GUNNERY

More Than Meets The Eye


“Train at every opportunity, not just during an intensified program to get

 
ready for helicopter gunnery qualification tables.  Intensified programs

should be used only to bring a unit up to a desired proficiency level.  

Once accomplished, train continually to maintain that level.”







FM 1-140 Helicopter Gunnery
     To most of us, gunnery means studying for the Helicopter Gunnery Skills Test (HGST), conducting pre-gunnery checks on aircraft, attending classes on gunnery topics, and executing annual Table VIII live-fire gunnery at the Multi-Purpose Range Complex (MPRC).  This short-term approach, however, is not conducive to true weapon system proficiency and maximum lethality in combat.  Gunnery should be an everyday, every flight, and every mission mindset.  Our skills must be honed to perfection in order to precisely engage and destroy the enemy.  Our experience, based on proven training techniques, could mean the difference between life or death, success or failure, on the battlefield.

     Observing and continuously training with different aviation units under the realistic and challenging conditions at the National Training Center (NTC), it is apparent that certain trends, both positive and negative, are prevalent throughout Army Aviation units.  It is our responsibility as Army Aviation leaders to sustain the positive trends and work hard to improve the negative ones.  This article will focus on identifying the negative trends observed at the NTC and recommend ways to correct them.  Trends that will be discussed here are weak copilot/gunner skills, lack of combined arms and live fire training experience, and substandard direct fire planning.

Weak Copilot/Gunner Skills.  Aviation units have faced daunting challenges over the previous two years.  Numerous safety of flight messages (SOFMs) and Aviation Safety Action Messages (ASAMs) have grounded aircraft for extended periods of time.  Additionally, personnel and equipment shortages have stretched units to the edge of their capabilities.  New pilots are progressed at a rapid rate to man battle-rostered crews, and subsequently lack a detailed understanding of the systems they fly and fight with.  As a result, what we routinely observe at the NTC are AH-64A and AH-64D front-seaters less proficient utilizing required switches and instruments (poor switchology).  Additionally, internal and outfront boresights are often not completed to standard, greatly diminishing the effectiveness of each weapon system.  Crews then tend to experience difficulty acquiring and accurately identifying targets, which compounds these procedural shortcomings.

     The good news, though, is most of these problems can be overcome at the company level through effective utilization of the numerous tools available to enhance individual performance.  The TADS Selected Task Trainer (TSTT) and Combat Mission Simulator (CMS) provide a practically unrestricted training tool to increase individual and crew proficiency for AH-64A pilots.  Crews should utilize these training devices as often as possible, concentrating on switchology, boresights, scanning techniques, target acquisition, and accurate identification.  Evaluating blind cockpit drills on the TSTT and conducting quarterly Table V evaluations in the CMS will further enhance this proficiency training.  To supplement the existing Table VIII requirements, the Eagle Team here at the NTC recommends executing a semi-annual evaluated Table VII, either live-fire on the range (preferred), or in the CMS.  The desired time for this validation table is at the midpoint between annual gunnery qualifications.  This would serve to help fill the  training void currently present in the sustainment of gunnery skills for crews who get to shoot far less than desired.

     For Longbow units, the Longbow Cockpit Trainer (LCT) will provide virtually the same capabilities as the TSTT and CMS do for AH-64A units.  The LCT, once fielded, will provide the opportunity for pilots to gain proficiency in use of the Fire Control Radar (FCR), Radar Frequency Interferometer (RFI), and Tactical Situation Display (TSD).  For Kiowa Warrior (KW) units, the Cockpit Procedures Trainer (CPT), if available, provides similar cockpit drill training capability as a TSTT.  However, with no other simulator available, KW units should strive to conduct live fire exercises quarterly to sustain gunnery proficiency.  And while no one expects these units to conduct full-up tables on a range, a realistic goal would be to exercise each of the weapon systems onboard the aircraft during each iteration of training.  This would validate both the weapons systems as well as aircrew weapons switchology.

     Revisions in Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) may also be required to increase training on basic gunnery skills.  It should be SOP to conduct internal and outfront boresights to standard prior to every AH-64A/D flight, regardless of the mission.  Additionally, units may need to examine the level of rigor in CMS programs.  The Eagle Team recommendation is that crews receive feedback from an IP, a UT, a platoon leader, or company commander following each CMS/LCT period.  Not only does the crew benefit, but the observer grows from the experience as well.  The bottom line is that we need to take greater advantage of the training resources available to ensure our copilot/gunners are lethal on the battlefield.

Lack of Combined Arms and Live Fire Training Experience.  For most aviation units that deploy to the NTC, force-on-force operations is the first time aircrews have the opportunity to conduct meaningful training with ground maneuver units.  Additionally, live fire week is usually the first time most crews will have executed platoon and company level live fire operations within the last year.  Therefore, in both of these environments, crews are slow or hesitant to engage due to discomfort and a lack of situational awareness of the overall scheme of maneuver, both air and ground.  The learning curve for aircrews during rotations is therefore steep, with two resulting trends.  These trends are air-on-ground fratricide and a low percentage of hits for missile engagements.

     To fix the fratricide trend, we must take every opportunity to train with ground units, especially armor, infantry, and field artillery units, during combined arms operations.  Aircrews receive tremendous benefits from this type of realistic training, specifically in the development of air-ground integration tactics, techniques, and procedures (TTP).  Additionally, this combined arms training provides aircrews the opportunity to look at friendly vehicles (specifically M1s, M2/M3s, M109s, and M113s) and practice vehicle identification utilizing the FLIR/TIS systems.  In fact, the Eagle Team recommends units focus homestation Threat ID training on identification of both friendly and enemy vehicles under FLIR/TIS conditions.  Our attack and cavalry aircrews must at a minimum be able to identify M1s, M2/3s, and Humvees under these night acquisition systems to minimize the risk of fratricide.    Additionally, supplementing advanced gunnery tables with Combined Arms Live-Fire Exercises (CALFEXs) is critical in the development of sound TTPs supporting ground maneuver units.  This type of training affords units the opportunity to develop habitual relationships, train liaison officers, measure coordination skills, and test air-ground integration.

     The second trend is a decrease in the number of Hellfire missile hits during live fire operations.   Attack units miss an average of forty percent of their Hellfire engagements.  The majority of Hellfire missile misses are due to target overkill (more than one missile per target), poor tracking, or backscatter/attenuation.

     To fix this trend, we have to go beyond Table VIII (annual crew qualification table), the minimum requirement for aviation attack and cavalry units.   Advanced gunnery tables, Tables IX through XII, enable commanders to train and assess the unit’s collective gunnery skills at the platoon and company level.  Conducting this advanced training in addition to Table VIII qualification is invaluable for platoon leaders and company commanders, and is a key to success in today’s combined arms operations.  These tables emphasize command and control, fire distribution and control, target acquisition and target prioritization.   These advanced tables also increase aircrew confidence levels, facilitating rapid engagements and higher lethality.

Inadequate Direct Fire Planning.  At the NTC, units are typically overwhelmed with numerous events that occur around-the-clock.  The results are devastating, as planning time is minimized and crews are forced to execute a last minute, hastily put together plan.   In order to facilitate the planning process and manage the limited resource of available time, it is necessary to designate planning responsibilities to respective units.  The following example is a way of designating these responsibilities for different echelons of command during attack helicopter missions: 

    





     Using this method, attack and cavalry companies can focus on the development of a detailed direct fire plan.  Key to the direct fire plan is distributing fires in the engagement area (EA) and establishing fire control measures.  Also, firing position selection based on sound analysis of terrain and relevant environmental factors (wind, smoke/dust, sun) will maximize the probability of kill (Pk) of each Hellfire missile.  This is part of the bottom-up refinement necessary to ensure each crew has a well-defined sector, and a clear understanding of their responsibility in the EA.  The true test of the direct fire plan is executing it against an uncooperative, constantly maneuvering enemy.  Failure to develop a detailed direct fire plan will result in target overkill, inadequate firing positions, and poor coverage of the EA.

     There are many tools available to assist units during this essential planning in order to set the conditions for success.  Aviation Mission Planning System (AMPS), Terra Base, and Falcon View software provide planners the ability to conduct line-of-sight analysis prior to mission execution.  Electro-optical (EO) forecast and infrared (IR) crossover times enable crews to estimate a sensor range producing a 75% Pk for Hellfire missiles. These systems, when used properly, can enhance a unit’s ability to fight in any environment.  

     Improving helicopter gunnery skills in today’s turbulent training environment is difficult and challenging.  However, we have an obligation as leaders to fight to overcome the many obstacles that exist, and focus our efforts on developing aviators to maximum potential utilizing every available asset.  Realistic training, starting at the individual level and culminating at the combined arms maneuver brigade level, is the only way to ensure our aircrews are able to accomplish the many complicated gunnery-related tasks on the modern battlefield.   We won’t have an opportunity to go back and fix these existing problems after the first round flies down range in combat.  By that time, it will be too late, and for some, it may be the last lesson they ever learn.
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