
Chapter 8

Defensive Operations

Little minds try to defend everything at once, but sensible people look
at the main point only; they parry the worst blows and stand a little
hurt if thereby they avoid a greater one. If you try to hold everything,
you hold nothing.

8-1. Army forces defend
until they gain sufficient
strength to attack. Defen-
sive operations defeat an
enemy attack, buy time,
economize forces, or de-
velop conditions favor-
able for offensive op-
erations. Alone, defensive
operations normally can-
not achieve a decision.
Their purpose is to create
conditions for a counter-
offensive that allows Ar-
my forces to regain the
initiative. Although of-
fensive operations are
usually required to
achieve decisive results,
it is often necessary, even
advisable at times, to
defend. Commanders de-
fend to buy time, hold
terrain, facilitate other
operations, preoccupy the
enemy, or erode enemy
resources.

Frederick the Great
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PURPOSES OF DEFENSIVE OPERATIONS
8-2. The purpose of defensive operations is to defeat enemy attacks. Defend-
ing forces await the attacker's blow and defeat the attack by successfully de-
flecting it. Waiting for the attack is not a passive activity. Army commanders
seek out enemy forces to strike and weaken them before close combat begins.

8-3. Operationally, defensive operations buy time, economize forces, and de-
velop conditions favorable for resuming offensive operations. Therefore, ma-
jor operations and campaigns combine defensive operations with offensive
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operations. Operational-level defensive operations normally include offensive,
stability, and support operations.

8-4. During force projection, defensive operations by in-theater or early ar-
riving forces can maintain the operational initiative for joint or multinational
forces. If conditions do not support offensive operations, initial-entry forces
defend the lodgment while the joint force commander builds combat power.
Initial-entry forces should include sufficient combat power to deter, attack, or
defend successfully.

CHARACTERISTICS OF DEFENSIVE OPERATIONS
8-5. Successful defenses are aggressive; they use direct, indirect, and air-de-
livered fires; information operations (10); and ground maneuver to strike the
enemy. They maximize firepower, protection, and maneuver to defeat enemy
forces. Static and mobile elements combine to deprive the enemy of the initia-
tive. The defender resists and contains the enemy. Defending commanders
seek every opportunity to transition to the offensive.

8-6. While the fundamentals of the defense continue to apply to a modernized
force, advanced technology systems modify the way commanders conduct de-
fensive operations. Greater understanding of friendly and enemy situations
and the fusion of command and control (C2); intelligence, surveillance, and
reconnaissance (ISR); long-range precision fires; and combat service support
(CSS) technologies make the mobile defense even more lethal and effective.
Whenever practical, commanders of modernized forces use the mobile defense
because it takes maximum advantage of Army force strengths.

8-7. An effective defense engages the enemy with static and mobile forces. It
combines the elements of combat power to erode enemy strength and create
conditions for a counterattack. Defenders seek to increase their freedom to
maneuver while denying it to the attacker. The enemy falters as losses in-
crease and the initiative shifts to the defender, allowing counterattacks.
Counterattack opportunities rarely last long; defenders strike swiftly to force
the enemy to culminate. Preparation, security, disruption, massing effects,
and flexibility all characterize successful defensive operations.

PREPARATION

8-8. The defense has inherent strengths. The defender arrives in the area of
operations (AO) before the attacker and uses the available time to prepare.
Defenders study the ground and select positions that allow massing fires on
likely approaches. They combine natural and manmade obstacles to canalize
attacking forces into engagement areas. Defending forces coordinate and re-
hearse actions on the ground, gaining intimate familiarity with the terrain.
They place security and reconnaissance forces throughout the AO. These
preparations multiply the effectiveness of the defense. Preparation ends only
when defenders retrograde or begin to fight. Until then, preparations are con-
tinuous. Preparations in depth continue, even as the close fight begins.

SECURITY

8-9. Commanders secure their forces principally through security operations,
force protection, and 10. Security operations help deceive the enemy as to
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friendly locations, strengths, and weaknesses. They also inhibit or defeat en-
emy reconnaissance operations. These measures provide early warning and
disrupt enemy attacks early and continuously. Force protection efforts pre-
serve combat power. Offensive 10 inaccurately portray friendly forces and
mislead enemy commanders through military deception, operations security,
and electronic warfare. These measures contribute to the defender's security.

DISRUPTION

8-10. Defenders disrupt attackers' tempo and synchronization with actions
designed to prevent them from massing combat power. Disruptive actions at-
tempt to unhinge the enemy's preparations and, ultimately, his attacks.
Methods include defeating or misdirecting enemy reconnaissance forces,
breaking up his formations, isolating his units, and attacking or disrupting
his systems. Defenders never allow attackers to fully prepare. They use
spoiling attacks before enemies can focus combat power, and counterattack
before they can consolidate any gains. Defenders target offensive 10 against
enemy C2 systems and constantly disrupt enemy forces in depth.

MASSING EFFECTS

8-11. Defenders seek to mass the effects of overwhelming combat power
where they choose and shift it to support the decisive operation. To obtain an
advantage at decisive points, defenders economize and accept risk in some
areas; retain and, when necessary, reconstitute a reserve; and maneuver to
gain local superiority at the point of decision. Defenders may surrender some
ground to gain time to concentrate forces.

8-12. Commanders accept risk in some areas to mass effects elsewhere. Ob-
stacles, security forces, and fires can assist in reducing risk. Since concen-
trating forces increases the threat of large losses from weapons of mass de-
struction (WMD), commanders use deception and concealment to hide force
concentrations. They also protect their forces with air and missile defenses.

FLEXIBILITY

8-13. Defensive operations require flexible plans. Planning focuses on prepa-
rations in depth, use of reserves, and the ability to shift the main effort. Com-
manders add flexibility by designating supplementary positions, designing
counterattack plans, and preparing to counterattack.

TYPES OF DEFENSIVE OPERATIONS
8-14. The three types of defensive operations are the mobile defense, area de-
fense, and retrograde. All apply at both the tactical and operational levels of
war. Mobile defenses orient on destroying attacking forces by permitting the
enemy to advance into a position that exposes him to counterattack. Area de-
fenses orient on retaining terrain; they draw the enemy in an interlocking se-
ries of positions and destroy him largely by fires. Retrogrades move friendly
forces away from the enemy to gain time, preserve forces, place the enemy in
unfavorable positions, or avoid combat under undesirable conditions. De-
fending commanders combine the three types to fit the situation.
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8-15. All three types of defense use mobile and static elements. In mobile de-
fenses, static positions help control the depth and breadth of the enemy pene-
tration and retain ground from which to launch counterattacks. In area de-
fenses, commanders closely integrate patrols, security forces and sensors, and
reserve forces to cover gaps among defensive positions. They reinforce posi-
tions as necessary and counterattack as directed. In retrograde operations,
some units conduct area or mobile defenses or security operations to protect
other units that execute carefully controlled maneuver or movement rear-
ward. They use static elements to fIx, disrupt, turn, or block the attackers.
They use mobile elements to strike and destroy the enemy.

MOBILE DEFENSE

8-16. The mobile defense is a type of defensive operation that concen-
trates on the destruction or defeat of the enemy through a decisive
attack by a striking force (see Figure 8-1). A mobile defense requires de-
fenders to have greater mobility than attackers. Defenders combine offensive,
defensive, and delaying actions to lure attackers into positions where they are
vulnerable to counterattack. Commanders take advantage of terrain in depth,
military deception, obstacles, and mines while employing fires and maneuver
to wrest the initiative from the attacker.
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The striking force conducts the decisive operation in a mobile defense---
a counterattack from an unexpected direction. Minimum combat power is
committed to fixing forces that shape the depth of the defense.

Figure 8-1. Mobile Defense

8-17. Commanders commit the minimum force necessary to purely defensive
tasks. They place maximum combat power in a striking force that
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AREA DEFENSE

RETROGRADE

counterattacks as the enemy maneuvers
against friendly positions. Striking forces
are considered committed throughout the
operation. They have one task: plan,
prepare, and execute the decisive
operation-the counterattack. Defenders
draw attackers into terrain that enables
the striking force to counterattack from an
unexpected direction. They press the
counterattack with overwhelming force
and violence.

A striking force is a
committed force organ-
ized to conduct the de-
cisive attack in a mo-
bile defense. It normal-
ly comprises the maxi-
mum combat power
available to the com-
mander at the time of
the attack.

8-18. In planning a counterattack, commanders consider enemy options and
the likely locations of possible follow-on forces. Commanders decide where to
position the striking force, what routes and avenues of approach to use, what
fire support is necessary, and what interdiction or attack on follow-on forces
will isolate the enemy. They combine military deception and security opera-
tions to render enemy reconnaissance ineffective.

8-19. In addition to the striking force, commanders designate a reserve, if
forces are available. Reserves are uncommitted forces and may execute nu-
merous missions. They give the commander flexibility. Reserves support fix-
ing forces, ensuring that the defense establishes conditions for success of the
counterattack. If the reserve is available after the commander commits the
striking force, it exploits the success of the striking force.

8-20. The area defense is a type of defensive operation that concen-
trates on denying enemy forces access to designated terrain for a
specific time rather than destroying the enemy outright (see Figure
8-2, page 8-6). The bulk of defending forces combine static defensive positions,
engagement areas, and small, mobile reserves to retain ground. Keys to suc-
cessful area defenses include effective and flexible control, synchronization,
and distribution of fires. Area defenses employ security forces on likely en-
emy avenues of approach. Commanders employ a reserve with priority to the
counterattack. Other potential reserve missions include blocking enemy
penetrations and reinforcing other portions of the defense. Area defenses can
also be part of a larger mobile defense.

8-21. Area defenses vary in depth, design, and purpose according to the
situation. Commanders deny or retain key terrain if the friendly situation
gives no other option or friendly forces are outnumbered. Lower-echelon tac-
tical units may position their forces in battle positions on suitable terrain. On
occasion, commanders may use a strong point to deny key terrain to the en-
emy and force his movement in a different direction. Constructing a strong
point requires considerable time and engineer support.

8-22. A retrograde is a type of defensive operation that involves or-
ganized movement away from the enemy. The three forms of retrograde
operations are withdrawals, delays, and retirements. Commanders use
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Withdrawal
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An area defense denies enemy forces access to specified terrain.
Defending in depth, exploiting terrain advantages, and strong security
forces characterize the area defense.

Figure 8-2. Area Defense

retrogrades as part of a larger scheme of maneuver to create conditions to
regain the initiative and defeat the enemy. Retrogrades improve the current
situation or prevent a worse situation from occurring. Operational-level
commanders may execute retrogrades to shorten lines of communications
(LOCs).

8-23. A withdrawal, a form of retrograde, is a planned operation in which a
force in contact disengages from an enemy force. Withdrawals may involve all
or part of a committed force. Commanders conduct withdrawals to preserve
the force, release it for a new mission, avoid combat under undesirable
conditions, or reposition forces. Enemy pressure mayor may not be present
during withdrawals. At tactical echelons, withdrawing forces may be
unassisted or assisted by another friendly force.

8-24. In a corps or division withdrawal, commanders organize a security force
and a main body. The security force prevents the enemy from interfering with
the withdrawal. The main body forms behind the security force and moves
away from the enemy; the security force remains between the enemy and the
main body and conceals main body preparations and movement. If the with-
drawal begins without being detected, the security force may remain in posi-
tion to prolong the concealment. Mter the main body withdraws a safe dis-
tance, the security force moves to intermediate or final positions. If the
enemy detects the withdrawal and attacks, the security force delays to allow
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the main body to withdraw. Main body units may reinforce the security force
if necessary. They will themselves delay or defend if the security force fails to
slow the enemy.

8-25. Commanders plan for and employ air and ground reserves, indirect and
missile counterfire, and air defenses. Corps and division reserves remain near
main body units to assist withdrawing units by fire and maneuver, if needed.
Corps and division reserves may execute spoiling attacks to disorganize and
delay the enemy or to extricate encircled or decisively engaged forces.

8-26. Commanders use 10 and security operations when withdrawing to deny
the enemy information and present false information. They avoid moving
forces prematurely or revealing other actions that could signal their with-
drawal plans. For example, relocating combat support (CS) and CSS facilities,
emplacing obstacles, and destroying routes may signal a withdrawal. To seize
the initiative, commanders direct offensive 10 that include measures to con-
ceal withdrawal preparations.

8-27. Commanders dedicate resources and plan for future operations when
withdrawing. The ability to conduct a timely withdrawal is especially de-
pendent upon sufficient transport. CSS planners assist in developing courses
of action and adjust sustaining operations to conform to the commander's de-
cisions. A withdrawal ends when the force breaks contact and transitions to
another operation. Forces may withdraw into a defended area and join its de-
fense, withdraw into a secure area and prepare for future operations, or con-
tinue away from the enemy in a retirement.

Delay

8-28. A delay is a form of retrograde in which a force under pressure trades
space for time by slowing the enemy's momentum and inflicting maximum
damage on the enemy without, in principle, becoming decisively engaged.
Delays gain time for friendly forces to--

. Establish defenses.

. Cover defending or withdrawing units.

. Protect friendly unit flanks.

. Contribute to economy of force.

. Draw the enemy into unfavorable positions.

. Determine the enemy main effort.

8-29. Commanders direct delays when their forces are insufficient to attack
or conduct an area or mobile defense. A delay is also appropriate as a shaping
operation to draw the enemy into an area for subsequent counterattack.
Commanders specify the critical parameters of the delay:

. Its duration.

. Terrain to retain or deny.

. The nature of subsequent operations.

8-30. Delays can involve units as large as a corps and may be part of a gen-
eral withdrawal. Divisions may conduct delays as part of a corps defense or
withdrawal. In a delay, units may fight from a single set of positions or delay
using alternate or successive positions. A delay ends when-
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. Enemy forces halt their attack. Friendly forces can then maintain con-
tact, withdraw, or counterattack.

. Friendly forces transition to the defense.

. The delaying force completes its mission and passes through another
force or breaks contact.

. The friendly force counterattacks and transitions to the offense.

8-31. Delaying units should be at least as mobile as attackers. Commanders
take measures to increase friendly mobility and decrease enemy mobility.
Open, unobstructed terrain that provides friendly force mobility requires
major engineering efforts to hinder enemy mobility. Close or broken terrain
slows the enemy but also makes it more difficult to maintain contact and may
hinder friendly movement.

Retirement

8-32. A retirement is a form of retrograde in which a force not in contact with
the enemy moves away from the enemy. Typically, forces move away from the
enemy by executing a tactical road march. Retiring units organize to fight but
do so only in self-defense. Retirements are usually not as risky as delays and
withdrawals.

Risk in Retrograde

8-33. Retrogrades require firm control and risk management. They increase
psychological stress among soldiers, who may see movement away from the
enemy as a sign of defeat. Unless held in check, such concerns can lead to
panic and a rout. Successful retrogrades require strong leadership, thorough
planning, effective organization, and disciplined execution. Friendly troops
move swiftly but deliberately. A disorganized retrograde in the presence of a
strong enemy invites disaster. Commanders manage risk during retrogrades
with these measures:

. Avoiding decisive engagement. Reserves and massed indirect and joint
fires can assist in accomplishing this.

. Preparing plans to enhance rapid, controlled execution.

. Denying the enemy information on unit movement.

. Avoiding surprise with continuously updated intelligence.

. Combining deception and delaying actions to prevent the enemy from
closing in strength.

DEFENSIVE OPERATIONS WITHIN THE OPERATIONAL
FRAMEWORK

8-34. Commanders use the operational framework (AO, battlespace, and bat-
tlefield organization) to conduct defensive operations (see Figure 8-3). Com-
manders base their framework on METT-TC and an understanding of their
battlespace. They conduct simultaneous and sequential decisive, shaping, and
sustaining operations in depth by synchronizing their forces in time, space,
resources, purpose, and action. Commanders may designate deep, close, and
rear areas when conducting operations that are generally linear and contigu-
ous.
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