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What it Takes to Be a Successful CBRN Officer
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After 14 years of operations in Afghanistan and Irag, chemical, biological,
radiological, and nuclear (CBRN) company grade officers have lost their ability to be
the go-to staff officers while maintaining technical competence within their military
occupational specialty. For the past 30 years, successful chemical officers had one
common characteristic-they were excellent staff officers who were seen as valued
members of the team. Chemical officers carried the reputation as some of the most

competent operations officers in the Army, in part because most of their time was
spent in operations centers from battalion to division. While we spend many hours in
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the classroom developing an understanding of what is required technically of a
CBRN officer, we have forgotten how to be a CBRN officer.
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The skills required are technical competence; noncommissioned officer (NCO)
mentorship; multifunctional, artistic excellence; initiative; guts; and old-fashioned
hard work. This article is designed to reboot our institutional memory of what it
means to be a CBRN officer. Within a battalion or brigade formation, CBRN officers
need to understand the CBRN officer role. The main role of the CBRN officer is to be
the conduit between the unit commander and CBRN units. The CBRN officer
synchronizes the unit with the unit mission requirements to ensure mission success.
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Understanding the unit mission includes- H i~ ix 7% & 35 —

e Assessing the threat and vulnerability of the unit based on current and future
operations.
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 Providing a relevant CBRN defensive posture and actions to enable the unit core
mission.
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CBRN officers provide the commander with tactical and technical advice to
protect the force and employ CBRN defense capabilities in the area of operations.
The CBRN officer’s duty is to show the need for CBRN training and to demonstrate
its importance to the commander. A useful tool for this is the monthly unit status
report (USR).
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Completing the USR is one of a long list of potential duties we perform, and it
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Is usually a task that others on staff dread. Completing the USR provides an
opportunity to display competence and communication skills to senior leaders, and it
Is a stepping-stone for greater responsibility. How many other staff officers brief the
commander monthly? This task can set you apart from your peers or mire you in the
doldrums of mediocrity. Because CBRN readiness is a reportable item on the USR,
the USR is a useful tool for illustrating the importance of CBRN training.
A A R AR - R L T E oA e A R
ARFIBIENER e maF ) H i iFd i Rikw FFApAE S B A
AEM IO E A T EfF LA FEANLEMR c HEIRE I ERET S
9ﬂ%@éﬁﬁﬁ?ﬁﬁﬁ?E%@ﬁ?uﬁﬁiki@ﬁ@&%%k’§»
TR EITRE AR  Fla it AP g 1 iv s ) R EaRS 2 AL
FOURIRE S ke ru A P H R GEIRE A € HE - B ok B REEIR
it A3t & 14 o
Completing the USR forces you to establish networks and build relationships
vertically and horizontally so that you can influence CBRN operations and mission
effectiveness. Effective CBRN officers develop open communication and build a
good rapport with superior and subordinate leaders and key staff officers.
Furthermore, effective CBRN officers develop relationships with CBRN leaders and
staff within and outside of their hierarchy. This allows the CBRN officer to stay
updated; receive and facilitate valuable, low-density training; and stay connected with
the CBRN community for professional and personal growth. Maintaining connections
with the Chemical Corps will also help maintain technical competence as new
equipment, training, and initiatives become available.
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Technical competence in the field of CBRN operations encompasses numerous
missions required for the survivability of the force. According to Department of the
Army (DA) Pamphlet (Pam) 600-3, Commissioned Officer Professional
Development and Career Management, CBRN operations include protection,
interdiction, offensive operations, active and passive defense, elimination, and
consequence management. CBRN officers attend the CBRN Basic Officer Leader’s
Course and the CBRN Captain’s Career Course, where they learn how to best support
their units in the execution of unified land operations, filling the roles that are
outlined in DA Pam 600-3. CBRN officers further develop and hone these skills
while training with their units and, most importantly, receive training from our
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tremendous CBRN NCOs.
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The first technical experts that newly graduated CBRN offlcers encounter are
CBRN NCOs; they form a keystone to the success of the CBRN program. Aside from
providing on-the-job training for their officer counterparts, their experience and
technical expertise provide the foundation for a solid program that ensures proper
employment, maintenance, and training of all things CBRN. The challenge can be the
availability of these highly competent NCOs whose skill set is in equal demand
elsewhere in the unit. Many CBRN NCOs have additional duties that cause CBRN
operations to be relegated to their secondary duty. Articulating the importance and
relevance of the CBRN operation to the unit mission is a team effort. It is the

officer’s job to ensure that the NCO is given the time and resources necessary to
fulfill the CBRN obligations to the unit.
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CBRN officers can also be requested to do jobs outside of their normal duties.
The Chemical Corps maintains some of the most intelligent officers in the Army, a
fact that is often reinforced by many of our maneuver brethren. However, some might
lack the sense or feel of combined arms operations and decisive action as members of
a combined arms team. The ability to understand the operating environment and
integrate and manage capabilities in the chaotic and complex operations of today and
the future cannot be trained. It must be experienced in training environments at home
station or training centers. There is a direct correlation between the CBRN officer’s
ability to successfully master staff officer operations and to integrate CBRN defense
operations into their respective combined arms teams and formations. Bluntly stated,
iIf CBRN officers cannot perform the basic skills required of a general staff officer,
they will not be allowed to be CBRN officers. Their duties will focus on the USR and
other tasks that are not popular among the staff. This can be prevented.
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The U.S. Army Chemical, Biological, Radiological, and Nuclear School
(USACBRNS) programs of instruction for the CBRN Basic Officer Leader’s Course
and the CBRN Captain’s Career Course currently far exceed any other CBRN
training conducted in the past 30 years. This training provides the requisite depth and
breadth of CBRN technical instruction to prepare an officer to meet the CBRN
defense mission requirements of any formation in the force. Regardless of technical
competence, the challenge since the 1980s has been having the opportunity to train
and exercise units in the execution of CBRN defense skills. But by first being good
staff officers and assistant operations staff officers, we can overcome the challenge.
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Our Army is undergoing a transition from forward operating base operations to
combined arms operations in a decisive action environment. Successful operations
will require that operations centers manage information for the commander and
maintain the ability to generate options to take advantage of success. CBRN officers
have a unique opportunity to play a large role in this process by integrating
themselves as key players into operations centers if they choose to take the initiative.
While the future is unclear, we are focused on combined arms operations and
decisive action to develop flexibility to meet any adversary. Our responsibility in that
effort is to ensure the protection of our formations and ensure freedom of action in a
weapons of mass destruction environment. We need to regain our senior leaders’
confidence that we can and will do this job with expertise and competence. However,
to earn this role, CBRN officers must step up and accept a little professional risk, be
willing to learn from their mistakes, and constantly strive to improve. Current and
future CBRN officers must take the initiative, dig deep, and selflessly serve for the
opportunity to excel.
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1. DA Pam 600-3, Commissioned Officer Professional Development and Career
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