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What’s the status of collective training today? A better question….Are the warfighting units of our Army—from platoon to brigade task force—developing and sustaining their ability to perform their mission essential tasks in combat?  Are they operating at the top of the “Band of Excellence” as espoused in our training doctrine?  

The answer is, no.  Far from it.  Unit performance at our CTCs the past 6-7 years is evidence enough.  Units at every level display a decreasing level of proficiency in the fundamantals of warfighting at the tactical level of war.  Entry level proficiency is low—reminiscent of our Army in the early 80s.  Consequently, growth and improvements over the course of a rotation are minimal at best.  I believe two culprits are principally responsible for this ever-declining performance trend.  First, the commissioned officer corps is displaying a decreasing level of tactical knowledge, skill, ability, and competence; gross deficiencies in the ability to effectively train, fight, and sustain a combined-arms team.  An absence of experience and competence in the officer corps is at the root of unit performance we continue to see at our CTCs.  Units will fight no better than the experience and competence of the commanders that train and employ them, or the staffs that set and preserve conditions for their success.  Second, our units from platoon to brigade task force level, are not training under tough, realistic field conditions at the frequency necessary to develop, much less sustain proficiency in their mission essential tasks.  Moreover, existing simulations fielded this decade, whether virtual or constructive, have had absolutely no influence in reversing either of these conditions.  An argument could be made that they are precluding even more dramatic deterioration, but there’s no evidence to support that assertion.  These two culprits are inextricably linked—one fosters the other and vice versa.

What conditions are responsible for these performance deficiencies?  A daunting collection to say the least.

Throughout the Army, units are suffering through an enduring shortage of both leaders and soldiers at every level.  Units are not manned to train effectively as a team or team of teams.  We have a gross disparity between force structure and national requirements.

Units at every level are not provided the money to train at the frequency necessary to develop and sustain full proficiency in their mission essential tasks and remain within a tight Band of Excellence.  OMA dollars are completely inadequate to underpin the requirements.
Furthermore, even if sufficient OMA dollars were provided to units, division, installation, and corps commanders would be required to divert millions from this account to offset egregious shortfalls in BASOPS/RPM accounts which have plagued us for years.  In other words, if the Army doesn’t develop a process to build accurate BASOP/RPM requirements, and defend them successfully before DOD and Congress, we will remain unable to adequately resource effective training of our warfighting units.

An expanding array of peacekeeping operations continues to erode experience and competency in warfighting at every level; officer, NCO, and soldier.  For example, we have large numbers of current and former M1A1/M1A2 tank company commanders serving their entire command in peacekeeping operaitons, and never train their companies under tough, realistic field conditions, much less at our CTCs.  These officers will soon be our battalion task force commanders.

Gross shortfalls and reductions in the civilian work force and contractual support at our installations, have in turn, increased the number of soldiers diverted as Borrowed Military Manpower and Special Duty assignments.  At Fort Hood, Texas, a RED cycle consumes about 700 soldiers a day, and precludes effective collective training within a brigade combat team for 5-6 weeks, 2-3 times per year.

We do not have one common, reliable, plentiful tactical engagement system for the entire field Army that supports effective force-on-force training at both home station and our CTCs.  This is a fundamental flaw in our training system.

Regarding the CSAs vision , several pressing requirements immediately emerged that will directly affect collective training in our Army.  We must have new doctrine   to underpin the vision, new ARTEP mission training plans from company to brigade task force, and new Soldier’s Manuals for new equipment that will be embedded in the force—requirements that TRADOC cannot possibly deliver given the virtual absence of training development expertise and manpower at our schoolhouses.  The worst decision we have made as an Army this decade, in my opinion, was the rapid dissolution of the training development function across TRADOC as a means to save spaces.  Robust training development teams in TRADOC, experts in their subject area, will be vital to effectively set conditions for training the force and sustaining its warfighting capability.  

As an Army, we don’t organize the way we intend to fight. We have decided to bring the full weight and combat power of the combined-arms team to bear at brigade level, yet we don’t organize the brigade as a combined-arms team.   In battalion and brigade task forces, we train as a temporary or ad hoc collection of units from different divisions or installations, thrown together for training at a frequency that will in no way build combined arms warfighting proficiency, much less sustain it.  The way we have organized the Army does not foster effective combined-arms training and the ability to sustain proficiency in combined-arms warfighting tasks.  

Within the institutional and field Army, we don’t train and certify that combat-arms commanders and their staffs at battalion and brigade level have the knowledge, skill, ability and intuition to employ a combined-arms team in combat before we place them in those critical positions. None must prove their competence through objective examination of any kind. It’s not a requirement for selection.  Moreover, we have no training programs within our Army that will develop and provide our soldiers fully competent combined-arms commanders, S-2s (intelligence officers), S-3s (operations officers), S-4s (logistics officers), fire support officers, and other key members of combined-arms battalion and brigade staffs—masters of the art and science of warfighting and the art of battle command.  The Tactical Commander’s Development Course at Ft. Leavenworth and the FORSCOM Leaders Training Program are simply band-aids we’ve applied to remedy this insidious condition—ineffectual band-aids we’ve applied to try to stop the bleeding. 

Compounding the problem of developing leader competence is the absence of career development paths for combined arms commanders that ensure future combined-arms commanders remain immersed in command and operational assignments to develop the constant, repetitive experience in planning, fighting, and sustaining combined arms teams, much less a joint task force.  A year and a half as a company commander, one year as a battalion S3 or XO, maybe a year as a brigade S3 or XO if you’re lucky, and 2 weeks of Tactical Leader’s Development Course over the span of 16-18 years is wholly inadequate to develop the knowledge, skill, ability, and intuition our soldiers deserve.  In a force projection Army, there is no time to develop competent, intuitive commanders, masters of the art and science of warfighting, who know what right looks like and how to train units to achieve it.
Our current resource request method to sustain readiness remains tied to a Cold War artifact—the 800 OPTEMPO mile funding strategy, which in turn is tied to the Training Resource Model (TRM).  Years ago, an analysis was conducted which argued successfully that if DOD and Congress would provide the Army sufficient money to provide all our combat units the ability to operate their combat vehicles 800 miles in training during the course of a year, including all the direct and indirect costs to underpin that training, we could assure combat readiness.  Not only a Cold War artifact, it has become a farce the past 7-8 years.  Why?  First, because there have been very few units in Forces Command (FORSCOM) the past several years that have had the time or opportunity to accumulate 800 miles of training on their equipment at home station, or in combination with miles driven at our Combat Training Centers.  Second, nothing close to the dollars equivalent to 800 OPTEMPO miles ever reach the combat battalions within our divisions.  Assuming 800 OPTEMPO miles worth of dollars is provided to the Army each year, and in turn to Forces Command, by the time battalions are resourced, the dollars only buy about 400-600 miles, depending on the unit ALO.  Why?  Every year, every commander in the chain, FORSCOM, Corps, and division, carves off a slice of dollars to compensate for egregious shortfalls in the budgets they receive to operate their installations, much less improve quality of life and services to soldiers and families.  They have no options. 

Next, we need to scrub cost factors for all equipment every year, instead of the 3-year average we currently use.   An aging M1A1 or HEMTT fleet costs a lot more to sustain today than it did 3 years ago.  A 3-year running cost average, compiled by CEAC,  will continue to ensure our budget estimates/requirements remain grossly inaccurate and understated.    Likewise, an M1A2 SEP or an APACHE LONGBOW cost significantly more to maintain than the equipment they replaced--at least four times the current cost—and accurate cost factors for these modernized systems have yet to be accurately established.   In short, units are working with historically inaccurate data to determine costs of training events at home station.  In other words, the validity of our training  requirements in dollars hinges upon accurate, current cost factors for all equipment.  We don’t have them.  Extrapolate this to an entirely new fleet of combat and logistical support equipment we will field in the “medium” force we will field in the next decade.

Finally, our readiness reporting system is fundamentally flawed because it is not linked to our training doctrine.  Our training doctrine, Field Manual 25-100 and Field Manual 25-101, demands we measure our ability to deploy and fight based on quarterly assessments of every unit’s ability to accomplish its mission essential tasks (METL) in combat.  On the other hand, our combat readiness reporting system is based on the status of available training resources—soldiers, leaders, available operational equipment, training areas, fuel, ammunition, time—not the frequency of performance-oriented training we conduct.  In other words, our readiness reporting system has no interest in how frequently we train, or where units reside within the Band of Excellence.  Tie readiness reporting to a mandated and specified frequency of collective training at every level.  If you bust the frequency, a commander cannot declare his unit C-1—no subjective upgrades.  If we measured combat readiness this way, we could more accurately determine and effectively defend our budget requests to Congress.  Additionally, the readiness of Active, Guard, and Reserve units could all be reported from the same baseline; there would be only one measuring stick for the entire Army free of subjective judgments.   Furthermore, adopting this way to measure readiness would serve as a forcing function, compelling commanders at all levels to get back to the business of training soldiers like we used to, hold all of them accountable for doing it, and take subjective assessments out of the process.  And when we get back to training soldiers with the realism, frequency, and intensity we used to, all across this Army, we will undoubtedly start to reverse our retention and recruiting problems.     
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