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Ideas & Issues (TraInIng)

T
he average enlisted infantry 
Marine is unable to conduct 
land navigation without the 
aid of a global positioning 

system (GPS). This deficiency contin-
ues to exist because the evident solution 
has been to either apply a technological 
remedy like GPS, or to pay lip service 
to conducting training at the unit level. 
The fixation on materiel solutions has 
only papered over the problem, leav-
ing Marines unready to face challenges 
when they execute enhanced MAGTF 
operations (EMO) in the 21st century.
 As a forward air controller serving in 
a distributed environment in Afghani-
stan in 2008, I expected squad and fire 
team leaders to be accomplished in land 
navigation, and either possess the skill, 
or be easily taught how, to locate tar-
gets for engagement by air and surface 
fires. I was quickly disabused of this 
notion by my own observations and 
the counsel of the infantry officers with 
whom I served. During initial combat 
operations, our fire support team (FiST) 
regularly denied fires to squads and fire 
teams who were unable to locate tar-
gets they wanted to engage, or even find 
their own positions. Our FiST rapidly 
adapted to the challenge and found nu-
merous ways of working around this 
deficiency by using homemade gridded 
reference graphics, marking devices, and 
other nontraditional means of enabling 
the rifle squads to coordinate with the 
FiST and firing agencies.
 Despite the success of these impro-
vised techniques in allowing Marines 
to rapidly locate and engage the enemy, 
they did not address the underlying is-
sues, and they did not work in every 
circumstance. Units operating away 
from the town center demonstrated 

unfamiliarity with the properties of 
maps and magnetic compasses. On one 
memorable occasion, a platoon sergeant 
attempted to direct a polar mission on a 
target to the southeast, and proceeded 
to give a bearing to the target of 1,100 
mils, a northeasterly direction. He was 
using his compass from the turret of 
his up-armored HMMWV at the time, 
and was perplexed when the FiST de-
nied him fires and told him to move 
away from the vehicle if he wanted to 
get an accurate bearing. This staff ser-

geant had previously been an instructor 
at the School of Infantry (SOI). On 
another occasion, an observation post 
(OP) had requested mortar fire on en-
emy movement on a named target. The 
FiST approved and cleared the fires, 
and the mortars engaged. The observ-
ers complained that the mortars were 
impacting 300 meters north of the de-
sired point. The FiST confirmed all of 
the target information with the mortars 
and repeated the mission, only to receive 
the same complaint. The FiST subse-
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quently investigated the OP’s map and 
was informed that the OP had moved 
the named target to another point, as 
they thought it was more appropriate 
given the descriptive nature of the name. 
They had simply not bothered to inform 
anyone. By the end of the deployment, 
despite the great success our FiST had 
in supporting the rifle squads, the FiST 
agreed that only one squad leader was 
competent enough to locate himself and 
a target with sufficient accuracy to re-
quest fires without intervention from 
the FiST. This sergeant’s proficiency 
reflected solely to his own credit and 
not on anything the Marine Corps had 
done to prepare him.
 These anecdotes illustrate that the 
Marine Corps is not providing sufficient 
instruction in a basic military skill to 
our Marines. A perusal of the Marine 
Corps Center for Lessons Learned 
database reveals a similar story—Ma-
rines unable to complete basic tasks in 
a timely manner due to a lack of profi-
ciency in land navigation. The ability 
to find your own location using only 
a map and a compass is an essential, 
bedrock skill for any Marine, regardless 
of MOS, but doubly so for an infantry-
man. Neither a map or compass run out 
of batteries, depend on wires staying 
soldered together, or rely on a series of 
signals from a network of satellites, nor 
can they be jammed or spoofed. This is 
not to say that GPSs and other naviga-
tion and target location systems are not 
useful; on the contrary, in the hands 
of someone trained in land navigation 
and who understands the underlying 
principals, these items are tremendous 
force multipliers. But to hand them to 
someone who does not understand the 
underlying principles of land naviga-
tion is to make the Marine a prisoner 
to the device. If he gets an output that 
is erroneous, even obviously so, he does 
not have the means to recognize it, let 
alone challenge it. The only time I even 
saw compasses carried by Marines out-
side of the FiST during my tour as a 
forward air controller (FAC) was on 
the officers and the one aforementioned 
Marine who was comfortable with land 
navigation. However, GPSs were ubiq-
uitous on nearly every Marine in any 
sort of leadership position.

 We did not get to this state of affairs 
by accident or through any unforeseen 
sequence of events. We created a train-
ing system that was designed to produce 
these very results. A Marine second 
lieutenant receives over 100 hours of 
classroom and field training specifically 
in land navigation before completing 
The Basic School, and he is not allowed 
to use a GPS for any of it. His enlisted 
counterparts receive less than 20 hours 
of the same training between boot camp 
and SOI, where the initial land naviga-
tion failure rate approaches 50 percent. 
Theoretically, the platoon command-
ers should be teaching their fire team 
and squad leaders the finer points of 
land navigation, but between hectic 

training schedules and the ease of the 
ubiquitous GPS, this has clearly fallen 
by the wayside. With land navigation 
training for enlisted Marines organized 
in this matter, it should be no surprise 
that a corporal or sergeant is likely to 
find locating and navigating himself in 
unfamiliar terrain intimidating, and the 
presence of a device that seems to point 
the way reassuring.

 Providing only the briefest of in-
troductions to land navigation during 
enlisted training illustrates the lack of 
importance attached to it, despite the 
demonstrated past, present, and future 
importance of this skill. Consigning all 
training, beyond the most rudimentary 
to the hands of platoon commanders 
who are already saturated with train-
ing requirements further demonstrates 
the utter disregard for land navigation 
skills. Rifle marksmanship would never 
be treated so cavalierly, yet the ability 
to get into position to fire the rifle is 
utterly neglected.
 The results of this training system are 
at odds with the future of the Marine 
Corps as predicted by experience and 

envisaged by our senior leadership. In 
EMO, fewer and more junior Marines 
are expected to operate over larger ar-
eas and take on the responsibilities that 
have traditionally resided at higher ech-
elons. While the anecdotes I related ear-
lier demonstrated that a higher echelon 
could enable a small maneuver unit to 
meet its goals, that sort of expertise may 
be far harder to leverage in EMO when 

Learn not to rely on technology for the answer. (Photo by Cpl Andrew Thorburn.)
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the FiST or the platoon commander is 
located beyond line of sight and cannot 
reach the maneuver element via normal 
tactical communications. Dependence 
on technological devices and a higher 
element to complete tasks we advertise 
as being part of every junior leader’s 
skill set will not prepare us for success 
in EMO, and it will not stand us in 
good stead against hostile states that 
can degrade the effectiveness of GPS 
at little cost with localized jamming.
 The remedy for this failure to prepare 
our Marines is twofold. The obvious so-
lution is to make land navigation an in-
tegral part of enlisted training. It needs 
to start in boot camp, meaning that, 
either other training has to be reduced, 
or the training period lengthened. Land 
navigation training cannot be shoe-
horned between other training events, 
nor can it be conducted in a squad bay. 
It must consist of classroom instruction 
followed by practical application in the 
field. While much of the instruction at 
boot camp produces “intangibles,” land 

navigation proficiency produces very 
definable and necessary tangibles, as 
well as intangibles. Beyond boot camp, 
it needs to be practiced and advanced at 
either Marine Combat Training or SOI. 
Finally, these hard-won skills need to 
be sustained in the Operating Forces, 
lest the temptations of technology cause 
them to atrophy.
 The greater institutional hurdle that 
must be overcome is the tendency to 
reach for the quick-and-easy solution 
of seemingly easy-to-use technology. 
Choosing technology to address a per-
sistent training deficiency is lazy and 
endangers Marines. We need to invest 
the time and training into our Marines 
to make sure they can do the tasks that 
they will be called upon to do in the 
future, and we need to sustain that 
ability, lest it atrophy. It is unconscio-
nable for the only person in a platoon 
capable of unassisted land navigation 
to be the platoon commander. Operat-
ing in this way will be far harder than 
making space for land navigation in 
recruit and MOS training. Human na-
ture, and our recent past of being able to 
get almost any equipment fielded with 
contingency funds, has inclined us to 
look for materiel solutions, and there 
are no lack of vendors willing to provide 
them. However, we have to resist the 
temptation to use the quick-and-easy 
solution and remember that we are in 
the business of people, not tools.

 If we continue on the tack we are cur-
rently on, we will continue to do a dis-
service to our Marines by leaving them 
inadequately prepared for the challenges 
of the emerging battlefield. Further, the 
Marine Corps will be less capable as a 
whole, and it will be even harder for us 
to accomplish the missions we are likely 
to face in the coming decades. While it 
is easy and tempting to continue to fol-
low the path of least resistance, we owe 
it to our Marines and the Marine Corps 
to change. An investment in training 
our Marines in a basic military skill, 
and the self-discipline to resist the siren 
call of a materiel “quick fix,” will pay 
dividends in preparing our Marines 
and the Marine Corps for the future. 
This may not be a novel approach to a 
training deficiency, but as Gen James 
N. Mattis said, “An untrained or un-
educated Marine . . . deployed to the 
combat zone is a bigger threat to mission 
accomplishment . . . than the enemy.”1

Note

1. Mattis, Gen James N., The Weekly Standard, 
July 2010, accessed at www.theweeklystandard.
com/blogs/mattisms.

Teach the finer points of land navigation. (Photo by the 11th MEU.)

Read more about training at www.mca-marines.org/
gazette/training.
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