
Four 25th Infantry Division military lawyers recently spent 12 days in the Lightning Academy’s Jungle Operations 
Training Course (JOTC), a course that emphasizes squad-level infantry tactics and jungle survival.1 Why? For the 
same reason that our classmates included Infantry Ranger lieutenants, finance clerks, intelligence specialists, 
medics, and at least one environmental science officer: because understanding the operational environment in 
which we are called to train and, if necessary, fight, is a task for every rank, background, and military occupational 
specialty (MOS). The jungle, as we learned, is neutral.2 It plays no favorites and imposes its challenges on the 
Infantryman and the lawyer alike, and all must be ready. While the practice of law is our lens for interpreting this 
experience, we are confident that our lessons learned extend, by analogy, to any Soldier called to be ready for 
jungle operations.

Our roles in the division include serving as the commanding general’s senior legal advisor (staff judge advocate), 
the senior operational law advisor (national security law [NSL] chief), a brigade legal advisor (brigade judge advo-
cate), and a prosecutor (trial counsel). The fact that all four of us found that jungle training enhanced our ability to 
perform our specialized legal roles within the division underscores the broad value of this training. Regardless of 
MOS, we think the benefits boil down to three tangibles: character, credibility, and competence.3  
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A Soldier in the Jungle Operations Training Course crosses a water obstacle using a one-
rope bridge on 24 September 2022. (Photo by SGT Daniel Proper)



As to character, any course that poses mental and physical challenges hones desirable traits like tenacity and 
endurance. We found this to be true in JOTC. Even seasoned operators frequently comment that the jungle is no 
joke. The same strength of character that helped us have our wits about us and persevere while conducting land 
navigation in dense terrain, or laboring up and down ravines with ropes and rucks, is the same strength we can 
draw upon when called to resolve a late-night legal issue for a commander or assemble a closing argument in a 
contentious court-martial. Thankfully, jungle operations are not a solo sport. Most JOTC tasks are performed as a 
squad. Solving challenges like setting up an overnight shelter using only scavenged materials requires teamwork 
and team building, which develops leadership and followership traits.4 All of us benefit by practicing the art of 
being better leaders and followers.

As to credibility, the lawyer’s perspective is simple: know your client. As military lawyers, our client is the Army. 
The Army, to repeat the harsh rhetoric, kills people and breaks things. The Army in Hawaii, spearheaded by the 
25ID, operates in the most consequential region in the world today alongside a multitude of Indo-Pacific partners 
and allies across harsh and varied terrain.5 An NSL chief who has experienced the on-the-ground realities of jungle 
operations is better equipped to introduce legal planning considerations into large-scale combat operations in a 
way that the G3 team is likely to understand and accept. A brigade judge advocate who has trained the same way 
that his or her unit fights is more likely to gain respect and recognition during tactical-level working groups with the 
brigade staff. A prosecutor who has earned a Jungle tab operates with more credibility when he or she is advising 
a commander or recommending case disposition regarding a Soldier who’s trained in that same environment. 
Sharing common ground helps foster shared understanding. This leads to increased trust.6 While our examples 
are lawyer-focused because that is what we know, we again believe that these takeaways can apply to any MOS.

Credibility, as the examples above make clear, segues into competence. None of the lawyers writing this article are 
Infantry officers.7 None of us are likely to take point during a clearing operation or ambush in actual combat. As 
lawyers, we want to be better at our jobs and understand as much as possible what it is really like for the Soldiers 
and leaders who do take point, plan the movement, or command the operation. The jungle plays no favorites and 
does not differentiate between the lawyer and the Infantryman. Success in the jungle requires both physical and 
mental preparedness. The judge advocate who has personally experienced exhausting movements through jungle 
terrain, and the difficulty of spotting the enemy in dense brush, is better equipped to advise on more sensible rules 
of engagement, gauge the application of the Laws of Armed Conflict, effectively advise joint air-ground integration 
centers, and weigh and advise on risk.

A 25th Infantry Division Soldier briefs his squad before conducting a patrol lane during the final 
week of the Jungle Operations Training Course at Schofield Barracks. (Photo by 1LT Angelo Mejia)



As lawyers to a combat division, we don’t practice in office high rises because that’s not where our Army fights. 
We must be ready to advise leaders, administer legal support, and pursue justice in the conditions in which we 
may be called to train and fight. Part of that includes enduring realistic training to experience being “comfortable 
with being uncomfortable” in the wet, the cold, and the austere. Does knowing how to set up a one-rope bridge, 
rappel down a cliff, or execute squad ambushes in jungle terrain make us better Army lawyers? Our unequivocal 
answer is “yes.” As a lawyer, I may not need to know how to tie a double figure-eight knot in the courtroom. Then 
again, I might — if an investigation or case involves, for example, an accident during training or combat.8 Or, if a 
forward command post that includes a judge advocate comes under enemy attack, all hands must engage.9 Judge 
advocates are Soldiers, too.10 We think this analogy applies to every MOS and specialty skillset: The better we 
each understand our common operating environment, the more we can learn to use that environment as a force 
multiplier rather than a distractor — working with the jungle, as opposed to against it.

Certainly, not every lawyer or paralegal in our division has attended JOTC, nor has every medic, squad leader, logis-
tics officer, or even infantry leader. Not everyone may have the opportunity. Our suggestions here take nothing 
away from the fact that these leaders of varied experiences and backgrounds can no doubt perform their roles 
brilliantly without JOTC. But we remain convinced, for those able and willing to partake, that jungle training has 
immeasurable benefits for anyone called to operate in this unique environment.
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