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Preface

In 2017, Brigadier General Julian Alford, then commander of the Marine Corps Warfighting Laboratory, described a coming mode of combat he called the four-floor war. On the top floor of a skyscraper, forces would be evacuating civilians and rendering humanitarian aid. On the middle floor, they would be detaining high-value targets. On the ground floor, they would be killing the enemy. Beneath them, in the subway and the sewer, the adversary would be maneuvering to escape, resupply, or counterattack. All of this would occur simultaneously, within a single structure, under a single tactical commander, against a backdrop of civilian presence, pervasive surveillance, and global media scrutiny.

Alford's formulation was not rhetorical. It was a description of a problem set that existing doctrine did not adequately address and that existing force structures were not optimized to solve. In the years since, the problem has grown more acute. Urban populations have continued to expand. Megacities have multiplied. The proliferation of commercial drones, encrypted communications, and open-source intelligence tools has placed capabilities once reserved for state actors in the hands of irregular forces, criminal networks, and individual combatants. The grey zone between peace and war has widened, and the information environment has become a domain of contest as consequential as any physical terrain. The battles of Mosul, Marawi, Mariupol, Bakhmut, and Gaza have confirmed what Alford anticipated: that future combat will be fought in cities, across multiple vertical and subterranean layers, against adversaries who have selected the urban environment precisely because it degrades the advantages of conventional force.

This manual addresses that problem set. It is written for the professional military officer, the non-commissioned officer, the law enforcement tactical commander, and the United States Government practitioner who will plan, lead, or execute operations in dense urban terrain. It is not an introduction to urban warfare, nor is it a survey of the academic literature. It is a doctrinal and tactical reference intended for operational use.

The manual proceeds from four premises.

The first is that urban warfare is no longer an exceptional form of combat to be avoided, bypassed, or delegated to specialized units. It is the predominant form of combat that ground forces will encounter in the twenty-first century, and it must be treated as the baseline condition for force design, training, and doctrine rather than as a departure from it.

The second is that the urban environment constitutes a distinct operational domain with its own physical, human, and informational characteristics. It cannot be reduced to a subset of land warfare any more than the maritime domain can be reduced to a subset of terrestrial operations. The density, verticality, subterranean extent, civilian saturation, and interconnectedness of modern cities produce combat conditions that require dedicated doctrine, dedicated training, and dedicated capabilities.

The third is that urban operations occur simultaneously across the full spectrum of conflict intensity. A single tactical formation may be required to conduct humanitarian assistance, law enforcement, counterinsurgency, and high-intensity combined arms maneuver within the same area of operations and within the same operational period. Force structures, rules of engagement, and tactical procedures must accommodate this simultaneity rather than assume sequential transitions between phases.

The fourth is that success in urban warfare cannot be achieved through technological superiority alone. Sensors, unmanned systems, artificial intelligence, and precision munitions provide significant advantages, but they do not eliminate the requirement for trained soldiers to clear buildings, secure terrain, and interact with civilian populations. Technology is a force multiplier, not a substitute for the human element, and any doctrine that treats it as such will fail on contact with a capable adversary.


The chapters that follow are organized to serve as both a reference and a developmental work. Part I establishes the foundations: the urban turn in modern warfare, the operational environment in which urban combat occurs, and the legal and ethical framework that governs it. Part II addresses the nature of the fight itself — the physical dimension of urban combat, the subterranean and vertical battle-space, and the task organization principles that the layered problem requires. Part III addresses the non-physical fight in seven chapters covering intelligence, electromagnetic spectrum operations, cyber operations, strategic information operations, tactical information discipline, cognitive dimensions, and psychological operations. Part IV addresses integration and the future of urban warfare: civil-military operations, multi-domain integration, logistics and sustainment, high-intensity peer combat, the limits of technology, and the institutional learning that doctrinal evolution requires. The procedural and tactical dimensions of urban combat — the techniques of movement, clearance, breaching, and the other physical functions — are addressed in our companion volume titled ‘Streets, Sewers, and Skylines’ rather than in this work, in recognition that doctrinal frameworks and tactical procedures serve different purposes and benefit from being developed separately.


The tactics, techniques, and procedures presented in this manual are not prescriptive in the narrow sense. They are a menu of validated options from which commanders and unit leaders may select those best suited to their mission, their force, and their operating environment. Units are expected to adapt, modify, and extend these procedures to fit their specific circumstances, and to integrate them into existing standard operating procedures without wholesale disruption of established training programs. The manual is designed to be compatible with existing service doctrine across branches and to supplement, not replace, authoritative publications issued by parent organizations.

The language of this manual is direct. Where an action is required, the text states that it must be performed. Where a condition must be met, the text states that it shall be met. Conditional and speculative language has been avoided except where genuine doctrinal uncertainty exists. This is a deliberate stylistic choice consistent with the conventions of military field manuals and reflects the operational orientation of the work. Readers seeking a discursive treatment of urban warfare as a strategic or academic subject are directed to the growing scholarly literature in the field. Readers seeking a reference they can carry into the planning cell, the company command post, or the forward tactical element will find what they need in the pages that follow.

The four-floor war is not a future condition. It is the present condition of ground combat in every theater where military force is being applied, and it will be the condition of ground combat for the foreseeable future. The forces that prevail in this environment will be those that have prepared for it deliberately, trained for it rigorously, and approached it without the institutional reluctance that has characterized Western military thinking about urban operations since the Second World War. This manual is offered as a contribution to that preparation.


Prologue

The Failure of Flat War

Modern military forces enter cities with conceptual models designed for terrain that no longer exists. The dominant mental model of ground combat remains fundamentally two-dimensional. It assumes that terrain can be understood as a surface across which forces maneuver, that engagements occur along identifiable frontages, and that control can be achieved through the sequential application of fires and movement across that surface. Even where doctrine acknowledges complexity, it continues to treat that complexity as an accumulation of factors layered onto a fundamentally flat battlespace.

Urban environments invalidate this model at every level.

The city is not a surface. It is a volume.

Combat in urban terrain does not occur across a plane. It occurs simultaneously above, within, and below the structures that define the environment. It unfolds across multiple vertical strata, within enclosed spaces that fragment observation and isolate maneuver, and through subterranean networks that connect distant points without reference to the visible terrain. The geometry of the fight is not linear. It is stacked, compartmentalized, and internally connected in ways that render surface-based representations insufficient.

The urban battlespace is not defined by structure alone. It is defined by the persistent presence of civilians who occupy, move through, and shape the environment in which operations occur. The population is not an external constraint on military action but an internal component of the battlespace itself. Civilians generate information, constrain the application of force, alter the visibility of operations, and directly influence outcomes across the informational and cognitive dimensions. Their presence transforms every engagement, compresses decision-making, and ensures that tactical actions produce immediate strategic consequences. Any framework that treats the city as physical terrain without accounting for the population as a constitutive element of that terrain will misrepresent the environment in which urban operations are conducted.

Forces that enter this environment with a two-dimensional understanding of terrain will misidentify threats, misallocate resources, and misinterpret the relationship between action and effect. They will secure streets while leaving the structures that dominate those streets contested. They will clear buildings while leaving the subterranean networks beneath them intact. They will establish control in the physical environment while losing control of the informational and cognitive environments that determine whether that control can be sustained.

This is not a failure of execution. It is a failure of conceptualization.

The inadequacy of flat doctrine is not confined to the physical dimension. It extends into the informational, electromagnetic, and cognitive domains that now define the operational environment of urban combat. Military institutions have incorporated these domains into doctrine as functional categories, but they have not fully integrated them into the way operations are conceived and conducted at the tactical level. Information operations are treated as supporting efforts rather than as coequal lines of operation. Electromagnetic discipline is treated as a technical constraint rather than as a condition of survival. Cognitive effects are discussed at the strategic level but insufficiently addressed at the point where decisions are made under compression.

The result is a force that recognizes the existence of multiple domains but continues to operate as if those domains can be managed sequentially or delegated to specialized elements. In urban combat, this assumption fails immediately. Actions taken in the physical environment generate informational effects within seconds. Electromagnetic emissions expose positions in real time. Cognitive overload degrades decision-making at the exact moment precision is required. None of these effects can be deferred. None can be isolated. All occur simultaneously, and all must be managed by the same commanders directing the same forces in the same operational moment.

The contemporary urban battlespace is therefore not merely complex. It is integrated.

This integration is not optional. It is imposed by the environment.

Adversaries have adapted to this condition more rapidly than conventional forces. Irregular actors, hybrid formations, and peer competitors alike exploit the multi-layered nature of urban terrain deliberately. They operate across vertical and subterranean spaces to offset disadvantages in firepower. They leverage civilian infrastructure and population density to constrain the use of force against them. They exploit the informational environment to shape perception faster than military forces can respond. They operate within the electromagnetic spectrum with an understanding that exposure is equivalent to targeting. They induce cognitive overload through ambiguity, proximity, and the deliberate manipulation of tempo. They do not fight on the surface alone because they do not need to.

Conventional forces, by contrast, have often approached urban combat as an extension of maneuver warfare conducted under constraint. The objective has been to apply familiar concepts—clear, hold, advance, isolate—within a more difficult environment, rather than to reconsider whether those concepts remain sufficient under conditions that alter the fundamental relationship between terrain, force, and information.

This approach produces predictable outcomes.

Operations achieve localized success at the point of contact while generating unintended effects elsewhere. Tactical victories are undermined by informational losses. Cleared areas are re-contested through subterranean maneuver. Command and control degrades under electromagnetic pressure. Decision-making slows as complexity increases, while the adversary accelerates action through decentralization and adaptation. The force remains tactically competent but operationally misaligned with the environment in which it is operating.

The problem is not that urban warfare is difficult. The problem is that it is misunderstood.

The prevailing frameworks describe urban combat as a harder version of conventional combat. They do not describe it as a different form of combat requiring a different organizing logic. As long as this distinction remains unaddressed, adaptation will be incremental, fragmented, and insufficient to match adversaries who have already internalized the implications of the environment.

What is required is not refinement but reorientation. The urban battlespace must be understood as a layered system in which physical, informational, electromagnetic, and cognitive elements are inseparable and mutually reinforcing. Operations must be conceived as actions within this system rather than as sequences of tasks applied to discrete problems. Commanders must allocate attention, resources, and risk across layers that operate simultaneously and interact continuously. Units must be structured, trained, and equipped not only to act within each layer but to integrate action across them in real time.

This manual is built on that premise. It does not treat urban combat as an exception to established doctrine. It treats it as the condition that exposes the limitations of that doctrine. It does not present complexity as an obstacle to be managed. It presents complexity as the defining characteristic of the environment within which operations must be designed.

The chapters that follow do not begin from the assumption that the reader must be convinced that urban warfare matters. That argument has already been made and accepted. They begin from the assumption that the reader requires a framework that explains why existing approaches are insufficient and how a more accurate understanding of the battlespace can be constructed.

The four-floor war is one such framework. It is not a metaphor for complexity. It is a description of structure. It identifies the vertical, subterranean, and functional layers within which urban combat occurs and emphasizes the simultaneity with which those layers must be addressed. It provides a way of thinking about the battlespace that aligns more closely with how combat in cities actually unfolds, and in doing so, it establishes the foundation for the doctrinal, tactical, and operational discussions that follow.

The failure of flat war is not theoretical. It is observable in recent conflicts and will be repeated in future ones wherever forces enter urban environments without adjusting their conceptual models to match the conditions they encounter.

This manual proceeds from the position that such repetition is unnecessary.

The problem has been identified. The environment has been observed. The adaptations required are within reach of institutions willing to make them.

What remains is the work of understanding and applying them.

This manual provides that framework.


Introduction

The Layered City

The four-floor war is a metaphor, and like all useful metaphors it rewards literal and figurative reading in equal measure. Taken literally, it describes the vertical stratification of combat in a modern urban structure: rooftop, upper floors, ground level, and subterranean space, each occupied by different actors conducting different missions under different rule sets, all within the footprint of a single building. Taken figuratively, it describes something more important. It describes the condition of simultaneity that defines urban combat in the twenty-first century, in which a single tactical commander must operate across multiple functional layers at once, none of which can be sequenced, ignored, or delegated without operational consequence.

The physical layers are the most immediately legible. A company-sized element clearing a high-rise apartment block in a contested city will find itself fighting upward and downward simultaneously, with adversaries above and below and civilians mixed throughout. The rooftop may serve as an observation post, a landing zone, or a fighting position. The upper floors may contain non-combatants, detainees, or sniper teams. The ground floor and street level are the domain of breach, entry, and close combat. Beneath the street, the subterranean layer — sewers, utility tunnels, parking structures, and purpose-built defensive works — provides the adversary with concealment, mobility, and sanctuary. No single tactical technique addresses all of these layers at once, and no single unit can be structured to fight optimally in all of them simultaneously. The commander must allocate, prioritize, and accept risk across the full vertical extent of the engagement.

But the physical stratification is only the first of the layers the four-floor metaphor encompasses, and in many modern engagements it is not the most decisive. Above, below, and through the physical city runs a second set of layers that are invisible to the unaided eye and that cannot be cleared with a breaching charge or secured with a fire team. These are the informational, electromagnetic, and cognitive layers, and they are now inseparable from the physical fight.

The informational layer consists of the flow of data, narrative, and perception that surrounds every modern urban engagement and reaches audiences far beyond the immediate battlefield. A squad entering a building in Mariupol or Gaza is observed, recorded, interpreted, and broadcast in near real time by civilians with cell phones, by adversary information operators, by commercial satellite imagery, by open-source intelligence analysts, and by journalists operating under varying standards of verification. The tactical action and its informational representation are no longer separable events. What a unit does on the ground floor of a building is inseparable from what is said about it on social media within minutes of the action, and the narrative framing of the engagement may prove more strategically consequential than its kinetic outcome. This is not a communications problem to be managed by a public affairs cell after the fact. It is a dimension of combat that must be planned for, resourced, and fought in the same operational period as the physical engagement.

The electromagnetic layer consists of the radio, radar, cellular, and satellite signals that permeate every urban environment and that both enable and endanger military operations. Modern cities are electromagnetically saturated. Commercial cellular networks, civilian Wi-Fi, private surveillance systems, automotive radar, and consumer drones generate a dense signal environment in which military communications must compete for spectrum, military sensors must distinguish signal from noise, and military signatures must be concealed from adversary collection. The same electromagnetic environment that makes urban operations possible makes them vulnerable. A unit that emits carelessly is a unit that has been geolocated, targeted, and queued for strike. A unit that cannot emit at all is a unit that has been cut off from its higher headquarters, its supporting fires, and its adjacent elements. The commander must manage the electromagnetic signature of the force with the same deliberateness as its physical signature, and must do so in an environment where the background noise level is orders of magnitude higher than in any other operating environment.

The cognitive layer consists of the decision-making of the adversary, the civilian population, and the commander's own force. Urban combat compresses decision cycles to a degree unmatched in any other environment. Engagements occur at ranges measured in meters, transitions between phases occur in seconds, and the consequences of error are immediate and often irreversible. The commander who cannot decide faster than the adversary, or who cannot induce the adversary to decide more slowly, will lose the engagement regardless of material superiority. The cognitive layer is where the OODA loop is contested, where deception operates, and where the psychological condition of the force — its fatigue, its morale, its capacity for moral judgment under stress — determines whether tactics executed correctly on the training ground will be executed correctly under fire.

These six layers — rooftop, upper floors, street level, subterranean, informational-electromagnetic, and cognitive — do not operate independently. They interact, reinforce one another, and produce effects across layer boundaries. A kinetic action on the ground floor generates informational effects that propagate through the narrative layer. An electromagnetic emission from an upper floor generates targeting data that enables a subterranean counterattack. A cognitive failure in the command post generates physical consequences throughout the vertical stack. The urban engagement is not a collection of parallel fights but a single integrated fight in which the layers are inseparable and must be managed as a unified whole.

This is the operational condition that the four-floor war describes, and it is the condition to which the remainder of this manual is addressed.

The Inadequacy of Flat Doctrine

Existing military doctrine, with important recent exceptions, has tended to treat urban warfare as an elaboration of conventional land warfare rather than as a distinct operational domain. This approach has produced doctrine that is adequate for the physical layer of the fight but insufficient for the informational, electromagnetic, and cognitive layers. It has produced force structures optimized for maneuver in open terrain and retrofitted for operations in cities. It has produced training programs in which urban combat is treated as a specialized module rather than as the baseline condition of ground combat. And it has produced commanders who understand the tactics of room clearing without understanding the narrative consequences of the rooms they clear.

The inadequacy is not primarily a failure of individual doctrine writers or training developers. It is a structural consequence of the fact that Western military institutions spent the latter half of the twentieth century preparing for a conflict that would be fought in the open terrain of Central Europe against a symmetrical adversary. The doctrinal, material, and intellectual capital accumulated during that period was substantial, and it did not translate cleanly to the urban environments in which Western forces have actually fought in the three decades since the Cold War ended. The institutional lag between recognition and adaptation has been long, and it has not yet been closed.

This manual is a contribution to closing it. It proceeds from the assumption that urban combat is the normal condition of ground warfare, not a departure from it, and that doctrine must be rebuilt on that foundation rather than grafted onto assumptions inherited from a different era.

What This Manual Is

This manual is a reference work. It is designed to be consulted, not read through, and its chapters are organized to support consultation rather than linear reading. Each chapter is self-contained to the extent possible, with cross-references to other chapters where material overlaps. Tactical procedures are presented in numbered sequences with clearly delineated preconditions, actions, and post-conditions. Doctrinal discussions are separated from tactical procedures and marked as such, so that operators seeking immediate procedural guidance can find it without wading through analytical material.

The manual is written in the directive voice. Where an action is required, the text specifies that it must be performed. Where a condition must be met, the text specifies that it shall be met. Conditional language appears only where genuine doctrinal uncertainty exists or where the appropriate action depends on factors that cannot be specified in advance. This stylistic choice is deliberate and is consistent with the conventions of authoritative military publications.

The manual assumes a reader who possesses the basic professional knowledge of a commissioned officer, a non-commissioned officer, or an equivalent law enforcement or government practitioner. It does not explain terms that are standard in the profession of arms. A glossary of specialized urban-warfare terminology is provided in the appendix for reference, and key terms are defined at their first substantive use within the text.

The manual is compatible with existing service doctrine. It is designed to supplement authoritative publications issued by parent organizations, not to replace them. Where this manual differs from service doctrine, the service publication takes precedence for personnel bound by that doctrine. The techniques and procedures presented here are offered as validated options from which commanders may select those best suited to their mission, their force, and their operating environment. Adaptation is expected and encouraged.

What This Manual Is Not

This manual is not a history of urban warfare, though it draws on historical examples where they illuminate doctrinal points. Readers seeking a historical treatment are directed to the substantial scholarly literature on the subject, including works by Anthony King, David Kilcullen, Louis DiMarco, and the Modern War Institute's urban warfare project.

This manual is not a strategic treatise. It does not argue for or against the conduct of urban operations as a matter of policy, nor does it address the political and diplomatic dimensions of urban conflict except where those dimensions have direct operational consequences. The decision to engage in urban combat is taken at levels of command above those addressed in this work. This manual addresses the question of how to succeed in urban combat once that decision has been taken.

This manual is not a replacement for training. The procedures presented here cannot be mastered by reading. They must be rehearsed under realistic conditions, against thinking opposition, until they become automatic. A unit that attempts to execute unfamiliar techniques under fire will fail, regardless of the quality of the techniques or the clarity of the manual from which they were drawn. Commanders are responsible for ensuring that their units have trained to standard on the procedures they intend to employ.

This manual is not exhaustive. Urban warfare is a field in active development, and no single work can address every tactical situation a unit may encounter. The manual covers the most common and most consequential aspects of urban combat and provides frameworks within which commanders may develop solutions to situations not explicitly addressed.

Terminology Conventions

Several terms appear throughout this manual with specific meanings that may differ from their general usage. These terms are defined here for reference.


Urban environment refers to any terrain in which the density, verticality, and human presence of constructed space is the dominant operational consideration. This includes dense city centers, peri-urban and suburban zones, informal settlements, industrial complexes, and the littoral urban environments that combine terrestrial and maritime characteristics. The term is not restricted to formally designated cities.



Dense urban terrain refers specifically to the subset of urban environments characterized by multi-story structures, narrow rights-of-way, and population densities sufficient to degrade the effectiveness of conventional maneuver and fires. Dense urban terrain is where the four-floor war is most acute.



Subterranean environment refers to constructed or natural spaces below street level, including sewers, utility tunnels, subway systems, parking structures, basements, and purpose-built defensive works. Subterranean operations are treated as an integral component of urban combat, not as a specialized subdiscipline.



Multi-domain operation refers to the integrated employment of land, maritime, air, space, cyber, and information capabilities to produce effects across multiple operational layers simultaneously. In the urban context, multi-domain operations are not optional. Every urban engagement is multi-domain whether or not the commander chooses to treat it as such.



Grey zone refers to the condition in which adversary action falls below the threshold that would trigger a conventional military response but generates effects that degrade the operational environment and constrain friendly action. Urban environments are particularly susceptible to grey zone operations because of the civilian presence, the density of the information environment, and the difficulty of attributing specific actions to specific actors.



Civilian presence refers to non-combatant populations within the area of operations. The manual treats civilian presence as a constant feature of urban combat rather than as an exceptional condition to be managed separately. Rules of engagement, tactical procedures, and operational planning must account for civilian presence at every stage.


Additional terms are defined at their first substantive use in the chapters that follow.

How to Use This Manual


A reader approaching this manual for the first time should read the preface, prologue, introduction, and Chapter 1 in sequence. These sections establish the conceptual framework that the remainder of the manual assumes. Chapter 2 provides the operational environment and Chapter 3 the legal framework, and both should be read before the chapters that depend on them. Part II addresses the nature of the urban fight at the conceptual level and provides the foundation for Parts III and IV. Part III addresses the non-physical dimensions of urban combat and may be read in any order, though readers unfamiliar with the integration of these dimensions will find the chapters more useful in sequence. Part IV addresses the integration and forward-looking material that builds on the preceding parts. A reader consulting the manual for guidance on a specific subject should use the index and the chapter cross-references to locate the relevant material directly. A reader seeking the procedural and tactical dimensions that this manual does not address is directed to the companion volume ‘Streets, Sewers, and Skylines’ that complements this work at the level of techniques and procedures.


A reader consulting the manual for immediate procedural guidance should use the index and the chapter cross-references to locate the relevant material directly. Each tactical procedure is numbered and cross-referenced to related procedures in other chapters. The manual is designed to support this mode of use as well as sequential reading.

A unit using the companion manual for training development should begin with Chapter 1 on task organization and work outward from there, selecting the tactical chapters most relevant to the unit's mission set and adapting the procedures to the unit's equipment, personnel, and operational environment. The companion manual's procedures are not intended to be adopted wholesale. They are intended to be integrated into existing training programs and unit-level standard operating procedures, replacing or supplementing existing material as the unit's leadership determines.

The four-floor war is not a condition that can be wished away, legislated away, or technologically circumvented. It is the condition under which ground combat will be conducted for the foreseeable future, and the forces that prevail in it will be those that have prepared for it with the seriousness the problem deserves. This manual is offered in support of that preparation.


Part I — Foundations





Chapter 1: Urban Warfare in the Twenty-First Century

1.1 The Increasing Relevance of Urban Combat

Urban combat is the baseline condition of modern warfare. Military forces will operate in dense urban terrain by default, not exception. The concentration of population, infrastructure, governance, and economic activity within cities ensures that decisive engagements will occur where people live. Forces that are not organized, trained, and equipped for urban operations will fail to achieve operational objectives regardless of superiority in firepower, technology, or maneuver.

The shift toward urban warfare is not a forecast. It is an observed and accelerating condition. The majority of the global population resides in urban areas. That proportion will increase. The growth is concentrated in regions characterized by rapid expansion, limited infrastructure, and contested governance. These environments produce terrain that is physically complex, socially dense, and operationally unstable. Military forces will enter these environments under conditions that degrade visibility, restrict movement, compress decision cycles, and complicate identification of adversaries.

Urban terrain imposes constraints on every aspect of military operations. Fields of fire are restricted by buildings and infrastructure. Lines of sight are limited to short distances and frequently interrupted. Movement is canalized along streets, corridors, and vertical access points. Communications are degraded by structural interference and electromagnetic congestion. Fires are constrained by the proximity of civilians and critical infrastructure. These constraints are not temporary conditions. They are inherent properties of the environment.


The defender’s advantage in urban terrain is structural. It does not depend on training, equipment, or doctrine. It derives from the physical and human characteristics of the city itself. Buildings provide hardened positions that require deliberate clearance. Subterranean networks provide concealed mobility, storage, and protection from fires. Civilian populations provide both concealment and constraint, limiting the attacker’s ability to employ force without restriction. The defender operates within a terrain that is known, prepared, and adaptable. The attacker operates within a terrain that is unfamiliar, obstructed, and contested at every level.


This advantage increases with scale. A small city imposes friction. A large city imposes systemic constraint. A megacity imposes operational paralysis if approached with doctrine designed for open terrain. The expansion from Fallujah to Mosul to cities of tens of millions is not linear. It is exponential. The number of structures increases. The number of civilians increases. The density of infrastructure increases. The complexity of command and control increases. The number of simultaneous engagements required to achieve control exceeds the capacity of conventional force structures if they are not adapted.

Urban combat occurs at close range. Engagement distances are measured in meters. Reaction times are measured in seconds. The margin for error is minimal. A single incorrect identification, a delayed decision, or an uncontrolled emission can produce immediate and irreversible consequences. The compression of time in urban combat eliminates the separation between tactical, operational, and strategic levels of war. Actions taken by a fire team inside a building generate effects that propagate across all levels within minutes.

The physical fight in the city is inseparable from the non-physical fight. Every urban engagement occurs simultaneously across multiple operational layers. These layers include the vertical physical structure of the city, the subterranean environment, the information environment, the electromagnetic spectrum, and the cognitive domain. Commanders will operate across all layers at once. No layer can be isolated or ignored without creating vulnerability in another.

The informational layer is persistent and uncontested only by those who choose not to contest it. Civilian populations possess recording devices, communication platforms, and distribution networks that operate continuously. Adversaries exploit these systems to shape narratives, influence populations, and generate strategic effects from tactical actions. Military operations conducted in urban terrain are observed, recorded, and disseminated in real time. The distinction between action and representation no longer exists. A unit that acts without regard to the informational consequences of its actions creates conditions that the adversary will exploit.

The electromagnetic layer is saturated. Urban environments contain dense concentrations of civilian and military emitters operating across overlapping frequency bands. Communications, sensors, navigation systems, and targeting systems depend on access to the spectrum. That access is contested. A force that cannot manage its emissions will be detected, located, and targeted. A force that cannot operate under degraded or denied electromagnetic conditions will lose cohesion and control. Electromagnetic discipline is a prerequisite for survival.

The cognitive layer is decisive. Urban combat imposes continuous decision-making under conditions of uncertainty, proximity, and stress. Commanders and soldiers must process incomplete information, distinguish combatants from civilians, and execute actions that have immediate tactical consequences and delayed strategic effects. The adversary will attempt to disrupt decision cycles through deception, ambiguity, and psychological pressure. The force that maintains cognitive coherence will retain the initiative. The force that does not will fragment.

The increasing relevance of urban combat is also driven by the evolution of adversaries. Non-state actors, irregular forces, and hybrid organizations select urban terrain deliberately. They do so because it reduces the effectiveness of conventional military advantages. Precision fires are constrained. Intelligence collection is degraded. Maneuver is restricted. The cost of engagement increases. The defender can impose attrition without requiring parity in capability. This is not an incidental outcome. It is the operational logic of urban insurgency and irregular warfare.

State actors have adapted as well. Peer and near-peer adversaries prepare to fight in urban terrain not as a fallback, but as a primary mode of engagement. They integrate conventional capabilities with irregular tactics. They exploit civilian infrastructure for military purposes. They operate across physical and non-physical layers simultaneously. They contest the electromagnetic spectrum, the cyber domain, and the information environment as part of a unified operational approach. Urban combat between peer forces will not resemble historical open-field engagements. It will resemble sustained, multi-layered attrition within dense terrain.

Technological development reinforces the movement toward urban combat but does not resolve its challenges. Sensors, unmanned systems, artificial intelligence, and precision munitions enhance situational awareness and targeting capability. They do not eliminate the need to secure terrain physically. Buildings must still be cleared. Subterranean networks must still be controlled. Civilian populations must still be managed. Technology extends reach and increases efficiency. It does not replace the requirement for disciplined, trained personnel operating at close range.

Civilian technology has altered the operational environment. Commercial drones provide reconnaissance and strike capability at low cost. Encrypted communications enable decentralized coordination. Open-source intelligence platforms provide access to geospatial and analytical tools. Social media platforms enable rapid dissemination of information and disinformation. These capabilities are not restricted to state actors. They are available to any adversary with minimal resources. The technological gap between conventional forces and irregular adversaries has narrowed in specific functional areas. Urban terrain amplifies this effect.

Urban combat occurs within the grey zone between peace and war. Military forces will operate in environments where legal authority, rules of engagement, and operational objectives are not aligned with traditional models of conflict. Law enforcement, humanitarian assistance, counterinsurgency, and high-intensity combat may occur simultaneously within the same area of operations. Units must transition between these functions without loss of control or coherence. The assumption of sequential phases is invalid in urban operations.

The increasing relevance of urban combat requires changes in force design, training, and doctrine. Units must be structured to operate in confined, vertical, and subterranean environments. Command and control systems must function under degraded communications and contested electromagnetic conditions. Intelligence systems must integrate human, signals, and open-source inputs in real time. Training must replicate the density, complexity, and unpredictability of urban terrain. Urban operations cannot be treated as a specialized skill set. They must be treated as a core competency.

Preparation for urban combat must begin at the lowest level of organization. Fire teams and squads must be proficient in movement, clearing, communication, and coordination within confined spaces. Platoons and companies must integrate these actions across multiple structures and terrain features. Commanders must understand how to allocate resources across vertical and functional layers. Higher echelons must provide the intelligence, fires, and sustainment required to support operations in dense terrain. Failure at any level will propagate across the formation.

The cost of urban combat is high. Casualties among military personnel and civilians will occur. Infrastructure will be damaged or destroyed. Operations will be prolonged. These outcomes are not indicators of failure. They are inherent to the environment. Attempts to eliminate cost through avoidance will result in strategic failure if the objective is located within the urban area. Forces must be prepared to accept and manage these costs in pursuit of operational objectives.

Urban combat cannot be bypassed, isolated, or delegated. Cities cannot be surrounded indefinitely in a globalized environment where information, resources, and actors move across boundaries. Objectives located within urban areas require control of those areas. Control requires presence. Presence requires operations within the terrain. The decision to engage in urban combat is made at higher levels of command. The requirement to succeed in it rests with the units that enter the city.

The relevance of urban combat will continue to increase. Population growth, urban expansion, technological diffusion, and the evolution of adversaries all reinforce this trajectory. There is no countervailing trend that reduces the importance of urban terrain in conflict. Forces that treat urban operations as exceptional will remain unprepared. Forces that treat urban operations as fundamental will develop the capabilities required to operate effectively.

Urban combat defines the operational environment of the present and the future. Units will fight in streets, buildings, and subterranean spaces. They will operate under observation. They will manage civilian populations. They will contest the electromagnetic spectrum. They will engage in the information environment. They will make decisions under compression. They will do all of this simultaneously.

1.2 The State of Doctrinal Consensus

The professional military community has reached consensus that urban operations are central to future conflict. This consensus is documented in doctrinal publications, service-level strategic guidance, and the public statements of senior officers across NATO and allied militaries. The question is no longer whether urban combat will define the operational environment. The question is whether existing doctrine, force structure, and training are adequate to the problem the consensus has identified.

They are not.

The gap between recognition and adaptation is the defining feature of the current doctrinal moment. Senior leaders acknowledge the primacy of urban operations. Force structures remain optimized for maneuver in open terrain. Training programs treat urban combat as a specialized module rather than a baseline condition. Doctrinal publications address urban operations as an elaboration of conventional land warfare rather than as a distinct operational domain. The result is a force that understands the problem intellectually but has not yet been rebuilt around it. Closing this gap is the institutional task of the present decade. This manual is a contribution to that task.

The doctrinal consensus has developed along four lines of argument. Each line is supported by published work from credible practitioners and scholars. Each line generates operational requirements that current force structures do not fully meet. Understanding these lines is a prerequisite for evaluating what this manual contributes and what it does not.

The Inevitability Argument

The first line of argument holds that urban combat cannot be avoided. This position was most clearly articulated by General Mark Milley in 2016, then Chief of Staff of the Army, who stated that the American Army would fight in urban areas in the future and must be manned, organized, trained, and equipped for operations in highly dense urban environments. The statement was not a prediction. It was a directive framed as a prediction, issued to an institution that had spent decades treating urban combat as a contingency rather than a core mission. Similar positions have been adopted by NATO, by the United Kingdom's Ministry of Defence, and by the defense establishments of states that anticipate operations in contested urban terrain.

The inevitability argument rests on three observations. Population is concentrated in cities. Strategic objectives are located in cities. Adversaries have selected cities as their preferred operating environment. The intersection of these three conditions eliminates avoidance as a viable strategy. A force that declines to enter urban terrain declines to engage the adversary, declines to secure the objective, and declines to accept responsibility for the population the objective is meant to serve. Avoidance is not neutrality. It is forfeiture.

The inevitability argument has been accepted at the level of senior leadership. It has not been fully internalized at the level of institutional practice. Force structures, training allocations, and doctrinal priorities continue to reflect assumptions inherited from the Cold War period, in which the decisive engagement was expected to occur in open terrain against a symmetrical adversary. The inertia of these assumptions is the principal obstacle to the adaptation the inevitability argument requires.

The Complexity Argument

The second line of argument holds that urban terrain is not merely difficult but qualitatively distinct from other operating environments. This position has been developed most fully by Professor Anthony King of Warwick University, who argues that urban warfare should be treated as its own operational domain alongside land, sea, air, space, and cyber. King's argument is that the physical, human, informational, and temporal characteristics of urban combat produce conditions that cannot be addressed by extending doctrine developed for other environments. The city is not difficult land. It is something else.

The complexity argument is supported by the observation that urban engagements exhibit properties that do not arise in other environments. Combat occurs simultaneously across vertical, horizontal, and subterranean layers. Civilian presence is constant and cannot be eliminated. Informational effects propagate faster than kinetic ones. Electromagnetic saturation degrades sensors and communications in ways that do not occur in open terrain. Decision cycles compress to intervals at which conventional command and control architectures fail. These properties are not additive. They interact, and the interactions produce emergent conditions that no single property predicts.

The operational implication of the complexity argument is that urban combat requires dedicated doctrine, dedicated training, and dedicated capabilities rather than adapted versions of doctrine, training, and capabilities developed for other environments. This implication has been accepted in principle and resisted in practice. The resistance is institutional rather than intellectual. Dedicated urban doctrine competes for resources with doctrine for domains that have stronger institutional constituencies. The outcome of this competition is not yet determined.

The Scale Argument

The third line of argument holds that the scale of modern urban terrain exceeds the capacity of existing force structures. This position has been developed by David Kilcullen in his work on megacities and feral cities, by the Modern War Institute's urban warfare project, and by the proceedings of the 2018 Multi-Domain Battle in Megacities Conference. The core claim is that the largest urban areas have grown to dimensions at which conventional concepts of isolation, encirclement, and sequential clearance are no longer operationally feasible.

The scale argument is supported by comparison. The Second Battle of Fallujah in 2004 was fought in an area of approximately twenty-five square kilometers against an estimated three to four thousand defenders. Mosul in 2016 and 2017 was fought in an area of approximately one hundred eighty square kilometers against a comparable defending force. Both engagements required substantial coalition resources and extended operational periods. A megacity such as Jakarta covers an area of more than sixteen thousand square kilometers and contains a population of approximately thirty-five million. The operational problem presented by a megacity is not a larger version of the Fallujah problem. It is a different problem that shares only superficial features with the smaller case.

The scale argument has specific implications for force design. A force structured to clear a medium-sized city cannot clear a megacity by doing more of the same. The force will exhaust itself before it reaches operational effect. Megacity operations require either dramatic expansion of committed forces, which is politically and logistically unlikely, or fundamental changes in operational concept that substitute precision and selectivity for comprehensive control. The second path is the only feasible one, and it is the path this manual assumes.

The Integration Argument

The fourth line of argument holds that urban operations cannot be conducted successfully through the physical domain alone. This position has been developed by John Spencer in his work on the rules of urban warfare, by Margarita Konaev on information superiority in urban conflict, and by the body of literature addressing multi-domain operations in contested environments. The core claim is that physical control of urban terrain is a necessary but insufficient condition for operational success. The force that secures the streets but loses the information environment has not won. The force that clears the buildings but loses the narrative has not won. The force that controls the physical city but cannot operate in the electromagnetic spectrum, the cyber domain, and the cognitive environment will not retain what it has taken.

The integration argument generalizes the complexity argument. Where the complexity argument holds that urban terrain is qualitatively distinct, the integration argument holds that operational success requires coordinated action across all the dimensions in which that distinctness manifests. The physical fight must be integrated with the informational fight, the electromagnetic fight, the cyber fight, and the cognitive fight. The integration must occur in real time, at the tactical level, by commanders who have been trained to operate across all five simultaneously. No existing force is fully prepared to do this. All existing forces acknowledge that they must become so.

What the Consensus Does Not Yet Address

The four arguments converge on a coherent account of the problem. They do not yet converge on a solution. Several questions remain unresolved at the level of doctrinal consensus, and the gaps are significant enough to shape the agenda of this manual.

The first unresolved question concerns high-intensity urban combat against peer and near-peer adversaries. The existing literature is weighted toward the case of technologically superior regular forces conducting offensive operations against irregular defenders. This case has been the dominant operational experience of Western militaries since the end of the Cold War, and the doctrinal response reflects that experience. The Russo-Ukrainian War has made clear that peer urban combat is a distinct problem requiring distinct doctrine. That doctrine is in the early stages of development. This manual addresses the problem directly in Chapter 22 and indirectly throughout.

The second unresolved question concerns the defensive dimension of urban operations. The existing literature assumes the friendly force is on the offensive. The defensive case — how a force holds an urban area against attack — has received comparatively little attention and is critically important for allies and partners facing potential aggression from larger state actors. This manual treats defensive operations as a primary rather than secondary case, particularly in the chapters addressing force structure, task organization, and multi-domain integration.

The third unresolved question concerns the tactical integration of non-physical effects. Operational and strategic doctrine for information operations, electromagnetic spectrum operations, and cyber operations exists in mature form. Tactical doctrine for integrating these capabilities at the company, platoon, and squad level does not. The commander of a tactical unit entering a contested building needs to know how informational, electromagnetic, and cyber capabilities support the immediate action, not how they operate at the theater level. This manual devotes Part III to closing this gap.

The fourth unresolved question concerns the institutional mechanisms by which doctrine adapts to operational experience. Urban combat generates lessons faster than existing doctrinal processes can absorb them. The interval between tactical experience in Mosul or Mariupol and the publication of authoritative doctrine reflecting that experience is measured in years. In a field that is evolving as rapidly as urban warfare, this interval is too long. This manual addresses the problem of institutional learning in Chapter 24 and treats the reader as a participant in the ongoing development of urban doctrine rather than a passive consumer of it.

The Manual's Position Within the Consensus

This manual accepts the four arguments and contributes to the unresolved questions. It does not claim to replace service doctrine or to resolve every open question in the field. It claims to provide a reference that integrates the current state of doctrinal thinking with the tactical and operational techniques required to act on that thinking, in a form that practitioners can use directly.

The contribution is synthesis. The manual gathers material that exists in fragmented form across service publications, scholarly literature, and practitioner experience, and presents it as a coherent operational framework organized around the layered-city concept introduced in the preceding front matter. The framework is not proprietary. It draws on the work of the scholars and practitioners named in this section and many others. What the manual adds is integration and operational focus — the organization of existing insight into a form that a commander, an operator, or a trainer can use to prepare for and conduct urban operations without having to assemble the same synthesis independently.

The chapters that follow proceed from the positions established here. Chapter 2 develops the operational environment in which the four arguments take effect. Chapter 3 addresses the legal and ethical framework within which urban operations must be conducted. Chapter 4 addresses task organization for the layered problem. The tactical chapters of Part II address the physical fight. Part III addresses the informational, electromagnetic, cyber, and cognitive fights. Part IV addresses integration, sustainment, and the higher-intensity and forward-looking cases that the current doctrinal consensus has not fully addressed.

The doctrinal consensus has identified the problem. This manual is offered as one element of the institutional response.


Chapter 2: The Urban Operational Environment

The urban operational environment is the terrain, population, and systems within which urban combat occurs. It is not a backdrop against which operations take place. It is an active participant in every engagement, shaping the conditions of combat, constraining the options available to commanders, and generating second- and third-order effects that extend beyond the immediate area of operations. A force that understands the environment can operate within its constraints and exploit its opportunities. A force that treats the environment as inert terrain will be defeated by conditions it failed to anticipate.

This chapter describes the environment in its physical, human, informational, and electromagnetic dimensions, identifies the structural advantages it confers on the defender, addresses the grey zone conditions that prevail across most urban operational areas, and establishes the factors that determine whether and at what intensity urban combat will be initiated. The chapter is descriptive rather than prescriptive. It establishes the conditions that the remaining chapters address.

2.1 The Physical Environment

The physical environment of the modern city is defined by four characteristics: density, verticality, subterranean extension, and heterogeneity. These characteristics are not independent. They interact to produce terrain that is qualitatively distinct from any other operating environment and that cannot be understood through analogies to rural, mountainous, or jungle operations.

Density refers to the concentration of constructed space per unit of area. Modern cities contain tens of thousands of structures within a single square kilometer. Each structure is a potential fighting position, observation post, fire control point, cache site, or obstacle. The density of construction limits lines of sight, restricts fields of fire, canalizes movement, and multiplies the number of discrete tactical problems a force must solve to secure a given area. A rifle company that can clear a rural village in a single day may require a week to clear an equivalent area of dense urban terrain. The ratio is not linear. It reflects the underlying truth that the unit of operational measurement in urban combat is not area but structure count, and structures in dense terrain are an order of magnitude more numerous than structures in any other environment.

Verticality refers to the extension of the operational environment above ground level. A ten-story building occupies the same area on a two-dimensional map as a small field but contains eleven times the defensible space when the roof and subterranean levels are included. The vertical dimension is not a complication of the horizontal fight. It is a separate operational problem that requires dedicated doctrine, dedicated equipment, and dedicated tactics. Forces that treat verticality as an extension of ground-level operations will fail to address the specific problems of stairwell clearance, multi-floor coordination, rooftop access, and the fires and communications challenges that arise when friendly and adversary forces occupy the same structure at different elevations.

Subterranean extension refers to the constructed and natural spaces below ground level. Modern cities contain extensive subterranean networks including subway systems, utility tunnels, sewer systems, parking structures, basements, and purpose-built defensive works. These networks provide concealment, mobility, storage, and protection from surface fires. They are difficult to detect, difficult to access, and difficult to clear. A defender who controls the subterranean environment can sustain operations after the surface has been contested and can generate counterattacks from locations the attacker did not know existed. The subterranean environment is not an auxiliary feature of the urban battlefield. It is a coequal operational layer and must be addressed as such.

Heterogeneity refers to the variation in construction, function, and condition across the urban area. A single city contains commercial districts, residential neighborhoods, industrial zones, informal settlements, government compounds, religious sites, medical facilities, educational institutions, and critical infrastructure. Each category presents distinct tactical problems. Commercial districts contain large open-plan structures with limited interior cover. Residential neighborhoods contain dense clusters of small structures with civilian occupants. Industrial zones contain hazardous materials and equipment that complicate fires and maneuver. Informal settlements contain irregular construction that does not appear on official maps and cannot be cleared through doctrinal techniques developed for regular construction. A force that applies uniform tactics across a heterogeneous environment will fail in the zones where those tactics do not fit.

The physical environment of coastal cities adds a further dimension. Coastal cities contain waterways, harbors, and littoral features that require integrated sea and land capabilities. The majority of the world's largest cities are coastal, and most future urban operations will occur in cities that include significant maritime terrain. Land forces operating in coastal cities must coordinate with naval forces, must address the specific problems of waterway crossings and riverine operations, and must account for the influence of tides, currents, and maritime traffic on operational planning. Operations in inland cities are the exception rather than the rule in the megacity age.

The scale of the physical environment varies by four orders of magnitude across the cases the manual addresses. A small city of two hundred fifty thousand people occupies roughly twenty-five square kilometers. A large city of one and a half million occupies roughly one hundred eighty square kilometers. A megacity of thirty-five million occupies sixteen thousand square kilometers or more. The operational problem at each scale is not a larger version of the problem at the preceding scale. It is a different problem that shares only surface features with the smaller case. Doctrine, force structure, and operational concepts must be selected for the specific scale of the engagement, and forces must be prepared to operate across the full range of scales as missions require.







2.2 The Human Environment

The human environment of the modern city is defined by the presence, density, and behavior of the civilian population. Civilians are not a complication of urban operations. They are a constitutive feature of the environment, and every aspect of urban combat must be planned and executed with civilian presence as a baseline condition rather than an exceptional circumstance.

The civilian population of a typical urban area outnumbers the combatants by orders of magnitude. In the Second Battle of Fallujah, an estimated five hundred civilians remained in the city alongside three to four thousand insurgents and approximately ten thousand coalition forces. This ratio was exceptional. It reflected the successful evacuation of most of the city's population in advance of the operation. In most urban engagements, such evacuation is not possible. A megacity cannot be evacuated. A city under sudden attack cannot be evacuated. A city whose population has nowhere to go will not be evacuated regardless of the attacker's preferences. The baseline condition for urban operations is a civilian population that outnumbers all armed actors combined by ratios of one hundred to one or greater.

Civilians are not passive features of the environment. They observe, record, communicate, move, obstruct, assist, and resist. Every civilian possesses communication capabilities that exceed those of most military forces of a generation ago. Cell phones provide real-time communication, geolocation, photography, and video recording. Civilian social media accounts provide global distribution within seconds of an event. Civilian networks of family, community, and commerce provide information flow that is faster and often more accurate than military intelligence reporting. A force operating in an urban environment is operating under continuous civilian observation, and the observations are being shared continuously with audiences the force does not control.

Civilian behavior under combat conditions varies according to factors that can be anticipated but not controlled. Populations that have experienced combat previously behave differently from populations encountering it for the first time. Populations with ethnic or political affiliation with one side behave differently from populations affiliated with the other. Populations that trust local authorities behave differently from populations that do not. Populations with the means to flee behave differently from populations trapped in place. Urban operational planning must account for these variables and must prepare for multiple civilian behavior patterns within a single area of operations, because dense cities contain neighborhoods with different histories, affiliations, and resources, all of which will respond to combat in different ways.

The adversary exists within the civilian population. In most urban engagements, adversary combatants are not uniformed, not visually distinguishable from civilians, and not spatially separated from civilian activity. They occupy civilian structures, move through civilian crowds, use civilian vehicles, and employ civilian infrastructure for military purposes. The distinction between combatant and civilian is a legal and operational determination that must be made continuously, under conditions of incomplete information, at ranges where error is immediately lethal. This determination is the most difficult recurring problem in urban combat, and no technology or procedure eliminates it. It can only be managed through training, discipline, intelligence integration, and rules of engagement that account for the conditions of urban identification.

The civilian population is not an adversary. It is not an asset. It is not a neutral party. It is a heterogeneous environment within which combatants, allies, obstacles, and opportunities are distributed unevenly and change over time. Forces that treat the civilian population as monolithic will fail to distinguish the portions that require protection from the portions that require management from the portions that require engagement. Forces that treat civilians as targets will forfeit the legal, strategic, and informational ground on which modern urban operations are decided. Forces that treat civilians as irrelevant will be surprised by the consequences of actions they failed to anticipate.

The governance context of the civilian population is an additional variable. In some urban operational environments, friendly or allied civil authority exists and can coordinate with military operations. In others, governance is contested, absent, or hostile. In still others, governance exists but operates according to rules incompatible with military operational requirements. Commanders must identify the governance context of the area of operations as part of initial planning and must adapt their approach to civilian engagement accordingly. A force that assumes the presence or absence of functioning governance will be wrong about half the time.

2.3 The Informational and Electromagnetic Environment

The informational environment of the modern city is saturated, persistent, and contested. It is not an adjunct to the physical environment. It is a coequal operational layer in which actions have effects as consequential as those produced by kinetic operations, and in which the adversary operates with capabilities that approach and in some cases exceed those of state forces.

The informational environment consists of the totality of data, communication, narrative, and perception that circulates within the urban area and between the area and the outside world. It includes civilian media, social media, civilian communication networks, commercial information services, adversary information operations, friendly information operations, and the informal networks of family, community, and commerce that carry information through the population. All of these systems operate continuously. None of them can be suspended for the duration of a military operation. A force operating in an urban environment is operating in an informational ecosystem that will continue to function regardless of the force's preferences.

Tactical actions generate informational effects that propagate through this ecosystem at speeds measured in seconds and minutes. A fire team entering a building will be observed, recorded, and discussed on civilian networks before the fire team has cleared the first room. The observation will be incomplete, the recording will be partial, and the discussion will be shaped by the affiliations and assumptions of the observers. None of this can be prevented. All of it will occur during every urban engagement, and the cumulative effect will shape the strategic environment within which the tactical action is judged.

The adversary exploits the informational environment deliberately. Non-state actors have demonstrated sophisticated capabilities for information operations, including narrative construction, disinformation, recruitment, propaganda, and the coordination of distributed supporters through social media platforms. These capabilities do not require state-level resources. They require a small number of trained operators and access to commercial platforms, both of which are available to virtually any adversary. The assumption that informational superiority follows automatically from material or technological superiority is no longer valid and has not been valid for at least two decades.

The electromagnetic environment of the modern city is similarly saturated and contested. Civilian cellular networks, Wi-Fi systems, Bluetooth devices, commercial drones, automotive radar, consumer electronics, and commercial broadcasting produce a background electromagnetic signature that is orders of magnitude denser than that of any rural environment. Military communications, sensors, and targeting systems must operate within this background, competing for spectrum access and struggling to distinguish signal from noise. The electromagnetic saturation of the urban environment is not a nuisance. It is an operational condition that determines which capabilities will function, which will degrade, and which will fail entirely.

The electromagnetic environment is also contested by the adversary. Electronic warfare capabilities that were once the exclusive province of state forces are now available commercially or through off-the-shelf adaptation of commercial equipment. Jamming, spoofing, and signal interception capabilities have proliferated to non-state actors. GPS denial has become a routine feature of urban engagements. Cellular network exploitation for intelligence and targeting has been demonstrated by multiple actors. A force that enters an urban environment expecting uncontested access to the electromagnetic spectrum will discover quickly that no such access exists.

The informational and electromagnetic environments interact. Information that flows through civilian networks often depends on electromagnetic infrastructure, and adversary action against that infrastructure affects information flow. Adversary information operations often depend on electromagnetic emissions that can be detected and targeted. Friendly information operations often depend on access to electromagnetic infrastructure that the adversary is contesting. These interactions cannot be managed by treating the informational and electromagnetic environments as separate problems. They must be treated as a single integrated operational layer, addressed by capabilities and doctrine designed for that integration.

2.4 The Defender's Structural Advantage

The physical, human, informational, and electromagnetic characteristics of the urban environment confer a structural advantage on the defender. This advantage does not derive from the defender's training, equipment, or doctrine. It derives from the environment itself, and it operates regardless of the relative capabilities of attacker and defender. Any force operating in urban terrain as defender will receive some portion of this advantage. Any force operating as attacker will face its inverse.

The defender's advantage has five components. Each compounds with the others.

The first component is prepared familiarity. The defender knows the terrain, has identified the key structures, has established positions within them, and has rehearsed movement and communication within the area. The attacker is operating in unfamiliar terrain, relying on maps that may not reflect current conditions, and discovering structural features in the course of contact. The information asymmetry is significant and cannot be fully closed by reconnaissance, because the defender can modify the environment between the time of observation and the time of engagement.

The second component is positional concealment. Urban terrain provides the defender with concealed fighting positions that are difficult to detect from outside and difficult to engage when detected. Buildings mask the defender from observation and from fires. Subterranean networks provide concealed movement between positions. Civilian presence prevents the attacker from employing the full range of fires that would otherwise be used to suppress defensive positions. The defender fights from behind protection that the attacker must overcome structure by structure.

The third component is the reduction of the attacker's technological advantages. Sensors are degraded by buildings and electromagnetic saturation. Long-range fires are constrained by the presence of civilians and friendly forces in close proximity. Aerial observation is limited by vertical structures and by the need to operate within contested airspace over the city. Precision munitions are constrained by legal and practical requirements for collateral damage mitigation. Each of these constraints reduces the operational value of capabilities that would confer decisive advantage in open terrain.

The fourth component is the canalization of attacker movement. Urban terrain restricts attacker movement to streets, corridors, and limited entry points. The defender knows where the attacker must pass and can prepare positions, obstacles, and engagement areas along those routes. The attacker has limited freedom to maneuver around prepared defenses and must accept attrition to advance. The problem compounds at scale: a large city contains more canalization points than the attacker can identify, isolate, or suppress simultaneously.

The fifth component is the asymmetry of cost. The defender can impose attrition on the attacker without requiring parity in capability. A single prepared defender with a small number of weapons can contest the advance of a much larger attacking force. The attacker must clear every position; the defender need only hold long enough to impose delay and cost. Over extended periods, this asymmetry accumulates, and the political and material cost to the attacker can exceed the value of the objective. This dynamic has ended more urban operations than tactical defeat.

The defender's structural advantage does not guarantee the defender's operational success. Defenders lose urban engagements regularly, through failures of leadership, supply, cohesion, or strategic judgment. But the advantage must be overcome for the attacker to succeed, and overcoming it requires specific operational concepts, adequate force commitment, and willingness to accept the costs that the defender's advantage imposes. Forces that enter urban combat without accounting for the defender's advantage will be surprised by the friction they encounter and will exhaust themselves before reaching operational effect.

2.5 The Grey Zone as Prevailing Condition

Most urban operations occur under grey zone conditions rather than under the conditions of declared war. The grey zone is the operational environment in which adversary action falls below the threshold that would trigger a conventional military response but generates cumulative effects that degrade the operational environment and constrain friendly action. Grey zone conditions are not a new phenomenon, but their prevalence and consequence have increased in recent decades, and urban environments are where grey zone competition is most intense.

Grey zone conditions in urban environments include the full range of activities short of open warfare. These include information operations, influence campaigns, economic pressure, cyber intrusions, covert action, the use of proxies and deniable forces, the manipulation of civilian populations, the exploitation of legal and governance ambiguities, and the deliberate blurring of distinctions between civilian and military activity. Adversaries conducting grey zone operations seek to achieve strategic effects without crossing thresholds that would justify a conventional response, and urban environments provide the concealment, complexity, and civilian presence that make grey zone operations feasible and effective.

A force operating in an urban environment must be prepared to operate under grey zone conditions across the full spectrum of intensity. At the lower end, grey zone operations resemble peacetime activities with subtle adversarial components. At the higher end, they resemble active combat with limited scope and ambiguous attribution. The transition between these conditions can occur rapidly and without warning, and the force must be able to respond appropriately at any point along the spectrum. A force configured for one end of the spectrum will be inadequate at the other, and configuration for the middle risks inadequacy at both.

The grey zone imposes specific requirements on urban forces. Rules of engagement must accommodate ambiguous situations in which the threshold for kinetic response is unclear. Intelligence capabilities must be able to identify adversary activity that is deliberately designed to avoid detection. Information operations must be able to respond to adversary narratives in real time. Legal and political authority must be clear enough to permit action but flexible enough to avoid escalation. Coordination with civilian authorities, both friendly and local, must be continuous and institutionalized. Forces that lack any of these capabilities will be ineffective in grey zone environments, and most urban environments are grey zone environments.

The grey zone is not a temporary condition. It is the prevailing mode of strategic competition in the current international environment, and it will remain so for the foreseeable future. Urban forces must be designed, trained, and equipped to operate effectively under grey zone conditions as their baseline operational requirement, with the ability to transition to higher-intensity operations when required. The opposite configuration — forces designed for high-intensity combat that must improvise grey zone responses — is the configuration that has produced repeated operational difficulties in recent conflicts and that must not be repeated.

2.6 Conditions for the Initiation of Urban Combat

Urban combat is initiated under a limited set of conditions. Understanding these conditions is necessary because they determine the character of the engagement, the forces required, and the outcomes that can reasonably be expected. Commanders who enter urban combat without understanding the conditions that produced it will misjudge the operation and the adversary.

The first condition is the location of the objective within urban terrain. When the objective of a military operation — a person, a facility, a capability, or a population — is located within a city, the operation must enter the city to secure the objective. This is the most common condition under which urban combat is initiated, and it is the condition under which the attacker has the clearest purpose and the defender has the clearest incentive to resist. Operations conducted under this condition are shaped by the specific nature of the objective and by the amount of the city that must be controlled to secure it.

The second condition is the adversary's selection of urban terrain. When an adversary retreats into, fortifies, or deliberately chooses an urban area as the site of resistance, the attacker must engage in urban combat to defeat the adversary regardless of whether the urban area itself is the objective. This condition is characteristic of asymmetric warfare, in which the weaker party selects urban terrain to offset the stronger party's conventional advantages. It is also characteristic of peer warfare in which a defending force chooses to hold cities as fortress positions. The Russo-Ukrainian War has provided multiple recent examples of both variants.

The third condition is the defense of friendly or allied urban terrain against attack. When an adversary attacks a city held by friendly or allied forces, urban combat is initiated by the adversary's action and must be conducted defensively. This condition has received less doctrinal attention than the offensive cases but is likely to become more important as the international environment shifts toward peer competition. European forces in particular must be prepared for this condition, as the defense of urban areas in the Baltics, Eastern Europe, and frontier regions is a foreseeable contingency.

The fourth condition is the conduct of stability operations, counterinsurgency, or law enforcement in urban terrain under conditions that escalate toward combat. This condition is characteristic of the grey zone and of the transition from peacetime to wartime operations. Forces conducting these missions must be prepared for escalation and must be able to transition to combat operations without changing units, moving out of the area, or losing operational continuity. This is among the most difficult conditions to manage, because the transition is often gradual and may not be recognized until the force is already engaged.

The fifth condition is the conduct of operations in the aftermath of combat, including clearance, reconstruction, and the transition to civilian authority. These operations are not typically classified as urban combat but can escalate into combat through resumption of adversary activity, the actions of new actors, or the failure of the transition itself. Forces conducting post-combat operations must be prepared for this possibility and must not assume that the absence of recent combat indicates the absence of future combat.

Each condition produces a different operational character. Offensive operations to secure a specific objective are different from defensive operations to hold a city against attack, which are different from counterinsurgency operations in contested urban terrain, which are different from peer combat in megacities. The tactical fundamentals that apply across all of these conditions are addressed in Part II of this manual. The operational frameworks that govern the differences are addressed in Chapters 4 and 22 and in the specialized chapters of Parts III and IV. Commanders must identify the condition under which they are operating and must select doctrine, force structure, and operational concepts appropriate to that condition.

The urban operational environment described in this chapter is the environment the remaining chapters address. Each subsequent chapter assumes this environment as its baseline condition. The tactical chapters of Part II assume physical terrain with the characteristics described in Section 2.1 and civilian presence with the characteristics described in Section 2.2. The non-physical chapters of Part III assume the informational and electromagnetic conditions described in Section 2.3. The integration and sustainment chapters of Part IV assume the defender's advantage described in Section 2.4, the grey zone conditions described in Section 2.5, and the range of initiation conditions described in Section 2.6.

A reader who has absorbed this chapter has the environmental context necessary to evaluate the doctrine, techniques, and procedures that follow. A reader who has not absorbed it will encounter later chapters as a collection of disconnected recommendations rather than as an integrated operational framework. The environment is the foundation on which the rest of the manual is built, and the remaining chapters cannot be understood except in reference to it.

The environment described here is not a forecast of future conditions. It is a description of present conditions that will intensify in the coming decades. Forces that adapt to these conditions will be effective. Forces that do not will fail in the operational environments where they will actually be required to fight.


Chapter 3: Legal and Ethical Frameworks for Urban Operations

Urban operations occur within a legal and ethical framework that constrains the actions available to commanders and establishes the standards against which those actions will be judged. The framework is not optional. It is not a bureaucratic overlay on operational planning. It is a constitutive element of the operational environment, and compliance with it is a prerequisite for operational effectiveness, strategic legitimacy, and the preservation of the force itself as a lawful instrument of state power.

This chapter addresses the framework in its principal dimensions: the law of armed conflict as applied to dense civilian terrain, the specific problems of proportionality and distinction under urban conditions, rules of engagement in environments with persistent civilian presence, the legal problems peculiar to subterranean and vertical operations, the interaction between military and civilian law enforcement authorities, and the questions of command responsibility and individual accountability that arise when decision cycles compress to intervals at which traditional deliberative processes cannot function. The chapter is not a substitute for legal counsel, authoritative service publications, or national legal frameworks. It is a doctrinal orientation intended to establish the conceptual foundation on which operational compliance depends.




3.1 The Law of Armed Conflict in Urban Terrain

The law of armed conflict applies to urban operations with the same force and in the same form as to operations in any other environment. It does not relax its requirements because the terrain is complex, because the adversary is difficult to identify, or because the operational cost of compliance is high. The framework is the same. The challenge is that urban terrain magnifies the difficulty of compliance and multiplies the opportunities for inadvertent or negligent violation, and commanders must therefore operate with a higher standard of deliberateness, not a lower one.

The law of armed conflict rests on four principles that govern the use of force in all environments. Military necessity permits actions that contribute to the defeat of the adversary and prohibits actions that do not. Distinction requires that combatants direct operations only against lawful targets and that they distinguish at all times between combatants and civilians, between military objectives and civilian objects. Proportionality prohibits attacks in which the expected incidental harm to civilians or civilian objects is excessive in relation to the concrete and direct military advantage anticipated. Humanity prohibits the infliction of suffering beyond what is necessary to achieve legitimate military purposes. These principles are not separable. They operate together, and compliance with one does not substitute for compliance with the others.

In urban environments, each principle encounters conditions that complicate its application without altering its substance. Military necessity must be evaluated against objectives that are often located in civilian structures, served by civilian infrastructure, and embedded in civilian populations. Distinction must be maintained at close range, under time pressure, against adversaries who do not wear uniforms and who deliberately conceal themselves within civilian populations and civilian structures. Proportionality must be assessed in environments where collateral damage is difficult to predict because of structural complexity, civilian density, and second-order effects on infrastructure. Humanity must be preserved under conditions of extended stress, sustained casualties, and repeated encounters with ambiguous threats.

Commanders must understand that the difficulty of compliance does not justify non-compliance. The legal framework accounts for the difficulty of combat conditions through the standards of reasonableness, available information, and good faith judgment that it applies to the actions of commanders and individual combatants. It does not account for the difficulty of combat conditions by suspending its substantive requirements. A commander who orders an action that violates the law of armed conflict is accountable for that action regardless of the operational pressures that produced the decision. A combatant who executes an unlawful order is accountable for that execution regardless of the source of the order. The framework is rigorous, and its rigor is particularly consequential in urban environments where the volume of decisions multiplies the number of occasions on which accountability may be established.

The specific bodies of law that apply to urban operations include the Geneva Conventions of 1949 and their Additional Protocols, customary international humanitarian law, the law of neutrality where relevant, domestic military law, the national law of the state within whose territory operations occur, and any status of forces agreements or similar instruments that govern the presence of the force in the area of operations. The interaction of these sources is often complex and requires legal analysis at the operational level that cannot be improvised at the tactical level. Commanders must ensure that legal counsel is integrated into operational planning from the earliest stages and is available during execution for the resolution of questions that cannot be anticipated in advance.

The law of armed conflict also imposes affirmative obligations that apply with particular force in urban environments. The obligation to take feasible precautions in attack requires commanders to verify targets, to choose means and methods of attack that minimize incidental harm, to assess the proportionality of anticipated effects before execution, and to suspend or cancel attacks when circumstances change in ways that alter the legal analysis. The obligation to provide warnings to civilian populations, where feasible and where warnings would not compromise military operations, applies to urban attacks and must be implemented through specific procedures developed in advance. The obligation to protect the wounded, sick, and shipwrecked applies to all parties to a conflict, and in urban environments the volume of civilian casualties generated by combat creates obligations that exceed the capacity of military medical systems and require coordination with civilian medical authorities and humanitarian organizations.

3.2 Distinction Under Urban Conditions

The principle of distinction requires that combatants distinguish between lawful targets and protected persons and objects. In open terrain against uniformed adversaries, distinction is difficult but tractable. In urban terrain against adversaries who do not wear uniforms, who conceal themselves within civilian populations, and who employ civilian structures and infrastructure for military purposes, distinction becomes the central operational problem of every tactical engagement. A commander who cannot make the distinction cannot lawfully employ force. A combatant who cannot make the distinction cannot lawfully engage a target. The operational implication is that the capability to make distinctions under urban conditions is a prerequisite for the lawful conduct of urban operations, and forces that lack this capability must acquire it before they can be committed.

The distinction problem has three layers. The first is the identification of individual adversaries. In most urban engagements, combatants are not uniformed and are not visually distinguishable from civilians by dress or equipment. Identification depends on behavior, association, context, and intelligence. A person carrying a weapon is not necessarily a combatant. A person not carrying a weapon is not necessarily a civilian. The determination of status must be made continuously, under conditions of incomplete information, at ranges where error is immediately lethal. Training must develop the capacity to make these determinations reliably, and rules of engagement must establish the standards that govern them.

The second layer is the identification of military objectives among civilian objects. In urban environments, military functions are often carried out from civilian structures, and civilian functions are often carried out from structures that have incidental military value. A residential building that houses an adversary command post is a military objective for the duration of its military use. An apartment that contains a single combatant is a more complex case. A hospital that has been used for military purposes loses its protected status under specific conditions and regains it when those conditions cease. The determination of the status of structures and objects requires ongoing intelligence, legal analysis, and operational judgment that cannot be made through simple visual inspection.

The third layer is the distinction between combatants and persons who are hors de combat. A combatant who has surrendered, who has been captured, who is wounded and no longer capable of resistance, or who is otherwise incapable of participating in hostilities is protected from attack. The recognition of hors de combat status under urban combat conditions is difficult because the signals of surrender or incapacitation may not be visible, may be ambiguous, or may be employed as tactical deception. Combatants must be trained to recognize the indicia of hors de combat status and to respond appropriately even under pressure, and commanders must enforce compliance with this requirement as a matter of unit discipline and lawful conduct.

The distinction problem is exacerbated by deliberate adversary action. Adversaries in urban environments routinely exploit the distinction requirement by concealing themselves among civilians, by employing civilians as shields, by conducting military operations from protected structures, and by using ambiguous appearance and behavior to complicate friendly identification. These actions are themselves violations of the law of armed conflict, and they do not relieve the friendly force of its obligations. They do, however, establish that the friendly force is not the only party whose compliance affects the legal and ethical character of the engagement, and they justify the documentation and reporting of adversary violations as part of the operational record.

Forces operating in urban environments must develop specific capabilities to support distinction. These include intelligence systems that provide real-time information about the status of persons and structures, communication systems that distribute this information to the tactical level quickly enough to inform engagement decisions, training that develops individual and unit capacity to make distinctions under pressure, and rules of engagement that establish clear standards and procedures for the resolution of ambiguous cases. Forces that lack any of these capabilities will produce distinction failures that are both legally consequential and strategically damaging.




3.3 Proportionality and Collateral Damage Assessment

The principle of proportionality prohibits attacks in which the expected incidental harm to civilians and civilian objects is excessive in relation to the concrete and direct military advantage anticipated. Proportionality is not a quantitative formula. It is a qualitative judgment that must be made by commanders on the basis of available information, applied to the specific circumstances of each attack, and documented in a form that permits subsequent review. In urban environments, proportionality becomes the most difficult and most frequently litigated element of legal compliance, and commanders must understand both the substance of the principle and the conditions of its application.

The proportionality assessment requires three inputs. The first is the concrete and direct military advantage anticipated from the attack. This must be specific, identifiable, and causally connected to the action taken. Speculative, general, or cumulative advantages do not satisfy the requirement. A commander who cannot articulate the specific military advantage of a proposed attack cannot lawfully proceed with it. The second input is the expected incidental harm to civilians and civilian objects. This must be estimated on the basis of available information about civilian presence, structural characteristics, weapons effects, and second-order consequences. The estimation must be honest and must account for the uncertainties in each input. The third input is the relationship between the two: whether the expected incidental harm is excessive in relation to the anticipated military advantage. This is a judgment that must be made in context, and there is no mechanical procedure that substitutes for the judgment itself.

In urban environments, each input presents specific challenges. Military advantage is often diffuse in urban operations because objectives are pursued through extended campaigns rather than single decisive actions, and the contribution of any individual attack to the overall campaign may be difficult to specify. Incidental harm is difficult to estimate because civilian presence varies by time of day, structural characteristics vary in ways that affect weapons performance, and second-order effects on infrastructure can produce harm that exceeds the direct effects of the attack. The proportionality judgment is therefore made under conditions of substantial uncertainty, and commanders must account for this uncertainty in a manner that favors protection of civilians rather than operational convenience.

Collateral damage estimation procedures have been developed by several militaries to support proportionality analysis in urban and other environments. These procedures typically involve structured assessment of weapons effects, civilian density, structural characteristics, and mitigation measures, producing an estimate of expected incidental harm that can be compared with the anticipated military advantage. The procedures are useful as a discipline and as a record, but they do not eliminate the requirement for commander judgment, and they must not be treated as mechanical substitutes for the legal determination. A commander who relies on collateral damage estimation software without exercising independent judgment has not complied with the proportionality requirement and remains accountable for the outcome.

Second-order effects deserve specific attention in urban proportionality analysis. Attacks on urban infrastructure can produce consequences that extend far beyond the immediate effects of the weapon employed. Strikes on electrical infrastructure affect hospitals and water systems. Strikes on water infrastructure affect sanitation and public health. Strikes on communications infrastructure affect emergency services and the ability of civilians to coordinate evacuation. Strikes on transportation infrastructure affect the ability of civilians to flee and the ability of humanitarian assistance to reach those in need. These second-order effects must be anticipated and included in the proportionality assessment. Commanders who consider only the direct effects of an attack have not conducted a complete analysis, and the harm produced by second-order effects is legally and morally attributable to the decision that produced it.

The cumulative effect of multiple attacks must also be considered. Proportionality is assessed attack by attack, but a pattern of attacks can produce cumulative harm that exceeds what any individual attack would have caused, and this cumulative harm may render the overall operation disproportionate even when individual attacks were defensible in isolation. Commanders at the operational level must monitor the cumulative effects of the campaign and must adjust tempo, targeting, and methods as necessary to prevent cumulative disproportionality. This is a command responsibility that cannot be delegated to the tactical level.




3.4 Rules of Engagement in Urban Environments

Rules of engagement translate legal requirements and strategic guidance into specific standards that govern the use of force by individual combatants and units. In urban environments, rules of engagement must accommodate the conditions of combat while preserving the legal framework and the strategic objectives of the operation. Rules that are too permissive expose the force and the mission to legal and strategic risk. Rules that are too restrictive degrade operational effectiveness and can produce their own forms of legal and strategic risk by permitting adversary action that should have been prevented. The development of appropriate urban rules of engagement is among the most difficult tasks of operational planning, and commanders must devote sustained attention to it.

Urban rules of engagement must address several conditions that do not arise with the same frequency in other environments. The first is the continuous presence of civilians in and around the area of operations. Rules must establish clear standards for the identification of combatants, the response to ambiguous threats, the use of indirect fires in populated areas, and the escalation of force when non-lethal options are available and appropriate. The standards must be specific enough to guide individual decisions and flexible enough to accommodate the variations in circumstance that urban combat produces.

The second condition is the presence of protected persons and objects in close proximity to military objectives. Rules must establish procedures for the verification of target status, the approval of attacks on targets with mixed civilian and military use, and the treatment of persons and objects whose status is uncertain. These procedures must be executable at the tactical level, which means they must not require consultations and approvals that cannot be completed within the decision cycles of urban combat.

The third condition is the conduct of operations alongside civilian law enforcement, humanitarian actors, and allied forces operating under different legal frameworks or rules of engagement. Rules must address the coordination of force among actors who may not share the same standards, the response to actions by other actors that create legal or operational complications for the friendly force, and the preservation of operational integrity when the force is operating in proximity to actors whose authorities and restrictions differ from its own.

The fourth condition is the need to transition between levels of force rapidly and repeatedly. Urban environments may require the same unit to conduct high-intensity combat, law enforcement, humanitarian assistance, and population protection within a single operational period, sometimes within a single engagement. Rules of engagement must support this transition without requiring the unit to operate under fundamentally different standards that cannot be applied consistently. This is best achieved through rules that establish a baseline standard appropriate to the most restrictive likely condition and that permit escalation to higher levels of force when circumstances justify it, with clear triggers and clear procedures for de-escalation when conditions permit.

The fifth condition is the requirement for documentation and after-action review. Every engagement in an urban environment should be documented in a form that permits legal and operational review. This is not only a legal protection for the force and its members but also an operational discipline that supports learning, the development of better procedures, and the defense of the force against false allegations of misconduct. Documentation requirements must be built into the rules of engagement and must be supported by the systems and procedures the unit employs in combat.

Rules of engagement must be trained, not merely promulgated. A rule that exists on paper but has not been rehearsed under realistic conditions will not be followed consistently under the stress of actual combat. Training must include scenarios that force individual combatants and small units to apply the rules to ambiguous situations, to justify their decisions to their leaders, and to experience the consequences of both correct and incorrect application. Training that does not include these elements is inadequate and will produce combatants who are formally compliant but operationally unprepared.




3.5 Legal Problems of Subterranean and Vertical Operations

Subterranean and vertical operations present legal problems that do not arise in the same form in surface operations and that require specific doctrinal attention. The physical characteristics of these environments complicate distinction, proportionality, and the application of rules of engagement in ways that commanders must anticipate and plan for.

Subterranean operations occur in environments where civilian presence is often unclear, where the structural characteristics of the space affect weapons performance in unpredictable ways, and where the distinction between military and civilian use of underground space may be difficult to determine. A subway station used by the adversary for military purposes may also contain civilians sheltering from surface combat. A utility tunnel used for the movement of adversary forces may also contain civilian workers. A basement used as a command post may be connected to spaces used by civilians for shelter or storage. The legal analysis of action in these environments must account for the specific conditions that underground space produces, and rules of engagement must provide specific guidance for the situations that subterranean combat presents.

The use of certain weapons in subterranean environments is subject to legal and operational restrictions that do not apply with the same force at the surface. Weapons that produce concussive effects can cause harm to protected persons in connected spaces that were not the target of the attack. Weapons that produce smoke or toxic effects can affect civilians in ways that exceed the anticipated military advantage. Weapons designed for subterranean use must be employed with attention to these effects, and commanders must ensure that the selection of means and methods of attack reflects the specific conditions of subterranean combat.

Vertical operations present a related set of problems. A high-rise building under attack may contain civilians on floors separated from the floors where adversary forces are operating. Attacks on specific floors must be conducted with attention to the effects on other floors, and the selection of weapons and methods must account for the structural characteristics that determine whether effects can be contained. Operations that involve the clearance of structures floor by floor require specific rules of engagement that address the conditions of vertical combat, and commanders must ensure that these rules are in place and understood before operations begin.

The presence of civilians in structures that are being cleared presents specific problems of distinction and proportionality. Civilians may be unable to leave the structure, may be hiding in positions that are not readily visible, or may be present for reasons that are not immediately apparent to the clearing force. Procedures for the verification of civilian presence, the announcement of military action, and the provision of opportunities for civilians to identify themselves and to comply with instructions must be established and followed. These procedures cannot eliminate the risk of harm to civilians in the course of clearing operations, but they can reduce the risk and can demonstrate the good faith of the clearing force in the event of subsequent review.







3.6 Military and Civilian Law Enforcement Authority

Urban operations frequently occur in environments where both military and civilian law enforcement authorities have interests, responsibilities, or jurisdiction. The interaction between these authorities is a legal and operational question that must be addressed in planning and that cannot be improvised in execution. Failures of coordination can produce legal violations, operational failures, and strategic damage that would not have occurred under unified or well-coordinated authority.

The legal basis for military operations in urban environments varies by context. In operations conducted in foreign territory with the consent of the host government, the legal basis is typically established through status of forces agreements, coalition arrangements, or similar instruments that define the scope of military authority and the interaction with host nation civilian authorities. In operations conducted in foreign territory without such consent, the legal basis is typically established through the law of armed conflict and the specific authorities of the operation. In operations conducted in domestic territory, whether in support of civilian authorities or under direct military authority, the legal basis is established through domestic law and must comply with constitutional and statutory requirements that may differ significantly from those governing foreign operations.

Each of these legal bases produces different relationships with civilian law enforcement. In foreign operations with host nation consent, military forces typically coordinate with host nation police and may conduct joint operations under arrangements that specify the division of authority. In foreign operations without consent, military forces may encounter local law enforcement that is hostile, absent, or compromised, and must make judgments about the appropriate relationship on the basis of the specific circumstances. In domestic operations, military forces typically operate in support of civilian law enforcement and under legal restrictions that limit their authority to conduct independent action. Commanders must understand the specific legal framework that applies to their operation and must ensure that their actions conform to it.

Coordination with civilian law enforcement is an operational requirement regardless of the legal framework. Civilian law enforcement typically possesses local knowledge, population relationships, and investigative capabilities that military forces lack, and their integration into operational planning and execution can significantly improve operational effectiveness. Civilian law enforcement also has legal authorities that military forces may not have, and the division of labor between the two can support operational objectives that neither could achieve alone. The coordination must be established in advance through clear agreements and must be maintained during operations through reliable communication and shared situational awareness.

The handling of persons detained during urban operations raises specific questions about military and civilian authority. Persons detained by military forces may be subject to military procedures, civilian procedures, or a combination of the two, depending on the legal framework of the operation and the status of the individuals involved. Commanders must understand the applicable procedures and must ensure that detention, transfer, and disposition conform to legal requirements. Failures in this area have produced some of the most significant legal and strategic damage in recent urban operations, and commanders must treat detention procedures as a matter of the highest importance.




3.7 Command Responsibility and Individual Accountability

The law of armed conflict imposes responsibility on commanders for the actions of their subordinates and on individuals for their own actions. In urban environments, where decision cycles compress, where information is incomplete, and where the volume of decisions produces many opportunities for error, the application of command responsibility and individual accountability becomes both more difficult and more important. Commanders and individuals must understand their obligations, and forces must develop the training, discipline, and institutional mechanisms that support compliance under combat conditions.

Command responsibility operates on two levels. The first is the responsibility of commanders for actions they order or authorize. A commander who orders an unlawful action is directly responsible for that action regardless of whether the subordinates who executed the order are themselves held accountable. This level of responsibility is straightforward in principle but can become complex in application when orders are ambiguous, when circumstances change between the issuance and execution of the order, or when subordinates exercise discretion in implementing general directives.

The second level is the responsibility of commanders for actions they knew or should have known were occurring and failed to prevent or punish. A commander who is aware of unlawful action by subordinates and takes no measures to stop it is responsible for the continuation of the action. A commander who should have been aware of unlawful action — through reports, observation, or the reasonable exercise of command — is responsible for the failure of awareness as well as for the underlying action. This form of responsibility cannot be discharged through the formal delegation of authority or through the claim that the commander was too busy or too distant to know what was occurring. Command implies knowledge, and the absence of knowledge is itself a failure of command.

Individual accountability applies to all members of the force for their own actions. Combatants are required to refuse unlawful orders and are accountable for the execution of such orders even when ordered to proceed. The determination of whether an order is unlawful must be made by the individual on the basis of the individual's training and judgment, and the standard is whether a reasonable combatant in the same circumstances would have recognized the unlawfulness of the order. This standard is demanding and produces difficult cases, but it is the standard the law applies, and forces must prepare their members to meet it.

The conditions of urban combat place particular pressure on individual accountability. Combatants must make decisions rapidly, under stress, with incomplete information, and often in circumstances where the correct action is not immediately apparent. Training must develop the judgment required to make these decisions, and leadership must establish the climate in which correct decisions are rewarded and incorrect decisions are examined honestly. A force that tolerates incorrect decisions without examination will produce patterns of misconduct that eventually rise to the level of systematic violation. A force that examines decisions honestly and supports combatants who make correct choices under difficult circumstances will produce compliance even under sustained stress.

The documentation of decisions and their justifications is essential to both command responsibility and individual accountability. Documentation supports subsequent review, protects the force and its members against false allegations, and provides the basis for institutional learning. Documentation must be contemporaneous, honest, and sufficient to establish what was known, what was decided, and why. Documentation that is retrospective, self-serving, or incomplete undermines the legal protection it is intended to provide and contributes to the erosion of the institutional culture that makes lawful combat possible.




3.8 The Framework as Operational Requirement

The legal and ethical framework described in this chapter is not a constraint imposed on operations from outside. It is a constitutive element of the operational environment and a prerequisite for operational success. Forces that comply with the framework preserve their legitimacy, their strategic position, their access to allies and partners, and their ability to sustain operations over the time required to achieve objectives. Forces that violate the framework forfeit these advantages, regardless of the tactical successes they may achieve in the short term.

The connection between legal compliance and operational effectiveness is direct. Violations of the law of armed conflict in urban environments produce civilian casualties, property destruction, and displacement that alienate the population whose cooperation or acquiescence is required for operational success. They produce media coverage and adversary information operations that shape strategic judgment against the force. They produce legal consequences that constrain future operations and expose individuals to prosecution. They produce breakdowns in discipline and cohesion within the force itself, as members who witness or participate in violations lose confidence in the legitimacy of their own actions. Each of these consequences degrades the force's ability to continue operations effectively, and their cumulative effect has ended more urban campaigns than tactical defeat.

Commanders must therefore treat the legal and ethical framework with the same seriousness they accord to any other operational requirement. Legal counsel must be integrated into planning and execution. Training must develop the individual and unit capacities required for compliance under combat conditions. Rules of engagement must be developed with care, promulgated clearly, and enforced consistently. Documentation must be maintained as a matter of routine discipline. The institutional culture of the force must support compliance as a matter of professional identity rather than merely as a matter of external requirement.

The chapters that follow proceed from the assumption that the legal and ethical framework will be observed. Tactical procedures are presented as options to be employed within the framework, not as alternatives to it. Integration of non-physical capabilities is presented as occurring under the same framework that governs physical operations. Multi-domain coordination is presented as requiring compliance across all domains. A reader who has absorbed this chapter will evaluate the subsequent chapters against the framework established here. A reader who has not will encounter the operational material without the legal and ethical context that determines its lawful application, and will risk applying the material in ways that violate the framework and damage the operation.

The framework is demanding. Its demands are justified by the nature of urban combat and by the consequences of failing to meet them. Forces that prepare for urban operations must prepare for the framework as rigorously as they prepare for the tactical fundamentals, and the preparation must be sustained throughout the life of the force. The alternative is failure, and in urban combat the failure is rarely limited to the operation in which it occurs.

Part II — The Nature of the Fight

Chapter 4: The Physical Dimension of Urban Combat




The physical dimension of urban combat is the ground on which the other dimensions addressed in this manual ultimately rest. The informational, electromagnetic, cyber, and cognitive dimensions shape the context and the consequences of urban operations, but the operations themselves occur in physical space, against physical adversaries, in physical structures, with physical weapons producing physical effects on physical persons. Forces that understand the non-physical dimensions without understanding the physical dimension will produce operations that are intellectually sophisticated but practically ineffective, and forces that understand the physical dimension without the non-physical dimensions will produce operations that may succeed tactically but fail strategically. Both understandings are required, and this chapter addresses the first of them as a conceptual matter rather than as a procedural one.

The procedural and tactical aspects of the physical dimension — how specifically to clear a room, how to move between buildings under fire, how to employ specific weapons in specific situations — are addressed in the companion volume that complements this work. This chapter addresses the physical dimension at the level of characterization rather than instruction, establishing what the physical fight is like, why it takes the forms it does, what structural features of urban environments produce the conditions of the fight, and what the implications of those conditions are for how forces must think about urban operations at the conceptual level. The chapter is intended for commanders, planners, and doctrinal thinkers who need to understand the physical dimension well enough to integrate it with the other dimensions addressed elsewhere in this manual, not for operators who need the procedures required to conduct physical operations.




4.1 The Character of Close-Range Combat

Urban combat is close-range combat. This single characteristic distinguishes urban operations from operations in nearly every other environment and determines much of what follows in the physical dimension. Forces that understand what close-range combat actually involves will prepare for it appropriately. Forces that do not will be surprised by conditions that should have been anticipated, and the surprise will be paid for in casualties, operational failures, and psychological consequences that better preparation would have prevented.

The distances at which urban engagements occur are measured in meters rather than in hundreds of meters or kilometers. Engagements at the upper end of the urban range, in open streets or across large open spaces within the city, may occur at distances of fifty to two hundred meters. Engagements in typical urban conditions occur at distances of five to fifty meters. Engagements in building interiors occur at distances of one to ten meters. Engagements in subterranean spaces may occur at distances of less than one meter, with combatants in physical contact with each other or with the structure itself. The compression of engagement distance from the open-terrain norms of military doctrine to the urban norms of actual close combat is not a quantitative change but a qualitative one, and the qualitative change affects virtually every aspect of how combat is conducted.

The first consequence of close-range combat is the compression of decision time. At a distance of five meters, a threat that appears around a corner or through a doorway must be engaged within approximately one second, because the threat will have closed the distance or delivered fires within that timeframe if it is not addressed. The decision cycles that apply to combat at distance — observe, orient, decide, act, with time for each step — are compressed in close combat to a single integrated response that must occur faster than conscious deliberation can produce. The response must be trained to the level of reflexive action, and the training must be sufficient to produce correct responses under the stress and uncertainty of actual combat. Forces that have not trained their personnel to the required level will experience failures of reflex that result in casualties and tactical defeats, and the failures cannot be corrected during the engagements in which they occur.

The second consequence is the elimination of distance as a factor that limits lethality. At distance, the effects of weapons are attenuated by the intervening space, by the difficulty of hitting targets precisely, and by the time available for targets to react and seek cover. At close range, these attenuating factors disappear. Any weapon that hits a target at close range will produce its full effect on the target, and the time for reaction is insufficient for targets to protect themselves after the weapon has been discharged. The lethality of close combat is therefore higher per engagement than the lethality of combat at distance, and the casualty rates in urban operations reflect this fundamental characteristic of the environment.

The third consequence is the transformation of cover and concealment from factors that primarily affect the exchange of fires into factors that determine whether combat occurs at all. At distance, cover reduces the probability of being hit and concealment reduces the probability of being seen, but combatants may still engage each other through fire that is degraded by these factors. At close range, cover and concealment can prevent engagement entirely by removing the target from the line of sight of the opposing combatant, and the removal may be the difference between surviving an engagement and not surviving it. The walls, corners, doorways, and structural features that provide cover and concealment in urban environments are therefore not merely factors that affect engagements but determinants of whether engagements are winnable or losable at all.

The fourth consequence is the mutual vulnerability of combatants who are close enough to each other to affect each other simultaneously. At distance, an advantage in fires typically means that one side can affect the other while suffering only the risk of return fire that has been attenuated by distance. At close range, both sides can affect each other with equal immediacy, and the engagement is typically decided by which side achieves the first effective action rather than by which side has superior firepower over time. The mutual vulnerability means that urban combat often produces casualties on both sides of engagements, and it means that forces cannot rely on attritional advantages that develop over time to compensate for tactical disadvantages at the point of contact.

The fifth consequence is the psychological character of combat at close range, which differs significantly from combat at distance. Close combat involves direct visual and auditory contact with adversaries, direct observation of the effects of weapons on human beings, and the proximate presence of danger that cannot be addressed through movement away from the threat. The psychological demands of close combat exceed those of combat at distance, and the demands produce consequences for personnel that must be understood and addressed through the training, leadership, and support that make close combat sustainable over extended operations. Forces that treat the psychological dimensions of close combat as peripheral concerns will find that their personnel experience consequences that degrade operational effectiveness and that produce longer-term costs for the personnel and for the institution.

The sixth consequence is the blurring of the distinction between combatants and other persons in the immediate operational environment. At distance, the identification of combatants can be conducted through visual and other sensors that provide time for deliberation before engagement. At close range, identification must be made within the same compressed timeframe that engagement decisions require, and the identification occurs under conditions in which civilians and combatants may be physically intermixed, may be visually indistinguishable, and may behave in ways that complicate identification. The difficulty of identification at close range is a central operational problem of urban combat and is addressed throughout the physical dimension of the fight.

The seventh consequence is the intimacy of close combat as a form of warfare. Combatants who engage each other at close range see each other, hear each other, and experience each other's physical presence in ways that combatants engaging at distance do not. The intimacy has moral and psychological consequences that affect how combat is conducted and how its conduct is experienced by those involved. The intimacy is part of what makes close combat more demanding than combat at distance, and it is part of what gives close combat its specific character as a mode of military action.

The conceptual understanding of close-range combat described in this section is the foundation on which the remainder of the physical dimension rests. The urban environment produces conditions in which close combat is the norm rather than the exception, and forces must understand what close combat involves in order to prepare for the operations that urban environments require. The preparation includes training, equipment, doctrine, leadership, and the institutional culture that enables forces to conduct close combat effectively when operations demand it. Forces that have made this preparation will conduct urban operations more effectively than forces that have not, and the difference between the two will be apparent in the outcomes of specific engagements and in the accumulated consequences of many engagements over the duration of operations.







4.2 Friction, Visibility, and Confinement

The urban environment produces three conditions that together shape the physical dimension of combat in ways that distinguish urban operations from operations in other environments. These conditions are friction, the limitation of visibility, and the confinement of movement and action. The conditions are not independent but interact to produce the overall character of urban combat, and they must be understood together rather than separately.

Friction in the urban environment is the accumulation of small difficulties that slow, complicate, and degrade military operations in ways that are not predictable from the specific nature of the operations themselves. The concept of friction as a general characteristic of military operations is well established in the literature of military theory, but the specific forms that friction takes in urban environments deserve attention because they are intensified and multiplied beyond what occurs in other environments.

The first form of urban friction is the structural friction produced by the built environment itself. Buildings block movement, channel movement through predictable routes, obstruct observation, and interfere with communications. Every obstacle must be navigated around, through, or over, and each navigation consumes time, attention, and energy. A movement of a few hundred meters in open terrain may require a few minutes, while the same distance in dense urban terrain may require hours if structures must be cleared, obstacles must be overcome, and the movement must be conducted under threat of engagement. The structural friction is continuous and cannot be eliminated by training or equipment because it derives from the environment itself.

The second form is the civilian friction produced by the presence of non-combatants throughout the operational environment. Civilians occupy spaces that operations must traverse, require protection from the effects of operations, produce information that affects operations, create decision problems about the use of force, and complicate virtually every tactical action that forces take. The civilian friction is not the result of civilian hostility but of civilian presence, and the presence cannot be removed because civilians have nowhere to go and will not leave even when evacuation is offered. The friction must be managed rather than eliminated, and the management consumes resources and attention that would otherwise be available for other operational purposes.

The third form is the informational friction produced by the difficulty of understanding what is occurring in the environment. The complexity of urban environments generates information at volumes that exceed processing capacity, the same complexity obscures information that would be readily available in simpler environments, and the adversary actively works to deny information that the friendly force needs. The informational friction means that operations are conducted with incomplete understanding of the situation, that decisions must be made on the basis of fragmentary information, and that the outcomes of operations often surprise the personnel who planned them. The friction is addressed through the intelligence and surveillance functions discussed in Chapter 7, but it cannot be eliminated by those functions.

The fourth form is the coordination friction produced by the difficulty of maintaining coherent action across forces operating in complex terrain. Units separated by structures cannot maintain visual contact, communications are degraded by interference and distance, commanders cannot observe the actions of their subordinates directly, and the coordination that is routine in open terrain becomes difficult in urban environments. The coordination friction produces situations in which units take actions that are not fully coordinated with adjacent units, in which opportunities are missed because information about them did not reach the units that could act on them, and in which the overall effort is less than the sum of its parts. The friction is addressed through the integration and command and control functions discussed in Chapter 15, but it cannot be eliminated.

The fifth form is the temporal friction produced by the pace at which operations can be conducted in dense environments. Every tactical action takes longer than the equivalent action would take in open terrain, because of the structural obstacles, the need for careful clearance, the management of civilian presence, the difficulty of coordination, and the general complexity of the environment. The operations that planners estimate will take hours may actually take days, and the operations estimated to take days may take weeks. The temporal friction accumulates over the duration of operations and produces exhaustion, declining performance, and the cascading consequences of delays in planned actions.

The sixth form is the psychological friction produced by the conditions of urban combat on the personnel involved. The stress, danger, moral weight, and accumulated experience of urban operations produce psychological effects that degrade performance over time, affect decision-making in ways that may not be apparent to the personnel affected, and require active management through leadership and institutional support. The psychological friction is addressed in Chapter 12 on cognitive dimensions, but it is a constant presence in urban operations and must be understood as part of the physical dimension.

The seventh form is the friction of sustainment, which is the difficulty of supplying, maintaining, and supporting forces operating in dense urban terrain. The sustainment functions discussed in Chapter 16 must operate through the same obstacles that complicate combat operations, and the difficulty of sustainment produces friction that affects what the forces can do and for how long they can do it. Operations that could be sustained indefinitely in open terrain may be difficult to sustain for weeks in urban environments, and the limitations on sustainment constrain the operations that can be conducted.

Visibility in urban environments is limited by the structural features of the terrain in ways that fundamentally affect how operations are conducted. The limitation of visibility is not merely a matter of obstructed sight lines but a comprehensive condition that affects every aspect of how forces perceive and understand their environment.

The horizontal visibility in urban environments is limited to short distances by the presence of structures that block sight lines. In dense urban terrain, visibility from any ground-level position is typically measured in tens of meters rather than in the hundreds of meters or kilometers that characterize open environments. The limitation means that forces cannot see adversaries at distances that would allow them to engage with standoff weapons, cannot observe the movement of forces beyond the immediate vicinity, and cannot develop the situational awareness that open-terrain operations take for granted.

The vertical visibility in urban environments is limited by the same structural features, with the addition that ground-level positions cannot observe upper floors of buildings and elevated positions cannot observe ground-level activity that is masked by intervening structures. The three-dimensional character of urban environments means that observation from any single position captures only a fraction of the environment, and comprehensive observation requires multiple positions at different elevations. The requirement for multiple observation positions multiplies the resources needed for situational awareness and complicates the integration of information from different sources.

The internal visibility within structures is limited by the walls, doors, and other features that create the compartmentalized interior spaces of buildings. Forces inside a building can see only what is in their immediate vicinity, and information about what is in other parts of the building must be developed through reconnaissance that exposes personnel to the risks of close combat. The limitation of internal visibility produces conditions in which forces clearing buildings must proceed through spaces they cannot see into until they enter them, and the entry into unseen spaces is among the most dangerous actions in urban combat.

The temporal visibility, which is the ability to observe changes in the environment over time, is also limited in urban environments. The complexity of the environment makes it difficult to establish the baseline conditions against which changes can be detected, the density of activity obscures the specific changes that may be operationally significant, and the pace of change exceeds the ability of observers to track all relevant developments. The limitation of temporal visibility means that forces may be surprised by developments that would have been detected earlier in environments with clearer baselines and fewer concurrent changes.

The sensor-mediated visibility that forces achieve through technological systems is also limited in urban environments, though the limitations differ from those affecting direct human observation. Sensors are affected by the physical obstacles that limit direct observation, are affected by the electromagnetic saturation addressed in Chapter 8, and are affected by the difficulty of distinguishing signals of interest from the background produced by the environment. The limitations of sensor-mediated visibility mean that technological solutions to the visibility problems of urban environments are partial rather than complete, and forces cannot rely on technology to compensate fully for the limitations that the environment imposes.

The integrated effect of these limitations on visibility is that urban operations occur under conditions of persistent and significant uncertainty about the environment. The uncertainty affects every decision that commanders make, requires that operations be planned with allowances for the unknown, and means that the full situation in which operations occur is never completely understood by the forces conducting them. The uncertainty is a baseline condition that must be accepted and managed rather than overcome, and forces that expect to develop complete situational awareness before acting will find that they never act at all.

Confinement in urban environments is the restriction of movement and action to the spaces that the structural environment permits. The restriction affects how forces move, how they deploy their capabilities, how they respond to threats, and how they integrate their actions with each other. The confinement is not uniform across urban environments but varies with the density of construction, the type of buildings involved, and the specific features of the terrain, but some degree of confinement is present throughout urban environments and affects the physical dimension of combat continuously.

The horizontal confinement of movement in urban environments channels forces along streets, corridors, and other features that permit movement while preventing movement across the spaces that structures occupy. The channeling means that movement follows predictable paths that adversaries can anticipate, that the paths become focal points for engagement, and that forces moving along the paths are exposed to threats from the structures flanking them. The horizontal confinement is the most immediately apparent form of confinement and shapes much of the tactical character of urban operations.

The vertical confinement of movement restricts forces to the elevations at which they can physically operate, which for dismounted forces means the ground level supplemented by whatever vertical access can be achieved through stairs, ladders, or other means. The vertical confinement means that forces cannot move easily between elevations, that elevated positions provide advantages that are difficult for ground-level forces to neutralize, and that the integration of action across elevations requires specific effort that does not arise in the horizontal dimension. The vertical confinement is addressed in more detail in Chapter 5 on the subterranean and vertical battlespace.

The confinement of fields of fire restricts the directions in which weapons can be employed effectively. The structures surrounding combatants block most of the possible directions in which fires could be delivered, leaving only the specific directions that are not blocked. The limitation of fields of fire means that weapons that would be effective in open terrain are ineffective in urban environments against targets in directions the weapons cannot reach, that forces must position themselves specifically to engage targets in the available directions, and that the positioning exposes the forces to fires from the directions they have chosen to face.

The confinement of maneuver restricts the tactical options available to forces at the point of contact. The maneuvers that are possible in open terrain — flanking movements, envelopments, withdrawals to alternate positions — are often impossible in urban environments because the terrain does not permit the movements that the maneuvers require. The restriction of maneuver forces tactical engagements into frontal exchanges at close range, which are the most costly and least reliable form of tactical action. The limitation of maneuver is one of the reasons urban combat is attritional rather than decisive in its character.

The confinement of command and control restricts the ability of commanders to direct their forces through observation, communication, and movement. Commanders cannot observe all of their forces from any single position, cannot communicate with all of them reliably due to the electromagnetic conditions addressed in Chapter 8, and cannot move quickly between positions to exercise direct leadership where it is needed. The confinement of command and control means that forces operating in urban environments function with more decentralized command than is typical in other environments, and the decentralization requires that subordinate leaders be capable of independent action within the broader intent of the commander.

The confinement of logistics restricts the ability of forces to move supplies, equipment, and personnel through the operational environment. The same structural features that confine combat operations confine the logistics that support them, and logistics in urban operations is more difficult, more time-consuming, and more vulnerable to disruption than logistics in other environments. The confinement of logistics affects what operations can be sustained and for how long, and the limitations are discussed in Chapter 16.

The confinement of medical evacuation restricts the ability of forces to remove casualties from the points where they occur to the locations where they can receive appropriate medical care. The same features that confine other movements confine casualty evacuation, and the delays and difficulties of evacuation affect both the survival rates of casualties and the willingness of personnel to accept the risks that produce casualties. The confinement of evacuation is a specific and significant element of the physical dimension of urban combat.

The integrated effect of friction, limited visibility, and confinement is that urban combat occurs under conditions that make every tactical action more difficult, more time-consuming, more uncertain, and more costly than equivalent actions in other environments. The conditions are not temporary features that can be overcome through better equipment or different procedures but structural characteristics of the environment that define what urban combat is. Forces that understand this conceptually will approach urban operations with appropriate expectations about the difficulties they will face. Forces that do not will be disappointed by the outcomes of their operations and will attribute the disappointments to specific failures rather than to the general character of the environment in which they are operating.




4.3 Buildings as Fortifications

The buildings that constitute the urban environment function as fortifications in ways that forces must understand if they are to conduct urban operations effectively. The fortification character of buildings is not intentional in most cases — the buildings were constructed for civilian purposes rather than military ones — but the incidental effect of civilian construction produces defensive advantages that rival and in some cases exceed those of purpose-built military fortifications. Forces approaching urban operations must understand that they are approaching terrain in which every structure is a potential defensive position and that the defensive advantages of the structures are significant whether or not they are occupied by prepared defenders.

The defensive characteristics of buildings derive from several features that together produce the fortification effect. The first feature is the mass of building materials, which provides protection against small arms fire, fragmentation, and many categories of explosive effects. A typical residential wall of masonry construction may stop rifle rounds that would penetrate field fortifications constructed from wood, earth, or sandbags. A typical commercial building constructed from reinforced concrete may stop rounds that would require specialized anti-materiel weapons to defeat in open terrain. The mass of building materials varies with construction type, but even lightly constructed buildings provide protection that exceeds what would be available in open terrain without deliberate fortification.

The second feature is the compartmentalization of interior spaces by walls, doors, and other features that divide buildings into discrete rooms and areas. The compartmentalization means that threats entering a building must address each compartment separately, that defenders can retreat from compartment to compartment while maintaining protection, and that the building as a whole cannot be neutralized through any single tactical action. The compartmentalization multiplies the tactical problems that attackers must solve and provides defenders with the opportunity to impose costs on attackers at every compartment boundary.

The third feature is the concealment that building interiors provide to defenders. Attackers entering a building cannot see into rooms before they enter them, cannot observe the positions of defenders from outside, and must reveal themselves by entering spaces that defenders may have prepared for their arrival. The concealment advantage means that defenders can engage attackers from positions the attackers cannot engage in return, at least for the critical seconds during which engagement outcomes are determined. The concealment is particularly valuable in the close-range combat that characterizes building clearance, because the small advantage of seeing the adversary before being seen is often decisive in engagements where the first effective action determines the outcome.

The fourth feature is the multiple levels that buildings provide, which allow defenders to operate on ground floors, upper floors, rooftops, and basements simultaneously. The multi-level character of buildings means that attackers must address threats from above, from below, and from the same level as their own positions, and the requirement multiplies the tactical complexity of building clearance. Defenders on upper floors can engage attackers on lower floors through stairwells, through holes in floors, and from positions that attackers cannot easily reach. Defenders in basements can engage attackers on ground floors through similar methods, and the combination of threats from multiple levels is one of the most difficult tactical problems that urban combat presents.
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