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The current and future battlefield has becone heavily
reliant on tactical data communi cati ons equi pnent to ensure
tinmely and accurate dissem nation of information on the
battlefield. Additionally, new tactical equipnent such as the
expeditionary fighting vehicle (EFV) has greatly enhanced the
speed and di stances units can travel on the nodern battlefield.
Satellite conmmunication has exponentially increased the range
and flexibility of comrunications on the nodern battlefield, but
only at the Marine Division and above via ground nobile force
(GW) or inlimted quantities via tactical satellite
conmuni cations with the ANNPSC-5 and the AN PRC-117F. The
princi pal comruni cati ons equi prent used for passing tactical
data communi cations at the infantry battalion and belowis the
Enhanced Position Location Reporting System (EPLRS). The
i ntroduction of newer conputers capabl e of handling higher data
rates and the speed and ability to project conbat power forward,
as was shown in Operations Enduring Freedom (CEF) and Iraq
Freedom1l (O F-1), has changed the requirenent of tactical data
conmuni cations on the nodern battlefield. Due to a |lack of
mobility, limted bandw dth and connectivity problens, the EPLRS
radio systemis not an effective tactical data conmunications

option, and nust be replaced by a nore capable system



LACK OF MOBILITY

During the first phases of Qperation Iraqi Freedom the 1%
Marine Expeditionary Force noved a substantial distance before
having to conduct an operational pause for sustainnment
operations before resumng the offensive. During this tine,
EPLRS went w dely unused due to its |ack of over-the-horizon
capability which uses an ultra high frequency (UHF) I|i ne-of -
sight system \When speed and tenpo are high, this restraint
makes EPLRS operations al nost inpossible during offensive
oper ati ons. On the Center for Arny Lessons Learned (CALL)
internet website, a Marine who served in Iraq submtted this
after action corment: “In this fast paced war, if a
conmuni cati ons systemwas not functioning quickly, alternative
nmet hods were enpl oyed. This was a specific problemof the EPLRS
radio (which relies on Line of Site (LOS)). Wth units
constantly noving, LOS was not possible.”?

Moreover, EPLRS | ack of range forces the conmunications
officer to set up relay systens throughout the battlefield in
order to ensure proper connectivity. These relay systens are
normal Iy placed on the highest nountain or hilltop avail abl e.
Wiile this may be the nbost advant ageous option froma
comuni cati ons standpoint, this does not take into account force
protection, security issues, and targeting of those hilltops by

a thinking eneny.



Furthernore, as distributed operations becone nore
preval ent throughout the Marine Corps and units becone nore
wi dely disbursed, the United States Marine Corps nust plan for a
reliable, redundant, and robust data communication option at the
infantry battalion and bel ow. EPLRS does not neet the required
data communi cations needs at the infantry battalion. The EFV
has the capability to travel 25 knots per hour in the water and
45 mles per hour on land.? As these vehicles conduct rapid
force projection forward, the data communi cations infrastructure
cannot keep up.

Finally, EPLRS cannot keep up with rapid force projection
forward due to its systemconstraints. Also, the current
configuration is not man portable due to the size and wei ght of
the radio system so it is not the data comuni cations option in

densely forested terrain, jungle terrain or an urban area.

BANDWIDTH LIMITATIONS

Today’ s energing technol ogy i s maki ng high data
comuni cati ons exchange a reality in the civilian comunity.
This high data rate transm ssion nmedi um gi ves the average
consuner the ability to transmt and recei ve nassive anounts of
data in a very short period of time. This high data rate
transfer equates to tinme saved at hone or noney saved at a
business. In the mlitary, high data rate transfer equates to
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shared situational awareness and increased operational tenpo.

| ncreased situational awareness and tenpo w il have a
substantial inpact on the eneny and can be the difference
between victory and defeat on the battlefield. This high data
rate transfer is available at the division and MEF | evel only
through its organic GV satellite communications termnals. As
t he echel ons of command decrease to the infantry battalion and
conpany, the only nethod of data transfer becomes EPLRS. At
this level, EPLRS substantial decrease in data conmunications
transm ssions equates to | ower shared situational awareness and
a slower tenpo of operations due to a |ack of infornmation
exchange. As operational requirenments for increased data
exchange continue to grow, the EPLRS radio is not able to handl e

this increase.

CONNECTIVITY PROBLEMS

As nentioned earlier, the EPLRS radio systemis a ground-
based line-of-sight radio. Wth an estinated seven-foot antenna
hei ght on an average vehicle, this design limts the radio to
approxi mately seven mles on flat terrain, not taking into
account any mcro-terrain that may hinder communi cati ons.
Movenent during offensive operations is not the only scenario in
whi ch the EPLRS radio systemis |acking. Conbat service support
units, who regularly travel great distances to resupply forward-
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based units, al so experience connectivity issues. A conbat
service support Marine who was interviewed after serving in Iraq
stated: “The EPLRS network, in support of the |lower tactica
internet and FBCB2 system is not designed to provide the
adequat e range extension required for CSS units to maintain
continuous situational awareness when executing operations

t hr oughout a non-linear battlefield.”?

A MORE CAPABLE SYSTEM

As has been di scussed throughout, the EPLRS radio systemis
proving itself to be unreliable as a tactical |evel data
comuni cations termnal. The Marine Corps has used a radio
systemw th simlar capabilities throughout Operation Iraq
Freedom but the systemis not a programof record within the
Marine Corps. This radio systemis the U S. Arny’s Blue Force
Tracker (BFT). The nost striking difference between the two
radi o systens is that while EPLRS is a ground-based |ine-of -
sight radio system the Arny’s BFT is a satellite comrunications
terminal and is not limted to line-of-sight operations. This
characteristic has proven essential on today’s non-Ilinear,
di spersed battlefield. “The only consistently reliable neans of
comuni cati on was “SATCOM " ..The only systens consistently
prai sed by the Marines were the Blue Force Tracker (SATCOM
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t hough unsecure) and Iridi um Phones (SATCOV). These systens
provi ded reliable conunications at all tines. In many instances
t hese systens were the sol e means of communication.”*

In addition to the obvious advantage of beyond I|ine-of -
sight capability, the overall systemwas praised for its
responsi veness and downl oad capabilities. Ted Cornmaney, an
anal yst who interviewed nunmerous units within the Iraq theatre
of operations concluded: “The Blue Force Tracker proved very
popul ar with Marines fromboth LAR and 2D Tank Battalion. The
5.1 MB downl oad capability proved to be very useful. Real-tine
information transfer and satellite imgery was mssion critica
on several occasions. BFT was considered ‘very responsive’ due
to instant nessaging capability. Mst of the conmanders agreed
that the pace of the battle required a device simlar to Blue
Force Tracker. Units were, at tinmes, unable to maintain VHF over
di stance due to the inability to establish retransm ssion sites.
Potential retrans sites would be forecasted to be located in
unsecure areas. In the absence of communications, BFT provided
units with responsive nessage traffic. Tanks and LAR used it in
t he absence of radios. It was, at tines, the only neans of
comuni cation for dispersed units. BFT was consi dered very
reliable for providing friendly situation reports.”®

Finally, not only is the BFT a nore robust, reliable and
capabl e system the Marines who operated the BFT noted its ease
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of use, and chose it over EPLRS, “Operator training for the BFT
is sinplistic and the systemis very operator friendly.
Additionally the BFT provides a |larger throughput capability for
free text or formatted nessages to any BFT throughout the world
via satellite connection and the 1st Marine Division Marines
found this capability very useful to nmaintain PLI and data text
messaging ‘on the nove’ fromthe Division to RCT to Battalion
Command Posts. For the 1st Marine Division, BFT was the
overwhel m ng system of choi ce. Reconmmendati on: That MCSC

di sestablish the MDACT program and establish a joint BFT program
with the US Arny that could support worldw de PLI for the Marine

Corps fromthe MEU to the MEF.”®

CONCLUSION

Al t hough EPLRS is currently the Marine Corps’ choice for
tactical data communi cations connectivity, the future
battlefield is rapidly proving this radio systemto be
ineffective. The LOS restraint of this radio systemis
hanperi ng maneuver units and their ability to project power
forward while maintaining a reliable data comruni cati ons
capability. Additionally, its bandwidth limtations have not
been able to keep up with the increased need for a bigger data
conmmuni cation “pipe” to accommobdate energing technol ogy and
enhanced tactical imgery that nust be sent. A current option
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avai lable to the Marine Corps is the U S. Arny’s Blue Force
Tracker. This radio system possesses beyond |i ne-of-sight
capability that is essential in today s nodern battlefield.
Moreover, the EPLRS inability to adapt to energi ng technol ogy
limts information exchange, thus hanpering shared situationa
awar eness and reduci ng operational tenpo.
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