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INTRODUCTION TO STAR FLEET
BATTLES AND THE SSD

For decades, Star Fleet Battles has
stood as a pinnacle of tactical space
combat gaming. Its intricate rules, deep
tactical layers, and rich universe have
captivated players since the late 1970s.
At the very heart of this system lies a
deceptively simple yet incredibly
powerful tool: the Ship System
Display, or SSD. For beginners, the Star
Fleet Battles SSD can seem
overwhelming—a grid of boxes, dots,
and lines that represent every critical
system on a starship. For veterans, it is
an indispensable companion that
transforms a game of dice and counters
into a visceral simulation of bridge
management and damage control. This
article will explore every facet of the
Star Fleet Battles SSD, from its
historical origins and design philosophy
to its practical use in gameplay and its
enduring legacy among tabletop
wargamers.

WHAT EXACTLY IS A STAR FLEET
BATTLES SSD?

An SSD, short for Ship System Display, is
a detailed schematic of a single starship
or base. It is the player's primary
interface with the game's damage
model, power allocation, and weapon
management. Unlike simpler games
where a ship might have a single hit
point pool, an Star Fleet Battles SSD

breaks the vessel down into dozens of
individual boxes representing engines,
shields, warp drive, weapons,
transporters, sensors, bridge, and more.
Every time the ship takes damage, the
player marks off destroyed boxes, which
directly reduces the ship's capabilities.
This granularity is what sets Star Fleet
Battles apart from almost any other
space combat game: losing a single
phaser bank or a damaged warp nacelle
can change the course of a battle.

The Function of
an SSD in

Gameplay

The SSD serves three core functions.
First, it provides an immediate visual
representation of the ship's current
state. A glance tells you how much
shield reinforcement remains, which
weapons are operational, and whether
the engines are limping. Second, it acts
as a record sheet for damage taken
and repairs attempted. Third, it is the
definitive  source for the ship's
capabilities—speed, turn mode, weapon
arcs, and special equipment are all
printed directly on the Star Fleet
Battles SSD. This eliminates the need
to flip through rulebooks mid-game.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE SSD IN
STAR FLEET BATTLES

When Star Fleet Battles first emerged
from Task Force Games in 1979, the
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game designers faced a challenge: how
to represent the complex interactions of
Star Trek-inspired technology with
simple cardboard counters. The solution
was the SSD, inspired partly by damage
location charts from naval wargames like
Harpoon. Early SSDs were hand-drawn
and mimeographed, with boxes
clustered by function. Over the years, as
the game expanded with the Captain's
Edition rules and later Master Rule
Book, the SSD evolved. Lines were
added to indicate firing arcs, energy
allocation grids became standardized,
and new icons for different systems (like
the infamous "Photon Torpedo" circle)
became iconic. Today, a typical Star
Fleet Battles SSD is a professional,
dense piece of graphical design that can
contain dozens of data points.

ANATOMY OF A STAR FLEET
BATTLES SSD

To appreciate the Star Fleet Battles
SSD, you must understand its
components. While designs vary slightly
across ship classes (Federation, Klingon,
Romulan, etc.), the core layout remains
remarkably consistent.

The Hull Diagram
and Damage
Boxes

The most visually prominent feature is
often a top-down silhouette of the ship’s
hull, inside which are arranged hundreds
of small boxes. These boxes are grouped
by system: a cluster of boxes labeled
"Warp Engine #1," another for "Shields,"
and so on. Each box represents a single
damage point that system can absorb.
For example, a Federation Constitution-

class heavy cruiser might have 6 boxes
for its forward shield, 4 boxes for its
number 1 phaser, and 20 boxes for its
warp engines combined. When an attack
hits, the player rolls on an internal
damage table to determine which
system is affected, and then marks off
boxes accordingly.

Energy Allocation
Grid

Directly on the Star Fleet Battles SSD,
you will find a grid used to track how the
ship’s available energy is allocated each
turn. This grid typically lists systems like
engines, weapons, shields, and
movement. Players write numbers in the
boxes at the start of each turn to
indicate how much energy goes into
each system. This "Accounting Phase" is
a hallmark of the game and forces
agonizing trade-offs: do you reinforce
shields or fire all phasers?

Weapon and
Firing Arc
Information

Every weapon on the ship—whether
phasers, photon torpedoes, disruptors,
or drones—is listed with its operational
status, number of shots, and firing arcs.
The arcs are usually represented by a
small circle divided into six or eight
segments, matching the standard "hex-
based" facing of the game. The Star
Fleet Battles SSD shows exactly which
volleys a weapon can deliver to which
hex flank. For example, a forward-facing
photon torpedo might be indicated by a
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single arc covering the front 60 degrees.
Special Systems
and Abilities

Many ships have unique equipment:
cloaking devices for Romulans, ESG for
Klingons, tachyon nets for Federation, or
shields for the Andromedan. Each of
these has its own dedicated section on
the SSD. The Borg (in later expansions)
even have a specialized adaptation
matrix tracked via the SSD. The level of
detail is extraordinary, and many players
find that learning to read a new ship's
Star Fleet Battles SSD is akin to
learning to fly a new aircraft—you need
to know where the critical weak points
are.

HOW TO READ AND USE A STAR
FLEET BATTLES SSD

New players often feel intimidated when
first looking at a full-sized SSD. Here is a
step-by-step guide to getting
comfortable with one.

1. Identify the Ship Class and Era:
The top of the SSD usually
contains the ship name, class, year
of introduction, and its Base
Control Rating (BCR). This tells you
what rules and technology the ship
uses.

2. Locate the Hull Diagram: Find
the ship outline. This is where
damage will be recorded. Note the
shields (usually colored boxes
around the hull) and the internal
systems.

3. Review the Energy Allocation
Grid: At the bottom or side, there
is a table labeled "Energy." This is
where you will plan your turn.

Understand which systems cost
how much energy.

4. Check Weapon Arcs and
Capacities: Look at each weapon
listing. Note the number of shots
(e.g., "3" for a phaser-1) and the
arc diagram. Some weapons have
limited arcs that don't cover rear
hexes.

5. Understand Damage
Recording: When damage occurs,
you will cross out boxes in the
system hit. For example, if a hit
destroys a phaser, you cross off
one box from that phaser's row.
When all boxes are gone, the
system is disabled.

THE STRATEGIC IMPORTANCE OF
THE SSD

In Star Fleet Battles, the SSD is not
merely a piece of paper; it is a strategic
map. A player who understands the SSD
intimately can make decisions that turn
the tide of battle. For instance, knowing
that a Klingon D7's rear shield is weaker
than its forward shield (due to the SSD's
shield layout) encourages a flanking
maneuver. Similarly, an experienced
player knows that overloading weapons
consumes extra energy, which must be
allocated from the grid. The Star Fleet
Battles SSD forces you to manage
power, damage, and repair like a real
captain.

Damage Control
and Repair

One of the most beloved aspects of the
game is the ability to repair systems
during combat. The SSD tracks which
systems are damaged and which are
operable. Repair attempts consume




energy and have a chance of success. A
well-run repair party can bring a critical
phaser back online just in time for a
decisive shot. This adds a layer of risk
and reward that wouldn't be possible
without the granular SSD system.

CUSTOMIZATION AND FAN-MADE
STAR FLEET BATTLES SSDS

Because the game's official publications
(redesigned in the 2000s by ADB, Inc.)
are highly sought after, the fan
community has created thousands of
custom Star Fleet Battles SSDs for
ships that appear in novels, fan series, or
personal designs. These use the same
standard format but often feature
original ship outlines, new weapon
arrangements, and unique special
systems. Online forums and file
repositories allow players to download
and print these SSDs, expanding the
game far beyond the official fleet.
Customization is encouraged by the
community, and many tournaments
have rules for "custom SSD"
submissions.

Digital Tools for

SSD
Management

In the 21st century, managing a paper
SSD during a six-hour battle can be
challenging. Several digital tools have
emerged. Programs like SSD Assistant or
SFB Online allow players to track
damage and energy on a digital version
of the SSD. These tools automatically
calculate remaining shield strength, sum
up allocated energy, and even highlight
destroyed systems. They maintain the
authenticity of the Star Fleet Battles

SSD layout while eliminating the risk of
erasing ink or losing track of boxes.
Many tournament players still prefer pen
and paper, but digital SSDs are growing
in popularity.

COMPARING THE SSD TO OTHER
GAME SYSTEMS

When compared to other tactical space
games, the Star Fleet Battles SSD
stands out for its depth. Federation
Commander, a sister game from ADB,
uses a simplified version of the SSD with
fewer boxes and a smaller energy grid.
Space: 1889 or Full Thrust use hit points
without location tracking. In X-Wing: The
Miniatures Game, damage is tracked via
a deck of cards, not a displayed
schematic. The SSD's unique strength is
that it turns damage into a
narrative—each crossed-out box tells a
story of a phaser bank gone silent, a
shield collapsing under fire, or an engine
struggling to maintain warp. No other
game system provides such a tactile
connection between your decisions and
the ship's physical state.

THE FUTURE OF THE STAR FLEET
BATTLES SSD

As Star Fleet Battles continues to
receive new expansions and updates
(including the recently released Master
Rule Book v2.0), the SSD remains the
core unit of gameplay. ADB has moved
to digital-first publication, with SSDs
available as PDFs that can be printed at
home. This has made it easier for new
players to get started without having to
track down out-of-print sheets. The
game's enduring popularity owes much
to the SSD's perfect balance of
complexity and clarity. It is a system
that rewards study, rewards careful
planning, and yet always holds room for
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the chaos of a random critical hit.
CONCLUSION

The Star Fleet Battles SSD is more
than just a record sheet; it is the soul of
the game. From its humble beginnings
as a hand-drawn block diagram to its
current form as a polished, data-rich
schematic, the SSD has carried the
tactical depth of Star Fleet Battles for
over forty years. It delivers a unique

blend of resource management, damage
simulation, and strategic choice that no
other space combat game has
replicated. Whether you are a new
recruit still learning the difference
between a phaser-1 and a tractor beam,
or a grand admiral with a bookshelf of
SSDs from across the galaxy, the Star
Fleet Battles SSD is your constant
companion. Understanding it is the first
step toward mastering the final frontier
of tabletop wargaming.



