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Battle tracking is not limited to battle captains, engineers,
or maneuver units; it is used for every position in every
branch of the U.S. military. When dealing with the

demands from any facet of battle tracking, one thing is certain:
there is no surefire approach to accomplishing it 100 percent
error-free. People are human, and humans make mistakes. In
fact, if a command is demanding, the battle tracker will probably
experience a few growing pains while trying to get a handle on
it. Battle tracking is best learned through experience. And later,
these lessons learned will prove to be invaluable.

During Operation Iraqi Freedom, the 130th Engineer Brigade
provided an opportunity to work in a corps separate engineer
brigade as a battle captain. Entering the Iraqi theater for the
first time as a newly promoted captain is definitely a fly-by-
the-seat-of-your-pants type of experience. One useful thought
for junior captains or noncommissioned officers (NCOs)
responsible for battle tracking is that some of the most valuable
learning points come when things are going wrong.

By understanding the intent and concept and implementing
six simple control measures, anyone can tailor a unit battle-
tracking system that could drastically reduce the discomfort
generated from the entire process.

Intent

T.he intent of battle tracking is to facilitate the higher
and lower and left and right exchange of information.
The intent is simple, but the execution can be quite

difficult depending on your personality, skills, and ability to
establish good working relations.

One solid example of an environment that requires extensive
battle tracking is a tactical operations center (TOC). A TOC is
considered a nerve center or hub for planning, executing,
monitoring, and reporting the status of missions. A TOC or a
modified form of a TOC exists at every level in the military. The
goal of battle tracking in a TOC is to monitor the execution of
all tasks so the information is analyzed properly, ensuring that
the information reported to higher headquarters is timely and
accurate.

Concept

T.he concept is one that is completely fluid and is mission-
dependent. It is important to understand that the
concept is only as effective as the person implementing

it and requires tailoring for every position in a unit. It depends

on a unit’s specific mission and changes with every mission.
If someone is not receptive to change, the battle-tracking
process is difficult. Most people do not attend a course or
field training exercise that prepares them for what is required
from a unit with a high operating tempo that demands intense
situational awareness.

Control Measures

T.he control measures can be categorized into six areas:
proper personnel allocation, preparation and training,
battle rhythm identification, situational awareness,

accurate information reporting, and effective communication.
Proper Personnel Allocation

When a unit is told to deploy, it should not procrastinate.
Leaders must backward plan, obtain critical dates, and allocate
personnel appropriately. Leaders should evaluate deployment-
related positions and assign Soldiers to those positions
according to the skills and abilities they possess. If not, the
deployment can be quite challenging.

It is not advised to assign Soldiers to slots just to fill them,
because not everyone will perform battle tracking efficiently.
If a Soldier easily understands concepts; pays attention to
detail; and speaks in clear, concise sentences, this Soldier
should be considered for employment in a TOC position.
Preparation and Training

If at all possible, assign demanding positions in advance
and allow Soldiers assigned to the TOC to train, deploy, and
redeploy in those assigned positions. Usually, Soldiers
assigned to battle-tracking positions in a TOC are senior
enlisted or junior officers and are employed as battle NCOs
and captains. Those are also the same Soldiers who are made
responsible for executing or monitoring the unit’s pre-
deployment preparations.

Do not allow the personnel assigned as future battle
trackers to spend all of their training time monitoring container
loading or duffle bag painting. These Soldiers need to train
realistically and often. Do not allow training to be overlooked
or make scenarios easy just to check the block and get
them out of the way. The training needs to set a standard
that conveys a worst-case scenario so all Soldiers get a
good grasp of what may be encountered, how it should be
handled, and what information analysis needs to be
conducted.
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Once in-theater, a leader can’t expect a Soldier to effectively
track the battle or perform to standard if a clear standard was
never established. Unless absolutely necessary, leave the
Soldiers in their assigned positions for the entire training,
deployment, and redeployment process. Ensure that every
Soldier is cross-trained to seamlessly cover down in the event
of any loss of personnel. Once the unit is engaged, the time
required to train anyone hinders the entire battle-tracking effort.

Battle Rhythm Identification
Battle tracking is usually defined by a battle rhythm or a

command schedule of events. There will always be implied or
specified suspense dates for products or briefings. As soon
as possible, identify the section’s or unit’s battle rhythm, the
pertinent suspense times, and the information your section is
required to compile. Institute a calendar showing every
suspense date, and use it as a backward-planning tool. By
doing this, it is easy to implement controls or systems, which
in turn aids in the battle-tracking effort.

Systems and tracking devices have proved to be one of the
most critical tools in battle tracking. Establishing solid
guidelines is essential to ensure that operational missions (such
as route clearance, construction, and casualty operations) or
Soldier-related issues (such as Red Cross messages) are not
missed. As a rule, anything that requires an action, a reply, or
a report needs to be tracked.

There should be a system developed for every task required
by your section, and all systems should be documented. This
isn’t something that has to be dramatic or complex: just

something that outlines the basic procedures. Establish a
tracker for every task required so the status can be briefed at
any given time and kept updated and archived. Keeping
archives may seem completely mundane, but—once in place—
it becomes second nature. This will ensure that any question,
even if it was an issue or concern from a previous month, can
be easily referenced and answered. Every unit will lose
personnel for one reason or another, and it is much easier to
cross-train new personnel if tracking procedures are in place.
Situational Awareness

Ensure that Soldiers have situational awareness of every-
thing going on, whether it directly affects them or not. Make a
log, and use it for operational notes; have the Soldiers write as
they go because they will need to refer back to their notes. Do
not leave Soldiers in the dark by hoarding information. Sharing
information with them encourages them to share information
also.

Talk to superiors, Soldiers, and adjacent units, and establish
sound points of contact. Take the time to know what missions
are going on 360 degrees around your section. Do an informal
“what’s hot” session with your immediate personnel, and go
over upcoming, current, and completed missions regularly.
There will be times when Soldiers will be stopped and asked
mission-related questions. The information they know or do
not know is a direct reflection of their battle NCOs or captains.
Accurate Information Reporting

When a section is required to report something, make sure
the information is accurate and on time. Information reporting

Rafting and construction operations are just two of many possible missions a unit would track.



and battle tracking go hand in hand. If the information provided
is inaccurate, the Soldiers look incompetent and—depending
on the mission—Soldiers could get killed. An implied task is
ensuring that every piece of information or report that leaves
your section is right. If it is an electronically generated
document, don’t just hastily put it together; learn how to use
the spell-check function effectively.

Effective Communication
Without effective communication, both verbal and written,

battle tracking is useless. One of the primary goals is to make
it easier to report information on the status of a unit’s missions
to higher headquarters. In any position, the battle NCO or
captain has to be able to communicate the information ef-
fectively to Soldiers, superiors, the command, and other units.
Every Soldier communicates, but not every Soldier com-
municates effectively. Understand that effective communi-
cation is achieved only when the information exchanged is
relayed and understood by both parties. Without effective
communication, the mission becomes confusing, and the intent
is lost.

If you are unclear in your intent, or don’t prepare and
rehearse your brief, you won’t be taken seriously, and the
value behind your input is lost. Take the time to think about
what to brief before briefing it. If you sound as if you don’t
know what you’re talking about, then what you’re trying to
convey will be dismissed. If something isn’t known, make sure
it is stated as unknown, then take notes, find the answer, and
report back. When speaking to any command, provide only
the information that is relevant. The command usually wants
to know up front the bottom line, and giving too much
information loses their attention and your intent.

Summary

Battle tracking is not easily mastered, and there are often
situations that Soldiers and leaders are not prepared
for. Taking the initiative to identify and understand

what is expected in battle tracking sets the unit—and the
mission—up for success. Establish a plan for whatever
positions there are, and afford Soldiers time to prepare and
train in their assigned positions. Planning ahead will make the
transition from garrison to deployment easier for all concerned.
Communicating with personnel on current issues—as well as
what is expected and when—and training them how to
communicate effectively will have profound rewards. These
common sense things will ensure that the unit and its Soldiers
are seen as professionals and what they say will be taken
seriously.

Captain Waddell is the S-3 operations battle captain for
Headquarters and Headquarters Company, 130th Engineer
Brigade. Her previous positions include assistant adjutant,
adjutant, executive officer, company rear detachment
commander, and assistant S-3.
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