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Introduction 

Although technology does not create competence, disciplined practice over many iterations does. 

For the small unmanned aircraft system (sUAS)-integrated air operator team, technical 

proficiency in rapid preparation, launch, recovery, and field troubleshooting forms the 

nonnegotiable foundation. These skills are critical, yet they represent only the first layer of 

tactical competency. The defining measure of an sUAS-integrated scout section is its ability to 

break contact under any form of compromise—be it lethal or nonlethal—while simultaneously 

preserving reconnaissance continuity and its freedom of maneuver.1 

This article provides a framework of best practices observed at the Joint Multinational Readiness 

Center (JMRC) for achieving this level of tactical mastery. Although the examples are based on 

scout sections, all sUAS teams can adopt these principles to improve their tactical employment 

and survivability. The article details how to best integrate technical sUAS skills into rehearsed 

battle drills that turn the platform into a decisive advantage during contact. This article will 

explore how to retain freedom of maneuver by using the sUAS to cue threats and inform egress 

routes, enabling the section to disengage cleanly rather than becoming decisively engaged. 

Furthermore, this article establishes that an sUAS team can achieve continuous reconnaissance 

not by holding ground, but through deliberate displacement, pairing every tactical action with 

immediate movement to manage signature and maintain the element of surprise. To achieve this, 

this article outlines specific, synchronized air-ground break-contact drills, including immediate 

sUAS suppression techniques and the use of claymore mines to create the critical window of 

opportunity needed for the ground element to move, survive, and continue the reconnaissance 

fight. Ultimately, this article demonstrates how to transform the sUAS from a simple observation 

platform into a fully integrated enabler of reconnaissance fundamentals—the ability to disrupt, 

displace, and continue observing. 

Retaining Freedom of Maneuver 

SUAS teams, like scouts, must retain the ability to break contact decisively, even as drones 

assume a larger share of reconnaissance tasks. Reconnaissance forces maintain freedom of 

maneuver, avoid decisive engagement, and preserve the ability to continue observing the enemy 

after displacement.2 A sUAS-integrated section must therefore organize and train, so the 

platform reinforces that freedom rather than constraining it. Ground scouts maneuver forward to 

develop the situation while the air operator team offsets in a supporting position that protects the 

launch site and maintains coverage of the scouts’ movement corridor and likely enemy avenues 

of approach. This dispersion preserves mutual support while reducing concentrated signature. 

From altitude, the sUAS provides information the ground scouts cannot see—obstacles masked 

by terrain, key terrain influencing egress, enemy maneuver in depth, and flanking elements 

attempting to fix the section. That information is not solely for higher headquarters; it drives 

immediate section-level decisions. The scouts use drone-derived awareness to determine when 

decisive engagement is imminent, where to egress under pressure, whether to bypass or 

1 Field Manual (FM) 3-90. Tactics.1 May 2023. https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN38160-

FM_3-90-000-WEB-1.pdf. 

2 FM 3-98. Reconnaissance and Security Operations. 10 January 2023.  

https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN37194-FM_3-98-000-WEB-1.pdf.

https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN38160-FM_3-90-000-WEB-1.pdf
https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN38160-FM_3-90-000-WEB-1.pdf
https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN37194-FM_3-98-000-WEB-1.pdf
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reposition to a new observation point, and when accumulated signatures from fires, 

electromagnetic emissions, or repeated exposure warrants displacement.  

To meet this standard, the section trains synchronized air-ground break-contact drills that are 

fast, repeatable, and compatible with its reconnaissance posture. The drone screens, cues, and 

confirms while the ground element bounds and displaces. Tactical competence is not measured 

by flight time, but by how well the drone enables the section to disengage, maintain standoff, and 

continue reconnaissance after contact. Figure 1 illustrates supporting distances for break-contact 

drills. 

Figure 1. Supporting distances for break-contact drills2 

Perform Continuous Reconnaissance Through Displacement 

One of the fundamental principles of reconnaissance in FM 3-98 is to perform continuous 

reconnaissance. Continuity does not mean remaining stationary. It means sustaining observation 

and information collection despite contact, effects employment, or enemy reaction. An sUAS-

integrated scout section maintains reconnaissance continuity by deliberately displacing, not by 

remaining in one place. 

Any employment of effects—lethal or nonlethal—creates signature. Calling indirect fire on 

dismounted elements, jamming an enemy drone, destroying a vehicle with a drone-delivered 

munition, or emitting sustained radio frequency (RF) traffic all reveal the section’s presence. 

Even successful actions degrade survivability if followed by inertia. The moment the section 

achieves an effect, it must assume detection and immediately displace. This displacement is not a 

retreat; it is a continuation of reconnaissance under a new geometry of advantage. 

2 CPT Micah Roubideaux. JMRC. 
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By deliberately moving through a named area of interest (NAI),3 occupying successive vantage 

points, and reestablishing observation from depth or offset, the section clears the area while 

denying the enemy the ability to fix and decisively engage. Each displacement allows the scouts 

to search from a new angle, confirm or deny priority intelligence requirement (PIR)-related 

indicators, and maintain standoff. Fires, drones, and nonlethal systems do not interrupt 

reconnaissance; they trigger the maneuver that sustains it. A section achieves continuous 

reconnaissance by moving purposefully through an area, not by holding ground. 

Reconnaissance Break-Contact Battle Drill 

The break-contact competency is not a reaction; it is a rehearsed sequence of synchronized 

technical actions. Once compromise occurs, the section executes a disciplined displacement 

under overwatch. The ground element initiates movement by bounds, while the air operator team 

immediately adjusts flight profile to support maneuver. Rapid control inputs, profile changes, 

and concise reporting are not technical conveniences; they are the enabling conditions for 

survivability. If the air team cannot reposition the aircraft quickly, it must adjust the sensor 

orientation, or maintain link integrity under stress, the break-contact drill collapses. 

As displacement begins, the drone cues threats beyond the scouts’ line of sight, identifies pursuit 

elements, and confirms enemy reactions. The air crew refines fires if required, monitors flanking 

movement, and provides real-time updates that shape the section leader’s egress decisions. 

Simultaneously, the ground scouts execute rapid shifts in overwatch responsibility, maintain 

dispersion, and move toward pre-identified or dynamically selected rally points. This requires 

disciplined crew coordination—immediate cueing between air and ground, crisp fire commands, 

rapid role transitions, and clear authority on who controls the movement at each phase of the 

bound. 

Technical proficiencies—rapid recovery, battery swaps under time pressure, link 

troubleshooting, and displacement of the launch site—are inseparable from the drill itself. If the 

section cannot recover and move the aircraft quickly, it concentrates signature and forfeits 

freedom of maneuver. The purpose of the break-contact battle drill is not to win a firefight; it is 

to disengage cleanly, regain standoff, and rapidly resume observation from a new vantage point. 

When executed correctly, synchronized air-ground effects allow the section to fight only long 

enough to preserve reconnaissance continuity and protect the commander’s decision cycle. 

Immediate Small Unmanned Aircraft System Suppression Drill 

At the moment of compromise or detection while the aircraft is in flight, the air operator team 

immediately transitions the platform into a suppression or diversion profile to create a temporal 

and spatial advantage for the ground element. Traditionally, this top-down pressure disrupts 

enemy movement, complicates firing solutions, and buys critical seconds for scouts to initiate 

displacement. As group 2 platforms increasingly integrate drop munitions or operate in 

conjunction with one-way attack systems, the suppression effect can shift from purely 

observational to lethal. 

 

 
3 Army Techniques Publication (ATP) 2-01.3. Intelligence Preparation of the Operational Environment. 15 May 

2025, Change 3. https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN43736-ATP_2-01.3-003-WEB-7.pdf. 

https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN43736-ATP_2-01.3-003-WEB-7.pdf
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The purpose of this integration is not decisive engagement. It is controlled disruption. A 

precision drop munition or coordinated employment of a one-way attack drone can momentarily 

fix enemy elements, force them into cover, or fracture their initial maneuver. That disruption 

creates the window required for the ground scouts to bound, reorient, or disengage along a 

planned or dynamically selected egress route. The aerial vantage point simultaneously confirms 

enemy reaction, identifies flanking elements, and informs immediate route adjustments. Figure 2 

illustrates break-contact capabilities. 

Figure 2. Break contact capabilities4 

Technical proficiency becomes decisive at this moment. Rapid transition between surveillance 

and suppression profiles, disciplined target confirmation, concise reporting, and the ability to 

maintain aircraft control under stress determine whether the platform meaningfully supports 

maneuver or becomes an additional liability. When properly integrated, aerial suppression is not 

an escalation of the fight; it is a means of preserving freedom of maneuver and sustaining 

reconnaissance continuity under pressure. 

Claymore-Enabled Security and Initial Break 

Pre-emplaced claymore mines and organic fires provide immediate shock during compromise 

and layered security during long-duration observation. In extended operations, where the ground 

scouts maneuver forward and the air operator team offsets in a supporting position, dispersion 

creates survivability but also increases vulnerability. Claymore mines emplaced along likely 

enemy avenues of approach provide early warning, channelization, and a deliberate trigger for 

violence that protects the ground element and launch site. 

During routine surveillance, these emplacements serve as a security measure that allows the 

section to focus on sensing without collapsing inward for protection. If enemy elements probe 

 
4 CPT Micah Roubideaux. JMRC. 
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toward the scouts or attempt to close on the air team’s position, claymore mines create standoff 

and buy decision space. Their presence reinforces the section’s ability to operate forward and 

dispersed without sacrificing security. 

At the moment of compromise, claymore mines transition from passive security to active 

disruption. Ground scouts initiate violence on their terms, generating shock and dislocation that 

creates the temporal window required to move. Simultaneously, the drone confirms enemy 

reaction, identifies maneuvering elements, and shapes the egress route. The purpose is not to fix 

enemy forces; it is to fracture their initial contact, preserve freedom of maneuver, and enable 

controlled displacement. Properly integrated, claymore mines employment is not an isolated 

action but a deliberate enabler of break-contact competency and sustained reconnaissance 

continuity. 

Training Recommendations for Integrated Break-Contact Competency 

To build a tactically superior sUAS-integrated scout section, training must focus on the 

synchronized execution of break-contact battle drills. First, the scout section must rehearse the 

immediate transition of the sUAS from a reconnaissance to a suppression profile at the moment 

of compromise, using its top-down perspective to disrupt the enemy and create the critical 

seconds needed for the ground element to maneuver. Second, section leaders should train the 

ground element to use this window of opportunity, created by either the drone or pre-emplaced 

systems like claymore mines, to immediately initiate a disciplined bound away from the point of 

contact. Finally, every drill must conclude with the section successfully displacing, managing its 

signature, and rapidly re-establishing continuous reconnaissance from a new vantage point. 

Success should be measured not by the destruction of an enemy force, but by the section’s 

demonstrated ability to disengage cleanly, preserve its freedom of maneuver, and continue its 

primary mission of observing and reporting. 

Conclusion 

Advanced technology, accumulated flight hours, or the number of munitions it can carry does not 

define an sUAS-integrated team’s effectiveness. Instead, mastery of a single, critical capability—

the ability to break contact under any form of compromise while preserving reconnaissance 

continuity and freedom of maneuver—measures its true value. Technical proficiency in 

employing the sUAS is the foundation, but leaders and organizations must recognize it as merely 

the starting point. A section achieves tactical mastery only when it seamlessly integrates these 

technical skills into the core reconnaissance tasks of displacement, signature management, and 

disciplined break-contact battle drills. These principles, though demonstrated through the scout 

section, provide a blueprint for any team employing sUAS to master the break-contact fight. 

In today’s operational environment, every action—from a radio transmission to employing 

fires—creates a detectable signature. A unit that achieves a tactical effect but then remains 

stationary has already forfeited its survivability. Therefore, leaders must drive a cultural shift so 

the force understands continuous reconnaissance as a function of continuous and deliberate 

maneuver, not of holding ground. Command teams must train their formations to achieve 

continuity through displacement, using every contact as a trigger to move, re-orient, and resume 

observation from a new position of advantage. 

Ultimately, the sUAS is not a replacement for the fundamental principles of reconnaissance; it is 

a powerful amplifier of them. When integrated with discipline, the platform provides 
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commanders with formations that can find and report on the enemy, survive first contact, and 

live to fight another day. Leaders, trainers, and Soldiers must measure tactical competence not by 

a unit’s persistence in a firefight, but by its disciplined ability to disrupt, displace, and continue 

observing. This disciplined integration of technology and tactics is the true source of combat 

power in modern reconnaissance. 
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