Chapter 5
Attack

I approve of all methods of attacking provided they are directed at the
point where the enemy’s army is weakest and where the terrain favors
them the least.

Frederick the Great

An attack is an offensive operation that destroys or defeats enemy forces,
seizes and secures terrain, or both (FM 3-0). When the commander de-
cides to attack or the opportunity to attack occurs during combat opera-
tions, the execution of that attack must mass the effects of overwhelming
combat power against selected portions of the enemy force with a tempo
and intensity that cannot be matched by the enemy. The resulting combat
should not be a contest between near equals. The attacker must be deter-
mined to seek decision on the ground of his choosing through the deliber-
ate synchronization and employment of his combined arms team.

5-1. Attacks take place along a continuum defined at one end by fragmentary
orders that direct the execution of rapidly executed battle drills by forces im-
mediately available. Published, detailed orders with multiple branches and
sequels; detailed knowledge of all aspects of enemy dispositions; a force that
has been task organized specifically for the operation; and the conduct of ex-
tensive rehearsals define the other end of the continuum. Most attacks fall
between the ends of the continuum as opposed to either extreme. (Chapter 1
discusses this continuum between hasty and deliberate operations.)

ORGANIZATION OF FORCES

5-2. Once a commander determines his scheme of maneuver, he task organ-
izes his force to give each unit enough combat power to accomplish its
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mission. He normally organizes into a security force, a main body, a reserve,
and a sustainment organization. He should complete any changes in task
organization in time to allow units to conduct rehearsals with their attached
or supported unit. The best place and time for an attacking force to task
organize is when it is in an assembly area.

SECURITY FORCES

MAIN BODY

5-3. Under normal circumstances, a commander resources dedicated security
forces during an attack only if the attack uncovers one or more flanks or the
rear of the attacking force as it advances. In this case, the commander desig-
nates a flank or rear security force and assigns it a guard or screen mission,
depending on the factors of METT-TC. Normally an attacking unit does not
need extensive forward security forces; most attacks are launched from posi-
tions in contact with the enemy, which reduces the usefulness of a separate
forward security force. The exception occurs when the attacking unit is tran-
sitioning from the defense to an attack and had previously established a se-
curity area as part of the defense.

5-4. The commander organizes his main body into combined arms formations
to conduct his decisive operation and necessary shaping operations. The com-
mander aims his decisive operation toward the immediate and decisive de-
struction of the enemy force, its will to resist, seizure of a terrain objective, or
the defeat of the enemy’s plan. His maneuver scheme identifies the focus of
the decisive operation. All of the force’s available resources operate in concert
to assure the success of the decisive operation. The subordinate unit or units
designated to conduct the decisive operation can change during the course of
the attack. The commander designates an assault, breach, and support force
if he expects to conduct a breach operation during his attack.

5-5. If it is impractical to determine initially when or where the echelon’s de-
cisive operation will be, such as during a hasty attack, the commander re-
tains flexibility by arranging his forces in depth, holding out strong reserves,
and maintaining centralized control of his long-range fire support systems.
As soon as the tactical situation clarifies enough to allow the commander to
designate his decisive operation, he focuses his resources to support that deci-
sive operation’s achievement of its objective. Enemy actions, minor changes
in the situation, or the lack of success by other elements cannot be allowed to
divert either forces or their effects from the decisive operation.

5-6. The commander may need to designate a unit or units to conduct shap-
ing operations to create windows of opportunity for executing his decisive op-
eration. He allocates the unit or units assigned to conduct shaping operations
the minimal combat power necessary to accomplish the missions since he can-
not employ overwhelming combat power everywhere. Units conducting shap-
ing operations usually have a wider area of operations (AO) than those con-
ducting a decisive operation. If the commander has sufficient forces as part of
his shaping operations, he can assign the tasks of follow and assume or follow
and support to subordinate units. (Appendix B defines these two tactical mis-
sion tasks.)

5-1
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RESERVE

5-7. The commander uses his reserve to exploit success, defeat enemy coun-
terattacks, or restore momentum to a stalled attack. Once committed, the re-
serve’s actions normally become or reinforce the echelon’s decisive operation,
and the commander makes every effort to reconstitute another reserve from
units made available by the revised situation. Often a commander’s most dif-
ficult and important decision concerns the time, place, and circumstances for
committing the reserve. The reserve is not a committed force, it is not used as
a follow and support force or a follow and assume force.

5-8. In the attack, the combat power allocated to the reserve depends primar-
ily on the level of uncertainty about the enemy, especially the strength of any
expected enemy counterattacks. The commander only needs to resource a
small reserve to respond to unanticipated enemy reactions when he has de-
tailed information about the enemy. When the situation is relatively clear
and enemy capabilities are limited, the reserve may consist of a small frac-
tion of the command. When the situation is vague, the reserve may initially
contain the majority of the commander’s combat power.

5-9. In addition, the strength and composition of the reserve vary with the
reserve’s contemplated missions, the forces available, the form of offensive
maneuver selected, the terrain, and acceptable risk. For example, in a hasty
attack the reserve can contain up to one-third of the force’s combat power. Al-
ternatively, in a deliberate attack the reserve is normally sized to defeat the
enemy’s counterattack forces. The commander should not constitute his re-
serve by weakening his decisive operation. A reserve must have mobility
equal to or greater than the most dangerous enemy ground threat, and be
able to fight that threat.

5-10. In an attack the commander generally locates his reserve to the rear of
the unit making his decisive operation in a location that provides maximum
protection from hostile observation and fire. However, it must be able to move
quickly to areas where it is needed in different contingencies. This is most
likely to occur if the enemy has strong counterattack forces. For heavy re-
serve forces, the key factor is cross-country mobility or road networks. For
light forces, the key factor is the road network if trucks are available, or the
availability of pickup zones (PZs) for air assault forces. The commander prior-
itizes the positioning of his reserve to reinforce the success of the decisive op-
eration first, then to counter the worst-case enemy counterattack.

SUSTAINMENT ORGANIZATION

5-11. The commander resources his sustaining operations to support the at-
tacking force. A battalion commander organizes his combat service support
and other logistics assets into combat and field trains. Higher echelon com-
manders appoint someone to control sustaining operations within their eche-
lon rear areas. In an attack, the commander tries to position his CSS units
well forward. From these forward locations they can sustain the attacking
force, providing priority of support to the units conducting the decisive
operation. As the attacking force advances, CSS units displace forward as re-
quired to shorten the supply lines, using different displacement techniques to
ensure uninterrupted support to maneuver units. The size of the force a
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commander devotes to rear area security depends on the threat in the
attacking force’s rear area. A significant enemy threat requires the
commander to resource a tactical combat force. (Chapter 12 addresses area
security operations in more detail.)

CONTROL MEASURES

5-12. Units conducting offensive operations are assigned an AO within which
to operate. Within the AO the commander normally designates the following
control measures regardless of whether he operates in a contiguous or non-
contiguous environment:

o Areas of operations for subordinate units of battalion size or larger.

e Phase line as the line of departure (LLD), which may also be the line of

contact (LC).

e Time to initiate the operation.

¢ Objective.
If necessary, a commander can use either an axis of advance or a direction of
attack to further control his maneuver forces. (Figure 5-1 depicts the mini-
mum control measures for an attack.)

PL |[CAT 1] PL [CAT
PL [DOG PL |DOG
LD/LC 120630ZJULO1 LD/LC

Figure 5-1. Minimum Attack Control Measures

5-13. A commander can use any other control measures necessary to control
his attack. Short of the LD/LC, the commander may designate assembly
areas and attack positions where the unit prepares for offensive operations or
waits for the establishment of the required conditions to initiate the attack.
Beyond the LD/LC he may designate checkpoints, phase lines (PLs), probable
line of deployment (PLD), assault positions, and direct and indirect fire
support coordinating measures. Between the PLD and the objective he can
use a final coordination line (FCL), assault positions, support-by-fire and
attack-by-fire positions, and time of assault to further control the final stage
of the attack. Beyond the objective he can impose a limit of advance (LOA) if
he does not want the unit to conduct an exploitation or a pursuit. (Chapters 2



FM 3-90

and 3 discuss these control measures. They describe how a commander can
use attack positions, axis of advance, combat formations, direction of attack,
limit of advance, a LD, objectives, PLD, and a time of attack to help control
the operation. Chapter 3 describes the use of AOs, assembly areas, line of
contact, phase lines, and common direct and indirect fire coordinating
measures.)

5-14. In an attack during limited-visibility conditions, the commander wants
positive control over the movement of all attacking elements. He typically im-
poses additional control measures beyond those he would use in a daylight at-
tack. These additional measures may include using a point of departure (PD)
and a direction of attack.

PLANNING AN ATTACK

INTELLIGENCE

5-4

5-15. In an attack, friendly forces seek to place the enemy in a position where
he can easily be defeated or destroyed. The commander seeks to keep the ene-
my off-balance while continually reducing the enemy’s options. In an attack
the commander focuses the maneuver effects, supported by the other battle-
field operating systems (BOS), on those enemy forces that prevent him from
accomplishing his mission and seizing his objective. Planning helps a com-
mander synchronize the effects of his combat power through the military de-
cision making process outlined in FM 5-0 and troop leading procedures out-
lined in FM 6-0.

5-16. This section addresses those considerations unique to an attack by
BOS. There are no unique air defense, mobility/countermobility/survivability,
or CSS BOS planning considerations that apply only to the attack. Those
BOS planning considerations discussed in Chapter 3 continue to apply.

5-17. Fire superiority is that degree of dominance in the fires of one
force over another that permits that force to conduct maneuver at a
given time and place without prohibitive interference by the enemy.
The commander plans to focus the effects of friendly systems to achieve fire
superiority and allow friendly maneuver forces to breach the enemy’s defen-
sive network. The force must gain and maintain fire superiority at critical
points during the attack. Having fire superiority allows the commander to
maneuver his forces without prohibitive losses. The commander gains fire su-
periority by using a variety of tactics, techniques, and procedures. This in-
cludes using counterfires and precision fires, suppressing enemy positions,
and destroying key facilities and assets. Achieving fire superiority requires
the commander to take advantage of—
¢ The range and lethality of available weapon systems.
¢ Offensive information operations to prevent the enemy commander
from synchronizing the effects of his available combat power.
¢ Movement to place the enemy in a position of disadvantage where his
weapons can be destroyed, one or more at a time, with little risk to
friendly weapon systems.

5-18. To employ the proper capabilities and tactics, the commander must
have detailed knowledge of the enemy’s organization, equipment, and tactics.
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He must understand the enemy’s strengths and weaknesses. Ideally, this
knowledge is available during the military decision making process. The com-
mander and his staff develop enemy situational and weapons templates
based on analysis of all available combat information and intelligence data.
These templates help to determine the feasibility of available courses of ac-
tion (COAs) designed to achieve a position of advantage.

5-19. Before the attack a unit conducts ISR operations to ascertain those in-
formation requirements addressed in paragraph 3-111. Other ISR require-
ments can include—

¢ The location and depth of enemy reserves.

e The location and extent of contaminated areas.

e The location and extent of obstacles, possible breach sites, and enemy
engagement areas.

o The location of areas where attacking units could become disoriented,
such as rough or restrictive terrain.

¢ The most favorable routes of approach to the attack objective.

¢ Areas that the attacker can use for flanking fire and maneuver, such as
support-by-fire and attack-by-fire positions.

o Suitability of planned friendly assault, support, artillery, and CSS posi-
tions.

¢ Enemy deception operations.

Commanders and leaders at all echelons personally participate in this
process.

5-20. The commander takes every opportunity to gain and refine combat in-
formation regarding the enemy. He uses his available ISR assets to gather
combat information and process it into intelligence. Information gathered
during the planning phase of the plan, prepare, and execute cycle is espec-
ially useful in determining the viability of each COA developed. Generally, if
a commander does not have good intelligence and, therefore, does not know
where the overwhelming majority of the enemy’s units and systems are locat-
ed, he cannot conduct a deliberate attack. He must conduct a movement to
contact, conduct a hasty attack, or collect more combat information.

5-21. The two fundamental employment techniques for reconnaissance in the
attack are: reconnaissance-pull and reconnaissance-push. In reconnaissance-
pull, the reconnaissance objective is to find weaknesses in enemy dispositions
that can be exploited by the main force. Reconnaissance is launched over a
broad area that allows the reconnaissance elements to identify enemy weak-
nesses to exploit and enemy strengths to avoid. Once these are identified, the
commander exploits the situation by choosing a COA that allows his decisive
operation to attack enemy weaknesses and penetrate gaps in the enemy’s de-
fense. The commander can then commit forces to widen the gap and envelop
the enemy. The reconnaissance elements continue to move, seeking paths of
least resistance and pulling the main body deep into the enemy’s rear.

5-22. In reconnaissance-push, the reconnaissance objective is to identify the
obstacles and enemy forces the attack forces must overcome to assault the ob-
jective in a previously chosen location in accordance with a COA selected
prior to the reconnaissance. Once friendly reconnaissance elements gain






