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Definition of Operational Command and Operational Control

Background and Origin of the Terms

Experience with operation of the unified command system ex-
tends backward to the development of the first Unified Command
Plan (UCP) by the Joint Chiefs of Staff and its approval by
President Truman in December 1946. However, the problem of
distingulshing between Operational Command and Operational
Control was not encountered until the coming into effect of
the Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1958. The
1958 Act, which amended the National Security Act of 1947,
first 1ntroduced the term "operational command." The term
had not been in use up to then in the successive versions

of UCP or in the doctrinal manual Joint Action Armed Forces
(JAAF), nor had it appeared in the Dictionary of United States
Military Terms for Joint Usage (Joint Dictlonary).

Prior to the 1958 legislation, what the commanders of unified
or specified commands exercised was, simply, "unified command ,"
or "JCS specified command." 1In practice, though not be ex-
plicit definition, the exercise of unified command encompassed
the commonly recognized elements of Operatlional Control, plus
certaln specific authorities or responsibilities. One of the
specific authorities that was to have particular bearing on

the post-1958 developments was the following: In a memorandum
for the Secretary of Defense on 12 September 1956 (derived from
JCS 1259/364) the Joint Chiefs of Staff recommended modifica-
tion of UCP to provide that the commander of a unified or
specified command would exercise directive authorlty within
his command in the field of logistics. Following approval by
the Secretary of Defense, this provision was added to UCP and
JAAF.! Thus, prior to 1958, directive authority in the field

of logistics was established as a standard attribute of the
commanders of unified and specified commands.

On 3 April 1958, President Elsenhower addressed a speclal
message to the Congress on reorganization of the defense
establishment. It made a number of proposals that were
subsequently incorporated in the Department of Defense Re-
ocrganization Act of 1958. The following extracts from the
President's message are particularly pertinent to the devel-
opment of the unified command system:

We must organize our fighting forces into operational

commands that are truly unified, each assigned a mission
in full accord with our over-all military objectives . . .
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I intend that, subject only.to exceptions person“lly

approved by the Commesder-in-cbief all of our ope,
tional forces be organized into truly unified command ]
Such commands will be established at my direction:® 'hey-
will be in the Department of Defense but separate f om%
the military departments. . . . .

Because I have often seen the evils of dlluted c
mand, I emphasize that each unified commander nust h
unquestioned authority over all units of his comma
Forces must be assigned to the command and be rem e
only by central, direction--by the Secretary of !e
or the Commander-in-Chief—-and not by orders of if ‘
military departments..

. « 1 request repeal of any statutory authorit“‘1
which vests responsibilities for military operat: £
in any official other than the Secretary of Defei
Examples are statutory provisions which prescrib
the Air Force Chief of Staff shall command major
. of the Air Force and that. the Chief of Naval Oper ‘
-shall command naval operating forces, ‘-”

1ssued to the commands by the Joint Chiefs of St 3,“w
‘be under the authority and in the name of thezSec“'
of Defense. _ B

In passing the Department of Defense Reorganization Ac

1958 the Congress fulfilled the requests of Preside

Eisenhower. The Act established the following stat Y-

provision regarding uniflied commands (presented here Wit

the sentence of principal. concern underlined for empl

With the advice and asslstance of the Jolnt Chix
of Staff the President, through the Secretary. of”
shall establish unified or specified combatant ¢
for the performance of military missions, and: sh
termine the force structure of such combatant cc
to be composed of forces of the Department of" tn
the Department of the Navy, the Department of” the
Force, which shall then be assigned to such'combat"
commands by the departments concerned for: the perfo
ance of such military missions. Such combatant com
mands are responsible to the Presldent and the Secr £ay
of Defense for such military missions as may belad £Zne:
to them by the Secretary of Defense, with the appr'h“ RF
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of the. President. Forces assipgned to such unified com-
batant commands or specified ccmbatant commands shall
be under the full cperaticnal command of the commander
of the unified ccmbatant command or the commander of
the specifled compatant ccmmand. All forces not so
assigned remain for all purposes in their respective
departments. Under the direction, authority, and con-
trol of the Secretary of Defense each military depart-
ment shall be responsible for the administration of the
forces assigned from its department to such combatant
commands. The responsibility for the support of forces
assigned to combatant commands shall be vested in one
or more of the military departments as may be directed
by the Secretary of Defense. Forces assigned fo such
‘unified or specified combatant commands shall be trans-
ferred therefrom only by authority of and under proce-
dures established by the Secretary of Defense, with the
" approval of the Presldent.

The reference to "full operational command" was an addition
made by the Congress to the draft legislation orlginally
submitted by the President.” The authoritative statement of
legislative intent regarding it is contained in the report
made by the House Committee on Armed Services on 22 May 1958
(KR Report 1765, 85th Cong., 2d Sess.). The following 1s
the pertinent extract:

The "full operational command" vested in the commanders
of the unified or specified commands is the full opera-
tional control required for the prompt and effectlive use
of thelr assigned forces. So that there will be no
question as to the command authority of the unified
or specified commander, the following definitlon of
his control over hils component forces clearly establishes
the broad scope of the authority he possesses 1n the
exercise of this operational controcl (full operational
command): Thils operational control 1s deflned as those
functions of command involving the composition of sub-
ordinate forces, the assignment of tasks, the designatlcn
of objectives and the authoritative direction necessary
to accomplish the mission. Operational control should
be exercised by the use of the assigned normal organiza-
tional units through their responsible commanders or
through the commanders of subordinate forces established
by the commander exercising operational control. It
does not include such matters as admlnistration, dlsecil-
pline, internal organization and unit tralning, except
when a subordinate commander requests assistance.




In its report, the House Committee on Armed Services used
"operational control" and "operational command" interchance-
ably, though only the latter term appeared in the statute.
What 1s more, in providing a definition the Committee used
word-for-word the existing definition of Operational Control,
as 1t appeared in the current Joint Action Armed Forces. All
the wording following "defined as” was identical with para-
graph 30261 of JAAF, in effect since 1951; the same defini-
tion had been in the Joint Dictionary since the edition of
June 1950. %

The House Committee on Armed Services had held extended
hearin%s before completing its action and writing HR Report
No. 1765. The testimony given by Department of Defense
witnesses, the nature of the questioning that ellcited 1it,
and certain passages in the report all contribute to 1inter-
pretation of the Congressional intent regarding "full opera-
tional command." A recurring theme in the testimony of
General Twining, seconded in other statements by Admiral .
Burke, General Taylor, and General Pate, was that unifled
commanders should not be encumbered with the responsibilities
and the large headquarters that would follow from an assign-
ment of "total" or "complete" command authority. An extract
of a key passage in the hearings transcript, involving
Secretary of Defense McElroy and General Twining, 1s attached
at Tab A. In reading a prepared statement at a later point
jn his testimony, General Twining said, "We also want our
field commanders to have unquestioned authority over all
units which they command.” We do not want them, on the

other hand, to be bogged down with the details of adminis-
tration, or the nuts and bolts of the entire logistlc
support."$ :

The evidence seems clear that the House Committee members
chose "full operational command" as a designation indicating
unquestioned authority, but that they nevertheless regarded
"operational™ as a limiting word. They found the intended
1imits already well expressed 1n the existing definition of
Operaticnal Control and drew upon it in writing thelr report.

The Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1958 made
fundamental changes that had to be reflected in revisions
of the Unified Command Plan, JAAF, and other basic docu-
ments. In this connection the Joint Chiefs of Staff were
called upon to provide a definition of Operational Command
in early 1959. The resulting definition stood until 1963,
when the Joint Chiefs of Staff reconsidered the definitions
of both Operational Command and Operational Control. The
revised definitions, approved by the Secretary of Defense
on 10 October 1963, are the cnes currently in effect.

-
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The progressive development of the definitions 1is recounted
below. At Tabs B and C are accounts of two actlons in the
period 1961-1962 that involved practical appllcation of

the two terms. THese instances illustrate some of the
problems encountered and provide further expressions of

the thought of the Joint Chiefs of Staff and the legal
advisers to the Secretary of Defense regarding them.

First Definition of Operational Command, 1959

In a memorandum for the Joint Chiefs of Staff on 16 January
1959, Secretary of Defense Neil McElroy referred to the
statements in President Eisenhower's message of 3 April 1958,
to the statutory provision that unifled and specified comman-
ders would exercise "full operational command," and to the
guidance provided by the Congressional Committee's report.

He believed it was now necessary to develop a more detalled
definition of Operational Command, "based on professional
experience and knowledge." The Secretary directed the

Joint Chiefs of Staff to undertake this task, for completion
within ten days.® Their response, provided in JCSM-29-59,

26 January 1959, contained the following:

2. The Joint Chiefs of Staff propose the following
_concise definition of "Operational Command":

‘ Operational Command -- Those functions of
command over assigned forces involving the compo-
sition of subordinate forces, the assignment of
tasks, the designation of objectilves, the over-
all control.of assigned resources, and the full
authoritative direction necessary to accompllsh
the mission.

3. In order to provide more specific guidance to
field commanders, it 1is further proposed that JAAF
and the Unified Command Plan be modified to include
the following instructions:

1. Within the framework of the foregolng basic
definition, and within the provisions of policies
and directives imposed by higher authority and by
legislation, the commander of a unified command
or specified command is authorized to:

a. Plan for, deploy, direct, control, and
coordinate the actions of assigned forces in
conformity with paragraphs 2 and 3 below.




‘b. Conduct Joint training exerclses, as may
be Fequired to achieve effective employment of
the forces of his command as a whole, in
accordance with doctrine for unified operations
and training as established by the Joint Chlefs
of Staff; establish such. training policies for
Joint operatlons as are required to accomplish
the mission.

'c. Exercise directive authority within his
command in the field of logistics in order to
insure effectiveness and economy in operations
and the prevention or elimination of unneces-
sary duplication of facilitiles and overlapping
of functions among the Service components of
his command. As previously provided, the
Services will continue to have responsibllity,
under the direction of the Secretary of Defense,
for the logistical support of component commands.

d. Establish such personnel policles as
required to insure uniform standards of mili-
tary conduct.

e. Exerclise directive authority over all
elements of his command, in accordance with
policles and procedures established by higher
authority, in relationships with foreign govern-
ments, including the armed forces thereof, and
other agencles of the U.S. Government.

£. Establish and coordinate, as appropriate,
pollcies affecting the intelligence activitles
of his command.

g. Review the recommendatlons bearing on the
budget from the component commanders to their
parent Military Departments to verify that the
recommendations are in agreement with his plans
‘and programs.

2. Within unified commands, operational command will
be exercised through the Service component commanders,
or be exercised through the commanders of subordinate
commands, when such commands are established by the
unified commander in accordance with procedures and
eriteria set forth in JAAF.




3. Within specifled commands, operational
command will be exerclsed through the commanders
of appropriate subordinate commands established
by the specified commander. When the subordinate
command structure involves the forces of two or
more Services, any deviatlon from the principle
of component command will be recommended by the
speclfled commander for approval by the Joint
Chiefs of Staff.”

Returning to the concise definitlon of Operaticnal Command in
paragraph 2 above, a comparison with the definltion set forth
by the Congressional Committee shows that the Jolnt Chiefs of
Staff had used only the first sentence of the Congresslonal
version as the basis for thelr concise definition. Further,
they had added one phrase, "the over-all control of assigned
resources." Primarily, the phrase was meant to denote directive
authority in the field of logistics, a function of command that
was treated further in the specific guidance in paragraph 3.
The available records contaln no deflnite statement supporting
the followlng supposition, but it appears to have been the
basis for insertion of the added phrase: since directive
authority in the fileld of logistics was invariably exerclsed
by unified and specified commanders, but not by others, it was
considered by the Joint Chiefs of Staff to be a distinguishing
feature of Operational Command.?

A dissenting view of the Commandant of the Marine Corps was
forwarded to the Secretary of Defense. He held that the one-
sentence definition should be exactly as given in the report
of the Armed Services Committee and hence should omit "the
over-all control of assigned resources."

The Commandant of the Marine Corps considers that
any change whatsoever to this basic definition would
not only be unnecessary and undesirable, but would be
subject to interpretation as a disregard for the
expressed intent of Congress.q

The JCS submission received the endorsement of the 0SD General
Counsel, Mr. Robert Dechert. In a memorandum for the Secretary
of Defense that first reviewed the statutory provision and then
quoted the Congressional Committee's report, the General
Counsel concluded as follows:

The first sentence of the above quotation provides
a suggested definition. The second sentence 1s a
rule of application.




The definition of "Operational Command" of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff contained 1in thelr memorandum
to you, dated 26 January 1959, reflects the defi-
nition as suggested by the Committee in the first
sentence quoted above. It Is in consonance with the
Act and the legislative history of the Act; and in
my judgment 1s entirely proper as a matter of law.’”

On 2 February 1959, Secretary McElroy approved the concise
definition of Operational Command submitted in JCSM-29-59. "This
definition and the specifilc guldance to Field Commanders con-
tained in paragraph 3 of reference should be incorporated in the
next revision of the Unified Command Plan, the Joint Action

Armed Forces, and in other pertinent documents." ¥

. ~JCS PUB 2, Unified Action Armed Forces {(UNAAF), 23 November 1959

The revision of Joint Action Armed Forces colnclded with its
transformation into 4CS PUB 2, Unified Action Armed Forces
(UNAAF). The Joilnt Chiefs of staff first issued JCS PUB 2 in
November 1959. Five of the paragraphs of 1lts Chapter III,
Principles Governing Unified Direction of Forces, deserve
particular notlce. ’

1. 30201 b. Operational Command. This subparagraph contained
the concise definition of the term that had been approved by
the Secretary of Defense on 2 February 1959, reading as follows:

30201 b. Operational Command. Those functlons of
command over assigned forces inveolving the
composition of subordinate forces, the
assignment of tasks, the designation of
objectives, the over-all control of assigned
resources, and the full authoritative
direction necessary to accomplish the mission.
(See paragraphs 30202 and 30203 for specific
guidance.)

Paragraph 30202 contained the specific guldance to fleld com-
manders that the Secretary had also approved, whille paragraph
30203 was titled "Specific Guidance on Exercise of Directive
Authority in the Fleld of Logistics." .

2, 30201 c¢c. Operational Control. The subparagraph consisted
of the same definition that had appeared since 1951 1in JAAF;



it was the one whose wording had been used by the House Com-
mittee on Armed Services in defining "full operational
command."

30201 c¢. Operational Control. Those functions of
command involving the composition of subordil-
nate forces, the assignment of tasks, the
designation of objectlves and the authorita-
tive direction necessary to accomplish the
mission. Operational control should be exer-
cised by the use of the assigned normal organ-
izatlional units through theilr responsible com-
manders, or through the commanders of sub-
ordinate forces established by the commander
exerclsing operational control. It does not
include such matters as admlinlistration, disci-
pline, internal organization and unit training,
except when a subordinate commander requests
assistance. .

As will be recounted, subparagraphs 30201 b. and ¢., above, were
later modified significantly. The three paragraphs treated
hereafter, however, have remained unchanged from 1959 to the
present; they appear in the current editlon of JCS PUB 2,
published in October 1974.

3. 30221 Definition of a Unified Command. In light of the
Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1958, the defi-
nition of a unified command had been substantially rewritten
from what had appeared theretofore in JAAF.

30221. Definition of a Unifled Command

A uniflied command 1s a command with a
broad continuing mission, under a single
commander and composed of significant
assigned components of two or ‘more Ser-
vlices, and which 1s established and so
designated by the President, through the
Secretary of Defense with the advice and
agssistance of the Joint Chilefs of Staff
or, when so authorized by the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, by a commander of an
existing unified command established by
the President. .
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4, 30227 Operational Command. The definition Just given of
a unified command includes a2 unified command establlished with:
proper authorization by an existing unifled commander; that
is, a subordinate unified command. Accordingly, the pre-
seription in the following paragraph would appear to apply as
fully to the commander of a subordinate unified command as to
the commander of a unified command established by the
President.

30227..Operational Command

To enable him to discharge hls strateglc and
operational responsibilitles, the commander
of a unified command is authorized to exer-
cise operational command as set forth in
paragraphs 30201 and 30202, and dilrective
authority in the fleld of logistics as set
forth in paragraph 30203.

5. 30234 Authority of Commanders of Subordinate Unified Com-
mands and Thelr Component Commanders. This paragraph was newly
written, having had noc counterpart 1n JAAF. :

30234, Authority of Commanders of Subordinate
Unifled Commands and Their Component
Commanders

A commander of a subordinate unified
command (i.e., a uniflied command estab-

- 1ished by the commander of an existing
unified command established by the Presi-
dent, paragraph 30221) within his area of
responsibility and subject to modifi-
cation by the authority appointing him to
such command has functions, authorities
and responsibllities simlilar to those of
the commander of a unified command estab-
lished by the President. However, com-
manders of Service components of subordi-
nate uniflied commands will communicate
directly with the commanders of the Ser-
vice components of the unified command on
matters which are the responsilbility of
the Military Departments and Services, or
as directed by their Chief of Service.
Similarly, their component commanders have
responsibilities and missions similar to
those enumerated in paragraphs 30231,
30232, and 30233.
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In the wording of the first sentence, both "subject to modi-
fication by the authority appointing him" and "similar to"
provide latitude for variant forms. The documentation of

the action by which the Joint Chiefs of Staff approved

JCS PUB 2 contains no statement of intent or other discussion
that would assist the interpretation of these words.’?

JCS PUB 1, Dlectionary of United States Milltary Terms for Jolnt’
Usage (Joint Dictionary), 1 July 1959

The defilnitions of Operational Command and Unified Command that
are glven in 1 and 3, above, also appeared in the Joint Diction-
ary, JCS PUB 1, beginning with the edition of 1 July 1959. In
it the entry for Operational Control continued without change
from what had appeared in the editions running back to 1950.

The next issuance of JCS PUB 1, dated 1 November 1960, was the
first to include a NATO Glossary. Accordingly, 1t was the
first to contain the footnote, "Joint Dictlonary and NATO defi-
nitions differ," with reference to Operational Command and
Operational Control.’3

Revised Defilnitions of Operational Command and Operational
Control, 1963

Movement toward reconsideration of the existing definltlons
began in late 1962. It followed from a recent JCS action
regarding command relationships in Southeast Asia (Tab C), in
which the Joint Chiefs of Staff had revised their initial
recommendation to the Secretary of Defense in deference to
the legal opinion of Mr. Solis Horwitz, Director of Organiza-
tional and Management Planning, 0SD. On 10 November 1962, in
CM-99-62 to the Director, Joint Staff, General Taylor wrote
that the recent exercise "suggests the definitions for 'Oper-
ational Command' and 'Operational Control' in the current 1lssue
of JCS PUB 1 (Dictionary of US Military Terms of Joint Usage)
should be revised." He instructed the Director to begin a
review of this matter within the Joint Staff; Mr. Horwifz
"should be asked to assist in our review."’

By DJSM-1479-62, 23 November 1962, the Director informed
General Taylor that compliance with his instructions had re-
sulted in a determination that "in order to clarify the usage
of the terms, the current definitions should be revised."




