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The Interim Brigade Combat Team (IBCT), the U.S. Army's inchoate mid-sized combat unit (six of which have been identified so far), is strangely familiar.  It trumpets combined arms, task organization, scalability, and a doctrinal obsession with reaching tomorrow's smaller-scale contingencies (SSC) quickly, unaccompanied, and more importantly, unrivaled by any other U.S. forces. In many regards, the IBCT is the U.S. Army's bid for strategic relevance in an era no longer dominated by the Cold War and its governing doctrine.  Yet to many Marines, the IBCT concept signifies the Army's desire to replicate not only the Marine Air Ground Task Force (MAGTF), but also its utility to the combatant commander.  However, a comparison between the two organizations reveals a different story.  Though a brilliant and long overdue concept, the IBCT remains too overburdened by deployment and employment deficiencies to serve as a credible alternative to the Marine Air Ground Task Force.

ORGANIZATIONS

The IBCT is structured as a mounted combined-arms organization consisting of approximately 3,500 soldiers.  Its primary maneuver element consists of three motorized infantry battalions,each deployed upon the IBCT’s “primary combat platform,” the light armored vehicle III (LAV III) family of vehicles (IBCT Operational and Organizational Concept 19).  Presently, the IBCT relies upon a battalion of towed 155mm howitzers to meet its indirect fire needs.  Other direct and indirect fire “lethal systems” include the mobile gun system (still under development), TOW IIB antitank guided missiles (ATGM), Javelin anti-armor missiles and 60mm, 81mm, and 120mm mortars (16).  The IBCT is further reinforced by combat support and combat service support units, including the Reconnaissance, Surveillance, and Target Acquisition (RSTA) squadron, a Headquarters Company, Engineer Company, Signal Company, Military Intelligence Company, and the Brigade Support Battalion (BSB).  Of critical note is the absence of organic aviation assets, an omission that will play a critical role in the IBCT’s employment deficiencies.       

In contrast, the MAGTF is a vastly more flexible organization.  Unhindered by strict organizational parameters, MAGTFs are “task-organized and vary in size and capability according to the assigned mission, threat, and battlespace environment” (MCDP 1-0 3-11).  Categorized into four types [the Special Purpose MAGTF, the Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU), the Marine Expeditionary Brigade (MEB), and the Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF)], MAGTFs can flex in size from one thousand to ninety thousand personnel.  While compositions and size may vary, all MAGTFs contain a Command Element (CE), Ground Combat Element (GCE), Aviation Combat Element (ACE), and Combat Service Support Element (CSSE).  Additionally, all GCEs are structured around an infantry organization and suitably augmented by artillery, reconnaissance, assault amphibian, tank, and engineer forces (3-14).  The ACE is capable of performing “some or all” of the six functions of Marine aviation using both fixed and rotary wing platforms and vary in size from an “aviation detachment to one or more Marine aircraft wings (MAW)” (3-15).  Finally, the CSSE is “task-organized to provide all functions of logistics necessary to support the continued readiness and sustainability of the MAGTF” (3-15).    

DEPLOYMENT CHARACTERISTICS

According to Air Force Magazine's senior editor John A. Tirpak, AMC is "groaning under the weight of new demands from military services, all of which are trying to be more expeditionary and get to the action faster" (Tirpak 1).  This statement reveals an issue common to all services—the criticality of strategic airlift.  "The demand for lift is an issue that will always be there.  We will never have enough lift, ever . . ." states Air Force Chief of Staff, General Michael E. Ryan (10).  True, these comments pertain primarily to two simultaneous major theater wars (MTW); however, lift assets will remain as finite as the immutability of events requiring them.  For an organization as dependent upon AMC as the IBCT, these demands will only serve to frustrate its ability to deploy where needed, when needed.  Without a reliable means of deployment, the IBCT is not likely to curry favor among combatant commanders any time soon.    

The mission-capable (MC) rates of AMC's two primary transports—the C-17 Globemaster III and the C-5 Galaxy—are also of chief concern to the IBCT's deployment characteristics.  Theoretically, a present-day IBCT would require approximately 92 C-17's and 76 C-5's to deploy from Fort Stewart, GA, to Saudi Arabia within 96 hours (Robel 6).  Unfortunately, this model does not account for the MC rates of these aircraft.  For instance, the C-5 Galaxy maintained a 57 percent MC rate one year ago and shows little sign of improvement (Askew 1).  If forced to deploy, this MC rate would equate to a reduction of sixty C-5 aircraft, or seventeen short of the IBCT’s lift requirements (2001 Annual Defense Review 167).   The C-17, currently replacing the C-141, has a much better MC rate due to its youth.  However, its MC rate of 75 percent would still reduce AMC's 120 C-17's (fiscal year 2003 projection) by approximately thirty aircraft, thus leaving the IBCT short once again (167).  With these maintenance challenges ahead, AMC’s ability to deploy the IBCT in a credible and reliable manner grows ever questionable.  In the words of AMC’s Commanding General, “you are not relevant if you can’t get to the fight” (Owen and Fogle 12).

 Finally, AMC may not always enjoy its traditional access to forward operating bases (FOB).  Whether denied for political, geographical, or by enemy "anti-access" technologies, such access is crucial if tenets like the IBCT are to reliably project combat power (Krepinevich 2).  During his testimony before Congress, Andrew Krepinevich, executive director of the Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assessments (CSBA), referred to these applicable issues when he quoted retired Indian Brigadier General Nair:

Access to forward bases is, by far the trickiest part of the American operational problem.  This is the proverbial `Achilles heel.'  India needs to study the vulnerabilities and create cover and overt bodies to develop plans and execute operations to degrade these facilities in the run up to and after commencement of hostilities.  Scope exists for low cost options to significantly reduce the combat potential of operating from these facilities (3). 

Anti-access technologies can certainly affect both port and air facilities; however, it is clear that the IBCT's relevance in any crisis bearing these technologies will ultimately rest with AMC's ability to confront them.  

So how does the MAGTF fare in a comparison of deployment characteristics?  As an expeditionary force in readiness, the MAGTF does not rely solely upon one means of deployment at the exclusion of another.  The United States Marine Corps articulates perfectly the MAGTF’s inherent flexibility when it states:

Deploying Marine forces rely on our unique ability to use any combination of amphibious platforms, strategic sea and airlift, and prepositioning capabilities to rapidly project forces anywhere in the world (Concepts and Issues 2001 21). 

Of primary import to this flexibility is the Corps’ unique association with the United States Navy.  “Anticipating requirements based on available indications and warnings and moving rapidly to arrive first at the scene by sea, forward deployed naval forces are often the first to respond to a crisis” (MCWP 0-1 2-3).  The most credible and visible example of these “forward deployed naval forces” resides within the Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU), the Corps’ “premier response force for smaller-scale contingencies” (Concepts and Issues 20).  Though considered the second smallest MAGTF, the MEU stands as an excellent example of the naval-based deployment flexibility theoretically imbued within each of the Corps’ four MAGTFs.    

EMPLOYMENT

The decision to disallow organic aviation assets from inclusion within the IBCT lies as its most significant employment deficiency.  According to Army Field Manual 1-100 Army Aviation Operations, aviation assets "greatly [enhance] the commander's ability to apply . . . four fundamental principles of war: maneuver, mass, surprise, and economy of force“ (3).  Additionally, Army doctrine places enormous emphasis on aviation's battlefield contributions towards intelligence gathering, fire support coordination, suppression of enemy air threats, logistics, and command and control (3).  Given the U.S. Army’s demonstrated and doctrinal respect for aviation assets, its decision to exclude them from the IBCT seems most surprising.  Andrew Krepinevich articulated this perplexing omission appropriately when he pondered, "what's this thing [the IBCT] supposed to do besides get there in a hurry?  It sounds like this thing isn't supposed to fight, it's just supposed to get to Albania in four days" (Pyne 8).  To better appreciate the debilitating repercussions associated with the IBCT’s lack of organic aviation, one need only turn to the tremendous capabilities afforded the MAGTF apropos its Aviation Combat Element (ACE).

“The aviation combat element (ACE) is a powerful and versatile part of the MAGTF’s combined-arms team, complementing the MAGTF’s ground combat element (GCE) and combat service support element (CSSE)” (MCWP 3-2 1-1).  To a large extent, the ACE is the MAGTF’s greatest strength, for it “affords the MAGTF the ability to deliver fires, facilitate integrated command and control, enhance mobility and maneuver, provide force protection, sustain combat power, and collect intelligence” (1-1).  Marine air can operate within the most austere locations and launch from multiple platforms.  Its operational reach facilitates the single-battle concept and augments the MAGTF’s ability to project combat power ashore.  More importantly, however, the MAGTF’s ACE is trained, organized, and equipped to support the individual Marine; its dominating and integrated presence within the MAGTF will continue to furnish a level of combat power far in excess of any organization devoid of such assets.   

The second employment challenge facing the IBCT concerns its concept of combat service support (CSS).  According to the unit's O & O Concept, the IBCT’s CSS structure is “purposefully austere to enhance deployability and force mobility" (51).  Unfortunately, this enhancement erodes the IBCT’s concept of support by reducing its maintenance personnel and increasing its reliance upon aerial resupply and host nation support (HNS). 

With its current configuration, the Brigade Support Battalion (BSB) remains ill-equipped to maintain its enormous fleet of vehicles.  According to the O & O Concept, initial brigades will be fielded with some 929 vehicles (19).  Regrettably, the IBCT has “help from only 12 mechanics in [its] brigade support battalion.  By contrast, a traditional Bradley battalion has access to 80 mechanics” (Pyne 4).  Maintaining a fleet of 929 vehicles is a difficult task, even in garrison; maintaining the same fleet in "austere" conditions—with only 12 mechanics—is seemingly impossible.   

The IBCT's concept of support also relies too heavily upon AMC for its sustainment needs.  “Aerial re-supply of operational stocks will sustain the IBCT for as long as it takes to establish an alternate LOC" (O & O Concept 52).  And what if Lines of Communication (LOC) fail to materialize as planned?  Such probabilities certainly exist and, depending upon the threat, may actually flourish.  Alas, the IBCT’s umbilical relationship with AMC strikes again.  In this regard, it appears no better suited to sustain combat operations (beyond the seventy-two hour mark) than the light infantry units for whom it was designed to ameliorate.  As such, it remains as equally debilitated, and to a certain extent, as equally irrelevant. 

Finally, the IBCT’s concept of support seems grossly reliant upon host nation assistance.  This reliance is especially pertinent for Class I subsistence) and Class III (POL) supplies.  "Water and Class III bulk will have to be provided from the arrival of the IBCT through reach operations" (O & O 52).  In nations where existing infrastructure is severely limited (i.e., Somalia), the IBCT may have enormous difficulties obtaining the necessary fuel and water required for not only sustained operations, but also for initial combat operations as well.   

The MAGTF, on the other hand, stands poised to provide fifteen, thirty, and sixty days worth of sustainment for the MEU, Marine Expeditionary Brigade (MEB) and Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF), respectively.  Just as the MAGTF task-organizes according to mission needs, so too does the supporting CSSE.  The six logistics functions of supply, motor transport, maintenance, engineering, health services, and services are all tailored to best support the MAGTF’s scheme of maneuver, be it for ship to shore (STS) movement or for sustained operations ashore.  Either way, the CSSE’s ultimate aim is to extend the MAGTF’s culminating point as far “forward” as logistically feasible.  Though aerial re-supply and HNS are utilized, they by no means constitute the MAGTF’s sole means of sustainment.  As such, the MAGTF’s self-reliance in this regard affords it a level of staying power far beyond that enjoyed by the IBCT.   

CONCLUSION

The IBCT does, in fact, share some similarities with the Marine Air Ground Task Force (MAGTF).  It is structured around an infantry organization, heavily reinforced, and extremely ambitious in its quest to provide the combatant commander a reliable option for strategic responsiveness.  However, its semblance with the MAGTF ends there.  Despite its “wish” to deploy within ninety-six hours, it cannot, for it relies too heavily upon an organization crippled to begin with.  The MAGTF, on the other hand, has at its disposal the United States Navy, a service from which it derives unmatched deployment capabilities.  The IBCT lacks organic aviation as a combined arm; the MAGTF exploits and integrates its organic aviation to its greatest advantage.  Finally, the IBCT does not appear capable of sustaining its forces for any period in excess of seventy-two hours, while the MAGTF is availed from fifteen to sixty days of sustainment, depending upon the organizational type employed.  If the IBCT is to increase its appeal among unified commanders, it must first address these deficiencies.  Until that time, it is unlikely that the IBCT will advance to the level of relevance currently enjoyed by the Marine Air Ground Task Force.  
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