
CHAPTER 4. PLANNING

Planning encompasses two basic functions—envisioning a desired future and ar-
ranging a configuration of potential actions in time and space that will allow us to
realize that future. Planning is thus a way of figuring out how to move from the
current state to a more desirable future state—even if it does not allow us to con-
trol the transition precisely. (Extracted from MCDP 5, Planning)

The MAGTF is task-organized to exploit the combat
power inherent in closely integrated air and ground
forces. Due to its expeditionary nature, the Marine
Corps has been structured so that a large percentage of
its fire support is provided by organic aviation assets.
Considering this fact, it is imperative that every effort
is made to ensure these assets are utilized effectively.
In varied threat conditions and/or “target rich” envi-
ronments, tactical air assets will rarely be sufficient to
meet every demand. The MAGTF and ACE staffs
must understand the requirements for effective OAS
and tailor their plans to meet these requirements.

The MAGTF commander’s intent and guidance are
essential in the creation of OAS plans. Each step of the
planning process ensures clear understanding of his
vision and desired end state, while ensuring the plan is
built to support the MAGTF’s single battle.

Within the MAGTF, OAS planning supports deep,
close, and rear operations to shape the battlespace. The
key to  p lanning OAS is  through appropr ia te
representat ion of  warf ight ing funct ions;  C2,
maneuver, fires, intelligence, logistics, and force
protection. Planners consider and integrate the
warfighting functions when analyzing how to
accomplish the mission. When all the warfighting
functions are harmonized the maximum impact is
obtained to accomplish the desired objective within
the shortest time possible and to maximize the
efficient use of limited OAS assets. See MCWP 5-1,
Marine Corps Planning Process, for more detailed
discussion on the warfighting functions.

To gain and maintain tempo, commanders and their
staffs must be involved in all modes and levels of
planning by ensuring a constant flow of information
vertically within the chain of command and laterally
among staff sections. At the small-unit level, this
information exchange can be simple and direct—
commander to commander or operations officer to

operations officer. In larger-sized units, such as the
component or Marine expeditionary force (MEF), a
more formal arrangement that uses liaison officers and
a distinct planning organization is necessary due to the
scope and detail involved. The requirement to align
with higher headquarters planning organizations and
to properly address the entire planning continuum will
also be a factor in determining the size and complexity
of the planning organization.

Planning is an event-dominated process. Therefore,
planning organizations should be designed to enhance
planning for significant events such as changes in
OAS missions. Conversely, time-driven processes are
necessary, yet subordinate, aspects of planning.
Planners must address both time- and event-driven
processes while maintaining the proper perspective
between the two. For example, the ATO is critical to
the planning and execution of OAS operations, and it
is produced in a cycle that requires timely input from
subordinates. Nevertheless, the ATO is produced in
support of the plan—it is not the plan.

This chapter will focus on the MCPP for OAS
operations. The targeting cycle and the air tasking
cycle will also be addressed as to how they support
and are linked with the planning process for OAS in
MAGTF operations.

PLANNING ELEMENTS

The MCPP is scalable from the component level down
to the squadron level. Typically, resources, infor-
mation, and time available for planning are limited at
the lower levels; therefore, planning organizations
must form or adapt to meet these limitations.
Command and staff relationships are established and
function within a defined organizational structure.
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These relationships are key to providing the C2
necessary to effect OAS operational success.

Lower command levels, like squadrons and air groups,
adapt and consolidate certain MCPP planning
responsibilities and functions within their limited
structures. Normally at these command levels, most
MCPP procedures are performed by the commanders
and their primary staff officers and selected special
staff officers.

Only at higher levels of command (MEF or wing) are
specialized planning staff elements and organizations
formed. The MCPP at the component and MEF levels
is primarily conducted by three planning organiza-
tions: future plans, future operations, and current oper-
ations. Their efforts must be coordinated for the
smooth transition from the long-term planning to exe-
cution. To ensure integrated planning, these agencies
must have warfighting function representation from
within the command, as well as subordinate and adja-
cent commands. Manning limitations may require
placing some of this expertise in general support of the
planning effort as a whole.

Future Plans Section

The future plans section focuses beyond the immedi-
ate next battle or next phase that is being planned to
provide a link between higher headquarters and the fu-
ture operations section. The future plans sections plans
the command’s next mission. Upon receipt of a mis-
sion from higher headquarters, this section initiates the
planning process and develops an outline plan. De-
pending on the situation, it may focus on a phase of the
campaign, develop reconstitution requirements or plan
deployment. This section’s responsibility is to get the
mission correct with regard to the MAGTF’s/ACE’s
capabilities, command relationship requirements, and
battlespace geometry. The future plans section may al-
so develop sequels, support relationships for the next
phase, and develop plans to ensure that the force does
not reach a culminating point. It transitions to the fu-
ture operations section the outline plan that provides
the prominent features of a mission that precedes de-
tailed planning.

Future Operations Section

The future operations section is the focal point of the
planning process. It usually forms the nucleus of the
operational planning team (OPT) and coordinates with
both the future plans and current operations sections to
integrate planning of the next battle. The future
operations section fully integrates the other staff
sections’ plans officers,  warfighting function
representatives, and subordinate unit liaison officers
into the planning process. It takes the outline plan
from future plans section and uses it as the basis for
further planning. The future operations section focuses
on changes  to  MAGTF or  major  subordinate
command (MSC) missions, develops branch plans and
sequels, and recommends potential commander’s
critical information requirements (CCIR). This section
interacts with intelligence collection and the targeting
process to shape the next battle. The current operations
section may provide a representative to the future
operations section to guarantee that the transition
process is continuous.

Current Operations Section

During operations, the current operations section
receives the operation order (OPORD) at the transition
brief. The current operation section—

l Coordinates and executes the OPORD.

l Prepares and transmits OPORDs.

l Monitors operations of the force.

l Tracks CCIRs and immediately reports relevant in-
formation to the commander.

l Analyzes battlespace information.

Branch plans are normally passed to the current
operations section during the transition brief. When an
unforeseen enemy action begins to develop, the current
operations section will refine already existing branch
plans or develop a branch plan. To support the
commander, the current operations section may
develop new courses of action (COAs), allocate
resources, and prepare fragmentary orders (FRAGOs)
to modify the current OPORD. This section assesses
shaping act ions  and the  progress  toward the
commander’s decisive actions, monitors the status of
forces and materiel, monitors rear area operations,
coordinates terrain management, maintains essential
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maps and information, and provides the future
operations section with situational awareness.

Operational Planning Team

An operational planning team (OPT) may be formed
to focus the planning effort and gather relevant plan-
ning expertise. Normally, the OPT is built around a
core of planners from either the future plans section or
the future operations sections. See figure 4-1. The
OPT may also be augmented by warfighting function
representatives, liaison officers, and subject matter ex-
perts needed to support planning. See MCWP 5-1 for
more information on OPTs. The OPT serves as the
linchpin between future plans, future operations, and
current operations sections.

Not only does the MAGTF use integrated planning
within the staff, but it uses the OPT as a vehicle to
integrate planning among MSCs. See figure 4-2. The
MSC command elements and their respective OPTs
pass information to their common higher headquarters,
the MAGTF, while integrating and coordinating their
own efforts among themselves.

The subordinate command’s OPT liaison officers are
key contributors to the planning process and the future
operations plan. These liaison officers provide timely
and accurate movement of information between the
OPT and their commands. Normally, this officer’s
primary responsibility is to the planning effort.

MAGTF PLANNING

The MAGTF begins the planning process through
mission analysis. See figure 4-3. It reviews and
analyzes orders, guidance, and other information
provided by higher headquarters and produces a unit
mission statement. Intelligence preparation of the
battlespace (IPB) begins immediately and continues
throughout MAGTF planning. During mission
analysis it produces an initial cut on high-value targets
(HVTs). Intelligence and IPB products support the
staff in identifying or refining centers of gravity
(COGs) and to determine critical vulnerabilities.

During COAs development ,  planners use the
MAGTF commander’s mission statement (which
includes the higher headquarters commander’s tasking
and intent), commander’s intent, and commander’s
planning guidance to develop COA(s). This provides
further clarity and focus of the targeting effort to
achieve the commander’s purpose and the desired end
state.  During COA development the mutually
supporting concepts of maneuver and fire identify

Figure 4-1. Appropriate Representation.

Figure 4-2. Staff Planning Relationships. Figure 4-3. Marine Corps Planning Process.
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HVTs. In the COA development, the supporting
concept of shaping the battlespace is materialized. The
targeting effort refines those HVTs identified and
begins to develop specific high-payoff targets (HPTs).
HPTs are those targets that give planners the greatest
effect for the least expenditure of time and resources
and lead them to decisive action to achieve their
purpose. The MAGTF commander makes decisions on
OAS with recommendations for HPTs from the GCE,
ACE, and CSSE commanders. See MCWP 3-16A,
Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures for the Targeting
Process, for more information on target development.

COAs wargaming assists planners in identifying
f r i e n d l y  a n d  p o s s i b l e  e n e m y  s t r e n g t h s  a n d
weaknesses, associated risks, and asset shortfalls for
each COA. When we wargame COAs, planners
determine what specific conditions need to be set that
will lead them to defeat the enemy COGs. It is during
this stage of the planning that HPTs are finalized and
the fire support plan is modified.

In COA comparison and decision, the commander
evaluates all friendly COAs against established
criteria, then evaluates them against each other. The
commander then selects the COA that will best
accomplish the mission. After the commander selects
the COA, targeting objectives and priorities are
submitted to the targeting board to support the plan. If
the plan is joint or sequential to an ongoing operation,
the targeting board inputs may be required earlier to
meet deadlines of the ATO process. Based on the
selected COA, the MAGTF commander will apportion
aviation assets to achieve the effort required for OAS.
The MAGTF commander may request additional
aviation assets from the JFC to meet MAGTF
objectives through recommendations from the ACE
commander and MAGTF force fires coordinator. See
MCWP 3-2 ,  Avia t ion  Opera t ions ,  f o r  more
information on apportionment of MAGTF aviation
assets.

During orders development, the staff uses the
commander’s COA decision, mission statement, and
commander’s intent and guidance to develop orders
that direct unit actions. Orders serve as the principal
means by which the commander’s decision, intent, and
guidance are expressed. It directs actions and focuses
the ACE’s and other subordinate’s tasks and activities
toward accomplishing the mission.

Transition is an orderly handover of a plan or order as
it is passed to those tasked with execution of the
operation. It provides those who will execute the plan
or order with the situational awareness and rationale
for key decisions necessary to ensure there is a
coherent shift from planning to execution. During
execution, the plan is continuously updated and
modified as necessary to ensure the desired effects
meet MAGTF objectives.

AVIATION COMBAT ELEMENT PLANNING

The TACC is the operational command post from
which the ACE commander and staff plan, supervise,
coordinate, and execute OAS operations. The ACE
plans concurrently with the MAGTF and aircrew in
support of OAS operations. The constant flow of in-
formation flows vertically within the chain of com-
mand and horizontally within the ACE. An OPT may
also be formed at the ACE level to facilitate coordina-
tion between MAGTF and subordinate commands.
See MCWP 3-2 for more information on the TACC
and ACE staff organization for aviation planning.

The ACE supports the MAGTF commander’s concept
of operations and helps determine which attack
options are best suited for prosecuting OAS targets.
Aviation assets organic to the ACE provide the
MAGTF commander lethal and nonlethal fires to
limit, disrupt, delay, divert, destroy, and damage the
enemy for mission success.

Targets assigned to the ACE for OAS operations are
based on the MAGTF’s mutual supporting concepts of
maneuver and fires. From the ACE commander’s
interpretation of the MAGTF commander’s mission
and intent, the ACE staff will develop specified and
implied tasks to quantify the effects of OAS in support
of the MAGTF’s concept of fires. This section will
focus on OAS planning at the ACE level.

During mission analysis, the ACE staff analyzes the
MAGTF commander’s objectives and guidance as
follows:

l Objectives are the MAGTF commander’s opera-
tional goals to be achieved. They provide a means
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to determine priorities and they set the criteria for
measuring mission success.

l Guidance sets the limits or boundaries on objectives
and how they are  a t ta ined.  I t  provides  the
framework to achieve the objectives and establishes
force employment scope and restrictions. Rules of
engagement (ROE) are an example of guidance.

The ACE reviews and analyzes orders, guidance, and
other information provided by the MAGTF. The ACE
commander’s intent guides the ACE staff throughout
OAS planning and execution. Intelligence supports the
ACE from the beginning of planning phase through
the execution of OAS operations. IPB is a systemic,
continuous process of analyzing the threat and the
environment.  The IPB process helps the ACE
commander selectively apply and maximize his OAS
power at critical points in time and space. IPB of the
battlespace for OAS is focused on the following:

l Current enemy situation, previous enemy actions,
and enemy doctrine. 

l Locate HPTs in the battlespace. 
l Identify critical components of HPTs. 
l Are HPTs point or area targets? Specifically, do po-

tential HPTs have small critical components or are
the critical components spread over a large area?

l Aid the targeting cell, with the help of the G-2 and
JMEM/AS, in the determination of the probability
of damage (PD) required to meet MAGTF fires ef-
fects. Specific recommendations for suitable PD on
individual targets are provided in chapter 6 of the
JMEM/AS Weaponeering Guide and appendix D. 

The TACC’s future plans section prepares an initial
est imate of  aviat ion requirements  as  soon as
preliminary guidance and information about the
assigned mission or operation is available. It may
include only the number and type of OAS aircraft
required and is deduced from the ACE’s estimate of
the MAGTF’s general mission and enemy capabilities.
The initial estimate is presented to the MAGTF
commander during the MAGTF’s mission analysis.

During COAs development, the TACC’s future plans
section uses the ACE commander’s mission statement
(which includes the MAGTF commander’s tasking
and intent), commander’s intent, and commander’s
planning guidance as to how OAS can best be em-
ployed to influence and support developing COA(s).

This provides further clarity and focus of the planning
effort to achieve the commander’s purpose, and the
desired end state. HPTs identified for OAS by the
MAGTF are planned by the ACE staff to achieve the
desired PD for the least amount of time and resources
in achieving the MAGTF commander’s objectives.

The following considerations affect the ACE staff in
developing the level of effort required by the ACE to
support each COA:

l What are the types of aircraft and ordnance avail-
able to achieve the required PD on target?

l What are the requirements of subordinate unit mis-
sions and their need for support?

l Support requirements (e.g., SEAD, fighter escort,
aerial refueling).

l Does the level of effort for the PD required on
target directly relate to the MAGTF commander’s
objectives?

l Factors that may restrict the types of ordnance and
delivery options available; such as target location
error, distance to the target, weather, visibility, ter-
rain, and target area defenses.

l Target acquisition probabilities for selected weapon
systems. See JMEM/AS Target Acquisition Manual
for detailed information on target acquisition.

l Is the desired time of attack on target focused in
support of the MAGTF’s concept of operations?

l Are restrictions imposed by National leaders and
ROE to prevent an undesirable degree of escalation
due to theater conditions?

l Proximity of non-targets to avoid unwanted collat-
eral damage to friendly forces, infrastructure, civil-
ians or prisoners of war.

l Ability of the MACCS to monitor the battlespace to
provide OAS operations proper cueing and threat
warning, specifically ingress routes, target areas,
and egress routes. If the MACCS is unable to pro-
vide the surveillance required to support DAS oper-
ations, the ACE needs to coordinate through the
MAGTF commander to request joint or combined
early warning assets to provide the surveillance
coverage required.

When planning for the use of fixed-wing and rotary-
wing aircraft for continuous combat operations, it is
important that planners know the daily sustained and
surge sortie rates for each aircraft. Aircraft require
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maintenance cycles and a minimum amount of time to
load, arm, fuel, and service. A planner will determine
the turnaround time (time to load, arm, fuel, and ser-
vice) and the total number of sorties each type aircraft
can fly per day. See MCWP 5-11.1, MAGTF Aviation
Planning, for more information. 

The weapon system planning document is available
for each aircraft and provides the planned sustained
and surge combat rates for a particular aircraft. It is
used for planning logistic and maintenance require-
ments for specific aircraft. It may be used as a guide,
but planners should be familiar with actual aircraft ca-
pabilities and sustained requirements. The weapon
system planning document is classified and can be ob-
tained from Headquarters, United States Marine Corps
(APP) or NAVAIR, via the chain of command.

COAs wargaming assists ACE planners in identifying
f r i e n d l y  a n d  p o s s i b l e  e n e m y  s t r e n g t h s  a n d
weaknesses, associated risks, and asset shortfalls for
each COA. When HPTs tasked for OAS operations are
used in a war game, specific conditions are set leading
to the achievement of the MAGTF commander’s
desired effects from aviation fires. Wargaming may
reveal additional logistical and aviation support
requirements to support MAGTF deep operations for
selected COAs. It is during this stage in the planning
process that OAS force requirements are finalized and
the plan is modified for each COA. The aviation
estimate of supportability for OAS is provided to the
MAGTF commander prior to the MAGTF’s course of
action comparison and decision step. At a minimum,
the aviation estimate of supportability— 

l Provides the COAs that can best be supported by
the ACE. 

l Outlines advantages and disadvantages of possible
COAs.

l Identifies significant aviation limitations and/or prob-
lems of an operational or logistical nature.

l Highlights measures that can be taken to resolve
existing aviation problems including requesting
additional theater assets.

In COA comparison and decision, the ACE planning
staff evaluates all COAs against established criteria.
The COAs are then evaluated against each other. The
ACE commander selects the COA deemed most likely
to accomplish OAS missions in support of the

MAGTF commander’s concept of operations. The
ACE commander makes decisions and recom-
mendations with the MAGTF force fires coordinator,
GCE commander, and CSSE commander to the
MAGTF commander. The TACC’s future plans
section constructs a detailed estimate of aviation
support requirements. Requirements provided to the
MAGTF commander will include:

l Do the number of aviation assets meet the level of
effort required to achieve the MAGTF commander’s
objectives?

l Will surge or sustained OAS operations limit the
ACE’s ability to support other current or future
MAGTF and/or joint operations based on aircraft
availability, ordnance availability, and logistical
support requirements? 

l Is the level of risk acceptable?

The MAGTF commander uses the recommendations
of the ACE commander and staff and the MAGTF
force fires coordinator to make OAS targeting and
apportionment decisions. They may recommend to the
MAGTF commander that joint aviation assets or
weapon systems are required to support MAGTF deep
battle operations. From the selected COA, the
MAGTF’s apportionment of the aviation effort toward
OAS is translated by the ACE into allocation of sorties
for CAS and DAS missions. See MCWP 3-2, MCWP
3-25.4, and the ATO process, in this chapter, for more
information on the apportionment and allocation of
aviation assets.

During orders development, the TACC’s future opera-
tions section takes the commander’s COA decision,
intent, and guidance to develop orders that direct the
actions of the unit. Preparing aviation documents var-
ies with the nature and complexity of the operation
and can include air allocation requests or air support
requests. The ATO serves as the principal means by
which the ACE commander expresses his decision, in-
tent, and guidance for OAS missions. The ATO trans-
lates the allocation of OAS assets into an allotment of
sorties tasking specific squadrons assigned to OAS
missions and support requirements. Concurrent with
the ATO development, the ACE staff coordinates with
prospective squadrons that will be assigned OAS mis-
sions. This facilitates continuous information sharing,
maintains flexibility, and makes efficient use of time.
See MCWP 3-2, MCWP 3-25.4, and the ATO process,
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in this chapter, for more information regarding the
ACE commander’s allotment of sorties.

Transition is the orderly handover of a plan or order as
it is passed to those tasked with execution of the
operation. The ATO provides OAS mission executors
with the situational awareness and rationale for key
decisions necessary to ensure a coherent shift from
planning to execution. The TACC’s current operations
section supervises and coordinates the ATO execution.

TARGETING CYCLE

As discussed during the planning process, targeting
begins during the mission analysis as the commander
identifies the enemy COG during the battlespace area
evaluation. An intelligence estimate should have
produced an initial cut of HVTs, which can be a
starting point for enemy COG analysis. At the end of
mission analysis, the final determination of COGs and
associated CVs give a focused point of departure for
follow-on targeting effort.

In COA development, further clarity and focus to the
targeting effort by identifying specific OAS goals and
objectives are achieved. Wargaming determines what
specific conditions need to be set that will lead to the
defeat of enemy COGs. The targeting effort refines
those identified vulnerabilities and begins to develop
specific HPTs that have the greatest effect for the least
expenditure of time and resources and lead to the
achievement of purpose. 

Many of these targeting products will be passed to the
targeting board or joint targeting coordination board
(JTCB) if conducting joint operations. See figure 4-4
for targeting links to the MCPP. Targeting inputs may
be required earlier in the planning process to meet
input deadlines of the ATO process. The targeting
board has both an inward and outward focus. The
targeting board is the principal tool of the MAGTF to
ensure that the fires and targeting efforts of the
MAGTF and its major subordinate commands are
linked and mutually supporting a single battle.

The targeting cycle was developed as an aid to
decisionmaking. It provides for a logical progression
in the development of targeting solutions needed for
OAS operations. It proceeds from the definition of the
problem to an assessment of the solution. The cycle
allows the targeting officer to test multiple solution
paths and to refine both the understanding of the
problem and the proposed solutions. The cycle adapts
to circumstances. It can be used from global war
planning to micro-contingency operations. The cycle
is not tied to any particular weapons system, theater or
operations, level of conflict or automated operational
support systems.

There are two targeting cycle models that the different
Services use in their individual targeting process. The
first has a four-step process and is used by the United
States Army (USA) and United States Marine Corps
(USMC). See figure 4-5. The second process is six
steps and is widely used by the United States Air
Force (USAF) and United States Navy (USN), and is
also the cycle used at the joint level. Although the two

Figure 4-4. Targeting Links to MCPP. Figure 4-5. D3A and Joint Targeting Cycle.
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processes appear different they each cover the same
information. These cycles are absolutely central to tar-
geting as a discipline for the following two reasons:

l They provide a structure for the targeteer to use in
developing warfighting recommendations for the
commander.

l Nothing that is done in targeting makes any sense
unless it is done in a logical process.

FOUR-STEP PROCESS (USMC, USA)

Normally, targeting within the MAGTF command
element is performed by the FFCC targeting cell. In a
MAGTF, the focus is on deep operations with
necessary transition to close operations. The MAGTF
must integrate decide, detect, deliver, and assess
(D3A) with the air tasking cycle since the MAGTF
commander’s primary tool for OAS operations is
aviation. For additional information on the MAGTF
targeting cycle, see MCWP 3-42.1, Fire Support in
MAGTF Operations, and MCWP 3-16, TTP for Fire
Support Coordination.

Step 1. Decide

Decide is the most important step because it provides
the overall focus and prioritizes attack planning. It
helps the targeting team decide which targets must be
acquired and attacked, which attack option to use, and
who will engage the target at the prescribed time. It al-
so determines requirements for combat assessment.
This step covers the activities found in the joint
(six-step) cycle of: Objectives and Guidance, Target
Development, Weaponeering Assessment, and Force
Application. The decide step begins with the com-
mander’s mission analysis and considers IPB, the ene-
my situation, and potential enemy COAs. Friendly
COAs are established and wargamed. Once a COA is
determined, OPORDs are issued to subordinate units.
Objectives and guidance are determined by the unit
mission, commander’s intent and concept of opera-
tions, and commander’s initial planning guidance. The
Decide phase covers target development through the
generation of target value analysis (TVA). TVA en-
tails a detailed analysis of enemy doctrine, tactics,
equipment, organizations, and expected behavior for a
selected COA. TVA methodology provides a relative

ranking of HPTs through wargaming that achieves the
commander’s mission. After wargaming, a clearer pic-
ture is established of: which target acquisition assets
will be tasked, how information will be processed,
which means will be used to attack, and what require-
ments exist for combat assessment. To select an attack
means, targeting officers must perform a weaponeer-
ing assessment and consider force application ques-
tions. The targeting outputs from these efforts are:

l High-payoff target list (HPTL)—HPTs identified in
the order of priority whose loss to the enemy will
contribute to the success of the friendly COA. 

l Attack guidance matrix—which targets will be at-
tacked, how, when, and the desired effect. 

l Target selection standards—accuracy and other
specific criteria that must be met before targets can
be attacked.

l Requirements for BDA.

Step 2. Detect 

Detect is conducted during the execution of an
OPORD, target acquisition assets gather information.
From this information, targets are validated and
tracked. Not all information gathered is useful from a
targeting perspective; however, it does develop the
commander’s situational awareness of the battlefield.
Targets may be impossible to attack (out of range) or
undesirable to attack (in range but moving to a more
advantageous location for attack). Critical targets that
cannot or are not attacked must be tracked to ensure
they are not lost. Tracking targets may make assets
unavailable for acquiring other targets. As targets are
tracked, appropriate attack systems are tasked. These
duties lie roughly parallel to the joint cycle step of
execution planning/force execution.

Step 3. Deliver 

Deliver is the main function of attacking targets in
accordance with the commander’s attack guidance.
The tactical situation drives a technical solution,
including specific attack unit, ordnance, and time of
attack. This means a target scheduled to be hit at long
range may not be acquired until it is in close. The
long-range asset that was scheduled to hit this target
may not be flexible enough to bring weapons to bear
on it when it is in close. Therefore, another unit or
ordnance (technical solution) may be brought to bear.
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This step is equivalent to the joint cycle step of
execution planning/force execution. 

Step 4. Assess

Assess provides feedback on the question: “Has the
commander’s guidance been met?” If the command-
er’s guidance has not been met, then the detect and de-
liver functions of the targeting cycle must continue to
focus on the targets involved. Just as in the sixth step
of the joint cycle, combat assessment, the feedback
may also result in changes to decisions made during
the decide step.

SIX-STEP PROCESS (JOINT, USN, USAF)

The MAGTF also maintains an up and out focus by
interfacing with the JTCB to push MAGTF support
requirements up and ensure they are given due
consideration by higher headquarters. The targeting
board also is a check to ensure MAGTF targeting
efforts support JFC goals and objectives.    

An effective and efficient target development process
and air tasking cycle are essential for the JFACC/JFC
staff to plan and execute joint air operations. This joint
targeting process should integrate capabilities and
efforts of national, unified, joint force, and component
commands, which possess varying capabilities and
different requirements. The process is also the same in
war and MOOTW. See JP 3-56.1.

Step 1. Objectives and Guidance

Objectives and guidance provide the purpose for the
rest of the targeting process. Objectives drive the
targeting and determine the target  priori t ies .
Objectives and guidance should be both quantifiable
and unambiguous in order to be effective. Damage
criteria are resolved and collection requirements set.
Restrictions, such as no-fire areas (NFAs), are
established. Objectives and guidance begin at the
national level as broad concepts and should end as
short-term, well-defined mission objectives at the
appropriate command level. 

Objectives
Objectives are goals that give targeting officers a
means to determine targeting priorities and provide the
criteria for measuring mission success. Objectives
come from our national security objectives, national
military objectives, and command objectives. Objec-
tives should be observable, measurable, and achiev-
able ultimately leading to a “desired end state.”

Guidance
Guidance consists of the ground rules or policies that
govern how objectives are pursued. It provides the
framework to achieve objectives and establishes the
force employment scope and restrictions. Guidance
comes from national guidance, principles of war, law
of armed conflict, ROE, and command guidance.

Step 2. Target Development 

Target development is the systematic evaluation of
potential target systems. It is the process by which we
determine which targets are most likely to satisfy the
objectives and the specific nature, extent, and duration
of damage we need to inflict on those targets. The
goals of target development are as follows: 

l To compile a prioritized list of installations, forces,
etc. that if attacked will have the greatest likelihood
of accomplishing the commander’s objectives.

l To determine the necessary level of damage and the
precise locations for the damage on each target
which will affect that target to the degree necessary
to contribute to accomplishing the commander’s
objectives. 

Once the commander’s objectives are known, the tar-
geting officer determines what enemy activity must be
defeated to achieve economic, political, and military
objectives. Target development evaluates which ele-
ments should or could be attacked. It focuses on HPTs
that support the objectives. 

HPTs are those that are relevant to objectives and
guidance and suitable for disruption, degradation, neu-
tralization, exploitation or destruction. Critical nodes
(points where system components or elements are
linked—dependent on one another) within HPT sys-
tems must be identified. This requires detailed infor-
mation and is no small task. Once critical nodes are
identified, target validation must be performed.
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A valid target is one that complies with objectives and
guidance, contributes to the enemy capability to wage
war, is operationally significant, permissible under
law of armed conflict (LOAC), and complies with
ROE. Restricted and protected targets must be
separated from those approved for attack. The output
of the target development phase is a prioritized list of
potential targets.

This prioritized list must be unconstrained as to weap-
ons or resources required to affect it. Even if a valid
target is impervious to any weapon, it is still a valuable
target. New weapons that hold the target at risk or the
ROE for employing a previously restricted weapon
may change. Once target development is completed,
the next step is choosing the best weapon that achieves
the objective, to the target.

Step 3. Weaponeering Assessment 

Weaponeering assessment quantifies the expected re-
sults of nonlethal and lethal effects. The number one
concern is to select the weapon that promises to inflict
the kind and extent of damage required by the objec-
tives, understanding the target system, and the effect
on the enemy. Weaponeering solutions give an esti-
mate of the expected performance of a nominal weap-
on in an infinite number of identical trials. 

The estimate for nonlethal weapons (electronic attack)
is usually more qualitative (ability to harass, deceive,
jam, suppress, disrupt, and deny access) than quantita-
tive. For lethal effects, a specific objective stating the
desired level of damage is necessary (destroying the
function occurring in a building versus destroying the
building structurally). To achieve a specific level of
damage, one must consider target vulnerability, weap-
ons effects, delivery errors, weapon reliability, weap-
ons system capabilities, and weapon quantities.
Alternate weapons, weapons systems, and delivery
tactics must be investigated. Weaponeering is not a
means to validate or justify target development. 

Collateral damage, the damage to objects that are not a
primary target, must be calculated. Collateral damage
may be positive (more than one target/target element
affected) or negative (unintentional damage to other
assets). Weaponeering calculations may reveal the
need to seek changes to guidance regarding the desired

level of damage, employment tactics or restrictions on
weapons employment. 

Time constraints may not allow for weaponeering of
all targets. Therefore, calculations must proceed in a
prioritized manner. The end result of the weaponeer-
ing step is a list of targets based on vulnerability.

Step 4. Force Application 

Force application involves matching the responsive
targets, which satisfy the objectives, to a delivery
method and munitions. The intent is not to reach solu-
tions that favor a weapon, but to select the most appro-
priate tool to perform the work. If a decision is made
to employ a specific weapon as part of the objective
formulation process, then all of the steps of the target-
ing cycle that follow are corrupted because solutions
will be derived to accommodate the weapon and not
the objective. 

At the operational level, force application estimates
are extensively used in developing long range plans,
outlining time to complete particular phases of an op-
eration, depicting how targets may be attacked, and
providing a way to integrate and use various weapons.
The expected damage desired to meet the objective is
based on command guidance and target susceptibility.
Force application planning concentrates on optimizing
force sizing and support requirements. The reality of
scarce resources dictates that the required force (strike
package) must be balanced against logistical capabili-
ties and operational realities. Therefore, the prioritized
target list may not be implemented exactly in order. 

Targeting officers must understand weather, threats,
logistics, and friendly tactics and employment proce-
dures to select the optimum weapon/weapons system.
Attrition and penetration analysis must be weighed.
These analyses will point out tradeoffs to the com-
mander. In situations where time and resources are in-
sufficient, decisions and recommendations may be
made with incomplete information.

Standard conventional loads (SCLs) are optimized for
use against targets sets that will be targeted repeatedly
during OAS operations. In most theaters, ATOs will
have  prede te rmined  SCLs  deve loped  by  the
weaponeers on MAGTF, joint or multinational staffs.
These SCLs reduce planning time and ease reactive
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weaponeering during the force execution phase of CAS
and DAS missions. The force application phase results
in the recommendation of which type of OAS aircraft
and type of munitions to be utilized.

Step 5. Execution Planning/Force 
Execution

This step involves the preparation of inputs to the
ATO/OPORD/operation plan (OPLAN) and immedi-
ate target tasking. It provides all information subordi-
nate units require, such as aim point coordinates,
weapon load/SCL, fuzing, attack timing (for decon-
fliction), and combat assessment tasking. Tasking may
direct actual routing, axis of attack, and weapons re-
lease settings. Units expect and require target materi-
als (maps, charts, imagery) and must be informed of
specific requirements needed up the chain for accurate
combat assessment. At the unit level, commanders re-
view changing threat and weather data and may modi-
fy the weapon selection. This may force units to use
weapons and weapon systems unlike those the target-
ing officer has planned on during weaponeering and
force application. Predicted conditions may have
changed since orders were generated. Weather may be
better (or worse), driving a change to the scheduled
munitions. Weapons with greater capability may have
been delivered, etc. These changes may require chang-
ing the BDA plan.

Step 6. Combat Assessment

The combat assessment (CA) encompasses combat
operations, strike effectiveness, enemy repair and re-
constitution capabilities, impact on enemy, and reli-
ability of friendly equipment-munitions-tactics.
During target development, weaponeering assessment,
force application and execution planning/force execu-
tion, further inputs were made to provide the frame-
work  necessary  to  conduct  accura te  combat
assessment. CA provides the commander with infor-
mation on the status of the course of the war, helps for-
mulate subsequent battle plans, serves as a benchmark
for validating objectives, and collects valuable empiri-
cal data on weapon and weapon system performance.
Assessment objectives must be determined before data
analysis begins. CA provides information for begin-
ning the next targeting cycle. The three major compo-
nents of CA are:

l BDA is the evaluation of a strike against an individ-
ual target. BDA is composed of physical damage
assessment, functional damage assessment, and tar-
get system assessment.

l Munitions effect assessment (MEA) determines
weapon effectiveness and reliability. MEA is
conducted concurrently and interactively with
BDA. MEA identifies deficiencies in weapons,
fuzing, and related materials. The output from MEA
is used in recommendations for new requirements
and identifying tactics to overcome degraded
weapons functioning.

l Reattack recommendations (RR) address the effec-
tiveness of overall strike operations against
command objectives (total impact on the enemy’s
war-fighting/war sustaining capability). It examines
effectiveness of tactics, penetration aids, and
enemy/friendly countermeasures. RR has also been
called re-strike and mission assessment.

CA must be done in a timely manner so that other as-
sets may be directed to targets not sufficiently dam-
aged by the first attack. However, it must be done
accurately or destroyed targets will be reattacked
while undamaged targets will escape attack. Imagery
has usually been the primary source for determining
CA, but all source data must be used, especially in
light of the growing number of hardened targets.

AIR TASKING CYCLE

The MAGTF commander must synchronize the action
of air, land, sea, space, and special operations forces to
achieve operational objectives in joint and major oper-
ations. The concept of operations, phasing, and sus-
tainment, which must support all higher campaign
plans, will most likely be developed in parallel with,
or subsequent to, the JFC’s and commander in chief’s
(CINC’s) campaign plan. Air assets provide a formi-
dable variety of OAS capabilities to the MAGTF com-
mander. Air-delivered weapons, and other strike
operations conducted in the execution phase of the tar-
geting cycle, provide a MAGTF with the opportunity
to exploit all aspects of an enemy’s structure from
close actions to rear areas, including infrastructure and
war supporting industries. Before execution can begin,
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however, all of these capabilities and assets must be
molded into a coherent and integrated plan.

Aviation planning within the MAGTF is a continuous
process that takes into account the current situation,
previous actions, and future requirements. The ACE is
actively involved in the air planning process at three
levels: the aviation combat element, the MAGTF com-
mand element, and the joint force headquarters. The
GCE and CSSE conduct their own planning; they ad-
dress aviation requirements and submit requests for
aviation support to the MAGTF commander, who con-
siders them for inclusion into the ACE operation or
frag order.

The air tasking cycle is an integral part of the MAGTF
planning process. It provides the effective and effi-
cient employment of the air capabilities/forces made
available. The cycle provides a repetitive process for
the planning, coordination, allocation, and tasking of
air missions/sorties within the guidance of the
MAGTF commander. It provides a concept of aviation
operations for a 24-hour period. By using and com-
pleting the cycle, planners can ensure that finite avia-
tion assets are used to achieve their maximum effect
with correct prioritization based on the main effort.
The precise ATO tasking timeline from commander’s
guidance to the start of ATO execution is specified by
the JFC but normally spans a 36- to 72-hour period.

When operating as a component of the joint force,
MAGTF air operations planners must consider the ef-
fect of joint air operations requirements on the ACE’s
ability to support MAGTF operations. Therefore, the
MAGTF commander must consider the interrelation-
ship between the MAGTF air tasking cycle and the
joint air tasking cycle relative to apportionment of
available sorties. The MAGTF commander may issue
special instructions that address the JFC’s apportion-
ment guidance for MAGTF-provided air sorties to the
joint force.

Prior to the MAGTF commander apportioning and al-
locating sorties for the MAGTF, up-front sorties are
provided to the JFC for tasking through the JFACC (if
designated) for air defense, long-range interdiction,
and long-range reconnaissance. The MAGTF com-
mander provides excess sorties of MAGTF direct sup-
port requirements to the JFC. These excess sorties are
for the support of other joint force components or the

joint force as a whole. JP 0-2 describes the preferred
method of employing MAGTF aviation in joint opera-
tions and the policy for C2 of MAGTF TACAIR in
sustained operations ashore.

During joint operations, MAGTF air assets will
normally be in support of the MAGTF mission.
However, nothing will infringe on the authority of the
JFC to assign missions or redirect the efforts of
MAGTF sorties to ensure unity of effort or to maintain
integrity of the force. 

In addition to offering sorties in excess of MAGTF di-
rect support requirements to the JFC, the ACE com-
mander should identify additional requirements for air
operations and determine whether they can be sourced
from within the MAGTF or if they require joint air as-
sets. In the later case, the MAGTF commander may
request the needed assets from the JFC. 

For operations that involve joint or combined forces,
the six-step joint air tasking cycle is used to plan joint
air missions. It begins with the JFC’s air apportion-
ment process and culminates with the combat assess-
ment of previous missions. In joint operations, the
MAGTF will conform to the joint air tasking cycle.
The MAGTF and joint air tasking cycles are depicted
in figures 4-6 and 4-7. Refer to JP 3-56.1 for more in-
formation on the joint air tasking cycle. 

The JFACC or ACE commander generates the ATO to
task and disseminate the plan to components,
subordinate units, and C2 agencies the targets and
specific missions of projected sorties, capabilities, and
forces. It normally provides both general and specific
instructions for OAS missions. The ATO also includes
special instructions and may also include the ACO.
See MCWP 3-2, MCWP 3-25.4, Marine Tactical Air
Command Center Handbook, and JP 3-52, Doctrine
for Joint Airspace Control in a Combat Zone, for
further discussion of the ATO.

MAGTF Air Tasking Cycle

As previously stated, the ultimate goal of the air
tasking cycle is to produce an organized and integrated
air execution plan in the form of an ATO. Because the
air tasking cycle is continuous, multiple ATOs are
going through various stages of the air tasking cycle at
any single moment in time. MCWP 3-25.4 describes a



Offensive Air Support ___________________________________________________________________________________  4-13

notional number of four ATOs that would normally be
at various stages of completion within the air tasking
process. Respectively, these would be the ATO
undergoing assessment (yesterday’s), the ATO in
execut ion  ( today’s) ,  the  ATO in  product ion
(tomorrow’s), and the ATO in planning (the day after
tomorrow’s). Depending on the theater of operations,
the number of ATOs in planning may vary greatly
depending on such factors as the size and scope of the
operations, available staff personnel, and expected
duration of the contingency.

The air tasking cycle 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 the MAGTF air tasking cycle are
command aviation guidance, target/air support
mission development, allocation and allotment,
tasking, force execution, and CA. 

The MAGTF air tasking cycle requires detailed
planning and resources allocation by the Marine
TACC’s future operations section. The future
operat ions sect ion coordinates with the ACE
headquarters staff and the ACE’s subordinate units
and agencies to accomplish its planning and tasking

Figure 4-7. Joint ATO Cycle.

Figure 4-6. MAGTF Air Tasking Cycle.
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requirements. The MAGTF ATO is the final product
of the MAGTF air tasking cycle. 

Command and Aviation Guidance
The MAGTF air tasking cycle begins when the com-
mander assigns a mission to the ACE commander. The
commander’s guidance and objectives identify target-
ing priorities, procedures, joint fire support coordinat-
ing measures, ROE, and a definition of direct support
sorties. The development of the concept of fires and
targeting guidance is the responsibility of the MAGTF
force fires coordinator and is based on the command-
er’s intent and input from the major subordinate ele-
ment commanders. The MAGTF commander uses the
recommendations of the ACE commander and staff
and the MAGTF force fires coordinator to make ap-
portionment decisions. These decisions identify the to-
tal level of effort that should be dedicated to OAS to
accomplish the assigned mission. As the battle
progresses, the MAGTF commander revises appor-
tionment decisions to meet the requirements of the
current situation. Apportionment is usually expressed
as a percentage of the total aviation effort and helps to
ensure the efficient use of limited aviation resources.
If the MAGTF is part of a joint force, the MAGTF
mission statement may include the JFC’s apportion-
ment guidance for Marine aviation if Marine sorties
are to be provided to the joint force. Figure 4-8 is an
example of the MAGTF commander’s apportionment
for an amphibious operation.

Note: Excess sorties are those sorties available for
tasking, but are not needed by the MAGTF. Sorties
provided for air defense, long-range interdiction, and
long-range reconnaissance are not excess sorties and
will be provided up front to the JFC as required. See
JP 3-56.1 for more details.

Target/Air Support Development
The specific objectives described by the commander
are used to focus specific target and air support mis-
sion development. All potential targets and air support
requests are processed through the appropriate staff
sections, which will identify, prioritize, and select spe-
cific targets/air support missions that meet the com-
mander’s objectives and guidance and support the
concept of operations.

The ACE commander and staff assist the MAGTF
force fires coordinator in the overall target planning by

providing guidance in the evaluation and selection of
aviation targets. Targets are selected from joint target
lists (JTLs) (if any), requests from all elements of the
MAGTF, intelligence recommendations, EW inputs,
and current intelligence assessments.

Air support mission requests are generated, evaluated,
and prioritized in the same manner as targets. Since all
of these missions require the allocation of ACE assets
and those assets are usually finite, the ACE command
and staff play a central role in their evaluation. The
MAGTF commander will ultimately approve the pri-
oritization of both the target list and the air support
mission list.

Allocation and Allotment
After receiving the commander’s apportionment direc-
tive and understanding the targeting/air support mis-
sion requirements, the ACE commander allocates the

Figure 4-8. Apportionment and Guidance. 
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planned effort. Allocation is the translation of the air
apportionment decision into the total numbers of sor-
ties (by aircraft type) available for each operation or
task. Allocation includes the submission of all air sup-
port requests (CAS, DAS, AAW, assault support, and
C2). The ACE commander presents the allocation re-
quest 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 ele-
ments to plan and coordinate the integration of OAS
sorties into their fire and maneuver efforts. The GCE
and CSSE commanders determine the appropriate dis-
tribution of these sorties. 

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 that is used to dis-
seminate the ATO to operational units to fly specified
OAS and OAS support missions, as well as maintain
aircraft and aircrew at specified alert states. CTAPS
functions are currently scheduled to be replaced by the
USAF’s Theater Battle Management Core System
(TBMCS) program. TBMCS is an umbrella program
that assimilates the ATO’s production, dissemination,
and execution that currently reside in the CTAPS.
Chapter 6 contains more information on TBMCS.

Force Execution

Aircraft squadrons assign individual aircrews and air-
craft to specific mission numbers and issue squadron
flight schedules once they receive the ATO or air plan.
Actual mission planning and coordination with the
MAGTF command element, ACE, GCE, and CSSE
staffs are performed by the designated mission com-
mander. Task-organized flights of aircraft then exe-
cute assigned OAS missions. During execution, the
ACE commander exercises C2 of OAS missions from
the TACC through the MACCS, including the dynam-
ic retasking of assets to meet the challenging situation.

Combat Assessment
Effective campaign planning and execution require the
continuing evaluation of the impact of OAS operations
on the overall campaign plan. CA is focused at the
MAGTF level; however, it is done at all levels.
Normally, the ACE G-3/S-3, assisted by the G-2/S-2,
is responsible for coordinating combat assessment of
ACE missions. 

CA evaluates OAS operation’s effectiveness in
achieving command objectives. The ACE staff
continually evaluates the results of air operations and
provides these evaluations to the MAGTF commander
for consolidation and overall evaluation of current
operations. CA assesses the effects, relative to friendly
objectives and strategy, of specific OAS missions and
OAS operations in general against the specific targets
attacked, whole target systems, and remaining enemy
warfighting capabilities. It should include BDA, MEA,
and RR. It must take into consideration the capabilities,
forces, munitions, and attack timing employed.

Assessors should weigh future enemy COAs and re-
maining enemy combat capabilities against established
targeting/air support mission priorities to determine fu-
ture objectives and RR. The ACE staff assessment is for-
warded to the MAGTF commander to determine overall
mission success and to recommend changes regarding
COAs. CA marks the end of the air tasking cycle, but it
also provides the inputs for the next air tasking cycle and
subsequent command guidance, target/air support mis-
sion development, allocation and allotment, tasking,
force execution, and CA.

Joint Air Tasking Cycle

JFC/Component Coordination 
JFC/component coordination ensures that air opera-
tions are supporting the JFC’s overall concept of oper-
ations, planning guidance is provided by the JFC in the
form of air allocation. Air allocation is the determina-
tion and assignment of the total expected effort by per-
centage and/or by priority that should be devoted to
the various air operations and/or geographic areas for
a given period of time. (Extracted from JP 3-56.1)

This guidance is nothing more than a general state-
ment by the JFC as to how air assets are to be em-
ployed in support of the overall campaign effort. This
guidance is often provided in the form of a percentage



4-16 _______________________________________________________________________________________________  MCWP 3-23

breakdown of the various missions that can be per-
formed by air assets (e.g., interdiction, CAS, SEAD,
AR). This guidance provides the ability for the JFC to
ensure that air assets are supporting the effort in the
correct way. For example, if the JFC is planning a ma-
jor ground offensive, a higher percentage of CAS
might be directed in the apportionment decision. 

While the apportionment decision is JFC guidance, the
JFC does not create this guidance. In reality, the
JFACC and the JAOC staff prepares a recommended
apportionment decision for the JFC’s approval at the
initial coordination meeting between the JFC and the
functional component commanders. Obviously, the
JFACC has numerous duties within the air tasking cy-
cle and cannot create all of the required decisions and
documentation without the support of the JAOC staff.
The primary staff element within the JAOC that coor-
dinates the initial steps of the air tasking cycle is the
guidance apportionment and targeting (GAT) cell.

The GAT function cannot be specifically defined since
its members, location, and methods of meeting will
vary from JAOC to JAOC depending on the theater.
Ultimately, the GAT cell and its associated functions
can be viewed as a group of people, a location within
the JAOC, a series of meetings or any combination of
all of these things. What is important to understand is
that GAT is one of the core staff work forces for
producing the hard products and decisions that fuel the
air tasking cycle. The GAT functions as surrounding
the air tasking cycle steps to ensure that the work gets
done. See figure 4-9.

Target Development 
Target development begins while the JFC, JFACC,
and other  component  commanders  formal ize
apportionment guidance. At the same time the JAOC
staff is receiving requests (i.e., JTAR) from com-
ponent and service staffs for potential targets and
gathering information on available assets to apply
against these targets. 

The GAT staff takes the air support request messages
and begins to form a draft of the joint integrated
prioritized target list (JIPTL). The JIPTL is a subset of
the JTL indicating which targets will be actively
considered for air strikes. Once JFC apportionment
guidance is provided, the draft JIPTL is completed and
prepared for presentation to the JFC at the JTCB. 

The target development step of the air tasking cycle
culminates when the JFACC/JAOC staff present the
draft JIPTL at the JTCB. The JTCB is normally
cha i red  by  the  depu ty  JFC and  a t t ended  by
representatives from all affected components and
Service staffs. Once the draft JIPTL has been modified
as directed by the deputy JFC, the actual JFC approves
the JIPTL for further planning.

Weaponeering Allocation
Weaponeering allocation begins once the JIPTL is
approved by the JTCB. The targets are compared to
their individual target folders to determine weapons
requirements. This step should simply require
accessing weaponeering work that was already
accomplished in the larger joint targeting cycle. At this
point, the difficult process of matching available assets
to specific targets begins in the master air attack plan
(MAAP) meeting within the JAOC. The GAT staff
provides the necessary manpower and expertise
required to formulate the overall air employment plan. 

The MAAP is an overview picture of actual targets
and the air assets that will be used against them. In
addition to mission information, it also contains JFC
and JFACC guidance, support plans, target updates
and a variety of other supporting documentation. The
MAAP is simply the raw information that must be
converted into a useful document for dissemination to
the field.

Figure 4-9. GAT Interaction.



Offensive Air Support ___________________________________________________________________________________  4-17

Joint ATO Development 

Joint ATO development begins once the MAAP is
completed. The MAAP is then converted into an ATO
through automated systems. These automated systems
are used throughout the air tasking cycle to steadily
build and mold asset, target, and guidance information
until it has reached a stage of processing referred to as
the MAAP. 

CTAPS is the overall system for planning, directing,
monitoring, and executing the air tasking cycle. The
ATO is produced within this system along with other
messages required for C2 of large numbers of aircraft.
CTAPS is in the process of being replaced by the
TBMCS. The tools available within CTAPS are as
numerous as they are varied in publishing the ATO.

Force Execution 

Force execution starts with disseminating the ATO to
the field. The responsibility for overseeing the ATO is
transferred from the GAT staff and JAOC plans
division to the operations side of the JAOC structure.
The TAGS is a supporting structure that facilitates the
final two steps of the air tasking cycle. See figure
4-10. The TAGS is comprised of field units, hardware
and software, and command relationships.

From the beginning of JFC apportionment to the time
the ATO is disseminated to the field units, the
operations side of the cycle is kept informed of the
progress of the ATO. The first way this occurs is
through a sortie allotment message sent from the JFC
to the components after the apportionment decision
has been made and compared to the air support request
information provided by the components. The basic
purpose for this message is to allow the operational
commanders to begin preparations for how they will
fill the taskings of the upcoming ATO. 

Combat Assessment

CA evaluates combat operations effectiveness to
achieve command objectives. Effective campaign plan-
ning and execution require a continuing evaluation of
the impact of joint force combat operations on the
overall campaign. 

The CA concept of operations should include BDA,
MEA, and RR. It must take into consideration the capa-
bilities/forces employed, munitions, and attack timing
in assessing the specific mission and joint air operations
success and effects against the specific targets attacked,
target systems, and remaining enemy warfighting capa-
bilities relative to the objectives and strategy. 

Future enemy COAs and remaining enemy combat ca-
pabilities should be weighed against established JFC
and JFACC targeting priorities to determine future tar-
geting objectives and reattack recommendations. Al-
though CA marks the end the air tasking cycle, it also
provides inputs for process re-initiation and subsequent
target development, weaponeering and/or allocation,
joint ATO development, force execution, and CA.

Restrictions may be due to ROE, an unacceptable level
of collateral damage or cultural features restricting a
delivery profile for the optimum weapon. Some
challenges that planners may be faced with during the
planning process may have never been encountered or
weaponeered before and may require a creative and
imaginative solution for these and/or other restrictions
like the following example.

During Operation Deliberate Force in 1995, mission
planners were tasked with targeting a radar control van
in an urban environment. The radar control van was
being used by Bosnian-Serbs to track and target North

Figure 4-10. TAGS Interaction.
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Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) aircraft with
surface-to-air missiles (SAMs). 

Besides being located in an urban environment, an
even greater challenge for mission planners was that
the radar control van was operating next to a hospital,
further restricting munitions and attack options due to
ROE. Due to the high probability of collateral damage
and high risk assessment for aircraft, the commander’s
approval was required on mission planning prior to
force execution.

The mission planned for an inert 2,000 pound warhead
to be equipped with a laser-guided control assembly.
The laser-guided weapon would minimize the chances
for collateral damage due to its high accuracy, as well
as the inert warhead. 

The time of the attack also minimized the probability
for collateral damage and the attack tactics reduced the
threat to aircraft from enemy air defenses. In an early
morning strike, the radar control van was hit with pin-
point accuracy during the force execution. CA re-
vealed after sunrise that the impact of the 2,000-pound
warhead had destroyed the radar control van and
moved it one-half mile down the street while inflicting
minimal collateral damage and none to the hospital.

SUMMARY

The MAGTF’s inherent combat power is enhanced
through the application of combined arms. The
MAGTF integrates aviation assets with organic fire
support assets to effectively support the scheme of ma-
neuver. The MAGTF commander uses OAS through-
out the operational spectrum to assist in attaining
objectives. The firepower, mobility, and flexibility
provided by OAS are critical to establish favorable
conditions for close, deep, and rear operations.

OAS operations must be carefully planned to
maximize OAS’s principal effects of neutralization
and destruction. The MCPP is used by the MAGTF
and ACE and integrated vertically and horizontally
through the OPT.

Commanders organize their staffs to gather, manage
and process information critical to decisionmaking.
The targeting cycle (D3A) provides a logical progres-
sion of targeting solutions, while the MAGTF air task-
ing cycle produces an organized and integrated air
execution plan in the form of an ATO. For operations
that involve joint or combined forces, the six-step joint
targeting and air tasking cycles are used to assist in
planning joint air operations. In joint operations, the
MAGTF will conform to joint cycles.


