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Logistics Support to  
Semi-independent Operations

	By Dominick L. Edwards

Training and Doctrine Com-
mand Pamphlet 525-3-7, The 
U.S. Army Functional Concept 

for Movement and Maneuver (AFC-
MM), outlines the way the Army must 
operate to win against future threats. 
This guidance has implications for all 
warfighting functions. The most sig-
nificant impact to the sustainment 
community is the requirement for fu-
ture brigade combat teams (BCTs) to 
be able to operate semi-independently 
for up to seven days without relying on 
ground lines of communication. 

The future battlefield will be more 
active and lethal, and every domain—
land, air, cyberspace, space, and mari-
time—will be contested. According 
to the AFC-MM, this will drive the 
Army to “operate dispersed to avoid 
enemy strengths and evade enemy 
attacks, while retaining the freedom 
of movement to concentrate combat 
power rapidly across domains to fight, 
survive, and win.” 

To address this requirement, the 
AFC-MM prescribes a break from the 
tightly controlled and rigidly synchro-
nized battles that systematically clear 
enemy forces from terrain. The concept 
further states that BCTs must be able 
to conduct semi-independent opera-
tions by possessing “sufficient mobil-
ity, firepower, protection, intelligence, 
mission command, and sustainment 
capabilities to conduct cross-domain 
maneuver at extended supporting 
range and distance for up to seven days 
while achieving operational objectives.” 

In turn, BCTs may be relieved of 
the requirement to secure traditional 
lines of communication. This will pro-

vide the BCTs time to amass combat 
power, move freely to create dilemmas 
for the enemy, rapidly concentrate 
combat power, and attack the enemy 
at its weakest point. These operations 
introduce challenges for logisticians. 
Meeting the BCTs’ new requirements 
will require the Army to change how it 
operates and sustains its forces. 

The BCT must be able to move 
quickly to capitalize on opportunities 
without being tied to a cumbersome 
tail. To fulfill this requirement, the 
Army must change both ends of the 
supply chain. First, BCTs and their 
support structure must reduce demand. 
Simultaneously, logistics elements 
must improve their ability to support 
BCTs and to survive on the modern 
battlefield. 

Reducing Demand
The AFC-MM states that semi- 

independent operations “require a 
fundamental reduction in demand” 
in order for a BCT to operate for up 
to seven days. Water, fuel, and ammu-
nition constitute the BCT’s greatest 
sustainment footprint, so reducing 
those demands will provide the largest 
gain. The solution is to employ both 
disciplined consumption of commod-
ities and acquisition of more efficient 
platforms and systems.

BCTs are organized to store and 
transport three days of supply. This 
“tail” requires combat power to keep it 
secure against peer threats and reduces 
the BCT’s maneuver options. Consider 
an armored BCT conducting offensive 
operations; the BCT’s requirements and 
capabilities generate a 16 kilometer- 

long logistics column with more than 
98 truck and trailer systems to transport 
classes I (subsistence), III (petroleum, 
oils, and lubricants), V (ammunition), 
and IX (repair parts). 

When a BCT operates semi- 
independently for up to seven days, 
the BCT’s logistics tail grows signifi-
cantly. This increases endurance but 
sacrifices agility and the BCT’s ability 
to rapidly respond to opportunities. To 
help demonstrate the difference in cur-
rent and future requirements, figure 1 
shows how this change affects several 
key supply items. 

The challenge for logisticians is to 
increase the BCT’s endurance while 
maintaining or improving agility and 
flexibility. Part of the solution is to re-
duce logistics demand. 

Water and fuel. Most of the BCT’s 
sustainment assets are tied to storing 
and transporting liquids. Soldiers are 
unlikely to reduce their water require-
ments; however, the Army should in-
vest in innovative water generation and 
purification capabilities to use water 
available in the air and on or below 
the surface. However, these solutions 
must be fuel efficient to avoid simply 
exchanging one liquid for another in 
the supply chain.

Reducing fuel demand is an obvious 
solution that will require significant 
investment. First, the Army must pro-
cure vehicles with more fuel-efficient 
engines. These vehicles must be able to 
use various types of fuel to allow for the 
use of locally procured fuel to reduce 
transport requirements. 

While few hybrid electric engines 
produce the torque necessary to move 

Sustainment units must be prepared to support future brigade combat teams that will be 
required to operate semi-independently for up to seven days. 
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heavy combat vehicles, building light-
er, more fuel efficient combat vehicles 
with improved armor and active pro-
tective systems will help close this gap. 
Lighter mobile bridges, transporters, 
and recovery assets could be developed 
to support the reduced size and weight 
requirements, generating second-order 
fuel conservation.

The Army must also study all power 
generation requirements in the BCTs 
and their supporting elements to find 
opportunities for fuel savings. Ineffi-
cient systems in command posts in-
crease a generator’s fuel consumption. 
Some goals of command post conver-
gence should be to streamline mission 
command systems’ power require-
ments and to procure fuel-efficient 
power generation equipment. The 
Army should look at innovative pow-
er solutions to further reduce demand.

Ammunition. The BCT’s ammuni-
tion requirements are significant and 
very dense, often leading to wasted 
space as transport vehicles “weigh 
out before they cube out.” Handling 
heavy ammunition requires materi-
als handling equipment, which gen-
erates its own sustainment and fuel 
requirements. 

The Army should invest in light-
weight capabilities that provide in-
creased lethality and are easier to 
transport. Caseless ammunition is one 
potential solution that can reduce am-
munition weight. Another solution is 
to develop directed energy weapons 
with lightweight, reliable, and fuel- 
efficient power requirements.

Repair parts. Class IX constitutes 
the next largest class of supply for 
the BCT to store and transport. Re-
ducing demand will require a twofold 
approach to reduce both stocks and 
maintenance. 

The Army should look for opportu-
nities to use common engines, drive-
trains, and suspension components 
across vehicles to reduce the number 
of lines in the authorized stockage 
list. Secondly, the Army should design 
more reliable and maintainable vehi-
cles and systems that require fewer re-
pair parts and less maintenance.

Batteries. The Army should develop 

lighter batteries that provide improved 
performance. While lighter batteries 
will affect all BCTs, this will mainly 
increase how long infantry BCTs and 
reconnaissance formations can operate 
semi-independently. 

Footprint. The Army must seek ways 
to reduce the logistics footprint and 
consumption for BCT sustainment 
organizations’ demands during semi- 
independent operations. This will re-
quire the sustainment community to 
operationalize innovative resupply 
methods that get the Army beyond its 
current distribution-centric model. 

Improving BCT Support
The AFC-MM outlines how the 

sustainment community can support 
semi-independent operations. BCTs 
must have “100 percent mobile sus-
tainment assets and capabilities” that 
meet demand at the point of need. 
Sustainment elements must be able 
to deliver support by “using multiple 
routes, modes, nodes, and suppliers, 
to provide freedom of action to the 
supported commander.” And, most 
importantly, the BCT must improve 
medical life support and develop a sus-
tainment common operational picture 
(COP).

Medical life support. The AFC-MM 
specifies that “semi- independent and 
dispersed BCT operations generate the 
requirement for an enhanced organic 
medical suite of enablers for prolonged 
care forward.” Units cannot assume air 
evacuation will be feasible and must as-

sume that ground evacuation may not 
be possible. 

The BCT is currently limited to 72 
hours of medical supplies. It is not 
Role 3-capable and lacks mortuary af-
fairs capability. Most significantly, the 
BCT cannot hold patients for extend-
ed periods during offensive operations. 

Designing the BCT’s medical orga-
nizations to support semi-independent 
operations will require several lines of 
effort. First, the Army must resource a 
capability such as an advanced trauma 
management module to prepare for-
ward medics for additional lifesaving 
responsibilities. 

Second, the Army must train med-
ics to sustain a large patient load for 
up to seven days at Role 1 and Role 
2 medical facilities. Finally, the Army 
must study and determine the required 
medical equipment sets and class VIII 
(medical materiel) stockage levels to 
support a BCT for seven days. One 
goal of this study must be to define the 
BCT’s medical storage and transporta-
tion requirements.

The COP. The AFC-MM states that 
freedom of action “requires disciplined 
resource consumption and materiel 
management.” Therefore, the Army 
must develop and field a sustainment 
COP that enables accurate reporting 
and allows sustainers at all levels to 
forecast BCT requirements. 

Today, tactical units carry unneces-
sary supplies when they lack confidence 
in sustainment systems. There is blame 
for such systemic breakdowns at all lev-

Supply 
Items

3 Days of Supply 7 Days of Supply

Amount Transport 
Requirement

Amount Transport 
Requirement

Meals ready-
to-eat

132 pallets 17 flat racks 308 pallets 39 flat racks

Bulk water 60,000 gallons 30 hippos 140,000 gallons 70 hippos

Bulk fuel 313,000 gallons 63 5,000-gallon 
tankers

730,000 gallons 146 5,000-gallon 
tankers

Ammunition 117 pallets 15 flat racks 273 pallets 35 flat racks

Repair parts 60 pallets 8 flat racks 140 pallets 18 flat racks

Figure 1. This table outlines the logistics requirements to sustain armored brigade 
combat team operations for three and seven days.
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els, from the maneuver platoon to the 
expeditionary sustainment command, 
and the Army must address this addi-
tional unnecessary burden because it 
reduces the BCT’s agility and mobility. 

BCTs must carry only what they 
need during semi-independent oper-
ations instead of dedicating space and 
weight for nice-to-have or redundant 
items. BCTs should review their load 
plans and eliminate all unnecessary 
items so that they can use all available 
space to store essential supplies. For ex-
ample, tank crews could leave tarps be-
hind to create space in the bustle rack 
for class I items. However, practices 
like this will generate only some of the 
required reduction of supplies. 

BCTs must also have a COP to en-
sure accurate reporting and timely vis-
ibility of the BCT’s logistics status so 
sustainers can forecast requirements 
and plan resupply operations. This 
COP should enable sustainers to pro-
vide the required supplies at the right 
time to create the trust that will make 
maneuver units more confident “oper-
ating on amber.” 

Additionally, the COP must be ca-
pable of transmitting large amounts of 
data very quickly during limited win-
dows of connectivity when the Army 
network is degraded. It must also be 
protected from cyberspace attacks, 
electronic warfare attacks, and the 
threat’s artificial intelligence and ma-
chine learning tools. 

Innovative support. Sustainment 
elements must find innovative ways 
to improve support to the BCT. One 
idea being developed is a capability 
that provides responsive aerial resupply 
without rotary-wing assets. 

Another opportunity is to develop 
systems and procedures for conven-
tional units that mirror those used by 
special operations sustainment units. 
Finally, the Army should explore how 
BCTs can use operational contract 
support when the operational environ-
ment allows. 

Improving Survivability
Future threats pose significant risks 

to sustainers; they must change how 
they think, function, and operate. Sus-

tainers supporting BCTs must move 
quickly and operate deep in enemy ter-
ritory on an increasingly lethal future 
battlefield. Traveling on supply routes 
always involves risk; however, this risk 
increases during semi-independent 
operations against an armored threat, 
especially if BCTs are bypassing com-
bat forces along the way. 

The AFC-MM acknowledges and 
addresses this challenge with two 
recommendations. First, sustainment 
forces must increase their internal 
protection and offensive capabilities 
in order to travel on long, contested 
supply lines. Sustainment platforms 
must incorporate armor and protection 
without sacrificing payload, mobility, 
and fuel economy. Sustainment forc-
es must be able to disable or destroy 
unmanned aerial systems that provide 
targeting data to artillery systems and 
must possess the weapons and training 
needed to defeat large threats. 

Second, sustainment organizations 
must be able to seamlessly communi-
cate and coordinate with all units that 
operate in the support area. Reducing 
the size and increasing the mobility of 
the brigade support area (BSA) and 
other logistics nodes will contribute to 
rapid maneuver and will increase sur-
vivability because enemies easily locate 
and target large, static assets. Decreas-
ing demand and using alternative dis-
tribution methods will contribute to 
this effort. 

However, the BSA will remain a 
lucrative target, so sustainers must be-
come masters of camouflage to reduce 
their odds of detection. All logisticians 
must know how to use terrain to hide 
assets, and they must always employ 
proper camouflage. 

All sustainment nodes must become 
as invisible as possible across the full 
electromagnetic spectrum. This will 
require learning and enforcing prop-
er communications discipline, but the 
Army is also seeking technical solu-
tions that will mask, obscure, and re-
duce the BSA’s signatures. 

To ensure survivability and best en-
able semi-independent BCT opera-
tions, sustainers must be equipped and 
trained to “own the night.” Operating 

at night reduces the risk to sustainers 
as they travel on contested supply lines 
and reduces the risk to maneuver units. 

The Army must examine existing 
tables of organization and equip-
ment for logistics organizations to 
ensure the BCT’s sustainment Sol-
diers are equipped with enough mod-
ern night-vision devices and weapon 
sights to conduct resupply quickly 
and safely at night. Finally, sustainers 
must train during periods of limited 
visibility to ensure they can support 
semi-independent operations under 
all conditions. 

The AFC-MM describes how the 
Army must fight to win against fu-
ture threats. It specifies that the Army 
must operate with increased dispersion 
and mobility by conducting semi- 
independent operations for up to seven 
days to achieve operational objectives. 

The AFC-MM acknowledges the 
associated sustainment challenges 
and asserts that sustainment forc-
es must “support semi-independent 
and dispersed BCT operations with 
reduced demand, improved shared 
understanding, and enhanced distri-
bution.” In addition, the concept adds 
that logistics elements must increase 
their organic survivability to support 
semi-independent operations. 

The Army must examine how to 
reduce demand in the BCTs, increase 
sustainment capability to support 
semi-independent operations, and im-
prove the survivability of logistics forces 
to enable future maneuver as described 
in the AFC-MM. This will take a de-
liberate effort by many stakeholders, 
and the force must begin working to-
day to dominate in the future. 
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