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Joint Fires lessons are critical to the success of our Army's ongoing operations in the contemporary
operating environment. The joint Fires assets and units in this article detail how Fires is an essential partner
and an enabler to maneuver units. The basis of this article was my experiences as the battalion commander

for 2nd Battalion, 506th Infantry /Team Paktika East, which was operating as part of the 4th Brigade
Pakistan border.
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Combat Team, 101st Airborne Division ( Currahee ) , in Paktika Province, Afghanistan, July 2008 through
March 2009. Team Paktika East consisted of joint forces, who were deployed over 10,000 square kilometers.

They served on twelve outpost/observation posts, as well as along a 240-kilometer section of the Afghan-
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Our area of responsibility included terrain ranging from high-desert plains to mountains up to 10,000
feet in altitude. Movement between outposts included distances and a terrain that could only be traversed in

hours - not minutes. Employing joint Fires was the primary way our task force could rapidly influence the

tactical situation for units who experienced enemy contact across this dispersed area of responsibility
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The risks of employing large caliber, joint munitions while fighting a counterinsurgency in a sovereign
always explore all nonlethal means to effect and influence the enemy.

country are many. Paramount to success in counterinsurgency tactics is the staff's and commanders' ongoing
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assessment of risk versus reward of joint Fires use, and mitigation of civilian casualties. A commander must
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We found that often these nonlethal effects were more powerful in accomplishing our objectives,
indirect fires were often the only enablers available to quickly tip the balance in the favor of coalition forces.
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pursuing the lines of effort of governance and development, and were the focus of most of the battalion's

operations. When a unit leader estimated he could not handle then fight with organic assets, aerial and
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The danger of misapplication of joint Fires use is the loss of support of the indigenous population
through collateral damage. Even with careful and precise consequence management, these failures will
rapidly compromise whatever progress a unit has made in its area of responsibility. Also, the potential
corrosion of Soldier and leader morale after inflicting collateral damage cannot be understated.

I A K DI BIGERSEC N O s BRS YES B i T SRR ) - — HRE N E SR AR EEIR T
HRADEEEMEE  SLEBRESMEERC - BEREEEERANERERS DERER ; F
I - (E(TRREBE RS BIEEE B R LR S Ei R EGE -

Mission assets
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Tools that enabled us to rapidly employ joint Fires while minimizing collateral damage were
Remotely Operated Video Receivers and sniper Advanced Targeting Pods. During our units' deployment to
Afghanistan, sniper ATPs were mounted on all U.S. close air support-designated aircraft. The battalion also
received additional ROVERSs to support company-level units upon arrival to Afghanistan. The Sniper ATP
transmitted to the ROVER the same high magnification images as seen in the CAS cockpits, allowing the
battalion operations center, company command posts, and CAS pilots access to the same information and
promoting situational understanding across multiple echelons of leaders. This enabled more precise and
safer employment of precision munitions against insurgents.
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Signals intelligence-cuing also played an important role in the battalion's joint Fires employment.
Various off-the-shelf unclassified signals collection devices such as commercial FM radio scanners
enhanced the units' situational awareness down to the platoon level. This allowed preemptive use of joint
Fires to destroy enemy forces before they initiated contact where friendly forces could not execute direct fire
and maneuver effectively: such as an enemy in ambush positions where steep and rough terrain prevented
friendly forces from effectively and quickly flanking; insurgents moving into position to set up indirect
fire systems multiple kilometers distant from coalition outposts. All Signals intelligence-cued Fires also
included a hasty analysis of targets considering factors like: proximity of historic firing points and ambush
positions; comparison to established patterns of enemy activity; use of a lexicon of enemy code words and
phrases to better underst and our opponents' intents; proximity to known or observed civilian population
concentrations; and always observation of target area to positively identify enemy and preclude killing of
civilians.
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Applying joint Fires
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A critical aid in the application of joint Fires was the Precision-Strike Suite Special Operations Force
software. This application graphically portrayed weapons effects on overhead imagery for the target grids
of indirect fire missions. The ability to understand weapons effects, in relation to the terrain, by the unit's
leadership facilitated the rapid employment of joint Fires in support of units receiving contact. On-scene
commanders may not have been able to see across the highly-varied terrain of Afghanistan for nearby
villages at all times, though they may have seen their intended targets clearly. PSS-SOF, in combination
with other overhead imagery, enhanced the battalion's ability to mitigate and prevent civilian casualties,
which was a vital and essential measure needed for the confident and timely application of joint Fires in the
current operating environment.
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One of the most important actions a task force commander may take to ensure timely and accurate
joint Fires is giving clear guidance to subordinate leaders. The first step in this process is a frank discussion
with the next highest senior commander of what you are both comfortable with, such as levels of authority
for release of different types of munitions, and under what conditions are they used. Once I had this
guidance, I published it in the simplest format possible and ensured my subordinate leaders also understood.
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Ensuring timely and accurate Fires
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The battalion and company command posts, exercised Fires clearance drills and perfected mediums
for passing Fires mission requests and resulting Fires orders. Due to
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the nondoctrinal dispersion of our artillery ( four, two gun-platoons and Fires directions centers at
four outposts ) and a resulting shortage of communications platforms, our unit used Mardam-Bey internet
relay chat to distribute information from the Advanced Field Artillery Tactical Data System. We also
generated fire orders that were simultaneously observed by sender and receiver which facilitated situational
awareness amongst three echelons of the command.
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An effective method of joint Fires employment is teaming of multiple assets, specifically unmanned
aerial systems, indirect fire systems and fixed-wing close air support sorties as part of an enhanced joint
air attack. One example of our battalion employing JAAT was at a periodic daytime insurgent checkpoint,
which had been identified by multiple human intelligence sources as suspicious. At this unlawful
checkpoint, located halfway between the battalion FOB and our Alpha Company COP, Afghan civilians
were harassed by and forced to pay tolls to local insurgents.Mounted and dismounted ground patrols
had not caught the AAF checkpoint in action due to the enemy's early warning system, established in the
surrounding sympathetic tribes ( specifically the Zadran Tribe , which was the parent tribe of the Haquani's
insurgent network ) who lived in the area.
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To counter the AAF early warning system, we employed a Shadow UAS to observe the area of interest
designated for the checkpoint. The UAS ground station and operators were co-located with our operations
center. After several missions, the Shadow spotted a platoon-sized element of suspected insurgents, not in
uniform, armed with multiple crew-served weapons, stopping civilian vehicles and taking goods and money
from them. Once we confirmed that our Company A and their collocated Afghan national army and police
counterparts were not patrolling in that area, we positively confirmed enemy activity.
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As we knew from experience, a ground patrol could not get to the checkpoint with the element of
surprise. In response to observing the insurgent activity we executed the following: alerted the nearest
outpost with indirect fire assets that could range the target ( Company B with its two, 155 mm M198
howitzers ) ; the battalion Fires cell and Joint Terminal Attack Controllers coordinated the airspace above
the target to maintain UAS observation, flight of the 155's rocket-assisted projectiles, and ingress of CAS

(two F-15s aircraft) .
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While waiting for the civilian vehicle traffic to clear the target area, with sufficient space to prevent
collateral damage, Task Force JTAC oriented F-15 pilots to the target area. Critical to maintaining the
element of surprise was keeping the UAS and the CAS assets far enough away in altitude and range from
the target, to ensure their engine sounds would not alert the enemy, and yet close enough for their respective
optics to maintain continuous surveillance of the objective.
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More important was the co-location of the UAS operators with the battalion operations center,
providing real-time views of the target area from the perspective of the F-15 pilots ( through ROVER )
and the UAS (through the ground station ) . After a hasty analysis of the terrain and weapons effects
with PSS-SOF, we initiated the attack with an immediate suppression fire mission to fix the enemy. This
was immediately followed by each of the F-15s hitting the target in succession with their 20 mm cannons.
Within the next 24 hours, we received confirmation, through human intelligence, we had killed eight enemy
fighters and severely wounded an additional 22 insurgents. The effects of this joint Fires application,
deterring enemy recruitment and action in the area, resulted in no additional, unlawful checkpoints or other
overt actions, for more than a month after the engagement.
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Lessons learned
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We took several lessons learned away from this action, learning first-hand that one of the benefits
of full-time partnering with the indigenous security forces to include rapid clearance of fires. The synergy
we created, by teaming our assets, allowed us to circumvent the great advantages our enemies' had in our
current operating environment.
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Later in our deployment, we had another success when our task force coordinated CAS and rotary
wing attack aviation teaming in response to an enemy, 80-plus personnel attack on a platoon combat
outpost. The COP sat on a high bluff overlooking a large, two-village complex agricultural area, which was
also located at the western exit of a major insurgent infiltration route, reaching all the way back to insurgent
base areas in Pakistan's autonomous border tribal areas. One of the major tribes located in the valley was
sympathetic to the insurgency, but the COP location enabled the battalion to disrupt infiltration in this area.
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Shortly before midnight, the platoon located at the COP spotted movement into the bazaar west of
the outpost, as well as on a hill one kilometer to the north. The platoon executed a stand-to and alerted the
Charlie Company commander at the FOB, which was located 25 kilometers to the south. The commander
then alerted his 1st platoon in case he needed a quick-reaction force, and requested through the battalion
operations center CAS and an air weapons team ( which included two AH-64 Apache helicopters ) .
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Shortly after these actions, the enemy opened fire from five support-by-fire positions which were
located on a large hill to the north, and arrayed on the west and on the south of the COP. From their
positions, the platoon leader assessed the enemy was attempting to suppress the crew-served weapons
located on the COP, while the insurgents executed an infiltration attack on the COP from a deep wadis (a
dry streambed ) located 1,900 meters to the northeast. The COP's 120 mm mortar fired two rounds and
destroyed the enemy crew-served weapon firing from the north; the most dangerous of the enemy's support-
by-fire positions.
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The platoon effectively suppressed the other positions with a combination of crew-served and small-
arms direct fire, and then the enemy attempted to break contact. While the enemy shifted into the large
river wadis located between the village complexes, the platoon used their Tube- Launched, Optically-
Tracked, Wireless- Guided Improved Acquisition Systems to maintain continuous positive identification
of the insurgents and orient two A-10s onto the enemy. The battalion operations center observed the A-10s'
efforts through the Sniper ATP-ROVER medium to line up for a strafing attack on the retreating insurgents.
However, to avoid damage to Afghan homes and civilians, we ordered the CAS sortie to high orbit to
maintain observation and PID of the retreating insurgents, until the inbound AWT could be oriented to the
target.
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After the AWT arrived and received an orientation to the terrain and situation, we task organized one
AH-64 and one A-10 per team. Originally in a 21-man element, the insurgents, who had broken into four
groups, were then tracked by the A-10s' lasers, which designated and guided the AH-64s into position. By
early morning, the two aerial teams had tracked and destroyed all the insurgents with the AH-64 30mm
cannon fire. The AH-64 was the best system to finish mission in order to mitigate collateral damage. Charlie
Company launched a patrol at first light and found multiple destroyed weapons and equipment in the
various locations where the AH-64s had engaged the enemy.
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Teaching points
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This action offered us multiple teaching points and lessons learned such as a sound defensive
preparation and good observation plans, conducted by the platoon ensured the outpost would not be over-
run. The platoon's skilled use of observation and marking devices also proved critical in maintaining
positive identification of the enemy. There was also effective battle target hand-offs from observers to
shooters, facilitated by the platoon leader, company commander, JTAC and aircrews, of the rotary fixed-
wing aircraft. All the actions that night ensured no identified enemy escaped.
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Tools and asset accessibility
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Most of the tools detailed in this article have recently become available to echelons below brigade in
the current conflict. As counterinsurgency is a bottom-up fight, it is essential to push these assets down with
the proper subject-matter experts and help junior leaders employ them.
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Critical to successful use of all these tools is knowledge, of available capabilities and training assets.
Armed with this knowledge, ground commanders may successfully employ joint Fires in a non-linear, non-
contiguous environment against insurgents in a highly-restrictive terrain. Also significant to the employment
of all these assets is the first element of battle command: airspace command and control, AOR situational
understanding, which in turn enables airspace control; positive identification of the enemy, and observation
of Fires. Most importantly, the battalion commander in charge, of a specific area of operation, must give
clear guidance that enables the appropriate, timely, and effective use of joint Fires. Through intent-based
orders, a battalion commander empowers subordinate leaders to maximize their creativity and initiative
within the commander's intent. For all the successful operations detailed in this article I give full credit to
the subordinate leaders and staff on our team who enabled and executed them.
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