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Since its inception, the Mari ne Expeditionary Unit
Speci al Operations Capable (MEU (SOC)) has often been
referred to as the tip of the spear for Marine Corps
operations. These units provide conbatant commanders a
versatile force that can execute m ssions ranging fromfull
scal e conbat to Non Conbative Evacuation Operations. One
of the vital Main Subordinate Elements (MSE) of the MEU is
the Aviation Conbat Elenent (ACE). Centered around a
Hel i copter Marine Medi um (HW) squadron, the ACE provides a
MEU commander with significant conbat power. Prior to
depl oynment, the MEU goes through a rigorous 6-nonth work-up
period under the supervision of the Special Operations
Training Goup (SOTG. Due to increased operational tenpo
and conpressed tinelines, MEU (SOC) workup periods have
accel erated to an unprecedented pace. As the ACE prepares
for deploynent, many units are stretched thin in order to
acconplish their predeploynent training cycle. Wth
reduced training periods, the inportance of devel oping a
positive relationship with SOTGis inperative. To ensure
this relationship is devel oped, proper manning of qualified
personnel within SOTIG air departnment and the ACE wi ||
foster the professional rapport needed to guarantee the ACE
is prepared for any m ssion.

M ssion of SOTG




“The MEU (SCC) Predepl oynment Training Program (PTP) is
a rigorous, aggressive and focused training programthat
bui |l ds upon individual and unit capabilities of the MEU
Command El enent (CE) and its Major Subordinate El enents
(MBEs).”! To understand the basic mission of SOTG one must
understand that each SOTG is independently run by each
i ndi vi dual Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF). Al three
have slightly different views in regards to training
standards, but understand that all MEUs have the ability to
rapi dly depl oy throughout the world; therefore, every MEU
needs to be standardi zed. Third (I1l) MeEFs SOTG m ssion
statenent is “to provide training in special operations and
warfare in diverse environnents for the MEF.”? Associ at ed
with that statement are tasks which include to ”"conduct
speci al operations training, exercises, and evaluation in
support of the Marine Expeditionary Unit (Special
perations Capable).”® Al though SOTGis structured to train
the MEF, their primary mssion is to train and eval uate the
VEU.

Myt hs concerning the ACE before the MEU workup period

! Marine Corps Order 3502.3A. Marine Expeditionary Unit (Special Operations Capable) Predeployment
Training Program (MEU (SOC) PTP), 4.

2|1l MEF SOTG Homepage. Retrieved 30 November 2005.
www.iiimef.usmc.mil/SOTG%20WEB/Home%20Page.htm

11l MEF SOTG Homepage. Retrieved 30 November 2005.
www.iiimef.usmc.mil/SOTG%20WEB/Home%20Page.htm



Before 9/11, nost HWMMs worked off of a 24-nonth
rotation schedule. That schedul e consisted of a 6-nonth
wor kup, 6-nonth depl oynment and a 12-nonth period in between
to rest and refit with new Marines. As with any unit, HWs
have turnover periods which they release its nore
experienced nenbers and acquire new Marines. 1In the
aviation community, a pilot with two operational
depl oynments usually has the opportunity to | eave and rotate
out of the squadron. It takes roughly four years to
conplete two deploynents. Skilled senior pilots are the
backbone of the unit and nore inportantly provide much of
the instructor corps. |If a squadron is proactive, they nay
have the ability to influence this decrease of instructors
by training new pilots during the deploynent. Per the
Trai ni ng and Readi ness Manual (T&R), a “notional rotary
wing training progression”® takes a pilot alnost 1 year in
t he squadron to becone Conmbat Qualified. This nodel would
work perfectly if the squadron was able to acquire all of
its pilots imrediately after returning froma depl oynent.

Pilots need practice to hone their skills. This cones
through repetition in the aircraft. Wth such a rapid

turnaround of units, it is not uncommon for a squadron to

“Marine Corps Order P3500.14G  Aviation Training and Readi ness (T&R)
Manual  Administrative (Short title: T&R Manual, Adnministrative).



acquire new pilots weeks before (or during) the

predepl oynent period. This places a huge strain on the
operations departnment to train aircrew and fill the flight
schedule with qualified personnel. It is also inportant to
realize that in a nulti-crewed aircraft, those sane
stringent requirenents are also enforced on the enlisted
crew. Due to tine restraints and priorities, squadrons
often do not conplete their required training prior to the
wor k-up period. Therefore, it is inportant for the
squadron to comuni cate with SOTG prior to the work-up
period to ensure adequate flight is given for individual
squadron trai ning.

Recommendati ons for inprovenent

SOTG | acks proper staffing in the air departnment. The
tabl e of organization (T/O states that the air departnent
rates an air officer (Major), an assistant air officer
(Captain) and one senior Staff Noncomm ssioned Oficer
(SNCO in the shop. The table also states that those
of ficers should be Forward Air Controllers (FAC). Rarely
this is the case. COten, one officer fulfills all three
billets. This type of under manni ng causes a conplete
saturation of time and effort for that officer. He is
responsi bl e for the coordination, conduct of the training

and eval uation of nunerous training evolutions. Many of



t hese m ssions are not conducted on base and require a
significant anmount of tinme to coordinate and set up. He
nmust coordinate with the mlitary units as well as the
civilian authorities in the area which the units are
wor ki ng. He nmust also act as the overall safety officer for
the evolution. Another mandatory requirenent is that a FAC
be present during all training evolutions in which troops
enbark or debark an aircraft. |If the SOIG air officer is
absent, a FAC from another unit nust take his place. This
forces SOTG to reach out to other units to help assist in
the training. If a FACis not able to be present, the

m ssi on nmust be cancelled. This can lead to problens in
regards to training. Cancellations place an additional
burden on squadrons to make up the training. The air
department must be staffed at T/O  One officer cannot
conduct all three billets. This lack of manning could | ead
to poor training or even a potential mshap if they have
becone too inundated with other tasks.

When conducting this proper manning, you nust ensure
that qualified individuals are being placed in these
billets. When the nonitor is filling vacancies in the
departnment, the person filling the spot nust have the
correct qualifications. Third (I1l) MEFs SOTG states that

they nmust “maintain a cadre of qualified instructors



capabl e of instructing and devel opi ng speci al skil
instruction to the MEU.”® This statenent is true for al
SOIGs. It inmportant to understand this because those
instructors are recogni zed as the Subject Matter Experts in
their particular field and are responsible for the proper
training and eval uati on of each MEU

As stated before, the air officer and his assistant
must be FAC qualified. It is also a highly encouraged that
the air officer be a Weapons and Tactics Instructor (WI)
with recent fleet experience. Qite often, this is not the
case. Normally that person is Major, but on rare occasions
it my be a Captain. This rank inmbal ance can cause sone
serious problenms. This officer is the direct link to the
squadron. He is the one who conducts the day to day
interaction and hel ps establish training goals with the
squadron. He is also responsible for the conduct of
debriefs to the squadron Commanding O ficer (CO about the
progress of his/her squadron. Thi s prof essi onal
rel ati onship has to be based on respect and experience.
This individual nmust be willing to potentially criticize a
Commandi ng O ficer and his squadron and provide

recommendations to correct problens within that unit. How

® 11l MEF SOTG Homepage. Retrieved 30 November 2005.
www.iiimef.usmc.mil/SOTG%20WEB/Home%20Page.htm



credible will a Captain be trying to explain to the CO that
hi s squadron may have issues they need to work out? A
possi bl e solution to this problemwould be to nake fornmer
ACE CCs the air officer.® This former CO has just returned
froma depl oynent and has a vast anount of know edge that
could be beneficial to the next deploying ACE. As
par aphrased by a SWAT Lieutenant during a MEU debrief if
you don’t have instructors that have wal ked the wal ked, no
one’s going to listen to themwhen they try to talk the
talk.” If it is not feasible to place a former COin the
billet, a well-rounded MEU experienced senior Major or
Lt Col woul d hel p. MEU experienced is the key phrase in the
equation. A senior aviator does the air departnent no good
if they do not understand MEU operati ons.

Finally, the nost critical way to i nprove the training
during work up periods is develop a strong relationship
bet ween SOTG and the squadron. One way to inprove this

relationship is through the “trusted agent”?®

program A
trusted agent is a senior nenber of the squadron,
preferably a WII and safety officer, who acts as a

representative for the squadron during the work up peri od.

Thi s person establishes a working relationship with the air

® Email interview conducted with LtCol Strohman conducted on 15 November 2005.
" Email interview conducted with LtCol Strohman conducted on 15 November 2005.
& Capt Brand phone interview conducted on 29 November 2005.



department and becones an integral part in the preparation
and conduct of training. They attend initial site surveys,
establish training goals, and interact daily with SOTGto
ensure they are getting the training they desire. It is

i nperative that the squadron places a person of trust and
experience in this billet. They have the opportunity to
request unique and worthwhile training. If this billet is
left to a less than stellar nmenber of the squadron, the
squadron may | ose valuable training that coul d have been
acconpl i shed.

Concl usi on

As the Marine Corps continues to fight the war on
terrorism MEUs play an inportant role in our success.
Wth the increase in deploynent rates conmes the trade off
of lack of training prior to real world operations. SOIG
has the ability to prepare the ACE for that future m ssion
To ensure this relationship is devel oped, proper manning of
qgual i fied personnel within SOTG air departnent and the ACE
will foster the professional rapport needed to guarantee
the ACE is prepared for any m ssion.
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