
Chapter 13

Reconnaissance Operations

You can never have too much reconnaissance.

GeneralGeorgeS. PattonJr., WarAs I Knew It, 1947

Reconnaissance operations are those operations undertaken to
obtain, by visual observation or other detection methods, infor-
mation about the activities and resources of an enemy or poten-
tial enemy, or to secure data concerning the meteorological, hy-
drographical or geographical characteristics and the indigenous
population of a particular area. Reconnaissance primarily relies on
the human dynamic rather than technical means. Reconnaissance is a fo-
cused collection effort. It is performed before, during, and after other op-
erations to provide information used in the intelligence preparation of the
battlefield (IPB) process, as well as by the commander in order to formu-
late, confirm, or modify his course of action (COA). The four forms of re-
connaissance are route, zone, area, and reconnaissance in force.

13-1. Reconnaissance identifies terrain characteristics, enemy and friendly
obstacles to movement, and the disposition of enemy forces and civilian popu-
lation so the commander can maneuver his forces freely and rapidly. Recon-
naissance prior to unit movements and occupation of assembly areas is criti-
cal to protecting the force and preserving combat power. It also keeps the
force free from contact as long as possible so that it can concentrate on its de-
cisive operation.
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Reconnaissance Operations

RECONNAISSANCE OBJECTIVE
13-2. The commander orients his reconnaissance assets by identifying a re-
connaissance objective within the area of operation (AO). The reconnais-
sance objective is a terrain feature, geographic area, or an enemy
force about which the commander wants to obtain additional infor-
mation. The reconnaissance objective clarifies the intent of the reconnais-
sance effort by specifying the most important result to obtain from the recon-
naissance effort. Every reconnaissance mission must specify a reconnaissance
objective. The commander assigns a reconnaissance objective based on his
priority information requirements (PIR) resulting from the IPB process and
the reconnaissance asset's capabilities and limitations. The reconnaissance
objective can be information about a specific geographical location, such as
the cross-country traffic ability of a specific area, a specific enemy activity to
be confirmed or denied, or a specific enemy unit to be located and tracked.
When the reconnaissance unit does not have enough time to complete all the
tasks associated with a specific form of reconnaissance, it uses the
reconnaissance objective to guide it in setting priorities.

13-3. A commander may need to provide additional detailed instructions be-
yond the reconnaissance objective, such as the specific tasks he wants accom-
plished or the priority of tasks. He does this by issuing additional guidance to
his reconnaissance unit or by specifying these instructions in his tasks to his
subordinate units in the operation order. For example, if, based on all techni-
cal and human intelligence (HUMINT) sources, a division G2 concludes that
the enemy is not in an area and the terrain appears to be trafficable without
obstacles, the division commander may decide he does not need a detailed re-
connaissance effort forward of his unit. He may direct his cavalry squadron to
conduct a zone reconnaissance mission with guidance to move rapidly and re-
port by exception terrain obstacles that will significantly slow the movement
of his subordinate maneuver brigades. Alternatively, when the objective is to
locate an enemy force, the reconnaissance objective would be that force, and
additional guidance would be to conduct only that terrain reconnaissance nec-
essary to find the enemy and develop the situation.

RECONNAISSANCE FUNDAMENTALS
13-4. The seven fundamentals of successful reconnaissance operations are as
follows:

. Ensure continuous reconnaissance.

. Do not keep reconnaissance assets in reserve.

. Orient on the reconnaissance objective.

. Report information rapidly and accurately.

. Retain freedom of maneuver.

. Gain and maintain enemy contact.

. Develop the situation rapidly.

ENSURE CONTINUOUS RECONNAISSANCE

13-5. Effective reconnaissance is continuous. The commander conducts recon-
naissance before, during, and after all operations. Before an operation,
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reconnaissance focuses on filling gaps in information about the enemy and
the terrain. During an operation, reconnaissance focuses on providing the
commander with updated information that verifies the enemy's composition,
dispositions, and intentions as the battle progresses. This allows the com-
mander to verify which COA is actually being adopted by the enemy and de-
termine if his plan is still valid based on actual events in the AO. Mter an op-
eration, reconnaissance focuses on maintaining contact with the enemy to
determine his next move and collecting information necessary for planning
subsequent operations. When information regarding the current operation is
adequate, reconnaissance focuses on gathering information for branches and
sequels to current plans. As a minimum, reconnaissance is conducted contin-
uously as an integral part of all security missions, including the conduct of
local security for forces not in contact. (See Chapter 12.)

13-6. Reconnaissance operations over extended distances and time may re-
quire pacing reconnaissance assets to maintain the effort, or rotating units to
maintain continuous coverage. The human and technical assets used in the
reconnaissance effort must be allowed time for rest, resupply, troop leading
procedures, additional and refresher training, and preventative maintenance
checks and services. The commander must determine not only where, but also
when he will need his maximum reconnaissance effort and pace his recon-
naissance assets to ensure that adequate assets are available at critical times
and places.

DO NOT KEEP RECONNAISSANCE ASSETS IN RESERVE

13-7. Reconnaissance assets, like artillery assets, are never kept in reserve.
When committed, reconnaissance assets use all of their resources to accom-
plish the mission. This does not mean that all assets are committed all the
time. The commander uses his reconnaissance assets based on their capabili-
ties and METT-TC to achieve the maximum coverage needed to answer the
commander's critical information requirements (CCIR). At times, this re-
quires the commander to withhold or position reconnaissance assets to ensure
that they are available at critical times and places. The rest required by re-
connaissance assets to sustain the reconnaissance effort is not to be obtained
by placing them in reserve. However, all reconnaissance assets should be
treated as committed assets with specific missions assigned at all times.
Units with multiple roles, specifically armored and air cavalry, that can con-
duct reconnaissance, security, and other combat missions in an economy-of-
force role may be kept as a reserve for security or combat missions.

ORIENT ON THE RECONNAISSANCE OBJECTIVE

13-8. The commander uses the reconnaissance objective to focus his unit's re-
connaissance efforts. Commanders of subordinate reconnaissance elements
remain focused on achieving this objective, regardless of what their forces en-
counter during the mission. When time, limitations of unit capabilities, or
enemy action prevents a unit from accomplishing all the tasks normally
associated with a particular form of reconnaissance, the unit uses the recon-
naissance objective to focus the reconnaissance effort.
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REPORT INFORMATION RAPIDLY AND ACCURATELY

13-9. Reconnaissance assets must acquire and report accurate and timely in-
formation on the enemy, civil considerations, and the terrain over which op-
erations are to be conducted. Information may quickly lose its value. Recon-
naissance units report exactly what they see and, if appropriate, what they do
not see. Seemingly unimportant information may be extremely important
when combined with other information. Negative reports are as important as
reports of enemy activity. Failure to report tells the commander nothing. The
unit information management plan ensures that unit reconnaissance assets
have the proper communication equipment to support the integrated intelli-
gence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) plan.

RETAIN FREEDOM OF MANEUVER

13-10. Reconnaissance assets must retain battlefield mobility to successfully
complete their missions. If these assets are decisively engaged, reconnais-
sance stops and a battle for survival begins. Reconnaissance assets must have
clear engagement criteria that support the maneuver commander's intent.
They must employ proper movement and reconnaissance techniques, use
overwatching fires, and standing operating procedures (SOP). Initiative and
knowledge of both the terrain and the enemy reduce the likelihood of decisive
engagement and help maintain freedom of movement. Prior to initial contact,
the reconnaissance unit adopts a combat formation designed to gain contact
with the smallest possible friendly element. This provides the unit with the
maximum opportunity for maneuver and enables it to avoid having the entire
unit become decisively engaged. The IPB process can identify anticipated
areas of likely contact to the commander. Using indirect fires to provide sup-
pression and obscuration as well as destroy point targets is a method recon-
naissance assets use to retain their freedom of maneuver.

GAIN AND MAINTAIN ENEMY CONTACT

13-11. Once a unit conducting reconnaissance gains contact with the enemy,
it maintains that contact unless the commander directing the reconnaissance
orders otherwise or the survival of the unit is at risk. This does not mean that
individual scout and reconnaissance teams cannot break contact with the
enemy. The commander of the unit conducting reconnaissance is responsible
for maintaining contact using all available resources. That contact can range
from surveillance to close combat. Surveillance, combined with stealth, is
often sufficient to maintain contact and is the preferred method. Units con-
ducting reconnaissance avoid combat unless it is necessary to gain essential
information, in which case the units use maneuver (fire and movement) to
maintain contact while avoiding decisive engagement.

DEVELOP THE SITUATION RAPIDLY

13-12. When a reconnaissance asset encounters an enemy force or an obsta-
cle, it must quickly determine the threat it faces. For an enemy force, it must
determine the enemy's composition, dispositions, activities, and movements
and assess the implications of that information. For an obstacle, it must de-
termine the type and extent of the obstacle and whether it is covered by fire.
Obstacles can provide the attacker with information concerning the location
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of enemy forces, weapon capabilities, and organization of fires. In most cases,
the reconnaissance unit developing the situation uses actions on contact. (See
Chapter 4 for a discussion of actions on contact.)

HISTORICAL EXAMPLE
13-13. Military history contains numerous examples of the importance of re-
connaissance operations. The following historical example illustrates the
major role of reconnaissance operations in ensuring the success of an opera-
tion. This non-US, medieval example illustrates that the study of other
armies and other times has a great deal to contribute in helping the tactician
understand the art and science of tactics.

The Battle of the Sajo River

Reconnaissance was critical in determining enemy dispositions and taking ad-
vantage of the terrain in this and many other Mongol battles. The Mongol army
conducted continuous reconnaissance with a definite reconnaissance objective,
and a significant part of their success resulted from their reconnaissance opera-
tions. During operations, light cavalry preceded each of their army's main
columns performing reconnaissance. They reported on terrain and weather con-
ditions as well as the enemy's size, location, and movements. If a Mongol column
met an enemy force that it could defeat, it did so. If it could not, its light cavalry
maintained contact with the enemy, developed the situation to its advantage, and
maintained freedom of movement. The Mongol light cavalry inflicted casualties
and disrupted the enemy's movements while the main Mongol army deployed for
action.

In March 1241, a Mongol army of
some 70,000 crossed the
Carpathian Mountains from Russia
into the Hungarian Plain. By mid-
April, its light cavalry located the
100,000-man Hungarian army near
the cities of Buda and Pest on the
Danube River. In response, the
Mongol army concentrated its pre-
viously dispersed columns as it ap-
proached the Danube. Once that
the Mongols knew that they had
been detected by the Hungarians,
they deliberately withdrew about
100 miles northeast and led the
Hungarians to a previously selected spot, Mohi Heath, on the Sajo River. The
Mongols crossed the Sajo using an existing stone bridge and camped east of the
river. The Hungarians followed and halted on the west bank, built a camp, took
the stone bridge, and left a bridgehead on the east bank. Mongol reconnaissance
discovered the location and dispositions within the Hungarian camp as well as a
river-crossing site north of the camp. After dark, the main body of the Mongol
army moved to cross the river at the crossing site. In addition to using the ford,
the Mongols constructed a bridge to aid their crossing.
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The next morning, the remainder of
the Mongol army conducted a sup-
porting attack on the Hungarian
force at the stone bridge, drawing
the Hungarian army out of its camp
to fight. While the supporting Mongol
forces succeeded in recrossing the
Sajo via the stone bridge, the fight-
ing was hard and they nearly lost
their battle while waiting for the main
body to come to their support. After
2 hours, the Mongol main body fell
on the Hungarian rear and flank,
driving the Hungarians back into
their camp. As was Mongol practice,
they deliberately left an escape route from the enemy camp open. The ensuing
Mongol pursuit destroyed the Hungarian army when they tried to withdraw from
their camp.
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Figure 13-2. Mongol Army Pursuit

CHARACTERISTICS OF RECONNAISSANCE ASSETS
13-14. The responsibility for conducting reconnaissance does not reside solely
with specifically organized units. Every unit has an implied mission to report
information about the terrain, civilian activities, and friendly and enemy dis-
positions, regardless of its battlefield location and primary function. Frontline
troops and reconnaissance patrols of maneuver units at all echelons collect in-
formation on enemy units with which they are in contact. In rear areas, re-
serve maneuver forces, fire support assets, air defense, military police, host
nation agencies, combat support, and combat service support elements ob-
serve and report civilian and enemy activity. Although all units conduct re-
connaissance, those specifically trained in reconnaissance tasks are ground
and air cavalry, scouts, long-range reconnaissance units, and Special Forces.
Some branches, such as the Corps of Engineers and the Chemical Corps, have
specific reconnaissance tasks to perform that complement the force's overall
reconnaissance effort. However, the corps and division commanders will pri-
marily use their organic cavalry and intelligence elements to conduct recon-
naissance operations.

13-15. At battalion level and above, the commander assigns missions to his
ISR assets based on their organization, equipment, and training. The com-
mander must know the capabilities and limitations of his available reconnais-
sance assets to ensure the employment of these assets within their capa-
bilities and on missions for which they have been trained and equipped.
Table 13-1 on page 13-6 shows the typical nesting of ISR assets available at
different tactical echelons.
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Platoon ColTm BNITF Brigade Division Corps EAC

Observation Post xxx xxx xxx xxx xxx xxx xxx

Reconnaissance xxx xxx xxx xxx xxx xxx xxx

Patrol

Combat Outpost AAA AAA xxx xxx xxx xxx xxx

Scout Platoon AAA AAA xxx xxx

Brigade Recon AAA AAA xxx xxx

Troop

Cavalry Troop AAA AAA xxx xxx xxx xxx

(Sep Bde)

Chemical AAA xxx xxx xxx xxx xxx

Reconnaissance

FA COLT Team AAA AAA xxx xxx

FA Target Acq AAA AAA xxx xxx

Systems

ADA Target Acq AAA AAA xxx xxx xxx

Svstems

Grd Surveillance AAA xxx xxx

Radars

Other MI AAA xxx xxx xxx xxx

Collection SyS

Division Cavalry AAA xxx xxx

Sauadron

Air Cavalry AAA xxx xxx xxx

Unmanned Aerial AAA* xxx* xxx xxx xxx

Vehicles

Cavalry AM xxx xxx

Reaiment

long-Range AAA* xxx xxx

Surveillance Unit

SOF (SF/RGR) AM AM xxx

Technical
Surveillance AAA AAA AM AM xxx

Platforms
xxx Echelon controls or routinelv tasks the asset.
AAA Echelon can routinelv expect the information from that source to be made available to it..Can be found in some divisions.
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Table 13-1. TypicallSR Assets Available
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