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Chapter I
OVERVIEW

1. Introduction

a. Background.  Urban areas generally function as centers of social, economic,
industrial, and political power.  These areas facilitate formal and informal civilian
and military interaction, and can offer ready access to important resources, such as
labor, water, technology, and information.  Historically, United States (US) Forces
have  operated within, or in close proximity to urban areas.  Demographic and
population trends indicate that, in the future, a majority of the world’s population
will reside in urban areas.  Trends toward increased urbanization increase the
potential for US forces to operate in urban areas.

b. Doctrine.  US Army and US Marine Corps (USMC) doctrine recommends
isolating and bypassing urban areas when possible due to the costs involved.
Former Soviet Union doctrine also recommended avoiding large cities in favor of
speed and maneuver.  However, avoiding urban areas does not prevent an adversary
from exploiting its defensive advantages.  US Air Force (USAF) doctrine maintains
that airpower’s versatility and responsiveness allows the simultaneous application
of mass and air maneuver, almost anywhere, from almost any direction.  The speed,
range, precision weapons, communications, command and control (C2), information
gathering, and transportation capabilities of US military aircraft enable airpower to
play a major, if not decisive, role in urban operations when proper tactics are
employed.  This is possible whether aviation operations are conducted
independently, or in conjunction with the operations of friendly ground forces.
Operations in Panama City, Baghdad, Mogadishu, Port Au Prince, Sarajevo, and
Pristina, are a few examples where airpower has been influential in urban
operations in the past.

c. Urban Considerations.  Aviation urban operations can be planned and
conducted across the range of military operations.  The two dominant characteristics
affecting aviation urban operations are the existence of manmade construction and
the presence of noncombatants.  These operations may be conducted on or against
objectives on a complex urban topology and its adjacent natural terrain.  The
compressed battlespace in the urban environment creates unique considerations for
planning and conducting aviation operations.  These  include:

(1) operations in urban canyons,

(2) deconfliction in confined airspace,

(3) restrictive rules of engagement (ROE),

(4) difficulty in threat analysis,

(5) an overload of visual cues,
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(6) the presence of noncombatants,

(7) the potential for collateral damage, and

(8) the increased risk of fratricide.

These considerations and others, as well as some historical lessons will be discussed
in this publication.

2. Historical Lessons

a. Background.  Urban operations have been conducted many times in the 20th
century.  See Table I-1.  Familiarity with historical lessons is fundamental to
understanding the difficulties associated with conducting aviation urban operations.
In many conflicts throughout the 20th century, aviation (air power) has played an
important and sometimes decisive role in isolating and interdicting the flow of the
defender’s supplies and reinforcements into the urban areas.  Advancements in
aircraft design and precision munitions in conjunction with specific training for
urban operations have increased effectiveness of these operations.  For example, the
Israel Defense Forces (IDF) during operations in Beirut, successfully used aviation
in a compressed urban battlespace through bombing by fixed-wing aircraft, ground
attack by helicopters, and aerial medical evacuation of wounded personnel.

b. Tactical Challenges.  Employment of aviation assets in urban operations
presents important tactical challenges.  For example, one tactic used successfully by
both attackers and defenders for protection against air and artillery attack has been
to keep one’s forces deployed in close proximity to the enemy; thus deterring enemy
air or artillery support.  This “hugging” tactic, whether by design or as a
consequence of close combat, was often effectively used in many modern urban
battles.

c. Planning and Conducting Operations.  Due to the complexities and  increased
challenges involved in conducting aviation urban operations, the following are some
of the important areas of consideration when planning for and conducting
operations in this environment.

(1) Physical limitations.  Urban areas offer defenders several advantages.
These include the availability of obstacles, cover, concealment, and potential
strongpoints.  City layouts limit traditional methods of military operations.  The
vertical nature of this environment and subterranean infrastructure limit line of
sight (LOS).

(2) Surprise.  Surprise can help shift the balance of combat power by
overcoming other disadvantages and may be critical to success in urban
operations.  Surprise was achieved by the attacker at Aachen and Ban Me Thout
and by the defender at Suez City.  Without the element of surprise, friendly
forces may encounter strong, well-prepared defenses without adequate warning.
Rapid, accurate, intelligence analysis and dissemination is a key to the element of
surprise.
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