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SUBJECT:  THE “DIGITAL DIVIDEND”

ISSUE:    The proliferation of tactical decision systems (TDS’s) across the modern battlefield has inundated commanders and their staffs with all manner of digital information.  When procured, these systems were advertised as providing consolidated information conduits, reducing the requirements for scarce single-channel radio voice circuits.  Have they? 

DISCUSSION:  Systems such as Tactical Combat Operations (TCO), Intelligence Analysis System (IAS), Intelligence-Operations Workstation (IOW), Contingency Air Planning System (CTAPS), even electronic mail and web-browsing systems, have an objective of increasing the amount of information provided to a commander and his staff.  More bang for the buck, in acquisition terms.  These systems were initially fielded at a huge cost to the Marine Corps.  One of the selling points of these systems was that they would provide the same and better information that was previously communicated over voice radio and telephone circuits.  These limited circuits could then be used for more vital information, or the equipment put to use where it was needed the most.  In practice, few if any of these TDS’s have supplanted their voice-circuit predecessors.  Doctrine still calls for dedicated single-channel radio nets, in addition to the employment of TDS’s.  The result is a battle staff suffering from information overload.  TDS’s often operate in a degraded manner due to poor training of administrators and operators, and commanders and operations officers still look to the doctrinal voice systems when push comes to shove.  Continued spending on these systems should be justified form an effectiveness standpoint.  An analysis of information requirements and information flow throughout the MAGTF is needed to accurately capture the current status of the digital dividend.    
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