
Appendix C

Airborne and Air Assault Operations

A landing against organized and highly trained opposition is prob-
ably the most difficult undertaking which military forces are called
upon to face.

General of the Army George C. Marshall, 1943

Joint force commanders conduct entry operations at the operational level
of war. Commanders operating at the tactical level conduct airborne or
air assault operations to gain a positional advantage or to envelop or turn
the enemy. Airborne and air assault operations are types of entry opera-
tions that use a vertical envelopment to insert a force into an area of op-
erations (AD). An enemy mayor may not be in a position to oppose the
operation. While the commander should attempt to achieve an unopposed
landing, he must prepare for the presence of opposition.

C-l. The capability to conduct airborne and air assault operations allows the
commander to-

. Threaten enemy rear areas, causing the enemy to divert combat ele-
ments to protect vital installations and hold key terrain.

. Overcome distances quickly, overfly barriers, and bypass enemy de-
fenses.

. Extend the area over which he can exert his influence.

. Disperse his reserve forces widely for force protection reasons while
maintaining their capability for effective and rapid response.

. Exploit his combat power by increasing tactical mobility.

COMMON FACTORS
C-2. Factors common to airborne and air assault operations are the use of the
reverse planning process, condition setting, and the impact of meteorological
conditions (weather and light data).
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REVERSE PLANNING PROCESS

C-3. An inverse sequence of detailed planning and joint coordination char-
acterizes both operations. As a minimum, airborne and air assault plans
include a-

. Ground tactical plan.

. Landing plan.

. Movement plan.

. Marshaling plan. (The air assault terminology for this last plan is the
staging plan.)

Intelligence regarding the enemy and terrain characteristics of the objective
area is vital to this process.

C-4. Airborne and air assault operations result in establishing positions that
support completing the force's assigned mission. The ground tactical plan is
the first plan completed. It must address the early destruction of any enemy
forces that pose an immediate threat to the lodgment area. Commanders and
their staffs normally develop the landing plan from the ground tactical plan.
From the landing plan, they develop the movement plan. This continues until
the staff completes the marshaling plan.

C-5. The ground tactical plan is the basis for planning throughout the plan-
ning process. However, each plan affects the others, and changes in one plan
can require adjustments in the other plans. The commander must determine
if such adjustments entail acceptable risk. If the risk is unacceptable, the con-
cept of operations must change. For example, the amount of lift available de-
termines the feasibility of the ground tactical plan. If there are not enough
lift systems to put all the required forces in place at the required time, the
commander should adjust the ground tactical plan as well as the other plans.
Therefore, planning for airborne and air assault operations requires the staff
to obtain vital planning data, such as the availability of lift systems and the
technical and tactical capabilities of those systems as early as possible.

C-6. Commanders ensure continuous coordination between the parallel eche-
lons of the assaulting combat force and the unit or service providing the
transportation from the beginning of an operation until its completion or
abandonment. Units jointly coordinate and staff each detail before initiating
operations. The commander makes maximum use of combined arms capabili-
ties to ensure the assault force has sufficient power to accomplish its mission
and protect itself. Short planning times often require staffs to modify existing
contingency plans and standing operating procedures to meet the exact situa-
tion while still ensuring adequate coordination.

CONDITION SETTING

C-7. Setting conditions is also a common factor necessary for the success of
air assault and airborne operations. Condition setting postures the air assault
or parachute force for success with minimal or acceptable losses. The com-
mander determines the exact conditions required in accordance with the fac-
tors of METT -TC, to include the degree of risk he is willing to accept with re-
gard to each condition. Setting conditions is not limited to conducting sup-
pression of enemy air defense and preparatory fires. It requires the
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participation of numerous staffs, units, cells, and boards in different echelons
and services.

C-8. Condition setting is an iterative process. The commander through his
situational understanding, decides what part of the situation must change to
ensure the success of the vertical envelopment. He tasks his intelligence, sur-
veillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) assets to detect the location of those ene-
my systems that unacceptably endanger the success of the operation. This al-
lows his fire support systems to target and deliver fire effects against those
enemy systems. He tasks his other battlefield operating systems to continue
planning and preparing for the operation. The commander requests assist-
ance from his higher headquarters if he does not have sufficient organic as-
sets and information to accomplish the mission. He then assesses the pro-
gress of his battlefield operating systems. This process repeats until he is sat-
isfied with the result or operational necessity forces him to either cancel or
conduct the vertical envelopment.

METEOROLOGICAL CONDITIONS

C-9. Meteorological conditions affect airborne and air assault operations more
than they affect any other type of operation. Long-range forecasts are vital to
planning. As part of the planning process, commanders determine what ad-
verse weather conditions would delay or cancel operations.

C-1O. Commanders consider current and forecasted weather conditions in
terms of their impact on tactical operations and aircraft performance. To
issue the execution order that initiates the operation, the commander must
know the current weather information at departure sites and pickup zones
(PZs), along approach routes, and in the objective area. Operations conducted
during marginal weather conditions may enhance the element of surprise,
but they also increase the risk of accidents. The commander may have to
postpone a planned operation or reduce the tempo of an ongoing operation
when the risk becomes unacceptable because of deteriorating weather condi-
tions.

C-11. Weather conditions affect aircraft performance and influence the con-
duct of operations. These conditions include: wind shears, crosswinds, and the
ambient temperatures throughout the course of the operation. High tempera-
ture and altitude degrade aircraft lift performance. The combination of these
factors results in trade-offs in the operating parameters of all missions. For
example, a commander may insert dismounted reconnaissance teams on
mountainsides in the cool of the morning, but be unable to execute the same
mission in the noonday heat.

AIRBORNE OPERATIONS
C-12. An airborne operation is an operation involving the air movement into
an objective area of combat forces and their logistic support for execution of a
tactical, operational, or strategic mission. The means employed may be any
combination of airborne units, air transportable units, and types of transport
aircraft, depending on the mission and the overall situation (JP 3-17). The ob-
jective area is known as the airhead. The airhead contains enough drop zones
(DZs) and landing zones (LZs) to allow airborne forces to mass effects on their
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objectives. The airhead should also contain extraction zones (EZs), interior
lines of communications (LOCs), and terrain that allows for conducting a de-
fense in depth. An administrative air movement of personnel, supplies, or
equipment is not an airborne operation, although some procedures used in an
airborne operation may apply. (JP 3-18 and FM 3-18.11 provide the doctrinal
basis for airborne operations.)

C-13. Airborne operations are joint operations because of the interservice
links of modern command and control (C2) systems, the multiservice struc-
ture of the defense transportation system, and the broad range of forces and
support involved. Airborne operations require secure staging and departure
areas coupled with the need to maintain operations security (OPSEC).
OPSEC measures may include establishing intermediate support bases with-
in tactical airlift range. The operation begins and ends on the order of the
commander who establishes the joint airborne force.

ORGANIZATION OF FORCES

C-14. Once the commander determines the principal components of the
ground tactical plan and the maneuver and fire support schemes, the air-
borne force organizes to execute its assigned mission. The commander bal-
ances the immediate need for combat power with the need to ensure force
sustainability over time. To ensure unity of effort, part or all of the assigned
forces' subordinate units can form into one or more temporary tactical group-
ings, such as teams or task forces. Each tactical group has a designated com-
mander. Doctrine cannot prescribe in advance a standard organization to
meet all conditions. However, airborne forces generally divide into one of
three echelons: the assault echelon, the follow-on echelon, and the rear eche-
lon.

C-15. The assault echelon is the element of a force that is scheduled for initial
assault on the objective area (JP 4-01.2). In an airborne assault it normally
comprises those forces capable of insertion by parachute in a single drop by
the available lift systems. The assault echelon is a combined arms organiza-
tion with only limited sustainment capabilities. The commander cross-loads
vital assets, such as commanders, principal staff, communication systems, re-
connaissance and security forces, and crew-served weapons among the vari-
ous transportation systems so the loss of a single air frame will not compro-
mise the operation. (Cross-loading also applies to air assault operations.)

C-16. The follow-on echelon contains those additional forces moved
into the objective area after the assault echelon. They provide the com-
bat power necessary to expand the initial airhead, secure the lodgment area,
and establish one or more air or seaports of debarkation. The composition of
the follow-on echelon depends on the factors of METT-TC. It can consist of
heavy and light combined arms formations, field and air defense artillery as-
sets, and combat engineers, as well as significant combat support (CS) and
combat service support (CSS) elements. Introducing this echelon can extend
over several days and involve multiple sorties by individual lift systems. Usu-
ally, this echelon does not require cross-loading of its allocated lift systems.
This increases the carrying capacity of the lift systems delivering this eche-
lon. This echelon contains increased sustainment capabilities.
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C-17. The rear echelon contains those elements of the force that are not re-
quired in the objective area. It may remain at home station or at an intermed-
iate staging base or intermediate support base throughout short-duration op-
erations. This echelon generally contains the airborne unit's long-term sus-
tainment capabilities.

CONTROL MEASURES

C-18. The commander has the full range of graphic control measures to help
control his operation. As a minimum, the commander must assign each sub-
ordinate unit an AO. The airborne operation commander also use DZs, LZs,
EZs, assault objectives, and the airhead line to focus the efforts of his subordi-
nates.

C-19. Selecting DZs and LZs is a joint responsibility. The mission commander
is responsible for delivering personnel and cargo to the DZ or LZ and for se-
lecting approaches to the landing area. Both the joint and component com-
manders must base their decisions on their knowledge of respective problems
and on the needs of the overall operation. The nature and location of landing
areas are important when preparing the scheme of maneuver. The mission
governs the general area where they should be established. At higher eche-
lons, commanders can assign landing areas in broad terms. At lower echelons,
they must describe these locations specifically. The commander selects his
DZs only after conducting a detailed analysis. He uses the information pro-
vided by his intelligence system and Army pathfinders as he considers the fol-
lowing factors when selecting DZs and LZs:

. Ease of identification.

. Straight-line approach.

. Suitable for the weather and terrain.

. Out of range of enemy air defenses, strong ground defenses, and sup-
pressive indirect fires.

. Close to or on top of an assault objective.

Since the last two entries conflict, he must decide which consideration has
priority. (FM 3-17 provides detailed information regarding the desired char-
acteristics of DZs and LZs.)

C-20. When assigning objectives and boundaries in airborne operations, the
commander must consider other factors in addition to those inherent in con-
ventional operations. He selects specific assault objectives based on an analy-
sis of the situation. (See Figure C-1, page C-6.) The assault objectives dictate
the size and shape of the airhead, although the commander develops the air-
head line and determines the assault objectives concurrently. He selects as-
sault objectives for his subordinate elements. Concurrently, the commanders
of these subordinate elements decide the size, type, or disposition of the force
that they commit to gain and maintain control of their objectives.

C-21. Selecting assault objectives should allow forces to accomplish mission-
essential tasks while meeting the commander's intent. However, they may
not include those objectives that must be seized to secure the airhead line. An
appropriate assault objective is one that the force must control early in the
assault to accomplish the mission or enhance the security of the airborne
force. This can include key terrain within the airhead or terrain required for
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C-6

linkup. The airborne force is
vulnerable from the time it
lands until follow-on forces
arrive at the airhead. A
mounted enemy unit that at-
tacks the airhead immedi-
ately following the airborne
assault can completely dis-
rupt the operation or even
cause it to fail. Therefore,
the assault objectives select-
ed by the commander are
terrain locations that domi-
nate high-speed enemy ave-
nues of approach into the
airhead. He can also select
enemy positions that threaten the mission and are within the airhead. The
unit must seize its assault objectives immediately to establish the airhead
and provide security for follow-on forces.

C-22. The commander ranks the assault objectives based on the most likely
threat or mission requirements. The airborne force secures its assault objec-
tives before it establishes a perimeter defensive line along the trace of the air-
head. It clears the terrain within the airhead of organized enemy resistance
and positions forces to secure the airhead line.

Figure C-1. Assault Objectives

C-23. The commander se-
lects assault objectives at
the same time as he con-
siders the extent of the air-
head. He draws the airhead ......
line to delineate the specific
area to seize and designate
the airhead. An airhead line
resembles a forward edge of
the battle area in that se-
curity and other forces op-
erate outside of the airhead
line. The airhead acts as a
base for further operations
and as the lodgment to allow
the airborne force to build
up combat power. Once the assault force secures the airhead, it clears all ene-
my forces within it, not just organized enemy units. The following factors de-
termine the location, extent, and form of the airhead line:

. The actual trace of the airhead line reflects the control of key or critical
terrain essential to the mission. (See Figure C-2.) The air-head line
should place the arrival airfield and any LZs or DZs out of the range of
enemy direct fires and observed indirect fires.

. The airhead line is anchored on obstacles, and the airhead takes advan-
tage of existing natural and man-made obstacles.

Figure C-2. Airhead Line
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. The airhead contains enough DZs, LZs, and EZs to ensure the force has
interior LOCs and to permit one massed parachute assault by the en-
tire assault echelon rather than piecemeal insertion.

. The airhead allows enough space to disperse units and supplies to re-
duce the airhead's vulnerability to nuclear, biological, and chemical
weapons if they are a threat.

. The airhead must be large enough to provide for defense in depth, yet
small enough for the airborne unit to defend. Although this depends
largely on the factors of METT -TC, a battalion can defend an airhead 3
to 5 kilometers in diameter. A brigade can occupy an airhead 5 to 8
kilometers in diameter.

C-24. When assigning boundaries and subordinate AOs in airborne op-
erations, the commander considers several factors beyond those affecting
more routine operations. Ideally, each unit's AO should include at least one
DZ and one LZ to enable the unit and its attachments to land within its as-
signed AO during the assault. Each unit's presence also facilitates resupply
and evacuation of enemy prisoners of war and casualties. Establishing a LZ
and a DZ reduces coordination requirements with adjacent units. The com-
mander assigns boundaries that should not require a unit to defend in more
than one direction at the same time. Boundaries should extend as far as nec-
essary beyond forward security forces to coordinate fires. This enables sub-
ordinate security units to operate forward of the airhead with minimal coordi-
nation. (See Figure C-3.)
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Figure C-3. Boundaries and Fire Support Coordinating Measures for an Airhead
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