Liaison Officer and Staff Planner Lessons Learned

The following Liaison Officer (LNO) and staff Planner lessons learned are derived from a professional paper written by LTCOL C. A. Field, Australian Army, based on his experiences as an LNO to U.S. forces prior to and during Operation Iraqi Freedom 

In late 2002, the Australian National Headquarters Middle East Area of Operations (ASNHQ MEAO) attached LTCOL Chris Field initially to Third U.S. Army / Coalition Forces Land Component Command (CFLCC) and later Combined Joint Task Force-7 (CJTF-7) as an ADF Liaison Officer (LNO) to support planning for what was to become OPERATION IRAQI FREEDOM (OIF). LTCOL Field, a graduate of the U.S. Marine Corps Command and Staff College and School of Advanced Warfighting was embedded in CFLCC as a Lead Planner in: the C5-Plans section (Late 2002-January 2003); the C35-Future Operations section (February-April 2003); and, the C5-Early Entry Command Post (EECP) (May 2003). Employment as a Lead Planner in CFLCC enabled LTCOL Field to participate in OIF planning and execution, while maintaining situational awareness over potential Coalition issues in relation to Australian national interests.

This paper addresses the following OIF lessons learned:

 1.  Battlespace & Command and Control (C2)

 2.  Planning Process

 3.  Branch and Decision Point Planning

 4.  “Crash or Crash Through” ~ Providing the Operational View;

 5.  Fish or Cut-Bait

 6.  Taking some down time

 7.  Secure Internet Protocol Router - Network (SIPR-NET);

 8.  A U.S. education is only a good start;

 9.   Embed LNOs early and often 
Lesson 1: Battlespace & Command and Control (C2):  Battlespace and C2 must be precisely defined, to include seemingly minute details, at the very beginning of any planning process in order provide commanders and staff with a firm foundation for any campaign plan.

Discussion
 Defining battlespace and C2 are the essence of planning at the operational level of war.  Other operational functions at the operational level of war: maneuver; fires; logistics; intelligence; and force protection, rely first on the effective establishment of battlespace and C2 in order to set the conditions for their own employment. For example, a force cannot maneuver, direct fires, focus logistics, tailor intelligence, or plan force protection without a clearly defined battlespace; and, if a force does not understand who is working for whom, the five other operational functions will lack authoritative direction and therefore any operational execution will be somewhat de-synchronized leading to a slowing of operational tempo (OPTEMPO).

Because battlespace and C2 are so fundamental to the operational level of war, they can also be extremely difficult to define. 

Frequent challenges to the establishment of appropriate battlespace for CFLCC during OIF included: 

· Operations in the vicinity of international boundaries; 

· Poor coordination and liaison between Components, CFLCC, and the Coalition Forces Special Operations Component Command (CFSOCC);

· Poor coordination between CFLCC and CFLCC’s major subordinate commands, especially as CFLCC prepared to attack out of Kuwait into Iraq;

· A lack of staff awareness regarding the phasing of OIF. 

Obstacles to the establishment of effective C2 included: 

· Staff misunderstanding of OIF’s most frequently used C2 terms - Operational Control, Tactical Control, Supporting, and, Supported; 

· A resistance by CFSOCC elements to being allocated TACON to CFLCC in zone; 

· CFLCC’s burgeoning span of control that included two corps level headquarters, in addition to more than 10 direct command brigade sized units.

During and before OIF, Major General James Thurman, the CFLCC C3, was constantly demanding planners and staff be precise when defining CFLCC-CJTF-7 Battlespace and C2. He was quick to point out to planners that poor Battlespace and C2 arrangements at the U.S. Army National Training Center (NTC), Fort Irwin, California, frequently resulted in “fratricide” amongst U.S. Army Brigades. Major General Thurman was not going the let the hard lessons of the NTC be forgotten during OIF.

Lesson 2: The Planning Process:  Lead Planners thoroughly preparing for planning sessions is the key to success with the MDMP.

Discussion

The C5-Plans Operational Planning Group (OPG) and the C35-Future Operations Operational Planning Team (OPT) were the centers of gravity for planning within CFLCC / CJTF-7 for OIF. Within the OPG/OPT the Lead Planner’s role was to guide, direct, cajole, encourage, focus, and, at times, force the OPG/OPT to drive forward with planning. A Lead Planner needed to establish a vision, and then harness the energies of the OPG/OPT in order to achieve that vision. 

Within CFLCC / CJTF-7 the C5-Plans OPG was populated with Planners who were, in many cases, experienced from OPERATION ENDURING FREEDOM (OEF), in Afghanistan. These Planners represented their staff sections by function, including: personnel; intelligence; operations (fires, aviation, NBC, information operations, air-defense, military police); logistics; communications; engineering; finance; and civil military operations. The C5-Plans OPG was an ideal forum for dealing with complex long-term problems and issues, and offering dynamic solutions to the CFLCC commander.  The OPG’s excellent corporate knowledge meant that it was rare for a member of the OPG not to know the answer to an issue.

The C35-Future Operations OPT in contrast, was only established in February 2003, and was populated with less experienced officers, some at the rank of Captain. The OPT represented all staff sections, but had the mission of providing quick solutions to problems within the Corps Commander’s decision cycle of 96 hours, and beyond. The OPT was adapted to deal with, mainly, directed courses of action that required less detailed analysis but were dependent on a short suspense in order satisfy the requirements of Commander CFLCC. 

During OIF, in both the OPG and OPT, the Military Decision Making Process (MDMP), or variations thereof, was employed by Planners. The deliberate decision-making process was vital as a problem solving and decision support tool and Commander CFLCC expected the MDMP to be employed. Depending on the problem to be solved and the time available, variations of the MDMP could and would be employed. However, despite variations employed, the key to success with the MDMP was for the Lead Planner to prepare completely.  The OPG/OPT would assist the Lead Planner but generally the responsibility for the plan defaulted to the Lead Planner as the problem solving “guru.”

A Lead Planner needed to set the objectives for a planning session prior to the session commencing and could usually expect that after about two hours the OPG/OPT would be exhausted or at least require a substantial break. Prior to working on a problem, the more preparatory research that a Lead Planner could conduct, the more likely that the OPG/OPT session would be a success. For example, it was always useful to gather all germane US Central Command (CENTCOM) and Commander CFLCC specified tasks, prior to a planning session in order to stimulate the minds within the OPG/OPT to develop implied tasks relating to the problem and mission being discussed. The intelligence, aviation, and engineering planners could also be employed to assist planning by accessing and presenting information that helped to set the scene for the OPG/OPT with regards to the enemy, topographic, or imagery products. 

Lesson 3: Branch and Decision Point Planning:  In a dynamic planning environment there may not be time to fully develop Branch Plans, and therefore an option for Planners is to develop Decision Points to support a Commander’s operational vision.  

Discussion

Branch planning can be a laborious process, and during the preparation for OIF CFLCC branch planning always seemed to be allocated space on the planning calendar at sometime in the future. Therefore within CFLCC, branch planning became synonymous with Decision Point planning. On D Day, Commander CFLCC had seven decision points to support the CFLCC Base Plan. Each decision point included a graphical representation of the decision to be made, which was overlaid on a map, and was supported by measurable conditions relating to the six-operational functions that required quantifying before a key operational decision could/should be made. In addition, Commander CFLCC’s Critical Information Requirements, were nested with each decision point in order enable current operations battle-staff to track the progress of CFLCC towards a critical decision.

The C35 Future Operations OPT developed Fragmentary Orders (FRAGOs) for each of the seven decision points, which were staffed throughout CFLCC and then placed in a “warm-status” pending the requirement for a particular decision. This system of pre-prepared FRAGOs served to give CFLCC’s major subordinate commands the opportunity    to provide direct input into CFLCC orders well before the orders were issued as a formal document. In addition, the process of converting the decision point from a graphical and text representation into a FRAGO required a concentrated intellectual effort by the OPT in defining tasks for major subordinate commands that were measurable and appropriate for the operational level of war. However, the danger in writing FRAGOs at the Army / operational level is that Planners may frequently try to detail too many tactical tasks to major subordinate commands. 

CFLCC Planners aimed to write FRAGOs that synchronized the six-operational functions and that concentrated on those operational functions that an Army level Commander could influence. For example, once the land campaign commenced there was little that Commander CFLCC could do to influence operational movement / maneuver, especially south of Baghdad as V Corps and I MEF attacked in zone toward designated objectives. However, Commander CFLCC could significantly influence operational intelligence for example, by reassigning his operational intelligence collection assets to support a decision point or, through the redirection of CFLCC operational fires, both lethal and non-lethal, Commander CFLCC could shape the battlespace in order to support his operational decision point.

This method worked effectively for CFLCC during OIF, when the seven campaign decision points were frequently a focus for Planners to think about land operations as a campaign, and not merely a tactical fight. 

Lesson 4: Crash or Crash Through ~ Providing the Operational View: A Planner must be prepared to take the unfashionable / unpopular position in order to provide an organization with an operational view - even in the face of fierce opposition from peers and superiors.

Discussion

Planning is not a neat and tidy process, and in situations limited by time, resources, battlespace, options, or Commander’s guidance a Planner will feel the full weight of responsibility to produce results. Add the Planner’s responsibility to produce results with the requirement for him to think and plan operationally, and an inevitable friction will occur.

OIF tended to draw most Commanders and Planners into the current fight, by examining the battle out to a maximum of 96 hours. This tendency is natural for several reasons:

· After planning, war gaming, and rehearsing a plan for an extended period of time, Commanders and Planners are interested to see how the plan unfolds;  

· Robust Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR) assets mandate that everybody, from the President of the United States (or Prime Minister of Australia) to at least battalion command level, have excellent situational awareness throughout the battlespace. The downside of excellent situational awareness is that everybody, from the President of the United States to at least battalion command level, can monitor and interfere with the tactical fight

·  If Commanders and Planners are confident that they have written a great campaign plan, there tends to be commensurate resistance throughout an organization to Planners who offer a differing perspective.

In the opinion of the author, it is the moral responsibility of Planners to constantly challenge fixed views within an organization, in order to present an operational view of a developing campaign. This approach will probably lead to friction among the staff in a headquarters, but it should also lead to change and, potentially, improved warfighting solutions for a warfighting force. The CFLCC war plan for OIF was excellent, but it was not perfect - especially for Phase IV (Post Hostilities) operations. From the perspective of the author, some Planners were too quick to accept “the Plan” as sacrosanct, and were reluctant to take the time to question aspects of the plan in order to think operationally.

When faced with this paradigm, the operational Planner has two choices: crash or crash through. A Planner should never hesitate to present an idea that he thinks is worthwhile. If that Planner’s peers or leaders reject the idea, and he still thinks that the idea is worthwhile: the Planner should develop the idea regardless of the direction he has received. If the Planner is wrong he will crash; if he is right he will crash through. The author’s experience on at least three occasions during OIF proved this thesis. 

There are certain results that any Planner who adopts a crash or crash through attitude to planning, can expect:

· A Planner will have to develop solutions to the crash or crash through idea in the Planner’s “spare” time.

· A Planner is most likely to gain interest from commanders and staff in the idea through a succinct information paper, ideally one page in length. See Lesson 5: Fish or Cut-Bait for converting crash or crash through ideas straight into FRAGOs in order to gain some command interest in the idea.

· A Planner may recede into obscurity once the crash or crash through idea has been finally rejected.

· A Planner will recede into obscurity once the crash or crash through idea has been accepted.


Lesson 5: Fish or Cut-Bait: Microsoft Power Point is an excellent tool to use in support of planning but their comes a time when a Planer must stop making slides and start converting the information into FRAGOs. 

Discussion

Power Point, combined with the Global Command and Control System (Command and Control Personal Computer (C2PC)), can accurately relay complex material in a graphical form, to large bodies of people, fast and effectively.  The steps of the MDMP were most effectively portrayed, staffed, and briefed using Power Point during OIF. Arguably, Microsoft Power Point is the life-blood of planning in the early 21ST Century.

Life-blood is one thing, but there comes a time when Planners must “Fish or Cut-Bait”, with regards converting hundreds of mega bytes of Power Point slides into a five-paragraph FRAGO. In the early stages of CFLCC’s OIF, this was not an easy process. CFLCC staff could build beautiful Power Point presentations, and they could write plans, but writing orders seemed to be a reluctant enterprise.

A Planner must be prepared to say: “STOP, enough Power Point!” A Planner must also be prepared to say, “now is the time for the OPT to Fish or Cut-Bait and write the FRAGO.”   It is only when the Planner and the OPT begin to write the FRAGO that the key synchronization issues of battlespace deconfliction, subordinate tasking, coordinated times, and command and control become glaringly obvious to the entire headquarters staff. A five-paragraph FRAGO directs operational synchronization, as staffs and subordinates quickly come to the realization that they will be required to issue / receive an order, as opposed to a plan. 

In addition, there may be occasions when a Planner must move the process along by converting crash or crash through ideas straight into FRAGOs in order to gain some command interest in the Planner’s idea. This is particularly germane to issues that need General Officer attention but, due to time constraints, formal briefings to General Officers are not possible. 

During OIF the currency in CFLCC was the FRAGO. The FRAGO directed all actions within the CFLCC battlespace and was the only product post D Day that General Officers within CFLCC had the time, or the inclination, to read, intellectualize, and action. In the opinion of the author, after D Day, CFLCC staff could have saved hundreds of hours of work if they had concentrated on writing orders, rather than producing Power Point slides in support of OIF.

Lesson 6: Taking some down time:  leaders must ensure that Planners are forced to take some down time, and take a break, in order to rest their minds and clear their heads.

Discussion
In the post-911 world, back-to-back land campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq drained the CFLCC Lead Planners, who for almost two years carried the weight of the CFLCC planning effort. By May of 2003, the Planners in CFLCC-CJTF-7, and the other US warfighting headquarters in Iraq, were mentally exhausted and still faced the uncertainty of future deployments to the Middle East.  As noted in Lesson 8: A US education is only a good start the bottom line with U.S. military planners is: hard work and results. Such a bottom line is excellent for a warfighting headquarters, but comes at a personal cost for Planners who constantly strive to produce the perfect plan.

Despite their numerous skills, the CFLCC Lead Planners were not adept at taking some down time in order to ensure that they remained fresh and ready for new challenges. The Planners worked long hours without break, and month after month with no end in sight. The Planners tried to factor rest periods into their schedules, but the demands upon their time, combined with a strong work ethic, meant that rest periods were not taken. The author saw Planner after Planner culminate at various times during OIF due to changing circumstances, or overwhelming workloads.

The lesson is clear, leaders must ensure that Planners are forced to take some down time, and take a break, in order to rest their minds and clear their heads. If not, a Planner’s performance will degrade to the point where he is no longer adding value to the organization. If Coalition nations are to be successful in the Global War on Terrorism (GWOT), nurturing planning capabilities so that they continue to be effective over the long term, is critical. Victory in the GWOT could take years rather then months, and key asymmetric assets such as Lead Planners that Coalition nations possess, vis a vis terrorist organizations, will be crucial to that victory.

Lesson 7: Secure Internet Protocol Router - Network (SIPR-NET): To facilitate coordination with embedded allied officers, A virtual fence or firewall system should be created for SIPR-NET allowing controlled, limited access for the purpose using secure e-mail. 

Discussion

If any Coalition operation was tailor-made to allow relaxation of U.S. SIPRNET (U.S. Secret level intranet system) usage and access; OIF was that operation. Three trusted Allies – U.S., UK, and Australia - led OIF.  Despite the homogeneity of the three lead nations, the U.S., quite correctly, maintained strict restrictions on non-U.S. usage of the SIPR-NET. 

To cover this restriction, CENTCOM developed CENTRIX-X, a U.S., UK, and Australia intra-net system that, ideally, could interface with SIPR-NET. In CFLCC C5-Plans, CENTRIX-X was an abject failure. The author attempted, as an experiment, to get one CFLCC C5-Planner registered as a CENTRIX-X user, so that the C5-Planner’s SPIRNET account could interface with the author’s CENTRX-X account. Despite the CFLCC-C5 Planner’s best efforts, he could not get through the restrictive administration required to become registered as a SIPRNET / CENTRIX-X user.

The author’s view is simple: Rather than attempt to set up an entirely new system, such as CENTRIX-X, in order to enable Coalition nations to fight alongside the U.S. using a common intra-net system, the SIPRNET could be modified in order to enable Coalition nations limited access to it. During OIF, all the author required was email connectivity with CFLCC staff in order to participate as an embedded member of the HQ CFLCC. Without email connectivity it is difficult, but not impossible, to participate as an embedded member of a U.S. warfighting headquarters.

A modification to the SIPRNET in order to enable Coalition nations limited access would involve some type of virtual fence or firewall, combined with an access monitoring system, being placed between each Coalition SIPRNET access point and the SIPRNET as a whole.  A virtual fence or firewall system should be technically feasible, and could be pursued as a long-term project amongst key allies while we are at peace, as trying to establish additional access to the SIPRNET proved problematic during war.

Lesson 8: A U.S. education is only a good start: A military education with the US is one way to get in the door with Planners in a U.S. warfighting headquarters, as is a thorough understanding of U.S. joint and service doctrine, U.S. culture, and national characteristics.

An education as an Advanced Warfighting Program graduate may be an advantage to a Coalition Planner who may quickly identify with other U.S. Advanced Warfighting Program graduates, who within CFLCC included 14 officers. In addition, during OIF a ready network of Advanced Warfighting Program graduates was available throughout CFLCC’s major subordinate commands and other Component Commands. In the opinion of the author, the operational planning for OIF, with few exceptions, was led by U.S. Advanced Warfighting Program graduates and this was certainly the case at CFLCC, V Corps, and I MEF. 

However, the bottom line with U.S. military planners is: hard work and results. Qualifications are no substitute for hard work, and within CFLCC those who would work hard joined together and led the way to produce the results demanded by Commander CFLCC. Therefore, any Coalition officer who is also a Command and Staff College graduate could effectively work was a Lead Planner / Planner in any U.S. warfighting headquarters providing they possess a robust work ethic. Such an officer could, if necessary, learn U.S. doctrine on the run and adapt accordingly. The key point is that even a U.S. military education is only of passing interest to U.S. planners if a Coalition officer will not / can not work as an embedded Planner. If a Coalition officer is not embedded with the U.S. staff then that Coalition officer, as a Liaison Officer (LNO) who simply collects information but adds relatively little value to Coalition war planning, represents a net burden to U.S. planners.
Lesson 9: Embed LNOs early and often: The Coalition nation that chooses to embed Planners early and often with the U.S. military will contribute significantly to the development of Coalition plans, and ultimately to the success of any campaign.

Discussion

 In the opinion of the author, due to the compartmentalized nature of U.S. war planning, it is only through embedding that a non-U.S. nation can achieve an intimate understanding of any U.S. campaign / war plan. The U.S. military’s appreciation of hard work and results means that “pure” LNOs, as personnel who solely serve their own nation’s interests, are of little value in the fast paced U.S. military planning world.

If a Coalition nation can afford to “give-up” a Planner to be embedded with a U.S. warfighting headquarters, the following benefits can be expected:

· The Planner will be embraced by U.S. planners and put to work.

· The Planner will work as hard as he/she chooses to work, and because the U.S. military is so polite nothing will be said if the Planner fails to produce results. However, the Planner will be increasingly isolated until his very existence at the warfighting headquarters is self-defeating.

· The Planner who works will be embraced as an equal by the U.S. Planners and will be trusted to lead planning teams, write plans, conduct liaison on behalf of the U.S. warfighting headquarters and brief U.S. warfighting commanders.

· The Planner will gain experience that is priceless for that planner’s nation with regards the level of planning exposure, the tempo at which U.S. planning is conducted, and the methods employed by the U.S. in preparing for, and conducting, war.

· The Planner will be a point of corporate knowledge for a Coalition nation, and the Planner will be in a position to represent the Planner’s national interests when required.

· The Planner may represent an economy of effort contribution to any U.S. / Coalition campaign, especially if the Planner’s nation does not contribute significant forces to any anticipated, and actual, campaign.

The U.S. military welcome embedded Planners - especially from close allies. The U.S. military understands that warfighting in the 21st Century requires strong coalitions and Coalition Planners who are embedded early and often with the U.S. military contribute in a practical manner to coalition warfighting well before the commencement of any campaign.

Conclusion

This article has detailed an Australian Defense Force Liaison Officer’s lessons learned from OIF in order to enhance U.S. / Coalition future warfighting capabilities; encourage the embedding of ADF LNOs/Planners in U.S. warfighting headquarters, and support the continuing success of the ANZUS alliance.

The lessons learned have been detailed not to be followed as a set of rules, but as an opportunity for debate with US and Coalition professional militaries. The lessons are one officer’s view of CFLCC planning during OIF and the author hopes that the dialogue will continue in order to improve the ways the U.S. and Coalition’s fight at the operational level of war.
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