OBSTACLE EMPLOYMENT : WHAT DOES IT
MEAN(1)
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North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) Allied Joint Publication 3.12,
Allied Joint Doctrine for Military Engineering, defense military engineering as
those activities that physically shape the operating environment. Over the past
11 years, U.S. military commanders have lost significant capability to shape
terrain using the full range of persistent antivehicle and antipersonnel
landmine systems without a reciprocal increase in a persistent land
mine-alternative capability (except in the Korean Peninsula). Remote
antiarmor mines and select Volcano munitions make up the remaining land
mine terrain-shaping capability following U.S. policy changes. Between
February 2004 and September 2014, the only significant addition to the
terrain-shaping capability of commanders was the XM-7 Spider network



command munition. The remaining U.S. Army terrain-shaping capabilities are
similar to methods and obstacles meant to deny movement or maneuver to
the enemy—such as ditches, earthworks, and abatis—used by armies for
more than 2,000 years. The only difference is the terrain-shaping technology
used to deny the enemy access to, or use of, advantageous terrain.
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Engineers must understand the methods, theory, and employment of
obstacles in shaping terrain to meet the intent of commanders. A knowledge of
U.S. Army obstacle doctrine is no longer sufficient to effectively shape terrain
against a near-peer threat. Effective obstacle application demands that
engineers apply the five obstacle employment principles; possess a military
sense of terrain; understand obstacle methods, capabilities, and effects;
exercise adaptive, experience-based obstacle design; and use available,
commercial, off-the-shelf, terrain-shaping technologies.
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The five obstacle employment principles are—

|

m Support the maneuver commander’s plan.
m Integrate with observation and fires.

m Integrate with other obstacles.

m Employ in depth.

m Employ for surprise.

-



Thls artlcle focuses on these five principles and the ways a successful
engineer planner can use obstacle employment planning to mitigate the loss
of obstacle capabilities.
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Combined arms obstacle integration operations commonly involve the
defense, but obstacles are used throughout the spectrum of unified land
operations. For example, commanders might use situational obstacles during
an attack to protect a flank from an enemy spoiling attack or strike force in a
mobile defense. Planning obstacle employment is generally left to engineers.
They are introduced to the steps of engagement area development as a guide
to planning obstacles, but these steps are primarily designed for the maneuver
commander and staff as a planning checklist during the defense. The seven
steps of engagement area development are—
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m Step 1. Identify likely enemy avenues of approach.

m Step 2. Identify the enemy scheme of maneuver.

m Step 3. Determine where to kill the enemy.

m Step 4. Plan and integrate obstacles.

m Step 5. Emplace weapons systems.

m Step 6. Plan and integrate indirect fires.

m Step 7. Conduct an engagement area rehearsal.
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During offensive operations, these steps do not always apply. The five
obstacle employment principles provide guidance on obstacle planning for any
operation type and complement Step 4, plan and integrate obstacles.
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Support the maneuver commander’s plan
Supporting the maneuver commander's plan is arguably the most
important of the five obstacle employment principles. Considering the
maneuver commander’s intent and operational concept during planning
ensures that obstacles increase the probability of hits by direct and indirect fire
systems and negatively affect the ability of the enemy to gain access to
favorable terrain. The engineer planner must understand where the maneuver
commander wants to mass effects on the enemy force and then plan
terrain-shaping operations to the enemy force to that point. Engineers are
susceptible to a few common pitfalls with this principle because they tend to—
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mOverthink the maneuver commander’s intent.
mDo not completely understand the commander’s intent and/or operational
concept.
mDevelop unsupportable obstacle plans.
mDo not fully understand enemy mobility and counter obstacle capabilities
or how the enemy maneuvers through the existing terrain.
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Overthinking the commander’s intent and operational concept during
obstacle planning usually leads to an obstacle plan that does not support the
commander’s intent, is overly complicated, and commits more engineer effort
than is required. Engineer planners participating in rotations at the Joint
Multinational Readiness Center (JMRC), Hohenfels, Germany, tend to
develop obstacle plans to independently block enemy maneuver instead of
developing plans that conform to the friendly maneuver plan.
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In a recent rotation at JMRC, one maneuver commander’s intent was to
delay the opposing force (OPFOR) along two mobility corridors, attrit the
enemy, and trade space for time to develop a substantive engagement area.
The brigade engineer planned block obstacle groups in the mobility corridors
instead of the fix effect the commander desired. Ultimately, the block obstacle
groups were not emplaced, but significant time and resources that could have
been used elsewhere were expended in preparation.
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The three remaining pitfalls are usually attributed to the engineer
planner’s lack of knowledge, education, and experience. Engineers should not
be embarrassed to ask questions during the planning process to clarify
misunderstandings of the operational concept. Engineer planners are
expected to perform as the master craftsmen of all things related to
countermobility. Inability or incompetence in the development of a supportable
obstacle plan is inexcusable. Obstacle plans must consider all materiel,
personnel, equipment, and time resources required and available to meet the
operational concept. If a resource gap exists in the obstacle plan, then the
plan is not supportable and must be modified until the resource gap is
diminished. Unfamiliarity with enemy mobility and counter obstacle capabilities
is normally rectified by close coordination with the intelligence section.
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Through a lack of knowledge and experience, engineer planners
habitually fail to develop obstacle plans that meet the maneuver commander’s
intent. At JMRC, this is usually highlighted in a mobility corridor referred to as
the 15T. Engineer planners constantly develop obstacle groups in the 15T
open space and do not tie the obstacle groups into the surrounding terrain.
Normally, maneuver commanders want to canalize the OPFOR into the center
of the 15T to mass effects on them. However, placing obstacles in the center
of the 15T does not affect the OPFOR maneuver tactics, techniques, and
procedures of using the terrain to the north and south of the open area.
Instead, the OPFOR just diffuses around the obstacle groups with little or no
effect on their maneuver. Engineer planners must understand how the enemy
uses the existing terrain and then how to shape the existing terrain to change
the enemy maneuver.
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Integrate With Observation and Fire
The principles of integrating obstacles with observation, fires, and other
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obstacles are accomplished in concept and action. Conceptually, the engineer
planner integrates obstacles in the planning and preparation phases and then
the responsibility shifts to the emplacing engineer leader to actively integrate
the obstacles on the ground with the covering unit. NATO Standardization
Agreement 2036, Land Mine Laying, Marking, Recording and Reporting
Procedures, states that obstacles cannot achieve the desired obstacle effect
unless they are used in combination with observed fires. Only then can the
obstacle achieve its desired effect on the enemy. Unless obstacles and fires
are properly integrated, the OPFOR can quickly negate any obstacle effect
given enough time and adequate resources. Failure to integrate observation
and fires with obstacles gives the OPFOR time and reduces the resources
they need to breach or bypass an obstacle.
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Engineer planners integrate obstacles with observation and fires through
coordination with the maneuver, intelligence, and fires functional staff chiefs.
Integrating observation and obstacles during planning is achieved by
assigning unit responsibility and allocating assets. The maneuver and fires
functional chiefs assign obstacle responsibilities to subordinate units and
advise on observation system capabilities. The intelligence functional chief
assists in synchronizing intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR)
assets through the ISR collection manager, providing the observation of
obstacles that are not directly overwatched by ground forces. Items to be
considered when integrating obstacle observation include—
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m Assignment of an owning unit to overwatch.

m Use of ground reconnaissance assets.

m Use of forward observers and joint terminal attack controllers.

mCapabilities of optical systems, limitations on range, and limited visibility

operations.

m Use of rotary wing aircraft.

m Use of unmanned aerial surveillance assets.
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Direct- and indirect-fire effects are amplified when properly integrated
with obstacles. The engineer planner coordinates directly with the maneuver
and fires functional chiefs to ensure that all obstacles are effectively integrated
with fires. Considerations when integrating obstacles with fires include—
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m Assignment of engagement responsibilities and criteria.

m Weapons system and effects desired.

m Use of direct versus indirect fires.

mUse of echelon fires using maximum-range weapons at maximum-range

obstacles.

m Integration at seams, transitions, and endpoints.

mOrientation of obstacles to achieve the desired direct-fire engagement

method (enfilade, oblique, flanking, or frontal).

m Determination of priority targets and target protection/hardness.
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At the JMRC, rotation unit obstacle plans seldom effectively integrate
observations and fires, resulting in the OPFOR easily maneuvering around or
through planned engagement areas with minimal negative effects. However,
the OPFOR regularly integrates effective observed fires on existing and
reinforcing obstacles with devastating effects on rotation unit maneuver. There
are many reasons for the failure to integrate obstacles with fires, but the
primary reason is that obstacle plans are developed in isolation from the rest
of the maneuver plan. Engineer planners must develop effective working
relationships with the maneuver, fires, and intelligence planners and must
attain a working knowledge of maneuver, fires, and intelligence to better
facilitate integration.
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Integrate With Other Obstacle

While integrating observation and fires, the engineer planner should
integrate obstacles with other reinforcing obstacles. The engineer planner
makes every effort to maximize the use of existing obstacles and complement
them with the minimum required reinforcing obstacles to achieve the desired
obstacle intent. NATO Allied Tactical Publication 3.2.1, Allied Land Tactics,5
points out that the engineer effort required to meet the commander’s intent is
rarely adequate, requiring engineer planners to maximize the use of existing
obstacles. Reinforcing obstacles are planned to minimize the transition or gap
between existing obstacles or to link existing obstacles together. This
strengthens an obstacle group and increases the probability that the enemy
will follow the planned script. Engineer planners ensure that the combined
effect of integrated obstacles does not deviate from the desired obstacle
group intent. Common pitfalls observed at the JMRC when planning obstacle
integration with other obstacles are—
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mObstacles are not completely tied in; there are weak seams and transitions.
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mObstacle design strength is too little or too great; the desired intent/effect is
diminished.

mObstacles interfere with other obstacles.

mObstacles are not emplaced to take advantage of existing terrain, or they are
too dependent on existing terrain countermobility properties.
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