
PART THREE

Defensive Operations

Chapter 8

Basics of Defensive Operations

So the defensive form of war is not a simple shield, but a shield made
up of well-directed blows.

Carl von Clausewitz, On War, 1832

Defensive operations defeat an enemy attack, buy time, economize forces,
or develop conditions favorable for offensive operations. Defensive opera-
tions alone normally cannot achieve a decision. Their purpose is to create
conditions for a counteroffensive that allows Army forces to regain the
initiative (FM 3-0). Other reasons for conducting defensive operations
include-

. Retaining decisive terrain or denying a vital area to the enemy.

. Attritting or fixing the enemy as a prelude to offensive operations.
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. Surprise action by the enemy.

. Increasing the enemy's vulnerability by forcing him to concentrate
his forces.

8-1. While the offense is the most decisive type of combat operation, the de-
fense is the stronger type. The inherent strengths of the defense include the
defender's ability to occupy his positions before the attack and use the avail-
able time to prepare his defenses. Preparations end only when the defender
retrogrades or begins to fight. The defender can study the ground and select
defensive positions that mass the effects of his fires on likely approaches. He
combines natural and manmade obstacles to canalize the attacking force into
his engagement areas (EAs). He can coordinate and rehearse his defensive
plan while gaining intimate familiarity with the terrain. The defender does
not wait passively to be attacked. He aggressively seeks ways of attriting and
weakening attacking enemy forces before the initiation of close combat. He
maneuvers to place the enemy in a position of disadvantage and attacks him
at every opportunity, using his direct and indirect fires. The fires include the
effects of offensive information operations and joint assets, such as close air
support. The static and mobile elements of his defense combine to deprive the
enemy of the initiative. He contains the enemy while seeking every oppor-
tunity to transition to the offense.

HISTORICAL EXAMPLE
8-2. The following historical example illustrates how conducting a defense
can attrit and fix an enemy as a prelude to offensive actions.

The Battle of Kursk, July 1943

Using an area defense, the Red Army defeated the German Army's last Eastern
Front operational-level attack at Kursk. The Red Army maximized its defensive
advantage using mass, security, objective, and offensive as principles of war.

Soviet intelligence discovered the German offensive objective and concept: a
double envelopment of the Kursk salient by panzer-heavy forces. The Red Army
massed forces in the most threatened areas. The Soviets reinforced the two
fronts defending the salient, prepared defenses, and established a strategic re-
serve behind the salient. They weighted the forward defenses on the northern
and southern shoulders within the salient. They developed their defenses in
depth, carefully tying them to the terrain and organizing infantry positions for all-
around defense. Above all, they organized an antitank defense, with mutually
supporting positions and mobile counterattack forces at all levels. Nearly 6,000
antitank (AT) guns and 3,300 tanks packed the defense.

The German attack in the northern part of the salient would fall on the 13th Army.
The 13th Army consisted of 12 rifle divisions (RDs) organized into four rifle corps
(RCs) supported by 700 guns, separate tank brigades, assault gun regiments,
and antitank regiments. Within 30 kilometers of the front, the 13th Army estab-
lished three fortification belts. Within each belt there were large numbers of
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mutually supporting antitank positions. Each position consisted of four to six AT
guns, with protection provided by infantry, machine guns, and obstacles.

The 29th RC occupied the 13th Army's main defensive position in a sector 19
kilometers wide and 15 kilometers deep, with the 15th RC on its right, the 70th
Army on its left, and the 17th Guards Rifle Corps (GRC) rearward in the army se-
cond echelon. At the start of the battle, the 29th RC consisted of three rifle
divisions (the 15th, 81st, and 307th), with supporting tank and artillery units. It de-
ployed the 15th RD and 81st RD, with 12 to 15 antitank positions each, as the
corps' first echelon. The 307th RD was the corps' second echelon. Both first-
echelon divisions also deployed in two echelons. Each division established a bat-
talion security force to its front.
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Figure 8-1. Movements of an Area Defense

During a week of intense defensive combat, the 29th RC conducted an area de-
fense, making the Germans pay so dearly for every gain that they reached their
culminating point short of Kursk. See Figure 8-1. Tested by nine German divi-
sions, the 29th RC was able to keep German forces from breaking through its
area of operations (AO), despite having its initial three divisions rendered
combat-ineffective. In the course of the defense, the 29th RC inflicted 10,700
German casualties and destroyed an estimated 220 tanks and 71 guns. Key to
the defense was the construction of those mutually supporting antitank positions,
organized for all-around defense, with extensive engineer works to enhance the
terrain. The 29th RC employed its attached forces aggressively, creating com-
bined arms teams to hold terrain or maneuver against German forces within the
defensive belt. It employed counterattacks to retake key terrain or gain time to
develop defenses.
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TYPES OF DEFENSIVE OPERATIONS
8-3. There are three basic types of defensive operations: the area defense, the
mobile defense, and the retrograde. These three types have significantly dif-
ferent concepts and pose significantly different problems. Therefore, each
type of defensive operations must be dealt with differently when planning
and executing the defense. Although the names of these types of defensive op-
erations convey the overall aim of a selected defensive operation, each typi-
cally contains elements of the other and combines static and mobile elements.

8-4. Although on the defense, the commander remains alert for opportunities
to attack the enemy whenever resources permit. Within a defensive posture,
the defending commander may conduct a spoiling attack or a counterattack, if
permitted to do so by the factors of METT -TC. (Chapter 5 discusses these two
forms of attack.)

AREA DEFENSE

8-5. The area defense a type of defensive operation that concentrates on
denying enemy forces access to designated terrain for a specific time rather
than destroying the enemy outright (FM 3-0). The focus of the area defense is
on retaining terrain where the bulk of the defending force positions itself in
mutually supporting, prepared positions. Units maintain their positions and
control the terrain between these positions. The decisive operation focuses on
fires into EAs possibly supplemented by a counterattack. The reserve mayor
may not take part in the decisive operation. The commander can use his re-
serve to reinforce fires; add depth, block, or restore the position by counter-
attack; seize the initiative; and destroy enemy forces. Units at all echelons
can conduct an area defense. (Chapter 9 discusses the area defense.)

MOBILE DEFENSE

8-6. The mobile defense is a type of defensive operation that concentrates on
the destruction or defeat of the enemy through a decisive attack by a striking
force (FM 3-0). The mobile defense focuses on defeating or destroying the ene-
my by allowing him to advance to a point where he is exposed to a decisive
counterattack by the striking force. The decisive operation is a counterattack
conducted by the striking force. The striking force is a dedicated counterat-
tack force constituting the bulk of available combat power. A fixing force sup-
plements the striking force. The commander uses his fixing force to hold at-
tacking enemy forces in position, to help channel attacking enemy forces into
ambush areas, and to retain areas from which to launch the striking force.

8-7. A mobile defense requires an AO of considerable depth. The commander
must be able to shape the battlefield, causing the enemy to overextend his
lines of communication (LaCs), expose his flanks, and dissipate his combat
power. Likewise, the commander must be able to move around and behind
the enemy force he intends to cut off and destroy. Divisions and larger forma-
tions normally execute mobile defenses. However, subordinate echelons may
participate as part of the fixing force or the striking force. (Chapter 10 dis-
cusses the mobile defense.)
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RETROGRADE
8-8. The retrograde is a type of defensive operation that involves organized
movement away from the enemy (FM 3-0). The enemy may force these opera-
tions, or a commander may execute them voluntarily. The higher commander
of the force executing the retrograde must approve the retrograde operation
before its initiation in either case. The retrograde is a transitional operation;
it is not conducted in isolation. It is part of a larger scheme of maneuver de-
signed to regain the initiative and defeat the enemy. (Chapter 11 further dis-
cusses the retrograde.)

COMMON DEFENSIVE CONTROL MEASURES
8-9. The commander controls the defense by using control measures to pro-
vide the flexibility needed to respond to changes in the situation and allow
the defending commander to rapidly concentrate combat power at the deci-
sive point. Defensive control measures within a commander's AO include des-
ignating his security area, the battle handover line (BHL), and the main bat-
tle area (MBA) with its associated forward edge of the battle area (FEBA).
(Chapter 12 discusses security operations.) (Paragraph 8-13 defines the
FEBA.) The commander can use battle positions and additional direct fire
control and fire support coordinating measures (FSCM) in addition to those
control measures introduced in Chapter 2 to further synchronize the employ-
ment of his combat power. He can designate disengagement lines to trigger
the displacement of his forces.

BATTLE HANDOVER LINE

8-10. The battle handover line (BHL) is a designated phase line on the
ground where responsibility transitions from the stationary force to
the moving force and vice versa. The common higher commander of the
two forces establishes the BHL after consulting with both commanders. The
stationary commander determines the location of the line. The BHL is
forward of the FEBA in the defense or the forward line of own troops (FLOT)
in the offense. The commander draws it where elements of the passing unit
can be effectively supported by the direct fires of the forward combat ele-
ments of the stationary unit until passage of lines is complete. The area be-
tween the BHL and the stationary force belongs to the stationary force com-
mander. He may employ security forces, obstacles, and fires in the area. (Fig-
ure 8-2, page 8-6, depicts a BHL used in conjunction with other control
measures for a rearward passage of lines.)

MAIN BATTLE AREA

8-11. The main battle area (MBA) is the area where the commander
intends to deploy the bulk of his combat power and conduct his deci-
sive operations to defeat an attacking enemy. In the defense, the com-
mander's major advantage is that he normally selects the ground on which
the battle takes place. He positions his forces in mutually supporting posi-
tions in depth to absorb enemy penetrations or canalize them into prepared
EAs, defeating the enemy's attack by concentrating the effects of overwhelm-
ing combat power. The natural defensive strength of the position has a direct
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bearing on the distribution of forces in relation to both frontage and depth. In
addition, defending units typically employ field fortifications and obstacles to
improve the terrain's natural defensive strength. The MBA also includes the
area where the defending force creates an opportunity to deliver a decisive
counterattack to defeat or destroy the enemy.

PL JONES PL JONESx
Figure 8-2. Use of a BHL in a Rearward Passage of Lines

8-12. The MBA extends from the FEBA to the unit's rear boundary. The com-
mander locates his subordinate unit boundaries along identifiable terrain fea-
tures and extends them out beyond the FLOT by establishing forward bound-
aries. Unit boundaries should not split avenues of approach or key terrain.
The commander selects the MBA based on the products of the intelligence
preparation of the battlefield (IPB) process and his own analysis using the
factors of METT-TC. The IPB process indicates how the enemy will most
likely use the available avenues of approach.

FORWARD EDGE OF THE BATTLE AREA

8-13. The forward edge of the battle area (FEBA) is the foremost limits of a
series of areas in which ground combat units are deployed, excluding the
areas in which the covering or screening forces are operating, designated to
coordinate fire support, the positioning of forces, or the maneuver of units
(JP 1-02). The US Army uses a FEBA only in defensive operations. The FEBA
is not a boundary, but conveys the commander's intent. It marks the foremost
limits of the areas in which the preponderance of ground combat units deploy,
excluding the areas in which security forces are operating. MBA forces can
temporarily move forward of the FEBA to expedite the retrograde operations
of security forces. The commander designates a FEBA to coordinate fire
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support and to maneuver his forces. A phase line designating the forward-
most point of the MBA indicates the FEBA. The FEBA shows the senior com-
mander's planned limit for the effects of direct fires by defending forces. De-
fending units must address this area in their scheme of maneuver and
exchange information regarding tactical plans at the coordinating points.
(Figure 8-3 graphically depicts the current FEBA and a proposed FEBA.)
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Figure 8-3. Forward Edge of the Battle Area

BATTLE POSITIONS

8-14. A battle position is a defensive location oriented on a likely ene-
my avenue of approach. The battle position is an intent graphic that de-
picts the location and general orientation of the majority of the defending
forces. A commander's use of a battle position does not direct the position of
the subordinate's entire force within its bounds since it is not an AO. (See
Figure 8-4, page 8-8.) Units as large as battalion task forces and as small as
squads or sections use battle positions. They may occupy the topographical
crest of a hill, a forward slope, a reverse slope, or a combination of these
areas. The commander selects his positions based on terrain, enemy capabili-
ties, and friendly capabilities. A commander can assign all or some of his sub-
ordinates battle positions within his AO. (See Figure 8-5, page 8-8.)

8-15. The commander may assign his subordinates battle positions in situa-
tions when he needs to retain a greater degree of control over the maneuver
of his subordinate units than what he has with only an AO, as he controls
maneuver outside the general location of the battle position. He may assign
multiple battle positions to a single unit, which allows that unit to maneuver
between battle positions. The commander specifies mission and engagement
criteria to the unit assigned to a battle position. Security, combat support
(CS), and combat service support (CSS) forces may operate outside a unit's
battle position.
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