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Strategic Setting

The U.S. Marine Corps’ history with aviation offers a cautionary tale for the space
domain—prioritize the development of permanent space personnel and let them demonstrate
their usefulness to keep the Corps relevant. The U.S. Army bought its first plane in 1909,
followed by the U.S. Navy in 1911." The first prospective Marine aviators reported for training
in 1912 and fought tirelessly for the next two decades to prove their worth while the Army and
Navy embraced their aviators.? The first Marine aviator, Lieutenant Alfred A. Cunningham,
aggressively sought to persuade skeptics, ultimately securing permanent aviation personnel for
the Corps in 1920.% In 1920, Cunningham wrote that aviators could demonstrate their worth to
the Corps after establishing permanent personnel.* Experiments and evolution followed as the
Corps gradually embraced aviation. Marine formations grew more lethal through combined arms
with aviation assets supporting ground schemes of maneuver. In hindsight, the Corps wasted
time developing its aviation capabilities. The Corps faces a similar problem today: its lack of
permanent space personnel inhibits the experimentation, practice, and a “seat at the table”
needed to mature in the space domain. Space has been an essential enabler of military operations
for decades, and that will become increasingly so in the future.

The Marine Corps™ ability to operate effectively in contested areas against near-peer
competitors is crucial for joint maritime campaigning and other joint operations. To achieve this,
Marines need to have a thorough understanding of the space environment to leverage space

assets in the employment of the Marine Air-Ground Task Force (MAGTF) and in support of

! Edward C. Johnson. Marine Corps Aviation: The Early Years 1912-1940, Edited by Graham A. Cosmas.
Washington, DC: History and Museums Division, Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1977, 1.

2 Edward C. Johnson. Marine Corps Aviation, 30.

3 Edward C. Johnson. Marine Corps Aviation, 27.

* Alfred A. Cunningham. “Value of Aviation to the Marine Corps.” Marine Corps Gazette V, no. 3 (1920): 221-233,
221.
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Developing Relationships and Competence

The realization that a professional aviation force required personnel with long experience
was a turning point for the Marine Corps because it marked a shift towards a more specialized
approach to military aviation—the same is needed for space. Like the current space Military
Occupational Specialties (MOS), it used to be a policy for Marine aviators to first serve
substantial time in non-aviation roles.” Marine aviators were also required to return to their
primary occupation after five years in aviation, similar to most modern-day Marine Space Cadre
that must return to their primary non-space related trade.® Fortunately, the Marine Corps
eventually recognized the importance of investing in highly trained pilots and ground support
personnel, which allowed the Corps to develop a more effective and efficient air power
capability. As a result, Marine aviation grew steadily, and the Corps became a formidable force
in the air. As the aviation force grew, so did opportunities to develop Marine Corps warfighting
concepts such as the MAGTF. The Corps formed the MAGTF to effectively employ capabilities
in every warfighting domain at the time (land, sea, and air), but now this means may fall short in
the advent of newly critical domains such as space. Like aviation, the space profession in the
Marine Corps can advance under the right conditions. The Marine Corps’ history with aviation
illustrates the importance of investing in specialized personnel. The Corps should take the same
approach for the Space Cadre, given their current focus on multiple areas with limited personnel.

The Space Cadre’s focus on multiple areas with limited personnel impedes its ability to
support the FMF. Each MEF command element (CE) has a Space Operations Officer (MOS
8866) responsible for coordinating with various departments at a large MEF headquarters. The

complexities of the job require more than just one officer. According to the Marine Corps MOS

7 Alfred A. Cunningham. “Value of Aviation to the Marine Corps,” 232.
8 Edward C. Johnson. Marine Corps Aviation, 30.
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coordination and integration of a unit’s space efforts into its overall scheme of maneuver.”'* The
MOS is new, with only 5 Marines currently trained, but it will be fully grown to 69 Marines by
2027.1% This is a step in the right direction but is still insufficient because it is not enough to get
capability reliably below the division (2-star) level. According to the most recent “Authorized
Strength Report” showing the fully built 1706 MOS in 2027, 69 Maritime Space Officers
translates to 52 serving in a space-related role, accounting for a regular rotation of assignments
outside their primary occupation, which is standard for Marine Corps Officers to ensure balanced
professional development.!’ Of the 52 billets, only 17 are earmarked to support the FMF, putting
a 1706 at each MEF CE, MEU, and division headquarters.!® The First Marine Division, for
example, has three regiments (each containing four battalions) and six specialized battalions; one
1706 sitting in the division headquarters is not enough.!” This disadvantages the Marine Corps,
as space-based capabilities are critical for C2, M2, force protection in modern warfare. By
developing its space support capabilities, the Corps can be prepared for extreme circumstances
that may require some units to operate, for a time, independently in space-degraded
environments.

The Marine Corps is missing opportunities to develop relationships and competence
because newly minted space professionals gain access to contacts and tools essential to
leveraging the space domain. A study from the Naval Postgraduate School found that valuable
resources and capabilities in space are frequently underutilized because of delays in the

classification process and a lack of awareness of their existence.'® It should not surprise any

B Kevin M. Ilams. “NAVMC 1200.1H: Military Occupational Specialties Manual,” 104,

¥ Liam P. O’Lone. Telephone interview by the author. Newport, R1. May 5, 2023.

15 Authorized Strength Report (Officer). Quantico, VA: Uniled States Marine Corps, 2023.

16 Authorized Strength Report (Officer).

17 United States Marine Corps. 1st Marine Division. Accessed May 6, 2023.
https://www.1stmardiv.marines.mil/.

18 Naval Postgraduate School. Naval Research Program 2019 Annual Report. Monterey, CA: July 2020, 197.
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training programs and bases only to fight for existence after the war.?? Cunningham was a
spirited advocate for Marine aviation. More than that, he was essentially the director of Aviation
for the Marine Corps.?? As talented as Lieutenant Cunningham was, having a junior officer as the
senior aviator for the Marine Corps slowed the Corps’ progress to mature its aviation component
due to being overshadowed by senior representatives from other military branches. To properly
organize, train, and equip in the face of emerging technologies, organizations must assign
appropriate leadership to that cause, leaders with seniority and authority backed by equipment
and manpower resources. In the early 1900s, the Marine Corps had dedicated Marine aviation
personnel, although arguably not enough. Similarly, today’s Marine Corps has some permanent
personnel but insufficient to ensure growth, maximum employment, and overall representation in
the space domain.

To ensure a “seat at the table,” the Corps needs to make space a permanent career field
for officers and enlisted Marines to develop senior leaders capable of leading and representing
the Corps in the space domain. In September 2009, the Marine Corps published its first “Space
Policy,” directing the development and maintenance of the Marine Corps Space Cadre.?* Today,
the Space Cadre consists of three MOSs, with no plans to include enlisted Marines.?> The
Maritime Space Officer is the only space-related primary MOS (PMOS).26 The PMOS identifies
a Marine’s primary skills and knowledge, meaning they should expect to serve most of their
career in that PMOS.2” Although technically a permanent career field, the 1706 MOS only

becomes available at the rank of captain, and there are only five 1706s in the entire Marine

22 Edward C. Johnson Marine Corps Aviation, 25.

23 Edward C. Johnson Marine Corps Aviation, 11.

24 James F. Amos “MCO 5400.53: Marine Corps Space Policy.” (Marine Corps Order, Washington, DC:
Department of the Navy, 2009), 3.

23 Liam P. O’Lone. Telephone interview by the author. Newport, RI. May 5, 2023.

26 Kevin M. Ilams. “NAVMC 1200.1H: Military Occupational Specialties Manual,” 104.

27 Kevin M. Ilams. “NAVMC 1200.1H: Military Occupational Specialties Manual,” xii.
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not a PMOS.** Similarly, of the 239 Space Operations Staff Officers, only 26 are operating in
that role (again, temporarily) between MARFORSPACE and the FMF. This lack of staffing
limits the Corps’ space integration capabilities and jeopardizes its ability to maintain its edge
against near-peer competitors in contested areas. With such a small Cadre, resources are spread
thin.

Minimal manpower resources result in minimal capability. At the operational level, each
METF has billets for one 8866 at the CE, and one assigned to each Marine Expeditionary Unit
(MEU).3¢ One 8866 may be sufficient for a MEU but certainly not for an entire MEF. Having
one 8866 designated for the rest of the MEF severely limits each MEF’s subordinate Marine
Aircraft Wing, Division, or Marine Logistics Group from fully leveraging space. In theory,
8866s should be able to apply leverage through 0540s, but 0540 assignments are inconsistent. As
stated earlier, 239 Space Operations Staff Officers are in the Space Cadre, but only 26 currently
serve in space-related roles. Space Marines experience a significant workload burden. Every time
a space professional completes their rotation, the Corps replaces them with someone who may
have no prior experience in the role, further exacerbating the workload and decreasing the team’s
effectiveness. Establishing the 1706 PMOS is helpful, but as stated earlier, there are no plans to
build the MOS large enough to provide expertise below the MEF CE, MEU, or division
headquarters. The limited staffing of the Space Cadre and the inconsistent assignments of 0540s
severely limit the Corps’ ability to operate in the space domain. There are simply not enough

‘space Marines’ to support MARFORSPACE and the entire FMF.

34 There are only 24 Billet Identification Codes (BIC) for the 8866 MOS, so in addition to needing more 8866s, the
Corps needs to expand the number of BICs to assign the 8866s; Liam P. O’Lone. Telephone interview by the author.
Newport, RI. May 5, 2023.

35 “Roster of Marine Corps Personnel Holding the Primary, Additional, or Billet Military Occupational Specialties
of 8866, 0540, or 1706.”

36 Liam P. O’Lone. Telephone interview by the author. Newport, RI. May 5, 2023.
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space capabilities into and throughout the Joint Force...is essential for securing our military
advantage against threats in space.” The current and planned number of space-educated

Marines cannot be enough to integrate superior space capabilities.

Conclusion

The Marine Corps must establish a credible and permanent Space Cadre to fulfill its
value proposition as a Navy and Joint Force enabler in contested areas. The Corps can learn from
its slow embrace of aviation relative to its sister services and prioritize the development of the
Space Cadre, both officer and enlisted, throughout the FMF and MARFORSPACE. A permanent
Space Cadre sets the conditions to develop deep experience, relationships, and competence. With
the right amount and mix of space-smart Marines in the FMF, MAGTF commanders and unit
leaders involved in EABO, LOCE, and the like will become more attuned to the space
environment in training, and more capable in real-world operations. At MARFORSPACE, the
Corps’ cadre could develop the depth and reputation needed to evolve into the service of choice
for USSPACECOM tasking. The Corps must accelerate its space competency; as it does, it will
become more capable and lethal in unpredictable ways. The activity in space is accelerating, and
the Marine Corps must keep up with the advancements and establish a strong space presence to

support naval and joint maritime campaigning.

#U. S. Department of Defense. Defense Space Strategy Summary. June, 2020, pp 1-10, 7.
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