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MARINE CORPS PLANNING PROCESS OVERVIEW

ENABLING OBJECTIVES: 

06-1
LIST the tenets of the Marine Corps Planning Process.

06-2 LIST the warfighting functions.

06-3 LIST the steps of the Marine Corps Planning Process.
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4. 
The Marine Corps Planning Process
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INFORMATION SHEET 06

MARINE CORPS PLANNING PROCESS OVERVIEW
I. Planning in Maneuver Warfare.  As stated in MCDP 5, Planning, proper planning is essential to the execution of maneuver warfare.  Because the occurrence of war will not unfold like clockwork, one cannot hope to impose precise, positive control over events with a perfect plan.  The best that can be hoped for is to impose a general framework of order on the disorder and “fog of war” to set a general flow of action rather than seeking a way to control each event.  Thus a flexible approach to planning must be taken that allows response to direction from the National Command Authorities, while simultaneously being able to quickly adapt to operational and tactical situations.  The Marine Corps Planning Process (MCPP) provides a way to do this.  This process, in concept, is applicable across the range of military operations, and at any echelon of command.  Regardless of the situation, time available, events, and staff structure, this process can serve the commander’s needs.  The MCPP incorporates the flexibility to facilitate deliberate decision making, while enabling recognitional decision-making when the situation dictates.  But, the Marine Corps planning process is less of a process and more of a way of thinking and a way to organize thoughts.  The process is focused on the threat, and is based on the tenets of campaign planning, maneuver warfare, and capitalizes on the principles of unity of effort and maintaining operational tempo.

A. The Marine Corps Planning Process facilitates this approach by Coordinated Action.

1. Shared Situational Awareness.

2. Common expectations about evolving actions and desired outcome.

3. Initiative.

4. Shaping the planners thinking.

II. Marine Corps Planning Process Background
A. Tenets of the MCPP.  The tenets of the MCPP are derived from the doctrine of maneuver warfare. 

1. Top-Down Planning.  Planning centers on the commander.  His intent and guidance are central to planning.  The commander uses planning to gain knowledge and situational awareness to support his decision making process.  His plan, communicated in oral, graphic, or written format, translates his guidance into a design for actions by his subordinate commanders that will accomplish the mission.  One of the key characteristics of an amphibious operation is the necessity for close coordination and cooperation between the Navy force and the landing force involved in the mission.  The commander’s of both forces must actively participate in the planning process.  

2. The Single Battle Concept.  The single battle concept effectively focuses the efforts of all the elements of the force to accomplish the mission.  The commanders must always view the battlespace as an indivisible entity, for operations or events in one part of the battlespace may have profound and often unintended effects on other areas and events. With the initiating directive, a commander will be designated as responsible for airspace control, defense of friendly forces, and direction and deconfliction of supporting arms.  For those forces who are transiting the Amphibious Objective Area (AOA), their actions may have impact on what occurs in other parts of the AOA.  Consequently, their actions must be coordinated with the commander having overall responsibility for the AOA.  While the battlespace may be conceptually divided into deep, close, and rear to facilitate planning and decentralized execution, the commander’s intent ensures a single battle by providing unity of effort. 

3. Integrated Planning.  Integrated planning provides a functional approach that is systematic, coordinated, and thorough.  It is organized within the warfighting functions (WFs) of maneuver, intelligence, fires, logistics, command and control, force protection.  WFs are the means by which a force plans and executes operations.  The Warfighting Functions should come from both the Navy and landing forces.  The key to integrated planning is the appropriate representation across the WFs both within the command via representatives, as well as between commands via liaison officers (LNOs).  Integrated planning with both CATF and CLF staffs functioning as a single integrated staff is particularly useful during crisis and rapid response planning.

B. Warfighting Functions.  To support the MCPP architecture, certain criteria designated by the commander as Warfighting Functions (WF) are used as tools to organize the planning effort.  Maximum impact is obtained when the WFs are harmonized to accomplish the desired objective within the shortest time possible and with minimum casualties.  The WF approach helps eliminate the tendency to “stovepipe” or isolate these activities.

1. Maneuver Warfighting Function – deploy forces / conduct maneuver

2. Intelligence Warfighting Function – develop intelligence

3. Fires Warfighting Function – employ firepower

4. Logistics Warfighting Function – perform logistics and combat service support

5. C2 Warfighting Function – exercise command and control

6. Force Protection Warfighting Function – protect the force.

C. The MCPP helps organize the thought processes of a commander and his staff throughout the planning and execution of military operations.  It focuses on the threat and is based on the Marine Corps warfighting philosophy of maneuver warfare.  Since planning is an essential and significant part of command and control, the MCPP recognizes the centrality of the commander in planning. It capitalizes on the principle of unity of effort and supports the establishment and maintenance of tempo.  The MCPP steps can be as detailed or as abbreviated as time, staff resources, experience, and the situation permit.  The defining features of the planning challenge are time and uncertainty.  More than anything else, considerations of time and uncertainty dictate the approach to planning.

1. Time.  The reality of warfare is that time is often the scarcest resource and is vital to planning. The commander must adjust the planning process to make optimum use of this perishable resource. When time is critical, the commander’s intuition, judgment, and experience are invaluable in guiding his staff and subordinate commanders.

2. Uncertainty.  All planning is based on imperfect knowledge and involves assumptions about the future.  Planning by definition is future-oriented, and the future by nature is uncertain.  Uncertainty increases with the length of the planning horizon and the rate of change in the environment.  Given the fundamentally uncertain nature of war, planners must recognize that the object of planning is not to eliminate or minimize uncertainty, but to allow the commander to decide and act effectively in the midst of uncertainty.

3. Applicability.  The MCPP applies to command and staff actions at all echelons.  From the Marine Corps Service Component to the battalion/squadron level, commanders and staff members must master the MCPP in order to be full participants in integrated planning.  Additionally, the MCPP complements deliberate or crisis action planning (CAP) as outlined in the Joint Operation Planning and Execution System (JOPES).  In the joint planning process (Figure 1), the Marine Corps Component may be required to submit input to the Joint Force Commander, this occurs in phase III where the component may be required to plan, refine and submit Course of Action (COA) development inputs.  In phase V, the component may be required to submit more detailed execution planning type inputs.

	Joint Operation Planning and Execution System (JOPES)

	Phase 1

Situation Development
	Phase 2

Crisis Assessment
	Phase 3

COA Development
	Phase 4

COA Selection
	Phase 5

Execution Planning
	Phase 6

Execution


Figure 1 Joint Planning Process

4. Joint Task Force Planning.  As seen in figure 2, the Joint Task Force (JTF) and MCPP processes are very similar, but there are some procedural differences.  The most apparent difference is that the MCPP has an orders development and transition phase.  Although the JTF model does not specifically state this, they have the same requirement to put out an order and to transition from the planning to execution phase.  Additionally, the JTF must get their COA approved by the CINC or NCA before moving on.  

	Joint Task Force Planning Process

	Mission/Task Analysis
	Planning Guidance
	COA Development
	COA Analysis
	COA Comparison
	COA Selection

	Marine Corps Planning Process

	Mission Analysis
	COA Development
	COA Wargame
	COA Comp/Dec
	Orders Development
	Transition


Figure 2 JTF / MCPP Comparison

5. Amphibious Planning Process.  Figure 3 depicts the comparison of the 15 step deliberate amphibious planning process.  It is not compression from 15 steps to six.  There are fundamental differences between the two including

a) Involvement of the Commander

b) Staff Estimates take place throughout the MCPP

c) COA Analysis is performed to ensure the validity of the COA against the threat.
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Figure 3 Command and Staff Action/MCPP Comparison

6. Rapid Response Planning Process (R2P2).  Although the R2P2 process closely parallels the 15 step process, there are differences; differences that resonate through the MCPP:

a) Commander’s early and continuous involvement throughout the planning process.

b) Integrated planning with running staff estimates

c) Concurrent planning by subordinates

d) Tempo
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Confirmation Brief
	
	

	
	
	Transition


Figure 4 R2P2/MCPP Comparison

III. The Marine Corps Planning Process (MCPP).
A. The MCPP establishes procedures for analyzing a mission, developing and analyzing course(s) of action (COA) against the threat, comparing friendly COAs against the commander’s criteria and each other, selecting a COA, and preparing an operation order (OPORD) for execution.  The MCPP organizes the planning process into six manageable, logical steps.  It provides the commander and his staff a means to organize their planning activities and transmit the plan to subordinates and subordinate commands.  Through this process, all levels of command can begin their planning effort with a common understanding of the mission and commander’s guidance.  The six integrated steps of this process are:


1. Mission Analysis.  Mission analysis is the first step in planning.  The purpose of mission analysis is to review and analyze the ATF/LF orders, guidance, and other information provided by higher headquarters and produce a unit mission statement.  Mission analysis drives the MCPP.   

2. COA Development.  During COA development, the planners use the mission statement (which includes HHQ tasking and intent), commander’s intent, and commander’s planning guidance to develop several COAs.  Each prospective COA is examined to ensure that it is suitable, feasible, different, acceptable, and complete with respect to the current and anticipated situation, the mission, the commander’s intent and the warfighting functions.  In accordance with the commander’s guidance, approved COAs are further developed in greater detail
3. COA War Game. During COA War Game, each friendly COA is examined against selected threat COAs.  COA War Game involves a detailed assessment of each COA as it pertains to the threat and the environment.  COA War Game assists the planners in identifying strengths and weaknesses, associated risks, and asset shortfalls for each friendly COA.  COA War Game will also identify branches and potential sequels that may require additional planning. Short of actually executing the COA, COA analysis provides the most reliable basis for understanding and improving each COA.

4. COA Comparison and Decision.  In COA comparison and decision, the commander evaluates all friendly COAs—against established selected criteria, then against each other---and selects the COA that he deems most likely to accomplish the mission.  

5. Orders Development.  During orders development, the staff takes the commander’s COA decision, intent, and guidance, and develops orders to direct the actions of the unit.  Orders serve as the principal means by which the commander expresses his decision, intent, and guidance.

6. Transition.  Transition is an orderly handover of a plan or order as it is passed to those tasked with execution of the operation.  It provides those who will execute the plan or order with the situational awareness and rationale for key decisions necessary to ensure there is a coherent shift from planning to execution.
B. The Marine Corps planning process embodies all of the philosophies of maneuver warfare.  It is a process that supports the single battle concept that focuses on the decision-making requirements of the single MAGTF commander.  As such, the MCPP requires substantial commander's involvement from mission analysis through the transition. Staff estimates are "running", and do not wait until COA decision is complete to offer their feasibility assessment. The Marine Corps planning process is also unique in that it critically evaluates each plan against possible threat options in a wargaming process.  It is the Marine Corps’ problem solving process.  It is a process that should be used by all marines in tackling everyday problems. It is a single standardized process that has application for all Marine planners for all missions including those of a joint nature throughout the spectrum of conflict.
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