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U.S. Army, Air Force team up to load helicopters at Shaw Air Force Base, South Carolina. U.S. Air Force photo by SSgt Kelsey Owen. 

By MAJ Ryan J. Kirkeby 

The Air Cavalry Squadron (ACS) 
is not a new concept within Army 
Aviation—the Aviation Restructure  

Initiative, approved in 2014 by former 
Army Chief of Staf, GEN Raymond T. 
Odierno, looked to replace aging aerial 
reconnaissance platforms, specifcally the 
OH-58D Kiowa Warrior, with a combina-
tion of AH-64 Apache Helicopters and 
RQ-7B Shadows (unmanned aircraf sys-
tems [UAS]).1 While the organization and  
mission-essential tasks have changed in 
the years since, the ACS’ focus (on paper) 
remains frmly within aerial reconnais-
sance and aerial security tasks instead of 
aerial attack missions. While the difer-
ences between an ACS and an attack bat-
talion (AB) may seem obvious to some, the 
ground force commander will ask both 
organizations to conduct the AH-64’s con-
sistent mission—shaping the division or 
brigade deep area with direct fres against 
targets on the ground force commander’s 
high payof target list. Te only diference 
between the organizations is how they go 
about accomplishing this task. 

Regardless of what is being asked of 
an ACS, it is uniquely able to increase 
operational depth and the commander’s 

situational awareness, while also mini-
mizing the risk to manned aircraf. As 
with any piece of equipment or system, 
you must use it properly if you hope to 
maximize its efectiveness. Each opera-
tional environment is unique and presents 
multiple dilemmas to any commander. 
Tis is easily demonstrated when you 
consider the Continental United States’ 
combat training centers (CTCs), namely 
the National Training Center (NTC) 
and the Joint Readiness Training Center 
(JRTC). Te NTC provides vast, open 
deserts with signifcant terrain relief serv-
ing as an ideal maneuver space for armor 
and tracked vehicles, while JRTC features  
thick, high-canopy forests with minimal 
terrain relief, ideal for light infantry. Both 
change the role of an ACS, but the funda-
mentals of tactical employment remain 
largely the same. 

The National Training Center 

The Mojave Desert serves as an ideal 
location for armored forces to maneu-
ver—vast deserts with minimal vegeta-
tion provide an excellent opportunity 
to focus on the employment of armored 
forces. When evaluating the operational 

design of the rotation, there is one clear 
mismatch the opposing force (OPFOR) 
has over the rotational unit (RTU): long-
range fres. Rotational orders of battle 
for OPFOR include numerous batteries 
of 2S19s (Msta-S), which are armored, 
self-propelled howitzers with an opera-
tional range of 24–29 kilometers (km) 
(Operational Environment Data Inte-
gration Network [ODIN], n.d.-a.) and 
9A51s (Prima), wheeled multiple rocket 
launcher system with an operational 
range of 21 km (ODIN, n.d.-b). Com-
pared with the organic capabilities of an 
armored brigade combat team (ABCT), 
specifcally the M109A6 Paladin (can-
non artillery system), RTUs are unable 
to regularly match the ranges outlined 
above. Te ACS seems a natural ft to 
identify and locate these key pieces of 
equipment through reconnaissance  
and security missions; however, in a 
resource-constrained environment, the 
ACS may be the only organization in an 
operational environment possessing the 
organic capability required to identify 
and destroy these targets. Tis requires 
the organization to shif focus to more of 
an AB, while maximizing the capabilities 
of an ACS. 

1  Editor's note: The RQ-7B Shadow UAS “was ofcially retired” on March 19, 2024 (Jennings, 2024). 
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Te 6th Squadron, 17th ACS, proved 
mostly successful during NTC rotation 
24-02, serving as an ACS that primarily 
operated as an AB. Te squadron staf 
regularly set conditions through echelons 
above brigade (EAB) assets to suppress or 
defeat enemy air defense systems in the 
operational environment. Liaison ofcers 
proved efective at communicating the 
ACS’s ability to both identify and destroy 
enemy long-range fres to the task force 
(TF) Iron (3 ABCT, 4th Infantry Divi-
sion) staf, who allowed the squadron the 
freedom of maneuver required to shape 
the division and brigade deep areas 
through a permissive series of standard 
use Army Aviation fight routes and air-
space coordination areas. Flight troops 
facilitated the near-constant employment 
of the now-retired Shadow UAS, allow-
ing commanders at echelon to maintain 
maximum situational awareness through 
zone and area reconnaissance. Tis 
allowed the UAS to regularly identify 
the trigger to launch AH-64s, ensuring 
the requisite number of targets existed 
in the operational environment before 
committing manned assets. Te AH-64s 
would then begin prosecuting targets 
in an engagement area, while the UAS 
continued to identify targets that would 
then be prosecuted through division or 
brigade fres assets. One battle period 
saw the UAS responsible for the destruc-
tion of key strategic air defense systems 
and 2x batteries of self-propelled artillery 
with zero battle damage to the 6-17 ACS 
aircraf. Te 6-17 ACS’s eforts resulted 
in TF Iron receiving little to no efec-
tive indirect fre, directly enabling their 
defense in-depth. 

Tis technique proved particularly suc-
cessful, given the context of the rotation. 
However, it is not the only way to employ 
manned and unmanned assets. Con-
sider if EAB assets were not available at 
all or to a lesser degree in the scenario 
outlined above. Manned unmanned  
teaming (MUM-T), where UAS and AH-
64 work as a scout weapons team (SWT), 
could provide the same survivability to 
aircrews, while also allowing for similar 
efects on the battlefeld. Te UAS would 
observe targets on the battlefeld and 
communicate observations to AH-64 pi-
lots, who are maintaining standof. Once 
targets are acquired and identifed, the 
SWT then completes a remote Hellfre  
engagement, where the UAS provides 
the laser range fnder/designator guid-
ance to an AH-64 Hellfre missile. When 
employed efectively, this allows for an 
SWT to maintain operational tempo, 
while also maximizing the survivability 
of its aircrews. 

The Joint Readiness Training Center 

Te Louisiana swamps prove incredibly 
challenging for any maneuver force. 
Tick, high-canopy trees not only limit 
the maneuverability of ground forces but 
deny helicopters the look-down angle 
required to acquire and identify targets 
while employing fight profles that max-
imize the survivability of manned air-
crews. Tis results in multiple dilemmas 
for the ground force commander and the 
ABTF commander alike. Ground force 
commanders are largely reliant on attack 
aviation to defeat or disrupt OPFOR 
armored formations, and the ABTF 

commander has to identify methods that 
are capable of minimizing the impacts 
of severely restrictive terrain. As with 
the NTC scenarios previously described, 
there are multiple ways to employ an 
ACS in any operational environment. 
Te 4th Combat Aviation Brigade (CAB) 
experiences at the JRTC provide one 
employment technique that stands out as 
particularly efective. 

Many factors shape the employment of 
an asset or an organization. Efective-
ness on the battlefeld is measured by 
your ability to acquire, identify, and 
engage the enemy, while also maximiz-
ing the survivability of aircrews. Te 
JRTC presents a unique challenge to 
aviation employment due to the relative 
dimensions of the training area. Focus-
ing primarily on light infantry brigades, 
the training area lacks the depth of the 
NTC. Manned unmanned teaming, 
when employed properly, allows the ACS 
to minimize the impacts of severely re-
strictive terrain, while also maximizing 
the efectiveness of aircrews. 

Torough area and zone reconnaissance 
by a UAS is essential to identify what 
avenue of approach OPFOR will utilize 
when employing its forces. Given the 
geography of the JRTC, there is minimal 
time from the UAS’ identifcation of 
OPFOR until OPFOR makes frst contact 
with rotational force ground reconnais-
sance. Tis makes the posture of AH-64 
aircrews critical—if they are not at the 
appropriate readiness condition level,  
AH-64s will miss the ability to shape 
the critical point of the battle before the 

The photographer watches as an AH-64 Apache attack helicopter fres a Hellfre missile at a target that was laser designated by an MQ-1C Gray Eagle UAS at the Multi-Purpose 
Range Complex on Fort Stewart, Georgia. U.S. Army photo by CW3 Adam Kozel. 

23 Unmanned Aircraf Systems and Airspace 



preponderance of all 
forces are engaged 
in the close fght. At 
this point, AH-64s 
are relegated to mere  
bystanders as they 
become unable to 
quickly identify/ 
engage enemy forces 
without assuming 
signifcant tacti-
cal risk. Te use of 
ground or air hold-
ing areas is a highly 
efective technique 
that minimizes tacti-
cal risk to aircraf, 
while also mitigating the tyranny of 
distance and allowing AH-64s to quickly 
respond when triggers are identifed. 
Tis maximizes the standof between 
OPFOR and friendly forces, mitigating 
accidental risk. 

Once the UAS queue the AH-64s to a 
target area, MUM-T is critical to estab-
lishing and maintaining OPTEMPO. 
Tis mitigates the impact of terrain, as 
the UAS can maintain a near-vertical 
look-down angle during the engagement 
process. Assuming the fre distribu-
tion plan is known and understood in 
the pre-mission briefng and rehearsal, 
this process can easily disrupt or defeat 
enemy-tracked vehicle formations, while  
still maximizing the survivability of 
manned aircrews.  

The Importance of Home  
Station Training 

Home station training is critical to 
any team’s ability to execute MUM-T 
or queued engagements. Troops must 
prioritize SWT training in day-to-day 
continuation fights, aerial gunnery, 
etc., if they hope to build the profciency 
required for a CTC. If all systems work 
as advertised, the scenarios described 
are signifcantly less difcult. However, 

when was the last time a troop pulled 
video metadata from a UAS fying 
overhead during an Aircrew Training 
Manual continuation fight to conduct 
simulated MUM-T engagements? Are 
our UAS operators able to make the 
communications relay system work? Do 
they know how to use the tactical satel-
lite radio in their shelter? If they have 
received the Blue Force Tracking-2 (a 
force-tracking satellite communications  
network) upgrade, do they know how 
to use it? Te answers to these ques-
tions will be able to drive a troop or a 
squadron’s home station training plan to 
maximize efectiveness in supporting a 
ground force commander. As these sys-
tems begin to malfunction (or to cease, 
in some instances), squadrons must 
know how they can work around these 
issues to keep the kill chain as stream-
lined as possible. 

The Air Cavalry Squadron–Is it “Big 
R” Reconnaissance? 

Te Army sells the ACS as an organiza-
tion mostly focused on reconnaissance 
and security tasks as a member of a 
combined arms team. While our mission-
essential task list supports this theory, 
there is not a distinguishable diference 
to the ground force commander. Apache 
pilots (and more importantly, their staf) 

must remain profcient 
in aerial attack mis-
sion planning and how 
to incorporate “little  
R” reconnaissance and 
“little S” security into 
their scheme of maneu-
ver, particularly with 
RQ-7B.2 Failure to do so 
denies the ground force 
commander signifcant 
combat power that 
can rapidly shape the 
battlefeld in their favor 
and expose manned plat-
forms to increased tacti-
cal and accidental risk. 

A Note from the Author... 

Well, this is slightly awkward. In the 
time it took to write this article and 
run it through the revision process, 
the Army decided to divest itself of the 
RQ-7B Shadow program. While the 
small UAS (sUAS) community is going 
through a transition period, the tactics, 
techniques, and procedures discussed in 
this article remain relevant, and leaders 
must ensure they remain familiar with 
how to conduct MUM-T with sUAS. In 
the meantime, the MQ-1C Gray Eagle 
easily flls the capability gap. However, 
the challenge is in the command rela-
tionship. Small UAS are (were) organic 
to the ACS, and while Gray Eagle is or-
ganic to the CAB, it generally operates in 
more autonomous environments. When 
considering that the ACS and Gray Eagle 
are expected to operate in the division 
deep area, mixing these assets for a 
period of time can align with the higher 
headquarters' convergence window and 
the massing of efects. 

Biography: 
MAJ Ryan Kirkeby is an AH-64D pilot stationed 
at Fort Carson, Colorado. He currently serves as 
the 4 CAB S3; his previous assignments include 
6-17 ACS (S3/XO), JRTC Operations Group (Task 
Force Aviation), 12th CAB (A/1-3 and D/1-3 
Commander), and 1 AD CAB (C/4-501 PL). 

Gray Eagle UAS. U.S. Army Dugway Proving Ground photo by Becki Bryant. 

2  “Little R” reconnaissance and “Little S” security speak to the depth and breadth that these missions are performed within the ACS. Reconnaissance and security missions will be performed, but 
only to develop situational awareness for the squadron/troop commanders as they execute aerial attack or aerial movement to contact missions. Reconnaissance and security missions will likely  
still be tasked to an ACS; however, these will mostly be a RQ-7B-specifc tasking with AH-64 support only when direct contact is required (R. Kirkeby, personal communication, September 2024). 
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