Army plays key role in joint experiment
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If an armed conflict was like a game of Jenga, and each block was an attack against the enemy, what would it take to pick the one block that would topple the whole tower? The Army and Air Force are currently wrestling with this and other warfighting issues at Joint Expeditionary Force Experiment 2004. This experiment is being conducted from multiple sites across the United States. The key sites are at Hurlburt Field, FL, headquarters for the Combined Land Component Command, and Nellis AFB, NV, headquarters for the Combined Air and Space Component Command.  

The goal of the experiment is to transition new or improved systems and processes into a military working environment within an 18-month period.  There are more than a dozen focus areas being examined by the Air Force.  Two of these areas involve Army participation—Army Close Air Support/Situational Awareness and Effects Based Operations/Predictive Battlespace Awareness.  EBO is of particular importance to the Army. To understand this concept, go back to the Jenga analogy.  By locating and “taking out” the key target (one block), it creates the greatest overall effect (collapse the entire tower).  The goal is to do this consistently against our future adversaries while minimizing unintended effects and collateral damage.

To do this from a “joint force” perspective is a major focus for the Army in JEFX. 

“A change in the kind of enemy that the U.S. military will face in the future is what created the need for advancements in this area,” said Army Maj. SD Beebe, a key player in the experiment.  Major Beebe and his Fires and Effects Coordination Cell are from the 172nd Stryker Brigade out of Fort Wainwright, Alaska and are a key component of the CFLCC headquarters at Hurlburt.

He said there are only two things that can be guaranteed about future conflicts. The first is that the U.S. military will never face a technologically equal enemy and second, individual military services will continue to depend on one another to operate efficiently in battle.  Instead of just going into a conflict like a bull in a china cabinet, the military has to approach the battle knowing that it will be the United States responsibility to put “the cabinet” back together, he said.  

“Conventional war is now asymmetric. To understand that, we have to have a different mindset. We’re looking at a “hydra threat” - one that takes on different forms and is constantly changing. That’s why there’s a need to find a new operational model,” he said. “There are things that the Air Force brings to the table that the Army needs and visa versa. That’s the concept of interdependence. That’s the way we’re going to fight from here forward.”

The effects based “model” used in JEFX involves ideas from the Army, Air Force and Joint Forces Command.  In an effort to help advance the application of this concept, staff members from both services and experts from the Joint Forces Command Standing Joint Force Headquarters developed a template with standardized definitions, collaborative procedures and planning software that can be used for planning, executing and assessing joint effects based operations.  During JEFX, the Joint Effects Working Group and the Joint Integration Board will serve as key processes for synchronizing and integrating effects for the Coalition Forces Commander. “The objective is to be able to coordinate operations in such a way that the Army’s desired effects do not conflict with the effects of the Air Force,” said Army Maj. Scott Brawley, an Army experimentation project officer from Headquarters, US Army Training and Doctrine Command, Fort Monroe, Va.

This is the first time the Army has been able to participate in this experiment at such a large scale. Although Army support of the experiment came a little late, it succeeded in standing up a responsive land component staff at Hurlburt Field of 70 personnel from across Army centers, schools, battle labs, the US Army Alaska, and the Florida Army National Guard. “Putting together Army personnel from all over the United States and Alaska is a big challenge,” said Army Colonel Andrew Verrett, the combined forces land component commander. He said the opportunity to take part in the experiment was an honor, and he hopes the Army can bring in a land component staff in the future that is comparable in size to the air and space component.

Other Army participants were impressed by the concept of experimentation.

“We had more failures in this experiment than successes, but before this experiment we didn’t even know what questions to ask,” said Major Beebe. “It’s refreshing to have the opportunity to fail. Experimenting is not a question of success. It’s about learning the process.” 

The Army is also working closely with the Air Force to experiment with ways to eliminate friendly fire and improve processes for requesting close air support and non-traditional reconnaissance.  This Army-Air Force interaction primarily involves software improvements for system-to-system interfaces as well as improving traditional tactics, techniques and procedures used by the Combined Air Operations Center staff.  After the experiment, the Air Force will take selected initiatives to the Joint Staff for review.
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