
January 2010
Washington, DC

irregular

challenges
Confronting irregular Challenges

The U.S. Navy’S
viSioN for



The U.S. Navy will meet irregular  

challenges through a flexible, agile,  

and broad array of multi-mission 

capabilities. We will emphasize 

Cooperative Security as part of  

a comprehensive government ap-

proach to mitigate the causes of 

insecurity and instability. We will  

operate in and from the maritime 

domain with joint and international 

partners to enhance regional secu-

rity and stability, and to dissuade, 

deter, and when necessary, defeat 

irregular threats.
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Cno Foreword
Our Navy has a history of confronting irregular challenges at sea, in the littorals, and on shore. 

In the face of significant shifts in the nature and character of the threats our nation faces, this Navy 

Vision for Confronting Irregular Challenges will guide our efforts to prevent, limit, and interdict 

irregular threats and adversaries. We will focus on the full range of capabilities the Naval force can 

uniquely project, in and from the maritime domain, in countering irregular challenges associated 

with regional instability, insurgency, crime, and violent extremism.

The Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower places as much emphasis on prevent-

ing wars as it does on winning wars, and is the cornerstone of our approach to confronting  

irregular challenges. The six capabilities of our Maritime Strategy, from winning the nation’s wars 

to stabilizing regions with our partners, draws upon the cooperative and preventive capabilities 

of maritime and joint forces. Our Navy will realize the broadened and balanced capabilities di-

rected in our Maritime Strategy and Defense guidance by making investments to ensure the agility, 

flexibility, and adaptability necessary to address the range of emergent challenges to our national 

security. We will enhance integration and interoperability with our traditional maritime partners, 

the U.S. Marine Corps and U.S. Coast Guard, along with other joint, interagency, private and  

non-governmental organizations, and international partners in all stages of this effort.

This Vision emphasizes the importance of the maritime contribution to addressing irregular 

challenges in a dynamic and evolving global security environment. The steps we take now will 

ensure our Navy is prepared fully to work with partners to stabilize regions at risk, and when  

necessary, dissuade, deter, and defeat irregular actors who seek to undermine security, stability, 

and prosperity.

 

G. Roughead
Admiral, U.S. Navy
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Vision statement

the U.s. navy will meet irregular challenges through 

a flexible, agile, and broad array of multi-mission  

capabilities. 

We will emphasize Cooperative security as part of 

a comprehensive government approach to mitigate 

the causes of insecurity and instability. 

We will operate in and from the maritime domain 

with joint and international partners to enhance  

regional security and stability, and to dissuade,  

deter, and when necessary, defeat irregular threats.
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Vision: Pursuing a Capabilities Balance for  
21st Century operations

Recognizing the strategic impact of global threats associated with regional instability and  

insecurity, our Navy has instituted this Vision to guide efforts aimed at confronting irregular 

challenges. In today’s interconnected and technically advanced world, terrorists and criminals 

prey upon unstable and failing regions and pose an increasing threat to our national interests.  

With three-quarters of the world’s population, four-fifths of its capital cities, and almost all of 

its productive capacity located within 200 miles of a coastline, our Navy is uniquely positioned 

and suited to counter threats to stability, while operating in and from the maritime domain. This  

includes helping countries at risk build sustainable indigenous capacity to secure their resources, 

protect their populations, and stabilize their regions.

Our Navy must continue efforts to balance emphasis and investments between countering 

irregular threats and countering near peer forces to successfully meet today’s and tomorrow’s 

dynamic and interrelated security challenges. This Vision is derived from our Maritime Strategy 

and sets a course toward increasing proficiency in supporting direct and indirect approaches  

to dissuade and defeat irregular challenges — wherein states and non-state actors leverage  

uncontrolled or ungoverned space to employ informational, economic, technological, and kinetic 

methods against civilian populations and targets to achieve their objectives. We will confront  

irregular challenges by focusing on the following outcomes:

•   Increased effectiveness in stabilizing and strengthening regions, by securing and leveraging 

the maritime domain, with and in support of national and international partners.

•   Enhanced regional awareness of activities and dynamics to include a deeper understanding 

of ethnic, cultural, and socioeconomic characteristics and norms.

•  Increased regional partner capacity for maritime security and domain awareness.

•   Expanded coordination and interoperability with joint, interagency, and international  

partners.

These outcomes support promoting regional security and stability, advancing the rule of law, 

promoting good governance and prosperity, and help partners better protect their people and 

resources. They will inhibit the spread of violent extremism and its associated terrorist, insurgent, 

and criminal activities. 

The Navy will leverage its history of presence, international engagement, and security enforce-

ment, and will ensure our sailors, platforms, and systems are ready to address the hybrid nature of 

21st Century challenges. The Navy brings global scope, unique access, and a breadth of capabili-

ties to confront irregular challenges. We will promote Cooperative Security to mitigate instability in 
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regions with limited governance that give rise to irregular challenges. We will enhance proficiency 

and effectiveness in security force assistance, maritime security, stability operations, information 

dominance, and other force applications necessary to support U.S. and partner counterinsur-

gency, counterterrorism, and foreign internal defense operations.

opportunity: Leveraging the Maritime Domain
“Covering three-quarters of the planet, the oceans make neighbors of people around the 
world. They enable us to help friends in need and to confront and defeat aggression far 
from our shores.“

A Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower

Our Navy’s inherent contribution to the irregular contest is our capacity and ability to leverage 

access to the maritime domain and cooperate with partner navies and security forces to dissuade, 

deter, and defeat irregular threats at sea and ashore. While often overlooked in the context of  

irregular challenges, the maritime domain enables proximate populations to partner and enhance 

their wealth and well-being, but also provides sanctuary and freedom of movement to criminals, 

terrorists, and insurgents. The maritime domain provides for over 90% of the flow of information, 

people, goods, and services that sustain and create opportunities for regional economic prosper-

ity. This economic opportunity promotes stability and helps prevent vulnerable populations from 

turning to terrorist or criminal enterprises. 

The maritime domain similarly provides irregular actors with operating space and the ability to 

conduct the illicit flow of information, weapons, money, technicians, and cadres upon which much 

of their income and effectiveness relies. As such they are able to use the maritime environment to 

exploit, disrupt, or destabilize regions or governments, and to affect the will of civilian populations 

through insurgency, terrorism, crime, and the proliferation of radical ideologies.

The Navy’s global maritime access and sustained presence forward enable U.S. Government-

wide partnerships with nations and their forces to provide security and training assistance. At sea 

and ashore, the Navy works with partners to secure vulnerable maritime approaches and maritime 

resources, while improving collective capabilities to counter emerging threats such as piracy, traf-

ficking, and weapons proliferation. Partners can appreciate the Navy’s dependable but imperma-

nent presence, which requires neither a footprint ashore nor infringement on their sovereignty. 

Our partners in turn add capability and capacity to our own through their contributions of forces, 

technologies, and operating concepts, as well as the understanding and ability to navigate local 

political, ethnic, and cultural contexts. 

Today, the Navy is globally engaged to confront irregular challenges in sustained joint and 

interagency operations at sea and ashore. This includes support for counter-terrorist and coun-
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terinsurgency missions, development, humanitarian assistance, disaster response, and maritime 

security capacity building with partner militaries. Some examples include:

•   Support for Joint Special Operations Task Force - Philippines which provides security force 

training, anti-terrorist forces, and delivered humanitarian relief and disaster response follow-

ing storm induced flooding.

•   Contributions to Joint Task Force - Horn of Africa whose East African Maritime Center of Ex-

cellence, security capacity building, and interagency policy efforts are enhancing indigenous 

capacities to stabilize the region and counter threats of piracy.

•   Counter-piracy operations in the Gulf of Aden and the Horn of Africa which remove financial 

support to terrorists ashore and reduce instability and criminality at sea.

•   Training and equipping partners for maritime security and fisheries enforcement in the Gulf 

of Guinea that many of the region’s countries depend for economic stability.

•   With coalition partners, the protection of oil platforms in the northern Arabian Gulf, that in-

cludes training for Iraqi naval personnel to assume this economically critical mission.

•   Expeditionary Training Teams and Global Fleet Stations (Africa, South America, Pacific) 

dedicated to security force training and assistance through multi-mission employment of 

amphibious ships, tactical aircraft, and helicopters.

•   The over 23,000 Navy personnel engaged in CENTCOM, with 14,000 ashore, conducting 

maritime security, river patrol, ordnance disposal, surveillance and reconnaissance, elec-

tronic warfare, and combat support operations, as well as providing non-naval augmenta-

tion for detainee affairs, security, and reconstruction.

•   The procurement and employment of evolving multi-mission platforms oriented to lower end 

operations against irregular challenges including: littoral Combat Ship mission modules, 

Riverine squadrons tailored for security force assistance, persistent manned and unmanned 

surveillance platforms, and investments in training capacity for language, cultural, and hy-

brid mission sets.

•   The employment of multi-mission platforms able to work across the spectrum of conflict to 

include P-3 for surveillance against terrorists and insurgents, tactical aircraft for armed re-

connaissance, and submarines and surface combatants in counter-drug operations.

The Navy will continue to pursue balanced approaches to confronting evolving irregular and 

conventional challenges by maximizing the multi-purpose effectiveness of our Navy’s capabilities, 

personnel, and platforms. We will emphasize building partner capacity using dedicated training 

forces, periodic deployments and recurring exercises. In the end we will achieve the greatest  

effectiveness against the most likely 21st Century threats through an agile, flexible, and  

adaptable force. 
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These goals support the outcomes presented in this Vision:

•   Enhance and formalize interoperability with U.S. government, public and private organiza-

tions, allied maritime and land forces, and regional partners.

•   Build partner capacity by forming enduring, trust-based relationships, promoting shared 

interests in collective security, and providing training and resources to enhance indigenous 

security force capacity.

•   Improve our regional awareness and understanding of complex environments and chal-

lenges through intelligence and information systems, training, education, and more culturally 

adept approaches.

•   Achieve an improved understanding and ability to counter illicit and extremist actors as they 

leverage and maneuver in their maritime and shore environments.

•   Enhance and broaden the multi-mission capabilities and applications of today’s force to 

maximize effectiveness in complex regions and scenarios. 

•   Identify necessary and distinct shifts in emphasis and investment to confront irregular chal-

lenges, to include modifications to training, doctrine, and existing forces, and where neces-

sary, new investments in processes, platforms, and systems.

In pursuing these goals for confronting irregular challenges the Navy will employ its broad 

capabilities to enable partners, improve maritime security, and conduct cooperative and decisive 

operations at sea and ashore. Specifically, we will operate to deny unregulated actors use of the 

maritime and littoral environment, assist in securing critical infrastructure to ensure the safe flow of 

resources, and apply a broad spectrum of maritime and overland capabilities to combat irregular 

threats while improving the lives of affected populations.

implementation: a navy-wide  
organizational approach

Implementation will require a Navy-wide organizational approach. This effort demands changes 

in our thinking, our force and its preparation, and requires clear strategic communications within 

and outside the organization. We will comprehensively align our organizations, investments, pro-

cedures, doctrine, and training with the set of emerging approaches necessary to address these 

challenges.

Our Navy will pursue the outcomes and goals outlined in this Vision through these supporting 

implementation objectives.

1. Advance our Navy’s doctrinal, strategic, and operational approaches to addressing  

irregular challenges.
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•   Increase our Navy’s application of related Defense and Joint strategic and operational  

guidance.

•   Define the strategic and operational tenets and approaches for our Navy to apply across our 

general purpose and special operation forces.

•   Integrate the desired outcomes, priorities, and capabilities needed to confront irregular chal-

lenges into Navy’s force development and management processes. 

2. Organize, train, and equip our Navy to confront irregular challenges more effectively 

through balancing shifts in our investments and efforts.

•   Enhance our ability to address, refine, validate, and incorporate urgent and emerging re-

quirements to confront irregular challenges in the Planning, Programming, budgeting, and 

execution process.

•   Identify the advocates and resource sponsors responsible for resource allocation and com-

prehensive program execution for existing and emerging Navy-unique and joint multi-mis-

sion capabilities to confront irregular challenges.

•   Introduce the necessary supporting training and education requirements, to include organi-

zations, curricula, and processes across our manpower enterprise.

•   Institutionalize concepts, processes, and organizations for training and building the capacity 

of partners through dedicated assistance operations, regular exercises, and the deploy-

ments and visits of multi-mission ships and aircraft.

3. Emphasize interoperability and effectiveness for confronting irregular challenges across 

U.S. government, public, private, and international partners.

•   Leverage Navy’s multi-mission capabilities with other services, interagency and coalitions to 

build partner security capacity.

•   Integrate and coordinate efforts with the U.S. Marine Corps and U.S. Coast Guard in support 

of the imperatives and approaches in the Maritime Strategy.

•   Support the development of joint, interagency, and international operational concepts and 

supporting CONOPS.

•   Support Defense efforts to integrate joint and interagency planning processes.

•   Ensure capabilities to confront irregular challenges are addressed and captured in U.S. Navy 

and Defense legal policy development.

•   Provide Combatant Commanders with applicable naval capabilities to support critical mis-

sion requirements outside the scope of Navy core mission areas.
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Future: stabilizing, strengthening, and securing
Our Navy recognizes the importance of developing opportunities while being prepared to ad-

dress irregular threats. Our general and special purpose forces are immediately applicable to the 

broad array of capabilities required to achieve regional security and stability. The Navy is uniquely 

positioned to assist emerging nations and fragile states, and to dissuade, deter, and when neces-

sary, defeat irregular threats. We will build on our inherent strengths to lead and support national 

and international efforts.

The Cooperative Strategy for 21st Century Seapower places as much emphasis on prevent-

ing conflicts as on winning conflicts. This underscores the importance of securing and fostering 

long-term cooperative relationships based on mutual understanding and respect for each party’s 

strategic interests, as well as increasing partners’ ability to ensure their own security and stabil-

ity. It recognizes the value of presence, of “being there,” to maintain adequate levels of security 

and awareness across the maritime domain, and restrain the destabilizing activities of non-state 

actors. It makes clear our Navy will work alongside other U.S. services and agencies through a 

comprehensive government approach to advance international partnerships.

This Vision will guide and shape our Navy’s actions, and will enhance our Navy’s proficiency in 

capabilities to counter irregular challenges, now and in the future.
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