
Chapter 9

The Area Defense

Regardless of the considerations which dictated the adoption of a de-
fensive attitude, the tactics of defensive combat are essentially to de-
velop the maximum firepower against an advancing enemy, to reduce
our own losses by a better knowledge and utilization of the terrain,
and thereby to stop the enemy's advance or throw him back by counter-
attack.

FM 100-5, Field Service Regulations: Operations, May 1941, Para 652

The area defense is 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). An area defense
capitalizes on the strength inherent in closely integrated defensive or-
ganization on the ground. The commander may assign corps, divisions,
and separate brigades the task of conducting an area defense as part of
their mission. Subordinate echelons defend within their assigned areas of
operations (ADs) as part of the larger-echelon's operation.

9-1. A commander should conduct an area defense when the following con-
ditions occur:

. When directed to defend or retain specified terrain.

. When he cannot resource a striking force.

. The forces available have less mobility than the enemy.

. The terrain affords natural lines of resistance and limits the enemy to a
few well-defined avenues of approach, thereby restricting the enemy's
maneuver.

. There is enough time to organize the position.

. Terrain constraints and lack of friendly air superiority limit the
striking force's options in a mobile defense to a few probable employ-
ment options.
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9-2. The commander conducting an area defense combines static and mobile
actions to accomplish his assigned mission. Static actions usually consist of
fires from prepared positions. Mobile actions include using the fires provided
by units in prepared positions as a base for counterattacks and repositioning
units between defensive positions. The commander can use his reserve and
uncommitted forces to conduct counterattacks and spoiling attacks to de-
synchronize the enemy or prevent him from massing.

ORGANIZATION OF FORCES
9-3. The commander organizes his force to accomplish reconnaissance, se-
curity, main battle area (MBA), reserve, and sustaining operations. He has
the option of defending forward or defending in depth. When the commander
defends forward within an AO, he organizes his force so that he commits most
of his combat power early in the defensive effort. To accomplish this he may
deploy forces forward or plan counterattacks well forward in the MBA or even
beyond of the MBA. If the commander has the option of conducting a defense
in depth, he uses his security forces and forward MBA element to identify, de-
fine, and control the depth of the enemy's main effort while holding off secon-
dary thrusts. This allows him to conserve his combat power, strengthen his
reserve, and better resource the counterattack.

INTELLIGENCE, SURVEILLANCE, AND RECONNAISSANCE OPERATIONS

9-4. The commander directs his intelligence, surveillance, and reconnais-
sance (ISR) assets to determine the locations, strengths, and probable inten-
tions of the attacking enemy force before and throughout the defensive opera-
tion. The commander places a high priority on early identification of the
enemy's main effort. He may need to complement surveillance with combat
actions that test enemy intentions. Fighting for information can have two
benefits-it can force the enemy to reveal his intentions and disrupt his prep-
arations.

9-5. In the defense, ISR operations overlap the unit's planning and preparing
phases. Leaders performing reconnaissance tasks must understand that they
often deploy before the commander fully develops his plan and they must be
responsive to changes in orientation and mission. The commander ensures
that his staff fully plans, prepares, and executes reconnaissance missions.

SECURITY OPERATIONS

9-6. The commander balances the need to create a strong security force to
shape the battle with the resulting diversion of combat power from his main
body's decisive operation. The commander usually allocates security forces to
provide early warning and protect those forces, systems, and locations neces-
sary to conduct his decisive operation from unexpected enemy contact. On a
battlefield where forces are contiguous with one another, the location of se-
curity forces is usually in front of the main defensive positions. On a
noncontiguous battlefield they are located on avenues of approach between
the protected force and known or suspected enemy locations.

9-7. Battalion and brigade security forces normally conduct screen or guard
missions. At division level and above, the commander may use a covering

9-2



The Area Defense

force. A division commander may elect to have his security force conduct a
guard mission if a corps covering force exists. Because an area security mis-
sion usually ties in closely with flank units, flank security forces are needed if
there are gaps on the unit's flanks, which occurs during noncontiguous opera-
tions, or if gaps develop during the operation. A flank screen or guard is criti-
cal if an enemy avenue of approach into the defended area from the flanks
could be uncovered during the defense. A commander does not normally as-
sign a force the mission of conducting rear guard or rear cover during contig-
uous operations since it is unlikely that his force's rear area will become un-
covered during the defense. He resources rear area security forces, to include
a tactical combat force (TCF) or accepts the risk to his sustainment effort of
not performing this function.

MAIN BATTLE AREA OPERATIONS

9-8. The commander builds his decisive operation around identified decisive
points, such as key terrain or high-payoff targets. The commander's decisive
operation in an area defense focuses on retaining terrain by using fires from
mutually supporting, prepared positions supplemented by one or more coun-
terattacks and the repositioning of forces from one location to another. The
commander's decisive operation normally involves close combat since an area
defense emphasizes terrain retention.

9-9. The commander normally positions his main body-the bulk of his com-
bat power-within the MBA where he wants to conduct his decisive opera-
tion. The commander organizes his main body to halt, defeat, and ultimately
destroy attacking enemy forces. The majority of the main body deploys into
prepared defensive positions within the MBA. However, mobile elements of
the force are ready to deploy where and when needed.

RESERVE OPERATIONS

9-10. The commander's defensive plan should be able to succeed without
using his reserve. However, the most likely mission of the reserve is to con-
duct a counterattack in accordance with previously prepared plans. A lower-
echelon commander uses his reserve primarily to conduct local counter-
attacks to restore his defense's integrity or to exploit an opportunity. A senior
commander uses his reserve to seize the initiative from the enemy when the
opportunity presents itself. For example, a corps commander may target the
effects of his reserve against enemy fire support and follow-on forces to
achieve that effect.

9-11. The reserve is not a committed force. The commander can assign it a
wide variety of tasks on its commitment, and it must be prepared to perform
other missions. In certain situations, it may become necessary to commit the
reserve to restore the integrity of the defense by blocking an enemy penetra-
tion or reinforcing fires into an engagement area (EA). These secondary tasks
include-

. Reinforcing the defense of committed forces.

. Blocking or containing enemy forces that penetrate friendly defensive
positions.

. Relieving depleted units and providing for continuous operations.
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. Reacting to threats directed against the friendly force's sustainment
effort. This includes acting as the echelon TCF when a separate TCF
cannot be resourced.

. Extending the flanks of a defending unit to prevent its envelopment.

. Covering a retrograde movement.

9-12. Defending commanders are usually hard-pressed to establish and re-
source reserve forces because they are normally facing an enemy with super-
ior combat power. Nevertheless, commanders at each echelon down to the
battalion task force retain reserves as a means of ensuring mission accom-
plishment and for exploiting opportunities through offensive action. (Com-
pany commanders may retain a reserve based on the factors of METT-TC.)
Commanders do not hold artillery and other fire support systems in reserve.
(Such systems committed to rear area security operations are not in reserve.)
Each echelon's reserve must have the mobility and striking power required to
quickly isolate and defeat breakthroughs and flanking attempts. It must be
able to seize and exploit fleeting opportunities in a powerful manner to throw
the enemy's overall offensive off balance. The commander must resource his
reserve so it can repeatedly attack, regroup, move, and attack again.

9-13. The size of the reserve is relative to the commander's uncertainty about
the enemy's capabilities and intentions. The more uncertainty that exists, the
larger the reserve. The reverse is also true. If the commander knows the size,
dispositions, capabilities, and intentions of the enemy, he requires only a
comparatively small reserve.

9-14. In some situations, the commander may not be able to resource a sepa-
rate reserve. Therefore, he may constitute all or a portion of his reserve from
his security force after it conducts a rearward passage of lines through MBA
units. If the security force is the reserve for an area defense, the commander
must withdraw it so it has sufficient time to occupy its reserve position, per-
form the necessary degree of reconstitution, and prepare plans for its reserve
role. However, this is not the preferred option. Before battle handover, the
senior commander must state the acceptable risk to the security force or the
disengagement criteria in quantifiable terms, such as friendly strength levels,
time, or event. In this case, after completing the rearward passage, the secur-
ity force moves to an assembly area to prepare for its subsequent operations.
This area should be free from enemy interference and clear of MBA units,
main supply routes (MSRs), and the movements of other portions of the re-
serve.

9-15. The operations of the reserve usually become the echelon's decisive op-
eration once committed. However, the commander can commit his reserve in
a shaping operation to allow his ongoing decisive operation to achieve suc-
cess. It no longer constitutes the force reserve on its commitment in either
case, so the commander should designate another uncommitted force as his
reserve. If he does not have that flexibility, he must hold his reserve for com-
mitment at the decisive moment and accept risk.
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CONTROL MEASURES
9-16. The commander organizes an area defense by designating his MBA and
assigning AOs, battle positions (BPs), or both to subordinate units located
within the MBA. He creates a security area in front of the MBA. When pos-
sible, the boundaries of the subordinate elements of the security force coin-
cide with those of the major defending units in the MBA. The security area
should be deep enough to make the enemy displace as much of his supporting
forces as possible, such as cannon artillery, sensors, and air defense artillery
gun systems, before carrying his attack into the MBA. The commander also
designates his rear area. (See Chapter 12 for a discussion of security opera-
tions.)

9-17. Area defense maneuver graphic control measures also include EAs, the
forward edge of the battle area (FEBA), battle handover line (BHL), strong
points, target reference points (TRPs), named areas of interest (NAIs), tar-
geted areas of interest (TAIs), decision points, and various other fire control
and counter mobility control measures. (Figure 9-1 depicts the most common
control measures. Chapters 2 and 8, and Appendix B define these defensive
control measures.)
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Figure 9-1. Typical Control Measures for an Area Defense

9-18. If the commander assigns a BP and an AO to a subordinate, the subord-
inate commander has specific guidance on the initial positioning of his forces.
The commander ensures the synchronization of each of his subordinate units'
defensive plans, and that his control measures, such as contact points and
phase lines, are sufficient to ensure the continued control of his subordinates.
He is responsible for fire and movement planning between the positions of his
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subordinate units. If subordinate unit commanders prepare their defensive
plans in isolation, one or more assailable flanks between subordinate units
could easily develop. (The organization of forces, control measures, planning,
preparation, and execution of a passage of lines-a tactical enabling opera-
tion-are the subject of Chapter 15.)

PLANNING AN AREA DEFENSE
9-19. The key to a successful area defense is the integration and synchroniza-
tion of all available assets. The commander achieves this when he can employ
the effects of his combined arms team at the decisive time and place. (The
general defensive planning considerations addressed in Chapter 8 apply to
the area defense.) The commander assigns missions, allocates forces, and ap-
portions combat support (CS) and combat service support (CSS) resources
within the battlefield organization of decisive, shaping, and sustaining opera-
tions. He decides where to concentrate his effort and where to take risks. The
commander can rapidly redirect attack aviation and artillery systems initially
allocated to shaping operations to support decisive operations at the appropri-
ate time. (See Figure 9-2 for a graphical depiction of the organization of forces
for an area defense in a contiguous AO. See Figure 9-3 for a graphical depic-
tion of the organization of forces for an area defense in a noncontiguous AO.)
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Figure 9-2. Organization of Forces for an Area Defense-Contiguous Area of Operations

9-20. The commander describes his concept of operation in sufficient detail so
that his staff and subordinate commanders understand precisely how he in-
tends to fight the battle. He ensures the coordination of maneuver and sup-
porting actions among his subordinates. (FM 5-0 discusses the military deci-
sion making process and troop leading procedures.)
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Figure 9-3. Organization of Forces for an Area Defense-Noncontiguous Area of Operations

9-21. The commander's keys to a successful area defense are-
. Capability to concentrate effects.
. Depth of the defensive area.

. Security.

. Ability to take full advantage of the terrain, such as intervisibility
lines.

. Flexibility of defensive operations.

. Timely resumption of offensive actions.

The crux of the commander's defensive challenge is to gain time to ensure a
synchronized, effective defense. The commander organizes his defensive ef-
fort based on an analysis of the factors of METT-TC and the higher com-
mander's concept. He decides where to concentrate his efforts and how to
economize his forces. He forces the enemy forces to enter his EAs. To succeed
in its area defense mission, the unit must also counteract the enemy's initia-
tive. The commander should take advantage of available offensive opportuni-
ties that do not risk the integrity of his defense, such as a spoiling attack or
counterattack.

9-22. In planning an area defense, the commander may choose between two
forms of defensive maneuver. He can organize either a defense in depth or a
forward defense. A higher commander may dictate the form of maneuver or
impose restrictions that eliminate a subordinate commander's form of maneu-
ver. These restrictions can include time, security concerns, and directed re-
tention of specific terrain. These two deployment choices are not totally
exclusionary. Part of a commander's forces can conduct a forward defense
while the other part conducts a defense in depth.
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9-23. In determining the form of maneuver, the commander decides where
the defensible terrain is located within his assigned AO based on its terrain
characteristics and his estimate of the enemy's chosen course of action (COA).
Those terrain characteristics include terrain relief patterns, avenues of ap-
proach into and within the AO, the location of any key or decisive terrain,
existing obstacles and choke points, to include rivers and fording sites. The
other factors ofMETT-TC also influence the commander's decision.

POSITION SELECTION

9-24. Attempting to defend everything defends nothing. Therefore, the com-
mander carefully designs his defense plan to ensure his defending force can
halt the enemy attack and develop an opportunity to seize the initiative and
undertake offensive operations. The cohesion of the defending force has a sig-
nificant impact on the overall effectiveness of the defense. The commander
must be prepared to adjust the defensive dispositions to meet changes in the
enemy's dispositions to maintain that cohesion if the defense is to remain
viable.

9-25. The area defense concept requires that defensive positions accomplish
their mission independently or in combination by defeating the enemy by fire,
absorbing the strength of the attack within the position, or destroying the
enemy with a local counterattack. The commander combines the advantages
of fighting from prepared positions, obstacles, planned fires, and local coun-
terattacks to isolate and overwhelm selected enemy formations. He must be
prepared to rapidly shift the nature and location of his main effort through-
out his AO. The commander may have to reposition defending units within
their defensive positions or reposition between terrain features as he masses
overwhelming effects against the attacking enemy. The defensive plan should
designate axes of advance and routes for the commitment or movement of re-
serves, or the forward or rearward passage of one unit through another. It
should identify air axes for aerial maneuver by attack helicopters, air assault
units, or fixed-wing aircraft. This capability to reposition is dependent on the
defending force having superior tactical mobility. Without tactical mobility,
defending forces stay in their prepared positions and accept the possibility of
becoming decisively engaged.

9-26. The commander assigning the defensive mission defines the area to de-
fend. A commander defending on a broad front is forced to accept gaps and
conduct noncontiguous operations. His forward line of own troops (FLOT) will
be discontinuous. Defending shallow areas of operations reduces flexibility
and requires the commander to fight well forward. Narrow frontages and
deep areas of operations increase the elasticity of an area defense by in-
creasing the commander's maneuver options.

9-27. The ideal area defense is where effective mutual support exists
throughout the width and depth of the defender's tactical positions. The com-
mander organizes and occupies these positions based on their natural defen-
sive strength; their retention ensures the integrity of his defense whether he
employs a defense in an AO, defends by BP, or employs a combination of both.
He maintains tactical integrity within each defensive area. A unit conducting
an area defense normally addresses the security requirements of each flank
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