Battalion XO: Passing Along "Tribal Wisdom"



Battalion Executive Officer (XO) in a Forward Support Battalion is a difficult and multi-faceted duty.  After serving as a DMOC Chief/Chief Medical Planner for 22 months before attending CGSC, I have recent experience which may be useful to those preparing to assume the XO billet.  Much of the information here is based on personal experience, knowledge, and the mistakes I have made, tempered with guidance from my commander, my peers, NCOs, and subordinate staff officers.

Top Three

The three most important things a new battalion XO should give his initial attention to are: 

· Establishing a relationship with the battalion commander, battalion command sergeant major, battery commanders, and the staff. You must understand everyone's role now that you are in the position of XO. 

· Establish and maintain a sustainable battle rhythm. The key word here is sustainable. If you work 20-hour days, you will be able to accomplish everything your job requires; however, I doubt that schedule could be sustained for very long. Establish a battle rhythm that gives ample time to accomplish unit missions and objectives, but still leaves time for family and personal interests. A good battle rhythm also helps you direct your energy in the right direction, and you will need a great amount of energy as the XO. As XO you CANNOT burn out -- the entire unit will be affected. 

· Have well-defined goals for the unit and yourself. If you do not know where you are going, you will never get there.
After that, the focus of your efforts can be broken down into five categories: Mission, People, Leadership, Sustainment, and Community. (I also used these categories for my OER Support Form.) 

Mission

The starting point for mission accomplishment in a forward support battalion is to properly address the seven basic tasks of the FSB as described in FM 63-20, Tactics, Techniques and Procedures for the Forward Support Battalion. (Each branch has a manual which parallels what is contained in FM 63-20 for an FSB. Additionally, the OPMS XXI website offers job descriptions and requirements for all career fields and functional areas.) 

In combat, the FSB provides direct support to maneuver forces on the battlefield. To do this, it must perform seven basic tasks. A command relationship is established with a senior headquarters (HQ), and a tactical mission is assigned each battalion.
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	4. Communicate
	S-3, SIGO, XO

	Communications in an FSB is essential to efficient direct support. The communications system must satisfy combat power requirements. These include fire support, command and control, and maneuver. 

	 
	

	5. Move
	S-3, XO

	Movements of FSB units must be planned and synchronized so that continuous fire support can be provided to the maneuver operations. This task is discussed in Chapter __, FM 63-20  along with considerations in positioning the unit as a result of that move. 

	 
	

	6. Maintain and Resupply
	XO, S-4,  HQ/A and B CDR, BMO

	Maintaining and resupplying organic units contribute to the sustainment of the battle and the combat power of the force as a whole. The term "combat service support" describes the full range of health services and personnel services functions as well as the traditional logistical support of supply, maintenance, field services, and transportation. It includes the requirements to man, arm, fuel, fix, and move the force during combat operations.

	 
	

	7. Survive
	CDRs, S-3, XO

	To provide support, the battalion must survive. Chapter__, FM 63-20, presents movement and positioning techniques that will enhance the chances of the battalion surviving in a combat environment. These techniques should be used as a guide. Units should develop their own tactics, techniques, and standing operating procedures (SOPs) to avoid detection and destruction by enemy forces. Normally, the battalion is employed in its separated entities -- firing units, trains, and a command post (CP). Therefore, the battalion commander and staff must be aware of the techniques as they affect these separate entities. These techniques are discussed throughout FM 63-20. 


Once these tasks are addressed, the XO is then responsible for ensuring a warfighting focus within the unit. This is accomplished by reducing distracters and providing necessary support and resources for training and mission accomplishment. 

People

My last commander had a great motto that guided everything we did: "Love Your Soldiers and Do What's Right."  The XO's role in this is to ensure that soldiers entering, assigned to, or leaving the battalion are treated properly. In order to accomplish this, a pro-active sponsorship program needs to be in place.  Once soldiers are integrated into the unit, the XO must focus on providing proper quality of life, training, promotion opportunity, and rewards and punishment.  Ensure all personnel are best utilized to meet unit needs and individual desires.  Risk reduction is a "taking care of soldiers" issue, and the XO must ensure that risk reduction is incorporated into everything the unit and the soldiers do.  The XO needs to be involved in the retention program, remembering to retain only those soldiers who continue to contribute and who will be an asset to the Army.  Involvement with the first sergeant is the commander's responsibility, but the XO must be familiar with all first sergeants as well.  The XO should personally manage all lieutenants, ensuring they get challenging jobs that will prepare them for higher levels of leadership. I used a "Green/Amber/Red" model in managing the lieutenants in my unit. The commander's guidance was that every lieutenant would serve at least 12 months as a platoon leader.  A new LT was considered "Red" until he had completed one of the 12-month requirements, then he was considered "Amber."  He was "Amber" until he had completed his second 12-month requirement (unit specific), then he was considered "Green."  The additional management guidance was that no lieutenant would work outside the two required jobs unless they were at least "Amber."  The only lieutenants allowed to leave the battalion for other jobs were "Green" lieutenants, unless they were moving to the job they needed in another unit. With this system implemented, the retention rate for lieutenants went up dramatically. Unfortunately, we lost a lot of lieutenants that had spent 24 months or more working on staff before the system was implemented.  Social events should not be optional for officers. If properly convinced, most officers will participate in unit functions. The increase in the number of social events and the amount of participation in them is key to improving esprit de corps within the unit. If soldiers within the unit see the officers getting along well, the camaraderie spreads to everyone.  Throughout my career I have heard the annual mantra, "Nobody loses leave in this unit." The XO needs to enforce this by personal example as well as by working with the S-1 to monitor officer and NCO leaves within the battalion.  Ensure that departing soldiers get their orders on time. This was a reportable item at the weekly BC and staff calls in my unit. Ensure all departing soldiers get recognition for their service in the unit. Also remember to recognize their spouses and families. Family moves are extremely stressful, especially on younger families, so ensure an NCO with family move experience is available to offer assistance. 

Leadership

The XO must work closely with the commander and command sergeant major to establish and nurture a positive command climate that encourages initiative, promotes teamwork, builds trust, and rewards success.  The XO should be a mentor for the captains and lieutenants in the battalion.  An effective and enforced officer certification program should be used to integrate all leaders into the battalion.  An Officer Professional Development Program should be established and enforced.  I implemented a OPD program (Hammer Challenge) to further train the lieutenants of the battalion on the myriad tasks they are commonly assigned but never properly trained for.  Participation was mandatory, and as the program progressed, the battalion became more proficient and confident.  One final task an XO is often responsible for is preparing drafts of ratings for the battalion commander.  I relished this responsibility, as I often had more face time with the lieutenants than the commander. (When a lieutenant came in for his OER counseling, he was required to bring his most recent DA photo and ORB. This was an easy way to regularly check those items).

Sustainment

The following is taken directly from an OER Support Form as an XO and is a succinct statement of the many sustainment responsibilities the XO can expect: "Ensure the battalion is logistically prepared to support any operation across the continuum of conflict.  Sustain and improve the effectiveness of the battalion's maintenance program, maintaining operational readiness through a thorough preventive maintenance and services program.  Ensure proper supply accountability; focus on identifying shortages, maintaining accountability, and acquiring the necessary equipment for the battalion to successfully accomplish all missions.  Ensure the accurate and timely processing of all administrative actions; meet all suspenses.  Ensure the DFAC is resourced to best provide for the soldiers."  Without going into the numerous acronyms and agencies associated with sustainment responsibilities, suffice it to say that this is your main effort as the XO. 

Community

Take care of families and they will take care of soldiers, and the unit will benefit.  Ensure the unit is doing its fair share within the community.  Attend community Town Hall meetings and base-ops meetings to find out what is going on in the community and to meet the people and agencies that can make your life a lot easier.  Be personally involved in the community.  Take care of volunteers.  They freely devote their time and efforts; ensure they receive recognition for this at unit level and at community level. Get units and people involved in sports. Combat is an athletic event, and without quoting MacArthur here, the benefits of sports enhance the quality of life and esprit de corps within the unit.  A good reputation within the community goes a long way towards alleviating many problems within the battalion. 

Additional Helpful Hints

While I have already mentioned some of the helpful systems and tools that can be utilized to make you more effective and more time efficient, there are a few more items that are worth mentioning. 

· I used a white dry erase board as a "Garrison Ops Battle Tracking Chart" in my office.  I would fill it out each morning and while I was out "checking on things" throughout the day, updates from commanders and staff could be annotated on the board. (Only I was allowed to use the black marker on the board; other people who made entries on it used different colors.) I checked the board each time I returned to my office. If any change on the board required a phone call or visit, I took care of it then.  There is far too much going on in the battalion for anyone to be waiting on someone else. 
· The XO's life is much easier if he has an above-average soldier as his driver.  My driver was more competent in most tasks than most lieutenants within my battalion, and had more initiative than any of them.  He could be counted on to do things without being told, and always had a knack for being where I needed him at the right time.  His maintenance skills, radio skills, standards, maturity, and judgement were well above the norm.  (By the way, he is now in the Green to Gold program.) The time you spend selecting the right driver will save you countless hours throughout your time as the XO. 

· Make continuity files and Right Seat Rides mandatory in all staff sections.  Outgoing staff officers must ensure their replacement fully understands his responsibilities and the method for accomplishing his mission. This includes spending about 10 days together on Right Seat Ride to introduce him to all the pertinent contacts and to get a feel for the job's battle rhythm. 

· I always had outgoing lieutenants and captains give me their views on the battalion's strengths and weaknesses and relate their most memorable or defining moment during their assignment. This served as lessons learned for the command group and the battalion.  Many problems were solved early because we were alerted to them by outgoing officers. The "defining moments" portion often led to many surprises, but was very worthwhile from a leadership development standpoint.

Enclosures: 
1 - Battalion XO Battle Rhythm and Additional Duties 
2 - Recurring Events/Requirements 
3 - New Officer Certification Program w/Sample Standards for OCP Task 
4 - XO Academy Topics/Training 
5 - OER Support Form Requirements 

Enclosure 1 
Battalion Executive Officer Battle Rhythm



Battle Rhythm 

	Monday
	 

	0530-0630
	Check dining facility and aid station; outbrief SDO

	0630-0730
	PT with all staff officers (Check aid station and DFAC at end of PT) 
(Staff LTs took turns leading PT IAW published schedule; on Wednesdays, staff scattered to the companys to evaluate unit PT)

	0900
	Battalion formation in motor pool

	0900-1200
	Battalion command maintenance

	1000-1100
	XO Academy OPD

	1200-1300
	Lunch in DFAC; check on morning taskers

	1300-1700
	Motor pool walk-thrus; supervise ULLS transactions; talk to XOs about maintenance problems

	1700
	Company formations in motor pool; outbrief battalion commander

	1700-1800
	Shortcut any taskers; talk to counterpart @ Bde/DISCOM about maintenance status

	1800-UTC
	Final motor pool walk-thru with SDO; check any late taskers (email); walk-thru soldiers' billets before going home

	Tuesday
	 

	0530-0630
	Check dining facility and aid station; outbrief SDO

	0630-0730
	PT with all staff officers

	0900
	Informal meeting with primary staff in my office

	0900-1200
	Check on training; take care of business

	1200-1300
	Lunch in DFAC

	1400-1500
	Command and staff call (BCs submit update to statuses the day prior and solve discrepancies with staff before the meeting, not during it)

	1600-1700
	Brigade maintenance and logistics meeting

	1700
	Company formations; outbrief battalion commander and S-3

	1700-UTC
	Final motor pool walk-thru with SDO; check any late taskers (email); walk-thru soldiers' billets before going home


ADDITIONAL DUTIES: 
NEO Supervisor 
Battalion Safety and Risk Management Officer 
Battalion Environmental Hazards Officer 
Chair, Battalion DFAC Council 
B.O.S.S. Representative 
Assistant Battalion Family Support Group Officer 
Supervisor of Rear Detachment Commander 

Enclosure 2 
Recurring Events/Requirements



DAILY EVENTS: 
Check DFAC before Duty Day 
Check Aid Station before Duty Day 
PT with Staff Officers 
Check ULLS submission NLT 1500 
Talk to Counterpart XOs/DISCOM and Staff Primaries 
Walk-thru billets daily, even on weekends 
Outbrief Commander at COB 
Sign Dispatches (I personally signed every dispatch within the unit; I recommend it.) 

WEEKLY EVENTS: 
Battalion Command Maintenance (provide weekly maintenance focus and assets) 
Maintenance OPD (XO's Academy) (IAW LT OPD guidance) 
Command and Staff Call (Sample Format) 
Training Meeting (use the manuals) 
Sergeant's Time Training (in accordance with MACOM guidance)
Maneuver Brigade MRR (maintenance and supply status) 
Soldier Family Time (every Thursday at 1500) 
Vehicle of the Week Competition 

MONTHLY EVENTS: 
USR Preparation, Turn-In and Brief 
Division MRR BDE/DISCOM/ADC(S) MRR (maintenance, logistic, and budget status)
Dining Facility Council Meeting 
B.O.S.S. Meeting 
Battalion FSG Meeting 
Town Hall Meeting 
Newcomer's Briefing 
Payday Activities/Awards Ceremony 
Monthly Counseling 
10% Inventories/Sensitive Items Inventory 
Officer OPD 
NCOPD 

QUARTERLY EVENTS: 
Company QTB to DISCOM Commander 
Battalion QTB to Division Commander 
Battalion Hail and Farewell (usually every 2 months) 
Division Budget Briefing (PBAC) 
Quarterly Counseling 
Battalion Reenlistment Meeting 
Environmental Inspection (if not required, ask for courtesy inspections) 

ANNUAL EVENTS: 
Budget Submission 
Battalion Command Inspection 
Battery Command Inspections 
Army Award for Maintenance Excellence Inspections (various levels) 
Supply Excellence Award Inspections 
Philip H. Connelly Food Service Inspections 
Organization Day 
Battalion Formal 
Outstanding Volunteer Award Nominations 
Spouse Award Nominations 
Prepare Annual Battalion History 
Nominate Candidates for MacArthur Leadership Award 

Nominate MSC Officers for Junior Officer Week 
Conduct Appreciation Day events for selected MOS/Elements 
Coordinate Sports Events Sister Units within Brigade

OTHER EVENTS REQUIRING XO INVOLVEMENT/PRESENCE: 
Promotions 
Re-enlistments 
Hospitalized Personnel 
Personnel in Confinement Facility 
Newborns in the Battalion 
Emergency Leaves/Leaves under Emergency Conditions 
Driver Selection for Command Group (this is an often overlooked but critical event) 
Candidates for Distinguished Leader/Distinguished Unit 
Battalion Professional Library 

SPECIAL ITEMS OF INTEREST: 
OER Counseling for LTs and CPTs (check thoroughly before submission; Inspect ORB and DA photo, as this is the only check in the system at this level) 
Handling IG Complaints (time is of the essence; IG office provides a lot of help) 
Congressional Inquiries (call all involved parties in; nobody leaves until it is finished; usually 24 hour or less turnaround) 
Chaplain Involvement in Family Problems (at the first hint of a family problem, get Chaplain involved; keep records of events) 
AR 15-6 Investigations (stop everything; get it done quickly) 
Article 32 Officer Responsibilities (call your JAG-provided legal assistant; have him do all the work; they are only asking for your judgement, not your organizational and clerical skills) 
Command Inquiries (very informal; usually 24 hour turnaround; one pager(just the facts) 
Awards for Departing Officials/Special Occasions (make sure it is legal) 

Enclosure 3 
New Officer Certification Program



Prior to 30 Days: 
1. Receive briefing from Battalion Commander (S-1) 
2. Receive briefing from all staff officers (S-1, S-2, S-3, S-4, CESO) 
3. Read Division, DISCOM, and Battalion Policy Letters (S-1) 
4. Receive briefing from Company Commanders/Tour Battalion Area (BC) 
5. Attend School of Standards/Gateway (Community) 
6. Receive briefing on METL (S-3, BC) 
7. Review and understand duties and responsibilities of the SDO (S-1) 
8. Receive briefing on the battalion maintenance program (BMO, BMT, BMS) 
9. Perform PMCS on vehicles of responsibility (BC, BMO) 
10. Attend a Battalion Training Meeting (BC) 
11. Receive briefing on report of survey procedures (Bn XO) 
12. Receive briefing on Bn supply and accountability procedures (S-4) 
13. Complete Personnel Readiness Packet (S-1) 

Prior to 60 Days: 
1. Conduct an inventory of a set, kit, or outfit (BC) 
2. Conduct battery PT (BC) 
3. Complete DA Form 67-9-1 and initial counseling and goals (Rater) 
4. Become ULLS certified (BC, BMO) 
5. Read battalion and battery SOPs (BC) 
6. Zero and qualify with assigned weapon (BC) 
7. Conduct an in-ranks and barracks Inspection (BC) 
8. Evaluate and counsel subordinates (BC) 
9. Become familiar with battalion history (BC) 
10. Establish official email account (CESO) 
11. Conduct a risk assessment for a training event (BC) 
12. Attend, evaluate, and AAR a Sergeant's Time Training event (BC) 

Prior to 90 Days: 
1. Become firing safety certified (BC) 
2. Pass the APFT (BC) 
3. Become CTT certified (BC) 
4. Tour the post with FOD or conduct SDO Inspection with XO (Bn XO) 
5. Observe a Quarterly Training Brief (S-3) 
6. Assist the OIC with rail-load operations or convoy operations (BC) 
7. Assist in the conduct of a monthly 10% inventory (BC) 
8. Present a class on a required subject to peers or subordinates (BC) 
9. Conduct a monthly arms room inventory (BC) 
10. Qualify on CPR (PA) 
11. Take the NBC proficiency test (CHEMO) 
12. Attend a company sensing session (BC) 
13. Attend an Article 15 or Court Martial (BC) 

Sample of an Officer Certification Task Page: 
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Enclosure 4 
XO Academy (OPD)Topics/Training



Conduct PMCS/Troubleshoot Radio Systems 
Conduct PMCS on HMMWV 
Conduct PMCS on tracked vehicle 
Conduct PMCS on Weapon System
Conduct PMCS on M577 Command Post Vehicle 
How to Use GPS/Location/Establish Waypoints 
How to Inspect Organic Crew-Served Weapons Before Firing 
How to Make a Range Card 
How to Inspect a MK 
How to Conduct 10 % Inventory 
How to Conduct an NBC Room Inspection 
How to Conduct a Report of Survey 
How to Conduct an Arms Room Inspection 
How to Conduct a Motor Pool Inspection 
How to Conduct a Barracks/Quarters Inspection 
How to Conduct a Dining Facility Inspection 
How to Conduct a HAZMAT Compliance Inspection 
How to Conduct a CFE Inspection 
How to Run a Range 
Range Certification 
How to Check ULLS Entries for Accuracy/Check Parts Status 
How to Recover a Wheeled Vehicle Using Wrecker 
How to Recover a Tracked Vehicle Using Recovery Vehicle 
How to Conduct a Refuel on the Move (including position selection) 
How to Conduct an Ammo Resupply (including position selection) 
How to Conduct a Convoy 
How to Conduct a Rail-load 
How to Conduct a Health and Welfare Inspection 
How to Handle and Report a Hazmat Spill 
How to Perform Risk Assessment 
How to Dispatch a Vehicle 
ULLS Testing 
How to Inspect a Combat Lifesaver 
How to Handle a Bomb Threat/Terrorist Incident/Serious Incident as SDO 

Training was usually conducted during command maintenance on Mondays.  Avoid classroom training and strive for as much hands-on as possible.  Senior NCOs or staff teach the block of instruction, then proceed to the hands-on portion.  Many of these topics can be trained within the battalion area with on-hand resources; however, most of them should be taught in the motor pool.  Events, such as ROM or Ammo Resupply, usually require a sand table set up in the motor pool. 

Enclosure 5 
OER Support Form Requirements
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