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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Millennium Challenge 2002 (MC02) was the largest and most expensive military exercise 
in United States history at the time of its execution. MC02 was a joint war game designed 
to validate the Pentagon's new operational concepts under the banner of “Rapid Decisive 
Operations” (RDO) and “Effects-Based Operations” (EBO). With a price tag of 
approximately $250 million and over 13,500 personnel participating across live, virtual, 
and constructive simulation environments, MC02 was envisioned as a definitive test of 
American military superiority against a hypothetical Middle Eastern adversary. 
 
That’s key. This was an actual war game simulation for a potential war with Iran. 
 
Instead, it became one of the most consequential cautionary tales in modern military 
history, not because the United States lost, but because when it did lose, it chose not to 
learn the lesson. 
 
The Red Force, commanded by retired Marine Corps Lieutenant General Paul K. Van Riper, 
employed unconventional, asymmetric, and decentralized tactics that devastated the Blue 
Force fleet in the opening hours of the exercise. Sixteen US Navy warships were sunk in a 
simulated engagement that, had it occurred in reality, would have constituted the largest 
naval defeat since Pearl Harbor. Rather than absorbing the result and recalibrating doctrine, 
United States Joint Forces Command (USJFCOM) reset the exercise, refloated the fleet, 
constrained Red Force actions, and guided the exercise to a predetermined Blue Force 
victory. 
 
This strategic analysis provides a comprehensive review of the exercise's objectives, 
command structures, assets deployed, tactical engagements, the politically driven reset 
conditions, and the final sanitized outcome. It then evaluates the lessons that were learned 
versus those that were deliberately suppressed or ignored — and maps those findings 
against the strategic landscape of contemporary US-Iran tensions, where the conditions 
Van Riper exploited in 2002 remain substantially unchanged. 
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EXERCISE OBJECTIVES AND STRATEGIC CONTEXT 
 
Millennium Challenge 2002 was conceived in the aftermath of the 1991 Gulf War and 
refined by the upheaval of the late 1990s. The core mission of USJFCOM, established in 
1999, was to transform the US military from a Cold War-era force structured for large-
scale conventional warfare into a leaner, faster, networked force capable of decisive 
operations against any adversary in any environment. 
 
The theoretical underpinnings of MC02 drew heavily from the Revolution in Military 
Affairs (RMA), a doctrinal school of thought championed by figures such as Vice Admiral 
Arthur Cebrowski, who argued that information superiority, precision strike capability, and 
networked forces could compress the traditional fog of war and allow the United States to 
achieve rapid, near-bloodless decisive operations.  
 
The central hypothesis of MC02 was straightforward: could this new doctrine, when fully 
implemented and tested, guarantee victory against a sophisticated, motivated regional 
adversary? 
 
The stated objectives of MC02 were as follows: 
 

• Validate the concept of Rapid Decisive Operations by testing whether a joint force 
could defeat an adversary quickly, with minimal casualties, and before the enemy 
could achieve strategic objectives 

• Evaluate Effects-Based Operations planning methodologies, which sought to target 
not just enemy forces, but the systemic underpinnings of enemy capability — 
leadership nodes, logistics, communications infrastructure, and morale 

• Test the Network-Centric Warfare (NCW) concept, examining whether shared 
situational awareness across naval, air, land, and special operations forces could 
produce a decisive information advantage 

• Assess joint force interoperability in a complex, multi-domain environment involving 
carrier strike groups, amphibious assault forces, ground components, special 
operations units, and strategic air assets 

• Experiment with new command and control architectures that flattened hierarchies 
and enabled faster decision cycles 

 
The scenario, while kept deliberately ambiguous in open-source records, was 
transparently modeled on a confrontation with Iran.  
 
The Red Force nation occupied a strategic waterway analogous to the Persian Gulf and 
Strait of Hormuz, possessed a mix of conventional and asymmetric military capabilities, 
maintained ideologically motivated paramilitary forces, and was led by a charismatic, anti-
American commander willing to absorb significant losses to inflict disproportionate damage 
on US forces. 
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RED FORCE: COMPOSITION, COMMANDER, ASSETS, AND TACTICS 
 
COMMANDER — LIEUTENANT GENERAL PAUL K. VAN RIPER (USMC, RET.) 
 
The selection of Paul Van Riper to command the Red Force was, in retrospect, either 
an act of remarkable intellectual honesty or a catastrophic miscalculation by 
USJFCOM planners, most likely the latter, given subsequent events. Van Riper was 
a combat veteran with extensive experience in Vietnam, a former president of the 
Marine Corps University, and one of the US military's most penetrating strategic 
thinkers. He had spent years studying the philosophy of war, particularly the works 
of John Boyd, whose concept of the OODA Loop (Observe, Orient, Decide, Act) 
became central to Van Riper's approach to the exercise. 
 
Van Riper was a vocal critic of the RMA school of thought and of the overconfidence 
he believed was infecting Pentagon planning. He accepted the Red Force command 
specifically to challenge Blue Force assumptions, to “red team' the exercise with 
genuine adversarial thinking rather than serving as a compliant sparring partner 
who would validate predetermined conclusions. 
 
His preparation was meticulous. He studied how non-Western, resource-
constrained adversaries had historically defeated or frustrated technologically 
superior opponents. He read extensively on Iranian military doctrine, Persian Gulf 
geography, asymmetric warfare, and the history of naval combat in confined waters. 
 
RED FORCE ASSETS 
 
The Red Force was constructed to approximate a mid-tier regional power with a 
combination of conventional military assets, paramilitary forces, and asymmetric 
capabilities.  
 
Specifically, the Red Force was equipped with: 
 

• A surface naval fleet including patrol boats, fast inshore attack craft (FIAC), 
and small missile-armed vessels — mirroring the Iranian Revolutionary 
Guard Corps Navy (IRGCN) concept of operations 

• Shore-based anti-ship missile batteries, including systems analogous to 
Chinese-supplied C-802 anti-ship missiles, capable of engaging Blue Force 
ships at extended ranges from concealed land positions 

• Diesel-electric submarines, representing a quiet, stealthy undersea threat 
capable of operating effectively in the shallow, acoustically complex littoral 
environment of the Persian Gulf 
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• A modest conventional air defense network with surface-to-air missile 
capabilities 

• Paramilitary forces, including armed small boats, waterborne improvised 
explosive devices, and civilian vessels that could be weaponized — reflecting 
the hybrid nature of Iranian irregular maritime forces 

• A decentralized command and control network, including couriers, 
motorcycle messengers, and pre-arranged signal systems that did not 
depend on electronic communications — a critical adaptation that would 
prove decisive 

 
RED FORCE TACTICS 
 
Van Riper's tactical genius in MC02 lay not in any single dramatic maneuver but in 
the systematic exploitation of the Blue Force's doctrinal and cognitive blind spots. 
His first and most consequential tactical decision was communications doctrine.  
 
Knowing that Blue Force would attempt to suppress and monitor Red Force 
electronic emissions, a cornerstone of NCW supremacy, Van Riper ordered his 
forces to communicate primarily through non-electronic means: motorcycle couriers, 
a system of lights and hand signals, and pre-arranged code words broadcast 
through the civilian call-to-prayer loudspeaker systems.  
 
This single decision rendered Blue Force's signals intelligence largely irrelevant 
and deprived the Blue commander of the situational awareness that underpinned 
the entire RDO concept. 
 
His second key decision was a preemptive strike. Rather than waiting for Blue Force 
to issue its ultimatum, establish information dominance, and systematically 
dismantle Red Force capability through effects-based targeting — the scripted 
sequence that USJFCOM planners expected — Van Riper launched a massive, 
simultaneous attack in the opening hours of the exercise. Swarms of small fast 
boats, civilian aircraft packed with explosives, and a salvo of shore-based anti-ship 
missiles struck the Blue Force carrier strike group in a coordinated saturation attack 
designed to overwhelm the fleet's layered defenses. 
 
The result was catastrophic for Blue Force. Sixteen ships were sunk in the 
simulation, including one aircraft carrier, ten cruisers and destroyers, and five 
amphibious assault ships. Had the losses been real, over 20,000 US military 
personnel would have been killed in a matter of hours — the worst single day of 
American casualties since World War Two. 
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Van Riper's tactical framework drew explicitly on Boyd's OODA Loop theory: by 
accelerating his own decision cycle to a point far faster than Blue Force could 
respond, he denied the enemy the ability to “Observe” accurately, “Orient” correctly, 
“Decide” with coherence, or “Act” effectively. The information-dominant Blue Force 
was paralyzed precisely because it had been designed around a combat 
environment that Van Riper refused to provide. 
 
He also employed a deliberate strategy of deception, using civilian maritime traffic 
to mask military movements and maintaining radio silence across the fleet for 
extended periods. Blue Force sensors, optimized to track electronic emissions and 
radar signatures, found themselves chasing ghosts. 
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BLUE FORCE: COMPOSITION, COMMANDER, ASSETS, AND DOCTRINE 
 
COMMANDER AND COMMAND ARCHITECTURE 
 
The Blue Force was commanded by a US Navy Vice Admiral whose identity remains 
largely obscured in the public record, operating under the auspices of USJFCOM.  
 
The Blue command structure reflected the new Network-Centric Warfare 
architecture, a hierarchical-but-networked system that sought to give the joint force 
commander comprehensive, real-time situational awareness across all domains. 
 
The Blue Force command philosophy was structured around the assumption that 
information dominance would be achieved and maintained from the earliest stages 
of the conflict. Effects-Based Operations planning had identified key Red Force 
nodes — leadership, logistics, air defense, communications — and the Blue Force 
operating concept assumed that systematic targeting of these nodes would produce 
the desired behavioral and physical effects in a compressed timeline. 
 
BLUE FORCE ASSETS 
 
The Blue Force represented the full spectrum of American joint military capability: 
 

• Multiple Carrier Strike Groups (CSGs), each centered on a nuclear-powered 
aircraft carrier with embarked air wings, surface escorts, and submarine 
support — the primary instrument of US power projection 

• Amphibious Ready Groups (ARGs) with embarked Marine Expeditionary 
Units (MEUs), providing a substantial ground assault capability for 
amphibious operations 

• Attack submarines providing underwater surveillance, strike capability, and 
anti-submarine warfare support 

• Land-based strategic air assets including B-1, B-2, and B-52 bombers 
capable of precision strike missions from standoff distances 

• Theater missile defense systems including Patriot PAC-3 batteries and ship-
based Standard Missile interceptors, designed to defeat Red Force ballistic 
and cruise missile attacks 

• Special Operations Forces (SOF) elements tasked with disruption of Red 
Force command nodes, reconnaissance, and direct action missions 

• A comprehensive intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) 
architecture incorporating satellite systems, unmanned aerial vehicles, and 
naval patrol aircraft 
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• Joint Surveillance Target Attack Radar System (JSTARS) and Airborne 
Warning and Control System (AWACS) aircraft providing ground moving 
target indication and theater air battle management 

 
BLUE FORCE DOCTRINE AND VULNERABILITIES 
 
The Blue Force doctrine, sophisticated as it was, embedded several critical 
vulnerabilities that Van Riper identified and exploited with precision.  
 
First, the entire operational concept assumed that Blue Force would retain 
persistent situational awareness — that its sensors, communications, and 
intelligence networks would function as designed throughout the engagement. Van 
Riper's electronic silence stripped this assumption of its foundation. 
 
Second, Blue Force doctrine assumed that the adversary would behave rationally 
within a Western strategic framework — that Red Force leadership, confronted with 
overwhelming American power, would follow predictable patterns of escalation, 
signaling, and negotiation that Blue's decision-making architecture was optimized 
to manage. Van Riper rejected this framework entirely. 
 
Third, the Blue Force was anchored in a relatively predictable geographic formation 
that, by the logic of American naval doctrine, represented conventional strength — 
but in the confined waters of the Persian Gulf analogue, represented vulnerability to 
saturation attack. 
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THE ENGAGEMENT: RESULT BEFORE THE RESET 
 
On the first day of active exercise operations, Van Riper executed his preemptive 
strike with devastating effectiveness. The attack was launched simultaneously 
across multiple vectors — surface, aerial, and shore-based — before Blue Force had 
completed its initial information dominance phase and before the scripted 
ultimatum had been delivered. 
 
The simulation adjudicators, using standardized military modeling software, 
confirmed the results: sixteen Blue Force vessels were assessed as sunk.  
 
The carrier strike group's organic defenses — the layered system of fighters, 
surface-to-air missiles, close-in weapons systems, and electronic countermeasures 
— had been overwhelmed by the volume and simultaneity of the attack. The swarm 
of small boats, in particular, defeated the Blue Force defense architecture, which 
had not been designed to engage dozens of simultaneous small, low-observable 
threats in a littoral environment while simultaneously tracking and defending 
against anti-ship missile salvos. 
 
The loss of the carrier — the centerpiece of American power projection capability — 
fundamentally disrupted the Blue Force operational concept. Without functioning 
carrier aviation, Blue Force lost the bulk of its tactical air superiority, its primary 
strike platform, and a critical node in its command and communications network. 
 
Van Riper had not merely won a tactical engagement; he had demonstrated a 
systemic vulnerability in American naval doctrine.  
 
The exercise, as designed, was effectively over within hours of its 
commencement. 
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THE RESET: CONDITIONS AND CONSTRAINTS 
 
The Pentagon's response to Van Riper's victory was not to pause and absorb the 
implications, but to restart the exercise under fundamentally altered conditions 
designed to ensure a Blue Force victory. This decision, arguably the most 
consequential and most damning aspect of MC02, transformed a legitimate 
operational test into an elaborate validation exercise. 
 
The conditions under which the exercise was reset included the following 
constraints imposed on the Red Force: 
 

• Red Force was required to turn on its air defense systems at specified times, 
allowing Blue Force to locate, track, and destroy them with minimal 
interference — directly reversing Van Riper's earlier tactic of maintaining 
unpredictable electronic silence 

• Red Force was prohibited from using its shore-based anti-ship missiles in the 
manner Van Riper had employed — the tactic was arbitrarily declared 
outside the exercise parameters after it had already proven decisive 

• Red Force was ordered not to conduct further preemptive strikes and was 
required to wait for Blue Force to initiate specific phases of the operation 
before responding — effectively stripping Red Force of strategic initiative 

• Red Force's swarming small boat tactics were constrained by exercise 
controllers who adjudicated outcomes in ways that favored Blue Force 
defensive capabilities beyond what simulation models supported 

• The sixteen sunk Blue Force vessels were “refloated” — restored to full 
operational status in the simulation — without acknowledgment of what 
their loss would have meant in terms of intelligence on Red Force 
capabilities, personnel casualties, or operational degradation 

 
Van Riper was incensed. In internal communications and subsequent public 
statements, he described the exercise as “scripted” and “rigged from the outset,” 
not a genuine test of doctrine but a “large-scale public relations exercise” designed 
to validate conclusions that USJFCOM had already reached. He stated that the 
exercise had become a “self-licking ice cream cone,” an event designed to justify its 
own predetermined outcome. 
 
He ultimately resigned from his role as Red Force commander partway through the 
restarted exercise, refusing to continue participating in what he regarded as a 
fundamental subversion of the scientific and operational integrity of the war game. 
His resignation was remarkable in its implications: the man appointed to stress-test 
American doctrine had concluded that the institution was incapable of receiving the 
stress test results. 
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THE FINAL OUTCOME 
 
Under the reset conditions, the remainder of MC02 proceeded largely as USJFCOM 
had anticipated. Blue Force, no longer subject to Van Riper's preemptive strike or his 
communications discipline, achieved information dominance in the simulation.  
 
Effects-Based Operations planning unfolded according to script. Red Force air 
defenses were systematically neutralized. The amphibious assault was executed 
against a degraded defender. Red Force command nodes were struck with 
precision. The exercise concluded with a clear Blue Force victory, which USJFCOM 
publicly declared as validation of the RDO concept. 
 
The official after-action reports emphasized the success of joint integration, the 
efficacy of Effects-Based Operations, and the promise of Network-Centric Warfare. 
The catastrophic first-day losses were minimized or omitted from public 
documentation. The exercise was presented as a comprehensive success. 
 
Van Riper, however, spoke publicly and at length about what had actually occurred. 
His account found an audience in the defense analytical community and in the press, 
particularly in a detailed 2002 exposé in the Army Times and subsequent coverage 
in publications including The Guardian. The story of MC02 became a fixture of 
asymmetric warfare studies, military ethics discussions, and debates about 
institutional learning in the US defense establishment. 
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LESSONS LEARNED – AND LESSONS IGNORED 
 
LESSONS OSTENSIBLY ABSORBED 
 
In the years following MC02, the exercise's uncomfortable first-day result did 
produce some measurable changes in US military thinking, though these were often 
partial, slow, or incomplete: 
 

• Recognition of the swarming small boat threat: The US Navy devoted 
increased resources to developing tactics, training, and doctrine for 
countering swarms of small fast attack craft in littoral environments. The 
Naval Expeditionary Combat Command (NECC) expanded its presence, and 
rules of engagement in the Persian Gulf were refined to address the specific 
threat of Iranian IRGCN watercraft 

• Honest acknowledgment in the classified space: Within classified after-
action review channels, Van Riper's critique gained more traction than the 
sanitized public record suggests. Elements of his critique were incorporated 
into subsequent wargame designs, and the concept of adversarial “red 
teaming” became more institutionally valued, at least nominally 

• Naval defensive posture adjustments: The US Fifth Fleet, which operates 
continuously in the Persian Gulf region, modified its standard operating 
procedures to maintain greater standoff distances from Iranian-controlled 
waters and to keep carrier strike groups further from the most dangerous 
littoral zones during periods of elevated tension 

 
LESSONS DELIBERATELY OR STRUCTURALLY IGNORED 
 
The more significant, and more troubling, analytical finding is the set of lessons that 
MC02 clearly demonstrated but that the US defense establishment failed to 
incorporate into doctrine, acquisition, or strategic posture.  
 
These include: 
 

• The fundamental fragility of Network-Centric Warfare against an 
adversary who refuses to be networked: Van Riper demonstrated that an 
opponent willing to communicate through pre-industrial means — couriers, 
lights, call-to-prayer systems — could render the entirety of America's 
electronic information dominance irrelevant. This lesson has never been fully 
institutionalized. US doctrine continues to assume a baseline level of 
adversary electronic signature that may not exist in a future high-stakes 
confrontation 
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• The danger of doctrine that assumes adversary compliance: Effects-Based 
Operations and Rapid Decisive Operations both embedded an assumption 
that adversaries would respond to American pressure in predictable, 
graduated ways. Van Riper rejected this framework entirely and chose to 
fight on entirely different terms. This cognitive failure — the assumption that 
the enemy will conform to your operational model — is one of the oldest 
and most persistent mistakes in military history, and MC02 confirmed it 
remains alive in American doctrine 

• The vulnerability of large surface combatants in confined waters: The 
sinking of sixteen ships, including a carrier, demonstrated that the confined 
geography of the Persian Gulf fundamentally alters the calculus of carrier 
strike group operations. A platform optimized for blue-water power 
projection is a liability in a littoral environment where swarm attacks, sea-
skimming missiles, and quiet submarines can be cued by shore-based 
observers and launched with minimal warning time. The US Navy's force 
structure, acquisition, and deployment doctrine have not fundamentally 
changed in response to this finding 

• The institutional resistance to unfavorable findings: Perhaps the most 
important and most ignored lesson of MC02 is the lesson about institutional 
culture itself. The decision to reset the exercise, constrain Van Riper, and 
declare victory was not made by rogue actors, reflected systemic pressures 
within a large, politically embedded bureaucracy to protect existing 
programs, doctrines, and investments. An institution that resets its own 
failure tests does not learn from failure; it only learns how to perform success 

• The danger of confirmation bias in exercise design: MC02 was designed 
with a conclusion in mind, and its architecture — the scripted phases, the 
information-sharing requirements, the constrained adversary — was 
structured to confirm that conclusion. This is not unique to MC02; it reflects a 
chronic weakness in large-scale wargame design where political, budgetary, 
and career incentives discourage exercises that produce unwanted results 

• The need for genuine adversarial thinking in strategic planning: Van Riper 
approached his role not as a cooperative exercise partner but as a genuine 
enemy. He asked not “how would a rational actor respond to American 
pressure?” but “how would I, if I were this adversary with these capabilities 
and this motivation, actually try to win?” This distinction — between 
simulated opposition and genuine red teaming — remains undervalued in US 
strategic planning processes. 
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CORRELATION WITH THE CURRENT IRAN CONFLICT LANDSCAPE 
 
THE MC02 SCENARIO IS NOT HYPOTHETICAL — IT IS CURRENT 
 
The scenario Van Riper exploited in 2002 was explicitly modeled on Iran.  
 
More than two decades later, the strategic conditions that made his tactics so 
devastatingly effective have not only persisted — they have, in several key 
dimensions, intensified in Iran's favor. 
 
Iran's military doctrine in 2026 is built explicitly around the lessons that Van Riper 
demonstrated in MC02, even if Iranian military planners drew those lessons from 
their own strategic analysis rather than from the exercise itself. The Islamic 
Revolutionary Guard Corps Navy (IRGCN), which operates as a largely independent 
military force parallel to the conventional Iranian Navy, has spent the intervening 
decades developing, refining, and exercising precisely the kind of asymmetric 
swarm capabilities that sank sixteen American warships in a two-hour simulation. 
 
IRANIAN MILITARY CAPABILITIES MIRRORING MC02 RED FORCE 
 
The IRGCN's force posture today reflects Van Riper's 2002 playbook with alarming 
fidelity: 
 

• Fast Inshore Attack Craft (FIAC) Swarms: Iran operates hundreds of small, 
fast, heavily armed patrol and attack boats, organized into swarm formations 
that have been repeatedly exercised in the Strait of Hormuz and the broader 
Persian Gulf. These craft are equipped with rockets, torpedoes, and anti-ship 
missiles, and are crewed by IRGCN personnel whose doctrine explicitly 
embraces the kind of saturation attack Van Riper executed in MC02 

• Advanced Anti-Ship Missiles: Iran has significantly expanded its inventory of 
anti-ship cruise missiles, including domestically produced systems such as 
the Noor (a derivative of the Chinese C-802), the Qader, and the Nasr. These 
missiles are deployed from shore-based batteries, surface vessels, and 
aircraft, creating the multi-vector attack geometry that overwhelmed Blue 
Force defenses in MC02. More recently, Iran has demonstrated hypersonic 
anti-ship missile programs that could further compress the defensive 
engagement timeline 

• Submarine and Mine Warfare: Iran operates a fleet of diesel-electric 
submarines, including the domestically produced Fateh class, supplemented 
by midget submarines capable of mine-laying in shallow littoral waters. The 
Persian Gulf's shallow, acoustically complex environment — the same 
environment that provides natural cover to quiet diesel submarines — has 
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not changed. Mine warfare remains one of the most cost-asymmetric threats 
Iran can employ; a naval mine costing tens of thousands of dollars can 
disable or destroy a warship worth hundreds of millions 

• Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/AD): Iran has built an extensive A2/AD 
architecture of ballistic missiles, anti-ship cruise missiles, coastal artillery, 
and radar networks that can hold US naval assets at risk throughout the 
Persian Gulf and into the Gulf of Oman. The 2019 attacks on Saudi oil 
infrastructure and subsequent missile attacks on US bases in Iraq 
demonstrate Iran's willingness and ability to employ these systems against 
high-value targets 

• Communications Discipline and Resilience: Iran has observed US electronic 
warfare capabilities extensively and has invested in hardened, redundant, 
and low-signature command and control architectures. IRGCN units routinely 
exercise communications procedures that minimize detectable electronic 
signatures — directly mirroring Van Riper's 2002 approach 

• Proxy and Irregular Forces: Iran's network of proxy forces — Hezbollah in 
Lebanon, the Houthi movement in Yemen, Iraqi Shia militias, and others — 
provides a distributed, deniable attack capability that extends far beyond 
Iran's borders. The Houthi drone and missile campaign against Red Sea 
shipping that intensified in 2023-2024 demonstrated that Iran's irregular 
network can disrupt global maritime commerce at scale, imposing enormous 
economic costs on the United States and its allies without triggering the 
political and military responses that a direct Iranian attack would generate 

 
THE STRAIT OF HORMUZ: VAN RIPER'S LABORATORY MADE REAL 
 
The Strait of Hormuz, through which approximately 20-21% of global oil trade 
transits, is, in geographical and tactical terms, the real-world equivalent of the 
exercise environment Van Riper exploited in MC02. The Strait, at its narrowest 
point, is approximately 33 kilometers wide (20 miles), with only two navigable 
shipping lanes, each less than 3 kilometers (1.86 miles) in width. This is not blue 
water; it is a killing ground for any naval force that must transit in range of shore-
based weapons systems. 
 
A US carrier strike group transiting the Strait of Hormuz to conduct strike operations 
against Iran would face an environment that amplifies every advantage Van Riper 
demonstrated in 2002. The geography compresses defensive timelines, cues shore-
based observers, and reduces the sea room available for defensive maneuver. The 
carrier's air wing, its most powerful defensive and offensive asset, faces a layered 
Iranian air defense network that, while inferior to American capabilities in a 
permissive environment, is concentrated and redundant in the specific geographic 
corridor a strike group must transit. 
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The US military is aware of this. Carrier strike groups operating in the Persian Gulf 
during periods of elevated tension have adjusted their operating areas, maintaining 
greater standoff and reducing their time in the most vulnerable waters.  
 
This is an implicit acknowledgment of the vulnerability Van Riper exposed, an 
acknowledgment that has not been translated into the kind of fundamental 
doctrinal or force structure change that MC02's first-day result demanded. 
 
THE INSTITUTIONAL PROBLEM HAS NOT BEEN SOLVED 
 
The deepest lesson of MC02, and the one most directly relevant to the current Iran 
strategic context, is not about tactics or technology. It is about institutional culture 
and the capacity for honest strategic assessment. 
 
The decision to reset MC02 rather than absorb its results reflected a defense 
establishment that had organized significant political, financial, and reputational 
capital around a particular doctrinal vision — the RMA, Effects-Based 
Operations, Network-Centric Warfare — and could not afford, institutionally, to 
allow a war game to discredit that vision. The same dynamics are visible today in 
debates about carrier vulnerability, the size and composition of the US surface fleet, 
and the adequacy of existing air and missile defense architectures against a dense, 
multi-vector Iranian saturation attack. 
 
Several senior analysts and retired military officers have noted publicly that the US 
Fifth Fleet's continued operation in the Persian Gulf, with carrier strike groups 
operating in environments that MC02 demonstrated could be catastrophically 
lethal, reflects an institutional resistance to accepting the implications of that 
demonstration.  
 
Carriers are not merely warships; they are the organizing principle of US naval 
power projection, the justification for the Navy's largest shipbuilding programs, and 
the physical embodiment of American strategic commitments. Acknowledging their 
vulnerability in the Persian Gulf context is institutionally and politically costly in 
ways that parallel the costs USJFCOM faced when Van Riper sank the fleet in 2002. 
 
The Iran nuclear deal negotiations, the withdrawal from the JCPOA, subsequent 
maximum pressure campaigns, and the ongoing cycle of Iranian proxy activity and 
US counter-pressure have all taken place against the backdrop of a military balance 
that has not been honestly stress-tested since Van Riper's exercise — and whose 
last honest stress test produced results that were promptly suppressed. 
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SPECIFIC OPERATIONAL WARNINGS FOR THE CURRENT ENVIRONMENT 
 
Drawing directly from the MC02 experience, this analysis identifies the following specific 
operational warnings relevant to any US-Iran military confrontation: 
 

• Warning 1 — The First-Move Dilemma: Iranian doctrine, like Van Riper's approach, 
does not assume that it must wait for US forces to achieve information dominance 
before striking. A pre-emptive Iranian saturation attack against US naval assets in 
the Persian Gulf region, executed before American forces have completed their 
deployment and positioning, represents the single most dangerous scenario in the 
current operational environment 

• Warning 2 — Swarm Saturation Remains Unsolved: The tactical problem Van 
Riper demonstrated in 2002 — overwhelming a carrier strike group's layered 
defenses through simultaneous small-boat swarms, anti-ship missiles, and air 
attacks — has not been fully solved. Close-In Weapons Systems (CIWS), improved 
Surface-to-Air Missiles, and Directed Energy Weapons (DEW) have improved Blue 
Force defensive capabilities at the margins, but the basic arithmetic of saturation has 
not changed: a determined adversary with sufficient numbers of missiles and boats 
can exceed the engagement capacity of a finite number of defensive interceptors 

• Warning 3 — The Strait is a Trap: Any US military operation that requires 
sustained naval operations within the Strait of Hormuz or the northern Persian Gulf 
accepts the geographic conditions that Van Riper exploited. Mission planners must 
account for this reality, not assume it away 

• Warning 4 — Proxy Action Before Conventional Action: Iran's most likely initial 
response to a military confrontation with the United States is not a conventional 
military attack, but an acceleration of proxy operations — Houthi attacks on 
shipping, Hezbollah missile barrages against Israel, militia attacks on US bases in 
Iraq and Syria — designed to impose costs, test American resolve, and complicate 
US strategic decision-making before any direct confrontation. This is the real-world 
implementation of Van Riper's communications and deception strategy: fight on 
unexpected terms, through unexpected channels, before the adversary has 
established its preferred engagement framework 

• Warning 5 — Don't Assume the Adversary Wants What You Think: The most 
fundamental lesson of MC02 is that an adversary fighting for survival, ideological 
conviction, or national honor does not necessarily make the rational cost-benefit 
calculations that American deterrence theory assumes. Iran's leadership has 
demonstrated, repeatedly, that it will accept significant economic and military costs 
in pursuit of strategic objectives that it values more highly than the United States 
expects. A strategic framework built around the assumption of Iranian rationality in 
Western terms is a strategic framework that Van Riper would recognize — and 
exploit 
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CONCLUSION 
 
Millennium Challenge 2002 should be studied not as a historical curiosity but as a living 
strategic document.  
 
Van Riper's first-day victory demonstrated, with precision and at enormous cost to 
institutional comfort, that American military doctrine embedded systemic vulnerabilities 
that a sophisticated, unconventional adversary could exploit catastrophically. The decision 
to reset the exercise rather than absorb its results was not merely an intellectual failure — 
it was a strategic one, with consequences that extend to the present day. 
 
Iran, whether by studying American exercises, by drawing on its own strategic tradition, or 
by simple operational logic, has built a military posture that mirrors Van Riper's 2002 
playbook: asymmetric swarm capabilities, shore-based anti-ship missiles, mine warfare, 
submarine operations, electronic emissions control, and a distributed proxy network that 
can impose costs far beyond Iran's borders. The Persian Gulf geography amplifies every 
Iranian advantage and constrains every American one. 
 
The US military has not been static in the intervening years.  
 
Defensive capabilities have improved. Doctrine has evolved. The Navy has grappled, 
however imperfectly, with the tactical problems MC02 exposed. 
 
The institutional tendency to design exercises around desired conclusions, to protect 
doctrinal investments from inconvenient test results, and to assume adversary rationality 
within a Western decision-making framework — these tendencies have not been solved.  
 
They are not technical problems amenable to engineering solutions; they are cultural 
problems that require institutional courage of a kind that the MC02 reset demonstrated was 
in short supply. 
 
Van Riper, when asked in subsequent years what he would want decision-makers to take 
from MC02, was characteristically direct: the enemy gets a vote.  
 
The enemy will not fight the war you have planned. The enemy will not use the 
weapons you expect, at the times you expect, in the ways you expect. The enemy will 
find your assumptions and drive a truck through them — or, in this case, a swarm of fast 
attack boats. 
 
The question facing US strategic planners in 2026, as tensions with Iran remain elevated 
and the possibility of direct military confrontation is non-trivial, is not whether MC02's 
lessons are relevant. They are. The question is whether the institutions responsible for 
American military planning have developed the honesty and the courage to take them 
seriously — or whether, confronted with inconvenient results, they will reach for the reset 
button again. 
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