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FAOX SH!;~E,'I' ON THE COMBIIllW ACTION FORCE 

III HAIUNE AMPHIBIOUS l"OOCE 
31 MARCH 1910 

10 HJS1'OR.lCAL BACKGROUND ~_. _________ -...-.o~ 

a. The Combined Aotion Force 'Was known as the Combined Action Program 
until II January 1970 8't wh:i.ch t,:iIrJeJ the Program was given separate command 
status. The Combined ,Alt},tion Force (CAl") was conceived and developed by the 
Mar:ine Corps :in Vietnam Jl where i't has been funotioning since August 19650 
The OAF and its associated concepts could be considered a natural outgrowth 
of Marine Corps experience in the souoealled banana wars fought in the 
Caribbean area from 191, to 1934, when Marines adv1sed.'l trained" and, fought 
side by side with native constabulary i'orQes in Haiti" the Dominican Republic, 
and Nicaragua. 

bo The Combined Ac:t,ion Progr-am and lat,er the CAF has functioned under 
the operational centrol and direlo.tion of Headquar'ters lI III Marine Amphibious 
F(lrce in close coordination with HEM.dquartel"s, I COrpSe On 26 March 1970:. 
oparationl1 c.ontrol of the on pasSBd to the Commanding General XXIV Corps. 
Adm1niatrative and log~ti~;s functione; remained under the control of Head ... 
quarte:l'SN III Marine Amphibious I<'orc:eo A diagram of the present Combined 
Action Force ,command and coordination stTllcture and a chart of the present 
Combined Action Force command relationships i.~ provided at enclosures (1) artd (2). 

2., Sl!&'!B~!L@2.!~~, 

a. The primary purpose of the CAF is to provide security to the people 
in haml,ets and villages by protecting them from VC/NVA incursions, influence 
and tarrare Collateral~y~ the program ae~es to aid in local law enforoements 
to vngendeI" respect fo:r 'f.,he local Md National governments!O and to promote 
gsooI"al c:ommunity welf'a1C'e" 

'b. Tller61 ,1l1'('1 currently eOlll£!, 2:000 Marines and Navy Corps~n, along with 
3.bo'/t" 3(10(11 Popular Fore~t\ (rF) soldiers participat,ing in the Combined Action 
li'oree& 

CO" .A. unique featuro cf the OAF.' is the fact that a squad of Marines is 
:1.ntt--1grated with a PF plat,oon to fom a Combined Action Platoon (OAF) which 
iunct, ion.':I ,.:~!:,~~:r.,.,~.h~ .. Qp.~l-!.~~ll!!: ... ~.~!.lR'5?~~ .. _0.£ .. J;.Q.fLl2.~fl.! .. .E!.~.~,~_Q.b.~,"':. In 
th12 aombin.al,J.on,I the l'Jar;we~ provide advJ.ce.'! tramings encouragement, and 
improved fire supporte On t,hE: other hand ,9 the PF ~ being local residents, 
provide knowledge of the area" rapport wit,h the people,)! improved access to 
inform..1.tion about the enemyJj and 'the motivation that is inherent in the 
defense of one Os own home:o Although the .PF comprise the lowest paid and 
least tralned element of the Vie:tl1.M1Gse m:Uitary.9 their value is not to be 
underestimated .... !~,;9Ji§, .. "e!.'!.f*~~£!;,~:~.~t;J~ss show that the PF are playing a key 
role in this conflicto In addit,ion", Dj'"working with the l'F and earning their 
,respect and conficienc;('. the l'1a:rinElf in the CAP are able to relate to the 
local people in a w~ that. nQ, convE.1lltionJOll lJS mil H:Al'"V' ()T'tl'$In:i.zA+.i 0!l.~n1l1 Ii cjn 
T nt;'\ ~~)~ iff!,*,1~~':1F.~t""ili'!-ti""'~'''''.$Uil1I~1t!~~.''. ,r,!iIl&',*~~I~~III,.'i;,~·r.r • ..r"='I~~"' ~)1'l~~~~" 
he u ther8.fore ao as a .lll1.K: OEftwE;en the :harines and the 10ea1 people. J.n 

a lipeoples war.'l'i it goe<a: without, I3isy:ing that t.his link .is a vital asset. A 
diagram of :£j. CAP is provide.d at enclosure t~) .. 
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d. Encloaure (4) sete forth the formally assigned msions of the CAPs. 
It is emphasized that the primary mission is a oombat mission, namely to : 
help estat'liBh and extend Government authority in the CAP's assigned area by 
oonducting aggressive patrols and ambushes in and around the CAf-proteoted 
hamlets. 

e. In addition to the .even missions assigned to the CAP as a whole, 
the Marine element of the CAP has an important additional mission -- namely, 
to train the PF soldier. to an adequate level of militar,y proficiency. 
When Government authority 11 well established and the CAP ~l platoon has 
aohieved the desire~ profioienoy~ the Marine element at the CAP relooatel to 
a new village where Government authority is sharply contested and where the 
local PI' are too poorl.;y trained to deal effectively with the eneJ!W'1n the 

:::;el~~gu~Of~~~I'~~~~~j~·'~~~~~t~~~~p~·QrJ-
"''Viitrliiiil'ia"'tioli";·'''.'''''''' .1 """,,·,i,.~'.m_'" ", "'''" ',P",,,,,, "~,,,,,,, ",' ,,,.,,.,,,, ,'" .. ,'". '"'''''''''''''''''' ,," .. , """.-M""" "".' "", "P. '".""" ., ,. 

,,,,.""'_'.'II'#I'I,,,''''I'',a~~!fI.i"'I," ML'\J.o~', I, I ,'~~."'".: ",,';,. 

f. On the other handp great oare is taken to insure that the Nar1ne 
element does not relooate prematur.ly~ for to do so would be to leave the 
village vulnerable tp va reprisals or reversion to va control, and would 
leave the PF inadeQ1£ite1y prepared to sustain village security needa. 
1'herafore, certain crite:r:.\.a must. be met before the Commancling Generals or 
XXIV Corpl'J and I Corps, 1'6SPc)ct:l.vely! vliU grant approval for the relocation:; 
01' tho !i~ll':l.n(! elemont 01" a GAl'. J.'tlHt. thEl rlllocution prc)co;)S hus ·l.>O(m 
executed suooessfully is attested to by the 1'act that to date, 93 relocation::> 
have been el'feotedJl of which 27 have occurred since August 1969J ancl~'1, .,*, 
~~~r!i~~r~~::~~aE,=~Y~~)1:~J~t·~!~I;t~~;P.~n~!~n~~~Qr,!l" .. 
"'"prato'oiii""and"'th8'''~unt or POPu1~tion that have benefitted from past or 
present CAP assooiation. 

go It 18 important to note that the _thod of training used by CAP 
Marines is almost all of the IOon .. the .. jobli v8l'ietyp with very little formal 
:1l1St,ruction. The CAP Marine oonoeives ot himself as a combat Marine, and 

:~:~~i~NJ~i:'~I~~~a~tt'~~~~'t,,~~,R'~:~~~;o~~riinrr;~ri;::.";~~;:~ 
'some :~o~8i '1n8tnotion. 18 conduoted at the CACO and aAG levels1n SUbject: 
sueh as night firln8j1 artillery forward obE:lerVing~ and map ·reading. 

h. There are 114 or these CAPs dispersed throughout the populated 
ooaeta')., lowlands of all .five provinces in I Oorps. Although the basio 
eleMnt of the CAF is the OAF JJ controlling and coordinating headquarters , 
exist at the D1striet8 Province and Corps levels. The 114 CAPs are organi.ed 
into 19 Combined Action Companies (CAeOa) which in turn are organized into 
four Comb1ned Aotion Groups (OAGIS). Generally speaking, OACO headquarters 
correspond with and are oomlocated with Distriot headquarters, and CAO 
headquarters oorrespond with and are looated close to Province headquarters. 
'rhe CACQ Commander and CAG Co~nander are oounterparts to the Di8tri~t and 
Province Ch1efs$ respeotively. Corps level ooordination 18 effected throUgh 
olose l1a1son between the Commanding Officer, Combined Aotion Foroe, and the 
Deputy Commander for Territory~ I Corps, as well as b,tween the Commanding 
Generals of mv Corps and 1 Corps" respeotively_ A map of the distribution 
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O.r liu's 11 OAOOs ~. and CAGs is shown at enclosure (6) .. 

1e Most CAP Marines are assigned directly from the United States, 
although a tew volunteers are obtained trom other III MAF Marine Units. 
Regs.rc11ess of the source.!! ~~.".,~,~"".~e".p~R.grwJ.;tl.~~.~.~~~.~ to insure adapt­
ability to the program. 'oIIowing selection9 they atten~ the two-week 
Combined Action Force School at Danang before going to their CAGs tor 
subsequent assignment to the CAPs 0 Some ot these Marines will come back 
to 1lulang three or four months later to receive intensive Vietnamese language 
tl'aining at the CAF Language Schoolo Perhaps the effectiveness of the system 
for obtaining~ screening» and motivating CAP Marines is best exemplified in 

;~t~tf:~! ~;~:r~'~!-oit'i~~~~o~:~~~e9·~~6~~P,·~~,,·~~~,~~,~, .. ~,~·.·~our . ..c~r .~~,~l, ,~ • 
. , .. p',~~II+I'\rl~'''''''. ~":" '~J""i" 

3. Tactic~_~nd Tec~quea: 

a. Tactiof.! employed by the CAPs follow three basic principles. The 
first of these is the prinCiple of tactical mobility. A CAP does not 
defend its hamlets fr'om oohind bunkers and baI'Ticades. The idea is not to 
put, up a wl:lll Qround the hamlet,9 but rather to put out a screen of ambushes 
on the approaches to the hamlet.. When coupled with stealth,\l mobility provides 
not, only offensive striking power.~ but also the proteotion afforded by 
elusivemess. B,yvirtue of this quality of elusive mobilitYJ) the CAP seems 
t,o be everywher~,9 but nevar predict.ably anywhere. The unpredictability of 
CAP ambushes .is the basis of CAP security against surprise attack by over­
whelming enemy forces. But what is more importantJ) this saine unpredictab:U1ty 
inFIlree,t,ha~. ~,h~..,.~9,",!,~~,~:,,",,~~!~!', . ..f.~,.§:l,."~.fIJ,~,,AnYl'h~.;rI. ,,~n.,,~,.,,9~.~ ~~UL,9t..".9.P~r,Iji,,~~, ~ 
}. "lore d(1<t,a'l.:r~i' d:rr.I!;"uss:l{'m or the vAP concept, of mobility is attached as 
eln.cl~Si'!U' e (1). 

b. The second principle of CAP tactics is that of combinmg a minimum 
of personnel with a maximum of f1repower. By being small» yet backed up by 
fire sU.ppor't. and reaction force assistance,;; a CAP in the presence of an enenw 
fo:rc~ e.xpose~ only a small target t,o the enElIJU' 9 yet can. ... 5.~""'g,QKU.J;bo,,.im. 
pO\lf~)1' of a Marine battalion ~.t.e:r:ms,.o1;' .. @.k.,.W!~.,~t~,:4r.+.~r.l ,~~lPP9lji,: 

"~ 0 The thit"d principle of CAP tactics is: that of credible permanence. 
It has already been indicated that the PF are recruited from the local area. 
Like the H?[! the CAP Marines are vUlagers.9 too. They are of the vlllage, 
t,he..y CCIll!e to be known by the villagers9 and their stay partakes of permanence 
in t,hat th('IY wH,] remain as long as they are neededo The CAP is clearly 
w~':\df.';d to t.he people.9 the political structure j and the land of a particular 
geographical locality~ ThiB quality ot permanence is one of the character­
i.st1cs that clearly seta the CAE apart from the: regular infantry unit. 

40 Effec1!~~~§!, 

a. Kx.peI"ience shows that the presence of 11 CAP serves to deny the VC 
his source of' manpower.~ because he :LSl de)nied a free hand in recruiting among 
thA people 0 • Sec,ond,9 the VO is normally blocked from his source of feod, 
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s inoe he often f'inds it too dangerous to run rioe parties through the 
gauntlet of CAP ambushes. Third" the VC is limited in his opportunity 
to gather intelligence from the vUlagers" while at the same t1llle the 
villagers are more apt to give intelligence to their PF and Marine 
proteotors.And finally, the stability and credibility of the GVN is 
greatly enhanced "when" under the CAP umbrella of protection" village and 
hamlet officials can sa.f'ely stay at night in their homes, eleotions can 
be held~ schools can be reestablished» and the people can help the OVN 
cause with a minirnum of concern for reprisal from the VO. 

b. The 2000 Marines and Navy Corpsmen in the OAF represent a US force 
of roughly reinforced infantry battalion sue. However" while an infantry 
battalion has only 12 rif'le platoons,9 the CAF fields 114 platoons" which is 
even greater than tJie number of rifle platoons in a Marine Division comprised 
of some 20,000 officers and men. Y;l1i~ .t:~~1f,.1l1v.~.tr~Y~,,:t;.h~~~Q~,Q,Al.~~! 

.. ~ore e~onomical use of~.g=!:ye.n. number. ·o!J.rS .... personl:wl!f~pO~~P~~ ... ~2 
other types of' US combat. ~~;rc~~,' .. , .. ~ The influence of the OAF is therefore 

'i:iilierently much greater than the influence of any single infantry battlUion. 
With very small headquarters elements~ and with almost 90% of its total 
personnel taotically deployed in the villages of I Corps 24 hours a day 
throughout the year, .~,he OAF, epi ~9l1!~z~s the~rinciple()f~90~<>I11Y ,~~ f()rc~ ,.~ 

c. Enclosures (8) and (9) contain statistics reflectinrs the combat 
effectiveness of the Combinea Action Force. Enclosures (10) thro~gh'(12) 
show the degree to which OAl's are mora effective than the independent 
non-CAP rF platoons alone. 

5 •. Oonclus~ 

a. The Combined Action Force functions as part of the overall 
pac if'1c at ion effort in ful.fill.mant of the "one war II concept. 

b. By combining some psychological operations and civic action projects 
along with an wnbrella of security and protect ion lor the villagers, the 
Gombined Action Force helps to win support for the GVN. 

0. The primar,y strength of the Oombined Action Force lies in the fact 
that..') by living and operating in the v:Ulages Jl the CAPs are keeping the VC 
away from the people and the suppliese Mao Tse Tung's "fiah" are thus kept 
out, of the sustaining IIsea" II 
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COMPOSITION AND ORGANIZATION OF·A 
COMBINED ACTION PLATOON 

USMC SQUAD POPULAR FORCES PLATOON 
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A DISCUSSION OF TI-E MOBILE CAP CONCEPT . 

In opening the discussion of the mobile CAP concept, it might be weH 
to note that there are two kinds of mobility -- "noisy" mobility and 
IIswalthy" mobility. Helicopters and vehicles provide noisy mobility -­
they are fast but the virtue of speed is partly cancelled out by the loss 
of surprise through obviousness. Stealthy mobility is provided by the 
infantryman's feet traversing any kind of terrain at any time of day or 
night in any kind of weather. This is the kind of mobility the VC use -­
and the CAP uses. It is a slow kind of mobility, but makes up for lack of 
speed by achieving surprise through stealth. To the extent that the VC: 
have enjoyed any success in this war, it can be largely attributed to his 
stealthy mobility employed in a surprise attack (or ambush) against a 
relatively leBs mobile adversary • 

. Operating on the mobile concept, the CAP should not attempt to defe ,d 
a hamlet by establishinr, a fortified position .next to or overlooking t '-) 
hamlet. Nor should the CAP attempt to put up a defensive wall or peri1.~ter 
arolUld the hamlet. Instead, the mobile CAP protects the hamlet by seti 'nr.: 
up a screen of ambushes on the approaches to the hamlet. A screen is p !:"ous, 
but conversely, a wall is brittle and catl be broken down. The psycholof:Y 
of mobili ty is offensive; the psychology of walls, ci tadels, and perimet'~rs 
i.s defensi vet Operatinf, on the mobile concept, the CAP secretively sets up 
several ambushes in different places on the approaches to the hamlet each 
night, never in the same place twice, and never according to a predictable 
pattern. By so dOing, the CAP makes it impossible for the VC to feel safe 
anywhere in or near the protected hamlet. Given the advantar,e of surprise 
inherent in the ambush, the CAP has a tactical advantage over a "visiting" 
V(; fOrce several times larger. After a while, the VC find the price for 
v· :liting the hamlet to be too high, and contacts cease to occur. 

Wlwn coupled with stealth, mobEi ty provides not on~ a sword, but a 
sb :eJrl M well. The sword symbolizes offensive striking power, and the 
:,1 : old .c:.\imbolizes the protection afforded by elusiveness. In the defense 

.lId' _ ,Ked :installations in Vietnam, we tend to rely on sheer bulk of 
'~J ,;es and firepower alone. The habit of doing so may cause us to lose 
.3"0' (, 01' thE! fact that if the enemy could not find and fix his targe~ with 
such certainty, he could not strike a telEnr, blow, even if he had superior 
forces. The CAP must never lose siCht of the value of elusiveness, because 
the CAP, being small, cannot enjoy the luxury of relying on sheer bulk of 
force alone, particularly since the enemy in many CAP areas has the capability 
of massing superior forces against the CAP. It is the elusiveness and 
unpredictability of CAP ambushes that is the basjs of CAP security against 
surprise attack by overwhe~lg enemy forces. 

rJhile the CAP is tactically mobile, it should not be thought of as 
being strategically mobile. The CAP, unlike an infantry organization, is 
wedded to the people and the govorlUnental structure of a particular 
geographical locality. The infa!Jtry organization may pursue the enemy 
wherever he goes, but the CAP J.-'> concerned with only the enemy who enter or 
11 ve in the CAP TAOC. 'l'he CAP I 5 georraphical locality is thus fixed, but 
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the CAPle podtion vithin that locali101 III18t be unpreciictab17 IIObUe. 

It the CAP 1.8 operating according to the IIObU. cCIDCept in its T.lOO, 
it vill lJeeM to be eftrywbere, 19t vill never be predictably aD1Where. 
Tbi lo-called "coIlpOWld" or "tixed" CAP il a negation ot thil mobUe concept. 
When the CAP occup1e. a tixed detensh. position, it _st tie up mch of 
it, etforts in de tending that pOIUion. Soon, the preoccupation becomes 
that ot detendina the position rather than protecting the hul.et.. Soon, 
the CAP can onl7 alford to send out one .mall ambush at a tiN, for fear of 
leaving the citadel inadequately defended. SOOl1, ve t1lld. that the VC .., 
etay clear ot the Citadel, wt are enjoying a tree hand in the hwets and 
in the oountrTside. But at its worst, we find that the enem;r studies the 
citadel tor veak:nesses that are inherent when a detensiTe ptlycholol1 takes 
o"f8r, and when he has found his opening, he launChee his surpr1.8e attack. 
In this unner, the en8lll1' haa succeeded in deatr07ing so_ of our compound 
CAPs. He hal never destroyed a mob11e CAP. 

In pondering the relatiTe merit ot' the compound CAP verns the mobU\~ 
CAP, it might be well to reflect on how short th1e war would bave been )..f 

the VC and XVA operated out of fixed compounds. 

A fev words should be addressed to the notion that a IIlObUe CAP is 
unsafe in proximity to the Vietnamese population. This notion is based on 
the assumption that the population is infested with VO informers, and that 
notion ma1 lead some indiTiduall to believe that the protecting wall ot a 
CAP compound is a necessarT lafeguard against the treachel"1 of the rlllagers. 
It i8 vel1 known that DIallY' non-GAP lI.11it81'7 organisations in Vietnam 
shun the population altogether, preferring to establish bases, defensive 
positions, patrol routes, and ambushes in uninhabited areaB. B1 ignoring 
an~ avoiding the population, Buoh an organilation liws the VC a tree hand 
ir the hamlets. For example, a rifie oanparl1 -1 establish an impregnable 
bH!'!tion on a ri8e of ground and set up am~sbes on the approaches to its 
position, whUe the VC are lett free to visit the nearb,y hamlets, and are 
~V( i ablf) to sleep in them with complete 1lIIpunity. The MIl in a CAP IIlst 
r81'111le that while there DIIV ve11 be informers in everT hamlet, the 
informers cannot readily obtain and transmit detailed information to the VC 
about an ambush position established after dark somewhere outside the ~et. 
Ever' if worse came to worst and an informer was able to tip oft' the VC as to 
the location of an ambush, he would hardly be able to relate all of the 
particulars, such as the exact position of the leadere, the principal 
weaponl, the c181J11Ores, the radio, and the fields of fire. It is well known 
that the VO do not like to attack without knowing all of these particulars, 
enn when he has superior forces. In view of that, the most aggressiw 
course of action he would be like11 to pursue would be a standoff attack 
against the ambush site, using RPGs, small &rma fire, and possibly 
lIOrtars. This type ot attack III&)" inflict friendl.7 casualties, but it aleo 
presents an opportunity for the CAP to inflict casualties, eapec1all1 
through the use of supporting fires. Moreover, tbis type of attack will 
never result in the destruction of a CAP or the 10s8 of weapOllS, and seldom 
results in casualties. 
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DECLASSIFIED 

If a CAP ~perates in its TAOC according to a Inobile concept, the ene~ 
w~li be denied a free hand in recruiting or pro8ely~1ng among the people. 
He will be blocked from his source of food, since it will be too dangeitous 
to run rice parties through the gauntlet of CAP ambushes. He will be 
limited in his opportunity to gather intelligence from the villagers, while 
at the same time, the villagers will be moreapt,to give intelligence, to 
their CAP protectors. Eventually, the CAP will achieve comp~ete tactical . 

,dominance in the TAOC.In time" the' stability and credibility of the GVN 
will be greatly e~anced when, under' the CAP ~rell&,of,protec~ion,' ,village' 
and hamlet officials can aafely stay- ,in,their hOMs, el~.ction8,'can :b~',held, , 
schools can be' established, and the people can help the GVN c~~e with '11 ttae 
fear of VC reprisal. 
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COMBINED ACTION FORCE, 
STATISTICS 

I JAN-3IMAR 
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COMBINED ACTION FORCE 
OPERATIONS STATISTICS 

IJANUARY-3IDECSMBER 1969 
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COMBINED ACTION FORCE 
OPERAflONS STATISTICS 

I JAN - 31MAR 1970 
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