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These Commands Are Established By Combatant Commanders When Authorized By The Secretary Of
Defense Through a formal process designed to ensure effective military oversight, coordination, and
operational readiness across various regions and functional areas. The establishment of combatant commands
(CCMDs) is a critical element of the United States Department of Defense’s organizational structure,
enabling the U.S. military to address complex global security challenges efficiently. This article explores the
process, authority, and significance of establishing combatant commands, providing an in-depth
understanding of how these commands operate within the framework authorized by the Secretary of
Defense.

Understanding Combatant Commands (CCMDs)

What Are Combatant Commands?
Combatant Commands are unified or specified commands with broad, continuing missions and
responsibilities. They are responsible for the planning, execution, and coordination of military operations
within their designated areas or functional domains. Their purpose is to ensure that the U.S. military can
respond rapidly and effectively to threats and crises around the world.

Types of Combatant Commands
Combatant commands are generally categorized into two types:

Unified Combatant Commands: These are established by the President with the advice of the
Secretary of Defense and include forces from multiple military services (Army, Navy, Air Force,
Marine Corps). They typically have geographical or functional responsibilities.

Specified Combatant Commands: Created for a specific mission or task, often with a narrower scope,
under the authority of a unified command.



The Legal and Administrative Framework for Establishing
CCMDs

Role of the Secretary of Defense
The Secretary of Defense (SECDEF) holds the ultimate authority to establish, disestablish, or modify
combatant commands. This authority is grounded in federal law, primarily the Goldwater-Nichols
Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986, which clarified and consolidated military command
authority.

Legal Foundations
The key legal documents that govern the establishment of combatant commands include:

10 U.S. Code § 167: Defines the authority of the President and the Secretary of Defense over
combatant commands.

Goldwater-Nichols Act: Centralizes authority and emphasizes joint operations and unified commands.

Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) Instructions: Provide detailed procedures and guidelines for command
establishment and management.

Authorization Process
The process for establishing a combatant command involves several steps:

Identification of Need: Combatant commanders or the Secretary of Defense identify a strategic1.
requirement for a new command or a reorganization.

Proposal Development: A formal proposal outlining the mission, scope, and force requirements is2.
developed.

Review and Coordination: The proposal is reviewed by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, military services,3.
and other relevant agencies.

Approval by the Secretary of Defense: The final decision rests with the SECDEF, who approves or4.
disapproves the establishment of the command.

Presidential Notification: The President is formally notified of the establishment of the new5.



command, in accordance with statutory and constitutional procedures.

Operational and Administrative Considerations

Force Structure and Resources
Once authorized, establishing a combatant command involves organizing force structures, allocating
resources, and defining command relationships. It includes:

Assigning specific military units and personnel

Developing operational plans and policies

Establishing command centers and communication infrastructure

Command Relationships and Reporting
Combatant commanders report directly to the Secretary of Defense and, ultimately, to the President. They
operate within a framework that includes:

Clear lines of authority

Joint operational planning

Coordination with other military and civilian agencies

Significance of Combatant Command Establishment

Strategic Flexibility and Responsiveness
Establishing combatant commands allows the United States to quickly adapt to emerging threats and crises
by creating specialized and regionally focused commands that can operate independently or jointly.



Enhanced Interoperability
Unified commands promote interoperability among different branches of the armed forces, standardizing
procedures, communications, and operational tactics.

Global Security and Stability
Effective combatant commands contribute significantly to maintaining global peace, deterring aggression,
and supporting allied operations.

Examples of Major Combatant Commands

Geographical Combatant Commands

United States Northern Command (USNORTHCOM): Responsible for North America.

United States European Command (USEUCOM): Oversees U.S. military operations in Europe.

United States Indo-Pacific Command (USINDOPACOM): Handles the Indo-Pacific region.

United States Central Command (USCENTCOM): Manages the Middle East and Central Asia.

United States Africa Command (USAFRICOM): Focuses on Africa.

United States Southern Command (USSOUTHCOM): Covers Central and South America.

Functional Combatant Commands

United States Special Operations Command (SOCOM): Coordinates special operations forces across
various regions.

United States Strategic Command (STRATCOM): Handles strategic deterrence, nuclear operations,
and space operations.

United States Transportation Command (USTRANSCOM): Manages transportation and logistics.

United States Cyber Command (USCYBERCOM): Oversees military cyberspace operations.



Evolution and Future of Combatant Commands

Adapting to Emerging Threats
The landscape of global security is constantly evolving, prompting adjustments in command structures to
address cyber threats, hybrid warfare, and space security.

Integration and Joint Operations
Future developments focus on enhancing joint interoperability, integrating new technologies, and
streamlining command structures to improve agility and responsiveness.

Challenges and Considerations
Establishing and maintaining effective combatant commands involves challenges such as:

Resource allocation and budget constraints

Inter-service rivalry and coordination complexities

Adapting to geopolitical shifts and regional conflicts

Conclusion
The establishment of combatant commands by combatant commanders, when authorized by the Secretary
of Defense, is a fundamental process that underpins the United States’ military effectiveness worldwide. It
ensures that the Department of Defense can respond swiftly to crises, coordinate complex operations across
multiple domains, and maintain strategic advantages. As the security environment evolves, the processes
and structures surrounding CCMDs will continue to adapt, emphasizing joint operations, technological
innovation, and strategic flexibility to meet future challenges.

This organized, legally grounded approach to creating and managing combatant commands exemplifies the
United States military’s commitment to operational excellence, global stability, and national security.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of commands established by combatant
commanders when authorized by the Secretary of Defense?
These commands represent the operational authority granted to combatant commanders to conduct military
operations within assigned areas or functions, ensuring unified and effective execution of national defense
strategies.

Under what circumstances does the Secretary of Defense authorize the
establishment of these commands?
The Secretary of Defense authorizes the establishment of these commands when there is a need to
coordinate military efforts across multiple services or regions to achieve strategic objectives.

How do combatant command authorities differ from other military
command structures?
Combatant command authorities are unified commands with global or regional responsibility, giving
commanders the authority to plan, direct, and execute military operations within their assigned domains,
unlike service-specific commands which focus on branch-specific activities.

What is the process for establishing a combatant command?
The process involves recommendations from the Secretary of Defense, approval by the President, and
formal authorization by the Secretary of Defense, often following strategic assessments and operational
needs analysis.

What roles do combatant commanders play once their commands are
established?
They are responsible for planning, coordinating, and executing military operations, overseeing assigned
forces, and ensuring their activities align with national security objectives.

Are there any limitations or conditions imposed on combatant
commanders when their commands are established?
Yes, their authority is exercised within the scope of their assigned missions, and they operate under the
policies, directives, and oversight established by the Department of Defense and the Secretary of Defense.



How does the establishment of these commands impact joint military
operations?
The establishment facilitates unified command structures, enabling more efficient coordination and
integration across different military branches to conduct complex joint operations effectively.

Additional Resources
These Commands Are Established By Combatant Commanders When Authorized By The Secretary Of
Defense Through

In the multifaceted landscape of modern national security, the United States Department of Defense (DoD)
maintains a complex and dynamic command structure designed to ensure swift, coordinated, and effective
military action across the globe. Central to this framework are the Combatant Commands
(COCOMs)—prestigious, geographically or functionally designated commands that wield significant
operational authority. The formation and authorization of these commands are governed by a rigorous
process that involves the Secretary of Defense’s explicit approval, ensuring that each command's
establishment aligns with strategic priorities, legal frameworks, and security interests.

This article explores the origins, structure, and authorization process of these combatant commands,
elucidates the roles and responsibilities assigned through this process, and examines how this mechanism
underpins the U.S. military's global operational capabilities. We will delve into the historical evolution of
combatant commands, analyze the statutory and procedural foundations for their creation, and consider
contemporary challenges and reforms shaping their authority.

---

Historical Context and Evolution of Combatant Commands

Origins of the Combatant Command System

The concept of unified and specified commands dates back to the aftermath of World War II, particularly
with the National Security Act of 1947, which established the Department of Defense and laid the
groundwork for integrated military command structures. Prior to this, the U.S. military operated largely in
service-specific silos, with coordination often ad hoc and fragmented.

Recognizing the necessity for unified command structures to effectively counter global threats, the
National Security Act introduced the idea of unified commands—overarching commands responsible for



large geographic regions or specific functional areas. The initial set of combatant commands was established
in the late 1940s and early 1950s, with the purpose of providing centralized operational control over U.S.
military forces in designated regions.

Evolution Through the Cold War and Beyond

Throughout the Cold War, the structure and scope of combatant commands expanded and evolved.
Notably, the creation of commands such as the Pacific Command (PACOM), European Command (EUCOM),
and Strategic Command (STRATCOM) reflected the shifting strategic priorities of the United States. These
commands were tasked with managing regional security and nuclear deterrence, respectively.

Over time, the Department of Defense refined the command structure to include functional combatant
commands—those responsible for specific mission areas regardless of geographic location. Examples include
the U.S. Special Operations Command (SOCOM), Cyber Command (CYBERCOM), and Transportation
Command (USTRANSCOM).

The establishment of joint command structures was driven by the realization that integrated, multi-domain
operations were essential for addressing modern threats, from conventional warfare to asymmetric and
cyber challenges.

---

Legal and Statutory Foundations for Establishing Combatant
Commands

Key Legislation and Regulations

The authority to establish, modify, or disestablish combatant commands is primarily derived from federal
law and DoD regulations. The foundational statutes include:

- 10 U.S. Code § 167 – "Combatant commands" which outlines the general authority and responsibilities of
combatant commands.
- 10 U.S. Code § 164 – "Unified and specified commands" that provides the legal basis for their creation and
modification.
- Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986 – Significantly restructured the
military chain of command, emphasizing the role of combatant commanders and establishing formal
procedures for their creation.



These statutes assign the Secretary of Defense the authority to establish combatant commands, with specific
procedures and criteria to ensure strategic alignment, operational necessity, and resource allocation.

Role of the Secretary of Defense

The Secretary of Defense holds the ultimate authority to approve the establishment or disestablishment of
combatant commands. This process involves:

- Assessment of Strategic Needs: Identifying gaps or emerging threats requiring dedicated command
structures.
- Recommendation from the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff: Providing military advice and
operational assessments.
- Approval and Formalization: Issuance of official directives to establish the command, delineate its
geographic or functional scope, and assign initial authorities.

This process ensures that combatant commands are created deliberately, with oversight from civilian
leadership and alignment with national security objectives.

---

The Process of Establishing Combatant Commands

Initiation and Planning

The process begins with a strategic assessment, often initiated by the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff or
the Secretary of Defense, which considers:

- Emerging threats or geopolitical shifts.
- Gaps in current command structures.
- Operational requirements for joint, combined, or coalition operations.

During this phase, the Department of Defense conducts detailed analyses, including cost assessments, force
structure implications, and legal considerations.

Recommendation and Approval



Following internal deliberations, the Secretary of Defense receives recommendations from military
leadership. The key steps include:

1. Drafting a Formal Proposal: Outlining the mission, scope, force composition, and legal authorities.
2. Review and Consultation: Engaging with relevant military departments, Congress, and allied partners as
appropriate.
3. Official Authorization: The Secretary of Defense issues a directive authorizing the establishment or
modification of the command, often documented through a formal order.

This directive specifies:

- The geographic or functional domain.
- The command's reporting relationships.
- Its initial force structure.
- Its mission scope.

Implementation and Activation

Once authorized, the process advances to:

- Organizational Structuring: Defining command hierarchy, staff structures, and logistical arrangements.
- Personnel and Force Allocation: Assigning military personnel, resources, and establishing operational
readiness.
- Public and Interagency Communication: Announcing the new command to stakeholders, including
Congress and allied nations.

The command is then activated, with its commander assuming operational authority over assigned forces,
consistent with the scope outlined in the authorization directive.

---

Roles and Responsibilities of Combatant Commands

Operational Control and Mission Execution

Combatant commanders (CCDRs) are vested with operational control (OPCON) over assigned forces,
enabling them to:



- Plan and execute military operations.
- Coordinate joint and multinational efforts.
- Allocate resources within their command.

Their authority is exercised within the bounds of the directives issued by the Secretary of Defense and the
President.

Strategic Planning and Force Projection

CCDRs are responsible for:

- Developing strategic plans aligned with national security objectives.
- Conducting intelligence and surveillance activities.
- Building partnerships with allied nations and organizations.

Coordination with Civilian Leadership

While combatant commanders have significant operational authority, they operate under the oversight of
civilian leadership, including the Secretary of Defense and the President, ensuring civilian control of the
military.

Adaptive Role in Contemporary Security Environment

Modern combatant commands are increasingly tasked with addressing hybrid threats, cyber warfare, and
space operations. This demands flexible, adaptive leadership structures capable of rapid decision-making
across domains.

---

Contemporary Challenges and Future Directions

Reforming and Reshaping Commands

The evolving nature of warfare necessitates periodic review and restructuring of combatant commands.
Challenges include:



- Balancing regional and functional responsibilities.
- Ensuring interoperability among diverse service branches.
- Integrating emerging domains like cyber and space.

Recent reforms have sought to streamline command structures, improve joint integration, and clarify
authorities.

Legal and Political Considerations

Establishing new commands or modifying existing ones involves navigating legislative processes,
congressional oversight, and international commitments. Ensuring transparency and strategic coherence
remains paramount.

Technological and Operational Innovation

Advances in technology require combatant commands to adapt rapidly, embracing innovations such as
artificial intelligence, autonomous systems, and enhanced cyber capabilities.

---

Conclusion

The establishment of combatant commands by commanders when authorized by the Secretary of Defense is
a foundational element of U.S. military strategy. This process ensures that the United States maintains a
flexible, responsive, and strategically aligned command structure capable of addressing the complexities of
modern warfare. As threats evolve and technological innovation accelerates, the procedures governing the
creation and modification of these commands will continue to adapt, underscoring their vital role in national
security.

Understanding the legal, procedural, and strategic underpinnings of this process is essential for appreciating
how the U.S. military organizes its global operations and maintains its operational readiness. Ultimately,
these commands exemplify a deliberate balance between civilian oversight and military expertise,
ensuring that the U.S. military remains prepared to defend national interests across the full spectrum of
conflict.
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