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‘R’S LOAD

CAPTAIN WILLIAM C. MAYVILLE

Scldiers who march into battle carrying heavy loads do not
usually perform well in combat. Their loads drain them of their
strength, reduce their mobility, and slow their minds.

The problem with overloaded soldiers in combat is a recog-
nized deficiency throughout the Army, but the solution to the
problem is less recognized and even less understood. All com-
manders must therefore develop an appreciation for the prob-
lem and then resolve to practice risk analysis instead of risk
aversion when determining the load their soldiers will carry,

Throughout history, soldiers have traveled into battle over-
loaded. Hardy Roman Legionnaires on the march carried

80-pound loads on long spiked stakes slung across their shoul-
ders. Byzantine infantrymen found themselves with simtlar
loads. Their ration carts and pack horses trailed behind them
but did littie to relieve their individual loads. During the
American Revolution, from Boston to Saratoga, British sol-
diers fought their loads in addition to the American colonists.

In the Normandy invasion of 1944, when American infan-
trymen with 80-pound rucksacks dropped from their landing
craft into the rough surf off Omaha Beach, many of them never
made it to the beach. Many soldiers fell into deep holes while
wading in, and their already heavy equipment absorbed so

January-February 1987 INFANTRY 25




Soldlers loaded for winter training, REFORGER 1985,

much more weight in water that they could not get up. Cthers
managed 0 crawl as far ag the shoreline where they collapsed.
There, overcome with exhaustion, many of them drowned.

The problems with loading soldiers still plague armies. On
23 Dctober 1983, when American soldiers assaulted the island
of Grenada, many of them were overloaded. One soldier said:

We attacked to secure the airhead. We were like slow mov-
ing turtles. My ruck weighed 120 pounds . .. There were all
those guys sitting on the side of the road with IV wbes in them.
There's no way the guys could fhave gone onj.

Professional soldiers and military historians over the past
30 years have addressed this issue at great length. In The
Soldier’s Load and the Mobility of a Nation, S.L.A. Marshall
cites three fallacious beliefs that lead to overleading.

The first of these fallacies is that large amounts of ammuni-
tion on a soldier's back gives him greater confidence in bat-
tle. Marshall contends that combat has never supported this
myth, that soldiers will fight to the last round when necessary.

The second fallacy is that shortages in ammunition cause
““tactical disarrangements’’ and that such shortages are there-
fore to be avoided. But Marshall cites the defense of Bastogne
during the Battle of the Bulge in which soldiers willingly shared
their limited supplies to survive eight days of encirclement.

The third fallacy holds that a soldier must be equipped for
every possible contingency. Marshall blames staff officers for
promating this notion and argues that such thinking smothers
and exhausts soldiers before they ever reach the battlefield.
Certainly, the soldiers *‘sitting on the side of the road’’ in
Grenada would have agreed.

Among other studies on the subject, in 1962 the United
States Army Combat Development Agency collected and ana-
lyzed statistics from World War II and Korea relating to the
soldier’s fighting load. The study concluded that the soldier’s
load had a direct effect on his performance in combalt, that
his mobility was *‘degraded to an unacceptable degree by his
prescribed load.™
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The agency further concluded that infantrymen, who repre-
semted 80 percent of all battle casnalties in those wars, should
be given special equipment and clothing to meet their unique
combat requirements. The study recommended that the max-
imum fighting load be restricted to 40 pounds and that **offi-
cers at all echelons receive a thorough education and indoc-
trination in the problem of overloading the infantry combat
soldier.”’

Today, more than 20 years later, the Army is no closer to
a solution. Officers at all echelons have not received a thorough
education on the issue, and the U.S. soldier still carries too
much weight on his back. Infantry units continue 1o practice
worst-case planning instead of tailoring loads on the basis of
an analysis of the risks.

Although some people believe that advanced technology
leads to lighter loads, it often has countervailing effects—it
reduces the toad only to increase it again later, The UH60 and
the HMMWYV (high-mobility, multipurpose wheeled vehicle),
for example, are major logistical steps toward reducing the
soldier’s load. But other technological developments such as
night vision devices, Vinsons, and Dragons put back the weight
these logistical systems remove.

Despite a doctrinal emphasis on ‘“‘agility,”’ the configura-
tion of battalion and company trains does not support the con-
cept of lightly loaded soldiers either. In fact, these trains rarely
have space even for all the rucksacks of & platoon or all the
chemical suits of a company. This implies that soldiers must
carry all their equipment, regardless of when they expect to
need jt. Certainly, mechanized soldicrs have an advantage,
but even they have limitations.

Peacetime training methods can also lead to overloading sol-
diers in combat. Units that put little emphasis on marksman-
ship, perhaps having their soldiers qualify only once or twice
a year, indircetly reinforce the tendency to overload soldiers
with ammunition in combat. These are the units that overlook
the practice of ““one shot, one kill.™ and in so doing prevent




MINIMUM ESSENTIAL EQUIPMENT
(Exampies)

WT (LBS) TOTAL
COMMON ITEMS
Drawers/T-shirt (1 set) 0.4
8DU and boots (1 set) 7.2
Pistol belt, suspenders

and First ‘Aid pouch (1) 1.6
:  Canteen, cup and tover )
i with water (1) 3.3 ‘
Poncho (1) 1.7
Gloves (1 pair) 0.3
Socks (2 pair) 0.4
MRE (1) 1.0
Erenaaeﬁ 20
q Bayonet w]scabhard ‘13
Total
PLUS

WEAPONS SYSTEMS
.. Rifleman: M16 w/30-round
. Jmagazine; 2 ammo pouches,
B magazinesﬁm) rounds
Grenadier' M20 w”mha

CLIMATE PROTECTION

(Examples)
WEIGHT

CLOTHING

Field Jacket 3.0
Fleld trousers 2.1
- Parka, wet weather 1.0

Pile cap 0.3
WATER

Canteen, 1-gqt w/cover 2.7
Canteen, 2-qt w/cover i3
SLEEP GEAR

Poncho tiner 1.6
Sleeping pad 1.3
“Sieeping bug 7

Table 2 v

their soldiers from learning fire discipline and gaining confi-
dence as marksmen. These units expect to defeat their enemy
through volume of fire on the battlefield, and heavy volumes
of fire require heavy loads of ammunition, loads that soldiers
will have to carry. Similarly, units that evaluate live fires by
noise and volume of fire also encourage heavy loads.

The overzealous requirement to monitor the radio closely
is another example. Typically. to meet their commander’s re-
quirements, soldiers duplicate their radio systems and carry
extra batteries and accessories. To soldiers, then, the close
monitoring of radios can mean heavier rucksacks.

Training light should involve risk, just as fighting light in-
volves risk. The attitude that *‘nothing is too good for the
troops’” must sometimes be ignored. Training light means go-
ing hungry because each soldier is carrying less food. It means
braving the cold with one less sweater or trying to accomplish
a task with less ammunition.

Recognizing, of course, that hungry and cold soldiers may
be in no better condition to fight than overloaded soldiers, the
tendency to spoil them by giving them all they need and more
may also lead to their demise. Commanders must realize that
training with lighter loads may result in mistakes or in assess-
ments that prove incorrect. But that kind of training allows
soldicrs to preserve their strength and to think faster than their
enemies.

The solution to lighter loads is nisk analysis, in which a com-

mander makes an accurate tactical assessment and calculates
what 1s Teally needed for each mission. To do this, he must
be willing to take reasonable risks. Assessing the risk requires
an equation that leads to removing any unnecessary equipment
from the soldier’s load.

Although the proper loading of soldiers is a concern of every
echelon of command. the decision to remove certain items
from a soldier’s Tucksack must be delegated to the lowest level
of command. Still, a commander who decides, for example.
that rucksacks and Keviar helmets are not necessary for his
immediate mission must have a way to get these items to his
soldiers after their tasks in that mission are completed. Since
no commander can dictate the conditions of his next battle,
the value of a given piece of equipment will vary with each
fight. A soldier is not likely to need alt of his equipment for
every battle, but each bartie will most likely require different
items of equipment.

The battalion is the lowest level of command that is capable
of deciding the soldier’s load, because the battalion command-
er has the staff and equipment necessary to secure and transport
the items the soldiers do not carry. Company commanders are
restricted in their efforts 1o reduce the loads by the transport
organically assigned to them and by the battalion assets dedi-

(Examples)
‘BALLISTIC ~
.PASGT helmet
PASGT vest
NBC

Protective mask

Radtac meter (IM-174)
. Individual decon kit
ARMOR

Dragon

M21 mine

Tahle 3
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MISSION LOAD
(Examples)
WEIGHT

COMMUNICATIONS

AN/PRC-77 w/battery . 24.0

Telephone set, TAI/P 3.5

AN/PRC-68 w/battery 29
MUNITIONS

1AW 4.7

Claymore 3.5

£0mm moriar round 3.5

Trip flare 2.0
ViSION AIDS .

Night vision goggles - 1.9

Thermal viewer 12.0
FOOD C

MRE - 1.0
MISCELLANDUS : :

Entrenching tool 2.5

ALICE pack and trame - 6.3

Tabie 4

cated for their use. [n most cases, the primary role of the com-
pany commander 1s to advise the battalion commander what
he would like to leave behind and to request battalion support
in transporting that equipment after the batle.

[deally. the battalion commander establishes a maximum
soldier’s load for the battalion on the basis of his analysis of
mission., enemy. troops, terrain, and time (METT-T). (The
U.5. Army Infantry Schoel new recommends a maximum load
of 30 to 40 percent of a soldier’s body weight. For a soldier
weighing 160 pounds, this would be 48 to 64 pounds.) Within
that limit. his subordinate commanders then decide on the com-
position of their soldiers’ load.

[n dotng this, the subordinate commanders have four basic
risk variables to work with: minimum essential equipment,
climate protection, threat protection. and mission. Added
together. these should weigh no more than the established
maximum.

A soldier’s minimum essential load inciudes his uniform,
assigned weapon, and load carrying equipment (see Table 1).
A nunimum essential load is made up of the items a soldier
always nceds, regardless of his mission. These items are usual-
ly identified in a unit’s standing operating procedures (SOP).

Climate protection includes all the equipment designed to
cnable a soldier to operate in severe temperatures and rough
terrain. The wet-weather jacket and [20-foot rope are good
examples (see Table 2 for others).

Threat protection refers to cquipment that guards the soldier
against the expected ballistic, armor, and nuclear-biological-
chemical threat, The Kevlar helimet and protective mask fall
into this cutegory (see Table 3).

The nussion foad 15 made up of the munitions, food, and
all the equipment required to accomplish the mission. Typical-
ly. this equipment includes ammunition. radios, and vision aids
{see Table 4).

After the minimum essential load has been accounted for,
items from the other three categorices can he added, up to the
established maximum.

If, for example, the hattalion conumander determines that
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the mission requires a maximum load of 65 pounds per soldier,
and if the mimmum essential equipment for a rifleman, as
stated in the unit SOP, weighs 40 pounds, the company com-
mander has only 25 pounds to divide among the other three
categories. His chore (along with his platoon leaders) is to
determine the right combination of ¢limate and threat protec-
tion as well as the mission load without exceeding the total
weight limit of 65 pounds.

It is helpful if units can conduct training designed to give
subordinate commanders some practice in risk analysis.
Members of the 82d Airborse Division have developed such
exercises for platoon {eaders. For example, in one such exer-
cise each platoon leader is given load reference data and
hypothetical METT-T data. His task is to analyze that data
4and load a certain soldier, using hts company commander’s
guwidance and staying withsn the maximum weight prescribed
by the battalion commander. As part of the exercise, he must
justify his decisions, state specifically what risks he is taking
and why, and consider the effect that soldier’s load will have.
if any, on the load of the other members of the platoon.

Risk analysis such as this demands an accurate assessment
of the mission and its tactical environment. The risk equation
forces commanders to take along only the most important
items, It implies that the success of a mission depends upon
agility and a proper balance of firepower and maneuver. [t
trades large amounts of equipment for lighter, quicker soldiers.

Admuttedly. risk analysis will not bring the proper balance
of load and agility to certain types of infantrymen simply
because of the equipment that goes with their jobs. Typicai-
ly, the minimum essential equipment for a2 machinegunner is
56.2 pounds; a radio telephone operator. 58.2 pounds; an an-
titank crewman, between 59.4 and 64.6 pounds; and a mor-
tar crewman, between 59.0 and 61.5 pounds. Their systems
overload them, and risk analysis can provide little relief,

The solution to this particular problem requires imaginative
thinking on the part of commanders. It requires that portions
of these soidiers’ loads be distributed to other members of the
unit-~water, meals, and sleeping equipment, for example.
These adjustments themselves are risk assessments. but fail-
ing to make them threatens the survivability of the men who
must carry these heavy items.

Strong legs and a good back are a soldier’s most precious
resources. They are the key to his success and survival on th»
battiefield. But putting a heavy load on those legs and that bac
robs him of his mobility and agility. It steals his strength an
denies him the ability to think quickly.

Today, the solution to the problem of heavy loads lics mor.
with training than with technology. Training light means prac-
ticing risk analysis, not risk aversion. The risk analysis for-
mula draws on the skill and competence of a soldier’s leader.
It lightens the soldier's load by placing the weight of the risk
on his leader, and it is the leader who must make the decision,
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