
Chapter 5

Aviation Planning

“A good plan violently executed now is better than a perfect plan next
week.”6

—Gen George S. Patton, Jr.

Planning is a continuous, anticipatory, interactive,
and cyclic process. There are many planning cy-
cles that take place within the context of the force
commander’s overall planning, decision, execu-
tion and assessment (PDE&A) cycle. Some of the
cycles that relate to aviation planning are shown
in figure 5-1. However, these planning cycles are
not conducted separately, but collectively, and of-
ten simultaneously. They are inevitably linked to-
gether, with the inputs and outputs of each cycle
interacting with other cycles on a continuous ba-
sis. All of these processes support the overall goal
of producing a plan—a vital tool used to prose-
cute a campaign.

The process of planning is of utmost importance
because it drives operations. Planning cannot be
done to or for an organization; it must be done by
it. Any commander or organization affected by a
plan should have the opportunity to contribute to
the planning process. This provides users an un-
derstanding of how and why the plan was con-
structed and provides an opportunity to affect
how the commander will accomplish the assigned
mission.

There are two major aspects of aviation planning:
support of the operation plan (OPLAN) and/or
fragmentary order (FRAGO) development and
production of a daily ATO. Both allocate aviation
assets, munitions, and support. Marine Corps op-
erations and their requisite OPLANs are mission
focused, intent driven, and event and/or condition
based. ATO production is a continuous cycle
based on assets and time. Aviation planning is the
translation of the MAGTF commander’s event-
and/or condition-based plan into a time-based
plan of action for the ACE. 

This chapter describes the ways in which aviation
planning reflects and interacts with other cycles
and planning concepts to produce the force’s
overall operation order. It addresses the cyclical
process that produces the ATO or air plan.
MCWP 5-11.1, MAGTF Aviation Planning, con-
tains a detailed discussion on all aspects of avia-
tion planning, which culminate into an ATO or air
plan.

5001. The Commander’s Role in 
Planning 

The commander—whether the JFC, amphibious
task force (ATF) commander, or MAGTF com-
mander—is responsible for providing top-down
planning guidance. Detailed aviation planning
must embody the supported commander’s overall
intent and concept of operations. The ACE com-
mander is the MAGTF commander’s chief avia-
tion expert and advisor and must simultaneously
participate in the aviation planning process at
three levels: within the ACE, within the MAGTF
command element, and at the naval or joint force

Figure 5-1. Linked Planning Cycles.
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headquarters (if any). The ACE commander di-
rects the ACE staff in the execution of the avia-
tion planning process. The ACE commander’s
inputs are key to the development of Marine avia-
tion planning documents. The ACE battlestaff as-
sists the ACE commander in executing duties by
providing specialized expertise and advice. The
ACE battlestaff (see fig. 5-2) consists of the chief
of staff, the principal staff officers (i.e., G-1, G-2,
G-3, G-4, G-6, and aviation logistics division
[ALD] representative), and special staff officers
(e.g., staff judge advocate, surgeon, chaplain) re-
quired by the situation or the ACE commander.
The ACE commander’s responsibilities include—
l Acting as the MAGTF commander’s principal

Marine aviation advisor.
l Advising and assisting the MAGTF command-

er and staff in developing the overall concept
for the employment of aviation in support of
the MAGTF.

l Coordinating air operations with the GCE and
the CSSE.

l Coordinating with the naval expeditionary
force and joint task force as necessary.

l Developing the MAGTF ATO or air plan and/
or Marine input to the joint ATO through the
air tasking cycle. 

5002. Staff Organization for 
Aviation Planning 

From the TACC, the ACE commander conducts
future operations planning and current operations
monitoring. Each Marine aviation function (OAS,
AAW, assault support, air reconnaissance, EW,
and control of aircraft and missiles) has represen-
tatives in the TACC. The future operations sec-
tion produces the air plan, ATO, or Marine input
to the joint ATO. The current operations section
manages the execution of the air plan or ATO.
The G-3 or a senior G-3 representative serves as
the senior watch officer within the current opera-
tions section. Key inputs to overall aviation plan-
ning are developed by the relevant organizations.

The TACC is organized as a fully integrated facil-
ity to promote the intra- and inter-staff coordina-
tion necessary for responsive and synchronized
MAGTF air operations. The TACC enables the
ACE staff to align functionally and organization-
ally with the MAGTF staff (see figs. 5-3 and 5-4).
This facilitates inter-staff coordination, which is
critical for effective planning and execution of
MAGTF air operations. See MCWP 3-25.4 for
detailed information on TACC organization and
functioning.

Figure 5-2. The ACE Battlestaff.



Aviation Operations _______________________________________________________________________________________ 5-3

Figure 5-3. TACC Organizations and Command Relationships
to the ACE Battlestaff.

Figure 5-4. MEF-ACE Staff Alignment.
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5003. Planning Cycles 

All aviation planning takes place within the plan-
ning cycles of larger organizations: the JTF, the
ATF, and the MAGTF. Planners at those levels
will require inputs from aviation elements at each
phase of their own planning, and their planning
products will drive aviation planning. Moving
from the general to the specific, key planning cy-
cles and planning concepts include the following:

a. The Planning, Decision, Execution, 
and Assessment Cycle 

The commander and staff use the PDE&A cycle
to plan operations, make accurate and timely deci-
sions, direct the effective execution of operations,
and assess the results of those operations. It is a
series of continuous, interrelated processes that
frame military operations. 

The PDE&A cycle is a continuous cycle—from
initial receipt of the mission through mission ac-
complishment. It is both time- and event-driven.
It supports the commander’s effort to assimilate
information in the chaotic environment of war to
increase tempo through timely and decisive ac-
tion. For example, the ATO is critical to planning
and executing operations and is produced in a cy-
cle that requires timely input from subordinates.
Planning the next operation also requires a con-
stant flow of information from current operations.

b. Integrated Planning Through the 
Warfighting Functions 

The integrated approach to planning provides a
functional approach that is systematic, coordinat-
ed, and thorough. It is based on the six warfight-
ing functions: command and control, maneuver,
fires, intelligence, logistics, and force protection.
The warfighting functions encompass all activi-
ties in the battlespace.

Focusing on warfighting functions instead of spe-
cific arms or organizations allows the commander
to fully integrate all actions into supporting the
mission of the force as a whole. This helps the
force achieve focus and unity of effort across all

organizational lines. For example, the GCE does
not concern itself solely with maneuver, nor does
the ACE concern itself solely with fires. Rather,
each organization considers how it can contribute
to each warfighting function in order to accom-
plish the force’s overall mission. When all war-
fighting functions are focused to accomplish the
desired strategic objective in the shortest time
possible and with minimal casualties,  the
MAGTF can obtain maximum impact. The key to
integrated planning within the command is the
use of representatives for each warfighting func-
tion on the planning staff and between commands
the warfighting functions are represented by liai-
son officers.

c. The Marine Corps Planning 
Process 
Within the PDE&A cycle, specific MAGTF oper-
ations and supporting aviation operations are
planned by using the standard framework of mis-
sion, enemy, terrain and weather, troops and sup-
port available, time available (METT-T) and the
cyclical, six-step Marine Corps Planning Process
(MCPP) (see fig. 5-5). MCWP 5-1 discusses the
MCPP in detail. 

Figure 5-5. Marine Corps Planning Process.
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The MCPP provides a logical and orderly method
for planning operations. Each successive step in
the process is linked. The output from one step
becomes the input for the next. Interactions
among various planning steps allow a concurrent,
coordinated effort that maintains flexibility,
makes efficient use of available time, and facili-
tates continuous information sharing. Aviation
planning uses the MCPP and adjusts it as neces-
sary to address the specific requirements associat-
ed with the planning and execution of air
operations. By applying the MCPP to ACE plan-
ning, the tenets of the MCPP (single-battle con-
cept, top-down planning and integrated planning)
are also incorporated into ACE operations. The
following subparagraphs provide a brief descrip-
tion of the six steps of the MCPP.

(1) Mission Analysis. Mission analysis is the
first step in planning. The purpose of mission
analysis is to review and analyze orders, guid-
ance, and other information provided by higher
headquarters and to produce a unit mission state-
ment. Mission analysis drives the MCPP. The avi-
ation commander will advise the commander on
the aviation implications of the mission assigned.

(2) Course of Action Development. During
COA development, planners use the mission
statement (which includes higher headquarters’
tasking and intent), commander’s intent, and
commander's planning guidance to develop sever-
al COAs. Each prospective COA is examined to
ensure that it is suitable, feasible, different, ac-
ceptable, and complete with respect to the current
and anticipated situation, the mission, and the
commander’s intent. In accordance with the com-
mander’s guidance, approved COAs are devel-
oped in greater detail. Each fully developed COA
will include a concept of air employment. 

(3) Course of Action War Games. During
COA war games, each friendly COA is examined
against selected threat COAs. This analysis in-
volves a detailed assessment of each COA as it
pertains to the threat and the environment. COA
war games assist the planners in identifying
strengths and weaknesses, associated risks, and
asset shortfalls for each friendly COA. It is also

used to identify branches and potential sequels
that may require additional planning. Short of ac-
tually executing the COA, COA war games pro-
vide the most reliable basis for understanding and
improving each COA. For the war game of each
COA, aviation planners must supply an estimate
of supportability. The format for the aviation esti-
mate of supportability can be found in MCRP
5-11.1A, Aviation Planning Documents. 

(4) Course of Action Comparison and De-
cision. In COA comparison and decision, the com-
mander evaluates all friendly COAs against
established criteria. The COAs are then evaluated
against each other. The commander selects the COA
deemed most likely to accomplish the mission.

(5) Orders Development. During orders de-
velopment, the staff takes the commander’s COA
decision, intent, and guidance and develops or-
ders to direct the actions of the unit. Orders serve
as the principal means by which the commander
expresses his decision, intent, and guidance. Avi-
ation planners produce an operations order and
participate in the preparation of many other high-
er level orders.

(6) Transition. Transition is the orderly hand
over of a plan or order as it is passed to those
tasked with execution of the operation. It provides
mission executors with the situational awareness
and rationale for key decisions that are necessary
to ensure a coherent shift from planning to execu-
tion. For aviation units, transition occurs at the
aviation confirmation brief, during which the avi-
ation plan is fully briefed to the commander, the
staff, and key participants.

5004. Aviation Planning as an 
Element of MAGTF Planning 

Aviation planning is conducted concurrently and
in coordination with other MAGTF planning by
using the steps of the MCPP and integrating the
functions of aviation into the warfighting func-
tions. While the MAGTF command element is
planning overall MAGTF operations, the ACE
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commander and staff are concurrently planning
air operations in support of the MAGTF and coor-
dinating with other elements of the MAGTF to
determine their aviation support requirements.
This concurrent, parallel approach to planning is
possible through the use of mission-type orders, a
clear understanding of the MAGTF commander’s
intent, and close and continuous liaison among
the MAGTF command element, ACE, GCE, and
CSSE and external organizations. Concurrent,
parallel planning provides aviation planners with
the time necessary to execute the air tasking cycle
while enhancing the tempo of MAGTF opera-
tions. This form of planning also ensures that
ACE operations are focused on attainment of
MAGTF objectives in concert with the MAGTF
commander’s concept of operations.

a. Aviation Planning and the 
Operation Order 
Because aviation contributes to so many of the
warfighting functions, aviation planners must pro-
vide input to the overall MAGTF operation order
in many areas, including intelligence, operations,
and logistic annexes. For example, the opera-
tions order, Annex C, contains an appendix on
fire support that contains a tab on the air fire plan.
MCWP 5-1 provides the full structure of an oper-
ation order. Details on the aviation operations an-
nex can also be found in MCWP 5-11.1 and
MCRP 5-11.1A. 

Aviation planners produce numerous subordinate
plans and documents, such as the airspace control
plan (ACP) and the ATO. Annex W incorporates
the aviation concept of operations (see MCWP 5-1
for an example) and may include any or all of the
following appendixes (most of which include sev-
eral subordinate tabs):
l Appendix 1, Air Defense/Antiair Warfare.
l Appendix 2, Offensive Air Support.
l Appendix 3, Assault Support.
l Appendix 4, Reconnaissance and Surveillance

Plan.
l Appendix 5, Supplementary Air Operations.
l Appendix 6, Aircraft Armament.
l Appendix 7, Air Control.
l Appendix 8, Air Communications.

l Appendix 9, Air Movement Plan/Flight Ferry.
l Appendix 10, Aircraft Schedules.
l Appendix 11, Air Tasking.

This information may be included in Appendix 17
(Aviation Operations) to Annex C (Operations) of
the MAGTF operations order for smaller scale
operations such as MEUs or (SP) MAGTFs.

b. The Air Tasking Order 
The JFACC or the ACE commander generates the
ATO (MCRP 5-11.1A contains the ATO format).
The ATO is used to task and disseminate to com-
ponents, subordinate units, and command and
control agencies the targets and specific missions
of projected sorties, capabilities, and forces. It
normally provides both general instructions and
specific instructions, including call signs, targets,
and controlling agencies (see JP 3-56.1). The
ATO may include the airspace control order or
the airspace control order may be issued separate-
ly. It also includes special instructions that pro-
vide amplifying notes, important details, and
changes. The ATO, airspace control order, and
special instructions provide operational and tacti-
cal direction at appropriate levels of detail. The
level of detail should be very explicit when forces
operate from different bases or when multi-com-
ponent and/or composite missions are tasked. In
contrast, less detail is required when missions are
tasked to a single component or base. See JP 3-52,
Doctrine for Joint Airspace Control in a Combat
Zone, for further discussion.

Each ATO covers a 24-hour period. There are usu-
ally four ATOs at any given time. They include—
l The ATO undergoing assessment (yesterday’s

plan).
l The ATO in execution (today’s plan), which is

monitored by the current operations staff.
l The ATO in production (tomorrow’s plan).
l The ATO in planning (the following day’s

plan) by the future operations staff.

Because input to the joint ATO must be provided
3 to 4 days in advance, the ATO can represent
only a starting point for daily flight operations. It
is impractical to predict every need in advance.
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The MAGTF commander must have the flexibili-
ty to launch or to divert any aircraft as necessary
to complete the mission, even if this requires
short-notice deviations from the ATO.

In accordance with the character of maneuver
warfare, the ATO must be flexible enough to
change with the needs of the force as the situation
changes. It is not a rigid constraint on operational
flexibility. Because the ATO represents a great
deal of necessary coordination and deconfliction
of air assets and airspace, necessary deviations
from the ATO should be well justified and rele-
vant headquarters should be informed as quickly
and as fully as possible. The JFC directs how
changes are made to the ATO.

During Navy and Marine Corps operations afloat,
an ATO may not exist, rather a consolidated flight
schedule or ship’s air plan is used. All squadron
flight schedules are consolidated with the needs
of the MAGTF, ship, amphibious ready group
(ARG), or carrier battle group (CVBG) at an air
board. The air board works on current and future
plans for air support. The results are published as
the ship, ARG, or CVBG air plan. The air board
also provides the input for the joint ATO.

Most, if not all, missions involving squadron
flight schedules and air plans will appear on the

joint ATO. This includes all MAGTF fixed-wing,
rotary-wing, and UAV flights that operate within
the JTF’s airspace. This is necessary in order to
coordinate airspace and minimize risk of fratri-
cide. Those flights which may or may not be in-
cluded in the joint ATO are usually routine
helicopter functional check flights or ship-to-ship
or ship-to-shore logistic flights. These routine
fights have a negligent effect on airspace coordi-
nation and have been pre-approved and/or coordi-
nated to be conducted on a regular basis. 

Ships (particularly aircraft carriers) may also op-
erate outside of the JTF’s airspace. Missions that
do not enter JTF airspace will not appear on the
joint ATO. Nonetheless, every mission that is
submitted and approved for the joint ATO must
appear on squadron flight schedules and the
MAGTF, ship, ARG, or CVBG air plan.

5005. The Air Tasking Cycle 

The air tasking cycle (see fig. 5-6) is the key tool
used by aviation planners to plan air operations
that support the MAGTF’s mission and produce
the MAGTF ATO or air plan. The six-phase
MAGTF air tasking cycle is compatible with the
six-phase joint air tasking cycle. The six phases of

Figure 5-6. MAGTF Six-Phase Air Tasking Cycle.
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the air tasking cycle are command aviation guid-
ance, target/air support mission development, al-
location and allotment, tasking, force execution,
and combat assessment. JP 3-56.1 addresses the
joint air tasking cycle. JP 3-09 and MCWP 3-42.1
address the targeting cycle.

a. Command Aviation Guidance 
The MAGTF air tasking cycle begins when the
commander assigns a mission to the ACE com-
mander. The MAGTF commander provides guid-
ance through mission orders, clearly conveying
the mission intent and designating the MAGTF
main effort. In preparing this guidance, the
MAGTF commander will normally consult with
subordinate commanders to assess the results of
the warfighting effort to date and to discuss future
OPLANs. This provides subordinate commanders
with an opportunity to introduce recommenda-
tions, describe their ability to support other ele-
ments, and list support requirements. 

The commander’s guidance and objectives identi-
fy targeting priorities, procedures, joint fire sup-
port coordinating measures, rules of engagement,
and a definition of direct support sorties. The de-
velopment of the concept of fires and targeting
guidance is the responsibility of the MAGTF
force fires coordinator and is based on the com-
mander's intent and input from the major subordi-
nate element commanders.

The MAGTF commander’s uses the recommen-
dations of the ACE commander and staff and the
MAGTF force fires coordinator to make appor-
tionment decisions. These decisions identify the
total level of effort that should be dedicated to
aviation tasks in order to accomplish the as-
signed mission. As the battle progresses, the
MAGTF commander revises apportionment deci-
sions to meet the requirements of the current sit-
uation. Apportionment is usually expressed as a
percentage of the total aviation effort and helps
to ensure the efficient use of limited aviation re-
sources. If the MAGTF is part of a joint force,
the MAGTF mission statement may include the
JFC’s apportionment guidance for Marine avia-
tion if Marine sorties are to be provided to the
joint force. The following is an example of the

MAGTF commander’s apportionment for an am-
phibious assault operation:

Pre-Assault Operations
l DAS, AAW, or SEAD sorties = 70% (a

portion of these will go to the joint effort).
l CAS sorties = 0%.
l Assault support sorties = 10%.
l EW sorties = 10%.
l Command and control = 5%.
l Excess sorties (any type) = 5% (will go to

the joint effort).
During the Initial Assault
l DAS, AAW, or SEAD sorties = 10% (a

portion of these will go to the joint effort).
l CAS sorties = 30%.
l Assault support sorties = 45%.
l EW sorties = 5%.
l Command and control = 10%.
l Excess sorties (any type) = 0% (there may

be no excess sorties available).

Note:  Excess sorties are those sorties available
for tasking, but are not needed by the MAGTF.
Sorties provided for air defense, long-range inter-
diction, and long-range reconnaissance are not
excess sorties and will be provided up front to the
JFC as required. These sorties provide a distinct
contribution to the overall joint force effort. The
JFC must exercise integrated control of air de-
fense, long-range reconnaissance, and interdic-
tion aspects of the joint operation or theater
campaign. Excess sorties are in addition to these
sorties (see JP 3-56.1 for more details). 

b. Target/Air Support Mission 
Development 

The specific objectives described by the com-
mander are used to focus specific target and air
support mission development. All potential tar-
gets and air support requests are processed
through the appropriate staff sections, which will
identify, prioritize, and select specific targets/air
support missions that meet the commander’s ob-
jectives and guidance and support the concept of
operations. 
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Overall target planning is the responsibility of the
MAGTF force fires coordinator. The ACE com-
mander and staff assist in this effort and provide
essential guidance in the evaluation and selection
of aviation targets. Targets are selected from joint
target lists (if any), requests from all elements of
the MAGTF, intelligence recommendations, EW
inputs, and current intelligence assessments.

Air support mission development (including those
missions involving the attack of targets) is also an
essential component of this phase of the ATO
development cycle. Air support mission requests
are generated, evaluated, and prioritized in the
same manner as targets. Since all of these mis-
sions require the allocation of ACE assets and
those assets are usually finite, the ACE command-
er and staff play a central role in their evaluation.
The MAGTF commander will ultimately approve
the prioritization of both the target list and the air
support mission list. 

In accordance with the commander’s objectives
and component targeting/air support mission re-
quirements, the ACE staff develops air OPLANs
to employ all available and appropriate capabili-
ties and forces. The end product of this phase of
the ATO cycle is a MAGTF prioritized list of tar-
gets and air support missions.

c. Allocation and Allotment 

After receiving the commander’s apportionment
directive and understanding the targeting/air sup-
port mission requirements, the ACE commander
allocates the planned effort. Allocation (air) is the
translation of the air apportionment decision into
the total numbers of sorties (by aircraft type)
available for each operation or task. Allocation
(air) includes the submission of all air support re-
quests (OAS, DAS, AAW, assault support, and
command and control) to the MAGTF FSCC and/
or air center. When all air support requests have
been received, the ACE commander presents the
allocation request to the MAGTF commander.
Once the allocation request has been approved,
the allocated sorties are distributed, or allotted, to
support the MAGTF and its elements. Allotment
decisions allow MAGTF elements to plan and co-
ordinate the integration of sorties into their fire

and maneuver efforts. The GCE and CSSE com-
manders determine the appropriate distribution of
these sorties.

d. Tasking 

Tasking is the process of translating allocation
and allotment decisions into an ATO or air plan
and then passing the tasks to the units involved.
The MAGTF ATO or air plan assigns missions
and mission support responsibilities to specific
squadrons.

If a Marine headquarters is designated as the
ACA and/or JFACC, ATO interoperability with
other Services depends to some degree on the
Contingency Theater Automated Planning System
(CTAPS). CTAPS is a hardware and software
system composed of a variable number of work-
stations on a LAN that are linked with geographi-
cally remote terminals. The focus of CTAPS is
the ATO that tasks operational units to fly speci-
fied combat and combat support missions and to
maintain aircraft and aircrews at specified alert
states. CTAPS functions are currently scheduled
to be replaced by modules of the U.S. Air Force’s
Theater Battle Management Core Systems (TB-
MCS) program. TBMCS is an umbrella program
that assimilates the ATO’s production, dissemina-
tion and execution that currently resident in
CTAPS. Additionally, TBMCS contains software
modules that automate the DASC and theater mis-
sile defense planning functions. TBMCS is in-
tended to resolve those problems of compatibility
and interoperability associated with CTAPS. TB-
MCS links the organizational levels of command
with automated tools as they relate to air opera-
tions, creating the functional capabilities for plan-
ning, intelligence, and operational execution.
Ultimately, TBMCS will receive, display, and in-
tegrate a common space, air, ground, and mari-
time situation for all forces.

e. Force Execution 

Aircraft squadrons assign individual aircrews and
aircraft to specific mission numbers and issue
squadron flight schedules once they receive the
ATO or air plan. Actual mission planning and co-
ordination with the MAGTF command element,
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ACE, GCE, and CSSE staffs are performed by the
designated mission commander. Task-organized
flights of aircraft then execute the assigned mis-
sions. During execution, the ACE commander ex-
ercises command and control of aviation forces
through the MACCS, including the dynamic re-
tasking of assets to meet the changing situation. 

f. Combat Assessment 
Effective campaign planning and execution re-
quire a continuing evaluation of the impact of
combat operations on the overall campaign. Com-
bat assessment is focused at the MAGTF level;
however, it is done (in varying degrees) at all lev-
els. Normally, the ACE G-3/S-3, assisted by the
G-2/S-2, is responsible for coordinating combat
assessment of ACE missions. The G-3/S-3’s as-
sessment is forwarded to the MAGTF staff for
further evaluation.

Combat assessment evaluates a combat opera-
tion’s effectiveness in achieving command objec-
tives. The ACE staff continually evaluates the
results of air operations and provides these evalu-
ations to the MAGTF commander for consolida-

tion and overall evaluation of current operations.
Combat assessment assesses the effects, relative
to friendly objectives and strategy, of both specif-
ic air support missions and air operations in gen-
eral against the specific targets attacked, whole
target systems, and remaining enemy warfighting
capabilities. It should include BDA, munitions ef-
fects assessment, and reattack recommendations.
It must take into consideration the capabilities,
forces, munitions, and attack timing employed.

Assessors should weigh future enemy COAs and
remaining enemy combat capabilities against es-
tablished targeting/air support mission priorities
to determine future objectives and reattack recom-
mendations. The ACE staff assessment is for-
warded to the force commander to determine
overall mission success and to recommend chang-
es regarding COAs. Combat assessment marks
the end of the air tasking cycle, but it also pro-
vides the inputs for the next air tasking cycle and
subsequent command guidance, target/air support
mission development, allocation and allotment,
tasking, force execution, and combat assessment.


