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OUTLINE sheet LESSON TOPIC 2.4
COURSE OF ACTION development
INTRODUCTION:  You have heard the statement, "Tactics depends on who is in charge."  It is not only possible, but also quite probable, that one commander's plan may be as credible as another, although different in concept.  The initial concept for the defeat of the Iraqi Army in Desert Storm differed significantly from the final plan that was executed.  There may well be equally sound solutions to a tactical problem.  No one can accurately state whether a scheme of maneuver will work until it is put to the actual test.  We can however, test the course of action through the process of war gaming to determine whether or not we have planned for all contingencies and likely events.  Since the one course of action ultimately selected by the commander serves as the basis for the concept of operations, it is imperative that we become familiar with the thought process and methodology normally employed in the evolution of a course of action.  The benefit of this class to you is that you will learn how to develop and courses of action so that you can present the commander with different solutions to the tactical situation.  

ENABLING OBJECTIVES 

9.1
With the aid of references, select from a list, the purpose of Course of Action (COA) development. 

9.2

With the aid of references, select from a list, the definition of a Course of Action. 

9.3

With the aid of references, select from a list, the required inputs for proper COA development.  

9.4

With the aid of references, select from a list, the items needed in a COA statement. 

9.5

With the aid of references, select from a list, the items required in a COA sketch. 
9.6

With the aid of references, select from a list, the validation criteria for a properly developed COA.
9.7

With the aid of references, select from a list, the required outputs of COA development.

OUTLINE

1. Overview

2. Inputs

3. Process

4. Outputs 
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COURSE OF ACTION DEVELOPMENT
REFERENCES
MCWP 5-1, Marine Corps Planning Process 

Joint Pub 1-02, Department of Defense Dictionary of Military and Associated Terms.
MCRP 5-2A, Operational Terms and Graphics
1.
Overview:  During COA development, planners use the mission statement (which includes the higher headquarters commander’s tasking and intent), commander’s intent, and commander’s planning guidance to develop COA(s).  Each prospective COA is examined to ensure that it is suitable, feasible, acceptable, distinguishable, and complete with respect to the current and anticipated situation, the mission, and the commander’s intent.
a.
Purpose.  A COA is a broadly stated potential solution to an assigned mission.  The COA development step of the MCPP is designed to generate options for follow-on analysis and comparison that satisfy the mission, intent, and guidance of the commander.  Normally, the commander develops several COAs for follow-on wargaming and comparison.  The commander may limit the number of COAs that the staff develops, especially if the staff is operating under severe time constraints.  

(1)  COA Definition.  (DOD, NATO) A possible plan open to an individual or commander that would accomplish or is related to the accomplishment of his mission.

2. Inputs.  Course of action development requires a mission statement, commander’s intent, and commander’s planning guidance before development can begin.  Other planning tools useful in COA development include:

· Updated IPB products. 

· Specified/Implied/Essential tasks.

· Warning Order

· Restraints and/or constraints

· Assumptions

· Resource shortfalls

· Subject matter expert shortfalls

· Centers of gravity analysis (friendly and enemy)

· Commander’s critical information requirements

· Requests for information

· Initial staff estimates

3. Process.  Planners develop broad COAs using METT-T, threat versus friendly capabilities assessment, and possible employment options.  Using at least the minimum required inputs, planners consider two fundamental questions:

· What do I want to do?


· How do I want to do it?  By answering this question, we develop the COA.


a.
Update Intelligence Preparation of the Battlespace.  Intelligence preparation of the battlespace enables 


planners to view the battlespace in terms of the threat and environment.  It helps planners determine how 


the enemy will react to proposed friendly COAs, the purpose of enemy actions, the most likely and most 


dangerous enemy COAs, and the type of friendly operations that the terrain and infrastructure will allow.



b.
Display Friendly Forces.  The graphic display of friendly forces allows planners to see the current and  


projected locations of friendly forces.


c.
Assess Relative Combat Power.  Relative combat power assessment provides planners with an 



understanding of friendly and threat force strengths and weaknesses relative to each other.  While force 


ratios are important, the numerical comparison of personnel and major end items is just one factor that must 

be balanced with other factors such as weather, morale, level of training, and cultural orientation.  The 


goals of relative combat power assessment are to identify threat weaknesses that can be exploited through 


asymmetric application of friendly strengths and identify friendly weaknesses that require protection. 


FRIENDLY












ENEMY

	UNIT
	#
	VALUE
	WGT

	2D MAR DIV
	
	
	

	MECH REG
	3
	
	

	INF REG
	1
	
	

	155 BN
	1
	
	

	MLRS BN
	5
	
	

	M1A1 BN
	3
	
	

	LAR BN
	1
	
	

	2D MAW
	
	
	

	HMLA SQDN
	2(32)
	
	

	VMFA SQDN
	4(84)
	
	

	VMA SQDN
	3(54)
	
	

	2D FSSG
	1
	
	

	1ST AD
	1
	
	

	TOTAL
	
	
	

	UNIT
	#
	VALUE
	WGT

	1ST MECH DIV
	
	
	

	BTR-60 BN
	6
	
	

	T-62 BDE
	1
	
	

	T-72 BN
	1
	
	

	122 BN
	3
	
	

	152 BN
	3
	
	

	RAM BDE
	
	
	

	ATK SQDN (MI24)
	2(40)
	
	

	ATK SQDN (324)
	2(40)
	
	

	F1 SQDN (F1)
	2(24)
	
	

	F1 SQDN (MIG-29)
	2(24)
	
	

	F1 SQDN (MIG-27)
	1(20)
	
	

	TOTAL
	
	
	



Comparison of friendly: enemy units


	Friendly Mission
	Friendly: Enemy

	Delay
	1:16

	Defend(prepared or fortified position
	1:3

	Defend (hasty)
	1:2.5

	Attack (prepared or fortified position)
	3:1

	Attack (hasty)
	2.5:1

	Counterattack
	1:1











Historical Figures


d.
Refine Centers of Gravity/Critical Vulnerabilities.  Center of gravity analysis begins during mission 


analysis.  The commander and staff refine center of gravity analysis based on updated intelligence and IPB 


products, initial staff estimates, and input from the red cell.  The refined center of gravity and critical 


vulnerabilities are used in development of the initial centers of gravity.

e.
Develop Initial COA(s).  Using the commander’s planning guidance, as well as updated IPB products, the relative combat power assessment, and center of gravity analysis, planners begin developing possible ways that the force can accomplish the mission.  This requires creativity, imagination, and unbiased and open- minded participants.  The number and detail of the COAs to be developed depend on time available for planning.  Planners do not judge or eliminate potential COAs; all possibilities are recorded for potential use.  It is critical that COAs provide the commander with a variety of employment options.  Factors that impact COA variety include: 

· Commander’s guidance.

· Forms of maneuver.

· Type of attack.

· Designation of main effort.

· Requirement for supporting effort(s).

· Scheme of maneuver (land, air, or maritime).

· Sequential and simultaneous operations

· Sequencing essential task accomplishment.

· Task organization.

· Use of reserves.

· Rules of engagement.


Planners use METT-T and an array of employment possibilities to design a broad plan of “how” they 
intend to accomplish the mission.  How they intend to accomplish the mission becomes the course of 
action.



(1)
Commander’s Input to Initial Courses of Action.  The commander reviews the initial COAs to see if 
they meet his commander’s intent.  This is normally an informal review that is conducted as rapidly as 
possible.  This review ensures that valuable time is not being spent developing COAs that will not be 
approved.  The commander may direct modifications to the initial courses of action or that additional  
courses of action to be developed.



(2)
Course of Action Refinement.  Using the commander’s planning guidance and input from the initial 
COAs, the staff further develops, expands and refines the courses of action to be used in COA 
wargaming.  The staff may also recommend to the commander how a course of action should be 
wargamed.  This recommendation may include the war game method to be used and which enemy 
COAs should be wargamed.  

f.
Develop Course of Action Graphic and Narrative.  The COA graphic and narrative clearly portrays how the 
organization will accomplish the mission.  Together, the graphic and narrative identify who (notional task 
organization), what (tasks), when, where, how, and why (intent).  The COA graphic and narrative are 
essential and inseparable.  Together, they help the commander, subordinate commanders, and the staff 
understand how the organization will accomplish the mission.  The graphic clearly portrays:

· The scheme of maneuver

· Main and supporting efforts

· Critical maneuver and fire support control measures, objectives, boundaries, phase lines, and fire support coordination lines.

(1) The narrative provides the purpose and tasks of the main and supporting efforts, the reserve, and the sequencing if the operation.  The COA graphic and narrative, when approved by the commander, form the basis for the concept of operations and operations overlay in the basic plan or order.
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g.
Ensure conformance with Course of Action Conformance.  Once COAs are developed, they should conform to the following criteria:


(1)
Suitability: Does the COA accomplish the purpose and tasks? Does it comply with commander’s 
planning guidance?


(2)
Feasibility: Does the COA accomplish the mission within the available time, space, and resources?


(3)
Acceptability: Does the COA achieve an advantage that justifies the cost in resources?


(4)  Distinguishability: Does the COA differ significantly from the other COAs?

(5) Completeness: Does the COA include all tasks to be accomplished? Does it describe a complete mission (main and supporting efforts, reserve, and associated risks)?

h. Synchronization Matrix.  At this step you have enough information to begin the development of a synchronization matrix.  A synchronization matrix is a planning support tool designed to integrate the efforts of the forces across the warfighting functions and to record the results of the COA wargame.  It depicts, over time, the divers actions of the entire force that are necessary to execute the COA.  When completed, it provides the basis for an execution matrix or execution checklist to the OPLAN or OPORD.











































i. Prepare Course of Action Brief.  Developed courses of action, along with updated facts, assumptions, risks, etc., are briefed to the commander.  Each course of action is briefed separately and is sufficiently developed to withstand the scrutiny of the wargaming.  Although the COA briefing is tailored to the needs of the commander and the time available, standardized briefing formats help focus the briefing and prevent omission of essential information.  The COA briefing will include the COA graphic and narrative.  It may also include:

· Updated intelligence estimate (terrain and weather analysis, threat evaluation).

· Possible enemy COAs (at a minimum the most likely and most dangerous, situation template[s]).

· Mission statement.

· Higher headquarters commanders’ intent.

· Own commanders’ intent.

· Commander’s planning guidance.

· Relative combat power assessment.

· Rationale for each COA.
· Updated facts and assumptions.

· Recommendations for wargaming.

j. Select and/or modify a Course of Action.  Following the COA briefing, the commander may select or modify the courses of action to be evaluated during COA wargaming.  He may also provide additional COA and wargaming guidance and express his desires concerning evaluation criteria.


(1)  Develop Commander’s Wargaming Guidance.  The commander’s wargaming guidance may include:

· A list of friendly courses of action to be wargamed against specific threat courses of action. (e.g., COA 1 against the enemy’s most likely, most dangerous, or most advantageous COA).

· The timeline for the phase or stage of the operation.

· A list of critical events (e.g., shifting the main effort).

· Level of detail (e.g., two levels down).


(2)  Develop Commander’s Evaluation Criteria.  The commander establishes evaluation criteria based on 
         
       METT-T, judgement, and personal experience.  Commander’s may choose evaluation criteria related 

       to the principles of war, such as mass or surprise.  These evaluation criteria help focus the wargaming 
 
       effort and provide the framework for data collection by the staff.  The commander uses the collected 
  
       data during COA comparison and decision.  Other criteria may include:

· Commander’s intent and guidance.

· Limitation on casualties.

· Exploitation of enemy weaknesses and/or friendly strengths.

· Defeat of the threat centers of gravity.

· Degree of asymmetrical operations.

· Opportunity for maneuver.

· Concentration of combat power.

· Speed.

· Balance between mass and dispersion.

· Risk.

· Phasing.

· Weighting of the main effort.

· Logistical supportability.

· Political considerations.

· Force protection.

· Timing.

4. Outputs.  Course of action development activities produce outputs that drive subsequent steps in the Marine
Corps Planning Process.  Required outputs of COA development are the commander’s designated COAs for wargaming, war gaming guidance, and commander’s evaluation criteria.  Additional outputs may include:

· Updates IPB products.

· Planning support tools including the COA graphic and narrative.

· Course of action briefing.

· Initial estimates of supportability and additional requirements from subordinate commands.

· Initial staff estimates and additional requirements from the staff and warfighting function representatives.
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A MARDIV, as the main effort, conducts an envelopment IOT defeat enemy forces north of Gray City.  A MARDIV (+); as a supporting effort, it attacks in zone to fix and defeat enemy forces west of Tealton and conducts a link up with the Blueland forces in Tealton.  The MAW, as a supporting effort, isolates the MEF battlespace from enemy reinforcement from the south, while focusing efforts against the 102d and 103d Armored Brigades and 401st and 402d Artillery Regiments.  The supporting MARDIV (+) designates one infantry regiment as the MEF reserve and one battalion as the MEF tactical combat force.  This phase concludes with enemy forces defeated north of Gray City. 











MOBILITY





C-MOBILITY





FORCE 


PROTECTION





COMMAND


& CONTROL





INTELLIGENCE





LOGISTICS





FIRES





MANEUVER





NBC/AIR DEF





TRANSPORT





SUSTAINMENT





NON-LETHAL





LETHAL





IW/C2W





NAI/TAI





DECISION PT.





Enemy Action





TIME/EVENT





Synchronization Matrix








2.4.8
Rev: 03/20/2001

