Chapter 4

Movement to Contact

When armies approach each other, it makes all the difference which
owns only the ground on which it stands or sleeps and which one owns
all the rest.

Winston Churchill: Their Finest Hour, 1949

Movement to contact is a type of offensive operation designed to develop
the situation and establish or regain contact (FM 3-0). A commander con-
ducts this type of offensive operation when the tactical situation is not
clear or when the enemy has broken contact. A properly executed move-
ment to contact develops the combat situation and maintains the com-
mander's freedom of action after contact is gained. This flexibility is es-
sential in maintaining the initiative. All of the tactical concepts, control
measures, and planning considerations introduced in Chapters 2 and 3
apply to the conduct of a movement to contact. Many of the attack prep-
aration consideration introduced in Chapter 5 also apply.
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e Make initial con-

tact with small, mobile, self-contained forces to avoid decisive engage-
ment of the main body on ground chosen by the enemy. This allows the
commander maximum flexibility to develop the situation.

o Task-organize the force and use movement formations to deploy and at-
tack rapidly in any direction.

41



FM 3-90

¢ Keep forces within supporting distances to facilitate a flexible response.
¢ Maintain contact regardless of the course of action (COA) adopted once
contact is gained.
Close air support, air interdiction, and counterair operations are essential to
the success of large-scale movements to contact (MTCs). Local air superiority
or, as a minimum, air parity is vital to the operation’s success.

4-2, The Army’s improved intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance
(ISR) capabilities reduce the need for corps and divisions to conduct an MTC
since fully modernized units normally have a general idea of the location of
significant enemy forces. However, enemy use of complex terrain and offen-
sive information operations designed to degrade the accuracy of the friendly
common operational picture will continue to require small tactical units to
conduct an MTC.

4-3. A meeting engagement is a combat action that occurs when a moving
force engages an enemy at an unexpected time and place (JP 3-0). Conducting
an MTC results in a meeting engagement. The enemy force may be either sta-
tionary or moving. Such encounters often occur in small-unit operations when
reconnaissance has been ineffective. The force that reacts first to the unex-
pected contact generally gains an advantage over its opponent. However, a
meeting engagement may also occur when the opponents are aware of each
other and both decide to attack immediately to obtain a tactical advantage or
seize key or decisive terrain. A meeting engagement may also occur when one
force attempts to deploy into a hasty defense while the other force attacks be-
fore its opponent can organize an effective defense. Acquisition systems may
discover the enemy before the security force can gain contact. No matter how
the force makes contact, seizing the initiative is the overriding imperative.
Prompt execution of battle drills at platoon level and below, and standard
actions on contact for larger units can give that initiative to the friendly force.

HISTORICAL EXAMPLE

4-4. The following vignette discusses the Soviet Manchurian Campaign in the
closing days of World War II and illustrates the idea that tacticians can profit
from the lessons learned by other armies in other times. It demonstrates the
conduct of an MTC at the operational level.

Shortly after midnight on 9 August 1945, Soviet assault troops crossed the
Soviet-Manchurian border and attacked Japanese positions. This was the van-
guard of a force of more than 1.5 million men that was to advance along multiple
axes on a frontage of more than 4,400 kilometers. Soviet offensive tactics were
shaped by several factors:

The necessity for speed to increase the effectiveness of maneuver, thus in-
creasing surprise, overcoming initial defenses, and preempting the estab-
lishment of subsequent effective defenses.

The vast expanse of the area of operations (AO).
The diversity of the terrain, giving rise to large-scale force tailoring.
The nature of the opposition.

The Soviet Manchurian Campaign, August 1945
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The Soviets conducted their movement to contact operation at the last possible
moment. This reinforced strategic surprise and yielded tactical surprise as well.
Units deployed for attack from assembly areas 20 to 80 kilometers behind the
border and entered from the march, attacking along every possible axis using
small, task-organized assault groups with heavy engineer and firepower support.
Conduct of operations under adverse weather conditions and at night went con-
trary to Japanese expectations. The Soviet tendency to bypass fortified positions
confused Japanese commanders.
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Figure 4-1. Soviet Moves

The Soviets carefully timed the application of their offensive power by first at-
tacking with forward detachments and advance guards in the first echelon, and
then with the main force. See Figure 4-1. This perpetuated the momentum of ini-
tial assaults and created a momentum that was imparted to army and front-level
operations. Often enemy resistance was eliminated before the main columns had
to deploy. Forces massed at the critical point on each axis and maneuvered over
what was considered to be impassable terrain. All this resulted in a loss of de-
fense coherence that the defending Japanese Kwantung Army was never able to
regain. In seven days Soviet forces penetrated between 500 and 950 kilometers
into Manchuria from their starting points, securing all the objectives necessary for
a complete victory over the Japanese.

ORGANIZATION OF FORCES

4-5. A movement to contact is organized with an offensive covering force or
an advance guard as a forward security element and a main body as a
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minimum. A portion of the main body composes the commander’s sustaining
base. Based on the factors of METT-TC, the commander may increase his se-
curity forces by having an offensive covering force and an advance guard for
each column, as well as flank and rear security (normally a screen or guard).
(See Figure 4-2.) Chapter 12 discusses security operations.
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Figure 4-2. Force Organized for a Movement to Contact

4-6. A movement to contact mission requires the commander not to have con-
tact with the enemy main body. However, the commander may still know the
location of at least some enemy reserve and follow-on forces. If the corps or
division commander has enough intelligence information to target enemy un-
committed forces, reserves, or sustaining operations activities, he normally
designates forces, such as long-range artillery systems and attack helicopters,
to engage known enemy elements regardless of their geographical location
within his AO. At all times the forward security element and the main body
perform reconnaissance.

SECURITY FORCES

4-4

4-7. A corps or division commander conducting an MTC typically organizes
his security element into a covering force to protect the movement of the
main body and to develop the situation before committing the main body. A
covering force is task-organized to accomplish specific tasks independent of
the main body in accordance with the factors of METT-TC, such as conduct
mobility and breach operations. This covering force reports directly to the es-
tablishing commander.
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4-8. If a force conducting an MTC is unable to resource a covering force for
independent security operations, it may use an advance guard in the place of
a covering force. An advance guard is a task-organized combined arms unit or
detachment that precedes a column formation to protect the main body from
ground observation or surprise by the enemy. This typically occurs when a
brigade or battalion conducts an MTC. In cases where the higher echelon
(corps or division) creates a covering force, subordinate elements can estab-
lish an advance guard behind the covering force and ahead of the main body.
This normally occurs when subordinate units are advancing in multiple par-
allel columns. In this case, each main body column usually organizes its own
advance guard.

4-9. The advance guard operates forward of the main body to ensure its unin-
terrupted advance by reducing obstacles to create passage lanes, repair roads
and bridges, or locate bypasses. The advance guard also protects the main
body from surprise attack and fixes the enemy to protect the deployment of
the main body when it is committed to action. The elements composing the
advance guard should have equal or preferably superior mobility to that of
the main body. For this reason, mechanized infantry, cavalry, and armored
units are most suitable for use in an advance guard. Engineer mobility assets
should also constitute a portion of the advance guard, but the main body can
also provide other support.

4-10. The advance guard moves as quickly and as aggressively as possible,
but, unlike the covering force, remains within supporting range of the main
body's weapon systems. It forces the enemy to withdraw or destroys small
enemy groups before they can disrupt the advance of the main body. When
the advance guard encounters large enemy forces or heavily defended areas,
it takes prompt and aggressive action to develop the situation and, within its
capability, defeat the enemy. Its commander reports the location, strength,
disposition, and composition of the enemy and tries to find the enemy's flanks
and gaps or other weaknesses in his position. The main body may then join
the attack. The force commander usually specifies how far in front of his force
the advance guard is to operate. He reduces those distances in close terrain
and under low-visibility conditions.

4-11. When the command’s rear or flanks are not protected by adjacent or fol-
lowing units, it must provide its own flank and rear security. The command
can accomplish this by establishing a screen or a guard on its flanks or to its
rear. The flank columns of the main body normally provide these flank secur-
ity elements; for example, the left flank brigade would provide the left flank
screen for a division MTC. The rear guard normally comes from one of the
subordinate elements of the corps or division and reports directly to the corps
or division headquarters. A corps may conduct a flank cover if there is a clear-
ly identified, significant threat from the flank. A flank cover requires signifi-
cant resources that are unavailable to the main body. Aviation units or intel-
ligence systems may establish a flank screen if the factors of METT-TC allow;
however, this increases the risk to the main body. While aviation units can
use their combat power to delay enemy forces, intelligence systems can only
provide early warning, they cannot trade space for time to “buy” time for the
main body to react. (For more specific information concerning reconnaissance
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MAIN BODY

operations see FM 3-55. See Chapter 12 for more detailed information con-
cerning security operations.)

4-12. The main body consists of forces not detailed to security duties. The
combat elements of the main body prepare to respond to enemy contact with
the unit's security forces. Attack helicopter units normally remain under divi-
sion and corps control until contact is made. If the situation allows, the com-
mander can assign a follow and support mission to one of his subordinate
units. This allows that subordinate unit to relieve his security forces from
such tasks as observing bypassed enemy forces, handling displaced civilians,
and clearing routes. This prevents his security forces from being diverted
from their primary mission.

4-13. The commander designates a portion of the main body for use as his re-
serve. The size of the reserve is based upon the factors of METT-TC and the
amount of uncertainty concerning the enemy. The more vague the enemy sit-
uation, the larger the size of the reserve. The reserve typically constitutes ap-
proximately one-fourth to one-third of the force. On contact with the enemy,
the reserve provides the commander flexibility to react to unforeseen circum-
stances and allows the unit to quickly resume its movement.

4-14. The commander tailors his sustainment assets to the mission. He de-
centralizes the execution of the sustainment support, but that support must
be continuously available to the main body. This includes using preplanned
logistics packages (LOGPACSs). A logistics package is a grouping of mul-
tiple classes of supply and supply vehicles under the control of a
single convoy commander. Daily LOGPACs contain a standardized alloca-
tion of supplies. Special LOGPACs can also be dispatched as needed.

4-15. The commander frequently finds that his main supply routes become
extended as the operation proceeds. Aerial resupply may also be necessary to
support large-scale MTCs or to maintain the momentum of the main body.
Combat trains containing fuel, ammunition, medical, and maintenance assets
move with their parent battalion or company team. Fuel and ammunition
stocks remain loaded on tactical vehicles in the combat trains so they can in-
stantly move when necessary. Battalion field trains move in more depth, with
the forward support battalion in the main body of each brigade. Aviation
units use forward arming and refuel points (FARPs) to reduce aircraft turn-
around time.

CONTROL MEASURES

4-16. A commander uses the minimal number and type of control measures
possible in an MTC because of the uncertain enemy situation. These meas-
ures include designation of an AO with left, right, front, and rear boundaries,
or a separate AO bounded by a continuous boundary (noncontiguous opera-
tions). The commander further divides the AO into subordinate unit AOs to
facilitate subordinate unit actions.

4-17. The operation usually starts from a line of departure (LD) at the time
specified in the operations order (OPORD). The commander controls the MTC
by using phase lines, contact points, and checkpoints as required. (See






