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Introduction 

This article provides reconnaissance elements with a detailed methodology to survive and see on 

the modern battlefield by deliberately integrating small unmanned aircraft systems (sUASs) as a 

dispersed ground-air team. It moves beyond the simple employment of drones and teaches 

readers how to employ a survivable four-site framework that separates launch, control, recovery, 

and retransmission functions. Scout sections can achieve three key effects by implementing the 

techniques outlined in this article. First, they protect operators from enemy detection. Second, 

they create a resilient and layered observation posture. Finally, they provide continuous and 

reliable reconnaissance, which reduces uncertainty for the commander. 

Maximizing Observation and Survivability at the Observation Post 

Terrain masking, electronic warfare, and enemy counterreconnaissance disrupt reconnaissance 

formations and deny them the ability to observe and remain undetected. Although sUASs offer 

reconnaissance elements unprecedented reach, commanders who employ them poorly can expose 

operators, create predictable patterns, and fail to meaningfully extend a section’s observation 

beyond terrain limitations. Simply attaching drones to a scout section does not automatically 

improve reconnaissance effectiveness; without deliberate integration, aerial systems risk 

becoming isolated sensors that neither protect the ground element nor sustain continuous 

observation.  

At an observation post, the scout section positions its ground team forward inside the named area 

of interest (NAI), oriented on the most critical terrain, such as a key building, intersection, or 

chokepoint, from the best position that balances line of sight with available concealment. The air 

operator team occupies a concealed position on the far side of a terrain feature, typically 500–

1,000 meters from the NAI and behind an intervisibility (IV) line to preserve survivability and 

reliable connectivity. From this posture, the group 2 platform pushes forward of the ground team 

to cover sectors the scouts cannot observe without risking compromise. Its primary function is to 

screen the ground scouts by detecting movement or threat indicators before being exposed; 

detailed collection is a secondary task that supports overall reconnaissance continuity. 

A scout section that deliberately integrates groups and group 2 sUASs as a dispersed ground-air 

system gains depth and resilience in reconnaissance. Forward scouts anchor observation on key 

terrain while the aerial platform screens forward space, detecting movement and environmental 

changes before they threaten the ground element. Dispersion of launch, control, recovery, and 

retransmission functions combined with nonlinear flight routing preserves the survivability of the 

operator team and denies the enemy’s ability to correlate aircraft activity with friendly positions. 

When employed in this manner, sUASs expand the scout section’s sensing reach while 

preserving reconnaissance fundamentals of continuous observation, freedom of maneuver, and 

survivability.1 Figure 1 depicts the disposition of sUAS integrated scout section at an observation 

post. 

1 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. 

https://armypubs.army.mil/epubs/DR_pubs/DR_a/ARN37194-FM_3-98-000-WEB-1.pdf
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Figure 1. Disposition of sUAS integrated scout section at an observation post2 

Ground Team Retransmission Capability 

The ground reconnaissance team’s organic retransmission capability enables the scout section to 

adapt when missions shift or new observation opportunities emerge. With lightweight group 1 

sUASs and ground-based retransmission assets, the scouts can quickly extend or reorient the 

section’s surveillance posture across adjacent NAIs without forcing the air operator team to 

displace or pause collection. This capacity to reposition signal support at the point of need allows 

the section to seize fleeting observation windows, maintain reconnaissance tempo, and preserve 

the continuous ground-air complement that underwrites effective sensing. 

Sustained Observation in the Area of Interest 

Once the section occupies the area of interest (AOI), the ground scout team orients on the most 

critical terrain—likely enemy avenues of approach, key terrain features, and decision points 

linked to the commander’s priority intelligence requirements (PIRs). From their concealed 

observation site, the scouts provide persistent, high-quality 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.  

 
2 CPT Micah Roubideaux. Joint Multinational Readiness Center. 
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The air operator 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.  

If weather, battery constraints, enemy counterreconnaissance, or other factors force the platform 

to ground, the scouts maintain uninterrupted observation until aerial sensing can safely resume. 

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 2 depicts sustained occupation of an observation post by a 

scout section. 

Figure 2. Sustained occupation of an 
observation post by a scout section3 

Launch and Recovery 

Launch and recovery operations are the most vulnerable moments in sUAS employment, and 

poorly structured procedures expose operators to detection, patterning, and enemy 

countermeasures. Effective reconnaissance requires the aircraft to contribute reach and fidelity 

without revealing the ground element controlling it. To achieve this, operators must treat launch 

and recovery as deliberate, low-signature actions built around dispersion, nonlinear routing, and 

disciplined site selection. When executed correctly, these methods preserve the survivability of 

the drone team, sustain continuous observation for the scout section, and reduce uncertainty for 

the commander. 

 
3 Ibid. 
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Four-Site Employment Framework 

The drone team employs four dispersed sites that separate launch actions, control functions, and 

provide communications support. Dispersion complicates enemy geolocation, reduces friendly 

signature, and sustains the reconnaissance effort under observation or threat. 

Launch Site (Short-Duration Occupation) 

The launch site is a small, concealed area used only long enough to assemble and launch the 

platform. The launch team immediately displaces after takeoff to prevent enemy sensors from 

correlating UAS activity with its position. The site remains sterile and unoccupied except during 

the moment of launch, minimizing attribution risk.  

Recovery Site (Short-Duration Occupation) 

The team deliberately separates the recovery site from the launch site to break enemy pattern 

analysis and prevent straight-line geolocation. The recovery team occupies this area only when 

recovery is imminent, retrieves the aircraft quickly, and displaces. Like the launch site, the team 

never uses it as a sustained control location.  

Retransmission Site (Sustained Position: Recovery Team) 

When not actively recovering the aircraft, the recovery team occupies the retransmission site. 

This node extends communications between the scout section, scout platoon, and adjacent 

elements, enabling stable signal flow for voice and data. Terrain masking and concealment are 

essential to reducing electromagnetic and visual signature while maintaining reliable 

connectivity. The retransmission site provides redundancy in the reconnaissance network and 

enables the ground-air team to maintain tempo, even when dispersed across restrictive terrain.  

Control Site (Sustained Position: Launch Team) 

After launching the aircraft, the launch team moves to the control site, which is the primary 

location for operating the drone. This site must offer concealment, reduced signature, and a 

favorable antenna geometry that does not compromise the team’s position. Operating the drone 

from the control site rather than the launch point prevents enemy sensors from correlating flight 

paths with operator presence and enhances survivability. 

Alternating Team Roles 

The two teams rotate between launch, recovery, control, and retransmission functions. This cycle 

distributes workload, prevents operator fatigue, and ensures continuous sUAS availability. 

Alternation also allows the section to maintain operations if one team displaces, comes under 

threat, or conducts internal sustainment tasks. By preventing a single point of failure, the system 

keeps air capability available to support the scouts’ movement and observation. Figure 3 depicts 

tactical disposition of an air operator team. 
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Figure 3. Tactical disposition of air operator team4 

Deceptive Routing and Flight Geometry 

The aircraft must never depart directly toward the AOI. Instead, upon launch, it should execute a 

retrograde movement, then fly laterally for at least 1,000 meters before turning generally toward 

the AOI. This offset flight path denies the enemy a straight back-azimuth that could reveal 

friendly control or launch sites. The deviation also increases the time and complexity required 

for enemy sensors to correlate aircraft movement with operator locations. 

Nonlinear Approach to the Recovery Site 

Recovery follows the same logic, in reverse. The aircraft departs the AOI on a lateral offset, 

moves retrograde away from the AOI and operator element, and only then approaches the 

recovery site. This geometry prevents enemy observers from using the aircraft’s return path to 

triangulate the operator’s position or infer friendly patterns of movement. 

Purpose and Effects 

Nonlinear routing provides built-in deception, disrupts enemy targeting algorithms, and 

complicates enemy sensor mixing efforts. By obscuring the aircraft’s origin and destination, the 

operator team preserves survivability and prevents the enemy from associating UAS activity with 

ground reconnaissance elements. 

 
4 Ibid. 
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Signature Management and Survivability Considerations 

This four-site construct relies on strict discipline in visual, thermal, and electromagnetic 

exposure. Launch and recovery sites must remain unoccupied except during the moment of 

action, preventing enemy sensors from identifying a persistent signature. Control and 

retransmission sites must exploit terrain, vegetation, and masking to reduce detection likelihood 

while enabling reliable signal management. Dispersion between all four sites creates uncertainty 

in enemy targeting and delays attempts at geolocation or counter-UAS action.  

Link to Reconnaissance Fundamentals 

This method supports reconnaissance fundamentals by preserving freedom of maneuver, 

maintaining continuous observation, and ensuring survivability through dispersion and 

deception. The distributed four-site layout enables the drone to enhance, rather than replace, the 

scout section’s forward observation. The system keeps the air asset available without fixing the 

operator team in predictable positions, sustaining reconnaissance tempo and reducing uncertainty 

across the AOI. 

Conclusion 

Reconnaissance success depends on the ability to observe the enemy without becoming 

decisively engaged. Scout sections that integrate sUASs significantly improve their overall 

efficiency. They use the aerial platform to cue ground observation while using dispersion and 

deception to protect the entire system. Forward scouts maintain persistent surveillance on key 

terrain while the aerial platform searches forward past masking terrain, creating a layered sensing 

system that reinforces each elements’ strengths and mitigates their limitations. 

The distributed four-site employment construct, combined with nonlinear flight routing and 

disciplined signature management, preserves drone team survivability while sustaining aerial 

coverage in support of the scouts. By separating launch, control, recovery, and retransmission 

functions and preventing direct flight paths to and from the AOI, the section denies the enemy 

clear attribution of drone activity to friendly positions. This structure transforms sUASs from a 

supplemental tool into a resilient ground-air reconnaissance system that preserves observation, 

complicates enemy targeting, and reduces uncertainty for the commander. 
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