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ABSTRACT
AUTHOR: Lieutenant Colonel Jeffery M. Peterson

TITLE: 21st Century Warfighter Support: Optimizing Seabasing Through the
Transformational Possibilities of Reachback

FORMAT: Strategy Research Project

DATE: 01 December 2002 PAGES: 43 CLASSIFICATION: Unclassified

The Navy and Marine Corps continue their cooperative efforts to fully develop the
transformational concept of Naval Expeditionary Maneuver Warfare (NEMW). The crafters of
the NEMW concept recognize that the traditional doctrine of bringing supplies and support
activities to the beach must give way to seabasing. Seabasing facilitates the seamless
transition of naval forces from water to land such that a beachhead is no longer considered a
vital intermediate objective. The author asserts that seabasing should be complemented, where
appropriate, with reachback capabilities. Reachback occurs when warfighters in a distant
theater access the capabilities of remotely-located people and informational resources through
their C2 systems or when commanders leave certain physical assets and capabilities at a home
base and then rush them to the theater when needed. The author explores the strategic
implications of reachback as well as reachback applications used to date. The author also
discusses admonitions that must be considered and acted upon as reachback development
continues. The author concludes that reachback should be adopted as an important
complement to seabasing within the overall framework of NEMW and argues that Navy and

Marine Corps concept documents should highlight this important complementary relationship.
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21ST CENTURY WARFIGHTER SUPPORT: OPTIMIZING SEABASING THROUGH THE
TRANSFORMATIONAL POSSIBILITIES OF REACHBACK

Marines and Sailors have long wrestled with the challenges of drag and friction ... those
all-important gravitational forces within nature that work as constants against our endeavors to
project increasing levels of naval power faster and farther. Images of legendary naval battles in
the Pacific often portray a struggle against gravity that was every bit as daunting as the struggle
against the enemy. Additionally, while the ocean served as a strategic asset for the movement
of large numbers of troops and supplies, it also served as an obstacle for those who must cross
it en route to a beachhead where a determined enemy would defend from a position of strength.
The slow movement of Marines and supplies across the water from amphibious ships just off
the beach was invariably followed by that vital pause at a beachhead ... a critical intermediate
objective needed to transition to other forms of movement, to store supplies and support
capabilities, and to afford the Marines the opportunity to maneuver and pay their dues against
an enemy defending the coastline. Those scenes of great struggle have given way to less
strained scenes that have been enabled by the technological advances of faster and more
powerful beach craft and aircraft. These enhanced capabilities have increasingly enabled
warfighters to defy the constant grip of drag and friction while turning sea space into a valuable
maneuver area vice an obstacle wrought with certain peril. The result has been thatwarfighters
can now project naval power faster and farther than their amphibious ancestors might have ever
dreamed possible.

Operational concepts for projecting naval power have long been constrained by the forces
of nature and the facts of geography and the limits of man’s ability to overcome them with
technology. As such, these concepts have matured at an increasing but largely evolutionary
pace. In recent years, however, rapid advances in technology have opened the warfighters'
eyes to a whole new set of possibilities for projecting naval power throughout the littoral regions
of the world ... possibilities that are redefining operational concepts. Today, the Navy and
Marine Corps team has built a vision for the future that is encapsulated in their capstone
concept of Naval Expeditionary Maneuver Warfare (NEMW). While there are various
integrating, operational, and functional concepts and core competencies that comprise NEMW,
three are particularly critical to attaining a basic understanding of the direction the Navy and
Marine Corps are headed.

The first of these underlying concepts is Operational Maneuver from the Sea (OMFTS).
OMFTS is the operational concept that moves warfighters beyond viewing sea space as an

obstacle and a liability at the operational and tactical level of war to viewing it as an asset. With



OMFTS, sea space is viewed as valuable maneuver area that gives warfighters tremendous
flexibility as they transition from sea to land. Aided by good intelligence, the maneuver
commander uses the sea space to his advantage by flexibly maneuvering from sea to land while
avoiding the enemy’s strength. OMFTS, focused as it is on the tactical and operational levels of
war, and supported by present and emerging technologies, allows warfighters to minimize the
telegraphing of their intentions by allowing the ships to remain far at sea, well over the horizon.
This is in sharp contrast to the pictures of World War Il in which amphibious ships were
positioned a “stone’s throw” from a beach that was the obvious intermediate objective of the
naval forces looming large at sea.

A follow-on underlying concept that goes hand-in-hand with OMFTS is Ship-to-Objective
Maneuver (STOM). While OMFTS is the concept that turns the sea space between the ships
and land into an operational and tactical asset, STOM is the concept that moves warfighters
beyond the gravitational forces that throughout the early days of amphibious warfare ensured a
slow, laborious, and vulnerable movement from the ships, to the beachhead, and ultimately to
the objective. The intent is to eliminate the beachhead as a vital intermediate objective as
warfighters project naval forces seamlessly from the ship to the final objective, by-passing
enemy strengths. Technologies such as the MV-22 Osprey, the CH-53E Sea Stallion, the
Advanced Amphibious Assault Vehicle (AAAV), and the Landing Craft Air Cushioned (LCAC),
along with other technologies perhaps not yet on the drawing board, will work in concert to
project naval forces, as seamlessly and as rapidly as possible, from ships over the horizon to
designated final objectives inland.

OMFTS and STOM will be enabled by a third underlying concept, seabasing. Logistical
planning to sustain forces transitioned ashore has always been one of the more difficult
endeavors in amphibious warfare. In addition to requiring tremendous lift capabilities to move
supplies and other support capabilities to the beachhead, protection and mobility of these
assets has proven problematic.

Seabasing is the critical enabler that will eliminate the undesirable build-up ashore of
supplies and other support activities necessary to sustain littoral power projection. These
supplies and support activities will remain at sea, over the horizon, in a networked, responsive
seabase of naval ships that will give commanders added security, surprise, and tremendous
flexibility in their decisions regarding the forces, capabilities, and support they will take as they

depart the seabase for designated objectives. The seabase will also provide the capability

. . . . 1
necessary for forces to quickly reconstitute so they can transition to follow-on missions:



Seabasing is indeed a tremendous step forward in naval expeditionary warfare, a step
very much in line with the call for the transformation of all US armed forces to exponentially
greater capabilities -- skipping incremental improvements in their paths to the future. But
seabasing is not necessarily the “be all and end all” for the employment of certain capabilities
for battlefield use. Positioning certain capabilities on a seabase is certainly more advantageous
than arranging them into a “steel mountain” on a beachhead, but what if warfighters could use
certain capabilities and assets in naval power projection without having to physically displace
them to the theater of operations? What if commanders in the theater of operations could
efficiently and effectively use enabling capabilities located thousands of miles away, eliminating
not only the need for a beachhead but also the need for space in the berthing compartments
and well-decks of the ships forming the seabase? What if some assets could be left behind at a
home base and then rapidly displaced to the theater when needed? And would such a
capability provide a strategic advantage as well as an operational or tactical advantage to US
naval forces? The answer to these questions lies increasingly in a quickly-developing enabling
capability called “reachback.”

While a formal service, joint, or NATO definition has yet to be crafted, reachback typically
refers to instances in which warfighters located in a distant theater access the capabilities of
remotely-located people and informational resources through their C2 systems. It is also used
to describe situations in which commanders leave certain physical assets and capabilities at a
home base and then rush them to the theater when needed ... this is typically referred to as
“physical reachback.” The application of reachback is certainly not limited to military use as
many civilian and other government enterprises have effectively used reachback to streamline
and improve their operations. Perhaps the most notable example of reachback occurred during
the Apollo 13 mission when Jim Lovell made the often-repeated declaration, “Houston, we have
a problem.” Not just a problem, but a life or death drama for which Lovell reached back
thousands of miles to Earth where a group of NASA scientists put their heads together to solve
a mission-critical dilemma. All of the military services have used this capability in one way or
another and are quickly coming to the point in some functional areas where reachback is the
commander’s preferred method for accessing vital capabilities. Considering the inherent
strategic advantages of reachback as well as its favorable applications and experiments to date
at the operational and tactical level, the Navy and Marine Corps must articulate reachback as an
important complementary capability to seabasing to more fully establish the transformational

value of their capstone concept, NEMW.



To support this basic premise, this paper will start by assessing and analyzing important
strategic advantages derived from reachback. Following that analysis, the paper will review the
reachback applications and experiments of the various services, organizing the discussion
largely around the six battle space functions, including command and control, fires, force
protection, intelligence, logistics, and maneuver. While most of these applications and
experiments have been favorable, there are clearly some cautions that must be carefully
considered as the Navy and Marine Corps, within the joint community, experiment with how best
to complement and optimize seabasing with reachback capabilities. These admonitions will be
identified and discussed along with some thoughts on mitigation. In conclusion, the paper will
suggest a modification to the seabasing program as articulated in "Expeditionary Maneuver

Warfare,” the Marine Corps' capstone concept document, as well as in its annual publication

entitled United States Marine Corps Concepts & Proqrams.2

STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS OF REACHBACK

While there has been a good deal of analysis and writing conducted on reachback among
all of the services, particularly the Air Force, little of it has been directed toward the strategic
implications of this enabling capability. The discussion invariably revolves around the technical
and tactical implications of reachback within a given functional area. Although the technical and
tactical advantages and implications are indeed significant, it may very well be that the strategic
advantages of reachback will ultimately be the primary drivers of its proliferation throughout the
defense establishment. Some of these advantages are merely an extension of those provided
by seabasing while others are advantages that go above and beyond what can be achieved
through seabasing. The strategic areas which will most notably be affected by reachback
include strategic mobility constraints, defense budget maneuvering, overall national power
application, diplomatic and host nation support agreements, and force protection.

STRATEGIC MOBILITY CONSTRAINTS
The United States armed forces have, in the post-Cold War era, been inundated with a

host of crisis response requirements and there is no strong indication that the emergence of
those requirements will subside any time soon. Unlike the Gulf War when Saddam Hussein
allowed the US and its allies a long build-up period, most crisis response requirements have not
offered such generous timelines on which to move capabilities into a given theater of operation.
The competition for strategic mobility assets has, as a result, intensified as the services seek to
maintain relevance and race to play a leading role in the newest crisis in the far corners of the

world.



The United States Army, recently feeling the sting of not playing the initial leading
ground role in Afghanistan, seems to be intensifying its transformational focus on lightening its
load so that it is better configured to get to the fight quicker. Katherine Mcintire Peters, in
discussing Army Chief of Staff General Shinseki’'s views on an Army logistics transformation,
recently wrote, “Under Defense Department’s direction, the Army is leading a study of mobility
issues facing the department ... a long-term source of tension among the services.” Much of
the answer does logically seem to lie in increasing US strategic mobility assets, yet this asset
shortage must compete with a myriad of other equally-pressing requirements during a time
when high-priced technologies are the leading ingredient in each service’s quest to transform
vast portions of their capabilities. While the United States Army is eager to have the United
States Air Force build more C-17s and the like, the Air Force has an equally, if not more,
pressing need to keep its over-worked fleet of fighter and bomber aircraft ready and modern to
respond to America’s insatiable appetite for air power as a primary means of military crisis
response. Furthermore, the Air Force effort to become more expeditionary has further diluted
the number of strategic airlift sorties available to the other services. Since expeditionary
aerospace support activities must be moved to the theater to support the initial air campaign,

the lift of other service capabilities will certainly be impacted if lift capabilities are not increased.

The United States Marine Corps, linked inextricably as it is to the Navy’s amphibious
shipping fleet, must work through frustrations not unlike those of the United States Army. In a
recent Marine Corps War Room Report that discusses Amphibious Ship Building in POM-04,
the statement is made, “ ... Although there are positive signs with regard to the health of the
amphibious fleet, there are several serious and persistent deficiencies in the overall proposed
program.”4 The United States Navy has a great deal more to be concerned with than just
amphibious lift and littoral power projection despite a continuously-documented amphibious lift
requirement of 3.0 Marine Expeditionary Brigades (MEB) with which it agrees.5 As the most
technologically-intensive service, the Navy has an aging and overworked fleet of aircraft that it
must maintain and replace, and there is no less a fascination with extremely expensive, high-
tech ships and submarines that can fire cruise missiles from afar to help respond to the latest
crisis.

Is this to say that strategic mobility assets are not an important priority? Absolutely not.
They are vital ingredients to our overall national military power but they must compete with other
ingredients, particularly “in vogue” ingredients such as high-tech aircraft, precision-guided
munitions, sophisticated communication and information processing systems, advanced ships,

and rising “people costs” that invariably take their toll on other programs. So the familiar



message of “do more with less” or at least “do more with the same” clearly seems to apply. And
if that is the message, which this author believes it is, the answer seems to lie in finding more
efficient ways to use the strategic mobility capacity the US already has.

Part of this efficiency can come through reachback configurations that enable
warfighters to cut the size of their Time Phased Force Deployment Data/List (TPFDD/LS),
bringing only those things to the fight that must actually be at the fight to have their intended
effect. While the specifics of those capabilities will be discussed in the follow-on section of this
paper, it is important at this point to gain an appreciation for the potential magnitude of the
efficiencies involved. In one of the more prominent analytical papers written on reachback, Air
Force Colonel Scott Britten discusses the potential efficiencies associated with operating a Joint
Air Operations Center (JAOC) supported by a reachback configuration. Britten explains, with
the concurrence of the US Central Command JAOC Director, that as many as 800 of the 900
personnel in a typical JAOC and between 50 and 70 percent of the associated work stations
could be located in CONUS with the help of a reachback system.6 This impact is not trivial with
respect to strategic mobility when one considers that deploying this entire JAOC to the theater
requires 41 C-141 loads for the equipment and three 'widebody" airliners for the people to
operate it/

Britten takes his analysis one important step further, particularly as it relates to the Navy
and the Marine Corps. He assesses the impact on the size and capability of a JAOC afloat
explaining that a command and control ship used to operate a JAOC currently has the
communications and deck space limit for a staff of 280 people who can plan and execute about
800 sorties per day. He goes on to explain that the Navy’s estimate of the capacity of one of its
command and control ships for directing sorties from a JAOC afloat jumps to as many as 2,000

sorties per day with surge capacity as high as 3,500 if the JAOC afloat were to be supported by

a reachback system.8

Britten’s analysis takes on added importance for the Navy and Marine Corps because
not only does it suggest that the JAOC can do the same air planning currently conducted on a
command and control ship through reachback, it also suggests that the JAOC can increase its
current capacity by two to three times. Such a transformational jump in capability for the Navy
and Marine Corps makes naval expeditionary forces even more robust and relevant in larger-
scale conflicts and may no longer make it a foregone conclusion that the Joint Forces Air
Component Commander (JFACC) will be an Air Force officer ashore.

Joint air operations planning is but one area in a vast array of capabilities and agencies
that are candidates for reachback to play a role in realizing strategic mobility efficiencies. And in



the lexicon of the military, many of these capabilities and agencies represent the “tail” of military
forces. As vital as these pieces of the “tail” are, they take up valuable space on our strategic
mobility assets, space that is needed for the “teeth” that must be expedited to the theater to

have their intended full effect in a crisis response operation.

DEFENSE BUDGET MANEUVERING

Budgetary limitations, in many instances, take the form of strategic mobility constraints
as they relate to reachback. But reachback can have implications for budgetary limitations and
"political” maneuvering that extend well beyond those related simply to the cost of strategic
mobility. As the United States Army recently learned from the cancellation of its next generation
artillery system (the Crusader), the administration generally and the Secretary of Defense
specifically do not have tolerance for plans and visions that are based on largely incremental
improvements in the military-related technologies of yesterday. The President was clear
throughout his campaign and remains clear today that he fully expects our defense
establishment to transform ... to by-pass generations of technology so that the United States
military continues to maintain its notable lead among the armed forces of the world.®

“Rice bowls” and “pet projects” appear to be breaking up in a corporate culture where
decision makers are not necessarily paying deference to plans and commitments that are
simple extrapolations of yesteryear's concepts and methods. And by and large, this approach
seems to be resonating loudly and clearly with a country that is fascinated to learn what the next
generation and beyond of technology will bring. In a recent CNN news story, the reporter
appeared to see few, if any, downsides to a decision made to spend $460 million for a defense
contractor to develop an unmanned bomber ... all indications were that this was indeed a great
step forward that furthered the American people's intense demand for casualty minimization.

What's the point? The point is that the services are in a strategic environment where the
administration seems to be rewarding those who boldly move forward to harness advanced
technologies that help maintain US primacy in the world. Reachback has essentially been
made feasible because of vast investments in information technology that have provided the
necessary links from the warfighter or businessman in a distant location to a base or office at
home ... an arrangement that in the civilian sector has resulted in a huge benefit by way of
many corporate bottom lines. It is the recognized way of the future for conducting operations
faster, easier, and cheaper, be it in the civilian or military sector. When the services recognize

this fact and capitalize on it in the articulation of their programs, they stand a much better



chance of successfully defending and maneuvering their overall budgetary requirements
through the administration.

The seabasing “programmatics” and budgetary requirements, if not properly articulated,
could set the Navy and Marine Corps up for another Crusader-type major program cancellation.
For years, the Navy and the Marine Corps have been reducing the amount of supplies and other
support activities they take off the ships during expeditionary operations. As such, they have
evolved gradually to the point where they can now fully articulate seabasing as the way they will
sustain naval expeditionary forces in the future. But the Navy and Marine Corps must
remember that they are not the only people in the world who recognize their gradual evolution to
seabasing and that fact could be important when the budgets needed to pay for a networked
seabase of ships must be defended. By fully fleshing out reachback as an important
complement to seabasing in all those functional areas where it is relevant, the Navy and Marine
Corps stand to optimize their seabasing requirements and, as such, increase the probability that
the bill payers will deem their investment essential, affordable, and sufficiently forward looking.
Furthermore, it could well be that the Marine Corps' long-standing fundamental requirement for

3.0 MEBs worth of amphibious lift may be realized because it has reduced the lift requirements

of each MEB through reachback '

OVERALL NATIONAL POWER

Colonel Britten, in his analysis of how a JAOC afloat could actually improve its overall
capability if supported by reachback, provides a good starting point for seeing how reachback
can actually increase military capabilities and power. His point is clear, the strategic mobility
freed up by not physically bringing certain people and equipment to the theater can be used to
bring additional warfighting capability for which we cannot reach back. But what about the
impact on the nation’s power beyond the military dimension. Could reachback capabilities be a
critical integrator that enables other elements of national power to synergistically expand the
possibilities for how the US projects its power and influence during times of crisis?

General Charles C. Krulak, former Commandant of the Marine Corps, answers this
guestion with enormous clarity and vision in a 1998 speech to the Armed Forces
Communications and Electronics Association (AFCEA) and the Naval Institute West as he
discusses what US forces must do to prepare for the 21% century. General Krulak stated:

“One of the breakthrough concepts employed by CBIRF [Chemical and Biological
Incident Response Force] is a reachback capability whereby a doctor on the
scene can make full use of consultation by the nation’'s leading experts in a
number of related fields. Our Subject Matter Expert Group, led by Dr. Josh
Lederberg, a Nobel laureate, and composed of 8 nationally and internationally



recognized civilian experts in science and medicine, is virtually at the scene of
crises with the doctor and with the commander. This kind of reachback
capability, if harnessed at the national level, could be of inestimable value in time
of crisis. Think of the industries and agencies represented here, and out there on
that exhibition floor. What if the commander at the scene of a crisis, or the CINC,
or the NCA, could have instant, unfiltered access to the leaders and engineers
represented here. What if we could expand that access to include:
environmental experts, computer programmers, information analysts,
construction professionals, and structural engineers, all manner of governmental
agencies, non-governmental organizations, specialists and wizards in every field
imaginable ... Then, we will have mastered our real national power. This is new
thinking. It presents new challenges. It is the way of the future.”™*

This is the potential of reachback. General Krulak was not just talking about some added
tactical capability that a commander might soon have to assist in dealing with some technical
problem on the battlefield. He is also not merely talking about leaving a few embarkation boxes
and people at home to make room for some extra M16A2 ammunition. He is talking about
reaching back to bring powerful informational and analytical capabilities from every element of
the national fabric to deal with the enormous complexities of the battlefield in a real-time
manner. He recognizes America's strategic advantage in information and is focusing the
audience on using that advantage to enhance the US's overall power and influence as a nation.
His vision further compresses the strategic, operational, and tactical levels of war and has the
potential to drastically improve the speed of decision cycles. Certainly this potentially
overwhelming access to vast amounts of information could present certain managerial
challenges but filtering processes continue to be refined that ensure commanders and their
staffs are linked to information assets, not liabilities.

Major General Daniel P. Leaf, USAF, director of operational requirements at the Pentagon
and former wing commander at Aviano Air Base during OPERATION ALLIED FORCE,
expresses an equally optimistic view of reachback and its all-encompassing value to the
military. Referring to his experiences in OPERATION ALLIED FORCE, Leaf recounts, "... They
had the potential to be even more effective since it was possible to access a multitude of
assets." He goes on to state, "we want to expand our ability to leverage these capabilities ...
we're really talking about the horizontal integration of all our capabilities. The goal is to reach a
point where the maximum number of people or weapon systems that can take advantage of a

capability or tool, are given ready access to it ... there were people from all over who were

contributing and their location didn't matter as much as the importance of their contributions.™?



Despite some question about the number of major theater wars the US can attend to
simultaneously, Leaf recognizes the possibility that the US might not enjoy the luxury of dealing
with one conflict at a time. As Leaf explains,

. during the Cold War, our focus was primarily on the Soviet Union and
Warsaw Pact threat. Now we're not sure where we will be next. That
unpredictability of where we may be called to apply air and space power
mandates more flexibility. Reachback gives us flexibility. It allows us to more
easily shift our efforts globally. This is important, especially if the Air Force is
conducting several ongoing operations. Reachback gives us the opportunity for
multiple theater commanders to access a capability and serve multiple customers
simultaneously."l
Major General Leaf's vision for reachback is also clear, he sees it as a capability that

expands the nation's ability to multiply and project its military power in a world of multiple and

unpredictable challenges.

DIPLOMATIC AND HOST NATION SUPPORT AGREEMENTS

Building coalitions is not a new requirement for national and military leaders ... it is an
enduring and ever-increasing requirement for conducting successful warfare in the 21°' century.
Despite strong international relations with friendly countries around the world, each crisis
situation provides its own set of challenges in which even a nation's best friends have interests
and issues that make coalition building a challenge. The array of possibilities for how a
particular ally might assist the US ranges from unfettered access to its forces and sovereign
territory, to a simple affirmation of the US's intended response with no accompanying material
support whatsoever, to total disagreement with the US's intent to respond to a given crisis.

Robust naval expeditionary forces have always been critically important in a world where
coalition building is a significant challenge or takes excessive time to complete. The US's ability
to conduct sustained operations from the sea has often been the difference that has allowed it
to respond e