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Executive Summary 

 

Title: Balancing the Scales: Doctrine, Conventional Forces, and Winning in a Complex 

World 

 

Author: Major James R. Cleary, United States Army 

 

Thesis:  In order to win in the complex operating environment of the twenty first century, the 

conventional forces of the United States Army must seek balance in their ability to fight both 

traditional and irregular wars. The Army’s focus on the core competencies of combined arms 

maneuver and wide area security, its current training methodology, and demonstrated 

scalability have postured the Army to achieve relative advantage without having to specialize 

in one form of warfare. 

 

Discussion: The search for a comprehensive doctrine for the United States Army took a 

tremendous leap forward in 2011 with the adoption of Unified Land Operations as the Army’s 

central operating tenant. Within the framework of unified land operations, the Army identified 

two core competencies that reflect the current complex operating environment. Both combined 

arms maneuver and wide area security provides the necessary doctrinal, training, and 

operational foundation enabling the Army to succeed across the range of military operations. 

The Army has demonstrated the validity of this model during recent combat operations in Iraq 

and deployments to Eastern Europe. As the Army continues to recover from over a decade of 

combat and stability operations, the Army and political leaders must not succumb to the 

temptation of focusing on one aspect of warfare over another. To win in the current operating 

environment, balance in doctrine and force structure is required.   

 

Conclusion: With recent congressional discussions about growing the Army and the need to 

reemphasize combined arms maneuver in response to perceived threats, senior leaders may find 

the urge to disregard wide area security and the lessons of the last sixteen years difficult to 

ignore. Despite the looming threat of Russian resurgence and Chinese parity, the US Army must 

maintain a balanced approach to warfighting that includes both combined arms maneuver and 

wide area security. While special operations forces focus on the irregular aspects of warfare the 

conventional forces cannot afford to ignore wide area security in favor of the Cold War 

paradigm. The complexity of the modern operating environment necessitates a balanced force 

that is able to compliment other elements of military power such as special operations while 

retaining the ability to slide up or down the range of military operations, as contingencies 

require. Fortunately, the solution to this challenge already exists within the Army’s concept of 

Unified Land Operations. In fact, the Army has successfully utilized this model for the past five 

years, and with continued refinement, it can continue to maintain dominance without sacrificing 

capability in any style of conflict. 
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Preface 

 My time at Command and Staff College has been both rewarding and enlightening 

leading me to become, what I hope, is a better professional military officer. Part of the enriching 

experience has been the discussions surrounding the nature of war, doctrine, and how militaries 

adapt to their experiences on the battlefield and to technological improvements. A significant 

portion of this paper is the result of required readings and the dialog between students and 

faculty during small group sessions. These enriching and, at times, enervating discussions have 

shown me how little I actually know about the nature of war and the development of doctrine 

that seeks to provide a framework for how the military thinks it should conduct operations. 

As the United States military finds itself in the calm between proverbial storms, the 

struggle to make sense of the recent past and the way forward leads to a certain amount of, what 

I consider, professional angst. The desire to forego counterinsurgency and stability operations 

in the face of an increased potential for traditional warfare has potentially set the conditions for 

a dangerous backslide as seen in the post-Vietnam War era. Unlike the 1970s and 1980s, the 

environment the US Army operates in today contains a multitude of state and non-state actors 

that pose multiple, distinct challenges to the United States all across the range of military 

operations. This is opposed to the monolithic adversary that posed a single threat manifested in 

differing ways but driven by the same general ideology. Unlike in decades past, the Army has 

learned from its experiences and developed a doctrine that accounts for the complex world it 

operates in today. Like any doctrine, Unified Land Operations is not perfect and requires 

continual refinement, but to forsake it completely for the sake of expediency or past predilection 

is to condemn the organization to repeat the mistakes of the past. 
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I would like to thank the students of my conference group and, in particular, my military 

and civilian faculty advisors. Without your knowledge and forbearance, my eyes would remain 

closed to my everlasting detriment. Finally, I wish to thank my wife and son for their continued 

love, support, and tolerance.  

 

Introduction 

With headlines full of dire warnings about Russia’s military resurgence and subsequent 

adventurism, the continuing war against ISIL in Iraq, the ongoing conflict in Syria, and debates 

surrounding the United States military’s preparedness, it is not difficult understand the 

challenging landscape confronting the uniformed service chiefs. 1  As the United States 

continues to face an operating environment that is “chaotic, ambiguous, and complex,” the 

requirement to field a balanced force is vital if the US Army is to maintain tactical dominance 

over potential adversaries. 2  The dilemma facing policy makers and military leaders alike 

revolves around the development of a military force resourced and trained appropriately for 

current and future threats. Beyond the debate surrounding the present operating environment 

and threats, the perceived loss of the Army’s traditional warfighting capability continues to gain 

traction in the news and engenders discussion amongst both political and military leadership.3 

The Army’s concerns about preparedness for major combat operations, has generated 

debate both within and outside the service recently. While the Army’s actual level of readiness 

for major combat operations is up for deliberation, what the country’s leaders are sure about is 

that the current operating environment presents the United States with violent conflicts 

extending along the entire range of military operations (ROMO). These challenges, fueled by 

technology and globalization have tested and will continue to test every element of the United 
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States’ national power.4  In order to win in the complex operating environment of the twenty-

first century, the conventional forces of the United States Army must seek balance in their 

ability to fight both traditional and irregular wars without weighting one style of war over 

another.5 The Army’s focus on combined arms maneuver and wide area security, its training 

methodology, and its scalability allow it to achieve relative advantage without risking the 

dangers of over committing to either traditional or irregular warfare. While there is not a strong 

sentiment among the Army’s leaders to ignore irregular warfare, recent comments by the Chief 

of Staff of the Army, GEN Mark A. Milley has made it clear that there are concerns focused on 

the organization’s ability to wage a traditional war.6 With GEN Milley’s comments recognizing 

that only one-third of brigade combat teams are prepared to “fight tonight,” questions about 

readiness and the future abound.7  Fortunately, the Army has a response for these questions, but 

before discussing answers that lie in doctrine and current operations, it is necessary to 

summarize some basic concepts that frame this paper’s argument while establishing the 

terminology used to address the subject of a balanced force. 

 

Terms and Concepts Defined 

Any discussion involving the current operating environment is bound to involve a 

multitude of terms that have specific meaning, but taken in a broad context generally describe 

similar phenomena. For instance, unconventional warfare, asymmetric warfare, guerrilla 

warfare, and other such terms serve to describe violent, political conflicts that lack the linear 

characteristics commonly attributed to conventional war, such as uniforms and front lines. In 

an effort to minimize confusion and to simplify the concepts of warfighting, joint doctrine 

utilizes distinct terms to denote two styles of war. While useful for clarification, the division of 
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war into separate categories is problematic in a theoretical sense as it creates an artificial divide 

between what is fundamentally a human activity simply carried out through divers means.8 This 

delineation, when allowed to meander along its logical path reinforces the idea that the two 

styles of war require a force, or forces focused on a particular method.9 Despite the logic of this 

thought process, matching one style of warfare to a particular type of force, or weighting one 

style of war over another runs counter to the very nature of war and could potentially undermine 

an army’s preparedness to fight the war confronting it.    

Joint Publication 1, the document that establishes joint doctrine for the United States 

armed forces, defines the term traditional [conventional] warfare as being “characterized as a 

violent struggle for domination between nation-states or coalitions and alliances of nation-

states.”10  This style of war, fought with massive firepower generally involves large-scale 

destruction and loss of life. The Second World War is the most common example of traditional 

warfare in the modern age. Conversely, the same publication defines irregular warfare as “a 

violent struggle among state and non-state actors for legitimacy and influence over the relevant 

population(s).”11 The most common example of irregular warfare in recent times is the struggle 

for Iraq and Afghanistan, although the Vietnam War served as the United States’ primary 

example of this style of war until 2001. Because the ways of fighting differ, the two styles 

receive separate classification, yet the goal of each remains the same: the use of force to achieve 

a political objective or endstate. 

This distinction between styles does not stop at types of war. The United States Army 

divides its forces along the same lines when it comes to capabilities. The conventional forces 

of the United States are designed for traditional warfare: linear organizations comprised of 

tanks, infantry, artillery, supported by a robust logistical tail that enables the United States to 
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dominate during sustained, large-scale combat operations. Special operations forces, composed 

of highly motivated volunteers, emphasize personnel, specialized skill sets, and advanced 

training over hardware. Designed to operate independently at all three levels of war, special 

operations forces are considered ideally suited, and thus the first choice, for irregular conflicts.12  

Based on the United States’ classification of these two styles of warfare it is easy to see 

how the delineation between those forces that conduct a particular type of warfare has evolved. 

The distinction fits neatly into the US military’s desire to classify war in broad categories, 

thereby creating an image in which the styles of war are matched with a particular force, either 

conventional or special operations. This categorization, while convenient and simple, 

contributes to the mindset that the different styles of warfare are indicative of separate natures 

requiring a division of labor that does not necessarily account for the transition zone between 

the styles of war.13 An alternate way to look at these forces, without separating them into 

distinct entities is to view them as the two pans of a scale with the range of military operations 

as the beam. As the scale tips toward traditional war, conventional forces are in the lead. If the 

scale tilts more toward irregular warfare, special operations are in front. Regardless of which 

way the scale is weighted, both components have an important role in supporting one another 

and the national security strategy of the United States. This view, that the nature of war remains 

the same with only the means differing, forms a more holistic image of modern conflict and 

encourages balance as decision makers form responses to the challenges of modern conflict. 

 

The Current Operating Environment  

 Within the current operating environment (OE), the United States faces a host of 

security challenges that require the use every component of national power. The rapid growth 



 10 

of technology and social media contribute to an OE that is difficult to navigate, even in the best 

of times. The Army’s recognition of this environment has helped to shape the operating 

concepts that reinforce the idea of balance in an effort to face traditional and irregular threats, 

now and in the immediate future. 

 According to the Army’s Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC), the current 

operating environment is composed of “Diverse enemies [that] will employ traditional, 

unconventional, and hybrid strategies to threaten U.S. security and vital interests. Threats may 

emanate from nation states or nonstate actors such as transnational terrorists, insurgents, and 

criminal organizations.”14 This short statement describes in general terms many of the actors 

and threats the United States faces daily and will continue to face for the foreseeable future. In 

addition to the broad definition provided above, the Army’s operating concept goes on to 

describe five characteristics that fundamentally shape the OE: increased velocity and 

momentum of human interaction and events, potential for overmatch, proliferation of weapons 

of mass destruction, spread of advanced cyberspace and counter-space capabilities, and 

demographics and operations among populations, in cities, and in complex terrain.15 These five 

characteristics represent the environments and potential means by which the above-mentioned 

actors pursue their political objectives. Additionally, like war itself, each characteristic can 

reside anywhere along the spectrum of conflict with actors increasing or decreasing the amount 

of violence based on the political situation.  By recognizing these facets of the OE in its 

operating concept, the Army gives tacit acknowledgment to the fact that the future OE is defined 

not by an easily prepared for monolithic threat, but by a multitude of complex adversaries and 

environments requiring a flexible approach to both training and operations in order to achieve 

mission success. The complexity of the current OE is especially apparent as the United States 
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faces a challenge it has not experienced since the 1980s, the threat of adversaries whose 

conventional forces approach parity with the US military. 

 

Future Threats 

 Before the fall of communism, the Soviet Union served as the primary threat facing the 

United States and Europe. This singular threat led to the creation of a force trained and equipped 

to wage a traditional war in Central Europe. This OE enabled the US Army to establish the 

doctrine and force structure its conventional forces required in order to focus on traditional 

warfare against a similarly equipped and trained adversary. The US Army’s emphasis on 

traditional war changed to irregular warfare after the 2003 invasion of Iraq, however recent 

developments are spurring a shift back toward traditional war. As the United States continues 

to view the Russian Federation and China’s conventional militaries with rising concern, 

traditional warfighting has again become a pillar of defense strategy.16 Making traditional war 

a pillar of defense is not a mistake, but policy makers and leaders must be careful not to 

emphasize one style of war over war in general. 

 Since the mid-1990s, the United States has remained primarily concerned about the 

threat of irregular or asymmetric warfare. The fall of the Soviet Union and subsequent 

stagnation of the Russian Federation’s military forces led the US to largely discount the threat 

of traditional war and emphasize regional conflicts.17 This outlook continued throughout the 

1990s and into the 21st century until September 11, 2001. Since then, the United States has 

continued to conduct military operations of varying scale, particularly in the Middle East. The 

two largest engagements, Iraq and Afghanistan involved substantial use of both conventional 

and special operations forces working together along the ROMO. Despite some significant 
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challenges and setbacks, conventional forces were able to evolve from their Cold War, 

traditional mindset to the conduct of counterinsurgency (COIN) in a relatively short time frame. 

The shift led to a focus on counterinsurgency to the detriment of traditional warfighting skills. 

The Army recognized this trend as early as 2007 and has continued to emphasize traditional 

warfighting skills despite continued commitments to Iraq and Afghanistan. The present 

challenge is preventing the emphasis on traditional war from monopolizing training time and 

dollars and potentially damaging the Army’s ability to execute tasks related to irregular 

warfare.18 

Since the mid 2000s, the traditional threat faced by the United States has quietly grown. 

Both Russia and China have embarked on modernization programs aimed at closing the military 

gap between the US and themselves.19 These modernization programs include upgrades to 

ground, naval, and air forces as well as air defense and strategic nuclear forces.20 In addition to 

the modernization of equipment and doctrine, both nations have demonstrated an increased 

willingness to pursue aggressive action in support of strategic objectives. In particular, Russia’s 

actions in Syria have signaled a major shift from the military inactivity of the post-Soviet era 

to a period of increasing intervention in the “Near Abroad.”21 Beyond military intervention, 

“Russia has expressed, and now clearly displayed, its intent to rely more heavily on an 

integrated strategy of employing military, trans-military, and non-military tools in ways that 

exploit both bright legal lines and fuzzier conceptual ones.”22 In addition to Russia’s use of 

irregular or hybrid warfare mentioned above, the Federation continues to use its conventional 

forces in a posture of deterrence by increasing troop levels and air defense assets on its western 

border with Ukraine and Belarus. 23  These movements coincided with the United States’ 
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withdrawal of the last permanently stationed armored brigade combat teams on European soil 

necessitating the redeployment of rotational BCTs to Europe in an effort to reassure allies.24  

Russia is not the only major military power that has begun to increase its levels of 

aggression back-stopped by conventional military power. 25  China’s military growth is 

problematic, as the nation’s motives remain unclear. What the United States does know is that 

China has increasingly built up its military resources in the South China Sea to include a modern 

Integrated Air Defense System (IADS) that dramatically increases China’s ability to deny 

access to its airspace.26  China’s IADS modernization extends area denial beyond its own 

borders making recent advances of concern, but the People’s Liberation Army’s modernization 

does not end with improvements to air defense. In recent years, China has begun to re-organize 

all branches of the military with a focus on personnel and technology. Doctrinally, the Chinese 

are working to improve joint operations, amphibious operations, and the ability to conduct 

military operations other than war.27 These improvements, while not all strictly offensive in 

nature, raise questions about Chinese motives and intent. 

Recent changes in the way the Russian Federation and China utilize military power has 

ushered in a new round of debate over the United States response to the rising threat of 

traditional war and the simultaneous threat of irregular conflicts of varied intensity and duration. 

Fortunately, recent doctrinal updates provide the solution to dealing with these disparate threats. 

Army leaders have identified flexibility and balance as the keys to success in today’s world 

institutionalizing the two concepts through its doctrine of combined arms maneuver (CAM) and 

wide area security (WAS).28 

 

Doctrinal Foundations across the Range of Military Operations 
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In 2011, the United States Army began a comprehensive restructuring of its doctrine in 

order to consolidate lessons learned over the course of a decade of war and to bring “clarity to 

doctrine.” 29  This restructuring led to the adoption of new terminology and new ways of 

describing the operating environment. The capstone doctrinal concept that typifies the 

flexibility of the Army’s conventional forces is unified land operations or ULO. While ULO 

encompasses the combined efforts of all the elements of national power including joint, 

interagency, and non-governmental entities, the Army has the specific responsibility to 

dominate adversaries across the land domain.30  By identifying the core competencies of CAM 

and WAS, the Army has taken into account the complexity of the modern operating 

environment. This acknowledgement ensures a balanced doctrine that contributes to the 

development of a force able to operate with reduced friction across the ROMO while 

transforming the Army’s historical partiality toward traditional war to a more complete vision 

of future conflict. 

According to the framework of ULO, the Army seeks to “gain and maintain a position 

of relative advantage,”31 across the range of military operations executed as part of two core 

competencies: combined arms maneuver and wide area security. The Army defines combined 

arms maneuver as the “application of combat power in unified action to defeat enemy ground 

forces.”32 In other words, CAM is the fighting of traditional war through traditional means. 

Doctrine defines wide area security as “the application of combat power in unified action to 

protect populations, forces, infrastructure and activities.”33 With its emphasis on the population 

vice enemy forces, the concept of WAS clearly encompasses irregular warfare in its various 

manifestations. Despite the rather clear distinction between the two competencies, doctrine 

clearly warns about the dangers of favoring one competency over the other. Conditions within 
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the operating environment and tasks assigned a particular unit are the arbiters of which 

competency weighs heavier on the scales of war. 

The Army’s doctrinal admonition against favoring one core competency over another 

naturally plays into the development of a balanced force that recognizes some fundamental 

similarities between styles of war.  This recognition reflects Clausewitz’s observations that 

“without any inconsistency wars can have all degrees of importance and intensity, ranging from 

a war of extermination down to simple armed observation.”34 War, in all the ways fought, 

continually shifts along the scale of violence and to focus more heavily on one aspect is to 

ignore this truth. By establishing a conceptual framework that covers the spectrum of conflict 

and requiring units to maintain basic proficiency in CAM and WAS, Army doctrine ensures its 

forces have the ability to respond to contingencies regardless of their nature.  

The Army’s current posture is an example of this balance. In Afghanistan, the Army is 

conducting COIN and Foreign Internal Defense (FID) missions, while in South Korea, 

mechanized and amphibious forces conduct exercises designed to combat a traditional threat.35 

While it may be argued the forces conducting these operations trained specifically for these 

specific missions prior to execution, the fundamentals of CAM and WAS are inherent to both 

mission sets. Soldiers conducting COIN in Afghanistan are required to understand the basics of 

fire and maneuver, while those operating in Korea must be prepared to deal with the local 

populace in a constructive manner. Regardless of the conflict, elements of traditional and 

irregular warfare will always be present in one form or another, and US forces must be prepared 

to address this operationally.36 

 In a 2007 monograph, Colin Gray makes the point that “The U.S. armed forces excel at 

high- and mid-intensity regular warfare,” but struggle when faced with irregular threats despite 
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a multitude of experience in dealing with insurgencies.37 The reason for this, according to Gray, 

is the United States military’s outlook and approach to war. This approach, comprising large-

scale, aggressive offensives and the liberal use of firepower, is clearly representative of 

traditional war. As the Army began its doctrinal restructuring, doctrine writes acknowledged 

the Army’s propensity for this approach resulting in a deliberate attempt to alter this pattern 

through the codification of concepts such as ULO and CAM/WAS. The result is a doctrinal 

foundation that accounts for the fluid nature of war as well as the current operating environment. 

   The above-mentioned argument notwithstanding, it remains clear that conventional forces 

primarily exist to engage in traditional warfare as demonstrated by their organization and 

capabilities. This fact in no way obviates the need to train in other aspects of war, so balance in 

training and resourcing is required at all levels of command. Training for combined arms 

maneuver is a complex task that involves preparation to face both regular and irregular forces 

in complex terrain, with access to sophisticated weapons and technology.38 The realization that 

the nation faces adversaries possessing capabilities spanning the range of military operations 

provides the impetus for the Army to conduct training that reflects the shifting scales of 

violence.  

 

 

Training to Dominate across the Range of Military Operations 

 With the doctrinal foundations for warfighting laid down, the challenge for leaders 

seeking to train a flexible force is to determine the right balance of combined arms maneuver 

and wide area security. Through its Mission Essential Task List and Combat Training Center 

rotations, the Army has established a training methodology that enables commanders to identify 
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the correct balance of CAM/WAS necessary to carry out an assigned mission and the ability to 

test a unit’s preparedness in a tough and realistic training exercise. 

The Army’s training methodology begins with the Department of the Army mandated 

Mission Essential Task List (METL). The METL is a list identifying the primary tasks a 

particular type of unit (i.e. field artillery, infantry) trains to demonstrate proficiency in.39 Each 

METL contains individual Mission Essential Tasks (METs) that are further divided into sub-

tasks corresponding to individual and collective tasks that soldiers seek to master in order to 

become proficient in the MET as a whole. This hierarchical system is designed to train 

individuals on the basic skills required for the unit to be successful, and then conduct training 

at higher and higher echelons until reaching the corps level of operations. As designed, the 

Mission Essential Task List enables commanders at all levels to identify critical skill sets while 

fine-tuning the allocation of precious time and fiscal resources. The process of identifying, 

resourcing, planning, and executing training is arduous, but necessary for the conventional 

forces in order to ensure that units are properly manned, trained, and equipped for the missions 

assigned to them. One glance at the METL of a Stryker Brigade Combat Team will show tasks 

such as conduct an attack (the epitome of traditional warfare), but by drilling down to the 

battalion level one can also find tasks such as train foreign security forces and provide 

humanitarian support.40 This provides commanders and training officers the ability to select 

tasks that mirror the assignment a particular unit is given, thus an armored brigade combat team 

deploying to Poland would focus on CAM related tasks while an infantry brigade combat team 

in Africa would focus on WAS tasks such as security cooperation. 

The validity of the Army’s training methodology as well as the conventional force’s 

ability to conduct operations across the range of military operations is tested and validated 
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during Combat Training Center (CTC) rotations. Rotations at the National Training Center in 

California and the Joint Readiness Training Center in Louisiana provide conventional and 

special operations forces the ability to train in a realistic environment featuring a dedicated 

opposing force. The scenarios focus primarily on traditional, decisive actions contests however 

elements of WAS and strategic level operations such as Non-Combatant Evacuation Operations 

(NEO) test conventional force commanders and soldiers’ ability to respond to a rapidly 

changing environment in real time. CTC rotational designs are flexible and built with the input 

of commanders at all levels ensuring that the training replicates the situations BCTs are most 

likely to face. The ability to participate in training exercises that involve complex physical and 

human terrain, an enemy focused on decisively defeating its opponent, and structured to mimic 

real-world conflicts allows units to execute specific METs in a way no other nation is able to 

replicate. The end-result of this unique training opportunity is a conventional unit that is flexible 

and scalable in its ability to respond to contingencies across the range of military operations.  

The doctrinal foundation and training methodology of the Army’s conventional forces 

is instrumental in the creation and maintenance of powerful units able to dominate across the 

range of military operations. Beyond the traditional role of sustained land combat, conventional 

forces have the ability to contribute to the irregular conflicts in which the military increasingly 

finds itself operating.41 As addressed previously, traditional warfare and irregular warfare are 

not fundamentally different in nature.42 The difference between the two is in the ways and 

means used to fight the conflict.  Conventional forces, with proper levels of resourcing and 

training, are capable of assisting SOF and other governmental agencies during irregular warfare 

operations.  Recently, the Army has demonstrated this ability through its deployment of task 
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organized, conventional forces in support of special operations forces in the Middle East and 

Europe. 

 

Scalability and Conventional Forces 

One oft-forgotten capability of conventional forces in irregular warfare is the ability to 

task-organize into groups designed for a specific mission or purpose. These groups range in 

size from a military police squad conducting law enforcement training to battalions of artillery 

supporting a host nation offensive. This scalability, a fundamental by-product of the Army’s 

doctrine and training constructs, is crucial for conventional support to special operations and 

force projection as demonstrated in both Iraq and Eastern Europe. 

In the current OE, the belief that special operations (SO) and conventional forces 

represent the balance between irregular and traditional war remains firmly entrenched. SO, with 

their focus on discrete activity, minimal footprint, and language training are the first choice for 

operations that fall below the level of traditional war on the scale of violence.43 This dual force 

structure provides policy makers with an array of military options for dealing with conflict, but 

does not eliminate the supporting role each force provides the other. In traditional war, SO 

provides reconnaissance, civil affairs support, and military information support operations 

(MISO) to conventional commanders in order to facilitate the accomplishment of operational 

and strategic level goals.44 Conversely, conventional forces provide support to SO, particularly 

within areas in which SO forces are vulnerable or lack the inherent capability. Ongoing 

operations in the Middle East provide a perfect example of task organized, conventional support 

to special operations outside of traditional war. 
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As part of the ongoing conflict in Iraq, the US military has combined SO and 

conventional forces in order to aid Iraqi forces in the battle for their country.45 Operation 

Inherent Resolve and the joint task force that supports it are an example of the utility represented 

by a mixed force of special operators and conventional capabilities. As of March 2017, US 

conventional forces and SO are conducting operations in support of Iraqi forces attempting to 

seize the city of Mosul from its extremist occupiers. In this instance, conventional forces are 

providing a level of operational support that is beyond the capability of SO to replicate, namely 

surface-to-surface and precision fires.46 By integrating SO and conventional artillery units 

within the OE, US advisors are able to support their Iraqi counterparts with firepower that is 

not dependent on aircraft alone. Additionally, conventional forces provide increased logistical 

support and conduct wide area security tasks such as foreign internal defense and humanitarian 

assistance.  By engaging in these activities, SO is able to focus on advising their counterparts 

in the Iraqi Army without distractions. 

 The example of conventional-SO integration and support in Iraq demonstrates how 

conventional forces can contribute to operations in irregular warfare despite the absence of 

distinct combined arms maneuver or wide area security tasks. In particular, current operations 

in Iraq and Syria demonstrate the ability of conventional and SO forces to work together in the 

transition zone that exists between irregular and traditional war. Furthermore, all around the 

globe, the United States military engages with allies and partners in operations ranging from 

humanitarian missions to counter terrorism operations.47 Only two of the operations, Iraq and 

Afghanistan involve sustained combat approaching the level of traditional war. Arguably, 

outside of these two countries only North Korea represents an immediate threat for the risk of 

conventional war.48 Therefore, the vast preponderance of US military commitments not falling 
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into the counter-terrorism category generally involves wide area security tasks. This 

dramatically underscores the need to maintain proficiency in wide area security without 

compromising the ability to transition to combined arms maneuver as smoothly as possible. 

The US Army’s most recent deployment to Poland and other areas of Eastern Europe is a perfect 

example of why a scalable force, proficient across both core competencies, has value at present 

and in the future. 

  Beginning in April 2014, the US committed military forces to Poland and other Eastern 

European nations as part of Operation Atlantic Resolve.49 As of February 2017, US soldiers are 

working with security forces in: Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Hungary, Romania, and 

Bulgaria. These operations involve the conduct of multi-national, traditional war-style 

exercises, cross training with NATO allies, and a strong component of foreign internal defense 

training. Operation Atlantic Resolve serves a two-fold purpose with both purposes distinctly 

lining up with the Army’s two core competencies. 

 Operation Atlantic Resolve’s first priority is as “a demonstration of continued U.S. 

commitment to collective security through a series of actions designed to reassure NATO allies 

and partners of America's dedication to enduring peace and stability in the region in light of the 

Russian intervention in Ukraine.”50 This purpose is essentially one of deterrence based on the 

US Army’s ability to wage war in conjunction with NATO its allies. It is force projection built 

on a platform of traditional war, executed by forces grounded in the doctrine of combined arms 

maneuver. While the Army’s two BCTs provide the visible combat power for NATOs 

deterrence measures, the threat of traditional war with the Russian Federation remains low. Due 

to the relatively low risk of immediate conflict, US Army Europe has found alternate tasks for 

its soldiers to accomplish while projecting force in Eastern Europe. 
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 Beyond deterring the Russian Federation, the forces deployed in support of Operation 

Atlantic Resolve are currently conducting over 38 exercises in conjunction with allied militaries 

from all over Europe.51 These exercises include a strong CAM component, but also include 

wide area security tasks that reinforce the scalability and flexibility of the Army’s conventional 

forces. In order to participate in 38 virtually concurrent exercises, the BCTs in Europe must 

operate in a disaggregated fashion. This involves the deployment of small, task-organized 

elements operating around Eastern Europe with the express purpose of working in conjunction 

with local security forces to build partner capacity and enduring relationships. In an emergency, 

war or otherwise, the separated forces quickly reconsolidate and conduct large-scale combat 

operations as required. This scalability gives senior leaders in the United States flexible options 

for projecting force and pursuing strategic goals, but only a well-trained and balanced force 

makes this possible. By not focusing on the entire spectrum of conflict, the conventional forces 

of the United States Army becomes a force with limited utility beyond traditional war, while its 

SO elements suffer reduced effectiveness through attenuation brought on by a merciless 

operational tempo 

Conclusions 

 The OE in which the US Army operates remains marked by its complexity and the 

possibility of conflicts that extend across the range of military operations. In the future, the 

United States will have to answer calls for assistance and training from friendly nations, 

nebulous gray zone conflicts, low-level insurgencies, and the threat of traditional war in Europe 

and the Korean peninsula. The United States Army’s ability to respond to these challenges by 

providing flexible and balanced options to policy makers will be the cornerstone of its future 

existence. 
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 One of the core challenges to the Army’s ability to provide the required flexibility and 

balanced force is fiscal austerity. The 2014 Quadrennial Defense Review makes it clear that the 

United States has transitioned from a wartime footing to one of watchful stability.52 With this 

transition, the US must make changes to its organization, personnel, and operational 

requirements. As administrations change, policy makers, uniformed and civilian, will make 

decisions based on threats and economic realities that will have dramatic impact on the US 

Army’s ability to fight and win the nation’s wars. Despite the inevitability of constant change, 

one thing must remain clear: the US Army has the responsibility to face challenges and threats 

across the spectrum of conflict regardless of desire or preparation. 

 As the military looks at the growing threat of Russian military power, thoughts are 

inevitably turning toward the Army’s comfort zone, where the organization feels it excels, and 

that is traditional war. It is true that the Army has lost some of its proficiency in regards to 

linear, large-scale conflicts. Fifteen years of focus on wide area security and stability have 

eroded the organization’s competency at maneuver and combined arms tactics. “Today, a major 

in the Army knows nothing but fighting terrorists and guerrillas, because he came into the Army 

after 9/11. But as we get into the higher-end threats, our skills have atrophied over 15 years,” 

the Army’s Chief of Staff, GEN Milley stated in a recent article.53 This is hardly an inspirational 

quote, but one that is all too familiar to leaders in the Army. The struggle to balance 

requirements with fiscal reality has been the major peacetime focus of the Army since the 

conclusion of the American Revolution. The decision to reduce the size of the Army after World 

War One and the subsequent unpreparedness for the Second World War, followed by similar 

decisions before the Korean conflict, have reinforced the Army’s fears of the traditional post-

war environment. History provides precedent, however precedent does not equal predestination. 
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As the Army continues to recover from the longest war in its history, it must avoid the 

temptation to subscribe wholly to the past and continue to make informed decisions about the 

future.  

 At the conclusion of its 2006 war in Lebanon, the Israeli government initiated a 

commission seeking answers to Israel’s admittedly sub-par performance against Hezbollah. 

Released in 2008, the Winograd Commission’s final report listed a number of flaws in Israel’s 

preparation and execution during the conflict.54 While outside the scope of this paper, one 

important conclusion has bearing for the US Army. Before the outbreak of the war in Lebanon, 

the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) concluded that future conflicts with Hezbollah would follow 

a decidedly non-traditional course.55 The decision to focus on counterinsurgency tactics left the 

IDF ill-prepared to deal with a conflict that resembled a traditional war more than an 

insurgency. The Israelis learned that the decision to focus on irregular warfare or WAS to the 

exclusion of combined arms maneuver was a mistake. Focusing on one facet of warfare is not 

the key to maintaining relative advantage, being prepared for all forms of war, at all times, is. 

 Fortuitously, the answer to the question of how to balance the Army in order to meet 

the varied threats of the current operating environment already exists. As the Army began the 

post-Iraq recovery process, it developed the concept of Unified Land Operations and the 

subordinate core competencies of combined arms maneuver and wide area security to meet 

future challenges. The concept of CAM/WAS allows for the creation of a flexible force that is 

better prepared to face challenges wherever, and under whatever guise they may appear.  

Reinforced by realistic training at the nation’s combat training centers and the experiences 

gained through global deployments, the conventional forces of the United States have the ability 

to effectively contribute to national defense without committing to an approach that weights 
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one style of war over another. It is a fundamental obligation of the Army to be prepared for a 

conflict of any nature, and in order to avoid fighting a war it is ill prepared for, the Army must 

prepare for every kind. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX: LIST OF ACRONYMS 

BCT: brigade combat team 

CAM: combined arms maneuver 

COIN: counterinsurgency 

CTC: Combat Training Center 

FID: foreign internal defense 
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GEN: General 

IADS: Integrated Air Defense System 

IDF: Israeli Defense Forces 

ISIL: Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant 

MET: Mission Essential Task 

METL: Mission Essential Task List 

MISO: military information support operations 

NATO: North Atlantic Treaty Organization 

NEO: non-combatant evacuation operation 

OE: operating environment 

ROMO: range of military operations 

SO: special operations 

SOF: Special Operations Forces 

TRADOC: Training and Doctrine Command (US Army) 

ULO: Unified Land Operations 

WAS: wide area security 
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