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Introduction

In lraq, Marine Corps scout snipers have been w dely and
effectively used to kill the eneny. They are highly skilled
warriors whose actions and capabilities displayed in conbat are
feared by the eneny. Scout snipers are a conbat force
mul tiplier for any unit, and their capability to provide
precise, long-range fire has repeatedly proven itself on
multiple battlefields. However, this success did not come easy.
It was made possi bl e by devel opi ng new tactics, techniques and
procedures that allowed the scout sniper to operate in the
current environnment. These tactics, techniques and procedures
need to be captured in current doctrine. Specifically, a scout
sni per platoon’s task organi zati on needs to be reorgani zed in
order to capitalize on increased firepower and flexibility when
operating on today’'s battlefield.

Background

A scout sniper platoon consists of a platoon commander or
intelligence officer, a platoon sergeant, a chief scout sniper,
and ei ght two-nman sniper teanms. According to doctrine devel oped
at the end of the Vietnam War scout snipers should be depl oyed
as two-man teans: one man is equipped with a sniper rifle while
the other is equipped with a spotting scope.! The sniper teans
often nove around the battlefield with a security el enent but by

doctrine are intended to be depl oyed i ndependently to increase



the probability of operating undetected.? The battalion
commander ultimtely assigns their m ssion, and they
conceptual |y becone his “eyes” and “trigger finger.”3 Their
primary mssion is to provide precision fire on selected targets
from conceal ed positions in support of conbat operations, and
their secondary mission is to collect intelligence.?

Currently, the scout sniper task organi zation is designed for
supporting a two-man team enpl oynent nmethod. This task
organi zation i s based on experiences frompast wars. |t was not
until the end of the Vietnam War when the Marine Corps started
to acknowl edge the value in sniping and openly began to devel op
formal schooling and doctrine.® Because there have been only
[imted conflicts since the Vietnam War, this doctrine has only
recei ved m nor changes. The Marine Corps scout sniper doctrine
does receive updates and changes based on | essons | earned,;
however, today’ s experiences in lragq call for a closer in depth
eval uati on.

What changes are needed?

The current operating environment requires a sniper teamto
have nore firepower and flexibility than in the past. In
response to this shortfall, many commanders enpl oyed scout
snipers in non-traditional nethods with nultiple attachnents.
These net hods have proved effective and have been captured by

| essons | earned, but the | essons | earned should al so be used to



rewite doctrine and to increase a scout sniper platoon’s
capabilities.

Firepower and Flexibility

On today’s battlefield, primarily an urban environnent,
scout snipers are finding thensel ves deci sively engaged for
hours at a time. Consequently, sonme units are attaching
corpsnen, fire teans, and even machi negun teans to four-mn and
si x-man sniper teans. This is a far stretch fromthe doctrina
two-man team In fact, the scout sniper platoon should be
conposed of three, ten-man squads. The increase in personnel is
necessary to capitalize on the scout sniper’s success. Each
squad woul d consi st of one squad | eader, two snipers with MO
sniper rifles, one sniper with a .50 caliber Barrett, three
observers, one machi ne gunner with an M240G one assi stant
gunner, and one corpsnan.

These three squads woul d provi de the pl atoon nore
flexibility in order to accommpdate the current challenges in
Irag. The platoon could internally task organize with the
proper econony of forces to conplete the mission. Also, the
machi ne guns woul d provide the crucial firepower needed when
engaged in a firefight.

Security is an issue for any unit on the battlefield. The
issue is even greater for a sniper team Battalion comanders

have created several nethods for organizing and enpl oying their



scout snipers, all of which are based on providing security for
the sniper team The core reason battalions becone creative in
enpl oynment nmethods is to provide nore security and to ensure the
sni per team has enough conbat power to deal w th unplanned eneny
contact. The proposed task organi zation sets a standard for
enpl oynment net hods and security, while maintaining the
flexibility to be creative and adapt to the current environnent.
The Marine Corps has nade simlar changes in the past. Due
to a need to keep up with technol ogy, the Marine Corps conducted
significant changes in equipnent. Prior to Desert Storm the
Marine Corps saw a need for a nore precise .50 caliber rifle.
In response, it quickly bought and enpl oyed the Barrett .50 ca
speci al application scoped rifle, which proved to be a val uable
asset. The Marine Corps has been in Iraq for several years now
but has made no changes to the scout sniper platoon task
organi zation in order to inprove the way they are enpl oyed.

Counterarguments

Some woul d argue that assigning attachnents in order to
i ncrease capabilities is the proper nethod. However, when an
asset is attached, it is not organic to the team and has not
trained with the team A scout sniper’s mssion and training
goes beyond that of the average infantryman. |In one case, Sgt
John E Pl ace, a forner scout sniper with 2d Battalion, 1st

Marines, had his corpsman fill in as the observer after his



observer becanme wounded.® The extant of the corpsman’s training
and know edge of sniping is unknown; however, the exanple shows
the need for the entire platoon to devel op a habitual
relati onship and train together.

Changi ng the task organi zation of any unit presents
chal l enges. These chal | enges include the reassignment of
per sonnel , weapons, and equi pnent. However, these changes are
m nor due to the relatively small size of a sniper platoon and
the many assets organic to an infantry battalion. Successful
changes in task organi zati on have al ready been denonstrated in
Irag as units adapt to the operational environnent. As scout
sni per platoons gain new organic capabilities, training and
enpl oynent techni ques would naturally progress. This
progression would not only be integrated with current doctrine,
but allow for new doctrine fitted for today' s battlefield.

Conclusion

In Fallujah, during a three week tinme period, two sniper
teans from 1st Battalion, 5th Marines had taken out over ninety
eneny fighters.’” Their conmmander, Lieutenant Col onel Byrne, said

of the scout snipers, "They’ ve becone the eneny’ s wor st
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ni ght mar e. In many other cities in Irag, scout snipers led the

fighting and all owed the freedom of novenent to friendly units.®

Capt ai n Dougl as Zenbi ec descri bed the scout snipers as the “true
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her oes” of the war. Wth such success on today’'s battlefield,



t he scout sniper has beconme an asset which the Marine Corps
shoul d undoubtedly devel op. A new and better task organi zati on
will capitalize on their success and provide themthe firepower

and flexibility needed on the current battlefield.
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