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"...A commander must think two stages ahead."

                            ---Field Marshall Montgomery

Student Requirements.  Read

· MCDP 1-3, Tactics, pp. 39-41 and 101-106

· MCDP 5, Planning, chapter 3, pp. 63-87

Introduction.  During Tactical Planning I (B0324), you were exposed to the troop-leading steps (BAMCIS) and the estimate of the situation (METT-T) as well as several other fundamental concepts inherent in tactical planning.  Many of the examples used during that class and the Tactical Planning (Sandtable Exercise) (B0324.8) were focused on the squad level.

With the squad-level attacks serving as a frame of reference, you will now begin to consider these concepts and techniques at the platoon level.  You will find that much of what was previously taught is easily transferred to platoon level operations.  This discussion will focus on various planning considerations related to the employment of medium machine guns and the MK153 shoulder-launched, multi-purpose assault weapon (SMAW).  Both of these weapons are routinely assigned tasks in support of platoon and company level operations.  Accordingly, a rifle platoon commander must understand several basic concepts and considerations used during the planning and employment of these weapons.  This class will introduce several new topics that will enhance your knowledge of tactical planning.

Medium Machine Gun Employment Considerations.  The M240G medium machine gun is capable of little or no independent action.  It cannot seize objectives or hold terrain without the assistance of other infantry forces.  The M240G medium machine gun is the major direct fire weapon system for company and platoon level infantry operations.  Because of its importance, machine gun employment requires detailed planning.

Offensive Considerations.  During offensive operations, the medium machine gun can add firepower as part of the maneuver element but is best utilized from a support by fire position to suppress or neutralize enemy forces on the objective.  As taught in B2127, Introduction to Machine Gun Employment, and B2127.8, Machine Guns (Sandtable Exercise), the fires that machine guns provide in the attack will fall into one or more of the following general classifications:

· Close-support fires 

· Long-range fires  

· Flank-protection fires

· Fires in support of consolidation/reorganization

Defensive Considerations.  During defensive operations, the medium machine gun will be positioned where it can provide maximum firepower to repel the enemy's assault.  Although this information will be covered in greater detail during several subsequent machine gun and defensive fundamentals classes, keep in mind during defensive planning that machine guns are assigned one, not both, of the following tasks:

· Principal direction of fire (PDF)

· Final protective line (FPL)

Methods of Employment.  The three methods of employment for medium machine guns are

· General support

· Direct support

· Attached

The method the unit leader chooses is based upon an assessment of the

· Assigned mission

· Scheme of maneuver

· Specific requirements concerning the observation and control of fires

General Support.  The rifle platoon commander is not required to be directly involved.  Support is provided to the supported unit as a whole.  In this situation the machine gun section is normally in support of the entire company's scheme of maneuver, not dedicated to one particular rifle platoon.  The rifle platoon commander must understand that the machine guns are not firing exclusively for his or her platoon.  When in general support, machine guns may still support a rifle platoon, but in accordance with the company commander's scheme of maneuver.  The rifle platoon commander has no authority over the machine guns.  Platoon commanders must fully understand the company commander's plan when machine guns are employed in a general support role.

Direct Support.  When in direct support, the machine gun section normally supports a specific rifle platoon.  The supported rifle platoon commander tactically employs the machine gun section, but administrative and logistical supports remain the responsibility of the weapons platoon commander.

Attached.  When a machine gun squad or section is temporarily assigned to a rifle platoon, it is attached.  The rifle platoon commander receiving the machine guns will exercise the same degree of administrative, logistical, and tactical control over the attached unit as he or she does over his or her platoon.  The machine guns essentially become part of his or her rifle platoon; the platoon commander is responsible for the tactical employment of the machine guns.

Task Assignments.  Medium machine guns are normally assigned one of the following three tasks when supporting infantry units:

· Suppress

· Direct and indirect fires, electronic countermeasures (ECM), or smoke brought to bear on enemy personnel, weapons, or equipment to prevent or degrade enemy fires and observations of friendly forces.  (MCRP 5-2A)

· Medium machine guns are ideal at suppression; suppression is the most frequently assigned task.  When suppressing, machine guns provide continuous fires on the enemy, thus degrading the enemy's ability to deliver effective fire on friendly forces.

· Neutralize

· (MCRP 5-2A) To render

· Ineffective or unusable

· Enemy personnel or material incapable of interfering with a particular operation

· Medium machine guns, in certain instances, may be able to render enemy personnel or equipment incapable of interfering with a particular operation.  To accomplish this task, machine guns may be called upon to fire for long periods of time and in conjunction with other weapon systems.

NOTE:   When suppressing, machine guns degrade the enemy's ability to provide effective fire.  When neutralizing, the enemy is prevented from interfering with friendly forces.

Destroy

· A tactical task to physically render an enemy force combat ineffective unless it is reconstituted (MCRP 5-2A)

· Medium machine guns, by design, are extremely limited in their destructive capabilities.  They cannot destroy a great deal of material or equipment.  They are more effective when suppressing or neutralizing enemy forces, vehicles, or positions while more capable weapons systems (SMAWs, mortars, artillery, etc.) are used to effect the actual destruction.  Accordingly, a task to destroy is rarely assigned to medium machine guns.

Positioning of Machine Guns.  During offense operations the unit leader will normally assign medium machine guns a role in either the main or supporting attack.  The unit leader must consider many factors when positioning machine guns.  Some of these factors are

· Speed of movement

· Security

· Terrain and distance to be covered

· Amount of ammunition required

· Time available, etc.

The security of the machine guns is a continuous requirement in most operations and is considered an implied task if not specifically stated in an operation order.

Main Effort.  Machine guns may be tasked to provide fires from pre-designated locations, or they may actually attack with the maneuver element and be assigned tasks in support of the assault.  When attached to a platoon, the machine guns are positioned where they can best support the platoon's scheme of maneuver.

Supporting Effort.  In this situation, the machine guns will normally be positioned at a predetermined location to support the main attack:

· As fires from a support by fire (SBF) position

· Moved forward with the maneuver element and positioned once contact is made with the enemy

During Movement.  During movement the machine guns will normally be positioned relatively close to the unit leader providing the unit leader with a responsive means of positioning them and directing their fires.  The machine gun teams should maintain an interval between them to lessen vulnerability to enemy fire.  During movement, the unit leader and the machine gun squad and team leaders should continually look for overwatch positions from which the machine guns can provide suppressive fires in the event of contact with the enemy.

Shoulder Launched Multi-Purpose Assault Weapon (SMAW)

During Word War II, Marines in the Pacific theater often faced intricately woven and fortified enemy positions.  To defeat these positions, weapons such as the flame thrower and bazooka were developed.  Later in Korea and Vietnam, Marines encountered similar enemy positions and effectively employed the 3.5-inch rocket and the 106mm recoilless rifle.  The need for a "bunker-busting" weapon system still exists today.

The MK153 shoulder launched multi-purpose assault weapon (SMAW) is the current weapon in the Marine Corps inventory possessing this capability.  Marines assigned to the assault section of the weapons platoon carry the SMAW as their T/O weapon.  As a rifle platoon commander, you will be expected to efficiently employ SMAWs in various tactical situations.  Like machine gun employment, the efficient employment of the SMAW requires intelligent analysis and planning.

Smaw Employment Considerations.  During offensive operations, the SMAW can be employed as a part of the main effort, supporting effort, or both.  In general, they are used to neutralize or destroy hardened targets, such as bunkers, crew-served weapons, fighting positions, and mechanized vehicles, which would otherwise slow or stop the advance of maneuvering units.  The importance of momentum during an attack cannot be overstated; SMAWs can sustain the momentum of an attack.

The SMAW can contribute to momentum during an attack by providing a highly destructive "shock" effect against some of the enemy's key weapons systems and equipment.  Three factors to consider when planning for the employment of the SMAW in an attack are

· Range

·  The employment of the SMAW may be constrained by its limited maximum effective range (HEAA-500m).  The maximum effective range for the SMAW is

· 250 meters for a point target

· 400 meters for an area target

· An SBF position for the employment of a SMAW will likely be different than that for the machine guns; that is it will be closer to the target or objective in linear distance than a MG SBF position

· Depending on the scheme of maneuver, SMAWs may be more effective if employed from closer ranges as a part of the main effort

· Backblast-signature

· The SMAW produces a significant

· Backblast which is extremely dangerous to friendly personnel and equipment

· "Signature," dust and debris stirred up by the backblast, which is visible to an alert enemy

· If fired prematurely or from an exposed position, the SMAW’s signature can signal the presence and identify the location of friendly forces to the enemy

· Security

· SMAW teams have little ability to protect themselves from enemy actions while employing these weapons.  Therefore, the company commander or the supported unit leader must provide physical security for the SMAW team throughout the operation. 

During defensive operations several additional planning considerations apply to the employment of SMAWs:

· Range

· Like most weapons, the SMAW is normally assigned

· A sector of fire

· Engagement criteria

· Target precedence

· The SMAW can be used to cover enemy avenues of approach and to fire on targets in designated engagement areas.

Backblast-signature

· Similar to offensive considerations, SMAW teams normally fire on signal and only at targets as specified by the commander.  Firing prematurely or indiscriminately might allow the enemy to pinpoint the SMAW’s location

· SMAW teams should use both

· "Hot" positions (where they fire from)

· "Cold" positions (where they remain when not actually firing)

· Firing positions should be prepared to maximize the protection of the SMAW team and minimize the backblast signature.  (Canvas mats, wetting the ground to prevent dust, etc.)

· Security.  SMAW teams, like machine guns, require protection while in the defense.  Unit leaders must ensure that planning for this requirement occurs.

Methods Of Employment (SMAW)
General Support.  As discussed earlier with medium machine guns, general support also implies that the assault section is employed in support of the overall company scheme of maneuver.  This is a support role, which the company commander dictates.  A rifle platoon commander is not required to do any special planning.

Direct Support.  When in direct support, the assault section, as a unit, supports a specific rifle platoon.  The assault section leader coordinates directly with the platoon commander of the supported platoon. 

Attached.  The assault section or assault team(s) are temporarily assigned to a rifle platoon.  For example, the company commander may "attach" one assault squad to a rifle platoon for a particular mission.  The rifle platoon commander is responsible for the tactical employment of the SMAW squad.  The SMAW squad is part of his or her platoon until directed otherwise.  Attachment is the most common method of employment for elements of the assault section.

Task Assignments (SMAW)

Suppress.  SMAW teams are not normally tasked to suppress because of their inability to fire for a sustained period (rate of fire).  SMAWs are most commonly used to neutralize or destroy point targets. 

Neutralize.  SMAWs are very effective at neutralizing enemy positions, weapons, or equipment.  This weapon possesses an inherent explosive capability, which facilitates neutralization of various targets.  

Destroy.  The SMAW possesses outstanding destructive capabilities.  The SMAW is capable of destroying a great deal of the enemy equipment, vehicles, or positions routinely encountered at the platoon and company level.  Therefore, "destroy" is a task often assigned to the assault section.

Positioning of SMAWs

Main Effort.  SMAWs will normally be employed as part of the maneuver element.  Because of their limited range, they often advance with the maneuvering units until they can get into position to support the assault.  As part of the main attack, the SMAWs should be positioned to best facilitate responsiveness and control.  During the assault, SMAW teams or squads usually move in trace of the attacking infantry squads but within visual range of the squad leaders.  The SMAWs will engage targets as they appear and according to the priority assigned in the operations order or as directed during the assault.

Supporting Effort.  The SMAW can be used to neutralize or destroy targets in support of the maneuver element's assault.  If employed from an SBF position, the position must be located within the weapon's maximum effective range.  After the SMAWs are fired, gunners should move to alternate firing positions because of the signature created while firing.  As discussed earlier, providing security for the SMAW teams is essential to their survival.

During Consolidation.  SMAWs are normally integrated into the consolidation plan to cover likely enemy avenues of approach.

General Logistical Considerations.  Consideration of logistical requirements is essential during the planning of crew-served weapons employment.  Unit leaders must be familiar with the various types of ammunition available for any weapons system, its weight and portability, etc.  The task assigned to a machine gun section, for example, may require the expenditure of ammunition in a greater amount than normally carried by members of the unit.  In an attack, a unit may quickly expend its rockets and SMAW rounds.  Sustainment of the attack or repelling the counter attack may rely on the rapid resupply of the SMAW section.

General Target Engagement Considerations

Engagement Criteria.  The engagement criteria listed in coordinating instructions of the operation order specifies when crew-served weapons can initiate fires.  This is usually coordinated by the use of various control measures or target reference points.  Firing crew-served weapons too early or too late can disastrously affect both offensive and defensive schemes of maneuver.  Once firing is initiated, the unit’s presence is announced, and vulnerability to enemy fire is increased. 

Target Precedence.  What targets does the unit leader want his crew-served weapons to engage?  For medium machine guns, it may be

· Troop concentrations of ten or more enemy soldiers

· Lightly armored vehicles

· Possible enemy command groups

Every unit member must understand the target priorities.  As mentioned earlier, crew-served weapons are often critical to the success of infantry units; they must be employed intelligently and efficiently.  Shooting at isolated enemy soldiers or at armored vehicles may not be the best use of a specific weapon’s capabilities.

Periods of Reduced Visibility.  Take great care when employing crew-served weapons under conditions of reduced visibility.  The unit leader must consider whether Marines at the SBF position will be able to see the objective or signals during the attack:

· Will the attack be illuminated or non-illuminated?

· Will Marines at the SBF position have a positive means of identifying or communicating with Marines on or near the objective?

Considering these factors and more, the unit leader must decide if an SBF position is feasible or if it is more prudent to employ the crew-served weapons with the maneuver element.  A great deal of coordination is required when operating in reduced visibility.  Use of control measures, night vision devices, visual signals, etc., is of great importance during these situations.

General Fire Control Considerations.  The supported unit leader must plan for the directing and controlling of the fires of crew-served weapons.  The following information is considered during tactical planning when employing crew-served weapons.

Time, Signal, or Event to Commence Fire.  Fires may be initiated

· On order of the unit leader

· At a predetermined time, in relation to an event

· Upon recognition of a prearranged signal

The method used to initiate fires must be simple and uniformly understood by every member in the unit.  

Time, Signal, or Event to Shift or Cease Fires.  If a signal or command is used to effect the shifting or ceasing of fires, normally the unit leader of the maneuver element tinitiaties it.  Ideally, the SBF element employs its own signal designed to confirm to the maneuver element that fires have indeed been shifted or ceased.  This can prevent confusion and the loss of momentum by the maneuver element.

Fire Control Techniques

· Use of prearranged times.  The use of prearranged times to control fires is acceptable, but keep a few considerations in mind:

· The use of a specified time to commence firing is best suited for those tactical situations that are static and relatively predictable.  However, if an SBF element is directed to commence firing at 1300 and the tactical situation suddenly changes, how will the unit leader direct the SBF element to withhold its fires?  In situations such as this, one can never rely solely on radio communications because radios often fail to perform or the enemy may be employing electronic countermeasures, etc.  In the event of inadequate radio communications with the SBF element, the unit leader is faced with a few options, none of which are ideal:  He

· Can allow the SBF element to fire and waste the effects of their fires because the assault is not happening concurrently

· Can order the assault to proceed even though the situation warrants otherwise.

· Could attempt to signal the SBF element by using pyrotechnics, etc.  However, this action will undoubtedly alert the enemy to the location of the maneuver element.  As a result, the element of surprise will be sacrificed.

· The use of prearranged times is an acceptable method of fire control which must be used with a great deal of foresight and judgment.  This technique is most appropriate when the time to initiate, shift, or cease fire is not subject to change as a result of unforeseen circumstances.

· Use of prearranged signals.  The use of prearranged signals is a proven fire control technique.  Signals may be visual or audible.  To be effective, signals must be understood under all conditions by the maneuver element, the SBF element, and in some situations, adjacent units.

· The requirement for comprehension "under all conditions" limits the situations in which AUDIBLE signals can realistically be used.  Inexperienced leaders tend to gravitate toward the use of audible signals based on previous experience at the squad or platoon level where members of the unit remain relatively near one another.  The use of SBF and maneuver elements, however, implies that a physical separation exists between these elements, often by distances of several hundred meters.  For obvious reasons, this physical separation will often prohibit the use of audible signals.

· In most situations, visual signals are most effective and the least likely to be misinterpreted.  A visual signal must be easily observed by every element in the unit.

· The effects of vegetation, light conditions, wind and typical battlefield smoke and dust must all be taken into consideration.

· Visual signals must be distinctly different from one another.  For instance, it is impractical to have one signal designated as "one white-star cluster" and another signal as "two white star clusters."  This will inevitably lead to confusion among the Marines in the unit.  Invariably, one of the white star parachutes will fail to properly illuminate, etc.  Additionally, if the signal to cease fire is a green star cluster, it is most effective for the maneuver element to launch several green star clusters over a period of time (1 minute).  This will ensure that the signal is in the air for a realistic period of time, ensuring its visibility.  One cannot rely on every Marine being able to observe a single green star cluster in this situation.  He is tired, scared, is probably under fire, and may simply not be looking up when you launch the signal.  The ramifications of the SBF element or portion of it not seeing the signal to cease fire are obvious; it may result in loss of momentum or unnecessary loss of life.

CAUTION:  Details such as these, if neglected, may result in the unnecessary wounding or death of your Marines.  Think!

Use of an event.  In some operations, particularly defensive operations, the use of an event to control fires is extremely effective; it is especially effective at ensuring coordination of fires when radio or voice communications are impractical.  To be most effective, the event must be easily recognized by each member of the unit.  For example, if the supported unit leader desires the assault section to commence fires once enemy vehicles cross a trigger line in Engagement Area EVIL, the trigger line must be easily identifiable under all conditions and clearly visible to each member of the assault section.

· Use of standard control measures.  Many standard control measures can be used in the controlling and coordination of crew-served weapons.  Phase lines, engagement areas, target reference points, etc. can all be integrated in the unit leader's planning for fire control.

Safety.  The use of crew-served weapons in close proximity to friendly troops serves to minimize friendly casualties by suppressing the enemy during an assault.  Do not forget that these weapons can inflict grievous casualties among friendly forces if not adequately employed or controlled.  Many Marines mistakenly believe that the safety considerations routinely used during training are discarded during combat operations.  Combat operations do in fact increase the level of acceptable risk in unit leaders’ minds, but safety considerations are still a priority during tactical planning.

When planning for the use of medium machine guns, for instance, considerations of the effects of this weapon system beyond the objective are very important.  Although the platoon objective may be 700 meters from the SBF element, the bullets will continue to travel for a great distance and may wound or kill a member of an adjacent unit.  The effects of a SMAW warhead that misses its intended target and impacts within a friendly unit's positions will be utterly devastating.  Again, details such as these often mean the difference between life and death.

Safety is always a priority!  Safety is the ultimate responsibility of the supported unit leader.

General Displacement Considerations.  Crew-served weapons are normally displaced when

· Their fires are masked by friendly units

· The units they are supporting are out of range

· The enemy is out of range

To facilitate the coordinated and rapid movement of the crew-served weapons forward, the platoon commander issues displacement instructions.  As always, security is a requirement for crew-served weapons during displacement.

Method.  Crew-served weapons normally displace either by unit or echelon.  The unit leader will choose a method depending on the specific requirements of each situation and the need for continuous fire support.

· Unit.  When continuous fire support is not required, displacement can be effected as an entire unit, under the direct control of the unit leader. 

· Echelon.  When continuous fire support is required, an element of the unit (team or squad) will displace while the remaining element continues to provide fire support.  When the first element is in position and is able to resume firing, the remaining element can displace.

Objective.  When displacing, crew-served weapons, move to a predetermined location in the general vicinity of the objective.  Specific positions will be designated after a hasty reconnaissance of the objective area has been conducted and probable enemy avenues of approach are identified. 

Route.  A specific displacement route is assigned to the displacing unit to ensure timely and secure displacement.  The route may be the most direct route, or it may circumvent obstacles or danger areas.  In either case, the displacing unit(s) must utilize the assigned displacement route.

Time, Signal, or Event Initiating Displacement.  The considerations discussed for signals in the paragraph General Fire Control Considerations, apply equally in this situation.
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