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PREPARING THE URBAN SNIPER HIDE

30 October 2009

Setting up an urban sniper hide on a SWAT callout requires a little forethought and preparation. If you’re a trained sniper, you must be operating under the thought that the suspect has just as good optics as you do. Never loose sight of the fact that we do not fight a twenty-twenty vision fight, we fight an optical fight, which includes optics up to thirty and fifty power or higher, depending on the suspects training, paranoia, or a combination of both.

With the above in mind we cannot occupy a structure under two hundred yards without some officer safety preparation.  If it was I, no matter how far back we were, the same preparations would be made for both a sniper and/or surveillance mission. The baseline preparations that should be made are:

1. Drape the back wall, especially if it’s white: An eight by ten sheet of black cheese cloth type material should do it. These are easily acquired in any fabric store in town. Cheese cloth or like material is light, pliable, and easily rolled or folded into an urban hide kit.

2. Drape the shoot/observe window: Use the same black cheesecloth, most snipers will have a couple of different sizes for standard and picture window. With the back wall and shoot/observe window covered, it will be impossible to be silhouetted by anyone using optics as long as the sniper/observers are also in dark clothing.

3. Clear the glass/open the window: If you have a window that will open there are no issues.  If you have a picture window or a commercial window that will not open, a glass cutter is your best friend.  Clear a six to eight inch hole in the window- failure to do this will insure a miss.  You cannot shoot through glass on your side of the street or yard, then through glass on the suspects side and have any kind of a chance of hitting your target at point of aim, or at all. If shooting any kind of angle you will not hit with a standard .308 round of any kind.

4. Protect Mrs. Smith’s dining table: Use moving pads like the movers use to protect fine furniture or two to four thicknesses of blankets between your bipods and any dining room table or furniture you may be shooting off of. You may have the house owner’s permission to be using the house as a hide, but a scratch on the surface of anything will draw a lawsuit for you marring the family heirloom. 

5. Unscrew all light bulbs:  In the hide room unscrew all light bulbs, and in any adjoining rooms into the hide room that can be unscrewed, some may be out of reach (fifteen foot ceilings, etc.). 
6. Tape down all light switches:  All light switches in the hide room and adjoining rooms should be taped down, most especially if all bulbs could not be removed. Great care must be taken to insure no inadvertent lighting or back lighting of the position accidentally takes place. If it does, as we all know, that will be the exact time the suspect is scoping the hide window.

7. Guard access doors to hide or mark: No one should enter the hide room without permission and insuring their entry will not light/back light the hide position. All command personnel and inner perimeter personnel should be briefed on the proper protocols for entering the hide structure and the hide room within the structure.

8. One secure access point to the hide structure: Relief sniper/observers, command personnel, or technicians entering the hide structure should enter through a pre-determined secure non-observable entry point. Should the hide site be compromised, through wall fire could be taken if the suspect decides to take that action.

9. Keep shooting/observation position left or right of window: There should only be enough optics and gun barrel exposed for the needed shot, picture, or video. If suspect determines the hide is where it is, his first shots would most likely be through the window center mass, unless he had determined a specific target side. There is not a lot of conclusive data on this, but in open tests and the few times we have been fired on, the center of the windows were hit first.

10. Use ballistic shields:  If ballistic shields are available, they can be put between the wall of the hide room and the shooting position. This is not a perfect answer if fired on, but would provide some additional protection. If a rifle bullet went through the wall of the house and then hit a ballistic shield, it may be slowed down enough to where a vest may stop it.  Another good technique is to put a rifle stopping plate in a day pack or three day pack and shoot from behind it. This works well in street fights in Iraq and will work in a police sniper hide.

11. Dummy up other windows on the shoot/observe side:  Use fishing line run into other rooms to tie to curtains and make them move, use lights, open other windows- all these things increase your chance of not being pinpointed and engaged by a shooter. Glass cut out of windows, movement, and lights all will be detected by a suspect with a little training and optics. At the end of the day, sniper/observer safety depends on the individuals training and knowledge of what it takes to remain operational without detection, or if detected getting shot.

12. Using tape: Some teams use push pins, some use tape. If taping drapes to painted walls use blue painters tape, it will not strip paint when pulled off. An urban hide kit should have tape of different kinds, push pins, stapler, putty, and different colors of touch up paint. The homeowner who allowed the use of their home and did their civic duty, still expects to get it back the same way they left it. If they do not, have the check writer ready. I personally have no money limit on saving officers’ lives; however, I have been around some managers that feel money is more important.

The above list is by no means all encompassing, there are thousands of different building types and situations snipers or surveillance personnel could find themselves in. One of the things I have learned over the years is that no matter how good our plan is, we generally find out the best way to have done it is after the operation at the operation debrief.  Proving that twenty-twenty hindsight is always a nice thing to have, too bad we can never have it pre-operation instead of post-operation, but life and sniping is anything but fair. 

Stay safe as you can.

Steve Mattoon
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