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North Korean Infantry

EDITOR'S NOTE: This is the second
article in a two-part series on the orga-
nization, equipment, weapons, and tac-
tics of North Korean infantry battal-
ions. The first part, which appeared in
INFANTRY’ s September-October 1992
Issue, covered organization and equip-
ment.

The doctrine of the North Korean
Peoples Army (NKPA) combines the
conventional military art used by the
Soviet Union and the People’s Republic
of China with commando and uncon-
ventional warfare. While conventional
forces make a Blitzkrieg attack on the
front and flanks, special commando
troops infiltrate and disrupt the rear area
to provide combat in depth and to
expand the combat zone. Battles are
conducted on two fronts—one made up
of a conventional force engaging the
enemy along the forward line of troops
and a second with a specially trained
force operating in the enemy rear.

The NKPA’s infantry operations are
generally dismounted, but the infantry
battalions are reinforced with tanks and
extensive artillery support—usually a
tank company or platoon, a 120mm
mortar company, a 76.2mm field gun
battery, one or two engineer platoons,
flamethrowers, and a chemical and
radioactive reconnaissance and scout
unit,

The primary offensive maneuvers are
the penetration, envelopment, by-pass,
and pursuit. In the offense, the NKPA
secks force ratios between 4:1 and 6:1.

The North Koreans use two types of
infiltration techniques—pocho and
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Cheon Ib. In the pocho technique,
teams of squad size or smaller infiltrate
through gaps in the enemy’s defense
and sabotage targets in the enemy’s
rear. In the Cheon Ib technique, small
elements of the supporting attack force
create small gaps in the enemy’s
defenses to assist the main attack units
as they try to penetrate or envelop the
enemy defense.

Penetration operations are conducted
when there are no exposed flanks to

Battalions

exploit (Figure 1). Successful penetra-
tions require surprise and strong fire-
power. Penetration operations would
be required, for example, to get through
the South Korean defensive positions
near the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ).
Under the cover of artillery, the infaniry
battalions assault the enemy’s front
line, with the attached tanks in front of
the infantry. Tanks and artillery target
the enemy, and engineers breach the
obstacles. The immediaie objective is
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Figure 1. Penetration
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to capture or destroy the enemy’s lead
company, and the subsequent objective
is to destroy the enemy battalion’s
reserve.

The North Koreans consider the
envelopment (Figure 2) the most suc-
cessful offensive maneuver. The single
envelopment uses a portion of the
attacking force to pin the enemy against
an obstacle or to fix him in place while
a main attack force strikes deep in the
enemy rear area. In a double envelop-
ment, infantry or mechanized infantry
units attack to fix the enemy, and armor
or mechanized infantry units maneuver
around the flanks of the enemy and use
two main attacks against the enemy
rear. An infantry battalion may attack
across a front 700 to 2,000 meters wide.
Frontages and depths, however, would
be compressed against well-prepared
enemy positions. An infantty battalion,
for example, would be used to envelop
an enemy company.

The bypass, a form of envelopment,
1s used to force the enemy to abandon
or change his main positions (Figure 3).
The main attacking force avoids contact
with enemy strength, moves to surround
the enemy, cuts off his escape routes,
and forces him to abandon his prepared
defensive positions.

The NKPA uses three types of pur-
suit—rontal, parallel, and composite
(Figure 4). Motorized or mechanized
infantry uwnits often conduct parallel
pursuits, using speed to cut the enemy’s
withdrawal routes and envelop his
retreating forces.

During the offense, the infantry bat-
talion is used as part of an infantry regi-
ment’s first or second echelon. The
infantry battalion is the primary attack
unit, and the attack positions are 800 to
1,000 meters from the enemy’s defen-
sive line. The infantry battalion nor-
mally attacks on a front of 1,000 to
1,500 meters, but the front could be as
narrow as 600 meters, depending on the
terrain. The depth of the attack is usual-
ly three kilometers.

Two infantry companies (the first
echelon) are usually on line, each with a
frontage of 500 to 700 meters. The sec-
ond-echelon infantry company follows
400 to 1,000 meters behind and is com-
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Figure 3. Bypass

mitted on order. However, the battalion
may attack with one infantry company
forward and two back, with the compa-
nies in echelon, or with all three on line.
The battalion keeps a reinforced
infantry platoon as the reserve. The
82mm mortars support the maneuver
companies from 300 to 800 meters
behind the lead company. The battal-
ion’s immediate objective is to pene-
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trate initial enemy company positions
and to annibilate mortar and antitank
positions. Its subsequent objective is to
destroy the enemy battalion’s reserves.
Mechanized infantry units are nor-
mally employed in the breakthrough
phase and the exploitation and pursuit
phase. Mechanized infantry units fight
as part of a combined arms team rein-
forced with tanks and artillery. The
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tanks lead and the infantry armored
vehicles follow 100 to 200 meters
behind. Infantrymen normally remain
mounted when passing through an
NBC-contaminated area or an open
area, when the enemy’s antitank
strength is light, or when making a
breakthrough of a lightly armed enemy
defensive position. Infantrymen nor-
mally dismount when faced with a
strong antitank defense or a strongpoint
defense, when passing through an
obstacle field or a mine field, when
attacking rugged terrain, or when maxi-
mum firepower is required to suppress
the objective. Once dismounted, the
infantrymen follow 50 meters behind
the tanks and, after the assault, remount
their vehicles.

Special operations forces have three
primary roles in assisting the break-
through: reconnaissance, sniper team
actions, and larger unit assaults. Light
infantry battalions conduct the assaults,
using the same tactics as the standard
infantry units of like size. Light
infantry missions include supporting the
ground forces, supporting the comple-
tion of an encirclement, and surprising
and harassing the enemy in the rear
area. Light infantry units, because of
their lightweight equipment, are ideally
suited for mountain and night opera-
tions.

DEFENSE

NKPA defensive tactics consist of
area defense and area mobile defense.
In the area defense, the army holds its
ground unless relieved; in the mobile
defense, the forces (usually mechanized
infantry or tank units) trade space for
time. The main defensive zone is made
up of battalion strongpoints. Within
these defenses, an infantry battalion
occupies two sets of positions at the
same time. Most of the forces are in the
forward positions with the reserve in the
secondary position and asmbush teams
with antitank weapons between the
positions.

Standard infantry battalions can be
used in the security zone or the main
defense zone. The security zone is
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Figure 4. Types of Pursuit

divided into a general security zone 10
to 15 kilometers in front of the defense
line and a combat security zone one to
two kilometers in front of the defense
line.

The battalion stronghold (Figure 5) is
used as the basis of the main defense
zone. The frontage and the depth of the
battalion defense depend upon the fac-
tors of METT-T (mission, enemy, ter-
rain, troops, and time). The company
stronghold, usually part of the battalion
stronghold, is located on a high point
from which roads and approach routes
can be covered with the available fire-
power. The company defensive posi-
tion must be held.

The counterattack (Figure 6) is the
basis of NKPA defensive combat. After
taking positive steps to establish the
best possible defense plan, units
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rehearse their counterattack plan. North
Korean doctrine states that the best time
to counterattack is before the enemy
urit can establish a defensive position.
Counterattacks are directed against the
enemy’s flank or rear. In mountainous
areas, the counterattack is usually con-
ducted from higher ground to lower.
Antitank defenses are phased in three
lines (Figure 7). The first line, in the
combat security zone, 1s reinforced with
antitank weapons and obstacles. The
second line is a fixed barrier line where
all firepower is coordinated. The third
line is selected for important areas in
the regiment’s defense zone; it is on
tank avenues of approach and is rein-
forced with antitank weapons, obsta-
cles, and mobile antitank reserves.
Reconnaissance is one of the basic
SOF missions, and reconnaissance usits




are manned by light infantrymen.
Small elements from the division’s
light infantry battalion perform recon-
naissance missions in the enemy divi-
sion’s rear area. These missions are
similar to those performed by light
infantry brigades, sniper, and recon-
naissance units in the enemy corps and
echelons above corps rear areas.

NKPA reconnaissance operations
include surveillance patrols, observa-
tion posts, listening posts, search and
reconnaissance, raids, and ambushes.
Each unit has personnel who are trained
for surveillance and patrolling.

At the infantry battalion level, a
surveillance patrol is usuaily composed
of four to twelve men who may occupy
one or two surveillance positions. The
infantry battalion’s advance guard
moves two to three kilometers in front
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The raid teams have specific targets.
Tanks and self-propelied guns usvally
advance with the infantry.

During defensive urban operations,
an infantry battalion defends the
approach routes to the city. Each of the
other infantry battalions normally
defends a street, with an infantry com-
pany defending a building. Most of the
troops and weapons are located in cel-
lars or on the bottom floors of build-
ings, but some of the unit’s machine-
guns and mortars are set up on the
rooftops. Snipers and security person-
nel position themselves on upper floors

to prevent enemy infiltration.
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— Barrage firefor” 71 nature of the Korean peninsula, are the
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attacks are usually conducted with only
one echelon, all three companies on line
(Figure 8). Each company retains a
reinforced squad as a reserve.

A night defense differs from a day-
light defense in that troops are posi-
tioned differently, and the fire support
plan is changed. Preparations for a
night defense are normally made during
daylight hours. At night, troops are
used for patrolling and filling in the
gaps between elements. Reserves are
near the line of defense, and one vnit is
designated the duty element. Ambush
teams and sentries report any enemy
attack and then withdraw. When the
enemy approaches the firing zone, he is
engaged with small arms and concen-
trated fire. When the enemy penetrates
the defense line, he is engaged by
troops firing at point blank range and
then in hand-to-hand combat.

An airborne unit is used primarily to
conduct raids, usually at night. Battal-
ion-size airborne operations are con-
ducted against such valuable objectives
as an airfield or a field army command
element. Units smaller than battalion
are used to attack less important targets.
After the raid is completed, airborne or
airlanded forces try to link up with the
advancing ground forces. If they cannot
link up, the forces reorganize for
aggressive defense using ambushes,
raids, and counterattacks. Airborne
operations may also be conducted in
support of amphibious operations.

Air assault attacks (usually light
infantry, but sometimes infantry or
sniper) are coordinated with attacks by
the main ground forces. Air assaults
can be used in river crossing operations
to seize favorable sites, reconnoiter the
far bank, and protect river crossings
from overwatching positions. Air

assault units are used to assist amphibi-
ous operations by supporting the land-
ing and achieving tactical surprise. The
North Koreans use the MD 500 heli-

copters, which are also used by South
Korea.

The differences between convention-
al and guerrilla warfare are in the orga-
nization, tactics, missions, command,
and area of operations. The NKPA has
designed and fielded a special opera-
tions and unconventional warfare force
that would conduct infiltration and
quick-strike attacks throughout South
Korea to support a conventional attack.

Guerrilla forces are organized from
the assets of light infantry, smiper, or
standard infantry battalions. They may
not carry the heavy weapons, which are
too bulky for guerrilla operations. Their
missions include harassing the enemy’s
tear area and annihilating small enemy
forces. (During the Iran-Irag War, the
North Koreans trained Iranian revolu-
tionary guards in unconventional war-
fare techniques.) Guerrilla units may
wear or carry civilian clothing or South
Korean uniforms.

Several training references and aids
on North Korea are available, and oth-
ers will be available soon. These refer-
ences include the following:

« North Korea, The Foundations for
Military Strength, October 1991, and
Small Arms Identification and
Operation Guide—FEurasian Communist
Countries (U), DST-1100H-394076, 1
August 1983, put out by the Defense
Intelligence Agency (DIA).

» North Korea People’s Army
Handbook, April 1992, published by the
Battle Command Training Program,
Fort Leavenworth, Kansas.

= FC 100-2-99, North Korean
People’s Army Operations, December
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1986, published by the Combined Arms
Center Development Activity, also at
Fort Leavenworth. ’

« TM 34-71, Opposing Force: North
Korea, February 1982.

« CA-ST-91-1, North Korean
People’s Army Operations and Tactics,
and CA-ST-91-2, North Korean
People’s Army Troops, Organization,
and Equipment, both published by the
40th Infantry Division, California
National Guard.

In addition, the U.S. Army Infantry
School is producing an interactive video
disk on North Korean equipment recog-
nition for use by long-range surveil-
lance units. This course will comple-
ment the Combat Vehicle Identification
Course on Soviet/Warsaw Pact
Equipment, which should be issued dur-
ing the second quarter of Fiscal Year
1993. This course has five modules.
Module 1 covers North Korean tanks
and light armored vehicles; Module 2
covers North Korean self-propelled
artillery and antiarmor weapons;
Module 3 covers North Korean antiair-
craft guns, helicopters, and missiles;
Module 4 covers North Korean engineer
systems; and Module 5 covers the
review and end-of-course test.

These disks operate on the Electronic
Information Delivery System (EIDS)
AN/GSH-55. These sysiems arc avail-
able at Training and Doctrine Command
schools and are available to the
National Guard as well. Additional
information on the course is available
from Mr. Noble at DSN 835-4030;
commercial (706) 545-4030.

The North Korean Army represents a
sizable threat, and our own army must
be prepared to fight against it and win.
The first step in this process is to know
how the North Korean People’s Army is
organized and equipped and how it
fights.

Michael R. Jacobson is an intelligence
research specialist assigned to the
Directorate of Threat and Security, U.S.
Army Infaniry Center at Fort Benning. He
is a major in the U.S. Army Reserve
assigned to the 87th USAR Maneuver Area
Command. During 12 years of active duty,
he held various military intelligence posi-
tions.
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