FIGHTING AT NIGHT: 

 A BATTALION LANDING TEAM TRANSFORMATION

BY MAJOR DARRIN DENNY

As we passed through the breach created moments before by bangalore torpedoes, the sound of grenades and rockets ripped through the night air.  Tracers engaged simulated enemy positions off to either flank.  To the naked eye it was sheer chaos, no rhyme or reason seemed to exist.   To Marines equipped with night vision goggles, laser designators, and signaling devices, everything was going exactly as planned.  Upon consolidating on the objective, I finally realized how significantly things had changed in the past eight months.  

Throughout an infantry officer’s Marine Corps career, he will be exposed to various philosophies regarding night combat operations.    From units that use night vision equipment extensively, to units that do not issue available gear, they meet with varying degrees of success.  Many will claim to “own the night,” few will actually succeed.   Prior to its 1999 MEU (SOC) deployment, Battalion Landing Team 3/6 challenged itself with the goal of conducting BLT (-)/Company reinforced non-illuminated live-fire attacks at night.   While deployed, Battalion Landing Team (BLT) 3/6 achieved this goal.  For the Marines and Sailors of BLT 3/6 it was a remarkable paradigm shift in night fighting philosophy.  Technology has enhanced the conduct of tactical operations.  As Marine leaders we were forced to advance past the low comfort level many had with regards to existing and future technologies.  Only by doing this were we able to progress forward and perform to our maximum capability. 

The Beginning:  

Attainment of our goal was the culmination of an eight-month long process.   The beginning started just prior to the BLT chop to 22nd Marine Expeditionary Unit.  Our Battalion was like many other Battalions, decently trained in basic night skills such as patrolling, defensive operations, and doctrinal night attack skills.  Significant amounts of night fighting equipment remained in the armory, unsigned for by an individual Marine.  Large unit night live-fire attacks were something we talked about but did not endeavor to attempt.  Once challenged to make this a reality, we worked to achieve intermediate goals enroute to our desired destination.  The basic blueprint that evolved was to maximize use of available technology and gain confidence through frequent live-fire training at night.    From there we would progress to small unit fire and movement/maneuver, and finally to Company reinforced attacks.   

In order to maximize the effectiveness of each unit, we redistributed night vision equipment based on desired capabilities, not necessarily on table of equipment.  Each Rifle Company was outfitted on average with 73 ANPVS-7B Night Vision Goggles, 75 ANPVS-14 Night Vision Goggles, 27 ANPVS-4 Night Vision Sights, 71 ANPAQ-4C Laser Target Designators, 10 ANPEQ-2 Illuminators, and various types of IR beacons/fireflies.  Weapons Company additionally had 13 ANTAS-5 Night Thermal Sights (Dragon), 8 UAS-12C Thermal Sights (TOW), 4 SIMRAD Night Sniper Rifle Sights, and a similar mix of night vision goggles.  Every Marine in the Battalion was issued night fighting equipment. The Battalion was also purchased hundreds of IR Chemlights for marking purposes.  The Tank Platoon and AAV Platoon each had its normal compliment of  IR or thermal capabilities.  This equipment, and a solid understanding of how to use it, greatly contributed to our future success. 

The BLT was both helped and hindered by the nature of the MEU (SOC) workup.  Less live-fire training time was available to the average unit, but the ability to test or field new night fighting equipment increased.  During the initial training phase of the workup, Marines evaluated available technologies that would eventually allow them to operate at maximum capability.  Units weaned themselves off the use of colored chemlights, conducted night skills training, and experimented with available technologies.   All units focused on basic individual and small unit skills.  Extensive experimentation with existing tactics and available technology was conducted and results shared throughout the BLT.  Crew served weapons and individual night marksmanship skills improved dramatically by combining basic techniques with an innovative use of technology. Experimentation with basic non-illuminated fire and movement techniques led to a quantum leap towards gaining confidence in equipment and abilities.    It was a startling realization for most involved that we had a long way to go before accomplishing our ultimate goal.  The average Marine immediately recognized the utility of the non-illuminated night attack.  Most of the weapons sections operated extensively at night and the BLT validated use of crew-served weapons, laser designators, and night vision goggles (NVG’s).  One of the biggest success stories was the use of the MK-153 SMAW with the ANPAQ-4C and ANPVS-14 Night Vision Goggle.  Through experimentation and innovation, Marines achieved first time hits at night out to 300 meters with no spotting rounds.  (Gazette Article January 2000, pg. 52, 1st Lt Moran).  The confidence gained by this success opened the eyes of all leaders in the Battalion, and emphasized innovation was the key to success. The major advance during this phase was the development of the innovative mindset throughout the Battalion.  Most began to realize that a transformation of this magnitude would take months not weeks to accomplish.

TTTP’s:  Tactics, Technology, Techniques, and Procedures


The Battalion was aided by the early fielding of the ANPVS-14 monocular night optic which enhanced key leaders’ command and control, crew served weapons teams’ target designation, and Marines’ abilities to maintain peripheral vision during attacks. Use of ANPVS-14’s proved to be more effective than using the ANPVS-7B’s due to this capability. As a MEU (SOC) BLT, we had the opportunity to receive an early issue of the ANPVS-14’s and an issue of the ANPEQ-2’s.  ANPEQ-2 laser designators proved to be effective in the hands of key leaders and weapons platoon Marines, especially machine-gun sections.  They were also highly effective marking targets for mortars employed in the direct lay and handheld modes.  The Ground Commander’s Pointer laser designator gave the BLT an additional capability that allowed key leaders the ability to designate distant targets.  The addition of these items greatly enhanced our ability to control the night battle.  

During this period, the use of various laser designators vastly improved the Marines’ ability to accurately engage targets at night.   Most Companies developed a good success rate with the ANPAQ-4C’s and current night vision equipment. The ANPAQ-4C was employed in other innovative roles to include usage with the MK-153 Smaw and AT-4.   Accuracy at night for all weapons systems dramatically improved.  During the execution of force on force training, Marines proved that units equipped with night fighting gear had an undeniable advantage over those that did not.   It was not uncommon for equipped assault elements to “hit” every aggressor while taking minimal casualties. Use of simunitions validated and convinced skeptics during this type of training.  The BLT conducted live-fire training all the way through the pre-deployment leave period and most successful techniques were developed because of consistent, focused training. The value of basic and consistent night live-fire training during this period cannot be overlooked. 
Constant training was required to understand time and space requirements unique to operating in the IR spectrum.  We discovered that standard night attack doctrine utilizing release points, PLD’s, and linear tactics was not the most effective way to conduct non-illuminated night attacks.  The advent of new technology has given Marines the opportunity to conduct non-illuminated night attacks without significantly altering standard daylight tactics. IR chemlights proved to be adequate for marking lead trace or position depending on dust conditions.   Use of the IR firefly was more effective, though an enemy may identify the signal using NVG’s.  The biggest weakness continues to be not the marking of friendly forces, but shielding or directing these marks away from the enemy.  Directional IR strobes proved to be more effective in this role.   Despite our best efforts, aviation assets still had difficulty observing lead trace using IR chemlights and fireflies. The use of tanks in close direct fire-support of dismounted infantry at night was also proven using the thermal capabilities.  AAV up-gun weapons systems were also effectively employed in the IR spectrum.  All elements in the BLT were able to refine standard operating procedures (SOP’s) for night fighting and determine what works and what does not.  SOP’s refined include marking targets, marking troop locations, marking breaches, defining Platoon defensive sectors, and fire support team (FIST) procedures. Although the BLT made some headway with procurement of equipment, developing

basic techniques, and instilling the night fighting mindset, it was not until deployment that it was able to achieve its goal.

Moving Forward:
Exercise Bright Star in October was the first chance BLT elements were able to conduct night training after a two month minimal training period due to pre-deployment leave, hurricane interruptions, and embarkation requirements.  During this exercise the focus was on bilateral training but a few range opportunities allowed BLT elements to conduct sustainment training on laser usage, non-illuminated static live-fires, and maneuver training.  All units zeroed weapons systems and tested night vision equipment.   It allowed the BLT to maintain and reinforce what it had learned the previous seven months.  

The planning for exercise Noble Shirley began in earnest immediately following Bright Star. Key to the entire exercise was the Commander’s Intent issued by the BLT Commander.  All personnel in the BLT understood that the focus would be on integrating fires and maneuver with special emphasis on execution at night.  Potential contingency operations added emphasis to our philosophy that this capability would eventually be a huge combat multiplier.  Also vital was the MEU Commander’s Intent and support of the BLT goals.  Initially due to a lack of extensive night training the past two months, there was some skepticism and even doubt that we were ready to embark on this venture.
Success:

Two weeks after Bright Star the MEU deployed to its training base in the Negev Desert located in Israel. The training area in Israel one of the best training facilities that Marines have access to in the world.  It is comparable to 29 Palms, CA with some advantages and disadvantages.  The only real disadvantages are the difficulties with access during certain deployments due to range availability.  The advantages are corridors similar to 29 Palms with numerous “Syrian” mock positions and hard targets. These are arrayed in depth with mutually supporting positions.   The terrain offered positive control, clearly defined objectives, and challenging open areas that required suppression to move forward.  The IDF trains on these for one reason, they are realistic and represent real world defenses in depth.  These positions allowed the BLT to develop deep ranges that in turn enabled the employment of all weapons systems organic to the MEU.  The ranges encouraged flexible development of target arrays and supported almost any type of fire and maneuver.  Development of the night assault courses was done primarily by the BLT Gunner, BLT S-3, and the BLT FSC.  By using a PLGR/GPS, were able to accurately plot each target and ensure the safety of participating units.  This ensured that aviation, indirect fires, and maneuver element direct fire weapons systems could safely be employed. Realistic live-fire problems were presented to Company Commander’s giving them flexibility to develop distinct, safe, and varied courses of action.  The entire BLT/MEU was able to train concurrently at distances that were logistically supportable.  The real advantage to this area was the ability to execute training that met Commander’s Intent. 

The first phase of live-fire training was Company/Element training.   This phase was dedicated to all elements for small unit live-fire training.  All weapons sections, 81mm Mortar Platoon, and Artillery Battery focused on conducting basic firing skills during day and night periods to hone their abilities.  These units also experimented with different methods of night occupation of firing positions.  Reconnaissance elements worked on night observation, insertion techniques, and conduct of fire.  Special emphasis was placed on night training that integrated the various technologies of the MEU.  Rifle Companies focused on night attacks up to the supported Platoon level.   Again, special emphasis was placed on night evolutions with most Companies training all-night and sleeping during the morning hours.  Progression followed the normal crawl, walk, run method.   Companies conducted day attacks, walkthroughs, and rehearsals in the afternoon, followed by the actual night attacks with remediation as required.  Every major evolution was planned in detail and extensive debriefs conducted following each run.  The BLT Staff focused on supporting these attacks and preparing for the integration phase by conducting detailed range studies and coordination.  Although each attack was brief in duration, key leaders expended numerous hours preparing for each day’s events.  Staff planning with ACE and ground elements proved to be vital to the success of the final integrated attacks.   

The second major phase of live-fire training was the MEU/BLT Integration phase.  This phase marked the achievement of the long-standing goal, to conduct non-illuminated BLT (-) and Company reinforced night attacks.  The exercises were setup as day/night Company reinforced attacks supported by mortars, close air support, and artillery.  There were six attacks setup, one day and one night each day during a three-day period.  The Staff supported these from a standard COC located at range control, or in many cases, by deploying a version of the Tactical Command Post to the field.  The Company attacks were supported by every weapon system in the MEU.   The training was built around the CAX Range 400, Heliborne Assault Course, and Mobile Assault Course concepts utilizing the exceptional terrain and existing “enemy” positions. Each night attack included use of indirect fire, obscuration, and direct fire to gain access to an enemy strongpoint.  Once a foothold was gained the Company utilized small arms,  bangalore torpedoes, grenades, AT-4’s and SMAWs to reduce a  trenchline complex with three separate platoon objectives.   Each Company was reinforced by mounted Heavy Machine Guns, TOWs, Snipers, Dragons, and in some cases the Tank Platoon.  All attacks were supported by fires from the 81mm Mortar Platoon and Bravo 1/10 the BLT artillery battery.  By applying lessons learned over the past eight months,  Marines utilized the principles of obscuration, cover, concealment, and suppression to assault objectives at night.  All Companies were successful in their attacks and validated many of the techniques the BLT had developed at all levels.  The aviation support was exceptional and each attack was supported by AV-8B Harriers and AH-1W Cobras.   For the BLT, confidence gained during this exercise was immeasurable.  Utilizing familiar terrain, the Companies and staff were able to further evaluate time and distance variables during an attack solely conducted in the IR spectrum.  Following this exhausting exercise, Marines in the BLT clearly believed that night is the best time to train and attack.  Following the first few days of training, they were almost insulted by having to conduct the attacks initially during daylight hours.  It was an amazing transformation that took eight months to accomplish with an entire BLT focused on a singular goal.

This event was one of the best in recent memory.  It tested all elements of the MEU in vital fire and maneuver operations.  Rifle Company Commander’s believe it tested the Battalion more than SOCEX, MEUEX, or even CAX.  The improvement at all levels during this period was remarkable.  Risk assessment and concept of operations were briefed to the BLT Commander for every exercise.  Standard range and surface danger zone procedures were used to deconflict training.  Evaluation was conducted by numerous officers and SNCO’s assigned as Position Safety Officers (PSO’s).  The use of PSO’s enabled conduct of the highly complex company supported attacks in a safe manner.  Additionally, PSO’s provided valuable feedback on the quality of training and execution of attacks.  The Battalion Commander, Battalion S-3, and Battalion Gunner functioned as OIC/RSO’s for all ranges during Company supported attacks and were in position to evaluate the effectiveness of training.  Many lessons learned were captured and briefed to Companies prior to attacks and on completion.  The BLT and MEU emerged from this exercise with an enhanced combat capability for day and night conventional/special operations.  However, the most valuable thing gained out of this transformation was the individual Marine and Sailor’s confidence in his weapon system, integrating fire with maneuver, and the belief that it is feasible to operate effectively at night in the non-illuminated live-fire arena.

Recommendations/Learning Points:
1) Use the night vision devices currently signed to units. All must embrace the use of these from the top down.  All helmet mounts for goggles should be permanently mounted to give Marines a sense that technology is here to stay.  For the same reason, every a designated Marine should sign for every night vision/night-fighting piece of gear in the Battalion.   Do not make it an option.  

2) Each Battalion should immediately embrace the ANPVS-14 upon issue.  Identify who needs these as carefully as you choose a saw-gunner.  

3) Each Battalion should procure or be issued at least one to two GCP’s (Ground Commander’s Pointers) per Company.

4) Each Battalion must be issued the ANPEQ-2 or improved version as soon as possible.  As planned, the Marine Corps must replace the ANPAQ-4C’s with the ANPEQ-2 (or an upgrade) as soon as feasible.  These were the best night fighting tools we found.  Again, be judicious in who they are issued to.  Best used on automatic weapons or with key leaders.

5) Experiment and use the ANPAQ-4C or its replacement.  It will force units to change basic fire and movement techniques, but the number of real hits on targets at night will increase exponentially.  Using these effectively fills Marines with confidence.  Units must first address the marksmanship area and use modified shooting drills (live or non-live fire).  A solid ANPAQ-4C zero will increase hits and Marines confidence.  Planning factor for zeroing is about four to five hours for a Company or about one hour per platoon, 20 rounds per man.  Obviously, less time, less ammo, equals a lesser quality BZO.  The system loses the BZO quite easily requiring repeats of this frequently.   The biggest problem with the ANPAQ-4C is that the system is fragile and breaks easily.  Thus the recommendation to replace them with a new generation of ANPEQ-2’s.  

6) Use the ANPAQ-4C and ANPVS-14 with the SMAW.  Incredible first round hits will be achieved without spotting rounds.  

7) In preparing for this type of training, address each weapons system, unit, and mission to ensure every capability has a night fighting focus.  

8) Share information frequently.  This was our biggest learning point.  

9) Use the IR Strobe to mark major positions when necessary.  Use fireflies to mark lead trace or IR chemlights.  Go heavy on these at first and scale back as the unit becomes more proficient.  Use of IR chemlight buzzsaws on a long piece of 550 cord worked well.

10) The Marine Corps should purchase proper mounts for the ANPAQ-4C to be utilized with the M203 and M249.  Marines were creative in rigging field expedient mounts, but would be better served having the actual mounts like the U.S. Army.  

11) Units training at the Combined Arms Exercise program need to be challenged to use all of their night fighting gear during offensive and defensive operations.

12) Units must continue training to conduct both illuminated and non-illuminated attacks. Discussions on when to use either method are extremely valuable and practical.  Without question, there are times during a non-illuminated attack that a unit may need to transition to an illuminated attack.

Secrets of Success:

There were several reasons that BLT 3/6 was successful in achieving its goal of conducting non-illuminated night live-fire attacks.  Commander’s Intent was clearly understood by all members of the BLT.  Every member in the unit was focused on a common goal.  Once the daily distractions of garrison life were taken away, the Marines thrived on the challenge.  An Innovative Mindset was critical to the success of our evolution.   Marines at every level developed unique ideas and leaders were not afraid to use them.  This attitude was highly infectious and clearly met the Commander’s Intent.  Experimentation with tactics, procedures, and technology made it all possible. The Commander’s at all levels were unselfish in their desire for the Battalion as a whole to succeed and shared information on a daily basis.  Technology advances in the past decade have greatly enhanced the average Battalion’s ability to fight at night.  Without the huge advances in night vision equipment and targeting devices, the types of attacks conducted in Israel would not have been possible.  Bridging the gap between technology, tactics, and doctrine proved to be our biggest challenge.  And finally without BLT Cohesion, the confidence to attempt such training would have been lacking.  All key members of the Battalion had been together for a year and a half.  They had conducted a Combined Arms Exercise, the standard fleet missions, and a MEU (SOC) workup together, all of which molded a solid team. Finally, without the moral courage to execute potentially dangerous night training by all key leaders in the MEU, the type of training conducted in Israel would have remained simply an idea.  Key leader’s evaluated the ability and skills of the unit, decided it was possible to execute, and within the realm of acceptable risk.  Infantry training is an inherently dangerous endeavor.  Through extensive planning at all levels and a solidly executed training plan, this danger was reduced to an acceptable level.  The lessons the Marines learned during this training were directly applicable to potential combat situations. For the Marines and Sailors of Battalion Landing Team 3/6, the past eight months demonstrated the current divide between technology, tactics, and doctrine.   The ability to learn from peacetime mistakes, and not have to do so in combat, is a lesson that all Marines in Battalion Landing Team 3/6 will never take for granted.  

AUTHORS NOTE: The information in the above article is credited to the Commanders, staff officers, key leaders, and the innovative Marines that were members of Battalion Landing Team 3/6.  The author has distilled the experiences, hundreds of ideas, and lessons learned developed by them during the past year.  

