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CHIEF OF ARMOR’S HATCH

Armor School 
Ongoing Efforts

BG Kevin D. Admiral
Chief of Armor/Commandant

U.S. Army Armor School

Acronym Quick-Scan

It’s my honor to serve as the 52nd Chief 
of Armor here at Fort Benning, GA. Our 
vision at the U.S. Army Armor School is 
to be the premier institution for devel-
oping agile and adaptive armor/cavalry 
leaders and Soldiers who have mas-
tered the fundamentals and are capa-
ble of operating in any environment. 
We want our leaders and Soldiers to be 
skilled in the art of mounted warfare 
and reconnaissance and security (R&S) 
missions in support of combined-arms 
operations at echelon and across all 
domains.

My top priority is ensuring that our ar-
mor and cavalry leaders are receiving 
the best institutional training available 
and we’ll continue to revisit programs 
of instruction to ensure they’re rele-
vant for large-scale combat operations 
and keep pace as the force continues 
to modernize. We remain nested with 
the Maneuver Center of Excellence’s 
mission to provide trained and com-
bat-ready Soldiers and leaders and to 
develop the doctrine and capabilities 
of the maneuver force.
To highlight a few of the ongoing ef-
forts in motion, we are 1) hardcoding 

19A and 19Z billets inside all brigade-
combat-team types to ensure that for-
mations are led by armor/cavalry lead-
ers that have the requisite skill sets to 
be effective on Day 1; 2) working doc-
trine, organization, training, materiel, 
leadership and education, personnel 
and facilities (DOTMLP-F), integration/
modernization for future platforms; 
and 3) providing subject-matter exper-
tise on echelons-above-brigade R&S 
formations.

This next year is going to be exciting 
for the armored force at large. In May 
2020, the Armor School will host the 
fifth Sullivan Cup Best Tank Crew Com-
petition. The event will physically and 
mentally test U.S. Army Soldiers, U.S. 
Marines and international partners in 
tank-crew maneuver, sustainment and 
gunnery skills. More importantly, it will 
determine which unit has produced 
the most lethal tank crew. I recom-
mend that units start selecting their 
teams and building their eight-step 
training plan now. Also, I’m especially 
interested in Defender 2020, which is 
a Department of the Army- directed, 
U.S.  Army Europe-led exercise 

designed to demonstrate the United 
States’ ability to rapidly deploy a divi-
sion to the European theater. The ex-
ercise will highlight our skills in a com-
plex operating environment and will 
stress the Army’s ability to mobilize, 
deploy and conduct combined opera-
tions.

Thanks to the previous Chief of Armor, 
BG Dave Lesperance, who in more than 
two years moved the Armor School for-
ward in the right direction. It’s my goal 
to build on that great foundation and 
continue developing lethal leaders 
who are experts in their craft. Over the 
coming weeks, I will continue to refine 
my sight picture on critical issues fac-
ing the Armor Branch and look forward 
to establishing an open dialogue with 
you to gain a better understanding of 
the current armor and cavalry troopers 
inside your formations.

Forge the Thunderbolt!

R&S – reconnaissance and security
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GUNNER’S SEAT

Talent Management Needs 
to Be More Than Just 

Buzzwords

CSM Kevin J. Muhlenbeck
Command Sergeant Major

U.S. Army Armor School

The 2019 Maneuver Warfighter Con-
ference at the Maneuver Center of Ex-
cellence accomplished its goal of con-
tinuing to message the criticality of 
preparing our Soldiers and formations 
for large-scale combat operations. A 
key component of ensuring that our 
Soldiers, tank crews/scout squads and 
platoons maximize their lethality is ef-
fective talent management of Soldiers 
and leaders.

Most critical of all is the staff sergeant. 
The staff sergeant is most sought-after 
noncommissioned officer (NCO) rank 
to fill our critical positions as drill ser-
geants, recruiters, tank/scout instruc-
tors, etc.

The bottom-line-up-front of the mat-
ter is that if units in the operational 
force are not proactive with a sound 
talent-management program, Human 
Resources Command (HRC) will 

manage their Soldiers for them. The 
greatest way to manage the critical re-
source of an experienced NCO is to 
have a two-way flow of communication 
between HRC and operational units in 
the field.

We at the Armor School and branch-
proponent office are adjusting some 
manning policies found in Department 
of the Army Pamphlet (DA PAM) 600-
25. These are:

Figure 1. Staff-sergeant talent-management model. Regarding talent-management Milestone 1: Immediately submit key 
and developmental (KD) stabilization to HRC (24 months to meet KD requirements) and prepare NCO for attendance at 
ALC, focusing on Career Management Field (CMF) 19 tasks. In Milestone 2, the unit identifies the NCO as s potential MG 
once KD time is complete; identify Soldier at about 14 months; contact HRC with timeline to attend sabot academy, MG 
common core (MGCC), Abrams MG (AMG), Bradley MG (BMG) or Stryker MG (SMG). At Milestone 3, the MG branch 
chief automatically submits MG graduation rosters to HRC for stabilization (18 months). At HRC’s Milestone 3, HRC’s Ar-
mor Branch begins identifying NCOs for broadening assignments. (Note: The unit MG candidate is the same NCO that 
HRC/Army looks at for other assignments – for example, drill sergeant / recruiter, etc.) Key in this process is early com-
munication between HRC and the unit’s command sergeant major.)
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• The minimum amount of time a staff 
sergeant serves in a tank commander 
(TC) /scout-squad leader (SL) position 
has been returned to 24 months from 
the current 18 months.

• Non-promotable sergeants in a staff-
sergeant position will no longer have 
rated time count toward their 24 
months of critical leadership time.

• Non-promotable staff sergeants in a 
sergeant-first-class position will no 
longer have rated time count toward 
their 24 months of critical leadership 
time.

These changes are not designed to sty-
mie the careers of our NCOs but to give 
them the time to receive the “reps and 
sets” to become truly proficient in 
their warfighting skills.

Now that the guidance for assigning 
NCOs has been adjusted, how can units 
maximize the amount of time they 
have in their positions? Figure 1 is an 
example of how a staff sergeant, once 
made a TC/SL, can be managed by the 
unit.

Figure 1 shows how a unit can stabilize 
a staff sergeant once assigned to TC/SL 
position; identify the NCO for training 
as a master gunner (MG) at the 

18-month mark; and send the Soldier 
to the MG course upon completion of 
his/her 24 months. Once the NCO com-
pletes the MG course, he/she is stabi-
lized for 18 months so the unit benefits 
from the skills the NCO has gained as 
TC/SL and as an MG. The Soldier then 
may be selected as a sergeant first 
class and assigned as a platoon ser-
geant once he/she has completed pro-
fessional military education (PME) and 
is promoted.

The preceding scenario is based on le-
veraging the stabilization options avail-
able from HRC, which are shown in Ta-
ble 1.

As I travel to units across the force, 
there is a lack of understanding of 
these options at the platoon, company 
and battalion level. It is not that the 
NCOs are bad leaders, but it is a topic 
not covered in any PME course. We are 
messaging these options to the stu-
dents who attend Armor Advanced 
Leader’s Course (ALC) and the Maneu-
ver Senior Leader’s Course, and to the 
future commanders at the Maneuver 
Pre-Command Course.

However, education is only part of the 
solution, as it must be predicated on 

Table 1. Available stability/predictability tools. Note: HRC puts Soldiers on assignment instructions (AI) six 
to nine months from report. Refer to the consolidated Active Component enlisted-stabilization procedures 
in Military Personal Message 18-359, “Stabilization options for commanders to preserve readiness,” https://
www.hrc.army.mil/content/Enlisted%20Procedures%20and%20Soldier%20Actions%20Branch.

Active Component enlisted-crew stabilization (Assignment, Eligibility and Availability (AEA) F): 
-Stabilization starting seven months prior to combat training center for specific crew military-occupation specialties 
(MOSs)/positions 

Special-category stabilization (AEA G): 

-First sergeants 24 months 

-Master gunners (additional skill identifiers J3/A8/K8/R8/A7) 18 months (new – auto stability) 

-(New) Critical enlisted aviation skills/positions* 24 months 

-(New) Ranger (Career Management Field (CMF) 11/13/14/19) 12 months after graduation 

-Other HRC-approved extensions Various 

Stop Move and combat deployments: 
-Deployment to imminent danger/hostile-fire areas: stabilization starts 180 days prior to latest-arrival-date 

Key and developmental (KD) stabilization: 
-(New) Stabilize NCOs in CMFs 11, 13, 19 (sergeants through master sergeants) and MOS 12B (staff sergeants through 
master sergeants) for minimal time required to meet career-model requirements in accordance with DA PAM 600-25 

Deletion/deferment: 
-Request related to Soldiers already on AI 

 

open communication between units in 
the field and branch managers at HRC 
to make it work. It is the “reps and 
sets” that build proficiency; proficien-
cy builds lethal units; lethal units are 
units that are filled with pride; and 
PRIDE IS CONTAGIOUS!

AEA – assignment, eligibility and 
availability
AI – assignment instructions
ALC – Advanced Leader’s Course
AMG – Abrams master gunner
BMG – Bradley master gunner
CMF – career-management field
DA PAM – Department of the Army 
pamphlet
HRC – Human Resources Command
KD – key and developmental
MG – master gunner
MGCC – master gunner common 
core
MOS – military-occupation specialty
NCO – noncommissioned officer
PME – professional military 
education
SL – scout-squad leader
SMG – Stryker master gunner
TC – tank commander
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NATO Reconnaissance and Security Strike Group: 
Regaining Operational R&S in European Command

by MAJ Steve Orbon

As the United States and its allies re-
turn to an era of Great Power compe-
tition, the need for military forces to 
execute large-scale operational ma-
neuver grows in importance. Advances 
in technology and weapons have given 
peer adversaries the ability to chal-
lenge allied forces in domains where 
they previously couldn’t. This loss of 
domain dominance has increased the 
need for members of the Joint force to 
provide organic and redundant capa-
bilities to continue to conduct opera-
tional functions. 

However, during the past 18 years of 
counterinsurgency (COIN) warfare, the 
U.S. Army divested itself of most of its 
dedicated operational reconnaissance 
and security (R&S) capabilities. This 
has significantly hindered its capacity 
to execute the functions of intelligence 
and protection. The greatest impacts 
from this capability gap are felt in the 
European Command (EUCOM) area of 
operations (AoR).

Through examining the character of 
modern warfare, the reality of the 
threat posed by Russia and the failed 
attempts by the Army to fill this short-
fall, it can be concluded that a com-
bined North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion (NATO) solution should be ex-
plored. A proposed NATO R&S forma-
tion would bring together the required 
assets to conduct these critical mis-
sions from across NATO. This combined 
solution to a shared problem on NA-
TO’s eastern flank could be the catalyst 
needed for allied forces to gain and re-
tain the initiative in a future high-in-
tensity conflict.

Introduction to problem
The 2018 National Security Strategy as-
sessed that the current security envi-
ronment is one that is “more complex 
and volatile than any we have experi-
enced in recent memory.”1 Increasing-
ly aggressive actions by peer competi-
tors such as Russia and China have elic-
ited a dramatic shift in the focus and 
security efforts of the United States 
and its allies. As a part of this pivot, the 

Joint force has placed exceptional em-
phasis in preparing itself once again for 
high-intensity warfare. 

To provide legitimate military options 
in a new era of Great Power competi-
tion, U.S. forces must be able to exe-
cute large-scale operational maneuver 
in all domains. Capabilities critical to 
achieving this need to be prioritized 
and any gaps identified must be filled. 
Failing to do so could result in the cat-
astrophic defeat of U.S. and allied forc-
es on a future battlefield.

As the land component of the Joint 
force, the U.S. Army is responsible for 
dominating operational maneuver on 
the ground. A critical shortfall the 
Army currently has in achieving this is 
its lack of dedicated operational-level 
R&S capabilities. 

Over the past two decades, the Army 
has slowly divested itself of nearly all 
its division- and corps-level R&S ele-
ments, leaving it unable to carry out 
these critical enabling missions at the 
operational level.2 Although for years 
the Army has acknowledged this wid-
ening capability shortfall, other com-
peting priorities have prevailed, and a 
deficit still remains. The ramifications 
for not filling this gap appropriately 
would be felt the most in EUCOM’s 
AoR. Without the ability for NATO 
ground forces to maneuver effectively 
at the operational level, NATO is at risk 
on its eastern flank. 

The facts of the dynamism of modern 
large-scale ground combat, the reality 
of the true threat posed by Russia and 
the incapacity of the U.S. Army to fill 
this requirement unilaterally demand 
that a NATO solution be sought to 
solve this problem. Therefore, NATO 
must establish a dedicated and com-
bined formation to fill the operational 
R&S gap in EUCOM so that allied forc-
es can maneuver and win in a high-in-
tensity conflict.

Detect, protect to 
attack effectively first
The character of high-intensity conflict 
in a 21st-Century battlespace is one 

that will be defined by extreme lethal-
ity, rapid tempo, multi-domain contes-
tation and the denial of critical capa-
bilities.3 To have the maneuver space 
and time to properly deploy their forc-
es in this complex environment, divi-
sion- and corps-level formations will 
need to gain timely and accurate intel-
ligence on the enemy as well as protect 
themselves from threat capabilities.4 

Although in the past, ground forces 
have been able to heavily rely on other 
members of the Joint force to achieve 
these effects, the modern battlefield 
will not guarantee this. Air, naval or 
Special Operations assets may be 
tasked with other missions, could be 
disrupted or simply destroyed by near-
peer capabilities. As U.S. and allied 
ground forces prepare themselves to 
operate in this complex environment, 
the need for dedicated and organic op-
erational R&S formations becomes 
necessary.

Although distinct domains, the charac-
ter of modern war on the ground is be-
coming strikingly similar to that of war 
at sea due the increasing speed and 
ranges at which combat can occur. In 
examining some of the concepts that 
have been more prevalent in maritime 
operations, great insight can be gained 
for those on the ground. Naval theorist 
CAPT Wayne P. Hughes has stated that 
the most important principle of naval 
operations in the modern era is to “at-
tack effectively first.”5 

This idea is based on observations that 
when facing a peer adversary with 
comparable capabilities to one’s own 
force, the first engagement might be 
the most decisive.

Hughes adds that one of the keys to 
achieving this has always been the ef-
fective execution of scouting to gain 
good intelligence. He even states that 
this is so important that it should be 
“emphasized as much as the delivery 
of firepower.”6 As U.S. and allied 
ground forces begin to come to the re-
alization that they no longer have a 
drastic capability overmatch against 
some of their biggest global threats, 
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detecting effectively first becomes 
even more relevant.

In addition to being able to conduct ef-
fective reconnaissance, friendly forces 
are going to need to survive long 
enough to execute operational maneu-
ver to seize positions of relative advan-
tage. This requires that they be pro-
tected from the enemy’s attempts to 
gain operational surprise, attrit combat 
power and induce culmination before 
the decisive point of battle. The 
screening, covering and guarding of 
friendly ground forces from observa-
tion or effective indirect and direct 
fires is known doctrinally in the U.S. 
Army as security operations.7 To en-
sure that this protection is achieved, 
operational-level forces need to have 
dedicated organic formations that are 
properly manned, equipped and 
trained. As senior Army leaders have 
said, the future battlefield will require 
tactical units that are flexible, resilient 
and able to project power into other 

domains.8 To meet the requirements of 
being able to survive the modern bat-
tlefield and perform effective opera-
tional R&S, an Army corps will need to 
field an extremely robust and dynamic 
brigade-sized formation.

The highly complex aspects of modern 
war require the need for both tactical 
and operational resiliency. This resil-
iency will come from two aspects: sur-
vivability and redundancy. Survivability 
for tactical units rests on armor protec-
tion, firepower, speed, mobility and 
stealth. Redundancy at the operational 
level requires that repeated capabili-
ties be provided by multiple members 
of the Joint force in support of opera-
tional functions. For ground forces to 
provide redundant capabilities to the 
joint functions of intelligence and pro-
tection, they must have R&S elements 
that can survive the lethality of mod-
ern ground combat.

A formation with a core nucleus of 

tanks and mechanized units, similar to 
the old Cold War-era armored-cavalry 
regiments (ACR), would meet the sur-
vivability requirements for a modern 
operational R&S unit as well. By having 
a formation that can survive enemy 
contact, operational land components 
will be providing themselves, as well as 
the entire Joint force, with redundant 
capabilities. This means that when air-
craft can’t fly and satellites don’t work, 
the Joint force can still see and fight 
into the deep maneuver areas they 
would otherwise be completely shut 
off from.

To maintain the tempo required for op-
erational R&S missions, these dedicat-
ed formations will need to have a mul-
titude of organic capabilities not nor-
mally found below the division level. 
The capacity to fight for information as 
well as defeat enemy forces attempt-
ing to disrupt operational maneuver el-
ements will be vital to the successful 
execution of operational R&S. 

Figure 1. Troopers assigned to 2nd Squadron, 11th ACR, cautiously advance into a bunker area during a March 2005 raid 
on the Hateen Weapons Complex in Babil, Iraq, with an M3A2 Bradley. The raid was coordinated to disrupt insurgent 
safe havens and to clear weapons-cache sites in the area of operation. (U.S. Navy photo by PHC Edward G. Martens)
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The ability for the unit to provide inter-
nal long-range precision fires, attack 
aviation, air defense and cyber will be 
critical for it to rapidly overwhelm en-
emy elements. Also, it will need organ-
ic long-range reconnaissance and sur-
veillance (LRRS) forces to provide it 
with asymmetric options that can 
stealthily infiltrate enemy defense net-
works. This sensor-to-shooter integra-
tion will be key to providing the Joint 
force with ground options for target 
acquisition. The execution of rapidly 
coordinated long-range strikes would 
make the formation extremely fit for 
the modern battlefield.

Some might argue that large-scale ma-
neuver is an antiquated concept for 
the modern battlefield and therefore 
dedicated operational-level R&S for-
mations won’t be required. Although 
the character of war and force mod-
ernization will continue to drive bri-
gade-sized elements to be more self-
sufficient, it will not negate the need 
for large-scale maneuver. 

The unique problems that accompany 
a return to Great Power competition 
require the U.S. and its allies to be pre-
pared to conduct operations that in-
volve multiple higher-echelon ground 
elements. For division and corps com-
manders to properly coordinate fire 
and maneuver in a denied environ-
ment, they must be able to collect in-
telligence and protect their formations 
with internal assets. 

By creating dedicated R&S units that 
are designed to survive contact and 
fight for information, friendly forces 
will be able to gain and retain the ini-
tiative in any circumstance. If NATO 
ever finds itself squaring off against a 
Russian adversary in a high-intensity 
conflict, these capabilities will be in-
valuable. They will enable operational 
level forces to detect, protect and 
strike effectively first, which will be the 
key to decisive victory on the modern 
battlefield.

Russian threat: from 
21st-Century theory to 
respecting the bear 
It is one thing to hypothesize about a 
future fight against a near-peer adver-
sary on a 21st-Century battlefield, but 
it is another to actually prepare for war 

against a tangible enemy. Currently the 
U.S. and its allies have two major pac-
ing threats and, although both are ex-
tremely important, when it comes to 
the land components of the Joint force, 
the primary adversary is Russia. Since 
its seizure of Crimea and incursion into 
the Donbass region of Ukraine in 2014, 
the Russian Federation has demon-
strated that it has significantly closed 
the military gap that NATO forces once 
enjoyed. 

A new doctrine, labeled new-genera-
tion warfare (NGW), increased Russia’s 
military capabilities, and aggressive 
force posturing aided the Federation in 
achieving this. If NATO forces are going 
to deter or counter any future aggres-
sion by Russia, they will need to be 
able to conduct rapid operational-level 
maneuver in a highly contested region. 
Key to their ability to do this will be 
dedicated operational R&S formations.

Perhaps the most significant capability 
Russia maintains is its sophisticated 
anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) sys-
tem.9 This densely layered air-defense 
canopy is one that can greatly limit 
NATO forces from achieving air superi-
ority in any future conflict. Without 

this, NATO ground forces will not be 
able to rely as much as they recently 
have on air assets to provide them 
with the necessary sustainment, intel-
ligence and fires needed for operation-
al success. To get these assets back 
into the operational fight, ground ele-
ments will have to, as former Army 
Chief of Staff GEN Mark A. Milley said, 
“penetrate denied areas to facilitate 
air and naval forces.”10

To do this, they will need to enter the 
enemy’s disruption and battle zones, 
where they will encounter another of 
Russia’s newly proven capabilities, its 
long-range rocket-fire systems. As 
demonstrated during the war in 
Ukraine, Russian forces have increased 
their ability to coordinate and mass 
the effects of standoff weapon systems 
such as rocket-launched artillery. Stud-
ies of the conflict have shown that 
nearly 85 percent of Ukraine’s casual-
ties early in the war were caused by 
these systems.11 Through the com-
bined use of drones and long-range 
fires, the Russians were able to target 
static and lightly armored units, with, 
for example, two battalions rendered 
combat-ineffective in a single strike.12 

Figure 2. Russian troops in unmarked uniforms patrol Simferopol International 
Airport, Ukraine, Feb. 28, 2014. (Photo by Elizabeth Arrott, Voice of America, 
Website http://www.voanews.com/content/us-britain-no-zero-sum-game-for-
ukraine/1859367.html)
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Figure 3. Map of NATO member Poland, Suwalki Gap marked in red. Poland is bordered by the Baltic Sea, NATO mem-
ber Lithuania and Russia’s Kaliningrad Oblast to the north; Belarus and Ukraine to the east; Slovakia and NATO member 
the Czech Republic to the south; and NATO member Germany to the west. (Based on map from CIA World Factbook) 
(NATO membership list at https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Member_states_of_NATO)
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To break this vigorous Russian defense 
network, NATO ground forces will need 
to infiltrate, penetrate and rapidly dis-
integrate its layers. A highly dynamic 
and robust R&S formation could pro-
vide these elements with the initiative 
to achieve this through the execution 
of an effective guard mission. To pro-
tect maneuver formations as they 
move through the enemy disruption 
zone, the R&S unit could send LRRS el-
ements to infiltrate and gain surveil-
lance on key enemy radar and rocket 
locations. These targets could then be 
quickly destroyed or suppressed by the 
R&S units’ internal long-range rocket 
and artillery assets. This would then 
initiate its highly mobile armor ele-
ments to penetrate this first layer of 
defense and rapidly overwhelm enemy 
ground and A2/AD forces.

With these two destroyed, the forma-
tion’s organic attack aviation, along 
with other air assets, could then be en-
abled to provide close support to 
ground maneuver elements as they 
seized key objectives. By having a ro-
bust formation that organically con-
tains all the capabilities required to be-
gin the rapid dismantling of Russia’s 
key advantage, the scales would be 
tipped back in favor of NATO.

In addition to countering Russia’s new 
critical capabilities, NATO forces are 
faced with another significant hurdle 
in the form of Federation posturing. 
Currently the Russians have substantial 
armored and mechanized ground units 
positioned along the boundary be-
tween Poland and Lithuania near the 
Suwalki Gap in both Kaliningrad and 
Belarus. A 2016 RAND study concluded 
that if conflict was to break out, Rus-
sian forces could seal off that bound-
ary and overrun the region within 10 
hours with some 40-50 battalion tacti-
cal groups.13

Even if a NATO response is rapid and 
the A2/AD canopy isn’t effective, NATO 
forces will have to fight to re-establish 
Baltic sovereignties. If the air and 
space domains are contested by other 
means, such as enemy fighter aircraft 
or electronic warfare, the only way to 
perform effective operational R&S will 
be with robust formations.

Some may believe that Russia would 
never actually attack a NATO ally 

because it would invoke Article V and 
the Federation would face a collective-
defense response. Although it is true 
that recent Russian aggression within 
EUCOM, Ukraine in 2014 and Georgia 
in 2006 were not against NATO allies, 
they were against partners seeking ac-
ceptance into the alliance. Also, Russia 
has made open threats of aggression 
against NATO members such as Poland 
and the Baltic states.14 Furthermore, 
the disinformation and subversive as-
pects of Russian NGW gravitate toward 
regions that are susceptible to these 
types of operations due to strong eth-
nic Russian ties. Vladimir Putin himself 
has stated that it is the duty of Russia 
to “protect the rights of all Russians 
abroad.”15

This makes the likelihood of future 
Russian aggression a distinct possibil-
ity that NATO forces need to take seri-
ously. For NATO to fail to prepare itself 
to effectively respond to such aggres-
sive action would be a risk it can ill af-
ford to take. As a part of that prepara-
tion, it needs to solve its operational 
R&S gap, and currently there are no 
dedicated ground units capable of do-
ing this anywhere throughout NATO, 
not even in the U.S. Army.

Here doesn’t come the 
cavalry: not meeting 
operation requirement
The last time the U.S. Army was faced 
with the grim reality of having to po-
tentially go head to head with a peer 
competitor was the Cold War. At that 
time, the Army placed great emphasis 
on having dedicated division- and 
corps-level R&S formations. ACRs, di-
vision-cavalry squadrons, division and 
corps LRRS detachments and division 
Pathfinder companies were all key ele-
ments in this operational R&S appara-
tus.

However, over the past 18 years of 
COIN warfare, the Army has stripped 
itself of each of these formations due 
to the nature of the threat and an 
overreliance on the space and air do-
mains to cover down. All that remains 
are tactical-level units that reside in 
brigade combat teams (BCTs) in the 
form of cavalry squadrons, cavalry 
troops and scout platoons.16 Although 
these elements are critical in enabling 
tactical-level missions, they do not 

have the capacity to effectively con-
duct R&S at the operational level. They 
do not possess the proper organic ca-
pabilities required; they lack certain 
training and are simply not big enough 
to deal with the breadth and depth of 
an operational R&S problem set.

Acknowledging certain limitations, the 
U.S. Army has attempted to bridge this 
capability gap in a couple of ways over 
the past few years. In 2017, 1st Stryker 
BCT, from the Army’s 4th Infantry Divi-
sion, was used as a test model for an 
R&S brigade concept.17 Essentially this 
motorized-infantry unit was given 
some additional armor, aviation and 
artillery assets to perform corps-level 
R&S. It was tested at the Army’s Na-
tional Training Center, Fort Irwin, CA.

Also, the Army’s 3rd Infantry Division 
recently conducted Warfighter Exercise 
19-02 to test the concept of using the 
cavalry squadron of an armor BCT to 
act as a division-level R&S task force.18 
The squadron, like the Stryker BCT, was 
augmented to conduct this higher-ech-
elon R&S mission set. It was given an 
additional tank company, attack-avia-
tion company and even an entire artil-
lery battalion from within the division.

The results of both of these exercises 
were mixed. The Stryker BCT did not 
possess the armor protection, mobility 
or firepower to deal with enemy tank 
and mechanized units. The cavalry 
squadron achieved some success in 
certain scenarios but at the cost of tak-
ing away critical assets from other sub-
ordinate units that would need them 
to maneuver. Logistics also became an 
issue for the squadron because the 
sustainment element of its parent bri-
gade could not support it appropriate-
ly. So, although both of these were 
steps forward in trying to solve the op-
erational R&S gap, they merely recon-
firmed that independent and dedicat-
ed formations like the old ACRs need 
to be constituted.

Finally, in an R&S-focused tabletop ex-
ercise (TTX) conducted at the Army’s 
Maneuver Center of Excellence, Fort 
Benning, GA, in March 2019, attempts 
were made to gain insight into how the 
Army could update its doctrine to en-
able R&S at echelons above brigade.19 
The TTX placed different configurations 
of proposed operational level R&S 
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formations against a near-peer adver-
sary with an intricate A2/AD network. 
Again, it was concluded that only ded-
icated division- and corps-level R&S 
formations, built with a core of ar-
mored and mechanized forces, could 
properly enable maneuver in large-
scale combat operations.

Fiscal constraints, material shortages 
and other competing demands have 
hindered the Army from properly ad-
dressing this capability shortfall. Ac-
knowledging this reality, land-compo-
nent commanders need to seek other 
options to address this problem that 
are viable and more cost-effective. If a 
high-intensity conflict were to break 
out today in Eastern Europe, ground 
forces would have to accept the fact 
that the U.S. cavalry is in fact not com-
ing to the rescue!

NATO RSSG: 
combined solution to a 
shared problem 
Since the EUCOM AoR would be the 
place in which a lack of operational 
R&S formations would hinder ground 
maneuver the most, NATO leaders 
should attempt to fill this gap multilat-
erally. If NATO forces intend to gain 
back the ability to maneuver in a fu-
ture high-intensity conflict, they will 
need to accomplish it together. There-
fore, a dedicated combined NATO 

formation with the sole function of 
providing operational R&S should be 
seriously considered to regain the ini-
tiative on the ground in Europe. To do 
so, it should be built around frame-
work of a viable concept.

After the Russian annexation of Crimea 
in 2014, the U.S. Army reviewed its 
ability to respond to a high-intensity 
conflict against a peer adversary. With 
the transformation of its last ACR to a 
Stryker BCT in 2011, it found itself 
without any viable way to conduct op-
erational R&S against a near-peer 
threat. It looked to the past for solu-
tions; an updated version of the ACR, 
dubbed the R&S strike group (RSSG), 
was proposed.20 

The RSSG would have additional cyber- 
and long-range precision-fire capabili-
ties to deal with the emerging-threat 
environment. Unfortunately, due to 
multiple constraints, these plans never 
went anywhere, and the operational 
R&S gap has endured.21 

Although the Army never established 
the RSSG, the concept still remains and 
would be a viable framework to estab-
lish a combined formation that could 
achieve the same operational effect for 
NATO.

Within the members of NATO rests all 
the armor, reconnaissance, artillery, 
rocket, cyber and aviation capabilities 

required to create a dedicated forma-
tion able to execute operational R&S. 
To speedily address the urgency of this 
shortfall, these already existing ele-
ments could be pulled together and 
task-organized into a multinational for-
mation under a single headquarters 
that would exist in Europe rather than 
in the United States. The strategic ben-
efits of having the formation already 
forward-positioned in the region would 
significantly impact NATO’s ability to 
react fast enough to deter or counter 
future Russian aggression.

The pooling of assets would reduce the 
fiscal costs and time needed to man a 
completely new unit and field com-
pletely new equipment. Also, an allied 
RSSG could also be a way to effectively 
capitalize niche military capabilities 
that NATO members have such as long-
range reconnaissance and cyber.

Some might argue that creating a com-
bined organization such as the RSSG 
would be more of a liability than a ca-
pability due to the complexities of mul-
tinational operations. Although work-
ing multilaterally might have its inher-
ent difficulties, the wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq have proven that NATO allies 
can work well together at lower eche-
lons. 

In addition to conducting combat op-
erations together in the COIN environ-
ment, NATO forces have increasingly 
been executing more complex com-
bined training exercises within EU-
COM. 

Multinational tactical formations are 
constantly being formed and trained 
within NATO. For example, as recently 
as April 2019, a multinational brigade 
consisting of more than 5,000 soldiers 
from 15 nations was established to 
support the combined NATO exercise 
Allied Spirit X.22

Establishing the NATO RSSG would 
bring together from across the alliance 
the collective capabilities needed to 
conduct effective 21st-Century R&S. It 
would be a vehicle for increasing 
much-needed interoperability and is a 
shared solution to a shared problem. 

This formation would be a critical ele-
ment in enabling NATO forces to once 
again conduct operational maneuver 
on the European continent. The 

Figure 4. Israeli soldiers provide security while conducting a town raid during 
exercise Allied Spirit X at Hohenfels, Germany, April 7, 2019. (U.S. Army photo 
by SPC Meagan Mooney)
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cavalry could ride again, just under a 
NATO guidon.

Recommendation, 
conclusion
The U.S Army has been proofing a con-
cept for a formation designed to en-
able maritime maneuver in the Indo-
U.S. Army Pacific Command AoR. This 
new unit, dubbed the multi-domain 
task force (MDTF), contains organic 
long-range fires, cyber and aviation ca-
pabilities.23 It contains all key elements 
necessary for any future operational-
level R&S formation.

After being tested through several it-
erations of wargames, reports have 
stated this new concept has had dra-
matic effects in countering the prob-
lem that Chinese A2/AD poses.24 There 
has also been discussion of establish-
ing an MDTF for the EUCOM AoR. This 
concept should be the foundation on 
which a future NATO RSSG could be 
built, and it would significantly satisfy 
the U.S. Army’s contribution to the 
force. What the MDTF lacks in armored 
and mechanized units and LRRS ele-
ments, NATO forces could provide. 

A NATO RSSG that builds on the MDTF 
concept could be the critical element 
needed to finally fill the operational 
R&S gap that NATO forces currently 
have.

In a high-intensity conflict, the U.S. and 
its allies will need to conduct opera-
tional-level maneuver across multiple 
domains to achieve victory. To accom-
plish this, each component of the Joint 
force must provide redundant capabil-
ities that enable this higher-echelon 
maneuver. In the land domain, ground 
forces must be able to provide effec-
tive R&S for division- and corps-level 
formations.

This requires dedicated R&S forces ca-
pable of operating in a highly lethal 
and dynamic environment.

Currently neither the United States nor 
its allies have any dedicated operation-
al formations that meet this require-
ment. This capabilities gap needs to be 
filled by NATO forces if they are going 
to conduct operational-level maneuver 
against a near-peer adversary in EU-
COM or any other potential theater of 
war. 

A viable, cost-effective and efficient so-
lution that would rapidly satisfy this re-
quirement could be the formation of a 
combined NATO RSSG. 

This multinational formation would 
possess the robust, nimble and multi-
domain capabilities required to enable 
large-scale maneuver and gain back 
the initiative on the 21st-Century bat-
tlefield.
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Lessons-Learned, Organizational Improvements:                
Saber Squadron in Exercises Saber Strike 16 and 18
by CPT Jared D.L. Moore

Sitting in the regiment’s manifesting 
area May 30, 2018, elements of 4th 
Squadron, 2nd Cavalry Regiment (Saber 
Squadron), made their final prepara-
tions for the first leg of their tactical 
roadmarch (TRM) from Vilseck, Germa-
ny, to Orzysz, Poland. 

For most of the troopers, Saber Strike 
18 was their first major multinational 
exercise with the unit. For a handful of 
troopers and leaders, this was their 
second time participating in Saber 
Strike, an annual North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) exercise conduct-
ed across the Baltic countries.

For those familiar with Saber Strike 16, 
the mindset of the leadership, the 
preparation and the eventual execu-
tion of Saber Strike 18 were different 
from its predecessor. The changes 

implemented in Saber Strike 18 con-
verted it from a demonstration of ca-
pabilities into a series of tactical oper-
ations to increase the unit’s readiness 
while still maintaining a focus on assur-
ing allies, deterring adversaries and, if 
necessary, defending NATO.

Maintenance mindset
For a long TRM, maintenance is a key 
issue. For Saber Strike 16, Saber Squad-
ron’s TRM timeline included several 
maintenance days. 
The squadron’s and regiment’s leader-
ship decided to integrate dedicated 
maintenance days into the TRM time-
line as mitigation based on their prior 
experiences with TRMs in 2015. As 
planned, there was about one mainte-
nance day for every one or two days of 
roadmarching.
To maximize the unit ’s time and 

complete the commander’s intent, Sa-
ber Squadron conducted civil-military 
engagements with elements not ac-
tively involved in maintenance on the 
dedicated days. 

Between Vilseck and Orzysz, Saber 
Squadron conducted three dedicated 
maintenance days, with another two 
days in conjunction with a wet-gap 
crossing rehearsal, resulting in a total 
TRM timeline of 10 days for Saber 
Strike 16 to Orzysz.

Over the next two years, 2nd Cavalry 
Regiment conducted three more major 
TRMs to northeast Poland to support 
our enhanced forward presence (eFP). 
With the data from Saber Strike 16 and 
eFP, the goal for the Saber Strike 18 
TRM was to get from Vilseck to Orzysz 
in five days without maintenance 
stops. This meant the squadron need-
ed to validate its Soldiers’ and equip-
ment’s ability to conduct an extended-
duration TRM before Saber Strike 18. 
Saber Squadron’s answer to this prob-
lem was an event called the “GTA 500.”

Each troop conducted a roadmarch 
around Grafenwoehr Training Area 
(GTA) once a month, from March to 
May 2018, in preparation for the TRM. 
As they progressed, the roadmarches 
grew from 90 minutes to three hours. 
The roadmarches allowed the squad-
ron to identify major issues with vehi-
cles prior to the Saber Strike 18 TRM 
and conduct maintenance at home sta-
tion. Also, the GTA 500 gave the squad-
ron an opportunity to conduct a full-
dress rehearsal of convoy and recovery 
operations.

Troops conducted other training events 
concurrently such as weapons ranges, 
gas-mask training or command-post 
exercises. This allowed them to contin-
ue their unit training progressions in 
conjunction with Saber Strike 18 prep-
arations.

In addition to the roadmarches, Saber 
Squadron executed full vehicle-lubrica-
tion orders for all the vehicles execut-
ing the TRM. The lubrication orders in-
cluded all hub oil and differential fluids 
as well  as the usual  coolant, 

Figure 1. Soldiers assigned to Outlaw Troop, 4th Squadron, 2nd Cavalry Regi-
ment, conduct rural and urban reconnaissance in Saber Strike 18 in Skrunda, 
Latvia, June 7, 2018. Saber Strike 18 was the eighth iteration of the long-
standing U.S. Army Europe-led cooperative training exercise designed to en-
hance interoperability among allies and regional partners. (U.S. Army Photo by 
SGT Timothy Hamlin, 4/2 Cavalry Regiment)
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transmission fluid and oil. For the 
Stryker fleet, this was a very common 
maintenance procedure. However, for 
many of the troopers, including senior 
leaders, replacing hub oil and differen-
tial fluid in humvees or any of the fam-
ily of medium tactical vehicles was a 
new experience since the maintenance 
focus has usually been on the Stryker 
fleet. Troopers and leaders both em-
braced the learning opportunity and 
were excited to execute the in-depth 
lubrication orders. The mechanics dis-
played equal excitement to train every-
one and decrease their workload on 
the TRM.

Another common problem from Saber 
Strike 16 was lugnuts loosening and 
falling off during the TRM. To mitigate 
this, the operators tightened all lug-
nuts and used paint markers to place a 
visual indicator on each lugnut in the 
tighten position. The mark allowed op-
erators to identify loosening lugnuts 
easily at refueling stops or remain-
overnight (RON) sites. During the dis-
patching process, the squadron’s me-
chanics inspected all the lugnuts and 

Figure 2. A Polish army Infantry Fighting Vehicle and U.S. Army AH-64 Apache helicopters with Battle Group Poland par-
ticipate in the culminating live-fire event of Saber Strike 18 at the Bemowo Piskie Training Area, Poland, June 15, 2018. 
Exercise Saber Strike 18 was held June 3-15 at training areas in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland. Participants from 
19 countries participated in the eighth iteration of the exercise, including Canada, Croatia, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, 
Finland, France, Germany, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Macedonia, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Romania, Spain and the 
United Kingdom. The long-standing U.S. Army Europe-led cooperative training exercise is designed to enhance readi-
ness and interoperability among allies and regional partners. (U.S. Army National Guard photo by SPC Robert Douglas)

lubrication orders with the operators 
to doublecheck the vehicles.

The preparation changes had an in-
credible effect. At the end of the five-
day TRM, only three vehicles failed to 
reach Orzysz under their own power. 
Of those, only one vehicle required a 
recovery asset to move it. During the 
five days, the only dedicated mainte-
nance times were the 30-minute refu-
el stops and overnight stops. For com-
parison, in Saber Strike 16, six of nine 
recovery assets towed or carried a dis-
abled vehicle upon arrival at Orzysz, 
despite five days of dedicated mainte-
nance time. The changes to its home-
station preparations enabled Saber 
Squadron to conduct a rapid TRM 
across Poland without the need for ex-
tended maintenance periods.

Managing assets
In addition to the preparation changes, 
the regiment wanted to use internal 
assets as much as possible during Sa-
ber Strike 18 to test its internal-sus-
tainment capabilities. A few of the con-
straints were using military water 

containers, using organic recovery as-
sets and having no bulk-to-bulk fuel re-
supply for the forward-support troop 
(FST) until Orzysz. This was a stark con-
trast to Saber Strike 16 sustainment 
considerations.

For Saber Strike 16, multiple regiment 
external assets supported the squad-
ron during the TRM. Within the squad-
ron task force, there were three low-
boys task-organized from 21st Theater 
Sustainment Command (TSC) for the 
roadmarch. Prior to Orzysz, the squad-
ron received two resupplies through 
the Defense Logistics Agency (DLA). 
DLA contracted civilian fuel trucks and 
conducted bulk-to-bulk resupplies with 
the four M978s (military fuel trucks) 
assigned to the task force. Class I re-
supply also came through DLA con-
tracts direct to the squadron. Quarter-
ing parties in rental cars received Class 
I drops 24 hours in advance of the main 
body at the next templated RON. In ad-
dition to the food, the unit received 
1.5-liter bottles of water for personnel 
as their primary water source – not 
bulk water or military containers.
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For Saber Strike 18, the only enablers 
assigned to Saber Squadron were com-
bat enablers from the Air Force and 
regimental engineer squadron, and a 
small sustainment package from the 
regimental support squadron (RSS). 
RSS provided an additional M978 and 
one Medical Evacuation Vehicle for the 
operation. For recovery assets, the 
squadron only had its three organic 
wreckers and one Modular Catastroph-
ic Recovery System for the roadmarch. 
One wrecker, one M978 and one tank-
rack module specifically supported one 
subordinate unit, Outlaw Troop, which 
moved 24 hours in advance of the 
main body for the entire TRM to 
Orzysz.

To increase organic fuel capacity, the 
FST received two 2,500-gallon tank-
rack modules after Saber Strike 16. 
This doubled the FST’s organic fuel ca-
pacity from 5,000 to 10,000 gallons to 
assist with future operations. Also, all 
vehicles carried eight fuel cans during 
Saber Strike 18, doubling what vehicles 
carried during Saber Strike 16. During 
predetermined short halts for mainte-
nance and driver swaps, all vehicles re-
fueled using only fuel cans in Saber 
Strike 18. Support elements only is-
sued retail fuel at RON sites or for un-
planned requests during the Saber 
Strike 18 TRM. By contrast, in Saber 

Strike 16, quartering parties estab-
lished retail fuel at the short halts, and 
the fuel cans were for emergencies 
only.

Saber Squadron largely depended on 
like-vehicle recovery to ensure recov-
ery assets remained open for cata-
strophic vehicle issues during Saber 
Strike 18. With five fewer recovery as-
sets available to the squadron than 
during Saber Strike 16, this was neces-
sary to ensure mobility without losing 
tempo. Also, a major concern during 
Saber Strike 16 was the potential for 
damage to the towing vehicle during 
the long-duration movements. With 
the in-depth home-station mainte-
nance and multiple GTA 500s, Saber 
Squadron was confident in its ability to 
execute like-vehicle recovery for the 
TRM without damaging the towing ve-
hicles. To mitigate strain on one vehi-
cle, convoy commanders swapped tow-
ing vehicles at short halts and held 
RONs as necessary.

The focus on cutting the movement 
time to Orzysz, instead of conducting 
maintenance days and engagements, 
decreased the need for resupply dur-
ing the TRM. Increasing internal capa-
bilities such as fuel capacity, and en-
couraging recovery and sustainment at 
the lowest level, enabled the squadron 

to carry the necessary supplies and 
maximize the use of its equipment to 
self-sustain during the TRM without re-
supply. The result of the TRM was a 
validation of the squadron’s ability to 
self-sustain for an extended-duration 
road march using only regimental in-
ternal assets.

‘Get there, do something, 
tell the world’
At a tactical level, the focus for Saber 
Strike 16 was not on enhancing Saber 
Squadron’s tactical proficiency in terms 
of key collective tasks (KCTs) or mis-
sion-essential tasks (METs); it was 
demonstrating interoperability and ca-
pabilities in support of NATO opera-
tions. This is readily apparent from the 
commander’s intent in the Saber Strike 
16 operations order: “The comprehen-
sive purpose of this operation is to set 
favorable conditions for the NATO 
Summit in Warsaw. We will accomplish 
this through the conduct of a series of 
tactical tasks that demonstrate our op-
erational mobility and freedom of ma-
neuver that create the strategic effect 
of enhancing the [a]lliance.”1 The regi-
mental commander summarized the 
intent into a simple phrase for all 2nd 
Cavalry Regiment troopers to remem-
ber: “Get there, do something and tell 
the world.”2 With this mindset, Saber 
Squadron moved forward to execute 
Saber Strike 16.

Throughout Saber Strike 16, the squad-
ron conducted 12 engagements and 
one live-fire exercise. Of the 12 en-
gagements, three were tactical en-
gagements: a wet-gap crossing in Wei-
den, Germany; a wet-gap crossing at 
Chelmno, Poland; and a forward-pas-
sage-of-lines (FPoL) at Torun, Poland.

The importance of the civilian-military 
engagements was very high. On more 
than one occasion, Saber Squadron el-
ements missed their templated move-
ment times due to planned engage-
ments running over allocated times or 
an impromptu engagement occurring 
at a refuel site.3 To prepare for the en-
gagements, troopers cleaned vehicles 
with on-hand supplies and applied a 
“special sauce,” internally produced by 
the unit, on all display vehicles to give 
them a freshly cleaned appearance. 
Troopers at the displays wore clean 
uniforms, Stetsons and spurs, and 

Figure 3. The fires team from Outlaw Troop, 4/2 Cavalry Regiment, conducts a 
combined-fires brief with members of the Latvian army in Skrunda, Latvia, 
June 7, 2018. (U.S. Army Photo by SGT Timothy Hamlin, 4/2 Cavalry Regiment)
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carried display boards for the vehicles 
translated to the local language. Mes-
saging their presence and demonstrat-
ing their capabilities was the squad-
ron’s priority.

For the tactical events, including the 
live-fire, elements from the squadron 
rehearsed for two days before execu-
tion to ensure the exercise and key 
events occurred on time to facilitate 
observation by distinguished visitors 
and onlookers. Outside of the FPoL and 
live-fire exercise, no Saber trooper 
wore body armor or personal camou-
flage. 

Also, at the river crossings, very-impor-
tant persons rode across the bridges in 
tactical vehicles, flags representing 
participating nations flew at key points 
on the crossings, and only combat ele-
ments, not support elements, conduct-
ed the wet-gap crossings. 

The events focused on messaging the 
capabilities and solidarity of NATO ac-
cording to the commander’s intent.
However, the events did very little to 
increase Saber Squadron’s proficiency 
on their METs. As a former troop com-
mander noted, outside of the six days 
rehearsing and executing the wet-gap 

crossings and the FPoL, most of the 
training benefits were at the individual 
and crew level. Those individual and 
crew tasks “[did] not necessarily trans-
late into one or two clear KCTs or METs, 
but rather influence[d] nearly all of 
them.”4

For most, the deployment MET was the 
only MET that significantly increased 
because of Saber Strike 16. As such, 
the 20 days spent executing Saber 
Strike 16 did little to increase Saber 
Squadron’s readiness outside of 
achieving proficiency at some of the 
supporting individual and crew-level 
tasks.

Recognizing the potential training op-
portunities, the regiment focused 
heavily on using Saber Strike 18 as an 
opportunity to increase unit readiness. 
The mindset shifted from demonstrat-
ing capabilities to conducting tactical 
training events to increase MET profi-
ciency. The changes to the command-
er’s intent for Saber Strike 18 echoed 
this change: “The purpose of this op-
eration is to demonstrate 4/2 [Cavalry 
Regiment]’s readiness and rapid-de-
ployment capability with [operational 
plan] informed reconnaissance-and-se-

curity operations 
that stress squad-
ron and troop mis-
s i o n - c o m m a n d 
systems and en-
ables the regiment 
to execute offen-
sive and defensive 
operations while 
building readiness 
and interoperabil-
ity.”5 This contrasts 
with the Saber 
Strike 16 intent of 
demonstrating ca-
pabilities and mes-
saging presence. 
For Saber Strike 
18, validating in-
ternal systems and 
increasing lethality 
was the method of 
assurance and de-
terrence.

Improving METs, KCTs
Saber Squadron participated in four 
key events during Saber Strike 18 to 
improve on its METs and KCTs. The 
squadron’s main-body elements – con-
sisting of Palehorse Troop, Quickstrike 
Troop (-), Headquarters and Headquar-
ters Troop (HHT) and FST – participat-
ed in the seizure of Rulka Airfield, a 
contested wet-gap crossing near 
Kaunas and the defense of Siauliai Air-
field in Lithuania. Simultaneously, Out-
law Troop participated in Latvia’s Saber 
Strike 18 exercise, involving a delaying 
action from the Baltic coastline to a de-
fensive perimeter around Skrunda 
Training Area. 

Each of these events had an unscripted 
force-on-force element and presented 
each unit an opportunity to test its sys-
tems against a live opposing force. 
Also, outside of necessary site surveys 
during joint-event lifecycle planning 
events, the squadron conducted no on-
site rehearsals (terrain walks) before 
the execution of these events.

During the major training events in Sa-
ber Strike 18, all the squadron’s subor-
dinate units participated. For the wet-
gap crossing in Lithuania, all main-
body elements crossed and the site re-
mained tactical, minus the local civilian 
onlookers. At Rukla and Siauliai, all the 
squadron command nodes tested their 
systems to receive and synthesize real-
world reports while simultaneously 
planning future operations in a con-
tested environment, which trained the 
unit according to multiple KCTs and 
METs. Rukla added an additional chal-
lenge for the combat trains and field 
trains as they coordinated the move-
ment of small logistical-package con-
voys from Kazlu Ruda to Rukla, a 90-ki-
lometer movement. For Palehorse and 
Outlaw, the live enemy during the 
force-on-force enabled them to use Sa-
ber Strike 18 as a way to validate their 
own standard operating procedures 
and increase their unit’s proficiency ac-
cording to their specific unit KCTs and 
METs.

During these events, and for most of 
the TRM, all equipment and Soldiers 
used camouflage and body armor. The 
mindset was tactical. Saber Squadron 
only used military-issued water con-
tainers, and troopers and leaders 

Figure 4. LTC Gregory Campion, commander, 4/2 Cavalry 
Regiment, welcomes the arrival of his Soldiers to the 
Bemowo Piskie Training Area, Poland, during Saber Strike 
18, June 5, 2018. (U.S. Army Photo by SGT Timothy Hamlin, 
4/2 Cavalry Regiment)
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conducted their engagements with 
muddy boots and camouflaged faces – 
and wore their Stetsons only as re-
quired for special events. 

The squadron did not want to simply 
message or show its capabilities during 
Saber Strike 18 – it wanted to validate 
its capabilities and demonstrate its 
unit’s readiness to assure allies, deter 
adversaries and, if necessary, defend 
NATO.

The changes implemented by Saber 
Squadron between Saber Strike 16 and 
Saber Strike 18 enabled it to use the 
training event to build on unit 

readiness while simultaneously sup-
porting NATO. While Saber Strike 16 
provided some training benefits, it was 
largely a capabilities display heavily fo-
cused on messaging rather than unit 
readiness. 

What Saber Strike 16 provided was 
many lessons-learned for the squadron 
and the regiment that enabled them to 
maximize the training value of Saber 
Strike 18. The focus on unit readiness 
during Saber Strike 18 came with one 
major downside: a lowered integration 
of allies into squadron operations.

Outlaw Troop had the most exposure 

in terms of allied integration during its 
mission in Latvia while working direct-
ly for a Latvian headquarters as a sub-
ordinate maneuver unit. 

Outside the few hours at the wet-gap 
crossing and the 24-hour mission at 
Siauliai, there was little integration of 
allied elements into Saber Squadron’s 
main-body operations during the 23-
day exercise. 

As comparison, in Saber Strike 16, 
there was a Bundeswehr Company 
from 8th Aufklaerungs Battalion at-
tached to the squadron for the entire 
exercise, and every tactical operation 
integrated some multinational ele-
ment.

Overall, Saber Strike 18 achieved the 
commander’s intent to test Saber 
Squadron’s capabilities, improve unit 
readiness and demonstrate its ability 
to assure allies, deter adversaries and, 
if necessary, defend NATO. With im-
provements on integrating allied units, 
Saber’s experience in Saber Strike 18 
serves as a great model for future U.S. 
units participating in NATO training 
events to increase unit readiness and 
demonstrate the alliance’s readiness.
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Figure 5. Saber Strike 18 training locations in northeastern Europe showing the 
Baltic States in color (Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania), as well as Poland – all NATO 
members – with the Kaliningrad Oblast (Russia), the Russian Federation and Be-
larus also shown. (Based on Wikipedia map by Blomsterhagens)
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The Implications of Innovation in 
Space-Based Remote Sensing on 

Maneuver Warfare
by LTC Brad Townsend

Space technology is on the cusp of sig-
nificant change that will substantially 
impact the nature of maneuver war-
fare in the near future. Change in 
space is being driven by sudden and 
dramatic decreases in the cost of 
reaching orbit, and the development 
of ever smaller and cheaper satellites 
that can be launched by the dozens to 
create networked global constellations 
far more capable than the larger and 
far more expensive satellites of the re-
cent past.

The rapid pace of these developments 
and their implications for future war-
fare are something the military space 
community is finding difficult to under-
stand and adapt to. As the space com-
munity struggles to understand the im-
plications of these new capabilities 
within the space domain and wrestles 
with substantial organizational change, 
scant attention is being given to how 
these new capabilities will impact 
mounted-maneuver warfare.

Existing space capabilities enable mod-
ern armored warfare at both the tacti-
cal and operational level. The Global 
Positioning System (GPS) timing signal 
enables force tracking and effective 
encrypted communications. Beyond-
line-of-sight communications and net-
work access are functions of satellite-
communications capabilities. Though 
underappreciated in the era of coun-
terinsurgency operations, space-based 
infrared satellites underpin the effec-
tiveness of time-sensitive warning and 
interception of inbound missile threats 
to ground forces.1

For the foreseeable future, these capa-
bilities will continue to support ma-
neuver operations in largely the same 
way they do today, albeit with more 
bandwidth and precision. One area of 
advancing space technology that will 
change how armored units operate is 
the rapid increase in the quantity and 
quality of near-real-time satellite 

imagery, especially to disadvantaged 
adversaries.

Surprise ‘left hook’
In 1991 U.S. forces executed a sweep-
ing “left hook” through the desert that 
bypassed Iraqi defenses, surprising the 
defenders and quickly overwhelming 
them. The battered Iraqi army, under 
constant air attack and struck in the 
flank by rapidly advancing armored 
forces, collapsed. A number of factors 
made this maneuver possible. The 
newly fielded and still only partially 
complete GPS constellation allowed 
accurate navigation across the other-
wise featureless desert. Also, the coali-
tion was able to safely stockpile 
enough fuel and other logistical neces-
sities for this force to operate without 
outrunning its supplies.

Perhaps the most crucial factor in the 
attack’s success, however, was the abil-
ity of coalition forces to stage in secre-
cy. With complete control of the air, 
the coalition was able to prevent the 
Iraqi military from conducting any aer-
ial reconnaissance. Even a single high-
altitude reconnaissance flight would 
have revealed the scope and scale of 
the coalition attack. With this informa-
tion, the Iraqi army could have reposi-
tioned forces and constructed defens-
es to defend its flank.

It is highly unlikely that even with in-
sight into the coalition battle plan, 
though, the Iraqi army could have 
changed the outcome of the Gulf War, 
but it certainly could have raised the 
price of victory.

The “left hook” of the Gulf War was a 
stunning success that is unlikely ever 
to be repeated due to evolving space 
capabilities that are making operation-
al deception by large formations im-
possible. The movement of individual 
companies or even isolated battalions 
may go unnoticed due to the fog of 
war, but the unobserved positioning of 
larger forces is no longer possible. The 
U.S. Air Force may continue to 

dominate the skies and prevent aerial 
observation of staging areas by un-
manned aerial vehicles or other air-
craft; however, it cannot prevent satel-
lites from passing overhead in the 
course of their normal orbits.

To be clear: the Desert Storm “left 
hook” could never happen again unno-
ticed. The recent and rapid prolifera-
tion of remote sensing satellites that 
produce various forms of satellite im-
agery has dramatically changed the 
paradigm of space support and its ef-
fects on maneuver warfare.

The Desert Storm “left 
hook” could never 
happen again 
unnoticed. The recent 
and rapid proliferation 
of remote sensing 
satellites ... has 
dramatically changed 
the paradigm of space 
support and its effects 
on maneuver warfare.

The U.S. military is not accustomed to 
considering the impact of satellite ob-
servation on operations because it has 
been largely irrelevant at the tactical 
and operational level. Until recently 
there were only a handful of imaging 
satellites in existence, and they could 
only image relatively small portions of 
the Earth’s surface from low-Earth or-
bit (LEO).

Unlike geosynchronous orbit (GEO) 
where satellites remain stationary rel-
ative to the Earth’s surface, imaging 
satellites are in LEO, between 250 and 
400 miles in altitude. They circle the 
Earth once every 90 to 120 minutes. 
For reference, GEO satellites operate 
at an altitude of 22,300 miles above 
the Earth. At this altitude, they “fall” 
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around the Earth at the same rate the 
planet rotates, meaning that they re-
main nearly stationary relative to a 
point on the equator. However, GEO is 
much too far away for any tactically 
useful imagery; as a result, all imagery 
satellites use much lower orbits, so 
they can only see a portion of Earth’s 
surface at any one time. This low alti-
tude, combined with the high cost of 
imaging satellites, created limitations 
for the tactical usefulness of satellites 
because it was possible to image only 
a relatively small area each day.

Limitations
Low altitude is just one of the limita-
tions on imagery satellites that have 
limited the tactical relevance of satel-
lite imagery to analyzing terrain. Even 
if an imagery satellite passed over the 
battlespace, it did not necessarily 
mean that everything within it was im-
aged.

The cameras on board satellites have 
many limitations driven by resolution 
limits, the satellite bus and by simple 
time. For example, the swath width of 
WorldView-3, one of the most ad-
vanced traditional commercial satel-
lites in orbit today, is just 13.1 kilome-
ters. (Albeit with a best-case resolution 
of 0.31 meters, it is much better than 
an average Google Earth image.2) Lim-
ited swath width means that this “ex-
quisite” (large, highly sophisticated 
satellites usually based in GEO for im-
agery, missile warning and intelligence-
community missions) platform can 
choose to image a strip of territory 
13.1 kilometers wide once a day, or it 
can make several increasingly lower-
quality sweeps of a selected area be-
fore traveling out of view.

The satellite must then pass over a 
ground station, download its collected 
imagery and have it processed and an-
alyzed. The speed of this process var-
ies depending on urgency, but at least 
another day would pass before ana-
lysts could draw any useful conclusions 
from satellite imagery. These limita-
tions historically prevented satellite 
imagery from impacting tactical deci-
sion-making and limited it to strategic 
roles.

Space-industry transitions
These traditional limitations on satel-
l i te  o bs e r vat i o n  a re  ra p i d l y 

disappearing, driven primarily by a re-
cent dramatic decrease in the cost of 
reaching orbit and the rise of small, in-
expensive satellites that capitalize on 
this development. The space industry 
is transitioning from a positive-cost 
spiral to a negative-cost spiral. Under 
the previous paradigm of the positive-
cost spiral, the high cost of reaching or-
bit reinforced the need for high-quality 
exquisite satellites, which in turn in-
centivized the launch provider to de-
velop extensive risk-avoidance mea-
sures, further driving up cost. These 
factors are now inverted, resulting in a 
negative-cost spiral.

Cheaper launches are justifying the 
launch of smaller, less expensive satel-
lites, which can be built in greater 
numbers and placed in lower orbits 
where they will have greatly decreased 
orbital lifespans due to atmospheric 
drag. Orbiting at a much lower altitude 
than traditional imagery platforms 
compensates for the reduced capabil-
ity of the optics on board these small-
er satellites. One company that is cap-
italizing on this paradigm shift is Plan-
et Labs. It now operates a constellation 
of hundreds of small satellites that im-
age the entire surface of the Earth 
each day at resolutions high enough to 
be operationally and tactically rele-
vant.

The proliferation of small observation 
satellites and launch platforms capable 
of putting them in orbit is allowing ev-
er-smaller nations to develop a space 
presence. Even minor global powers 
such as Nigeria now possess multiple 
active satellites.

For military operations, one of the 
poorly understood implications of this 
transformation in space is the impact 
this will have on military planning. The 
staging of armored forces in prepara-
tion for operations such as the “left 
hook” carried out during the Gulf War 
can no longer occur in secrecy. While 
it is possible to control the airspace 
within a theater, satellites have free-
dom of passage, and it will be extreme-
ly difficult to prevent many third-party 
imaging satellites from imaging the 
battlespace each day. Any significant 
military operation is likely to draw the 
interest of these third-party observers, 
and the ease of information transmis-
sion in the modern era will make it 

impossible to prevent even the most 
disadvantaged opponent from gaining 
access to this valuable open-source in-
telligence.

There are a limited number of methods 
of preventing an opponent from gain-
ing access to satellite imagery. During 
the Gulf War in 1991, the United Na-
tions mandated an embargo on the 
sale of commercial imagery to Iraq.3 
This worked; however, the circum-
stances were unique and unlikely to be 
repeated. At the time, China did not 
possess satellite-imagery capability, 
and the Soviet Union was preoccupied 
with difficult internal reform and nego-
tiations with the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization (NATO) and the United 
States over the future of Eastern Eu-
rope. In addition, there was only one 
non-U.S. commercial provider, the 
French-owned SPOT satellite (Satellite 
Pour l’Observation de la Terre – liter-
ally, “Satellite for observation of 
Earth”), which could produce only 
10-meter resolution imagery.

By 2001, the situation with commercial 
satellite imagery had not changed sig-
nificantly. The first true U.S. provider 
of commercial imagery, Earthwatch, 
only succeeded in reaching orbit with 
its first satellite, QuickBird 2, in Octo-
ber 2001.4 This satellite was capable of 
producing images with resolutions of 
less than one meter, far better than 
was available to any non-governmental 
entity at the time. Under the terms of 
its licensing agreement, the U.S. gov-
ernment retained the right to exercise 
“shutter control” over Earthwatch and 
prevent it from selling its imagery of 
Afghanistan.5 Rather than potentially 
damaging the credibility of the nascent 
U.S. imagery market, the Department 
of Defense instead chose to purchase 
all the imagery produced by Earth-
watch on an exclusive basis.6 While ex-
pensive, this buy-to-deny tactic effec-
tively denied high-resolution imagery 
to media outlets and prevented them 
from accidentally revealing key details 
of U.S. military maneuvers to the Tali-
ban.

Despite retaining the ability to exercise 
shutter control over U.S. imagery pro-
viders, doing so or attempting a tactic 
of buy-to-deny in today’s environment 
would be futile. While it would prevent 
U.S.-based providers from selling or 
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releasing any potentially harmful im-
agery, it would not apply to third-party 
providers based in countries that op-
pose U.S. actions. Geopolitical rivals 
who possess far greater on-orbit capa-
bilities today than they did a decade 
ago would be easily capable of tracking 
U.S. military movements from orbit. 
Releasing imagery of U.S. troop build-
ups and locations will no doubt be a 
less than subtle method of expressing 
dissatisfaction with U.S. military ac-
tions operating under the guise of free-
dom of information. Even if domestic 
media outlets refrained from televising 
analysis of this imagery, it would not 
prevent it from falling into the hands 
of a disadvantaged opponent, provid-
ing an intelligence windfall to an oppo-
nent that would otherwise be blind to 
the disposition of U.S. military forces. 
It would also make military deception 
exceptionally difficult as demonstrated 
by Russian forces in Ukraine.

The difficulty of military deception in 
the face of high-resolution commercial 
imagery was demonstrated in Ukraine 
when the presence of Russian forces 
was revealed using commercial satel-
lite images. Few serious observers 
doubted that Russian forces were 

involved in Eastern Ukraine, but isolat-
ed ground-level images and reports 
were easy to dismiss as fabrications, 
providing the Russian state with a use-
ful degree of plausible deniability. Re-
leasing classified satellite imagery tak-
en from national platforms would no 
doubt have proven Russian involve-
ment, but it would also have provided 
insight into the specific capabilities of 
sensitive national platforms, some-
thing that nation-states are under-
standably reluctant to do. NATO re-
solved this dilemma using commercial 
imagery provided by the U.S.-based 
company DigitalGlobe. These images 
of large convoys of Russian military 
forces exposed the lie that significant 
Russian ground forces were not pres-
ent in Ukraine.

NATO’s decision to use U.S. commercial 
imagery assets to expose Russian in-
volvement in Ukraine did not come 
without cost to DigitalGlobe. Following 
NATO’s release of the images, Digital-
Globe saw a $14.5-million decline in 
Russian business from a high of $23 
million in 2013.7,8 The company cited 
several potential causes for the down-
turn in Russian business. These includ-
ed the downturn in the Russian 

economy due to sanctions, although 
this did not affect DigitalGlobe’s legal 
ability to sell imagery to Russian cus-
tomers. Potentially the most significant 
reason cited by the DigitalGlobe chief 
executive officer was the “very public 
use of DigitalGlobe imagery by the U.S. 
government and the NATO alliance 
showing Russian troop locations and, 
more recently, purporting to prove 
that missile strikes in Ukraine came 
from batteries located in Russian terri-
tory.”9

This assertion by the company cannot 
be proven, but it neatly explains the 
nearly complete disappearance of rev-
enue from Russian sources following 
the publication of the photos by NATO. 
Political exposure represents a unique 
risk that U.S.-based companies take 
when providing imagery to the military 
and government, potentially jeopardiz-
ing its non-governmental business.

Russia is not alone in having its clan-
destine military actions exposed to a 
global audience. Commercial imagery 
has also revealed the Chinese military 
build-up in the South China Sea. High-
resolution imagery provided by Digital-
Globe has made it possible for the me-
dia to analyze China’s gradual build-up 
in the area carefully. Media outlets and 
think tanks have revealed details of 
Chinese build-ups from the number 
and type of aircraft based on newly 
constructed airfields to the presence 
of radar tracking stations.10

The idea that military build-ups now 
occur entirely in the public eye is 
something the global military commu-
nity is beginning to adjust to. What the 
world has not yet seen is daily high-
resolution satellite imagery from a 
conflict of interest to the American 
public.

Likely scenarios
Consider the impact of ubiquitous sur-
veillance on two likely scenarios where 
significant U.S. armored formations 
could feasibly become involved: North 
Korea and the Baltic/Polish frontier. 
These scenarios involve opponents 
with vastly different space capabilities. 
Russia is a great space power by any 
measure, with the third-largest num-
ber of active satellites in orbit – behind 
the United States and China. Russia 
also has a robust space launch 

Figure 1. DigitalGlobe image showing Russian military units within Ukraine 
Aug. 21, 2014. (Source: NATO, Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe, 
news release Aug. 28, 2014, “New Satellite Imagery Exposes Russian Combat 
troops inside Ukraine,” http://shape.nato.int/new-satellite-imagery-exposes-
russian-combat-troops-inside-ukraine)
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capability.11 In contrast, North Korea 
represents a disadvantaged state with 
no domestic space capability. Within 
these two scenarios, different factors 
would influence operations in space 
and on the ground.

Russia possesses domestic-surveillance 
capabilities that would allow it to ob-
serve the movement and positioning 
of U.S. military formations. As the cur-
rent administration now considers 
space “a warfighting domain just like 
the air, land and sea,” active measures 
to deny Russia the ability to use its 
space based remote-sensing capabili-
ties may occur.12 Assuming that it is 
possible to deny Russia the ability to 
observe U.S. forces from space using 
military force – incidentally leading to 
the first war in space with potentially 
devastating consequences for space 
support to U.S. forces – then Russia 
would still not be blind. Even if NATO 
is willing to authorize attacks against 
Russian satellites, it would undoubted-
ly abstain from attacking assets be-
longing to third parties, notably China. 
Nominally, Chinese commercial assets 

would likely be willing to sell Russia im-
agery as well as communications band-
width and other space-enabling capa-
bilities on its satellites. The impact of 
attempting to deny Russia the use of 
its space assets would, in operational 
terms, have left it no weaker thanks to 
Chinese or other third-party support. 
Meanwhile, highly vulnerable U.S. and 
NATO space assets would likely be dev-
astated by a conflict in space.

North Korea represents a different 
case from Russia. Since North Korea 
has no space assets to attack or any 
known ability to attack U.S. space as-
sets, conflict in space would not occur. 
In a scenario where North Korea at-
tacks South Korea and China chooses 
not to become directly involved, a 
United Nations resolution condemning 
North Korean actions and banning the 
sale of commercial imagery could be 
possible, as occurred in 1991 with Iraq. 
However, it is unlikely that China or 
Russia would not continue to provide 
clandestine intelligence support to 
North Korea. In addition, unlike in a 
conflict in Eastern Europe involving 

NATO powers that possess most of the 
non-U.S. commercial imagery capabili-
ties, conflict in Korea would not direct-
ly involve many of these countries. This 
lack of direct involvement could allow 
these nations to continue to sell imag-
ery of the conflict zone, creating a use-
ful source of accurate open-source in-
telligence. This intelligence support 
would make large operations similar to 
the landings at Inchon in 1950 impos-
sible, as they would not go unobserved 
and could never achieve the necessary 
level of operational surprise.

Another factor to consider is that both 
these scenarios involve conflict in parts 
of the world that are infamous for ex-
treme weather conditions that may 
provide windows of opportunity to re-
main unobserved from space. This is 
only partially true. While typical elec-
tro-optical imagery taken in the visible 
spectrum is subject to the vagaries of 
weather, space-based synthetic-aper-
ture radar (SAR) is not. This all-weath-
er capability was an expensive niche 
capability with extreme technical chal-
lenges and l imited commercial 

Figure 2. SAR image of ships passing through the Panama Canal taken by Airbus TerraSAR-X, Sept. 26, 2013. (Image pro-
vided by Airbus Defense and Space upon request from the author)
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potential – until recently. That is 
changing rapidly as companies based 
in Italy, Finland and Canada are on the 
leading edge of efforts to launch con-
stellations of SAR satellites.13 These 
satellites eliminate the need for unob-
structed daylight imagery, which typi-
cally drives the placement of imagery 
satellites in orbits where they pass 
over the targeted area as close to noon 
as possible to minimize shadows.

Surprise not possible
The primary outcome of the growth in 
space-based surveillance is that oper-
ational surprise is no longer possible. 
This statement is not without caveats. 
While some experts argue that ubiqui-
tous surveillance from space will soon 
allow observation of military move-
ments in real-time, making stealth and 
military deception irrelevant, that is an 
exaggeration.14 It is true that large ar-
mored formations will never again be 
able to mass in secrecy to bypass an 
enemy, as happened in Iraq in 1991 
and again in 2003. It is also true that 
there will remain an upper limit on the 
amount of observation possible from 
space. Even hundreds of small satel-
lites operating in a constellation will 
face limitations in the area they can 
observe during any one pass.

Furthermore, there is a limit on the ef-
fective use of large quantities of data. 
A lag will always exist between the mo-
ment an image is taken and when that 
data is transmitted, received and ana-
lyzed. This window of opportunity will 
continue to narrow from the roughly 
24 hours that is the current likely win-
dow between useful third-party obser-
vations today down to less than eight 
hours over the next decade. As a re-
sult, even though operational surprise 
may not be possible, tactical surprise 
is still a real possibility.

Beyond the impact of space-based sur-
veillance on operational surprise, there 
are several implications for armored 
forces. First, as discussed, there is only 
a small window in which low-level tac-
tical surprise can be achieved. As a re-
sult, mounted reconnaissance forces 
must have the combat power to rapid-
ly defeat an opponent’s screening forc-
es and identify weaknesses not appar-
ent from overhead imagery in the en-
emy defense exploitable by follow-on 

forces. This calls for formations orga-
nized more along the lines of the older 
divisional cavalry squadron rather than 
its less-combat-capable successor or-
ganizations.

Second, because the time available to 
concentrate armored forces will be 
short, and future opponents will likely 
have access to weapons of mass de-
struction, commanders must plan for 
and accept limited gains. Rather than 
a single knockout blow, the maneuver 
commander will need to plan multiple, 
small and sequential operations to 
throw an opponent off-balance. These 
operations will demonstrate conven-
tional superiority and achieve the lim-
ited military objectives necessary to 
obtain political goals without trigger-
ing strategic escalation.

Conclusions
The central thesis of this article is that 
practitioners of armored warfare must 
be aware of and ready to adapt to the 
operational impact of near continuous 
space-based surveillance. There is a 
decreasing window in which armored 
forces can mass for offensive action 
unobserved, even if they possess air 
superiority. Commanders must accept 
the limitations this creates and be pre-
pared to accept limited gains using lim-
ited forces.

Corps- and division-level maneuvers 
will never again achieve the operation-
al surprise they did in 1991 or 2003. 
This does not mean that maneuver 
warfare is no longer relevant; the op-
posite is true. In a future dominated by 
information, military units must be 
able to mass quickly while possessing 
the combat capability to defeat local-
ized enemy forces and consolidate 
gains rapidly – something that armored 
forces are uniquely capable of doing.
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by retired LTC (Dr.) Lester W. Grau

Russian equipment was designed for 
use in large expanses of woodland and 
tundra, intersected by broad rivers and 
massive swamps. Russia is a northern 
country where severe winter weather 
is a normal training and combat condi-
tion. Large rivers, canals and lakes 
dominate Eurasia and serve as major 
arteries of commerce and industry, de-
fensive barriers, lines of communica-
tion and avenues of advance.1

In Central and Eastern Europe, an ad-
vancing or withdrawing force can ex-
pect to encounter a six-meter-wide wa-
ter obstacle every 20 kilometers, up to 
a 100-meter-wide water obstacle every 
35-60 kilometers, a 100- to 300-meter-
wide obstacle every 100-150 kilome-
ters and a water obstacle more than 
300 meters wide every 250-300 kilo-
meters.2 Crossing water obstacles is a 
recurring mission for military forces in 
Central and Eastern Europe. Getting 
combat power across quickly is key. 
Airmobile forces are great for river 

crossings, but if they are opposed by 
armored forces, serious reinforcement 
with tanks and artillery is needed al-
most immediately.

Building on Soviet-era 
equipment
The former Soviet Union developed 
the light amphibious T-40 tank in 1939. 
It had a two-man crew and carried a 
20mm cannon and a 12.7mm heavy 
machinegun or a 12.7mm and 7.62mm 
machinegun.3 In 1951, the Soviets fol-
lowed up with the light amphibious PT-
76 tank. It had a three-man crew and 
carried a 76.2mm cannon with a 
7.62mm coax machinegun.4 Today’s 
Russian army has the amphibious 2S25 
Sprut-D vehicle, which has a 125mm 
turret mounted on a Boyevaya Mashi-
na Desantnika (amphibious Russian 
air-droppable vehicle) chassis. This 
swimmer has a three-man crew with 
an autoloader capable of firing four to 
six armor-piercing, fin-stabilized dis-
carding sabots; high-explosive frag-
mentation ammunition; high-explosive 

anti-tank; and anti-tank guided mis-
siles (ATGM) per minute.5

All the Russian infantry fighting vehi-
cles and personnel carriers are swim-
mers, so their ATGM can cross rivers 
quickly. Real tanks, however, still re-
quire river fords, ferries or a bridge to 
cross. A Russian maneuver brigade can 
ferry a tank battalion across a medium-
sized river in 30 minutes. A pontoon 
bridge will take an hour to construct, 
and pontoon bridges are susceptible to 
artillery fire.

There is a last option. If your tank can-
not swim, why not drive it across the 
river bottom to the other side?

One of the unique features of Soviet-
era and Russian tanks is their ability to 
snorkel tanks across river bottoms. All 
Soviet and Russian tanks since the in-
troduction of the T-54A in 1952 have 
had snorkels. Even the 52-ton T-10 
Heavy Tank had a snorkel.6

Naturally, there are qualifiers to using 
a tank snorkel. The river depth at the 
crossing site cannot exceed five 
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meters. The river bottom has to be 
suitable (sand, pebbles) so the tank 
will not get stuck; the river cannot be 
more than a kilometer in width; and 
the current has to be two meters/sec-
ond or less. The entry and exit banks 
cannot exceed 25 degrees and the riv-
er bottom slope cannot exceed 15 de-
grees.7 Some tanks have one snorkel 
for the crew compartment and anoth-
er for the engine, while others run 
both through a single snorkel. There is 
even a training snorkel that allows the 
crew to exit the tank without having to 
open a hatch underwater.

Engineer support
Engineers play a significant role in sup-
porting tank snorkeling. First, they 
check the designated crossing area for 
obstacles on the route to the entry and 
exit points. Second, they conduct a 
crossing reconnaissance, usually with 
an Engineer Reconnaissance Vehicle 
(IRM). Two divers and a sapper scout, 
equipped with a mine detector, mine 
probes and explosive charges detect 
mine obstacles and determine the 
quality of the suitability of the riverbed 
bottom and banks in that section of 
the river. The remaining team located 
in the IRM uses a sonic depthfinder 

and other instruments to create and 
record a profile of that river section, as 
well as to detect and record pits, cra-
ters, boulders and underwater obsta-
cles. Third, they construct entry and 
exit points on the river. Fourth, they 
mark the approach route, the direction 
of approach to the river and the 
boundaries of the crossing site. Fifth, 
they construct shelters for the traffic 
controllers, lifeguard and evacuation 
personnel.8

Tanks aid the engineers in preparing 
the crossing site. A tank with a mine 
flail clears routes and assembly areas, 
while tanks with the TBS-86 dozer 
blade prepare the routes and crossing 
sites. They also help dig the emergen-
cy shelters for the traffic controllers, 
evacuation group and crossing com-
mander.9

Figure 1 shows the layout of a tank 
snorkeling site.

On the right hand side of Figure 1, Rus-
sian motorized rifle forces have crossed 
the river by swimming their Boyevaya 
Mashina Pehoti (Russian mechanized-
infantry vehicle) and are calling in ar-
tillery and clearing the retreating ene-
my from the beachhead. The engineers 

have created a primary tank-crossing 
site to the north and a reserve crossing 
site in the south. The first tank battal-
ion is concealed on the right getting 
ready for crossing the river. They are 
busy unstrapping their on-board snor-
kels and erecting them and hermetical-
ly sealing their vehicles for the cross-
ing.10 They are doing radio checks and 
confirming their crossing azimuth. 
When ready, they began moving by 
platoons in a single file with ample 
space behind the vehicle in front. They 
are released by platoon by the traffic 
regulating post (KPP) and follow the 
marked route to the vehicle checkpoint 
(KTP). Here, the communications and 
waterproofing are checked.

The tanks move slowly forward, main-
taining 50 meters between tanks to 
avoid underwater collisions. As a tank 
enters the water, the driver loses visi-
bility through his vision blocks due to 
the dirt particles and debris in the wa-
ter. It is dark and floating objects may 
bounce against the hull. The drivers 
don’t change gears and maintain their 
steady azimuth so that they don’t get 
lost on the river bottom. As they 
emerge on the other side, a traffic con-
troller directs the tanks to an assembly 

Figure 1. Layout of tank snorkeling site. (Graphic by Charles K. Bartles)
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area, where the platoon may take off 
and stow the snorkels and unseal their 
vehicle. The tank-platoon leader is now 
in charge.

In case the tank gets stuck or the en-
gine quits, each crew member has a 
small scuba system and a life vest. Af-
ter opening the hatch underwater, the 
crewmembers swim to the surface. 
Lifeguards in a boat are on standby. A 
heavy evacuation vehicle is prepared 
to haul the tank out. If this involves too 
much time, the tanks are diverted to 
the reserve crossing site. A boom is 
usually constructed upriver to stop 
floating mines, heavy logs and other 
debris from impeding progress. Still, 
the first time underwater in a tank like-
ly gets the heart rate up.

Training for crossing
The first time a tank crew snorkels 
across a river should not be in combat. 
The Russians train tank crews to snor-
kel in military-district training centers 
as part of crew certification. One such 
training center is Prudboy Range, lo-
cated west of Volgograd (Stalingrad of 

World War II fame) between the Don 
and Volga Rivers. Prudboy Range is lo-
cated on the Karpovka River and offers 
all sorts of live-fire and electronic-war-
fare training opportunities. Last train-
ing year, the range trained more than 
1,000 tankers from the Southern Mili-
tary District in underwater driving and 
tank gunnery. The underwater driving 
facility includes a water-obstacle train-
ing area with concrete pools, concrete 
ramps and clear water for the first ex-
perience of driving underwater in a 
tank.

What if, in real life, the tank breaks 
down and water starts leaking into the 
tank? In the scuba-diving training 
classroom, the tankers familiarize 
themselves with the IP-5 self-con-
tained breathing protective mask, safe-
ty requirements in working with it, and 
the procedure for its preparation and 
use underwater. In the pool of the scu-
ba-diving training classroom, there is a 
training simulator using a mockup of a 
tank that can be flooded. A new emer-
gency water discharge has been in-
stalled on the simulator. While 

previously it took 15 seconds to drain 
the body of this armored vehicle, it 
now takes three.11

The servicemen first “become accus-
tomed” to the IP-5 (the hot air coming 
from the regeneration cartridge is ini-
tially uncomfortable). Then they orient 
themselves underwater with limited 
visibility. Finally, they learn to function 
in the submersible tank mockup. These 
practical skills can come in handy 
should the tank break down or get 
stuck underwater, and the crew has to 
come to the surface on their own.

After passing a series of tests, the tank-
ers move to the water-obstacle train-
ing area, where they take the main 
exam – driving across a water obstacle 
underwater.12

Traditionally, the tank battalion com-
mander is always the first in the water 
during all stages of this training, and 
his tank is first. It is a short ride, but it 
is necessary.

The unit conducts other tank training 
while at the range. The Karpovka River 
is fordable at spots and must be 

Figure 2. A T-90 tank with its wading snorkel erected enters a concrete pool at a Russian training site. (Photo by Serguei 
S. Dukachev)
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snorkeled at others. There are oppor-
tunities to gain more confidence and 
skills.

This experience is also ongoing in the 
Russian Far East where “in the Repub-
lic of Buryatiya more than 600 tankers 
from Eastern Military District tank sub-
units undergo scuba-diving training, 
entailing the use of self-contained oxy-
gen masks and practice escaping flood-
ed vehicles.”13 Training is conducted at 
two ranges: the Tsugol Range in Trans-
baikalia and the Sosnovyy Bor Range in 
Buryatiya. During the training, the tank 
crews learn how to move correctly un-
derwater and how to act in the event 
of the loss of oxygen.

Tank-crew members conduct up to 10 
dives in submersed simulators. The 
scuba-diving training of the crews ends 
with the crossing of a water obstacle 
and underwater driving of T-72B tanks 
at the water range of an Eastern Mili-
tary District combined-arms combined 
formation, and the tankers from the 
Eastern Military District tank formation 
located in Buryatiya will carry out a 
forced crossing of the Onon River in 
Transbaikalia in the course of upcom-
ing exercises.14

Takeaways
1. Russian tanks have three-man crews, 

lower silhouettes, less top-attack 
armor and weigh in the 46-ton range. 
Russian military ferries and pontoon 
bridge sets can handle their tank’s 
weight, as can many highway bridges 
in Eastern Europe. Fording is often an 
option. Snorkeling (deep fording) 
gives them yet another option.

2. River current can take a tank off 
course and that is why the driver 
keeps a constant speed and steers to 
s t a y  o n  a z i m u t h .  R a d i o 
communications are possible but are 
an electronic giveaway as to what is 
going on if not encrypted. A strong 
current and the buoyancy of the tank 
lifts the tank off the bottom so that 
the driver often doesn’t feel the 
treads turning. The treads are 
propelling the tank through the water 
and the tank is indeed swimming.

3. Initial training for underwater driving 
is done in clear-water conditions; 
however, field conditions will engulf 
the crew in a brown or green soup, 
which causes a loss of orientation. 
Staying on azimuth and maintaining 
constant speed are essential.

4. Abrupt turns and stops are anathema 
in this maneuver. This is why a tank 
underwater driving course and scuba 

school are essential before snorkeling. 
It reduces fear, provides experience 
and becomes an  ant ic ipated 
adventure and tale of daring-do.

5. Snorkeling is not a far-flung possibility 
but a skill the Russian army regularly 
trains to conduct.
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sian); U.S. Army Command and Gener-
al Staff College; Infantry Officer Ad-
vanced Course; and Infantry Officer Ba-
sic Course. He holds a bachelor’s of arts 
degree in political science from the 
University of Texas-El Paso; a master’s 
of arts degree in international relations 
from Kent State University; and a doc-
torate in Russian and Central Asian mil-
itary history from the University of 
Kansas. His awards and honors include 
U.S. Central Command Visiting Fellow; 
professor, Academy for the Problems of 
Security, Defense and Law Enforce-
ment, Moscow; academician, Interna-
tional Informatization Academy, Mos-
cow; Legion of Merit; Bronze Star; Pur-
ple Heart; and Combat Infantry Badge. 
He is the author of 13 books on Af-
ghanistan and the Soviet Union and 
more than 250 articles for professional 
journals. Dr. Grau’s best-known books 
are The Bear Went Over the Moun-
tain: Soviet Combat Tactics in Afghan-
istan and The Other Side of the Moun-
tain: Mujahideen Tactics in the Soviet-
Afghan War.

Figure 3. A T-72 tank fully submerged during snorkeling training uses the train-
ing snorkel. The crew can exit through this large snorkel, but it is not used in 
combat. (Photo courtesy Wikimedia)
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Acronym Quick-ScanNotes
1 Lester W. Grau and Charles K. Bartles, 
The Russian Way of War: Force Structure, 
Tactics and Modernization of the Ground 
Forces, Fort Leavenworth: FMSO, 2017, 
https://community.apan.org/wg/tradoc-
g2/fmso/p/fmso-bookshelf.
2 Ibid.
3 G. L. Kholyavskiy, Энциклопедия 
Танков: Полная Энциклопедия Танков 
Мира 1915-2000 г.г. [The Encyclopedia 
of Tanks: The Complete Encyclopedia of 
the Tanks of the World 1915-2000], Mos-
cow: Harvest, 2000.
4 Ibid.  
5 Grau and Bartles.
6 Kholyavskiy.
7 D.V. Shunyakov, O. N. Bondarev, D. N. Ba-
gin and S. Fokin, Ministry of Education 

and Science of the Russian Federation,  
Переправы {Crossings], Ekaterinburg: 
Ural University Press, 2017.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.
10 The sealing is done primarily around 
the hatches using a clay-like “glop.” It 
takes about 15 minutes to prepare a tank.
1 Yu. Borodin, “Along the River Bed as on 
Dry Land,” Армейский Сборник [Army 
Digest], April 2019.
2 Ibid.
3 Eastern Military District Press Service, 
“In Buryatiya More Than 600 Eastern Mili-
tary District Tank Crew Members Begin 
Scuba-Diving Training,” Ministry of De-
fense of the Russian Federation, http://
www.mil.ru, June 24, 2019.
4 Ibid.

ATGM – anti-tank guided missile
FMSO – Foreign Military Studies 
Office
IRM – Russian acronym for their 
Engineer Reconnaissance Vehicle
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by LTC Robert E. Dion Jr.

The 2nd Infantry Division/Republic of 
Korea – U.S. Combined Division is the 
only permanent forward-deployed di-
vision in the U.S. Army, and its mission 
is to deter aggression from North Ko-
rea. Readiness deters aggression, and 
one area the division demonstrates 
readiness in is by maintaining opera-
tional-plan proficiency in deliberate 
wet-gap crossings – a critical capability 
every rotational armored brigade com-
bat team (ABCT) that deploys to Korea 
plans and executes.

The division has an advantage over ev-
ery division in the U.S. Army by having 
operational control of an echelons-
above-brigade engineer battalion with 
a multi-role bridge company (MRBC). 
The 11th Engineer Battalion, with 814th 
MRBC, activated in Korea in October 
2017 under operational control of 2nd 
Infantry Division to fill a critical capa-
bility gap. This permanent relationship 
allows the division to plan and execute 
a wet-gap crossing exercise year-round.

In April 2019, 3rd ABCT, 1st Armored 

Division, conducted a combined wet-
gap crossing with 11th Engineer Battal-
ion – plus, from RoKA, 137th Mecha-
nized Battalion, 16th Mechanized Bri-
gade and a river-crossing company 
from 6th Engineer Brigade. The 3/1 
ABCT successfully planned and execut-
ed this exercise by using the six gap-
crossing fundamentals of surprise, ex-
tensive preparation, flexible planning, 
traffic management, organization and 
speed.1

Surprise
The rugged terrain in Korea consists of 
many mountains and narrow valleys 
that limit the number of maneuver cor-
ridors. Therefore, most military move-
ments are limited to travel on the ex-
isting network of roads and trails. Un-
fortunately, this limits the element of 
surprise in a wet-gap crossing because 
the enemy knows the locations of the 
likely crossing points. Ideally, planners 
look for a salient on the enemy side of 
the crossing area, as this allows friend-
ly forces to mass fires across a wide 
area into a concentrated section of the 
enemy. The river-crossing area chosen 

by 3/1 ABCT met this condition and al-
lowed the assault force to mass fires 
on the simulated enemy.

To mitigate the limited crossing area 
options available in Korea, 2nd Infantry 
Division staff developed an effective 
deception plan for the exercise. The 
deception plan was needed because, 
in the event of a real conflict, the en-
emy will attempt to track the MRBC’s 
location by using satellites or un-
manned aerial vehicles, as the gap 
crossing cannot occur without this ca-
pability. Therefore, planning to employ 
decoy engineer equipment parks and 
crossing sites aid the deception plan; 
elements of the MRBC can deceive the 
enemy by moving to the decoy loca-
tion.

Past division exercises have also used 
2nd Combat Aviation Brigade to conduct 
slingload operations to airlift boats and 
bays to the crossing area. This can aid 
the element of surprise by airlifting the 
initial equipment needed to conduct 
rafting operations while the rest of the 
equipment moves forward.
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Another way to surprise the enemy in-
volves the timing of the gap crossing. 
The 3/1 ABCT conducted the exercise 
at dawn to facilitate the professional 
development of the division and RoKA 
visitors observing the crossing. Howev-
er, a night crossing would aid the ele-
ment of surprise, so planners will con-
sider it for future exercises.

Extensive preparation
The division has an advantage over ev-
ery unit in the U.S. Army because its 
Soldiers know exactly where they will 
fight. The division’s leaders and plan-
ners used this to their advantage when 
preparing for the exercise by studying 
the characteristics of the crossing sites 
and training for wet-gap crossings rep-
licating the same conditions in which 
they may fight.

In the weeks preceding the exercise, 
both the division and brigade conduct-
ed leadership professional-develop-
ment sessions with the staffs and key 
unit leaders to teach the fundamentals 
of gap-crossing operations. These ses-
sions were critical to explaining the 
doctrinal principles needed to success-
fully plan and execute a deliberate 
wet-gap crossing.

A key component of the planning pro-
cess was conducting a river reconnais-
sance. Intelligence planners first col-
lected data on the river with weather 
reports and aerial imagery to deter-
mine the best crossing location and 
characteristics of the terrain. Recon-
naissance teams with engineers then 
collected data on river velocity, water 
depth, soil types and the conditions of 
the entry and exit banks. Identification 
of fording sites were also an important 
objective of the reconnaissance teams. 
The 3/1 ABCT highlighted the impor-
tance of fording to leaders to ensure 
they didn’t focus only on conducting a 
wet-gap crossing when a fording site 
might be nearer.

To validate the plan, 3/1 ABCT conduct-
ed full-scale rehearsals prior to the 
crossing to ensure the sequence and 
responsibilities were clear. Three days 
prior to the exercise, 814th MRBC and 
a bridge platoon from 6th Engineer Bri-
gade (RoKA) conducted rehearsals on 
rafting and bridging operations, includ-
ing how to replace a bay damaged by 
indirect fire. Following the rehearsals, 

the units were able to reduce the time 
required to complete the bridge from 
four hours on the first day down to 80 
minutes during the day of execution. 
An option for rehearsals would be to 
establish a wet-gap crossing rehearsal 
site in the rear area to practice prior to 
the operation. This would increase the 
chance of a successful operation, espe-
cially if the MRBC has not conducted a 
wet-gap crossing recently.

Flexible planning
The motto for the exercise was “Kapchi 
Kapshida,” the Korean words for “We 
go together!” To the greatest extent 
possible, the division conducts com-
bined training exercises with its RoKA 
partners because this is how they will 
fight. The benefit of conducting a com-
bined wet-gap crossing was realized 
early in the exercise for 3/1 ABCT.

Low water in the river resulted in boul-
ders in the water that blocked the pre-
ferred path for the ribbon bridge. Dive 
teams from 6th Engineer Brigade (RoKA) 
marked the locations of boulders to 
prevent damage to bridging equip-
ment. Engineers then adjusted by turn-
ing the bridge away from the rocks, 
which increased the length of the 
bridge from 137 meters to 202 meters. 
Unfortunately, the increased length ex-
ceeded the capabilities of 814th MRBC 
due to the amount of equipment avail-
able on-site. The solution was to con-
struct a hybrid bridge using bays from 

both the U.S. and RoKA bridge units 
with Korean Augmentation to the U.S. 
Army soldiers placed in U.S. boats to 
help with communication.

RoKA uses the standard ribbon bridge 
(SRB), which is the bridge the U.S. 
Army used prior to upgrading to the 
improved ribbon bridge (IRB). For a riv-
er velocity up to 0.6 meters per sec-
ond, the IRB can support a military 
load class (MLC) of 105 for tracked ve-
hicles, and the SRB can support an MLC 
of 75.2. The hybrid bridge uses the 
lower MLC, which was enough to pass 
3/1 ABCT tanks.

The 3/1 ABCT also adapted its plan for 
getting the crossing force across the 
river based on the capabilities of the 
attached RoKA armored unit. The 137th 
Mechanized Battalion (RoKA) is 
equipped with the K200 infantry fight-
ing vehicle, which is capable of swim-
ming. The updated plan took advan-
tage of this by having the assault force 
swim across the river, which negated 
the requirement to conduct rafting op-
erations for the assault force.

During the river reconnaissance, engi-
neers determined the entry and exit 
bank slope. This revealed that soil type 
would be an issue during the crossing, 
exceeding the capabilities of the MRBC 
to maintain. The 11th Engineer Battal-
ion was able to adjust by assigning the 
mission to 643rd Engineer Support 
Company to maintain the banks.

Figure 1. Members of 814th MRBC conduct rafting operations during rehears-
als. (U.S. Army photo by 55th Combat Camera)
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A decision point for the division com-
mander during a wet-gap crossing is 
when to transition from tactical bridg-
ing to line-of-communications bridging 
(LoC-B). IRBs are designed to be used 
up to 72 hours. However, these bridg-
es can be used longer, but they require 
the MRBC to stay on-site to maintain 
the bridge due to changes in water 
height and speed. On the other hand, 
upgrading the site to LoC-B allows the 
MRBC to move forward on the battle-
field.

The 11th Engineer Battalion construct-
ed a 40-meter logistics-support bridge 
(LSB) over a dry gap on the far side of 
the river. The LSB can support an MLC 
of 80 for tracked vehicles.3 Every vehi-
cle from 3/1 ABCT that used the IRB 
also crossed the LSB, which allowed 
Soldiers to gain confidence in the 
bridge systems. In future exercises, the 
division will construct a floating LSB 
over a wet gap.

Traffic management
The terrain in Korea limits the ability 
for units to plan the crossing area ac-
cording to doctrine, which is normally 
two to 2.5 miles on either side of the 

gap.4 To demonstrate the distance re-
quired for a gap crossing in Korea, the 
division-engineer section developed 
crossing-area graphics depicted on ac-
tual terrain. This allowed the staff to 
see how the crossing area extends 
when key areas (battalion holding ar-
eas, engineer regulating point, engi-
neer equipment park and call forward 
areas) are planned on restricted ter-
rain.

A decision point for the crossing-area 
commander (CAC) is when to call for-
ward combat forces to the next hold-
ing area and call forward areas. Com-
manders must consider the current en-
emy situation at the crossing site to 
prevent moving forces too soon. This 
is especially important when deciding 
when to move forward the MRBC. The 
Army cannot easily replace military-oc-
cupation specialty 12C bridge crew-
member personnel and bridge equip-
ment with only four companies in the 
active Army and 20 in the Army Re-
serve and National Guard.

Organization
When planning for the exercise, divi-
sion planners had to determine if a 

joint operations area (JOA) was need-
ed before the wet-gap crossing could 
be conducted. “A JOA is an area of 
land, sea and airspace, defined by a 
geographic combatant command or 
subordinate unified commander, in 
which a [joint force commander] (nor-
mally a joint task force) conducts mili-
tary operations to accomplish a specif-
ic mission.”5 The division may operate 
in either a noncontiguous area or not 
be assigned an area of operation due 
to conducting a follow-and-support 
mission to RoKA. The establishment of 
a JOA will allow the division to prepare 
the crossing area with fires and air sup-
port before conducting the gap cross-
ing.

Having clear command-and-control 
nodes and responsibilities is also criti-
cal to a successful gap crossing opera-
tion. During this exercise, 3/1 ABCT 
served as the CAC, and 11th Engineer 
Battalion was the crossing-area engi-
neer (CAE). As the CAE, 11th Engineer 
Battalion needed to be co-located with 
the CAC to assist with planning and en-
sure both headquarters had the same 
common operating picture. As CAE, 
11th Engineer Battalion ensured that all 

Figure 2. An M1A2 tank from 3/1 ABCT crosses a hybrid IRB/SRB bridge constructed by members of 814th MRBC and 6th 
Engineer Brigade (RoKA) during a wet-gap crossing exercise. (U.S. Army photo by LTC Robert Dion)
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units involved with conducting engi-
neer operations and moving units 
within the crossing area had a clear 
task and purpose, and that they under-
stood the 3/1 ABCT commander’s in-
tent. Successful units are the ones that 
do this, as it allows subordinate units 
to complete the mission as conditions 
change.
Engineer forces available to support 
the gap crossing limited the number of 
lanes emplaced. Every lead brigade 
combat team (BCT) requires two cross-
ing lanes to quickly move forces across 
the gap. The river width and bridging 
equipment on site prevented emplac-
ing two lanes for this exercise, but fu-
ture exercises will incorporate planning 
for a second crossing to exercise the 
staff in the additional resources and 
factors required.
During planning for a wet-gap crossing, 
the division staff must resource BCTs 
with required assets that are not or-
ganic to the unit. Therefore, planners 
will always remember bridging assets, 
but other critical capabilities can be 
overlooked. For example, air- and mis-
sile-defense assets on-site can mitigate 
the risk from air threats; chemical, bi-
ological, radiological and nuclear units 
can conduct decontamination after an 
attack; mobile, active, electronically 
scanned array counter-battery radar 
systems (also known as AN/TPQ-53) 
can enable counter-fire; and more 
field-artillery support can assist, firing 
both high-explosive and obscuration 
rounds.

Speed
Once a wet-gap crossing operation 
commences, the enemy knows where 
the unit is crossing and will do every-
thing it can to stop it. Units do not 
need to race to the gap because this 
can lead to failure. The actual crossing 
is the focus of speed as a fundamental.

During the recent exercise, the 3/1 
ABCT used the breaching fundamentals 
(suppress, obscure, secure, reduce, as-
sault) to conduct the gap crossing once 
they reached the river.6 A concern 
when executing these fundamentals 
was the best way to provide battlefield 
obscuration. The chemical corps no 
longer has the capability to provide ob-
scuration, so the unit was left with ei-
ther smoke pots or those fired from ar-
tillery. Artillery-fired obscuration is a 
good solution, but it is a constant bal-
ance between providing obscuration 
and eliminating the enemy with high-
explosive rounds. In addition, the artil-
lery basic loads do not have enough 
obscuration rounds to obscure the bat-
tlefield for the required two to three 
hours.

Way forward
The 2nd Infantry Division/Republic of 
Korea – U.S. Combined Division and 
11th Engineer Battalion are actively 
preparing for wet-gap crossing exercis-
es with future rotational ABCTs. The 
goal of these exercises remains to in-
crease the tactical and technical com-
petency and proficiency of the 

combined RoK-U.S. forces for this type 
of operation. With the shift back to de-
cisive-action operations against a peer 
or near-peer threat, it is critical that 
leaders and Soldiers have the founda-
tional knowledge needed to execute 
this complex operation.

LTC Rob Dion assumed command of 
11th Engineer Battalion in August 2019. 
His previous assignments include divi-
sion engineer, 2nd Infantry Division/
RoK-U.S. Combined Division, Camp 
Humphreys, Korea; program integrator 
within G-8, Headquarters Department 
of the Army, Pentagon, Washington, 
DC; Arroyo Center fellow, RAND Corpo-
ration, Santa Monica, CA; brigade S-3, 
555thEngineer Brigade, Joint Base Lew-
is-McChord (JBLM), WA; battalion S-3, 
864th Engineer Battalion; and brigade 
plans officer, 555th Engineer Brigade, 
JBLM. LTC Dion’s military schools in-
clude Ranger School, Sapper School 
and Airborne School. He holds a bach-
elor’s degree in civil engineering from 
the U.S. Military Academy, West Point, 
NY; a master’s of science degree in civ-
il engineering from the Georgia Insti-
tute of Technology; and a master’s of 
science degree in engineering manage-
ment from the University of Missouri-
Rolla (now the Missouri University of 
Science and Technology). LTC Dion is a 
registered professional engineer in 
Missouri, a certified project manage-
ment professional and a certified con-
struction manager.

Figure 3. A humvee from 3/1 ABCT crosses a 40-meter LSB over a dry gap constructed by members of 814th MRBC. (U.S. 
Army photo by LTC Robert Dion)
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Notes
1 Field Manual (FM) 3-90.12, Combined-
Arms Gap Crossing, July 2008.
2 Technical Manual 5-5420-278-10, Oper-
ator Manual for [IRB] Ramp Bay, April 8, 
2003.
3 FM 3-90.12.
4 Ibid.
5 FM 3-0, Operations, October 2017.
6 FM 3-90.12.

Acronym Quick-Scan

ABCT – armored brigade combat 
team
BCT – brigade combat team
CAC – crossing-area commander
CAE – crossing-area engineer
FM – field manual
IRB – improved ribbon bridge
JBLM – Joint Base Lewis-McChord

JOA – joint operations area
LoC-B – line-of-communications 
bridging
LSB – logistics-support bridge 
MRBC – multi-role bridge company
MLC – military load class
RoKA – Republic of Korea Army
SRB – standard ribbon bridge

For Company- and Platoon-Level Leaders’ Professional 
Development: Musicians of Mars, Vol. 3: the Cobra 

Strikes
One of the Center for for Army Lessons Learned (CALL)’s recent products (published in Febru-
ary 2019), it is a series of tactical vignettes in the same vein as Duffer’s Drift and should aid 
mounted-maneuver leaders in conducting professional development with their junior officers 
/ noncommissioned officers. From the CALL Website:

“Musicians of Mars III The Cobra Strikes picks up the tale of ... Task Force Mustang in the af-
termath of their successful defense (in CALL Handbook 16-12, Musicians of Mars II) of Engage-
ment Area Blackjack. ... As with Musicians of Mars II, this handbook takes the reader through 
a fictional scenario where the tactical leaders make decisions, some good and some not so 
good, that impact subsequent actions. Musicians of Mars III will have its leaders learning and 
improving as they progress through tactical engagements. This was intentional in the develop-
ment of this publication and is designed to facilitate tactical discussions at the company and 
platoon levels.”

All three Musicians of Mars publications are available by going to the CALL Website, https://
call.army.mil, and clicking on “Publications.” Direct links are Musicians of Mars III: The Cobra 
Strikes,  https://usacac.army.mil/sites/default/files/publications/19-08.pdf; Musicians of 
Mars II, https://usacac.army.mil/organizations/mccoe/call/publication/16-1; Musicians of 
Mars I: A Story of Synchronization for the Company/Team Commander, https://usacac.army.
mil/node/2358. The publications are also available to order in hard copy. (Books and ship-
ping are free to unit address. To order publications, visit https://call2.army.mil/rfp (CAC login 
required). General questions can be directed to CALL’s Request for Information line at (913) 
684-2255 (CALL).)

From foreword:

“There is still a tendency in each separate unit … to be a one-handed puncher. By that I mean 
that the rifleman wants to shoot, the tanker to charge, the artilleryman to fire. … That is not 
the way to win battles. If the band played a piece first with the piccolo, then with the brass 
horn, then with the clarinet, and then with the trumpet, there would be a hell of a lot of noise 
but no music. To get harmony in music, each instrument must support the others. To get har-
mony in battle, each weapon must support the other. Team play wins. You musicians of Mars 
… must come into the concert at the proper place at the proper time.” -MG George S. Patton 
Jr., address to 2nd Armored Division, July 8, 1941
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Building Equipment Readiness in 
Armored Brigade Combat Team 

Cavalry Squadron
by LTC John P. Horning, MAJ G. Wade 
Greenlee, 1LT P. Andrew Bailey and 
1LT Dustin M. Kaminsky

“Getting back to fundamentals” or “go-
ing back to the way we used to do 
things before the global war on terror-
ism” are common refrains heard when 
discussing the readiness of units to 
fight and win in a decisive-action train-
ing environment – and, more impor-
tantly, to win in potential future wars.

Often – especially in armored brigade 
combat teams (ABCTs) – these com-
ments are related to and augmented 
by “re-establishing a maintenance cul-
ture.” However, we must ensure that 
building and maintaining a healthy 
maintenance culture is more than a 
“bumper sticker” in armored units. 
Conducting command maintenance 
and ensuring leaders teach Soldiers to 
do detailed preventive-maintenance 
checks and services by the technical 
manual are unquestionably the foun-
dation of a good maintenance pro-
gram.

Units can take several concrete actions 
to help improve their operational-
readiness (OR) rate. First, fill autho-
rized modified table of organization 
and equipment (MTOE) positions with 
the right people; second, develop and 
fund a tailored, functional shop-stock 
listing (SSL) using the Global Combat 
Support System-Army (GCSS-A) and the 
expertise of senior maintainers; and 
third, plan and conduct combat-vehicle 
services as a collective-training event.

Right people in
right positions
The armored-cavalry squadron and 
combined-arms battalions have an 
MTOE position for an armor captain to 
serve as the squadron/battalion main-
tenance officer (SMO/BMO). This posi-
tion, recently re-added to the MTOE, is 
in addition to the maintenance-control 
o f f i c e r  ( M C O )  a n d  t h e 

maintenance-platoon leader (MPL) on 
the forward-support company’s (FSC) 
MTOE.

Recent experience shows that logisti-
cians tend to view the MCO position in 
a different light than how armor offi-
cers viewed the BMO position under 
the previous MTOE variations. Often, 
brigade-support battalions (BSBs) 
place their most experienced lieuten-
ant in the FSC executive-officer posi-
tion. However, logisticians appear to 
prefer a developmental path from MPL 
to MCO and then executive officer. In 
contrast, from the perspective of a ma-
neuver commander, we recommend 
successful completion of troop/com-
pany executive-officer time as the min-
imum prerequisite to be the SMO/
BMO.

When the squadron or battalion does 
not put an experienced armor or infan-
try officer in the SMO/BMO position, 
relying instead on the more junior 
MCO to do both jobs (or in some cases 
three jobs if there is no MPL), he or she 
can become quickly overwhelmed with 
the amount of work, coupled with try-
ing to learn technical aspects of GCSS-
A and the maintenance enterprise. The 
benefit of selecting the right officer 
who already has been a successful pla-
toon leader (PL) and executive officer 
is that the individual will have greater 
familiarity with the pacer fleet (which 
is, of course, the most important vehi-
cle in the unit) from the standpoint of 
its operation, functions and mainte-
nance requirements.

Also, success as an executive officer 
means the selected officer will have 
more in-depth experience with the 
maintenance system and logistically 
supporting units. He or she will also 
bring experience working with both 
mechanics and the squadron/battalion 
staff and executive officer. When the 
unit does not appoint an SMO/BMO 
and instead relies on the MCO to 

accomplish both responsibilities, he or 
she is less equipped from an experien-
tial standpoint to be successful right 
away. If the MCO was previously the 
distribution-platoon leader, possibly 
from another battalion or from a com-
pany in the BSB, he or she may have 
little to no exposure to the pacer fleet, 
GCSS-A or the battalion-level staff and 
its functions.

When assigning officers to all three po-
sitions according the MTOE, delineat-
ing specific roles for the three posi-
tions eliminates confusion and places 
well-defined responsibilities for specif-
ic functions with specific persons. Be-
cause all three individuals have a role 
and a stake in the outcome of the 
unit’s maintenance program, they 
must work together to be successful.

Table 1 and Figure 1 lay out how our 
squadron defined the individual re-
sponsibilities of key players in the 
maintenance program, and it attempts 
to show the overlapping interests that 
combine to achieve and maintain a 
90-percent OR rate.

The SMO/BMO is a primary staff offi-
cer who plans maintenance activities 
and recommends priorities to the 
squadron/battalion commander to 
maintain or generate combat power. 
He reports to the squadron executive 
officer.

The MCO manages the use and imple-
mentation of the technical logistics en-
terprise to ensure repair-part stockage 
and flow. The MCO also ensures that 
any needed outside experts are avail-
able to support operations. The MCO 
reports to the FSC commander.

The MPL is a leader of troops who is 
responsible for the training, adminis-
tration, health, welfare, discipline and 
morale of the mechanics assigned to 
the FSC. The MPL is also accountable 
to the FSC commander for the unit’s 
property and equipment calibration.
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SSL increases readiness
The SSL’s purpose is to reduce time 
waiting for the unit’s most needed 
parts, which in turn reduces “not-mis-
sion-capable-supply” time in the Army 
Materiel Status System and thereby 
improves the OR rate reported in the 
Unit-Status Report. More importantly 
than the reports, however, the SSL 
keeps more vehicles fully mission-ca-
pable for training and readiness.

Our maintenance team identified three 
guiding principles for building a squad-
ron SSL. First, the SSL must be rooted 
in routine demand analysis. Second, 
the SSL must to be tailored to the 
unit’s mission and environment. In our 
recent deployment to Korea, for exam-
ple, we found this to be true as our re-
quirements differed from what we ex-
perienced at Fort Stewart, GA.

While all vehicles and equipment can 
be represented in the SSL, we recom-
mend prioritizing parts for equipment-
readiness-code (pacing items) vehicles 

as well as critical-
to-mission-accom-
plishment vehi-
cles.

Finally, the SSL 
m u st  co m p l e -
ment, without un-
necessarily dupli-
cating, the bri-
gade’s authorized-
stockage list (ASL) 
to maximize capa-
bilities.

The process of 
conducting de-
mand analysis and 
building an SSL in 
GCSS-A is a tech-
nically complicat-
ed process, which 
we outline in this 
article to explain 
t a c t i c s ,  t e c h -
niques and procedures that worked 
well for 5th Battalion, 7th Cavalry. 

GCSS-A provides historical data for all 
units’ equipment, and it recommends 

Primary staff officer
-Responsible for ensuring maintenance operations are prioritized, synchronized and executed within squadron command-
er’s intent.
-Owns and implements squadron’s maintenance standard operating procedure and maintenance Organizational Inspection 
Program / Marne Inspection Program.
-Attends and briefs at all maintenance/staff meetings.
-Synchronizes service schedules with training schedules.
-Prioritizes unscheduled maintenance and battle-damage assessment and repair tasks.
-Makes recommendations to squadron commander and squadron executive officer for controlled substitutions.
-Ensures unit maintenance-collection point (UCMP) maintains communications with combat-trains command post and field-
trains command post.
-Manages Army Oil Analysis Program (AOAP) process to ensure samples are taken in a timely fashion.
-Ensures unit property books are properly reflected in AOAP, Test, Measurement and Diagnostic Equipment (TMDE), and 
GCSS-A systems.
-Coordinates activities with MCO and MPL.

Manager of maintenance enterprise Leader of troops, chain of command
-Responsible for Class IX supply operations and status-
reporting procedures using GCSS-A.
-Monitors Logistics Information Warehouse for updat-
ed info.
-Ensures timely update of ESR to maintain accurate re-
ports.
-Interfaces with logistics-assistance representatives 
and field-service representatives to expedite arrival of 
parts.
-Manages SSL ordering, inventory/storage, receipt/is-
sue, demand analysis and zero balance.
-Accounts for recoverable items and ensures turn-ins 
are completed on time (Overaged Reparable-Item List 
management).
-Maintains communications systems for GCSS-A in 
field.
-Ensures compliance and reporting for safety-of-use 
messages and modification work orders.
-Coordinates activities with SMO and MPL.

-Responsible for training, administration, health, welfare, discipline 
and morale of Soldiers in Paragraphs 505-510.
-Leads recovery missions and tactical movements of maintenance 
platoon.
-Oversees and executes environmental compliance.
-Maintains accountability and serviceability of issued tools and 
equipment.
-Manages TMDE.
-Ensures verified load tests are performed.
-Oversees UCMP’s layout, security and life support.
-Oversees key control and physical security of motorpool.
-Coordinates activities with SMO and MCO.
-Performs other duties as assigned by FSC commander.

Table 1. Maintenance roles and responsibilities.

Figure 1. Maintenance roles and responsibilities in achiev-
ing a 90-percent OR rate.
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retaining or deleting stocked Class IX 
repair parts from its historical lists. Us-
ing this as a baseline, we then created 
a list of repair parts that had been con-
sumed six times in the last 12 months. 
We compiled the consumption of like 
parts into a single squadron list to 
build a more holistic view of consump-
tion because the analytics tools in GC-
SS-A are designed to analyze individual 
troops or companies, which presented 
a problem.

For example, Troops A, B and C may 
have consumed two of a given repair 
part each. The analytical tool would 
recommend “delete” for the line be-
cause all three consumptions fell be-
low the threshold to retain. The con-
solidated six consumptions, however, 
show a clear demand for the line in the 
squadron SSL. Since squadrons and 
battalions are no longer allocated pre-
scribed load lists (PLL) at troop level, 
nor is there adequate lift capacity at 
troop level to support a PLL, GCSS-A 
should expand its demand-analysis 
tools to examine the battalion/squad-
ron more holistically.

Because of the unique nature of the 
squadron’s mission in Korea and the 
need to be ready to “fight tonight,” we 
determined that our SSL had to priori-
tize our pacers, and it had to be tai-
lored to fit in our parts truck, parts 
trailer and balance-on-hand containers 
in a configuration that could be fully 
loaded in one lift and be ready to move 
on a few hours’ notice. Because of mis-
sion requirements, we could not rely 
on using additional lift from our inter-
nal Heavy Expanded Mobility Tactical 
Truck-Load Handling Systems or on ex-
ternal support. We needed to create 
an SSL that could support our critical 
vehicles and be moved if we were 
called to emergency-deployment op-
erations. We determined to stock only 
deadlining parts in six categories by 
priority:
• M2A3 Bradley Fighting Vehicles 

(BFVs);
• M1A2SEP Abrams tanks;
• Weapons systems;
• Communications systems;
• Other tracked vehicles; and
• Wheeled vehicles.

Our analysis and work to build the SSL 
had several implications. First, we had 

to analyze not only the cost and num-
ber of lines but the parts’ sizes. We 
limited our full-up powerpack lines to 
a single BFV engine based on available 
space. We determined tank and M88 
engines were too large to meet our 
mobility requirements. Conversely, 
weapons parts could be stored primar-
ily in the armament-shop van, so we 
were able to allocate proportionally 
more lines to weapons systems.

Second, we focused on pacer line-re-
placeable units (LRUs). These are gen-
erally smaller high-pay-off items that 
enable us to evacuate broken LRUs to 
a higher-level maintenance without 
deadlining a vehicle. Once LRUs re-
turned from higher-level maintenance, 
we conducted a quality control/assess-
ment and added them back to the SSL. 
Based on the cost of LRUs and the de-
mand for overall mobility of our SSL, 
we set an initial target for 300 lines. 
This allowed us to re-evaluate space-
available and priorities for funding at 
the SSL’s next quarterly review.

Once we had a manageable list rooted 
in demand analysis and prioritized sys-
tems, the senior mechanics and motor 
sergeants proofed our revised list. In 
many cases, based on their experience, 
the mechanics recommended either 
stocking a higher-level assembly or 
stocking more of one part. For exam-
ple, the initial draft for BFVs listed in-
adequate stock of bolts to hang the on-
hand stock of BFV propeller shafts. 
(The value of subject-matter expertise 
cannot be overstated in SSL develop-
ment, and it is reason to retain ade-
quate commander discretion in both 
ASL and SSL development as Head-
quarters Department of the Army 
seeks to standardize both.) At this 
point, we presented the list again to 
the squadron command team for final 
approval.

While our experience was unique to 
the cavalry-squadron mission for the 
rotational ABCT in Korea, we learned 
how to use the ASL to inform the con-
tents of our SSL and to conduct quar-
terly demand analysis to ensure our 
SSL remained relevant. It was not until 
several months into the rotation, after 
the SSL’s initial approval and while the 
squadron was under 210th Fires Bri-
gade’s tactical control, that we realized 
we had incorrectly assumed the ASL 

designed to support the M270 Multi-
ple Launch Rocket System (MLRS). This 
meant we would have little to no re-
pair parts for BFVs. Our assumption 
was flawed partly because the ASL had 
been supporting an ABCT cavalry 
squadron for several years.

More importantly, the MLRS and BFV 
share a common engine and transmis-
sion. Our supporting ASL kept a healthy 
stock of engines, transmissions, hoses, 
fittings and wiring harnesses. During 
our next maintenance review, we real-
ized we could significantly decrease 
our stocks of these items and increase 
our stock of unsupported tank and BFV 
turret components not in common 
with MLRS.

Quarterly reviews are an important 
function that provide continuous im-
provement to the SSL as external fac-
tors change. Furthermore, we recom-
mend that another SSL review accom-
pany the ASL review at the supporting 
supply-support activity, whether that 
is a unit’s organic BSB or not.

Quarterly reviews are a crucial recur-
ring step to this process. Each quarter 
of the training calendar presents a dif-
ferent type of wear on the equipment 
based on training schedules, weather, 
leave and deployments. The rolling 
12-month analysis tools in GCSS-A help 
capture the fleet’s changing needs so 
leaders are prepared to handle similar 
challenges the next year. The reviews 
provided opportunities for inventory 
updates and control, which will reduce 
the human error that accumulates in 
GCSS-A over time. We also found quar-
terly reviews enabled us to understand 
changes in lead times for high-con-
sumption parts.

The rights to edit reorder points that 
default to zero quantity are held at the 
brigade-support operations’ mainte-
nance technical officer’s (MATO) level. 
This is a peculiar responsibility to be 
held above the squadron level since 
the authority to fund the order re-
mains at brigade level. We absolutely 
recommend that authority be delegat-
ed down to the squadron MCO’s role.

In the meantime, an increased safety 
stock that can be edited at the squad-
ron level may alleviate some of the is-
sue of long lead items, but this re-
qu i res  more  storage ,  longer 
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inventories and still a long period with 
a zero quantity, even if less frequent. 
Identifying these lines and requesting 
an increased reorder point from MATO 
quarterly will help to eliminate these 
issues.

We made one other important discov-
ery during review of our SSL. Several 
zero-balance lines on our SSL never 
generated purchase requests. We 
found that when G-4/G-8 purged 
ZPARK (financial hold to review, reject 
or release) to reduce the queue of un-
funded requirements, it also had the 
effect of hurting our SSL. Such a purge 
of unfunded requests that have been 
in ZPARK for a certain amount of time 
does not trigger an automatic reorder 
of SSL parts the way consuming those 
items below the reorder point does. 
This left us with the option of either 
manually inputting all affected lines, 
then immediately consuming them to 
trigger the reorder point (which also 
negatively impacts demand analysis), 
or manually reordering affected lines 
to the safety stock. Depending on the 
number of lines affected, this can take 
several days to correct. This is equal to 
the amount of time required to initial-
ly build an SSL.

While ZPARK can quickly become un-
wieldy when several weeks of orders 
remain unfunded, deleting all lines 

prior to an arbitrary date defeats two 
critical advantages of the ZPARK func-
tion in GCSS-A: first, ZPARK’s ability to 
calculate a running bill of sustained 
readiness; and second, items ordered 
as SSL repeatedly fail to automatically 
reorder despite consumption below 
their unique reorder point. If battal-
ions and squadrons are going to be 
held to achieving the Army standard of 
90 percent of the OR rate, the issues 
with funding SSL and management of 
ZPARK must be addressed.

During the third and fourth quarters of 
Fiscal Year (FY) 2018, 5-7 Cav experi-
enced a loss of 5.6 percent to our OR 
rate exclusively due to waiting for parts 
to ship that we had previously ordered 
for our SSL but were not funded. For 
our pacing items, that translated to 93 
not-mission-capable days per month, 
all of which were preventable had the 
squadron’s SSL orders been funded. 
Due to funding constraints, parts to fix 
deadlines and maintain the fleet at the 
10/20 standard received priority over 
the SSL. However, maintaining an ade-
quately stocked and accurate SSL is a 
necessity to sustain readiness.

Collective-training event 
Our next priority for the maintenance 
enterprise was executing platoon-level 
services on the squadron’s pacer fleet. 
Every ABCT’s long-range training 

calendar is, or should be, built around 
gunnery and services. Our squadron 
applied the same collective-training 
mentality to services we naturally ap-
ply to gunnery or other maneuver-
training events. This ensured we allo-
cated appropriate time, leadership and 
resources to services, enabling the 
training audience to focus on singular 
events during discrete training blocks 
rather than completing annual rolling 
services.

This not only increased the quality of 
operator-level maintenance, but it also 
improved the professional develop-
ment of operators and leaders during 
services. Maintenance is training. This 
will also prepare officers through ex-
perience to be successful as a future 
SMO/BMO.

Based on the unique nature of con-
stant readiness in Korea, the Korean 
Enduring Equipment Set fleet was ini-
tially set on a rolling-service schedule 
where every troop was required to 
complete a service on just under 20 
percent of its fleet each month. While 
this may have some advantages to the 
Korean mission, we were tasked to 
take these vehicles back to Fort Stew-
art with us, so we had to realign the 
service plan.

To achieve realignment as we ap-
proached the service window, we were 

Figure 2. 5-7 Cav’s SSL comparison by month.
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left with the decision to do the servic-
es twice in a short period or allow a 
service to remain delinquent until the 
scheduled platoon-service window. We 
made these decisions on a vehicle-by-
vehicle basis in consultation with the 
brigade commander and with consid-
eration of our upcoming gunnery.

While neither of those options is ideal, 
the outcome of allowing platoon-level 
services executed by leaders cannot be 
overstated. This is especially true in 
the case of military-occupation special-
ty (MOS) 19D cavalry scouts who, 
based on previous experience in differ-
ent BCT types, may not be as familiar 
with a Bradley as their MOS 19K ar-
mor-crewman cousins are with tanks.

Platoon services enabled the squadron 
commander to ensure that platoon 
leaders fundamentally grasped the im-
portance of maintenance activities to 
sustained readiness. Platoon leaders 
must understand and track the com-
pletion of all checks, and they should 
synchronize the efforts of operators 
and maintainers. With that in mind, 
our platoon leaders built comprehen-
sive plans to service all their equip-
ment, including communication sys-
tems, weapons and optics in their ded-
icated training window.

These procedures forced junior officers 
to more closely inspect the mainte-
nance processes within their platoon 
and comprehend the squadron’s over-
all system. Our platoon leaders learned 
more about what their troop executive 
officer, SMO, maintainers and squad-
ron and brigade leadership do to en-
sure the right parts are ordered and 
applied to correct job orders during 
their two-week service window than 
they would have by only observing the 
system from the perspective of com-
mand maintenance each Monday.

Platoon services also had the added 
benefit of increasing emphasis on non-
commissioned-officer (NCO) account-
ability in the maintenance process by 
emphasizing sections leaders’ and ve-
hicle commanders’ responsibilities to 
train their Soldiers and own their vehi-
cles’ ability to fight tonight. Mainte-
nance is a -10 level task; it should be 
trained and supervised by our NCOs; 
and they should also share in the ac-
countabi l i ty  for  the platoon’s 

maintenance status – the platoon’s 
maintenance status shouldn’t fall only 
on the platoon leader.

To capture this emphasis, we adopted 
a systematic approach in both how our 
leadership communicated intent and 
with the tools we provided platoon 
leaders. Platoon leaders conducted in-
briefs with the squadron commander 
and led in-progress reviews (IPR) in the 
maintenance bays with the squadron 
executive officer. Platoon sergeants 
then led outbriefs with the squadron 
commander. Again, by doing this, we 
held both platoon leaders and platoon 
sergeants equally accountable for 
learning, understanding and affecting 
change in the maintenance enterprise. 
The platoon leaders and platoon ser-
geants were expected to bring copies 
of the Equipment-Status Report (ESR), 
all relevant Department of the Army 
Form 5988-Es, the planned mainte-
nance schedule and a task-completion 
list.

The in- and outbriefs created a men-
torship and quality-control opportuni-
ty for the squadron commander while 
also enhancing understanding of 
equipment readiness across his pla-
toons and troops. The squadron exec-
utive officer’s IPRs with platoon lead-
ers allowed the unit to refocus priori-
ties or allocate more resources to keep 
each unit on schedule. The cumulative 
effect of these briefs led to successful 
outcomes, developed the squadron’s 
junior officers and improved the com-
mander’s understanding of his unit’s 
readiness.

Our squadron also took several steps 
to ensure that training time was ade-
quate to support services and that the 
time was used appropriately since it 
required reprioritization of all other 
tasks. The squadron gave supported 
troops tactical control of their aligned 
field-maintenance teams (FMT) during 
the services training window to opti-
mize daily schedules. Troop command-
ers were then responsible for the suc-
cess of their training and were able to 
set the FMT’s priorities.

The SMO created a lifecycle of a BFV 
and tank-service plan compiled from 
the maintenance-allocation charts and 
the experience of the maintainers to 
form a foundation of what could 

reasonably be achieved each day. Each 
platoon leader knew exactly how many 
and which service checks should be ac-
complished by the end of every day to 
achieve results. We tailored these 
plans and the training calendars to the 
platforms. Six BFVs take longer to ser-
vice than four tanks based on the num-
ber of mechanics in an FMT and the 
number of crewmembers in a platoon. 
To overcome this, we created troop 
windows of three weeks.

Our tank platoons completed hull and 
turret services in a week, while our 
scout platoons required a week-and-a-
half and shared the maintainers and 
bay space during the second week of 
the three-week training window. The 
squadron’s armament section conduct-
ed M242 25mm chain-gun services for 
one scout platoon while the other pla-
toon focused on vehicle services. This 
was an important step of analysis that 
ensured every platoon had adequate 
time to complete all services, paper-
work and any unscheduled mainte-
nance.

Also, our S-6 and troop communica-
tions representatives were on hand to 
assist crews with any issues related to 
the communications systems.

Our platoon services resulted in a tem-
porary drop in the squadron’s OR rate 
because of the level of detailed main-
tenance conducted, but it resulted in a 
higher sustained readiness after iden-
tifying and correcting all faults found. 
The quality of services improved with 
prioritized and protected time for the 
operators and maintainers. Most im-
portantly, leaders across the squadron 
received training that will have a con-
tinued impact in daily-maintenance 
operations and the Army at large as 
these Soldiers make permanent-
change-of-station moves to other units 
during their careers.

Conclusion 
For the foreseeable future, operation-
al deployments on a near-annual basis 
to Europe, Korea or Kuwait are reality 
for all ABCTs. Like many others, our 
squadron has already completed re-
gionally aligned forces deployments to 
Europe and Korea. We will head to Ku-
wait next.

To sustain readiness at home station, 
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combat-training centers and while de-
ployed, units should establish policies 
for assigning the right individuals to 
authorized MTOE positions. Units 
should also use the full functionality of 
GCSS-A to maintain a supportive SSL 
and conduct pacer-fleet services as 
dedicated training events that not only 
increase vehicle readiness but also 
serve as a leader-development oppor-
tunity.

LTC John Horning commands 5th Squad-
ron, 7th Cavalry Regiment, 1st ABCT, 3rd 
Infantry Division, based out of Fort 
Stewart, GA, but currently serving in 
the Republic of Korea. Previous duty 
assignments include chief of plans, 
Joint Multinational Readiness Center 
(JMRC), Hohenfels, Germany; squadron 
executive officer and observer/coach/
trainer (O/C/T), JMRC; squadron S-3 
and O/C/T, JMRC; executive officer, 4th 
Squadron, 2nd Cavalry Regiment, 
Vilseck, Germany; and S-3, 162nd Infan-
try Brigade, Fort Polk, LA. LTC Horning’s 
military schools include Command and 
General Staff College, Cavalry Leader’s 
Course, Armor Officer Advanced 
Course, Armor Officer Basic Course, 
Airborne School and Air-Assault School. 
He has a bachelor’s of science degree 
in German from the U.S. Military Acad-
emy (USMA), West Point, NY.

MAJ Wade Greenlee is 5-7 Cav’s execu-
tive officer. Previous assignments in-
clude executive officer, 6th Squadron, 
8th Cavalry Regiment, 2nd ABCT, 3rd In-
fantry Division, Fort Stewart; Stryker 
staff-synchronization officer, Head-
quarters, Department of the Army, G-8 
Force Development, Washington, DC; 
Korea policy planner, Joint Staff J-
5-Asia, Washington, DC; company com-
mander, 1st Battalion, 21st Infantry Reg-
iment, 2nd Stryker BCT, 25th Infantry Di-
vision, Schofield Barracks, HI; and 

platoon leader, 1st Battalion, 66th Armor 
Regiment, 1st ABCT, 4th Infantry Divi-
sion, Fort Hood, TX. MAJ Greenlee’s 
military schools include Cavalry Lead-
er’s Course, Command and General 
Staff College, Army Force Manager’s 
School, Ranger School, Maneuver Cap-
tain’s Career Course, Air-Assault 
School, Infantry Mortar Leader ’s 
Course, Armor Officer Basic Course and 
Airborne School. He holds a bachelor’s 
of science degree in engineering man-
agement from USMA and a master’s of 
arts degree in public-policy manage-
ment from Georgetown University.

1LT Andrew Bailey is the squadron 
maintenance officer, 5-7 Cav, and (dur-
ing deployment) Camp Humphries, Re-
public of Korea. Previous assignments 
include executive officer, Headquarters 
and Headquarters Troop, 5-7 Cav; and 
scout platoon leader, Troop B, 5-7 Cav. 
His military schools include Army Re-
connaissance Course, Armor Basic Of-
ficer Leader’s Course and Air-Assault 
School. 1LT Bailey has a bachelor’s of 
science degree in Russian from USMA.

1LT Dustin Kaminski is the executive of-
ficer, Company D, 3rd Battalion, 13th In-
fantry Regiment, 193rd Infantry Bri-
gade, Fort Jackson, SC. Previous assign-
ments include MCO, 5-7 Cav’s FSC; Fuel 
and Water Distribution Platoon leader, 
Company A, 3rd BSB, 1st ABCT, Fort 
Stewart; commander, Greeley Recruit-
ing Center, Denver Recruiting Battalion, 
Greeley, CO; squad leader, Company A, 
2nd Battalion, 12th Infantry Regiment, 
4th Infantry BCT (IBCT), 4th Infantry Di-
vision, Fort Carson, CO; and fire-team 
leader, Company A, 2-12 Infantry, 2nd 
IBCT, 2nd Infantry Division, Fort Carson. 
1LT Kaminski’s military schools include 
the Quartermaster Basic Officer Leader 
Course, Station Commander Course, 
Army Recruiter Course, Advanced 

Leader’s Course, Warrior Leader’s 
Course and Combatives School. He 
holds a bachelor’s of science degree in 
business management from National 
American University. 1LT Kaminski’s 
awards and decorations include the 
Purple Heart Medal.

Acronym Quick-Scan

ABCT – armored brigade combat 
team
AOAP – Army Oil Analysis Program
ASL – authorized-stockage list
BCT – brigade combat team
BFV – Bradley Fighting Vehicle
BMO – battalion maintenance officer
BSB – brigade-support battalion
ESR – Equipment-Status Report
FMT – field-maintenance team
FSC – forward-support company
FY – fiscal year
GCSS-A – Global Combat Support 
System-Army
IBCT – infantry brigade combat team
IPR – in-progress review
JMRC – Joint Multinational 
Readiness Center
LRU – line-replaceable units 
MATO – maintenance technical 
officer 
MCO – maintenance-control officer 
MLRS – Multiple Launch Rocket 
System
MOS – military-occupation specialty
MPL – maintenance-platoon leader 
MTOE – modified table of 
organization and equipment
NCO – noncommissioned officer
O/C/T – observer/coach/trainer
OR – operational readiness
PL – platoon leader
PLL – prescribed load list 
SMO – squadron maintenance 
officer
SSL – shop-stock listing
TMDE – test, measurement and 
diagnostic equipment
UCMP – unit maintenance-collection 
point
USMA – U.S. Military Academy
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A Different Approach to the Scout 
Squad for the Mounted Force

by LTC John Horning, CPT Jake Kelly, 
SFC Brian Andrade and SFC Brian Ellis

The 1st Armored Brigade Combat Team 
(ABCT), 3rd Infantry Division, returned 
to the Republic of Korea (RoK) in Feb-
ruary 2018 for the first time in 65 years 
as a regionally aligned force (RAF) ro-
tational brigade under the command 
and control (C2) of 2nd Infantry Divi-
sion. During the predeployment train-
ing cycle prior to its historic return to 
Korea, the Raider Brigade conducted 
two National Training Center (NTC) ro-
tations, two brigade gunneries, two 
combined-arms live-fire exercises 
(CALFEXes) and a modified table of or-
ganization and equipment (MTOE) re-
organization in less than 10 months.

The change to the cavalry squadron’s 
MTOE was significant as the unit 
moved from the 3x5 mixed scout pla-
toon that had been in existence since 
the advent of modularity to the new 
standard 6x36 configuration with all 
Bradleys. Not only is the all-Bradley 
scout platoon more lethal than the 3x5 
mixed version, this new configuration 
also provided us with the six-man 
scout squad for the first time.

When properly manned, each platoon 
has 18 dismounted scouts in addition 
to the 18 Bradley crewmembers. While 
the MTOE change was official and the 
Maneuver Center of Excellence (MCoE) 
published an operational and organiza-
tional concept on the scout platoon to 
describe it and the scout squad, there 
was not yet any “implementing doc-
trine” on how to employ the squad. 
Based on the conversion occurring just 
prior to the brigade’s second NTC rota-
tion, a lack of doctrine and optimal 
personnel levels, we were not able to 
fully employ scout squads at NTC. 
However, that changed when we ar-
rived in Korea.

Leading up to our deployment, the ten-
sions between the United States and 
North Korea were at an all-time high, 
so the brigade was determined to be 
ready to “fight tonight” (the motto of 
U.S. forces stationed in the RoK). As we 

readied for deployment, the 3rd Infan-
try Division leadership ensured we 
were manned at sufficient levels to be 
able to fight and win as soon as we hit 
the ground. Also, we were augmented 
with RoK soldiers under the long-
standing Korean Augmentation to the 
U.S. Army Program. The net effect was 
that across the squadron, we had full 
6x36 scout platoons with the full com-
plement of dismounted scouts.

As we took over our mission in Korea 
from 4th Squadron, 9th Cavalry Regi-
ment, 2nd Brigade Combat Team, 1st 
Cavalry Division, and gained a full un-
derstanding of the operational envi-
ronment (specifically the terrain), we 
quickly realized we needed to rethink 
how our cavalry troops and scout pla-
toons had been trained to fight. The 
open environment of NTC cannot pro-
vide a unit with a sense of the Korean 
environment. We learned many valu-
able lessons at NTC, but we did not get 
an appreciation for the confining and 
isolated nature of the Korean terrain. 
NTC also didn’t prepare us for how 
sprawling urban areas with high-rise 
apartment buildings tended to sprout 
up anywhere there was flat ground in 
Korea. As such, we found we needed 
to relook how we trained and em-
ployed the dismounted scouts, and in 
particular the scout squad, that came 
with the 6x36 MTOE redesign.

Environmental 
challenges
The Korean Peninsula’s terrain near the 
Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) is primarily 
heavily wooded, steeply sloped moun-
tains with rivers and streams running 
between them. Flat terrain between 
mountains is alternately covered with 
built-up urban areas and adjacent ag-
ricultural fields. These agricultural ar-
eas tend to be relatively small and in-
terspersed with urban areas. These are 
not the large farmlands typically seen 
in the Midwestern United States or the 
plains of Central Europe. Many RoK ag-
ricultural fields are used to grow rice, 
which makes them very poor for mo-
bility most of the year because rice 

fields are covered in water and very 
muddy.

Overall, the terrain near the DMZ se-
verely restricted our ability to take full 
advantage of the Bradley’s cross-coun-
try mobility and long-range target-ac-
quisition capability. Movement was 
limited to improved roadways with tall 
buildings and mountains dominating 
almost every mobility corridor. Obser-
vation and fields of fire were also re-
stricted due to the dense vegetation 
on the mountains, which can provide a 
dismounted enemy force advantages 
with freedom of maneuver not normal-
ly available in a more open NTC-like en-
vironment.

Our approach
Since the publication Strategy and Tac-
tics 3-20.983 was rescinded, no doc-
trine has been officially published to 
explain how dismounted scout squads 
should move and maneuver. As a re-
sult, troop commanders and platoon 
leaders are left to figure it out and de-
velop their own tactics, techniques and 
procedures. While there is certainly 
not just one correct answer, the follow-
ing describes the standard operating 
procedure (SOP) that 5th Squadron, 7th 
Cavalry Regiment, developed for dis-
mounted scout operations to set a 
framework for future refinement and 
doctrine.

Prior to the SOP’s development, pub-
lished doctrine did not adequately de-
scribe how best to employ the 6x36 
scout platoon, much less in terrain 
such as our unit faced in Korea. As we 
assessed our MTOE, we recognized the 
need for an independent dismounted-
scout-squad capability to support the 
mounted elements. Current infantry 
doctrine is built for nine-Soldier 
squads. Therefore, our SOP is a way of 
bridging the gap to account for six-Sol-
dier scout squads.

With a different problem set than we 
faced in home-station training, at NTC 
or during the brigade’s previous RAF 
rotation to Europe, and coupled with a 
fully manned organization, we set 
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about changing how we would define 
and employ the six-Soldier scout 
squad. In the past, the dismounted 
scouts in an armored-cavalry squadron 
were often thought of as the “guys in 
back.” They were not the focus of 
training or employment because vehi-
cle maneuver and gunnery took prece-
dence.

Another contributing factor to this was 
that units at home station are often 
not fully manned. As personnel turbu-
lence takes its toll on Bradley crews, a 
dismounted guy is typically moved into 
a seat. When employed, the “guys in 
back” were primarily used in small 
team-sized elements that were tied to 
a specific vehicle. Each Bradley carried 
a team whose primary focus was the 
local security of that Bradley Fighting 
Vehicle (BFV) or the establishment of 
a short-duration observation post (OP) 
within the limits of the individual ve-
hicle’s supporting distance. With this 
technique, scout teams were used 
more as an asset of each vehicle com-
mander rather than as part of an inde-
pendent squad able to carry out mis-
sions of its own.

Given the restrictive nature of the ter-
rain in Korea, we aligned the scout pla-
toons into three two-vehicle sections. 
Each section had one dismounted 
scout squad that could act as an inde-
pendent element with a designated 

squad leader who 
to o k  g u i d a n c e 
from the platoon 
leader just like in 
any mounted sec-
tion. These three 
scout squads gave 
the platoon leader 
added flexibility to 
conduct zone and 
area reconnais-
sance and security 
operations in high-
ly restrictive ter-
rain (be it moun-
tainous or urban) 
with the ability to 
establ ish three 
long-duration (more than 24 hours) or 
six short-duration (less than 24 hours) 
dismounted OPs for depth. Also, it pro-
vided an added level of control that six 
independent teams of “guys in the 
back” could not.

The six-Soldier scout squad is com-
prised of two three-Soldier teams that 
include one noncommissioned officer 
(NCO) and two Soldiers. One NCO is a 
team leader and one is a squad leader. 
This is a key difference between the in-
fantry squad and the scout squad. The 
infantry-squad leader leads two sepa-
rate fire teams. The scout-squad lead-
er is part of one of the scout teams. 
The current MTOE authorizations do 

not fully support every squad being led 
by a staff sergeant and a sergeant, so 
some Soldiers had to “serve up,” which 
is not different from many units and 
positions.

The scout squad’s organization:
• Squad leader – Senior NCO on the 

ground in the rank of staff sergeant/
sergeant. The squad leader’s primary 
responsibilities include maintaining 
C2 of the six-scout squad and ensuring 
the overall success of the assigned 
mission. As a dismounted squad 
leader, the staff sergeant must be an 
expert in the implementation of all 
weapon systems organic to the squad 
as well as other assets within the 
troop (mortars/Raven). While the 
squad leader should always stay 
within supporting distance of the two 
BF Vs ,  th e  sq u ad  acts  as  an 
independent entity reporting to the 
platoon leader. With a primary 
mission that supports the maneuver 
or security of the section or platoon, 
the squad leader must be able to 
plan, emplace and execute both long- 
and short-duration OPs. The squad 
leader  must  a lso lead squad 
reconnaissance patrols in areas 
where mounted maneuver  is 
restricted or impossible.

• Team leader – Junior NCO in the rank 
of sergeant or corporal. The team 
leader’s primary responsibility is 
maintaining C2 of the three-Soldier 
scout team. The team leader is 
second in command of the squad and 
must be trained and prepared to take 
command of the squad and its 
mission if the squad leader becomes Figure 1. Comparison of scout squad and M2 crews.

Figure 2. Scout squad vs. infantry squad.
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incapacitated. The team leader must 
be able to plan, emplace and execute 
a short-duration OP and lead a team 
reconnaissance patrol.

• Senior observer – Point man 
responsible for route selection and 
forward security during squad 
movement. The senior observer 
s h o u l d  n o t  h av e  a ny  o t h e r 
responsibilities to prevent any 
distraction as he or she is ideally the 
first to come into contact with enemy 
forces. Note: Some prefer to have the 
team or squad leader as the lead 
element. We decided on a senior 
observer to prevent distraction and 
allow the Soldier 
l e a d i n g  t h e 
squad to focus 
o n  t h e 
surroundings 
and identifying 
enemy forces 
b e f o r e  t h e y 
c o m e  i n t o 
contact.

• Scout/assistant 
gunner/gunner 
–  Competent 
junior scouts 
have multiple 
responsibilities 
within the team 
a n d  s q u a d . 
These  dut ies 

include, but are not limited to, M240 
gunner, assistant gunner, Javelin 
gunner, route recorder, pace man and 
members of aid-and-litter, enemy-
prisoner-of-war and tactical-security-
element teams. Like all scouts in the 
squad, they must be proficient in all 
weapon systems organic to the squad 
to continue the fight if a member 
becomes incapacitated. Use of the 
M240 or the Javelin is mission, 
enemy, terrain and weather, troops 
and support available, time available, 
civilian considerations (METT-TC) 
dependent and may not be used on 
every patrol or OP.

Team, squad formations
The following movement formations 
will be METT-TC dependent. These for-
mations were developed based on 
Army dismounted doctrine and refitted 
to meet the requirements of a three-
Soldier team and the six-Soldier squad. 
While they are not the final solution, 
they can be used as a base product to 
refine based on a unit’s area of opera-
tions and mission requirements.

Team formations include the wedge 
and file. Regardless of the formation a 
team leader chooses, each Soldier 
must know his/her location in the for-
mation relative to the other members. 
Each Soldier has a specified area for 
observation and direct fires as the 
team is moving. It is a team leader’s re-
sponsibility to be constantly aware of 
the team’s sector and to correct things 
as required.

The wedge is the primary formation 
used by a scout team. The interval be-
tween Soldiers should be about 10 me-
ters. Team leaders, however, should 
modify the wedge based on terrain, 
weather or other factors that can af-
fect C2. Unlike an infantry fire team, 
the scout dismounted team leader 
does not physically lead the formation. 
The team, as well as the squad, is led 
by a senior observer. This scout’s sole 
job is to track his/her current route 

Figure 3. Dismounted-scout-squad MTOE.

Figure 4. Scout-squad organization.
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and focus on observing any enemy 
presence ahead of the unit.

The alternate formation is the file. It is 
used primarily when the terrain or vis-
ibility limit C2. A team leader may also 
use the file formation when time is lim-
ited and/or enemy presence is unlikely.

Scout-squad movement formations are 
based on Field Manual (FM) 3-21.8, 
The Infantry Rifle Platoon and Squad. 
However, we made adjustments to ac-
count for the size of the scout squad. 
Because the squad’s movement must 
be concealed from the enemy for sur-
vivability purposes, the scout squad 
normally moves through restricted ter-
rain that provides concealment. Con-
cealment is critical to any scout ele-
ment because once it becomes deci-
sively engaged, it is no longer conduct-
ing reconnaissance and providing in-
formation to the headquarters.

C2 of the squad through this type of 
terrain is difficult, thus the use of the 
file formation that provides easier con-
trol of the unit. However, as terrain 
changes, the squad leader should ad-
just the formation as appropriate for 
the circumstances. The squad file is a 
movement technique used when there 
is limited visibility due to vegetation or 
night. This formation is used like a 
team file to move through choke points 
and when contact is not likely.

The squad wedge is used when moving 
through sparse vegetation, normally 
during daylight hours. This formation 
is similar to a modified diamond wedge 
used by infantry squads. The squad 
wedge is used when enemy contact is 
expected. Due to the formation shape, 
the squad is able to make contact with 
the smallest element possible and 
quickly react to contact from the front, 
left or right flanks and gain fire superi-
ority.

The primary difference between the in-
fantry- and the scout-squad formation 
is size and location of the key leaders. 
Due to limited personnel, the scout 
squad cannot conduct a squad column 
fire-team wedge but it instead forms a 
larger, single wedge or diamond forma-
tion.

Some readers may think of the “enter 
and clear a room” task and immediate-
ly argue that it is not a cavalry task. 

However, in any 
future war that 
takes place in a 
country like Korea 
or in any of the 
emerging megaci-
ties, scouts will 
not be able to 
avoid built-up ar-
eas. Specifically in 
Korea, it may be 
necessary for a 
scout squad to es-
tablish an OP or 
conduct counter-
re co n n a i s s a n c e 
within a high-rise 
b u i l d i n g .  Eve n 
while establishing 
local security in an 
urban area, it may 
be required to 
clear rooms in 
buildings.
With this in mind, 
we developed an 
SOP for conducting 
room clearance by 
scout squads and 
teams. Doctrinally, 
entering and clear-
ing a room is a 
four-Soldier team 
concept. However, 
due to the six-Sol-
dier scout squad, 
we refined the 
concept into a 
three-person drill. Depending on the 
building’s complexity, having an entire 
squad clear each room can become too 
time-consuming. By adapting to a 
three-person procedure, a squad can 
clear two rooms at a time and speed 
up the process while still maintaining 
security.
The concept is not drastically different 
than the four-person infantry drill. The 
primary difference is that once the 
team or squad leader moves into the 
room and conducts the initial sweep 
oriented on the focal point, the leader 
will then turn around and pull security 
out the door where the fourth Soldier 
in the infantry drill would normally be. 
This allows the three-Soldier team to 
initially clear the room while still main-
taining outward security.

Train as we fight
Aligning dismounted scouts into 
squads is only effective if you also 
change the way you train the overall 
formation. The primary focus of the ar-
mored-cavalry squadron and troop has 
rightfully been on mounted combat, 
which has led to scout teams being 
thought of as merely an asset of the 
Bradley rather than of the platoon. We 
learned that once we had full squads, 
we had to relook how we trained our 
dismounted scouts. As simple as it may 
sound, the easiest way we found to fix 
this was by implementing a well-re-
sourced culminating training event fo-
cused on dismounted training similar 
in priority as squadron gunnery or a 
field-training exercise.

We planned and executed a squadron-
resourced, troop-led, week-long 

Figure 5. Scout team file and wedge.

Figure 6. Scout-squad wedge.
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dismounted squad training event 
named “School of the Scout.” It was 
based on a concept we borrowed from 
8th Squadron, 1st Cavalry Regiment, 2nd 
Stryker Brigade Combat Team, 2nd In-
fantry Division. Scout squads were tak-
en to the field and run through various 
situational-training exercises that pro-
vided both the squad leader and team 
an opportunity to hone leadership and 
practice their military-occupation spe-
cialty 19D20- and 19D30-level (cavalry 
scout) skills.

It also provided a way to test all the 
scouts’ abilities in a field environment. 
Squad leaders led their formations 
while conducting zone and area recon-
naissance on the actual terrain in Ko-
rea where they could be called on to 
fight.

Conducted each quarter, the training 
event was aligned with the squadron 
commander’s mission-essential task 
list focus for the quarter as outlined in 
the quarterly training guidance. Hold-
ing true to the mindset of “train as we 
fight,” the troops were not relieved of 
the tasks to train the mounted side of 
the fight. In an effort to tie both 
mounted and dismounted operations 
together, the Bradleys were incorpo-
rated into several training events that 
involved urban operations and area se-
curity, which was part of our mission 
set in Korea.

Because of maneuver constraints on 
the peninsula, the squadron got cre-
ative and maximized the use of the 
Close-Combat Tactical Trainer, com-
bined with Virtual Battlespace 3, to 
tackle the problem-focused training at 
combined, mounted and dismounted 
levels. By linking both of the systems, 
we were able to conduct missions us-
ing the simulated-terrain database of 
the Korean Peninsula, with all mount-
ed and dismounted elements at the 
platoon leader’s C2. This greatly in-
creased the training value by making 
the platoon leader, platoon sergeant 
and other BFV commanders consider 
the dismounted-scout-squad elements.

Squad live-fire
The Infantry Branch has a long history 
and knowledge base of training fire 
teams and infantry squads. Cavalry and 
armor, on the other hand, do not. So 
as we entered into a training program 

for a scout-squad 
live-fire, we had to 
adjust the standard 
infantry tactics to 
account for a six-
Soldier squad and 
the fact that the 
squad leader is a 
part of one of the 
teams vs. a sepa-
rate C2 element.
The concept of the 
lane was fairly ba-
sic for a couple of 
important reasons. 
First, none of our 
Soldiers had previ-
ously had the op-
portunity to con-
duct this type of 
training. Second, 
the range we were 
able to use for the 
training was some-
what narrow and 
not overly long/
deep. While that 
may seem like a 
limitation, it actu-
ally proved benefi-
cial given this was 
our first iteration 
of this type of 
training. With this 
in mind, we de-
signed a squad 
movement-to-con-
tact wherein the 
six-Soldier scout 
squad – armed 
with M4s (rifles) 
and an M240 (ma-
chinegun) – would dismount from 
Bradleys and begin a reconnaissance 
patrol before beginning to make con-
tact with dismounted enemy OPs while 
en route to their reconnaissance objec-
tive.
After destroying the enemy OPs, the 
squad continued to move and encoun-
tered two squads of enemy within dug-
in positions. This represented their dis-
engagement criteria. The squad then 
broke contact with teams providing 
covering fire as elements withdrew to 
prevent themselves from becoming de-
cisively engaged. We also took the op-
portunity to work in reporting require-
ments from the squad leader to the 
platoon leader.

The training we conducted was excel-
lent for a number of reasons, not least 
among them was the fact that this was 
new training for our scouts. Often in an 
ABCT, the dismounted scouts don’t re-
ceive the same focus as the Bradley 
crew members. Obviously, the ar-
mored vehicle is incredibly important 
to our mission, but the dismounted 
scout squads need similar focus on 
their ability to shoot, move and com-
municate. In planning and executing 
the training, we allocated enough time 
for dry, blank and live-fire iterations of 
the lane, which provided ample oppor-
tunity for all members of the scout 
squad to practice their particular re-
sponsibilities. Also, as time permitted, 

Figure 7. “Enter and clear a room” formations.
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we ran additional live-fire iterations 
just to improve muscle memory and 
begin mastery of the fundamentals.

We have already started to plan the 
next iteration of the scout squad live-
fire. The first step in that process was 
when all the commanders gathered to 
conduct an after-action review and 
identify lessons-learned to apply to the 
next event. Here are some of the take-
aways that could benefit other squad-
rons and troops contemplating this 
type of training:
• Develop a scenario based on a cavalry 

mission set (i.e., a reconnaissance or 
a security mission). Do not execute 
typical infantry missions like attack or 
defend. Create scenarios where the 
scouts are on a patrol, conducting 
local security for a screen, conducting 
an area reconnaissance or in an OP.

• Incorporate the BFV as you are able. 
At a minimum, have the squad 
disembark from the Bradley before 
beginning the lane. If possible within 
ra n g e  s a fe t y  r e q u i r e m e n t s , 
incorporate supporting fire. When 
operating in terrain like Korea, the 
dismount squads may be working to 
clear high ground or urban areas, and 
there may be times when supporting 
fire from the vehicle would be 

required.
• If the size of your range allows, create 

a scenario where the squad splits into 
two teams for a time and based on 
distance can only communicate via 
frequency-modulation (FM) radio.

• Incorporate all the weapons of the 
scout squad as you are able. This 
includes the M240 and anti-tank 
weapons such as the AT-4 and/or 
Javelin.

• Train your scouts to use their M4A1 
on full auto. During basic rifle 
marksmanship and even most 
advanced rifle marksmanship, we do 
not use the full auto function of the 
rifle. Mostly that’s because we’re 
conserving ammunition. However, in 
a three-Soldier scout team, there are 
times when one Soldier has to provide 
covering fire for the two moving 
Soldiers. An M4A1 on single shot may 
not provide enough fire. It may be 
necessary for that Soldier to fire on 
full auto while providing cover fire. 
This is another difference from the 
infantry squad, which has a Squad 
Automatic Weapon available to its 
fire teams.

• Incorporate your rifle-mounted 
40mm grenade launchers. These will 
also help to provide covering fire for 

displacements.

• Plan for a sufficient amount of smoke 
and train Soldiers how to use it to 
conceal their movements. It’s easy to 
train a Soldier how to pull the pin and 
throw a smoke grenade. Many of our 
Soldiers may have experience using 
hand-held smoke for signaling 
purposes. However, that’s not the 
same when it comes to using it for 
concealment. We learned that our 
Soldiers were not initially proficient 
in choosing the best location to throw 
the smoke grenade, taking terrain 
and wind into account. Also, they 
tended to think that once the smoke 
was going, it was safe to move – 
regardless of whether there was 
enough smoke to actually provide 
concealment. This of course will vary 
based on wind conditions, but plan 
and train for more than one smoke 
grenade each time a scout team 
breaks contact to displace.

Going into our next iteration, we are 
developing scout squad tables similar 
to what we are accustomed to using 
for Bradley gunnery. Preliminary tables 
may involve basic weapons proficiency 
and qualification per existing published 
standards. Subsequent tables could 
move to Engagement-Skills Trainer and 

Table 1. Scout-squad training progression.

Scout skills test Prerequisite training:
• Reports
• Armored Fighting Vehicle Identification
• Disassemble, assemble, function checks on weapons
• FM/HF radio communications
• Load radios with simple key loader
• Employ LTLM or LLDR
• Reload 25 ammo in ready boxes
• Reload tube-launched, optically tracked, wire-guided missile

Table I Weapons qualification:
• M4A1
• M240L
• AT-4
• Javelin

Table II Medical-skills lane

Table III Engagement-Skills Trainer:
• Individual scenario
• Team scenario

Table IV Call-for-Fire Trainer:
• Grid mission
• Shift from known point

Table V Team live-fire:
• Dry/blank/live

Table VI Squad live-fire certification:
• Dry/blank/live
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Call-for-Fire Trainer scenarios. Next, 
we will execute a scout team live-fire 
and then a scout squad live-fire. For 
the culminating event, we will incorpo-
rate several performance measures 
into the design of the range similar to 
how master gunners use the required 
performance measures and targetry 
available to design our Table VI ranges 
for tanks and BFVs. We believe the cul-
minating squad live-fire should incor-
porate the following scenarios in the 
engagements (not necessarily in or-
der): 
• Call for fire;
• Casualty evacuation (CASEVAC);
• At least one engagement with the 

entire squad together;
• At least one engagement where the 

teams are far enough apart to require 
FM radio communication;

• BFV incorporated into the scenario;
• At least one chemical, biological, 

radiological and nuclear engagement; 
and

• A break contact/displacement 
engagement.

If at all possible within range restric-
tions, this event should also incorpo-
rate the troop mortars actually shoot-
ing in support of the squad. With these 
established minimum standards, troop 
commanders in the squadron can now 
work with Range Control to develop 
their own squad live-fire scenarios. In 
addition to identifying initial required 
performance measures, we are work-
ing on a possible scoring methodology 
so we can have an objective measure 
of excellence. Using a pop-up target 
range that can register hit/no-hit along 
with engagement times, coupled with 
an observer/coach/trainer (O/C/T) to 
grade non-kinetic requirements, we 
can provide a score to each squad.

The result should be a trained and pro-
ficient scout squad that can be safely 
and effectively incorporated into a 
scout platoon’s Table XII and/or a troop 
CALFEX scenario. And more important-
ly, a scout squad that can operate ef-
fectively in support of the Bradleys and 
the platoon’s overall mission when 
called on to do so.

Six-Soldier
squad strength
The six-Soldier squad as broken down 
in this article allows dismounted scouts 
action that is more cohesive. By focus-
ing training specifically on Soldiers and 
leaders, the squad is able to become a 
platoon element, capable of accom-
plishing its mission in support of the 
platoon based on the commander’s in-
tent.

The squad also provides a greater abil-
ity to establish security in depth. With 
more personnel and firepower, the 
squad is able to maneuver farther from 
the vehicle platform, thus creating 
more depth in security missions.

The squad’s size also allows a platoon 
leader the option of establishing either 
three long-duration OPs or six short-
duration OPs. This has proved to be ex-
tremely valuable in Korea due to the 
terrain. The terrain restricted vehicle 
movement, but we still had the flexibil-
ity to deploy the squads into the high-
er, restrictive terrain for long periods.

The final strength lies in the addition-
al-skill identifiers associated with the 
dismount squad paragraph and line 
numbers in the MTOE. When a unit be-
gins to focus on its dismount capabili-
ties, it begins to see Soldier and leader 
certifications and skill training that are 
lacking. By sending personnel to the 
appropriate schools (for example, Re-
connaissance and Surveillance Leader’s 
Course, Heavy Weapons Leader ’s 
Course, Ranger School, Pathfinder 
Course and Javelin Course), a unit 
builds its knowledge diversity and be-
comes a more flexible and agile fight-
ing force.

In the end, the unit’s leaders and Sol-
diers will be better prepared to actu-
ally do the things they say they can do.

Six-Soldier
squad weakness
We would be remiss if we failed to 
identify some of the weaknesses with 
the design of the six-Soldier scout 
squad. We don’t identify these weak-
nesses to discourage units from the 
concept but instead to allow others the 
opportunity to find ways to overcome 
them.

First and foremost is CASEVAC. In our 

opinion, if a squad receives one casu-
alty and must conduct CASEVAC oper-
ations, that squad becomes combat in-
effective. Between assessing and mov-
ing the casualty, along with providing 
security, the squad’s mission shifts 
from a reconnaissance or security fo-
cus to CASEVAC. The most constructive 
way we have found to deal with this 
weakness is by placing a deliberate fo-
cus on casualty-collection-point and 
ambulance-exchange-point planning. 
The question you have to ask is, “How 
fast can we move the casualty back to 
a vehicle platform and return to con-
tinue mission?”

Another weakness we identified while 
in Korea specifically was with the 
weapons loadout. Scout squads have 
by MTOE more weapon systems than 
they can easily carry on an extended 
mission. With Javelins, AT-4s, M240s, 
Lightweight Laser Designator Range-
finder (LLDR), Laser Target-Locator 
Module (LTLM), Advanced Single-Chan-
nel Ground and Airborne Radio System 
Improvement Program, high-frequency 
(HF) radios and ammunition, the six-
Soldier scout squad can become over-
burdened very quickly. Therefore, pla-
toon leaders need to specify a loadout 
based on what enemy forces they ex-
pect to encounter and the squad’s spe-
cific mission or task. Are they expect-
ing an armored force where the Javelin 
will be necessary for survival or a dis-
mounted fight where the M240 is a 
more appropriate weapon? The key to 
this is a leader who has the knowledge 
and sound judgment to make a deci-
sion on what equipment will increase 
the chance of mission success.

Finally, because the scout-squad lead-
er is the leader and a member of one 
of the two teams, he does not have the 
same flexibility to observe, report and 
direct as his counterpart in an infantry 
squad. This can be a concern even 
though the scout squad’s primary mis-
sion should not be to conduct fire-and-
maneuver in the same way an infantry 
squad does.

Way ahead
While the current opinions from MCoE 
seem to define the squad as the three 
crewmembers of the Bradley plus the 
three “guys in back,” we believe that 
an organizing method that creates in-
dependent maneuverable squads of 
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dismounted scouts better supports the 
platoon’s mission in environments 
such as Korea or other urban areas. 
While this may not be the only solu-
tion, we believe it is a viable option 
right now with our given MTOE.

It’s a solution units that will be operat-
ing on terrain other than at NTC may 
consider implementing in their training 
cycle. We must prepare for the future 
fight that will involve all weapons and 
assets, including the dismounted scout 
squad. If we are going to have a 6x36 
scout platoon across the force, we 
need to develop the ways to fight it.

We believe that this method of orga-
nizing, training and employing the 
scout squad is also an appropriate 
model for the Stryker cavalry squad-
ron, where they cannot rely on the ar-
mor protection and firepower of the 
Bradley. We encourage other units to 
add their ideas to further refine this 
concept and share them with ARMOR 
magazine so we can help shape the fu-
ture way we fight.
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degree in criminal justice from Stephen 
F. Austin State University.

SFC Brian Ellis is a platoon sergeant in 
Troop A, 5-7 Cav. Previous assignments 
include instructor/writer for the Army 
Reconnaissance Course, Troop B, 3rd 
Squadron, 16th Cavalry Regiment, 316th 
Cavalry Brigade, Fort Benning, GA; S-3 
operations NCO, Headquarters and 
Headquarters Troop, 4th Squadron, 9th 
Cavalry Regiment, 2nd ABCT, 1st Cavalry 
Division, Fort Hood, TX; section leader, 
Troop C, 4-9 Cav; and team leader, 
Troop C, 4-9 Cav. His military schools 
include Warrior Leader’s Course, Ad-
vanced Leader’s Course, Maneuver Se-
nior Leader’s Course and Army Recon-
naissance Course.

SFC Brian Andrade is a platoon ser-
geant in Troop A, 5-7 Cav. Previous as-
signments include Army recruiter, Day-
ton, OH; platoon sergeant, Headquar-
ters and Headquarters Company (HHC), 
2nd Battalion, 69th Armor Regiment, 3rd-

ABCT, 3rd Infantry Division; section ser-
geant, HHC, 2-69 Armor; and section 
sergeant, 1st Squadron, 32nd Cavalry 

Regiment, 1st Infantry Brigade Combat 
Team, 101st Airborne Division. His mili-
tary education includes Warrior Lead-
er’s Course, Advanced Leader’s Course, 
Maneuver Senior Leader’s Course, 
Army Reconnaissance Course, Path-
finder Course, Air-Assault Course and 
Cavalry Leader’s Course. His awards in-
clude the Bronze Star Medal.

Acronym Quick-Scan

ABCT – armored brigade combat 
team
AG – assistant gunner
BFV – Bradley Fighting Vehicle
C2 – command and control
CALFEX – combined-arms live-fire 
exercise
CASEVAC – casualty evacuation 
DMZ – Demilitarized Zone
FM – frequency modulation
FM – field manual
HF – high frequency
HHC – headquarters and 
headquarters company
JMRC – Joint Multinational 
Readiness Center
LLDR – Lightweight Laser 
Designator Rangefinder
LTLM – Laser Target-Locator Module
MCoE – Maneuver Center of 
Excellence
METT-TC – mission, enemy, terrain 
and weather, troops and support 
available, time available, civilian 
considerations
MTOE – modified table of 
organization and equipment
NCO – noncommissioned officer
NTC – National Training Center 
O/C/T – observer/coach/trainer 
OP – observation post
RAF – regionally aligned force
RoK – Republic of Korea
SOP – standard operating 
procedures
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Overcoming Semantics: How to 
Deconflict Reconnaissance 

Fundamentals at Platoon Level
by CPT Patrick M. Zang

Leaders on both sides during the Amer-
ican Civil War relied on their cavalry 
scouts to get accurate information so 
they could get to the battlefield first 
with the most Soldiers and firepower. 
Providing crucial information to their 
parent unit remains the overarching 
mission of modern-day scout platoons 
just as it was for their Civil War prede-
cessors.

To ensure mission success and provide 
a relative advantage to the maneuver 
commander it supports, today’s scout 
platoon must understand the nuances 
and seeming struggle between the re-
connaissance fundamentals of “retain 
freedom of maneuver” and “gain and 
maintain enemy contact.” On the sur-
face, these two fundamentals appear 
mutually exclusive. For example, to col-
lect indicators to answer the com-
mander’s priority intelligence require-
ments (PIR) to support timely decision-
making, scouts must report all infor-
mation about the disposition and com-
position of threat forces rapidly and 
accurately. The challenge is that scouts 
must do this while ensuring they don’t 
become decisively engaged because 
their primary mission to provide recon-
naissance would likely stop.

A decisive engagement is when a unit 
is considered fully committed and can-
not maneuver or extricate in the ab-
sence of outside assistance. The action 
must be fought to a conclusion and ei-
ther won or lost with the forces at 
hand.

Therefore, the scout platoon, no mat-
ter what its attachments, must ensure 
“reconnaissance does not stop” be-
cause it has become “decisively en-
gaged.” According to Field Manual 
(FM) 3-98, Reconnaissance and Secu-
rity Operations,1 retaining freedom of 
maneuver means that “tactical mobil-
ity and maneuver fundamentally drive 
the success of reconnaissance tasks. 

Platoon leaders consider task-organi-
zation, their commander’s reconnais-
sance guidance, movement techniques 
and scheme of maneuver to retain the 
unit’s ability to maneuver.”

Reconnaissance tasks are important 
because they confirm or deny assump-
tions about the terrain and enemy that 
were made during mission analysis and 
intelligence preparation of the battle-
field (IPB) to identify opportunities and 
maintain agile freedom of maneuver 
for the brigade.

Another way for a scout platoon to re-
tain its freedom of maneuver is 
through effective counter-reconnais-
sance operations, which deny enemy 
collection efforts. This also helps iden-
tify opportunities for the command to 
seize, retain and exploit initiative. 
Therefore, commanders change move-
ment techniques and employ multiple 
assets to make contact with the small-
est element possible to avoid becom-
ing decisively engaged. Commanders 
retain freedom of maneuver by avoid-
ing decisive engagement with a supe-
rior force and develop the situation 
further – consistently balancing the re-
quirement to maintain contact while 
retaining freedom of maneuver.

Conversely, to gain and maintain con-
tact means “cavalry forces find and 
sustain contact with the enemy on 
terms and conditions of their choosing. 
Using at least one of the eight forms of 
contact, commanders and staffs plan 
for and integrate:
• Aerial and ground sensors;
• Manned platforms;
• Unmanned systems;
• Dismounted operations;
• Signals intelligence;
• Human intelligence; and
• Visual observation.”

These forms of contact allow scouts to 
gain contact with the enemy using the 
smallest element possible. Once units 

make contact, cavalry forces maintain 
contact until specific orders are given, 
a change of mission occurs, when dis-
engagement or displacement criteria 
dictate or when the unit conducts a re-
connaissance handover with another 
unit. According to FM 3-98,2 “Maintain-
ing contact with the enemy provides 
real-time information of the enemy’s 
composition, disposition, strength and 
actions that allow staffs to analyze and 
make recommendations to the com-
mander based on current intelligence.”

While on the surface, the doctrinal def-
initions of the two fundamentals in 
question leave little room for interpre-
tation, the difficulty lies in transform-
ing the science in it to art. The issue 
lies in the manner cavalry operations 
are understood at present. Command-
ers routinely seek to unburden their 
staffs by mandating a directed course 
of action (CoA), thereby almost inher-
ently removing the technique of recon-
naissance pull from the lexicon. Also, 
risk-averse commanders tend to pro-
hibit cavalry formations from deploy-
ing on Warning Order 2, especially 
when they couple their nature with an 
inability to execute the military deci-
sion-making process to standard and in 
accordance with the one-third/two-
thirds rule (allow yourself up to one-
third of available time to complete re-
quired actions and allow those you 
lead the remaining two-thirds).

This translates to having only one pe-
riod of darkness, as opposed to two 
periods, to maneuver into position and 
answer the assigned questions. This 
“rush to failure” forces cavalry forma-
tions to “lead with their chin” and to 
unwittingly transform a zone recon-
naissance into a movement-to-contact. 
The answer to the problem is glaringly 
simplistic: emphasize the basics and 
add substance to oft-used buzzwords.

With that in mind, there are six com-
ponents a scout leader must inherent-
ly understand and execute to 
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deconflict the aforementioned funda-
mentals.
• First, execute IPB to standard and in 

accordance with Army Technical 
Publication (ATP) 2-01.3, Intelligence 
Preparation of the Battlefield/
Battlespace.3 The scout-platoon 
leader and platoon sergeant can’t 
blindly accept the analysis of the 
squadron S-2 and troop commander. 
They, along with their subordinate 
noncommissioned officers, must 
analyze the terrain/enemy to seek 
positions of advantage and threat 
weaknesses. Also, IPB is a continuous 
process; it does not stop at the 
operations order (OPORD). Scout 
leaders must continue to refine 
understanding of the environment to 
ge n e rate  o p t i o n s  a n d  m a ke 
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  t o  t h e i r 
commanders.

• Second, the scout leader must 
understand where he/she fits in the 
higher concept of the operations. In 
effect, scout platoons all fall under 
the umbrella of the brigade’s 
information-collection (IC) plan. 
Scout platoons need to think of 
themselves not as belonging to 
distinct battalions with differing 
missions but as part of a unified 
collection front. The scout platoon 
must understand that its missions are 
not discrete.

• Third, the scout leader must possess 
a “master’s level” understanding of 
the doctrinal components of the 
commander’s reconnaissance and/or 
security guidance (CRG/CSG), and 
when that’s lacking, seek clarity from 
the commander. Also, the scout 
leader must ensure the CRG accounts 
for both mounted and dismounted 
elements as well as task-organization 
changes (two- vs. three-section 
concepts).

• Fourth, the correct implementation 
of reconnaissance-management 
techniques (cueing, mixing and 
redundancy) enable the scout leader 
to conduct limited economy-of-force 
missions and gain contact with the 
enemy while remaining below the 
detection threshold.

• Fifth, the scout leader must develop 
a primary, alternate, contingency and 
emergency (PACE) plan for all planned 
contact. To properly develop the 

PACE plan, the scout leader must 
understand the capabilities and 
limitations of all assigned, organic 
equipment. Unfortunately, the past 
two decades of conflict have bred a 
generation of leaders who rely on 
echelons-above-brigade assets and 
indirect fires to solve all problems. 
However, in a near-peer or peer-
threat fight, these assets will not be 
in the direct control of platoon-level 
leaders. As such, it is up to the platoon 
and troop leadership to set conditions 
for success in the absence of said 
enablers.

• Sixth, the platoon must ensure 
rehearsals and standard operating 
procedures (SOP) equate to more 
than slides in a dusty old tactical SOP 
(TACSOP). The unit TACSOP must be 
practiced during every training event 
and updated accordingly during 
after-action reviews.

Following is an in-depth discussion on 
these six fundamentals.

IPB
It seems that all maneuver leaders rec-
ognize the intrinsic necessity of IPB 
and its connection to mission success. 
However, at the Armor Basic Officer 
Leader Course and Maneuver Captain’s 
Career Course, students are required 
to regurgitate facts from the higher 
OPORD with little to no analysis. This 
trend is more than confounding; it is 
abjectly criminal and stunts the intel-
lectual growth of junior officers – 
those charged with the tactical perfor-
mance of the Soldiers under their 
charge.

The most glaring example of this is the 
light and weather-data portion of the 
OPORD. The officer reads numbers 
without knowing what they mean. This 
rapidly increases the speed at which 
their subordinates stop listening.

The IPB manual is perhaps the most 
important document to the platoon 
leadership, as well as one of the easi-
est-to-follow manuals in existence. 
Each step of the process possesses its 
own distinct chapter in the manual, 
with examples, pictures, graphics, 
charts and “how-to” guides. According 
to ATP 2-01.3,4 each step contains “de-
sired endstates” (for example, what 
the preparer is to exit each step with, 
and what is essential to possess prior 

to moving forward).

The key deliverable for Step 1 of the 
IPB process is the “identification of 
general characteristics of the area of 
operations (AO) that could influence 
the unit’s mission.” Step 1 is often 
glossed over, resulting in nothing more 
than a junior leader outlining on a map 
the extent of the AO while providing 
no further analysis or considerations of 
what is significant.

Step 2 of the IPB process, the “so 
what” portion according to Paragraph 
4-3 of ATP 2-01.3,5 states, “[I]dentify 
how relevant characteristics of the 
area of interest will affect friendly and 
threat operations. … Success results in 
allowing the commander to quickly 
choose and exploit terrain, weather 
and civil considerations to best support 
the mission.” The consequences of fail-
ure can result in the commander not 
having the information needed to ex-
ploit the opportunities the operational 
environment provides.

This process is outlined in Figure 1.

The scout leader must possess an in-
nate sense of the effects of terrain and 
weather on not only his/her mission, 
but their effects on the adversary’s 
pending operations, too. As mentioned 
earlier, the point of IPB is to present 
relevant and life-saving data to one’s 
subordinates, not fill up lines on an 
OPORD shell. By developing a graphic-
terrain-analysis overlay (GTAO); taking 
into consideration the entirety of the 
military aspects of terrain (obstacles, 
avenues of approach, key terrain, ob-
servation and fields of fire, and cover 
and concealment, or OAKOC); and the 
military aspects of weather (wind, vis-
ibility, temperature, cloud cover and 
precipitation), the scout leader pres-
ents a “fighting product” to the pla-
toon, enabling a disciplined approach 
to provide an opportunity to maneuver 
out of contact to a position of relative 
advantage. (Figure 2.6)

Also, the GTAO should inform and de-
fine the placement of operational 
graphics.

Unfortunately, light and weather anal-
ysis rarely moves beyond a regurgita-
tion of numbers that one can easily ac-
quire individually from open-source 
means. Troopers generally do not care 
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about this and fall asleep when the 
platoon leader briefs the respective 
times associated with the sun and 
moon cycles. What is essential, and 
demonstrates the analysis needed to 
succeed in battle is, among other 
things, the direction of the wind so the 
platoon knows the direction sound and 
smell will travel. It also helps them de-
termine the impact on battery life of 
both platoon and Soldier-borne un-
manned aerial systems (UAS); the time 
the thermal crossover occurs so Sol-
diers can compensate for this phenom-
enon in allocating equipment during 
observation plans; and the times when 
it will be dark to build a graphic-control 
measure into the plan that allows the 
platoon to execute a tactical pause and 
prepare accordingly for limited-visibil-
ity operations.

The light and weather-data portion of 
mission analysis and the OPORD must 
move beyond a regurgitation of the six-
o’clock-news weather report; it must 
communicate only what is mission-es-
sential to the platoon. This process will 
enable scouts to better use their sur-
roundings to maintain freedom of ma-
neuver and not risk compromise.

The third step of IPB is the initial anal-
ysis of the opponent, known as the 
evaluate-the-threat/adversary step. 
The outputs from this step are:
• Creating the threat order of battle;
• Developing the situation template;
• Creating threat capabilities by 

warfighting function;
• Determining the high-value-target 

list;

• Updating intel l igence/running 
estimates; and

• Determining requests for Information.

Often leaders at platoon level accept 
the analysis of the squadron S-2 and 
their immediate commanders as sacro-
sanct. However, it is arguable that 
leaders at all levels must possess a 
shrewd intuition, capable of challeng-
ing their superiors’ assumptions, to de-
velop the best product possible. Bat-
tles can and will continue to be won 
prior to combatants squaring off 
against one another. Junior leaders 
must do their homework by seeking as 
much knowledge as possible, through 
open-source means if necessary, to 
truly understand how their opponent 
wants to fight. Only through this, a 
true and professional “red-hat” 

Figure 1. IPB process. (Adapted from Figure 4-1, ATP 2-01.3)
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exercise, can the leader apply the mil-
itary aspects of terrain and weather to 
determine a threat CoA (Step 4 of IPB).

Most of the IPB process occurs at ech-
elons above the scope of the platoon-
level leader. However, leaders must not 
fail to evaluate the threat and prepare 
accordingly. Moreover, they should 
never merely “hand-wave” critical 
components of the OPORD. A thorough 
analysis of the terrain and enemy dic-
tates the forthcoming scheme of ma-
neuver.

A depressing trend is developing 
among some junior leaders who devel-
op their “blue” plan without taking 
into account Paragraph 1 of the 
OPORD. This backward, cookie-cutter 
approach can cause devastating conse-
quences in a live environment. This is 
not to say that Paragraph 1 of the 
OPORD is the “be all, end all”; 

however, the situation information 
provided in the first paragraph sets the 
stage for developing the rest of the 
OPORD. Providing adequate time and 
resources to its development enables 
the scout to gain contact with the en-
emy on his/her terms while retaining 
the sought-after freedom of maneuver 
required to accomplish the mission ac-
cording to the fundamentals.

Scout’s role
Merely reading off the task and pur-
pose of adjacent units and higher ech-
elons of command is an academic dis-
service. The scout, the “jack of all 
trades” – who is executing within mis-
sion command, supporting at a mini-
mum the brigade commander – must 
intrinsically understand how his/her 
organization fits into the larger picture. 
Devoid of this knowledge, the scout 
will miss fleeting opportunities and be 

unable to maintain freedom of maneu-
ver.

The scout must understand how the 
brigade commander thinks and his/her 
endstate, information requirements 
and decision points. No disrespect to 
the Army’s squadron commanders, but 
the cavalry squadrons and battalion 
scout platoons do not serve subordi-
nate interests. Scout platoons exist to 
“answer the mail” for the brigade or 
division commander as part of the larg-
er IC plan. Therefore, it is paramount 
for the scout to understand the opera-
tional environment through the bri-
gade commander’s eyes.

Scouts need to understand whether 
they are executing a reconnaissance 
push or a reconnaissance pull. This sin-
gle-factor alone aids in the develop-
ment of the friendly scheme of maneu-
ver and the CRG.

The scout must still understand who 
the adjacent units are so that, when 
necessary, support may be requested 
from local units rather than relying on 
support from the parent organization. 
An integrated support architecture 
(Class I, III, V, maintenance, medical 
and fires) enables the scout to main-
tain freedom of maneuver rather than 
have the scheme of support dictate the 
scheme of maneuver. To execute mis-
sion command as it’s doctrinally in-
tended to be, and as scouts claim they 
have done for generations, the condi-
tions that determine the endstate 
must first be known. Knowledge of the 
endstate and knowing where the scout 
fits into the larger picture enables dis-
ciplined initiative to be taken by the 
scout leader, thereby enabling free-
dom of maneuver and orienting on the 
reconnaissance objective.

Understand CRG/CSG
Speaking at the Association of U.S. 
Army National Meeting in October 
2016, Army Chief of Staff GEN Mark A. 
Milley said the necessity and “willing-
ness to disobey specific orders” is cru-
cial when battlefield realities change 
and there is no time or functioning 
channel to consult superiors. To follow 
the Army chief of staff’s “controversial” 
guidance presented in his quote, the 
scout is owed detailed CRG and/or 
CSG. Without it, the scout cannot truly 
execute and achieve mission command 

Figure 2. The scout uses terrain to maneuver out of contact with enemy forces 
to a position of relative advantage, thereby maintaining freedom of maneu-
ver. (Adapted from Figure 4-12, ATP 2-01.3)
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or, just as importantly, the command-
er’s intent. CRG and CSG are the bread 
and butter of cavalry operations.

Granted, there is no codified position 
in doctrine where the CRG is to be 
placed within the OPORD; however, it’s 
my opinion that the CRG is an exten-
sion of the commander’s intent and 
should be briefed immediately follow-
ing the endstate in Paragraph 3. A sec-
ond option is to brief the CRG after the 
concept of the operations and brief 
changes to the overarching CRG by 
phase during the scheme of maneuver.

Counterintuitive terms
No matter where it’s briefed, the CRG 
is critically important and often misun-
derstood. A disproportionate amount 
of the problem stems from the use of 
counterintuitive terms (for example, 
“rapid,” “disengage,” “displacement” 
and “bypass”). Another problem is that 
the “go to” manual for a clear under-
standing of CRG is FM 3-98,7 which is 
viewed by junior leaders as a brigade-
level manual.

As I wrote in a previous article entitled 
“Observations from the Army Recon-
naissance Course,” published in AR-
MOR magazine‘s Fall 2018 edition, one 
of the CRG’s emphases is the tempo of 
reconnaissance, which refers to the 
level of detail and the level of covert-
ness required by the scout platoon to 
best accomplish its mission. Tempo is 
described by four terms: rapid, delib-
erate, stealthy and forceful. Rapid and 
deliberate are levels of detail and are 
mutually exclusive, meaning a scout 
platoon cannot be rapid and deliberate 
at the same time. Stealthy and force-
ful are mutually exclusive levels of co-
vertness, meaning a scout platoon can-
not be stealthy and forceful at the 
same time. (Editor’s note: See https://
www.benning.army.mil/Armor/eAR-
M O R / c o n t e n t / i s s u e s / 2 0 1 8 /
Fall/4Zang18.pdf to read the article in 
its entirety.)

Engagement criteria are protocols that 
specify the circumstances for initiating 
engagement with an enemy force. 
They can be either restrictive or per-
missive. Scout-platoon leaders must 
define the size and type of force they 
expect their subordinate units to en-
gage and avoid. This enables planning 
the use of direct and indirect fires. 

Engagement criteria must be extreme-
ly precise to avoid confusion.

Disengagement criteria are protocols 
that specify when to avoid contact or 
when to disengage from a fight to 
avoid becoming decisively engaged 
while retaining freedom of maneuver. 
If a scout platoon does not understand 
or violates its disengagement criteria, 
it will likely become decisively engaged 
and have to fight the battle to its con-
clusion.

Displacement criteria are triggers for 
a planned withdrawal, passage of lines 
or a reconnaissance handover between 
units. Displacement criteria are also 
conditions that are either event-driven 
(for example, associated PIR met), 
time-driven (for example, the latest-
time-information-is-of-value trigger 
met) or threat-driven (for example, 
identification of enemy reserve).

Recon-management 
techniques
The scout must inculcate reconnais-
sance-management techniques, using 
aspects of all three to gain and main-
tain contact on his/her terms without 
becoming decisively engaged. FM 3-988 

defines cueing as the integration of 
one or more types of reconnaissance 
or surveillance systems to provide in-
formation that directs follow-on collec-
tion of more detailed information by 
another system. Mixing is the use of 
two or more different assets to collect 
against the same intelligence require-
ment. Redundancy is the use of two or 
more like assets to collect against the 
same intelligence requirement. The IC 

matrix is the “fighting product” that il-
lustrates an organization’s usage of re-
connaissance-management tech-
niques.

It is best to consider use of the recon-
naissance-management techniques 
along two lines of effort. First, focus on 
capabilities rather than assets. By this, 
the scout should determine what is 
necessary to observe assigned named 
areas of interest (NAIs) (thermal capa-
bility, aerial assets, etc.) as opposed to 
requesting specific pieces of equip-
ment.

This ties directly into the second line 
of effort: work with what one organi-
cally possesses. Too often the IC plan 
relies on assets beyond the scout’s 
control (for example, echelons-above-
brigade UAS assets). It is better to 
think of these assets as contingencies. 
Based on the weather, changing condi-
tions on the battlefield and changes to 
prioritization by commanders at eche-
lon, the odds of a platoon-level leader 
receiving some form of control over 
the assets such as the Shadow, Preda-
tor, etc., is minimal. Worse yet, it pro-
vides a false sense of reality.

The National Training Center (NTC), 
with all lines of support focusing on a 
single brigade, does not present a re-
alistic appraisal of future conflict. In an 
environment where all domains of bat-
tle are contested by a peer or near-
peer threat, these division-and-above 
assets will be used to conduct the deep 
fight against strategic high-value and 
high-payoff targets. Therefore, the 
scout must return to reliance on their 
“leather personnel carriers” and imple-

Figure 3. CRG-tempo.
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mentation of the “all-weather scout.”

With that in mind, platoon-level lead-
ers must plan and account for their dis-
mounted element. The dismounts are 
not mere “crunchies” in the back of the 
vehicle. They are combat multipliers, 
capable of extending the width of the 
screen, stealthily infiltrating to an NAI 
in support of an area reconnaissance 
or clearing an intervisibility line to pro-
vide local security for the mounted el-
ement.

Figure 4 helps understanding of recon-
naissance-management techniques. In 
the diagram, 1st Platoon is operating in 
a two-section concept. Both sections 
are currently relying on their mounted 
platforms to conduct reconnaissance 
of NAI 209 to confirm or deny the pres-
ence of an enemy observation post 
(OP) that may serve as early warning 
to the templated obstacle and enemy 
mounted element at NAI 210. In this 
example, since both elements are 
mounted and using the same capabili-
ties, this constitutes redundancy.

In Figure 5, the southern mounted el-
ement has elected to position itself in 

a hide position to deploy its dismount-
ed squad to establish an OP. This is an 
example of mixing, in which the pla-
toon uses both mounted and dis-
mounted elements, each with separate 
capabilities to collect against the same 
NAI.

In Figure 6, a low-level voice intercepts 
(LLVI) team, attached to the platoon 
headquarters, received signals intelli-
gence about enemy voice transmis-
sions in vicinity of the platoon’s south-
ern boundary. Given this, the platoon 
leader changed his task-organization 
from a two-section to a three-section 
concept and allocated the platoon’s 
Raven to the southern section. This is 
an example of cueing, in which the in-
formation received by the LLVI team 
triggered the follow-on collection by 
other platoon assets (one section and 
the Raven).

PACE plan
The scout must be prepared to deci-
sively fight and win a battle without 
becoming decisively engaged. To meet 
the commander’s intent, the scout 
must integrate elements from 

throughout the organic platoon/troop 
as well as from across the brigade com-
bat team. It is insufficient for a scout 
to solely rely on indirect fires to de-
stroy enemy elements (particularly 
mounted elements). The scout must in-
crease lethality with dismounted anti-
tank capabilities (Javelin, AT-4 and Carl 
Gustav) and employ such assets to de-
stroy and harass threat forces.

The scout leader must account for all 
enemy templated on the situational 
template during the scheme-of-ma-
neuver-development portion of the 
OPORD process. Also, the scout needs 
to possess more than one means to ac-
count for said enemy. This is not to 
state there must be four proposed 
means to handle the enemy presented, 
but more than one CoA and plan must 
be present. For example, if the platoon 
is established in a screen with dis-
mounted OPs to the front and flank 
against an armored threat, the plan 
could be:
• M777;
• Dismounted Javelins;
• 120mm mortars; and

Figure 4.
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• Mobile Gun System/Anti-Tank Guided 
Missile + Abrams/Bradleys.

The scout will not always possess the 
capability to harness the entirety of 
these weapons systems; however, it’s 
critically important the scout move be-
yond the pedantic viewpoint of a PACE 
plan only relating to communications. 
A leader, particularly a reconnaissance 
and security leader, must be prepared 
to accomplish the commander’s intent 
and establish conditions for the future 
success of the higher headquarters 
through many means. Also, the goal is 
to place the enemy into more forms of 
contact simultaneously than he/she 
can adequately handle.

Rehearsals
Rehearsals need to move beyond cli-
ché as one of the first things to be cut 
due to time constraints in the troop-
leading procedures (TLP). Also, units 
must move beyond using the cop-out 
“per unit SOP” during the TLP and 
OPORD process. An SOP is only useful 
and possesses a chance to survive first 
contact if it is practiced. Merely putting 
an SOP together immediately before 

an NTC rotation to appease the observ-
er/coach/trainer is academically lazy.

At a minimum, all organizations should 
rehearse actions on contact (mounted 
and dismounted, against direct, indi-
rect, UAS and improvised explosive de-
vices) and actions on the objective. 
Furthermore, how a rehearsal is con-
ducted is just as important as merely 
conducting one.

Rehearsals need not be cumbersome 
at platoon level. The platoon must 
maximize its time and effectiveness to 
develop a shared understanding. A rec-
ommendation is for the platoon to 
conduct, at a minimum, two rehears-
als. The first rehearsal should be con-
ducted as if the “gods have favored 
you” and no friction arises. This allows 
platoon members to build confidence 
in the plan briefed.

Once the platoon knows the plan, a 
“dirty run” occurs through use of the 
platoon sergeant (or, if possible, the 
troop executive officer or first ser-
geant). During this iteration, a leader 
assumes the “red hat” and injects fric-
tion into the already established plan 

to work through contingencies and 
identify areas that require intellectual 
energy to defeat the enemy. I recom-
mend that during this iteration the pla-
toon come in contact from enemy forc-
es, be assessed a casualty (so as to re-
hearse the casualty-evacuation plan), 
be presented a significant mainte-
nance issue and be placed in varying 
degrees of chemical, biological, radio-
logical, nuclear and high-yield explo-
sives threat.

While there will more than likely not 
be enough time to fully develop each 
scenario, the charge of the “red hat” is 
to focus on what is most probable (ac-
cording to the IPB analysis) to prepare 
the platoon for that eventuality, there-
by establishing an environment where 
the platoon can retain its freedom of 
maneuver.

Conclusion
The reconnaissance fundamentals of 
“gain and maintain enemy contact” 
and “retain freedom of maneuver” ap-
pear at first glance to be mutually ex-
clusive and at odds with one another. 
However, through a disciplined 

Figure 5.
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approach and reliance on the funda-
mentals, platoon-level scout leaders 
can place their organizations in a posi-
tion of relative advantage to achieve 
success and the commander’s intent 
while not violating the fundamentals. 
By conducting a to-standard IPB, un-
derstanding where their element fits 
into the higher concept of the opera-
tion, inculcating CRG/CSG, using recon-
naissance-management techniques, 
developing a PACE plan for contact 
with the enemy and holding rehears-
als, platoon-level leaders will find 
themselves well situated to win the 
first contact of the next war.

CPT Patrick Zang is the course director 
for the Army Reconnaissance Course, 
Troop B, 3rd Squadron, 16th Cavalry Reg-
iment, Fort Benning, GA. His previous 
assignments include commander, 
Troop C, 2nd Squadron, 13th Cavalry 
Regiment, Fort Bliss, TX, and (when de-
ployed) Camp Buehring, Kuwait; assis-
tant S-3. 2-13 Cav, 3rd Brigade, 1st Ar-
mored Division, Fort Bliss; executive of-
ficer, Troop G, 3rd Squadron, 3rd 
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TX; mortar-platoon leader, Headquar-
ters and Headquarters Troop, 3-3 Cav, 
Fort Hood; and tank-platoon leader, 
Troop I, 3-3 Cav, Fort Hood. CPT Zang’s 
military schools include the Cavalry 
Leader’s Course, Maneuver Captain’s 
Career Course, Infantry Mortar Lead-
er ’s Course, Army Reconnaissance 
Course, Armor Officer Basic Course and 
Airborne School. He has a bachelor’s of 
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1 FM 3-98, Reconnaissance and Security 
Operations, July 1, 2015.
2 Ibid.
3 ATP 2-01.3, Intelligence Preparation of 
the Battlefield, November 2014.
4 Ibid.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid.
7 FM 3-98.
8 Ibid.

AO – area of operations
ASCOPE – areas, structures, 
capabilities, organizations, people, 
events
ATP – Army technical publication
CoA – course of action
CRG – commander’s 
reconnaissance guidance
CSG – commander’s security 
guidance
FM – field manual
GTAO – graphic-terrain-analysis 
overlay
IC – information collection
IPB – intelligence preparation of the 
battlefield
KOCOA – key terrain, observation 
and fields of fire, cover and 
concealment, obstacles, avenues of 
approach
LLVI – low-level voice intercept
NAI – named area of interest
NTC – National Training Center
OAKOC – observation and fields of 
fire, avenues of approach, key 
terrain, obstacles, cover and 
concealment
OP – observation post
OPORD – operations order
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PACE – primary, alternate, 
contingency and emergency
PIR – priority intelligence 
requirement
PL – phase line

PMESII – political, military, 
economic, social, information, 
infrastructure
PMESII-PT – political, military, 
economic, social, information, 
infrastructure, physical environment, 
time

SOP – standard operating 
procedures
TACSOP – tactical standard 
operating procedures
TLP – troop-leading procedures
UAS – unmanned aerial system

Acronym Quick-Scan Continued
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Understanding the Tempo of 
Reconnaissance

by CPT Nathan Sitterley

The term tempo, as defined by Army 
Doctrinal Publication 3-90, Offense 
and Defense, is a rate of speed and 
rhythm of military operations over 
time with respect to the enemy. The 
doctrine should also relate tempo to 
the capabilities and supporting efforts 
within an organization. This definition, 
though different than the definition of 
the tempo of reconnaissance, does re-
late. Tempo generally controls or alters 
the rate of the operation to maintain 
the initiative for offensive operations. 
This type of “tempo” is what most 
Army leaders are familiar with.

Visualization is key when it comes to 
tempo. Field Manual (FM) 3-98, Recon-
naissance and Security Operations, in-
cludes an “X” chart that describes the 
two sets of tempo: rapid and forceful, 
and stealthy and deliberate. The pur-
pose of this article is to 1) examine 
where we can actually apply tempo 
within reconnaissance operations; and 
2) familiarize commanders with a few 
more reconnaissance tempos that are 
acceptable to mitigate risks.

Before jumping into the reconnais-
sance tempo, commanders and scouts 
must identify the framework of recon-
naissance. This is once again different 
than the sequence of offensive and de-
fensive operations. Although not in the 
d o c t r i n e ,  t h e  f ra m e wo r k  o f 

reconnaissance builds a reconnais-
sance mission sequentially. This is 
mainly used as a planning tool to help 
sequence and give left and right limits 
to subordinates from the commander. 
This overview should help simplify re-
connaissance planning.

Offense / defense 
operations sequence
• Gain and maintain threat contact;
• Disrupt;
• Fix;
• Maneuver; and
• Follow through.

Reconnaissance 
framework 
• Planning and preparation;
• Infiltration/insertion;
• Counter-reconnaissance;
• Transition to security operations;
• R e c o n n a i s s a n c e  h a n d o v e r /

information collection; and
• Consolidation and reorganization.

This informal sequence illustrates 
chronological events that must be ex-
ecuted to accomplish the mission se-
quentially. Understandably, reconnais-
sance must allow for flexibility within 
the plan. It must have decision points 
for commanders to answer. Reconnais-
sance tempo will help determine 

commanders’ decision points if we ap-
ply it correctly within the framework. 
Note: tempo operates within the op-
erational timeline and gives guidance 
about how much time and exposure 
scouts have to collect and gather de-
tailed information.

Tempo overall helps commanders as-
sume risk. However, to understand in-
herent risks within the operational en-
vironment, commanders must have sit-
uational awareness to make calculated 
decisions. This balances the scale for 
the art and science of mission com-
mand when giving the commander’s 
reconnaissance guidance (CRG) to your 
subordinates. Commanders should 
rarely allow platoon leaders to create 
their own tempo that is not realistic, 
feasible, calculated nor synchronized 
with his or her reconnaissance opera-
tion. This is not the platoon leader’s 
role.

What tempos mean
Let’s deep dive into what these tempos 
mean. There are two axes according to 
our chart. The Y-axis describes the 
amount of detail a scout is going to col-
lect. Detail includes the amount of 
time it will take for an element to be as 
thorough as possible and meet all the 
critical tasks when it comes to certain 
forms of reconnaissance operations. 
The X-axis describes the level of co-
vertness and willingness to fight the 
enemy to gain this information. Infor-
mation is the raw data that must be 
analyzed. This then turns into intelli-
gence and is shared vertically and hor-
izontally. The art of gathering and col-
lecting information has higher risks 
than forming intelligence. Therefore, 
tempo helps commanders reduce or 
mitigate certain risks while his or her 
scouts collect those information re-
quirements.

Rapid and forceful. This describes the 
level of information to be more quick-
ly collected. All information collection 
should be complete and be in accor-
dance with the unit reporting standard 
operating procedures. Rapid also uses 
the lack of time as a critical factor 

Figure 1. The Y-axis describes the amount of detail a scout is going to collect. 
The X-axis describes the level of covertness and willingness to fight the enemy 
to gain information.
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within the mission variable (e.g., mis-
sion, enemy, terrain, troops available, 
time and civilian considerations, or 
METT-TC). Forceful describes the will-
ingness to fight and the level of covert-
ness of the element. Commanders 
must give aggressive or discreet en-
gagement criteria to their subordinates 
to help preserve combat power and 
avoid decisive engagements.

An example of rapid and forceful tem-
po would be a mounted section con-
ducting a hasty route reconnaissance 
using a rapid way of calculating the ra-
dius of a curve. This allows the com-
mander to assume risk on certain radii 
of curves that would or would not per-
mit the turning radius of their largest 
supporting vehicle or follow-on units. 
The reconnaissance framework this 
falls under is during infiltration/inser-
tion and at times during information 
collection based on the mission vari-
ables.

Stealthy and deliberate. At most, 
scouts should be moving at one kilo-
meter per hour during this tempo. This 
is once again based on the command-
er’s scheme of information collection. 
During this type of reconnaissance 
tempo, the commander must be de-
scriptive in his or her information col-
lection plan. All lateral routes, key ter-
rains, ford sites, etc. will be reconnoi-
tered in accordance with Annex L and 
his or her scheme of information col-
lection. This tempo generally fits in 
during counter-reconnaissance near a 
named area of interest, target area of 
interest, obstacles or built-up areas.

This is where commanders must break 
down their priority intelligence re-
quirements (PIR) according to FM 3-98. 
Being more descriptive in the informa-
tion requirements does not hurt your 
subordinates. It allows him or her to 
meet your intent when it comes to that 
specific detail of that particular PIR.

Rapid and stealthy. To some this is an 
unfamiliar tempo. To state it simply, 
this occurs when moving from Point A 
to Point B. Collection of information is 
limited to maintain stealth. Compro-
mise to the infiltration or exfiltration is 
unacceptable. It is one of the funda-
mentals to perform continuous recon-
naissance. Scouts are going to gather 
information about certain routes or 

possible areas of a cache site, but this 
is not their mission. This is what we 
like to call little “r” or little reconnais-
sance in support of the big “R” or big 
reconnaissance. This part of the mis-
sion requires little detail-gathering be-
cause it lacks reconnaissance objec-
tives and possibly cover/concealment. 
This generally happens within the infil-
tration/insertion sequence after cross-
ing the line of departure.

Forceful and deliberate. This tempo 
may contradict certain subject-matter 
experts when it comes to reconnais-
sance. If we examine this carefully, 
sensitive-site exploitation falls within 
this tempo. Scouts do go into built-up 
areas within their capable means. They 
do cordon off areas to gain deliberate 
information on the population as well 
as key infrastructures.

Urban operations, no matter how 
small, are among the most risky oper-
ations. To mitigate risks, commanders 
must specify the information require-
ments as well as enforce the latest 
time information of value for his or her 
subordinates. This particular tempo 
usually occurs during the information 
collection and consolidation frame-
work of reconnaissance. Remember, 
you and your subordinates cannot col-
lect everything. You must prioritize 
your information requirements here.

This article should explain a little bit of 
the nuisances of planning for the tem-
po of reconnaissance within CRG. Com-
m a n d e r s  m u s t  a s s e s s  t h e 

reconnaissance tempo and apply it 
within the reconnaissance framework. 
Overall, tempo helps commanders as-
sume risks and maintains a sense of 
situational awareness on the battle-
field.

CPT Nathan Sitterley is S-4 of 2-1 Cav-
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Awareness Training, Army Reconnais-
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Figure 2. A scout from Troop A, 3-4 Cav, scans the horizon in search of the ene-
my counter-reconnaissance force in Pohakuloa Training Area on the Big Island 
of Hawaii during Operation Raider Strike 2015. (Photo by CPT Nathan Sitterley)
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Reconnaissance Pull in the Offense:
a Mexican-American War Case Study

by MAJ Nathan A. Jennings

Reconnaissance by cavalry formations 
is a critical enabling function for bri-
gades and divisions executing decisive 
action in unified land operations. Doc-
trinally defined as a proactive action to 
collect information about threats, in-
frastructure, terrain, weather and so-
ciety, the forward action is typically di-
vided into two techniques: pull and 
push. While the former, according to 
Field Manual (FM) 3-98, Reconnais-
sance and Security Operations, gains 
“an understanding of enemy weak-
nesses” to “pull the main body to po-
sitions of tactical advantage,” the lat-
ter is employed when commanders 
have a “thorough understanding of the 
operational environment” and “push 
reconnaissance assets” into “areas of 

operation to confirm, deny and vali-
date planning assumptions.”1

Though it remains important for caval-
ry formations to master both tech-
niques, cursory assessment of Ameri-
can conflicts since the onset of mech-
anization reveals that scouts are 
pushed during offensive campaigns far 
more often than they meaningfully pull 
their higher echelon. World War II, the 
Persian Gulf War and Operation Iraqi 
Freedom, for example, all featured reg-
iments and squadrons that were com-
pelled to adopt rapid and forceful in-
formation collection based on opera-
tional and political demands placed on 
their higher headquarters’ tempo. In 
this context, the aim by most cavalry 
units to conduct deliberate and 

stealthy movement is historically unre-
alistic; ground reconnaissance actions 
in future conflicts will likely remain ac-
celerated and aggressive to inform ad-
vanced-stage planning and execution. 

Monterrey campaign
One instructive example of reconnais-
sance pull, however, can be found in 
the 19th Century, when the U.S. Army 
invaded northern Mexico during the 
Mexican-American War. In that con-
flict, a small expeditionary force of 
3,550 Soldiers under future U.S. Presi-
dent GEN Zachary Taylor crossed the 
Rio Grande, defeated larger Mexican 
armies and captured the provincial 
capital of Monterrey to secure Ameri-
can control of Texas. Throughout his 
a d v a n c e  –  w h i c h  r e q u i r e d 

Figure 1. CPT Charles A. May’s squadron of 2nd Dragoons (now 2nd Cavalry Regiment) slashes through enemy lines in an 
attack at Resaca de la Palma, TX, May 9, 1846, a battle that climaxed the opening campaigns of the Mexican-American 
War. The cavalry squadron’s bravery proved that the 2,500 American soldiers under GEN Zachary Taylor had enough 
self-confidence and pluck to shatter the Mexican force of 6,000 and eject it forever from Texas. Thereafter throughout 
the war, the U.S. Army never lacked daring. May’s attack order was simple and effective: “Remember your regiment 
and follow your officers.” (U.S. Army in Action Series; painting commissioned by the U.S. Army and in the public domain)
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maneuvering deep into unfamiliar and 
hostile territory – the general relied on 
volunteer cavalry in the form of feder-
alized Texas Rangers to constantly in-
form his movement. These scouts ef-
fectively fulfilled the modern Army’s 
imperative for reconnaissance units to 
“enable all units to seize, retain and ex-
ploit the initiative across the range of 
military operations.”

The requirement for Lone Star scouts 
in the Monterrey Campaign, which 
lasted from April to September 1846, 
began with Taylor’s initial offensive 
along the Rio Grande. As veterans of 
the Wars of the Texas Republic, the 
Lone Star scouts’ expertise in mounted 
warfare proved critical as the American 
expedition marched into unfamiliar 
terrain and grappled with the much 
larger Mexican army. The volunteers’ 
contributions during the forcible entry 
reflected traditional functions of light 
cavalry in the post-Napoleonic era as 
they explored far ahead of the infantry 
and artillery columns to identify traf-
ficable routes, deflect opposing scouts 
and report enemy presence. Their fa-
miliarity with desert navigation and 
Mexican culture, in addition to their 
native horses’ acclimatized endurance, 
allowed them to patrol farther than 
the unprepared U.S. dragoons.

This type of wartime augmentation by 
locally recruited partisans held a com-
monplace role in 19th Century warfare. 
Known alternately as irregular or aux-
iliary cavalry, the Texas Rangers’ ama-
teur status reflected their informal tra-
dition and temporary activation in con-
trast with the professionalism and per-
manency of the branches of most na-
tion-state armies. Similar to allied In-
dians serving the U.S. Army, Russian 
Cossacks in Europe or the Silladar Na-
tive Horsemen of British India at that 
time, Texas volunteers supplanted the 
American regulars’ mobility deficiency 
with region-specific skills.2

A former Texas Ranger named Samuel 
Walker, originally from Maryland, or-
ganized and led the first scout compa-
ny to ride south. After beginning active 
service with an inauspicious start when 
a Mexican patrol overran their forward 
camp April 28, Walker and his volun-
teers gained national fame when they 
re-established communications be-
tween the American main army at Port 

Isabel and a forward infantry outpost 
on the Rio Grande. The act required 
the Texans to break through a substan-
tial Mexican screen, which had stymied 
Taylor’s remaining dragoons, to make 
contact with the isolated battalion. Ab-
ner Doubleday, a U.S. artillery officer 
with the army, praised the “gallant” 
Walker in his journal, noting that “in 
spite of the dangers and obstacles he 
succeeded in executing his daring proj-
ect.”3

On May 7, 1846, the war moved be-
yond skirmishing and into main-force 
combat when Taylor decisively defeat-
ed the Mexican Army of the North at 
the Battle of Palo Alto and followed 
with another bloody victory at Resaca 
de la Palma the next day. The general 
accomplished these feats through in-
novative positioning of “flying artil-
lery,” or mobile light cannon, along the 
frontlines that enabled it to fire direct-
ly into the opposing infantry ranks. LT 
Napoleon Dana, 7th U.S. Infantry Regi-
ment, called the victory “a horrid spec-
tacle” and “remarkable and brilliant,” 
while noting that “grape and canister 
shot had literally mowed them down.”4 
Texas scouts resumed reconnaissance 
duty as the shattered Mexican army re-
treated south.

Reconnaissance pull 
into Mexico
Taylor elected to build on his battle-
field success with a deeper invasion of 
Mexico to solidify American control of 
Texas and compel territorial conces-
sions. However, he and his command-
ers had little intelligence concerning 
routes and enemy disposition to their 
front. To inform his planning, the gen-
eral dispatched a combined force of 
dragoons and Texans May 19 to locate 
the Mexican retrograde. This force in-
cluded a newly arrived volunteer com-
pany led by another former Ranger, 
CPT John Price. CPT William Henry of 
3rd U.S. Infantry Regiment recalled how 
the riders followed the retreating en-
emy for almost 60 miles and then “fell 
in with the rearguard of the army and 
attacked them.” The task force suffered 
two wounded in the skirmish and sub-
sequently reported the enemy position 
to Taylor.5

Events continued to develop south of 
the Rio Grande, while the newly 

annexed state of Texas mobilized two 
full mounted rifles regiments of 10 
companies each, numbered 1st and 2nd 
respectively, to address Taylor’s mobil-
ity requirement. The general had be-
gun his advance west from Matamoros 
throughout the first and second weeks 
of June, and a third company of Texas 
scouts, under famed frontier fighter 
CPT Ben McCulloch, joined the army 
May 23. He joined the others in a field 
camp that Samuel Reid, a scout from 
Louisiana in McCulloch’s company, 
compared to “a Hottentot hamlet” and 
an “Indian village.” On June 5, Taylor 
dispatched Price’s men to provide 
route security for 1st U.S. Infantry Reg-
iment’s march to the town of Reynosa 
60 miles up the Rio Grande.6

On June 12, the Texans began concert-
ed forward patrols to inform and “pull” 
the Army’s columns into unfamiliar ter-
ritory. McCulloch’s company, in partic-
ular, rode southeast toward Linares to, 
as reported by Reid, “gain information 
touching the number and disposition 
of the enemy.” They also hoped to as-
certain if a passable southern ap-
proach to Monterrey existed to sup-
port “the line of march for a large divi-
sion, with its artillery and wagons.” 
Aware of possible observation by 
“Mexican spies,” the scouts feinted to-
ward Reynosa and then cut cross-coun-
try to the Linares Road after nightfall. 
After finding that direction impassable 
for the expedition’s logistical and artil-
lery trains, they returned to report 
findings and established a temporary 
camp with 1st U.S. Infantry at Reynosa.7

The Texans’ region-specific capabilities 
made them uniquely suited to shape 
Taylor’s scheme of maneuver through-
out the invasion. In one instance, 
which revealed the advantage of pre-
vious border experience during the 
Texas Republic’s many wars against 
Mexico, McCulloch’s reconnaissance 
party leveraged cultural familiarity 
against an enemy patrol. The Ranger 
captain first deceived the enemy by 
hailing them in Spanish before opening 
fire and capturing a mail carrier. He 
then translated a captured map and 
questioned local civilians, which yield-
ed intelligence on the dearth of water 
and forage ahead. This conversancy in 
the Spanish language represented an-
other of the Texans’ unique skills.8
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Forward and proactive information col-
lection by mobile scouts, so critically 
needed to maneuver cumbersome 19th 
Century infantry and artillery regi-
ments through foreign landscapes, 
made the Lone Star auxiliaries an indis-
pensable asset during the American 
advance into Mexico. Taylor himself 
later reported of McCulloch that “his 
valuable services as a partisan and spy 
were greatly needed.” He went on – in 
language uncharacteristically generous 
for a Regular Army officer speaking of 
disdained volunteers – to note that 
“the services rendered by MAJ McCull-
och and his men, particularly in 

reconnoitering … were of the highest 
importance.”9

The American general continued to ad-
vance his infantry regiments west 
along the Rio Grande toward Camargo, 
Mier and the provincial capital of Mon-
terrey through early July with McCull-
och’s men riding ahead. The newly ar-
rived 2nd Regiment, Texas Mounted Ri-
fles, now followed the invading col-
umn’s trail, passing through Reynosa 
on July 24, while 1st Regiment, Texas 
Mounted Rifles, continued its march 
from south Texas toward Matamoros. 
McCulloch again proved useful during 
th is  movement  with  another 

reconnaissance, this time focusing on 
the northern “China Road.” When the 
scouts disqualified the use of that way 
due to restrictive terrain, Taylor noted 
that the Texans had “given valuable in-
formation touching on one of the 
routes to Monterrey.”10

By late August, the main infantry bri-
gades, artillery companies, engineer 
detachments, McCulloch’s and Price’s 
scouts and, more importantly, the 10 
mounted companies of 2nd Texas had 
consolidated at Camargo. This placed 
most of the expeditionary force about 
halfway to the strategic objective at 
Monterrey. Taylor then employed 

Figure 2. Overview map showing U.S. forces’ movements into Mexico. Movements of units mentioned in this article are 
on the central-eastern side of Mexico. (Map courtesy of Wikimedia, https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/
thumb/0/0b/mexican–american_war_%28without_scott%27s_campaign%29-en.svg/2000px-mexican–american_
war_%28without_scott%27s_campaign%29-en.svg.png)
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McCulloch to assess the next route, 
this time to Mier and Cerravlo, while 
reporting that 2nd Texas was “rendering 
useful service as escorts.” The veteran 
Ranger company also officially reorga-
nized into 1st Texas Regiment under an-
other famous Texan, COL John Coffey 
Hays, during this time.11

While 2nd Texas provided close support 
to the army’s infantry brigades, the 
eight companies of 1st Texas secured 
the army’s southern flank. Taylor not-
ed that the mounted regiment was “on 
its march from Matamoras, having tak-
en San Fernando along its route, which 
passed through a part of the country 
not before examined.” A journalist 
from The Picayune (New Orleans) 
newspaper reported the Texans would 
“take up the line of march again to-
morrow and move for a town called 
China, about 150 miles from this 
place.” He also noted that “at China, 
the regiment will probably join the 
main body of the army.” Reid simply 
called the maneuver a “long scout.” 
This circuitous movement cleared a 
large tract of enemy Mexican guerril-
las while preventing an organized sur-
prise attack against Taylor’s extended 
lines of communication.12

On Aug. 19, the American column 
veered away from the Rio Grande and 
toward the prize of Monterrey. While 
most of 1st and 2nd Texas moved as in-
tact regiments, the general retained 
McCulloch’s company and another led 
by former Ranger G.A. Gillespie to ex-
plore the remaining route to Monter-
rey. The scouts patrolled southwest 
and arrived at the town of Cerralvo 
Sept. 5 with the lead infantry regi-
ments close behind. The long train of 
American foot and cannon units soon 
closed in and established a temporary 
camp. The 1st Texas, still guarding the 
army’s southern flank, skirmished 
against Mexican cavalry to the south 
during this period, losing three men 
but fulfilling its mission.13 

On Sept. 15, the twin Texan regiments 
consolidated as a volunteer brigade of 
mounted rifles under nominal com-
mand of Texas Gov. James Henderson 
and moved to converge with the main 
column at Marin. PVT James Holland, 
a volunteer enlisted scout from Harri-
son County, TX, recalled that a detach-
ment of “about 100 men were ordered 

in advance as spies.”14 McCulloch’s and 
Gillespie’s companies remained de-
tached from the ad hoc brigade to 
work directly for the commanding gen-
eral. As Taylor’s trusted scouts, they 
patrolled ahead to meet their parent 
regiment in Marin. Once there, Taylor 
issued the order of battle and the plan 
for the expected assault on Monterrey.

On Sept. 14, while leading the Ameri-
can advance, McCulloch’s riders con-
ducted effective counter-reconnais-
sance by defeating a larger Mexican 
cavalry force near Marin. Reid de-
scribed how the enemy horsemen 
“opened fire with their escopetas, or 
carbines, which was returned by our 
boys in a most spirited manner.” He 
then wrote that “the Mexicans stag-
gered under our fire and retreated into 
the town in the greatest confusion.” 
With the Mexican scouts in retreat, the 
Texans advanced to occupy the town 
Sept. 15, only 25 miles from the pro-
vincial capital. Though just a skirmish, 
this engagement underscored the le-
thality of the Texans’ Colt revolvers and 
degraded the Mexican commander’s 
ability to observe the invader’s ap-
proach.15

The American army arrived in Marin in 
separate brigade columns over the 
next few days, while Taylor again em-
ployed his Texans to scout ahead, this 
time as his personal escort to facilitate 
a commander’s reconnaissance. As 
chronicled by Dana, “As soon as GEN 
Taylor arrived at his camp, he and an 
escort of dragoons and two companies 
of Texas Rangers went to reconnoiter 
the enemy’s positions.” This action fa-
cilitated the final refinement of the 
battle plan as the commander and his 
staff officers saw the objective for the 
first time. On Sept. 18, the full Lone 
Star Brigade arrived at the American 
camp, bringing the expedition to more 
than 6,000 men.16

The expedition began its final march 
south toward Monterrey Sept. 19. Tay-
lor ordered the “Texas mounted 
troops” to “form the advance … except 
for two companies to  compose  the  
rearguard.” This directive preserved 
the infantry and dragoons from fatigu-
ing advance and rearguard security du-
ties while retaining them in close-order 
formation for the impending assault. 
The Texans’ sequence of march as the 

army’s vanguard consisted of Gil-
lespie’s company, McCulloch’s compa-
ny, 1st Texas Regiment and 2nd Texas 
Regiment. Taylor followed with three 
infantry divisions comprised of regu-
lars, followed by several volunteer in-
fantry regiments.17

The consolidated weight of the Ameri-
can army now advanced inexorably to-
ward its objective. As remembered by 
Walter Lane, a young Texas Revolution 
veteran riding with 1st Texas, the inva-
sion force marched “as if it were like 
the ocean’s swell” and “formed a noble 
and imposing pageantry.” Most Sol-
diers were eager to participate in what 
they expected to be the culminating 
battle of the war. Another scout re-
counted how the Mexican cavalry “in 
proud array, with lances bright,” con-
tested the advance. The Texans were 
soon “charging at full gallop,” and the 
enemy was “seen to wheel and retreat 
toward the city.”18 When the Texans 
reached the hill overlooking Monter-
rey, they halted to allow Taylor’s staff 
engineers, which included future Con-
federate GEN Robert E. Lee, to conduct 
a final assessment of the daunting for-
tifications.19

This final act of counter-reconnais-
sance on behalf of the expedition al-
lowed the line regiments to deploy un-
molested from line-of-march to attack 
positions along advantageous ap-
proaches. In the following days, the 
consolidated army – relatively un-
scathed and unfatigued in large part 
due to the Texans’ reconnaissance-pull 
actions – would attack and capture one 
of Mexico’s greatest urban centers 
with a bold plan that fixed the garrison 
to the east while enveloping from the 
west. Despite its massive fortifications 
and more than 10,000 defenders, 
which one Soldier called a “second 
West Point in strength,” Monterrey 
would soon fall under a series of 
bloody assaults that swiftly led to its 
capitulation.20 The American army then 
proceeded to occupy the city and the 
entire Rio Grande corridor in hopes of 
compelling diplomatic concessions.

Follow-on operations
After the capture of Monterrey, the 
Lone Star mounted brigade emerged 
as a liability for Taylor in the next 
phase of the conflict. In addition to the 
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army no longer requiring their forward 
reconnaissance services, the volun-
teers’ indiscipline and brutality toward 
Mexican civilians had become a liabil-
ity for stability operations. As their ex-
cesses threatened to rouse the indig-
enous populace, the general com-
plained in exasperation that “the 
mounted men of Texas have scarcely 
made one expedition without unwar-
rantedly killing a Mexican.”21 With the 
war seemingly won, he dismissed most 
of the Texas volunteers to return to 
their homes on the western frontier.
However, the American occupation 
force soon learned that major combat 
operations were far from over. In 

January 1847, suspicious of a Mexican 
counter-offensive and again lacking 
proficient scouts, Taylor re-enlisted 
McCulloch’s proven company to screen 
the vast expanse of Mexican territory 
to the south. As the invading army 
spread out to patrol and guard Mon-
terrey, and its surrounding infrastruc-
ture and approaches, it remained vul-
nerable to concentrated attack. The 
Texans patrolled the southern flank of 
the army throughout the next month. 
They soon provided critical intelligence 
about the approach of a large retalia-
tory force under Mexico’s president, 
Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna.
On Feb. 22 and 23, the American force 

of 5,000 Soldiers repelled the Mexican 
army of 16,000 soldiers in a bloody and 
indecisive engagement. Called the Bat-
tle of Buena Vista, McCulloch’s Rang-
ers performed light-cavalry functions 
before, during and after the engage-
ment, earning special commendation 
from the commanding general. Ohio 
officer Luther Giddings later credited 
“that trusty and accomplished scout, 
CPT McCulloch” for providing the criti-
cal notice of Santa Anna’s unexpected 
approach. The timely information col-
lection and reporting allowed Taylor to 
rapidly reposition his army to defend-
able terrain just prior to the battle, 
which allowed him to defeat the larger 

Figure 3. Mexican territorial claims relinquished in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo are shown in white. (From the Na-
tional Atlas of the United States; public domain)
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Mexican force and provide political le-
verage to leaders in Washington, DC.

Past lessons,
future insights
The reconnaissance and security ef-
forts by Texan mounted volunteers in 
the Monterrey Campaign reveal an ob-
scure, thought relevant, historical ex-
ample where well-armed, highly mo-
bile and proactive cavalry forces pulled 
an American field army to victory. By 
executing route reconnaissance, coun-
ter-reconnaissance and mobile guard 
operations, the Lone Star scouts en-
abled the advancing infantry brigades 
and artillery companies to, as de-
scribed by U.S. Army doctrine, “achieve 
positions of relative advantage” across 
200 miles of challenging and unknown 
terrain.22 The volunteers achieved this 
through clear understanding of the 
commander’s intent, tactical ability to 
fight for information and focus on 
timely and accurate reporting.

The 1846 invasion of northern Mexico 
offers several lessons for the modern 
U.S. Army. First, when brigades, divi-
sions, corps or joint task forces ad-
vance into unfamiliar terrain and un-
predictable situations, they need re-
connaissance elements that are trained 
and equipped to “pull” them into the 
fight. While most ground reconnais-
sance efforts will likely be pushed by 
advancing formations with relatively 
developed plans, cavalry forces must 
prepare for the eventuality when de-
graded information environments re-
quire forward scouts to inform imma-
ture plans at tactical and operational 
levels. These instances will require mo-
bile elements, like the Texan volun-
teers in northern Mexico, to “work 
over a broad area to develop the ene-
my situation.”23

The second lesson of the campaign is 
fundamental to all cavalry operations. 
The success of the Texas volunteers – 
in addition to many other examples 
since – indicates that ground recon-
naissance forces must possess ade-
quate firepower, mobility and, in the 
21st Century, passive and active protec-
tion to allow them to aggressively fight 
for information. If reconnaissance 

actions in past wars revealed the cost 
of failing to develop a versatile range 
of “scouting” capabilities, the uncer-
tainty of the future will compel squad-
rons to arm to negotiate it. By equip-
ping for both pull and push missions 
against the most capable threats, U.S. 
cavalry formations will, as mandated 
by GEN Mark Milley, 39th Chief of Staff 
of the Army, enable “sustained land 
operations across the spectrum of con-
flict and win in ground combat.”24
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The Saga of OZ 77 in the Arab-Israeli War of 1973:
a Small Armor Unit’s Fight in a Large-Scale Combat Operation

BATTLE ANALYSIS

by retired LTC Lee F. Kichen

The Arab-Israeli War of 1973,1 other-
wise known as the Yom Kippur War, be-
gan Oct. 6 with surprise attacks by 
Egypt and Syria on the Sinai Peninsula 
and the Golan Heights, respectively. Is-
rael’s survival hinged on the outcome 
of its fight with Syria. The ensuing four-
day fight was the largest tank battle 
since World War II.

It was not a fight between divisions or 
brigades separated by long ranges; for 
the Israeli Defense Forces (IDF), it was 
a series of short-range engagements 
fought by small units and, at times, in-
dividual tanks. IDF commanders oper-
ated largely on their situational aware-
ness rather than strict adherence to 

their superiors’ plans. With Israel fac-
ing an immediate and perilous threat, 
the IDF’s culture allowed for the maxi-
mum degree of freedom of action and 
command initiative.”2

The OZ (the Hebrew acronym for cour-
age) 77th Armored Battalion, com-
manded by LTC (later BG) Avigdor Ka-
halani, would conduct a classic area 
defense culminating with the Battle of 
the Valley of Tears. Despite over-
whelming odds, the fight Oct. 9 turned 
the tide of the Golan Heights Cam-
paign in Israel’s favor.

Strategic and 
operational situation
The Arabs’ strategic goal was to regain 
territory lost during the Six-Day War of 

1967. Had Syria regained the Golan 
Heights and reached the Jordan River 
and the Sea of Galilee, it would have 
posed, within 24 hours, an immediate 
threat to settlements in northern Isra-
el.3

Facing a two-front war, Israel’s main ef-
fort would be a defense on the Golan 
Heights and an economy-of-force op-
eration on the Sinai Peninsula as the 
supporting effort. The 120 miles be-
tween the Suez Canal along the west-
ern Sinai and Israel’s southern border 
provided the strategic depth it lacked 
on the Golan Heights and allowed 
enough time to deploy its strategic re-
serves, mount a successful defense on 
the Golan and then counterattack into 
Syria.

Figure 1. The battlespace, Valley of Tears, Israel. (Courtesy Wikimedia Commons)
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Battlespace
The total area of the Golan Heights is 
about 1,800 square kilometers, with Is-
rael controlling some 1,200 square ki-
lometers. It is bordered by Mount Her-
mon on the north and by the Yamouk 
River on the south. It is 70 kilometers 
from the north to the south, and its 
width varies from 12 to 26 kilometers.4

Israel built a well-constructed network 
of bunkers along the Purple Line (the 
1967 ceasefire line) that provided 
overhead cover protection from both 
direct and indirect fire. These bunkers 
were strongpoints with concertina 
wire, tank traps and firing points for in-
fantry and armor. Forward of the bun-
kers were minefields along the routes 
from Syria. The 17 bunkers were formi-
dable; however, Israel had too few sol-
diers to adequately defend the entire 
length of the bunker line.5

The IDF constructed a line of three-
tiered ramparts – e.g. tank-gunnery 
platforms along the low ridges of the 
western valley. The ramparts provided 
superb interlocking fields of fire, cover 
and concealment, and observation. 
The bottom tier at ground level com-
pletely obscured ground to Syrian for-
ward observers. On the middle tier, 
tanks were hull down behind earthen 
berms. On the top tier, Centurion tanks 
with their main guns at maximum de-
pression could engage targets on the 
low ground at close range. The forward 
slope of the rampart was steep enough 
to block a direct assault.6

An anti-tank ditch just behind the Pur-
ple Line would be the first major ob-
stacle encountered by the Syrians. The 
ditch was 3.5 to four meters wide, 2.5 
meters deep and 1.2 meters high on 
the Israeli side. Forward of the trench 
were wide minefields.7

The terrain on the northern Golan gen-
erally favored the defender and limited 
high-speed armor operations. Volcanic 
rock restricted well-defined avenues of 
approach. The northeastern-most part 
of the sector, with slopes greater than 
45 degrees, was impassable by combat 
vehicles. The remaining northern sec-
tor was key terrain, blocking access to 
Mount Hermon with its critical elec-
tronic-warfare sites and the B’not Yaa-
kov Bridge across the Jordan River. The 
terrain also guarded the concentration 
of Israeli settlements to the west.

The terrain in the south, mostly cov-
ered by grasslands, would prove favor-
able for the attacker. It was in this sec-
tor that Syria destroyed the IDF’s 188th 
Armored “Barak” Brigade.

Prelude to war
Israel’s rapid and decisive victory in the 
Six-Day War produced an unattainable 

Figure 2. Israel-Syria area (Golan Heights Campaign), 1973. (Map courtesy Department of History, U.S. Military Academy)
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standard of excellence it failed to rep-
licate in 1973.8 Conventional wisdom 
held that it would be foolhardy for a 
coalition of Arab forces to challenge Is-
rael in another major war. However, 
Egypt and Syria, after the Six-Day War, 
focused on rebuilding and retraining 
their forces. Syria employed Palestin-
ian guerrillas to attack Israel. To avoid 
a large-scale Israeli retaliation, these 
attacks were sporadic and limited in 
scope.

Egypt began a “war of attrition” along 
the Suez Canal, designed to force Isra-
el to return a portion of the Sinai. U.S. 
diplomacy resulted in a ceasefire be-
tween Israel and Egypt in August 
1970.9 With tensions intensifying, the 
Soviet Union increased its support to 
Syria, sending 30 SA-4 anti-aircraft bat-
talions manned by Soviet technicians, 
five squadrons of MiG-21 fighters with 
Soviet pilots, and 1,200 T-55 and T-62 
tanks.10

Syria, in October 1972, substituted its 
forces for the Palestinians and initiated 
small-scale combat operations known 
as “battle days,” targeting Israeli fixed 
defenses on the Golan and yielding 
rich information on IDF dispositions. 
The deputy commander of the IDF Re-
serve 240th Armor Division, at a senior 
officers’ conference in January 1973 – 
assessing the significance of the “bat-
tle days” tactics – declared, “If they be-
gin to move, it will be difficult to stop 
them. They will likely cause many ca-
sualties … because of the absence of 
strategic depth. [T]herefore they will 
likely be able to reach the B’not Yaakov 
Bridge within hours.”11 

Tactical situation
The Arabs were ready for war by the 
end of September; the IDF detected 
higher-than-usual Syrian activity such 
as canceling leaves, activating reserv-
ists and impounding civilian vehicles. 
MG Eli Zeira, the IDF intelligence chief, 
insisted that Syria would not initiate 
major combat operations alone and 
that Egypt, preoccupied with internal 
issues, would not engage in military 
adventurism. Despite this estimate, IDF 
Chief of Staff LTG David Elazar ordered 
OZ 77 from the Sinai to the Golan 
Heights, where it would become the 
reserve and counterattack element for 
188th Armored Brigade, the only IDF 
unit permanently stationed on the Go-
lan.12

Kahalani and his commanders, unfamil-
iar with the Golan’s terrain, conducted 
an extensive reconnaissance until the 
arrival of the main body.13 This recon-
naissance allowed him to identify the 
few avenues of approach available to 
the Syrians and assess the IDF’s overall 
defensive plan. Over the next few days, 
Syria moved ground forces to battle 
positions east of the Golan and SU-7 
aircraft occupied forward bases, which 
challenged the IDF’s intelligence ser-
vices’ assessment of a low probability 
of war.14 

By Oct. 3, the intelligence was incon-
trovertible that hostilities were immi-
nent when the Syrians massed along 
the Purple Line and families of Soviet 
military advisers departed Damascus. 
Kahalani on the following day briefed 
his company commanders on the situ-
ation and quizzed them on their under-
standing of the mission and their roles. 

Figure 3. Reconstructed Arab attack plan, with units and tank strength shown 
in the campaign theater as of noon Oct. 6, 1973. The Syrian-Egyptian offensive 
plan was based on 1) fully surprising Israel; 2) mustering absolute superiority 
in numbers; 3) dividing the IDF’s resources by attacking the Golan Heights and 
Sinai Peninsula simultaneously; 4) reaching the Jordan River within 24 hours; 
and 5) capturing the Jordan River’s slopes before the IDF reserve forces 
reached them. The breakdown of Syria’s tanks is problematic, so tanks are not 
noted as assigned to a specific division; Kahalani estimated in a 1979 inter-
view that Syria had 1,700 tanks; the point is that Israel was greatly outnum-
bered. (Based on briefing provided to author by retired BG Gideon Avigor, IDF, 
and LTC Hayim Danon, IDF Reserve)
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Only Kahalani and two noncommis-
sioned officers were combat veterans 
in the battalion; most of the platoon 
commanders and two company com-
manders had recently joined the bat-
talion.

Kahalani’s message to his soldiers was 
simple: if their leaders became casual-
ties, OZ 77 soldiers would continue the 
fight to save their homes and coun-
try.15 On Oct. 5, Yom Kippur Eve, Elazar 
issued Alert Gimmel recalling from 
leave the regular forces and mobilizing 
reservists.16 Many soldiers reported 
late to their units because the 24 hours 
between sundown Oct. 5 and sundown 
Oct. 6 are the holiest of the year for 
Jews.

Raphael Eitan, 36th Division command-
er, early in the morning of Oct. 6, or-
dered COL Avigor Ben-Gal’s 7th Ar-
mored Brigade to move north.17 Eitan 
returned OZ 77 with five companies 
and a platoon to 7th Armored Brigade 
as its reserve.18 Kahalani designated a 
company (-) of seven tanks as his re-
serve. Also organic to 7th Brigade were 
82nd Armored Battalion and 75th Ar-
mored Infantry Battalion (+) with a 
tank company from OZ 77.19 The Armor 
School Battalion would later reinforce 
the brigade. Before it moved to defen-
sive positions in the northern sector, 
7th Brigade was in an assembly area be-
hind 188th Armored Brigade.20

Syria deployed a mix of 950 T-55 and 
T-62 tanks, 600 artillery pieces and 
70,000 troops. How many tanks Syria 
deployed is problematic. Kahalani in a 
1979 interview said Syria had 1,700 
tanks.21 Following Soviet tactics, the 
first echelon consisted of three infan-
try divisions: 7th, 9th and 5th, with 1st 
and 3rd Armored Divisions in the sec-
ond echelon.

The IDF was woefully overmatched by 
the Syrians. The IDF’s Northern Com-
mand, responsible for the Golan 
Heights, would muster only 7,000 sol-
diers. The 7th Armored Brigade had 105 
modified Centurion tanks, while 188th 
Armored Brigade had just 76. Northern 
Command deployed only 50 self-pro-
pelled howitzers and scattered infan-
trymen from 1st Infantry “Golani” Bri-
gade along the outpost and bunker 
lines. The 7th Armored Brigade was re-
sponsible for the Kuenitra to B’not 

Yaakov Road, with 188th Armored Bri-
gade covering the southern sector of 
the Golan.22 

The quality of IDF tanks vs. Syrian tanks 
was a wash. The IDF’s advantages in-
cluded superior gunnery training, ac-
curacy of the Centurion’s L7 105MM 
main gun and the Centurion’s surviv-
ability. However, the T-62 had a longer 
cruising range, faster road speed, was 
easier to maintain and possessed a 
night-fighting capability.23

The Syrian scheme of maneuver was 
classically Soviet, beginning with pre-
paratory aircraft and indirect fires, fol-
lowed by attacks on a broad front de-
signed to further disperse IDF units de-
ployed along the 70-kilometer front. 
After preparatory fires, 7th and 9th In-
fantry Divisions would penetrate north 
of Kuneitra, with 5th Infantry in the 
south at Rafid. One armor division 
would exploit the penetrations, with 
another armor division in reserve.24

The Israeli defensive plan was to con-
duct an area defense for the first 24-36 
hours, attrit Syrian combat power and 
provide time to fully mobilize reserv-
ists and counterattack into Syria.

Arab attack, defense and 
victory at Valley of Tears
Syria began its attack with 100 aircraft 
and 655 artillery pieces. The Syrian in-
fantry divisions synchronized their 
movement with the aerial and artillery 
fires, while Syrian air defense denied 
the Israeli Air Force air superiority. 

Despite the intensity of Syria’s fires, 
they were largely unobserved fires, 
causing only a few casualties and little 
damage to dug-in tanks and artillery.25 

Ben-Gal detached two companies from 
OZ 77. He attached one to 75th Ar-
mored Infantry Battalion and placed 
the other under his command at the 
road junction at Wasset, a few kilome-
ters west of Kuneitra.26 Since this posi-
tion was not contiguous with the main 
body and he had an inexperienced 
company commander, Kahalani sent 
his deputy to assist in this operation. 
Throughout the Syrian campaign, ha-
bitual unit relationships were severed, 
often while on the move, to form new 
units. Although this practice put unit 
cohesion and command-and-control at 
risk, the well-trained IDF units man-
aged what would otherwise be unman-
ageable chaos.

Kahalani then moved the rest of OZ 77 
toward Kuneitra and Booster Hill. To 
his two least experienced command-
ers, he gave specific guidance, loca-
tions for their vehicles, their orders 
and actions upon contact. He then po-
sitioned himself in a location where he 
could best observe his units. To the 
more experienced commanders, he 
gave them mission-type orders to 
move into their positions.27

The supporting artillery batteries, after 
12 hours of fighting, lacked ammuni-
tion to cover the antitank ditch. As 
darkness fell, OZ 77 tanks – which had 
no night-vision capability – were 

Figure 4. T-55 and T-55 bridge in a tank ditch. (From briefing provided to author 
by retired BG Gideon Avigor, IDF, and LTC Hayim Danon, IDF Reserve)
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unable to engage Syrian tanks at long 
ranges. All that was available to the Is-
raelis at night were the tank command-
ers’ handheld night-vision devices and 
a limited number of illumination 
rounds.28 The minefields and antitank 
ditch slowed the advancing Syrian 
tanks, allowing Kahalani to engage 
them at close range – sometimes at 
less than 300 meters. Light from burn-
ing Syrian tanks somewhat improved 
OZ 77’s ability to acquire more enemy 
tanks.

Kahalani positioned himself in the cen-
ter of the formation and up front to 
provide maximum control of his units 
and to improve his situational aware-
ness. However, Kahalani, facing unac-
ceptable losses by fighting in the dark, 
withdrew from the ramparts in prepa-
ration for a daylight fight.

Oct. 7 dawned with more than 100 de-
stroyed Syrian tanks on the valley 
floor; however, another 80 to 90 Syrian 
tanks were advancing toward Kaha-
lani.29 With daylight, the Israeli tanks 
reoccupied the ramps and temporarily 
regained the advantage by rendering 
the Syrian 78th Armored Brigade com-
bat-ineffective. The cost of this victory 
was high: Kahalani lost one company 
commander, nine platoon leaders and 
tank commanders, and one soldier.30 

Before the end of the campaign, he 
would lose all but two company com-
manders. The 7th Armored Brigade was 
left with only 35 of its original 105 
tanks.

During the “battle pause,” OZ 77 recov-
ered its damaged tanks and evacuated 
them to the rear, and obtained service-
able tanks and pick-up crews for the 
next engagement.

Kahalani marveled at the bravery of his 
OZ 77, yet it was he who inspired them 
by his calm radio transmissions and by 
moving from position to position 
where he was always visible to his sol-
diers.31 Throughout the campaign, Ka-
halani and his company commanders 
fought from the front and, by their ex-
ample, soldiers repeatedly rallied to 
fight on. “Sometimes the soldiers are 
young and afraid,” he said in an inter-
view after the battle. “But they will fol-
low the leader who is with them. … 
They need leaders who are between 
them and the enemy.”32

On Monday, Oct. 8, Kahalani “… was 
busy impeding moderate-strength en-
emy offensives across the front. … I 
was ordered to capture the valley be-
low our positions,” he said. The Syrians 
reacted by violent and accurate close-
air-support artillery fire and, for the 
first time, Sagger antitank guided mis-
siles. Kahalani requested and received 
permission to once more withdraw 
from the ramps overlooking the valley.
Before the battalion withdrew, the bri-
gade commander ordered his reserve 
Tiger Company, commanded by CPT 
Meir Zamir, to Kahalani’s southern 
flank as a counterattack force. Zamir, 
on his own initiative, delayed counter-
attacking and took up a hasty defense 
when he realized that Syrians had pen-
etrated the Israeli defenses. Zamir’s 
company at close range destroyed 30 
tanks and two companies of armored 
infantry.33

OZ 77’s next mission was to defend the 
northern outskirts of Kuneitra and pre-
vent the brigade from being out-
flanked.34 By the end of the day, 7th Ar-
mored Brigade held Hermoniet and 
Booster Hills, the ground on the north 
and south of the Valley of Tears. Near-
ly out of fuel and ammunition, Kaha-
lani sent his tanks back to emergency 
resupply points.
The next day, OZ 77 fought what be-
came the pivotal battle of the Syrian 
campaign. Syria now had 160 tanks fac-
ing 20 tanks from 7th Armored Brigade. 
Ben-Gal’s control of the brigade was 
rapidly collapsing because of the inten-
sity of the Syrian attack, the heavy 
losses among his senior subordinate 
commanders and his troops’ sleep de-
privation.35

“The commanders had no control over 
their subordinates. Our tanks, even if 
they held on, would fight as individu-
als,” commented Ben-Gal.36

With the destruction of 188th Armored 
Brigade to his south, Ben-Gal assumed 
command of the remnants of 71st Ar-
mored Infantry Battalion and 74th Ar-
mored Battalion. Kahalani at one time 
or another would command elements 
of those two battalions and the Armor 
School Battalion.37 Kahalani positioned 
the remaining tanks of his battalion 
and those from 75th and 82nd Armored 
Battalions in a hasty U-shaped de-
fense.38

Kahalani, down to seven tanks, faced 
elements from Syria’s fresh 3rd Ar-
mored Division. LTC Yossi Ben-Hanan, 
a former battalion commander in 188th 
Armored Brigade, voluntarily returned 
from his honeymoon and gathered 13 
repaired Centurions and pick-up crews. 
Moving to Booster Hill, he attacked the 
flank of the advancing 81st Brigade, 
soundly defeating it and causing its de-
moralized soldiers to abandon their 
tanks and flee to the rear.39

Ben-Gal ordered Kahalani to retake the 
ramp overlooking the Valley of Tears. 
As he moved toward the ramp, he de-
stroyed at close range three enemy 
tanks; another vehicle destroyed the 
fourth tank.40 Chaos reigned with three 
battalion headquarters operating on 
three separate frequencies, while indi-
vidual tank crews waged private wars 
firing at whatever they saw. The bri-
gade communications officer may have 
saved the day getting the surviving 
tanks on Kahalani’s command frequen-
cy.

The next engagement would be OZ 77’s 
culminating point. Kahalani had to 
block the Syrians from taking the Ku-
neitra-Mas’ad road.

“I knew that if they (Syrians) took the 
hill, they were headed to Galilee,” Ka-
halani recalled. “I understood the situ-
ation; it was quite [desperate]. … I had 
my seven tanks and found four or five 
more.”

Kahalani crested the hill alone. At that 
point, “I saw 150-160 tanks racing,” he 
said. “I decided to attack. I gave the or-
der, [but] no one would move. I gave 
the order (again), and no one moved. 
I told my men that ‘we are Jews and we 
are better than them, are you cow-
ards?’ When I started moving, I saw 
some other tanks moving. God let me 
reach the hill before that mass of tanks 
gets [sic] there, because otherwise 
they slaughter us.”41

Fearing that he would be out of ammu-
nition, Kahalani ordered his crews to 
fire only at moving combat vehicles. 
Kahalani seized the opportunity to 
counterattack the advancing 70th Re-
publican Guards Tank Brigade through 
the seam between its two battalions, 
which forced them to withdraw.42 At 
the end of the fight, Ben-Gal looked 
down at the Valley of Tears and saw 
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some 260 tanks and hundreds of ar-
mored-personnel vehicles abandoned.

In the distance Kahalani saw the dust 
trails of withdrawing Syrians.43 He ra-
dioed Ben-Gal: “We are in control, ar-
tillery has stopped.”

Ben-Gal to Kahalani: “You are a nation-
al hero, you saved Israel.”44

The victory at the Valley of Tears al-
lowed Northern Command to reconsti-
tute and attack deep into Syria. When 
7th Armored Brigade came within artil-
lery range of Damascus, the ceasefire 
of Oct. 22 ended the campaign.

Battle analysis
Israel, although numerically inferior to 
the Syrians and surprised by a “short 
notice” attack, successfully defended 
the Golan with its superior gunnery 
skills, movement techniques, flexible 
command structure and mentally agile 
commanders and soldiers. Elazar’s ear-
ly decision to deploy OZ 77, and short-
ly thereafter the rest of 7th Brigade, 
provided the additional combat power 
needed for a successful area defense 
that denied Syria access to the east-
west roads leading into northern and 
central Israel.

Kahalani considered his detailed recon-
naissance and terrain analysis a key 
combat multiplier. Effectively using 
natural and manmade obstacles built 
after the Six-Day War, Kahalani gave 
the Syrians the illusion of Israel having 
more forces.45

Ben-Gal, Kahalani and the other battal-
ion commanders adroitly used their re-
serves to conduct limited and local 
counterattacks to regain key terrain. 
According to Kahalani, “You must al-
ways maintain (a reserve). … It gives 
you flexibility. … You must be prepared 
to change from the defense to the of-
fense (and) regain the initiative.” An 
agile reserve enhances the defender’s 
ability to cover a wide frontage.”46 De-
spite overwhelming odds, Israel’s su-
perb gunnery and movement tech-
niques negated Syria’s quantitative ad-
vantage in tanks.

Israeli armor units were extremely vul-
nerable to Syrian infantry operating at 
night with antitank guided missiles 
(ATGM). Inexplicably, 7th Armored Bri-
gade never used the Golani Infantry 
Brigade or 75th Armored Infantry 

Battalion to suppress the ATGM teams. 
Although the effectiveness of the Sag-
ger and the RPG-7 rose to mythical 
proportions immediately after the war, 
a post-war analysis found that tanks 
were the more effective antitank 
weapon. Ninety percent of Arab tanks 
and 70 percent of Israeli tanks were 
destroyed by tank fire.47 Had the Syri-
ans effectively massed their antitank 
fires, the outcome may have been dif-
ferent.

Although many tank commanders, in-
cluding Kahalani, didn’t know their 
crews, their training soon compensat-
ed for their initial lack of familiarity 
with each other. At the beginning of 
the war, there was only enough ammu-
nition stocks in the northern sector to 
support 188th Armored Brigade. Am-
munition shortages throughout the 
campaign attenuated the combat pow-
er of IDF armor formations. Conse-
quently, IDF tanks carried only a third 
of its basic load. Tanks pulled from 
storage were not boresighted and had 
to be calibrated at the beginning of 
combat operations.48 

There was a huge imbalance between 
the tactical performances of the IDF 
and the Syrian army. Although force ra-
tios overwhelmingly favored the 

Syrians, this quantitative advantage 
was irrelevant because of their tactical 
ineptness. Syrian forces repeatedly 
conducted frontal attacks and rarely 
maneuvered. Their meticulously 
planned offensive and centralized con-
trol precluded improvisation by its 
commanders. When they did maneu-
ver, their movements were slow, ten-
tative and predictable. Conversely, the 
IDF commanders, operating within a 
more permissive command-and-con-
trol environment, were able to quickly 
move their elements to critical points 
on the battlefield. By outflanking the 
Syrians and attacking their formations 
on their approach routes, the ensuing 
traffic congestion set-up a lucrative 
target environment for IDF armor.

Kahalani’s leadership and the motiva-
tion of his soldiers were decisive. Isra-
el’s soldiers weren’t fighting for some 
abstract principle – since the War of In-
dependence in 1948, they have fought 
for Israel’s survival. When imploring his 
reluctant tankers to follow him in the 
last battle in the Valley of Tears, Kaha-
lani invoked their sense of nationhood. 
To this end, Kahalani ensured that each 
soldier understood he or she shared in 
the responsibility of defending the 
country.

Figure 5. An improved Israeli Centurion tank at the Israeli Armored Corps Mu-
seum. This tank was considered in many respects superior to the Soviet 
T-54/55 the Syrians deployed in the Golan Heights Campaign. (Courtesy Wiki-
media)
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The IDF did not adopt mission com-
mand until 2006. However, Kahalani 
and his subordinates throughout the 
defensive phase of the Golan campaign 
demonstrated the power of a mission-
command type of philosophy. OZ 77 
exemplified the importance of unit co-
hesion and mutual trust. Kahalani’s 
trust in his soldiers and they in him was 
unbroken. His persistent display of dis-
ciplined initiative consistently provided 
OZ 77 and 7th Armored Brigade oppor-
tunities to exploit Syrian weaknesses. 
When the battle seemed lost, Kahalani 
used mission orders to rally his sol-
diers. Although prudent risk-taking is a 
principle of mission command, with Is-
rael’s survival at stake, Kahalani had no 
other choice than to risk it all at the 
Valley of Tears.

Retired LTC Lee Kichen served in com-
mand and staff positions in armor, ar-
mored-cavalry and mechanized-infan-
try units in the United States and over-
seas. He also served on the Army Staff 
and Training and Doctrine Command 
staff. LTC Kichen’s military schooling in-
cludes Air War College (non-resident), 
Command and General Staff College, 
Armor Advanced Officer Course and Ar-
mor Officer Basic Course. He holds a 
bachelor’s of arts degree in history 
from the University of Massachusetts-
Amherst, a master’s of social-sciences 
degree in sociology and political sci-
ence from Pacific Lutheran University 
and a master’s of arts degree in coun-
seling psychology from Chapman Col-
lege. His awards and honors include 
the Legion of Merit (one oak-leaf clus-
ter) and Meritorious Service Medal 
(two oak-leaf clusters).
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(Editor’s note: The United States rec-
ognized Israeli sovereignty over the 

Acronym Quick-Scan

ATGM – antitank guided missile
CIA – Central Intelligence Agency
IDF – Israeli Defense Forces

Golan Heights in March 2019 – the first 
country to recognize the Golan as Is-
raeli territory – while the rest of the in-
ternational community still considers it 
Syrian territory occupied by Israel.)

LEGENDS OF ARMOR
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Implementation of Quadcopter 
Unmanned Aerial Systems into 

Reconnaissance Platoons
by SGT Christopher Broman

During the past 18-plus years of con-
flict in the global war on terrorism, the 
U.S. military has witnessed the effec-
tiveness of unmanned aerial systems 
(UASs) in a variety of mission sets. In 
the beginning, these systems were 
large and expensive, which initially al-
located them to the role of theater-lev-
el or battlespace assets. As the years 
have progressed, miniaturization has 
allowed these assets to filter down to 
the squadron and troop levels with sys-
tems such as the RQ-11 Raven.1 As 
mass production increases and their 
uses expand, these systems are be-
coming both smaller and relatively in-
expensive to produce.2 As a result, be-
tween 2004 and 2008, the number of 
UAS deployed globally increased from 
around 1,000 to 5,000 systems.3

This widespread availability has been 
demonstrated best not by near-peer 
threats but by non-state actors such as 
the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS). 
During the battle for Mosul, ISIS flew 
more than 300 missions in one month, 
using off-the-shelf drones that cost as 
little as $650, mainly quadcopters.4 Of 
those missions, about 1/3 were armed 
strikes, with the remaining missions 
being intelligence, surveillance and re-
connaissance (ISR).5 This demonstrated 
both the ready availability of these as-
sets and their effectiveness, especially 
in urban settings. Despite this, most 
U.S. troop-sized elements still have 
only one UAS asset readily available: 
the RQ-11 Raven system. Instead, each 
cavalry troop should be operating two 
quadcopter drone systems per platoon 
in addition to having the Raven.

Why platoon level?
The use of UAS at platoon level is not 
an unknown concept in reconnaissance 
operations. Both Field Manual Interim 
(FMI) 3-04.155, Army Unmanned Air-
craft System Operations, and Field 
Manual (FM) 3-20.98 have chapters on 
platoon elements using UAS to conduct 

operations. The manuals describe how 
UAS can be assigned to reconnaissance 
platoons to conduct detailed recon of 
danger areas, assist with route recons 
or be used for contact-by-fire.6 Con-
cerning UAS elements being controlled 
by the scout platoon, the manual 
states, “[T]his relationship allows the 
platoon the most flexibility. The pla-
toon leader can integrate the capabili-
ties of the UAS into the reconnaissance 
plan in a seamless manner. He [or she] 
can then respond quickly to mission/
target changes.”7

Unfortunately in many cavalry troops, 
the use of UAS, specifically the Raven, 
isn’t seen as a primary sensor system 
critical to conducting key reconnais-
sance tasks. This treatment of UAS el-
ements as an ancillary system means 
that integration of their employment 
into troop operations is not only inef-
fectual but often non-existent.8 Units 
often don’t conduct battle drills with 
their Ravens, meaning that the crews 
don’t get practice putting their drones 
into operation quickly during regular 
operations.9 For most crews, the only 
time they bring their Ravens out of the 
box is either for an inventory or for 
their 150-day flight for recertifica-
tion.10

More problems such as trying to clear 
restricted operating zones and com-
manders worrying about losing sys-
tems that were designed to be “thrown 
away” if lost often means that systems 
simply sit on supply-room shelves.11 
This lack of use means platoons don’t 
get to practice integrating the troop 
UAS into their reconnaissance plans.

There are also challenges for the units 
that do use their UAS systems. With 
only one Raven team per troop-sized 
unit, the asset is often prioritized for 
use against named areas of interest or 
even farther forward of the platoons 
to look for possible threats. While it is 
extremely important to get this type of 
intelligence, it often means that unless 

a platoon is part of the main effort, it 
cannot use UAS assets in support of its 
mission. Even with the Raven team un-
der operational control (OPCON) of a 
platoon, the platoon’s leader runs into 
the same problem of prioritization if 
operating in two- or three-truck sec-
tions.

For example, if all three platoons are 
running two sections, the troop com-
mander has to divide the use of one 
UAS element among (potentially) six 
maneuver elements. This doesn’t even 
include the possibility of dismounted 
teams. To change this lack of UAS inte-
gration, each platoon needs to have 
two UAS systems organic to its modi-
fied table of organization and equip-
ment (MTOE). By having two systems 
available, the platoon leader can either 
have each section use one to aid in its 
reconnaissance tasks, or use one for 
close-in ISR support while the second 
moves in advance of the platoon. In ei-
ther case, the platoon can use the 
drones in conjunction with other as-
sets, such as the Long-Range Advanced 
Scout Surveillance System (LRAS3), to 
create redundancy in its operations.12

For example, picture a scenario where 
the scout platoon is tasked with route 
reconnaissance and has two UASs as 
part of its organic composition. The 
platoon leader designates Drone A to 
operate one to two kilometers forward 
of the maneuvering sections, while 
Drone B operates directly in front of 
and to the sides to help clear dead 
space and laterals. Drone A detects a 
manmade obstacle and begins over-
watch. The platoon leader can maneu-
ver either a truck with an LRAS3 or dis-
mounts with Lightweight Laser Desig-
nator Rangefinders onto the site. Now, 
he or she can detach Drone A to con-
tinue searching forward of the platoon 
or have it stay on station for redundan-
cy of sensors, while Drone B is free to 
conduct other tasks.

If the platoon leader is instructed to 



76                      Fall 2019

bypass and hand over overwatch to a 
follow-on element, he or she can have 
a drone maintain recon while the 
mounted and/or dismounted elements 
collapse from their positions. Once 
done, the elements can move out with 
one drone still scanning forward as the 
platoon moves and the other drone 
watching the area until the handover 
is complete. Then it can be retasked.

The preceding scenario illustrates why 
independent operation of two UAS 
drones at platoon level is beneficial. By 
having these as readily available as-
sets, platoons can involve them during 
planned training exercises or during 
“sergeant’s time” in the field. This will 
increase leadership’s understanding of 
their function, and it will give the op-
erators increased confidence in the 
equipment and their abilities.

Yet, while the Raven is an important 
tool in the ISR arsenal, it is not the best 
UAS asset for the platoon. Instead, a 
UAS quadcopter design would be most 
beneficial.

Why quadcopters?
A quadcopter is a UAS drone that uses 
four motors to power two pairs of 
counter-rotating, fixed-pitch blades lo-
cated at its four corners.13 The motors 
do not require complex mechanical 
control linkages to operate because 
variations in motor speed allow it to 
maneuver. This simplifies aircraft de-
sign and operation.14 Research has 
shown that the “most versatile and 
mechanically easy to construct auton-
omous aerial vehicle is a quadrotor he-
licopter.”15 This ease of construction 
and use is why they have been become 
highly popular in commercial markets. 
A simple search on a retail store’s Web-
site showed more than 30 different 
types of quadcopters available with 
prices ranging from $30 to $3,000.16

The most obvious advantage of the 
quadcopter design is its increased agil-
ity over conventional planes. Quadcop-
ters are so agile that the Drone Racing 
League flies quadcopters over the 
seats and through the concourses of 
the Miami Dolphins stadium at speeds 
approaching 80 mph.17 This agility 
means that a quadcopter UAS could fly 
in environments where a Raven could 
not, such as within heavily forested ar-
eas or vertically dense cities. Where a 

Raven can only fly over the woods to 
look for enemy locations, hoping to see 
them through the foliage, a quadcop-
ter can fly under the canopy to find 
hostile positions. They can also be 
flown inside buildings and compounds 
to help quickly see if there are poten-
tial booby traps or ambush sites before 
execution of a breach.

The quadcopter’s ability to hover just 
feet off the ground while providing re-
al-time imagery day or night would be 
invaluable to reconnaissance platoons. 
During route reconnaissance in Af-
ghanistan, scout-platoon dismounts 
have to clear culverts for the presence 
of improvised explosive devices before 

trucks can move forward. While LRAS3s 
or Ravens can search the area, they 
can’t look low enough to actually see 
inside the culverts. Therefore dis-
mounts must still try to safely get eyes 
on. However, a quadcopter that can 
hover just outside the culvert’s open-
ing can get the same intelligence with-
out having to involve a dismount. This 
keeps Soldiers safe. This same capabil-
ity can be used to inspect other struc-
tures such as bridges, too.

This kind of use of quadcopters is al-
ready employed in the civilian sector.18 
The hover and low-level flight ability of 
these drones also means operators can 
train themselves and others on basic 

Figure 1. SPC Michael Kobart (left) and SGT David Vidrine, both with Troop A, 
3rd Squadron, 71st Cavalry Regiment, 1st Brigade Combat Team, 10th Mountain 
Division (Light), inspect the Gen4 InstantEye during training in Baghdad, Iraq. 
The InstantEye gives Soldiers the ability to see what is around them without 
endangering personnel. (U.S. Army photo by SGT Cheryl Cox)
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operations inside large open spaces 
such as drill floors.

Advantages over Raven
A quadcopter has many advantages 
over the Raven because of its vertical 
take-off and landing capabilities, espe-
cially when it comes to launch and re-
covery. The difficulty of launching the 
Raven in zero wind conditions is in-
creased and requires the crew to throw 
the system from atop a vehicle or 
building.19 The system also requires a 
clear area to launch safely. Landing 
must also be made in a clear area, and 
the system “lands” by stalling about 10 
feet off the ground before falling and 
breaking apart (designed to come 
apart with easy reassembly).

Instead, a quadcopter can take off eas-
ily in calm or windy conditions, and it 
can pierce the densest forest canopy 
as long as there is a small hole. A quad-
copter drone can not only take off from 
the operator’s hand, but it can land by 
hovering just a few feet away, allowing 
the operator to grab it safely from the 
air. This means that a Bradley crew 
could launch and recover its UAS just 
by cracking the top hatch enough to 
set the quadcopter outside the Brad-
ley.

Regarding the ISR mission, quadcop-
ters have an advantage as well. Both 
traditional and quadcopter systems 
have day and night camera operations, 
but systems like the Raven must con-
tinuously circle the target. A quadcop-
ter can instead hover just behind cover 
and rotate in place to change its view. 
Many systems come naturally equipped 
or can have payloads of gimbaled cam-
eras attached to the drone to increase 
its surveillance ability. The InstantEye 
family of quadcopters not only can 
have gimbaled cameras attached, but 
they can also mount white or infrared 
floodlights to illuminate targets. They 
can also mount a 10x zoom video cam-
era.20 

This ability to attach mission-specific 
payloads and the increased agility of 
these platforms are a few of the rea-
sons why the Navy and Marine Corps 
Small Tactical Unmanned Aircraft Sys-
tems Office (PMA-263) ordered 800 In-
stantEye systems in February 2018.21 

The purpose of the 800 systems is to 
include them organically into infantry 

squads to enable ready-to-use UAS ca-
pabilities at squad level.22 The system 
ordered is the Mk-2 GEN3-A0, which is 
considered “expendable” since it does 
not store digital data onboard.23 It re-
quires only a single operator; can go 
from stowed to operational in 30 sec-
onds; has a two-kilometer range; and 
weighs only 1.2 pounds.24 This same 
system was also tested by the troopers 
of 3rd Squadron, 71st Cavalry Regiment, 
overseas during their deployment for 
Operation Inherent Resolve.25

While there are significant benefits to 
the quadcopter design, there are dis-
advantages. The Raven battery gives it 
a flight time between 60 to 90 minutes 
on a single charge.26 Currently systems 
like the InstantEye Mk-2 GEN3-A0 only 
have enough battery capacity for about 
30 minutes.27 While industry leaders 
are currently looking at hybrid power 
or fuel cells to solve this issue, it may 
be awhile before they match compara-
ble flight times to traditional UAS like 
the Raven.28

Probably a more significant issue is 
that of electronic warfare and/or cyber 
threats. In 2009, newspapers across 
the country had headlines describing 
insurgents grabbing Predator drone 
feeds, using $26 software to access un-
secured communications links.29 Later 
in 2011, the drone fleet was affected 
by a virus found on classified and un-
classified computers at Creech Air 
Force Base, NV.30 An increased aware-
ness of these threats led to Depart-
ment of the Army to order Soldiers to 
cease all use of the Dajiang Innovation 
family of quadcopter drones in May 
2017, citing “increased awareness of 
cyber vulnerabilities” as the reason.31

Many drones immediately return to a 
designated point if they lose their con-
trol signal.32 This means that enemy ac-
tors could use specialized jammers to 
create an operational area where our 
drones cannot operate, not dissimilar 
to the U.S. military’s use of phone jam-
mers overseas. This kind of ability is al-
ready being seen in operational the-
aters. On April 10, 2018, the New York 
Post reported that Russia was jamming 
the Global Positioning System (GPS) 
components of U.S. drones in Syria.33 
Another similar problem is that drone 
operations rely heavily on GPS data to 
know where the ground-control 

station, the enemy and the UAS are lo-
cated. Enemy actors could “spoof” the 
GPS information being received, result-
ing in the system going to either false-
target locations or areas where the en-
emy could capture the asset.34 A pos-
sible answer would be the use of the 
already available simple-key loader de-
vices to encrypt drone GPS systems.35

Regardless, as technology advances, 
both the Department of Defense and 
manufacturers will need to ensure that 
their drones can face these threats to 
operate on future battlefields.

How to implement
The Army should designate a mix of Ac-
tive Component and National Guard 
squadrons as testing units. These 
should be a mix of light (such as air-
borne), medium (Stryker and infantry 
brigade combat teams) and heavy (ar-
mored-cavalry regiments and armored 
brigade combat teams) squadrons to 
encompass all aspects of cavalry oper-
ations. These units should have two or 
three trained Soldiers per platoon who 
receive necessary training in flight and 
systems management, overseen by a 
squadron master trainer.

The master trainer would be responsi-
ble for both the quadcopters and as-
sets like the Raven. Each platoon would 
receive two quadcopter UAS systems 
and start receiving training from the 
troop trainers. For the MTOE, the 
drones should be assigned to the sec-
tion leaders’ crews. This would ensure 
that in either the two- or three-truck 
section, the UAS would be in the ma-
neuver elements to maximize recon-
naissance assets forward.36

The troop could then plan force-on-
force reconnaissance missions, using 
both platoons to maintain its UAS pro-
ficiency and to start learning how to 
avoid UAS. With the rise of enemies 
such as ISIS now using UAS against us, 
it is imperative that reconnaissance 
platoons understand how best to coun-
ter these operational threats.

The troop should also integrate drone 
reconnaissance into these missions, 
using the Raven system to support one 
of the platoons with its task, or to act 
as a third party and try to find any op-
posing-force (OPFOR) maneuvering el-
ements within its designated recon-
naissance area. This would give troop 



78                      Fall 2019

and platoon commanders the experi-
ence of using the troop’s Raven asset 
to aid in reconnaissance plans. Profi-
ciency should reach a level where the 
troop can plan a reconnaissance mis-
sion with the UAS available, which is 
habitually integrated in the plan to en-
sure redundancy and continuous re-
connaissance.

While this process is occurring, squad-
rons would be taking lessons-learned 
from across the various line units to 
create a unit standard operating pro-
cedure (SOP) for employment of the 
Raven and quadcopters UAS. The 
squadron should also start practicing 
integration of the brigade’s organic 
UAS asset: the RQ-7 Shadow aerial-re-
connaissance platoon.37

The increase of UAS assets in the area 
of operations will require deconflicting 
airspace with conventional fixed- and 
rotary-wing aircraft. This will be a key 
task for the squadron tactical-opera-
tions center.

The Marines experienced this issue 
during the Sea Dragon 2025 Integrated 
Training Exercise. Solutions they found 
were the use of brevity codes to auto-
matically bring UAS down to either a 
restricted altitude and/or grounding 
flights if low-level close-air-support 
was needed, and developing a five-line 
radio call (to provide pertinent infor-
mation for air assets) to submit to 
higher to get company-level UAS to fly 
higher than 1,000 feet above ground 
level.38 

The culminating event for the squad-
ron would be to go to a training center 
to conduct a force-on-force operation 
with UAS integration from squadron to 
platoon level. This could either be 
done as part of a brigade rotation or as 
a stand-alone event. During this event, 
a Shadow aerial-reconnaissance pla-
toon should be OPCON to the squad-
ron. Once all the squadrons finish their 
rotations, an evaluation of lessons-
learned from both the squadrons and 
the OPFOR should be conducted. The 
Army could then take this information 
and create a cavalry-squadron UAS SOP 
and best practices for all cavalry units 
to use going forward.

The final key to the implementation 
process is getting leadership the re-
sources to best access the incoming 

UAS feeds. Currently, most troop and 
platoon leaders do not have the capa-
bility to watch drone feeds from any 
UAS asset inside their vehicles while 
moving. A possible solution could be 
the installation of viewing systems 
such as the One-System Remote Video 
Terminal (OSRVT) into vehicles. This 
laptop-like system has an adaptor kit, 
so it can operate from almost every 
Army vehicle.39

In 2015, a Stryker brigade used the OS-
RVT system, installing it from brigade 
to company level during a rotation at 
the National Training Center, Fort Ir-
win, CA.40 If these systems are able to 
view feeds from quadcopter UAS, then 
installing them into the vehicles of the 
section leader, platoon sergeant and 
platoon leader would enable the lead-
ers to view footage from UAS systems 
organic at all levels of a brigade. These 
systems should also be installed in the 
vehicles of the troop commander, first 
sergeant, executive officer and the TOC 
to enable the same capability. Even if 
the platoons do not get their own UAS, 
the troop and platoon leadership 
should still be equipped with drone-
viewing systems to better integrate the 
UAS assets they already have.

Other alternatives could include using 
radio systems such as the Harris Corp’s 
RF-335, which is designed to support 
full-motion video from nearby drones, 
a capability that could even be used by 
dismount-team leaders away from ve-
hicle-based systems.41

Conclusion
While the “standard-issue cavalry 
scout” will always be the Army’s pri-
mary reconnaissance sensor, that scout 
will need other systems to help in-
crease effectiveness, namely drones. 
The use of drones on the battlefield 
will grow exponentially during the next 
10 years as technology advances. As an 
indicator of this, U.S. Special Opera-
tions Command requested more than 
$74 million for the 2019 fiscal year (FY) 
to procure a variety of UAS, including 
$10 million for 527 nano-sized vertical 
take-off and landing UASs.42

The Army’s “cargo-pocket” ISR pro-
gram is already looking at deploying 
pocket-sized aerial-surveillance devic-
es to the squad level.43 In the future, 
these will be essential to small-team 

operations such as a dismounted lis-
tening posts/observation posts, but at 
the platoon level, it will still be essen-
tial to have an organic UAS asset that 
can provide real-time intelligence on 
the move. As stated in the Reconnais-
sance and Scout Platoon manual, 
“UASs provide additional information 
needed by the platoon leader to deter-
mine which routes and cross-country 
terrain best accommodate reconnais-
sance operations.”44

While there are currently multiple UAS 
already available, none of these can 
match the agility and employability of 
the quadcopter UAS. They are more ag-
ile, simple to deploy and can operate 
even in dense vegetation and compli-
cated urban terrain. Quadcopters also 
have the capability to land on terrain 
or buildings, and they can be used as a 
remote video sensor, something no Ra-
ven could even attempt. Simply put, 
the addition of quadcopter UAS into 
the platoons would only increase their 
ISR capabilities and overall lethality.
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by MAJ Adam S. McCoy

I’ve served as the brigade aviation of-
ficer (BAO) observer/coach/trainer at 
the National Training Center (NTC), 
Fort Irwin, CA, for more than 19 rota-
tions, and the question I am asked 
above any other is, “How do we man-
age airspace while integrating fires and 
aviation?” The fact is, airspace man-
agement is complicated and becoming 
increasingly difficult to manage.

New developments in unmanned aer-
ial systems (UAS), combined with our 
desire to push micro-UAS to the pla-
toon and team level, have made the 
first 100 feet of airspace within a des-
ignated area of operations the most 
congested and difficult block to man-
age. As brigades increase aerial system 
capability, their responsibility to inte-
grate, synchronize and deconflict air-
space users within their boundaries 
also increases; thus, the investment in 
the air-defense and airspace manage-
ment/brigade aviation element 
(ADAM/BAE) must be greater.

Home-station training
Airspace management starts with 
home-station training during brigade 

collective training, supported by divi-
sion headquarters and the combat-avi-
ation brigade. The brigade must devel-
op and implement an integrated avia-
tion-employment strategy for both 

attack- and lift-aviation support. Inte-
gration of liaison officers (LNOs) from 
the combat-aviation brigade into the 
ADAM/BAE is critical for the operation-
al success of the brigade combat team 

Figure 1. The 1st Stryker BCT, 25th Infantry Division, conducts an air-assault 
mission Feb. 8, 2019, at NTC. Integration of LNOs from the combat-aviation 
brigade is critical for the BCT’s operational success during collective-training 
events. (U.S. Army photo by MAJ Adam McCoy)
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(BCT) during collective-training events. 
Professional military education (PME) 
and a firm doctrinal foundation is the 
way forward.

Due to the confines of restricted air-
space and training area availability, air-
space management during home-sta-
tion training is often done with far less 
rigor than required for the unit to de-
velop and test the airspace-manage-
ment portion of its standard operating 
procedure (SOP). To be successful with 
airspace management during decisive 
action:
• Brigades must have trained it. 

Brigades must understand how to 
develop a unit airspace plan (UAP) 
and how it transitions to the airspace-
control order.

• A division-level headquarters is able 
to and responsible for leveraging its 
G-3-Air and air-support operations 
centers to ensure certification of BCT 
ADAM/BAEs, as well as the fire-
support cell, during home-station 
training to maximize brigade training 
time at combat-training centers 
(CTCs).

• PME for Soldiers within the ADAM/
BAE is just as important as field 
training. However, there is a general 
lack of PME attendance – for example, 
at the ADAM/BAE, Digital Master 
Gunner or Joint Firepower courses – 
which plays a significant role in 
f u n c t i o n a l  a n d  o p e r a t i o n a l 
understanding.

Also, airspace doctrine (Field Manual 
(FM) 3-52, Airspace Control, and Joint 
Publication 3-52, Joint Airspace Con-
trol) is not well understood by airspace 
users or managers, including fire sup-
port and ADAM/BAE cells and maneu-
ver units.

Planning
For the brigade to integrate, synchro-
nize and deconflict aviation opera-
tions, and synchronize airspace users 
in support of ground maneuver, bri-
gades must conduct the planning and 
the battalions must refine it. While 
that sounds intuitive for most, from ex-
perience I can say many staffs are un-
willing to be directive with subordinate 
units – primarily due to concerns with 
battalion-commander or operations-
officer personalities – while citing 
“mission command” or “decision-point 
tactics” as the reason for the lack of 
detail. However, mission command 
does not mean the brigade should 
hand subordinates an incomplete plan 
with the idea that subordinate com-
manders can/should figure it out. As a 
former “Bronco 07” and mentor of 
mine once said, “Brigade has a six-to-
one planning overmatch over any bat-
talion in the Army.”

This is not a design flaw in our organi-
zational structure. It’s designed to sup-
port continuous combat operations. 
Battalions deserve the opportunity to 
provide bottom-up refinement, but the 

time available for refinement can only 
occur if the brigade has invested in 
staff processes and planning repeti-
tion. Synchronization of echelons-
above-brigade (EAB) assets and bri-
gade enablers is the responsibility of 
the brigade staff and inevitably of the 
commander. Aviation and airspace 
planning, not unlike ground-maneuver 
planning, also falls to the brigade staff 
for integration, and repetition is the 
only way to improve. There is no “mag-
ic sauce” or shortcuts in detailed plan-
ning.

Attack-aviation 
employment
Development and implementation of 
an integrated aviation-employment 
strategy simplifies the BCT’s UAP and 
promotes integration between fires 
and aviation in support of combined-
arms maneuver (CAM). Aviation em-
ployment in close-friendly contact is 
one of the fastest means by which BCTs 
complicate the maneuver, airspace and 
fires plans. To reduce operational fric-
tion, simplify the airspace plan and re-
duce fire-mission processing time in a 
degraded communications environ-
ment. BCTs should consider an inte-
grated aviation-employment strategy 
that minimizes the usage of airspace-
coordination measures and airspace-
coordination areas (ACAs) for attack 
aviation. For this strategy to work, BCTs 
should enable aviation as a maneuver 

Figure 2. An AH-64 attack helicopter lands at the aviation tactical assembly area (TAA) for rearmament and refuel dur-
ing live-fire operations at NTC. (U.S. Army photo by MAJ Adam McCoy)
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force with appropriate maneuver and 
graphic-control measures.

During the maneuver plan’s develop-
ment, BCTs often use AH-64s “over the 
shoulder” or in close-friendly contact 
in conjunction with a combined-arms 
battalion (CAB). This method of em-
ployment is required occasionally to 
provide the necessary combat power 
at the decisive point or to the decisive 
operation. However, detailed direct-
fire control measure (DFCM) planning 
must be conducted.

In addition to DFCM planning, a robust 
communications architecture – includ-
ing a detailed UAP with multiple air 
corridors and ACAs – must be devel-
oped. Then it must be rehearsed and 
deconflicted with fires to function well. 
Employment of the AH-64 as a “mobile 
fires platform” in support of close-
friendly contact minimizes AH-64 le-
thality due to limited maneuver space 
within ACAs. AH-64 lethality is also re-
duced as the evolving situation on the 
ground becomes more complex as en-
emy and friendly forces mix. To maxi-
mize the AH-64’s capability, BCTs are 
far better off to treat them as a ma-
neuver force, enable them and employ 
them out front.

AH-64s employed in a shaping 

operation on the flanks or forward of 
the coordinated fire line (CFL) provide 
commanders lethality and observation 
beyond the capabilities of organic sys-
tems or scouts. This method offers at-
tack weapons teams increased 

freedom of maneuver and lethality 
while reducing coordination require-
ments and shortening fire-mission pro-
cessing times in support of CABs. Inte-
gration is still required to ensure oper-
ational success. Suppression of enemy 

Figure 3. A simulated chemical strike on the aviation TAA at NTC is conducted as part of training Sept. 14, 2018. (U.S. 
Army photo by MAJ Adam McCoy)

Figure 4. An AH-64 helicopter supports the Fort Hood, TX, leader battlefield 
circulation to Blackjack Brigade. (U.S. Army photo by MAJ Adam McCoy)
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air defense in the form of indirect fire 
or electronic warfare is necessary to 
support AH-64 maneuver, requiring 
synchronization and integration by the 
BCT staff and the aviation fire-support 
officer. As a best practice, Shadow UAS 
flown in front of AH-64s cued to an 
electronic intelligence platform can as-
sist the BCT in identifying enemy air-
defense artillery radar and targeting.

Lift-aviation 
employment
Lift-aviation planning is often over-
looked and underdeveloped by the bri-
gade staff during the military decision-
making process (MDMP). In retrospect, 
after direct-fire contact is made, staffs 
quickly recognize their shortfalls in lift 
planning. Lift planning, like attack plan-
ning in a decisive-action operation, re-
quires a fundamental shift in employ-
ment methodology. Point-of-injury 
pickups for medical evacuation (MEDE-
VAC) and casualty evacuation (CASE-
VAC) – as well as ring-route support for 
utility and cargo aircraft – are still con-
ducted on a case-by-case basis, but 
they occur far less than in the counter-
insurgency environment. In decisive-
action operations, MEDEVAC and CA-
SEVAC operations are primarily used to 
support patient transfers from air am-
bulance exchange points (AXPs) or Role 
I to Role II medical-support locations.

Bulk-commodity distribution at the bri-
gade echelon is conducted mainly by 
logistical trains using unit and supply-
point distribution vs. CH-47 ring route. 
Utility and cargo aircraft still have a 
role in combat resupply, but due to 
consumption rates of classes of supply 
during large-scale combat operations 
(LSCO), their role has shifted to sup-
port emergency resupply of finite com-
modities or battlefield reconstitution. 
While aerial resupply/air movement 
support may be trending downward for 
utility and cargo platforms in the deci-
sive-action training environment, re-
quests for aerial retransmission and air 
assault have increased. Tempo, range, 
enemy contact and terrain make com-
munication one of the single most dif-
ficult challenges for units to overcome 
in decisive operations. UAS as well as 
the UH-60M are uniquely suited to ex-
tend a BCT’s communications capabili-
ties.

Aerial retransmission can undoubtedly 
enhance a brigade’s communication ar-
chitecture, but if not sequenced cor-
rectly with event triggers, it can nega-
tively impact a brigade operation dur-
ing a critical phase. In addition to aer-
ial retransmission, the commander’s 
willingness/need to exploit the oppor-
tunity and seize key terrain in front of 
an advancing enemy force has made 
air-assault operations critical for Stryk-
er BCTs, and it is beneficial for armor 
BCTs. Detailed planning is the only way 
to synchronize these operations.

Airspace planning for lift aviation dur-
ing MDMP is initially conducted as 
course of action (CoA) development. It 
is refined during CoA analysis (wargam-
ing). There are multiple methods bri-
gades can use to plan for the employ-
ment of lift aviation to enable air 
movement, aerial retransmission, air 
assault, MEDEVAC or CASEVAC while 
also remaining deconflicted with sur-
face fires:
• The most critical aspect of airspace 

planning is to ensure the process is 
codified in writing within the brigade 
SOPs. Planning for lift aviation should 
(generally will) involve the support 
operations officer or sustainment 
representative, brigade-level S-4, 
S-1, medical officer, aviation LNO and 
BAO. Like attack-aviation planning, 
lift planning should be complete 
following the development of the 
maneuver plan as part of shaping or 
sustainment operation in support of 
the decisive operation.

• To support MEDEVAC or CASEVAC 
operations, air AXPs developed by 
the brigade within each CAB’s 
battlespace affords the brigade the 
ability to integrate and synchronize 
aviation assets and airspace in 
support of patient transfers without 
directing Role I medical locations.

• Air movement in support of combat 
r e s u p p l y  a n d  b a t t l e f i e l d 
reconstitution integrated and 
synchronized through logist ic 
resupply points (LRPs) allows the 
brigade to further develop airspace 
in support of sustainment operations.

• Air movement to unit maintenance 
command posts or combat train 
command posts is an option for the 
brigade.

• Proximity to the forward-line-of-own 

troops and constant survivability 
moves of those elements can prove 
problematic and make it difficult, but 
not impossible, for the brigade when 
planning.

• The use of LRPs and air AXPs whose 
locations are directed by the brigade 
and tasked through mission orders 
allows the brigade to develop air 
routes through the CAB’s battlespace, 
remaining deconflicted from primary 
assigned aircraft and DFCMs while 
supporting a permissive f ires 
environment.

In LSCO, brigades generally play a 
much more active role in air-assault 
planning as well. Air-assault operations 
against a near-peer threat with an in-
tegrated air-defense system requires 
support above the battalion echelon, 
but that is generally easier to say than 
execute. In addition to the threat, units 
find themselves well inside the 96-
hour planning window more often 
than not. Due to mission complexity 
and shortened timelines, air-assault 
operations are incredibly resource 
(read leader) intensive to execute. The 
most successful brigades have a firm 
understanding of FM 3-99, Airborne 
and Air Assault Operations, and FM 
3-04, Army Aviation, integrating air-as-
sault operations into their SOPs and 
using the weight of the brigade staff.

The BAO is not the sole brigade staff 
officer responsible for planning an air 
assault, and CoA development is gen-
erally the latest step in MDMP when a 
brigade decides to execute air-assault 
operations. Airspace planning at the 
brigade to support an air-assault oper-
ation should get the aircraft through 
the brigade consolidation area, a CAB’s 
maneuver space into an ACA’s initial 
point or release point, or the aviation 
task force’s own battlespace. Aviation 
LNOs from the combat aviation brigade 
or aviation battalion task force (ABTF) 
are key to mission planning and ulti-
mately mission success.

Liaison officers
There is little utility in sending the 
wrong LNO from an aviation brigade or 
ABTF to support a BCT. LNOs sent to a 
BCT are an investment by a combat avi-
ation brigade commander.

Qualifications for these officers are 
stated in Training and Evaluation 
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Outline (T&EO) Task 01-BDE-436: “The 
aviation brigade commander must im-
plement an LNO certification program 
at home station to ensure that aviation 
LNOs are proficient in the full spec-
trum of air-ground integration. Fully 
qualified aviation LNOs should be cap-
tain’s career course graduates and 
have pilot-in-command experience. 
They should possess a strong knowl-
edge of the aircraft and the units in the 
aviation brigade.” LNOs must be air-
craft agnostic and, in addition to a 
strong working knowledge of aircraft 
within the brigade, he or she must also 
have a strong MDMP foundation.

Although the T&EO suggests that the 
LNO be a career-course graduate, some 
of the best LNOs I’ve ever seen were 
warrant officers.

In most cases, the LNOs sent from an 
aviation unit to a BCT serve in the 
plans section. As planners, they afford 

the aviation commander maximum 
lead time on upcoming missions and 
have access to products as they are de-
veloped. Resources permitting, an LNO 
in the support-operations shop im-
proves the commodity/aviation inter-
face.

LNOs aside, there is no substitute for a 
commander-to-commander dialogue 
to shape and develop the plan early to 
maximize aviation integration.

Conclusion
Development and implementation of 
an integrated aviation-employment 
strategy simplifies the BCT’s UAP and 
promotes integration between fires 
and aviation in support of CAM.

Airspace management is an investment 
that starts at home station. Airspace 
management during home-station 
training must be conducted with rigor 
or the necessary foundation can never 

be built. Having the division headquar-
ters integrated into brigade collective-
training events can provide an external 
assessment and facilitate the required 
rigor at home-station training. ADAM/
BAE personnel have a PME require-
ment that cannot be overlooked and 
should be a brigade investment. CTCs 
should not be the first time the brigade 
employs joint fires.

Develop the ground-maneuver plan 
first and then build the aviation-ma-
neuver plan that supports it with the 
necessary airspace required to meet 
the operational endstate. Employment 
of AH-64 Apache attack helicopters in 
the “over the shoulder” role or in 
close-friendly contact is difficult to 
manage in a degraded communication 
environment, and it is the fastest way 
to complicate the airspace plan and of-
ten induce unnecessary operational 
friction. Employment of attack aviation 

Figure 5. View of the Central Corridor at NTC as an 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment (Blackhorse Regiment) helicopter 
moves through it Jan. 20, 2019. (U.S. Army photo by MAJ Adam McCoy)
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on the flanks and forward of the CFL 
with brigade artillery and organic aer-
ial sensors – as well as cavalry scouts 
and EAB enablers – simplifies the UAP, 
and it decreases fire-mission process-
ing time while allowing CABs increased 
small-UAS employment agility.

Lift aviation provides the brigade com-
mander with opportunities that are 
unexploitable by any other means. Lift 
aviation provides commanders the 
ability to rapidly expand the security 
zone, seize key terrain in front of an 
advancing enemy force, move critical 
classes of supply quickly, reduce com-
munications gaps, improve mission 
command and reduce the died-of-
wounds rate after contact is made. Air-
space must be deliberately planned at 
the brigade level, and it must have al-
located airspace to prevent friction 
with indirect fires.

Integration of the right LNOs is critical 
for aviation integration within the BCT. 
Undervaluing the position by resourc-
ing the BCT with an individual who 
lacks working tactical-aviation knowl-
edge – or one who cannot plan for all 
airframes within a combat aviation bri-
gade – is a disservice to the BCT and 
the aviation unit.

ADAM – air defense and airspace 
management
ABTF – aviation battalion task force
ACA – airspace-coordination area
AXP – ambulance exchange point
BAE – brigade aviation element
BAO – brigade aviation officer
BCT – brigade combat team
CAM – combined-arms maneuver
CASEVAC – casualty evacuation
CAB – combined-arms battalion
CFL – coordinated fire line
CoA – course of action
CTC – combat-training center
DFCM – direct-fire control measure
EAB – echelons-above-brigade
FM – field manual

GSAB – general support aviation brigade
LRP – logistic resupply point
LNO – liaison officer
LSCO – large-scale combat 
operations
MEDEVAC – medical evacuation
MDMP – military decision-making 
process
NTC – National Training Center
PME – professional military 
education
SOP – standard operating procedure
T&EO – training and evaluation 
outline
TAA – tactical assembly area
UAP – unit airspace plan
UAS – unmanned aerial system
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The Nature of Warfare:
Has Clausewitz Maintained Relevancy?

by MAJ Chaveso Cook, MAJ Charles 
Slider and MAJ Terron Wharton

What is the nature of warfare? Wess 
Roberts, in his managerial classic Lead-
ership Secrets of Attila the Hun, says 
that for humans “conflict is the natural 
state.”1 Warfare is man’s natural state 
writ large, the extension of individual 
conflicts to the overarching body poli-
tic. Over time, societies grind them-
selves toward conflict at an individual 
level, and this natural order of man 
translates over to the body politic writ 
large.

A few theorists have tried to capture 
those sentiments regarding our under-
standing of warfare – namely Carl von 
Clausewitz, a prominent theorist, who 
captured these sentiments in his sem-
inal work On War. War, he states, is 
“different than anything else.”2 When 
attempting to understand past wars, 
scholars often cite aspects of Clause-
witz’s theories and their significant 
role in explaining war’s nature. One 
could contend that Clausewitz’s ideas 
find the most relevance on the World 
War I battlefield, and his theories pro-
vided the philosophical underpinnings 
for much of the strategic thought and 

grand campaigning of the early 21st 
Century. 

Undoubtedly, Clausewitz’s theories 
continue to provide a useful founda-
tion for the study of warfare. However, 
one must never forget that, like human 
beings, warfare is not immutable. War-
fare is an extension of man’s natural 
state, and just as man and society 
change over time, so goes the nature 
of war. While World War I demon-
strates a near-textbook case of Clause-
witz’s principles, those same theories 
arguably provide less utility in the cur-
rent state of limited, small-scale war-
fare and even large-scale combat op-
erations of the future unless viewed 
through a different context.

This article’s purpose is to illustrate 
this contextual disunion and provide 
viewpoints for a new theoretical use.

Fascinating ‘trinity’
One of Clausewitz’s most prominent 
ideas is his “trinity.” In the simplest 
terms, Clausewitz saw war as an inter-
play among policy, passion and prob-
ability. The interaction between ele-
ments shapes and defines the very na-
ture of warfare.

Policy. War is an extension of policy. 
Policy derives from government, with 
war subordinate to policy and subject 
to reason. Interestingly, in World War 
I, we saw the inverse: policies of the 
time grew out of the necessities of 
winning the war. Whole-of-govern-
ment approaches arose to maximize 
the promulgation of national will with 
regard to victory at almost all costs. 
The national will became the center of 
gravity – everything else was subordi-
nate.

Competing nations searched to find 
the balance, but the desire for military 
victory overshadowed everything. Eco-
nomic policy became geared toward 
strategic military success, and both the 
Allies and the Central Powers “under-
stood the geometry and modern style 
of warfare through a bloody process of 
mutual education.”3 In Germany, the 
Hindenburg Plan arose as a national 
production plan overseen by the gov-
ernment to support the war efforts.4  
Conservative estimates say the Allies 
spent $80 billion more on the war than 
the Central Powers, even with Ameri-
ca’s late entry.5

In the end, the pendulum swung too 
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far, and instead of war supporting pol-
icy, war became policy. For Germany, 
this swing was unsustainable and, ulti-
mately, irrecoverable. Once political, 
economic and social conditions in Ger-
many approached fatal deterioration, 
the German military leaders, now the 
virtual rulers of Germany, were forced 
to give in and cease hostilities.6 Thus, 
allowing war to become policy instead 
of a method at a achieving specific pol-
icy aims, and the subsequent failure as 
a result, reinforces Clausewitz’s point.

Passion. Next, passion concerns the 
people, a blind force that exists in “pri-
mordial violence and enmity.”7 World 
War I’s large-scale death, suffering, vi-
olence and casual indifference to it all 
at a national level had yet to be seen 
in human history. In metaphorical fash-
ion, World War I simply represented 
the ferocity of individual human na-
ture. States personified what psychol-
ogist Stanley Milgram would come to 
call humanity’s “banality of evil.”8 

Probability. Probability is the trinity’s 
final element and represents the ef-
fects of random chance on the other 
two elements. In On War we read that 

when war is “no longer theoretical but 
becomes a series of its own actions, re-
ality supplies the data from which we 
deduce the unknown.”9 However, all 
the predictive analysis in the world 
could not have predicted conditions on 
the World War I battlefield. In fact, 
most leaders on both sides thought the 
war would be over in very short order 
or would follow the European tradition 
of limited casualties from a national 
perspective.

The casualty rates begged to differ. 
War contains millions of variables that 
cannot be controlled or accounted for: 
the rifle that misfires, the supply con-
voy that took a wrong turn in the dark 
or the staff officer who drew a bound-
ary line 800 meters from where it 
should have been, thereby creating a 
point of penetration between his own 
units. In the end, these small, random 
acts of chance can have just as much 
of an effect on warfare’s outcome as a 
dedicated people or brilliant strategy.

Guns of August
Clausewitz’s trinity provides the under-
pinnings for the rest of his thoughts on 
warfare. Later in his work, Clausewitz 

proposed the concept of absolute war, 
a philosophical construct centered on 
achieving political victory by military 
force aimed at the total destruction of 
the enemy’s forces and military capac-
ity.10 Clausewitz identified three recip-
rocal actions as part of absolute war-
fare: the maximum use of force, the 
disarmament of the enemy and the 
maximum exertion of strength.11

Absolute warfare is often confused 
with total warfare, which sees a na-
tion mobilize every aspect of its soci-
ety in support of warfare, often to the 
point where the distinction between 
military and civilian capacity is nearly 
indistinguishable. World War I is wide-
ly considered the first modern instance 
of total war. Despite absolute war and 
total war being different things (one a 
construct, the other an approach), the 
reciprocal actions are observable in 
both.

The first reciprocal action involves em-
ploying sheer force by both numerical 
and motivational superiority. Clause-
witz posited that the side undeterred 
by bloodshed would gain the upper 
hand if the other side restrained 

Figure 1. Map of military alliances of Europe in 1914. The years preceding the start of World War I were marked by 
smaller wars and arms races. (Map courtesy of Wikimedia)
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itself.12 Application of force must be 
achieved, as comparative figures of 
strength, or “war by algebra,” would 
not be enough.13 This first manifested 
in 1914 as nations began to mobilize. 
All the governmental and military lead-
ers of the belligerent nations planned 
as if “the dread of loss would ensure 
failure; [one] can assume that troops 
who are not afraid of losses are bound 
to maintain superiority over others 
who are more sparing of blood.”14 In 
adherence with first reciprocal action, 
those involved automatically accepted 
the fact that there would be heavy 
losses, so much so that when the casu-
alty rates began to climb, “they were 
not seen as horrifying as they were 
seen to be a measure of national re-
solve.”15

The second compels coercing the ene-
my to forego war by placing them in a 
situation that is “even more unpleas-
ant than the sacrifice you call on him 
to make.”16 As the Great War contin-
ued, it became apparent that to exert 
the maximum number of casualties, 
both sides would have to move toward 
attrition warfare. Clausewitz would ar-
gue that one side would have to dom-
inate the other to point of submission 
and loss of will. However, the irony is 
that both belligerents would recognize 
this and continue to sink resources lest 
all past efforts came to naught. As 
such, World War I certainly became a 
bloody test of wills.

Author T.D. Pritcher reminds us of the 
Clausewitzian position that war’s ob-
ject is destroying the enemy’s will to 
fight. Destruction of morale capacity, 
rather than physical forces, is the key 

to victory.17 The machinegun, massed 
artillery bombardments, poison gas 
and other technological advance-
ments, combined with a disregard for 
casualties, resulted in a loss of life that 
will remain one of the greatest stains 
in human history. However, no matter 
how stubborn nations are as political 
entities, nations as a collection of peo-
ple have limits. As America entered the 
war, the tide began to reverse. Toward 
the end of the war, the Germans were 
surrendering in droves. Between July 
and November of 1918, 760,000 
deaths, coupled with an estimated one 
million deserters or service refusals, 
drew the war to a close.18 Their morale 
had been broken, German will de-
stroyed, as their spring offensives of 
1918 failed.

The third reciprocal action is the total-
ity of means. Belligerents reached a 
grand crescendo of destruction as each 
ramped up their manufacturing capa-
bilities to equip their forces with more 
and more capacity for destruction, all 
in an effort to impose their nation’s 
will on another. Millions of artillery 
shells were fired for a singular offen-
sive alone. The use of poisonous gas in 
various forms was a direct conflict with 
the Hague Treaty of 1899 and the 
Hague Convention of Land Warfare of 
1907, but both the Central and Allied 
Powers used it. In explaining why one 
would do so, a corps commander al-
most quotes Clausewitz’s idea of reci-
procity by saying “war is about inca-
pacitating more of our enemies than 
they do of us, and if this can only be 
done by our copying the enemy in his 
choice of weapons, we must not refuse 

to do so.”19

World War I also 
saw unrestricted 
submarine war-
fare, which direct-
ly contributed to 
the United States’ 
entry into the war 
as Germany de-
volved to sinking 
a ny t h i n g  n ea r 
their island ene-
my’s coastal zone. 
The use of offen-
sive and defensive 
p o w e r  s i m p l y 
grew to a “degree 

rare in the history of war.”20

Next, a look at World War I trench war-
fare is imperative. The Western Front 
alone saw 475 miles of opposing 
trench lines that extended from the 
North Sea all the way to Switzerland. 
To the east, one would find 1,000 miles 
of trench lines, though by similar man-
ning standards the distance would 
make it seem to be more sparsely de-
fended. Barbed wire and field fortifica-
tions ruled the day, taking away a great 
deal of the maneuver. In Book VII of On 
War, we find the quintessential point 
of Clausewitzian theory applied to 
trench warfare in World War I as he 
states that “a well-prepared, well-
manned and well-defended entrench-
ment must be considered an impreg-
nable point.”21 Though the Germans 
were the first to dig in, both sides de-
termined that defilade and cover 
would limit the effects of destructive 
weaponry. “No man’s land” was born.

Michael Howard describes this eventu-
ality between combatants, saying, 
“There will always be an impassable 
zone of fire deadly in equal degree to 
both foes.”22 Hew Strachan captures 
the effects of this on the grandest of 
scales, stating that the stalemate years 
of World War I created a classic dilem-
ma for its leaders to debate “whether 
to save lives by pulling back to a better 
position or to hold ground and risk 
greater losses.”23 Arguably, World War 
I strategy became heavily dependent 
on defense. Clausewitz predicted all 
this, believing that defenders would 
hold fast to their defensive advantage 
to the point of non-maneuver, a pre-
diction that came through as “the bat-
tle smolders away like damp gunpow-
der” from 1915-1917.24 

Analyzing World War I via the lenses of 
the three reciprocal actions, trench 
warfare in the defense and the para-
doxical trinity shows the early tran-
scendence of Clausewitz’s theories. 
“The skepticism for strategic maneu-
ver, the dogged refusal to be put off by 
heavy casualties, [among others were] 
all familiar Clausewitzian principles de-
ployed to justify the continuation of at-
tacks” in World War I.25 Some would 
say that he even predicted the out-
come of World War I as the genesis of 
World War II: “in war, the result is nev-
er final.”26

Figure 2. Canadian troops advance with a British Mark II 
tank at the Battle of Vimy Ridge, 1917. (Photo courtesy of 
Wikimedia)



89                   Fall 2019

Though Clausewitz died 73 years be-
fore its beginning, warfighters still gain 
understanding of the Great War 
through his theories on warfare. 
Clausewitz’s work was long seen as 
“the ultimate foundation upon which 
every [military] regulation in Europe 
had been reared.”27 

War never changes
While his theoretical perspective is 
foundational, Clausewitz could not 
have factored in the massive influence 
current technology plays in influencing 
the strategic, operational and tactical 
aspects of warfare. Increases in tech-
nological advancements have all but 
leveled the playing field. Global Posi-
tioning Systems (GPS), encrypted com-
munication, unmanned surveillance 
and computer network intrusion – ca-
pabilities once reserved for the most 

powerful nation-states – are all avail-
able at low or no cost to anyone.

He could also not predict the seismic 
shift in the international environment 
caused by World War II, the Cold War, 
the American Hyperpower Period, the 
rise of transnational terrorism and glo-
balization.28 Clausewitz’s international 
environment was defined by Great 
Power competition in continental Eu-
rope. While countries rose and fell in 
power and prominence in an almost 
cyclical fashion, there was never 
enough disparity for one to run rough-
shod over the others for very long.

Today, Great Power competition, at 
least via open warfare, is a distant 
memory, considered mostly in thought 
experiments and wargames. Norrin 
Ripsman and T.V. Paul indicate that in-
ternational competition has shifted 

national security from the battlefield 
to the boardroom as globalization has 
made traditional rivals economically 
entwined with varying degrees of sep-
aration.29 In other words, most open 
warfare is bad for business, as corrob-
orated by Nobel-prize winner Joseph 
Stiglitz.30 As such, military matters now 
occur in limited fashion, mostly by 
proxy, with limited means for limited 
ends.

As the combat environment has 
changed, so has most of the utility 
found in Clausewitz’s principles. While 
Clausewitz’s views on the trinity and 
the three reciprocal actions may have 
textbook application in World War I, 
they fail to translate in several areas to 
modern conflict. Examples from the 
wars in Iraq and Afghanistan (Opera-
tions Iraqi Freedom and Enduring Free-
dom respectively, as well as New 

Figure 3. Aerial view of the ruins of Vaux-devant-Damloup, France, 1918. Belligerents reached a grand crescendo of de-
struction as each ramped up their manufacturing capabilities to equip their forces with more and more capacity for de-
struction. (Photo by Edward Steichen, public domain, National Archives and Record Administration record 1444144)
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Dawn), conflicts such as Somalia (Op-
erations Restore Hope and Gothic Ser-
pent), and movements such as the 
Arab Spring illuminate the disparity.

Breaking news
The average Briton only knew their na-
tion was at war in Europe. They may 
have known casualties were high, but 
not necessarily how high. They never 
saw the effects of massed artillery, poi-
son gas or the rampant disease that 
tore through trenches. Most got their 
information from either the newspaper 
or their nation’s leaders, but, minus 
firsthand accounting, there was no way 
for the average citizen to independent-
ly verify or challenge what they were 
being told.

Leaders could stoke or quench nation-
al passions to support their own ends 
by controlling the flow of information. 
As policy aims changed, leaders could 
manipulate passion (to an extent) to 
support those policy aims. As such, 
when Clausewitz’s trinity was first pro-
posed, policy and passion remained 
relatively in balance. The Internet 
changed that dynamic forever.

Today’s 24-hour news cycle and infor-
mation democratization can shift pas-
sions to influence or shift policy before 
policy has been given the chance to 
work, especially due to constant and 
rapid changes.31 Had German soldiers 
conducted mass executions during 
World War I, the average French citizen 
would have no idea unless there was a 
person able to relay the story firsthand 
or the French government saw it use-
ful to release. As the Islamic State in 
Iraq and Syria (ISIS) marched across 
those two countries, ISIS’ brutality was 
beamed directly to not only those in 
Iraq and Syria but to the entire world’s 
masses.

The Arab Spring protests provide an-
other example of how governments no 
longer have the biggest hand in con-
trolling passion. Nearly all the nations 
affected by the Arab Spring had large 
or total control on the media, informa-
tion and the ensuing narrative. What 
they could not control was social me-
dia, and the visceral nature of conflict 
has remained burned in the minds of 
the international community.

With nothing more than a cellphone 

and an Internet connection, any per-
son today can become a reporter with 
global reach – with their views, opin-
ions and stories accessible to millions 
without filter or oversight. During the 
Arab Spring, individuals beamed imag-
es from the streets, protests and gov-
ernment crackdowns directly to bil-
lions of people worldwide – from aver-
age citizens to cabinets, judges, gener-
als, presidents and prime ministers. In-
stead of a government controlling pas-
sion in support of policy, the people on 
the ground used information technol-
ogy to harness passion and subse-
quently shift the policies of multiple 
governments – and ultimately upend-
ed the social, political and economic 
order of their own nations as well as a 
large swath of the Middle East.32 

Roll the dice
Increase of technological means in 
modern warfare reduces one of the 
core variables of the trinity: chance. At 
the turn of the 19th Century, an assas-
sin eliminated a dictator, propelling the 
world into unscrupulous conflict. Prior 
to the assassination, a cable sent to 
the assassin failed to reach him in 
time, thus thrusting major nations of 
the modern world into World War I. In 
the 21st Century, the speed of commu-
nications and platforms would have 
eliminated or limited such a costly 

action and prevented massive military 
and civilian casualties throughout 
World War I. 

Information technology created tools 
resulting in vastly increased situational 
awareness and understanding. As the 
availability of information increases, 
the effects of chance decreases. Today, 
world leaders are able to contact each 
other within minutes due to the in-
creases in communication devices, re-
ducing doubt of pre-emptive strikes, 
major troop movements and policy 
changes influencing adjoining nations. 
Videoteleconferencing enables senior 
civilian officials and military leaders 
alike the ability to interact without hin-
drance of distance, allowing presi-
dents, prime ministers and generals ac-
cess to advisers anytime or anywhere, 
lessening the potential likelihood of 
uninformed decisions.

Chance can never be eliminated com-
pletely, of course. A vehicle will always 
fail to start, a gun will always jam or 
the network stacks may go down as 
one headquarters tries to send an up-
date to another. However, modern 
technology such as GPS, global com-
munications, satellite technology and 
others drastically reduce information 
gaps and the fog of war that once 
greatly enabled chance, especially 
from the perspective of Clausewitz.

Figure 4. A protester holds a placard in Tahrir Square referring to Facebook 
and Twitter, acknowledging the role played by social media during the 2011 
Egyptian Revolution. (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia)
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All or nothing
Earlier wars were ones of extremes: 
the maximum application of violence, 
greater will and totality of means was 
not just about ensuring victory, as the 
loser often faced complete destruc-
tion.33 As such, every war posed an ex-
istential threat to the participants, 
with a loss potentially meaning the end 
of the loser’s nation. Such was life in 
the world of Great Power competition. 

Today’s battlefield is defined by small-
scale actions, limited engagements, ir-
regular participants, counterinsurgen-
cy and proxy conflict. As such, there no 
longer is a clear “winner” or “loser,” 
nor is there always-definitive policy 
outcomes, either in the short or long 
term. Columbia political scientist Dr. 
Page Fortna argues that this trend be-
gan with the Cold War.34 As such, a 
country “losing” in today’s conflicts 
does not equate to destruction or ex-
tinction. Should the war effort in Af-
ghanistan utterly collapse in defeat in 
2019, people in Chicago, New York, Los 
Angeles or even arguably DC will con-
tinue to live as they always have. Citi-
zens are not going to worry about the 
government crumbling, being subject-
ed to hostile forces marching through 
the streets or the American way of life 
coming to an end.

If there is no threat of extinction, then 
what need is there to exert maximum 
force? Why bleed generations dry? 
Why increase taxes and institute ra-
tioning? Why watch hundreds of thou-
sands of caskets return from the front? 
If the cause is limited, then so are the 
gains. In that sense, it no longer is wise 
for any nation to go “all in.”

Will to power
The second reciprocal action concerns 
disarming enemies by removing either 
their physical capacity or the will to 
wage war.35 While this often involved a 
large amount of physical destruction, 
it did not have to. Disarmament could 
be achieved by achieving a position of 
relative advantage, either tactically, 
operationally or strategically. However, 
in any case, physical proximity was al-
ways a factor: proximity between forc-
es or between a force and an opposing 
center of gravity. In either case, there 
were physical limitations to power pro-
jection governed by logistics and lines 

of communication. Range was never 
infinite in Clausewitz’s day. 

That is not the case today. What need 
is there for a field army when one state 
can push a button and send a conven-
tional, or even nuclear, missile into the 
heart of a rival’s territory? Moreover, 
what is the need for a missile when a 
single man with an explosive vest can 
achieve the same effect at the right 
time and place, or by an offensive cy-
ber operation shutting down a power 
or communications grid? Technology, 
both in terms of weaponry and its en-
abling of globalization, has reshaped 
what it means to have positional ad-
vantage. Coupled with passion, it has 
also changed not only how national 
will can be affected, but also by whom.

For example, in 1992, President George 
H.W. Bush sent U.S. forces to Somalia 
as part of Operation Restore Hope in 
an effort to restore order to Somalia 
and provide humanitarian assistance. 
In August of the following year, the 
United States launched Operation 
Gothic Serpent aimed at capturing Mo-
hamed Farrah Aidid. Gothic Serpent 
culminated Oct. 3-4, 1993, in the ill-fat-
ed raid that became known as the Bat-
tle of Mogadishu. The overall casual-
ties were nowhere near those of World 
War I (19 U.S. servicemembers and 
about 800-1,000 Somalis killed). How-
ever, the images of dead U.S. soldiers 
being dragged through the streets that 
were broadcast globally over television 
were cataclysmic. On Oct. 6, President 
Bill Clinton ordered military operations 
halted, with a full withdrawal by March 
1994.

Technology, in the form of global me-
dia and satellite communication, gave 
the Somalis a relative advantage that 
force of arms could not. In turn, it 
snuffed the American will to fight in 
Somalia and resulted in a change in 
U.S. policy.36

While the second reciprocal action re-
mains valid, the methods to achieve it 
are fundamentally different. Social me-
dia, the Internet, precision weaponry 
and global reach of both state actors 
(via power projection) and violent non-
state actors (via transnational crime, 
smuggling and radicalizing actors al-
ready within a state), coupled with an 
aversion to casualties, have radically 

altered the amount of resources, effort 
and violence it takes to achieve relative 
advantage. Actors, both state and non-
state, can now achieve relative advan-
tage and force capitulation from mul-
tiple domains as opposed to solely on 
the battlefield, and do it relatively 
cheaply compared to the resources ex-
pended during World War I. 

Just because you can …
The absence of the fear of extinction 
and changes in relative advantage 
combine to affect the third reciprocal 
action: totality of means. As stated be-
fore, why put forth maximum effort 
and suffer maximum casualties for lim-
ited outcomes? Also, if relative advan-
tage can be achieved with less resourc-
es in a domain outside the battlefield 
(which can incur massive costs in terms 
of people and national treasure), then 
why bother with open warfare? Based 
on the first two, it is only logical that 
totality has changed as well.

The Law of Armed Conflict now holds 
proportionality as a tenet. By defini-
tion, belligerents must only use the 
minimum force necessary to gain mili-
tary advantage, as opposed to all 
means at their disposal.37 Limited aims 
give way to limited war, resulting in 
limited means. Massed artillery bom-
bardments have been replaced by pre-
cision weaponry. Special Operations 
task forces deploy in the place of field 
armies.

Pictures of civilian casualties resulting 
in the Allied firebombing of Dresden 
during World War II were not shown 
on the evening news around the globe. 
Pictures of civilian casualties in Iraq 
and Afghanistan are only a Google 
search away.

It is important to note that while tech-
nology can negatively affect national 
will, it can also harden resolve. Al-Qa-
eda believed that the Sept. 11, 2001, 
attack would cause the United States 
to withdraw its forces and influence 
from the Middle East, so al-Qaeda in-
vested a significant amount of resourc-
es and planning into the attack. Instead 
of destroying U.S. will, the attack 
brought about the only Article V invo-
cation in North Atlantic Treaty Organi-
zation (NATO) history and initiated the 
Global War on Terrorism.38 
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Instead of ending a nation, the 9/11 at-
tacks produced major combat opera-
tions in Iraq and Afghanistan, poured 
billions of dollars more in military aid 
into the region and generated Special 
Operations counter-terrorist efforts 
across Africa, the Middle East and the 
Indo-Pacific region. In the end, al-Qa-
eda saw much of its capacity de-
stroyed, and while it remains, it is a 
shadow of its former self.

For Clausewitz, totality equated to vic-
tory. Today, technology and globaliza-
tion have introduced complexities such 
that totality does not guarantee victo-
ry and, in fact, can ultimately lead to 
defeat.

Conclusion 
Clausewitz provided the most solid 
foundation for modern military philos-
ophy. Even unfinished, his work revo-
lutionized how professionals viewed 
warfare and strategy. If Clausewitz did 
not continue to have relevance, this ar-
ticle could not exist. However, the 
world is not incontrovertible. While 
Clausewitz’s ideas on the trinity and 
reciprocal actions still have relevance, 
what has changed is their application. 

The interplay between passion and 
policy is still very much a critical factor 
for those leading nations. Chance can 
still wreck even the most carefully co-
ordinated operations. Endless debates 
have occurred in Congress and the 
Oval Office over troop levels in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. America was not all-
in for limited war. National will to fight 
still matters as America learned (to its 
detriment) in Somalia, and as al-Qaeda 
learned through its destruction in Af-
ghanistan and Iraq. Means remain im-
portant, as misapplication of means 
can lead to defeat via passion shifts as 
quickly as it can occur due to military 
losses.

Clausewitz and his ideas will always re-
main relevant. The trinity and recipro-
cal actions will always have a place on 
both the battlefield and strategy ses-
sions. However, to continue reaping 
their benefits, we must shift and adapt 
them to modernity.
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Deception: the Operation We Avoid
by CPT Andre C. Aleong

In the opening months of 1944, aircraft 
from the German Luftwaffe conducted 
multiple reconnaissance flights over 
the English Channel. After-action sum-
maries from missions would later re-
port sighting large masses of armored 
vehicles postured as a potential inva-
sion force. As these missions contin-
ued, the German army became confi-
dent they had determined the timing 
and locations for the eventual Allied 
invasion of northern France. Armed 
with their newly acquired information, 
they immediately moved reinforce-
ments to augment defenses at a major 
port region known as Pas de Calais.

Much to their dismay, the Allies never 
landed at Pas de Calais and instead 
landed in Normandy. In time, the Ger-
mans would learn that the Allies delib-
erately deceived them and that the 
large masses of vehicles they sighted 
were actually decoys. This military op-
eration, known as Operation Body-
guard – along with another operation 
known as Operation Anadyr (Russian) 
– shared one thing: they were deliber-
ately planned deception operations 
that enabled armies to achieve a tacti-
cal advantage over their foe.

Although these operations occurred 
during the modern era of warfare, the 
concept of deception is not new, as ex-
amples of deception operations date 
back to the Middle Ages. As we exam-
ine our Army today, we can conclude 

that deception operations are not as 
prevalent as they were in the past, and 
that units no longer place the same 
amount of emphasis on planning and 
executing deception operations. Cur-
rent trends at combat-training centers 
(CTCs) such as the Joint Multinational 
Readiness Center (JMRC) indicate that 
units seldom conduct, and often com-
pletely avoid, deception operations.

Habitually, commanders and staffs vis-
it JMRC and commence the requisite 
steps associated with the military de-
cision-making process (MDMP). As the 
staff transitions into course-of-action 
(CoA) development, priorities center 
around planning a CoA that nests with 
criteria such as “massing effects” and 
“synchronizing combined-arms maneu-
ver.” Rarely do units account for decep-
tion and view it as an operation that 
enables mission success.

On the contrary, we see a different 
trend when we observe armies from al-
lied or partnered nations when they 
conduct operational planning. Armies 
from partnered nations, especially 
those from Eastern Europe (Poland, 
Ukraine and Romania), usually incor-
porate deception into their military op-
erations.

When the British execute “the combat 
estimate,” the military equivalent of 
our MDMP, deception is a necessary 
criterion for a valid CoA. In the earliest 
stages of their planning cycle, they 
challenge their leaders to use their 

imagination and resource a deception 
plan.

Why do we not see U.S. rotational 
training units (RTUs) place the same 
amount of emphasis on deception that 
our allies and partners do? Observa-
tions from observer/coach/trainers 
(O/C/Ts) at JMRC continue to show 
that deception is an operation that is 
perpetually underused, and it is a skill 
where RTU level of proficiency has de-
teriorated. We trace the cause of this 
to three factors: 1) we do not under-
stand the importance of deception; 2) 
we do not discuss deception at length 
at the institutional level; and 3) we do 
not evaluate or observe deception as 
a mission-essential task (MET).

Why is deception 
important?
Military deception (MILDEC) facilitates 
mission success by convincing oppos-
ing forces (OPFOR) to take certain ac-
tions based on perceived friendly ac-
tions. Joint Publication 3-13.4, Military 
Deception, defines MILDEC as “actions 
executed to deliberately mislead ad-
versary military, paramilitary or violent 
extremist organization decision-mak-
ers, thereby causing the adversary to 
take specific actions (or inactions) that 
will contribute to the accomplishment 
of the friendly mission.”17

Ideally, when units effectively employ 
MILDEC, it forces the enemy to prema-
turely commit its forces and expose its 
scheme of maneuver, which enables 
friendly forces to gain time and space 
to refine CoAs based on newly ac-
quired information on enemy actions. 
MILDEC also extends a unit’s freedom 
of maneuver to conduct follow-on ac-
tions such as disruption or isolation of 
enemy forces.

The Battle of Cowpens is a classic ex-
ample where such actions occurred. At 
Cowpens, a portion of the Continental 
Army deliberately engaged a numeri-
cally superior force with the intent of 
disrupting the British army for a speci-
fied period. Forces conducted a bold 
feint, followed by a planned retreat, to 
draw out a larger force and successful-
ly led their adversaries to a larger force 

Figure 1. A British army decoy battle position during Rotation 19-04 Allied 
Spirit X. (Photo by CPT David C. Hale, Timberwolf Maneuver Team)



95                   Fall 2019

in waiting. This tactic allowed the Con-
tinental Army time to conduct a double 
envelopment that isolated the British 
army and secured victory.

Modern examples of deception illus-
trate that future potential threats are 
also employing deception operations. 
During the recent conflict in Crimea, 
separatist-backed forces used tactical 
and strategic deception to mislead 
Ukrainian forces. At the tactical level, 
forces conducted exercises close to the 
Ukrainian border, which served to dis-
tract Ukrainian forces and enable Spe-
cial Operations Forces and convention-
al forces to infiltrate Crimea. Once in-
side Crimea, deception operations con-
tinued as forces disguised themselves 
as civilians and humanitarian workers. 
At the strategic level, misinformation 
campaigns aired on news and social-
media outlets with the intent of sub-
verting the Ukrainian government and 
creating an environment of distrust 
with the populace.

This concept, commonly referred to as 
maskirovka, has a prominent presence 
in  Russ ian  mi l i tary  doctr ine. 

Maskirovka is “the art of deception – 
to elevate the complete set of actions 
and conditions that fall short of war 
that enables battlefield victories to be 
decided before tanks and infantry 
close in battle.”2

In the preceding examples, armies 
fought in a scenario where they did not 
initially hold a tactical advantage over 
their foe or they preferred to fight 
small engagements until they acquired 
information from their enemy. In both 
instances, they relied on deception to 
make limited contact until they gained 
a position of relative advantage. To 
achieve deception, both armies had to 
commit forces and assume some level 
of tactical risk.

Why are U.S. units that come to CTCs 
uncomfortable with assuming such tac-
tical risk? Recent conflicts, starting 
with the Persian Gulf War, created a 
culture where our army enjoyed an 
overmatch against its opponents. This 
fostered an environment where units 
needed to conduct significantly less 
analysis with respect to risk mitigation. 
Emerging threats, especially in Crimea, 

demonstrate this will not always be the 
case. We may likely face an enemy 
where we both will share parity across 
multiple domains – including cyber, 
electronic and air warfare. Inculcating 
leaders to plan and execute MILDEC 
operations is vital if we intend to com-
bat a near-peer enemy.

Institutional level – 
learning MILDEC early
When leaders attend the Armor Basic 
Officer Leader’s Course and Maneuver 
Captain’s Career Course (MCCC), the 
program of instruction provides little 
discussion on the subject of deception. 
Blocks of instruction outline deception 
techniques such as a feint, but they do 
not include practical application of 
MILDEC.

At the noncommissioned-officer level, 
leaders share the same experience 
during their time attending the Ad-
vanced and Senior Leader’s Courses. 
During rotations at JMRC, the benefits 
of planning and employing deception 
operations are not usually immediate-
ly apparent until training units observe 

Figure 2. JMRC instrumented system playback of an OPFOR fire strike against the British army’s decoy battle positions 
during Rotation 19-04 Allied Spirit X.
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RTU from other nations execute 
MILDEC and see the tangible results 
that deception operations produce.

Multinational units that plan and exe-
cute deception operations succeed be-
cause they execute deception at all 
echelons and indoctrinate their subor-
dinates to understand its significance. 
During rotations at JMRC, multination-
al units have continued to use small-
scale deception techniques such as de-
liberately creating dust trails with ar-
mored vehicles to deceive the enemy 
of the location of their defensive belts 
or their direction of attack.

Another technique most recently seen 
at JMRC during rotation Allied Spirit X 
involved a British infantry battalion 
digging and constructing decoy battle 
positions, which included constructing 
dummy silhouettes and placing ration 
heaters adjacent to fighting positions 
to create a false thermal signature. The 
results of their labor effectively de-
ceived the OPFOR, leading them to fire 
several BM-21 indirect-fire missions at 
the British decoy battle positions.

These tactics allowed units to achieve 
surprise and regain the initiative de-
spite the fact that OPFOR outnum-
bered them and possessed superior as-
sets such as attack aviation.

The trend of MILDEC operations at 
CTCs does not only pertain to multina-
tional units. As we have seen over the 
last few decades, OPFOR at all three 
CTCs are experts in the art of decep-
tion. To achieve the same level of pro-
ficiency, we should educate our lead-
ers as early as possible and encourage 
them to train on MILDEC during profes-
sional military education (PME). 

Is deception a metric 
we care about?
For units to attain proficiency with 
MILDEC, we should also use existing 
systems to track progress. O/C/Ts at 
CTCs currently assess unit performance 
based on METs outlined in training 
evaluation and outlines (TE&Os). In 
some cases, units are not aware that 
several battalion METs list deception 
as a performance measure.

None of the TE&Os for all three bri-
gade combat team formations current-
ly list deception as a critical or leader 
task. This discourages units from 

planning deception operations be-
cause deception is not a performance 
measure that units must accomplish to 
achieve proficiency on their assigned 
MET. To incentivize units to train on de-
ception and illustrate its importance, 
we can elevate MILDEC planning from 
a performance measure to a critical 
task.

What is the fix?
To reverse the trend of unit tendencies 
to avoid planning and employing de-
ception operations, change should 
start at the institutional level. Present-
ly, leaders receive blocks of instruction 
on what defines deception operations 
during PME. However, military schools 
do not mandate deception as a task 
that leaders must plan and execute pri-
or to graduation. We can expand the 
curriculum to include deception as a 
critical task that is necessary for a stu-
dent to complete to graduate from a 
PME course.

MCCC provides a great venue where 
we can implement this CoA. For stu-
dents at MCCC, each small-group in-
structor bases pass or failure of an 
OPORD brief on a series of tasks out-
lined in a rubric. Tasks include devel-
oping graphic-control measures, devel-
oping a plan that uses all enablers and 
verbally briefing the decisive point. In-
cluding deception as a critical task that 
a student should plan during company 
phase of MCCC can achieve the goal of 
making our leaders more proficient 
with MILDEC.

The intent behind this proposal is not 
to force students to develop grandiose 
plans, but rather encourage ingenuity 
among our leaders during the earliest 
stages of their military careers. Finally, 
we can expand current systems such as 
our TE&Os to stress MILDEC as a factor 
that necessitates mission success and 
dictates unit proficiency with a mission 
task. TE&Os provide a product for CTCs 
to focus collection on unit trends, but 
other methods exist to socialize and in-
form the force. During after-action re-
views, O/C/Ts can leverage the OPFOR 
to share their lessons-learned and 
share how they coach their subordi-
nates at the lowest level to perform 
deception operations.

Warfare continues to change, and 
while new threats are challenging 

leaders to avoid maintaining the status 
quo, deception is not a new or revolu-
tionary concept. As Sun Tzu stated, “All 
warfare is deception.” His comment 
applied then, and it still applies today.
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ecutive officer, 2nd Battalion, 5th Caval-
ry Regiment, 1st ABCT,  1st Cavalry Divi-
sion, Fort Hood, TX. His military school-
ing includes Armor Officer Basic 
Course, Maneuver Captain’s Career 
Course, Cavalry Leader’s Course, Joint 
Firepower Course, Airborne School and 
Air Assault School. CPT Aleong holds a 
bachelor’s of arts degree in history 
from the University of Hawaii in 
Manoa. His awards and decorations in-
clude the Order of St. George, Silver 
Spurs.

Notes
1 Joint Chiefs of Staff, Joint Publication 
3-13.4, Military Deception, Joint Doctrine 
Publications, Feb. 14, 2017; accessed 
March 8, 2019.
2 J.B. Vowell, “Maskirova: From Russia 
With Deception,” Real Clear Defense, 
https://www.realcleardefense.com/arti-
cles/2016/10/31/maskirovka_from_rus-
sia_with_deception_110282.html; ac-
cessed March 8, 2019.

Acronym Quick-Scan

ABCT – armored brigade combat team
CoA – course of action
CTC – combat-training center
JMRC – Joint Multinational Training 
Center
MCCC – Maneuver Captain’s Career 
Course
MDMP – military decision-making 
process
MET – mission-essential task
MILDEC – military deception
O/C/T – observer/coach/trainer
OPFOR – opposing force
PME – professional military 
education
RTU – rotational training unit
TE&O – training evaluation and 
outline
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BOOK REVIEWS
The First Day on the Eastern Front: 
Germany Invades the Soviet Union, 
June 22, 1941 by Craig Luther; Lanham, 
MD: Stackpole Books (Rowman and Lit-
tlefield); 2018; 504 pages; $23.76 
hardcover.

Craig Luther has undertaken a bold 
task here in his effort to capture the 
first day of the largest land battle in 
history June 22, 1941: the start of Op-
eration Barbarossa. Truly this was a 
day for the world to hold its breath, far 
more so than the later battles of Stal-
ingrad or Kursk.

Luther’s first venture onto the Eastern 
Front battlefield was his very readable 
tome on Army Group Center. (It is not 
an oxymoron to call that book both a 
tome and eminently readable, for it 
was both.) In that work, Luther implic-
itly perhaps saw the campaign of Army 
Group Center in Clausewitzian terms, 
that the war could only be truly decid-
ed along the axis of Army Group Cen-
ter and the potential of its drive to de-
stroy the heart of the Bolshevik regime 
by the capture of Moscow.

Here with The First Day on the Eastern 
Front, Luther gives a broad panoramic 
snapshot of one day across 100 miles 
of the huge battlespace that would be-
come the Eastern Front. Luther’s book 
is the antithesis of Sun Tzu’s overused 
aphorism of the highest skill being, in 
essence, avoiding the fight. Here Lu-
ther captures shock and awe, a shock 
and awe the likes the world had never 
seen and will unlikely see again except 
for a nuclear conflagration. What we 
have here is the brutal punch in the 
mouth, followed by a knee to the face 
or groin. There is little Jomini subtlety 
here.

Luther’s approach here to writing on 
the first day of the invasion is both 
practical and sensible in that he goes 
from Army Group North to Army Group 
Center to Army Group South and their 
various sub-elements spearheading 
the invasion. The First Day neatly cap-
tures the dynamics of three widely 
varying terrain compositions facing the 

three Wehrmacht army groups and 
how that impacted the first day’s fight-
ing. There are two shared terrain char-
acteristics that dominate the first day: 
1) there were perhaps more rivers to 
cross than originally forecast and 2) 
the border defenses on certain axes of 
advance were more robust than schol-
arship has attributed. Generally, the 
scholars’ concept has been that with 
the Soviet move to the west – thereby 
their various land acquisitions from 
September 1939 onward – meant that 
the new frontiers were poorly protect-
ed. Luther doesn’t dispute that but 
notes that time and time again the 
Wehrmacht ran into defensive zones 
and field fortifications that were much 
stouter than previous works had not-
ed. Now that was indeed fascinating.

If there is one other thing to note, the 
Germans discovered on the very first 
day that Russian roads, in a word, were 
non-existent in the Western European 
sense.

Everyone “knows” the broad outlines 
and the particulars of the opening 
moves of Barbarossa, but Luther’s 
work, with his detailed research and 
drilling down into archives, will make 
the opening moves fresh and give the 
reader a sense of being there. Like in 
his Army Group Center book, Luther 
extensively mines unit journals of all 
sizes, as well as journals and letters 
from Wehrmacht members, Luftwaffe 
and the diplomatic corps of the various 
powers. Luther’s writing allows him to 
weave together disparate strands with-
out needing to be so heavy-handed or 
clumsy that he is forced to label parts 
of the book DIME-influenced (diploma-
cy, information, military and econom-
ics). But the reader will see the con-
nection.

One could declaim that Luther’s book 
has dull repetitiveness to it – that the 
tales of the first day, be they after-ac-
tion reports, staff journals or personal 
reminiscences, become numbingly in-
distinguishable. In a factual sense, this 
bears a ring of truth, for many of the 
small-unit actions and Luftwaffe strikes 
flow into one another. Yet what Luther 
has shown is that despite the 

sameness, there were, first, apprecia-
ble differences in how the three Ger-
man groups’ events unfolded June 22, 
1941. Second, these “repetitive” vig-
nettes, multiplied by the hundreds to 
thousands, declaim why Luther chose 
this one day to detail, for this one day 
is the apex of modern warfare in scope, 
audacity and sheer numbers. This one 
day stands out like no other in military 
history. By the vast compilation of 
events, Luther has opened a window 
like no other in the works on the East-
ern Front – and perhaps even in the 
writing of military history.

The part I like best in the book? The 
Day 1 air war, as this is the first book 
to talk about the Soviet reaction other 
than having their airfields shot up and 
planes smashed on the ground a la 
Pearl Harbor, or the oft-repeated vig-
nettes of bomber formations being de-
stroyed en masse. The conclusion that 
stands out here in the Wehrmacht 
journals and letters is this was a psy-
chological shock to the Ost Front sol-
dier when he had expected this foe 
would break soon as all the others did.

Luther has contributed mightily with 
this work to the war in the East. It is in-
deed a difficult book to put down. We 
as both an Armor community and 
those of us fascinated by the Eastern 
Front can but hope Luther turns his 
considerable talents to the Ukraine 
Campaign of 1941.

LTC (DR.) ROBERT G. SMITH

Spearhead by Adam Makos; New York: 
Random House; 2019; 341 pages; $28 
hardcover.

Can former enemies who faced one an-
other in battle find forgiveness and clo-
sure at war’s end? Adam Makos, au-
thor of New York Times bestseller A 
Higher Call, examines this question in 
his latest offering titled Spearhead. 
Makos answers this question through 
the story of two tankers – U.S. Army 
Pershing tank gunner Clarence Smoyer 
and German panzer crewman Gustav 
Schaefer – who began as bitter war-
time enemies before becoming close 
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friends in their final years. Rounding 
out the book are a host of supporting 
personalities including fellow Soldiers, 
Wehrmacht soldiers and German civil-
ians.

Makos did his homework while writing 
Spearhead by incorporating many first-
person interviews and primary re-
search documents to weave a compel-
ling tale covering the last months of 
World War II in Europe to the present 
era. The account contains many period 
photographs of the men and women 
profiled within its pages that put a hu-
man face on a terrible moment of hu-
man history. Makos includes several 
simple but useful maps that further en-
hance the storyline’s tactical details.

Prospective readers should take heed, 
as this account is no sanitized vision of 
battle. The author does not shy away 
from revealing the true face of ground 
battle in unflinching detail. However, 
Makos frequently contrasts war’s in-
herent brutality against the unexpect-
ed moments of man’s humanity re-
vealed in this story.

At its core, Spearhead is an engaging 
and highly detailed description of 20th 
Century warfare as told through har-
rowing moments of armored combat 
interspersed by the routine day-to-day 
life of Soldiers on the Western Front 
hoping to see the next sunrise. Spear-
head, however, is much more than just 
another book on World War II that is 
easily read and just as easily forgotten. 
What sets this work apart is Makos’ ex-
amination of the bonds shared by all 
combat veterans as described through 
individual acts of mercy. If there is a 
lesson to be learned from this story, it 
is of the power of forgiveness and an 
unquenchable desire for reconciliation 
when the guns fall silent.

LTC CHRIS HEATHERLY

Coley Tyler links his personal experi-
ences, observations and thoughts with 
precision in Ghosts of Fallujah to ex-
cerpts from Steven Pressfield’s Gates 
of Fire, which conveys the story of 
Spartan warriors who fought during 
the Battle of Thermopylae; his person-
al interactions with the late retired LTG 
Harold G. Moore and reading of We 
Were Soldiers Once … and Young; and 
his reliance on augmentation of facts 
and events documented by editor-jour-
nalist Matt McAllester, an embedded 
reporter with Task Force 2nd Battalion, 
7th Cavalry Regiment, during the Sec-
ond Battle of Fallujah.

Tyler delivers an insightful and capti-
vating perspective of his assignment as 
the battalion fire-support officer for 
Task Force 2-7 Cav (also known as the 
Ghosts), 1st Cavalry Division. His reflec-
tion on what motivated him as a cadet 
at the U.S. Military Academy; serve as 
a field-artillery officer in the U.S. Army; 
and select Fort Hood, TX, to serve with 
1st Cav Division as his first duty assign-
ment describes a journey toward “duty, 
honor, country.” His portrayal of indi-
vidual backgrounds, relationships and 
actions offer the reader an opportuni-
ty to associate with unit leaders and 
Soldiers. This accentuates the words 
and thoughts extracted from Gates of 
Fire and We Were Soldiers Once … and 
Young. Tyler ’s assessment of unit 
achievements and individual displays 
of courage highlight the level of com-
mitment required to persevere in a 
chaotic environment.

For Vietnam War veterans, military his-
torians or occasional readers of mili-
tary history, this report of the Second 
Battle of Fallujah may be reminiscent 
of the heavy urban combat that Sol-
diers and Marines encountered in the 
1968 Battle of Hue City. That 30-day 
battle resulted in the defeat of an esti-
mated 5,000 Communist fighters in the 
c ity  of  Hue,  Vietnam. Tyler ’s 

accounting of the planning, prepara-
tion and execution of the Second Bat-
tle of Fallujah (code-named Operation 
Al-Fajr or “the dawn”) from Nov. 7 to 
Dec. 23, 2004, during Operation Iraqi 
Freedom likewise depicts the synergy 
between U.S. Army and U.S. Marines 
Corps units against an Iraqi insurgency 
stronghold. The 2-7 Cav’s gallant con-
tributions to Regimental Combat Team 
(RCT) 1 aided in defeating more than 
3,000 opposing fighters and signifi-
cantly degraded the Iraqi insurgency’s 
momentum in Anbar Province.

Tyler simplifies military jargon to allow 
a reader with no military experience or 
exposure to understand terms of refer-
ences and language. He explains tac-
tics, techniques and practices em-
ployed by platoon- and company-sized 
mounted and dismounted units to nav-
igate through the confined environs of 
Fallujah, Iraq. He expounds on the suc-
cess of integrated ground and air/fire 
support before and during ground as-
saults by RCT-1. He illuminates the on-
going command, control, communica-
tions, computer, intelligence, surveil-
lance and reconnaissance among ma-
neuvering forces throughout the oper-
ation. He effectively communicates the 
words and reactions associated with 
commanders exercising the art of com-
mand and science of control during en-
gagements to achieve the desired out-
comes of the battle. His presentation 
of maps, photographs and timelines 
descriptively support the narrative 
about the importance of the Second 
Battle of Fallujah.

Ghosts of Fallujah is a recommended 
read for small-unit leaders and others 
seeking a short but entertaining non-
fictional book over a four-day week-
end. This paperback book is a must-
read while sitting on the back deck, 
turret or hull of an Abrams, Bradley, 
Stryker or Paladin – or in a foxhole, at 
the range or downrange.

COL WILLIAM A. WYMAN JR.
U.S. ARMY RESERVE

Acronym Quick-Scan

RCT – regimental combat team

Ghosts of Fallujah by Coley D. Tyler; 
Athens, GA: Deeds Publishing; 2018; 
201 pages with maps and photographs; 
$19.95.
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