Chapter 6

Exploitation

The most important goal of our action is the destruction of the enemy
to the last limit of possibility

Field Marshal Prince Mikhail I. Kutuzov

Exploitation is a type of offensive operation that usually follows a suc-
cessful attack and is designed to disorganize the enemy in depth
(FM 3-0). Commanders at all echelons exploit successful offensive actions.
Attacks that succeed in annihilating a defending enemy are rare. Failure
to aggressively exploit success at every turn may give the enemy time to
reconstitute an effective defense by shifting his forces or by regaining the
initiative through a counterattack. Therefore, every offensive operation
not restricted by higher authority or lack of resources should be followed
without delay by bold exploitation. The commander designs his exploita-
tion to maintain pressure on the enemy, compound and take advantage of
his disorganization, shatter his will to resist, and seize decisive or key
terrain.
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throughout the enemy C2 structure and reduces the enemy’s ability to react.
Exploitation takes advantage of this reduction in enemy capabilities to make
permanent what would be only a temporary tactical effect if exploitation were
not conducted. Exploitation may be decisive.

6-2. Those plan, prepare, and execute concepts introduced previously con-
tinue to apply during an exploitation. Assessment concepts described in
FM 6-0 and FM 6-22 also apply. The commander modifies these concepts as
necessary to reflect the specific existing factors of METT-TC.
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6-3. Local exploitation by the committed force follows a successful attack. A
unit conducts a local exploitation when it capitalizes on whatever tactical op-
portunities it creates in the course of accomplishing its assigned offensive
mission. Whenever possible, the lead attacking unit transitions directly to the
exploitation after accomplishing its mission in a local exploitation. If this is
not feasible, the commander can pass fresh forces (follow and assume) into
the lead. The commander acts quickly to capitalize on local successes. Al-
though such local exploitations may appear insignificant, their cumulative ef-
fects can be decisive. Subordinate commanders, working within a higher com-
mander’s intent, can use their initiative to launch an exploitation. When a
commander initiates a local exploitation, he informs his higher headquarters
to keep that commander informed of his intentions. This prevents the inad-
vertent disruption of the higher echelon’s battle or campaign and allows the
higher headquarters to assess the possibility of general collapse and to direct
the initiation of pursuit operations.

6-4. Conduct of a major exploitation is a specific contingency mission as-
signed to a large unit in anticipation of offensive success by another unit of
equivalent size. Divisions and brigades are the echelons that conduct a major
exploitation although a corps can conduct a major exploitation as part of a
multicorps operation.

ORGANIZATION OF FORCES

6-5. The forces conducting an attack are also the forces that initially exploit
that attack’s success. Typically, the commander does not assign a subordinate
unit the mission of exploitation before starting a movement to contact (MTC)
or an attack. The commander reorganizes his unit internally to reflect the
existing factors of METT-TC when the opportunity to exploit success occurs.
He uses fragmentary orders (FRAGOs) to conduct actions on contact. (See
Chapter 4 for a discussion of actions on contact.) If a commander needs addi-
tional resources to support the exploitation, he requests them from the appro-
priate headquarters. The additional resources may include intelligence, sur-
veillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) assets to help identify targets for attack,
as well as attack helicopters and controlled munitions, such as the Army tac-
tical missile system, to attack identified targets. Each exploitation force
should be large enough to protect itself from those enemy forces it expects to
encounter. It should also be a reasonably self-sufficient combined arms force
capable of operations beyond the supporting range of the main body.

6-6. The units that create an opportunity to exploit should not be expected to
perform the exploitation to an extended depth. If the commander plans to
exploit with a specific subordinate unit, he must specify the degree of damage
or risk to that force he is willing to accept in the course of the current
operation. If the initially attacking units incur significant losses of combat
power, the commander should replace them as soon as possible. When the
exploiting force’s combat power weakens because of fatigue, disorganization,
or attrition, or when it must hold ground or resupply, the commander should
continue the exploitation with a fresh force. In both cases, the replacement
force should have a high degree of tactical mobility so it can conduct the ex-
ploitation.
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6-7. The exploitation may be more effective if the commander can commit ad-
ditional forces and assign them the task of either follow and support or follow
and assume. The commander assigns follow and support missions to units
designated to assist exploiting forces by relieving them of tasks that would
slow their advances. The lead unit and any follow and assume or follow and
support units exchange liaison teams to facilitate the transfer of responsibili-
ties. Units designated to follow and assume conduct a forward passage of
lines and replace the initial exploiting forces when they approach their culmi-
nating point. Normally, the next higher commander retains control of the
forces performing the tasks of follow and support or follow and assume. (Ap-
pendix B expands the discussion of these tasks.) When possible, units as-
signed these tasks should possess mobility equal to that of the exploiting unit
or receive additional engineers and transportation assets to provide the nec-
essary mobility. Once organized, they are committed forces and should re-
ceive habitually associated artillery, air defense, engineer, and other combat
support (CS) and combat service support (CSS) forces in accordance with the
factors of METT-TC. In an exploitation operation projected to cross signifi-
cant distances, the commander may attach elements of a follow and support
unit to the exploiting force to ensure unity of command and effort.

6-8. Since an exploitation operation typically covers a wider front than an at-
tacking force, fire support assets may find their supported elements operating
outside normal supporting ranges. They must displace forward to ensure the
continued provision of fires on and beyond enemy formations, which may
cause some difficulty in supporting the exploiting force’s flank elements. To
provide the required support, these fire support units, as well as independ-
ently operating assets, can be attached to subordinate elements of the exploit-
ing force. Otherwise, the commander can move additional reinforcing fire
support units and systems forward to fill the void.

6-9. Responsive air defense coverage provides rapid transition to an exploita-
tion without the loss of momentum. The commander plans on repositioning
his air defense artillery assets to ensure this responsiveness. Adequate mo-
bile air defense units should accompany exploiting forces. Air defense ar-
rangements for the initial attack are likely to remain effective throughout the
exploitation. However, when the commander extends his formations and as-
sets to cover more area, the air defense coverage becomes less effective. The
commander needs to consider the risks associated with moving out from
under his air defense artillery umbrella. Alternatively, he can request adjust-
ments in the air defense coverage of higher echelons. Counterair operations
by the other services (USAF, USN, and USMC) may provide the desired de-
gree of air defense protection. The commander can use available air interdic-
tion and close air support by fixed-wing aircraft to augment or replace Army
fire support assets during an exploitation.

6-10. The exploitation mission demands a force with a significant mobility
advantage over the enemy. Attack helicopters and air assault assets may con-
stitute a portion of the exploiting force’s combat power. They are extremely
useful in seizing defiles, crossing obstacles, and otherwise capitalizing on
their mobility to attack and cut off disorganized enemy elements. They can
also seize or control key terrain such as important river-crossing sites or vital
enemy transportation nodes along the exploiting force’s route of advance into
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and through the enemy’s rear area. The commander integrates combat engi-
neers into the exploiting force to help breach obstacles; keep ground forces
maneuvering, and provide countermobility protection to the flanks. Typical,
problems that degrade an exploiting force’s mobility are minefields and other
obstacles. The commander also uses engineers to keep his supply routes open.

6-11. The commander retains only those reserves necessary to ensure his
flexibility of operation, continued momentum in the advance, and likely ene-
my responses to the exploitation. (Chapter 5 discusses employment considera-
tions for the reserve.)

RECONNAISSANCE AND SECURITY

6-12. When a commander initiates an exploitation operation, the exact ene-
my situation may not be clearly known or understood. The commander estab-
lishes a reconnaissance force to gain and maintain enemy contact. He comple-
ments his reconnaissance effort with sensors and surveillance assets and
intelligence products produced by adjacent, higher, and lower echelons to
maintain his situational understanding of the strength, dispositions, capabili-
ties, and intentions of all significant enemy elements within his area of inter-
est. The commander normally emphasizes reconnaissance more than security
operations when conducting an exploitation. Nevertheless, since the exploit-
ing force moves independently, he addresses the security needs of that force.

6-13. The commander assigns the appropriate security missions to his desig-
nated security forces the same way he would for an MTC. (See Chapter 4.) An
exploiting corps or division commander typically organizes his forward-most
security element into a covering force to protect the main body’s movement
and develop the situation before he commits his main body. These security
elements respond directly to him.

6-14. If an exploiting force is unable to resource a covering force for indepen-
dent operations, it may use an advance guard in place of a covering force.
This is typical for a brigade conducting an exploitation on its own. In some
cases when the higher echelon (corps or division) creates a covering force, a
brigade may still push out an advance guard behind the covering force. This
normally occurs when subordinate units in an exploitation advance in multi-
ple parallel columns.

COMBAT SUPPORT AND COMBAT SERVICE SUPPORT

6-4

6-15. Combat support and combat service support arrangements must be ex-
tremely flexible during exploitation operations. In the conduct of exploitation
operations directed against uncommitted enemy forces or in exploitation op-
erations directed along diverging lines of advance, the commander commonly
attaches CS and CSS units to the exploiting maneuver force. Alternatively,
the support assets can follow the exploiting force in an echeloned manner
along main supply routes (MSRs). Transportation and supplies to sustain the
force become increasingly important as the exploitation progresses. As supply
lines lengthen, the condition of lines of communications and the conduct of
route and convoy security can become problems. The largest possible stocks of
fuel, spare parts, and ammunition should accompany the force so that it does
not lose momentum because of a lack of support. The exploitation effort may
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be limited more by vehicle mechanical failures and the need for fuel than by
combat losses or a lack of ammunition. Therefore, direct support maintenance
support teams accompany the exploiting force to assess the problem and re-
pair disabled vehicles within a limited time period or evacuate them to main-
tenance collection points for repair by general support maintenance units.
The commander should consider using his utility and cargo helicopters to
move critical supplies forward during the exploitation.

CONTROL MEASURES

6-16. An exploitation uses fewer control measures than many other opera-
tions because of the uncertain enemy situation and the need to provide
subordinate commanders with the maximum possible flexibility to take ad-
vantage of fleeting opportunities. (See Figure 6-1.) Planners develop graphic
control measures as part of the planning process. The commander issues
these control measures as part of the attack order to facilitate C2 when the
force transitions to an exploitation.
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Figure 6-1. Exploitation Control Measures in a Contiguous AO

6-17. A unit conducting an exploitation normally operates in the same area of
operations (AQO) it was assigned for the attack. The exploiting unit assigns
subordinate units their own AOs. Boundaries between subordinate units may
change often to take advantage of opportunities. Since an exploiting unit de-
ploys both reconnaissance and security forces, the commander must rapidly
adjust his boundaries as the exploiting force advances. The commander desig-
nates obstacle-restricted areas to prevent friendly obstacles from hindering
the movement of the exploiting force. He designates obstacle zones on the
flanks of the exploiting force’s movement corridors to enhance his security.
He uses phase lines and subsequent objectives to control the conduct of the
exploitation. The commander uses objectives to orient the movement of ex-
ploiting forces. Although an exploitation may result in taking a terrain objec-
tive, the primary focus should be on destroying the enemy force. The com-
mander may establish a limit of advance if he can anticipate a culminating
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point or some other restriction, such as political considerations regarding an
international border, which requires its establishment.

6-18. A commander normally employs permissive fire support control meas-
ures during an exploitation. A coordinated fire line (CFL) ensures rapid re-
sponse. Movement of the CFL is particularly important to provide adequate
support as the force continues to advance. Even if the culmination of the ex-
ploitation is not anticipated, establishing a forward boundary is important to
facilitate operations beyond that boundary by a higher headquarters. The
commander can use additional control measures, such as targets and check-
points, as required.

PLANNING AN EXPLOITATION

6-19. The commander’s ability to deny the enemy options by proactive use of
his battlefield operating systems is critical to a successful exploitation. He
does this by arranging his battlefield operating systems within his opponent’s
time and space relationship in accordance with the factors of METT-TC.

6-20. The commander must plan for the decentralized execution of an exploi-
tation. His commander’s intent is especially important because subordinates
must be able to exercise initiative in a rapidly changing, fluid situation. The
commander must state the purpose of the exploitation, which may be to force
the retrograde of enemy forces from an area, encircle enemy forces so they
cannot withdraw, or destroy enemy artillery and other fire support systems.
The intent must describe the desired end state. That intent will also deter-
mine his decisive and shaping operations and guide the designation of his
main effort at any given point.

6-21. A clear commander’s intent provides subordinates with guidance on
how to integrate their operations into the overall operations of the higher
headquarters. Only subordinates who can act quickly can seize all opportuni-
ties to damage the enemy or accelerate the tempo of operations. A command-
er should place minimal restrictions on his subordinates. These may include
clear instructions regarding the seizure of key terrain and the size of enemy
forces that may be bypassed. Reliable, secure communications between the
exploiting force, the follow and support force, and the commander facilitate
coordination that can maximize the impact of the exploitation. However, all
subordinates should have a clear picture of the desired end state to conduct
operations that support it, even if communications are lost.

6-22. Planning for an exploitation begins during the preparation phase of all
offensive operations. To avoid losing critical time during the transition from
an MTC or an attack to an exploitation, the commander tentatively identifies
forces, objectives, and AOs for subordinate units before the offensive opera-
tion begins. When the opportunity to exploit occurs, brigade and higher-
echelon commanders should initiate the exploitation, either as a branch of or
a sequel to the existing operation. The commander’s plan should attempt to
avoid driving the enemy back in the direction of his own sustaining base.

6-23. During exploitation planning and execution, the commander balances
the exploiting force’s need for speed and momentum against its need for se-
curity as it begins to move beyond supporting range of the rest of the force.






