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The recent transformation of engineer construction 
battalions has generated much discussion. The tra-
ditional combat heavy engineer battalion, consisting 

of three engineer companies with vertical and horizontal pla-
toons in each company and a consolidated equipment support 
section in the headquarters support company, has been re-
placed by an engineer battalion that consists of two vertical 
companies and one horizontal company. The platoons were 
given individual unit identification codes in an effort to make 
them more deployable and to allow the formation of a unit 
that supports the needs of the commanders on the ground, 
similar to the way brigade combat teams are assembled.

 Lessons learned over the past year as the construction 
officer for the 368th Engineer Battalion, deployed to Kanda-
har Province in support of Regional Command–South, have 
highlighted an additional transformation that warrants 
further investigation. Forming engineer companies with 
broader capabilities, as opposed to the specific vertical and 
horizontal skills of current units, could increase engineer ef-
fects on the battlefield. 

Engineer officers attend the Engineer Officer Basic 
Course, which is a general course that teaches the funda-
mentals of the entire engineer branch. Graduates may be as-
signed to a variety of units—route clearance company, com-
bat engineer company, or vertical engineer company. The 
knowledge obtained at the course does not make graduates 
proficient in any of these duty positions—the real training 
takes place with the skills obtained and refined on the job. 

This framework could also be implemented for the en-
listed Soldiers in the typical military occupational special-
ties (MOSs) that make up the vertical and horizontal com-
panies. As a former heavy equipment operator, I can attest 
to the skills obtained during advanced individual training. 
They touched on the basics of each piece of equipment, but 
proficiency required “stick time.” That stick time doesn’t 

occur in the classroom environment—it only happens after 
the Soldier gets to his first unit. The same can be said for all 
general engineering MOSs. 

If the U.S. Army Engineer School restructured and creat-
ed a general engineer MOS that taught Soldiers the basics of 
vertical and horizontal construction, company commanders 
would have a much more versatile force. The advanced indi-
vidual training curriculum for general engineers would pro-
vide a broad understanding of the fundamentals of vertical 
engineering and the use of horizontal engineer equipment. 
Soldiers wouldn’t graduate as proficient operators or master 
electricians, but they would possess the foundation for fur-
ther training. The MOS structure would be more standard-
ized, training would be much broader, and Soldiers would 
have a more diverse understanding of typical engineer tasks 
in a general engineer battalion than in the current special-
ized units. As a result, the “vertical” and “horizontal” unit 
designators would be eliminated and replaced with the des-
ignation of “general engineer.” 

Most construction missions conducted by Army engineers 
have vertical and horizontal components. As a result, bat-
talions must task-organize vertical and horizontal assets to 
support these missions. In the general engineer company 
format, each company commander would have three pla-
toons that are capable of taking on any mission with organic 
assets. The format would also increase the efficiency and ef-
fectiveness of the platoons. A platoon leader could use the 
same Soldiers for various phases of the project without hav-
ing to provide one group of Soldiers to complete the earth-
works and another group to construct the final structure.

On occasion, there is still the need to mass vertical or 
horizontal assets to complete a task. The change to a general 
engineer company format would not adversely affect this 
and could ultimately provide commanders with even more 
capabilities to accomplish the mission. If a project with a 
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No. 1 priority required a focused effort by the vertical trades, 
a company commander could dedicate the needed resources 
without any external reorganization. However, the next No. 1 
priority would likely require the massing of horizontal as-
sets. A more balanced concentration of vertical and horizon-
tal assets at the platoon level would increase the flexibility 
of units to deliver the results being requested. 

The terms initial occupancy condition and minimum 
military requirements are often used to measure the general 
engineering effects Army engineers provide in a tactical en-
vironment. In building tactical infrastructure, combat out-
posts, and forward operating bases, maneuver commanders 
are concerned with how quickly the task is completed. Con-
struction engineers are often embedded with maneuver ele-
ments and tasked with building tactical infrastructure that 
will be immediately occupied so that operations can begin 
from that location. These facilities don’t require tile floor-
ing and complex wiring; they mainly consist of berms or pe-
rimeter walls, tent decks, a few guard towers, and perhaps 
some gravel to keep the dust down. The minimum skills re-
quired to complete this type of project could easily be encom-
passed in one general engineer MOS. There would still be 
a need for subject matter experts in vertical and horizontal 

construction at the unit level. We can’t dispense with that 
strong noncommissioned officer who knows vertical or hori-
zontal construction and can lead Soldiers. As with commis-
sioned officers, areas of concentration could be established 
to give Soldiers a career track to follow and gain additional 
training and skills in a particular area.

Army engineers fit the definition of the “jack of all trades 
and master of none.” They are asked to accomplish a wide 
variety of missions and expected to have a general under-
standing of all aspects of military construction. Develop-
ing junior Soldiers as general engineers could potentially 
increase the combat effectiveness of Army engineers and 
make the general engineer battalion even more diverse and 
capable of taking on whatever challenges arise. 

When he wrote this article, Captain Bogardus was the 
officer in charge of the construction management section of 
the 368th Engineer Battalion at Kandahar Airfield, Afghani-
stan. He holds a bachelor’s degree in civil and environmental 
engineering from The Citadel, Charleston, South Carolina, 
and is pursuing a master’s degree in civil engineering from 
the University of Connecticut. He is a professional engineer 
in Connecticut.


