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“TURN OUT THE LIGHTS: THE PARTY’S OVER”

Training, fighting, and winning in the IR spectrum—A case study

The night brought with it 24% illumination and a howling wind.  Lima Company, BLT 3/6—after landing on their beach landing site a klick south—was moving to their blocking position just north of the major port city when lead elements of the company spotted a motorized rifle company (MRC) in an assembly area on the road leading north.  From the looks of them, the BTR supported unit had moved into the AA just a couple of hours before and were camouflaged with tree limbs and over-head cover; hence the reason the satellites didn’t pick up on it.  Our purpose in establishing a blocking position was to allow for the follow on forces, mostly comprised of heavy elements, to land uninhibited, and wrestle the port facility away from the enemy.  Now, with a sizable force within striking distance of disrupting the landing, offensive action was called for.  After a quick call to battalion to confirm the audible, the company prepped for the attack.   Since the MRC was at a dangerously low state of security--surprise, speed, and shock would be the keys to success.  A support by fire (SBF) position, comprised of the company machine guns and mortars, was established to cover the maneuver elements as they closed on the objective.  The “emma gees” would sing only if compromise occurred.  Next, the maneuver elements slithered their way to a covered and concealed position about 200m from the lackadaisical foe.  The engagement began with six SMAWs in the assault section, sited by PAQ-4’s for first round impacts, ripping through six separate vehicles.  Chaos ensued.  Rifleman began surgically taking out scrambling enemy dismounts with their PAQ-4’s sited by their PVS-14’s.  Upon hearing the first shots, the M240G’s, 800 meters away, opened up under the direction of a PEQ-2 from the machine gun section leader who was pointing the machine gun squads on any massed targets.  Less than fifteen minutes after the assault began, the enemy surrendered.  The company commander was pleased and relieved, but didn’t anticipate a POW problem.  

An attack like this one is not as far fetched as one might think.  When a ground force is trained to use weapons and night enhancement technology to their advantage, the scenario mentioned above is well within their reach.  The question is: do we, as an infantry force, train to that standard and for that eventuality?   With the current night enhancement technologies within the Marine Corps, it is a functional imperative that we learn, utilize, and exploit the innumerable benefits these technologies provide in order to win on the battlefield.


Since the inception of night equipment in the Marine Corps, most devices have been developed to enhance a Marine’s ability to see at night.  The difference in recent years has been the advancement of infrared technologies.   These advancements have broadened our horizons beyond just night vision, to now encompass targeting, signaling, and identifying friend or foe (IFF).  The Marine Corps, with the rapid fielding of such devices as the PAQ-4C, the PEQ-2, and the ground commander’s pointer (GCP), has been able to augment their night vision with a lethal capability.  Meanwhile, the Corps’ training philosophy has not evolved at the same pace.  Ironically, Marine infantry units still cling to General Gray’s fiat, issued over a decade ago, that 50% of all training time will be dedicated to night training.    The question begs asking: why demand such a lacking percentage based on an antiquated standard?  Emblematic of today’s lethargic training philosophy is the fact that many units within the Marine Corps have maintained these same night training standards despite the full implementation of infrared technology more than five years ago.


Night technologies are advancing at an enormous rate.  Yet, the advancement of night infantry training standards have evolved at a rate that is far below the technologies.  Two examples come to mind to highlight the disparity.  If the Corps wanted to advance training to a level that is commensurate with the current technological advances, then the CAX program would be 75% at night.  The Marine Corps has the technology today to safely conduct the 400 series ranges at MCAGCC under infrared conditions, but does not possess the training philosophy to do so.  Another example that shows the deficient training standard can be seen in the current Marine Corps Readiness Evaluation (MCRE).  When 3rd Battalion, 6th Marines conducted their MCRE in January of 99’, only one night attack was conducted.  All other operations related to the MCRE were conducted in daylight.  A likely riposte is to state that that is not the purpose of the MCRE.  But that is exactly the point: it should be the purpose.  If the Corps believes in the equipment and technology that it is developing, then that belief must manifest itself in the training.  


Through the last year our battalion disregarded the normal pace of training at night and raised the bar to a level that requires dissemination.  However, a chronology of our work-up and deployed training exercises would only be laborious to the reader and the jewels of what we learned would be lost in the monotony.  Instead, lessons learned and standard training practices that pervaded all our live fires are the best ways to showcase our successes.  If one were to accompany us on our initial foray into the infrared spectrum, he would find it hard to believe that our final attack in Israel encompassed all the weapons of the GCE and the ACE, all under infrared conditions—to include bangalores and grenades.  No matter if we were doing a fire team rush under IR conditions, which was our starting point one year ago at Fort A.P. Hill, or if we were doing a company reinforced night attack on a Syrian strong point, the following training tenants proved to carry the day.  

BASIC TECHNICAL KNOWLEDGE


It should not come as a surprise to most within the Fleet Marine Force (FMF) that units lack technical knowledge with regard to night enhancement devices.  Entry-level schools do not dedicate the necessary time to teach proper operation of night enhancement devices because of competing demands for program of instruction time.  Additionally, technologies have been advancing so rapidly in recent years that it is difficult to keep pace in the schoolhouse.  Consequently, a dearth of night fighting knowledge exists in most small units within the infantry today.  Armed with the awareness that junior Marines do not know the function, operation, and capability of the equipment they are supposed to be using, a young leader can begin the trek down the path of night training.  


That trek begins at the ground level, starting with the technical manual.  Classes must be taught to show each Marine how to operate, trouble-shoot, and clean the equipment assigned to them.  Because many of the leaders within a rifle battalion are uncomfortable with the new technologies and how they work, the emphasis at the lowest levels is not where it should be.  Days must be spent with Marines allowed to fiddle, experiment, and use the equipment.  They must be able to recite the equipment’s limitations and capabilities.  Non commissioned officers (NCO’s) must know how to trouble shoot and fix routine problems for the junior Marines.  Most importantly, these familiarization drills must be done in darkness.  The true measure of a Marine’s comfort level with a set of PVS-14’s is that he can change the batteries in a closet, or adjust his PAQ-4C to a mechanical zero in the dark, or attach his unicorn to his helmet by feel alone.  It is these muscle memory drills that will allow a unit to concentrate on training when it goes to a live-fire range vice literally stumbling around in the darkness.  Although every thing mentioned sounds very basic and simple, it is the first step to success when training in the infrared spectrum.  


Concurrently with the emphasis on technical knowledge comes the concept of equipment saturation.  Much like anything else within an institution, success of a unit is directly related to an individual’s vested interest in the greater good.  If a Marine has a sense of ownership of a specific piece of equipment, he will not only be held responsible for that certain item, but will make a larger effort on ensuring his equipment is operating correctly.  It is from this logic that we assigned specific night enhancement items to individual Marines and kept that gear with the individual for as long as he held his billet.  Tantamount to the sense of ownership each Marine has for his rifle, we tried to emulate that same pride in ownership for his NED’s.  Armorers, platoon commanders, and platoon sergeants knew that if a Marine needed to switch out any of his NED’s, the company commander was briefed at the end of the week of such changes.  Friday afternoons were dedicated to platoons commanders and platoon sergeants reconciling their platoon equipment density lists (EDL’s).  Marines were quizzed randomly about the status of their equipment.  Understandably, gear breaks and people leave, but making it a command interest whenever night vision switched hands added the necessary emphasis to the Marine’s relationship with his equipment.  


The most profound example where technical knowledge is needed in the operation of night enhancement devices occurs when a unit conducts zeroing of the PAQ-4C.  (See Inlet)  Utilizing an infrared targeting laser to acquire targets can be deadly accurate if done correctly.  However, arriving at that point of accuracy and maintaining it can be frustrating.  Following the procedures described by Lieutenant Jones, a company of Marines takes 4-6 hours to properly zero their PAQ-4C’s.  Hasty zeroes may work for some limited training goals.  However, although burdensome, proper zeroing of the PAQ-4C allows a unit to maximize the benefits of laser targeting.  Certainly if a unit is preparing to go into harm’s way, a thorough and accurate zero is desired.  Much like the aforementioned technical training steps, this one sounds basic and simple, yet time consuming.  Nevertheless, if neglected in an effort to make up for lost time, training will suffer.

BASIC NIGHT TRAINING


Friction makes the simple things difficult, and the difficult things seem impossible.  Nothing, short of combat, is as friction-filled as a night live fire under IR conditions.  For this reason, the basics become the difference between success and failure.  The challenges of night demand more out of a Marine’s ability to apply muscle memory than daylight.  As a Marine moves down range with NVG’s strapped to his head, his peripheral vision and depth perception are inhibited.  Tasks usually deemed easy by day, such as magazine changes, immediate action, ammo redistribution, and fire and movement, become insurmountable at night without basic, repetitive, muscle memory training.  


To overcome these challenges, small units must dedicate enough time for Marines to do the basic drills that address the aforementioned challenges.  As mentioned earlier, without this essential preparation time, training time on a range at night will become disjointed and wasted.  Granted, the basics are not sexy, nor enjoyable.  But, if a unit wants to master the night, they must be done.


Units should look to become familiar with operating and moving while the gear is worn whenever possible.  Conduct movements while wearing night vision goggles.  Practice sending hand and arm signals across the parade field at night.  Conduct squad dry runs of night fire and movement across softball fields using PAQ-4’s with NVG’s.  Only through these embryonic training steps can a unit progress at the desired rate.  Once these basics are done, and a unit transitions to live-fire, ammunition will be used more economically, training will be more productive, and safety will be assured.


Lastly, whenever the transition is made to night offensive live-fire, ensure that the target array provides positive feedback to the shooter.  When training in CONUS the portable infantry target system (PITS) fulfills this requirement.  Other creative ways to simulate hits and give the shooter the confidence he is hitting are to use balloons or an empty MRE cardboard sleeve sealed with chemlites inside.  When the target is hit, the chemlite appears.  A variety of other techniques will work.  The key is that the Marine is getting feedback on his shooting.  Understand, for a Marine who is taught from his earliest Marine Corps training on the fundamentals of marksmanship, we are telling him sight alignment and sight picture no longer matter at night.  Instead, trust the little infrared dot on the target.  Unless units zero weapons properly and create targets that give positive feedback, the Marines will lose faith in their equipment.     

SMALL UNIT LEADERSHIP


Although the tenant of small unit leadership is pervasive in all Marine Corps activities, its importance during night training cannot be overemphasized.  Because control becomes more decentralized at night, small unit leadership must be able to overcome the innumerable challenges in the night without signals, guidance, and communication.  Leadership, however, does not start when the Marines go down range, but much earlier.  


As mentioned in an earlier tenant, new Marines to the FMF unit are limited in their knowledge of much of the night equipment in the Marine Corps inventory.  For this reason, much of a Marine’s training occurs below platoon level.  It is the job of the NCO to ensure the junior Marines know how to use the equipment, clean the equipment, and inspect the equipment to see that it is fully operational.  Once the NCO’s set the standard and show that they do not tolerate Marines going to the field without batteries for their NVGs or Marines not knowing how to set mechanical zero on their PAQ-4, then a unit can function as it is designed to do. 


With the addition of a great deal of new equipment being pushed to the lowest levels, inspections become a weekly routine.  When a PFC gets issued a PAQ-4C, PVS-14’s with head harness, and an infrared firefly, a plethora of SL-3 gear accompanies it.  Only through diligent supervision and leadership will the junior Marines know how to use the equipment and ensure it works at all time.  As mentioned in the technical knowledge tenant, before a Marine can feel the pride of ownership in a piece of equipment, he must learn the proper way to use and care for it.


As a unit develops, knowledge and care of equipment give way to more advanced training, and the NCO’s job becomes more important.  The keys to all our attacks in the IR spectrum lied with the NCO’s ability to understand, disseminate, and then rehearse the plan prior to execution.  During the preparation phase of our most difficult attack, a company reinforced night attack against a strongpoint while in Israel, the company was limited in its preparation time due to EOD downrange detonating duds and  artillery and mortar registration.  Consequently, the Marines only got to walk through the range once and only for an hour and a half.  The lack of preparation time fell squarely on the shoulders of the NCO’s, and they responded.  Terrain models, coupled with rehearsals within the assembly area, followed by back briefs, were all the company needed to make the attack a success.  

One particular aspect of the attack was especially tricky.  As two intermediate objectives were reduced, the main objective remained.  An obstacle near the point of entry into the trench system needed breaching.  In order to expedite the seizure of a foothold, two separate breach sites were selected to facilitate the two assaulting platoons gaining of a foothold.  Each platoon moved their breaching element forward under suppression of multiple support by fires.  The breach elements, supported by an engineer squad, set the bangalores and sought cover in a small ditch 20 meters from the blast.  The blasts were near simultaneous, and both elements poured through the wire.   Once at the foot of the berm, the storm troops were ready to begin their assault over the top.  The two six man teams were armed with SAWS, SMAWS, grenades, and rifles. The concept was to use a violent grenade barrage, followed by a SAW entering.  The rockets were to be used against any crew-served weapon bunkers, or command and control bunkers upon entry.  The grenades went, then the SAW, entry was made, and the rockets acquired targets.  Two mirror elements seized their respective footholds, and the rest of their platoons cleared the strong point.  This was an extremely complicated technique, run completely by NCO’s.  The successful negotiation of the breaching sequence was a direct reflection of the junior leadership and their preparation for such an attack.  Never dismiss the importance of small unit leadership, for it is the lynchpin of any operation—especially when operating within the IR spectrum.

SAFETY


Arguably the main reason innovations in night training have lost parity with innovations in night technology is because leaders are hesitant to conduct live-fire training at night.  Night live fire is dangerous.  Therefore it is not done.  It is easier to rationalize not training and shield oneself under the auspice of safety than it is to trust one’s training, to trust the unit’s leadership, or to work to create safe conditions on a range to facilitate training.  As stated in the thesis, a commander has a functional imperative to find ways to conduct such training safely.  Unsafe training should never be tolerated.  However, it is the responsibility of the officer to design a training program that is realistic, safe, progressive, attainable, and that most importantly trains our infantry to maximize the benefits of our world-renowned technical advantage.  If such training is not conducted, how will units, when faced with real world contingencies, be able to exploit our strengths?  


A serious commitment to safety allows for realistic training.  The byproduct of realistic training is overwhelming confidence within a unit.  And that confidence, that immeasurable intangible, is the greatest combat multiplier a unit can possess while operating for the nation’s interest abroad.  


Live-fire training at night requires some basic range safety practices that all units must adhere to.  Range set-up is the most important aspect in ensuring the safe conduct of night live-fire training.  To do this, units must utilize their battalion gunner.  As weapons expert of the battalion, the gunner is the most experienced, well trained, and most suitable to set up ranges.  The first thing a gunner will do is construct a surface danger zone diagram (SDZ).  The SDZ is the foundation that all range geometry will rely upon to account for the safe angles of the shooters and compensate for the impact of all the rounds.  Next, a target array must be constructed to support the training goals.  The target array must set the attacking unit up for success, and yet replicate what a defending force might actually do. If a unit desires to conduct basic fire and movement at the squad level, a simple array can satisfy the requirement.  However, if a unit is conducting a company attack with three separate company objectives, a (support by fire) SBF position for machine guns, and a similar position for mortars, proper geometry of the shooters as it relates to the SDZ is paramount.


Once the gunner establishes the SDZ, or augments an already existing one, the next step falls upon the shooting unit.  In the example above, a company must go down range with a global positioning system (GPS), compass, and map showing the confines of the SDZ.  While down range, the range safety officer (RSO), and his position safety officers (PSO), get GPS grids on all objectives, the machine gun SBF position, and the mortar position.  Next, azimuths are shot from the SBF positions to their intended objectives.  Additionally, azimuths are shot from the mortar position to ensure that the necessary lateral separation between mortar and the maneuver elements exist.  Lastly, azimuths are shot from the center of the anticipated position of the assaulting unit.  It is here that calculated estimation takes place.  The proper positioning of the target array helps limit the amount of estimation.  However, in an effort to limit the choreographic effect of a range, manipulate an assaulting element’s position by implementing a creative target array.  Once all the grids are calculated and the azimuths are transposed on the SDZ, a commander has a pictorial depiction of what his attack should look like.  Next, it is essential that a unit walk the range to see where each element will be.  Only in a unit’s most advanced stages should a unit forgo a walk-through in an effort to replicate the true uncertainties of combat.  A unit’s level of training dictates how detailed the walk-through should be.  If a unit is less trained, more time and specificity is required.  For a unit that has a higher level of training, a walk-through in the form of a tactical exercise without troops (TEWT) may be all that is needed.  Whatever the case, the walk-through gives each Marine a visual representation of which he can refer back to when receiving an order or changes to the plan.


Once a range is set-up and training is about to begin, Marines must be marked with IR chemlites on the back of their helmets to ensure that all shooters have an IFF marking differentiating them from the target array.  This allows the SBF to clearly see lead trace of the maneuver elements.  The IR chemlite projects a stark contrast to the green background seen while wearing NVG’s, therefore it becomes easier to see moving units in this fashion than it is in daylight conditions using unaided sight.  Additionally, position safety officers and the range safety officer should wear red chemilites to delineate between the Marines training and the safety officers.  Although this technique is most suited in a training environment, a proper estimate of the situation and analysis of the enemy with regard to their night enhancement technology must be done before using this technique in combat.     


Wrongly, too many officers look upon safety as a limitation to good training.  Instead, it is the key that unlocks the door to sound, realistic, challenging training.  Incorporating safety into night live-fires while presenting a realistic scenario is the art of being a trainer.  It takes creativity, time, hard work, and most importantly, the will to train.            

COMMAND CLIMATE FOR TRAINING


Whether it is Robert E. Lee imbuing audacity among his beleaguered corps’, or McClellan instilling caution and deliberation among his staff, command climate has non-linear effects at the lowest levels.  The same can be said at battalion levels in the Marine Corps today.  If a battalion commander has an aggressive, innovative approach to training his philosophy empowers the officers and SNCO’s beneath him to train in that same manner.


Setting a proper command climate that fosters innovative, challenging, realistic training for night operations takes precedence over all other aforementioned tenants.  None of the other tenants can come to fruition if a commander does not believe in this training.  Consequently, if the battalion commander does not set the tone, pace, and direction for the accomplishment of live-fire IR training, none of it will be realized.  Too many times in today’s corps, motivations of self preservation drive a commander’s conscience instead of his moral responsibility to make his unit the most proficient it can be.  No other forum tests a battalion commander’s commitment to training like a live-fire, non-illuminated, air/artillery supported, night attack against a fortified position.  The commander that can set clear guidance, clear commander’s intent, and clear goals, and then watch his unit strive to meet those challenges, is serious about making his battalion a formidable fighting force.  Since our technology provides us the capability to attack at night completely within the IR spectrum, if a battalion does not strive to accomplish this, it indicates that its commander has a lacking philosophy towards training for war.  


At the earliest opportunity, our battalion started down the path of innovation.  Company commanders were directed to ensure all NED’s were issued and taken to the field.  Armories were inspected to ensure no NED’s remained behind. Additionally, the operation’s officer and the logistic’s officer were charged with conducting an aggressive search for new technologies and training opportunities within the Marine Corps.  Because of their efforts, the battalion was the first to receive the PVS-14 monoculars and was chosen to conduct a night optics experiment for the Commandant’s Warfighting Lab. 

             Six months into the battalion commander’s tenure, every member of the battalion knew that the focus was on night operations.  Clearly, the logic was—we have this technology, let’s see how far it can take us.  This energy reverberated throughout the battalion.  As the night focus increased, companies found themselves competing for the next breakthrough.  As soon as one company found they could get first shot kills with a PAQ-4 on a SMAW, the next company was developing signals using an eight foot piece of 550 chord and an IR chemlite.  Discussions between platoon commanders revolved around who should wear the PVS-14’s: fire team leaders or SAW gunners?  They eventually settled on SAW gunners, because it allowed the SAW gunner to use the monocular and the iron sight on the weapon together.  The battalion was replete with other similar examples.  A command climate dedicated to innovative, challenging, tactically sound training creates an atmosphere within a unit that anything is possible.

              The true measure of a battalion’s commitment to night fighting is its willingness to incorporate all fire-support assets at a battalion landing teams disposal with maneuver elements while operating under the IR spectrum.  As the battalion’s level of training reached its zenith, such a challenge presented itself.  Lima company, BLT 3/6 was to conduct a non-illuminated attack, using only IR sources, on a strong point with the support of rotary wing close air support (RWCAS) in the form of Cobras, fixed wing close air support (FWCAS) in the form of AV-8B Harriers, a battery of artillery, an 81mm mortar platoon, a squad of heavy machine guns, a dragon team, and a TOW team.  This was our culminating exercise.  In addition to the battalion weapons, all weapons organic to the company were integrated, to include bangalores and grenades.  

             The most difficult aspect of integrating fire support at night is the identification of marks for the air targets and the location of lead trace of friendlies.  A variety of techniques were experimented with.  The fixed wing CAS had trouble seeing any maneuver elements due to their altitude and speed, regardless of the IR markings worn by the Marines.  However, rotary wing CAS could track the maneuver elements from their battle positions (BP).    The IR fire-flys, a nine-volt battery run IR beacon, had limited success showing where objectives were secured and occupied.  White Phosphorous rounds were superb at night for marking targets for talk on fixed wing attacks.  The ground commander’s pointer (GCP) had more success in directing rotary wing CAS than the PEQ-2 did. Of significant note, obscuration from dust and smoke on the battlefield proved to be far more challenging than anticipated.  It nullified IR lasers and made it difficult for support by fire positions to track maneuver elements.  All superb lessons learned on one November night when we actually trained like we would fight.  Lessons like these are supposed to be learned in training not in combat.  Thankfully, we know the capabilities and limitations of our night enhancement devices, because the command climate for training allowed us to progress to a level where we could realistically test our new technologies while practicing our Marine air ground doctrine.

CONCLUSION


The experiences of one battalion can only be used as an example of what is possible.  Many more principles and tenants were applied to get to the level we were able to achieve, but only the most significant ones are showcased.  Knowledge and drive, coupled with belief, confidence, and commitment, make for limitless potential.  The technology is here for us to train realistically in order to exploit our technological advantage during the next conflict.  Now it is the will, or the lack thereof, that propels us as a fighting force or limits us. 
Having night enhancement technology but not knowing how to train in order to take advantage of that technology is our biggest weakness in the Fleet Marine Force today.  The training curve has rapidly fallen behind the equipment development curve, and parity between the two must be reacquired.  Theoretically, aggressive training and tactical innovation should drive technological development.  Instead, night enhancement technology for the infantry is teeming, while aggressive, live-fire night training is losing emphasis to the more chic humanitarian missions of compassion.  In contrast, Nathan Bedford Forrest said it best; “War means fightin, and fightin means killin.”  We, as a nation, have lost sight of that in lieu of simpler more sterile perceptions fed to us from the nose of aircraft returning from bombing missions.   As warfighters, we must take the existing and advancing technologies found within our fleet today, and not only look to see how they can enhance the many, diverse, peacekeeping missions that the Corps so proudly accomplishes; but more importantly, we must reinvigorate our infantry training towards combat at night.  As the Kosovo conflict portends, when ground conflict is inevitable, fighting in the IR spectrum is our path to shattering the enemy’s will. 
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