
Russia’s year-old war in Ukraine has returned conventional conflict to 
Europe at a scale not seen since World War II. This Spotlight analyzes the 
war across four lenses relevant to transforming the U.S. Army for large-
scale combat operations (LSCO)—joint combined arms warfare, strate-
gic responsiveness, materiel modernization and operations—and provides 
implications pertinent to the Army, the joint force and Congress—as well as 
to allies and partners (Figure 1).
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ISSUE

At its one-year mark, the Russia-Ukraine 
war provides insights regarding selected 
characteristics of warfare and the 
trajectory of U.S. Army and joint force 
transformation for large-scale combat 
operations.

SPOTLIGHT SCOPE

Provides land warfare implications 
impacting the U.S. Army, the joint force 
and Congress—as well as allies and 
partners—based on observations from 
the conflict.

INSIGHTS

• The ascendency of fires, enabled by 
pervasive surveillance, underscores 
the imperative of the Army’s long-
range precision fires and layered air 
and missile defense modernization.

• Large, resilient stockpiles of prepo-
sitioned precision and conventional 
munitions are integral to U.S. strategic 
responsiveness.

• The Army’s Multi-Domain Task Forces 
appear well-suited to the battlefield 
characteristics on display in Ukraine.

• The Army requires 3–5 percent an-
nual budgetary growth to transform 
land warfare capabilities on pace with 
other warfighting domains.
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Figure 1

Spotlight Implications Summary

JOINT COMBINED ARMS WARFARE

• Robustly fund the Army to deliver complementary joint force capabilities.

• Structure and train the Army (and the joint force) for large-scale combat  
operations.

STRATEGIC RESPONSIVENESS

• Bolster Army endstrength to deliver combat credibility with the capacity to 
sustain the joint force.

• Co-develop, stockpile and preposition precision and conventional munitions  
at scale.

• Prepare for contested logistics in the Indo-Pacific.

MATERIEL MODERNIZATION

• Field Army long-range precision fires to provide the joint force with multiple 
options to enhance U.S. deterrence and multi-domain capabilities.

• Ensure networked and layered air and missile defense to improve joint force 
survivability.

OPERATIONS

• Expand security force assistance efforts in strategic competition.

• Stand up two additional planned Multi-Domain Task Forces (MDTFs).

• Empower and strategically position MDTFs to maximize counter-anti-access/
area-denial potential.



The implications aim to support the Army’s con-
tribution to the 2022 National Defense Strategy’s 
(NDS’s) three core tenets: integrated deterrence, 
campaigning and building enduring advantages.1 
Through integrated deterrence, DoD intends to 
deter adversaries by synchronizing its efforts across 
warfighting domains, regions and the spectrum of 
conflict in conjunction with all instruments of U.S. 
national power. In part, DoD achieves integrated 
deterrence through campaigning: sequencing log-
ically linked military activities to shift the security 
environment in favor of the United States. To enable 
integrated deterrence and campaigning, DoD must 
build enduring advantages by accelerating its 
modernization for the future fight. The NDS’s three 
tenets are interlinked; consequently, many of this 
Spotlight’s implications also overlap.

This Spotlight does not aim to address all elements 
necessary to build an effective Army as part of the joint force; it does not 
discuss personnel investments required to field a force motivated to fight 
and win the nation’s wars—that force which is the cornerstone of the U.S. 
Army. It provides early considerations that may bolster the joint force’s 
ability to deter future conflict or, if necessary, to prevail in it.

 Limitations on War Analysis

Recognizing the context-dependent nature of warfare, analysts should not 
interpret the Russia-Ukraine war as entirely predictive of what U.S. and 
coalition forces could experience in a conflict with a peer competitor. DoD 
is transforming for LSCO, but the conflict in Ukraine does not meet the U.S. 
Army’s definition of LSCO (see note).2 

Moreover, Multi-Domain Operations (MDO) doctrine—“the combined 
arms employment of joint and Army capabilities to create and exploit rela-
tive advantages that achieve objectives, defeat enemy forces and consolidate 
gains on behalf of joint force commanders”3—is how the U.S. Army plans to 
fight in LSCO, but neither the Russian nor Ukrainian armies conduct MDO.

Given these limitations, this Spotlight avoids using the word lessons. Nev-
ertheless, the war provides an opportunity to draw insights that may apply 
to future LSCO.

 Joint Combined Arms Warfare

The United States requires an Army that is funded, structured and trained to 
provide decisive land power to the joint force.

Observation 1: The Russia-Ukraine conflict demonstrates that high-
tech means of waging war have not replaced land warfare. 

Until 24 February 2022, many observers doubted that Moscow would 
launch its attack, noting the damage it would do to Russia’s global standing. 
But states do not always act in ways that appear rational. While Western 
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nations may not intend to wage wars of territorial 
aggression, they cannot mirror-image adversaries’ 
intentions. Failing to prepare for these wars only 
benefits aggressive revisionist states.

Although analysts in recent years have devoted 
much focus to modern, high-tech systems and 
hybrid, asymmetric and nonlinear warfare that de- 
emphasize large-scale combat, Russia’s war in 
Ukraine has been primarily conventional. As Gen-
eral Christopher Cavoli, commander of U.S. Euro-
pean Command and Supreme Allied Commander 
Europe, put it, “The great irreducible feature of 
warfare is hard power. . . . If the other guy shows up 
with a tank, you better have a tank.”4

Implication 1.1: Congress should ensure that the 
Army and the joint force each receive 3–5 percent 
real annual growth.

For the joint force to prevail against a peer competitor, it must converge 
the unique capabilities that each service provides across the five warfight-
ing domains. A consistently false narrative in the defense community since 
1945 has been that dominance in the air and sea will allow the United 
States to prevail in conflict “without the agony of ground combat.”5 This 
misperception negatively impacts joint force readiness. The Army has 
lost nearly $40 billion in buying power since 2019, despite accounting for 
about two-thirds of global U.S. Combatant Command requirements.6 As the 
land domain is often decisive, this leaves the joint force without the range of 
capabilities to deter adversaries or to prevail in sustained conflict.

The reasons for the continued relevance of ground warfare are numerous. 
Strategically postured land forces have unique deterrent effects.7 When 
deterrence fails, nations have historically struggled to achieve their aims 
with air or naval forces alone.8 Unsurprisingly, the Army has played the 
central role in all major U.S. wars since World War II, averaging about 
60 percent of deployments to combat theaters and about 70 percent of 
wartime fatalities.9

The Army does much more than fight, however. Through its Title 10 execu-
tive agent responsibilities, it sets the theater and is the integrator of the joint 
force. Former Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Joe Dunford referred to 
the Army as the “linchpin” for combat operations: “I use that word—linch-
pin—deliberately, because the Army literally has been the force that has 
held together the joint force with critical command-and-control capabilities, 
critical logistics capabilities and other enablers,”10 such as base defense, 
transportation and engineering. 

Implication 1.2: The U.S. Army must maintain adequate force posture 
(positioning, capacity and capability) in Europe after the Russia-Ukraine 
war. 

Some have argued that the United States should reduce its posture in Europe11 
and shift forces to the Indo-Pacific. But it is unlikely that the United States 
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could do so within the next decade in a way that would strengthen deter-
rence for Taiwan (often the focus of those who make this argument) without 
accepting excessive risk in Europe.

It is premature to assume that the Russian government will abandon its 
desire for a regional sphere of influence. Moscow plans to grow its army 
from 1.15 million soldiers to 1.50 million by 2026,12 and it retains uncon-
ventional and asymmetric capabilities while it rebuilds its force. Likewise, 
it is unclear whether potential increases in European defense spending will 
translate into an integrated, combat-credible force. The United States and 
Europe have previously been surprised by the Russian military—notably 
in 2014 with their annexation of Crimea. The real possibility of needing 
to surge U.S. forces and infrastructure back to Europe, if indeed they did 
substantially shift to the Indo-Pacific, would be a lengthy and potentially 
vulnerable process in a crisis.

Observation 2: Russia and Ukraine have struggled to conduct 
combined arms maneuver at scale, rendering them more vulnerable 
to the reemergence of the defense as the stronger form of warfare.

The proliferation of intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR) 
platforms coupled with fires has been a central element of the conflict. 
Some analysts contend that the war presages an era of defensive superiority 
in ground warfare, where defense, fires and attrition have an advantage over 
maneuver.13 Russia and (to a lesser extent) Ukraine have struggled to con-
duct combined arms—“incorporating a diverse array of combat arms into a 
single organization, so that the weakness of any single arm is compensated 
for by the other arms’ strength.”14 The lack of mutually supporting arms has 
made both forces increasingly vulnerable to the battlefield’s lethality.

Others argue that the superiority of the defense has rendered certain plat-
forms obsolete. For example, citing Russia’s heavy tank losses—reportedly 
half of its T-72 fleet15—some contend that they have a limited role in a 
conventional conflict.16

The Russian army’s tank losses are due to its failure to conduct combined 
arms operations. In February and March 2022, Russian tanks sped toward 
Ukrainian cities, unsupported by dismounted infantry or air power, and 
were consequently vulnerable to agile Ukrainian defenders.17 There is no 
current substitute for tanks’ firepower and protection when employed cor-
rectly; but, like any other platform, if they are utilized without support, they 
will not be effective.

Implication 2.1: U.S. Army force structure and training must reflect the 
required scale of combined arms operations in LSCO. 

As the battlefield has become more surveilled and lethal, efficient combined 
arms are vital to conducting offensive operations while limiting losses. 
Effective U.S. Army MDO that can create and exploit relative advantages 
against peer competitors in LSCO requires higher field headquarters to inte-
grate complex campaigns across vast geographies (Figure 2). To achieve 
this, the Army is returning to its division-centric force structure, substan-
tially improving the ability to conduct campaigns at the division, corps and 
theater levels.18
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The Army and the joint force must train these formations at the required 
scale for LSCO. The Russian military incorrectly believed it could scale its 
force employment from smaller operations in Crimea and Syria to a large 
conventional war. The U.S. joint force should not similarly assume it can 
scale up from recent brigade-centric operations without extensive training.

The Army is expanding division-level training at the National Training Cen-
ter; it conducted the first of these training exercises in 2021.20 As the joint 
force incorporates virtual reality, augmented reality and virtual gaming in 
training, DoD should facilitate this technology’s accessibility and interop-
erability with allies and partners.21 Doing so can ensure that these exercises 
continually expand in size and realism.

 Strategic Responsiveness

Sufficiently sized, equipped and sustained forces are foundational to cred-
ible strategic responsiveness, i.e., “the ability to deploy the right mission 
capabilities to the right places at the right times to achieve decisive results” 
(see note).22

Observation 3: While not decisive, Russia’s force size advantage has 
allowed it to sustain the conflict. 

The Russian military in February 2022 numbered 900,000 active person-
nel and 2 million in reserve,23 compared to Ukraine’s 196,000 active and 
900,000 reservists. Based on poor operational planning, Moscow’s initial 

The great irreducible feature 
of warfare is hard power. . . .  
If the other guy shows up 
with a tank, you better have 
a tank. 
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invasion force numbered only approximately 190,000.24 Current estimates 
are that Ukraine’s manpower figures grew to approximately 500,000 in the 
first few months of the war.25

As of February 2023, the British Defense Ministry estimated total Russian 
casualties (including private military contractors) at 200,000.26 U.S. offi-
cials have estimated at least 100,000 Ukrainian casualties.27 

In early fall 2022, Russia began to address its manpower disadvantages. 
Moscow mobilized at least 300,000 new soldiers and sent approximately 
150,000 to fill depleted units fighting in Ukraine.28 Despite these mobilized 
troops receiving poor training and equipment, Russia stabilized frontlines 
in eastern Ukraine in December 2022 and January 2023, making some ter-
ritorial gains.

Implication 3.1: Congress should restore U.S. Army endstrength as 
recruiting recovers. 

Force quality can offset some quantity shortfalls, but not unconditionally. 
It is concerning that the Army’s 452,000 active duty endstrength for Fiscal 
Year 2023 is at its lowest level since 1940. Future U.S. LSCO could take 
place in theaters much larger than Ukraine; the Army must be sufficiently 
sized to fight across vast geographies and to break through enemy defenses 
while possibly sustaining high casualty rates. Greater endstrength would 
ensure that the Army has the Soldiers to engage in combat and, equally as 
critically, the capacity to fulfill its role in sustaining the joint force in pro-
tracted campaigns. For its part, the Army must continue remedying recruit-
ing shortfalls.29 

Observation 4: The Russia-Ukraine war has been industrial in scale.

In November 2022, U.S. defense officials estimated that Russia fired 20,000 
artillery rounds daily, while Ukraine fired 4,000 to 7,000.30 Despite signifi-
cant pre-war stockpiles, Russia has expended precision-guided missiles so 
rapidly that U.S. officials believe it could be running low31 and that it has had 
to slow its rate of artillery fire by as much as 75 percent in some regions.32

Ukraine’s Western supporters have discovered their own readiness gaps. 
They are recognizing that they have forfeited long-term sustainability for 
cost efficiency, with defense industrial bases sized for peacetime minimum 
sustaining rates. The Center for Strategic and International Studies found 
that production lines for critical munitions in Ukraine, such as 155 mm 
projectiles, are either inactive or unable to meet the demands of a large-
scale conflict.33 The U.S. defense industry can build about 14,000 155 mm 
howitzer rounds per month—an amount that Ukrainian forces have fired in 
just two days of heavy fighting.34

Implication 4.1: Congress should increase funding for multi-year contracts 
for the defense industrial base to create sufficient munitions stockpiles to 
enhance deterrence and be available before a conventional war begins. 

“Just-in-time” delivery will not support U.S. munitions needs in a high- 
intensity conventional fight. The defense industrial base must produce suf-
ficient stockpiles of these munitions unhindered by budgetary uncertainty. 
The Army has begun to make headway, planning to ramp up its production of 
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FOUNDATIONS OF STRATEGIC 
RESPONSIVENESS

• Properly sized Army.

• Stockpiled, prepositioned equipment 
(co-produced with allies and part-
ners).

• Preparations for contested logistics.
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155 mm rounds from 14,000 to 90,000 per month,35 
and it is awarding multi-year contracts for Guided 
Multiple Launch Rocket Systems (GMLRS). 

There is still a long way to go. DoD should conduct 
analyses of estimated munitions expenditures for 
potential contingencies, recognizing that conflicts 
with peer adversaries are likely to be protracted. 
Moreover, in LSCO, peer adversaries may disrupt 
production. Congress should thus provide long-
term funding to produce and stockpile these muni-
tions before a conflict begins.

Implication 4.2: DoD should expand the co-
development of essential equipment with its allies 
and partners while expediting foreign military 
sales (FMS) to Taiwan. 

Co-production of critical equipment with allies and 
partners can build sufficient stockpiles and create supply networks with 
fewer single points of failure. Co-production is particularly vital for pre-
cision munitions that are more expensive and have longer production lead 
times. NATO or the European Union can facilitate this in Europe, while net-
works such as AUKUS (Australia, United Kingdom, United States) and the 
Quad (Australia, India, Japan, United States) should expand co-production 
tailored to the Indo-Pacific. 

As another tool, FMS can lower DoD procurement costs for critical weapon 
systems while promoting interoperability with allies and partners. This 
requires strengthening the defense industrial base and reducing inefficien-
cies in the sales process.36 Given Taiwan’s priority to U.S. defense strategy, 
clearing its $19 billion FMS backlog should be a priority. 

Implication 4.3: Congress should expand Army Prepositioned Stocks 
(APS) funding through the European Deterrence Initiative and the Pacific 
Deterrence Initiative. 

The Army’s mobilization of 7,000 Soldiers from the 3rd Infantry Division to 
reassure NATO allies within days of Russia’s invasion was possible because 
of APS.37 These stocks are critical to the joint force’s strategic responsive-
ness through calibrated force posture—positioning the right mix of forces 
and capabilities. APS reassures allies and deters adversaries by ensuring 
that U.S. forces can rapidly transition to combat operations, if necessary. 
This posture supports the NDS’s tenets of deterrence and campaigning by 
enabling the joint force’s agility.

Observation 5: Russian logistics failures have hampered its 
operational and tactical readiness, but Moscow has been unable 
to impose similar disruptions to the flows of Western weaponry to 
Ukraine.

While the Russian military possessed relatively robust stockpiles of equip-
ment (of varying quality), their operational logistics have been ineffective, 
especially in the early weeks of the war. Russian forces advanced beyond 
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their supply, resulting in formations with little food 
or fuel that were vulnerable to Ukrainian fires.

Ukraine has benefitted tremendously from its bor-
der with NATO. Moscow has not struck the logis-
tics stockpiles in adjacent NATO territories, which 
has allowed Kyiv’s supporters to flow equipment to 
Ukrainian soldiers. Russian forces have seemingly 
struggled to disrupt Ukrainian in-theater logistics 
effectively.

Implication 5.1: The Army, DoD and U.S. allies and 
partners must prepare for contested logistics in 
LSCO, particularly in the Indo-Pacific. 

Producing equipment is only a portion of strate-
gic responsiveness; U.S. forces can only be com-
bat credible if they can get materiel to the theater, 
into the hands of Soldiers, and sustain it. But unlike 
Western security assistance efforts for Ukraine, in 
LSCO, contested logistics from “factory to fort to foxhole” is likely to be 
the norm. The United States and its partners cannot assume that they would 
be able to replicate the logistics support that they have demonstrated for 
Ukraine in a war with China over Taiwan. Even if U.S. and allied forces 
only sought to provide Taiwan with equipment, the People’s Liberation 
Army likely would try to blockade the island. 

If U.S. and partner forces directly defend Taiwan, China would likely con-
test their logistics and force generation capabilities from points of origin in 
U.S. and allied homelands to forces in Taiwan. Beijing could employ cyber 
and space weapons to disrupt U.S. data and navigation. It could also use ISR 
and fires to place U.S. supply nodes and transport at risk. Soldiers, bases 
and infrastructure will need to be more distributed in the theater with lower 
signatures, placing a premium on precise, discreet supply. Military-indus-
trial infrastructure must be resilient to cyber disruptions and kinetic effects 
outside the theater, including in U.S. and partner homelands.

 Materiel Modernization

The Russia-Ukraine war indicates the re-ascendency of the fires warfighting 
function. This section discusses the two of the Army’s six materiel modern-
ization priorities that are most relevant to this significant potential devel-
opment—long-range precision fires (LRPF) and air and missile defense 
(AMD).

Observation 6: Ukrainian LRPF has significantly disrupted Russian 
operations and helped offset Kyiv’s mass disadvantages.

General James McConville, Chief of Staff, Army (CSA), called Ukraine’s 
employment of 20 U.S.-supplied High Mobility Artillery Rocket Systems 
(HIMARS—which fire GMLRS munitions) a “game changer”38—helping 
Ukraine conduct its fall 2022 offensives.

With their 50-mile range, GMLRS fired from HIMARS allow Ukraine to 
strike precisely in-depth, placing previously secure Russian command and 

8 www.ausa.org

MATERIEL MODERNIZATION: 
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control (C2), logistics nodes and massed formations at risk by integrating 
targeting data from drones, satellites, geolocation and Western intelligence 
assistance. HIMARS’ precision has helped Ukraine offset its quantitative 
disadvantages in fires and reduce its logistical tail.39 The system has proved 
highly survivable with its mobility and small footprint.

The Russian military’s adaptations to move potential targets out of 
HIMARS’ range have spurred Kyiv to call for the Army Tactical Missile 
System (ATACMS) missiles, fired from the HIMARS platform, but with a 
range of 190 miles. At the time of publication, the United States has not sent 
any ATACMS missiles to Ukraine.

Implication 6.1: Congress should ensure timely funding for U.S. Army LRPF. 

“Long-range” is relative when considering different platforms and theater 
geographies. HIMARS, Ukraine’s “long-range” capability, is not long com-
pared to the Army’s anticipated LRPF suite (Figure 3). For example, the 
Army’s long-range hypersonic weapon, due to be fielded in Fiscal Year 
2023, has a range of 1,725 miles. These survivable ground-based LRPF, 
alongside LRPF from the air and sea domains, provide complementary 
options to joint force commanders and pose multiple dilemmas for adver-
saries.40 LRPF is especially vital for the Indo-Pacific’s vast distances.
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PRECISION AND MASS

Precision fires
• More expensive, longer production 

timelines.

• Employed against high payoff targets 
at long range.

Massed fires
• Cheaper, faster to produce.

• Employed against close-in targets.
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Implication 6.2: Even with greater precision, 
DoD should increase the quantity of massed 
conventional munitions.

While precision fires are more efficient than un- 
guided munitions, Western nations cannot produce 
enough of them due to financial and production 
constraints. The Army can employ massed con-
ventional fires against close-in massed formations 
of troops and weapons to offset shortfalls in preci-
sion munitions, reserving precision fires for long-
range, high-payoff targets. DoD should not sacrifice 
massed fires on the assumption that precision muni-
tions will be sufficient by themselves.

Observation 7: Diverse air and missile threats 
have imposed significant dilemmas on Russian 
and Ukrainian ground forces.

Russia and Ukraine have leveraged various air and missile systems—such 
as military and commercial satellites, unmanned aerial systems (UAS) 
and LRPF—for ISR and kinetic effects. Fixed-wing and rotatory aircraft 
have played a less significant role than many assumed they would, as both 
Ukrainian and Russian ground forces have denied air superiority to the 
other.

UAS have been particularly prominent. Russia and Ukraine have used mil-
itary and commercial drones to spot adversary forces and to direct massed 
and laser-guided artillery fire.42 Both militaries have employed UAS with 
lethal capabilities, such as Ukraine’s use of the U.S.-made Switchblade loi-
tering munitions and Russia’s waves of Iranian Shahed-136 drones.

Among air defense systems from Western allies, Ukraine has received two 
U.S. National Advanced Surface-to-Air Missile Systems, which have been 
effective in intercepting Russian cruise missiles43 and are incorporating a 
Patriot air defense battery.44 Washington has also supplied developmental 
counter-UAS (C-UAS) systems that utilize small rockets or electronic inter-
ference,45 but Ukrainian forces have often resorted to less technical means, 
such as 50-caliber machine guns.46

Implication 7.1: Congress should fully fund the joint force’s layered air and 
missile defense. 

The most significant challenge to AMD is unlikely to come from a sin-
gle capability but from attacks that “mix and match” multiple threats.47 In 
LSCO, adversaries could target military infrastructure outside the theater 
and even U.S. and allied homelands. 

AMD must be sufficiently layered and interconnected, leveraging sensors 
across the joint force in an “integrated joint kill web” (Figure 4). This capa-
bility could protect forces from the homeland to the tactical edge against 
ballistic and cruise missiles; rockets, artillery and mortars; and UAS. To this 
end, the Army has completed initial operational testing for the Integrated 
Battle Command System,48 which integrates Army AMD sensors and shoot-
ers into a unified network as part of Joint All-Domain C2.
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C-UAS is a critical gap. General McConville has compared the imperative 
to innovate C-UAS solutions to the Army’s “full court press”50 to mitigate 
risks from improvised explosive devices (IEDs) in Iraq and Afghanistan.51 
The Army’s Rapid Capabilities and Critical Technologies Office has con-
ducted experiments with directed energy prototypes and microwave weap-
ons that have shown early success against drone swarms.52 Sustained fund-
ing is necessary as potential U.S. adversaries increasingly employ UAS.

 Operations

The Ukrainian military’s performance provides insight into how U.S. Army 
forces can effectively employ security force assistance formations and 
Multi-Domain Task Forces (MDTFs) to support the NDS.

Observation 8: Western security cooperation has been a huge force 
multiplier for Ukrainian forces.

Before February 2022, few observers believed Ukrainian forces could 
withstand a large-scale Russian attack. U.S. and Western security coopera-
tion—equipment, training and intelligence—have been a significant reason 
for Ukraine’s ability to do so. As it is beyond this Spotlight’s scope to detail 
all Western efforts to arm and train Ukraine, it focuses on U.S. contribu-
tions. However, the implication also applies to U.S. allies and partners, 
many of whom have demonstrated a significant ability to build partner 
capacity.
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The U.S.-Ukraine military relationship dates to 
1993, when Ukraine partnered with the California 
National Guard through the State Partnership Pro-
gram (SPP). Training efforts accelerated after the 
2014 annexation of Crimea, primarily through U.S. 
special operations forces (SOF).

The United States has provided approximately $27 
billion in military assistance since the war began—
accounting for over 70 percent of all global military 
aid to Ukraine.53 Western training efforts in Europe 
and the United States have ramped up. The U.S. 
military has hosted Ukrainian forces at Fort Sill, 
Oklahoma, to train on the Patriot missile system,54 
and it has begun training Ukrainian soldiers on com-
bined arms maneuver in Grafenwoehr, Germany.55

Western assistance has also included intelligence 
and operational planning: U.S. and NATO intelli-
gence has enabled Ukrainian strikes on Russian targets,56 and Western mili-
tary advisors were even reportedly involved in planning Ukraine’s Kherson 
counteroffensive.57

Implication 8.1: DoD should expand security force assistance (SFA) efforts 
through the Army’s Security Force Assistance Brigades (SFABs), Special 
Forces (SF) and State Partnership Program (SPP). 

The Army’s SFABs, SF and SPP are complementary yet distinct tools for 
conducting SFA.58 SFABs are the Army’s first purpose-built formation for 
training partner conventional forces. SF works through indigenous forces 
and prioritizes training foreign unconventional and SOF forces. SPP part-
ners foreign militaries with U.S. state National Guard units and forms 
in-roads for deeper engagement.

SFA is an essential tool in strategic competition. As demonstrated in 
Ukraine, it can build partner capacity in the periphery of a strategic com-
petitor. The Army, DoD and partners could expand these efforts in nations 
with concerns of Russian territorial aggression, such as Moldova and 
Kazakhstan (both SPP members). They should also strengthen training 
engagements with Taiwan—and Washington should consider including it 
in SPP. 

Additionally, Army SFA can responsibly reduce demands on U.S. forces 
in lower-priority regions. The 2022 NDS emphasizes that the Indo-Pacific 
is the United States’ priority theater, followed by Europe. Still, threats in 
the Middle East and Africa require sustained attention, preferably working 
through local forces. For example, SFABs and SF can train local partners 
to conduct counterterrorism operations with the “by, with and through” 
approach that degraded the Islamic State between 2016 and 2019.

U.S. allies and partners can similarly look to expand training efforts. Those 
less proximate to geopolitical flashpoints may have sufficient capacity to 
create formations dedicated to SFA. For example, in 2021, the British Army 
repurposed its 11th Infantry Brigade into the 11th SFAB (the same name 
as its U.S.-counterpart). Others could expand SOF rotations to create local, 
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territorial defense forces or build partner capacity 
in lower-priority regions. In either case, relatively 
limited investments can have an outsized strategic 
impact.

Observation 9: Ukrainian cross-domain 
maneuver, albeit episodic, has demonstrated 
potential opportunities for multi-domain 
operations on the contemporary battlefield.

The Ukrainian military has demonstrated a limited 
ability to conduct cross-domain maneuver—what 
the U.S. Army defines as “the synchronization and 
employment of forces and capabilities . . . across 
multiple domains.”59

ISR and fires have made the battlefield in Ukraine 
highly lethal, exacerbated by detection in the cyber 
domain and electromagnetic spectrum. Russian 
forces have massed with easily detectable signatures, creating cross-domain 
vulnerabilities whereby the electromagnetic spectrum renders its ground 
forces susceptible to kinetic attack. Ukraine has exploited these vulnerabili-
ties to target fires, notably in the HIMARS strike on a Russian troop dormi-
tory in Makiivka that reportedly killed hundreds.60 Ukraine also conducted 
a cross-domain fire to sink the Moskva, the flagship of Russia’s Black Sea 
Fleet.61 

Implication 9.1: Congress should fund the Army’s two additional planned 
MDTFs to provide the joint force with enhanced counter anti-access/area-
denial (A2/AD) capabilities. 

That Ukraine has been able to conduct cross-domain maneuver despite its 
forces not being modernized to do so indicates that formations with the req-
uisite capabilities, such as the U.S. Army’s MDTFs, could pose significant 
dilemmas to adversaries.

MDTFs are theater-level, multi-domain maneuver elements that synchro-
nize long-range precision effects (LRPE)—such as electronic warfare, 
space, cyber and information—with LRPF.62 An MDTF maneuvers across 
domains during competition to gain positions of advantage; in conflict, it 
provides combatant commanders options to penetrate adversary A2/AD 
networks. 

There has been a high demand from combatant commanders in U.S. 
Indo-Pacific Command (USINDOPACOM) and U.S. European Command 
for the capabilities organic to MDTFs.63 Admiral Harry B. Harris, former 
Commander of Pacific Command, saw the potential for MDTFs to “sink 
ships, neutralize satellites, shoot down missiles and airplanes and hack or 
jam the enemy’s ability to command and control.”64

Currently, there are two MDTFs in the Indo-Pacific and one in Europe. 
The Army plans to stand up a third in the Indo-Pacific and to have another 
employed globally. Congress should provide the funding for these addi-
tional MDTFs over the next one to two fiscal years. 
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THE VALUE OF SECURITY FORCE 
ASSISTANCE

Two primary applications in strategic 
competition:
• Build partner capacity against terri-

torial aggression in priority regions.

• Responsibly reduce demands on 
Army forces in lower priority regions.



Implication 9.2: Combatant commanders should empower MDTFs to 
exploit emerging opportunities rapidly. 

Survival on the modern battlefield is a function of dispersion, maneuver-
ability and acting quickly enough to disrupt the enemy’s kill chain.66 These 
elements are essential to MDTF operations, potentially improving their sur-
vivability against adversaries’ A2/AD. MDTFs conduct distributed opera-
tions and leverage their mobility to avoid adversary fires. Integrating effects 
and fires can shorten decision timelines, allowing an MDTF to degrade or 
destroy adversary capabilities before they are employed.

The common factor of these elements of survivability is that the Army and 
the joint force must empower MDTFs to exploit emerging, time-constrained 
opportunities. MDO will require decentralized authority, particularly in 
LSCO with degraded communications. It also necessitates that the Army 
adapt leader development with a renewed focus on mission command.

Implication 9.3: The Army and DoD should work with allies and partners 
to position MDTFs within adversaries’ A2/AD networks. 

MDTF capabilities—notably LRPF—have the most potential when oper-
ating as an “inside force” within adversaries’ A2/AD networks (Figure 6). 
However, there may be political constraints to basing MDTFs in partner 
and allied territories, particularly in the Indo-Pacific. These are partner 
decisions, but the Army and DoD can work to demonstrate MDTFs’ value, 
building on Japan’s January 2023 agreement to station a U.S. Marine Litto-
ral Regiment on Okinawa.67
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MDTFs

• Integrate kinetic LRPF and non- 
kinetic LRPE.

• Conduct operations across the 
spectrum of competition, crisis and 
conflict.

• Provide counter-A2/AD capabilities 
to the joint force.

Figure 5
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 Conclusion

The Russia-Ukraine war compels the U.S. military to take stock of its 
preparedness for large-scale conflict and to act decisively to remedy any 
shortfalls. In support of the NDS’s core tenets—integrated deterrence, cam-
paigning and building enduring advantages—this Spotlight provides con-
siderations for land forces through the lenses of joint combined arms war-
fare, strategic responsiveness, materiel modernization and operations. This 
is undoubtedly an incomplete list, and careful study of the conflict should 
continue.

Finding any virtue in Russia’s illegal and unnecessary war in Ukraine is 
challenging, but it may remind Western countries of the diligent effort nec-
essary to maintain deterrence. Political leaders should clearly communicate 
to their citizens the potential costs of a large-scale war. Without public sup-
port, vital military investments to maintain peace will not be sustainable. If 
there is one clear “lesson” that Western nations can confidently draw from 
the current war, it should be a renewed commitment to prevent a future one.
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