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Combat Control Team Structure: Understanding the Backbone of Special Tactics

Combat Control (CCT) is a highly specialized United States Air Force career
field tasked with establishing and providing combat control team structure
and support for airpower, primarily within special operations forces (SOF).
These elite operators are the first on the ground in hostile or denied
territory, often operating autonomously to secure vital landing zones,
establish airfields, and direct airborne operations. Understanding the
intricacies of combat control team structure is crucial to appreciating the
complex and high-stakes environment in which they operate. This article will
delve into the typical organizational frameworks, key roles within a CCT, the
operational principles that dictate their deployment, and the rigorous
training that underpins their effectiveness. We will explore how the combat
control team structure adapts to various mission profiles and the critical
interdependence of its members.
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Understanding the Core of Combat Control Teams

The fundamental purpose of a Combat Control Team (CCT) is to ensure the
successful integration of airpower into ground operations, particularly
within austere or contested environments. This involves a deep understanding
of airfield operations, air traffic control, meteorological assessment, and
the tactical application of force. The effectiveness of any CCT hinges on its
precisely defined structure, which dictates responsibilities, command
relationships, and operational capabilities. Without a clear understanding of
the combat control team structure, it is impossible to grasp the complexity



and precision required for their missions. These teams are designed for
adaptability, capable of deploying to a vast array of operational theaters,
from desert landings to jungle infiltration, underscoring the need for a
flexible yet robust organizational framework.

The Typical Combat Control Team Structure:
Elements and Roles

The combat control team structure is not monolithic; it can vary based on
mission requirements, the unit they are supporting, and the specific branch
of service. However, a foundational structure is generally maintained to
ensure consistent operational effectiveness. This structure is built around
specialized skill sets and a clear chain of command, enabling decentralized
execution of complex tasks under challenging conditions. The typical CCT 1is
often a small, highly trained unit, allowing for covert insertion and minimal
logistical footprint. Each member possesses unique qualifications that
contribute to the overall mission success.

Elements of a Combat Control Team

A standard Combat Control Team is typically comprised of a small number of
highly trained individuals, often ranging from two to six personnel. This
size allows for maneuverability, stealth, and the ability to operate with
limited resources. The specific composition can be adjusted based on the
mission's scope. For instance, a larger operation might necessitate a more
robust team with specialized equipment, while a reconnaissance mission might
utilize a smaller, more agile element. The core principle is to provide
essential air support coordination and control capabilities regardless of the
scale of the operation.

Echelon of Support and Deployment

Combat Control Teams are most commonly deployed as part of larger Special
Operations Forces (SOF) task forces, such as those within the Air Force
Special Tactics units. They operate at the forefront of operations, often
preceding larger conventional forces. Their deployment can involve various
methods, including:

e High-altitude, low-opening (HALO) or high-altitude, high-opening (HAHO)
parachute jumps.

e Amphibious insertion via specialized watercraft.



e Ground infiltration by vehicle or on foot.

e Air insertion via rotary-wing or fixed-wing aircraft.

The choice of insertion method is dictated by the operational environment,
enemy threat, and the required level of stealth. Regardless of the insertion
method, the primary objective remains the establishment of control over the
air environment for friendly forces.

Key Roles Within a Combat Control Team

Within the combat control team structure, each member is assigned specific
responsibilities that leverage their unique training and expertise. This
division of labor ensures comprehensive coverage of all critical operational
aspects. While all CCT members are cross-trained to a degree, certain roles
are primary. Understanding these distinct roles is vital to appreciating the
team's operational synergy.

Combat Control Leader (CCL)

The Combat Control Leader (CCL), often a senior NCO, holds the ultimate
responsibility for the team's mission success. They are responsible for
planning, coordination, and execution of all CCT operations. The CCL makes
critical decisions in dynamic situations, manages personnel, and serves as
the primary liaison with supported ground commanders and higher headquarters.
Their leadership is paramount in ensuring the team operates effectively and
safely, often under intense pressure.

Combat Control Specialist (CCS)

The Combat Control Specialist (CCS) is the core operator within the team,
executing the primary duties of battlefield Airman. Their responsibilities
include:

Establishing and controlling landing zones (LZs) and drop zones (DZ).

Providing air traffic control in uncontrolled airspace.

Assessing weather conditions and providing meteorological data.

Directing air support and combat search and rescue (CSAR) operations.

e Conducting reconnaissance and surveillance.



e Employing tactical weapons in defense of their position.

CCS personnel are the operational backbone of the team, performing the hands-
on tasks that enable airpower integration.

Specialized Roles (Mission Dependent)

Depending on the mission, a CCT may include personnel with additional
specializations to enhance their capabilities. These can include:

e Pararescuemen (PJs): While often operating in conjunction with CCT, PJs
are focused on personnel recovery and medical treatment.

e Tactical Air Control Party (TACP) members: Though a separate career
field, TACP members might integrate with CCTs for enhanced ground-to-air
communication and terminal attack control.

e Specialized Equipment Operators: In some scenarios, individuals trained
in specific communication or sensor equipment might be attached to a
CCT.

The integration of these specialized roles ensures that the combat control
team structure is versatile and capable of addressing a broad spectrum of
operational challenges.

Operational Deployment and Mission Adaptation

The combat control team structure is designed for extreme adaptability,
allowing CCTs to be deployed in a wide variety of scenarios. Their
operational planning and execution are meticulous, focusing on minimizing
risk and maximizing the effectiveness of airpower. The team's ability to
operate independently or as part of a larger joint force is a defining
characteristic.

Landing Zone (LZ) and Drop Zone (DZ) Establishment

A primary function of CCT is to identify, secure, and prepare suitable
landing zones for aircraft and drop zones for airborne assets. This involves
detailed reconnaissance of potential sites, assessing terrain, potential
threats, and clearance requirements. Once a site is selected, the CCT will
mark the zone, provide guidance to inbound aircraft, and coordinate the safe
delivery of personnel and equipment. This critical task ensures the timely
and secure insertion of follow-on forces.



Air Traffic Control in Austere Environments

In many operational areas, established air traffic control infrastructure is
non-existent or compromised. CCTs are trained to establish temporary air
traffic control facilities, managing the flow of aircraft in and out of the
operational area. This includes directing aircraft to their designated
landing zones, managing holding patterns, and deconflicting airspace, even in
the most challenging meteorological conditions. Their ability to provide this
vital service in uncontrolled or contested airspace is a hallmark of their
skill.

Directing Air Support and Close Air Support (CAS)

Combat Controllers are highly skilled in directing precision air strikes,
including Close Air Support (CAS) for ground forces. They act as the eyes and
ears for pilots, providing real-time targeting information and ensuring the
safety of friendly forces during strike operations. This close coordination
between ground elements and air assets, facilitated by the CCT, is crucial
for achieving battlefield superiority. The combat control team structure
ensures that there is always a trained individual capable of performing this
critical function.

Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance (ISR)

Beyond direct air traffic control, CCTs often conduct vital ISR missions.
Their presence in denied areas allows them to gather valuable intelligence on
enemy activities, terrain, and weather patterns. This intelligence is then
disseminated to supported commanders, informing strategic and tactical
decision-making. Their ability to operate covertly and gather information
further enhances the effectiveness of the overall special operations mission.

Training and Skill Development for CCT
Personnel

The rigorous training pipeline for Combat Controllers is renowned for its
difficulty and its comprehensive nature. Prospective CCT members undergo
extensive physical and mental conditioning, as well as specialized technical
training to prepare them for the demands of their role. The combat control
team structure relies on individuals who have mastered a wide array of
skills.



Basic Military Training and Beyond

All CCT candidates begin with basic Air Force training, followed by highly
selective screening and assessment. This initial phase filters out those who
do not possess the foundational physical and mental resilience required for
special operations.

Specialized CCT Training Pipeline

The core CCT training pipeline is a multi-phased process that includes:

e Basic Airborne Course: Instilling proficiency in parachute operations.

e Combat Control School: Covering air traffic control, meteorological
forecasting, navigation, and tactical combat skills.

e Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape (SERE) Training: Preparing
individuals to survive in hostile environments.

e Specialized Land and Water Training: Including advanced tactics for
various terrains.

e Jumpmaster School: Qualifies personnel to lead parachute operations.

e Various Special Operations Qualification Courses: Further developing
advanced combat skills and special operations tactics.

The continuous development of skills ensures that each member of the combat
control team structure remains at the peak of their operational readiness.

Continuous Professional Development

Even after graduating from the initial pipeline, CCT members engage in
ongoing training and exercises to maintain and enhance their skills. This
includes joint exercises with other SOF units, advanced meteorological
training, and specialized equipment certifications. This commitment to
continuous improvement is what makes the combat control team structure so
formidable.

The Importance of Interoperability and Joint



Operations

In modern warfare, success often hinges on the ability of different units and
services to operate seamlessly together. The combat control team structure is
inherently designed to foster interoperability, working closely with a
variety of air and ground assets from different branches of the U.S. military
and allied nations.

Working with Other Special Operations Forces

CCTs are integral components of Air Force Special Tactics, often deploying
alongside Army Special Forces, Navy SEALs, and Marine Corps MARSOC operators.
Their ability to provide terminal attack control, air support, and logistical
coordination for these units is essential for their mission success. The
synergy between different SOF elements is amplified by the presence of a
skilled CCT.

Coordination with Conventional Forces

Beyond SOF, CCTs also support and integrate with conventional military units.
Whether establishing an airfield for troop and equipment influx or providing
critical air traffic control for tactical airlift operations, their role
bridges the gap between air and ground components of larger military
operations. This ensures that airpower can be leveraged effectively across
the entire spectrum of conflict.

Interagency and Coalition Operations

In various theaters, CCTs may also work with interagency partners, such as
law enforcement or intelligence agencies, and coalition forces. This requires
a high degree of cultural awareness, communication skills, and adaptability
to different operating procedures. The combat control team structure is
flexible enough to integrate into these diverse operational frameworks.

Challenges and Evolution of Combat Control Team
Structure

The operational landscape is constantly evolving, presenting new challenges
and requiring continuous adaptation of the combat control team structure.
From technological advancements to shifts in geopolitical threats, CCTs must



remain agile and forward-thinking.

Technological Advancements

The integration of new technologies, such as advanced communication systems,
drones, and sensor platforms, continuously refines how CCTs operate. These
advancements enhance situational awareness, communication range, and the
precision of their tasks. The combat control team structure must readily
incorporate and master these new tools to maintain their edge.

Evolving Threat Environments

As adversaries develop new tactics and countermeasures, CCTs must adapt their
methodologies. This includes operating in increasingly contested airspace,
countering sophisticated electronic warfare, and maintaining effectiveness
against dispersed and unconventional threats. The training and equipment of
CCT personnel are continually updated to meet these evolving challenges.

Force Multiplier Capabilities

The efficiency and effectiveness of the combat control team structure make
them a significant force multiplier. A small, highly capable team can achieve
objectives that would otherwise require much larger, more resource-intensive
conventional units. This inherent value ensures their continued relevance and
importance in modern military operations.

Conclusion: The Indispensable Role of Combat
Control Teams

In summary, the combat control team structure represents a highly specialized
and meticulously organized cadre of Air Force personnel whose expertise is
critical for the seamless integration of airpower into ground operations.
From securing landing zones in hostile territory to directing precision
airstrikes and providing vital air traffic control in austere environments,
CCTs operate at the sharp edge of special operations. The defined roles
within a CCT, coupled with their rigorous, continuous training, ensure their
effectiveness across a spectrum of missions. Their ability to adapt to
evolving threats and integrate with diverse joint and coalition forces
underscores their status as indispensable assets. The robust combat control
team structure is the foundation upon which air superiority is often built in
the most challenging operational contexts.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary role of a Combat Control Team
(CCT)?

The primary role of a CCT is to establish, operate, and maintain airfields in
austere or compromised territory, enabling the safe and efficient flow of air
support and personnel.

What are the typical components of a CCT?

A CCT typically consists of a detachment commander, a flight sergeant, and
several tactical air control party (TACP) members, including JTACs (Joint
Terminal Attack Controllers) and specialists in communications, navigation,
and airfield management.

How is a CCT organized into teams?

CCTs are usually organized into smaller, specialized teams, often referred to
as detachments or specialized assault elements, designed for specific mission
profiles such as airfield seizure, direct action, or humanitarian assistance.

What kind of specialized skills do CCT members
possess?

CCT members possess a wide range of specialized skills, including airborne
and amphibious operations, close air support coordination, forward air
control, survival, evasion, resistance, and escape (SERE), battlefield first

aid, and the operation of specialized equipment like radar, navigation aids,
and communication systems.

How does CCT structure adapt to different
operational environments?

CCT structure is highly adaptable. Teams can be scaled up or down based on
mission requirements and can operate independently or integrate with other
special operations forces (SOF) or conventional units.

What is the relationship between CCT and Joint
Terminal Attack Controllers (JTACs)?

JTACs are a critical component of CCTs, responsible for directing close air
support (CAS) and other air support to targets on the ground. Many CCT
members are qualified JTACs.



What technological advancements are influencing CCT
structure and operations?

Advancements in unmanned aerial systems (UAS), secure communication
technologies, portable navigation aids, and advanced sensor systems are
significantly shaping CCT structure, enabling them to operate more
effectively in complex environments.

How do CCTs integrate with other special operations
forces (SOF)?

CCTs frequently integrate with other SOF units, such as Special Forces,
SEALs, and Pararescue, to provide critical air support and airfield
management capabilities for their respective missions.

What are the command and control elements within a
CCT structure?

Command and control is typically handled by the detachment commander and
flight sergeant, who oversee the operational planning, execution, and
coordination of all CCT activities, often within a larger joint or combined
operations framework.

What are the key considerations for CCT team
composition and deployment?

Key considerations include the mission objective, the threat environment, the
available resources, the required skill sets (e.g., JTAC qualification,
specific technical expertise), and the logistical support needed for
sustained operations.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to Combat Control Team (CCT) structure, along
with their descriptions:

1.

The Spearhead: Operational Dynamics of Elite Special
Tactics Squadrons

This book delves into the intricate organizational frameworks that underpin
elite special tactics units, akin to Combat Control Teams. It dissects how
these units are structured for rapid deployment, mission flexibility, and the
integration of diverse skillsets. Readers will gain insights into the
hierarchical and networked command structures that enable CCTs to operate
effectively in contested environments. The text explores the challenges and



solutions in maintaining cohesion and effectiveness across dispersed team
elements.

2.

Air Mobility Command: The Architecture of Global
Reach and Precision Delivery

While broader than just CCTs, this work examines the foundational principles
of Air Mobility Command, which is crucial for CCT operations. It details the
logistical and operational architectures that enable the rapid and precise
insertion and extraction of special operations forces. Understanding the
support structures and command relationships within AMC is vital for
appreciating how CCTs are positioned and sustained. The book highlights the
command and control systems that orchestrate complex airborne operations.

3.

Special Tactics Group: Command, Control, and
Coordination in Irregular Warfare

This title focuses on the specific command and control mechanisms employed by
Special Tactics Groups, the parent organization for CCTs. It explores the
methods by which these groups manage decentralized operations and coordinate
with higher headquarters and joint forces. The book analyzes the
communication protocols, leadership doctrines, and intelligence-sharing
architectures that are essential for CCT success. It offers a deep dive into
the strategic and tactical integration of CCT capabilities.

4,

Joint Special Operations Forces: Interoperability
and Team Design for Unified Missions

This book addresses the critical aspect of how CCTs function within the
larger Joint Special Operations Forces (JSFO) ecosystem. It investigates the
structural designs and operational protocols that facilitate interoperability
between various SOF components. Readers will learn about the team
compositions, task forces, and command relationships that enable seamless
collaboration. The text emphasizes the importance of adaptable team
structures to meet diverse mission requirements.

5.

The Forward Air Controller: Bridging the Gap Between
Air and Ground Forces

This title examines the pivotal role of the Forward Air Controller (FAC), a
core competency and often a primary function of CCTs. It explores the
organizational placement and operational integration of FACs within ground



units and air assets. The book details the communication channels and command
authorities that empower FACs to direct close air support effectively.
Understanding the FAC role is fundamental to comprehending a key structural
element of CCT operations.

6.

Combat Weather Teams: Integrating Environmental
Intelligence into Tactical Structures

This work focuses on the structural integration of Combat Weather Teams
(CWTs), which are often embedded within or closely aligned with CCTs. It
explains how meteorological expertise is incorporated into operational
planning and execution at the team level. The book discusses the command
relationships and information flow that allow CCTs to leverage weather
intelligence for optimal mission outcomes. It highlights the benefits of this
integrated approach to tactical decision-making.

7.

Small Unit Leadership: Principles of Command in
Decentralized Operations

While not exclusively about CCTs, this book explores the universal principles
of small unit leadership that are vital for CCT structure and effectiveness.
It examines how decentralized command and empowered non-commissioned officers
contribute to mission success. The text delves into the organizational ethos
and leadership philosophies that foster initiative and adaptability within
CCTs. Readers will find valuable insights into the human element of CCT
command and control.

8.

Insertion and Extraction Techniques: The Operational
Framework of Special Operations Mobility

This book examines the diverse methods and organizational structures
supporting the insertion and extraction of special operations forces,
including CCTs. It details the coordination between CCTs and aviation units,
outlining the command and control necessary for successful ingress and
egress. The text explores how team structures are adapted to different
mission profiles and environmental challenges. It provides a critical look at
the logistical and operational backbone of CCT deployment.

9.

The Role of Enlisted Leaders in Special Operations:



Building and Maintaining Elite Units

This title investigates the critical contributions of enlisted leaders within
special operations, directly applicable to CCT structure. It explores how
these leaders shape team cohesion, drive operational standards, and manage
the day-to-day functioning of specialized units. The book highlights the
organizational influence of enlisted personnel in developing and refining CCT
capabilities. It underscores the importance of enlisted leadership in
maintaining the effectiveness of CCT teams.
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