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Protection

In the 5th Century B.C., Sun Tzu wrote, “. . . the clev-
er combatant imposes his will on the enemy but does 
not allow the enemy’s will imposed on him.”1 The tech-

nological advancements that now enable unprecedented 
lethality during large-scale combat operations make his 
statement even more relevant today. Recently revised Field 
Manual (FM) 3-0, Operations, not only introduces multido-
main operations as the new U.S. Army operating concept 
but also redefines the protection warfighting function as  
“. . . related tasks, systems, and methods that prevent or 
mitigate detection, threat effects, and hazards to preserve 
combat power and enable freedom of action.”2 

The first multinational warfighter exercise (WFX) follow-
ing the publication of FM 3-0 was rotation 23-04, conducted 
at Fort Cavazos, Texas, 18–27 April 2023, in which III Ar-
mored Corps (III AC) fought as a tactical-level multinational 
corps. Throughout the operations process, III AC sought to 
integrate a multifunctional, all-hazard concept of protection 
that leveraged active/offensive operations to deny enemy 
opportunities while more passive/defensive operations miti-
gated the remaining effects to protect critical capabilities 
and enable freedom of action. 

Organizing
Unmanned aerial systems, loitering munitions, and long-

range precision fires used against command posts (CPs) in 
Nagorno-Karabakh, Armenia, and Eastern Ukraine changed 
not only the character of war,3 but also the way that units 
must array their command-and-control nodes, logistics, and 
critical assets. In preparation for WFX 23-04, III AC delib-
erately abandoned the traditional tent-based, three-node CP 
concept (consisting of tactical, main, and rear command post 
[RCP] nodes), opting for a more agile and survivable design 
capable of being hidden in plain sight, thereby reducing vis-
ibility and exposure across the electromagnetic spectrum.4 
The experimental concept involved the dispersal of the CP 
across four nodes based primarily on function. Whereas 
three nodes (RCP, current operations, and future opera-
tions) were positioned inside the area of operations, long-
range planning, analysis, and assessments were conducted 
via reach-back to a fourth node placed in relative sanctuary. 

Led by the III AC Deputy Commanding General for Sup-
port, the RCP node was comprised of elements of the III AC 
staff, the 13th Armored Corps Sustainment Command, and 
maneuver enhancement brigade staff. The RCP node syn-
chronized protection and sustainment operations through-
out the corps area of operations and exercised command and 

control for all units operating within the corps rear area. 
Organized as a “fighting CP,” the RCP node was capable of 
handling the responsibilities of a unit assigned an area of 
operations (as outlined in FM 3-0) but relied on the maneu-
ver enhancement brigade staff and mission command infor-
mation systems to control airspace, clear fires, and perform 
command and control of area security tasks. 

Operating predominately from the RCP node, the III AC 
Protection Cell coordinated full-spectrum protection opera-
tions across the depth of the corps area of operations. The 
nodal command and control construct resulted in the dis-
persal of protection staff across three of the four CP nodes. 
Although deliberate talent management decisions placed 
personnel where they could exert the greatest influence, 
manning constraints prevented the staff from operating at 
capacity across all nodes. The Protection Cell focused its ef-
forts on conceptual planning in support of targeting, maneu-
ver, and sustainment operations by synchronizing protec-
tion resources 72–96 hours prior to operations, while relying 
heavily on the associated functional brigades (maneuver 
enhancement; military police; engineer; chemical, biologi-
cal, radiological, and nuclear; air defense artillery; and civil 
affairs) to conduct the detailed planning via bottom-up re-
finement.

Planning 
The III AC staff diligently worked to understand the situ-

ation from the enemy perspective. The commanding general 
coached staff members toward “picking up the red pen first,” 
which enabled them to visualize the enemy’s capability, 
intent, targeting priorities, and pending decision points. A 
clear understanding of the enemy’s delivery methods and 
high-pay-off target list enabled the targeting of specific sys-
tems in order to deny the enemy the opportunity to strike 
and allowed the III AC Protection Cell to effectively priori-
tize critical assets (belonging not only to III AC but also to 
others in the area of operations, including the combined forc-
es land component command, allied forces, and the host na-
tion) and align appropriate protection assets to mitigate the 
residual risk. Protection Prioritized Lists (PPLs) were de-
veloped for each phase of the corps order and refined by key 
events. The initial PPL was further refined through corps 
engineer brigade modeling that depicted the operational and 
humanitarian impacts of a potential “black swan”5 attack on 
host nation infrastructure (such as those now occurring in 
the Ukraine/Russia conflict6).
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Specific protection planning guidance emphasized ag-
gressive area security operations, dispersion, survivabil-
ity, camouflage, decoys, concealment, and electronic signa-
ture management. Deliberately targeting special-purpose 
forces at echelon not only disrupted enemy long-range fires 
but also denied the enemy the ability to take direct action 
against critical assets arrayed in the close and rear areas. 
To protect logistics, the 13th Armored Corps Sustainment 
Command dispersed sustainment nodes across small, tai-
lorable, mobile support packages inside “position areas for 
sustainment.” Modeled after the “position areas for artil-
lery” addressed in field artillery doctrine, position areas for 
sustainment enabled frequent survivability moves within a 
designated area and mitigated risks posed by enemy obser-
vation and long-range fires. Nesting the priority of engineer 
effort with the PPL, the corps engineer brigade allocated dig 
assets to improve critical asset survivability behind the pub-
lished corps engineer work line.7 

The III AC Commanding General specifically directed 
that “. . . the corps must ‘spring-load’ to maximize opera-
tional reach,” positioning sustainment assets “almost un-
comfortably” far forward, moving rear boundaries as soon as 
possible, and continuously consolidating gains.8 According 
to the Military Review article “Three Perspectives on Con-
solidating Gains,” “. . . successful consolidation of gains ul-
timately denies the enemy the time, space, and psychologi-
cal breathing space to reorganize for continued resistance.”9 

And although the current version of FM 3-0 rescinds the 
term “consolidation area,”10 III AC anticipated a complex 
hybrid threat and deliberately task-organized the RCP node 
with the organic mobility, antiarmor, and indirect-fire capa-
bilities required to defeat bypassed conventional forces (up 
to a Level III threat) as far forward as possible, deny en-
emy special-purpose forces freedom of action, and neutralize 
meaningful resistance in the rear area.

Preparing 
Prior to commencing operations, III AC conducted a corps 

level protection rehearsal with its subordinate divisions and 
enabling brigades. Conducted using the same terrain model 
used for three prior rehearsals (combined arms, intelligence 
collection/fires, and sustainment rehearsals), the protection 
rehearsal synchronized protection efforts that supported the 
overall schemes of maneuver and sustainment. Using the 
“box method,”11 protection planners and III AC subordinate 
units rehearsed critical events such as the forward passage 
of lines, wet-gap crossings, and rear-boundary shifts. The 
protection rehearsal enabled a shared understanding of the 
anticipated enemy actions, to-scale weapons engagement 
ranges, positions of assets on the corps PPL, subordinate 
schemes of protection, and terrain management challenges 
associated with each critical event. The protection rehearsal 
stimulated updates to the rear area terrain management 
plan, prompted candid discussions regarding boundary 
shifts, and managed expectations regarding the positioning 
of air and missile defense (AMD) assets. 

Executing 
The fluid nature of large-scale combat operations re-

quires an agile concept of protection, well-defined transition 

criteria, and clearly delegated decision-making authorities. 
Rapidly expanding lines of communication followed by un-
expected delays with frequent transitions from offense to 
hasty defense quickly rendered the initial synchronization 
matrix obsolete. During WFX 23-04, the Coalition Forces 
Land Component Command task-organized an air defense 
artillery brigade in direct support of III AC, which enabled 
the commander of the 32d Army Air and Missile Defense 
Command to synchronize theater AMD operations while 
supporting the mission of the main effort12; however, repo-
sitioning AMD assets in a timely manner initially proved 
challenging. After being delegated authority to reposition 
AMD assets, the III AC Deputy Commanding General for 
Support approved templated moves in advance under clearly 
articulated security conditions agreed upon by the 32d Army 
Air and Missile Defense Command and III AC. He also dis-
cussed AMD moves with his division counterparts on a daily 
basis; and once they reported that the stipulated conditions 
had been met, movement began almost immediately. 

Leveraging mission command information systems, air 
defense officers and junior noncommissioned officers read-
ily enabled III AC to counter unmanned aerial systems and 
ballistic missiles. Although protection professionals often 
use the Criticality, Accessibility, Recuperability, Vulner-
ability, Effect, and Recognizability (CARVER) Method13 to 
assess risk to critical assets, the III AC targeting team was 
indirectly reminded that the CARVER Method was actu-
ally developed as a targeting technique.14 By shifting focus 
to less-recuperable parts of the system, III AC targeteers  
enjoyed significantly more success in the counter-unmanned 
aerial systems fight.

Assessing 
A deliberate protection working group (PWG) is essential 

for the assessment of current operations and mitigation of 
risk across all planning horizons. Although battle rhythms 
in large-scale combat operations are unrelenting, an effec-
tive PWG must be sequenced along the critical path so that 
its outputs directly feed the targeting cycle in a timely man-
ner. Initially, III AC PWG assessed the previous 24 hours, 
conducted a systematic review of each PPL (synchronized 
by each air tasking order) over the next 72–96 hours, and 
identified the risks and the resources required to miti-
gate those risks. Over time, the PWG evolved to feed the 
corps assessment working group by evaluating protection-
related transition criteria for the current and subsequent 
phases of the operation. The PWG served as a forum to en-
sure that bridging and boundary shifts remained on track. 
Once nested with the joint movement board process, the 
PWG not only synchronized security operations for critical 
resupply but also identified opportunities to emplace addi-
tional line-of-communication bridging to open lateral routes 
and shorten division lines of communication by more than  
100 kilometers. 

Conclusion
Given a determined enemy with persistent intelligence, 

surveillance, and reconnaissance, coupled with effective 
electronic warfare capabilities and massed long-range fires, 
the protection warfighting function is more relevant than 
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ever. Tasks intended to “prevent or mitigate detection, 
threat effects, and hazards to preserve combat power and 
enable freedom of action”15 require an inherent combined 
arms approach and an offensive mindset throughout the op-
erations process.
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