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Themes and  
Suggested Topics

Institutional
• How do we change our culture and develop 

leaders to:

• overcome seventeen years of institutional/
operational experience?

• see/understand/seize fleeting 
opportunities?

• develop the situation in contact and 
chaos?

• offset “one-off” dependencies and con-
tested domains?

• rapidly exploit positions of advantage?
• survive in hyper-lethal engagements?
• continuously present multiple dilemmas 

to the enemy?
• decide and act at speed?
• fully realize mission command?
 

• What are the greatest threats the Army faces 
(either externally or internally)? How should the 
Army deal with them? 

• Case studies of how to properly integrate emerg-
ing technology.

• What is needlessly duplicated in the Army (e.g., what 
should be done away with, how should the Army ad-
just, and how would it benefit)?



Soldiers assigned to 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment provide 
"enemy" fire from a mountaintop 28 August 2016 during Decisive 
Action Rotation 16-09 at the National Training Center in Fort Irwin, 
California. (Photo by Spc. JD Sacharok, U.S. Army)

• What must be done to adjust junior leader develop-
ment to a modern operational environment?

• What must we do to develop a more effective means 
of developing and maintaining institutional memory 
in order to deal with emerging challenges?

• What is the role for the Army in homeland security 
operations? What must the Army be prepared for?

• Impact of nepotism on the officer development system.

• Impact of funding shortfalls on readiness. 

• The potential adverse impacts on military standards 
due to factors associated with poor integration of 
new cultures, ethnicities, or racial considerations and 
how to mitigate them.

• How is gender integration changing the Army and 
how it operates? 

• What nations consider themselves to be at war or in 
conflict with the United States? How are they con-
ducting war, and what does this mean for the Army?

• What operational and logistical challenges are 
foreseen due to infrastructure limitations in po-
tential foreign areas of operation and how can we 
mitigate them?

• What lessons did we learn during this year’s hurri-
cane relief operations?

 
 

Global Security
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Gen. David G. Perkins, U.S. Army
This is the final article in a series discussing multi-do-

main battle through the lens of U.S. Army Training and 
Doctrine Command. This article discusses how the Army 
must adapt to meet the requirements for a future force 
operating in a multi-domain environment.

In July 1940, the U.S. Army could no longer dith-
er about preparing to conduct armored warfare. 
France had just fallen to Germany in a light-

ning-fast campaign led by combined arms mechanized 

and motorized formations that integrated airpower at 
the tactical and operational level while synchronizing all 
elements of combat power on a scale and in a manner 
for which the Allies had no effective solutions. German 
success in such a short timeframe illuminated both that 
World War I-based doctrine had run its course and that 
the failure to adapt to changes brought by advances in 
technology had left the U.S. Army on its heels, facing 
a war that would eventually unfold on two fronts and 
requiring a modern army that did not yet exist. In a 

Multi-Domain Battle
The Advent of Twenty-First 
Century War 
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matter of years, the U.S. Army would transform from a 
small active force of less than 250,000, devoid of modern 
equipment, to a modern army capable of defeating the 
Axis in Africa, the Pacific, and Europe.

Lessons of the Past—Failure to Adapt
After World War I, the Army failed to effectively 

modernize, despite efforts over two decades to do just 
that. At the beginning of the Second World War, the 
U.S. Army found itself little better off than it had been 

in 1920.1 This failure to maintain a modern military 
during the interwar period was the result of a poor 
understanding and visualization of what constituted 
a modern force. The difficulty of securing money to 
modernize was exacerbated by the lack of a compelling 
vision of future combat. Still, the Army did try.

Significant efforts to modernize the U.S. Army be-
gan in 1920, when the Army took on a strategy of read-
iness specifically focused on personnel and mobiliza-
tion as the core components to victory in modern war. 
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However, prioritizing personnel and mobilization 
came at a direct cost to overall force modernization. 
Given limited resources, it was difficult to promote 
or coordinate equipment and organizational mod-
ernization efforts in a cohesive manner.

As an example, over the next twenty years, the 
United States failed to produce a capable armor force. 
In part, this was due to an inability to field modern 
tanks. Infantry Branch created a set of requirements 
for the production of a tank that could not be met 
by a vehicle under the weight of fifteen tons. Fifteen 
tons was the maximum weight that could be carried 
on Army pontoon bridges, the capabilities of which 
Engineer Branch was unwilling to commit research 
and development funds to increase. At a stalemate, 
neither side saw finding a solution a priority.

Even in 1939, with the invasion of Poland, the 
War Department pushed the chief of cavalry to 
deactivate horse cavalry units and provide personnel 
for new mechanized forces.2 He refused, stating, 
“Under no circumstance will I agree to any further 
depletion of my horse cavalry. To do so would be a 
betrayal of the nation’s defense.”3

With limited funding, the Army defaulted to funding 
personnel and mobilization capabilities. These decisions 
ultimately played a role in a U.S. armored force meeting 
German panzers for the first time without adequate 
protection, firepower, and training.4 Drawing lessons 
from this period, it is clear that we must understand the 
operational environment and visualize how the Army 
will operate with concepts that accurately address the 
requirements of future warfare.

In 2018, the U.S. Army requires concepts that 
allow us to begin a modernization program to meet 
anticipated threats. The complexity of war on land 
continues to grow as the number of actors able to em-
ploy capabilities in the air, sea, space, and cyberspace 
domains increases. The interrelationship of military 
activities within domains becomes much more prob-
lematic than when forces enjoyed nearly uncontested 

superiority in each of them. The Army’s dominance 
on land has become dependent, if not contingent, 
on access to the air, cyber, and space domains. These 
domains are a challenge not just because they will be 
contested. They also challenge our previous views of 
responsibilities at echelons of command and geo-
graphical containment of actions and effects. When 
the next major fight comes, twenty-first century large-
scale ground combat will arrive with it, whether the 
Army is prepared or not. To be ready, the Army must 
work toward an accurate vision of the future battle-
field and understand its operational environments. 
Multi-domain battle is the start of this process. It is 
an evolving warfighting concept designed to win in an 
ever-changing complex world, leveraging the lessons 
of the past with twenty-first century capabilities.

Multi-Domain Battle: A New 
Concept for a New World

In 1940, the U.S. Army began to learn the hard 
way how to become a modern military force.5 We face 
indications of similar challenges today. Operational 
environments are evolving through technological 
advancements and diffusion, increasingly weaponized 
information, and divergent political systems designed 
to upend the current international order. These 

Deter

Return to 
competition

Con�ict

Competition

Figure. Conflict Continuum
(Graphic by author)

Previous page: Artist Spiros Karkavelas envisions combat on a future 
urban battlefield. Success in a complex environment like this will re-
quire coordinated, mutually supporting efforts by all U.S. services 
across the entire multi-domain battlefield. (Artwork by Art of Spi-
ros, Spiros Karkavelas Entertainment Design, artofskar.blogspot.com; 
modified by Jim Crandell, Army University Press)
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MULTI-DOMAIN BATTLE

challenges demand a new perspective on how the 
Army fights both in purpose and in design.

The nature of war will remain unchanged. However, 
the continuum of conflict must be understood in the 
current and future context. There is and always will be 
strategic competition. You are either winning or losing, 
present tense. Seldom will conflict result in a perma-
nent win or loss. The linear depiction of peace to war 
and back again must be revised to reflect the cyclical 
nature of war where there are only positions of relative 
advantage. The continuum of conflict is defined by com-
petition short of conflict, conflict itself, and the return to 
competition (see figure, previous page).

Our adversaries and potential adversaries have 
studied and learned from our battlefield successes 
since the first Gulf War. With that knowledge, they are 
adapting their methods of warfare, while accelerating 
the modernization and professionalization of their 
combat forces. They seek to gain strategic advantage 
by offsetting the advantages we have enjoyed over the 
last twenty years. Through these new methods, they 
are competing now below the threshold of open armed 
conflict while continuing to posture to more effectively 
engage in large-scale combat, if it were to come to that. 
To offset our key advantages, three macro lessons are 
guiding their new approach to warfare. First, do not let 
the United States and our allies gain access to the area 
of operations. Once fully established, we have the oper-
ational advantage in logistics, firepower, and command 
and control necessary to overwhelm anyone. Second, 
try to fracture the joint team by isolating our air, sea, 
and land forces to prevent mutual support. It is the syn-
ergies of our interdependent joint capabilities that make 
us dominant. Third, fix us and do not allow our forces 
to maneuver and bring all of our elements of combat 
power (including leadership) to bear in the close fight.

We can expect all domains to be contested. Adver-
saries possess significant integrated air defenses and 
long-range fires, as well as sophisticated intelligence, sur-
veillance, and reconnaissance and information, electronic 
warfare, and cyber capabilities. It is no longer possible to 
maintain total dominance in all domains all of the time.

Multi-domain battle is a concept designed to over-
come our adversary’s integrated defensive capabilities, 
avoid domain isolation and fracturing, and preserve 
freedom of action. The joint force must be able to 
penetrate adversarial defenses at a time and place of 

our choosing, in more than one domain, by opening 
windows of domain superiority to allow maneuver 
inside our adversary’s integrated defense. The rate and 
speed of current and future world events will not allow 
us the time to synchronize federated solutions. In order 
to present the enemy with multiple dilemmas, we must 
converge and integrate multi-domain solutions and 
approaches before the battle starts. We must become 
sensor-shooter agnostic in all our platforms, and we 
must maintain a common operating picture.

Evolving Capabilities from 
Vision to Reality

Success of multi-domain battle is contingent on our 
ability to match the concept to the doctrine, organi-
zation, training, materiel, leadership and education, 
personnel, and facilities capabilities and material 
modernization requirements. Some of the emerging 
required capabilities to achieve this follow:

Long-range precision/cross-domain fires. The 
U.S. Army is developing multipurpose munitions and 
sensors for long-range precision fires and air-delivered 
electronic warfare. The goal is to have both lethal and 
nonlethal fires that are delivered from the land domain 
to produce effects in all domains. The ability to deliver 
precision fires at extended ranges is essential to miti-
gate risks associated with semi-independent maneuver 
and create the conditions necessary for deep maneuver 
to defeat the threat’s integrated fires complex.

Next generation combat vehicle. The next gener-
ation of combat vehicles will incorporate new weapons 
with greater range, as well as utility for urban environ-
ments. Designed to be optionally manned, they will 
be smaller in size, allowing greater maneuverability in 
restricted areas. They will 
have reduced fuel and bulk 
ammunition consumption 
rates while also incorpo-
rating integrated active 
protection combined 
with advanced-material 
armor. The next gener-
ation of combat vehicles 
will incorporate emerging 
technologies such as net-
worked targeting systems, 
directed energy weapons, 

Gen. David G. Perkins, 
U.S. Army, is the com-
manding general of the U.S. 
Army Training and Doctrine 
Command. He has com-
manded from the company 
to the division level in the 
operating force and in com-
bat. He previously served as 
commander of the U.S. Army 
Combined Arms Center at 
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas.
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semiautonomous wingman teaming, and increased-range 
munitions. 6 These will enable the type of semi-indepen-
dent maneuver that multi-domain battle requires.

Future vertical lift. Future vertical lift will play a 
critical role in moving combat power directly into the 
fight and ensuring casualties retain access to lifesaving 
treatment—despite distances. In multi-domain battle, 
aviation reconnaissance units will cover greater areas, 
aviation attack units will apply increased adaptability 
to take advantage of fleeting opportunities and respond 
more quickly to friendly ground units in need, avia-
tion assault and transport units will move larger forces 
further and faster to build combat power at decisive 
points, and medevac units will move casualties over 
greater distances within the “golden hour” of lifesaving 
treatment. Future vertical lift, using supervised auton-
omy, will provide commanders additional options of 
manned and unmanned platforms dependent upon 
mission requirements and level of risk.

The network. The network will increase the speed 
and flow of the right information to the right people, 
enabling faster understanding and action while simulta-
neously denying our adversaries freedom of maneuver 
on the “electronic battlefield.”7 To do this, the U.S. Army 
is creating a single end-to-end network framework and 
advanced cyberspace offensive and defensive capabilities. 
The network will deliver a common understanding of 
the operational environment while sharing information 
horizontally and vertically across all services and part-
ners—managing information from home station to the 
tactical edge. Offensive and defensive cyber capabilities, 
using artificial intelligence, protect the friendly network 
and create windows of opportunity while disrupting and 
denying the enemy’s use of the electromagnetic spectrum.

Air/missile defense. The Army is taking steps to 
defend key fixed sites and provide effective air and 
missile defense protection of maneuvering forces by 
modernizing short-range air defense and Terminal 
High Altitude Area Defense systems as well as devel-
oping onboard aerial and ground vehicle advanced 
protection systems. Survivability of units will be 
dependent on the success and distribution of these ca-
pabilities. As an enabler, increasing ground-based fires 
will support joint force commanders with more op-
tions while simultaneously providing force protection 
against enemy missile and manned and unmanned 
air system attacks. As a deterrent, positioning and 

demonstrating these abilities will frustrate adversaries’ 
aims to fracture the joint force.

Soldier lethality. The soldier and squad are the 
cornerstone of the U.S. Army. Our Army is only as good 
as our soldiers’ ability to perform both physically and 
cognitively. They must have overmatch with their weap-
ons and equipment to succeed in high-intensity combat. 
Lethality must be balanced between fire and maneuver 
with systems to increase the delivery of accurate and 
lethal fires while increasing individual soldier maneu-
verability. In terms of lethality, the Army is increasing 
close- and long-range small arms accuracy via new fire 
control systems, munitions, and weapon designs. The 
introduction of robotics in terms of exoskeleton suits and 
manned-unmanned teaming will improve maneuverabil-
ity by decreasing the individual soldier’s load while also 
increasing small unit range, coverage, and responsiveness.

Organizational design. One example of force design 
and experimentation pertaining to the multi-domain 
battle concept is the multi-domain task force (MDTF). 
The MDTF is experimenting under the guidance of U.S. 
Army Pacific. It delivers operational fires to enable joint 
force freedom of maneuver at the earliest stage of deploy-
ment and conflict. The MDTF achieves this by deploying 
and managing capabilities like long-range precision fires, 
air and missile defense, attacking enemy networks, and 
defending the friendly network. While still experimen-
tal, the first MDTF is a major step toward realizing the 
multi-domain battle concept.

From Parochialism to Understanding
Between 1920 and 1939, there was no greater chal-

lenge to modernization than branch and service parochi-
alism. We cannot allow that to happen again.

Parochialism was mitigated in the past with signifi-
cant and effective results. A great example of overcom-
ing parochialism is the U.S. Army and U.S. Air Force’s 
31 Initiatives. As part of AirLand Battle, 31 Initiatives 
brought modernization efforts that had been in the works 
since the early 1970s to a combined recommendation 
shared between the Air Force and the Army.8 Central to 
the success of this interservice effort was a shared Terms 
of Reference (TOR) that articulated a common under-
standing of demands on the present force as well as the 
process to design and field the best affordable AirLand 
combat forces.9 The TOR began with Army doctrine 
in FM 100-5, Operations, as the point of departure to 
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conduct joint training and exercises—to reach a shared 
understanding of what AirLand Battle would require.10

For multi-domain battle, we have already begun 
to build the components for future collaboration in 
the spirit of the 31 Initiatives. As with AirLand Battle, 
multi-domain battle naturally challenges domain-based 
parochial positions. It readily identifies that land com-
ponents cannot dominate without convergence across 
domains. With publication of the first version of the 
concept we are working to establish a clear point of 
departure for additional multiservice and joint collabo-
ration, and building a coalition of leaders committed to 
developing a shared understanding and visualization of 
the future force and multi-domain battle.

The idea of a coalition of leaders from across the ser-
vices is not aspirational. From inception, the U.S. Marine 
Corps partnered with the Army to develop the original 
multi-domain battle white paper and concept (version 
1.0). The Marines brought their extensive experience 
in both combined arms maneuver and cross-domain 
maneuver. The Air Force also committed to work-
ing multi-domain battle issues. They helped identify 
U.S. Army natural bias to think spatially at the cost of 
functional perspectives when viewing the operational 
framework.11 The Air Force, through the Air Combat 
Command (ACC), also committed to conducting 
multiservice exercises, experiments, and wargames on 
multi-domain battle to increase shared understanding 
and visualization. The U.S. Army Training and Doctrine 
Command and Air Combat Command are working 
jointly to develop a converged operational framework to 

visualize multiple domains simultaneously. Finally, there 
are the invaluable roles of U.S. Pacific Command and U.S. 
Army Pacific, which have provided, and continue to pro-
vide, opportunities to operationalize multi-domain battle 
through exercises and taking on the first MDTF.

Conclusion
The U.S. Army must continue to strive to be a pre-

mier learning and innovative institution. Multi-domain 
battle and the subsequent Army capabilities will con-
tinue to be assessed through our iterative processes of 
think, learn, analyze, and implement. To get where we 
want to go, it is critical to understand that multi-domain 
battle, at this stage, is still a concept. Transitioning the 
Army from the constabulary force of 1917 to a mod-
ern army took over twenty years and two world wars. 
Transitioning the Army from the Vietnam War to 
AirLand Battle took over ten years. In the years to come, 
multi-domain battle is our concept to drive change. 
We will invariably find that the ideas, capabilities, and 
requirements we generate are not always correct—what 
will be critical is that we adapt and innovate consistently 
with a common joint vision and shared understanding.

Twenty-first century warfare is coming. In many 
respects it has already arrived. The challenge the Army and 
Joint Force face today is whether we can adapt. The battle-
field has simultaneously compressed and expanded global-
ly.12 Unlike the past, we will not have two years to correct 
the mistakes of twenty. The force that is postured, resilient, 
and able to converge its capabilities across all domains will 
win. We must be that force. Victory starts here.
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The Return of U.S. 
Army Field Manual 3-0, 
Operations
Lt. Gen. Mike Lundy, U.S. Army
Col. Rich Creed, U.S. Army

When the U.S. Army rescinded Field 
Manual (FM) 3-0, Operations, and 
published Army Doctrine Publication 

3-0, Unified Land Operations, in 2011, the world was a 
different place.1 The likelihood of large-scale ground 
combat against an enemy with peer capabilities 
seemed remote. While the Russians had intervened 
in Georgia with ground forces in 2008, there were 
few indications that they would engage in further 
physically aggressive behavior. Chinese maritime 
claims in the South China Sea seemed to have little 
to do with Army concerns. The Korean Peninsula 
remained tense, but resumption of war seemed no 
more likely than at any other time since the 1953 ar-
mistice. The Army’s two remaining armored brigade 
combat teams in Germany were directed to return 
to the continental United States, and the Army was 
downsizing while building momentum toward a de-
cision that would make a significant portion of Army 
forces in Korea rotational as well.

The strategic environment has changed significantly 
since then. Russian aggression against the Ukraine and 
increasingly bellicose behavior by the North Koreans 
and Iranians are prime examples. The rapidly modern-
izing Chinese military added to the sense that the Army 
needed to quickly adapt to the increased possibility of 
large-scale ground combat against adversaries significant-
ly more capable than al-Qaida, Iraqi insurgents, and the 
Taliban. As a result, the Army began training for large-
scale combat operations during mission command train-
ing program exercises and at its “dirt” combat training 

centers after a decade-long hiatus. It also discovered our 
current tactical doctrine for large-scale combat opera-
tions was inadequate.

In 2016, the Army chief of staff directed Training and 
Doctrine Command to write an operations manual that 
would provide the doctrinal basis for prevailing in large-
scale ground combat against enemies whose military 
capabilities, in regional contexts, rivaled our own. While 
the Army had some doctrine that was relevant to fighting 
big wars, it lacked a single, up-to-date, unifying doctri-
nal manual focused on large-unit tactics for use against 
contemporary threats. There was also a definitive need to 
address Army operations along the continuum of conflict 
and the roles the Army fulfills for the joint force as our 
adversaries challenge the status quo in various regions 
around the world.
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Previous versions of FM 3-0, Operations, and its 
predecessor, FM 100-5, contained useful ideas relevant 
to current problems, but none adequately addressed 
all the challenges of today’s operational environment. 
Reasonably informed professionals can and do argue 
which challenges are the most serious, but most might 
agree that they fall into three general categories. The first, 
and arguably most important, is that the Army’s culture 
needed to change. The focus on regularly scheduled 
deployments of brigade combat teams, higher echelon 

headquarters, and supporting formations to conduct 
counterinsurgency operations (COIN) from static bases 
against enemies with limited military capabilities created 
a view of ground combat incongruent with the realities 
of fighting large-scale combat against a peer threat. Few 
leaders with significant experience training or fighting 
against peer threats remain in our tactical formations, 
and those with experience at more senior levels were 
out of practice after a decade or more focused on COIN. 
The new FM 3-0 addresses the need to change our Army 
culture by describing the operational environment and 
threat, emphasizing the important roles of echelons 
above the brigade level during operations, and addressing 
the training readiness considerations in each warfighting 
function during large-scale ground combat.2

The second category of challenges is improving 
our Army’s readiness to prevail in large-scale ground 
combat against opponents with peer capabilities. Our 
Army and our doctrine became optimized for lim-
ited contingency operations that primarily focused 
on operations where counterinsurgency and stability 
tasks made up the bulk of what both units and head-
quarters were expected to do. Since 2003, seldom have 
units larger than a platoon been at risk of destruction 
by enemy forces, and no units faced enemy forces able 
to mass fires or maneuver large-scale forces effective-
ly. The problem is that the ability to effectively shape 
security environments and prevent conflict through 
credible conventional deterrence, or to consolidate 

gains to achieve the desired political purpose, comes 
from the demonstrated readiness to prevail in large-
scale ground combat against the most lethal threats. 
This is why the core of FM 3-0 addresses large-scale 
ground combat operations at the brigade, division, 
and corps level. It describes the tactics and procedures 
used during both the defense and the offense, and 
those familiar with previous editions of FM 3-0 or FM 
100-5 are unlikely to be surprised by what they read in 
those three chapters. There are no new tactical tasks, 

but there is a renewed recognition and deeper dis-
cussion of the tactics required to employ capabilities 
within and across multiple domains to enable freedom 
of action for subordinate echelons.

What is new from previous editions, however, are the 
chapters focused on operations to shape, operations to 
prevent, and operations to consolidate gains. A large pro-
portion of the Army engages in these operations around 

the world continuously, 
and how well the Army 
does so has a significant 
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influence on both the likelihood of large-scale ground 
combat and the strategic outcomes of that combat should 
it occur. FM 3-0 thus addresses the operations the Army 
conducts across the continuum of conflict as it fulfills its 
strategic roles as part of the joint force, recognizing that 
it is the demonstrated capability to prevail in large-scale 
ground combat that enables the effective prosecution of 
missions supporting the other strategic roles. As a result, 
the manual also contains a renewed emphasis on the 
roles of the Army’s corps and division echelons to employ 
capabilities as formations.

Corps and divisions play a central role in large-scale 
ground combat, which is not and cannot be a brigade 
combat team (BCT)-centric endeavor. When proper-
ly constituted, trained, and led, echelons of command 
unburden subordinate formations by narrowing their 
focus, reducing their spans of control, and maintaining 
the broader perspective in time and space necessary for 
effective planning. The division is the first echelon able 
to effectively plan and coordinate the employment of all 
multi-domain capabilities across the operational frame-
work. The same is true for the corps during operations 
that require multiple divisions. Each higher echelon has 
a perspective that should look at time, geography, deci-
sion-making, and the electromagnetic spectrum different-
ly. This is not a new military idea but reflects a significant 
change from the formative experiences of the majority of 
our Army’s leadership during a time when divisions and 
corps were serving in the roles of joint headquarters or 
more focused at the operational versus tactical level.

The third category of challenges pertains to the reality 
that the U.S. Army does not enjoy overwhelming advan-
tages against every opponent it may be required to fight. 
FM 3-0 recognizes that some adversaries have equal, or 
even superior capabilities that may put Army forces at a 
position of relative disadvantage, particularly in a regional 
context. Some threat capabilities, particularly integrated 
air defense systems and long-range surface-to-surface 
fires, severely impede freedom of action in the air and 
maritime domains, meaning that the other services 
may not be able to help solve ground tactical problems 
as quickly or easily as they did in Iraq and Afghanistan. 
Against some opponents, U.S. Army cannon and rocket 
artillery is likely to be both outranged and significantly 
outnumbered, which would present a tactical problem 
even if friendly forces were not contested in the air do-
main. The potential combination of relative disadvantage 

in the ground, maritime, and air domains has implica-
tions for how Army forces conduct operations against 
enemy formations designed around long-range fires 
systems, which employ maneuver arms in support of fires 
more often than the other way around. Understanding 
the various methods our adversaries and potential foes 
employ (systems warfare, isolation, preclusion, infor-
mation warfare, and sanctuary) is therefore critical to 
devising tactical plans to defeat them, and it is important 
to understand that these methods are likely to manifest 
themselves differently in each situation.

Unlike AirLand Battle, which was focused on one 
enemy, or previous iterations of FM 3-0, which really 
didn’t focus on any particular threat, this edition of FM 
3-0 is focused on peer or near-peer adversaries (Russia, 
China, Iran, and North Korea) in the current opera-
tional environment. For that reason, the operational 
challenges our Army faces span the range of military 
operations across all domains, and they needed to be ad-
dressed. FM 3-0 is not optimized for any one type of op-
eration or single threat, but rather benchmarked against 
the most potent adversary capabilities and methods 
that have proliferated worldwide, and accounts for what 
the Army is required to do—from large-scale ground 
combat to shaping the security environment through 
regional engagement, and all operations in between. FM 
3-0 does not change the Army’s foundational opera-
tional concept, which remains unified land operations. 
What it does is better account for the reason behind the 
operations we conduct to clarify the interrelationship 
between strategic purpose, planning, readiness, and the 
tactical tasks assigned to units.

Organization and Purpose
FM 3-0 arranges operations by purpose, in accor-

dance with the four Army strategic roles. The Army 
shapes the operational environment, prevents conflict, 
conducts large-scale ground combat, and consolidates gains. 
Army forces do this as part of the joint force, generally 
in a multinational context, for a joint force command-
er. Previous versions of FM 3-0 and FM 100-5 did not 
adequately emphasize the critical linkage between tactical 
tasks and achieving the strategic purpose for which we 
conduct them. Categorizing types of operations by pur-
pose aligns with the joint phasing construct found in JP 
3-0, Joint Operations, while emphasizing that there is not 
always a direct linear relationship between those phases 
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(see figure 1).3 Chapters 3 (Operations to Shape) and 4 
(Operations to Prevent) of FM 3-0 describe operations 
conducted short of large-scale ground combat, when 
adversaries seek to use methods below the threshold of 

armed conflict to upset the status quo or subvert friendly 
nations. Chapters 5 (Large-Scale Ground Combat), 6 
(Defense), and 7 (Offense) focus on large-scale ground 
combat, and chapter 8 (Operations to Consolidate Gains) 
addresses the echeloned transition from large-scale 
ground combat to the final achievement of the operation-
al or strategic purpose.

Achieving the strategic purpose of operations is the 
underlying theory of victory in FM 3-0 and is addressed 
at the end of chapter 1. There are few acceptable per-
manent solutions to conflict at the strategic level. The 
majority of conflicts in the world are managed over 
long periods of time, with each side trying to increase 
and exploit positions of relative advantage. In effect, the 
joint force is either winning or losing a competition that 
provides opportunities to achieve favorable results during 
operations short of armed conflict, during armed conflict, 
and during the transition that occurs after armed conflict. 
The Army, acting in performance of its strategic roles 
as part of the joint force, conducts operations across the 
conflict continuum to ensure the United States maintains 
a position of advantage relative to actual and potential 
threats. Operations to shape or prevent are successful 
when they defeat an adversary’s purpose, such as an 
attempt to destabilize the desired status quo or subvert a 
friendly state. We win during large-scale ground combat 
by destroying or defeating the enemy’s conventional capa-
bilities and will to resist. We effectively consolidate gains 

when we follow through to ensure the enemy cannot 
constitute other forms of resistance to protract the con-
flict or change its nature in ways that thwart our purpose. 
In short, FM 3-0 provides a context for commanders and 

their staffs to successfully practice operational art appro-
priate for the range of military operations.

Old and New
Any discussion about new doctrine for large-scale 

ground combat operations tends to generate the discus-
sion that the U.S. Army is pining for the “simpler” days of 
the planning for the Soviet threat in Europe as an escape 
from the challenge of COIN. Another is the Army is seek-
ing to bring back large-scale combat as a justification for 
maintaining force structure. Neither is the case. Chapter 
1 describes a very different operational environment than 
that of thirty-five or even five years ago. The intellectual 
approach is to specifically account for today’s adversaries 
and the broad categories of operations the Army conducts 
to confront them as part of the joint force. Incorporating 
the Army chief of staff’s guidance with regard to preparing 
the Army for large-scale land combat against an opponent 
with peer capabilities was critical, and FM 3-0 makes it 
clear that there are linkages between what the Army does 
during operations short of conflict and what it needs to 
do if it is to prevail in war. FM 3-0 accounts for both what 
is enduringly fundamental and what has changed in the 
context of current environmental realities, Army organi-
zations, and Army capabilities.

There are several big ideas that are not necessarily 
new to operations but have not been adequately ad-
dressed in recent doctrine or experience. We specifically 
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Figure 1. Army Strategic Roles and Their Relationships to Joint Phases
(Graphic from U.S. Army Field Manual 3-0, Operations)
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sought to account for the importance of friendly and 
threat capabilities across multiple domains and the 
information environment. As a result, we modified the 
operational framework to approximate the extended 
battlefield framework found in the multi-domain battle 
concept (see figure 2).4 Doing so recognizes the realities 
of the operational environment, current Army and joint 
capabilities, and the planning considerations essential 
for winning. The new operational framework adds the 
strategic support area, joint security area (JSA), con-
solidation area, and deep fires area to the previously 
designated deep, close, and support areas.

The strategic support and joint security areas en-
compass where Army activities occur outside the areas 
of operation for which Army tactical level commanders 
are responsible. Army forces transit and operate in those 
areas, but the areas themselves are primarily the purview 
of the other services, combatant commanders, and joint 
headquarters because they largely encompass domains 
other than land. We added them because Army forces 
are heavily influenced by what happens there and have 
planning responsibilities for Army activities in those areas 
and the information environment. The deep fires area 
is that part of the deep area that is beyond where Army 

Consolidation
area

Support
area

Strategic
support area

(Intertheater)

Joint
security area

(Intratheater)

Deep area

Maneuver Fires

The strategic support 
area describes the 
area extending from 
a theater of 
operations to a 
continental United 
States base or 
another combatant 
commander’s area of 
responsibility, that 
contains those 
organizations, lines of 
communication, and 
other agencies 
required in the �eld. 
It includes the air and 
seaports supporting 
the �ow of forces 
and sustainment into 
the theater.

The joint security 
area is a speci�c 
surface area, 
designated by the 
joint force 
commander to 
facilitate protection 
of joint bases and 
their connecting 
lines of communica-
tion that support 
joint operations.

The consolidation 
area is the portion of 
the commander’s 
area of operations 
that is designated to 
facilitate the security 
and stability tasks 
necessary for 
freedom of action in 
the close area and to 
support the 
continuous 
consolidation of 
gains.

The support area is the 
portion of the 
commander’s area of 
operations that is 
designated to facilitate 
the positioning, 
employment, and 
protection of base 
sustainment assets 
required to sustain, 
enable, and control 
operations.

The close area is the 
portion of a 
commander’s area of 
operations assigned 
to subordinate 
maneuver forces.

The zone between 
the forward line of 
own troops (FLOT) 
and the �re 
support 
coordination line 
(FSCL) is typically 
the area over which 
friendly ground 
forces intend to 
maneuver in the 
near future and is 
also the area where 
joint air interdiction 
operations are 
normally executed 
through the air 
support operations 
center/direct air 
support center. 
Joint Publication 
(JP) 3-03, Joint 
Interdiction

Interdiction 
best describes 
how Army and 
joint �res are 
typically 
employed in 
the deep area 
interdiction. An 
action to 
divert, disrupt, 
delay, or 
destroy the 
enemy’s 
military surface 
capability 
before it can 
be used 
e�ectively 
against friendly 
forces, or to 
otherwise 
achieve 
objectives.

The deep area is the portion of the 
commander’s area of operations that is 
not assigned to subordinate units.

Space, cyberspace, information

Close area

Brigade 
combat team

Division
Corps

Theater army

FLO
T

FSCL

Figure 2. FM 3-0 Operational Framework for Unified Land Operations
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forces would immediately plan to maneuver with ground 
forces and where primarily joint and Army cross-domain 
capabilities would be employed. The strategic support 
area, JSA, and deep fires area actually describe what 
already existed in fact but were not accounted for in pre-
vious large-unit tactical doctrine. It is the consolidation 
area that reflects the biggest change to the operational 
framework in terms of how Army forces look at areas of 
operation at the corps and division level.

The consolidation area was designed to solve an 
age-old problem during operations. The Army has 
long wrestled with the security challenges behind its 
forces while maintaining tempo in the close and deep 
areas, particularly during offensive operations when 
brigade combat team rear boundaries shift forward 
and increase the size of the division support area 
beyond the capability of the units operating there to 
control terrain, secure populations, or protect them-
selves against bypassed enemy forces. The typical 
solution was to assign combat power from brigades 
committed to operations in the close and deep areas 
to the maneuver enhancement brigade (MEB) 
during exercises, which was satisfactory as long as 
the division bypassed only small enemy formations 
and the training scenario was metered to keep the 
enemy forces from being too aggressive. Actual 
experience against Iraqi forces during the first few 
months of Operation Iraqi Freedom indicated this 
approach entails significant risk both during and 
after execution of large-scale ground combat op-
erations. The enemy cannot be allowed time to 
reconstitute new forms of resistance to protract 
the conflict and undo our initial battlefield gains. 
Against more capable threats, we need to address the 
problem directly by planning for and employing the 
necessary additional combat power beyond what is 
required for the close and deep areas to consolidate 
gains during large-scale combat operations.

During the Cold War in Europe, the Army could 
depend upon its allies to quickly provide the combat 

power necessary to consolidate gains as large-scale 
combat ended in a particular area of operations. While 
this is still the case in Korea, and likely to be true when 
fighting as part of NATO, there are other places in the 
world where Army forces would need to consolidate 
gains ourselves, at least initially. This is especially import-
ant when we conduct high tempo offensive operations 
that bypass significant enemy maneuver forces to avoid 
being fixed while inside the range of enemy long-range 

cannon, rocket, and missile fires. FM 3-0 says that corps 
and division commanders may designate a consolidation 
area to a subordinate echelon as an area of operations to 
facilitate freedom of action by unburdening units in the 
support, close, and deep areas. For a division, this would 
be typically executed by an additional BCT that must 
be accounted for when the theater army conducts force 
tailoring for the joint force commander. A corps would 
assign a division responsibility for its consolidation area, 
which would expand as its divisions moved forward and 
unit boundaries shifted to maintain momentum.

Consolidation areas are dynamic, as the units assigned 
them initially conduct offensive, defensive, and the min-
imal stability tasks necessary to defeat bypassed forces, 
control key terrain and facilities, and secure population 
centers. Over time, as the situation matures, the mix of 
tactical tasks is likely to be equal parts security and stabil-
ity in each consolidation area. However, security-related 
tasks always have first priority. Planning and execution 
to consolidate gains must account for all potential means 
of enemy resistance and be approached as a form of 
exploitation and pursuit if we want to create enduring 
outcomes. It is critical to avoid giving enemies the time to 
reorganize for a different kind of fight.

As mentioned above, the forces assigned consol-
idation areas are additive and not intended to draw 
combat power away from the close area. When we plan 
operations and allocate forces, we must account for 
the requirement to consolidate gains as part of making 
accurate, responsible staff estimates. The requirement 
to consolidate gains doesn’t go away when we ignore 

When we plan operations and allocate forces, we must 
account for the requirement to consolidate gains as 
part of making accurate, responsible staff estimates. 
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it, and the longer the delay in addressing it the greater 
the impact on the force’s ability to sustain tempo and 
the more challenging the requirement likely becomes 
overall. The Army has always been tasked to consolidate 
gains. It did so with varying degrees of success in the 

Indian wars, after the Civil War during Reconstruction, 
during the Spanish-American War, during World War II 
and Korea, and in Vietnam, Haiti, Iraq, and Afghanistan. 
How successfully we did it informs how the outcomes of 
those wars or conflicts are viewed today.

There are obvious implications to this idea. Follow-
and-support units task organized to conduct combined 
arms operations are essential. The units could be in 
theater, or forces arriving later in the deployment process. 
Coalition units could often be well suited for assignment 
to consolidation areas. The biggest implication is that 
more forces are required and must be allocated to defeat 
the enemy on the battlefield and consolidate gains to 
attain a strategic objective than to just simply defeat the 
enemy on the battlefield.

Army Echelons and the 
Operational Framework

FM 3-0 recognizes the importance of cyberspace and 
space-enabled capabilities, electronic warfare, and the 
heavily contested information environment. It pulls key 
aspects of the latest doctrine in those areas into the oper-
ations conducted by theater armies, corps, and divisions. 
Converging those capabilities in support of ground forces 
to gain and exploit positions of advantage is a critical role 
played at the division level and higher. Brigade combat 
teams fighting in the close area generally lack the time 
or ability to effectively plan and employ multi-domain 
capabilities other than those already under their control. 
Mobility, lethality, and protection dominate the cognitive 
focus at the brigade and lower echelons during ground 
combat. Theater armies, corps, and divisions are far 
enough removed from the close fight to have a broader 

perspective across the operational framework and are 
where the capabilities resident in each domain are orches-
trated and synchronized to converge in time and space to 
enable freedom of action for subordinate echelons. It is 
they who identify and exploit windows of opportunity.

How we think about the operational framework 
has changed. The first difference to consider is that we 
no longer discuss linear versus nonlinear constructs. 
Instead, FM 3-0 has contiguous and noncontiguous 
areas of operation to better account for the nonlinear 
nature of all operations, regardless of the physical lines 
on a graphic overlay. The next, and largest difference, is 
that each area of the operational framework has physical, 
temporal, cognitive, and virtual considerations that cor-
relate with the focus of a particular echelon. Without an 
echelon-specific focus in time and space across multiple 
domains, the likelihood would be that everyone focuses 
on the close fight and current operations.

The operational framework considerations provide 
commanders and staffs a way to look at multiple do-
mains and the information environment in the context of 
operations on land. The considerations are as interrelated 
as the domains in any specific situation and have different 
implications for different echelons operating in different 
areas of the operational framework. The physical and 
temporal considerations pertain to space and time, and 
have been with us a long time. Cognitive considerations 
are those things pertaining to enemy decision making, 
enemy will, our will, and the behavior of populations. 
Virtual considerations are in regard to activities and en-
tities that reside in cyberspace, both friendly and threat. 
Taken together, the four considerations allow command-
ers and staffs to account for the reality that all battle is 
multi-domain battle and has been for a long time.

Maritime capabilities have influenced land combat 
for more than two thousand years. Air capabilities 
have done the same for more than a century, while 
space capabilities have been with us for more than 

Brigade combat teams fighting in the close area gen-
erally lack the time or ability to effectively plan and 
employ multi-domain capabilities other than those al-
ready under their control. 



forty years. Even cyberspace has played a critical role 
for almost two decades. By explicitly expanding the 
operational framework beyond a tactically focused 
physical model, FM 3-0 accounts for the employment 
of capabilities unbound by range constraints during 
operations short of armed conflict, during small-scale 
contingencies, during large-scale ground combat, and 
as we consolidate gains to achieve enduring outcomes 
to our tactical operations.

The Way Ahead
The new FM 3-0 has significant implications for 

the Army as it reorients on large-scale ground combat 
while simultaneously conducting other types of oper-
ations around the world to prevent peer and near-peer 
adversaries from gaining positions of strategic advan-
tage. Many of the considerations necessary to achieve 
military success in the current operational environment 
are fundamentally unchanged, but what has changed 
is important. Army forces do not have the luxury of 
focusing solely on large-scale land combat at the expense 
of the other missions the Nation requires them to do, 
but at the same time, they cannot afford to be unpre-
pared for those kinds of operations in an increasingly 
unstable world. Being prepared for large-scale ground 
combat generates credible deterrence and contributes 
to worldwide stability. Being prepared requires doctrine 
suitable for theater armies, corps, divisions, and brigades 
to conduct operations with the right mix of forces able 
to execute tactical tasks to achieve operational and 
strategic goals. We look forward to a spirited profession-
al discussion across our Army as we integrate our new 
operational doctrine into the force. That professional 
discussion will undoubtedly inform more changes in the 
future and make us a better Army.

Notes
1. Field Manual (FM) 3-0, Operations (Washington, DC: U.S. 

Government Publishing Office [GPO], 2008 [obsolete]). Change 
1 to this version was published in 2011; Army Doctrine Publica-
tion 3-0, Unified Land Operations (Washington, DC: U.S. GPO, 
2011 [obsolete]).

2. FM 3-0, Operations (Washington, DC: U.S. GPO, 6 October 
2017).

3. Ibid., figure 1-4.
4. For more on the multi-domain battle concept, see David 

G. Perkins, “Multi-Domain Battle: Driving Change to Win in the 
Future,” Military Review 97, no. 4 ( July-August 2017): 6–12.

WE 
RECOMMEND

Essential to Success: Historical Case Studies in the Art of 
Command at Echelons Above Brigade is the latest book 

from Army University Press.  Commissioned as a compan-
ion to the Army’s 2017 version of FM 3-0, Operations, it 
contains twenty engaging and thought-provoking chap-
ters by scholars and former large-unit commanders who 
analyze key decisions, enabling factors, and limiting factors 
in large-unit combat operations from the Second World 
War to current conflicts.  
The U.S. Army’s recent history of small-unit operations, 
combined with increased potential for large-scale combat 
against peer or near-peer rivals and advances in technolo-
gy and social media call for a reassessment of command at 
senior levels. Essential to Success highlights situations faced 
by commanders of the past, and it explains and contextu-
alizes the problems they faced, the decisions they made, 
and the outcomes of those decisions. The book invites 
readers, commanders, and their staffs to think critical-
ly and apply historical experience to large-scale ground 
combat of the future in an attempt to preserve American 
lives and valuable national resources. 
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Contemporary Warfare 
and Current Issues for the 
Defense of the Country
General of the Army Valery Gerasimov, Chief of the General 
Staff of the Russian Federation Armed Forces
Translated by Dr. Harold Orenstein; Foreword by Timothy Thomas

General of the Army Valery Gerasimov, Chief of Staff of the Russian Federation Armed Forces, congratulates servicemen and veterans during a  
speech 1 October 2016 on Russia’s Ground Forces Day, noting their significant contribution to the protection of Russia’s national interests. (Photo 
courtesy of Ministry of Defence of the Russian Federation)
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Foreword
In March 2017, Russian General Staff Chief Valery Gerasimov 

spoke on the topic “Contemporary Warfare and Current Issues for 
the Defense of the Country” at a conference held at the Academy of 
Military Sciences. This speech is presented here in direct translation 
(without conversion to vernacular English).1

Gerasimov discusses several elements that characterize war 
today and what tasks to tackle. First, he lists the features that 
characterize contemporary military conflicts. They include 
noncontact operations, weapon costs, the use of robotics, various 
forms for employing forces, the use of information-psychological 
and information-technical effects, and other factors. Second, he 
discusses hybrid operations and the “flip side,” which he labels as 
a new perception of peacetime, when security and sovereignty are 
threatened by means other than violent measures, (i.e., nonmil-
itary means). Third, he lists tasks for the Academy of Military 
Science to study, to include the current forms of confrontation 
and the methods to oppose them, the development of counters 
to hybrid warfare means used by the West against Russia, the 
development of forms and methods of operations under various 
conditions, and the problems associated with organizing force 
regroupings. Fourth, he notes that Russia’s military capabil-
ities have been improved via the balanced development of all 
services and branches. Specifically, he highlights five areas: the 
development of high-tech weapons, new communication means, 
intelligence, automated command and control, and radio-elec-
tronic warfare. Fifth, he underscores one thought on several 
occasions—that the use of military force is still the best way to 
describe “war.” Additionally, Gerasimov warns that there has not 
been enough attention paid by military scholars to certain topics 
including “combat operations against irregular enemy forma-
tions; employment of groupings consisting of regular forces and 
national militia detachments; combat under urban conditions, 
including where fighters are holding civilians as ‘human shields’; 
and post-conflict normalization.”

Finally, it should be noted that Gerasimov’s speech offered a 
good example of “how to think like a Russian officer,” as he men-
tions key elements associated with their military science: trends, 
forecasting, the correlation of types of struggles, and forms and 
methods. Special attention should also be paid to how Gerasimov 
characterizes “hybrid operations” as a U.S. and NATO activity 
and “hybrid warfare” as promoted by mass media and “as an 
established term is, at present, premature.” It is significant that 
when he states “the Russian army has shown skill [in Syria] in 
conducting new-type warfare,” new-type warfare is understood 
as the emerging depiction for Russian thinking on war.

Timothy Thomas, Foreign Military Studies Office

Remarks by General of the Army 
Valery Gerasimov, “Contemporary 
Warfare and Current Issues for the 
Defense of the Country”

War has always been a constant companion of hu-
manity. It was born before the appearance of the state and 
is one of the factors of the development of the state.

It is natural that the problem of defining the nature 
and essence of warfare has always been at the center of 
attention of domestic and foreign scholars. Clausewitz 
singled out the political nature of war, treating it as a 
continuation of politics by other means. He understood 
“other means” to be violent ones. He compared war to 
“extended single combat,” defining it as “an act of violence 
having the goal of forcing the enemy to carry out our will.”

Snesarev and Svechin—eminent Russian and Soviet 
military theorists at the beginning of the twentieth centu-
ry—made a significant contribution to the development 
of “the science of war.” The principal trends of waging war, 
which are a result of not only political, but also economic 
and social relations, are an example of their research.

By the beginning of the 1990s, a firm understand-
ing of war as a means of achieving political goals 
exclusively on the basis of employing means of armed 
struggle developed.

War as a phenomenon 
occupies the minds of both 
domestic and foreign mili-
tary specialists. At present, 
the United States has a 
classification of military 
conflicts, including tradi-
tional and nontraditional 
warfare. At the beginning 
of the twenty-first cen-
tury, American theorists 
proposed the inclusion of 
“hybrid warfare” in this 
classification. This refers 
to actions that occur in a 
period that cannot possibly 
be associated purely with 
war or with peace.

In domestic science 
and practice, a more 
weighty approach to 
the classification of 

General of the Army 
Valery Gerasimov is the 
chief of the General Staff 
of the Russian Federation 
Armed Forces and first 
deputy defense minis-
ter. He is a graduate of 
the Kazan Higher Tank 
Command School, the 
Malinovsky Military 
Academy of Armored 
Forces, and the Military 
Academy of the General 
Staff of the Armed Forces 
of Russia. He served in a 
wide variety of command 
and staff positions before 
his current assignment, 
including commanding the 
58th Army during combat 
operations in Chechnya.
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contemporary military conflicts has been determined. 
It takes into account a greater number of attributes of 
wars and armed conflicts.

According to the Military Doctrine of the Russian 
Federation, wars, together with armed conflicts, com-
prise the general content of military conflicts. They are 

“a form of resolving interstate or intrastate conflicts 
with the employment of armed force.” At the same 
time, there is no definition of “war” in official interna-
tional or domestic documents.

The term “war” is used in domestic military science. It 
is defined in the Military Encyclopedia. Today, the military 
and scientific community is dynamically discussing issues 
regarding a clarification of the concept of war.

Some scholars and specialists adhere to the classical 
treatment of the nature and content of war. Here, the 
objectivity of the evolutionary development of warfare as 
a phenomenon and the necessity of introducing changes 
into its theory are not rejected. Others recommend a 
fundamental reexamination of views on the nature and 
content of the concept of war, taking into consideration 
that armed struggle is not an obligatory attribute.

At present, one can encounter in print and in public 
discussion such phrases as “information warfare,” “eco-
nomic warfare,” “hybrid war,” and a multitude of other 
variants of the use of the word “war.” All this must be 
analyzed and discussed. It is evident that a healthy 
scholarly discussion can only be something good for 
domestic military science.

The General Staff is focusing the necessary atten-
tion on resolving this issue. In 2016, a discussion on 
the nature of the concept of war under contempo-
rary conditions was organized at the General Staff 
Military Academy.

A meeting of the military security issues section 
of the Security Council’s science board also examined 
this issue. During the discussion, general guidelines 
were developed regarding the necessity of analyzing the 

characteristics and features of contemporary military 
conflicts and clarifying their genesis and development.

Military conflicts at the end of the twentieth century 
and beginning of the twenty-first century differ from 
one another with respect to composition of participants, 
weapons employed, and forms and methods of troop 

activities. At the same time, military conflicts have not 
gone beyond the bounds of the conventional nature of 
war; their components are types of struggle such as direct 
armed struggle, political struggle, diplomatic struggle, 
information struggle, et al. New features have appeared 
in them such as a change in the correlation of the contri-
bution of one type of struggle over another to the overall 
political success of a war, the overwhelming superiority of 
one of the sides in military force and economic might, etc.

There are a number of features that are characteris-
tic for contemporary military conflicts.

The experience of NATO operations in Yugoslavia, 
which heralded the era of so-called “noncontact” or “re-
mote” warfare, has not received widespread circulation. 
The reason is an objective one: restrictions of a geograph-
ic and economic nature were imposed on the achieve-
ment of the goals of the war. The cost factor for weapons 
and war began to play an important role in the selection 
of methods for conducting military operations.

A substantive feature of contemporary military 
conflicts is the increasing employment of the latest 
robotic complexes and unmanned aerial vehicles with 
varied designations and actions. New forms of employ-
ment of different forces and means have appeared. For 
example, during the operations in Libya, a no-fly zone 
was established and a naval blockade was carried out 
in combination with the joint operations of private 
military companies from the NATO countries and the 
opposition’s armed formations.

The leading countries of the world have declared 
that gaining information superiority is an indispens-
able condition of combat operations in their concepts 

A substantive feature of contemporary military con-
flicts is the increasing employment of the latest robotic 
complexes and unmanned aerial vehicles with varied 
designations and actions. New forms of employment 
of different forces and means have appeared.
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for the employment of armies. To resolve this task, 
mass information and social network resources are 
used. At the same time, the forces and means of 
information-psychological and information-technical 
effects are involved. Thus, in conflicts in the Middle 
East, the mobilized capabilities of the social networks 
Facebook, Twitter, and other information-technical 
effects were used widely for the first time.

The conflict in Syria was an example of the use 
of “hybrid” methods of operation. Traditional and 
nontraditional operations of both a military and 
nonmilitary nature were used simultaneously in this 
conflict. In its first stage, Syria’s internal conflicts 
were transformed into armed assaults by the opposi-

tion. Then, with the support of foreign advisors and 
dynamic information effects, these actions acquired 
an organized character. As a result, terrorist organi-
zations, supplied and directed from abroad, joined 
the opposition to the government.

The United States and NATO countries are active-
ly introducing “hybrid operations” in the international 
arena. For the most part this was conditioned by the 
fact that this operational variant does not fall under 
the definition of aggression.

The mass media are calling these methods “hybrid 
warfare.” However, using the phrase “hybrid warfare” 
as an established term is, at present, premature.

An analysis of the conflicts of the beginning of the 
twenty-first century points to a number of trends with 
respect to their transformation.

Today the blurring of the line between a state 
of war and peace is obvious. The flip side of “hybrid 
operations” is a new perception of peacetime, when 
military or other overt violent measures are not used 
against some state, but its national security and sover-
eignty are threatened and may be violated.

The spectrum of reasons and approaches for the use 
of military force is broadening. It is being used increas-
ingly more often to support the economic interests of 
a state under the slogan of protecting democracy or 
instilling democratic values in some country.

The emphasis in the content of methods of confronta-
tion is shifting in the direction of extensive employment 
of political, economic, diplomatic, information, and other 
nonmilitary measures, implemented with the involve-
ment of the protest potential of a population.

Nonmilitary forms and means of struggle have re-
ceived unprecedented development and have acquired 
a dangerous, sometimes violent nature. The practical 
use of nonmilitary methods and means can cause a 

collapse in the energy, banking, economic, informa-
tion, and other spheres of a state’s daily activities. One 
can cite as an example the results of the cyberattacks 
on Iran’s energy infrastructure in 2015.

An analysis of the characteristic features, traits, and 
trends in the development of contemporary military 
conflicts indicates that one general feature is inherent 
to all of them, one way or another: the use of military 
force. In some conflicts, as in the two U.S. wars against 
Iraq or in the NATO operation against Yugoslavia, this 
is almost classical armed struggle. In other conflicts, as, 
for example, in Syria, armed struggle is conducted by 
one side in the form of antiterrorist operations, and by 
the other side in the form of operations by illegal irreg-
ular armed formations and terrorist organizations.

Thus, the main content of contemporary warfare 
and warfare in the foreseeable future remains as 
before, and its principal indicator will be the presence 
of armed struggle.

Taking all these factors into consideration, it is 
still practical to keep the definition of “war” as given 
by the Military Encyclopedia.

Nonmilitary forms and means of struggle have received 
unprecedented development and have acquired a 
dangerous, sometimes violent nature. The practical use 
of nonmilitary methods and means can cause a col-
lapse in the energy, banking, economic, information, 
and other spheres of a state’s daily activities.
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In addition, the issue of determining the essence of war 
is not closed; it is current and requires continuous study 
and careful consideration. With this goal, a roundtable 
discussion on the theme, “Contemporary Warfare and 
Armed Conflicts: Characteristic Features and Traits,” will 
be held in August of this year [2017] within the frame-
work of the program of the ARMIIA-2017 international 
military-technological forum. Scholars from the Academy 

of Military Sciences should most actively participate in the 
round table and forum. It is necessary to continue work 
on interdepartmental standardization of military-political 
and military terms and definitions.

The growth of conflict potential in the world em-
phasizes the urgency of a number of tasks in the field 
of the country’s defense. The principal one remains as 
before—the guaranteed repulsion of possible aggression 
from any direction in the relationship of the Russian 
Federation and its allies. In peacetime, when carrying 
out measures for strategic deterrence, it is necessary 
to ensure the neutralization of threats to the country’s 
security by relying on available forces and means.

In this regard, the role and importance of fore-
casting and assessing military dangers and threats is 
growing. It is advantageous to implement them togeth-
er with an assessment of economic, information, and 
other threats to the Russian Federation.

The capabilities of the armed forces are being 
improved by means of a balanced development of all 
services and branches and the development of high-
tech weapons, contemporary means of communica-
tion, intelligence, automated command and control, 
and radio-electronic warfare.

At present, large-scale outfitting of the Strategic 
Rocket Forces with contemporary missile complex-
es is underway. The Navy is acquiring new atomic 
submarines with ballistic and cruise missiles that are 

unparalleled in the world. Strategic aviation aircraft—
our legendary TU-160s and TU-95MSs—are being 
modernized. This will make it possible that, as a whole, 
90 percent of the strategic nuclear forces will be outfit-
ted with contemporary equipment by 2020.

The strike potential of high-tech weapons in the 
armed forces will increase fourfold by 2021. This will 
make it possible to safeguard Russia’s security along the 

entire border perimeter. The percentage of contempo-
rary weapons and military equipment in the Ground 
Forces will reach no less than 70 percent by 2021. The 
Aerospace Forces will acquire new-generation aircraft, 
which will increase the combat capabilities of aviation 
1.5 times. The Navy will be supplied with contemporary 
ships equipped with high-tech, long-range rockets.

Robotics is playing a substantial role in increasing 
combat capabilities. The large-scale, but reasonable 
employment of various types of robotic complexes will 
increase the effectiveness of troop operations and ensure a 
substantial reduction in personnel losses.

Today, the armed forces have acquired a unique op-
portunity to verify and test new models of weapons and 
military equipment under complex climatic conditions.

It is necessary to continue to generalize the ex-
perience of the employment of the means of armed 
struggle in the Syrian events and to extract lessons to 
fine-tune and modernize them.

Victory in any war is achieved not only by the 
material, but also by the spiritual resources of the 
nation, its cohesion, and the attempts by all forces to 
oppose aggression. Therefore, the Russian Federation’s 
military-political leadership is exerting considerable 
efforts to restore the people’s faith in the army. Today 
the armed forces are arriving at a fundamentally new 
level of combat readiness, and this is finding full sup-
port in Russian society.

The capabilities of the armed forces are being im-
proved by means of a balanced development of all 
services and branches and the development of high-
tech weapons, contemporary means of communica-
tion, intelligence, automated command and control, 
and radio-electronic warfare.
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In the interests of further increasing the prestige 
of the armed forces, it is important to develop ties be-
tween the army and society. For this, it is necessary to 
improve systems for training servicemen and for the 
military-patriotic education of young people.

The resolution of current tasks for safeguarding the 
country’s military security is impossible without their 
careful and advanced study.

At the same time, as the experience in Syria has 
shown, today we are resolving many tasks through prac-
tical experience, without having the opportunity to draw 
upon the recommendations of military science.

Thus, military scholars have not given the neces-
sary attention to the problems of conducting combat 
operations against irregular enemy formations; the 
employment of groupings consisting of regular forces 
and national militia detachments; combat under urban 
conditions, including where fighters are holding civilians 
as “human shields”; and post-conflict normalization.

During the operation for stabilizing the situation in 
Syria, missions that were new for the troops were often 
resolved on the spot, taking into account the experi-
ence that had been acquired and expedience. Here, the 
Russian army has shown skill in conducting new-type 
warfare, organizing coalitions, and working with allies.

Russia’s growing combat might and the capabilities 
of the armed forces to resolve strategic missions on a 
remote theater of military operations was demonstrat-
ed to the world community.

Practical experience has been acquired in planning 
and conducting air operations, delivering massive 
rocket and air strikes, and employing air-, sea-, and 
land-based high-tech weapons.

Deck aviation of the heavy aircraft carrier Admiral 
Kuznetsov took part for the first time in combat opera-
tions, completing more than sixty sorties.

Under the guidance of Russian military advisors 
and with the continuous support of Russia’s Aerospace 
Forces’ aviation, large gangs were crushed in the prov-
inces of Latakia, Aleppo, and Damascus. Control was 
reestablished over Palmyra.

It is extremely important that the combat experi-
ence that was gained be maximally used in the combat 
development and preparation of command-and-con-
trol organs and of the troops.

On the whole, the role of military science remains, 
as ever, fundamentally important, and its results 
should be drawn on in practice. In this regard, I would 
like to linger on the priority tasks of the Academy of 
Military Sciences and of military science on the whole.

First and foremost is the study of new forms of 
interstate confrontation and the development of effec-
tive methods for countering them.

It is necessary to focus special attention on deter-
mining preventive measures to counter the unleashing 
of “hybrid warfare” against Russia and its allies.

It is necessary to effectively study the features of 
contemporary military conflicts and, on the basis of 
this, develop effective forms and methods of troop and 
force operations under various conditions.

The problems of organizing and implementing 
force regroupings on remote theaters of military oper-
ations require separate research.

Nor have the general tasks of military science lost 
their urgency. They also require further work, develop-
ment of new ideas, and acquisition of new knowledge.

I am sure that the scholars of the Academy of 
Military Sciences, together with representatives from 
Russia’s military-science complexes, are making an im-
portant contribution to the resolution of these and other 
problems, which will make it possible to increase the 
defensive capabilities and security of our country.

Note
1. “Sovremennaia voiny i aktual’nye voprosy oborony strany” 

[Contemporary Warfare and Current Issues for the Defense of 
the Country], Journal of the Academy of Military Sciences 2, no. 59 

(2017). Translated by Dr. Harold Orenstein. The article appears 
under the general heading of “Military-Scientific Conference at the 
Academy of Military Sciences.”
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Compelling Reasons 
for the Expansion of 
Chinese Military Forces
Lt. Cmdr. Cindy Hurst, U.S. Navy, Retired
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A Chinese soldier of the People’s Liberation Army Navy stands guard 
29 March 2015 as Chinese citizens board the naval ship Linyi at a port 
in Aden, Yemen. China’s Defence Ministry said its warships had com-
pleted an evacuation of Chinese nationals with more than 570 people 
safely transported across the Red Sea to Djibouti to be flown home. 
The Chinese characters on the banner read, “Welcome Chinese com-
patriots on board.” (Photo by stringer, Reuters)

In March 2015, during the ongoing civil war in 
Yemen, the situation deteriorated as Saudi Arabia 
led air strikes against Houthi forces. In an un-

precedented move, China’s People’s Liberation Army 
(PLA) Navy fleet withdrew from an escort mission in 
the Gulf of Aden off the coast of Somalia to directly 
assist in evacuation operations in Yemen.1 The warships 
managed to evacuate over 600 Chinese citizens and 
279 foreign citizens, demonstrating China’s growing 
commitment to protect its overseas assets. This marked 
a new milestone for the country.

China has long stood firm on its policy of nonin-
terference. Over the past two decades, however, with 
global tensions heating up, China’s growing global 
investments, and the increasing number of Chinese 
citizens traveling and working abroad, there has been 
a significant shift in actions being taken by China to 
assist its overseas citizens.

An opinion piece published in the East Asia Forum ex-
plained that the concept of “protecting nationals abroad” 
first caught the attention of China’s top leadership as early 
as 2004. By 2012, it had become a priority of the Chinese 
Communist Party. According to the article, China now 
faces new global risks, since Chinese companies, workers, 
and tourists are now located all over the world.2

While the efforts of embassy personnel to facili-
tate the evacuation of Chinese nationals and foreign 
citizens from dangerous situations are not surprising, 
the more recent commitment of military resources is. 
These are signs of a new trend, one of increased mil-
itary intervention and an extended overseas military 
presence in the years to come. This article provides 
some possible insights into China’s perception of its 
transitioning role and what we might expect in the fu-
ture based on its involvement in overseas evacuations 
over the past several decades.
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Evolution of China’s Commitment 
to Overseas Citizens and Assets

Since Deng Xiaoping’s economic reforms opened up 
China to the rest of the world nearly four decades ago, an 
increasing number of Chinese citizens have been trav-
eling abroad. Each year their numbers climb. In 1978, 
approximately two hundred thousand Chinese citizens 
traveled overseas. By 2003, that number increased one 
hundred times to 20.2 million.3 In 2014, over one hun-
dred million Chinese citizens had traveled abroad.4

There has also been a marked increase in the num-
ber of Chinese working abroad. By the end of 2006 an 
estimated 675,000 Chinese worked overseas, mostly in 
developing countries. That same year, more than ten 
thousand Chinese enterprises had set up businesses 
in over two hundred countries and regions.5 By 2012, 
there were more than five million Chinese nationals 
working abroad.6 They can be found in both devel-
oped and developing countries.

The growing number of Chinese citizens work-
ing overseas can be attributed to a number of factors. 
For example, China’s saturated domestic markets and 
inadequate access to domestic resources have prompted 
companies to operate in other countries. The nonrenew-
able nature of petroleum, coupled with China’s current 
and forecasted requirements, has scattered the country’s 
oil companies across the globe in search of energy.

Oftentimes, Chinese 
companies have sought 
opportunities in some 
of the more volatile, 
less desirable regions 
of the world, attracted 
by decreased competi-
tion and easier access. 
Potential competitors 
often avoid doing busi-
ness in certain locations 
for a variety of reasons, 
ranging from legalistic 
(i.e., sanctioned coun-
tries) to moralistic (i.e., 
countries accused of 
gross corruption, geno-
cide, or other atroci-
ties). However, China’s 
business policy makes 

it an ideal partner for such countries. While China will-
ingly renders aid to corrupt and problematic countries 
with no questions asked, Western organizations demand 
transparency and accountability.

China’s growing involvement in unstable countries 
increases its need to protect its assets and citizens. In 
the past, any assistance to Chinese citizens came from 
other countries, sometimes through coordination by 
Chinese embassies, but with no involvement by the 
Chinese military. For example, in March 1997, foreign 
militaries stepped in to evacuate their citizens from 
Albania when the country slipped into anarchy fueled 
by failed investment schemes. The German army, the 
U.S. Marine Corps, and the British, French, and Greek 
navies were among some of the foreign militaries car-
rying out evacuation operations. At one point, Greek 
armed forces evacuated 250 people—mostly Chinese, 
Jordanian, and Egyptian nationals—via a missile boat 
and frigate. However, there was no indication of any 
involvement by the Chinese military during the crisis.7

The following year, after an escalation of the Ethiopia-
Eritrea conflict, the Chinese government facilitated the 
evacuation of Chinese business people and part of the 
Chinese embassy staff from Eritrea.8 Again, there was no 
indication that the military was involved. Two years later, 
during a military coup in the Solomon Islands on 7 June 
2000, the Chinese Foreign Ministry set up an emergency 
group and assisted Chinese citizens in evacuating the 
islands, including seeking assistance from other countries.

In 2004, during the 10th National People’s Congress, 
Foreign Minister Li Zhaoxing promised that more effort 
would be given to caring for the interests of the Chinese 
people in the international arena. Luo Tianguang, 
director general of the Department of Consular Affairs 
under the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, said the minis-
try had been working hard to improve the system by 
providing better consular protection.9 According to Luo, 
the ministry had built an emergency response mecha-
nism to be activated during any major incident involv-
ing mass deaths, injuries, or property loss of Chinese 
citizens’ overseas.10 As part of the plan, the ministry had 
set up a twenty-four-hour telephone hotline and vari-
ous departments to step in when necessary.

During March 2005, in Kyrgyzstan, opposition 
supporters seized the presidential headquarters and 
ousted Askar Akayev’s government from power. Rioting 
and looting took place and, among other things, dozens 
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of Chinese shops were ransacked. With four Chinese 
businessmen injured, the Chinese Embassy in Bishkek ar-
ranged for special planes and cars to help Chinese citizens 
evacuate from the country. Approximately ten thousand 
Chinese citizens lived in Kyrgyzstan at the time.11

In 2006, diplomats from the ministry’s consular 
division helped evacuate about eight hundred Chinese 
citizens from Solomon, East Timor, Lebanon, and 
Tonga.12 The increased consular intervention in evac-
uations prompted the Chinese government in 2007 to 
vow to improve protection of the “growing numbers of 
Chinese citizens living and working abroad.”13 In 2008, an 
outbreak of civil war in Chad prompted Chinese em-
bassy officials to arrange for the evacuation of over four 
hundred Chinese engineers and experts working with 
Chinese funded enterprises in the country.14

Over time, consular intervention and action 
increased. In late 2009, Beijing arranged to have 
eleven commercial aircraft evacuate 3,100 Chinese 
citizens from Thailand following the dissolution of 
the ruling party and the banning of Premier Somchai 
Wongsawat from politics over vote-buying allegations 
that sparked turmoil in the country.15

In 2010, China turned to chartered planes to airlift 
1,200 Chinese citizens from Kyrgyzstan after ethnic 
violence broke out in June. This was reportedly the largest 
evacuation operation using charter flights.16

There was no evidence of involvement by the Chinese 
military during any of the aforementioned evacuation 
operations. However, later in 2010, Gu Weijun, a scholar 
with the Chinese Academy of Military Sciences, outlined 
five ways he believed that Chinese troops would be used 
in the future. Stressing the need for more armed interven-
tion to protect and evacuate Chinese overseas expatriates, 
Gu pointed out that China’s citizens and expatriates living 
abroad had encountered an increasing number of attacks 
in recent years. He argued that China’s global economic 
expansion meant that it would also need to expand its 
military globally and, “in the future, China’s use of troops 

Soldiers of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army 1st Amphibious 
Mechanized Infantry Division prepare to provide Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff Adm. Mike Mullen with a demonstration of their 
capabilities 12 July 2011 during his visit to the unit in China. (Photo by 
Mass Communication Specialist 1st Class Chad J. McNeeley, U.S. Navy)
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overseas will be inevitable.”17 Then, in 2011, for the first 
time, the Chinese military stepped in to perform an inter-
national evacuation of Chinese citizens abroad.

Militarization of China’s 
International Evacuation Operations

In February 2011, as Libyan Prime Minister 
Muammar Gaddhafi’s regime stood on the brink of 
collapse, both the PLA Navy (PLAN) and the PLA Air 
Force (PLAAF) were tasked to assist in the evacuation of 

over thirty-five thousand Chinese nationals from Libya. 
This marked an important turning point for the PLA.

As part of the effort, the PLAN summoned its frigate, 
Xuzhou, which was part of a flotilla off the Gulf of Aden 
protecting Chinese vessels and personnel sailing through 
the Somali waters. Xuzhou was ideally located to assist in 
the evacuation effort. The decision to task Xuzhou set a 
new precedent and attracted the attention of scholars and 
PLA analysts inside and outside of China. Some claimed 
that “the move reflected an array of strategic interests for 
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Beijing—and could prove to be the first of many such mis-
sions.”18 Maj. Gen. Ji Mingkui, a professor with the PLA’s 
National Defense University, suggested that the role of the 
PLAN abroad should expand into other less traditional 
areas: “We will not only dispatch warships to evacuate our 
people overseas (when needed) in the future, but in other 
ways … to protect our national interests overseas because 
our navy’s mission will be expanded as time goes on.”19

The Xuzhou, which had special forces troops, a Z-9 
helicopter and hangar, and a “store of surface-to-air 
missiles” lacked the capacity to transport any evacuees. 
Instead, it escorted merchant ships tasked with rescuing 
Chinese civilians while remaining alert for any significant 
increase in the threat level.20

In addition to the PLAN, the PLAAF also contributed 
evacuation efforts in Libya. In one article, PLAN Capt. 
Liu Jun recounts the day the PLAAF was summoned to 
provide assistance to the evacuation. He explains that, 
upon receiving the command, his regiment thought they 
had misheard. The distance between the airfield in which 
his (unidentified) PLAAF regiment was located and 
Sabha, Libya, was more than 9,500 km (5,903 miles). It 
was the longest flight path ever taken by the PLAAF, and 
it spurred a new way of thinking about building battle ef-
fectiveness. Liu raises the question, “In the past, everyone 
compared the military to the Great Wall and emphasized 
our duty to defend our territory and position conscious-
ness. However, today, where are the frontiers that we 
have to defend?”21 China’s 2013 defense white paper 
offers more details in the PLAAF’s role, explaining that 
“the PLAAF sent four aircraft at short notice, flew forty 
sorties, evacuated 1,655 people (including 240 Nepalese) 
from Libya to Sudan, and took 287 Chinese nationals 
from Sudan back home.”22 The White Paper further states, 
“vessel protection at sea, evacuation of Chinese nationals 
overseas, and emergency rescue have become important 
ways and means for the PLA to safeguard national inter-
ests and fulfill China’s international obligations.”23

The 2011 evacuation from Libya was truly a mile-
stone. Not only was it the biggest evacuation effort in 
which China had participated, but it drew attention to 
the growing importance of these types of operations. 
Following China’s use of the Xuzhou to provide security 
for the 2011 evacuation from Libya, Song Xiaojun, a 
Beijing-based military analyst, concluded that the

PLAN’s participation in the humanitarian 
crisis in Libya would help our army to fight for 

more funding and resources for our defense 
budget. With more … Chinese workers and 
technicians working overseas, in … countries 
with unstable political situations, our country 
needs to protect their lives and safety as they 
are also working for our overseas investments.24

By 2014, Libya was once again in turmoil, as rival mili-
tia clashes in the Libyan capital of Tripoli and the eastern 
city of Benghazi left at least 214 people dead and nearly 
1,000 more wounded. Fearing that the fighting would 
escalate into a full-fledged civil war, countries (China 
among them) rushed to evacuate their citizens caught 
within the turmoil.25 Between May and September 2014, 
over one thousand Chinese citizens were evacuated from 
Libya.26 While there are no indications that the PLA as-
sisted in the evacuation, that September China opened a 
twenty-four-hour global hotline, “12308,” to help Chinese 
citizens abroad. According to Foreign Minister Wang Yi, 
the hotline would allow Beijing to be briefed “in a timely 
manner about the suffering and demand of Chinese 
citizens abroad” and deliver help when it is needed.27 
A Chinese antiterrorism studies researcher from the 
China Institute of Contemporary International Relations 
attributed the increase in China’s consular assistance ser-
vice to “the increasing complexity of security overseas.”28

An Unprecedented 
Evacuation from Yemen

In March 2015, the PLAN once again sprang into 
action, this time in Yemen. As mentioned above, with an 
ongoing civil war, the atmosphere in Yemen deteriorated 
as Saudi Arabia led air strikes against Houthi forces. With 
the situation escalating, a number of countries, China 
included, began evacuating their citizens.

China has a special interest in Yemen. Having estab-
lished diplomatic relations with Yemen in 1956, bilateral 
relations were upgraded to “ambassadorial level” in 1963. 
Over the years, China has invested heavily in Yemen’s 
development and construction sectors. However, energy 
has since become a huge draw. In September 2012, the 
China National Corporation of Overseas Economic 
Cooperation agreed to construct three natural-gas-fu-
eled power plants in the country. Then, in 2013, both 
countries reached a deal to build a series of power plants 
with a combined capacity of five gigawatts (a gigawatt 
is equal to one billion watts, enough to power between 
300,000 and 750,000 homes if it were in the United 
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States.)29 And, by 2014, Chinese companies Sinochem 
Corp and Sinopec were producing approximately twenty 
thousand barrels of oil per day (80 percent of Yemen’s 
total production).30 In 2014, Beijing was selected for a 
$508 million project to expand two container ports in 
Aden and Mokha. China is reportedly financing the 
projects through a soft loan. It has also offered millions 
of dollars in relief aid for displaced Yemenis, medical 
supplies to the Yemeni-Chinese Friendship Hospital, and 
grants and loans to Yemen’s defense ministry.

Similar to the 2011 evacuation from Libya, China 
tapped into its PLAN escort mission in the Gulf of 
Aden. This time, however, instead of summoning 
one ship, China summoned three ships—two missile 
frigates and a supply ship with two shipborne helicop-
ters onboard. Also in contrast to the 2011 operation, 
the PLAN physically carried out the evacuations as 
opposed to serving in a security or escort role. Yemen 
marked the second time the PLAN was involved in 
evacuating Chinese and other citizens.31

Approximately six hundred Chinese nationals—em-
bassy personnel, oversees students, medical workers, 
journalists, and technicians working for Chinese compa-
nies in oil exploration and production, communication, 
and other industries—were evacuated. In addition to 
Chinese citizens, according to Hua Chunying, a spokes-
person from China’s Foreign Ministry, China also helped 
ten countries evacuate 225 of their citizens.32

Interestingly, only one year earlier, China had 
conducted another major evacuation, this time from 
Vietnam, following a wave of anti-Chinese riots. The 
unrest was caused over a Chinese oil rig Haiyuang Shiyou 
981 moving into disputed waters in the South China 
Sea and resulted in two Chinese workers being killed 
and over one hundred injured. Many of those evacuated 
were workers employed at Chinese-owned factories or 
construction projects in Vietnam.33

The evacuation from Vietnam, however, did not 
involve the PLA. Instead, Chinese officials dispatched 
four passenger ships to evacuate more than 3,500 
Chinese nationals affected by the violence. Each of 
these ships, the Wuzhishan, Tongguling, Zijing 12, and 
Baishiling, had a capacity of one thousand passengers. 
Most of the evacuees on the four ships were workers 
from Metallurgical Corporation of China, a state-
owned contractor helping construct an iron and steel 
complex in Vietnam’s Ha Tinh Province.

Why China opted to send either PLA forces or char-
ter ships and aircraft in these situations is not completely 
clear. In the case of Vietnam, it could be that China did 
not want to come across as using military force due to 
the already volatile situation in the South China Sea. To 
introduce the PLAN or PLAAF to the situation could 
have further stirred the pot of ongoing tension. In the 
case of the Yemen and Libya evacuations, sending the 
PLA might have been born out of convenience and 
reassurance that Chinese forces were not making a show 
of power, but rather simply ensuring Chinese citizens had 
a safe passage home. The perceptions of the PLA differed 
in each situation and environment. Understanding that 
brings a modicum of clarity to China’s motivations.

Beefing Up Global Presence
Along with its escort mission in the Gulf of Aden, 

China has been taking other steps that are creating a 
more global military presence. Whether intentional or 
not, in each case, China has been opening up new security 
options from which to be able to draw in the event of 
future evacuation operations. The PLA has been expand-
ing its presence through escort missions, peacekeeping 
missions, and most recently a forward-deployed base re-
portedly serving as a logistics hub for these missions (see 
figure, page 32). In addition, China now has an aircraft 
carrier in its inventory, with more on the way, giving the 
country even greater global reach.

Escort missions in the Gulf of Aden. The PLAN 
has been conducting escort missions in the Gulf of Aden 
since late 2008 as part of the UN’s antipiracy opera-
tions.34 The first fleet assigned to the mission consisted 
of two destroyers and one supply ship originating from 
China’s Hainan Island. Onboard were approximately 
eight hundred crew members, including seventy sol-
diers from the Navy’s special forces. The destroyers were 
equipped with missiles, cannons, and light weapons.35 
Since then, the PLAN has had a task force in place to 
conduct naval escort missions. It launched its twen-
ty-third mission on 7 April 2016.

International UN peacekeeping missions. China 
has been a regular contributor to UN peacekeeping 
missions for over twenty-five years. Since 1990, over 
thirty thousand Chinese peacekeepers have served in 
more than thirty peacekeeping missions around the 
world, with the highest concentration in Africa. Recent 
missions indicate an even more dramatic shift toward 
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the commitment of its forces. For example, on 26 March 
2015, China sent a peacekeeping infantry battalion to 
Juba, South Sudan. This commitment of armed and 
more capable personnel set a new standard and marked 
a profound shift in the country’s attitude toward UN 
peacekeeping missions. Since Chinese peacekeepers are 
drawn from a pool of some of the most qualified mem-
bers of the PLA, these forces are an excellent source of 
support for evacuation operations if needed.

Djibouti: China’s first overseas military base. In 
2013, the National Defense University of the PLA sub-
mitted a proposal to the Central Military Commission 
(CMC) to build a military base in Djibouti. Approved by 
President Xi Jinping and operational in 2017, this marks 
China’s first overseas military base.

According to various Chinese sources, when 
China first began conducting escort missions in the 
Gulf of Aden, the ships and their crews received 
no breaks, remaining at sea for six months straight. 
This caused depression and mental anguish amongst 
Chinese sailors. The base in Djibouti gives Chinese 
ships a port to freely access whenever needed for port 
calls to improve personnel morale. It also meets the 
logistical needs of the task force and the supply ships 
that transport goods to the ships.36

Some sources claim that the base is not responsi-
ble for combat operations, referring to it instead as a 
“support facility.” According to the Chinese Foreign 
Ministry, the base will provide logistics to Chinese 
troops and naval vessels participating in UN peace-
keeping and humanitarian aid operations.37

Other Chinese sources in favor of the base explain 
that “regional peace and stability serve the interests of 
all countries and meet the shared aspirations of China, 
Djibouti, and other countries around the world.”38 

Chinese reports, however, seem contradictory as to the 
function of and intention behind the Djibouti base. 
Chinese officials insist that the base is nothing more 
than a support facility, but what does this mean exact-
ly? One report explains that

China’s overseas interests are expanding. At 
present, there are thirty thousand Chinese 
enterprises all over the world and several mil-
lion Chinese working and living in all corners 
of the world. Last year [2015] … the stock of 
China’s overseas assets reached several tril-
lion U.S. dollars. So, it has become a pressing 
task for China’s diplomacy to better protect 
our ever-growing overseas interests.39

However, according to the same report, “The 
PLA’s responsibilities today have gone beyond the 
scale of guarding Chinese territories. The PLA must 
protect China’s interests anywhere in the world. 
Overseas military bases will provide cutting-edge 
support for China to guard its growing overseas 
interests.” In addition, one Navy commander alludes 
to building more bases by pointing out that Djibouti 
provides China with experience to build (additional) 
overseas military bases. As the report notes, “Djibouti 
is just the first step.”40

The People’s Liberation Army Navy (PLAN) Jiangkai II class guid-
ed-missile frigate Xuzhou (FFG 530) steams past the forward-de-
ployed Arleigh Burke-class guided missile destroyer USS Stethem 
(DDG 63) 20 November 2015 after participating in a Code for Un-
planned Encounters at Sea and a search-and-rescue exercise in the 
East China Sea. Stethem visited Shanghai to build relationships with 
the PLAN and demonstrate the U.S. Navy’s commitment to the In-
do-Asia-Pacific. (Photo by Mass Communication Specialist 2nd Class 
Kevin V. Cunningham, U.S. Navy)
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Aircraft carrier diplomacy. Another example of the 
expansion of China’s overseas military presence, and an-
other source to draw from for evacuations, is the coun-
try’s first aircraft carrier, the Liaoning. Commissioned in 
2012, the Liaoning was originally a Soviet aircraft carrier 
known as Varyag. China purchased the unfinished hull in 
1998 and, after towing it from Ukraine three years later, 
completely modernized the hull, radar, and electronic 
systems. While the Liaoning was originally intended to be 
used for training missions, it was reported to be combat 
ready in November 2016, and one month later, China 
reportedly staged the first live-fire drills involving the 
carrier.41 According to the Taiwanese Defense Ministry, 
China is building two more aircraft carriers that will 
be the same size as the Liaoning. Some sources believe a 
second carrier will be complete by 2020.42

While the Liaoning has attracted international at-
tention and raised some concern over China’s military 
expansion, the country has downplayed it by describ-
ing it as “aircraft carrier diplomacy.” According to an 
article published in China Military Online, “aircraft 
carrier diplomacy can improve the overseas environ-
ment for investment and the living environment of 

overseas Chinese and Chinese nationals, and help pro-
tect the state’s overseas assets and the life and proper-
ty of overseas Chinese and Chinese nationals.”43

The article further states that,
if the massive and powerful aircraft carrier 
taskforce is used as an effective tool of foreign 
exchange, it can influence and improve China’s 
relations with the investment destinations 
and host countries, and prevent anti-Chinese 
events. In case of a crisis, we can also quick-
ly dispatch the aircraft carrier task force to 
relevant sea areas to bear down strongly on 
the anti-Chinese forces, stop their violent 
actions, and take emergency measures when 
necessary to evacuate both Chinese citizens in 

United Nations (UN) trucks transport the military personnel of the 
Chinese engineering company of the UN Organization Mission in the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo to a 1.8 kilometer-long road reha-
bilitation project 11 April 2008. The road provides greater access to the 
Ruzizi One Dam Power Plant, the only source of electricity for eastern 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Africa. (Photo by Marie Frechon, UN)
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China-funded enterprises and Chinese nation-
als and overseas Chinese.

Training in Noncombatant 
Evacuation Operations

The PLA has been speeding up its emergency re-
sponses and “improving the mobilization of national-lev-
el resources.”44 In March 2016, China established the 
Overseas Operations Office. According to Janes, the office 
is a component of the Operations Bureau of the Joint Staff 
Department, one of the fifteen primary departments now 
under the CMC.45 The CMC Joint Staff Department is 
the headquarters and command organ of the PLA. The 
Overseas Operations Office, which is run by the PLA, 
is reportedly responsible for directing and coordinating 
actions, including overseas evacuations, carried out by 
Chinese troops overseas. Due to the diverse international 
nature of its tasks, it is expected to have a high level of po-
litical and diplomatic savvy, or what one article describes 
as “policy capacity” so that it can effectively spearhead 
international operations. In other words, with each unique 
military operation—such as overseas escort, rescue, and 
evacuation operations—having unique requirements, 
there are different expectations and actions that need to 
be taken. A hostage rescue might require special negotia-
tions. An evacuation might require special consent from a 
foreign government for PLA troops to enter.

The responsibilities of the Overseas Operations 
Office are also believed to include participating in joint 
actions with foreign militaries. The Overseas Operations 
Office first made its debut in March 2016 during a two-
day “Joint Evacuation-2016” China-U.K. joint noncom-
batant evacuation operations tabletop exercise held 
in Nanjing. It was reportedly the first evacuation drill 
“jointly conducted by the Chinese and a foreign mili-
tary.” According to Zhang Junshe, a military expert, the 
Chinese Navy has gained a wealth of experience from its 
past evacuations in Libya and Yemen. Meanwhile, China 
was further able to benefit from the British Navy, which 

has “rich experience in overseas evacuations.” Finally, the 
exercise helped to pave the way for China to work with 
foreign militaries on similar operations in the future.46

Conclusion
Turbulence, terrorism, and piracy, as well as natu-

ral disasters and epidemics in some areas, have posed 
threats to China’s overseas interests. The changing in-
ternational arena is forcing the country to rethink its 
strategies. According to “The Diversified Employment 
of China’s Armed Forces,”

With the gradual integration of China’s econ-
omy into the world economic system, over-
seas interests have become an integral com-
ponent of China’s national interests. Security 
issues are increasingly prominent, involving 
overseas energy and resources, strategic sea 
lines of communication, and Chinese nation-
als and legal persons overseas. Vessel protec-
tion at sea, evacuation of Chinese nationals 
overseas, and emergency rescue have become 
important ways and means for the PLA to 
safeguard national interests and fulfill China’s 
international obligations.47

The latest white paper on China’s Military Strategy 
lists safeguarding “the security of the country’s overseas 
interests” and its “security and interest in new domains” as 
a strategic task to be shouldered by its armed forces.48

China’s use of its military in evacuation operations 
shows growing capability and confidence in that capabil-
ity. While some might view China’s increasing use of its 
military overseas as a threat, China sees it as a necessity. 
Furthermore, as China expands its overseas interests 
abroad, the Chinese government and military are forced 
to increase their involvement. China is taking steps that 
indicate the PLA will become increasingly more active in 
the evacuation of its citizens overseas, which means that 
it will most likely also increase its presence in other ways 
overseas. The question is, how far will it go? 
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North Korea Policy
Changed Regime
Col. James M. Minnich, U.S. Army

The denuclearization of North Korea has 
been a failed policy objective of the United 
States and South Korea for twenty-five years. 

Missteps, hubris, and sophistry clutter past approach-
es to forestall a nuclear-armed North Korea, but they 
need not portend today’s policy path. Lost oppor-
tunities abound, but it is not too late to peacefully 

eliminate Pyongyang’s burgeoning nuclear arsenal. 
North Korea’s denuclearization will be a byproduct 
of a successful engagement policy, not its singular 
objective. The North Korea solution that is needed 
is a policy of changed regime, not regime change. A 
changed-regime policy will transform North Korea 
from within by resolute engagements from without 

Soldiers drive sixty-eight ton M1A2 Abrams main battle tanks and twenty-seven ton M2A3 Bradley infantry fighting vehicles across a floating 
bridge over the Imjin River 8 April 2016 near Seoul, South Korea. The Imjin River is the seventh-largest river in Korea and flows from North Korea 
into South Korea across the Demilitarized Zone. Soldiers from the 2nd Battalion, 8th Cavalry Regiment, 1st Armored Brigade Combat Team, 1st 
Cavalry Division, crossed the bridge assembled by the Republic of Korea Army 6th Engineer Brigade as part of a four-day, combined arms river 
crossing exercise. (Photo by Sgt. Christopher Dennis, U.S. Army) 



40 November-December 2017 MILITARY REVIEW

and will require an all-weather security guarantee of 
the entire Korean peninsula, both North and South 
Korea. An effective changed-regime policy will em-
brace parallel pursuits that include security, relations 
normalization, cooperative prosperity, and alterna-
tive energy substitutions, while delimiting ardent 
ambitions to heal all ills at once.

Changed-
Regime Policy

Washington, 
Pyongyang, and Seoul 
are the only three rele-
vant parties to a future 
agreement. Beijing, 
Tokyo, Moscow, and 
other aspirants will be 
beneficiaries, and may 
be benefactors, of a 
future agreement, but 
they will detract and 
dilute prospective pro-
cesses with parochial 
positions. The objec-
tive of a changed-re-
gime policy is the 
establishment of con-
ditions that success-
fully encourage Seoul 
and Pyongyang to 
pursue an agreement 
that permits both to 
coexist peaceably. 
Pyongyang’s pursuit 
of national security is 
not unique. Security 
is the leading priority 
of all countries, and 
every other interest 
ranks a distant second 
in importance. Dr. 
Joseph Nye evoked 
perhaps the quintes-
sential analogy when 
he wrote, “Security 
is like oxygen—you 
tend not to notice it 

until you begin to lose it, but once that occurs there is 
nothing else that you will think about.”1

Security. National security fears stoke enmity 
between Washington, Seoul, and Pyongyang, and 
spoil prospects for productive negotiations. To be-
gin a sustainable, far-reaching negotiation process, 
Pyongyang must agree to a provisional suspension 
of its programs for nuclear weapons and long-range 
missiles; Washington and Seoul must concurrently 
agree to a provisional suspension or scope (size, dura-
tion, purpose) of their semiannual combined military 
exercises—Key Resolve and Foal Eagle in the spring, 
and Ulchi Freedom Guardian in the fall. These initial 
steps should persuade relevant parties to return to the 
negotiation table. North Korea has three times reliably 
frozen its nuclear activities and missile launches. With 
genuine security inducements, a commitment to do so 
again is probable. Pyongyang equates a proven nuclear 
weapons arsenal with its national security and regime 
survival. Therefore, it is fanciful to believe that North 
Korea could be compelled to eliminate and irrevocably 
abandon its strategic armaments, absent a consistently 
stable security environment where it amicably coexists 
with the United States and South Korea. This endeavor 
is not only possible, it has been Pyongyang’s pursuit and 
the basis of all four denuclearization agreements that 
have been penned. Like Seoul before it, Pyongyang can 
be persuaded to abandon its nuclear weapons program, 
but not while it perceives an existential threat.

Relations normalization. Normalizing political 
and economic relations has been centric, as it has been 
elusive, to previous agreements with North Korea. North 
Korea has long been rebuffed in attempts to normalize 
relations with South Korea, Japan, and the United States. 
Normalization begins with an immediate exchange of 
capital liaison offices to implement agreement protocols 
and cascades with a thickening of relations by lifting 
sanctions, extending trade, reuniting families, repatriat-
ing remains, opening tourism, and exchanging culture, 
education, and sports. If, however, Pyongyang is contin-
ually curbed from relations with the broader community 
of nations, extraordinary will be the task to effect North 
Korea’s positive transformation.

Cooperative prosperity. Developing cooperative 
prosperity with North Korea gives meaning to an estab-
lishment of economic relations. Furthermore, it accen-
tuates principled commerce and prosperity by enlarging 
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trade opportunities beyond China while providing 
Pyongyang with substantive alternatives to its exports 
of weapons, counterfeit merchandise, illicit activities, 
and nuclear and missile technology and expertise. Seoul 
and Pyongyang could cooperatively reopen the Kaesong 
Industrial Complex, an inter-Korean economic zone 
that hosted 125 South Korean companies that employed 
fifty-three thousand North Korean workers. They could 
then expand the complex to its earlier envisioned size of 

1,500 companies and 350,000 North Korean employees.2 
North Korea’s economic zones offer broader oppor-
tunities to expand international commerce, as does its 
abundant mining industry. As North Korea guarantees 
the security of visitors, Seoul and Washington could lift 
restrictions on its citizens visiting the popular Mount 
Kumgang resort area, with the probability of also open-
ing other areas for tourism.

Alternative energy substitutions. Pyongyang’s prov-
en ability to manufacture fissile material from nuclear 
reactors and uranium enrichment facilities will drive an 
agreement that seeks to proscribe Pyongyang’s peaceful 
use of nuclear energy. North Korea, however, is unlikely 
to permanently forswear nuclear energy, and attempts to 
mandate a permanent energy substitution will be strong-
ly rebuked on the principle of sovereignty. Washington 
does not need Pyongyang’s permanent disavowal, but it 
will require a resolute suspension of nuclear energy until 
trust is generated to a degree that allows Pyongyang to 
possess nuclear reactors and uranium enrichment and 
fuel fabrication facilities without concerns of diversion 
to a nuclear weapons program. Pyongyang will have to 
be weaned from nuclear energy with generous offers to 
repair its electrical grids and improve its production of 
coal and hydropower electricity. Partnering in alterna-
tive energy sources will offer significant collaborative 
opportunities with North Korea, opportunities that 
should be embraced.

Delimiting competing interests. North Korea 
is replete with ills, and every earlier denuclearization 

agreement failed from attempts to right all wrongs. 
Future agreements must delimit competing interests that 
prioritize policies addressing human right abuses, asym-
metric military capabilities, conventional force structures, 
terrorism, illicit activities, abductions, etc. Most of these 
will self-correct over time through a policy of changed 
regime. Endeavoring to hold Pyongyang accountable for 
its former wrongdoings is a path that forfeits an opportu-
nity to effectuate a changed future.

Washington and Seoul will need to disassociate 
Pyongyang’s satellite program from its long-range missile 
program and explicitly address Pyongyang’s sovereign 
and legitimate pursuit of a satellite space program in a 
future agreement. No other country is sanctioned for 
launching satellites into orbit to include India, Iran, and 
Israel; Pyongyang will not accept that it is the global 
exception. Pyongyang has repeatedly agreed to forego 
launching its own satellites in favor of a proxy undertak-
ing this task. This offer, or some other acceptable mea-
sure, should be seriously pursued.

Nuclear Weapons and Missiles
In September 2016, North Korea conducted its 

fifth successful underground nuclear weapons test. 
Today, Pyongyang has upward of thirty nuclear war-
heads, but its capacity to manufacture uranium-235 
increases its warhead stocks at a rate of two per an-
num. This rate of growth increases, as does its robust 
ballistic missile arsenal. The North Korean People’s 
Army (KPA) has approximately six hundred short-
range ballistic missiles that are road-mobile and can 
range throughout South Korea. It has three liquid 
fuel variants: Hwasong (HS)-5/SCUD-B, HS-6/
SCUD-C, and HS-7/SCUD-D and SCUD-ER; and 
one solid fuel variant: Toksa/KN-02. Its arsenal 
includes about two hundred medium-range ballistic 
missiles of two road-mobile variants that can target 
Japan: Nodong is liquid fueled, and Pukuksong-2/
KN-15 is solid fueled. The KPA has two road-mobile 

Endeavoring to hold Pyongyang accountable for its 
former wrongdoings is a path that forfeits an opportu-
nity to effectuate a changed future.
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variants of approximately fifty intermediate-range 
ballistic missiles (IRBM) that can range Guam: 
Musudan is liquid fueled, and HS-12/KN-17 is solid 
fueled. It has road-mobile, liquid fueled intercon-
tinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) that can range 
Chicago (HS-14/KN-20 and HS-13/KN-08), but 
neither variant has been operationally deployed.

In 2016, the KPA successfully tested the 
Pukuksong-1/KN-11, a submarine-launched ballistic 
missile (SLBM) with an estimated range of two thou-
sand kilometers; however, this system has yet to be 
operationalized. Eighteen months ago, the KPA’s bal-
listic missile program had only proven its short-range 
ballistic missiles and Nodongs. It has since successfully 
tested SLBMs, IRBMs, and ICBMs. The KPA’s SLBM 
test on 24 August 2016 and its medium-range ballistic 
missile/KN-15 tests on 12 February and 21 May 2017 
successfully demonstrated the KPA’s solid fuel engines 
and a burgeoning second-strike nuclear arsenal of 
sea-based and mobile land-based platforms. Successful 
launches of two Musudan IRBMs on 22 June 2016 for 
the first time placed Guam in reach, and the successful 
launches of ICBMs on 4 July and 28 July 2017 placed 
much of the U.S. mainland within striking range. 
These advancements in ballistic missile technology are 
by far more worrisome than North Korea’s anticipated 
sixth test of a nuclear weapon.3

Risks Abound
Disquietingly, much is at stake because of 

Pyongyang’s pursuit of nuclear weapons. At the 
forefront of risks are nuclear strikes, preventive wars, 
conflict escalation, worsened relations, unabated 
humanitarian crisis, proliferation of nuclear weap-
ons and technology, and a weakened Treaty on the 
Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons (NPT).4 
While North Korea is not seeking a first-strike 
capability, it is difficult to imagine that Pyongyang 
would refrain from employing nuclear weapons 
in the face of externally provoked instability that 
presents an existential threat to its national security 
or regime survival. Disturbingly, existential threats 
could be concluded by Pyongyang from ill-informed 
perceptions of pending attacks, which raises caution 
regarding hyperbolic wars of words.

Prevention and preemption are not synonymous. 
The rationale of a preventive war is grounded on a 

premise of striking first in anticipation of an adversary 
initiating a future conflict. However, there is no legal or 
moral legitimacy in a preventive war. This is evidenced 
post-World War II by the U.S.-led effort that tried and 
condemned Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan for their 
preventive attacks upon their neighbors. American 
writer Philip K. Dick broached the principle of pre-
crime in his 1956 story “The Minority Report,” where 
law enforcement agents eliminated persons who would 
commit crimes in the future.5

The invasion of Iraq in March 2003 is a modern 
example of a preventive war. Advocates wrongly 
conflated United Nations Security Council Resolution 
(UNSCR) 1441, which warned Iraq of “serious conse-
quences,” with a United Nations (UN) Charter, chapter 
VII authorization to “use force.”6 In a BBC World 
Services interview on 14 September 2004, then-UN 
Secretary General Kofi Annan decried the U.S.-led 
invasion of Iraq as illegal and in contravention of the 
UN Charter.7 Aspirants of prevention advocate that 
preventive strikes can curb an adversary from taking 
military action. The opposite is also true.

Preventive strikes can provoke an adversary’s use of 
military force, and in the case of North Korea, there is 
no upside to inciting a North Korean attack upon the 
region. This type of conflict escalation is preventable 
and should be avoided. At the July 2017 Aspen Security 
Forum, U.S. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen. 
Joseph Dunford remarked that a military option with 
North Korea would be horrific on a scale not seen since 
World War II.8 That gives reason for pause, considering 
the devastation of the 1950s Korean War with as many 
as four million casualties.9

Relations in the region are worsening under the 
weight of the North Korean nuclear crisis. U.S. relations 
with China steadily deteriorate from the prospect of 
war with North Korea, the forward deployment of the 
antiballistic missile defense system known as Terminal 
High Altitude Area Defense (THAAD), secondary 
sanctions against China, and pressure on China to curb 
Pyongyang’s actions. This weight is similarly deleterious 
on relations between the United States and South Korea, 
and between South Korea and China. Trust was an early 
casualty of the failed agreements between Pyongyang, 
Seoul, and Washington. As inconsequential as that may 
seem, trust is essential in international dealings and 
will be central to a future agreement with Pyongyang. 



NORTH KOREA POLICY

43MILITARY REVIEW November-December 2017

So, care must be taken not to unnecessarily complicate 
future relations with Pyongyang.

Human suffering in North Korea extends be-
yond injustices, extrajudicial executions, and prison 
camps. Pernicious and pervasive are food insecurity 
for three-quarters of the population, malnutrition 
among one-third of children, and clean water scarcity 
in one-quarter of all homes. Infectious diseases like 
tuberculosis, malaria, and hepatitis B are endemic. 
The human condition in North Korea is a casualty of 
Pyongyang’s excision within northeast Asia.

Absent meaningful trade options, Pyongyang may 
resort to expanding its export of military arms as it 
proliferates its mounting nuclear and ballistic missiles 
programs, stockpiles, and know-how. This is a seri-
ous and increasing risk, following the 5 August 2017 
enactment of UNSCR 2371, which bans Pyongyang’s 
legitimate exports of coal, iron/iron ore, lead/lead ore, 
and seafood; prohibits all new joint ventures or coop-
erative commercial entities; and proscribes countries 

from hiring North Korean laborers.10 Criminal prolif-
eration of nuclear weapons and related technologies 
is not the only concern, as evinced by South Korea’s 
national debate on developing its own nuclear weap-
ons and broader international discussions that portend 
a nuclear-armed Japan and South Korea. For Tokyo 
and Seoul to legally pursue a nuclear weapons path, 
both would have to follow Pyongyang’s lead by first 
withdrawing from the NPT; according to former U.S. 
Defense Secretary William Perry, the 1993 announce-
ment to withdraw from the treaty by Kim Il-sung was 
so upsetting that the United States considered a pre-
ventive military strike against North Korea’s Yongbyon 
nuclear research facilities.11 Entered into force in 1970, 

Siegfried Hecker, a Stanford University physicist, examines metal lathes 
that were used for machining uranium metal fuel rods in the fuel fab-
rication facility 13 February 2008 at the Yongbyon Nuclear Scientific 
Research Center in Yongbyon, North Korea. (Photo by W. Keith Luse) 



44 November-December 2017 MILITARY REVIEW

the NPT is an international treaty to prevent the pro-
liferation of nuclear weapons and weapons technology 
as it promotes the cooperative and peaceful use of 
nuclear energy. Only five NPT signatories, the perma-
nent members of the United Nations Security Council 
(UNSC), are permitted to possess nuclear weapons: 
the United States, Russia, the United Kingdom, 
France, and China. All other 191 NPT signatories are 
prohibited. Four non-NPT signatories also possess 
nuclear weapons: Israel, India, Pakistan, and North 
Korea. The NPT has flaws, but proliferation’s path is 
deleterious to global security.

Twenty-Five Years of Failed 
Denuclearization Policy Efforts

Policy approaches to denuclearize North Korea 
began in earnest in 1991, but success has proven 
elusive. Despite four separate denuclearization agree-
ments by the fifteen heads of state who have led or 
now lead the United States, South Korea, and North 
Korea, Pyongyang has developed nuclear weapons 
that can now target the U.S. mainland. It is the threat 
of a nuclear strike upon the United States and its 
forward-deployed forces that drives that country to 
eliminate North Korea’s nuclear weapons capability. 
It is North Korea’s fear of a U.S. strike upon it that 
drives Pyongyang to possess a credible nuclear arsenal. 
Today’s policy path toward the next negotiation to de-
nuclearize North Korea is found by first understanding 
and then not repeating previous failures.

Inter-Korean Joint Denuclearization Declaration, 
January 1992. With the disintegration of the Eastern 
Bloc and the Kremlin’s struggle to retain positive control 
of its nuclear weapons, President George H. W. Bush 
ended the foreign deployment of U.S. nuclear weap-
ons by signing the Presidential Nuclear Initiatives on 
27 September 1991.12 With an aspirational aspect, this 
unilateral initiative successfully induced the Kremlin to 
do likewise. Seizing the international moment, South 
Korean President Roh Tae-woo, in a nationwide televised 

broadcast on 8 November 1991, established national poli-
cy by declaring South Korea a nuclear-weapons-free state 
and offered to validate its status through international in-
spection protocols. Roh then called upon North Korea to 
undertake corresponding measures. Seventeen days later, 
the North Korean foreign ministry affirmatively respond-
ed with a willingness to accept International Atomic 
Energy Agency (IAEA) Safeguard Agreements upon its 
5-megawatt electrical (5 MWe), gas-cooled nuclear reac-
tor, which had been operational since December 1985.

This agreement, however, was conditional on the 
concurrent removal of U.S. nuclear weapons from 

the peninsula, and a U.S. security guarantee against 
targeting North Korea with nuclear weapons. On 
11 December 1991, Seoul swept away a second of 
Pyongyang’s deep-seated security anxieties by an-
nouncing its willingness to suspend Team Spirit 1992 in 
exchange for the North’s assent to nuclear inspections 
at Yongbyon. Team Spirit, initiated sixteen years earlier, 
was an annual theater-level military exercise that flowed 
tens of thousands of U.S. forces to Korea for a ten-day, 
force-on-force major military exercise of two hundred 
thousand combatants. On 13 December 1991, inter-Ko-
rean prime-minister-level talks, which had convened 
several times since September 1990, achieved the first 
ever South-North agreement.

The Agreement on Reconciliation, Non-aggression 
and Exchanges and Cooperation between the South and 
the North, also known as the Basic Agreement, was an 
equal agreement that pursued reconciliation, nonag-
gression, exchanges, and cooperation.13 Its companion 
agreement, the Joint Declaration on the Denuclearization 
of the Korean Peninsula (JDD), was accepted by both 
prime ministers on the last day of December 1991 and 
then signed on 20 January 1992.14 Unlike other aspira-
tional agreements, the JDD was a comprehensive decla-
ration that prescribed nuclear energy solely for peaceful 
purposes, and proscribed all forms of nuclear weapons 
and nuclear weapons programs, stating that the parties 

Today’s policy path toward the next negotiation to de-
nuclearize North Korea is found by first understanding 
and then not repeating previous failures.
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shall neither test, manufacture, produce, receive, possess, 
store, deploy, or use nuclear weapons, nor possess nuclear 
reprocessing and uranium enrichment facilities. On 30 
January 1992, Pyongyang signed the IAEA Safeguard 
Agreement; three months later, it submitted a detailed 
inventory of its nuclear facilities to the IAEA and then 
immediately received the agency’s director on a site visit 
followed by ad hoc inspections.

As an implementing mechanism to negotiate and 
employ a reciprocal inspection regime, the two Koreas 
agreed in late February to form the Joint Nuclear 
Control Commission (JNCC). The first meeting of the 
JNCC was held four weeks later, and it eventually con-
vened thirteen times in ten months before mutual suspi-
cions stymied progress. On 25 January 1993, frustrated 
at the perpetual grind and slog of the JNCC, South 
Korea announced before the 13th JNCC its planned 
resumption of Team Spirit 1993 on 9 March. Pyongyang 
immediately reeled. The day before Team Spirit com-
menced, Kim Jong-il, then-supreme commander of the 
KPA (and future president), ordered the nation to a state 
of semi-war readiness, the first instance since 1983. As 
pressure mounted, Pyongyang invoked Article X of the 
NPT and submitted a qualified ninety-day notice of 
treaty withdrawal on 12 March 1993.

The ensuing three months were tense. By mid-
May, the United States and North Korea had 
convened mid-level talks, which were upgrad-
ed to high-level talks in early June. Finally, on 11 
June 1993, only one day before the effectuation of 
North Korea’s NPT withdrawal, Washington and 
Pyongyang signed their first ever Joint Statement, 
wherein the two parties offered the other security 
assurances against the threat and use of force, and 
agreed to advance peace and security on a nu-
clear-free Korean peninsula, respect each other’s 
sovereignty, non-interfere in each other’s internal 
affairs, and support peaceful reunification of Korea.15 
Concurrent with the signing of this Joint Statement, 
Pyongyang suspended its NPT withdrawal, just one 
day before effectuating treaty abdication.

Eight months later, IAEA inspectors regained access 
to the Yongbyon nuclear facilities for its first inspections 
since early 1993. The IAEA was soon at loggerheads 
with North Korean officials for denying a request to 
analyze spent fuel rods. Relations further digressed 
as the IAEA refused to observe refueling operations 

without authorization to analyze fuel samples, and 
then Yongbyon technicians refueled the 5 MWe re-
actor without IAEA oversight. On 10 June 1994, the 
IAEA suspended its oversight mission at Yongbyon, the 
UNSC pressed for sanctions against North Korea, and 
the United States planned a missile strike against North 
Korea’s Yongbyon nuclear reactor and related facilities.

In final action to avert conflict, President Bill 
Clinton dispatched former President Jimmy Carter 
to Pyongyang on 16 June to meet with President Kim 
Il-sung in what quickly became a successful attempt to 
gain Pyongyang’s consent to freeze its nuclear program 
and resume high-level dialogue with the United States. 
Had either side delayed the meeting, the de-escalation 
of this crisis may have ended quite differently, as the 
eighty-two-year-old Kim died only days later on 8 July. 
As expected, his son, Kim Jong-il ascended to power 
and assented to the previously arranged denucleariza-
tion negotiations with Washington. Over the interven-
ing months, senior-level negotiators from the United 
States and North Korea met in Geneva to hammer out 
the Geneva Agreed Framework, or more commonly 
referred, the Agreed Framework, which was signed on 
21 October 1994.16

U.S.-North Korea Agreed Framework, October 
1994 to October 2002. The Agreed Framework was 
straightforward with only four articles. First, Pyongyang 
would freeze and later dismantle its 5 MWe, gas-cooled 
nuclear reactor and its plutonium reprocessing facility 
in exchange for two one-gigawatt light water reactors 
(LWR) by 2003, and an interim provision of five hun-
dred thousand tons of heavy fuel oil (HFO) annually 
until completion of the LWRs. Second, Washington and 
Pyongyang would normalize political and economic rela-
tions. Third, both parties would work together for peace 
and security on the Korean peninsula. And, fourth, they 
would strengthen the NPT. Implementation began well, 
as Pyongyang froze its reactor and reprocessing facility, 
which was verified by an on-site IAEA inspection team 
within the first five weeks of the agreement, but challeng-
es and suspicions quickly followed. U.S. deliveries of HFO 
to North Korea were irregular, unpredictable, and late; 
the multinational consortium Korean Peninsula Energy 
Development Organization took years to contract the 
LWR construction; and the U.S. legislature excoriated 
the agreement. As these and other detractors persisted, 
pundits and politicians routinely portended Pyongyang’s 
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imminent implosion as they recommended slow-rolling 
the deal in the prospect of not having to make good on 
the agreement. Consequently, capital city liaison offices 
were not exchanged, relations were not normalized, and 
trade and investment never materialized.

In April 1996, Washington engaged Pyongyang 
in dialogue to end its sales of ballistic missile systems, 
components, and technology, a security concern that 
was outside the scope of the Agreed Framework. 
Pyongyang sought economic remuneration for com-
pliance, but Washington balked and instead offered 
to ease economic sanctions, a condition that already 
applied to the Agreed Framework, but which had 
been withheld. Washington quickly acted, sanctioning 
Pyongyang in May 1996 for missile-technology-re-
lated transfers to Iran, in August 1997 for unspecified 
missile proliferation activities, and in April 1998 for the 
transfer of missile technology to Pakistan. In June 1998, 
Pyongyang again offered to end its missile sales if finan-
cially compensated; Washington responded by labeling 
North Korea a rogue state.17

Four years on with little to show but halting HFO 
deliveries and cajoling to end its ballistic missile sales, 
North Korea conducted its first launch of a three-stage 
Paektusan-1 (Taepodong-1) rocket in a failed attempt 
to place the Kwangmyongsong (KMS or Brightstar)-1 
satellite into orbit, on 31 August 1998.18 This launch 
raised tensions in the region out of concerns of ICBM 
advancements and growing vulnerabilities to a North 
Korean nuclear strike. On 12 September 1999, North 
Korea responded to the U.S. request by self-imposing a 
moratorium on long-range missile tests for the duration 
of talks with the United States, and Washington agreed 
to a partial lifting of economic sanctions.

Three days later, Washington advanced a “new, 
comprehensive and integrated approach” to its North 
Korea policy.19 This comprehensive approach unilater-
ally attached several new conditions upon North Korea, 
including verifiable elimination of Pyongyang’s nuclear 
weapons program before normalization of political and 
economic relations, cessation of the North’s missile sales 
program, and termination of its medium-range and long-
range missile production programs. Pyongyang detect-
ed Washington’s alteration of the Agreed Framework. 
Finally, on 15 December 1999, five years after signing the 
Agreed Framework, a construction firm was contract-
ed to build the LWRs (it was August 2002 before site 

preparations were completed and concrete poured, and 
then two months later the Agreed Framework was dead).

Suddenly, in the last months of Clinton’s presiden-
cy, U.S.-North Korean relations dramatically shifted, 
owing to an unanticipated inter-Korean summit in 
Pyongyang in mid-June 2000. In late June, the United 
States eased sanctions on North Korea; in early July 
the United States offered to move toward economic 
normalization; in mid-July North Korea offered to 
end its missile development program in exchange 
for an agreement that would launch its satellites; in 
mid-July Secretary of State Madeleine Albright met 
with Foreign Minister Paek Nam-sun; in mid-Oc-
tober Kim Jong-il’s special envoy, Vice Marshal Jo 
Myong-rok, met with Clinton in the White House; 
and then, in late October, Albright met with Kim 
Jong-il in Pyongyang to assess the possibility of a U.S-
North Korean summit before Clinton left office in 
January. Within two weeks of Albright’s return from 
Pyongyang, rapprochement faced its end in the wake 
of the 7 November U.S. presidential election. President 
George W. Bush assumed office certain that the 
United States had negotiated a bad nuclear deal with a 
rogue regime that was cheating on the agreement.

On 7 March 2001, following a summit with South 
Korean President Kim Dae-jung, Bush voiced harsh 
criticism of North Korean leader Kim Jong-il, expressed 
distrust in the North as a partner in denucleariza-
tion, and presaged the end of the Agreed Framework. 
Immediately, the Bush administration undertook a 
North Korea policy review that unilaterally altered the 
Agreed Framework to include “improved implementa-
tion [measures]; verifiable constraints on North Korea’s 
missile programs and a ban on its missile exports; and 
a less threatening conventional military posture.”20 
Pyongyang was again subject to Washington’s alteration 
of the agreement. In 2002, Washington sounded the 
death knell of the Agreed Framework, bookmarked 
in January by the U.S. president’s categorization of 
North Korea, Iran, and Iraq as “an axis of evil, arming 
to threaten the peace of the world,” and in October 
by an embellished U.S. accusation that allegedly in-
duced a North Korean admission of its undisclosed 
highly-enriched uranium program.21 The effects of 
this accusation/admission ended Clinton’s Agreed 
Framework, including shuttering the Korean Peninsula 
Energy Development Organization’s shipment of HFO 
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in November 2002 and its construction of LWRs in 
December 2003, and squashing the effects of two his-
toric summits—one between North Korea and South 
Korea in June 2000 and the other between North Korea 
and Japan in September 2002.

North Korea reeled. In December 2002, Pyongyang 
(a) alerted the IAEA of its intent to restart its nuclear 
reactor and reopen its facilities frozen by the Agreed 
Framework, (b) removed all IAEA seals and observa-
tion devices from its nuclear facilities and materials, 
and (c) ejected the IAEA inspection team from its nu-
clear facilities in Yongbyon. Then, on 10 January 2003, 
Pyongyang lifted its NPT withdrawal suspension, 
becoming the only nation to withdraw from this treaty. 
In the wake of the U.S. invasion of Iraq on 20 March 
2003, North Korea announced its intent to harvest 
weapons-grade plutonium from eight thousand spent 
fuel rods that had been in storage and under IAEA 
observation since 1994. In an April 2003 meeting 
between U.S. and North Korean diplomats at the 
UN, the Americans were reportedly told that North 
Korea had decided to manufacture nuclear weapons 
by reprocessing the spent fuel rods as a deterrent 

against the United States executing an Iraq-like inva-
sion of North Korea.22

Framed by a doctrine of preemptive strike and 
democratic regime change in the 2002 National Security 
Strategy and victorious from its preventive war with Iraq 
in early 2003, U.S. representative James Kelly announced 
Washington’s policy position in a trilateral meeting with 
China and North Korea on 23 April 2003: Pyongyang 
must accede to a “complete, verifiable, irreversible, dis-
mantlement” (CVID) of all nuclear activities—peaceful 
use and weapons. Pyongyang agreed, but on condition 
that the U.S. would provide the North with a security 
guarantee, normalization of relations, and economic aid. 
The U.S. position was clear: a nuclear CVID before any 
discussion of U.S. concessions.23 Just three days pre-
ceding this meeting, the New York Times broke a story 

U.S. Army Col. James M. Minnich (second from right), secretary of 
United Nations Command Military Armistice Commission, speaks to 
North Korean People’s Army Senior Col. Pak Ki-yong (left) during Sec-
retary Talks of the Military Armistice Commission 11 September 2013 
at the Korean Demilitarized Zone. (Photo courtesy of author)



on a leaked memo that was purportedly approved by 
Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and circulated to 
key members of the administration urging the United 
States to work with China to topple North Korean leader 
Kim Jong-il.24 Three weeks later, the newly elected South 
Korean President Roh Moo-hyun met in summit with 
President Bush and stressed his objections to military 
conflict with North Korea, as he accentuated in his newly 
crafted Peace and Prosperity Policy, Roh’s version of his 
predecessor’s Sunshine Policy.25

Six Party Talks, August 2003 to December 2008. 
The United States refused Pyongyang’s repeated re-
quests for bilateral dialogue, but agreed to meet in Six 
Party Talks with China, Japan, Russia, South Korea, and 
North Korea. These talks began in late August 2003 and 
convened over a five-year period in seven protracted 
rounds. No progress was made throughout the first two 
years of talks, as Pyongyang sought from Washington 
normalization of relations and a nonaggression pact, 
and Washington demanded denuclearization without 
conditions. In early 2005, Condoleezza Rice, in her 
confirmation hearing, labeled North Korea an “outpost 
of tyranny” that must be dealt with, as the South Korean 
government made public its opposition to a U.S. contin-
gency plan for its forces to advance into North Korea in 
the event of internal instability.26 On 10 February 2005, 
Pyongyang’s state news agency, the Korean Central 
News Agency, carried a North Korean foreign minister 
statement that announced Pyongyang’s possession of 
nuclear weapons for self-defense.

Progress in the Six Party Talks remained elusive for 
the first two years of these multilateral negotiations, 
but during the fourth round of talks, the United States 
reversed its prohibition from directly negotiating with 
Pyongyang and relented from its demand that North 
Korea renounce peaceful-use nuclear technology. The 
Joint Statement of 19 September 2005 was not signifi-
cantly different from the 1994 Agreed Framework. 
North Korea agreed to eliminate its nuclear weapons 
program, recommit to the NPT, and submit to IAEA 
inspections. In exchange, Washington (and other parties) 
agreed to normalize diplomatic and economic relations 
with Pyongyang, promote economic cooperation, provide 
energy assistance (to include LWR), and negotiate a per-
manent peace regime in Korea.27

Exiting the negotiation room, Christopher Hill 
addressed the press with a statement of qualification 

WE 
RECOMMEND

The North Korean People’s Army
Origins and Current Tactics
James M. Minnich

Though first published in 2005, this book remains an ex-
tremely useful, extensively researched, and very detailed 

primer on the North Korean army. The actual text—minus 
the introduction, forward, and appendices—is around one 
hundred pages and is a quick read. However, for an individ-
ual attempting to quickly familiarize him- or herself with the 
origin, military ideology, strategy, combat formations, and 
tactics of the North Korean military, the appendices, bibliogra-
phy, and glossary of key terms are as valuable as the text itself.  
 
The author, Col. James Minnich, is an expert on North Korea. He 
has more than two decades of experience in the area, having 
served as a U.S. Army Foreign Area Officer in U.S. Forces Korea 
(USFK). In addition to an MA in East Asian studies from Harvard 
University and a Masters in Military Arts and Science from the 
U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, he is also an 
alumnus of the Republic of Korea Army College and Sogang Uni-
versity’s Center for Korean Studies. 

If you are a student of Korean history, or a serving member of the 
military preparing to deploy to Korea, this book is a “must read, 
must keep close at hand.”
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on the U.S. position regarding the Joint Statement, 
declaring that North Korea also needed to resolve its 
“human rights [abuses], biological and chemical weapons 
programs, ballistic missile programs and proliferation, 
terrorism, and illicit activities.”28 He further stated that 
the United States would take concrete actions to protect 
itself from any of North Korea’s illicit and proliferation 
activities. This statement directly referred to a U.S. 
Treasury Department action that had just been under-
taken to designate Banco Delta Asia, a small bank in 
Macau, as a money-laundering concern for conducting 
financial services with North Korea.29 The U.S. action 
to freeze $25 million of North Korean funds stalled the 
Six Party Talks until Washington released the funds 
twenty-one months later. During this interregnum, 
Pyongyang ended the missile test moratorium with its 
first (failed) launch of an ICBM on 5 July 2006, and its 
first nuclear weapons test on 9 October 2006.

Washington’s hardline approach toward Pyongyang 
not only ended the Agreed Framework, it precipitated 
Pyongyang’s eviction of IAEA inspectors, abrogation of 
the NPT, reoperation of its nuclear reactor, weaponiza-
tion of spent fuel, termination of an eight-year self-im-
posed missile moratorium, launch of an ICBM, and 
test of a nuclear weapon. Incensed by North Korea’s 
first nuclear test, the UNSC unanimously passed 
Resolution 1718 on 14 October 2006 as the United 
States sought greater resolve from Seoul and Tokyo.30 
Washington progressively realized that a solution to 
end North Korea’s nuclear pursuit would eventually 
require honest negotiations with Pyongyang.

On 13 February 2007, the six nations agreed to 
phase one of a plan to implement the September 
2005 Joint Statement.31 Per the implementation plan, 
Pyongyang would disable the Yongbyon nuclear fa-
cilities and receive IAEA inspectors. In exchange, the 
United States would release the $25 million, engage in 
talks to normalize relations, excise North Korea from 
its list of State Sponsors of Terrorism (SST), remove 
sanctions imposed under the Trading with the Enemy 
Act (TWEA), and work to provide HFO. While it 
took Washington four more months to release the 
funds, it took Pyongyang only one day from receipt of 
the funds on 25 June 2007 to welcome a small team of 
IAEA inspectors back to Pyongyang. Those inspectors 
witnessed and verified the shutdown of the Yongbyon 
nuclear reactor on 18 July 2007.32

Less than three months later, the six parties signed 
phase two of a plan to implement the September 2005 
Joint Statement, which committed Pyongyang to submit 
a written declaration of its nuclear weapons program; it 
did so on 26 June 2008.33 In exchange, Washington agreed 
to relax economic sanctions under TWEA, remove 
Pyongyang from its SST list, and (with the other parties) 
provide one million tons of HFO. While Washington did 
immediately relax TWEA sanctions, it withheld delisting 
North Korea as a SST until completion of accelerated 
verifications.34 North Korea balked at this unilateral 
condition and threatened to restart its nuclear reactor, 
and it barred IAEA inspectors from its nuclear facilities 
on 9 October 2008.35 Two days later, Washington delisted 
Pyongyang as a SST, and then the same day Pyongyang 
readmitted IAEA inspectors to Yongbyon.

The seventh round of Six Party Talks was held 
8–11 December 2008. Between the sixth and seventh 
rounds of talks, South Korea, Japan, and the United 
States each elected new heads of state. Japanese Prime 
Minister Aso Taro and South Korean President Lee 
Myong-bak were hardliners who had assumed office 
earlier in 2008, and U.S. President Barack Obama 
was within six weeks of inauguration. In the seventh 
round, under a threat to discontinue energy aid to 
North Korea, the United States, South Korea, and 
Japan pressed Pyongyang to accept a written verifi-
cation protocol that would allow inspectors to take 
and test nuclear material from Yongbyon. Pyongyang 
refused to yield, prompting Washington, Seoul, 
and Tokyo to immediately end all HFO deliveries. 
Pyongyang recoiled. Three months into Obama’s pres-
idency, North Korea launched a three-stage Unha-2/
Taepodong-2 rocket in a failed attempt to place in 
orbit the KMS-2 telecommunication satellite.

On 13 April 2009, the UNSC issued a presidential 
statement of condemnation against the launch, which 
provoked Pyongyang’s withdrawal from the Six Party 
Talks on 14 April in a statement that charged the UN 
for infringing on its sovereignty in contravention to 
the Outer Space Treaty of 1967.36 With the end of 
meaningful dialogue, Pyongyang evicted IAEA in-
spectors, harvested weapons-grade plutonium from all 
eight thousand spent fuel rods, began construction of a 
25-30 MWe LWR, developed its uranium-enrichment 
program, and conducted a second nuclear test on 26 
May 2009. In response, Seoul immediately joined the 
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U.S.-led Proliferation Security Initiative, and the inter-
national community passed UNSCR 1874 on 12 June 
2009.37 Coercion again failed, the chasm of mistrust 
widened, and Pyongyang advanced its nuclear weap-
ons and ballistic missile capabilities.

U.S.-North Korea Bilateral Talks (Leap Day 
Deal), February 2012. During a thirty-one-month 
hiatus from talks, North Korea continued developing 
its nuclear weapons program, with a public display 

of Musudan road-mobile 
IRBMs in October 2010, 
and a two-thousand-centri-
fuge uranium-enrichment 
facility in November 2010. 
As inter-Korean relations 
worsened and Pyongyang 
refused to even meet with 
South Korea’s President Lee 
Myong-bak, the Obama 
administration reached out 
to Pyongyang in July 2011 
with an offer of humanitar-
ian nutritional subsistence. 
As the two sides prepared for 
a third round of talks on this 
issue, North Korean leader 
Kim Jong-il died from heart 
failure on 17 December 2011 
and was succeeded in office 
by his third son, Kim Jong-
un, on 31 December.

On 29 February 2012, 
the United States and North 
Korea met and reached an 
agreement that included 
Pyongyang’s pledge to again 
accept IAEA inspectors, 
and to implement a mora-
torium on long-range mis-
sile launches, nuclear tests, 
and nuclear activities at 

Yongbyon to include uranium-enrichment activities. In 
exchange, Washington reaffirmed its commitment to 
the 19 September 2005 Joint Statement, its absence of 
hostile intent toward North Korea, and agreed to provide 
Pyongyang with 240,000 tons of nutritional assistance. 
The Leap Day Deal (as it has been coined) was tragically 
silent on satellite launches, an issue that Pyongyang views 
as inherently sovereign and consistent with its 2009 acces-
sion to the Outer Space Treaty of 1967.

A North Korean Unha-3 rocket ready 
to launch 8 April 2012 at Tangachai-ri 
Space Center, North Korea. (Photo 
courtesy of Wikimedia Commons) 
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Consequently, the deal died after Pyongyang’s 
third attempt to place a weather satellite into orbit on 
13 April 2012 with its launch of an Unha-3 rocket. 
Pyongyang persisted and finally succeeded in placing 
a functioning satellite into orbit with the launch of an 
Unha-3 rocket on 12 December 2012. Six weeks later, 
the UNSC strengthened international sanctions with 
the passage of Resolution 2087 on 22 January 2013.38 
In the face of toughening sanctions, North Korea 
conducted its third underground nuclear test on 12 
February 2013, just two weeks before South Korea’s 
first female president, Park Geun-hye, assumed office 
from Lee Myong-bak. During Presidents Obama’s and 
Park’s remaining years in office, both pursued policies 
of pressure without negotiation against North Korea.

In his 2015 New Year’s address, Kim Jong-un sought 
talks with South Korea. On 10 January, Kim further 
proposed a return to six-party talks by offering a tem-
porary moratorium on nuclear weapons testing in ex-
change for a temporary suspension of U.S.-South Korea 
combined military exercises.39 Pyongyang then reached 
further by offering to suspend launches of its missiles 
and satellites, and production of its fissile material; 
in exchange, it sought only a temporary reduction in 
the scale of combined military exercises. Pyongyang 
pressed more with a request to focus first on establish-
ing a peace regime to improve security on the pen-
insula, which in its estimate would negate a need for 
nuclear weapons and missiles.40 U.S. State Department 
spokesman John Kirby responded that “denucleariza-
tion had to be part of any such discussion.”41

The UNSC tightened sanctions with Resolution 
2094 in response to Pyongyang’s third nuclear test; 
Resolution 2270 in response to its fourth nuclear test 
on 6 January 2016; UNSC Presidential Statement in 
response to its second successful satellite launch on 7 
February 2016; and Resolution 2321 in response to its 
fifth nuclear test on 9 September 2016.42 Seoul walked 
away from all inter-Korean contact after the fourth 
nuclear test and second successful satellite launch 
with the closure of the Kaesong Industrial Complex. 
Washington enacted the North Korea Sanctions and 
Policy Enhancement Act of 2016, mandating sanc-
tions against entities contributing to North Korea’s 
weapons programs, arms trade, human rights abuses, 
and illegal activities.43 Absent a constructive dialogue 
mechanism or reciprocal agreement, Pyongyang 

advanced its strategic weapons program with suc-
cessful testing of Pukuksong-1/KN-11 SLBMs on 23 
April and 24 August 2016; Musudan IRBMs on 22 
June; Pukuksong-2/KN-15 IRBMs on 12 February, 
5 April, and 12 May 2017; HS-12 IRBM on 14 May; 
and HS-14 ICBMs on 4 July and 28 July 2017. The 
second ICBM launch had an estimated range of 
10,400 km, which could target Chicago.

In early 2017, the United States and South Korea 
both inaugurated new presidents. U.S. President Donald 
Trump entered office on 20 January, declaring that all 
options were on the table concerning North Korea, and 
President Moon Jae-in entered office on 10 May with 
a mandate to peacefully resolve the North Korea crisis 
through inter-Korean engagements.

Going Forward
Shakespeare’s locution of “what is past is prologue” ar-

ticulates the difficult position of Washington and Seoul 
to now advance the denuclearization of North Korea af-
ter twenty-five years of mutual disingenuousness, which 
has created a milieu wherein Pyongyang possesses nucle-
ar weapons and ICBM capabilities.44 What is certain is 
that Pyongyang will not voluntarily disarm with doubts 
of national security and regime survival. Consequently, 
North Korea cannot be induced to denuclearize by offers 
of aid, trade, and engagement.

Pyongyang views denuclearization as capitulation, 
not normalization. Pyongyang does, however, long to 
be accepted as a normal state that enjoys good rela-
tions and trade with its neighbors. Such a prospect 
has been shunned over the years in favor of policies of 
coercion, of which there are many. Strategic patience 
is a policy of pressure without negotiations. The impo-
sition of sanctions is a policy of public privation that 
actually buttresses the despot. Regime change topples 
a dictator in a hope that someone better will emerge. 
Preemption and prevention policies suffer from 
dubious legality with elusive effects. Containment is 
a policy that acquiesces on acquired ability, prohibits 
proliferation, and seeks stasis. Outsourced diplomacy 
is another policy option, but this suggests a paucity of 
policy and a shifting of responsibility to a proxy with 
differing motives. There is another policy option.

A policy of changed regime advances the shared 
aspiration of peace on the Korean peninsula. Such 
a policy will transform North Korea through 
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consistent engagement, which may take decades to 
realize. At only thirty-three, Kim Jong-un’s young 
age advantages stability in pursuing a changed-re-
gime policy. Moreover, Kim has offered the hand of 
negotiation several times. South Korean President 
Moon Jae-in will govern until 2022, and he is re-
ceptive to broad engagements with North Korea to 
peaceably end enmity on the peninsula. Washington 
can view this crisis through the mistakes of earlier 
agreements and interlocutors, and choose a policy 
path that leads Pyongyang along a course that obvi-
ates the need for nuclear weapons as a guarantor of 
security and survival.

Albright’s October 2000 visit with Kim Jong-il elu-
cidated possibilities when Kim stated that Pyongyang 
would refocus resources from the military to “economic 
development, with the right security assurances,” and 
that he had come to view U.S. forces in Korea as stabi-
lizing to the region.45 In August 2009, former President 
Clinton visited Pyongyang, where Kim Jong-il opined 
of a time where the United States might find in North 
Korea a “new friend in Northeast Asia in a complex 
world.”46 That time is now, as the intensity of today’s 
crisis pulls policy makers to define a policy that will 
achieve the denuclearization of North Korea. That solu-
tion is a policy of changed regime.   
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Broadening (Institutional/Enterprise) – [infantry] officers 
experience diverse areas of responsibility. These are the assign-
ments where the Army gains from the officer’s experiences 
and returns him to the Institutional force to help build and 
train the next generation of leaders or sends him to lead a staff 
section in a Joint or ASCC HQs.

—Lt. Col. Patrick Harkins

Broadening assignments provide key develop-
mental experiences to officers as they contin-
ue to serve in our Army in different levels of 

responsibilities. The “muddy boots culture” of purely 
tactical experiences for career advancement has been 
recognized as wholly inadequate in providing sufficient 
broadening experience to deal with the complexities of 
an ever-changing operational environment.1 A better 
mixture of broadening assignments is needed to help 
prepare officers for the different types of roles and 
responsibilities characteristic of the more complex 
security challenges they will face.

As I write this, I am reminded of the words expressed 
by Dr. Tim Hentschel during my time at the Command 
and General Staff College about whom gets assigned to a 
broadening assignment with an Army service component 
command (ASCC). Like most infantryman, there was 
a certain degree of self-denial that it would not be me, 
some other poor infantryman would get this assignment. 
Even though the research shows the need for broadening 
experiences, the embedded on-the-ground culture of in-
fantrymen and other branches still fosters some reticence 
toward broadening experiences that take time away from 
service with field units.2 Having said that about my initial 
reaction, my experience as a staff officer with an ASCC 
has not been what I had imagined it to be. There is more 
to this assignment than I expected that indeed is broad-
ening in terms of insight and practical experience.

Putting careful effort into determining the types of 
broadening assignments that provide officers with oppor-
tunities to learn and grow as professionals means focusing 
on what will best prepare them for future assignments 
along their career paths. There is no “one size fits all” to 
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the developmental methodology. As a result, it is import-
ant to gauge the effects of different broadening assign-
ments to determine their value in providing officers with 
the right developmental experiences. To that end, the 
intended purpose of this article is to provide an overview 
of the experiences and impact of an ASCC assignment on 
career development so that readers may develop a better 
sense of both its utility as a broadening experience and 
as an opportunity to learn how to better manage staff 
resources at the ASCC level.

What Is an ASCC?
What an ASCC is most widely known for is that 

it works to provide access to the region or operational 
environment, to acquire basing privileges, and to obtain 
overflight authorizations to allow U.S. forces to execute 
their missions in theater. However, it does significantly 
more than that. Prior to my assignment to an ASCC, 
previous assignments and participation in exercises gave 
me limited insight on what an ASCC did but not enough 
to fully understand the whole gamut of its responsibilities.

The breadth and depth of the roles and responsi-
bilities of an ASCC are remarkable. Army Regulation 
10-87, Army Commands, Army Service Component 
Commands, and Direct Reporting Units, defines ASCCs as 
operational-level organizations that serve as the primary 
Army components for combatant commanders through-
out the different geographical commands.3 In practice, 
an ASCC is primarily responsible to the secretary of 
the Army for the administration and support of Army 
forces assigned or attached to combatant commands. 
However, depending on its designation, an ASCC has 
the flexibility to perform myriad tasks that support the 
combatant commander to set conditions throughout an 
area of operations. As such, an ASCC can provide an ar-
ray of options for the combatant commander to achieve 
desired end states.4 For example, the ASCC supporting 
U.S. Central Command retains operational control of 
Army forces via the delegation of Central Command 

leadership. In this capacity, it performs Army support 
to other services as well as Department of Defense-
specified executive agencies.5 In addition, an ASCC can 
be designated by the combatant commander to perform 
duties as a joint forces land component command or 
joint task force as contingencies arise.6

To provide a broader framework, I will use U.S. 
Army Central (USARCENT) as an example of a 
geographic ASCC to give a clearer picture of the depth 
and complexity of these types of organizations and 
the kinds of support they offer to combatant com-
manders. To understand the totality of what an ASCC 
does, the best place to start is by looking at the mission 
statement of an ASCC. A good mission statement will 
provide an accurate description of what an organiza-
tion does. At present, USARCENT’s mission state-
ment reads, “USARCENT shapes the environment to 
improve access and interoperability, sets the theater to 
deter adversaries, and is prepared to transition to Phase 
I of contingency operations.”7 The mission statement is 
expansive because it reflects the span and complexities 
of tasks that an ASCC is directed to perform in its 
designated area of operations. The USARCENT mis-
sion statement has evolved over time and continues to 
evolve as the operational environment and the strategic 
focus of the combatant commander change. As such, 
ARCENT has adapted and adjusted its role in the per-
formance of numerous operational and strategic tasks. 
For example, it has performed duties as both theater 
army and combined joint task force, and it continues 
in both those roles. Currently, USARCENT supports 
three main lines of effort: set the theater, shape the 
environment, and unified land operations. Prior to that, 
it served as a combined joint task force, Operation Iraqi 
Resolve, from October 2014 to September 2015.8

Understanding Staff Work
The idea of being a staff officer is not very enticing. It 

feels extraneous to me as an infantry officer. But the level 
of satisfaction one gets from accomplishing a challenging 
task may well provide the same feeling of satisfaction one 
gets from service on the line. Though it was truly hard for 
me to feel and express pride in working as a staff officer, 
it does have its merit and value. Like any other significant 
work, meaning is found on the quality of the work done 
and on its impact on others. It took a shift in mindset on 
my part to appreciate the value of good staff work.

Previous page: Secretary of Defense Ashton Carter (center) departs 
the Baghdad International Airport 18 April 2016. Carter announced 
the next phase of the fight against the Islamic State during a troop talk 
in Baghdad that included addressing the requirement for detailed 
land-component participation in training and support to Iraqi ground 
forces. (Photo by Sr. Master Sgt. Adrian Cadiz, U.S Air Force) 
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Most of my time during my tour of service as a 
staff officer with USARCENT was spent as a planner. 
I participated in three-star level exercises, multiple 
planning efforts, and working groups. My experience 
might be unique to my job description, but the work I 
have done is like that of most staff officers who work 
at USARCENT. As a planner, I routinely attended dif-
ferent meetings throughout the week. Most of my time 
was spent listening to briefings, providing staff input to 
planning efforts, participating in working groups, inter-
acting with people, and sometimes previewing soon-to-
be published new Army doctrine.

At first glance, this type of daily existence seems 
mundane. It even sounds morbid as I read back over 
this paragraph. This type of existence at face value 
would put off a lot of people—nobody that I know 
signed up to join the Army to do staff work. However, 
whether we like it or not, staff work is a part of what 
we do daily in the Army. As officers, a great deal of our 
time is spent doing the unenviable task of leading and 
participating in planning efforts. It took me some time 
to acquiesce to this inglorious task.

Being a planner requires knowing what information 
is critical to a planning effort or working group. This is 

not very easy, because 
sometimes you go into 
a planning effort blind 
or at least unaware of 
the requirements. Most 
often, operational plan-
ning teams and working 
groups do not provide 
an overview before 
starting. Not all working 
groups are created equal. 
Effective working groups 
and planning efforts are 
well led and organized. 
As a planner, you must 

U.S. military logistics leaders and experts from across the Department 
of Defense discuss long-term logistics planning 6 April 2017 during 
the Joint Logistics Coordination Board at the U.S. Central Command 
forward headquarters at Al Udeid Air Base, Qatar. The board was part 
of a week of planning conferences that included two separate sessions 
aimed at ensuring the joint logistics enterprise aligns efforts across the 
CENTCOM area of responsibility to maintain an effective readiness 
for both current and future operations. (Photo by Staff Sgt. R. Alex 
Durbin, U.S. Air Force)
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understand the requirements one needs to provide that 
are relevant to the effort and others might not know in a 
planning effort. You must be knowledgeable of important 
data that are relevant to the operational planning team.

It is a common mistake to commence planning efforts 
or working groups without setting the right conditions. 
Plunging headlong into a task without sufficiently pre-
paring participants with the appropriate base knowledge 
creates frustrations. It is a mistake in my mind to expect 
individuals to know something without providing the 
right references. Those who are new to the unit cannot 
be expected to know everything they need to know. New 
members of working groups must be provided an over-
view to help them understand key information. Teaching 
them where to access and acquire more information 
should enable them to catch up.

The demands of being a planner are various and 
difficult at times. What one does is time consuming and 
constantly changing. Work is never done. At times it 
feels like a thankless job, especially when one is caught 
unaware and not particularly prepared for what is asked 
in a meeting. Staff work is wrought with challenges, and 
one must be always be in the know of the new develop-
ments, which is not an easy chore. Sometimes people 
take one’s work for granted, especially when things are 
going well. One gets little credit for the things that go 
well and a lot of anguish when things do not go well. It is 
almost Sisyphean at times.

What Could Be Done Better?
To make the assignment in an ASCC a true broaden-

ing experience, there are ways to enhance these assign-
ments. Officers would be more well-rounded if they 
rotated to different positions every year throughout their 
time. I think that this is doable with some innovation 
and willingness. It will benefit the Army a great deal by 
having officers who have well-rounded skills and experi-
ences from working in an ASCC.

Maneuver company-grade officers who have not 
spent time in command should not be assigned to an 
ASCC. Their time to learn and master the basics is lim-
ited. Without company-grade field experience, they will 
have a knowledge gap that might be hard to overcome 
later on. Where staff experience is necessary, maneuver 
company-grade officers will be better served spending 
critical developmental time at echelons of command at 
the brigade level and below.

Where staff service with an ASCC is deemed 
appropriate, leadership development programs should 
focus on bridging the knowledge gap required for such 
service and enhancing regional expertise. This will 
allow officers in ASCC broadening assignments to 
gain deeper understanding of the different countries 
in the region. Acquiring knowledge in these areas has 
multiple benefits. We are fortunate in USARCENT to 
have a dynamic leadership development program that 
enhances regional knowledge.

Time in theater will also provide valuable expe-
rience for officers. Working with partner nations 
through exercises and partnership programs bene-
fits everyone. However, with constrained resources, 
such direct partnership opportunities might not be 
feasible on a large scale but are worth considering for 
their potential to enhance the broadening experience. 
Furthermore, immersion and real-world interaction 
with officers of partner nations would aid in devel-
oping personal relationships that could potentially 
deescalate future tensions arising among nations by 
leveraging personal connections with senior military 
officers of different nations that were formed while 
serving with U.S. officers in combined activities during 
their development years as relatively junior officers.

Balancing the requirements with risk when it comes 
to personnel must be done correctly. Sending the right in-
dividuals to broadening assignments and providing them 
with a range of experiences will enhance their profession-
al growth, but filling the ranks of a unit with less than ad-
equate personnel dooms the organization to mediocrity. 
It also causes frustration when individuals with the wrong 
background and experience struggle to perform a job. 
The two-levels-up-and-one-down methodology may not 
work well in an ASCC. The experience-level requirement 
cannot be filled by randomly assigning mere bodies.

Reflection on the Overall 
Value of the ASCC Assignment

The breadth and depth of the responsibilities of an 
ASCC provides opportunities to expand one’s knowledge 
of many different problem sets and potential solutions. 
Those aspiring to higher levels of responsibility will 
benefit from learning about the operational and strategic 
tasks an ASCC performs. Additionally, having prox-
imity to general officers and seeing how they formulate 
visions and intent as well as make decisions offers lessons 
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in leadership that are hard to quantify. Seeing the challenges and require-
ments that a senior leader must contend with enables future senior leaders 
to prepare for those future demands. Therefore, the experience in an ASCC 
assignment forges a path toward greater depth of knowledge and skills that 
future senior leaders can use to create success.

It is very easy to lose sight of what is important. Sometimes we need a 
little reminder that we all have roles to play in the grand scheme of things. 
We cannot all be commanders; all of us must do staff work to enable com-
manders to make the best military decisions and provide the best military 
advice to strategic leaders. Getting it right has enormous consequences, as 
the recent experiences in Iraq, Syria, and Afghanistan demonstrate. The 
human and economic toll is very significant.

Doing your best everyday may not get its due reward, but the satis-
faction of doing one’s best and contributing to an important effort that 
makes a difference is reward enough, as it helps one achieve self-fulfill-
ment. Self-satisfaction comes to the person in the arena who toils day 
in and day out to fulfill his or her obligation to a calling or job he or she 
feels is worthy of doing.9

In his book Team of Teams, Gen. Stanley McChrystal states that the role 
of senior leaders is no longer that of a heroic leader but rather that of an 
emphatic crafter of culture; a gardener.10 If the role of future senior leaders 
is to be good crafters of cultures, then perhaps an assignment in an ASCC is 
worth it because it is a good training ground for developing the skills needed 
to become an effective gardener of organizational culture.
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On a dusty morning in July 2015, a combined 
Stryker-Abrams battalion task force surged 
across the high desert of the National Training 

Center (NTC) at Fort Irwin, California, toward two 
mountain passes. The Strykers fell behind the tracked 

Abrams tanks as they drove off-road in the rolling terrain 
but caught up just in time to pass through the narrow 
cuts between the mountains and onto the plains below. 
As the Strykers drove into the open terrain, they were 
quickly cut down by an enemy armored force. Their 

Sgt. 1st Class Nicholas Bisnett, assigned to Reconnaissance Platoon, Headquarters and Headquarters Company, 3rd Battalion, 41st Infantry 
Regiment, 1st Brigade Combat Team, 1st Armored Division, returns from a round of shooting 16 March 2017 during the unit’s annual Table IV 
gunnery at Doña Ana Range Complex, New Mexico. (Photo by Winifred Brown, Fort Bliss Public Affairs Office)
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light armor was no match for the main gun rounds from 
enemy tanks combined with the cannon fire from enemy 
infantry fighting vehicles. Few Strykers survived the en-
gagement in the open ground against the heavier enemy 
force, and that engagement blunted the spearhead of the 
brigade’s attack. In the aftermath of this defeat, it is likely 
that many of those involved were asking themselves: Is 
there a better way to employ the Stryker? That question 
was not new, of course. In the early days of the Stryker, 
critics observed that “it does not provide the firepower or 
the protection to transform army light infantry units into 
a ‘medium weight force.’”1 Given the Stryker’s inherent 
limitations, how should it be employed against a mecha-
nized opponent? And, fifteen years after the introduction 
of the Stryker brigade combat team (BCT), has the Army 
determined its role on the battlefield?

We will attempt to answer the thorny question of how 
Strykers might best be utilized on the battlefield. First, we 
will look back at the origin of the Stryker BCT and how 
it was initially envisioned. Then, we will provide a brief 
recap of the Stryker’s use in Iraq and Afghanistan, looking 
at the role it assumed during missions in the respective 
counterinsurgency (COIN) campaigns. Next, we will 
discuss the Army’s overall shift from a focus on COIN 
operations to the core competencies of high-intensity 
warfare. Finally, we will take a look at several examples of 
the Stryker being used in this new role at the NTC and 
examine what operational approaches best capitalize on 
the inherent strengths of the Stryker platform. We will 
close with a discussion of the way ahead for training and 
employment of the Stryker in the future.

Fielding and Validation of the Stryker
When Gen. Eric Shinseki became the Army chief 

of staff in June 1999, he had a clear vision for changing 
the structure and strategic responsiveness of the Army.2 
Central to this vision was the creation of a new interim 
BCT at Fort Lewis, Washington—one that would be a 
model for future brigades to be fielded or transformed. 
These new brigades would employ a “medium-weight” 
armored vehicle—light enough to be transportable by 
C-130 cargo aircraft but heavy enough to provide basic 
protection and firepower to infantry squads. This idea 
of a “medium” unit to bridge the gap between light and 
heavy forces has deep roots in the Army, perhaps de-
scribed most succinctly in “Three Kinds of Infantry” by 
then Col. Huba Wass de Czege. The vulnerability of light 

units initially sent to Operation Desert Shield in 1990 

highlighted the need for this type of unit.3

In November 2000, the Army announced that it 
had selected a wheeled vehicle known as the LAV III 
(third-generation light armored vehicle), which would 
be developed into several variants for reconnaissance, 
mortar, command, and infantry-carrying roles. Delivery 
of the vehicles began in spring 2002, when Company A, 
5th Battalion, 20th Infantry (known as 5-20 Infantry), 
received the first fourteen Strykers (as the vehicle had 
been newly named) and began training with them. The 
first major test of the newly formed Stryker brigade took 
place during Millennium Challenge 2002, a major joint 
exercise that included transportation of Strykers by 
C-130 aircraft from Fort Lewis to Fort Irwin, California, 
and return movement by high-speed sealift catama-
ran. Brigade-level training exercises at the NTC and 
also at the Joint Readiness Training Center (JRTC) 
in Louisiana served as the final validation of the ful-
ly-equipped Stryker brigade, now organized as the 3rd 
Brigade of the 2nd Infantry Division.4

These exercises showcased both the shortcomings 
and strengths of the Stryker. In vehicular combat against 
a mechanized opponent at the NTC, Strykers were 
quickly “destroyed,” but they excelled in restricted terrain 
and infantry ambushes against their armored foes.5 The 
JRTC exercise better highlighted the new possibilities 
enabled by the operation-
al mobility of a Stryker Capt. Daniel Reynolds, 
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brigade. Col. (retired) Charles Hodges, a battalion oper-
ations officer at the time, recalled the brigade attacking 
the infamous Shughart-Gordon urban warfare training 
facility twelve hours earlier than a typical light infantry 
unit, catching the enemy off balance and winning the 
battle decisively as a result.6 Though the Stryker brigade 
was still regarded with some skepticism, it was certified 
to deploy by the U.S. Army Forces Command after com-
pletion of its brigade-level training exercises.

Stryker Employment in Operation 
Iraqi Freedom

3rd Stryker BCT arrived in Iraq in December 2003, 
the first of many Stryker deployments that would follow 
over the next eight years. This deployment served as the 
first showcase of the Stryker vehicle and the associated 
reorganized brigade.7 Two of the most unique aspects of 
the Stryker brigade proved to be its operational mobility 
and its advanced command-and-control network com-
pared to the mechanized and light units already operating 
in Iraq. Without the logistical support requirements of a 
heavy mechanized force, Strykers could pivot much more 
quickly from operating in one region to another across 
hundreds of miles. Hodges recalled the flexibility of the 
Stryker brigade during Operation Black Typhoon in Iraq:

All three Stryker maneuver battalions were 
involved … one night where we were truly 

spread all over Nineveh Province, from Mosul 
all the way out to the Syrian border. 5-20 
Infantry was doing raids on the Syrian border, 
we were doing a major operation in Mosul 
and down in [Qayyarah West Airfield], all 
at the same time … it showed the depth and 
breadth we could operate in.8

In addition, the Stryker platform itself proved to 
be very effective in urban combat. Lt. Col. Theodore 
Kleisner, who served in 3rd Brigade on later Iraq deploy-
ments as a company commander, offered some thoughts:

The Stryker ferried more people and more 
stuff. A HMMWV had five people, two stayed 
with it, so maybe three dismounted; [Strykers] 
dismounted nine. As far as the uniqueness of 
the Stryker goes, we used it to [enable our in-
fantrymen to] get over walls, to get into second 
floors. We did rolling dismounts, dismounts 
at the “X.” … We used Strykers to maneuver 
around and to stop bullets. We stayed in them 
until we thought we were at a point where we 
needed to establish dominance of terrain.9

During the “Surge” in Iraq in 2007 and 2008, Stryker 
elements were moved rapidly and repeatedly. A nota-
ble example is the experience of 5-20 Infantry, which 
was shifted from Mosul to Baghdad to Baqubah over 
the course of 2007.10 By the time U.S. involvement in 
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Iraq began winding down in 2010, there were eight 
Stryker BCTs, nearly a quarter of the active force. 
However, Strykers began to see heavier employment in 
Afghanistan, with 3rd, 5th, and 4th Brigades of the 2nd 
Infantry Division deploying in subsequent years.11

Transition to Decisive Action
As American involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan 

drew down, the Army began looking for a new focus after 
a decade of COIN-oriented training and combat. Col. 
Ross Coffman, the commander of the Operations Group 
at the NTC, described it: “As we move from the majority 
of our forces being deployed in support [of] OIF/OEF to 
what we have today, the decision was made at the Army 
level to move toward decisive action operations at our 
training centers. … If you can do decisive action, you 
can do anything.”12 Decisive action is the term used by the 
Army to describe a combination of wide area security 
and combined arms maneuver operations, but informally 
the term is used to describe the shift from COIN-focused 
operations toward more traditional conventional warfare 
against opponents with near-peer technology and force 
structures. Coffman elaborated: “The [decisive action 
training environment] scenario is a prescriptive enemy 
set … based on evolution of enemy forces, we introduce 
additional capabilities … we are replicating a near-peer 
threat depending on the level of training [at which] 

the rotational unit arrives.”13 As a result of the Army’s 
change in focus, its training centers took up the challenge 
of developing training scenarios to rebuild traditional ma-
neuver competency on a high-intensity battlefield. The 
Operations Group at the NTC helped drive this shift, 
providing new training options to Army division com-
manders, who used the rotation to ensure unit readiness 
for the most likely deployments. Coffman explained, 
“The numbers of forces, type of terrain and environment 
can all be changed …. We develop scenarios that play to 
the strengths of that organization while also improving 
their weaknesses by forcing commanders to make deci-
sions in a time-constrained environment.”14

By late 2011, the Army also began holding field tests 
of the new near-peer enemy force at training centers 
with rotations at the Joint Multinational Readiness 
Center in Hohenfels, Germany. The 2nd Stryker Cavalry 
Regiment and the 173rd Airborne Brigade each conduct-
ed a month-long exercise against a near-peer enemy set, 
providing a valuable baseline for further development of 
the decisive action training environment.

Strykers from Company C, 5th Battalion, 20th Infantry Regiment 
conduct a short halt 20 May 2016 during training at the National 
Training Center, Fort Irwin, California. (Photo by Spc. Lawrence 
Wong, U.S. Army)
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As the Army was shifting focus from COIN to 
decisive action, changes were also taking place at Joint 
Base Lewis-McChord, home of the original interim 
BCT. In 2012, there were three independent Stryker 
brigades stationed on the post, all falling under the 
direct control of I Corps. The brigades had been on a 
near-continuous deployment cycle since their con-
version to Stryker formations in the early 2000s. The 
repeated deployments had reduced their equipment 
and personnel readiness to relatively low levels. At 
this point the 7th Infantry Division was reactivated to 
serve as a headquarters for these three brigades and to 
transition them from their deployment-focused train-
ing cycle to a steadier state of deployment readiness.

Lt. Gen. Stephen Lanza, the I Corps commanding 
general, served as the initial commander of the 7th 
Infantry Division. He recalls: “The first direction was 
‘build back the readiness of the Stryker formation’ …. 
When we took over the division, the Strykers were in a 
tremendous amount of disrepair, to the point where we 
had to stand down the brigades to build Stryker read-
iness, because they were just not ready.”15 He further 
elaborated: “When we stood up the division, we had a 
26 percent nondeployable rate, we had OR [operational 
readiness] rates that were [low]—we could not fight 
decisive action because we were stuck in ARFORGEN 
[Army Force Generation].”16 A focus for the newly 
established 7th Infantry Division was training Stryker 
formations for combat against a near-peer threat. Lanza 
said, “There’s a lot of things that had to change in terms 
of our approach to Stryker training at home station, 
because we were focused on COIN … and we had a big 
discussion about the platform itself, because we did not 
want to employ it as a Bradley.”17

The deficit in experience commanding Strykers in 
maneuver against a near-peer threat led 7th Infantry 
Division to work with the NTC to develop the first full 
decisive action rotation for a Stryker brigade. Lanza 
recalls the process of creating this rotation:

A lot of our initial discussion was designing a 
CTC [combat training center] rotation … with 
the requisite kind of force ratios and requisite 
kind of OPFOR [opposing force], in terms of 
what a Stryker would do in combat …. We 
did not want to have a mano a mano rotation 
where Strykers would be fighting other kinds of 
armored vehicles …. The focal point was always 

delivering infantry into the fight …. So we had 
to build a COFOR, correlation of forces model, 
to make sure we had the right force ratios for 
what a Stryker would do in combat.18

This planning and development culminated in 
January 2014, when 3rd Brigade, 2nd Infantry Division 
deployed to the NTC for the first of this new type of 
training exercise. Both of the authors of this paper were 
present at the rotation—one as an assistant operations 
officer within 5-20 Infantry and the other as a liaison 
officer from the elements of the 75th Ranger Regiment 
participating in the exercise. The rotation was different 
from a typical mission rehearsal exercise conducted be-
fore a deployment from the start. The brigade deployed 
into a tactical assembly area with no pre-positioned 
buildings or logistical support, and then further broke 
down into battalion-level assembly areas from there. 
This was no small feat, considering the level of reliance 
Stryker formations had on fixed forward operating bases 
for logistical support in Iraq and Afghanistan. From 
these tactical assembly areas, the battalion launched sep-
arate attacks. 5-20 Infantry initially attacked through the 
“central corridor” of the NTC to seize several pieces of 
prominent terrain prior to conducting a seizure of Ujen, 
one of the larger mock cities. The battalion, generally op-
erating unilaterally, suffered heavy casualties in the pro-
cess. As Lanza observed, “Strykers in the attack, against 
a prepared position with enemy armor, [do not succeed] 
without the other enablers that he [Stryker commander] 
needs and the other support that he needs.”19

This attack was followed by a defense, which bet-
ter highlighted the strengths of the Stryker formation. 
The battalion was able to utilize dismounted javelins 
in restrictive terrain to great effect, although it did not 
have the capability to truly block an armored enemy 
force. Lanza again shared his thoughts: “When you take 
Strykers in the defense, and you dismount javelins, and 
you put them in [restricted] terrain, that was the biggest 
fight that Col. Bair [the Stryker BCT commander] 
won, was in the defense.”20 The defense was followed 
by a counterattack and a breach, both of which saw the 
Stryker battalions overmatched by enemy armor. As this 
was the first training exercise of this type at the NTC, 
significant shortcomings still existed in the design and 
execution of the Stryker-specific scenario.

Upon returning from the NTC, 3rd Brigade 
immediately began a new training cycle to correct 
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shortcomings identified from the January 2014 rota-
tion. A premium was placed on training of the mount-
ed crews and the Stryker platform. Col. David Foley, 
who took command of 3rd Brigade near the end of this 
rotation, recalls the training progression: “What we in-
herited was a more platform-based formation …. We’re 
going to man, field, become very lethal in our two- to 
three-man crew and then enhance that with the in-
fantry squad and that absolutely countered everything 
I saw in the JRTC and initial fielding.”21 This could be 
seen in the company live-fire exercise conducted just 
prior to the NTC rotation, which included several 
mounted engagements for the Strykers in open terrain.

3rd Brigade again deployed to the NTC for Rotation 
15-08.5 in July 2015. Two companies of Abrams tanks 
were attached to the brigade; 5-20 Infantry essentially 
became a Stryker-Abrams combined arms battalion. This 
configuration would prove to be less than ideal, as there 
was less synergy between the Stryker and the Abrams 
than between the Bradley Infantry Fighting Vehicle and 
the Abrams. Lt. Col. Edward Ballanco, the battalion 
commander of 5-20 Infantry, described one shortcoming: 
“The main difference between a Stryker and a Bradley is 

that a Bradley is far more maneuverable than a Stryker.”22 

On roads, Strykers and Abrams tanks could move at 
about the same speed, but maneuvering off-road in roll-
ing desert terrain, the wheeled Strykers were far slower 
than the tracked tanks. This made it difficult to maintain 
a consistent tempo while maneuvering in the open, and 
it also deprived the tanks of the shock and speed with 
which they can normally attack. When the tanks did 
maneuver independently, they found themselves without 
infantry support to clear restricted terrain, and they were 
quickly destroyed by enemy antitank weapons.

Ultimately, the Stryker lacked the protection, fire-
power, and maneuverability to truly conduct a move-
ment to contact across open terrain. Ballanco elaborated: 
“The Stryker … didn’t have as good a weapon, didn’t have 
a mounted TOW, didn’t have a 25 mm [cannon].”23 As 

U.S. Army Lt. Col. Edward J. Ballanco, Commander of the 5th Battal-
ion, 20th Infantry Regiment, 1st Brigade Combat Team, 2nd Infantry 
Division, briefs his subordinate commanders 9 May 2016 during De-
cisive Action Rotation 16-06 at the National Training Center in Fort 
Irwin, California. (Photo by Sgt. Stephen J. Schmitz, U.S. Army)
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with the previous rotation, the brigade saw its greatest 
success in the defense, while suffering heavy casualties 
during movement-to-contact missions and deliberate 
attacks. A further shortcoming was seen during obsta-
cle-breaching operations—the Stryker Engineer Support 
Vehicle was unable to proof a lane wide enough for a 
tank after conducting a breach through an obstacle. So, 
even with Abrams tanks to provide the assault force for a 
breach, the Stryker vehicles were unable to create a path 
for them through an obstacle. Foley and his battalion 
commanders returned from this rotation with several 
lessons learned, and a new focus as they trained for the 
next rotation, only eight months in the future.

A Shift in Training Focus
Following NTC Rotation 15-08.5, 3rd Brigade, now 

reflagged as 1st Brigade, 2nd Infantry Division, received 
orders to return to the NTC for another rotation earlier 
than expected, in the early summer of 2016. Thus, a com-
pressed training plan was developed to prepare and certi-
fy the brigade. 5-20 Infantry modified its training plan in 
several key ways to incorporate the lessons learned from 
NTC Rotation 15-08.5. Ballanco described his method of 
employing the Stryker during these exercises: “We’d take 
advantage of the restrictive terrain all the time, try to use 
[the Stryker] as a support-by-fire platform wherever we 
could, but of course the main weapon being the javelin … 
so we need to be experts with that weapon system.”24 To 
reinforce his style of maneuver, he devised several changes 
to the battalion training plan. First, the battalion conduct-
ed several additional company-level force-on-force mock 
battles, allowing commanders and leaders to experience 
fighting against a thinking opponent rather than the 
more constrained maneuver of a live-fire exercise against 
wooden targets. Second, integration of Stryker infantry 
carrier vehicles and dismounted infantry was heavily 
stressed both in field exercises and in tabletop war-gam-
ing exercises held for the battalion’s officers. Finally, a 
full battalion-level field exercise tested the ability of the 
battalion staff to control several companies maneuvering 

in the field utilizing the full spectrum of communications 
systems. When the eight-month lull between the two 
NTC rotations was complete, 5-20 Infantry had con-
ducted dozens of company-level force-on-force exercises 
and monthly war-gaming exercises.

NTC Rotation 16-06 was different from previous 
rotations in several respects. Maj. Gen. Thomas James, 
the commander of 7th Infantry Division and the senior 
trainer for Rotation 16-06, stated, “One of the things 
I took away from the rotation with [2nd Brigade] and 
with [3rd Brigade] is that because of the uniqueness 
of the Stryker formation, we have to pay even more 
attention to … how we shape conditions to enable a 

Stryker formation to get to a position of advantage.”25 

The dialogue between James and the NTC resulted in 
a rotation that was much more fluid and realistic for a 
Stryker formation than previous rotations.

1st Brigade, 2nd Infantry Division, as 3rd Brigade 
was now renamed, began an early summer training 
rotation in May 2016. (The authors of this paper 
commanded Company A and Company C of 5-20 
Infantry during this training.) 5-20 Infantry departed 
the bivouac area for the training area on 4 May and 
immediately established a desert laager, postured for 
immediate movement to an assault position. The next 
evening, the entire battalion departed its laager site 
for an attack on several pieces of restricted terrain. 
Company A led the battalion’s attack, moving sixteen 
kilometers through a mobility corridor known as 
Whale Gap to a dismount point 2.5 kilometers from 
their final objective. This dismount point was select-
ed deliberately to protect the vehicles from enemy 
antitank weapon systems. From that point, the entire 
company dismounted into the restrictive terrain and 
cleared enemy forces from a prominent ridgeline, uti-
lizing company mortars for fire support. The company 
rested the following day and prepared for the next 
mission, and then moved another fourteen kilometers 
the following night to another objective.

… because of the uniqueness of the Stryker formation, 
we have to pay even more attention to … how we 
shape conditions to enable a Stryker formation to get 
a position of advantage.
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This first battle period highlighted two strengths of 
the Stryker formation in combined arms maneuver. 
The Stryker has excellent operational mobility, and 
can move along roads to quickly deliver a large body of 
dismounted infantry to an objective while preserving 
combat power. The missions conducted by Company 
A would have taken considerably longer if conducted 
by a light infantry force without vehicular support. 
Second, the Stryker formation can much more quickly 
refit, conduct troop leading procedures, and prepare 
for the next mission than an armored force. Fewer 
refueling assets are required, indirect fire support is in-
tegral to the company team, and digital systems inside 
the vehicle allow mission orders to be quickly dissem-
inated by higher headquarters. Additionally, the use 
of the “Arms Room” concept allowed Company A to 
effectively resupply additional ammunition and water, 
and replace AT-4 antitank weapons after consolidating 
on the objective.26 Therefore, Company A could con-
duct an ambitious follow-on mission less than twen-
ty-four hours after seizing their initial objective.

The next phase of the training exercise saw Company 
C tasked to conduct a bold flanking maneuver to the far 
eastern boundary of the NTC. This order was issued to 
Company C at 0600 hours, with a tentative start time of 
1800 hours. The battalion was widely dispersed at this 
point, with Company C fifteen kilometers to the east 
of the rest of the battalion task force, twenty kilometers 
from the battalion operations center, and separated by 
several major terrain features. Company C used the 
twelve hours allocated to refuel, rearm, resolve several 
vehicle maintenance issues, and issue a mission order. 
Upon departing the assembly area, Company C moved 
across severely restricted terrain that had previously not 
been used as a route. This route brought Company C 
into an assault position northeast of a mock city, which 
the company attacked shortly after dusk. The route 
followed by Company C bypassed a massive obstacle 
belt south of the city and allowed the lead elements of 
the company to seize a foothold in the city before being 
detected by the enemy. By the time direct-fire contact 
was established with the enemy, two buildings in the 
city had been secured, and all of the company’s Strykers 
were established in a supporting position north of the 
city where they could employ their heavy machine guns 
and grenade launchers to isolate the enemy. The city was 
seized entirely under cover of darkness, and the company 

repositioned shortly after dawn to a blocking position to 
stop an enemy force spotted by friendly forces.

This operation highlighted the strengths of the 
Stryker formation in a slightly different way. During the 
attack on the city, Company C used its Strykers not only 
as a method of transportation but also as a support plat-
form for infantry maneuver. The heavy machine guns 
mounted on the Strykers with thermal cameras served 
both to spot and eliminate enemy forces as they moved 
in and out of the city. As with Company A’s operation, 
the agility of the Stryker was highlighted as a tremen-
dous asset. Within two hours of seizing a city and estab-
lishing a hasty defense, the entire company packed up 
and repositioned to a follow-on blocking position with 
their antitank weapon systems to help stop an enemy ar-
mored force. Finally, the mobility of the Stryker platform 
and the light logistical support requirements allowed the 
battalion to operate across a wide geographical area and 
enabled C Company to conduct its flanking movement 
to the east across restrictive terrain.

The bold movement also illustrated the impressive 
digital systems employed by Stryker formations. At the 
battalion level, the commander was capable of providing 
effective mission command for three Stryker companies 
conducting missions simultaneously across twenty kilo-
meters, from Company C at the city to Companies A and 
B on hilltops 760 and 780, respectively.

The final task for 5-20 Infantry in Rotation 16-06 
saw the entire task force conduct a seventy-kilometer 
movement across the entire breadth of the train-
ing area at the NTC to attack the enemy’s rear area. 
During this movement, the battalion seized two vil-
lages, conducted breaching operations on five separate 
mine obstacles, and forced the enemy to reallocate a 
significant portion of its forces to rear-area security 
instead of its main defensive positions. Once again, the 
operational mobility of the Stryker force allowed it to 
move long distances and put a large infantry force into 
a position of advantage against the enemy.

Strengths and Weaknesses of 
the Stryker Formation

Over the course of three decisive action rotations 
at the NTC for 3rd Brigade (now 1st Brigade), several 
trends are clear. The first is that the Stryker formation 
cannot be used in the same way as a combined arms 
battalion of Bradley infantry fighting vehicles and 
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Abrams tanks. Alone, for example, the Stryker cannot 
engage an enemy mechanized force in open terrain. As 
Coffman put it, “There are limitations with the Stryker, 
mainly on firepower and its standoff with our enemy, 
as well as protection to those individuals riding in the 
back, as it only defeats smaller caliber weapons.”27 Its 
weapon systems are overmatched in range and destruc-
tive power, and its armor does not protect it from an 
enemy infantry fighting vehicle such as a BMP with a 
30 mm cannon. This is not to say that a Stryker cannot 
integrate with tanks or a heavy formation in a differ-
ent way—it just cannot take the exact role used by a 
Bradley. Maneuvers across open terrain against mecha-
nized enemy forces are not situations in which Strykers 
excel, whether augmented with tanks or not.

However, Strykers can be effective and lethal when 
used in ways that emphasize their natural strengths. 
NTC Rotation 16-06 offered several examples of these 
types of missions. Stryker units excel when the vehicles 
themselves are not needlessly exposed to enemy antitank 
fire, the infantry are brought to fight in restricted terrain 
where they can negate the advantage of enemy mecha-
nized forces, and a high tempo is maintained. In every 
instance cited from that training exercise, care was taken 
to dismount infantry before the Stryker vehicles were in 
range of enemy antitank weapon systems. This prevented 
the vehicle, which holds a squad and a heavy machine 
gun, from being destroyed at long range. Once the infan-
try is in restricted terrain, Strykers can be moved for-
ward to help suppress enemy positions with their heavy 
machine guns. This symbiotic relationship between the 
dismounted infantry and the Stryker characterizes all the 
success seen in training and in the use of the Stryker in 
offensive operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.

The high tempo that a Stryker unit can maintain is 
also an advantage. Less refit is needed between operations 
compared to a heavy unit, and the infantry can rapidly be 
moved after a mission is received, as compared to light in-
fantry. This high tempo allows Strykers to quickly exploit 
enemy weaknesses as they are encountered.

Finally, to see how the Stryker can fit into the 
Army at the strategic level, one need only look at its 
inception and the reason the system was created. The 
Stryker can effectively move a large body of infantry 
across a long distance, especially on road networks that 
would be damaged by armored forces. Strykers are also 
much more rapidly deployable than heavy brigades, 

allowing them to quickly respond to a crisis for which 
light infantry would be ill-suited. Had Strykers existed 
in Desert Shield in 1990, they would have been able 
to rapidly reposition around Saudi Arabia as needed. 
A light infantry unit simply does not have the trans-
portation assets to do the same thing. As Coffman 
observed, “The biggest benefit that I see is the intrathe-
ater mobility; so quickly moving inside of the theater 
to reposition [units] of infantryman at the decisive 
point as required.”28 As seen in Iraq and at the NTC, 
a Stryker unit can quickly pack up and move across a 
wide geographical area with little to no logistical sup-
port. This enables it to bring infantry where they are 
needed or, as Coffman put it, “deliver fresh legs to the 
objective.”29 This is in contrast to a light infantry unit 
that requires significant external logistical support to 
move. And, even when augmented with cargo trucks, 
a light infantry unit still is not as capable as a Stryker 
unit. The Stryker provides protection against small 
arms fire and a robust communications suite, allowing 
soldiers to arrive at their objective safe and situationally 
aware. Alternatively, a heavy brigade can bring substan-
tially more combat power to an objective as compared 
to a Stryker brigade, but this comes with the cost of a 
significantly larger maintenance and sustainment foot-
print. The fuel requirements of a heavy brigade dwarf 
those of a Stryker brigade. This can become even more 
pronounced if a unit is rapidly deployed, in which case 
a heavy brigade will be hamstrung while waiting on 
sustainment assets. A Stryker unit can far more quickly 
be repositioned both inter- and intratheater. Thus, the 
Stryker, when utilized properly, can fill a unique niche 
that places it between the traditional roles of the light 
infantry and the heavy armored force.

Conclusion
Going forward, it will be useful to see how 

Strykers operate as part of a true combined force. 
The Army has yet to conduct a full-scale divi-
sion-sized training exercise pairing an Armored BCT 
with a Stryker BCT to test how both organizations 
can best use their strengths. Lanza noted that the 
idea has been surfaced at the highest levels: “One of 
the things we were discussing is: should we have a 
hybrid rotation?”30 An exercise of this type would al-
low the Army to test theories about interoperability 
between the different types of brigades that have yet 
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to be seen outside of war games and command post 
exercises. It might also finally resolve the role of the 
Stryker in combined arms maneuver, which has been, 
to this point, an open question.

There have been several debates in the military of 
late about whether the Stryker should be augmented 
with 30 mm cannon to be more like a Bradley fight-
ing vehicle, or even if it should be scrapped entirely. 
Ultimately, though, if we were to deploy Stryker 
formations tomorrow for a major land conflict, it 
would be as they are currently equipped, and not as 
we might desire. The Stryker is a major part of the 
Army’s infantry force, and as such, it is imperative 

that we as an Army know how to utilize it if we are 
called upon to do so.

This article has investigated the best ways in which 
to utilize the Stryker at the operational and tactical 
levels by looking at its original purpose and the way in 
which it has been utilized in recent training exercises. 
It is our conclusion that the Stryker can be an effec-
tive part of a fight against a near-peer adversary, but 
only if it is used in a way that plays to its strengths and 
avoids its weaknesses. The lessons learned from train-
ing exercises over the past three years offer a blueprint 
for updated Stryker doctrine to solidify the role of the 
Stryker on the mechanized battlefield.
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Enabling Brigade Combat 
Team Success in Europe
Lessons Learned
Lt. Col. Benjamin A. Bennett, PhD, U.S. Army

Russia’s 2014 illegal occupation of Crimea, 
its invasion of eastern Ukraine, and its 
persistent provocations of its neighboring 

states suggest that it intends to permanently redefine 
national boundaries within Europe.1 In response to 

this growing threat, the U.S. Army has dramatically 
increased its presence throughout the region.

As part of that increase, in the past two years, 
U.S. Army Europe has engaged in an aggressive ex-
ercise program designed to demonstrate American 

U.S. Army paratroopers assigned to the 54th Brigade Engineer Battalion, 173rd Airborne Brigade, and Italian army soldiers from the 8 Reggimen-
to Genio Guastatori Brigata Paracadutisti Folgore assemble a medium girder bridge 13 February 2017 near Rovigo, Italy. The 173rd Airborne 
Brigade, based in Vicenza, Italy, is the U.S. Army contingency response force in Europe, capable of projecting forces to conduct the full range 
of military operations across the United States European, Central, and Africa Commands’ areas of responsibility. (Photo by Graigg Faggionato, 
Training Support Activity Europe)
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capability and deter further aggression, has estab-
lished an enduring rotation of an armor brigade with-
in Europe, and has permanently enhanced its pres-
ence in the Baltics and Poland.2 These initiatives have 
significantly increased the likelihood that units not 
permanently assigned to Europe will gain exposure to 
the European operating environment.

Units generally deploy to Europe as part of a 
brigade combat team (BCT), and the engineer, intel-
ligence, and signal capabilities of the brigade engineer 
battalion (BEB) are the backbone of a BCT’s expedi-
tionary capability. These assets provide the brigade the 
ability to locate and anticipate threat activity, increase 
survivability, provide mobility, and fix adversaries. They 
give the commander the ability to synchronize the ef-
fects on the battlefield and are critical to the success of 
any BCT operation. The lessons hereafter discussed are 
distilled from twenty-four months of repeated deploy-
ments across the European theater by the 54th BEB of 
the 173rd Infantry Brigade Combat Team (Airborne), 
or IBCT (A). These ten lessons are offered as sugges-
tions designed to increase the success of other BCTs 
operating within the region:
•  Arrive with a plan to build readiness.
•  Become a student of the Russian way of war.
•  Prepare for decentralized operations.
•  Develop an interoperability framework.
•  Integrate strategic messaging into all activities.
•  Be prepared to provide mission command for ma-

neuver elements.
•  Invest in route reconnaissance.
•  Employ the unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) 

to build counter-UAV tactics, techniques, and 
procedures.

•  Develop beyond-line-of-sight mission command 
expertise.

•  Change the UAV paradigm.

Arrive with a Plan to Build Readiness
Europe provides unparalleled opportunities to build 

readiness and train leaders. During its two years of de-
ployment experience, the 54th BEB engaged in live-fire 
exercises in Ukraine, Poland, Germany, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Estonia, Turkey, Italy, Slovenia, and France. As part of 
these exercises, the battalion conducted live airfield repair 
operations in France and Germany, detonated ordnance to 
create complex abatis countermobility obstacles using live 

trees in a forested environment, constructed fuel-oil dem-
olition charges, employed antipersonnel obstacle breaching 
systems, and developed techniques for the Shadow UAV 
to observe and adjust fire from 105 mm and 155 mm how-
itzers. The battalion flew UAVs in the Baltics, Germany, 
Poland, and along Europe’s southern flank. The 54th BEB 
also supported three decisive action training environment 
(DATE) rotations serving under various multinational 
headquarters, and it participated in an organic 173rd 
IBCT (A) DATE rotation at the Joint Multinational 
Readiness Center (JMRC) in Hohenfels, Germany.

Many of the countries hosting training events with 
U.S. forces are aggressive in capitalizing on the opportunity 
and optimizing their time in this unique training environ-
ment. Additionally, many countries are unencumbered 
by the regulatory restrictions present in other training lo-
cations. Most partners will 
invest significant energy 
and the necessary resourc-
es to maximize training 
opportunities.

Arriving with a pre-
determined set of key 
training objectives and 
ensuring these objectives 
are integrated into the 
design of exercises during 
initial and mid-plan-
ning conferences will 
significantly increase the 
effectiveness of any train-
ing event. Importantly, 
units should leverage the 
subject-matter expertise 
located within 7th Army 
Training Command 
and JMRC during such 
planning. They are tre-
mendous resources able 
to assist units in locating 
ranges and other training 
venues, provide exter-
nal evaluation, assist in 
target development, and 
mitigate risk.

Lastly, there are twen-
ty-four NATO centers 

Lt. Col. Benjamin A. 
Bennett, PhD, U.S. Army, 
is the Construction Branch 
chief at U.S. Army Central 
Command. He has a BS 
in engineering from The 
Citadel, and master’s de-
grees in engineering from 
the University of Missouri–
Rolla and Clemson 
University. He is a graduate 
of the School of Advanced 
Military Studies and has a 
PhD in engineering from 
Clemson University, where 
his dissertation was focused 
on targeting improvised 
explosive devices (IEDs). 
He previously commanded 
the 54th Brigade Engineer 
Battalion of the 173rd 
Infantry Brigade Combat 
Team (Airborne), and he 
has multiple deployments 
to Iraq and Afghanistan with 
the 101st Airborne Division 
(Air Assault), Combined 
Joint Task Force Troy 
(Counter-IED) and the 82nd 
Airborne Division.



November-December 2017 MILITARY REVIEW72

of excellence located across Europe. These centers are 
nationally funded and accredited institutions that “train 
leaders, assist in doctrine development, identify lessons 
learned, improve interoperability, develop capabilities, 
and test and validate concepts through experimentation.”3 
These centers vary in focus and include counter-impro-
vised explosive devices in Spain, military engineering in 
Germany, command and control in the Netherlands, 
human intelligence in Romania, strategic communica-
tions in Latvia, cooperative cyber defense in Estonia, and 
the joint chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear 
defense located in the Czech Republic.4 The opportu-
nities to train leaders and build readiness in Europe are 
unparalleled and are often only limited by the creativity 
of those participating and a unit’s tolerance for risk.

Become a Student of the 
Russian Way of War

The Asymmetric Warfare Group (AWG) notes that 
“Russia has observed the American lessons learned in 
Iraq and Afghanistan, as well as their own from the 
2008 invasion of Georgia, and applied these to the de-
velopment of their own forces.”5 As a result, the Russian 
military has invested heavily in modernizing the tech-
nical capabilities of their force and the professionalism 
of their formation. According to the AWG, “This new 
[Russian] military barely resembles its former Soviet 
self and presents a near peer threat unlike any the U.S. 
military has faced in a generation.”6

It is important to ensure leaders at all levels under-
stand the implications of these investments. Notable 
advancements in Russian capabilities include their 
ability to employ a “sophisticated blend of unmanned 
aircraft systems, electronic warfare jamming equip-
ment, and long range rocket artillery.”7 For example, 
as witnessed in eastern Ukraine, Russian forces have 
become adept at linking their UAV systems and indi-
rect-fire capabilities. They developed and integrated 
over fifteen separate UAV designs and have demon-
strated the ability to link UAV sensor information to 
multiple indirect-fire systems. As Phillip Karbler has 
observed, Russian forces “are able to identify a target 
complex, net multiple sensor inputs, and produce a 
mass strike with high-lethality area fires.”8 In many 
cases, this transmission from UAV sensor to firing 
element took place in as little as fifteen minutes and 
achieved devastating effects.

Dispersion, concealment, the ability to rapidly 
displace, and redundant mission-command systems 
are critical to survival in this environment. Any ro-
tation to JMRC will replicate this environment and 
will afford units multiple opportunities to develop this 
expertise. Focusing leader professional development 
activities on Russian capabilities, tactics, techniques, 
and procedures will assist in ensuring leaders at all 
levels understand the implications of Russian advance-
ments. The Russian New Generation Warfare Handbook 
produced by the AWG (available from the Center 
of Army Lessons Learned) and Karbler’s “Lessons 
Learned from the Russo-Ukrainian War” are good 
primers and are recommended as required reading pri-
or to operating in this environment.9

Prepare for Decentralized Operations
No other battalion within the BCT will experi-

ence the same level of decentralized operations as the 
BEB. Wherever the BCT is employed, it is likely that 
elements within the BEB are present to provide sup-
port. On several occasions, the 54th BEB has deployed 
elements to seven different countries simultaneously. 
To effectively mitigate risk, a clear understanding of 
approved activities must be established at each echelon 
of command. Leaders at all levels must clearly under-
stand what risks can be underwritten at what levels and 
who is responsible for approving specific activities. Clear 
reporting expectations and command-and-support re-
lationships established prior to any training event, with 
a deliberate confirmation mechanism at each echelon of 
command, will significantly mitigate confusion.

Notable examples where misunderstanding can cause 
delay and potential conflict are with the execution of 
UAV and demolition operations. Both of these activities 
have risk mitigation elements that may not be readily 
identifiable by those not routinely responsible for their 
employment. A technique worthy of consideration is to 
route deliberate risk assessment worksheets through the 
supporting unit for acknowledgment prior to sending 
to the supported unit for final approval. This approach 
serves to ensure that those headquarters ultimately 
responsible for executing certain high-risk training events 
are able to capitalize on the resident subject-matter ex-
pertise within the supporting unit and ensure the activity 
is being conducted within acceptable margins of safety. 
This helps ensure that both the supporting elements and 
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the supported maneuver units have a clear understanding 
of expectations so that misunderstandings are minimized 
and risk ownership is clearly defined.

Develop an Interoperability 
Framework

The vast majority of U.S. training conducted in 
Europe will involve the participation of at least one 
NATO ally, and often several. A key objective of any mul-
tinational training event is to increase interoperability 
among elements. Increased interoperability between al-
lies and partners helps to assure access to contested envi-
ronments, to deter conflicts, and to assist in maintaining 
security and stability; and it is a critical component of our 
national strategy.10 Critical to this endeavor is developing 
a deliberate framework for identifying interoperability 
opportunities and achieving interoperability objectives. A 
deliberate approach provides intellectual focus, minimiz-
es the likelihood of missed opportunities, and increases 
the probability of achieving tangible and measurable in-
teroperability gains. This framework should leverage the 
expertise of allies and focus within a doctrinal construct.

NATO defines interoperability as having three 
dimensions: the procedural dimension, the human 

dimension, and the technical dimension. These apply 
to the strategic through tactical levels of warfare and 
describe three categories of interoperability challenges. 
The procedural dimension focuses on doctrine and pro-
cedures with the goal of standardizing execution between 
formations. The human dimension describes education, 
training, and cultural influences; and the technical di-
mension focuses on the interoperability of equipment.11

Units should capitalize on opportunities to build 
interoperability by learning from the other nations 
in Europe. There is a tremendous amount of resident 
expertise within NATO. For example, the French 11th 
Airborne Regiment conducted a real-world contested 
rapid runway repair operation in Mali in 2014, a skill 
of critical importance to U.S. airborne engineers. In 
another example, the Lithuanian army is extremely 

U.S. paratroopers assigned to the Company D, 54th Brigade Engineer 
Battalion, 173rd Airborne Brigade, conduct preflight checks on an 
RQ7B Shadow tactical unmanned aircraft system (UAV) 20 October 
2015 at Aeroclub Postonja in Slovenia during Exercise Rock Proof V. 
The author contends that the strict requirements for setting up this 
UAV before use make it especially vulnerable to indirect fire attack in 
the modern operational environment.  (Photo by Paolo Bovo)
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proficient at building countermobility obstacles utiliz-
ing timber materials prevalent throughout the Baltics 
(knowledge that will be critical in any defense of the 
Baltics scenario). Additionally, the Latvians possess 
significant expertise using high frequency (HF) com-
munication systems, which are generally less suscep-
tible to jamming. Identifying these areas of expertise 
and establishing training opportunities to absorb the 
knowledge of partner formations increases interopera-
bility while also increasing the readiness and effective-
ness of U.S. formations.

Integrate Strategic Messaging 
into All Activities

Strategic messaging is not the sole responsibility of 
a brigade public affairs office. It is the responsibility of 
leaders at every level and should be integrated into the 
organizational culture. As Gen. Philip Breedlove, former 
commander of U.S. European Command noted,

Strategic communication is the most powerful 
tool European Command has to challenge 
Russian disinformation and propaganda. 
Russia overwhelms the information space 
with a barrage of lies that must be addressed 

by the United States aggressively in both 
public and private sectors to expose the false 
narratives pushed by Russian-owned media 
outlets and their proxies.12

Leaders should endeavor to incorporate strate-
gic messaging into all activities, integrating relevant 
themes and messages of higher headquarters, and es-
tablishing systems to seize opportunities to highlight 
activities and capabilities.

Placing command emphasis on strategic messaging 
encourages leaders to become invested in this task. 
Leaders quickly realize that producing a two-page 
article on key training events and submitting it to the 
public affairs officer for clearance and dissemination is 

Engineers from 3rd Platoon, Bastion Company, 54th Brigade Engineer 
Battalion, 173rd Airborne Brigade, and 1 Troop, 1 Field Squadron, 
1 Canadian Combat Engineer Regiment, pose between abatis and 
crater obstacles they created with demolitions in Pabrade, Lithuania, 
during Exercise Iron Sword 2016. Eleven NATO countries participated 
in the exercise, held 20 November to 2 December 2016 in Rukla and 
Pabrade, Lithuania. Iron Sword exercises validate mission command 
systems and tactical capabilities at the battalion level through offensive 
and defensive operations. (Photo by 1st Lt. Sarah Melville, U.S. Army)
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not an overly burdensome task. To expedite strategic 
messaging, one successful technique is to prepare the 
shell of an article prior to each key training event. Most 
elements of a training event can be prepared before the 
actual event including known elements, locations, and 
training focus. As the event unfolds relevant details, 
quotes, and pictures may be collected and integrated 
into the article with limited additional effort.

During its twenty-four months of deployment 
experience, the 54th BEB used this technique to pro-
vide over forty internally prepared strategic messaging 
articles and videos to the 173rd IBCT (A)’s public 
affairs team for dissemination. This technique assists in 
meeting timeliness and relevance requirements estab-
lished by most publication venues.

Strategic messaging became an adjunct activity to 
development of written communications as a profes-
sional skill set for leaders. Written communication is 
an integral component of the battalion’s leader devel-
opment program. In the 54th BEB, a policy was imple-
mented that each day the battalion staff duty officer 
would submit a one-page current event paper on the 
topic of their choosing to discuss with the battalion 
commander prior to each morning’s physical training. 
Not only did this serve as an informal counseling venue, 
it also conditioned the officers to practice, improve, and 
build confidence in their written communication skills. 
Article publication was also established as a recovery 
task following key training events.

In our battalion experience, once leaders overcame 
the intimidation of publishing their first article, they 
would sustain the initiative with limited prompting from 
the chain of command. Incorporating strategic messaging 
became second nature and self-sustaining. These efforts 
contributed to U.S. Army Europe’s initiative to make thir-
ty thousand soldiers look like three hundred thousand.

Be Prepared to Provide Mission 
Command for Maneuver Elements

Maneuver brigade commanders should expect 
their engineer battalion leadership to possess the 
requisite expertise to employ maneuver capabilities. 
Depending on the BCT’s exercise commitments, BEBs 
may be tasked to provide mission command for ma-
neuver elements. Such opportunities serve as a vehicle 
to expand the BCT’s operational reach and should be 
embraced by BEB headquarters.

In the last two years, the 173rd IBCT (A) has 
employed its BEB as a maneuver headquarters on two 
separate occasions in support of major U.S. European 
Command and NATO exercise requirements. On both 
of these occasions, the BEB employed an organic sapper 
company as a maneuver element and received augmen-
tation from multinational infantry elements. During 
Immediate Response 15 in Croatia and Slovenia, the bat-
talion employed one rifle company from Croatia and one 
from Slovenia, and during Trident Juncture 15 in Spain, 
the battalion employed a reconnaissance troop and two 
Spanish motorized rifle companies against a British-led 
multinational armored brigade.

There is no better opportunity to train leaders 
within an enabler-focused headquarters on the intri-
cacies associated with supporting maneuver than to 
make them responsible for their employment. Prior to 
assuming this mission, the BEB staff needs to conduct 
a detailed mission analysis of the organic capability 
shortfalls associated with performing this mission and 
request augmentation from the BCT staff. These short-
falls are primarily located within the fires and mission 
command warfighting functions.

Invest in Route Reconnaissance
Essential to an early victory against a Russian 

threat will be the speed at which forces can assemble 
in their designated defensive positions. Decisive to 
the speed of assembly is a clear understanding of the 
trafficability and obstacles along designated routes. 
One way to obtain this clarity, and to achieve free-
dom of maneuver, is to have current and accurate 
route information. Engineers play a critical role in 
the collection and analysis of route reconnaissance 
data and this activity should be incorporated into 
routine travel across Europe.

The Automated Route Reconnaissance Kit (ARRK) 
is an extremely useful tool and will save time and add 
precision and accuracy to these endeavors.13 The ARRK 
provides geo-referenced engineer trafficability infor-
mation that can be integrated with a BCT’s mission 
command systems. Additionally, by using the included 
camera, video imaging can be taken of bridges and 
sent to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Reachback 
Operations Center for precise calculation of the 
military load class, greatly saving the time required to 
determine this critical route variable.
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Although not a modified table of organization and 
equipment item, ARRK systems can be obtained through 
the Engineer Research and Development Center of the 
Corps of Engineers at Vicksburg, Mississippi. At no cost 
to the unit, the 54th BEB was able to obtain four ARRK 
systems (one per sapper element) and receive a week-long 
home station train-the-trainer block of instruction. This 
system has been employed throughout the Baltics and 
continues to be integrated into mission planning.

Employ the UAV to Build 
Counter-UAV Tactics, 
Techniques, and Procedures

A technique to improve a unit’s dispersion, conceal-
ment, and other counter-UAV tactics, techniques, and 
procedures (TTPs) is to employ the Shadow UAV in 
a manner that allows friendly units to see themselves. 
Opportunity for friendly forces to observe how their 
forces appear through the lens of a UAV provides an 
excellent opportunity for organic and multinational 
partners to experiment, refine, and ultimately perfect 
their counter-UAV tactics. This approach also provides 
UAV operators and intelligence personnel opportunities 
to seek out targets while building flight currency, which 
ultimately improves detection capabilities.

Slovenia, Poland, Germany, and the Baltic states 
each provide UAV flight locations within range of es-
tablished maneuver training areas. Synchronizing UAV 
operations with concurrent maneuver training, ensur-
ing that footage is available to ground units for viewing, 
and including counter-UAV TTPs as a deliberate part of 
the after action review process will significantly improve 
a formation’s counter-UAV effectiveness.

Develop Beyond-Line-of-Sight 
Mission Command Expertise

In his remarks during the 2016 Association of the 
United States Army Convention, Chief of Staff of 
the Army Gen. Mark Milley described an environ-
ment where Army units may be forced to operate 
in noncontiguous battle space and face adversaries 
with significant cyber and communication denial 
capabilities.14 In such an environment, units must 
have redundant mission command systems and 
develop communication protocols that reduce the 
effectiveness of threat interference as “Russia has 
invested heavily in electronic warfare systems which 

are capable of shutting down communications and 
signals across a broad spectrum.”15

Employment of HF radio technology at the brigade 
level is one way to help mitigate this threat and increase 
effectiveness across extended areas of operation. HF 
systems offer a redundancy to satellite communication 
(SATCOM) systems, are more difficult to jam, and in-
crease interoperability among several NATO allies.

Unfortunately, there are a finite amount of SATCOM 
networks available to support all of the Department of 
Defense. As the number of units increases, so does the 
demand for this limited resource. It is easy to envision 
a scenario where the demand for SATCOM reaches 
a threshold where a BCT is only allocated one or two 
SATCOM networks. If units are dispersed beyond the 
operating range of retransmission frequency modulation 
(FM) systems, and opposing threat cyber capabilities suc-
cessfully disrupt warfighter information network-tactical 
systems, units will be severely limited in their ability to 
communicate. Developing a robust HF capability within 
a BCT can help mitigate this likelihood.

In anticipation of these communications limitations 
and threats, the 173rd is aggressively developing a com-
munication model that emphasizes FM for company-to- 
battalion communications and HF for battalion-to-BCT 
communication. This approach increases redundancy 
of beyond-line-of-site systems, decreases demand on 
SATCOM, and reduces the combat power required to 
secure valuable FM retransmission sites. Additionally, the 
ability to communicate with NATO allies (which may be 
operating as adjacent or integrated units) is increased as 
many allies are proficient in HF communication.

Change the UAV Paradigm
The advancements in Russian indirect-fire capabilities 

render the TTPs used for Shadow UAV operations in 
Iraq and Afghanistan ineffective. Establishing the entire 
Shadow launch and recovery system on a developed 
airfield and leaving it in place for the duration of an entire 
multi-hour Shadow mission will ensure its detection and 
destruction by reconnaissance and indirect-fire systems. 
To increase survivability in this environment, UAV pla-
toons must adopt an artillery mentality of “fire and rapidly 
displace” focused on minimizing exposure, particularly 
during the launch and recovery phase of a UAV mission. 
This requires organizations to understand the difference 
between risk mitigation during peacetime and during 
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combat, how to identify minimum equipment require-
ments, and how to develop surrogate equipment sets to 
train displacement techniques.

Currently, Army regulation requires that the full 
launch and recovery systems be in place during flight 
operations so if an aircraft develops an in-flight emer-
gency it can immediately recover to an established land-
ing site.16 This requirement reduces the possibility that 
an operator will have to activate the recovery parachute 
(which causes extensive airframe damage) to recover the 
aircraft during an emergency.

While such measures reduce the risk to equipment in 
a permissive environment, this regulation does not ade-
quately address risk against a near-peer threat in a com-
bat environment. The conservative approach employed 
in a permissive environment that is engrained into UAV 
operators at present does not adequately account for the 
commander’s role in the risk mitigation process necessary 
for a nonpermissive environment. Commanders are re-
sponsible for weighing risk and should have the authority 
in combat to evaluate the risk of damaging an airframe 
due to an in-flight emergency weighed against minimiz-
ing the likelihood of the entire equipment set and UAV 
platoon being detected and annihilated by enemy artil-
lery. To minimize this combat risk, a commander should 
have the prerogative of electing to minimize the platoon’s 

time exposed and signature by not having the landing site 
established during a multi-hour flight.

To train this technique, leaders need to have 
a thorough understanding of what is required for 
peacetime operations and the minimum equipment 
necessary to physically launch, sustain the flight of, 
and recover the Shadow. Separating a Shadow flight 
into these three distinct phases and identifying 
minimum equipment packages necessary to engage 
in these activities will allow formations to develop 
methods to reduce signature during each phase.

Conclusion
The U.S. Army is heavily invested in maintaining 

stability within Europe through the permanent presence 
of rotational forces and an extremely aggressive exer-
cise program. These initiatives will assist in deterring 
aggression through the demonstration of the extreme 
lethality of U.S. Army BCTs. The unique capabilities 
located within the BEB are a decisive component of this 
lethality. The increased opportunities to capitalize on 
training in Europe—tailored to the European operating 
environment—will ensure that Army BCTs continue 
their demonstrated ability to impose their will on adver-
saries, provide options for decision makers, and, alongside 
NATO, contribute to the defense of Europe.
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Adaptation and Innovation 
with an Urban Twist
Changes to Suicide Tactics in the 
Battle for Mosul
Lt. Col. Craig Whiteside, U.S. Army, Retired 
Vera Mironova

Iraqi special operations forces move through the Old City section of Mosul, Iraq, June 2017 after intense fighting with entrenched Islamic State 
fighters. The bloody and costly battle for Mosul highlighted aspects of modern urban warfare that will likely be features of foreseeable future 
urban operations including jihadist extremists who are willing to act as suicide bombers and the increasing use of drones as tools for terrorism. 
(Photo by Vera Mironova)
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One of the growing trends cited by a 2017 
National Intelligence Council report is the 
increased urbanization of the global population.1 

In an attempt to prepare the force for this future oper-
ating environment, the U.S. Army leadership is shifting 
its focus to improving capabilities to operate in urban 
settings. With one eye on the future, it would be smart 
to keep the other on the recent coalition-backed effort 
to liberate Mosul, Iraq’s second largest city, which serves 
as a valuable window into the strategic, operational, and 
tactical aspects of modern urban warfare. While the 
Islamic State (IS) may not be the prototypical foe Army 
leaders expect to fight in the future, this jihadist group’s 
dogged defense of the city features many tactics that may 
be copied well into the future by other adversaries.

Of the many innovations observed during the 
Mosul campaign, an important one to highlight is IS’s 
industrial production and utilization of suicide bomb-
ers. For context, in 2016, the group employed over 
one thousand bombers in three countries.2 Through 
experience in Afghanistan and Iraq, U.S. Army sol-
diers and leaders have become quite familiar with the 
dangers of suicide bombing and have developed effec-
tive techniques to defend against this tactic over time. 
Yet, like most tactics, adversary use of suicide bomb-
ings has continued to evolve rapidly in the battlefield 
proving grounds of Syria and Iraq.

With the convergence of global urbanization 
trends and outbreaks of urban conflict, the increased 
use of suicide bombers in largely conventional fights 
to liberate Iraqi and Syrian cities provides a valuable 
case study for examining the basic evolution of whom 
executes IS suicide bombings, IS targeting methodol-
ogy, and the diverse supply chain that sustains such a 
prolific bombing campaign.

Past as Prologue
IS’s use of suicide bombers dates back to its very first 

campaign in the summer of 2003, when it was known as 
Abu Musab al-Zarqawi’s group, or Tawhid wal-Jihad.3 
One operation featured Zarqawi’s own father-in-law, 
Yassin Jarad, who detonated a truck full of explosives in 
a crowd near the Imam Ali Mosque in Najaf, Iraq, kill-
ing Ayatollah Muhammad Bakr al-Hakim, the leader 
of the largest Shiite political party, along with scores of 
others.4 Jarad was a foreign national from Jordan who 
had been with Zarqawi since Afghanistan. Like Jarad, 

many of the early suicide bombers of the IS movement 
(known as al-Qaida in Iraq [AQI] after 2004, and the 
Islamic State of Iraq after 2006) were also foreign to 
Iraq; however, most had not been with the group very 
long. Researchers from the Combating Terrorism 
Center at West Point used captured personnel records 
of the movement from 2006 to show that the majority 
(56 percent) of foreign fighters entering Iraq volunteered 
to conduct suicide operations, compared to those who 
chose instead to be traditional fighters.5

Foreigners were not the only ones executing suicide 
operations in Iraq from 2003 to 2006. But, since the ma-
jority of the attackers were unnamed, it is difficult to de-
termine the actual breakdown by nationality.6 According 
to a 2005 Time magazine interview of a prospective 
bomber from Fallujah, Iraqi suicide bombers were com-
ing into their own that year, so much so that Zarqawi cre-
ated a new AQI brigade to manage these volunteers.7 The 
group recruited heavily among Iraqis during this period 
and eventually became dominated by former members of 
ideologically similar Iraqi insurgent groups.8

Research into the types of targets indicates that AQI 
(and its later designations) consistently targeted Iraqi se-
curity forces and civilians over coalition units and bases.9 
While individual foreign fighters and even local Iraqis 
volunteered to strike out at the occupation, Zarqawi and 
his successors carefully re-vectored these “smart bombs” 
toward more strategically impactful targets—namely, the 
Iraqi security forces who would be in place after coalition 
forces eventually left.10 The movement used truck bombs 
70 percent of the time in an effort to maximize casual-
ties and damage, particularly against hardened targets, 
and most of the attacks (52 percent through 2006) 
occurred in Baghdad.11 The strategic logic of weakening 
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indigenous forces first worked very well for the group, 
until the coalition and its new Sunni tribal partners 
(formerly anticoalition insurgents themselves) defeat-
ed the Islamic State of Iraq in 2007–2008.12

The initial military defeat influenced IS to make sev-
eral adjustments to its tactic of suicide bombing. Without 
a sympathetic population to safely harbor the foreign 
fighters who made up the majority of the early suicide 
bomber candidates, the IS movement struggled to sustain 
a consistent campaign. One thirty-eight page after-action 
review written by a jihadist commander points out the 
difficulties of operating in Anbar Province after 2007, 
especially with foreigners subject to easy identification by 
hostile local citizens.13 This realization has been a major 
impetus for IS to control and administer territory as a 
de facto government, which allows it to secure both the 
important aspects of its state-building project and control 
the immigrants and locals who are actively involved in 
expanding the influence of its ideology.

 In the interim period between the comprehensive 
defeat of IS in 2008 and its return to significance in 2013, 
the group heavily relied on suicide bombing as a tactic to 
prove its relevance to supporters and prospective recruits 
alike. Eschewing foreign fighters, the group relied on 
locals to perform a less frequent, but still significant, cam-
paign of suicide bombings against important Sunni tribal 
leaders allied with the government as well as against key 
government ministries in the capital.14

The added focus on Sunni targets, in addition to Iraqi 
security forces and Shia pilgrims, should come as no 
surprise for a group whose long-term strategy is proba-
bly best described by the aptly titled The Management of 
Savagery: The Most Critical Stage Through Which the Umma 
Will Pass, which was written by a non-group member yet 
acknowledged by the group as largely accurate.15 Since the 
summer of 2003, insurgents targeted Iraqis with sui-
cide bombings almost 83 percent of the time, and these 
attacks caused 19 percent of all Iraqi civilian casualties by 
2010.16 In 2010 there were more than seventy-five suicide 
bombings in Iraq; while down from 353 in 2007, only 
Afghanistan had more that year.17

A Modern Caliphate of 
Questionable Methodology

There are many factors that facilitated the re-
turn of IS. However, among such factors, the disin-
tegration of Syria has been an especially significant 

one. Foreign fighters, inspired by the increasingly 
sectarian tones of the Syrian civil war and fueled by 
the perception of massive Sunni persecution by the 
Assad regime, began to arrive again in Syria in large 
numbers, facilitated once again by the creation of 
a hospitable location to shelter fighters. Although 
suicide bombings began to increase dramatically in 
both Syria and Iraq again, there were indications 
that by 2014 the majority of foreign fighters intended 
to work or live in the caliphate, or even fight on the 
front lines, and were not interested in conducting 
suicide operations. A 2016 analysis of IS captured 
records found that in contrast with the 2006 time 
period, only 11 percent of immigrants volunteered 
for suicide operations of any kind.18

This dynamic, whatever the cause, is reflected 
in who volunteers for suicide bombings and how IS 
directs them in its operational planning. Researcher 
Charlie Winter analyzed one year’s worth (late 2015 
to late 2016) of suicide bombings (923) and concluded 
that these attacks were “primarily perpetrated by local 
operatives against military targets … a tactical shift with 
strategic implications that will change the insurgent and 
terrorist landscape for years to come.”19

According to the analysis, 76 percent of all suicide 
operations took place in Iraq as part of a coordinated 
counterattack against the effort to liberate major cities, 
with a surge capability of fifty-eight suicide bomb-
ings in one week alone during the Mosul campaign.20 
In contrast, this corresponds closely to the highest 
monthly total (in early 2007) during the coalition 
surge campaign.21 Examining the entire population of 
IS suicide bombings, 70 percent were truck or up-ar-
mored vehicle bombs, and foreigners perpetrated just 
20 percent of all attacks.22 Military targets were hit 
84 percent of the time, and these were often part of 
a larger series, or were a wave of bombings in limited 
offensive operations (Ramadi, 2015) or counterattacks 
in urban areas (Mosul, 2016–2017).23

Therefore, the analysis indicated a significant change 
in the tactics and operational execution of suicide opera-
tions from previous practices. The key factor resulting in 
the change was a new emphasis on IS seeking to control 
territory for significant periods of time.

To peel back further some of the factors behind 
this evolution, we looked deeper into human aspects 
of recruiting and managing suicide bombers, as well 
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as the logistics of sustaining this industrial capacity of 
launching human bombs.

The Harvesting of Human Bombs
As of 2016, IS draws from two categories of sui-

cide operators: volunteers and impressed fighters, 
and civilians. The majority are volunteers and feature 
prominently in most propaganda videos—deliver-
ing farewell speeches and then driving off in their 
up-armored vehicle fitted out with a large improvised 
explosive device. Later in these videos, an explosion is 
shown, accompanied with promises of future victory 
due to the operators’ sacrifice. In the early days of the 
IS movement, volunteers were strictly segregated from 
the regular fighters, and their interaction limited to 
serving as a logistical supply item—often matched with 
the vehicle carrying the improvised explosive device 
minutes before their final act. In contrast, today’s vol-
unteers are often experienced fighters familiar with the 
organizational values of IS and are willing to sacrifice 
for its collective goals.24

While IS has thoughtfully avoided using experi-
enced fighters in the past, the establishment of the 
caliphate and the intervention of countries such as 
France and the United States are part of a high-risk 

strategy that now requires maximum sacrifice. As such, 
the group has invested in building up the skills of its 
welders and mechanics in order to up-armor civilian 
vehicles now that its supply of captured military vehi-
cles is low. Originally making vehicles that looked like 
something out of the Mad Max series, IS designers now 
produce vehicles that are subtly armored or disguised 
in order to minimize detection between launch and 
detonation in order to maximize effects on the target.25

The strategic impact of large suicide campaigns 
has in the past been reliant upon the human el-
ement—both operators and leaders—as well as 
equipment. The correlation of manpower to equip-
ment means that the better equipment used, the 
less qualified the operator may be and vice versa. 
On one hand, the group’s objective is to increase the 

Islamic State (IS) militants used drones, such as the one shown in this 
IS-released photo, with limited success, to attack civilians in Mosul 
during the battle for that city in 2017. An 18 February 2017 drone 
attack on the popular market Hay al-Intsar killed three and wounded 
ten civilians. The authors of this article suggest that drones may grad-
ually replace suicide bombers as weapons of terror as global jihadist 
forces gain experience and increase their sophistication in drone use. 
(Photo courtesy of Iraqi News) 
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quality of suicide bombers and equipment used for 
the missions. On the other, since human operators for 
suicide missions are a finite resource, the group needs 
to try to increase the use of expendable members for 
this mission and limit the sacrifice of more valuable 
members. This leads to the question, how can IS 
achieve these goals?

A Unique Human Resource 
Management Problem

A reliance on qualified, dedicated volunteers for 
such a prolific campaign is going to be a limiting 
factor in an industrial suicide bombing campaign 
regardless of the efficacy of any local IS recruiting ef-
forts. This problem has been compounded by the co-
alition’s reduction of IS’s border access from Turkey, 
which squeezed the flow of foreign fighters into the 
so-called caliphate. While the control of territory has 
been the key driver of IS end strength, IS has been re-
luctant to tap into the pool of dedicated local fighters 
because they are needed to fight the multi-front war 
that IS has instigated against all of its neighbors, as 
well as against interventionists. IS, therefore, has had 

a strong motive to modify its suicide-bomber human 
resourcing policies.

An interview with a former IS fighter established 
that IS commanders in the Mosul campaign preferred 
dedicated, but low-ranking, members with no special 
skills for suicide bomber employment. However, once 
the tempo and pace of the Mosul battle accelerated, the 
group began to use more coercive means to produce 
operators for its suicide machinery. One pool of can-
didates IS mined was their internally disciplined and 
subsequently incarcerated fighters. It seems logical that 
by sending a person who is a liability or continually fails 
to adhere to in-group values, the group is killing two 
birds with one stone by utilizing the problem fighters in a 
suicide mission. Accordingly, when IS fighters were con-
victed of a serious crime, some were allegedly given two 

As demonstrated in this December 2016 photo, armor added to a ve-
hicle is camouflaged by painting it the same color as the rest of vehicle. 
This was the first stage of a three-stage Islamic State process to prepare 
vehicles for use as suicide vehicle-borne improvised explosive devices 
against Iraqi forces in Eastern Mosul, Iraq. (Photo by Hugo Kaaman)
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options: execution or the opportunity to “volunteer” for a 
suicide mission with the potential for achieving spiritual 
redemption and possibly even lasting worldly fame in a 
martyrdom video. According to the defector mentioned 
above, the majority of people in this position chose the 
suicide mission, either out of a desire to repent and help 
the group, or because they saw in such an assignment the 
slim possibility for escape.26

One theoretical problem with using reluctant 
suicide bombers is that they would require more 
supervision and probably be less successful than true 
volunteers. In this case, this type of shirking would 
waste valuable organizational resources; this is a par-
ticular concern when using local fighters who could 
easily escape during a mission and then hide amongst 
families or tribes. More importantly, according to one 
Iraqi legal authority we spoke to, these fighters realize 
that if they surrender to Iraqi authorities, according 
to the law, they can receive shorter prison sentences if 
they are low-level members or have been forced to join 
IS. There is also the possibility that due to the extensive 
corruption within the legal system, they will be able to 
buy their way out of prison after they are sentenced.27

An example of this dynamic happened in October 
2016, when an Iraqi woman working within the IS 
religious police—the hisbah—was involuntarily sent 
to infiltrate enemy lines near Hawija while wearing an 
explosive belt. According to Iraqi soldiers who wit-
nessed the incident, the woman threw away her belt 
prior to reaching her target and tried to blend in with 
the civilians. As a member of the hisbah working among 
the population of Mosul in a policing role, she was well-
known to some of the civilians who then notified the 
soldiers at the checkpoint, leading to her arrest.28

All of these factors make forced, local suicide bomb-
ers much less effective than foreigners. Foreign fighters 
believe they have no other option than to execute the 
mission, making them much more effective and trusted 
bombers. Were these bombers to surrender, they would 
likely receive capital punishment, and because they would 
be killed either way, they perceive it as better to execute 
the mission so their deaths are not in vain. In contrast, 
“Iraqi militants mostly throw away their explosive belts 
and try to melt away, but I have never seen a story about 
foreign fighter doing the same. They usually blow them-
selves up,” said Mudhhar Hamad, an officer from Hashd 
al-Ashayari, the Arab Sunni militia in Hawija.29

In addition to normal recruiting from the ranks, IS’s 
control of territory produced a large pool of local civil-
ians to solicit, or if necessary, coerce into conducting 
suicide operations. These were people, possibly women 
and children, who could blend in with refugees and 
internally displaced persons to get deep inside enemy 
territory. Although these proved to be very effective 
bombers in many cases, IS’s utilization of civilians does 
have some limitations. Though similar to the problem 
of using forced group members, using coerced civilians 
leads to a higher risk of mission failure due to a lack of 
discipline, training, and experience. As locals, they have 
the opportunity to abandon their missions and run away, 
with low chances of IS prosecution if caught. So how 
does IS ensure these suicide candidates complete their 
missions? They sometimes do so by using unorthodox 
methods such as drugging the operators, which prevents 
them from thinking and compels them to lose whatever 
aversion they might have to executing the mission.

In the fall of 2016, a sixteen-year-old boy was found 
asleep wearing a suicide belt near Hawija. The boy stated 
that an IS leader gave him an energy pill to help him resist 
hunger and thirst on the mission, but instead, it incapac-
itated him. According to his Iraqi captors, he was discov-
ered and jailed, and then woke up some time later with 
little knowledge of what happened.30

Equipment
Since the group’s growing manpower issues are 

a limiting factor on sustaining the intensity of its 
suicide bombing campaign, IS has sought to com-
pensate by increasing the quality of equipment used 
to increase chances of mission success. The urban 
environment in Mosul also required some serious 
adjustments to earlier IS campaigns post-2014. It was 
no longer enough to take a civilian sedan, load it with 
explosives, marry it up with a driver, and then drive 
it to a target. Several problems emerged with this sce-
nario. IS found that unimproved cars could not reach 
their intended targets due to bad roads, roadblocks, 
and targeting by a much more aware Iraqi security 
force who developed better counters to suicide car 
and truck bombs. Since such failures are extremely 
costly for an armed group, the group adapted.

First, they gravitated toward four-wheel-drive cars 
instead of sedans, as such cars are more likely to navigate 
the obstacles in the urban combat environment. Second, 



November-December 2017 MILITARY REVIEW84

they continued their use of improvised armor to keep 
them from being easily neutralized by a counterterrorism 
force. Armor was typically added to the front of the car 
(with a window left to see) in order to deflect incoming 
direct fire. Metal plates were are also typically added to 
the wheel wells to protect them from incoming rounds. 
However, in an effort to camouflage the improvements, 
IS used paint and other visual modifications to make 
these cars look normal, especially from the air. Third, the 
group worked on individual modifications for vehicles to 
enable disabled fighters to operate the vehicles against in-
coming fire until reaching the designated targets.31 In the 
end, IS control of territory facilitated the development 
of an in-house capability for these modifications, which 
were completed close enough to the front lines to allow 
unfettered employment of these vehicles.

The Future of the Suicide Mission
As is common with extended periods of combat, 

the speed with which tactics adapt is dependent on the 
quality of forces, amount of experience, and prevailing 
culture of innovation that allows the development of 
effective counters. Regarding the tactic of using suicide 
bombers in urban combat, IS made an extensive effort 
to adapt its tactics to achieve some operational results 
that matched its tremendous investment of human re-
sources and capital. While at first suicide vehicles were 
effective in both rural and urban settings, the increase 
in surveillance techniques caused overt suicide vehi-
cles to lose their effectiveness in rural areas due to the 
greater possibilities of aerial detection. Subsequently, IS 
was compelled to limit suicide operations to within a 
very short range due to the high risk of early detection.

Because the main goal was to reduce the number of 
operator casualties while increasing the success of mis-
sions, IS experimented with automation to eventually 
remove humans from suicide missions. One example of 
such attempted transformation was the increased use 
of remotely operated and weaponized drones.

Currently, in those areas remaining under IS 
control, the use of such drones has not been effective 
enough to replace the tactic of suicide bombers com-
pletely, but the use of remotely piloted drones as bombs 
could become the dominant reality in a very short 
period of time. Several problems currently inhibit use 
of this relatively new weapon. First, there is a current 
shortage of drones for them to be used in a disposable 
manner. Drones have been used to drop small amounts 
of explosives and return to base, but drones are mainly 
prioritized for intelligence, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance purposes. Second, the drones do not yet have the 
capability to carry the same amount of explosives as 
cars. Once IS or other armed groups are able to over-
come these limitations, we could expect to see drones 
employed as guided missiles that can directly hit an 
important target, such as a high-ranking commander, 
with a substantial amount of killing power.

Conclusion
For those charged with thinking about adap-

tations for future warfare, the battle of Mosul is 
an excellent opportunity to catch glimpses of the 
emerging character of future urban combat. A 
dominant feature of the fight for Mosul was the use 
of suicide bombers. However, use of suicide bomb-
ers has always been an asymmetric response to one 
side’s lack of precision weapons in modern warfare, 
and once a suitable replacement is developed, we 
can expect traditional human suicide bombing to 
recede as an effective tool—despite its serving as 
a signaling function for the ideology of a cause by 
demonstrating the determination and sacrifice by 
select fighters. Instead, the development of large and 
capable suicidal drones needs to be considered as the 
next probable successor to suicide bombing and an 
indication of the increased lethality of the battlefield 
resulting from applications of new, cheap, and avail-
able technologies.
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Logistical Operations in 
Highly Lethal Environments
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A major shock to leaders throughout NATO 
has been the reemergence of the potential 
for massed enemy fires not seen since the 

Eastern Front of World War II, foreshadowing the 
devastation that could be inflicted on organizations 
by enemies focused on efficiency of massed fires 

in the event of large-scale war. Similarly, strategic 
threats stemming from the proliferation of new and 
sophisticated conventional capabilities are emerg-
ing around the world that are designed to exploit 
U.S. Army weaknesses. As a result, the U.S. Army is 
currently having to reinvent itself to fight near-peer 

Current U.S. standard operating procedures for logistical-support units frequently result in geographic concentrations of command-and-control 
and support elements, demonstrated in this June 2017 photo from the Joint Multinational Readiness Center ( JMRC), Hohenfels, Germany. This 
TTP (tactics, techniques, and procedures) presents extremely vulnerable targets for enemy artillery using massing and targeting techniques 
known to be employed by the Russian armed forces. During force-on-force training in which the authors of this article participated at the JMRC, 
the opposing force routinely gave high priority to targeting logistical support units during the opening stages of each exercise, resulting in a 
dramatic degradation of the maneuver brigade’s operational reach due to a devastating loss of logistical support capability. (Photo courtesy of 
Vyper Team, Joint Multinational Readiness Center)
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enemy forces once again, something it has not had to 
seriously contemplate for several decades.1 Addressing 
the emerging security threats, Gen. Mark A. Milley, 
the chief of staff of the Army, has stated that “a future 
conflict is going to be highly lethal, very highly lethal. 
Unlike anything our Army has experienced since 
WWII.”2 In such an environment, leaders must devel-
op their units to be flexible enough to fight a near peer 
in the offense and in the defense, and then seamless-
ly shift into stability operations as stated in Army 
Doctrine Publication 3-0, Operations.3

At the Joint Multinational Readiness Center 
( JMRC), situated in the Oberpfalz region of Bavaria, 
Germany, the permanently assigned observer coach/
trainer (OCT) teams regularly observe brigade 
support battalions struggle when confronted with 
Russian techniques, tactics, and procedures (TTPs). 
This lack of familiarity and detailed knowledge stems 
from an almost exclusive focus on training for coun-
terinsurgency (COIN) threats over the last fifteen 
years. It has resulted in the atrophy of conventional 
combat skills, which were once second nature to 
U.S. forces assigned to Europe during the Cold War. 
COIN threats, for the most part, do not involve fight-
ing under contested airspace, struggling for control 
over theater support areas, vying for domination in 
the cyber battle against sophisticated enemy electron-
ic capabilities, or dealing with the effects of over-
whelming massed fires. Therefore, training priorities 
did not emphasize cover, concealment, dispersion, 
and operating without emitting a signal. As a result, 
proficiency in these and other related conventional 
warfighting skills were not exercised at the lowest 
levels and have thus been largely lost.

This loss of conventional skills means that, 
without a significant reemphasis on survivability 
training, logistics units risk being destroyed rap-
idly in the event of a large-scale conventional war. 
This ultimately results in significant degradation to 
operational reach and maneuver tempo for the entire 
force. Therefore, the number one priority for logistics 
units preparing for a highly lethal conventional-force 
environment is survival. To achieve that end, the 
following are recommendations for how to adjust lo-
gistical-unit training for expeditionary operations in 
terms of a mindset reorientation and training adjust-
ment in order to develop new TTPs.

The Russian Fires Threat
The quality of Russian artillery has been a source of 

Russian national pride since Peter the Great. One result 
is that historically, Russia had world-class artillery-
men.4 Keeping with that legacy, in the current Russian 
military culture, field artillery is not just the “King of 
Battle.” It is called bog voiny, or “God of War.”5

In U.S. doctrine, fires elements support the ma-
neuver elements. In the Russian military, the opposite 
is true. Russian armored formations seize ground in 
order for fires to move into effective firing positions and 
engage with overwhelming fire superiority. To meet the 
forecast requirements for modern warfare, the Russians 
have also modernized their artillery platforms to have 
ranges greater than fifty kilometers. These exceptional 

platforms, together with 
Russian employment 
strategies, were ex-
tremely effective during 
the Ukrainian conflict. 
Russian armed forces 
have proven unflinch-
ing, willing, and adept 
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at massing their fires to destroy everything inside a one 
square kilometer. The old Soviet army had five distinct 
methods of fire, and it is reasonable to assume that the 
Russian army maintains a doctrine that is very similar:
•  During rapid fire, each crew begins to fire at their 

own pace without sacrificing accuracy or exceeding 
the tube’s capability.

•  In systematic fire, each tube is fired in unison at set 
intervals to achieve desired effects. This is most 
often used when coordinating with a forward 
observer.

•  Counterbattery fire is the suppression or destruction 
of enemy batteries. This is considered the most 
important mission for an artillery unit because this 
is the preferable way of gaining fire superiority over 
an enemy.

•  Maneuver by fire is the use of fires with maneuver 
elements. This can be used in conjunction with 
offensive and defensive operations. Within each 
maneuver operation, there are special artillery 
tactics as well.

•  In the last method, fire with direct aiming, an artil-
lery unit acts as both forward observer and firing 
battery.6

As a consequence of the increased range of Russian 
artillery and Russia’s application of well-honed methods 
of fires delivery, U.S. brigade support battalions are now 
increasingly susceptible to enemy fires.

Unmanned Aerial Vehicles Threat
Additionally, since the 2008 Georgian campaign, 

Russia has been developing its unmanned aerial 
system (UAS) program to identify targets. Russia 
has both military and over-the-counter commer-
cial-grade drones that will layer degrees of coverage 
over an area of interest and relay target informa-
tion between drones to a stationary ground force. 
Ukrainian units reported that once their unit loca-
tions were identified, they had five to fifteen minutes 
before accurate Russian fires hit their positions.7 
Russian forces now have demonstrated a unique 

During Saber Junction 17, a training exercise conducted at the Joint 
Multinational Readiness Center ( JMRC) in Hohenfels, Germany, a ma-
neuver battalion had three nodes attacked simultaneously: a compa-
ny command post (Co CP), the battalion tactical command post (BN 
TAC), and a company trains command post (CTCP) collocated with 
the unit maintenance control point (UMCP). The red lines depict the 
flight path of opposing force (OPFOR) tube artillery fire missions. 
Two OPFOR fire missions were used for each location; the circles 
show the areas affected. The fire missions brought chaos to the bat-
talion for hours as all three nodes were forced to treat and evacuate 
casualties and find new locations from which to conduct operations. 
These missions crippled the supply chain of a maneuver battalion 
and shifted sustainment priorities for the brigade support battalion. 
Six accurate fire missions caused ripples throughout the brigade and 
degraded its operational reach for hours. (Photo courtesy of JMRC)
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ability to leverage unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) 
in a way that we have never encountered before in a 
near-peer adversary. This is potentially devastating to 
support units, and here is why.

The current prevailing mindset of logistics leaders 
that rotate into JMRC is to collocate battalion field trains 
command posts (FTCP) within the brigade support area 
(BSA). This is done in an effort to gain a more accu-
rate overall brigade logistic common operating picture. 
However, the concentration of field trains in a confined 
place creates a large unit footprint that is easily observed 
by enemy UAVs. This makes such concentrations of units 
immediately subject to fires before they can react.

As a consequence, the BSA has been identified in 
every fiscal year 2017 exercise within twenty-four 
hours from the start of the rotation. Once targeted by 
the opposing forces, the degradation to the brigade’s 
operation reach is devastating due to all of the FTCPs’ 
proximity to the BSA. The lesson learned is that when 
an enemy has the demonstrated proclivity and capa-
bility to mass effective, long-range artillery against rear 
areas, logistical units need to spread out and increase 
their mobility in order to survive. This type of survival 
requires disciplined companies executing clearly under-
stood standard operating procedures (SOPs) in order 

to be effective. Survivability must be taken into account 
when developing the brigade’s concept of support for 
an operation when fighting a near peer.

The most essential lesson learned is that establishing 
the large logistics footprints that U.S. formations are 
accustomed to is no longer possible in the type of threat 
environment that is emerging.

The Need for a Dispersion 
Oriented Mentality

Gen. Mark A. Milley stated, “To avoid being 
detected and targeted by precision weapons, soldiers 
must split into small units and keep either on the move 
or under cover. Static bases will be sitting ducks.”8 
Pursuant to this guidance, the U.S. Army must create a 
mentality that embraces dispersion. Despite the need to 
adjust TTPs to be ready for recent innovations in UAS 
detection capabilities, logistics units have not been ex-
ercising or standardizing detection mitigation practices 

A Russian self-propelled howitzer fires a 152 mm shell toward a Geor-
gian position 9 August 2008 outside the South-Ossetian settlement of 
Dzhava, Georgia. (Photo by Denis Sinyakov, Reuters)
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during JMRC training rotations. One method units 
can begin to employ is arraying platoon and company 
locations into base clusters.

Base clusters make it more difficult for enemy 
UASs and other intelligence, surveillance, and recon-
naissance assets to identify unit locations. If a logis-
tical unit is discovered and targeted by enemy fires, 
cluster formations will mitigate total destruction of 
personnel and commodities.

After detection, units only have minutes to 
displace their formations before enemy fires strike. 
A large concentration of logistical headquarters 
elements can take hours to move, even if displace-
ment criteria is rehearsed. In contrast, displacing 
one company is easier than an entire brigade-support 
network concentration. Also, the chances of enemy 
positive identification on an entire logistical foot-
print is reduced.

Base Cluster Preparation 
and Mission Analysis

It is critical that commanders and staff members 
execute mission analysis prior to combat operations to 

determine what is realistic in terms of formation size, 
how to implement dispersed formations, and how to 
prepare for multiple relocations that may have to be 
carried out on short notice. The analyses must identify 
key terrain features, the infrastructure network, and 
the support requirements (given the limits of arti-
cle-length analysis, only terrain is covered in-depth in 
this article). Units that practice base clusters should 
develop SOPs that are unique to their organization 
and enable leaders at the lowest level to practice 
disciplined initiative. They should include SOPs for 

Sgt. 1st. Class Victor Figueroa helps conceal the 13th Expeditionary 
Sustainment Command’s support operations tent 26 October 2016 
during a command post exercise forward on North Fort Hood, Texas. 
Such exercises are intended to train support headquarters elements 
to deploy to an immature theater in an austere environment during 
a decisive action scenario. However, the authors of this article assert 
that the size, weight, complexity, and large electronic “footprint” of 
such command posts have made them extremely vulnerable to attack 
because they are too slow to establish, too easy to identify from aerial 
reconnaissance, and too slow to relocate when threatened. (Photo by 
Capt. William Brink, U.S. Army)
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preplanned communication windows, isolated per-
sonnel procedures, and displacement criteria.

One Key Recurring 
Planning Deficiency

At JMRC, units are not leveraging terrain to their 
full advantage. Base clusters require terrain features 
between each element. For example, the distribu-
tion company could be near an intersection while 
the medical company is separated by a nearby ridge. 
Logistical units need to strive to stay out of open areas 
and use cover and concealment as much as possible. 
Additionally, the maintenance company does not need 
to be near the distribution company and the intersec-
tion. The maintenance company can be completely 
concealed in a wood line. Such effective use of natural 
conditions minimizes the resources and the time de-
voted to camouflage and concealment.9

Planning and executing base clusters is difficult, 
but it is essential to help ensure survival. Therefore, 
commanders need to prioritize survivability training 
built around the cluster concept and visualize what re-
quirements will be needed. Experience will come with 

time. The hardest part will be taking the first step and 
training this concept at home station.

Training Needs 
for Survivability TTPs

The Asymmetric Warfare Group recently stated 
that “all combat support units within range of IDF 
[indirect fire] systems must practice exceptional 
survivability TTPs.”10 JMRC has identified three areas 
that need to be improved immediately.

The first training priority follows Milley’s vision 
of a future conflict, “Our units will have to move 
constantly. … In the future battlefield, if you stay in 

The U.S. Army demonstrates a new command post wireless solution 
that provides Wi-Fi to the command post leveraging Warfighter In-
formation Network-Tactical Increment 1 satellite equipment in May 
2015 during Network Integration Evaluation 15.2 on Fort Bliss, Tex-
as. Implementation of Wi-Fi offers the potential of eliminating the 
need to lay complex wire systems, which would simplify and facilitate 
speedier displacement of a command post element.  (Photo by Amy 
Walker, Program Executive Office Command, Control and Communi-
cations-Tactical)
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one place longer than two or three hours, you will be 
dead.”11 This is especially true for battalion and com-
pany headquarters.

The recent Russo-Ukrainian conflict appears to 
validate this observation. Ukrainian battalion executive 
officers reported that they moved their headquarters 
constantly and never stayed in one spot more than 
seventy-two hours to avoid targeting by fires. They may 
stay in a general area but never in the same spot.12

To accomplish this refinement of survivability 
TTPs, U.S. forces need to focus on setting security, 
digging fighting positions, covering all vehicles with 
camouflage, and setting up the new communications 
network. These tasks are not specific to the company 
level. Company, battalion, and brigade soldiers must 
become extremely proficient at breaking down and 
setting up the command post. In this process, leaders 
and soldiers must capture and prioritize what needs 
to be set up first and what is a luxury that can be dis-
pensed with. Also, leaders need to refresh their forma-
tions’ understanding of “priorities of work,” ensuring 
specific subordinates are assigned responsibilities in 
accordance with those tasks.

The second training priority, also cited as a prior-
ity by Milley, is “to employ every known method of 
concealment.”13 Logistics units are no different when 
stationary; units must be able to conceal their posi-
tions. Moreover, the modern battlefield goes beyond 
simple camouflage requirements such as face paint 
and foliage on vehicles. Army Techniques Publication 
(ATP) 3-37.34, Survivability, explains that “placing a 
low priority on camouflage and concealment activi-
ties because of time constraints, minimal resources, 
or convenience could result in the mission failure 
and unnecessary loss of life.” 14 Units at JMRC have 
been slow to implement camouflage for platforms 
that operate in various sections of the electromag-
netic spectrum. These platforms include cell phones, 
heaters, and email enablers. Using a flashlight has 
the potential to give away a unit’s position and invite 
enemy fires onto that location. Therefore, as priority 
targets for enemy fires, sustainment units must take 
every precaution to reduce risk. This can be achieved 
through clear orders before an operation or going 
without digital systems for as long as possible. ATP 
3-37.34 is an excellent reference for commanders for 
camouflage best practices.

The most effective way to employ camouflage and 
concealment listed in ATP 3-37.34 is light, noise, 
and movement discipline.15 Logistics leaders need to 
reembrace field craft and develop SOPs that can be en-
forced by noncommissioned officers. To that end, ATP 
3-37.34 has an entire appendix on how commanders 
can develop SOPs for their units.16

The third training priority is a subtask of conceal-
ment. Commanders must train their staffs and units 
to operate without the digital systems that we have 
become accustomed to during the last fifteen years of 
conflict so that the mission can continue if network 
communications are degraded, destroyed, or them-
selves become an operational-security liability. This is 
going to be very difficult at first, as the U.S. Army has 
become dependent on systems that constantly share 
data such as Global Combat Support System-Army, 
Joint Capability Release, Blue Force Tracker, and 
Command Post of the Future. However, sharing 
that data comes at an operational-security price. All 
cloud-based systems continually ping a satellite in 
orbit to relay communication. This creates a potential 
fatal vulnerability, since each of these systems can be 
observed and monitored by someone looking across the 
electromagnetic spectrum. Consequently, using such 
systems may perpetually give away the location of the 
unit to skilled adversaries, putting the unit in danger.

Additionally, generating the bandwidth to support 
Command Post of the Future, Outlook, and Defense 
Switched Network phones requires a command-post 
node or joint-network node. These mission command 
enablers require an unblocked view to the satellite. This 
can become difficult in a wooded area and the com-
mand-post and joint-network nodes are often placed 
in an open field where they can be seen with the naked 
eye and their locations compromised.

The problem is not just limited to digital systems. 
Frequency modulation and high frequency communi-
cation, even if properly encrypted, can be intercepted, 
triangulated, and give away a unit position. Therefore, 
commanders would be wise to take TTPs from NATO 
allies who have not become dependent on digital sys-
tems. Among such, communication windows are used 
where company command posts are only authorized to 
“blast” short, thirty-second communications, to which 
the battalion is expected to respond within the next 
twenty-four hours with guidance in communications 
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bursts of less than thirty seconds. Consequently, a 
culture shift across the U.S. Army is needed in which 
commanders must genuinely have trust in their sub-
ordinates and allow them to take disciplined initiative. 
Constant communication will only get soldiers killed.

The Way Forward
The threat of Russian fires against logistical 

formations is a problem U.S. forces have not en-
countered for nearly a generation. The days of large 
forward operating bases such as Bagram or Camp 
Victory are not realistic in a high intensity, conven-
tional force-on-force environment. The destruction 

of a major Ukrainian ammunition depot in March 
2017 dramatically reinforces this point.17

To protect U.S. Army logistical formations against 
a sophisticated blend of UASs and long-range artil-
lery, units need to disperse while leveraging terrain 
to their advantage. Leaders should focus on mak-
ing their units mobile, concealed, and empowered 
to conduct disciplined initiative. In the debate of 
efficiency versus survivability, survivability must 
always win. Soldiers are no good to the Army if they 
are dead. In the words of Gen. Milley, “for those 
that wish to do us harm, the U.S. Army will beat you 
harder than you’ve ever been beaten before.”18
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When a reporter asked him how it felt to fail 
a thousand times, Thomas Edison replied, 
“I didn’t fail 1,000 times. The light bulb 

was an invention with 1,000 steps.”1 For Edison, failure 
was not just an option but a requirement for eventual 
success. Without the many setbacks he faced during 
the invention process, Edison would not have learned 
from his mistakes and ultimately bring a commercially 
viable light bulb to mankind. Unfortunately, modern 
society tends to downplay failure, deny its occurrence, 
or experience shame when others recognize it first. In 
adolescent sports, for example, league organizers hand 
out participation trophies to all the participants rather 
than embracing the fact that some people win and 
others lose. Even some of the most prestigious universi-
ties in the United States are reluctant to give underper-
forming students failing grades.2 Upon graduation from 

these institutions, these students are unprepared for the 
cruel, unforgiving realities of the world.

Those in control of these adolescent sports leagues 
and universities are impeding the development of 
these young people due to their distortion of the line 
between success and failure. Simply put, today’s society 
is coddling the Nation’s future leaders and setting them 
up for later, more significant, failure by not letting 
them experience failure early in life.

The modern trend of failure aversion is also preva-
lent in the military. Commanders and mentors are not 
allowing junior leaders to fail early on in their careers. 
This phenomenon is likely due to several factors. First, 
the military is a difficult and unforgiving business that 
involves death and destruction, so an aversion to risk and 
failure is an expected byproduct. Second, senior lead-
ers experience an enormous amount of scrutiny by the 
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Department of Defense, Congress, and public opinion, 
causing them to micromanage junior officers more than 
ever before to preclude failures that they perceive might 
reflect badly on them. Additionally, military leaders are 
often “type A” personalities who demand maximum 
control over operational variables.

Consequently, some of these senior leaders often 
punish even minor failures with severity, sometimes de-
grading the potential for future promotion for otherwise 
promising young leaders. Much like in the civilian world, 
this zero-tolerance failure policy is hurting the next gen-
eration of leaders in the military by stifling initiative and 
making them risk averse. They either have not been al-
lowed to fail and recover early on in their careers, or they 
leave the military based on limited promotion opportu-
nities stemming from a previous failure from which they 
perceive they cannot recover. Moreover, in a world of 
increased external scrutiny and access to new microman-
agement tools through new technologies, the institutional 
trend toward failure avoidance and fear of admonish-
ment for failure is only becoming more pronounced.

This is extremely unfortunate, however, because lead-
er development requires some failure. Failure that occurs 
in the proper context allows individuals to learn from 
mistakes, promotes resiliency and moral courage, and 
builds the capacity to balance risk and reward in future 
decision making under the more serious conditions of 
actual operations, including combat.

Fail and Learn Early or Fail Big Later
In September 2013, the commandant of the 

Marine Corps fired two general officers for fail-
ure to “exercise the level of judgment expected of 
commanders of their rank” after fifteen insurgents 
breached security at a base in Afghanistan and 
destroyed numerous aircraft.3 The validity of the 
decision to relieve these commanders and the char-
acter and experience of the officers in question is 
beyond the scope of this essay, but avoiding this type 

of failure at senior levels should be a primary goal as 
the military develops its leaders.

Unfortunately, this example likely will not be the last 
major failure by a senior American officer. Whether it 
be a method for interacting with subordinate troops, the 
selection of an appropriate tactical mission task during 
operational planning, or the management of a unit 
training plan, failure as a junior leader in such endeavors 
provides the necessary experiential forum for trial and 
error. As leaders rise through the ranks in the military, 
they build a personalized set of tools to leverage as the 
problems they encounter become more complex.

Another reason early failure facilitates learning from 
mistakes can be derived from an analysis of the alter-
native. In some instances, a record of continual success 
taken for granted can breed eventual failure since mean-
ingful learning often does not occur under circumstances 
of persistent success. For example, Italian motorcycle 
company Ducati began racing bikes on the competitive 
racing circuit in 2003. After some initial success attained 
by applying learning from early poor race results, the 
engineers failed to continue looking at race data to incre-
mentally improve their bike design for future races.4 As 
Francesca Gino and Gary Pisano point out, initial success 
for Ducati limited the incentive to continue organization-
al learning, causing the company to later fail due to an 
accrued culture of complacency.5 As applied to military 
leader development, this vignette illustrates the natu-
ral condition of success. Simply put, too much success 
can lead to overconfidence and lethargy, which in turn 
hinders continual learning and improvement. In contrast, 
leaders must embrace the concept that learning from fail-
ure is an inevitable necessity for continual improvement 
and performance optimization.

The final aspect of failure as a catalyst for learn-
ing is that it helps leaders identify the indications 
and warnings of failure before it occurs in the future. 
Kathy Malloch and Tim Porter-O’Grady assert that 
highly successful leaders are preoccupied with failure 
because this preoccupation makes them focus on the 
minute details and address indicators of failure quickly 
and decisively.6 Failure provides a means of analyzing 
all aspects of the individual and the organization to 
help identify the critical factors that lead to failure. 
By analyzing these indicators after an unsuccessful 
event, the leader can identify similar indicators in the 
future to proactively avoid failure. With reference to 

Previous page: Sgt. Gregory Padilla (second from left) gives a status 
report to 2nd Lt. Randy Jozwiak (left) during a live-fire exercise 20 July 
2015 as part of Northern Strike 15 on Camp Grayling Joint Maneu-
ver Training Center, Michigan. Padilla is a team leader and Jozwiak is a 
platoon leader assigned to the 1st Battalion, 126th Cavalry Regiment. 
(Photo by Sgt. Seth LaCount, U.S. Army) 
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the previous example of the two Marine generals in 
Afghanistan, it is possible that learning from tactical 
mistakes at the junior level could have helped those 
individuals pinpoint indicators of a base breach ahead 
of time to avoid failure on such a large scale.

There is a caveat to the argument that leader de-
velopment should encourage learning from failure at 
the junior level. The focus should not be misconstrued 
as an effort to ensure junior leaders fail but rather on 
providing them with an environment that tolerates 
mistakes in a context where those mistakes lead to 
self-assessment, learning, and correction to avoid 
future failure. As philosopher George Santayana as-
serted and Winston Churchill later reiterated, “Those 
who cannot remember the past are condemned to 
repeat it.”7 While failure is necessary for deep learn-
ing to occur, those who do not actively learn from 
mistakes will be far more likely to repeat them. 
Consequently, for the military officer, failure in the 
proper context and environment should be regarded 
as an opportunity to learn from mistakes, avoid the 
pitfalls of perpetual success, and identify warning 
signs of future failure on a larger scale.

Fail, Recover, Repeat
In addition to learning from mistakes, overcom-

ing adversity and bouncing back from failure is an 
important step in the development of a leader. As two 
scholars in leadership, Warren Bennis and Robert 
J. Thomas observe, “the skills required to conquer 
adversity and emerge stronger and more committed 
than ever are the same ones that make for extraordi-
nary leaders.”8 The way in which a developing leader 
reacts to difficult situations directly correlates to 
that individual’s ability to overcome adversity in the 
future. These experiences provide the leader with a 
newfound understanding of self and an increased 
ability to deal with future hardships. However, if 
growing leaders are not given a chance to bounce 
back from adversity because they are shielded from 
failure, they remain untested and are more likely to 
confront difficult future situations in negative ways. 
In other words, these leaders are not developing what 
Bennis and Thomas refer to as “adaptive capacity,” 
because they do not have the opportunity to do so.9 
On the other hand, leaders who develop this capacity 
and build individual resilience are far more likely to 

promote that behavior within their subordinates and 
units as they climb the organizational ladder.

In addition to building individual resilience, failure 
as a junior leader also helps develop moral courage. 
A key aspect of moral courage is the ability to admit 
mistakes without fear of humiliation and shame.10 
The willingness to admit mistakes is an unnatural 
quality, especially for the stereotypical competitive 
leaders within the military. That being said, the ability 
to adapt and overcome failure as a junior officer helps 
build the confidence needed to be comfortable enough 
to admit mistakes later in a leader’s career. As Peter 
Olsthoorn asserts, the unit cohesion that builds phys-
ical courage in the military is the same element that 
makes individuals more likely to blindly conform and, 
thus, less likely to exude moral courage.11 Moreover, 
the emphasis of unit success combined with the ten-
dency toward modulating individual failure is hin-
dering the development of moral courage in growing 
military leaders. While team building and unit cohe-
sion are critical to operational success, senior leaders 
must also focus on developing individual qualities in 
subordinates to include moral courage.

Critics of the argument 
that failure early in one’s 
career breeds resilience 
and moral courage might 
assert that these traits 
are inherent in, or absent 
from, every individual and 
are not qualities that can 
be developed. Traditional 
Nicomachean ethical prin-
ciples, for instance, assert 
that one can learn most 
skills but cannot acquire 
moral virtues above and 
beyond what is already in-
herent in the individual.12 
While each human being 
certainly possesses some 
level of individual morali-
ty and resilience, the trials 
and tribulations of failure 
during formative years 
can assist in building the 
aptitude for these traits 
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and the willingness to employ them in the future. The 
military needs its leaders to overcome failure early in 
their careers to develop individual resilience and moral 
courage. These abilities not only assist leaders in the 
conduct of future personal behavior but also in encour-
aging these traits in subordinates, which fosters a culture 
of practicing moral courage.

The Thin Gray Line between 
Success and Failure

Learning from failure and developing resilience and 
moral courage in the face of adversity are extremely im-
portant in leadership development, but military leaders 
must ultimately take risks with nearly every decision 
they make as senior leaders. Army doctrine states that 
accepting prudent risk assists commanders in seizing 
an opportunity to gain and maintain the initiative on 
the battlefield.13 In other words, the Army embraces the 
fact that military operations involve risk and lead-
ers must take acceptable amounts of risk to facilitate 
success in conflict. The ability to identify prudent risk, 
however, is a skill developed as a junior officer. Aside 
from thorough analysis, the most effective way to truly 
understand what risk is prudent and acceptable is to 
cross the line into unacceptable risk at some point. 
When a leader takes an unacceptable risk, failure is far 
more likely to occur. This experience further reinforces 
the leader’s ability to discern prudent risk from unac-
ceptable gambling and employ informed judgment to 
make critical decisions on the battlefield.

The goal of accepting prudent risk is to increase the 
probability of harnessing great reward. Risk is often 
viewed as negative and something people should avoid, 
but thoughtful, habitual risk-taking is actually a require-
ment for high-level success.14 Tim Kane refers to this 
quality in leaders as the “bias for action” that entrepre-
neurs possess, or a desire to proactively and carefully 
take risk to maximize returns.15 The only way to garner 
maximum reward in any business is to take a risk. In the 
military context, leaders who take prudent risk on the 
battlefield are the ones who enjoy the greatest successes 
in conflict as well. As Gen. David Perkins asserted at a 
2013 Army Mission Command Symposium, retaining a 
position of advantage on the battlefield is difficult since 
that advantage is always relative to the enemy and is 
always temporary, since the enemy is constantly adapt-
ing to the evolving operational environment.16 In other 

words, prudent risk-taking is a requirement for waging 
warfare in the modern era. However, if military lead-
ers do not take risk, experience failure, and learn from 
mistakes early on in their careers, then they will not fully 
understand the characteristics of prudent risk-taking 
and will never fully harness the vast rewards available 
through taking risks. Put another way, risk-taking and 
failure can buy down future risk. Military leaders earn 
their paychecks by effectively managing risk and maxi-
mizing the chances of success.

An alternative point-of-view on risk and failure is 
that the violent nature of military operations requires 
leaders to minimize risk at all costs to avoid failure and 
subsequent loss of life. The media and the American 
public criticized American military leaders after the in-
tervention in Iraq in 2003 for deploying too few person-
nel and for not having a reasonable plan for the post-war 
stability effort.17 According to the critics, these leaders 
had miscalculated the risk involved in this type of mili-
tary effort. However, this example does not validate the 
assertion that risk should be avoided at all costs. On the 
contrary, it proves that misunderstood risk is dangerous, 
but prudent risk-taking can garner high payoffs. While 
the merits of the campaign in Iraq are not the subject 
of this essay, the argument is that leaders must take a 
risk in the face of less than perfect information, and that 
miscalculations of risk early in their careers can inform 
the balance of risk and reward to enhance judgment 
later as a senior leader. If this balance is learned through 
failure at earlier stages, senior leaders can avoid loss of 
life to gain and maintain a position of relative advantage 
in military operations through informed decision making 
and the management of prudent risk.

Conclusion
Leader development requires some level of failure. 

It allows leaders to learn from past mistakes, it builds 
individual resiliency and moral courage, and it devel-
ops the capacity to balance risk and reward in decision 
making to promote future success. Learning from 
mistakes is a human requirement, but it is necessary 
for leader development as well. It facilitates personal 
growth and helps leaders understand and visualize suc-
cess and the warning signs of failure, but it also reduces 
the complacency promoted by a perception of inevita-
ble perpetual success. Failure can also breed resiliency 
and moral courage, because it teaches the leader to 
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overcome adversity, acknowledge mistakes, and come 
out the other side of difficulty with new self-actualiza-
tion, confidence, and toughness. While these qualities 
are inherent in each person from birth, they are also 
taught through trials and tribulations. Finally, the 
military profession requires leaders who can accu-
rately balance risk and reward. Without risk-taking, 
there is no return on investment, and military leaders 
must embody that entrepreneurial spirit in order to 
seize an opportunity and maintain the ever-changing 
position of relative advantage over the enemy. On the 
other hand, the key to effective risk-taking is analysis 
and prudency. All three of these points illustrate why 
military leaders must fail early in their careers to be 
effective organizational leaders at higher echelons.

Today’s operational environment is complex, 
dangerous, and unforgiving. Joint doctrine asserts that 
“the commander is the central figure in operational 

art, due not only to education and experience but also 
because the commander’s judgment and decisions 
are required to guide the staff through the process.”18 
Today’s military leader requires education, experience, 
and judgment that feeds reasonable decision making. 
Unfortunately, today’s leaders are not allowing their 
junior officers to take prudent risk and learn from 
failure at lower echelons. While this practice might 
improve chances for successful operations today, it 
hinders the growth of the junior leaders who will 
be charged with defending the Nation in the future. 
Those officers must experience and learn from fail-
ure today to become more resilient, more confident 
in their moral courage, and more adept at balancing 
risk and reward in future operations. Just as Edison 
responded to a reporter about his failures on the path 
to inventing the light bulb, the military leader is also 
an invention with a thousand steps.
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The U.S. Army’s recent history is replete with 
spectacular acquisition program failures. An 
incalculable number of meetings, symposia, 

working groups, and studies have been dedicated to 
“righting the wrongs” in Army acquisition. As the 
failure of Defense Innovation Unit Experimental 1.0 
proved, mimicking the behavior of innovators is not 
the same as adopting a culture of innovation.1 The “fail 
fast” mentality of successful innovators is predicated 
on collecting and analyzing evidence about customer 
needs (i.e., requirements). The Army’s lack of an evi-
dence-based requirements system is a consistent cause 
of failure in Army acquisition programs. The Army 
should adopt a consistently proven industry method 
for writing the best requirements.

Failure
In his 2015 testimony to the Senate, Secretary of the 

Army John McHugh stated, “The Army’s track record on 
acquisition programs is too often a tale of failure.”2 There 
is rarely a single, identifiable root cause for the failure of 
any acquisition program. Many of the problems with an 
acquisition program can be overcome after the program is 
initiated and the error is detected. Decision makers may 
end a program because the cost of correcting manage-
ment errors or funding errors is too expensive, but the 
regulatory tools to make those changes are available. The 
one error no acquisition program can survive is the one 
the Army makes all too often—the wrong requirement.

The Army’s most significant acquisition program fail-
ure is the Future Combat System (FCS). With a planned 
cost of almost $200 billion, the FCS is still the most 
financially ambitious program ever attempted by the 
Army. The FCS failed for many reasons but shortcomings 
with requirements were cited as central to the program’s 
failure. One of the many requirements failure-related 
lessons learned from the analysis was that “insufficient 
analysis and mismanagement of expectations can lead to 
unrealistically ambitious requirements.”3

FCS may have been the largest acquisition failure 
in the Army’s history, but it certainly was not the only 
significant one in recent history. The Crusader self-pro-
pelled artillery and Comanche helicopter programs were 
both expensive failures, costing the Army $9 billion.4 As 
was the case with FCS, these two programs were based 
on unrealistic requirements, which no amount of time or 
money could overcome.

The Army’s challenges with acquisition programs has 
not been limited to developing new-to-the-battlefield 
technologies. The Army has also recently struggled to 
procure some of warfare’s most mature technologies. 
Chief of Staff of the Army Gen. Mark Milley asked the 
following rhetorical questions about the requirements 
document for the Army’s replacement of the 9 mm 
pistol: “This thing has been out there for nine years, ten 
years? Requirements? A 367-page requirement docu-
ment? Why?”5 Each of the cases listed have a common 
thread: opinions were substituted for evidence in the 
requirements development process.

The Way the Current Process Works
A surface-level understanding of the Army ac-

quisition processes reveals why getting requirements 
right is critical for any acquisition program. An 
Army acquisition program must use three systems 
to produce a result: a funding system, a management 
system, and a requirements system. The funding 
system—the Planning, Programming, Budgeting 
and Execution (PPBE) system—is directed to the 
Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) and by the 
Office of Management and Budget.6 The manage-
ment system—the Defense Acquisition Management 
System—is directed by multiple public laws. However, 
the requirements system—the Joint Capabilities 
Integration and Development System ( JCIDS)—was 
created by the Department of Defense (DOD) and is 
still administered by the DOD.7 All of the acquisition 
management decisions 
and budgeted costs for 
an Army acquisition 
program are based on the 
JCIDS requirements doc-
uments; if the require-
ment is wrong, nothing 
else can be right.

The OSD and each 
of the services have been 
requesting changes to ac-
quisition laws for as long as 
there have been acquisition 
laws.8 Requests for changes 
to the Goldwater-Nichols 
Act have recently given the 
service chiefs more power 
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in the acquisition system.9 Also, the Weapons System 
Acquisition Reform Act is a recent law that changed 
the standards for acquisition management decisions.10 
Additionally, the Defense Acquisition Workforce 
Improvement Act changed certification standards across 
the DOD.11 The Clinger-Cohen Act established the role 
of a chief information officer in each service, and the 
recent Federal Information Technology Acquisition 
Reform Act further empowered these chief information 
officers to execute acquisition programs.12 The number of 
additional requested changes that became neither policy 
nor law are too numerous to list. Through all of these le-
gal and policy changes, the one system that has remained 
mostly unchanged is also the one system over which 
the DOD has almost total change authority—JCIDS. 
Understanding the requirements development process 
reveals why the process does not change.

JCIDS sets standards for requirements formatting, 
staffing, and approval, but this process also relies on the 
content of the requirements to come from the Army and 
its sister services. The Army’s process is very robust and is  
designed to ensure that every aspect of a JCIDS require-
ment is derived from a defined capability gap, concept, 
and Army Warfighting Challenge.13 This process also 
has robust oversight with approvals required from the 
vice chief of staff of the Army, the Army G-8, the G-8 
director of capabilities integration, the director of Army 

Capabilities Integration Center (ARCIC), the ARCIC 
Concept and Learning Directorate, and the commanding 
general of the appropriate Army center of excellence.

The ARCIC director sought to improve this process 
for writing the requirement for the Ground Combat 
Vehicle program by adding experts and senior leaders 
from the Program Executive Office Ground Combat 
Systems, the Army Research Laboratory, the Tank and 
Automotive Research Development and Engineering 
Center, the Army Materiel Command, and the Army 
G-3.14 Where this process succeeds in collaboration 
it fails completely in evidence-based content. Every 
person involved in the writing of these documents 
offers their opinion but no one is required to offer any 
evidence to support that opinion.

There are no footnotes, endnotes, or references 
necessary to define a requirement in a JCIDS document. 

Sgt. Andrew Finneran, a 101st Airborne Division infantryman, fires a 
Sig Sauer pistol during partnered weapons training 29 May 2015 at 
Tactical Base Gamberi in eastern Afghanistan. The Sig Sauer P320 was 
selected as the replacement for the 9 mm Beretta in 2017. However, 
many—both in and out of the Army—heavily criticized the acquisition 
process for the pistol, characterizing it as overly bureaucratic, slow, ex-
pensive, and wasteful, and arguing that a much improved capability 
over the existing standard service pistol already existed “off the shelf.” 
(Photo by Capt. Charlie Emmons, U.S. Army)
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Neither experimentation nor research is necessary to 
propose and approve a threshold attribute, key perfor-
mance parameter, or key supportability attribute in a 
JCIDS document. This does not mean that decisions in 
the process are irrational. This also does not mean that 
there are no interoperability necessities that will dictate 
space and weight requirements. It does mean that no one 
is required to justify and then test a hypothesis about any 
aspect of the requirement. Therefore, the absence of an 

evidence-based decision-making system leaves a process 
where only opinions can be provided and discussed.

To mitigate this problem, there are lessons the Army 
should learn from successful companies to move to an 
evidence-based requirements process.

Successful Industry Practices
Business models for developing technologies for a 

profit are end-to-end solutions that cannot be adopted 
by the Army acquisition enterprise for several reasons, 
not the least of which is a lack of competition. Every 
successful business model relies on market forces and 
competition to drive innovation, efficiency, and produc-
tivity. Consumer choices in a competitive marketplace 
provide companies with evidence for business decisions. 
The Army cannot adopt models based on a compet-
itive marketplace because the Army is prohibited by 
law from competing with industry.15 Consequently, the 
Army requires a model for technology development 

that is not designed with the end goal of making a 
profit and does not rely on competition to make evi-
dence-based decisions about requirements.

In his most recent book, Competing against Luck, Dr. 
Clayton Christensen describes how successful innovators 
gather evidence about customer requirements to test 
hypotheses about developing technologies.16 Christensen 
provides examples across multiple industries that show 
how successful innovators are those who use an evi-

dence-based approach to correctly define requirements, 
which he terms “jobs to be done.”17 Christensen is not the 
only successful author and entrepreneur who saw the 
power of favoring evidence over opinion and provided 
concepts the Army could adopt.

For over a decade, Steve Blank has been teaching stu-
dents across the globe how to be successful entrepreneurs. 
His course at Stanford University, “Lean Launchpad”, was 
adopted by the National Science Foundation to teach 
scientists how to apply this evidence-based approach in 
order to find the right customer requirements for their 
discoveries. The National Science Foundation’s adapta-
tion of Lean Launchpad is called Innovation Corps. Blank 
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hypotheses

Requirements
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Experiments Data

Expert opinions

Validated
requirements

Deconflicting the opinions of experts is always subjective and of-
ten impossible. Successful innovators rely on the evidence gained 
through experimentation to define product requirements. (Graphic 
by BMNT Partners)
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applied the principles he teaches in Lean Launchpad to 
see that the Army had a need that no current business 
model, including his own, could address. His partner-
ship with Alexander Osterwalder, best-selling author of 
Business Model Generation, produced a business model 
targeted at the Army’s requirements development short-
comings: the “Mission Model Canvas.”18

Osterwalder’s initial concept, The Business Model 
Canvas, provides a proven methodology that for-profit 
businesses may use to connect key segments of their 
businesses. Osterwalder and Blank adapted the Business 
Model Canvas after considering the viability of the mod-
el in organizations that have no profit motive. The result 
of this collaboration is the Mission Model Canvas.

Blank continued to evolve the concept of focusing on 
nonprofit businesses by adapting his Lean Launchpad 
course to a new course focusing specifically on inno-
vation in defense technology development. Where 
Lean Launchpad used the Business Model Canvas, the 
Mission Model Canvas is the basis for Stanford’s new 
course, “Hacking for Defense.” Hacking for Defense pro-
vides a pedagogy that the Army can adopt to move from 
an opinion-based requirements generation process to an 
evidence-based requirements generation process.

Hacking for Defense
Hacking for Defense implements an evidence-based 

requirements system by introducing the concept of a 
“minimum viable product.”19 The minimum viable prod-
uct is the most rudimentary prototype that will allow a 
requirements developer to test a hypothesis. For example, 
when testing a hypothesis about whether thermal scans 
of farming fields are useful for farmers or not, a mini-
mum viable product would be a mock spreadsheet of the 
data produced, not a mock-up of the thermal sensor. The 

value in this approach is not only the depth of thinking 
required to form a good hypothesis, but the speed with 
which requirements developers can confirm or deny each 
hypothesis. This is what it means to “fail fast.”

This hypothesis testing process is iterative and 
constantly adds targeted, valuable information to the 
requirements development process. This is the same way 
the scientific method works and, more importantly, it is 
why the scientific method works. Expert opinions matter 
in developing hypotheses, but only the facts produced 
from experimentation matter in supporting hypotheses.

The methodology behind Hacking for Defense is test-
ed and validated. The concepts in the Lean Launchpad 
course have been taught at Stanford University for 
over ten years, because they continue to be validated by 
students who have become successful entrepreneurs. The 
Innovation Corps curriculum is taught at over a dozen 
universities, and hundreds of scientists have complet-
ed courses. Hacking for Defense was adapted from the 
successes and lessons learned in each of these courses, 
and it is designed to address the Army’s most significant 
requirements development challenge.

The need for changes to prevent further failures 
in the Army acquisition enterprise is undeniable. The 
system in this enterprise most in need of change is the 
requirements process governed by JCIDS. The core 
problem with how the Army implements JCIDS is the 
lack of a process and culture that values hypothesis 
testing and evidence over positional power and expe-
rience. The value of an evidence-based requirements 
process is demonstrated by multiple authors and 
entrepreneurs. The Hacking for Defense class demon-
strates that proven successful business principles can 
be adapted into a comprehensive system to address the 
Army’s requirements challenges.
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Integration of Cultural 
Property Protection 
into a Decisive Action 
Training Exercise
Maj. Kristoffer T. Mills, U.S. Army
Laurie Rush, PhD

Soldiers of the 10th Mountain Division train in the vicinity of a protected cultural site 28 July 2005 on Fort Drum, New York. Part of 10th Moun-
tain Division predeployment training involves learning to recognize and protect sensitive cultural and historical sites during operations by con-
ducting training on and around actual protected sites found on Fort Drum. (Photo courtesy of authors) 
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S ince the rise of the Islamic State (IS) in 2014, 
its deliberate and discriminant campaign to 
stamp out non-Islamic cultural history by de-

stroying ancient and culturally significant non-Islam-
ic sites has captured the attention of the world. An 
effective strategic response to calculated genocidal 
actions perpetrated by forces such as IS requires a so-
phisticated understanding of the role cultural proper-
ty has in creating and sustaining community identity. 
The 1954 Hague Convention for the Protection of 
Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict 
defines cultural property

as including religious and historic structures, 
monuments, archaeological sites; objects such 
as works of art, manuscripts, books, and other 
objects and collections of artistic, historical, 
scientific or archaeological interest; and reposi-
tories such as museums, libraries, and archives.1

It is incumbent upon those engaged in stability 
operations to understand how such destruction of 
cultural property is an expression of aggressive power 
aimed at reducing a cultural community’s capacity 
for resilience and continued existance. Supporting the 
stabilization of communities attempting to recover 
from the atrocities of genocidal occupation that aimed 
to eradicate not only the existence but also the entire 
history and memory of a people requires education 
and training to be able to identify, respect, and protect 
cultural property on the battlefield.

In September 2016, the G-9 (civil-military opera-
tions) office, 10th Mountain Division (Light Infantry) 
initiated a unique partnership with the Cultural 
Resources Branch (CRB) at Fort Drum, New York. 
The deputy G-9, Maj. Kristoffer Mills, consulted with 
the installation’s Cultural Resources Program manager 
(CRM), Dr. Laurie Rush, to gain a better understanding 
of the culturally significant sites within the Fort Drum 
training area while planning for a brigade-level export-
able combat training capability exercise, which is a field 
training exercise based on the Decisive Action Training 
Environment. This particular exercise, Mountain Peak 
17-02, was conducted on Fort Drum to prepare the unit 
for a subsequent training rotation to the Joint Readiness 
Training Center at Fort Polk, Louisiana.

The initial purpose of reaching out to the CRM was 
to build a “no strike list” for the exercise scenario that 
would be based on actual Fort Drum protected sites. 

As the planning progressed for the exercise, the dep-
uty G-9 realized that Fort Drum’s Cultural Resources 
Program (CRP) could facilitate civil-military opera-
tions training scenarios, and the CRM recognized an 
opportunity to inject training on cultural property pro-
tection throughout the 10th Mountain Division. The 
partnership between the G-9 office and the CRB has 
since continued to enhance 10th Mountain Division 
training and operations in this area.

Background
The Fort Drum CRB is subordinate to the 

Environmental Division of the garrison public works 
office, and it is a functional office within Installation 
Management Command. Unfortunately, training 
units traditionally view these types of offices as a 
hindrance because many installation archaeologists 
approach cultural resources stewardship by telling 
soldiers, trainers, and range control what they are not 
allowed to do and where they cannot dig, while also 
imposing restrictive latitudes for maneuver within 
the training areas. As a consequence, archaeology 
maps of Army installations have sometimes been 
referred to as “mea-
sles” maps by military Laurie Rush, PhD, is an 
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planners—archaeological sites characterized as symp-
toms of a disease infecting a military installation.

Unfortunately, this somewhat adversarial approach to 
management of training lands also results in the failure of 
military leadership to recognize that installation archae-
ologists represent social science education and expertise 
that can be of extreme value to personnel preparing to 
deploy and operate in the complex cross-cultural battle-
field environment that today characterizes much of the 
potential operational area globally. In view of the need 
to prepare for such complexity, Department of Defense 
(DOD) archaeologists are potentially a great resource 
for units preparing to deploy because they are trained in 
analysis of cultural behavior, predictive modeling for pat-
terns of occupation across a wide range of environments, 
and recognition of evidence of past human behavior that 
includes sophisticated approaches to imagery analysis.

In contrast to many other DOD installations, Fort 
Drum’s CRP emphasizes the use of archaeological sites 
and cultural property in the training areas to provide 
realistic training opportunities. It makes no sense 

to prevent U.S. military personnel from operating 
around significant cultural property on training lands 
at domestic U.S. installations when they are preparing 
to deploy to some of the most archaeologically rich 
and sensitive areas of the world, such as the ancient 
Mesopotamian cities of Iraq and Afghanistan’s histori-
cal Silk Road. Recognizing the significance and impor-
tance of training with regard to cultural property, the 
Department of the Army endorsed the use of instal-
lation cultural resources as training assets in its most 
recent guidance to cultural resources managers.2

As the home of 10th Mountain Division, Fort 
Drum has also benefitted from the opportunity to learn 
about cultural property challenges directly from the 

Army archeologists conduct a test dig 2 August 2007 on Fort Drum, 
New York, to assess the potential value of further excavation at the site. 
Maneuver training around such sites habituates soldiers to incorporat-
ing protection of culturally important locations into their operational 
planning and their actions on the ground.  (Photo courtesy of authors) 
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experiences of military personnel 
who have returned to the installa-
tion after multiple deployments. 
10th Mountain soldiers and train-
ers work extremely hard to ensure 
that training opportunities adjust 
and respond to lessons learned from 
forward deployments. The CRP 
has supported these efforts, espe-
cially when the challenges include 
cultural property. For example, 
when soldiers reported that Iraqi 
insurgents were using headstones as 
firing points, the Cultural Resources 
Team (CRT) constructed cultur-
ally reminiscent replica cemeteries 
and added them to urban sprawl 
and urban terrain training sites on 
Fort Drum so that dealing with 
such scenarios could be practiced. 
And, after the global news media 
featured reports of damage to the 
ancient city of Babylon by U.S. and 
Polish forces in 2004, the CRT constructed mock ruins 
in the training areas to offer field training opportunities 
to identify, avoid, and respect ancient places as well as 
sites regarded as sacred by indigenous peoples during 
the course of military operations.3

Using Former Communities 
as Training Opportunities

Citizens who lost their homes in the 1940s on Fort 
Drum provide additional incentive for making actual 
archaeological sites available to military personnel. Five 
northern New York villages were vacated when the 
installation expanded. These were initially managed as 
off limits due to their designation as National Register-
listed archaeological districts, much to the annoyance of 
some former residents.4 As one of the citizens pointed 
out, “we gave up our homes for military training, not 
for archaeology.”5 However, in response, the cultural 
resources staff turned to the Integrated Training Area 
Management program and the Land Rehabilitation and 
Maintenance (LRAM) managers for help with trans-
forming off-limits acreage filled with nineteenth- and 
early twentieth-century ruins into a training opportu-
nity that would protect the remaining features, offer an 

educational opportunity, and be safe 
for soldiers.6 The LRAM staff cleared 
the historic features of vegetation so 
that the CRM and the LRAM man-
ager could develop prescriptions for 
stabilization and protection.

The first property listed by the 
National Register was the archaeo-
logical district of historic Sterlingville. 
This company town was established 
in the mid-nineteenth century for the 
purpose of manufacturing pig iron. 
The village, situated on a crossroad, 
featured two churches with associat-
ed cemeteries, a school, a hotel, a gen-
eral store, a post office, and multiple 
village homes, in addition to the iron 
furnace and associated mill pond. 
The Army purchased it in 1940, 
evicted the residents, and destroyed 
all the structures.7 Foundations, wells, 
cisterns, and other robust features 
were all that remained by 2002 when 

the CRM and LRAM personnel began to transform the 
property into a training asset. Its location on a crossroad, 
relatively close to the cantonment, made the village espe-
cially valuable for a wide range of training scenarios from 
traffic checkpoints to bivouac.

The greatest challenge when transforming an area 
such as Sterlingville is to create protection for historic 
features while retaining evidence for the soldiers that 
they are operating in an area designated as historic. 
Standard treatments include covering crumbling foun-
dations with geotextiles and filling them with sand and 
gravel—the parking lot approach, reinforcing beauti-
fully laid masonry walls with pressure-treated wood-
en framework structures, sandbagging small features 
such as cisterns, and even using recycled tank treads to 
cover features to be used as potential vehicle fighting 
positions. Once complete, the area was signed “Historic 
Area; Training Permitted; No Digging.”

The Blue Shield, an international symbol of protect-
ed cultural property per the 1954 Hague Convention 
for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of 
Armed Conflict, was also added to some of the signage 
to provide familiarization.8 The trainers also eventually 
added some wooden structures to the properties where 

The “distinctive Blue Shield emblem” is 
described in Article 16 of the 1954 Hague 
Convention. The emblem is used to iden-
tify cultural property and those person-
nel responsible for its protection. (Photo 
courtesy of  Wikimedia Commons) 
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the features had been completely covered by the fabric 
and fill, so that the village began to once again take on 
the appearance of a community.

The initial approach of the cultural resources and 
LRAM managers in terms of potential use of the cultur-
al resource training assets was a version of “If you build 
it, they will come.” The sites are left for the trainers and 
soldiers to use in any way they found to be useful. During 
the early years of 10th Mountain engagement in Iraq, the 
replica ruins were often used for identification of triggers 
for improvised explosive devices, and historic Sterlingville 
emerged as an extremely important location for market-
place and checkpoint challenges.

In 2014, the CRP had an opportunity to advise the 
division on how the sites could be used more proac-
tively to enrich scenario opportunities for the annual 
Mountain Peak military exercises. In preparation 
for the exercise, one of the division exercise planners 
approached the CRM to learn more about the nature 
and locations of cultural resources in the training 
areas. The CRT provided a field briefing with a tour 
of historic Sterlingville, replica sites and features, 
historic cemeteries, indicators for historic features 
hidden in the landscape, and the Conservation Corps 
camp complete with dam, pond, and picnic area. The 
planner worked with the CRT to prepare signage for 
the cultural properties that fit scenarios associated 
with the fictitious country of Atropia, its neighbors, 
ethnic groups, and insurgents. He offered the CRM an 
opportunity to brief the red force, who were going to 
be playing insurgents in the scenario on how to read 
the historic landscape. This scenario would use the 
cultural features to their best advantage.

It was not until 2016 that the CRT would be 
able to build on this modest beginning to offer more 
significant support to 10th Mountain Division field 
exercises and Mountain Peak exercises. The increased 
support was due to the proactive approach and contri-
butions of the division G-9.

Laying the Groundwork for Cultural 
Property Protection Exercises

As plans for 2016 Mountain Peak unfolded, the 
first product the Cultural Resource Branch contribut-
ed to exercise planning was the map of the culturally 
significant sites on Fort Drum, which are protected by 
local, state, national, and international laws. These sites 

include cemeteries, abandoned towns, homesteads and 
farms, foundations, churches, ancient Native American 
ceremonial places, and archeological sites dating back 
ten thousand years or more. All of these sites are 
historically significant to local communities, Native 
Americans, and interested global citizens, and they are 
preserved by the federal government on behalf of all 
the American people. Initially, the CRM provided this 
information to the exercise planners who were respon-
sible for implementing the elements of environmental 
protection required for all training on Fort Drum in 
compliance with all New York state and federal envi-
ronmental protection laws and regulations.

It is important to note that the map of protect-
ed sites on Fort Drum and similar maps for all U.S. 
domestic training installations are analogous to the 
cultural property inventories of protected sites and 
institutions that operations planners must consider 
for all forward operations under not just 1954 Hague 
but also laws of armed conflict, domestic law includ-
ing Section 402 of the National Historic Preservation 
Act, and DOD and Army regulations such as U.S. 
Central Command Environmental Regulation 200-
2, Environmental Quality: CENTCOM Contigency 
Environmental Guidance.9 These inventories contribute 
to the “no strike” component of the targeting process, so 
the opportunity to implement target avoidance during 
an exercise is another valuable aspect of the efforts to 
integrate such exercises into Fort Drum training.

Once the inventory was established and shared, the 
next step was for the CRM and her team to provide guid-
ed tours of the training areas to show locations of protect-
ed sites, mock training sites, and various examples of the 
methods for identifying and marking culturally significant 
locations. These tours offered an understanding of the hu-
man terrain in the training areas, with the hope that skills 
developed at home for “reading” a crosscultural landscape 
could be applied in challenging situations overseas.

Installation tours of cultural property by sub-
ject-matter experts may also serve as a stand-alone 
training opportunity. These locations can be incorpo-
rated into land navigation exercises, and Fort Drum has 
established cultural property guides for staff rides and 
offers field exercises for Reserve Officer Training Corps 
(ROTC) cadets during which they are challenged to 
identify aboriginal stone features within the wider Fort 
Drum forested landscape.
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The CRP has also created multiple products to 
support warfighter education and training for cultural 
property protection, including archaeology aware-
ness playing cards for Egypt, Iraq, and Afghanistan; 
a pocket guide; and specialized cultural property 
briefings.10 The playing cards are distributed widely 

throughout the DOD to promote cultural property 
protection and have inspired a series of compara-
ble materials across the international community. 
The cultural property pocket guide has been widely 
distributed, and the deputy G-9 included the guide as 
an appendix to Annex K (Civil Affairs Operations) of 
the operations orders for the exercise.

A Fort Drum-specific cultural property briefing 
created by Rush was also included as an appendix in 
Annex K and incorporated into pre-mission train-
ing for units.11 The briefing provided information on 
how to identify and respect cultural property, and it 

emphasized the strategic value cultural property pos-
sesses for both friendly and enemy forces.

The aforementioned products, tour, and materials as-
sisted the deputy G-9 in writing a detailed Annex K and 
Annex V (Interagency) for the Mountain Peak 17-02 
tactical operations order, and enabled the development 

of robust scenarios to support 
civil-military operations 
training. However, there was 
one problem—there was a 
lack of available and qualified 
role players to support the 
exercise and its associated 
master scenario event list 
(MSEL) injects. The solution 
to this problem came from 
the CRP when the CRM 
and her team of ten dedicat-
ed professionals offered to 
provide their assistance and 
expertise as role players.

Exercise Execution
The Fort Drum Cultural 

Resource Program provid-
ed a significant amount of 
support to the deputy G-9 in 
the development of Annex 
K and Annex V, as well as 

the development of the scenario and MSEL injects. In 
addition to complementing the planning support to 
the exercise, members of the CRT volunteered their 
time to serve as various Atropian characters to add 
more realism to the scenarios. The CRM was script-
ed as the senior government official, or the Atropian 
minister of cultural affairs, antiquities, and archeology 
(MoCAAA). The ten personnel on staff were script-
ed as various role players that constructed multiple 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), international 
governmental organizations (IGOs), and an indigenous 
native Atropian organization (see figure, page 112).

 The benefits of cultural resources personnel func-
tioning as role players is that they are intimately familiar 
with the training area and understand the cultural and 
historic significance of the sites because the training area 
serves as their workplace outside of the office in garrison. 
By profession, the role players were either archeologists 

To support overseas predeployment training, the 10th Mountain 
Division issues playing cards to soldiers that describe actions to be 
taken to protect sensitive historical and cultural sites. (Photo cour-
tesy of authors) 
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or anthropologists, so the deputy G-9 
created scenario organizations that 
reflected their real professions. Prior 
to the execution of the exercise, the 
role players were provided detailed 
scripts, talking points, rules of en-
gagement, and background stories 
of their respective organizations and 
characters. The deputy G-9 also facil-
itated rehearsals and strategized pos-
sible questions, discussions, and issues 
that might be encountered during the 
key leader engagements (KLEs) and 
interactions with the training units. 
He provided daily exercise updates 
to keep the role players informed of 
events that occurred in the scenario 
so that they remained better pre-
pared for their roles.

The CRB had additional re-
sources that contributed to the re-
alism of the training. Between the 
ten personnel, there were enough costumes, jewelry, 
and props so that each person was wearing some type 
of traditional “Atropian” clothing. The role players 
were dressed in scarves, beads, turbans, robes, sashes, 
belts, vests, and daggers. The most significant contri-
bution was that the office had replica artifacts that 
were incorporated into the scenarios. The inclusion 
of the artifacts added yet another level of realism and 
depth to the exercise.

Most importantly for the G-9, the presence of actual 
objects promoted training and awareness of cultural 
property protection. The artifacts included tablets, a 
stamp, and a goblet, which were emplaced by observer/
controllers in enemy territory with the expectation that 
the artifacts would be recovered during sensitive-site 
exploitation by the training unit. The CRM’s character 
introduced the artifacts into a scenario during the initial 
KLE with the brigade commander, where she presented 
photographs of the stolen artifacts in the form of cata-
log information from the National Museum of Atropia. 
Atropian delegations from the various NGOs, IGOs, and 
private organizations provided information about the ar-
tifacts, and emphasized the cultural significance and spe-
cific handling instructions for each artifact. The inclusion 
of the artifacts provided an opportunity for the training 

unit to hone their interpersonal-communication and rap-
port-building skills during KLEs. It also exercised several 
staff sections within the brigade to include the civil-mil-
itary operations (S-9), intelligence (S-2), and operations 
(S-3) sections, the public affairs and legal officers, and the 
attached civil affairs company. The brigade commander 
immediately built rapport with the Atropian government 
officials and delegation representatives, and conveyed to 
his staff the importance of returning the artifacts to the 
Atropian government. He also understood the tremen-
dous potential to capitalize on the possible strategic mes-
saging opportunities and the potential to gain invaluable 
intelligence from the recovery of the artifacts. Success in 
recovering the artifacts proved to be both a strategic and 
tactical success for the brigade.

The successful integration of cultural property 
protection during the brigade exercise at Fort Drum 
was replicated during a second exercise at Fort Polk, 
Louisiana, to support 3rd Brigade, 10th Mountain 
Division. Unfortunately, the ten personnel from the 
CRO could not travel to Fort Polk, but the CRM 
accepted the deputy G-9’s invitation to be a role 
player and advisor during the exercise. She returned 
as her Atropian character, MoCAAA, to conduct two 
KLEs with 3rd Brigade, and to meet with the brigade 

Figure. Atropian Governmental Organizations, 
Nongovernmental Organizations, and 

U.S. Government Interagency Organizations

•  Atropian Minister of Cultural Affairs, Antiquities, and Archeology 
(MoCAAA)

•  Deputy Minister, MoCAAA
•  Security, MoCAAA
•  Director, Atropian Cultural Resource and Environmental 

Preservation Organization (ACREPO)
•  Deputy Director, ACREPO
•  Director, Council of the Atropian Native Indigenous People 

(CANIP)
•  Deputy Director, CANIP
•  Regional Director, World Islamic Humanitarian Assistance Group 

(WIHAG)
•  Assistant Regional Director, WIHAG
•  DART/OFDA (USAID)

Figure by authors
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to coordinate training for their academic week in 
preparation for deployment in support of Operation 
Inherent Resolve.

During the initial KLE, the CRM introduced 
herself and expressed her concerns about the combat 
operations’ potential impact on the cultural sites in 
the unit area of operations. At the subsequent KLE 
the following day, she presented photos of Atropian 
artifacts stolen from the Atropian National Museum 
that was looted and destroyed by enemy forces. The 
brigade S-9, legal officer, and protections cell officer 
took the photos and disseminated guidance to subor-
dinate battalions on the proper handling of the arti-
facts. The brigade public affairs officer also published 
a press release about the KLE and that the main topic 
of the meeting was the missing artifacts.

Two days later, another role player was introduced 
to the scenario. This role player was an Atropian 
landowner who discovered a bag with two artifacts 
while cleaning trash left behind by enemy forces. The 
landowner also came to request compensation from the 
unit as a result of maneuver damage. This inject provid-
ed an opportunity for the staff to take advantage of the 
strategic messaging opportunity and to demonstrate 
their competency in respecting a host nation’s cultural 
property. The inject also provided an opportunity to 
collect additional information about the enemy force.

The next day, another role player entered the scenario 
to add more depth. This role player was a subordinate 
archeologist who worked at the provincial level. He came 
to the brigade to request the artifacts at the behest of 
the minister. While meeting with the brigade, he also 
stated that he encountered enemy forces while inspecting 
archeological sites in the unit’s area of operations. This 
particular inject provided an opportunity for the unit S-2 
to ask questions of the role player to not only understand 
ways to protect the archeological sites but to also collect 
information about enemy activities.

During this second exercise, aspects of cultural 
property protection were injected into the scenario to 
provide unique training opportunities that would oth-
erwise not be available to the unit. The cultural prop-
erty protection-focused scenario injects drove the civ-
il-military operations training objectives for the units. 
The unit conducted KLEs in order to build rapport 
with the host-nation government, the injects afforded 

Col. Scott Naumann, commander of 1st Brigade Combat Team, 
10th Mountain Division, and his staff meet with civilian role players 
1 December 2016 during Mountain Peak 16-02 at Fort Drum, New 
York. The role players act as local nationals to help train the units on 
interacting with their host-nation leaders. (Photo by Maj. Kristoffer 
Mills, U.S. Army)
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opportunities to promote strategic messaging through 
the public affairs office, information provided by role 
players allowed the S-2 to conduct military source 
operations to support intelligence operations, and the 
staff exercised their ability to understand the policy 
and laws associated with cultural property. Prior to the 
conclusion of the exercise, the brigade S-9 repatriated 
the stolen artifacts and returned them to the Atropian 
government. Considering the upcoming mission and 
destination for 3rd Brigade, the most important train-
ing provided was the understanding and appreciation 
for cultural property protection.

Tip of the Spear
As increased attention is placed on the defeat of IS 

and the restoration of stability in Iraq and Syria, the 
international community will continue to emphasize 
the importance of implementation of meaningful pro-
tection of cultural property during the course of mili-
tary operations. Fort Drum has also provided expertise 
to international military efforts to establish cultural 
property protection policies, doctrine, and best prac-
tices, including leadership for a NATO Science for 

Peace and Security-funded series of advanced research 
workshops devoted to the subject.

In the summer of 2016, ROTC interns at Fort Drum 
provided cultural property inventories for Estonia, 
Finland, Lithuania, and Latvia in support of cultural 
property protection injects for a NATO exercise in the 
Baltic Sea.12 According to NATO Allied Joint Force 
Command Naples, these data were used effectively to 
contribute to injects where vibrations from heavy vehicle 
traffic were threatening a historic church and where an 
ancient seaside castle required special protection.13 In the 
after-action report, there was consensus that these injects 
added meaning and realism to the training effort.

At Fort Drum, the integration of the CRB and 
inclusion of cultural property protection into an U.S. 
Army exercise was most likely unprecedented in the 

U.S. Army soldiers walk down the Great Ziggurat of Ur, a temple at 
the ancient city of Ur and an archaeological site on the outskirts of 
Nasiriyah 13 May 2009 about 320 kilometers southeast of Baghdad. 
The U.S. military transferred control of the site to Iraqi authorities on 
the same day. (Photo by Nabil al-Jurani, Associated Press) 
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history of the modern force, according to the CRM, 
who has been working with the DOD for almost 
twenty years. The successful incorporation of cultural 
property protection and role players provided by the 
CRB demonstrates innovation in providing civil-mili-
tary operations training that provides opportunities for 
units to interact with host-nation government officials, 
NGOs, IGOs, and private institutions.

The collaboration between the 10th Mountain 
Division G-9 and CRB, and the resulting successful 
injects, offers a division- and brigade-level training model 
for the rest of the Army that can also be duplicated by 
other military organizations across the globe. The United 
Kingdom recently ratified The Hague Convention and, 
as a result, the UK Ministry of Defence has identified 
the Fort Drum injects as a best practice worthy of 
study.14 The United Nations Education, Scientific, and 
Cultural Organization is interested in providing cultural 
property protection training to UN member militar-
ies and has consulted the Fort Drum CRM for assis-
tance.15 Also, the Austrian military has used the historic 
Sterlingville training asset concept to develop the villages 
found on their training areas in a similar fashion and are 
incorporating their ruins into exercises.16

The collaboration between the CRM and the depu-
ty G-9 is innovative, and in terms of DOD archeology, 

is the “tip of the spear” for cultural property protection 
training. The creative inclusion of artifacts into training 
scenarios and military exercise participation by CRB 
personnel provides tremendous opportunities to share 
lessons learned with NATO partners and UN mem-
bers as they develop strategies and programs to imple-
ment cultural property protection into military train-
ing. Additionally, there is an opportunity to update 
and expand current U.S. military doctrine addressing 
cultural property protection as the only existing ded-
icated doctrine to the topic at present is the Graphic 
Training Aid 41-01-002, Civil Affairs Arts, Monuments, 
and Archives Guide, October 2015.17

Conclusion
As multinational, coalition partners cooperate to de-

feat IS and other organizations that would eradicate parts 
of human history for their own political objectives, the 
international community must also cooperate and lever-
age every capability possible to preserve and protect the 
cultural heritage of past civilizations. Tragically, too many 
ancient sites and artifacts have been lost to the hands of 
time and human malfeasance, but there remains hope 
and opportunities to protect and preserve the record of 
human history as it has developed among all peoples for 
our children and future generations.
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The Pursuit 
of Power
Europe 1815–1914
Richard J. Evans 
Viking, New York, 2016, 848 pages

Mark Montesclaros

Sir Richard Evans adds his considerable powers 
of analysis to this work, the seventh volume 
in The Penguin History of Europe, which spans 

ancient to modern Europe in a series of nine single 
editions. The author is a professor of history and 
president of Wolfson College in Cambridge, and his 
contribution, The Pursuit of Power, is the most recent 
publication in the series. Chronologically it predates 
the next volume in the series, To Hell and Back: Europe 
1914–1949, by Sir Ian Kershaw, published earlier in 
2015 and analyzed by this reviewer in the July-August 
2016 edition of Military Review.

Evans employs the same holistic style that was 
so effective in his renowned Third Reich trilogy, 
which encompasses far more than simply political or 
military history. In that series—which spanned the 
Reich’s coming to power, its conduct while in power, 
and its prosecution of World War II—Evans covered 
such diverse topics as culture, the economy, religion, 
science, the Holocaust, and resistance movements. 
Aimed at the general reading public, if not the spe-
cialist, the Third Reich trilogy was a highly acclaimed 

model of synthesis and scholarship. The same attri-
butes are evident in The Pursuit of Power.

Evans began writing The Pursuit of Power in 2009, 
which attests to the level of effort and perseverance 
required to compose a history of Europe that spans 
one hundred years in a single volume. Evans’s slice of 
The Penguin History of Europe covers the post-Napo-
leonic period to the eve of World War I, specifically 
1815–1914. Why those benchmarks? In his very use-
ful preface, Evans explains that those years in particu-
lar signal the high-water mark for the continent; that 
is, during that timeframe, Europe stood first globally 
in a number of important areas, which he highlights 
throughout the text. Additionally, the author makes 
a keen early observation that sets the tone for the 
entire book: “Europe is best seen as a social, economic, 
political, and cultural region sharing many common 
characteristics and stretching from Britain and Ireland 
in the west to Russia and the Balkans in the east.” Thus, 
Evans places a premium on considering Europe as an 
entity whenever possible in his treatment, rather than 
as an accumulation of regional histories or individual 

REVIEW ESSAY



November-December 2017 MILITARY REVIEW118

country narratives. The Pursuit of Power is thus unique 
and works on multiple levels of analysis.

The organization of the book is elegant in its use of 
thematic “lines of effort.” It also reflects Evans’s intent 
to approach his history of Europe in a manner different 
from previous writers. The author divides the book into 
eight chapters of roughly equal size, each in turn consist-
ing of ten sections. Exactly half of the chapters—1, 3, 7, 
and 8—cover political history and are organized chrono-
logically. They include, amongst an impressive scope of 
topics, an excellent synthesis of 1815 Europe, the French 
Revolutions of 1830 and 1848, the Italian and German 
unifications of the 1870s, and the dissolution of the 
Ottoman and Habsburg empires. Chapters 2 and 4 cover 
socioeconomic themes, each encompassing roughly a 
half century in time. Here, Evans tackles such seminal 
developments as the emancipation of the serfs, the rise of 
industry and the working class, the decline of the aristoc-
racy, urbanization, and European emigration. Chapters 5 
and 6 are uniquely titled “The Conquest of Nature” and 
“The Age of Emotion,” respectively, reflecting what the 
author considers as broad “cultural” history. The former 
describes the state of nineteenth century “globalization” 
and the shrinkage of time and space with developments 
in transportation, commerce, medicine, and the adap-
tion of standard time as well as the metric system. The 
latter focuses on broad intellectual and cultural move-
ments, in particular the transition from Enlightenment 
principles to those of Romanticism and later, Realism. In 
this fascinating chapter, Evans spans an eclectic variety 
of subjects, including religion, literacy and language, edu-
cation, the arts, gender issues, and the rise of nationalism. 
Organizationally, The Pursuit of Power’s unique design 
provides the basis for a holistic synthesis of European 
history in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
In addition, the even-numbered chapters provide a 
respite to the book’s political emphasis in the odd-num-
bered ones, giving the book a unique balance, increased 
readability, and immense breadth.

As indicated by the book’s title, all of the lines of ef-
fort outlined above lead to the author’s underlying end—
to describe how multiple actors and entities in Europe 
pursued power. (Indeed, the author’s choice of “power” in 
the volume’s title contrasts with the one that precedes it 
in the Penguin History chronology—Tim Blanning’s The 
Pursuit of Glory, Europe 1648–1815). Evans’s periodization 
is thus bookended by the Napoleonic Wars and World 

War I—continental and global conflagrations, respective-
ly. Why the intervening years were peaceful in com-
parison is at the core of Evans’s explanation; although 
Europe was not at war, there were a number of forces at 
work that combined to make the next one possible, if not 
inevitable. As the author articulately explains, multi-
ple entities pursued power against the backdrop of the 
Napoleonic legacy and the revolutions of 1830 and 1848. 
Some were desperately trying to hold onto power—
the aristocracy, the decaying Habsburg and Ottoman 
empires, and collective, “conflict prevention” groupings 
such as the Concert of Europe and the Holy Alliance. 
Others entities, borne of the forces of change throughout 
the century, were intent on obtaining or accumulating 
power. These were as varied as nations seeking global or 
regional hegemony via the “great game,” or individuals 
seeking greater levels of emancipation and basic civil 
rights. As Evans weaves this hugely complex tale, the 
pursuit of power in all of its manifestations provides the 
basis for the global conflagration to come: “Well before 
August 1914, the outbreak of a general war was widely 
anticipated across Europe, hoped for by some, feared by 
others. Nevertheless, when war actually did come, it was 
a surprise to almost everyone.” Thus, in the context of the 
three aforementioned Penguin History titles, glory gives 
way to power; power precedes the “hell” of the world 
wars. Evans’s book superbly connects the dots between 
the volumes that bookend it; collectively, the three en-
compass over three centuries of European history.

In essence, The Pursuit of Power displays Evans’s 
sheer ability to synthesize and analyze a vast amount 
of historical information and communicate it to 
the reader in a way that makes sense. This ability to 
connect the dots—that is, to draw relationships and 
comparisons between disparate events and trends, 
is the greatest attribute of the book. The author has 
a way of putting things clearly yet concisely in order 
to help one understand complex ideas. For example, 
when describing the European context at the outset 
of the book, the author observes, “Had the Europe of 
1785 looked at itself in a mirror thirty years later, in 
1815, it would not have recognized what it saw.” He 
also does not hesitate to question other historians’ 
conclusions; for example, one of the prevailing views 
is that the revolutionary upheavals of 1848 and the 
national unifications of 1871 are separate and dis-
tinct events. Evans offers a different perspective: “In 
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many respects, it makes sense to see the whole period 
of 1848 to 1871 as a single period of revolutionary 
change, rather than focusing individually on each of 
the short-term upheavals that followed one another 
with such breathtaking speed during these years.” 
The Pursuit of Power is replete with such commen-
tary and analysis, adding context and breadth to an 
understanding of the seminal events and trends in 
European history between 1815 and 1914.

Also of note is Evans’s insistence that the book not 
be a collection of individual national histories, with-
out linkages either to each other or to the continent 
as a whole. He is also a master at covering regional 
variations, which he does across a wide variety of 
topics—the state of the peasantry, industrialization 
and rise of the working class, and political and intel-
lectual movements, to name but a few. As expected, 
Evans gives ample coverage to the Great Powers such as 
Britain, France, and Russia. Nevertheless, he also pro-
vides sound insight into developments in the Iberian 
Peninsula, the Low Countries, Scandinavia, and eastern 
as well as southern Europe, with particular attention 
to the fascinating and complex demise of both the 
Ottoman and Habsburg empires. This remarkable 
breadth is refreshing for those accustomed to narra-
tives that focus almost exclusively on events in central 
Europe, with little to no coverage of peripheral states. 
In the same vein, Evans also incorporates a global ap-
proach in The Pursuit of Power. He constantly reminds 
the reader of the position of Europe in the worldwide 
hierarchy, again, discussing a wide range of issues—
trade, commerce, the abolition of slavery, and the 
spread of culture and ideas internationally. This is most 
evident in chapter 8, “The Wages of Empire,” where 
the author makes cogent observations regarding the 
acquisition of colonial possessions: “Such acquisitions 
reflected Europe’s worldwide hegemony in the nine-
teenth century. They were made possible by industrial 
growth, military supremacy, and above all by improved 
communications.” He also argues that European prom-
inence in international commerce was underwritten 
by the power of continental navies, in particular that 
of Great Britain. With the risk of sounding repeti-
tive, Evans is superb at drawing relationships between 
events and trends in nations or regions, tying them in 
with continental developments, and then articulating a 
European perspective in a global context.

In addition to covering broad brushstrokes such as 
revolution, intellectual thought, and sweeping social 
change affecting the whole of Europe, Evans is equally 
adept at describing the life of “ordinary Europeans” 
who witnessed such events as they occurred. In this 
regard, one of his helpful innovations is using per-
sonal vignettes that introduce and place into context 
the main themes to follow. His first chapter on the 
immediate post-Napoleonic aftermath in Europe, for 
example, effectively uses the diary of a German foot 
soldier, Jakob Walter, who accompanied Napoleon on 
his ill-fated Russian Campaign of 1812 as a conscript 
in the Grand Army. Walter not only survived that 
horrific ordeal but also, quite remarkably, captured 
his personal thoughts in a diary that did not surface 
until the 1930s. Through the example of Walter, the 
author contextualizes the general war-weariness in 
Europe and attitudes toward Napoleon in particular. 
In a similar vein, the author opens “The Challenge 
of Democracy” with a narrative featuring Emmeline 
Pankhurst, an Englishwoman who symbolized the 
British suffragist movement and campaigned tireless-
ly for female emancipation in Great Britain. Again, 
Evans uses the Pankhurst example as a basis for 
exploring the general topic of emancipation, not solely 
female, across the European continent. The author’s 
use of vignettes such as these not only sets the histor-
ical context but also helps the reader form a personal 
connection to distant, nineteenth century voices.

There are a few potential criticisms of The Pursuit 
of Power, some imposed by the limitations placed on 
the series’ authors. For example, because of the single 
volume format, the book is densely packed with facts 
and analysis, over eight hundred pages worth, and 
requires concentration and perseverance on the part 
of the reader, especially those not familiar with the 
nuances of European 
history. (Evans rec-
ommends that the 
reader tackle the book 
from start to finish). 
Additionally, format 
rules dictate that the 
Penguin History contrib-
utors use primarily sec-
ondary sources, with-
out the use of endnotes 
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or footnotes. This may be off-putting to 
some who are looking for additional detail 
or more specific source information. Finally, 
Evans’s command of the material, acquired 
over decades of teaching and writing, may 
intimidate some due to the multiplicity of 
complex relationships, not to mention plac-
es, names, dates, and so forth.

These shortcomings, however, pale in 
comparison to Evans’s superb analysis and 
unique ability to make complex relationships 
clear and understandable to the general 
reader. As stated, this is his most significant 
contribution. All told, The Pursuit of Power 
is a superb addition to The Penguin History 
of Europe series and effectively sets up the 
final two volumes by Sir Ian Kershaw, the 
first published in 2015, as noted above. With 
Kersh aw’s upcoming Fractured Continent: 
Europe 1950–The Present, the series will be 
complete and brought up to date. Richard 
Evans’s new work is indispensable to an 
understanding of twentieth century as well as 
today’s Europe, and is highly recommended 
to the general reader as well as the specialist 
in European affairs and nineteenth century 
history in particular. Anyone who reads The 
Pursuit of Power will benefit from an enlight-
ened as well as broadened perspective of the 
continent from a master historian.
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LETTER TO THE EDITOR

Response to J. Michael Waller’s 
“Weaponizing 
Ridicule”
(Military Review, September–October 2017)

The Cowardice 
of the Mass 
Murderer 

The occurrence of mass murders, particularly 
those allegedly related to religious beliefs, 
has become almost commonplace. Efforts to 

reduce the incidence of mass murders have not been 
successful. We can speculate as to the reasons for this 
lack of success—the wide variability in circumstanc-
es, in methods employed, and in attributes of perpe-
trators. I will suggest another approach, recognizing 
that there is no magic solution.

This approach focuses on the potential mass 
murderer, on altering implicit rewards entailed in the 
murderous act. Perpetrators may see themselves as 
heroes, as exacting justified revenge, as bearers of reli-
gious righteousness. They appear immune to negative 

attributions such as “evil,” or “monstrous,” or “trai-
tors.” Indeed, they may expect, even gloat, when de-
famed. However, an attribution that is unexpected 
and not readily dismissed is that of COWARD, a 
description used by President Obama in commenting 
on the killings in Baton Rouge and Dallas. That label 
is justified because the victims of the mass murderer 
are defenseless. The prospect of being regarded as 
a coward may well have an inhibitory function for 
many potential murderers.

This function can be reinforced by a formal pro-
cedure in which the mass murderer’s name and label 
of coward are inscribed in a chart maintained by a 
government agency such as the FBI, or the Surete, or 

To view this article, please visit http://www.armyupress.army.mil/
Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/September-Oc-
tober-2017/Waller-Weaponizing-Ridicule/.
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a “coward” is further enhanced in those 
potential perpetrators who believe in a 
hereafter. The possibility of being consid-
ered a coward in eternity dampens any 
images of a lifetime of bliss. Of course, 
being labeled a coward is not a panacea 
and cannot be expected to inhibit the 
behavior of all potential mass murderers.

If the murders were a political act, 
supporters of the perpetrator may 
maintain that he or she is a hero in that 
they risked their lives for a political 
goal. But political, religious, or other 
justifications for a murderous action 
that entails the killing of noncomba-
tants are irrelevant. The deliberate 
murder of an innocent, unsuspecting 
individual remains an act of cowardice.

The inhibitory function of the label 
of coward can only be effective if the 
community at large believes that indi-
viduals who murder the defenseless are 
cowards. I know that I do. 

Seymour Feshbach, PhD, 
Professor Emeritus of 
Psychology, UCLA Seymour Feshbach enlisted in the U.S. Army in June 1943. After basic training, 

he entered the Officer Candidate School program at Fort Benning, Georgia, 
where he earned a commission in the Infantry. He initially served at several 

stateside posts until being assigned to a task force that was earmarked for partici-
pation in the invasion of the Japanese mainland. However, while he was in the Pacific 
staging for the invasion, the U.S. nuclear attack on Japan resulted in an abrupt end to 
the war. He was subsequently reassigned to Korea, where he completed his World 
War II military service. Following World War II, he finished his undergraduate studies 
at the City College of New York (CCNY) and entered the graduate program at Yale 
University where he pursued a doctorate in psychology. During this time, he also met 
and married a fellow scholar with whom he would later have three children.

Upon graduation, and before initiating his academic career, he was recalled to 
active duty for the Korean War and selected for assignment to the Pentagon, where 
he served for the duration of the war. Subsequent to the Korean armistice, he began 
his career in psychology at the University of Pennsylvania during which his major area 
of concentration was research into the dynamics of aggressive behavior, particularly in 
the reduction of aggression. He later moved to the University of California, Los An-
geles (UCLA), where he spent the balance of his career. In his later research, the focus 
of his research shifted from the study of aggression to other areas, particularly analysis 
of patriotism and nationalism. At UCLA, he served as chair of the Psychology Depart-
ment and head of the University’s Academic Senate. He also served as president of 
the International Society for Research on Aggression, and president of the Society for 
the Psychological Study of Social Issues. His work has been widely recognized through 
various awards, including UCLA’s Karpf Peace Prize, as well as invitations to accept 
prestigious positions of responsibility.

2nd Lt. Seymour Feshbach, 1943
(Photo courtesy of Feshbach)
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Response to 
Retired Lt. Col. 
Tim Thomas’s 
“The Evolving 
Nature of Russia’s 
Way of War”
(Military Review, July–August 2017)

I ’ve had the privilege of being able to talk to the 
author of “The Evolving Nature of Russia’s Way 
of War” on multiple occasions. What I’ve learned 

from Mr. Thomas about Russian strategy interests 
me as a Latin American researcher for a variety of 
reasons, including Russian influence on Cubans, 
and by extension, Venezuelans (whom together we 
can refer to as Bolivarians). Russians have influ-
enced Bolivarian strategic culture directly through 
training and education, but the shared Marxist 
legacy might be of most interest to us. For instance, 
as the “Evolving Nature” article reminded me, the 
Bolivarians pursue what they call the “combination of 
all forms of struggle.” Beyond the article, however, one 
of Thomas’s books, Recasting the Red Star, touches on 
the influence of Marxist thinking on strategy-making, 
and discusses the centrality of deception. It all makes 
one want to ask, “What is the Russian deception to-
day, and where are they unfolding it?” Might it not be, 
if the Russian global strategic goal is to gain increasing 

strategic advantage through control over hydrocar-
bon energy markets, that the geographical locus of 
the deception is eastern Europe? Might it not be—as 
Latin Americanists would dream—that the geogra-
phy of the main Russian strategic effort is globally 
disperse with centers like Nigeria, Iran, Indonesia, 
and, of course, the country with the largest proven 
hydrocarbon energy reserves in the world. A Ukraine 
ploy would make for a perfect deception according to 
the notion of reflexive control. Playing to our pre-
dispositions, the Russians can gather almost every 
bit of American military attention away from South 
America and the Caribbean. What presence and 
influence does the United States currently have over 
the political parties, industries, and military units of 
Cuba and Venezuela? About as close to none as can 
be. Meanwhile, Russians are all over it. Sad. 
 
Geoff Demarest

To view this article, please visit http://www.armyupress.army.
mil/Journals/Military-Review/English-Edition-Archives/July-Au-
gust-2017/Thomas-Russias-Way-of-War/.
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ber-October): 14

“Multi-Domain Battle: Driving Change to Win in the Future,” 
Gen. David G. Perkins, U.S. Army ( July-August): 6

“Multi-Domain Battle: The Advent of Twenty-First Century 
War,” Gen. David G. Perkins, U.S. Army (November-De-
cember): 8

“Multidomain Operations and Close Air Support: A Fresh 
Perspective,” Lt. Col. Clay Bartels, U.S. Air Force; Maj. Tim 
Tormey, U.S. Marine Corps; and Dr. Jon Hendrickson 
(March-April): 70

“Preparing for the Fight Tonight: Multi-Domain Battle and 
Field Manual 3-0,” Gen. David G. Perkins, U.S. Army 
(September-October): 6

“Theater Land Operations: Relevant Observations and 
Lessons from the Combined Joint Land Force Experience 
in Iraq,” Lt. Gen. Gary Volesky, U.S. Army, and Maj. Gen. 
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“Navigating through the Challenge of Culture and Law in 
Postconflict Stability Operations,” Lt. Col. John B. ( J. B.) 
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“The Venezuelan Crisis: What the United States and the 
Region Can Do,” Gustavo R. Coronel (March-April): 17

Vietnam

“Praise the Host and Pass the Fish Sauce: Medical Advisers 
in the Vietnam War,” Maj. Scott C. Woodard, U.S. Army, 
Retired (September-October): 105

Warfighter Exercise

“From Riley to Baku: How an Opportunistic Unit Broke the 
Crucible,” Lt. Col. Jerem G. Swenddal, U.S. Army, and 
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A V-1 Fieseler Fi 103 in flight. (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)

A photo of shadows on the ground shows a Royal Air Force Supermarine 

Spitfire maneuvering alongside a German V-1 flying bomb 31 December 

1943 in an attempt to “topple” or deflect it from its target. (Photo cour-

tesy of The Imperial War Museums)

Robot Nudging
Changes to tactics, techniques, and procedures most 

often originate out of necessity. The December 1944 issue 
of Military Review included a short article that described 
such a situation. “Robot Nudging,” shown here, told the sto-
ry of an innovative approach to air defense discovered by a 
British Royal Air Force pilot.

During World War II, the British faced the threat of thou-
sands of German V-1 flying bombs fired from occupied terri-
tory in France and the Netherlands. British forces implement-
ed several techniques to combat these early cruise missiles with 
varying degrees of success. These techniques included the use 
of antiaircraft guns, barrage balloons, and intercept aircraft.

The Military Review article details a technique discovered 
out of desperation by an RAF pilot in an intercept aircraft who 
had run out of ammunition. The pilot used the wing of his air-
craft to knock the bomb off course. Labeled “bomb nudging,” 
this technique was soon added to the list of possible air defense 
measures employed in defense of Great Britain.

To view the entire December 1944 edition of 
Military Review, Volume XXIV, Number 9, visit http://
cgsc.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/
p124201coll1/id/969/rec/3. 

For another example of World War II innovation, read 
the story of the Culin hedge cutter on the inside back cover of 
the July-August 2016 Military Review at http://www.armyu-
press.army.mil/Portals/7/military-review/Archives/English/
MilitaryReview_20160831_art024.pdf.
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