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IF THE US armed forces are to fight in the 
fu ture, at the op era tional or stra te gic lev­
els of warfare, they will do so jointly. A 
joint national military strategy sets the 

re quire ments for joint plans to be devel oped 
in the short term. These plans set objec tives 
for all uni fied com mand ers in chief (CINC) in 
their areas of respon si bil ity (AOR). The re-
quire ment that CINCs create various contin­
gency and other plans leads, in turn, to the
crea tion of joint mission-essential task lists 

(JMETL) by CINC staffs and subor di nate joint
com mands. JMETLs, which identify the per-
form ance of specific tasks to execute these 
plans suc cess fully, are then used by the CINCs 
and the Joint Staff to identify and fund joint 
train ing, de ter mine the di rec tion of joint doc-
trine devel op ment, and provide joint justi fi­
ca tion for various programs. 

With this identi fi ca tion of the CINCs’ im­
me di ate needs, the Joint Staff has recently 
moved to a vision of future direc tions, found 
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in the publi ca tion Joint Vision 2010  (JV 
2010).1  Require ments provided by the 
CINCs, services, and Joint Staff, as well as ad­
vances that emerging technol ogy hopes to 
de liver in the next few years, all in flu enced JV 
2010.2 One can use JV 2010 (for the long run) 
and JMETLs (for the short run) to identify 
joint training and program matic require­
ments. They will soon play a role in de ter min­
ing joint opera tional readiness crite ria. 

The US Air Force has just published its fu­
ture vision in Global Engage ment: A Vision for 
the 21st Cen tury Air Force, which also purports 
to pro vide guid ance for the con duct of fu ture 
mili tary opera tions, asso ci ated training, and 
ma te riel the Air Force will buy.3 Global En-
gage ment is the Air Force’s input to joint pro­
cesses. Like the other services’ vision docu­
ments, it must come to grips with the new 
JMETL process, JV 2010, and the obvi ous 
move to subor di na tion of service training,
doc trine devel op ment, and procure ment to 
joint ness. 

This arti cle reviews the concept of JMETLs 
and joint vision and assesses their impact on 
the long-range training, procure ment, and 
readi ness of the US armed serv ices. Fur ther, it 
as sesses the need for improve ments to the 
cur rent pro cess of iden ti fy ing needs for train­
ing and procure ment priori ti za tion that bal­
ances the imme di ate require ments of war-
fighting CINCs with longer-term inter ests of 
the uniformed armed services. 

JMETL Development 
and Planned Uses 

One finds scenar ios for possi ble future 
com bat in the current versions of the Na­
tional Secu rity Strategy, the Na tional Military
Strat egy, the De fense Planning Guidance, the 
Joint Stra te gic Ca pa bili ties Plan,and ap pli ca ble
trea ties.4 Scenar ios contained in these docu­
ments, in turn, drive contin gency planning 
by the war- fighting uni fied CINCs, who, af ter
ana lyz ing their various contin gency plans 
and other guidance, derive JMETL tasks. To 
ap pear on a CINC’s JMETL, a task must be per-
formed by a joint staff or force, de rived from a 

mis sion as signed to a CINC by higher author­
ity, and consid ered so critical that failure to 
suc cess fully com plete it would jeop ard ize the
mis sion. 

Simi lar JMETL de vel op ment takes place by
sub or di nate joint command ers within the 
AORs of each CINC. For exam ple, command­
ers of re gional or func tional ar eas would have 
JMETLs for their staff headquar ters. Standing 
or poten tial joint task force (JTF) headquar­
ters that plan to oper ate within a CINC’s AOR 
would also have their own JMETLs. Logically, 
these subor di nate JMETLs would be prepared 
to achieve joint goals and objec tives identi­
fied by the CINCs. 

Some tasks to be per formed by sub or di nate
com mands are joint, but others remain pri­
mar ily under the cogni zance of the service 
com po nent commander. A CINC’s air force 
com po nent commander, such as the com ­
mander of Air Combat Command, would 
have service mission-essential task lists 
(METL) de signed to at tain serv ice tasks in sup-
port of the CINC. A numbered air force might 
have a subor di nate METL identi fy ing tasks to 
be completed in support of the air force com­
po nent com mander. It could also have JMETL 
tasks as so ci ated with its role as a po ten tial JTF
head quar ters in direct support of a CINC. 

Some JMETL tasks are combat ive—oth ers 
are not. Although the Na tional Secu rity Strat­
egy, the Na tional Military Strategy, the De fense
Plan ning Guidance, and the Joint Strate gic Ca­
pa bili ties Plan  contain primary combat mis­
sions to be per formed by the uni fied CINCs in 
their AORs, these CINCs also have other guid­
ance that shapes their priori ties. One finds 
this guidance in such documents as the Uni­
fied Command Plan, treaties, and other re­
gional pol icy docu ments. Thus, a CINC might 
have JMETL tasks in support of hu mani tar ian
op era tions, military support to civil authori­
ties, and other similar noncom bat missions. 

When the CINCs assem ble a list of joint 
tasks—com bat ive and noncom bat ive—within 
their AORs and deter mine that these tasks are 
mis sion essen tial, they have thus assem bled 
their JMETL.5 This list need not be approved 
by a CINC’s service compo nent command ers, 
who are expected to produce JMETLs that 
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sup port their CINC as well as METLs that sup-
port their service. 

As compli cated as this process sounds, it 
re flects and meets the desires of Congress to 
sub or di nate training, equipping, and readi­
ness of the US armed forces to joint warfare. 
At the heart of this system of JMETL devel op­
ment, how ever, is the sub or di na tion of joint-
force and compo nent training, program­
ming, and readiness to meet current contin­
gency plans.6 In other words, JMETL-based 
pri ori ti za tion will result in the training,
equip ping, and readiness of the US armed 
forces to meet theoreti cal contin gen cies en­
vis aged within the next few years. Such an ap­
proach, how ever, does not take the long view. 

Problems with Joint 
Mission-Essential Tasks 

Tac ti cal units, such as squadrons, perform 
tasks at the tacti cal level of warfare. Wings 
per form a combi na tion of tactical-level joint 
tasks and tacti cal service tasks. Numbered air 
forces, as po ten tial JTF head quar ters and pro­
vid ers of joint force air compo nent com­
mand ers, primar ily perform joint tasks at the
op era tional level of warfare. The unified 
CINC’s JMETL contains joint tasks to be per-
formed at the theater/stra te gic level of war-
fare, although there are excep tions to this 
gen er ali za tion. For the most part, Washing-
ton han dles na tional stra te gic tasks, al though 
CINCs perform this function also. 

Mili tary depart ments have national and 
thea ter-/strategic- level respon si bili ties in­
volv ing training, equipping, and organ iz ing 
the US armed services as outlined in various 
con gres sional stat utes and De part ment of De­
fense (DOD) and Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS)
ad min is tra tive regula tions. These include 
roles specifi cally assigned to the services in 
the National Secu rity Act of 1947; Titles 10 
and 14 of the US Code; DOD Instruc tion 
5100.1, Func tions of the Depart ment of De fense 
and Its Major Compo nents; and Joint Pub 0-2, 
Uni fied Action Armed Forces, as well as other 
such laws and regula tions. These training,
equip ping, and organ iz ing roles of the 

services in clude both short- and long- term ef­
forts and have been referred to as “core com­
pe ten cies.”

Be cause of this long-term respon si bil ity, 

Current contingency plans— 
therefore JMETLs—are driven by 
current, not emerging, threats. 

serv ices pub lish vi sions such as Global En gage­
ment that in di cate where they are go ing in the 
fu ture. What is the rela tion ship between the 
serv ices’ views of what they need and the 
views found in JV 2010? The services have all 
agreed with what appeared in JV 2010; one 
view maintains that they need only provide 
de tails on what they would do to execute this 
joint vision. Real joint vision that drives fu­
ture program matic require ments is some-
what new and signals a poten tial major ero­
sion of the preroga tives of the military
de part ments to train, organ ize, and equip. 

Cur rent contin gency plans—therefore 
JMETLs—are driven by current, not emerging, 
threats. Hence, it is not surpris ing that the 
newly issued JV 2010 and Global Engage ment 
are devoid of any mention of limited or re­
gional war or recon sti tu tion against a resur­
gent or emergent global threat.7 The spec­
trum of conflict for which all the armed 
serv ices have prepared includes global nu-
clear war (unlikely but at least listed) and, at 
the high end of the conven tional spectrum, a 
ma jor regional contin gency (MRC)—recently
re named major theater warfare (MTW). 

Let us recall from the days of the cold war 
what the armed forces of the United States 
were supposed to be able to handle.8 This in­
cluded global nuclear war as well as global
con ven tional war involv ing multi ple AORs. 
Un til re cently, the US mili tary also had a cate­
gory for regional war—a major war in one 
AOR. In the “old days,” the next lesser cate­
gory was the MTW—Korea and Southwest 
Asia. Global Engage ment makes clear that the 
MTW, not limited or re gional war, is now the 
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most demand ing conven tional combat sce­
nario for which the Air Force must train and 
equip. 

If future combat at the operational 
level is joint, then why does Army 
training still include preparation 

for combat by three-star corps 
commanders operating as a 

single-service force? 

Core Competencies 
Now that we under stand the context of 

the MTW, we can better compre hend the 
core com pe ten cies of the Air Force. Listed in 
Global Engage ment, they include air and 
space supe ri or ity, global attack (rapid 
strikes any where on the globe), rapid global
mo bil ity, preci sion engage ment, infor ma­
tion supe ri or ity, and agile combat support. 
These compe ten cies, however, are ex -
pressed in the con text of con ven tional com­
bat no more demand ing than an MTW. 
They are not under stood to involve a re­
gional war or global conven tional war. 
Hence, the Air Force must train for and/or 
pro cure for the follow ing in the context of 
an MTW: the air expe di tion ary force, fu ture
con cepts for unmanned airborne vehi cles 
with the capa bil ity for suppres sion of en­
emy air defenses, and agile combat support 
from the conti nen tal United States to a for-
ward theater. 

Al though the Air Force core compe ten cies
con tained in Global Engage ment are compati­
ble with those found in a CINC’s JMETLs and 
in JV 2010, the degree of support for those 
core com pe ten cies might strain the oth er wise 
good rela tion ships between Air Force com­
mand ers and staffs and joint command ers 
and staffs. For exam ple, in priori tiz ing pro-
grams that will receive joint support, joint
com mand ers might view global attack as a 

task that a single compos ite wing could per-
form, whereas the Air Force might have a 
larger capa bil ity in mind. Need ing to re spond 
only at the MTW level, the joint commander 
could assume that other non–Air Force assets 
were available for rapid strikes anywhere in 
the world; thus, one would need smaller 
num bers of Air Force units within a bigger 
joint capa bil ity.

Simi larly, preci sion engage ment in the 
con text of global nuclear war might have two 
mean ings, depend ing upon one’s view of the 
re quire ment. Not long ago the Air Force and 
the White House agreed on the need for pre ci­
sion nuclear strikes as part of both nuclear 
war- fighting and deter rent strategies that jus­
ti fied the use of manned bombers capa ble of 
pene trat ing the air defenses of our most wor­
thy poten tial adver sary. Is this view still 
shared by the Air Force and the White House 
or JCS? 

Would our CINCs, charged by the White 
House and JCS with nuclear war-fighting and 
de ter rent missions, be able to describe their 
re quire ments for nonpre ci sion strikes using 
only ballis tic missiles? Has the national nu-
clear war-fighting or deter rent strategy 
shifted towards punish ment, thus under min­
ing the need for manned penetrat ing bomb­
ers capa ble of striking various defended, mo­
bile, or hard targets with preci sion? 

Other Service Issues 
One also finds in the Army, Navy, and Ma­

rine Corps this poten tial discon nect between 
new joint require ments and tradi tional serv­
ices’ views of how to conduct warfare. With 
an MTW as the most demand ing scenario for 
fu ture combat, would any unified CINC cre­
ate a JMETL re quire ment for an Army corps to 
fight as a single-service force at the three-star 
level? Or would an Army corps commander 
more likely oper ate as a JTF commander? 

If future combat at the opera tional level is 
joint, then why does Army training still in­
clude prepara tion for combat by three-star 
corps command ers oper at ing as a single-ser­
vice force? Does the answer change if we as-
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Part of a carrier battle group. Should naval campaigns exist? 

sume that operational-level com bat in the fu­
ture is multi na tional and not neces sar ily 
joint? What JMETL or METL require ments of 
Army corps com mand ers drive the Bat tle field
Com mand Training Program? 

This three-star role in combat is not an 
Army- only is sue. The Air For ce’s view of an air
“cam paign” involves a single service per-
form ing an operational-level mission not re­
quired in a joint envi ron ment. Accord ing to 
joint doc trine, all cam paigns are joint. Thus, a
sin gle service would perform only an opera­
tion, at most. 

Is Blue Flag at the level of a single-service 
op era tion, or is it a joint exer cise? What are 
the JMETL or METL require ments of the Air 
Force to run this ex er cise? If Blue Flag is more 
joint than single service, then why does the 
Air Force run it without the oversight of a 
CINC? 

Simi larly, there should be no such thing as 
a naval campaign, even if naval warfare is 
multis erv ice in nature. Today, very few peo­
ple would acknowl edge the exis tence of a 
credi ble military threat to maritime forces in 

the deep-ocean envi ron ment. A unified 
CINC’s contin gency plans for an MTW envi­
ron ment would not likely assume credible 
threats to shipping or naval forces transit ing 
the deep oceans en route to a trouble spot.
There fore, one probably would not find a ca­
pa bil ity for open-ocean combat against a de­
ter mined high-seas threat on any unified 
CINC’s JMETL or in any maritime JTF com­
man der’s JMETLs de signed to sup port cur rent 
plans. 

If unified CINCs assume a “free ride” 
across the oceans, there would be no need to 
train maritime forces to meet hostile open-
ocean threats, to program future convoy ca­
pa bili ties, or to assess readiness to cross sea 
lines of commu ni ca tions in a contested envi­
ron ment. Without any JMETL require ment 
for such training, should Navy METLs drive 
Navy or multi na tional naval training for just 
such an eventu al ity? 

This Navy issue addresses whether forces 
should be trained under “most likely” threat
con di tions or “worst case” condi tions. No 
one questions the need to transit the 
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oceans; rather, one questions whether 
training and force pro cure ment should as­
sume the exis tence of any oppo si tion on 
the high seas. JMETLs with an MTW as the 
most demand ing scenario would drive 
Navy training to assume no threat. But 
Navy METLs might posit a com pletely dif-

There should be no such thing as a 
naval campaign, even if naval 

warfare is multiservice in nature. 

fer ent training envi ron ment. 
The Air Force issue addresses whether Air 

Force precision-engagement forces would be 
re quired to penetrate sophis ti cated national 
or thea ter air and mis sile de fenses or those as-
so ci ated with prefer en tial defense of specific 
tar gets. Current joint guidance discusses 
“most likely scenar ios” but says at the same 
time to assume “worst case” condi tions.9 

Should Air Force METLs assume a set of train­
ing condi tions asso ci ated with combat more 
ro bust than an MTW even if no JMETL re-
quire ments exist? 

The Marine Corps’s view of combat now 
in cludes opera tional maneu ver from the 
sea, but the Marines’ embrac ing of maneu­
ver war fare con cepts has not been shared by 
the joint commu nity. Nor is it clear that 
these concepts have been expressed  in 
terms inter nal ized by the Air Force and 
Navy.1 0 To day, we see the Ma rines pur su ing 
op era tional maneu ver from the sea and the 
gen eral con cepts of ma neu ver war fare with-
out a clear mandate from the CINCs’ 
JMETLs or even JV 2010 .11 Marines have a 
his tory of leading the way in inno va tive 
war- fighting concepts, but as regards ma­
neu ver war fare, they seem to be lean ing for-
ward in the straps. Do paral lels in doctrinal 
de vel op ment exist within the Air Force? 

JMETLs Are Not Enough! 

Al though the US govern ment and allied 
na tions are do ing eve ry thing in their power to
en sure that the current political-military en­
vi ron ment gets no worse—and therefore that 
the global con ven tional war and re gional war 
sce nar ios as so ci ated with a re sur gent or emer­
gent global threat do not return—this effort 
might not succeed despite our collec tive best 
ef forts. If the worst were to happen and a re­
sur gent or emergent global threat or regional 
war threat did emerge, then the guidance 
from the Na tional Secu rity Strategy, the Na­
tional Military Strategy, the De fense Planning
Guid ance, and the Joint Strate gic Capa bili ties 
Plan would change, which in turn would 
change JMETLs—but only over time. The uni­
fied CINC who had pre vi ously not con sid ered 
large numbers of Air Force global-attack 
forces, manned penetrat ing bombers, Army 
corps that would fight as service elements, 
open- ocean combat in contested seas, or ma­
neu ver warfare as mission essen tial would 
face the imme di ate need to have forces 
trained, equipped, and ready for these tasks. 

In such a situation, the unified CINCs 
would turn to the services for trained and 
equipped forces to meet the new condi tions. 
That none of these forces might have trained 
for such condi tions of combat or that forces 
to perform such missions might not exist 
would exac er bate an already trouble some di­
lemma. Further, if no hardware existed to 
sup port more de mand ing mis sions, the situa­
tion could become intol er able. 

Un der congres sional, DOD, and JCS man-
date, the uniformed services—not the 
CINCs—are respon si ble for training, equip-
ping, and organ iz ing the armed forces. These 
re spon si bili ties are not limited to condi tions 
as sumed by the CINCs as they make up their 
cur rent JMETLs or to the future of combat as 
en vis aged in JV 2010. The services have a re­
spon si bil ity to de velop a force be yond that re­
quired to meet the current threat. In other 
words, the services have a long-range view as 
op posed to the short-range view of the uni­
fied CINCs. 

Be cause the services have a longer view, 
they have the primary respon si bil ity for the 
de vel op ment of new weapons systems, 
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evalua tion of emerging technolo gies, and as-
so ci ated research and devel op ment func­
tions. The serv ices—not the uni f ied 
CINCs—have the primary respon si bil ity for 
the pro cure ment of weap ons sys tems and the 
equip ping of forces for the fu ture. If this func­
tion were subor di nated to the more short-
range view of the JMETL pro cess, or even that 
found in JV 2010, a drastic change would oc­
cur in what the armed services buy. 

Ap par ently the new advanced concepts
tech nol ogy dem on stra tion (ACTD) pro cess is
re mov ing some procure ment deci sions from 
the services. Promis ing advanced technolo­
gies are put directly into the hands of unified 
CINCs, who must deter mine military utility 
and impact on joint doctrine. The ACTD pro­
cess puts the CINCs rather than the service 
chiefs initially in the driver’s seat on certain 
ma jor procure ment programs. JV 2010 states 
that this new joint vi sion will also have a role 
in the ACTD process, but that role is still be­
ing formu lated. 

This is not to say that ei ther the long- range
serv ice view or the short-range CINC view is 
su pe rior. On the contrary, the nation needs 
the in put of both if it is to make in formed de­
ci sions on the allo ca tion of resources to sup-
port DOD programs. Nor should the reader 
in fer that the author is advo cat ing the back­
ped al ing of serv ice sup port for joint ness. This
ar ti cle does argue, however, that even in an 
era of jointness, the nation needs to ensure 
that the services are able to perform non joint 
and non-mission- essential tasks that may be
re quired in the future. In short, JMETLs are 
not enough! 

How to Determine Service 
Core Competencies 

The Re port of the Commis sion on Roles and 
Mis sions of 1995 foresaw some of these prob­
lems and used the phrase “core compe ten­
cies” to refer to those tasks in which the serv­
ices should maintain exper tise. The report 
stated that “core compe ten cies are the set of 
spe cific ca pa bili ties or activi ties fun da men tal 
to a Service or agency role.” It also said that 

“we affirm the role of the Military Services in 
de vel op ing concepts, doctrine, tactics, tech­
niques, and pro ce dures that de rive from their 
core com pe ten cies.” The com mis sion did not 
feel that service core com pe ten cies con flicted 
with the prepara tion for joint warfare. In -
stead, the report said that those core compe­
ten cies “define the Service’s or agency’s es­
sen tial  con tri  bu tions to the over al l 
ef fec tive ness of DOD and its Unified Com-

The Marines’ embracing of 
maneuver warfare concepts has 
not been shared by the joint 
community. 

mand” and that they are “a pre req ui site to im­
proved joint military effec tive ness.” 12 

The core compe ten cies of the uniformed 
mili tary serv ices are those roles and func tions
as signed to them by higher authority. They 
de fine, for ex am ple, the over all re spon si bil ity 
of the indi vid ual service in the training,
equip ping, and organ iz ing of its military 
forces. This would include, but is not limited 
to, procure ment, mobi li za tion, educa tion 
and training, prepara tion of doctrine, organi­
za tion, person nel manage ment, transpor ta­
tion, and so forth. Most of these compe ten­
cies are out l ined in legis la t ion and 
ad min is tra tive regula tions that deline ate the 
dif fer ences between military depart ments 
and combat ant command ers. War-fighting 
core compe ten cies, however, are more diffi­
cult to ascer tain. 

Just what are the specific war-fighting core
com pe ten cies of each service, and how 
should they be de ter mined? The Air Force has
pub lished its list. The Navy might argue that 
open- ocean combat is a core compe tency. 
The Army might argue that core compe ten­
cies include the ability to maneu ver a corps, 
while the Marine Corps might argue that it 
would include the amphibi ous assault capa­
bil ity for a Marine expe di tion ary bri­
gade–sized force in an opposed-landing envi­
ron ment. 
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Should each serv ice have the right to ar gue 
for its own version of its war-fighting core 
com pe ten cies, or should it re main sup por tive 
of JV 2010? Should serv ice core com pe ten cies 
be based upon service or joint doctrine? Per-
haps histori cal use or expected future uses of 
that serv ice should be the de cid ing fac tor. An-
other approach entails review ing the legis la­
tion and admin is tra tive regula tions that as-
sign war-fighting roles to the services and 
de riv ing tasks from them. After all, if Con­
gress, DOD, or JCS has directed that a service 
be ca pa ble of per form ing a role or a func tion, 
one would assume that it ought to be able to 
do so. 

What ever the method, the services should 
agree on a general approach to the problem 
and un der stand that their role is com ple men­
tary to support ing jointness. Services need to 
sup port the war-fighting unified CINCs with 
their abilities to perform current tasks. But 
they also need to take the long view and
main tain capa bili ties that currently do not 
ap pear on the uni fied CINCs’ vari ous JMETLs. 

The issue of how much the nation should 
sup port the long and short views needs to be
con sciously addressed with solid analytic
meth od olo gies. We must balance the ability 
to meet current tasks against the need to ad-
dress poten tial future threats with emerging
tech nolo gies and doctrine. Although we 
proba bly don’t have suffi cient resources to 
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ade quately fund both, an informed nation 
can make intel li gent choices. 

Conclusions 
The United States should and could have 

armed forces that oper ate jointly. Consid era­
tion of service-specific core compe ten cies is 
not a retreat to the days be fore the 
Goldwater- Nichols Depart ment of Defense 
Re or gani za tion Act of 1986. Jointness is the 
right answer—but it is not the only answer. 
The basis of sound joint military opera tions 
lies in the armed services’ mastery of their 
own core compe ten cies. Only then can they
ad vance to the more complex levels of train­
ing and skill re quired when they op er ate with 
each other. 

The obvi ous rub to all this is resourcing. 
Will the na tion pro vide the re sources to build 
and train a military that is capa ble of doing 
more than fighting in an MTW-level sce­
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