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Options for Future Amphibious Force Structures  
As part of Landing Together, the study team developed five force structure options that seek to improve 
the U.S. ability to respond to partner demands without sacrificing warfighting capabilities. All of these 
options use as a baseline the current 34-ship objective amphibious force (11 LHA/LHDs, 12 LPDs, and 11 
LSDs), a 15-ship expeditionary support fleet, and a 12-ship MPF.1 The options are:  

1. Increase the L-class amphibious force to 38 ships. 

2. Increase the L-class amphibious force to 38 ships, but build small LSDs. 

3. Improve the ability of ESS/MPF ships to support the traditional amphibious force (“L”-class 
ships). 

4. Create a Fleet Station Force (FSF). 

5. Expand procurement of enhanced ESS ships. 

The options are presented with the added capability in each mission area as compared with the current 
fleet. The study does not make a judgement as to whether the current 34-ship or a 38-ship construct 
provides sufficient warfighting capability or high-end deterrent presence at sufficiently low-risk to be a 
suitable course of action for the United States.  

The team developed a cost model that allowed it to compare total force costs including O&M over a 20-
year period on a rough order of magnitude basis. Costs are rated as being low, $0 to $5 billion above 
baseline; medium, $5 billion to $10 billion above baseline; high, $10 billion to $15 billion above baseline; 
or very high, $15 billion+ above baseline. The following chart summarizes perceived value, cost, pros, 
and cons for each option.  

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 The 34 ship objective force consists of 11 LHA/LHDs, 12 LPDs, and 11 LSDs. The expeditionary support fleet 
consists of 11 EPFs, 2 ESDs, and 2 ESBs. 
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Summary of Options for Force Structure Changes 

 
Value for Partner 

Engagement 
Cost Pros Cons 

Option 1: Increase 
the L-Class 
Amphibious Force to 
38 Ships 

 Command & 
Control (C2) 

 Maneuver 

 Fires 

 Intelligence 

 Logistics 

 Force Protection 

 More platforms 
for engagement 

Very High 
($15 
billion+)  

 Increases amphibious 
capacity in all 
scenarios 

 Greatest relevance for 
contested operations 

 High procurement 
cost relative to other 
options 

 Little increase in 
availability of high-
demand capabilities 
for C2 and medical 

Option 2: Acquire 
Small LSDs 

 Maneuver 

 Logistics 

 More platforms 
for engagement 

Medium 
($5–10 
billion) 

 Increases amphibious 
capacity in most 
scenarios 

 Low cost offset for loss 
of well deck in Flight 0 
LHA  

 Provides same number 
of ships as option 1 
but at less cost 

 Potentially 
challenging 
procurement process 

 Does not increase 
availability of high-
demand capabilities 
such as C2 and 
medical 

Option 3: ESS/MPF 
Enhancement 

 Command & 
Control 

 Maneuver 

 Logistics 

Low ($0–5 
billion) 

 Increases capability of 
alternative platforms 
especially in areas of 
high partner demand 

 Corrects several 
identified weaknesses 
with existing platforms 

 Low cost 

 Least relevant in a 
stressing conflict 
scenario of any option 
considered 

 May require a 
WESTPAC SP-MAGTF 
and structural 
adjustments of USMC 
force generation to 
properly leverage 

Option 4: Create a 
Fleet Station Force 

 Command & 
Control 

 Maneuver 

 Intelligence 

 Logistics  

 More platforms 
for engagement 

High ($10–
15 billion) 

 Creates new options 
for force employment 
optimized for low-end 
partner demand 

 Greatly improves the 
utility of follow-on 
logistics support for 
forcible entry 

 Long and challenging 
procurement process 

 Requires significant 
changes to USMC 
force generation and 
employment  

Option 5: Expand 
Enhanced ESS Buy 

 Command & 
Control 

 Maneuver 

 Logistics 

 More platforms 
for engagement 

High ($10–
15 billion) 

 Increases capability of 
alternative platforms 
especially in areas of 
high partner demand 

 Allows E-class ships to 
operate independently 
of L-class vessels 

 Potentially high 
operational costs 

 May require a 
WESTPAC SP-MAGTF 
and structural 
adjustments of USMC 
force generation to 
properly leverage 
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Additionally, the team considered how each option would augment the Navy’s and Marine Corps’ 
capabilities across the range of military operations. The team considered Building Partnership Capacity 
(BPC) (low intensity), HA/DR, BPC (high intensity), NEO, raid, and forcible entry scenarios. The two carts 
compare the L-class options (options 1 and 2) and the E/T-class options (options 3–5). These ratings use 
a 0 through 4 scale, where 0 indicates no added capability for a given operation and 4 indicates 
significant added capability. The low rating for option 1 in low-intensity BPC is due to the fact that large 
amphibious ships may not be the best tool for low-level engagements. The lower ratings for option 2 in 
raid and forcible entry are due to their less robust aviation facilities and commercial build.  

L Class Options – Added Capability across the Range of Military Operations 

 

The chart below shows that the capability enhancements offered by options 3 through 5 roughly 
correlate with how expensive each option is. Option 4, the most expensive of the three in the team’s 
cost model, performs the best especially in engagements at the lower end of the range of military 
operations. In addition, it maintains some relevance for forcible entry operations as a follow-on, sea-
based logistics force. The other options more or less follow the pattern established by option 4.  

E/T-Class Options –  Added Capability across the Range of Military Operations 

 

0

1

2

3

4

5

BPC (low) HA/DR BPC (high) NEO Raid ForcIble Entry

H
ig

h
er

 R
at

in
g 

D
en

o
te

s 
G

re
at

er
 

P
ro

fi
ci

en
cy

Added Capability across the ROMO—L-Class Options

38 Amphibs

Smalls LSDs

0

1

2

3

4

5

BPC (low) HA/DR BPC (high) NEO Raid ForcIble Entry

H
ig

h
er

 R
at

in
g 

D
en

o
te

s 
G

re
at

er
 

P
ro

fi
ci

en
cy

Added Capability across the ROMO—E/T Class Options

Enhance ESS

Create FSF

Expand ESS



5 
 

A more detailed description and analysis of each option can be found in Chapter 5, pages 90-103, of the 
full report. Properly analyzing the complex array of interdependent factors necessary for a detailed force 
structure assessment requires access to classified data, which was beyond the scope of the CSIS study 
team’s effort. However, based on our preliminary assessment options 1 and 4 appear to be the most 
promising; without regard to cost considerations. The team recommends that the Marine Corps and 
Navy include a broad array of amphibious force designs in their ongoing assessment of future force 
structures. Any follow-on analysis must seriously consider the types of missions the Marine Corps is 
most likely to undertake in the future, the likely threat environments, and the effects of potential 
technological enhancements of core capabilities.  
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