
Since Operation DESERT STORM,
the subject of fratricide has been dis-
cussed nearly constantly. Much of
the discussion has centered on rec-
ommended technological solutions to
the problem.

The generally accepted view is that
the majority of the fratricide inci-
dents during DESERT STORM re-
sulted from a disparity between the
range of modern weapons systems
and the resolution of our optical and
thermal sighting technology. The im-
plication is that most of the tank-in-
itiated fratricide during DESERT
STORM occurred because tank com-
manders and gunners engaged targets
which they were unable to positively
identify as enemy. My own experi-
ence, however, leads me to believe
that at least some of the tank-initi-
ated fratricide during that war oc-
curred at ranges close enough to al-
low positive identification of vehicle
by type. I feel that at least some frat-
ricide incidents were the result of our
own tank gunnery training methodol-
ogy. If we want to reduce the inci-
dence of fratricide in future conflicts,
we must improve the way we con-
duct tank gunnery training. Specifi-
cally, we need to include friendly tar-
get arrays in the intermediate tank
gunnery tables.

The Nature of the Problem

It is a cliché to describe the opera-
tion of a fully-trained tank crew as a

“well-oiled machine.” The cliché is
useful, however, for understanding
the need to change our gunnery ta-
bles. The correct method for firing
the tank is set forth in our gunnery
manuals, and has been developed
into a standard drill. The “well-oiled
machine” is the tank crew that,
through use of drill, has reached the
level at which engaging a target is a
nearly reflexive process. Through
repetition and incentives, crew mem-
bers develop conditioned responses,
such as reaction to a fire command.
This level of conditioning is seen as
protection against the fear and confu-
sion of combat.

FM 17-12-1-1, 19 March 1993,
Tank Gunnery (Abrams) Volume 1,
describes accepted principles of tar-
get acquisition and correct tech-
niques for initiating direct fire at the
tank crew level. Chapter 6 describes
the six steps of the target acquisition
process: crew search, detection, loca-
tion, identification, classification,
and confirmation. Identification is
defined as “the friendly, hostile, or
neutral character of a detected poten-
tial target determined by its physical
traits (such as size, shape, functional
characteristics).”1 Crews rely upon
their ability to recognize armored
fighting vehicles and aircraft in order
to identify the specific type of target,
or at least to “identify friend, foe, or
neutral.”2

The ability of a crew member to
perform this step properly depends

upon his individual armored fighting
vehicle and aircraft recognition
skills. This step is conducted prior to
the conduct of fire; that is, before the
initial fire command is given.

The final step of the target acquisi-
tion process is target confirmation.
This step is conducted during the
conduct of fire, or after the initial
elements of the fire command but be-
fore the command of execution. It is
defined as “the rapid verification of
the initial identification and classifi-
cation of the target,” and it is con-
ducted by both the TC and the gun-
ner.3

The complete target acquisition and
engagement process for a precision
main gun engagement usually fol-
lows this pattern: search, detection,
location, identification, classification,
initiation of the fire command (alert,
ammunition, description), confirma-
tion, command of execution. This
process includes two steps — identi-
fication and confirmation — which
should prevent engagement of friendly
vehicles or troops.

Effective tank gunnery training is
designed to translate this process, in-
cluding these two critical steps, into
the series of conditioned responses
described above.

Our tank gunnery manuals and
Army regulations ensure a minimum
standard for tank crew proficiency
throughout the armor force. They
also have the effect of establishing
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performance during tank gunnery as
the common yardstick by which tank
crews and units are measured and
compared. For example, no sane
member of the armor force should
suggest that as much emphasis is
placed on UCOFT as on Tank Table
VIII.

Although there is often institutional
pressure to reach a certain reticle aim
level, few battalion or brigade com-
manders have the time to watch each
of their crews every time they fire a
UCOFT exercise. The point is that,
since the live fire training is per-
formed under great scrutiny, any les-
sons learned on the range are likely
to have a greater impact on the crew
than those learned elsewhere.

Currently, our intermediate tank
gunnery tables do not contain friendly

target arrays. Our crews learn ar-
mored fighting vehicle identification
(AFVID) in garrison and are tested
on it during the Tank Crew Gunnery
Skills Test (TCGST). Tank com-
manders and gunners also train the
entire acquisition and engagement
process in the UCOFT. However,
these training events don’t carry the
same weight as live fire training. As
we don’t present friendly target ar-
rays on individual tank crew ranges,
we don’t force crews to practice tar-
get confirmation. Furthermore, scor-
ing is based on a combination of
time and target hits (with adjust-
ments for safety, proper procedures,
etc). In short, during the culminating
event of all tank gunnery training,
when the pressure is really on, we
teach tankers to shoot the first big
hot spot down range.

Recommended Solution

We fight as we train. It is unreason-
able to expect a tank commander or
gunner in combat to remember to
take an extra second to confirm his
target if his training never before re-
quired him to do so. If we want our
tank crews to perform target confir-
mation, we should test whether or
not they do so during the intermedi-
ate tank gunnery tables.

I propose that friendly target arrays
be presented during Tank Tables VII
and VIII. I believe that friendly pan-
els should be raised in addition to
the enemy target panels during the
existing tasks. Including a friendly
vehicle panel as a separate task (as is
done in UCOFT exercises) would al-
low crews to stop confirming targets
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after completing the “friendly task,”
and would be rendered useless if a
distinct scenario cue were read.
However, if friendly vehicle panels
were presented at the same time as
the enemy on all or
some of the engage-
ments, then the tank
commander and gun-
ner would have to
confirm each target
before firing. Engage-
ment of a friendly
pane l would be a
crew duty failure, re-
su l t ing in a thi r ty
point crew cut.4

Creation of friendly
panels would be a
relatively simple task.
Panels would not
have to be perfect
replicas of friendly vehicles. It would
suffice to have panels with distinctly
different shapes and thermal signa-
tures then those being used as enemy
targe ts . The cost of procuring
friendly (or enemy) panels suffi-
ciently detailed for target identifica-
tion training would probably be cost
prohibitive. Remember, the TCGST
certifies a crew member’s AFVID
skills, and passing the TCGST is a
prerequisite for participating in live-
fire training. Tank commanders and
gunners with weak AFVID skills
should never be allowed to fire live
rounds. The purpose of adding
friendly panels is to reinforce target
confirmation as an essential element
of the acquisition and engagement
process.

Friendly panels for ranges equipped
with New Standard Targets could be
designed as shown in Figure 1.5 The
M1A1 panel is taller and wider than
the T72, and displays a larger, angu-
lar turret. It would require the devel-

opment of a new thermal panel for
the turret, unless two TU-2 panels
could be overlapped. The M2/M3
panel uses the M5 BTR panel, but
displays the turret off-set to the right.

Ranges equipped with older target
panels could also present panels to
replicate friendly vehicles. If, for in-
stance, enemy vehicles were repre-
sented by rectangular panels, then
friendly vehicles could be octagonal
panels (see Figure 2). The exact
shape used for friendly and enemy
panels is irrelevant. As long as
friendly panels can be distinguished
from enemy, tank commanders and
gunners presented with both will be
forced to perform target confirma-
tion.

Conclusion

As armor leaders, we must be cer-
tain we are not taking the easy way
out by accepting technology as the
solution to the fratricide problem.
The world may not wait for us to de-
velop and field such a system before
our tanks once again board fast
ships. Furthermore, no new system is

perfect, and even an electrical firing
inhibitor can be overridden. By em-
phasizing the importance of target
confirmation during tank gunnery
qualification, we can significantly

decrease the risk of
fratricide in future
conflicts.

Notes

1FM 17-12-1-1, Tank
Gunnery (Abrams) Volume
1, 19 March 1993, p. 6-1.

2FM 17-12-1-1, p. 6-22.

3FM 17-12-1-1, p. 6-25.

4Crew duties penalty
points are listed in FM 17-
12-1-2, Tank Gunnery

(Abrams) Volume II. 19 March 1993, pp. 16-13
and 16-14.

5New Standard Targets are depicted in FM
17-12-7, Tank Combat Training Devices, 11
March 1992, pp. 3-4 through 3-23.
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