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A mission sometimes viewed as an “orchestrated ballet of farm implements” s
challenging to conduct and worthy of discussion by Army professionals. During the
Army’s most recent conventional forced-entry operations in Iraq in 1991 and again in
2003, obstacles stood in the way of ground combat forces. Combat engineer forces
enabled maneuver forward in both of these conflicts. Keeping this history in mind
while predicting future threats, the Army has introduced a new Decisive Action
Training Environment (DATE) that challenges units with an enemy that is equipped,
trained, and willing to use a variety of obstacles to deny them freedom of action.
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The threat facing U.S. units in the DATE will require a combined arms team that
Is prepared to apply lessons learned to counter improvised explosive devices and the
conventional complex mine, wire, and earthen berm obstacles employed by
adversaries in 1991 and 2003. Descriptions of the hybrid threat that rotational units
will face during decisive action rotations at the National Training Center (NTC) at
Fort Irwin, California, can be found in the “DATE Version 2.0” handbook
published by the U.S. Army Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC).2 This
article reports on combined arms breaching observations and training
recommendations from the first DATE rotation conducted at NTC in March 2012
with a new “farm implement” at the dance—the Army’ s newly fielded assault
breacher vehicle (ABV).
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Observations from NTC rotations indicate that success at the breach still requires
the Army’ s doctrinal breaching tenets—
B Intelligence.
B Breaching fundamentals.
B Suppress.
Il Obscure.
B Secure.
Il Reduce.
B Assault.



B Organization.
B Mass.
B Synchronization.
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Engineer formations are understandably out of practice at this particular dance.
The biggest shortfall observed in the conduct of combined arms breaching is a lack of
company level engineers integrating into and influencing the military decision
making process (MDMP) of their supported combined arms battalion. Officers are
too often hesitant to recommend the introduction of breaching fundamentals into the
course of action. The result is that engineer breaching assets are not in position to
rapidly exploit at the point of penetration and help the combined arms battalion
maintain momentum through the breach.
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The ABV is built on an M1 Abrams tank chassis and includes a turbine engine
that enables it to keep up with the maneuver forces it is designed to support. The
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platform has two linear demolition charges (LDCs) mounted on the rear of the
vehicle turret. The LDC is a mine-clearing line charge (MICLIC) with a new name,
but has a Kevlar cover, has an automatic ejection system to speed reloads and safely
react to hazardous malfunctions, and is much more stable on the move than a
trailer-mounted system. The modified table of organization and equipment (MTOE)
for an engineer company in a heavy brigade combat team consists of three combat
engineer platoons and an equipment platoon. The equipment platoon includes six
ABVs in two assault sections. The resulting 12 LDCs provide more breaching
capability than the four trailer-mounted MICLICs formerly authorized.
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The base MTOE also includes two full-width mine plows and a combat dozer
blade for each platoon. With that equipment, each platoon would be able to breach a
combined obstacle up to 522 meters deep, quite an improvement over the 174 meters
of clearance available to a platoon with two trailer-mounted MICLICs. The ABV is
also equipped with an automatic lane-marking system. By design, a single ABV can
reduce an obstacle with its LDC, proof a lane with its mine plow, and mark lanes
while the other ABVs provide redundancy and alternatives for the combat formation.
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As engineer leaders work through the MDMP, they may find that instead of
placing three ABVs with the two assault squads of the equipment platoon, they might
place two ABVs in each of the three platoons. While reducing some mass, this task
organization offers additional breaching options across the maneuver force. It is
premature in the fielding cycle to call for an MTOE change, but the equal allocation
of three mine plows/dozer blades per platoon may bear consideration. The balanced
allocation of mine plows and dozer blades would allow mine plow/dozer blade teams
to be incorporated into each of the three platoons, with redundancy available from the
maneuver task force tank plows. Successive engineer and combined arms training
will increase the unit understanding of capabilities and unit confidence in employing
this equipment to support combined arms breaching.
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The ABV is equipped with a blade that can reduce manmade obstacles such as log
cribs and move debris that was emplaced to slow down maneuver forces. Teamed
with an armored combat earthmover (ACE), it can be used to reduce enemy antitank
ditches. The ABV dozer blade is not well suited for filling in antitank ditches, but its
power makes it very effective in reducing the berm on the enemy side of the ditch.
The ACE doesn’t have the power to quickly reduce the berm on the enemy side of the
ditch, but it can easily fill in the ditch to create a ramp so that the ABV can reach the
berm. At the NTC, an engineer company making multiple breaches through antitank
ditches achieved its quickest times using the ABV and ACE in tandem. Units at home
station should incorporate antitank ditch reduction training to reflect the nature of
complex obstacles commonly emplaced by the DATE near-peer conventional
adversary. It is worth noting that bridging assets in the form of armored



vehicle-launched bridges were once organic to brigade combat team engineers and
integral to the reduction of antitank ditches and berms. Since current MTOESs do not
provide this gap-crossing capability within brigade combat teams, it is critical that
planners request these assets from maneuver enhancement brigade formations, find a
bypass to the gap-crossing obstacle, and practice the ABV/ACE drill described here.
The ABV is equipped with the same automatic lanemarking system used by Stryker
vehicles. The system provides entrance, left-hand rail, and exit markers during initial
lane marking.
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To take full advantage of the system, units must develop and implement standard
marking tactics, techniques, and procedures and capture them as unit standing
operating procedures. Without clear standards, units can expect inconsistent initial
lane-marking signatures from engineer platoons during various missions across the
brigade area of operations and the likelihood of increased casualties resulting from
the confusion. The ABV lane marker cannot effectively mark the final approach or
the entrance funnel. This step requires planning by the engineer platoon leader to
establish the initial lane with a combination of the ABV and dismounted Sappers. To
be effective, marking drills must be understood by the maneuver task forces and
follow-on sustainment formations.
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At the NTC, the lane-marking system proved moderately effective in marking the
left-hand rail. During plowing operations, the soil was loose enough to allow the
emplacement of lane markers, but the left-hand rail became obscured by dust or
knocked over by vehicles as follow-on forces moved through the breach site. As a
result, some vehicles moved outside the lane and into unproofed sections of the
obstacle. Only when units augment the left-hand rail of the lane-marking system with
orange traffic cones are follow on forces likely to stick to the lane. The task force and
the engineers must rehearse lane marking under day and night conditions. To educate
subordinates before executing a combined arms breach mission, engineers should
consider setting up a static display of their marking method in an area (such as the
tactical assembly area entrance control point) where the task force will maneuver
often. (FM 3-34.2 provides standards for lane and bypass marking.4)
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The proverbial “long pole in the tent” of combined arms breach success is the
effectiveness of the lane-marking signature in helping the initial assault force and



follow-on combat forces move forward to the farside objectives. Rehearsals and the
use of a common lane-marking standard are critical enablers of this success. The
absence of a capable engineer representative (the engineer company commander or a
platoon leader) during MDMP and rehearsals presents a major shortfall during the
planning of combined arms breaching operations. The engineer representative must
ensure that the MDMP includes formal reverse breach planning. Key tasks within
reverse breach planning are to—
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B Identify available reduction assets.

B Predict the placement of enemy obstacles.

B Understand the scheme of movement and maneuver.

B Identify the number of required breach lanes.

B Identify assets required to reduce, proof, and mark lanes.
B Task-organize reduction assets within the maneuver force.
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Breaching operations also commonly suffer from a lack of deliberate, combined
arms rehearsals incorporating the engineer leadership. The detailed discussion of
breach execution is critical during rehearsals at all echelons, from task force level,
combined arms rehearsals to company and platoon permission radio rehearsals.

“The rehearsal is one of the most effective synchronization tools available to
commanders.” 5 Performed correctly, a rehearsal allows the support force, breach



force (security and engineer reduction elements), and assault force to visualize their
actions in time and space and helps the task force commander identify decision points
related to the successive commitment decision of the breach force and the assault
force. When the reverse breach planning and rehearsals achieve synchronization, the
ABV-enabled engineers will be properly positioned with redundant assets and clear
commitment criteria, leading to more successful execution on the dance floor. In
conclusion, while the ABV will provide the Army with a greater capability to conduct
combined arms breaching, it does not diminish the importance of applying doctrinal
fundamentals in the form of breaching tenets when planning, preparing, and
executing them. The ABV reduces cross-country maneuver time to the point of
penetration, decreases the number of vehicles and personnel exposed to direct fire at
the point of penetration, and cuts the time to reduce an antitank ditch. To fully realize
the advantages of this new breaching asset, task force engineers must be fully
integrated into the MDMP and maneuver units must devote particular attention to
actions at the breach during rehearsals. The dance floors in our Army’s future will
surely include the challenges of obstacles. Now enabled with the ABV and renewed
attention to the age-old lessons in doctrine, our combined arms force will be well
situated to succeed in helping maneuver forces to “seize and exploit the
initiative.”
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