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For Future Operations
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America’s current and potential adversaries have learned several lessons
from watching more than .10 .years of conflict in Irag and Afghanistan. One of
these lessons involves attacking the overwhelming U.S. technological advantage
with relatively simple, low-tech improvised explosive devices (IEDs) and other
explosive hazards (EHs). Our enemies will use explosive devices during any
foreseeable Future conflict, and the U.S. Army can expect to conduct route
clearance missions as a key enabling task to allow freedom of movement and
maneuver for the combined arms team. Our current application of doctrine treats
route clearance as a mission that is separate from combined arms breaching, but
future military operations will require less distinction between them. Combined
arms teams will be called on to apply the breaching fundamentals of suppress,
obscure, secure, reduce, and assault repeatedly against EHs to get maneuver
units to their objective with combat power intact. Route clearance should be
defined as the detection and neutralization of EHs in support of a combined arms
movement or maneuver to or from a specified objective.
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Addressing the Definition of Route Clearance
F B A
Route clearance is typically understood to be a mission that is conducted to
remove all obstacles along a given path so that friendly forces can travel safely.
This definition does not imply that follow-on forces will maneuver along this route
at a particular time or for a particular purpose. Route clearance, as often
conducted in recent conflicts, is simply keeping a route open because the
commander requires mobility along that route at some unspecified point with
some unspecified force. This definition is problematic since it leaves room for
interpretation. Furthermore, a clear route implies that all obstacles—to include
IEDs and other EHs—have been completely removed.
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The current definition of route clearance requires revision since enabling
friendly maneuver along a route implies that the route must be cleared and must
remain under surveillance.2 This definition is also overly broad, encompassing
aspects of the counter-IED fight ranging from predictive analysis to forensic
evidence exploitation. The definition of route clearance should be amended to
read that the neutralization of IEDs, EHs, and other obstacles is conducted in
direct support of a separate unit’'s movement or maneuver.
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Defining the purpose of route clearance as the elimination of a threat along a
route is at odds with reality, since practitioners from operations in Iraq and
Afghanistan will agree that the elimination of IED and EH threats along any route
is possible only for brief stretches of space and time. Because a location is only
clear for as long as friendly forces keep it under observation after eliminating the
threat, saying that the route is clear after a route clearance operation could be
misleading. While one may assume that every maneuver commander intuitively
understands the risk associated with the lapse of time after a route has been
cleared, one must keep in mind that the maneuver commander receives
information in a time-compressed environment. Designating a route clear or
color-coding it to denote the extent to which a route is clear can oversimplify the
tactical condition of a route in the absence of concise, shared definitions that tie
risk to time lapse. Also, today’s force has learned lessons from more than a
decade of experience in Irag and Afghanistan. Tomorrow’s commander may have
to face the EH threat without such experience. When conducted to clear, route
clearance produces very narrow effects that are confined to a specific location for
a limited time. For this reason, the definition of route clearance should be to
neutralize obstacles along an assigned route to enable a supported unit to arrive
at its objective with enough combat power intact to complete its mission.
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A mine-resistant, ambush-protected vehicle with mine rollers and a Husky mounted mine
detection vehicle participate in route clearance operations in Khowst Province, Afghanistan.
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A Husky mounted detectlon system performs route clearance
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Conducting route clearance on a regular basis with no supported unit
maneuvering behind while synchronized with the clearance element does not
produce a cleared route or provide the maneuver commander with improved
mobility. A 2010 article in Engineer clearly demonstrates the point in the following

excerpt:
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RCPs [route clearance patrols] clear routes in direct support of a BCT
[brigade combat team]maneuver element conducting a mission. RCPs conducting
missions that are not in support of a BCT maneuver element are not defeating the
device, but simply putting RCP assets at risk. This argument is based on three
assumptions:
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mAAF [Anti-Afghan Forces] IEDs can damage or destroy RCP assets.
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mAAF have more IED-making material and Resources than U.S. and coalition
forces have RCP assets within a BCT’s area of operations.
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mAAF can predict the routes U.S. and coalition forces use within a BCT’s area of
operations, thus giving the AAF the initiative.
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Once an RCP clears a route, the AAF simply return and reseed it with new
IEDs.3
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Predicting the Behavior of Future Adversaries:
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Critics may argue that those assumptions may not prove relevant in future
conflicts. First, any critic believing that future adversaries will not be able to
damage or destroy RCP assets should remember how rapidly our adversaries
have adapted low-tech solutions to defeat even our most protected systems, not
only in our current wars, but in previous fights as well. Second, IEDs are most

commonly manufactured with relatively inexpensive, commercially available,
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dual-use technology. Homemade explosives are inexpensive and scalable,
requiring a low level of technical expertise to produce. Explosive devices such as
IEDs are likely to remain more common than RCPs in a future scenario,
particularly as America continues to cut defense spending. Finally, those who say
that poor operations security, rather than terrain, is to blame for our adversaries’
ability to predict RCP movements should remember that our future conflicts will be
conducted among populations who can report RCP movements via modern
commercial communications much quicker than slow-moving RCPs can reach
their objectives. Simply put, future conflicts involving EHs are likely to adhere to
the assumptions outlined in the 2010 Engineer article above.
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An RCP may detect and reduce multiple EHs during a mission, but our
adversaries of the last decade have demonstrated a remarkable ability to emplace
additional EHs immediately after the RCP and other friendly elements quit
observing a location. There is no reason to believe that future adversaries would
behave differently. This means that the RCP should be in support of a maneuver
or support element and function under operational control of that element. No
other arrangement preserves the maneuver commander's combat power,
because the route is no longer clear at the end of a route clearance mission and
no supported unit has arrived at an objective with combat power intact. Route
clearance should not be conducted as an end in itself. Because adversaries are
likely to emplace new explosive devices as soon as an area is no longer observed
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by friendly forces, route clearance should only be conducted in coordination with,
and in direct support of, another unit moving along the route.
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Critics could argue that conducting route clearance solely in support of a
dedicated maneuver unit would not protect the local populace. This point loses
legitimacy when the nature of route clearance is considered. Route clearance is a
slow, tedious process that often causes lengthy traffic jams when applied to
heavily traveled civilian routes, frustrating the populace and disrupting host nation
commerce. Damage to infrastructure will often occur during route clearance as
explosive devices detonate on roads or bridges and slow-moving armored
vehicles produce excessive strain on roads and bridges designed for civilian
traffic. This adds to the frustration of the populace with U.S. forces and gives
adversaries a propaganda advantage. The route clearance of civilian
infrastructure involves an overt U.S. presence that delegitimizes host nation
security forces. A better method for protecting the local populace from explosive
device threats would be to help build or improve host nation counter-IED or route
clearance capabilities.
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The critics’ second point could be that route clearance under these proposed
definitions would limit contact with EHs to those found only on routes being
traveled by U.S. forces. This would limit opportunities to collect evidence that
could be used in the targeting cycle. However, evidence could still be collected
during route clearance missions that support another unit's maneuver. Much as
the breach force remains at the point of breach in order to pass the assault force
and improve lanes in the obstacle during combined arms breaching activities,
evidence can be collected by a stay-behind element of the route clearance unit if
time is a concern. A more important consideration, however, is that our
adversaries will probably place explosive devices only at locations where they can
reliably target U.S. forces. The presence of U.S. forces to gather evidence would
itself be a trigger for the adversary to emplace an explosive device, thereby
compounding the threat to U.S. forces. Simply put, EHs sought out for
evidence-gathering alone would risk route clearance assets for only marginal gain
in the supported commander’s freedom of movement and maneuver.
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Conclusion
B
Future adversaries will continue to use improvised and manufactured
explosive devices to disrupt U.S. forces and deny access to key areas throughout
the operational area. Route clearance will continue to be a key mobility task in
future conflicts. The RCP, as seen during more than 10 years of in lrag and
Afghanistan, will more closely resemble a combined arms breach as hybrid
threats seek to disrupt, fix, turn, or block U.S. forces with IEDs, other EHs, and

terrain. Route clearance must be defined as the detection and reduction of IEDs
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and EHs in support of combined arms mobility to or from a specified objective.
Conducting route clearance for a purpose other than enabling a supported unit to
arrive at the objective with combat power intact commits precious mobility assets
while achieving limited effects on terrain, enemy forces, and the local populace.
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