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Refocusing the Corps on Its Primary Mission:
Contributing to the Prosecution of Naval Campaigns

To succeed in the one area in which it can act as no other service can, the Marine Corps must be as focused in meet-
ing the challenges of naval campaigns in the Indo-Pacific’s contested littoral waters as it was when it developed
the amphibious warfare concepts, capabilities, and competencies employed in World War II. The Corps must
ask whether a commitment of limited resources adds to its ability to prosecute a naval campaign and helps it to
develop the capability to fight and win in the Indo-Pacific’s contested littorals. If the answer is “yes,” the Corps
should move ahead aggressively. If the answer is “no” or “maybe,” it should redirect those resources where they

will be most useful.

Executive Summary

The primary role of the U.S. Marine Corps is estab-
lished by U.S. law and Department of Defense (DOD)
directive:

The Marine Corp shall be organized, trained, and

equipped...for service with the fleet in the seizure

or defense of advanced naval bases and for the con-
duct of such land operations as may be essential

to the prosecution of a naval campaign. In addi-
tion, the Marine Corps...shall perform such other

duties as the President may direct. However, these

additional duties may not detract from or interfere

with the operations for which the Marine Corps is

primarily organized.

Together, the U.S. Marine Corps and U.S. Navy
constitute American naval power. The ability to proj-
ect ground combat power by sea is what differenti-
ates the Corps from the Army. Without this capability,
there is not much reason to maintain a Marine Corps.

The Corps is currently very good at land-based
crisis response missions, contributing to America’s

special operations community, conducting sustained
land operations in support of U.S. partners, and sup-
porting regional combatant command requirements
to work with partner nations to improve mutual
capabilities. However, it lacks meaningful experi-
ence in and relevant organizations and capabilities for
its primary role: contributing to the prosecution of a
naval campaign.

The Corps has developed an array of relevant con-
cepts for conducting operations in contested littoral
environments, but it has yet to translate its ideas
into the appropriately robust training, exercise, and
experimentation efforts that are needed to inform the
development of material, organizational, and major
procurement efforts.

The Corps’ high operational tempo has taken and
continues to take a damaging toll on its people and
equipment, creating pressures that make retention
of skilled Marines more challenging and that rap-
idly age basic equipment, primary platforms, and
major weapons. Unfortunately, very few of its opera-
tional commitments have anything to do with ships,
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conducting amphibious operations, or contributing
to a naval campaign.

The Corps’ immersion in “other duties” to the
neglect of its primary mission has created a danger-
ous shortfall in America’s ability to respond effec-
tively to China’s emergence as the major power to be
reckoned with in the Indo-Pacific region.

The Marine Corps Operating Concept, published in
2016, established the framework for the Corps’ current
thinking about the nature of anticipated operating envi-
ronments and corresponding implications for Marine
Corps capabilities. It also assessed the Corps’ current
condition relative to what it needs to be and to do and
concluded that “[t]he Marine Corps is currently not
organized, trained, and equipped to meet the demands
of a future operating environment characterized by
complex terrain, technology proliferation, informa-
tion warfare, the need to shield and exploit signatures,
and an increasingly non-permissive maritime domain.”

Two follow-on concepts—Littoral Operationsina
Contested Environment (LOCE) and Expeditionary
Advanced Base Operations (EABO)—furthered the
discussion, restating key tenets of naval power as it
pertains to control of essential maritime geography
and thereby revalidating the importance of the Corps’
role in contributing to the prosecution of a naval cam-
paign. LOCE assumes that “future adversaries may
be capable of controlling choke points, holding key
maritime terrain, or denying freedom of action and
maneuver within the littorals by imposing unaccept-
able risk to forces at ever increasing ranges.” Thus, the
Corps needs forces that can:

m “Seize and defend advanced naval bases or lodg-
ments to facilitate subsequent joint operations”;

m “Conduct complex expeditionary operations in the
urban littorals”; and

m “Conduct amphibious operations...to assure access”
for naval and follow-on forces.

As explained in the LOCE paper, “The EABO con-
cept further distributes lethality by providing land-
based options for increasing the number of sensors
and shooters beyond the upper limit imposed by the
quantity of seagoing platforms available.” It also

“espouses employing mobile, relatively low-cost capa-
bilities in austere, temporary locations forward” in
the contested littorals.

Taken together, the Corps’ concepts and assigned
primary role clearly indicate that the Marines would
contribute to the prosecution of a naval campaign
by denying the enemy the ability to use the littorals
while making it possible for the U.S. Navy to do so.
The challenges for the Marine Corps (and the Navy)
become inserting forces into areas where the enemy
does not want them to be; operating in ways that
minimize the ability of the enemy to detect and inter-
rupt operations; resupplying forces that will likely be
widely separated (or distributed); reinforcing those
forces; repositioning forces as operational conditions
demand; understanding what the enemy is doing; and
coordinating all friendly activities so as to defeat the
enemy’s plans. This implies the ability to:

Move and operate with minimal signature,
m Be tactically effective in many locations at once,

m  Sustain the overall operation even as combat attri-
tion takes a toll on force capacity, and

m Leverage technologies so that the human compo-
nent of the force is optimally employed.

As currently structured, manned, equipped,
and supported, the Marines have significant
shortfalls in all of these areas.

m The supporting amphibious fleet is limited to a
small number of large ships, and only a portion of
these would be available for an operation in one
part of the world.

m The Marines have few options for inserting and
sustaining forces.

m The organizational structure of the Corps may
have relevance (platoons and companies), but until
tested, the service cannot be sure of this.

m The Corps does not yet possess sufficient weapons
or surveillance systems that would help a naval
force to gain and exercise sea control in littoral/
archipelagic waters.

m The Corps has minimal short-range and no medi-
um-range air defense capabilities.
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m The Corps has only one small boat company, sta-
tioned in Japan and associated with the 31st
Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU), and it has no
real-world combat mission experience.

m The Corps’ ability to move combat vehicles and
heavy-fires capabilities (such as artillery) is lim-
ited to what can be loaded internally or carried
externally by a helicopter or carried to shore by
current landing craft.

= Non-material elements—tactics, doctrine, orga-
nizational designs, training protocols, and insti-
tutional knowledge—are effectively nonexistent.

The Corps must reorient its efforts to solve
these shortfalls.

In “Rebuilding America’s Military: Thinking
About the Future,” we argued that revolutionary out-
comes are achievable through evolutionary improve-
ments that focus on solving actual problems against
known or presumed adversaries and, further, that
such problems and possible solutions are deter-
mined with aggressive and repetitive experimenta-
tion. Solutions to problems are found in many forms
and include changes in organizations, equipment,
and doctrine, among others. Provided below is a set
of recommendations that would enable the Corps to
prepare itself more effectively for the prosecution of a
naval campaign in contested littorals, with a particu-
lar focus on Asia as the region of primary interest and
China as the pacing threat.

1. Commit to intensive and
sustained experimentation.

The Corps has undertaken relevant experimenta-
tion many times since the 1990s, but this experimen-
tation has always been limited in scope, scale, and
duration. The Corps’ current efforts are problematic,
constrained by time and opportunities. The Marines
need to determine what their most important role
is and allocate their efforts accordingly. They need
to commit to an Advanced Base Force-like devel-
opment effort to solve the LOCE problem, mak-
ing a clear statement that this is their top priority.
Amphibious operations are a singular specialty that
only the Corps can provide and one that the U.S. will
desperately need should conflict in the Asian litto-
rals occur.

2. Develop new ranges for
experimentation and training.
Experimentation and consequent training is most
effective when it is most realistic: undertaken in settings
that most closely resemble anticipated operational envi-
ronments. The Corps should expand its settings beyond
those available at its primary bases in the continental
U.S. and the occasional deployment. The Corps should
look to U.S. territories in the Pacific because they most
closely reflect the archipelagic and congested littoral
waters that it would encounter in the Indo-Pacific region.

3. Adjust acquisition efforts to account
for tools and platforms directly
related to conducting distributed
operations in a contested littoral/
archipelagic environment.

The Marine Corps should be acquiring anti-ship
and anti-air systems and the landing craft, small
boats, and combat vehicles that are most useful in
getting Fleet Marine Forces ashore and positioned
so that they can contribute to a naval campaign. Addi-
tionally, logistics is always the linchpin for sustained
operations of any sort, and the Corps must continue
its efforts to field new capabilities in this area: more
resilient and flexible sources of power, unmanned
options for resupply, local manufacturing of critical
parts and material enablers, and an ability to harvest
raw materials locally rather than have finished sup-
plies delivered from external sources.

4. Redefine amphibious shipping and
support capability requirements

to account for combat operations

in a contested littoral environment
in support of a naval campaign.

The Corps must work with the Navy to develop
smaller, lower-cost ships that are better suited to
the type of dispersed operational posture implied by
LOCE. The Corps also needs to regain its ability to
conduct small-boat operations, a capability that has
eroded to near-irrelevance within the service.

5. Create relief in the operating forces.

The Corps must discipline its appetite for action,
learn how to say “no” to requests for support when
they begin to prevent the service from redeveloping
its naval warfare capabilities, and reduce its habit of
offering capabilities for use that could otherwise be
used to prepare for its primary role.
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6. Recoup resources currently
committed to secondary, collateral,
and additional duties or functions.

The Corps’ relentless workload, high operation-
al tempo, and small size (relative to workload) have
combined to consume the service’s limited resourc-
es and prevent it from adequately preparing for its
most likely and obligatory contributions to future
operations. Current challenges to securing adequate
funding to expand the Corps imply that the Marines
must reevaluate how and where they are committing
the resources they have in order to free them for use
in preparing for the future. With this in mind, the
Marine Corps should:

= Strongly consider disestablishing Marine

Corps Special Operations Command (MAR-
SOC). MARSOC, while a boon to U.S. Special
Operations Command (USSOCOM or SOCOM)
and doing good work for the country, is an oppor-
tunity cost for the Corps. The Marines consis-
tently resisted creating a special operations com-
ponent until directed to do so in 2006, driven by
a shortage of special operations teams needed to
prosecute the global war on terrorism following
the attacks of September 11, 2001. That nation-
al emergency has long been over, and the Corps
should redirect its efforts to its primary role.

m Review its level of investment in Marine Forc-
es Cyberspace Command (MARFORCYBER).
Cyber capabilities are essential to current mili-
tary operations and will be even more so in the
future, but this does not necessarily mean that
the Corps must have this capability organic to the
service. It could seek such support from the Navy
or any other military service or Defense orga-
nization. The manpower commitment to MAR-
FORCYBER might be better reallocated to the
Corps’ unique role if the function/support can be
obtained elsewhere.

= Reconsider its Special Purpose Marine Air-
Ground Task Force (SPMAGTF) commitment.
As with its other non-amphibious/non-naval war-
fare commitments, the Corps should reassess
the value it gains and provides from permanent
SPMAGTF commitments when compared with the
challenge it faces in readying for future war in the
contested littorals.

= Reevaluate its investment in specific types
of climate-specific warfighting. Changing geo-
strategic conditions often call for changes in force
preparation and focus. The Corps has a history of
fighting in cold weather and mountainous terrain,
and war plans during the Cold War anticipated
the Marines fighting in Norway or on the Korean
Peninsula. Given the relatively small size of the
U.S. military and the multitude of challenges the
Joint Force must consider in its efforts to prepare
for the future, the Corps should carefully assess
whether its investment in cold-weather training
in places like Norway is more opportunity cost
than warfighting benefit when compared with
the imperative to prepare for naval warfare in the
Indo-Pacific region.

7. Expand integration with the Navy.

The Corps should work with the Navy to establish
a formal office, with permanently assigned person-
nel, that is highly visible to the Commandant of the
Marine Corps and Chief of Naval Operations and has
as its specific purpose the developing of solutions to
the challenges of conducting a distributed naval cam-
paign in contested littoral waters. The Marine Corps
and the Navy will have to work together to prosecute
any naval campaign in the coming decades. Develop-
ing relevant equipment, platforms, tactics, organi-
zations, and procedures must therefore be a highly
focused, intentional effort for both services, working
in intimate collaboration.

The reemergence of great-power competition
will demand the full attention of each of the services.
For its part, the Corps must be as focused and disci-
plined in attending to the challenges of contributing
tonaval campaigns in the contested littoral waters of
the Indo-Pacific region as it was during the interwar
period of the 1920s and 1930s when it developed the
concepts, capabilities, and competencies for amphibi-
ous warfare that were crucial to victory in World War
I1. It must make the hard decisions that are required
to ensure that it succeeds in the one area for which it
is obligated and uniquely qualified and in which it can
act as no other service can.

In every decision to commit its limited resources,
the Corps must return to its “mission statement” and
ask two fundamental questions:

= Doesthis commitment contribute to the ability of
the Corps to prosecute a naval campaign?
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= Does this commitment help or hinder development
of the capability to fight and win in the contested
littorals of the Indo-Pacific region?

If the answer is “yes,” then the Corps should move
ahead as aggressively as possible. If the answer is “no’
orisin that muddling, ambiguous middle of “maybe,”
then the Corps should dispense with it and redirect
those resources where they will matter most.

3
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Introduction

his Special Report is one of a series from The Her-

itage Foundation’s Center for National Defense
that addresses the U.S. military’s efforts to prepare
for future challenges. Heritage’s Rebuilding Amer-
ica’s Military Project (RAMP) means to assess the
ability of the United States military to protect the
country’s national security interests from threats
as they and the environment and conditions within
which the military will operate change over the next
two decades or so.

Preparing for the future is hard even in the best
of circumstances: when one is free of distractions,
has plenty of resources, and is blessed with talented
people working diligently to ensure that the organiza-
tion is accounting for evolving trends, technological
breakthroughs, and expected competitions. But “best
conditions” rarely exist, and in trying to predict the
challenges of the future, they never do. As Lawrence
Freedman has observed:

[The] future is not preordained. This is the main
reason why prediction is so difficult. There are
decisions yet to be made, even about challeng-
es that are well understood, along with chance
events that will catch us unawares and develop-
ments already in train that have been inadequate-
ly appreciated.!

Thus, the actual task of preparing for the future
becomes enormously difficult because circumstances
are so unhelpful in the present and the details of the
future are patently unknowable. Yet the services have
to try because the capabilities they have now grow old
and perhaps less effective, new opportunities emerge
as conditions change, and opponents are always work-
ing to blunt one’s strengths and exploit vulnerabilities.

At present, the military services are constantly
engaged in operations that consume time, attention,
and resources; are too small and inadequately funded
relative to their workload; and are beset with aging
equipment, delayed or truncated modernization pro-
grams, and creaky supporting infrastructure. The
men and women who have volunteered to serve their
country in uniform are doing extraordinary work to
accomplish the mission in spite of all of this, but their
leadership has a maddening preference for betting
the future of their services on “big leaps” in capabil-
ity premised on the promise of some technological

advance that has yet to be proven in real-world use.

Given what is at stake—namely, the future security
of the United States—this is a high-risk approach to
preparing the military for future battle.

In our first Special Report for RAMP, “Rebuilding
America’s Military: Thinking About the Future,” we
made the case that there is a better way, that “revolu-
tionary outcomes [are achievable] at less risk through
evolutionary improvements that build on each other
until transformative tipping points are reached.”> We
highlighted the work of military historians who have
documented that:

[P]reparation for the future works best when spe-
cific problems are identified and the services focus
their efforts on solving them, employing an itera-
tive approach over many years so that pieces of the
problem are solved bit by bit and robust experi-
mentation and force exercises discover what can
(and cannot) be done, usually leading to revela-
tions that could not have been known beforehand.?

This approach has been adopted in the past, produc-
ing extraordinary results in the two decades between
the great World Wars and at times during the Cold
War when a service would focus on solving current
problems—for example, how to defeat Soviet forces
poised to invade Western Europe (i.e., threat-based
planning)—rather than engage in speculative think-
ing about what might be possible, as was often the case
during the 1990s when capabilities-based planning
dominated thinking in the Department of Defense.

This report focuses on the U.S. Marine Corps, its
current status, and its efforts to prepare itself for
future challenges. It is not our intent to predict spe-
cific outcomes, the pace at which adjustments to the
force might occur, or how competitors might change
their focus and approaches to conflict. Rather, the
objective of this paper is to take cues from history,
geography, fielded technologies, and what the actu-
al use of force in real-world conditions implies for
Marine Corps capabilities in future war—in this case,
the realm of naval warfare particularly as manifested
in the littorals, the imperative to distribute military
power and risk as broadly as possible, and the pro-
foundly important role of the Corps in contributing
to the prosecution of a naval campaign.
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I. Naval Power and the U.S. Marine Corps

he primary role of the U.S. Marine Corps is estab-
lished by U.S. law and Department of Defense
(DOD) directive:

The Marine Corps shall be organized, trained, and

equipped...for service with the fleet in the seizure

or defense of advanced naval bases and for the con-
duct of such land operations as may be essential

to the prosecution of a naval campaign. In addi-
tion, the Marine Corps...shall perform such other

duties as the President may direct. However, these

additional duties may not detract from or interfere

with the operations for which the Marine Corps is

primarily organized.*

In a seminal essay published in 1954, noted polit-
ical scientist Samuel Huntington described the
importance of a defining purpose for a military ser-
vice: “The fundamental element of a military service
is its purpose or role in implementing national poli-
cy,” the “how, when, and where the military service
expects to protect the nation against some threat
toits security. If a military service does not possess
such a concept, it becomes purposeless, it wallows
about amid a variety of conflicting and confusing
goals....” Further:

A military service may at times, of course, per-
form functions unrelated to external security [but
these are] subordinate and collateral responsibili-
ties. A military service does not exist to perform
these functions; rather it performs these func-
tions because it has already been called into exis-
tence to meet some threat to the national security.®

Huntington was specifically addressing the U.S.
Navy, urging it to recognize and embrace its essen-
tial purpose: constituting naval power for the nation.
But his general point that each service has a defining
purpose clearly applies to the Marine Corps too, espe-
cially since it is an essential element of naval power,
working in concert with the Navy to project national
will across and by way of the seas.

The Corps has not entirely forgotten this founda-
tional aspect of its purpose, but since September 11,
2001, it has been focused on the demands of current
operations and has both been pulled and become dis-
tracted by a range of “additional duties,” “collateral

responsibilities,” and the allure of new operational
challenges like special operations and cyber warfare.

The terrorist attacks on 9/11 spurred the U.S. to
mount a full-scale response, sending substantial forc-
es to Afghanistan. While this did not place extraor-
dinary demands on the Corps per se, it did have the
effect of focusing the U.S. military on counterter-
rorism operations. Absent a competing demand for
attention, given the collapse of the Soviet Union a
decade earlier and Russia and China not yet on the
world scene as major competitors, combat operations
in Afghanistan captured the full attention of the Pen-
tagon and the military services (though less so for the
Navy). A year later, planning for the invasion of Iraq
and the overthrow of the Saddam Hussein regime was
in full swing, which did place a substantial burden on
the Corps since it called for a large-scale conventional
war against a sizeable state military.

As Afghanistan and Iraq shifted to protracted
counterinsurgency and security/stability operations,
both the Marine Corps and the Army became hard-
pressed to sustain repeated deployment cycles. The
constant use of principal major equipment items, the
burden of repeated deployments, and the challenges
of maintaining readiness levels while also pursuing
modernization programs (needed far earlier than
would otherwise be the case due to the constant
operational workload) left little time, attention, or
resources for thinking about and preparing for any
other type of conflict.

But things change. Over the past few years, as oper-
ations in Afghanistan and Iraq have waned, freeing
Marine Corps units from the incessant toll of constant
deployment, emerging geostrategic challenges from
Russia and China have spurred the Corps to rediscover
its past and consider the role it should play in project-
ing combat power abroad via the seas. While the Corps
has embraced the challenge intellectually, it has found
that returning to the sea after so many years ashore is
harder than it had perhaps anticipated. Marines who
came of age during the 1990s routinely deployed with
relatively small (2,200 personnel) Marine Expedition-
ary Units (MEUs) embarked aboard three amphibi-
ous ships that constituted an amphibious ready group
(ARG). These MEU/ARG deployments served as crisis
response forces useful for evacuating U.S. citizens from
threatening security situations abroad, reinforcing
embassy and consulate facilities when local security
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was deemed insufficient, establishing a U.S. military
presence in locales of interest as directed, and provid-
ing assistance when humanitarian crises arose due to

anatural or man-caused catastrophe.

However, in the post-9/11 world, the Marines, like
the Army, needed to focus on counterterrorism and
counterinsurgency operations, and this left little
room for thinking about their naval future. Compli-
cating matters further, the Navy shrank in size, to
include the number of amphibious ships it operated,
leaving few opportunities for Marine Corps units to
gain shipboard experience. In short, for nearly 20
years, the Corps had less opportunity to gain experi-
ence in naval matters and invested little intellectual
effort in exploring its role in future naval campaigns.

The Corps recognizes this and is trying to find its
way back, but its intellectual rebound has yet to be
matched by significant changes in fielded capabili-
ties. This is the Corps’ primary purpose after all. It
is something all Marines learn on becoming Marines,
and it infuses all of its public statements, key docu-
ments, and the stories it tells itself and external audi-
ences. Of late, however, it has not truly manifested
this “truth” as a programmatic, organizational, or
exercised reality—at least not at a level that reflects
the importance of its historical, and once again need-
ed, contribution to national naval power.

The point to executing a naval campaign is to har-
ness naval power to promote and protect U.S. security,
economic, and diplomatic interests in ways that are
not possible with other forms of military power. Naval
power is one of the hallmarks of a global power. A land
power can extend its will into contiguous territory,
but unless it possesses a navy, its influence and abil-
ity to determine its destiny stop at the water’s edge.
Conversely, a naval power can go wherever the seas
permit (which is most of the world) and can control a
land power’s access to raw materials and markets that
are beyond its natural reach by land. A naval power
can constrain the reach, and therefore the growth, of
aland power, something that is very hard for a land
power to do to a naval power.

Naval power creates and maintains options for a
country that is able to leverage it. A landlocked coun-
tryis limited to the resources it possesses within its
borders or that it can trade for or seize from others
contiguous to its borders. It has avery limited ability
to ensure its current and future security unless it has
overwhelming military power relative to its immedi-
ate neighbors.

By contrast, a naval power is less constrained by
terrain or the goodwill of neighbors through which
goods and materials must pass on land. The excep-
tions to this inherent advantage usually involve mari-
time chokepoints and near-seas where a competing
land power can threaten seaborne transit. A naval
power can reach the world if it has a fleet able to sail to
distant places and ensure safe passage for materials
heading to and from markets. A naval power also has
options should a competing power attempt to block
it from land access in its home region, as it can trade
in other regions via the seas.

A naval power has the advantage of “exterior lines”
(broad expanses outside of the enemy’s reach) that
enable it to reposition forces in ways that create
multiple options of attack for which the enemy must
account. A naval power fighting a land power can
prevent the flow of goods, materials, and resources
that come by sea, restricting its land-power enemy to
dependence on overland transport that is subject to
terrain, fixed transportation networks, and interdic-
tion by long-range fires and airpower.

The ability to use the seas and control access to
them on a global scale is a strategic advantage that
few countries enjoy. Operating at sea is hard. Winds,
waves, currents, and the corrosive effects of saltwa-
ter and sea spray play havoc with ships. Operating at
sea far from home and for extended periods is even
harder. Warships need access to ports to reprovision,
refuel, repair, and replenish expended stores such as
ammunition and parts, although replenishment at sea
can mitigate some of these requirements. Ports that
can handle large, deep-draft vessels and that have all
of the resources a warship might require are few and
far between and must depend on the host country’s
willingness to approve access.

The farther a warship gets from home, the more
dependent it becomes on foreign ports and the
more risk it must accept if its access to such ports is
threatened. Even if access is assured by an alliance
or a partner state willing to provide support, there is
still the matter of how close the port is to the scene of
action. The farther a ship has to travel, the longer it is
unavailable for use in combat. After replenishing, it
must then transit back to the battlespace, burning fuel
and consuming stores it would otherwise have used
to conduct the operations for which it was deployed.
This is the chief reason the U.S. Navy maintains cur-
rently unmatched at-sea or underway replenish-
ment capabilities designed to keep combatants “in

10
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the fight” while the logistics ships make transits to
and from port.

Time and distance also affect the ability of the
logistics fleet to keep the battleforce fleet in the fight,
and the fewer logistics ships there are, or the more
dispersed the battle fleet might be, the harder it is to
keep naval combat power applied against the enemy.
Options become important, and the ability to oper-
ate closer to the enemy, when possible, improves the
ability to keep the pressure on him and to sustain
fleet activities that improve one’s own position while
degrading and reducing his.

Distance matters more to a naval power than it
does to a land power. A land power at war is chal-
lenged by terrain, but its forces can scavenge nec-
essary resources (fuel, food, water, etc.) from occu-
pied terrain. It can also mobilize and send forward
reinforcements as long as population and indus-
trial capacity are available. Naval forces operating
far from home cannot scavenge resources while at
sea and are very hard to reinforce when thousands
of miles away. They fight with what they bring and
have few options available should supporting fires
be needed from outside the fleet. Since the fleet is
fixed in size for all practical purposes, any loss from
combat action or mechanical failure has a profound
effect on the ability of the force to remain effective
in a fight.

Conversely, a country that is able to operate close
to its own shores has an easier time maintaining
presence and supporting naval actions with shore-
based capabilities like long-range missiles and mari-
time patrol aircraft. It has the advantage of “interior
lines,” able to shift resources as needed quickly and
efficiently with minimal interference by an enemy; it
can operate within a tight sphere that it controls. But
its resources are not infinite, and the more coastline
and area of interest it must address, the more thinly
its capabilities must be spread.

These competing realities of expeditionary and
coastal navies matter a great deal in designing and
employing naval forces and have a direct bearing
on the role of the Marine Corps as an instrument of
naval power. This is where the Corps is an essential
contributor: It enables a naval force to secure access
to supporting facilities close to the scene of action,
to deny an enemy such capabilities, and to project
combat power ashore to accomplish military objec-
tives necessary to obtain the political win for which
the war is fought. This also includes controlling key

maritime terrain from which freedom of action at sea
can be enabled or denied.

Together, the U.S. Marine Corps and U.S. Navy
constitute American naval power. To be sure, each
service performs tasks unrelated to the other’s. For
example, the Navy’s submarines collect intelligence
and provide one leg of the nuclear triad, among many
other things they can do from below the sea, and
appropriately configured surface ships have been
tasked with ballistic missile defense responsibili-
ties and have conducted more cruise missile strikes
against land targets than have confronted an enemy
navy since the end of the Cold War. Quite separately,
the Corps has conducted sustained ground combat
operations in places far removed from the seas (for
example, in Afghanistan and western Iraq) and can
fly from shore bases directly to scenes of crisis with-
out ever touching a ship or drawing on sea-based sup-
port. But throughout their history, both services have
melded their capabilities to generate combat power
that would otherwise have been impossible without
such collaboration.

From the founding of the country, U.S. Marines
have sailed with the Navy to protect U.S. interests
and exert America’s will in distant lands. In various
instances stretching from “the shores of Tripoli” (in
modern-day Libya) to Inchon, South Korea, Navy
ships have delivered Marine Corps forces to for-
eign locales when U.S. citizens, alliance obligations,
and unilateral security or economic interests were
threatened. In similar manner, the Corps’ expertise
in amphibious warfare has made it possible to seize
key terrain from which naval and air power could be
projected still farther.

The Pacific campaigns of World War II are the most
obvious examples of the importance of this capabil-
ity, with land combat forces (the Corps through the
Central Pacific and the Army along a southern path),
delivered by the Navy, seizing islands and their criti-
cal ports and airfields that were leveraged as support
bases for further operations against the Japanese.
More recently, in November 2001, Naval Expedi-
tionary Task Force-58, under the command of then-
Brigadier General James N. Mattis and comprised of
amphibious ships carrying the 15th and 26th Marine
Expeditionary Units, launched the most distant
amphibious assault in Marine Corps history, deliver-
ing a combat force 441 miles to secure Forward Oper-
ating Base Rhino, a desert airstrip in Afghanistan to
be used to conduct operations against the Taliban.¢
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Conducting such operations is not a simple mat-
ter. Arguably, amphibious operations are the most
difficult of military operations, especially when the
likelihood is high that they will be opposed by an
enemy whether at the beach, on the way to the beach,
or after the landing force has made its way inland.
Even under the best of circumstances, it is a complex
choreography of Marines and sailors attempting to
get themselves, their equipment, and supplies from
a ship, through the sea, and onto a beach to push rel-
evant combat power ashore and into a hostile land. It
takes an enormous effort to become competent in this
specialty, and few forces in history have ever managed
it well. Historically, it has defined the Corps and its
contribution of an unmatched capability to the U.S.
arsenal, something about which Marine Corps Gen-
eral Alexander A. Vandegrift reminded Congress at
a pivotal point in the Corps’ history, just after World
War I1.7

This is not to say that the Corps should not do
things other than amphibious operations or has
been wrong to engage in sustained land operations
ashore, whether in Korea and Vietnam or, since Sep-
tember 2001, in Afghanistan, Iraq, and Syria. In war,
operational commanders do what needs to be done
to accomplish objectives, often using forces designed
primarily for one purpose to do something else that
is of higher priority. The services reorient to the
demands of war accordingly.® More forces were need-
ed for operations in Afghanistan and, later, in Iraq
than the U.S. Army or U.S. Special Operations Com-
mand (USSOCOM or SOCOM) could field on their
own; thus, the U.S. Marine Corps contributed essen-
tial combat power alongside its fellow ground combat
forces. It was wholly appropriate to do so since the
whole purpose of the Corps is to fight battles on land
with its unique role being to provide this ability by
getting to the fight by sea, not simply to ride around
on ships as an end in itself.

The ability to project ground combat power by sea
is what differentiates the Corps from the Army. With-
out this capability, the U.S,, like nearly all other coun-
tries, would be limited to moving forces overland (by
road or rail) or delivering them to a deep-water port
or flying into an airfield and then traversing overland
to get to the fight. Without this capability, there is not
much reason to maintain a Marine Corps. With this
in mind, the Department of Defense has explicitly
directed the Marine Corps to develop the tools nec-
essary to fulfill its role within the Joint Force:

(1) Seize and defend advanced naval bases or lodg-
ments to facilitate subsequent joint operations.

(2) Provide close air support for ground forces.

(3) Conduct land and air operations essential to
the prosecution of a naval campaign or as directed.

(4) Conduct complex expeditionary opera-
tions in the urban littorals and other challeng-
ing environments.

(5) Conduct amphibious operations, including
engagement, crisis response, and power projec-
tion operations to assure access. The Marine
Corps has primary responsibility for the develop-
ment of amphibious doctrine, tactics, techniques,
and equipment.

(6) Conduct security and stability operations and
assist with the initial establishment of a military
government pending transfer of this responsibil-
ity to other authority.

(7) Provide security detachments and units for

service on armed vessels of the Navy, provide

protection of naval property at naval stations and

bases, provide security at designated U.S. embas-
sies and consulates, and perform other such duties

as the President or the Secretary of Defense may
direct. These additional duties may not detract

from or interfere with the operations for which

the Marine Corps is primarily organized.®

As noted, however, it is hard to do several differ-
ent missions equally well. Time spent gaining compe-
tence in one must necessarily be taken from efforts to
get and maintain competence in others. If the Corps
is forced to shift its focus and efforts from one thing to
another as dictated by circumstances and the needs
of the nation, it risks being consumed by current
demands for duties that are “other” or “additional”
to its primary function and thus losing touch with
the purpose for which the Corps exists: contribut-
ing amphibious combat power to the prosecution of
anaval campaign.

This is where the Corps currently finds itself: very
good at land-based crisis response, making impor-
tant contributions to America’s special operations
community, conducting sustained land operations in
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support of U.S. partners in various theaters, and sup-
porting regional combatant command requirements
to work with partner nations to improve mutual capa-
bilities but lacking meaningful experience within the
current force at doing the one thing that it is supposed
to do and no other force can do: amphibious operations.

Marine Corps officials have repeatedly expressed
their concern about the need to regain skills in
amphibious operations, but the Corps has yet to
translate its concerns into appropriately robust train-
ing, exercise, and experimentation efforts that would
inform the development of material, organizational,
and major procurement efforts and expose a larger
part of the Corps to shipboard operations at sea. This
isunfortunate, as the Corps is the only service able to
support the Navy’s efforts to rediscover what it means
to prosecute a naval campaign against an enemy in
and through lethally contested waters.

Captain Wayne P. Hughes, Jr., USN (Ret.), has long
documented the importance of naval power and has
intently studied the criticality of various factors that
are fundamental to victory at sea, to include the char-
acteristics of ships, the size and design of fleets, the
purpose for which fleets are deployed, naval tactics,
and how changes in technology affect all of this as
they pertain to naval campaigns undertaken for the
larger purpose of influencing events ashore. In his
landmark treatise Fleet Tactics,”® Hughes methodical-
ly makes the case for naval forces, of which the Corps
is an essential part, to focus on the specialized plat-
forms and tactics necessary to win in naval warfare.

Specifically, Hughes goes to great lengths to illus-
trate how scouting (reconnaissance); concealment

(signature reduction); magazine or munitions capac-
ity distributed across the force; fleet size (the numbers
of platforms or units); and dispersion of the force
itself are not only essential to combat effectiveness,
but increasingly so as a consequence of the impact
modern technologies are having on the precision and
range of weapons and increased battlespace aware-
ness for the forces employed. The Corps has a key role
toplayin all of these areas, and if properly focused on
this role, it makes possible the effective application of
U.S. naval power to secure strategic security interests.

In an era of renewed competition among great
powers (the U.S., Russia, and China) and moder-
ate powers that possess important advantages due
to geography and relative military power (Iran and
North Korea), the ability to project and sustain naval
power is a crucial capability, but the dominance the
U.S. once enjoyed has eroded since the end of the Cold
War. From a fleet of nearly 600 ships in 1987, includ-
ing 59 amphibious ships, the Navy has shrunk to a
battle force of 286 combatants, of which only 32 are
amphibious." Similarly, the Marine Corps has lost
capacity, practical experience, and even institutional
understanding relevant to the conduct of amphibious
operations. It must regain its expertise in this func-
tion if the U.S. is to prevail as a global power.

Before addressing the specific implications of
naval maneuver warfare and the corresponding con-
tributions the Corps can make in the prosecution of
anaval campaign, we should review the Corps itself:
how it organizes for battle and how this helps or hin-
ders its efforts to prepare for the future.
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I1. The Corps: An Overview of the Service

he active duty Marine Corps is composed of

185,000 Marines distributed across three divi-
sions of 24 battalions; three air wings of fixed-wing,
rotary-wing, and tiltrotor aircraft; an operational/
combat logistics element that makes it possible to con-
duct operations abroad; and alarge supporting estab-
lishment that includes service headquarters, recruit-
ing, initial training and various technical schools, and
all of the supporting infrastructure (bases, air sta-
tions, and maintenance and supply depots) without
which one could not have a Marine Corps in the first
place. The Marines have also established a special
operations component (the Corps’ contribution to U.S.
Special Operations Command) and a cyber command
that both links the Corps with the higher-order capa-
bilities of U.S. Cyber Command (USCYBERCOM) and
provides operational and tactical-level capabilities to
field commands.

The Corps’ structure is consistent with that of
other land and air forces. Its ground combat compo-
nent is arranged in divisions, regiments, battalions,
and companies, and its aviation community is com-
posed of wings, groups, and squadrons, all of which
are familiar to any military professional. But it has
long adhered to an organizing principle—the Marine
Air Ground Task Force (MAGTF)—that is unique
to the Corps and mystifying to just about everyone
outside of the service, at times even causing frustra-
tion with other military organizations and certainly
for non-Marine senior military leaders in operation-
al commands.

The Corps is dogmatic in organizing and deploying
its units as MAGTFs."> The MAGTF concept rests on
the idea that any operational unit will have ground
combat, air combat/support, and logistics capabili-
ties organic to it, represented in individual units
or detachments but all reporting to a single com-
mon commander.

A significant selling point for MAGTFs is that all
personnel are in the same service and thus share a
common culture and history and are rooted in the
same doctrine. This enables a MAGTF to provide a
full range of capabilities—from those normally asso-
ciated with combat operations to logistical support
functions like power generation, water purification,
food services, engineering capabilities, and medical
support—with minimal internal friction that would
otherwise arise from dissimilar service backgrounds,

The MAGTTF also reflects the Corps’ culture and oper-
ational experience, which prizes the ability to oper-
ate independently in remote, austere combat envi-
ronments with minimal reliance on external support,
especially at the outset of an operation.

This organizing principle has enabled the Corps
to execute operations quickly, especially when deliv-
ered by amphibious shipping, without the delay or
frictions that accompany the formation and employ-
ment of a joint task force (JTF) with capabilities con-
tributed by the various services. Unlike a JTF—which
must be defined, its components identified, notified
and mobilized, and brought together under acommon
command element and then deployed and employed,
all while the elements are getting to know one anoth-
er—a MAGTF arrives ready for action with all of the
assets it typically needs and can provide a theater
commander with an operational capability within
hours of notification. It has proven quite successful
in numerous cases, from deploying ashore in Lebanon
during the 1980s" to its deep insertion into Afghani-
stan in late 2001, from providing security support to
U.N. humanitarian operations in Somalia in Decem-
ber 1992 to conducting disaster relief operations
as exemplified most recently when the 31st Marine
Expeditionary Unit anchored U.S. relief operations
on Tinian in the wake of Typhoon Yutu.'

Even small packages of Marine Corps units are
organized around the MAGTF construct. When a
deployment calls for something less than a battal-
ion or heavily favors a particular aspect of capabil-
ity, the Corps will deploy a Special Purpose MAGTF
(SPMAGTF)."” Examples of this can currently be
seen in Special Purpose MAGTF-Crisis Response-
Central Command (SPMAGTF-CR-CC)'® and Spe-
cial Purpose MAGTF-Crisis Response-Africa
(SPMAGTF-CR-AF),” the SPMAGTFs permanent-
ly organized for crisis response missions in the U.S.
Central Command and Africa Command areas of
responsibility, respectively. With the nearly com-
plete fielding of the MV-22 Osprey, a small MAGTF
can self-deploy a thousand miles or more on very
short notice. If accompanied by KC-130 cargo/refu-
eler aircraft, the unit can deploy with more equip-
ment and supplies at even greater ranges. Regard-
less of its size, however, or the weighting of the force
among its ground, air, and logistics components, it
is always referred to as a MAGTF.
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To be clear, the MAGTF construct has proven
effective, cohesive, and reliable in innumerable
instances, both before its formal adoption in 19622°
and since then. Its single service culture and famil-
iarity among the constituent parts, gained through
habitual affiliation and carefully programmed train-
ingiterations, makes planning and executing tactical
actions more efficient than would otherwise be the
case with an ad hoc task force.

As good as the MAGTF has proven to be, however,
the Corps still needs to broaden its thinking about
organizational design so that it is at least willing to
explore ideas that do not fit neatly into the MAGTF
model or perhaps even the long-established internal
structures of companies, battalions, and regiments.
For example, future battlefields, especially if part of
anaval campaign that includes the littorals or archi-
pelagic waters of much of the Indo-Pacific region, may
be dealt with more effectively by combat formations
that are “flatter” and possess many more employment
elements capable of pseudo-independent operations,
reporting to a single higher headquarters.

The Corps’ insistence on maintaining an organ-
ic capability set in every functional area for every
deployment can create obstacles to thinking about
different organizational constructs that might be
better suited to different tactical settings. At times,
an operational commander may want just a piece of
what a MAGTF would normally bring, perhaps just a
platoon or company of infantry Marines or a detach-
ment of helicopters. The Corps typically pushes back
against such requests, citing its longstanding practice
of providing a “complete package.”

It could also be that a specific mission or a particu-
lar approach to arraying military power lends itself to
discrete elements drawn from one or more services
depending on which can provide the best option for
the task. Historically, when a force is “task organized”
for a particular mission, it is constructed to possess
the things that must be organic to get the job done,
while various supporting functions are provided by
other forces as needed. These “task forces” are under-
stood throughout the U.S. military, are highly flexible
by definition, and are structured to accomplish a spe-
cific task with specific tools or capabilities.

If the Corps is to determine what it needs to suc-
ceed in warfare in the littorals, especially as a key
contributor to the prosecution of a naval campaign—
its primary function—then it must approach con-
cept development and experimentation with an open

mind, unconstrained by its dogmatic adherence to
the MAGTF organizing and employment principle or
established forms of basic combat units. It could very
well be that Marine Corps forces employed as Fleet
Marine Forces? (i.e., integral components of an oper-
ational naval force) contributing to a naval campaign
are organized and employed as air-ground task forces
after all, but the Corps should not presume this before
experimentation proves the efficacy of the approach.

Organizational issues aside, the Corps maintains a
steady operational tempo that it says is unsustainable,
although it has maintained it for 15 years or more.??
The service prefers a deployment-to-dwell ratio of 1:3
for its units and individual Marines,?® which means
that for every period of time operationally deployed,
three are spent back home. However, for several years,
the Corps has dealt with a ratio of 1:2,2* with its units
constantly engaged in being deployed, recovering
from deployment, or getting ready to deploy. This
leaves almost no time for anything else like training
on skills other than those most likely to be needed
during the next deployment, engaging in larger exper-
imentation efforts, or relearning what it takes to oper-
ate at sea and conduct amphibious missions.

This constant operational footing takes a toll on
people and equipment, creating pressures that make
retention of skilled Marines more challenging and that
rapidly age basic equipment, primary platforms such as
planes and vehicles, and major weapons. Both of these
situations generate large costs: in manpower, the cost
to recruit, train, and retain people, and in matériel,
greater costs in maintenance, operating expenses, and
premature replacement of worn-out gear.

The Corps’ challenges are not unique; rather, they
reflect the challenges with which all of the services
are struggling. Where they are unique to the Corps
is in the impact they have on the Corps’ ability to
focus on its primary mission. As noted, the Corps is
very busy trying to fulfill an insatiable demand for its
forces. SPMAGTFs for Europe, Africa, and the Middle
East; rotational training/presence forces regularly
cycled to the Black Sea region and Australia; cold-
weather training in Norway; Marine Expedition-
ary Unit deployments to the Mediterranean, Indian
Ocean, and the Western Pacific; ongoing operations
in Syria; special operations in Africa, the Middle East,
and the Indo-Pacific region; bilateral training events
with partners in the Americas—the list is long.

But very few of these have anything to do with
ships or conducting amphibious operations, especially
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with a focus on warfighting, which calls to mind Hun-
tington’s caution about subordinate and collateral
duties crowding out a service’s primary function or
role. The Corps does all of these missions very well,
but in practical terms, they are tasks that are also per-
formed by elements of the Army and special opera-
tions community. Where the Corps is not spending
much time is in amphibious operations, the one area
for which it is obligated and uniquely qualified and in
which it can act as no other service can.*

The Corps’ immersion in “other” tasks to the
neglect of its primary mission has created a danger-
ous shortfall in America’s ability to respond effective-
ly to China’s emergence as the power to be reckoned
with, both in the Indo-Pacific region now and possibly
on a global stage in the near future. Lacking a credible

ability to contest swathes of strategic maritime geog-
raphy that are critical to China’s rise, the U.S. will find
itself ceding influence within and, in practical terms,
the ability to shape a region that has every potential
to be the center of economic activity for the next cen-
tury and thus essential to the long-term viability of
the United States.

The Corps has adapted to changes in its environ-
ment in numerous instances over its 243-year history.
It is on the cusp of another dramatic change, and its
attention, focus, and investments over the next sev-
eral years will mean the difference between success
and irrelevance. Given the stakes in play, it is useful
to review how the world around the Corps is changing
and how these changes should be affecting its think-
ing about its own efforts to adapt.
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I1I. Environments and Threats:

The Changing Strategic and Operational Context

I n January 2018, Secretary of Defense James Mattis
released the 2018 National Defense Strategy (NDS),
setting the tone, focus, and foundation for the Depart-
ment of Defense in general and the military services
in particular.?® The most important sentence of the
document is this: “The reemergence of long-term stra-
tegic competition, rapid dispersion of technologies,
and new concepts of warfare and competition that
span the entire spectrum of conflict require a Joint
Force structured to match the reality.”®” In addition:

Long-term strategic competitions with China and

Russia are the principal priorities for the Depart-
ment, and require both increased and sustained

investment, because of the magnitude of the

threats they pose to U.S. security and prosper-
ity today, and the potential for those threats to

increase in the future....

Modernization is not defined solely by hardware;
it requires change in the ways we organize and
employ forces. We must anticipate the implica-
tions of new technologies on the battlefield, rig-
orously define the military problems anticipated
in future conflict, and foster a culture of experi-
mentation and calculated risk-taking.?®

The NDS reflects both the cyclical nature of geo-
political affairs—the “reemergence of long-term stra-
tegic competition”—and the imperative to put serious,
thoughtful effort into understanding how the world of
military affairs changes and to invest commensurate
resources, notably in experimentation, to find solu-
tions to real rather than imagined problems.

This reminder that the world changes and that the
military must be able to adapt as necessary isitselfa
cyclical issue. The U.S. military, and especially the
Marine Corps, has regularly had to assess changes in
geopolitical affairs, technologies, and U.S. interests
for their implications for military affairs, and condi-
tions can change dramatically between and even dur-
ing wars. The forces that best figure out what it all
means win, and those that fail to do so suffer defeat.

In December 2011, the last U.S. military units com-
pleted the withdrawal of the United States from Iraq,
ending eight and a half years of combat operations.?
During the period, Marine Corps units, alongside the

Army, engaged in intense ground combat as occurred
in Fallujah and Ramadi, but most combat actions
were skirmishes with insurgents and counterattacks
in response to ambushes incident to security patrols.
In fact, skirmishing characterized the majority of
military actions over the past two decades. The last
major, conventional combat action involving com-
bined arms maneuver against a heavily armed state
military was the invasion of Iraq in 2003.

Both types of military action—conventional war
and irregular conflict—are challenging, risky, and
lethal, but they differ significantly in the types of
activities a force must undertake, and neither can be
approached half-heartedly. As the U.S. military pain-
fully learned between 2003 and 2006, counterinsur-
gency is every bit as complex and lethal as “big war”
(for those directly involved) and demands a service’s
full attention. Such shifts between forms of war are
highly disruptive and generate a great deal of debate
within and around the affected services.*°

Big conventional wars do not occur often even if
they do occur regularly. In “big war,” the stakes are
high, the weapons employed are extraordinarily
destructive, and the complexity of orchestrating the
large forces involved places great demands on the
people involved. It is a form of war at which the U.S.
excels, and its scale and intensity define the genera-
tion that wages it. The experience is so profound that
it shapes one’s perspective with regard to what war is.
The U.S. military acquires such experience in large-
scale combat (and what it takes to execute it) about
once every generation, but in the intervening years,
such knowledge is lost in practical terms and has to be
regained. Those with personal experience leave the
military and are replaced by those whose only knowl-
edge may come from the classroom and limited field
exercise. Even for those who do spend alengthy career
in service after such a war, their personal understand-
ing is framed by their status at the time of action: A
Marine may be promoted three or four times in the
15 or 20 years between major conflicts, so when the
next war occurs (if the Marine is still on active duty),
his or her practical reference point is an experience
that likely occurred two decades earlier.

Of course, the way to mitigate this problem is to
study and exercise the skills needed for “big war” as
a matter of routine, but the U.S. military has a hard
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time doing this because of the different demands

placed on its time and an unfortunate tendency to get

distracted by preferred matters and lose its proper

focus on necessary matters like the continued study
of war, intensive experimentation, and realistic train-
ing for tasks other than those of immediate concern

on the immediate battlefield. In our current times,
the vast majority of Marines are consumed by opera-
tions against irregular forces for nearly the entirety
of an average military career.

Not surprisingly, the same condition accompanies
experience in irregular warfare, especially given its
duration due to its nature. It extends far longer than
a conventional war and is frustrating because of its
difficulty to resolve, and the percentage of a force
exposed to it over time is arguably higher because of
the rotational nature of force employment, thus mak-
ing the experience of the force as a whole more pro-
tracted. As is the case with “big war” for those who
wage it, irregular wars define the view of those who
are veterans of them. In either case, it makes shift-
ing from one type of conflict to another quite difficult.

Specific to the Marines, the last time major
amphibious operations were planned occurred
nearly 30 years ago in 1991 when the U.S. previously
engaged Iraqi forces in battle. At that time, the Corps
was tasked to plan for a major amphibious assault into
Kuwait, which was occupied by Iraq. Executed as a
demonstration operation—that is, going through all
of the motions one would normally expect for such an
assault without actually landing in order to deceive
the Iraq military into reacting to it, which it did, there-
by tying up 10 Iraqi divisions® that otherwise would
have been available to respond to the main effort—the
U.S. Army’s flanking movement launched out of Saudi
Arabia. The action involved 18,000 Marines®? spread
across 36 amphibious ships®® and an extraordinary
amount of planning and coordination involving all
of the services and various senior operational com-
mands. There are few Marines still on active duty who
can cite that as a personal experience.

Before Operation Desert Storm, the reference
for sustained operations ashore was Vietnam, but it
ended nearly 20 years before the Gulf War, 30 years
before Operation Iraqi Freedom, and almost a half-
century ago for those who are busy in current opera-
tions in Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria, and elsewhere.

In the years between wars, and even during their
run, conditions change dramatically. New technolo-
gies are developed that change what military forces

are able to do; major states rise and fall; crises occur
in different parts of the world and carry with them

implications for force posture, terrain, and partici-
pants. U.S. security interests shift accordingly. Thus,
what is learned in one major war may or may not be

relevant to the next and may have little applicability
in the multitude of minor crises that keep the military
busy in between wars, and vice versa.

The size of the military changes as well, with pro-
found implications for today’s Corps. Vietnam and
even the Gulf War took place when the U.S. military
was sized for global operations against the Soviet
Union. The U.S. had to be in many places and in suf-
ficient numbers to counter Soviet activities, deter the
Soviets from acting opportunistically, and strength-
en and reassure allies. The U.S. Army was nearly
800,000 soldiers strong in its Active component,
large enough to maintain 200,000 soldiers in Europe
in addition to forces maintained in South Korea and
Japan in the 1960s, *70s, and ’80s.3* Although the
Marines were part of all major war plans, the Army
carried the primary burden in multiple theaters
for land combat, thus freeing the Corps to handle
mobile naval forward-presence and crisis response
missions with the U.S. Navy. The Army held terrain
and deterred the Soviets while the Corps responded
to emergent crises.

Following the Cold War, even though U.S. forces
were reduced in size, they were sufficient in size to
deal with numerous crises because there were no
major competitors capable of seriously challenging
U.S. interests. The Soviet Union was gone, China had
not yet emerged as a significant power, and North
Korea had not yet acquired nuclear weapons. As was
much reported at the time, the U.S. stood alone as the

“hyper-power,” a rare occurrence in world history.

Torepeat, during the Cold War and the 20 years or
so that followed, the Army was large enough to cred-
ibly deter major competitors in at least two theaters,
making it possible for the Corps to support other
national security interests in concert with the Navy.*
As noted, however, following the end of the Cold War,
the U.S. military underwent a substantial reduc-
tion in size. The U.S. Army presence in Europe was
reduced from nearly 200,000 to just 26,500.3¢ The
Soviet Union collapsed, and with it the Warsaw Pact
coalition, but so too did the size and quality of NATO
militaries as member states shifted their invest-
ment in forces necessary to defeat a Soviet invasion
to domestic social programs.
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Unfortunately, the reemergence of Russia as a
serious military presence in European affairs in the
past few years has not been met by a corresponding
increase in NATO forces and capabilities. The result
is a weak posture that is worsened by the minimal
presence of U.S. forces. Meanwhile, the Marines not
only shrank along with the other services, but took
on additional missions even while the bulk of the
force continued to focus almost exclusively on irreg-
ular warfare.

Turning back to the NDS, world affairs have come
back around to competition among major state pow-
ers at a time when the U.S. military is much reduced
in size; its presence abroad in key regions is similarly
reduced (and that of allied forces even more so after
years of neglect); and U.S. operational experience is
framed by military action against irregular forces
that lack any of the capabilities possessed and being
modernized by China and Russia.

It has taken almost the entirety of the U.S. mili-
tary, including National Guard and Reserve elements,
to sustain unit rotations for large-scale operations
against insurgents and terrorists in Iraq and Afghani-
stan. A war with Russia in Europe would likely con-
sume everything the present Army has, includ-
ing forces committed elsewhere as in South Korea.
In a world of greatly increased tensions involving
both Russia and China, U.S. leadership would have
to decide where to commit the Army and probably
much of the Air Force. The geography and terrain of
Europe would be handled best by Army forces, and
this is where the Army should focus its war prepara-
tion efforts.

In like manner, a war with China would involve
competition across vast stretches of ocean and archi-
pelagos in the Indo-Pacific, and this should attract
the full attention of the Navy and Marine Corps,
which are best suited to operating in this environ-
ment. While the defense community has discussed
the potential for Army contributions in this theater—
theater missile defense, short-range missile and rock-
et fires, and perhaps developing a modern version of
coastal defense capabilities—it would necessarily
detract from the force capacity desperately needed
to counter Russia in Europe.

The Pacific region, especially all of its many islands,
is an area within which the Corps (and even the Navy)
has had limited numbers and experience for a consid-
erable period of time, notwithstanding the contribu-
tions made by naval forces in numerous disaster relief

operations and the III Marine Expeditionary Force’s

work with Japan, South Korea, and other allies and

partnersin the region. The Corps still deploys MEUs

with Navy ARGs, but in relation to the size of the

Corps and the experiences accrued by most Marines

over the past two decades, amphibious operations,
exercises, training, and even education are in short

supply. Very little of the present Corps has direct

experience with shipboard deployments and mean-
ingful time at sea. The state of the Navy’s amphibious

fleet is a major contributor to this shortfall.

In 1990, the U.S. Navy had 59 amphibious ships,?”
making it possible for the Marines both to opera-
tionally deploy and to conduct unit training and
force exercises. Today, the Navy has 32 amphibious
ships,?® of which approximately half are available
for use (globally) at any one time, and then only for
preparation for deployment and actual deployments.
This shortage of ships was cited by the Government
Accountability Office (GAO) as “the most prevalent
factor...that hampered training completion” for
Marine Corps forces attempting to regain amphibious
warfare skills** and was a major factor in the Corps’
decision to field crisis response forces that were not
dependent on the availability of amphibious ships.*°

This also has a bearing on connecting the Corps
institutionally and culturally to operations at sea,
on Marines gaining a feel for and experienced-based
understanding of amphibious operations. It is one
thing to study amphibious operations in school and
quite another to earn the experience of embarking
aboard ship, becoming part of the routine of a ship
underway. Commanders and planners need to prac-
tice the skills needed to move a force from ship to
shore and to understand how the Corps contributes
to the exercise of naval power in a campaign against
amajor enemy: using the sea and maritime geography
to deny the enemy freedom of movement, the ability
to sustain his operations, and the ability to project
power at range while providing these advantages to
the U.S.#

To provide some historical context, it is per-
haps useful to note that between Desert Storm and
Iraqi Freedom, the Marine Corps fully focused on
MEU deployments and the routine rotation of units
between the U.S. and Okinawa, Japan, committing
18 of its 27 battalions (and associated aviation and
logistics units) to this effort roughly every 18-month
period or six battalions in an active, planned deploy-
ment on any given day.**
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The Corps can do many things and has performed
all of its assigned tasks quite well. But, recalling
Huntington, it should not allow its “other” tasks to
distract from its primary function as “fleet marine
forces” tasked “for service with the fleet in the sei-
zure or defense of advanced naval bases and for the
conduct of such land operations as may be essential to
the prosecution of a naval campaign.”™?® To the extent
that it does allow itself to be so distracted, it contrib-
utes capacity to roles being performed by other forces,
like the Army and special operations community, but
loses its ability to perform a role that only it and no
other force can perform.

Which brings us to today’s Marine Corps and its
efforts to transition from one era to another. Histori-
cally speaking, this is not an unusual challenge for
the Corps.

A Brief History: The Corps’ Adaptation
to Changing Conditions

In his sweeping history of the U.S. Marine Corps,
Allan R. Millett characterized four major phases of
primary activity and focus for the Corps:**

= Phase I: Continental, stretching from the open-
ing of the American Revolution through the early
20th century. During this phase, Marines served
primarily as ship guards and secondarily as infan-
try useful for boarding ships, repelling boardings,
and carrying on land actions as deemed necessary
by the ship’s captain.

= Phase II: Colonial, beginning with the Philip-
pine-American war in 1899 through Shanghai in
1941. U.S. Marines served as naval forces engaged
in prolonged overseas interventions ashore.

= Phase II: Amphibious Assault, from after the
Spanish-American War of 1898 until the present
(as 0of 1991 when the history was published). Dur-
ing this period, the Corps’ signature role was to
seize and defend advanced bases to contribute to a
naval campaign, a purpose formalized by creation
of the Fleet Marine Force.

m Phase IV: Force-in-Readiness, subsequent to
World War Two and running until the present.
This is the daily work undertaken by the Corps in
periods between major wars, “particularly outside
the European continent.”

A variety of factors drove the Corps to be what it
was and to do what it did during each of these peri-
ods. On some occasions, it was a specific need that
was not being met or could not be met with Army or
Navy forces as they were constituted at that time. At
other times, it was an external threat that had to be
addressed, accompanied by the opportunity for the
Corps to further its service interests. More often,
it was simple competition with the Navy and Army,
which often attempted to have the Corps disbanded
or relegated to duties that posed less of a threat to
their own funding and influence. Chance also played
arole in bringing attention to the Corps, and with it
came important public support that translated into
funding and influence (much to the frustration of the
Navy and Army).*® But on each occasion, the Corps
assessed its situation and, through hard work, imagi-
nation, determination, and no small amount of swag-
ger, did what it needed to do to succeed in spite of the
challenges before it.

Last updated in 1991, Millett’s history does not
account for the many events that have occurred since
then, including the breakup of the Soviet Union and
the end of the Cold War; the United States’ unipo-
lar moment during the 1990s (and a bit beyond); or
the attacks of September 11, 2001, and the subse-
quent global war on terrorism. It also predated the
overthrow of Saddam Hussein and the subsequent
sustained operations in both Afghanistan and Iraq.
Nor does it account for the rise of competing powers
addressed in the 2018 NDS—Russia, China, Iran, and
North Korea—or the dramatic expansion of Special
Operations Command and the related consistent use
of special operations forces globally and how all of
this has affected the Marines, as well as the reduction
in size of the U.S. military following the end of the
Cold War and the toll that post-September 11 opera-
tions have taken on the equipment and personnel of
the military.

Yet Millett’s history of the Corps’ ups and downs
could easily extend to describe the current phase of
Marine Corps activities: a mixture of small wars and
force-in-readiness posture as the Corps tries to deter-
mine the implications of the return of great-power
competition and how the service might contribute
to naval power in a highly contested operating space.

As it did as the 19th century turned to the 20th,
the Corps is once again assessing the implications
of anaval campaign across the vast stretches of the
Pacific. Though China possesses modern weapons
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of great range and precision and is investing heavily
in hypersonic weaponry and endeavoring to amplify
the effectiveness of its current capabilities with arti-
ficial intelligence, quantum computing, and cyber,
this challenge in many ways is no different from the

challenges the Corps assessed during the 1920s and

1930s, because competition between forces is always

relative. Sensors, range, accuracy, and mobility were

less than their counterparts today, but both sides

were dealing with the same technologies. These attri-
butes are more advanced today, but both sides seek

to exploit them. China has a better ability to detect

enemy forces at greater ranges and to deliver weapons

at those ranges with extraordinary accuracy, but its

inventory of such weapons is limited. And U.S. forces

have better mobility than they did nearly 100 years

ago; their weapons are cutting-edge; they are able

to leverage their own cyber capabilities to frustrate

China’s command, control, communications, com-
puters, intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance

(C4ISR) systems; and if employed properly, they can

overwhelm China’s ability to focus its efforts in any
one area by presenting a variety of threats from many
different directions.

That is what competition in warfare is all about:
not ceding any advantage to one’s opponent, mak-
ing necessary investments in operational concepts
and related capabilities that give one advantages
and deny the same to the enemy, and being willing to
adapt organizationally so as to align the institution
and operational units with the tools and techniques
that are best suited to winning in combat.

Unfortunately, the Corps is perhaps challenged
more by self-generated constraints that inhibit
its willingness and ability to adapt as it must. In
its efforts to do everything, it has spread its finite
resources (time, attention, units, platforms, and bud-
get) across so many things that it cannot focus suffi-
ciently on any one area. It lacks a unifying vision or
purpose—the very thing that is most important when
circumstances are least certain.

If there is one thing that the Corps can do to pos-
ture itself most effectively to prepare for the future,
it is to define what it can (and should) contribute to
U.S. military power that no other service can con-
tribute. It should not attempt to be a contributor in
all areas of military operations. Regional combat-
ant commanders will always have validated require-
ments that exceed what our current force structure
can satisfy, because such demands are insatiable.

Special operations forces have never before been
in such demand as they are today, and cyber seems
to be regarded as the must-have organic capability
without which a force is doomed to fail in war. More
can always be done to improve the capability of part-
ners, shape security environments, preclude minor
challenges from becoming major national security
problems, forestall the expansion of a competitor
into some new area, or gain better awareness of some
region. But by trying to do everything, to respond to
as many requests as it has resources, the Corps is
failing to assess risk to strategic national security
interests, determine what is necessary to generate
and maintain its unique ability to contribute to naval
power, and differentiate itself from the Army and the
special operations community.

Much as it is today, the Marine Corps found itself
on two distinctly different paths during the two
decades between World War I and World War I1. By
the late 1930s, the Corps had been fully engaged in
its Colonial Phase for 40 years, punctuated by its
15-month involvement in World War I (June 1917-
November 1918).*° The exploits of the 4th Marine
Brigade,*” in particular, became part of the Corps’
legend even though the vast majority of the Corps’
experiences was in “small wars” stretching from the
Philippines to Nicaragua and to Shanghai. Yet as sig-
nificant as World War I was for the Corps’ coming
of age in a “big war” role, and as busy as the Corps
was kept with deployments to various smaller-scale
conflicts around the world,*® it was also aware (along
with the Army and Navy) of Japan’s growing imperial
interests in the Western Pacific. The Corps joined its
sister services in considering what would be neces-
sary to project naval power across the Pacific should
the U.S. determine that its own interests were at stake,
and it invested substantial resources in trying to fig-
ure out how to solve the problem of landing combat
forces on a foreign shore.

Two key documents took shape during the 1930s
that reflected these two tracks—landing or amphibi-
ous operations and “small” or expeditionary wars—
with both initial editions published within a year of
each other. In a sense, one looked back to capture les-
sons from the Corps’ decades of experience in “small
wars,” while the other looked forward, capturing
insights from a range of experiments and exercises
undertaken to determine new methods for execut-
ing the amphibious operations needed to move naval
power forward across oceanic distances. Tentative
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Manual for Landing Operations (1934)*° and Small
Wars Operations (1935, later revised and issued as
Small Wars Manual in 1940)°° were the products of
intensive study, institutional focus, and a commit-
ment to figuring out how to solve very difficult prob-
lems. In both cases, the Corps set aside the resources
necessary to develop practical doctrine grounded in
proven techniques. This led to organizational designs,
employment methods, and related material require-
ments from the care, use, and feeding of horses and
the utility of automatic weapons to landing craft
and amphibious combat vehicles that made possible
the seizure and defense of advance naval bases. The
Corps was successful in bridging current and future
demands because it made the commitment to do so,
to invest the necessary resources in solving problems,
and to avoid the temptation either to remain comfort-
able in what it knew best (small wars) or to allow what
had so recently made it famous (its exploits during
World War I) to constrain its future.

Today, the Corps has earned accolades for its sus-
tained performance in land operations since 2001,
first in Afghanistan and later in Iraq, in establishing
crisis response units oriented on Africa and the Mid-
dle East, and its contributions to special operations
activities in Africa, the Middle East, and Asia. It has
articulated a need to rediscover amphibious opera-
tions originating and sustained from at-sea platforms
as well as the implications for widely distributed oper-
ations in a contested littoral zone, but it has spent a
great deal of time and garnered more attention for its
deployments to Norway for cold-weather operations
on NATO’s northern flank, with Russia the presumed
catalyst for action,* and Darwin, Australia, a signal
of America’s increased interest in the Indo-Pacific
region and hedge against China’s expansionism and
North Korea’s aspirations.*

What the Corps needs to do is invest the time, effort,
and resources necessary to figure out how to facilitate
anaval campaign against China in the Indo-Pacific
region and to do so at a scale and with the intensity it
devoted to figuring out how to conduct landing opera-
tions during the 1920s and 1930s. If the U.S. has indeed
found that history has returned with a vengeance and
thatitis once again in competition with major powers
on aglobal scale, then the U.S. military must do its part
to ensure that national interests can be protected at
that scale. The Marine Corps can lead the way by focus-
ing on its unique role, prescribed by law,>? clarified by
directive,** and implemented in practice.*®

Intellectually, it is off to a good start, which is
hardly surprising given the Corps’ recent history
of conceptualizing its role in contributing to naval
power since the mid-1990s. It has long appreciated
that advances in various technologies (sensor, data
analysis and resulting information sharing, preci-
sion weaponry) and the most likely environments
for combat (the congested littorals) suggest that
Fleet Marine Forces will need to operate more dis-
persed, move with less signature, and avoid an ene-
my’s massed capabilities so that it can frustrate the
enemy’s efforts by presenting multiple problems and
thereby thin the enemy’s resources and restrict its
options in the battlespace.

In 1992, the Navy and Marine Corps jointly pub-
lished a White Paper entitled “...From the Sea.” The
paper was spurred by the collapse of the Soviet Union
and the consequent rethinking of its implications for
U.S. national security interests and related military
capabilities. Its context so neatly resembles today’s
challenge of considering the implications of areturn
to “great power competition” that a good portion of
the Introduction bears repeating:

The world has changed dramatically in the last
two years, and America’s national security policy
has also changed. As a result, the priorities of the
Navy and Marine Corps have shifted, leading to
this broad assessment of the future direction of
our maritime forces.

The fundamental shift in national security pol-
icy was first articulated by the President at the

Aspen Institute on August 2,1990. The new policy

is reflected in the President’s National Security

Strategy and the “Base Force” concept developed

by the Secretary of Defense and the Chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

This National Security Strategy has profound

implications for the Navy and Marine Corps. Our

strategy has shifted from a focus on a global threat

to afocus onregional challenges and opportunities.
While the prospect of global war has receded, we

are entering a period of enormous uncertainty in

regions critical to our national interests. Our forces

can help to shape the future in ways favorable to our

interests by underpinning our alliances, precluding

threats, and helping to preserve the strategic posi-
tion we won with the end of the Cold War.
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Our naval forces will be full participants in the
principal elements of this strategy—strategic
deterrence and defense, forward presence, crisis
response, and reconstitution.

With a far greater emphasis on joint and com-
bined operations, our Navy and Marine Corps
will provide unique capabilities of indispens-
able value in meeting our future security chal-
lenges. American Naval Forces provide powerful
yet unobtrusive presence; strategic deterrence;
control of the seas; extended and continuous
on-scene crisis response; project precise power
from the sea; and provide sealift if larger scale
warfighting scenarios emerge. These maritime
capabilities are particularly well tailored for the
forward presence and crisis response missions
articulated in the President’s National Securi-
ty Strategy.

Our ability to command the seas in areas where

we anticipate future operations allows us to

resize our naval forces and to concentrate more

on capabilities required in the complex operating

environment of the “littoral” or coastlines of the

earth. With the demise of the Soviet Union, the

free nations of the world claim preeminent con-
trol of the seas and ensure freedom of commercial

maritime passage. As a result, our national mari-
time policies can afford to de-emphasize efforts

in some naval warfare areas. But the challenge

is much more complex than simply reducing our

present naval forces. We must structure a funda-
mentally different naval force to respond to stra-
tegic demands, and that new force must be suffi-
ciently flexible and powerful to satisfy enduring

national security requirements.

The new direction of the Navy and Marine Corps
team, both active and reserve, is to provide
the nation:

e Naval Expeditionary Forces

» Shaped for Joint Operations

¢ Operating Forward from the Sea

* Tailored for National Needs

This strategic direction, derived from the National

Security Strategy, represents a fundamental shift

away from open-ocean warfighting on the sea

toward joint operations conducted from the sea.
The Navy and Marine Corps will now respond to

crises and can provide the initial, “enabling” capa-
bility for joint operations in conflict—as well as

continued participation in any sustained effort.
We will be part of a “sea-air-land” team trained

torespond immediately to the Unified Command-
ers as they execute national policy.>®

“..From the Sea” highlighted the ability to reduce
capabilities in open-ocean naval warfare as a conse-
quence of gaining “preeminent control of the seas”
once the Soviet Navy had effectively ceased to exist,
and it noted a strategic shift from “a global threat to a
focus on regional challenges” driving a focus on oper-
ating in complex littoral areas. Today, the U.S. is not
concerned with a single global challenger like the Sovi-
et Union, but the aggregate of several major regional
challengers poses the same type of problem when it
comes to the capacity of the force to be in many areas
at once, operating against major state competitors that
are fielding advanced military capabilities.

Though this shift to contested littorals is the same
today as it was in 1992, the advancements of many
weapons and sensors, to include longer range and
greater precision, make coastal and archipelagic
waters much more lethal. Neither China nor Rus-
sia is yet able to compete for dominance on the high
seas, but neither needs to do so. Rather, they seek to
control maritime areas of immediate importance
to their national security interests, and these lie in
coastal areas and include shipping lanes through
which raw materials, finished goods, and sources of
energy (petroleum products and liquefied natural gas)
are moved. In short, the challenges and opportuni-
ties for the Corps and the Navy are similar in focus
today as they were during the last great shift in stra-
tegic focus, but they are more severe and more impor-
tant given the greater complexity and capabilities of
America’s competitors.

In fairly short order, the Corps responded with a
number of concepts intended to explain how it would
meet the challenge articulated in “...From the Sea,”
and these informed its programmatic efforts to equip
its forces accordingly.

In Operational Maneuver from the Sea (OMFTS),>”
published in 1996, the Marines described how
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amphibious forces would leverage the sea as a giant

maneuver area that would enable them to gain posi-
tional advantage over an enemy. Its companion con-
cept, Ship-to-Objective Maneuver (STOM),%® made the

case for launching amphibious assaults from over the

horizon, thought to be necessary by the increasing

ranges of enemy surveillance systems and anti-ship

weaponry. Among the key programs directly relat-
ed to this concept were the Expeditionary Fight-
ing Vehicle (EFV), MV-22 Osprey, and F-35B Joint

Strike Fighter.

The Navy and Marine Corps continued the conver-
sation with “Forward... From the Sea,”* published in
1997, the same year STOM was published. “Forward...
From the Sea” again emphasized the importance of
being able to operate in the littorals for the specific
purpose of projecting power inland and dictating
how the maritime environment in proximity to shore
could be used. It did not have a meaningful impact on
the Navy’s shipbuilding program, which continued to
emphasize large, multipurpose warships that favored
long-range strike missions executed by cruise mis-
siles and strike aircraft operating from carriers.

The efforts to further develop near-shore opera-
tional concepts and capabilities were interrupted by
the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001. As noted,
the Corps turned to the immediate demands of opera-
tions in Afghanistan and Iraq and developed a special
operations capability as its contribution to USSO-
COM efforts. It was not until 2005 that the Corps
published its next paper on operating in a highly con-
tested space against an adversary with substantial
capabilities. “A Concept for Distributed Operations”®
discussed the importance of being able to operate in
away that caused problems for an enemy while gen-
erating advantages for Marine forces. It implied new
organizational designs at the tactical level and cer-
tainly better capabilities with which to coordinate
and support small units operating at distance from
each other, but little was seen programmatically to
turn the idea into reality.

The next several Navy-Marine Corps papers
emphasized such questions as presence, alliances,
and confidence building to the detriment of focus-
ing the Navy on warfighting, its chief purpose as a
military service. However, they did highlight the
importance of establishing control of the sea, which

“may require projecting power ashore to neutralize
threats or control terrain in the landward portion of
the littorals,”®! and emphasized a regional focus on

“the Western Pacific and the Arabian Gulf/Indian
Ocean.”? Naval Operations Concept 2010 was much
more explicit about the warfighting purpose of sea
power and the necessity of controlling the seas, as “it
allows naval forces to close within striking distance
ofland to neutralize land-based threats to maritime
access, which in turn enhances freedom of action at
sea and the resulting ability to project power ashore.”®?

This raises the obvious question of how to gain sea
control in the littorals when enemy forces now have the
ability to influence the maritime domain from shore,
using long-range anti-ship cruise missiles (ASCMs),
shore-based maritime patrol aircraft capable of carry-
ing torpedoes and ASCMs, and fighter/attack aircraft
capable of delivering other types of ordnance against
naval targets. This role for amphibious forces—sup-
porting sea control in the littorals—was acknowledged
in subsequent Marine Corps and naval papers:

m  Marine Corps Operating Concept (MOC);%*

m Littoral Operations in a Contested Environment
(LOCE);** and

m FExpeditionary Advanced Base Operations (EABQ).5

The Marine Corps Operating Concept established
the framework for the Corps’ current thinking about
the nature of anticipated operating environments. It
characterizes enemy threat capabilities and discusses
related implications with which Marine forces will
have to contend as well as major themes that should
guide the Corps’ development of its own capabilities,
among which is a unit’s ability to manage its electro-
magnetic or energy signature so that it will be able to
reduce the chances of detection and survive on the
modern battlefield.

Most important, the MOC asserts that “[t]he
Marine Corps is currently not organized, trained,
and equipped to meet the demands of a future oper-
ating environment characterized by complex terrain,
technology proliferation, information warfare, the
need to shield and exploit signatures, and an increas-
ingly non-permissive maritime domain.”” This is a
profound indictment of the Corps’ shortcomings in
fulfilling its primary and historically rooted warfight-
ing role: “[FJighting at and from the sea was, is, and will
remain a core competency that the Nation requires.”*®
By this, the MOC clearly means that the Corps must
provide this warfighting competency.
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Finally, the MOC strongly implies the need to
experiment, hinting at the utility of unmanned sys-
tems in various applications.®’

LOCE takes the discussion further, adding details
to the outline created by the MOC. As with the MOC,
it restates (but more explicitly) key tenets of naval
power, especially as it pertains to control of essen-
tial maritime geography, and thereby revalidates the
importance of the Corps’ role in contributing to the
prosecution of a naval campaign: “[Fluture adver-
saries may be capable of controlling choke points,
holding key maritime terrain, or denying freedom of
action and maneuver within the littorals by impos-
ing unacceptable risk to forces at ever increasing
ranges.”’® Without actually saying so, this reveals the
importance of U.S. forces being able to control choke
points, hold key terrain, and deny freedom of action
to the enemy.

Thus, it is imperative that Fleet Marine Forces be
able to fulfill their amphibious role as part of anaval
force to deny these advantages to the enemy by:

m Seizing and defending “advanced naval
bases or lodgments to facilitate subsequent
joint operations™;

m  Conducting “complex expeditionary operations in
the urban littorals”; and

m Conducting “amphibious operations...to assure
access” for naval and follow-on forces.”

LOCE also raises the idea of an alternative force
structure for both the Corps and the Navy. Noting
the risk to sustainable, resilient naval power, LOCE
explains how the Navy’s current fleet design relies
too heavily on a limited number of large, multipur-
pose warships so that the loss of one “would degrade
the force’s ability to accomplish the mission.”” This
has substantial implications for the Navy’s (and thus
the Marine Corps’) 30-year shipbuilding plan, which
includes a 38-ship objective composed of large, multi-
purpose amphibious warships and no alternative plat-
forms or fleet architecture of the type implied by LOCE.
Thus, it appears that the analysis and ideas woven into
the most current naval conceptual documents are at
odds with current Navy-Marine Corps primary fleet
programs that are the heart of naval power.

Finally, the Marine Corps has been developing
a concept that harkens back to the Corps’ effort in

the 193057 to envision how amphibious forces might

establish advanced bases to ““turn the sea denial table’
on potential adversaries.””* As explained in the LOCE

paper, “The EABO concept further distributes lethal-
ity by providing land-based options for increasing the

number of sensors and shooters beyond the upper

limit imposed by the quantity of seagoing platforms

available” and “espouses employing mobile, relatively
low-cost capabilities in austere, temporary locations

forward” in the contested littorals. In addition:

Expeditionary advanced bases may be used to

position naval ISR assets, future CDCMs [coastal

defense cruise missiles], anti-air missiles (to coun-
ter cruise and ballistic missiles as well as aircraft),
and forward arming and refueling points (FARPS)

and other expedient expeditionary operating sites

for aircraft, critical munitions reloading teams for

ships and submarines, or to provide expeditionary
basing for surface screening/scouting platforms,
all of which serve to increase friendly sensor and

shooter capacity while complicating adversary
targeting. They may also control, or at least out-
post, key maritime terrain to improve the secu-
rity of sea lines of communications (SLOCs) and

chokepoints or deny their use to the enemy, and

exploit and enhance the natural barriers formed

by island chains.

To accomplish all of this, the EABO discussion
within the LOCE paper suggests that:

[TThe Navy and Marine Corps must pursue the
ability to network sea-based and land-based sen-
sors and shooters. Additionally, the Navy should
determine what current or planned sensors and
weapons can be fielded in an expeditionary vari-
ant while the Marine Corps should determine
what changes to existing Marine systems can
enhance their utility in a sea denial or sea con-
trol fight. Furthermore, new initiatives, such as
fielding a common anti-ship missile that can be
launched from existing surface combatants, sub-
marines, manned (and perhaps unmanned) air-
craft, and mobile ground launchers, should be
explored.”™

Across these documents, published between 1992
and 2018, both naval services have repeatedly empha-
sized the importance of being able to win the naval
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battle in complex, littoral waters. The various concepts
acknowledge the advancements made in sensors and
weaponry that make operating within the enemy’s
range of weaponry—increasingly large as the range
of weapons improves—a high-risk proposition. The
services assess that this means naval forces will have
to operate in a more dispersed manner; that numbers
matter both to offset combat losses and to complicate
the enemy’s efforts (he has to account for more threats
in more places); and that “signature management” will
be increasingly important to preserve combat power
(minimize combat losses from enemy attack) and
enhance the effectiveness of U.S. forces when sensors
of all types are better able to detect things.

Finally, all of these concepts emphasize the neces-
sity of adapting to evolving conditions. The global
geostrategic picture changes. State powers rise and
fall, affecting U.S. interests in various regions in vari-
ous ways. Where the U.S. once had many allies with
substantial capabilities and itself possessed a military
structured for major conflict on a global scale, it now
has a greatly reduced military, less of a military pres-
ence based abroad, allies that have neglected their
militaries even more than the U.S. has, and more com-
petitors in disparate regions who are making serious
investments in their ability to impose their will in
their home regions.

The U.S. depends on access to distant markets to
maintain its economic vitality. To access those mar-
kets, it must have access to the seas, which also means
the littorals and archipelagic waters that guard the
approaches to ports and straddle shipping lanes. The
seas also enable the U.S. both to support allies who
may be threatened by powerful neighbors and to help
sustain a geopolitical order that, in general, promotes
trade, the rule of law, and freedom from the tyranny
of authoritarian regimes with regional, if not global,
aspirations.

All of this means that naval power is essential to
America’s most critical interests. The Marine Corps
is a key to U.S. naval power, but aside from the good
intellectual work of its concept papers, the Corps has
not paid much attention to naval matters in quite
some time. It knows this and has acknowledged it,
but there is little evidence at present to argue that
its intellectual work is affecting its major acquisition
programs, organizational designs, exercise programs,
or experimentation efforts at a sufficient scale.

Recall that naval power gives advantage to the
nation able to use the seas to impose its will on an

enemy and that the nation without such an ability suf-
fers the hobbling effect of a great disadvantage. Recall
also that the U.S. militaryis much smaller than it was
when the U.S. was engaged in competition with a great
power and that the number of states of concern has
grown from one—the Soviet Union with Russia at
its core—to four, with China and Russia of greatest
concern but also numbering Iran and North Korea
as regional problems. And this does not count other
problem states in South America, Africa, and portions
of Asia that could well prove worrisome in the future.

Consequently, the U.S. military must be judicious
in its focus and allocation of resources even as it sus-
tains operations in the Middle East and South Asia.
Where the U.S. Army has sufficient capacity to main-
tain substantial forces in multiple regions, it is proba-
bly best at present that it focus on the Russia problem
in Europe, regionally destabilizing states like Iran in
the Middle East, and North Korea. In like manner, the
Navy and Marine Corps are best suited to the vast
maritime geography of the Indo-Pacific region and
the challenge posed by China to U.S. interests there.

Asnaval power relates to the strategic competition
between the United States and China, specifically, the
U.S. is amature naval power with decades of experi-
ence operating in distant seas, and China is an aspir-
ing naval power just now developing the capabilities
needed to do so. While experience is a critical advan-
tage, it does not wholly replace capacity. A small navy
expertly handled is still a small navy; it can only be in
one place at one time in numbers meaningful to war.
While it can score successes against a larger navy if
the opponent is foolish, it cannot sustain operations
indefinitely or count on always avoiding losses (even
if only from mechanical failures).

Moreover, the numbers do not favor the U.S. Con-
sider the shrinking size of the U.S. Navy from near the
end of the Cold War until now:”

The fleet is roughly half as large today as it was
during the Cold War when a global presence was
needed to protect America’s global interests. The
amphibious fleet then was sufficiently large that the
Marine Corps could both deploy and train its forces.
Today, it can only deploy, and even then only in lim-
ited numbers.

Why is all of this important to the future of the U.S.
Marine Corps? Because the Corps is an element of
naval power that allows the fleet to exert and exploit
control of adjacent land. When it comes to project-
ing military power across and from the sea against
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CHART 1

U.S. Navy Has Been Shrinking Since End of Cold War
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aland power—or from the land to the sea against a
naval power—the Navy and Marine Corps enable each
other. The result is naval power unmatched by that of
any other country in the world.

The Navy can control the deep, open seas far from
continental powers, using them as a veritable sanctu-
ary from which to launch long-range cruise missiles
and strike aircraft. The deep-water navy can also
deny the enemy similar use. But it cannot get within
close range of the shore, now measured in hundreds
of miles due to the increasing ranges of shore-based
ASCMs and maritime patrol aircraft that can also
launch long-range, anti-ship weapons. It certainly
cannot patrol an enemy’s coastal waters to deny him
their use for commerce, positioning of forces, or sei-
zure of relevant offshore terrain from which he can
project power even farther.

Similarly, a Marine Corps without a navy to deliver
it by sea is not much different from an army and is
similarly constrained in its movement and ability to

affect the enemy. Without a maritime option, a land
force can get where it needs to be only by moving over-
land from a contiguous landmass, flying to a nearby
airfield capable of handling heavy cargo aircraft, or
sailing to a deep-water port and then driving overland
from there. China’s geographic position makes all of
these options problematic for a land force. Simply
put, there are very few options available (almost none,
really) to any army if the intent is to engage China’s
military in combat or to contest its ability to project
military power into nearby countries or waters.

Thus, if the Marine Corps intends to be a use-
ful contributor to naval power and has determined
that it will likely need to operate in contested lit-
toral waters in a naval campaign against China, we
must look at the concepts the Corps is considering
(and that are implied by such a campaign) to deter-
mine their implications for force design and related
force capabilities.
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IV. Operational Concepts: Naval Campaigns in the
Contested Littorals and Implications for the Corps

n general, anaval campaign in littoral and archipe-

lagic waters”” would have to account for “complex
terrain” similar to what land forces have to deal with
when fighting in forests, cities, or the craggy features
of mountainous terrain as compared with the broad
stretches of deserts, savannahs, prairies, or farm-
lands. In the open ocean, sensors can detect ships and
aircraft at great distances, and use of weapons does
not have to account for terrain or structures between
the shooter and the target. There also is not much in
the way of commercial shipping that would clutter a
radar picture. In undersea warfare, the open ocean
is also much less complicated than nearshore under-
sea topography.

Near coastlines and among island clusters, the
opposite conditions exist. Room to maneuver is con-
stricted, and detection ranges shrink. As aresult, less
time is available between detecting a target and either
engaging or fleeing from it; ships have to be concerned
about running aground in shallow waters, striking
underwater features like coral atolls, or drawing too
near to a coastline harboring enemy weapons that
are able to target the fleet. Then there is the danger
of being spotted by enemy coastal patrol craft or a
shore-based observation post. The force that is bet-
ter skilled at masking its presence and movements
has the advantage of operating unseen to conduct sur-
veillance or to surprise an enemy in attack. Ship traf-
fic is markedly higher and denser near coasts and in
key areas of the world where shipping channels pass
through narrow straits, and this makes detecting a
military vessel among hundreds or thousands of com-
mercial and private vessels quite difficult.

States like China will naturally occupy coastal
areas and islands within their territorial waters (and
even in international waters) to extend their reach
and surveillance capabilities as far as possible. This
has the effect of creating a protected area within
which they can move goods, materials, and military
assets with minimal interdiction opportunities avail-
able to an enemy. Conversely, during war, an opponent
will want to interdict such movement for several rea-
sons, including to:

m Deny him freedom of movement (prevent him
from placing, repositioning, reinforcing, or resup-
plying military positions);

m Restrict his ability to shape the battlespace (radar/
sensor coverage and weapons ranges);

m Deny him the ability to bring needed resources
from distant sources (like energy, parts, and fin-
ished products);

m Cuthim off from sources of revenue (usually from
trading partners);

= Deny him the ability to support or receive support
from allies; and

= Enable one’s own forces to get closer so that they
can target the enemy in ways not possible from
farther away.

The Marines would contribute to the prosecution
of a naval campaign by taking from the enemy the
ability to use the littorals and making it possible for
the U.S. Navy to exploit them. This would not nec-
essarily have to be accomplished exclusively by con-
ventional amphibious means (moving Marines from
ships to shore, whether by surface craft or aircraft).
Marine Corps forces could be delivered by air from
a support base on land directly to the piece of key
terrain from which they would frustrate the enemy
and enable other U.S. forces. They would be contrib-
uting to a naval campaign but would be moved into
position to do so by non-amphibious means. How-
ever, once emplaced, this Marine force would still
have to be able to operate in the contested littorals,
would likely still require logistical support, and would
have to integrate into the larger naval force assem-
bled for the operation or campaign: In other words,
the Corps would still need to be adept and competent
in naval matters.

The challenges for the Marine Corps and Navy
become inserting forces into areas where the enemy
does not want them to be and perhaps already has
forces of his own in place, operating in ways that
minimize the enemy’s ability to detect and interrupt
operations, resupplying forces, reinforcing forces,
moving forces from one place to another, under-
standing what the enemy is doing, and coordinating
all friendly activities so as to defeat the enemy’s plans.
This implies an ability to:
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= Move and operate with minimal signature;

m Be tactically present in many locations with a
unit at each location sufficiently armed to prompt
the enemy to dedicate resources to dealing with
it (thus thinning and consuming his resources)
or sufficiently equipped to surveil the enemy to
enhance the situational awareness of the larger
U.S. force;

m  Sustain the overall operation even as combat attri-
tion takes a toll on force capacity; and

m Leverage technologies so that the human compo-
nent of the force is optimally employed.

As currently structured, manned, equipped,
and supported, the Marines have significant
shortfalls in all of these areas.

m The supporting amphibious fleet is limited to a
small number of large ships and only a portion of
these ships would be available for an operation in
one part of the world. Consequently, the Marines
are limited to a very few big ships from which to
conduct widely distributed operations involving
several small units.

m The Marines have few options for inserting and
sustaining forces; current platforms are limited
to tiltrotor and helicopter aircraft and surface
landing craft that are very limited in capability
and capacity.

m Theirorganizational structure may have relevance
(platoons and companies), but until its compo-
nents are tested in experiments and exercises
specifically focused on distributed operations in
contested littorals, the service cannot be sure.

m The Corps does not yet possess enough of the
weapons or surveillance systems that would help
anaval force to gain and exercise sea control in
littoral/archipelagic waters. All recent programs
to increase the lethality of ground forces are
improved versions of current equipment: a better
rifle and ammunition, better weapons optics, bet-
ter crew-served weapons, etc. These are essential
for winning in the ground combat for which the
Marines would be put ashore, but the Corps needs

other capabilities that pose a threat to an enemyin
addition to a similar ground combat force.

m The Corps has minimal short-range and no medi-
um-range air defense capabilities. It is limited to
the old Stinger antiaircraft missile, first intro-
duced well over 30 years ago in the early 1980s
(though significantly updated in the mid-1990s).
If it is to help a naval force achieve advantage in
the littorals, it will need an ability to interdict
enemy air without having to depend exclusively
on friendly air.

m The Corps has only one small-boat company, sta-
tioned in Japan and associated with the 31st MEU,
and it has no real-world combat mission experi-
ence. It is typically deployed from the well-deck
of alarge amphibious ship and has limited range.
A small-craft fleet that provides the ability to
insert and move Fleet Marine Forces in coastal
and inland waters would seem to be essential.

m The Corps’ ability to move combat vehicles and
heavy fires capabilities (such as artillery) is lim-
ited to what can be loaded internally or carried
externally by a helicopter or carried to shore by
current landing craft (the previously mentioned
LCU and LCAC). More options would increase
the utility of Marine forces, to include acquiring
equipment better suited to movement by small
craft and/or more, larger craft such as a beachable,
heavy-lift vessel that can deliver USMC equipment
across the shore.

These are only a few examples of material short-
falls that must be addressed in order to field a Fleet
Marine Force that is able to perform amphibious
functions as described or implied by LOCE, EABO,
or any other employment concept related to the Corps’
contribution to the prosecution of a naval campaign.
Nonmaterial elements—tactics, doctrine, organiza-
tional designs, training protocols, and institutional
knowledge—are effectively nonexistent, which is a
significant shortfall because, if present, they would
represent the clearest manifestation of an actual
capability to do what the Corps’ concept says it needs
to do to compete in future naval/amphibious warfare.

As gloomy as this is, the fact that discussions such
as these are occurring is actually encouraging because
it derives from the fact that the general problem and
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aspirational capabilities thought to be needed have in

fact been expressed in concepts such as LOCE. Conse-
quently, such shortfalls and their operational context

do suggest possible solutions and exploratory efforts

that are being pursued to some extent by the Corps.
These include:

Experimentation. Experimentation is key to
characterizing problems in sufficient detail so that
potential solutions can be developed and tested to see
whether they merit further development. The Corps’
experimentation effort in this regard—that is with a
specific focus on the conduct of distributed opera-
tions as discussed here—is taking place but is slow and
has been limited in scale.” A substantial level of effort
commensurate with the importance of the objective
is necessary to develop institutional momentum that
garners sustained support from leadership, to include
prioritization of funding, and a real interest within
the operating forces and supporting agencies.

More important, the level of effort put toward
experimentation must lead at some point to program-
matic changes in the things the Corps is buying. This
means they must gain higher priority than major pro-
grams for which the Corps has been advocating for
many years and in defense of which well-developed
and firmly rooted constituencies always rally. These
efforts must also be sufficiently compelling to force a
shift in thinking from 17-plus years of counterinsur-
gency and stability operations to combat operations
directly associated with amphibious warfare. It must
drive generational change in Marine Corps thinking.

This would not be new ground for the Marines to
plow. In fact, it should be quite familiar. During the
early 2000s, the Corps undertook a series of efforts
to understand the challenges of distributed opera-
tions. The Director of the Experiment Division of the
Marine Corps Warfighting Laboratory (MCWL), Col-
onel Vincent J. Goulding, Jr., USMC (Ret.), authored
aseries of articles for the Marine Corps Gazette from
2001 through 2016 to provide periodic updates on the
effort. Goulding described what distributed opera-
tions are,”” explained how organizational and capa-
bility adaptations would be needed,®® and identified
specific problems that the Corps would need to solve®
torealize a credible distributed operations capability.
Through various experiments, such as the Sea Viking
series,®? a consistent set of challenges was repeat-
edly identified, including the ability to communi-
cate and share information among widely separated
units; exercising command and control of the various

elements of a distributed force; the appropriate orga-
nization architecture for such aforce (who reports to

whom); logistically supporting a force in this setting;

and the critical role unmanned systems would play in

making this a viable concept.

These issues were repeatedly identified a decade
and more ago. The Corps needs a sense of urgency to
solve these problems, and this means committing the
necessary resources and institutional attention.

Unmanned Systems. Several of the desired capa-
bilities could be provided effectively by unmanned
systems. Unmanned systems have the potential to
reduce the workload on Marines and sailors, improve
the effectiveness of the force, and complicate matters
for the enemy. They can expand a small unit’s abil-
ity to monitor, understand, and act within a zone
and confuse the enemy’s effort to determine the dis-
position and activities of the U.S. force. Unmanned
air, surface, and subsurface platforms could surrep-
titiously effect resupply to dispersed units, conduct
reconnaissance, jam enemy surveillance systems, and
serve as decoys by radiating relevant energy signa-
tures to distract enemy attention.

In addition, unmanned systems can be used to
expand the envelope of attack or strike options by tar-
geting an enemy force, platform, or installation from
multiple directions. This would force the enemy to
dilute his attention, surveillance, and defensive fires
by spreading them over a wider area and lead him
to empty his munitions stockpile more rapidly than
would otherwise be the case.

Used in combination, unmanned systems can jam
an enemy’s surveillance, targeting, and communica-
tions systems, distract him from a main attack, or
mask the movement of U.S. forces, thereby reducing
their vulnerability to attack and setting conditions
for surprise actions against the enemy. Unmanned
systems can also be used as communications relay
nodes, a critical capability for widely dispersed units
that need to coordinate actions and/or share situ-
ational awareness.

The Marine Corps is thinking of these capabilities
as it pushes ahead with development of a variety of
unmanned aircraft systems (UAS),% including the
MAGTF UAS Expeditionary (MUX) aircraft,®* a Class
V UAS® (the largest type that operate at high altitudes
and possess great speed and endurance) that would
provide direct support to ground units and work in
conjunction with manned aircraft such as the MV-22
Osprey and CH-53K King Stallion.® Similar attention
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should be paid to surface, semisubmersible, and sub-
surface craft, preferably with the Navy but indepen-
dently if necessary.

Flotilla Navy and Small Support Craft. Get-
ting sailors and boats from the Navy Expeditionary
Combat Command and Marines, their equipment,
and supplies (and effecting resupply) to where they
need to be in contested littorals will likely require
smaller movement and support platforms of the
sort one would find in a coastal or flotilla navy in
order to minimize their signature and thus lessen
risk to the force. These could be produced at less cost
per unit than is possible with larger ships, and the
result would be more vessels that would distribute
risk across the force compared with a fleet of fewer,
large vessels.

Smaller vessels have a great potential to hide with-
in the traffic patterns of local commercial and civil-
ian/pleasure craft. They are also able to access small,
shallow harbors and approaches to coastlines that are
unreachable by a larger vessel of deeper draft. And
if a small vessel is lost from enemy attack, mechani-
cal failure, weather, or navigational error, only a very
small percentage of force capability is lost rather than
the much larger amount contained in a conventional,
multipurpose amphibious ship.

A modern “amphibious transport dock” (LPD)
of the San Antonio class can carry upwards of 800
Marines and various combinations of boats, landing
craft, and combat vehicles®” and costs approximately
$1.4 billion per ship.®® Such a ship packs a terrific com-
bat punch, but if taken out of action, it takes with it all
of the combat power that it represents.

Organizational Design. As noted, the Corps
endeavors to ensure that deployed forces have all
necessary functions/capabilities organic to them:
ground, air, logistics, and a common senior command-
er. The MAGTF organizing principle is well known
throughout the Corps and has been proven in multi-
ple applications across several decades. However, this
approach may not be relevant to the type of opera-
tions implied by LOCE and related concepts: highly
distributed forces conducting operations with mini-
mal signature to deny the enemy freedom of maneu-
ver while maximizing the same for U.S. forces. This
is the purpose of experimentation designed to solve
specific problems.

It is quite possible that new formations will be
needed. For example, it could be that a LOCE Opera-
tions Group® will consist of a headquarters element

commanding several companies or specialized pla-
toons that are different in number, size, structure,
and equipment from a current battalion of three line

companies and a supporting heavy weapons company.
A LOCE Task Element may have a primary mission of
local sea and air interdiction, implying employment

of modular, highly expeditionary anti-ship and anti-
air missiles.

A surreptitious surveillance mission would be dif-
ferent from a typical reconnaissance mission. Rath-
er than scouting enemy positions and activities on a
short-term iterative basis, a persistent surveillance
mission might be very lengthy and employ different
equipment if meant to track and report enemy naval
and air activities or even the enemy’s own surveil-
lance capabilities so that U.S. forces know what to
avoid or deceive. The units needed, how they might
be organized and equipped, and how they would inte-
grate into a larger operational effort can be deter-
mined only through experimentation and exercises
of various types over time.

Training and Exercise Regimes. At some point,
as insights developed through experimentation and
concept development translate into new equipment,
organizational designs, and the tactics, techniques,
and procedures needed to conduct amphibious
operations in contested littoral /archipelagic waters,
the Corps’ operating units must train to learn and
become proficient in them. Obviously, this means that
the necessary equipment and naval platforms with
which to train are available, but it also means that the
service makes a shift in prioritizing this training over
other tasks and that units themselves are available
to conduct such training, all of which leads to force
capacity and workload—the things the Corps elects
to do or not to do with the force it has.

Force Capacity. Having several smaller units in
various places pursuant to the implied demands of
LOCE and distributed operations does not necessar-
ily mean that more Marines are required.’® A single
large amphibious force organized to seize a heav-
ily defended objective or to push inland to seize and
hold key terrain, defeating enemy forces along the way,
would number tens of thousands. But whether a few
large units or numerous small units are involved, the
ability to mount and sustain operations concentrated
in one area or spread across a very large area does call
for capacity in the force: to conduct the operation in
the first place, to reinforce efforts as the operation
unfolds, and to replace combat losses.
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Capacity also matters in experimentation and
training when not at war. The service will always
have operational tasks to perform, but it must also
devote people to solving anticipated problems. If all
of the force is effectively committed to current opera-
tions all of the time, the service has no capacity to do
other things like prepare for the future. This means
that a part of the force must be fenced from opera-
tional tasks so that it can train and conduct the exer-
cises necessary for potential future operations. The
smaller a force is without reducing its workload in
proportion, the greater difficulty it has in fulfilling
operational commitments while also attending to
these other things.

In the mid to late 1930s, the Marines undertook
seven major exercises to test various tactics and pieces
of equipment needed to develop a landing operations
capability. Each of the exercise periods lasted approxi-
mately two months and involved multiple iterations
of experiments.” The Corps was small at that time in
its history—Iless than 20,000 Marines®>—so dedicating
such time and resources reveals how important the
effort was and the seriousness with which the Corps
approached it. Without such a commitment, the Pacific
War might very well have turned out much differently
(and the European War as well, because the amphibi-
ous landing techniques were derivative of what the
Corps had developed for the Pacific).

As noted earlier, the Corps is very busy, not just
with operational deployments, but also with the
number of activities and capabilities—like cyber war-
fare and special operations—to which it has devoted
resources. Each thing it undertakes necessarily
precludes doing something else with those assets:
Marines, dollars, and time. Reorienting to amphibi-
ous operations will demand that the Corps repriori-
tize its efforts from some of the things it is currently
doing to things it must do to prepare for the future,
informed by its primary role and contributing func-
tions. Within its budget, it must assess the extent to
which each thing it is buying is related to its primary
role and, if not, whether the opportunity cost it rep-
resents is worth it.

In short, the Corps must compare what it is doing
against the implications of what it will need to do in
the world it has already described to itself in its key
documents since the end of the Cold War. This will
be difficult.

The Marine Corps is captured within an iron tri-
angle of experiences—types of battle in which it has

excelled at various periods in its history—from which

it must break free so that it can prepare effectively
for its future. Across its history, it has dealt with sus-
tained small wars, high-intensity land battle, and

naval or amphibious battle. Each presents a chal-
lenge that inhibits the Corps from easily adjusting as

it must to reorient to its primary role of contributing

to the prosecution of naval campaigns.

Small wars blind the Corps because they tend to
dominate the Corps’ history of employment since
its establishment. They also characterize much
of what the Corps does today. In its role as a crisis
response force, the Corps is postured to respond
quickly to emergent crises that are far short of “big
war.” It also routinely works with partner countries
for whom internal security challenges constitute
the bulk of concern rather than a large-scale attack
from a neighboring country. Small wars call for a
force that is expeditionary in mindset and tuned to
operate in austere conditions, usually independent of
larger land forces like the U.S. Army, large-scale air
operations undertaken by the Air Force, or the fleet
operations of the Navy. One of the Corps’ enduring
legacies is its Small Wars Manual and the culture that
is infused with it. Amphibious combat operations
are the opposite of small wars. So, too, is large-scale
land battle.

Land battle blinds the Corps because of the ser-
vice’s preference for such combat. It is easy to envi-
sion. It creates an environment for the maximum use
of all of the skills a combat-focused service spends so
much time developing. It generates funding, attention,
glory, stories, and career advancement. It also pro-
vides a great deal of independence, enabling the Corps
to conduct multiunit, large-scale combat operations
in a way that leverages the full power of the MAGTF.
It is high intensity with rather clear outcomes as
opposed to the slower, frustrating, indecisive condi-
tions of small wars or the entangling dependence on
the Navy that accompanies naval/amphibious battle.

Naval battle blinds in the sense that it creates the
most friction for the service. It is more complex, mess-
ier, and more troublesome because it demands tight
integration with the Navy to execute and dependence
on the Navy to sustain until conditions convert the
battle to sustained land operations. Naval/amphibi-
ous operations are platform intense and platform lim-
iting. They cannot be performed without amphibi-
ous ships and landing craft, which the Corps does
not acquire, own, or control. Yet naval/amphibious
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battle is essential to the nation’s ability to project
power abroad and is the primary purpose for which
the Corps exists.

The return of “great power competition,” with
China being one of the two named primary competi-
tors, implies that the Corps must reorient to the most
challenging vertex of its experience triangle, that of
naval battle. There are specific steps, outlined in the
following section, that it can take to do so.
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Recommendations

n “Rebuilding America’s Military: Thinking About
the Future,” we argued that revolutionary out-
comes are achievable through evolutionary improve-
ments that focus on solving actual problems against
known or presumed adversaries. We argued further
that such problems and possible solutions are deter-
mined with aggressive and repetitive experimen-
tation.”® Solutions to problems are found in many
forms and include changes in organizations, equip-
ment, and doctrine, among others. Provided below
is a set of reccommendations that, if implemented,
would enable the Corps to contribute as effectively
as possible to the prosecution of a naval campaign in
contested littorals, with a particular focus on Asia
as the region of primary interest and China as the
pacing threat.
Recommendation #1: Commit to intensive
and sustained experimentation. Specifically, the
Corps should:

m Assign a dedicated force to the MCWL to enable
continuous, iterative experimentation, which
would be less likely to be interrupted and would
gain both efficiency and effectiveness with a force
attuned to the methods and objectives of the
Warfighting Laboratory;

m Discipline experimentation efforts to focus on the
challenges of conducting distributed operations in
a contested littoral environment; and

m Increase the budget for experimentation, per-
haps to 1.0 percent of the total USMC budget
from the current 0.4 percent, along with reeval-
uating spending priorities to ensure that they
are aligned and commensurate with the Corps’
unique responsibilities.

The Corps has undertaken a series of experimenta-
tion efforts to better understand the challenges asso-
ciated with evolving operational concepts. Under the
direction of the Marine Corps Warfighting Laborato-
ry, the Corps is engaged in a multiyear effort known as
Sea Dragon 2025.°* Initiated in 2016, Sea Dragon 25
is meant to explore concepts such as LOCE and EABO,
test new technologies for their functional utility, and
inform related research and development efforts
through three phases of experimentation.”®

The first phase focused on small unit lethality; it
leveraged the deployment of an infantry battalion
equipped with new gear (from unmanned systems
to communications devices) and tested alternative
infantry squad configurations.”” The second phase,
currently underway, is a sequential look at logistics,
information environment operations, and expedi-
tionary advanced base operations that would con-
tribute to the establishment of sea control with the
Navy.”® On the surface, this is what the Corps needs
to do. In particular, Sea Dragon 20 (to take place in
fiscal year 2020) “will address fleet marine force con-
tributions to a maritime component sea control cam-
paign” and will include exploring options to threaten
an enemy fleet with “long-range ground-based anti-
ship missile[s].”*°

But the Corps’ approach is problematic. Phase
I focused on a single unit involved in a real-world,
scheduled deployment. Its ability to experiment was
constrained by the time and opportunities present-
ed in predeployment training and on-deployment
exercises. This precludes the sort of iterative, stop-
and-restart approach that is possible in an experi-
mentation program that uses a dedicated force in a
nonoperational status. Phase 11 is linear, focusing
narrowly on one primary issue per year (directly
related to LOCE/EABO) before moving on to the
next. While insights gained would certainly be car-
ried over to subsequent efforts, the approach inten-
tionally emphasizes one aspect at a time, causing
people and organizations to shift attention and pri-
orities accordingly.

MCWL’s attention and resources are also dispersed
within this effort. Although Sea Dragon 2025 Phase I1
focuses linearly on one major aspect of littoral opera-
tions at a time, it “also includes dynamic concurrent
experiment efforts focused on dense urban opera-
tions, 21st century fires, an adaptive threat force, and
the continuation of the Marine Corps Experiment
Operational Advisory Group (EXP OAG).”'%° This is
another example of trying to do too many things at
once, which usually results in not doing any one thing
especially well. In practical terms, every topic gets
some attention, but no one topic gets as much atten-
tion as it likely needs, especially when resources
are limited.

As repeatedly emphasized in this paper, the
Marines need to determine what their most important
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role is and allocate their efforts accordingly. The Corps
needs to commit to an Advanced Base Force-like
development effort'® to solve the LOCE problem,
making a clear statement that this is its top prior-
ity. Amphibious operations are a singular specialty
that only the Corps can provide and that the U.S. will
desperately need in the event of conflict in the Asian
littorals.'*?

In 2017, the Corps dedicated $10 million to this
experimentation.'®® While this sounds significant, on
closer inspection, it is not that impressive, spread as
it was across so many issues. As a measure of relative
importance, this spending was the equivalent of 1.3
percent of investments in research and development
($10 million vs. $787 million)'°* and a mere 0.4 per-
cent of the Corps’ total budget ($10 million vs. $23
billion).1%5

The Corps should reevaluate its priorities to ensure
that it is making investments commensurate with its
unique responsibilities.

Recommendation #2: Develop new ranges for
experimentation and training. Specifically, the
Corps should:

m Look to U.S. territories in the Pacific for new
ranges for experimentation and training. Surro-
gate environments in the U.S. proper can take the
Corps only so far.

The use of map and table-top exercises, computer-
based modeling and systems simulation, and land-
based training facilities such as those located at the
Marine Corps Air Ground Combat Center in Twenty-
nine Palms, California, and Marine Corps Base Camp
Pendleton as surrogate environments can take the
Corps only so far in its experimentation and train-
ing efforts. The Marine Corps needs ranges/exercise
areas that replicate as closely as possible the condi-
tions in which Marines will have to execute opera-
tions as envisioned in LOCE and EABO.

The Corps should look to U.S. territories'®® in the
Pacific, specifically the Minor Outlying Islands'” that
include Baker Island, Howland Island, Jarvis Island,
Johnston Atoll, Kingman Reef, Midway Atoll, Pal-
myra Atoll, and Wake Island. The Northern Mariana
Islands'*® should also be explored, and the Marines
could base their experimentation, training, and exer-
cise efforts out of U.S. military facilities on Guam.'*

The conditions present among these islands
and atolls would enable the Corps and the Navy to

characterize the challenges of landing and sustain-
ing forces in remote, widely dispersed locations in a
true maritime setting and determine what is needed
to conduct the types of operations envisioned by con-
ceptual documents like LOCE and EABO. The servic-
es could leverage the opportunities presented by ships
and military aircraft from all of the services transit-
ing the Pacific to test systems, tactics, and techniques
relevant to expected operations in ways that are not
possible in the continental United States or possibly
even among the Hawaiian Islands. Attempting to do
so from U.S. bases in Japan or from locations in Aus-
tralia, for example, would likely be limited by domes-
tic political sensitivities and concerns about observa-
tion by China or other states in the region.

Recommendation #3: Adjust acquisition
efforts to account for tools and platforms direct-
ly related to conducting distributed operations
in a contested littoral/archipelagic environment.
Specifically, the Corps should:

m Acquire anti-ship and medium-range anti-
air systems.

m Acquire (in conjunction with the Navy) new land-
ing craft, small boats, and combat vehicles relevant
to combat operations in contested littoral and
archipelagic waters.

= Continue to invest in unmanned systems, both
ground and air.

m Continue its efforts to field new capabilities
for logistical support to distributed, low-signa-
ture forces.

To be fair, the Corps would be hard-pressed to
make substantive changes in its acquisition portfo-
lio if it has not yet determined what it needs to have
an effective amphibious capability in the modern
age. It cannot purchase capabilities that it has not
yet defined; hence, the criticality of a robust experi-
mentation program.

The Marines have determined to stop spending
money on obsolescing equipment like the 1970s-vin-
tage Amphibious Assault Vehicle (AAV). After years
of failed attempts to develop a high-speed replace-
ment for the AAV, the Corps opted to acquire a low-
risk, wheeled amphibious combat vehicle to augment
the AAV fleet until an appropriate replacement can
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be found.!'® The Corps has aggressively updated its

ground combat capabilities, which is good because its

ultimate role in naval warfare is the landward exten-
sion of naval power. And parting with the Navy, the

Corps has elected to fully convert to the F-35 fighter

rather than pursue an updated version of the F/A-18

fighter/attack aircraft.

But a naval campaign against China in the Asian
littorals will likely be more peripheral and maritime-
based than centered on clashing, land-based armored
and air forces. It will be a campaign of constriction
and area denial for the purpose of getting strike assets
closer to China, cutting China off from resources, and
denying it military options external to its borders.
Thus, the Marine Corps should be acquiring anti-ship
and anti-air systems and the landing craft, small boats,
and combat vehicles that are most useful to getting Fleet
Marine Forces ashore and positioned so that they can
contribute to a naval campaign.

General Robert B. Neller, Commandant of the
Marine Corps, said as much during his March 2018
testimony to Congress:

Sea control has become more important now than
in past decades, and the Marine Corps must fur-
ther develop and integrate force capabilities in
support of the Navy. This will require measured
shifts from a focus on a near symmetric land-
based enemy to an asymmetric view in which
Marine forces ashore threaten enemy naval and
air forces from expeditionary advanced bases....

[TThe naval force must be distributable, resil-
ient, and tailorable, as well as employed in suf-
ficient scale and for ample duration. Due to
existing shortfalls within our amphibious, mari-
time, and expeditionary ship capacity, the naval
force currently struggles to satisfy these basic
requirements...."!

To this end—better preparing itself for opera-
tions in the littorals—the Corps should continue its
investment in unmanned systems and not just in air
platforms. The Marines did early work in investigat-
ing the potential for support machines like the robo-
mule."? It needs to do more to include expanding into
maritime efforts. Landing craft and small boats could
be accompanied by unmanned vessels that carry
cargo, defend manned craft, serve as decoys, or serve
as picket vessels.

The Marines have already indicated that they
intend to invest in anti-ship weaponry.*® This should
expand to include medium-range anti-air systems that
can deny the enemy the ability to move freely by sea and
air. The Corps should also develop a sea-air surveil-
lance capability that enables it to contribute to naval
battlespace awareness from its position on key land
terrainin the littorals.

Logistics is always the linchpin for sustained opera-
tions of any sort, and the Corps must continue its efforts
to field new capabilities in this area: more resilient
and flexible sources of power, unmanned options
for resupply, local manufacturing of critical parts
and material enablers, and an ability to harvest raw
materials locally rather than having finished supplies
delivered from external sources.

Recommendation #4: Redefine amphibious
shipping and support capability requirements
to account for combat operations in a contested
littoral environment in support of a naval cam-
paign. Specifically, the Corps should:

m  Work with the Navy to develop smaller, lower-cost
ships that are better suited to the type of dispersed
operational posture implied by LOCE.

Regain its ability to conduct small-boat operations.

The Navy is committed to increasing the size of
its amphibious fleet from the current 32 ships to
38 ships, an objective that will not be reached until
14 years from now in 2033."** As General Neller
recalled, “The Navy possessed 62 amphibious ships
in 1990...”115

Numbers matter. The fewer ships there are in the
amphibious fleet, the fewer places the Corps can be
with an amphibious force and the fewer options it has
once it arrives. Staying power is also limited because
each loss of a ship (battle casualty, engineering or sys-
tem failure, or retasking to a higher-priority mission)
more rapidly erodes combat power. Included in this is
everything associated with a large amphibious ship,
such as aircraft on the flight deck and landing craft
in the well-deck. When the ship is lost, so too is all of
the support it provides.

The low number of hulls has a ripple effect across
the ability of the Marines to conduct distributed oper-
ations in the littorals. Landing craft, such as LCUs
and LCAC:s, are carried to the theater by amphibi-
ous ships, and their number is necessarily tied to the
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fleet of ships able to carry them as well as the land
force, its equipment, and supplies that the landing
craft would place ashore. Thus, the Navy’s program
to replace LCU 1610-class craft with the LCU-1700
class is limited to a one-to-one replacement count.!®
There is currently no reason to procure more than
the amphibious fleet can support. By extension, this
limits options for the naval force.

The absence of any program to acquire something
other than the current mix of amphibious ships—
LHAs, LPDs, and LSDs—is also limiting. The Navy
and, by extension, the Marine Corps have all of their
littoral operations eggs in one amphibious basket. As
noted, the Corps likewise has an extremely limited
small-boat capability.

Both of these situations must change. The Corps
must work with the Navy to develop smaller, lower-cost
ships that are better suited to the type of dispersed oper-
ational posture implied by LOCE. These ships might
carry a single platoon and its key equipment. It might
be that the LCU-1700 class meets the requirement,
but an intensive experimentation program, augment-
ed with computer-based simulations, would reveal
needed capabilities that inform design characteris-
tics. Until such insights are derived, it is hard to know
what such an alternative craft might be.

One can envision a landing craft transport vessel,
the sole function of which would be to carry these
craft to the theater and perhaps serve as a “mother
ship,” stationed beyond the range of enemy weap-
ons, that provides fuel, maintenance, provisions,
and such. Again, this is something to be determined
through experimentation.

The Corps also needs to regain its ability to conduct
small-boat operations, useful for landing a force, mov-
ing along coastlines, and conducting riverine opera-
tions."” This is a specialty that requires expertise not
only in boat handling and maintenance, but also in
navigating waters and conducting operations in this
environment, just like becoming proficient in desert,
mountain, and urban warfare. If the Corps intends
to operate on islands in the Western Pacific, it will
need the ability to operate on the waters that come
with islands.

Recommendation #5: Create relief in the oper-
ating forces. Specifically, the Corps should:

= Discipline its appetite for action, learning to
say “no” to operational but noncombat requests
for support and to reduce its habit of offering

capabilities for use in order to lessen the strain on
its forces and thereby create capacity to reorient
to naval warfare in the Pacific.

Marine Corps officials have noted the strain
on Marines as they work to handle operational
commitments,"8 training requirements, education
needed as they progress along their careers, and
service with the institutional Marine Corps (head-
quarters, bases and installations, training and main-
tenance depots, recruiting duty, etc.). As the Corps
adjusts from 17-plus years of irregular warfare to
preparation for “great power competition,” it must
find the ability to rethink, retrain, and reposture the
force accordingly. This demands capacity in people,
time, and material resources that are not otherwise
obligated to ongoing missions.

There are two ways to generate the capacity that
provides such relief, or “space,” within the force:
Workload can be reduced so that fewer units are
needed to manage it, or the force can be expanded
so that more units are available to shoulder the work
(without taking on more work). The Corps needs to dis-
cipline its appetite for action, to learn how to say “no”
to every request for support, and to reduce its habit
of offering capabilities for use. This will be very hard
for the Corps to do. Operational demands are insa-
tiable. Every combatant command'® has more things
it needs or wants to do than there are forces available
across all of the services combined, including Guard
and Reserve elements. The Corps is also in the habit
of detecting shortfalls in national capability or oppor-
tunities to contribute a capability that would improve
a combatant commander’s set of options. The forma-
tion and deployment of SPMAGTFs'?° and Marine
Rotational Forces'* are examples.

All of these initiatives are value-added and serve a
national security interest, but the Corps must assess
what it needs to do to prepare for the future it envi-
sions and determine whether the opportunity costs
of sustaining a 1:2 deployment-to-dwell ratio out-
weigh the importance placed on these efforts. Gen-
eral Neller has highlighted the damage being done to
the force at its current workload.'?*> Unless the Corps
is successful in getting additional funding to increase
its end strength, it must start pulling back from opera-
tional commitments.

Recommendation #6: Recoup resources com-
mitted to secondary, collateral, and additional
duties or functions. Specifically, the Corps should:
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= Strongly consider disestablishing Marine Corps
Special Operations Command (MARSOC).

m Review its level of investment in Marine Forces
Cyberspace Command (MARFORCYBER).

m Reconsider its SPMAGTF commitment.

= Reevaluate its investment in specific types of cli-
mate-specific warfighting.

There is a third option for creating relief in the
operating forces: Redirect Marines from doing one
thing to doing another. Everything the Corps decides
to do, it does well. The Marines involved invest them-
selves in the task. Resources are dedicated, which
means the new task has been prioritized over other
tasks. Sometimes, new career fields are created,
new schools are established, facilities are built, and
equipment is purchased. The new effort becomes
established, and the Marine Corps becomes vested.
This makes it very difficult to change. If it were not
important in the first place, it would not have been
done, and this makes the decision not to do it a very
challenging one.

In these cases, the Corps must ask hard questions:

m How does the initiative, program, or capability
relate to the Marine Corps’ primary mission?

m Is it redundant to the same function being per-
formed by others?

m If the capability is needed but the opportunity
cost is high, can it be obtained from another ser-
vice, command, or agency in the same way medical
and chaplain support are provided by the Navy or
operational/strategic air support is provided by
the Air Force?

With this in mind, the Marine Corps should:

m Strongly consider disestablishing Marine
Corps Special Operations Command
(MARSOC)."””» MARSOC was established
because of a shortage of special operations teams,
not because the Marine Corps wanted a special
operations force. U.S. Special Operations Com-
mand was hard-pressed to meet the operational
demand for its capabilities as U.S. global war on

terrorism efforts expanded in Afghanistan, Iraq,
and many other locations worldwide. Then-Sec-
retary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld noted that

the Corps was not a service component contribu-
tor to SOCOM and directed that the Marines cor-
rect that.'** The Corps responded by creating an

initial capability from its Force Reconnaissance

elements, eventually establishing a fully creden-
tialed special operations capability and associated

career field.'*

Since its formation, MARSOC has grown in capa-
bility, reputation, and utility to SOCOM. Marines

who have joined have fully invested themselves

in the necessary training, schools, deployments,
and personal commitment. Remaining compe-
tent in this highly demanding function and being

accepted by the larger special operations forces

community'? requires that those who are in the

field remain in the field. Serving as a Marine spe-
cial operator, leaving the command to do “regular”
Marine Corps things, and then coming back to the

command does not work. Consequently, in 2011,
the Marine Corps established a military occupa-
tional specialty (MOS) for critical skills operators

(CSOs) to enable them to remain in the SOCOM

enterprise for the entirety of their careers.'?” This

not only provided a professional career track for

the individual, but also benefitted the service and

SOCOM by retaining personnel in whom they
have made substantial investments and further

enhanced the credibility of MARSOC within the

special operations community. Though it remains

within the Marine Corps, thus counting against

service end strength, MARSOC takes its mission

orders from SOCOM.

Consequently, the 2,700 Marines committed to
MARSOC benefit SOCOM, performing special
operations tasks in specific locations in the Middle
East, Africa, and Asia. MARSOC has little direct
value for the Corps, especially with regard to the
Corps’ primary mission as stipulated in 10 U.S.
Code and DOD directive. The Corps’ commitment
to MARSOC, while aboon to SOCOM and the good
work it does for the country, is an opportunity cost
for the Corps and the work that only it can do, as
opposed to SOCOM’s role and the contributions
long made to its mission by the Army, Navy, and
Air Force.

41



REBUILDING AMERICA’S MILITARY:
THE UNITED STATES MARINE CORPS

Review its level of investment in Marine Forc-
es Cyberspace Command (MARFORCYBER).!?®

The world of cyber warfare and related cyber oper-
ations has come to symbolize the future of war for

many defense professionals.'? The defense and

intelligence communities are critically depen-
dent on cyberspace to surveil the enemy, exchange

information among U.S. and allied/partner forces,
and conduct operations.!®® Defending one’s own

computer-based systems and capabilities against

enemy attempts to damage them is as important as

having the ability to use cyber tools to do the same

to the enemy. Understandably, each military ser-
vice thinks it important to have an organic cyber-
ware capability, and the Corps is no different from

its sister services. The Corps also needs the abil-
ity to access higher-level capabilities and make its

cyber requirements known, and it is very useful to

have Marines who possess the expertise and cre-
dentials to make such connections possible.

That said, is the opportunity cost worth having a

Marine-specific community of cyber-warriors?

Perhaps cyber is different from medical expertise,
but Marine Corps medical support requirements

are met effectively by the U.S. Navy. Would it be

such aleap to have augmentation from the Navy or

any other military service or Defense organization

to support Marine Corps cyber requirements? At

present, the Corps is short of capacity to handle all

of its commitments and prepare for the future.’®' It

is not trained, equipped, or organized to perform

its primary role as a component of naval power.
The manpower commitment to MARFORCYBER
might be better reallocated to the Corps’ unique

role if the function/support can be obtained else-
where. It is certainly an issue worth exploring.

Reconsider its SPMAGTF commitment. Admit-
tedly, geographic combatant commands want
SPMAGTFs, but they will always make the case for
additional capabilities that help them to mitigate
riskin their respective regions. The Marine Corps
also benefits because the organization in general,
and the Marines involved specifically, gain the
experience of deploying, planning, training, and
executing crisis response operations, the type of
mission for which the Corps has long postured and
provided value. Again, however, as with its other
non-amphibious/naval warfare commitments, the

Corps should reassess the value it gains and pro-
vides from permanent SPMAGTF commitments
when compared with the challenge it faces in
readying for future war in the contested littorals.

Reevaluate its investment in specific types
of climate-specific warfighting. The Marine
Corps recently doubled its investment in cold-
weather training in Norway, moving from 350
to 700 Marines engaged in such training.'*> The
Corps has long maintained a cold-weather train-
ing program, begun in 1951 to prepare for opera-
tions in Korea."®® During the Cold War, the Corps
was included in NATO response plans, intended
to reinforce NATO’s northern flank by deploying
into Norway. It makes sense for a general-purpose
force that is focused on operating in austere envi-
ronments in “ev’ry clime and place”'** and pos-
sessed of a celebrated history of valorous conduct
in the most trying cold-weather conditions of the
Korean War'® to retain expertise in cold-weath-
er/mountain warfare. The Corps certainly found
itself operating at high elevations in Afghanistan,
and those experiences are frequently referenced
in its manual on mountain warfare operations.'*¢

That said, changes in geostrategic conditions often

call for changes in force preparation and focus.
If, as this paper has argued, the U.S. military has

shrunk to a size that the Army should focus on the

Russian threat in the European theater while the

Navy and Marine Corps focus on the challenge that

China poses in the Indo-Pacific region, perhaps the

Corps should dedicate as much of itself as possible

to solving the challenges of conducting distribut-
ed operations in the contested littorals instead of
training several hundred Marines each year to fight

in snowy, mountainous terrain. On the one hand,
this is a small commitment relative to the size of the

Corps; on the other, it is a commitment to a theater
in which the Corps is less likely to be engaged com-
pared to the Asian littorals, and the benefit gained

does not appear to be significantly related to the

Corps’ primary role in naval warfare.

Recommendation #7: Expand integration with

the Navy. Specifically, the Corps should:

m Work with the Navy to establish a formal office,

with permanently assigned personnel, for the
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express purpose of developing solutions to the
challenges of conducting a distributed naval cam-
paign in contested littoral waters.

The Marine Corps maintains arobust relationship
with the Navy. The Corps’ Combat Development and
Integration office, responsible for developing future
operational concepts and determining how best to
prepare the Corps for the future,'” works closely with
the Navy’s office for warfare systems, CNO-N9,'*¢ and
both offices are led by three-star generals or flag offi-
cers who report directly to their respective service
chiefs. The Marine Corps Warfighting Laboratory'’
works closely with the Navy Warfare Development
Command (NWDC),*° and both entities explore
material and tactical issues related to executing oper-
ations in various conditions and settings. Through
staff working groups, exercises, and regularly sched-
uled forums, the two services work to develop a mutu-
al appreciation of challenges and potential solutions.

All of this is good, but each of these mechanisms is
episodic and/or periodic, and the involvement of each
service’s participants is a collateral duty, not their pri-
mary job.

The Corps should work with the Navy to establish
a formal office, with permanently assigned personnel,
that is highly visible to the Commandant of the Marine
Corps and Chief of Naval Operations and has the spe-
cific purpose of developing solutions to the challenges of
conducting a distributed naval campaign in contested
littoral waters. At first glance, this might seem to com-
pete with the work of MCWL and its NWDC coun-
terpart, but the value of such an office would derive
from its constant focus on the shared problem, and
it would serve as a formal liaison connecting the
service-focused efforts of the Marine Corps and the
Navy. The various forums, working groups, and relat-
ed activities would continue but would be improved
by the daily involvement and continuity provided by
this naval staff.
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Conclusion

n 1946, the Corps was under assault by the Depart-

ment of War (the Army), which sought its reduction
if not its outright elimination. There were many rea-
sons for this, but suffice it to say that the Corps’ lead-
ership was compelled to make a last-ditch defense of
the service before Congress voted on legislation being
pushed by the Army and its supporters. In testimony
before the Senate Committee on Naval Affairs, Gen-
eral Alexander A. Vandegrift, Commandant of the
Marine Corps, made an impassioned case for the
importance of the Corps based on its history of serv-
ing national interests with a capability that is pos-
sessed by no other service, specifically in the techni-
cal field of amphibious operations:

The heart of the Marine Corps is in its Fleet
Marine Force.... The strength of that Fleet Marine
organization lies in its status as an organic ele-
ment of our fighting fleet, prepared at any time and
on short notice to extend the will of the naval com-
mander ashore in the seizure of objectives which
arevital to the prosecution of a naval campaign or
in the protection of American interests abroad....

A significant corollary to the fighting function
of the Fleet Marine Force, and actually the one
which has required the most sustained effort, is
the task of developing the techniques, doctrines,
equipment and procedures which relate to the
amphibious specialty.'*!

General Vandegrift went on to explain how the
Corps had assessed the potential for operations
against Japan and dedicated itself for 20 years “to the
complexities of the amphibious subject” and “devel-
opment of the detailed techniques, doctrines and
equipment, which later proved of such value to the
armed forces of both our own and allied nations.”**?

The Corps’ decision to undertake this effort in the
1920s and 1930s was especially notable given that the
Dardanelles campaign of World War I had proven to
most observers that landing operations were a fool’s
errand. The battle of Gallipoli, referenced by Vande-
grift, was the British-led amphibious landing on the
southern tip of the Gallipoli peninsula, the long, nar-
row bit of land that forms the northwestern side of the
Dardanelles Strait. Launched in April 1915, it dragged
on until January 1916 because of its extraordinarily

poor execution. It was such a colossal failure that

militaries in general concluded that such an opera-
tion was impossible. Yet the Corps looked across the

Pacific and realized that if war with Japan did occur,
this type of operation was going to be a necessity.

This same situation faces the Marine Corps today.
For a quarter-century or more, it has assessed that
landing operations in the modern era will be diffi-
cult but necessary. Unfortunately, however, it has
done little to develop the ability to execute such
operations successfully. Its concepts for doing so
are sound, but its programs and efforts have not fol-
lowed accordingly.

If the U.S. is indeed entering a new period of com-
petition with great powers, then every effort must be
made by the U.S. military to ensure that it is up to the
task. Given the reductions in force size, readiness, and
modernity since the end of the Cold War, the Army
will have its hands full trying to regain its ability to
confront Russia in the European theater and tackle
the challenges of operations in the Middle East or
even back on the Korean Peninsula. That leaves the
Marine Corps and the U.S. Navy to solve the problem
of how to defeat China in any conflict that may unfold
in the Indo-Pacific littorals.

The Corps has been busy with irregular warfare,
crisis response, and special operations missions since
September 11, 2001. As it has done throughout its his-
tory, it has devoted itself to excelling in every chal-
lenge assigned to it and has sought additional ways
to contribute to securing U.S. national security inter-
ests—even at the risk of breaking the force. Its chal-
lenge now is to make the hard decisions necessary to
ensure that it succeeds in the one area for which it is
obligated, the one thing for which it is uniquely quali-
fied and that no other service can do.

In every assessment and decision to commit
its limited resources, the Corps must return to its

“mission statement” and ask how the specific thing
relates to contributing to the prosecution of a naval
campaign and whether it helps or hinders developing
the capability to fight and win in the contested litto-
rals of the Indo-Pacific region. If the answer is “yes,”
then the Corps should move ahead as aggressively as
possible. If the answer is “no” or is in that muddling,
ambiguous middle of “maybe,” then it should be dis-
ciplined enough to dispense with it and redirect those
resources where they will matter most.
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The Marines have demonstrated such discipline in
the past. They need to do so now and for however long
is necessary to solve the contested littoral challenge.
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