


JTF Commander's Preface

In January of 2025, FORSCOM ordered the 10th Mountain Division to deploy to the U.S.
Southern Border and form a joint task force to bring unity of effort to one of our nation's most
complex and dynamic missions. Our focus throughout the mission remained clear: to assist in
controlling the border to protect the territorial integrity of the United States. We accomplished
this through the employment of unique military capabilities-persistent surveillance, engineering,
logistics, intelligence, targeting, and employment of all-domain operations -against a determined
and adaptive adversary.

This collection of lessons, reflections, and observations represents the breadth of experience
acquired by the Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen, Marines, Guardians, Sentinels, and civilians who
served within Joint Task Force-Southern Border (JTF-SB). This document is not merely a record
of actions taken, but a reflection of the trust, competence, and reliability that underpin successful
joint operations. Trust-with our interagency partners, with one another, and with the American
people-is the essential currency of our mission. That trust is earned through professional
excellence, disciplined execution, and a steadfast commitment to lawful and ethical conduct.

While the nation may face greater existential threats abroad, the most immediate threat to our
security resides here at home-along our southern border. Every mile of border secured, every
illicit network disrupted, and every life saved through our efforts contributed directly to national
security. The lessons and observations recorded within these pages capture both the challenges
we confronted and the innovations that made us more effective.

Yet these pages share more than just how the men and women who served in JTF-SB developed
creative solutions towards preserving the territorial integrity of the United States. The active
duty, national guard, and reserve units within the JTF share how and where they built readiness
and developed organizational proficiency during their deployment to the border. Furthermore,
this collection captures the variety of ways that the southern border became a living laboratory
for Transformation in Contact initiatives and large-scale combat operations.

We developed this as a guide for future leaders, planners, and operators who will continue this
vital mission. It serves as a collection of unique observations and reflections for those who may
find applications in other theaters and other conflict areas-from the first island chain to eastern
Europe.

This collection underscores that success at the border is measured not only in tactical outcomes,
but in the strength of our partnerships, the adaptability of our formations, and the professionalism
of our people. In the end, the enduring truth of JTF-SB's experience is this: border security
equals national security, and the men and women of this joint task force have proven that
steadfast service and collaboration can and do make a measurable difference in defending our

homeland. m
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Introduction: Full Operational Control
An Overview of Joint Task Force — Southern Border
LTC D. Max Ferguson (J3, JTF-SB)

Twenty-twenty five was a momentous year for border security between the United States and
Mexico. The U.S. Border Patrol (USBP) celebrated 101 years of securing the international
border. It was also the year that the Department of Defense established Joint Task Force Southern
Border (JTF-SB) to gain full operational control of the border.

In February 2025, the U.S. Army’s 10th Mountain Division received a no-notice alert that they
would deploy from northern New York to the southern border and establish the core of this new
Joint Task Force (JTF) assigned to U.S. Northern Command (USNORTHCOM). Within days,
lead elements of the 10th Mountain Division staff were dispatched along the border and selected
Fort Huachuca in southern Arizona as the site for the new JTF headquarters.

The military has supported USBP in one manner or another for years. For over a decade, military
units have supported “Requests for Assistance” (RFAs) from the Department of Homeland
Security to augment Border Patrol agents along the border. Empowered with carefully
administered authorities, JTF-SB employs the unique military capabilities to help the U.S.
Border Patrol protect the territorial integrity of the United States. They serve along the same
border, assisting the same partners, against the same adversaries, but this is a new mission.

The collective effects generated by JTF-SB and USBP partnered together are unprecedented.
Under this heightened effort to preserve the territorial integrity of the United States (TITUS) this
year, illegal crossings are down by orders of magnitude while the collective capacity to detect
illegal crossings is dramatically greater. By every measure, fewer illicit crossing attempts are
succeeding at gaining illegal entry into the United States.

The Soldiers, Marines, Airmen, Sailors, and Guardians of JTF-SB
synchronize efforts across all domains — from land, air, maritime,
space, cyber, and the electromagnetic spectrum. Where there was
| previously one brigade stretched across the entirety of the U.S.

. southern border, there are now multiple maneuver brigades, a
sustainment brigade, aviation battalions, and engineer battalions.
These forces are organized under an active-duty operational Army
Division headquarters, first the 10th Mountain Division and then
the 101st Airborne Division, to synchronize and integrate all these
forces along the border.

AJTE-SB Soldi = But the newfound success of achieving operational control along
oldier prepares a drone during . .
a patrol with USBP along the southern L€ border isn’t just a result of more DoD forces. It’s about the
border deliberate integration — at echelon — between the JTF and their
USBP counterparts, along with a host of federal, state, tribal, and
international partners operating on both sides of the border. And the expanding security
cooperation between the U.S. efforts on the north side of the border and the demonstrably willing
partner of robust contingent of Mexican Military (MEXMIL) partners on the south side of the
border. Border security requires a whole-of-government effort.



1,954 Miles of Border to Control

The JTF’s Joint Operating Area (JOA) spans 1,954 miles: from San Diego, California, across the
Yuma Desert in Arizona, the bootheel of New Mexico, and the entire western border of Texas,
including El Paso, Big Bend, and the Rio Grande River. The physical and human geography
spans dense urban cities, arid deserts, mountains above 9,000’ elevation, and lush river valleys.

In some areas, an illegal alien (IA) can jump over a wall or swim across a river and melt into a
city or link up with a getaway car in second or minutes. In other areas, it might take hours or
days from walking across an unmarked line in the desert up rugged mountains before they meet
their ride on a distant highway. Many die in the process, either of exhaustion in a barren desert or
drown in a flooded river.
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JTF-SB Soldiers and USBP agents conduct a mounted patrol along the southern border.

Only 632 miles of the U.S. border with Mexico has a manmade wall system. In some stretches,
like the Big Bend sector in Western Texas, the jagged landscape of canyons and river offers a
natural barrier to dissuade most illegal crossings. In other places, a robust wall may exist, but
these imposing structures alone are no guarantees to halting illegal crossings. Cities like San
Diego, El Paso, and Laredo, where dense urban zones exist on both sides of the border (Tijuana,
Juarez, Nuevo Laredo), remain some of the most challenging areas to control. Determined
individuals routinely scale 30-foot barriers and cut through metal walls (with whatever it takes,
including plasma torches) to sneak into the United States and disappear into a neighboring city
on the U.S. side of the border.



The Space Between the Ports of Entry

It is important to recognize that the JTF mission is exclusively focused on preventing illegal
entry into the United States in the spaces between the official ports of entry (POE) along the
U.S.-Mexico border. There are 52 official POEs along the southern border. Customs and Border
Protection agents from the Office of Field Operations (OFO) are responsible for controlling entry
into the United States through these POEs. The JTF does not have a role or function in screening
people, vehicles, and cargo entering the United States through these official crossing sites.

It is recognized that much of the illegal drug traffic enters the United States through these POEs.
There are thousands of creative ways to hide illicit cargo in the hundreds of thousands of cars,
trucks, trains, and people that legally enter the United States each week. That is its own problem
with highly dedicated professionals committed to effectively screening for illegal activity while
enabling the vital economic trade that crosses daily between the United States and Mexico.

What the JTF and Border Patrol focus on is ensuring entry to the United States is achieved only
through the legal crossing points. Therefore,
the JTF solely applies its unique military
capabilities to help the Border Patrol detect,
respond, and interdict illegal crossing
activities along the southern border, whether
those crossing attempts occur on land, on the
water, or in the air.

A Fundamentally New Mission

Most of the Soldiers who supported those
earlier RFA missions recall tedious months
monitoring illegal border crossings but
unable to respond or assist in an impactful i AR S SN
way. They were restricted to their pOStS, to JTF-SB Soldiers employ a Q64 radar to detect adversarial drones.
detect and monitor only from the confines of

their designated post. They became day laborers for Border Patrol agents, filling menial tasks
like data processing, warehouse stocking, entry level vehicle maintenance, and loading
magazines at marksmanship ranges. Any administrative or petty task that could relieve a Border
Patrol agent from an administrative task so they have more law enforcement agents on patrol.

The RFA missions to the southern border rightfully earned poor reputations among the Soldiers
who deployed in support of these restrictive operations. The deployments were menial. Unit
readiness atrophied as Soldiers performed ancillary tasks. The impact on border security was
marginal. The extra help was welcome to the outstretched Border Patrol stations, but the return
on investment of sending the military forces to the border under the old authorities and
guidelines was far from optimal.

On 20 January 2025, the United States designated the Cartels as Foreign Terrorist Organizations
(FTO) as a direct result of their repeated “campaigns of assassination, terror, rape, and brute
force.” This official FTO designation, along with the Declaration of a National Emergency at the
southern border of the United States, became two key factors that paved the way for the JTF to
apply expanded authorities on the border.

Under these new authorities, DoD forces are no longer constrained to static detection sites and
performing unskilled labor tasks for the Border Patrol. The JTF routinely plans and executes



deliberate maneuver operations, dismounted patrols, using highly mobile military vehicles and
transport helicopters to access restrictive terrain and keep the adversary from anticipating where
detection and monitoring sites operate. The ability to conduct enhanced detection and monitoring
by way of patrolling has fundamentally changed the military mission on the southern border to a
more effective and purposeful operation.

Strengthened by Partners

The United States Border Patrol is the primary partner of JTF-Southern Border. Everything the
JTF does is in direct support of the Border Patrol. One of the first efforts of the JTF was to
realign the DoD forces deployed to the border along the nine distinct Border Patrol sectors along
the southern border. From west to east, these sectors are San Diego, El Centro, Yuma, Tucson, El
Paso, Big Bend, Del Rio, Laredo, and Rio Grande Valley. A powerful effect generated by
establishing a single Joint Task Force responsible for operations along all nine

Where one brigade used to span all these
sectors, battalions from the JTF are directly
partnered with each of these sector
headquarters. The battalion commanders
become security partners with the USBP
sector chiefs. Below the sectors are USBP
stations. Companies and platoons from the
aligned battalion then integrate with the
USBP stations. These are more than aligned
partnerships on paper. They are physical
unions as the battalion, company, and platoon
leadership conduct operations from within the
sector and station headquarters. The JTF and ,
USBP elements coordinate operations, A Soldier from JTF-SB and a Border Patrol Agent fly together in a
analyze intelligence, and consolidate U.S. Army LUH-72 helicopter to detect illicit activity.
resources towards one purpose: gain full

operational control of the southern border.

The alignment between the JTF and USBP extends to within the Joint Task Force headquarters as
well. One of the deputy commanders of the JTF is a hand selected USBP officer, assisted by
several additional USBP agents, who integrate with the JTF staff and help fuse operations
between the two organizations.

Securing nearly 2,000 miles of land border requires a considerable amount of air and maritime
support. The United States Coast Guard and state partners like the Texas Army National Guard
all become integral partners of the JTF. The Coast Guard performs critical interdictions on the
coast of San Diego and in the Gulf of America. Within the JTF’s JOA, the Rio Grande River in
South Texas becomes a critical region where the USCG riverine units offer unique patrolling
capabilities. State partners like the Texas Military Department (TMD) offer complementary
initiatives like Operation LONESTAR where National Guard Soldiers operate with expanded
authorities granted by their state. Local coordination between the JTF and TMD enable both
organizations to complement each other’s efforts towards their common goal of preventing
illegal entry into the United States.

One of Border Patrol’s sister components within the wider Customs and Border Protection (CBP)
agency is the Air and Maritime Operations (AMO) branch. Much like the Coast Guard, AMO



possesses a host of capabilities that support border security, from riverine units to transport
helicopters, to fixed-wing reconnaissance aircraft. All these capabilities serve as instrumental
partners to JTF’s operations and are often integrated into JTF operations on the border.

Merging the Southern Border and the Northern Frontier

The JTF has actively expanded the military-to-military relationships with its Mexican Military
(MEXMIL) counterparts on the south side of the border as well. Mexico’s “Northern Frontier” is
the region from Tijuana in the west to the mouth of the Rio Grande River in the east. The Foreign
Operations Branch (FOB) of the Customs and Border Patrol assist with facilitating the integral
partnership between the JTF and USBP elements with MEXMIL forces. The JTF leadership
coordinate routine commander to commander dialogues with their MEXMIL counterparts, as
well as operations and intelligence meetings to share intel and review operational effects along
the border.

At the battalion level within each of the sectors, JTF forces organize “trilateral” patrols where
JTF and USBP elements conduct operations on the north side of the border in direct coordination
with the MEXMIL forces on the south side. These patrols vary in sophistication and complexity.
Initial patrols might consist of very basic parallel patrols in direct visual contact of one another.
As the relationship progresses, these patrols have expanded greatly, enabling many trilateral
patrols to create a “hammer and anvil” effect where Mexican forces can maneuver on identified
cartel and smuggling sites out of reach of JTF and USBP elements on the U.S. side of the border.

A Measure of Success

In measuring success, the JTF adopted Border Patrol’s key metrics, including the established
designations of detections, apprehensions, turn-backs, and got-aways. A detection is a method of
identifying an illegal crossing, derived by means such as camera systems, dismounted patrols,
aerial patrols, and static observation posts. A positive outcome is considered either a turn-back or
an apprehension. Turn-backs result when an A aborts their crossing attempt and returns to
Mexico. From a JTF and USBP perspective, this is a perfectly satisfactory outcome. The other
positive outcome is the apprehension of the IA. Those that manage to avoid apprehension are
designated as got-aways. Got-aways become the single most objective measure to whether the
JTF and USBP have achieved full operational control of the border. When an individual is
detected but the JTF and USBP fail to effectively respond and ultimately interdict that person —
and the TA gets away — directly implies that, in that instance, control is not established. The JTF
uses got-aways as the driving metric for assessing control, as well as where to allocate resources
and operational emphasis across the JOA.

When the JTF began operations, the positive outcome rate (number of turn-backs +
apprehensions / detections) was approximately 90 percent. This indicates about 1 in 10
detections continued crossing and succeeded in evading apprehension. In the months that
followed, improved operations and greater attainment of control along the border led to steady
increases in positive outcome rates.

Within months, the JTF achieved an even higher level of control. Some days, the JTF achieved
100 percent positive outcome rate, meaning every single detection led to either an apprehension
or a turn-back. The daily Border Patrol detection statistics are inherently higher than the reduced
scope of what the JTF detects, but the general trend of steadily increasing control of the border
has mirrored between what the JTF observes and what the Border Patrol reports each day. In July



2025, the Border Patrol recorded the single lowest number of detections in a day in decades. The
combined efforts of the JTF and USBP are steadily achieving results.

In years past, thousands of migrants would attempt illegal crossings each month only to seek out
USBP agents and surrender themselves en masse. In 2024, the USBP would observe over 3,000
detections a day and over 450 got-aways illegally entering the United States. Some 80 percent of
those detections would lead to apprehensions and approximately 10 percent would turn back.
Illegal crossings have dropped significantly in 2025 and IAs actively avoid apprehension since
this is no longer a viable path to entering the United States. There are now fewer got-aways in a
month than there used to be in a day.

A U.S. Border Patrol Agent apprehends an individual after crossing illegally into the United States.

A Billion Reasons to Try

The new administration policies have effectively curtailed the economic migrant flow into the
United States, but the illicit activity fueled by the Cartels remains. Cartels control the border
region of Northern Mexico in distinct territories known as plazas. It is from these plazas that
cartels stage and launch illicit crossings into the United States. Their criminal activities are a
multibillion-dollar business, where the commodities span sex trafficking, drug smuggling, and
human smuggling of special interest aliens from all over the globe.

As the Joint Task Force helps gain greater control of the land border, the Cartels will not simply
abandon their business model. Control along the border is like squeezing a balloon. They
continually adapt, probe, and adjust their practices, shifting from one domain to another. If
historic smuggling routes by land are now sealed by the JTF, they will shift to the maritime and
air domains or explore new routes or corridors.

Drone incursions from Mexico are becoming increasingly prevalent. The opportunity to leverage
small unmanned aerial systems (SUAS) to help identify new smuggling routes, guide IAs during
their crossings, or transport drugs by air using payload-carrying drones is palpable.



Counter drone operations have become a major component to the JTF mission. Full operational
control of the border makes no distinction between the land and air. This creates important
opportunities for the Department of Defense since drone warfare is ubiquitous threat to modern
warfare. Cartels are employing drones with similar sophistication and technology as any other
great power competitor and peer adversary. The Cartels are simply motivated by profit and
power, instead of ideology, but the threat is just as pressing.

Therefore, the efforts and initiatives pursued by JTF-SB are both helping preserve the territorial
integrity of the United States while simultaneously creating a laboratory for experimentation.
The southern border is helping the Joint Force develop ways to combat modern threats like
drones against a determined and sophisticated adversary.



Section 1:
Unique Military Capabilities of JTF-SB

- &
l’ “‘
S B 3

N
i

(2
(>




Beyond Hardware: Software-Enabled Counter-UAS Operations
Lessons from Joint Task Force — Southern Border
MAJ Thomas McGinnis and MAJ David Endter

Picture a skeet range. The sun is low, visibility is impaired, and it is hard to distinguish between
clay and birds flying across the range. Rather than the usual two trap machines, there are a dozen
spread across four lanes that can launch clay at any altitude, any trajectory, and any time.
Moreover, the shooter must discern between different “shoot” and “no shoot” colors of clay
instead of the usual “shoot anything that moves” type of clay. As impossible of a task as this may
sound, the analogy accurately describes the counter-small, unmanned aircraft systems (C-sUAS)
threat faced by Joint Task Force-Southern Border (JTF-SB).

The challenge is even more complex. Threat UAS is often difficult to distinguish from birds or
civilian drones. They blend into the environment and exploit gaps in detection. The operational
environment along the Southern Border—from austere and rugged terrain to dense and cluttered
urban landscapes—further complicates the effectiveness of our sensors. These drones can
approach from any direction or elevation, and are often designed to evade detection, actively
seeking to infiltrate past Servicemembers from the Department of War (DoW) and U.S. Border
Patrol (USBP). This dynamic and unpredictable threat environment demands a level of vigilance
and adaptability that far exceeds the simplicity of a skeet range.

In the skeet range example, it is obvious a more advanced shotgun would provide little aid. For
C-sUAS operations, however, it is easy to fixate on upcoming innovative C-sUAS systems—or
in other words, to fixate on hardware. Experience along the Southern Border has demonstrated
that a data integration gap is central to the C-sUAS problem. The major challenge is getting the
right information for the right person at the right time. Proper situational awareness requires real-
time tracking and sensor fusion through integrated data layers.

To date, the JTF-SB mission has provided significant insights into the C-sUAS challenges that
the joint force will face in future fights. Among the valuable insights into C-sUAS operations,
there is a key gap to highlight: the inability to seamlessly transfer data across systems prevents
timely and effective action. This problem has revealed the need for a paradigm shift from
hardware-centric to software-driven approaches. Achieving real-time track awareness and sensor
fusion through data layer integration is essential for shortening the kill chain between sensor and
shooter, enhancing situational awareness, and preparing forces for C-sUAS operations in Large-
Scale Combat Operations (LSCO).

The C-SUAS Situation along the Border

Drones are becoming increasingly affordable and ubiquitous across all facets of industry and
civilian life. Accordingly, drones are becoming more numerous on the battlefield.

Threat actors operating along the US-Mexico border increasingly turn to small, unmanned
aircraft systems (SUAS) to collect information, conduct reconnaissance, and execute surveillance
against US military, USBP agents, and other law enforcement personnel. They also utilize SUAS
in support of narcotics and human smuggling. Moreover, threat actors’ UAS tactics, techniques,
and procedures (TTPs) are rapidly evolving. There are open-source reports of cartels embedding
with Ukrainian units to bring back their TTPs. This situation is not simply the introduction of
new technology onto the battlefield, but rather a seismic shift in small unit tactics and
information collection capabilities that will reverberate through all facets of military decision-
making and operational planning.
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To counter this evolving threat, JTF-SB employs an integrated detection and response framework
with interagency partners. For threat sUAS mitigation, a layered approach was used consisting of
various radars, radiofrequency (RF) sensors, as well as both kinetic and non-kinetic C-sUAS
systems. These capabilities enable forces to mitigate threat SUAS in self-defense under the
Standing Rules for the Use of Force (SRUF). This is conducted alongside interagency partners
across DoW, Homeland Security (DHS), and local law enforcement. The interagency nature of
this mission parallels the integration of a future joint fight while introducing many related
challenges of different organizations operating concurrently.

Despite the close working relationship between the DoW and USBP, there remain critical
bottlenecks in information sharing and interoperability due to fragmented data transmissions
among sensors, shooters, and classification domains that impede greater interoperability between
the DoW and DHS. These constraints significantly impede the ability to gain situational
understanding of the air domain across all levels. Without situational understanding—or even
situational awareness—effective control of the air domain cannot be maintained, prohibiting the
achievement of full operational control over the Southern Border.

Information bottlenecks are thus a clear limitation of any interagency mission to track and
destroy threat UAS. Still, before addressing these specific challenges, it is important first to
understand the C-sUAS Kill Chain. Each step represents an essential procedure when executing a
C-sUAS mission. Nevertheless, each step also represents a possible information chokepoint that
could limit interoperability and complicate any effort to achieve situational awareness through
enhanced data sharing.

The C-sUAS Kill Chain

Per Army Techniques Publication (ATP) 3-01.81, C-sUAS Operations, the four-step method for
C-sUAS engagements consists of detect, identify, decide, and defeat.! Using this doctrine as a
foundation, JTF-SB refined this process to align with the DHS C-UAS Process Chain Stages: 1)
detect, 2) locate and track, 3) classify and identify, and 4) mitigate.> The following is a brief
explanation of each as they relate to experiences of JTF-SB along the Southern Border.

Detect

Detection is the acquisition of an object by a sensor, radar, or visual observation. This detection
can be active, in which a sensor emits its own energy that reflects off an object and returns, or
passive, in which the sensor only receives emissions such as radio frequencies (RF), acoustics
(sound), or frequencies within the electromagnetic spectrum (EMS). Radars are an example of
active sensors, whereas RF and acoustic sensors are passive systems that can detect and classify
sUAS by analyzing their unique radio or sound signatures. Along the border, the JTF-SB
currently employs radar, passive RF sensors, and visual detection in the form of Detection and
Monitoring (D&M) sites to detect threat sSUAS.

It is important to note that each of these types of sensors has strengths and weaknesses. For
instance, radars can detect sSUAS at longer ranges, operate well in adverse weather conditions,

" HQDA. Counter-Unmanned Aircraft Systems (C-UAS) Operations. Army Techniques Publication 3-
01.81. Washington DC: Department of the Army, 2025.

2 U.S. Department of Homeland Security, Science and Technology Directorate, Counter-Unmanned Aircraft
Systems: Technology Guide, September 2019, 14, https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/c-uas-tech-
guide final 28feb2020.pdf.
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and can detect “dark drones,” which do not emit radio signals because they fly by other means
such as Global Navigation Satellite Systems (GNSS) or by fiber optic wire. However, radars
have two significant weaknesses. They are less effective when sUAS are out of direct line of
sight, and radar emits its own significant electromagnetic signature. The latter can be especially
problematic; adversaries seeking to avoid detection can identify where active detection efforts
are underway. This issue arises at the Southern Border, but the challenge will be exceptionally
troubling in a future fight against a peer opponent.

Meanwhile, RF-based sensors have a similar set of strengths and weaknesses. They are also not
susceptible to poor weather, can detect the sUAS or the ground control station (GCS), and are
passive detectors. Acoustic sensors are more suited to detecting GPS-enabled “dark drones”, or
those that do not produce radio emissions, yet these sensors have their own limitations such as
greater susceptibility to weather and ambient noise.’

Each sensor system thus has a different role to play in C-sUAS because they employ different
strengths and weaknesses. Recognizing the complementary strengths of different sensor types,
JTF-SB employs a layered C-sUAS defense strategy that integrates multiple, diverse sensors. By
concentrating these systems in high-threat areas, JTF-SB uses the principle of economy of force
to achieve both redundancy and scalability.

Locate and Track (Track and Identify)

Locate and track, referred to as “Track and Identify” in ATP 3-01.8, is the next step in the C-
sUAS kill chain.* Location refers to a single detection of an object at a specific position and
time, whereas tracking involves compiling multiple detections of the same object to form a
continuous sequence of its movement.> This step has been modified slightly from the doctrinal
definition to better align with the operational demands of C-sUAS.

A key lesson from operations along the Southern Border is the vital importance of real-time track
awareness—the ability to monitor a drone’s true flight path with minimal latency. Achieving this
requires the near-instantaneous transmission of high-quality track data. High-quality track data
refers to positional information with high accuracy and fidelity, which can be visualized as a
graph showing a strong correlation between variables. In contrast, low-quality track data is
represented by a graph with a weak correlation between variables.

3 DHS, cUAS Systems, 20.
4 HQDA. C-UAS Operations, 37.
> DHS, cUAS Systems, 14
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High Quality Track Data Low Quality Track Data

High-quality vs low-quality track data. Source Author’s illustration

Real-time track awareness is critical because C-sUAS systems, particularly kinetic systems like
High Energy Laser systems, depend on precise and accurate data to develop effective targeting
solutions.® Successfully executing this step in the C-sUAS kill chain requires the integration of
multiple sensors and radars to ensure early warning and comprehensive coverage. For example,
JTF-SB has observed instances where a passive RF sensor failed to detect a drone—either
because it was a "dark drone" or operating out of standard frequency bands—but an active radar
successfully detected it. This layered approach will become increasingly important as adversaries
continue to refine their TTPs to evade detection and exploit gaps in the technological capabilities
of our systems.

Classify and Identify (Decide)

Classification of a SUAS involves categorizing an object into a broad group, such as "Group 1
sUAS.” In contrast, identification provides a more detailed analysis, determining the specific
type, make, or model of the SUAS. This is achieved by analyzing the object and comparing it
with a library of known sUAS signatures.’” In the context of the Southern Border mission, the
classification and identification of drones along the border is critically important. Soldiers and
Marines on the ground must not only determine if an object is a drone but also whether it poses a
threat prior to engaging in self-defense.

Collaboration between JTF-SB and USBP has been essential in the classification and
identification of threat UAS. USBP’s passive RF sensors have the capability to not only detect
drones but also classify them using unique identifiers and store this information in a database.
These systems provide historical data on a drone’s previous detections, origins, ground control
station (GCS), and any links to prior nefarious activity. This information helps JTF-SB assess

¢ Joint Air Power Competence Centere, A Comprehensive Approach to Countering Unmanned Aircraft Systems
(Kalkar, Germany: Joint Air Power Competence Centre, 2021), 20.

7 DHS, cUAS Systems, 14.

13



whether a drone poses a threat. By integrating USBP’s organic systems and historical

knowledge, JTF-SB has been able to better determine whether a drone is tied to malicious
activity—thereby increasing its threat profile—or if it belongs to a local hobbyist operating in the
area. This partnership has proven invaluable in enhancing situational awareness and threat
assessment.

Mitigate (Defeat)

Mitigate refers to the disruption, destruction, or disablement of drones and/or the GCS.
Mitigation can be accomplished with either non-kinetic or kinetic means. Non-kinetic C-sUAS
methods disrupt the frequencies a SUAS uses to communicate with a GCS or satellites by
flooding a particular RF band (RF jamming). Another method of non-kinetic disruption is
"spoofing," where a system takes control of the sUAS, overrides its original commands and
redirects it to a new location, effectively replacing its designated home point. In contrast, kinetic
solutions involve physically neutralizing the drone through methods such as small arms fire,
missiles, rockets, directed energy weapons, high-energy lasers, or even "drone-on-drone"
engagements designed to disable or destroy the target.

JTF-SB categorizes non-kinetic engagements as “soft kills” and kinetic engagements as “hard
kills.” Within the “soft kill” category, further distinctions are made based on the specific effects
of jamming on the threat drone. For example, jamming a drone’s command-and-control (C2)
frequencies often triggers a “return to home” protocol, severing communication with its ground
control station (GCS) and forcing the drone to return to its operator. In contrast, Counter-
Position, Navigation, and Timing (c-PNT) jamming disrupts the drone’s ability to orient itself in
time and space, causing it to hover in place or initiate an automated landing. Unlike C2 jamming,
the drone does not return to its GCS or operator. This creates an opportunity for USBP or local
law enforcement to recover the drone for further exploitation and intelligence gathering.

An important consideration to C-sUAS mitigation is the potential for collateral damage to
civilian and/or military systems. Utilizing RF-based C-sUAS systems, especially omni-
directional ones, carries the inherent risk of collateral damage to other RF-based technologies
such as Wi-Fi and cellular networks, military communications, and command and control
systems. This highlights the critical importance of employing multiple C-sUAS systems in a
layered approach to offer a range of scalable response options. JTF-SB addresses this need by
integrating directional and omni-directional non-kinetic C-sUAS systems alongside kinetic
systems. This approach provides ground leaders with flexible options for soft kills or hard kills,
depending on the operational environment and concerns about collateral damage.

Another consideration, and key limitation, to C-sUAS mitigation is the ranges of kinetic and
non-kinetic C-sUAS systems. Effective C-sUAS operations along the border are largely a
function of the proximity between sensor and shooter or between shooter and threat UAS. Like
the skeet range analogy in the beginning of the article, successful C-sUAS operations depend
less on hardware alone and more on being in the right place at the right time while prepared to
engage the threat. This reality shifts the focus towards a more fundamental challenge: how data
is communicated, transmitted, and shared across the force.

Lessons From JTF-SB: Understanding the C-Suas Problem Set
Shoot, Move, and Communicate—or Communicate, Move, and Shoot

Due to the dispersed nature of threat UAS operations that span 2,000 miles along the border, one
of the greatest challenges to countering threat UAS is being in the right location at the right time.
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Often, the Servicemembers operating the sensors that detect threat UAS are not close enough to
mitigate the threat and must communicate to a response team—who then must move to the threat
before they can engage the drone. Every second matters in this context, and every second spent
moving into position diminishes any chance of successfully intercepting a drone.

This problem requires a paradigm shift. Rather than focusing on moving into positions faster, we
need to get a step further ahead of the detection problem. We must focus on resolving the
“communicate” challenge before we shift our focus to the “shoot” aspect of the problem. For
example, consider the current procedures used along the border to conduct C-sUAS operations.
The process begins when threat UAS is detected by either DoW sensors, USBP sensors, or D&M
sites. After weighing the totality of the circumstances and deeming the UAS a threat to U.S.
Servicemembers, this information is then transmitted to nearby response teams equipped with C-
sUAS mitigation equipment. One such mitigation platform is the Dronebuster, which is a
handheld electronic warfare (EW) jamming system that can break a C2 link from the drone to the
GCS, or ¢-PNT jamming, which has the potential to force land a drone. JTF-SB personnel then
engage the threat UAS with the available system once arriving in position.

This sequential relay of information often proves too slow along the border, limiting the speed
and effectiveness of response forces. These shortcomings highlight that C-sUAS effectiveness is
not simply about detection and response, but about how quickly and coherently information can
be shared. What we learned is that truly effective C-sUAS operations require real-time track
awareness and sensor fusion.

The missing links: Real-time Track Awareness and Sensor Fusion

Real-time track awareness is the ability to maintain continuous, accurate, and precise situational
awareness of a moving object such as a drone. To avoid redundant reporting of the same drone
and to increase accuracy, tracks detected from multiple sensors must be correlated into a single
track represented on whatever interface is being used to represent the data. Hand in hand with
real-time track awareness is the ability to integrate and share data from multiple sensors into a
common operating picture delivered to the Soldier. This process is described as sensor fusion, or
the process of combining data from different types of sensors into one representational format.®

Along the border, however, real-time track awareness and sensor fusion remain aspirational.
Neither of the JTF’s most effective C-sUAS sensors had established paths to transmit data to
Servicemembers. Instead, the data remains stove-piped within isolated systems or confined to
individual screens, rather than reaching the units who need it most.

This stove piping highlights a central issue: data that cannot move seamlessly across systems
cannot enable timely action. Both real-time track awareness and sensor fusion depend on the
ability to store, translate, organize, and present data, with zero latency, across the C2
architecture. This process is known as data layer integration.’

8 Wilfried Elmenreich, An Introduction to Sensor Fusion, Research Report 47/2001 (Vienna: Institut fiir Technische
Informatik, Vienna University of Technology, November 19, 2002), 3,
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/267771481 An_Introduction _to Sensor Fusion.

° Mark Pomerleau, “Data and Integration Will Be ‘Core’ of Army’s Next-Gen C2,” DefenseScoop, June 6, 2025,
https://defensescoop.com/2025/06/06/data-and-integration-will-be-core-of-armys-next-gen-c2/.
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The crux of the C-sUAS problem set: Data Layer Integration

Data layer integration is a software-driven process which transports data, translates it into a
common format and protocol, and then represents it on user-facing applications. The technology
stack refers to the different layers in which data travels and is modified during this process.'® The
concepts of data layer integration and technology stacks, while technical, merit closer analysis to
understand its role within the Army’s broader command and control initiatives and relevance in
the C-sUAS problem set.

Data layer integration is integral to solving some of the data sharing challenges the JTF-SB
experienced along the border such as sharing data from the AN/MP Q64 radar. When the radar
detects a drone, it generates raw data. However, the data is not compatible with tactical
communications and applications such as ATAK. This is because the raw data generated by the
radar is in a different format and must be translated to a common format and protocol before it
can be displayed on an ATAK or other tactical application.'!

A Framework for the Solution: Next Generation Command and Control

As Major General Patrick Ellis explains, the Army’s Next Generation Command and Control
(NGC2) provide a framework from which we can better understand and then apply a “technology
stack” approach to get critical data from sensor to shooter to shorten the C-sUAS kill chain.!?

Within NGC2, the technology stack has four layers including the transport, integration, data, and
applications layer.'® The transport layer is the pipe that moves the data (e.g., tactical radios,
satellite communications, and tactical networks).'* An important consideration here is the
bandwidth limits of the communications system used to transport the data. For instance,
innovative Soldiers in JTF-SB experimented with a manual workaround transmitting data from
the Army Multi-Purpose High Energy Laser sensor using the Mobile User Objective System
(MUQOS) over a PRC-162 radio. Unfortunately, this experimental method quickly exceeded the
bandwidth available on the system.

The integration layer is a software construct that normalizes and transforms the data, i.e., it
translates the data into a common language and organizes it. The integration layer is the broker
of the entire data transfer process and the crux of sensor fusion.'*> Once the data has been
translated and organized, it exists within the data layer, which is where the data is stored and
accessible for different systems to access. The next step requires developing applications with
the means to dip into this integrated data layer. Once the data is accessible in a shared data layer,
it then must be displayed using the application layer. The application layer is the software used to
represent data on user interfaces such as ATAK, CBCE, AFATDS, or JBCP.

10 Patrick Ellis, “How the Army Is Putting the Commander Back in Command and Control,” War on the Rocks, June
17, 2025, https://warontherocks.com/2025/06/how-the-army-is-putting-the-commander-back-in-command-and-
control/.

!1'L. Bufita, J. Hrabovsky, A. Novék, and P. Pohanka, “Systems Integration in Military Environments.” Advances in
Military Technology15, no.1 (July 28,2020): 32, https://doi.org/10.3849/aimt.01334.

12 Ellis, Commander back in Command and Control
13 Ellis, Commander back in Command and Control
14 Pomerleau, Data and Integration

15 Ellis, Commander back in Command and Control
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Track Analysis

Returning to the skeet range: the ability to track the clay’s path through the air in real time,
enabled by an integrated data layer that fuses input from multiple sensors, enables a good chance
of hitting the target. Additionally, being able to anticipate where the clay will come from and
anticipate its path, the likelihood of success increases further. In operational terms, this is the
function of track analysis.

A significant number of JTF-SB’s successful UAS engagements can be attributed to
Servicemembers being in the right place at the right time, underscoring the vital role of post-
engagement track analysis for predictive targeting. This analysis is particularly important along
the Southern Border, where threat actors use sSUAS in direct support of Illegal Alien (IA) activity
on the ground. By overlaying air data, such as bearing, range, altitude, speed, and heading,
otherwise known by the mnemonic “BRASH,” with ground IA activity, the JTF can characterize
threat TTPs and develop indicators and warnings of threat actions.

Thus, inherent in the C-sUAS challenge is the imperative to collect, organize, and disseminate
track data. However, the current flow of information from sensors to analysts is a manual input
of track data, pulled from reports input by subordinate units, which then must be organized and
stored before analysts can access it. This process is not only inefficient but prone to errors. This
provides another opportunity for a software-based solution that transmits, organizes, and
consolidates track and UAS data directly from the sensor into a common data layer.

But for this information to be accessible across the operations and intelligence enterprises, we
must be able to integrate the data—or at a minimum, federate it. Data layer integration physically
consolidates data from multiple, disparate sources into a single repository. Data federation, by
contrast, employs a virtual integration layer, which leaves data in its original location while
mapping it to a single federated database that can be queried across multiple systems.!® In either
case—whether data is integrated into a single layer or federated into a database—information
originating from different classification domains poses an additional hurdle to information
sharing.

Cross Domain Solutions to Increase Interoperability

One of the major challenges the JTF has encountered in achieving data transmission and
federation is the difficulty of transmitting and querying data across different classification
domains, such as NIPR and SIPR. Addressing this issue requires the implementation of a Cross
Domain Solution (CDS), which is an integrated hardware and software capability designed to
securely transport data between classification domains. There are different types of cross domain
solutions such as Transfer, Access, and Mult-level Security, and within these categories further
subcategories such as uni- or bi-directional.!” Within the JTF, the absence of an effective CDS
that transmits data between NIPR and SIPR classification domains has resulted in bottlenecks

16 Zhenzhen Gu, Franceso Corcoglioniti, Davide Lanti, Alessandro Mosca, Guohui Xiao, Jing Xiong, and Diego
Calvanese, A Systematic Overview of Data Federation Systems, Semantic Web 15 (2024): 108,
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.3233/SW-223201.

17 Commonwealth of Australia. Fundamentals of Cross Domain Solutions. Canberra: Australian Signals Directorate,
October 2021. https://www.cyber.gov.au/business-government/secure-design/secure-by-design/cross-domain-
solutions/fundamentals-of-cross-domain-solutions.
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that hinder the seamless sharing of information and intelligence between the DoW and DHS as
well as between sensors and shooters.

Recommendations and Way Ahead
Focus on data integration and software-based solutions

While the Army should continue improving sensors and C-sUAS equipment, the primary focus
must shift toward data integration and software-driven materiel solutions to fully leverage
existing systems and optimize future systems. We must prioritize developing software capable of
fusing data from disparate sensors into a unified, common air picture. The Army’s NGC2
initiative, which aims to eliminate stove-piped information through a layered technology stack,
provides a critical framework for this effort. C-sUAS research and development must be fully
aligned with and integrated into the broader NGC2 initiative.

Achieving real-time track awareness and sensor fusion requires an integrated hardware and
software solution that seamlessly transmits data from sensor to shooter. This solution should
leverage existing hardware such as the Transportable Tactical Command Communications
(T2C2) for data transport, the Forward Area Air Defense Command and Control (FAAD C2) for
sensor fusion, and ATAK to display data. The key gap in this technology stack is the absence of
an integrated data layer capable of ingesting, translating, and normalizing sensor data before
feeding it into sensor fusion systems like the FAAD C2.

Software development must focus on normalizing data from bespoke sensors to ensure
compatibility with systems such as the FAAD C2 while also filtering and compressing data to
address bandwidth limitations in current data transport systems. Vendors should avoid creating
additional challenges by developing C-sUAS systems with proprietary data protocols and user
interfaces. Instead, they should develop products that seamlessly integrate with existing Army
programs of record, minimizing the scope of software required to fuse their data.

Furthermore, data layer integration is essential for ingesting track data into a central repository
where it can be queried, analyzed, and disseminated back to Soldiers and sensors. By
incorporating historical track data and refined analysis into real-time sensor feeds, we enhance
the ability to characterize drones more quickly and shorten the decision cycle. Within the context
of the JTF-SB, this iterative process of recording, analyzing, and disseminating track data
enables us to deepen our understanding of threat UAS TTPs and refines our application of SRUF.
This, in turn, will enable more bold and decisive tactical actions along the border.

Lastly, the requirement to rapidly transmit real-time track data across our sensors and the
command-and-control network represents a significant shift in the operating environment. These
ideas must be evaluated, validated, and incorporated into C-sUAS doctrine. Codifying the terms
real-time track awareness and sensor fusion establishes a common language to identify critical
software capability gaps. This shared understanding will enable the development of solutions
across doctrine, organization, training, materiel, leadership, education, personnel, facilities, and
policy (DOTMLPEF-P).

Develop Cross-Domain Solutions to Increase Interoperability

UAS track data is often siloed due to the inability to transfer information across different security
domains. To address this, we must invest in secure bi-directional transfer cross-domain solutions
that enable real-time data sharing between classification levels (e.g., NIPR to SIPR and SIPR to
NIPR) without compromising security. This capability would allow track data to flow seamlessly
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into our intelligence architecture, facilitating track and pattern analysis to better inform future C-
sUAS operations.

Implementing a CDS requires a holistic approach converging hardware, software, processes, and
policies that dictate what information will be transferred, to whom, and by what means.'® Within
the context of the Southern Border, this capability must enable the rapid sharing of sensor data
with shooters while also supporting our interagency and multi-national partners with different
information, classification, and security requirements.

Because Cross Domain Solutions are inherently limited by bandwidth the throughput of data,
performance, and latency are three interrelated variables that must be considered when
developing and implementing a CDS. As the amount of data passing through a CDS increases, so
does the latency. For JTF-SB, this means striking a balance between the amount of data shared
and the speed at which it is communicated. Additionally, CDS development and sustainment is
expensive.'? Therefore, the scope of any CDS implementation must be balanced with available
resources and lifecycle costs.

Emphasize Data Collection at the Tactical Edge

The most prevalent sensor on the ground within JTF-SB—and across the Army—is the
individual Soldier. Armed with tools like ATAK or JBCP and connected to sensors through an
integrated data layer, Soldiers possess an unparalleled ability to enhance situational awareness in
real time across the battlefield. However, there is no need to wait for yet developed hardware and
software solutions to begin integrating threat UAS scenarios into training exercises. By
incorporating air domain awareness and reporting into training now, we can accelerate the
development of Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures (TTPs) and refine doctrine to effectively
counter the evolving UAS threat while we wait for the hardware and software to catch up.

However, the current process for planning and resourcing C-sUAS training is hindered by
excessive bureaucracy, including numerous policy exceptions, waivers, and documentation
requirements. While this bureaucracy exists to ensure the safety of Servicemembers, to build
proficiency, planning and resourcing C-sUAS training must be as straightforward as planning a
rifle range. Streamlining the approval process—while maintaining necessary risk mitigations and
safeguards—will empower junior leaders to incorporate C-sUAS training at the lowest echelons.

One major contributor to this bureaucracy is a lack of understanding within regulatory authorities
such as Range Control or the Federal Aviation Administration, as the risks associated with C-
sUAS training are often overstated or misunderstood. As the effects and risks of C-sUAS
systems become clearer, the requirements should be recalibrated to simplify resourcing and
planning without compromising safety. For their part, units should codify risk mitigations within
their C-sUAS Standard Operating Procedures such as geofences, SUAS airspace management
techniques, and sUAS and C-sUAS operator qualifications. Communicating these risk mitigation
controls is essential to allaying the concerns of oversight bodies.

The lack of readily available sUAS for training, undeveloped sUAS operator programs, and
insufficient airspace management techniques at the Battalion level and below are additional
barriers to effective C-sUAS training. Establishing a formal sUAS program is critical to
developing qualified operators who are proficient not only in flying sUAS but also in

18 Commonwealth of Australia, Fundamentals of CDS, 9.

19 Commonwealth of Australia, Fundamentals of CDS, 9.
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troubleshooting and performing minor repairs to maintain training tempo. Additionally, these
operators and their leaders must follow standardized sUAS airspace management procedures to
mitigate risk. To ensure sUAS and C-sUAS training becomes routine and safer, these procedures
must be codified and uniformly implemented across the Army.

Without a reliable supply of SUAS for training, unit-level SUAS and C-sUAS programs will
remain unattainable. To overcome this challenge, units must quickly field durable, reliable, and
easily replaceable sSUAS, paired with a fully funded maintenance package to sustain training
efforts. Senior commanders must underwrite the inherent risk of loss or damage to sUAS,
enabling subordinate commanders to train boldly. Otherwise, unit commanders may prioritize
avoiding Financial Liability Investigations of Property Loss over conducting essential C-sUAS
training.

Conclusion

Imagine you are back at the same skeet range, but this time informed by insights gained from
previous attempts and equipped with a network of sensors that seamlessly and integrate their data
represented onto a screen in front of you. With this enhanced situational awareness, what was
once a chaotic and unmanageable scenario is now one where you can operate with confidence
and achieve success.

JTF-SB currently faces significant challenges, including the inability to achieve real-time track
awareness, integrate data from multiple sensors (sensor fusion), or share data seamlessly across
classification domains. These limitations have created critical tactical and operational
bottlenecks, severely reducing the effectiveness of counter-UAS operations and hindering our
ability to establish control over the air domain. Addressing these issues requires a paradigm shift
from hardware-centric solutions to software-driven approaches that prioritize seamless data
sharing to enable real-time track awareness and sensor fusion through data layer integration and
cross domain solutions. Furthermore, the concepts of real-time track awareness and sensor fusion
must be codified into C-sUAS doctrine to foster shared understanding and drive solutions across
DOTMLPF-P. Finally, we must incorporate realistic threat UAS scenarios, air domain awareness,
and reporting into training to rapidly advance the development of TTPs and maximize the
effectiveness of emerging software-based materiel solutions.

The JTF-SB mission along the Southern Border serves as a comparatively low-cost, low-risk
battle lab, offering the Army with invaluable insights into the complexities of the counter-UAS
challenge. Here Soldiers are innovating and developing creative solutions to address the evolving
threat posed by UAS. However, the mission has also exposed key gaps—such as inability to
achieve real-time track awareness and sensor fusion. These gaps must be urgently solved as the
consequences will be far higher when the U.S. faces threat UAS on the battlefield.
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Employing Unmanned Aircraft Systems in National Airspace
CW3 Kenneth L. Smith Jr.

In January 2025 the 10th Mountain Division (Light Infantry) was preparing for the arrival of the
Mission Command Training Program (MCTP) team for the onset of Warfighter Exercise 25-03 at
Fort Drum, NY. With mission partners from Sweden and Finland on ground, word spread quickly
of the exercise’s cancellation and that a new mission was on the horizon.

The new mission was to deploy the Division’s headquarters and to establish a newly announced
Joint Task Force — Southern Border (JTF-SB). JTF-SB was tasked to conduct all-domain
operations to control the US Southern Border to protect the territorial integrity of the United
States in support of United States Customs and Border Protection (CBP). Pre-Deployment Site
Survey teams were quickly sent to various locations across the Southwestern United States,
ultimately leading to the selection of Fort Huachuca, AZ being the JTF’s base of operations.

Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR) enabling detection, monitoring, targeting
and multi-domain effects became a core unique military capability support function for CBP. The
employment of small, unmanned aircraft systems (sUAS) and strategic level airframes quickly
became the focus of the JTF-SB J32 section. Challenges became apparent while learning how to
properly employ these assets within the National Airspace System (NAS).

In the Winter 2024 volume of the United States Army Aeronautical Service Agency’s newsletter,
COL Gabirel Wolfe gave an excellent synopsis of UAS within the NAS. The article was
primarily derived from the “Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) Between the Department of
Defense (DoD) and Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) for UAS operations in the National
Airspace System,” dated 19 May 2019. It is from this guidance and the subsequent HQDA
EXORD 228-24, “Army Implementation of the DoD and FAA MOU for UAS Operations in the
NAS” that shaped the JTF mission.?°

MQ-1 Gray Eagle assets were the first ISR capability for JTF-SB. JTF-SB leveraged knowledge
from Joint Task Force — North (JTF-N), which previously executed ISR operations across the
Joint Operational Area (JOA). Working with JTF-N J3 Air team, four previously FAA approved
Certificates of Authorization (COAs) were issued to DoD entities that mirrored the airspace
currently being used by the Department of Homeland Security (DHS). These COAs enable JTF-
SB assets from Fort Huachuca, AZ and Fort Hood, TX to begin operations across 90% of the
JOA.

Gaps in coverage were realized with the western portion of the Southern Border Containment
Area (SBCA) COA ending on the border of Arizona and California. Additionally, MQ-1 assets
based at Fort Irwin, CA lacked transition airspace between their restricted area and the SBCA.
The first issue was acknowledged by both DHS and DoD entities. Mirroring a COA revision by
CBP and with the assistance of JTF-N, a revised COA was approved and bridged to the existing
SBCA, enabling uninterrupted operations from the Pacific Ocean to the Gulf of America. For the
flight corridor from Fort Irwin, planners began analysis of proposed flight routes towards the
JOA. Conducting Casualty Risk Analysis through the MARPLOT program, planners sent the

20 Wolfe, Gabriel M. “Army Unmanned Aircraft System (UAS) Integration into the National Airspace System: How
the US Army Aeronautical Service Agency (USAASA) Enables Multi-domain Training.” United States Army
Aeronautical Services Agency, XIV, pp. 11-12.
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results to Program Executive Office Aviation for publication. This combined with the O6 risk
acceptance memo began the COA request through the FAA’s Drone Zone. JTF-SB now
maintains Operational Control of Gray Eagles spanning 1954 miles in support of CBP ISR
efforts.

The next challenge was the use of SUAS. With organic systems assigned to only one of the three
maneuver Brigades, the goal was to begin within their Area of Operations (AO) and grow from
there. Utilizing the general Air Worthiness Release (AWR) for Group 1 UAS and the geographic
definitions of the newly established National Defense Area (NDA) along the New Mexico border
the Airspace Access Authorization (AAA) was submitted through the FAA’s Drone Zone, this
time to be routed through the Department of the Army Representative to USAASA for approval.
JTF-SB was granted its first airspace allocation for low level flights for Soldier Borne Sensors
(SBS).

JTF-SB then saw the procurement of the Black Hornet 4, which was to be fielded to all three
maneuver Brigades. The AAA airspace definitions were expanded to include all Class G airspace
along the border and other highlighted areas in which detect and monitoring sites were actively
manned. Additionally, with the expectation of future Short Range Reconnaissance platform
procurement, the AAA has been expanded to the entire JOA for low level flights for a variety of
UAS. The task force is also expected to receive additional SUAS soon. Currently, a new AWR
request has been sent to Development Command to obtain approval to operate these systems
outside of restricted airspace.

As 10th Mountain approached its Relief in Place, priorities and the availability of assets
continued to increase. The 6 June 2025 Executive Order “Unleashing American Drone
Dominance” coupled with the subsequent 10 July 2025 Secretary of Defense Memorandum
“Unleashing U.S. Military Drone Dominance” the demand for airspace has become a local topic.
These initiatives primarily address the easing of systems procurement and testing, not authorized
employment outside of restricted airspace.

22



MQ-1C GRAY EAGLE Missions IN Support OF Joint Task Force — Southern Border
CW4 Andy Carrier

MQ-1C missions in support of (ISO) JTF-SB are unique and require a different mindset than
operations in other theaters of operation. Most of the MQ-1C missions are in the National
Airspace System (NAS) and require deliberate and detailed planning and coordination with all
echelons of the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) and multiple Air Traftic Control (ATC)
entities throughout the entire JTF-SB Joint Operations Area (JOA).

The MQ-1C company must be prepared for flight operations in the NAS upon Assumption of the
JTF-SB mission. All 15C operators must be Instrument Flight Rules (IFR) certified, the Satellite
Ground Data Terminal (SGDT) must be Fully Mission Capable (FMC), and all communication
and ground equipment must also be FMC. Every mission will be flown with an IFR flight plan
and require communication between the flight crew and multiple ATC agencies throughout the
JOA. It is imperative that all operators are trained, certified, and comfortable operating under
IFR flight plans in the NAS. The JTF-SB JOA is more than 1900 miles long; this requires MQ-
1C flights to be flown via SATCOM and SGDT. JTF-SB has access to several SATCOM lines
for their MQ-1C lines. One of these lines is currently flown via electronic Line of Sight (LOS)
but acquiring additional SATCOM lines would greatly increase the JTF-SB’s MQ- 1C capability.

Direct communication between the MQ-1C company and JTF-SB J2 is required for mission
success. The J2 cell must publish the Information Collection Sync Matrix (ICSM) on time and
include any associated CONOPs and other mission critical information to the MQ-1C company.
Receiving all products early is required due to the detailed mission planning required prior to
execution. Any delays in publishing can directly affect coordination with ATC elements and the
FAA. There are many military training areas in the JTF-SB JOA that conduct their own training
and operational missions, and they must be coordinated with prior to any external aircraft being
allowed into their airspace.

The nature of missions ISO JTF-SB requires detailed legal briefs and updates to authorities by
the JTF-SB legal team. F/1 Aviation received an initial legal brief during JRSO&I and periodic
updates throughout the deployment. These briefs ensured that all personnel understood the legal
authorities of the Task Force and all requirements for conducting information collection
throughout the JOA.

Direct leader engagement is necessary throughout all phases of the mission. F/1 Aviation
experienced two near misses that had potential to be Class A mishaps. Complacency in the flight
crews started to set in during the fourth month of operations. Leader engagement is imperative to
ensure that this complacency is mitigated early. F/1 successfully mitigated this complacency by
rotating personnel to different shifts, emphasizing the importance of using checklists at weekly
Aviator Academics and conducting spot checks during maintenance and flight operations.

In conclusion, operating the MQ-1C in the NAS requires more detailed training and coordination
than other theaters of operation. It is imperative that units deploying in support of JTF-SB
effectively train their operators to be comfortable with IFR operations and communicating with
multiple ATC echelons. Any degradation of capability or complacency can directly affect the
mission or cause an incident that results in catastrophic mission failure.
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TF Forge Engineering Homeland Defense
Maj Edward Pritchard and 1LT Michael Clarizio

Task-organized engineer battalions enable the Joint Task Force (JTF) to leverage unique military
capabilities along the Southern Border. The four facets of Marine Corps engineering are mobility,
counter mobility, survivability and general engineering. Of the four, Task Force Forge focuses on
mobility and counter mobility. In other words, Forge works to enable the mobility of Department
of War (DoW) and partner forces at the Southern Border. Simultaneously, we deny illegal aliens
(TA) the ability to access identified crossing points. Unique engineering capabilities allow the
JTF to shape the battlespace, elicit positive adversary responses, and work towards achieving
100% operational control of the Southern Border.

Counter Mobility
Barrier Reinforcement

The Southern Border comprises 632 miles of protective barrier that serves as an obstacle to
illegal border crossing into the United States. However, IAs have consistently bypassed this
obstacle by scaling it. A solution to deter scaling is emplacing welded brackets, barbed wire, and
concertina wire at various locations on the permanent barrier wall to deter IA incursions. Unlike
traditional counter mobility operations, the barrier reinforcement presents a unique challenge in
that it requires emplacing welded brackets, barbed wire, and concertina wire.

TF Forge procured commercial boom lifts, commonly used in civilian construction, to allow
engineers to reach the top of existing barriers. Engineers would prefabricate stakes into a bracket
that serves as a support structure before arriving at the barrier. Welders then welded the brackets
onto the top of the existing barrier and strung barbed wire between each bracket. Engineers then
add strands of concertina wire into the design. Engineers will weld hundreds of meters of bracket
onto the barrier before emplacing any concertina wire. This allows the maximum number of
Marines to work at once, speeding up the process. This obstacle serves to deter illegal border
crossings, and it delays IA incursions to the point where local Border Patrol can successfully
interdict them.

Signage Emplacement

In April 2025 the DoW established a National Defense Area (NDA) along southern New Mexico.
This area is an extension of military installation and provides additional authorities for JTF-SB
service members operating within them, such as the authority to temporarily detain trespassers.
At the time of publication there are four NDAs that span hundreds of miles along the Southern
Border. Signs are used in NDAs to notify people that the area is designated as a DoW
installation. People who enter NDAs without authorization are trespassing on a DoW installation.
TF Forge and other engineer units emplaced the signs within NDAs.

Pre-fabrication of the signs, deliberate reconnaissance efforts, and task-organized units enabled
rapid signage emplacement in easy-to-reach areas of established NDAs. However, TF Forge
encountered a unique challenge when attempting to emplace signs in the Cabeza Prieta National
Wildlife Refuge. Austere mountainous terrain prevented access to areas along the barrier with
rented, civilian, vehicles. Additionally, the Cabeza Prieta National Wildlife Reservation is federal
land that requires special use permits. Through coordination with the Joint Task Force and
interagency partners, TF Forge was able to quickly acquire necessary special-use permits from
the US Fish and Wildlife Service to insert Marines into the reservation via UH-60 Blackhawks to
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conduct sign emplacement operations. This effort demonstrated the JTF’s ability to employ its
unique military capabilities and liaise with federal partners to accomplish the mission.

Once DoW established an NDA, the speed at which the JTF emplaced signs became a top
priority. Signs were essential to the NDA, serving as an additional legal basis for prosecution.
The NDA either deters a potential [A from crossing or provides the legal basis for apprehension
by DoW forces and increases the charges for IA incursion. The rate at which a unit emplaces
signs, however, is not a measure of mission effectiveness; it is a measure of performance for the
JTF and the unit executing the mission. The results of named operations and a detailed analysis
of crossing data specifically tied to established National Defense Areas are the actual measure of
effectiveness. Confirmation of the efficacy of an NDA'’s establishment through the JTF’s
assessment process is required to inform the sustainment of the practice or a necessary shift in
strategy.

MOBILITY
Road Improvement

Unimproved roads within the Barry M. Goldwater Range (BMGR) provide U.S. Border Patrol
and DoW access to the U.S.-Mexico border and enhance mobility in these areas. The quality of a
road directly correlates to how quickly a vehicle can utilize it to travel from point to point. This
is crucial because response times determine the difference between a successful apprehension of
an A by Border Patrol or the IA avoiding capture. When TF Forge deployed to the Yuma Sector,
access roads within the BMGR were classified as “restrictive” in nature due to soft road pack
from the buildup of desert sand along semi-improved dirt roads.

Task Force Forge uses heavy construction equipment to conduct road improvement of these key
routes. The process involves road shaping and leveling using a grader. Once level, a rolling
compactor compacts the material and applies water to abate dust. While this improves the quality
of the routes, it is not a permanent solution. TF Forge lacks the material to make more permanent
changes, such as aggregate. The addition of aggregate would provide structural support to
existing roads, ensuring that improvements have longer-lasting effects.

MEDEVAC PLAN

Forge developed flexible and layered MEDEVAC procedures to mitigate risk while conducting
engineer operations along the Southern Border. In many cases Marines traverse several sectors
with different MEDEVAC plans enroute to the objective. In other words, emergency services
change by virtue of where a unit is operating. The JTF-SB aligned Combat Aviation Brigade
provides air MEDEVAC coverage for Soldiers and Marines along the Southern Border. However,
with a limited number of assets and nearly 2,000 miles of border, developing alternate methods
of evacuation is necessary. Forge has done this by integrating with several civilian and inter-
agency partners in the Yuma Sector that provide viable casualty evacuation (CASEVAC) and
MEDEVAC-like capabilities. Through integrated planning and rehearsals with these partners,
Marines and Sailors understand MEDEVAC procedures and can confidently employ them.

One entity is Air and Marine Operations (AMO), a component of the U.S. Customs and Border
Protection. AMO uses aviation and marine assets to support federal agencies along the border.
The integration of AMO’s air branch enables faster and more responsive CASEVAC, when
compared to sole reliance on JTF-SB assets. TF Forge coordinates with AMO to obtain updated
flight plans one week in advance to understand CASEVAC “targets of opportunity”. Should
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CASEVAC be necessary, TF Forge understands where AMO aviation assets are and can work
directly with AMO to reroute these aircraft in support of preserving the golden hour.

Conclusion

The Southern Border is a unique operating environment for task organized engineer battalions.
Although the fundamentals of Marine Corps engineering remain the same, this mission requires a
unique equipment set, new technical solutions, and enhanced integration efforts to effectively
operate in the continental United States. It is critical for the United States Army and Marine
Corps to recognize this and prepare engineer units accordingly to ensure continued success.
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Engineering Operation in Conus

Support of Joint Task Force — Southern Border (JTF-SB): Challenges, Adaptations, and
Strategic Recommendations

CPT Thomas Kanies
Executive Summary

Joint Task Force - Southern Border (JTF-SB) engineering operations represent a fundamental
departure from traditional military engineering missions, requiring innovative approaches to
equipment acquisition, interagency coordination, and legal compliance within the Continental
United States (CONUS). This analysis reveals that standard Military Table of Organization and
Equipment (MTOE) proves inadequate for border security missions, while land ownership
complexities create significant operational friction. However, interagency partnerships,
particularly with U.S. Border Patrol (USBP), have emerged as critical force multipliers.

Key recommendations include establishing specialized MTOE modifications for border security
engineering units, developing standardized interagency coordination protocols, creating pre-
approved equipment acquisition frameworks, and implementing comprehensive land use
planning procedures. These recommendations address the fundamental reality that JTF-SB's
mission requires non-standard solutions that traditional military engineering doctrine cannot
adequately support.

Key Engineer Accomplishments of JTF-SB

The JTF-SB Engineer team achieved several key accomplishments in support of Southern Border
security operations. They established coordination with the U.S. Border Patrol's Project
Management Office Directorate (PMOD) section to align engineering efforts. This achieved a
synergizing effect of projects between the two. JTF-SB reinforced over 60 kilometers of border
barriers in high-traffic areas of San

Diego and El Paso reducing Illegal Aliens (IA) ability to cross. Engineers cleared over 49
kilometers of vegetation in priority zones to reduce concealment opportunities for illegal
crossings. They repaired more than 16 kilometers of roads to enhance safety and mobility for
both USBP and JTF-SB personnel. Their work also included securing land agreements,
memorandums of understanding, and special use permits to facilitate ongoing operations for
JTF-SB forces.

Problem Statement and Current Situation Analysis

Current military engineering doctrine and equipment sets are intended for overseas tactical
operations where land use restrictions remain minimal and environmental compliance
requirements differ significantly from CONUS operations. The JTF-SB mission presents unique
challenges that create substantial gaps in operational capability, equipment availability, and
regulatory compliance procedures.

Standard engineer units lack the specialized equipment necessary for effective border security
operations, and units must rely on contracted commercial equipment including 30-foot boom lifts
for barrier access, welding trailers for barrier reinforcement, and commercial hand tools for
vegetation management. This ad-hoc procurement approach creates operational delays, increases
costs substantially, and severely limits operational flexibility.

The complexity of land use within CONUS creates perhaps the most significant operational
challenge, navigating complex property rights and jurisdictional authorities. Most border areas
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consist of privately owned land requiring extensive legal coordination, while federal property
involves multiple agencies with overlapping jurisdiction. Nearly all JTF-SB engineering
operations require Memorandums of Understanding, special use permits, or right-of-way
agreements, fundamentally altering operational planning timelines.

Effective border security engineering demands coordination with the Bureau of Land
Management, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and National Park Service. However, the

U.S. Border Patrol PMOD has emerged as the most critical partner, providing access to pre-
approved agreements, existing environmental clearances, and equipment sharing opportunities
that significantly enhance operational capability.

Strategic Analysis and Mission Requirements

JTF-SB engineering operations concentrate on three primary mission areas directly supporting
border security objectives. Enhanced detection capabilities require extensive vegetation
clearance to eliminate concealment opportunities for illegal border crossings. Dense vegetation
along significant portions of the Southern Border provides natural cover that traditional detection
systems cannot effectively penetrate. Improved response capabilities depend on creating
temporary obstacles and reinforcing existing CBP barriers to channel and delay illegal crossings.
Rapid interdiction support focuses on road repair and maintenance to ensure tactical mobility for
border patrol agents and supporting forces.

Recommended Solutions

Interagency integration requires standardized coordination procedures including formal liaison
positions with key federal agencies, template MOUSs and permit applications to reduce
processing time, joint planning cells with USBP PMOD, and shared project management systems
to enhance coordination while reducing administrative overhead.

Land use planning enhancement must integrate land use research into initial mission planning
phases, establish relationships with private landowners in key operational sectors, develop rapid
permit processing procedures, and create contingency plans for denied access situations.

Training and doctrine development must address fundamental knowledge gaps through
specialized programs including CONUS legal compliance training for engineering leaders,
interagency coordination procedures, environmental impact assessment capabilities, and
commercial equipment operation and maintenance training.

Resource Requirements and Conclusion

The JTF-SB engineering mission demands adaptive solutions that accommodate domestic legal
constraints, environmental regulations, and complex interagency coordination requirements.
Success depends on recognizing these unique challenges and properly training and preparing
engineers to conduct Southern Border operations. The Army must recognize that JTF-SB's
unique mission requirements demand equally unique solutions. Traditional military engineering
approaches cannot adequately address the complex challenges inherent in border security
operations within CONUS. By systematically addressing these challenges through specialized
equipment, enhanced training, formalized partnerships, and adaptive procedures, the Army can
significantly enhance mission effectiveness while ensuring full compliance with domestic legal
and environmental requirements.
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GBOSS in Support Of The Southern Border
MAIJ Michael Wood and 1LT Jacob LaFleur

The Ground Based Operational Surveillance System Expeditionary (G-BOSS(E)) is a mobile,
multispectral trailer mounted sensor tower capable of providing 360-degree surveillance. The G-
BOSS(E) can operate autonomously or be linked through a topography mesh network that
minimizes operator manning requirements. The GBOSS(E) is a trailer mounted raid camera that
can be quickly placed in surge operations. Joint Task Force-Southern Border (JTF-SB) employed
the G-BOSS(E) to augment or provide coverage in identified sensor gaps to enhance detection
and monitoring efforts across our area of operation (AO).

The 89th Military Police Brigade (89th MP BDE) procured several G-BOSS(E) through the Joint
Task Force-Southern Border (JTF-SB) Joint Urgent Operational Needs Statement (JUONS)
process and through HQDA standard processes associated with MTOE authorization changes.
89th MP BDE successfully employed the G-BOSS(E) to detect, respond to, and interdict illegal
border crossings. 89th MP BDE experienced significant sustainment issues, especially in the
warmer and arid El Centro and Yuma sectors.

Issues and Lessons Learned

89th MP BDE units had challenges while transporting and moving the G-BOSS(E) throughout
the Southern Border mission. The brigade deployed with a limited number of military vehicles
and had to rely on civilian short-term rental (STR) trucks to move the G-BOSS (E) into positions
where it could be effectively employed. The trailer with system weighs more than 8,000 lbs. and
only 3/4-ton trucks from the STR fleets are authorized to haul the G-BOSS(E) under the
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G-BOSS operating in support of the Southern Border Mission

Enterprise® contract. Quarter and half-ton trucks are strictly prohibited from heavy towing. As a
result, task forces had to augment their STR fleet with additional 3/4-ton trucks in their fleet.
This process took a month TO bids to receive and source trucks through Enterprise® as there
were a limited number of vehicles that were capable of and authorized to tow the G-BOSS (E).
Ordering the proper towing hitches and associated equipment added several more weeks to the
timeline since none of the STRs came equipped with complete towing capabilities.

Certain components on the G-BOSS(E) can break easily during movement. For example, some
camera systems experienced glitches and remained zoomed-in during initial operation after
movement. To avoid these issues, units started to transport the camera system separately from the

29



trailer to avoid damaging it. Units receiving the GBOSS(E) need to be cognizant of how they are
going to transport this equipment to avoid damaging components.

The extreme desert heat caused systems go down frequently. Additionally, linking systems
through topography mesh network took significant time with multiple troubleshooting attempts
to effectively connect multiple units. These issues led to unplanned resets and reduced the
effective operational uptime of the systems. Generally, the 10-level maintenance issues and
services can be fixed within one to three days.

One lingering friction that persisted was the topic of generator fuel type — unlike, the operators in
El Centro and Yuma, personnel in San Diego were limited on fuel sources and had to use JP5 for
their generators. GBOSS(E) generators across the JOA were deadlined for exhaust system
blowouts. JTF-SB sent a maintenance team to the San Diego sector to conduct a thorough
assessment of all the GBOSS(E) systems to understand and determine the fuel friction and other
maintenance trends. Based on the collective guidance from the component’s manual, the
component’s manufacturer, and various subject matter experts, we concluded that the GBOSS(E)
JP8 provides optimal performance.
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Eye in the Sky: Black Hornet Teams On The Border
LTC Michael Roselles

In August 2025, Task Force 109 (TF 109), operating near Laredo, Texas received Black Hornet
small — unmanned aircraft systems (sSUAS). When fielding the new equipment in support of
operations on the Southern Border, the team brought in representatives from several border
patrol stations in the sector to discuss the way forward and the most effective way to employ
these new assets. We decided that we would pair a Black Hornet operator with a U.S. Border
Patrol (USBP) Agent to create teams that would patrol together and deploy the asset at opportune
times and locations. The first several weeks were slow as the teams built trust with each other
and became more familiar with the best conditions to be successful with the Black Hornets. As
proficiency in the employment of the system increased, the teams started to have a noticeable
effect that directly contributed to the -
apprehension of illegal aliens (IAs).

Pairing a Black Hornet operator with

a USBP Agent built trust and

confidence at the lowest levels. The s i

team approach technique has been
adopted at other USBP stations across
the Southern Border.
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A Black Hornet team consists of
operators and a USBP Agent. The
team may be called to respond to
suspected IAs, evidence of recent IA
activity, or may operate as part of a
regular patrol. The agent brings the
knowledge of the locations to deploy
the asset where they are responding, A Soldier from JTF-SB operates a Black Hornet SUAS

and the areas the IA is most likely

moving. The Soldier provides the

ability to operate the Black Hornet and make visual confirmation. Communication is key to
successfully interdict [As.

The following are three instances examined for this paper through dialogue with one of the Black
Hornet Team operators:

On an early morning patrol, a Black Hornet operator and the USBP agent he was riding with
were alerted that a remote camera system had detected two [As that were seen crossing the
border. The RVSS camera had difficulty maintaining visual contact with the [As and requested
help from the sUAS team. After arrival, the Black Hornet was launched and directed to where the
camera had last seen the [As. The Black Hornet was able to search the immediate area and spot
the two [As resulting in their apprehension by USBP.

A few days later, a vehicle that was transporting IAs was seen avoiding a USBP checkpoint on
the highway. Two individuals fled from their vehicle and were able to evade the USBP agents on
ground. A black hornet team was requested and, after approximately 30 minutes of searching, the
sUAS operator spotted the two IAs and relayed their position, resulting in two apprehensions.
Later that same day, the Black Hornet team was alerted by USBP that a group had crossed the
border and traveled to a storage rental/apartment area. USBP requested deployment of the black
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hornet to ensure the IAs did not leave the area while they waited for local police to enter the area
as USBP did not have proper authorities. The operator was able to keep eyes on the area and
ensured no [As got away.

~v

The Black Hornets are also successful in supporting
concealed observation posts (OPs). They use the asset to
confirm visual contact or conduct reconnaissance in areas
out of the OP’s field of vision. Some operators noted that
the system is not ideally used in support of a single OP, but
rather centrally operated in support of two or three OPs.

By putting the Black Hornet sUAS teams into dynamic and
proactive positions, as opposed to merely using them for
passive detection, the teams can enhance detection
operations. As the capabilities of SUAS fielded to JTF-SB
personnel increases, these successes are likely to continue
to grow, expanding this unique application of military
capabilities to the current problem set. The Black Hornet
teams are becoming more effective as the Soldier/Agent
teams continue to build trust in each other and the asset.
These teams continue to modify techniques and explore

AJTF-SB Soldier prepares to launch a Black more opportunities for the system to be a force multiplier.
Hornet sUAS
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Interoperability with Unified Action Partners
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Engagements with Partners: Enhancing Border Security Through Trilateral
Cooperation

CPT Hunter L. Henderson and MAJ William Barna
Background

Elements of Joint Task Force-Southern Border (JTF-SB) began conducting trilateral patrols in
May 2025 alongside the U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) Foreign Operations Branch
(FOB) and Mexican Military (MEXMIL) forces. Their goal is to disrupt Illegal Alien (IA)
activity and enhance border security using a collaborative approach.

The FOB serves as a critical liaison, facilitating communication with MEXMIL through the
Government of Mexico (GOM), with the goal of coordinating tactical patrols based on
intelligence-driven analysis of IA traffic patterns.

MEXMIL patrols and leader engagements quickly added value for JTF-SB units across the JOA.
Naturally, the initial step required was to build a sound relationship between each partner.
Fortunately, JTF personnel and their counterparts were eager to begin working together to
achieve mutual goals. Discussions between JTF-SB and MEXMIL personnel occur from the
tactical to the operational level, nesting with the overall intent of increasing interoperability
between partners. This did, however, generate additional requirements which will be highlighted
below.

Opportunities for Growth

Trilateral patrols demonstrate a commitment to shared security objectives, though they require
additional assistance to reach their potential. A significant obstacle experienced by JTF-SB was
the lack of a secure, interoperable communication infrastructure. Reliance on unencrypted
methods through radios and applications like WhatsApp adds vulnerabilities while also hindering
real-time information sharing. This is compounded by limited access to encrypted systems within
MEXMIL while also operating in challenging terrain that negatively impacts reliable
communication. Fortunately, an encrypted method of communication using commercial
equipment is forthcoming, having been validated by JTF-SB and USBP personnel in advance of
operations which integrate commercial MEXMIL equipment.

Austere terrain in certain areas throughout the Area of Operation (AO) generated mobility
challenges through areas of high IA activity. Despite being difficult to traverse, IAs use
challenging terrain because it provides the best concealment during movement. In this way, IA
traffic adheres to the thought that there is no such thing as severely restricted terrain for light
infantry. Ultimately, real time encrypted communication will assist in increasing the [A
interdiction rate between trilateral partners because it will support instant updates between
partners. As JTF-SB has experienced, continuous engagement with our MEXMIL counterparts is
crucial for smoother operations and a secure border.

Recommendations

A multifaceted approach is required by JTF-SB and MEXMIL to maximize the effectiveness of
trilateral patrols. First, the immediate implementation of secure communication platforms such
as Android Tactical Assault Kit (ATAK) and encrypted frequency modulation (FM) is essential
for all participants. Second, regularly scheduled tactical-level engagements at varied locations
will continue to foster stronger relationships, while also enabling refinement of tactics,
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techniques, and procedures (TTPs). Third, standard operating procedures for encrypted
communications with redundancy in systems is crucial.

The integration of dedicated linguists into patrols and the addition of basic Spanish language
training for U.S. personnel will improve interoperability. It is imperative to integrate linguists
into all trilateral operations. Finally, establishing a coordinated information-sharing framework
that is facilitated through the FOB and GOM will provide tactical units with a comprehensive
understanding of the operational environment. As a bonus, the integration of small, unmanned
aircraft systems (s-UAS) feeds directly into ATAK will also enhance situational awareness and
enable effective interdiction efforts between partners.

Conclusion

Trilateral patrols represent a valuable mechanism for enhancing border security through
collaboration with our Mexican partners. Reaching the potential of this cooperation requires a
concerted effort to overcome existing communication and interoperability challenges, some of
which are in progress, and were highlighted above. Through prioritization of secure
communications methods, fostering strong relationships, and improving both the sharing and
comprehension of information, follow-on units will significantly enhance their ability to disrupt
IA activity, build trust with MEXMIL forces, and contribute to enabling USBP to maintain a
secure border. This investment will ensure an effective and resilient joint operational
environment, ultimately achieving decisive outcomes across the Southern Border. Cooperation
between the US and Mexico is not new, we’re just working to add additional components to it,
while nesting with existing strategic partnerships between units such as NORTHCOM and
Mexico’s DEFENSA team.
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Strategic Approach To Private Land Access Coordination for Department Of War
Operations in the South Texas Border Region

CPT Austin H. Fine

Approximately 95% of Texas land is privately owned, restricting government access to large
areas along the Southern Border. The U.S. Border Patrol (USBP) needs permission from the
landowners to operate in certain areas where illegal aliens may be crossing, and some owners do
not allow USBP to operate on their land. Some of the landowners that allow USBP to operate on
their land do not allow JTF-SB service members to do so.

The area of operations encompasses some of the largest private land holdings in Texas, managed
by multi-generational families with significant political influence and economic resources. These
properties represent critical terrain for potential Department of War (DoW) border security
operations, requiring a nuanced approach that respects property rights while addressing national
security imperatives.

OPERATIONAL CHALLENGES AND POLITICAL CONSIDERATIONS

The successful negotiation of land access agreements faces several significant challenges rooted
in the unique characteristics of the target properties and their ownership structures.

Ownership Profile and Economic Considerations

The targeted properties are owned by affluent families with generational wealth and land
holdings. This ownership profile creates both opportunities and challenges for negotiation. These
families possess sufficient resources to be entirely independent of financial incentives that might
motivate other property owners. Their decision-making processes are likely to be driven by
factors other than monetary compensation, including legacy considerations, family values, and
long-term property stewardship.

Hunting Lease Operations

A critical operational constraint exists during hunting season, typically running from November
Ist through March 1st annually. Corporate hunting leases generate millions of dollars in revenue
for property owners, with lease holders often requesting exclusive access for 1-2 months prior to
hunting season. These leases frequently represent client relationship investments for
corporations, with lessees willing to accept financial losses as business write-offs. Any
Department of War access agreements must carefully consider and accommodate these existing
commercial obligations.

Risk Assessment and Status Quo Bias

Property owners currently maintain a "if it ain't broke, don't fix it" perspective regarding DoW
access. This position stems from their assessment that illegal border crossings are not occurring
on their property at levels that would justify accepting the potential complications of military
access. This reactive, rather than proactive, stance presents a significant challenge for
establishing access agreements before operational necessity becomes apparent.

Legal Framework Requirements

All formal agreements will require attorney-to-attorney negotiations, initiated through certified
letters to property owners' legal representatives. Each property owner will likely require
individually tailored agreements reflecting their specific concerns, operational parameters, and
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legal requirements. Legal precedent suggests that reaching legally sufficient agreements between
the DoW and private property owners typically requires months to years of negotiation.

Political Influence and Eminent Domain Considerations

The political influence of target property owners significantly constrains DoW options. These
individuals have the means to contribute substantially to congressional and senatorial campaigns
rather than running for office themselves. This relationship structure makes eminent domain
proceedings politically impractical and legally challenging.

Security and Self-Reliance

All target properties maintain private security companies and demonstrate strong preferences for
handling security matters independently. This self-reliance must be respected and incorporated
into any proposed cooperation framework. Collective Decision-Making Dynamics: A significant
coordination challenge exists in the interconnected decision-making processes among property
owners. While each owner has expressed willingness to consider cooperation if neighboring
properties participate, none appears willing to be the first to commit to an agreement. This
creates a collective action problem requiring simultaneous engagement with multiple
stakeholders.

CURRENT ENGAGEMENT STATUS

Preliminary coordination efforts have established initial contact with key stakeholders across
multiple jurisdictions and levels of authority. These engagements have provided critical insights
into the operational environment and stakeholder positions.

Primary Property Owner Engagements

Direct meetings have been conducted with private landowner representatives in the region with
the intention of establishing working relationships that would provide more freedom of
maneuver for JTF-SB Service Members. Ranch ownership in Texas represents a large percentage
of border land and contains locations of strategic value. The purpose of our initial discussions
with the private landowners was to establish a baseline understanding of their concerns, our
operational parameters, and potential areas of mutual interest.

Law Enforcement Coordination

Coordination has been initiated with local law enforcement agencies, recognizing their existing
relationships with property owners and ongoing border security responsibilities. Meetings with
local authorities and private landowners provided valuable insights into local security concerns
and existing cooperation frameworks.

RECOMMENDED APPROACH

Based on the assessment of stakeholder positions and operational constraints, successful land
access coordination will require a comprehensive, high-level engagement strategy.

Roundtable Coordination Conference

The most effective approach involves organizing a comprehensive roundtable discussion
bringing together all relevant stakeholders with appropriate decision-making authority. This
forum must include all landowners and their legal representatives, ensuring that concerns can be
addressed collectively and agreements can be reached simultaneously to overcome individual
reluctance to be the first movers.
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DoW participation must include both legal representatives and command authority at levels
sufficient to make binding commitments and address property owner concerns directly, like the
JTF USACE Real Estate Contracting Officer (RECO). The presence of general officers or senior
executive service civilians will demonstrate appropriate respect for the stakeholders' status and
the significance of the proposed agreements.

Interagency Coordination

U.S. Border Patrol Sector Leadership and Texas Department of Public Safety Leadership must
participate in roundtable discussions to ensure that DoW access agreements complement, rather
than complicate, existing law enforcement relationships and operations. This coordination will
also demonstrate the comprehensive nature of border security efforts and the DoW's role within
the broader security framework.

Initiative Requirements

The DoW must take the initiative in organizing and hosting this roundtable discussion. Property
owners will not take proactive steps to facilitate military access, requiring DoW leadership to
demonstrate commitment through direct engagement and comprehensive proposal development.

CONCLUSION

Securing DoW access to private ranch properties along the South Texas border requires a
sophisticated approach that respects the unique characteristics of the operational environment.
Success is linked to understanding private landowner concerns and impact.

The recommended roundtable approach addresses the collective action challenges inherent in the
stakeholder community while providing a forum for comprehensive negotiation of mutually
acceptable agreements. However, this process will require

significant time investment, high-level DoW commitment, and careful coordination with existing
law enforcement relationships.

The strategic value of these properties for border security operations justifies the investment of
senior leadership attention and resources necessary for successful negotiation. Early initiation of
the recommended approach will provide the best opportunity for establishing access agreements
before operational requirements become urgent, allowing for deliberate negotiation rather than
crisis-driven discussions.

The success of this initiative will establish important precedents for civil-military cooperation
along the border and demonstrate the DoW's commitment to respecting property rights while
fulfilling national security responsibilities.
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Air and Maritime OPS (AMO) and Coast Guard Lessons Learned FOR LNO
Operations in the JTF-SB HEADQUARTERS

LCDR Melvin Torres and Marty Cannon

This article captures some of the lessons learned from the Air and Marine Operations (AMO) and
United States Coast Guard (USCG) Liaison Officers from the implementation of JTF-SB in
March 2025 to September 2025. This article provides insight into future AMO and USCG LNOS
and provides additional context for their roles on the JTF-SB staff.

Data Integration and Communications

We identified critical gaps in communication between JTF-SB and CBP. One way to close the
gap was the integration of the Tactical Assault Kit (TAK). TAK server is an information
management platform that provides data access across disparate networks. The JTF-SB data team
leveraged the Army Software Factory to create a new application tailored to the current mission
set. The application named TAK Sentry is available for any SM with access to TAK. Soldiers
utilizing TAK Sentry can share map data, submit reports, and plan patrols in support of
operations. Consolidated reporting from the lowest levels allows the task force to aggregate data
and plan further operations. Because CBP also has access to TAK, positions, locations, and
information is shared between members of JTF-SB and DHS partners.

There were previous gaps in data and information sharing between AMO and JTF-SB. These
have now been strengthened through displaying the Air and Marine Operations Surveillance
System (AMOSS) feed on the JOC floor. AMOSS is a radar system that supports the CBP
mission to detect and interdict threats to the US borders. AMOSS provides CBP with the bearing
and range for small, unmanned aircraft which allows monitoring of incursions into US airspace.
Working through NORTHCOM, JTF-SB has secured licensing for JTF-SB HQ elements to
access the AMOSS system.
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This graphic was provided by the authors.
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Coast Guard LNO Observations

There is a critical deficiency in the length of deployment, directly impacting operational
effectiveness and inter-service collaboration. The previous 30-day (and now expanded to a 60-
day) assignment cycle is demonstrably insufficient for officers to effectively integrate into the
Joint Operations Center (JOC) and contribute meaningfully to the intelligence mission.

The first week is dedicated to receiving pass-down briefs, inheriting ongoing projects, and
establishing initial contacts, leaving little room for independent work. The second week is then
largely consumed by learning the intricacies of the JOC's operational rhythms, understanding
reporting requirements, and navigating the complex network of personnel and systems. By the
third week, the USCG Officer begins to grasp their specific responsibilities, identifying
opportunities to leverage Coast Guard expertise and initiate independent tasks. However, just as
momentum builds, the fourth week is already dedicated to the outgoing pass-down process,
limiting the transfer of acquired knowledge and hindering the continuation of ongoing projects. A
longer assignment cycle is necessary as half of the 60-day cycle is spent learning the role.

This truncated cycle prevents the LNO from building the necessary trust and rapport with our
Army counterparts, hindering effective communication and collaboration. Given that the Army
personnel we serve with are typically stationed for rotations lasting several months, the short
duration of Coast Guard deployments creates a significant disparity in institutional knowledge
and continuity.

The relationships fostered with other Coast Guard elements within NORTHCOM, Eastern
Pacific and the Gulf could potentially suffer as well. By the time the LNO was familiar with
conducting thorough After-Action Reviews (AARs), Battle Update Briefs (BUBs), and
cultivating key relationships that measurably increased operational efficiency to all JTF
counterparts, his or her 30-day deployment was complete. To address this, a minimum
deployment period of 60 days is essential, with consideration for longer assignments being
optimal. Extended deployments would allow Officers to fully integrate, develop expertise, foster
deeper relationships and provide consistent, high-quality support ultimately maximizing the
value of the Coast Guard presence at the JTF-SB HQ while strengthening inter-service
cooperation.

The JTF-SB LNO position is fundamentally a law enforcement-oriented role, and assigning
personnel without a relevant background severely hinders the Coast Guard's ability to effectively
support the mission. This position directly liaises with Coast Guard enforcement units, including
the Maritime Security Response Team, Maritime Safety and Security Teams, and Tactical Law
Enforcement Teams deployed to the Rio Grande Valley and San Diego in support of border
security operations.

These forces are actively interdicting smuggling operations and enforcing immigration laws,
requiring a LNO who possesses a comprehensive understanding of law enforcement tactics,
authorities, and operational considerations. Without this baseline knowledge, the LNO is
perpetually playing catch-up, struggling to grasp the nuances of the operational environment and
failing to anticipate the needs of the deployed Coast Guard units. There is constant strain on the
LNO who is attempting to explain the intricacies of law enforcement to the JOC, who largely
have subject matter baseline. A lack of expertise leads to increased reliance on Sector and
District-level subject matter experts, who are already burdened with their primary
responsibilities.
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The need to educate a new LNO every 30 days, explaining basic law enforcement concepts and
operational procedures as well as acronyms, not only consumes valuable time and resources but
also creates significant frustration and inefficiencies within the Coast Guard Sectors and
Districts. Repeated re-explanation wastes critical time that could be spent addressing emerging
threats, supporting the mission, and getting rapid information to the individuals that need it
immediately to make decisions. The constant need to research answers due to this lack of
knowledge impacts LNO credibility and has direct operational consequences. Someone with a
non-law enforcement background can impede the LNO's ability to effectively communicate with
their counterparts from other agencies, who are often law enforcement agencies. Therefore,
prioritizing candidates with proven law enforcement, command center or DSF backgrounds for
the JTF-SB LNO position is essential to ensure seamless integration, efficient resource
allocation, and optimal mission effectiveness.

The integration of structured engagements into the JTF-SB Coast Guard LNO relief process is
paramount to enhancing their situational awareness and overall effectiveness. Specifically, the
incoming LNO should dedicate a portion of the transition period to visiting Coast Guard
Heartland District, Sector Corpus Christi, and the Joint Harbor Operations Center (JHOC) in San
Diego. These visits can serve as strategic opportunities to cultivate a holistic understanding of the
Coast Guard's operational footprint, strategic priorities, and resource constraints within the JTF-
SB area of responsibility.

By meeting face-to-face with key decision-makers and operational planners at Heartland, Sector
Corpus Christi, and the JHOC, the LNO can gain invaluable insights into the specific challenges
faced by units directly supporting JTF-SB enforcing maritime security regulations. This first-
hand knowledge allows the LNO to identify potential disconnects, anticipate emerging threats,
and tailor their support efforts to better align with the operational needs of the field units.

These engagements help facilitate the establishment of strong personal relationships with key
players, fostering open communication that can be leveraged throughout the LNO's deployment.
This enables the LNO to effectively advocate for the needs of the Coast Guard units on behalf of
JTF-SB. It allows the LNO to convey their concerns and requirements to senior leadership,
ensuring that strategic decisions are informed by the realities on the ground, promoting a more
cohesive and effective interagency response to the complex challenges along the Southern
Border. Without these structured engagements, the LNO operates with a fragmented
understanding of the larger picture, limiting their ability to effectively represent the Coast
Guard's interests and contribute meaningfully to the JTF-SB mission.

In addition to the crucial background/experience needed, USCG LNOs are required to complete
the Incident Command System (ICS) Liaison Officer Course to be certified as an LNO.
Essentially the LNO acts as a point of contact for assisting and cooperating agencies, ensuring
effective communication and coordination during an incident, a crucial for managing
relationships between the incident command structure and external organizations. However, in a
JTF environment, the LNO role is a bit different. ICS lingo has been engrained in the CG officer
early on in their career; but working beside Army, Marines, Navy, Air Force, or Space Force is a
different mindset. You must learn another lingo altogether. Perhaps attending a DoW-centric
LNO course would be more beneficial or the JTF can implement an LNO specific on-boarding
program to familiarize sister service LNOs with the intricacies of the JTF-SB mission.
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Southern Border Mission Dynamism:
Insights and Scaling Challenges for Reserve and Guard Forces

Major Jonathan Lawes

This summary outlines 90 Sustainment Brigade, or Task Force Tough ‘Ombres, lessons learned
from October 2024 to November 2025 as the team readies to rotate off the Joint Task Force
Southern Border (JTF-SB) mission. These operational and administrative insights serve as a
guide for U.S. Army Reserve and National Guard units as they prepare for future rotations into
the JTF-SB mission set. More importantly, these lessons serve as signposts—offering a glide
path for incoming units to rapidly and effectively reach the operational tempo required by the
Southern Border mission.

This mission is a unique problem set. It offers an opportunity to apply military strengths across
all domains while working in concert within an interagency framework. US Border Patrol’s
(USBP) bottom-up leadership styles, terrain disparities, and inconsistencies in community-level
governance further tested our team’s command and control systems. The insights here will
inform future teams where unity of effort and decentralized execution remain vital to mission
success.

Successful Force Mobilization Starts with Administration Alignment

While most HR requirements are shared across components, several actions are uniquely
tailored. All-component actions—such as routing Leaves and Passes, Awards, Flags, Promotions,
and PARs—are executed through IPPS-A. However, unique requirements like Religious
Accommodations are handled by the Service Member’s home state or unit.

Taking care of Soldiers is the primary requirement regardless of compo status. Ensuring the
DD93s, SGLVs, and 5960s are updated is extremely important. Touching on IPPS-A actions
again, creating an Inclusionary Row Level Security Access Requests (ROWSECC) for your
Battalion or Brigade is important to accomplish early. The Inclusionary ROWSECC allows you
to perform IPPS-A actions for UICs that would normally not have access. This works well and
eliminates having to wait for a Soldier’s organic unit to accomplish a task through their standard
routing chain.

The personnel replacement operation is an instrumental program which facilitates line units
maintaining a standard number of reserve personnel. As casualties and REFRADs occur for a
myriad of reasons, trading these Soldiers with a ready replacement is vital to mission success.
Therefore, a good working relationship with the mobilization station staff is paramount to ensure
a seamless flow of Soldiers both in and out of the Joint Operations Area (JOA).

Command policies are essential to mission success. Due to this operation’s CONUS location near
the border and metropolitan areas, the lack of austere conditions requires continued vigilance
against potential misconduct. To mitigate this risk, Southern Border teams must promptly
implement clear, universally understood policies that eliminate ambiguity and reinforce the
Commander’s intent.

Keeping admin battle drills sharp is paramount. In the context of a CONUS-based setting,
Southern Border teams have higher probabilities of Absence Unknowns (AUNSs). Rehearsing
these battle drills every quarter, inclusive of all unit echelons validates the battle drill steps tests
coordination capabilities with local DES assets as they vary by sector.
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Lastly, creating and maintaining the “S1 Snapshot” will ensure your entire team is tracking all
HR-related tasks and provide input into the CUB, SUB, and Staff Sync. This Snapshot should
also be shared with the Command Team, so they are armed with the most current HR running
estimate. Part of this Snapshot should include a separate “tom date” rollup of actions/ events like
the number of 15-6 investigations; REFRADs (by reason, i.e. Family Hardship, Failure to Adapt,
Medical, etc.); Awards (by type); Replacements; Leave (by type i.e. Annual, CLV, MPLP,
OCONUS, etc.).

Brigade Legal (BJA) Support is Mission-Critical

The Southern Border Mission possesses a string of unique legal hurdles. First, you have a fully
mobilized brigade operating continuously in a CONUS environment nested in contrasting areas -
from highly urbanized to austere environments along the Texas border. This creates a full suite of
micro-Soldier challenges that require the appropriate administrative support in kind. Second,
reinforcing the tenuous balance of maneuver teams conducting indirect assistance operations up
to the point (but not overreaching) where it turns into direct law enforcement. Third, recent
national defense areas have enhanced Title 10 statutory exceptions to the Posse Comitatus Act
(albeit-limited) but further blurs the lines of allowable tactics for the maneuver elements.

Perhaps most critically, the single largest legal burden for a Brigade Judge Advocate (BJA) on
this mission is investigations. Managing the volume, complexity, and division-level requirements
for EO/SHARP complaints consumes more time than any other legal function. Further to this
point, Brigade Legal offices spend a disproportionate amount of time managing case files,
drafting appointment memos, reviewing findings, and chasing division-level actions. Often cases
stall not due to lack of substance, but because of process friction (division routing, leadership
changes, witness availability).

To optimize effectiveness, future BJAs should arrive in theater equipped with pre-built
templates—such as memos, checklists, and trackers—enabling them to concentrate on legal
duties rather than routine administrative setup. Additionally, assigning a dedicated paralegal as
the 'Investigation NCOIC' and maintaining regular coordination with the BDE XO will
streamline investigation throughput and reduce the risk of case backlogs.

The evolving nature of conflict—marked by cartel tactics such as smuggling incursions
supported by drone overwatch—introduces complex legal challenges for BJAs. These dynamics
complicate the interpretation of Rules of Engagement (ROE) and underscores the need for
consistent coordination with the Division JA. Early clarification of expectations is essential to
ensure legal alignment and operational effectiveness.

Upskilling for Operational Relevance

The security of the U.S. Southern Border is an increasingly complex undertaking. Successful
COMPO 2 and 3 deployments are not simply a matter of manpower; they hinge on proactively
integrating new tools and techniques and developing proficiency in operational-level planning
and the Joint Targeting Process. Flexing staff focus within a targeting group framework to align
intended effects for focused operational outcomes provides a significant competitive advantage.

The operational environment along the Southern Border is rapidly evolving, largely driven by the
innovative tactics of Transnational Criminal Organizations (TCOs). Notably, small unmanned
aerial systems (sUAS) have become a pivotal tool for these groups, mirroring the reconnaissance
and smuggling tactics of a highly coordinated network. Observing TCO activity is akin to
watching a colony of bees at work — commercial drones are employed systematically for
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surveillance, target identification, and illicit cross-border activity. This proliferation of aerial
technology necessitates a proactive shift in reserve component capabilities, moving beyond
traditional border security measures.

Addressing the sSUAS threat requires a multi-faceted approach centered on comprehensive
counter-sUAS integration. COMPO 2 and 3 teams must prioritize training that encompasses not
only the tactical employment of counter-sUAS technologies, but also the understanding of sUAS
tactics, techniques, and procedures (TTPs). This training must extend to the employment of
Electronic Warfare (EW) systems designed to disrupt and defeat drone operations, and the
establishment of layered detection networks to provide early warning of aerial threats. Realistic
training exercises, simulating contested airspace scenarios, are essential to hone Soldiers’ ability
to identify, track, and mitigate drone threats effectively.

Beyond aerial defense, units require equipping with force protection tools to address potential
ground threats. Non-Lethal Weapons (NLW) offer a scalable response option for commanders,
enabling mission accomplishment with minimized risk and potential for escalation. Equipping
units with the M500 12-gauge shotgun and M26 Modular Accessory Shotgun System, employing
less-lethal rubber ball rounds, alongside Oleoresin Capsicum (O/C) spray, provides a range of
options for responding to a spectrum of threats. Simply providing the equipment is insufficient.
Mandatory attendance at the Inter-Service Nonlethal Individual Weapons Instructor Course
(INIWIC) is critical to ensure proficiency in NLW employment, a thorough understanding of
crowd dynamics, and adherence to appropriate use-of-force considerations. Furthermore, existing
Standing Rules for Use of Force (SRUF) must be updated to reflect the derivative risks
associated with NLWs, specifically outlining safe engagement distances — recognizing, for
example, that rubber ball rounds can be potentially lethal within 25 feet.

However, technical proficiency alone is insufficient. Effective border security operations demand
a sophisticated understanding of operational planning and the ability to integrate seamlessly into
Joint Targeting Working Groups (JTWGs). Brigade staff repetitions in the targeting group cycles
mirror the effects of weekly sprint planning, where team members from both the planning and
executing units focus on mission decisive points and collaboratively develop detailed plans.
These repetitions within a defined seven-day timeframe increase unit momentum and scalability
around operational support. To close the gap on Guard’s and Reserves’ staft’s ability to integrate
into targeting working groups, staff teams must incorporate dedicated training on targeting
fundamentals, collection management, and the operational planning process.

Specifically, familiarity with how targeting informs daily operations and how named operations
are designed to achieve phased objectives will enhance operational agility. Initial experiences
have demonstrated that brigade staff officers can struggle in linking Targeting Working Group
(TWG) objectives to decisive points due to a lack of a shared understanding of the Joint
Targeting Cycle. To mitigate this challenge, the Joint Task Force (JTF) staff provided a focused
block of instruction on targeting fundamentals for the brigade team members. This instruction
covered the entire cycle — planning, collection, processing, exploitation, analysis, and
dissemination (PCPED) — and emphasized the critical link between intelligence products and
operational effects. This enabled them to better synchronize non-lethal effects with maneuver,
closing the gap in staff integration and improving overall operational effectiveness.

Despite the clear need for enhanced training and equipping, significant challenges exist. The
primary constraints for teams are limited time and funding. Unlike Active-Duty units operating
in full-time status, Reserve and Guard members typically train one weekend a month,
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supplemented by an annual training obligation of 14-29 days. To maximize training effectiveness
within these constraints, teams should institute “Time-Boxed Learning” techniques, dedicating
short, focused instruction blocks during drill weekends to core Southern Border mission
concepts. This can be underpinned by a phased rollout plan, prioritizing the most essential
elements first while relegating secondary training enablers to later time slots. Furthermore,
validating squad-level readiness through comprehensive small unit tactics training is paramount.
This training should adapt existing Battle Drills to the unique terrain and operational
environment of the Southern Border, refining techniques like bounding and cover along the Rio
Grande and emphasizing sign-cutting instead of suppression.

Even the most effective training regimen is hampered by inadequate mobilization timelines. The
mobilization timeframe is insufficient for readying units to meet the demands of the mission. A
fundamental shift is required: the Southern Border Mission requirement must transition from a
reactionary Request for Assistance (RFA) to a formal NORTHCOM operational requirement
with Office of the Secretary of War’s selection. This would allow for the establishment of a
further planning horizon, enabling effective resourcing and tailored training. In parallel, hosting a
dedicated Mobilization Control Joint Assessment (MCJA) for identified Southern Border units
would provide a crucial nexus to address training gaps and personnel sourcing challenges, while
incorporating input from key stakeholders like the U.S. Border Patrol (USBP) to ensure
alignment with partner requirements.

Equipping and training Reserve Component forces for the Southern Border mission demands a
proactive, resourced, and strategically aligned approach. By prioritizing counter-sUAS
integration, enhancing NLW capabilities, investing in staff training on operational planning and
the Joint Targeting Process, and improving mobilization timelines, Reserve and National forces
can effectively contribute to securing the border, deterring transnational criminal activity, and
safeguarding national interests. Failure to address these critical requirements will leave COMPO
2 and 3 units ill-prepared to meet the evolving challenges of this vital mission.

Intelligence drives Mission Targeting

Effective intelligence collection is the cornerstone of high-yield operational missions. Nowhere
is this more evident than on the Southern Border, where daily operations underscore a simple
truth: We can't fight what we can't see. Intelligence analysis teams help lift the shroud
surrounding cartel networks, providing the awareness necessary to drive data-informed, high
yield operations.

Intelligence informs the team’s situational awareness. This is instrumental when defining cartel
footprints, tactics, and their exploits. Opportunities for further growth include units conducting
regular meetings with Customs and Border Protection (CBPs) and Regional Intelligence Centers
(RICs) to bridge the existing knowledge gap regarding Transnational Criminal Organization
(TCO) and Foreign Terrorist Organization (FTO)tactics, techniques, and procedures (TTPs). Law
Enforcement Agency (LEA) partners have demonstrated fidelity in reporting on TCO/FTO TTPs
through interviews with [As and the local populace.

We recommend holding weekly meetings to compare reporting and synchronizing efforts to
increase situation awareness and jointly identify gaps in LEA’s intel layered approach. The JTF
can share information from sensors, service members, and intelligence reports, comparing them
to LEA observation reports. Identified gaps in coverage transposes to force placement shifts. Not
collaborating creates blind spots, jeopardizes personnel safety, wastes resources, and ultimately
weakens overall mission effectiveness in securing the Southern Border. Intelligence blind spots
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have historically enabled TCOs to immediately exploit gaps in our coverage, resulting in
increased drug trafficking, human smuggling, and violence that often spills over into U.S.
communities. In most instances, a lack of timely and accurate intelligence has led to missed
interdiction opportunities.

TCOs continuously demonstrate a high level of adaptability by frequently shifting tactics,
smuggling routes, and recruitment strategies to exploit U.S. vulnerabilities. To support their
activities, cartels typically recruit individuals facing financial hardships, offering protection or
monetary incentives in exchange for assistance in smuggling or acting as “mules.” Cartels also
adapt to changing enforcement policies by focusing recruitment on unaccompanied minors or
families, exploiting humanitarian loopholes and asylum processes to facilitate illegal crossings.
To coordinate their operations and monitor law enforcement movements, cartels rely heavily on
encrypted messaging applications like WhatsApp, Signal, and Telegram, as well as drones
enabling real-time communication that complicates interception efforts. This makes stale
intelligence not just ineffective, but dangerous. Without formal, recurring information-sharing
mechanisms between the Department of War, CBP, and local law enforcement, actionable
intelligence is often delayed or never shared. This siloed approach undermines the unity of effort
and allows TCOs to operate in the seams between agencies.

Precision Targeting and Mission Planning support ensures Targeting Working Group (TWG)
driven operations are tailored to real-time facts. TCOs continuously adjust their TTPs based on
shifts in law enforcement force arrays, such as changes in surveillance methods, patrol routes, or
technological advancements. When patrols and surveillance intensify in certain border areas,
these groups swiftly redirect operations to less monitored, often remote locations. By
continuously updating intelligence through serial reporting, operations can be adjusted to
respond to cartel shifts in real time. This feedback loop helps ensure that precision targeting
remains effective as cartels evolve their strategies. This creates a more agile, eftective approach
to border security that directly impacts the success of interdiction efforts, force protection, and
dismantling cartel networks.

ArcGIS (Geographic Information System) and the integration of CIP (Common Intelligence
Picture) are essential tools for transforming real-time intelligence into actionable products. These
tools allow units to map terrain, track cartel movements, and visualize smuggling patterns,
ensuring operational decisions are hinged to the most current data. This informs best routes for
patrols or where to place surveillance assets to cover blind spots. By using real-time geospatial
data, ArcGIS enables precise targeting and quick adjustments to operational plans, helping law
enforcement respond dynamically to cartel shifts in tactics and routes.

Partnering with aviation assets will continue to pay operational dividends. These assets help
identify potential threats, illicit crossings, or smuggling routes along the vast and often remote
terrain of the Southern Border, where ground forces may have limited visibility or access. In the
South Texas region, extensive private land creates numerous blind spots. Aviation assets assist in
surveilling these areas for illicit activity, allowing teams to relay critical information to law
enforcement partners for further action. Aviation assets also provide early reconnaissance,
allowing teams to observe areas ahead of maneuver forces arriving on the ground, as well as
conduct surveillance of locations that are out of the line of sight. This early identification enables
maneuver units to avoid disadvantaged terrain as they maneuver in areas where cartels frequently
exploit the environment. By having aviation assets monitor in real time, maneuver elements can
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be directed to high-priority areas, reducing reaction time and avoiding delays that could allow
TCOs to escape or disperse.

To further amplify the value of air support, units should include an aviation LNO embedded with
ground forces or stationed at the TOC. This is essential for facilitating real-time communication
between aviation crews, intelligence analysts, and maneuver units. The coordination allows
maneuver units to be vectored to the exact location of TCO activity, reducing response time and
significantly increasing the likelihood of a successful interdiction.

Southern Border Supply Complexities

Supply and logistics are required tenets to project military unit readiness. This is even more
relevant when applied at the Southern Border Mission. Unit dispersion across wide geographic
areas, including across a 600km linear front, coupled with mission scope increases have
stretched the unit supply network and strained storage space availability at forward areas and
USBP stations alike. Dissimilar to other theaters, the Southern Border lacks defined military
maintenance support areas, transportation vehicles, and pre-determined stocks for supplies. Short
Term Rentals (STR) augment tactical vehicle fleets with providing means to transport troops and
supplies. Additionally, the more austere areas are severely limited in terms of hotel availability.
Soldiers rely on Defense Travel Service (DTS) to obtain lodging and meals due to the rapidly
developing theater of operations.

Managing Class V Operational Load (OPL) ammunition for the Southern Border Mission has
been a leading challenge for the reserve teams. Previously, units would need to project and
forecast munitions against their organic UICs which often required higher level approvals from
HQDA during surge cycles. Going forward, Army North (ARNORTH) will project and forecast
all OPL Class V munitions for the Southern Border Mission. This will alleviate the excess time,
personnel requirement, and steps that previously needed to acquire through sourcing multiple
organic UICs. A budding challenge with this approach stems from ARNORTH’s ambition to
place all operational ammo on organic property books. Teams would be required to manage class
V through the demobilization process, ultimately conducting the turn-in process at respective
home station Ammunition Supply Points (ASP). To reduce the logistical demand at the lowest
level, ammo accountability can be tied to the E2S program and handoff between rotating units as
necessary.

Strict adherence to JTF-SB’s OPLOAD SOP concerning all prescribed tasks - from step one of
ammo forecasting to ending requirements around turn-in is critical for success. Any deviation
from the SOP leads to substantial operational delays. For example, when units attempt to draw
ammunition without proper documentation or personnel they are immediately turned away and
rescheduled for a later draw date. ASPs fall under the same general guidelines; however, all add
their own derivative requirements as well. SMs should not expect ASPs to compromise or bend
requirements. And because this is a geographically dispersed mission, with ASPs located at
distances of 300 miles or more from unit locations, ammo draw failures incur heavy logistical
burdens. Future rotations stand to gain significant insight from a structured reference or SOP that
compiles all the various ASP locations and their localized draw requirements.

Centric to the ammunition challenge, are shortfalls in credentialed personnel to continuously
manage the program. Units need to deploy with at least two ammo handlers per company and a
minimum of one hazmat certified inspector per BN/BDE to certify units at the ASP prior to
mobilization. The certifications need to be held at the Battalion and Company levels, thereby
ensuring qualified personnel redundancy. This removes gaps in administrative support for
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scenarios where simultaneous operations along the border overlap — a common USBP strategy to
force adversary networks to react to area vs point operations.

Property accountability is a recurring challenge for units on the Southern Border mission.
Equipment purchases force Property Book officers to place Theater Provided Equipment (TPE)
temporarily on their own organic property books and hand off once a new rotation is onboarded.
High operational demands and continuity risks warranted the creation of Enduring Equipment
Sets (E2S). This entailed using derivative UIC’s and working through the 6 pillars of the E2S
structure to secure over 46,000 pieces of equipment. Furthermore, E2S alleviates strain on units
submitting Operational Needs Statements (ONS) and shortens the gap in operational
deficiencies.

Final Insights: Disruptive Mindset Required to Win on the Border

A unique problem set demands a unique solution. Applying cookie-cutter solutions or rigid Army
protocols will fall short of intended outcomes while on the Southern Border mission. Like the
additive manufacturing concept - where teams have unprecedented design freedom to rapidly
fabricate complex components for end solutions, teams on the JTF-SB mission need to adopt an
“additive operations” approach. This includes rapid prototyping of tactics (UAS to ground,
riverine to ground), surge agility (capitalizing on flex teams), and tailored thinking (maneuvering
cartel nodes into positions of vulnerability). Forward thinking is paramount. Cartel networks
operate within Observe, Orient, Decide, Act (OODA) loops that span mere minutes to hours. To
maintain a competitive edge against these evolving threats, units must go beyond simply
enhancing tangible assets—such as tactics and equipment—and instead focus on refining
decision-making processes, sharpening tactical execution, and accelerating the speed of
operational decisions.
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SECTION 3:
Southern Border Observations
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Climbing the Digital Mountain:
Enabling Communications Along the Southern Border

LTC Nicholas Pantin and SGM Jose Mendoza

In the months preceding a cold January day at Fort Drum, New York, the 10th Mountain
Division had completed multiple Command Post Exercises (CPX), including Warfighter 25-01 as
the enhanced response cell and was on path to execute their own Warfighter exercise. The G6
had already deployed two tactical nodes to conduct a Communications Exercise (COMMEX)
intended to validate the division’s mission command and communications systems ahead of the
start of the exercise. While actively engaged in network installation and site establishment, the
teams received an urgent directive via phone call instructing them to immediately dismantle their
sites and return to the motor pool. The message was clear: “Secure all personnel and equipment
and return to headquarters. We have a change of mission.”

Upon the receipt of mission, the G6 immediately formed a Pre Deployment Site Survey (PDSS)
team that deployed to multiple sites to conduct assessments of potential headquarters locations to
include Joint Base San Antonio, Texas, Fort Bliss, Texas and Fort Huachuca, Arizona. The PDSS
focused on communications site assessment requirements including power availability, existing
network architecture, and ability to integrate mission command systems and tactical equipment
into nonstandard infrastructures. Site assessments were relayed back to Fort Drum as mission
analysis raged on at the division headquarters. In the end, Fort Huachuca, Arizona was selected
to be the home of the newly formed Joint Task Force — Southern Border. The 10th Mountain G6
would be charged with enabling command and control in support of a newly established Joint
Task Force headquarters responsible for securing the Southern Border of the United States. The
G6 reorganized into the J6 prioritized on enabling unique military capabilities, building
interoperability with partners and establishing an enduring posture across 1,954 miles. No
mission analysis could have prepared the team for the challenges and uniqueness of the Southern
Border mission. As a result, it is critical that the observations, challenges, and lessons learned
from the Southern Border mission are shared.

Establishing the JTF Headquarters

The location selected to house the JTF headquarters was the Fort Huachuca Thunder Mountain
Activity Center, a venue that previously hosted German buffets and various activities for both
morale and unit specific purposes. The facility was never designed or meant to be a JTF
headquarters. No different than deployments experienced in Iraq and Afghanistan, the J6 was
tasked with turning a building into a joint command center. J6 personnel and technicians began
the arduous task of setting up assemblages, running cabling, and provisioning accounts from the
Tactical Communications Node (TCN) to support the communications requirements of all
assigned users, augmentees, and Liaison Officers (LNOs). The former buffet line became an
imaging center for computers, and the bar became a helpdesk; the building was quickly
repurposed to meet JTF needs.

10th Mountain Division’s organic tactical network and service assemblages provided the initial
network for the JTF headquarters. Although the headquarters would later transition to enterprise
services, the immediate need for Command and Control (C2) required the 10th Mountain
Division to install, operate, and maintain its tactical communications capabilities. The 400-man
headquarters provided NIPR and SIPR services through an established GAIT connection for
transport and four TCNs for baseband. The division additionally deployed four Starlink systems
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and two Kymeta pLEO transport terminals to enable redundancy and the ability to deploy a
DTAC.

The initial network architecture worked well for the JTF supplying users with access to
enterprise services and the ability to employ Mission Command Information Systems (MCIS).
As users settled into their new border mission roles, the demand for faster and more reliable
connectivity grew daily. An available network port led users to believe they could directly
connect to Department of Defense Information Network (DODIN) services. Users quickly forgot
that the JTF was operating in a makeshift “tent” that was no different than exercises of the past.
While the tactical network was meeting the initial requirements of the JTF, it was not the
enduring solution needed. The J6 conducted analysis on how to convert the headquarters from
tactical services to full strategic access as provided by the DODIN.

Through constant collaboration with the local Fort Huachuca Network Enterprise Center (NEC)
under the auspices of the Network Enterprise Technology Command (NETCOM), the J6 team
procured initial quotes and assessments to install network infrastructure that would meet the
necessary requirements. Working through the appropriate contracting process, a local vendor was
selected to begin the challenging requirement of turning an activities center into an operational
headquarters. The requirement necessitated the implementation of network infrastructure capable
of supporting approximately 250 users with both Secure and Nonsecure Internet Protocol Router
Networks (SIPR/NIPR) separately.

While the contractors conducted the physical installation of cable tracks, port drop boxes, and
switch cabinets, the J6 team would provide project management oversight, network and
infrastructure engineer support, electrical support, and escort responsibilities given the classified
nature of the environment. In the end, contractors laid down thousands of feet of Category 6
(CAT6) network cable and fully terminated

RJ-45s at the user end. The final step was the installation of seven SIPR/NIPR switches allowing
the building to go live with active services supporting the JTF headquarters.

Despite numerous hurdles encountered throughout the sourcing, funding, and contracting phases,
in the end, all obstacles were successfully resolved. The overwhelming success enabled the
headquarters to be fully operational and fully integrated into the DODIN providing increased
security, availability and information assurance needed for the JTF.

Observations and Challenges across the Joint Operational Area

Operating within the continental United States was expected to simplify communications,
however the border mission quickly identified both common and unique challenges not
traditionally experienced at the division level. Equipment interoperability, cellular coverage,
communications capabilities with Mexican Military partners, and operating in austere and high
temperatures all presented challenges.

Radio Interoperability

The JTF was comprised of a diverse array of organizations, including multiple Army components
(COMPOs), the Marine Corps, Air Force, Navy, Coast Guard, Space Force, and US Border
Patrol Agents. This broad coalition, while essential to mission success, introduced significant
challenges in radio equipment interoperability due to varying communication platforms and
standards across services. Army and Marines were able to bridge many challenges regarding
interoperability. However, Border Patrol operated different radios on different bands and there
was no standard encryption solution to use between the two. To mitigate interoperability
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challenges, Border Patrol supplied radios for use by the Joint Task Force (JTF), enabling more
seamless communication across participating agencies. As a result, memorandums of
understanding and agreement were established between the JTF and USBP to share frequencies,
equipment and to allow configuration support to ensure radios could effectively communicate.

Cellular coverage challenges

A majority of the JOA consists of some of the most austere and challenging terrain within the
United States. As a result, cellular coverage, which is leveraged to support cell phones and MiFi
wireless pucks was often insufficient. Units on patrol would commonly experience cellular gaps
that prevented any ability to make calls or view ATAK data and pushing a MiFi puck to an
austere CP or OP would provide little benefit or capability. Cellular service was critical to the
Southern Border mission. Due to the lack of Net Warrior ATAK devices across many of the
organizations, cell phones were procured and an ATAK plugin added to provide the capability.
Through the Spiral 4 contracting vehicle, the JTF was able to procure 900 cellular devices to
distribute across the JOA to provide cellular capabilities across the joint force. To counter
cellular gaps in the JOA, the JTF J6 worked with PEO Soldier to source new devices to test
across some of the most isolated locations on the border. The cellular devices were paired with
the new devices to provide persistent PLI. These operated in a mesh network and were integrated
into the USBP’s existing relay infrastructure further extending the network’s range across the
JOA.

MEXMIL Secure Communications

The requirement for secure radio communications with our Mexican military partners was
identified immediately. Both militaries conducted bilateral and at times trilateral patrols which
included the USBP along the border. As a result, the need to communicate securely was
necessary to prevent threat actors from listening in. The JTF J6 worked closely with multiple
entities at both ARNORTH and NORTHCOM to identify Mexican Army radio types and
potential encryption solutions. The JTF-SB J6 was able to utilize a commercial encryption key
that could be easily shared with the MEXMIL partners for patrols. The encryption solution
requires software that must be loaded on a stand-alone computer and cables needed to fill each
specific radio type. This solution provided a means to secure communications with our partner
along the border.

Team Assault Kit (TAK) integration

With Soldiers arrayed across 1,954 miles the ability to track and share position location
information (PLI) with both USMIL and USBP became a critical requirement to facilitate
operations. Immediately upon arrival the JTF J6 recognized the need to identify a solution to
meet the requirement. TAK using Net Warrior and cellular devices was the preferred solution.
The JTF-SB J6 coordinated with a civilian facing entity called Contingency Response SA/SU
Tactical Applications leaders Kit (CRSSTALK) to work options to architect a TAK architecture
that would connect the JTF. Utilizing CRSSTALK for Android Tactical Assault Kit (ATAK),
JTF-SB was able to create a federate hub (FEDHUB) server to bring in various entities from
across not just the DoD but to include agencies like DHS, Texas DPS and the USBP Air and
Maritime Operations (AMO). JTF-SB has had great success with federating servers to share
critical PLI and utilizing ATAK, however the work is not yet done. The J6 is currently pursuing
efforts to create direct connections with USBP and their Elastic Kubernetes servers (EKS), which
will also enable the JTF-SB TAK instance to get the Air and Maritime Operations data to provide
additional domains into the COP. A connection with the US Coast Guard is also in the works to
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project waterborne assets and PLI awareness. TAK and more importantly the federation of
servers across multiple organizations is critical to situational awareness and the common
operating picture of the JOA.

Spectrum Management

The requirements for unique military capabilities across the JOA resulted in the need for
abundant and timely spectrum requests to facilitate their use. A variety of radar systems were
requested for use across the JTF to enhance situational awareness and early threat detection.
Each required tailored frequency coordination and persistent follow-up to ensure operational
readiness. The J6 processed requests for multiple CUAS systems that were critical in countering
evolving UAS threats and required deliberate planning to ensure spectrum deconfliction and
mission alignment. Additionally, the J6 navigated requests for micro-UAS systems. The J6
quickly learned based on the pace of operations that the requests emerge in abundance and with
urgency and expectation for quick turnaround. Unfortunately, the process doesn’t move at the
same speed. Even expedited requests took over 30 days for approval, a reality that challenges the
operational tempo. With persistence and coordination through multiple organizations the JTF
was able to get one-year spectrum approval for most of the systems, which is foundational to
maturing the theater.

Temperatures

Temperature across the JOA presented challenges starting late in May. The TCNs providing
critical network connectivity to the JTF headquarters started to experience overheating as the
Arizona sun rained down on the equipment. These challenges were experienced by beyond line-
of-sight transports, radios and cell phones. To combat the high temperature, camo nets were used
to mask the equipment from extreme heat. Netting allowed systems to function at tolerable heat
levels and prevented damage to equipment and loss of services to the JTF.

Beyond Line-of-Sight Requirements

The use of many unique military capabilities across 1,954 miles of the border required beyond
light-of-sight capabilities to enable the push and pull of critical data to drive decisions. The J6
prioritized enabling and integrating advanced sensors and counter-UAS capabilities across the
Joint Task Force. This required navigating complex frequency management, UTI coordination,
and approval processes which presented significant challenges. Q64 radars were employed to
enhance sensor detection and traditionally used radios to push sensor data to necessary nodes.
Due to terrain and distance, radios were not a viable solution and the integration of pLEO
systems was necessary to provide the ability to push sensor data across long distances and
through unforgiving terrain to reach command posts. The high density of required nodes
exhausted available organic assets within the division’s arsenal. As a result, pLEO, more
specifically Starlink, became a highly requested asset to provide reliable beyond line-of-sight
transport to meet JTF-SB requirements along the border. Twenty-four Starlink systems were
deployed across the border supporting units working out of camps, posts, stations, hotels, and
remote sites all along the border. The Starlink systems were vital to providing internet
connectivity and more importantly providing the bandwidth requirements to access applications
like Maven Smart System (MSS) and to facilitate UAV feeds. MIL SATCOM assets such as
STTs were also used but struggled to meet bandwidth and mobility requirements to support
austere locations. STTs required more maintenance, power requirements and presented a larger
surface for visual detection.
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Commercial Solutions

An observation from the Southern Border mission is the heavy reliance on commercial off-the-
shelf solutions (COTS). The use of pLEO terminals, Gotenna radios, EveryWhere Devices,
L3Harris sovereign key generator, MIFI pucks and cellular phones all demonstrate a reliance on
COTS equipment. The mission dictated mobile communications solutions, that require minimal
configuration and ease of use. The Southern Border mission demonstrated the need for small
mobile transport capabilities that can meet the heavy bandwidth requirements of MSS and
UVIDS, and the many other sensor feeds needed to feed the overall operational picture.

Unified Action Partners

Enabling C2 across JOA was not a feat J6 could achieve on its own. Meeting the growing and
expanding requirements as the border mission developed required the assistance of many unified
action partners. Strong relationships and effective communication were crucial for identifying
and implementing solutions across the JOA. The J6 worked directly with the NORTHCOM J6,
participating in weekly synchronization meetings to address theater requirements and resource
allocation. ARNORTH G6 provided support by reviewing communications requirements,
providing solutions and approval for funding. The entire NETCOM enterprise to include 7th
Signal Command and supporting local NECs provided critical resources to integrate JTF-SB
personnel into the unified network. From inputting network switches, running cabling into
buildings at Fort Bliss, JBSA, and other installations, providing technicians and equipment to
operationalize the JTF headquarters at Fort Huachuca, the NETCOM enterprise was there
supporting the critical requirements to establish the theater. 35th Signal Brigade serving as the
Theater Network Control Center in support of ARNORTH was tasked to support JTF-SB with
development of a network COP to actively track the diverse network in its theater. Additionally,
35th Signal Brigade provided support through identifying and sourcing solutions to meet JTF-SB
requirements. Through LNOs at the JTF-SB headquarters and direct coordination efforts, the J6
worked alongside DHS to draft MOAs and MOUs to support data sharing, radio interoperability
and integration with USBP radios and data. The JTF-SB was able to partner with a Cyber
Protection Team (CPT) that integrated into the 10th Mountain tactical network. CPT monitored
both unclassified and classified tactical domains, providing alerts to misconfigurations, potential
firewall exemptions, firewall rulesets, and continuous monitoring to protect the JTF from threat
actors. The 62nd ESB-E provided critical SIPR capabilities to battalion level headquarters
operating in command posts in everything ranging from a hotel to a college campus. Many of the
units were National Guard or Reserve and did not have the beyond line-of-sight capabilities
needed to connect into the DODIN. This gap was filled by the deployment of nine 62nd ESB-E
nodes across the JOA. The rapid establishment of the JTF, complexity of data sharing
requirements, and overall ability enable command and control across the JTF was the direct
result of relationships and partnerships.

Opportunities and Conclusion

The Southern Border presents an endless playground to test capabilities in harsh conditions,
under realistic operations and literally in our backyard. Air to ground radio interoperability
solutions, over the air COMSEC distribution, and increased cellular coverage capabilities would
all benefit from realistic testing in the JOA. Network monitoring tools to track the health and
status of MILSAT, Commercial ISP, and DODIN connections across the JOA. Not to mention
any beyond line-of-sight capabilities supporting the push of data. Testing new technologies and
equipment is an opportunity that must be leveraged.
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The establishment of Joint Task Force — Southern Border successfully unified a diverse set of
military and interagency assets across the Joint Operations Area, demonstrating the value of a
multi-domain, whole-of-government approach. While operational objectives were met, the
mission revealed persistent challenges in interoperability and communications capabilities.
Observations from this deployment bring to the forefront the importance of early coordination,
standardized equipment baselines, and shared operational frameworks to ensure seamless
execution in future operations.

The Southern Border mission is projected to continue for the foreseeable future, necessitating the
establishment of enduring equipment sets tailored to this unique operational environment.
Ensuring deploying units have the appropriate equipment will mitigate disruptions to ongoing
operations. All equipment procured during the mission has been transferred to an Enduring
Equipment Set hand receipt for future use—a critical step in establishing a sustainable
operational posture and maintaining continuous command and control.

While challenges remain, the JTF is currently established and operating effectively. Initial
successes were achieved through proactive problem-solving, unified effort, and adaptability in
the face of evolving requirements. However, continued refinement, resource alignment, and
process improvement will be essential to sustain momentum and mature the theatre for long-term
mission success.
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Rapid Deployment, Real Lessons:
HR Innovation at the Southern Border

CPT Gabriel A. Miter

This article discusses vulnerabilities in traditional Army human resource (HR) system designed
for predictable rotational missions. To mitigate gaps in these systems, it is essential to simplify
early actions, adapt continuously to operational demands, and build strong relationship with
partner organizations. Prioritizing adaptable and simplified processes to generate deployment
orders, capture accountability, and manage strength to mitigate gaps in Army HR systems.

Background

The United States Army emphasizes building Soldiers, teams, and units that are ready to meet
the demands placed on it.?! In January 2025, FORSCOM called on the 10" Mountain Division
(LI) Headquarters to establish the Joint Task Force-Southern Border (JTF-SB) and charged it
with securing the nation’s Southern Border with Mexico.?? Within 48 hours, Soldiers in the 10th
Mountain Division G1, who were one day from a division warfighter, packed their bags and
rapidly deployed to military installations along the Southern Border. As part of a brand-new task
force, G1 could not rely on refined products to build upon. There were no after-action reviews to
analyze nor personnel reporting processes in place. This experience required ingenuity and
adaptability to overcome systemic limitations and establish effective operational support.

Establishing Accountability

Personnel accountability is a core HR function. Prior to any deployment, a good HR professional
backwards plans to ensure there is enough time for deployment orders production, Soldier
readiness processing, and manifesting. However, 10th Mountain Division (LI) deployed at a
moment’s notice to the Southern Border without time for these processes to take place. The
Soldiers began arriving to Fort Huachuca before official orders could be processed. The G1°’s
priority was to create a system for personnel accountability using tools familiar to every S1 or
G1 section and posture us to quickly produce orders. We found that NORTHCOM’s JPERSTAT
in MAVEN did not fit our needs, as access, knowledge and experience with the system was slim.
It takes time to train clerks, gain system access, and work through the bugs. Complicating the
issue was managing the alignment of active duty, National Guard, and Army Reserve component
Soldiers within various systems of record.

As new units arrived at JTF-SB, it became apparent that strength reporting needed to be simple
and easy to understand. The G1 populated a simple Excel template provided by NORTHCOM,
which was fed using the by-name rosters from subordinate units. Standard column responses
were prepared to maintain consistent reporting from subordinate echelons of command. Report
tabs were filled by applying formulas, and clearly articulated strength to the JTF-SB command
group. With its straightforward nature, Excel enabled effective accountability measures, proving
invaluable while initially building combat power.

New units arriving at the task force proved difficult to track without the familiar assistance of a
Theater Gateway. Gateways typically provide rapid personnel accountability, integration briefs,
and HR services support. Upon deployment, the G1 and subordinate S1s accepted more of these

21 U.S. Department of the Army, Army Doctrine Publication (ADP) 1: The Army (Washington, DC: Headquarters,
Department of the Army, 2019), p. 1-1.

22 Fort Drum Public Affairs, “Press Release No. 2502-02,” February 5, 2025.
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responsibilities. Without a centralized entry point, complications like dual reporting, under
reporting, and cumbersome entitlement transactions arose. Command relationships were
complex, and the urgency around reporting schedules pushed us to deliver strength information
that contradicted administrative control (ADCON) relationships. Nonetheless, it was important to
deliver the requested information and let higher headquarters sort out any duplicates they
received from other sources. Eventually, the adjusted task organizations reflected new command
relationships and our JPERSTAT accurately reflected units the JTF was ordered to report. Unit
strength managers mitigate further accountability challenges by taking notes during commander
update briefs (CUB) and maintaining open communication. The JPERSTAT format also evolved
to provide a more accurate common operating picture. One example of this was the addition of
assigned locations to better understand temporary duty (TDY)) events amongst the different
services. These collective adjustments strengthened our personnel accountability framework and
enhanced abilities across the Joint Task Force.

Joint Manning Document (JMD)

The Secretary of Defense Orders Book (SDOB) defined the 10th Mountain Division
Headquarters’ mission as a Joint Task Force. Developing a joint manning document (JMD) was a
new experience for many on the division staff. Division staff section leaders carefully anticipated
the future of the new mission, and balanced manning requirements against it. JTF-SB
headquarters and NORTHCOM J3 formed working groups and circulated drafts between their
teams. The J3 and J1 collaborated to produce a comprehensive wire diagram illustrating the
JMD, which was formally presented during NORTHCOM’s command decision brief. The
surprising lesson in all of this was, while we lacked experience completing this task, both
NORTHCOM and JTFSB headquarters came together and created a joint manning document in a
fraction of the usual time — demonstrating the Army’s tactical and operational adaptability and
influential leadership.

Once NORTHCOM approved the JIMD, the Joint Staff (J-35) began sourcing by validating joint
individual augmentee (JIA) force providers.?® JIAs were especially important to the JTF, as they
provided expertise beyond what’s typically assigned to a division headquarters. The JTF J1
strength manager faced significant challenges coordinating the arrival of JIAs, having to gather
information from over 15 separate points of contact. Confusion over arrival dates compounded
the issue, as force providers often failed to update their initial estimates with the actual latest
arrival date (LAD), causing service members to arrive later than expected. Each service
branch/component had their own tracking mechanisms, making it difficult for the JTF strength
manager to understand what he was seeing in their respective reports. Timeliness quickly became
a concern, as some Service Members were given one week’s notice to deploy. To address these
challenges, J1 implemented a tracking method for each force provider, using consistent point of
contact and weekly roster updates. This approach enabled the JTF strength manager to
consolidate data more effectively and anticipate arrival timelines. Additionally, the development
of a JIA common operating picture provided a centralized view of personnel movements and
friction points, increasing situational awareness for the command team. The JTF leveraged
NORTHCOM J15 (Personnel Plans and Operations Division) to deconflict unfulfilled
requirements. Ultimately, by building trusted relationships with force providers and fostering

2 Department of Defense, Joint Publication 1: Doctrine for the Armed Forces of the United States, (Washington,
DC: Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2017), II-3.

57



healthy communication, the JTF J1 transformed a fragmented process into a unified effort —
bringing clarity to the JIA landscape.

JIA sponsorship played a vital role during the onboarding process. Marines, Sailors, Airmen, and
Guardians often arrived in the joint operations area with minimal notice and limited preparatory
information. In response, JTF-SB J1 developed a welcome letter to rapidly disseminate reporting
requirements. Mirroring the Army sponsorship process, JTF-SB J1 began assigning sponsors
from sections as early as possible. This inadvertently served as the initial deployment notification
or revealed issues with an ordered service member. In every case, it initiated a conversation that
helped clarify expectations and answer questions for inbound JIAs.

Conclusion

As Soldiers and human resources professionals, we must be prepared to deploy with little
notice—an operational reality that challenges our ability to maintain accountability, process
entitlements, and effectively man the force. The 10th Mountain Division (LI) G1’s experience as
the JTF-SB J1 demonstrated that success in this environment hinges on three principles: simplify
early actions, adapt continuously, and build strong relationships across partner organizations. By
applying these lessons and refining. systems once stability is achieved, we ensure long-term
mission readiness and operational effectiveness.
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Sustainment Operations in the Homeland
CPT Garrett Joseph

On January 20th, 2025, the President of the United States issued Executive Order 14165
directing the Secretary of War to “deploy sufficient personnel along the southern border of the
United States to ensure complete operational control.” The resulting action sent the equivalent of
an Army Division to support the Customs and Border Protection (CBP) in controlling the US
southern border, a total of 1,954-mile-long border with Mexico. Sustainment operations in the
homeland look very different than in other Combatant Commands (COCOMs) due to the
reduced distance between the tactical and strategic levels. As defined by Field Manual (FM) 3-
94, a division’s frontage is typically 11 to 17 miles. In other COCOMs, divisions typically have a
narrow frontage with a multi-tiered sustainment infrastructure reaching back to the Joint
Logistics Enterprise (JLEnt). Whereas in CONUS, JTF-SB utilizes a compressed sustainment
infrastructure with direct connection to the JLEnt. The Southern Border mission presents
numerous challenges different from other COCOMs, requiring a modular task organization,
leveraging of commercial assets, employment of unique military capabilities, and innovation.

Task Organization

To accomplish this feat, the 10th Mountain Division Headquarters established Joint Task Force
Southern Border (JTF-SB), based out of Fort Huachuca, AZ. JTF-SB is comprised of multiple
brigade-sized maneuver elements tasked with direct support to CBP, supported by an aviation
unit, engineers, and sustainment elements. The internal task organization of the maneuver
brigades were as unique as the missions they support, but most units deployed as “general
purpose” brigades and do not have their full complement of organic equipment.

Strategically located in the center of the JTF-SB’s Area of Operation (AO), the 101st DSB serves
as the JTF-SB’s sustainment headquarters with one Combat Sustainment Support Battalion
(CSSB) comprised of a Headquarters and Headquarters Detachment (HHD), a Composite Supply
Company (CSC), a Support Maintenance Company (SMC), a Composite Truck Company Light
(CTC-L), and a Movement Control Team (MCT).

These elements come from two Corps and three separate divisions, and all combine into a single
Task Force (Task Force — Desert Eagle).

Concept of Support

To support units operating along the border, the 101st DSB employs a hub and spoke model,
deploying small tailorable teams for specific periods of time to conduct sustainment missions.
The key hub is at Fort Bliss where the 101st DSB’s equipment is located. Typical missions
include deploying Class III retail fuel points, Forward Arming and Refuel Points (FARPs),
maintenance contact teams, weapons maintenance teams, recovery teams, and bulk distribution.
To further streamline sustainment, the 101st DSB leverages Defense Logistics Agency (DLA)
direct deliveries of Class I ice, Class III bulk fuel, and Class IV barrier materials straight to
supported units along the Southern Border. Due to the distance between federal installations, the
101st DSB also procures Class III bulk fuel through local municipal airports via air cards.
Furthermore, terrain in these sectors range from heavily urbanized, to flat desert, to fast flowing
rivers and inaccessible mountains all presenting unique challenges. To mitigate terrain
restrictions, 101st DSB delivers supplies and equipment in certain areas via rotary wing aircraft.
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Commercial Assets

To reduce the risk of driving, the 101st DSB relies on commercial line haul coordinated through
local Installation Transportation Offices (ITO) and its commercial fleet (box trucks, buses, and
refrigerated trucks) for distribution. 101st DSB only uses organic green assets in emergency
situations. To date, TF Desert Eagle facilitated over 220 intra-theater movements of military
equipment in support of numerous operations. Additionally, the 101st DSB procured a substantial
“white fleet” through short term rental contracts that provides immense flexibility in tactical
distribution of commodities, especially in urban areas such as San Diego, CA. Comprised of box
trucks, refrigerated trucks, 30K forklifts, and 44 person buses, this fleet reduces response time
for sustainment requirements. The 101st DSB is expanding the fleet to include 500-gallon
commercial bulk fuel trucks and 500-gallon commercial bulk water trucks. The use of white
assets is not standard for a DSB, and for distribution in other COCOMs such as USEUCOM,
units rely on organic green assets at the tactical level.

Unique Military Capability

Prior to the establishment of JTF-SB, CBP conducted limited operations in austere locations for
extended periods of time. Currently, the JTF-SB employs unique military capabilities to support
CBP including air assaulting maneuver elements to austere locations, conducting mounted
patrols with Strykers, using rotary aircraft for observation and MEDEVAC, and employing
engineers to build and reinforce barriers. The 101st DSB provides a robust set of unique military
capabilities enhancing the JTF-SB’s ability to control the Southern Border, including aerial
delivery, providing sustainment packages in austere locations, and dedicated manpower. 101st
DSB utilizes their mastery of aerial delivery operations to the border, using sling load and air
drop capabilities to move observation trailers, containers, commodities, and supplies via air.

To refuel the military aircraft in an austere operational environment, 101st DSB provides their
unique home-station skills from the 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault) to execute FARP
activities. Additionally, the 101st DSB maintains the capability to deploy two multi-functional
Forward Logistics Elements (FLE), able to provide sustainment for a Stryker Battalion for up to
72 hours to maximize operational reach and extend endurance. Lastly, the 101st DSB deployed a
platoon sized element to CBP garages to conduct operator-level maintenance on their equipment
to increase their operational readiness (OR) rate. This increase in vehicle readiness enables CBP
to respond quickly to illegal activity at the border. Performing these functions in CONUS at the
current scale and scope alongside CBP remains an unparalleled and unique experience. DSBs in
other COCOMs
rarely work closely
with
intergovernmental
agencies or provide
direct sustainment
support to their
operations.
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Innovation

Challenges presented by unique
mission sets with non-standard
equipment require pursuit of
innovative solutions to solve
complex problems through 3D
printing, fabrication, and
procurement of new equipment. 3D
printing has advanced significantly
over the past decade. Officially
i known as Battle Damage Repair
1075 DSB Soldiers support CBP vehicle maintenance and Fabrication (BDRF), 3D

printing is a TACOM initiative to
generate combat power as far forward as possible and rapidly produce temporary parts in hours.
Additionally, most parts cost pennies to 3D print resulting in substantial cost savings. For
example, procurement of a simple plastic part through the normal supply system costs an average
of $5.00 and takes weeks to arrive. The same part, 3D printed, could cost as little as $0.40 and
take hours to print. Leading the effort for the JTF-SB in 3D printing, the 101st DSB procured
two Ulti-maker S5 printers able to print at high temperatures and use over 280 filaments such as
carbon fiber reinforced PLA (Polylactic Acid) and high-performance plastics. This new
capability enables JTF-SB to manufacture Class IX replacement parts, specialty tools, aerial
delivery components, unmanned aerial system (UAS) frames, UAS replacement parts, and
terrain model kits.

Additionally, TF Desert Eagle is working to procure the metal expansion kit that allows these 3D
printers to print components in stainless steel.

To support expeditionary FARPs, the 101st DSB explored the use of the Tactical Air Ground
Refueling System Heavy Duty (TAGRS-HD) during home-station training. 101st DSB is now
requesting to purchase the TAGRS-HD for JTF-SB operations. The TAGRS- HD is a mobile
trailer mounted with a 250-gpm fuel pump and filter separator. Designed for survivability on the
battlefield, the 101st DSB can deploy the TAGRS-HD via air to rapidly establish a retail fuel
point for ground vehicles and aviation assets. Additionally, the 101st DSB is testing a wide
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(left) Ulti-Maker S5 3D printer, (middle) drone frames, (right) TAGRS-HD.
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variety of fuel equipment to include digital Aqua Glo kits, a sling loadable 450-gallon fuel tote
with internal pump, and a new 150 GPM interchangeable pump. The 101st DSB is on the cutting
edge of experimentation and acquisition of new sustainment capabilities which could prove
beneficial for other COCOMs

Closing

Providing sustainment to a division size element across 1,954 miles, JTF-SB requires a modular
task organization, commercial assets, unique military capabilities, and innovation to achieve
mission success. While the capabilities of the 101st DSB (Task Force Desert Eagle) are standard,
the nature of providing sustainment in CONUS partnered with another governmental agency is
not a typical mission set for a DSB. The lessons learned at the Southern Border can apply to
other COCOMs and theaters.
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Intelligence Oversight in the Homeland: Necessary Challenge
MAJ Benjamin J. Lyman

When James Madison scrawled onto parchment the words that would become the central tenant
of the Fourth Amendment to the US Constitution — “the right of the people to be secure in their
persons houses, papers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures” — he could not
possibly have envisioned how this key component of the Bill of Rights would shape the
intelligence practices of the US military more than 235 years later.>* Yet, this vital civil liberty
afforded to all American Citizens plays a central role in how Joint Task Force — Southern Border
(JTF-SB) performs its intelligence mission while still upholding the Constitution which all its
members swore an oath to defend. That JTF-SB can collect information, produce finished
intelligence, and achieve all-domain awareness on the Southern Border while still protecting the
rights of American citizens is a testament to its robust Intelligence Oversight (I0) program. The
procedures and processes built into the IO program enable JTF-SB to complete its intelligence
mission quickly, effectively, and within the bounds of the US Constitution.

Intelligence oversight exists to provide Department of Defense (DoD) and Intelligence
Community (IC) members with the authorities and permissions they need to perform the
missions that keep America safe, while also ensuring that those missions don’t violate the
everyday rights and liberties of the American people. Nowhere in the world is the need to find
the balance between the intelligence mission and the Constitution’s protections more important
than when in the homeland. Therefore, when it came to the execution of JTF-SB’s intelligence
missions, the members of the J2 and subordinate intelligence sections took an approach much
like a medical doctor — first, do no harm.

As important as it was for JTF-SB to rapidly exercise its intelligence collection capabilities, it
was first necessary to ensure the JTF’s intelligence enterprise was fully trained and prepared to
do so without infringing upon Americans’ Constitutional rights. The 10 program was the
mechanism for JTF-SB intelligence personnel to develop a full understanding of the authorities
and responsibilities of J2’s intelligence mission.

JTF-SB derives its intelligence authority — and its responsibility — from Executive Order (EO)
12333. First issued by President Ronald Reagan in 1981 to clarify the roles of the members of
the IC, EO 12333 gives the US Armed Services the responsibility for the “collection, production
and dissemination of military and military-related foreign intelligence and counterintelligence,
and information on the foreign aspects of narcotics production and trafficking.”* For JTF-SB,
EO 12333 is the foundation for the intelligence directorate’s mission to answer the JTF
Commander’s Priority Intelligence Requirements (PIRs) and build all-domain awareness for the
staff and subordinate task forces. However, EO 12333 also compels members of the IC to take
certain measures and precautions in their pursuit of critical information. The executive order
situates those measures under two key principles: need and balance. Recognizing the need to
collect intelligence to inform decision making, EO 12333 requires intelligence professionals to

24 The full text of the Fourth Amendment reads “The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, papers,
and effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures, shall not be violated, and no Warrants shall issue, but upon
probable cause, supported by Oath or affirmation, and particularly describing the place to be searched, and the
persons or things to be seized.” US Constitution, amend. 4.

25 «“BExecutive Order 12333 of December 4, 1981, United States Intelligence Activities,” Code of Federal
Regulations, title 3 (1981): 200-212.
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strike a balance between “the acquisition of essential information and protection of individual
interests.”?® For JTF-SB, achieving this balance meant closely adhering to the procedures outline
in several key DoD directives and manuals.

JTF-SB’s intelligence oversight program is derived from two interrelated DoD policy
documents: DoD Directive (DoDD) 5148.13, “Intelligence Oversight,” and DoD Manual
(DoDM) 5240.01, “Procedures Governing the Conduct of DoD Intelligence Activities.”?” The
former provides the broad scope policies for how the DoD implements the constitutional
protections required in EO 12333 while the latter provides in-depth instruction on how to
perform intelligence collection within the armed services’ prescribed authorities. It was DoDM
5240.01, along with further implementation guidance from US Northern Command
(USNORTHCOM), that became the backbone for JTF-SB’s 10 program. Critical to the JTF-SB’s
establishment and development of its IO program was the construction of a thorough
understanding across intelligence echelons of four key procedures described in DODM 5240.01:
Procedure 1 — “General Provisions,” Procedure 2, “Collection of United States Persons
Information (USPI),” Procedure 3, “Retention of USPI,” and Procedure 4, “Dissemination of
USPL.”

The importance of these four procedures to JTF-SB’s mission cannot be understated. The unique
nature of the mission to gain operational control of the Southern Border entails performing
intelligence collection and analysis from within the homeland and directed against foreign
terrorist and drug trafficking organizations that daily cross the border between the United States
and Mexico. Furthermore, JTF-SB works closely with interservice and interagency partners,
particularly Customs and Border Protection and the US Border Patrol; law enforcement agencies
governed by different authorities and titles of the US Code. In this environment, the potential for
inadvertent collection of American citizens’ information that is unrelated to the JTF’s mission is
high unless JTF-SB intelligence personnel fully understand and consistently follow the
appropriate measures outlined in the DODM 5240.01 procedures. Procedure 1 gives JTF-SB the
authority to conduct foreign intelligence collection but proscribes intelligence activities that fall
outside this category. Procedure 2 authorizes JTF-SB to collect information from multiple
sources, from publicly available sources to airborne reconnaissance. However, Procedure 2
requires all collection conforms to the scope of the JTF’s mission. Finally, Procedures 3 and 4
allow JTF-SB to store, analyze, and distribute intelligence to interservice and interagency
partners, provided there is need to know on the part of the recipients. Collectively, these four
procedures provide JTF-SB the boundaries for legally sound intelligence activities, provided the
JTF’s Servicemembers closely adhere to them.

JTF-SB’s 10 program builds on the policy foundation through the proven means to build
knowledge and expertise - training. Upon arrival to the Joint Operations Area, from San Diego to
Brownsville, every JTF Servicemember, both intelligence and nonintelligence personnel,
receives a brief introduction to the IO program and its officers. Those who are assigned to
intelligence duties, from the JTF-SB headquarters down to the battalion and company echelon,
receive follow-on, in-depth training. JTF-SB’s 10 training is far more than a surface-level click
through of a batch of PowerPoint slides. Instead, the training is an in-depth tour de force of the

26 “B0 12333,” Code of Federal Regulations, 210.

27 Department of Defense Directive 5148.13, “Intelligence Oversight,” April 26, 2017. Department of Defense
Manual 5240.01, “Procedures Governing the Conduct of DoD Intelligence Activities,” August 8, 2016.

64



interrelationship between the US Constitution, DoD directives, USNORTHCOM IO policy, and
JTF-SB’s Standard Operating Procedures for I0. JTF-SB personnel learn of the historical
precedents that required the institution of IO programs across the IC, about the JTF’s specific and
unique intelligence collection authorities, and how to practically implement the procedures
described in DoDM 5240.01. When finished, JTF-SB intelligence personnel leave the training
with a strong baseline understanding of 10 along the Southern Border, a standard to be built upon
through daily practice and reinforcement.

JTF-SB’s IO onboarding training is only the beginning. The real success of the program lies in
the daily interactions between members of the JTF’s intelligence enterprise that help build a
better collective understanding of I0. Sometimes these interactions are formal, with inspections,
reviews, and surveys. More often, these interactions are informal touchpoints, spur of the
moment questions, or one-on-one discussions between 10 officers and JTF personnel that
address concerns, provide guidance, and build confidence in the team’s ability to accomplish the
mission while adhering to the principles and protections of the US Constitution. This is not to
say all has been perfect. Minor mistakes in marking documents and sourcing reports have been
made by earnest and forthright intelligence professionals seeking to accomplish a difficult task.
However, each minor mishap has become a major learning opportunity for the team and have
served as poignant reminders that intelligence professionals cannot relax for one moment in their
duties. The willingness of young Servicemembers to seek guidance and clarity regarding 10
without fear of repercussion has become the JTF’s hallmark for a successful program that will
endure individual and organizational transitions.

For JTF-SB, intelligence collection is critically important to achieve its mission of gaining full
operational control of the Southern Border. Obtaining the information the JTF Commander needs
to make critical decisions and for the staff to conduct thorough planning is a continuous effort
requiring creativity and resourcefulness. However, this pursuit of all-domain awareness cannot
come at the expense of the rights and protections afforded to American citizens by the US
Constitution. Through its robust IO program, JTF-SB ensures its personnel are trained and
equipped to accomplish the mission while upholding the principles outlined so eloquently in the
Bill of Rights. The program begins with a thorough understanding of the Executive Branch
foundations for 10, proceeds through in-depth knowledge of the DoD’s implementation guidance
and procedures, and culminates with initial training and regular reinforcement. For JTF-SB, 10 is
not a scare-tactic used to inhibit intelligence collectors and analysts from accomplishing their
measure. Instead, IO is a constant reminder for the JTF’s Servicemembers of their duty to protect
the homeland, uphold the Constitution, and preserve the American way of life.
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Seeking All-Domain Awareness:
Collection Management on the Southern Border

MAJ Benjamin J. Lyman

The Southern Border of the United States is 1,954 miles of some of the most austere terrain in
the Western Hemisphere. From the lapping waves of the Pacific Ocean, through the rolling desert
mountains of Arizona and New Mexico, and down the Rio Grande to Brownsville, Texas, the
border with Mexico presents a considerable challenge for the management of intelligence
collection assets. Every mile, even those with fences and barriers, is a potential crossing point.
Even with tens of thousands of personnel from the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and
the Department of War (DoW) operating along the border, there are gaps. For Joint Task Force —
Southern Border (JTF-SB), the prioritization and synchronization of its unique military
intelligence collection platforms is essential to cover those gaps, strive for all-domain awareness,
and one day achieve full operational control of the border.

Information collection is vital to any successful military operation, at home or abroad. The Army
defines information collection as “an activity that synchronizes and integrates the planning and
employment of sensors and assets. ...in direct support of current and future operations.”® For
JTF-SB, that synchronization fell to the Collection Management teams at the JTF headquarters
and each of the brigade Task Forces. This small group — less than ten Servicemembers spread
across the Joint Operations Area (JOA) — was responsible for the planning, organization, and
deployment of a bevy of ground, air, cyber, and spaced based Intelligence, Surveillance, and
Reconnaissance (ISR) assets. Unique to JTF-SB was the necessary integration of a myriad of
non-traditional collection platforms, such as light utility helicopters and air defense radars, into
an overall collection scheme that maximized the utility of each platform while minimizing the
gaps in collection across the border.

In support of the information collection effort, JTF-SB drew upon a variety of unique military
ISR capabilities including national overhead collection platforms. The JTF employed some of
these assets, such as Unmanned Aircraft System (UAS), on near daily basis to observe the likely
approaches used by nefarious actors to enter the United States from Mexico. Other ISR
platforms, subject to the incessant global demands for intelligence collection, supported JTF-SB
sparingly, with limited collection time windows and geographic coverage areas. As such, the
JTF’s collection managers could not rely on a persistent layering of multiple sensors and
platforms over key Named Areas of Interests (NAIs) to meet collection requirements; the assets
were simply not available.

Instead, JTF-SB used bottom-up refinement, molded through a combination of intelligence and
operations reporting, to prioritize and allocate scarce resources as the time and place of
maximum efficacy.

In any military operation, those closest to the problem are often in the best position to define the
challenges, or, as General Ulysses S. Grant opined, the rear of an army “is not the best place
from which to judge correctly what is going on in front.”?® JTF-SB took this approach to
collection management, placing great trust and faith in the perspectives, opinions, and ideas of

28 ADP 3-13, "Headquarters, Department of the Army, Army Doctrine Publication 3-13, Information (Washington,
DC, 27 November 2023), 3-37."

2 Ulysses S. Grant, Personal Memoirs of U.S Grant (New York: Charles L. Webster and Co, 1885), 345.
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the intelligence teams at the three subordinate brigade task forces. Each of these three units —
Task Force Grifin, Task Force Mountain Warrior, and TF Tough ‘Ombres - each had their own
best understanding of the unique challenges for their section of the JOA, particularly when it
came to the identifying coverage gaps along the border that adversarial actors could exploit.
Through constant communication with their subordinate battalions, the Task Force collection
managers developed an intimate understanding of their own sectors, of where their maneuver
units had established their Detection and Monitoring sites, and where the US Border Patrol had
concentrated their agents. With this knowledge in-hand, the Task Forces communicated up to
JTF-SB a refined picture of the operational environment, which allowed the JTF collection
management team to prioritize collection resources against needs, while also leveraging the rest
of the United States’ intelligence enterprise.

JTF-SB used every available organic and allotted collection platform to build awareness along
the Southern Border, but this was only a beginning. One of the key tasks early in the JTF’s
lifespan was to digest and incorporate as much reporting from the broader US Intelligence
Community (IC) as feasible. Though JTF-SB’s specific mission was new, its key adversaries in
northern Mexico — the Drug Trafficking Organizations (DTOs), Transnational Criminal
Organizations (CTOs), and Foreign Terrorist Organizations (FTOs) — were not. JTF-SB could not
hope to unilaterally conduct the ground-level collection that would provide an understanding of
the many nefarious groups that occupy the 27 “plazas” spread across the Southern Border.
Fortunately, it didn’t need to. Instead, JTF-SB leveraged intelligence reporting provided by the
IC to find and identify points of interest along the border worthy of further collection and
development. These points, or targets, became the grist for the mill of JTF-SB’s collection cycle,
further enabling deliberate allocation of limited assets. When combined with the bottom-up
refinements provided by the Task Forces, the JTF developed a continuously churning cycle of
target identification, development, prioritization, and collection, enabled by an innovative
approach to prioritizing and allocating collection tasks.

The management of collection requests between geographically dispersed elements across a
1,954-mile front and three time zones is inherently difficult. JTF-SB has the additional difficulty
of translating the collection needs from tactical-level units into the language of a Combatant
Command, which use a variety of bespoke management systems to ingest and prioritize
requirements. To bridge this gap between the knife’s edge of the operation and the strategic
echelon, JTF-SB developed a simple, easy to use request processing system using Microsoft
Teams. Through a series of easily understood, quickly completed forms and widgets, the JTF-SB
Collection Managers received, reviewed, and processed collection requests ranging from
airborne ISR, to human intelligence debriefers, to requests to leverage satellite imagery. By
keeping the interface simple for the lowest echelon users, JTF-SB gave time back for Task Force
collection managers to better refine their understanding of the operational environment and hone
their collection needs. This collection management mechanism had the further benefit of
enabling a deliberate effort to persistently assess the performance and effectiveness of the entire
process.

The usefulness of intelligence collection is limited to the ability of the collection managers to

promptly and accurately assess the performance and effectiveness of their sensors and platforms.
The JTF-SB collection management team recognized this from the mission’s onset and instituted
a series of feedback mechanisms geared towards holistic assessments. JTF-SB used a simple but
direct survey form to obtain near real-time appraisals of asset performance and ability to answer
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collection requirements. Additionally, the collection managers worked closely with JTF-SB’s
fusion and human intelligence cells to determine how the broader IC evaluated JTF reporting.
Finally, JTF-SB used weekly touchpoints between collection managers at all echelons to share
products, crosstalk lessons learned by each Task Force, and build a better shared understanding
of the shortcomings and solutions in the collection mission. These efforts enabled JTF-SB to
provide US Northern Command with a multi-month, multi-disciplined collection assessment that
directly impacted the Fiscal Year 26 Global Force Management and Allocation Process.

Intelligence collection is a process led by its managers but requires the eyes, ears, and minds of
an entire organization to be successful. JTF-SB is no different. Though the collection managers
at the JTF and its Task Forces allocate and employ intelligence collection platforms, those assets
only paint pieces of the canvas that will become all-domain awareness. Successful collection
management requires crews to operate, maintain, and sustain the assets, intelligence analysts that
can parse data and understand its significance, and — perhaps most importantly off all —
Servicemembers on the ground that can point the intelligence professionals in the right direction.
At JTF-SB, collection management is a team sport, and one that requires persistence, diligence,
and relentless effort to be successful. Only through this continuous cycle of prioritization,
allocation, synchronization, collection, and assessment will JTF-SB achieve the level of
situational awareness necessary to obtain operational control of the Southern Border and fully
secure the territorial integrity of these United States.
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Deterrence in Depth:
Preventing Migrant Flow Towards the U.S. Southern Border

LTC D. Max Ferguson

It is both useful and prudent to deter illegal crossings into the United States. And there’s every
rational reason a migrant should not attempt to cross: the journey is dangerous and there has
never been more security along the border with the advent of Joint Task Force Southern Border
(JTF-SB) supporting the U.S. Border Patrol (USBP). There is no more asylum for those who
cross. Instead, all illegal aliens can expect prosecution and deportation. By all measures, the
attempt is ill-advised and fraught with risk. Yet migrants continue to flow north and attempt to
illegally enter the United States, despite the increasing security efforts and decreasing chances of
success.

This article examines how border security organizations within U.S. Northern Command
(NORTHCOM) such as JTF-SB can deter migrants from attempting illegal crossings into the
United States. Establishing a deterrence in depth approach to the border begins at the source of
migrant flows and continues all the way up to the border itself. Deterring illegal border crossing
attempts is best achieved before migrant populations commit to their journey north. Small but
focused efforts by JTF-SB and NORTHCOM to bolster established programs who actively
inform migrant populations about the reasons to not attempt illegal crossings into the United
States can achieve outsized results. This includes integration with the Department of Homeland
Security and Department of State’s diplomatic messaging campaigns across the region and
deliberate media efforts to various migrant populations.

This recognizes an important distinction between public affairs messaging to domestic audiences
about the security along the border and targeting messaging campaigns to those who might
attempt to cross it. Deterrence in depth requires a dedicated messaging outreach program that
selectively informs potential migrant populations on the expanding reasons why illegal crossing
efforts are futile.

Preventing Migrant Flow to Counter Cartel Operations

There are two main categories of crossings: those who illegally seek to enter the United States
for work and the hope of a better way of life, and those who seek to fuel illicit trade: drug
trafficking, human smuggling, money laundering, and other illicit activities.

Cartels seek to exploit all these opportunities.

Now designated as Foreign Terrorist Organizations, Cartels prey on migrants as another
commodity to fuel their criminal enterprises. Cartels benefit from migrant flows, regardless of
intent or purpose of those who venture north. Illegal aliens serve as vulnerable populations for
Cartels to exploit for prostitution, kidnapping, and extortion.

Cartels also leverage illegal aliens (IA) as mules to carry illicit goods for the Cartels who guide
migrants across the border. Migrant traffic also consumes the attention and resources of U.S.
border security forces, diverting resources away from Cartel operations to smuggle illegal goods
and exquisite shipments in low traffic areas along the border. In all respects, ceasing illegal
migrant crossings into the United States is necessary and serves as a direct way to counter
terrorist operations along the border. Deterrence in depth begins with getting that message down
into Mexico and across Central America.
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Migrants and Cartels: A Matter of Deterrence and Compellence

Deterrence is a form of coercion that seeks to prevent behavior. Deterrence, as with all forms of
coercion, relies on persuasion. Sometimes persuasion comes in the form of the threat of the use
of force or some form of cost imposition: “if you do the behavior I am trying to prevent, it will
cost you XZY.” That can be incarceration, financial consequences, or even the possibility of
harm.

A migrant is carried on a litter after receiving medical attention. Illlegal crossing attempts are dangerous. Ensuring migrants
understand those risks will deter some from attempting the journey. CBP photo by Mani Albrechti.

Simple public service announcements like “don’t feed the bears” or “don’t text and drive” are
examples of deterrence. These messages are meant to caution the public from taking actions that
will cause harm. “Don’t go north to sneak across the border” functions the same way.

There’s another form of coercion that applies when you want to stop or change behavior. That is
no longer a matter of deterrence. To persuade a change behavior is to compel. This is more than a
semantic distinction: to compel or change behavior is a fundamentally more complex and
difficult endeavor. To compel requires a different approach than to deter.

Persuading someone NOT to do something is less complex than trying to persuade someone to
stop or undo an action. Persuading Putin not to invade Ukraine requires a different approach than
convincing him to halt his invasion or withdraw from the Donbass. Not invading is a matter of
deterrence. Convincing him to cease hostilities or even give up territorial gains are sliding
complexities of compellence.

In the context of securing the Southern Border, there is a distinction between the interests of the
migrants and the Cartels. Migrants have yet to make the choice to cross into the United States.
That is a matter of deterrence. The Cartels have an established network of crime and terrorism
along the border. Changing Cartel behavior is no longer a matter of deterrence. That is a matter
of compellence and requires its own targeted approach.®

30 To understand coercion, deterrence, and the unique factors for compellence, see “The Dynamics of Coercion” by
Byman and Waxman (2020), “Coercion Theory: A Basic Introduction for Practitioners” by Biddle (2020), and
“Peace With Strength: Developing the Conditions of Coercive Diplomacy” by Ferguson (2023).
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Coercion is a cognitive effect where its power exists within the mind of each individual target.
Deterrence relies on belief and perception ahead of an act. “Is the border impenetrable” is not a
reflection of the objective truth but what the potential migrant perceives to be true.

Cost imposition is also relative. The decision not to act is a measure of the assessed cost to
proceed in relation to what has already been spent up to that point in pursuit of that goal. It not
just a question of “can I afford to do this” but “can I still afford not to.”

In a deterrence campaign, credibility matters. If it is perceived that those costs are a bluff or they

simply are not aware of the full consequence that awaits them, then the deterrence power fizzles.

Because deterrence (persuading an individual NOT to do something) relies on implanting an idea
in the mind of the individual actor — and drive their decision-making calculus.

Timing matters because deterrence gets harder as sunk costs accumulate. By the time a migrant
gets to the border wall, the costs have accumulated to the point where they must try. But when
they’re sitting in their living room, contemplating the idea of heading north, they still have
options. And as they walk to the bus stop in their hometown about to start the journey, they can
still back down. When they get to Mexico City to hire a Coyote, they still have their savings. But
with each stage of their journey, the likelihood of changing their mind decreases. And each time
they hand over cash to human smugglers or
venture further towards the border, the chances of
them abandoning the endeavor diminish.
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patrols the border alongside the US Border Patrol

too, so the chances of sneaking into the country are drastically reduced. The attempt to cross is
likely to fail, or you’ll die trying. Between collapsing from heat exhaustion in the desert, to
falling off a cliff in the mountains, or drowning in a swollen river, the journey is dangerous. The
Cartels who control the plazas along the border region in Mexico’s “Northern Frontier” profit on
migrants but have no care for the safety of the humans they transport and smuggle.

A Focus on Pushing Information South

Establishing a deterrence in depth relies on building an information campaign that reaches
potential illegal aliens at the source of migrant flows: inside their homes, in their villages, and in
their communities across Mexico and Central America. It involves delivering a true sense for the
new security efforts along the border. It also involves an overt effort at defeating disinformation
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driven by the Cartels attempting to generate migrant flow north that they hope to exploit and
profit from. Cartels are increasingly spreading false information that the United States is
renewing asylum opportunities to drive traffic north into the grasp of their Coyotes along the

border.

Public affairs teams traditionally focus on messaging domestic audiences and helping share
information to U.S. media outlets about the progress of military operations spanning organizing
print media interviews, hosting journalists, and managing social media platforms. This is a full-
time job and still the public likely lacks awareness or full understanding of what JTF-SB is doing
on the border. Even officials across the U.S. Government and the Department of War strive to
keep up with understanding how the JTF has evolved the security situation on the border
including the advent of National Defense Areas and multi-domain operations by military forces.
If that’s the case, we cannot expect migrants or local governments across Central America to
keep up with how much has changed on the border. The only way to gain a deterrent effect from
all the increased security efforts created by JTF-SB and USBP is to ensure potential migrants
south of the border remain keenly aware of the new reality all along the border.

Messaging the Messengers

The goal of establishing a deterrence in depth
campaign isn’t to create a new network of
messaging into Mexico and Central America.
The goal is to reinforce existing networks and
focus messaging efforts to select audiences by
developing an understanding of what is driving
the behavior of different population groups. For
JTF-SB and their USBP counterparts, this means
working with and through the existing network
of diplomatic and information groups that
message throughout Mexico and Central
America. In terms of the “DIMEFIL”
framework for national power, border security
forces can organize Military, Law Enforcement,
and Intelligence efforts to reinforce Diplomatic
and Informational instruments of power.!

The State Department and the Department of
Homeland Security routinely apply messaging
campaigns and public service announcements

CBP Launches Digital Ad Campaign
“Say No to the Coyote” to Warn
Migrants About Smuggler Lies

U.S. Customs and
Border Protection

<

El coyote busca aprovecharse de usted y quedarse con su dinero.

Las leyes migratorias de USA siguen en pie, y la gran mayoria de quienes intenten
cruzar sin autorizacién seran puestos en proceso de deportacién.

Miles de personas mueren en la frontera, son encarceladas o secuestradas.
No ponga a su familia en riesgo de ser estafada o incluso de morir.

DIGALE NO AL COYOTE.

con su familia y amigos.

Example of messaging campaigns meant to warn migrants of the
dangers of working with coyotes.

(PSA) for years. These include taking Mexican and Central American reporters to border regions
and making them walk across the desert to showcase the barren landscape and likelihood or
dying under the extreme heat. Other efforts include U.S Consulates spread across Mexico posting
PSA bulletins at bus stops and other public areas along migrant routes cautioning against

attempts to venture north.

3! DIMEFIL instruments of national power references Diplomatic (D), Informational (I), Military (M), Economic
(E), Financial (F), Intelligence (I), and Law Enforcement (L). See “Putting the ‘FIL” into ‘DIME’” by Rodriguez,

Walton, and Chu, JFQ 97, 2Q 2020.
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Likewise, key land bridge states including Mexico, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, and
Panama retain consulates in various cities all along the U.S. Southern Border, from San Diego,
CA to Brownsville, TX. These nodes offer opportunities to showcase the extent of fortifications
and security improvements along the U.S. Southern Border.

Establishing a Dedicated Engagement Cell Focused on Deterrence

Deterring illegal crossings requires a dedicated engagement cell to orchestrate messaging efforts
to Mexican and Central American audiences south of the border. This team needs to be separated
from domestic messaging efforts of a traditional public affairs team. Ideally, this engagement cell
would consist of a specialized team including Foreign Area Officers (FAO), public affairs
specialists, a political advisor (POLAD) from the State Department, a Civil Affairs (CA) officer,
and a Military Information Support Operations (MISO) specialist. Also critical to this cell is a
USBP Foreign Operations Branch (FOB) officer with experience liaising between USBP and
Mexican government entities. The combination of these leaders adds the expertise and
professional network to maximize the reach and impact across the U.S. government and our
regional partners.

In the absence of specialized members such as FAOs, CA, or POLAD, JTF-SB was able to
establish a makeshift engagements cell using existing members from the intelligence, targeting,
and public affairs sections. The JTF was fortunate to have a FOB officer from USBP who offered
critical insights like DoS POLAD or military FAO.

The engagement cell can work with the JTF-SB intelligence, operations, and public affairs teams
to design tailored messages for various messaging groups based on the distinct authorities and
roles of each member of the group.*? The team would also analyze migrant trends to determine
any specific messages to different audiences based on the demographics and reflections of those
interdicted along the border.

A key goal of this group is to establish relationships with Department of State (DoS) both in the
U.S. Embassies in Mexico and Central America as well as functional offices such as the Office
of Public Diplomacy and Bureau of Population, Refugees, and Migration at the Department of
State who focus on diplomatic engagement efforts in the region. The JTF’s engagement cell
would also partner closely with the Department of Homeland Security engagement teams
orchestrating messages about border security. The engagement cell would also be able to
facilitate visits by foreign media outlets and consulate officials to witness the increasing security
measures along the border and reinforce messaging efforts that migrants should not come north.
As reflections indicate which messages resonate the strongest with target audiences, the
engagement cell can coordinate with the JTF’s operations team to emphasize those activities.

Key to this effort is to broadcast the magnitude of efforts being performed on the border and
amplify the impression of the JTF-SB’s security measures in the minds of potential migrants.
Increasing security measures leads to greater control of those who choose to cross the border.

32 A note about the authorities of public affairs from MAJ Jon Stevens, US Army: Department of War Public Affairs
personnel are not permitted to conduct any form of propaganda. Public Affairs provides accurate information to
inform audiences, not to influence them. Public Affairs content is created with the specific intent of increasing
audience knowledge, and effectiveness should be measurable in terms of knowledge gained by the specified
audiences. While behavioral or emotional responses may occur, they should be considered secondary effects and not
the primary objective, to preserve credibility. Instead, public affairs rely on other agencies and information
operations forces that possess the authority to influence audiences.
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Preventing illegal aliens from attempting to cross relies on an organized messaging campaign
deep into Mexico and Central America.

Detering migrant flow north not only prevents illegal migrant crossings, but it also denies Cartels
a critical source of revenue and enables U.S. border security forces to focus on interdicting drugs
and other illicit traffic smuggled across the border.
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JTF SB Assessments:
Al-ML and Operationalizing Data

MAJ Katie Deichl and MAJ Dan Walker

On January 27th, 2025, the 10th Mountain Division found itself at a critical juncture. Within 48
hours of preparing to execute its culminating training exercise, the Division received orders to
deploy to the U.S. Southern Border, tasked with forming Joint Task Force — Southern Border
(JTF-SB) in a newly established mission to gain operational control. This abrupt shift presented a
significant challenge: a complex operational environment with limited data infrastructure and a
poorly defined problem set. The Division had initiated its training progression eight months prior
and had begun integrating its new warfighting command and control system — unknowingly
embarking on a journey towards the application of Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learning
(AI/ML) tools to enhance operational effectiveness.

The establishment of JTF-SB represented a change in the Department of War’s approach to
border security, moving beyond episodic support of the U.S. Border Patrol (USBP) to a
sustained, proactive effort to secure the border. However, success hinged on the ability to rapidly
understand the operational environment, synthesize vast amounts of data, and make informed
decisions in a dynamic and complex landscape. JTF-SB’s success in achieving operational
control along the Southern Border stemmed from an iterative process of data integration,
platform development, and AI/ML application, driven by a relentless focus on operational needs
and a commitment to continuous improvement.

This journey can be effectively understood through the lens of the Analytics Maturity Model
(AMM). The AMM, a widely recognized framework for assessing an organization’s analytical
capabilities, outlines progression from basic reporting (Descriptive) to data-driven insights
(Diagnostic), predictive forecasting (Predictive), and ultimately, Al-assisted decision-making
(Prescriptive and Cognitive). JTF-SB’s experience demonstrates a tangible progression through
these levels, highlighting the critical importance of building a robust data foundation and
embracing the potential of AI/ML to enhance operational effectiveness.

The integration of assessments, AI/ML, and the operational data platform — a triad of operational
advantages — enabled JTF-SB to overcome initial challenges and achieve significant gains in
border security. We will explore the evolution of capabilities, the lessons learned, and the
implications for other units seeking to leverage data and AI/ML to enhance their operational
effectiveness.

Laying the Foundation: Maven Smart System and Initial Data Integration

Prior to deployment, the 10th Mountain Division had begun integrating Maven Smart System as
its new warfighting command and control system, beginning in September 2024. While the
primary purpose of the command post exercises (CPX) was to train the staff for large scale
combat operations, further integrating and operationalizing Maven was a valuable by-product.
These exercises moved beyond simply utilizing the digital map as a Common Operating Picture
(COP) and began to explore the system’s underlying data platform.

Early efforts centered on addressing a fundamental need: facilitating more effective
commanders’ update briefs. The Division developed a simple workshop, or application, within
Maven to streamline the presentation of critical information. Crucially, this workshop was
designed to capture the data presented during these briefs, creating a rudimentary historical log
of operational activity. This marked the first step towards a more data-centric approach to
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decision-making, moving beyond anecdotal reporting to a more structured record of events — a
characteristic of AMM Level 1, Descriptive Analytics.

Recognizing the value of this initial data capture, the Division began to migrate additional
processes onto the data platform. Standardized reports, such as contact reports, were
incorporated, further expanding the dataset. However, achieving the desired performance and
usability requires significant effort. The team was forced to learn how to create bespoke
functions to back actions within the system, highlighting the need for customization and
adaptation. Each improvement to the user experience yielded additional data that was scraped
and stored, which in turn enabled more sophisticated analysis and began to support rudimentary
operational assessments.

This iterative process — demonstrating value through analysis, migrating new processes to the
data platform, improving the user experience to improve adoption, scraping, organizing, and
storing operational data, and conducting rapid analysis — became the defining characteristic of
JTF-SB’s approach. This cycle, initiated prior to the border deployment, established a foundation
for future innovation and positioned the Division to rapidly adapt to the challenges of a new and
complex mission. While still largely focused on descriptive reporting, these initial steps
represented a critical transition towards a more analytical and data-driven mindset — a nascent
move into AMM Level 2, Diagnostic Analytics, as the team began to answer the question, “what
happened?” with increasing clarity.

Adapting to the Border: Building a Data Architecture for an lll-Defined Mission

Upon arrival at the Southern Border, JTF-SB faced a stark reality: a rapidly evolving mission
with no existing data architecture to support operational requirements. Unlike traditional
deployments with established data flows and reporting structures, the JTF was tasked with
gaining operational control in an environment characterized by constant change and a lack of
pre-existing data infrastructure. This necessitated a rapid and innovative approach to data
management.

The initial focus was on meeting the information requirements of higher headquarters, a
challenging task given the limited data available and the need for constant and precise reporting.
To address this, the JTF designed a flexible, scalable, and adaptable data architecture centered
around the military units operating along the border. This architecture recognized that the core of
the operation resided in the activities conducted by these units — manning listening and
observation posts, conducting air and ground patrols, and executing engineer operations.

The architecture defined relationships between these units based on the task organization of the
operation, creating a network of interconnected data sources. These activities generated
outcomes — illegal alien detections, UAS detections, and other key indicators — which were
captured and aggregated within the system. This unit-centric approach provided a foundational
structure for collecting and analyzing data across the Joint Operating Area (JOA).

This architecture became the cornerstone for the JTF-SB, USNORTHCOM, and OSD Southern
Border Dashboards and Common Operating Pictures (COPs), providing a unified view of the
operational environment. Routine reporting built out heatmaps and databases over time,
revealing patterns and trends in illegal activity. The collection, aggregation, and transformation
of this data enabled initial operational assessments and informed early decisions regarding troop
placement, patrol times, and other critical operational considerations.
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This phase represented a significant step towards AMM Level 2, Diagnostic Analytics, as the
JTF began to understand why certain events were occurring and identify areas of concern.
However, the limitations of relying solely on descriptive data and manual analysis quickly
became apparent, paving the way for the integration of more advanced analytical capabilities.
The foundation was laid, but the potential for truly data-driven decision-making remained largely
untapped.

Accelerating Insights: AI/ML and the Virtual Battle Captain

As the JTF-SB data architecture matured, the team began to explore the potential of Artificial
Intelligence and Machine Learning (AI/ML) to accelerate insights and enhance operational
effectiveness. Within 100 days of assuming the mission and following just six months of training
with Maven Smart System, the JTF successfully deployed a virtual battle captain — a Large
Language Model (LLM)-backed agent designed to make operational data more accessible and
facilitate rapid analysis.

This deployment of a virtual battle captain marked a significant leap forward, transitioning the
JTF from descriptive and diagnostic analytics (AMM Levels 1 and 2) to predictive and
prescriptive capabilities (AMM Levels 3 and 4). The virtual battle captain provided staff
members with a natural language interface to query the data, enabling them to quickly identify
trends, patterns, and anomalies that would have been difficult or impossible to detect through
manual analysis.

Working with industry partners, the JTF deployed prescriptive analytic tools to optimize the
placement of Listening Post/Observation Post (LP/OP) coverage of the border.

These tools leveraged system capabilities and terrain analysis to recommend optimal locations
for maximizing detection rates and minimizing gaps in coverage. This proactive approach
allowed the JTF to allocate resources more effectively and enhance its ability to interdict illegal
activity.

The ease of access to data and the power of AI/ML significantly accelerated the staff’s analytical
cycle. The virtual battle captain empowered analysts to focus on higher-level tasks, such as
interpreting results and developing recommendations, rather than spending hours collecting and
processing data. This, in turn, informed data-driven tactical and operational decisions regarding
force posture, justification for additional authorities, and optimization of patrol times and
locations.

The deployment of the virtual battle captain and the application of prescriptive analytics
demonstrated the transformative potential of data-driven decision-making. It highlighted the
importance of investing in analytical capabilities and fostering a culture of innovation within the
JTF. This phase represented a critical step towards achieving a more proactive and responsive
operational posture, enabling the JTF to anticipate and mitigate threats before they materialized.

Conclusion: Lessons Learned and the Path Forward

The experience of Joint Task Force — Southern Border provides a compelling case study in the
power of data-driven decision-making. Through an iterative process of data integration, platform
development, and AI/ML application, the JTF enhanced its ability to rapidly secure the border
and achieve significant gains in operational control. This journey, viewed through the lens of the
Analytics Maturity Model, demonstrates the critical importance of building a robust data
foundation and embracing the potential of advanced analytics.
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The success of JTF-SB hinged on a relentless focus on operational needs and a commitment to
continuous improvement. The iterative cycle of demonstrating value, migrating processes,
improving user experience, and analyzing data proved to be a powerful engine for innovation.
This cycle, coupled with a unit-centric data architecture providing a flexible and scalable
foundation for collecting and analyzing data across the Joint Operating Area, enabled the JTF to
move beyond traditional methods and embrace a more dynamic and responsive approach to
border security.

The integration of assessments, AI/ML, and the operational data platform — a triad of operational
advantages — proved to be essential. The deployment of the virtual battle captain and the
application of prescriptive analytics demonstrated the transformative potential of AI/ML in
enhancing situational awareness, optimizing resource allocation, and ultimately, proactively
anticipating and mitigating threats.

Looking ahead, there is potential to further enhance the JTF-SB’s analytical capabilities and
move towards AMM Level 5, Cognitive Analytics, through increased automation and continuous
learning. This could involve developing Al-powered systems capable of autonomously
identifying and responding to emerging threats.

The lessons learned from JTF-SB have broader implications for the U.S. Army and the
Department of War. By embracing a data-driven mindset, investing in analytical capabilities, and
fostering a culture of innovation, other units can replicate the JTF-SB’s success and enhance
their operational effectiveness in an increasingly complex and data-rich environment. The
Southern Border served not only as a critical operational theater but also as a valuable battle lab
for the future of warfare.
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SRUF versus SROE: Counter-UAS on the Southern Border
CPT Peter Couto

When President Trump declared a national emergency at the Southern Border in January 2025,
few Americans may have realized that it would be an air sovereignty issue. The Joint Task Force
Southern Border (JTF-SB) has been on the front lines of this issue. Its mission has led to an
evolution of the authorities governing counter-unmanned aircraft system (c-UAS) operations in
the United States.

JTF-SB has a unique and, in some ways, unprecedented mission. Broadly speaking, its mission is
to support the U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) in protecting and defending the
territorial integrity of the United States (TITUS) from the invasion along the Southern Border
that led President Trump to declare a national emergency. These incursions are not just
terrestrial; they are aerial as well. On the other side of the border, there are violent drug cartels
that have been designated as foreign terrorist organizations (FTOs). These cartels are a primary
threat to TITUS. They profit from cross-border criminal activities such as transporting illegal
aliens (IAs) and smuggling illegal drugs into the United States. To coordinate and enable their
cross-border criminal activities on the ground, they use UAS capabilities in sophisticated ways.
For JTF-SB to counter these malign actors and exert full operational control of the Southern
Border, it must conduct c-UAS activities effectively.

Doing so on American soil in a time of peace poses a unique challenge for JTF-SB. It requires
understanding of the authorities that apply, and continual consideration of how they can be
shaped to meet the evolving threat. In this sense, the JTF-SB mission is a laboratory for c-UAS
authorities, and the lessons learned here will set national policy for years to come.

When JTF-SB’s mission began, its authorities were deceptively simple: apply the Standing Rules
for the Use of Force (SRUF). However, many people — even many military members — are
unfamiliar with the SRUF, how they differ from the Standing Rules of Engagement (SROE), and
what limitations they impose on military operations.

Most military members are at least somewhat familiar with the SROE. The SROE are the default
rules of engagement that apply when U.S. Armed Forces are engaged in combat operations. They
are generally permissive in nature, allowing military members to engage any declared hostile
forces and treat them as hostile, unless specifically restricted in some way by mission-specific
ROE. Within the SROE framework, when

U.S. Armed Forces engage in self-defense in response to a hostile act or demonstrated hostile
intent, they do not need to use the minimum force necessary. Instead, they need only apply the
Law of Armed Conflict (LOAC) principles, such as proportionality.

In contrast, the SRUF are the default rules that apply when U.S. Armed Forces perform civil
support missions within U.S. territory, such as providing military assistance to civilian law-
enforcement agencies like the CBP. The SRUF are generally restrictive in nature, prohibiting
military members from engaging in activities unless they are specifically allowed. This
restrictive framework was designed to prevent the military from violating the U.S. Constitution,
the Posse Comitatus Act (PCA), and other laws that apply to military members in the United
States. The SRUF does not prohibit military members from defending themselves against hostile
actions.

The SRUF are the rules that govern the JTF-SB mission, including its c-UAS authorities.
Accordingly, JTF-SB cannot simply treat all UAS that cross into U.S. national airspace and
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engage them even if it is known to be operated by a drug-cartel FTO that is actively engaging in
cross-border criminal activities. Generally, this would be considered a law enforcement activity.
JTF-SB can only defend against a UAS if it poses an imminent threat—i.e., a hostile act or
demonstrated hostile intent.

When does a drone pose such a threat? In the early stages of the mission, the NORAD-
NORTHCOM (NNC) Combatant Command helped answer that question by providing guidance
on how to assess the threat posed by a UAS that is conducting overflight or surveillance. Under
the NNC guidance, commanders should consider all the facts and circumstances available at the
time, to assess whether the UAS poses a threat and therefore should be engaged. This is a rather
flexible approach, intended to allow on-scene commanders to balance different factors.

This guidance from NNC does give quite a bit of discretion to JTF-SB’s on-scene commanders,
allowing them to use their best judgment and defend their forces aggressively, within the rules.
Some of these factors may be met when JTF-SB trooper goes out the door for a routine
operation. For example, there is a threat briefing each day, which paints a sobering picture of the
worst-case capabilities of the cartels along the border. The cartels have lethal drone capabilities.
They deploy such capabilities against each other, using drones to drop explosives onto rival
cartels. They test lethal capabilities on goats and cows along the border. They have sent cartel
members to Ukraine to study the use of FPV drones in the theater where that technology is in the
avant-garde of development. They have even sent cartel members to study drone technology in
formal university programs. And their capabilities are increasing daily, with the use of rocket-
propelled grenades (RPGs), drone-delivered improvised explosive devices (IEDs), infrared-
guided missile launchers, and other weapons of war.

If the cartels decide to use their lethal UAS capabilities against U.S. Armed Forces along the
border, U.S. Armed Forces will have limited time to predict and prevent it. That is a significant
risk, both at the Southern Border and beyond. As we prepare for engagement with peer
adversaries like China, who have even more robust UAS capabilities than Mexican drug cartels,
we must recognize that the SRUF do not allow U.S. Armed Forces to engage a UAS simply
based on positive identification that it is operated by an adversary force. When the President
designated these drug cartels as FTOs, that declaration may have given the Executive Branch
some increased powers to counter the drug-trafficking threat; but it did not change U.S. Armed
Forces’ c-UAS authorities along the Southern Border in any meaningful way. It certainly did not
allow U.S. Armed Forces to engage adversary forces, as would be the case under the SROE.

Other factors are also typically present. There is usually also a lack of known authorized UA in
the area. The type of UAS, including its characteristics and the frequencies on which it operates,
typically gives JTF-SB a high degree of confidence that the detected UAS is being operated by
cartel members—often the same exact UAS that has been detected previously. Although it is not
always possible to discern whether a UAS is carrying a payload, some of the UAS detected by
JTF-SB along the border can carry a dangerous payload, such as an explosive.

Although the SRUF framework gives JTF-SB flexibility to act in self-defense, the fact that JTF-
SB is limited to self-defense changes how JTF-SB can gain full operational control of the
Southern Border. That is because the self-defense standard under the SRUF is designed to
mitigate physical risk—i.e., the risk to U.S. Armed Forces on the ground. It is not designed to
mitigate risks to mission—i.e., illegal-alien (IA) crossings; cross-border smuggling of drugs,
weapons, and humans; and the ways in which drones are used to enable those profit-seeking
activities by drug cartels. If JTF-SB can only put effects on an adversary drone when the drone
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poses an imminent physical threat, that leaves open a vast array of scenarios in which drug
cartels can still fly drones in U.S. national airspace, unchallenged, for malign activities, which
they do routinely.

The cartels fly hundreds of drones across the Southern Border each day, primarily for
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) of U.S. Armed Forces and CBP, to enable
malign cartel activities. Their drone ISR is used for various cartel objectives, such as to help IAs
or drug smugglers bypass JTF-SB/CBP personnel and enter the United States, to test U.S. Armed
Forces’ reaction time and learn their tactics, techniques, and procedures (TTPs), and possibly to
prepare for future attacks. They also use drones to feint JTF-SB personnel as a diversionary
tactic, or to obstruct the path of JTF-SB aerial assets conducting operations along the border. In
many cases, these drones are entering U.S. national airspace in swarms.

Every day, American air sovereignty is violated by Mexican drug cartels. The SRUF significantly
restricts JTF-SB’s ability to act against such threats to mission, leaving gaps in operational
control of the Southern Border. To be sure, the JTF-SB mission has been an overall success story.
The numbers speak for themselves, showing record-low rates of A crossings. The Southern
Border has never been so secure. However, JTF-SB is proud but not satisfied. More can be done
to protect American air sovereignty.

To shore up the gaps in operational control of the air, JTF-SB has explored affirmative
authorities, beyond the SRUF. One possible solution is 10 U.S.C. 130i. Under 1301, the Secretary
of War (SecWar) may take, and may authorize members of the Armed Forces to take, certain
actions that are necessary to mitigate threats that UASs pose to the safety or security of a covered
facility or asset. A “covered facility or asset” is any place or thing in the United States that is
identified by SecWar, and that relates to certain DoW missions, such as air sovereignty. Once
something is approved as a covered facility or asset under 130i, U.S. Armed Forces have
affirmative authority to take down any UAS that encroaches on it.

Ostensibly, this seems like a tailor-made solution for the c-UAS problem at the Southern Border,
because air sovereignty is an integral part of JTF-SB’s TITUS mission. In June 2025, the
President issued an Executive Order recognizing that “criminals, terrorists, and hostile foreign
actors have intensified their weaponization of these [UAS] technologies, creating new and
serious threats to our homeland,” and identifying the need to restore “American sovereignty over
its skies.” The President recognized the precise threat that exists along the Southern Border,
using language that nests neatly into 1301. So 1301 seems like a good fit to address this
Presidentially recognized threat.

The problem is the 1301 process itself. To obtain 1301 approval, JTF-SB must nominate places or
things as covered facilities or assets. It started by nominating National Defense Areas (NDAs),
parcels of land that were ceded by other Federal agencies and converted into military
installations. Yet even in NDAs, which are the easiest parcels of land for JTF-SB to process for
1301 approval (because the land now belongs to DoW), there is still a significant amount of
coordination and processing time needed. A garrison commander administratively controls each
NDA. Yet the JTF-SB commander has delegated administrative control and would, in practice,
be driving the 1301 requests based on JTF-SB’s operational needs. Either commander could sign
the 1301 packet. It is unclear which commander should be the appropriate signatory on 130i
requests in the case of NDAs. In practice, they both must concur with the application, because
they both have a stake in it. That means two commanders and their respective legal teams and
provosts marshal must coordinate on a packet that must then work its way up to SecWar for
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approval, passing through many hands in between. The process is onerous and time-consuming.
And at the end of it all, at best, it would only cover a patchwork of non-contiguous parcels of
land that still do not span the entire border. The Southern Border is not entirely federal land; it
includes private property owned by ranchers and SpaceX, to name a few; it includes an Indian
reservation; it includes public waterways. In other words, this process would still leave
significant gaps in operational control of the Southern Border.

JTF-SB has learned from the example of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) and their
approach to c-UAS under an analogous statutory provision that applies to them: 6 U.S.C. 124n.
Under 124n, the DHS Secretary may take, and may authorize other personnel to take, actions to
mitigate a credible threat (as defined by the Secretary or the Attorney General) that a UAS poses
to the safety or security of a covered facility or asset. These actions include disrupting, disabling,
and seizing/confiscating the threat UASs. This statutory authority is very similar in concept to
130i; but DHS is farther along in developing it operationally because they have been dealing
with the c-UAS threat along the Southern Border for a long time, whereas the U.S. Armed Forces
have only recently entered the scene. How can DoW achieve similar effects to gain more
complete operational control of the skies above the Southern Border—quickly?

One possible solution is to apply the lessons learned from DHS to a concept already
implemented by Federal Aviation Administration (FAA), which regulates American airspace.
Currently, the FAA maintains an Air Defense Identification Zone (ADIZ) between the United
States and Mexico. It is a 5-nautical-mile zone of restricted airspace in which anyone who flies a
drone can expect that their drone may be downed. This information is published in Notices to
Airmen (NOTAMs), including NOTAM FDC 5/5431 and FDC 3/2496. Currently, the ADIZ is
toothless in its enforcement. Individuals who violate ADIZ restrictions may face prosecution or
administrative penalties and fines, eventually. But in terms of direct action to enforce the aerial
restrictions along the Southern Border at the time of incursion (i.e., taking down the drones),
these FAA restrictions rely on DoW to use its authorities under 1301, and on DHS to use its
authorities under 124n. If these Departments only have piecemeal authorities to protect small
parcels of land under those statutory provisions, then enforcement of the ADIZ will remain
minimal.

Presidential action could resolve this dilemma. The President could issue an Executive Order to
direct the FAA to harden the ADIZ, notifying drone operators that their drones will be taken
down if they cross into United States airspace. At the same time, the President could direct
SecWar to designate the ADIZ — i.e., the entire Southern Border, and a five-nautical-mile strip of
land and airspace north of it — a “covered facility” under 1301. Nowhere in 1301 does it state that
a covered facility must be land controlled by DoW, or land at all. The President could take a step
further and direct SecWar to designate U.S. Armed Forces operating in that area as “covered
assets.” (For that matter, he could likewise direct the Secretary of DHS to do the same under
124n, and designate CBP agents as covered assets within the same geographic zone.) This would
give JTF-SB (and CBP) affirmative authorities to take down cartel drones regardless of whether
they pose an imminent physical threat. The new rule: if it flies, it dies.

Under this framework, SecWar would designate all UAS incursions as per se threats and
authorize U.S. Armed Forces to put effects on them. JTF-SB would no longer be limited to using
the minimum force necessary. It could choose any tool in its toolkit fit for the job of countering
the threat, if the use of force complies with LOAC principles, like proportionality. This would
have the secondary benefit of unlocking JTF-SB’s joint operations area (JOA) as a laboratory for
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testing new capabilities—Xkinetic means, technical means, high-energy lasers, etc. The sky is the
limit.

Admittedly, this authority could come from SecWar instead of the President. However, an
Executive Order from the President would message to the entire Executive Branch, including
DHS and FAA, that c-UAS is a top priority and that it requires a whole-of-government approach.
That message would better align with the Commander-in-Chief’s intent.

The President’s first executive action, when he entered office on January 20, 2025, was to
declare a national emergency, citing an invasion at the Southern Border. This invasion is a unique
challenge requiring unique solutions, not only in the land domain but in the air as well. As JTF-
SB responds to this national emergency, its mission is a laboratory not only for testing unique
military capabilities, but also for developing unprecedented new authorities. In this environment,
air sovereignty means that the evolution of authorities must continue beyond SRUF.
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Enhancing Distinguished Visitor Engagements at JTF-SB
MAJ Jonathan Stevens

Joint Task Force — Southern Border (JTF-SB) remains a priority effort for the Department of War
and continues to draw attention from organizations across the joint force and broader
government. With this spotlight comes the responsibility of briefing a wide array of distinguished
visitors (DVs), each requiring tailored insight into the unique problem set along the Southern
Border. These engagements demand deliberate planning, coordination, and rehearsals to ensure
messaging is aligned and impactful.

From 14 March through August 2025, JTF-SB hosted over 75 visits across the Joint Operations
Area (JOA), involving more than 300 individuals. The JTF-SB headquarters averaged 2 official
DVs per week. These visitors have included unit commanders, state Army National Guard
leadership, senators and members of Congress, U.S. Attorneys, senior leaders from multiple
service components, and top-tier Department of War officials.

Each visit to JTF-SB represents a strategic opportunity to synchronize efforts, concentrate
resources, and advance mission objectives across multiple warfighting functions. These
engagements enable the Joint Task Force to communicate operational needs and capability
requirements with clarity and precision, enhancing effectiveness and accelerating progress
toward operational control. Most notably, the cumulative impact of these interactions has driven
a significant expansion of authorities, reshaping the Department of War’s role in supporting the
Department of Homeland Security along the 1,954-mile Southern Border. DVs left with an
appreciation of the complexity of operations required for gaining operational control of the
border.

Operational Challenges and Adaptations

We’ve maintained consistent messaging across engagements, thanks in large part to staff
primaries who are well-integrated and capable of adjusting their briefs mid-flight to align with
the commander’s focus. Achieving this level of agility has taken multiple iterations and
significant effort. However, the high tempo of operations and volume of visits often prevents
incoming units from refining their approach to briefing distinguished visitors, minimizing overall
effectiveness. Competing events frequently limit our ability to prepare in advance, making it
essential to rely on briefers who are confident, flexible, and able to read both the commander and
the room.

Recommendations for Strengthening the JVB Process

JTF-SB must move beyond the react to contact approach to approving engagements, a method
that has consistently challenged our ability to shape strategic outcomes. Currently,
recommendations to the Commanding General are made ad hoc as visit requests arrive, without a
deliberate nomination or vetting process. This has resulted in rushed decisions that lack
analytical rigor. While certain visits will always be non-negotiable, a more structured and
deliberate assessment of engagement requests can better inform leadership and align visits with
operational priorities. To address this, JTF-SB should transition its current battle rhythm Joint
Visitors Bureau (JVB) working group, focused on subordinate unit impacts, into a staff-driven
forum. Modeled after a non-lethal targeting working group, this revised construct would evaluate
engagement requests and potential invitations through a strategic lens. Key staff members would
assess the merits of each visit, prioritize engagements, and recommend which to approve, defer,
or decline based on mission alignment and anticipated outcomes.
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Beyond approval, the working group would also develop tailored plans for each visit. This
includes “targeting” the visitor and their staff with refined messaging and products designed to
achieve specific effects for the JTF. While the JVB OIC would facilitate the meeting, the chair
should be held by either the Chief of Staff or the J3, both well-positioned to coordinate across the
staff and operationalize the visit. Outputs from these engagements should feed into the
assessments working group, where the J5, ORSA, and PAO can continuously refine products and
messaging to support future visits.

A key deliverable from this process is a tailored engagement plan. Rather than defaulting to
generic overviews, JTF-SB should align each visit with long-term goals, themes, and messages
derived from the Campaign Plan. This framework ensures that the JVB understands who is
coming, what strategic effects are desired, and how the visit will be structured to achieve those
outcomes.

To ensure continuity and effectiveness in messaging, I recommend incorporating a Public Affairs
Officer (PAO) into the Joint Visitors Bureau (JVB). The PAO should not lead planning or
coordination efforts but should be responsible for developing preparation packets for the
command team and staff primaries. These packets would include background on visiting
individuals, key themes, desired outcomes, and messaging, like how we prepare for media
engagements.

Additionally, the JVB should coordinate more closely with the Chief of Operations to schedule
rehearsals. At a minimum, briefers should be run through their presentations and receive
feedback on messaging and themes to better tailor content to the specific DV.

Post-visit Assessment and Strategic Impact

To support continuity and enable strategic re-engagements with recurring distinguished visitors,
JTF-SB should maintain a centralized product repository managed by a member of the JVB
team. This repository would serve as a critical resource for both current and follow-on units,
housing comprehensive packets for each DV, including tailored briefing materials, hotwash
summaries, and executive synopses from prior visits. By capturing insights and outcomes from
each engagement, the repository ensures institutional memory is preserved and future
interactions are informed, deliberate, and aligned with long-term objectives.

Another critical gap is our limited capacity to assess the effectiveness of each visit. Typically, we
conduct a quick hotwash with the briefers and commander, but that’s where the evaluation ends.
This is another area where a PAO can add value. PAOs already monitor media coverage and
social media activity; by refining these efforts to focus on specific DVs, we can conduct
continuous assessments to determine the long-term impact of our engagements.

Currently, we capture success stories by chance during routine media scrubs. A more deliberate
and sustained assessment process, weeks or even months after a visit, would inform future visit
timelines, event planning, and briefing content. This would significantly enhance our strategic
effectiveness.

Conclusion

The primary goal of each DV engagement should be to move a challenge or pain point for the
JTF toward a resolution that benefits the organization. These visitors are the ones who can make
that happen, which underscores the importance of investing effort and attention into every
engagement, regardless of perceived significance.
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Protection Considerations on the Southern Border
CPT Seth McGeehan

Joint Task Force — Southern Border (JTF-SB) is executing a comprehensive protection strategy
across nine Border Patrol sectors, prioritizing four designated National Defense Areas (NDAs).
This information paper details the status of force protection, outlining key challenges and
ongoing efforts to mitigate risk across multiple domains. JTF-SB is actively addressing evolving
threats, enhancing capabilities, and refining procedures to ensure the safety and security of
personnel operating within the Joint Operations Area (JOA).

JTF-SB faces a complex and dynamic operational environment requiring a layered and adaptable
force protection strategy. Maintaining a robust protection posture necessitates continuous
assessment and refinement of capabilities across several priority areas: Hotel Assessments, Non-
Lethal (NL) capabilities, Personnel Recovery, Crime Analysis, Safety, Anti-Terrorism (AT),
Operational Security (OPSEC) and Physical Security. These efforts interconnect and require
coordinated effort to mitigate risks posed by Transnational Criminal Organizations (TNO)s,
terrorist activity, and the inherent operational environment hazards. This paper details the status
of each area, highlights ongoing initiatives, and identifies areas requiring continued attention.

Hotel Assessments

The JTF-SB mission has proved to be a challenging and unique environment. Unlike on
Department of War (DoW) installations, SMs residing in commercial lodging are subject to
additional risks such as HUMINT collections by other guests at the hotel, SIGINT collections
through their digital footprint on open networks, and delayed responses to unit’s housing needs
due to dispersed operations and geographic isolation. The JTF-SB Protection Cell developed and
implemented a comprehensive lodging assessment in collaboration with the Army Antiterrorism
program (AT) and the DoW Lodging Adequacy Standards (LAS) to mitigate risks to personnel
and assets deployed in support of the border mission.

The hotel assessments involve physical inspections of lodging facilities within each U.S. Border
Patrol sector, conducted by two-person teams. The initial focus prioritizes hotels currently
housing JTF-SB personnel and those projected for future use, with a long-term goal of assessing
all lodging properties within each sector of operation.

Following each assessment, a detailed report is completed and the data collected is compiled into
a master spreadsheet, enabling a clear overview of security postures across the area of
operations. The Protection Cell then generates an approved hotel list for the sector. This tiered
system allows for rapid prioritization of remediation efforts and resource allocation. Due to the
proximity of operations, some hotels that house personnel are quite a distance from where a SM
would be executing their duties.

However, through these inspections, the JTF-SB Protection team have been able to identify
suitable properties that meet the criteria provided for housing SMs and operational use to
alleviate the travel time. This could also alleviate response times in cases of emergencies to Joint
partners. As we continue to conduct these assessments, it is imperative to broaden the assessed
areas to identify all suitable options as some areas are more congested than others.

This proactive approach to lodging security represents a critical component of JTF-SB’s overall
protection strategy. By systematically identifying and addressing vulnerabilities in commercial
lodging facilities, the Protection Cell enhances force protection, safeguards personnel, advises
commanders on AT measures, and contributes to the successful execution of the border mission.
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Continued refinement of the assessment standard and efficient data management will be essential
to maintaining the program’s effectiveness as JTF-SB operations evolve.

Non-lethal Force Capabilities

At the start of JTF-SB, our authorities under the Stading Rules for the Use of Force (SRUF) only
granted us lethal use of force. Use of non-lethal capabilities is critical to fill the gap in our
capabilities while operating stateside. Within the NDAs, TTPs for non-lethal use have been
established without issue. Patrolled areas outside of NDAs are an issue because of the Posse
Comitatus Act (PCA) which prevents SMs from conducting domestic law enforcement unless
explicitly unique military authorities directly support the development and deployment of non-
lethal options as they provide SMs with additional protection and de-escalation options.

Personnel Recovery and Communications

The dispersed nature of the JOA and length of patrol routes necessitates a robust communication
and personnel recovery capability. Throughout the JOA, SHOUT TS Friendly Force Trackers
(FFTs) are utilized for personnel location and emergency communication, monitored through the
SCRY portal, in accordance with ARNORTH guidance. Protection coordinates dispersal of
devices, monitors SCRY for usage and alerts, and coordinates with Trailblazer Innovations (TBI)
for repairs, SCRY access, device notification chains, troubleshooting, and alert testing. The risk
assessment for SM capture by terrorist or transnational criminal organizations is low, however
monitoring and maintaining these devices enables rescue in the event of capture or other
emergency situations.

Protection then conducted assessments on the required number of SHOUT devices needed by
Task Force to outfit all Mobile Surveillance Camera (MSC) sites, Detection and Monitoring
(D&M) sites, Sergeants of the Guard, and patrols. This revealed a shortage of devices across the
JOA and was exacerbated by device degradation from long service life and operational
conditions. Due to the existing shortage and an expectation of more devices becoming
unrepairable, Protection evaluated different COAs for procuring more devices.

Crime Analysis and Intelligence

Operating near the border creates a special problem set for Service Members. Many units are not
housed on DoW installations, operating out of Short-Term Rental (STR) vehicles and living off
the local economy. Crime analysis within JTF-SB operations involves the systematic
examination of criminal activity near the US-Mexico border, focusing on areas where service
members reside and operate. Analysis indicates patterns with seasonal peaks in spring and fall.
Historical crime analysis, by county, was conducted to better equip commanders on force
protection initiatives, the most common locations that an incident occurs in and the highest
crimes that fall within the following 4 categories: 1) crimes against persons, 2) theft/ larceny, 3)
motor vehicle theft, and 4) active collection. The Protection cell coordinates with regional and
statewide law enforcement and federal entities to stay abreast of trends in crime and illegal
border crossing.

Operational Security (OPSEC) and Physical Security (PHYSEC)

OPSEC and PHYSEC can have significant impacts on JTF operations. For OPSEC, several
Soldiers have reported receiving disturbing materials on their personal devices from TNO’s.
Protection seeks to limit the effects of these incidents through an operational and physical
security strategy with three approaches: protect critical infrastructure, maintain robust security
protocols for sensitive information, and implement effective counter-surveillance measures.
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Guidance published through OPSEC policy and reminders through Protection Grams increase
force awareness and seek to mitigate these threats

PHYSEC focuses on securing critical infrastructure and personnel across the JOA, particularly
within the six designated NDAs. A significant effort is underway to address vulnerabilities in
border infrastructure, including repairing breaches in concertina wire and improvements to
barriers.

Safety and Environmental Hazards Collection Developing Best Practices

JTF-SB personnel face diverse operational hazards. Unauthorized UAS represents a primary
threat, with thousands of detections across sectors conducting surveillance. Border infrastructure
breaches, deteriorated roads, extreme desert temperatures, and water-related dangers along the
Rio Grande all pose significant risks. Vehicle collisions with deer and encounters with
indigenous wildlife (rattlesnakes, scorpions, javelinas, coyotes, bobcats) are also prevalent.
Mitigation requires continuous situational awareness, proper protective equipment,
comprehensive pre-mission briefings, and specialized training on hazard identification and
avoidance techniques. All incidents are recorded and consolidated on the JTF-SB protection page
and facilitate development of best practices for avoidance and preventative measures.

Conclusion

JTF-SB is actively working to enhance force protection across all domains. Continuous
assessment of the operational environment, proactive mitigation of identified risks, and diligent
execution of key initiatives are essential to ensuring the safety and security of personnel.
Ongoing interagency collaboration and adherence to legal constraints remain paramount to the
success of the mission. Protection cell continuously assesses threat levels to mission force and
implements risk reduction measures to reduce threats across CJOA. Currently the threat remains
low across the JOA.
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Sustainment Challenges on the Southern Border
MAJ Sharlene Tilley

The 10th Mountain Division Headquarters deployed to the Southern Border as the Joint Task
Force-Southern Border (JTF-SB) Headquarters in support of the Department of Homeland
Security's (DHS) mission. The rapid mobilization of the Division and non-organic subordinate
units presented distinct challenges. Coordination with the Installation Transportation Offices
(ITO) was crucial for the multiple movements in, out, and across the Joint Operation Area (JOA).
The JTF-SB Joint Movement Center quickly identified the limited support from installations,
particularly regarding Material Handling Equipment (MHE), which was essential for moving
containers. To address this issue promptly, commercial line haul companies provided MHE
support. Unlike overseas deployments to CENTCOM, EUCOM, or INDOPACOM, deploying
within CONUS created unique sets of mobility challenges, both inter-theater and intra-theater.

Understanding the Equipment Limitations

When 10th Mountain Division was identified to serve as the JTF-SB HQ element, three planning
teams were sent to survey sites for the JTF-SB HQ location. Three military installations were
considered: Fort Bliss, TX (FBTX) Fort Hood, TX (FHTX) and Fort Huachuca, AZ (FHAZ).
FBTX and FHTX were feasible due to having mobilization sites for units and the capability
needed for JRSOI operations. FHAZ was chosen as the installation had the most land and
facilities availability with an onsite Logistics Readiness Center (LRC) and Mission and
Installation Contracting Command (MICC) support for lift/transport and contracting.

As units were assigned to sectors, LRC sites were identified to handle initial equipment support.
Not all military installations across the JOA had the capability to support operational JTF-SB
units. The 90th Sustainment Brigade (90th SBDE), which had been operating on the Southern
Border under Joint Task Force-North, only brought personnel and did not have military vehicles
and had limited equipment. JTF-SB initially planned to submit requests for necessary equipment
for 90th SBDE through FBTX and FHTX, but the installations could not support.

During initial operations JTF-SB did not have an Intermediate Staging Base (ISB), which
normally supports deployments by staging forces, reorganizing units, and providing operational
support. The 10th Mountain Division had to set the theater while simultaneously expanding the
undefined structure of the JTF-SB’s JOA. Because equipment availability was uncertain, the
division rapidly deployed by packing and line-hauling all Modified Table of Organization and
Equipment (MTOE) items for the JTF-SB Headquarters. This package included the 10th
Mountain Division (Light Infantry) Headquarters and Headquarters Battalion (HHBn), along
with a deliberate equipment package for the 10th Mountain Division Artillery (DIVARTY).

Distribution of Short-term Rentals (STRS)

The second challenge was the distribution and organization of short-term rentals (STR). Military
vehicles have a high-risk factor of damage and injury in the case of collision with civilian
vehicles. Most of the military vehicles and equipment are larger and heavier than non-interstate
roads were engineered to handle, and repeated regular movements has the potential to damage
travel lanes. Large military convoys are unfavorable on public highways and local towns as their
presence can be highly disruptive. To reduce the risk associated with the movement of military
vehicles on public roads and highways, the JTF-SB Commander restricted convoys and ground
traffic of military vehicles (Green Asset Vehicles). STRs (White Asset Vehicles) provide a subtle
presence, reduce risk, and limit disruption to the local areas. Each Task Force (TF) was given an
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allocation of STRs to accomplish its mission within their respective sectors. As operations
increased, so did the allocation of STRs. This created a significant demand across the JOA for a
rapid increase in STR fleets.

Along with the costs and challenges associated with tracking accountability for a large White
Asset fleet, after approximately four months, the available rental vehicles in California, Arizona,
New Mexico, and Texas were largely depleted, making it difficult to meet emergent
requirements. Certain types of vehicles, such as large SUVs, 4x4 trucks, and 15-passenger vans,
became completely unavailable. JTF-SB also determined that no civilian vehicle configuration
met the standards for MEDEVAC, and civilian fuel/potable water tanker vehicles were
unavailable.

Reorganizing Equipment Across the JOA

The third challenge was the increase of personnel and units deploying to JOA. Initially each Task
Force contracted STRs under their own Bill of Account Code (BOAC), which JTF-SB
consolidated to one BOAC for accountability and oversight. As TFs were reorganized and
relocated, many STRs and facilities had to be transferred between units. The rapid movement of
units and personnel across JOA led to a three-month-long effort to reallocate equipment to the
appropriate sectors. Maintaining operations for the large STR fleet was a challenge because
military fuel is not authorized for them, and fuel cards are the only authorized source of funding
at civilian refueling points.

These were significant challenges during the re-bid processes for vehicle contract from April-
July 2025 due to the large number of vehicle transfers between units. There was confusion about
which TF had ownership of certain vehicles under the specified contract in that location. The
JTF-SB fleet managers and GSA Contracting Officers dedicated a significant amount of time and
effort to resolve confusion and ensure STRs were properly allocated and tracked by the rental
agencies. A process for transferring STRs between units was established and now the STR fleet
manager oversees the turn-in and request plan. The outgoing unit turns in in their current fleet
(except for mission critical contract vehicles), allowing the incoming unit to request and draw the
necessary vehicles upon their arrival to the JOA.

Bus Routes/Services

The fourth challenge was providing sustainable daily transport for Soldiers operating on or from
military installations. The STR fleet was too limited to provide total freedom of movement for all
JTF-SB service members. Originally, Operational Posts (Fort Bliss, Fort Huachuca, etc..) were
confident that pre-existing Garrison bus routes were sufficient to provide reliable Soldier
Transport. It was soon discovered that the installations underestimated the impact the increased
number of service members would have on facility operations, and required locations were not
on established bus routes. Consequently, the bus routes were modified, and additional buses were
put into service to accommodate the additional personnel and stops. This soon resulted in
untenable cost increases to established contracts.

Through ARNORTH, JTF-SB established its own service contracts to provide Soldier Transport
on identified routes for Fort Huachuca. TF Desert Eagle established service contracts to provide
transport for JTF-SB service members on identified routes for FBTX. Service contracts were
established to provide uninterrupted transport for JTF-SB service members including weekends
and holidays. These are enduring contracts expected to continue through completion of the JTF-
SB mission.

90



Funding for Movement

In a typical Combatant Command (COCOM), the Army Service Component Command (ASCC)
funds all strategic movement requirements no later than the Ready-To-Load-Date (RLD), with
70 days of lead time for inter-theater movements. Each respective Corps submits its movement
requests to FORSCOM, who forwards them to the ASCC. The G8 of the ASCC validates these
movement requirements and allocates the necessary funding. For intra-theater movements, the
ASCC is also responsible for funding. JTF-SB is responsible for validating and submitting all
movement funding requests to the ASCC. This includes requests from National Guard and
reserve units prior to their entry into the theater. ARNORTH, as the ASCC is responsible for
validating and funding these requests. JTF-SB unit requests for funding are routed through JTF-
SB J8. The unit must ensure that it has been ordered through ARNORTH and then the funding
can be allocated. It is important to note that funding does not reside within the J4.

Conclusion

JTF-SB faced unique mobility challenges throughout the JOA with limited support for MHE.
Established contracted commercial support became essential to transport units and their
equipment into and out of the JOA. White asset vehicles proved to be the best option for
transporting passengers and commodities, and they were particularly useful for transferring
medical supplies. The importance of contracting equipment and service contracts is crucial to
success for JTF-SB.
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The Border Medical Network Model: Sustaining Low-Density Operations Through
Civilian and Intergovernmental Infrastructure Integration

LTC Kwokyan William Tsoi

The Joint Task Force — Southern Border (JTF-SB) mission presents unique logistical and medical
challenges due to its large geographic area and dispersed deployment of Service Members. This
operational posture influences the efficiency of medical support. The low Service Members
density limits the practical deployment of comprehensive surgical and specialist capabilities and
can create inefficiencies for deployed primary care providers. Furthermore, a disparity in
healthcare access exists while National Guard and Reserve Service Members benefit from
Tricare Prime Remote Equivalent, providing access to broader civilian provider networks, Active
Duty Service Members are limited to Tricare Prime, which will restrict specialist referrals. This
essay will analyze these challenges and review our new Border Medical Network Model for
optimizing medical support. Finally, it will assess the model’s potential applicability to a U.S.
Army show of force mission in Europe.

Addressing these challenges requires a tiered medical support strategy tailored to the JTF-SB’s
expansive operational area. In urban areas, utilizing existing 911 systems offers the most efficient
and direct access to medical facilities. However, in remote locations, Department of War organic
MEDEVAC and CASEVAC assets are essential, supplemented by valuable support from
Customs and Border Protection’s BORSTAR teams. Proactive planning, including pre-positioned
Department of War (DoW) Air MEDEVAC, notification to Border Patrol during named
operations, and delegated mission and launch authority to Brigades, ensure rapid response times.
JTF-SB MEDEVAC missions are typically completed within an hour, even in the most austere
terrain.

Prior to JTF-SB, a notable gap existed in enduring DoW Joint Task Force MEDEVAC and
CASEVAC support within the United States. Recognizing this need, NORTHCOM authorized
JTF-SB to transport not only DoW personnel but also Custom and Border Protection (CBP)
agents, civilians, and suspected illegal aliens in life, limb, or eyesight emergency situations. This
broadened scope of support is financially managed through a clear delineation of responsibilities:
while the Emergency Medical Treatment and Labor Act (EMTALA) mandates hospitals cover
the cost of hospitalization, DoW absorbs MEDEVAC and CASEVAC expenses. Leveraging
existing 911 systems reimbursed by TRICARE, where feasible, remains a financially prudent
approach for DoW. Our MEDEVAC operational tempo provides a valuable training benefit, with
one General Officer reporting flight hour accumulation by JTF-SB exceeding that of aviation
brigades stationed in Europe. JTF-SB MEDEVAC missions may lead to a strong return on
investment through training opportunities.

Historically, the Southern Border lacked an integrated military treatment facility (MTF) network.
Existing DoW MTFs primarily serve permanently assigned beneficiaries, necessitating the
deployment of operational primary care medical providers with each Brigade. There was no
medical specialist support for Active duty Service Members at the beginning of the mission, but
the deployment of operational specialists can either be inefficient or numerically prohibitive
because of the large expanse of our JOA. To address the lack of specialty coverage, the Defense
Health Agency (DHA) established the Referral 2.0 infrastructure within MHS Genesis and
deployed a dedicated referral processing team to support JTF-SB. This system has significantly
improved access to care for Active Duty Service Members, enabling consultation with their local
civilian specialists throughout the JTF-SB JOA across multi-states. While Referral 2.0 system
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failures have occurred, these are related to the referral staff training, which has been
progressively improved. National Guard and Reservist Service Members already benefited from
TRICARE Prime Remote Equivalent coverage, allowing self-referral to a wide selection of
primary care and specialty providers within the JOA. Ultimately, the JTF-SB medical care
network relies on a combination of deployed primary care providers and civilian specialists
accessed through the Referral 2.0 system.

Supporting this network requires a robust logistical system for medical supplies. Brigades order
Class VIII (CVIII) resupplies through TLAMM-North, managed by the U.S. Air Force, which
directly mails orders to any location within the United States. Healthcare teams can also order
CVIII through MTFs, although shipments are restricted to those facilities. JTF-SB CVIII funding
is consistently sourced through ARNORTH, regardless of procurement method.

The negative opinion for the Border Medical Network Model is the inconsistency of access to
care among sectors, stemming from variations in civilian and government medical infrastructure
and differing insurance coverage. However, when considered alongside the traditional
expectation of not having any specialty care during deployment and the need for evacuation to
home station for chronic conditions, the model exceeds this expectation, enabling continued
productivity and minimizing mission disruption. Furthermore, our model allows civilian and
other government organizations to support our mission by voluntarily absorbing certain Service
Members healthcare costs in some situations, resulting in potential War Department savings.

For future operations, the JTF-SB medical network model may offer a valuable and adaptable
approach for supporting a U.S. Army show of force mission in Europe, particularly along the
Russian border. This model minimizes upfront investment in medical infrastructure while
sustaining a widely dispersed force, offering flexibility for rapid resource reallocation and a
limited organic medical footprint suitable for long-duration operations. Further enhancing quality
of care could be achieved through strategic insurance negotiations to expand coverage for
specialty and primary care services. Even after the complexities related to business and insurance
negotiations and the finite nature of European medical resources are acknowledged, the
relatively low density of Service Members suggests that European medical infrastructure should
be capable of absorbing the demand, increasing the likelihood of provider participation. The
potential success of this model within the European Union is predicated on the region’s well-
developed civilian medical network, allowing the Army to primarily utilize existing European
hospitals.

It is understood that this model is not suitable for Large Scale Combat Operations (LSCO)
because civilian medical providers would likely evacuate the Joint Operation Area during
conflict, while injured civilians overwhelm hospitals. Nevertheless, our model retains significant
value in the pre-conflict environment, providing a low-density organic medical deployment that
minimizes potential damage to DoW medical assets in the event of a surprise attack. Ultimately,
our model provides a pragmatic balance: providing effective care at a reasonable cost.
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AMO
AMOSS

AMP-HEL
AO

ARNORTH

ASCC
ATAK
BDE

BMGR
BN

C2

CIp
COCOM
CONUS
COP
CPB
c-UAS
DHS
DLA
DoW
DV

EW
FAA
FLE
FMC
FOB
FTO

Glossary of Common Terms

Air and Maritime Operations

Air and Maritime Operations Surveillance
System

Army Multi-purpose High Energy Laser
Area of Operations

U.S. Army North

Army Service Component Command
Android Team Awareness Kit

Brigade

Barry M. Goldwater Range
Battalion

Command and Control

Common Intelligence Picture
Combatant Command

Continental United States
Common Operating Picture
Customs and Border Protection
Counter Small Unmanned Aerial System
Department of Homeland Security
Defense Logistics Agency
Department of War

Distinguished Visitor

Electronic Warfare

Federal Aviation Administration
Forward Logistical Elements
Fully Mission Capable

Foreign Operations Branch

Foreign Terrorist Organization

JTF-SB
JVB

LEA
LNO
LOAC
LSCO
MEXMIL
MTOE

NAS
NDA
NLW
NMC
NNC
OFO
OPSEC
PAO
PCA
PIR
PMOD
POE

Joint Task Force-Southern Border

Joint Visitors Bureau

Law Enforcement Agency
Liaison Officer

Law of Armed Conflict
Large-Scale Combat Operations
Mexican Military

Military Table of Organization and
Equipment

National Airspace System

National Defense Area

Non-lethal Weapons

Non-mission Capable
NORAD-NORTHCOM

Office of Field Operations
Operational Security

Public Affairs Officer

Posse Comitatus Act

Priority Intelligence Requirement
Project Management Office Directorate
Port of Entry

Request for Assistance

Request for Forces

Standing Rules of Engagement
Standing Rules for the Use of Force
Short-term Rental

Small Unmanned Aerial System

Tactical Assault Kit



G-BOSS Ground Based Operational Surveillance TCO Transnational Criminal Organization

System
IA Illegal Alien TITUS Territorial Integrity of the United States
ISR Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance TMD Texas Military Department
ITO Installation Transportation Office TTP Tactics Techniques and Procedures
JOA Joint Operations Area TWG Targeting Working Group
JOC Joint Operations Center UAS Unmanned Aircraft System
JTF Joint Task Force USBP United States Border Patrol
JTF-N Joint Task Force-North USNORTHCO United States Northern Command

M
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