Commander’ sintent

An Aerospace Tool

for Command and Control ?
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Planning for employment of joint teams beginswith articulating
and under standing the obj ective, purpose of the operations, and
commander’ sintent (the commander’ svision of the end stateto

concept of “commander’ sintent” from an Air

Force perspective. What isit?Why do both the
Army and Marine Corpsconsider it avital combat lead-
ership techniquefor all levels of command while the
Air Force puts little official emphasis on it? Could
greater use of commander’s intent make a good Air
Force command and control system even better?

T HIS ARTICL E examines the mission-tasking

History
No plan survives contact with the enemy.
—Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke, 1800-1891
The commander’ sintent concept isatime-proven

techniquefor operational leadership. Over 150 years
ago, Carl von Clausewitz defined thefog, friction, and

beachieved).
—Joint Pub 3-0, Doctrinefor Joint Operations

fear in combat that conspire against the rigid execu-
tion of a commander’s best laid plans. One of
Clausewitz' sstudents—Field Marshal von Moltke—
adroitly accounted for these wartimerealitiesin plan-
ning and executing the campaignsthat ultimately united
themodern German nation by 1871. *Von Moltkeknew
that he could not reliably anticipate the course of an
operation beyond first contact with theenemy. To com-
pensate, he employed decentralized decision making
through “mission-oriented” orders (Auftragstaktik).
Thiscommand techniquedirected what to do and why
it must be done without specifying howtodoit. Von
Moltke' s mission-oriented orders attempted to enlist
“thetotal independent commitment of troopsfromthe
lowliest privateup.” 2Hisgoal wasto unleash subordi-
nateinitiativein order to both accommodate the unex-
pected and capitalize on opportunity. 2 Improvement of
this“mission tactics’ technique during the First and
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Second World Wars helped produce Germany’ s con-
sistent operational and tactical success against supe-
rior odds.

Key to von Moltke’' s mission-type tasking isthe
concept of “commander’ sintent.” Instead of detailed
instructions on how to execute, the commander must
provide aconcisewritten or verbal description of his
vision of the operation’ s general form, purpose, and
what heintendsto achieve. This statement should of-
fer subordinates “insight into the objectives at one
[command)] level,or possibly even two, above their
own.” 4 It should be a“subordinate’ s guidepost as he
strives to deal with the unexpected” by ensuring the
mission remainsclear inthe subordinate’ smind. °

The German-style mission tactics and the concept
of commander’ sintent have received significant US
Army and Marine Corpsattention sincetheearly 1980s.
Both servicesrecognized commander’ sintent to bea
critical command tool for operational-level successin
maneuver-style warfare. ¢ As aresult, the Army and
Marine Corpsrepeatedly emphasi ze the concept in ba-
sicdoctrineand prescribe detailed techniquefor al lev-
elsof command. Additionally, since 1990, many joint
publications have established the use of commander’s
intent as standard procedure for guiding interservice
operations.

Used but Not Defined

This brings us to the motivation for this article:
Though the US Air Force often employsthe concept,
the Air Force has not doctrinally embraced
commander’ sintent asacommand tool for servicewide
use. Thisistrue despite thefact that the Air Force of -
ten employsthe concept (minusthelabel) at the tacti-
cal level inthe premission briefings presented by flight
leads. The Air Force even occasionally mentionsthe
termitself in afew doctrinal publicationsin reference
tothejoint forceair component commander’ s(JFACC)
execution of thejoint force commander’ s (JFC) intent.
Joint command or staff positionsoftenrequire Air Force
personnel to befamiliar with both theterm and thetech-
nique. Similar familiarity is required of airmen who
work closely with the Army in direct-support opera-
tionssuch as control of closeair support (CAS). This
fairly pervasive Air Force application of the concept at
thetactical level, along with the consi stent association
with theterminjoint operations, begsthe question of
whether the Air Force might not benefit from doctri-
nally defining an Air Force version of commander’s
intent and endorsing it asatool for al levels of aero-
space command and control. Thisarticle offersonean-
swer to this question through the following sequence
of discussions:

* Comparison of the Army and Marine Corps srig-
orously defined and applied commander’ sintent tech-
niquewith the Air Force' sinstitutionally less defini-
tiveand much lessfrequent use.

» Comparison of institutional differencesbetween
land and air forcesthat have made commander’ sintent
alessobvious (though no less useful) aerospacetool.

* Discussion of potentia benefits possiblewith doc-
trinal Air Force employment of commander’ sintent at
all command levels.

TheServices Useof
Commander’s|ntent

The Army, Marine Corps, Air Force, and Navy
command philosophiesall provide common doctrinal
justification for utilizing the commander’ sintent con-
cept. The following discussions do not include the
Navy, which, inmost respects, parallelsthe Air Force' s
minimal doctrinal useof commander’ sintent asalead-
ership concept.

Tool of Decentralized Execution

TheArmy, Marine Corps, and Air Forceall emphasize
withintheir basic doctrine theimportance of what the
Air Forcelabels* centralized control and decentralized
execution.” ” The actual labelsvary, with Marinesus-
ing “decentralized command” and the Army “decen-
tralized decision authority.” 8 However, the meanings
areall compatiblewith their emphasison centralized
guidance and planning responsible for focusing and
synchronizing all effort, complemented by decentral-
ized decision making and subordinateinitiativein the
execution. Both the Army and the Marine Corpsiden-
tify “commander’ sintent” askey to effectively decen-
tralizing execution and decision making into workable
spansof control. Baththe Army and Marine Corpshave
rigoroudy standardized instruction onthedefinition and
technique of commander’ sintent. In thefollowing ex-
amples, note both the detail and servicewide standard-
ization of “intent” asdoctrine.

Commander’sintent—Army Style

The Army defines and emphasi zes commander’ sin-
tent withinitsbasic doctrinefor operations. The 1993
Army Field Manual (FM) 100-5, Operations, defines
commander’ sintent asfollows:

* |t is a concise expression of the purpose of an
operation.

* |t describesthe desired end state. °

* |t must be understood two echelons below the
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issuing commandey.

* Itisthesingleunifying focusfor all subordinate
elements.

e Itsutility isto focus subordinates on what hasto
be accomplishedin order to achieve success, even when
theplan . .. nolonger applies, and to disciplinetheir
effortstoward that end. 1°

FM 100-5 also highlights the critical role that a
clear and focused commander’ s intent playsin syn-
chronization of all activitiesin time and spaceto col-
lectively achieve operational objectives. * The Army
repeatedly references and expands on commander’s
intent in eight additional doctrine manual sthat supple-
ment thebasicsin FM 100-5 (table 1).

Marine Corps*“Mission Tactics’

The Marines likewise describe the importance of
commander’s intent in their basic doctrine manual,

Fleet Marine Field Manual (FMFM) 1, Warfighting.

Commander’ sintent complements the “ mission tac-
tics” of assigning asubordinate mission without speci-
fying how the mission must beaccomplished. It leaves
“the manner of accomplishing the missionto the sub-
ordinate, thereby allowing him the freedom—and es-
tablishing the duty—to take whatever stepsthe subor-
dinate deems necessary based on thesituation. These-
nior prescribes the method of execution only to the
degree that is essential for coordination.” FMFM 1
stressesthat the mission-type order must describethe
desired result or intent of the action. Thisintent guid-
anceisto provide “unity, or focus’ to decentralized
initiative. While a changing situation may make the
original tasking obsolete, theintent should remainvalid
asaguidefor action. The manual highlights how the
subordinate’ sfreedom ininitiative encouragesthehigh
tempo of operationsdesired. 12

TheMarine CorpsUniversity—which standardizes
Marine Corps doctrine and technique taught at all
USMC schools from the Basic School through the
Marine CorpsUniversity—has standardized thefoll ow-
ing elements of the commander’ sintent that areto be
included within operations orders:

* A statement of the end state of the battlefield as
itrelatesto hisforce, theenemy force, and theterrain.

* The purpose of the operations.

* Theenemy’ sactionsand intentions.

* Anidentification of theenemy’ svulnerability or
center of gravity. 13

TheMarine Corps University offersthefollowing
additional guidance on commander’ sintent:

* Every marine must know the commander’sin-
tent two levelsup.

* The shortage of time usually will result in the
commander’ sintent statement being limited tothe state-
ment of the end state of the battlefield asit relates to
friendly forces, the enemy forces, and theterrain.

*A technique used to describe the end state of the
battlefield isto begin the statement with * Final result
desiredis....”

The Marine Corps defines and advocates
commander’ sintent asacommand techniquein nine
additional doctrine manuals (seetable 1). The Army
and Marine Corps both consider this concept to be a
vital e ement of decentralized execution. Asaresult,
both services procedurally require that commander’s
intent be included in operations orders issued by all
levelsof command.

Commander’s I ntent Helps Tie Together the Levels
of War

Commandersat all levels should have a common under stand-
ing of the conditionsthat define success.

—Joint Pub 3-0, Doctrinefor Joint Operations

Commander’ sintent isjoint doctrine. The Joint Chiefs
of Staff have embraced commander’ sintent asavital
tool for harmonizing the strategic-, operational -, and
tactical-level actions of diverse military forces. The
time-tested method hel psunify thewill and efforts of
all servicesto collectively contribute to the ultimate
operational or strategic goals. Fourteen joint service
publications detail use of commander’ sintent for the
operationa -level commanderswho areresponsiblefor
joint campaignsand major operations(seetable1). The
JFC and hisjoint force air and land component com-
manders (JFACC and JFLCC) are operational-level
commanders. Operational- level commandersdesign,
coordinate, and support the joint campaigns and op-
erationsthat cumulatively attain national policy at the
strategiclevel of war. However, executionislargely in
the hands of the many subordinate-level leaders, who
createthetactical plans, choose the engagements, and
earn the battle victoriesthat collectively produce op-
erational success. Theoperational-level leadership can-
not plan and control mosttactical-level details. Instead,
decentralized execution relieson tactical leadership’s
initiative at the point wheretactical-level commanders
adapt the operational plan to the realities of combat.
To guide hisdecisions, the tactical-level commander
must know hisboss' sintent aswell astheintent from
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Tablel

Referenceto Commander'sintent in Doctrinal Publications

Publication

FM 100-5
FM 100-7
FM 1-100
FM 100-10
FM 100-17
FM 100-103
FM 44-1
FM 90-2
FM 101-5-1

FMFM 2-7
FMFM 6-18
FMFM 5-60
FMFM 7-32
FMFM 1
FMFM 4
FMFM 3-22-1
FMFM 5-40
FMFM 1-7
FMFM 3-1

P 3-0

JP 5-00.2
)P 5-0T
P 1

JP 3-05
JP 3-15
PP 3-05.5
PP 3-02.1T
JP 3-02.3
P 3-06T
PP 3-07.1
P 2-0

JP 5-03.1
JP 3-10.1

\FP3-20
IFACC 94

AFM 1-1,vol. 1
AFM 1-1,vol. 2

Title

ARMY (9out of 25 pubs)

Operations
The Armyin Theater Operations
Principlesfor Army Aviation Combat Operations
Combat Service Support
Mobilization,Deployment, Redepl oyment
Army Airspace Command & Control in Combat
Air Defense Artillery Employment
Battlefield Deception
Operational Termsand Symbols

MARINE CORPS (10 out of 54 pubs)
Fire Supportin MAGTF Operations
Fire Support Coordination
Control of Aircraft and Missiles
Raid Operations
Warfighting
Combat Service Support
UAV Company Operation
Offensive Air Support
Supporting Armsin Amphibious Operations
Command and Saff Action

JOINT PUBLICATIONS (14 out of 76 pubs)
Doctrinefor Joint Operations
Joint Task Force Planning Guidance and Procedures
Planning Joint Operations
Joint Warfare of the Armed Forces of the United Sates
Joint Special Operations
Doctrinefor Barriers, Obstacles, and Mine Warfare
Special Operations Targeting and Mission Planning
Landing ForcesOperations
Joint Special Operations Operational Procedures
Joint Riverine Operations
JTTP for Foreign Internal Defense
Joint Doctrinefor Intelligence Support Operations
Joint Operation Planning and Execution System
JTTP for Base Defense

AIR FORCE (4 out of 31pubs)

Basic Aerospace Doctrine
Basic Aerospace Doctrine
Military Operationsin Low Intensity Conflict
USAF JFACC Primer

Number of
Reference

PRPRPRPRPRPRPNNNNDANE

= Wwho

Source: From approved joint publications and selected publications produced by J-7, Joint Staff , Joint Electronic Library 2, no. 1,4

April 1994.
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an additional level above hisboss. Commander’sin-
tent offersthe cohesive focusfrom the top down that
ensurestactical-level leadershavetheir boss send-state
goasinmind asthey decidewhich battlesand engage-
mentsto prosecute. Thejoint staff dictatesthe use of
commander’ sintent to help tiethe lowest tactical deci-
sionsto the highest strategic goalsacrossservicelines.

Air Force“Intent”

The sister services emphasize “intent” as a specific
conceptintheir basic doctrine. Inthe Air Force Manua
(AFM) 1-1, Basic Aerospace Doctrine of the United
Sates Air Force, the Air Force mentionstheintent of
combatant and component commanders, implyingits
purposeand importance without clearly developingit.
Unlike the two land services, the Air Force does not
rigorously define commander’ sintent nor advocateit
as a decentralized execution tool. The Air Force's
unique organizational structure offers some explana-
tion for the slower adoption of the concept asdoctrine.

Land and Air Differencesin
Combat Command Structure

The command structure of land forces has encour-
aged evolutionary development of the commander’s
intent concept. Though the Air Force seemsto havea
similar command structure, the following discussion
highlights how an air force's command structure in
combat differs substantially from that of land forces.

Commander’slntentin the Army and Marine Corps

Thelandforces fairly straight-forward command struc-
ture lends itself to the commander’s intent concept.
Figure 1 depictsthe Army and Air Force components
of apossible joint force for amajor regional contin-
gency. Note that the pyramiding of each Army com-
mand layer allowsintent to propagate down through
each succeeding level. The Marine Corps command
organizationissimilar. Army commandersat each point
inthischain—for example, thecorps, division, brigade,
battalion, company, and platoon—are responsiblefor
choosing the subobjectives and targetsthey assign to
their subordinate commanders in support of the
superior’ smission and intent. Theline of administra-
tive command isthe same as thecombat command and
control (C?) linethrough which eachlevel of mission
orders and target selection will pass. In other words,
the Army and Marine Corps chains of command en-
compass both unit command and combat control.
Increasing emphasis on commander’ sintent has
been alogical evolutionwithin this system that has so

many intervening levels of command stretching from
the operational -level JFL CC to the thousands of pla-
toon commanders at the lowest tactical level.
Commander’ sintent hashel ped preserve thetempo of
operations despite the span of control challengescre-
ated by the increasing size of armies over the centu-
ries. Thecommander’ sintent concept isobvioudy ap-
plicable to the ground force command structure. In
comparison, anair force' sstructure somewhat obscures
the concept’ s utility.

Air Force“Mission Tactics’ ?

Air forceshavealesstraditional combat organization
through which battlefield control often does not ac-
company unit command. Figure 1 displays the
administra- tive unit command linesof ajoint air com-
ponent based on anumbered air force. Thisisnot the
line of combat command through which mission task-
ing and combat control pass. Instead, figure2 depictsa
common aerospace C 2chain.

Unlikethetwo land services, the Air Force does
not rigorously define commander'sintent nor ad-
vocateit asa decentralized execution tool.

Airpower’ spotential for significant operational - or
even strategic-level effect often depends more heavily
than ground forces on thetenet of centralized control.
Thiscentralized control isthetheater-level planning,
coordination, and direction that focuses avail able aero-
space power on those enemy vulner- abilitiesthat will
reap the greatest effect in pursuit of the JFC' sopera-
tional design. This system significantly confusesthe
development of subordinate-level commander’ sintent.

How and Why It s Different

At each level, ground units can generally focus on a
limited geographic area within which the unit com-
mander can subtask subordinate commanders. Ground
unit commandersat each level select themissionsand
targetsthey assign to their subordinate commanders.
In comparison, the Air Forcedoesnot assignindividual
unit responsibility for aparticular region. Aerospace
platforms best employ their range and speed advan-
tagesin combination with their geographic flexibility
of massing anywhereinthetheater asrequired by op-
erational-level design. Asaresult, an aerospaceunit,
such asinterdiction wings and squadrons, may receive
tasking to simultaneously attack locationsthroughout
the theater. Since all interdiction units in the theater
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Figure 1. Chain of Unit Command

can beused to hit aparticular target, most of thetarget
selection and mission assignment must issue from a
centralized, operationa-level control mechanism—not
from the tactical-level unit commanders.

The JFACC owns this planning and execution
mechanism. Joint Pub 3-56.1, Command and Control
for Joint Air Operations, specifiesthat whenaJFACC
isdesignated, the JFACC' sair operationscenter (AOC)
producestheair tasking order (ATO). Inthe JFACC's
name, this“ staff” organization assignsthemission task-
ing for the lowest tactical unitsof two-ship fighter ele-
ments (or single night bombers) and even detailsthe
specific targetsfor most of theinterdiction and strate-
gic-attack sorties. ® Decentralized execution livesinthe
ATOformat. It providesmission-typeorderstotheunits
on targetsor objectives, resources, timing, boundaries,
support, and so on without specifying how to accom-
plish the mission. The ATO leaves specific mission
techniguesto aunit’ smission-planning cell or themis-
sion commander leading theforces. Unliketheir ground

force counterparts, aero- spacewing, group, and squad-
ron commanders seldom have a direct hand in the
AOC’s mission and target tasking of their aircrews.
Thishasbeen both afunction of thecommander’ sgeo-
graphic separation from the AOC and the nonstop
tempo of the ATO process.

Similar to the planning phase, battlefield control
for decentralized aerospace execution divergesfrom
the chain of unit command. When aircraft areairborne
or on alert, the C2line passesfrom the JFACC through
the AOC and thevariouslevelsof control agenciesdi-
rectly to the aircraft mission commanders and flight
leads. Note that the line bypasses the unit command-
ers. Wing, group, and squadron commanders ensure
resource availability and assign aircrews and aircraft
tofill theair tasking order. Though outside the combat
C2? line, these unit commanders lead the critical unit
esprit decorps, discipline, andtacticsselection. Tothis
extent, the combat command role of Air Force unit
commandersis more characteristic of the land force
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fire support units such asartillery rather than maneu-
ver unitssuch asinfantry or armor.

Much of the Air Force’ scombat command fallson
theair control system that linkstheairborneflight lead
to the JFACC. Theseintervening control agencies, such
astheair support operations center (ASOC) for close
air support or theairbornewarning and control system
(AWACY) for offensive counterair (OCA) arenot cur-
rently considered “commanders’ intheir ownright. In-
stead, their authority issimilar to that of the JFACC's
staff, directing action in his name. Curiously though,
these control agencies choose and assign subobjectives
and targetsin support of the JFACC'’ soperational de-
sign much the same as the intermediate-level ground
commanders. They own tactical control (TACON) of
theaircraft under their direction and make the associ-
ated real-time calls on mission changes and tasking pri-
orities. An exampleisan AWACSdirecting aflight of
F-15Csto target an inbound air threat. This begs the
guestion—to be discussed later—of whether greater

Air Fore=

standardization and use of “intent” to and from these
combat control agencies might not offer the benefits
reaped by the Army and Marine Corps.

Figure 2 highlightsair and ground differencesin
the span of control challenge. Notetheground and air
structure differencein the number of “commanders”
between the operational level and the lowest tactical
level. Aerospace forces work with a much narrower
span of control. Thishelpsexplain thelesser aerospace
emphasison adoctrina concept meant to guard tempo,
flexibility, and initiativein achallengingly large span
of control.

TheMissing“ Why”

Asdiscussed, the ATO abidesby the mission- tactics
concept by directing what to do without generally go-
ing too far into the how, other than key coordination
issues. Yet, the ATO isoften not clear onthe why, or
mission purpose, that would be part of acommander’s
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devel op and assign mission-type orderswith commander'sintent?)
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intent statement. The JFC provides definitive
commander’ sintent to the JFACC. Additionally, the
JFACC provides his end-goal vision asintent to his
higher-level AOC staffswho are sel ecting targets and
allocating missionsinthe ATO. Formulation and issue
of commander’ sintent below this level is much less
consistent. Mission commanders and flight leads de-
signing and leading thetasked sorties certainly attempt
to offer their wingmen the equivalent of intent. How-
ever, their intent judgment isonly tenuously founded
on theintent from thetwo command level sabove since
thecryptic ATO tasking may betheonly referencefrom
which to infer the desired mission end state and pur-
pose. Similarly, wing and squadron commanders at-
tempt to provide general interpretations on risk man-
agement related to intent judgments. However, they
have no commonly institutionalized reference from
their superiors on which to base these judgments. A
bottom line hereis, though commander’ sintent isnot
part of Air Force doctrine, thetechniqueisconsistently
used at thetop operational level and thelowest tactical
level. The Air Force could possibly profit fromamore
rigorously defined and pervasive use of commander’s
intent.

Aerospace Potential with
Commander’sintent

Thefollowing pointshighlight how the Air Force
has nothing to lose and much to gain from doctrinal
definition and servicewide application of commander’s
intent asaprocedure. First, our better commanderses-
sentially already employ the concept without the label
aspart of the Air Force’ sadvocated total-quality lead-
ership technigue—communicating to subordinates a
vision of the desired end state and the purpose for
achievingit. Second, emphasison the devel opment and
dissemination of astandardized Air Force version of
commander’ sintent in linewith the variation used in
thefighter community’ sflight briefingsmay offer po-
tential for focusing combat efforts at operational tem-
pos higher than the ATO’ s three-day cycle. Finally,
commander’ sintent is already ajoint procedure that
the Air Force must understand and skillfully exercise
for effectiveinterservice operations.

Harnessing I nitiative

Commander’ sintent issimply working with “that vi-
sionthing” so heavily emphasized inthe Air Force's
total quality management (TQM) instruction. TQM
|eadership stressesthat dissemination of an organiza-
tional vision to our top-quality peopleisthefirst criti-
cal step in harnessing their initiative to achieve our

goals. Thisisthe essence of commander’sintent. In
recognizing TQM'’s potential contributions to daily
operations, the Air Force must also seriously consider
how it canincorporate the same*vision” concept into
the main line of work—war. The Army and Marine
Corps simply have aleg up on the Air Forcein aca-
demically defining and procedurally prescribing battle-
field“vision” in mission tasking.

ATO Flexibility

Procedural employment of commander’ sintent could
increase Air Force operational tempo by helping to
focusdecentralized execution decisions. The AOC cur-
rently develops ATO tasking 24 to 48 hoursout, with
some targets chosen 72 hours or more in advance of
attack. Thislong cycle would constrain tempo if ex-
ecution adhered toorigidly tothe ATO. Instead, ATO
execution is flexibly adapted through decentralized
decisionmaking at all levelsof theair control system.
Thisdecentralized execution enablesthe JFACC' sair
control system to exploit opportunity and operatein-
side the opponent’ s decision cycle. In the future, the
information age and the digitization of the battlefield
promiseto dramatically increase availability of near-
redl -timetargets such as Scud launchers, tank columns,
or mobile headquarters. As aresult, an even greater
number of significant targeting decisions may
migratefrom the JFC/JFACC’ stargeting boardor ATO
shop tothemid-level air control agencies. Asdoctrine,
commander’ sintent would offer amethod of focusing
the air control system’ s judgment in these decisions.
Commander’ sintent would help ensurethat these sub-
ordinates chosetargets, engagements, and battleswith
the JFACC’ soperational visionin mind asopposed to
simplerandom attrition.

The Air Force should consider requiring the de-
velopment and dissemination of intermediate-level
commander’ sintent. In Desert Storm, thiswas accom-
plished to some extent withinthe ATO, where, for ex-
ample, target tasking included words on the purpose
and importance of thetarget. With the AOC offering
thismission purpose along with the desired end state
(target destruction), flight leads were better armed to
produce their own commander’ sintent for their flight
members— offering guidance on prioritiesand levels
of risk management. Each level of the Air Force C 2
system could benefit from similarly usablewordsfrom
theimmediately adjacent source of mission guidance.

The Air Force hasnothing to lose and much to
gain fromdoctrinal definition and servicewide ap-
plication of commander'sintent asa procedure.
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By using thetechnique of commander'sintent, the Air Force could improve the battle management function of such command and

control agenciesasAWACS.

TheAir Forcecould possibly usethecommander’s
intent technique to improve the“command” function
of the C2 agencies such asAWACS. Theseintermedi-
ateair control agenciestactically “command” theair-
craft under their TACON similar to theland forcedi-
vision, brigade, or battalion commanderswho receive
tactical control of additional subordinate units. AWACS
isresponsi blefor the battle management command de-
cisionsthat (1) require abigger picture than what ex-
istsinthefighter flight leads cockpits, and (2) aretoo
time critical to defer to the AOC for resolution. The
following isan example of how intermediate levels of
intent could be produced and disseminated though
AWACS. The AWACS mission commander would
receive the JFACC' sintent defining the operational
vision of the wholeair operation fromtwo levelsabove.
Based on this same guidance, the AOC commander
would provide his operational-tactical vision for the
day’ sair action from onelevel higher. Next, either the
AWACS mission crew commander or airborne com-
mand element (A CE) officer would translate the two
preceding levelsof guidanceinto hisown tactical-level
intent tailoredtothe AWACS crew for their on-station
time period. Eventheindividua AWACS crew mem-
bers/controllerswould defineintent to the extent that

they could pass, time permitting, an abbreviated ver-
siontotheaircraft they control withinan engagement.
(Anexampleof providing intent to aflight of F-15Cs
is“Rambo 1 flight, skip that target whichisRTB [re-
turning to base]. Instead, snap 300 degrees, 60 miles,
for multiple low fast threats to the package. You are
theonly flight in position to engage.”) A procedurally
standardized locationin the ATO could be the sourceof
the JFACC's intent. The same is true for the AOC
commander’ sintent for the day’ s operations, aswell
ascombat plan’ sintent for specific missions. In addi-
tion, verbal updates of thewordspublishedinthe ATO
would beprovided asrequired. For the AWACS smis-
sion commander, and the levels below him,
commander’s intent would be a required element of
mission planning and briefings.

Similar to this AWACS example, the Air Force
could stresscommander’ sintentinal C 2agencies, such
asthe command and reporting center (CRC), the air-
borne battlefield command and control center
(ABCCC), and the ASOC. By standardizing “intent”
procedure at each level withintheair control system,
the Air Forcewould improve the foundation on which
these C2 agencies based their battlefield decisionsand
resulting commands. Applied in this manner,
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commander’s intent could help focus decentralized
execution onthe JFACC' scentralized prioritieseven
asthe Air Force increasingly incorporates the infor-
mation revol ution to push execution tempo further be-
yondthe ATO’ stargeting cycle.

The ASOC isanair control agency that isalready
steeped in the methodol ogy of the commander’ sintent
issued by the supported Army corpscommander. This
fact emphasizesthe point that commander’ sintent ex-
pertiseisoften already required for joint operations.

A Jointness Requirement?

Joint command and staff emphasis on commander’s
intent suggeststhat somelevel of Air Force attention
to the concept is appropriate. Commander’ sintent is
the specified label for the doctrinally prescribed dis-
semination of ajoint commander’ svision of an opera-
tion. Joint publications specify that the JFC will em-
ploy commander’ sintent in hiscommand relationship
with the JFACC, requiring of the JFACC (whoislikely
tobean Air Force officer) experienced proficiency with
the concept. Commander’ sintent isacommon element
of all Joint Strategic Capabilities Plan (JSCP)-tasked
operations plans and concept plans produced by the
regional commandersin chief (CINC)—with the as-
sumption that al levels of subordinate command un-
derstand the concept. Air Force officersin Joint Staff
billets consistently work for Army and Marine Corps
commanderswho expect their staffsto befully profi-
cient at producing recommended intent statementsand
interpreting intent to subordinate commands. Addition-
aly, Air Force personnel execute many operationsin
direct support of sister services. Effective execution of
these support operations, such as support of the Army
with CASor airlift, requiresthorough understanding
and application of the supported ground
commander’ sintent. Currently, as noted before, Air
Force commanders often communicate their visionfor
an operation to subordinateswithout adoctrinaly rig-
orous“intent” label or procedure. However, joint op-
erations involving Air Force officers would benefit
from the airmen having the same familiarity with the
jointly defined concept that the Army and Marine Corps
officerspossess. Table 1 demonstrateshow pervasive
the concept isthroughout Army, Marine, and joint doc-
trine ascompared to theminimal Air Forcereference.

The professional training and command systems
of the Army and Marine Corps provide their officers
experienceininterpreting senior commander intent at
each level of rank and command, beginning with sec-
ond lieutenants. Additionally, they become proficient
at designing and disseminating their own “intent.”
Many Air Force leaders informally employ the con-

cept at the lower tactical levels (for example, as pi-
lots). However, theflight, squadron, group, and wing
command assignmentsdo not offer formal opportunity
tobuild onthe skill. Air Force officers might be even
better prepared to command or otherwise contributeto
joint operationsif they possessed the same career-long
proficiency in creating and disseminating commonly
defined commander’s intent that a senior Army or
Marine Corps officer possesses. Thisjointnessissue
aloneprovidessignificant Air Force motivation to con-
sider ingtitutionalizing the concept at al levelsof train-
ing and employment, thus ensuring that airmen grow
up with thetechnique.

SoWhat’sMy Point?

Thewording of .. . ordersl left to [ the staff], with the excep-
tion of one paragraph, the shortest, which | invariably drafted
myself—theintention. Thisgives, or should give, exactly what
the commander intendsto achieve. It isthe dominating ex-
pression of hiswill by which, throughout the operation, ev-
ery officer and soldier inthearmy will be guided. It should,
therefore, be worded by the commander himself.

—Field Marshal Sir William J. Slim, commander
inthe BurmaTheater, 1941-45

Commander’ sintent isatime-tested ground force
tool for focusing decentralized decision making and
initiative. The subordinate’ s knowledge of the intent
fromthetwo levels of command above has proven vi-
tal tofocusing all theater energiesand actionstoward
achieving operational-level goals. Commanders must
arm subordinates with their intent in preparation for
decisionsthat are to be made amidst the battle’ sfog,
friction, and chaosthat so often overcometheoriginal
planning. As aresult, the Army, Marine Corps, and
Joint Staff have extensively incorporated the concept
into their doctrine. Airpower’ s unigue combat com-
mand and control structure, which dissociatesinterme-
diate-level mission tasking from unit command, has
restrained Air Force definition and prescription of the
technique. Y et, there are no major C 2 constraints on
institutionalizing commander’ sintent. Additionally,
thereissmplelogicto doctrinaly embraceawartime
command concept that mirrorscurrent Air Force TQM
philosophy. Morerigorous use of the concept hastheo-
retical potential for hel ping focusairpower’ sincreas-
ing combat tempo. Decentralized decision making,
guided by commander’ sintent, can help keep decen-
tralized execution focused on the JFACC'’ scentralized
priorities as the information revolution increases the
number of decision- action cyclesthat occur insidethe
ATO' stwo-to-three-day limits. Finally, theincreasing
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national emphasis on joint teamwork motivates
multi service standardization of thisconcept and thecul-
tivation of an Air Forceofficer corpsthat isthoroughly
proficient with thetool.

TheAir Force should consider borrowing thiscom-
mand tool from joint doctrine and the standardized prac-
ticesof the ground forceswithwhom the Air Forceis
teamed. The Air Force should consider doctrinally de-
fining and embracing thistool in amanner appropriate
to the unique organizational structure— institutional-
izing commander’s intent through common,
servicewideingtructioninall professional training from
flight and tactics school sto war collegesand command-
€rs courses.
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