Attack Aviation
Fires for the

CloseFight:
A New Approach

By Major Brooke H. Janney, USAR

ivisional employment of attack
D aviation is changing. For dmost

15 years, the employment of
divisional attack helicoptershasfocused
on striking deep at second-echelon
forces. While retaining the ability to
attack deep, this focus has begun to
emphasi ze the AH-64 Apache helicop-
ter in the close fight alongside brigade
combat teams (BCTYs).

The new structure of the opposing
force (OPFOR) for the contemporary
operational environment (COE) is in
Battle Command Training Program
(BCTP) exercises and National Train-
ing Center (NTC) rotationsat Fort Irwin,
Cdlifornia. ThisCOE OPFORincreases
the value of employing aviation in the
close attack while simultaneously re-
ducing the high-value targets in the
division’ sdeep attack battlespace of 15
to 30 kilometers beyond the forward-
line-of -own-troops(FLOT). Army avia-
tion now faces OPFORs with more air
defense systems of higher quality, in-
creasing the risks of employing avia-
tion beyond the FLOT.

Fire support doctrine for supporting
aviation operations has not kept pace
with changes in aviation operations,
equipment or threat. Changes in the
means and objectivesof divisiona deep
attacks, theadvent of aviation closeattack
operations and the fielding of the AH-
64D (Longbow) alter both the missions
assigned to attack helicopter battalions
andaviationbrigadesandthetactics, tech-
niques and procedures (TTPs) they em-
ploy. Firesupport TTPalso must evolve
to account for these changesand leverage
theincreased capabilitiesof theadvanced
FA tactical datasystem (AFATDS).

The 3d Infantry Division (Mecha
nized), Fort Stewart, Georgia, recently
experienced all these changes. The 1st
Battalion, 3d Aviation Regiment (At-
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tack) fielded the AH-64D Longbow in
March 2001. The division artillery
fielded AFATDS in the fall of 2001.
The division participated in a BCTP
Warfighter exercise facing the COE
OPFORinJanuary 2002. Thesechanges
enabled a substantial shift in aviation
operationsand demanded asimilar shift
in our fire support planning and execu-
tion in support of those operations.
AH-64D Longbow. The AH-64D isa
remarkable weapon that brings a new
suite of capabilities to the attack heli-
copter battalion. Its multi-functional
displays, activefirecontrol radar (FCR)
and passive radar emission detection
systems provide a quantum leap for-
ward in situational awareness (SA) and
target attack options. Itsdigital commu-
nications equipment enables the AH-
64D to exchangeinformationwith other
Longbow helicopters and link with its
battalionfiresupport element (FSE) via
AFATDS. Thisenhanced SA fundamen-

tally alters the way the attack battalion
fights. (See Figure 1.)

Lacking these on-board SA capabili-
ties, AH-64A battalions conduct de-
tail ed planning bef oreexecutionto com-
pensatefor itsinability todetect changes
in the threat and adapt the plan signifi-
cantly while en route. The battalion’s
standard tactics for near-FLOT and
cross-FLOT operations center on high-
speed flight down an established air
corridor under radiolistening silenceto
minimize its emissions signature.

Fire support for thesetacticsreflected
this approach. Suppression of enemy
air defenses (SEAD) was conducted at
thetime of attack along theingressand
egress routes using a time-driven fire
plan. Deception SEAD was recom-
mended doctrinally but rarely con-
ducted, usually because of limitations
in the number of firing units available.

In contrast, the AH-64D Longbow le-
verages its increased SA in ways that
significantly alter such tactics. Exten-
sive planning is still conducted before
launch, but flexibility is built into the

* Speed is life.

AH-64D (Longbow) Helicopter
* Knowledge is power.

maneuvers.

AH-64A Helicopter

< It moves at high speeds at low altitude between air checkpoints (ACPs).
« Its routes are aligned by terrain and air defense threats to maximize protection.

« It has a relatively fixed schedule for movement supported by suppression of
enemy air defenses (SEAD) and based on an H-Hour or F-Hour time line.

» It moves at moderate speeds at low-altitude maneuver between ACPs and can
support infiltration by a team, platoon or company.

« Its routes are aligned by terrain and air defense threats to maximize protection
while taking advantage of its fire control radar (FCR) and increased situational
awareness (SA) to conduct traveling overwatch and bounding overwatch

« It has less of a fixed time schedule for movement as the unit will respond to
new information acquired en route to its target area. This requires an alternative
form of SEAD fire planning: event-driven SEAD (single targets or groups of
targets) vice a fixed, time-driven SEAD plan.

Figure 1: Air Movement vs Air Maneuver: The AH-64A vs the AH-64D (Longbow)
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plan, reflecting the anticipated increase
in SA. Scout aircraft teamsmove ahead
of the main body of aircraft. Aircraft
with the FCR are in the formation to
ensure al-around scanning and early
warning. Designated teamsidentify and
attack air defense threats acquired en
route. Lead elements “paint” the en-
gagement area (EA) before the main
body arrives and pass the EA digital
picture back to the rest of the attacking
unit, complete with assigned sectors of
fire and target priorities. In effect, the
unit transforms what was once an air
movement into an air maneuver.

Thesetacticsalter thestanding operat-
ing patterns of the battalion. Elements
move from air checkpoint (ACP) to
ACPusingformationssimilar totravel-
ing overwatchand bounding overwatch.
Aircraft speed up and slow down in
response to the changing tactical situa-
tion. Air corridorsnow must bewider to
enable teams to conduct air maneuver.

Operatingunder radiolisteningsilence
reduces combined arms coordination
capabilities and flexibility. This is no
longer asimportant becausethe AH-64D
aircraft’s signature already has been
increased by its millimeter-wave radar
emissionsanddigital radiotransmissions.

Becauseattack aviationunitsnolonger
moveusingarigidtimeline, time-driven
SEAD techniques become too inflex-
ible. Digital fireplansusing only atime
line cannot be atered once they are
activated. An event-driven fire plan
using separate targetsand target groups
provides the required flexibility. The
SEAD plan retains a time line but is
structured as discreet targets and target
groupsto maintain flexibility. En route
communicationsarenot requiredtokeep
thefire support plan synchronized with
themovement of the attacking element.

Airspace M anagement. Fire support
TTPsfor airspace management require
changes. Unitsconductingoffensiveand
defensive air maneuver need broader
and moreflexibl eairspace management
and fire support coordinating measures
(FSCMs). TheseFSCMsenableair man-
euver while protecting and deconflict-
ing operations with the rest of the com-
bined arms and joint team.

The aviation brigade’s airspace is of
interest to the fire support community.
Preventing the simultaneous use of the
same airspace by rotary- and fixed-
wing aircraft and artillery rockets, mis-
siles and projectiles is as critical a
deconfliction function for the aviation
FSE as FSCM management and clear-
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anceof firesisfor the ground maneuver
FSE. While there is a formal process
and channel for divisional airspacecom-
mand and control (AC?) planning and
execution, theaviation FSEsplay acriti-
cal role in execution. The ground ma-
neuver and aviation FSEs enable both
forces to establish and revise airspace
management measures and deconflict
airspace rapidly during execution.

AFATDSprovidesameansof rapidly
building and disseminating supporting
FSCM sthat hel p airspace management.
For each air route, restricted operating
zone (ROZ), forward arming and refu-
eling point (FARP), hold area (HA),
battle position (BP) or attack-by-fire
position (ABF), the FSEsmust enter an
appropriate FSCM.

Doctrinally, several airspace manage-
ment measures have no clear impact on
fire support operations. A ROZ, for
example, deconflicts airspace between
aircraft but is not doctrinally recog-
nized asaFSCM. A BP or ABF can be
enteredinto AFATDSasagraphic con-
trol measure and will appear on the
display screen. However, they do not
generate a requirement message to
deconflict fire missions into that area.

This oversight must be countered by
translating airspace management mea-
suresand graphic control measuresinto
appropriate FSCMs. Aviation ROZs
become airspace coordination areas
(ACAYS) established at the same loca-
tions and dtitudes as the ROZs. Air
routes become air corridors segmented

at each set of ACPsto align the affected
airspace with the exact length, width
and altitudes of the route. FARPs, BPs
and ABFs all have ACAs established
fromonefoot abovegroundlevel (AGL)
to the maximum altitude at which the
aviation unit expects to operate for the
mission; thiscreatesathree-dimensional
“buffer” within the airspace and appli-
cable ground battlespace used by the
aviation unit that signalsthe need for a
coordination requirement beforeexecut-
ing fire missions in that battlespace.

These measuresarebuilt and dissemi-
natedinaplanned status. The FSEs activ-
ate them as required by aviation opera-
tions, and the FSEs deactivate them as
soon aspossi bleto minimizetheimpact
on FA fires. AFATDS makes dissemi-
nation and activation/deactivationfaster
and simpler than older, analog meth-
ods, particularly when operating in a
tactical local area network (LAN).

A review of firing table datafor mul-
tiple-launchrocket systems(MLRS) and
155-mm cannonsrevealsthat aslong as
aviationunitsremain 2,200 metersfrom
the firing point and impact point of a
fire mission, the ordnance will pass
abovetheaviation unit operating at 200
feet AGL and below. Thiscareful appli-
cation of FSCMs supporting aviation
operations, when paired with proactive
deconfliction of position areasfor artil-
lery (PAAS) with airspace control mea-
sures during operations planning and
execution, resultsin minimal impact on
either community. (See Figure 2.)

Coordination Area (ACA)

level (AGL).

Route and Air Corridor

Battle Position (BP) or Attack-by-Fire Position (ABF) Airspace

« Itis at least 1 foot above mean sea level (MSL) to 200 feet above ground

» The ACA dimensions match the BP or ABF.
* Rule of Thumb: The ACA is 2 x 2 kilometers with an attitude along the orienta-
tion of the BP or ABF to the engagement area (EA).

Air Corridor and ACA Activation

* The air corridor is segmented by air checkpoints (ACPs).

* The advanced FA tactical data system (AFATDS) only allows segmented air
corridors, so they are used in lieu of ACAs.

* The width of the air corridor matches the route’s actual maneuver space.

e The altitude must be at least 1 foot AGL and up to 200 AGL.

* The width must be a minimum of 3 kilometers (1.5 kilometers from the center line);

the preferred width is 4 kilometers wide (2 kilometers from the center line).

Figure 2: Airspace Management for the AH-64D (Longbow). The use of these measures and
required altitudes reduces the amount and duration of airspace restricted during aviation
operations. Atrtillery is only restricted when/if aircraft fly across the gun-target line within
2,200 meters of the multiple-launch rocket system (MLRS) or 155-mm howitzer firing point
or the target area and only when the airspace/fire support coordinating measure (FSCM)
is activated.
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Fire Support for Attack Aviation in
theCloseFight. Army aviationisreturn-
ing to its roots with its doctrind move
toward employing attack helicopter in
attacks close to or in support of a BCT.
This type of mission harks back to the
advent of the armed helicopter and maxi-
mizes several of its characteristics that
make it uniquely qualified for thisrole.

One approach to these close attacksis
to employ the attack battalion or com-
pany inan operational control (OPCON)
relationship to a BCT. While reducing
the aviation brigade’ s role in planning
and execution, thisrelationshipiscriti-
cal togreatly simplify mission planning
and on-the-ground coordination. Work-
ing through the aviation brigade liaison
officer (LNO) assigned to each BCT,
the attack battalion or company com-
mander coordinates the unit’'s role in
the BCT’ sscheme of maneuver. Attack
battalion tactical command posts
(TACs) can collocate with ground ma-

neuver brigade tactical operations cen-
ters (TOCs) or TACs, further improv-
ing coordination.

Attack helicopter unitsgenerally con-
tinue to operate from the aviation bri-
gade assembly area for protection and
maintenance support. They frequently
establish FARPsand occasionally HAs
in the brigade support area or an area
nearby to ensure more responsive sup-
port to the BCT commander if asecond
or third turn of aircraft isrequired.

Each BCT FSE and its direct support
(DS) FA battalion integrate the attack
battalion’ sfiresupport requirementsand
essential firesupport tasks(EFSTS) into
the fire support plan. The BCT's DS
andreinforcing (R) artillery arethe pri-
mary unitsto provide SEAD whiledivi-
sion artillery general support (GS) as-
setsremain preparedtofire SEAD if the
DSassetsareinsufficient or over-tasked
at thetime aviation is committed to the
close fight. (See Figure 3.)

The attack battalion FSE becomes a
subordinate maneuver FSE to a BCT
FSE when fighting close. The aviation
brigade FSE provides continuous air
defense artillery (ADA) targeting sup-
port, airspace coordination and FSCM
support, and planning assistance to the
BCT and attack battalion FSEs.

Thereareseveral considerationsasso-
ciated with planning fire support for
attack aviation in the close fight within
minimal time. If acurrent ADA picture
is available and pre-established air
routes meet mission requirements, the
attack battalion and FSE still require 30
to45minutesnotificationbeforelaunch-
ing aircraft. This allows the FSEs to
refine the final SEAD target list, allo-
catefiring unitstothefireplan, finalize
thesituational and missionbriefingsfor
the aircrews, and coordinate for and
clear the airspace and battlespace.

The maneuver forces must refine the
target list beforetheaircraft arelaunched
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e Keeps a running SEAD target list.

¢ Builds target groups for the
SEAD fire plan.
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to the attack helicopter battalion and
brigade aviation.
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e Fires the SEAD plan, as required.
* Applies AC? as activated.

¢ Builds SEAD plans, if required.

¢ Clears targets in the SEAD plan.

® Resources the SEAD plan.

e Requests division artillery support,
if required.

* Approves AC? in its sector.

o Applies the AC? as activated.

e Processes ELINT/IMINT.
¢ Attacks ADA as acquired |IAW the HPTL.
e Approves/disseminates AC?.

XX
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A
Div Arty d
® Resources the SEAD 6-32 FA
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plan, if required. A

e Applies the AC? ()
as activated. 1-182 FA

e Fires the SEAD
plan, as required.

* Applies AC?
as activated.

Legend:
AC? = Air Command and Control
ADA = Air Defense Artillery
Div Arty= Division Artillery

ELINT = Electronic Intelligence
HPTL = High-Payoff Target List
IMINT = Imagery Intelligence

SEAD = Suppression of Enemy Air Defenses
UAV = Unmanned Aerial Vehicle

Figure 3: Fire Support for SEAD in the Close Attack
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intheclosefight. Electronicintelligence
(ELINT) and imagery intelligence
(IMINT) provide a relatively accurate
picture of the ADA threat five kilome-
tersbehindthe FLOT and beyond. ADA
located beyond the five-kilometer zone
move less often and, therefore, can be
located and engaged with high confi-
dence using intelligence that is one to
two hoursold. ADA elementsat or near
the FLOT (up to about five kilometers)
move constantly and are time-sensitive
targets that cannot be accurately en-
gaged by intelligence that is one to two
hours old. This area also contains the
vast mgjority of man-portable air de-
fensesystems (MANPADS) withinfra-
red (IR) homing that are the most diffi-
cult to locate using ELINT/IMINT.
WhentheBCT FSE and attack battalion
FSE usethe aviation brigade FSE ADA
target list and target updates as a start
point and refineit with bottom-up addi-
tions and corrections, units have their
best effects.

The usual targeting processisto have
theattack battalion FSE buildthe SEAD
target list from aviation brigade and
BCT FSE target listsand then transmit a
finalized target list to the BCT FSE for
target clearance, firing unit alocation
and execution. The BCT FSE clearsall
targetsand sendsit to the DS FA battal-
ion to resource as much of the fire plan
asit can. Targetsthat cannot befired by
DS and R units are transmitted to the
divisionartillery for engagement by GS
units.

Execution is a combined effort by all
parties. The attack battalion FSE estab-
lishes triggers for executing the SEAD
plan and announces when the attack
battalion meets the triggers. The FSE
also activates and deactivates airspace
control measuresand FSCMs. TheBCT
FSE and DSbattalionfiredirection cen-
ter (FDC) control theexecutionof SEAD
firesand synchronize any closeair sup-
port (CAS) employed in concert with
the attack helicopters, passing CASter-
minal guidance responsibility to theair
missioncommander, if appropriate. The
aviation brigade FSE monitors the op-
eration and relays any immediate ADA
threat indicatorsthat developinthearea
of the operation.

SEAD in this type of environment is
not a one-time event. The suppressive
effects of a SEAD plan are temporary
unless a sufficient volume of fire is
generated to neutralize or destroy ADA
systems. Thisistheappropriateapproach
if target location is accurate and suffi-
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cient firing units are available. ADA
systems are thin-skinned vehicles with
delicate exterior armament and equip-
ment and do not requirelarge quantities
of munitions to neutralize or destroy
them.

Air defense systems are highly spe-
cializedandalimitedcommaodity. There
is little likelihood the OPFOR can re-
place these assets rapidly, if at all.

If an FSE elects to fire suppressive
effects only, that FSE will have to re-
peat the SEAD inthegeneral areaof the
operations every five minutes. As the
engagement continues, additional fir-
ing requirementsbeginto build asfunc-
tional ADA systemshavemovedquickly
after taking indirect fire and are firing
again.

A partialy effective or an ineffective
SEAD plan usually resultsin either air-
craft losses or mission failure. Even if
aircraft are not shot down or damaged,
ADA threats that remain operational
force aircrews to divert ordnance to
killing ADA rather than the tanks, in-
fantry fighting vehicles (IFVs) or artil-
lery they were sent to kill.

The AH-64D is quite capable of con-
ducting self-SEAD or, as the aircrews
call it, destruction of enemy air de-
fenses (DEAD). The drawback of self-
SEAD isthat aircrewsexpendtheirtime
and ordnance on targets that do not
directly hel ptheground maneuver com-
mander achieve his mission.

Daytimemissionsareparticularly dan-
gerous as ADA gunners can acquire
their Apachetargetsvisually and orient
MANPADSIR missilesand air defense
gunstothosetargets. Daytimemissions
reguire more detailed SEAD plans and
more firing units to achieve even sup-
pressive effects.

Issues Ahead. The Army’s use of
aircraft and airspaceiscurrently under-
going transformation. The Army Avia-
tion Transformation Plan will alter at-
tack, assault and general support avia-
tion operations and tactics. The reduc-
tion in the number of helicoptersin an
attack and lift company, for example,
will have adirect impact on the number
of aviation units or sub-units required
to complete mission profiles. Further
proliferation of unmanned air vehicles
(UAVs) will increasethetypeand quan-
tity of management measures needed to
deconflict amore crowded airspace.

Air defense measures continue to de-
velop. These already formidable weap-
ons and networks will continue to rise
to the challenge presented by US air

dominance and our expanding use of
Army aviation for attack, intelligence
surveillance and reconnaissance (ISR)
and movement. Ultra-modern ADA
surface-to-air systems, such as the
SA-11 and SA-12, are already being
upgraded and replaced by new systems,
such as the SA-17 and SA-20. The
deadly game of action, reaction and
counteraction continues.

With every change in air maneuver
operations and the threats to them, fire
support TTPs must evolve similarly.
Tacticsthat support today’ s operations
against today’s threats will inevitably
fail to optimally support those of to-
morrow. Just as Field Artillerymen
constantly reevaluate TTPs to support
ground maneuver operations, we must
constantly reevaluate our TTPsto sup-
port air maneuver operations.

The combination of lethal and nonle-
thal indirect firespaired withfixed- and
rotary-wing observation and attack air-
craft remains one of the Army’s most
potent joint/combined armsteams. The
proper employment and synchroniza-
tion of thisteam has become one of the
lynchpins of division operationsand is
becoming more crucial to brigade op-
erations. The fire support community
must maintain its effectiveness in sup-
port of that lethal team.
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