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In the winter of 1846, Janmes Reed stunbl ed out of the
swirling snow and into Sutter’s Fort with a terrible story
on his lips. Hs party of eighty nen, wonen, and children
had becone stranded in the Sierra Nevada Muntains on their
way to California and were starving to death. M. Reed
organi zed a rescue. He returned to find half of his party
lying dead in their snowy cabins. Despite his valiant
efforts, M. Reed suffered blame and recrimnation fromthe
survivors who never forgot how a well provisioned
expedition, known as the Donner Party, was left to dw ndle
to not hingness in extrenme adversity just mles fromtheir
final destination. The Donner Party | acked the resources to
survive and maneuver in w nter nmountain conditions.

The Marine Corps today is |like the em grant novenent
of 1846, pushing west across the Rocky Mountains. The
Marine Corps’ goal is expeditionary maneuver warfare, but
its conmbat engineers are |like the Donner Party. The comnbat
engi neers are starving and stretched to the limts of their
manpower capabilities. In order for conbat engineers to
carry their | oad across the chall enges of today’s
battlefield the Marine Corps nust increase 1371 conbat

engi neer end strength.



Importance of Marine Combat Engineers

Mari ne conbat engineers are inportant because they are
Marine Air-Gound Task Force (MAGIF) engineers. This neans
t hat engi neers are task organi zed across each el enent of
the MAGTF: the ground conbat el enent (GCE), the air conbat
el ement (ACE), the conbat service support elenent (CSSE). A
dedi cated engi neer battalion, tailored to the requirenents
of its parent organization, resides within each MAGIF
el ement. Each focuses on and tailors itself to the m ssion
of its MAGIF commander

The Marine Corps’ capstone concept, expeditionary
maneuver warfare (EMWN, requires unprecedented nobility.
Marine Corps conbat engineers are critical to the nmobility
of Marine Air-Gound Task Forces. Key military nobility
tasks are conbat engi neer core conpetencies: obstacle
breaching, river crossing, and route clearing. A MAGIF' s
ability to acconplish any of these tasks depends on conbat
engi neer expertise and the unity of effort between all of
its functional conponents. Engineers do not project conbat
power to the far side of an obstacle; a MAGIF does. By the
same token, a MAGIF cannot effectively conduct route
clearing with the skills of Marine conbat engi neers. The

point is that conbat engi neer units nust be properly nanned



in order to properly play their role within the MAGIF. The
MAGTF needs conbat engi neer conbat support to ensure its
operational and tactical nobility.

The Expeditionary Force Devel opnment Systemt hat
repl aced the ol d Conbat Devel opnent Systemclearly
identifies a yawni ng chasm between current engi neer
capabilities and our present and future required
capabilities. The docunent called the Expeditionary
Maneuver Warfare Capabilities List (ECL) clearly states
that the Marine Corps currently has no capability to,
"Provide MCM for maneuver forces rapidly detecting,
breachi ng, and cl earing mnes, |EDs, UXO, and obstacles
fromthe beach exit zone inland to the objective while
i ncreasi ng standoff/safety and decreasing tinelines for
expeditionary strike operations.”! Engi neers can provi de MCM
to maneuver forces at a slow, deliberate pace and at great
risk to the Marines providing it. This shortfall is
anat hema to Expeditionary Maneuver Warfare. Command
detonated mnes will kill Marines conducting Distributed
OQperations tonorrow no | ess than Marines conducti ng
Security and Stability Operations today. The Marine Corps

nmust pay the cost of devel oping effective Mne Counter

L Marine cor ps Conbat Devel opment Conmmand, Expeditionary Maneuver
Warfare Capabilities List. (15 April 2005): 40



Measures. These sol utions cannot be made on a shoe string
or on the back of woefully under manned engi neer squads.

The G obal Var on Terrorism has denonstrated that
there is nore engi neer work to be done than the Marine
Corps has engineers. The proliferation of Inprovised
Expl osi ve Devices on the battlefield has pushed engi neers
past their manpower resources. Engineers are not trained or
equi pped to deal with the huge variety of ordnance |ying on
the ground. Wiile there are some who say that engi neers
shoul d not deal with it, necessity dictates otherw se (see
Figure 1)2
Figure 1: Coalition Forces |ED Fatalities (Jul 03 — Cct 05)°
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The fact is that so long as United States forces continue

to conduct counter-insurgency operations in lIraq and

2Figure 1 shows the number of Coalition Forces killed by victimactivation or the eneny’s
successful command detonation of a mine (also, commonly referred to as an | nprovised

Expl osi ve Device).

®According to the Iragi Coalition Casualty Count website
(http://icasualties.org/oif/Mthodol ogy. aspx), these statistics are derived fromofficial
DOD news rel eases http://ww. centcomml/ ,http://ww.defenselink.ml/rel eases/ ,which

gi ve name, rank, cause and place of death. This tally includes |ED KIAs of all Coalition
Counti es.




Af ghani stan, nobility, hence countering the |ED threat,
remai ns a MAGIF t ask.

Captured eneny anmunition is part of the IED threat.
The battlefields of Iraq and Afghanistan are strewn with
weapons caches, m nes and unexpl oded ordnance. These
condi tions have degraded the MAGIF s nobility throughout
t hese theaters of operation. The threat posed by Inprovised
Expl osi ve Devi ces has stopped all but the nost essenti al
novenents on the battle field. The steal thy enpl oynent of
t hese weapons has nmade their detection and interdiction
critical tasks. Wiile the task of elimnating these hazards
falls within the scope of Marine Corps conbat engineers,
they are not trained or equipped to performit. Conbat
Engi neers performthis task out of necessity because the
Marines who are trai ned and equi pped to handl e a huge
vari ety of ordnance cannot do it alone. Small, w dely
di spersed Expl osi ve Ordnance Di sposal teans cannot
physi cally dismantl e cache sites and cannot physically be
present to deal with all the explosives found on the
battlefield. Yet, the EOD refrain is that | EDs are not
command det onated m nes but sonething so conpl ex and
nmysterious that only EOQD and neurosurgeons can under st and
and stop them The over-arching point is that as a MAGIF is

not equi pped to deal with the problem Ironically, the



engi neers are the community best suited but |east able to
but al so indi spensable to MAGIF nobility.
Limits on Mobility
Pl anned equi pnent acqui sitions neant to address m ne
counter-neasures shortfalls do not constitute a m ne
counter-neasures capability. The fielding of the Arnored
Vehi cl e Launched Bridge (AVLB) and the Assault Breaching
Vehicle (ABV) will require manpower that the engi neer
community will take out of existing manpower structure. \Wo
wi || operate these vehicles? One answer is the 1371 conbat
engi neer mlitary occupational specialty (MOS). But, the
conmbat engi neer battalion engineer squad is al ready too
small. After their experience working within the conbined
15t and 2"Y Conbat Engi neer Battalion (CEB)in Qperation Iraq
Freedom WMajors Wlie and Jerni gan observed the foll ow ng:
Currently, CEB squads are eight 1371s (conbat
engi neer MOS). Can a conbat engi neer squad of
ei ght Marines reasonably be expected to carry and
enpl oy one shot gun, one M240G machi negun, one ML6
rifle with M203 grenade | auncher, one M249 squad
aut omati ¢ weapon, and four M6 rifles while
conpleting their denolition responsibilities.
Shoul d an infantry comrander be forced to forego

a weapons system or give up breaching capability?
W think not.*

* Michael Jernigan & Jay D. Wylie, “Looking to the Next War: Improving the Combat Engineer
Battalions,” Marine Corps Gazette (December 2004): 23-25.



A plan to use 1371 conbat engineers to operate breaching
(ABV) and bridging (AVLB) vehicles wthout increasing the
1371 end strength woul d reduce the nunber of 1371s
avai l abl e for engineer |line platoons. Extending this logic
begs the question: will engineers further thin out their
squads to keep the requisite nunber of platoons or wll
t hey reduce the nunber of platoons to keep the size of
t heir squads? More than equi prent and technol ogy, the size,
depth and training of engineer battalions set alimt on
Marine Corps mobility.
Austerity Breeds Controversy

Austerity foments controversy within organi zations. In
the Marine Corps a controversy has risen around the serious
threat of command detonated mines and the existence on the
battl efield of ordnance, ammunition and i nprovised
expl osi ve devices. Conpetition over scarce resources for
m ne counter-mne operations has pitted engi neers agai nst
t he expl osi ve ordnance di sposal (EOD) community. This
conflict has sensationalized the inherent dangers in
captured eneny ammunition (CEA) destruction and politicized
the battlefield roles of engineers and ECD

Despite the synmbiotic rel ationship between engi neers
and EOD on the battlefield, these conmmunities are fighting

for the resources to acconplish their mssions. This



struggl e played out in the pages of the Marine Gazette. In
his article “Expedient Ordnance/Munitions Destruction,” 1%
Li eutenant Jonat han Di sbro recounted how hi s conbat

engi neer pl atoon conducted CEA m ssions through theater,

| earning through trial and error.® GySgt Hi ggi ns responded
for EODwith an article called “Safety of Combat

Engineers.” Wthin the context of EOD conpetence and
expertise, GySgt Higgins nakes seenmingly irrefutable
argunent s agai nst engi neers’ handling CEA m ssi ons.
However, within the |arger context of MAGIF nobility and
m ne count ermeasure (engi neer conpetencies) these sane
argument s appear specious in the way they conpartnentalize
the 1ED threat into a special EOD task. In one exanpl e of
organi zati onal overreach, GySgt Hi ggins attenpts to
crimnalize engineer efforts at CEA destruction, stating,
“conbat engi neers conducting UXO (unexpl oded ordnance

di sposal) operations were in direct violation of ‘*Annex D

of U S. Central Command’ s operation order.”® I n another

exanpl e, GySgt Hi ggi ns conpares engi neer efforts to destroy

®J.S.Disbro, “Expedient Ordnance/ Munitions Destruction.” Marine Corps
Gazette 88:2 (February, 2004): 37-40. Retrieved online fromthe
ProQuest MIlitary Collection.

® A C Hi ggins, “Safety of Conbat Engi neers.” Marine Corps Gazette 88:5
(May, 2004): 54-55. Retrieved online fromthe ProQuest Mlitary
Col | ecti on.



CEA to amateurs attenpting neurosurgery.’ He paints
engi neers as renegade amateurs, recklessly destroying
ordnance that should be recovered by EOD for technical
intelligence and exploitation. GySgt Hi ggins al so overl ooks
the role in the area of operations of the onsite commander
who will ultimately make the call, based on advice from
engi neers and/or EOD, to destroy or not destroy CEA. The
fact is that nmobility, hence countering the IED threat, is
a MAGTF task

Certainly the dispute was ugly, but for all the
cl anor, one organization got what it needed. The community
with the nost effective advocacy (EOD) received a najor end
strength increase not to nmention the acquisition of
critical equipnent including robots, optics, tool kits, and
m ne survivable vehicles. But this outcome had unintended
consequences. The struggle for resources produced a w nner
and a loser. It also created the inpression that one side
was right and one side was wong. This struggle created a
new perception: the IEDis ECD turf. Wiile this viewis
denonstrably false, it is widely subscribed to and has
serious ram fications for EMN | EDs cannot be consi dered
apart frommne warfare. | EDs should not be treated as an

exclusive, new line of funding for EOD robots. The

" Higgins, 54
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inability to counter | EDs should be and is considered a
capability gap in the Marine Corps’ mne countermneasures

t hat degrades MAGIF nobility. IEDs are a threat that
require the full attention and conm tnment of the MAGITF and
t he Expeditionary Force Devel opnent System |Increasing the
end strength of conbat engi neers should be part of the

sol uti on.

Joint Engineer Equals MAGTF Engineer?

As The Marine Corps stands up two new infantry
battali ons and the new Speci al Operations Conmand there
shoul d be a correspondi ng end strength increase for conbat
engi neers. The tenptation to enploy these units and
battalions wi thout Marine conbat engi neers could be very
strong. Does the Marine Corps really want to depend on just
any engi neers? Some will point to Arny engi neers or the
Navy's Naval Construction Battalion as a possible source
for our m ssing engineer capability. But, will joint
engi neers sol ve our problens better than Mrine Corps
conmbat engi neers solve their own? Consider Operation Iraq
Freedonml s engineering feats: 60 mle hose reel operations,
120 river crossings. MAGIF engi neers provi ded unprecedented
engi neering solutions for unprecedented mlitary naneuvers.
For all that we did not have as a MAGIF, for all that we

| acked as engineers (including theater |ift and necessary
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comuni cations) we proved to be greater than the sum our
parts. The MAGIF is the platform for national power
projection; to it any service conponent can be integrated
or attached. But joint engineering does not necessarily
guar ant ee MAGTF engi neeri ng.
Summary

The Marine Corps is like the em grant novenent of
1846, pushing west across the Rockies. The goal is
Expedi tionary Maneuver Warfare. The Engineers are |ike the
Donner Party, starving for resources, desperate to push
forward. The Marine Corps should invest in MAGIF nobility

t hrough a conbat engi neer end strength increase.

2,037 words
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