2\
The ‘
Heritage Foundation

BACKGROUNDER
No. 3501 | JUNE 16, 2020
CENTER FOR NATIONAL DEFENSE

The U.S. Marine Corps:
A Service in Transition

Dakota Wood

KEY TAKEAWAYS

The U.S. Marine Corps is engaged in a
massive effort to reorient its focus and
posture for the type of challenge repre-
sented by China in the Indo-Pacific region.

The Corps’ organizations, equipment,

and skills are not relevant to what will
be needed to succeed in such an envi-
ronment, hence the service’s sense of
urgency to change.

General David Berger’s efforts are on the
mark, should continue, and should be sup-
ported by Congress.

t the direction of its Commandant, General
David H. Berger, the U.S. Marine Corps is
engaged in a massive effort to reorient its
focus, organization, equipping, posture, and employ-
ment concept for the type of challenge represented by
China in the Indo-Pacific region. The Corps seeks to
shift from the heavy force it has become over the past
two decades (a consequence primarily of the demands
of sustained land operations in Iraq and Afghanistan)
to aleaner, nimbler force able to conduct distributed
operations across a heavily contested maritime envi-
ronment within the range of advanced enemy weapons.
This will require a tight integration of efforts between
the U.S. Navy and the Corps, as each will depend on the
other to project naval power into a complex environ-
ment, and it will call for new tools—especially in the
areas of unmanned systems and small naval vessels,
extensive experimentation, and the divestiture of
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capabilities that have proven valuable in the past but are unlikely to be useful
in the future. The shift is dramatic, even revolutionary, for the service in the
same way as was its shift from small wars to large-scale, opposed amphibious
landings in the 1930s. It is sorely needed and, if successful, will introduce a
wholly new set of warfighting capabilities to the U.S. Joint Force.

The Commandant’s Planning Guidance

Shortly after General Berger took office as the 38th Commandant of the
Marine Corpsin July 2019, he issued his Commandant’s Planning Guidance, in
which he shared his views on where the service stood in its ability to uniquely
contribute to the Joint Force. Specifically, the Commandant echoed his pre-
decessor, General Robert Neller, in stating that the Corps was not ready to win
in future wars' and that the service needed to make major changes to remain
relevant.? He made force design his top priority, specified a number of areas in
which the Corps was deficient or oversubscribed in various capabilities, and
announced an aggressive plan for correcting all of the enumerated problems.
His initial announcement certainly caught the attention of Marines, defense
analysts, and some in Congress—and generated quite a bit of criticism.

The Corps’ effort to redesign itself to be not only relevant but combat
effective in the most challenging combat environment borders on breath-
taking. Seldom does a military service take such a frank look at itself, assess
its deficiencies relative to evolving operational realities, and then commit to
wholesale change on the scale envisioned by General Berger. In recent history,
this has only happened following catastrophic defeat or when a new capability
so thoroughly threatens or promises success that it cannot be ignored.®

Per Generals Neller and Berger, since the end of the Cold War, changes of
such magnitude have taken place in the world, across the technology sector,
and in the operational and threat environments that the Corps finds itself
with organizations, equipment, skills, and approaches to war that are not
relevant to what will be needed to succeed in battle—especially if pitted
against a major power like China. General Berger believes that the challenge
posed by China is significant enough to warrant the Corps’ full attention,
even at the expense of letting go of things that might still be relevant in
other circumstances against other opponents.*

Transformation Through the Years

Perhaps it is fortunate that China’s rapidly growing presence as a modern,
expanding, power-projection-capable competitor is evolving at the same
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time as U.S. spending on defense is flattening, if not on the verge of declining,.
For the Marines, this means hard choices must be made, quickly, if they
are to be relevant in the Joint Force portfolio of capabilities. Thoughtful
analysis of changing environments and requirements should lead military
organizations to adapt accordingly. Unfortunately, this does not happen
often, but the Corps has a good record of transforming itself.> The service
is at the beginning of its next transformation, and early signs are quite
promising. The transformation envisioned by the Commandant will be as
profound for the service as when it shifted from small wars to large-scale,
opposed amphibious landings in preparation for World War I1.

From its founding in 1775 until the mid-1930s, almost all of the Corps’
experience consisted of small-unit actions. In assessing the implications of
Japan’s militarization and invasion of countries in Asia in the 1930s and the
implications for U.S. national interests, the Corps concluded that if war with
Japan occurred, the Marines would need new capabilities to wage battle
across the Pacific Ocean. The Corps undertook a massive retooling of its
equipment, units, and methods so as to be ready for such employment.® The
techniques it developed for its drive across the Central Pacific proved to be
indispensable to the U.S. war effort and were also used by the Army in its
island-hopping campaign in the South Pacific, on the west coast of Europe,
and throughout the Mediterranean.

Since the 1940s, although the Corps has continued to prize its “fight
tonight” expeditionary nature, it has grown in weight, logistical require-
ments, and overall size driven by the larger and heavier weapons and
platforms it has accumulated. It has become very experienced in sustained
land operations, not unlike the U.S. Army’—but at the expense of retaining
expertise as an amphibious force and working closely with the Navy at sea.

General Berger seeks not to overturn the Corps” history, but to continue its
pattern of adapting to changing circumstances, returning it to a lighter, agile
force that thinks about the projection of power in a naval context. Moving
on from 80 years of experience will be a challenge, but it is necessary. To
make such a momentous shift, which always generates friction, the Corps
will leverage the continuity of its traditions, warfighting acumen, and credible
history of adaptation. Subsequent to the release of his planning guidance,
Berger aggressively marketed his rationale for why the Corps needs to change:
penning articles,® participating in podcasts,’ engaging in public fora,'° and
publishing updates on his thinking and the Corps’ progress."

In March, General Berger released Force Design 2030, his interim report
on this stage of the Corps’ transformation. His directed cuts raised eye-
brows, as they meant that the Corps was giving up entire sets of capabilities.



BACKGROUNDER | No. 3501 JUNE 16, 2020 | 4
heritage.org

The areas he seeks to develop are dependent on maturing new technologies
that at present have limited utility (range, payload, endurance, etc.) and the
investments of other services, like the Navy, to develop and field capabilities
essential to what the Corps proposes to do.

Developments Driving the Focus Shift

The Corps, like the other services, has taken notice of how military
capabilities have evolved over the past several decades. In general, weap-
ons ranges have increased, as has their ability to find targets and hit them
with extreme precision. This is the result of advances in related sensors
and surveillance technologies that enable broad scanning of areas at very
high resolution from multiple types of platforms operating across a range
of altitudes. Sensors are now able to detect very low levels of energy and
changes in the environment, including electromagnetic emissions by radios
or various types of equipment; thermal (heat) radiation from equipment,
vehicles, and people; acoustic (sound) vibrations from various types of activ-
ity; the movement of people and platforms (trucks, aircraft, and ships); and
various other forms of change created by military activities—all of these
with the potential to alert an enemy to a unit’s presence and actions.

With such warning, an enemy can direct precise fires from great distances.
Many analysts now believe that military operations in close proximity to
an enemy are high-risk propositions, a view shared by the services that has
caused them to favor long-range strike options initiated from positions
outside of the enemy’s weapons ranges. Operational concepts like AirSea
Battle'? were constructed around this premise, with the idea that instead of
bulldozing into the middle of a battlespace, the Joint Force would method-
ically use missiles, cyberattacks, and other means to degrade an opponent’s
defensive layers as well as his ability to see what U.S. forces are doing and
to strike U.S. positions and forces at long range. As the enemy’s posture
degraded, U.S. forces would incrementally move closer, eventually defeating
the enemy through attrition of his capabilities.

A potential outcome of this mindset that military forces must be moved
out of the range of potential threats—one of major consequence—is that the
U.S. effectively cedes key terrain to China, such as the East and South China
Seas and all of the notable terrain and economically valuable resources
contained therein. From a military point of view, this concession enables
China to firmly establish itself, improving and hardening its position over
time, and extending its reach by way of new military positions established
within and along the periphery of controlled territory. This further expands
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the anti-access/area denial (A2/AD)" zone with which the U.S. would have

to contend. Defeating China’s posture—rolling back its A2/AD construct—
would take considerable time, resources, and likely casualties, time during

which China might well accomplish its strategic objectives.'*

The Marines are also aware that since the end of the Cold War, the mil-
itary posture of allies in the Pacific region has declined even more so than
for the U.S. While individual items of equipment are better than their Cold
War predecessors (thanks to technological improvements), the amount of
equipment is less and the readiness of forces to engage in combat with a
high-end opponent is questionable. The presence of U.S. forces has similarly
declined with the closure of facilities in the Philippines, the reduction of U.S.
forces stationed abroad in Japan and South Korea, and the general decline
in the availability of forces maintained at home, even if deployed to the
region for periodic exercises.

Primary Options to Combat a Peer Threat

Generally speaking, the U.S. has two options to deal with a major com-
petitor like China: accept the premise that it will have to work from the
outside-in, chipping away at China’s posture in the event of war, or develop
an ability to operate inside China’s weapons engagement zone to prevent the
enemy from firmly establishing itself and to create exploitable opportunities
for the Joint Force. In the latter case, an “inside force” would not only have
to survive in close proximity to China’s military power but also be able to
effectively strike Chinese forces and basing structure, deny China the ability
to freely operate within the first island chain, and force it to expend finite
resources (munitions, fuel, attention, analytic effort, etc.) that it would oth-
erwise have available to use against U.S. forces trying to work their way in.

The Ability to Operate Inside

The Marines have embraced the idea of becoming the “inside force.” They
intend to make it harder for China to do what it wants instead of easier;
force it to increase consumption of resources; degrade its posture; distract it
tactically, operationally, and strategically; and deny it the luxury of focusing
on a few things in which it would be able to optimize its efforts. In other
words, the Corps plans to turn the tables on China.

There are several challenges to doing this. The Marines will have to be
able to move forces into geographically separated positions, sustain opera-
tions at those positions with minimal resupply, move to alternate positions
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as needed by means that avoid enemy detection, perform their function
while minimizing the likelihood of being targeted, and yet have enough
“punch” to materially affect enemy behavior. The services have been working
to develop many of these capabilities already, and there are civilian analogs
that could be modified for military use, but what the Corps needs does not
yet exist in sufficient capability and reliability.

The Army attempted something similar in the late 1990s and early 2000s
with its future combat system initiative,” but technologies at that time were
not up to the challenge. Fortunately, progress has been made since then and,
unlike the Army at that time, the Marine Corps is not proposing to field sys-
tems that are not technologically possible. The Defense Advanced Research
Projects Agency and the individual service research laboratories and futures
organizations are pursuing many promising leads with unmanned systems,
alternative energy sources, non- GPS-dependent location determination,
and assured communications capabilities that remain useful in the most
restricted environment, among a host of others.

To be able to move discreetly, the Marines will need new platforms to
transport them by sea and air or enable them to remain in place by handling
logistical support with a minimum of human involvement. These platforms
will need to be smaller: first, so they are affordable and can be purchased in
large numbers; second, so that they can service a widely separated force;
and third, so that any one loss does not result in a substantial loss of force
capability. Further, smaller platforms open up many more basing options.
Large platforms require large facilities that either will not be available or
would reveal actions to the enemy. Again, advances in all of these areas have
important implications for not only force design and equipage, but also how
the force will act “inside the enemy’s wire.”

Having thought through this challenge and its implications in operational
and analytic settings, Berger laid out his intent in clear terms to set the stage
for a multi-phase effort!® that would reorient the Corps to a primary theater
and pacing threat. Many of the details have been withheld either because they
are very sensitive or answers have not been sufficiently developed, but others
were shared in the Commandant’s Force Design 2030 report.” Trends that
characterize the evolving military contest, force attributes that will be key to
operational success, and analysis to be undertaken in the coming months include:

e The proliferation of precision weapons are a reality that has to
be overcome;

e The Joint force cannot be limited to a few predictable options;
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The Marine Corps must be able to contribute to the projection of naval
power in a distributed operations environment; and

The Marine Corps must take seriously the imperative at the heart of
the National Defense Strategy, which is to be prepared for military
competition between great powers.

Conclusions that have been drawn from analysis thus far include:

Forces inside the enemy’s weapons engagement zone (WEZ)

are more relevant than those outside. They can attrite the enemy,
enable Joint Force access, complicate the enemy’s targeting, consume
his resources, and prevent the enemy from winning before the war has
even been fought.

Range matters. The distances that characterize the western Pacific
mean forces must have the ability to employ long-range weapons and
move great distances with minimal signature.

The “hider versus finder” competition is real and very import-
ant. This places an emphasis on reconnaissance and scouting to find
the enemy and reduction of one’s own signature to make it harder for
the enemy to find you.

Forward bases and fixed infrastructure are inherently vulner-
able to the enemy’s long-range attack. This is not because they
have no defenses, but because they are easy to target, and China has
invested in large inventories of missiles for just this purpose.

Mobility is not only a competitive advantage: It is an imperative.
If you cannot move, you become a target, and targets can be hit with
modern precision-guided munitions.

Logistics are critical, revealing that self-sustainment is a very
important advantage.

Forces cannot avoid attrition. Thus, it is essential that a force be
able to lose assets and still sustain operations.

JUNE 16, 2020 | 7
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TABLE1

Marine Corps Objective Force in 2030

Current Change Final in 2030
End Strength 186,200 -12,000 174,200
Law Enforcement (MP) Battalions 3 -3 0
Infantry Regt Headquarters 8 -1 7
Infantry Battalions (active) 24 -3 21
Infantry Battalions (reserve) 8 -2 6
Infantry Battalion size (Marines) 800 -200 600
Artillery Batteries (cannon) 21 -16 5
Artillery Batteries (rocket) 7 +14 21
Tank Companies 7 -7
Bridging Companies 3 -3
Light Armored Reconnaisance Companies 9 +3 12
Assault Amphibious Companies 6 -2 4
Aircraft per Fighter/Attack Squadron (active) 16 -6 10
Tiltrotor (Osprey) Squadrons 17 -3 14
Heavy Lift Helicopter Squadrons (active) 8 -3 5
Light Attack Helicopter Squadrons (active) 7 -2 5
Refuel/Transport (KC-130) Squadrons (active) 3 +1 4
Unmanned Aerial Vehicle Squadrons (active) 3 +3 6

SOURCE: U.S. Marine Corps, “Force Design 2030,” March 2020, https://www.hagmc.marines.mil/Portals/142/Docs/
CM(C38%20Force%20Design%202030%20Report%20Phase%201%20and%201l.pdf?ver=2020-03-26-121328-460
(accessed May 11, 2020).

BG3501 & heritage.org

The combined work of the first two phases resulted in an initial cut at an
objective force that Phases I1I and IV will test for refinement. The specifics
of Phase Il recommendations are contained in the report,'® but they are
summarized in Table 1.

In each case of adding or deleting a capability, the decision was made on
its relevance to the force’s ability to conduct distributed operations within
the range of weapons available to a peer competitor in a highly contested
littoral environment. Tanks and towed-tube artillery would not be helpful,
while longer-range rockets, reconnaissance units, and unmanned systems
would be essential.
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Divestment of units and reduction of end strength, especially three infan-
try battalions, the elimination of tank companies, and disestablishment of
military police battalion headquarters will free funding for use elsewhere.
Itis unfortunate that the Commandant believes the only way he can obtain
the necessary funding for his modernization efforts is to reduce the number
of Marines—but given the increasingly likely flat trajectory of future defense
budgets in this Administration, he is probably correct.

Interestingly, the Corps has also elected to reduce the number of F-35Bs
in squadrons that currently have 16 aircraft, but in the future will only have
10. The F-35 decision is odd. The aircraft has all of the performance char-
acteristics for which the Corps is searching (with the exception of overall
range): It has an extremely low signature, an extraordinary ability to share
increased understanding of the battlespace with ground forces, and the
ability to penetrate defended enemy airspace so as to place ordnance on
key targets that reduce the enemy’s capabilities and awareness.”

Berger has stated that a major factor bearing on his decision to poten-
tially reduce the number of F-35s acquired by the Marines is the difficulty
the service is having in generating and retaining pilots.?° If so, the Corps
should revisit this position, since it is far harder to buy aircraft once a pro-
duction line has closed or funding for such declines in later years than it
is to redouble efforts to find pilots. At present, Congress strongly supports
increased acquisition of the plane, and the design has matured such that
current aircraft are fully combat capable.?

While the cost of an F-35B, the short takeoff/vertical landing variant
used by the Marine Corps, is more expensive than an F/A-18 Hornet,** the
Hornet cannot operate inside a modern A2/AD high-threat environment,
and it cannot be based from a large-deck amphibious assault ship or a small
airfield ashore. Consequently, reliance on a fourth-generation tactical
fighter that can operate only from an aircraft carrier or major airfield will
limit the Corps to obtaining tactical fighter support from facilities proxi-
mate to the field of battle (themselves targetable) and from an aircraft that
would be hard-pressed to be effective in the presence of a modern, advanced
integrated air defense system. Defense spending in future years cannot
be guaranteed—especially given mounting levels of national debt—thus,
planning for future capabilities over the next 10 years should include the
purchase of key items now, while they can be obtained.

The Corps has embarked on the next leg of its effort that will validate and /or
modify initial recommendations through extensive wargaming and real-world
experimentation.?® In particular, more testing of new designs for infantry
battalions and a regimental structure optimized for distributed operations
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are needed, both because these will be the field units tasked with conducting
all of the things envisioned in the Corps’ operational concepts and because all
other aspects of the Corps’ fleet marine forces will cue off of them: logistics,
air support, modes, quantities, capabilities of transport platforms, etc.

The concluding phase will convert validated initiatives into budget items
and directives that lead to redesigned, fielded forces.

Criticisms, Concerns, and a Rebuttal

Not surprisingly, Berger’s effort to redirect the Corps from global crisis
response and general land-combat actions to a primary focus on the
Indo-Pacific and operations against China in particular, as well as fielding
very light forces optimized for sea-control and sea-denial operations, has
drawn criticism,?* some of which goes so far as to warn of the end of the
Marine Corps.®

Criticisms. Criticism is important because it reveals concerns that
should be addressed and potentially illuminates methodological shortfalls
or flaws in the underlying logic or approach to problem resolution. In the
same vein, however, criticism must also be well-founded, and much of what
has been directed against the Corps not only is not, but it carries its own
contradictions.

Most criticism of the transformation set in motion by Berger centers on
the fear that the Corps is walking away from 70 to 80 years of experience
in low- to mid-intensity conventional warfare and divesting itself of capa-
bilities like tanks and tube-artillery that have repeatedly proven effective
in general land combat. Critics point to the Corps’ well-earned reputation
as a multi-functional crisis response force that is globally deployable and
has been regularly used to address the most common instances of conflict.
These include low-intensity crises caused by violent non-state actors (ter-
rorists, insurgents, and proto-state competitor groups) in poorly governed
areas of the world.

Critics contend that by optimizing, or overspecializing, for a specific
competitor in a specific theater, the service will make itself less useful—and
perhaps irrelevant—in all other forms of warfare that are more likely to
occur. Becoming a light infantry force, even one with longer-range strike
weapons like anti-ship and anti-aircraft missiles, means the Marines will be
dependent on other services for everything they are giving up, from some
aspects of logistics to heavy armor to intra-theater lift.

And the Corps’ new concept of operations as an inside force will demand
that the Navy make new investments in various types of watercraft that do
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not yet exist in fleet architecture plans, to include unmanned platforms
perhaps possessing a high degree of autonomy. In essence, critics assert
that the Corps is changing itself to fight the least likely war, losing along the
way its relevance for all other forms of conflict that it would most likely be
called upon to handle and placing new requirements on the other services
for which they have not planned and which will compete with their own
modernization initiatives.

Interestingly, the military is routinely accused of “fighting the last war”
or preparing to fight the type of war it prefers rather than adapting to meet
changing circumstances and modifying approaches to account for the real-
ity of how opponents are fighting. It is therefore curious that critics would
take the Corps to task for making just the sort of changes that are usually
demanded when U.S. forces appear unready for the realities of a modern
battlefield.

Concerns. What the critics miss is the cost to the Joint Force of not
developing the capability envisioned by the Marines. The Joint Force is not
able to operate inside the weapons engagement zone of a major competi-
tor. Concerns about how to get close enough to be effective have frustrated
military planning in many theaters, including any U.S. response to Russian
provocation of NATO allies;?*® any action in the Persian Gulf region (espe-
cially with respect to Iran);?” and, of course, anything dealing with China,
which presents the most severe case given the nature of the geography and
the limited number of U.S. troops stationed in immediate proximity.*

In each of these cases, without the ability to operate within contested
spaces, the U.S. will have no option but to undertake a protracted fight from
the outside, with the opponent possessing all the advantages of well-es-
tablished and defended positions along the periphery and certainly within
the space held. This begs the question of why the U.S. should be content
with this situation, ceding key terrain to an adversary without ever con-
testing the case and conferring positional advantage well in advance of
any conflict. This damages deterrence of opportunistic exploitation, and
itundermines U.S. assurances to allies, partners, and countries pondering
which side to choose.

Rebuttal. If the Corps succeeds, the U.S. will have an ability to operate in
ways that no other country can, creating a significant advantage over major
competitors like China, Iran, and Russia. The techniques, equipment, and
organizations necessary to operate as an inside force will be useful across
the Joint Force in various settings. Success means the too-small current
U.S. military?® has new tricks enabling it to win in a major fight. Any U.S.
force would want to be able to operate with a smaller signature, in small,
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hard-to-find packets, and still pose a lethal threat to the enemy. All of the

services are exploring how best to use unmanned systems. Very large plat-
forms like aircraft carriers and amphibious assault ships, fixed airbases and

logistics hubs, main aerial and sea ports of debarkation, and large troop

concentrations are consistently noted as vulnerable to enemy long-range,
precision fires. Why wouldn’t the Joint Force benefit from solutions devel-
oped by the grand transformation of the Corps?

The Corps’ success in World War II was the result of changing from a
constabulary or small-wars force to a force capable of large-scale amphib-
ious operations. Its 70-year legacy is the direct result of changing to meet
a specific threat because the assessed conditions of war demanded it. The
Corpsis committing itself to the same type of change for the same reasons.

If the Corps fails, then the Joint Force is no worse off in terms of options
available to confront a well-equipped opponent than it is now. And if the
Corps becomes irrelevant along the lines its critics fear, then its light
infantry and other ground capabilities can be absorbed by the Army and
its naval aviation used to fill shortfalls in the Navy. A very bad day for the
Marines, no doubt—but not a strategic loss for the country in terms of over-
all combat power.

As noted, a key criticism of the Corps optimizing as a lighter force in
order to engage a heavier force has to do with the loss of logistics-intensive
armor and artillery. Yet military analysts often point out that asymmetrical
approaches can be very effective counters to an enemy capability versus
trying to match an opponent tank for tank. Perhaps not presenting a lucra-
tive target to the enemy has its own advantages and neutralizes a major
investment made by the opponent.

And if the criticism is that the Corps’ focus on China makes it less
useful for insurgent wars, this might create opportunities for the Army
to putits infantry brigade combat teams to good use. Another alternative
resides in the special operations community. Prior to the global war on
terrorism*°—the broad U.S. response to the terrorist attacks of September
11, 2001—the Army’s Special Forces component was organized, trained,
and employed to work with the indigenous forces of a partner country
to combat insurgencies and to train partner forces to be more effective
in dealing with such.® It is entirely plausible that a combination of Army
units backfills the Corps should a situation arise in which Marines are
unavailable while the Corps develops new capabilities for an operational
environment for which it is uniquely suited, especially in working closely
with the U.S. Navy to regain an ability to project naval power whenever
and wherever needed.
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As the threat environment now stands, the conventional landing oper-
ations linked so closely to the Corps and its history would be problematic
anyway, given the ability of a major competitor like China to target the large
conventional amphibious ships that are already criticized as having outlived
their usefulness in their current form.

Something new is needed. Big ships, large units, and major facilities
are increasingly thought of as targets. China is investing enormous
sums in developing long-range, precision weaponry designed to attack
and neutralize such things. Smaller, mobile, and low signature will be
essential to success on future battlefields of all sorts, especially when
operating within range of large numbers of enemy sensors and preci-
sion weapons.

A Calculated Risk

Itis true that the Corps’ success is tied to the Navy’s ability to field new
classes of warships, small craft, and a variety of unmanned craft. The Navy
should be doing this anyway. Lacking such capabilities means the Navy
will be limited to operating in the deep blue oceans far from contested
waters, the shallower and congested littorals becoming too hazardous.
To the extent that the Navy cannot achieve its own fleet objectives, it is
because of defense budget limitations, something Congress can correct
if it determines that defeating enemies and defending security objectives
globally are important enough to fund. Modern technology is driving war-
fare to small, low-signature, fast, unmanned, precise, and expendable. The
Corps recognizes this, and General Berger has committed to gaining a
first-mover advantage.

While China’s capabilities are formidable, they are not insurmountable
or limitless. They are known and therefore manageable. The Marine Corps
is taking a necessary, calculated risk to create something the nation needs,
which is what success in war is all about. Creating dilemmas for the enemy
should always be the objective rather than having to always react to the
enemy’s initiative because one has no other options. The Corps seeks to
regain the initiative so as to dictate the terms of battle.

The Corps’ transformation derives from a brutally honest assessment of
the realities of the modern battlefield and what it will take to win in combat
against a capable enemy. The Commandant has boldly stepped forward to
commit the Corps to breathing new life into American naval power, and the
methodical approach he has initiated will rigorously test ideas and capa-
bilities against the unforgiving reality of conducting actual operations in
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real-world settings—no wishing away logistical support challenges or magi-
cally skipping ahead in time to have a force in place with all of its capabilities
intact and suffering no losses due to enemy action.

Either the Marines will succeed in creating an inside force or they will
not. While it remains to be seen how this plays out, we can know for certain
that not trying at all will leave the U.S. with what it already has—an inability
to meaningfully contest important terrain within the range of enemy fires.

The Corps has long prided itself on being “most ready when the Nation
is least ready.”®* The nation is currently least ready to challenge a modern,
well-equipped major competitor like China on its home turf. The Corps is
making the effort to live up to the standards and expectations it has set for
itself, and, arguably, what the nation expects of it.

Recommendations

To accomplish the objectives set forth by the Commandant of the Marine
Corps to ensure the service is prepared to win its next battles, several
actions are needed that include to:

e Commit to the full acquisition objective for the F-35. The Marine
Corps should remain committed to acquiring the planned fleet of 420
aircraft. Per the Marine Corps’ own observations, combat losses will
remain a feature of war. The revolutionary capabilities being brought
into military operations by this aircraft will be important to the
Corps’ success in distributed operations within the enemy’s weapons
engagement zone.

Aircraft are easier to acquire at lowest cost when the production line is
operating at high efficiency, which is the case at this moment. Once the
line closes, it can be cost prohibitive, with a tremendous time penalty,
to restart it should the demands of war require replacement of lost
assets.® It is better to procure these aircraft now while funding, politi-
cal support, and production efficiencies are high—rather than risk the
loss of all of these advantages at some future point in time. Marines to
fly them can be found, and the task will become easier if the country
must commit itself to a war.

¢ Maintain an aggressive outreach program. The Commandant
and senior leaders in the service have been very good at engaging key
audiences such as Congress, the defense community, the broader
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public community interested in national security matters, and defense
industry partners. The Corps must continue to do this to keep every-
one informed, engaged, and enthusiastic as budget pressures mount
and competition for defense dollars increases.

Along with this is the importance of regular reports that convey the
Corps’ progress in working through its phases, finding solutions to
challenges, integrating with the Navy to improve naval power projec-
tion capabilities, and working with the other services to share insights
into new technologies, techniques, and force employment concepts.

¢ Fund the Marine Corps at needed levels. The Administration
should request and Congress should provide the additional funding
needed for the Corps to not only pursue its transformational program
but to do so without sacrificing the capacity represented in the three
active and two reserve infantry battalions it is sacrificing to free up
needed capital. The Corps is making cuts to end strength and divesting
of various capabilities in part because it does not have sufficient funds
to keep them and introduce new capabilities it will need for success in
future battles.

The Administration and Congress should ensure a level of funding
commensurate with the evolving nature of operational and threat
environments and the demands placed on the Corps to fulfill its role in
securing national security interests per the National Defense Strategy.
While divestment of specific platforms, such as tanks, tube artillery,
and bridging, make sense given the geography involved and the need
to lighten the Corps to make it more maneuverable, basic infantryman
have always been the core of the Corps. Light infantry formations can
be adapted to tactical realities by means of the equipment, weapons,
and missions for which they are assigned and for which they train.
Numbers will matter in a distributed-operations campaign, and if
losses are to be expected, sufficient capacity to sustain operations will
be essential.

e Ensure that Navy shipbuilding programs and the evolution
of the maritime distributed operations concept complement
a mutual perspective for naval power projection into the
contested littorals. The U.S. Navy should fully account for new
capabilities necessary to support the Corps’ initiatives. The Navy is
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working with the Marine Corps to develop solutions for movement,
support, and operational exploitation of the force the Corps is build-
ing. New platforms will compete with the Navy’s own requirements
within its shipbuilding budget, which already must account for the
new Columbia-class ballistic missile submarine, Ford-class aircraft
carrier, anew frigate program, and other ships the Navy is trying to
acquire to increase the size and capabilities of its fleet.

The Navy should join the Marine Corps in making a very public case
to Congress for why the new capabilities are essential to success in the
next conflict and why, consequently, the Navy’s shipbuilding program
must be increased accordingly—so that other critical capabilities are
not compromised or wholly sacrificed.

Conclusion

The Corps is investing itself in developing new capabilities to ensure
the U.S. does not have to cede any battlespace to an opponent, to cause as
many problems as possible for an opponent, to make an opponent’s effort
harder rather than easier, to enable the projection of U.S. naval power
into the toughest of situations, and to deny an enemy the ability to use the
maritime environment without challenge. Its transition is appropriate, it
is necessary—and it may very well be the key to success in the next war
America faces.

Dakota Wood is Senior Research Fellow for Defense Programs in the Center for National
Defense, of the Kathryn and Shelby Cullom Davis Institute for National Security and
Foreign Policy, at The Heritage Foundation.
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