Battle Tracking

Command and control of an Army Aviation unit, as with all other maneuver forces, rests solely with the commander.  However, given the width and breadth of the aviation battlefield, it is difficult for the aviation commander to position himself so as to be able to command and control all aspects of the unit.  The Tactical Operations Center (TOC) must be the center of all information in the aviation force and give the commander a quick update on all aspects of the current or future missions and be able to make sound tactical decisions in the commander's absence.  It is imperative that the six special considerations listed in FM 1-100 under command and control be tracked or planned in the TOC to give the commander the most up to date and accurate information.  The special considerations are: timely intelligence, reliable communications, effective liaison, accurate weather forecasting, flexible mobile command posts, and efficient airspace coordination.  Battle tracking is obviously not a new concept, but a majority of the units rotating through the National Training Center (NTC) fail to track most, if not all, of these special considerations.   This is unacceptable for our branch, since our  flexibility and agility mandates we accurately battle track across much greater battle space than other similar size organizations.  This article will discuss how the failure to plan for or execute the areas leads to a less successful mission or failure of the mission at the NTC.

Effective Liaison
The Mojavian Corps reported losing contact with an aircraft at 1200 hours to the Brigade Combat Team (BCT) TOC.  At 1300 hours, the BCT received intelligence that a voice intercept confirmed the Peoples Parumphistan Guerillas (PPG) were successful in shooting down a Mojavian aircraft, and directed  the BCT to prepare to execute a Combat Search and Rescue (CSAR) mission within 2 hours.  At 1330 hours, a second voice intercept reported that the PPG found the aircraft but not the pilots.  At 1500 hours, the corps directed the BCT to execute a CSAR mission to extract the aircrew immediately.  At 1525 hours, the BCT finally passed the mission to the aviation unit.  The Aviation unit immediately started to go through the correct mission analysis and for the next three hours tried to put together a plan for the CSAR.  The company commander and lead Pilot in Command (PIC) came to the TOC to get an update, routing, and to plan SEAD with the BCT.  However, it became apparent as they held on the Multiply Subscriber Equipment (MSE) line that the BCT TOC was conducting a mission brief.  The Liaison Officer (LNO) was finally found at the BCT, but the Mojavian aircrew had been captured, and the mission was cancelled.  The LNO had been single man coverage on a 24-hour cycle for over 8 days and he was down when the mission came in.  Therefore, it was not forwarded to the aviation unit for over 3 hours.  A BCT LNO team must be robust enough to support 24-hour operations to allow for continuous battle tracking and mission coordination.  The LNO team must be able to sustain 24-hour operations, have dedicated communications to the aviation unit, and a vehicle or process for passing hard copy information.   And of course, the requirement for effective liaison does not extend just to the higher headquarters as the following example shows.

The unit TOC briefed the PIC on the Volcano minefield location and orientation, the route to the engineer mine upload point, and the route to the volcano minefield.  The BCT Engineer Officer provided this information to the LNO.  It looked like the unit was ready to execute, but because the aviation unit had not ever actually talked to the engineers on the ground and did not understand the obstacle plan or obstacle intent, the crew started its duty day too early.  The aircrew and aviation unit TOC believed the mission to be time-driven with an 1800-hour emplacement when in actuality, it was event-driven with a no earlier than 1800 mission time.  The battalion S3 eventually determined that the mission was event-driven, and even identified the trigger.  But when the Opposing Force (OPFOR) hit the trigger, the aircrew was well past its 12th hour of duty day and the unit did not have a second crew that could assume the mission.  The OPFOR passed unimpeded through the flank and straight into the ground unit that believed from the obstacle overlay that a minefield protected its flank.  Effective liaison with the engineer battalion as soon as the TOC received the mission would have allowed the mission to be a success.  Effective liaison may require, flexing an aviator, assistant S3 or other staff officer to the engineer battalion (or other supported unit) for a mission to provide timely accurate and complete information.  If the aircrew simply delayed starting its duty day by 3 hours, the mission could have been successfully executed.

Timely Intelligence

The assistant S3 planner did a great job with route and SEAD planning on the primary route to the COLT/Scout team insertion LZ.  However, the alternate LZ and alternate route planning had been cursory at best.  Additionally, the route and SEAD were all planned from an enemy situation template (SITEMP) over 24 hours old.  The S2 had been looking at overlays and reading the intelligence summary (INTSUM) from the BCT for most of the day in his corner of the TOC, but was not providing any intelligence update to either the S3 or the commander and was not present during any of the route planning in the Plans tent.  The proposed pick up zone (PZ) time was 2100 hours.  At 1900 hours, the aircrews reported  to the TOC  for the aircrew brief, and the route was posted  on the map.  Finally, the S2 walked up and hung his current enemy situation over the maneuver graphics.  The primary route went directly over the main defensive belt, and the landing zone (LZ) was 1 km from a motorized rifle company (MRC).  The alternate route looked better, but the assistant S3 had not created the route card, or planned the SEAD.  Additionally, the alternate LZ was only 3 km from the primary and still could be affected by the direct fires from the MRC.  The unit delayed the mission for over 3 hours while it developed a suitable LZ, adjusted the route, and planned the SEAD for the new route.  Although the unit eventually executed the mission, it was completed at a much higher risk as the illumination had gone from 47% to 0 , and the aircrews were now well into the last third of their duty day.  The common trend at the NTC is for minimal S2 input during mission analysis and route planning.  Another trend is for the S2 to focus only on routes for the lift units with little intelligence provided on the PZ or LZ (ADA, or mortars in the area or artillery in range), or for the S2 to focus entirely on the objective in cavalry and attack units as the following example provides.

The battle had been going for 20 minutes and already the company had lost two scouts and one Apache to the same ADA position.  The company was only half way to its objective and would not get any farther.  By the end of the day, the battalion as a whole had lost half of its aircraft.  The majority of the aircraft losses were not in the objective area, but en route.  The S2's briefing focused entirely on the objective areas and spent no time on enemy ADA enroute.  In one area seven aircraft were shot down in the same location on the same route.  Because the S2 did not brief the threat enroute, the unit planned no SEAD or supporting fires and the route was a cursory direct line up valley floors.  If the unit had a better rear area threat brief, they could have planned to launch the aircraft earlier and complete bounding movements to their positions, while destroying the ADA enroute to the FLOT.

Accurate Weather Forecast
The unit completed the OPORD to standard and followed it up with an outstanding rehearsal.  Everything had been completed well within the 1/3 - 2/3 rule, and so the companies went back to brief at their level and wait for dark and the mission time.  The mission would be toward the end of the duty day, but with the detailed rehearsals conducted; the risks would be mitigated.  As the sun went down, the winds began to pick up as it had done each day of the rotation.  When the winds hit 45 knots a weather warning was posted with an expected end time of 2400 hours.  The problem was that it was also the end of the crews' duty day.  The ability to predict weather warnings at the NTC is not easy, but the pattern had held constant throughout the rotation, with high winds that increased around sunset and then lessening late into the night.  The unit could have adjusted the mission time and duty day start had they completed a better weather analysis during the mission planning instead of reacting to the weather at the NTC.  But units often do not even do rudimentary analysis of the weather patterns at the NTC as the following example shows.

The PIC tried three consecutive times to land to the forward area refuel point (FARP).  Each time he slowed to approach, the dust would overtake his aircraft and force a go-around.  On his last attempt he finally repositioned to the parking area and asked for cold gas.  One hour later the casualty evacuation (CASEVAC) aircraft took back off to the multiple ambulance exchange points (AXPs), but a majority of the casualties were now died of wounds (DOW), and so the mission had no positive impact for the supported unit.  This was the unit's third jump and thus the third FARP the unit had set up.  Yet, each time the unit had set it up to land with a tail wind.  The wind had finally increased sufficiently to cause the FARP to be untenable.  A unit must look at winds during planning for landing directions, Tactical Assembly Area (TAA) setup, and battle positions (BPs) or Observation Points (OPs).

Reliable Communication

The mission changes had been passed from the BCT to the unit's TOC.  The changes were not that large to cause a rebrief of the mission, only some slight changes to the LZ grids and which chocks went to which LZs for inserting the ground troops.  The problem was that the S3 and commander with all the aircraft had already moved forward to the PZ, and communications (commo) could not be established with them.  The distance from the Tactical Assembly Area to the PZ was only 15 km, but a large hill was not allowing line of sight commo.  Commo could not even be established with PZ Control to relay the information.  The plan had always been for the TOC to pass information to the Command and Control (C2) aircraft once it was in flight, and no consideration had been given to the TOC having to pass information to the aircraft in the PZ or how the TOC would talk to the mission aircraft in flight if the C2 bird had to pull off station for fuel or had to do a forced landing either for maintenance or enemy action.  When the ground soldiers loaded on the chocks, all ground commanders believed the changes had been passed.  The C2 aircraft departed 5 minutes prior to mission execution time and went forward to its perch site.  Still no communications could be established.  The ground troops were inserted up to 3 km away from the intended LZs.  Many of the support vehicles were inserted into incorrect LZs and were unable to provide any support to the ground troop attacking the objective.  The Signal Officer (SIGO) had the tools to do a terrain analysis prior to the mission and establish reliable communications, but failed to complete this during the planning phase.  The SIGO must aggressively evaluate distance and obstacles for commo prior to the mission and conduct commo checks whenever possible to ensure commo will be maintained throughout a mission either from the TOC to the mission aircraft or the TOC to the C2 aircraft.  Another trend is for a TOC to have only a single means of communications.  Redundancy of communications using all available means is rarely executed.  The aviation unit must have at least FM and one other form of communication established at all times.

Efficient Airspace Coordination

The aircraft waited to take off for over 4 hours.  During force-on-force, the TOC was not aggressive in keeping graphics updated or unit positions marked on the map, but now it came to a head.  The BCT was pushing to get supplies to the ground units, but the aviation TOC did not have the current artillery positions or unit boundaries.  For the previous 8 days of the rotation, the maneuver graphics posted in the TOC had usually not been anything beyond flight routes and an occasional restricted operation zone (ROZ).  Concept of the operation and ground maneuver was never posted and only briefly discussed during mission briefs.  The unit commander got on the MSE to the LNO to get the data, but it finally became apparent to the commander how little his TOC had actually tracked  the ground fight.  Efficient use of airspace requires the unit to have detailed knowledge of the ground tactical plan both for planning and execution.  Units coming through NTC will often plan without the maneuver graphics on the map, and during force on force will not even have them posted while executing the battle.  Without the graphics, units plan routes using terrain only and will go directly through the center of a battalion's sector or directly over artillery positions, effectively shutting down any artillery support to the ground maneuver units or themselves while the aircraft are airborne 

The mission was to screen forward in support of a ground unit.  The company gave a thorough and detailed mission brief on the objective area and actions on contact.  The commander's intent was to remain masked, as much as possible, and to use indirect fires instead of direct fires to avoid giving away the observation posts they had planned.  The aircraft moved forward before first light to get in place undetected, and waited for the enemy to advance.  The initial contact went well, and indirect fires were used with good success.  As the aircraft began rotating to the FARP, however, they went directly over the artillery positions that were in support of the mission.  The artillery was immediately put into check fire, and the aircraft were forced to use direct fire weapons on the advancing OPFOR giving away their positions.  The OPFOR was able to target and destroy the screening aircraft.  Simply planning the routes using battalion boundaries and knowing the artillery positions would have avoided shutting down the artillery and continued their support.  Aviation units must use the ground maneuver graphics for route planning to ensure deconfliction of airspace.

Flexible Mobile Command Post

The commander was out front with his unit directing companies into battle positions and calling aircraft forward into the battle.  The TOC in the rear was following the overall battle and had good situational awareness, but the two were not tied together.  The commander brought aircraft forward over enemy ADA systems, and they were shot down en route.  The commander also put aircraft into locations from which they could not truly affect the battle, while simultaneously displacing aircraft from a battle position from which they would have made contact with the enemy in a matter of minutes.  The commander was making decisions without the aid of all the information available to him in his TOC, and his aircrews were paying the price.  The flexible mobile command post allows the commander to move forward and command his unit at the decisive point, but all of the above information must be available to the commander to make sound tactical decisions during the battle.  Planning the layout, capability, and commo requirements prior to the mission is the key.

Summary

These examples are not unit specific.  They represent the common trends and failings at the NTC.  This list is not all encompassing; it is a minimum that must be covered for a unit to be successful.  Units must plan for each consideration prior to mission execution, and have as a minimum a mechanism to update intelligence, weather, and airspace usage throughout the battle.  It is imperative that the TOC develop a checklist to use during planning to ensure all areas of required information are submitted in a timely and accurate manner.  Finally, this information must get to the commander.  The command post that the commander fights from (TOC, TAC or Air TAC) must be able to accurately track all of the above information.  Then and only then the commander can make the decisions needed to win at the NTC and future operations.
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