
Military nutritionists carefully research 
dietary requirements that will achieve 
maximum health and fitness for service 

members while balancing calorie counts and food 
choices.

Nutritional awareness campaigns commonly be-
ing used in the military aim to assess the nutritional 
environment of dining facilities and ensure service 
members select foods for better health and fitness.

Now, the Natick Soldier Systems Center, Mass., 
is taking the research a step further by investigat-
ing whether the unique physical demands of Army 
special operators result in higher nutritional needs 
compared with typical service members.

Army Maj. Aaron Crombie, Ph.D., is in the pro-
cess of estimating how much more a special operator 
should eat in addition to the approximately 3,250 
calories a day a typical service member in garrison 
needs to consume.

Results of the research are expected to be avail-
able this summer and will be used to adjust the Ba-

sic Daily Food Allowance (BDFA) for dining facilities 
that serve meals to Army special operators.

A research team led by Crombie, who works for 
the Military Nutrition Division at the U.S. Army 
Research Institute of Environmental Medicine (US-
ARIEM), is studying special operations forces at 
training venues around the country.

“We know that these guys move a lot,” Crombie 
said. “They train a lot. Some of them are doing two-
a-day workouts. They spend a lot of time in the gym, 
a lot of time at the ranges.” 

Crombie began the current USARIEM study at 
the Combat Diver Qualification Course in Key West, 
Fla., and preliminary results indicate that service 
members at that venue needed 4,600 calories a day.

Later, data from Fort Bliss, Texas, and Fort Bragg, 
N.C., will also be included in the study.

Previous studies have shown special operators 
burn as many as 40 percent more calories in garrison 
activities than other service members do, Crombie 
said, adding that it may be a result of multiple factors.
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Maj. Aaron Crombie, Ph.D., (right) and Holly Mc-
Clung, a research dietitian, are studying the nu-
tritional needs of special operators in garrison as 
members of a team from the U.S. Army Research In-
stitute of Environmental Medicine in Natick, Mass.
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“They’re bigger guys,” said Crombie of the special 
operators. “They have more muscle, so that’s more 
calories they’re burning just moving around. They 
carry a lot of equipment.” 

RESEARCH
Crombie’s research is not the first time USARIEM 

has studied whether special operators in garrison 
have unique nutrition needs compared with typical 
service members.

“The Special Forces have long argued that their 
people work harder and sustain much higher rates 
of energy expenditure than the average soldier when 
they’re training in garrison and subsisting in din-
ing facilities,” said Andrew Young, Ph.D., chief of 
the Military Nutrition Division. “As a result, they 
argue that their dining facilities should be able to 
be provided more money per diner to provide more 
food and extend their operations accordingly to bet-
ter meet the nutritional requirements of these more 
highly active special operations units that are train-
ing in garrison.”

According to Young, nutritional energy require-
ments are assessed using what is called the “doubly 
labeled water technique.” At the beginning of test-
ing, service members drink water enriched with nat-
ural isotopes.

“You can then measure the decline in those iso-
topes in the body,” Young said. “Based on the rate 
those isotopes decline, we can actually calculate the 
rate of carbon dioxide loss from the body, which in 
turn, provides an accurate estimate of the rate that 
the body is burning calories. We compare the caloric 
burn rate in the Special Forces soldiers to data we 
have measured in soldiers from other types of units.”

Results are based on researchers observing a sam-
ple of Special Forces unit members undertaking a 
typical daily routine for about a week. “We get a rep-
resentative sample of the Special Forces unit mem-
bers who are engaged in representative activities. We 
track them during the course of about five to seven 
days of training.” 

PARTICIPANTS
For his study, Crombie praised the special op-

erations forces that participated and complimented 
their high level of cooperation with his team.

“They’ve been really compliant. They’ve been re-
ally interested in what we’re doing,” he said. “It’s 
been a good experience working with the units and 
working with the guys that coordinated [it], because 
they are really on point.”

The U.S. Army Special Operations Command is 
growing in response to the rising demand for service 
members with these unique skills and disciplines.

By 2017, the special operations command is ex-
pected to double in size compared to what it was 
before the war on terror.

What was only a single active-duty civil affairs 
battalion a few years ago has grown to four battal-
ions, comprising a full brigade at Fort Bragg, N.C. 
And the 95th Civil Affairs Brigade plans to add a fifth 
battalion next year. In addition, plans call for adding 
a second active-duty CA brigade in the future.

The U.S. Army Natick Soldier Systems Center, 
located in Natick, Mass., is the Army’s central sol-
dier-support organization. It is responsible for re-
searching, developing, fielding and managing food, 
clothing, shelters, airdrop systems and soldier sup-
port items.

Natick’s main goal is to provide America’s soldiers 
with the best equipment in the world. Achieving 
that goal is accomplished by the Natick team, which 
consolidated full life-cycle management of soldier 
items into a single, support organization.

For example, Natick worked with the Joint Culi-
nary Center of Excellence (JCCoE) to develop a new 
Unitized Group Rations-Short Order menu to give 
an additional set of meal choices to soldiers in de-
ployed locations or on remote training exercises.

Research by Natick also led to more appetizing 
foods dispensed through tubes for pilots aboard U-2 
reconnaissance aircraft. The pilots fly at such high 
altitudes that they are required to wear a pressurized 
suit and helmet, and eat at the same time.
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‘They train a lot. Some of them are doing two-a-
day workouts. They spend a lot of time in the gym, 

a lot of time at the ranges.’ 
— Army Maj. Aaron Crombie, Ph.D.
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