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Liaison – A Powerful Resource for Fighting the MAGTF

Liaison is defined as, “That contact or intercommunication maintained between elements of military forces or other agencies to ensure mutual understanding and unit of purpose and action.” (JP 1-02, DoD Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms: http://www.dtic.mil/doctrine/jel/new_pubs/jp1_02.pdf)  

Liaison is a powerful, yet often under utilized resource to help fight the Marine Air Ground Task Force (MAGTF).  Liaison is normally conducted through command and staff interaction, and the exchange of Liaison Officers (LNOs), Operational Planning Team (OPT) liaison officers and teams, between various levels of command, services, and coalition partners.  Liaison is also a “growth industry.”  Contemporary U.S. joint force and coalition operations demand an ever-increasing number of liaison personnel at various levels of command.  Whether participating in current contingencies, or with an eye toward future operations, MAGTFs and their major subordinate command (MSC) participation requires competent, capable, and experienced liaison teams.

One analysis of Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF), for example, estimates that 10-12% of the total U.S. force deployed to Afghanistan was liaison personnel.  Add to this the, “future concept” experiments underway at the U.S. Joint Forces Command (JFCOM), as part of exercise Millennium Challenge ’02 (http://www.jfcom.mil/about/experiments/mc02.htm), which might be a harbinger of things to come for joint force organizations.  This experiment involves such things as, “collaborative knowledge environments,” and, “use of fewer formal joint boards,” to conduct Effects Based Planning (EPO) and Effects Based Operations (EBO).  Consolidating functions, leveraging networks, and using a “cellular staff structure” may require more representation from the MAGTF at various levels throughout the joint force organization.  The movement to EPO and EBO may also continue the trend towards consolidating functions, leveraging networks, and increasing the reliance on, and importance of LNOs, in future operations.
“If it’s not “painful,” you’re not sending the right people as LNOs.”

- Former MEF commander on losing personnel to perform liaison

LNOs are the direct representatives of their commands and speak on behalf of their commanders.  They provide outside organizations insight on the capabilities, limitations, concerns, and intentions of their parent commands.  Obviously, this calls for experienced personnel who have the full confidence of their commander and a solid understanding of their command’s plan.  Dispatching and staffing liaison teams, however, is easier said than done.  

Few unit tables of organization/equipment contain an organic liaison capability.  For the GCE, as an example, battalions, regiments, and divisions must make the difficult decisions to provide liaison elements from unit assets.  At the MAGTF-level, many liaison billets are designated as “contingency,” and filled on a crisis response basis.  This poses problems in that LNOs serving on a contingency basis only, may not have the confidence of their commander, or a complete understanding of the command’s capabilities, standard operating procedures or intentions.      

Providing liaison elements for representation at numerous headquarters, boards, and organizations, however, comes at an “expense ” that units find difficult to “pay.”  This expense, which is a necessary price to pay, often comes at the cost of draining talent and resources from a command.  While providing quality LNOs to higher and adjacent units is painful under current tables of organization, commanders need to look at it as an investment rather than an expense.  Quality LNOs can help synchronize the actions of their commands with those of the entire force.  The benefits of paying this cost far outweigh the perceived negative effects of not providing liaison personnel.  Regrettably, there are too many instances in which units decide not to pay this expense.  The result of not paying the price is usually a loss in planning and operations tempo, a breakdown in staff-to-staff communication channels, failure to effectively synchronization operations, and the wasting away of perhaps the most precious resource in combat: time. 

Liaison activities are key to enhancing a commander’s ability to orchestrate the activities of the MAGTF.  Effective liaison facilitates the synchronization of the warfighting functions (intel, maneuver, fires, logistics, C2, and force protection) within the MAGTF as well.  Liaison enables the coordination of efforts with adjacent units, the component, or joint force.  Liaison also helps to provide situational awareness to focus combat power, ensure mutual cooperation and understanding between the echelons of command.  Furthermore, liaison enables detailed planning, information management, and understanding of implied or inferred coordination measures.  During the conduct of operations, along with other staff activities, liaison ensures that commanders remain aware of the tactical situation by providing them with critical (Commander’s Critical Information Requirements (CCIR)), or routine information; verification of information; standard operating procedures, TTPs, and clarification of operational questions.    

A recurring observation observed is that units send inexperienced or untrained liaison officers to the MAGTF or other staffs.  A competent, trusted, and informed liaison officer (LNO) is critical to effective cooperation.  The liaison officer must possess the proper rank and experience to be a force multiplier.  An example of the size of a Navy/Marine liaison team conducting combined operations is the U.S. Naval Force (NAVFOR) Naval and Amphibious Liaison Element (NALE) dispatched to the Combined Air Operations Center (COAC) to coordinate NAVFOR air operations during NATO’s Operation ALLIED FORCE in 1999.  This team was led by a one-star admiral and staffed with several dozen experienced USN/USMC aviators.  

An MSC Operational Planning Team (OPT) liaison officer team participating in a MAGTF-level OPT, or, during execution in the Combat Operations Center (COC), can have a dramatic effect on planning and the conduct of operations.  Liaison is also a responsibility that higher headquarters’ (HHQ) have to subordinate headquarters; apply the “two-way street” analogy.  How many times have you seen HHQ send an LNO to a subordinate command?

  Contrast this with what usually happens -- units send a single LNO to participate in planning and operations.  A single OPT representative from an MSC does not take advantage of a network team approach. Recall the number of times you may have been in a COC when the call went out for an LNO and went unanswered during execution of operations.  

MAGTF-level planning is more powerful if MSC OPT liaison officer participation occurs early during plan development and continues through execution.  Doctrine provides a guide for planning (not tasking, however), “two-levels down” from the MAGTF-level, which ensures that appropriate resources and C2 assets are allocated for MAGTF and MSC mission success.  If MSC liaison personnel are active participants in the MAGTF OPT, major portions of MSC planning are completed concurrently (instead of sequentially) as part of the MAGTF planning process.  The MSCs simply have to refine and perhaps validate portions of this planning as part of the MSC OPT process.  

Liaison is a powerful resource.  Lessons learned, however, point out that both the service and operating forces pay a high price to effectively accomplish this critical function.  That price, however, is worth paying in order to gain the advantages offered by continuous, experienced, and effective liaison.

Training Resource


Click on the link to the MSTP Operational Planning Team Guide (MSTP Pamphlet 5-0.2) on the GCE Web Page and review Appendix B for MSC OPT considerations.  Consider the advantages of sending an LNO Team, instead of one planning representative.





Training Resources


Marine Corps Warfighting Publication (MCWP 5-1, Marine Corps Planning Process (MCPP), Appendix C, Section Five, addresses Liaison Support to the MCPP.


FM 101-5, Staff Organization and Operations, Appendix L, offers a thorough discussion of liaison duties and responsibilities.  The appendix includes useful TTPs such as the, “Liaison Checklist” (covering actions before departing the unit, during and after liaison tour), and an example of a LNO Handbook.  See U.S. Army Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC) at � HYPERLINK "http://www-tradoc.army.mil/" ��http://www-tradoc.army.mil/�.
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