
 CHAPTER 5. PLANNING

Planning is the art and science of envisioning a
desired future and laying out effective ways of
bringing it about. (MCDP 5, Planning) It is a process
that  requires a  number of  ongoing,  i terat ive,
interdependent activities. The ongoing planning
process requires plans to build on itself.

The MAGTF conducts planning to orient itself on
future objectives. Planning forces MAGTF personnel
to project their thoughts forward in time, focus on the
enemy, anticipate actions and reactions, and assess
risk. Proper planning can help seize the initiative,
assist in time-sensitive decisionmaking, simplify
complex situations, and generate tempo.

The commander’s intent and planning guidance are es-
sential to the creation of plans. His personal, active in-
volvement in each step of the planning process ensures
clear understanding of his vision and desired end state
while ensuring the plan built supports the MAGTF’s
single battle concept. AAW planning supports—

l Deep operations to shape the battlespace and
achieve battlespace dominance.

l Close operations to engage in decisive combat.
l Rear operations to provide force sustainment.

Effective conduct of antiair warfare operations
requires integrated planning at all levels and with each
MAGTF element. The MAGTF commander relies on
the expertise and advice of element commanders and
their staffs to help determine the MAGTF’s AAW
concept  of  operat ion.  ACE,  GCE,  and CSSE
commanders; their staffs; and their subordinate
elements must understand the MAGTF commander’s
guidance and intent. To achieve unity of effort, the
MAGTF commander must clearly outline AAW
planning responsibilities. However, all commanders
are responsible for the planning and execution of
passive air defense measures. See MCDP 5 and
MCWP 5-1, Marine Corps Planning Process.

DELIBERATE PLANNING

AAW operations must be carefully and deliberately
planned to achieve the desired degree of air superiority

and force protection required by the MAGTF. The
three planning frameworks in figure 5-1 are used to
conduct timely and thorough deliberate planning. 

Concurrent Planning

Concurrent planning is planning accomplished
simultaneously by two or more echelons of the same
command or by corresponding echelons of different
commands. Subordinate commanders can start
concurrent planning based on information announced
before written planning documents are issued.
Planning memorandums, warning orders, and outline
plans are other ways to disseminate fragmentary
planning information. This dissemination allows
subordinate commanders to start concurrent planning. 

Concurrent planning can avoid the long, detailed plan-
ning process that can occur if essential information is
stalled in lower command echelons. To control con-
current planning, subordinate commanders must have
a clear understanding of the commander’s intent (at
least two echelons above the subordinate commander).

Parallel Planning

Parallel planning results from close and continuous
coordination between corresponding units. AAW’s
coordination requirements, interrelationship of
assigned tasks, and complex support requirements
make parallel planning essential.  Basic AAW
decisions are determined based on a common
understanding of objectives and procedures obtained
from the free exchange of information among units.
Mission-type orders, clear commander’s intent, and
continuous liaison provide an atmosphere conducive
to parallel planning.

Figure 5-1. Deliberate Planning.
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Detailed Planning

Detailed planning is required at all levels, although its
extent is situation-dependent It should promote
flexibility. Planners should foresee likely possibilities
and develop plans that respond to changing conditions.    

PLANNING FACTORS

The MAGTF commander should consider many
factors when developing planning guidance. These
factors reflect METT-T and the commander’s intent
based on the MAGTF’s concept of AAW operations,
and provide a framework. Factors that should be
addressed are—

l The quantity and capability of enemy offensive and
defensive air weapons, including theater missiles
(both ballistic missiles and cruise missiles) and
electronic warfare assets, the latter with particular
regard to electronic attack and electronic protection
capabilities.

l The terrain within the AOA.
l The anticipated duration of operations.
l The ATF’s AAW plan for ship-based radar surveil-

lance and weapons projections ashore.
l The air defense sectors, subsectors, and procedures

establ ished by the ATF commander ,  naval
expeditionary force (NEF) commander or the joint
f o r c e  c o m m a n d e r  b a s e d  o n  a i r  d e f e n s e
responsibilities.

l Integrating MAGTF AAW assets with naval, joint
or coalition forces.

l The characteristics of, definition of, and procedures
for the destruction, vital, and surveillance areas.

l Availability, capability, and integration of MAGTF
AAW assets.

l The plans to land MAGTF antiair warfare units in
relation to their proposed locations.

l The time and conditions for phasing control ashore.
l Centralized command and decentralized control. -

In tegra t ing AAW warfare  opera t ions  wi th
supporting arms fires.

l Weapons employment and ROE.
l Aerial refuelers.
l The means and procedures to warn all ATF and LF

(or MAGTF) units of the impending air attack.
l The land-based air defense system’s ability to

support forces afloat.

l The requirements for air, naval, and artillery fire
control for SEAD.

l All-weather operations.
l Airspace control.

PLANNING RESPONSIBILITIES

The Marine Corps planning process is driven by top-
down guidance, the single battle concept, and
integrated planning. Applying these tenets to the six
warfighting functions, the commander and his staff
strive to achieve unity of effort and effective
integration of combat power.

Higher Headquarters

Initially, AAW planning, including coordinating all air
defense weapon systems and electronic attack, is the
responsibility of higher headquarters. Depending on
the type of operation and command relationships,
higher headquarters can be the joint  force or
appropriate naval commander. 

Higher headquarters concentrates on the general con-
ditions required for AAW planning. General condi-
tions are based on the level of command and vary
accordingly; e.g., if the joint force commander’s main
focus is on the campaign, subordinate commanders fo-
cus principally on the conduct of operations that sup-
port the campaign. In battles and engagements,
commanders plan AAW operations against enemy ca-
pabilities that will shape the battlespace, achieve bat-
tlespace dominance, and influence future operations.
Responsibilities may include—

l Establishing and disseminating appropriate ROE.
l Coordinating plans for early warning and air

surveillance.
l Determining AAW priorities.
l Establishing appropriate AAW sectors.
l Establishing AAW restricted areas.

The MAGTF Commander

The MAGTF commander directs MAGTF operations
in support of the joint force commander’s campaign.
The MAGTF commander directs the planning of
AAW operations to shape the battlespace and achieve
battlespace dominance. He tasks his staff to plan
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AAW operations to support MAGTF operations. He
tasks subordinate commanders to conduct AAW
planning in support of deep, close, and rear operations.
Both the MAGTF staff and subordinate commanders
and their staffs conduct AAW planning based on the
MAGTF commander’s mission, commander’s intent,
main effort, air defense priorities, and other guidance.
MAGTF AAW operational planning isolates, shapes,
and prepares the battlespace for future operations and
provides for the force protection and air superiority
required to conduct deep, close, and rear operations.
Responsibilities include—

l Coordinating MAGTF intelligence planning.
l Translating information requirements into collec-

tion tasks for agencies both within and external to
the MAGTF.

l Providing initial and periodic assessments of enemy
air defense capabilities.

l Identifying MAGTF or LF requirements and capa-
bilities needed to conduct AAW.

l Informing higher headquarters; i.e., the joint force
commander, NEF commander, and CATF of
MAGTF AAW requirements and capabilities.

l Establishing AAW priorities among the ACE, GCE,
and CSSE including identifying vital, destruction,
and surveillance areas.

l Issuing offensive AAW and air defense objectives
in the initial MAGTF planning guidance.

l Ensuring AAW is available and allocated
sufficiently in quantity and type to establish an
effective, land-based, AAW system ashore.

l Acting on requests for organic and nonorganic
support that include—

n  Organic electronic warfare support.
n  Signals, human, and imagery intelligence sup-

port from national- and theater-level intelligence
collection assets.

n  Supporting arms support.
n  Organic communications support that connects

national- and theater-level intelligence collection
assets and the MAGTF.

n  Intelligence.
n  Employment and integration of other Service,

theater, and/or national assets to support or aug-
ment early warning, surveillance, and control of
AAW operations.

l Addressing early movement of AAW units ashore
during the assault in the landing plan.

l Establishing land-based early warning and target
acquisition means ashore.

l Establishing the necessary AAW control agencies
ashore.

The Aviation Combat Element 
Commander

The ACE commander conducts AAW operations in
support of the MAGTF. The ACE commander directs
his staff and subordinate commanders and their staffs
to plan AAW to support the MAGTF’s deep, close,
and rear operations. Appendices B and C are detailed
checklists to ensure every significant planning
consideration is covered. AAW planning is based on
the  MAGTF’s  miss ion,  commander’s  in tent ,
designation of the main effort, air defense priorities,
and other guidance. The MAGTF commander may
designate the ACE as the main effort to conduct AAW
operations (especially during the initial stages of a
conflict) or to conduct other shaping efforts where
AAW efforts could play a large role.

The Ground Combat Element Commander

The GCE commander uses combined arms to conduct
ground operations that support the MAGTF com-
mander’s plan. GCE operations include deep, close,
and rear operations. AAW provides force protection
and air superiority for the GCE to conduct ground op-
erations. The GCE commander and his staff must pro-
vide input during the planning of AAW operations. 

The MAGTF’s size and the level of threat imposed by
enemy air and air defense assets determine the GCE
commander’s involvement. The GCE commander’s
needs can encompass air defense and OAAW areas of
concern. Responsibilities include—

l Developing intelligence requirements for AAW
operations and submitting them to the MAGTF G-2.

l Recommending to the MAGTF commander and
coordinating with the ACE commander on—

n  Developing OAAW and air defense objectives.
n  Developing OAAW target priorities and proce-

dures.
n  Developing air defense priorities with respect to

the GCE.
n  Identifying vital, destruction, and surveillance

areas.
n  Developing the preliminary AAW plan.
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n  Determining the GCE’s AAW requirements dur-
ing planning and execution.

n  Developing procedures to monitor AAW opera-
tions.

n  Developing procedures to process and dissemi-
nate air defense targets of opportunity and air as-
sets information.

l Helping the ACE commander develop procedures
to rapidly attack/engage enemy air and air defense
targets of opportunity discovered by the GCE.

l Providing periodic evaluation of the impact of
enemy air and air defense capabilities on GCE
objectives.

The Combat Service Support
Element Commander

The CSSE commander conducts operations that pro-
vide essential logistics functions, activities, and tasks
that support and permit force sustainment of the
MAGTF. Force sustainment supports deep, close, and
rear operations. AAW operations provide force protec-
tion and air superiority for the CSSE to conduct logis-
tics operations. The CSSE commander and his staff
must provide input to AAW planning. The MAGTF’s
size and the level of threat imposed by enemy air de-
fense and OAAW assets determine the CSSE com-
mander’s involvement. Responsibilities include—

l Developing intelligence requirements for antiair
warfare operations and submitting them to the
MAGTF G-2.

l Recommending to the MAGTF commander and
coordinating with the ACE commander on—

n  Developing OAW and air defense objectives.
n  Developing offensive antiair warfare target pri-

orities and procedures.
n  Developing of air defense priorities with respect

to the CSSE.
n  Identifying vital, destruction, and surveillance

areas.
n  Developing the preliminary antiair warfare plan

(includes air defense and OAAW).
n  Determining the CSSE’s antiair warfare require-

ments during planning and execution.
n  Developing procedures to monitor AAW opera-

tions.
n  Developing procedures to process and dissemi-

nate air defense targets of opportunity and air as-
sets information.

l Helping the ACE commander develop procedures
to rapidly attack/engage enemy air and air defense
targets of opportunity discovered by the CSSE.

l Providing periodic evaluation of the impact of
enemy air and air defense capabilities on CSSE
objectives.

THE ACE BATTLESTAFF

The TACC is where the ACE commander and staff
plan and execute AAW operat ions.  The ACE
battlestaff consists of three mutually supporting cross-
function operational work sections supported by a
centralized intelligence center called air combat
intelligence (ACI). 

The ACE G-3 is the direct representative of the ACE
commander in the TACC. He is responsible for the
overall functioning of future plans, future operations,
and current operations. The ACE G-2 has staff
cognizance over all ACE intelligence activities,
including ACI and the intelligence watch sections in
future and current operations. 

Future Plans

Future plans is responsible to the ACE G-3 for
aviation planning in support of the next MAGTF
mission change. Future plans—

l Maintains liaison with MAGTF future plans.
l Conducts deliberate planning for MAGTF opera-

tion plans and follow-on missions associated with
the current operation.

l Develops aviation courses of action for each
follow-on MAGTF mission under development.

l Develops aviation estimates of supportability for
e a c h  f o l l o w - o n  M A G T F  m i s s i o n  u n d e r
development.

l Develops and refines operation plans and orders
associated with each follow-on MAGTF mission.

l Provides detailed deployment, employment, mobili-
zation, and sustainment plans for follow-on
MAGTF missions.

l Prepares course of action brief and/or supportability
decision briefs.

l Helps future operations after the ACE support plan
transitions to the operational planning team for
operation order/frag order detailed preparation.



Antiair Warfare ____________________________________________________________________________________________ 5-5

Future Operations

Future operations plans for those activities directed
against an enemy when detailed planning must be
accomplished and aviation resources allocated. Future
operations builds the next air tasking order (ATO)
using preplanned requests  and planning and
coordination information from the ACE headquarters
staff, MAGTF headquarters, and the joint force
commander’s staff. Future operations coordinates with
current operations to determine any requirements to
continue or extend the efforts of the current battle.
Future operations—

l Maintains liaison with MAGTF future operations,
force fires, and the joint air operations center
combat plans division.

l Plans and produces the next ATO using approved
planning guidance.

l Develops ACE operation orders/frag orders based
on support plans prepared by future plans.

l Administers the ACE targeting board.
l Formulates current plans outside the ATO cycle but

within the current operation order/frag order.
l Plans and coordinates changes to the airspace

control order and air defense plan.
l Develops ACE’s air apportionment recommenda-

tion.
l Directs, coordinates, and supervises the develop-

ment and forwarding of the ACE commander’s crit-
ical information requirements.

l Provides the ACE operational planning team’s
nucleus.

l Coordinates with current operations and develop-
ment of ATO.

Current Operations

Current operations coordinates and executes those
activities directed against an enemy when planning
has been completed and resources committed. This
period is normally 24 hours. It includes all on-going
operations conducted by the ACE in support of the
MAGTF, such as current aviation operations in
support of deep, close, and rear operations. Current
operations personnel execute the current ATO. Its
crewmembers interface directly with subordinate
MACCS agencies such as the TAOC, DASC, and
MATCDs to ensure ACE capabilities are managed and
employed in accordance with the ACE commander’s
intent. Current operations crewmembers coordinate
with and receive information from TACC future

operations to assist in directing and controlling current
operations. Current operations—

l Maintains liaison with MAGTF current operations
and the joint  a i r  operat ions center  combat
operations division.

l Manages the execution of the ACE operations
order/frag order.

l Manages the execution of the current ATO.
l Assesses and adjusts current ACE operations based

on changes in MAGTF guidance or the status of
friendly and enemy force situation.

l Analyzes and interprets battlespace events as they
relate to MAGTF aviation operations.

Air Combat Intelligence

ACI provides timely, tailored, and fused intelligence
to future plans, future operations, and current
operations. It is the focus of all aviation intelligence
activities supporting the ACE. It produces and
disseminates aviation-specific all-source intelligence,
including assessments of enemy capabilities and
vulnerabilities, target analysis, battle damage
assessment, and the current status and priority of
assigned targets. 

ACI is responsible to the ACE G-2 for producing and
disseminating aviation-tailored all-source intelligence
required for decisionsmaking during the planning and
execution of MAGTF aviation operations. ACI
extends and complements, but does not duplicate, the
efforts of the MAGTF G-2 all-source fusion center.
See MCWP 3-25.4. Some specific ACI tasks are:

l Maintain liaison with the MAGTF G-2 operations
section, the joint air operations center intelligence
division,  and other designated intell igence
activities.

l Prepare ACE intelligence estimates and intelligence
summaries.

l Direct, coordinate, and supervise the development
and forwarding of ACE priority intelligence
requirements and other intelligence requirements.

l Prepare and implement the ACE organic intelli-
gence collection plan, including planning and coor-
d ina t ing  unmanned  ae r i a l  veh ic l e  (UAV)
operations.

l Direct, coordinate, and supervise the production
and dissemination of all-source intelligence to the
ACE commander, staff, and subordinate units.
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l Direct, coordinate, and determine ACE require-
ments for maps, charts, graphic aids, and imagery
products, and supervises distribution.

l Coordinate intelligence support for ACE survival,
evasion, resistance, and escape requirements, and
arrange for and coordinate dissemination of weather
data for the ACE.

THE AIR TASKING ORDER

The ATO is generated by the ACE commander in
MAGTF opera t ions  and  the  JFACC in  jo in t
operations. The ATO tasks and disseminates targets
and specific missions of projected sorties, capabilities,
and forces to components, subordinate units, and
command and control agencies. It normally provides
general and specific instructions; e.g., call signs,
targets, and controlling agencies. 

The ATO may include the airspace control order or
issued separately. It also includes special instructions
(SPINS). SPINS provide amplifying notes, important
details, and changes. The ATO, airspace control order,
and SPINS provide operational and tactical direction
at appropriate levels of detail. The level of detail
should be explicit when forces operate from different
bases and multi-component and/or composite missions
are tasked. Less detail is required when missions are
tasked to a single component or base. See JP 3-52.
Each ATO covers a 24-hour period. See figure 5-2.
There are usually four ATOs at any given time. They
include the ATO—

l Undergoing assessment (yesterday’s plan).
l In execution (today’s plan).
l In production (tomorrow’s plan).
l In planning (the following day’s plan).

Because input to the joint ATO must be provided 3 to
4 days in advance, the ATO can represent only a start-
ing point for daily flight operations. It is impractical to
predict every need in advance. The MAGTF com-
mander must have the flexibility to launch or divert
any aircraft to complete the mission, even if this re-
quires short-notice deviations from the ATO.

The air tasking cycle is the key aviation planning tool
regardless of the size or type of operation. It provides
planners with a process that most efficiently and effec-
tively supports MAGTF operations with available avia-
tion assets. This cycle produces the MAGTF ATO and/
or air plan. The six-phase joint ATO cycle is described
in JP 3-56.1, Command and Control for Joint Air Op-
erations. The MAGTF six-phase air tasking cycle is
discussed in MCWP 3-2, Aviation Operations. The re-
vised MAGTF six-phase air tasking cycle retains the
necessary steps of the previous four-phase cycle but is
more compatible with the joint ATO cycle. This pro-
gression is essential for Marine aviation to function in
the joint arena, particularly if the ACE commander is
dual-hatted as the JFACC. The six phases of the
MAGTF ATO cycle are command aviation guidance,
target development, allocation and allotment, tasking,
force execution, and combat assessment.

Figure 5-2. MAGTF Six-Phase Air Tasking Cycle.


