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The Pentagon wants Al to win the next war at machine speed. But it just issued a
policy requiring humans to verify every Al decision. Which one do you think will
survive first contact with reality?

The $100 Million Contradiction Nobody Wants to
Acknowledge

Here’s a scenario that should keep defense strategists up at night: An adversary’s
Al-enabled targeting system identifies, validates, and engages a target in 8
seconds. Your system does the same—but then a human operator spends 16
minutes verifying the output because policy mandates distrust of every Al
recommendation.

www.arturmarkus.com | 1



m The Military Al Trust Paradox: Why the Pentagon’s ‘Distrust
m and Verify’ Doctrine Is Killing the Speed Advantage It's
Supposed to Create

By the time your verification is complete, the battlefield has moved on. Literally.

This isn’'t a hypothetical exercise in strategic gaming. This is the operational reality
the U.S. Department of Defense has engineered for itself through a series of well-
intentioned but fundamentally contradictory policies that emerged in early 2025.

On December 4, 2024, the U.S. Marine Corps issued NAVMC 5239.1, formally
establishing what officials call a “distrust and verify” approach to generative Al. The
policy requires human verification of all Al outputs due to hallucination risks. Every
output. No exceptions. The guidance explicitly treats Al as an untrustworthy partner
that must be checked, double-checked, and triple-checked before any of its
recommendations enter the decision chain.

Weeks later, in January 2025, the Trump administration issued an Executive Order
to accelerate Al deployment across the DoD, with plans to roll out Al services
directly to the Pentagon’s workforce within weeks. The stated goal? Achieving
decision advantage over peer adversaries through machine-speed operations.

The DoD’s Al Rapid Capabilities Cell invested $100 million in FY2025 to make this
vision real: $35 million for generative Al pilots, $20 million for computing
infrastructure, and $40 million for small business innovation grants. The Pentagon
Al office and Army awarded Ask Sage $10 million in June 2025 to expand generative
Al across combatant commands.

All that investment. All that ambition. All of it filtered through a policy framework
that assumes the technology you're deploying cannot be trusted.

Do you see the problem yet?
The Numbers That Expose the Paradox

Let’'s examine what this trust deficit actually looks like in practice, because the data
tells a story that no amount of strategic messaging can obscure.

Metric Current State Strategic Implication
Pentagon Al adoption ~2% of 3 million 97%+ of workforce not using
rate personnel available Al tools
Al targeting speed vs. 8 seconds vs. 16 Speed advantage nullified by
human minutes (120x faster) verification requirements
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https://breakingdefense.com/2025/01/distrust-and-verify-marines-warily-embrace-generative-ai-with-new-guidance-task-forces/
https://www.globalpolicywatch.com/2025/02/january-2025-ai-developments-transitioning-to-the-trump-administration/
https://defensescoop.com/2025/06/25/military-vets-patent-hallucination-resistant-explainable-ai-technology-data2/
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Quantity advantage

Al targeting options 10 optlops vs. human undermined by quality
generated analysts’ 3

concerns
Al implementation FY2025-2030 for full 5-year roadmap with day-1
timeline integration trust barriers

Only approximately 2% of the Pentagon’s 3 million workforce currently uses Al
tools. Two percent. That's roughly 60,000 people in an organization that has
declared Al adoption a strategic imperative for national security.

Why is adoption so catastrophically low? Because the troops themselves are
disabling Al systems due to safety and trust concerns. They're not rejecting the
technology because they’re Luddites or because they don’t understand its potential.
They’re rejecting it because they’ve been told—through official policy—that every
output the system generates might be wrong and needs human verification.

When you institutionalize distrust, you get exactly what you asked for: an
organization that doesn’t trust its tools.
The Air Force Targeting Test: A Case Study in Paradox

The most revealing data point comes from Air Force Al targeting tests that
demonstrated both the promise and the problem in a single experiment.

The Al system generated weapon-target matches 120 times faster than human
analysts—8 seconds compared to 16 minutes. It also produced 10 targeting options
where human analysts typically generated only 3. On paper, this is exactly the kind
of speed and depth advantage that defense planners dream about.

But here’s what happened in practice: many of those Al-generated options were
operationally invalid. The system produced recommendations that, while technically
outputs, couldn’t actually be executed in a real combat scenario. This required
constant human oversight to separate viable options from Al hallucinations.

So now you have a system that’s 120 times faster but produces outputs that require
100% human verification. The math doesn’t work. The speed advantage evaporates
the moment you insert a human checkpoint at every decision node.
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Why “Distrust and Verify” Made Sense—And Why
It’s Now a Strategic Liability

| want to be fair to the policymakers who developed the “distrust and verify”
framework, because their concerns are legitimate. Defense officials have explicitly
acknowledged that Al hallucinations create “real consequences” in military
operations. When your Al recommends a targeting solution that turns out to be
based on fabricated correlations, people die. Equipment worth millions is destroyed.
Strategic objectives fail.

Data quality is identified as the primary barrier to reliable Al in national security
applications, and this isn't wrong. The foundational training data for most
commercial Al systems wasn’t optimized for military decision-making. Geographic
coordinates get hallucinated. Unit identifications get confused. Threat assessments
get inflated or deflated based on training data biases that have nothing to do with
current operational reality.

The Marine Corps Al Implementation Plan mandates human-in-the-loop controls,
fail-safes, and live monitoring precisely because the stakes are so high. This isn’t
bureaucratic overcaution—it’s recognition that fielding an Al system that might tell
a fire team to engage a civilian vehicle because it hallucinated a weapons signature
is unacceptable.

But here’s where the logic breaks down: the same Marine Corps roadmap pushes
for Al integration across all combat and logistics functions by 2030. All functions.
Combat and logistics. The entire operational spectrum.

You cannot simultaneously mandate verification of every Al output and expect Al
integration across every operational function. The human bandwidth doesn’t exist.
The time doesn’t exist. The cognitive capacity doesn’t exist.

The Security Dimension: DeepSeek and the Trust Collapse

The trust problem extends beyond hallucination concerns into active security
threats. On January 24, 2025, the U.S. Navy banned DeepSeek Al, followed by a
Pentagon-wide DISA blocking on January 28, 2025. The stated concern: security
vulnerabilities with Chinese-developed Al models.
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The data supports this concern. DeepSeek R1 is reportedly 11 times more likely to
be exploited by cybercriminals than competing Al platforms. When your adversary’s
Al model is simultaneously attractive (because it's capable) and compromised
(because it’s designed or vulnerable to exploitation), banning it makes sense.

But notice what this does to the trust equation. Now you’re not just telling your
workforce that Al outputs might be wrong—you’re telling them that some Al
systems might be actively hostile. That the tools themselves might be adversary
assets.

This is correct from a security standpoint. It’s also devastating from an adoption
standpoint. Every ban, every warning, every policy memo emphasizing Al dangers
reinforces the message that these tools are threats to be managed rather than
capabilities to be leveraged.

The Funhdamental Problem: Trust Architecture vs.
Trust Policy

Here’'s what | think the defense establishment is getting wrong: they’re treating
trust as a policy problem when it's actually an architecture problem.

Policy solutions to trust look like this:

* Mandate human verification of all outputs
Require documentation of Al decision chains
Establish oversight committees for Al deployment
Create approval processes for Al tool adoption
Publish guidance on acceptable Al use cases

These are bureaucratic responses to a technical challenge. They add friction. They
add time. They add cognitive load. They do not—and cannot—make Al systems
more trustworthy. They simply add human checkpoints to catch untrustworthy
outputs.

Architectural solutions to trust look like this:

* Develop Al systems that can quantify their own uncertainty
* Build validation pipelines that verify Al outputs against ground truth before
human review
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e Create modular trust frameworks where high-stakes decisions require
verification but routine operations don’t

* Implement continuous monitoring that flags anomalous Al behavior without
requiring human review of normal operations

* Design explainable Al that shows its reasoning chain so humans can evaluate
method, not just output

Military veterans have patented hallucination-resistant, explainable Al technology
that addresses exactly these architectural concerns. The technology exists. The
approaches are known. What’s missing is a policy framework that trusts the
architecture rather than defaulting to human verification of everything.

The goal shouldn’t be to distrust Al systems—it should be to build Al
systems that don’t require distrust.

What a Trust-Tiered Framework Could Look Like

I’m not arguing for blind trust in Al systems. That would be as dangerous as the
current approach is inefficient. What I’'m arguing for is calibrated trust—trust that
matches the stakes of the decision to the verification burden required.

Tier 1: Autonomous Execution (No Human Verification)

Routine administrative functions, logistics optimization, maintenance scheduling,
supply chain predictions, document summarization for non-classified materials.
These are high-volume, low-stakes operations where Al errors create inefficiency
but not catastrophe.

The current policy treats Al-generated meeting summaries with the same
verification requirements as Al-generated targeting recommendations. This is not
proportionate risk management—it’'s blanket distrust that wastes human cognitive
resources on low-stakes verification while creating verification fatigue for high-
stakes decisions.

Tier 2: Human Monitoring (Spot Verification)

Intelligence analysis support, threat pattern recognition, operational planning
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assistance. These functions benefit from Al speed and breadth but involve decisions
with significant consequences. The appropriate trust model is spot
verification—humans review a sample of Al outputs to validate system reliability,
with full review triggered only when spot checks reveal problems.

Tier 3: Human-in-the-Loop (Mandatory Verification)

Targeting decisions, rules of engagement application, use of force
recommendations, civilian protection assessments. These are the decisions where
Al errors create “real consequences” that defense officials rightly worry about.
Human verification here is non-negotiable.

But notice what this tiered approach does: it focuses human verification bandwidth
on the decisions that actually matter. It doesn’t waste human attention on verifying
that an Al correctly summarized a maintenance log. It reserves human judgment for
moments when human judgment is irreplaceable.

The Adversary Advantage

While the Pentagon debates trust frameworks, adversaries are deploying Al systems
without the same verification burdens. I’'m not suggesting that autocratic
approaches to Al deployment are morally superior—they’re not. But | am pointing
out that adversary Al systems operating at machine speed will create operational
facts before human-verified U.S. systems can respond.

The Marine Corps Al roadmap, as reported by War on the Rocks, spans fiscal years
2025-2030 for full Al integration across combat, logistics, and administrative
functions. Five years. With current verification requirements applying throughout.

An adversary operating Al at machine speed for five years while you're verifying
every output at human speed creates an asymmetric advantage that no amount of
investment can overcome. You're not fighting their Al—you’re fighting their Al
minus your verification latency. And that latency compounds across every decision
chain.

The OODA Loop Problem

Military strategists love the OODA loop: Observe, Orient, Decide, Act. The concept is
simple—whoever cycles through this loop faster controls the tempo of engagement.
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Al was supposed to accelerate the OODA loop to machine speed. Observe: Al
processes sensor data in milliseconds. Orient: Al correlates patterns across
databases in seconds. Decide: Al generates options and recommendations instantly.
Act: execution follows decision without delay.

But “distrust and verify” inserts a human verification step between every transition.
Observe-Verify. Orient-Verify. Decide-Verify. Act... finally.

The adversary’s OODA loop: Observe-Orient-Decide-Act.
Your OODA loop: Observe-Verify-Orient-Verify-Decide-Verify-Act.

Which one is faster? Which one controls tempo? The answer is obvious, and it’'s not
the one with verification checkpoints at every stage.

The Path Forward: Trust Through Transparency,
Not Through Verification

The defense establishment needs a fundamental reframe of the Al trust problem.
The question shouldn’t be “how do we verify Al outputs?” It should be “how do we
build Al systems that deserve trust?”

Invest in Explainability, Not Just Capability

The Air Force targeting Al that generated 10 options instead of 3 would be more
useful if it could explain why it generated each option. “Target vehicle matches
thermal signature profile from training data X, cross-referenced with movement
pattern consistent with threat category Y, confidence interval 78% based on similar
scenarios Z.”

That explanation lets a human operator evaluate method, not just output. It's the
difference between “trust me” and “here’s my reasoning—do you agree?”

Develop Confidence Scoring That Means Something
Current Al systems often provide confidence scores that don’t correlate with actual

reliability. An Al that says “92% confident” but is actually wrong 40% of the time
provides worse information than no confidence score at all.
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Defense Al systems need calibrated confidence—scores where “90% confident”
actually means the system is correct 90% of the time. This lets operators trust high-
confidence outputs and verify low-confidence outputs, rather than verifying
everything regardless of confidence.

Implement Continuous Validation Against Ground Truth

Instead of having humans verify every output, build validation pipelines that
automatically check Al outputs against known ground truth. If the Al recommends a
targeting solution, automatically cross-reference against current unit positions,
verified threat intelligence, and rules of engagement constraints. Flag
inconsistencies for human review. Pass consistent outputs through.

This isn’t replacing human judgment—it's augmenting human judgment with
automated sanity checks that catch obvious errors without consuming human
attention.

Accept That Some Trust Must Be Earned, Not Mandated

The current approach tries to mandate trust through policy—specifically, by
mandating distrust. But trust doesn’t work that way. Trust is earned through
demonstrated reliability over time.

A better approach: deploy Al systems in low-stakes environments, measure their
reliability, and progressively expand their autonomy as they demonstrate
trustworthiness. Start with Tier 1 autonomy. When systems prove reliable, elevate
to Tier 2. When they prove reliable there, consider Tier 3 applications.

This is how you build trust without blind trust. It’s also how you avoid the current
situation, where blanket distrust prevents you from ever learning which Al systems
deserve trust and which don’t.

The Political Economy of Distrust

There's a dimension to this problem that technical solutions can’t address: the
political economy of Al failure in defense contexts.

When an Al system fails in a commercial application, a company loses money.
Maybe there’s bad press. Maybe there’s a lawsuit. The consequences are contained.
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When an Al system fails in a defense application, people may die. There may be
congressional hearings. Careers end. Investigations launch. The political
consequences are catastrophic.

This asymmetry creates a structural incentive for risk aversion. No program
manager wants to be the person who approved the Al system that caused the next
major incident. The career-safe choice is always more verification, more oversight,
more human checkpoints.

But career safety isn’'t the same as national security. The program manager who
avoids Al failure by mandating universal verification may also be avoiding Al
success by making Al unusable at operational speed.

When the cost of Al failure is career-ending but the cost of Al non-
adoption is diffuse and invisible, you get exactly what we’re seeing:
policies that prioritize avoiding blame over achieving capability.

What This Means for Defense Contractors and Al
Vendors

If you're building Al systems for defense applications, the current policy
environment creates specific requirements that you ignore at your commercial peril.

Explainability Is Non-Negotiable

Systems that produce outputs without explaining their reasoning will hit the
verification wall. Program managers will require human verification of every output
because they can’t evaluate the Al's method. That verification requirement will kill
your speed advantage, which will undermine your value proposition, which will end
your contract.

Build explainability into the core architecture. Make the Al show its work. This is
how you earn trust instead of requiring verification.

Calibrated Confidence Is a Competitive Advantage

The vendor who can demonstrate that their Al’'s confidence scores actually correlate
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with reliability will win contracts. “When our system says 90% confident, it’s correct
91% of the time” is a selling point that directly addresses the trust problem.

Invest in validation datasets that prove calibration. Show the receipts. Make the
statistics available. This is how you differentiate in a market where every vendor
claims their Al is reliable but few can prove it.

Tiered Trust Architectures Are the Future

Build systems that support multiple trust tiers. Let customers configure which
functions run autonomously, which require spot verification, and which require
mandatory human-in-the-loop oversight. This flexibility lets you sell to risk-averse
customers without forcing them into blanket verification or blanket autonomy.

The Bottom Line: A Paradox That Must Resolve

The Pentagon cannot simultaneously demand Al adoption for speed advantage and
institutionalize workflows that eliminate speed advantage through mandatory
verification. One of these requirements will yield to reality.

Either verification requirements will relax—through tiered trust frameworks, through
architectural solutions that make verification less necessary, through demonstrated
Al reliability that earns trust—or Al adoption will remain at 2% regardless of how
many Executive Orders demand acceleration.

The Marine Corps has until 2030 to integrate Al across all combat and logistics
functions. That's five years to resolve a paradox that’s currently bottlenecking
adoption at the starting line.

Five years to figure out whether “distrust and verify” is a transition phase toward
calibrated trust or a permanent doctrine that makes Al adoption performative rather
than operational.

Five years to decide whether the U.S. military will operate Al at machine speed or
continue verifying outputs at human speed while adversaries don’t.

The clock is running. The paradox remains unresolved. And somewhere, an
adversary’s Al is completing another OODA loop while we’re still verifying the
previous one.
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The Pentagon’s Al trust problem isn’t that Al can’t be trusted—it’s that
we’ve built policies for distrust instead of architectures for earned trust,
and until that changes, the speed advantage Al promises will remain
trapped behind human verification checkpoints.
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