Aviation Maneuver at the Troop/Company Level


Typically, at the National Training Center (NTC), units come here expecting to maneuver and fight as they do at home station. However, many find this approach leads to mission failure on the battlefield.  Why?  Because here at the NTC, we have an extremely uncooperative enemy operating in a harsh, challenging environment which they understand much better than the rotational units.   Our rotational Aviation units typically disregard the S2 threat analysis and enemy situation.  We lack discipline during the terrain analysis phase (at Troop/Company level), and don’t understand the differences between movement techniques and maneuver.  The use of METT-TC (Mission, Enemy, Terrain, Troops, Time and Civilians) seems to be a lost art at the Troop/Company level.  Maneuver is the employment of forces on the battlefield through movement in combination with fire, or fire potential, to achieve a position of advantage in respect to the enemy in order to accomplish the mission.  In this article, I will discuss some keys to successful aviation maneuver here at the National Training Center and beyond.

Maneuver planning at the Company/Troop level is critical to mission success, both air and ground.  Initial maneuver analysis needs to start with analyzing higher’s mission and concept of operations.  Although the Squadron or Battalion order may have routes and a general scheme of maneuver for aviation forces, it is incumbent upon the aviation Troop/Company Commander to ensure that at his or her level detailed mission analysis is conducted.  It is even more imperative that after that initial analysis, if things don’t “look right” or “feel right”, that the commander bring it to the attention of the staff.  Without bottom-up feedback, missions can and do fail.

Route Planning (terrain analysis products, etc.).  The analysis of route planning and terrain analysis product typically relies on the “been there – done that” crowd.  It is true that the terrain hasn’t changed very much in the past one-hundred years at the NTC; however, the terrain analysis becomes critical during the variances in weather.  Routes need to be modified in accordance with METT-TC when the conditions warrant.  Route planning in general, is to standard.  However, for all types of aviation units, the level of detail needs to be expanded from simply ACP1 to ACP2 to ACP3 to RP.  Very seldom do we see alternate route planning, specifically at the Air Cavalry Troop level.  In the Assault and Lift units, alternate route planning is the standard.

Route planning becomes critical during Actions on Contact.  Troops and Companies have a general understanding of the enemy situation along their route of flight, but they don’t take into consideration their actions on contact.  What about rehearsals and practice?  The rehearsals at the Troop and Company level we see at the NTC are extremely limited and lack sufficient detail to aid in success.  Specifically, what the unit is to do and how they are to react to enemy contact.  SOPs have generic statement (contact aircraft breaks left or right and wingman conducts suppressive fires), but rarely do they act in accordance with the SOP.  Units need to not only understand SOP requirements and actions, but they must take the time at home station to practice all actions in the SOP.  It is one thing to have a printed document – it is another thing to actually be proficient in these actions.

Air ground integration (AGI) within the Brigade Combat Teams (BCT) is extremely limited.  AGI needs to be SOP, especially for maneuver forces and maneuver operations.  Habitual relations between ACTs and ground squadrons need to be taught, trained, and sustained.  Even within the BCTs, pre-rotational training needs to take place to ensure battlefield success.  Even if this coordination is as nothing more than the Troop/Company commanders, Platoon Leaders and Instructor Pilots from each unit conducting face-to-face coordination, this is better than not doing anything at all.  Habitual relations with ground counterpart units provide, if nothing else, voice recognition on the battlefield, and a clear understanding of each element’s capabilities and restrictions.  AGI must be more than recognition signals and call signs; it must be detailed knowledge of one another’s organization.  When an ACT commander suddenly finds himself on the FLOT, in control of a Ground Cavalry Troop, does he know what assets are available?  Does he know how to affect that ground unit’s maneuver to ensure success?  Does the ground unit commander know how to effectively employ Kiowa Warriors and Apaches? What about the organic indirect fire assets available to the ground element? These questions need to be answered prior to entering any theater.

Poor use of indirect fires to facilitate maneuver are common place at the NTC.  In the overall scheme of maneuver, there may be priority of fire support to the aviation element, but has the coordination been made between the firing element and the aviators on how to call (voice or digital)?  Time synchronization for SEAD missions is often briefed, but crumbles at the critical time.  Has anyone at the ACT level looked to ensure that the supporting battery is going to be in range throughout the operation?  If not, what has been done, or what could be done to modify maneuver to ensure effective and continual fire support is available?  The responsiveness of fires during maneuver is a critical piece to ensure maneuver success.  In general, responsiveness is lost due to a simple aspect of the operation – who is the firing authority and what is the firing sequence of events (in regards to who receives the call for fires, and is the firing unit aware.

Aviation units have long had an advantage over ground counterparts with planning tools.  We normally have access to Terra-base, AMPS, IMPS and Falcon View.  All of these tools are invaluable to maneuver success.  These tools allow us to “see” the battlefield and maneuver corridors, analyze the terrain (usually more so than is done at the Squadron/Battalion level), and use the information effectively.  Prior to deployment to any theater, the Internet offers an overabundance of tools for mission/terrain analysis including sites that have scalable satellite views of almost the entire planet (they may be several years old, however, the terrain seldom changes).

Graphic Control Measures.  Another lost art in advanced aircraft.  Army aircraft have the ability to have a battlefield graphic capability that allows instant verification of where we are on the battlefield.  Nevertheless, what we fail to do is acknowledge the capability to cross into another unit’s sector.  We can’t just fly around wherever we want without coordination.  Coordination to fly within an adjacent unit’s battlespace is thought of once the platoon or troop is already established in sector.  

Execution of the mission is hinged upon the pre-mission planning and coordination. Action on contact, as mentioned previously, must not only be in black and white in unit SOPs, but they must be rehearsed by the brand new WO1/2LT in the unit, to the senior Warrant Officers – by all crew members regardless of rank and experience.  What happens at the NTC is an enemy element will engage aircraft – and disappear before the aircrews detect it.  This creates a void of situational awareness (SA), and leads to extreme deviations to maneuver doctrine and tactical flight.  At this point, aircraft usually fly to concealing terrain – but without regard to where that enemy may be, and more importantly, where our other aircraft are.  Through the use of established movement techniques, and rehearsed battle drills, units can survive and succeed in their mission.

As scouts, our primary mission is to provide information, through reconnaissance techniques, to our higher echelons.  Once contact has been established, we need to have mechanisms in place to maintain that contact, orient on the recon (or enemy) objective, report the situation, develop as necessary, and put as many eyes on the objective as tactically sound.  What we don’t want to happen (as does to the majority of aviation units) is to devote all of our focus simultaneously.  Units typically bunch up at points of contact, and fixate on one area on the battlefield exposing them to 300 of 360 degrees.  Aircrews forget about where the sun is, where the shadows are, and how to utilize this demanding and disguising terrain to their advantage during actions on contact.

During our maneuver we must strive to master the movement techniques of traveling, traveling overwatch, bounding overwatch.  We train these techniques briefly during flight school and practice them a bit more during unit training; but the emphasis needs to be increased.  If taking crews out to an empty parking lot or a golf course and walking through these techniques is all that is available – then we must do it.  These techniques are simple – and when rehearsed and executed doctrinally, they are almost always beneficial and lead to success at the NTC.

Maneuver need not be a headache for aviation units.  The pitfalls we encounter are due to lack of focus on SOPs and training whenever we can, wherever we can – with whatever assets we have.  It is imperative that Troop and Company Commanders stress the importance of AGI, SOP development/practice and sustainment, and continual review of doctrine and maneuver.  With just a little better focus on training, Army Aviation can in fact be the dominant maneuver force on today’s battlefield.
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