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IDEAS & ISSUES (CIVIL AFFAIRS)

I
t is another early morning on Pulau 
Laut. Children watch fishing boats 
of varying types head out into the 
South China Sea while a couple 

hundred meters down the beach a group 
of men cluster around an old wooden 
jukung, bantering over who will be re-
sponsible for taking it back out to sea once 
the repairs are completed. Life is pretty 
much the same as it has always been for 
the people living here. However, there is 
one exception, a Marine and his Tentara 
Nasional Indonesia-Angkatan Laut1 col-
league will be assisting these men in re-
pairing that old wooden boat. “Selamat 
pagi, Pak. Apa kabar?” The Marine greets 
the eldest of the men, his Behasa Indonesia 
is about as good as theirs!

The Marine is a member of a civil 
affairs (CA) detachment assigned to III 
MEF, MEF Information Group’s Civil 
Reconnaissance Company, and he and his 
CA team are operating to further U.S. 
interests as a part of 7th Fleet’s forward 
deployed littoral combat ship within the 
area of operations of the nearby naval 
expeditionary force. The team has been 
on Pulau Laut for almost two months 
conducting civil reconnaissance and 
civil engagements, and soon they will be 
moving to their next island destination. 
During that time, these 21st century 
coast watchers2 have utilized a commer-
cial off-the-shelf drone to document the 
type and frequency of maritime traffic 
in the nearby shipping lanes, survey the 
light footprint of infrastructure on Pulau 
Laut, and provide endless entertainment 
to the islanders who would otherwise not 
normally experience such “toys.” At the 
end of each day, the team uploads the 
data they have gathered to their Marine 
Civil Information Management System 
portal.3

Although this is fiction, it is not be-
yond the realm of possibility. In fact, 
it should be the norm: small groups of 
self-sufficient Marines operating deep 
within contested spaces to provide 
presence, survey the activities of our 
adversary(s), and provide a counter to 
their efforts to shape the operational 
environment. The Marine Corps defines 
a concept as, 

an expression of how something might 
be done; a visualization of future op-
erations that describes how warfight-
ers, using military art and science, 
might employ capabilities to meet 
future challenges and exploit future 
opportunities.4

The Marine Corps Concept for Civil Af-
fairs envisions CA Marines operating in 
small, highly capable teams or detach-
ments providing persistent presence, 
disrupting enemy or adversary access 

to key terrain—such as the information 
environment—while simultaneously 
protecting access for friendly forces.5

There is no reason why the Marine 
Corps cannot use existing CA capa-
bilities to start doing this now.

The United States’ unipolar moment 
was short. Today, U.S. interests are be-
ing challenged globally; while there is 
still no power that can realistically 
challenge the United States militarily 
as a global equal, military challenges 
abound. With this in mind and con-
sidering the following observation from 
the Commandant’s Planning Guidance,

Significant change is required to ensure 
we are aligned with the 2018 National 
Defense Strategy and Defense Plan-
ning Guidance, and further, prepared 
to meet the demands of the Naval Fleet 
in executing current and emerging op-
erational naval concept,
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we need to consider every tool we have 
in the toolbox. Civil affairs is one such 
tool.

Civil Affairs and Contested Space
While this article is not about the 

People’s Republic, the growth of Chi-
nese power in the Asia-Pacific serves as 
a relevant backdrop to illustrate how 
the Marine Corps can better utilize 
its CA forces. China is on the move 
almost everywhere. China’s “whole of 
government” effort represents a patient, 
long-term strategy to secure its regional 
goals short of initiating a conflict that 
may undermine its number one prior-
ity: internal stability. This approach 
to challenging the status quo is both 
political and hybrid in nature6 and has 
been described in various fora as “salami 
slicing,” where there is a slow accumu-
lation of small actions, none of which 
justifies a war, but which adds up over 
time to a major strategic change.7

So how to compete? The Comman-
dant’s Planning Guidance states, 

Rather than heavily investing in ex-
pensive and exquisite capabilities that 
regional aggressors have optimized 
their forces to target, naval forces will 
persist forward with many smaller, low 
signature, affordable platforms that 
can economically host a dense array of 
lethal and nonlethal payloads.  

Finding an effective way of deterring 
and defeating Chinese hybrid cam-
paigns and their associated political 
warfare operations is not easy. More-
over, options are affected by American 
culture (i.e., instant gratification or 
feedback that we are achieving some-
thing now). Taking a realist perspective 
of power—or at least the visible mani-
festation of power—is understandable, 
even desirable. Certainly, visible and 
tangible actions can and do send signals 
to an adversary. Exercising freedom of 
navigation by sailing a guided missile 
destroyer through contested space is one 
such manifestation, but so too can be 
less visible actions in these contested 
spaces. Aircraft carriers, strategic bomb-
ers, and HIMARS can and will send a 
signal to a potential adversary. Take, for 
example, the latter. Adding CA Marines 
to the planning and employment of 
HIMARS for expeditionary advanced 

base operations makes perfect sense. 
CA Marines operating in a distributed 
manner conduct civil reconnaissance: 
a targeted, planned, and coordinated 
observation and evaluation of specific 
civil aspects of the environment. Civil 
reconnaissance focuses specifically on 
the civil component, the elements of 
which are best represented at the tactical 
level by using areas, structures, capabili-
ties, organizations, people, and events.8 

That information is used to assist in 
the planning and employment as well 
as the associated messaging required 
to support such operations. But that 
is only a part of the equation. Many 
nations desire reassurance from the 
United States that they are commit-
ted to the region, but do not want that 
visible manifestation of power on their 
territory. Properly vetted, trained, and 
equipped CA Marines provide such an 
option.

For instance, the U.S. Special Op-
erations Command example of civil-
military engagements (CME) is illus-
trative. By joint doctrine, CME is a 
civil affairs-supported task under civil 
affairs operations. CME is a U.S. Spe-
cial Operations Command program of 
record. Funded through Major Force 
Program-11, the CME program is SOF 
civil affairs-executed capability which 
provides an indirect line-of-operation 
capability through persistent CME in 
specific countries and regions to shape 
the civil dimension of the operation-
al environment.9 While the focus of 
this program is ungoverned or under 
governed spaces, the concept should 
be executed by CA Marines in the lit-
torals. CA Marines supporting naval 
construction battalion (Seabees) opera-
tions throughout the entire planning 
to execution chain can increase the ef-
fectiveness of these efforts.10

Similarly, CA Marines can be tem-
porarily assigned to American embassies 

or United States Agency for Interna-
tional Development (USAID) missions 
to support national security objectives. 
A similar program has existed in the 
form of a CME’s civil-military sup-
port element—a U.S. Army CA team 
which assists the U.S. Ambassador 
with civil-military programs and proj-
ects that support U.S. and host-nation 
objectives. This would not necessarily 
suggest CA Marines as project managers 
attending to development projects—
that should not be the priority of what 
CA Marines do; however, it would be 
a complementary approach to USAID 
activities within a region. In the scenario 
described in the introduction, the CA 
Marine surveys local infrastructure on 
Pulau Laut. This information is then 
shared with USAID and the Indonesian 
Government, and they determine what 
actions, if any, are worth pursuing. The 
CA Marine gains access to the region, 
provides useful information to those 
who can use it, and interacts with the 
locals to help shape perceptions. While 
arming a CA Marine with a check book 
might be one approach, we would be 
foolish to think such actions can com-
pete equally with the billions of dollars 
the Chinese can spend. The difference 
is that the CA Marine can conduct spe-
cific, localized assessment of needs that 
can be addressed by regional partners, 
nongovernmental organizations, or US-
AID as opposed to the one-size-fits-all 
juggernaut that China brings, and—as 
already articulated—supporting our 
governmental and nongovernmental 
partners provides the CA Marines ac-
cess to the contested spaces we desire 
to influence.

The 21st Century CA Marine
So how do we get there? First and 

foremost, we need to take a realistic 
reassessment of current CA doctrine, 
training, and structure. CA forces have 
three core competencies that focus on 
the civil component. These core com-
petencies are essential and enduring 
capabilities provided to the MAGTF.

The first competency—CA activi-
ties—are specifically planned, executed, 
and assessed by CA forces, and provide 
unique capabilities to the commander. 
They consist of the following functions: 

Many nations desire 
reassurance from the 
United States ...
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civil reconnaissance, civil engagement, 
civil information management, civil-
military operations center, and civil-
military operations (CMO) planning.

The second competency—military 
government operations—are established 
when, through the course of military 
operations, replacement or sustainment 
of civil authority is required to maintain 
stability and governance. They consist 
of transitional military authority and 
support to civil administration.

The third competency—CA sup-
ported activities—are those functions 
in which CA plays a key planning, co-
ordinating, or synchronizing role, but 
for which they are not the proponent 
or primary executor. These supported 
activities include foreign assistance, 
foreign humanitarian assistance, popu-
lace and resources control, and CME. 
These missions are executed through 
a combination of capabilities provided 
by elements of the MAGTF or joint 
force.

These competencies and functions 
must be supported with updated doc-
trine, training, and organization of the 
force. We could expand this look to 
include current information-related 
structure (i.e., communications strat-
egy, psychological operations, etc). I 
would also include other civilian-mili-
tary-related capabilities such as foreign 
area and regional affairs officers and 
specialists. While we do not necessarily 
need to blow up the system, we need to 
let go of old models.

The joint definition of CMO is: 

Activities of a commander performed 
by designated military forces that es-
tablish, maintain, influence, or exploit 
relations between military forces and 
indigenous populations and insti-
tutions by directly supporting the 
achievement of objectives relating to 
the reestablishment or maintenance 
of stability within a region or host 
nation.11

The focus of this definition has been 
objectives relating to the reestablishment 
or maintenance of stability. While im-
portant, this is the wrong emphasis. The 
MAGTF needs to focus on forces that 
establish, maintain, influence, or exploit 
relations between military forces and in-
digenous populations and institutions. 

CMO are conducted to support mis-
sion objectives and commander’s intent:

Through this approach to all-domain 
warfare, composite warfare empowers 
subordinates to execute decentralized 
tactical operations—independently or 
integrated into a larger Naval or Joint 
Force—through mission command 
and flexible supporting relationships 
responsive to ever-changing tactical 
situations.12

Distributed CMO, as described in 
the introduction to this article, is the 
epitome of this approach. Stability must 
be an objective: it is important, but it 
should not be the driver for persistent 
CMO. Add an appropriate combination 
or mix of communications strategy, psy-
chological operations, and corpsmen to 
the CA team, and you create an engage-
ment team designed to either inform or 
influence the civil component within 
the battlespace:

While organized and equipped con-
gruently, we cannot expect our Se-
lected Marine Corps Reserve (SMCR) 
units to maintain the same levels of 
readiness as our Active Component 
units. What we desire and expect 
in our SMCR units and Individual 
Ready Reserve (IRR) are Marines and 
units ‘ready for mobilization.’ Once 
mobilized, our Reserve Component 
forces will undergo additional pre-
deployment training to achieve the 
necessary readiness for deployment 
and employment.13

The current construct of reliance on 
the Reserve Component CA groups to 
provide the bulk of deploying CA forces 
is a recipe for disaster. We simply cannot 
get the right people to the right place 
at the right time. Once again, we need 
to break old habits. The Marine Corps 
has been comfortable with relying on 
the Reserve Component to provide 
the CA force because they were only 
needed “post-phase III,” or they were 
in support of “reconstruction,” or the 
reestablishment of essential services, 
or dare I say it, “development.” The 
truth is that subject matter expertise 
(so-called functional specialists) for 
such endeavors in Operations IRAQI

FREEDOM and ENDURING FREEDOM 
never really existed in the Component 
CA groups, and if it did, it was pure 

coincidence. The Marine Corps CA 
MOS-conferring school did not even 
exist until 1 October 2011, and it does 
not train functional specialists.14 The 
Marine Corps requires a vetting process 
for CA Marines in the same way we 
vet Marines who desire to become re-
connaissance Marines. There are many 
motivated, patriotic, hard chargers who 
want to be reconnaissance Marines, but 
we select only those who are best quali-
fied. Similarly, the criteria for SMCR 
Marines to become CA Marines should 
not be based on finding a convenient 
place to drill for the next couple of 
years. Finally, the nature of mobili-
zation orders and funding authorities 
are not currently flexible enough to get 
the Reserve CA Marine into the area 
of operations fast enough and to keep 
them there long enough. Distributed 
CA activities must be a full-time job, 
not tied solely to exercise support, and 
CA Marines on the front line of the 
competition continuum need to be the 
best civil-military operators. They are 
the “contact layer” and that requires an 
investment.  

Investing in CA Marines is even 
more critical for the Active Component:

Unless specified within this document, 
all reference documents from previous 
Commandants are no longer authorita-
tive; thus, Service and advocate-related 
publications using the Marine Operat-
ing Concept or Force 2025 as  ‘REF 
A’ must be revised. Current advocate 
plans must be reviewed within the con-
text of this guidance, and appropriate 
changes made.15

As a result of Force 2025, the Marine 
Corps divested in the three Active Com-
ponent CA detachments at the three 
MEFs: 

And despite our best efforts, history 
demonstrates that we will fail to ac-
curately predict every conflict; will be 
surprised by an unforeseen crisis; and 
may be late to fully grasp the implica-
tions of rapid change around us. The 
Arab Spring, West African Ebola Out-
break, Scarborough Shoal standoff, 
Russian invasion of eastern Ukraine, 
and weaponization of social media are 
but a few recent examples illustrating 
the point.16
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Each of these examples used on the 
first page of the Commandant’s Planning 
Guidance are directly related to the civil 
component and understanding the civil 
component, yet we divested ourselves 
of the very capability that is specifically 
designed to document, understand, and 
engage with the civil component? This 
decision should be re-examined. In the 
meantime, available resources should 
be pooled and provided the necessary 
training to create complementary capa-
bilities toward an influence practitioner. 
If we get down to the basics, the CA 
Marine is a delivery platform designed 
to achieve effects in the battlespace. The 
Marine artillery officer basic course is 
six months. We do not bat an eye at 
this investment. We should apply the 
same rigor to the contact and blunt layer 
CA Marines as we do the surge layer 
Marines. If you are a foreign area officer 
or foreign area specialist (or regional 
affairs), training should include CA. A 
multi-year investment has already been 
made. A few more weeks will not make 
or break a career. If you are a psycho-
logical operations Marine, CA train-
ing should be included. The Marine 
Corps information operations center 
is already doing this informally and as 
they can. If you are a communications 
and strategic operations Marine, CA 
should be included within your pro-
fessional skills—the target audience is 
civilians! These are all complementary 
activities aimed at informing and influ-
encing target audiences so the training 
continuum to produce these Marines 
should be complementary. Moreover, 
the CA Marines must be employed in a 
manner that best supports the objectives 
of the MAGTF commander. Creating a 
“civil reconnaissance” company within 
the MEF information group may be one 
such approach? The creation of an “in-
fluence battalion” similar to the Marine 
security guard or Marine security forces 
concept might be another approach? 
Regardless, CA activities must be inte-
grated into the overall targeting effort 
to ensure complementary, harmonized 
actions to achieve desired effects in the 
battlespace. Finally, and like the Reserve 
Component, these Active Component 
Marines must be properly vetted. The 
major thrice passed over awaiting an-

other year to retire is not necessarily the 
natural fit to be a CA Marine.

Conclusion
The ability for the MAGTF commander 
to affect the battlespace goes beyond the 
application of kinetic forces and lethal 
fires. The power of the information has 
been acknowledged, with information 
now a warfighting function. Under-
standing that there are almost always 
civilians living, working, and playing 
within battlespace, we have to deter-
mine the most effective way to inform 
and influence their actions. Whether 
it is “little green men” in the Ukraine 
or Chinese “fishermen” in the South 
China Seas, our adversaries understand 
the power of weaving messaging and 
actions. We do not need to reinvent the 
wheel to counter these threats. Yes, sig-
nificant change is required, but some 
of that change lies within our mindset. 
It is ironic that the Marine Corps still 
considers NAVMC 2500, Joint Manual 
for Civil Affairs “current.” Dated No-
vember 1966, it is highly likely it has 
never been read by Marine Corps lead-
ership, but it says: 

Civil affairs operations are as diverse 
as the range of military-civil rela-
tionships. They bring civil attitudes, 
needs and goals to the attention of the 
military commander and they convey 
similar matters to appropriate civilian 
agencies. They involve … recommen-
dations to the military commander as 
to the conduct of his operations and 
troops that will promote cooperation 
and support on the part of the indi-
vidual citizens and the government 
of the country. They include essen-
tial liaison and the numerous official 
and personal contacts associated with 
securing support from and living har-
moniously with a civilian community. 

Somehow the CA force became pur-
veyors of poorly conceived projects and 
conduits of solatia payments. There is so 
much more to CA than that. It is time 
to reimagine how we use the CA force.
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