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There are two basic areas in which distribution and logistics matter totally—matter in the same sense that touchdowns matter to football players or great songs matter to start-up bands. The first is easy: commerce. Mercantile activity is almost entirely a matter of moving things around. You may be transporting raw resources—ore, timber, sand, cattle, corn, salt, straw, cotton. You may be moving second-stage goods—things with added value that are intended for further processes, like nuts, bolts, paints, cured hams, buttons, reels of thread. Or you could be moving finished products to their final destination—books, or boats , or baby bottles. Commerce still moves things. Indeed, the need to move things becomes so critical that it’s not at all surprising that an entire subindustry has developed over the centuries. There are now businesses whose sole purpose is to provide transportation, distribution and logistics skills. These are outsourcing companies. 

Much of what people think of as “shipping” is in fact outsourced. Moving companies don’t make products—they only move them. Merchant ships don’t create products in the same sense that fishing fleets do—but they carry a vast portion of the world’s goods as their area of specialization. It’s safe to say that the majority of shipping is outsourced, rather than performed entirely in-house. Yes, some companies maintain their own boats, or trucking fleets, or freight planes. Few, however, fail to farm out some portion of their company’s transportation needs. 

The second area in which culture focuses on transportation is less instantly recognized by many people. But it’s a classic application. 

“An army marches on its stomach.”  That is one of the oldest, most stubborn truths of military life. Unlike little plastic pieces on a board game, armies need food and drink, uniforms and medicine, tents and boots and tanks and guns. Air forces need airplanes and mechanics, and spare parts and protective hangars. Navies need rope and soap and torpedoes and mops to swab the decks and sheets to cover the bunks. An army is only as good as its supply lines. 

Therefore it is not at all surprising that there are entire careers in the military for men and women who can serve well in transportation, distribution, and logistics. Likewise it’s not a surprise that many aspects of modern civilian transportation have their roots in military applications, and have benefitted through military needs and military advances.
The History of Logistics In The Military
The earliest ages of warfare, when “war” was still very local and very small scale involved only minor logistical challenges. At least, it offered few challenges that were much different in scope and scale than the daily challenges of putting together a hunt, or a harvest. That changes when war becomes a long-term activity. When military actions divert substantial groups of people from production, and move them away from reliable stockpiles of goods, it becomes necessary to make and execute plans to move goods into reach of soldiers who needed those goods.

By 700 BCE the Assyrians were mounting a standing army. Kingdoms and tribes and cities throughout the Middle East and Asia maintained forces that were dedicated to battle, not production, and which were expected to not only protect their nation on domestic territory, but to take battle to the enemy on foreign soil. 

To accomplish this successfully, however, the question of food, clothing, and military supplies became pressing. Leaders had to reckon on the transportation of horse and harness and chariots, and of all the tack and tackle that were needed to keep a chariot army alive and functioning on hostile territory, in lands with no roads—lands where battle itself occurred on vast undeveloped plains. 

As armies grew and military actions became more ambitious, a discipline and an array of technologies rose up to go with them. An Alexander of Macedon, moving to conquer the world, still had to feed his armies. Supply of an army worked on multiple levels, using multiple tactics and strategies. Pillage, for example, was far from being merely a punitive act of war. It was also a creative form of military supply and finance, allowing a leader cut off from reliable supply lines home and reliable pay packets for soldiers could still have an “operating budget” made up of goods confiscated for military use, and goods ceded to soldiers in lieu of reliable wages. An army on the move represented a morphing, innovating organism, sucking resources out of the surrounding countryside, while developing and maintaining supply lines that carried back home. 

Romans became great builders of roads not simply so that merchants could trade more easily. Instead Rome built great roads to ensure great armies were supplied. Any additional advantage brought by those roads was economic gravy, compared to the original primary intention of providing for the armed services. 

Modern logistics has grown out of these early starts. The term is modern: previous generations have talked about quartermasters, and supply, or about feeding and providing for the armies. The notion, though, is a constant…because an army marches on its belly. 
Did You Know? Rome’s road system was specifically designed to carry Roman armies and army supplies. They were made by Roman soldiers, for Roman soldiers, with the military doing its own work for the most part. Roman’s road networks allowed them to move military units quickly and safely, and to ship supplies in best condition. As Rome expanded its territories through Europe, Britain, and the Middle East, the nation took its roads with them, and in many instances the roads still exist in superb condition, requiring very little maintenance. The Romans treated infrastructure as a source of their success, and invested in it. In some cases roads and roadwork have presented us with some of our most vivid images of the realities of Roman culture

Modern Military Logistics
Military logistics is a specialized field, as practiced by America and those few nations that maintain standing armies of remotely similar scope. A labor that focuses at all times on making impossible supply situations suddenly seem doable, the field demands trained planners and active workers at all levels of military endeavor, including in outsourced positions. 

To be effective, pure military planning depends on logistics in every element of activity. A professional statistician must factor in existing infrastructure, native resources, likely damages, sufficient food and labor to provide care for wounded soldiers. Everything from roads and rail to air currents and cover are in play. 

Modern logisticians are trained in two primary ways: academically, and through on-the-job training. A military logistician may begin at a low level, providing little more than strength or driving skills to the overall project of supplying a military. On an noncommissioned level soldiers can study and prepare for promotion in the field through course work and through work within the field. On an officer level soldiers must engage in academic course study in logistics, taking US military designed and accredited courses through schools such as the Army Logistics University, which has grown over a half-century and more from a program of course work to a fully developed specialized school concentrating on all aspects of military supply.

No officer can be ignorant of logistics. Logistics factor into both strategies and tactics. Logistics are the bone skeleton on which the entire military endeavor depends. Victories cannot be won without logistical plans well executed by logistical professionals.

The reason for this extensive available training, and for mandatory training at higher levels of command, is that logistics describes the nature of the possible in ways that “pure” military analysis can’t. While historians and military experts love to look over maps of battlefields and studies that take apart every action and move of a conflict, often the battle itself is only the final confirmation of truths determined far earlier over discussions of roads and air drops, hospital access, siting of resources, and the development and maintenance of supply lines. These plans either work or they do not. If they do not, there’s a better than average chance the entire conflict will end badly.
Role of Logistics in the First Gulf War
The role logistics played in the successful resolution of the first Gulf War, offers great insight into the challenges facing a serious Logistics analyst. Remember, he or she is in charge of figuring out how to get an army the things needed to maintain high levels of preparedness and good morale, and to deal with military challenges.

To most US soldiers, the environment of the Persian Gulf was itself an enemy asset. Hot, dry, and sandy, the region wrung the energy out of inexperienced Americans. There was enormous pressure to prevail, but little support from native residents. Official army organization was at odds with the circumstances and the culture.

Improvisation was quickly called on. One of the most vital elements of a good logistician is the ability and willingness to adapt, improvise, and make use of what is available rather than give up. The logistics officers found alternative sources of water and food, then quickly began to focus on improving supplies, and improving the use of those supplies.

Relations with local residents were improved by recognizing their preference for some pomp and display from figures of authority. Deals were cut with “private citizens” to serve as suppliers of various items. 

The logistics officers were in charge of all the basic transportation and supply issues of the forces. Vehicles were under their control—as was vehicle maintenance. All mail and correspondence was in their control. 

The job was huge, and of a nature that could easily have caused longer, more bitter problems. Instead of causing problems, though, the logistics staff improvised, and were clever, and kept ahead of challenges. The result of their efforts was appreciated. The first Gulf War is considered a success in large part as a result of strong supply lines and ongoing logistical support for troops, both in regards to simple daily needs and in regards to the tools of war.

Did You Know? During the Great Depression, the Army Corps of Engineers, designed many of the work projects the government provided as part of their efforts to keep America working. Designs included  roads, dams, bridges, levees, and other items that contributed to America’s overall infrastructure and provided necessary “supplies” to portions of the nation that, in some cases, might never have “gone modern” if they’d had to pay for the labor, the design, and the knowledge of the designers. The Army Corps of Engineers could draw on their knowledge of these things—knowledge learned in some cases while stationed in a war zone, exploiting the existing environment and infrastructure as they worked as army logisticians. 
