
Cobra Cold '99
 
Tests the Eight-step Training Model
 

By First Lieutenant Matthew Lurratto 

F or several yea rs, the eight-ste p 
t ra in ing mod el has been a 
helpful gu ide that ma ny units 

have adop ted as their standard operat­
ing procedure . Close ly resembling 
troop-leadin g proced ures, the training 
mode l ref ined the existing standard into 
a straightforward method for conduct­
ing quality training. Thi s past year, the 
86 4 th E ng ineer Comb at B att alio n 
(Heavy), Fort Lewis, Washington, put 
the eight-step train ing model to the lest 
and pro ved its effectiveness during the 
84th 's deployment to Th ailand as part 
of Co bra Gold '99. 

Cobra Gold '99 jo ined the U.S. and 
Th ai milit aries to build four multipur­
pose village activity center s in less then 
a mo nth. Vary ing slightly in design , 
each building res ted on an 80 - by 40 ­
foo t concrete pad with precast concrete 
columns. On top of the col umns was a 
stee l-framed roof support system with a 
heavy concrete tile cover. Each building 
consisted of some variation of block con ­
struction and might incl ude end wa lls, 
various rooms, or decorative block with 
stee l-mesh enclosures. Built adjacent to 
exis ting school compounds, the new 
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activity centers furnished much-needed 
c las sr ooms and f unct io na l meeting 
spaces to these remote and economicaJly 
depressed villages. In add ition, U.S. and 
Thai soldiers received valuable joint op­
erations construction experienc e. 

With a fi rm und er standing of the 
mission's scope. the 864th began to ex­
ecute the eight-step training model early 
on so as to use this valuab le training 
mission to the fullest. 

Plan the Training 

One year before the miss ion 's 
execut io n, the ba ttalion S3 
a ttende d a Cobra Go ld '99 

prepIanning meeting in Bangkok and, 
in Jul y 1998, a Concept Developm ent 
Co nfe re nce was he ld in Haw aii. 
Thro ughout the rest of 1998, the battal­
ion staff continued to co llect informa­
tion and coordinate future contracts for 
the mission that was planned for May 
1999 . Meanw hile the battalio n's con­
struct ion section gathered everything it 
could from previous Cobra Gold mis­
sio ns. After-ac tion revi ews and pla ns 
from those exercises helped ens ure that 

i	 many of the challenges faced in the past 
would not arise aga in. 

Train and Certify Leaders 

I n earl y J anu ar y 1999 . th e task 
force narrow ed the concept of the 
opera tion to fo ur const ructio n 

sites- three would be completed by Al­
pha Com pany 's two vertical construction 
platoons. and Seabees from the 5th Na­
va l Mari ne Co nstruc tion Battal ion 
would complete the fourth. During the 
battalion's annual construction confer­
ence , Ol Cs and NCOICs updated the ir 
project- man agement skills , to incl ude 
learning to use the new Sure Track soft­
ware program by Primavara. More im­
port antly this confere nce allowed battal­
ion leaders to ens ure that projec t lead­
er s under st ood and adhere d to the 
battalion' s high standards . 

As a fin al predeployment certifica­
tion, each OIC gave the batt alion com­
mander a precon struction brief that in­
cluded detai ls of how the OlC planned 
to acco mplish each mission. Th e brie fs 
were of special importance because the 
construction sites wer e located hours 
from each other and in some of the most 
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Soldiers from the 864th Engineer Battalion construct the foundation system 
for a multipurpose building in Thailand . 

remote area s of Thailand . Thi s meant 
that the majority of the command and 
control would rely on expertise of the 
site OlCs and NCOlCs. 

Recon the Site 

I n February a reconnaissance team 
cons is ting of Alpha Comp any' s 
executi ve officer, a si te NC OIC , 

and part of the battalion 's construction 
sec tion visited Thailand to get a first­
hand look at the sites. The team took 
photographs and videos and established 
the basis of good relations with each 
vill age leader. The team determined the 
best means of providing eac h site with 
esse ntial life-support supplies and con­
tracts. Meanwhile, the battalion 's con­
struction team es tablished and finalized 
bill-of-materi al contracts and met with 
its Thai army coun terparts for each site. 

Issue the Plan 

A ft er co m piling information 
f ro m th e reconn ai ssance 
team and the OIC' s plannin g, 

the task force issued a comprehensive 
plan ear ly in March 1999. 

Rehearse 
a ensure the succe ss of a mis­
sion, there is no subs titute for 
quali ty construction rehearsals. 

So for more than a year before the ex­
ecution of Cobra Gold '99, the 864th 
sought construction missions that were 
similar to tho se it would perform in 
Th ailand. In Augus t 1998 , Alpha 
Company's l st Platoon completed a mis­
sion for the 3d Ranger Battalion that 
involved constructin g fo ur different 
walls at one of the ranges so the rangers 
could train on urban demolition . While 
constructing three of these wall s, the 
company placed more than 1,500 con­
crete masonr y block s-an outstanding 
rehear sal for Cobra Gold, where it 
placed more than 3,000 blocks. Alpha 
Company's 2d Platoon constructed a 50­
by 100-foot Butle r building at the post's 
Regional Correction al Faci lity. This 
project involved pouring a 60- by 105­
foot concrete pad , which was excellent 
preparation for the 80- by 40-foot pads 
it built in Thailand. 

Before the deployment. Alpha Com­
pany focused on some of the more unique 
construction challenges it wo uld face. 

For example, the platoon s had never 
constructed the type of roof they would 
build in Thailand , so for practice they 
took on a small project in the company's 
motorpool. For years, Alph a Comp any 's 
vertical plat oon s had practiced laying 
block on a small 16- by 14-foot pad. The 
battalion 's construction section designed 
and built a rooffor the pad that was simi­
lar to the roof design and materials the 
company would use in Thailand. In com­
pleting the roof , Alpha Company discov­
ered many of the challenges that might 
arise and resolved in detail how to meet 
these challenges long before the COIll­

pa ny arrived in Thailand . 

The found ations of the buil dings in 
Thailand were also unique. With con­
crete footers and precast reinforced con­
crete columns as the struct ures ' main 
support system, Alpha Company incor­
porated a grade beam system that tied 
eac h of the columns together. To re­
hearse this particular task, the company 
constructed a similar foundation system 
with only four co lumns . As an add ed 
benefit, this found ation would act as the 
company's new block training founda­
tion , replacin g the shed it had put a roof 
on ear lier. Just as with the roof, the les­
sons learned from constructing this new 
found ation system helped leaders avoid 
construction problems in Thailand be­
fore they occurred. 

Rehearsals such as these offered not 
only an oppor tunity for lead ers to re­
fine their plan but also gave the soldiers 
and NCOs a chance to practice and de­
termine the best and most efficient way 
to acco mplish each task. By condu ct­
ing rehearsals that closely mir rored the 
actual tr ainin g in Thailand, the task 
force ensured that all sites could mee t 
the deadline for completing the construc­
tion projects. 

Execute 

On 15 April, the task force sent 
the cons truct ion sec tion and 
Alpha Company ' s executive 

officer to Karat, Thailand, to ensure that 
coordination the reconnai ssance team 
had done earlier was still in place. On 
20 April, the four-man advanced party 
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Thai military and civilians join soldiers from the 864th Engineer Battalion at one of the Cobra Gold '99 
projects. 

teams deployed to ens ure that the footers 
were pl aced and the co lumns erec ted 
within 10 days . The main body of 85 
so ldiers dep art ed from McChord Ai r 
Force Base, Washingto n, on 28 May and 
began the 29 -hour n ight to Thailand. 
They had 20 days to com plete the re­
maining 90 percent of the project. By 
the time the 864th left Thailand, it not 
only had built four outsta nding struc ­
tures but also had stre ngthened relations 
with the Thai mili tary and civilians. 

Conduct an AAR 

T hroughout the project, ~ lCs 

maintained a l og of after­
ac tion-review co mments , as ­

built drawings, and a record of 
additional bill-of-materials (BOM) pur­
chases. When it returned to Fort Lewis, 
the construction section co mpiled this 
information with its own comments and 
those of the leaders into a valuable pack­
age for the next Cobra Gold exercise. 

Retrain 

U sing the lesson s learned fro m 
Cobra Go ld '99, th e 864th 
Engineer Battalion staff already 

has started to plan for the batt alion 's 
involvement in Cobra Gold 200 1. 

Although Cobra Gold '9 9 was quit e 
successful , everything did not go accord­
ing to plan during the exercise. All of 
the sites experience d des ign cha nges , 
BOM shortages, and some weather prob­
lem s. Yet , the effects of th ese ever­
present cha llenges on the overall mis­
sion were minimal because of the time 
saved and the lessons learned durin g the 
battalion's exe cution of the eight-step 
trainin g model. 

Conclusion 

P la nn ing as mu ch as 
a year be fo re ex ecuting th e 

mission limited the numb er of de­
sign cha nges . Training and ce rtify ing 
leaders gave them the confidence and 
skill to make the right call in the face of 
adverse conditions and situ ations. Re­
connaissance of the sire ensured that 
leaders knew what to plan and could pro­
vide soldiers what they needed to get the 
job done. Issuing the plan ensured that 
everyone down to the lowest level un­
derstood their role in the training's ex­
ecution. Rehearsals revealed problems 
to be addressed and trained soldiers on 
tasks where they lacked proficiency. Ex­
ecution gave everyone an opportunity to 
see what they could do with what they 

had learned in a real-world trainin g 
situation. The af ter-action revi ew pro­
vided quality feedback on what to main ­
tain and what to change the next time 
around when the battalion retrains dur­
ing the Cobra Gold 200 I exe rcise. 

Although the 864[h was commended 
for completing one of the most success­
ful mi ssion s in the 18-year history of 
Cobra Gold, the success was also a trib­
ute to the effec tiveness of the Army's 
eight-step train ing model. W 
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