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By R O B E R T  C .  R U B E L

SLICING THE ONION  
DIFFERENTLY

SEAPOWER AND THE LEVELS OF WAR

Significantly, this strategy requires new ways of thinking—about both empowering 
individual commanders and understanding the net effects of dispersed operations.

—A Cooperative Strategy for 21st-century Seapower1

USS Harry S. Truman Strike Group 10  
en route to U.S. Central Command area 
of responsibility performing multiship 
maneuvering exercise in Atlantic Ocean
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For most of history, generals and 
admirals have talked about the 
process of war in terms of strategy 
and tactics. However, in its 1982 

Field Manual 100–5, Operations, the U.S. 
Army inserted an intermediate level between 
strategy and tactics that it called the “opera-
tional level.” Subsequently, military officers 
and scholars have devoted considerable effort 
to defining and developing the different 
levels of war, especially the operational level. 
Although first institutionalized by the Army, 
the levels of war were eventually embedded 
in joint doctrine. However, the notion of an 
operational level of war and its attendant set of 
terms, principles, and concepts has not gained 
purchase within the U.S. Navy until recently, 
despite being taught and touted by its own war 
college. Even now, most naval officers, includ-
ing many admirals, are either unfamiliar or 
uncomfortable with the idea, despite giving it 
considerable lip service. Although this could 
be dismissed as parochialism, there are deeper 
and more pragmatic reasons for the Navy’s 
institutional discomfort with the operational 

level of war that will be addressed in this 
article. Understanding these reasons will lead 
to the articulation of a new way to look at the 
relationship between levels of war—a different 
way to slice the onion.

The Problem of Command 
Napoleon, it is said, was unbeatable 

when he could see the whole battlefield and 
personally direct the action. However, he 
did not do so well when he had to rely on his 
subordinate generals to exercise independent 
command.2 Either they were incompetent, 
or Napoleon lacked understanding of what 
we now call the operational art. The growth 
in size of armies in the 19th century and the 
industrialization of warfare, including rail-
roads, meant that no general could exercise 
personal command of a whole army. This was 
clearly illustrated in the U.S. Civil War when 
General Ulysses S. Grant coordinated the 
movements of several widely separated armies 
toward a common goal. By World War II, 
millions of men comprised the Red Army that 
drove back the vaunted German Wehrmacht 
in 1944 and 1945. The Soviets, in order to keep 
coherence across this massive force, developed 
the notion of operational art, which referred to 
the principles and concepts needed to link a set 

of tactical actions to a goal that was itself part 
of a larger scheme. Armed with this doctrine, 
subordinate commanders and their staffs 
could plan and execute even large and progres-
sive operations in a way that was congruent 
with overall strategy. The commander in chief 
did not have to be there in person.

Until World War II, navies did not have 
the problem of trying to closely coordinate the 
actions of widely separated fleets. It was not 
that there were no scattered fleets; it was just 
that the nature of the problem at sea was dif-
ferent than on land. If one navy concentrated 
its power into a main fleet, the contending 
navy had to follow suit or risk defeat in detail. 
The mobility of ships made this a central 
issue. Therefore, large naval battles, when they 
occurred, were concentrated in space and time 
such that the admiral in charge was there in 
person. The key command problem was tacti-
cal: how to find the enemy and then how to 
coordinate the movements of individual ships 
or squadrons such that maximum firepower 
could be brought to bear. The big battles were 
over in a few hours, and they generally had sig-
nificant strategic effects. Thus, naval officers 
thought in terms of strategy and tactics.

World War II forced a change in prac-
tice, if not in terminology. The adoption of a 

Admiral Patrick Walsh discusses 
regional issues during Combined Force 
Maritime Component Commander course 
at U.S. Pacific Fleet headquarters

U
.S

. N
av

y 
(L

uk
e 

P
er

ry
)

Captain Robert C. Rubel, USN (Ret.), is Dean of Naval 
Warfare Studies in the Center for Naval Warfare 
Studies at the U.S. Naval War College.



ndupress .ndu.edu  issue 64, 1 st quarter 2012 / JFQ    109

RUBEL

progressive island-hopping strategy through 
the Mandated Islands with concurrent 
support to General Douglas MacArthur’s 
converging drive along the north coast of 
New Guinea meant that the actions of sepa-
rate, powerful fleets had to be coordinated. 
Upon arrival in Pearl Harbor in December 
1941, Admiral Chester Nimitz, Commander 
in Chief, Pacific Ocean Areas, elected to 
command from ashore in Hawaii, allowing 
subordinate admirals such as Raymond Spru-
ance and William Halsey to plan and execute 
the individual operations that constituted 
the Central Pacific campaign, each of which 
might involve multiple tactical engagements 
or battles. Although not articulated as such, 
the Navy had to develop its own version of 
the Soviet operational art. However, after the 
war—and notwithstanding several dramatic 
operational-level actions in the Korean War 
such as the Inchon invasion and the rescue of 
Army and Marine forces in North Korea—
with no enemy fleet in sight but pressured 
by the advent of nuclear weapons, the Navy 
promptly reverted to the traditional strategy 
and tactics framework. Individual battle-
groups each centered on an aircraft carrier 
became the strategic chess pieces that the 
fleet commanders moved around.

The strategy/tactics framework sufficed 
for the Navy until the 1991 Gulf War. In that 
conflict, the Service discovered that the lack 
of any theory or doctrine connected with 
a progressive and sustained air campaign, 
a form of operational art, put it in a subor-
dinate position to the Air Force, which did 
have such doctrine. After the war, the Navy 
embarked upon an effort to achieve its own 
operational-level command and control capa-
bility by trying to mirror the Air Force’s Joint 
Force Air Component Commander (JFACC) 
command structure—at sea. This effort 
ultimately failed in part because the Navy 
attempted to shoehorn a highly complex 
operations center into a space-limited ship 
and superimpose it on existing tactical staffs. 
However, a key reason it did not work out 
was that the Navy did not have any existing 
operational-level theory or doctrine that 
would have established the need for such a 
command element.

The command problem for the Navy in 
the 1990s became one of protecting its  
warfighting equities in an increasingly 
developed joint command environment that 
was based substantially on Army structure, 
process, and doctrine. In the wake of the 

Soviet Union’s demise, the Navy again found 
itself without a seagoing rival. In order to 
establish its continuing relevance in new 
terms, it issued a white paper entitled  
. . . From the Sea in which it acknowledged 
the absence of a threat to its command of the 
seas and committed itself to supporting joint 

warfighting in the littorals. Over the next 
few years, several successor documents were 
issued to refine the Navy’s utility argument, 
but each retained the fundamental argument 
that its mission was power projection.3 This 
argument ended up presenting the Navy 

with a new command problem in the first 
decade of the 21st century. Prior to . . . From 
the Sea, the world ocean was divided into 
two massive areas of responsibility (AORs), 
U.S. Pacific Command and U.S. Atlantic 
Command. The two “fleet commanders in 
chief” owned virtually all naval forces, which 
moved fluidly (as it were) around the world 
operating “in support” of the land-oriented 
joint commanders (although substantial 
forces were transferred on a rotating basis 
to the Mediterranean under U.S. European 
Command). After the Navy issued . . . From 
the Sea, each successive Unified Command 
Plan (UCP), the document that spells out the 
joint command structure, expanded the AOR 
boundaries of the land commanders into the 
oceans. Now, U.S. Southern Command, a 
traditionally Army-centric command, owns 
the Caribbean and large swaths of the Atlan-
tic and Pacific. U.S. Central Command owns 
the Indian Ocean north and west of Diego 

until World War II, navies 
did not have the problem of 
trying to closely coordinate 

the actions of widely 
separated fleets

Fleet Admiral Chester W. Nimitz, 
Commander in Chief, Pacific Fleet and 
Pacific Ocean Areas, Guam, 1945
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Garcia, and U.S. Africa Command owns the 
seas around much of Africa.

In the new joint command arrange-
ments, each unified commander has his own 
naval component, a numbered fleet that 
exercises command in the AOR in a way very 
similar to the ground and air components. 
In joint theory, these components represent 
the lower echelon of the operational level, 
with the joint task force commander being 
in the heart of it and the unified combatant 
commander (COCOM) being at the “theater-
strategic level”—the levels-of-war onion 
being sliced rather thin by now.

For the world of the 1990s, this set of 
command arrangements worked adequately 
despite being occasionally awkward for 
mobile naval forces and despite various 
spats between the Air Force and Navy over 
where the maritime commander’s airspace 
ended and that of the JFACC began. Naval 
forces were essentially a “sea base” that 
contributed air sorties, gunfire, and other 
support to forces ashore. Moreover, even 
in the peacetime naval diplomacy role, the 
pattern of naval operations was a function 
of the COCOM’s security cooperation plan. 
The world as seen from the perspective of the 
UCP is simply a collection of individual and 
autonomous AORs.

In the wake of the 9/11 attacks, the 
whole architecture of the UCP started to 

become obsolete, especially for the Navy. The 
possibility of terrorists smuggling nuclear 
weapons or other dangerous things into 
the homeland by sea posed a new kind of 
security threat, one that neither the Navy 
nor the Coast Guard was prepared to deal 
with. As the nature of the problem and its 
potential solution began to emerge, it started 
to dawn on admirals that a new approach to 
command and control was necessary. Mari-
time security and its component function, 
maritime domain awareness (MDA), require 
the utmost in fleet dispersal in order to cata-
lyze a global maritime security partnership. 
MDA—the collaborative sharing of informa-
tion about who is doing what on the seas and 
where—requires centralized fusion of infor-
mation to see tips and patterns from terrorist 
organizations that are not constrained by 
American AOR boundaries. The need is for 
information to flow freely among naval forces 
and headquarters around the world, unfet-
tered or distorted by the existing structure of 
joint command authorities and UCP dividing 
lines. The Navy’s answer to this problem 
has been the establishment of a network of 
interconnected maritime operations centers 
(MOCs), one in each of the numbered fleet 
headquarters. While not exactly violating the 
existing provisions of U.S. statute or the UCP, 
the networking of the MOCs to rapidly share 
information is the leading edge of an emerg-

ing process of globalizing naval command 
and control that eventually will yield a 
structure that does not conform to the Army-
defined levels of war.

The MOCs are one response to the 
global terrorist problem, but they are not the 
only one. As mentioned previously, achieving 
global maritime security requires the utmost 
in dispersion of naval forces. However, the 
Navy is not structured to do this effectively. 
Its fleet of around 280 ships consists primar-
ily of high-end combat units centered on 
nuclear aircraft carriers and large amphibi-
ous ships. It currently has few ships that are 
suitable for constabulary work or supporting 
engagement with the many small navies of 
African, Caribbean, Middle Eastern, and 
Southeast Asian countries. With such limited 
assets, the Navy cannot afford to respond 
fully to the demands levied by each regional 
numbered fleet or the COCOMs. The Navy 

maritime security and 
its component function, 

maritime domain awareness, 
require the utmost in fleet 

dispersal in order to catalyze 
a global maritime security 

partnership

USS Mesa Verde deploys to 6th 
Fleet area of responsibility
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has decided it needs some way of figuring 
out, from a global perspective, where to place 
its limited resources for the most effect. It 
therefore created the Global Engagement 
Strategy Division within the Navy Headquar-
ters staff in the Pentagon. Having no direct 
command authority, it is charged nonetheless 
with advising the Chief of Naval Operations 
(CNO) on how to make the case for depriv-
ing some AORs of forces and attention while 
loading up others—in other words, devising 
a strategy for placing the Navy’s limited chips 
where they count the most from a global per-
spective. Here again, there are no violations 
of existing law or joint regulations, but the 
CNO is now getting more involved in how 
Navy forces are distributed.

A third Navy command and control 
response to the changed strategic environ-
ment is the standup of U.S. Tenth Fleet, the 
Navy component of U.S. Cyber Command 
(which itself is a subunified command of 
U.S. Strategic Command). U.S. Strategic 
Command has global functional responsi-
bilities, so Tenth Fleet is global within the 
context of the existing UCP. However, much 
remains to be worked out as to how Tenth 
Fleet relates to the rest of the numbered 
fleets and their MOCs. Tenth Fleet has 
recently assumed authority over the Navy 
Information Operations Command, allow-
ing it to coordinate information operations 
that will be needed to cover the movement 
of forces during crisis or war. In an age of 
satellites, the Internet, cell phones, and 
significant ocean instrumentation, naval 
operational deception will no longer be a 
local tactical matter. It will require a globe-
girdling effort of exquisite timing and 
comprehensiveness to allow ships and fleets 
to show up somewhere by surprise. This can 
only be achieved through a tightly coordi-
nated effort among all the MOCs and the 
Navy Staff in the Pentagon. Tenth Fleet’s 
MOC will be the logical coordination point.

Perspective 
The Navy’s responses to the command 

and control problems it faces point toward a 
different way of looking at the relationships 
among forces and commanders. In each case, 
the Navy is attempting to match planning 
and execution authority with the perspective 
needed to ensure those plans and orders are 
coherent at the proper level; and in each case, 
the Navy has found that the existing joint 
command structure is either inappropriate 

or incomplete. That command structure, and 
the attendant levels-of-war framework upon 
which it is based, is inherently regional and 
land-oriented. What is missing is an effective 
global and maritime perspective.

For the Navy, and perhaps also for 
the Air Force, a framework that makes 
more sense in terms of matching command 
arrangements with environment and mission 
can be described simply as global, regional, 
and local. Unlike the existing levels of war 
(tactical, operational, and strategic), in this 
framework the military skill sets of strat-
egy and tactics—and, yes, the operational 
art—could inhabit each level of command, 
depending on the nature of the specific 
missions and functions that are needed. By 
divorcing the separate intellectual skill sets 
of tactics, operational art, and strategy from 
command level, we would empower Sailors, 
to use a trite phrase, to think globally and 
act locally. Moreover, if the military skill sets 
were refined within this framework, there 
would be less likelihood of destructive micro-
management from above, of the operational 
tail wagging the strategic dog, and of “loose 
cannon” activities at the tactical level.

The proposed framework is anchored 
at the global level. The Navy has good 
reasons for needing a global perspective 
embedded in its planning and decision-
making process, operational as well as 
administrative. The first and perhaps most 
fundamental reason is that seapower can 
be neither understood properly nor applied 
properly except from a global perspec-
tive. Most naval theorists have missed this 
point. A true maritime strategy is based on 
the ocean and is oriented on movement. 
Leveraging the geographic fact that the 
seas are all connected, it seeks to gain and 
maintain the global exterior position in 
order to provide sanctuary for the Nation’s 
trading economy, maintain credible contact 
with allies and create strategic options, and 
hem in opponents. The pursuance of such 
a strategy might result in regional or local 
operations (such as invasions) but must be 
coordinated from a global perspective. One 
reason for having a maritime headquarters 
with a global perspective is that because the 
global system is so tightly coupled, perturba-
tions propagate rapidly and globally and 
can emanate from disruptions that are of 
natural or human origin. Planning for and 
reacting to such disruptions must be based 
on a global perspective and can best be 

coordinated from Washington, where, not 
coincidentally, most of the personnel from 
other executive branch departments, head-
quarters of nongovernmental organizations, 
and embassies of other countries are located. 

In 2003, the Navy and U.S. Joint Forces 
Command ran a wargame entitled Unified 
Course 04 in which conflicts erupted in 
several different regions of the world nearly 
simultaneously. Each region’s game cell was 
led by an admiral. By the end of the game, a 
strong consensus emerged that since events 
in widely separated theaters seemed to be 
coupled in various ways, some sort of “global 
operational art” was needed for a number of 
reasons, including making sure the logistics 
of one theater did not disrupt the logistics 
in another. Moreover, in the Internet age, 
ad hoc allies scattered around the globe can 
form up and coordinate their efforts if their 
common foe is the United States. Without 
commensurate operational coordination 
among theaters, the U.S. military risks being 
outmaneuvered. In lieu of the Joint Staff 
acting as a general staff, such a military skill 
is orphaned, with no staff having the per-
spective or incentive to develop it. In World 
War II, Admiral Ernest King and his staff, 
with King functioning as Commander in 
Chief, U.S. Fleet, as well as CNO, provided 
the Navy with the global operational perspec-
tive needed to rationalize Atlantic, Pacific, 
Mediterranean, and Indian Ocean projects. 
Currently, the UCP offers no such mecha-
nism. The issue here is that the global level 
is not necessarily strategic; an operational 
art perspective is needed at times, mostly for 
naval, air, cyber, and space operations.

There are clearly times and places 
where the local perspective is the key to effec-
tive military decisionmaking. The sea Ser-
vices have a long tradition of decentralized 
command and control, and this corporate 
culture will continue to serve them well. 
However, naval weapons, both offensive and 
defensive, and sensors have attained such 
range and capability that in many cases, 

because the global system is so 
tightly coupled, perturbations 

propagate rapidly and  
globally and can emanate  

from disruptions that are of 
natural or human origin
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local perspective is no longer competent to 
control them. It has been a long time since 
a naval officer in tactical command has 
had targeting authority over his land attack 
missiles or aircraft, and as the Standard 
Missile achieves over-the-horizon aircraft 
intercept capability, it is likely that the JFACC 
will have the call on some defensive shots. 
Because our arsenal of missiles is limited, 
including those for ballistic missile defense, 
a headquarters with regional perspective will 
have to make decisions on the positioning of 
forces and establishing doctrine for making 
actual use of these weapons. The necessity for 
regional perspective is a way of establishing 
who should have what authorities over what 
weapons and sensors. Given the culture of 
delegation in the Navy, allowing the matter to 
be defined as centralization versus decentral-
ization will unnecessarily abet conservatism 
and generate tensions. As the Navy estab-
lishes the MOC as its key regional command 
center, using the needed geographic perspec-
tive as the litmus test for whether it should 
have certain command authorities will help 
ensure its ultimate success.

New Principles 
As with the introduction of the opera-

tional level of war in 1982, adoption of this 
framework will necessarily be attended by a 
gestation period in which the war and staff 
colleges and perhaps academia in general 
digest the concept, test it in games, and 
generate doctrine. However, it seems possible 
at this point to identify some principles a 
priori that fall out logically from the inherent 
nature of the new framework.

The first principle is the most basic: 
define the security problem from all perspec-
tives. Defining the problem is a preliminary 
step in the military decisionmaking process 
that has found currency in the U.S. Army in 
the past few years.4 Performed prior to the 
mission analysis step, it makes the whole 
process more intellectual and less mechani-
cal. In terms of the new framework proposed 
here, defining a problem separately from the 
global, regional, and local perspectives helps 
to illuminate what measures of coordina-
tion will be necessary and where various 
command authorities ought to reside.

A second principle is that strategy 
is not a level of war or even a command 
echelon, but a thought process that links 
specific actions, military or otherwise, to 
political and economic goals. This makes 

strategy an intellectual skill set that, com-
bined with defined command authorities, 
might be applied at each of the levels of 
command. For years, the military literature 
has been full of assertions that the levels of 

war have been fusing into each other and of 
observations about “strategic corporals.”5 
However, the traditional levels-of-war 
framework does not accommodate such an 
evolution comfortably. Establishing a frame-
work based on command perspective, and 
regarding strategy, operations, and tactics as 
skill sets to be applied as needed at each level, 
would accommodate these phenomena quite 
naturally. 

Regarding strategy as a skill set versus 
command echelon or level of war might 
also improve the oversight of military 
operations. Two Army authors argue that the 
elaboration of the original Soviet concept of 
operational art into a level of war and echelon 
of command has driven a wedge between 
civilian political authorities and commanders 
in the field. Politicians, they say, have become 
detached strategic sponsors rather than 
effective strategic overseers of operations.6 If 
perspective rather than levels of war became 
our organizing principle, and there existed a 
military staff in Washington with operational 
authority, the coordination of politics and 
operations would be much more effective. 
Moreover, since strategy would be a skill set 
that inhabited each level, based on perspec-
tive, the appropriate influence of political and 
economic guidance from the capital would be 
clearer, with issues of micromanagement or 
neglect becoming moot.7 

The issue of strategy as a skill set leads 
to a third principle. Command authority 
should not be a comprehensive or blanket tool; 
it is multifaceted and should be delegated in 
specific segments to the command with the 
appropriate perspective for exercising it. This 
kind of thing has already happened. Navy 
battlegroup commanders no longer have 

targeting authority over the land attack mis-
siles their ships carry; that resides with higher 
authority—commanders with the requisite 
perspective on the effects those weapons are 
to produce or on the coordination of their 
employment with other means from other 
Services. Instead of echeloning command 
as is currently done, it would be distributed. 
Moreover, specific command authorities 
would not be static; they would migrate among 
the command levels as the situation unfolds. 
Whereas the local commander might initially 
have the authority to strike certain types of 
targets, emerging intelligence may indicate 
that such authority should be moved to either 
the regional or global level, at least for a time. 
Authorities could as easily migrate downward. 
For those used to the rigid command structure 
that has been in place since Napoleon’s day, 
this may seem a recipe for chaos. However, 
what we have observed at the tactical level in 
wars from Vietnam through Afghanistan is 
that an echeloned command structure is not 
capable of rapidly integrating strategy and 
operations, thus allowing events to spin out of 
control. At the end of the “100-hour war” in 
1991, the George H.W. Bush administration 
failed to exert sufficient oversight of General 
Norman Schwarzkopf (who, despite having 
four stars, was a local commander in that 
fight), and the Iraqis were allowed to fly their 
helicopters, thus keeping Saddam Hussein 
in power. In 2003, Army ground command-
ers removed key command elements from 
Baghdad at precisely the moment their pres-
ence could have been most helpful in averting 

an insurgency. While echeloning of command 
is necessary for the effective functioning of 
ground forces at the corps level and below, the 
presence of a global/regional/local framework 
might have distributed command authorities 
in these cases such that the strategic errors 
could have been avoided.

A fourth principle prescribes that 
speed of coordination trumps speed of 
command. Since Air Force Colonel John 
Boyd articulated his theory of the  
“observe-orient-decide-act loop,”8 military 

under the current levels-of-
war structure, the military is 
isolated and its imperatives 

and reasoning are opaque to 
other organizations

defining a problem separately 
from the global, regional, and 

local perspectives helps to 
illuminate what measures of 

coordination will be necessary 
and where various command 
authorities ought to reside
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theorists have almost universally extolled 
the virtues of what some call “speed of 
command,” that is, the ability of a com-
mander and staff to make and implement 
decisions faster than the enemy. This is 
clearly a benefit when the issue is solely 
kinetic combat, but in an age in which 
fewer military actions are purely or even 
mostly kinetic and the need for interagency 
and international coordination is also uni-
versally cited, it is more likely that kinetic 
speed of command will produce harmful 
strategic side effects that outweigh the tacti-
cal or operational benefits. If coordination 
is indeed key, then the faster it can be done, 
the less it will adversely affect speed of 
command. A command framework that has 
at its core a global operations center that is 
collocated with the headquarters of the  
other government agencies as well as  
foreign embassies, and has as its intellectual 
fabric the integration of strategy, operations, 

and tactics at each command level, is far better 
positioned to achieve speed of coordination.

A final preliminary principle is that 
the U.S. Government should act in a unified 
manner. Given the size of the executive 
branch and its multiplicity of organizations 
that could have both a stake in and influ-
ence on any modern military operation, the 
government as a whole must be convinced to 
lend support and to coordinate with the mili-
tary. This idea was manifested in a speech by 
Admiral Mike Mullen, then Chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, when he said that no mil-
itary operation ought to be undertaken unless 
and until the whole government is ready.9 The 
framework advocated in this article would 
make it easier and faster for a proposed opera-
tion to be articulated in a way that would be 
more intelligible and persuasive to organiza-
tions not imbued with a military culture or 
educated in military matters. The need for 
military action must be sold, but under the 

current levels-of-war structure, the military 
is isolated and its imperatives and reasoning 
are opaque to other organizations. Defining 
problems from the different command per-
spectives and integrating strategy at each level 
could greatly enhance communication and 
thus aid the vetting process.

There are undoubtedly more principles 
that can be defined, but these five serve to 
provide a better view of what the proposed 
framework really is and how it would work. 
However, these principles, if pragmatic, 
are still abstract. If the framework is to be 
adopted in practice, a specific new command 
structure would have to be created.

Fixing the Problem 
There are several ways the problem might 

be solved or ameliorated. The most radical 
solution is to do away with the geographic 
combatant commanders (GCCs). Over the 
past few years, a number of people, including 

Marine Corps and Air Force personnel aboard 
amphibious command ship USS Mount Whitney 
look on as Military Sealift Command fleet oiler 
USNS Laramie conducts underway replenishment
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Admiral Mullen, have expressed concern that 
American diplomacy has become too milita-
rized.10 One way of counteracting this percep-
tion, if not fact, is to disestablish the GCC 
position. Much of the staff structure would 
remain in place, but instead of a four-star 
military officer, the person heading the staff 
would be a senior State Department officer. 
There would be a number of three-star officers 
on the staff who would maintain the neces-
sary regional military infrastructure. The 
mission of this newly reorganized “regional 
engagement staff” would focus on diplomacy. 
There would not be AOR boundaries in the 
current sense, but rather perhaps delineations 
that correspond to current State Department 
assignments. There would also be a standing 
joint task force headquarters in each region 
to handle any contingencies that might arise. 
These joint task force headquarters, as well as 
the regional Service component headquarters, 
would report to a central military coordinat-
ing staff in Washington, thus establishing a 
joint staff with a global perspective and global 
authority, located in a place where close coor-
dination with the National Security Council as 
well as a host of other agencies is most feasible. 
If current operational-level doctrine has 
produced a disconnect between strategy and 
operations, then such an arrangement would 
facilitate appropriate strategic oversight of 
military operations.

On the other hand, major surgery on 
the UCP may be politically infeasible. How 
could all of this be squared with the existing 
joint command and control system? One 
way would be to focus on the status of naval 
forces. Resurrecting the doctrine of operating 
“in support” and having the Pacific Fleet and 
Fleet Forces staffs function as the principal 
maritime operations centers for each hemi-
sphere would be one way to reestablish fleet 
mobility in peacetime execution of the Coop-
erative Strategy for 21st-century Seapower. If 
a fight did break out in Korea or the Persian 
Gulf, a joint task force could be established 
and, per existing joint doctrine, the local 
numbered fleet would take over Joint Force 
Maritime Component Commander duties for 
the joint operations area.

Although the Navy, in its attempt to 
generate a global command perspective, 
is applying the various band-aid fixes that 
have been described in this article, a more 
comprehensive solution is needed in order 
to ensure a global command perspective is 
available when needed. Assuming that the 

reestablishment of Admiral Ernest King–like 
authorities for the CNO is no more politi-
cally feasible than eradicating current AOR 
boundaries, a new approach is called for. 
One possibility is to create a naval deputy 
to the Secretary of Defense who has defined 
authorities to direct intertheater movements 
and certain operations of naval forces. The 
advantage of such an arrangement is that 
this officer would be located in Washington, 
close to the other cabinet departments and 
the Pentagon’s communications capabilities. 
An alternate solution might be to invest such 
authorities in the existing Navy component 
to U.S. Strategic Command, although the 
range of responsibilities and authorities would 
not be exactly compatible with those of the 
unified commander. Moreover, it adds a layer 
of command between the global naval com-
mander and the national command authori-
ties. In any case, the emerging global strategic 
environment cries out for an updated U.S. 
military command structure that can provide 
a global perspective to local operations and 
can conceive of and execute strategic mari-
time maneuver.

For armies, the three levels of war are 
not abstract constructions, but a command 
echeloning framework that emerged  
quite naturally as a function of the scale of 
operations enabled by industrialized  
warfare. However, this framework does not 
apply equally naturally to naval operations. 
In an era when naval operations were almost 
entirely auxiliary to land operations, the 
inconveniences were tolerable. In an era of 
global transnational threats, the Internet, and 
an emerging global competitor, the incon-
veniences are turning into operational and 
strategic vulnerabilities. The world has entered 
an era in which the seas are more than just 
extended communications zones between a 
land operation in Eurasia and the continental 
United States; they have attained strategic sig-
nificance in and of themselves. Among other 
things, they are now a vast strategic and opera-
tional maneuver space, not only for us, but also 
increasingly for nations and groups hostile to 
the United States and to the global system of 
commerce and security that perpetuates our 
economic well-being and political values. If we 
are to avoid being outmaneuvered, we must 
overcome the maritime seams our former 
strategic success has created. Slicing the onion 
differently in terms of maritime command 
arrangements will help.  JFQ
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