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Why We Need Crusader

By Gordon Sullivan

The furor over the Army's Crusader mobile artillery system is reminiscent of an environment that existed more than 50 years ago -- a time when the Army, as today, found itself competing for limited modernization dollars. Among the seductive conclusions drawn in the aftermath of World War II was the notion that air power alone could win future wars. The administration, in the late 1940s, put its architects of national military strategy to work allocating the reduced defense budget to a "silver bullet" solution focused on strategic air and atomic weapons.

The resulting spending and planning priorities came at the expense of the Army and the surface Navy. The result was that our Army, which had won major battles in World War II, from Normandy and Bastogne to Guadalcanal and Okinawa, atrophied, and in 1950 found itself unprepared for an unexpected threat.

Many articles and books have been written about the harsh lessons the Army learned about unpreparedness during those inter-war years. The inattention to modernization of the Army cost America dearly at the beginning of the Korean War. The most blatant example was the Army's reliance on World War II-era armaments against unanticipated superior Soviet tanks.

Those years before the Korean War showed how quickly our proud and much-vaunted Army could decline. Without sustained funding for training, modernization, recapitalization and development of new technologies, an Army quickly loses its edge. The price of such negligence is the blood of our sons and daughters.

Now, some 50 years later, we seem destined to write another chapter in unpreparedness. A new solution is taking form and gaining enthusiastic support. The notion is that our future wars can be won without putting our military men and women in harm's way. The ultimate "silver bullet" solution is now unmanned aerial vehicles with laser-guided missiles. The Army, meanwhile, is beginning to show the frayed edges of atrophy as critical funding for training, modernization, recapitalization and development is cut or abruptly shifted to new priorities and alluring possibilities.

The best-known current example of this trend is the move to cancel one of the Army's most promising and needed technologies, the Crusader Advanced Artillery System. The system is to be scrapped in favor of more "transformational" solutions, many of which are in fact not nearly as well developed or certain as Crusader. The Army, which has a critical need for artillery, could find itself in the next conflict without adequate ground fire support.

Far from being a Cold War system, Crusader was born in a time when we visualized a digitized Army that could respond to today's enlightened enemy, an enemy who will attempt to overwhelm U.S. capabilities by conducting rapid, multiple, nearly simultaneous operations across the battlefield.

Crusader is the most technologically advanced ground combat system ever developed. It was designed from the ground up to fight in the digital, network-centered battlefield, to exploit information dominance. Its advanced robotic operations and automated ammunition-handling systems allow the crew, enclosed in a protected cockpit, to exploit information instead of straining muscles. The advanced composite hull, liquid-cooled gun and mobility of the system elevate the effectiveness of our forces by 50 percent, with a corresponding reduction in resources. Crusader covers an area 77 percent greater than current systems and has a 3 to 1 advantage in rate of fire.

One of the most important but less widely acknowledged lessons from World War II was the value of balanced and complementary capabilities. Each of the services -- Army, Marine Corps, Navy and Air Force -- has an important role to play in achieving victory. But our victories come about only when joint commanders integrate the competencies of each service into their operational plans. Such was the case during Desert Storm. We now find ourselves, however, at the beginning of a new century facing the risk of having to relearn two painful lessons.

First, the armed forces emerged from Desert Storm victorious, having proven again that land forces were needed as part of the military team. All the services came out of that war with experimental programs to help design the weapons and organizations appropriate for the new strategic and tactical environment of the 21st century. Those experiments have validated some technologies and concepts that are now in line to go into production. Meanwhile, there are enthusiasts who believe in the promise of unproven concepts and technologies.

It would be inappropriate to abandon proven approaches that provide a bridge to the future while betting everything on ideas that may take years to transform into capabilities that can deliver victory in some of the challenging tactical environments our forces could face. That was precisely the approach our nation took in the late 1940s.

Second, unless the Army is funded adequately to recapitalize existing systems and develop new weapons systems such as Crusader, with its proven technologies, it is not certain we will be ready to win the nation's next war. If that war takes us into an environment in which we do not have air supremacy, or air support is not available because of competing priorities or weather, and no surrogate army can carry the ground war to the enemy, then we cannot, or might not, win.

The lessons of the past should not burden us in inappropriate ways, but we all must accept the truth that in war, things aren't simple. This country needs balanced and complementary capabilities to succeed.
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