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A Note From The Editor
Welcome to the Third Edition of Military Operations.
We seem to be doing something right. Subscription figures continue to rise. We are receiving more and more offers of articles. People
are writing letters to us for publication. Our first letter was from an airman, which shows that we are not just reaching a land-focussed
readership.
Following our second edition, we were approached by the US Army’s Armor Magazine, which wanted to republish Clint Ancker’s article
‘Whither Armor?’. We were, of course, delighted. Then a senior British Army officer asked to be put in touch with John Wilson to discuss
his article ‘Down the Tubes’, which looked at the future of field artillery. So, even in its short existence, Military Operations has already
helped lead and develop tactical thinking. We seem to be doing something right.
It was very much in that spirit that we decided to run a Warfare Masterclass this summer. It’s very much intended to discuss and develop
thinking on warfare in a pleasant and enjoyable location. That’s why we picked St John’s College at Cambridge University. You should
have seen our flyer in previous e-mail shots. If not, please visit: https://www.tjomo.com/masterclass
We are also delighted that one of our other contributors, Mark Richards, has just published another book. Mark writes under his pen
name ‘Max Velocity’. You can find details of his new book, a novel called ‘Patriot Dawn: The Resistance Rises’, with his other books at
http://maxvelocitytactical.blogspot.com/2013/01/available-now-patriot-dawn-resistance.html, or through Amazon.
This edition contains a wide range of articles. Rupert Smith’s reflections of command of an armoured division during Operation Granby
(the British contribution to the liberation of Kuwait in 1991) is particularly valuable. In a sense, it is a postscript to the 45 years of armed
readiness known as the Cold War. British forces arrived in northern Germany in 1945, initially as an occupation force. Some of them
are still there. For decades their real purpose was to deter (or if necessary fight) the Warsaw Pact as part of NATO. Rupert Smith’s article
tells us that it worked: that after 45 years British armoured forces could deploy, and fight, at least as well as they did in 1944-5. We
should ask, however, whether Britain and a Western coalition could now repeat the events of Operation Desert Storm in Kuwait, over
20 years ago.
As a brigadier, Rupert Smith had a been a member of the Ginger Group, a team of influential thinkers organised around General
(later Field Marshal) Sir Nigel (‘Ginge’) Bagnall. The Ginger Group was responsible for kick-starting a renaissance in British military
thinking. This was the era of the (almost exclusively American) development of AirLand Battle; the development (to Western minds) of
the Manouevrist approach; and the ‘discovery’ of the operational level of war. It seems strange now that anyone should challenge the
orthodox view that war has strategic, operational and tactical levels. In the 1980s, however, that was novel and seemingly foreign. Yet,
in our first edition, William Owen did challenge that orthodoxy. In this edition, Justin Kelly follows that up with his own views on the
operational level and operational art. We are perhaps seeing a long-overdue critique of operational-level thinking. Was it necessary?
Was it overstated? Is it necessary?
Discussion of military thinking within a theatre of operations leads one to think about the structures and processes by which it is done.
That brings us to Kevin Benson’s article ‘21st Century Operations and the Art of Wargaming’. At one level, it lays out a case for a
development of process within higher-level HQs. At another level, it is a fascinating insight into what currently happens in large deployed
command posts in the course of enduring operations. It is interesting to think what Rupert Smith, or his American colleagues, would have
made of it in 1991.
In the Second World War the German and American Armies introduced relatively lightly protected half-tracked armoured personnel
carriers (APCs). The Canadian Army then pioneered the use of much heavier tracked APCs based on tank chassis. In the late 1960s
the Soviet Army developed Infantry Fighting Vehicles (IFVs). The first time that IFVs were used in anger was in 1973, during the Yom
Kippur War. It is notable that not a single BMP-1 survived to cross the Israeli antitank ditch on the Golan Heights, although Syrian tanks
penetrated about 10km further. Yet Western armies soon built IFVs in large numbers. Are they necessary? Are they the best way of
transporting infantry to, and on, the battlefield? William Owen’s article ‘Wrong Technology for the Wrong Tactics’ suggests that they
are not.
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Gerry Long’s article picks up the theme of the second edition of Military Operations. Its Editorial pointed out that many armies are now
taking stock of a decade of warfare, and asking which capabilities they should take forward into future operations. Gerry Long asks a
more fundamental question: does Britain have an army that actually learns lessons? Although focussed on the British Army, it is relevant
to many nations, since it considers military culture. He closes with a call to listen to the heretics, and to find ‘a coherent path to the future’.
A good lesson, surely, for any armed force.
Military thought is not the reserve of soldiers, sailors or airmen. All five of the authors listed above serve, or have served, in their nation’s
armed forces. Martin Samuels has not. He is a British government official who works in the area of health and social care provision.
However, he brings a deeply incisive mind and years of formal study to a critical issue: how commanders command. Since the years
of the Ginger Group and AirLand Battle, Mission Command has been the orthodoxy for Western Armed forces. Yet, as Martin Samuels
points out, it is by no means the only (and not necessarily the best) option. Just as importantly, he tells us that the subject is very poorly
studied. Mission command may indeed be the best command approach for developed, largely Western, armed forces. But how do
we know that, what are the alternatives, and how can we be sure? Martin Samuel’s article is a most welcome contribution to Military
Operation’s subject material.
We welcome letters to the Editor, on subjects raised in previous articles or issues of contemporary relevance. It is our policy to publish
them initially soon after we receive them, and then again in the next edition. Military Operations is therefore delighted to republish
articles by John Barrass on parachute operations, and Carl Maldonado on indigenous security forces.
Jim Storr
Editor, Military Operations
March 2013
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A Commander Reflects

In round terms 1 UK Div consisted
of some 20,000 men, 7,000 vehicles
and 72 aircraft

Rupert Smith

22 years ago, almost to the day as I write this, I deployed with my
HQ from Germany to Saudi Arabia as part of Operation Granby, the
British part of Operation Desert Storm. I had been the commander of
1st Armoured Division, known during the operation as I UK Div, for
less than two months.

Now memory is a dangerous thing.
We know now what happened,
when we didn’t at the time
In this article I reflect on certain elements of command that I think
might be of use to a commander in similar circumstances in the future.
Now memory is a dangerous thing. We know now what happened,
when we didn’t at the time; we forget what did not happen, when we
thought it might; and success is drawn upon to justify all decisions.
In contrast, command is an exercise in forethought practised in the
event; to decide what you want to happen, how it is to happen,
making it happen in the face of resistance, and to these ends to
organise to fight and command the battles intended. So please read
what follows in this light.
After some debate in HQ CENTCOM, the overall Joint and
Combined HQ, it was decided in late December 1990 that my
division was to be subordinated to VII US Corps of 3 US Army.
The Corps already consisted of four divisions plus an armoured
cavalry regiment. 1 UK Div was to guard the Corps east flank as it
attacked north and northeast to destroy the Iraqi Republican Guard
and liberate Kuwait. The attack was to occur after air superiority and
considerable attrition of enemy armoured forces had been achieved.

Although elements of the division in Germany had and were to
deploy, a sizable element of my command in Saudi Arabia was
drawn from other formations in both Germany and the UK. In round
terms 1 UK Div consisted of some 20,000 men, 7,000 vehicles and
72 aircraft; all of which deployed into theatre through Jubayl on
the Gulf coast of Saudi Arabia. They were not all assembled with
their equipment until the end of January 1991 and even then stores
and ammunition were still flowing into theatre. My force was not a
conventional division; in terms of combat and service support it was
similar to a WW2 corps. It consisted of:
Recce Group: An armoured recce regiment, an artillery target
locating unit, and an EW unit.
Two Armoured Brigades: One infantry heavy (two Warrior
battalions and one Challenger battalion); the other tank heavy
(two Challenger and one Warrior battalions) and, later, three
air portable infantry battalions.[i]
Three Artillery Groups: one close support group of three
battalions of M109; one general support group of a M110
battalion and an MLRS battalion of 18 launchers; and one
AD group. In round terms the artillery represented a 30-fold
increase in firepower over that available to a WW2 armoured
divisional commander.
Engineer Group: Three armoured engineer battalions and a
general support regiment.
Aviation Group: 36 Gazelle and Lynx helicopters and 36
support helicopters.[ii]

To cite this Article: Smith, Rupert, “A Commander Reflects”, Military Operations, Volume 1, Issue No. 3, Winter 2012,
pages 4-7.
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Signal Group: providing communications from the port forward
to, and within, the Division.
Medical Group: dressing stations at first line for all formations,
and three field hospitals.
Two Logistic Groups: transport, maintenance, stores, a tank
transporter unit, bulk fuel handling units, etc.; one to work from
the port forward, and the other to support the Division.

or move, my groupings must be able to operate cut off from each
other; they must be big enough in terms of firepower, logistic and
medical support to stand isolation.
To this end I decided to fight three simultaneous battles. This is not
new now, but for a division to do this (at least in the British Army)
was new then. I called them the Depth, Contact and Rear battles.
•

Although subordinated to a corps in the 3 US Army I was responsible
for my own supply, maintenance, and medical treatment, from the
port to wherever the battle took us. The start point for the attack
into Iraq was 400km from the port, and the more we advanced the
worse my logistic problems, it being at least another 400km to the
Euphrates.

The Depth Battle was to be commanded by my artillery
commander. He was to delay, disrupt, divide and destroy the
enemy so as to present easily digested bite sized targets for
the Contact Battle. All the artillery less that allocated to support
the Contact Battle, the Reconnaissance Group and the attack
aviation were grouped to his command.

•

Furthermore, there were no reserves, except of my own making; I
had already all that was available. Thus as well as having to supply,
maintain and administer my force wherever it was, I would have to
fight in such a way that I could recover myself if I got into trouble.

The Contact Battle was to be fought by the two armoured
brigade commanders, who (reinforced with artillery, engineer
support and with their own logistic and medical elements) would
be committed in turn to destroy enemy groupings.

•

The Rear Battle was to be commanded by my Rear HQ
whose objective was to secure communications, establish
area surveillance (including Chemical and Biological), and if
necessary convoy logistic and medical columns so as to ensure
the maintenance of the Depth and Contact Battles. Grouped to
this command were: the Engineer Group (less those allocated
to the support of the Contact Battle), the AD Artillery Group;
reserve AFVs, and the air portable infantry.

Operations in Kuwait, 25-27 February 1991
The enemy had plenty of time to prepare their defence. They were
deployed behind substantial obstacles along the Saudi / Iraqi
border and in considerable depth in Iraq and Kuwait. The enemy
forces in the depth of the defence were primarily the Iraq Republican
Guard. The VII Corps plan involved breaching the obstacle with 1
US Inf Div, then advancing north with the other divisions to destroy
the Iraq Republican Guard. I UK Div, having passed through the
breach and conducted a forward passage of lines through 1 US Inf
Div, was to guard the east and south flanks of VII Corp’s attack. I was
to be reinforced by a US artillery group.
I had the following principles for command in battle: simplicity of
design; thorough preparation; sudden execution; rapid relentless
exploitation; seek to dictate events rather than to control; and
allocate to the same commander authority for control of recce, fire
and movement to achieve an object.
On the basis that over time small fights won quickly incur the
least logistic penalty, my intention was to fight quick small battles
concentrating all available firepower on each objective in turn to
destroy or, if necessary and temporarily, delay the enemy. These
small objectives were to be attacked serially at a high tempo by
each brigade or battle group in turn. Thus if one got into trouble the
other could come to its help, and the one not engaged would be the
focus of logistic support.
I intended to go in deep on a narrow front so as to gain the earliest
possible contact with enemy elements moving toward the Corps flank.
Advantage was to be taken of long-range engagements and night
where the division had technical superiority. Static enemy positions
were to be bypassed, and if the enemy were then to counter attack
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To support this scheme, I decided that logistics and maintenance
would be conducted on a different principle than hitherto. Instead
of the standard system of demand, I changed to a directed system.
Each grouping was to be logistically independent for 2-3 days and
I would point the supply pipe at whomever I thought needed supply
first. Additionally, I created a small reserve of equipment - guns,
AFVs, etc., all manned and carried on transporters - together with
a maintenance company; this Armoured Delivery battle group was
commanded by an experienced commanding officer and grouped
with the Rear Battle. In sum, I was handling my AFVs rather as an air
force handles its aircraft; seeking to maintain a percentage on the
line at any one time.

In sum, I was handling my AFVs
rather as an air force handles
its aircraft; seeking to maintain a
percentage on the line
at any one time.
To command I split my HQ into a Forward and a Rear. The Forward
HQ was split again into an A and B, to allow for rapid movement in
keeping up with the battle. To move between A and B HQs I had a
small rover group with an armoured escort. Alternatively I flew with
a formation of armed helicopters. I did not have a separate Tactical
HQ. I think if you are fighting a battle and your HQ is too big to be
tactical, make it smaller, don’t spawn another.
In the period leading up to the attack we conducted an intensive
intelligence exercise to understand not just where the enemy were,
but how they were organised. I anticipated they would move to
attack the corps flank. In the melee of such an action I wanted to
be sure of concentrating on the actual threat to the flank, rather
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than perhaps the nearest enemy grouping to me. As a priority I
wanted to destroy their capacity to act as a coherent whole. This
exercise was frustrating and difficult. The deception plan required
VII Corps to remain hidden in the desert. We could not collect
information ourselves; we were reliant on CENTCOM resources. We
were a low priority. Nevertheless, by the time we attacked we had
located a number of groupings and I had formed an idea as to their
organisation, albeit a different idea to that of CENTCOM.
Any understanding of this battle must start with the recognition that
we had absolute air superiority. We could not have done what we
did in the way we did it if we had not had this advantage. This
was particularly evident when the division was passing through the
breach and conducting the forward passage of lines with 1 US Inf
Div; a manoeuvre that started in daylight. That rolling international
traffic jam would have been a death trap if attacked from the air.
It was during this early phase that the flexibility or organisational
mobility of my arrangements proved themselves. The Corps
Commander changed the plan! The two divisions were superimposed
in the breach; he wanted 1 US Inf Div to join the attack on my
northern flank as soon as possible instead of remaining to secure
the breach. After a brief discussion we agreed that I would continue
to advance once my Deep and Contact Battles were clear of the
cleared lanes. There were eighteen of them; all but one lane (in
case I needed to evacuate casualties) would be used by 1 US Inf Div
until they were clear. The result was that we attacked without logistic
support and the Rear Battle linked up about a day later.
The change of plan had another consequence: the flank I was to
guard was now anchored on the breach through which the fuel for
the thirsty M1 Abrams tanks must flow if the Corps attack was not
to halt for want of fuel. The enemy formations defending the Iraq
border that we would bypass were going to be closer to the breach
than we were. In addition my northern boundary was changed
to give space for 1 US Inf Div which meant I had less room and
time to defeat an attack on the Corps flank. My limited surveillance
capability had to be redeployed.

The enemy formations defending
the Iraq border that we would
bypass were going to be closer to
the breach than we were.
By dawn after the passage of lines the Deep Battle had reconnaissance
units overlooking a group of enemy we called LEAD some 90km from
the breach. Columns of armoured vehicles could be seen driving
down from the north to join LEAD. We know now that we were seeing
the counter attack force assembling before advancing towards the
breach some 24 hours after the event. A strong wind was lifting the
sand and it was not flying weather. The Deep Battle now covered
an area of about 90x40 sq. kms. In the Contact Battle three enemy
groupings had already been destroyed and a brigade was about to
be committed to deal with another group. The Deep Battle moved
an MLRS battalion into line with the leading battle group that was
reorganising after a successful assault on a group called ZINC, and
attacked LEAD. Subsequently, as the weather cleared, aviation and
aircraft joined the attack and the enemy counterattack was defeated.
During the next 24 hours the brigades destroyed a number of enemy
groups in turn, and every artillery unit was in action in either the
Deep Battle or supporting the Contact Battles. It was pleasing to see
the plan come together.
Volume 1 / Issue 3 / Winter 2012
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27-28 February 1991
The following day we were held by VII Corps for about 12 hours on
Phase Line Smash, our ‘limit of exploitation’. My extended formations
began to close up and then we were in pursuit and exploiting as fast
as we could into Kuwait. I had abandoned the Deep Battle because
I had run out of reconnaissance and was receiving no information
from Corps HQ. I could not wait for the reconnaissance battalion to
reform and get ahead. I regrouped, forming an advance guard of
a brigade group with artillery and engineers followed by my HQ,
an artillery group and the aviation regiment, with the other brigade
group in the rear of the column. The Rear Battle was reinforced
with the reconnaissance battalion, engineers and some artillery, and
the AD group was tasked with surveillance. Because of the span of
this command and the large number of bypassed enemy I put the
commander of the divisional engineers in command of this force.
I think I should have done this from the outset; allowing my Rear
HQ to concentrate on the administrative and logistic support of the
command including the mass of PW and making communication
easier between me and the Rear Battle commander.

The Rear Battle was reinforced
with the reconnaissance battalion,
engineers and some artillery, and
the AD group was tasked
with surveillance.
When the ceasefire was called shortly after we had crossed the
Kuwait-Basra road we had fired just over 1600 tank rounds, 8500
of artillery and 2000 rockets. We had 17 killed and 31 wounded,
and had lost some vehicles but no tanks to enemy action and mines.
We had taken some 7000 PW, amongst them five generals taken in
their HQs. This showed that our interpretation of their organisation
had been correct and the long hours spent analysing photos for
tracks in the sand to see who was visiting who had paid off.
Although in the early stages there had been some local resistance
to our attacks the enemy proved to be a poor lot. Demoralized and
disorganised by the prolonged air attack, stunned by sudden heavy
artillery bombardments and centrally controlled, they were unable to
react quickly enough or to any effect.
I moved my Forward HQ five times and my Rear HQ twice. At
divisional level radio communications were difficult. The flat desert
restricted VHF range and at the speed we advanced it took time
to build the radio trunk communications, a problem made worse
by the decision to cut the division in half at the breach, and we
were reliant on the HF guard net until the trunk communications had
been established. This did not inhibit command because the design
for battle vested control with subordinate commanders; leaving the
direction, choice of objectives and priorities to me, which limited my
need for information from my own command.
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I moved my Forward HQ five times
and my Rear HQ twice. At divisional
level radio communications
were difficult.
GPS sets were available and proved to be a great boon. Initially the
designated boundaries and control lines worked well. However, as
the battle developed matters became more confused. The passage of
information within CENTCOM was not as fast as we were moving.
We lost two Warriors and their crews to a USAF attack. After
about 36 hours we had a number of blue on blue engagements.
Commanders were becoming so tired that although the orders
were being broadcast over the net they were only registering
the information concerning their own call sign. When the man is
exhausted I don’t think it will be any different with a display on a
screen; he will have tunnel vision. The men who became the most
tired were those who commanded a vehicle as well as performing
some other function; the rapid advance meant they never rested
properly. I am not convinced of the need for deputy commanders in
battle but if I were to do the operation again I would ensure there
were alternate vehicle commanders.

I had an excellent staff and we
practised together during
the deployment.
I had an excellent staff and we practised together during the
deployment. Their competence together with my practice of
devolving decision to as low a level as practical allowed me to
handle a span of command that stretched from the port and ranged
from field hospitals to close reconnaissance of the enemy. Their
ability to handle mass in manoeuvre was essential to take advantage

of the open gravel desert. I wonder whether current formation staffs
could handle the change of plan in the breach as calmly and quickly
as they did.
I was pleased with my design for battle. In the event it gave me
considerable flexibility in both manoeuvre and in the application of
fire. Nevertheless, the limited ability to acquire information for myself
and to avoid ‘catching up with my headlights’ was its weakness.
Modern communications allow the sharing of information acquired
by other assets but this is not necessarily of the detail or currency
required for an attack. The more we want precision and speed of
response the more it is necessary to group reconnaissance and
strike together. In my opinion a commander should be his own best
intelligence officer and he should be provided with the appropriate
assets to be so.

As I wrote in my report I think
we should be careful as to
what lessons we draw from
this experience, for we had air
superiority and were stressed
more by our own success and
boldness than the enemy.
As I wrote in my report I think we should be careful as to what lessons
we draw from this experience, for we had air superiority and were
stressed more by our own success and boldness than the enemy. This
is particularly true of our medical and logistic arrangements.
For the future I recommend the value of: planning from first principles
instead of following the form and practice of the past, often justified
as doctrine; directed logistics; organising into small self-contained
groupings; and lowering decision levels.

As a major general, Rupert Smith commanded the 1st British Armoured Division from 1990 to 1992. He was subsequently General Officer
Commanding, Northern Ireland; Commander Allied Rapid Reaction Corps; and Deputy Supreme Allied Commander, Europe.
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[i] The infantry battalions were primarily used for PW handling, escort and guarding – Ed.
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Where to for ‘The Operational’

of industrialisation and the resultant fielding of huge armies. In
combination this created what were seen as new conditions in
warfare.

Justin Kelly

Introduction
In the first edition of this Journal, William Owen presented a strong
argument against the existence of an Operational Level of War.[i]
On the basis of this conceptual dismemberment he went on to argue
against the related idea of operational art. This kind of provocation
is sure to stimulate fierce debate within the very small community
concerned with such matters. Having tracked similar debates over a
decade or so, it is possible to detect a drift towards disillusionment
with ‘the operational’, but there remains a large and influential
population dedicated to the understanding – or misunderstanding –
currently embedded in the doctrine of the English-speaking armies.
This article seeks to build on Owen’s, but does so from a slightly
different direction. Rather than a philosophical examination of
whether we need an operational level, or operational art, this article
is based on the proposition that we need to teach people how to
fight. To do this we need doctrine – which is by definition ‘that which
is taught’. To fight well we need good doctrine that is pertinent to the
demands generated by the contemporary operating environment. It
is here that ‘the operational’ is most inadequate.
So, while we might be theoretically justified in ditching the
operational level of war and its associated art, do we need to
identify a replacement and, if we do, what does it look like?
Why Operational Art?
Operational art grew out of a unique set of circumstance prevailing
in Europe in the 19th and 20th Centuries. These circumstances
revolved around the emergence of the nation state, the spread

The nation state was based on an expansion of the tribal proposition
that the individual was bound to contribute to the advancement of
the collective, and would benefit either directly or indirectly by
doing so. Conscription and lengthy periods of reserve service are
a natural result of this proposition. Industrialisation provided the
means to equip, move and support large armies. The combination
of the drive for individuals to serve the nation state and the industrial
ability to accommodate it led to mass armies. Huge armies backed
by industrialised economies were tough to beat. At Waterloo, for
example, Napoleon suffered fewer than 50,000 casualties which
was sufficient to bring down his regime. At the Somme in 1916,
the Allies suffered 60,000 casualties on the first day, but the battle
continued for a further four and half months and eventually produced
over 600,000 casualties (the Germans suffered over 400,000).
Despite the magnitude of these losses it was not decisive.

At Waterloo, for example,
Napoleon suffered fewer than
50,000 casualties which was
sufficient to bring down his regime.
At the same time, the size of the armies presented by the belligerents
in France and Belgium led to the existence of an intact and relatively
stable front from Switzerland to the Channel. The problem of the
stabilised front was a new one for military theory. Without assailable
flanks and with the power of the defence being enhanced by
technology, the positive purpose of the offence was effectively stymied
by the negative one of the defence. Warfare had been rendered
indecisive. It was the desire to return decisiveness to warfare that
led to the Soviet distillation of operational art. In their usage it was
a specific response to the challenges of defeating a nation state,

To cite this Article: Kelly, Justin, “Where to for ‘The Operational’”, Military Operations, Volume 1, Issue No. 3,
Winter 2012, pages 8-11.
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via the annihilation of its mass army and despite the existence of a
stabilised front. Because of the Soviet perspective, operational art
at its inception was: continental; intent on overcoming a stabilised
front; exclusively confined to industrial-age mechanised warfare; and
entirely focused on the annihilation of the enemy army. Deep Battle
was the doctrine which described the way that Soviet operational
art would be applied within this specific and quite concrete context.
In Soviet thinking, the operational level of combat activity was directly
connected to a level of command: that of fronts and armies.[ii] It was
these levels that would follow Deep Battle doctrine to combine tactics
and logistics to achieve intermediate objectives within a campaign.
Above the operational was the strategic (national and theatre levels
of command) and below it was the tactical, restricted to division and
below.
Move now to 1982. The US Army is in the early stages of a
professional renaissance. The focus of this renaissance is the defeat
of the threat presented to Western Europe by the Soviet-led Warsaw
Pact. It is anticipated that, in the event of a war, the Soviets will apply
their operational art to annihilate the NATO defenders through Deep
Battle. In response, the team assembled to write the US Army’s new
doctrine produce FM100-5 Air-Land Battle. Air-Land Battle tells the
US Army how it is going to counter the Russians and their allies. It
also introduces the idea of an operational level of war. A couple of
years later, the next edition added operational art to the lexicon.
Despite these startling inclusions, neither of the editions of FM1005 actually describes how to fight at the operational level. Air-Land
Battle describes tactics. The operational level of war is introduced
and described in a single paragraph as ‘the theory of larger unit
operations’ and is mentioned only once more in the entire publication.
[iii] The reason for introducing the operational level of war is not
explained or carried forward into the publication – it looks like an
afterthought. It has been explained to this author by a member of the
writing team of FM100-5 (1982) that the final draft of the publication
did not include mention of the operational level of war. However,
the meeting held to consider the final draft included representatives
from the US Army War College, Army Command and General Staff
College and the branch schools. It was clear to this group that War
College taught strategy and the branches taught tactics but this left
the staff college without a defined jurisdiction. The operational level
of war emerged as a consequence. This explanation would explain
why there is no theoretical or other explanation proffered for the
emergence of the entirely new idea of an operational level of war.
The Problems with Operational Art
The potted history offered above is not new but it is important. In
Soviet thinking operational art was a function that rested within a
specific context, industrial-age mechanised warfare executed as
Deep Battle, and a specific level of command. Soviet operational art
did not concern itself with counter-insurgency, stabilisation, peace
keeping or any of the other things that contemporary armies do. It
was developed for a specific time, place and purpose. Presumably,
as officers proceeded through the Soviet system of professional
education, when the time came to be trained to fill roles on Army
and Front headquarters, the translation of Deep Battle doctrine into
missions for tactical formations would have been comprehensively
covered and practised.
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Soviet operational art did not
concern itself with counterinsurgency, stabilisation, peace
keeping or any of the other things
that contemporary armies do.
In the West, however, nothing was this well developed. Instead we
had a new ‘level of war’ that was bereft of heritage or theoretical
support and a new idea ‘operational art’; neither of which were
described or otherwise supported by the manual which introduced
them. In addition, in the act of translation, the Soviet connection
of the campaign with the strategic conduct of the war was broken
and the campaign became an artefact of the new operational level.
The pedagogical vacuum created by the whimsy of the authors of
FM100-5 has plagued us ever since.
To us, the operational level of war focused on ‘planning and
conducting campaigns and major operations’ and was the
(undescribed) theory of ‘larger unit operations’. Operational art was
simply doing this well. From the point of view of doctrine – ‘what is
taught’ – this is very bad.

The objectives of the all the
campaigns sum to produce the
objectives of the war.
Firstly, campaigns clearly belong to strategy. In any war strategy
is executed as a collection of campaigns which enable resources
to be distributed and actions sequenced. The objectives, resources,
constraints, restraints and limitations for each campaign are decided
as part of developing the strategy for the war. The objectives of
the all the campaigns sum to produce the objectives of the war.
How campaigns might be designed and planned is supported
by a mountain of strategic theory and by our history. As well as
an understanding of tactics and logistics, it draws on sociology,
anthropology, political science and a range of other, mostly
academic, disciplines. In addition, the decisions underpinning this
framing rest as much on an understanding of our own political
circumstances as they do on those of the enemy. Campaign design
and planning intimately engages political and strategic leaders. Any
doctrine that distances campaign design and planning from strategy
is at least flawed – and may be dangerously wrong.
Secondly, it is not possible to publish a theory of ‘larger unit
operations’ or of planning ‘major operations’. These concepts are
entirely subjective and do not lend themselves to objective analysis.
During the Cold War the principal military problem facing NATO was
real. The details of the threat, the ground, the thrust lines, objectives
and force groupings of the enemy and the character of Deep Battle
and Soviet operational art were thought to be understood, as were
the capabilities, constraints and limitations of NATO forces. In this
context, it would have been possible to develop a theory of large unit
operations that enabled a shared understanding and uniformity of
approach. Air-Land Battle went some way along this path. However,
the theory developed for such a context would have been entirely
inappropriate during the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 and the
ensuing counter-insurgency and possibly only partially applicable in
Iraq in 2003 but not thereafter. There are numerous other examples
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which collectively support the proposition that there is no single
theory of larger unit operations and the idea is nonsense: there can
only be theories of larger unit operations appropriate to specific
circumstances. The same is true of the meaningless term ‘major
operations’. There is nothing in this sense of ‘operational art’ that
can be usefully translated into doctrine.

There are numerous other
examples which collectively
support the proposition that there
is no single theory of larger unit
operations and the
idea is nonsense
What about operational art defined as the function that links tactics
with strategy? This is at least inferred by Isserson, who explained
the transition from strategies of a single point to strategies that
distributed combat actions over time and through space; with the
corollary need to make more provision, to keep them yoked to the
strategic direction of the war. Outwardly this is plausible but closer
examination unhinges it. Strategic control of each tactical action is
the Clausewitzian ideal. To support it, current Anglophone military
planning processes include the idea of mission analysis. One of
the things involved in this process is the consideration of the higher
commander’s intent two levels up. One of the products of this
analysis is a restated mission. In any hierarchical structure, the chain
of understanding of intentions that emerges theoretically links the
lowest level tactical actions with the highest strategic aspirations. At
what level does this become operational art? If we really do live in the
age of the strategic corporal, and we expect individuals to moderate
their actions through a strategic perspective, is operational art a
universal skill – a bit like rifle shooting? At the same time, modern
communications have made connection with the strategic and
tactical levels so intimate that the need for the connecting function
during execution is no longer apparent. We don’t need operational
art to connect strategy and tactics – we can do this without it.
The above points could be read as merely semantic attacks. The
important thing is, though, that if the ideas we put forward are so
empty and subjective – how do we teach the next generation to fight?
Given that the paradigm we presently hold is empty and unrelated
to any real world context, what is the paradigm the next generation
must internalise in order to be accepted as a part of our profession?
Where to from here?
To arrive at something that can be understood and taught we need
to unpack our existing ideas into more digestible gobbets. If this
unpacking discloses a need for operational art that is fine, but it
should be a new definition of operational art which brings it from the
realm of pure abstraction to something real – and teachable – rather
than the existing jumble of loose language.
To be masters of war we need to first understand war as a whole.
The German school of military theorists that emerged around the
end of the 18th Century saw war as a ‘giant demonic force, a
huge spiritual entity, surcharged with brutal energy.’[iv] For those
responsible for the management of this beast it was clear that to
be understood and properly directed, war needed to be seen in
the round. As Scharnhorst said ‘one must habitually consider the
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whole of war before its components.’[v] Michael Handel expands on
this proposition arguing that war needs to be viewed as a Gestalt,
or complex whole comprising concrete and abstract elements,
and explaining that ‘because of its infinite complexity and nonlinear nature, war can only be understood as an organic whole
not as a mere compendium of various separate elements.’[vi] To
accommodate this understanding we should start professional
education with strategy rather than finishing with it.

We then need to understand
tactics. Tactics is not, however, a
monolithic idea.
We then need to understand tactics. Tactics is not, however, a
monolithic idea. The tactics of counter-insurgency are fundamentally
different, even at the section / squad level, from those that were
appropriate during the Cold War or those that will be appropriate
in the future. We need to isolate and develop those aspects of
cognition that make for good tactics, things like an appreciation of
ground and fires, a systems view, the ability to identify the essentials
of a situation and to make and communicate quick decisions. These
are the foundations of tactics and are universals; providing as they
do the fundamental tools for combat actions at larger aggregations.
The next stage of development is a little more problematic. Colonel
G.F.R. Henderson encapsulated the need when he explained grand
tactics that, in his view, were to minor tactics what the latter were
to drill. They involve adapting the power of combination to the
requirements of battle. Henderson notes that Grand Tactics ‘deal
principally with moral factors; and their chief end is the concentration
of superior force, moral and physical, at the decisive point’ and are
‘the art of generalship [and] include those stratagems, manoeuvres,
and devices by which victories are won, and concern only those
officers who may find themselves in independent command.’[vii] If
we want to call grand tactics operational art, or vice versa, that is
fine. The key point is, if we confine it to this space it is able to be
translated into useful doctrine, taught in our schools and practiced
in exercises.
Above this level there is the operational level of strategy which is
about breaking up strategic propositions into executable campaigns
that accommodate the full dynamism and complexity of the strategic
system that provides their context. Current approaches to ‘Design’
emerging from the US are a good beginning to meeting this need.
Operationalising strategies is a higher order activity than merely
conceiving them. To design a campaign requires all of the knowledge
of war as a whole acquired over a career of learning and experience
including a mastery of tactics, grand tactics / operational art and
logistics; and the ability to synthesize knowledge from many other
disciplines.
Conclusion
The idea of an operational level of war is a result of bureaucratic
whimsy rather than a response to any real need. It is without
theoretical support or historical precedent and arose out of the ether
in 1982. In the article introduced above, William Owen described in
compelling detail the implications of accommodating this nonsense
in our understanding of war. Since we did, as a profession, we
have been grappling with one of the consequences – the notion of
operational art.
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is impossible to teach (because the English interpretation doesn’t
actually exist) and for which there is no clear need – it is an ersatz
response to an undefined demand.

At is inception operational art
was not an abstraction. It was the
Soviet approach to mechanised
conventional operations at the
front and army levels of command.

As professionals, it behoves us to cease grappling with this chimera
and begin to address the real problems that face us. We need to be
better at strategy, better at framing campaigns, and better at tactics;
because we can never be good enough at any of these things. If, in
some future war, there is a need for grand tactics or operational art
then it will be a unique context that will require a unique approach.
At that time there will be a need to develop a theory of larger unit
operations that accommodates the capabilities, needs and context.
Until then we should probably simply let it go.

At is inception operational art was not an abstraction. It was the
Soviet approach to mechanised conventional operations at the front
and army levels of command. This was simple, understandable
and good. In its stead we arrived at an empty abstraction that
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‘The enemy we’re fighting is a bit different than the one we
war gamed against…’
LTG Scott Wallace, CG V Corps, April 2003[i]
War gaming is more than a step in a decision-making process.
The story we will relate highlights the need for skill in war gaming,
underpinned by a requirement to understand the policy objectives
established by the U.S. government, but more broadly by any
government that envisions the use force as a tool of policy. War
gaming is vital in refining courses of action into concepts of the
operation. This vital step is difficult to execute as it requires
knowledge of history, force structure and capability – friendly and
enemy – and most importantly, an understanding of the higher
headquarters’ mission.
In late summer of 2010, the Commanding General, U.S. Army
Combined Arms Center at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas approved a
request from US Forces-Iraq (USF-I) for a planning team to reinforce
the efforts of the planning staff section, a subordinate section to
the overall J5 Strategy, Plans and Assessment staff. The USF-I J5
Plans section faced the challenge of developing the plan that would
successfully conclude the Iraq campaign. The Combined Arms
Center commanding general selected a team to go to Baghdad,
who rapidly assembled, read all available material regarding the
situation in theater, drew equipment and traveled to Baghdad. The
team arrived in October, 2010.[ii]
The situation at USF-I headquarters reflected the ad hoc condition
of joint warfare as practiced by the United States. The consolidated
headquarters functioned at all three levels of war, as U.S. military
doctrine describes: from tactical through operational to strategic. The

staff included representation from the joint services in accordance
with a joint manning document (JMD), with III US Corps providing
the majority of the manning. The JMD’s practical effect was that
the majority of planners actually writing the plan were junior and
inexperienced Army, Air Force and Marine captains and majors
along with Navy lieutenants and lieutenant commanders. The
majority were not staff college graduates, thus placing a very high
premium on leveraging the available staff college educated officers.

The majority were not staff
college graduates, thus placing
a very high premium on leveraging
the available staff college
educated officers.
The other reality of a headquarters directing on-going operations
across all three levels of war simultaneously was the pressure of
dealing with the immediate, as opposed to what might happen three
months from now. The general officers in the headquarters depended
upon reliable people to continue planning, as they were conducting
key leader engagements with Iraqi counterparts, working with the
American Embassy and responding to inquiries from the Pentagon
and the White House. The current and future operations sections
needed high quality people to deal with almost daily crises. The fact
that J5 Plans was putting together the plan that would chart the course
for the successful conclusion of US operations in Iraq was important,
but at times it felt like the effort was not quite as important as what
was going on right now. Again, this put a premium on the wise use
of the talent available to J5 Plans in developing and refining courses
of action for the commanding general and then refining his decision
into the concept of the operations. The staff eventually outlined two
specific courses of action for consideration.
Course of action (COA) one was a broad-brush approach to
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how to conduct the ‘advise and train’ (A&T) mission with the
Iraqi Security Forces (ISF). The three U.S. division headquarters
with associated brigade combat teams would advise, assist and
train the ISF divisions in their respective zones. Course of action
two outlined a more focused advise, assist and train mission for
the U.S. divisions in Iraq, concentrating on selected Iraqi divisions
in accord with an Iraqi Ministry of Defense modernization plan.
Along with the focus on training fewer Iraqi divisions, there would
also be a shift of brigade combat teams to support a main effort.

Frankly there was not a great deal
of difference in the courses of
action.
Frankly there was not a great deal of difference in the courses of
action.[iii] The Leavenworth team pointed this out to the J5 Plans
director as well as the J5 and his deputy.[iv] All three felt that we
were too far along in the process of taking a decision to go back
and develop more nuanced courses of action.
As the planning effort was already beyond the COA development
stage, the Leavenworth team decided that the best way to reinforce
the USF-I J5 Plans team was to direct the war game efforts. U.S. Joint
and Army doctrine refer to one war game session during the step in
decision making for comparing courses of action.[v] The doctrinal
manuals in effect at the time for planning, Joint Publication 5-0 and
Field Manual 5-0, each state that war gaming results in refined courses
of action, synchronization matrices, decision support templates and
matrices for each course of action. This carried over into the current
Army Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures, ATTP, 5-0.1, Commander
and Staff Officer Guide. By inference each COA is analyzed in the
war game to the point that it is ready for inclusion into an order as
the concept of the operation without further analysis.[vi] This type of
effort is not feasible, in our opinion, at headquarters above battalion
and certainly not acceptable at an ad hoc headquarters that
encompasses the strategic through tactical level and the associated
complexity of the operating environment. Another fact adding to
complexity is the requirement at this level of headquarters (a four star
headquarters with a large area of operations and interests) to look
out to at least one year in the future. The overall effort at producing
an order that would guide the conclusion of the campaign and the
handover of security responsibility to the Iraqi security forces was
focused on the 31 December 2011 agreed date upon which the
U.S. military would leave Iraq.
There was a window of opportunity to analyze the proposed courses
of action, present the analysis to the commanding general and then
receive his final guidance and his decision, all the while working
in collaboration with the current and future operations sections
and subordinate divisional headquarters in balancing the need to
address immediate challenges and getting to the final objective.
Considering the range of experience among the planners and other
members of the operational planning team in USF-I, and considering
the guidance in doctrine, the Leavenworth team decided to merge
the steps of COA analysis and war gaming with COA comparison
using a multi-war game approach. The final order had to link current
and future tactical actions to truly attain the strategic and policy
objectives.
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Conduct of the First Two War Games
Bearing in mind the dynamics of the situation in US Forces-Iraq’s
operating environment, the J5 followed a process of incremental war
games. War Games I & II used the belt method outlined in U.S.
doctrine, modified using the quarters of calendar year 2011 as the
“belts,” to develop and refine major issues in the courses of action
for comparison and ultimate commander’s decision.[vii] The team
also recognized the need to conduct a third war game. This war
game would assist in refining the directed course of action to ensure
the broadest possible understanding of the commander’s intent and
clarify how every subordinate formation’s efforts would fit into the
commander’s order before the J5 Plans section and the plans team
could write the operations order.
War Games I and II primarily analyzed the two proposed courses of
action, setting the stage for further refinement of each COA guided
towards a future course of action recommendation and decision
presentation to the commanding general. The entire operational
planning team gathered in a room in Al Faw Palace and spent four
hours assessing each of the courses of action against comparison
criteria, refining both the courses of action and developing strengths
and weaknesses of both. The team also incorporated the USF-I Red
Team into the war game, an element educated in critical thinking
methods to ensure alternative perspectives are incorporated into the
planning and execution process. The Red Team led a “pre-mortem”
analytical exercise prior to the conduct of the war game, designed to
decouple the war game participants’ attachment to a single course
of action by contemplating the failure of the overall plan.[viii]

The Red Team led a “pre-mortem”
analytical exercise prior to the
conduct of the war game
Following briefings on the results of the War Games I and II, the
commanding general consulted his division commanders and senior
staff. The commanding general directed a hybrid course of action
(COA 3) for a subsequent war game analysis by the J5 Plans and
refinement into the concept of the operation for operations order
11-01. The essence of COA 3 was a focus on heightened training
of a select number of ISF divisions with no major task organization
changes and thus no corresponding shift of operational control of
the six advise and assist brigade combat teams in theater. One
squadron of the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment was shifted from
the 1st Infantry Division/36th Infantry Division zone of operations to
the 1st Armored Division/25th Infantry Division zone of operations.
The Final War Game
War Game III developed the commanding general’s hybrid COA
into a Concept of the Operation with the necessary level of detail to
write U.S. Forces-Iraq operations order 11-01. The war game itself
took place in the Al Faw Palace ballroom from 11 to 14 December
2010. We advised the staff that our fifth day, 15 December 2010,
would be used if we needed the extra time. Senior representatives
of the entire USF-I staff participated along with all major subordinate
commands. Senior leaders from USF-I also observed and provided
input during various portions of the war game. The US Central
Command liaison officer observed the war game. A representative
of the US Embassy also participated in the war game, contributing
greatly to the staffs’ understanding of embassy concerns and to the
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embassy staff’s general understanding of the totality of the operation.
[ix]
During War Game III, the team used the ‘time-based belt method’
from the first two war games modified to address key issues, such
as operating base handover and reduction of presence along the
disputed internal boundary, to get to a greater level of fidelity for
planning. The staff concentrated on refining an understanding of
the operation in the first and second quarters of calendar year
2011, then specific months (July to October), and finally focused on
specific weeks in the final months of the operation, November and
December. In a twist to a straight linear progression of time, the team
actually started the first turn of the war game with the last six weeks
of the operation to get everybody to understand how they would be
operating in those final weeks. We then addressed the start of the
operation and revisited the final period on the last game turn.

During each game turn a unit
representative walked on the map
while explaining his or her unit’s
concept over time and distance.
The linkage of the war game to the commanding general’s decision
was contained in the commander’s concept of the operation. The
final war game was designed to stress the interrelationship of major
subordinate unit concepts of the operation and the 11-01 concept
of the operation. The physical layout was designed to keep this in
the forefront as all action took place on a large-scale map of Iraq
on which unit counters and base camp markers were placed. During
each game turn a unit representative walked on the map while
explaining his or her unit’s concept over time and distance. We
also modified the red-blue action/reaction/counter-action sequence
to include: US operations (blue), the range of enemy actions, Shia
extremist groups, Sunni insurgent groups, Al Qaeda (red), Iraqi
government/military and the Iraqi people’s response (green). The
J2 provided officers to represent red and green – Iraqi government/
military. The USF-I Human Terrain Team represented the Iraqi people.
The overall guidance we provided the staff at the start of the war
game is below.
Last war game
•

What we don’t answer here becomes a fragmentary order
(FRAGORD) later

•

If you bring up a point of friction, be prepared to do the work
to resolve it

•

If something comes up that does not make sense to someone,
or if you think we are ignoring a show stopper, raise the point
(and be prepared to grab an oar) [meaning someone pointing
out a problem must help solve it]

•

Think beyond your unit or staff section, look at the scope and
scale of the operation

•

Leave the war game with a feel for the totality of the mission and
the commander’s intent

The J5 team repeatedly stressed that this was our final effort to
produce the best possible operations order. The entire staff realized
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that we could never come close to how actual events would unfold but
by active participation the staff, subordinate units and the embassy
would foster a greater understanding of the intent and concept of
the operation, thus setting conditions for better execution. We also
used the results of the pre-mortem analysis from War Games I & II to
jog our collective memory on potential points of failure and how to
overcome them. Major points arose during the conduct of the war
game ranging from collapsing the communications architecture to
providing continuous MEDEVAC and quick response force coverage,
to name a few. The Deputy J5, Brig. Gen. Harrigian, directed that
we take advantage of the staff focus to resolve these issues in a
number of working groups and thus we did use the fifth day of the
war game.
The Outcome
The final war game achieved our plans team’s major goal: a widely
understood commander’s intent and final campaign plan. Equally
important, this series of war games synchronized a multitude of
actions that ensured their successful execution at the operational
and tactical levels. The collective war games enabled key leaders to
determine prioritization for levels of effort attributed to each line of
effort in time and space to sustain the campaign momentum: advise,
train and assist Iraqi forces; transition tasks to the US Embassy; and
withdraw equipment and personnel. The war games also enabled
alignment of this prioritization to coincide with maximizing advise,
train and assist outcomes to maintain situational awareness as we
passed the security lead to Iraqi forces throughout Iraq. For example,
this ranged from the nuances of when to hand over the patrol bases
along the internal boundary between Iraqi Security Forces and the
Kurds, to the required conditions for shifting from training the Iraqi
Security Force to completing the requirements for the operational
maneuver out of Iraq. The war games also sought to balance this
effort with the physical realities of withdrawing tens of thousands
of personnel and voluminous quantities of equipment – all in a very
constrained timeline under combat conditions.
These key elements enabled the USF-I leadership to adjust the
plan as necessary to sustain campaign gains while meeting the
withdrawal timeline. The best indicator of success in this area is
the successful completion of the US force withdrawal in December
2011 in accordance with the presidential directive. US Embassy
involvement throughout the planning and war game process
facilitated identification of key tasks for transition between US forces
and the US Embassy to ensure continuity of effort between these
intergovernmental agencies. Evidence of this close coordination
includes presenting the final plan for approval to both General Austin
and Ambassador Peter W. Bodde, the ‘second in command’ at the
US Embassy. Further, CENTCOM then used the war game outcomes
to assist in its effort to assess how best to allocate resources and
leverage diplomatic efforts to support the transition. For instance, the
war games clearly identified requirements for using multiple ports
to meet withdrawal timelines – thus CENTCOM’s engagement with
Turkey, Jordan and Kuwait to facilitate those agreements.
At the time of writing the actual operations order 11-01 is classified.
Nonetheless the value of conducting the series of war games
that refined the courses of action and then the selected course of
action into the concept of the operation was demonstrated by the
relatively smooth execution of operations that resulted in a near
effortless handover of security to Iraqi forces and an equally flawless
operational maneuver out of the country. There were of course
incidents along the way that affected the plan – losses due to enemy
action, accidents, misdirected cargo and the friction associated with
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a complex military operation – but the clear understanding of the
commander’s intent and the campaign framework enabled tactical
commanders to adjust accordingly to meet the theater strategic
objectives. The undisputed fact remains that the military objectives
were met and the conditions for accomplishment of policy objectives
were also established. This was accomplished in no small part due to
the detailed, in-depth war games that helped visualize the operation
and enabled planners to account for the endless tasks required to
execute the operation.
A dictum of Moltke the Elder is no plan can look with certainty
beyond initial contact with the enemy main body. This timeless
wisdom was certainly true vis-à-vis the results of our war games
and the final development of the plan that guided the American
handover of operations in Iraq. For example, no one participating
in the war games in November and December 2010 foresaw the
spark that led to the ‘Arab Spring’ in February 2011. Nonetheless
the time we spent in war gaming, like time spent on reconnaissance,
was not wasted.
Observations
War gaming remains vital to the development and refinement of
21st century operations. On the surface this could fairly be called a
blinding flash of the obvious, but searching more deeply we believe
that war gaming at the higher echelons of command is a part of the
art of planning that is not addressed in our staff and war colleges.
Effective war gaming in the 21st century requires an understanding
of how it is linked to writing the final plan or order and the level of
command at which the general staff is operating. War gaming is
even more important in counter-insurgency and stability operations.

A major point that requires
emphasis is the war gamer must
conduct the war game two levels
A major point that requires emphasis is the war gamer must conduct
the war game two levels below his level of command in order to
write tasks for the level of command one level below. For example,
during a corps war game, the war gamers fight brigades in order
to see the tasks required of divisions.[x] Inadequate or incompetent
war gaming can lead to perceptions of micro-management by a
higher headquarters. What this really points out is the inability of
staff officers to think through a campaign or major operation from
multiple perspectives.
The staff of the senior tactical formation in a theater of war or given
operation must be able to translate operational level tasks into tactical
tasks for subordinate units. In USF-I’s case this meant the US Army
divisions in theater had this responsibility. Graduates of any military
Command and General Staff College or equivalent must therefore
have the ability to understand the operational level of war, translate
operational tasks and end states into tactical tasks for brigades. This
also means having the ability to war game battalion level actions in
offense, defense and stability operations in order to develop tasks
for brigade commanders that empower those commanders to act
within the division commander’s intent. If officers cannot do this, it is
up to them to educate themselves.
Doctrine proposes a detailed war game on all courses of action
leading to a course of action decision briefing after which a staff
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goes into orders production. We argue that this might be feasible
at the battalion and even brigade level but it fails to address the
level of complexity at division, corps and Army level. If divisions
are the highest tactical echelon then division staffs must translate
operational objectives into tactical tasks for brigades. If corps are
primarily operating as Joint Task Forces, corps staff officers must
translate strategic goals into operational objectives. Based upon
the direction Western army doctrine is taking, we will need another
war game – a detailed, all-units-involved war game – that refines
the commander’s selected course of action into the concept of the
operation.
This war game is not a rehearsal or “rock drill” that ensures a broad
understanding of the schemes of maneuver and support but a real
war game to ensure that events are captured over time, tasks to
subordinate commands are refined, etc. This level of effort might not
be possible for every course of action proposed but must be done
for the selected course of action.
The war gaming methodology, we argue, is at first a discussion of
the relative merits of a course of action vis-à-vis evaluation criteria.
This allows comparison and gives a reasonable assessment of the
range of courses of action in either a deliberate or time-constrained
environment. The second, and more critical war game, will follow
the time honored methodology of belt or box with action-reactioncounteraction from blue, red and green perspectives. This allows the
introduction of selected events in the red and green reaction part that
will tease out potential branch and sequel planning requirements.
The third war game matures a course of action into a fully developed
concept of operations with the Operations Order level of detail.
Recommendations
We believe that any military decision making process must take into
account the need to both compare and contrast proposed courses
of action for decision and conduct an as detailed as possible course
of action analysis war game. In the development of USF-I OPLAN/
OPORD 11-01 we war gamed all courses of action, but the focus
was on comparison and contrast of the courses of action against a
set of evaluation criteria. While we discerned potential commander’s
decision points, refined the courses of action, updated assumptions
and so on, all we really did was present a recommendation to the
Commanding General. The real war game was after course of
action approval and preceded orders production.
The Commanding General’s selected course of action, which he
refined based on subordinate commander input, was the one we
further war gamed for refinement into the concept of the operation for
the campaign. This war game, which preceded orders production,
was vital and was the one war game that captured the attention of the
general officer staff principals. We must capture this additional war
game in our doctrinal reference publications, or at least make some
suggestion as to the prioritization of effort. In our case we admit we
were influenced by our experiences of 2003, as at that time we ran
multiple war games of Operation Iraqi Freedom/COBRA II again
with the final one being the refinement of the selected course of
action into the concept of the operation.
We think this is important due to the fact that in our doctrine we have
almost enshrined the commander as so central to the process that
there is an implied expectation that this paragon of military virtue
will ruminate and through divine inspiration give the lowly staff the
commander’s directed course of action, one that will not require war
gaming or any further refinement. This might work at battalion level
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but we are deeply suspicious of this approach working above that
level. We must capture the need for a refinement war game in our
doctrine.
For example in the U.S. Army ‘Doctrine 2015’ effort U.S. doctrine
writers have done this, as shown in the passage below, drawn from
the recently published, ATTP 5-0.1, Commander and Staff Officers
Guide, published in September 2011.
STEP 7 - ORDERS PRODUCTION
4-184. The staff prepares the order or plan by turning the
selected COA into a clear, concise concept of operations
and the required supporting information. The COA statement
becomes the concept of operations for the plan. The COA
sketch becomes the basis for the operation overlay. If time
permits, the staff may conduct a more detailed war game
of the selected COA to more fully synchronize the operation
and complete the plan. The staff writes the OPORD or OPLAN
using the Army’s operation order format. (See Chapter 12.)[xi]
While this is a good first start, we believe that it will lock us into
one way of thinking by suggesting that ‘[i]f time permits’ – a phrase
which usually means no one will ever do it. The Step Four war games
will never achieve the needed focused effort of refining a course of
action into a concept of the operation because the focus in Step Four
is comparison, not refinement.
Based on our experiences in Baghdad with a number of officers of
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different military educational experiences we are concerned that our
schools are educating officers who really think it possible to direct
a course of action at echelons above battalion without serious staff
input. For example, it is said that in the Southwest Pacific theater
during World War II Douglas MacArthur directed a course of action
for Buna; however once past Buna we are certain his staff offered
options that supported his genius.
Some might think that in this day of satellites, instant communications
and shared databases that, to some extent, the subsequent
publication of a textual operation order becomes redundant. We
disagree. The process of critical thinking that results in the actual
writing of a plan and order remains vitally important. The product
of the process is a tangible document that represents the thinking
done prior to engaging the enemy. A widely shared understanding
of the product, the result of collaborative planning and participation
in war gaming, is a step toward ensuring that while no plan can
look with certainty beyond initial contact with the enemy main body,
the leaders of a force will have a common point of reference when
conditions change.
War is conducted in the realm of chance and while we can capture
what we hope will be the sequence of events in execution we know
fog and friction exist – not forgetting that the enemy also wants
to win. Thus synchronization attempts can exist prior to crossing
the line of departure but after we cross it chance takes over. War
gaming will assist future commanders and staffs to anticipate enemy
actions, understand the changing conditions of warfare and seize
opportunities for victory.
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Wrong Technology for the Wrong Tactics: The
Infantry Fighting Vehicle

William F. Owen

Both the UK and the US have at the centre of their combined arms
capability two broadly similar designs of infantry fighting vehicle
(IFV), the Warrior (FV-510) and the Bradley M2. There are many
other IFV types in service world-wide, but this article will assert that
such vehicles are based on a fundamental misunderstanding of
combined arms and the role of the infantry within that combination.
Essentially, the advent of the IFV was based on a flawed conception
of combined arms battle that failed to understand the real role of the
main battle tank (MBT) and the existing armoured personnel carrier
(APC). In doing so the IFV adopted a highly capable weapons set
with no real regard to the negative costs of doing so. This failure was
far more tactical than technical.

•

The APC has a 2-man crew and dismounts 8-10 men.

•

The APC version is lighter by virtue of not having a turret, and
so will have the same or better levels of protection.

In essence, the question is: do you want to trade a two-man turret
for four dismounts? There is another far more fundamental distinction
when it comes to design: that is that the IFV has to mount what
is believed to be an effective weapons set. An IFV must not only
balance the criteria of firepower, mobility and protection, but also
that between the firepower of a dismountable infantry section and
the turret- mounted weapons. The APC faces no such dilemma. It
merely has to allow enough space under armour for the carriage
of the required amount of troops. Given the same chassis, an IFV
will have less space for troops, and less armour for the same given
weight.
Roles

Comparison and Distinction
It obviously makes no sense to compare 1960s-era APCs, such
as the M-113 and FV-432, with IFVs such as the Warrior and
the Bradley M2. We need to compare like with like. We should
compare vehicles which exist both as APCs and IFVs. For example,
the Swedish-built CV-90 exists as an IFV (equipped with different
cannon dependant on nation) and as a pure APC (in the shape of
the ‘Armadillo’ variant). Alternatively you can take an IFV such as
Warrior and remove the turret, allowing at least four more infantry
to be carried within it. The comparison is based on vehicles with
identical baseline chassis, power packs and running gear. Thus the
comparison of an IFV and an APC is as follows:
•

An IFV has a 3-man crew of which 2 are in the turret and
dismounts 6-7 men.

The roles of IFVs and APCs differ in one essential way. The IFV
is designed to fight; that is, to engage in direct-fire combat with
the enemy: either with the infantry section or fire team mounted,
or in support of a dismounted section. Some designs even allow
for the infantry to fire their weapons from within the vehicle, or via
roof hatches. In contrast, the APC is and was designed to deliver
the infantry to a point where they dismount and fight on foot. The
APCs then withdraw until required to perform support tasks (such
as re-supplying ammunition, bringing up reinforcements, evacuating
casualties), after which they might transport the infantry for
subsequent tasks.
A simple example illustrates those differences. Given a combat team
of 8 MBTs and 8 APCs (plus 1 x APC and 1 x MBT as the HQ)
in the attack, the MBTs would fight in support of the dismounted
infantry. Once the infantry dismounted, the APCs would retire into
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dead ground or out of the direct-fire engagement. If the APCs are
replaced with IFVs, however, then the IFVs stay in the fight. From this
we can draw some fairly simple conclusions:
•

The enemy will be subject to more weapons fire if the IFVs are
present than if APCs were present or absent. Thus the enemy is
likely to suffer more casualties.

•

If IFVs are present in the direct fire engagement then there is a
risk of being lost or damaged by enemy fire. This risk is greater
than for an APC because the IFVs stay in the direct fire zone
to fight.

Therefore, the fundamental question is: what are the real costs and
benefits of IFVs?
History
While many armoured fighting vehicle (AFV) historians and military
thinkers are inclined towards seeing doctrine and operational
experience as driving the development of the IFV, there is good
evidence that improvisation based on perceived need is the biggest
driver.

there is good evidence that
improvisation based on perceived
need is the biggest driver

William F. Owen

given a more capable vehicle to support them. It may be more useful
to consider that, if given a force of 8 IFVs and 8 MBTs, the IFVs may
well dismount fewer men to protect the tanks. However, if the IFVs
remain, the dismounted infantry will have twice as many AFVs to
protect. It is a choice between 8 MBTs protected by (or working with)
64-80 dismounts, or 8 MBTs and 8 IFVs protected by (or working
with) 48-56 dismounts. The ratios of men to AFVs are 8-10 per
vehicle and 3 respectively. In close country, IFVs need protecting just
as MBTs do. They work in exactly the same space. Closed down,
IFVs have restricted vision – just like MBTs. In order to protect AFVs
(be they MBTs or IFVs), infantry have to dismount.
Quite bizarrely in 1977, US General Don Starry suggested that one
of the main roles of the IFV was to give the enemy something to shoot
at so that the tanks were less likely to be engaged:
It (the IFV) could, in short, unstress our tanks in the main battle,
first by defeating enemy armor vehicles and antitank systems
and second by joining in with the tanks, a target obviously so
dangerous as to require the attention of more enemy systems,
drawing them away from our tanks.[i]
Of note, the US Army’s Training and Doctrine Command based the
need for an IFV on their analysis of the 1973 Yom Kippur War.
They stated that the war illustrated the requirement for a vehicle
that was able to produce large volumes of fire to suppress anti-tank
guided missile (ATGM) teams. What they failed to realise, however,
was that while the Israel Defense Forces agreed that ATGM teams
needed suppressing, experience showed that the best way to do it
was with tank fire, MGs and even light mortars mounted on main
battle tanks.[ii,iii]

Almost every army that operates IFVs today has done so after having
operated APCs. In almost every case it substituted those APCs with
IFVs on a one-for-one or similar basis. For example, in the Soviet
Army, the BMP-1 replaced the BTR-50, and BTR-60 replaced the BTR152. The BMP-2 and BMP-3 replaced the BMP-1. In the UK the FV432 was replaced by the Warrior. In the US the M-113 was replaced
by the Bradley M2. The organisational changes are minimal, in that
platoons are still three or four vehicles. However, in nearly every case
the number of infantry dismounts has decreased. The main exception
is the German Army, with the Marder 1 being able to dismount
seven men compared to five for the Schützenpanzer Lang (HS.30).
In general, IFV platoons now have the following characteristics
compared with APC platoons:

The tank was originally and explicitly designed to support the
infantry. Over time the requirement evolved for dismounted infantry
to protect armour in close terrain. Thus, we have a near-symbiotic
relationship in the modern concept of combined arms. As previously
shown, with the advent of the IFV you have AFVs which are less
capable than tanks and which carry fewer infantry; but those infantry
are now required to protect both sets of vehicles once dismounted. If
the objective is to have more vehicle-mounted weapons immediately
available to defeat the enemy, then this supposed benefit is gained
at substantial cost for no real advantage.

•

Fewer dismounts but more vehicle crew members (with attendant
increased training costs).

•

More complex vehicles, requiring greater logistic support and
maintenance by virtue of the turret.

The IFV is essentially attempting to fulfil the role that was previously
given to infantry tanks and assault guns in Second World War
British and German armies respectively. Given the need for an
AFV to support the infantry in the attack, the British chose a heavily
armoured but slow tank. The Germans opted for the ‘sturmgeschütz’,
or assault gun, which was a greatly simplified tank with a casematemounted weapon. By the end of the Second World War, the infantry
tank had become a liability. The assault gun, which was successful
as a cheap but less-capable and even less flexible tank, was largely
replaced by the emerging main battle tank. Arguably, by the 1960s
the extant MBT and APC (such as the M-113 and M-60 in the US
Army and the FV-432 and Centurion in the British) provided a sound
conceptual basis for employment – even if the APCs themselves had
relatively poor protection. The necessary level of armour was not
much more than that which existed, given the technology of the time;
but little effort seems to have been made to ascertain that. Instead
it appears that the UK and US looked at the BMP-1 and perceived
capabilities that were simply not there. The BMP-1 was an APC with
a 1-man turret that mounted an ATGM launcher and a 73mm anti-

Clearly exceptions can and will apply, based on specific vehicle
characteristics, but the basic trend is undeniable. To date, almost all
IFVs have had better levels of protection than the vehicles they had
replaced, but they have also been larger and heavier. That is not the
point. The issue here is taking any IFV and turning it into an APC by
removing the turret. Employing the space for more dismounts, and
the weight of the turret for more armour, would produce a vehicle
that was just as mobile but better protected (for the same weight)
than the original IFV. It would also be simpler to employ and cheaper
to operate.
With an IFV, more weapons capabilities are being given to the
vehicle. That assumes that the infantry are more effective if they are
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tank gun with a co-axial MG. The intent was for an APC to protect
itself against tanks.
The role of the APC is to deliver infantry to a point where they dismount
to fight. If this sounds simple, then this is because it is. Moreover, the
APC is simple to command. Not so the IFV. Dismounted infantry
can, and have, become extremely proficient at fighting alongside
MBTs in close terrain. In our ‘8 APC and 8 MBT’ model, there are
64 infantrymen in two platoons, fighting with two tank platoons.
C2 is thus fairly simple. The APCs are not part of the fight. Replace
the APCs with IFVs that are integral to the fight and the C2 problem
multiplies substantially; if only by virtue of the number of call-signs on
an all-informed net. Add to this the co-ordination of twice as many
weapons and the problems are easy to imagine.
Equipment versus tactics
Previously in this article we asked whether the weapons carried by an
IFV made it more likely that it would defeat the enemy compared to
an APC. Naturally, an unsupported attack conducted solely by IFVs
is more likely to succeed than the same attack conducted by APCs.
Even more simply, an IFV with a turret-mounted 30mm cannon and
ATGM is far more likely to damage a target than an APC armed only
with a machinegun. That capability comes at substantial cost, both
in terms of procurement and training. The idea that an IFV crew are
merely infantrymen with another skill-set is as sound as suggesting
the same for a tank crew. Within the scope of a campaign they are
more likely to be dedicated to employing the vehicle they crew.
A MBT, however, is far more likely to damage any given target than
an IFV, with the possible exception of the range associated with
some ATGMs. Furthermore, the MBT is far more likely to survive than
an IFV, but this should not be an argument just about equipment.
The theory, or concept, of combined arms is the use of each arm to
support the other in order to ensure the defeat of the enemy in battles
and engagements. Combined arms works best when each arm has a
clearly defined role, which compliments the way in which the other
arms support it. Having vehicles designed to carry infantry engage
in direct combat is bad tactics. It asks them to do what tanks are
designed to do, and which by virtue of physics and engineering they
are barely adequate to do. To suggest, as some doctrine does, that
they will be engaging different targets makes little sense. It suggests
that a gunner or a commander in a MBT will dismiss an available
yet fleeting target on the basis that an IFV nearby will deal with it,
and vice versa.
Tactical doctrine for IFVs places a vehicle less protected than a MBT
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in approximately the same place on the battlefield. That place allows
the MBT to use its weapons effectively. If the intention is to have
a vehicle that can accomplish its role without MBTs, then that is
also bad tactical doctrine. Tanks are armoured vehicles optimised
to employ direct fire weapons. Armoured personnel carriers are
designed to deliver infantry to a point where they can fight on foot.
IFVs are a compromise able to do neither role well. If this is about
tactics, then it would be possible to employ an IFV as an APC, but
that would result in an expensive and complex vehicle where a
cheaper and simpler one would suffice.
There is an argument which suggests that the armoured or mechanised
units may have to perform missions without MBT support. In such
cases APCs would have to compensate through changes in tactics,
more indirect fire support, or both. Any combined arms organisation
will be less effective without one of the ‘teeth arms’. An IFV company
given the same task would have to make the same adjustment, but
might place their vehicles in the direct fire fight; unless they are going
to compensate the same way as the APCs. One would hope that
even the most stupid commander would be less inclined to separate
APCs and MBTs than they would IFVs and MBTs.
Conclusion
The weapons fit on an IFV places it in a role that it is neither tactically
or technologically capable of fulfilling as well as either a MBT or
APC. Weight for weight, a modern APC can have better levels of
protection (including against mines or IEDs) than a turret-equipped
IFV for the same if not better mobility, given the same chassis. An
APC will be cheaper to operate, and simpler to employ, than an
IFV since its task is fundamentally simpler. As previously stated, the
‘firepower’ or striking capacity of an APC resides in the infantry it
dismounts and the weapons and sensors they bring to the combined
arms fight. Tanks co-operate with those dismounted infantry using
well-established and simple command and control measures.
Sadly, today the logic and simplicity of this argument is lost because
simple facts about combined arms operations have become lost.
During the last 25 years or so, British and American armed forces
have encountered enemies that possessed minimal capabilities, both
in terms of equipment and/or training. The Israeli experience of the
Lebanon War of 2006 confirmed their opinion (from 1973) that an
APC with MBT-like levels of protection offered the best fit to combined
arms tactics. That is not to say that MBT levels of protection are
required, but there must be a judgement as to what is adequate.
Tactics tell us how to employ the APC, because its role is to deliver
the infantry to fight. From a technical standpoint, its mobility and
protection must merely be equal to that task.
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Are we a learning organisation? Preparing to meet
the Challenge of the Adaptable Force?

Both adopted expedient modifications which soon competed with
pre-war doctrine. As always these modifications of deeply ingrained
habits, in an army as famous as the British Army is for latent
conservatism, will lead to debate and a certain amount of friction.
But, as is often the case, ‘bullets quickly write new tactics’.[iii]

Gerry Long

Whilst there were few positives of the Russian occupation from
1979-89, they at least left an enduring legacy in the form of
military infrastructure. In contrast we risk leaving a few tents.
Col Charlie Herbert OBE[i]
‘I don’t know that you could see the British withdrawal from
Basra in 2007 in any light other than a defeat,’
Col Peter Mansoor US Army 2010[ii]
The raison d’être of any army is to plan for, train for, and
fight wars. How, then, does the British Army learn from its two
conflicts of the early twenty-first century? And how do we frame
the debate so the lessons learned ensure we fight better in the
future? Be it a counterinsurgency operation (COIN) or any of
its hybrid off-spring so favoured by current military academia?
Doctrine
Tactics without strategy is the noise before defeat.
Sun Tzu
Although the immediate events post 11th September 2001 surprised
the UK both politically and militarily, the possibility of conflict had
long been anticipated; with equally long-standing doctrine prepared
to reflect that possibility. Nevertheless, confusion characterised the
conduct of both the Iraq and Afghan campaigns from the beginning.
Neither of the major coalition belligerents (US & UK) had prepared
adequately for the actual conditions and demands of this long war.

Our tactical success, won by
soldiers in the face of a determined
enemy, has been nothing
short of a miracle.
At the tactical or ‘boot lace’ level the British Army recognised the
slim margin by which it had been operating. Our tactical success,
won by soldiers in the face of a determined enemy, has been nothing
short of a miracle. Looking at the ground we have fought over for
the last ten years suggests that tactical success is as much a result
of luck, myth and hyper-offensive tactics as any grand strategy. It
does not seem to be due to the British Army employing high-quality
operational art. The Army loathes the mere mention of the term ‘war
of attrition’: it does not sit well with the modern lexicon of military
terminology. It harks back to the previous way of war of ‘Lions led
by Donkeys’. However, because of the sanctuary provided to the
enemy by Pakistan, Afghanistan is very much a war of attrition.
Add to this the atmosphere of risk avoidance, which permeates all
levels of command, and we are long way from manoeuvre warfare
and mission command. Our successes in training and low-level
tactical leadership have been undermined by a lack of strategic coordination at the military-political level. To say that our campaign
lacked a unifying purpose is to give the principles of war a bad
name. Luckily for us, our enemy (although astute and ideologically
driven) had no coherent doctrine to exploit that weakness. However,
by staying in the field of battle, ready to fight time and again, they
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exposed the failure of our operational art.
The campaign in Helmand was marked by small-unit tactics
developed on the spot (and later endorsed for dissemination on predeployment training); Low-level unit commanders more often than
not had the right instincts. But if Op HERRICK was an impressive
demonstration of British infantry tactics, it was also characterized by
the absence of any overarching consistent guiding high-level strategy.
The objectives specified by successive political administrations
did not form the clear shape of a strong, obtainable operational
design. Instead, the operational uncertainty of our concept was
only reinforced by each tactical success. Our tactical expression
became more often than not the measure of our success: how many
rounds fired, how many enemy engagements. Tactical success often
dictated the way of measuring or justifying strategic success. In the
end our tactical ability got us in and enabled us to hold parts of
Helmand Province. However, the stated, vague aim (to engage and
defeat the Taliban) was never fully accomplished. Our tactics worked
(surprisingly well) in the small scale world of the tactical scenario so
beloved of the Infantry battle school, but it did little to advance our
understanding of the operational context, by which strategic success
would be achieved or our military education. Unless we learn the
lessons from our campaigns in Iraq and Afghanistan we are likely
to try them against an enemy who will not withdraw in the face of
firepower, and will continue to fight all year round, and perhaps
even employ his own air support. Perhaps our end-of-tour report can
be best summed up by the old military maxim of ‘an operational act
of desperation to get out of an unfavorable strategic situation’.

Our tactical expression became
more often than not the measure
of our success: how many
rounds fired, how many enemy
engagements.

The Six Month Tour Syndrome
For several years, each regiment assigned to the province for
a six month rotation tried a different approach. By 2009, the
consensus was to clear and hold a few populated areas. Then
came 10,000 American Marines, with an aggressiveness
that appealed to the British Army, and with a knowledge of
counterinsurgency. At the operational level, this relieved the
pressure upon the Brits. At the strategic level, it fanned the
perception that the United Kingdom had decided not sustain
a capable military.
Bing West[iv]
In reviewing our recent performance it is best to start with the
initial deployment into Helmand. After almost sleepwalking into a
firestorm, our low-level tactical engagements had come to symbolise
our entry into the province. By the end of 2006 as Op HERRICK1
was drawing to a close, the die had been cast, the characteristics
came to be set, displayed in heavy Taliban casualties, confused
operational leadership, inexperience of the participants and combat
fatigue. When the opposing forces settled down into their defensive
positions (the British in Forward Operating Bases or Platoon Houses,
the Taliban anywhere outside the range of the former), it was because
they had begun to overcome the many weakness that characterised

Volume 1 / Issue 3 / Winter 2012

Military Operations

Gerry Long

the opening exchanges. Ironically, the increasing efficiency and
competence of the conduct of operations by both sides hastened
the ensuing stalemate. 3 PARA’s opening tour of 2006 was the
equivalent of the preliminary sparring of boxers. Neither opponent
knew his own or the enemy’s real prowess. Tactical fluidity in this
period was more the result of tactical inexperience on both sides.
Subsequent tactical stalemate was the result of newly gained and
mutually offsetting competence.
The operational planners did plan a spatially and temporally
extended battle. However, the focus in that distributed battle was
on freedom of action at the tactical level. Tactical actions were not
linked together as part of a clear operational design to achieve the
stated strategic objective. Although the plan was flexible, the lack
of clearly defined objectives demonstrates that the planners were
more comfortable with letting tactical actions decide operational
objectives. Successive battlegroups did not have a broad and
universal theory for the campaign. There was no consensus within
the Army as to the operational substance of successive operations.
The plan achieved tactical synergy, but there was a lack of synergy
at the operational level. As command changed with each relief
in place (RIP), there seems to have been no consistent design for
operational concepts, which led to no conscious thought as to the
link between tactical missions and the achievement of strategic aims.

The Army’s main failing was the
lack of a meaningful relationship
between the strategic aim and
operational and tactical actions.
The Army’s main failing was the lack of a meaningful relationship
between the strategic aim and operational and tactical actions. The
gradual decline of any clear objective within Task Force Helmand
caused at best an intellectual void; at worst neglect, resulting in
solidifying of the tactical stalemate. Increasing politicisation of the
higher levels of command, brought on by an extremely aggressive
political climate, resulted in the manipulation of Techniques Tactics
and Procedures in the hope of achieving strategic political shortterm results with little thought to long-term strategic ends. In short,
the Army allowed the reverse of ‘Recce Pull’ to occur. Tactical drills
have been pushed by the dictates of short term political expedience.
The soldier on the ground has been stretched to the limits of human
performance without any conscious thought as to the long-term
operational outcome.
The end result has been an Army which at times has paid lip service
to our operational doctrine. The Army has been overly attracted to
the tactical aspects of the campaign plan. Typically, four months
in to a battlegroup operation it conducts one large air assault
operation, (also known as ‘mowing the lawn’[v]). This imbalance
was exacerbated by the combination of unfocused strategic aims,
and a fundamental lack of political direction, to underpin the course
on which we had embarked. Instead, British military planners
attempted to fill the void by developing tactical operations that
sought to accomplish vague strategic aims because of the dramatic
mismatch of mission and capability between Britain and the USA.
The logic behind the operation at times seem more to form a
distraction from the failure in Iraq and to defend the Army’s share
of the defence budget than to achieve any far reaching objective.
The Army ultimately failed to produce a lasting synergistic effect at
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the operational level. The overall campaign yielded a result that
was no greater than the six month tactical cycle, back to ‘mowing
the lawn’. The whole tactical accomplishment added little lasting
effect to the strategic whole. Most of the planning effort initially (and
correctly) was focused on the tactics and the material necessary to
get into Helmand and stay there, but never developed beyond that
and, more importantly, nothing about how to get out successfully.
This was only exacerbated by the arrival of the US military which
only highlighted the void in capabilities and resources available to
the British Army.
Learning as we go!
Military tactics are like unto water; for water in its natural
course runs away from high places and hastens downwards...
Water shapes its course according to the nature of the ground
over which it flows; the soldier works out his victory in relation
to the foe whom he is facing. Therefore, just as water retains no
constant shape, so in warfare there are no constant conditions.
He who can modify his tactics in relation to his opponent and
thereby succeed in winning, may be called a heaven-born
captain.
Sun Tzu

British military doctrine needs
to return to its deeper and well
established historical practice of
preparing soldiers to be adaptable
to meet the widest array
of future challenges.
As we declare ‘job done’ (the word ‘victory’ or ‘winning’ is seldom
used in relation to Afghanistan) and move towards the exit,[vi] British
military doctrine needs to return to its deeper and well established
historical practice of preparing soldiers to be adaptable to meet the
widest array of future challenges. To do so, the Army should properly
analyse its recent operational endeavours. To do that, it must first set
the parameters for the study. Such analysis traditionally begins from
a position of failure, either by the system or an individual. Since no
individual can take the responsibility for the British Army’s recent
performance, then it is the system that is at fault. Army’s planners
need a workable framework to adapt doctrine and strategies to meet
their government’s demands for employing military forces within a
sound overall strategic concept. Having realised that we could do
better, what can we do to learn from our mistakes? The work of
General Hans von Seeckt, head of the German Army from 1919 to
1926, is perhaps the best template for analysing institutional learning
difficulties.[vii] The operational and conceptual conditions of 192030 are still relevant today. Using the questions that von Seeckt set the
German Army after the Great War would allow the current British
Army to learn from the first two conflicts of the Twenty-first Century.
Von Seeckt aimed to answer four fundamental questions:
1.
2.

What new situations arose in the war that had not been
considered before the war?
How effective were our pre-war views in dealing with the above
situations?
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3.

What new guidelines have been developed from the use of new
weaponry in the war?

4.

Which new problems put forward by the war have not yet been
found?[viii]

Von Seeckt’s greatest achievement was not revisiting the past or
inventing radically new concepts. It was his collective fusion of past
wisdom with present day knowledge into a systematic and coherent
plan for the future German Army. Open debate, fostered by military
culture, allowed all officers within the army to discuss organisational
improvement. The critical analysis instituted by Von Seeckt and
supported by weekly articles in the Militär-Wochenblatt ultimately
led to the creation of a combined-arms mechanised force capable
of operating with close air support. The birth of this new concept
was an evolutionary development combined with experimentation
that unfolded during his tenure. It clearly articulated the goal of the
Army.[ix] When such adaption and debate has been completed, it is
worth remembering that: ‘There is no panacea. A formula is harmful.
Everything must be applied according to the situation’.[x]
Once and Future Army
The conduct of War is an art, depending upon free, creative
activity, scientifically grounded. It makes the highest demands
on the personality…The conduct of war is based on continuous
development. New means of warfare call forth ever changing
employment. Their use must be anticipated …The teaching of
the conduct of war cannot be concentrated exhaustively in
regulations. The principles so enunciated must be employed
dependent upon the situation… Simplicity of conduct, logically
carried through, will most surely attain the objective.
Truppenführung (Troop Leading) (German field service
regulations)[xi]
The Reichswehr’s ability to deal with failure while contracting can
offer several lessons for any organisation, but most importantly for
today’s British Army. The Army’s reduction in strength is a result of
home-grown political direction, rather than the requirements of the
Treaty of Versailles, but that does not make the lessons learned any
less relevant. Firstly, setting the parameters for debate and examining
the army’s operational doctrine is always pertinent. Secondly, the
intellectual atmosphere: the atmosphere engendered by von Seeckt
avoided intellectual stagnation by ensuring that the army adopted
a common operational and tactical doctrine. Thirdly, the primacy
of training: training that is not only relevant, but embraces all ranks
from lance-corporal to general, through innovation, excellence and
sound tactical theory.

As always, the challenge for
each generation of military
doctrine writers is to re-visit the
complexities of war, seeking to
identify its changing character.
As always, the challenge for each generation of military doctrine
writers is to re-visit the complexities of war, seeking to identify
its changing character.[xii] Therefore training can only be truly
successful if it is based upon a clear doctrine and tactical system.
[xiii] The failure of the British doctrine is that there is plenty of it, but
TJOMO.com
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few read it, and even less really understand it. Even those who do
understand it, rarely have the chance to apply relevant doctrine in
training; however, theoretical work can never replace training. The
key to learning from mistakes is not to stick blindly to the official
chain of command, but to subvert it where necessary; not to seek
unanimity, but to listen to dissenters. Above all, not to rely on topdown direction but to decentralise and trust that junior officers will
adapt, learning from each other, and figuring out the best response
to fast changing local conditions.
The painful process by which armed forces learn from mistakes offers
lessons for any organisation with a failing strategy in a fast-moving
world. Experimentation matters, but there is a limit to how much
experimentation – how much variation, to use a Darwinian Term – is
possible for a single organisation or desirable on the battlefield.[xiv]
It is perhaps fair to summarise the British Army’s post Iraq and
Afghanistan early analyses as one where the twenty-century
perception of war has lost its dominance, but the next dominant

Gerry Long

paradigm has yet to assert itself. This failure is not unlike that of the
British Army between the World Wars, which traced this analysis
to several factors: geopolitical perception of the role of the army
(that that role would primarily be one of non-conventional conflict);
inadequate financial resources to provide the standing force levels
necessary to create the army envisaged by command; cultural
doubts regarding the reliability of the Reserve to meet the capability
gaps forced on the army by budgetary constraints; and the intuition,
itself uncertain, as to the future path to follow in preparing for the
next war.[xv]
This then is the key for any leader: developing the myriad of voices
from the heretics so as to channel their enthusiasm while finding a
coherent path to the future. No one said it would be easy, but we
had better get started now. The British Army has been blessed that
it has never been so thoroughly beaten that it could not come back
for a ‘return match’ (whether it was after the Retreat from Mons, the
evacuation from Dunkirk, or the loss of Singapore). It might not be
so lucky in the future.

Gerry Long is a member of Military Operations’ editorial advisory panel.
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Understanding Command Approaches

Martin Samuels

approaches, or exploration of how particular command approaches
develop and why they persist, was a striking feature of this debate.
There was also little rigour around why Mission Command was
thought to be the right choice.

From the mid-1980s, articles about command approaches became a
feature of many military journals. Most veered towards an unproven
view that what became known as ‘the Manoeuvrist Approach’ and,
to complement it, a command approach now designated Mission
Command, were ‘a good thing’. Although these were codified in
various doctrinal publications, their adoption was not a ‘given’:
the landmark Design for Military Operations: The British Military
Doctrine of 1989 did not use either term.[i]

This article describes an empirical typology, or classification, of
command approaches. It does so in order to enable what is perhaps
an overdue examination of the variety of command approaches and
of their relative merits. The typology relates to a fundamental feature
of warfare: friction. It is presented here recognising that many factors
affect the preference for, and application of, particular command
approaches by different armies. These factors, which may include
political expectations, cultural tunnel vision, and technology, merit
further discussion. Presenting the typology here may encourage such
deeper examination of the subject.

These developments were based on a limited theoretical model,
which typically differentiated between just two command
approaches. These had first been described in the late nineteenth
century German debates regarding the implications for command of
dispersed formations:[ii]
•

Auftragstaktik: Commanders set out their intent, but leave the
means of its achievement to their subordinates’ initiative, based
on the latter’s better knowledge of the local situation.

•

Befehlstaktik: Commanders rely on their better knowledge of the
wider context, so issue detailed orders that their subordinates
must follow rigidly, regardless of how events unfold.

When these concepts inspired anglophone doctrine, they were often
reduced to mechanical lists of ‘do’s’ and ‘don’ts’, largely divorced
from the human circumstances to which they relate. In practice, the
widespread perception that Mission Command was ‘just another’
managerial concept, combined with the existence of seemingly
permitted exceptions, allowed significant deviation from endorsed
practice.[iii]
With hindsight, the near absence of consideration of other command

No attempt is made to define ‘command approach’: if it looks, feels
or smells like a command approach, then it is a command approach.
In this context, ‘command approach’ is taken to encompass both
managerial practice and leadership style, though the focus is more
on the technical than the interpersonal. The variability of possible
definitions underlines how poorly the whole subject is understood.
Towards a Model of Command Approaches
From the late 1980s, recognising the weak conceptual foundations
of these developments, the late Michael Elliott-Bateman, with his
postgraduates (including this author) at the Department of Military
Studies, University of Manchester, explored issues related to
command approaches in order to suggest a more robust model.[iv]
Central to their argument was the proposition that different armies
perceive combat in fundamentally different ways. Some see it as
inherently structured, others as essentially chaotic. This perception
is expressed in the command approach that an army generally
employs. Armies that understand combat as inherently structured
seek to reduce friction by imposing control of the battle from above
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through ‘Restrictive Control’. Conversely, armies that consider it
essentially chaotic aim to reduce friction by maximising subordinates’
initiative to achieve the overall intent – ‘Directive Command’.[v] It
was suggested the British Army generally demonstrated a preference
for Restrictive Control, while the German Army leaned towards
Directive Command. Exceptions existed, of course, such as Major
Chris Keeble’s encouragement of initiative at Goose Green in the
Falklands War of 1982 and Alfred von Schlieffen’s insistence on
rigid obedience to orders in the 1890s. However, these examples
served to prove the rule.

Central to their argument was the
proposition that different armies
perceive combat in fundamentally
different ways.
Having identified a conceptual basis for command approaches,
the group identified further variations, such as ‘Umpiring’.
Here, commanders set out their intent and leave the means of its
achievement to their subordinates’ initiative, yet do not intervene
even when they see those subordinates acting in ways that will not
deliver the intent. For example, Sir Ian Hamilton felt unable to get
involved when Aylmer Hunter-Weston’s initial landings at Gallipoli in
April 1915 went awry.[vi]
But although this model represented an important conceptualisation,
it remained largely descriptive, due to the limited connection with
friction. In fact, the wider military literature contains surprisingly
little discussion of the interaction between command and friction,
in the Clausewitzian sense of ‘the force that makes the apparently
easy so difficult.’[vii] Although it is all-pervading in human conflict,
and hence a major factor to be accommodated, Martin van
Creveld commented, ‘Save perhaps for the occasional intercepted
or misunderstood message or the broken-down radio, it is indeed
possible to study military history for years and hardly notice that
the problem exists.’[viii] The deeper model of friction developed
by a group assembled by Stephen Bungay, a director of the
Ashridge Strategic Management Centre,[ix] is therefore of particular
importance, as it enables the initial model of command approaches
to be developed into the explanatory typology presented here.

FIGURE 1: Stephen Bungay’s Three Gaps Model
How the three gaps are generally accommodated by commanders
(and their staffs and command processes) allows us to understand
command approaches.
•

Knowledge Gap: Commanders may act as if they know more
about the situation in the real world than their subordinates, or
less than them.

•

Alignment Gap: Subordinates may use their initiative to fit their
actions to the real situation, or may do precisely as they are
instructed from above.

•

Effects Gap: Commanders may intervene in subordinates’
actions, in order to rectify perceived differences between what
they are doing and what the commander wishes to achieve, or
may desist from doing so.

Combining the thinking of these two groups allows a new typology of
command approaches to be developed, based on these representing
different approaches to reducing friction, as differently perceived by
different armies.
Knowledge, alignment and effects can be considered as three broad
‘either/or’ axes, which allow us to generate a simple model having
2x2x2 (that is, eight) permutations. These are listed at Figure Two
and described in more detail at Figure Three.

it is indeed possible to study
military history for years and
hardly notice that the
problem exists
Bungay’s group adopted Clausewitz’s understanding of friction
as a basic characteristic of the (military) environment, which any
successful army therefore needs to address as a matter of routine.
They noted that friction manifests itself in three areas: the difference
between what is known of the real world and what the commander
would like to know (the Knowledge Gap); the difference between
what commanders wish their subordinates to do and what they
actually do (the Alignment Gap); and the difference between what
commanders expect their actions to achieve and what they actually
accomplish (the Effects Gap).[x] This is expressed graphically in
Figure One.
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FIGURE 2: Eight Permutations
Describing the Command Approaches
The names used here are chosen for ease of reference and, where
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possible, avoid negative perceptions. The aim here is to identify
the full typology, rather than to make judgements regarding relative
effectiveness. Permutation 8: ‘Neglected Control’, is negative, which
is insightful in relation both to this permutation specifically and the list
in general. It may describe a situation in which a superior seemingly
deliberately sets up their subordinate(s) to fail. Despite seeming
unlikely, it may perhaps reflect situations where allegiances are
uncertain and political considerations outweigh immediate military
objectives, such as in a civil war or the Italian Army of 1940-42. The
ability of the model to generate such permutations illustrates its value
and (perhaps) power.

The ability of the model to
generate such permutations
illustrates its value and
(perhaps) power.
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1941-42. It may also reflect arrogance on the part of superiors,
where the potential ability of subordinates to use initiative is
discounted, perhaps as a consequence of the selection and
training of commanders.[xi]
4.

‘Detached Control’ is probably unthinking and may reflect
inadequate training of superiors. They have been taught
command and staff processes (perhaps by rote), but understand
neither their own limitations nor the ability of subordinates to
get things done. Critically, it may be what is actually practised
(as opposed to intended) in modern western armies. The fault
may lie in overly-prescriptive doctrinal pamphlets (and training
systems).

5.

‘Directive Control’ can be seen as an expression of the German
approach of ‘the commander at the Schwerpunkt’. It suits a
situation where the senior commander takes personal control
at the critical point, but has subordinates with the training,
education and experience to display initiative. It is also perhaps
appropriate in large-scale operations where the big picture is
more important than local detail, such as the D-Day landings in
Normandy.

6.

‘Umpiring’ can be seen as careless (failing to take responsibility
to intervene when things go wrong) or as Mission Command
gone wrong (failing to pass relevant knowledge down to
subordinates, so they can use initiative effectively). It may
be well-intentioned, sometimes resulting from command
relationships that are too familiar or insecure, such as where
commanders hold the same rank as their subordinates. It may
have been characteristic of formation-level commanders in the
pre-1914 British Army.

7.

‘Logistic Control’ is a seemingly unobjectionable name for a very
highly centralised command system. It might be representative
of the position sometimes achieved in modern high-technology
warfare, where sophisticated intelligence systems may (appear)
to give commanders more information than can be gained by
their subordinates. The term Logistic Control was coined to
suggest that, in the first instance, subordinates (and formations)
are treated largely as inanimate objects to be pushed around,
like boxes to be delivered. The Soviet Army may have aspired
to this approach in the 1980s.

8.

‘Neglected Control’ was mentioned above. An alternative
explanation is personal or cultural avoidance of responsibility.
As with Umpiring, the commander may not feel his responsibility
extends to correct problems at lower levels, even though this may
prejudice mission success. Whatever the case, this describes
behaviour few would describe as professional.

FIGURE 3: Contrasting Command Approaches
The eight permutations can be considered as follows:
1.

‘Enthusiastic Amateur’ might be typical of the early stages of
a large civil war (such as the American Civil War or English
Civil War), where most commanders act enthusiastically and
in accordance with the perceived common good, but where
command issues relating to decentralisation have not yet been
agreed.

2.

‘Mission Command’ may be considered the default preference
of the German Army for more than a century. It is widely held to
be appropriate to the armed forces of many developed states,
but requires significant levels of responsibility, initiative and
training on the part of subordinates.

3.

‘Restrictive Control’ may arise where a small professional army
has experienced rapid expansion at the start of a major war,
such as the British Army in 1914-16 and the American Army in
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Connecting the Command Approaches
Another way of thinking about the model is in terms of space or
volume. If knowledge, alignment and effects are considered axes at
right angles to each other, then a commander’s (or army’s) command
approach can be seen to lie in a space with eight possible extremes,
as expressed in Figure Four. A real cube, with names written on it,
makes visualisation easier.
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A Note of Caution
The model, and particularly the cube, suggests there are eight
precisely-defined alternative approaches. Clearly, that is simplistic.
Not least, different human institutions, with different cultures and
histories, do not behave in the same ways, and so different armies
espousing Mission Command do not practice it in identical ways.
[xii] The model, and the cube, should be taken to indicate there
are, in practice, an infinite variety of command approaches. The
eight permutations are simply illustrative places on that continuum,
representing zones of similarity (as, for example, between the
German and Israeli practice of Mission Command).

FIGURE 4: Command Approach Cube

The cube reveals that (for example) approaches 2 (Mission
Command) and 6 (Umpiring) are in some ways quite similar. In both
cases, superiors will not intervene and subordinates display initiative.
They differ only in that in Umpiring the commander ignores the fact
he knows more, while in Mission Command he recognises he knows
less. This implies it is relatively simple (although not necessarily easy)
to move from one approach to another, either as an individual or as
an organisation. The first step is realising the different approaches
exit. The second is understanding what separates them. The third is
engineering the move.

in Umpiring the commander ignores
the fact he knows more, while in
Mission Command he
recognises he knows less
The cube indicates four pairs of approaches are the exact opposite
of each other, eight pairs are adjacent to each other (sharing two
factors) and eight pairs that share one factor (lying diagonally
opposite each other on the same face). It is probably no accident
that Mission Command and Logistic Control are opposites: they
are the natural successors to Auftragstaktik and Befehlstaktik. Both
can be recognised as entirely logical responses by professional
commanders and armies to very different circumstances. They can
now be seen as direct opposites. The cube also tells us that all the
other approaches have at least one factor in common with both of
those opposites. It also suggests an army could:
•

Conceptually move from its present preferred approach to
several others with just one step.

•

Drift away from its preferred or official approach relatively
easily, by sliding inadvertently along one of three axes.

Either case might be good or bad. For example, in the early 1990s,
the British Army attempted to move towards Mission Command by,
first, enunciating the alternatives and, next, moving from something
like Umpiring to something like Mission Command (described at the
time as ‘Auftragstaktik with Chobham Armour’).
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The model, and particularly the
cube, suggests there are eight
precisely-defined alternative
approaches. Clearly, that is
simplistic.
The model suggests that commanders and armies can move between
permutations. It may, in due course, suggest why that might occur.
The environment will typically be one of high stress (such as during
a conflict or operation). Linking back to the earlier Manchester
work, the model also suggests why some personality types may be
predisposed to certain command approaches. Finally, the model may
indicate factors facilitating or hindering armies seeking to move from
one approach to another. Such factors may include officer training,
the peacetime social environment, and experience of actual conflict.
The model is inevitably a simplification. Perhaps its most obvious
shortcoming is around the Knowledge Gap. Does that gap indicate
the commander actually does know more or less, or that he acts
as if he does? Does it refer to knowledge of the wider context or
of the local situation faced by each subordinate? Or to the relative
importance of context and situation? Those questions denote several
possibilities, and there are probably more. When linked to the
Alignment Gap, they demand consideration of whether superiors
are more capable of deciding what to do at lower levels. The plan
for the first day of the Somme in 1916 assumed they did. The result
was tragic.[xiii] But, given pitiably low levels of training on the part
of subordinates, the assumption might be correct. Yet a commander
would typically be poorly placed if he were to attempt to make
every decision on behalf of his subordinates. The second- and thirdorder effects of delegating responsibility, not least on motivation and
display of initiative, should not be discounted.
The model has implications for commanders and command systems,
including the need for information to flow through the system, for
trust between commanders and subordinates, and for training,
not just before operations but also learning through the conduct of
operations.

Command approaches are
generally poorly studied, and
hence poorly understood.
Command approaches are generally poorly studied, and hence
poorly understood. They have emerged as a result of the military
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and human conditions that exist in armies and in the conflicts
they undertake. It is better to understand how and why they have
evolved, and their strengths and weaknesses, than to brand them as
inherently ‘right’ or ‘wrong’.
Concluding Thoughts
Focusing on three major variables (superior knowledge, display
of initiative, and intervention) suggests a model of eight broad
command approaches. The variables are chosen from an analysis
of the command process and its interaction with friction, specifically
the gaps between reality, planning, and action. The model appears
to describe much of the variation of command approach noted in

Martin Samuels
history.
It is simplistic to say Mission Command is always right. It is more
sensible to say, for the armies of developed nations, Mission
Command generally best supports the achievement of military
objectives in an environment that is inevitably human, complex, and
dynamic. It is, however, entirely understandable that other armies
might prefer other approaches. They might, for example, operate
in conditions where their subordinates are grossly untrained, poorly
motivated, or politically suspect.
The real benefit of the model is not to underpin a call for Mission
Command. It is to assist the understanding of command approach,
and ensure alignment between the approaches armies employ and
the contexts within which these are employed.

Following a PhD in Military Studies at the University of Manchester, Martin Samuels has worked across the UK public service at national,
regional and local level. He is currently a senior officer in a large Local Authority.
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[xii] See Shamir, Transforming Command..
[xiii] Samuels, Command or Control?, pp. 124-157.
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Letters To The Editor
Military Operations publishes reader’s letters online as they are received. For completion, they are republished with the subsequent edition of
Military Operations. The following letters were first published online on 15th January 2013 and 11 March 2013.

Dear Sir,
In Vol 1, Issue 1, Colonel David Benest set out the case for a UK parachute assault capability and commented on the widely held perception
that parachute assault has had its day. I would like to offer a light blue perspective contesting that perception but also highlighting the realities
of air assault.
The ability to project force, rapidly and at long range, should be very attractive to a nation with global commitments and interests. Force
projection by air can be achieved in a wide variety of ways, for example using helicopters deployed by air to a forward mounting base, or by
flying transports directly onto a suitable runway. The helicopter option is limited by the air transport capacity to move the helicopters and the air
land option depends on a runway being available. In such circumstances, parachute assault offers a commander the option to deliver a battalion
sized battlegroup onto a target over a period of just a few minutes, several thousand miles from the mounting base in the UK, within 48 hours
of the decision to take such an option.
Those who dismiss the utility of parachute assault do so principally for two reasons; the cost of maintaining the capability, which mostly lies in
the training bill for the tactical transport crews; and the historically high casualty rates of opposed parachute assault. It is the second of these
that I would challenge as a reason for not maintaining such a capability.
At one end of the spectrum, the rapid insertion of a parachute force may not necessarily be opposed at all; an insertion may be to bolster an
allied force, or block an enemy force. Both of these actions could quickly change the balance of forces and cause a hostile force to withdraw
or reconsider offensive action. In such a situation it could be argued that a parachute insertion saved lives. However, it would be naive not to
recognise that when you are most likely to employ parachute assault, it will be against a defended target. if the insertion is opposed, the assault
force will incur losses. A great deal can be done to minimise losses – night transit, ultra low-level flight profile, random synchronised run-ins to
the drop zone, and of course the element of surprise and overwhelming force. Nevertheless, it is still prudent to plan on the loss of 20% of the
insertion force either before reaching the drop zone or in the assault itself. These losses need to be considered within the context of the strategic
consequences of a failure to act at all.
Air supremacy would be helpful, but not at the expense of the element of surprise over the drop zone, and it may not be possible to deploy the
required air assets forward in a timely or covert manner. However, a combination of available kinetic and cyber effects might suppress or distract
air defences to an acceptable degree – it depends on the sophistication of the opposing forces.
The Achilles Heel of any air assault operation is logistics. Any airborne force in contact with the enemy consumes a great deal of ammunition.
Air drop resupply missions direct to gun lines will be required within a few hours of the insertion, almost inevitably in daylight and with attendant
risk. A runway will need to be quickly seized, or built, to allow rapid in-load of combat power, possibly including more heavy weapons, armour,
and attack helicopters all of which require further logistic support. This will stretch the air transport forces to the limit and attrition of that force
must be considered in the planning of the operation, as well as identification of a swiftly achievable End State or plan for force extraction.
It is conceivable that an opposed parachute assault could result in more casualties in a single day than we have seen in a year in Afghanistan.
Therefore, the adoption of a course of action which includes parachute assault will inevitably require political approval at the highest level;
possibly one of the most difficult decisions a prime minister might be called upon to make, demanding courage and resolve to see the operation
through. Whether or not the risks and potential casualties are acceptable, depends on what is at stake – for example the rescue of British citizens
from a rapidly developing hostage situation, or the prevention a nuclear weapon falling into terrorist hands.
The bottom line is this - a difficult choice is better than no choice at all.
John Barrass
Wing Commander (retd)

Volume 1 / Issue 3 / Winter 2012

Military Operations

TJOMO.com

Page 30

Letters To The Editor
Sir:
Sergio Miller’s article Building a Hollow ANSF-Vietnam Revisited argues that a useful comparison can be made between the fate of the
Republic of Vietnam and the fighting quality of the Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces on the one hand, and the possible fate of Afghanistan
and the fighting quality of the ANSF on the other. His argument stands on two legs, one is that South Vietnamese forces did not fight
effectively. The other leg is that the ANSF will not fight effectively. He argues that in both cases the reason for not fighting effectively is
ideological, the two sides didn’t, or don’t, believe in their cause and therefore didn’t, or won’t, fight.
The problem with his argument is that the South Vietnamese did fight effectively and for a long time. They were beaten in the end for several
reasons: the Ho Chi Minh Trail was never cut; their own supplies were effectively cut (by the U.S. Congress); and they never managed to
develop a highly proficient senior officer corps and a unified command structure as the PAVN did (see, for example, George Veith’s ‘Black
April’; amongst others[i]). Their strategic position was impossible. But they did fight.
One of the reasons they fought is anti-communism. People nowadays forget that anti-communism was a very real and powerful force in years
gone by. The South Vietnamese had first-hand experience as to the fate of people who opposed the Party. That was powerful motivation to
fight.
Mr. Miller speaks of a South Vietnamese soldier manning a bunker outside Saigon in the last days of the war. That soldier did fight. The North
Vietnamese can attest to that. In ‘Black April’ a PAVN general is quoted as saying, in effect, that anybody who thought the taking of Saigon
was an easy thing should have picked up a shovel and helped to bury the dead.
So that particular part of Mr. Miller’s argument is wrong. One thing that is right about the two situations though is that South Vietnam did
and Afghanistan may depend on the constancy of American money and supplies is order to continue the fight. When the US cut off South
Vietnam it was doomed. It was simply a matter of time. If I had to bet, I would bet that we Americans will also eventually cut off Afghanistan.
The difference is that nobody was interested in fate of South Vietnam so nobody helped them once the US stopped supporting them. Many
powerful nearby countries are very interested in the fate of Afghanistan and, I believe, are very likely to give important support to Afghanistan
in our stead.
Sincerely,
Carl M. Maldonado

[i] Stephen Bungay, The Art of Action: How Leaders Close the Gaps between Plans, Actions and Results (London: Brealey, 2011), pp. 26-53
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