
 
 

A Second Look at the Armored Gun System 
This tracked candidate for the Medium Gun System role offers unique strengths 

 

by Captain Francis J. H. Park 

 
The current focus on improving the 

deployability of today’s armor force 
has brought a number of systems to the 
forefront with the establishment of the 
new Interim Brigade Combat Team 
(IBCT) at Fort Lewis. Among the re-
quirements for the IBCT is a medium 
gun system (MGS), one that would 
provide the brigade a highly mobile, 
direct fire anti-armor capability. Such a 
vehicle, with its specified requirement 
to fit inside a C-130 tactical lift aircraft, 
could also benefit current light infantry 
and airborne organizations. The devel-
opment of the IBCT has brought the 
M8 Armored Gun System (AGS) back 
into consideration as a possible MGS 
platform — for which doctrine already 
exists. The capabilities of the AGS and 
its rapid deployability would make it an 
option for both the IBCT as well as 
traditional light infantry organizations, 
and it deserves a second look. 

If the future of the Army is to transi-
tion light infantry divisions to some-
thing based on the IBCT or its succes-
sor, fielding a mounted gun system to 
the light infantry and airborne divisions 
would be a logical transition.  

In the meantime, however, a mounted 
gun system, and more specifically, a 
revival of the light armor battalion, has 
utility now. Such an organization would 
dramatically increase the combat power 
of light infantry divisions, and more 
importantly, reintroduce further forci-

ble entry capabilities to the airborne 
division. 

Until 1997, the 82d Airborne Division 
had its own light armor battalion in the 
3d Battalion (Airborne), 73d Armor. 
The removal of the M551A1 Sheridan 
(due to lack of repair parts and the age 
of the platform) as well as the cancella-
tion of the AGS (then-type classified 
XM8) dealt the airborne division a con-
siderable loss in its ability to perform 
its primary mission of forcible entry. 
Other anti-armor systems exist within 
the division, but none have the same 
kind of immediacy that a direct fire gun 
system brings into the fight. 

While aviation (primarily the OH-58D 
Kiowa Warriors in the attack helicopter 
battalion and reconnaissance squadron) 
enjoys superior mobility, its ability to 
remain on station and its survivability 
under sustained fire are inferior to that 
of a light armor unit. The M966 TOW 
HMMWVs found in the anti-armor 
companies can be dropped with the 
initial assault force, but lack the rapid 
fire, ready magazine capacity, and 
shock effect inherent to an armored 
gun. Finally, the Javelin missile sys-
tem, while extremely lethal, cannot be 
delivered with the initial assault force 
except as part of a door bundle or as 
secondary cargo on a vehicle or pallet 
configured for low-velocity airdrop. 
The Javelin command launch unit can 
be safely jumped in an ALICE pack. 
However, the missile cannot be safely 

jumped either as a single item of equip-
ment or as a tandem load due to its 
weight.1 None of the aforementioned 
systems are truly usable in the infantry 
support role (e.g., destroying bunkers) 
without quickly depleting valuable (and 
scarce) ammunition that may be re-
quired against a mechanized threat. 

The anti-armor assets available from 
corps for forcible entry operations are 
just as limited in their utility. Corps-
level attack aviation is available in the 
form of AH-64 Apaches, with the same 
limitations as divisional aviation assets. 
One asset available from the 3d Infan-
try Division (Mechanized) is the Im-
mediate Ready Company (IRC). The 
IRC consists of four M1A1HC tanks, 
four M2A2ODS Bradleys, two M113s, 
and a CSS slice of HEMTTs. This ca-
pability, however, is handicapped. The 
IRC (which requires ten C-17 airframes 
to move), must airland off a C-5 or C-
17. Such operations require both a se-
cured runway (particularly so for the C-
5, which requires a lengthy takeoff and 
landing), as well as the offload time 
required for the vehicles themselves. 

Unfortunately, employment of the 
IRC overlooks three basic considera-
tions. First, if an enemy counterattacks 
before the IRC can be airlanded, there 
is no way to introduce the IRC. In addi-
tion, if the airfield has an aircraft 
maximum on ground (MOG) of less 
than four, the time required to intro-
duce the IRC increases dramatically. 
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Second, the IRC is totally unavailable 
in the conceivable possibility that the 
initial assault force needs armor just to 
secure the objective. Finally, the re-
sponsibility to maintain an IRC (in 
FORSCOM Regulation 525-5, Alert 
Force Requirements and Response 
Standards) also details a heavy force 
IRC as well. Given the amount of airlift 
required just to move the initial assault 
force as well as the IRC, not to mention 
the possible requirements of a heavy 
force during a contingency operation, 
the IRC may not even be available. In a 
worst-case scenario, light forces will 
need their own light armor.2 

A detailed overview of the AGS ap-
pears in now-MAJ John Nagl’s article 
in the July-August 1992 issue of AR-
MOR, but several points are worth 
highlighting in light of its utility to 
forces today.  

One of the notable features of the 
AGS is that it shares commonality of 
components with a number of systems 
that are already in the inventory. From 
its weapons, suspension, engine, and 
electronics, this commonality of hard-
ware (particularly LRUs) would also 
facilitate the training of soldiers in 
maintaining and operating the AGS. A 
force equipped with the AGS would be 
able to use the vast stocks available of 
M1, Bradley, M113, and HEMTT (to 
name a few systems) Class IX already 
in the inventory, which eases having to 
establish the stocks of Class IX parts 
required to sustain the system. 

The AGS main gun is an XM35 low-
recoil 105mm gun with autoloader. 
Although the 105mm APFSDS round’s 
armor penetration is inferior to its 
120mm counterpart, there are other 
105mm rounds that have immediate 
utility on the battlefield and are not 
available to the 120mm gun, such as 
white phosphorus smoke (for marking 
targets as well as suppressing infantry), 
anti-personnel beehive, and high explo-
sive plastic (for use as a bunker de-
feat/obstacle reduction munition as well 
as against soft-skinned vehicles). In-
deed, the vertical storage of the main 
gun rounds in the AGS ammunition 

magazine allows the AGS to 
store and accurately fire WP, 
a capability that the M1, 
with its horizontal ammuni-
tion stowage, lacks. 

One important safety fea-
ture in the AGS is a firewall 
splitting the turret down the 
center. Although the gunner 
can access the breech, he does so 
through a trap door. This automatically 
switches off the autoloader — eliminat-
ing the hazard of inadvertently crushing 
body parts. In addition, every crewman, 
to include the gunner, has his own 
hatch — an important issue when dis-
mounting in a hurry.3 

A preeminent safety issue for any ar-
mored vehicle, however, is survivabil-
ity, and the AGS uses, notably, a 
tracked suspension. Paul Hornback, in 
his March-April 1998 article, “The 
Wheel Versus Track Dilemma,” notes 
that “The primary reasons for a tracked 
vehicle’s compactness are reduced sus-
pension clearance, wheel turning clear-
ance, and the absence of multiple trans-
fer cases and drive shafts that are inte-
gral to the design of multi-wheeled 
vehicles.”4 In addition, tracked vehicles 
have the unique capability of pivot 
steering, a significant survivability en-
hancement, particularly on narrow 
roads or in built-up areas. 

Although a wheeled chassis inherently 
has a faster road speed and quieter per-
formance than its tracked counterpart, a 
tracked chassis is more resistant to 
small arms fire, as well as grenade and 
artillery fragments. Run-flat tires may 
offer some ability to “limp home” from 
a fight, but if a future combat force 
takes sustained small arms fire enroute 
to its objective, as the 3d Battalion, 
75th Ranger Regiment encountered in 
Mogadishu, to “limp in” is of little 
benefit. The LAV-25, for example, has 
a range of only five miles when all 
eight tires are running flat, or 25 miles 
when four are flat.5 This reduced capa-
bility is unacceptable in light of the 
length of the operations (e.g., Somalia, 
Bosnia) any force may have to conduct. 
Given the limited PLL/ASL available 

to a forcible entry (or the “early entry” 
envisaged in the IBCT mission state-
ment)6 operation, or the possible sepa-
ration of a light division’s supply trains 
from an initial lodgment, the ability of 
a system to conduct sustained combat 
operations becomes preeminent. 

One unique feature of the AGS is the 
ability to accept add-on armor packages 
when the mission dictates the need for 
additional armor. The vehicle can only 
be dropped from a C-130 in its Level I 
configuration, but additional armor pack-
ages of Level II bolt-on plates and 
Level III reactive tiles can be mounted 
in theater.7 Such improved armor pack-
ages may mean survival in an environ-
ment where RPGs and heavier belt-fed 
weapons may be present. RPGs used in 
large numbers brought down MH-60 
helicopters in Somalia. Similar tactics 
will probably be employed against 
ground vehicles. 

The power train of the AGS is geared 
towards battlefield sustainability. The 
AGS engine shares over 90% common-
ality of parts with the HEMTT family 
of vehicles and uses a standard Bradley 
Fighting Vehicle transmission. Gen-
erating 550hp using JP8 fuel, the en-
gine delivers a higher power-to-weight 
ratio than the M1. The powerpack can 
be rolled out to the rear of the vehicle 
using its OVE tools in five minutes. 
The pack can be replaced using those 
same tools in five minutes.8 The entire 
powerpack can be removed and re-
placed in an hour, and ground hopping 
the engine requires no disconnection of 
fluid lines. Not having to wait for a 
recovery vehicle to lift an engine out to 
conduct maintenance on the pack, not 
to mention eliminating the need for 
such a vehicle to arrive early, reduces 

 

“The powerpack can be rolled out to the rear 
of the vehicle using its OVE tools in five min-
utes. The pack can be replaced using those 
same tools in five minutes....” 
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the overall airlift requirements for a 
force equipped with the AGS. 

Like the M1A2, the AGS uses a MIL-
STD-1553 data bus. This data bus is 
one of the standard protocols for the 
Army Tactical Command and Control 
Systems (ATCCS), among which is 
FBCB2 (Force XXI Battle Command 
Brigade and Below), the latest genera-
tion of the appliqué systems in use at 
Fort Hood. Any future combat vehicle 
will integrate FBCB2, and the IBCT 
draft doctrine covers FBCB2 TTPs in 
detail. Indeed, information manage-
ment for the IBCT integrates FBCB2 
throughout. 

Additionally, some of the product up-
grades that have been introduced for 
the M1A2 (particularly the improved 
LRUs in use with the M1A2SEP) may 
see some “trickle-down” to the AGS, 
partly due to the 1553 data bus, but also 
because of its view to compatibility 
with existing government off-the-shelf 
systems. For example, the AGS as 
originally produced uses the same TIS 
and laser rangefinder as the M1A1. 
However, the AGS can also use the 
greatly improved FLIR from the 
M1A2SEP in lieu of the original TIS, 
as well as the M1A2SEP eye-safe laser 
rangefinder (ESLR). This improvement 
in capabilities is tremendous, and as the 
M1A2SEP enters the force, its LRUs 
could very easily be fitted to the AGS. 

Last, but certainly not least, anyone 
who has operated in conjunction with 
dismounted infantry will recognize the 
need for an infantry phone. The M60 
series tanks had them, M1 tankers have 
had to jury-rig TA-1 field phones into 
AM-1780 amplifiers as a very imper-
fect substitute. The MGS requirements 
for an infantry phone and a 105mm gun 
point to the AGS as a logical choice, 
and the requirement to support infantry 
in the close fight10 also lends itself ex-
tremely well to integrating the IBCT 
MGS vehicle into existing light and 
airborne infantry organizations. 

One possible distribution of the AGS 
to units would be similar to the earlier 
employment of the light armor battal-
ion in the 82d Airborne Division, with 
one light armor battalion to each light 
infantry or airborne division. The tre-
mendous combat power in the air as-
sault division’s three AH-64 attack 
helicopter battalions obviates the need 

for an assault gun or light armor battal-
ion in the forcible entry or early entry 
role. Further light armor battalions 
could be organized at corps to augment 
the divisional light armor battalions. 

These battalions would have four 
companies, one operating in direct sup-
port to each of the three maneuver bri-
gades, with a fourth available as a divi-
sion TCF or reserve. These companies, 
organized around three platoons of four 
AGSs, should have their own mainte-
nance sections. Such a task organiza-
tion would greatly facilitate the decen-
tralized operations that they would 
conduct, a lesson learned from hard 
experience in 3-73 AR. 

The battalion would have its own 
scout platoon of ten M1025/6 scout 
HMMWVs and a towed mortar platoon 
of six towed 120mm mortars. Although 
some may see such organizations as 
superfluous when the bulk of the light 
armor battalion operates in direct sup-
port to a light infantry brigade, such 
organizations also allow the battalion to 
conduct independent operations in sup-
port of division missions. 

One other organization that would 
benefit from the capabilities of the 
AGS is, of course, the 2d Armored 
Cavalry Regiment (Light). Prior to the 
cancellation of the AGS, it was to be 
the regiment’s primary anti-armor plat-
form, in lieu of its TOW HMMWVs. 
There is little room for comparison 
between the AGS and the M966. Not 
only is the AGS more survivable (par-
ticularly in the economy of force mis-
sions the light ACR could conceivably 
perform), it has considerable deterrent 
value in peacekeeping or peace en-
forcement, both missions which 2ACR 
(L) has performed in the past. 

Sheridans from 3-73 AR played key 
roles both in Panama and Haiti. In Pa-
nama, the 152mm main gun was devas-
tatingly effective against walls and build-
ings, leveling sniper and small arms 
positions, and destroying armored ve-
hicles.11 When the 10th Mountain Divi-
sion (Light Infantry) assumed peace-
keeping duties in Haiti, Sheridans per-
formed security and screening mis-
sions.12 Fielding the AGS to 2ACR(L) 
would be a giant step in making the 
light cavalry regiment a truly effective 

 

“One possible distribution of the AGS to units would be 
similar to the earlier employment of the light armor battal-
ion in the 82d Airborne Division, with one light armor bat-
talion to each light infantry or airborne division....” 
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force without sacrificing the deploy-
ability which sparked its inception. 

As prior operations have shown, the 
value of a tracked gun system (com-
pared to its wheeled counterparts) is 
considerable, not only in forcible entry 
operations, but also in the inevitable 
stability operations that would follow. 
The doctrine for such a role already 
exists in FM 17-18, Light Armor Op-
erations, and the draft version of FM 
17-15-1, The MGS Platoon covers op-
erations both in conjunction with light 
infantry and with other light armored 
forces. In addition, FM 17-15-1 covers 
stability operations as well as urban 
operations in depth. 

At the personnel level, the light armor 
battalion would open new horizons for 
armor crewmen. The initial proposal 
for 3-73 AR was to open the battalion 
up to MOS 19K soldiers, giving these 
soldiers the opportunity to attend the 
basic airborne, jumpmaster, and rang-
er courses, professional development 
courses normally unavailable to those 
troops. In addition, cross-pollination of 
19K armor soldiers to light units would 
be a vital first step in bridging the gap 
between what has ultimately become 
two largely separate entities, one light, 
the other mechanized. 

The tremendous firepower of today’s 
armored and mechanized infantry divi-
sions is of little use if those forces are 
too heavy to deploy in a timely manner. 
Conversely, the rapid deployability of 
the light infantry division and airborne 

division is all for naught if those forces 
lack the combat power to survive early 
or undertake forcible entry operations 
against what could very easily be a 
mechanized or motorized threat. Over 
the long term, the introduction of these 
vehicles to light forces will assist in 
developing the kind of tactics and battle 
drills that the Army will need into the 
coming century. 
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“The rapid deployability of the light 
infantry division and airborne division 
is all for naught if those forces lack the 
combat power to survive...” 
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