Today, we are experiencing change at an accelerating rate as
new weapon systems alter traditional views toward land com-
bat. History teaches that new technology can outpace the tactics
on which plans and expectations are based. The author suggests
we may be on such a threshold now and should re-examine the

respective roles of armored vehicles and helicopters in light of
those changes.

Mobility:

. Key to Success on the Extended Battlefield

Lieutenant Colonel John G. Heslin, US Army
11 B

‘J-‘1| lll L v m ALl g
| F'WfW“ﬂﬁﬂfqnifh"ﬁ}%‘{‘m...,, o

il
! i
uumHilmummil“llmilH I Hﬂ““""”“mi!l“ anllHHI |

R TALER IIILII[HWIH\“H”Hnlmuhlnlll

‘;|l|l|luliJI|I|Il|||I A

rummr“h][ Im]m”“ ““

I 1l
T
|

‘.l gt UJu‘w il " \ gt
‘1 ----- . i i ﬂ I | g jﬁ““ !1
~ “:’ AT i

i
il lill!mﬂl"



MILITARY REVIEW

I I IHERE is a paradox emerging in
our land combat doctrine. On the

one hand, we say that “the tank, with its
cross-country mobility, its protective ar-
mor, and its formidable firepower, had
been and is likely to remain the single
most important weapon for fighting the
land battle.””" On the other hand, we
assert that the infantry with the pro-
liferation of precision-guided munitions
(PGMs) will be able to “inflict heavy
losses on armored forces at both long and
short ranges.’’”? {Furthermore, these
PGMs may have a significant psycho-
logical effect which would increase the la-
tent function of conventional fire—“what
can be seen can be hit and what can be hit
can be killed.”) If, in fact, large numbers
of highly reliable PGMs dominate the
battlefield, what will be the conse-
quences?

“The three most significant (and symp-
tomatic) technologies have been tactical
nuclear weapons, the helicopter and
precision-guided munitions.”’

Critical to the approach taken here is
the assertion that mass as the maneuver
element of combat power can be domi-
nated by fire. If it is, all movement will be
greatly restricted or cease altogether.*

Armored vehicles brought mobility
back to the battlefield during World War
I by rendering most fire ineffective,
However, today, we are faced with the
real possibility, if not the probability,
that armored vehicles will be more and
more vulnerable to ever-increasing quan-
tities of effective fire.

As an illustration, the present United
States Army division has over a hundred
forward observers, and artillery and mor-
tar tubes capable of firing a guided
(‘smart’) shell Since an observer can
guide in a shell every 15 seconds, division
artillery could theoretically kill every ar-
moured vehicle in a Soviet division in one

minute. If individual targets are not visi-
ble but nonetheless grouped in a known
location as in an assault, mortars with in-
frared seekers can have an even higher
rate of kill®

Armor protection is not keeping pace
with our “ability to penetrate armor . . . .’
Though there is an ongoing, rather heated
debate on this issue, one must at least ad-
dress the problem and ask some crucial
questions.” For example, does the defense
now dominate the offense in land combat
as a result of the new weapons tech-
nology?

On the ground and in the air. . . the ad-
vent of the missile suggests that the day
of the main battle tank and warplane may
be ending. The superiority of the offensive
may be declining in favor of the defensive.®

As the vulnerability of armor increases,
one can envision a situation where tanks
may be completely stopped. The use of
relatively inexpensive munitions, such as
mines and PGMs, coupled with the high
cost per armored vehicle, may greatly cur-
tail the use of these vehicles. Will we be
forced to react in a historically predictive
pattern of accepting exorbitant losses in a
vain attempt to gain the initiative?

When the infantryman was the base ele-
ment of maneuver during World War I
we learned how vulnerable he was to the
effective fire of machineguns and ar-
tillery. However, the reaction of those in
command was an unimaginative policy of
attrition which sent huge quantities of a
vulnerable mass against extremely effec-
tive fire. “Why did so few military
thinkers anticipate what the machinegun
and the trench would do to war?’"’®

Are we planning to do the same thing
today with an extremely vulnerable ar-
mor mass? Is our only response to ex-
tremely heavy armor losses more and
more tanks? I suggest we examine once
again the essence of combat power and



MILITARY REVIEW

try to understand why the tank became
the base element of land combat. The
tank rendered fire ineffective by being in-
vulnerable to it and by avoiding it.
However, today, the vulnerability of the
tank is growing, and its ability to avoid
fire is decreasing.

Some have suggested that the only
hope for the tank is to build it light
enough to have the agility to avoid fire
and thus survive. There is, however, in
my opinion, clear indication that mobility
on the battlefield can and will be retained
through the employment of another
vehicle—the helicopter.

While it is true that the helicopter is
vulnerable to a wide spectrum of fire, it is
also true that it has a tremendous ability
to avoid fire through speed and by using
the protective cover and concealment of
the ground.! This last point is especially
important. The helicopter must be viewed
more as a surface vehicle than as =a
suprasurface vehicle in that it is terrain-
dependent for its survival in combat. Fur-
thermore, its unique capability to land
almost anywhere, create a mass anywhere
on the surface or extract a mass makes it,
in essence, more of a terrain-oriented plat-
form than an airplane. (With the possible
introduction of nuclear weapons on the
battlefield, survival will be more and
more a function of mobility to ensure
dispersions at the critical time.)

Let us assume for a moment that war
takes place in Central Europe and is
limited to that geographical area. The
point of contact, therefore, would be Cen-
tral Europe, and relative combat power
would be defined in terms of NATO ver-
sus the Warsaw Pact. Let us also assume
that, at least initially, fire remained con-
ventional. Most of the literature examin-
ing this scenario addresses the relative
strength primarily in terms of mass in the
form of armored vehicles.'* In these rough

60

AR

comparisons, it is evident that the
balance favors the Warsaw Pact nations.
However, rarely do we find any signifi-
cant weight being attached to the im-
balance which exists in the number of
helicopters available to the two sides.' In
fact, there are many who discount the role
helicopters are likely to play.

Armoured formations of all arms sup-
ported by intense air-to-ground attack,
will still, I believe, be the principal and
most effective way of carrying out this
latter task, rapidly followed up and ac-
companied by infantry on their feet, at
night. 1 have little faith in air-mobile
troops in such a situation. . . . (Emphasis
added.)?

Furthermore, when comparing the
relative strength of armored units, most
analysts are careful to specify that the
comparison is based on the vehicles likely
to be present at the point of contact. In
order to ensure sufficient mass at the
point of contact, there has been a deter-
mined effort to pre-position large
numbers of vehicles in the probable
theater of employment—Central Europe.
There is recognition by many of the deci-
sionmakers that, once the conflict begins,
relative combat power will depend mostly
on what is on hand and not so much on
what can be moved to the battle area."

A crucial issue which must be examined
in greater detail is the relative strength in
terms of helicopters at the point of con-
tact. In rough terms, potentially the
United States enjoys a 3-to-1 advantage
over the Soviet Union in helicopter
strength.'® (See table.) However, when we
look at our projected deployment for the
year 1984, we find only about 15 percent
of our total assets deployed in Central
Europe.®® In relative terms, therefore, the
Soviets may enjoy parity, if not superiori-
ty, at the point of contact.

“With combat experience in Southeast
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Comparison of the Number of US and
Soviet Helicopters*

United States

Army
AH1G/Q/S 1,000 (298)
UH1/19 4,000
UHB0A 55 (195 on order)
OHG6A/58A 2,500
CH47/54 500
Total 8,055

Marine Corps

AHT1JT 72
UHTN 96
CH46F 162
CH53D 126
Total 456

Soviet Union

Air Force
Mi-1/2 300
Mi-4 170
Mi-6 380
Mi-8 1,600
Mi-10 10
Mi-24 (Hind) 750
Total 3,210

(Plus Navy, Air Force and Reserve aircraft)

*Taken from The Military Balance, 1980-1981, The International Institute for Strategic

Studies, London, Eng., 1980, pp 5-13.

Asia, the U. S. Army is the world’s
foremost exponent of air mobility.”’"
(Emphasis added.) We learned, at great
cost, the value of helicopters in Vietnam
and the effect they can have on relative
combat power. In the restricted terrain of
Southeast Asia, it was the primary means
of mobility in the battle area. We can look
to the future in Central Europe' and see
similar terrain restrictions: urban sprawl
continues unabated and might
significantly restrict surface movement."
In addition, the number of people
operating privately owned motor vehicles
has reached 20 million in the Federal
Republic of Germany alone.** These
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trends clearly indicate the need for
vehicles which can provide a high degree
of mobility in spite of increased obstruc-
tions to surface movement.

Possible roles of helicopters in the in-
itial stages of conflict have been pointed
out In an interesting study done by
Brigadier General Robert Close, The
Feasibility of a Surprise Attack Against
Western FEurope.?* In the scenario
presented by Genera! Close, the Soviets
use large numbers of helicopters to
achieve surprise and effect deep penetra-
tions of Western Europe before NATO
forces can react.” By rapidly closing with
NATO forces and by placing portions of
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their mass in the urban areas, high value
fire in the form of nuclear weapons is
eliminated as a possible reaction by
NATO forces.?

The rapid movement afforded to the
Soviets by the use of helicopters could
most effectively be countered by equally
mobile NATO forces. Here, again, the
number of helicopters on hand at the
beginning of hostilities is critical.

If the tank is stopped on the battlefield,
helicopters could be used to regain the in-
itiative. Though we have a tendency to
see enemy antiaircraft weapons as ubig-
uitous, we can use helicopters to conduct
high-speed, small-scale paralyzing at-
tacks on enemy ‘“‘nerve’ centers. This
kind of maneuver on the “extended bat-
tlefield” could mean the difference be-
tween decisive initiatives and costly
stalemate.

A crucial issue with regard to the effec-
tiveness of helicopters in combat is the
psychological preparation of the crew.
Our experience in Vietnam indicates that,
although high loss rates can be expected,
with the use of proper training and
recovery techniques these losses can be
held to a minimum and crew survivability
can be enhanced. Qur current emphasis
on the vulnerability of the helicopter may
instill an overcautious attitude in our new
aviators.

The situation may be likened to that of
the submarine captains prior to World
War II. These men were ingrained with
the idea that technology had advanced to
the point where their ability to survive
once detected was extremely limited.
Thus, they practiced great caution in
+their prewar training so as to avoid detec-
tion. It was soon learned, however, that
this overcaution was unfounded, and it
greatly reduced the effectiveness of the
submarine.?

Another essential role that helicopters
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can play on the battlefield of Central
Europe is providing psychological in-
tegration for the many disparate units
scattered throughout the battle area.
Just as in Vietnam where the helicopter’s
air lines of communication prevented a
sense of hopeless isolation from setting
in, one can imagine small, highly dis-
persed units in Central Europe being in-
tegrated by means of the helicopter.

It is beyond the scope of this article to
examine in detail the many roles
helicopters could play in a European en-
vironment. They have been well-docu-
mented in the current literature. What is
suggested is that helicopters will play a
significant if not a dominant role in future
land combat.

In terms of relative combat power, we
can have superior mobility. Our huge
helicopter fleet can provide it in Central
Europe if we have helicopters in sufficient
quantity when and where they are needed.
In light of the difficulty we anticipate in
introducing any additional mass at the
point of contact once hostilities have
begun, I argue here that a larger portion
of our helicopter fleet should be deployed
to Central Europe than is currently envi-
sioned.

This does not mean that all of these air-
craft remain operational (we could use
POMCUS (pre-positioning of materiel
configured to unit sets)) or that they be
necessarily located in the Federal
Republic of Germany. Alternative stag-
ing areas, such as Great Britain, may
serve satisfactorily since helicopters
could be easily and quickly flown from
these locations to the central front.

In summary, therefore, it is my asser-
tion that the balance of combat power
could favor NATO forces if enough heli-
copters are available at the point of con-
tact to provide the key to decision in bat-
tle, superior mobility.
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