
	

SELF-SUSTAINING FORCES CONCEPT 
 

Welcome to Part 2 of Self-Sustaining Forces—a series examining the self-reinforcing 
systems, feedback loops, and resilient structures required to thrive in an increasingly 

volatile world.  In this article, Clive Morgan and Steve Green discuss the evolving 
landscape of modern sustainment 

Article 2 - The Tyranny of Contested Logistics 
By	Clive	Morgan	and	Steve	Green	

The Strategic Reality of Contested Logistics	
If	constant	competition	has	become	the	defining	characteristic	of	the	modern	strategic	
environment,	then	contested	logistics	has	emerged	as	its	most	consequential	battleground.	
	
For	generations,	military	planners	have	understood	Napolean’s	simple	truth	that	
“…amateurs	discuss	tactics,	professionals	discuss	logistics.”		Yet	even	this	familiar	concept	
understates	the	scale	of	the	challenge	facing	modern	Armed	Forces.	Logistics	is	no	longer	
merely	the	activity	that	enables	operations.		Increasingly,	it	is	the	operation.		The	ability	to	
move	Food,	Energy,	Water	and	Materiel	(FEWMs)	across	vast	distances	now	determines	
whether	military	forces	can	generate	combat	power,	sustain	presence,	and	maintain	
sovereignty.	
	

Canada's Unique Operational and Geographic Vulnerabilities	
As	one	of	the	world's	largest	nations	by	geography,	Canada	faces	unique	sustainment	
challenges.	The	distances	involved	in	supporting	operations	across	the	Arctic,	the	North	
Atlantic,	and	expeditionary	deployments	create	logistical	burdens	that	few	allied	nations	
experience	at	the	same	scale.	Every	litre	of	fuel,	every	container	of	supplies,	and	every	
replacement	component	must	travel	through	a	network	that	is	increasingly	vulnerable	to	
disruption.	
	
For	decades,	military	logistics	benefited	from	an	assumption	of	relative	security.	Strategic	
lift,	commercial	shipping,	fuel	supply	chains	and	industrial	production	networks	were	
expected	to	remain	available	throughout	most	operations.	Today	that	assumption	is	
becoming	increasingly	dangerous.	
	
Strategic	competitors	have	studied	western	military	doctrine	carefully.	They	understand	
that	modern	forces	depend	upon	highly	interconnected	logistics	systems.	Rather	than	
confronting	military	strength	directly,	adversaries	increasingly	seek	to	attack	the	systems	
that	enable	military	strength	to	exist.	
	



	
The Mechanics of Logistics Weaponization	
The	objective	is	simple.	If	an	adversary	cannot	defeat	a	force	at	the	front	line,	they	seek	to	
prevent	that	force	from	arriving,	operating,	or	sustaining	itself	once	deployed.	
	
The	weaponization	of	logistics	is	already	visible	across	the	global	economy.	Shipping	
disruptions,	critical	mineral	dependencies,	cyber-attacks	against	transportation	networks,	
energy	insecurity	and	supply	chain	manipulation	have	demonstrated	how	rapidly	access	to	
essential	resources	can	become	a	strategic	vulnerability.	The	same	conditions	that	impact	
civilian	economies	also	affect	military	readiness.	
	
Fuel, Water, and Operational Burdens  
Nowhere	is	this	challenge	more	pronounced	than	in	fuel.	Fuel	has	traditionally	represented	
the	lifeblood	of	military	operations.	Aircraft	require	it.	Ships	depend	upon	it.	Ground	
vehicles	consume	vast	quantities	of	it.	Generators	use	it	to	provide	power.	Heating	systems	
rely	upon	it	in	Arctic	environments.	
	
However,	fuel	also	creates	one	of	the	military's	largest	logistical	burdens.	Every	litre	
transported	forward	requires	strategic	lift	capacity.	Every	fuel	convoy	requires	protection.	
Every	refueling	point	creates	a	potential	target.	
	
The	result	is	a	vicious	cycle.	To	sustain	combat	power,	more	fuel	must	be	delivered.	To	
deliver	more	fuel,	additional	transport	assets	are	required,	and	more	force	elements	are	
required	to	protect	them.	Those	transport	assets	and	protection	forces	consume	fuel	
themselves,	creating	additional	demand.	The	logistics	tail	continues	to	grow.	
	
History	is	full	of	examples	of	the	consequences.	From	North	Africa	during	the	Second	World	
War	to	contemporary	operations	in	Afghanistan,	the	ability	to	sustain	forces	has	frequently	
proven	more	decisive	than	their	ability	to	fight.	
	
Water	presents	a	similar	challenge.	In	austere	environments,	water	becomes	both	a	
humanitarian	necessity	and	an	operational	requirement.	Personnel	require	it	for	survival.	
Medical	facilities	depend	upon	it.	Helicopters	require	it	to	reduce	dust	and	‘brown-out’	
conditions.	Maintenance	activities	consume	it.	Food	preparation	requires	it.	
	
Consequently,	future	forces	must	seek	ways	to	generate,	harvest,	purify	and	recycle	water	
closer	to	the	point	of	need.	Atmospheric	water	generation,	advanced	purification	systems	
and	greywater	recovery	technologies	are	no	longer	environmental	initiatives.	They	are	
operational	capabilities.	
 
Arctic Sovereignty and Sustainment	
The	Arctic	amplifies	each	of	these	challenges.	Canada's	northern	operating	environment	is	
defined	by	distance,	weather,	limited	infrastructure	and	restricted	redundancy.	Supply	
windows	can	be	seasonal.	Transportation	routes	may	be	vulnerable	to	environmental	



	
conditions.	Equipment	failures	can	have	disproportionate	consequences.	
	
If	sovereignty	is	‘presence’,	then	sustainment	makes	that	‘presence’	possible.	
	
A	military	force	that	cannot	sustain	itself	in	the	North	cannot	maintain	persistent	
operations.	A	nation	that	cannot	reliably	support	its	northern	communities	cannot	fully	
realise	its	sovereignty	objectives.	

	
Shifting Paradigms: From Efficiency to Regenerative Resilience	
This	is	why	the	conversation	must	evolve	beyond	efficiency.	For	decades,	logistics	
optimisation	focused	on	cost	reduction,	inventory	minimisation	and	just-in-time	delivery.	
These	approaches	generated	financial	benefits	during	periods	of	stability	but	often	did	so	at	
the	expense	of	resilience.	
	
Efficiency	and	resilience	are	not	the	same	thing.	An	efficient	supply	chain	may	perform	
exceptionally	under	ideal	conditions.	A	resilient	supply	chain	continues	to	function	when	
conditions	deteriorate.	
	
This	is	where	the	concept	of	self-sufficiency	becomes	strategically	significant.	
	
The	objective	is	not	complete	independence	from	global	supply	chains.	Rather,	the	objective	
is	to	reduce	dependency	upon	vulnerable	external	systems	wherever	practical.	
	
Forward-deployed	energy	generation,	localised	food	production,	water	harvesting,	
advanced	and	additive	manufacturing,	resource	recovery	and	circular	economy	principles	
all	contribute	toward	this	objective.	Each	capability	reduces	demand	on	contested	logistics	
networks.	Each	capability	increases	operational	endurance.	Each	capability	enhances	
strategic	flexibility.	
	
Collectively,	they	represent	a	shift	from	a	consumption-based	logistics	model	toward	a	
regeneration-based	sustainment	model.	
	

Dual-Use Benefits for Civil and Military Infrastructure	
This	transition	carries	implications	far	beyond	military	operations.	Many	of	the	
technologies	required	to	support	self-sustaining	forces	are	equally	valuable	for	remote	
communities,	critical	infrastructure	operators	and	emergency	management	organisations.	
Investments	made	to	support	Arctic	Defence	can	simultaneously	strengthen	community	
resilience,	economic	development	and	national	preparedness.	
	
The	same	microgrid	that	improves	energy	security	for	a	northern	community	can	support	
military	operations	during	a	crisis.	The	same	advanced	manufacturing	capability	that	
strengthens	regional	economic	development	can	produce	critical	components	during	supply	



	
chain	disruption.	The	same	water	generation	technology	that	supports	humanitarian	
operations	can	sustain	deployed	forces.	
	
Conclusion.	
	
The	future	battlespace	extends	far	beyond	the	point	of	contact	between	opposing	forces.	It	
stretches	back	through	ports,	rail	networks,	highways,	industrial	facilities,	communications	
systems	and	energy	infrastructure.	It	encompasses	every	activity	required	to	generate	and	
sustain	military	capability.	
	
In	an	era	of	constant	competition,	logistics	can	no	longer	be	viewed	as	a	supporting	
function.	It	is	a	strategic	capability.	
	
Those	nations	that	continue	to	optimise	exclusively	for	efficiency	will	find	themselves	
increasingly	vulnerable	to	disruption.	Those	that	invest	in	resilience,	self-sufficiency	and	
sovereign	capability	will	possess	a	decisive	advantage.	
	
The	question	is	no	longer	whether	logistics	will	be	contested.	The	question	is	whether	we	
are	prepared	to	redesign	our	sustainment	systems	before	that	contest	intensifies.	
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