Company Level Air Assault Planning

     Air Assault operations are highly complex and planning-intensive operations that require great amounts of coordination throughout all levels of the combined arms team.  The current doctrine (FMs 90-4, 1-113, and 71-100-3) addresses the many different plans and coordination requirements associated with air assault operations; however, it fails to define requirements in sufficient detail down to company level.  Specifically, the current doctrine does not address the role of the assault company commander and his/her requirements during company level planning, the Initial Planning Conference (IPC) or Air Mission Coordination Meeting (AMCM), the Air Mission Brief (AMB), or the Aircrew Brief (AB).  As a result, while deployed to the National Training Center (NTC), assault company commanders habitually struggle with the many tasks and tactics, techniques, and procedures (TTP) associated with those key planning events.  This article will highlight some of the necessary company level key planning tasks and TTPs during the air assault planning process for use by the assault company commander.  

         Upon initial notification of an upcoming air assault mission, the company commander must immediately accomplish a few key tasks to posture for success.  First, the commander should identify the crews required and chalk order within each serial, and if possible identify aircraft.  By determining crew and chalk order requirements, many planning cell duties can be assigned, and by determining aircraft, maintenance issues can begin to be worked.  If, however, the mission is still too vague to determine crews and numbers of aircraft, as a minimum the serial commanders and flight leads should be identified, so they can participate in the initial planning stages.  The second action that an assault company commander should accomplish is to properly cycle the required crews for the mission.  Normally, with the initial warning order, there is an estimated execution time, and all crews, including crew chiefs, must get on cycle to be ready for mission execution.  Finally, the commander should establish an initial timeline and assign company planning cell duties.  The timeline ensures company personnel know when and where both internal and external key planning events will occur.  Even though there might not be enough information to begin planning, by assigning planning cell duties, individuals can begin to gather the necessary tools.  Many unit SOPs have defined planning cell duties; however, many of them do not go into enough detail for the company level.  Therefore, the company should compile it’s own list of specific tasks required to properly plan, brief, and execute an air assault mission, and then, based on the amount of planning time available, determine which tasks must be accomplished.  The company commander can then assign these duties.  “A way” to capture all of this is below:

	TASK
	RESPONSIBILITY
	COMPLETED 

	KNEEBOARD
	
	

	Packet OIC
	
	

	Route
	
	

	Route Double Check
	
	

	Route Triple Check
	
	

	TDH Cards (Kneeboard)
	
	

	Fuel Requirements
	
	

	Crew/Commo Cards (Kneeboard)
	
	

	Timeline Card (Kneeboard)
	
	

	LZ Diagrams (Kneeboard)
	
	

	PZ Diagrams (Kneeboard)
	
	

	FARP Diagram (Kneeboard)
	
	

	Lagger Site Diagram (Kneeboard)
	
	

	PPC (Kneeboard)
	
	

	IIMC Card (Kneeboard)
	
	

	Approach Plate Copies (Kneeboard)
	
	

	Cover Page (Kneeboard)
	
	

	MISSION DETAILS
	
	

	RFI Board
	
	

	Risk Assessment
	
	

	Flight Plan / Strip
	
	

	Weather
	
	

	NOTAMs
	
	

	ACO/SPINS
	
	

	CSAR/DART Plan
	
	

	AMPS Cartridge
	
	

	Execution Checklist
	
	

	Tadpole Diagram
	
	

	BRIEFING
	
	

	Map Preparation (Briefing)
	
	

	Concept Sketch (Briefing)
	
	

	PZ Diagram (Briefing)
	
	

	LZ Diagram (Briefing)
	
	

	Parking Diagram (Briefing)
	
	

	FARP Diagram (Briefing)
	
	

	Lagger Site Diagram (Briefing)
	
	

	Timeline Card (Briefing)
	
	


     Normally, after the initial warning order of an upcoming air assault, an IPC or AMCM is conducted at the Air Assault Task Force (AATF) TOC.  The company commander should ensure that all company serial commanders and flight leads attend this meeting with additional key personnel added based on time and space availability.  Company level planning becomes much more productive and efficient as more company personnel attend the IPC.  Therefore, under time constrained situations, more company level personnel need to participate in the IPC.  For the conference to be beneficial, the company commander must bring some basic information.  A general IPC checklist is in FM 1-113, Appendix B, and the commander should bring as much of this IPC data completed as possible.  As a minimum, if LZ/PZ locations are known prior to this meeting, the flight leads should have initial flight routes calculated or know which routes will be utilized.  These routes can change based on the ground tactical plan and further refinement of the enemy situation.  However, by having a general idea of the routes, detailed refinement of the PZ/LZs can occur, and the initial SEAD plan can be developed.  Also, if not already determined and sent to the AMC/LNO, the commander must know exactly how many aircraft and crews are available for the mission, and how they will be broken down into serials.  This allows the AATF to determine load plans and priorities for incorporation into tadpole diagrams.  This information must be “locked” in during this meeting for the operation to go smoothly.  Finally, either during or after the IPC, the company commander and other key company attendees should conduct direct coordination with the AATF BOS elements or subordinate unit LNOs to receive any additional data that will assist with planning.  Because of fighter management cycles, time, and distances, this might be the only opportunity to conduct this critical face-to-face coordination with the AATF staff, and receive answers to any questions that still remain.  A good technique is to utilize the company’s aircrew brief to prompt the specific questions needed answered prior to departing the AATF TOC.

     “The Air Mission Brief (AMB) is the last coordination meeting of key participants in an air assault mission and ensures that key aviation personnel are briefed and that the details of each plan are finalized.” (FM 90-4, p. 3-36).  IAW FM 1-113 at the company level, the commander should again ensure that all serial commanders and flight leads attend this brief.  Additional company level attendees are not required since most of the company level planning should already be completed or can continue to be worked.  Like the IPC, the AMB will normally occur at the AATF TOC, and the company commander should again annotate notes on the company’s aircrew brief if the information is not already known.  At the AMB some additional products may be issued such as finalized LZ/PZ diagrams, tadpole diagrams, AATF communication cards, air movement tables, and execution checklists.  The company commander, serial commanders, and flight leads should immediately inspect these documents for errors.  Then, if not already covered during the AMB, all errors should be reported to the aviation LNO or AATF S3 Air immediately following the brief.  Before departing the AATF TOC, the company commander must ensure all remaining issues are being worked or are answered.  After returning from the AMB with the finalized information, the company can complete the company level air assault planning and prepare for the aircrew brief.   

     “Aircrew Briefs are briefed by the unit commander or serial commander.  However, the aviation battalion staff should be available to provide expertise and assistance.  The AB is the critical portion of the aviation unit’s piece of the air assault.” (FM 1-113 p. 3-25).  Because the AB is critical to the understanding of the air assault plan, all company personnel participating in the operation should attend the brief.  The company commander must ensure that the maximum amount of people attend this briefing, to include crew chiefs and/or door gunners.  Also, the commander should coordinate with the battalion staff if there are specific portions of the AB that they must brief.  Prior to the brief beginning, all kneeboard packets and other documents (execution checklists, air movement tables, commo cards, etc.) should be handed out.  This ensures that the brief is not interrupted once it begins.  Then to start the brief, the commander should conduct a packet inventory highlighting all pen and ink changes.  This ensures everyone has the required documents and is standardized.  During the brief, the commander must ensure all information is briefed down to the crew chief / door gunner level.  All friendly and enemy positions should be briefed with grid coordinates and relative relation to the serials or individual aircraft.  For example, “at LZ Dove, B Company, 1-45th Infantry will conduct a right door exit and assault the wood line to the right.  Their objective, OBJ CRUSH, is at the two o’clock position, 3000 meters from the number one touchdown point in the LZ.” or “there is an SA18 vic grid DR12345678 which is 2000 meters to the right of ingress route MILKYWAY between checkpoints 1 and 2.”  With this level of detail, the risk of fratricide will be greatly reduced and the overall situational awareness for every crew will be greatly enhanced.  

     With the use of these suggested TTPs during those key events in the air assault planning process, assault company commanders can ensure that company level planning and coordination in more efficient and effective in preparing for air assault combat operations. 
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