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Introduction 

In an era of modern warfare defined by a sensor-saturated battlefield and unprecedented lethality, 

reconnaissance elements must see without being seen to survive and achieve mission success. 

The proliferation of enemy drones and the reach of precision fires mean that any pause in 

movement or gap in observation can expose a unit to rapid and decisive destruction. This 

publication provides a critical methodology for today’s soldier, detailing how to fully integrate 

Group 2 small, unmanned aircraft systems (sUAS) as a co-equal maneuver element to dominate 

this lethal environment. Group 2 is a category of UAS for tactical operations and sits between 

smaller Group 1 and larger Group 3-5 offering a balance of mobility, endurance, and sensor 

capability for frontline missions. The publication directly confronts the common but dangerous 

practice of using drones as episodic tools, which creates vulnerabilities and slows operational 

tempo. 

Instead, this article introduces the “ground-air screen bounding cycle,” a deliberate and 

repeatable four-step process which is to clear, occupy, secure, and establish. It synchronizes 

ground and air movements. The reader will learn how this cycle extends observation depth, 

preserves momentum, and enhances survivability for scout sections enabling them to maintain 

continuous layered observation while mitigating the ever-present threat of enemy counter-

reconnaissance in complex terrain. 

The Ground-air Screen Bounding Cycle 

Reconnaissance formations that integrate Group 2 sUAS1 as a co-equal maneuver element gain a 

decisive advantage in depth, tempo, and survivability. Too often, UAS are employed as episodic 

collection tools rather than synchronized partners in movement. When treated as an attachment 

instead of a mutually supporting element, the platform creates pauses in reconnaissance, exposes 

launch sites, and fractures observation continuity. To remain hidden while collecting detailed 

information,2 scout sections must deliberately pair ground maneuver with aerial observation in a 

repeatable pattern that preserves concealment, maintains standoff, and prevents exposure gaps 

across successive terrain features. Figure 1 depicts a movement technique of a scout section.  

 
1 Army Techniques Publication (ATP) 3-04.64 Unmanned Aircraft Systems Multi-Service Tactics, Techniques, and 

Procedures, ATP 3-04.64, Unmanned Aircraft Systems Multi-Service Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures, January 

2015), 1-4. 

2 Field Manual (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.  
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Figure 1. Movement Technique of a Scout Section3 

Scout sections that employ a deliberate ground–air screen bounding cycle and pairing platform-

led clearance with ground occupation, security, and displacement, can achieve continuous 

mutually supported reconnaissance that extends observation depth, preserves tempo, and reduces 

risk across complex terrain. This publication outlines that cycle at both the macro and micro 

level, explains the geometry required to sustain it, and demonstrates how layered sensing 

between scouts and a Group 2 sUAS creates a resilient reconnaissance posture that endures 

friction, weather, and enemy counter-reconnaissance.  

The Four-step Methodology 

The ground-air team advances through a deliberate, repeating pattern known as the ground-air 

screen bounding cycle. In this cycle, the drone clears forward terrain while the scouts maintain a 

screen. The scouts then occupy the newly cleared position as the drone continues to cover their 

movement. Once at position, the scouts secure the site while the drone team recovers the 

platform and displaces to a preselected launch point. From there, the drone team establishes the 

new launch site under the protection of the scouts’ forward screen. This four-step rhythm of 

clear, occupy, secure, and establish preserves tempo, maintains continuous observation, and 

ensures both elements remain mutually supported as they progress through successive terrain 

features. 

 
3 CPT Micah Roubideaux, Joint Multinational Readiness Center. 
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1. Clear 

The cycle begins with the drone clearing forward terrain while the scouts maintain a protected 

screen from their current elevation feature. As the platform pushes into areas the scouts cannot 

observe without risking exposure, the drone team identifies potential ground observation sites for 

the scouts as well as concealed terrain-masked launch sites for its own follow-on displacement. 

This early identification of positions preserves reconnaissance reach and sets the conditions for a 

smooth continuous advance. 

2. Occupy 

Once the drone confirms the area is clear, the scouts advance to occupy the next position while 

the drone maintains a forward screen. As they move, the scouts validate the previously identified 

launch site to ensure concealment, masking, and communications reliability before occupying 

their own observation point. This confirmation step ensures the ground–air team remains 

synchronized and maintains continuous observation throughout the bound. 

 3. Secure 

After occupation, the scouts secure the position by refining observation sectors, confirming blind 

spots, and validating terrain assessments made from the air. During this consolidation period, the 

drone crew recovers the platform, conducts rapid checks, and displaces to the launch site 

confirmed by the scouts. This sequencing ensures the reconnaissance element retains tempo 

while avoiding exposure gaps. 

4. Establish 

With the scouts maintaining the forward screen, the drone team establishes its new launch site on 

the reverse slope or other terrain-masked location. Once emplaced, the team verifies 

connectivity, prepares the platform, and sets conditions for the next forward clearance. 

Establishing this site completes the cycle and resets the paired mutually supporting movement 

that defines ground–air screen bounding. Figure 2 depicts team actions during ground-air 

bounding cycle. 



CENTER FOR ARMY LESSONS LEARNED   

4 

 

Figure 1 Each Teams’ Action during a Ground-air Bounding Cycle4 

 

The Cycle in Action 

Step 1: Platform-led Clearing and Site Identification 

The sequence begins with the drone team launching the sUAS from a concealed, terrain-masked 

position behind the intervisibility line (IV) while the ground scouts hold a forward screen. Once 

airborne, the platform clears the scouts’ next intended terrain focusing on dead space, vegetation 

corridors, and micro terrain that scouts cannot observe from covered positions. Simultaneously, 

the UAS identifies viable scout observation sites and concealed follow-on launch locations, 

evaluating each for cover, concealment, communications reliability, and access routes. This 

forward clearance confirms the absence of enemy presence or obstacles, allowing the ground 

element to maneuver with confidence and reducing the risk of unexpected contact during 

displacement. Figure 3 depicts air operators clearing and ground scouts occupying the 

observation post. 

 
4 Ibid. 
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Figure 3. Air Operators Clear and Ground Scouts Occupy5 

 

Step 2: Ground Scouts Occupy the Cleared Position and Validate the Launch Site 

Once the platform verifies the route and confirms the next occupation site, the ground scout team 

advances through the cleared terrain under the protection of the Group 2 UAS’s forward screen. 

As they move, the scouts validate the previously identified launch site to ensure it provides 

adequate concealment, masking, access, and communications reliability for the UAS team’s 

upcoming displacement. After confirming the launch site, the scouts continue to their own 

occupation point that is preferably an elevated feature or at minimum, positioned roughly 300 

meters short of the reconnaissance objective to preserve standoff, observation depth, and 

survivability. Establishing this position provides the section with a secure vantage point that 

supports reconnaissance, enables continuous observation, and sets the conditions for the next 

iteration of the ground–air screen bounding cycle. Figure 4 depicts ground scouts securing and 

air operators occupying. 

 
5 Ibid. 
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Figure 4. Ground Scouts Secure and Air Operators Occupy6 

 

Step 3: Scouts Secure while the Drone Team Recovers the Platform 

After the ground scouts reach their new observation site, they secure the position by refining 

sectors, confirming blind spots, and establishing the forward screen. While the scouts 

consolidate, the UAS team recovers the Group 2 platform at the previous location, conducts 

rapid system checks, and prepares for displacement. This division of effort allows the scouts to 

maintain uninterrupted situational awareness while the drone team resets the platform for the 

next bound. By securing the position and recovering the UAS in parallel, the section preserves 

tempo, avoids exposure gaps, and sets the conditions for a synchronized displacement to the 

confirmed launch site. 

  

 
6 Ibid. 
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Step 4: Drone Team Occupies the Launch Site as Scouts Maintain the Forward Screen 

After recovering the platform and completing system checks, the UAS team displaces to the 

launch site that the platform identified during Step 1 and the scouts validated during Step 2. 

Moving under the protection of the scouts’ forward screen, the drone team occupies this terrain-

masked site and establishes the conditions necessary for the next launch such as verifying 

concealment, communications reliability, and observation geometry. While the UAS team 

emplaces at this new position, the scouts maintain vigilance over the reconnaissance objective 

and adjacent avenues of approach. With both elements set, the section reinitiates the ground-air 

screen bounding cycle, beginning again with a platform-led clearance of the next occupation 

area. 

Step 5: Platform Launch and Forward Clearance of the Next Scout Observation Site 

With the UAS team established at its new launch site and the scouts maintaining their forward 

screen, the drone team launches the Group 2 platform to initiate the next bound. The platform 

immediately clears the scout’s intended named area of interest (NAI) focusing on micro-terrain, 

vegetation corridors, and dead space hidden from their current position. As it conducts this 

sweep, the platform also identifies a potential observation site that offers the scouts masked 

access, reliable fields of view, and sufficient standoff from the objective. Throughout this 

process, the scouts sustain their screen to protect the UAS team and ensure continuous 

observation, setting the conditions for the next movement in the ground-air screen bounding 

cycle. Figure 5 depicts platform screening forward as scouts occupy. 
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Figure 5. Air Operators Screen on NAI and 
Ground Scouts Occupy Observation Post7 

 

Step 6: Platform Screens Forward as Scouts Occupy and Confirm Their Observation Site 

After the platform has cleared the immediate NAI, the UAS team pushes the Group 2 platform 

forward to screen beyond the cleared terrain, orienting on likely threat avenues and concealed 

movement corridors. While the platform maintains this forward screen, the scouts move to 

occupy the newly identified observation site. Upon arrival, the scouts confirm the suitability of 

the position by validating masking, fields of view, and observation geometry. This parallel action 

preserves surveillance continuity while ensuring the ground element occupies a position that 

supports both survivability and reconnaissance effectiveness. 

Step 7: Scouts Secure While the UAS Team Recovers and Resets the Platform 

Once the scouts confirm their observation site, they transition to securing the position:  

• Establishing sectors 

• Refining observation gaps 

• Setting the forward screen 

 
7 Ibid. 
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With the scouts now covering the NAI, the UAS team recovers the Group 2 platform and 

conducts essential reset tasks such as battery replacement, sensor alignment, and minor 

adjustments to equipment. After completing the reset, the operators relaunch the platform and 

push it deeper into the far edges of the NAI to clear terrain the scouts cannot feasibly observe 

without exposing themselves. This sequencing maintains tempo, ensures sensor readiness, and 

prevents exposure gaps across the depth of the NAI. 

Step 8: Platform Provides Forward Screen and Early Warning 

With the scouts secured in their observation site, the UAS team moves the Group 2 platform into 

forward screening positions within the NAI. The platform orients on terrain the scouts cannot 

observe due to vegetation, masking, or dead space, providing a sensor layer that extends the 

section’s reach without exposing the ground element. In this phase, the platform’s immediate 

purpose is to maintain a forward screen and cue the scouts to any detected movement or changes 

in the environment. Once established, this posture transitions the section into its sustained-

observation phase, where the scouts retain their position and the platform continues to operate 

forward of them. Figure 6 depicts both teams screening across a NAI. 

 

Figure 6. Both Teams Screen on Across NAI8 
 

 

 
8 Ibid. 
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Sustained Observation in the Area of Interest 

Once the section occupies the NAI, the ground scout team orients on the most critical terrain. 

This is likely enemy avenues of approach, key terrain features, and decision points linked to the 

commander’s priority intelligence requirements. From their concealed observation site, the 

scouts provide persistent high-fidelity surveillance and maintain continuity even when conditions 

degrade air operations. Their role anchors the reconnaissance effort and ensures a constant 

baseline of observation regardless of weather, signature concerns, or platform availability. 

The UAS team complements this by employing the Group 2 platform to cover dead space and 

masked terrain the scouts cannot observe without exposing their position. Operating forward of 

the scouts, the platform monitors the near periphery and identifies early-warning indicators such 

as movement, displacement, or enemy reconnaissance efforts approaching the section’s position. 

Its advantage enables rapid cueing of the ground team and helps detect changes in the 

environment before they become threats.  

The scouts maintain uninterrupted observation until aerial sensing can safely resume if weather, 

battery constraints, enemy counter-reconnaissance, or other factors force the platform to ground. 

Together, the ground–air team creates a resilient layered surveillance posture that preserves 

situational awareness, mitigates exposure risk, and supports continuous reconnaissance under 

shifting tactical conditions. Figure 7 depicts sustained occupation of an observation post. 



  THE GROUND-AIR SCREEN 

11 

 

Figure 7.Sustained Occupation of Observation Post By Scout Section9 

 

Conclusion 

Reconnaissance is not defined by how far a platform can see, but by how long a section can 

observe without being decisively detected or disrupted. When a Group 2 sUAS is integrated as a 

coequal maneuver element, the scout section gains more than extended optics because it gains 

time, depth, and survivability. The ground-air screen bounding cycle provides a deliberate 

rhythm that synchronizes clearance, occupation, security, and establishment into a continuous 

mutually supporting movement. By pairing platform-led screening with disciplined ground 

maneuver, the section eliminates observation gaps, preserves tempo, and advances across terrain 

without surrendering concealment. 

This approach is scalable, repeatable, and resilient under friction. If air operations are 

constrained, scouts maintain observation. If terrain masks the ground element, the platform 

extends reach. Together, the ground–air team creates a layered surveillance posture that sustains 

reconnaissance across successive terrain features and throughout occupation of the NAI. 

Integrating sUAS in this manner does not replace reconnaissance fundamentals, it reinforces 

them. When geometry, timing, and mutual support are deliberately aligned, the scout section 

regains the initiative in depth and preserves the commander’s ability to see first, understand first, 

and act first. 

 
9 Ibid. 
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