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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the evolution of the role of the Director of Mobility Forces
(DIRMOBFOR) in command and control of the theater air mobility mission in support of a
joint force commander. The discussion is framed by two historically competing imperatives
that have driven the command and control structure in different directions. The struggle is
between the need to manage finite air mobility resources in the most efficient and effective
manner possible and the need to aéhieve unity of command. The thesis is that the
DIRMOBFOR, with changes contained in proposed service doctrine as well as some
recommendations by the author, has the potential to strike an éppropriate balance between
the two imperatives. The paper summarizes some historical lessons learned regarding
command and control of air mobility forces, reviews current doctrine, and explores the
application of present doctrine in some recent contingency operations. It then highlights
problems encountered, examines service doctrinal proposals, and offers recommendations to
further refine doctrine for command and control of theater air mobility forces. The
conclusions are 1) that air mobility forces work best as a seamless system commaﬁded by a
senior officer responsible to the joint force commander, 2) that present doctrine fractured a
previously seamless system, 3) that service proposals will mend many of the fractures, and 4)
that a full return to a seamless system can be achieved with some additional refinements,

such as delegating OPCON authority to the DIRMOBFOR.
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...airlift is...a foundation of US national security at the strategzc level and a crucial
capabzlzly for operational commanders within a theater. !

“Clear and effective command relationships are central to effective operations and
" organizations.

Air Force Doctrine Document 1

INTRODUCTION

The difficult, often contentious question of the control of air mobility forces operating
within a given theater of operations traces its roots to the 1920°s.> The central issue revolves
around the struggle between two significant yet competing imperatives. The need to provide
the most effective, efficient use of scarce mobility resources often conflicts with the
requirement to observe unity of command in a theater. Each necessitates a different
command and control arrangement with inherent advantages and disadvantages. Each
approach has strong arguments in its favor and each has been tried with varying degrees of
success. The thesis of this paper is that the present role of the Director of Mobility Forces
(DIRMOBFOR) has the potential to strike an appropriate balance between the two
imperatives, but it requires further refinement before a CINC can fully realize the
DIRMOBFOR’s potential. The analysis begins with a summary of past and present
command arrangements, followed by a recap of current doctrine. An examination of recent
experiences will highlight some shortcomings. Next, an analysis of pending service
proposals explores some potential remedies. Finally, I will offer several recommendations to

further improve the DIRMOBFOR to the CINC’s benefit.




HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The United States Air Force emerged from the Vietham War with a number of
lessons related to air mobility forces, particularly airlift. One of the most significant findings
of the post-war report, entitled Project Corona Harvest, was that large theater airlift
operations work best when controlled by a central organization, headed by a senior officer
with an airlift.background.4 One outgrowth of the Corona Harvest report was the‘
consolidation of all airlift forces under the Military Airlift Command (MAC) in 1974.%
Under this arrangement, MAC provided peacetime command and control for all airlift.
During contingencies, when a theater commander required .a significant airlift capability in
theater, MAC deployed a Commander, Airlift Forces (COMALF), along with a command
and control element. The COMALF was under the operational control (OPCON) of the
theater commander, exercised OPCON over the theater airlift effort, and integrated A
intertheater or strategic airlift into theater mobility planning.® The system favored an
efficient, appropriate use of airlift resources to provide seamless “fort to foxhole™ air
mobility.

Such was the state of affairs in 1990 when the Persian Gulf conflict erupted. MAC
deployed a COMALF in a “dual-hatted” role. He acted as both commander of airlift forces
- under OPCON of the theater commander and as MAC’s representative to manage strategic
airlift forces transiting the theater.” As in the 1970’s, this command structure was again
validated. The Joint Forces Air Component Commander (JFACC), Lt Gen Charles Horner,
cited the intermediate command structure as “instrumental in resolution of span of control
problems.”® The COMALF was the single point of contact able to authoritatively address

theater airlift force size, basing, tasking, airspace allocation, and training issues.




In 1992, as part of the post cold war Air Force reorganization, MAC became the
foundation of today’s Air Mobility Command (AMC) as it added the bulk of air refueling
aircraft to its strategic airlift assets and relinquished its theater airlift fleet. AMC’s focus was
the strategic or intertheater mobility mission of “fort to port,” while the geographic CINCs
were responsible for managing the theater mobility tasks of “port to foxhole.” Each was to
be responsible for command and control of its respective portion of the air mobility effort.'°
AMC established its Tanker Airlift Control Center (TACC) to exercise worldwide command
and control over strategic mobility forces, while the theaters were left to establish their own
systems. COMALF responsibilities as theater airlift commander during contingency
operations were elevated to the JFACC; thus the “dual hatted” airlift commander was
eliminated. This arrangement granted priority to theater unity of command and relegated
mission effectiveness to lower importance. In COMALF’s place, AMC substituted the
DIRMOBFOR. Today’s command and control arrangement for theater mobility forces was

instituted.

CURRENT DOCTRINE

Current command and control arrangements are specified in joint and service
doctrinal publications.” Specified positions and functions apply only when a theater stands
up an Air Operations Center (AOC) as part of a joint task force (JTF).!! Joint Pub 4-01.1
describes the DIRMOBFOR as a senior officer familiar with the theater and with an

extensive background in airlift operations, whose primary role is as an assistant to the JFC

* This discussion centers on command and control schemes for contingency operations in a theater without an
established control mechanism. Clearly, a CINC would use an existing peacetime structure before standing up a
new organization.




and JFACC in coordination of theater airlift issues. DIRMOBFOR exercises coordinating
authority between necessary agencies to resolve airlift issues. Coordinating authority, as
defined in Joint Pub 3-0, is authority to require consultation, but not to compel agreement.'?
The DIRMOBFOR also works through AMC’s deployed Air Mobility Element (AME) to
coordinate theater strategic airlift flow. The AME may or may not be integrated into the
theater’s AOC, which serves as the JFACC’s command and control organization. The AME
deploys as an extension of the TACC and remains under AMC’s OPCON, not the theater’s. 13

Joint Pub 3-17 describes how command and control of the intratheater portion of the
mobility mission is exercised through an Airlift Coordination Cell (ALCC) formed within the
AOC. ALCC functions include planning, coordinating, and managing the execution of
theater airlift operations. The Chief of the ALCC is subordinate to the AOC Director. The
| ALCC coordinates with the AME and DIRMOBFOR, if they have been established in the
theater, in order to integrate the two air mobility operations.’* Figure 1 details the current
command and control arrangement.

Service doctrine for airlift operations, defined in Air Force Doctrine Document 30,
mirrors joint doctrine. Another document, the JFACC Primer, describes in detail JFACC
duties and responsibilities. However, this extensive treatment of planning and executing an

air campaign makes no reference to intratheater air mobility operations.'®

RECENT EXPERIENCE

Since 1992, air mobility forces have been employed numerous times in contingency
operations under the command and control scheme specified in present doctrinal

publications. One of the earliest experiences was Operation RESTORE HOPE in Somalia




during 1993. RESTORE HOPE’s DIRMOBFOR noted that lack of a central authority
inhibited efficient use of limited airlift resources during the critical initial deployment phases.
As a result, prioritization of airlift did not fit JFC guidanée, which degraded overall mission
accomplishment. "

While nof employing actual forces, the Air Force’s BLUE FLAG exercise series
allows joint forces to test command and control concepts in a variety of scenarios. The 1995
exercise identified that AME and ALCC structure was not conducive to effective mission
execution despite efforts to integrate them. Poor coordination between the two agencies
resulted in exceeding airfield ramp capacities and competition for airfield usage and common
use assets such as loading equipment.'’

Operation JOINT ENDEAVOR, the airlift supporting peacekeeping efforts in Bosnia-
Herzegovina, also proﬁded lessons for airlift command and control. Organizational structure
took some time to develop but eventually resembled doctrinal models. The Air Component
Commander for Implementation Force (IFOR), a combined task force, exercised operational
control of airlift via a Regional Air Movement Control Center (RAMCC) embedded within a
Combined Air Operations Center.® One of the lessons identified during buildup of forces
was that the theater CINC’s staff lacked expertise in large-scale airlift operations.
Consequently, the AME that had deployed to support strategic airlift operations was asked to
assume responsibility for planning and managing intratheater airlift operations during the
initial days.!” RAMCC eventually assumed responsibility for intratheater missions. The
bulk of the early-arriving airlift consisted of C-17 and C-130 aircraft originating from the
same airfields and flying to the same destinations in support of the same mission, all the

while controlled by two distinct, separate command and control systems. The RAMCC




Director was dual-hatted as the DIRMOBFOR with responsibility for planning and executing
theater airlift missions. Once the AME was redeployed, he was able to exercise only limited
control over intertheater missions by assigning hard arrival times into area airfields.’ Lack
of centralized focus and control resulted in loss of synergy, mutual support, and
effectiveness. 2! The ultimate impact was decreased performance in support of the theater
commander. JOINT ENDEAVOR, in particular, highlighted doctrinal problems with the
DIRMOBFOR structure.”

The final operation providing significant lessons for the DIRMOBFOR’s role is
SOUTHERN WATCH in Saudi Arabia, supporting United Nations resolutions against Iraq.
The air component within Joint Task Force Southwest Asia (JTF-SWA) is structured in
accordance with current doctrine. The air component commander exercises OPCON through
an Air Operations Center. An ALCC is embedded within the AOC to of/érsee airlift forces
OPCON to the joint task force. The ALCC Director is typicalIy a senior major (O-4) or
junior lieutenant colonel (O-5) on a 90-day temporary duty tasking.

Routine sustainment operations do not require a significant number of intertheater
airlift missions dedicated to supporting JTF-SWA. Thus, a DIRMOBFOR and AME are not
normally present. Day-to-day operations are well established and function smoothly.?
During the frequent force surge deployments in response to Iraqi intransigence over the past
few years, however, large flows of intertheater mobility aircraft have been necessary. Twice
in 1998, during Operations DESERT THUNDER and DESERT FOX, a DIRMOBFOR and
AME were deployed to Southwest Asia. There was confusion during DESERT THUNDER
over theater attached airlift forces. The ALCC and AME were often in conflict over

responsibilities for mission reporting, itinerary deviation authority, and waiver authority for




various issues.”* The result was confusion for both customers and operators of theater airlift.
This problem reoccurred during DESERT FOX.?® Clearly, the current approach to command
Iand control of mobility operations within a theater has shortcomings. The next section
summarizes these shortcomings and introduces some additional problems with current

doctrine.

PROBLEMS WITH PRESENT SYSTEM

Recent joint operations exposed flaws within the current airlift control structure.
Current doctrine effectively prescribes two separate command and control systems
functioning within a given theater. The air mobility mission, however, can better be
represented as a continuum than two discrete spheres of responsibility. The two command
and control structures--AME and ALCC--could operate effectively in parallel given a strong
“bridge” to integrate them, but the JFACC is the wrong individual to assume that role. The
JFACC is normally a member of the combat air forces, not the mobility air forces.
Additionally, the focus of the JFACC’s doctrinal guidance is on employment of air power
forces, not air mobility. Consequently, he will not be well versed in training, capabilities,
requirements, and appropriate employment of mobility forces. Neither is the JFACC likely
to have the time or fesources to dev§te to plarining air mobility operations. As a result, he
may unknowingly neglect important basing, airspace allocation, and resource considerations
and produce an unintended, adverse impact on the JFC’s overall mission.2® JOINT
ENDEAVOR provided an unfortunate example when encampments were built on aircraft
parking areas, reducing airfield throughput and extending the overall deployment timeline.?’

In short, the JFACC needs a strong right hand to oversee the air mobility mission.




The DIRMOBFOR was an attempt to provide mobility expertise to the JFACC.
However, the DIRMOBFOR’s responsibilities are only generally defined in joint
publications. The unfocused command arrangements described earlier and possession of
only coordinating authority handicap the DIRMOBFOR’s ability to extract maximum
productivity from the air mobility system. More frustration awaits mobility forces when a
DIRMOBFOR is not assigned and responsibility for the mobility mission rests with a mid-
grade officer--the ALCC Director. Buried several rungs in the command chain below the air
component commander, this individual lacks the position, rank, influence, and access
necessary to promote the mobility forces’ needs and capabilities.?® This situation is
exacerbated in a combined operation such as JOINT ENDEAVOR.? 1t is clearly in the
JFC’s best interest to invest a senior mobility officer with the necessary authority to establish
and operate an effective theater air mobility organization that will optimize support of his
mission.

Capabilities of current generation aircraft have also blurred distinctions between
inter- and intratheater airlift. The C-17’s ability to perform direct delivery of cargo and
personnel from CONUS bases to virtually any airfield on the globe presents a dilemma to the
command and control system. If it operates between theaters, AMC retains control. A direct
delivery mission in support of the JFC, on the other hand, gives the theater an interest in
OPCON. An even more vexing problem is that of AMC aircraft conducting direct combat
employment missions such as long-range airdrop missions, inserting paratroopers into a
theater from staging bases in another theater. The issue of who should exercise control is of

fundamental concern and is a question not adequately addressed in present doctrine.




Others have chronicled this struggle.>’ Conflicts over resources which support both
inter- and intratheater missions; duplication of effort; scheduling of airframes inappropriate
to the mission, resulting in excessive operating costs and/or unused capacity; confusion on
the part of airlift operators and customers; and poor communication due to lack of
standardized processes and procedures have all been documented as resulting from the seams
in the air mobility system. All have a neéative impact on the execution of a joint force
commander’s operation. With the United States increasingly dependent on global mobility to
respond to crises with an expeditionary military, we can ill afford a command and control

doctrine which inefficiently uses “high demand, low density” mobility resources.

PROPOSED DOCTRINE

The Air Force has recognized the seams in the mobility system, particularly those
existing at the interface with the theater. It has initiated steps to close the gaps. One of the
first was an organizational change, when the Air Force shifted its C-130 fleet back to AMC
control. To explain this reassignment, Air Force officials cited precisely the concern
revealed above: a critical lack of mobility expertise in other commands.>! A simple
organizational revision, however, is insufficient to address the shortcomings of present
command and control arrangements. Draft doctrine documents are currently in coordination.
Their goal is to develop a truly seamless air mobility system during peacetime, which in turn
will simplify the transition to contingency operations.>
The draft doctrine reaffirms the AOC’s position as the focal point for command and

control of a joint task force’s air component. Within the AOC, the Air Mobility Division

(AMD) will be created as one of four core divisions. The AMD will plan, coordinate, task,




and execute air mobility operations within the JTF’s area of operations. The other three
divisions will be dedicated to managing the combat aircraft. The AMD will be directed by
the DIRMOBFOR, who works directly for the JFACC. The AMD will contain teams
focused on intratheater airlift and air refueling. It will also contain the AME to manage
intertheater airlift issues. The DIRMOBFOR’s responsibilities will be to direct AMC air
mobility support, coordinate tasking intertheater air mobility forces with AMC, direct tasking
of intratheater air mobility forces attached to the JFC, coordinate with the AOC Director to
integrate and deconflict air mobility operations with all other air operations, and coordinate
the most effective use of resources in accomplishing the JFC’s mission. The DIRMOBFOR
still will have no command authority but will be responsible to the JFACC for all air mobility

operations.3 3

A unique aspect of the proposed doctrine is a building block approach that shows the

transition of command and control relationships of air mobility forces from peacetime to

contingency operations. It acknowledges that command and control of airlift forces is a
complex task involving three interdependent, distinct structures (intertheater, intratheater,
and JTF) that must be fully integrated.** The proposed doctrine demonstrates how a joint
force commander might be given control of mobility forces and the resulting command

relationships. Figure 2 in the Appendix depicts the proposed arrangement.

CRITIQUE OF PROPOSED DOCTRINE

To this point, we have reviewed historical lessons, considered current doctrine,
explored recent application, discussed shortcomings, and examined proposed doctrinal

changes. We must assess the proposal in light of two precepts.
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The first relevant precept is that air mobility must remain responsive to fhe needs of
the geographic combatant commanders. As the warfighters, they are the principal customers
of the air mobility system. Unity of command is a critical consideration. While not an end in
itself, unity of command assures forces are aligned to support JFC objectives.

Second, air mobility works best as a seamless sysfem, especially w1th regard to
command and control.*’ Mobility forces will remain a scarce, finite national resource,
implying a need for centralized control to ensure limited assets are appropriately assigned.>¢
A seamless system is one in which procedures and oréanizations are transparent to the
customer and which is able to provide “fort to foxhole” service. Present doctrine fails this
test.

Given the primacy of unity of command and seamlessness, two questions present
themselves. The first question to be addressed is how responsive a proposed structure will be
to JFC requirements. The draft arrangement preserves unity of command as the
DIRMOBFOR and AMD remain under operational control of the JFACC. fhe JFACC
exercises OPCON of the theater mobility forces through the DIRMOBFOR, a clear
improvement over the previous advisory role. The DIRMOBFOR, while still only having
coordinating authority, has more clearly defined responsibilities. He is charged with
implementing the theater commander’s concept of operations. Direct incorporation of the
AME within the AMD, and designating the DIRMOBFOR its director should enhance
integration of strategic and intratheater mobility efforts. However, the draft doctrine is
unclear on who has OPCON of the AME. It still deploys as an extension of the TACC.>" It
is incompatible to have an element “directed” by a theater commander while it remains under

OPCON of AMC. The designation of DIRMOBFOR as an organizational peer of the AOC
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Director assures the JFC of the presence of a senior officer able to articulate the unique needs
and capabilities of mobility air forces. By having a command and control organization fully
plugged into both his theater and the global mobility system, a JFC gets the best of both
worlds: control of theater mobility assets and improved access to all air mobility resources.
Overall, this proposed structure preserves unity of command and improves support to the
theater.

The second question concerns how seamless this new system would be--how
efficiently and effectively the system would operate. Proper employment of air mobility
forces depends on standardized procedure:s.38 The proposed doctrine establishes the AMD as
a core division within the AOC. It is to be staffed by individuals well versed in air mobility
operations, drawn from a command (AMC) responsible for authoring standardized
procedures, and directed by a senior officer with a full appreciation of mobility operations.
Unlike the present structure. this more fully integrated team will be better able to match
requirements with appropriate assets to maximize usage of constrained mobility resources
and support JFC priorities. There will be few questions in the minds of either mobility
operators or customers as to where to turn to resolve issues or obtain mobility support. The
single point of contact, the DIRMOBFOR, supported by the AMD, will generate the
transparency of organization and process needed to make the system work seamlessly. The
draft service doctrine is clearly an improvement over current joint doctrinal command and

control, but there is room for even more improvement.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

The draft doctrine enhances the role of DIRMOBFOR to the overall benefit of the
JFC. The proposal represents a partial return to the historical dual hatted COMALF
structure. To fully realize the potential of the proposed command and control structure, we
should complete the return with a single bold stroke.‘ The JFACC should delegate OPCON
of theater air mobility forces to the DIRMOBFOR.

DIRMOBFOR OPCON would not violate unity of command within the theater nor
would it imply an elevation of the DIRMOBFOR to the same level as the JFACC. It would
resolve the DESERT SHIELD/DESERT STORM span of control problem. It would free the
JFACC to concentrate on his primary task: combat employment, rather than deployment and
sustainment.

Creation of a subordinate functional commander is not without precedent in joint
doctrine. Joint Pub 3-0 permits a JFC to establish a functional component, with OPCON,

* where unity of effort is especially critical to a given function.’® It would grant
DIRMOBFOR authority commensurate with his responsibility, and would represent a full
return to the proven theater airlift commander concept. Its sole drawback would be the ‘
addition of another layer of command.

Another recommendation would affect OPCON of the AME. I have noted the
incompatibility of AMC’s retaining OPCON. It would be appropriate for AMC to retain
OPCON of finite transient assets that must be available to support the global nature of
AMC’s mission. However, the AME deploys to support a specific theater. Without AME

control, the DIRMOBFOR himself lacks unity of command. The DIRMOBFOR is dual
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hatted as both the senior AMC representative and theater airlift manager. The AME could
serve a similar dual hatted role as 1) TACC representative to the theater and 2) theater
strategic mobility advisor. To provide standardized command and control procedures
between the AME and TACC, ownership of the AME should be resolved in favor of unity of
command. DIRMOBFOR should be the theater air mobility “boss.”

A final recommendation concerns depth of the doctrine. The draft proposal evaluated
here is a service proposal. The entire air mobility force is “owned” by the Air Force. Any
significant joint operation involving air mobility will draw heavily from that service. Thus,
Air Force doctrine will most likely be the default position for the JFACC to draw from in
establishing his organization. Future JFACCs may not be sourced from tye Air Force; JFCs
most likely will not be Air Force officers either. This potential constraint indicates the need
for the draft proposals and those offered in this paper to be incorporated into joint doctrine.
For these changes to be accepted and integrated across the entire joint community, they must

be integrated into joint publications.

CONCLUSION

With the increasingly expeditionary nature of the US military, air mobility will
remain a critical mission for all geographic CINCs. It is very doubtful the threats we will
face in the future will allow us time to develop a theater mobility system from the ground up.
Future lean logistics concepts will depend on responsive mobility assets. A seamless system
commanded and managed by mobility professionals offers the best solution for joint force

commanders.
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Air Force reorganization and the resulting structures reflected in current doctrine
moyed us away from proven concepts. Recent experience in contingency operations exposed
more gaps in the system. Proposed revisions to service doctrine go far towards closing the
gaps by formally designating DIRMOBFOR as the theater airlift manager. Further
adjustments will only improve the system. Continuing the evolution of the role of the
DIRMOBFOR to more closely resemble the COMALF of the past offers the best chance to
strike an appropriate balance between competing imperatives of efficient use of scarce

mobility resources and theater unity of command.
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