IDEAs & Issues (C4/0IE) ‘

Who Needs
COMMSTRAT?

How an improved Fleet Marine Force leadership structure
and improved communication strategy and operations
better supports the warfighter

ommunication strategy and

operations (COMMSTRAT)

serves as the “backbone” of

the message and visual in-
formation production support for the
MAGTF. As a supporting capability
within the new seventh Marine Corps
warfighting function of information,
the COMMSTRAT community has a
problem set that will improve the speed
and focus of the MAGTTF once solved.!
This problem set includes identifying
and delineating roles and responsibilities
between the Fleet Marine Force (FMF)
and Supporting Establishment (SE)
while optimizing operational structure
for COMMSTRAT forces. The lack of
a unifying concept for the public af-
fairs and combat camera merger has
left COMMSTRAT Marines reeling to
understand what the new occupation-
al field (OccFld) needs to do to make
this happen. This stems from the rapid
merger of the legacy public affairs and
combat camera fields which began in
2016. The merger led to the emergence
of the COMMSTRAT OccFld, but no
new policy or doctrine related to the
merge followed in trace.

Over the past decade, the OccFld
has continued to remain relatively un-
healthy at the senior ranks.? This deficit
in leadership and personnel as a whole
actually drove the Service’s decision to
execute the merger. Another symptom
of the problem is the lack of structure to
nurture proficiency and develop leaders
for the senior ranks. Junior company
grade officers continue to face a future
where they enter the fleet and have no
“top cover” in working directly for
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a chief of staff and general officer in
their first billet. No other OccFld has
second lieutenants working at senior
commands as the senior advisor for their
community. Both a cause and symptom
of the problem, the community has a
significant deficit in the lieutenant colo-
nel and colonel ranks, which degrades
the ability of the community to teach,
coach, mentor, and choose with whom
to invest from the junior ranks. These
gaps make it particularly challenging

for the COMMSTRAT Marines sup-
porting the range of military opera-
tions, considering they are one of the
few MAGTTF capabilities continuously
working to shape the operating environ-
ment even while their peer organizations
are solely focused on training and readi-
ness.

The Marine Corps’ leadership defi-
nitely understands the need for COMM-
STRAT capability, having supported

precepts for promotion boards to protect

COMMSTRAT is continuously working to get the Marine story out. (Photo by LCpl Samantha Sanchez.)
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the OccFld, but this has not translated
at the operational and tactical levels in
the FMF. In order to fix the problem,
the COMMSTRAT OccFld needs to
improve its organizational leadership
structure and competitiveness, which
ultimately improves support for the
warfighter. The community can also
make significant strides in improving
operational support with better defini-
tion of FMF and SE roles and respon-
sibilities, which supports improved
efficiency, force proficiency and devel-
opment, and warfighting effectiveness.

Roles and Responsibilities for COMM-
STRAT: FMF vs SE

The Marine Corps can improve its
COMMSTRAT support for the war-
fighter with a better understanding of
“who does what” between the FMF
and SE. The whole purpose of the
FMEF in garrison is to prepare for war.
The purpose of the SE is to support
the warfighter and enable his ability to
prepare for war. The most significant
problem with the OccFld stems from
the blur between roles and responsibili-
ties in the FMF versus the SE.> What
COMMSTRAT needs to define for
the FMF is how it will support all the
information-related capabilities’ pro-
duction demands for communication
products while in execution of any of
the range of military operations. This
means focusing on targeted audiences,
how they receive their information, and
generating products and engagements
to reach them the way they will best
receive it.

A focus on training and supporting
training for command and control ca-
pability is the best way to make this
happen. Legacy FMF public affairs
operations in garrison focused on pro-
duction of visual information products
(VIPS), which generally had little reach
and impact. The targeted audience for
a unit conducting training on a lo-
cal range, which was historically the
FMF garrison main effort, is limited
or negligible. The “so what” of garrison
generated VIPS ultimately feels that it
is aimed toward getting the attention
of senior leadership. This serves little
value to the enterprise. In the past, at
least, units had their picture on the front
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page of a base newspaper, which many
senior leaders said was not worth their
time. When I was a second lieutenant,
for example, my battalion commander
told me upon seeing his unit on the
front page of the base paper, “That’s
good fish wrap.” Now those pictures
are posted on official unit web pages,
which garner marginal interest. Current
traffic usually includes new Marines
checking into a unit and searching for
contact information, or by Marines who
are searching for a link to outlook web
access or SharePoint. Granted, garri-
son unit training stories on targeted
communication mediums can provide
value to a unit when they focus on the
accomplishments of individual Marines
(see note below on UIO program).4 Yet,
COMMSTRAT Marines do not have
the capacity to support all units down
to the platoon level while building
the proficiency required for war. FMF
COMMSTRAT should still generate
VIPS; however, the value and priority
should be on the training these events
provide for COMMSTRAT forces
to support the ROMO. Much of the
legacy combat camera print mission
and equipment also needs to go to the
SE. This includes print and reproduc-
tion capability outside of deployable
systems, posters, and other methods.
Many requests for internal products
are a “nice to have” for the FMF and
not a requirement. Nice to have is not
expeditionary. These requests require
expensive and facility consuming non-
expeditionary equipment that will not
go with the warfighter when the order
comes from higher headquarters. Addi-
tionally, the Marine Corps demands an
“expeditionary” mindset, which means
all supporting arms capabilities must
minimize their required space aboard
ship for combat deployments to maxi-
mize space for personnel, vehicles, air-
craft, and life support. Legacy combat
camera support to the warfighter should
focus on documentation, staff VIP sup-
port requests, and deployable print sup-
port capability.> All information opera-
tions and staff support requests for FMF
COMMSTRAT in garrison should be
supportable to the extent that capability
can go forward. The SE can fulfill any
other requirements for the FMF.

Improved Support to the Warfighter
The Marine Corps can improve its

support for the warfighter by econo-
mizing COMMSTRAT forces while
in garrison. This means structuring and
focusing FMF COMMSTRAT capabil-
ity where it is actually needed as Marine
forces provide support to the unified
commands. It also means economiz-
ing COMMSTRAT forces by moving
them from the MEF command element
(MEF CE) and main supporting com-
mands (MSCs) and then allocating and
reorganizing them at the MEF infor-
mation groups (MIG). This supports a
proposed principle that COMMSTRAT
staffs use COMMSTRAT products and
services while COMMSTRAT organi-
zations produce them. This principle
drove planning for the intel OccFld in
the 1990s and also mirrors the design
of other MIG enabler battalions. While
this principle does mean a reduction of
personnel in garrison at the MEF CE
and MSC:s, it also means ownership of
the right capability within the MEF CE
and MSCs to ensure support for global
force management and proper identifica-
tion of ready, scalable COMMSTRAT
forces attached via the MIG to serve the
ROMO. The MEF CE will plan and
provide oversight of all FMF COM-
MSTRAT through leading global force
management and the command inspec-
tion program.® The MIG will ensure the
readiness of COMMSTRAT production
and service support to the MEF CE and
MSCs. The COMMSTRAT capability
will realign and reorganize at the MIG,
which improves support for the current
Combat Development & Integration
concept for MAGTF information envi-
ronment operations concept of employ-
ment.” The staffs at the MEF CE and
MSCs can then use COMMSTRAT
products and services while the MIG
COMMSTRAT capability produces
them. MEF CE and MSC leaders will
then require the following capabilities
from COMMSTRAT in garrison:

* Public affairs advisor.

* Plans, future operations, current

operations capacity.

* Media engagement.

* Communication medium supervi-

sion and training (marines.mil web-

sites/social media).
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* Unit information officer program
implementation and oversight.

I argue that these are the actual re-
quirements for FMF COMMSTRAT
capability in garrison even with the
current allocation of forces. The re-
duction in garrison MEF/MSC COM-
MSTRAT forces will allow the Marine
Corps to apply economy of force toward
garrison requirements. The realigned
COMMSTRAT forces at the MIG
will provide scalable, task organized
capability to the MEF and MSCs for
deployments or development of VIPS
as required (crisis communication,
law enforcement, good news stories).
Many public affairs officers have long
argued that at the beginning of Opera-
tion IRAQI FREEDOM, the MSCs did
not know their staff. All public affairs
personnel at this time were consolidated
at the SE. The above proposed con-
struct ensures organic senior leadership
at the MEF/MSC level who maintain
the right capability to mitigate this
gap in trust. The staff assigned to the
MEF CE and MSC COMMSTRAT
staffs will lead COMMSTRAT teams
allocated to them by the MIG, whose
teams will have been validated through
training and exercises. These teams will
also maintain a general or direct support
command relationship in garrison.

The reduction in garrison require-
ments for the FMF will enable the reor-
ganization of tactical COMMSTRAT
forces, which nearly triples the number
of COMMSTRAT operational support
teams (i.e., a COMMSTRAT platoon)
at the MIG. This COMMSTRAT
company will then become a battalion
with three companies. The battalion
will have a command-slated battalion
commander and senior enlisted leader
from the community. The companies
will have a company commander and
senior enlisted leader from the com-
munity. The company will have three
platoons led by a platoon commander
and platoon sergeant. The proposed
structure will require no additional
staff. The new MEF support battal-
ion will provide the S-shop functions
required to provide the unit life support
in garrison. This is a proven model,
which is currently used at the School
of Infantry-East to support the train-
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Training and readiness will still be the focus. (Photo by LCpl Nicolas Atehortua.)

ing battalions. (I also argue that the
Service can even look to consolidate
the other S-functions from the enabler
battalions at the MEF support battal-
ion for greater efficiency.) The Marines
within the COMMSTRAT company
will support the MIG, MEF CE, and
MSC requirements while maintaining
focus on training and readiness as the
main effort. Training and readiness has
never been a focus for COMMSTRAT
forces. The legacy public affairs and
combat camera communities assumed
to an extent they were trained and ready
because of a largely self-induced—and
not necessarily required or relevant—
operational tempo in garrison. The
focus on training and readiness will
improve the quality of COMMSTRAT
support to the warfighter.

Improved COMMSTRAT Leadership
Development

The realigned FMF structure will
improve the structure for developing
junior Marines and improve competi-
tiveness for both enlisted and officers
among their peers. Historically, officers
and SNCOs in both public affairs and
combat camera had little interaction at
their commands with senior OccFld
Marines. This “spread the peanut butter
thin” concept made public affairs and
combat camera Marines a lot like an
octopus. The octopus is the smartest

non-vertebrae in the ocean. However,
it has a fatal flaw. The octopus does not
nurture its young. When the octopus
dies, the knowledge it accrued over its
lifetime dies with it. Instead, the previ-
ously proposed COMMSTRAT orga-
nization enables senior COMMSTRAT
leaders to nurture the leadership and
professional abilities of younger Ma-
rines and pass on their hard-earned
knowledge. The proposed structure
empowers COMMSTRAT Marines
to demonstrate leadership ability, com-
pete with their peers, and the ability
to identify and shape the next genera-
tion. The new structure will foster a
“boss” or “commander’s mentality.” I
also add that a commander’s mentality
is far different from a “staff mentality,”
whereas the commander must focus on
his responsibility for the whole com-
mand while the staff focuses solely on
their specialty. A COMMSTRAT Ma-
rine with experience as a commander
will better understand the challenge
of command and improve support in
such a way that only an experienced
commander would. The proposed
shift in focus will improve the quality
of COMMSTRAT support to Marine
Corps warfighting where it counts the
most: operations across the range of
military operations in support of their
command, the unified commands, and
the United States of America.
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This article provides a solution for
the FMF to improve the operational
design of the COMMSTRAT OccFld.
Consolidation of COMMSTRAT as-
sets and clearly defined FMF/SE roles
and responsibilities help ensure the Ma-
rine Corps builds upon its reputation as
the finest warfighting organization in
the world. Nonetheless, the COMM-
STRAT OccFld needs the buy-in of
senior leaders to improve support to the
warfighter, and improve the OccFld’s
professional development and competi-
tiveness.
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4. Recognition of the individual Marine will
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which he belongs. The Unit Information Officer
program is designed to be overseen by the MEF
and MSC CommStrat capability and handled
at the small unit level by an officer of the com-
mand’s choosing. This remains an important
aspect of building trust and camaraderie within
acommand. CommStrat does not have enough
Marines to show recognition of every Marine’s
awards and promotions. However, CommStrat
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this information and manage their command’s
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for details.
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7. Headquarters Marine Corps, Marine Air-
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Operations Concept of Employment, Combat De-
velopment & Integration, (Washington, DC:
July 2017).

>Editor’s Note: See MARADMIN 004-
20, Announcement of Way Ahead for Re-
establishing/Reinvigorating Fleet Marine
Force and Navy-Marine Corps Componet
Command Relationship, (Washington,
DC: January 2020).
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