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Dense Urban Terrain Considerations

a new approach to planning for and executing
operations in dense urban terrain
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Doctrine already exists on planning for and executing operations in dense urban terrain . . . .



UNCLASSIFIED

UNCLASSIFIED

Dense Urban Terrain Considerations

Figure 7-4. Turning movement (Avoid)

source: FM 3-06 (pub date: 2006)

Figure 7-11. Shaping  through Isolation

However, the doctrine advising Commanders to simply bypass dense urban area 
probably won’t work in the coming years as urbanization continues apace . . . 
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. . . and the doctrine that we do have is often 
inadequate to prepare units for operating in 
DUT (“Dense Urban Terrain”)

source: ATTP 3-06.11 (pub. date: 2011) 

Current Army doctrine advises 
staffs to create “urban operations 

sketches” in addition to such 
things as demographic overlays. 
Such urban operations sketches, 
however, fail to provide planners 
and staff with any understanding 
of how dense any piece of urban 

terrain is.
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In the interim, combining multiple current Army analytical tools in novels ways can fill 
the analytical gap; e.g., PMESII-PT/ASCOPE “crosswalk.” 
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Lacking is a way to express a *literal* whole new dimension to Army planning and execution: 
verticality, or the “Z Axis”

vs.
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In other words, what was once expressed 
like this . . . 

. . . needs to now be able to be expressed 
like this . . .
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A change in thinking from area to volume
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Dense urban terrain seems to shift the advantage even more in favor of the defense . . .
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Battle of Mosul

108,000 Iraqi + coalition 
troops (low end of 
estimation rage)

7,200 casualties (low 
end of estimation rage) 

12,000 ISIS fighters (high 
end of estimation rage) 

12,000 casualties (high 
end of estimation rage; 
omits civilian and non-
combatant casualties)

Even with, as worst, a 9-to-1 advantage, it took Iraqi security 
forces nine months to seize Mosul from ISIS, at considerable 
cost in terms of casualties, collateral damage, and destroyed 

civic infrastructure.

. . . meaning changes will likely have to be made on assumptions regarding force ratios . . . 
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An additional adjustment that would help planning and analysis is considering the “flows” of a 
city, whether inflows to the city, outflows from the city, or flows within the city itself. 

Resources flow into 
the city from outside, 

after which . . . .

. . . those resources flow
around the city from points 
of entry to points of need,

after which . . . .
. . . those resources, 

after having been 
used within the city,

flow out of the city to 
points beyond
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inflows

“around”
flows
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AWG/TRADOC G-2 break 
down “flows” into five main 

categories, each of which 
needs to be conceptualized 

in three “states” --

in around out
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While doctrine struggles to keep up with the dense urban environment, so, too, does training . . .

Army Combined Arms Collective Training Facility (“CACTF”) Brazilian favela on the outskirts of Salvador
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The Army has made strides trying to update training for urban operations, but technology is 
changing so rapidly that doctrine on how to train can quickly become outdated . . .

the commercial 
UAS market didn’t 
even exist when 

TC 90-1 was 
published in 2008 
(UAS mentioned 

once in the entire 
document)
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Rather than re-invent the wheel, the Army can learn from those already operating in DUT: 
the nation’s firefighter, police officers, EMTs, etc. 

Not only can TTPs and best practices from the first 
responder community be incorporated into Army TTPs 
and SOPs, but first responder training sites can, 
potentially, be used to better simulate dense urban 
terrain conditions.

Fire Department of New York’s Randalls Island training site
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Units can take advantage of local dense urban terrain to conduct “terrain walks” to at least 
conceptualize the challenges of operating in dense urban terrain . . .
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There are a lot of challenges ahead regarding operations in dense urban terrain, but we 
can’t afford to wait to address them any more . . . 

• Urbanization continues and will only intensify

• Dense urban terrain mitigates many of the US military’s advantages, giving opponents an 
“asymmetric” advantage

• Current doctrine is in need of updating

• Current training is in need of updating

However, the Army is beginning to understand the scale of the problem and events like this 
one, and Servicemembers like yourselves, will help it to address that problem – now let’s get 
to work!
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Questions?


