
Chapter 3

Planning

Joint and combined operations require thorough
planning to ensure success. Planning operations
that will optimize the MAGTF’s strengths and ex-
ploit the enemy’s vulnerabilities is the key to suc-
cess. Simple, well-thought-out plans ensure the
successful completion of operations. Assault sup-
port operations are conducted with other support-
ing arms. Offensive air support, artillery, and
naval surface fire support (NSFS) integration re-
quires extensive planning and precise execution
for effective assault support employment. See
MCWP 3-16, Fire Support Coordination (under
development), and FM 6-20-1, The Field Artillery
Cannon Battalion, for more information on indi-
rect fires in support of assault support operations.

MCDP 5, Planning, states “Proper planning puts
us in the position to act when necessary or advan-
tageous and not merely to react to developments.”
Central to an assault support operation’s success
is a flexible but simple plan.

Flexibility in execution comes directly from a
well-understood, integrated, and coherent plan. A
basic plan that is simple and flexible can survive
changes. Assault support missions, by their na-
ture, have the potential to become very complex.
Simplicity must be maintained, but planners
should not sacrifice detailed, well-coordinated
planning. 

The Marine Corps Planning 
Process

The Marine Corps Planning Process (MCPP) has
evolved from the 16-step deliberate planning
process and the rapid planning process. Aviation
planning should follow a similar process or cycle.
The only variable is time available to conduct the
planning. The following is a six-step, generic
planning progression that can be entered at any
echelon.

Mission Analysis 

The purpose of mission analysis is to review and
analyze orders, guidance, and other information
provided by higher headquarters and to produce a
unit mission statement. Mission analysis drives
the MCPP.

Course of Action Development 

During course of action (COA) development,
planners use the mission statement, commander’s
intent, and commander’s planning guidance to de-
velop several COAs. Each proposed COA must
be determined suitable, acceptable, and complete
with respect to the current and anticipated situa-
tion, mission, and the commander’s intent. Ap-
proved COAs are further developed in greater
detail.

Course of Action Analysis

Each friendly COA is examined and evaluated
against possible enemy COAs. Environmental
factors are also considered at this point in the pro-
cess. Planners look at strengths, weaknesses,
shortfalls, and risks presented by each COA. Po-
tential branches and sequels are identified at this
time. Understanding and improving each COA is
best done at this step in the process.

Course of Action Comparison and 
Decision 

In COA comparison and decision, the commander
evaluates all friendly COAs against established
cri ter ia  and then against  each other .  The
commander then selects the COA that he feels
most likely will accomplish the mission.

Orders Development 

With the commander’s intent, guidance, and COA
selection, the staff develops orders to direct the
actions of the unit. Orders serve as the principal
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means by which the commander communicates
his decision, intent, and guidance. 

Transition 

This is the point where an orderly handover of a
plan is made to those who will be executing the
plan. The unit executing the plan will have the sit-
uational awareness and rationale for making deci-
sions required for a coherent shift from plan to
action. 

The MAGTF Air Tasking Cycle

The MAGTF air tasking cycle has evolved into
six phases to mirror the joint air tasking cycle. It
is designed to occur over a 36- to 72-hour period.
The cycle follows the path of command aviation
guidance (which includes apportionment), target/
air support mission development, allocation and
allotment, tasking, force execution, and combat
assessment. 

Phase I: Command and Aviation 
Guidance

The MAGTF commander will provide guidance
through mission orders, by clearly conveying his
intent, and by designating the MAGTF main ef-
fort. The commander’s guidance and objectives
identify target priorities, procedures, fire support
coordination measures, and rules of engagement.
Apportionment is the determination of the total
level of effort that should be dedicated to the avia-
tion tasks required to accomplish the MAGTF’s
mission. The ACE commander submits a recom-
mendation for the apportionment of the ACE to
the MAGTF commander for approval. 

Phase II: Target/Air Support Mission 
Development

The specific objectives described by the com-
mander are used to focus specific target and air
support mission development. The end product of
this phase of the air tasking order (ATO) cycle is
a prioritized list of targets and a prioritized list of
air support missions.

Phase III: Allocation and Allotment

Allocation is the translation of the level of effort
into total number of sorties (by aircraft type)
available for each task. Allocation includes the
submission of preplanned air support requests by
the ACE, GCE, and CSSE commanders. Pre-
planned requests include joint tactical airstrike re-
quests (JTARs), assault support requests (ASRs),
and joint tactical airlift requests.

Allotment of sorties is then decided to support ex-
ecution of the MAGTF mission. For example, 30
CH-53E sorties are available for a day during the
operation. The GCE commander needs to conduct
a helicopterborne assault, and the CSSE com-
mander needs to set up a refueling point to sup-
port  the GCE scheme of  maneuver.  Each
subordinate element is given a percentage of the
30 sorties to fulfill its requirements. 

Phase IV: Tasking

Tasking is the process of translating allocation
and allotment decisions into an ATO. The ACE
commander passes on the tasks to the units in-
volved. The MAGTF ATO assigns missions and
mission support responsibilities to specific squad-
rons.     

Phase V: Force Execution

On receipt of the ATO, an aircraft squadron com-
mander assigns individual aircrews specific mis-
sions. Each mission commander then plans the
mission with support from the ACE staff. Task-
organized groups of aircraft then execute the as-
signed missions.

Phase VI: Combat Assessment

Combat assessment is the evaluation of the results
of missions and their effectiveness in accomplish-
ing the command objectives. Combat assessment
should include bomb damage assessment (BDA)
and reattack recommendations. The ACE staff as-
sessment is forwarded to the MAGTF commander
for determination of overall mission success and
to recommend changes regarding future opera-
tions.
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Although combat assessment marks the end of the
ATO cycle, it provides input for the next air task-
ing cycle and subsequent command aviation guid-
ance, target development, allocation, allotment,
tasking, force execution, and combat assessment.
In essence, there can be three simultaneous
ATOs: the ATO in execution, the ATO in produc-
tion, and the ATO in planning.

Effective Employment

Several conditions are required for effective as-
sault support employment. Assault support effec-
tiveness increases when— 

l Air superiority has been attained and main-
tained.

l Enemy air defenses have been suppressed, neu-
tralized, or destroyed.

l Missions are planned so as to use terrain and
environmental conditions to gain maximum ad-
vantage.

l Missions are planned with flexibility as part of
the command and control plan.

Intelligence Preparation of the 
Battlespace

Due to the vulnerability of assault support assets,
intelligence preparation of the battlespace (IPB) is
extremely important in assault support operations.
IPB is the analysis of the environment and the
threat in a specific geographic area. It is designed
to support the commander and his staff in making
estimates of the situation and developing COAs.
IPB helps the commander to selectively apply and
maximize combat power at critical points in time
and space. IPB determines the threat’s likely
COA and describes the environment in which the
MAGTF is operating and how the environment
may affect the MAGTF’s plans. More specific in-
formation on applying IPB to assault support op-
erations can be found in FM 34-130, Intelligence
Preparation of the Battlefield.

Threat Levels

Threat levels determine assault support feasibili-
ty. There are three general threat levels: low, me-
dium, and high. There is no clear division
between these threat levels. Air defense systems
that present a low or medium threat level for one
aircraft type may present a high threat level for
another aircraft type. A medium threat level dur-
ing daylight hours may be a low threat level at
night. Threat level determination allows an air-
crew to tailor tactics to a particular situation and
environment. Threat level planning is based on
type, quantity, and quality of individual weapons
and weapons systems. Control and communica-
tions systems used to integrate weapon systems
assist threat level planning. The skill level pos-
sessed by the system operator is equally important
to this process. 

A low threat level allows assault support opera-
tions to proceed without prohibitive interference.
Aircrews are free to select tactics that ensure ef-
fective use of aircraft capabilities. A low threat
environment includes small arms and medium an-
tiaircraft weapons. Limited optical acquisition an-
tiaircraft artillery (AAA) with no integrated fire
control systems also characterize a low threat en-
vironment.

A medium threat level allows acceptable expo-
sure time of friendly aircraft to enemy air defens-
es. This threat level can restrict assault support
flexibility in the immediate target or objective ar-
ea. A medium threat environment includes limited
radar or electro-optic acquisition capability not
supported by fully integrated fire control systems.
A fully integrated fire control system which is de-
graded because of terrain, weather, or other fac-
tors indicates a medium threat environment. 

A high threat level exists when the enemy has an
air defense system that includes integrated fire
control systems and electronic warfare capabili-
ties. The ability to conduct assault support opera-
tions is severely affected in a high threat
environment. A high threat environment includes
effective communications and control systems,
tactical or strategic surface-to-air missiles (SAM),
early warning radars, electronic warfare (EW),
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integrated AAA fire control systems, and inter-
ceptor aircraft.

The decision by the MAGTF commander to em-
ploy assault support assets must be carefully
weighed against the risk involved. Assault sup-
port aircraft are a finite resource, subject to multi-
ple requirements from subordinate element
commanders with tactical and logistical needs.

An estimate of the situation based on METT-T is
a useful tool in determining those planning con-
siderations that will affect assault support mission
planning. The analysis of METT-T is crucial also
to determining the commander’s estimate. The
MAGTF commander’s analysis using the mission
and the GCE commander’s estimate of the tactical
situation determine in large part the ACE com-
mander’s strategy to support the mission. The
ACE commander’s estimate of supportability
summarizes aspects that influence any proposed
COA. Planners must analyze the impact of avia-
tion factors upon the particular situations and then
determine how assault support assets can be best
employed in support of the MAGTF command-
er’s concept of operations and the ground scheme
of maneuver.

More specific considerations for employment of
assault support during the planning process fol-
low. In addition, more detailed information on
mission planning can be found in FMFM 5-70,
MAGTF Aviation Planning.

Availability

The quantity, type, operational status, and capa-
bility of aircraft assigned determine assault sup-
port availability. The proximity of FOBs to the
area of operations also affects availability.

Aircraft Capability

Although specific aircraft are best suited to per-
form certain missions, each squadron’s tasks
require similar capabilities across the board. Ver-
satile, multiple mission capable aircraft are essen-
tial in MAGTF operations and are the foundation
of Marine Corps aviation doctrine. The CH-53E
(primarily an assault helicopter) can perform air-

borne control and coordination for assault support
operations, while a UH-1N (primarily a utility
helicopter) can provide combat assault transport
of troops, supplies, and equipment. The versatility
of assault support aircraft gives the MAGTF com-
mander many options when considering mission
execution.

Aircrew Currency/Proficiency

Aircrew training and experience levels are impor-
tant considerations that mission planners often
overlook. Aircrews must be properly trained for
the mission to be performed. MCO P3500.17,
Training and Readiness Manual Volume 3, (Vol-
ume 2 for the KC-130) provides a syllabus that
will ensure aircrews are current in missions that
they may be tasked to fly. Aircrew proficiency is
determined by many factors such as number of
flight hours a crew member has, number of times
similar missions have been flown by the crew
members, and length of time elapsed since the last
time that similar mission has been flown.

Air Defense

Air defense considerations affect the MAGTF
commander’s COA. The air defense threat and the
type of assault support requested determine the
degree that the threat must be reduced. If the
MAGTF commander determines that assault sup-
port employment is essential to accomplish the
mission, the commander assigns high target prior-
ity to enemy air defense weapons. This ensures
continuous employment of integrated supporting
arms to destroy or neutralize the air defense
threat. 

Mission Classification

The ACE executes assault support missions as ei-
ther preplanned or immediate missions. The ACE
executes both types of support in response to spe-
cific requests. To request assault support, units
use the ASR or the joint tactical airlift request.
The type of request determines the type of sup-
port. See appendix B for more information on the
ASR.
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Preplanned Missions

Preplanned missions are performed according to
specific tasking and time availability. Planning
should be done far enough in advance to permit
detailed mission coordination. Preplanned mis-
sions allow the ACE commander to manage air
assets more effectively. Preplanned missions are
either scheduled or on call. Mission requests are
completed at the requesting unit and forwarded up
the chain of command to the senior fire support
coordinating center (FSCC). The requests are then
passed to the ACE where they are included in the
appropriate ATO.

Scheduled Missions

Scheduled missions are executed at a specific
time. Aircrews are assigned a mission execution
time. Scheduled missions provide effective coor-
dination and economical aircraft use and require
approval from each intermediate command level.

On Call Missions 

On call mission aircraft are configured for a par-
ticular mission and placed in an appropriate
ground or air alert readiness condition. The sup-
ported unit specifies the required support period. 

Typically, detailed mission planning and aircrew
briefing of all mission-essential information is not
possible. Scheduled air support requires that the
requesting commander identify his requirements
and set a specific mission time well in advance.
This is often impossible on a fluid, dynamic bat-
tlefield. On call missions allow the requesting
commander to identify specific requirements
without setting a specific time. 

Immediate Missions

Immediate missions meet requests that arise dur-
ing battle. They are not normally identified far
enough in advance to permit detailed mission co-
ordination and planning. Response time, or the
action cycle, begins with the request and ends
with execution. Response time is a prime consid-
eration. An example of an immediate mission
may be diverting aircraft from a preplanned mis-
sion to fill an immediate assault support request.

While the diverted aircraft may not be the proper
type or configuration, swift execution can exploit
an unexpected enemy weakness or maintain the
attack momentum. 

The Marine air command and control system
(MACCS) handles immediate mission requests.
See MCWP 3-25, Control of Aircraft and Mis-
siles, and MCWP 3-25.3, Marine Air Command
and Control System Handbook, for more discus-
sion on the MACCS. Appropriate command and
control agencies monitor and approve the request.
Mission details are coordinated and issued while
aircraft are assigned and moved toward the area.
Immediate air support requires extensive use of
electronic communications for effective coordina-
tion. This communication may be difficult in a
high-intensity jamming environment.

Support Requirements

During the planning process, specified and im-
plied tasks will indicate the type of support the
mission will require. Range, enemy defenses, and
size of the helicopterborne force will dictate the
support requirements needed to ensure mission
accomplishment. Logistics, communications, and
supporting arms integration are all areas where
support will be required.

These supporting elements allow assault support
aircrews to concentrate on mission accomplish-
ment. Supporting elements degrade the enemy’s
air defense capability and reduce the number of
aircraft exposed to enemy weapons, while
strengthening the commander’s plan with logisti-
cal and communications support.

Escort Operations

Escort aircraft provide protection for assault sup-
port missions. Attack helicopters and fixed-wing
fighter and attack aircraft can escort assault forc-
es. Escorts are responsible to the AMC for the fol-
lowing:

l      Protection from rotary-wing threat aircraft.
l      Protection from fixed-wing threat aircraft.
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l      Protection from enemy ground fire.
l      Route reconnaissance.
l      LZ clearing by fire if necessary.
l      Downed aircraft support.

Employing escort aircraft depends on many fac-
tors. Planners should review recent intelligence
and determine the current air defense and ground
threat. If enemy tactics show that assault support
aircraft are the main target, deceptive measures
can be used to simulate a helicopterborne force
and draw the enemy aircraft into contact. Escort
aircraft should be positioned where they can pro-
vide the greatest protection to the helicopterborne
force. 

Assault Force Self-Defense Capability. T h e r e
may be a reduced need for attached escort if the
assault force has a self-defense capability. Air-
craft performance, onboard weapons, aircrew
training, and low altitude tactics can provide lim-
ited self-defense capability. Careful consideration
must be given to the vulnerability of assault sup-
port aircraft in an unescorted mission.

Enemy Surveillance Capability. The enemy’s
ability to detect aircraft will affect the size, rout-
ing, and escort tactics of the assault support mis-
sion. Smaller more maneuverable formations may
be used if the enemy has sophisticated surveil-
lance equipment. The enemy’s surveillance capa-
bility will determine the type of escort used. For
example, a detached escort might be more useful
than an attached escort because attached escort
aircraft increase the formation’s size, therefore in-
creasing the chance of detection. 

Enemy Air Defenses. Known enemy air defense
assets may be dealt with in different ways. Navi-
gation around the SAM sites, preemptive strikes,
or SEAD during the assault support mission are
options available to the commander. All will af-
fect mission planning and escort tactics. 

Ordnance Loads. Escort ordnance loads depend
on the threat and available aircraft. Whenever fea-
sible, escort ordnance loads need to be tailored to
the mission and the enemy. 

Attached Escort Technique. Attached escor t
techniques provide visual weapons coverage and
responsive fires for threat engagement during me-
dium to high threat conditions. Attached escort
aircraft maintain close contact with the assault
force. This close contact can reduce the attached
escort’s speed and freedom of action. Attached
escort aircrews may find themselves in a defen-
sive or reactive posture at the start of an engage-
ment. If the escorts are in a defensive posture, the
entire assault support package may be in this pos-
ture also. Consequently, the assault support pack-
age and attached escort may be limited in
maneuverability and tactics selection.

Detached Escort Technique. Detached escort
techniques provide reconnaissance and selected
coverage at predetermined sites en route in low to
medium threat levels. Detached escort aircraft
provide protection by clearing a path for the
assault force. Detached escort aircraft try to
prevent the enemy from closing with the assault
force. Detached escort allows escort aircrews to
retain the initiative. Detached escort also allows
the escort platforms more options in tactics selec-
tion and engagement parameters due to greater
flexibility in employing all onboard weapons
systems. However, the assault force may suffer
serious losses if attacked by enemy forces that
evade the detached escort. This is especially true
if assault support aircraft have a limited self-
defense capability. 

Combined Escort Technique. Attached and de-
tached escort techniques combined may provide
the best of both worlds for the assault support
flight. Combined escort provides a defense in-
depth, horizontally and vertically, and around the
assault support aircraft. Although providing the
best all-around protection for the assault support
flight in all threat levels, combined escort is costly
because it requires more assets than the other es-
cort techniques.

Electronic Warfare. EW aircraft protect assault
support aircraft through electronic attack (EA),
electronic support (ES), and electronic protection
(EP). Electronic attack can be used to deceive the
enemy by sending misleading information about
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assault forces’ speed, altitude, direction, and size.
EW planners can recommend to the mission com-
mander EW tactics that will provide the greatest
assault force protection. The assault force mission
commander and the EW planner should consider
the following:

l Initial jammer activation requires careful plan-
ning to prevent early detection of the assault
force.

l Preemptive or reactive jammer assignments are
superior to threat-specific, reactive jammer as-
signments.

l The length of time EW support is necessary to
protect assault support aircraft. 

l EW aircraft are vulnerable to enemy fighters,
since they maintain a constant position and per-
form little maneuvering. Fighter coverage im-
proves EW aircraft survivability.

l EW aircraft integration with the assault force
and other MAGTF EW assets is critical.

l Threat electronic countermeasures effective-
ness.

l Unanticipated threats and responses should be
identified.

l Electronic deception capabilities of both friend-
ly and enemy forces must be known. 

Suppression of Enemy Air Defenses

SEAD reduces assault support aircraft attrition by
degrading enemy air defense system effective-
ness. SEAD uses supporting arms (i.e., artillery,
NSFS, and aircraft) and other available means to
deter, suppress, or destroy the enemy’s air de-
fense capability. SEAD should be integrated not
only with assault support aircraft but with other
supporting aircraft. Detection of SEAD aircraft
alone may change the enemy’s normal operating
procedures. High-speed antiradiation missiles
(HARMs) or antiradiation missiles (ARMs) can
suppress or destroy radar sites. Because SEAD ef-
fects are short-lived, these missions should be
timed to give maximum protection to the assault
force. Mission planners should—

l Determine SEAD requirements.
l Determine assets available for SEAD.

l Study the assault force’s route of flight.
l Determine which enemy systems pose major

threats.
l Determine number of SEAD aircraft required.
l Coordinate HARM/ARM timing to provide

maximum assault force protection.
l Determine placement of SEAD aircraft in rela-

tion to the assault force and the threat.
l Determine the need for fighter aircraft to pro-

tect SEAD elements during ingress and egress.
l Set and understand sector responsibilities and

priorities if there are more threats than avail-
able assets can cover.

l Review HARM/ARM delivery envelopes and
launch procedures.

l Keep the mission commander informed of
SEAD capabilities.

Deception Operations

Deception operations are those measures designed
to mislead the enemy by manipulation, distortion,
or falsification of evidence. The goal is to induce
the enemy to react in a manner against his inter-
ests. Deception operations may be aimed at the in-
dividual who is most influential on enemy
operations in the MAGTF zone. Deception opera-
tions are planned to elicit a specific action from
the enemy, such as committing forces elsewhere
or maintaining strength in an area the MAGTF in-
tends to avoid. Recent deception operations in-
clude the use of the 4th MEB off the Kuwaiti
coast during Desert Storm to keep Iraqi forces
tied up along the coast.

Successful deception operations must have a tar-
get, the story has to be credible, and they must
bring about the desired effect. To provide decep-
tion for the assault force, planners should—

l Plan the deception as an integral part of the as-
sault force mission plan and coordinate with
the total MAGTF deception effort.

l Vary flight profiles to simulate different mis-
sion types.

l Use decoy aircraft or drones to pose a threat
from a different direction than the actual threat.
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l Use EW to present selected enemy radars or
targets with false information.

l Make the deception detectable by the enemy.
l Show deception as a credible threat.
l Ensure that the assault force remains undetec-

ted.
l Risk deception aircraft in proportion to the ex-

pected gain.
l Anticipate the most likely enemy response

based on he enemy’s doctrine and MAGTF in-
telligence.

Operations Security

Operations security (OPSEC) assists in denying
the enemy’s ability to use collection assets to lo-
cate friendly forces and determine their inten-
tions. The less information the enemy has
concerning assault support operations, the easier
it is to conduct a successful operation. Planners
must carefully analyze enemy capabilities to de-
termine if OPSEC measures are adequate for the
planned mission. OPSEC for assault support mis-
sions may be accidentally compromised by us-
ing— 

l The same ingress and egress routes.
l The same frequencies, code words, and authen-

tication procedures.
l Flight profiles that place assault support air-

craft in enemy search or early warning radar
coverage areas.

l Radios, radars, radar altimeters, or other emis-
sions.

Base of Operations

Operational deployment of assault forces involves
the relocation of forces to desired areas of opera-
tion. Critical deployment factors include the se-
lected transportation and the availability of
operational and support facilities. The decision to
deploy forces is based on the assets involved, as-

signed tasks, supportability of the deployed force,
and national defense needs.

Because of the ACE’s self-deployment capability,
its units may be the first MAGTF forces to arrive
in the area of operations. During the deployment
phase, the MAGTF commander may designate
the ACE as the main effort. This is especially true
when ACE assets are the primary source of trans-
portation to the theater for the force. Because of
the Marine Corps expeditionary nature, opera-
tions can be conducted from austere sites. Opera-
tions from these sites require careful planning to
be effective. 

Forward Operating Base 

The MAGTF’s capability to project power is
based on its ability to move to and operate from
any area. The ACE contributes to this capability
by staying close to the area of operations to
increase responsiveness during all operational
phases. FOBs, whether they are expeditionary
airfields, enhanced local airfields, or forward
arming and refueling points (FARPs) are the
means by which Marine aviation provide this
rapid response capability. 

The future of MAGTF operations is moving to-
wards the concepts of operational maneuver from
the sea (OMFTS) and ship-to-objective maneuver
(STOM). These concepts will keep most of the
support assets on ship, reducing the requirement
for building up large supply areas ashore. This
will affect response time depending on the loca-
tion of the objective area. Assault support plan-
ners will have to factor in transit time of aircraft
to the objective and allow for multiple refueling
options. STOM will aid in the logistical support
of aviation units and increase force protection of
both aviation and combat service support (CSS)
units since they will be ship-based and less acces-
sible to the enemy. 


