Air-Ground Integration

Integrating Army Aviation into a mechanized/armor brigade combat team’s (BCT) operations is an extremely challenging task no matter what the venue.  It’s even more daunting when conducted at the National Training Center (NTC) against the world’s best Opposing Force (OPFOR).  The inherent difficulty of execution, combined with the effects of the harsh desert environmental conditions make successful air-ground integration a rare occurrence at the NTC.   However, the frustrating point of this from an observer/controller (O/C) point of view is that the reasons units struggle with this task aren’t graduate-level issues.  Instead, we fail to execute the fundamentals of planning and preparation required in doctrine, and therefore do not successfully integrate during the fight.  The purpose of this article is to identify some doctrinal fundamentals of air-ground integration, and then recommend some methods of application of doctrine based on recent observations at the NTC.  And while we as aviators obviously can’t fix air-ground integration alone, I’ll focus my discussion on actions we can take to ensure Aviation’s house is in “good order” in solving this combined arms issue. 

Doctrine.  

While all Aviation Field Manuals have some discussion of air-ground integration, Appendix K, “Air Ground Integration”, FM 1-114 provides probably the best summary of fundamentals required for successful execution.  These fundamentals are: (1) Understanding capabilities and limitations, (2) Use of Standing Operating Procedures (SOPs), (3) Command and Control (C2), (4) Maximizing available assets, (5) Employment methods, and (6) Synchronization. 

Understanding the capabilities and limitations of available ground and air assets is absolutely essential to successful integration during mission execution.  The inherent versatility of Army Aviation  provides the BCT tremendous flexibility, both in combat arms functions (hasty attacks, security missions, etc.) as well as in combat service support (CSS) functions (non-standard CASEVAC, aerial movement-supplies/personnel).  However, we cannot oversell our branch, and must ensure the BCT understands our limitations (weather, reaction time from readiness condition levels [REDCON], etc.).  A key player in this fundamental is the Aviation Liaison Officer (LNO), whom I’ll discuss in depth below.

SOPs are the second fundamental, and are intended to standardize operations.  A unit’s Tactical SOP (TACSOP) is critical to air-ground integration, and should include air-ground coordination checklists, air passage of lines procedures, recognition signals, liaison requirements, and clearance of fires procedures.  This information should be included in both the BCT and aviation battalion TACSOP, and routinely utilized in home station training to increase familiarity.

The next fundamental, C2, can be extremely challenging when both aviation and ground forces share battlespace.  However, clearly defined C2 relationships for air and ground must be established and understood by all to optimize combat capabilities while preventing fratricide.   Army Aviation has a unique capability to rapidly transition from one unit’s battlespace to another’s, and must possess the situational awareness of communications requirements (frequencies, call signs, etc.) to operate across the battlefield.

Maximization of available assets is the fourth fundamental, and obviously the ultimate objective of air-ground integration.  While Army Aviation can provide a tremendous increase in capabilities for a BCT, we certainly have our limitations as mentioned earlier.  Therefore, we must ensure that BCTs prioritize critical tasks for Army Aviation on the battlefield to ensure mission success.  This prioritization is especially critical for general support units, who are routinely tasked with multiple types of missions throughout the duration of the fight.

The next fundamental, employment methods, applies primarily to attack and cavalry aviation, and is directly correlated to maximization of available assets and synchronization.  Whether employing cavalry/attack aviation in simultaneous operations or sequential, the commander must ensure that sufficient combat power is available and applied at the decisive time and location on the battlefield.

Synchronization is the sixth and final fundamental, with the objective being proper application of aviation capabilities in accordance with the BCT commander’s intent.  This takes many forms, to include prepositioning multiple casevac aircraft  at the ambulance transfer point expected to receive the most casualties, having sufficient aircraft and crews available to reposition personnel and equipment to defeat a penetration, or having attack aircraft at a REDCON level facilitating their quick response to defeat a flank armor threat.  Synchronization is basically merging both the air and ground fights into one.

Observations and Recommendations


The overall observation here at the NTC is that the aviation fight is not synchronized with the ground fight.  While there are a myriad of reasons, I’ll briefly discuss the following four:   (1) LNOs, (2) Graphics and control measures, (3) Understanding the BCT commander’s intent, and (4) Clearance of fires.

LNOs.  Most aviation LNOs that deploy to the NTC are junior, inexperienced, and unprepared to synchronize aviation maneuver with ground maneuver.  Many are simply not familiar with the capabilities and limitations of the full spectrum of aviation operations, and therefore either undersell or oversell aviation’s role in the fight.  Attack aviators tend to understand planning requirements for attack missions, but have little knowledge of general support aviation requirements, and vice versa.  A second common observation is that LNOs are not resourced to effectively perform their role.  Some do not have radios or vehicles, and are therefore totally reliant on Mobile Subscriber Equipment (MSE) for communications.   How do we reverse this trend?  First off, we must ensure our aviation LNOs are trained to standard at home station prior to operational/combat training center (CTC) deployments.  We recommend a certification program in which an LNO demonstrates proficiency in general knowledge across the full spectrum of aviation operations (attack, cavalry, general support, assault, medium lift).  The “Aviation LNO Handbook”, produced by the Army Aviation Center, is a great start point for the general aviation knowledge required.  The LNO must also understand some basic BCT doctrine.   As an example, an LNO working with a mechanized BCT should be familiar with the breaching acronym “SOSR” (suppress, obscure, secure, reduce).  He/she can then better integrate the capabilities of Army Aviation into critical points in the fight (2.75” smoke rockets from AH-64s as backup method of obscuration for artillery, etc.).  This certification must also include standardization of reporting requirements, to include commander’s critical information requirements (CCIRs) and routine situation reports (SITREPs).  The culminating event in the LNO’s certification is participation during both the planning and execution phases of  BCT exercises, with performance feedback provided by senior officers.  The endstate of LNO certification must be an aggressive aviator who knows his craft, and possesses the professionally savvy to integrate aviation capabilities into the fight to support the BCT commander’s intent, while mitigating the tactical risks to aircrews and potential fratricide.  As far as resourcing, we recommend the LNO, at a minimum, have an NCO (93P), a driver, and a vehicle with FM  communications.  Additionally, he/she requires dedicated MSE in the BCT Tactical Operations Center (TOC).  This will provide 24-hour capability, as well as redundant communications with the unit.

Graphics and Control Measures.  Graphics and control measures are routinely a source of friction for aviation units at the NTC.  A common observation is aircrews flying in BCT battlespace with only aviation graphics on their maps.  I recently observed a great example of this as a UH60 with infantrymen onboard conducted counter-reconnaissance in the BCT zone prior to an attack.  The O/C onboard the aircraft noted that the aircraft had flown across the line of departure (LD), and asked the crew if they had permission to do that.  The pilot-in-command (PC) responded, “I’m not sure whether we have permission.  We didn’t post the phase lines on our maps, so we’re not sure exactly where the LD is either.”  While this is an extreme example of cause and effect, it is indicative of a general reluctance (lack of discipline?) we have to post non-aviation graphics on our flight maps.  As a little challenge, I would ask that the company commanders who read this article “confiscate” their aircrew maps following the next executed battle drill.  You may be surprised (and disappointed) at what your aircrews are executing missions with.  Our recommendation to fix this problem is to standardize the graphics required to be posted on aircrew maps during mission execution.  Units should identify the minimum BCT graphics required for operations (boundaries, phase lines, objectives, battle positions, engagement areas, etc.), and enforce the standard through pre-combat checks by leaders. A second related observation is our failure to coordinate control measures for all possible contingencies during planning.  Again, I’ll use an example to demonstrate what I mean.  The BCT is conducting a defense in sector.  It has operational control (OPCON) of an attack battalion, which is tasked to conduct an attack  across the forward line of friendly troops (cross-FLOT) to destroy a second echelon motorized rifle battalion (MRB) prior to its entering the main battle area (MBA).  This same attack battalion is also tasked to be prepared to defeat enemy penetrations in the ground battalion task force sectors.   The observation is that we do a great job planning the cross--FLOT attack; however, we do minimal planning for the possible hasty attacks against enemy penetrations.  Therefore, when the call comes to execute the hasty attack, we’re forced to develop control measures “on the fly” with the ground task force to engage the enemy while preventing fratricide.   The friction caused by lack of graphics and control measures can be solved by more aggressive pre-mission planning and coordination with the BCT.  If you’re an attack battalion supporting a defense in sector, assume penetrations in all ground task force sectors, and coordinate control measures (routes, battle positions, engagement areas, etc.) with the corresponding units.  If you’re a general support unit tasked to move a light infantry company (BCT reserve) to defeat a penetration, plan and coordinate routes and landing zones (LZs) to support all feasible courses of action, and not just the most likely.   The bottom line is we must improve in aggressive pre-mission planning and coordination to support all potential missions during the BCT fight.  This will facilitate ease of execution for aircrews, while demonstrating the tremendous versatility and flexibility of Army Aviation.

Understanding BCT Commander’s Intent.  To accomplish the aggressive pre-mission planning and coordination mentioned above, we must understand how the BCT commander intends to defeat the enemy, to include his scheme of maneuver.  This is critical to successful air-ground integration.  At the NTC, aviation units tend to focus planning and preparation on the aviation missions only, with minimal effort to fully understand how the BCT commander plans to execute the fight.   Therefore, we sometimes observe aviation units planning routes not integrated with the BCT scheme of maneuver, and in direct conflict with artillery position areas.  We also see units slow to respond to fragmentary orders (FRAGOs) during the fight due to lack of situational awareness of the ground fight.  How do we fix this?  The Eagles recommend coordinated pre-mission planning and preparation.  Build the aviation route structure around the BCT scheme of maneuver, taking advantage of friendly front line trace where possible.  Avoid overflight of artillery position areas (PAA), thereby reducing risks to aircrews while not inadvertently causing check-fire conditions for the guns during the fight.  Additionally, include ground task force schemes of maneuver in aviation rehearsals.  By having the LNO (here’s that key player again) discuss task, purpose, and general scheme of maneuver for each ground task force, aircrews walk away from rehearsals prepared for mission execution with much-improved situational awareness of BCT battlespace.  Reference rehearsals, aviation units do not consistently execute rehearsals prior to fights at the NTC.  We are notorious here for substituting crew backbriefs instead, with the result being crews downrange with poor situational awareness.  We need to conduct rehearsals in accordance with the standard defined in Appendix G, “Rehearsals”, FM 101-5 in order to properly facilitate successful air-ground integration.

Clearance of Fires.  Clearance of fires on the battlefield is critical to both defeating the enemy and preventing fratricide.  It is also extremely challenging, particularly for aviation supporting a BCT.  Air-on-ground fratricide is not uncommon at the NTC, and normally occurs for the same reasons.  These reasons include poor target identification, lack of situational awareness of the ground situation, and clearance of fire procedures not standardized and known by all.  Most of the remedies for clearance of fires problems are embedded in the previous paragraphs.  We have to understand the BCT scheme of maneuver, and battle track during the fight to know the current situation of both friendly and enemy forces.  We must have procedures clearly stated in both the BCT and aviation TACSOPs for quickly and effectively clearing fires during the fight, enabling destruction of the enemy while preventing fratricide.  When making contact in a mechanized task force AO, a designated leader within the mechanized task force must clear the fires prior to engaging.  This can be either through individual contacts (vehicle at NV 54020223) or the use of restrictive fire lines (RFLs) (i.e., “You’re cleared to engage north of the 02 gride line and west of the 50.”)  And we need to improve our target identification, particularly under night vision devices.  One focus of home station target identification training must be on correctly identifying the friendly vehicles we can expect to see on the battlefield, with these vehicles varying based on types of organization (mechanized, light, air assault, etc.).  We do a great job identifying threat systems when projected on a slide screen.  However, we (especially attack and cavalry units) need to take it one step further and train our crews to recognize M1s and Bradleys from all aspects utilizing FLIR and thermal acquisition systems.  Based on observations at the NTC, I would submit this ability to recognize friendly systems is more important than recognition of threat systems.  All of these recommendations will contribute to more successful clearance of fires for aviation units, with the end result improved air-ground integration.  Implementation will also increase the confidence levels of aircrews, who will then be able to operate much more aggressively due to having better situational awareness.

Summary


Air-ground integration is an essential tenet of successful operations on the modern battlefield.   It’s also extremely challenging, and requires diligent planning and preparation by both aviation and ground staffs to effectively add the third dimension to BCT battlespace.  However, by focusing on basic requirements as set forth in doctrine, we can successfully accomplish air-ground integration, and maximize aviation’s contribution to the BCT fight.   While the recommendations in this article are not all-inclusive, they should serve as a start point for units in assessing their current effectiveness in air-ground integration.  We on the Eagle Team are your Aviation representatives at the NTC, and stand ready to assist units in successfully integrating air and ground capabilities on the battlefield of Mojavia.
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