A Lieutenant’s Plea to Company Commanders

Mentoring Can Focus Initiative on the Bigger Picture

by First Lieutenant J.P. Clark

SITUATION:

Imagine yoursdlf as a company team
commander attacking through the Cen-
tral Corridor of the NTC. Your mission is
to set a support by fire (SBF) as part of a
task force breach. The battle heats up and
artillery comes down all around your
position. Auto-masking is in effect, and
you have difficulty understanding even
the simplest transmission. Platoons are
bounding forward and backward per-
forming survivability drills. Frantic re-
ports come in from the other teams and
the engineers. Everybody is stepping on
each other over the net. You drain to
understand what is being said on either
net. As the platoons make their moves
you lose dtuational awareness of your

own company.

Meanwhile, your junior platoon leader
bounds his platoon forward to avoid ar-
tillery. He sees a small depression lead-
ing towards the obstacle which looks
inviting. As far as he can tell, it provides
a good covered and concealed route for
his mine plow. He tries several times to
ask for permission to send his wingman
forward to breach, but he cannot get
through to you. Should he send the plow
through or not?

It is an impossible question; the short
vignette does not provide enough infor-
mation. Has your task and purpose
changed since LD? Has the task force's
task and purpose changed? Where are the
other teams in relation to you or the point
of penetration, and what is their current
combat power? Where are the engineers?
Have they moved forward yet? Are their
MICLICs dill dive? Even if your com-
pany is operating in a vacuum, are the
conditions st for his platoon to move
forward? There is not enough informa
tion to decide. Most likely, the lieutenant
will not have that informetion when he
makes his decison either, but he will
meake a decison. So, then, what informa:
tion is he basing his decision on? What
factors is he condgdering? Have you given
him the tools to make the right decision?

The mgjority of armor company/teams
operate as three separate platoons being
controlled by the company commander,
rather than operating as a cohesive com-

pany. This system quickly breaks down
under the friction and fog of war that
exists on the modern battlefield. The jun-
ior platoon leader is about to make a de-
cison that will have a dramatic, if not
decisive, effect on the entire battle, and
the company commander will have no
input other than his instructions during
the OPORD and any FRAGOs. Never
forget, Murphy is an honorary colond of
the 11th ACR and also probably has a
commission in the army of our next real-
world adversary.

Patoon leaders lack the training to pre-
pare themsdves before battle and then,
once contact has been made, lack the
training to make the correct decisions
during the battle. Lieutenants do not lack
aggressiveness; that is not the problem.
The problem is the lack of mentorship
from company commmanders to their
platoon leaders. Your platoon leader
thinks that initiative is good. If he sends
his plow forward, he is taking initiative,
ergo send the plow forward. He will do a
quick assessment of whether it is practi-
ca on the platoon level and if the answer
isyes, he will execute. The possible result
is that a good portion of your combat
power is on the other Sde of the obstacle.
Are you willing to write off so much of
your company’s combat power and not
support that platoon? If your whole com-
pany is committed, is the battalion com-
mander ready to write off so much of his
combat power?

Depending on how the battle turns ot,
that lieutenant may have won or lost the
battle. But did he make the decision in a
conscious effort to support the team, task
force, and brigade missions, or did he
take initiative for the sake of initiative?
Each company should have five officers
thinking like company commanders. That
god requires company commanders to be
aggressive in training their lieutenants
long before they resch aCTC.

My firs suggestion: Decide whether
you want platoon leaders or platoon ser-
geants on the company net. Each com-
pany | served in, or observed, brings up
the same AAR comment: “We need to
crosstak better” Mogt armor teams
seem to have a problem with the most
basic level of crosstalk, platoons keeping

each other informed about their position
and their ability to mutually support each
other. That is only the beginning of what
is needed. Each platoon aso needs to
have et least one leader, if not two, on the
net who thoroughly understands the com-
mander’s thought processes. They need
to understand not just his plan but dso
the various courses of action; no plan
survives contact with the enemy. Can a
platoon sergeant — who did not even
atend the company OPORD in most
instances — possess this level of under-
standing of the commander’'s mind? The
majority of platoon leaders lack this un-
derstanding and they were a the
OPORD. The conventional wisdom, that
the platoon sergeants do the magority of
reporting and talking, is based on two
fdlacies.

The first is that most of the information
that needs to go over the company net is
the mere reporting of location, combat
power, and enemy actions. This mindset
is a big part of our problem. If the pla-
toons send up smple SITREPs and little
or nothing ese, which happens in the
majority of companies, then the decision
cycle is incredibly smple, wasteful of
subordinate taents, and breaks down
extremely quickly. The platoons provide
raw data, the commander processes it and
provides ingtructions. As soon as com-
munications, maintenance, environmental
problems, or even death, prevent the
commander from receiving that data and
sending back his orders, the company
fragments. The XO or a platoon leader
will atempt to take the commander’s
place as the “big brain” who commands
al of the “drone tanks” but that will
work no better than it did for the com-
mander. My proof is the perennid AAR
comment, “We need to improve our
crosstak.” Crosstak is impossble in a
company where the platoons are only
sending up raw information. But it is a
natural by-product if the platoon leader-
ship is actively thinking not only on their
level but also on the company level as
well.

The decison cycle should be a report of
information coupled with a recommenda-
tion of a course of action that supports the
company, and even task force or higher
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mission and intent. That requires the
company commander to trust the subor-
dinate making the recommendation, a
trugt that is not mere blind faith because
the company commander and his subor-
dinates have discussed his intent for this
mission, not just in the OPORD, but
throughout his entire planning process,
and before they even left garrison. Cer-
tainly, | would not trust that a subordinate
knew my intent well enough if he had not
even been present a the OPORD. So,
why do we do this throughout the Army

so regularly?

The second falacy is that the platoon
leader needs to be fighting his platoon
and does not have the time to be on the
company net. It is true that platoon lead-
ers need to fight their platoons, but a
properly trained platoon will be able to
execute off of a very brief transmission.
Ligten to one of your platoon nets some-
time; your average lieutenant bresks
sguelch much too often and for much too
long. Within a few months, this lieutenant
will be an executive officer and within a
few years, a company commander. If the
platoon and company nets are too much,
how then will they cope with company
and task force nets?

Here is my vison of a highly function-
ing company: A platoon makes contact
with an unexpected enemy that — due to
either location, compodgtion, or some
other factor — has a mgjor impact on the
task force plan. The platoon leader gives
a quick order to the platoon, some com-
bination of action/contact drill and fire
command. At the same time, the platoon
Ssergeant gives a contact report over the
company net. If the company commander
and executive officer are outside of visua
contact, the platoon leader in contact, or
another platoon leader in visua range,
quickly realize the importance of the con-
tact to higher and make a recommenda
tion to the commander on a proper course
of action. Due to the earlier training of his
subordinates, the commander trusts they
can identify what is important to him
and make a good recommendation that
matches his intent.

| have severa recommendations on
what the commander needs to do to in-
crease the lethality of his platoons and
company. The bulk of this effort must
happen in garrison; the commander does
not have time to train his lieutenants in
thefield.

Firg, train your platoon leaders in the
Troop Leading Procedures (TLPs). The
proper execution of TLPs is the platoon
leader’s primary job and is taught poorly
(if a all). Too many platoon leaders sim-
ply regurgitate the company OPORD to

their platoons; they have not been taught
to think at the proper level.

Begin by stting down with your lieu-
tenants and an old task force OPORD and
show them how you do your company-
level Intelligence Preparation of the Bat-
tiefidd (IPB). Go through the whole
process, have them make a SITTEMP
and then discuss the significance of your
conclusions from the IPB. Often, what
little IPB is done a the platoon-leve is
given to the platoon as, “when we cross
PL Dumb we will be in atillery range,
when we cross PL Dumber we will bein
AT-5 range, when we cross...” That does
little good and indicates your platoon
leader lacks a clear mental picture of
what the enemy will look like on the
ground. Point to the spot on the map
where al of the red circles that depict
maximum engagement ranges intersect.
Explain to your lieutenants that it is a
very bad spot of ground. You might have
to go through there, but get them thinking
about it. Explain that there is a good
chance their platoon (or company or task
force) misson will very likely change
once you reach that point. Then train
them to look beyond the information they
receive in paragraph one and on the SIT-
TEMP and to look at other possible criss
points. If you show your lieutenants how
you identify possible crisis points at the
company-level, they will be able to do it
for their platoons. If this is not done on
their level, your lieutenants are caught
fighting the plan instead of the enemy.

At AOBC, | received a course on IPB
from an E-6 with no platoon sergeant
time. Later, before getting my platoon, |
served as a BICC during an NTC rota
tion. In that capacity, | redized that what
| hed learned at Ft. Knox was not only
incomplete, some of it was dead wrong!!!
Commanders, unless you train your pla-
toon leaders in IPB, that dtaff sergeant
will betheir only instructor.

After conducting a proper 1PB and iden-
tifying potentia crisis points, your pla
toon leaders will naturdly start coming
up with a mental picture of what that will
look like on the ground and possible reac-
tions. This is the difference between
“Draw your sabers and charge over the
hill” initiative and cunning, deadly, bat-
tlewinning initiative.

Once you have reached this point, your
lieutenants are primed and ready. In-
crease ther efficiency by taking every
opportunity to ingtruct them in company-
level tactics. The platoon tactics will be
improved automatically. Use sand tables,
persona experiences, daff rides, tactical
vignettes, and even some of the better
computer games out on the market right

now as a basis for discusson. The impor-
tant thing is that you concentrate on con-
veying what you will be thinking as the
battle progresses. What conditions do you
want set before a breach? What concerns
will you have during an attack? A
movement to contact? A defense? What
factors will make the difference between
one course of action being chosen over a
different one in a certain situation? What
do you perceive as your srengths and
weakneses versus a particular enemy?
How do you take advantage of those?
The important thing is not to give your
lieutenants a set reaction for every possi-
ble contingency but instead to give them
a better idea of your thought processes.
The benefits of that are obvious better
execution of your intent with smpler
indructions, better  recommendations,
decisions that better support your intent
when out of communications, and finally
lieutenants who can better reason through
tacticd problems because they receive
the benefit of your prior experiences.
Most importantly, your company leader-
ship has a much stronger common core of
thought. Perhaps you have just assumed
command; maybe al three platoon lead-
ers were trained (or not trained) by your
predecessor. Do you want to roll to the
field, content that he trained them the
way you would like?

When you get to the field, take advan-
tage of your highly trained lieutenants
and reinforce their skills. Next time you
are the task force reserve, have al your
lieutenants come up on the company and
task force nets. As you track the battle,
talk to them on your net about the signifi-
cance of reports from other teams. Tdll
them how that might change your mis-
son. Tel them what you would be doing
if you were the commander for that other
team. That gives even better, more im-
mediate training on battle tracking as well
as improving Stuational awareness. The
platoon sergeant will aways be able to
come up on the company net to reach his
platoon leader if there is a problem. If
you do not do this, each platoon leader
will ingtitute his persond rest plan, drool-
ing on his gunner’s head while his head
rests on the GPSE. To reinforce ther
skills, ingpect their graphics after the bat-
tle to ensure they were tracking the battle.

Finaly, attempt to give your lieutenants
as complete a picture as you have. If you
can, integrate them into your planning
and wargaming. That way they under-
gand why you may have chosen one
course of action over the other and what
assumptions you made in making those
decisions. If those assumptions are incor-
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rect, they may save you and your com-
mand by redlizing that on the ground and
taking the proper action to fix it. Timeis
short before an operation, but 30 minutes
of wargaming with your lieutenants be-
fore you have gone too far into your plan
to integrate their suggestions will make
for a better plan and make OPORDs and
rehearsals run smoother and quicker.

Life in the armor community is hectic.
The training distracters are everywhere. |
believe that some quality time with your
platoon leaders can provide the biggest
bang for your buck as a commander. It
will require sacrifices esawhere — per-
sonal time, perhaps Sergeant’s Time or
maintenance may not be supervised as
much as you would like. Why do we train
everyone except for the lieutenants? Con-
sder the amount of tactica training they
receved a AOBC. My class received
over a week in smal group instruction
around a sand table. The student-teacher

ratio was 8:1. My instructor was an out-
ganding NCO, but a newly promoted
sergeant firg class with no platoon ser-
geant time. We discussed operations of a
platoon operating independently with no
higher misson or intent. It provided a
good basis and achieved the training ob-
jectives, but that does not provide suffi-
cient training for your platoon leaders.
They need some training time with a 3:1
ratio. Even more importantly, they re-
quire an ingtructor who can show them
how their four tanks tie into the larger
picture.

On the other end of the spectrum, a bat-
talion-level tacticd discussion is useful
and | have benefited from these, but they
are not a replacement for a company
commander sitting down with his platoon
leaders. We dl say that the battalion
commander is the primary trainer for
lieutenants, but how much time do they
have to devote to this task? Of the time

they do spend training the lieutenants,
how ready are the newest platoon leaders,
the ones who need the ingruction the
mogt, to speak up and ask a lieutenant
colond what they fear is a stupid ques-
tion? The company commander is going
to be the most effective teacher and men-
tor.

Wherever you have the chance, please
take the time to train those platoon lead-
ers. A company with aggressive lieuten-
ants who take intelligent initiative will be
very deadly indeed.

1LT J.P. Clark is a 1997 graduate of
the U.S. Military Academy. A gradu-
ate of the Armor Officer Basic Course
and Airborne School, his assign-
ments include assistant S2, tank pla-
toon leader, and tank company XO.
He is currently the XO for HHC, 1-64
Armor.
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