

over the competing interেtheater deে
mands from various services and nodes 
for replenishment.
 �y establishing these caches (Figে
ure ࢴষ throughout the vestern Paে
cifi c, the Marine �orps can increase 
its operational М eΠibility and reduce 
dependence on distant depots. |et, 
�@A GuamেMarianas plays a crucial 
role in replenishing these cache sites, 
making this strategic positioning vital 
for maintaining a high state of readiে
ness. This is essential for seaেdenial opে
erations and responding to emerging 
threats. The strategic incorporation of 
�@A GuamেMarianas and the netΛork 
of supply caches in the vestern Pacifi c 
is an important move toΛard regional 
deterrence and sustaining a credible 
force. 

Conclusion
 The approaches outlined herein 
highlight the necessity of precision 
and readiness in a region Λhere every 

componentৄfrom maǴor aircraft parts 
to minor cotter pinsৄis critical. @everে
aging advanced technology, strategic 
locations, and strong partnerships not 
only boosts the logistical capabilities 
of the Marine �orps but also elevates 
their overall operational eff ectiveness 
and effi  ciency in the vestern Pacifi c. 
The sustainment Λeb concept, fortifi ed 
by technology, strategic positioning, 
and strong partnerships, hedges sucে
cess for enhanced logistical capabilities 
and operational effi  cacy for the Marine 
�orps. If fully implemented, the susে
tainment Λeb concept Λill signifi cantly 
enhance the Marine �orpsঢ় ability to 
respond to emerging events and deter 
adversarial actions during competition 
and in support of the potential lead into 
crisis and conМ ict.
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M arine officers progress 
through a structured 
curriculum of schools 
and training to attain 

the rank of captain, preparing them for 
leadership positions such as company 
commander or detachment command-
er. Despite their thorough preparations, 
these officers often find themselves 
intensely immersed in their immedi-
ate responsibilities and roles, lacking 
a broader perspective on the overall 
situation. While it is acknowledged 
within MCDP 4 that “a commander 
is ultimately responsible for logistics,”1 
the reality is that Marine captains are 
frequently deployed globally with in-
sufficient training in one of the critical 
aspects of warfare.  
	 Peleliu, Republic of Palau, is a small 
island, a mile wide and six miles long 
in the Western Pacific. It is an hour’s 
boat ride between Palau’s main island 
of Koror to Peleliu, and the island has 
not been home to Marine Corps forces 
since World War II. In August 2022, 
the first rotation of Marine Corps En-
gineer Detachment–Palau (MCED-P) 
debarked off boats contracted from a 
local scuba dive tour company in Koror 
onto the dock in Peleliu and offloaded 
luggage from a long commercial flight 
purchased on their government trav-
el charge cards. Marines and sailors 
checked into their hotels and settled 
into their bungalows, ready to attack 
their mission of repairing the runway 
built by the Imperial Japanese Army in 
1944. 
	 MCED-P was created January 2022 
in response to a shortfall in naval con-
struction capacity in the first and sec-
ond island chains in the Western Pacific. 

Seven months later, a company-sized 
element, designed around a reinforced 
engineer line company from 7th Engi-
neer Support Battalion, departed for 
Peleliu under the operational control 
of the 30th Naval Construction Regi-
ment.
	 With the 30th Naval Construction 
Regiment headquartered over 800 miles 
away in Guam, the success of MCED-P 

on the ground hinged on the ability of 
a Marine combat engineer captain and 
his staff of lieutenants and staff non-
commissioned officers to think like 
multi-functional logisticians, adapt 
to their new operating environment, 
and to interface with joint, coalition, 
and civilian agencies to solve complex 
logistical problems. The second rota-
tion of MCED-P reduced its logistically 

Engineering
Logistics Success

Insights from Marine Corps Engineer Detachment-Palau
by LtCol Sarah R. Culbertson & 1stLt Alyssa J. Lawton

>LtCol Culberston is the Battalion Commander of 7th Engineer Support Battalion, 
where she has certified and overseen four rotations of MCED-P. Previously, she 
was the I MEF Engineer, where she assisted in the planning of this new rotational 
deployment.

>>1stLt Lawton served as the Logistics Officer for the second rotation of MCED-P. 
She is currently the Motor Transportation Platoon Commander at 7th Engineer 
Support Battalion.

Equipment arrival in February 2023 in Peleliu, Palau. (Photo by Cpl Casandra Lamas.)
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trained staff from three Marines to one, 
leaving only a single logistics lieutenant 
to offer guidance to the engineer cap-
tain leading the detachment. Within a 
one year timeframe, the detachments 
faced many logistical challenges which 
included procuring contracts, creating 
supply chains, and shipping equipment. 
With Marine Corps guidance repeat-
edly referencing the need to operate 
at smaller unit levels within dispersed 
and non-contiguous locations, we 
propose that there are lessons learned 
from MCED-P for company-grade of-
ficers and small-unit leaders operating 
in dispersed environments to meet the 
demands of future operations.2

Funding and Contracting
	 Funding for MCED-P came from 
both Operations and Maintenance 
Marine Corps funds for travel and 
sustainment, and exercise-related con-
struction funds for the runway repair 
mission. The team used a combination 
of government-wide commercial pur-
chase cards, contracts, and government 
travel charge cards to cover expenses, 
requiring the detachment leadership 
to have a nuanced understanding of 
the capabilities and limitations of au-
thorities and associated funding. Fur-
ther, realities on the ground required 
non-doctrinal solutions to address local 
funding issues. For example, Marine 
Corps and DOD policies assume busi-
nesses can provide documentation for 
transactions that include required re-
porting information, such as date, time, 
costs, and line-item descriptions. Not 
all countries where Marines and sailors 
operate will have the ability to meet cer-
tain fiscal requirements, such as areas 
where local bartering is preferred and 
official documentation for transactions 
is nonexistent due to insufficient infra-
structure. The Republic of Palau falls 
somewhere in between. Marine Corps 
contracting entities are not as effective 
in Palau coordinating contracts unless 
they are physically present for solicita-
tion and reconciliation. MCED-P dealt 
with several scenarios where it was un-
clear how to appropriately pay for goods 
in the case of non-contracted fees, such 
as minor vehicle accident repairs and 
miscellaneous charges. Although the 

DOD has policies in place for these 
situations, those policies assume that 
all businesses used by government 
personnel are registered with the U.S. 
System for Award Management or 
that the units have access to rental car 
companies participating in the U.S. 
Government Rental Car Program.3 
Palau has few businesses with access 
to System for Award Management and 
no rental car companies that meet rental 
program requirements. Using contract-
ing is the preferred option when con-
ducting business with organizations 
that fall short of policy requirements or 
the essential background investigation. 
However, contracting, particularly 
when provided using reach-back sup-
port, can only access large businesses 
previously registered in DOD account-
ing systems. Company-grade officers 
empowered with the knowledge, skills, 
and resources required to engage with 
businesses in a nation unused to con-
tracting with the United States or DOD 
would provide greater opportunities to 
leverage these creative solutions.

Transportation
	 Acquiring and transporting equip-
ment poses significant challenges in the 
second island chain. Numerous plan-
ning factors and coordination efforts 
are essential with the Surface Deploy-

ment and Distribution Command  and 
U.S. Transportation Command.4 The 
options for shipping equipment via boat 
on black bottom shipping include door-
to-door (D2D) shipping and various 
port-to-door variations, each entailing 
distinct planning considerations. In the 
initial rotation of the MCED-P, the de-
tachment airlifted some of their equip-
ment to Palau, which cost nearly three 
times the transport by sea. Upon retro-
grade, they successfully demonstrated 
the feasibility of D2D shipping via black 
bottom shipping. Subsequently, the sec-
ond rotation chose D2D black bottom 
shipping on their initial embarkation, 
reinforcing the previous proof of con-
cept. However, during their retrograde, 
D2D was denied, necessitating a shift to 
port-to-door, introducing an additional 
layer of contracting complexity within a 
time-sensitive environment. These ma-
neuver-related challenges heighten the 
detachment’s vulnerability in procuring 
equipment and supplies, compelling the 
commander to grasp the intricacies of 
logistics and devise alternative pathways 
for logistical support quickly. If small 
unit leaders are to operate in dispersed 
and disparate locations, they must be 
versed in the complexities of inter- and 
intra-theater transportation to maintain 
momentum of operations when or if 
the primary plan fails.

Assistance from MAG 24 in Hawaii; they helped demonstrate a proof of concept on ariel logis-
tics to save money for transferring equipment from Peleliu to Koror. (Photo by Cpl Casandra Lamas.)
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Supply Lines in the Pacific
	 In Peleliu, residents depend on a 
weekly small barge for essential supplies, 
including bulk food and postal items, 
while a fuel barge also arrives weekly. 
These deliveries operate on a schedule, 
but inclement weather can disrupt the 
routine, leading to delays in obtaining 
goods and leaving the island to manage 
on its own. Predictably, supply routes 
are significantly compromised. Dealing 
with the challenges of weather, coupled 
with a need for detailed knowledge on 
item procurement, particularly from 
the Defense Logistics Agency and Ma-
rine Corps supply management units 
posed numerous issues for the MCED-
P.5 For instance, acquiring diesel fuel on 
the island required procurement from 
the Defense Logistics Agency, followed 
by transportation via contracted ser-
vices to Peleliu. The transport of sec-
ondary reparable items, depending on 
their size, could be facilitated through 
a water taxi boat that shuttles Marines 
and sailors between the main and small 
islands. However, larger items neces-
sitated contracted transport, leading 
to substantial delays, especially when 
operational urgency is a factor. Recog-
nizing the vulnerabilities in the sup-
ply chain, commanders must ensure a 
comprehensive understanding of the 
classes of supply and establish backups 
or contingency plans. When it comes 
to procuring repair parts, the process 
involves sourcing through the Global 
Combat Support System–Marine 
Corps and then obtaining them from 
the nearest locations, typically Marine 
Corps supply management units in 
Okinawa or Hawaii. The significant 
transport and administrative burdens 
placed on the detachment underscore 
the importance of commanders being 
well-versed in maintenance, contract-
ing, supply logistics, and the various 
transportation pathways available for 
receiving items.
	 Throughout these challenges, we 
identified mission-critical shortcomings 
that commanders must proactively ad-
dress. Fortunately, there are abundant 
training opportunities to equip com-
manders with the necessary tools and 
resources in advance. BIZINT, one such 
tool, enables commanders to assess the 

available classes of supply in remote lo-
cations by consolidating prior contracts, 
establishing military affiliations, and 
categorizing the types of supply acces-
sible. By aligning with other branches 
already utilizing this program, Marine 

Corps planners and detachment com-
manders can collaborate seamlessly, 
sharing crucial information and re-
sources. Additionally, Defense Acqui-
sition University offers training and 
classes that provide commanders with 
a comprehensive understanding of con-
tracting. This ensures they are equipped 

with a contracting officer representative 
or the ability to accurately communi-
cate their need for a contracting officer 
to the higher headquarters supporting 
them. This training also imparts insight 
into the legal implications involved in 

working with host-nation vendors. 
For a broader perspective on logistical 
planning in international settings, the 
course “Joint Logistics Over the Shore 
Planning,” offered by Expeditionary 
Warfare Training Group, provides com-
manders with a foundational overview. 
While numerous logistical classes cater 

1stLt Lawton taking accountability of the serial numbers of equipment we were receiving in 
Peleliu, Palau. (Photo by Cpl Casandra Lamas.)

Recognizing the vulnerabilities in the supply chain, 
commanders must ensure a comprehensive under-
standing of the classes of supply and establish back-
ups or contingency plans.
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to higher-ranking individuals within 
the career field of logistics, we advocate 
for exceptions to be made for command-
ers of additional military occupational 
specialties deploying to mission-critical 
areas of operation. Likewise, we see an 
opportunity to include more company-
level logistics training tailored to the 
realities of operating in remote island 
nations in the Expeditionary Warfare 
School period of instruction, similar to 
the recently developed Captain-Level 
Planning Course. This approach aims 
to better prepare commanders for the 
unique challenges they may encounter 
in their operational environments.
	 The realm of military logistics is 
often likened to a mile-wide expanse 
with an inch-deep pool of knowledge, 
highlighting the vast scope and intrica-
cies encapsulated within this critical do-
main. While the breadth of logistics en-
compasses supply chain management, 
transportation, communication, and 
strategic planning, the depth of under-

standing required for each facet is pro-
found. A superficial grasp of logistics 
can lead to oversights, bottlenecks, and 
strategic missteps that may reverber-
ate across military operations. Just as a 
mile-wide river requires a nuanced un-
derstanding of currents and tributaries, 
military logisticians must delve into the 
intricate details of their field to navigate 
challenges effectively. A comprehensive 
and deep understanding of logistics is 
essential for anticipating and mitigating 
the diverse challenges that arise in the 
dynamic and ever-changing landscape 
of military operations, especially when 
operating in the distributed manner 
required to execute expeditionary ad-
vanced base operations.6 As stated in 
Installation and Logistics 2030, “While 
logisticians are our subject matter ex-
perts, ultimately commanders are re-
sponsible for logistics.”

Notes
1. Headquarters Marine Corps, MCDP 4, Lo-
gistics, (Washington, DC: 1997). 
 
2. Headquarters Marine Corps, MCDP 1-0, 
Marine Corps Operations, (Washington, DC: 
2011). 

3. The Per Diem, Travel, and Transportation 
Allowance Committee, The Joint Travel Regu-
lations for Uniformed Service Members, (Alex-
andria: 2023).  

4. The Department of Defense, Joint Publica-
tion 4-01, The Defense Transportation System, 
(Washington, DC: 2017). 
 
5. Defense Logistics Management System–
Defense Logistics Agency; and  Headquarters 
Marine Corps, Marine Corps Order P4400.151B 
Ch2 Intermediate-Level Supply Management 
Policy Manual, (Washington, DC: 2012). 
 
6. Headquarters Marine Corps, Installations 
and Logistics 2030, (Washington, DC: 2023). 

https://www.usmcu.edu/CDET/enlisted/?s=a
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The U.S. military has imple-
mented transformational 
changes to medical logistics 
operations in the last 30 

years. In the 80’s and 90’s a “just-in-
case management philosophy” resulted 
in large depots stockpiled with medical 
materiel. Notably, one facility routinely 
carried a six-month supply that resulted 
in dispositioning up to $50,000 in ex-
pired pharmaceuticals each month.1 
In April 1990, a joint service working 
group conducted a holistic assessment 
of military medical logistics, including 
a comparison with their civilian coun-
terparts. Their findings concluded that 
civilian providers had a three to four 
times fill rate despite carrying lower 
on-hand inventory and accounting 
for 96 percent of medical supply usage 
nationwide.
	 The Gulf War laid bare the chal-
lenges of inefficient supply chain opera-
tions. Inventory and information were 
siloed, and existing automated infor-
mation systems (AIS) were immature. 
Army AIS was the only tool ready for 
battleground inventory management. 
Regardless, other Services AIS’ could 
not interface with one another, effec-
tively preventing cross-leveling of in-
ventory in the field.2 This resulted in 
iron mountains of stockpiled materiel 
accompanied by increased cost and 
inefficient use of critical supply lines. 
These events led Pentagon leadership to 
direct the development of a tri-Service 
medical logistics AIS.3 This directive 
culminated in the development of two 
extremely successful initiatives: the De-
fense Medical Logistics Supply Support 
system (DMLSS) and the prime vendor 
program for ordering medical supplies.

	 The prime vendor program sought 
to gain efficiencies by centralizing the 
DOD purchasing power. The program 
returned immediate cost savings: from 
fiscal years 1992 to 1996, the DOD ob-
served a $154 million reduction in drug 
costs and $493 million reduction in sur-
plus inventory on-hand.4 DMLSS fol-
lowed soon after in 1996. DMLSS sup-
ported all facets of electronic inventory 
management and integrated with exist-
ing DOD information systems, such as 
the Defense Finance and Accounting 
System. DMLSS was a resounding suc-
cess, allowing the DOD to retire numer-
ous Service-unique legacy information 
systems. DMLSS has revolutionized 
how we operate both in garrison and 
in conflict. DOD has already realized 
measurable increases in readiness and 
budget efficiencies; however, we have 
not exhausted all that these systems can 
offer.
	 An AIS produces enormous volumes 
of data (e.g., logging key purchasing 
decisions, warehousing operations, 
mobilization decisions, etc.). Over the 
next decade, the DOD will need to har-
ness the power of artificial intelligence 
and machine learning given the wealth 
of existing information in our AIS to 
deliver efficiencies that translate to ef-
fective logistics. For example, DMLSS 

contains limited reporting and data ag-
gregation modules and lacks predictive 
or prescriptive capabilities for decision 
support. Machine learning can bridge 
this gap. 
	 Machine learning can provide de-
cision support that enables users to 
improve force readiness within the 
constraints of available materiel, space, 
manpower, and funding. This is accom-
plished by modeling the underlying sys-
tems, for example, the process by which 
materiel is requisitioned, positioned, 
and consumed. The model(s) can be 
used to identify and mitigate data qual-
ity issues, predict future readiness, or 
supply issues, and assess the impact of 
changes to operational decision mak-
ing via simulation. Machine-learning 
models improve over time as more data 
is incorporated and will “learn” to ac-
count for the complex interactions be-
tween decisions made at different bases 
and units, allowing for officers to take 
advantage of additional context in de-
cision making. This has many practi-
cal applications, including optimized 
ordering, intelligent prepositioning of 
materiel, and simulation for wargam-
ing. Operationalized machine-learning 
models are a best-in-class approach in 
the private sector—why can this not be 
for the Marines and sailors too? Ama-

Machine Learning
for Medical Logistics

Implementation in 1st Supply Battalion
by CDR Jonathan Fowler & Mr. Rory Polera

>CDR Fowler is a U.S. Navy Medical Service Corps Officer currently serving as the 
Company Commander for 1st Medical Logistics Company.

>>Mr. Polera is a Process Improvement Engineer that specializes in the develop-
ment and operationalization of AI-enabled software applications. He leads all 
product and project delivery efforts at Tagup Inc., an industry partner that provides 
AI-enabled software applications for optimizing defense logistics, HVAC/energy 
efficiency, and industrial equipment maintenance planning.
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zon mastered the integration of robotics 
and advanced automation technologies 
including machine learning for effective 
logistics operations, so why not us?  
	 Under the guidance of 1st Supply 
Battalion, Medical Logistics (MedLog) 
Company collaborated with a Tagup to 
implement expeditionary data science 
tools (currently in production). These 
tools demonstrate the power of machine 
learning by enabling unit command-
ers, logistics and supply officers, and 
combat planners to optimize decision 
making thus shortening the observe-
orient-decide-act loop.

Methods 
	 Marine Corps MedLog companies 
are custodians of Class VIII medical 
equipment and supplies for the FMF. 
MedLog companies manage 25 stan-
dard medical supply blocks contain-
ing up to 250 national stock numbers 
(NSN). Each MedLog company has 
hundreds of supply blocks under their 
management. These blocks are built by 
the MedLog companies and issued to 
using units for exercises or deployments, 
and returned to the MedLog companies 
for reconstitution and replenishment 
through a buffer stock (i.e., inventory 
carried on-hand to support the antici-
pated operating tempo). As the system 
of record, DMLSS supports all daily 
warehousing operations and thus re-
cords data on procurement, reception, 
usage, and destruction. This rich trans-
action history is the perfect test bed for 
machine-learning applications in the 
Marine Corps.
	 1st Supply Battalion’s MedLog Com-
pany extracted over four years of his-
torical transaction data from DMLSS 
to baseline MedLog processes, per-
formance, and decision making. This 
data included hundreds of thousands 
of supply transactions (e.g., orders, re-
ceipts, consumption rates, and inven-
tory adjustments). These transactions 
represented hundreds of deployments 
and exercises. We coupled this informa-
tion with Tagup’s core microservices: 
distributed data warehouse, machine-
learning library, data pipeline, model 
specification and orchestration tooling, 
and application components. Then, we 
trained and validated hundreds of su-

pervised machine-learning models to 
optimize a series of supply decisions, as 
shown in Figure 1 (i.e., what replenish-
ment supplies do we order, how much 
do we order, when do we reorder, where 
do we store it, how much do we store 
in each location, and so on). 
	 This deployment expanded on a 
mission-driven logistics optimization 
system which was originally developed 
for the Light Armored Vehicle and the 
Medium Tactical Vehicle Replacement 
as part of a Naval Air Systems Com-
mand-funded Small Business Innova-
tive Research Phase II effort and eval-

uated how existing data sources (e.g., 
Global Combat Support System–Ma-
rine Corps, Transportation Capacity 
Planning Tool) could be used to pro-
vide predictive modeling and simula-
tion tools for strategic, mission-critical 
MAGTF planning efforts. Tagup lever-
aged large-scale convex optimization 
techniques to model the duration of 

events based on historical data. For this 
work, 1st Supply Battalion’s MedLog 
Company used their algorithms to pre-
dict the time elapsed between when an 
order was placed and when it will be 
received (i.e., for materiel that was or-
dered and not yet received, or “due-in”). 
We rolled up the lead-time predictions 
by NSN to an aggregated estimate of 
readiness across multiple blocks, which 
could be used to infer readiness levels at 
varying times in the future, especially 
when blocks are mobilized or preposi-
tioned (an analogous user story to Class 
IX). 

	 A key component to trusting these 
models and ensuring their outputs are 
useful is quantifying model perfor-
mance and in particular uncertainty. 
Model performance, as validated on 
held-out data, will continue to improve 
over time as data volumes increase. 
Quantifying uncertainty enables us 
to evaluate how much these models 

Figure 1. An infographic that represents how we worked with an industry partner to imple-
ment machine-learning capabilities on medical logistics data and decision making. (Figure 
provided by author.)

Under the guidance of 1st Supply Battalion, Medi-
cal Logistics (MedLog) Company collaborated with a 
Tagup to implement expeditionary data science tools 
(currently in production).
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improve over time, particularly as 
they are encoded to learn the complex 
relationships represented by the data. 
Consider the problem of preposition-
ing materiel in a forward-deployed en-
vironment. Given the nature of medi-

cal equipment and supplies, a subset 
of the forward-deployed materiel is 
perishable and will eventually expire. 
For materiel on-hand, the expiration 
date is generally known. However, for 
replenishment materiel that has yet to 
be ordered, we do not know when it 
will arrive and subsequently expire. 
Therefore, we use machine learning 
to infer expiration dates of the future 
materiel. We can roll this up and track 
the aggregated cost of expiration with 
levels of uncertainty into the future (as 
shown in Figure 2).
 The lead-time model, among others 
(e.g., expiration, demand, consump-
tion, etc.) were integrated into a series 
of decision support tools that enable 
users to make more informed deci-
sions, and in some cases evaluate the 
tradeoff  betΛeen readiness and cost 
effi  ciency via simulations. This alloΛs 
users to evaluate the relationship be-
tween readiness and cost. If I want to 
achieve 100 percent readiness, is money 
my only obstacle? Most likely it is a large 
contributor, but there are other factors 
that must be considered in this equa-
tion. Readiness does not mean stock-
less inventory systems nor is it building 
iron mountains of materiel. To balance 
this tradeoff , Λe can use the folloΛing 
capabilities, predicated on individual 
machine-learning models of MedLog 
company processes to determine the 
optimal balance between readiness 
and cost (and in the future, space, or 
manpower).

Results
 Together with Tagup, 1st Supply 
Battalion’s MedLog Company con-
fi gured and deployed several decision 
support tools that dynamically forecast 
medical materiel demand by NSN, ag-
gregated as block readiness across the 
company. The secure data pipeline 
dynamically serves these capabilities 
daily (as DMLSS reports are uploaded 
to the Data Upload Page). The capabili-
ties can be used to make both tactical 
and strategic decisions in support of 
MEF-level missions/initiatives. The 
following tools are available to com-
manders, logisticians, and corpsmen 
from months of user workshops:

ॷੋAssemblage Summary for business 
intelligence (as streamlined readiness 
reporting). Users can assess current 
readiness levels based on realtime 
block composition as well as readiness 
as a function of inventories on-hand. 
ॷੋNew Block Planner for forecasting 
readiness at various times in the fu-
ture of new blocks plus the sustain-
ment of prepositioned materiel. Users 
can assess future readiness levels as a 
function of current inventory on-hand 
and predictions of readiness based on 
outstanding order lead times and ex-
piration. 
ॷੋMobilization Planner for select-
ing the best blocks that maximize 
readiness for a deployment (based on 
composition and deployment date). 
The same machine learning-driven 
lead-time model from the New Block 
Planner is used to forecast lead times 
by NSN for the missing materiel (i.e., 
making up the defi cit Λhen readiness 
is less than 100 percent) that was al-
ready ordered (i.e., due-ins) and is 
expected to arrive before the target 
deployment date. 
ॷੋReplenishment Planner for pri-
oritizing which blocks should be re-
plenished to maximize on the shelf 
readiness, based on the inventory 
on-hand and expected due-ins. The 
same machine-learning lead-time 
model from the New Block Planner 
and Mobilization Planner is used to 
forecast lead times associated with 
the due-ins expected to arrive in the 
warehouse before the target replenish-
ment date. 

Figure 2. The expected cost of expiration for a subset of materiel comparing two di� erent 
stocking policies. The shaded orange and blue are the bounds of uncertainty tied to the 
expected values. In Month 1, the uncertainty is negligible as we have the data recorded in 
DMLSS; however using machine learning, we can compute the bounds of uncertainty for or-
ders in Month 6 (as we have not placed those orders yet). We expect the bounds of uncertain-
ty to decrease over time as we learn more from the data (and increase the training dataset).
(Figure provided by author.)
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	 Additionally, a MedLog Simula-
tion Tool is under development to 
evaluate the cost-benefit relationships 
of various scenarios (e.g., optimizing 
the replenishment planning process). 
Cost-benefit analysis is based on the 
known tradeoffs between budget, 
manpower, and readiness. This tool is 
based on multiple models that forecast 
lead time, demand, and consumption of 
the Class VIII materiel managed by 1st 
Supply Battalion’s MedLog Company. 

Discussion
	 These decision support tools dra-
matically improved insight into ho-
listic readiness posture. DMLSS does 

not map available buffer stock to block 
deficiencies resulting in underestima-
tion of potential readiness. With the 
Assemblage Summary, we can evaluate 
the health of the warehouse down to the 
individual block for reporting purposes 
and strategic planning. Machine learn-
ing further enabled predictions of fu-
ture readiness to be for items that were 
due-in based on a customer wait time 
model. This conditional model consid-
ers time lapsed day-over-day and pro-
vides the expected arrival date: a useful 
output for supply chain visibility and 
vendor accountability. This model is 
also core to the Mobilization Planner to 
recommend which blocks should be se-

lected for deployment given a specified 
deployment date. Importantly, recom-
mendations are based upon maximum 
expected readiness given inventory on-
hand and expected receipt of due-in 
items prior to the specified deployment 
date. Models also enabled decision mak-
ing on prepositioned materiel. Using 
machine learning embedded in the New 
Block Planner, 1st Supply Battalion’s 
MedLog Company was able to success-
fully predict receipt of the critical mass 
of materiel and a predicted completion 
date. This capability directly supported 
timely block building for a high priority 
impending deployment.
	 These tools also answer the questions 
surrounding workload planning. One 
key task of a MedLog company is to re-
plenish the medical supply blocks with 
materiel so that they can be ready to de-
ploy again. Previously, MedLog compa-
nies would pick the blocks with the low-
est readiness to replenish but could not 
predict what percentage level it could 
be replenished to nor consider the time 
it would take to accomplish. Using the 
Replenishment Planner, the software 
showed us the blocks that could achieve 
the highest replenishment percentage, 
based on on-hand inventory and lead 
times to receiving materiel, thereby 
guiding decision making in where to 
focus the warehouse labor. It could also 
calculate which blocks should be replen-
ished given certain constraints such as 
limited manpower or time. These tools 
removed the uncertainty in planning 
what work needed to be completed in 
a certain period.
	 Initial simulations have demon-
strated that MedLog companies could 
decrease on-hand inventory while 
achieving the same out the door readi-
ness (or fill rate)—all while unlocking 
30 percent of current capital for next 
best use. Some of the ways we see ma-
chine learning shaping the future is 
dynamically optimizing the inventory 
level stock points that MedLog com-
panies hold for replenishment (valued 
at approximately eight to ten million 
dollars). Machine-learning models can 
provide unique stocking levels by NSN 
based on criticality, cost, space required, 
demand, and predicted supplier lead 
time. Additionally, machine learning 

Figure 4. In July, we used the New Block Planner lead-time model to estimate aggregated 
readiness levels for all new forward deployed blocks at approximately 80 percent. As of mid-
November, the average aggregated readiness level across all blocks is at ~84 percent. Ulti-
mately, the lead-time model accurately forecasted when materiel would arrive at the MedLog 
company (within five percent error) but the sailors and Marines did a lot of work to achieve 
these readiness targets to ship these blocks as soon as possible. (Figure provided by author.)

Figure 3. The Mobilization Planner shows the medical supply blocks recommended by the 
machine-learning models. The graph illustrates these blocks could be issued at 95.6 percent 
readiness when transferring on-hand and due-in materiel to the blocks. Fulfilling short parts 
(not on order) would cost $19.4 thousand. (Figure provided by author.)
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can enable the development of “push 
packs,” which are smaller blocks of 
medical materiel assembled in direct 
response to demand signals. Currently, 
MedLog companies resupply units as 
the units’ request items (“pull system”), 
but a future state could entail preemp-
tively pushing materiel using on-the-
ground information (injury reports, 
threat level, operating environment 
intelligence, etc.). Machine-learning 
models use this data to direct supply 
units to build custom resupply pack-
ages that respond to conditions on the 
ground. We intend to simulate these 
capabilities, followed by deployment in 
a training environment to demonstrate 
feasibility before operationalizing in the 
field.

Conclusion
	 Medical logistics has undergone 
tremendous evolution in the last 30 
years. Innovation should not stop now. 
Machine learning has the capacity to 
move mountains in the same ways that 
DMLSS and prime vendor contracts 
did in the early 1990s. Just like we ini-
tially demonstrated the feasibility of 
using machine learning to improve 
logistics planning for Light Armored 
Vehicles and Medium Tactical Vehicle 
Replacements, we can expand these 
decision support tools to other user 
stories, classes of supply (e.g., Class V, 
VII, IX) and/or warfighting functions 
like intelligence, maneuver, and fires. 
	 Imagine a scenario where satellite 
imagery is used by an image recognition 
algorithm to detect a threatening forma-
tion by an adversary. This analysis then 
informs a mobilization and maneuver 
planning algorithm that recommends 
the best equipment set (or equipment 
density list) from the equipment closest 
to the threat to counter/defend against 
a possible attack. Then, based on the 
recommended equipment set and coun-
terinsurgency measures, another algo-
rithm informs logisticians the required 
sustainment/support plan to ensure the 
best equipment set and supply lines are 
available. A synchronization of all these 
efforts is driven by a series of machine-
learning models that ensures national 
defense, combat superiority, and overall 
mission success. 

	 Applications, like these of machine 
learning to medical logistics are only the 
beginning. In just a few short months, 
1st Supply Battalion has implemented 
these tools to improve readiness, budget 
efficiency and productivity. We should 
not wait for a war to make these capa-
bilities generally available across the 
enterprise.

Notes
1. D.H. Galuszka, “Defense Medical Logistics 
Standard Support (DMLSS) System: A Case 
Study of the Deployment of DMLSS Release 
3.0 at Moncrief Army Community Hospital,” 
(graduate project, U.S. Army-Baylor University, 
2003).

2. S.M. Wolfe et al., Defense Medical Logistics 
Standard Support (DMLSS) Program: A DOD 
Medical Logistics Success Story (Chicago: Ameri-
can Academy of Medical Administrators, 2002).

3. “Defense Medical Logistics Standard Support 
(DMLSS) System.”

4. Defense Medical Logistics Standard Support 
(DMLSS) Program.

Tool Description Insights & Key Results

Assemblage Summary Business intelligence tool for 
regular reporting that links 
standard assemblages of 
blocks to inventory on-hand, 
creating a more holistic view 
into the readiness of the entire 
operation.

Users can visualize the materiel in a 
block and identify the correspond-
ing deficits in realtime.

Users can evaluate the maximum 
readiness levels for regular report-
ing of critical blocks on-hand in < 
one minute. 

Mobilization Planner Automated block selection 
tool with lead-time model. 
Enables rapid decision making 
for deploying the best blocks 
on-hand within the requested 
time frame.

Users can select the best blocks for 
planned or short notice requests 
within < one minute vs the status 
quo.

Replenishment Planner Automated block prioritization 
and manpower planning tool 
with lead-time model. Allows 
for efficient planning in pre-
paring blocks for future use, 
targeting blocks that will have 
the largest impact on overall 
readiness.

Prioritize block replenishments that 
increase overall readiness posture 
to acceptable/desired levels using 
inventories on-hand. Work plans are 
generated in < one minute.

New Block Planner Automated block building 
method with lead-time model 
(for due-ins). Allows for effi-
cient planning (and staffing) 
when building new blocks for 
prepositioning (in the ware-
house and/or abroad).

Users can evaluate target ship dates 
of new blocks based on readiness 
predictions and availability of key 
materiel in realtime. Predicted 
readiness with high accurac y 
(within 5% error) for new blocks 
built for an upcoming deployment.

Simulation Tool S ce n ar io -b as e d p l anni ng 
tool, with multiple underly-
ing machine-learning models 
that allow decision makers to 
simulate outcomes based on 
key inputs and weigh priori-
ties accordingly. 

Users can minimize waste by dy-
namically right-sizing inventory 
by location, therefore reducing 
excess materiel management by 
over 30 percent. 

Table 1. Summary of deployed decision support tools and key results.
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A s the U.S. military shifts 
its focus towards the near-
peer fight, leaders have be-
gun to emphasize the need 

for leveraging allies and partners. Ex-
amples like the war in Ukraine show 
the overwhelming power that col-
lective efforts have in deterring mali-
cious actors. Yet, this idea is somewhat 
counter to our culture as Marines: our 
institution prides itself on its ability to 
self-support. Seldom do we outsource 
our requirements to sister Services, al-
lied militaries, or host nations. With 
the advent of expeditionary advanced 
base operations (EABO), this paradigm 
must change. The template for future 
combat operations, particularly in 
the Pacific, is distributed capabilities 
arrayed across large areas. The logis-
tical strain these operations incur is 
significant. The Tentative Manual for 
EABO addresses logistics needs with 
the statement:

Persistence, a key characteristic of 
EABO, is facilitated by incorporat-
ing a framework of naval integration, 
joint logistics enterprise (JLEnt), and 
Allied and partnered logistics (e.g., co-
alition; American, British, Canadian, 
Australian, and New Zealand; H[ost] 
N[ation]; etc. ...) supporting the move-
ment and sustainment of decentralized 
forces throughout the littorals.1

The Marine Corps must expand its use 
of multinational partners to facilitate 
EABO. However, the issue is that most 
Marines are not aware of these capa-
bilities and not empowered to lever-
age them. To go about solving these 
problems, the Marine Corps should 
provide education, employ resources, 
and institute policies that will result in 

partner-nation exchanges at the lowest 
tactical level.
	 Some examples of multinational 
resource-sharing include contracts 
like Acquisition and Cross-Servicing 
Agreements (ACSAs), airlift constructs 
like the Heavy Airlift Wing (HAW), 
and organizations like the Movement 
Coordination Center-Europe (MCCE). 
The ASCAs are a critical mechanism 
to source a wide range of operational 
shortfalls. The overarching agreements 
are negotiated at the national level and 
provide specific parameters for provid-
ing services or products. However, at 
the lower level, the ASCA Orders (i.e. 
the localized exchanges) can be writ-
ten at the tactical and operational lev-
els. Reimbursement mechanisms for 
ASCAs are flexible and include simple 
reimbursable billings, equal value 
exchanges, or replacements in kind.2 

Using ACSAs for logistical or life sup-
port requirements creates efficiency and 
maximizes resources across the globe. 
There is no certification requirement 
for logisticians and supply personnel 
to draft ACSA Orders, they only need 
to ensure the appropriate authorities 
at the higher levels fund and approve 
them. Another type of program is con-
sortiums like the HAW. The HAW is a 
grouping of twelve nations who main-
tain and operate a fleet of military C-
17s in Hungary.3 Using the collective 
fleet of aircraft, HAW members can 
generate missions to support opera-
tions throughout the globe. Because 

the maintenance and operational capa-
bility is shared, the construct effectively 
saves resources and empowers nations 
with finite aircraft volume. The Marine 
Corps does not own any C-17 aircraft 
and is constantly strained to support 
internal movements via its C-130 fleet. 
Leveraging the HAW can enable Ma-
rine Corps operations on a grand scale. 
HAW missions can be requested by 
Marines at the tactical level through 
their mobility chains. From there, the 
missions are coordinated by the Marine 
component command after approval 
from U.S. HAW liaison personnel. The 
MCCE is the last of the aforementioned 
resource-sharing examples. The MCCE 
is a 29-member association that syn-
chronizes movement and refueling op-
portunities internationally.  It provides 
support in two ways: members will ei-
ther solicit for direct-support missions 
or advertise open transportation space.4 

In the first scenario, a country such as 
Italy would solicit transportation for 
cargo to go from Italy to Poland. Italy 
would specify details of the desired 
mission, to include desired reimburse-
ment mechanisms. Any nation from the 
MCCE could then agree to support by 
generating a mission from scratch. In 
the second scenario, countries advertise 
empty legs on pre-existing missions. For 
example, the United States could adver-
tise space available on a C-17 channel 
or special assignment airlift mission.  
From there, any MCCE member na-
tion could take advantage of that open 

Multinational
Resource Sharing

Enabling the future fight
by Maj Kathleen E. Hill

>Maj Hill is a Logistics Officer currently serving with MAG 14 in Cherry Point. She 
previously worked at U.S. Africa Command’s logistics office where she liaised with 
foreign militaries to share logistical resources in Africa.
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space to transport personnel, cargo, or 
both. This maximizes space on aircraft 
and likewise generates revenue for the 
nation providing the support. Even 
though Europe is in the MCCE’s title, 
nations from across the globe partici-
pate, including a key partner in the 
Indo-Pacific: Australia. Exercise TAL-
ISMAN SABRE and deployments like 
Marine Rotational Forces-Darwin 
can provide opportunities to exchange 
multinational airlift support, in effect 
causing both nations to become more 
interoperable and saving each respec-
tive military money. Once again, no 
formal training needs to be in place to 
arrange for these exchanges at the tacti-
cal level. Staffs and planners need only 
coordinate with the Marine component 
command to solidify and approve such 
trades. (Note: this list is just a snapshot of 
what is available across the global logistics 
enterprise; a multitude of other mecha-
nisms/organizations exist.)
	 The primary barrier to multina-
tional sharing is the lack of knowledge 
amongst the Marines who are in the 
best position to plan them. The mecha-
nisms themselves are not difficult and 
would not require extensive time to 
teach. The Marine Corps should in-
corporate periods of instruction about 
multinational logistics sharing capabili-
ties in its educational curriculum. Ex-
peditionary Warfare School and Com-
mand and Staff are strong platforms 
upon which to introduce these topics. 
Moreover, Expeditionary Warfare 
School and Command and Staff have 
international officers amongst their 
student body. These students could 
further outline other multinational 
sharing opportunities and capabili-
ties during the period of instruction. 
In courses such as the Marine Corps’ 
Advanced Expeditionary Logistics 
Operations Course, logistics-related 
military occupational specialties are 
exposed to such concepts as ACSA but 
are not fully taken through the ACSA 
process or taught about organizations 
like MCCE or the HAW. Greater in-
struction on these topics at Advanced 
Expeditionary Logistics Operations 
Course is recommended. At a more 
targeted level, mobility officers at the 
major subordinate commands are in a 

perfect position to find airlift oppor-
tunities to outsource or share when 
not fully utilized. The Marine Corps 
should send its mobility officers and G3 
exercise planners to learn about partner 
sharing mechanisms. Good settings for 
these learning opportunities include 
their respective component Marine 
force (MARFOR) G4s, the pertinent 
commandant command J4s, and the 
MCCE itself. The MCCE is based in 
Eindhoven, Netherlands and continu-
ously opens its doors for informational 
visits from both member nations and 
external entities. Overall, education is 
the critical first step in enabling mul-
tinational sharing.
	 But education alone is not enough. 
While formal and informal education 
fosters understanding, the Marine 
Corps must codify pertinent processes. 
Each component MARFOR and ma-
jor subordinate commands should have 
multinational sharing opportunities 
detailed in their mobility and logistics 
orders. These orders should likewise 
include up-to-date points of contact 
for critical personnel involved in the 
process. Additionally, MARFORs 
ought to assign a multinational support 
billet in each G4 section. This individ-
ual should not be a mobility officer or 
ACSA manager. This ensures a clear di-
vision of labor and allows singular focus 
on this line of effort. This individual 
would be responsible for championing 
multinational sharing at the tactical and 
operational level as well as confirming 
appropriate funds, authorities, and sup-
port from the combatant commands. 
The multinational support billet would 
also track quantitative data related to 
multinational support. From there, 
commanders must be involved: Ma-
rine component commanders should 
set forth metrics and targets for mul-
tinational resource-sharing. This holds 
the institution accountable to its own 
objectives: nothing quite proves goal 
achievement like quantitative-based 
assessments. Lastly, Marine Corps 
strategic communications should fo-
cus a portion of its efforts on stories 
that detail successful logistics sharing. 
Frequently stories at partner exercises 
feature military interoperability with 
regard to operations. That aperture 

must be expanded to include logistics 
interoperability. Greater exposure to 
the successes of ACSAs, the HAW, and 
MCCE will generate more support and 
momentum for the multinational shar-
ing effort as a whole.
	 The TM EABO closes its chapter 
on logistics with the statement, “Lo-
gistical planners must know and un-
derstand all levels of logistics (tactical, 
operational, strategic), including those 
capabilities resident in the JLEnt and 
H[ost] N[ation]s. They must be skilled 
with integrating these capabilities and 
functions with the broader operational 
plan.”5 The United States military and 
the Marine Corps have come a long way 
since World War II. Both have man-
aged to better integrate partners and 
create effective coalitions, but more 
work needs to be done. The irony is that 
many constructs for resource sharing 
already exist. The Marine Corps needs 
simply to close the information gaps 
and place a small number of resources 
against the problem. With that, the 
organization can enable itself and its 
partners to achieve collective security 
goals.

Notes
1. Headquarters Marine Corps, Tentative Man-
ual for Expeditionary Advanced Base Operations 
2nd Edition, (Washington, DC: 2023). 

2. Headquarters Department of the Army, 
Army Regulation 550–52 Acquisition and Cross-
Servicing Agreement, (Washington, DC: 2020). 

3. North Atlantic Treaty Organization, “Stra-
tegic Airlift Capability,” NATO, July 17, 2023, 
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/top-
ics_50107.htm.

4. Movement Coordination Centre Europe, 
MCCE at a Glance, (Eindhoven: 2022). 

5. Tentative Manual for Expeditionary Advanced 
Base Operations 2nd Edition.
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This article highlights con-
siderations that must be ad-
dressed to meet the emerging 
requirement of improving 

the resilience of installations and ten-
ant units in case of conflict with peer 
adversaries. It proposes three areas of 
action to be taken primarily by Marine 
Corps Installations Command, service 
components, and subordinate echelons 
to reform, improve, and maintain the 
Service’s ability to generate and project 
forces forward in the face of adversary 
actions affecting installations. These 
are: planning to defend key installations 
and critical infrastructure, increasing 
the level of detail and information in 
continuity of operations (COOP) plan-
ning, and developing measures to as-
sist dependent families threatened or 
impacted by adversary actions. These 
areas of action are important, interre-
lated, and co-dependent for success. If 
undertaken, they will collectively re-
duce risk in force projections, keeping 
Marines and units capable of quickly 
deploying forward while installations 
are threatened at home and abroad.
	 This article explores some very un-
comfortable circumstances including 
threats to our families and installations 
at home and abroad. Many peer adver-
sary threats that installations are likely 
to encounter are provided as examples 
in the May 2023 Gazette article, “Instal-
lations in Contested Environments,” 
by MajGen David Maxwell, portrayed 
in a fictional storyline that showcases 
specific threats and potential effects. 
These threats exist in both digital and 
physical domains and will be accom-
plished through both overt and covert 
actions with timing intended to disrupt 

our ability to quickly deploy. Without 
proper preparation, there is significant 
risk to our installations’ ability to gener-
ate and deploy combat-ready forces.
	 The first of the three action areas 
is having the right plans in place to 
protect our installations. To counter 
threats such as those described in Maj-
Gen Maxwell’s article, each installation 
needs to be assessed for critical vulner-
abilities. A key assumption is that the 
amount of infrastructure, capabilities 
and other things requiring protection 
will be beyond an installation’s organic 
means to secure. Correctly identifying 
these protection gaps is important be-
cause the Service cannot use Marines 
to protect installations as these Ma-
rines will be called forward to deploy. 
A repository needs to be established to 
document protection capability gaps 
for each installation to align optimal 
resources. The repository will become 
a resourcing tool for understanding 
and communicating where external 
augmentation is needed from either 
the reserve component, national guard, 
other Services, or civil solutions such as 
local law enforcement, state or federal 
agencies, or contracted providers. There 
will be many challenges associated with 

finding organizations able to augment 
our installations, so it is important to 
do this in advance of crises. This issue 
is larger than just the Service, in the 
face of peer adversary threats designed 
to disrupt our ability to project forces, 
all national resources will be weighed 
against national-level risks associated 
with many other important protection 
requirements competing for those same 
resources.
	 Beyond protecting installations, 
planning efforts also need to address 
how to protect internal lines of com-
munication. Similar to how ships and 
strategic aircraft are equipped with sys-
tems to counter threats while in transit 
to faraway lands, the Service will need 
to think with a new mindset of how 
we protect local ground movements 
between installations and ports of em-
barkation and debarkation for deploy-
ment and protect delivery of our most 
critical commodities (fuel, water, etc.) 
via pipeline, air, or surface. This applies 
to areas normally considered permissive 
and protected by civil law enforcement 
where Title 10 authorities are limited. 
This proposal is an undertaking to work 
with civil authorities, private industry, 
the broader DOD, and national agen-
cies to align capabilities to the most key 
vulnerabilities that require augmenta-
tion to protect.  
	 When a full understanding of 
threats and gaps in protective capabil-
ity is achieved, a follow-on reform is 
needed in developing a revised method 
of how installations posture in response 
to protection conditions. These condi-
tions include force protection condi-
tions, cyber protection conditions, and 
defense conditions. The current set of 

Setting Conditions
for Force Projection

Modernize installations to support sustained operations
by LtCol Stanley C. Wisniewski III

>LtCol Wisniewski is a Logistics Of-
ficer. He is currently stationed at Na-
val Support Activity Hampton Roads 
serving as the G-4 Plans and Naval 
Integration Section Head, Marine 
Corps Forces Command, Fleet Ma-
rine Force Atlantic, Marine Forces 
Northern Command.
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force protection condition levels used 
to communicate and direct changes in 
protective posture is limited in scope 
to threats from terrorist actions; peer 
adversary threats are not included. A 
revised set of force protection condi-
tions with renewed focus on peer ad-
versary threats will result in largely 
different posturing actions at instal-
lations. Defense conditions are very 
widely focused on nuclear, biological, 
and chemical threats, whereas cyber 
protection conditions are focused on 
protecting the digital domain. Installa-
tions are not accustomed to protecting 
against all three types of protective con-
ditions simultaneously when contested 
by a peer adversary and its proxies. For 
installations to be considered resilient, 
they need to be able to translate these 
three conditions sets into unique ac-
tions that result in maintaining the Ser-
vice’s ability to project forces forward.  
	 The second interrelated action area 
required to remain capable of generat-
ing forces during crises is that families 
of service members and civilian person-
nel have vulnerabilities they will need 
assistance with when affected by adver-
sary actions. Protecting and assisting 
families is the cornerstone of setting 
conditions to keep Marines ready to 
fight tonight. Having plans to protect 
and assist families keeps Marines de-
ployable and focused on the mission. 
Emerging threats have rendered our 
family care planning methodology out-
dated. The current method includes a 
plan which a Marine develops with their 
family for how to deal with a situation 
resulting in the Marine being unable 
to take care of their family. The plan is 
tailored toward a mindset of routine de-
ployments and isolated incidents—such 
as medical emergencies; it includes con-
tact information for supporting friends 
and family that will help the Marine’s 
family should they need assistance. 
What is missing from these plans is an 
assessment of a family’s ability to move 
off an installation or away from a home 
affected by adversary actions with mini-
mal assistance from their Marine who is 
concurrently conducting unanticipated 
deployment actions. The plan is also 
missing a checklist of action items that 
enable a family to rapidly transition to 

care for themselves without their Ma-
rine present including wills, powers of 
attorney, access to finances, etc. Unless 
accounted for in advance of crises these 
circumstances will place Marines in a 
dilemma of trying to deploy forward 
while their family is experiencing severe 
hardship.  
	 Should these assumptions turn to 
reality, families will fall into one of two 
categories: Some families will be able to 
quickly move themselves to an area of 
lower threat within their own means 

and be able to persevere despite other 
challenges. Other families will not be 
capable of moving themselves and/or 
will not be able to care for themselves 
for a myriad of potential reasons includ-
ing lack of transportation, financial re-
straints, lack of a permissive location, 
and disruption to essential supplies 
and services. A key assumption is that 
an overwhelmingly massive number 
of families both overseas and within 
the homeland will quickly need some 
form(s) of assistance. Adapting family 
care plans to consider these circum-
stances will enable the Service, installa-
tions, and units with understanding in 
rough orders of magnitude how many 
people will need what types of assis-
tance. This data can be used in plan-
ning resources to assist families when 
the Marine is unable to tend to both 
mission and family.  
	 Having codified plans to take care of 
families will be very different from how 
we evacuate base housing during wild-
fires and other natural disasters. Those 
disasters yield predictable effects such as 
needing a hotel voucher or reimburse-
ment for food that perished during a 
follow-on power outage. Families will 
require assistance for prolonged periods 
in the event of protracted conflict, and 
resources will be limited if not planned 
for in advance. The decision to evacuate 
will be difficult. Families living off-in-

stallation will have to make this decision 
themselves or comply with directions 
given by civilian officials which still may 
result in needing assistance. For fami-
lies living on-installation, commanders 
will need decision support tools to aid 
them in determining when to order an 
evacuation with calculus that includes 
predicted impacts to installations from 
anticipated threats. Having prescribed 
methods to assist families and having 
redundant supporting methods to 
communicate with them will enable 

installation and unit commanders the 
ability to quickly apply resources that 
help them. The benchmark for success 
is having a support system in place to 
take care of families when Marines need 
to fight tonight; the Service needs to 
own this.
	 If actions in the preceding paragraphs 
are taken, some but not all risks will be 
mitigated. If threats necessitate relocat-
ing families, it is also likely that units and 
their headquarters will need to move as 
well. The third interrelated action area is 
refinement needed in COOP planning. 
Today’s COOP plans typically deal with 
alternate locations for units in event of 
a natural disaster or terrorist action in 
order to preserve operational capability. 
For instance, a unit might have a COOP 
plan to move down the street to a vacant 
building or even to another installation 
to establish a new position if they suffer a 
catastrophic event impacting their facili-
ties. These plans typically do not include 
details that will help the unit deal with 
peer threats; the plans are administrative 
versus tactical in nature and may not 
even consider other warfighting func-
tions beyond logistics. COOP planning 
for adversary actions is different because 
the threat will endure and evolve over 
a minimum of days to weeks whereas 
in contrast, even the massive attacks of 
7 December 1941 and 11 September 
2001 were concluded within a matter 

If threats necessitate relocating families, it is also 
likely that units and their headquarters will need to 
move as well ... refinement needed in COOP planning.
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of hours followed by immediate transi-
tion to recovery actions while the enemy 
was unable to sustain follow-on decisive 
actions. Revised COOP plans require 
decision support tools to assist com-
manders in identifying triggers to ex-
ecute a COOP relative to peer adversary 
actions. The plans need to specify what 
actions will be taken to transition units 
from administrative to tactical postures, 
how threats will be countered at their 
current location, as well as their COOP 
location(s) and lines of communication  
in transit.
	 COOP plans also need to be decon-
flicted among units to avoid reliance 
on the same limited resources and 
avoid massing at the same locations as 
one another which would create new 
enemy targets. To accomplish this, a 
centralized repository of COOP plans 
is needed. The repository will develop 
a shared operational picture of what 

actions are being taken by higher, adja-
cent, and subordinate units, what their 
resource shortfalls and risks are, and 
provide a shared assessment of their 
ability to communicate and continue 
executing their mission in the face of 
anticipated threats. Integrating this 
type of information into COOP plans 
and making them accessible across 
all echelons will ensure a last known 
operational assessment and intended 
actions of impacted units when com-
munication and situational awareness 
are compromised. Revising unit COOP 
plans will further depressurize the 
challenges already placed on installa-
tions and tenant units dealing with a 
dilemma of simultaneously deploying 
Marines forward, caring and feeding 
of impacted family members, increas-
ing protective postures in an uncertain 
environment, and protecting critical 
infrastructure.

	 In conclusion, this article addressed 
three interrelated action areas the Ser-
vice must refine to achieve being most 
ready when our Nation is least ready. 
These three action areas are the most 
basic actions required to maintain the 
ability to project forces forward during 
periods of chaos inflicted by peer ad-
versaries. The Service is already visibly 
taking many of these actions and needs 
to continue tailoring how to accom-
plish these objectives. While the Service 
continues to modernize installations to 
support sustained operations it must 
also modernize how it protects instal-
lations, tenant units, Marines and their 
dependents. These interrelated plan-
ning actions will posture installation 
and unit commanders with the tools 
and resources needed to persevere in 
the emerging peer threat environment.

https://qrco.de/bdHqZW
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Understanding the Littoral 
Sustainment Team
     Force Design 2030 has 
been the focus of the 3d Lit-

toral Logistics Battalion (3d LLB) since 
the plan was published. Companies and 
staff have been discussing, planning, 
and experimenting with different task 
organizations and various equipment 
to find a workable solution to the chal-
lenging logistics problems in the littoral 
operating environments. Through hard 
work, failures, and success, the littoral 
sustainment teams (LST) have proven 
to be the most effective method of 
employment to attack the challenging 
problems exposed by littoral operations 
in contested environments.
	 In December 2021, the 38th Com-
mandant of the Marine Corps pub-
lished A Concept for Stand-in Forces. 
This document outlined options for 
the Joint Warfighting Concept, focus-
ing on how the Marine Corps can sup-
port the naval campaign under Force 
Design 2030 initiatives. The concept 
also began framing a specific problem 
for the Marine littoral regiment (MLR) 
and how it will conduct logistics as the 
stand-in force (SIF). The SIF sustain-
ment concept relies upon avoidance and 
redundancy. Logistics units and activi-
ties must avoid posturing concentrated 
logistics networks within contested ar-
eas while creating several redundant op-
tions for sustainment actions without 
hindering the operation as the pacing 
function. Eight questions are presented 
in A Concept for Stand-in Forces to help 
thinkers and planners solve the problem 
of logistics. While these topics primarily 
view potential solutions to the logistics 
problem as operating outside the con-

tested area, the MLR, and therefore its 
logistics, is envisioned to operate within 
it.
	 Understanding the SIF concept is 
vital for logisticians as it presents several 

challenges within our community. How 
do we sustain units in contested, multi-
domain environments? What becomes 
the priority for logistics? How can we 
build and maintain resilient supply and 

Littoral
Sustainment Teams

A tested concept for the last tactical mile of logistics
by Maj Sean T. Conderman & Maj William J. Culp IV

>Maj Conderman is the Future Operations Officer, 3d Littoral Logistics Battalion.

>>Maj Culp is the Operations Officer, 3d Littoral Logistics Battalion. 

Both authors are former Company Commanders in 3d Littoral Logistics Battalion, 
directly involved with developing the concept of employment for 3d Marine Lit-
toral Regiment logistics.

Marines from 3d LLB emplace a hidden cache during JPMRC 01-23 aboard Oahu.  Caches sup-
ported special operations elements operating as opposing forces for the exercise. (Photo pro-
vided by author.)
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distribution chains or webs across the 
vast distances of the Pacific? Several au-
thors across a myriad of publications 
have been providing conversation and 
plausible solutions to these problems 
and we need the conversation to con-
tinue. Unfortunately, the answers to 
these problems will not be fully solved 
until years after the next major conflict 
when historians and war college stu-
dents scrutinize every action and deci-
sion from the publishing of the 38th 
Commandant’s Planning Guidance to 
the final retrograde of forces. Then, the 
Service may have an answer that will 
help the next generation of warfighters 
succeed. Until then, those of us at the 
lowest tactical level are devoted to pur-
suing and testing some good ideas, and 
likely some bad ones. This article aims 
to provide an understanding of the LST 
as developed within 3d LLB. This effort 
is meant to invoke further conversation 
and experimentation across the Service, 
ultimately contributing to the flexibility 
and adaptability Marine Corps logistics 
is known for. Since successful logistics 
requires options and redundancy, it is 
important to note LSTs are a way—not 
the way.

Origins of the LST
	 To develop a plan, we must under-
stand the problem. As company staffs, 
we have studied the problem, which led 
us to the question of how to employ our 
capabilities in support of 3d MLR and 
its subordinate units, including Com-
bat Logistics Battalion 3, now known 
as 3d LLB. While big, far-fetched ideas 
were formed, we all agreed the littoral 
logistics companies (LLCs) needed to 
create a baseline formation that could 
be scaled up and down to meet the wide 
range of anticipated combat service sup-
port tasks. A unit to serve as the conduit 
of physical and informational logistics 
from the end user to the provider and 
back. A small unit that enables distrib-
uted sustainment operations.
	 Expected mission sets and the joint 
operating environment as described in 
joint doctrine, the Tentative Manual 
for Expeditionary Advanced Base Op-
erations, A Concept for Stand-In Forces, 
3d LLB proposed mission essential 
task list, in combination with several 

articles, briefs, podcasts, late-night 
conversations, pontifications at the of-
ficer club, wargames, and after-action 
reports led us to the development of 
the LST. The LST is not a new idea; it 
was derived from the Army doctrine 
regarding brigade logistics support 
teams, defined as a concept of central-
izing logistics tasks and coordination 
for combat units. Naturally, to grasp the 
desired tailoring of the Marine Corps 
adaptation for LSTs, we claim the LST 
title and scaled down the capacity to 
match our resources and requirements.
	 Testing quickly began through pla-
toon, company, battalion, and regimen-
tal exercises. This process included the 
LLC acting like a traditional transporta-
tion services company, which proved ef-
fective but severely limited in scope. The 
primary method for testing a task-orga-
nized group of logisticians and enablers 
was an LLC supporting en masse by 
dividing itself into two middle-weight 
LSTs or by generating four specialized 
LSTs capable of conduct a narrow band 
of tasks. Venues included small platoon-
to-company scenario-based evolutions, 
platoon-to-regimental force-on-force 
exercises, Rim of the Pacific 2022, 
virtual environments like Spartan 
Trident, Bougainville II, a Logis-
tics Staff Training Exercise with 
the Marine Corps Logistics Operations 
Group, and the first Marine Litto-

ral Regiment Training Exercise 
where LSTs were proven effective in 
expeditionary advanced bases (EABs) 
across Southern California. Recently, 
the LST concept was used during exer-
cise Balikatan 23 in northern Luzon, 
Philippines, where four LSTs success-
fully supported four distributed MLR 
sites in the same environment where 3d 
MLR may deploy.
	 LSTs have supported and exercised 
with every 3d MLR unit, special op-
erations forces, the U.S. Army, Air 
Force, and Naval forces, and even a 
few allies and partners. Small tweaks, 
steady course corrections, and major 
resets have occurred since the summer 
of 2021 and will continue as 3d MLR 
matures in its existence. The lessons 
learned were quickly applied and have 
driven the establishment of a refined 
LST concept to become the baseline 
logistics unit for 3d LLB and 3d MLR.
	 A baseline LST is led by a logistics 
officer with a motor transport chief, 
engineer chief, or logistics chief as the 
LST chief. A team of motor transport 
Marines combined with a landing sup-
port team enables distribution. An en-
gineer section of combat engineers, bulk 
fuels, electricians, and heavy equip-
ment operators enable limited general 
engineering. Finally, enablers from the 
battalion’s communications, food ser-
vice, and supply sections round out the 

An LST recovers air-delivered supplies in support of RIMPAC 2022. (Photo provided by author.)
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multi-functional logistics team. While 
this may seem like a lot of logistics, it is 
important to highlight the LST is lim-
ited in capacity but robust in capability, 
typically less than 30 personnel. The 
adage of a mile wide, inch deep fits into 
the LST narrative quite well.
	 Currently, the rough definition of an 
LST is a task-organized logistics unit of 
action composited from the LLC under 
the LLB. LSTs perform activities across 
all six functions of logistics and are scal-
able to meet the anticipated mission de-
mands of supported units by compos-
iting Marines, sailors, and equipment 
from across the LLB. At the point of 
need, the LST plans for and integrates 
capabilities from the supported unit, 
external logistics units and activities, 
and the LLB to ensure unity of effort. 
The following paragraphs describe the 
capabilities of the LST through the 
functions of tactical logistics.

Creating Effective Logistics
	 Effective logistics planning requires 
four common themes. First, logistics 
must enhance, not inhibit, operational 
designs. Logistics is commonly seen as 
the pacing function of warfare; there-
fore, logisticians must strive to extend 
the limits as far as possible to enable 
tempo and pace. Second, the logistics 

system must anticipate requirements, 
positioning support to enable the cur-
rent fight, the next fight, and the one 
after that. Third, the system must be 
flexible, adaptable, and responsive. Able 
to shift support to exploit opportunities 
at the right place and right time. Finally, 
logistics must be effective yet efficient. 
Not sacrificing combat effectiveness for 
the sake of efficiency is the great chal-
lenge that underlines logistics as an art.
	 The above themes lead to three pri-
mary characteristics of logistics plans: 
integration [with operational plans], 
flexibility, and simplicity. Understand 
the operation in order to support the 
operation. Be flexible to adapt to the 
uncertainty of war. To quote MCDP 
4 on simplicity, “While this process 
is complex and methods are sophisti-
cated, we need to make logistics as ac-
tionable, simple, and straightforward 
as possible.” The LST enables the four 
themes by adhering to these three char-
acteristics. The habitual relationships 
with supported units have enabled 
integration; the f lexible nature of a 
multi-functional logistics team allows 
responsiveness; and simple plans allow 
logistics to continue amid chaos. LSTs 
are one of the last-mile doers in effec-
tive logistics. While the operational and 
higher tactical-level logistics problems 

still exist, the LST provides planners 
with a proven tool for the last tactical 
mile of an effective logistics plan that 
can be propelled into reality.
	 At the tactical level of logistics, LSTs 
provide capabilities across all six logis-
tics functions: supply, maintenance, 
transportation, general engineering, 
health services, and services. At each 
EAB, the EAB commander is forced 
to balance flexibility and responsiveness 
with force protection and the ability 
to displace rapidly. As such, a happy 
medium must be struck to provide what 
the EAB requires now for sustainment 
and what support can be built up over 
time. Several exercises conducted by the 
MLR to experiment with EAB units of 
employment structure have provided 
data points for what is possible, practi-
cal, and standard for an EAB. It is vital 
that supported units understand what 
an LST can provide to prevent logistics 
from becoming the reason for culmina-
tion.

Transportation
	 Transportation is more than motor 
transport. Transportation operations 
include helicopter support team op-
erations, air delivery operations, dis-
tribution from unmanned logistics 
systems, and marshaling for military 
or contracted ground, surface, or air 
transportation. The LST enables this 
key function at the last tactical mile or 
even to support force closure efforts in 
combination with more robust logistics 
units such as the combat logistics regi-
ment. While each LST provides mo-
tor transport assets for mobility and 
distribution, landing support Marines 
enable much more capability to move 
people or things around the battlespace. 
Depending on the supported unit’s 
organic logistics capability, the LST 
takes on the role of caching, combat, or 
field trains (typically, a combination of 
each method). Imagine a small convoy 
of trucks and Marines recovering sup-
plies moved by autonomous amphibi-
ous transport at the beach. Then the 
convoy moves the supplies to a small 
landing zone where the LST conducts 
external lift with MV-22s or unmanned 
drones to move the items to the next 
EAB where another LST receives the 

An engineer reconnaissance team describes a physical network analysis to an LST. These as-
sessments provide valuable information to LSTs prior to operating in specific areas. (Photo 
provided by author.)
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supplies and conducts a foot movement 
to a cache location, effectively postur-
ing the supplies for future use by an 
infantry company. Transportation is 
a common topic among planners con-
cerned with littoral operations. At the 
last tactical mile, the LST can serve as 
the connecting file to the end user by 
enabling a myriad of transport modes 
in and out of contested areas.
	 Also, 3d LLB is actively employing 
logistics specialist Marines who have 
attended entry-level training courses 
for both landing support and embarka-
tion, which has proved effective when 
planning and executing the deployment 
and redeployment of units in addition 
to tactical-level logistics operations. 
These combined MOSs have reduced 
the footprint of MOSs required to con-
duct landing support and embarkation 
operations and their habitual relation-
ship and feedback with the LLB mobil-
ity officer expedites the process. 

Supply
	 A reliable supply chain is essential to 
a continued ability to fight, regardless 
of style. LSTs enable the reliability of 
supply chains by tapping into a range 
of sources. The basic loads carried by 
units of action and employment are 
supplemented by appropriate days of 
supply and the LST can maintain on-
site supply stores via various transport 
assets or cache networks. Beyond days 
of supply or days of allowance, the 
LST enhances sustainment through 
pre-arranged contracted classes of 
supply or services, resources from pe-
ripheral supply chains, and joint or 
multinational support. LST’s famil-
iarity and integration with the LLB’s 
Material Sustainment and Integration 
Cell (MSIC) is critical to responsive 
sourcing, delivery, and distribution 
beyond what the few Marines on the 
ground can accomplish. The MSIC 
is a team developed by 3d LLB and 
dedicated to material and distribu-
tion support by synchronizing tacti-
cal and operational sustainment for 
3d MLR. In other words, the LST’s 
direct connection to the MSIC allows 
responsive support for the EAB and 
efficient logistics within the assigned 
area of operations.

	 The LST’s ability to receive and dis-
tribute supplies is vital to EAB sustain-
ment in contested areas. Force protec-
tion levels inform the commander’s 
willingness to resupply units directly 
with traditional service station or tail-
gate resupply under permissive condi-
tions or to conduct unmanned drops 
when the physical link-up incurs too 
much risk, as seen in MAGTF War‑ 
fighting Exercises. While in Twentynine 
Palms’ Range 220, the LST dropped 
small amounts of critical supplies 
to seemingly no one. Then, in a few 
minutes or hours, a team of Marines 
from the intended customer would 
emerge and recover the supplies. Both 
the LST and supported unit hid their 
actual locations and remained difficult 
to locate, even with enemy reconnais-
sance elements in the area—including 
unmanned aerial systems. This allows 
us to control our own tempo at the low-
est levels. In addition to conducting 
the resupply, the supported unit com-
municates current supply inventories 
which drives LST staff planning with 
predictive logistics, enabling future re-
supply or cache network development 
without reliable communications. This 
achieves the balance between effective 
and efficient logistics.
	 Predictive planning drives cache 
planning. Caches may range from a 
single jerry can of fuel to entire bat-
talion supply stores. LSTs have tested 

several ways to establish, track, and 
maintain these cache networks over an 
entire EAB battlespace. Anticipating 
the need is critical in achieving a healthy 
balance of efficiency and effectiveness 
in caching. A large cache becomes an 
indicator for the adversary or may be 
too burdensome to move during a rapid 
displacement. A small cache may not 
provide enough for the supported unit 
to sustain their mission, but it becomes 
expendable when considering effective-
ness versus efficiency. Caches by their 
nature are less efficient but more effec-
tive; proper predictive planning can bal-
ance the former and the latter. There-
fore, developing detailed predictions 
is critical to ensure redundancy exists 
across various caches. This planning 
is done by the LST, relieving the logis-
tics planning burden of the supported 
unit which allows them to focus on the 
overall mission.

Maintenance
	 The LST’s capacity to perform 
maintenance tasks is limited, but the 
LLB can bolster the capability with 
maintenance contact teams from its 
general support company. LSTs with 
attached maintenance contact teams 
can enable forward maintenance actions 
across all tables of authorized material 
control numbers and can conduct re-
covery operations, battle damage as-
sessments, and limited repairs. This 

Engineers from an LST conduct earthmoving operations while preparing a forward resupply 
point. (Photo provided by author.)
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does add a larger physical footprint, 
but the benefit may outweigh the risk 
in contested environments where move-
ment in and out is less predictable or 
reliable. Evacuation of equipment is 
expedited through a concerted effort 
of the LST and MSIC where equipment 
will either be evacuated to a forward 
general support company intermediate 
maintenance activity within the MLR 
area of operations or another capable 
in-theater site coordinated through the 
MSIC.

General Engineering
	 General engineering is currently lim-
ited but capable, with small contingents 
of engineers spread about the MLR’s 
subordinate O5 commands. Bulk fuel, 
utilities, engineer reconnaissance, heavy 
equipment operations, and explosive 
ordnance disposal are the most prolific 
tasks expected to be fulfilled by an LST. 

During experimentation, 3d LLB en-
gineers played a critical role in caching 
classes I and III using excavation equip-
ment, materiel handling equipment, 
and the Mk36 wrecker. For example, to 
reduce loads on tactical vehicles, LSTs 
have begun using the pump from the ex-
pedient refueling system instead of the 
Pump Module, Fuel SIXCON, which 
allows for an additional 850 gallons 
of fuel to be transported around the 
battlespace where the SIXCON pump 
module would otherwise be. The teams 
have also experimented with various 
uses of the Ground Expedient Refu-
eling Systems for caching to decrease 
the habitual massing of personnel and 
equipment. Combat engineers organic 
to the LST are capable of limited vertical 
and horizontal construction, engineer 
reconnaissance, counter-mobility, and 
survivability for supported units. The 
combat engineers have integrated with 

the littoral combat team (LCT) hunter-
killer teams and engineer platoon for 
obstacle emplacement and breaching 
in addition to the Naval construction 
battalion’s SeaBees for vertical and hori-
zontal construction. Combat engineers 
performed engineer reconnaissance of 
potential EAB locations, throughput 
nodes, and routes. This data is either 
a confirmation of previous reconnais-
sance efforts or tailored to meet the 
EAB commander’s priorities. The en-
gineering capability resident in an LST 
further demonstrates the organic multi-
functional capability of the LST and 
is critical in enabling missions within 
contested environments.
	 The reader may notice a stark short-
fall in water production or purification. 
Currently, the LLB is not manned or 
equipped to produce or purify wa-
ter but has tested atmospheric water 
generators in addition to commercial 
off-the-shelf desalinization units to fill 
this critical gap in the short term. Some 
claim contracting fills the void of water 
production but relying on contracting 
is questionable when competition turns 
to crisis/conflict; therefore, another so-
lution is needed to create redundancy in 
one of the most critical areas of supply.

Health Support Services
	 As part of the new LLB structure, 
the damage control resuscitation team 
(DCRT) employs emergency room 
doctors and nurses to provide dam-
age control and resuscitative care with 
search and rescue technicians to enable 
enroute care for trauma patients that 
require evacuation to a higher level of 
care. Experimentation with the LCT’s 
battalion aid station provided an op-
portunity for the DCRT to exercise 
tactics, techniques, and procedures at 
the upper limit of their patient capac-
ity. The DCRT is a distinct capability 
from what is provided by a supported 
unit. The typical battalion aid station 
should remain a Role I resuscitative 
care to prevent premature exhaustion 
of supplies or personnel when paired 
with a DCRT. A DCRT and logistics 
team resident within an EAB provides 
the EAB commander with a dedicated 
unit for casualty care and evacuation. 
This is similar to civilian damage 

A forward element of the LST guides an air insertion into a contested location. (Photo provided 
by author.)
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control resuscitation operations seen 
in advanced lifesaving ambulances or 
emergency rooms. The concept was also 
tested with augments from B Surgical 
Company, 3d Medical Battalion dur-
ing Balikatan 23 when a DCRT was 
deployed to the Batanes islands, serving 
as the sole medical capability for the 
island-hopping portion of the exercise. 
While still limited, this is a major step 
forward for the Service’s casualty care 
ability close to the point of injury. It is 
imperative this concept is tested more 
to develop support requirements such as 
generators and medical supplies in addi-
tion to the right personnel. The Service 
must realize the true limit of what the 
DCRT can provide for casualties in a 
forward area—far from traditional role 
II or role III care.

Services
	 As with most Marine Corps logistics 
units, services are more facilitated than 
provided by the LST in all but a few 
areas. The LST can act as the on-site 
integrator for mortuary affairs, con-
tracting support services, actions from 
field ordering officers and pay agents, 
and civil affairs support. The LST has 
a small footprint and will not possess 
the specialty MOSs to achieve most of 
the previously mentioned services, but 
the LLB and LCE, writ large, can en-
able these activities through the LST. 
Experimentation is still ongoing with 
how to best employ and position rated 
contracting officers, pay agents, and 
field ordering officers to accomplish 
21st-century expeditionary foraging. As 
exercises continue to expand in scope, 
more opportunities to stress the extent 
of services will occur. More to follow 
during Kamandag 7 and Balikatan 
24.

Employment of the LST
	 The LST is an enabler, and while 
it may not directly resolve all resource 
shortfalls, the team is attuned to vari-
ous networks that can provide solutions 
from within the Service, across the Joint 
Force, or even through multinational 
support or contracting. Like the un-
trained observer who must communi-
cate close air support five-lines by first 
stating, I am not a JTAC, the EAB com-

mander is provided the expertise so they 
can get resourced without declaring, 
I am not a Log O. EAB commanders, 
responsible for operating remotely from 
their HHQ under potentially austere 
conditions, are required to integrate all 
seven warfighting functions with their 
company or battery staffs; the logistics 
community wants to make it so there is 
one less rock in their pack through the 
LST.
	 An LST is attached or assigned in 
direct support of an EAB commander. 
Task organized to meet anticipated re-
quirements and deploying as part of 
the EAB, the LST can be scaled up and 
down—like combat logistics detach-
ments. As mentioned in earlier para-
graphs, the engineers work directly with 
landing support and motor transport 
Marines to identify areas for connec-
tion to external tactical and operational 
logistics chains as well as internal move-
ment corridors. These areas include 
main and alternate supply routes, hasty 
landing zones, ports and piers, beaches, 
airfields, and even rail. If able, the LST 
can coordinate local contracts and con-
duct micro-purchasing from the local 
economy. The combination of caches, 
throughput areas, and contracting 
creates a spider-web logistics network 
within the EAB across all classes of 
supply and functions of logistics. Like 
a spider weaving her web to catch food, 
the LST creates a web of logistics to 

respond anywhere in the EAB. Units 
of action and employment can move 
and still be tied into the sustainment 
provided by the LST. Without the LST, 
units must devote ample effort and time 
to conducting their own sustainment, 
detracting from their vital roles in the 
bigger fight. The LST is vital to ensur-
ing an EAB can perform its mission.
	 Command and support relationships 
are a constant point of contention re-
garding LSTs and will likely require ad-
ditional trials to find the best solution. 
The main competing views center on 
whether the LST should be in a com-
mand relationship, attached, or in a 
support relationship, direct support, 
to the EAB commander. Doctrine and 
after-action reports explain the pros and 
cons of each relationship and 3d MLR 
has tested these relationships through-
out several exercises.
	 In an attached relationship, the EAB 
commander has full control over the 
LST, which increases the EAB com-
mander’s ability to direct prioritization, 
survivability actions, and displacement. 
This relationship offers a streamlined 
approach to directing the LST, but it 
also brings additional logistics and ad-
ministrative support. When the LST 
OIC is attached within the EAB com-
mand, it constrains the liaison officer 
to communicate through the LCT and 
MLR commands before reaching the 
primary source of additional logistics 

An LST conducts a joint helicopter support operation with Army aircraft and Marine artillery. 
(Photo provided by author.)
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capability—the LLB. A direct liaison 
authorized is required for the LST OIC 
to coordinate with the LLB.
	 The support relationship of direct 
support has also been tested. This rela-
tionship removes the EAB command-
er’s full control of the LST while re-
taining the authority of the battlespace 
owner to position the unit, similar to 
the joint definition of tactical control. 
Direct support in combination with 
a liaison officer at the supported unit 
allows the LST to coordinate directly 
with the LLB and relieves the EAB 
commander’s higher headquarters 
of additional logistics coordination 
efforts, but it removes some control 
from the EAB commander over the 
LST. Both attached and direct support 
relationships require a certain level of 
“handshake-con” or sturdy profession-
als until a more defined relationship is 
established.

Vignette
	 Sometimes telling a story is a better 
representation of defining something. 
The following example briefly describes 
actions during Rim of the Pacific 
22 where an LLC conducted training 
aboard Kahuku Training Area, Oahu. 
While not actually supporting a physi-
cal EAB, the planning and training di-
rectly influenced the successful employ-
ment of LSTs in future exercises.

	 The MLR designated an area as an 
EAB in key maritime terrain. Jungle, 
hills, and a coastline defined the area. 
Planning efforts began immediately but 
only required minor changes as the EAB 
package is preset with organized task-
organized forces. Staffs have been study-
ing the terrain and enemy situation for 
months. The LLB, per the planned or-
ganization, quickly assigns an LST in 
direct support of the EAB. The LST 
commander conducts integrated plan-
ning, serving the EAB commander as a 
liaison officer. The LST task organizes 
itself to enable the basic functions of 
logistics as discussed and prepares to 
occupy the EAB with the rest of the 
units of action and employment.
	 The LST combat engineers are the 
first to arrive at the EAB. They have 
been tasked to confirm what the lit-
toral engineering and reconnaissance 
team has already surveyed in previous 
months and years. This includes hot 
and cold positions for EAB assets as well 
as routes and logistics throughput ar-
eas. The engineer reconnaissance team 
from the LST operates in small teams, 
wearing civilian clothing, and observes 
several locations in an effort to not tip 
off the adversary to specific locations. 
The data collected is passed to the EAB 
commander and LST commander upon 
arrival with recommendations for the 
actual placement of forces.

	 After link-up with the engineers, the 
LST begins to enable landing zone and 
beach landing site management with 
their two landing support teams. The 
engineers and motor transport Ma-
rines immediately begin confirming 
preplanned cache locations and stor-
ing essential supplies. Locations of 
the caches directly support the EAB’s 
planned positions and actions. A team 
of supply and contracting Marines turn 
on contracts and purchase critical sup-
plies from the local economy, adding 
another redundant layer to the concept 
of support.
	 After EAB force closure, the LST 
distributes itself to respond to rapid lo-
gistics requests throughout the area by 
task organizing into small, specialized 
teams. These teams also continue to 
establish cache sites, both manned and 
unmanned. Their small size enhances 
their ability to successfully operate 
under the adversary’s reconnaissance 
thresholds. Within 48 hours, the EAB 
has become a spider web of logistics.
	 As the days and weeks progress, the 
LST continues to receive and distribute 
supplies to end users and cache sites. 
Critical items are rapidly dropped to 
the LST via aerial delivery enabled by 
the general support company and the 
MSIC. The LST even helped resupply a 
passing destroyer via HST with supplies 
prepositioned by the Navy weeks prior. 
Engineers create obstacles along shore-
lines, enhance cover and concealment 
for friendly positions, and conduct 
engineer reconnaissance of potential 
future sites. When the units within the 
EAB do move, the LST supports with 
a few trucks for stages requiring rapid 
movement. The logistics spider web 
is rewoven to adapt to the new force 
laydown. This process continues for a 
few days, weeks, or months. When it 
is time to redeploy, the LST assists the 
EAB commander in coordinating all 
movements and recovery of personnel 
and equipment from the EAB.
	 The above example has been tried but 
only for a few weeks. During Marine 
Littoral Regiment Training Exercise 
1-23, LSTs experienced versions of this 
as well as contrasting versions. Phase 
II operations demonstrated the effec-
tiveness of the above example. Tran-

A small LST patrols to a cache location to recover supplies for units of employment. (Photo 
provided by author.)
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sitioning to the MAGTF Warfighting 
Exercise was a different experience. Lit-
toral Logistics Company B was attached 
to the LCT and assigned battlespace, 
conducting more provisional infantry 
tasks and only minimal logistics. Lit-
toral Logistics Company A conduct-
ed a plethora of ground movements, 
similar to a traditional motor transport 
company. Engineers were consolidated 
and established a series of obstacles for 
the MLR. The LSTs were scaled up to 
company elements and employed in a 
traditional logistics manner. While con-
trary to experimentation efforts, this 
only further demonstrates the ability of 
the LST formation to rapidly adapt to 
dynamic situations in contested areas.

Way Forward
	 Through a series of continuous tests 
in a variety of environments, the LST 
task organization has proven its effec-
tiveness as the MLR’s tactical logistics 
formation. While limited, the forma-

tion enables logistics at the point of 
need, over the last tactical mile while 
providing a link-up point for larger 
tactical and operational logistics and 
supply chains. These chains were not 
discussed in this article but are vital to 
the success of the larger logistics concept 
in an EAB environment.
	 While the LST concept has been 
tested and proven, it can always be 
improved. 3d LLB plans to continue 
testing through several exercises in the 
next two years. Testing will focus on 
three key areas: equipment, manning, 
and relationships. New experimental 
equipment is always being advertised 
and LSTs are a perfect venue to test any 
item designed to improve the sustain-
ability of Marine Corps units. It is also 
important to continue the analysis of 
equipment and manning for 3d LLB. 
Mixed results regarding how the bat-
talion is manned and equipped require 
a more in-depth testing phase to form 
actionable conclusions and eventually 

lead to refined tables of organization 
and equipment. Command and support 
relationships also change; a standard, 
doctrinal relationship may not be the 
answer for the LST. Personalities must 
be ignored in developing the right rela-
tionship structure and therefore must 
be tested through a few personnel sets or 
seasons. We will continue to try things 
out, knowing there is no optimal goal 
but an effective one. We will continue 
to mix it up in varied environments 
and situations. Your recommendations 
and contributions to this effort are wel-
comed with open arms and eager ears.

>Author’s note: This article was written as 
the new MCDP 4 was published. Several of 
the concepts outlined in the publication drove 
the decision-making process supporting the 
formation of littoral sustainment teams.
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In the modern maritime operating 
environment, the United States 
no longer enjoys presumptive sea 
control, peer/near-peer competi-

tors are openly challenging previously 
unmatched capabilities, and potential 
adversaries are striving to contest the 
United States’ ability to gain access in 
key littoral regions.1 This continual 
change within the contested environ-
ment requires modern logisticians to 
reshape potential ways at providing 
sustainment and logistical support 
to the modern amphibious force. It is 
unlikely that United States forces will 
be able to project power into foreign 
countries using large-scale commercial 
shipping (such as maritime preposition-
ing ships) in permissive littorals as they 
did in Operations DESERT SHIELD and 
DESERT STORM.2 Instead, the modern 
amphibious force will require a smaller 
and more disbursed insertion of troops 
into the weapon engagement zone with 
a requirement of self-sustainment for 
weeks or potentially months. Therefore, 
due to the challenges of the modern 
maritime environment, the Marine 
Corps must test, refine, and implement 
21st-century foraging techniques, such 
as field ordering officers and pay agents, 
to procure various classes of supply to 
support the sustainment of a modern 
amphibious force. 
	 An isolated landing force is not a 
new concept. Nearly 80 years ago the 
men of 1st MarDiv were “marooned” on 
Guadalcanal by the amphibious force 
designed to support them. Multiple fac-
tors led to this situation including lack 
of a single battle concept, lack of aerial 
or naval supremacy, and fear of losing 
additional Allied ships.3 This required 

MajGen Vandergrift’s landing force to 
self-sustain until aerial and naval su-
premacy could be restored. In the future 
littoral conflict, a similar requirement 
for self-sustainment will likely occur. 
Peer/near-peer competitors will look 
to conduct naval defensive strategies 
utilizing surface ships, submarines, air-

craft, naval mines, landbased anti-ship 
cruise missiles, and landbased anti-ship 
ballistic missiles to conduct anti-access 
area denial to deny amphibious forces 
access to key operational areas. Fur-
thermore, the increase in technological 
capabilities will further threaten the 
naval assets a part of the amphibious 
force, further reducing the likelihood 
of naval support once landing forces are 
established. Ultimately, the ability of an 
amphibious landing force to self-sustain 
continues to be a requirement in the 
modern maritime environment and is a 

necessity to provide logistical flexibility 
for the ground combat commanders. 
	 A 21st-century foraging technique 
that could fulfill the requirement for 
self-sustainment is the use of field order-
ing officers and pay agents embedded 
within each element of the amphibious 
landing force to procure various classes 
of supply. Unlike standard procurement 
methods, field ordering officers and pay 
agents utilize cash rather than credit 
cards or online purchasing systems. 
This provides greater flexibility with-
in an austere environment and reduces 
the signature being produced across the 
information spectrum. These two bil-
lets work in tandem to procure supplies 
and services under the micro-purchase 
threshold. The micro-purchase thresh-
old is limited to $10,000 for single pur-
chases, with the ability to increase in a 
named contingency operation. A field 
ordering officer is any Marine or sailor 
within the unit with a rank of E6 or 
above. They are required to complete 
Defense Acquisition University ACQ 
0030 Overview of Acquisition Ethics, 
MarineNet-Combating Trafficking in 
Persons, and receive training from a 
contracting officer as part of their re-
gion’s expeditionary contracting pla-
toon to receive their appointment. A 
pay agent is an MOS-trained Marine 
who is appointed and accounted for 
by the disbursing officer within their 
respective region. They do not have 
any rank restrictions and have flexibil-
ity with quantities of cash held and 
expensed. Put into practice, a field 
ordering officer would arrange a deal 
with a vendor for supplies and services 
while the pay agent would expense cash 
once the supplies have been delivered 

Self-Sustainment
in an EAB

The use of field ordering officers and pay agents
by 1stLt Nathan J. Gervaise

>1stLt Gervaise is a graduate student 
at the Naval Postgraduate School 
studying Defense Contract Manage-
ment. He was the former Supply Offi-
cer for the 3d Littoral Combat Team. 

... the Marine Corps 
must test, refine, and 
implement 21st-century 
foraging techniques ...
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or upon completion of services. This 
avoids conМ icts of interest Λith using 
government funds and avoids frauduে
lent transactions occurring. Kverall, 
this capability could be integrated at 
the platoon level across multiple units 
to add redundancy.
 The use of fi eld ordering offi  cers and 
pay agents has been subǴect to eΠperiে
mentation Λithin tΛo units across the 
Marine �orps. In =anuary ࢱࢳࢱࢳ, the 
�st Mࢲࢴh had smallেunit leaders buy 
necessary supplies from local vendors 
Λithin Tinian and the Forthern Mariে
ana Islands.4 Additionally, in March 
 Mar conducted concepts ࢳࢲইࢲ ,ࢳࢳࢱࢳ
of ࢲࢳstেcentury foraging during ^ԏҺԒ৶
ԝҺӼ FԡԒԱ ࢲ.ࢳࢳ at Pohakuloa Training 
Area, /I. �uring the eΠercise, individে
ual Marines procured dry goods and 
fresh produce from local suppliers and 
then utiliΦed that food to eΠperiment 
Λith various fi eld cooking methods. 
This food Λas able to feed the battery 
for three days Λith tΛo cooked meals 
a day.5 hltimately, both units demonে
strated incorporating organic fi eld disে
bursing and supply capabilities into a 
concept of support. This proved a unit 
could sustain itself Λithout outside supে
port for a duration of time, making the 
unit more adaptable, mobile, and lethal. 
Although the concept of employment 
has been demonstrated by tΛo units, 
the Marine �orps must continue to reে
fi ne and implement these methods into 
future testing to ensure this becomes 
an organic capability. 
 Kverall, the challenges of the modে
ern maritime environment reȕuire ࢲࢳstে
century foraging techniȕues, such as 
fi eld ordering offi  cers and pay agents, to 
be implemented across the amphibious 
landing force to provide sustainment 
through the procurement of various 
classes of supply. This ability to selfে
sustain Λill continue to increase as peerই
nearেpeer competitors look to impleে
ment neΛ technologies and antiেaccess 
area denial naval defensive strategies. 
Although tΛo units have tested using 
fi eld ordering offi  cers and pay agents, 
gaps in implementation and maintainে
ing this capability organically still eΠist 
Λhich Λill reȕuire further refi nements 
in eΠperimentation. hltimately, the use 
of fi eld ordering offi  cers and pay agents 

is Ǵust one type of ࢲࢳstেcentury foraging 
techniȕues that Λill be reȕuired for a 
successful modern amphibious force. 
�ombined Λith other sustainment 
techniȕues, such as using atmospheric 
Λater generators, supply drops, and auে
tonomous resupply runs, the modern 
amphibious force Λill be staged to supে
port the future fi ght. 
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The Marine Corps is undergo-
ing an extraordinary table of 
organization and equipment 
change as part of Force De-

sign 2030 with a deliberate focus on the 
U.S. Indo-Pacific Command theater. As 
a global force in readiness, the Marine 
Corps must also be prepared for conflict 
or crisis in the European theater with 
Russia as it is highly likely that U.S. Eu-
ropean Command will want Marines 
in-theater should an Article V declara-
tion occur against a NATO member. 
Due to the structure and capabilities 
of the MAGTF, the Marine Corps is 
an organic joint force that drives at the 
core of NATO’s desired warfighting 
concept. Nevertheless, should Marine 
Corps units deploy to Europe and be 
placed under NATO command and 
control (C2), there will be critical in-
teroperability shortfalls within tactical-
level logistics that require examination.
	 To begin, there is not a great depth 
for the Marine Corps within NATO. 
Currently, there are 57 NATO billets 
for Marines of which only 5 are related 
to logistics. Secondly, NATO operates 
off the assumption that tactical-level 
logistics is a national responsibility and 
logistics sustainment is only ever exer-
cised at the Corps level or above. These 
two facts are problematic for Marine 
Corps logisticians and commanders 
required to operate within this envi-
ronment. The Marine Corps will have 
a difficult time with NATO integration 
due to the fact that we are not optimized 
to fight at the Corps level and would 

prefer to contribute scalable MAGTF 
type forces below the MEB level based 
on our history and compounded by 
Force Design 2030 changes. 
	 If receiving the correct level of com-
mitment and attention, the Marine 
Corps and NATO are organizations 
that could benefit greatly from one an-
other. These could manifest through 
NATO relying on the Marine Corps to 
be a stand-in Very High Readiness Joint 
Task Force (VJTF) or the Marine Corps 
relying on NATO to provide increased 
training venues across different climes 
and places in a multinational environ-
ment. To make these points relevant to 

today’s challenges, an understanding of 
NATO and how far the organization 
has come since its creation in 1949 is 
helpful.
	 By design, NATO exists as a defen-
sive organization that is focused on de-
terrence with the capability of conduct-
ing limited offensive actions to restore 
the territorial integrity of its members. 
Of the fourteen articles within the 
Washington Treaty, Article V is most 
commonly quoted when discussing 
NATO exercises and/or operations. It 
states, “an armed attack on one or more 
of them in Europe or North America 
shall be considered an attack against 

Tactical-Level Logistics 
Considerations within 

NATO for the USMC
How both organizations could benefit from increased cooperation

by Col Joseph M. Garaux & Capt Kelley B. Johnson 

>Col Garaux is a career Ground Logistics Officer currently serving as the AC/S 
G-3 for 2d MLG and is slated to command Combat Logistics Regiment 2 in the 
summer of 2024. He is a graduate of the NATO Defense College in Rome, Italy, 
and served as the Director of Training for NATO’s Joint Force Training Centre in 
Bydgoszcz, Poland.

>>Capt Johnson is a Ground Logistics Officer currently attending U.S. Army Lo-
gistics Captain’s Career Course. He is a graduate of Expeditionary Warfare School 
and served as the Branch Head of Logistics Plans for Multinational Division South-
East in Bucharest, Romania.

“Logistics is both an enabling and limiting factor in 
operations and sets the parameters for what is strate-
gically achievable, operationally feasible, and tacti-
cally possible.”

—MCDP 4, Logistics
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them all,” which is the right of indi-
vidual or collective defense as deemed 
necessary to protect sovereign nations. 
From a historical perspective, Article 
V has only been invoked one time, 
which was in the aftermath of the 11 
September 2001 attacks on the United 
States, focusing on terror groups in the 
Middle East.1 Although geographically 
isolated from NATO, many member 
nations sent troops to the Middle East 
in an effort to show NATO solidarity 
just after the 9/11 attacks upon the 
United States. While the true success 
of those operations is debatable, one fact 
remains: NATO operated outside of its 
originally intended scope and purpose. 
This was a large step forward because 
it shows how NATO policies, proce-
dures, and doctrine evolved in line with 
national political wills. More than 70 
years since NATO’s creation, there is 
room for current, reasonable interpre-
tations of the text as countries do with 
their own Constitutions. If we wish for 
perhaps the most successful alliance 
in the history of the world to remain 
ahead of its peer/near-peer adversaries, 
it is critically important to look into the 
future through enabling concepts in the 
present.
	 NATO doctrine states, “NATO 
and nations have a collective respon-
sibility for logistic support of Alliance 
operations and missions (AOM). Nev-
ertheless, NATO recognizes that the 
ultimate responsibility for support of 
national forces lies with the respec-
tive nations.”2 For decades, NATO’s 
operations and exercise scenarios have 
deemed logistics as a “national respon-
sibility” quite simply because we have 
been surrounded by enabling factors. 
These factors include having freedom 
of movement via air, sea, and ground 
lines of communication, operating in 
a NATO country, and/or operating in 
a friendly, non-NATO country with 
access to plentiful resources through 
contractor support to operations and 
host-nation support. However, more 
recent command-post exercises have be-
gun notionally tasking NATO forces to 
operate outside NATO countries or in 
contested territory to simulate attacks 
into hostile environments to achieve 
their objectives. This sort of mission 

on hostile territory is unrealistic in 
the sense that NATO doctrine does 
not support these types of exercises 
and operations, most notably from a 
logistical perspective. The restoration 
of territorial integrity-type missions on 
friendly territory is much more realistic 
based on the ongoing Russia-Ukraine 
conflict that many NATO countries on 
the eastern flank are hoping to avoid a 
spillover into their territory. The Rus-
sia-Ukraine conflict has highlighted the 
criticality and difficulties surrounding 
logistics, which NATO must focus on 
at a lower tactical level in order to set 
common conditions for exercises and/
or operations. From this perspective, 
the Marine Corps is the ideal organiza-
tion to partner with NATO members 
since this exact problem set has been 
the focus of the Marine Corps since 
the introduction of Force Design 2030 
but in a different theater. 
	 After taking part in many exercises 
and attending a plethora of planning 
conferences, it is apparent that division-
level commands and below are left to 
national training only in NATO when 
it comes to exercises because the normal 
focus is on corps-level and above. How-
ever, when looking from the operational 
level, a division-level command is re-
sponsible for bridging the gap between 
the tactical and operational levels, 
which is arguably the most important 
link within the chain of command. 
By putting less emphasis on tactical-
level command and control, we risk our 
ability to decisively exploit success and 
gain tempo during offensive, kinetic 
engagements. Luckily for NATO, the 
Marine Corps almost exclusively trains 
at the tactical level in an expeditionary 
manner within the MEU, MEB, and 
sometimes in MEF constructs which 
are comparable to the NATO Response 
Force construct. 
	 The biggest issue NATO faces with-
in the logistics realm is that doctrine is 
largely focused on the operational level. 
Although the same ideas can be used at 
the tactical level, there are no specific 
Allied Tactical Publications for logis-
tics to assist in making the appropriate 
transition. Additionally, since logistics 
is notably referred to as a “national re-
sponsibility,” the existing doctrine es-

sentially tells the reader what logistics 
is and the options available instead of 
how to actually conduct it. That being 
said, NATO does, in fact, have a large 
amount of terminology and concepts 
that discuss how to bridge any gaps 
in fluctuating contribution levels (na-
tional support element, logistics lead 
nation, logistic role specialist nation, 
multinational integrated logistic unit, 
etc.), which sometimes helps but often 
causes more confusion on responsibili-
ties if these options are utilized but not 
clearly defined. The problem is that the 
evolution from logistics as a national 
responsibility to a NATO responsibility 
is a lengthy process due to its strategic-
level oversight if not already previously 
agreed. One of the ways this shortfall 
could be mitigated is through the VJTF 
conducting logistics planning and train-
ing as a truly joint unit, similar to the 
MAGTF, on an annual basis instead of 
as separate entities (air, land, maritime). 
Each component has specific strengths 
and weaknesses that must be identified 
and assessed early on if mutual sup-
port is to be achieved. NATO/VJTF 
members could, in theory, use existing 
tactical-level doctrine from the Marine 
Corps to develop concepts that can be 
agreed upon by the nations regarding 
how to conduct logistics. This is not to 
say the VJTF needs to conduct ship-to-
shore amphibious assaults; rather, it is 
a suggestion to highlight the require-
ment for a more progressive approach 
toward integrated training amongst the 
component commands. 
	 One of NATO’s goals is to standard-
ize all that is possible in order to gener-
ate a common understanding amongst 
contributing nations. However, if this 
is only done at the conceptual level and 
left up to interpretation by each individ-
ual nation, NATO members will experi-
ence an unnecessary amount of friction 
when the time comes for collaboration. 
This is not to say all countries are simi-
larly organized or capable; rather, it is a 
way to create synergy through expecta-
tion management. Some examples of 
more detailed standardization include: 
defining a standard day of supply for a 
NATO soldier; clarifying the national 
support element structure and locations 
in-theater; agreeing on the distances be-
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tween logistical nodes; using the same 
unit of measurement to determine 
quantities; operating when we cannot 
rely on contractor support to opera-
tions/host nation support; streamlining 
C2 and reports and returns, especially 
if a nation does not possess a NATO 
functional area service (FAS); and de-
termining if host nations will provide 
logistics in contested spaces. Without 
a baseline agreement or understanding 
of the aforementioned topics, NATO 
commanders could be accepting un-
necessary risks that their staff could 
otherwise mitigate. An example of a 
NATO attempt to standardize logistics 
is likely through the use of the logistics 
FAS (LOGFAS). When utilized prop-
erly, this network of programs can help 
track all logistics functions, classes of 
supply, and requirements from the stra-
tegic down to the tactical level. Should 
LOGFAS be used properly, expanded to 
incorporate other FASs, and introduced 
more widely across NATO members/
Services, much of the ambiguity to the 
questions above from a logistics per-
spective can be removed.
	 Furthermore, if NATO deems lo-
gistics as a national responsibility, then 
NATO commands are left in a reaction-
ary position which is not advantageous 
when time is limited. Most solutions 
to this dilemma are legal documents 
such as technical arrangements or bi/
multi-lateral agreements, but they re-
quire long lead times. This also gets far 
more complicated when discussing mul-
tinational units and how an national 
support element structure works to 
support the troop-contributing nations 
under operational control. Many will 
mention this is a Joint Logistic Support 
Group issue at the operational level to 
coordinate logistics via logistics control 
at the theater logistics base. However, 
this is heavily conceptual, implies an ask 
instead of task relationship, and is rarely 
exercised with the units they would be 
supporting since logistics control “does 
not confer authority over nationally-
owned resources held by a national sup-
port element, except as agreed in the 
transfer of authority or in accordance 
with NATO principles and policies 
for logistics.”3 Based on these realities, 
the self-sustaining MAGTF—which 

is the cornerstone of Marine Corps 
operations—will become highly desir-
able by Supreme Allied Commander 
Europe and U.S. European Command 
should Article V be invoked. The lack 
of bureaucracy and multinational coor-
dination of the Marine Corps tactical 
logistics system within a MAGTF will 
make it the most effective and timely 
force for initial conventional operations. 
The Marine Corps needs to be prepared 
for this request and building its resident 
understanding of NATO would be a 
great start. 
	 NATO exercises should shift from 
command post-exercises at the opera-
tional level, to more tactically focused 
ones that deal with real movements and 
sustainment in the countries assigned to 
certain headquarters. They should also 
focus on using units that would actu-
ally be attached in order to familiarize 
themselves with standing operating pro-
cedures, tactics, techniques, and proce-
dures, and other important knowledge 
for operating together. This must be 
approached through a crawl-walk-run 
method by forming baseline concepts, 
conducting table-top exercises/rehearsal 
of concept walks, and ultimately us-
ing real-world units to conduct field 
exercises across a realistic area of op-
eration. These exercises can be tailored 
to simulate the intention of NATO in 
defensive, territorial restoration with 
limited counterattacks, or offensive, 
highly kinetic operations into hostile, 
non-NATO territory. This is not to say 
we need to conduct full-scale exercises 
of this nature; rather, it is to highlight 
that if we do not attempt small-scale 
exercises with a reasonable expectation 
of failure then we will never progress. 
The Marine Corps has been heavily 
experimenting with the expedition-
ary advanced base operations concept 
which places a premium on tactical-level 
logistics due to its austere, disaggregated 
nature. Although the focus of this con-
cept is rooted in the U.S. Indo-Pacific 
Command theater, there is no reason 
the same fundamentals cannot be used 
across the U.S. European Command/
NATO area of operations, which still 
makes the Marine Corps a force of 
choice for NATO. To achieve long-
term sustainment under this concept, 

NATO interoperability will eventually 
need to be achieved at the tactical level. 
The desired NATO unit to experiment 
with a pseudo-expeditionary advanced 
base operations concept would be the 
VJTF due to their composition and tac-
tically focused purpose, which could 
draw on logistics shortfalls from the 
bottom-up.
	 In conclusion, NATO needs to focus 
on tactical-level exercises and operations 
with an emphasis on logistics solutions 
to emerging challenges because leav-
ing logistics to individual nations is 
fraught with error and gaps. This fact 
has been recognized by the leadership 
of both NATO training centers in 
Poland and Norway. If NATO does 
not begin shifting efforts now then an 
engagement against a peer/near-peer ad-
versary could prove devastating. From 
the realm of logistics specifically, this 
means putting less emphasis on stra-
tegic- and operational-level reception, 
staging, and onward movement exercis-
es in order to allow our Corps’ divisions 
and brigades to focus on sustainment 
from the warfighting perspective. It is 
also critical to stop insisting that units 
will “play” logistics during exercises and 
instead make funding and training ven-
ues available at the tactical level so we 
can do logistics. Although the Marine 
Corps is heavily investing in the U.S. 
Indo-Pacific Command theater, it may 
be time to re-invest in Europe given cur-
rent events and historical anecdotes that 
large-scale conflicts are not fought on 
a single front. A reinvigorated relation-
ship between the Marine Corps and 
NATO with an emphasis on tactical-
level logistics is both needed and would 
prove symbiotic to ensuring our war‑ 
fighting capability that may be called 
upon at a moment’s notice.

Notes
1. NATO, The North Atlantic Treaty, 1949. 

2. NATO Standardization Office, Allied Joint 
Doctrine for Logistics (Brussels: 2018).

3. Ibid. 
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W ith the release of MCDP 
4, Logistics, leadership 
correctly responded to 
realities of logistics in 

the Pacific and responded by updat-
ing doctrine. In Chapter 1, the pub-
lication reads: “Logistics applications 
(art) and calculations (science) occur 
in a contested environment. Logistics 
ensures the right support is in the right 
place at the right time.”1 However, even 
with this excellent and needed update, 
MCDP 4’s doctrinal visualizations of a 
logistics chain, web, or written word do 
not provide a useful mental template for 
commanders or logistics experts to use 
when developing concepts of logistics 
support on the modern battlefield; it 
does not provide a tool for the science 
or art described. Overall, the Marine 
Corps continues to lack an applicable 
logistics-oriented logistics framework. It 
is only through reasonable and prudent 
ideas, offered by experienced Marines 
and sailors, that commanders can create 
all-inclusive views of tactical through 
strategic logistics considerations. There 
is a better answer. Following the conclu-
sion of World War II and during the 
Korean conflict, the preeminent naval 
logistics mind of the time, ADM Henry 
Eccles, developed a process for leaders to 
systematically review logistics challeng-
es and develop solutions. With minor 
updates, using the Admiral’s process, 
it is ready for Marine Corps use.
	 In some unique circumstances, such 
as an assignment to Marine Corps 
forces components and MEUs, the 
Special Purpose MAGTF may con-
sider the undeniable interconnected-
ness of tactical through operational 
logistics—the cognitive level of logis-

tics—but only by coincidence along 
the way. The Joint Force expectations 
of the Marine Corps, through com-
petition, crisis, or conflict, demand a 
conceptual structure to rapidly develop 
creative solutions and adapt to logistics 
challenges. Specifically, expeditionary 
advance base operations require a ho-
listic view of the interdependencies of 
authorities and capabilities within a 
combatant command or joint operating 
area. Our logisticians must think joint, 
viewing tactical successes (or failures) 
in connection to operational and stra-
tegic logistics implications. In support 
of those tactical forces, expeditionary 
forces must expend each gallon of fuel, 
vial of morphine, or anti-ship missile 
as if irreplaceable, understanding the 
impact on the supply chain through 
the Joint Logistics Enterprise and the 
greater industrial base. 
	 Current worldwide realities require 
commanders and logistics experts to 
conceptualize logistics actions within 
their assigned area of operations and to 
do so in an easy-to-understand process. 
Today, logisticians recognize it is not a 
single Marine Corps process required 
to increase lethality but a holistic Naval 
Service view of logistics leveraged to in-
crease flexibility and lethality. Adapting 
this idea to the 21st-century battlefield, 
a joint-combined planning outline that 

considers the entire Joint Force, along 
with our allies and partners around the 
globe, will increase the speed of decision 
and efficiency within the naval logistics 
enterprise at the tactical, operational, 
and strategic levels. Starting with ideas 
put forth by ADM Eccles in 1950, an 
updated theater logistics planning ring 
is the answer to unifying the joint-com-
bined and civilian logistics enterprise 
for tomorrow’s evolving battlefield 
and executing the theorems described 
within MCDP 4. The theater logistics 
planning ring is the mental model for 
deconstructing requirements and im-
pacts. This will increase implicate co-
ordination between logistics planners 
and commanders throughout the Joint 
Logistics Enterprise.
	 ADM Henry Eccles authored many 
useful publications on logistics. A re-
view of, “Fundamentals of Strategy: 
The Legacy of Henry Eccles,” “Basic 
Elements of Naval Logistics,” “Theatre 
Logistic Planning,” and his defining 
publication, Operational Naval Logis-
tics, provide the historical basis and a 
starting point for a modern understand-
ing of operational logistics in a mari-
time environment. Many of the ideas 
described in Operational Naval Logistics 
remain applicable to our Joint Force. 
The following modifications serve as 
an update to the publication’s ideas in 

Admiral Eccles’
Logistics Framework

An answer to expeditionary advanced base operations sustainment
by LtCol Andrew P. Kettner 

>LtCol Kettner is a Logistics Officer assigned to OPNAV N953 as the Global Posi-
tioning Network Lead. He deployed in support of Operation ENDURING FREEDOM 
with Marine Wing Support Squadron 272, was assigned to Combat Logistics 
Regiment 37, 3d MLG, and served with 11th MEU during their WESTERN PACIFIC 
19.2 deployment. He wrote this article while assigned to Marine Corps Logistics 
Operations Group. 
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today’s terms, provide an easily under-
stood basis for a concise and practical 
logistics decision process, grounded in 
science, and immediately applicable for 
the Naval Service. Utilizing this logis-
tics framework for an area of operation 
increases commanders’ understanding 
of the logistics problem, survivability 
of the established system, and increases 
integration in a battle space.
	 ADM Eccles wrote in “Theater 
Logistic Planning,” “How do we co-
ordinate [an] expansion and at the same 
time provide for the efficient support 
of our day-to-day operations?”2 The 
Marine Corps’ answer to this must be 
informed by MCDP 1-4, Competition, 
and MCDP 4. These Service-level docu-
ments are informed and conceptual-
ized using language and ideas outlined 
by the greater Joint Force documents, 
such as the Joint Warfighting Concept 
(to include the Joint Concept for Con-
tested Logistics) and the recently released 
Joint Concept for Competing. However, 
today’s doctrine is awash with similar 
but conflicting definitions of the obvi-
ous answer: “Concept of Logistics Sup-
port” to include MCTP 3-40B, Tactical 
Logistics, Annex D. Noting “supporting 
concept of logistics” as well as “[t]he 
concept of logistics and [Combat Ser-
vice Support] CSS is a broad statement 
of the essential logistics and CSS tasks 
involved in supporting the concept 
of operations.”3 The MAGTF Staff 
Training Program Logistics Planner’s 
Guide adds another term which states; 
“The LCE CONOPS and operations 
overlay provides the LCE and MAGTF 
commanders’ staffs and subordinate 
commanders a visualization of how 
the LCE will support MAGTF opera-
tions.”4 Finally, Joint Publication 4-0, 
Joint Logistics, which is an authority on 
which all DOD logistics occurs, coins 
another definitive term for Marines and 
sailors to consider, Theater Logistics 
Overview, which is “a segment of the 
iterative planning process which ad-
dresses identification, understanding, 
and framing the theater’s mission at 
the campaign level, [not for a specific 
operation].”5 With so many definitions, 
expectations for staffs and commanders 
are vastly different and unpredictable 
from one command to the next; thus, 

a singular understood method of plan-
ning in an area of operations is required.
	 Logistically setting conditions in the 
world described by MCDP 1-4, Com-
petition, requires a constant iterative 
review of campaign priorities—which 
forms the basis for paragraph four of 
the Logistics Annex D in an operations 
order. The mental image of both friend-
ly and enemy logistics capability is the 
heart and soul of the day-to-day opera-
tions in competition, crisis, or conflict. 
It provides the material build-up for the 
initiation of offensive kinetic operations 
or maintenance of required material 
for the conduct of operations in com-
petition. However, this creates biases, 
false assumptions, and acceptance of 
risk by commanders as our logisticians 
start planning by attempting to fill in 
the sub-elements of paragraph four 
instead of viewing the entirety of the 
battlespace. ADM Eccles provides a 
more effective means to frame an area 
of operations logistically in his version 
from 1950, with updates for Marine 
Corps use, when he writes, “Let inter-
ested logisticians start in the center of 
this.”6

	 ADM Eccles highlights in this 
cogitative framework chart a means 
for logistics-minded Marines to frame 
and effectively develop a concept of 
logistics support. A logistician utilizes 
the diagram from the inside out start-
ing with realities within the battlespace 

from tactical through strategic. In the 
modern lexicon, a logistics-minded 
Marine starts their mental framework 
in the first ring. The Marine must un-
derstand the conditions of the area of 
operation, area of influence, and area 
of interest through effective problem 
framing and intelligence preparation 
of the battlespace, to include a physical 
network analysis. This is followed, but 
equally important, by the MAGTF’s 
scheme of maneuver, what time, force, 
and space considerations, and what 
other elements of the Joint Logistics 
Enterprise are available for mutual 
support—with special consideration 
to prioritization of a command’s com-
bat service support requirements. The 
leader sees the scheme of maneuver 
through support hierarchy, dependents, 
and dependencies. These questions are 
basic, fundamental, required, and foun-
dational for consideration of a support-
able concept of operations. They each 
should be instructed at Marine Corps 
Combat Service Support Schools and 
reinforced through a career of intellec-
tual growth and experience. This is the 
easy answer. These questions should 
be provided as introductory training 
at Marine Corps formal schools and 
reinforced through training and educa-
tion throughout professional military 
education. 
	 The second ring is an updated from 
ADM Eccles’s original depiction and 

ADM Eccles highlights in this cogitative framework chart a means for logistics minded.  (Figure 
provided by author.)
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now includes the twenty functions of 
Marine Corps logistics. Tactical, opera-
tional, or strategic logistics functions 
are considered during each exercise and 
if required applied to the development 
of a concept of logistics support. An ad-
ept logistician will find some functions 
from operational and strategic levels are 
as important as the tactical require-
ments and should be presented to the 
commander for decision in the context 
of the fundamental considerations of the 

modified figure. Finally, in line with the 
original framework of ADM Eccles, the 
commander, invested with appropriate 
authorities and understanding of the 
logistics battlespace, selects a decision. 
ADM Eccles provides the following op-
tions: “The commander will decide to 
exercise direct control of certain’ func-
tions. In other cases, the commander 
will delegate control to subordinate 
commanders or staff officers. In some 
instances, commanders will consoli-
date all certain activities, and other 
will merely outline general policies. It 
is wise in certain matters, particularly 
problems, which may work themselves 
out if left alone.”7 In today’s context, 
those selected by the commanding offi-
cer become the subfunctions of the con-
cept of logistics support. Depending on 
echelon command and associated area 
of operations, the logistically minded 
commander will adjust their form of 
control based on risk to mission, risk 
to force, and authorities.
	 Planning for a logistics operation 
must be conducted with strategic 
implications in mind. In operational 
logistics planning, most logistic tasks 
are delegated to adjacent DOD Services 
and echelon commanders acting in sup-
port. The need to keep the enemy off 
balance requires offensive operations 
to be launched as rapidly as logistic 
considerations permit. Since task force 
planning staffs cannot be rapidly as-

sembled and start to plan effectively, it 
is necessary for the geographic combat-
ant commander to prepare many of the 
plans that in theory should be made by 
a Joint task force commander. There 
simply is no single staff who can do this 
work in time to meet target dates. By 
adopting this framework for logistics 
decision-making implicit communica-
tion is increased enhancing top-down 
planning, integrated planning, and a 
single-battle construct.

	 The former Commandant defined 
logistics as the pacing threat for Marine 
consideration and experimentation. It 
is not through technology, new com-
mands, or a louder repeat of most recent 
logistics tactics, techniques, and pro-
cedures that will answer the challenge 
of a peer versus peer engagement but 
an increased understanding of logis-
tics problem framing considerations 
within the context of littoral areas of 
operations in illy defined or developed 
logistics areas of responsibilities. Con-
sider the following vignette of the use 
of this framework:
	 In an area of operation established 
within an area of responsibility, a logistics 
chief provides a concept of logistics support 
update brief to the commanding officer in 
a small shake at a foreign country’s port. 
He notes for the next month he recom-
mends “hold tight” and “exercise control” 
on use of anti-ship missiles as the joint 
task forces prioritization of common user 
logistics has changed to another joint task 
force during this phase of competition; this 
combined with the current labor strike at 
the Australian Army armory will reduce 
production and shipment by 75 percent 
with only three DOD identification codes 
arriving to the command’s expeditionary 
advanced base operation supporting posi-
tion this summer through inter-theater 
lift. The commanding officer, armed 
with a more developed understanding 
of the logistics enterprise in and around 

the area of operation makes the correct 
decision. 
	 While the enemy, weather, and 
friendly actions continually reshape the 
mental picture within a commander’s 
and staff’s mind, logistics realities may 
not. The Marine Corps must adopt a 
feasible, and proven, mental framework 
to account for these realities and make 
informed and intertwined recommen-
dations. However, once the staff work 
has provided recommendations and 
the commanding officer has decided, 
ADM Eccles offers the following in his 
writing: “[Marines] must understand a 
reasonably good plan understood and 
is feasible of accomplishment is far 
superior to the ‘perfect plan’ which is 
difficult to understand and issued too 
late. So there always comes a time when 
a commander must say This is it-Let 
well enough alone-No more changes!”8 
Utilizing this framework, the Marine 
Corps can most effectively implement 
MCDP 4, support the Commandant’s 
intent, and prepare for actions through-
out the competition spectrum and 
provide a Service-understood means 
to provide a concept of logistics sup-
port for expeditionary advanced base 
operations.

Notes
1. Headquarters Marine Corps, MCDP 4, Lo-
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2. Henry Eccles, “Theatre Logistic Planning,” 
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3. Department of the Navy, MCTP 3-40B, Tac-
tical-Level Logistics, (Washington, DC: 2018).
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5. Department of Defense, Joint Publication 
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T he question of sustainment 
during a future conflict with 
China challenges decades of 
amphibious planning and 

demands new and creative answers. Lo-
gistics infiltration is necessary within a 
contested littoral where U.S. forces do 
not possess sea control and must op-
erate inside an ever-growing weapons 
engagement zone (WEZ). The former 
Commandant of the Marine Corps 
outlined in Force Design 2030 that a 
shift to expeditionary advanced base 
operations (EABO) is the key to win-
ning the next big war in the Pacific.1 
The luxury and excesses of traditional 
logistics will not be feasible in a future 
fight in the Pacific. To achieve success 
in a desperate future conflict in the Pa-
cific, the Marine Corps should pursue 
the development of man-portable, au-
tonomous, semi-submersible drones to 
deliver critical sustainment and comple-
ment existing connectors and sustain-
ment methods.

The Problem
	 In the next fight, freedom to maneu-
ver through the air and sea domains is 
guaranteed to no one. Legacy methods 
of logistical resupply are easily targeted 
and quickly attrited within the first is-
land chain and beyond.2 Fortunately, 
there are technologies, platforms, and 
tactics currently in development that 
will aid greatly in the logistics challenge 
against a modern, peer threat by provid-
ing an extremely robust and redundant 
system of logistics delivery. Many of 
these systems, though, are not ready to 
be fielded for years, and a conflict with 
China could plausibly occur well before 
many platforms are in use.

	 The Marine Corps is pursuing new 
approaches to sustainment in a con-
tested environment that challenges the 
relevance of legacy logistics methods. 
The Light Amphibious Warship, now 
known as the Landing Ship Medium, 
is well suited for troop transport and 
could serve as a logistics connector but 
remains a signature-producing ship in 
a sensor-flooded environment.3 21st-
century foraging is one growing concept 
that has gained traction recently but 
still struggles to prove effective even 
in permissive environments.4 Both 
the Landing Ship Medium and 21st-
century foraging hold the capacity to 
prove critical in providing a portion 
of sustainment in a contested littoral 
but require either fielding or extensive 
further development to become effec-
tive. In a massive conflict with a peer 
competitor, the Marine Corps must 
challenge the status quo and build as 
much creative redundancy as possible.
	 Force Design 2030 adamantly pursues 
nonregular shipping methods such as 
employing large semi-submersible craft, 
that operate with the preponderance 
of the hull underwater, for logistics 
infiltration.5 This could be a very ef-
fective means of logistics resupply but 
presents its own set of issues, primar-
ily in cost and operation. For instance, 
many large submersibles, like the Orca 
unmanned submersible, cost over 100 

million dollars and require exquisitely 
trained personnel to operate the plat-
form.6 Large semi-submersible craft 
have been effective in drug smuggling 
and the concept is certainly applicable 
to the Pacific theater.7 However, large 
semi-submersibles produce a signature, 
present transportability requirements 
to arrive in theater, require extensive 
training to operate, and may have sig-
nificant issues traversing coral that sur-
rounds many islands within the first 
and second island chains. Ultimately, 
the Marine Corps requires a sustain-
ment platform that produces extremely 
low signature, can be employed by all 
Marines, can navigate the key terrain 
throughout the island chains, and is 
cost-effective enough to sustain losses 
with little impact on operations.

The Solution
	 The Autonomous Tethered Logistics 
Apparatus (ATLA) concept, which was 
developed by this author, is part of the 
solution to a complex problem. The 
ATLA drone is a small, man-portable, 
semi-submersible drone that tows a dry 
bag on the water’s surface. Roughly the 
size of the Expendable Mobile Anti-
Submarine Warfare Training Target, 
this proposed drone is small enough for 
one Marine to easily handle and capable 
of towing up to 100 pounds of sustain-
ment.8 Unlike larger semi-submersible 
craft that have been considered for logis-
tics infiltration, the ATLA drone tows 
its load rather than containing its de-
livered sustainment internally. Produc-
tion of an ATLA drone would not be 
overly difficult given the right resources. 
A 3D printer, long-endurance battery, 
propulsion mechanism, and either a 

Big Fight, Small
Logistics Apparatus

The ATLA concept in a contested littoral
by Capt Ross Ochs
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GPS receiver with an antenna above 
the surface of the water or a small radio 
receiver and programmable compass 
would complete the drone. The ATLA 
concept would not resupply large items 
but would serve exceptionally well as 
a delivery platform for food, medical 
supplies, small parts, batteries, and in 
some cases, ammo and fuel.

ATLA Load Planning
	 The ATLA concept can be employed 
at the lowest levels and does not require 
highly trained operators or expensive 
platforms. ATLA drones are stackable 
and easily stored in QUADCONs along 
with required dry bags, line, and cara-
biners to complete the system. QUAD-
CONs outfitted with up to 72 ATLA 
systems are easily pre-staged within the 
island chains and aboard amphibious 
shipping (Figure 1). The drone can be 
deployed from shipping, aircraft, shore-
to-shore, and submarines. The ATLA 
drone is essentially an autonomous am-
phibious Speedball method of logistics 
within a maritime littoral.9 Unlike other 
larger platforms, ATLA drones could 
be issued to a combat logistics battal-
ion as an organic battalion-level asset 
that provides flexibility and options in 
a contested littoral. 

ATLA Concept of Employment
	 The ATLA drone would operate in 
swarms or pods, pinging with a GPS 
receiver to navigate to its final destina-
tion. It could also receive a short-range 
signal from shore to navigate to the unit 
requiring resupply or operate from 
programmed waypoints. As it would 
not transmit a signal, the ATLA drone 
would be extremely difficult to sense 
in the electromagnetic spectrum. Due 
to its small, semi-submersible surface 
skimming silhouette, the ATLA drone 
is challenging to observe either by air, 
land, or sea. Low cost, practicality, and 
ease of use are strengths the ATLA con-
cept brings to the fight.
	 The ATLA concept provides reli-
able, infiltrated logistics to a dispersed 
force. Expeditionary advanced bases 
(EABs) are dispersed but work together 
in an area denial role.10 The ATLA 
concept provides a network of sustain-
ment between EABs, originating from 

a logistics EAB or contracted civilian 
shipping (Figure 2). Marines conduct-
ing operations from these EABs would 
simply walk to the beach, unclip the 
dry bag full of sustainment, then ei-
ther bury the ATLA drone or send it 
back to a rally point for pick up and 
future use. This concept greatly ex-
tends the ability of Marines conduct-
ing EABO to operate without foraging 
for sustainment, interacting with lo-
cal populations, or creating signatures 
with aircraft and shipping to deliver 
sustainment that could be delivered 
via ATLA drone.
	 EABO will be central to a future 
conflict in the Pacific, but the Marine 
Corps must plan for the eventuality 
of a conventional, contested amphibi-

ous landing on a large scale. Due to 
the Marine Corps’ maneuver warfare 
philosophy, one would like to think 
“contested” would not be defined in 
the same vein as Tarawa. That being 
said, in a contested amphibious as-
sault, it is highly likely naval connectors 
will be targeted and destroyed. Land-
ing Craft Air Cushions can move at a 
high rate of speed, but they must stop 
to unload eventually and the Marine 
Corps and Navy will struggle to pro-
tect critical naval connectors that are 
key to sustaining a forcible entry from 
the sea. The ATLA concept is both 
applicable in EABO and other, larger 
scale, amphibious operations like an 
amphibious assault when employed as 
a swarm.

Figure 2. (Figure provided by author.)

Figure 1. (Figure provided by author.)
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 In this highly contested environ-
ment, the ATLA drone can deploy as 
a swarm from L-Class shipping exit-
ing the WEZ after launching the as-
sault force (Figure 3). For instance, in a 
planned battle drill conducted by com-
bat cargo Marines during an amphibi-
ous assault, pre-staged ATLA drones 
loaded with dry bags of ammo, medical 
supplies, and even jugs of fuel launch 
from the well deck and/or off  the sides 
of L-Class shipping as they debalist and 
egress over the horizon. 
 Traveling on a pre-programmed azi-
muth, swarms of ATLA drones hit the 
beach soon after the fi rst assault waves. 
Dry bags with ammo are retrieved from 
the shoreline and cached at hasty rapid 
replenishment points. ATLA drones 
towing jugs of fuel provide a limited 
amount of fuel on the beach as fuel 
trucks burn in the surf still griped to 
their connectors. 
 This could enable, for instance, LAR 
to conduct a critical screen, a mobile 
reserve at a crucial point, or hunter-
killer teams aboard Ultra-Light Tacti-
cal Vehicles ranging far out to interdict 
an armored counterattack. Essentially, 
the ATLA logistics swarm following 
an amphibious surface assault provides 
critical supply while the assault force 
gains a foothold.

Counterargument
 The obvious counter to the ATLA 
concept would be the conduct of 21st-
century foraging to sustain a force in-
side the WEZ. The Basic School has 
conducted training in foraging with 
new lieutenants prior to them report-
ing to the fl eet to facilitate a baseline 
of foraging knowledge amongst the of-
fi cer corps.11 Twentyfi rst-century for-
aging may work conceptually but poses 
many drawbacks to a force attempting 
to avoid targeting and destruction. 1st 
Bn 12th Marines conducted an exer-
cise in foraging that generated mixed 
results. During operations on the big 
island of Hawaii, the battalion discov-
ered signifi cant red tape, specifi cally 
in lengthy required request times and 
funding that presented major barriers 
to effi  cient foraging from local stores 
like Walmart.12 A slow administrative 
process and language barriers would 

signifi cantly detract from the ability 
of dispersed units to forage food and 
sustainment from the local population 
within the island chains. 
 Furthermore, many islands that 
could be occupied are sparsely populat-
ed and do not have the means to sustain 
a platoon or squad on local commercial 
and private resources. An alternative 
would be living off  the land, which is 
extremely diffi  cult in reality and essen-

tially becomes a full-time task. Main-
taining the ability to self-sustain via the 
ATLA concept would greatly reduce the 
burden on small units forward deployed 
in the WEZ by extending culminating 
points tied to food and batteries.

Conclusion
 The ATLA concept is a novel solu-
tion to sustainment within a contested 
littoral that is not meant to replace other 

AI depiction of a Marine in the � rst island chain unclipping sustainment delivered by an ATLA 
drone. (Photo provided by author.)

Figure 3. (Figure provided by author.)
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methods of sustainment. The ATLA 
concept is one of many solutions to 
ensure the Marine Corps retains its le-
thality in the coming fi ght. ^ignatureে
producing assets like the @anding ̂ hip 
Medium will prove critical to sustain-
ment and transportation but should 
only be used when necessary and not 
for resupply that could be delivered by 
other, less obvious means. TΛentyfi rstে
century foraging will likely pass the bur-
den of sustainment to Marines whose 
mission requirements outpace the 
Marine Corps’ administrative process 
to procure forage. To gain the advan-
tage in a challenging future conМ ict in 
the Pacifi c, the Marine �orps should 
pursue the development of the ATLA 
concept to deliver critical sustainment 
and complement existing connectors 
and sustainment methods.
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Part 1: Issue
     How does the Marine Corps 
maximize cross-functional 
component relationships 

within a joint task force (JTF) opera-
tional concept that addresses formal 
command authorities while leveraging 
capability and capacity from the Ser-
vice components to enable the Marine 
Corps scheme of maneuver?

Part 2: Background
	 The 38th Commandant’s Planning 
Guidance (CPG), authored by Gen 
David H. Berger, outlines five priority 
focus areas: force design, warfighting, 
education and training, core values, and 
command and leadership.1 With the pri-
mary focus area being force design, Gen 
Berger highlights the importance of es-
tablishing Service and functional com-
ponent relationships. Specifically, the 
former Commandant states that “the 
Fleet Marine Force (FMF) will support 
the Joint Force Maritime Component 
Command (JFMCC) and fleet com-
mander concept of operations ... and by 
assigning more Marine Corps forces to 
the Fleet, putting Marine Corps experts 
in the fleet Maritime Operations Cen-
ters.”2 While Gen Berger emphasizes the 
importance of Naval integration and 
reinvigorating the Navy-Marine Corps 
Component Command Relationship, 
he also highlights the causal impact 
of the 1986 Goldwater-Nichols Act, 
which “removed the preponderance of 
the FMF from fleet operational control 
and disrupted the long-standing Navy-
Marine Corps relationship by creating 
separate Navy and Marine Corps com-
ponents within joint forces.”3 The effort 
and means required to rebuild and rein-
vigorate the Service relationships across 
the Navy-Marine Corps team has been 
defined as “complicated,” predicated on 

implied guidance for mutual alignment 
in operational execution and adminis-
trative action across both Services.
	 Executing the CPG will require 
overcoming operational and cultural 
biases that were tacitly created and op-
erationalized over decades during com-
bat operations in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
The current operational lateral limits of 
force structure and power projection 
coupled with the expanding threat in 
the INDOPACOM theatre of opera-
tions necessitates the Joint Force to le-
verage time now capacity and capability 
across the Services to enable respective 
Service schemes of maneuver. Marine 
Corps commanders are being required 
to constantly evaluate the trade space 
between operational commitments and 
rehearsal training relative to the impacts 
of force design and the capabilities and 
effects they aim to create. This complex-
ity or the multiplicity of key decision 
factors presents a cause-and-effect rela-
tionship made more difficult due to the 
uncertainty of the time and linkages of 
second and third-order effects that may 
impede the execution of policy.4 The 
operational interdependencies stated 
within the CPG, namely those that are 
in partnership with the Navy, are pres-
ent at every major operational level of 
command. 
	 Meeting present-day operational re-
quirements while addressing the force 
structure of the future is becoming 
increasingly difficult at a time when 

the United States’ global hegemony is 
being contested. In the CPG, the for-
mer Commandant states, “Institutional 
changes that follow this CPG will be 
based on a long-term view and singular 
focus on where we want the Marine 
Corps to be in the next 5–15 years.”5 

The CPG is almost four years old; the 
Marine Corps has already divested to 
invest per the CPG in manpower and 
material. However, the means and 
methods the Marine Corps and the 
Navy approach to naval integration is 
still a conjecture-based discussion and 
can be argued as myopic in approach 
when considering joint operations in 
the INDOPACOM theatre. Specific to 
the JFMCC, the supporting maritime 
operations centers (MOC) do not have 
the current capacity and capability to 
integrate, synchronize, and enable the 
Marine Corps scheme of maneuver in 
competition and conflict. While both 
Marine and Navy leadership agree that 
more integration between staffs will 
help “rebuild and reinvigorate the ser-
vice relationships across the Navy-Ma-
rine Corps team,” as the CPG suggests, 
the current operational limitations in 
both structural capacity and operation-
al joint capability of the MOC prove 
insufficient to accomplish the directives 
outlined in the CPG. To set conditions 
to integrate, synchronize, and enable 
the MAGTF scheme of maneuver, a 
broader awareness of how to leverage 
current joint capacity and capability 

Integration at Echelon
Maximizing functional component relationships
to enable the Marine Corps scheme of maneuver

by Col Daniel B. Taylor
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across the functional components is es-
sential for Marine formations to operate 
within a joint construct. The ability to 
integrate at echelon, not just within the 
JFMCC, will be required to effectively 
deploy and operate within a joint force 
construct. 

Part 3: Analysis
	 The 2022 National Defense Strategy 
states the People’s Republic of China 
is the pacing challenge for the DOD.6 
Destabilizing military and political 
actions from acute state actors such as 
Russia and Iran will increase pressure 
on “how the U.S. military will meet 
growing threats to vital U.S. national 
security interests and a stable and open 
international system.”7 Specific to the 
CPG, INDOPACOM represents a 
unique blend of political, military, and 
socio-economic challenges across an un-
matched area of operational expanse 
requiring joint, integrated force projec-

tion and associated response options 
using all instruments of national power. 
North Korean nuclear advancements 
and provocative testing will require U.S. 
Forces Korea to maintain a deterrence 
posture capable of offensive action if 
required. The People’s Republic of 
China is escalating its political rhetoric 
concerning Taiwan with increased mili-
tary activities in and around the East 
China Sea and the Straits of Taiwan. 
In the South China Sea, the People’s 
Republic of China is destabilizing re-
gional security through advancements 
in forward basing, economic influence, 
and humanitarian manipulation. 
	 The U.S. military is not equipped 
or task-organized to address a peer-peer 
conflict in the INDOPACOM theater 
as a cohesive Joint Force. Inconsistencies 
between Service doctrines—particular-
ly regarding command authorities and 
the approval, apportionment, adjudica-
tion, and synchronization of fires and 

maneuver with integrated non-kinetic 
layered effects—pose critical problems 
to the military force. Annual Tier 1 and 
2 joint exercises designed to assess how 
to integrate and synchronize the Joint 
Force all too often quickly devolve 
into Service parochialisms and white-
cell cards that obfuscate the scrutiny 
needed to provide Service reflections 
relative to the joint integration process 
and required competency. Specific to 
joint targeting and fires, joint targeting 
processes and approvals are held at the 
Echelon 1 (combatant command) or 
Echelon 2 (component command) level 
of command, whereas joint fires execu-
tion is an Echelon 3 (numbered fleet/
MEF) or below function. The ability 
of the MAGTF to prosecute targets at 
risk in a joint environment is predicated 
on the assumption that Marines across 
the echelon of command are properly 
integrated and trained to bridge the 
operational and tactical level of war 

continuum. Additional operational 
friction stems from the advancements 
in aviation platforms and long-range 
weapons systems that require further 
joint integration based on operational 
ranges and the synergistic effects they 
can achieve. Service-specific organic 
command and control organizations 
have matured to support these systems 
and will be employed at the tactical edg-
es of friction to enable the ability to 
communicate, sense, and shoot targets 
that are being held at risk. To fully lever-
age the capability of the U.S. military, 
a solid understanding of these doctri-
nal differences and Service approaches 
must be understood and exercised in 
competition/steady-state operations 
and rehearsal events at the joint level to 
enable success in conflict. A misunder-
standing of these Service parallels and 
inconsistencies will further perpetuate 
operational biases and lead to planning 
deficiencies, mission gaps, operational 

cavitation, and potential fratricides. 
While we must continue to train and 
task organize to fight as Service entities, 
the insight and proficiency required for 
seamless integration and execution is a 
requirement to operate within the JTF 
framework.
	 The fragmented nature of our cur-
rent approach to joint operations neces-
sitates that we develop and train doc-
trinal integration procedures between 
Service and functional components. 
Current doctrine enables the Service 
components to remain autonomous, 
leveraging their operational experience 
formed from sustained operations in the 
Korean peninsula, Iraq, and Afghani-
stan that maximize organic lethality 
while lacking integrated systems, joint 
training, and interoperability to mass 
fires and effects across the joint war‑ 
fighting domain. The ability of the 
Marine Corps to execute in competi-
tion and conflict is predicated on the 
ability to integrate at echelon across the 
functional components to increase op-
erational awareness of joint processes, 
establish habitual relationships, and 
build intrinsic trust. Foremost, dem-
onstrating operational competency will 
be required to enable the execution of 
mission-type orders in a joint opera-
tional construct. The CPG states that 
the “Marine Corps must maximize our 
inherent relationship with the Navy, 
along with our expertise coordinating 
elements of the MAGTF, to effectively 
coordinate across all warfighting do-
mains to support the Joint Force.” To do 
this, we cannot rely solely on functional 
component command authority wire 
diagrams that denote administrative 
control, tactical control, and operation-
al control. To support the Joint Force, 
the Marine Corps needs to seek out tac-
tical and operational centers of gravity 
that will provide the ability to monitor, 
coordinate, advise, train, and assist in 
MAGTF employment, synchronize 
embedded operations, and Service in-
tegration. In essence, the Marine Corps 
cannot blindly subjugate itself to the 
JFMCC and the MOC when balanc-
ing the operational requirements that 
span across multiple contingencies and 
operational plans. The future fight may 
have the MAW as the main effort for 

The U.S. military is not equipped or task-organized to 
address a peer-peer conflict in the INDOPACOM the-
ater as a cohesive Joint Force.
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the MEF, placing a natural emphasis 
on air component operational centers 
of gravity to maximize the respective 
capacity and capability to enable Ma-
rine formations to integrate and operate 
effectively. The objective is to establish 
the operational unit framework, orga-
nization structure, and command rela-
tionships with authorities to enable the 
deployment and integration of Marine 
personnel across the JTF and the sub-
ordinate commands. As force design 
evolves, reprioritization of physical, 
monetary, and human capital should 
be aligned to those commands where 
cross-Service coordination and access to 
communicate or influence joint func-
tional component stakeholders exist. 
The priority should be using existing 
operational command structure with 
available capacity that enables access 
and awareness of JFMCC, Joint Force 
land component, and Joint Force air 
component command relationships and 
requisite authorities, enabling force in-
tegration and synchronization, force 
flow, and if required, maneuver, target-
ing fires, and effects. 
	 The current Marine Corps approach 
to joint operations necessitates that we 
develop and train doctrinal integration 
procedures between Service compo-
nents at the operational level of war. 

The MEF operates at the tactical level 
and the staff, operational planning, 
and execution biases are aligned re-
spectively to MAGTF-centric organic 
fire and maneuver. Marine manpower 
is at a premium and in a zero-sum game 
competition for force structure. For 
force structure to be built somewhere 
outside established Marine formations, 
the structure will have to be pulled from 
elsewhere causing a constant balance 
of assessing where to place Marines 
with the right experience to optimize 
a desired operational effect. Changes in 
operational design, specifically resident 
within INDOPACOM, necessitated 
the role of Marines to be integrated into 
joint operational centers and functional 
component staffs with a singular pur-
pose of integration into joint planning 
and operations. Permanent placement 
of Marines at echelon will enable the in-
tegration and execution of Marine for-
mations during training and execution 
while mitigating rotational amnesia and 
providing permanent and persistent ac-
cess to joint and Service equities.

Part 4: Implementation 
	 To operate effectively in a joint en-
vironment, Marines will need to be 
integrated at echelon across joint op-
erational centers of gravity to provide 

awareness and perform the required 
functions at the operational level of 
war—addressing gaps, holes, and seams 
that occur between the operational and 
tactical level. The recommended actions 
below are suggested to provide immedi-
ate awareness and to promote discus-
sion regarding the required capability 
to enable Marine formations to execute 
within joint operational constructs. 
They may be executed singularly or 
in series, with the preferred method of 
simultaneous execution. 

Action 1: Permanent Marine Liaison 
Element at the Air Operations Center(s)
	 The Marine Force commander 
lacks a permanent and direct repre-
sentation of functional component 
commands specific to operational 
matters pertaining to MAGTF inte-
gration during competition and crisis. 
Per Joint Publication 3-30 Appendix F, 
the Marine liaison element (MARLE) 
is doctrinally embedded within the 
air operations center (AOC) for each 
geographic combatant commander. By 
definition, “The MARLE is the Marine 
Corps forces commander’s representa-
tive within the AOC and is responsive 
to the Joint Force air component on 
matters pertaining to Marine Corps 
operations. The MARLE provides 
feedback to organizations within the 
AOC on current and future joint air 
operations concerning integration of 
force requirements.”8 The AOC is the 
singular purpose-built weapon and 
command and control system for use 
at the operational level of war that, by 
design, has the capacity and capability 
to integrate Marines to enable full spec-
trum-all domain effects. The AOC’s 
embedded Service liaison elements ad-
vocate and enable functional compo-
nent integration. The current Marine 
Corps approach to joint operations as 
defined by the CPG necessitates that we 
develop and train doctrinal integration 
procedures between Service compo-
nents. The CPG orientation focuses 
on the JFMCC, and as such the MOC 
is inferred as the operations center of 
choice for Marine augmentation. The 
current capability of the MOC is not 
equipped or staffed to enable and inte-
grate the Marine Corps’ multi-domain 

Effective joint operations require integration of forces and staffs across the echelons of com-
mand. This integration requires Marines trained to bridge the tactical and operational levels 
of war. (Photo by Cpl Eric Ramirez.)
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scheme of maneuver. A MARLE (along 
with the Naval Amphibious Liaison 
Element) located at the AOC lever-
ages available capacity and capability 
to connect the operational and tacti-
cal levels of war. Resident within the 
AOC, where doctrinally joint air and 
surface fi res that generate kinetic and 
non-kinetic eff ects are centrally adju-
dicated, the MARLE provides a sin-
gular focus of ensuring Marine Corps 
equities are integrated and serviced by 
joint eff ects regardless of domain or Ser-
vice. Changes in operational design, 
specifically within INDOPACOM, 
necessitate the role of the MARLE at 
the AOC. Permanent MARLE place-
ment at the AOC, augmented by rota-
tional personnel from the MEFs, will 
enable the integration and execution 
of Marine equities during training and 
execution while providing permanent 
and persistent access to joint process 
and Service equities. 

Action 2: Integration at Echelon
 Lack of dedicated and enduring 
Marine representation across the 
Joint Force during competition and 
steady-state operations leads to a lack 
of coordination and communication 
across the JTF and the functional com-
ponents during execution. The Marine 
Corps historically trains and employs 
a MAGTF, which has conditioned a 
general lack of experience in integrating 
into the joint operational construct—
primarily due to operational biases 
where the MAGTF was responsible 
for the area of operations the Marines 
operated within. Conversely, the Service 
and functional components also have 
a limited understanding of the Marine 
scheme of maneuver, capability, and 
operational dependencies when inte-
grating into a JTF construct. Provid-
ing dedicated MEF representation on a 
shared, rotational basis will provide the 
required coordination, feedback, and 
advocacy for both joint and MAGTF 

equities while ensuring the Joint Force 
understands (and can support) the 
MAGTF scheme of maneuver. 
 Marine representation via liaison of-
fi cers (LNO) embedded across key bil-
lets within the functional components 
should be task organized to integrate, 
coordinate, and brief approved scheme 
of maneuver and associated coordina-
tion measures. These Marines would 
attend joint battle rhythm events and 
operational planning groups to posi-
tion MAGTF equities into the joint 
operational framework to enable MEF 
execution in theatre. The LNOs would 
represent the MAGTF/Marine Force 
commander to the functional compo-
nents and would be resident within the 
established MAGTF/Marine Force 
command relationships to facilitate 
command authorities for operational 
execution. Properly placed LNOs can 
be the primary mechanism to enhance 
feedback loops that will shorten deci-
sion cycles, and conversely assist the 
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JTF commanders in understanding 
MAGTF intent, operational capabil-
ity, and scheme of maneuver. The ne-
cessity of joint integration has created 
joint functional elements and opera-
tional planning teams across the Ser-
vice components designed to integrate 
and synchronize joint maneuvers and 
effects. Functionally, the respective 
LNOs shall be versed in joint doctrine, 
including joint targeting, command, 
and control, fires, airspace, cyber, and 
intelligence. Providing a strong repre-
sentation of operational competency 
across these joint functional elements 
and planning teams will ensure suc-
cessful coordination and integration 
among the different Marine Corps ech-
elons within the Joint Force. Embedded 
Marine LNOs will have access to im-
prove MAGTF awareness of competi-
tion requirements and rehearsal events 
during steady state operations that will 
further enable the desired end state of 
the tactical commanders in both com-
petition and conflict. Conversely, the 
LNO creates a conduit of feedback and 
information back to the staff, effectively 
improving the unit’s understanding of 
the joint integration process and intent. 
Utilizing theatre-wide operational com-
mand centers to facilitate joint exposure 
events for senior leaders will improve 
MAGTF execution. As an example, 
sending slated fixed-wing MAG and 
MEU commanders to a respective 
theatre AOC before command will 
provide incoming MAG/MEU com-
manders with the operational lens of 
theatre competition rehearsal events, 
embedded joint processes, and associ-
ated battle rhythms to further enable 
and align the training and execution of 
Marine equities in theatre. 

Action 3: Marine Liaison Force Structure
	 MCWP 3-31 provides the doctrine 
for fire and effects in MAGTF opera-
tions. This document does not include 
any reference to a Marine liaison ele-
ment and as such does not articulate 
the requirement and function enabled 
by the MARLE for Joint Force inte-
gration. With no current requirement 
defined by a Marine Corps authorita-
tive document, the requirement for 
Marines to support joint integrated 

operations and exercises via the joint 
manning document for existing Tier 
1 and 2 Joint Force commander and 
JTF exercises will be gapped. As MEF 
participation and JTF certification via  
Tier 1/2 exercises increase, the ability to 
provide a force structure capable of sup-
porting the Marine formations within 
the operational plan will be degraded 
based on a lack of awareness of the JTF 
process and integration protocols. Based 
on current operational requirements for 
JTF integration, force structure such as 
a MARLE should be embedded within 
the MAGTF command element, to at 
least account for aviation, targeting, 
fires, airspace, expeditionary basing, 
and communications requirements. 
The current capability gap results in 
unsupported/disintegrated/unsyn-
chronized air and surface fires, air-
space development, power projection, 
and deployment requirements coupled 
with the diminished understanding of 
MAGTF organic capability. JTF-cen-
tric force structure requirements should 
have a singular focus on creating trust 
through competency and preserving 
enduring relationships resident within 
the functional component staffs and op-
erations centers. Each geographic com-
batant command is different requiring 
a measured and balanced approach to 
the skillsets required to execute the op-
erational design through the functional 
components. At a minimum, the force 
structure should complement that of 
our joint liaison element counterparts 
from other Service components. Nota-
bly, these include the joint air compo-
nent coordination elements provided by 
the Joint Force Air Component Com-
mander, the Naval Amphibious Liaison 
Element provided by the JFMCC, the 
Battlefield Coordination Detachment 
provided by the Joint Force Land Com-
ponent Commander, and the Special 
Operations Liaison Officer provided 
by U.S. Special Operations Command. 
Additionally, utilizing the reserve com-
ponent structure to augment the active-
duty structure would enable the ability 
to retain exquisite capability within the 
reserve component while providing en-
during habitual relationships with the 
Joint Force and MAGTF to further 
develop seamless awareness, access for 

joint integration for exercises, rehearsal 
events and real-world operations across 
all spectrums of warfare. 

Part 5: Summary
	 Force design, advances in weapons 
capability, and great-power competi-
tion necessitate the Marine Corps to 
rehearse for the future fight with both 
traditional naval alignment and asym-
metric execution pathways. The former 
focused on maturing and implementing 
the concepts of naval integration the 
CPG directs. The latter would lever-
age synergistic Service and functional 
capacity and capability to enable the 
Marine scheme of maneuver. The 
MAGTF is the premier combined-arms 
warfighting organization, doctrinally 
designed to task organize for mission 
execution that spans across the range of 
military operations. The requirement to 
integrate across functional component 
echelons will be essential for MAGTF 
operations in a joint construct Simulta-
neously supporting CPG directives and 
rehearsing against the emerging threat 
requires Marine Corps leadership to set 
conditions to integrate, synchronize, 
and enable MAGTF scheme of maneu-
ver. The requirement to integrate at ech-
elon, not just within the JFMCC, will 
mitigate operational cavitation when 
the MAGTF is called to execute. 

Notes
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Planning Guidance, (Washington, DC: 2019). 

2. Ibid. 

3. Ibid. 

4. Ibid. 

5.38th Commandant’s Planning Guidance. 

6. Department of Defense, 2022 National De-
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7. Ibid. 
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Since Napoleon first massed 
his cannons in Grande Bat-
teries, timely, accurate, and 
massed fires have been critical 

to battlefield success. Cannon artillery 
maintains a vital role in providing the 
most fire support at the most crucial 
time for the infantry—a part close 
air support, loitering munitions, and 
rocket artillery cannot fill. The cur-
rent towed-artillery system fielded by 
the Marine Corps is not able to meet 
the challenges posed by our peer com-
petitors, the support required by the 
infantry, or the demands from Force 
Design 2030—but there are tested and 
proven self-propelled systems, such as 
the French CAESER, available for pur-
chase today. The Marine Corps must 
invest in making cannon artillery highly 
mobile using existing systems to bridge 
a current gap in the medium fight that 
towed artillery cannot survive in.
	 The critical task of the infantry is 
suppression, and the mission of artil-
lery is to suppress, neutralize, or destroy 
the enemy. Rocket artillery dramati-
cally expands the capabilities of the 
artillery and supported units, but it 
does not facilitate the critical infantry 
task of suppression.1 Rocket artillery, 
specifically the HIMARS, provides 
long-range precision fires that can 
shape the battlefield operationally and 
strategically. However, when Marine 
infantry faces a peer adversary, HI-
MARS cannot suppress the enemy, 
and close air support and loitering 
munitions are severely limited by ad-
verse weather. Infantry organic 60mm 
and 81mm mortars provide immedi-
ately responsive and flexible suppressive 
fires, but cannon artillery offers a more 
significant effects radius and damage 
that organic mortars cannot match. A 
robust, all-weather, and mobile can-
non artillery force is needed to support 

the infantry adequately. Currently, the 
Marine Corps inventory of cannon 
artillery consists solely of M777A2 
towed 155mm howitzers; they are 
seeing heavy usage in the Ukrainian-
Russian War alongside self-propelled 
howitzers worldwide. The analysis 
from the employment of cannon ar-
tillery in the conflict is precise—the 

towed M777A2 is inherently limited. 
Ukrainian officers “frequently describe 
wheeled [self-propelled] howitzers as 
capable of accomplishing more than 
towed guns with less personnel and 
fewer tubes” and that “tube-for-tube, 
wheeled SP is significantly more de-
structive than its towed counterpart.”2 
A self-propelled howitzer can do every-
thing the M777A2 can and many tasks 
it cannot. For example, the M777A2 
takes crucial minutes to emplace and 
displace even with skilled crews and 
cannot effectively use hide points and 
concealment outside of camouflage 
nets. In addition, it has a relatively 
short tube limiting its range, takes 
longer to gain fire capability, and is 
less maneuverable and responsive than 
modern wheeled systems. As a result, 
the M777A2 is no longer the weapon 
system needed to meet the mobility, 
survivability, and responsiveness re-
quired by Force Design 2030.

	 Marines do not need to look far to 
find a lightweight, mobile, and compat-
ible self-propelled howitzer. The French 
CAESER 155mm self-propelled howit-
zer is what the Marine Corps needs to 
modernize its arsenal. Fielded in 2007, 
it has seen combat in Afghanistan, Iraq, 
Mali, and Ukraine and has proven to 
be a capable modern artillery system. 
In addition, the 6x6 CAESER is only 
slightly wider and taller than an M142 
HIMARS. There is a proven capability 
to support the rapid insertion of HI-
MARS via fixed-wing aircraft and load 
them aboard ships for an MEU. The 

United States already has the logistics 
to support CAESERs: they fit aboard 
Marine planes and ships and can fire 
Marine ammunition.
	 The CAESER’s logistical footprint 
is similar to that of the M777A2, yet 
the CAESER outclasses the M777A2 
in shooting and moving. Per Marine 
Corps Training and Readiness stan-
dards, an M777A2 battery will take 
at least 14.5 minutes to emplace, fire 
6 rounds, and displace. The CAESER 
accomplishes the same mission in un-
der five. The difference is due to the 
inherent structural limitations of towed 
howitzers and the extra work required 
to move and manipulate M777A2s. 
A significant amount of time in em-
placements and displacements is spent 
manuevering the howitzer to and from 
the prime mover. Self-propelled how-
itzers eliminate these steps. One of the 
crucial lessons coming from Ukraine is 
the importance of rapidly gaining fire 

Artillery
Move or die

by 1stLt James F. Thompson

>1stLt Thompson is an Fire Direction 
Officer with Romeo Battery, Battal-
ion Landing Team 1/8, 24th MEU.

A robust, all-weather, and mobile cannon artillery 
force is needed to support the infantry adequately.
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capability after a movement and swiftly 
displacing to avoid counter-battery; 
self-propelled howitzers streamline 
that process immensely. The ability to 
swiftly displace, move, and emplace di-
rectly contributes to the survivability 
and lethality of cannon artillery and, 
ultimately, the success of the supported 
infantry units. The Russian military 
has fielded a new counter-battery 
system capable of locating the firing 
point within five seconds and directing 
counter battery autonomously, and the 
Chinese have similar systems on hand. 
The counter-battery systems fielded by 
peer adversaries are already capable of 
counter-battery within two minutes of 
detecting a firing point, and they are 
only going to become more sophisti-
cated and more prevalent, posing an 
ever-greater existential threat. The mo-
bility, speed, and survivability provided 
by self-propelled tubed artillery is one 
solution that enhances the survivabil-
ity of Marine artillery and continues to 
provide all-weather fire support to the 
infantry.
	 Marine artillery must perform in all 
environments, including expedition-
ary advanced base operations. The 
replacement for the M777A2 must be 
able to move over terrain with mini-
mal support and be relatively simple 
to transport from ship to shore. The 
Philippine Army is engaged in dynamic 
counter-terrorism operations through-
out the island chain using the ATMOS 
2000 (an Israeli self-propelled howitzer 
highly similar to the CAESER). The 
commanding general of the infantry 
division spearheading the fight has said 
that “an advantage of ATMOS is that 
it offers high accuracy and ‘shoot and 
scoot’ operation yet can operate on 
the existing road network and bridg-
es found in the country. As a result, 

they can deploy even in rugged terrain 
while responding to mission demands 
more quickly than towed howitzers.”4 
Wheeled self-propelled howitzers are ex-
tremely mobile over all terrain and can 
be transported from ship to shore with 
existing capabilities. There is little lo-
gistical difference between supporting a 
towed howitzer with a prime mover and 
a wheeled self-propelled howitzer; both 
require the same ammunition, fuel, and 
fluids to stay operational. Wherever a 
towed howitzer and prime mover can 
go, so can a wheeled self-propelled how-
itzer. 
	 The war in Ukraine confronts us 
with a pivotal choice: either we can 
purchase more M777A2s as replace-
ments and perpetuate the structural 
limitations of towed artillery, or we can 
modernize by acquiring tested wheeled 
systems. We can either stay rooted in 
the past or embrace the maneuverabil-
ity and responsiveness of wheeled self-
propelled howitzers. If we choose to 
design and procure a weapon system, 
we will likely spend ten years and vast 
sums on a system that will inevitably be 
like the CAESER. Our M777A2s have 
already been bought from the British 
company BAE Systems; the opportuni-
ty and possibility are there to purchase 
CAESERs from the French company 
Nexter Systems. By procuring currently 
fielded wheeled self-propelled systems, 
of which the CAESER is one of several 
capable options, Marine artillery can 
modernize and continue to support the 
infantry as it closes with and destroys 
the enemy. 
	 The war in Ukraine proves the ef-
ficacy of self-propelled howitzers and 
the limitations of towed howitzers in 
a peer conflict. We ignore the lessons 
at our peril. A notable portion of the 
initial successes of the German Army 

in World War II was due to advance-
ments in technology and tactics spurred 
by observations of the Spanish Civil 
War. The Germans sent their “obsolete 
fighters in a ground-attack role, with 
considerable effect”5 and from these 
observations came the “impetus for 
Germany to create five ground-attack 
aviation groups.” There is a unique 
opportunity for the Marine Corps to 
drastically and immediately increase 
the capabilities of its cannon artillery 
with battle-proven designs. The Ma-
rine Corps will pay the price of con-
tinued employment of towed artillery 
in the face of pervasive surveillance 
and accompanying counterfires from 
all belligerents. Marine infantry will 
lose responsive access to close, accurate, 
and timely fires, and Marine artillery 
will be exposed to counter-battery and 
destruction due to their lack of mobil-
ity. There are self-propelled howitzers 
available for production and purchase 
today by the Marine Corps that will 
significantly enhance and protect the 
ability of Marine artillery to fight and 
win.

Notes
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Army, n.d., https://army.mil.ph/home/in-
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M777A2 CEASAR3

Max Effective Range 30km (Rocket Assisted) 42km (Rocket Assisted)

Weight 38,400 lbs. (with MTVR) 39,021 lbs.

Length 39 caliber 52 caliber

Caliber 155mm 155mm

Crew 7 5

Table 1.
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In April 2023, the 3d Marine Litto-
ral Regiment (3d MLR) was in the 
Philippines to conduct Balika-
tan 2023: a bilateral exercise with 

the armed forces of the Philippines. 
After portions of the MLR arrived at 
remote locations located throughout 
Northern Luzon, a logistical planning 
shortfall was identified. In this case, 
the units failed to anticipate human 
waste disposal. A solution was quickly 
identified, but the sourcing of 1,000 
human waste bag kits, also known as 
waste alleviating gel (WAG) or collo-
quially known as WAG bags, proved 
to be a challenge. The WAG bags were 
not locally procurable and, therefore, 
would need to be globally sourced, 
transported, and delivered to the unit 
in need. 
	 The sustainment section within the 
materiel sustainment and integration 
cell (MSIC) of the Marine Littoral 
Regiment (MLR) searched multiple 
supply systems and contacted unit 
supply offices in an attempt to locate 
the requisite number of bags. The bags 
were ultimately found on hand in the 
warehouse of the 3d Littoral Combat 
Team on Marine Corps Base Hawaii. 
The MSIC’s distribution section then 
leveraged the regimental air officer to 
locate and secure an opportune lift. 
Two Mississippi Air National Guard 
KC-135 Stratotankers were coinci-
dently transiting through Hickam Air 
Base and possessed adequate space to 
transport the WAG bags. The MSIC 
made contact with the flight’s mission 
commander and coordinated delivery 
from the 3d Littoral Combat Team 
supply to the awaiting aircraft. The 
KC-135s departed Hickam, transited 

through Guam, and two days later the 
WAG bags and other mission-essential 
equipment arrived in the Philippines. 
The items were then loaded onto an 
Air Force MC-130J, which the MSIC 
requested through a lateral aerial sup-
port request through the exercise Ma-
rine Forces headquarters to the exercise 
special forces command. Upon arrival 
at an intermediate airfield located in 

Northern Philippines, the bags were 
loaded into contracted vans and arrived 
24 hours before the start of a significant 
portion of the bilateral exercise. In the 
course of 5 days, the critical supplies 
were identified, sourced, transported, 
and delivered across an astounding 
5,600 miles.
	 While laudable and successful, this 
instance highlights the coincidences, 

The Formation of Littoral
Logistics Concepts

One thousand WAG bags
by CWO3s Jeffrey M. Hubbard & W. Tyler Horton

>CWO3 Hubbard is a Mobility Officer assigned to 3d Marine Littoral Regiment.

>>CWO3 Horton is a Supply Chain Management Operations Officer assigned to 
the 3d Littoral Logistics Battalion. 

CWO3 Hubbard (Left) CWO3 Horton (Right) discuss future littoral logistics concepts based 
on their experiences from BALIKATAN 23 at Subic Bay International Airport. (Photo provided by au-
thors.)
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resource limitations, and the hu-
man hustle that underpins much of 
the current logistics enterprise. This 
example also demonstrates how vul-
nerable units operating in dispersed 
environments would be if solely reliant 
on a single thread of logistical support. 
To amplify this statement, the avail-
able bags could not be located in the 
Marine Corps supply system; instead, 
they were identified by the unit’s sup-
ply officer through word of mouth, 
text messages, and phone conversa-
tions. In an additional turn of luck, 
the KC-135s were at Hickam Air Base 
by happenstance after being diverted 
from landing in Alaska on account of 
volcanic ash fallout. 
	 The MLR is intended to operate 
autonomously within the first island 
chain, with or without the convenience 
of a higher headquarters and adjacent 
units in the vicinity. This charter im-
plies several skillsets the MLR must 
possess to sustain itself and other 
Marine Forces while contributing to 
the Joint Force throughout the com-
petition continuum. The alignment 
of a new and unique formation that 
holds niche capabilities might remind 
previous generations of concepts in 
which units were provided with bolt-
on attachments to fill gaps in organic 
sustainment capabilities. Due to op-
erational necessities witnessed through 
the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, these 
concepts of attachments were rejected 
in favor of building depth and compac-
ity—also known as an iron mountain. 

	 After two decades of ground wars, 
the direction of the Marine Corps has 
begun to shift into more relevant con-
cepts of distributed warfare, which 
demands operating forces to do more 
with less. Equipment divestments and 
total force structure changes aside, one 
requirement has remained constant; the 
requirement to sustain the force. The 
WAG bag requirement demonstrates 
emerging challenges of sustaining lit-
toral logistics and highlights the need 
for a more redundant and reliant logis-
tics and distribution network to sustain 
forces within contested areas.

	 In March 2022, shortly after the 
first MLR was activated, the Littoral 
Logistics Battalion charted the con-
cept of the MSIC to streamline sustain-
ment support. The concept came to 
fruition after the standalone nature of 
the MLR was realized and assumptions 
were made based on the various MOSs 
being assigned, which were tradition-
ally not organic to a combat logistics 
battalion by table of organization. The 
goal of this cell was to seamlessly satisfy 
all logistics requirements from tactical 
through operational utilizing logistics 
integration methods. The MSIC con-
sists of a core of subject-matter experts 
and commodity managers within sup-
ply, maintenance, mobility, and distri-
bution. This cell serves as the fusion 
center to rapidly respond to emergent 
requirements by effectively tying se-
lected requirement sourcing solutions 
with inter and intra-theater distribu-
tion means. In summation, the MSIC 
centralizes logistics support for the 
MLR but does not detract from the au-
tonomy of its commanders occupying 
an expeditionary advanced base (EAB) 
site or employing unit of employment 
effects.
	 MLR forces operate within the 
boundaries of the EAB’s joint area of 
operations and its unit of employment 
is developed and provided per the nor-

Assisted by a U.S. Army Reserve unit, critical cargo is offloaded from the KC-135 at Subic Bay 
International Airport. (Photo provided by authors.)

Critical supplies, equipment, and fuel is loaded onto a 463L pallet after conducting a joint 
inspection with the Air Force crew chief. (Photo provided by authors.)
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mal Marine Corps Planning Process. 
The MSIC monitors the consumption 
rates of classes of supply, particularly I, 
III, V, VIII, and XI, and coordinates 
forecasted replenishments in phased de-
liveries without the subordinate MLR 
commanders having to do anything ex-
cept receive them. This push logistics 
method was implemented to ensure the 
unit commanders remain focused on 
the mission without having to request 
statuses of requested replenishments. 
Maintenance subject-matter experts 
monitor mission essential equipment 
readiness across the MLR. By utiliz-
ing analytic tools and conditions-based 
maintenance plus processes, maintain-
ers can identify potential equipment 
failures based on risk assessment 
algorithms and realtime diagnostic 
updates. This drives decision points 
for commanders, preemptive mainte-
nance actions, or early indications of 
parts requirements. While some class 
IX will be on hand for critical items, 
the MLR possesses the limited capacity 
to carry excess repair parts. Predictive 
maintenance analysis, also known as 
demand forecasting, helps to facilitate 
a just in time inventory model to sup-
port disaggregated forces before critical 
equipment failure. Advance planning 
is essential to ensure that intra-theater 
lift will be available to bridge the gap 
between emergent requirements and 
rapid distribution.

	 In the recent release of the Ma-
rine Corps’ Installations and Logistics 
2030, sustainment is addressed as an 
“increasingly difficult problem” that 
the logistics community should aggres-
sively pursue solutions. The document 
specifically states practitioners should 
seek solutions for how best to organize 
at echelon from installation to support 
operational commands while ensur-

ing a rapid response. While testing the 
MSIC concept, sourcing solutions for 
repair parts, similar to the emergent 
WAG bag requirement, was primar-
ily focused on Marine Corps inven-
tory control points located within 
each MEF. However, during exercise 
Balikatan 2023, the MSIC deliber-
ately sourced from local class IX blocks 
resident within regional support activi-
ties, supply management units (SMU), 
and two reparable issue points, each 
are key nodes at echelon in the Marine 
Corps Installations and Logistics En-
terprise (MCILE). 

	 Further, as a case study, five requisi-
tions were sourced to at least one of the 
SMUs, and five were sourced to DLA. 
All requisitions were submitted with 
the same priority and required deliv-
ery date. The requisitions routed to 
the SMU were filled in about six days, 
whereas the requisitions sent to DLA’s 
took more than ten days, despite mul-
tiple requests to expedite the shipments 
via the customer interactive center.
	 The variances in delivery times are 
largely due to DLA not requiring any 
additional interaction to receive requi-
sitioned items. Therefore, DLA’s order 
ship time does not typically account 
for nuances of specific foreign country 
customs clearance requirements, such 
as declarations of cargo or advance no-
tice of inbound cargo. As such, DLA 
shipments become ensnared at the port 
of delivery, resulting in extended de-
livery times. On the other hand, the 
SMU manually supports many of its 
requisition distribution actions. The 
SMU’s deployed support unit becomes 
the intermediary by physically taking 
the items to the commercial shipping 
section of the distribution management 
office or personnel terminal for military 
aircraft flights and processing the ship-

ment on the requestor’s behalf. This 
creates an opportunity to get ahead of 
the customs clearance requirements 
for each respective country and avoids 
lengthy delays. Suffice it to say the MC-
ILE inventory could be absorbed in the 
Joint Logistics Enterprise inventory to 
be more effective, but the need exists 
for Marine Corps distribution subject-
matter experts to be included within 
this concept. 
	 Once shipments arrive in theater, the 
“last tactical mile” begins. The distri-
bution management specialists provide 
in-transit visibility while coordinating 

Sgt Reggie Tadeo, a heavy equipment operator with General Support Co, 3d LLB, loads a 463L 
pallet onto a MC-130J. (Photo provided by authors.)

By utilizing analytic tools and conditions-based main-
tenance plus processes, maintainers can identify po-
tential equipment failures based on risk assessment 
algorithms and realtime diagnostic updates.
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with mobility specialists to determine 
the most advantageous means of dis-
tribution to support follow-on ground 
movements in tactical vehicles or con-
tracted methods. The mobility officer 
within the MSIC provides constant 
awareness of available modes of con-
veyance. Throughout Balakatan ’23, 
small operational support aircraft were 
leveraged for cargo that needed to travel 
further north. These aircraft saved the 
MSIC and the MLR the equivalent of 
18–24 hours per shipment in ground 
transportation, equating to 12 days for 
15 cargo shipments for an exercise that 
lasted only 17 days. The MLR’s abil-
ity to source from any inventory point 
across the MCILE and Joint Logistics 
Enterprise proved to be a force multipli-
er and set conditions for follow-on forc-
es. Receiving requested items within six 
days is a testament to the robust support 
available from within the Marine Corps; 
further leveraging joint sources would 
only enhance the sustainment network 
available to MLR elements. To further 
inculcate interoperability with our joint 
partners, the MSIC will need to make 
integration with joint enablers a more 
common practice. This could lead one 
to believe that an element such as the 
MLR would not need an iron mountain 
to sustain maintenance actions if they 
utilize conditions-based maintenance 
plus processes, joint automated logistics 
systems, and artificial intelligence tools 
to navigate the joint supply chain. It 
is easily recognized that this will not 
always be the standard during conflict 
or crisis, but it is plausible that these 
methods, if thoroughly exercised, will 
be successful throughout the compe-
tition continuum and seamlessly into 
crisis. 
	 Another critical capability within 
the MLR is the ability to exploit con-
tracting solutions for locally procur-
able items. The contracting officer (KO) 
within the MSIC is not currently war-
ranted due to the requirements and 
nuances of the command relation-
ship, warranting authority, and how 
that is granted. To validate the need 
for the KO and contract demands, all 
contracting-related requirements were 
run through the MSIC. This allowed 
the KO to determine/define the scope 

of a warranted KO for the MLR. The 
KO surmised that all requirements were 
very manageable at that level, howev-
er also missing from the MLR was a 
field ordering officer program and pay 
agent. Together the field ordering of-
ficer/pay agent capability adds depth 
to the sustainability and survivability 
of the MLR for greater than 90 days. 
Referring again to the MLR being a 
standalone element without augments 
from an LCE, the KO would need to be 
warranted in order to run a successful 
field ordering officer program and ex-
ecute contracts for other requirements 
such as busses, vans, or hotels as well 

as making cash payments with the pay 
agent. The government commercial 
purchase card and unit travel cards are 
also within the scope of need for the 
MLR, but depending on the country, 
they may not be accepted everywhere. 
The inclusion of the KO structure and 
necessitated authority further confirms 
the anticipated autonomous nature of 

the MLR. Of note, the addition of a 
comptroller type to the MLR/MSIC 
would complete what is known as the 
“Fiscal Triade.” Together the procure-
ment, disbursing, and financial manage-
ment capabilities facilitate independent 
actions and further reduce reliance on 
external parties.
	 Once materiel is obtained from the 
MCILE, Joint Logistics Enterprise, 
contracting, or another source, it must 
be delivered to the end user. The nor-
mal methods employed for theater-level 
sustainment primarily involve what the 
U.S. Transportation Command clas-
sifies as channel missions. These are 

missions flown at regular intervals that 
originate from a CONUS station and 
transit through multiple nodes, typi-
cally completing a circuit in and out of 
a theater. At the initial start location 
and each node along the path, cargo is 
loaded and unloaded based on prior-
ity and requirement. For example, Air 
Mobility Command conducts a chan-

Two distribuiton management specialists provide ITV for inbound cargo throughout the last 
tactical mile of distribution via Automated Manifest System Tactical. (Photo provided by authors.)

... an element such as the MLR would not need an iron 
mountain to sustain maintenance actions if they uti-
lize conditions-based maintenance plus processes ...
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nel flight mission supporting forces in 
Hawaii, Guam, and Okinawa. In this 
example, an aircraft would load cargo 
at Travis AFB then proceed to Hawaii, 
offload its Hawaii cargo, load additional 
Okinawa cargo, and proceed to Guam 
to do the same before arriving at its final 
destination. Once at the destination, the 
aircraft reverses its path back to its point 
of origin. Space aboard vessels is con-
ducted in a similar fashion. In all, these 
channel missions form the backbone of 
distribution for all Services overseas.
	 There are two major drawbacks to 
these distribution missions: they are 
established only if there is a sufficient 
volume of material that requires a 

dedicated aircraft or vessels to main-
tain the throughput of supplies and 
the conveyance operates in permissive 
environments or operational forces are 
committed to guard and convoy them 
into contested theaters. As such, the 
large flow of sustainment requirements 
formed in competition would likely 
be constrained as tensions ebb toward 
conflict. This narrowing of supplies 
is compounded by the contact layer’s 
desire to remain mobile by reducing 
the footprint of the iron mountains or 
stockpile of equipment. It is this shift 
from the comfort of iron mountains, 
which were formed during uncontested 
logistics, and now seamlessly developing 
contested logistics methods that can 
provide just-in-time logistics deliver-
ies by non-standard or low-signature 
means. 
	 Given the confines placed on strate-
gic and theater-level logistics in conflict, 
the contact layer must be creative and 
adaptive to sustain, maintain, and sur-
vive within the weapons engagement 
zone until follow-on echelons arrive 
and begin force opening for strategic 
logistics to flow back into theater. A ris-
ing concept, the Global Prepositioned 
Network (GPN), will provide tangible 

inventory to the stand-in force that can 
be rapidly sourced and distributed to 
the force as well as augment the Mari-
time Prepositioning Force. The GPN 
will prove essential for the sustainment 
of the stand-in force and provide an 
MLR with equipment to exercise and 
persist, within the first island chain. 
The littoral logistics battalion could 
initially become the managers of a GPN 
site in a coordinated effort with Marine 
Corps Logistics Command, facilitating 
assets distribution and sustainment to 
the stand-in force. At the heart of this 
will be a MSIC. As this multilayer sus-
tainment network is built and refined, 
the MLR will provide valuable data to 

Marine Corps Logistics Command as 
it is established. After all, if materiel 
already exists in the weapons engage-
ment zone, the stand-in force does not 
need to transport these items; instead, 
the MLR forces can survive for extend-
ed periods. However, GPN sites will 
have limitations. Prepositioned stocks 
can turn into iron mountains if not 
planned accordingly. There will be a 
threshold where the sites do not become 
risk worthy and instead become targets 
for an adversary. Geographic separa-
tion enhances survivability, while too 
far dilutes their ability to sustain forces 
separated from them. The MSIC con-
cept drives the conversation to employ 
alternate modes and resource alternate 
means of distribution. Albeit preposi-
tioned stockpiles are beneficial, they are 
also dependent on continued diplomat-
ic agreements with our host nation, and 
as such are vulnerable to disruptions if 
the host decides to stop maintaining 
them or eject U.S. forces from the area. 
Smaller stockages or mobile inventories 
prove to be a more palatable and risk-
averse solution for contested logistics 
models. 
	 The future operating concepts will 
require a highly dynamic sustainment 

system to support a wide array of units 
employing exquisite capabilities. The 
present-day iron mountain presents a 
substantial risk-worthy target for adver-
saries with precision-guided weapons or 
large-scale attack capabilities. To adapt 
to the changing environment, future 
concepts can no longer depend on an 
iron mountain, and instead must replace 
its conventional large, static logistic sup-
port areas, with distributed networks 
of mobile logistics support nodes and 
caches, to create a multilayered sustain-
ment network or “iron network.” This 
network would be comprised of smaller, 
more unpredictable nodes, which are 
harder to locate while still providing 
logistics support to combat units. 
	 The concept of an iron network 
structure is possible, but it requires 
specific enablers and a strong digital 
backbone to thrive. Specifically, asset- 
and supply-level visibility across the 
network is critical to providing respon-
sive global logistical support. A critical 
enabling feature for this system is the 
visibility of assets around the operat-
ing area. In a distributed network, it is 
essential to have full asset visibility be-
cause inventory levels and the location 
of a logistics node will determine which 
source provides the desired supplies. 
This cannot be effectively accomplished 
without total awareness of the location 
of resources, a logistics common oper-
ating picture, and overlaying with the 
MLR’s organic and theater distribution 
map. 
	 The loss of aerial distribution of 
inter-theater sustainment in the event 
of isolation during conflict does not 
necessitate the complete absence of 
aviation for supplying stand-in forces. 
In exercises, small liaison aircraft such 
as the UC-12W and UC-35 flown by 
the headquarters and headquarters 
squadrons were vital links for small 
parcels of maintenance repair parts 
and small clusters of Marines within 
the theater and across operational ar-
eas. Small aircraft such as these draw 
less attention than their larger coun-
terparts but are fewer in number, be-
come task-saturated, and cannot carry 
the sustenance required for even the 
smallest expeditionary advanced bases. 
The KC-130 Hercules is the largest avia-

The present-day iron mountain presents a substan-
tial risk-worthy target for adversaries with precision-
guided weapons or large-scale attack capabilities.
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tion asset available to the MAGTF, and 
while venerable and versatile, it has its 
limitations for logistical abilities. Large 
enough to carry sufficient food, water, 
fuels, oils, small-arms ammunition, and 
parts to sustain Marines, its capabilities 
are taxed by large or exquisite ordinance 
and cargo which requires specialized 
ground support equipment to offload 
at austere and remote areas. Tactical 
distribution via rotary wing assets, 
when available to the stand-in force, 
can maintain their current cargo and 
personnel carrying abilities when the 
threat picture allows.
	 The availability of organic seafaring 
craft and vessels is a significant short-
fall for littoral logistics. Aside from the 
planned modern medium landing ship 
and the emerging contracted stern land-
ing vessel, the only vessels discussed in 
the MLR are the Navy’s expeditionary 
fast transport and the Army’s logistics 
support vessels. The expeditionary fast 
transport are fast and can carry roughly 
20,000 square feet of cargo, but they are 
restricted to offload at established piers 
and ports and are vulnerable in heavy 
sea states. They are also considered fleet 
assets to move cargo and personnel for 
fleet and theater logistics. As such, they 
could act as operational-level logistics 
assets pushing inter- and intra-level 
cargo to MLR in competition or crisis, 
they would likely be relegated to opera-
tions outside the weapons engagement 
zone in conflict given their fleet support 
role, size, and offload requirements. The 
logistics support vessels carry less but 
can offload over a beach and therefore 
are not reliant on established ports. 
However, just like the expeditionary 
fast transports, logistics support vessels 
are theater assets and as of this writing, 
there are only four currently assigned to 
the entire Pacific area of responsibility 
under the Army’s 8th Theater Sustain-
ment Command. At present, there are 
simply not enough vessels for the Joint 
Force to dedicate to the MLR, which 
further enforces how important vessels 
like the modern medium landing ship 
are to littoral logistics and maneuver 
operations. Perhaps another viable 
solution, which is currently planned 
for divestment, is the improved navy 
lighterage systems.

	 The next steps and enhancements 
regarding littoral logistics focus on the 
emerging technologies of unmanned 
and autonomous logistics systems and 
expanding the contracting of transpor-
tation methods to lessen the tyranny of 
distance between terminals of debar-
kation and operating sites. In future 
exercises, the MSIC will begin to engage 
with vessels from the Navy’s logistics 
fleet to test interoperable methods of 
requisitioning common and Marine 
Corps supplies carried on the fleet’s dry 
cargo and replenishment vessels. Such 
an ability will allow the MLR to influ-
ence CLF inventory and pull critical 
supplies from a wider variety of sources. 
While the inclusion of these vessels as 
an alternate source of supply will largely 
depend on the sailing schedules and 
routes, at times CLF vessels could be 
geographically closer to MLR activities 
than the SMUs or DLA warehouses.
	 The initial experimentation with 
aerial unmanned logistics systems has 
produced mixed results; however, the 
ability to transport supplies across a dis-
tance without transiting unimproved 
roads has great promise. At present, 
the range is only sufficient to support 
intra-EAB deliveries and the payloads 
are comparatively small given the size 
of some EAB’s requirements. However, 
improvements and iterations of these 
systems which boost range, payload, 
and ease of use will continue to add 
versatility to the littoral logistics bat-
talion and MLR. Balikatan 23 high-
lighted several avenues going forward to 
bring contracting into patching some 
holes in the operational to the tactical 
distribution of supplies. Aviation as-
sets are often over-tasked and aircraft 
fleets can quickly degrade, and the road 
networks in many Pacific nations are 
over-extended and intermittently main-
tained. A proposed method to mitigate 
these issues and provide more regular 
deliveries of supplies accumulated at 
offload points is through the use of con-
tracted air freight companies. Similar 
to Alaskan bush pilots, a local aviation 
company would be contracted to fly 
regular runs of cargo from one airfield 
to a remote site with Marine escorts as 
required. Such a scheme provides re-
supply to the stand-in force should air 

constrained by conflict or unavailable 
due to higher priority air assault support 
tasks.
	 The scope of logistics in the litto-
rals promulgated by Force Design 2030 
is contentious. The ability to sustain 
three battalion-sized formations is a 
troublesome task, especially given that 
each of these formations is fragmented 
into ad hoc expeditionary bases geo-
graphically separated across archipe-
lagic terrain. Each site will require a 
multitude of means to transport and 
sustain forces, but you will not have 
access to the most efficient methods 
at the most critical points and several 
key means of distribution are currently 
emergent technologies. 
	 In the preceding paragraphs, many 
of the difficulties of operating in a con-
tested environment were discussed in 
detail. If sourcing WAG bags from a 
warehouse in Hawaii and getting them 
onto aircraft from Mississippi en route 
to the Philippines occurs as a conse-
quence of luck, then it is the MSIC that 
generates the luck. The fundamentals 
of a proactive MSIC discussed in this 
document must be continuously tested 
and updated as 3d MLR matures, or 
other MLRs are established. The pro-
cesses and procedures of the MSIC must 
continue to mature; more importantly, 
it must quickly evolve so the littoral lo-
gistics battalion can keep sustaining the 
force wherever it may go.

>Authors’ Note: Our sincerest appreciation to 
the following individuals for their guidance, 
insight, and feedback throughout the composi-
tion of this article, LtCol Brogan Issitt, LtCol 
Osman Sesay, Maj Matthew Distefano, Capt 
Campbell German, Ms. Karen Neal (for 
deciphering Marine Corps acronyms while 
editing), and Mrs. Jessica Horton (for just 
listening to me rant in meaningless jargon). 
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On 3 August 2023, the Court 
of Appeals for the Armed 
Forces—the highest court in 
the military justice system—

confirmed the dismissal with prejudice 
of a Marine Corps general court-martial 
for homicide.1 The court did this because 
a Marine colonel violated the accused’s 
right to defense counsel. “Dismissal,” in 
this context, means the court-martial 
never proceeded to trial, a panel of mem-
bers (a jury) never heard witnesses testify 
about what happened, and there was no 
verdict. Furthermore, because the dis-
missal was “with prejudice,” there will 
never be a verdict because the govern-
ment cannot revive the court-martial. 
The prosecution is dead. Forever. This is 
the military justice equivalent of a Class 
A mishap or a ship running aground. 
The dismissal of a high-visibility homi-
cide case before trial due to government 
misconduct is evidence that something 
may be deeply wrong with the Marine 
Corps’ justice system. 
	 After all, a justice system that cannot 
resolve allegations of unlawful killing 
(homicide) through a trial—whether 
with a conviction or an acquittal—can-
not truly be called a justice system. The 
unlawful taking of human life is univer-
sally regarded as the most serious kind 
of crime a person can commit. It is the 
sort of crime that justice systems were 
first established to adjudicate. Given 
that the Marine Corps is in the business, 
so to speak, of lawful killing, a mili-
tary justice system that cannot resolve 
whether a death resulting from a service 
member’s conduct was lawful or unlaw-
ful is failing to fulfill the very purpose 
for which it exists: that is, according 
to the Manual for Courts-Martial, “to 

promote justice, to deter misconduct, 
to facilitate appropriate accountabil-
ity, to assist in maintaining good order 
and discipline in the armed forces, to 
promote efficiency and effectiveness in 
the military establishment, and thereby 
to strengthen the national security of 
the United States.”2 Yet here we are. A 
Marine Corps court-martial convened 
to adjudicate an extraordinarily serious 
offense was dismissed before a panel of 
members could even be seated to hear 
evidence in the case, and all because 
a Marine officer failed to respect the 
accused’s right to counsel.
	 In this particular case, United States 
v. Gilmet, a colonel and judge advocate 
told the accused’s defense counsel, a 
captain of Marines, that defense coun-
sel in the Marine Corps “may think 
they are shielded, but they are not pro-
tected.”3 The colonel also said, “You 
think you are protected but that is a 
legal fiction.”4 The colonel then told the 
accused’s defense counsel, “I know who 
you are and what cases you are on, and 
you are not protected.”5 The colonel 
capped off the conversation by asserting 
that because there are so few Marine 
judge advocates, promotion boards will 
know what defense counsel “did” and 
officers who serve as defense counsel 
for extended periods of time are not 
promoted.6 This interaction took place 
in November 2021, before the trial was 
scheduled to take place. The clear im-

plication of the colonel’s comments was 
that judge advocates who perform well 
as defense counsel are jeopardizing their 
own careers—better, instead, to do the 
job halfheartedly and get out of it as 
soon as possible. 
	 A Marine defense counsel, just like 
any defense counsel in the United 
States, is duty-bound “to exercise un-
fettered loyalty and professional inde-
pendence during the representation ... 
and remains ultimately responsible for 
acting in the best interest of the indi-
vidual client.”7 This duty to advance 
the best interests of the client, irrespec-
tive of the interests of the United States 
Government, the Marine Corps, or any 
particular command, is what makes 
service as a Marine defense counsel 
unique within the Service. Both Con-
gress and the Services have instituted 
protections for military defense counsel 
to guarantee they can, in fact, advocate 
for their clients’ best interests (more on 
that later). But in this case, a Marine 
colonel and judge advocate had explic-
itly said those protections are a “legal 
fiction”—defense counsel are protected 
on paper, but not in practice. Thus, the 
accused was understandably concerned 
his captain defense attorney could no 
longer act in his best interests. 
	 The prosecution, for their part, 
failed to persuade the military judge 
presiding over the court-martial that 
the accused’s defense would not be im-

Marines 
Defending Marines

Why Marine defense counsel are essential to the Marine Corps justice system
by Maj Sean K. Price

>Maj Price is a Judge Advocate currently assigned as a Commandant of the Marine 
Corps Fellow to the National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency. He has served in 
prosecution, defense, and command legal advice billets. He most recently had 
the privilege of defending Marines on Camp Lejeune.
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paired (“prejudiced” is the legal term) 
by the colonel’s conduct.8 Thus, pursu-
ant to military law, the military judge 
dismissed the charges with prejudice 
in February 2022.9 In August 2023, 
nearly 18 months later, the Court of 
Appeals for the Armed Forces upheld 
that decision. Consequently, a homi-
cide allegation will never go to trial. No 
court-martial will ever reach a final deci-
sion on the facts of this case.
	 What does this outcome say about 
the Marine Corps’ justice system? For 
the accused, it is a victory of a sort (the 
allegations had been pending against 
this man for several years, but there 
will be no final verdict on them for 
him either).10 On the other hand, for 
the Marine Corps and the judge advo-
cate community in particular, it is an 
indictment. The Marine Corps justice 
system failed to resolve a high-visibility, 
extremely serious case because a Marine 
officer, who necessarily had sworn an 
oath to support and defend the Consti-
tution and perhaps even administered 
that same oath many times, violated 
the constitutional right of an Ameri-
can service member to an effective 
defense. This article is not concerned 
with relitigating the dismissal of United 
States v. Gilmet—the Court of Appeals 
for the Armed Forces has already issued 
its decision which the government did 
not appeal to the Supreme Court. What 
the Court did not decide is whether the 
Marine colonel’s comments reflected 
more than his own personal views about 
service as a defense counsel in the Ma-
rine Corps. The Court’s decision was 
instead grounded in the damage the 
colonel’s comments did to the accused’s 
relationship with his Marine defense 
counsel.11

	 Whether it is true that Marine de-
fense counsel, in general, suffer adverse 
career consequences for effective advo-
cacy is an empirical question this article 
does not intend to answer. It is an im-
portant question, of course. But an even 
more important question is whether it 
should be true. Should it be true that the 
counsel assigned to represent Marines 
will suffer adverse career consequenc-
es for doing their jobs well? No. The 
Marine Corps needs—and Marines 
deserve—effective defense counsel. 

	 Fundamentally, there are two rea-
sons Marines should value and respect 
good defense work. First, the American 
justice system, including the military 
justice system, depends on effective 
defense counsel to function. Accord-
ingly, the Marine Corps cannot have a 
military justice system without effec-
tive military defense counsel. Second, 
Marine defense counsel are officers with 
a constitutional duty to pursue their 
clients’ best interests. Expecting a Ma-
rine officer to do anything other than 
perform his duties in the most effective 
and exemplary manner is inconsistent 
with the Marine Corps’ own principles.

The Role of Defense Counsel in the 
American Justice System
	 The American criminal justice sys-
tem is built on the idea that the accused 
can defend himself, with the assistance 
of an attorney, against the government’s 
accusations. This right is explicitly writ-
ten into the Constitution. The Sixth 
Amendment provides, “In all criminal 
prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the 
right ... to have the Assistance of Coun-
sel for his defence.” In addition to being 
a fundamental individual right that is 
intrinsically valuable, the right to coun-
sel also serves a functional purpose by 
helping to ensure the government takes 
the right actions and courts reach the 
right results in particular cases. For our 
justice system is an adversarial system, 
originating in England, as distinguished 
from the inquisitorial systems of the 
European continent. 
	 An adversarial system depends on 
effective competition between the par-
ties to function. Thus, in the weeks and 
months preceding the trial, both the 
prosecution and defense thoroughly in-
vestigate the case because if they do not, 
they risk the other side having a tactical 
advantage in the trial. (Indeed, the best 
prosecutors and criminal investigators 
will routinely wargame how the defense 
will respond to particular arguments or 
pieces of evidence and shore up their in-
vestigations accordingly.) Witnesses are 
subpoenaed, evidence is gathered, and 
pretrial motions are argued concerning 
what the court can properly consider in 
determining guilt. Opening statements 
and closing arguments are rehearsed 

and refined. It is a fantastically time-
consuming and intense process for the 
attorneys on both sides, but they are 
driven by the adversarial process to find 
and exploit all the evidence relevant to 
the ultimate decision of whether the 
accused is guilty or not guilty. It is this 
competition that ensures the court has 
available to it all the evidence it should 
have in making this decision.
	 It may be the case that the evidence 
is so overwhelming or the government’s 
offer of a pretrial resolution so generous, 
or some combination of both, that the 
accused decides to enter into an agree-
ment to resolve the case. In such cases, 
the voluntariness and therefore also the 
legitimacy of the agreement depends on 
the accused receiving the best advice 
based on his counsel’s own investiga-
tion of the case and assessment of the 
risks of going to trial. It may also be the 
case that the prosecution is dropped 
altogether because of evidence or issues 
discovered by the defense in advance 
of trial that convince the government 
a prosecution is not viable. Thus, the 
defense counsel, acting independently 
and in the best interests of the accused, 
will not only have served the accused 
but also helped the government spare 
itself the time and expense of a pointless 
trial. But, failing some kind of resolu-
tion before trial, the case proceeds to be 
heard by a court-martial, consisting of 
a military judge or a panel of members.
	 At trial, the prosecution, which bears 
the burden of proving the accused is 
guilty, puts on its evidence, consisting 
of witness testimony and exhibits, to 
persuade the court that the charges are 
true beyond a reasonable doubt. The 
defense counsel can ask follow-up ques-
tions (cross-examination) of every gov-
ernment witness to reveal biases, test the 
accuracy of the witness’s memory and 
capacity to perceive events, and confirm 
facts harmful to the government’s case. 
Then the defense attorney may, but is 
not required to, put on a case. (This is 
why defense counsel can independent-
ly obtain evidence. In fact, the Sixth 
Amendment guarantees the accused’s 
right “to have compulsory process for 
obtaining witnesses in his favor.”) Once 
the prosecution and defense have sub-
mitted their evidence to the judge or 
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jury, they each have an opportunity to 
argue what the evidence means—which 
pieces of evidence are reliable, which 
witnesses should be believed, and what 
the court should decide. Then, and only 
then, does the court decide whether the 
accused is guilty or not guilty, bearing 
in mind that the accused is presumed 
innocent under the Constitution un-
less the prosecution proves otherwise 
beyond a reasonable doubt. 
	 Some features of this system should 
stand out. First, notice that it is not the 
court’s job to investigate the case—
which is how a European-style inquisi-
torial system works—but only to decide 
the case based on the evidence and argu-
ments provided by the parties.12 Indeed, 
the American judicial system could not 
investigate cases as a structural matter. 
American judicial institutions, includ-
ing the military judiciary, simply are 
not staffed and resourced to have an 
investigatory capability. It is the pros-
ecution and the defense who obtain 
evidence and submit it to the court 
(though, again, the defense may decide 
to submit no evidence at all and com-
ment only on the evidence supplied by 
the government). It is the prosecution 
and the defense who question witnesses 
under oath. It is the prosecution and the 
defense who have investigated the case 
for months—years sometimes—preced-
ing the trial. 
	 Not only does this competition en-
sure the court makes its decision on the 
basis of the best evidence available, it is 
also essential to the outcome’s legitima-
cy, which flows from public confidence 
that each side competed to win. Every 
piece of evidence and every argument 
about that evidence that should have 
been considered was considered, so the 
thinking goes, because the adversaries 
in the trial each had the incentive and 
opportunity to gather all the evidence 
and make all the arguments favorable to 
their respective positions. This system 
necessarily fails to produce legitimate 
outcomes if the accused lacks an effec-
tive defense counsel because that would 
mean one side of the contest did not 
really compete. It would be as if a boxer 
threw a match for money or if the op-
posing force in a wargame let itself be 
beaten. There can be no confidence that 

the outcome of a contest is the right one 
if one side does not compete. Indeed, 
appellate courts overturn convictions if 
the accused’s defense counsel was inef-
fective at trial.13

	 The military justice system, just like 
the rest of the American justice system, 
is adversarial. Congress has provided for 
the accused’s “right to be represented in 
his defense.”14 Commissioned officers 
represent the government as trial coun-
sel and the accused as defense counsel.15 
The Uniform Code of Military Justice 
(UCMJ) further requires the counsel 
for both the government and the de-
fense to be “competent to perform such 
duties.”16 Thus has Congress both en-
forced the constitutional rights of the 
accused to be represented by counsel 
and upheld the integrity of the adver-
sarial system by requiring both sides 
of the court-martial to be competently 
represented. 
	 So far so good. But the military is 
(necessarily) a hierarchical organization. 
So how can a junior enlisted member 
really have confidence that his military 
lawyer, usually a lieutenant or captain, 
will fight for him against higher-ranking 
officers, including the accused’s com-
mander, who initiated the prosecution? 
(This is exactly how many military 
defense clients feel at the outset of the 
attorney-client relationship.) Well, Con-

gress thought of that too: the UCMJ 
prohibits the use of “unauthorized 
means ... to influence the action of a 
court-martial.”17 The court-martial 
is supposed to reach a result based on 
the law and evidence through the ad-
versarial process, not because external 
actors (perhaps very high-ranking ones) 
have unlawfully influenced the process 
to achieve a particular outcome.
	 To that end, Congress also specifi-
cally prohibited holding a defense coun-
sel’s zeal against that officer with respect 
to promotion or assignments.18 Con-
gress understood that military defense 
counsel, being officers in their respec-
tive Services, would not properly per-
form their function of defending their 
clients’ rights and fully competing in 
our adversarial system—and would not 
be trusted by their clients to do so—if 
defense counsel could be punished for 
doing their jobs well. This was precisely 
the problem with the comments made 
by the colonel in Gilmet. 
	 Recall that in Gilmet, the colonel 
told the defense counsel the law was 
just a formality. One of his comments 
was: “You think you are protected but 
that is a legal fiction.”19 Translation: “If 
you defend your client zealously, you 
will suffer, no matter what Congress 
or the Constitution says about it.” The 
Court of Appeals for the Armed Forces 

Marine judge advocates serving as defense counsels are a vital element of the military jus-
tice system. (Photo by Sgt Santiago G. Colon Jr.)
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properly recognized this as a violation 
of the accused’s right to counsel “by 
creating the perception in the minds 
of [the accused’s] defense counsel that 
their future in the Marine Corps would 
be jeopardized if they continued to zeal-
ously advocate for [the accused].”20 Be-
cause the government did not correct 
this perception, the adversarial process 
had been compromised, so the case was 
not allowed to proceed to trial at all.21

	 It was an embarrassing conclusion to 
a high-visibility homicide case. But Gil-
met is over. The question now is what 
to do moving forward. If the colonel’s 
comments do, in fact, reflect the sen-
timents of Marine leaders, that must 
change. In any case, Marines should 
value and respect defense work. Ma-
rines deserve effective defense counsel. 
Effective defense work is essential to 
the proper functioning of the Marine 
Corps’ military justice system, and it 
is a system the Marine Corps evidently 
wants considering how often Marine 
commanders use it. Consider that in 
fiscal year 2022 there were 206 Marine 
general and special courts-martial, as 
well as 113 summary courts-martial.22 
The Navy, which is approximately two 
times bigger than the Marine Corps 
in terms of personnel, actually tried 
fewer courts-martial over the same time 
period: 181 general and special courts-
martial and a mere nine summary 
courts-martial.23 These numbers are 
clear evidence that Marine commanders 
value the military justice system. But 
as the Gilmet decision illustrates, it is a 
system the Marine Corps cannot have 
without defense counsel who are able to 
defend their clients—to truly compete 
in the adversarial system.

Marines Defending Marines
	 To comply with Congress and the 
President’s mandate for competent 
defense counsel in the military justice 
system, each Service has established an 
organization responsible for supplying 
military defense counsel to accused 
service members. The Marine Corps 
Defense Services Organization (DSO) 
performs this function for Marines, as 
well as for sailors assigned to Marine 
commands.24 At any given time, the 
Marine Corps Defense Services Orga-

nization comprises approximately 60 
Marine judge advocates. And because 
they are Marines, they are the best de-
fense counsel in the world—when they 
are allowed to do their work.
	 The modern DSO is relatively new, 
having been established in September 
2011 by a modification of the Marine 
Corps Manual for Legal Administra-
tion.25 This reform “provide[d] the 
DSO with greater supervisory control 
over DSO personnel, and change[d] 
the authority for detailing defense 

counsel to cases.”26 These changes 
were intended to “better insulate the 
DSO and the defense function.”27 To 
that end, supervisory counsel within 
the DSO have the authority to detail 
defense counsel to represent particular 
clients,28 Marine defense counsel’s fit-
ness reports are written by supervisory 
defense counsel,29 and collateral duties 
may not “conflict with [defense coun-
sel’s] statutory and ethical obligations 
to their clients.”30 The DSO’s structure 
and protections are essential to ensuring 
it has the functional independence it 
requires to provide Marines the repre-
sentation to which they are statutorily 
and constitutionally entitled.
	 The DSO exists for one purpose: to 
defend Marines. The DSO’s motto is 
Marines Defending Marines. Outside of 
combat, nobody fights as hard for Ma-
rines as a Marine defense counsel. This 
is because the Marine defense coun-
sel’s mission—and only mission—is the 
Marines. For a Marine defense counsel, 
there is no tension within the concept of 
Mission First, Marines Always because 
the Marines are the mission. 
	 Consequently, the relationship be-
tween a Marine defense counsel and his 
client is a truly unique one in the Corps. 
It is a privileged relationship. Within 
the confidentiality of the attorney-cli-
ent relationship, the Marine defense 

counsel and his client, who is usually 
junior enlisted, can achieve an un-
matched level of honesty and transpar-
ency. This sort of relationship between 
a Marine officer and an enlisted Marine 
exists nowhere else in the Corps. What 
is more, because the defense counsel is 
required by law to fight for his client’s 
best interests, the zeal with which he 
fights for his client is not tempered by 
concern for the interests of the institu-
tion or the government, as it would be 
for an officer in any other relationship 

with a Marine. There is a purity to the 
work; a Marine defense counsel serves 
one purpose and one purpose only—to 
defend Marines.
	 This can give rise to some level of 
frustration, if not suspicion, by Marine 
leaders. The duties of a Marine defense 
counsel often place them in opposition 
to commanders and prosecutors within 
the military justice system. But that is 
a feature of the defense function, not 
a bug. The Marine Corps’ justice sys-
tem depends on defense counsel to 
zealously oppose the commanders and 
prosecutors seeking to take adverse ac-
tion against an accused Marine. While 
this might be irritating in a given case, 
it is necessary to the system’s proper 
functioning. It is precisely in those cases 
where the defense counsel most frus-
trates the government’s designs, such 
as by winning an acquittal at trial, that 
the defense counsel is best serving the 
military justice system. For the greatest 
sin any justice system can commit is to 
convict an innocent person. 
	 Make no mistake, every Marine 
defense counsel has had the awesome 
and terrifying responsibility of defend-
ing an innocent Marine. This is not 
to say that Marine commanders and 
trial counsel intentionally prosecute 
innocent people. Like Marine defense 
counsel, they too are honorable offi-

It is precisely in those cases where the defense coun-
sel most frustrates the government’s designs ... that 
the defense counsel is best serving the military justice 
system.
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cers performing necessary duties in 
good faith. But it is also true that any 
government system has an error rate. 
Even when all government actors are 
acting diligently and in good faith, 
an innocent person may find himself 
in the crosshairs of a prosecution. In 
those truly terrifying circumstances, a 
Marine defense counsel is the accused’s 
best friend and the prosecution’s worst 
enemy.
	 Marine defense counsel cannot 
effectively defend Marines without 
leaders’ respect for the defense func-
tion, as well as the structure and pro-
tections afforded by the DSO and the 
UCMJ. As Gilmet demonstrates, all 
the structure and protections in the 
world are meaningless if Marine lead-
ers treat them like they are a “legal fic-
tion.” (However, ironically, seeking to 
undermine the military justice system 
like the colonel in Gilmet may result 
in the charges being dismissed, which 
ultimately benefits the accused.)
	 Marine defense counsel are officers 
performing Constitutionally mandat-
ed duties. That does not mean lead-
ers have a duty to agree with defense 
counsel on particular cases. But leaders 
ought to listen, with an open mind, to 
what Marine defense counsel have to 
say about their Marines and respect 
that Marine defense counsel are per-
forming their duties. Marine defense 
counsel do not have a choice: they are 
ethically obligated to fight for their cli-
ents. Moreover, the Marine Corps can-
not have the justice system its leaders 
want without Marine defense counsel 
defending Marines .
	 Marines are justly reputed around 
the world for excellence. It would be 
perverse to expect a Marine officer to 
be anything less than excellent when 
defending a fellow Marine. A Marine 
defense counsel who fights to the very 
end for his clients, his Marines, is up-
holding the core values of the Marine 
Corps. No leader should expect any 
less.
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F orce Design 2030 was an-
nounced four years ago, yet 
Marines are still four years 
away from receiving our 

first Landing Ship Medium (LSM). 
Although 35 LSMs are needed for ex-
peditionary advanced base operations 
(EABO), under current plans the Ma-
rine Corps will have only 6 by 2031. 
Meanwhile, the People’s Liberation 
Army (PLA) acts more provocatively 
each month, harassing Taiwan as China 
continues to militarize the South China 
Sea. Xi Jinping has directed the PLA to 
be ready to invade Formosa by 2027.1 
The Marine Corps is running out of 
time. 
	 The Marine Corps should pause pro-
curement of the LSM to instead focus on 
acquiring purpose-built Stern Landing 
Vessels (SLVs). SLVs utilize a proven de-
sign, can be built to the same character-
istics as the LSM, procured much sooner 
than the LSM and are much cheaper.

The SLV Meets EABO Intratheater 
Surface Lift Requirements 
	 EABO requires the Marine Corps 
to utilize small amphibious ships to 
maneuver and sustain Marine litto-
ral regiment (MLR) stand-in forces 
within the littorals.2 To address this 
operational logistics quandary, the 
Navy and Marine Corps announced 
in 2020 they would procure the design 
and fielding of a new type of ship: the 
LSM.3 Although Navy/Marine Corps 
disagreement persists regarding the 
necessary number of LSMs and their 
protective requirements,4 there is agree-
ment on the following principal fea-
tures:  length between 200–400 feet; 
maximum 12-foot draft; weight not to 

exceed 4,000 tons; space for 75 Marines;  
4,000–8,000 square feet of cargo space; 
stern or bow landing ramp; minimum 
speed of 14 knots; and minimum range 
of 3,500 nautical miles.5 As the Navy 
conducts interminable ship-building 
analyses in a quest for the exquisite, the 
affordable and plentiful solution is hid-
ing in plain sight.6

	 An SLV is a stern-ramp craft that 
can be manufactured to meet LSM 
Requirements. For example, Austra-
lian ship designer Sea Transport adver-
tises a design for a 230-foot “military” 
SLV that cruises at 15 knots, has 5,500 
square feet of cargo space, and “can 
travel from Los Angeles to Brisbane 
on a single tank of fuel” (approx. 7,000 
miles).7 Although the SLV’s employ-
ment as a military vessel is a novel idea, 

the craft’s design is not. Some of the 
first SLVs were built in the 1980s by 
Sea Transport, and these ships have 
been used extensively ever since.8 In 
fact, Marine Corps Combat Develop-
ment Command (MCCDC) has such 
high confidence in the SLV that it is 
the cornerstone of the Marine Corps’ 
“LSM gap-bridging plan.”
	 Within MCCDC, the Marine Corps 
War Fighting Lab (MCWL) developed 
a contracted solution to test EABO sur-
face logistics concepts long before the 
first LSM is projected to be delivered 
in July 2028.9 Specifically, MCWL 
has contracted three different SLVs: 

an oil industry offshore support vessel 
(OSV),10 which has been repurposed 
as an SLV (Repurposed OSV); a SLV 
manufactured by Sea Transport (Mili-
tary SLV); and a bow-loading ship with 
a stern ramp (Hybrid SLV).11 While 
SLVs are the most appropriate substitute 
for the LSM, MCWL will also test an 
autonomous low-profile vessel, and an 
ancillary surface craft.12 Other elements 
of the LSM gap-bridging solution in-

Don’t Make it
Complicated

A commonsense solution to the Landing Ship Medium
by Maj M. Hunter Davidhizar
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assigned to Marine Forces Europe 
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LSM computer rendering from a 22 May 23 Navy briefing to Congress. (Source: Congressional Re-
search Service.)
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clude the expeditionary fast transport, 
and the landing craft utility.13 

The SLV’s Cheap Acquisition Price 
and Proven Design Alleviate Budget 
Concerns
	 Recent history provides an excellent 
example of how a novel ship design 
coupled with poor contracting made 
for a financially disastrous situation. 
The Navy’s littoral combat ship (LCS) 
program has proven to be one of the 
costliest boondoggles in an industry 
infamous for costly boondoggles.14 Be-
gun in 2002, the LCS was based on an 
unproven modular design. But instead 
of employing the adage buy a few and 
test a lot, the LCS was built at separate 
shipyards by separate shipbuilders 
employing separate designs. This was 
done to curry favor with congressional 
constituencies and to satisfy a Chief of 
Naval Operations keen to rapidly in-
crease the Navy’s ship numbers. When 
the ships began to fail nearly as soon as 
they were commissioned, the cost to 
repair two different ship types chocked 
full of proprietary software caused pro-
gram costs to skyrocket. Military and 
civilian leaders then continued to sup-
port the project because it was in their 
best self-interests. The economic fallout 
is still being tallied, but the Navy paid 
approximately $30B for a fleet of inoper-
able ships.15

	 While it would be pessimistic 
to claim the LSM is destined for an 
LCS-like fate, there are two similari-
ties between the programs. Both were 
commenced using unproven designs, 
and both became unnecessarily expen-
sive at the outset. Whereas the Marine 

Corps accepts a $100M LSM that is 
less protected from enemy attack,16 

the Navy insists on a more survivable 
LSM costing an average of $148M.17 
Of course, the U.S. taxpayer foots the 
bill even if neither Service is ultimately 
satisfied with the product. Conversely, 
robust experimentation with MCWL’s 
three contracted SLVs would allow the 

Marine Corps to confidently choose 
a far more economical vessel model, 
potentially obviating the need for 
an LSM, or at the very least greatly 
informing its development, thereby 
saving millions in procurement and 
operating costs.18

Model #1: Repurposed OSV
	 Louisiana-based Hornbeck Offshore 
Services is a publicly traded entity that 
owns and operates ships used in the 
oil industry. In what is believed to be 
a first occurrence in the United States, 
Hornbeck created a SLV by modifying 
one of its OSVs to add a stern ramp, 
retractable stabilization shafts, bil-
leting spaces, and guards to protect 
the propellers during landing opera-
tions.19 Recent improvements in oil 
exploration technology have reduced 
the demand for OSVs, resulting in rela-

tively low purchase prices. Although 
Hornbeck’s current business model 
does not contemplate making modifi-
cations to OSVs which it does not own, 
the company has extensive experience 
modifying OSVs, and there are mul-
tiple U.S. players in this space.20 While 
a converted OSV is likely the most in-
expensive SLV, and therefore ideal for 
surging capacity, these commercial-
purpose vessels have deeper drafts and 
lack certain survivability features that 
can only be added during the vessel’s 
construction. 

Model #2: Military SLV
	 While Sea Transport’s military SLV 
would cost about the same as a lower-
end LSM (approximately $120M), at 45 
years, the craft’s service life is well above 
the 20 years dictated by the LSM Re-
quirements. Sea Transport also claims 
its optimized hull shape and freshwater 
ballast save on fuel and maintenance 
costs, respectively.21

Model #3: Hybrid SLV
	 The Marine Corps recently part-
nered with the U.S. subsidiary of Aus-
tralian shipbuilder Birdon, to build a 
260-foot experimental landing craft. 
Although this craft will have a stern 
ramp to launch small craft, and for 
ship-to-dock and ship-to-ship opera-
tions, this prototype is a bow-landing 
vessel. At a cost of approximately $54M, 
this vessel is considerably less expensive 
than even the cheapest Marine Corps-
favored LSM design.22

	 Contrary to the LSM, the Hybrid 
SLV, or a vessel incorporating features 
of two or more of the three models 
above is much more likely to meet the 
Marine Corps’ expectations, thereby 
avoiding costly modifications or over-
hauls.

The SLV Can be Procured Much 
Quicker than the LSM
	 As the Navy continues its methodi-
cal approach to fielding the LSM, the 
Repurposed OSV, which meets several 
LSM requirements, was delivered to the 
Marine Corps for experimentation at 
Blount Island Command (BIC) in 
September 2023.23 The Military SLV 
will be delivered in Darwin, Australia, 

Computer rendering of the Repurposed OSV. (Source: Hornbeck Offshore Services.)

... it would be pessimis-
tic to claim the LSM is 
destined for an LCSlike 
fate ...
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this year, and the Hybrid SLV will be 
delivered in 2027. Each of these vessels 
is leased with crew to MCWL for three 
to fi ve years with purchase options.24

Should the Marine Corps decide one 
of these designs meets some or all of its 
intratheater lift needs, depending on 
the design(s) and the number of suppli-
ers chosen, EABO-capable SLVs could 
be delivered to the Marine Corps in as 
little as four months following contract 
initiation.25

Arguments Against the SLV Lack 
Merit
 While true that both the Repur-
posed OSV and the Military SLV mod-
els will be less survivable than the LSM 
as currently envisioned, the Hybrid 
SLV boasts signature-reducing design 
features which greatly decrease detect-
ability. Moreover, our Commandant 
has accepted this marginal risk, and the 
FY23 NDAA for the fi rst time granted 
him the fi nal word on amphibious vessel 
characteristics.26 Additionally, while 
there is value to the recommendation 
that the Marines acquire one of the 
Army’s logistics support vessels for 
experimentation, these vessels do not 
meet the LSM Requirements due to the 
vessel’s reduced speed and cargo space.27

Finally, while companies like Birdon 
and Hornbeck manufacture in the U.S., 
Jones Act concerns surrounding any 
foreign manufacture of SLVs can be 
addressed with a Presidential waiver.28

Conclusion
 Tweaking the proven SLV design to 
satisfy our surface logistics needs will al-
low the Marine Corps to rapidly obtain 
a vessel which meets the LSM Require-
ments. Instead of simply viewing them 
as a stopgap, purpose-built SLVs should 
be viewed as the solution to the EABO 
support-vessel quandary. Accordingly, 
the Navy and Marine Corps should re-
approach Congress and request that the 
beleaguered LSM program be paused 
until the two SLVs currently in pro-
duction can be tested. At worst, such 
experimentation will provide for better 
informed LSM ship-building decisions. 
At best, the SLVs will replace the LSM 
altogether, allowing MLRs to conduct 
EABO years before the fi rst LSMs are 

scheduled to be on station. In either 
case, the millions in resulting cost sav-
ings could be applied to other Force 
Design 2030 eff orts. 
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This article argues that Land-
ing Helicopter Assault 
(LHAs) ships should be pro-
duced in the short term. The 

main reason is that America’s techno-
logically superior, but smaller fleet is no 
match for the Chinese—as supported 
by history. The second reason is that 
production time is wasting away while 
the Navy awaits an ideal ship class to 
come around. Supporting reasons are 
found in that LHAs support the multi-
domain operations (MDO) concept by 
producing unusual dilemmas for the 
enemy to contemplate. 
	 America’s naval inferiority is plain to 
see. The greatest threat lies in the combi-
nation of China’s fleet size and American 
ship production. China’s fleet already 
numbers 355 vessels while America’s fleet 
is weak at 296 hulls.1 Also, the adversary 
is expected to have 420 ships by 2025. 
America on the other hand will see zero 
increase between production and ship 
retirements until 2030.2 The problem 
is further aggravated by the Navy’s ap-
parent insistence on waiting for the ideal 
“next-gen” destroyer to be produced—a 
class that is still in the design phase.3 All 
of this indicates that the Navy has an 
increasingly ineffective deterrence value 
the longer events go unchanged and the 
odds of war dramatically increase. 
	 These problems require the LHA 
as a common solution. As a finished 
design, the LHA can be produced start-
ing immediately, rather than waiting 
far too long for a perfect next-gen so-
lution. This will also close the gap in 
numbers. If the design is leased out for 
production to various shipyards, it will 
be possible to close the gap even more. 
In the future, changes in doctrine can 
be embodied in the aircraft assigned to 
LHAs. If America continues to ignore 
the LHA, then it must turn to technol-
ogy to even the odds. 

	 Less obvious is the futility of turn-
ing to naval technology for solutions. 
As mentioned by Capt Sam Tangredi 
in his article, “Bigger Fleets Win,” only 
in three wars out of 28 did a small but 
technologically superior navy emerge 
victorious over the larger.4 History and 
a clear vision say America is most likely 
to lose the potential war against China. 
Factor in China’s heavy investment in 
production and technology, and the 
calculus increasingly indicates war as 
deterrence fades. 
	 Once again, LHAs are the solu-
tion. It goes to reason that technologi-
cal upgrades would be far more easily 
implemented in aircraft, rather than in 
entire ship classes built around them. 
So, LHAs are the solution by virtue of 
the fact that their function and combat 
prowess are contained within their air-
craft complements. Other aerial assets 
will be difficult or impossible to use in 
a war with China. 
	  Furthermore, the problem is in-
creased by the difficulty America will 
have in using aerial assets. The contest-
ed region is Southeast Asia, which gives 
the aerial advantage to the Chinese. 
They would have easy basing on land, 
whereas America would be dependent 
on aircraft carriers and partner nation 
bases. This part is negated by China’s 
formidable missile arsenal.
	 Modern aircraft are dependent on 
airbases and their landing strips to 
launch and land safely. The first thing 
to be destroyed will be such bases since 
they are fixed assets unable to dodge 

attacks. Only aircraft carriers can hide, 
but in being found, their large size and 
large aircraft complement make them 
irreplaceable assets. Great loss to the 
Navy will occur with each aircraft carr‑ 
ier lost. These facts have convinced 
many that the time of aircraft carriers 
is at an end, as argued by Capt Jerry 
Hendrix.5 He also argued for smaller 
carriers as a more permanent solution. 
	 The vulnerability of traditional air-
craft carriers is that they are too large. 
This can be mitigated by the introduc-
tion of smaller aircraft carriers, but as 
an interim solution, multiple LHAs can 
be produced for the price of a single air-
craft carrier. Additionally, LHAs have 
significant capabilities in lethality and 
survivability, comparable to those of an 
aircraft carrier. The Ford carrier class 
costs in 2023 dollars is about 15.6 bil-
lion and carries 90 aircraft.6 The LHA 
America class, Flight 0, costs in 2023 
dollars is about 4.3 billion and carries 
20 aircraft.7 Using the approximate fig-
ures, 3.6 America class vessels can be 
produced for each Ford class vessel that 
normally would be obtained. However, 
the fleet does lose the capacity for twenty 
aircraft by choosing the LHA option. 
	 The LHA America class option is 
best. The Navy gets three hulls instead 
of one and gets greater survivability. 
Should one or even two LHAs go down, 
there is still a third; however, with the 
Ford-class option, the ship’s loss would 
almost certainly mean the loss of all 
ninety aircraft (assuming landbases 
would be inaccessible).

A Temporary Means
Multi-domain operations and short-term LHA Production

by Mr. Jason F. Rutledge

>Mr. Rutledge is a civilian friend of the Marine Corps. He has unfortunately been 
disabled but seeks to contribute to society through his writings. He also hopes 
to eventually earn an honorary rank over time. Mr. Rutledge’s unusual achieve-
ments include high placements in wargames, both online and at hobby stores. 
Presently, he is working on more topics related to multi-domain operations. 
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 It is prudent to discuss the LHA rec-
ommendation in terms of the MDO 
theory. To paraphrase, MDO states 
that an enemy should be forced into 
decision paralysis by the sheer volume 
of problems he is facing.8

 LHAs go a long way toward the 
aforementioned. First, the greater 
number of hulls would work to strain 
enemy reconnaissance assets. Second, 
unlike discovering purpose-built ves-
sels, like submarines or aircraft carriers, 
fi nding a light carrier does not reveal 
its purpose. It could be ferrying troops 
into battle, preparing fi ghters to raid 
commerce or fi ght battles, or hunting 
submarines. Just the fact that it is carry-
ing a mix of aircraft that makes it a lesser 
threat across a broader spectrum. All 
these possibilities would force enemy 
planners to seriously consider more po-
tential threats than they could handle. 
This delay in analysis would likely give 
American forces a decisive edge in the 
observe-orient-decide-act loop.

 This partially alleviates the need 
for large task forces; LHAs would, 
frankly speaking, be less valuable and, 
as discussed earlier, more fl exible in 
handling the enemy than carriers and 
their escorts. Once again, LHAs could 
be tailored to needed roles on the fl y by 
changing the aircraft onboard; there-
fore, there would be much-reduced 
concern about presenting weaknesses. 
 This same method could be used to 
keep more LHAs in the fi ght for longer. 
When one LHA has been stricken, its 
surviving aircraft would be distributed 
among surviving LHAs and airbases to 
bring them up to full strength, all while 
the damaged craft returns to port for 
repairs. There are also tactics that LHA 
would be able to use to enhance ground 
options, such as the “ship-hopping” tac-
tic. 
 The ship-hopping tactic is where 
land troops are transported from a safe 
starting point distant from the enemy 
to a battlefi eld deep in enemy territory. 

The troops start on a light carrier that 
has been temporarily purposed as a 
troop transport well beyond enemy 
anti-access/area denial assets. They are 
then transported by tiltrotor aircraft to 
another light carrier, where the aircraft 
are refueled. This hopping from ship 
to ship continues in rapid succession 
until a destination on land is reached, 
where the troops engage in battle or 
depart on a mission. This would keep 
lives away from unnecessary risk until 
needed. Also, this would certainly be a 
novel use for a carrier, be it a light ver-
sion or not. This is not the only MDO 
consideration for using LHAs. 
 A limit for where extended opera-
tions into enemy territory can take 
place is the need for ports and docks 
to support ground forces ashore with 
enough provisions. A problem for such 
actions elsewhere is the need for aircraft 
to travel long distances to ferry limited 
supplies. The LHA solves these dilem-
mas. 
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	 Assuming anti-access/area denial as-
sets have been dealt with temporarily, 
LHAs can travel anywhere along the 
Chinese coast acting as mobile bases. 
This resolves the need for ports and 
docks since LHAs, in conjunction with 
cargo ships, can use complements of 
vertical-lift aircraft and tiltrotors to 
move supplies. Given the short dis-
tance between ground forces and the 
LHA, multiple trips can be made to 
ensure that enough has been provided 
so ground operations can continue. 
This LHA use as a mobile base would 
be a powerful benefit that further com-
plicates the enemy’s decision making, 
as per MDO requirements.  
	 There are drawbacks to the theory 
of producing LHAs in number. The 
greater presence of LHAs would make it 
necessary to manufacture more VTOL 
fighters and tiltrotors. However, this 
would be advisable regardless of wheth-
er using LHAs more or not. Modern 
anti-access/area denial and missile de-
velopment by the Chinese will contest 
air dominance severely. Airfields will 
be repeatedly destroyed, and aircraft 
carriers could potentially be damaged or 
destroyed beyond the ability to recover 
aircraft. Having aircraft that can land 
just about anywhere will be a staple 
need—hence the great need for more 
vertical-lift fighters and tiltrotors. 
	 Naturally, concern about crew train-
ing would present itself: time would be 
wasted training the crews of the new 
LHAs, which would give the edge back 
to China. The answer is already evident 
in the use of Gold and Blue teams for 
American ballistic submarines. 
	 Essentially submarines have two 
crews for each submarine, a “Gold” 
team and a “Blue” team.9 Each team is 
fully versed in operating the vessel and 
is a complete crew unto itself. Doing 
this allows the submarine to operate 
longer while maintaining the morale 
of the crew. 
	 In the case of LHAs, the multiple 
teams would be key to training crews 
until new vessels are available. First, an 
experienced crew is divided into two 
teams with new sailors added to both. 
This would allow the existing LHAs 
to operate correctly while simultane-
ously training the newer crew members. 

Teams away from their LHA would oc-
cupy themselves with drills and rein-
forcing education while ashore. When a 
new LHA is produced, one of the teams 
goes to it; this results in a vessel almost 
ready to go into immediate use. Then 
the process is repeated. In theory, the 
new use of Gold and Blue teams will al-
low LHAs to enter service much faster.
	 Should peace prevail, concerns about 
maintaining excess LHAs can be ad-
dressed. The Nation could sell, lease, 
or give the extra vessels to partner na-
tions in the contested region. Though 
American expertise would be necessary 
for foreign nations to maintain the new 
assets, the cost of doing so would fall 
on foreign nations. Second, American 
industry would benefit from increased 
demand for its services, be it regarding 
LHAs, vertical-lift aircraft, the F-35B 
fighter, or all three. Third, foreign na-
tions investing in an American vessel 
would be heavily incentivized to make 
their militaries more interoperable with 
our navy; this would simplify logistics 
and give everyone involved a stronger 
fighting edge.
	 It is necessary to summarize the 
LHA’s advantages regarding MDO 
theory. Its ability to be produced in 
numbers places a strain on enemy re-
connaissance. The ability to change air-
craft complements forces the enemy to 
ponder multiple threats from discover-
ing just one LHA; type of aircraft and 
personnel are on board? LHAs can also 
reconstitute fighting forces much faster 
since aircraft from lost LHAs can be 
used on surviving vessels and airfields. 
Ground forces can transit long distances 
rapidly using LHAs as refueling stops 
for tiltrotors going to battles and land-
ing zones. Finally, they can serve as mo-
bile bases for extended land operations 
where docks and ports are unavailable. 
LHAs would be able to produce an in-
credible array of problems for an enemy, 
a key tenet of MDO theory. 
	 In conclusion, it can be argued that 
the Navy is in dire straits. Its fleet is be-
hind in numbers, ship production, and 
losing its technological advantage. If 
the problem cannot be solved because 
doctrine and the related ship produc-
tion plan are not forthcoming, then it 
is imperative to close the gap. America 

needs LHA ships in production at full 
speed until better solutions present 
themselves. 
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The 2022 National Defense 
Strategy is focused primarily 
on great-power competition 
(GPC) with an increasingly 

aggressive China as the pacing threat, 
thus changing how each Service must 
operate in the future. No longer will 
the Joint Force be able to bring mass 
close to the fight on D-Day. Instead, 
a modern island-hopping campaign 
like the United States versus Japan in 
World War II is required to deter, deny, 
or defeat the enemy. The Marine Corps’ 
response to GPC is the utilization of 
expeditionary advanced base operations 
(EABO) and stand-in forces (SIF) to 
increase operational reach inside Chi-
na’s weapons engagement zone (WEZ). 
EABO describes how SIF will comple-
ment distributed maritime operations 
(DMO) by dispersing Marines across a 
series of advanced bases amongst host 
nations to assist with gaining sea control 
and allow the advance of follow-on op-
erations, such as carrier groups moving 
within the WEZ.1 As depicted in Figure 
1, expeditionary advance bases intend to 
be dispersed, small, mobile, and emit a 
low signature to remain undetected in 
the WEZ of the enemy while also act-
ing as intermediate bases of operation.2

Introduction
	 Sustainment wins wars. Operational 
art theorist Dr. Milan Vego said, “When 
an offensive major operation or cam-
paign is extended a great distance, it 
is often advantageous to establish an 
intermediate base of operations to fa-

cilitate logistical support and sustain-
ment.”3 EABO cannot be sustained 
in a modern conflict against a peer 
competitor due to the tyranny of dis-
tance from intermediate bases such as 
Hawaii or Guam. Even though Guam 
is over 2,000 miles from China, it is 
still within China’s WEZ. Therefore, 
logistics must be dispersed across the 
area of operations to limit detection and 
provide multiple sustainment options. 
	 As described in the EABO manual, 
“logistics sustain readiness and opera-
tions by planning and executing the 
movement and support of forces across 
the competition continuum.”4 One of 
the critical capabilities of EABO will 
be the rapid movement and maneuver 
of troops and supplies across advanced 
bases to remain undetected and hard to 
kill: “Hard to kill refers to making it 
difficult for an adversary to target SIF 
by understanding how the adversary 
performs targeting and then negating 
those efforts through movement, dis-
persion, and by defeating the sensors 
themselves.”5 The MV-22B aircraft, 
with its short take off/vertical lift ca-
pability, is a critical component in the 
movement and maneuver function of 
EABO and SIF. However, the sustain-

ment of aviation readiness in a contested 
environment has not been resolved. 
	 The Marine Corps needs to lean on 
its historical foundation of being in-
novative to get the job done with the 
least available means. A solution to the 
movement and maneuver problem is 
the better use of the MV-22B, but the 
sustainment of flight operations must 
be resolved first. Simple solutions to the 
sustainment problem include adjusting 
the manpower model to include small, 
integrated teams of logistics, infantry, 
and aviation Marines capable of con-
ducting movement and maneuver to 
remain undetected. Next, there must 
be agreements with host nations to dis-
place and hide parts, fuel bladders, and 
equipment throughout the area of opera-
tions before a fight happens. This means 
the right parts and equipment must be 
pushed forward to remote locations 
and stored and maintained appropri-
ately. Delivering classes of supply once 
shots are fired is unrealistic and risks the 
element of surprise, defeating the pur-
pose of EABO. Senior Marine Corps 
officers failed to identify the logistical 
constraints of operating in a contested 
environment against a great power when 
forming the EABO and SIF concepts.

Sustainment within
the Weapons

Engagement Zone
Enabling movement and maneuver through logistics

by Maj Brandon L. Erwin

>Maj Erwin is an Aircraft Maintenance Officer currently assigned to MATSG-23 
and serving as the Commanding Officer of Aviation Maintenance Squadron One. 
His last deployment was with SPMAGTF–Crisis Response–Central Command, 
serving as the Aviation Logistics Department Planner. Maj Erwin is also a 2023 
graduate of the Naval War College.
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	 Fortunately, Gen Berger recognized 
the problem when he tweeted, “Logis-
tics is our pacing function. The ability 
to sustain forces will allow us to persist 
and provide a more lethal capability to 
the joint force. Sergeant Major and I 
need all Marines to make logistics a pri-
ority.”6 In the future, sustainment must 
be conducted with tactical planning. If 
the Marine Corps plans to successfully 
implement new concepts against GPC, 
then sustaining rapid movement and 
maneuver capabilities via short take-off 
and vertical landing aircraft is essential. 
Almost every platform can use the of-
fered solutions to resolve the aviation 
sustainment problem, but addressing 
the MV-22B first is critical because the 
initial contact phase of EABO requires 
rapid movement and maneuver of small 
forces across a contested area of opera-
tion. 

Mitigating The Real Problem: Anti-
Access/Area Denial
	 China’s anti-access/area denial ca-
pabilities create a dilemma in force 
sustainment and survivability across 
austere, distributed locations. This di-
lemma produces a single point of failure 
within the EABO and SIF concepts, 
specifically airlift in support of ground 
troops dispersed across contested areas 
of operation. China’s long-range anti-
ship weapons can range U.S. surface 
vessels that have operated uncontested 
over the past twenty years.7 The Navy’s 
ships can no longer mitigate the tyranny 
of distance to support aviation opera-
tions due to the requirement to remain 
outside China’s WEZ until working sea 
control is established. “[T]he U.S. ci-
vilian maritime industry is not a viable 
alternative for seabased logistics, as it 
has atrophied and almost disappeared,” 
Congressman John Garamendi told 
Newsweek. “There’s a phrase called ‘the 
tyranny of distance’ which is the Pacific. 
And therefore, the necessity of supply-
ing, resupplying logistics becomes a criti-
cal factor in any action that the United 
States military could undertake in the 
Pacific.”8 Vessels operating in the WEZ 
to sustain aviation operations in the fu-
ture against a peer enemy are unrealistic. 
	 As described by leadership columnist 
Douglas Satterfield, good initiative, bad 

judgment is “when a military service-
member does something for good rea-
son, but things turn out awful.”9 The 
EABO Manual describes how Naval 
forces will conduct EABO across the 
competition continuum but lacks op-
erational art and design for protecting 
and sustaining operations.10 The EABO 
Handbook: Considerations for Force De-
ployment and Employment fantasizes 
about procuring unmanned vessels and 
floating airplanes to keep forces hidden 
inside the enemy’s engagement zone.11 
These ideas provide flexibility, but the 
Planning, Programming, Budgeting, 
and Execution (PPB&E) process lim-
its the force’s ability to acquire innova-
tive assets quickly. Due to the lengthy 
PPB&E process, ideas mentioned in 
the EABO Handbook are long-term 
solutions to an immediate problem.12 

The Marine Corps must be brilliant at 
using the capabilities currently in its 
inventory to move troops across an area 
of operations, and the MV-22B can be 
the game changer for the EABO/SIF 
concepts. 
	 The MV-22B allows the MAGTF to 
conduct movement and maneuver rap-
idly within the first and second island 
chains. The mission of the MV-22B is 
to “support the MAGTF commander 
by providing day and night all-weather 
assault support by transporting com-

bat troops and equipment during 
expeditionary, joint, or combined 
operations.”13 Most importantly, the 
MV-22B does not require runways 
or helicopter landing pads. If a com-
mander needs something quickly, the 
MV-22B can deliver it. For example, a 
battalion commanding officer needs to 
rapidly transport a platoon of Marines 
in an austere environment 200 miles 
from their current location to reinforce 
another element. However, self-sustain-
ment and protection of the MV-22B in 
a remote area of operations are required 
to support the battalion commander’s 
requests. 

Iron Hills, Not Mountains
	 Russia, Ukraine, and NATO have 
proven that sustaining a war between 
great powers will be a priority func-
tion. The EABO handbook states, “In 
a near-term fight tonight scenario, the 
greatest demand on the logistics and 
supply chain will likely be aviation fuel, 
parts, and maintenance.”14 To address 
the sustainability problem, the Marine 
Corps must consider new means to sus-
tain shore-to-shore operations beyond 
the standard 30–60 initial days of sup-
ply in a contested environment against 
China. EABO and SIF need iron hills, 
not mountains, as the solution. Iron 
hills are small logistical footprints that 

In EABO the greatest challenge in sustainment may be aviation fuel and parts. (Graphic provided 
by author.
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sustain tactical operations from small 
forward operating bases closer to the 
front lines. In contrast, iron mountains 
are large logistical hubs that provide 
strategic support to an entire area of 
operations far from the front lines. 
	 The problem with iron mountains is 
they emit a more prominent signature, 
require more protection, and take more 
time to establish. During the Global 
War on Terrorism, U.S. forces were 
logistically uncontested and could 
gradually set up iron mountains and 
commercially ship directly to most lo-
cations. A peer adversary will take out 
defenseless aviation logistics support 
ships (T-AVB) almost immediately, and 
commercial aircraft and shipping will 
not deliver supplies in a contested envi-
ronment. A web of dispersed iron hills 
can hide across the Indo-Pacific theatre 
and build resiliency into EABO and 
SIF. However, the hubs must remain 
hidden to be effective. 
	 For example, 1,082 offshore oil and 
gas platforms are dispersed across the 
South China Sea.15 The littoral states 
of the South China Sea that own oil 
platforms are Thailand (356), Malay-
sia (317), Brunei (166), Vietnam (91), 
China (76), Indonesia (29), and the 
Philippines (8).16 Oil rigs offer multiple 
redundancies across all supply classes, 
such as communication suites, spare 
parts, fuel bladders, ammunition, food, 
and water. Submarines can approach 
them from the sea, and aircraft, includ-
ing MV-22Bs, can land on their helicop-
ter pads. Fortunately, another Service is 
already looking to implement the iron 
hill concept. 
	 While operating in a silo, the Air 
Force also plans to use iron hills to sup-
port its solution to the GPC problem, 
Agile Combat Employment (ACE). 
ACE recognizes the need to “leverage 
local and regional commercial markets 
to alleviate distribution system stress 
and provide critical services and equip-
ment to distributed forces.”17 The Joint 
Force, partners, and allies must work 
together to create a distributed network 
of bases and prepositioned stocks of 
supply and ammunition. The Deputy 
Commanding General for Air Mobility 
Command, LtGen Christopher Mo-
han, considers “every additional base 

as an additional potential dilemma 
for our adversary.” He further justifies 
that materiel shall “be in small, more 
dispersed locations.”18 However, the 
prepositioned materiel is valuable only 
if it is the right materiel. For instance, 
the Deputy Commandant for Aviation 
should incentivize squadron command-
ing officers to value the importance of 
accurately inputting Defense Readiness 
Reporting System requirements and 
maintenance action forms to ensure the 
force is messaging the proper require-
ments to the supply chain. The Marine 
Corps needs to look to commercial in-
dustries for solutions to the aviation 
sustainment problem. Otherwise, the 
Defense Logistics Agency never knows 
what the priority is. When a significant 
fight kicks off, the kinks in the report-
ing system will show their ugly face and 
overwhelm the supply industry. 
	 Investing in artificial intelligence and 
other algorithms to determine the right 
type and number of components for 
prepositioning can reduce the depen-
dency on commercial shipping to de-
liver parts in a contested environment. 
Delta is an excellent example of using 
predictive maintenance to increase read-
iness and sustain operations: “In 2018, 
Delta partnered with Airbus to use the 
Skywise Core Platform and Skywise 
Predictive Maintenance application 
to improve aircraft reliability. Main-
tenance-related cancelations dropped 
from more than 5,600 in 2010 to just 
55 in 2018.”19 The proof of concept of 
using predictive maintenance applica-
tions through machine learning and 
artificial intelligence has already been 
demonstrated. Not only will partnering 
with industry improve the force’s cur-
rent state of readiness, but it will also 
increase the effectiveness of the supply 
chain and identify critical parts that 
need to be dispersed across the area of 
operations to reduce the time and dis-
tance required to deliver a component 
hundreds of miles to the end user. 

Integrated Tables of Organization 
and Equipment with a Dash of Joint-
ness
	 Operating within China’s WEZ will 
not allow aircraft to return to ship un-
impeded for repair nor merely conduct 

aerial refueling to return to a distant 
base. The SIF’s table of organization 
must include aviation support Marines 
standing by to sustain operations for 
follow-on movement. The solution to 
maintaining the readiness of aircraft 
in support of ground troops in austere 
forward operating bases requires a new 
infantry squad+ concept embedded 
with aviation maintainers, suppliers, 
and refuelers from Marine aviation 
logistics squadrons and Marine wing 
support squadrons. Joint sustainment 
with Air Force personnel can also miti-
gate the time and space problem that 
China’s WEZ creates. 
	 A contested environment against a 
peer adversary changes how Services 
must think and operate in the future. 
Distributed operations in a contested 
environment states that “adversary 
attacks will disrupt sustainment by 
damaging or destroying airfield oper-
ating surfaces; fuel, parts, and muni-
tions storage; maintenance facilities; 
aerospace ground equipment; runway 
repair equipment; and other support 
facilities and equipment. Additionally, 
such attacks will likely wound or kill 
maintenance, engineer, security forces, 
and other personnel key to sustainment 
activities.”20 The force must be com-
fortable operating with no runways, 
ports, or nearby ships until sea control 
and air superiority are established, fur-
ther validating the application of the 
MV-22B in a peer fight. 
	 A cultural shift in how Marines 
operate must change to sustain avia-
tion readiness against GPC. While the 
slogan every Marine a rifleman remains 
valid, it is time to consider every Ma-
rine a maintainer. Just because aviation 
requires special qualifications such as 
collateral duty inspectors does not mean 
a rifleman cannot turn a wrench to 
change a tire or learn to pressure wash 
an engine. Every Marine a maintainer 
does not devalue the rifleman’s rigor-
ous training cycle and learning curve 
required to operate new, sophisticated 
systems such as small UAVs. Instead, it 
means they can read a publication and 
execute basic maintenance functions 
during the fog of war when units face 
the reality of losing maintainers. The 
concept goes both ways, and a main-
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tainer needs to be capable of conducting 
basic call-for-fire missions to prosecute 
targets. 
	 Marines cannot be the only service-
members authorized to touch aircraft 
in a major fight. For example, the Tenta-
tive Manual for Expeditionary Advanced 
Base Operations identified that “Marine 
Corps FARPs do not currently support 
all US Navy aircraft.”21 The Joint Force 
must collaborate and operate together. 
This means a Marine Corps FARP can 
support any other Service’s aircraft, and 
an F-22 Air Force mechanic can work 
on a Marine F-35 during a crisis. Time, 
space, and force constraints must be 
mitigated by improving the Joint Force’s 
ability to support one another. The Air 
Force’s expeditionary version of fighting 
China, ACE, relies heavily on move-
ment and maneuver to remain agile. 
The Air Force defines agility as “dis-
rupting an adversary’s decision cycle 
by creating multiple dilemmas with 
which they must contend.”22 Agility 
in the military inherently assumes more 
risk but can be mitigated with more 
“jointness.” For example, the Navy 
Aviation Maintenance Program and 
Mission Essential Subsystem Matrix 
need joint publications. Every airline 
operates off FAA A&P guidelines and 
standards. The Joint Force can’t wait for 
the right flavor service member to turn 
the wrench when every second counts 
and must consider changing standard 
policies and procedures when operating 
in a contested environment. 

Diplomacy First
	 The next problem, diplomacy, re-
quires finesse. The National Security 
Strategy assumes that host nations 
will support EABO and SIF. During 
an interview with a State Department 
representative in the Philippines, it was 
discovered that governments in the In-
do-Pacific theatre are not as receptive 
to these plans as America thinks. The 
interviewee strongly stated,

There’s a fine line that these govern-
ments walk due to the proximity to 
China, and none want to be caught in 
a war between two great powers. The 
paradox of allowing the US to displace 
troops and equipment throughout 
their nation is a sensitive topic. On 

the one hand, they need and want US 
protection. Still, on the other hand, 
they don’t want to be caught in a fight 
between two powerful nations who 
can create extreme destruction and 
unrest in their countries over the dis-
pute of an island (Taiwan) that doesn’t 
affect them.23

	 It is still paramount that the United 
States gets our partners and allies on 
board with dispersed sustainment 
throughout the Asia-Pacific. David 
Berteau, prior Assistant Secretary of 
Defense for Logistics and Materiel 
Readiness, mentions in an interview 
with CSIS: “that local guys on hire can 
build 150 plus remote airfields across 
the area of operations and they (China) 
never know which one you’re going to 
stand up.”24 Dispersing small footprints 
keeps a low signature and flirts with the 
gray zone by keeping our actions below 
the threshold of conflict. Hidden supply 
caches may also be viewed as acceptable 
to host nations. Meanwhile, they are 
not an overt finger in the face of the 
People’s Republic of China, even if the 
initiative to build them is discovered.
	 The basing framework is already 
there. The Enhanced Defense Coop-
eration Agreement of 2014 gave the 
United States access to nine bases in 
the Philippines. Taiwan Enhanced Re-
silience Act authorized the increase of 
regional stockpiles and the expansion 
of basing agreements to create logistical 
nodes in the region.25 The Defense and 
State Departments need to build off 
this framework and promptly identify 
more hubs to develop a network of iron 
hills. Innovative, gray-zone diplomacy 
will provide options to the Joint Force. 
Permission to use host nation oil rigs is 
a prime example of using diplomacy to 
sustain dispersed Marines. Not only do 
oil rigs present another iron hill option, 
but they also reduce the risk of enemy 
fires directly hitting a host nation’s 
population center. 

Recommendation: Keep It Simple
	 The operational ideas that geo-
graphic combatant commanders 
dream about are a long-term fantasy 
because of the planning, programming, 
budgeting, and acquisition process. A 
recent Hudson Institute study found 

that “following the regular acquisition 
process can take between nine and 26 
years for a needed capability to progress 
from an identified capability gap into 
an actual capability at the hands of 
the warfighter.”26 Nevertheless, alter-
native force structure’s creative ideas 
are predicated on “a low-signature fleet 
better balanced at the low end with 
small, fast, durable, more numerous, 
and risk-worthy surface platforms, 
complemented by multiple widely 
distributed manned and unmanned 
aviation, surface and sub-surface as-
sets.”27 The aim is to achieve economy 
and resiliency through modernization: 
“It is likely that many innovations will 
involve single-mission platforms operat-
ing in networked swarms with diverse 
but complementary capabilities to de-
tect and destroy adversary ships and 
aircraft in and around complex littoral 
terrain.”28 While these capabilities are 
the answer, building a low-signature 
fleet with numerous platforms will take 
years, if not decades due to the program-
ming, budgeting, and acquisition pro-
cess. 
	 The main question that remains, 
however, is how America’s forces will 
react if a fight with China starts before 
2025. The head of the Air Force’s Air 
Mobility Command recently predicted 
a war with China by 2025 and is order-
ing his subordinate commanders to pre-
pare their units for a fight.29 He backed 
up his statements by adding, “AMC 
needs to go faster. Drive readiness, inte-
gration, and agility for ourselves and the 
Joint Force to deter and, if required, de-
feat China.”30 Until the programming, 
budgeting, and acquisition process is 
reformed, the Marine Corps and Joint 
Force must be comfortable fighting 
with what it has while also learning to 
operate effectively in the gray zone. For 
example, if drug lords can distribute 
illegal drugs to America via small sub-
marines, there is no reason why U.S. 
forces cannot use the same concept 
to distribute personnel and supplies. 
Services such as the Air Force are sub-
mitting legislative proposals to give the 
Air Force and Space Force authority to 
start programs or speed existing efforts 
without formal congressional approval 
to decrease the acquisition timeline.31 
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Changing the legal acquisition process 
will not happen overnight, though. The 
solution to the immediate problem still 
lies within the framework of being in-
novative with what you have now and 
conducting the backward planning for 
sustainment sooner rather than later. 

Conclusion
	 It is believed that GEN Omar Brad-
ley famously said: “Amateurs talk strat-
egy. Professionals talk logistics.”32 The 
EABO Manual got it right when it em-
phasized that “new methods of preposi-
tioning maintenance equipment, spare 
parts, and technicians must be explored 
to distribute aviation maintenance ca-
pabilities across the WEZ to compli-
cate adversary targeting. Temporary 
aviation maintenance locations must 
be established to conduct maintenance 
functions, and integrated air-ground 
teams must be created to sustain rapid 
movement and maneuver.”33 To meet 
the manual’s guidance, the Marine 
Corps must collaborate its operational 
ideas with other services to produce a 
joint sustainment doctrine that can de-
feat GPC. Each Service has individual 
mission essential tasks, and they must 
feed off one another to be effective. 
Additionally, the Marine Corps must 
consider changing how the MAGTF 
is trained and equipped at the lowest 
tactical level to ensure redundancies are 
in place before a GPC conflict occurs. 
Finally, the State Department and De-
fense Department must work closely to 
align their efforts and ensure diplomacy 
meets the needs of defense priorities. 
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T here is a lapse in basic offi  -
cer leadership in the Marine 
Corps today with signifi cant 
ripple effects emanating 

from it. It is evident in the infantry 
platoons where one can very plainly 
see a direct connection between the 
quality of the unit’s leadership and its 
performance in the fi eld. The greatest 
challenge for a new infantry offi  cer is 
keeping their Marines disciplined and 
engaged while conducting operations. 
Many new infantry offi  cers have false 
expectations of their Marines and fail to 
hold them accountable when they need 
it most—in tactical environments. This 
is a gap that will have disastrous results 
in combat if it is allowed to remain.
 To be absolutely clear, the Infantry 
Officer Course (IOC) continues to 
produce a high-quality product. The 
vast majority of new infantry offi  cers 
are very good. They are highly moti-
vated, clever, very fi t, energetic, have a 
bias for action, display a healthy amount 
of self-discipline, and do not give up. 
There has always existed the stereotype 
of the dumb second lieutenant best ex-
emplifi ed by the platoon commander in 
the cult classic fi lm, Heartbreak Ridge. 
However, this is simply not a good rep-
resentation of new infantry offi  cers. In-
evitably there exists a goofy lieutenant 
here and there, but the vast majority of 
them are very profi cient and quite able 
to accomplish their missions. The main 
thing most of them lack is good judg-
ment, and as the old saying goes, good 
judgment comes with experience and a lot 
of experience comes from bad judgment. 
Judgment is something that they will 
develop in time as they build their own 
gauge for what is and is not sound, real-
istic, or achievable. Furthermore, that 
is why they have a platoon sergeant, a 
seasoned veteran with a solid founda-
tion of good judgment and experience, 

to balance the energy and drive of the 
oftentimes younger and less experienced 
platoon commander and to keep the 
Marines in line.
 However, even good platoon com-
manders can succumb to this weakness. 
This lack of judgment, not of how to 
conduct attacks and to seize a given 
objective but rather, poor judgment of 
discipline and the lack of courage to 
correct it. Specifi cally, what standards 
to expect of Marines and the ability to 
hold them to the proper standard. This 
is not about Marines unblousing their 
boots or not shaving. This is about Ma-

rines not maintaining constant security, 
going to sleep with no one manning 
a machinegun, not wearing full gear 
on post and being ready to fi ght at all 
times, not keeping their gear packed 
and ready to move at a moment’s notice, 
not cleaning their weapons, not con-
tinually improving defensive positions, 
not camoufl aging positions and staying 
out of sight, and so many other things 
that will get Marines killed in combat. 
Put in simple terms, many infantry of-
fi cers allow their Marines to perform 
below the standard because they either 
lack the courage or do not know how 
to correct them. They are very good 
at taking down the trenches at Range 
410A or Range 400, but they are not 
very good at telling their platoon ser-
geant and squad leaders that something 
is unsatisfactory and forcing them to 
correct the Marines. This is a failure of 
basic leadership that stems from either 

Basic O�  cer Leadership
Holding Marines accountable in tactical situations

by Maj Michael A. Hanson

>Maj Hanson is a student at Com-
mand and Sta�  College in Quantico, 
VA. This article was written based on 
observations as a Coyote with TTECG 
from 2017–2020.

The PALMFEX is a two-week exercise in Twentynine Palms, CA, where o�  cers in the Infantry 
O�  cer Course participate in a live-� re and maneuver combat-readiness evaluation. (Photo by 
Cpl Eric Huynh.)
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an inability to recognize that something 
is unacceptable or a desire to be liked 
that causes them to accept substandard 
performance. In either event, it is un-
becoming of a leader of Marines.
 These shortcomings can be traced 
back to the Λay neΛ offi  cers are trained 
at Kffi  cer �andidate ̂ chool, The �asic 
^chool, and IK�. ^imply put, they are 
conditioned to expect wrong things 
from their Marines and are not well 
prepared to demand the right things. 
�asically, they are being indoctrinated 
with an unrealistic expectation of the 
Marines they will lead in the future. 
The path to becoming an offi  cer in the 
Marine �orps is very selectiveআ from 
the Kfficer �andidate ^chool selecে
tion board, Kffi  cer �andidate ^chool, 
The �asic ̂ chool, and IK�, only a feΛ 
survive the many cuts along the way. 
The false impression that is drilled 
into their heads from day one is that all 
their Marines will all be as highly mo-
tivated, physically fi t, and dedicated as 

they are. Though there are many truly 
outstanding enlisted Marines every of-
fi cer Λould be privileged to serve Λith, 
there are many substandard Marines as 
Λell. FeΛ offi  cers are not adeȕuately 
prepared to deal with the substandard 
Marines. 
 �very offi  cer remembers the fi rst time 
they took their platoon on a run and 
hoΛ many Marines fell out. Fo offi  cer 
can forget the shock and horror they felt 
that day. Many enlisted Marines think 
this is alΛays the case of a neΛ offi  cers 
trying to shoΛ off  their physical proΛess 
and how well they can run. Yet, many 
offi  cers Λould admit that until that day 
they did not think it was even possible 
to fail a PFT, and they assumed their 
Marines would be in similar shape as 
them. This is because, from day one, 
prospective officers are surrounded 
by hand-picked enlisted Marines who 
represent the highest standards of the 
Marine �orps. It makes sense that Λe 
do not Λant impressionable neΛ offi  ে

cers and offi  cer candidates to see anyে
thing less than high standard Marines. 
However, we are not doing them any 
favors by teaching them to expect all 
their enlisted Marines will be like the 
examples we put in front of them during 
entry-level training. 
 When these young officers reach 
their units and only a few of their Ma-
rines are the high performers they grew 
accustomed to seeing in Quantico, they 
do not know what to do. This is because 
they are not taught what to accurately 
expect and more importantly—how to 
realize expectations. Essentially, new 
offi  cers are taught to eΠpect that every 
Marine possesses enough self-discipline 
to correct themselves or not need cor-
rection in the fi rst place. This is a totally 
unrealistic expectation and one that is 
borne out of being a member of a unit 
of high performers, such as an IK� 
platoon.
 I maintain a very high regard for the 
platoon I Λas in Λhen I Λas in IK�. 
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It was one of the greatest teams that I 
have ever been a member of, and this is 
because of the level of dedication every 
member of that platoon had for each 
other. An IOC platoon is a very unique 
unit in the sense that every member of 
the platoon wants desperately to be in 
and graduate the course. The Marines 
who did not want the MOS are not 
there, and the ones that change their 
minds do not last long. There is a con-
stant state of attrition that forces the 
most drops from the course on the very 
first day and that continues through 
the length of the period of instruction. 
Furthermore, the steady rotation of bil-
lets creates an atmosphere where every 
student will try their hardest to help the 

current billet holder as much as they 
can because tomorrow the roles may 
be reversed. IOC Marines display an 
almost unbelievable amount of fidelity 
to their fellow students. 
	 As cohesive of a unit as an IOC pla-
toon is, it is not a good representation 
of a typical infantry platoon. The aver-
age infantry officer is shocked when he 
meets his platoon and finds not only 
that there are Marines that are woe-
fully out of shape but also that there are 
Marines that do not want to be there 
and do not care if the unit succeeds 
or not. That there are Marines in the 
fleet who are just waiting out their con-
tracts. He was expecting his platoon to 
be like his IOC platoon. These nega-
tive attributes are not at all represen-
tative of the average enlisted Marine. 
However, there is always a significant 
level of substandard performers in any 
unit and sometimes these Marines are 
NCOs and even squad leaders who are 
in charge of enforcing standards on 
the rest of the Marines. When a new 
lieutenant enters such a situation, he 
often does not know what to do about 
these Marines. Too often, he simply 
accepts it.

	 This is because new officers are con-
stantly told to be humble. They are so 
often told stories about new lieutenants 
who arrive and try to change things, 
that this is bad for morale and weak-
ens the unit. Thus, these new officers 
resolve not to be THAT lieutenant. 
They are also often intimidated by their 
Marines. Not that they are afraid of 
their Marines but that they do not want 
to tell a Marine who may be older, who 
in many cases has been on multiple de-
ployments and may even have been in 
combat, that the Marine is wrong and 
needs to change. Many new officers are 
very uncomfortable when it comes to 
this aspect of leadership. So, when they 
find themselves before an unacceptable 

situation, they often accept it because 
they are too afraid of being the lieu-
tenant they have been warned about. 
They think they are being humble by 
not making corrections. This is not to 
say that new lieutenants should not be 
told to be humble, but that we are not 
doing a satisfactory job of teaching the 
concept of ownership to new lieuten-
ants. The lieutenants who are afraid of 
rocking the boat do not quite realize 
that they own the boat.
	 Too often, when you visit a defensive 
position and find Marines sleeping on 
post, on security without wearing their 
gear, in uncamouflaged positions, with 
dirty weapons, poor noise and light dis-
cipline, and many other signs of weak 
unit discipline and combat ineffective-
ness and ask the platoon commander 
what is going on, they often respond 
meekly. You can tell by the look on their 
faces that they know that they are in 
the wrong and are embarrassed about 
it. Yet still, too often they do nothing 
about it and allow it to continue. Why 
is that? It is because they are afraid to 
exercise their own authority. It is be-
cause they do not fully realize the re-
sponsibility they have to their leaders to 

ensure that their unit remains combat 
effective and the responsibility to their 
Marines to keep them alive.
	 The greatest challenge for a new pla-
toon commander is not storming some 
objective or enduring a long movement 
but keeping their Marines disciplined 
and engaged. It is harnessing the force 
of will when nobody else is willing. It 
is forcing their Marines to do the right 
things when they are exhausted and 
have gone internal. Forcing them to dig 
in and establish a defensible position 
in the dark after a tiring day. Forcing 
them to maintain an effective security 
posture where there is an established 
watch rotation and Marines on post are 
wearing full personal protective equip-
ment. Forcing their Marines to con-
stantly improve their positions through 
cover and concealment. Forcing their 
Marines to keep their gear packed and 
ready to move at a moment’s notice 
and actually moving when it becomes 
necessary. These are the greatest chal-
lenges a platoon commander will face, 
keeping their Marines disciplined and 
engaged when they are hot or cold, wet, 
hungry, exhausted, and generally mis-
erable.
	 To do this is to keep your Marines 
alive and your unit effective, this is why 
we study books like The Last Stand of 
Fox Company and Colder Than Hell 
because what carried those Marines 
through those ordeals were effective 
leaders that held their units together 
during the most trying of times. Any-
one who has read either of those books 
will remember the iron will of 1stLt 
Kurt Chew-Een Lee and that he was not 
afraid to hold his Marines to the stan-
dards he expected of them. By doing 
so, he saved not only his own Marines’ 
lives but the lives of many others. 
	 These precepts are not limited sole-
ly to the infantry as Marines of other 
MOSs will relate to the struggles in 
basic officer leadership that they face. 
It is not infantry officer leadership; it is 
basic officer leadership or officership. 
We must remedy this affliction in the 
operating forces, and it begins with the 
education of new officers from day one. 

An IOC platoon is a very unique unit in the sense that 
every member of the platoon wants desperately to be 
in and graduate the course.
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So how does one acquire the con-
sistency of character that will 
make it impossible for another 
to do them harm? The ancient 

Greek and Roman philosophers, par-
ticularly the Stoics, believed the answer 
lay in a proper education. The key to 
character development, they advocated, 
was a balanced education, grounded 
in philosophy yet practical in applica-
tion. My book, Marine Maxims Turn-
ing Leadership Principles into Practice, is 
all about turning such principles into 
practice. At The Citadel, my job is to 
educate and develop principled lead-
ers and return young men and women 
of virtue and character back to society 
where they can be successful in all walks 
of life. Here we focus on four character-
developing steps that enable future lead-
ers to build a spiritual parapet and shore 
up their emotional resolve. These four 
maxims have enabled leaders to perse-
vere regardless of their circumstances 
for over two millenniums. They are:

1. Discover and never forget your why. 
2. Do hard things. 
3. Control the controllable.
4. Make it a habit.

	 Each of these maxims is a choice 
that cannot be imposed but only em-
braced. Xenophon was a Greek general 
and a student of Socrates. In his work, 
Memorabilia, he shares the legend of 
Hercules at the crossroads. This ancient 
Greek parable finds a young Hercules 
confronted with a choice between fol-
lowing a beautiful goddess named Vo-
luptas who offered to fulfill his every 
desire or a stern goddess in a white robe 
named Virtue who promised honor and 
satisfaction only achievable through 

hardship and sacrifice. Aristotle incor-
porates this judgment in his definition 
of character. Character, he professed, is 
discovered in the pursuit of virtue and 
the avoidance of vice.
	 Personally, I subscribe to this clas-
sical definition—your character is 
defined by your personal choices. It is 
built by your inner confrontations and 
takes form in the struggle to overcome 
internal weakness in the pursuit of ex-
cellence. These choices, repeated over 
time, become habits—an engraved set 

of dispositions and a desire to do the 
right thing.

#1: Discover and Never Forget Your 
Why 
	 If you want to be the architect of 
your character, you first need to know 
what you are building. Who do you 
want to be? A Navy chaplain friend of 
mine, Madison Carter, professed: “If 
you don’t know who you are, someone 
will tell you who you are. If they can 
tell you who you are, they can define 

Building an Inner 
Citadel of Character

How to acquire the consistency of character 
that will make it impossible for another to do you harm

by Col Tom Gordon (Ret)

>Col Gordon retired in 2021 after 30 years of active service. He currently serves 
as the Commandant of Cadets at The Citadel in Charleston, SC. He is the author 
of Marine Maxims, Turning Principles into Practice and frequently contributes 
to the Marine Corps Gazette.  

Col Gordon, Commandant of Cadets, addresses the freshmen class at the beginning of Chal-
lenge Week. (Photo: The Citadel’s Office of Communications and Marketing.)
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who you are. If they can define who 
you are, then they can confine who 
you are.” Kevin Kelly, the Editor for 
Wired Magazine, wrote, “You com-
plete your mission in life when you 
figure out what your mission in life 
is. Your purpose is to discover your 
purpose.”1 This is not a paradox. This 
is the way. 
	 After the Bible, the most impactful 
book I ever read was Viktor Frankl’s 
Man’s Search for Meaning. Frankl, a 

Holocaust survivor and psychologist, 
learned his answer to the preeminent 
question in a Nazi concentration camp 
when he discovered he was asking the 
wrong questions. “It is not what do 
I want from life,” he discovered, “it’s 
what does this life want from me? 
Where do my talents and gladness meet 
the world’s needs?” Frankl concluded 
that “what man needs is not a tension-
less state but rather a striving struggle 
for a worthwhile goal.”2

	 The first maxim in my book is 
“Know Thyself.” Why is it first? I write, 
because “when you know who you are, 
you will know what to do. Knowing 
yourself enables you to align your 
beliefs and your behavior. This align-
ment produces authenticity. See, the 
best leaders are acutely self-aware. They 
are capable of being honest with them-
selves about themselves. They know 
their capabilities and limitations and 
understand how each are perceived.”3 

This degree of introspection can take 
decades to develop. Knowing yourself 
is hard! This has much to do with how 
we mentor junior leaders. We tell them 
to “be yourself.” Personally, I cannot 
think of any more hollow rhetoric to 
share with an aspiring leader. At eigh-
teen, you have no idea who you are and 
that is OK. You are still figuring it out. 
So here is my advice: desire what you 
admire. Who are your heroes? Make a 
list of the people you admire and then 
use their examples to map your values. 
British economist, Alfred Whitehead, 
wrote, “A moral education is impos-
sible without the habitual visions of 
greatness.”4 The moral failures that sur-
round us today are not due to personal 
weakness, rather it is the result of an 
inadequate example. Find yourself a 
hero worth emulating.
	 In his book, Designing the Mind: 
The Principles of Psychitecture, Ryan 
Bush describes the “great tourist trap 
of life.”5 Here, he explains that the 
things valued by our society are not 
necessarily good deals. Our culture is 
acutely goal-oriented but rarely focuses 
on the right things. Success, as defined 
by popular culture and social media, 
has little to do with character and, 
ironically, happiness. Our culture con-
fuses fame and popularity with success. 
When you aspire for something that 
is material, reliant on external events, 
or based upon the opinions of others 
(all of which are outside of your con-
trol), you will be left anxious, empty, 
and wanting more even if you achieve 
your goal. However, if your goals are 
internal and can never be completely 
finished or achieved, you will discover 
the satisfaction that can only be found 
in pursuing a life of significance and 
character. 

A Citadel cadet navigates the confidence course at MCR-PI during leadership training. (Photo: 
The Citadel’s Office of Communications and Marketing.)

Command SgtMaj Yagle evaluates a drill competition. (Photo: The Citadel’s Office of Communications 
and Marketing.)
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	 If you need help defining who you 
want to be, the best guide I found is 
in Stephen Covey’s classic: 7 Habits of 
Highly Effective People. Covey simply 
asks, what do you want people to say 
about you at your funeral?6 Most find 
this exercise strips away unessential 
material and thereby discovers the at-
tributes of the person of character you 
aspire to be.

#2: Do Hard Things 
	 I began by defining character as a 
choice. If you want to build an inner 
citadel of character, then choose to do 
hard things—challenge yourself. Do-
ing hard things when you are young 
is a life hack; it literally rewires your 
brain. The science of neuroplasticity 
is a field of psychology dedicated to 
exploring how life experiences modify 
the software in your mind. Doing hard 
things in your youth develops coping 
techniques; a form of spiritual Jiu-Jitsu 
that enables you to redirect a blow and 
control your response regardless of the 
circumstances. Becoming comfortable 
with discomfort is the first step to men-
tal wellness.
	 As the country emerges from twenty 
years of war, the focus has been on vet-
erans’ mental health and post-traumatic 
stress disorder, but very little has been 
written about post-traumatic growth. 
Here the classics can be very useful. 
Seneca the Younger was a Roman Sto-
ic philosopher in first-century Rome. 
In his letters, he professed that “true 
character cannot be revealed without 
adversity.”7 Whether you are quoting 
Seneca or Ecclesiasticus, “just as gold 
is tried by fire, man is by the furnace 
of adversity.”8 The truth is we in the 
profession of arms have shared a degree 
of misery the protected will never know. 
However, we also know that suffering is 
where goodness comes from. Suffering 
builds commitment; suffering builds 
character. 
	 I tell the cadets at The Citadel before 
any rigorous training event that growth 
and comfort can never coexist. Getting 
out of your comfort zone and challeng-
ing yourself is how you build character. 
Every time a young person overcomes 
adversity, they build resiliency. Every 
time a young person successfully navi-

gates an obstacle, they build resolve. 
The word resilience comes from the 
Latin verb resilire, which means “to 
jump back.” In science, resilience is the 
ability of a substance to absorb energy 
when it is deformed, and then release 
the energy back. See, resilience is not 
invincibility, but rather adaptability.

#3: Control the Controllable
	 One of my personal heroes, ADM 
James Bond Stockdale, Medal of Honor 
recipient and former President of The 
Citadel wrote, “The invincible man is 
he who cannot be dismayed by any hap-
penings outside of his control.”9 The 
Admiral was actually paraphrasing 

Epictetus. Epictetus was a Stoic sage 
and a slave in ancient Rome under the 
reign of Nero. Stockdale was given a 
copy of his teachings, The Enchiridion 
(or Handbook), as a graduate student 
at Stanford. The ability to determine 
what is in your power and what is not 
is a tenet of Stoicism. In philosophy, 
this is referred to as the dichotomy of 
control. In psychiatry, clinicians call it 
subjective consciousness, or the abil-
ity to distinguish what is within your 
agency to control. The Serenity Prayer 
is a religious appeal for subjective con-
sciousness. 
	 I tell every freshman at The Citadel 
that there are only four things they can 
control during their “Knob” (Plebe) 
year. They are:
• Your preparation
• Your effort
• Your attitude
• Your response
	 Everything else in this world is out-
side of their control. The truth is that 
these are the only four things we re-
tain agency over in life. The reason why 
there is so much depression and anxiety 
in the world today is because people are 

trying to control things that are outside 
of their control. 
	 Remember Victor Frankl? The Nazis 
stripped him of literally everything, yet 
he retained agency over his response. 
After the war, Frankl published his ex-
perience and his psychological theory: 
Logotherapy. Logotherapy teaches 
the practitioner how to reframe their 
circumstances to maintain personal 
agency. When you reframe your circum-
stance, you restore your perspective. It 
is when we forget our ability to choose, 
we learn to be helpless. You may not be 
able to control the situation, but Dr. 
Frankl would insist that you can always 
control your reaction.

#4: Make it Habit
	 Finally, character development is 
not a goal, it is a system. Consistency 
here is a superpower. I began by de-
fining character as a choice, repeated 
over time until it became a habit. Our 
habits, therefore, reflect our character. 
Aristotle wrote “We are the sum of 
our actions, and therefore our habits 
make all the difference.”10 Habits enable 
our brains to be more efficient. They 
free our minds for creative and critical 
thinking while turning rote and repeti-
tive functions over the autonomous 
portion of the brain. Every habit has 
three elements: a cue, a routine, and a 
reward. The cue is a trigger that tells 
your brain to go into automatic mode. 
The routine is the behavior itself, which 
can be a physical act, a mental task, or 
an emotional response. Finally, the re-
ward helps our brain figure out if its 
particular habit is worth remembering 
in the future. 
	 Our habits are also a product of our 
environment. Maxim #18 in my book 
holds, “People do what people see.”11 
In his best-selling book, Atomic Habits, 
author James Clear writes, “We imitate 

Habits enable our brains to be more efficient. They 
free our minds for creative and critical thinking while 
turning rote and repetitive functions over the auton-
omous portion of the brain.
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the habits of the close, the many, and 
the powerful.”12 So, if you want to emu-
late the habits of those of upstanding 
character you must focus on the cues 
that make up your surroundings. The 
law of exposure holds that the mind 
absorbs and reflects what it is exposed to 
the most. We all learned in health class 
that you are what you eat. Well, what 
you put into your mind controls your 
thoughts. Cable news, smartphones, 
and TikTok do not create new motiva-
tion but instead latch on to the darker 
side of human nature. The Stoics pro-
fess that your life is moving towards 
your strongest thoughts: Where the 
head goes the body follows—perception 
proceeds action—right action follows 
right perspective.
	 A popular parenting refrain in my 
house was, “Show me your friends and 
I will show you your future.” Epictetus 
wrote, “Keep company only with peo-
ple who lift you, whose presence calls 
forth your best.” The Apostle Paul was 
blunt: “Bad company corrupts good 
character.”13 When it comes to character 
development, the Stoics recognized that 
none of us are self-sufficient. We can-
not do it alone. The fourth-class system 
at The Citadel and the Marine Corps’ 
Basic Training focus on building collec-
tive grit. In her book Grit: The Power of 
Passion and Perseverance, Angela Duck-
worth discusses at length the power of 
conformity and the value of a “gritty 
culture.” Duckworth concludes that 
there are two ways to grow resilience, 
or what she calls “grit.” The hard way is 
to develop it by yourself. The easy way 
is to surround yourself with a culture 
of grit.14

Conclusion 
	 It has been said that when you have 
character that is all that matters, and 
when you do not have character that is 
all that matters. Maxim #44 in my book 
declares that talent can get you to the 
top but only character will keep you 
there.15 At some point, your character 
will be tested. 
	 Combat is the ultimate arbiter of 
character. A leader’s character and the 
core values they imprinted upon their 
unit will be revealed when exposed 
to continuous contact. Lord Moran, 

Churchill’s friend and physician in 
World War II, argued that character 
must be developed before the trials of 
combat or its dearth will be magnified. 
In his book, The Anatomy of Courage, 
he wrote: 

Character is a habit, the daily choice 
of right instead of wrong; it is a moral 
quality that grows to maturity in peace 
and is not suddenly developed on the 
outbreak of war. For war, despite much 
that we have heard to the contrary, has 
no power to transform, it merely exag-
gerates the good and evil that are in us, 
till it is plain for all to read; it cannot 
change, it exposes. Man’s fate in battle 
is worked out before war begins.16

If you want the consistency of character 
that will make it impossible for others 
to do you harm, choose your struggle. 
If you want to do great things in life, 
choose to bear discomfort. Your mind’s 
immune system is much like your 
body’s: both require stressors and chal-
lenges to learn, adapt, and grow. There 
are few callings that demand more of 
one’s character than the profession of 
arms. If you aspire to serve and lead in 
defense of this great Nation, the Stoics 
can help you find your purpose and en-
dure war’s cruel deprivation. The Clas-
sics teach us that everything worthwhile 
in life is achieved by overcoming diffi-
cult experiences. Modern society con-
fuses a life of comfort and ease with the 
good life. The truth is the avoidance of 
suffering leads to more suffering. The 
good life is found in striving for excel-
lence, getting out of your comfort zone, 
and incrementally overcoming your 
weaknesses by developing construc-
tive habits. Controlling the controllable 
and reframing your circumstances is 
not suppression, repression, or denial 
but emotional self-regulation borrowed 
from Ancient Greeks. Your character 
emerges out of your habits, and your 
habits are developed in response to 
your environment. The Stoics’ notion 
of affiliation is key to the development 
of individual character and resilience. 
None of us are capable of doing this 
alone. We need heroes to emulate, lead-
ers and mentors to push us beyond our 
perceived limits while keeping us on azi-
muth, and communities of cooperation, 
respect, and support to lift us up. When 

you know your why, have been put to 
the test, found a way to retain agency 
and repeat it to the point that it becomes 
a habit you will become that person of 
character impervious to attack. 
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One of the great “what if ” 
campaigns of World War 
II was Operation SEALION 
(Unternehmen Seelowe in 

German), the planned but never ex-
ecuted German invasion of the British 
Isles.
	 With the surrender of France in 
June 1940, Adolf Hitler believed that 
the British would negotiate an end to 
the war, but Winston Churchill with 
considerable support decided on fight-
ing through to victory. Accordingly, 
Hitler ordered the planning and prep-
arations for SEALION as a combined 
air-amphibious invasion of the British 
Isles. Historically, SEALION was can-
celed with the failure of the Luftwaffe 
to defeat the Royal Air Force (RAF) in 
the Battle of Britain (July-September 
1940), but the outcome had the invasion 
been launched is still a hotly debated 
military topic. 
	 Decision Games’ Operation Sealion 
Deluxe covers this hypothetical cam-
paign. The game was designed by Eric 
Harvey and Chris Webber and is pub-
lished in a boxed format. The rules in-
clude an historical analysis article about 
SEALION by Christopher Perello. 
	 Sealion’s game map shows southeast-
ern Britain at a scale of about 2.7 miles 
per hexagon (the basic map grid divi-
sion, also called in wargame parlance 
a hex). The map includes a wide vari-
ety of terrain types, to include urban, 
towns, fortified lines, radar stations, 
several classifications of beaches, and 
the countryside between. There are also 
divisions of the map into various inva-
sion and defensive sectors. 
	 Game counters represent mostly divi-
sions, brigade and regiments for ground 
forces, groupings of air squadrons, major 

naval units and flotillas of smaller sea 
craft. This provides for an overall op-
erational approach to the model. 
	 Both sides have a unique set of chal-
lenges. The Germans have an edge in 
ground forces and with the Luftwaffe. 
One assumption here is that during the 
Battle of Britain, the Germans gained 
air superiority but not supremacy (oth-
erwise the invasion would not have been 
possible in the first place). 
	 The British have their own edge 
with the Royal Navy that can intervene 
against the invasion fleet at sea. On top 
of this, while the German ground forces 
order of battle mobilizes more combat 
power than the opposing British, the 
dilemma for the Wehrmacht is in get-
ting those forces across the English 
Channel, landing on the English coast, 
and then moving inland to seize criti-
cal objectives. Thus, the game provides 
something of an asymmetrical set of 
challenges for players.

Ad Hoc Invasion 
	 As noted, the Wehrmacht has consid-
erable ground strength, but these units 
are located on the continent in France, 
Belgium, and the Netherlands. The di-
lemma is in getting the invasion force 
across the English Channel in the face of 
an enemy who has a large and powerful 

navy. Added to this is the Germans’ lack 
of specialized amphibious forces. Actu-
ally, the Wehrmacht had conducted a 
successful airborne-amphibious inva-
sion of Norway in April 1940, but this 
was a one-time special operation and 
not part of any overall doctrine.
	 In the game, the Germans have one 
marine battalion (representing naval 
landing parties), four amphibious tank 
battalions, and the equivalent of two 
airborne divisions (one paratrooper-
glider, a second airlanding in transport 
aircraft on captured airfields). Naval 
transport is largely via a collection of 
barges and civilian craft concentrated 
in Channel ports by Wehrmacht plan-
ners. There are no specialized assault 
landing craft or amphibious warfare 
ships as would be deployed by the Allies 
throughout the war. 
	 For the Germans, it comes down 
to using a small number of airborne-
amphibious formations to seize criti-
cal beachheads and landing zones, with 
larger numbers of conventional infantry 
storming ashore on beaches. The initial 
phase of the invasion can then be fol-
lowed by large forces moving across the 
English Channel, assuming those forces 
can make it across. 
	 At sea, the Royal Navy has a clear 
advantage, sailing several major capi-

>Mr. Miranda is a prolific board wargame designer as well as being the 
past editor of both Strategy & Tactics and Modern War magazines. His 
designs include a wide range of topics from the classical era to the near 
future, and have covered combined arms, low intensity conflict and hy-
brid operations. He is a former Army Officer and has conducted numerous 
professional seminars on modeling and simulation. Mr. Miranda has 
also authored several Decision Games special interest publications to 
include an upcoming issue on the First Indochina War.

SEALION
Joint invasion operations 

by Mr. Joseph Miranda
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German Landing near Dover. Two German airborne regiments (1FJ, 2FJ) land at airfield 
west of Dover, transported by Ju-52s and gliders. German amphibious tank battalion 
(U-B) and mountain brigade (6) land at the beach hex just west of Folkestone. Invasion 
force is covered by the cruiser Emden and an E-boat flotilla. Air cover is from V Fliegerkorps 
bombers and 26 Group Me-110 long-range fighters. British coastal defenses include 
a division at Dover (45), a machinegun brigade at Folkestone (1), and a brigade at 
Hythe (24 Guards). An armored brigade (21) is in reserve at the airfield NW of Hythe. 
Royal Navy cruiser (Norfolk) plus destroyer flotilla at Sector A, preparing to sortie. 

tal ships plus an aircraft carrier. The 
Kriegsmarine (German Navy) had re-
cently lost several naval units during 
the otherwise successful Norway cam-
paign of spring 1940 while the British 
have battleships, cruisers, and destroy-
ers to spare. The SEALION plan called 
for massive air cover to counter Royal 
Navy sorties, backed up by a screen of 
U-boats and E-boats (submarines and 
torpedo boats). The game system uses a 
quasi-tactical procedure to resolve naval 
combat. The Germans have a couple 
of floatplanes they can use to enhance 
gunfire spotting. 
	 One other aspect of naval opera-
tions is in mine warfare. Players can lay 
minefields and conduct mines sweep-
ing operations. Minefields are useful 
for blocking enemy at sea movement as 
well as protecting the flanks of invasion 
convoys. This is a sometimes-neglected 
aspect of amphibious operations. An-
other aspect is coastal artillery. Both 
sides have coastal batteries (British on 
the English coast, German off-map on 
the French-Belgian coast) which can be 
used to attack enemy naval units. 
	 Let us assume the Sealion force 
makes it across the English Channel, 
the invasion convoys reach England, 
and they disembark their amphibious 
forces, linking up with airborne which 
has already seized advanced landing 
zones. There are three general categories 
of beaches: Most Suitable, Less Suitable 
and Unsuitable. Suitability ratings af-
fect the types of units that can land on a 
beach and also provide varying bonuses 
for any defenders. 
	 Once ashore, German and British 
forces will engage each other in ground 
combat. The numbers along the bottom 
of ground combat units are their attack-
defense-movement factors; the number 
on the left side is the unit quality rating. 
Ground combat can be enhanced by 
airpower and naval gunfire, so there is 
a strong element of combined arms in 
game tactics. 
	 Needless to say, logistics are critical, 
especially for the amphibious force. 
German units trace a line of supply 
back to friendly controlled beach hex-
es which also have naval transports on 
them. Since there are a limited number 
of transports, and these will be attri-

tioned by British attacks in the course 
of a scenario, there are going to be some 
real command decisions about alloca-
tion of naval transport capacity. Also, 
German airborne units can use air sup-
ply if they fly in an air transport unit to 
a controlled airfield. 
	 For the British, supply is much easier 
since they are essentially operating on 
their own lines of communications. Un-
less cut off from an industrial center, 
British units can keep on fighting. 
	 Once ashore and adequately sup-
plied, German forces will be moving 

inland, facing British counterattacks. 
Strategic objectives include British fac-
tories, RAF headquarters at Uxbridge 
and Parliament in London. Control of 
objectives provide the groundwork for 
claiming a victory. 
	 Another objective is in the Chain 
Home radar stations. By taking these 
stations, the Germans undermine the 
RAF’s ability to engage the Luftwaffe. 
Tactical victories on the ground will 
have an impact on the operational air 
situation. Winning certain battles will 
pay off in the long run. 
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Battles in the East (BITE) is a series simulating World War II Eastern Front battles. 
The system rules are an evolution of the SPI classics Panzergruppe Guderian, Army 
Group South, and Cobra. Unit integrity bonuses include Soviet Corps and vary to show 
the increasing Soviet cohesion and decreasing German cohesion as the war progresses. 
HQ units provide higher level combat support and supply advantages to corresponding 
units in range. BITEs also incorporates standardized scales (unit size, distance, time) 
for easy comparisons.

While the series rules allow players to play many games with the same core rules, 
the scenario rules add unique situational elements of each battle. Each volume includes 
two battles from one year with two copies of the charts and tables as well as scenario 
rules and set-up cards for easy reference.

Operation Sealion (Unternehmen Seelöwe) was Nazi Germany’s code name for 
the plan for an invasion of England during the Battle of Britain. Historically, the Royal 
Air Force successfully defended England and precluded the invasion, but it was a 
close call. Events and military choices might have driven the RAF from southern 
English skies and permitted the invasion to be carried out. Sealion is a two-player 
wargame simulating a hypothetical German invasion of England in September of 
1940. The British have lost the aerial Battle over Britain. However, the RAF has not 
been completely vanquished, and the Royal Navy’s Home Fleet can still present a 
credible threat to the German landings and supply lines in the English Channel.

The game incorporates an unabstracted level of detail, including air and naval 
operations as well as all facets of land operations (operational and strategic). On 
the ground, the Germans have operational superiority, but the British Army can rely 
on their interior lines of communication and defensible terrain, including a crude 
network of hastily constructed fortifications. The units of maneuver are primarily 

divisions and brigades/regiments. Air units are 
Flieger divisions and groups. Naval units are 
flotillas and named capital ships representing 
each named ship plus escorts. Each game turn 
represents one to three days depending on the 
tempo of battle.

ORDER ONLINE: decisiongames.com/wpsite/mcaf
Bulk orders please call 661-679-6821

39 - series 3-4 Sealion v2.indd   7 1/25/2024   2:32:58 PM

Germans Move Inland. Amphibious tanks (U-B) and mountain troops (6)  attack 
and clear Folkestone. Airborne regiment (2 FJ) supported by I Fliegerkorps attack 
British 45 Division in Dover. Final objective will be Chain Home Radar station to the 
NE (hex 6516). German follow-on force lands at Folkestone (1 Panzer Division). 
British counterattack with 21 Brigade supported by RAF 4 group against 
German 1 FJ Regiment at the air� eld (hex 6516). British 2 Armored 
Division deployed as a reserve at Canterbury (hex 6413).

 As usual, weather has a major im-
pact on operations. Autumn rains will 
keep air units on the ground and reduce 
the combat eff ectiveness of naval and 
ground units. In the main, weather 
works against the Germans since they 
are on the off ensive.
 The game includes some optional 
rules for variable deployments, addiে
tional ground and naval forces, and 
such tactics as dummy German para-
troopers. The optional rules allow 
players to take a look at the various 
possibilities available for alternative 
scenarios. Sealion Deluxe thereby pro-
vides the full range of operations for 
eΠploring invasion tactics using a hyে
pothetical situation as the test-
bed.
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wargame simulating a hypothetical German invasion of England in September of 
1940. The British have lost the aerial Battle over Britain. However, the RAF has not 
been completely vanquished, and the Royal Navy’s Home Fleet can still present a 
credible threat to the German landings and supply lines in the English Channel.

The game incorporates an unabstracted level of detail, including air and naval 
operations as well as all facets of land operations (operational and strategic). On 
the ground, the Germans have operational superiority, but the British Army can rely 
on their interior lines of communication and defensible terrain, including a crude 
network of hastily constructed fortifications. The units of maneuver are primarily 

divisions and brigades/regiments. Air units are 
Flieger divisions and groups. Naval units are 
flotillas and named capital ships representing 
each named ship plus escorts. Each game turn 
represents one to three days depending on the 
tempo of battle.

ORDER ONLINE: decisiongames.com/wpsite/mcaf
Bulk orders please call 661-679-6821

network of hastily constructed fortifications. The units of maneuver are primarily 

39 - series 3-4 Sealion v2.indd   7 1/25/2024   2:32:58 PM
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The Marine Corps prides 
itself on its ability to ac-
complish more with less. 
Marine leaders’ efficiency 

has been a critical component of 
the Marine Corps’ survival follow-
ing practically every major conflict. 
However, this methodology can cause 
Marine leaders to often rely on out-
dated technology because they are not 
used to receiving current technology. 
Although we are incredibly efficient 
with what is provided, Marine senior 
leaders are shifting toward future 
capabilities and how our forces can 
leverage emerging technologies in fu-
ture battles. These priorities are evi-
dent in documents such as the Com-
mandant’s Planning Guidance and 
MCDP 7, Learning, which state the 
importance of improving our training 
and equipment.  
	 The virtual reality headset is an ex-
ample of a technology that can revolu-
tionize our way of executing maneu-
ver warfare. Dr. Jeremy Bailenson, a 
professor of communication at Stan-
ford University, has spent the past two 
decades researching the psychologi-
cal effects of virtual reality as well as 
other mass media. His latest book, 
Experience on Demand: What Virtual 
Reality Is, How It Works, and What It 
Can Do, looks at how to utilize virtual 
reality to improve our everyday lives.
	 The contents of the book primarily 
focus on the lessons he has learned as 
the founding director of the Virtual 
Human Interaction Lab at Stanford 
University. In this role, he has led 
numerous scientific studies aimed 
at unlocking the potential of virtual 
reality in a myriad of capacities. Ad-
ditionally, he routinely provides tours 
to representatives from academia, the 
private sector, first responders, and 

the military on the importance of uti-
lizing virtual reality to improve their 
roles.  
	 The primary point Dr. Bailenson 
makes is we should view virtual expe-
riences as being equal to real experi-
ences. He provides numerous exam-
ples to support this claim with one of 
the more pertinent involving a foot-
ball quarterback. The quarterback 
utilizes the head-mounted display 
to quickly process a large amount of 
complex data by experiencing numer-
ous repetitions behind a virtual line of 
scrimmage; all while having to read a 
moving defense. This rigorous analyt-
ical thinking leads to the development 
of recognition-primed decision mak-
ing, which is made possible through 
virtual reality because of presence. Dr. 
Bailenson states, 

One second you are strapping on a 
head-mounted display and the next 
you are somewhere else. That sensa-
tion of “being there,” wherever the 
program you are running takes you, 
is what researchers call psychological 
presence, and it is the fundamental 
characteristic of virtual reality.1

Dr. Bailenson’s book is relevant to 
Marines because of the implications 
virtual reality can have in mission 
planning, training, education, and 
mental health to name a few. Read-
ers will especially be interested in his 
chapter devoted to psychologists uti-
lizing virtual immersive therapy, pro-

grams such as BRAVEMIND, to suc-
cessfully treat patients with post-trau-
matic stress disorder. Another idea is 
building an individual’s mental resil-
iency by desensitizing Marines and 
sailors to the harsh realities of warfare 
through the utilization of videos and 
scenarios in immersive environments.  
	 This book is an excellent guide to 
understanding the research that has 
previously gone into utilizing vir-
tual reality to realize as Dr. Bailenson 
states, “there are no constraints in vir-
tual reality—the only limitation is the 
imagination.”2

Notes
1. Jeremy Bailenson, Experience on Demand: 
What Virtual Reality Is, How It Works, and 
What It Can Do, (New York: W.W. Norton & 
Company, 2018).

2. Ibid.

EXPERIENCE ON DEMAND: 
What Virtual Reality Is, How It 
Works, and What It Can Do. By 
Jeremy Bailenson. New York, 
NY: W.W. Norton & Company, 
2018.

ISBN:  978-0393253696,
290 pp. 

>Maj Robinette is an Infantry Of-
ficer and currently a candidate for 
a Master of Science degree in In-
formation Warfare Systems Engi-
neering at the Naval Postgraduate 
School.

Experience 
on Demand

reviewed by Maj Shane Robinette
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W hat is the operational 
level of war? Can you 
define it? Great. Now, 
can you do it without 

referencing the strategic or tactical 
levels of war in the definition? If you 
find this difficult, then On Operations 
by B.A. Friedman is for you.
	 Friedman begins with the premise 
that the operational level of war does 
not exist. The reason it is difficult to 
define and not well understood by to-
day’s military professionals, he writes, 
is because it is not a sound or useful 
concept. If, as Clausewitz posited, the 
logic of strategy is political, and the 
logic of tactics is combat, then what 
is the logic of an operational level in 
between them? To prove the point, he 
shows that doctrinal definitions of the 
operational level all rely on reference 
to the other two levels. The concept 
has no definition independent of the 
other two. 
	 If there is no level between tactics 
and strategy, then how is tactical suc-
cess used to accomplish strategic aims? 
Here is the crucial point to Friedman’s 
book: the operational level does not ex-
ist, but operational art, the “planning, 
preparing, conducting, and sustain-
ing tactics aimed at accomplishing 
strategic effect,” absolutely exists and 
should be separated from the concept 
of an operational level. As for what 
operational art consists of, Friedman 
asserts that it really just comes down 
to good staff work. He outlines six 
operational disciplines, which track 
very closely with but are not identical 
to the warfighting functions of joint 
and Service doctrine: administration, 
information, coordination (or op-
erations), fire support, logistics, and 
command and control. A chapter is 
dedicated to each of the disciplines, 
consisting of a brief history of its de-
velopment, a theory section combin-
ing Friedman’s thoughts with those 

of other theorists, and conclusions for 
the military professional. The book 
concludes with five case studies of his-
torical campaigns that illustrate the 
importance of these operational disci-
plines.
	 Friedman does an excellent job of 
arguing his point about the opera-
tional level of war through a rhetori-
cal exposition of its merits (or lack 
thereof) on conceptual grounds. He 
repeats his argument several times 
throughout the book, which, depend-
ing on whether the reader buys into it 
or not, may or may not find annoying. 
In case the rhetorical argument does 
not win over the reader, Friedman 
also includes chapters on the sup-
posed sources for the operational-level 
concept in American doctrine. Con-
trary to the popular understanding, 

he argues, neither the Germans nor 
the Soviets believed in an operational 
level of war. Instead, mistranslations 
and misunderstandings of their doc-
trine and theory led to operational art 
being bastardized by Americans into 
an operational level of war. Those un-

interested in the more academic side 
of military history should simply skip 
over these chapters and get right to the 
operational disciplines. 
	 This last point gets at the weakness 
of On Operations. Friedman’s abil-
ity to argue on theoretical terms and 
back his argument up with historical 
examples is his strength as an author, 
but there is some risk that On Opera-
tions, straddling the line between mil-

itary history and theory, will not be 
enjoyable to a reader who is only inter-
ested in one or the other and not both. 
The academic military historian will 
be left wanting more than the surveys 
of the development of staffs (and will 
likely frown at Friedman’s assertion 

ON OPERATIONS: Operational 
Art and Military Disciplines. By 
B.A. Friedman. Annapolis, MD: 
Naval Institute Press, 2021.
ISBN: 978-1682477069, 256 pp.

On Operations
reviewed by Maj Robert Malcolm

>Maj Malcolm is an Infantry Of-
ficer currently serving as Opera-
tions Officer for 2/8 Mar. He previ-
ously served as Officer in Charge of 
the Advanced Maneuver Warfare 
Course at Marine Corps Tactics and 
Operations Group.

... the operational level does not exist, but opera-
tional art, the “planning, preparing, conducting, and 
sustaining tactics aimed at accomplishing strategic 
effect,” absolutely exists ...
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that the modern staff  originated Λith 
Fapoleonষ or the case studies off er. 
The military practitioner uninterে
ested in the historical development 
of staff s Λill be left Λanting more of 
a ৚hoΛ to৛ on the operational disciে

plines. Finally, it is unclear Λho the 
intended audience is for the third part 
of the book, in Λhich Friedman introে
duces his model for categoriΦing camে
paigns in terms of off ensive or defenে
sive, persisting or raiding, and cumuে

lative or annihilating. Is this best used 
for categoriΦing historical campaigns, 
or as a frameΛork for a staff  to design 
a campaignঁ
 These criticisms aside, On Opera-
tions is an enormously benefi cial read 

for military staff  members and comে
manders at any echelon from battalion 
up to combatant command. For those 
professionals Λho do not derive enǴoyে
ment from reading military history 
for its oΛn sake, there is still much 

to learn from the case studies Friedে
man includes at the end of the book. 
For the academic, his operational 
disciplines and campaign categoriΦaে
tion off er valuable lenses Λith Λhich 
to vieΛ military history. �ven if the 
reader remains unconvinced by Friedে
manঢ়s ideas about the operational 
level of Λar, the military professional 
should alΛays be Λilling to entertain 
challenges to doctrine and assumpে
tions, engaging in critical thinking to 
evaluate their arguments on merit beে
fore passing Ǵudgment. 

The annual MajGen Harold W. 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 first place, $1,500 and an engraved plaque for 
second place, and $500 for honorable mention.  All entries are eligible for publication.

This content is sponsored by:

INSTRUCTIONS
The contest is open to all Marines on active duty and 

to members of the Marine Corps Reserve.  Electronically 
submitted entries are preferred.  Attach the entry as 
a file and send to gazette@mca-marines.org.  A cover 
page should be included, identifying the manuscript as 
a Chase Prize Essay Contest entry and including the title 
of the essay and the author’s name.

Repeat the title on the first page, but the author’s name 
should not appear anywhere but on the cover page.  
Manuscripts are accepted, but please include a disk 
in Microsoft Word format with the manuscript.  The 
Gazette Editorial Advisory Panel will judge the contest 
and notify all entrants as to the outcome shortly 
thereafter.  Multiple entries are allowed; however, only 
one entry will receive an award.

MAJGEN HAROLD W. CHASE

BE BOLD AND DARING!

PRIZE ESSAY CONTEST

DEADLINE: 30 April

Mail entries to: Marine Corps Gazette
                             Box 1775
                            Quantico, VA  22134

E-mail entries to: gazette@mca-marines.org

20210226_Chase_resized_1-2p.indd   1 11/10/22   10:20 AM

Even if the reader remains unconvinced by Friedman’s 
ideas about the operational level of war, the military 
professional should always be willing to entertain 
challenges to doctrine and assumptions ...
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Editorial Policy and Writers’ Guidelines

Kur basic policy is to fulfi ll 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 and national defense issues, particularly as they aff ect the �orps.
 The Board of Governors of the Marine Corps Association has given the authority 
to approve manuscripts for publication to the editor and the Editorial Advisory Panel. 
Editorial Advisory Panel members are listed on the Gazette’s masthead in each issue. 
The panel, which normally meets as required, represents a cross section of Marines by 
professional interest, experience, age, rank, and gender. The panel judges all writing 
contests. A simple majority rules in its decisions. 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: The best commentary can be made at 
the end of the article on the online version of the Gazette at https://www.mca-
marines.org/gazette. Comments can also normally appear as letters (see below) 3 
months after published material. BE BRIEF.
• Letters: Limit to 300 words or less and DOUBLE SPACE. Email submissions 
to gazette@mca-marines.org are preferred. 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 tΛo specifi c points. 
• Feature Articles: Normally 2,000 to 5,000 words, dealing with topics of major 
signifi cance. Manuscripts should be �Kh�@� ^PA���. 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 required except for direct quotations, but a list of any source materials 
used is helpful. Use the Chicago Manual of Style for all citations.
• Ideas & 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, DOUBLE SPACE all manuscripts.
• Book Reviews: Prefer 300 to 750 words and DOUBLE SPACED. Book 
reviews should answer the question: “This book is worth a Marine’s time to read 
because…” Please be sure to include the book’s author, publisher (including city), 
year of publication, number of pages, and the cost of the book.

Timeline: We aim to respond to your submission within 45 days; please do not query 
until that time has passed. If your submission is accepted for publication, please keep in 
mind that we schedule our line-up four to six months in advance, that we align our subject 
matter to specifi c monthly themes, and that Λe have limited space available. Therefore, it 
is not possible to provide a specifi c date of publication. /oΛever, Λe Λill do our best to 
publish your article as soon as possible, and the Senior Editor will contact you once your 
article is slated. If you prefer to have your article published online, please let us know upon 
its acceptance. 

Writing Tips: The best advice is to write the way you speak, and then have someone 
else read your fi rst draft for clarity. vrite to a broad audienceॸ Gazette readers are active and 
veteran Marines of all ranks and friends of the Corps. Start with a thesis statement, and 
put the main idea up front. Then organize your thoughts and introduce facts and validated 
assumptions that support (prove) your thesis. Cut out excess words. Short is better than 
long. Avoid abbreviations and acronyms as much as possible. 

Submissions: Authors are encouraged to email articles to gazette@mca-marines.org. 
Save in Microsoft Word format, DOUBLE SPACED, Times New Roman font, 12 point, 
and send as an attachment. Photographs and illustrations must be in high resolution 
TIFF, JPG, or EPS format (300dpi) and not embedded in the Word Document. Please 
attach photos and illustrations separately. (You may indicate in the text of the article 
where the illustrations are to be placed.) Include the author’s full name, mailing address, 
telephone number, and email addresses—both military and commercial if available. 
Submissions may also be sent via regular mail. Include your article saved on a CD along 
with a printed copy. Mail to: Marine Corps Gazette, Box 1775, Quantico, VA 22134. Please 
follow the same instructions for format, photographs, and contact information as above 
Λhen submitting by mail. Any ȕueries may be directed to the editorial staff  by calling ࢱࢱࢹ৅
336–0291, ext. 180.

CORPS
VOICES

A Virtual 
Mentoring Podcast

www.mca-marines.
org/mcu_history

Featured Episodes
Gen Alfred M. Gray Jr.

Gen Alexander A. 
Vandegrift

LtGen Lewis B. 
“Chesty” Puller
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LEATHERNECK
M AGA ZINE OF THE M A R INES

OPEN TO ALL MARINES

PRIZES:
1st Place: $1,000 + an engraved plaque 
2nd Place: $750 + an engraved plaque
3rd Place: $500 + an engraved plaque

TOPIC:
Leadership – The history of the Corps is filled with legendary examples of outstanding 
leaders and today’s Marines maintain that tradition of excellence. Drawing from our storied 
history, or from your own experience:

Describe the single most important thing you have learned about leading Marines, or
Describe an outstanding Marine Corps leader and what makes him or her successful

DETAILS:
• Maximum 2,000 words
• Must include contact information: grade, name, unit, SNCOIC/OIC, author’s bio, mailing 

address, email and phone number. 
• Submit electronically to leatherneck@mca-marines.org in Microsoft Word Format

SUBMISSIONS ACCEPTED: 1 Jan - 31 March 2024

Sponsored By Colonel Charles Michaels, USMC (Ret)

20231031_Leatherneck Writing Contest_updated_fp.indd   1 11/27/23   2:23 PM
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