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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Title: The Evolution of the Marine Expeditionary Brigade 
 
Author:  Major Michael B. West, United States Marine Corps 
 
Thesis: As the mid-sized member of the Marine Corps MAGTF triad, the modern MEB (1980s) 
developed out of a requirement for a cohesive, rapid response, power projection force; it was an 
important force structure in the Corps' operational history. 
 
Discussion: Over the past century, the Marine Corps has demonstrated flexibility in adapting to 
competing peacetime constraints and wartime requirements to maintain the nation's premier air-
ground, amphibious force-in-readiness. These competing issues plus the powerful pull of 
tradition shaped the structure, permanence, and employment of the Marine Expeditionary 
Brigade (MEB) over the years of its existence. From the 1st Provisional Marine Brigade in   
Korea and the activation of the First Provisional MAGTF in Hawaii in 1953, MEB history owes 
much to the early air ground task force.  In 1962, MCO 3120.3, The Organization of Marine Air-
Ground Task Forces, formally defined the MEU, MEB, and MEF organizations as a flexible 
menu of responsive MAGTFs. Though no MEBs were created as permanent organizations at that 
time, task organized MEBs were to optimize the combat power of the force by combining its 
ground, air, and combat service support elements in a way that provided exponential 
enhancement of force capabilities as a whole. After Vietnam, the changing international threat 
environment required a new approach to power projection. Maritime and geographic 
prepositioning force assets developed as a crucial compromise for limited amphibious and 
strategic lift. To a large extent, the development of the Maritime Prepositioning Ship (MPS) 
concept in the early 1980s drove the Marine Corps to create permanent MEB headquarters. An 
associated 'composite MAGTF' concept was developed in the mid-1980s to provide greater 
stability and continuity and to permit more detailed planning and better preparation for rapid 
deployment. This activation of permanent MEB headquarters and the development of a 
composite MAGTF doctrine were advertised to be an operational response to the old problem of 
relying too much on hastily constituted, ad hoc command elements formed at a time of crisis. As 
the Cold War ended, wartime requirements, peacetime manpower constraints, and traditions all 
combined to impact the decision to deactivate the permanent MEB headquarters in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s. 
 
Conclusion: Regardless of the peacetime manning and budget constraints placed on the Corps 
over the years, the wartime requirements for cohesive, well trained MAGTF staffs and the ability 
to project combat power rapidly have remained constant. From its official inception, the MEB 
was designed to play a critical role in the force projection equation as the lead element for a MEF 
or as an independent amphibious or MPF force. At times, the MEB carried out this role very 
well. The extent to which the Corps has structured and trained to leverage this concept for 
stability and flexibility has varied. Recommendations for improvement, old and new, abound. 
Institutional change is difficult. In its attempt to adapt to changing environments, the Corps has 
sought the best force structure to balance peacetime constraints and wartime requirements. 
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Evolution of the Marine Expeditionary Brigade 

 
"Faces change like men.  Some cherished institutions and practices are inevitable casualties in the 
continua/ process of change that typifies any vigorous, self-renewing society." 

BGen Henderson, MCG, Jul 1971 

Over the past century, the Marine Corps has demonstrated flexibility in adapting to 

competing peacetime constraints and wartime requirements to maintain the nation's premier air-

ground, amphibious force-in-readiness. These competing issues plus the powerful pull of tradition 

shaped the structure, permanence, and employment of the Marine Expeditionary Brigade (MEB) 

over the years of its existence. As the mid-sized member of the Marine Corps MAGTF triad1, the 

modern MEB (1980s) developed out of a requirement for a cohesive, rapid response, power 

projection force; it was an important force structure in the Corps' operational history. 
 

Evolution of the MEB 

The roots of the MEB trace back to the development of the air-ground task force in World 

War II. In the early 1950s, a changing international security environment, an evolving National 

Military Strategy, and new operational requirements all encouraged the further development of the 

air-ground team concept that led to the creation of a brigade sized MAGTF.2 

Adapting to peacetime constraints, wartime requirements, and the call of tradition, Marine 

Corps brigades have varied in structure, permanence, and employment. With respect to structure, 

Marine brigades have varied from a small, light, infantry force of less than 5,000 Marines to a 

large, air and mechanized heavy force of more than 16,000 Marines. When looking at permanence, 

the concept of a brigade sized MAGTF has been constant, but permanent MEB units have been the 

exception rather than the rule. Provisional or temporary brigades have been continually created to 

fill operational gaps or short term requirements. Most brigade lineages reflect a cyclical history of 

"activate, de-activate, activate" (See Figure 1). Standing Brigade headquarters, or command 
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elements, have been practical compromises between permanent brigades and none at all. With 

respect to employment, MEBs have been employed across the full spectrum of conflict but were 

best suited to deal with conflict in the low to mid intensity range. They were used as primary 

choice for force projection and deployment options that evolved to include amphibious shipping, 

maritime and geographic prepositioning, and strategic airlift. 

From the 1st Provisional Marine Brigade in Korea3 and the activation of the First Provisional 

MAGTF in Hawaii in 19534, MEB history owes much to the early air ground task force.5 This 

paper, though, will focus on the key events and transitions of the modern MEB, 1982 - 1992. 

 Between 1956 and 1962, institutional guidance to improve air-ground organizations was 

"issued primarily by G-3 letter type directives”6 until a Marine Corps Order (MCO)7 was drafted, 

that provided the first formal definition of the three tiers of MAGTF that are still used today. 

1962: MCO 3120.3 

MCO 3120.3, "The Organization of Marine Air-Ground Task Forces,"8 formally defined 

the MEU, MEB, and MEF organizations as a flexible menu of responsive MAGTFs.9 None were 

created as permanent organizations at that time. The MCO stated that, 
 
A Marine air-ground task force is a task organization that is designed to exploit 

the combat power inherent in carefully integrated air and ground operations.... The 
MEB is normally commanded by a brigadier general. It is capable of conducting 
sustained air-ground combat operations. However, the majority of situations in which 
sustained combat is anticipated will eventually require a larger Marine air-ground task 
force. Accordingly, the MEB is normally organized to accomplish a limited mission. 
Upon accomplishment of the mission, a Marine Expeditionary Force or Marine 
Expeditionary Corp usually absorbs the MEB.10 

 
As early as 1962, then, one sees the concept of "absorption" and the assignment of limited 

missions to a MEB. The execution of a larger MAGTF absorbing a smaller one was seen in 

Vietnam, in operations throughout the 1980s, and most recently in Desert Shield. 
 

Also included in the early doctrine was the idea that a MEB may be included as 
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a separate element in the MEF task organization to conduct independent air-
ground operations separated sufficiently in space or time from other MEF elements to 
preclude MEF command and control. Such operations are normally of limited 
duration.11 

A MEB was to be created to optimize the combat power of the force by combining its 

ground, air, and combat service support elements in a way that provided exponential enhancement 

of force capabilities as a whole.12 The combat power of the combined arms task force was proven to 

be much greater than the simple sum of its component elements. As reflected in the notional 1990 

MEB in Figure 2, the Air Combat Element (ACE) of the MEB was created by compositing the 

fixed and rotary wing squadrons, and air defense assets, from several different air stations under a 

single group commander. The Ground Combat Element (GCE) of the MEB was built around a 

Regimental Landing Team, and the Combat Service Support Element (CSSE) was a task organized 

Brigade Service Support Group capable of supporting the MEB for 30 days. 

Throughout the 1960's, the Marine Corps deployed various sized MAGTFs in response to 

national crises. The Dominican Intervention of 1965 saw the initial employment of the 6th Marine 

Expeditionary Unit, which led to the eventual buildup of the 4th Marine Expeditionary Brigade. In 

Vietnam, the first substantial commitment of U.S. ground combat forces was on 8 March 1965, 

when the 9th MEB landed at Da Nang. By the end of March, nearly 5,000 Marines were at Da Nang 

in two infantry battalions, two helicopter squadrons, and associated support units.13 On 7 May, the 

3d MEB landed at Chu Lai, some 55 miles south of Da Nang. Both MEBs were then absorbed into 

the ad hoc III Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF), which pulled Marines from everywhere. 

Eventually, the III Marine Amphibious Force (MAF), as it became known after a controversial term 

change14, would include two Marine Divisions, two Marine regimental combat teams, and a super 

wing under the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing.15 Lessons in these early MAGTF operations highlighted 

the benefits of having various sized MAGTFs to deploy sequentially and build up as needed. 
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1970s: NATO Support Requirement 

During the 1970s, the U.S. National Defense Strategy gradually changed from a two major 

theater war strategy to a one-war strategy. As a result of a narrower DoD threat focus and 

accompanying force reduction, the Marine Corps struggled to justify its end strength. It perceived 

the need to be "a bigger player" in NATO. Lieutenant General Robert H. Barrow, Commanding 

General (CG) FMFLant, was a key leader in promoting the Marine Amphibious Brigade as the lead 

element of a Marine Amphibious Force that could rapidly respond to NATO scenarios. With the 

focus on Europe and a potential Russian threat, a "swing concept" was envisioned whereby an East 

Coast brigade (4th MAB) of approximately 15,000 would deploy as the lead MAGTF of II MAF. A 

second force was to subsequently deploy with West Coast amphibious "swing" shipping assets and 

deploy to Europe as a follow on force. General Alfred M. Gray, as CG of 4th MAB, was encouraged 

to promote the utility of the MAB to a European audience; not as a typical Army brigade, but as a 

full MAGTF with organic aviation and combat service support. With potential missions on the  

edges of NATO, the Corps was interested in advertising the very real capabilities of the MAB to 

NATO and to a congressional audience in the midst of the continual roles and missions debate.16 

1976: Haynes Report -- Force Structure Study 

After completing a study of the Marine Corps' mission and peacetime force structure for the 

mid-range period17 in March 1976, a special study group under Major General Fred Haynes, USMC, 

provided three alternative peacetime force structures for the Commandant's review. In accordance 

with a perceived change in the international security arena from low intensity conflict toward mid-

to-high intensity warfare, each alternative reflected this shift while retaining "the capability for 

employment in the broadest range of scenarios."18 This meant that the MAF rather than the smaller 

MAB received the most focus. After evaluation of force structure issues using both qualitative and 
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quantitative techniques19, the alternatives "re-emphasized the importance of the combined arms 

team, but simultaneously required a modification of the roles of some of its key components such as 

infantry and tactical aircraft."20 The selected alternative included "two MAF's capable of defensive 

and limited offensive operations in the mid-to-high intensity battlefield."21 The board decided that 

no additional permanent MAGTFs were to be created.22 During the remainder of the 70s and 80s, 

MABs were temporarily employed throughout the world in exercises and small-scale operations.23 

1980: Rapid Response and Power Projection (MEB Deployment) 

From the birth of the Corps, Marine deployments have been linked to Naval Expeditionary 

Forces as amphibious ships provided the earliest means for Marines to deploy overseas. In the 

continual budget competition associated with the roles and missions debate, amphibious shipping 

availability has been a critical consideration in the structuring of MEBs to balance combat power 

projection with strategic mobility24. Maritime and geographic prepositioning force assets 

developed as a crucial compromise for limited amphibious and strategic lift.25 To a large extent, 

the development of the Maritime Prepositioning Ship (MPS) concept in the early 1980s drove the 

Marine Corps to create permanent MEB headquarters.26 

The maritime prepositioning concept developed out of the recognition in the late 1970's that 

the U.S. military had a limited ability to rapidly project sufficient heavy forces of brigade size to the 

Middle East.27 As part of the solution, a Rapid Deployment Joint Task Force (RDJTF) concept 

started to take shape28, but the problem of moving sufficient heavy equipment remained. In early 

1980, Secretary of Defense Harold Brown testified to the Congress, "Although we can lift a brigade 

size force by air to the scene of a minor contingency very quickly, that force would be relatively 

light….”  To supply such a force by air with substantial mechanized or armored support,           

along with necessary ammunition, he went on to testify, would occupy almost all of DoD's airlift 
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force.29 The fundamental question was how DoD could improve its strategic mobility. The Near 

Term Prepositioning Force (NTPF) concept was the initial answer.30 Under General Robert H. 

Barrow, the 7th MAB was designated as the primary unit for the RDJTF.31 In December 1981, 7th 

MAB major subordinate command staffs were established to better prepare for their mission of 

providing a quick-reaction force under the NTPF program.32 

Developed almost simultaneously with the NTPF, a land based prepositioning concept called 

the Norway Air-Landed Marine Amphibious Brigade (NALMAB) eventually evolved. By 1981,   

the U.S. (DoD) had signed a Memorandum of Understanding with Norway to provide an  

amphibious brigade for prompt reinforcement of Norway. With General Paul X. Kelley's support, 

the concept of a MAB flying into Norway to marry up with prepositioned equipment led to a very 

productive annual exercise. Eventually, a land based prepositioning site was developed in 

Trondheim, Norway to better support the rapid deployment of the Marine brigade.33 As the land-

based NALMAB concept took shape, DoD's focus returned to maritime prepositioning. 

As Commandant of the Marine Corps, General Kelley championed the Maritime 

Prepositioning Ship (MPS) concept as a viable follow on to NTPF and a solution to the strategic 

mobility challenge.34 The MPS concept evolved throughout the mid-1980s to include three 

squadrons of contracted ships; each designed to carry the combat equipment for a MEB (See Figure 

3). This new strategic mobility solution brought with it many new and expensive support 

requirements. The Corps recognized the need for dedicated staffs to focus on the many operational 

and logistic complexities inherent in an MPS operation. 
 
1982: New Administration and New MAGTF HQ Concept 

With the Reagan administration in 1982 came a new opportunity to recover valuable 

manpower structure. Specifically, the Corps acquired the money and manning needed to create new 
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headquarters to focus on the evolving MPS concept. Since the late 1970s and early 1980s, the 4th 

MAB had been the only real "operational" brigade HQ nucleus with approximately 35 permanent 

staff.35 With three brigades worth of equipment prepositioned around the world on three MPS 

squadrons, the shortfall of brigade planning headquarters was soon to be rectified. 

The composite MAGTF concept that developed in the early 1980s was discussed and 

accepted, in principle,36 at the General Officer Symposium of 1982. Under that new concept, three 

MAF planning headquarters and six permanent MAB command elements were to be established 

from 1983 to 1990 on a phased basis "to provide greater stability and continuity and [to] permit 

more detailed planning and better preparation for deployment."37 As reflected in Figure 4 from 

1985, the MAF headquarters was intended to be a nucleus staff that would absorb, as needed, a full 

MAB command element to form an operational MAF.38 These manning decisions reflected a focus 

on the MAB as the most likely operational headquarters. A key aspect of this new concept was that 

three MAB headquarters were designated for amphibious missions and three for maritime pre-

positioning missions.39 Specific designation as either an amphibious or MPS headquarters 

encouraged more focused planning, dedicated training and operational expertise.40 This also more 

accurately reflected the force projection capabilities available to the NCA.41 In addition to solving 

the MPS planning problem, the permanent MAB headquarters concept would help solve the long 

debated problems associated with ad hoc headquarters. 

According to the DC/S for Plans Policy and Operations in 1983, "All too frequently we jury-

rig our command structure for an exercise, then disband it at the conclusion of the event, losing the 

benefit of continuity. To create an ad hoc MAGTF headquarters at any level, if combat is imminent, 

is sloppy at best and disastrous at worst. After long study and analysis, it was determined that the 

new permanent MAGTF headquarters provides the best combination for stability and flexibility."42 
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Some MAF, MAB, and MAU staffs existed at this time, but not as part of a cohesive system. The 

two MAB staffs per MAF were to be staffed and located as listed in Figure 5. Throughout 1983, 

this concept was debated and refined.43 More difficult than the peacetime constraint of manpower 

sourcing was the doctrinal question of how Marines would fight once ashore. 
 
The permanent MAGTF headquarters concept was designed so that an effective  

wartime MAF headquarters would result if a nucleus MAF CE were phased into an operational 
area and combined with a MAB headquarters already on scene. At issue was how much the 
command should try to organize in the face of the enemy and whether division, wing, and 
combat service support elements were needed, or even desirable, during the early phase.44 

In 1985, two years after the permanent MAGTF concept was approved, General Kelley   

made the final decisions, amidst continuing concerns, to bring the plan into effect over the following 

years.45 Out of an end strength of 198,025 Marines, the Corps was to have 13 permanently  

established MAGTF headquarters, 3 MAFs, 6 MABs, and 4 MAUs. This initiative was advertised     

to be in direct response to the old problem of relying too much on hastily constituted, temporary 

command elements formed at a time of crisis.46 According to MajGen Gene A. Deegan,  

USMC(Ret), "A desire to maintain the highest readiness and to provide a well-trained team to lead 

our Marines at the point of the spear dictated the choice [for establishing permanent MAB HQs]."47
 

An Advanced Amphibious Study Group was tasked with developing and communicating the 

doctrinal aspects of this new concept. Their July 1985 report described a new MAGTF building 

block approach that the Marine Corps would adopt to ensure a rapid and sequential flow of combat 

ready forces into a theater of operations.48 The new composite MAGTF concept, whereby larger 

MAGTFs could be formed by combining two or more smaller MAGTFs, was a radical change from 

previous thinking about forming MAGTFs49 and was not received without debate in the Corps. 
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1988: FMFM-1, Maneuver Warfare Doctrine 

Force structure was not the only thing changing in the Corps in the 1980s.50 Doctrine, too, 

received a new focus.51 The new maneuver warfare doctrine adopted in the late 1980s placed a 

premium on tight, cohesive teamwork. 
 
This warfighting doctrine maintains that decentralized command is necessary to cope 

with the uncertainty, disorder, and fluidity of combat and to develop the tempo of operations 
that we desire. The ability for seniors and subordinates to communicate through mutual 
understanding and anticipating each other's thoughts is essential for success under this 
doctrine. This implicit communication is based on a shared philosophy and experience which 
can only be developed through the familiarity and trust that arises from established, long-term 
working relationships (emphasis added).52 

The permanent MAGTF command elements created in 1985 at the MEU, MEB, and MEF53 

levels were structured well to support this emerging doctrine.54 Specifically, the rapid response, 

power projection scenarios that were anticipated for MPF and amphibious MEBs would greatly 

benefit from the familiarity and trust that would arise from established, long-term working 

relationships. This strength would change with the deactivation of the MEB headquarters in 1992. 
 
1989: MAGTF Master Plan (MMP) 

The 1989 MMP started to move the Corps' focus back to the low end of the conflict 

spectrum. In the MMP prologue, General Gray said, "In the approaching years of defense budget 

austerity, . . .MAGTFs will become the nation's 'force of choice' in the most likely future conflicts, 

the lower end of the so-called spectrum of conflict. In so focusing its efforts, however, MAGTFs 

will retain initial usefulness in general war with three active MEFs."55 In this MMP concept, some 

of the permanent MEB headquarters created in the mid-1980s were to continue playing a major 

role in responding to the exercise and contingency requirements56 of the coming decade.57 
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Permanent MEB CE Deactivations 
 

The deactivation of some of the standing MEB headquarters (HQ) actually began during the 
 
1988-1989 Force Structure Planning Group (FSPG), under General Gray, as a manpower savings 
 
decision.58 The FSPG that met during 1991 was charged with "defining the most effective and 
 
capable structure for the Corps at the current DoD programmed manning level of 159,000 active 

force Marines."59  Wartime requirements, peacetime manpower constraints, and traditions all played 

a role in the decision to deactivate the remaining permanent MEB HQ.60 

The wartime requirement factors that came into play in the FSPG deliberations resulted 

from the Corps' recent Operation Desert Shield / Storm experience. This experience provided the 

only real operational setting that had tested the modern MEB in the context of both the 'composite 

MAGTF' and MPS concepts.61 Key factors examined were MAGTF command and control (C2) 

requirements, force size and capabilities, and the composite MAGTF concept. 

The experience of the Gulf War validated previous warnings62 that the technical and 

manpower requirements for C2 of a composite MAGTF in a joint environment would not be 

satisfactorily met by the current MEB (or, in some cases, even the MEF) configuration without 

additional augmentation.63 Specifically, problems were identified in the MEB's ability to handle the 

full responsibilities associated with C2 of operational level aviation.64 From the number of required 

liaison officers, to the C2 systems and the technicians required to set up, operate, and fix those 

systems, the MEB structure was inadequate for that level of conflict.65 

The underlying premise of the FSPG effort was that the MEF was the principal warfighting 

organization of the Marine Corps.66 The FSPG saw that a MEF (and much less a MEB, as structured 

in Desert Storm) did not have the sheer size and combat power to carry out the critical and visible 

role as a component headquarters of a JTF while also acting as a warfighting HQ.67 
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Even though the 7th and 1st MEB rapidly deployed to the Gulf region as planned and 

advertised68, their identity as independent MAGTFs was not conducive to the subsequent 

compositing into the MEF in this instance. Though the MEB absorption was part of the clearly 

articulated compositing concept of 1985 (and had been exercised successfully before by others69), 

traditional division/wing structure, personalities, and politics all played roles in the friction that 

existed during the absorption and transition to I MEF command. 

Peacetime constraints that impacted the FSPG analysis were the external ceilings placed on 

Marine Corps budget and manning levels as their fair share of the overall post cold war DoD 

drawdown. The permanent MEB CE deactivations were a part of the Corps' force restructuring plan 

to reduce the number of manned headquarters staffs by 1997. The FSPG determined that in an 

organization of 159,100 men the Corps could "no longer afford the luxury of layering command 

elements and 'compositing' for combat."70 This was the most highly publicized reason for the 

permanent brigade headquarters deactivations. 

The element of service tradition that came into play during the MEB deactivation 

deliberations revolved around institutional survival and adaptation. As the brigade lineages in 

Appendix 1 reflect, the Corps' history is full of brigade activations and deactivations. The FSPG 

decision to deactivate the MEB CEs was not as difficult as a decision to request a change to Public 

Law (NSA 1947) and deactivate the traditional Marine Division headquarters (in favor of a new 

MEF / MEB structure) would have been. With large service cuts looming in the near future, the 

Marine Corps needed to structure realistically for the future and "market" the best force-in-readiness 

to DoD and the Congress.71 If the Corps were seen to be primarily a service based on brigades, 

vertical cuts or elimination of brigades might appear more attractive to senior decision-makers. 
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Based on the experience of Operation Desert Storm and the results of the 1991 

FSPG, the 1992 MAGTF Master Plan (MMP) focused on the primacy of the MEF as a warfighter at 

the expense of the MEB. Though the full spectrum of contingencies was planned for in this MMP, 

the Corps' focus shifted away from the future use of MEBs as a distinct MAGTF entity. Instead, the 

MEF(Forward) would now be the lead echelon of the MEF.72 This decision involved several force 

structure reengineering challenges. The need for a MEB did not go away simply because the 

command elements were eliminated. Complex amphibious and MPF operations still demanded 

focused planning, dedicated training, and operational expertise. 
 

MEB Debates and Proposals 

Looking back over the evolution of the MEB, one sees a cycle of change in structure, 

permanence, and employment. Abundant, professional debate about all of these factors has been 

an important part of the MEB's evolution. The most relevant historical debates and proposals 

concerning the MEB have focused on the "structure and permanence” issues of task organizing for 

combat in peacetime vice waiting for war. 
 
Critique of the Ad-hoc Staff 

By design, the Marine Corps MAGTF concept provided great flexibility in force tailoring 

to meet specific mission requirements. This flexibility often came at the great cost of cohesion and 

habitual command relationships. The "ad-hocery" necessary to create a MAGTF headquarters and 

task organize its elements often precluded any hope of leveraging the strength of a previously well-

oiled machine. Yet, it was in these subordinate command elements that the decentralized command 

crucial to maneuver warfare needed to be exercised. In this review of the MEB, the most commonly 

found debate centered around the perception that, institutionally, the Marine Corps consistently 

violated the principle of "training in peace like you will fight in war" by using ad hoc MAGTF 
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headquarters for operational deployments. Echoing a logical concern that continues to this day, 

Major Barlow, USMC, made a compelling argument to stop "robbing Peter to pay Paul" with ad 

hoc MAGTF staffs in his 1964 Gazette article, "Staff the Fire Brigade NOW". At this early point 

in MAGTF history, one already sees recommendations to maintain full time MEU and MEB staffs 

for critical continuity and cohesion.73 There is ample evidence that waiting to build a team only 

when conflict requires one is not the best way to move into a fight. 

As an example of this evidence, lessons from the 1980 Advanced Antiarmor Vehicle 

Evaluation (ARMVAL) highlighted the critical need for cohesion in a MAGTF like the MEB. 

Respected combat leader Colonel Robert H. Thompson, USMC, directed the six month ARMVAL 

and came to these conclusions, "The first step in achieving a capability to fight combined arms is 

to structure combined arms organizations. Task organized units will not be able to win on the 

complex modern battlefield. The difference is teamwork and cohesion. Understanding and belief 

in the system can only be achieved through months of living and training together."74 This type of 

assessment has consistently highlighted the benefits of permanent MAGTF command elements. 
 
Brigade the Corps 

Various proposals for permanent brigade headquarters, or full brigades with assigned forces, 

have existed in various forms since the 1960s. In trying to alleviate the consequences of ad-hoc 

MAGTFs, numerous proposals questioned the traditional stand to maintain the division/wing 

structure.75 In many debates over tradition vs. requirements, several authors essentially asked, "How 

important are the sacred cows?" 

One proposal that challenged tradition was Major Joseph Schmid's 1989 Marine Corps 

Command and Staff paper titled "Reorganizing the Fleet Marine Force: From Division-Wing Teams 

to Marine Expeditionary Brigades". In this paper, Major Schmid examined all elements of the 
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division, wing, and MEB for impact across a wide range of factors. In short summary, his proposal 

sought to produce cohesion and operational readiness by eliminating 29 headquarters from within 

each MEF to create two active duty MEBs and one reserve MEB each in I and II MEF and two 

active MEBs in III MEF. Referring to the permanent MAGTF HQ concept of 1985, his proposal 

assigned each active MEB either an amphibious or MPS mission. 

Major Frank G. Hoffman, USMCR presented a similar proposal, in a 1993 article that 

advocated restructuring into six MEBs, "a size and capability most consistent with the enabling 

concept" that the Commandant had adopted to characterize the Corps' role in the national defense.76 

Many have questioned the logic of why we have developed and "institutionalized an approach 

whereby regiments and aircraft groups have become largely administrative or 'type' commands, that 

provide battalions and squadrons to MEU or UDP deployments, while MAGTF command experience 

is concentrated in relatively few, small units outside the peacetime chain of command."77 Command 

and control, span of control, manning, MOS and career progression, training, cohesion, and many 

more crucial issues have all been examined. These factors have routinely been addressed by 

organizations like the Center for Naval Analyses (CNA) in an attempt to reduce unnecessary 

headquarters, meet budget and manning constraints, and provide a force structure that will allow the 

Corps to meet its peacetime UDP, MEU, and ACF requirements.78 The challenge is to meet these 

peacetime requirements while developing cohesive, combat capable MAGTF units. 
 
Embedded MEB Staff 

After the Marine Corps' post-Desert Storm restructuring, Colonel Will Brown, USMCR, 

provided a proposal for making an embedded MEB staff work within the new downsizing 

constraints. "A new staff starts out as less than the sum of its parts and grows into something better 

only with time and training. First, identify the MEB command element staff within the MEF. 
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Second, call it what it is: a MEB, not a MEF(Forward), although it may have that mission. Third, 

train it as a staff"79 As Colonel Brown pointed out in 1993, identification of a MEB staff on a 

MEF roster is one thing, but training it as a living MEB, with its own identity, is entirely different. 
 
Fix the ACE 

As a critical sub-problem of the larger MEB structuring issue, there has been a long-standing 

problem in forming the ACE for the MEB.80 Because of the differences between the garrison and 

wartime organization of Marine Corps aviation units, the formation of the composite fixed-wing and 

rotary-wing MAGs of a MEB is arguably a painfully complex process. "The current organization of 

Marine Corps aviation units does not facilitate the rapid transition of Marine aviation units from 

their peacetime basing to their anticipated structure during a low to mid-level conflict."81 According 

to several aviators, a long-term solution to this complex problem would be to reorganize squadrons 

to create 12 active duty MAGs to support up to six MEBs — i.e. six MEB ACEs, each with a fixed 

and rotary-wing MAG.82 
 

Summary 

Regardless of the peacetime manning and budget constraints placed on the Corps over the 

years, the wartime requirements for cohesive, well trained MAGTF staffs and the ability to project 

combat power rapidly have remained constant. From its official inception, the MEB was designed 

to play a critical role in the force projection equation as the lead element for a MEF or as an 

independent amphibious or MPF force. At times, the MEB carried out this role very well. The 

extent to which the Corps has structured and trained to leverage this concept for stability and 

flexibility has varied. Recommendations for improvement, old and new, abound. Institutional 

change is difficult. In its attempt to adapt to changing environments, the Corps has sought the best 

force structure to balance peacetime constraints and wartime requirements. 
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Permanent MAGTF Headquarters Concept 
(1984) 

 
 

Headquarters Location Designation 
   
I MAF (Nucleus) Camp Pendleton, CA  
  5th MAB Camp Pendleton, CA Amphibious 
 7th MAB Twentynine Palms, CA MPF 
   
II MAF (Nucleus) Camp Lejeune, NC  
 4th MAB With 2d Fleet, Norfolk, VA Amphibious 
 6th MAB Camp Lejeune, NC MPF 
   
III MAF (Nucleus) Okinawa, JA  
 1st MAB Oahu, HI MPF* 
 9th MAB Okinawa, JA Amphibious 

 
Staffing Concepts 

 
 MAF 

Off/Enl 
MAB 
Off/Enl 

   
1982 47/45 65/85**
1983 58/56 53/87 
1984 54/59 51/117 

::: ::: ::: 
1999 115/129*** 0/0 

 
*    The 1st MAB was designated as an MPF MAB, but it had no capability to train with 
mechanized assets. 
**   Not counting Navy contingent or supporting H&S Company personnel 
*** T/O figures.  Staffing Goal figures not available. 
 

Figure 5.  Permanent MAGTF Headquarters Data 
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Marine Corps Fiscal Year End Strength, 1941-1997 
Year Officers Enlisted Total 
1941 3,339 51,020 54,539 
1942 7,138 135,475 142,613 
1943 21,384 287,139 308,523 
1944 32,788 442,816 475,604 
1945 37,067 437,613 474,680 
1946 14,208 141,471 155,679 
1947 7,506 85,547 93,053 
1948 6,907 78,081 84,988 
1949 7,250 78,715 85,965 
1950 7,254 67,025 85,279 
1951 15,150 177,770 192,920 
1952 16,413 215,544 213,957 
1953 18,731 230,488 249,219 
1954 18,593 205,275 223,868 
1955 18,417 186,753 205,170 
1956 17,809 182,971 200,780 
1957 17,434 183,427 200,861 
1958 16,471 172,754 189,495 
1959 16,065 159,506 175,571 
1960 16,203 154,418 170,621 
1961 16,132 160,777 176,909 
1962 16,861 174,101 190,962 
1963 16,737 172,946 189,693 
1964 16,843 172,934 189,777 
1965 17,258 172,955 190,213 
1966 20,512 241,204 261,716 
1967 23,592 261,677 285,269 
1968 24,555 282,697 307,252 
1969 25,698 284,073 309,771 
1970 24,941 234,796 259,737 
1971 21,765 190,604 212,369 
1972 19,843 178,395 198,238 
1973 19,282 176,816 196,098 
1974 18,740 170,062 188,802 
1975 18,591 177,360 195,951 
1976 18,882 173,517 192,399 
1977 18,650 173,057 191,707 
1978 18,388 172,427 190,815 
1979 18,229 167,021 185,250 
1980 18,198 170,271 188,469 
1981 18,363 172,257 190,620 
1982 18,975 173,406 192,380 
1983 19,983 174,106 194,089 
1984 20,366 175,848 196,214 
1985 20,175 177,850 198,025 
1986 20,199 178,615 198,814 
1987 20,047 179,478 199,525 
1988 20,079 177,271 197,350 
1989 20,099 176,857 196,956 
1990 19,958 176,694 196,652 
1991 19,753 174,287 194,040 
1992 19,132 165,397 184,529 
1993 18,430 159,949 178,379 
1994 17,823 156,949 174,158 
1995 17,831 156,808 174,639 
1996 17,885 155,710 173,595 
1997 17,733 153,904 171,637 
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