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Agesilaus answers a man who asks
why Sparta has no walls by pointing to the army

and saying, ‘There are Sparta’s walls.’
—Silius Italicus1

DURING THE 1st century A.D., Silius Italicus
recognized the supremacy of man over ma-

chine as he decried Rome’s reliance on its walls to
defend it against attack. The French learned the les-
son when they saw that the Maginot Line was no
match for the Wehrmacht. The lesson—that a
nation’s soldiers, not new technology, are its best
defense—is worth remembering as America’s Army
builds its 21st-century force.

Is the Army in danger of placing too much reli-
ance on new technology? The Army has long stud-
ied the requirements for the Objective Force, which
it expects to field between 2010 and 2020. The op-
erational and organizational (O/O) plan outlines the
capabilities this new force would require. The Ob-
jective Force would depend heavily on technologi-
cal improvements. The plan recognizes the need for
a new way of thinking about soldiers, leaders, and
units to enable them to use new technology to their
advantage instead of relying on technology to make
up for personnel inadequacies.

U.S. Army Training and Doctrine Command
(TRADOC) Pamphlet (Pam) 525-3-901, The
United States Army Objective Force Operational
and Organizational Plan for Maneuver Units of
Action, states, “By far the most important design
requirement of the Objective Force UA [unit of ac-
tion] will be the development of adaptive soldiers,
leaders, and units.”2 Because brigade- and battal-
ion-level commanders of tomorrow’s UAs are now
lieutenants, captains, or majors, the Army must be-
gin now to design and field the organizations to de-
velop leaders with the skills and attributes the fu-
ture fighting force will need.

Unfortunately, many of the Army’s organizational
and administrative requirements undermine the at-
tributes that leaders, soldiers, and units explicitly re-

quire for the Objective Force. The most egregious
is the Army’s individual-centric personnel policy. The
individual replacement system continuously rips
apart the cohesion that fighting teams need. The
Army must institute a unit-centric personnel policy
to build individual skills, but not at the expense of
operational units. The Army does not need to wait
for new technology; such a system is possible now.

Always Ready? Never Ready
In Path to Victory, Major Don Vandergriff ex-

plains the origin of the individual-replacement sys-
tem, which stems from a strategy that assumes the
full mobilization of the Nation’s resources to conduct
a war.3 Chief of the Army Reserve Lieutenant Gen-
eral James R. Helmly recently claimed, “All of our
processes are built for wars in which we have some
amount of warning time; against a distinct state ac-
tor; against which we mobilize a large amount of
forces, and then it’s over and they go home.”4

Helmly was speaking of U.S. Army Reserve
(USAR) mobilization plans, but what he said relates
to the Total Army as well. The Army’s policies sup-
port the notion that there will be a long lag between
the decision to employ the Army and its actual use.

Military affairs writer and reporter Elaine
Grossman says, “Nearly all the services are orga-
nized around a preset rotational base for portions of
their force to train up, deploy to expeditionary op-
erations, return for a recovery period, then train up
again. The Navy has deployed carrier battle groups
in this manner for many years, and the Air Force
adopted a similar approach with its Aerospace Ex-
peditionary Forces in late 1999.

“Army officials say their objective is to keep all
their active-duty forces at the highest state of readi-
ness, and—at least thus far—have rejected the na-
val model of a rotational base for their own use.”5

The Army clings to the belief that all active units
should be ready to deploy at any time. Young Army
leaders quickly learn that a unit or division cannot
stay at readiness condition 1 indefinitely. Numerous
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RAND Corporation studies, Government Account-
ing Office reports, Center for Army Lessons
Learned articles, and internal reports corroborate
that, in general, Army units cannot perform no-
notice deployments as easily as unit-readiness re-
ports indicate. A former battalion commander who
researched the issue at the Army War College dis-
covered that 30 to 40 percent of individuals in a unit
cannot deploy once alerted for a small-scale con-
tingency despite the fact that unit commanders, in
strict accordance with regulations, were reporting
readiness levels of between 91 to 97 percent.6

The primary reasons for the disparity between
reported and actual readiness levels are that many
soldiers are awaiting permanent changes of station
(PCSs), expirations in terms of service, or retirement.
Others have been stabilized because they have re-
cently returned from senior service colleges or Ko-
rea or were attending professional schools. These
symptoms of the Army’s individual-centric person-
nel system demonstrate the sheer folly of expecting
units with varying degrees of individual readiness to
immediately deploy with any reasonable standard.
A continuous stream of arriving and departing sol-
diers and leaders virtually guarantees that the high
levels of trained Army units required in the post-Cold
War world will be impossible to attain.

Because of the demand for always-ready units,
units cannot stand down to absorb turnover and be-
gin an intensive training cycle. Instead, units experi-
ence turnover at a near-constant rate. Units never
reach the level of being totally untrained, but because
of the constant turnover, they never reach true ex-
cellence either. The Army’s training doctrine de-
scribes a narrow band in which units are designed
to operate; there is even a name for it—the band
of excellence. In truth, it is a band of mediocrity.

A Proposal
U.S. Army Colonel Timothy R. Reese makes a

compelling case for a rotational readiness system:
“We constantly find ourselves retraining on the most
basic tasks since, as a unit, we cannot get beyond
the rudiments of our profession when individuals are
constantly missing from the training.”7 The problem
is ongoing personnel turbulence. Replacing the indi-
vidual replacement system with a unit-centric sys-
tem would correct many of the deficiencies Reese
identifies.

In a unit-centric system, the Army would rotate
deployable, all-arms units through sequential readi-
ness phases. Unit personnel would move within a
single 6-month phase at the beginning of a 2-year
cycle. For the next 2 years, the unit would train to-
gether with the same people in the same positions.

In the second year, the unit would be available for
deployment.

Unit readiness would climb steadily to “excel-
lence” when the unit would be deployable. After the
unit’s deployability window closes, the unit would
stand down for remanning and retraining. Since
deployability windows would be staggered, some
units would always be immediately ready for action.
This proposal will require changes in organization,
training, and personnel.

Organizational changes. The brigade would
become the all-arms, deployable, modular unit that
the Army would provide to a corps or joint task
force. Today’s brigade combat team (BCT) is
formed by adding attachments, or “slices,” of com-
bat arms, combat support (CS), or combat service
support (CSS). The new brigade would closely re-
semble today’s BCT in capability, but slices would
be organic, not attached.8 The division would no
longer have deployable assets and, hence, would no
longer be a tactical unit. Instead, divisions would con-
sist of four similarly organized brigades, with each
division having a different mix of capabilities to al-
low the Army to keep a broad array of light to heavy
capabilities always available. The division’s mission
would be to organize, train, equip, and deploy bri-
gades.

Training changes. Each of the four brigades in
a division would rotate sequentially through four train-
ing phases over a 2-year period. At any given time,
one brigade would be unavailable for training be-
cause its soldiers would be in individual training at
home station and at Army schools. Another brigade
would be in an intensive train-up process. The third
and fourth brigades would have already completed
training, including a rotation to a combat training cen-
ter (CTC) and would be ready to deploy. At the close
of a unit’s deployability window, it would stand down
and then begin the process again.

Personnel changes. All personnel policies for the
operational brigades would be unit-centric. Schools,
PCSs, and changes of command, would be timed
to support the unit’s training mission, rather than de-
tract from it. At the end of this 6-month phase, per-
sonnel would be locked into a position for 18 months
and moved only by exception. Promotions would not
alter positions. There is nothing inherently wrong in
having a captain as a company executive officer or
a staff sergeant as a platoon sergeant with a pro-
motable staff sergeant in the platoon. Personnel
changes would be infrequent, but in the uncommon
event of leader incompetence, the officer or soldier
would be removed as quickly as possible. Ideally,
these changes would be made not later than 3
months into the 6-month unit-training phase.

DEVELOP PEOPLE



42 May -June 2004 l MILITARY REVIEW



43MILITARY REVIEW l May -June 2004

Advantages
A unit-centric personnel system would build much

of the “bill”  for Army trainees, transients, holdees,
or students into units that are, by definition, C4 for
individual training.9 This would allow an increase in
the percentage of assignments to tactical units, with-
out increasing the force’s overall size.

Time on station (TOS) would increase. Overseas
commitments (especially to Korea) would drive av-
erage TOS down. Current TOS for soldiers in Ko-
rea averages 14.3 months. In the continental United
States (CONUS), the average TOS is 30.9 months.
Movements to and from Korea account for 22 per-
cent of CONUS turnover.

Replacing Korea-based forces with CONUS-
based rotating units would increase CONUS TOS
by 12.8 months.10 The target TOS should be greater
than 48 months to allow soldiers to spend two or
more complete training cycle rotations with the same
unit, increasing cohesion and competence. Also, the
Army could enjoy significant cost savings if it re-
moved some of its permanently based overseas units
and replaced them with rotating units.11

Longer TOS at CONUS locations could lead to
greater community involvement, a benefit of inesti-
mable value to spouses and families. One demo-
graphic change that all services are confronting with
difficulty is the rise in the number of two-wage-
earner families. Increasing TOS allows spouses to
complete their education or gain fulfilling employ-
ment.

Knowing when a soldier is available for deploy-
ment will be of inestimable value to families strug-
gling under the omnipresent burden of deployability.
Also, personnel managers would find it much easier
to schedule schooling and moves.

Challenges
Changing from an individual to a rotational readi-

ness system will not be easy. Since the brigade com-
bat team, as defined by U.S. Army Forces Com-
mand (FC) Regulation 350-50-1, Training at the
National Training Center, does not include avia-
tion assets, except for a small amount of general sup-
port (GS) aviation support, this analysis does not look
at most divisional aviation assets.12 Undoubtedly,
there will exist a need for reconnaissance, attack,
and additional lift assets within the BCT. A good
starting point would be for each brigade to receive
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a company of each and maintenance assets to sup-
port them. Including these assets within the brigade
would not increase personnel numbers significantly
but might necessitate acquiring new aircraft and the
equipment to support them.

Combat support and CSS branches could lose
commands. However, many of those units were
never operational commands. Division Artillery and
Division Command commanders rarely have opera-
tional control of all their organic assets even when
entire divisions deploy. This also applies to air de-
fense artillery, signal, and military intelligence units.
Rarely, if ever, do these battalions train, deploy, and
operate as intact units. One reason why a senior of-
ficer from each branch or functional area should be
in the division is that he can help train specialized
units and individuals with niche skills. Eliminating
branch identities should be considered at the field
grade level or, perhaps, consolidating the branches
into three areas: combat, CS, and CSS.

More cohesive units place greater demands on
leaders. The 1980s Cohesion, Operational Readiness,
and Training (COHORT) experiment found that
the more cohesive units led to greater soldier
self-motivation, which required more leaders
with special skills.13 Many COHORT unit leaders
were of an age that they had developed their lead-
ership skills in a draftee environment, so it is prob-
able that the skills needed to lead self-motivated
soldiers had been developed during the post-
conscript decades. Those leadership skills and at-
tributes, therefore, might not be special as much as
different from those that were more common dur-
ing an earlier era.

Unit-centric personnel policies that produce more
cohesive units could substantially benefit from team-
ing—an organizational concept corporations use. Of
course, this implies reassessing old leadership ideas
and norms. The power of rank, authoritarian lead-
ership, and the definition of fraternization, among oth-
ers, would be up for review. Leaders would have
to be more team-focused than authority-driven,
which would require a significant change in the in-
stitutional mindset.

Rotating units through readiness levels might ap-
pear to decrease available Army combat power, but
the opposite is actually true. Today’s divisions find
it difficult to deploy two brigades simultaneously. The
82d Airborne complained that with one brigade de-
ployed to Afghanistan, it had difficulty meeting its
required missions.14 Committing a second brigade
would cause the rest of the division to become in-
effective.

Although a division is composed of three brigades,
it cannot deploy three separate brigades simulta-
neously.15 The divisional units necessary to support
a single deployed brigade do not exist in triplicate.
For many functions (personnel, maintenance, medi-
cal, command and control), it is nearly as difficult to
support one deployed brigade as it is to support the
entire division. Economies of scale actually allow the
division to reduce support requirements for an en-
tire division. In other words, divisions are not de-
signed to facilitate the detachment of individual bri-
gades. To say that the deployment of a brigade
essentially commits the entire division is no exag-
geration.

Exacerbating a division’s inability to deploy three
brigades is the individual replacement system itself.
Because of attendance at professional schools,
pending moves or retirements, and Army and local
policies that prohibit the deployment of soldiers who
have recently returned from overseas, only 70 per-
cent of today’s soldiers are available for immediate
deployment.16 Currently, when the first brigade de-
ploys, it often “trades” its nondeployable soldiers for
deployable ones from the other two brigades, which
leaves the remainder of the division in an even less
deployable condition.

Reese says, “We train individuals who belong tem-
porarily to a unit. They move in and out of those
units based on their personal professional develop-
ment time line. What the unit is doing is of little or
no consequence.”17 The net effect is that three-
brigade divisions are barely able to field two brigades
for deployment.

Rotating readiness through four brigades within
a division would mean that one brigade would be
immediately ready to deploy and a second could de-
ploy within 30 days. Brigades would also be con-
tinuously reforming and would be ready to relieve
previously deployed brigades. These brigades would
enjoy the benefit of having recently completed train-
ing, including a brigade-level CTC rotation with the
same personnel in the same positions. Therefore, not
only could a division with a unit-manning system
more easily field two brigades, it could field better
trained and more effective units than currently
possible.

The personnel replacement system might not lend
itself to use by the U.S. Army National Guard
(ARNG) or the USAR. If so, would a unit-centric
personnel system in the Regular Army but not in
Reserve Components (RC) create two systems,
each with its own rules and standards? At minimum,
the Army would need to rethink the roles, missions,
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and functions of RC elements. By all accounts, how-
ever, an honest reappraisal of RC organizations is
long overdue.

A change would induce a significant one-time cost
as divisions add infrastructure. In addition to having
to stand up a fourth brigade, each division would have
to create four times the number of support elements
needed to support one brigade. Further analysis
might indicate that each division would need only
three brigade “sets” of equipment.

Because a unit in Phase I might not need its
equipment. Having that equipment when the unit
does not have the manpower to maintain it causes
difficulties. Once fielded, operation and maintenance
costs should not be significantly greater than they
are today. If units rotate to Korea for 6-month de-
ployments, overseas infrastructure costs and PCS
costs and entitlements will decline. Millennium Chal-
lenge 2002, part of the Joint Forces Command’s
Transformation efforts, demonstrated the utility of
keeping some forces overseas to expand global cov-
erage. Therefore, the expected cost savings asso-
ciated with rotating CONUS-based units overseas
must be balanced against the strategic and opera-
tional benefits.18

Since there would be no individual replacements
once a unit began Phase II, a unit-centric readiness

system would require a greater-than-100-percent fill
of personnel to make up for attrition, which implies
a requirement to study attrition rates by rank and
military occupational specialty. Also, a new soldier
would not be assigned to a unit in Phase I until af-
ter completing basic training, which can reduce at-
trition during the 2-year cycle.

Leaders must determine the grounds for removal.
Most contentious of these is pregnancy. If, during
Phase I, a soldier finds herself pregnant, and thus
nondeployable, should she be removed from a unit
with an upcoming deployability window? Leaders
must also evaluate any other reasons why soldiers
might be nondeployable for extended periods. Dur-
ing Phase I, it also makes sense for units to front-
load all deployability requirements, including
medical, dental, legal, and other regulatory and ad-
ministrative requirements, as well as mandatory
individual training such as prevention of sexual ha-
rassment.19 Knowing that everyone is ready admin-
istratively would allow units to concentrate their en-
tire effort on unit training and deployment.

A unit-centric system might create more limited
options for soldiers in their reenlistment windows. To
join a deployable brigade, soldiers must agree to ex-
tend their service through the end of the unit’s
deployability window.20 Some units would not be

Virginia Guardsmen of the 29th
Infantry Division inprocessing at
Multi-National Division (North),
Tuzla, Bosnia-Herzegovina,
on 18 September 2001.
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available to a reenlisting soldier, but because at any
given time every division will have one brigade in
Phase I, every division would be accepting soldiers
at all times. Obviously, the U.S. Army Recruiting
Command and retention specialists must have in-
creased visibility of the “supply chain” of available
personnel and positions. Web-based personnel as-
signment systems currently under development will
help in this area.

The inflexible nature of a unit-centric system could
prevent new soldiers from coming on active duty
except during the first phase of unit rotations, which
could cause the Army difficulty in dealing with the
bubble of new enlistees and officers who join the
Army during the summer months following high
school and college graduations.21 Each division will
require a nondeployable support element that would
have an opposing force (OPFOR) within it. This
unit, with the division’s support and staff elements,
would continuously need new personnel because it
would not be operating under the same unit-replace-
ment system.

The OPFOR battalion, although a nondeployable
unit, would be one of the most active units in the
division. Because it would go to the field more of-
ten than any other unit in the division, unit personnel
would acquire an incredible amount of operational
knowledge in a short time—not unlike that which
new soldiers now receive when they are assigned
to Army OPFOR units at the Army’s training cen-
ters. The new system would afford ample opportu-
nities for soldiers to learn their craft, if they are not
immediately assigned to an operational brigade.

Not every unit can rotate its people by unit, so
the Army must have two personnel systems: a unit-
centric model for deployable units of brigade size and
smaller and an individual replacement system for
headquarters and unmodified table of organization
and equipment units. Even within the division, two
systems would exist since the Army would fill
nondeployable division assets individually.

Does this plan create a system of haves and have-
nots? Not necessarily. The unit-centric system would
not be built around deployable brigades so much as
it would be founded on the concept of systemati-
cally building rotating deployable units. Occupational
fields that do not often deploy as entire brigades
(such as military intelligence and military police units)
could employ the same type of rotational system us-
ing smaller units. Conversely, corps assets that do
not organize as divisions (such as armored cavalry,
aviation, and artillery units) can amalgamate four
similar organizations under one training “division”

headquarters, to ensure a ready supply of operational
units.

What is fundamental is not the rotational unit’s
size, but that units organize, train, deploy, and demo-
bilize as units, not as groups of people assembled
temporarily. Unfortunately, the Army’s personnel
managers would have to cope with two different
personnel systems simultaneously. Recognizing that
fact is the first step to bridging gaps between them.

During periods of extended combat, how can units
sustain effectiveness? Creating a personnel system
suitable for a peacetime training environment but not
suitable for war would be unacceptable. Bringing un-
trained soldiers to a unit already in combat would
be a tragic mistake. Under the new plan, units within
a unit-centric model would achieve combat power
while in sustained combat, although the phases could
be compressed.

One concern about using a unit-readiness system
is that a unit rotating out of combat would some-
how be stripped of combat veterans before it re-
turned to combat. This must not happen. Once com-
bat strength drops to a certain percentage, the unit
would have to be pulled off the line and reformed
with new personnel to keep necessary combat ex-
perience in the unit.

A unit-centric system would create the opportu-
nity for greater inequity between units. A unit that
loses a disproportionate number of its people in
Phases I and II, whether for unavoidable reasons
or because of leadership failure, would feel a need
to equalize differences between units. For leader-
ship issues, this would call for identifying and elimi-
nating problems early, even if that meant an early
relief of command.22 At times, circumstances might
warrant cross-leveling personnel within the brigade.
Such moves should occur early and involve the least
amount of travel. If cross-leveling will solve the
problem at the company or battalion level, that
should be the first choice. Only as a last resort
should the brigade look outside itself for new per-
sonnel. Ideally, to create as much of a unit bond as
possible, brigades should attempt to make all per-
sonnel moves not later than halfway through the unit
training cycle.

If a division has deployed one or even two bri-
gades, how could it simultaneously train the next bri-
gade? The division headquarters must have organic
subject matter experts (observers and controllers)
and an OPFOR. Before the Combat Maneuver
Training Center (CMTC) at Hohenfels, Germany,
had a permanent OPFOR, divisions provided their
own OPFOR for training. The divisional cavalry
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squadron often performed the OPFOR mission for
the rest of the division. Since many of today’s bri-
gades have organic reconnaissance assets, the divi-
sional cavalry squadron is still available to perform
the OPFOR mission.

Each division would need a permanent OPFOR
unit similar in size and capability to existing divisional
cavalry squadrons. Such a unit, though nonde-
ployable, would be a formidable force for training
deployable brigades. Given that every 6 months it
would train another brigade in the field, the OPFOR
battalion would contain skilled soldiers. In fact, hav-
ing this unit at the division level would act as a re-
lief valve by absorbing excess soldiers arriving in the
unit because of the cyclical nature of the Army en-
listment process. The unit would also serve as a po-
tential pool of personnel for uncommon occurrences,
such as when a brigade requires additional person-
nel from outside the unit.

The CTCs would need to support entire brigades.
For this system to work properly, an entire brigade
should conduct a training exercise involving real (not
virtual) deployment to confront a realistic enemy over
realistic distances. Currently, the CTC only supports
two maneuver battalions, so it would have to change
its operations or expand its size to accommodate
three maneuver battalions simultaneously. Congress
must address this significant issue because the cur-

rent practice of training only two-thirds of a brigade
is unacceptable.

As the Army’s basic maneuver units, deployed
brigades work directly for a corps or joint task force
commander, which implies an eventual increase in
the amount of joint training brigades need. Because
each unit would have a known deployability window,
brigades would have to coordinate training with units
in the other services with similar deployment win-
dows. In the areas of air/sea mobility and close air
support, this would be especially important.

Why Change Now?
One of the lessons learned from the COHORT

experiment is that the Army tried to do too much at
one time—fielding a new unit, creating new doctrine,
employing new equipment, and building a new
manning system while simultaneously moving an en-
tire unit’s families and household goods.23 The Army
has identified the need for a more cohesive team
structure in future units. TRADOC Pam 525-3-90
states that because of the nature of the Army’s
future objective force, “It is essential to develop
soldier and leader skills and a high level of unit
cohesion, [and the Army’s plan requires a] new
level of competency in leaders . . . who have guile,
courage, and are tactically smart. [Furthermore, the
new Objective Force organization is centered on]

Rangers with the 173d Army Airborne Brigade,
disembark a C-17 at Aviano Air Base, Italy, after a
year-long deployment to Iraq, 20 February 2004.
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fighting teams who are competent and capable at
the collective level.”24

The Army envisions that new methods of train-
ing and leader development will be essential to build-
ing a “new competency” at the unit level, which im-
plies that today’s methods are inadequate.25 The
Army need not wait until it is ready to field the Ob-
jective Force before it attempts new personnel poli-
cies to support it. The COHORT experiment dem-
onstrates that waiting to field new equipment, units,
and doctrine and to implement a new personnel
policy is too great a change to do simultaneously.

While current equipment limits the extent to which
commanders can link information horizontally and
vertically, employing a unit replacement system now
would build the institutional knowledge to exponen-
tially increase capabilities when the new equipment
is ready. The Army must not wait for a change in
technology before it can benefit from a change in
personnel policies.

Special Assistant to the Secretary of Defense
Ken Krieg, in remarks about past military transfor-
mations, says, “They were not just about the weap-
ons; they were about the way minds came together
to use the weapons.”26 Waiting to make needed
changes until the needed technology is available will
not only doom the possibility of meaningful change,

it will send the message to the force that technology
is more important than those who are to wield it.

According to Colonel Julie Trego Manta, the
Army’s individual replacement system “focuses on
personal career development and desires, rather than
Army needs and readiness.”27 What the Nation
needs is an Army focused on unit readiness. The
Army can do that now—at little cost. One option is
to reorganize the existing force to create a system
that builds 10 highly trained maneuver brigades that
would be available immediately and 10 more to be
available within a month. Marine Corps Major Gen-
eral James N. Mattis recently said, “If we change
the way we think, and it doesn’t cost a lot, in [Wash-
ington, D.C.] that’s a big selling point.”28

The Army has experience with pilot programs and
can implement a unit replacement personnel system
servicewide within 1 year. The increased cohesion
of a unit replacement system that would build com-
bat power without increasing force structure, and do
so at reduced cost, would prepare the Army of to-
day for the Objective Force, whatever shape it might
take. This plan would allow all combat units to serve
in an organization with a focus on readiness. In an
uncertain world where no-notice deployments are
the norm, a unit replacement system will be a nec-
essary force multiplier. MR


