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Preface 

The preponderance of recent national security studies all describe an emerging threat that 

will increasingly require regional Commanders-in-Chief (CinCs) to meet challenges across the 

spectrum of conflict while operating within the world’s cities.  Yet, all current doctrine 

concerning urban warfare deals almost exclusively with high intensity operations that are part of 

a “Fulda Gap style” major theater war.  Moreover, this doctrine tends to address urban warfare 

solely at the tactical level, apparently assuming that no operational level differences exist 

between urban operations and those in other environments.  Last year, the Department of 

Defense designated the Marine Corps as the lead service for the development of joint doctrine 

for urban operations.  I began this monograph in hopes of assisting with this effort by identifying 

potential operational level considerations that are unique to, or are of enhanced importance in, 

the urban environment.  I found that while many of the operational considerations for urban 

conflict are the same as those for other physical environments, the unique nature of cities 

requires joint force commanders to consider a number of special factors while planning and 

conducting urban operations.  These factors are presented in the following treatise.   

Many people assisted with this project.  I owe a special debt of gratitude to Lieutenant 

Colonel John D. Williams, USMC, and Dr. James S. Robbins, my faculty mentors, for their 

patient guidance and assistance in completing this work.  I would also like to acknowledge the 

assistance of General Anthony C. Zinni, USMC, Commander-in-Chief, U.S. Central Command; 

General Peter J. Schoomaker, USA, Commander-in-Chief, U.S. Special Operations Command; 
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and Admiral Dennis C. Blair, USN, Commander-in-Chief, U.S. Pacific Command.  Despite their 

exceptionally busy schedules, each of these flag officers responded to my requests for their 

insights into the operational challenges of urban conflict.  Russell W. Glenn of RAND 

Corporation, and Lester W. Grau of the Center for Army Lessons Learned also provided me with 

unique insights based on their numerous years of personal research into the subject.  Dr. Glenn 

and Mr. Grau, along with Sean J. A. Edwards of RAND, were also kind enough to review and 

comment on my early drafts.  Finally, I would like to thank David Dilegge of the Marine Corps 

Intelligence Activity; Frank Jordan, Director, Wargaming Division, Marine Corps Combat 

Development Command; and Marine Lieutenant Colonels Gary W. Shenkel, Phillip B. Gleason, 

and Michael J. Manuche; all of whom went out of their way to assist in this project. 

 viii 
 



Chapter 1 

Are We Operationally Prepared to Win a Street Fight? 

 
We have seen in the last decade the decline of the American government 
and the weakness of the American soldier who is ready to wage Cold wars 
and unprepared to fight long wars.  This was proven in Beirut when the 
Marines fled after two explosions.  It also proves they can run in less than 
24 hours, and this was also repeated in Somalia. 

       --Terrorist Osama bin Laden1 
 
 As urban migration accelerates and city populations explode across the globe, 

U.S. forces are increasingly required to manage crises and fight in the urban environment.  

The 1996 Joint Strategy Review concluded, “U.S. forces will likely be required to 

conduct military operations on urban terrain more frequently.”2  Nearly every major post-

Cold War defense study has arrived at this same conclusion and further emphasized the 

need for military forces to become more effective in densely populated areas. The 

National Defense Panel’s 1997 final report advised the armed services to “expect to be 

involved in cities while conducting such contingencies as humanitarian and disaster 

                                                 
1 G. E. Willis, “Remembering Mogadishu:  Five Years After the Firefight in Somalia, Some Say 

U.S. Forces Abroad Still are Reeling From It,” Army Times, October 1998,  16.  Taken from Sean J. A. 
Edwards, Mars Unmasked:  The Changing Face of Urban Operations, Draft, DRR-2125-A, (Santa Monica, 
CA:  RAND, August 1999), 14. 

2 William Rosenau and Cynthia Melugin, Military Operations on Urbanized Terrain, Options for 
Doctrine, Contract No. MDA903-93-D-0020, (McLean, VA:  Science Applications International 
Corporation, 28 August 1998), 2. 
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assistance, peacekeeping, and peace enforcement operations.”3  Despite these repeated 

findings, little has been done to specifically organize, train and equip U.S. armed forces 

to maximize their effectiveness in urban environments.  The few small initiatives that 

have been taken toward this end focus almost exclusively on the tactical level.  

 This tactical focus is logical, since the nature of the urban fight blurs the 

traditional lines between the levels of warfare and significantly enhances the impact of 

small unit operations.  Because of the number of civilians in urban areas, tactical actions 

can often have strategic implications.  This presents the National Command Authority at 

the strategic level, and the designated joint force commanders (JFCs) at the operational 

level, with unique challenges in influencing the action and driving it toward their 

objectives and endstate.  This "merging" effect between the levels of war makes urban 

operations a distinct type of warfare.  As such, operations in built-up areas require 

doctrine, organization, training, and equipment that are unique from other environments.  

Further, leaders fighting in cities must recognize the unique factors associated with the 

urban battlespace and account for those factors while planning operations and campaigns.  

Presently, planning considerations for urban operations remain largely ignored.  The 

purpose of this treatise is to examine those considerations unique to urban conflict at the 

operational level of war in order to assist in the creation of appropriate joint doctrine.  

The Urban Century – Why Cities Are Growing in Military Importance 

 Fighting in cities is certainly nothing new; military forces have been involved in 

urban warfare since the very beginning of civilization.  From the walls of Jericho to the 

“halls of Montezuma,” cities have always held military value.  Military commanders, 

                                                 
3 Rosenau and Melugin, 2. 
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however, have rarely entered cities willingly, instead preferring the maneuver and 

firepower advantages afforded by more open terrain.4  Normally, cities were bypassed or 

besieged in order to avoid fighting in their close confines or injuring the noncombatant 

populace.  Unfortunately, in the post-Cold War era, avoiding urban areas is becoming 

increasingly difficult without abandoning strategic objectives.  The strategic significance 

of urban areas is rapidly growing.  Without learning to effectively operate in cities, a U.S. 

National Security Strategy of “shape, respond and prepare” is largely untenable.  A litany 

of U.S. military actions in the last decade, including those in Panama City, Mogadishu, 

and Port au Prince, necessitated entering the "urban jungle" in order to create or restore 

regional stability.  Two hundred and thirty-seven of the last 250 U.S. Marine Corps 

overseas deployments have involved urban operations.5  Likewise, Marine Corps, Army 

and National Guard involvement in the 1992 Los Angeles riots demonstrate that 

American military units must be prepared to confront urban challenges at home as well as 

abroad.   

In conventional military operations, urban areas are normally important for 

several reasons.  First, they often lie across one or more major lines of communication 

(LOC) within a given theater of operations.  Second, enemy concentrations within the 

city present a serious threat if they are bypassed.  Third, gaining control of certain assets 

or resources within the urban area is often critical to other, more important campaign 

objectives.  And finally, cities often have psychological, symbolic or political 

                                                 
4 William G. Rosenau, “’Every Room is a New Battle’:  The Lessons of Modern Urban Warfare,” 

Studies in Conflict and Terrorism, Vol. 20, Issue 4 (October 1997), 371-2. 
5 Russell W. Glenn, Marching Under Darkening Skies:  The American Military and the Impending 

Urban Operations Threat, DASW01-96-C-0004 (Santa Monica, CA:  RAND, 1998), 2-3.  (Henceforth 
referred to as “Glenn, Marching”). 

 

 3



importance, and gaining control of a city is often enough to force an enemy to the 

bargaining table.6 

Cities are not only the site of political power, but also the location for the 

predominant transportation, telecommunications, logistics, industrial and energy sources 

of a nation-state, as well as the repository for their cultural assets.  Cities often facilitate 

the generation of conflict.  Their political, social, and economic character make them a 

lucrative target for forces or individuals interested in gaining control of a nation.  Two 

distinct factors indicate that U.S. military involvement in urban operations will become 

more prevalent:  the current global urbanization trend and the search by weaker 

adversaries for means to influence U.S. national decisions while avoiding or negating 

technologically superior American military forces. 

Global Urbanization 

 Today, between forty-six and fifty percent of the world’s population reside in 

urban areas, and demographic statistics indicate that this percentage will continue to rise.  

Much of this growth will take place in the “third world,” where there is little to no 

planning for the expansion of services or infrastructure.  Within the last fifty years, the 

third world’s population has multiplied five-fold to 1.5 billion people and continues to 

expand.7  Between now and 2025, approximately ninety percent of the world’s urban 

growth will take place in areas outside the developed world.  A United Nations’ study 

                                                 
6 R. D. McLaurin and others, Modern Experience in City Combat.  Technical Memodrandum 5-87 

(Aberdeen Proving Ground, MD:  U.S. Army Human Engineering Laboratory, March 1987), 18. 
7 Andrei Rogers and Jeffrey G. Williamson, eds.,  Urbanization and Development in the Third 

World.  (Laxenburg, Austria:  International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis, June 1982), 484. (From 
William G. Rosenau, “’Every Room is a New Battle’:  The Lessons of Modern Urban Warfare,” Studies in 
Conflict and Terrorism Vol. 20, Issue 4 (October 1997), 373.). 
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predicts that the third world population will triple to 4.4 billion in that twenty-five year 

period.8  By 2015, twenty-four of the thirty largest cities in the world will be in 

“developing” countries, with over sixty percent of all third world cities having a million 

or more people.  Over 160,000 people migrate to the city every single day!9  

Additionally, although the littorals constitute only a small fraction of the earth’s land 

mass, over seventy-five percent of the world’s population, more that eighty percent of its 

national capitals, and virtually all international market places reside there.10  It is logical, 

therefore, that the Department of Defense has designated the Marine Corps its lead 

service in developing joint doctrine for urban operations. 

 Much of the urban growth has taken, and will continue to take place on the fringes 

of cities, beyond the reach and capacity of infrastructure services.  Still, the displaced 

poor will attempt to infringe on these services even when they cannot pay taxes.11  A 

quick look around the globe reveals that, as a result of this lack of resources, rings of 

“squatter suburbs” surround most of these cities.  Because of overcrowding and open 

sewage in these settlements, disease runs rampant.  History indicates that these areas, 

filled with the disgruntled poor, are inherently unstable and ripe for violent conflict.  

Most cities in the developing world cannot meet the needs of their citizens.  As this 

                                                 
8 United Nations Population Division,  World Urbanization Prospects:  The 1994 Revision (New 

York, NY:  United Nations, 1995), 86-101.  (From Rosenau, 373.). 
9 Marine Corps Intelligence Activity, The Urban Century, Videocassette, Produced by the Marine 

Corps Intelligence Activity,  25 min,  1999. 
 10 Maj Jonathan P. Hull, USMC, Hue, The Mirror on the Pole View Around the Corner to Future 
Urban Combat, MMS Thesis (Quantico, VA:  U.S. Marine Corps Command and Staff College, 16 April 
1997), 3. 

11 World Resources Institute, World Resources 1996-97:  A Guide to the Global Environment 
(Washington, DC, 1996), from Internet website http://www.wri.org:80/wri/wr-96-97/ud_txt2.html, (From 
Rosenau, 373-4). 
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problem grows with the increasing population, so will competition for scarce resources, 

humanitarian crises, human suffering, and violence.   

Asymmetric Alternative to Countering U.S. Influence 

 During Operation Desert Storm, the United States demonstrated its technological 

and conventional superiority in open terrain.  Third world nation-states, as well as non-

state actors, learned to respect conventional U.S. military power.  Accordingly, they are 

searching for alternative methods to undermine American influence and to change U.S. 

policy.  Rather than fight the U.S. “toe to toe,” potential enemies who lack the means to 

field and sustain technologically advanced conventional forces are likely to counter U.S. 

forces asymmetrically by defending urban areas.  Ever attentive to the U.S. press, most 

adversaries feel that Americans lack the stomach for casualties.  They believe that 

Americans are overly confident in, and reliant on, high technology weapons as a means 

of minimizing the risk to U.S. personnel.  Aware of the American aversion to casualties 

and major collateral damage, and recognizing the United States' lack of comparative 

advantage while fighting in cities, U.S. adversaries are increasingly likely to engage 

American forces in the urban environment.12     

 Today many of the world’s guerrilla movements have recognized the value of 

urban campaigns and are using them to complement their rural activities.  Guerrillas elect 

to defend urban areas because these areas serve as an effective force multiplier:  they 

negate the mobility, firepower, and communications advantages of technologically 

superior forces and buy time.13  They “level the playing field.”  Aberdeen's Human 

                                                 
12 Rosenau, 385. 
13 From The Urban Century, Videocassette produced by the Marine Corps Intelligence Activity, 

25 min, 1999.   
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Engineering Laboratory conducted a study (henceforth referred to as the “McLaurin 

Study,” after its lead author) of twenty-two urban conflicts from World War II to the mid-

1980s.  Their data revealed that "general or relatively unlimited wars are the only 

situations in which the attacker has extremely favorable advantages over the defender in 

[military operations in urban terrain] MOUT."14  On the other hand, if the attacker is 

constrained by limitations on force in order to minimize casualties and collateral 

destruction, the defender has a much better chance of winning or at least prolonging the 

battle and raising the costs for the attacker.  As the world’s only “superpower,” the 

United States will nearly always be subject to such constraints.    

Why Present Doctrine is Inadequate 

 The U.S. military generally does a good job with (its) balancing 
act, but in the area of urban warfare it seems to be overlooking the lessons 
of history, current readiness shortfalls, and a future that offers not the 
potential but the assurance of both international and domestic urban 
operations.15   
 

 It should not be surprising that present U.S. doctrine for urban operations is 

inadequate.  After all, even the greatest of military theorists, Carl von Clausewitz and 

Henri Jomini failed to address the subject of urban combat.  Of the classical theorists, 

perhaps only Sun Tzu and Thucydides actually picked up the “urban gauntlet.”  Even so, 

Sun Tzu’s advice is to avoid cities at all costs, and Thucydides’ accounts of urban combat 

rest on an unrestricted form of warfare.  Current U.S. urban doctrine, written almost 

exclusively for the tactical level and ignoring operational level concerns, continues to 

pretend that an option is to avoid urban areas altogether.  And, like Thucydides, when it 

                                                 
14 McLaurin, 4-5. 
15 Glenn, “Marching,” 1. 
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does address the urban fight, it views it as an unrestricted conventional enterprise.  

Moreover, urban combat remains largely ignored in U.S. doctrinal publications because it 

goes against American military desires.  Maneuver warfare advocates see no value in 

getting bogged down in cities, and no one in any position of strategic or operational 

leadership in the United States sees benefit in pursuing operations that are destined to 

produce heavy American casualties.  But this is precisely why U.S. adversaries find a 

positional urban defensive strategy based on attrition so attractive.  

 Current U.S. doctrine for urban operations, FM 90-10, Military Operations In 

Urban Terrain, evolved primarily from American experiences in the Second World 

War.16  It was written to support the 1976 Active Defense doctrine that envisioned 

meeting the Soviet threat in Europe.  FM 90-10 views urban areas as obstacles to 

maneuver and focuses almost exclusively on employing heavy forces and overwhelming 

firepower in urban operations under “total war” conditions.17  Operations at the opposite 

end of the conflict spectrum are virtually ignored.  Discussions on noncombatant 

handling procedures, rules of engagement, and third world urban construction 

characteristics are also missing.18  Clearly, this doctrine is inadequate today. 

 The 1993 U.S. Army Infantry School’s FM 90-10-1, An Infantryman’s Guide to  

Combat in Built-up Areas, is an improvement over the dated FM 90-10, but serves almost 

exclusively as an infantryman’s guide to MOUT.  Like FM 90-10, it is woefully 

inadequate in addressing urban operations at the lower end of the conflict spectrum.  The 

                                                 
16 MAJ Charles A. Preysler, USA, Going Down Town:  The Need for Precision MOUT, 

Monograph (Fort Leavenworth, KS:  School of Advanced Military Studies, U.S. Army Command and 
General Staff College, First Term AY 94-95), 1. 

17 Preysler, 25. 
18 Glenn, “Marching,” 9-10. 
   

 8



most recent and best doctrinal publication on urban warfare is Marine Corps Warfighting 

Publication 3-35.3, Military Operations on Urbanized Terrain.  This manual successfully 

addresses combined arms action in the urban environment and across the spectrum of 

conflict, but its discussion is confined solely to the tactical level.19  All present U.S. 

doctrine concerning MOUT neglects urban operations that do not require combat.  More 

significantly, present doctrine ignores operational level activities and considerations for 

MOUT. 

 Joint doctrine on urban operations is virtually non-existent.  JP 3-0 (Doctrine for 

Joint Operations) ignores MOUT altogether, while other joint publications tend only to 

recognize the difficulties of the urban environment without proposing methods of dealing 

with those difficulties.  Current individual service doctrine largely ignores the fact that 

future MOUT operations will likely be joint.  The services make no attempt to emphasize 

the importance of combined operational fires, let alone to address interagency 

coordination.  They also ignore the potential involvement and benefit of special 

operations forces.  Since urban operations are normally part of a larger campaign, joint 

doctrine should assist commanders and their staffs to identify the actions necessary in the 

urban area with respect to the objectives of the larger campaign.  Moreover, joint MOUT 

doctrine should assist joint staffs in determining the level of resources that should be 

dedicated to the urban portion of the fight.20   

 Inappropriate U.S. doctrine for urban warfare actually encourages the 

development of urban guerrilla and terrorist factions.  This, in turn, can lead to a 

                                                 
19 Glenn, “Marching,” 11-12. 
20 Russell W. Glenn, “… We Band of Brothers:”  The Call for Joint Urban Operations Doctrine, 

MDA903-95-C-0059 (Santa Monica, CA:  RAND, 1999), viii. 
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protracted conflict that mires down American forces.  The lack of progress would likely 

erode U.S. public support and eventually lead to a U.S. withdrawal without attaining the 

strategic objective that led to the initial force deployment.21  The American public 

demands that military operations seek to minimize casualties (particularly civilian) and 

the human suffering caused by collateral damage.  And, the American media is ever 

present to report those demands are not satisfactorily met.  Indiscriminate use of 

conventional capabilities and firepower promise not only to alienate the American public, 

but also to cause the people the U.S. is trying to assist to question the legitimacy of U.S. 

actions.  Legitimacy is critical.  Civilians that watch their neighbors die and their homes 

go up in smoke as a result of American military action are quite likely to support the 

opposition.   

Methodology  

 In order to remedy shortfalls in U.S. doctrine and identify potential operational 

level considerations for urban conflict, this treatise begins with detailed case studies of 

three diverse campaigns that included significant operations in urban terrain.  These 

studies are:  U.S. operations in and around Hue, Vietnam during the North Vietnamese 

Tet Offensive of 1968; the American mission in Somalia from 1992 to 1994; and Russia's 

first campaign in Chechnya, which took place between 1994 and 1996.  The research in 

these case studies has been oriented toward primary sources to include after action 

analyses and intelligence summaries.  These conflicts include urban military actions 

across the spectrum of conflict (from humanitarian assistance to conventional battle).  

The battle for Hue, a U.S. operation conducted under the Cold War grand strategy of 

                                                 
21 Preysler, 4. 
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containment, was a mid to high intensity urban conflict, but included a significant 

humanitarian challenge.  U.S. operations in Mogadishu, on the other hand, were 

conducted as part of a larger United Nations’ effort at the beginning of the post-Cold War 

era.  Operations in Somalia began at the low end of the conflict spectrum, focusing on 

humanitarian assistance, but eventually led to a costly, conventional battle in Mogadishu.  

The campaign for Chechnya, a non-U.S. operation, is included to consider operations that 

are not based solely on the “American way of war.”  The Russian operation in Chechnya 

was a mid to high intensity conflict to maintain control of a renegade republic in the 

Caucasus.  By employing the comparative method using these historical case studies, this 

treatise should identify those operational considerations that are common to most urban 

conflicts regardless of scale or the nationality of the participants.   

 To assist in identifying considerations for the urban fight specifically at the 

operational level, each historical case study examines the urban battle within the context 

of the larger campaign. Each case study includes a campaign analysis that seeks to 

identify each belligerent’s strategic and operational objectives and what each identified as 

their enemy’s center of gravity and critical vulnerabilities.  The campaign analyses 

continue by using the six warfighting functional areas as an intellectual framework with 

which to analyze the operational commander’s effectiveness in shaping the battlefield for 

tactical success.  These functional areas include command and control, intelligence, 

maneuver, fires, logistics and force protection.   

For the purposes of this work, command and control is defined as “the intellectual 

framework and physical structures through which commanders transmit their intent and 
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decisions to the force and receive feedback on the results.”22  The goal of command and 

control is to create synergy of effort and effects among the other operational functions so 

that the commander can act quicker than the enemy.  Rules of engagement (ROE) are an 

important command and control measure at the operational level.  Operational 

intelligence provides the commander with the knowledge of the enemy and the area of 

operations needed to successfully design and prosecute the campaign.  "At the 

operational level of war, the joint and combined intelligence systems concentrate on the 

collection, identification, location, and analysis of strategic and operational centers of 

gravity that, if successfully attacked, will achieve the assigned strategic aims and 

significant factors affecting operations."23   

 Maneuver is defined as “the movement of forces for the purpose of gaining an 

advantage over the enemy.”24  The objective of maneuver is to put the enemy in a 

dilemma by positioning various arms so that they can be employed at the decisive time 

and place.  Complementing maneuver, operational fires consist of the selective 

application of lethal and non-lethal means to reduce or eliminate a critical enemy 

vulnerability and thereby gain a decisive advantage.25  Information operations are 

included in the definition of non-lethal operational fires, and as we will see, take on 

increased importance in the urban environment.  Operational logistics includes 

everything needed to move and sustain military forces within a given theater.  

Specifically, “operational logistics link the strategic source of the means of war to its 

                                                 
 22 Marine Corps Doctrinal Publication 1-2, Campaigning, (Washington, DC:  U.S. Marine  
Corps, 1 August 1997), 76.  (Henceforth referred to as MCDP 1-2.) 

23 Armed Forces Staff College Publication 2, Part II, Chapter 5, Synchronization of Functions, 
Reprinted at Quantico, VA:  U.S. Marine Corps Command and Staff College,1999, II-5-B-1.  (Henceforth 
referred to as Synchronization of Functions.) 
 24 MCDP 1-2, 78. 
 25 MCDP 1-2, 84. 
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tactical employment.”26  Finally, operational force protection consists of those actions 

taken to conserve the fighting potential of a force.  It includes actions taken to counter the 

enemy’s fires and maneuver by making friendly personnel, equipment and systems 

difficult to locate, strike or destroy.27 

The final chapter of this treatise attempts to glean the common lessons from each 

of the case studies that may be pertinent for current and future urban operations.  Based 

on the case study comparison, this chapter proffers operational level considerations in 

each functional area that should be included in the future development of joint urban 

warfare doctrine.  The findings of the historical case studies are complemented by 

surveys and interviews conducted with some of the current CinCs, the Joint Staff, and a 

range of military and corporate members who have experience in urban conflict.  Those 

in this latter category include veterans of urban battles as well as those in agencies who 

have been conducting research into the urban warfare challenge within the last few years 

(e.g. Rand Corporation, the Marine Corps Warfighting Laboratory, Foreign Military 

Studies Office, etc.).  In the end, the goal of this work is to help prepare U.S. forces to 

win the “street fight” by identifying valid considerations that operational commanders 

and planners can use to correctly shape the battlespace for tactical success in urban areas. 

                                                 
 26 MCDP 1-2, 88. 
 27 Synchronization of Functions, II-5-F-1. 
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Chapter 2 

Hue City, 1968:  Winning a Battle While Losing a War 

 
Fighting house-to-house is the dirtiest of all fighting ….  Just as a rat must 
be drawn from his burrow to be eradicated, an enemy soldier, burrowed in 
a building, must also be pulled from his hiding place to be eliminated.  
Normally, he will not come out without a fight.  The attacker must go in 
and dig him out. 

  --Major Ron Christmas, USMC, Company Commander in Hue28 
 
 The battle for Hue City during the Tet Offensive of 1968 provides a useful case 

study for examining the nature of urban conflict as part of a major regional contingency.  

This twenty-six day fight for the cultural center of Vietnam was the largest U.S. battle in 

a city since that for Seoul during the Korean War.  Americans have not conducted an 

urban battle since that has exceeded the scale of fighting in Hue.  At the operational level, 

Hue was merely one operation in the American and South Vietnamese campaign to 

counter the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong Tet Offensive.  Viewed in this context, Hue 

demonstrates the difficulty of shaping the battlespace at the operational level in response 

to a surprise attack in a built-up area.   

                                                 
 28 Maj Ron Christmas, USMC, Hue City, Monograph (Quantico, VA:  U.S. Marine Corps Combat 
Development Command, Marine Corps University Archives, undated), 1. 
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Figure 2-1— Vietnam29  

Strategic Setting 

 Located in central Vietnam, Hue is the country's third largest city, with a 

population of approximately 140,000.  (See Figure 2-1) The city is actually two distinct 

towns separated by the Perfume River.  The Citadel, built on the northern bank, is 

roughly eight square kilometers, and once served as the residence for Annamese 

emperors.  In 1968, the southern side, about half the size of the Citadel, consisted 

primarily of French style residential areas along with the city’s university and the French 

                                                 
 29 Map taken from:  The CIA World Factbook 1999 Homepage at www.odci.gov/cia/publications/ 
factbook/vm/html#geo, 29 January 2000. 
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provincial capital.  Located approximately 100 kilometers south of the Demilitarized 

Zone (DMZ), Hue was the predominant cultural, spiritual, and educational center of 

Vietnam.  Militarily, the city housed the headquarters of the 1st Infantry Division of the 

Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) as well as a compound for I Corps’ Military 

Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV) advisors.  The majority of Hue’s populace, 

however, remained aloof from the war.  With their imperial heritage, most of the city’s 

religious and intellectual leaders advocated strong local autonomy with an emphasis on 

traditional national values.  They largely distrusted both Ho Chi Minh's Communist 

government in Hanoi and the U.S. supported government in Saigon.30   

 The Vietnamese are an exceptionally homogeneous people.  Their culture has 

been shaped by decades of Chinese oppression, French colonization, and briefly, 

Japanese occupation.  Predominantly a rural, agrarian country, the French succeeded in 

establishing a major commercial center in the southern part of Vietnam centered on 

Saigon.  Although there is a strong Buddhist and Confucian heritage among the 

Vietnamese, French colonization also implanted a thriving Catholic tradition.  Tet, or the 

lunar new year, is the largest annual Vietnamese holiday, and Hue, as the imperial city, 

hosts a prominent festival.  By late January, several thousand visitors had arrived in Hue 

to participate in the festivities.31 

                                                 
 30 Jack Shulimson and others, U.S. Marines in Vietnam:  The Defining Year, 1968, (Washington, 
DC:  History and Museums Division, Headquarters, U.S. Marine Corps, 1997), 164. 
 31 Christmas, 2. 
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Figure 2-2—TF X-RAY Dispositions32 

Conflict History 

 Hue was located within the I Corps area of operations (AO) under ARVN control 

and commanded by Lieutenant General Hoang Xuan Lam in Da Nang.  While the overall 

American theater commander was General William C. Westmoreland, located in Saigon, 

the senior operational commander in the AO was Marine Corps Lieutenant General 

Robert E. Cushman, commander of the III Marine Amphibious Force (MAF).  Also 

headquartered at Da Nang, III MAF spread over 220 miles of eastern coastal plains as 

well as western mountain ranges.33  The 1st Marine Division, under the command of 

Major General Donn J. Robertson, was responsible for the southern portion of the III 

                                                 
32 Shumlimson, 170. 

 33 Maj Jonathan P. Hull, USMC, Hue, The Mirror on the Pole View Around the Corner to Future 
Urban Combat, MMS Thesis (Quantico, VA:  U.S. Marine Corps Command and Staff College, 16 April 
1997), 7. 
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MAF AO, an area that extended from just south of Da Nang to slightly north of Hue.  

This area was so large that Lieutenant General Cushman divided the division and 

established direct operational control over both halves.  Accordingly, the 1st Marine 

Division (Forward) Headquarters, commanded by the Assistant Division Commander, 

Brigadier General Foster C. LaHue, was designated “Task Force X-Ray” and given 

responsibility for the area from the Hai Van Pass to the northern boundary of the 

division’s Tactical Area Of Responsibility (TAOR).  (See Figure 2-2)   

TF X-Ray’s mission was to protect Phu Bai, located just eight miles south of Hue, 

screen the western approaches to the historic city, and keep Highway 1 open between 

Hue and the Hai Van Pass.34  Brigadier General LaHue located his headquarters in Phu 

Bai, where he had the 1st and 5th Marine Regiments (each with just two battalions) 

available to accomplish his mission.  The Marines of TF X-Ray focused on gaining and 

maintaining the support of the South Vietnamese residing in villages throughout the AO 

by posting Combined Action Platoons (CAPs) to live in those villages as an ever-present 

security force.35   

Analyzing the American Campaign Plan 

 Like the earlier war in Korea, America’s leadership viewed the situation in 

Vietnam in the context of their Cold War strategy of containment.  Specifically, the 

United States feared that losing Vietnam to communism would lead to the loss of all 

                                                 
34 Keith William Nolan, Battle for Hue, Tet 1968, (New York:  Dell Publishing Company, Inc., 

1983), 30-31.  (Note:  All of Mr. Nolan’s extensive notes and interview material used in this volume are 
available at the Marine Corps Research Center, Quantico, VA.) 

35 The CAP was a unique approach to pacification, with the Marines living alongside and sharing 
the suffering of the local populaces.  The CAP was backed up by other Marine units routinely conducting 
aggressive rural and jungle patrolling throughout the TAOR, where they were constantly the target of Viet 
Cong hit and run ambushes.   
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Southeast Asia.  Moreover, this loss would threaten Japan and South Korea while 

undermining U.S. influence throughout the Pacific region.  The strategic objective for the 

United States in Vietnam, therefore, was to contain the spread of communism in 

Southeast Asia.  This translated into an operational military objective of eliminating the 

effective North Vietnamese communist insurgency into the Republic of Vietnam.   

 Notably, Westmoreland and Cushman appear to have disagreed on the appropriate 

military strategy for reaching that operational objective.  Westmoreland viewed the 

conventional forces of General Vo Nguyen Giap’s North Vietnamese Army (NVA) as the 

operational center of gravity.  Westmoreland believed that the NVA’s strength, relative to 

that of the U.S. forces, was Giap’s critical vulnerability.  In Westmoreland’s mind, the 

key to victory lie in eliminating the NVA and the Viet Cong (VC) through search-and-

destroy attrition tactics, a task he felt was well within the capability of the technologically 

superior U.S. forces.  By the end of 1967, the highly touted strategic bombing campaign 

had not produced the results promised.  The Johnson Administration pressured 

Westmoreland to prevent further North Vietnamese infiltration.  He intended to 

accomplish this by placing the NVA forces into a position where superior U.S. firepower 

could destroy them.  U.S. forces would then attack west from Khe Sanh to interdict the 

communist supply route (the Ho Chi Minh Trail) in Laos.36 

 Unlike Westmoreland, Cushman viewed the Viet Cong insurgent forces as North 

Vietnam’s operational center of gravity.  He identified the South Vietnamese support of 

the communists as the critical vulnerability to attack.  Accordingly, he focused on small 

unit pacification efforts in the village, believing that only the people of South Vietnam 

                                                 
36 CPT Jon E. Tellier, USA, “The Battle for Hue,” Infantry (July-August 1995), 21. 
 

 19



themselves could truly expel the communists and eliminate the threat in the long-term.  

The celebrated CAP program was a product of this approach.  In time, the differences 

between these two operational commanders caused Westmoreland to grow increasingly 

concerned with the Marines ability to succeed in I Corps.37  The friction between the two 

would also complicate U.S. operational planning and execution throughout the Tet 

Offensive.    

Analyzing the North Vietnamese Campaign Plan 

 Ho Chi Minh and the communist leadership of North Vietnam had long suffered 

under the French and the Japanese during their quest for one strategic objective:  

Vietnamese self-government.  Now, against the Americans and the South Vietnamese, 

the objective became a single Vietnamese government exclusively under their control.  

As part of a Maoist revolutionary war strategy, Ho employed rural insurgency and 

ambushes, complemented by an aggressive propaganda effort, to build a communist 

infrastructure among the South Vietnamese populace.  By 1967, he felt the time had 

arrived to escalate his efforts to the conventional level.  He believed that such an 

offensive would spark a simultaneous uprising among the peasantry of South Vietnam 

against its government.  Ho knew quite well, however, that a conventional offensive was 

an all-or-nothing proposition with regard to fighting the Americans toe-to-toe.  If they 

failed, they would be forced to return to Mao Ze Dong’s second phase (guerrilla warfare), 

and would not be able to fight the Americans as a conventional army again for several 

years, if ever.   

                                                 
 37 Hull, 7-8. 
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Realizing that American public sentiment for the war was wavering and aware 

that 1968 was an election year in the U.S., Ho felt that an offensive was worth the risk.  

He recognized American confidence in the Johnson Administration as a critical strategic 

vulnerability.  If he could discredit Johnson and thereby cause the American public to 

lose confidence in the war effort, he could eliminate the United States’ operational center 

of gravity – its well trained and technologically superior military power-projection 

capability.  If he could not defeat the Americans in the field, he would defeat them 

indirectly.  With the U.S. military out of the war, it would only be a matter of time before 

the ARVN government would collapse and he could secure his strategic objective. 

 Based on Ho's strategy, Giap planned an offensive operation for the spring of 

1968.  The first phase, scheduled to begin in the fall of 1967, would be a series of probing 

attacks to test American defenses and resolve.  Phase Two, now known as the Tet 

Offensive, would seek to simultaneously attack the weak points identified during Phase 

One.  Since the Tet holiday was normally a truce period between the North and South 

Vietnamese, this would provide Giap with a greater opportunity for operational surprise.  

Finally, the third phase would consist of a “second wave,” to reinforce victories achieved 

during the initial offensive.  Counting on propaganda and terrorist tactics to manipulate 

South Vietnamese public opinion, the second and third phases would generate Maoist 

conditions known as the “General Offensive” and the “General Uprising.”  Ho and Giap 

believed that this upsurge against U.S. involvement would cause the American public to 

withdraw its support for involvement in Vietnam.38 

                                                 
38 Tellier, 21-22. 
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 Hue played a significant role in the NVA campaign plan.  The city was a key 

choke point along the critical U.S. and ARVN north-south line of communications 

(LOC), Highway 1.  A railroad also ran through Hue, and Navy supply boats used it as an 

embarkation and debarkation point for supplies moving to and from the ocean.  Taking 

Hue would severe the American’s LOC and prohibit the movement of supplies from Da 

Nang to the DMZ.  The NVA viewed the city as a weak link in the allied defense of the 

two northern provinces, which were oriented against an anticipated attack along Route 

9.39  Accordingly, Giap directed two combined NVA and VC regiments, the 4th and the 

6th, to infiltrate Hue during Phase I and attack the city during the Tet celebration.  At the 

same time, other units would attack U.S. and ARVN installations throughout South 

Vietnam, to include Saigon.  The 6th NVA’s objectives included the ARVN 1st Division’s 

Mang Ca headquarters compound, the Tay Loc airfield, and the imperial palace, all 

located within the Citadel.  The 4th NVA’s objectives were south of the Perfume River, 

and included the provincial capital building, the prison, and the U.S. MACV advisors' 

compound.40  The VC would carry lists of “Enemies of the People” into Hue that 

included the names of various local and national government officials, intellectuals, 

soldiers, and their families, with the intent of executing them.41   

Campaign Execution 

 Phase I of the NVA campaign plan was executed almost flawlessly, so that as 

they prepared for Phase II, the communists were well aware of U.S. and ARVN force 

dispositions.  Although U.S. and ARVN intelligence noted NVA movements and knew 

                                                 
39 Shumlimson, 215. 
40 Shumlimson, 166. 
41 Nolan, 267. 
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something was brewing, they were unable to discern the NVA’s intentions.  The Tet 

Offensive kicked off on 30 January 1968, with approximately 74,000 Communist troops 

streaming across the border into South Vietnam.  Thirty-six provincial capitals, five of 

six autonomous cities, sixty-four of 242 district capitals and over fifty hamlets were all 

struck within forty-eight hours.42  The battle for Hue began on 31 January.  Despite the 

one-day notice of the NVA attack, Hue and Saigon were largely unprepared when both 

were attacked on the second day of the communist offensive.  The commanding general 

of the ARVN 1st Division, Brigadier General Ngo Quang Truong, however, did take the 

prudent steps of heightening his division’s alert status and recalling his troops from Tet 

leave.  In the long run, this decision likely saved Hue from being completely overrun by 

the communists.  Truong expected the enemy to attack near Phu Loc in an attempt to 

sever Highway 1 south of Hue, and deployed his battalions accordingly.43 

                                                 
 42 Hull, 8. 

43 Nolan, 22. 
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Figure 2-3—NVA/VC Attack Axes44 

 Viet Cong sappers had infiltrated Hue on 29 January, while the two NVA/VC 

regiments moved toward the city with 7,500 soldiers.45  Around 0200 on 31 January, the 

6th NVA linked up with its guides and at 0340 seized a bridgehead into the Citadel.  By 

0800, the 4th NVA had also entered the Citadel and shortly thereafter the VC flag was 

waving over the Imperial Palace.  (See Figure 2-3) The NVA and VC captured or killed 

isolated pockets of U.S. and ARVN servicemen throughout the city, but Truong’s 1st 

ARVN division continued to put up stiff resistance.  Within a few hours, the communist 

forces seized control of the entire city with the notable exception of two key objectives:  

the 1st ARVN’s divisional headquarters located in the northeast corner of the Citadel, and 

                                                 
44 Tellier, 24. 
45 At the height of the fighting, this strength would double.   
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I Corps' MACV compound on the south side of the Perfume River. The communists 

succeeded in isolating these two forces from one another by cutting their wire link.  

 Inadequate intelligence concerning the attack initially prompted TF X-Ray to 

dispatch a single rifle company, Company A, 1st Battalion, 1st Marines (1/1), to relieve 

the U.S. and ARVN forces under siege.  Company A moved north to Hue from Phu Bai 

along Highway 1, linking up with four M-48 tanks along the way.  Since the Viet Cong 

were unsuccessful in their initial attempts to drop the An Cuu Bridge, Company A was 

able to cross over the Phu Cam Canal before they came under attack just short of the 

MACV complex.  With Company A pinned down, Brigadier General LaHue attached 

Company G, 2d Battalion, 5th Marines (2/5) to Lieutenant Colonel Marcus J. Gravel, the 

commander of 1/1, and dispatched him to Hue as well. 

 Upon linking up, the two companies continued their assault to reach the MACV 

compound, where they immediately took up positions around the headquarters and the 

Navy’s boat ramp on the river.  Simultaneously they secured the base of the Nguyen 

Hoang Bridge, the Highway 1 crossing point across the Perfume River to the Citadel.  

Shortly thereafter, III MAF directed LaHue to order A, 1/1 and G, 2/5 to cross the river 

and link up with General Troung in the ARVN headquarters.  To everyone on the ground, 

this order was a clear indication that III MAF was out of touch with the reality of the 

situation.46  Nonetheless, Gravel sent Company G to secure the bridge.  In a two-hour fire 

fight, Golf Company succeeded in taking the bridge, but was forced to retire back to the 

MACV compound about three hours later, when it became clear that they could not hold 

it against an enemy counter attack.   

                                                 
46 Nolan, 45. 
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 On the second day of the battle, III MAF ordered Major General John J. Tolson’s 

1st Cavalry Division to deploy the 2d Battalion, 12th Cavalry to a landing zone (LZ) along 

Highway 1, approximately ten kilometers northwest of Hue, in an effort to sever the 

NVA’s LOC.  The air cavalry fought in this area for several days, but were unable to 

disrupt the enemy and isolate the city.  Thus, the communist forces in Hue continued to 

receive reinforcements and resupply from the west.  An additional five communist 

battalions eventually reinforced the nine that invaded Hue on the first day.  There were 

also two sapper battalions, which brought the NVA strength in and around Hue to two 

divisions.  The weather, too, began to favor the non-technical enemy by hampering U.S. 

aerial support.  Nevertheless, on the second day, Company F, 2/5, conducted a heliborne 

movement into the LZ adjacent to the MACV compound.  TF X-Ray then issued yet 

another order to Gravel indicating the lack of situational awareness at the operational 

level.  LaHue tasked him to secure the south side prison building.  As it was obvious to 

Gravel that the prisoners had already been liberated by the NVA, he successfully argued 

that the mission should be cancelled.  The following day, Company H, 2/5 joined the 

forces in the MACV compound as another unit “piecemealed” into the fight.     

 In the morning of the fourth day of fighting, Lieutenant Colonel Ernest C. 

Cheatham, Jr., the commanding officer of 2/5, was at last ordered to move a convoy to 

Hue and assume command of the three companies he had fighting there under Lieutenant 

Colonel Gravel.  The new commander of the 1st Marine Regiment, Colonel Stanley S. 

Hughes, whom LaHue tasked to assume overall command of all U.S. Marine forces in 

Hue, accompanied the convoy.  Racing through an ambush and into the MACV 

compound, Hughes established his command post, took the reins from Gravel, and, still 
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with no intelligence beyond that available in the MACV compound, issued an operations 

order to Cheatham and Gravel.  Hughes ordered Cheatham to begin clearing the city’s 

south side by advancing west from the compound generally along Le Loi Street and 

parallel to the Perfume River to where the Phu Cam branched from the river.  He directed 

Gravel, with his single reinforced, but casualty-ridden company, to move with 2/5, but 

along the Phu Cam, in order to keep Highway 1 open to the compound.  The ARVN 

troops available to Hughes in the MACV compound would mop up snipers and pockets 

of resistance, while caring for the civilian refugees in trace of the Marines’ advance. (See 

Figure 2-4)   

 

Figure 2-4—U.S. Attack Axes47 

                                                 
47 Tellier, 25. 
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 Thus began the painstaking process of clearing Hue building by building through 

the prepared urban defenses of a determined enemy.  Because every street constituted a 

prepared kill zone overwatched by snipers, the Marines were forced to employ ingenious 

tactics and techniques to attain their objectives.  The learning was by trial and error, and 

it was costly.48  Accustomed to rural and jungle warfare against hit-and-run ambushes, 

the Marines in Hue now faced both VC and NVA troops in an urban defense in depth.49  

Tanks were the only advantage in weaponry the attacking Marines had, and the 

movement of these weapons was greatly restricted by the NVA’s use of B-40 anti-armor 

rockets.  Restrictive U.S. rules of engagement (ROE) precluded the employment of 

aircraft munitions, naval surface fires, and artillery (despite the fact that the ARVN were 

directing their own Skyraider aircraft to attack targets within the Citadel).  To advance, 

small infantry teams worked with tanks and 106mm recoilless rifles to generate routes 

through walls and buildings, while M42 40mm self-propelled anti-aircraft weapons and 

mortars provided direct and indirect suppressive fires.  Unfortunately, these tactics were 

unable to prevent high American casualty rates.   

 On several occasions during the street fighting, the Marines assaulted buildings 

filled with noncombatants who were used as shields by the communist forces.  U.S. 

tactical commanders implemented more restrictive, on-scene ROE accordingly; the NVA 

and VC, on the other hand, did not.  Both American and other international media 

representatives moved throughout the city along with attacking Marine squads, 

consistently filming the actions of individual Marines.  By the fifth day of fighting, Major 

                                                 
 48 Christmas, 12-13. 

49 BGen Michael P. Downs, USMC, from interview in VHS film Urban Warfare:  Lessons From 
Hue City.  Produced by the Marine Corps University Foundation.  70 min.  1999. 
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Ralph J. Salvati, 2/5’s executive officer, acquired a number of E-8 tear gas launchers and 

distributed these to the fighting companies.  The use of this non-lethal weapon helped the 

Marines to force the NVA and VC out of buildings.  In the open, the enemy could now be 

engaged selectively without firing into buildings indiscriminately and risking civilian 

lives.    

The Marines methodically cleared the treasury, the university, the city hospital, 

the Joan of Arc school, and, on 6 February, the provincial capital.  Fighting by day and 

consolidating at night, Hughes was able to declare the south side of the city secure on 10 

February.  The Marines needed several more days, however, to completely sweep the 

area in and around the southern portion of the city of all communist forces.  In so doing, 

more Americans became casualties.  Also during these sweeps, the Marines began 

uncovering the mass graves of South Vietnamese executed during the NVA’s occupation.   

 Throughout the fighting, the civilian population remained essentially passive.  

According to TF X-Ray’s after-action report, “there was little evidence of voluntary 

assistance to the VC/NVA.  On the other hand, civilians volunteered no assistance to the 

Marines either.”50  Most of Hue’s citizens had initially locked themselves in their homes, 

but now thousands began to stream into the MACV compound.  Five thousand refugees 

gathered at the liberated Catholic Church, while another 17,000 accumulated at the 

university.  When the mayor of Hue and the ARVN forces proved unable to adequately 

process and care for them alone, Da Nang dispatched a platoon from the 29th Civil 

Affairs Company to assume control of the humanitarian effort.   

                                                 
 50 Combat Operations After Action Report (Operation HUE CITY), Commanding Officer, 1st 
Marines (-) (Rein), 1st Marine Division (Rein), 3480/3/TVB/twc dated 20 March 1968.  Retained at 
Quantico, VA:  U.S. Marine Corps Combat Development Command, Marine Corps University Archives, 8.  
(Henceforth referred to as Operation  Hue City After Action Report). 
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Since the Vietnamese refused to touch dead bodies, the Americans used enemy 

prisoners to bury the dead where they were found.  Altogether, Hue had 2,200 displaced 

people to care for without adequate food, medical supplies, or sanitation facilities.  To 

make matters worse, someone among the refugees or the ARVN promptly stole a 

significant portion of the emergency rations dispatched from Da Nang, beginning a black 

market enterprise even as the battle continued.  Many refugees did not stop at the MACV 

compound, but continued to flee the city south along Highway 1, further complicating 

movement along the main service route (MSR).  Looting became commonplace.  While 

some Marines were involved, the vast majority of looters were South Vietnamese, 

particularly the ARVN forces sweeping behind the Marines.  Lieutenant Colonel Gravel 

so feared that the media would accuse the Marines of plunder, he warned American 

advisors to the ARVN that any ARVN soldier observed looting would be killed on sight.  

While this statement did not completely solve the problem, it did succeed in greatly 

curtailing it.51  Legitimacy remained a valid U.S. concern even in the midst of a 

conventional battle. 

 While 2/5 and 1/1 had been fighting for the south side, Brigadier General Troung 

had been consolidating his 1st ARVN Division and fighting to retake the Citadel.  After 

the fourth day of his counter-offensive, the NVA proved too tough to dislodge and 

Troung requested American assistance.  LaHue subsequently ordered Major Robert H. 

Thompson and his 1st Battalion, 5th Marines (1/5) to the Citadel.  By late afternoon on 11 

February, Thompson had consolidated three of his line companies in the Citadel via a 

combination of heliborne and landing craft, utility (LCU) transport lifts.  The ARVN 

intelligence picture of what was going on within the Citadel was vague at best.  Since the 

                                                 
51 Nolan, 130-134. 
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NVA held half of the northeast and most of the southeast walls, General Troung directed 

the Marines to relieve his 1st ARVN Airborne Task Force along the 2,500 yard northeast 

wall and continue to clear that wall.  Meanwhile, ARVN forces would focus on seizing 

the Imperial Palace and its adjacent southeast wall.   

 The Marines stepped off on 13 February, only to find the NVA moving into the 

positions prematurely abandoned by the 1st ARVN Airborne Task Force.  Just ten 

minutes later, a meeting engagement began, and the NVA rendered A, 1/5 combat 

ineffective.  With a full two weeks of preparation prior to the Marines’ arrival, the 

communists had hundreds of well fortified and camouflaged, mutually supporting 

positions throughout the dense confines of the Citadel.  As on the south side, NVA sniper 

fire proved exceptionally effective.  Thompson’s estimate of the situation caused Colonel 

Hughes to argue for, and successfully obtain, an easement of the restrictive ROE.  

Thompson then employed five and six-inch naval guns, eight-inch and 155mm artillery 

and fixed wing zunni rockets along the wall, as well as riot control (CS) gas on structures 

inside the Citadel.   

The fact that General Creighton W. Abrams, the deputy theater commander, 

established a MACV Forward Command Post at Phu Bai on the same day likely had 

much to do with the decision to ease the ROE.  With intelligence on 16 February 

indicating that the communists were preparing to reinforce their troops in the Citadel, 

General Abrams hosted a meeting with Vice President Nguyen Cao Ky and Lieutenant 

General Lam, the I Corps Commander.  During this meeting, Ky concurred with the 

American assessment of an NVA buildup west of Hue, and stated his belief that the 

communists were willing to sacrifice thousands of their men to win a slight political gain.  
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Ky then agreed that U.S. forces should be able to engage the enemy in pagodas, churches 

and other religious symbolic buildings, and promised to accept responsibility for any 

destruction.  The following day, Westmoreland met with both Abrams and Cushman and 

agreed to place two battalions of the 1st Brigade, 1st Cavalry Division under TF X-Ray in 

order to block avenues of retreat to the south and southwest, while the 2d Brigade, 1st 

Cavalry Division pressed the NVA from the northwest.52 

 Following nine brutal days of fighting, 1/5 at last secured the northeast wall of the 

Citadel on 21 February.  Yet, because the ARVN had failed to make much progress 

against the southeast wall and the Imperial Palace, Thompson was forced to wheel his 

battalion to the right and continue the fight.  His battalion largely exhausted, he turned to 

the recently arrived Marines of Company L, 3d Battalion, 5th Marines (3/5).  As L, 3/5 

continued the advance, four battalions of the 1st Cavalry Division began a devastatingly 

effective combined arms assault against the NVA’s supply installation established in the 

La Chu Woods just west of the city.  With their primary LOC severed and with little hope 

of supporting their remaining forces inside the Citadel, the 6th NVA regiment at last gave 

the order to withdraw on the 23rd.  On that same day, Thompson’s Marines rapidly 

secured the northeast wall and prepared to assault the final unsecured position, the 

Imperial Palace.  In deference to the "host nation," however, the elite ARVN Black 

Panther Company made the final assault against very little resistance and replaced the VC 

colors with those of the Republic of Vietnam.   

 On 26 February, final mop-up operations began.  Again, as the Marines and 

ARVN moved through the Citadel in their final sweep, they discovered several hundred 

                                                 
52 Shumlinson, 205. 
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civilian corpses, all shot in the head.  Apparently, in addition to executing those labeled 

as “Enemies of the People,” the VC also eliminated anyone who could identify their 

infrastructure now that it had surfaced as part of the Tet Offensive.  The communists took 

great care in their attempts to bury and conceal the dead, and it took nearly a full year 

after the battle for U.S. forces to gain an appreciation of the true scale of the genocide.  

The South Vietnamese eventually recovered 3,000 bodies in mass graves around the city, 

while an additional 2,000 people were still unaccounted for.53 

 At midnight on 27 February, the operation officially ended.  Lasting twenty-six 

days, the battle for Hue was the longest and bloodiest of the Tet Offensive.  A total of 

three Marine battalions and eleven ARVN battalions were eventually committed to 

retaking the city.  Ten thousand homes were damaged or destroyed.  The battle created 

116,000 homeless refugees, and left eighty percent of the historic city in ruins.  

Americans lost 216 killed and 1,364 wounded in action, while the ARVN lost 384 killed 

and 1,830 wounded.  Some 5,800 civilians died, at least 2,800 of which were killed by 

the VC, who sought out and exterminated those with pro-U.S. sentiments as well as those 

who could identify them and compromise their efforts.  The U.S. estimated enemy 

casualties at 5,000, with 1,042 killed.54  

 The destruction of the culturally and spiritually significant city by military action 

was well publicized in the United States and had a significant impact on public 

perceptions.55  Clearly, Hue was a tactical victory as U.S. and ARVN forces regained 
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control of the city.  Since the Tet Offensive was repelled and the North Vietnamese 

soundly defeated militarily, it can also be argued that Hue was part of a larger, 

operational success.  It is just as clear, however, that the battle was a strategic failure.  

The effect of the Tet offensive on the American psyche was so dramatic that it caused the 

American public to lose faith in the Johnson Administration.  This led to an erosion of 

public support for the war in Vietnam, an eventual withdrawal of all American forces 

from the country, and ultimately, the defeat of South Vietnam. 

Operational Level Assessment 

Command & Control 

U.S. and ARVN command relationships remained disjointed and confused 

throughout the battle for Hue.  Even after the initial surprise of the attack, General 

Westmoreland failed to coordinate with the South Vietnamese and establish a single 

operational level commander in the area.  The U.S. and ARVN units remained under 

separate chains for the duration of the fight.  Lieutenant General Cushman was initially 

too absorbed by the situation in Khe Sanh to focus exclusively on the problem in Hue.  

With both the ARVN and MACV headquarters cut off and isolated, Cushman and LaHue 

lacked situational awareness of what was happening in the city, causing them to dispatch 

units to the city in a piecemeal fashion.  The enemy took advantage of the slow U.S. 

response by consolidating their defenses and, eventually, dropping two key bridges to 

sever Highway 1.  The lack of effective operational control in Hue resulted in haphazard 

and disjointed tactical actions.  One officer involved in the fighting noted that “the lack of 
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an overall commander resulted in no general battle plan and competition for supporting 

fires, air, and logistic support.”56 

 The lack of situational awareness at the operational level also caused 

Westmoreland and Cushman to impose overly stringent ROE on the U.S. forces counter-

attacking in the city.  The ARVN corps commander, General Lam, initially imposed strict 

ROE on the use of fire support in hopes of saving the historic city and preventing 

needless civilian casualties.  Accordingly, U.S. forces initially agreed to prohibit the 

employment of artillery, naval gunfire, bombs, or napalm in the city.  As a result, on 

several occasions Marines were forced to allow the NVA to evacuate their wounded at 

night without engaging them with indirect neutralization fires.  In one instance, a Marine 

squad identified a group of NVA soldiers in a pagoda.  Following the procedures, they 

requested a relaxation to the ROE to engage the soldiers in the structure.  This request 

took two hours to route to the III MAF staff in Da Nang and back.  By the time the 

Marines were told that they could attack the pagoda (but only with direct fire weapons), 

the NVA had successfully withdrawn from the building.57   

 Ironically, at the same time this was happening, the ARVN forces under General 

Truong, located within the most culturally sensitive area of the city (the Citadel), were 

calling in their own air strikes.  Only when General Abrams arrived did the operational 

picture become clear enough to initiate talks with the South Vietnamese and adjust the 

ROE appropriately.  From that point, the U.S. ROE became increasingly liberal and only 

the area immediately surrounding the imperial palace remained under tight restrictions.58  
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When U.S. tactical commanders believed that noncombatants were threatened, they 

tightened the ROE accordingly.  Hue provides an example where it may have been better 

to provide a clear operational commander’s intent for fires rather than rigid ROE.  It 

certainly does little good for one belligerent (the Americans) to be under one set of ROE, 

while an ally (the ARVN) operate under different parameters.  The primary purpose of 

ROE is to maintain the support, or at least the neutrality, of the noncombatant populace.  

In the case of Hue, this was not too difficult given the fact that the communists were an 

invading force engaging in genocide throughout the city.    

 Intelligence   

Operational intelligence immediately before and during the Tet Offensive was 

grossly lacking and resulted in the communists achieving near total surprise.  U.S. 

intelligence correctly identified a large enemy build up along both the Demilitarized Zone 

and the Laotian border.  Unfortunately, it failed to correctly forecast the objective of 

these preparations.  Flawed intelligence estimates caused operational planners to focus 

almost exclusively on Khe Sanh and the surrounding region as the communists’ 

objective.  The American operational intelligence failure caused a disoriented defensive 

posture, great initial confusion, and inadequate responses to Vietnamese actions.59   

 The primary sources of operational level information were the 1st ARVN Division 

and Thua Thien Sector intelligence summaries and low-level agent reports.60  American 

intelligence knew that the 4th and 6th NVA regiments were within a day’s march of Hue 

prior to Tet and preparing for an attack.  Yet, it completely failed to identify the intent 
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and magnitude of the communist offensive.  It appears that no reliable human intelligence 

(HUMINT) resources within Hue identified the several hundred VC who infiltrated the 

city two days prior to the attack in order to facilitate the NVA invasion.  Collection 

measures improved only after Westmoreland, Cushman and LaHue gained enough 

situational awareness through “employment by trial and error” to focus on Hue and bring 

superior American technology to bear.  Only after two weeks were appropriate collection 

assets put in place, and by that time, U.S. ground forces had already gained the initiative.  

On 16 February, American signals intelligence (SIGINT) intercepted an enemy radio 

transmission during which an officer reported the death of the communist force 

commander in Hue and requested permission to withdraw.  The officer was told to 

remain in place and fight.61 

 Information dissemination was also a problem.  On the night of 30 January, an 

army radio intercept field station at Phu Bai, just south of Hue on Highway 1, intercepted 

NVA radio transmissions indicating an imminent attack on Hue.  Rather than relay the 

message immediately to Hue, the station followed the bureaucratic procedure of sending 

it to Da Nang for posting and analysis.  As a result, MACV did not get the warning until 

well after the attack.62 Despite the fact that American forces had long been present in 

Hue, the commanders fighting in the city had to scrounge city maps from a local gas 

station and the police headquarters to augment the few they were able to obtain from the 

MACV headquarters.63   
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 Due to poor communications and information dissemination, it took far too long 

for the operational commanders to gain appropriate situational awareness.  On the second 

day of fighting, Brigadier General LaHue remained so confused that he assured a UPI 

reporter that the Marines were in control of the city’s south side.  As author Keith 

William Nolan wrote, “the Marine command at Task Force X-Ray was separated from 

Hue by eight miles of road and by a wall of optimism, disbelief, and misinformation.”64  

Intelligence was so bad that a full seven days after the An Cuu Bridge was dropped by 

communist sappers, TF X-Ray still unknowingly dispatched a convoy of 120 

replacements to Hue without the means to repair the structure for crossing.65   

 By contrast, the Communist intelligence effort was so effective that their two 

attacking regiments were given specific target lists with over 200 facilities, government 

officials, and other individuals.  This list was so accurate that it included the names and 

location of agents at an American Central Intelligence Agency facility in Hue, which 

even officers at the I Corps MACV Headquarters knew nothing about.66  The communists 

focused on both active and passive counter-intelligence methods, impeding U.S. and 

ARVN communications by cutting their land lines and making a concerted effort to 

ensure that their troops had no documentation or unit markings that would indicate their 

force dispositions.67  Nevertheless, in at least one respect the North Vietnamese 

HUMINT effort may not have been much superior to that of the Americans.  Placing too 

much faith in their own propaganda, the communists appear to have been surprised when 

most of the citizens of Hue and the other cities and villages struck during the Tet 
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Offensive failed to view them as liberators and assist in their efforts against the ARVN 

and the Marines.68 

 Maneuver 

Hampered by poor intelligence and unable to fully ascertain the situation in Hue, 

Brigadier General LaHue elected to piecemeal infantry companies into the fight.  This 

prevented a coordinated battalion-level attack until two days into the battle, and 

undoubtedly cost more lives than necessary.  The delay in force deployment to Hue 

allowed the communists to solidify their defenses in preparation for the American counter 

attack.  Since Hue was merely one of several simultaneous attacks conducted as part of 

the Tet Offensive, III MAF did not have enough forces available to isolate Hue by sealing 

off the eight-mile perimeter around the city.  Some authorities estimate that doing so 

would have required sixteen infantry battalions.69  Nevertheless, the most effective 

operational maneuver during the course of the battle was the commitment of the 1st 

Cavalry Division to sever the NVA LOC into Hue.  Short of completely isolating the city, 

this was likely the most effective maneuver that could be performed at the operational 

level. 

 Poor tactical maneuver initially had operational consequences as it produced 

excessive casualties.  The Marines of both 1/1 and 2/5 were ill trained for urban 

operations, both having been committed to Hue following extensive jungle fighting.  The 

learning curve was very steep.   What the Marines lacked in formal urban training, they 

made up for with “the imagination, aggressiveness, and esprit de corps of each 
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combatant.”70  While the Marines were ill prepared for urban combat, it appears that the 

communist forces were also unprepared to exploit the advantages of defending urban 

terrain.  In several instances, the VC/NVA initiated urban ambushes on the point element 

of American companies assaulting instead of waiting for the majority of the company to 

enter the kill zone.  Both sides were accustomed to jungle fighting and both sides learned 

as the battle progressed.   

 Moreover, while the Americans were unable to isolate Hue from the NVA, the 

reverse was also true.  The NVA failed to seize their two most important initial 

objectives:  the ARVN and MACV headquarters.  The communists also repeatedly failed 

to demolish the An Cuu Bridge over the Phu Cam to cut the LOC between Hue and Phu 

Bai until the night of February 4, five days into the fighting.  By that time, five Marine 

infantry companies, as well as additional ARVN forces, had successfully moved to 

reinforce the MACV compound.  Similarly, the communists failed, despite repeated 

attempts, to capture any of the other bridges between those locations.  And finally, they 

could not bring down the bridge across the Perfume River that separated the Marines 

from the ARVN forces until the third day of fighting.71  By failing to destroy the An Cuu 

Bridge and allowing the Americans to gain control of the Navy boat ramp and helicopter 

landing zone near the MACV headquarters, the communist forces could not isolate the 

city.  As a result, American forces were allowed to prosecute the battle for Hue from the 

“inside out,” while being assured of reliable logistics resupply. 
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 Fires   

Beyond the limited fires to support the 1st Cavalry Division’s effort to cut the 

NVA supply line in the La Chu Woods, operational fires in support of the counter attack 

on Hue were virtually non-existent.  Operational fires require sound intelligence to 

facilitate targeting, and in the case of Hue, that intelligence was absent.  The key learning 

point regarding operational fires from Hue was the necessity for the theater commander 

to make the appropriate weapons and munitions available to tactical commanders and to 

produce realistic ROE.  By successfully negotiating an easement to the ROE, General 

Abrams shaped the operational battlespace so that tactical fires could be productive. 

 Airpower provides a case in point.  Airpower played a relatively insignificant role 

because of the overcast skies and the highly restrictive ROE that were in effect during the 

majority of the battle.72  When these ROE were eased, however, close air support proved 

very effective in facilitating the infantry’s advance in the Citadel.  As described in TF X-

Ray’s after action report, “on 22 February, four flights of aircraft, loaded primarily with 

250 pound Snakeye and 5,600 pound napalm bombs, laid down a devastating screen of 

destruction in the southeast sector of the Citadel City.  Advancing directly behind the 

bombs, the ground units were able to secure the final portion of their objective with a 

minimum of casualties.”73  Nonetheless, even after the easement of the ROE, the close 

confines of the city made the employment of tactical fires and combined arms especially 

challenging.  Gaining accurate battle damage assessments from indirect fire missions was 

very difficult because the observer could rarely see the effects of the fires in the cluttered 
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urban construction.74  Real time satellite and aerial imagery may help to alleviate this 

problem in the future, but only if the information can be relayed directly to the unit 

calling for the fires.   

 Riot control agents greatly assisted the counter attacking units.  Lieutenant 

Colonel Chapman’s battalion successfully employed CS gas to force NVA and VC 

soldiers from structures without having to destroy Hue’s infrastructure.  This assisted 

immensely in limiting both collateral damage and noncombatant casualties.  In future 

conflicts, the operational commander will likely be responsible for approving the use of 

such non-lethal weapons, and coordinating their use with the host nation or allied forces.  

Precautions and appropriate control measures should be established to ensure these 

agents are productive.  In Hue, during the confusion of the urban fight, 2/5 employed CS 

gas without first notifying an adjacent friendly unit, A 1/1, whose members did not have 

their protective masks.75 

 Hue clearly demonstrated the value of direct tank fire in mid to high scale urban 

combat.  The M-48s provided critical support to the infantry by opening “new” routes -- 

knocking down walls and obstacles and blasting openings to enable troop movement and 

casualty evacuation under cover.  By combining the M-48 tanks with the Ontos antitank 

vehicles, the innovative Marines dominated the close range fighting along the confined 

streets of the Citadel.  This technique was so effective that when tank ammunition ran out 

on 17 February, the advance had to be halted.76  While tank fires were correctly 
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employed at the tactical (in fact, the small unit) level, it is critically important that the 

operational commander make armored assets available to his subordinate commanders in 

these circumstances.  In studying armor employment during the battles of Hue and 

Khorramshahr, one officer found that “armor dominance in the urban setting translates to 

a four to sevenfold increase in the application of combat power in the close fight.”77 

 In the long run, the non-lethal fires were the most important operational fires that 

could and should have been employed during the Tet Offensive.  The information battle 

was the strategic battle that U.S. forces most needed to win, both within South Vietnam 

and at home.  Cushman’s pacification focus was consistent with this approach.  

Westmoreland’s search and destroy philosophy was not.  By focusing on superior 

firepower and an attrition-based operational strategy, while virtually ignoring the media, 

Westmoreland abandoned American public perception to communist propaganda efforts.  

As a result, despite the fact that the Tet Offensive was an overwhelming U.S. tactical 

victory, it was a strategic defeat.  Had Westmoreland made winning the information 

battle a central part of his campaign plan, things may have turned out differently.   

 Because of the rampant distrust U.S. leaders held for the media, they potentially 

failed to capitalize on an opportunity to expose the American people to the NVA’s 

callousness by publicizing the mass executions in Hue.  This failure may be largely 

attributable to the fact that American forces did not have a good idea of the scale of the 

atrocities immediately following the operation.78  At least one credible author, however, 
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believes that the communist genocide received little attention by the media because of the 

near simultaneous revelation of the My Lai massacre.79 

 Brigadier General LaHue made adequate psychological operations assets 

available to Colonel Hughes.  Still, according to Hughes’ after action report, his “Psywar 

effort … had little apparent effect on the enemy force.  The tenacious fighting and ‘hold 

till death’ attitude of the occupying NVA forces was not one that was receptive to psy 

ops, despite the deteriorating situation that worsened every day.”80  Notably, though, 

Hughes added that “Psy Ops directed towards the civilian population was successful and 

played an important role in the rapid response of the civilians to assist the [Government 

of Vietnam] GVN with information and rebuilding or clean up efforts.”81 

 Logistics   

Operational logistics throughout the battle for Hue was a resounding success, 

despite the fact that the NVA eventually succeeded in destroying the bridges along the 

U.S. and ARVN MSR (Highway 1), thereby isolating the city from the ground.  The 

Marines surmounted this deficiency by using the landing zone and boat ramp 

immediately adjacent to the MACV compound.  The boat ramp allowed the Marines to 

effectively use the Perfume River (which is accessible from the South China Sea) as an 

alternate line of supply and communication.  Had the NVA succeeded in securing either 

or both the LZ and the boat ramp, the American logistics picture would likely have been 

much bleaker.   
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 While the American forces had immense difficulty in caring for the several 

thousand South Vietnamese refugees in Hue, they performed the combat service support 

function quite well.  Only on one day, 17 February, were the Marines of 1/5 forced to 

pause in their fighting in the Citadel due to a lack of both food and tank and 106mm 

recoilless rifle ammunition.  An important operational logistics planning lesson is that 

both “wall busting” and non-lethal munitions must be made available to tactical units. 

 Logistics personnel skillfully employed mutually supporting air, land and sea 

resupply means to keep the Marines fighting.  The 1st Marine Division G-4, Force 

Logistic Command, Force Logistic Support Groups Alpha, and the Naval Support 

Activity headquarters located in Da Nang controlled this effort.  Throughout the battle, 

over one hundred ground convoys, many of which fought their way through ambushes, 

delivered critical ammunition to Hue.  Both Marine and Army helicopters executed 270 

medevac sorties to evacuate approximately 1,000 casualties while bringing in 525 tons of 

supplies -- despite the fact that they were flying into a hot landing zone.  Sixty helicopters 

were hit over the city.  Navy LCUs with Swift gunboat escorts brought in another 400 

tons of supplies.  As with the air and land routes, they, too, fought their way into and out 

of the Navy ramp adjacent to the MACV compound.  Three LCUs were literally blown 

into pieces.82 

 The fighting in Hue consumed an inordinate amount of ammunition – nearly ten 

times the normal combat rate experienced during the rural fighting.83  Tanks, alone, fired 

30 percent more ammunition than consumption rates specified for “heavy-intensity” 
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combat in current planning manuals.84  In addition to what the various Marine units 

initially carried with them into the city, several tons of ammunition was sent in as 

resupply during the fight for Hue alone.  This does not include the countless other units 

and engagements supported by Force Logistics Support Group Alpha throughout the 

entire Tet offensive.  The logistical picture, however, was not perfect.  A flawed combat 

replacement policy caused at least one group of replacements to be sent directly into Hue 

without any training in the theater.  At least one Marine died in Hue less than two weeks 

after completing recruit training.85  These two weeks would have included stateside 

infantry training, a flight from California to Da Nang, and another into Hue itself.   

 With regard to the NVA logistics effort, at least until the second air cavalry 

operation, the communists’ preparations were  

... sufficiently complete to insure adequate supplies of all types of 
ammunition and supply ….  Prisoner interrogation indicated no shortages 
of ammunition during the battle, and indicated that resupply was constant 
and virtually automatic to front line units.  The enemy developed regular 
and well-organized rear areas south and west of Hue in the nearby villages 
through which resupply was managed, and to which wounded personnel, 
prisoners of wars, persons freed from the Thua Thien Provincial Prison 
and numerous persons detained by the VC/NVA were taken.86   
 

The enemy carried very little food, apparently relying on the abundance of such 

provisions in the urban environment during a major holiday.  Thus, with both sides 

assured of uninhibited supply throughout most of the battle, Hue turned into a logistics 

race, which the NVA simply could not win.  The communist’s inability to sever the 

American air, land, and sea LOCs likely cost them the battle.   
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 Force Protection   

While the American forces implemented numerous force protection measures at 

the tactical level, those at the operational level were largely ignored.  The best operational 

force protection measure taken was maneuvering to cut the NVA LOC into Hue and 

thereby eliminate their ability to resupply their forces within the city.  Making non-lethal 

weapons (in this case CS gas) available and successfully negotiating more liberal ROE 

with the host nation should also be viewed as operational force protection initiatives, 

since this groundwork made tactical force protection measures possible.  Another 

significant force protection lesson is the danger in assigning forces inexperienced in 

urban fighting to battle in the city.  Undoubtedly, numerous Marines lost their lives as 

they learned the intricacies of urban combat through trial and error.  In many cases, their 

jungle experience only made matters worse.  The operational commander must ensure 

that tactical forces assigned to carry out missions in an urban environment are 

appropriately trained and equipped to handle such a mission. 

Conclusion and Lessons Learned 

 Since the goal of the operational art is to translate strategic level objectives into 

tactical actions that are conducive to attaining those objectives, this analysis has 

purposefully included significant detail on the tactical and strategic details of the battle 

for Hue.  Additionally, Hue demonstrates the tendency for urban operations to cause the 

levels of war to blend.  Thus, without strategic and tactical detail, it would be difficult to 

justify listing operational lessons learned from the battle that specifically pertain to urban 

conflict.  This case study suggests that these lessons include: 
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• The principle of unity of command is of increased importance in urban areas.  A 

single operational commander should be designated to command the fight within 

large, significant cities.  The commander must position himself, and structure his 

command and control architecture, to maintain situational awareness in order to 

synchronize tactical elements spread throughout the urban infrastructure.   

• The operational commander should coordinate realistic and consistent ROE with the 

host nation based on an awareness of the nature of the fight in the urban area.  The 

ROE must balance maintaining the non-combatant populace's neutrality by 

preventing unnecessary casualties and infrastructure damage, with giving friendly 

forces the ability to accomplish their mission without forfeiting their right to self-

defense.  In urban areas, where maintaining situational awareness at the operational 

level is exceptionally challenging, the commander should consider substituting a clear 

intent for fires in lieu of rigid ROE. 

• HUMINT is normally the most effective collection means in the urban environment.  

The operational commander should direct the development of his intelligence 

architecture accordingly.  This requires recruiting and cultivating local informants 

throughout the theater of operations. 

• The operational commander should maneuver to isolate his urban adversary from his 

base of support by locating and interdicting his lines of communication and supply.  

In some instances, this may preclude the necessity of committing tactical forces to an 

urban clearing operation altogether.  Likewise, the commander should direct fires that 

target enemy LOCs into and within urban areas to further isolate the enemy from their 

base(s) of support.    
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•   Where possible, the operational commander should commit only those tactical 

forces to the urban fight that are specifically trained, equipped and organized for 

conducting operations in that environment.  Individual combat replacements should 

likewise be properly trained and equipped.  The operational commander should also 

ensure that his tactical units have weapons and equipment that are appropriate for 

urban combat.  Hue indicates that non-lethal weapons (riot control gas) and wall-

breaching munitions are particularly important. 

• Information operations can be among the most useful operational fires employed in 

the urban battlespace.  Engaging the media and ensuring they are aware of U.S. 

objectives and efforts to prevent unnecessary non-combatant casualties and collateral 

damage is critical to shaping the environment for tactical success. 

• Logistical planning must account for timely sustainment of widely dispersed and 

heavily engaged forces.  Multiple, mutually supporting lines of supply by air, ground, 

and sea are useful in providing this sustainment.  Operational logisticians must also 

recognize that materiel consumption rates during urban fights can be as much as ten 

times greater than those typically experienced in rural environments, and plan 

accordingly.  Similarly, urban logistics planning must include provisions for refugee 

flow and care. 
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Chapter 3 

Operation Restore Hope in Somalia:  A Tactical Action Turned 
Strategic Defeat 

 
Me and Somalia against the World, me and my clan against Somalia, me 
and my family against the clan, me and my brother against my family, me 
against my brother. 

        --Somali proverb87 
 
 From 1992 to 1994, U.S. forces deployed to the African nation of Somalia to 

conduct humanitarian and peacekeeping missions as part of Operations Provide Relief 

and Restore Hope.  Initiated during the Bush Administration and continued under the 

Clinton Administration, the United States undertook these operations in support of a 

greater United Nations' effort.  The United States’ primary role evolved into providing 

security for various humanitarian relief units and agencies while attempting to rebuild the 

nation’s infrastructure.  In short, the U.S. assumed responsibility for providing the muscle 

for the operation.  An overly ambitious UN mandate, coupled with an exceptionally poor 

command and control apparatus, eventually inhibited the operational commander’s ability 

to properly shape the battlespace for the introduction of forces at the tactical level.  A 

skilled Somali tribal warlord capitalized on this weakness by confronting U.S. military 

                                                 
87 GEN Thomas Montgomery, USA, Commander of U.S. Forces and Deputy U.N. Force 

Commander, Somalia (March 1993-March 1994), interviewed by PBS Frontline Correspondent, 1999.  
Taken from PBS On-Line, 11 October 1999.  (Henceforth referred to as “Montgomery interview.”) 

 

 50



power asymmetrically, bringing U.S. forces into the close confines of a city he largely 

controlled.  This resulted in an embarrassing, though arguably successful, tactical mission 

that, in turn, produced a strategic defeat for both the United States and the UN.   

 

Figure 3-1--Somalia88 

Strategic Setting & Conflict History 

 Somalia is a landmass of approximately 250 million square miles on the Horn of 

Africa – the northeast coast of that continent.  (See Figure 3-1)  It is twenty-four hours 

away from the United States by air, and several weeks away by sea.  Mogadishu, the 

nation’s capital, is a typical third world city.  Normally a city of about 500,000, it had 

grown to as many as 1.5 million by 1992, due to a refugee problem generated by drought, 
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civil war, and an accompanying humanitarian crisis.  The city’s infrastructure is largely 

inadequate for the size of its populace.  Densely filled with poorly constructed concrete 

buildings, Mogadishu’s over-crowding and poor sanitation have created a breeding 

ground for disease.89  Lines of communication (LOCs) within the nation are virtually 

non-existent.  Mogadishu contains the nation’s largest airport, while the entire nation 

contains just seven other paved airstrips.90  No functioning telephone or communications 

system exists in the nation. 

 Food and water in Somalia are scarce due to the drought that has stricken much of 

East Africa during the last decade.  The situation has generated an attitude of 

hopelessness among most of the inhabitants, many of which seem only to wait for death.  

Many Somali men are addicted to khat, a mild amphetamine.  While some Somalis fish in 

an attempt to provide for themselves and their families, most seem to have forgotten how 

to work altogether.91  Looting and black market activities are commonplace.   

 Since 1988, a savage civil war between approximately fourteen clans and factions 

that make up Somali society has severely exacerbated the food shortage.  For more than a 

decade, the area was at the forefront of Cold War competition, and, as a result, large 

numbers of individual and heavy weapons were available to the clans.  Although Somalis 

are devout Muslims (in many of the war-ravaged locations, mosques were the only 

buildings left standing92), Somali culture stresses the unity of the clan above all else.  

Alliances are made with other clans only when necessary to elicit some gain.   Weapons, 
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overt aggressiveness and an unusual willingness to accept casualties, are intrinsic parts of 

the Somali culture.  Women and children are considered part of the clan’s order of 

battle.93  People of western culture and heritage typically have great difficulty in 

accepting the Somali view of life.  As Major General Thomas M. Montgomery, who 

served as Commander, U.S. Forces, Somalia (USFORSOM), stated, “It’s impossible for 

an American mother to believe that a Somali mother would raise children to avenge the 

clan.”94 

 The most powerful of these clans in Mogadishu, and the largest in all of Somalia, 

was the Habr Gidr, led by warlord Mohamed Farrah Aideed.  Aideed had been educated 

in both Italy and the Soviet Union.  He had served Somalia’s dictator, Mohamed Siad 

Barre, as Army chief of staff and then as ambassador to India, before leading a coup 

against him in 1991.  Siad Barre had ruled a united Somalia by terror for twenty years.  

Aideed had worked with other clans to overthrow Siad Barre, but, following the 

successful coup, the Habr Gidr could not consolidate power.95  Several of the northern 

clans attempted to secede.  With drought conditions worsening and starvation setting in, 

clan warfare and banditry became commonplace.  Pillaging and looting became methods 

of survival, and most of the young Somali men were "guns for hire."  Somalia sank into 

total anarchy.  By early 1992, more than one-half million Somalis died of starvation with 

at least a million more threatened.96 

 Recognizing the human tragedy ongoing in Somalia, in April 1992, the United 

Nations Security Council adopted Resolution 751, establishing United Nations 
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Operations in Somalia (UNOSOM).  UNOSOM was tasked to provide humanitarian 

assistance and to “facilitate” the end of hostilities in Somalia.  It soon became evident, 

though, that not enough food, water and medicines were making it to the people who 

needed it.  Instead, bandits and the warring Somali clans were stealing and confiscating 

the relief supplies.  The fifty UNOSOM observers could not fulfill their mission alone, 

prompting the U.N. to request assistance from the United States.  The Bush 

Administration responded by initiating Operation Provide Relief that lasted from 15 

August through 9 December 1992.  This operation, predominantly an air force effort, 

airlifted food into Somalia from the neighboring nation of Kenya.  Commanded by 

Brigadier General Frank Libutti, USMC, Provide Relief brought more than 28,000 metric 

tons of desperately needed supplies into Somalia.97   

Nevertheless, by December 1992, it was clear that the combined U.S. and UN 

effort was still insufficient to protect the humanitarian effort as bandits continued to 

inhibit relief distribution.  In order to mitigate the disaster, the U.S. would need to 

commit ground forces to provide security for international relief distribution points.  

Subsequently, on 3 December 1992, the UN passed Resolution 794, stipulating that the 

U.S. would both lead and provide forces to a multinational coalition titled the United 

Task Force, or UNITAF.  To fulfill this role, on the following day President Bush 

announced the initiation of Operation Restore Hope, under the command of Lieutenant 

General Robert B. Johnston, USMC.  The UNITAF and Restore Hope combined the 

humanitarian relief mission with purposeful, limited military action to ensure the security 

of the relief effort.  Both the U.S. and the UN intended that these operations would be of 
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short duration and that the U.S. would pass its responsibility back to UNOSOM once the 

situation was stabilized.   

UNITAF remained in existence from 9 December 1992 through 4 May 1993, and 

involved more than 38,000 troops from twenty-one nations (including 28,000 

Americans).  Leading the UNITAF, U.S. Marines initiated the operation with an 

amphibious assault as a show-of-force demonstration.  The effects of this highly 

publicized, pre-dawn landing were somewhat compromised by the barrage of western 

reporters spotlighting Marines on the beach.  Nonetheless, the Marines followed-up with 

a series of quick, decisive and largely unopposed air and ground tactical maneuvers that 

seized key terrain in and around Mogadishu.  The fact that the major warring factions 

agreed to an armistice within two days of the initial landing proved the Marines’ 

effectiveness in establishing operational dominance in the region.98   

On 13 December 1992, the Army’s 10th Mountain Division (Light) joined the 

Marines in Mogadishu, and along with other UN forces, moved to secure relief 

distribution facilities in established Humanitarian Relief Sectors (HRS).  The UNITAF 

created the HRSs to provide command and control boundaries between the participating 

units.  Within these HRSs, UN forces were responsible for supporting and providing 

security to various non-governmental organizations (NGOs).  The focus during this 

period was to disarm the Somalis, to include locating and seizing arms caches as well as 

encouraging the Somalis to voluntarily turn in their weapons.  As a result, increasing 

amounts of relief supplies were successfully distributed throughout the nation, curtailing 

starvation in many areas. 
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The UNITAF, under the leadership of Lieutenant General Johnston and U.S. 

Ambassador to Somalia Robert Oakley, made it a point to actively work with the various 

clan leaders as the only recognized leadership in the country.  General Anthony C. Zinni, 

who served as UNITAF’s director of operations, later explained UNITAF’s reasoning 

when he stated, “everybody with some degree of authority, even if it’s out of the barrel of 

a gun, you’d better give them a forum in which to bring their case.  When they’re 

isolated, there’s no recourse other than to violence.”99  They ensured that their 

disarmament efforts were done in such a way as to avoid embarrassing or provoking 

them.  During an interview, General Zinni further noted, “our headquarters was in 

[Aideed's] area, Mogadishu, our main logistic lines and bases, the air base and the 

airfield, and the port were in his area of control, so it was very important that we had him 

cooperating, especially in the beginning.”100  Zinni recalled that, because the U.S. 

actively engaged Aideed, he often assisted U.S. operations by offering advice:  “… he 

would tell us, ‘Don’t’ just go out to the hinterlands unannounced, you may have an 

unintended clash with the militia or a group out there, make sure they know you’re 

coming and the purpose of your visit, it will prevent any unintended violence.  Come 

with NGOs … with food, so they look at you as not just another gun club out there, but 

associate the food and medicine with you so you’re there for some positive purpose.”101   

Largely because of this engagement strategy, the UNITAF succeeded in its 

missions of stabilizing the security situation to facilitate humanitarian relief.  Prior to its 
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departure, the UNITAF also worked with the fourteen major Somali factions to agree to a 

plan for a transitional or transnational government.102  Realizing the importance of the 

large U.S. contribution, UN Secretary-General Boutros Boutros-Ghali repeatedly delayed 

the termination of UNITAF, in hopes of effectively disarming the Somalis and creating 

conditions conducive to nation building.103  Ali Mahdi, leader of the Darod clan (the clan 

of former dictator Siad Barre), and several other leaders of smaller clans were 

enthusiastic about the UN’s nation-building efforts, but Aideed was determined that 

power would not be shared.  Aideed felt that his Somali National Alliance (SNA), 

comprised of the Habr Gidr and three allied Somali clans, had earned the right to rule the 

country since they had borne the lion’s share of risk and pain in overthrowing Siad Barre.  

The Habr Gidr was highly distrustful of Boutros-Ghali.  A longtime enemy of Aideed, 

Boutros-Ghali had worked against the SNA’s revolutionary movement when he was an 

Egyptian diplomat.  Accordingly, the Habr Gidr believed that Boutros-Ghali was 

attempting to restore the Darod to power.  Thus, many Somalis questioned Boutros-

Ghali’s legitimacy from the beginning.  

With the U.S. impatient to withdraw its forces, Boutros-Ghali finally acquiesced, 

and Security Council Resolution 814 formally created UNOSOM II on 26 March 1993.  

This resolution comprised the first UN-directed peacekeeping operation under the 

Chapter VII enforcement provisions of the UN Charter.  It required the UNOSOM II 

forces to disarm the Somali clans while providing humanitarian relief and conducting 

significant nation building and peace enforcement tasks.104  Special Representative of the 
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Secretary General Jonathan Howe, a retired U.S. Navy admiral, headed UNOSOM II, 

while Turkish General Cevik Bir served as the commander of the UN multinational 

contingent.  The majority of American forces within Somali soon redeployed home.  Just 

4,500 American troops remained in the country, now under the command of Major 

General Thomas M. Montgomery, USA, as Commander, U.S. Forces, Somalia.  Over 

3,000 of these troops were logistical support personnel, but they also included 

approximately 1,150 soldiers from the 10th Mountain Division who were designated as 

UNOSOM II’s Quick Reaction Force (QRF).  The QRF would assist UNOSOM II in 

military operations that were beyond the latter’s capabilities.  Major General 

Montgomery operated under two chains of command, serving as the UN military forces’ 

deputy to General Bir, while remaining under the command of the Commander-in-Chief, 

U.S. Central Command (USCINCCENT), General Joseph Hoar, USMC. 

 Ambassador Howe and Lieutenant General Bir adopted a philosophy and 

operational strategy very dissimilar from that employed by their UNITAF predecessors, 

Oakley and Johnston.  Instead of engaging the clan leaders, Howe attempted to 

marginalize and isolate them.  Howe ignored Aideed and the other clan leaders in an 

attempt to decrease the warlords’ power.  Disregarding the long-established Somali 

cultural order, the UN felt that, in the interest of creating a representative, democratic 

Somali government, they would be better served by excluding the clan leadership.  The 

policy reeked of arrogance coupled with cultural ignorance. 

 Consistent with this strategy, U.S. operations became increasingly aggressive 

under the UN mandate.  American and other UN forces conducted several air assault 

operations to deny the warring factions freedom of movement by securing key points in 
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and around Mogadishu.  U.S. force protection concerns escalated when a sniper killed a 

U.S. soldier.  When a convoy of technicals (civilian pick-up trucks mounting machine 

guns) attempted to enter a restricted area in the town of Kismayo, the Army used 

firepower as a means of force protection by destroying it with a flight of AH-1 attack 

helicopters.  Many Somalis began to view the UN forces, and particularly the U.S. forces, 

as a direct threat instead of an impartial mediator and legitimate stabilizing force.  As 

Aideed saw it, Howe was subordinating the U.S. forces to his nemesis, Boutros-Ghali.  

Somali antagonism toward the Americans grew proportionally with the increasing U.S. 

willingness to restrict native movement and enforce these restrictive policies with lethal 

fires.  U.S. forces, highly concerned with force protection, began to adopt a siege 

mentality within their HRSs.  Maintaining a working relationship with the local populace 

in Mogadishu and other urban areas now took a backseat to force protection concerns. 

 Tensions continued to escalate as the United States began to redeploy its forces 

and gradually turned command and control over to the UN.  Since the UN did not replace 

many of the Americans responsible for controlling access within the HRSs, several 

warlords, no longer operationally isolated, made their way back into the urban areas.  In 

February, a Somali faction led by Colonel Morgan seized Kismayo, and fighting rapidly 

broke out with another Somali gang led by an ally of Aideed, Colonel Jess.  Four Marines 

were wounded before Morgan was persuaded to withdraw.  The UN blamed this incident 

on Aideed, and soon labeled him the biggest obstacle to creating an environment within 

Somalia that was conducive to long-term conflict resolution.  From Aideed’s viewpoint, 

the ambitious U.N. peace enforcement and nation building mandate ultimately threatened 

his power base.   
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 Under Howe’s direction, UN forces then began conducting operations such as 

armory inspections without giving the warlords advance warning.  On 5 June 1993, they 

conducted an inspection on an Aideed militia armory in Mogadishu.  Aideed’s militia 

feared that the U.N. was actually moving to seize control of their clan radio station, 

“Radio Aideed.”  They reacted by killing twenty-four Pakistani soldiers and injuring 

several more during an ambush as the UN forces returned from the inspection.  The angry 

Somali backlash was so spontaneous and violent that Pakistani soldiers in the area 

guarding feeding stations were also attacked.  Women and children, who were often rifle 

carrying combatants, opened these attacks.  These tactics shocked the UN troops, who 

were unaccustomed to Somali culture.  The Pakistanis were later heavily and unfairly 

criticized because they opened fire on the women and children.105  This incident led to a 

UN resolution calling for the arrest of those responsible for the ambush, thus adding the 

apprehension of Aideed to UNOSOM II’s mission.  The UN mission effectively 

transitioned from a neutral, peacekeeping role into a counter-insurgency campaign 

oriented at eliminating a specific clan’s influence.106  In hindsight, this resolution ignored 

the fact that the clans were the most deeply imbedded aspects of Somali society and 

culture.  It would prove to be the decision that set the stage for strategic failure.  

 The day following the SNA ambush of the Pakistanis, Howe began lobbying the 

Clinton Administration for special forces to assist in capturing Aideed.  Initially unable to 

obtain this support, Howe and Bir directed three days of AC-130H and AH-1 helicopter 

attacks and QRF raids on Aideed’s weapon storage sites and radio station.  On 12 July 
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1993, Howe directed an AH-1 attack on an SNA headquarters building, known as the 

Abdi House, in an attempt to eliminate the more radical members of Aideed’s clan.  The 

raid resulted in several deaths and caused the more moderate members of Habr Gidr to 

lean further against the U.S.  Howe then reversed course, halting his offensive and 

labeling Aideed a war criminal.  Howe put a bounty of $25,000 on Aideed's head in 

hopes that members of his clan would be persuaded to betray him.  Because the amount 

was considered so small, however, the SNA actually viewed it an insult.  All the while, 

the American presence in Somalia continued to decrease as U.S. forces redeployed home. 

Analyzing the American and United Nations Campaign Plans 

 The shared UN and U.S. strategic objective in Somalia was to create conditions 

within the nation that would facilitate humanitarian relief and promote a lasting 

resolution of the conflict.  During the UNITAF period, Ambassador Oakley and 

Lieutenant General Johnston believed that the best means of pursuing this objective was 

by working with the leaders of the various clans – the center of Somali society, which 

they correctly identified as the Somali operational center of gravity.  With a robust 

ground force, they demonstrated their resolve while playing the role of an honest broker.  

Conversely, during UNOSOM II, UN Special Representative Howe began to view a 

single clan, Aideed’s Habr Gidr, as the center of gravity blocking mission progress.  

Similarly, he saw Aideed’s personal security as a critical vulnerability.  If Aideed could 

be captured and brought to justice, he would be isolated from his public support and the 

Habr Gidr could be persuaded to share power with their rival clans.   

 After Howe’s repeated political cajoling, the Clinton Administration, although 

still committed to withdrawing U.S. forces from Somalia, finally agreed to deploy a 
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special operations unit to begin strike operations to capture Aideed and other key leaders 

of the Habr Gidr.  This decision was made against the advice of General Hoar, 

USCINCCENT.107  The special operations unit, entitled Task Force Ranger and 

commanded by Major General William F. Garrison, would conduct a three-phase 

operation.  Phase I, from August 23-30, would constitute a preparation period 

immediately following their deployment.   During Phase II, which would last until 7 

September, TF Ranger would locate and capture Aideed.  Finally, during Phase III they 

would target Aideed’s command structure.  Despite the fact that Howe’s over-

zealousness in conducting attacks on Habr Gidr headquarters and posting a bounty on 

Aideed’s head had long ago forced the warlord into hiding, U.S. officials optimistically 

felt that the Habr Gidr leadership could be removed within the month. 

Analyzing Aideed's Campaign Plan 

 Aideed’s objective remained to consolidate control of the Somali nation under his 

leadership.  This required him to defeat the competing warlords, but he could not do so 

given the presence of the UN and U.S. forces.  The UN’s operational center of gravity 

was clearly the superbly trained and technologically advanced American military forces, 

which Aideed knew he could not attack directly.  Yet, Aideed had a clear understanding 

of the difference between western culture and his own.  This helped him identify a 

potential American vulnerability.  Aideed knew that Americans had a profound distaste 

for casualties and doubted their resolve with regard to the humanitarian effort in Somalia.  

If he could convince the American public that the price for keeping troops in Somalia 
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would be costly, or that their forces were hurting as many Somalis as they were helping, 

he believed that they would withdraw their forces.  If they left, the powerless UN would 

leave soon thereafter, leaving him free to pursue his goal of consolidating Somalia under 

SNA leadership.  

 

Figure 3-2--Mogadishu108 

 Accordingly, Aideed’s strategy centered on Mao Ze Dong’s asymmetric, or 

“indirect," approach.  He would attack the American public’s desire to remain involved in 

Somalia.  By drawing U.S. forces into an urban fight on his home turf in Mogadishu, 

Aideed believed that the city’s noncombatants would make it difficult for U.S. forces to 

employ their robust firepower (upon which they relied heavily) without serious strategic 

repercussions.  In the close confines of the city, much of America’s technological 

                                                 
 108 Map taken from:  Atevo Travel Homepage at ww2.atevo.com/guides/atlas/item/0,3666,277,00. 
html, 29 January 2000. 
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superiority would be moot.  (See Figure 3-2) If the Americans were unwilling to risk 

harming civilians, his forces would inflict heavy casualties on U.S. servicemen, thereby 

degrading U.S. public support for operations in Somalia.  If, on the other hand, the U.S. 

forces were willing to fire indiscriminately as a means of self-preservation, the Somali 

casualties produced would likely have the same intended effect.     

 Aideed had approximately 2,000 loosely organized SNA militia at his disposal.109  

The SNA were well armed, with large quantities of assault rifles, rocket propelled 

grenade (RPG) launchers, anti-aircraft guns, mortars, and light artillery, as well as a small 

number of tanks.  It also had a significant number of technicals.  In the wake of 

UNITAF’s departure, Aideed reentered Mogadishu and quickly rearmed and reorganized 

while seeking to regain his control over the populace.  Together with Colonel Sharif 

Hassen Giumale, an officer familiar with guerrilla insurgency tactics and likely the 

SNA’s senior tactical commander in Mogadishu,110 Aideed recognized that the American 

helicopters were potentially a critical tactical vulnerability.  The warlord sensed that if he 

shot down a helicopter, it would cause the U.S. forces to consolidate around the 

helicopter, thereby allowing the Somalis to pin them in one area.  This would inhibit 

“quick in, quick out” U.S. tactics, and instead, the Americans would be forced to remain 

in the confines of the city for longer periods of time where the SNA could extract a price.  

Accordingly, he brought in some fundamentalist Islamic soldiers from Sudan, who had 

experience in downing Russian helicopters in Afghanistan, to train his men in RPG firing 
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techniques.111  Complementing his strategy, Aideed paid and threatened civilians to 

participate in “rent-a-crowds” that would cover his militiamen.   

Campaign Execution 

 By the time TF Ranger deployed to Somalia, Aideed was in hiding.  Major 

General Garrison was forced to rely heavily on paid Somali informants to locate and 

track Aideed and others in the Habr Gidr.  This intelligence collection technique met with 

mixed results and several embarrassments, as they experienced great difficulty in locating 

Aideed.  As a result, phases II and III of the planned operation merged, and they sought 

to capture Habr Gidr leaders whenever, and wherever, they could find them.  On TF 

Ranger’s first mission, poor human intelligence (HUMINT) caused them to greatly 

embarrass Washington by inadvertently arresting a group of UN employees.  A latter raid 

similarly proved disastrous as they stormed the residence of Somali General Ahmen 

Jilao, a close UN ally and the man they were grooming to lead the Somali police force. 

 Operational security remained difficult.  In one of their first “top secret” missions, 

the troops of TF Ranger were surprised to see themselves on CNN before they had even 

removed their gear.  Because the Rangers employed the same aerial raid techniques 

repeatedly, they largely forfeited the advantage of tactical surprise.  Meanwhile, 

Washington continued to grow impatient with Garrison.112 
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 The U.S. inability to locate Aideed turned him into a folk hero.  TF Ranger’s 

violent surprise attacks were also causing Somalis outside the Habr Gidr to question the 

legitimacy of U.S. forces in the country and further swayed the moderates toward Aideed.  

It was fine to intervene in the country to feed the starving and even to help establish a 

peaceful government, but purposefully targeting Somali leaders as criminals was a 

different thing entirely.  TF Ranger’s aggressive employment of firepower during a 

number of surprise raids caused several noncombatant casualties and created a general 

fear and hate of the Rangers.   

 

Figure 3-3—TF Ranger’s Bakara Market Raid113 

On October 3, TF Ranger prepared to strike a target within Somalia’s Bakara 

Market district, where two of Aideed’s lieutenants were reported to be in hiding.114  (See 

                                                 
 113 Bowden, 2. 

114These lieutenants included Omar Salad, Aideed's top political adviser and Abdi Hassan Awali, 
his interior minister.   
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Figure 3-3) Since the Marines had pulled out of Mogadishu with the end of UNITAF, the 

UN forces, comprised mostly of Pakistanis, had refused to enter the Bakara Market area.  

It was well known that this area was filled with weapons and that very aggressive Habr 

Gidr militia units protected weapons trade there.  As a result, Aideed controlled his own 

fiefdom within the city.    

 The tactical plan for the raid was one that TF Ranger had employed several times 

before.  First a Delta Force team would insert by helicopter directly onto the three-story 

target building while four Ranger teams isolated the building by securing the four street 

corners immediately around it.  Once Delta secured the prisoners, a convoy of cargo 

trucks, escorted by assault-configured HMMWVs, would arrive at the target building 

from the American base just five minutes away and pick them up.  All the while, attack 

helicopters would loiter in the area to provide rotary close air support if needed.  

Simultaneously, OH-58 observation helicopters, P-3 spy planes, and satellites would 

ensure that General Garrison could watch the situation unfold on the video screen in his 

command post.  The raid was to take no longer than one hour.   

 Even as the Blackhawk helicopters were approaching the target buildings, 

Somalis could be seen setting tires ablaze – a technique they used to mobilize the SNA 

militia.  The Somali’s had witnessed six TF Ranger raids now, and knew what to expect.  

As the Delta troops inserted, throngs of Somalis began to crowd toward the target 

building.  The rules of engagement (ROE), which stipulated that the Rangers were to 

shoot only when someone pointed a weapon at them, quickly became unrealistic.  The 

SNA fired from crowds filled with women, children, and the aged and infirm.  In one 

instance, a Somali “shooter had the barrel of his weapon between the women’s legs, and 
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there were four children actually sitting on him.  He was completely shielded in 

noncombatants, taking full cynical advantage of the Americans’ decency.”115  The 

Rangers had to decide between killing all those in the crowds, or watching their fellow 

soldiers be killed.  They logically chose the former.   

 The situation became increasingly confused as friction came into play.  A young 

soldier fell from his fast rope as one of the Ranger teams was inserted at the wrong 

intersection.  Some Rangers began firing at Delta Force soldiers.  Others were 

immobilized with fear.  Ground RPG fire struck one of the loitering Blackhawk 

helicopters, causing it to crash.  Within just a few minutes, a second Blackhawk crashed.  

Several other helicopters were disabled.  Aideed’s strategy was working.  The convoy 

was forced to split to deal with casualties.  One portion of the convoy got lost while 

attempting to move to the site of the first downed helicopter under intense Somali fire 

from all directions.  Excessive layers of control prohibited the P-3 spy planes from 

communicating directions directly to the convoy, causing a delay of instructions that 

caused the convoy to miss turns.  The convoy literally circled through the most dangerous 

part of the city, repeatedly stumbling into kill zones.  Casualties continued to mount.  The 

second downed helicopter site was overrun.  All but one American pilot at the site, CWO 

Michael Durant, were killed.  Durant became a prisoner, and the Habr Gidr later paid the 

rival clan that captured him so that they could use him as a bargaining chip with the U.S.    

 Because Secretary of Defense Les Aspin had denied an earlier request by General 

Montgomery to deploy U.S. armored forces, it took precious hours to augment the U.S. 

light infantry QRF with Malaysian and Pakistani armored units.  The QRF had not 
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trained with the Malaysians and Pakistanis.  Twenty-four hours after TF Ranger initially 

inserted, the QRF was finally able to rescue them near the first helicopter’s crash site. 

 The U.S. suffered ninety-one casualties during the Battle of Mogadishu, to 

include eighteen killed and seventy-three injured.  The task force also lost five downed 

Blackhawk helicopters and numerous damaged vehicles.116  SNA militia losses during the 

battle are unknown, but by all estimates, collateral damage was significant.  U.S., UN, 

and SNA estimates all indicate that 3,123 Somalis were killed and another 814 injured 

during TF Ranger’s raid.117  According to one of Aideed’s lieutenants, just 133 of these 

casualties were members of SNA militia.118   

 Despite the fact that TF Ranger had accomplished its original tactical mission by 

capturing twenty-four Habr Gidr clansmen, the American public viewed the price as far 

too high.119  By the next day, pictures of dead American soldiers being brutalized and 

dragged through the streets of Mogadishu were being broadcast on television screens 

throughout the world.  The Congress, sensing a backlash in public opinion, pressured the 

President to end U.S. involvement.  Accordingly, the President decided that the United 

States would withdraw not later than the end of March 1994.  Clinton brought back 

former U.S. Ambassador Oakley to negotiate Durant’s release.  Oakley told Aideed that 

TF Ranger’s mission was over and that U.S. military involvement was to end in March, 

but the President wanted Durant released immediately without conditions.  A strong U.S. 
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force was deployed to the region to reinforce America’s intention of rescuing Durant if 

Aideed refused.  The warlord released the pilot almost immediately, and within a few 

weeks, U.S. Marines escorted Aideed to renewed peace negotiations.  As a result of those 

negotiations, President Clinton ordered the release of every man previously captured 

during TF Ranger’s missions.120  Soon after the U.S. withdrawal in March, the U.N. 

mission failed.  Without U.S. muscle, the UN could not hope to build a government in 

Somalia without Aideed’s assistance, and Aideed would not accept sharing power with 

other clan leaders.   

Operational Level Assessment 

 Tactically, one might argue that the Battle of Mogadishu was a success.  TF 

Ranger succeeded in capturing twenty-four suspected Aideed supporters, to include two 

of his key lieutenants.  Given the appropriate response at the strategic level, some even 

argue that it had the potential to be an operational success.  After accompanying 

Ambassador Oakley to a meeting with Aideed soon after the battle, General Zinni 

described the clan leader as visibly shaken by the encounter.  He believed that the SNA 

leadership had had enough of the fighting and were prepared to negotiate.121  

Unfortunately, the Clinton Administration failed to “shape the strategic battlespace” for 

operational success from the outset by neglecting to inform and convince the American 

public (and its elected members of Congress) of the necessity for employing American 

forces to capture Aideed.  The President was left with little recourse after the battle in 

Mogadishu but to avoid further military confrontation.   
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Despite this strategic failing, the operational commanders might nonetheless have 

avoided the casualties in Mogadishu, and the subsequent public and congressional 

backlash, had they better communicated among themselves and worked with unity of 

effort.  Recognizing the complications created by the separate U.S. and UN chains of 

command and missions, Special Representative Howe, along with Generals Hoar, 

Montgomery and Garrison should have established the architecture needed to facilitate 

integrated planning and execution for each mission conducted.  These commanders failed 

to “operationalize” their plan.  They did not properly link U.S. strategic objectives and 

concerns to the tactical plan.122  The TF Ranger mission was an ill-conceived direct 

operational attempt to obtain a strategic objective in a single tactical action.  Yet, 

apparently neither General Hoar, nor Major General Garrison considered the implications 

of a failure given the lack of strategic groundwork.  Were they to have made such an 

assessment, it is doubtful that they would have elected to pursue such a high-risk 

evolution.  In this light, U.S. military operations in Somalia during the UNOSOM II 

phase must be viewed as an operational failure. 

 Command & Control  

General Zinni summed up UNOSOM II’s command and control failure well:   

We had a UN operation, we had General Bir in charge of the UN forces.  
The U.S. forces were really under his deputy, General Montgomery, but 
then General Montgomery [didn’t have] operational command authority 
[of those forces].  The CINC, General Hoar, provided the forces in some 
sort of tactical control, but obviously never relinquished command.  That’s 
another myth;  the command was never relinquished to UN forces, so all 
but U.S. forces were under this UN command and control.  I think there 
were forces on the ground that were under Chapter VI instructions.  I think 
you might find the Germans and others that were there under Chapter VII.  
There were forces off the coast that would come in and react that had 
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another chain of command, Marines and naval forces.  You had the special 
operation forces and Task Force Ranger there that had another kind of 
direct chain of command that really weren’t under Montgomery even 
though they were U.S. forces.  It became very confusing, and in part I 
think caused a problem with intelligence, whose intelligence was being 
used, how the reporting chain went.  There is a principle of war that says 
unity in command is desirable in any kind of conflict; it certainly was not 
there between U.S. and UN and even within the U.S. structure.123 

During a recent lecture to the students of the Marine Corps Command and Staff 

College, General Zinni described his efforts to coordinate among the various military 

headquarters prior to accompanying Ambassador Lake into Mogadishu to negotiate with 

Aideed for the release of CWO Durant.  The general wanted to ensure that no military 

actions took place to compromise the ambassador's efforts.  Despite the fact that Zinni 

coordinated with five separate commands within the theater (each of whom referred him 

to another), a helicopter still dropped propaganda leaflets declaring Aideed a war 

criminal in the middle of the negotiations.  The general later discovered that this 

particular propaganda effort was directed by yet another command.124  His point was 

clear:  you could not coordinate with a single commander in charge of all operations in 

the theater, because no such single commander was given that authority.    

There simply was no unity of command or effort in Somalia during UNOSOM II.  

Command and control was further complicated by the fact that the UN lacks standardized 

doctrine, training and equipment.  This made coordinating the efforts of the numerous 

participating international militaries, as well as the forty-nine international agencies -- 

including UN bodies, NGOs, PVOs, and HROs -- exceptionally difficult.125  Adding to 
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the difficulty, no effective “host nation” government existed since Somalia was in a state 

of general anarchy.  Finally, unity of command was jeopardized by U.S. attempts to 

operate independently, outside of the UNOSOM II command structure.  As a result, the 

logistical components of USFORSOM were under UN operational control, while the 

QRF remained under the combatant command of CENTCOM.  Criminally, TF Ranger 

operated in the theater independently of the QRF, and, like the QRF, answered directly to 

CENTCOM.  Their instructions required them only to coordinate with the 10th Mountain 

Division "as needed."  Had there been a single commander controlling both TF Ranger 

and the QRF, Americans may have never seen the bodies of their dead sons dragged 

through the streets of Mogadishu. 

 Operational command was vested in General Hoar as CINCCENT, and he bears 

responsibility for failing to ensure unity of effort between his two immediate subordinates 

in Somalia, Major Generals Garrison and Montgomery.  General Hoar remained in 

Tampa, Florida, where he could not become actively involved in planning TF Ranger’s 

missions, even though he knew they had strategic implications.  He did not coordinate 

and integrate the operations of his subordinate commanders, and designated no one in the 

theater to perform this function in his stead.  Beyond his initial reservations concerning 

TF Ranger’s deployment to Somalia, General Hoar did not recognize or question the 

vulnerability of the TF and its helicopters given the Somalis' ability to adapt to its tactics 

and techniques after repeated missions.126  Even at the tactical level, within Garrison's TF 

Ranger itself, there were dual chains of command between Delta Force and the Rangers.  
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It is clearly imprudent to create dual or multiple chains of command along functional 

lines within a single urban environment. 

The UNITAF successfully met the span of control challenges through two 

innovations.  First, they created a Civil-Military Operations Center to facilitate unity of 

effort between the NGOs and PVOs and the military forces.  This was exceptionally 

important in light of the fact that many of the private relief organizations had hired local 

security forces from the clans dominant in their areas of operations to protect their 

individual efforts.  Secondly, they divided the country into nine Humanitarian Relief 

Sectors that facilitated both relief distribution and military areas of responsibility.  Where 

unity of command was not feasible, General Hoar reinforced unity of effort by requiring 

liaison officers from each of the multinational contingents supporting Restore Hope to 

report to CENTCOM for coordination before dispatching their forces to the theater.  As 

General Johnston emphasized, “Unity of command can be achieved when everyone signs 

up to the mission and to the command relationship.”127  

UNOSOM II, however, proved incapable of exploiting the advantages of these 

arrangements as the scope of the mission expanded.  Instead, U.S. impatience and UN 

resistance regarding the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Somalia compromised 

UNOSOM II's efforts.  U.S. forces were withdrawn on schedule despite the fact that the 

handoff between UNITAF and UNOSOM II remained incomplete.  Only thirty percent of 

the UNOSOM II staff had arrived in country by the time the mission was launched.128  

Moreover, despite their vastly more ambitious mission, the UNOSOM II and 

USFORSOM headquarters were not built around a standing, well-organized nucleus 
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trained and equipped to serve as a joint battle staff.  (A standing Marine Expeditionary 

Force headquarters performed this function during the UNITAF operation.)  Instead the 

USFORSOM staff was built largely from officers recruited from Army commands 

worldwide who had never before trained together as a battle staff. 

General Montgomery addressed the unity of purpose problems among the 

UNOSOM II forces when he stated, “The nations didn’t all agree with the policy, and 

many of them were just not happy with the way the course of the mission was going… 

General Bir could not turn to the Italian commander or the French commander, or 

somebody and give him a mission and expect that it would be done.  It doesn’t happen in 

a U.N. context.”129  As it was, the QRF commander, General Thomas Montgomery, had 

to negotiate with hesitant Malaysian and Pakistani forces for armored support while TF 

Ranger was trapped in Mogadishu.  Documented accounts of the Italian contingent 

commander opening separate negotiations with Aideed, with the full approval of his 

home government, serve as a case in point concerning the unity of effort problems among 

UN forces.  When the UN requested that this officer be relieved of command for 

insubordination, the Italian government refused.130  The Somalis fully recognized the lack 

of unity of command and effort among the UNOSOM II forces and sought to exploit it.131  

One of Aideed’s militia commanders in Mogadishu stated in an interview that, “What we 

did is to concentrate our attacks on the Americans, and the forces who were taking their 
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order(s) directly from the Americans, such as the Pakistanis.  And we had some 

understanding with the other forces not to attack us and that we would not attack 

them.”132 

Following TF Ranger’s catastrophic mission in Mogadishu, the command 

structure was complicated even more with the creation of a new Joint Task Force 

Somalia, CENTCOM designed this JTF to protect American forces while facilitating 

their complete withdrawal.  JTF-Somalia came under the operational control of 

CENTCOM, but fell under the tactical control of USFORSOM.  While the JTF 

headquarters was formed around the Army’s 10th Mountain Division, that unit lacked the 

staff structure needed to support joint operations.  To further complicate matters, neither 

the JTF nor USFORSOM controlled the naval forces that remained under CENTCOM’s 

operational control.  The American experience in Somalia, therefore, suggests the need 

for standing joint task force headquarters specifically trained to facilitate operational 

control of joint forces in complex environments.  Arguably, campaigns that include urban 

operations are always complex. 

 The lack of operational communications infrastructure in Mogadishu and 

elsewhere in Somalia caused the operational commanders to rely extensively on satellite 

communications as a means of control.  There was never enough equipment to facilitate 

this effort given the inordinate number of headquarters.  Moreover, Garrison and his staff 

did not tailor TF Ranger’s communications architecture to facilitate decentralized 

execution.  Employing the joint operations center (JOC) as an intermediary between the 

P-3 giving directions overhead and the ground reaction force convoy, for example, 

significantly contributed to the confusion that prevented the convoy from successfully 
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maneuvering to the crash sites.  The intensity and tempo of urban operations demand a 

flattened communications architecture that maximizes lateral force communications 

without depending on retransmission at each level of the traditional chain of command.   

 Finally, the rules of engagement (ROE), among the most useful command and 

control measures in urban military operations other than war (MOOTW), were unrealistic 

in Mogadishu.  Logically, the soldiers on the ground violated the ROE in order to 

survive.  Operational planners who understand the Somali culture should have recognized 

the potential for the SNA to use the women and children as shields.  Accordingly, they 

should have avoided entering the densely populated Bakara market district with such 

restrictive ROE.  As legitimacy was a concern (in fact, it should have been more of a 

concern), TF Ranger should have employed non-lethal weapons, to include riot control 

gas, as an alternative to killing innocent civilians or dying themselves.  In this case, the 

operational commander was responsible for making such weapons and munitions 

available, and encouraging their use. 

 Intelligence  

The nature of the mission in Somalia initially complicated identifying a single 

threat, thereby creating a focus of effort dilemma for the intelligence architecture.  As is 

typical in urban environments, human intelligence (HUMINT) served as the most timely 

and useful collection resource during the campaign.  Unfortunately, because no reliable 

U.S. HUMINT network existed in Somalia prior to the operation, much of the 

information had to be obtained through the bribery of largely unknown sources.  Thus, its 

reliability was always in question.  In these instances, it is critical to verify the 

information via multiple sources.  Additionally, the operational commander must 
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coordinate between his joint and coalition forces as well as the PVOs and NGOs in his 

area of operations in order to ensure consistent policies for dealing with local informants.  

In Somalia, units from several different nations rotated responsibility for specific 

geographical areas, and the means used to garner information differed among the various 

units.  Some armies paid local nationals for information.  Later, when a less wealthy unit 

assumed responsibility for the area, the locals became vindictive when they were not 

offered the same bribe.133   

 The best HUMINT sources were the gang leaders themselves.  The UNITAF met 

on a regular basis with Aideed and other clan leaders.  As Lieutenant General Johnston 

stated, “You may not like the characters you have to deal with but you are better able to 

uncover their motives and intentions if you keep a communications link open.”134  

UNOSOM II and USFORSOM, on the other hand, abandoned all inter-action with the 

Habr Gidr once the manhunt for Aideed began.   

The unreliability of HUMINT sources among the Somali populace contributed 

significantly to the most obvious intelligence failure -- the inability of the U.S. and UN 

forces to locate Aideed.  The initial plan for TF Ranger’s mission called for the CIA’s 

lead Somali spy to present Aideed with a hand-carved cane containing a hidden homing 

beacon as a gift.  This plan ended when the spy shot and killed himself while playing 

Russian roulette.135  TF Ranger and UNOSOM II intelligence sections also significantly 

underestimated the quantity of rounds in Aideed's RPG stockpiles, possibly influencing 
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the commander's decision to keep the helicopters loitering in the target area.  A serious 

shortage of people proficient in the Somali language in the UN and U.S. forces further 

complicated the effort to gather HUMINT.  Especially troubling is that the HUMINT 

effort apparently did not warn the commander about the dramatic change in the perceived 

legitimacy of U.S. forces among the Mogadishu populace. 

 Collection via signals intelligence (SIGINT) was severely hampered by the fact 

that the Somalis are not a technology-dependent society.  Upon learning that U.S. forces 

were monitoring his communications transmissions, Aideed effectively thwarted U.S. 

SIGINT collection by merely turning off his radios.136  He relied on messengers, again 

taking advantage of the U.S. HUMINT failure.  Well trained, but high-technology 

dependent U.S. forces were confounded by a foe with absolutely no technological tools 

of his own.  You cannot jam or intercept enemy communications when his 

communications system is word of mouth without an inside HUMINT resource. 

 The multiple and confused command structures in Somalia severely inhibited 

intelligence dissemination.  Although CENTCOM established an Intelligence Support 

Element (ISE) to facilitate dissemination of information gathered from U.S. sources, 

protection of those sources necessitated several filters before the information could be 

shared with other UN forces.  The lack of communications infrastructure in Somalia 

further complicated dissemination from CENTCOM headquarters to the theater with all 

of the links relying on limited satellite communications. 

 Nonetheless, intelligence was not a complete U.S./UN failure.  The UNITAF used 

aerial photography of the authorized weapon storage sites to inventory them and ensure 
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that Aideed and other warlords were not withdrawing weapons from them.137  Although 

maps were initially outdated or available only in scales inappropriate to urban fighting,138 

satellite imagery and aerial photography rapidly remedied the problem.  TF Ranger 

planned their raid on instant photomaps relayed from the aerial observation platforms.139  

Timely intelligence on the port facilities in Mogadishu also greatly facilitated the initial 

employment of Maritime Prepositioned Shipping. 

 Far and away, the chief intelligence failure lay in the inability of some operational 

commanders to appreciate the nuances of the Somali culture.  While this knowledge was 

available, and used extensively during the UNITAF phase, Howe and Garrison chose to 

ignore it.  According to General Zinni, what the U.S. intelligence effort lacked most was: 

… the ability to penetrate the faction leaders and truly understand what 
they were up to, or maybe [the ability to] understand the culture, the clan 
association affiliation, the power of the faction leaders, and maybe 
understanding some of the infrastructure … [that] maybe led to things like 
not understanding where a particular individual was, or who he was, or 
what his relationship was, and maybe caused mistargeting in some cases 
by those that were after Aideed or his lieutenants.140   

 
Thus, the greatest operational intelligence failure was one of net assessment.  Major 

General Garrison did not accurately assess the SNA’s capabilities or intent with regard to 

his own plan and capabilities.141  He underestimated the number of SNA militia and its 

supporters as well as its determination. 
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 Maneuver   

TF Ranger’s mission resulted in a strategic failure largely because neither 

USCENTCOM nor UNOSOM II employed operational maneuver to isolate the urban 

objective area.  TF Ranger did not have the force structure to perform this task alone.  

During the UNITAF phase, U.S. forces kept the Somali warlords out of the populated 

areas and their people disarmed.  With the Americans' hasty departure and responsibility 

for those areas passing to other UN forces and a Somali coalition, the warlords returned 

to the urban areas, reorganized and rearmed.   

 During the UNITAF mission, Lieutenant General Johnston and Ambassador 

Oakley went to great lengths to shape the battlespace at the operational level to facilitate 

tactical maneuver.  The initial combined amphibious and air assaults to seize key terrain 

and control the region sent a clear message and were highly effective.  U.S. forces rapidly 

gained control of Mogadishu and the surrounding area and forced the major factions into 

a cease-fire.  Recognizing the primacy of the clan, Oakley and Johnston then actively 

engaged the clan leaders and openly advised them of when they would conduct tactical 

missions and for what purpose.  When conducting armory inspections, for example, the 

UNITAF advised the clan leaders of the time and place of those inspections, and then 

monitored the armories via SIGINT to ensure the clan leaders did not remove weapons in 

bad faith prior to the inspection.   

Conversely, during UNOSOM II, U.S. operational maneuver and fires actually 

jeopardized their legitimacy with the Somali people.  The diplomatic nature of UN 

operations required the UN leadership to issue a formal resolution announcing that it was 

their intent to arrest Aideed.  This announcement forfeited one of the strongest 
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advantages in operational maneuver – surprise.  Moreover, by targeting Aideed, Howe 

and Bir effectively took sides in the conflict, compromising the legitimacy of the force.   

 Finally, TF Ranger failed to develop and execute an operational maneuver plan 

that protected its critical tactical vulnerability – its helicopters.  Instead, they kept their 

most vulnerable helicopters, the MH-60 Blackhawks, loitering for forty minutes over the 

target area in an orbit that was well within Somali RPG range.  No crisis on the ground 

existed that required any more fire support than that which could have been provided by 

the smaller, faster and more maneuverable AH-6s and MH-6s.  TF Ranger 

underestimated the enemy’s ability to shoot down its helicopters even though they knew 

the Somalis had previously attempted to employ massed RPG fires to bring them down 

during earlier raids.  In fact, the Somalis had succeeded in shooting down a UH-60 flying 

at rooftop level and at night just one week prior to the battle.  Since the greatest threat to 

any TF Ranger mission was a scenario with multiple downed helicopters, planners should 

have provided ready ground reaction forces at the start of each mission.  The task force's 

mission failed when the second helicopter crash site was overrun.  This permitted the 

Somalis to use the captured pilot and the dead Americans as political weapons.  As a 

result, the news media opened what was supposed to be a covert operation to the scrutiny 

of the American people and the world.142 

 Fires    

Operational fires throughout the U.S. involvement in Somalia focused too greatly 

on lethal options and promoted Somali hostility toward U.S. forces.  The UNOSOM I 

helicopter attack on the Kismayo technical convoy and the employment of AC-130s 
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against Aideed’s suspected locations serve as examples of how not “to win friends and 

influence people.”  While lethal fires were somewhat balanced with a non-lethal 

approach during UNOSOM I and the UNITAF, the lethal approach became increasingly 

dominant during UNOSOM II.  The 17 June attack on an Aideed stronghold, for 

example, incorporated a helicopter gunship attack that killed at least 60 Somali 

noncombatants.143  U.S. forces’ over-reliance on firepower during UNOSOM II alienated 

the Somali populace and forfeited the perceived legitimacy of the U.S. presence.  In the 

densely populated urban confines of Mogadishu, UNOSOM II lived by lethal fires and it 

died by lethal fires.   

 Because Howe and Bir largely discounted information operations, they did not 

establish significant public affairs and psychological operations (PSYOP) initiatives.  

U.S. forces participating in UNOSOM II lacked a public affairs organization 

altogether.144  In contrast, the UNITAF countered Aideed’s own PSYOP campaign, 

which he conducted primarily through Radio Aideed, by creating its own radio station.  

This technique proved so effective that Aideed called General Zinni over to his house on 

several occasions to complain about the UNITAF radio broadcasts.  General Zinni 

responded that “if he didn’t like what we said on the radio station, he ought to think about 

his radio station and we could mutually agree to lower the rhetoric.”145  This technique 

worked.  Howe's technique of shutting Aideed's radio station down did not.  The warlords 

had both the weapons and the popular support.  Thus, the U.N. would have been better 

served by making them the target of an information campaign as the UNITAF had done.  
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 Logistics   

Despite other failings during U.S. operations in Somalia, the U.S. logistics effort 

was well executed.  This was a significant achievement, since the infrastructure within 

the country was almost completely destroyed and the logistics environment was 

exceptionally austere.  This is typical of most third world urban areas to which U.S. 

forces can expect to deploy in the future.  U.S. and UN forces had to transport virtually 

all of their materiel support into the country by sealift or airlift.  During Operation 

Restore Hope, military and commercial aircraft moved more than 33,000 passengers and 

over 32,000 short tons of cargo into Somalia in 986 airlift missions.  Additionally, eleven 

ships moved 365,000 measurement tons of cargo, fourteen million gallons of fuel and 

1,192 sustainment supply containers into the country.146  Receiving these supplies 

required U.N. forces to rebuild and repair airfields and ports.  Finally, the humanitarian 

mission required UN forces to use extensive wheeled transport assets to distribute the 

supplies to both the populace and friendly forces along difficult internal lines of 

communication.  Security along these LOCs necessitated the diversion of troops from 

other responsibilities.  Finally, given the lack of adequate port facilities, Marine Corps 

Maritime Prepositioned Shipping proved invaluable in bringing essential supplies and 

equipment ashore early in the deployment. 

While very successful, the logistics effort in Somalia should not be viewed as 

flawless.  A number of “hiccups” were experienced.  The excessive drafts of army 

prepositioned ships, for example, made it impossible for them to enter Mogadishu’s 

shallow harbor.  Additionally, the weather impeded their attempts to offload supplies “in 
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stream.”  The logistics effort was also complicated by international and inter-service 

rivalries.  This could have been eased by a more efficient operational command and 

control structure.  U.S. forces should anticipate special logistics challenges unique to 

operating with or within the UN.  One unit after-action report described the UN 

procurement system as “cumbersome, inefficient, and not suited to effectively support 

operations in an austere environment.”147 

 Force Protection   

U.S. forces relied far too heavily on lethal fires for force protection in an 

environment where maintaining perceived legitimacy was critical to mission 

accomplishment.  Instead of moving about Mogadishu in an effort to promote relations 

and keep in touch with the attitudes of the local populace -- as was the case during the 

UNITAF phase and with several other national military units within the UN force -- U.S. 

forces during UNOSOM II adopted a siege mentality.  As a result, they lost the support of 

the Somali populace and effectively turned themselves into the enemy.   

 Despite the American forces' unwillingness to leave their base in Mogadishu 

without assuming an aggressive and provocative posture, the base was poorly protected.  

Open to public view and with Somali contractors moving freely about the premises, the 

American base was an operational security nightmare.  Somalis had a clear view, day and 

night, of U.S. forces in their hangar “barracks.”  The U.S. billets were subjected to 

routine mortar strikes from the SNA.  Whenever they would prepare for a mission, the 

word would go out throughout the city that TF Ranger was preparing to move.  During an 

interview with PBS’ Frontline, Captain Haad, a sector commander for Aideed’s militia in 
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Mogadishu, said of TF Ranger’s mission, “As soon as the aircrafts (sic) took off from the 

air bases we immediately knew.”148  He also pointed out that they knew when and where 

U.S. forces landed:  “We knew that immediately after their arrival because we were in all 

the places where they would have arrived, say in the port, airport, the American 

compound, some people of us were always there, and the minute they arrived we knew 

that they were there.”149  Some evidence suggests that the Italians of the UN force also 

warned the Somalis of U.S. troop movements.150  Garrison’s failure to provide an 

armored rapid reaction force capable of immediately moving to reinforce TF Ranger and 

a second airborne rescue and recovery crew in the event that the first crew was lost 

proved to be additional serious errors in operational force protection.   

 Rampant disease was also a force protection concern in Somalia, and one that 

U.S. forces can expect to encounter in most third world urban environments.  American 

service members were constantly exposed to the sick and dying.  When UN forces 

operated earth-moving equipment to repair the infrastructure in and around Mogadishu, 

tuberculosis spores that lie dormant in the soil were released into the air.  Medical 

intelligence and preventative immunizations are vitally important in these locales.151  

Conclusion and Lessons Learned 

 U.S. operations in Somalia provide a clear example of how “thin” the operational 

level can become while battling urban guerrillas.  During UNOSOM II, special 

operations forces were employed tactically, in an urban environment, to achieve a 
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strategic objective (seizing Aideed) in a single decisive action.  This operation failed 

because U.S. commanders did not establish favorable operational conditions prior to 

committing those tactical forces.  U.S. involvement in Somalia further illustrates the 

limitations of both military force and of the UN in managing ethnic urban conflicts.  In 

the immediate post-Cold War era, the world deceived itself into believing that the UN 

could become more decisively involved than was actually possible.  Until structures are 

created within UN military forces that afford a far greater degree of unity of effort and 

command, Chapter VII peace enforcement operations -- particularly in urban 

environments -- will continue to be difficult if not impossible.   

One should be careful, though, in drawing lessons from this conflict.  First, it 

would be wrong to look upon the military as a completely ineffective tool in such 

environments.  When used as a complement to other elements of national and 

international power, the military can be productive in these circumstances.  These 

elements, however, must be well coordinated.  In Somalia, they were not.  Second, there 

is a danger that tactical force protection measures will inadvertently outweigh strategic 

and operational mission accomplishment.  This very tendency contributed to the U.S. 

failure in Somalia.  The best form of force protection is shaping the battlespace at the 

operational level.  Relying extensively on lethal fires and entering urban areas in a 

provocative manner cost more than they gain, if they alienate the populace.  Finally, 

despite Congress’ initial assumption, recent evidence seems to indicate that American 

resolve for capturing Aideed in hopes of bringing peace to Somalia was stronger rather 

than weaker after viewing the images of American soldiers being mutilated.  As General 

Zinni has stated, “the lesson and the effect as it relates to casualties isn’t that the 
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Americans can’t take casualties … it’s they can’t take casualties for causes and reasons 

that aren’t understood and clearly laid out before you get in.”152 

 The Battle of Mogadishu and U.S. operations in Somalia overall suggest several 

operational considerations for urban areas.  The Somalia experience reemphasized 

several lessons learned in Hue, among them, the importance of crafting suitable ROE and 

of maneuvering to isolate the urban area.  The Somalia experience also suggests the 

following additional considerations:   

• Adhering to the principle of unity of command is critical to success in urban conflicts.  

Where unity of command cannot be established between different agencies (UN 

bodies, NGOs, PVOs, etc.), the operational commander must make special 

arrangements to ensure unity of effort.  These arrangements may range from regular 

coordination meetings to the establishment of a CMOC.  In all cases, tactical 

operations must be thoroughly coordinated among all operational commanders. 

• JTF headquarters formed to execute missions that include urban operations should, at 

a minimum, be formed around cohesive, standing service component staffs.  The 

complexity of urban operations suggests the need for standing JTF headquarters. 

• The communications architecture for operations within cities should facilitate the 

direct transfer of information from supporting forces to the decentralized tactical 

forces on the streets, without successive transmissions through the chain of command. 

• Consistent with the U.S. experience in Hue, HUMINT was the most effective 

collection means within the urban areas of Somalia.  The non-technical nature of the 

Somali clans severely restricted the value of other collection means.  Methods used to 

                                                 
152 Zinni interview. 
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recruit HUMINT collectors from local urban populations should be consistent among 

all forces in the coalition.  To do otherwise can compromise the legitimacy of one or 

more of the forces involved.  In cases of urban ethnic conflict, maintaining open 

communication links with faction leaders involved in the dispute can be the most 

important HUMINT source. 

• Cultural assessment is a critical step in the intelligence preparation of the urban 

battlespace.  Often, it will disclose enemy critical vulnerabilities or means to 

influence the actions of the non-combatant populace.   

• Maintaining the support or neutrality of the non-combatant population is critical to 

success in urban fighting.  The operational commander and staff must keep this in 

mind when planning both operational and tactical fires. 

• Non-lethal fires, to include information operations, are important means of separating 

the adversary from non-combatants without creating casualties among the later.  Non-

lethal weapons and munitions can make ROE more flexible, giving tactical forces an 

option between compromising legitimacy and accepting unreasonable risk.  Civil 

affairs and media campaign plans can be vitally important to shaping conditions for 

tactical success in the urban battlespace.  Likewise, PSYOP can effectively and 

favorably influence the actions of the non-combatant populace. 

• Third world urban areas, with poor infrastructure, present enormous logistical 

challenges to U.S. forces.  Strategic and operational lift as well as procurement 

systems must accommodate combatant and civilian needs well beyond those in other 

environments.   

 89



Chapter 4 

Russia’s 1994-1996 Campaign for Chechnya:  A Failure in 
Shaping the Battlespace 

 
… the Russians could take the city back.  It would take them half a year 
and they would have to destroy the town all over again.  They could even 
take it in a month, but it would cost ten to fifteen thousand men. 

    --Chechen guerrilla leader Shamil Basayev153 
 

 Near the end of 1994, the Yeltsin Administration, frustrated with the inability to 

suppress the independence movement in Chechnya through covert political efforts, 

committed military forces to restore the Russian Federation’s authority throughout the 

region.  The Russians originally envisioned this action to be little more than a simple 

demonstration in the capital city of Grozny, rapidly culminating with the capitulation of 

the “rebel” government.  This “show of force” operation quickly evolved into merely the 

first phase of a series of joint Army and Air Force operations aimed at eliminating the 

Chechen separatist movement.  It became a full-fledged military campaign that 

eventually ended in failure.  Russian commanders may well have avoided this failure had 

they correctly “shaped” the battlespace within their theater of operations.  Instead, they 

placed too great a faith in false assumptions generated at the strategic level, and 

subsequently directed an inadequate theater-specific intelligence effort.  This disregard 

                                                 
153 Carlotta Gall and Thomas de Waal, Chechnya:  Calamity in the Caucasus (New York, NY:  

New York University Press, 1998), 342-343. 
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for intelligence adversely affected every other warfighting function at the operational 

level.  Conversely, the Chechen rebels made extensive use of their familiarity with the 

region, their own experience in the former Soviet Army, and a robust information 

operations strategy to exploit Russian ineptitude in urban fighting and operational 

execution.        

Historical and Cultural Overview 

 Chechens have an irrepressible cultural memory of Russian oppression and have 

never willingly accepted Russian rule.  This memory is long and personal, with most 

remembering the names of their ancestors back through six to seven generations.154  Ever 

since their forced annexation into the Russian Empire in the early nineteenth century, 

Chechens have sought to exploit periods of Russian weakness and reclaim their 

autonomy. 155  During the Bolshevik Revolution, the Chechens initially supported Lenin’s 

forces but then declared their independence and established a democracy that took the 

Red Army three years to suppress.  Likewise, during World War II, many Chechens 

supported Hitler’s anti-Communist campaign and aided the Nazi military effort in the 

Caucasus.  Stalin punished their treason with a massive forced deportation program in 

which he uprooted virtually the entire Chechen populace and exiled it to Central Asia in 

1944.156  Only after thirteen years and Stalin’s death, did Nikita Krushchev finally allow 

the Chechens to return home as part of his nationalities policy reforms. 

                                                 
154 Gall and de Waal, 20. 
155 This “annexation,” carried out by Russian General Aleksei Ermolov, took thirty years to 

secure.  Ermolov’s repressive tactics effectively united the various Chechen tribes against the Russian 
military.  

156 An estimated 30-40% of all Chechens died as a result of the brutal conditions of the forced 
exile. Approximately 50,000 Chechens remain in central Asia still today.  See MAJ Raymond C. Finch, III, 
“Why the Russian Military Failed in Chechnya,” downloaded from the Center for Army Lessons Learned 
Website (Fort Leavenworth, KS:   Foreign Military Studies Office, 1999), 2.   
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 Understanding Chechen culture and society is difficult for Russians and 

Westerners alike.157  Chechen society is not based on the rule of law, but rather on an 

ancient code between tribes, or tieps.  This code is a system of adats, or unwritten 

customs based on honor and -- in the event of dishonor -- retribution in kind.  The tiep, of 

which there are more than 150 within Chechnya, is an extended familial relationship that 

ties its members to the land of their ancestors.  The tiep emphasizes respecting older men 

for their wisdom and honoring younger men for their bravery and fighting prowess.  

Beyond this social distinction there is a broader separation between mountain Chechens 

and those of the plains.  Those from the mountains are prone to seek violent solutions to 

problems, while the plainsmen are inclined to compromise more along the lines of their 

close cousins, the Ingush.158  While Chechens are Muslims, most are not fundamental 

extremists.  Islam was only introduced into Chechen culture during the last century.  The 

tiep and the adats are far more imbedded in their cultural make-up than religion.  Instead 

of taking advantage of the potential weaknesses presented in tiep diversity, however, the 

                                                 
 157 The Russian school of evolutionist Marxism would label Chechnya “a society of military 
democracy” – a developmental stage well above primitive communalism but below a completely developed 
class society.  This means that Chechnya, unlike most other nations in the Caucasus, never had a feudal 
system with monarchs of their own.  Although some powerful Chechen families occasionally attempted to 
proclaim themselves princes or something similar, these families were most often simply exterminated by 
their neighbors.  Traditionally, whenever Chechnya has been governed as a distinct entity, a council of 
elders has governed it on the basis of consensus.  Like other "military democracies," however, such as the 
Iroquois in America or the Zulu in southern Africa, Chechens maintained the institution of a "supreme 
military chief."  In peacetime the Chechens recognized no sovereign authority, and the nation was 
fragmented into numerous rival clans.  When confronted with outside aggression, however, the rival clans 
would unite and elect a military leader.  When the threat passed and the need for the leader was gone, the 
Chechens returned to the loose system of tribal consensus.  Leaders such as Sheikh Mansur at the end of 
the eighteenth century and the famous Imam Shamil in the first half of the nineteenth century enjoyed this 
type of authority as they each led resistance movements against Russian conquest.  See Lyoma Usmanov, 
"The Chechen Nation:  A Portrait of Ethnical Features" (Washington, DC, January 9, 1999), downloaded 
on 26 January 2000 from the Chechen Republic Online Website (www.batelco.org/article/chech_nati.html).   

158 Gall and de Waal,  23-27.   The Ingush, who share much of the Chechen’s Caucasian culture 
elected to remain in the Russian Federation after the split of the Soviet Union. 
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Russians have historically ignored this cultural phenomenon and instead pursued actions 

that have unified the tieps by making the Russian Army their common enemy. 

Strategic Setting   

 With Yeltsin and Gorbachev maneuvering for post-Cold War political control, the 

nationalistic-minded Chechens again recognized an opportunity for independence.  Just 

two days after the August 1991 coup in the Soviet Union, a makeshift Chechen 

parliament invited Soviet Air Force General Dzhokar Dudayev to become the 

“republic’s” new president.159  Following success in a popular election, Dudayev 

formally declared Chechnya’s independence.  His timing was fortuitous, for Moscow was 

incapable of immediately reasserting Russian control over the area. 

 Dudayev hastily organized a small professional military force, taking advantage 

of the fact that nearly all Chechens had served in the Soviet armed forces.  He equipped 

the force by seizing modern weaponry from unprotected Russian supply and ordnance 

depots160 and by purchasing it from black market arms dealers.161  Still, Dudayev was 

more of a victim of the black market economy than a beneficiary of it.  He struggled 

                                                 
 159 Dudayev was a skilled opportunist who, by concealing his ethnicity, had risen to become the 
first and only Soviet general of Chechen descent. 

160 As part of its restructuring effort, Russia removed its military forces from Chechnya in 1993.  
Some evidence suggests that the Chechens held a Russian military housing area hostage to ensure that the 
Russians left the equipment behind. 
 161 The Chechens have a long history of black market involvement.  Ironically, the “headquarters” 
of their black market activities appear to be in Moscow – another legacy of Stalin’s deportation program.  
A preponderance of researchers believe that Russian military officers also regularly participate in black 
market arms dealing and likely assisted Dudayev by selling him arms.  One account by a Russian journalist 
estimated the Chechens having forty to fifty T-62 and T-72 tanks, 620-650 grenade launchers, twenty to 
twenty-five “Grad” multiple rocket launchers, thirty to thirty-five armored personnel carriers and scout 
vehicles, thirty 122mm howitzers, forty to fifty BMP infantry fighting vehicles, approximately 200,000 
hand grenades, and a wide assortment of ammunition.  See Timothy L. Thomas, “The Battle of Grozny:  
Deadly Classroom for Urban Combat,” Parameters, Summer 1999, 87-102, downloaded from the Center 
for Army Lessons Learned Website (Fort Leavenworth, KS:  Foreign Military Studies Office), 2.  
(Henceforth referred to as Thomas, “The Battle of Grozny”). 
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against the underground market to maintain control of Chechnya’s industrial assets so 

that he could defend the sovereignty of the new republic and provide a reasonable quality 

of life for his citizens.  In the latter case, he was failing and rapidly losing public support 

by the time the Russians decided to intervene.162  Ironically, the Russian invasion likely 

saved Dudayev’s government from internal collapse.   

 

Figure 4-1--Chechnya163 

 Moscow regards Chechnya as a vital geo-strategic interest for both security and 

economic reasons.  (See Figure 4-1)  Russia's historically justified paranoia of foreign 

                                                 
162 Timothy L. Thomas, "The Caucasus Conflict and Russian Security:  The Russian Armed 

Forces Confront Chechnya Part III:  The Battle for Grozny, 1-26 January 1995," Journal of Slavic Military 
Studies, Vol. 10, No. 1 (March 1997), 50-108, downloaded from the Center for Army Lessons Learned 
Website (Fort Leavenworth, KS:  Foreign Military Studies Office), 2.  (Henceforth referred to as Thomas, 
“The Caucasus Conflict”).  In the spring of 1993, he was forced to dissolve the Chechen parliament, and in 
June his personal guard force killed nearly fifty protestors. 
 163 Map taken from:  Marine Corps Intelligence Activity, Russia’s War in Chechnya:  Professional 
Military Reading (Quantico, VA:  Marine Corps Intelligence Activity, January 1999), 2.  (Henceforth 
referred to as “MCIA.”) 
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invasion and its desire to surround itself with controlled "buffer states" remain conscious 

reasons for its desire to subordinate the Caucasus.  Additionally, as a semi-independent 

province, Chechnya has served as a vulnerable gap in Russia’s border that could be 

exploited by fundamentalist Islamic terrorists operating from bases in neighboring 

Muslim states.  Moscow is also concerned with the potential contagion effect Chechen 

independence could have on other non-ethnic Russians.  Specifically, if Chechnya were 

allowed to break free, other minority republics might attempt to do so as well.  Moreover, 

maintaining Chechnya is critical if Moscow is to preserve its control of the oil flow from 

the Caspian Sea to the Black Sea.  Chechnya itself is a significant source of crude oil for 

the Federation.  Finally, since Chechnya's attempted separation, it has served as a hot bed 

of black market activity, thereby further damaging a fragile Russian economy struggling 

to implement free market reforms. 

 Accordingly, Yeltsin began sponsoring Chechen opposition groups in a 

clandestine effort to topple Dudayev.  Unfortunately, Yeltsin habitually supported 

opposition leaders, like the former Communist party boss in the region, who were least 

likely to gain wide public support.  They viewed the few Chechens who may have had 

the ability to wrest control from Dudayev as too risky.  Russia’s support of the 

opposition, beginning with money in April 1994 and quickly escalating to weaponry, 

culminated in a failed coup attempt in late November of the same year.  When the press 

revealed that Russian tanks and crews had directly supported the attempt, the Yeltsin 

Administration was deeply embarrassed.   

 With the June 1996 presidential elections rapidly approaching and Yeltsin lagging 

in the polls, the Russian “power” ministers urged him to commit Russian forces directly 
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in order to rapidly resolve the conflict.  Supremely confident in age-old intimidation 

tactics, which long preceded the old Soviet nationalities policy, Russian Defense 

Minister, General Pavel Grachev, boasted that one paratroop regiment would suffice to 

conquer Chechnya in two hours.  He based his optimism on “intelligence” provided to 

him by the Chechen opposition leaders, who believed that public support for Dudayev 

would dissolve quickly in the wake of a direct Russian military commitment.  Grachev’s 

primary error – one that would dominate Russian operational planning – lay in making an 

assessment based exclusively on a single, politically motivated and self-interested 

strategic intelligence estimate.  

Assessing the Russian Campaign Plan 

 Despite the long on-going problems in Chechnya, Russia’s armed forces had done 

little operational planning for actions in the region.   Ignoring that fact, Grachev 

committed the military to begin an invasion in just two weeks.  Several top Russian 

military officers opposed the invasion outright, expressing concern that Russian policy 

makers were underestimating Chechen resolve while overestimating the present status 

and quality of their own, long under budgeted forces.164  

As a result of grumblings throughout the military establishment, General Grachev 

decided to personally assume operational command of the theater.  He identified Russia’s 

                                                 
164  Colonel General Eduard Vorobyov, the First Deputy Commander of Russia’s Ground Forces, 

cited six reasons why he resigned rather than accept command of the invasion. First, no reserves were 
organized.  Second, he felt that the plan did not adequately take into account the winter weather conditions, 
which restricted aviation and required special equipment.  Third, the bulk of the forces to be employed 
were raw, ill-trained conscripts hamstrung by a lack of good equipment, the result of Russia’s inadequate 
defense budget.  Fourth, he felt that no one had properly taken into account Dudayev’s fanaticism.  Fifth, in 
the absence of declaring a state of emergency, he believed the use of military force against the Chechens to 
be unconstitutional.  Finally, Vorobyov noted that the political leadership had not initiated a media 
campaign that he felt was vital to attaining and maintaining public support for the operation.  Gall and de 
Waal, 177-182. 

 96



strategic objectives as preserving its territorial integrity and reestablishing constitutional 

order in Chechnya.165  In turn, these objectives required them to suppress Chechen claims 

of independence and impose the Federation’s political, economic, and, at least 

temporarily, military control of the region.  False assumptions based on the strategic 

intelligence assessment caused Grachev and his staff to incorrectly identify the rebel 

leadership as the Chechen strategic center of gravity – the primary source of their 

strength and power.  In reality, ethnic nationalism, the true center of gravity, ran much 

deeper than the rebel leadership itself.  Moreover, the Russians identified Dudayev’s 

personal security as a critical vulnerability at the operational level.  They believed that by 

removing Dudayev (which they felt was a relatively easy task), they could readily put an 

end to the Chechen separatist movement.  As an extension of this reasoning, they viewed 

Grozny, Dudayev’s seat of government and the region’s major transportation and 

industrial hub, as a decisive point.  Thus, Grozny became the initial operational objective.  

                                                 
165 Stephen J. Blank and Earl H. Tilford, Jr., Russia’s Invasion of Chechnya:  A Preliminary 

Assessment, Strategic Studies Institute Special Report, (Carlisle Barracks, PA:  U.S. Army War College, 13 
January 1995), 11.  These authors also suggest that other Russian reasons for intervening included 
suppressing a rogue republic in which criminal elements and the black market thrived, enhancing Yeltsin’s 
public stature in anticipation of the upcoming elections, and quelling internal political dissension through a 
“splendid little war.”  Additionally, they believe that the desire to intervene was strengthened by Grachev’s 
desire to bolster the defense budget. 
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Figure 4-2—Russian Attack Axes166 

 The original Russian campaign plan called for a single operation of four phases.  

Phase I constituted an organization period from 28 November to 6 December 1994, 

during which Grachev would supervise the creation of four task forces comprised of 

forces from both the Ministry of Defense (MOD) and the Ministry of Internal Affairs 

(MVD).167  During Phase II, from 7-9 December, these task forces would converge on 

Chechnya along three axes:  from Vladikavkaz in the west, from Mozdok in the 

northwest, and from Kizlar in the east (see Figure 4-2).  These task forces would first 

establish an outer encirclement around the province and then move to encircle Grozny.  

Concurrently, the Russian Air Force would destroy Dudayev’s fledgling aviation arm and 

isolate the area of operations to prevent further mercenaries, weapons, and ammunition 

                                                 
 166 Map taken from:  LTC Lester W. Grau, USA (Ret.) and LTC Timothy L. Thomas, USA (Ret.), 
“’Soft Log’ and Concrete Canyons:  Russian Urban Combat Logistics in Grozny,” Marine Corps Gazette, 
Vol. 83, No. 10 (October 1999), 68. 

167 The MOD forces contained personnel from all the Russian military departments, to include 
Russian naval infantry. 
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from being airlifted into the renegade province.168  The Russians knew that the harsh 

December weather would impede close air support, but felt that such support would 

likely not be required.   

 

Figure 4-3--Grozny169 

 During Phase III, from 10-13 December, Federal Counterintelligence Service 

(FSK) units would link up with the MOD and MVD forces at a demarcation line along 

the Sunzha River and move on key objectives within Grozny.  These objectives included 

                                                 
168 MCIA, 14.  The Russian Air Defense Force may have been performing this mission as early as 

August 1994, which further begs the question, “why was the Russian army so ill prepared with regard to 
planning for ground operations in the region?” 
 169 Map taken from:  Gall and de Waal, 402. 
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the Presidential Palace and various other government and public broadcasting buildings 

(see Figure 4-3).  Finally, Phase IV allowed five to ten days for the task forces to stabilize 

the situation before the MVD’s Task Force of Internal Troops (separate from the task 

forces moving along the axes) would assume responsibility for maintaining peace and 

order in the city.170  Because the Russians expected little to no active resistance, they did 

not anticipate a requirement to “seize” the city. 171  Nor did they make plans for follow-on 

operations outside of Grozny. In effect, they viewed this operation as another Prague of 

1968 or Moscow of 1991, where the mere presence of tanks would intimidate the 

adversary into capitulating.    

Assessing the Chechen Campaign Plan 

This is the centuries old tactic of the mountain people … strike and 
withdraw, strike and withdraw … to exhaust them until they die of fear 
and horror.172 

 
 There is some debate over whether or not the Chechens had a formal campaign 

plan at the outset of hostilities with the Russians.  It would be difficult to believe, 

however, that they did not at least outline a general defensive scheme given the military 

leadership backgrounds of both Dudayev and his military chief of staff, Aslan 

Maskhadov.173  The Chechens realized that the Russian operational center of gravity was 

their military forces.  Filled with former Soviet soldiers, the Chechen government also 

                                                 
170 MAJ Gregory J. Celestan, USA, “Wounded Bear:  The Ongoing Russian Military Operation in 

Chechnya,” downloaded from the Center for Army Lessons Learned Website (Fort Leavenworth, KS:  
Foreign Military Studies Office, August 1996), 3. 

171 Gall and de Wall, 13-14.  Grachev later admitted before a closed session of the Russian Duma 
that he never intended to storm the city.  Rather, he merely instructed the Army to occupy certain points in 
the town. 

172 Gall and de Waal, 203.  Dudayev included this remark while talking to his people on television 
at the onset of the Russian invasion. 
 173 Maskhadov was a former colonel of Russian artillery. 
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knew that the funding, training and organization of the conscripted Russian Army had 

plummeted since the conclusion of the Cold War and that it was struggling to 

reorganize.174  They recognized an opportunity to mitigate Russian doctrinal and 

technological superiority by forcing the Russians to fight in the close confines of the 

“urban jungle.”  Here conventional forces would be forced to deal with guerrilla enemies 

and the mass noncombatant populace simultaneously.   

 The Chechens clearly viewed the Russian Army’s lack of experience and 

specialization in the urban environment, along with the recent degradation of its 

organization and training as critical vulnerabilities.  While they realized that they could 

not beat the Russian military outright, they knew they did not have to; they needed only 

to destroy the Russian public’s willingness to employ their military by discrediting the 

Yeltsin Administration and making the war appear too costly.  Thus, the Chechen 

campaign plan revolved around fighting the technologically superior Russian army 

asymmetrically by employing urban guerrilla tactics.   

 The strength of the planned Chechen defense was the small, but well-organized 

Chechen military.  Virtually every Chechen male of fighting age in the region -- loosely 

organized as militia within their tieps -- would augment the defense.  Tiep leadership 

could invoke the natural discipline of their social units.  These militia forces would 

“march to the sound of the guns” from their villages at the onset of a Russian invasion.  

The defense was a shifting, mobile defense laid out in three concentric circles with the 

Presidential Palace at the center of Grozny and the defenses.  The Chechens would 

position small teams behind the Russian forces to harass their progress through the city’s 

100 square miles of urban high-rise sprawl.  The Russian Army planned to fight in a 

                                                 
174 Finch, 3. 
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traditional, linear style, but the Chechen defense would force them into a non-contiguous 

and non-linear fight.  The rebels would also employ “hugging” tactics to negate the 

effectiveness of the Russian’s indirect fire weapons systems.  Moreover, they would 

exploit the presence of the city’s 490,000 noncombatants, most of which were of Russian 

ethnicity, since most ethnic Chechens had already left the city to stay with relatives in the 

countryside.  Should the Russians force the Chechens to abandon the city, they would 

move to Chechnya’s smaller cities before resorting to traditional rural guerrilla tactics 

throughout the countryside.  Finally, the Chechens focused on “winning the information 

war.”175  They would spare no effort in the attempt to influence international opinion and 

degrade Russia’s desire to fight. 

Campaign Execution 

 The Russian plan unraveled almost from the time their forces crossed the line of 

departure on 11 December.  The following day, local Caucus people, sympathetic to the 

Chechen’s plight, staged mass protests that successfully held up the task forces advancing 

along the Vladikavkaz and Kizlar axes.  Similarly, as the Northern (Mozdok) Task Force, 

commanded by General Anatoly Kvashin, neared Grozny on 13 December, it was 

ambushed and delayed a full week until reaching the outskirts of the city on 20 

December.  Nevertheless, by New Year’s Eve, the Russian Air Force had destroyed the 

few Chechen aircraft and airstrips, and the army had surrounded Grozny with 38,000 

soldiers.  Early that morning, the Russians attacked the city with 6,000 troops.  The lead 

131st “Maikop” Brigade's objective was to seize the railway station. While this was 

                                                 
175 Marine Corps Infantry Officer Course,  “The Battle for Grozny, Russian Army Lessons 

Learned,” downloaded from the MOUT Homepage Website, 1. 
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supposed to be a concerted attack by all three task forces, only Kvashin's forces entered 

the city.176     

 Russian operational and tactical level intelligence efforts did not reveal the rapid 

mobilization of the Chechen military on 11 December or its continuous reinforcement by 

tiep militia.  Consequently, the 6,000 Russian troops ran headlong into approximately 

15,000 urban guerrillas.  Instead of meeting the historically validated 6:1 urban attack 

ratio, they were fighting at 1:2.5.177  The Russian troops were instructed to enter the city 

without shooting.  Their orders were vague, with no specific objectives beyond 

occupying “key” points.178  The Chechens waited until the armored columns were deep 

into the confines of the urban sprawl before initiating their ambush with a hail of hit and 

run rocket propelled grenade (RPG) attacks.  Within 72 hours, nearly 80% of the Maikop 

Brigade were casualties, while twenty of their twenty-six tanks and 102 of their 120 

armored vehicles were destroyed.  The 81st Motorized Rifle Regiment also came under 

ambush as it entered the town from the direction of the northern airport.  The demoralized 

Russian troops’ hopes of a quick rebel capitulation vanished.  For the next twenty days 

and nights, the Russians fired up to 4,000 artillery rounds an hour into the city while they 

struggled to extract their remaining troops, regroup and remount for a purposeful 

assault.179 

 Grachev dispatched General Lev Rokhlin to assume command on the scene.  

Rokhlin’s approach was merciless as he fought block-by-block for the city.  Mobile 

                                                 
176 Thomas, "The Caucasus Conflict," 5.  The other two axes commanders, Generals V. Petruk of 

the 19th Motorized Rifle Division and Nikolai Stakov, deputy commander in chief of Russia’s airborne 
forces, failed to support Kvashin, gave false reports of their whereabouts, and were later relieved for 
inaction and cowardice. 

177 Thomas, “The Battle of Grozny,” 89.   
178 Gall and de Waal, 13. 
179 Thomas, “The Battle for Grozny,” 2. 
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Chechen rebels made excellent use of snipers and RPGs. As Russian casualties mounted, 

their operational commanders demonstrated less and less regard for civilian casualties 

and property damage, thereby alienating the populace.  The Chechen “defenseless 

defense” worked beautifully.  Maskhadov commanded the Chechen resistance from the 

downtown Presidential Palace.  The struggle to take the Palace lasted until 20 January.180  

On the following day, Task Forces West and North (now including parts of Task Force 

East) finally met in the center of Grozny.  On 26 January, these forces officially turned 

control of the city over to the MVD for the “peace keeping” phase of the operation.  Still, 

another month of “clean-up” was required before Russian forces could seal off lines of 

communication to the city and declare it secure on 26 February.  

 

Figure 4-4—Chechen Cities181 

 The Chechen rebels proved another Russian assumption false when instead of 

capitulating after the fall of Grozny, Dudayev and Maskhadov, successfully moved their 

                                                                                                                                                 
   
180 Dudayev had fled the Presidential Palace with his personal guard, but was still in contact with 

Maskhadov and providing strategic guidance for the resistance via cellular communications.   
 181 Map taken from:  Gall and de Waal, 401. 
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command posts “underground.”  Russian intelligence could not locate Dudayev despite 

concerted efforts based on their assessment that Dudayev was a critical vulnerability.  

Separatist leaders relocated to various Chechen homes in smaller cities and in the 

countryside.  From there, they directed their forces to prepare for similar urban guerrilla 

operations in the cities of Argun, Shali, Gudermes, Samashki, and Novogroznensky (see 

Figure 4-4).  Meanwhile, Russian political leaders pressured MOD forces to produce 

immediate results.  Unwilling to risk casualties, the Russian forces demonstrated little 

concern for civilian lives or collateral damage as they successively reduced, then seized 

each of these cities.  Often, as the Russians moved to surround the city, small teams of 

Chechen fighters ambushed their columns.  After encircling the city, the Russians would 

bombard it with aviation and artillery until return fire ceased.  The Russians would then 

enter the city while the Chechens redeployed to another city where the cycle would begin 

anew.182  Nonetheless, by May 1995, Russian forces had consolidated control of the 

major urban areas throughout the province. 

 In retaliation, the rebels began attacking targets inside Russia.  In June 1995, they 

conducted a raid on the Russian town of Budyonnovsk, followed by another on Kizlar in 

January 1996.  Both of these raids entailed seizing large numbers of hostages and were 

characterized by brutal and botched rescue attempts conducted by Russian special 

security forces.  Both also resulted in temporary cease-fires that allowed the Chechens to 

                                                 
 182 Anatol Lieven, “The World Turned Upside Down, Military Lessons of the Chechen War,” 
Armed Forces Journal International, August 1998, 43.  The Russian strategy of “liberating” villages 
consisted primarily of terrorizing the villagers in an effort to force them to expel Chechen fighters 
themselves.  The Russians employed massive strategic bombing with their Air Defense Force using its 
short-range bombers to strike 873 Chechen infrastructure targets with conventional "dumb" munitions 
throughout the campaign. The Russians also used the Tu-22M3 long-range bomber to close lines of 
communication around the Chechen cities of Gudermes, Shali, and Argun.  While the policy was effective 
in forcing the fighters out of the villages, it also reinforced the villagers’ willingness to support and supply 
the rebels in their guerrilla efforts in the mountains.   
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reorganize and rearm more readily.183  These Chechen raids demonstrated to the Russian 

populace (fully informed by their new, free press) that their military did not control the 

situation despite their politicians’ claims to the contrary.  The results were eerily 

reminiscent of America’s experience following the Tet Offensive of 1968.  As the public 

found their government to be less than candid about the number of casualties among both 

soldiers and civilians, Dudayev gained a major propaganda victory while Yeltsin lost 

public support for his military campaign.   

 The Russian assumption that by eliminating Dudayev they could end the rebel 

movement also proved false.  Instead of collapsing after the Russians successfully killed 

Dudayev by targeting his satellite transmission on 24 April 1996,184 the Chechen rebel 

movement gained momentum.  On the eve of Russian Presidential elections, and with the 

public weary of the situation in Chechnya, Yeltsin brokered a temporary settlement in the 

region and presented it as a Russian victory.  Unfortunately, the peace was short-lived 

with the Russians resuming their attacks on villages almost immediately after Yeltsin’s 

successful reelection.  In retaliation, the Chechen rebels infiltrated Grozny along three 

axes and attacked at dawn on 6 August 1996.  The Chechens had conducted a detailed 

reconnaissance of Russian garrisons and posts during the temporary peace.  They used 

this information as they besieged every Russian position (manned by 12,000 Russian 

troops) and captured the city in a single day!185  Several Russian attempts to break 

through to the center of the city met with failure and high casualties. 

                                                 
 183 The Chechens also used these respites to develop a command network that extended across the 
republic. 
 184 Gall, de Waal, and Thomas, among others, believe that Dudayev was negotiating with the 
Russians during this satellite transmission. 
 185 The overall commander of the attack on Grozny was Shamil Basayev, the same guerrilla leader 
who masterminded the raid on Budyonnovsk. 
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 The Chechen recapture of Grozny resulted in a settlement between the 

belligerents at Khasavyurt, Dagestan.  This settlement gave legitimacy to the rebel 

Chechen government; brought about a cease-fire to facilitate long-term negotiations over 

Chechnya’s status; dropped Russian support to the opposition government; and provided 

for joint administration in the interim, with Russian and Chechen forces working side by 

side.  The Khasavyurt Agreement resulted in a storm of protest throughout Russia, when 

Russians realized that their government had thrown away lives and material to no 

purpose.  According to Russian sources, their army lost nearly eighteen percent of its 

entire armored vehicle force during the campaign.  Approximately 6,000 Russian soldiers 

had been killed, and as of April 1997, 1,231 were still listed as missing.  Two to three 

thousand Chechen rebels lost their lives, with another 1,300 missing.186  Worst of all, 

civilian losses through September 1996 were estimated at 80,000 killed and another 

240,000 wounded.187  

Operational Level Assessment 

 The Russian campaign in Chechnya was an operational failure.  The Russian 

Army was both brutal and incompetent in conducting urban operations.  The Army’s 

performance guarantees that it will be much harder for the Kremlin to achieve a regional 

peace in the North Caucasus that is based on force and centralized rule from Moscow.188  

At the operational level, General Grachev did not adequately prepare the theater prior to 

committing forces at the tactical level.  Grachev failed to isolate the area of operations 

and to shape the conditions needed for tactical success.  His overconfidence in Russian 
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military capability coupled with his low estimation of Chechen capabilities caused him to 

rely far too heavily on a flawed strategic intelligence estimate.  This, in turn, caused 

Grachev to embark on a campaign without the proper operational level intelligence.  This 

intelligence failure adversely affected every other functional area of the operational art.    

 Command and Control   

 Because there was no unity of command between the MOD, MVD and FSK 

forces, there was no unity of effort.  Strong distrust and political backbiting characterized 

the relationships among operational commanders within and between all Russian 

government services involved in the campaign, to include the MOD forces.  The Yeltsin 

Administration did not establish a joint or inter-agency headquarters to coordinate their 

efforts and facilitate the sharing of information.  Moreover, knowledge of the enemy and 

the battlespace was not shared between the various government organizations.   

 Within the MOD, much of the leadership differed upon how to prosecute the 

campaign.  Many felt that invading Chechnya was unconstitutional, and never lent their 

full support to the effort.  These sentiments likely played a significant role in Generals 

Petruk and Stakov failing to support General Kvashin’s movement into Grozny on the 

first day.  Although Grachev took on the role of theater commander, he remained in 

Moscow and never established unity of command within the theater.  As a result, “ground 

force units were wary of internal troops, air forces felt little concern toward supporting 

those fighting on the ground and there were open conflicts between contract soldiers and 

draftees.”189   

                                                                                                                                                 
 
189 Finch, 8. 
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 The Russian military command also lacked continuity, as there were at least eight 

major senior command changes between December 1995 and August 1996 alone.  Often, 

there were far too many senior leaders managing operational functions.  Some sources 

cite as many as 100 general officers present in the theater at one time.190  Poor unity of 

command, coupled with ineffective urban communications systems, contributed 

significantly to the Russian’s fratricide problem.  The MOD forces had a difficult time 

using aircraft as line-of-sight communications relays primarily due to the low, winter 

weather ceiling.  Once tactical units entered the cluttered urban high-rise area, senior 

tactical commanders lost track of the situation because they simply could not 

communicate.  The non-linear nature of the battle and urban terrain prevented the Russian 

Army from fighting a single, decisive battle.  Instead, fighting in Grozny and the outlying 

urban areas consisted of uncoordinated, small, intense firefights. 

 By contrast, the Chechen command and control system proved very effective.  

Maskhadov appears to have exclusively exercised Chechen operational level command, 

while Dudayev focused primarily on strategic decisions.  Consistent with their past 

behavior in the face of Russian aggression, other strong Chechen leaders willingly 

subordinated their efforts to Maskhadov’s direction.  They did so despite the fact that 

these leaders all represented different tieps with significantly different perspectives.191  

Realizing the likelihood that the Russians would eavesdrop on their radio transmissions, 

the Chechens relied extensively on messengers.  The advantage of interior lines within 

the city allowed the Chechens this luxury.          

                                                 
190 MCIA, 6-7. 

 191 Of particular note, the brilliant tactical commander Shamil Basayev, a radical Islamic 
nationalist, willingly followed both Dudayev and Maskhadov despite great differences between each 
party’s visions of Chechnya’s future. 
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 Intelligence   

 The Chechens repeatedly demonstrated that the Russians’ strategic assumptions 

were incorrect and that their knowledge of the battlespace and their adversary were 

faulty.  The reason for this failure is clear.  Grachev, as the senior operational 

commander, failed to question the strategic assumption that the Chechens would not put 

up significant resistance to removing Dudayev.  An elementary assessment of Chechen 

culture would have revealed that they were pre-disposed to fight.  The fact that Grachev 

was also a power minister (and hence a member of the Russian “national command 

authority”) compounded the error.  In short, Grachev and several of his theater 

commanders failed to direct the efforts of their intelligence system.  Consequently, this 

system did not produce the information Russian forces needed for success.  Grachev’s 

staff used his strategic estimate for operational planning, translating it directly into 

tactical actions without an effort to shape the battlespace at the operational level.  In those 

few cases where the limited theater intelligence effort did uncover evidence of Chechen 

preparations, Grachev and subsequent Russian commanders did not accept that evidence.   

 Grachev and his successors in command within the theater simply did not ask the 

right questions of their staffs.  They completely discounted a “cultural intelligence 

preparation of the battlefield (IPB).”  Had they conducted such an IPB, they would likely 

have demonstrated more respect for Chechen character while seeking to exploit the 

differences among the Chechen tieps through a concerted information war.  As it was, 

they failed to establish intelligence requirements concerning the strength and disposition 

of rebel forces within Grozny and throughout the province.  Grachev appears to have 

limited his initial “priority intelligence requirements” almost solely to the task force 

routes converging on Grozny.  The Russians failed to put their intelligence assets – assets 
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that should have been more than adequate – to use in correctly identifying threat 

capabilities, intentions, and dispositions.  Such information is particularly critical when 

confronting an adversary in an urban setting.  While the Russian forces were severely 

constrained by an unrealistic strategic level decision concerning the timing of the 

movement on Grozny (two weeks), one cannot help but view their failure to direct a 

purposeful operational intelligence effort as near-criminal negligence.  

 The Russians grossly under-utilized their vast collection means.  From the outset, 

they largely ignored the most important collection asset in an urban area – human 

intelligence (HUMINT).  Rather than cultivate relationships and establish a viable 

HUMINT network prior to and during the hostilities, Russian arrogance alienated the 

various city and village populaces.  Initially, the majority of the Chechen population 

appeared willing to negotiate their status with the new Russian government.  Many were 

disenchanted with Dudayev and would likely have supported prudent opposition efforts.  

Instead of fostering this disenchantment, the Russians employed tactics such as carpet 

bombing and massed artillery strikes that convinced the Chechens that the Russian 

military was their biggest enemy.192  The Russians also misused another potential 

HUMINT source by failing to establish a network among the tens of thousands of ethnic 

Russians who lived in Grozny.  Instead, indiscriminate Russian fires also alienated the 

“Russo-Chechens” in the region.  Russian intelligence personnel could have better 

employed these citizens to gather information on the Chechen forces.  They may also 

have been motivated to assist in removing the separatist government, since Dudayev’s 

regime was particularly unpopular with them prior to the invasion.  Finally, the Russians 
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likewise misused their ground reconnaissance units (another HUMINT resource) 

throughout the campaign.  They frequently misemployed their Spetsnaz forces as shock 

troops and conventional forces instead of using them to gather intelligence.  Only after 

the failed rescue attempts on Budyonnovsk and Kizlar, and with Russian casualties 

continuing to mount, did they rethink this approach and begin to use them to infiltrate key 

areas to determine Chechen dispositions and intent.  

 In terms of image intelligence (IMINT), satellite access was severely limited 

because the Russians had inactivated their satellites, long before the campaign, as a cost-

saving measure.193  Aerial reconnaissance, while available, was under-employed, even 

when the weather made it possible.  Consequently, operational and tactical commanders 

fought using outdated maps and aerial photographs.  By the time the Russian Army’s 

cartographic service prepared updated maps based on aerial photographs, the campaign 

was already lost.  While the Russians used unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) for the first 

time in Chechnya, they employed them primarily at the tactical level.  Russian airborne 

forces used UAVs most often, preferring them in lieu of risking their reconnaissance 

units.194  At the operational level, UAVs could have been used to monitor movement into 

and out of urban areas, in order to measure the degree of isolation of the various urban 

objective areas from external support.  As it was, poor aerial intelligence collection 

complicated Russian efforts to isolate Grozny and other urban areas.  

 Despite the fact that the Chechens often used telephone and cellular 

communications, it appears that the Russians did not mount a serious signals intelligence 

(SIGINT) effort against these communications until well after the first fight in Grozny.  

                                                 
193 MCIA, 11.   
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While the Russians identified Dudayev as a critical vulnerability from the outset, their 

collection resources were unable to locate him for a period of several months.  If 

Dudayev ever was, in fact, a Chechen critical vulnerability, he certainly was not any 

longer by the time the Russians began actively eavesdropping on Chechen cellular 

communications and successfully targeted him.  By that time, aggressive Russian fires 

had united the Chechens so that they would follow virtually any leader intent on fighting 

the Russian Army.    

 It is difficult to assess the processing and exploitation, production, and 

dissemination stages of Russia’s intelligence effort since poor planning and collection 

meant there was very little raw information which could be processed, analyzed, and 

converted into useful intelligence products. Few of the products provided at the 

operational level, both descriptive and estimative, were in a useable form.  Because of the 

IMINT failure, Russian tactical and operational forces used 1:100,000 scale urban maps 

when they needed 1:10,000 scale maps and larger.  Moreover, no intelligence product 

provided a demographic analysis of Grozny or the theater.  Since most of the Russian 

population of Grozny lived in the center of the city, where the most severe fighting took 

place, ethnic Russian noncombatant casualties were high.  Given a better understanding 

of the demographic situation, the Russian Army might have avoided this problem. 

 Little useable intelligence was available because the operational commander did 

not feel that he needed any.  In those few instances when General Grachev actually 

received information indicating that strong Chechen opposition was a possibility, he 

simply ignored it.  Later, General Rokhlin and others similarly ignored information about 

the adverse effects of their actions on noncombatants.  Russian operational and tactical 
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commanders blamed their problems on poor strategic decisions, without taking proper 

actions within their own areas of responsibility.   

 The Russian counterintelligence effort was also poor.  Chechen agents, including 

hired Ukrainian nationalists, disguised themselves as Red Cross and other relief workers 

in order to infiltrate Russian positions and report on unit strengths and locations.195  

Russian operational security (OPSEC) measures were lax.  Because of the effect of the 

urban environment on their FM radio communications, they habitually communicated 

over non-secure nets.  Many poorly disciplined Russian conscripts willingly sold 

information to the Chechens.   

 In contrast to Russian intelligence, Dudayev and Maskhadov appear to have 

directed a highly effective Chechen effort.  Unlike Grachev, the rebel leaders asked the 

right operational questions and directed their intelligent assets accordingly.  Recognizing 

that the key to maintaining Chechnya’s independence lay with winning the information 

war, they created and directed an intelligence system conducive to that end.  The 

Chechens made effective use of the collection assets they had at their disposal:  people 

and open sources.  Further, they complemented these resources by using some “off-the-

shelf” intercept equipment.  The Chechens synchronized their HUMINT activities with 

their information warfare efforts.  They routinely presented the Russian military with the 

dilemma of choosing between taking casualties or inflicting them on the civilian populace 

of cities and villages throughout Chechnya.  While the Russians were alienating civilians, 

the Chechens simultaneously courted them.  In so doing, they generated propaganda as a 

part of their information operations, while building a HUMINT network that gathered 
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information on Russian dispositions and intentions.  The Chechen HUMINT network 

extended well beyond the boundaries of their territory.  Sympathetic peoples throughout 

the Caucasus regularly provided information on Russian troop movements into and out of 

the theater of operations.196  Moreover, some suspect that Dudayev had access to sources 

within the Kremlin itself.   

 The Chechens also effectively collected information from open sources (OSINT) 

while continually monitoring the effect of their operations through the Russian media.  

When it appeared that Russian popular resolve might be stiffening, they would strike 

Russian forces and reveal Yeltsin’s public statements as overly optimistic if not outright 

lies.  Whether through OSINT, HUMINT or a combination of both, the Chechens 

identified the addresses and phone numbers of Russian military officers and used this 

information to threaten their families as part of their psychological operations 

campaign.197 

 The processing and exploitation, production, and dissemination stages of the 

Chechen intelligence cycle were quite effective, with information being converted into 

useful and accurate knowledge of the battlespace in a timely manner.  To facilitate this 

timeliness, Dudayev and Maskhadov appear to have relied on an intelligence network 

with few steps between themselves and the “collectors.”  Most importantly, they used the 

information to determine their future actions, maintain the initiative, and keep the 

Russian forces off-balance.     

 While not spectacular, the Chechen counterintelligence effort was effective for 

two reasons.  First, the Russian collection effort was so abysmal that there was little 
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threat.  For example, the Chechens used non-secure communications links throughout 

most of the campaign and suffered few repercussions.  Second, the separatist movement 

trusted few outside of Dudayev’s inner circle.  Information concerning future operations 

was distributed on a strict “need to know” basis.  To complement their 

counterintelligence efforts, the Chechens relied on simple operational security measures 

such as continuously moving their command posts after losing Grozny.     

 Maneuver   

 From the outset, poor Russian intelligence significantly hampered their ability to 

conduct operational maneuver effectively.  Because Grachev assumed that the Chechens 

would offer little resistance in Grozny, he initially sent armored forces into the city with 

insufficient dismounted infantry.  Following the initial Russian defeat, Russian 

commanders struggled to reorganize to fight an urban conflict; their rigid conventional 

force structure and training made this difficult and costly.  The MVD troops were 

likewise poorly trained, organized and equipped for large-scale urban combat operations.   

 Most significantly, the Russians failed to isolate the theater of operations.  As a 

result, Chechen guerrilla bands twice moved into other areas of Russia to conduct 

terrorist operations with enormous strategic implications.  Moreover, resupply of 

ordnance and armament to the rebels within Grozny and the outlying urban areas was 

continuous.  As late as March 1996, the Russian Minister of Interior was still 

complaining that the Russian military’s poor reconnaissance and intelligence efforts had 

again allowed Chechen forces to infiltrate Grozny without warning and jeopardize his 

peace keeping efforts.198 
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 The Chechens conducted both tactical and operational maneuver consistent with 

Maoist revolutionary war strategy.  The decisive aspect of this asymmetric approach was 

their extensive reliance on urban areas to “level the playing field.”  The Chechens 

recognized that employing a fixed defense based on urban strongpoints would allow the 

Russians to bring their firepower to bear, so instead, they used a mobile area defense.199  

When finally forced to abandon Grozny, they fled successively to the smaller cities and 

then to the villages, bringing the war into virtually every Chechen home.  They conducted 

high profile and high pay-off raids.  Familiar with Russian Army doctrine and the 

“Russian way of war,” the Chechen leadership counted on Grachev and his generals to 

rely heavily on fires while neglecting maneuver. 

 Fires   

 Russian fires at both the operational and tactical levels were plainly 

counterproductive to achieving their objectives.  After their show of force in Grozny 

backfired, the Russian response to Chechen resistance was shortsighted.  Their forces 

demonstrated little concern for noncombatant casualties, indiscriminately employing 

lethal fires against all residents, regardless of their ethnicity or loyalty.  By using large 

amounts of ordnance against fairly minor tactical targets, the Russians saved soldiers’ 

lives, but also alienated the mostly neutral Chechen populace and turned many into active 

combatants.  The war in Chechnya, which should have been a limited endeavor, became 

increasingly total as Russian casualties mounted.  Due primarily to the lack of adequate 

intelligence, target designation turned into a guessing game.  In Grozny, for example, the 
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Russian Air Force inadvertently bombed housing areas instead of communications 

centers and the Presidential Palace.200  A lack of intelligence on Chechen targets, poor 

weather, and the cluttered urban infrastructure combined to inhibit Russian employment 

of precision weapons.201  In those instances where the conditions and target information 

were conducive to precision weapon employment, the Russians opted to conserve these 

resources for a “real war.”  Instead, they relied extensively on saturation bombing with 

dumb munitions.     

 The Russian leadership largely discounted the potential benefits of employing 

non-lethal operational fires in the urban environment.  Russian information operations, 

which should have been employed as their primary fires in shaping the theater, were 

poorly planned and executed.  Having no civil affairs units, the Russian Army relied 

almost completely on interior ministry forces when they entered Grozny.  The army and 

interior ministry forces had not trained with one another.202  Similarly, due to the short 

time to prepare for the initial assault on Grozny, the Russians made no attempt to develop 

an effective deception plan.203  While the Chechens courted the mass media (both 

Russian and international), the Russian military spurned reporters.  The head of Russian 

counterintelligence, Sergei Stepashin stated that “we began the operation in Chechnya 

without having prepared public opinion for it at all … I would include the simply absurd 

ban on journalists working among our troops, while journalists were his [Dudayev’s] 

invited guests.”204  While the Russians conducted some preventive psychological 
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operations (PSYOP), mainly by jamming and other electronic warfare methods, they 

were generally ineffective.  

 Again by contrast, the Chechens employed operational fires very effectively.  

They used non-lethal fires – information and psychological operations – to complement 

and multiply the effects of their lethal tactical fires.  The Chechens employed 

disinformation, intimidation, provocation, and deception operations against both the 

Russians and their own populace.  They relied heavily on disinformation to shape the 

international news media’s coverage of the conflict.  In several instances they 

successfully combined their electronic warfare and information attacks.  For example, the 

rebels often employed jamming measures to limit the influence of the Russian mass 

media on their republic, while Dudayev overrode Russian television broadcasts with his 

own messages delivered from mobile television platforms.205   

 To intimidate the Russians, the rebels shot noncombatants, desecrated the bodies 

of enemy soldiers, and threatened to resort to nuclear terrorism.  They staged high profile 

operations like the Budyonnovsk and Kizlar raids to embarrass Russian forces and reduce 

the will of the Russian populace.  General Kvashin noted that, “by sending radio 

messages that worked on the officers' minds by addressing them by name, telling them 

where their wives and children were, and what would happen to them in the event of an 

attack," Chechen PSYOP succeeded in demoralizing Russian forces.206  The Chechen 

militants provoked noncombatant aggression against the Russian forces through actions 

ranging from bribing people to organize rallies to firing at Russian soldiers from 

buildings where primarily ethnic Russians resided.  They deceived the Russians through 
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fake radio messages, by wearing Russian uniforms, and by posing as noncombatants and 

Red Cross workers.  Some reports indicate that they would dress in Russian uniforms and 

commit acts against the civil populace themselves to further discredit the Russian 

Army.207  Chechen information operations seriously degraded support for the war among 

both the Russian populace and its army.     

 Logistics   

 Because flawed intelligence led the Russians to conclude that the operation in 

Grozny would be quick and decisive, they did not initially plan for enough logistics to 

support a sustained urban fight.208  More significantly, the Russian Army lacked the 

ability to deliver logistics in the forward portion of the theater.  Even though the logistics 

support they brought forward was likely sufficient for conventional operations, the MOD 

forces could not bring adequate supplies forward into the city because their trucks could 

not survive the urban combat.  The Russians desperately needed an armored supply and 

evacuation vehicle.209  The winter conditions multiplied both the need for materiel and 

the difficulty in delivering that materiel.  Russian troops lacked the basics of adequate 

drinking water, winter gloves and boots, and food.  Soldiers were issued one tin of meat 

per day and were so starved that one officer said that some resorted to killing and eating 

stray dogs.210  The breakdown in logistics supply forced Russian soldiers to drink 

contaminated water that led to an epidemic of viral hepatitis and chronic diarrhea.  
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Moreover, they were not prepared for the quarter of a million noncombatant refugees 

produced during the campaign.  In fact, Russian operational commanders made a 

conscious assumption that, should the violence in Grozny escalate, the noncombatants 

would leave the city.  Ironically, those who did leave were primarily ethnic Chechens.  

The ethnic Russians found themselves with nowhere to go.   

 With less than two weeks of preparation time, the logisticians struggled to 

assemble a composite force from all over Russia.  They had to coordinate aviation and 

rail assets to support a logistically complicated operational plan mounted on three 

separate axes.211  Confronted with the exceptionally high casualty and illness rates that 

are typical of urban warfare, the Russians never recovered from their initial lack of 

urban-specific logistics planning and the inadequacy of their tactical delivery means.  

Conversely, the Chechens exploited their “home field” advantage as well as the Russian’s 

inability to isolate them from their local support.  Even in cities that had been “secured,” 

Chechen rebels garnered rest, food, and resupply.  

 Force Protection   

 Like many conventional military powers, the Russians relied heavily on their 

overwhelming advantage in firepower for force protection.  This philosophy served only 

to alienate the populace and thereby reinforce their enemy.  The Russian Army’s inability 

to deliver logistics forward caused it to lose hundreds of soldiers to illness and disease.  

Additionally, by failing to isolate the Chechens and effectively seal off the region, the 

rebels were able to conduct the raids on Budyonnovsk and Kizlar that brought about a 

cease-fire and facilitated their refit and reorganization.  During that cease-fire, poor 
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Russian operational security measures allowed the Chechens to gather information 

concerning the Russian force dispositions in Grozny and subsequently led to the rebels’ 

resounding success in retaking the city.  The Russians could have best ensured the 

preservation of their force by making a genuine effort to collect their own information 

concerning Chechen intentions, capabilities and dispositions and employing operational 

maneuver and fires accordingly to shape the battlespace.   

Conclusion & Lessons Learned 

 The 1994-1996 Russian military campaign in Chechnya was an operational failure 

by any measure.  The Russians failed for two primary reasons.  First, “the political 

masters gave the commanders no time to develop the theater, although there was no 

military reason to hurry.”212  Second, Grachev and the other operational level 

commanders accepted an overly optimistic strategic assessment at face value, without 

properly employing their collection resources to develop intelligence suitable for use 

within the theater.  Even under the two-week timing limitation, Grachev could have 

learned enough about the theater to know that more than a “show of force” demonstration 

would be required to suppress the separatist movement.  Had Russian operational 

intelligence made an appropriate estimate of Chechen preparations and their likely 

response to an invasion, Grachev might have used this information to convince Yeltsin to 

postpone the operation long enough to properly prepare for combat operations.213  Based 

on sound intelligence, operational maneuver and fires may (or at least should) have been 
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more properly tailored toward isolating Dudayev’s separatist movement from its popular 

support.   

 Since the majority of fighting during the Russian campaign was conducted in 

Chechnya’s cities, this case study offers several valuable lessons concerning urban 

warfare.  The Russian experience in combating Chechen rebels reinforces many of the 

U.S. lessons learned in Hue and Mogadishu.  Among these, Russian operations 

demonstrated the consequences of inadequate HUMINT while operating in the city, the 

importance of maneuvering to isolate the urban area, the potential usefulness of 

information warfare, and the increased logistics burden typical of urban combat.  The 

battle for Chechnya also suggests these additional lessons: 

• The operational commander should employ all available reconnaissance and 

intelligence assets to identify enemy cultural characteristics, intentions, capabilities 

and dispositions, and shape the urban battlespace accordingly, prior to and while 

committing forces at the tactical level. Prior to entering the city, the operational 

commander should direct his intelligence staff to conduct a thorough cultural IPB 

focusing on the capabilities, intentions and likely actions of both the adversary and 

the various groups that make up the non-combatant populace.  This IPB should seek 

to identify enemy critical vulnerabilities as well as potential means of separating the 

adversary from the non-combatant population. Intelligence products for urban areas 

should include visual representations of the city’s demographics, since the actions of 

tactical units, too include their ROE, may need to change based on the political and 

cultural aspects of the local population. 
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• Civil affairs and police activities take on heightened importance in the urban 

environment.  The commander must ensure close coordination between units 

performing these functions and those conducting traditional military assault and 

security missions.  It may be necessary to establish joint, coalition, and/or interagency 

headquarters to ensure this coordination.  Unity and continuity of command are 

vitally important. 

• The non-linear nature of urban guerrillas and the terrain in which they fight thwart 

conventional force attempts to fight a “single battle.”  Special and redundant means of 

communication must be established to ensure the control of and lateral 

communication between widely dispersed tactical elements. 

• Satellite and aerial reconnaissance, to include UAVs, are valuable intelligence 

collection methods within built-up areas, and are particularly useful in producing 

accurate maps of appropriate scale for urban fighting.  Similarly, secure satellite and 

cellular communications can significantly enhance a force’s ability to command, 

control and communicate within cities. 

• Operational commanders need to pay close attention to their counter-intelligence 

effort when operating in built-up areas.  City infrastructure and the non-combatant 

population provide good cover for enemy espionage and terrorist activities. 

• Before committing tactical forces to urban combat, the operational commander must 

ensure that they are specifically trained and equipped to meet the special demands 

presented by the city’s infrastructure and population. 
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• Indiscriminate lethal fires employed among the non-combatant population are self-

defeating in urban combat.  They serve only to compromise legitimacy and reinforce 

support for insurgents. 

• Operational military commanders executing missions on behalf of free, democratic 

societies must execute operations that are able to withstand public scrutiny.  To 

ensure that the domestic public is not misinformed, the commander should plan an 

aggressive media campaign. 

• Cities with their service infrastructure destroyed by urban fighting constitute a 

breeding ground for disease and can present severe health challenges to force 

protection.  Logistics planning should include both preventive and corrective 

medicines for viral hepatitis, chronic diarrhea and similar illnesses. 
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  Chapter 5 

Creating the Conditions Needed to Win the Street Fight 

 
Our current [urban warfare] capability was developed in large part for a 
massive, rural war in Central Europe.  Since the future looks much 
different, new capabilities will need to be developed.  To do less risks 
highly visible casualties and a corresponding loss of military credibility 
and national prestige. 

      --Defense Science Board, 1994214 
 

 All three case studies clearly demonstrate the necessity for operational 

commanders to shape the battlespace prior to and while committing tactical forces to 

urban areas.  The Russian disaster in Grozny was largely the product of accepting flawed 

strategic assumptions while neglecting to conduct a concerted operational intelligence 

effort.   In Mogadishu, the failure to isolate the Habr Gidr from the urban populace and 

the lack of a ready and prepositioned armored reinforcement unit were significant failures 

in operational maneuver that caused TF Ranger’s raid to result in a strategic defeat.  Only 

in Hue did U.S. forces take sufficient (but far from ideal) measures at the operational 

level to facilitate tactical success.  Yet, while Westmoreland and his contemporaries may 

have performed the actions needed to ensure success in the battle, they failed to properly 

tie their operational objectives to the nation’s desired strategic end state.  Thus, in each of 
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Operations in Built-Up Areas (MOBA) (Washington, DC:  Office of the Under Secretary of Defense for 
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these urban conflicts, operational level actions have played a significant, and often 

dominant, role in the outcome – an outcome characterized by the failure to obtain the 

stated strategic objectives. 

Why the Urban Fight is a Distinct Type of Warfare 

 The three case studies point to four factors that combine to make urban warfare 

unique from fighting in other environments.  These factors are:  the tendency for the 

levels of war to merge in urban operations; the requirement to execute missions across 

the spectrum of conflict in a single urban operation; the physical nature of urban terrain; 

and the presence of non-combatants in the battlespace.215  The first factor indicates that, 

typically, there are no clear-cut distinctions between the levels of war when operational 

commanders commit military forces to fight in the city.  The urban fight is a small unit 

fight.  Even at the company and platoon level, urban warfare tends to degenerate into 

multiple small unit engagements.  Significant portions of the battle take place in areas, 

such as within buildings or in subterranean infrastructure, where it is not visible to 

commanders above the small unit level.   

Commanders at the operational level find it extremely difficult to maintain their 

situational awareness of what is taking place within the confines of the city.  This 

complicates their command and control of tactical actions.  Under the intense scrutiny of 

international media, these tactical actions routinely have implications -- both positive and 

negative -- at the operational and, occasionally, the strategic level of war.  In some cases, 

such as Mogadishu, this has been done purposefully; but often it is the result of factors 
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that lay well beyond the control of the operational commander.  The young soldier or 

Marine on the ground must make the right tactical decisions, without immediate 

supervision, or risk compromising national objectives.  Conversely, because of this risk, 

operational commanders often make decisions during both the planning and execution of 

urban operations that would normally be left to tactical commanders in other 

environments.  Thus, when addressing operational level considerations in MOUT, tactical 

considerations often come into play and vice versa.  There is considerable “gray area,” or 

overlap, as the two levels merge, making it exceptionally difficult to separate doctrine 

between the operational and tactical levels.  The urban environment, more than any other, 

dictates the necessity of centralized planning but highly decentralized execution.   

 The second factor that makes urban military operations unique from other forms 

of warfare is that, by their very nature, they present simultaneous challenges across the 

spectrum of conflict.  Urban operations are not confined to the realm of combat.  Rather, 

they encompass the complete spectrum of military actions, from humanitarian assistance 

to full blown warfare including the possible use of weapons of mass destruction.  

Entering at the “high end” normally generates refugees who require humanitarian 

assistance.  Entering at the “low end” normally means that the government receiving 

humanitarian assistance or disaster relief is incapable of helping itself.  This leads to 

questions of legitimacy and encourages potential revolutionary threats that can result in 

the need for peace keeping and peace enforcement operations.  Thus, each case study 

revealed that conducting military operations in cities requires significant depth of talent 

in a variety of skill sets.  In Hue, Somalia and even Chechnya, military forces struggled 

to meet the disparate challenges of both the enemy and the civilian populace.  They did 
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so while conducting operations ranging from humanitarian assistance to mid-intensity 

conflict.  Often, they were performing operations at both ends of this spectrum 

simultaneously.   

The third factor that makes urban operations distinct is the physical nature of the 

environment.  The density and unique “three dimensional” aspect of urban infrastructure 

make operations in cities far more difficult enterprises than other types of military action.  

Nowhere is Clausewitzian fog and friction more evident than in the city fight.  Less than 

five percent of urban targets appear at ranges greater than 100 meters, and ninety percent 

are confronted at ranges of fifty meters or less.  Human targets are normally acquired at 

ranges less than thirty-five meters.216  As a result, casualty rates may be three to six times 

greater in an urban area than in any other terrain set or environment.217   

Obstacles impeding communications, even within the small unit, serve to isolate 

individuals not only physically but also psychologically.  This isolation, coupled with the 

possibility that danger literally lurks behind every corner significantly enhances fear.  

Along with the physical demands of urban combat, fear rapidly causes fatigue.  There is a 

very real risk of prematurely reaching the culminating point in an urban attack due to the 

harsh conditions inherent in fighting in cities.218  Sudden and intense violence in close 

quarters traumatized, and often paralyzed, participants in the fighting in Hue, Mogadishu, 

and Grozny.    
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 Urban infrastructure consumes not only personnel, but also materiel and time.  

The logistics strain in city fighting is immense as ammunition and other consumables (as 

well as people) are expended at rates most often three to five times greater than that 

experienced while fighting in other environments.  The decentralized nature of the urban 

fight makes concepts like “precision logistics” increasingly important and, 

simultaneously, much more difficult.  Likewise, because urban construction impedes line 

of sight and blocks and absorbs electromagnetic signals, command and control in the city 

is exceptionally challenging.  Junior service members find themselves forced to make 

decisions that would typically be left to more senior leaders in non-urban battles.  The 

fight in the city moves too fast for the traditional hierarchical chain of command to be 

effective.  Operational commanders will need to provide more direct support to the lower 

tactical levels.   

 The final, and perhaps most significant factor that makes urban operations unique 

is the presence of noncombatants in the battlespace.  A striking similarity in all three case 

studies was the enemy’s willing exploitation of the urban battlespace and its 

noncombatants as asymmetric means to counter their better-equipped adversaries.  The 

presence of both noncombatants and the media in the battlespace consistently played a 

restrictive role on the employment of lethal fires.  In all three cases, the adversary 

recognized this fact and sought to exploit it, while the conventional military forces (U.S. 

and Russian) struggled to balance force protection concerns with minimizing 

noncombatant casualties and maintaining legitimacy.   In Hue, the enemy forced civilians 

to remain in the combat zone to assist in constructing defensive positions.  In both 
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Grozny and Mogadishu, the indigenous forces deliberately used women and children as 

cover while they engaged their adversaries’ conventional force units.219 

  “Noncombatants can be used by adversaries as human shields, as sources of 

intelligence, and/or as instruments to shape international public opinion (e.g. the “rent-a-

mobs” employed by Aideed in Somalia to hold demonstrations at politically useful times 

and locations).”220  Noncombatants can also be employed as a friendly asset.  Regardless, 

forces consume a great deal of operational resources while caring for them and 

attempting to gain their support or neutrality.  Even when civilians know that combat is 

inevitable in their city, many insist on remaining in the area.  Often, noncombatants are 

trapped, having no means to leave the city and nowhere to go.  Identification of friend or 

foe and distinguishing between combatants and noncombatants while oscillating 

throughout the spectrum of conflict is difficult.  If friendly forces injure or kill 

noncombatants or carelessly destroy their property, they may turn violent or actively 

support the adversary.  Noncombatants also create an additional drain on logistics as they 

compete with friendly forces for sustenance, medical treatment, and even burial.     

In order to meet the consequences of these factors, military units employed in 

urban areas require unique doctrine, organization, training, and equipment.  The fact that 

all of these areas must be tailored differently than they would be for other types of 

operations demonstrates that urban operations constitute a truly unique form of conflict.  

They are not simply warfare conducted in a different environment such as the desert or 

                                                 
 219 Russell W. Glenn, Combat in Hell:  A Consideration of Constrained Urban Warfare, 
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jungle.  Yet our present service tactical doctrine tends to treat urban operations as exactly 

that, while our joint operational doctrine ignores the urban environment altogether.   

Operational Considerations 

The very name of urban warfare is unpleasant and unpalatable, and 
probably unacceptable to the American people.  It could become as much 
so as the name of chemical warfare in recent decades, and as repugnant to 
the masses as is the thought of nuclear war.221 

The case studies demonstrate that if the U.S. expects to successfully employ 

forces in urban areas while requiring them to execute missions across the spectrum of 

operations, American joint force commanders (JFCs) must take operational level actions 

to shape the battlespace for tactical success.  This “shaping,” or creating conditions 

conducive to winning, must take place before, during, and often, after tactical contact.  

Viewed together, the case studies reveal several operational considerations that should 

become part of emerging joint doctrine for fighting in built-up areas.   

Sun Tzu’s advice that “the worst policy is to attack cities … attack cities only 

when there is no alternative,” 222 is as sound today as it was in his era.  Thus, the very first 

consideration at the operational level should remain to seek alternatives to entering the 

city.  The JFC must recognize that military operations are but one element of national 

power that can be employed to influence the will of an enemy or noncombatants.  And, 

they are an element with significant limitations.  Where necessary, of course, he must 

make these limitations clear to the National Command Authority (NCA).  “Economic, 

political, media, and other means may be equal or greater in effectiveness.  The effects 
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gained from the application of these means are often magnified in urban areas.  

Therefore, MOUT may well be but a single component of a more broadly based 

campaign; the application of military means alone may be insufficient to meet national or 

coalition objectives.”223  

General Peter J. Schoomaker, Commander in Chief of the U.S. Special Operations 

Command lists five questions he feels a joint commander must answer when considering 

urban operations.  First, is there an alternative to achieving campaign objectives without 

entering the city?  Or, said another way, must the commander control the city in order to 

accomplish his operational objectives or contribute to the nation's strategic objectives?  

Second, does the command have the means and time needed to succeed?  Third, does the 

nation have the will to stay the course?  Fourth, what will be the second and third order 

effects of the urban combat in question?  And finally, given those effects, is the urban 

operation worth the potential gain?224  

Still, while fighting in urban areas is not preferred, there may be no alternative.  

Moreover, the logic presented regarding the future in the first chapter indicates that it will 

become increasingly prevalent and unavoidable.  It is appropriate to heed General Zinni's 

words, "we can fight in the cities, and we can win; but it better be for the 'right 

reasons.'"225 
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Command and Control 

It is the joint commander’s responsibility to ensure that the theater military 

strategy is synchronized with the national strategy for the region.  In all cases, the joint 

commander must begin by defining victory and the operational end-state, and in so doing, 

ensure that those definitions are consistent with American and, often, world popular 

opinion and political reality over time.226  The operational commander must successfully 

weave military power together with the other elements of national power so that they 

work synergistically toward attaining the common strategic objective.  To facilitate this, 

the JFC should coordinate closely with the appropriate regional ambassadors and state 

department representatives as well as other government and non-governmental agency 

representatives to take an integrated approach.  Similarly, the joint commander must also 

coordinate extensively with allied coalition commanders, international organizations, and 

the host nation as part of his efforts to prepare or shape the battlespace.  While these 

considerations are not unique to the urban environment, the presence of non-combatants 

in the battlespace makes them far more critical to success.  Command relationships 

should be established or modified as necessary to facilitate this interaction.  

The joint commander's foremost responsibility as he seeks to attain strategic 

objectives is to create an operational environment conducive to tactical level success.  An 

urban conflict will likely require the JFC to fight a joint, inter-agency, and often, 

combined operation in order to achieve the best results at the least cost.  This joint and 

combined approach will typically also include the extensive use of special operations 

(including civil affairs and psychological operations units), as well as coordination with 
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government agencies (including members of the intelligence community), international 

organizations, non-governmental and private voluntary organizations (NGOs and 

PVOs).227  Coordinating the efforts of such diverse organizations will necessitate a 

robust command and control architecture.  The JFC should establish a Civil Military 

Operations Center (CMOC) to facilitate coordination on a mission-to-mission basis.  

Where possible, the JFC may also coordinate and establish geographic control measures 

between the various international military and civilian peace organizations that establish 

a habitual relationship within a defined area.  Much of the U.S. success during the 

UNITAF mission can be traced to these command and control techniques.  Further, the 

CinC should build the joint task force's command element around a cohesive, well 

trained, standing headquarters.  Here again, the UNITAF provides a good example.  The 

JFC should avoid globally sourcing multiple staff augmentees at the last minute, as was 

done during UNOSOM II.     

Planning for command relationships during urban contingencies is critical.  

Where possible, the Department of Defense and the Joint Staff should obtain concurrence 

on formal relationships with the major NGOs, PVOs, and international organizations 

now, not after a crisis erupts.  Such established parameters will assist joint commanders 

in gaining and maintaining unity of effort in those situations where unity of command is 

not possible.  Similarly, the regional CinCs should routinely coordinate with allied 

militaries for potential urban contingencies within their theaters.  They should regularly 

host joint, combined and inter-agency command and control exercises for urban specific 

scenarios.   
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The CinC's staff will need to adjust its command and control procedures to fit the 

urban challenge.  These procedures must account for the fact that urban operations will 

require the command to smoothly and rapidly transition between operations across the 

spectrum of conflict.   Unless he is willing and able to displace his own headquarters to 

the theater of operations, the JFC should avoid the temptation to keep forces organized as 

independent elements organized exclusively along service component lines and directly 

responsible to him.  The battles for Mogadishu and Grozny demonstrate the folly of 

attempting to do otherwise.  Urban operations demand that the strengths and efforts of all 

component forces be thoroughly integrated.  Thus, the CinC should designate a single 

JTF commander to assume operational command in the area of operations whenever the 

mission requires military action in the city.   

Beyond the designation of a JTF commander, however, the CinC should keep the 

chain of command within the designated joint force as short as possible.  As all three case 

studies indicate, excess layers of command between individuals with little to no 

advantage over one another in terms of situational awareness serve only to retard action 

and forfeit initiative.  Chains of command should be streamlined as much as possible to 

facilitate speed and tempo.  The JFC should design his command, control, 

communications, computers and intelligence (C4I) architecture with this in mind.  Where 

span of control and situational awareness allow, no decision-makers should be between 

the operational commander and the tactical forces on the ground.  While command and 

control should be as direct and centralized as possible, the communications system must 

enable decentralized execution.  Therefore, the JFC should modify his communications 
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architecture to facilitate decentralized, lateral communications without depending on 

retransmissions at each level of the traditional chain of command.      

The command and control organization and equipment presently used by most 

fire departments in the United States appear to be better suited to urban conflict than 

current military structure and equipment.  Fire departments take into consideration the 

heightened importance of situational awareness at both the tactical and operational levels.  

Some fire departments use the "Incident Command System."  The first firefighting 

commander on scene becomes the "supported commander," and remains such until his 

senior commander arrives.  This system allows the officer on the scene call the shots, and 

avoids dysfunctional command and control such as that initially experienced during the 

battle for Hue.228  This runs counter to popular thought of network centric warfare and the 

like, wherein the commander may be situated well away from the scene relying on 

communications to maintain situational awareness.  This might work in an "air war," but 

any sustained presence by ground forces in a city demands the exact opposite.  The 

difficulty with this approach is that the nature of urban infrastructure renders most 

technical observation tools obsolete.  Any machine built to obtain and relay situational 

awareness data in the bowels of a city would look remarkably like an infantryman!   

 In all three case studies, rules of engagement (ROE) were one of the joint force 

commander’s greatest operational command and control tools for urban action.  Properly 

formulated, ROE can contribute significantly to maintaining the perceived legitimacy of 

friendly forces while simultaneously providing a reasonable degree of force protection.  

To be effective, ROE must minimize friendly casualties while confining the risk of 
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infrastructure damage and noncombatant casualties to an acceptable level.229  In the urban 

fight, these two goals can rapidly come into conflict with one another.  This is a critical 

risk assessment.  If the commander believes that the two goals would become mutually 

exclusive at any point, he should look for an alternative course of action.  ROE should be 

appropriate to national objectives and the capabilities of the forces employed.  They 

should address the employment of weapon systems while providing a variety of 

responses for dealing with noncombatants. 

 A crucial aspect of the urban fight is managing civilians.  Often, a city's 

noncombatant residents are as much or more of a problem than the enemy.  Many will 

not or cannot abandon their homes.  The enemy will often use civilians to his advantage 

by positioning himself between them and U.S. forces.  This happened in each of the three 

case studies.   An additional case in point is Operation Just Cause in Panama, in which 

202 Panamanian civilians were wounded and tens of thousands left homeless.  Although 

the casualties were remarkably low considering the scale of the operation, the Americans’ 

failure to adequately protect the civilians tarnished their triumph in both the domestic and 

international media.230  Noncombatants should be dealt with consistently.  In Mogadishu, 

differences in the treatment of suspected sympathizers, in incentives for providing 

information, and in distribution of aid caused city residents to play one friendly force 

element off another or avoid contact with friendly forces altogether.231  Consequently, 
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ROE should address how to recruit and pay informants and gain the support of the local 

populace.232 

ROE are an effective command and control tool only if they are clearly 

understood and applied by the friendly forces.  While ROE should be kept as simple and 

as consistent as possible, it may be necessary to establish different ROE for forces with 

different missions and/or in different geographic or demographic regions.  For example, a 

mechanized infantry unit assigned the task of isolating an urban area may have different 

ROE than a military police or civil affairs unit seeking to establish and or maintain law 

and order among the city's residents.  Due to the complexity of the urban environment, 

joint commanders and their staffs should consider adjusting ROE by control measure to 

account for changes in demographics as forces progress through the city.  Operational 

level exercises should include continuous ROE evaluation and justification by 

commanders at all levels.   

Beyond common sense and situational awareness, there is no simple formula for 

producing ROE.  Frequently in the modern era, the attacking force has entered the city 

with the intent to minimize collateral damage by adhering to strict ROE.  But, as friendly 

casualties have risen, commanders have elected to protect their force at the expense of 

noncombatants.  ROE have been eased and popular acceptance of force legitimacy 

compromised.  W. G. Rosenau suggests two alternatives to this dilemma in the future.  

The first is a technological solution that may become possible with advanced 

reconnaissance systems and non-lethal weaponry.  Clearly knowing more about enemy 

dispositions within the area of operations and having a non-lethal option in cases where 
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the enemy is threatening friendly forces behind a shield of noncombatants add significant 

depth to ROE.  This is a valid potential solution.  Rosenau’s second alternative is a return 

to the “siege” technique of eras past.  “A ‘humane’ siege, bolstered by a robust strategic 

PSYOP campaign designed to delegitimize the defending force could minimize both 

friendly casualties and collateral damage.”233  The siege, of course, necessitates patience 

and, most likely, the willingness to forfeit noncombatant lives to the enemy force.  This 

alternative is questionable since the enemy will rarely allow us to conduct the siege 

“humanely.”  Democracies find it difficult to conduct multi-year sieges and, historically, 

the besieger frequently loses.   

Intelligence 

Admiral Dennis C. Blair, U.S. Commander in Chief, Pacific Command, noted that 

"Complex environments require precise information."234  The McLaurin study of twenty-

two historical urban battles concluded that the attacker in the city normally wins because 

he determines the time and place of his attack and is unlikely to attack without believing 

that he will win.  The study also pointed out, however, “in each case where the defender 

won, the attacker made serious intelligence errors.”235  The Russian experience in 

Grozny clearly reveals the vital importance of conducting a focused intelligence effort at 

the operational level when fighting in urban areas.  Accepting strategic level assessments 

at face value is wholly inadequate.  Moreover, starting to collect intelligence on urban 
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areas within the unified command’s area of responsibility only when a crisis occurs is too 

late.  

Perhaps the most important urban intelligence requirement is conducting a 

"cultural" intelligence preparation of the battlespace (IPB).  Regional CinCs and their 

staffs must seek to gain as thorough an understanding of the various cultures and ethnic 

trends within their areas of responsibility as possible.  They should also routinely update 

their cultural IPBs for each region to reflect changing demographics.  When crises arise, 

JFCs and their staffs must use this knowledge to evaluate the likely intent and methods of 

all the parties involved.  The Russian failure in Chechnya serves as a clear case in point.  

Anyone remotely familiar with Chechen culture and history would likely have considered 

Grachev's plan to conduct a demonstration of force foolhardy.  Understanding the nature 

of both the enemy and the noncombatant populace are critically important.  Economic 

conditions, ethnic and cultural backgrounds, and a number of other factors will often lead 

to different expectations -- and hence, different intent -- even within the bounds of a 

single city.  Intelligence must not only identify these demographic differences, but also 

make sure they are disseminated in a usable format to all those involved in designing the 

information operations (IO) campaign plan.236  

The regional CinCs should maintain an encyclopedic database not only on the 

cultural demographics, but also on the physical aspects of the construction and terrain 

within their respective areas of responsibility.  Establishing a joint urban analysis center 

could assist tremendously in maintaining regional databases on major urban areas.237  
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Finally, the various unified command staffs could use this data to develop urban 

operations plans for the major cities within their respective AORs.  

Once an urban contingency is underway, the JFC's initial intelligence assessment 

should identify how a potential enemy may seek to use urban terrain and what type of 

forces the enemy has to meet their objectives.238  When the area of operations includes a 

vast metropolis, it does little good to define the entire city as a center of gravity.239  

Nevertheless, cities often have key nodes that may qualify as critical vulnerabilities.  

Political headquarters, police stations, water or power distribution facilities, or key 

transportation hubs may present the JFC with an opportunity to achieve or at least assist 

the attainment of theater objectives without investing the entire city.  The focus must be 

on identifying those potential “critical” nodes. 

Collection demands in urban operations are exceptionally broad and diverse.  

Hue, Mogadishu and Grozny all demonstrated that collection depends heavily on human 

intelligence (HUMINT) sources, and that the collection process is greatly complicated by 

the political, social, and cultural diversity of urban populations.  It is difficult to measure 

a potential adversary’s capabilities without HUMINT, and even more challenging to 

measure his intent.  Appropriate HUMINT networks cannot be built overnight.  The 

investment must be made up front.  National efforts must emphasize developing and 

maintaining reliable HUMINT contacts (whether our own or those of our closest allies) in 

the major urban areas of the globe.  Naturally, host nation HUMINT should always be 

fully exploited.  The most difficult situation, and one in which U.S. forces will often find 

themselves, is one in which no standing HUMINT networks exist and the host nation's 
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government has collapsed.  In such cases, the JFC should direct an intelligence effort to 

cultivate long-term relationships with reliable informants while always verifying 

information through multiple sources.  Often, other collection means can be used to 

verify such information.  Intelligence personnel must stay attuned to the disposition of 

noncombatants toward U.S. actions in an effort to keep the JFC apprised of changes in 

the operational environment.  This was not done in Somalia.          

Signals intelligence (SIGINT) collection in third world urban areas is often 

difficult.  In Mogadishu, Aideed lacked the communications capabilities that our current 

SIGINT systems can exploit.  Frequently such adversaries will not depend on 

technological means for communications.  Both the Somalis and Chechens sought to use 

cellular phones initially, then quickly and effectively transitioned to less sophisticated 

means once they were jammed.  Still, SIGINT may play an important role if the 

collection architecture is designed to accommodate the characteristics of the urban area.  

For example, custom-designed monitoring systems tuned to specific cellular phone 

frequencies may be particularly useful in developed areas.   

Urban buildings reflect and absorb signals and energy that also tends to confound 

image intelligence (IMINT) collection assets.  Low-cost unmanned ground and aerial 

vehicles, however, may eventually make IMINT more viable.  These systems promise to 

enable the JFC to collect imagery in critical areas without risking personnel.  Without the 

concern for casualties, unmanned vehicles will also offer the opportunity of making the 

collection of imagery faster and more responsive. 

Collection, however, is only half of the equation.  The intelligence community 

must develop and continuously refine its urban analytical processes to properly assess the 
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information collected.  Urban analysis requires special skill sets that, in turn, require 

extensive training.  Intelligence personnel, for example, should be able to provide 

reasonable estimates of the effects of the various types of urban construction on unit 

movement rates and materiel usage.  They should be able to identify likely defensive 

positions and schemes of maneuver given the nature of the city's construction as well as 

the enemy's capabilities and intent.  They should be capable of analyzing urban 

infrastructure and systems to identify potential enemy vulnerabilities and means of 

controlling the movement and actions of the city’s civilian residents.  Intelligence 

analysts must also be able to use ethnic and cultural profile information to determine 

likely courses of action for both the enemy and the non-combatant populace.  

Finally, intelligence products must be disseminated to operational and tactical 

commanders in a timely manner and in forms that are useful.  Maps with a 1:50,000 

scale, for instance, are utterly useless in a city fight.  Scales of 1:10,000 and larger are 

more appropriate (and, at present, very rare in most inventories).  One of the most 

effective ways to overcome the initial shortage of appropriate maps is to reproduce 

quality overhead photographs or image maps.240  Timeliness, however, remains the most 

important criteria.  Often, it is better for a commander to have a simple but clear 

photograph without a reference scale, than to wait for intelligence personnel to produce a 

more detailed product.  One of the few advantages of urban areas is that most people can 

gain an appreciation for the scale of a photograph merely by looking at the size, shape 

and style of the construction.    
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Maneuver 

Regardless of where along the continuum of conflict the commander enters the 

urban environment, he must plan to meet challenges all across the spectrum.  American 

forces entered Hue at the high end of the continuum, with a mission to retake the city 

from the NVA and VC, but quickly found that they also had to care for refugees.  In 

Mogadishu, U.S. forces had a humanitarian assistance mission, but soon found that they 

could not accomplish that mission without also enforcing peace.  They never properly 

shaped the battlespace for this latter mission.  In Grozny, the Russians entered the city 

postured for a show of force demonstration and instead became trapped in a lethal urban 

ambush.  Moreover, they were ill prepared to deal with the humanitarian crisis that 

resulted from their actions.  A wise operational commander will shape the environment 

and maneuver so as to make such disparate operations sequential instead of concurrent.  

If this is not possible, and he must handle these diverse challenges simultaneously, he 

should focus on appropriately task organizing his force. 

If avoiding urban areas is impossible, the joint commander should answer a few 

fundamental questions while considering his maneuver options:  Can the city be 

controlled without entering it?  Is isolating the city sufficient?  Are sufficient means 

available to do so?  Will taking “key nodes” within the city infrastructure achieve 

operational objectives?  If so, which nodes will best contribute to attaining those 

objectives?  Are covert special operations teams, precision strikes, information 

operations, or other methods capable of performing this mission without large ground 

forces?  Are allies or surrogates available who can be leveraged to handle the urban 
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mission?241  In all cases, the operational commander should seek alternatives to linear, 

block-by-block clearing tactics, and attack critical vulnerabilities that may eliminate an 

enemy center of gravity in a non-linear fashion. 

While the defender elects to fight in urban areas, the attacker often retains the 

option of establishing conditions prior to combat.242  In other words, the attacker may be 

able to seize the operational initiative.  The McLaurin study identified five "factors" to 

minimize the attacker's cost in urban operations:  1) attack with overwhelming 

superiority; 2) base your operations on detailed photomaps and reliable intelligence; 3) 

plan thoroughly and carefully; 4) understand the unique nature of urban combat and 

adjust your doctrine, procedures, and tactics accordingly; and 5) to the greatest degree 

possible, isolate the urban objective area.243  The McLaurin study determined that the size 

needed for the attacking force was determined by several factors, to include:  the quality 

of intelligence; the degree of surprise; the quality and degree of combined arms firepower 

versus the degree of the defender's sophistication; and whether or not the defender is 

native or alien to the local populace, has or lacks effective external support, and has or 

lacks an effective communications system.244  The study also determined that, although 

the mobile defense is least commonly employed to defend urban areas, it has the highest 

success rate.  The findings of the three case studies are consistent with those of McLaurin 

and his associates. 

The JFC must task organize his force to facilitate operational maneuver 

appropriate for the urban environment.  “Allocation of units to meet the combat 
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requirements in the city, for the force isolating the city, and those needed for actions 

addressing other exigencies in the theater will demand expertise in understanding the 

types and numbers of various organizations required at different stages in each facet of an 

operation.”245  Unified commanders must consider the capabilities, training and strengths 

of available forces and assign missions accordingly.  For example, military police units 

should be committed to law enforcement duties, while armor forces isolate the urban 

area.  Small combined arms and special operations units may effectively execute tactical 

missions alone, without large conventional units.  The McLaurin group found that shock 

units or special assault teams used in many of the twenty-two battles it studied were very 

successful.  Assault teams are most effective when they are task organized at the battalion 

level and below with control decentralized down to the squad leader.246 

The central tenet of employing operational maneuver in urban operations is to 

isolate the adversary from support or reinforcement by external forces or the local 

populace.  Then, the tactical force can fight to secure the urban objective.  Isolation does 

not always mean that the city must be physically encircled.  Rather, it means preventing 

the enemy from being effectively supplied or reinforced by severing his lines of 

communication (LOC).  U.S. forces partially did this during the battle for Hue, when the 

1st Cavalry Division severed the key NVA LOC into the city.  In Mogadishu and Grozny, 

the attacking forces failed utterly to isolate their objectives.  

Ideally the JFC will look for maneuver options that separate the enemy from the 

noncombatant populace so that he can bring his lethal fires to bear.  Doing so is difficult 

since the enemy is normally attempting to “hug” the populace or the attacker.  In many 
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cases, isolating the enemy within a city means preventing noncombatants from assisting 

him.  In so doing, the commander should maneuver so as to avoid provoking or alienating 

the civilian populace.  The operational commander must be willing to avoid a siege 

mentality and accept some force protection risk as he seeks to engage the civilian 

populace.  Non-lethal fires, most notably information operations, can complement 

maneuvering to engage the populace.  To maintain the force's perceived legitimacy, 

theater and joint force commanders must make population control a key maneuver 

consideration.  Military police and civil affairs units should be employed wherever 

possible to guard human rights while keeping noncombatants out of the fight.  Ensuring 

public safety, while not a welcome task for military forces, is a prerequisite to urban 

maneuver.  To assist in this effort, the prudent CinC may establish working relationships 

with the major police organizations within his theater.  Where possible, host nation armed 

services or law enforcement agencies should be seamlessly integrated into U.S. 

operations if they share a common objective.   

In planning for operational maneuver, the JFC should seek opportunities to 

surprise his adversary.  The initial NVA/VC attack on Hue, the initial Chechen defense of 

Grozny, and the Chechen counterattack on Grozny all reveal the decisiveness of 

operational surprise.  All three were successful, although, in the case of the NVA, the 

success was short lived.  Conversely, in Mogadishu, TF Ranger forfeited surprise by 

establishing a pattern of heliborne raids while also failing to take appropriate security 

measures.247     
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The joint commander should seek to paralyze the enemy or cause his surrender 

through high tempo maneuver.  This cannot be achieved by piecemealing units into the 

city (as was the case in Hue).  Lieutenant General Carl Stiner, the U.S. commander 

during Operation Just Cause, felt that near simultaneous night attacks on key command 

and control and infrastructure nodes throughout the country would paralyze the highly 

centralized Panamanian Defense Force.248  Stiner generated tempo by employing 

overwhelming force to simultaneously seize key objectives throughout Panama’s urban 

areas.249  This operational maneuver proved decisive.  If the operational commander only 

requires a port, airstrip, or other facility within a city, he should normally isolate and 

seize only those facilities and avoid expanding into other parts of the city.  The enemy 

may require him, however, to expand the scope of his operations if U.S. forces are in the 

city for long periods of time.  This happened to the JTF in Mogadishu and to the Marines 

in Lebanon.    

Finally, in developing his plans for maneuver, the JFC should maintain a reserve 

to meet contingencies.  The JFC may need to commit his reserve to replace another 

exhausted unit (quite likely in the urban environment), to manage non-combatant traffic, 

or to counter threats to his rear area.  If it becomes necessary to extricate special or light 

infantry forces from trouble, he may also consider maintaining a robust armored reaction 

force.  Yet, risks to this type of force must also be assessed.  Whereas such a force would 

have likely prevented many of the losses in Mogadishu, employing armored relief 

convoys in Grozny proved suicidal.  
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Fires 

 The most important tenet in applying operational fires in an urban context is the 

principle of combined arms.  In the city, “combined arms” is a far broader term than in 

most other scenarios.  The presence of noncombatants in the battlespace argues for 

incorporating non-lethal systems in the inventory.  In addition to tactical non-lethal 

weapons, information operations may be the best fires to shape the urban environment for 

tactical success.  This constitutes a significant “paradigm shift” for U.S. forces, since 

historically the “American way of war” has relied extensively on the employment of 

overwhelming firepower.  Contemporary trends in urban combat, however, require a 

more judicious and precise application of combat power in order to secure long-term 

success.250 

 This is not to suggest that lethal fires have no place in urban combat.  Aviation, 

artillery, armor and naval gunfire may all be required, but the nature of urban warfare 

demands special considerations for their employment.  Even in situations that allow the 

most indiscriminate use of lethal arms, the JFC must task organize combined arms at 

levels much lower than would typically be considered appropriate in other environments. 

As was evident in Hue and Grozny, task organization of armor, infantry, and engineers 

may need to take place at the squad level.  Too often, service component or special 

operations units have not been task organized properly at the tactical level for urban 

combat.  In these cases, the JFC may need to reinforce those units.  In Mogadishu, TF 

Ranger paid a high price for not having a U.S. armored unit postured for rapid 

reinforcement of its light infantry and aviation forces.251 
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 Armor is best used to isolate the city on its perimeter, or as an "assault gun" for 

forced entry into structures.252   In this latter case, it is critical that dismounted infantry 

protect the armored force (as in Hue and during the later stages of the battle for Grozny).  

Armor and artillery can be effective in physically isolating the city from external support.  

In "near total" wars, where destruction is of little concern, armor and artillery increase in 

value.  The more "limited" the conflict, however, the more limited the means of 

prosecuting it must become.  In addition to isolating the city, artillery is useful for direct 

fire support within the built up area.253  It can be used to open new avenues of approach 

through the city's infrastructure.  Using indirect artillery fires in the city during limited 

conflicts is impractical, and often compromises national objectives. 

 Sniping is an integral part of offensive and defensive urban combat.254  In Hue 

and Grozny, single, well-placed snipers held up entire platoons and companies for hours 

at a time.  In Mogadishu, Delta Force snipers, firing from helicopters, helped protect the 

U.S. soldiers trapped below.  In short, the employment of snipers can have an operational 

impact.  The JFC should be selective when assigning them to subordinate commands. 

 Attack helicopters can provide alternative fire support when rules of engagement 

prohibit indirect fires.255  The Army’s 1-82 Attack Battalion, for example, successfully 

employed AH-64 Apache helicopters with Hellfire missiles to eliminate snipers firing 

from buildings while minimizing collateral damage in Panama.256  Rotary wing attack 

assets must ensure sufficient protective standoff range.  Finally, to be effective in the 
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urban environment, aviation platforms must be capable of night targeting and self-

designation and employing precision weapons.257   

 Airpower can have a profound psychological effect if the defending forces' 

character and perceptions make them vulnerable to such effects.258  The McLaurin study 

mentioned that air attacks adversely affected defender morale and abilities much more 

frequently after 1968.  Most of the post-1968 conflicts were against ill-disciplined and 

untrained irregulars.  Airpower did not have the same impact against trained and prepared 

forces.  McLaurin and his colleagues concluded that "bombardment usually is intended to 

reduce both the defender's will to resist and their physical capabilities.  Airpower was 

seen empirically as relatively ineffective in both respects.  In the majority of attacker-won 

cases [as well as] battles in which the defender won, aerial bombing did not erode the 

defenders' will to resist.  Nor did it significantly erode defender military capabilities."259  

In Mogadishu, aircraft initially had a very profound psychological effect.  They struck 

such fear in the populace that their mere presence was enough to disperse rioting crowds.  

Soon, though, Somali fear of the helicopters gave way to the desire for retribution.  

Russian attack helicopters never intimidated the Chechens.  This was possibly because of 

the experience many Chechens had confronting helicopters in Afghanistan.   

 Airpower should not be viewed as a panacea.  The three case studies demonstrate 

that the presence of noncombatants, credible enemy air defense methods, concern for 

infrastructure damage, and poor weather combine to curtail the effectiveness of airpower 
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in the urban battlespace.  Target acquisition and identification are exceptionally difficult 

in congested urban areas.  The operational commander cannot rely exclusively on 

airpower to resolve urban crises.260  At the same time, to assert that airpower has no role 

in the urban environment is equally ludicrous.  It can be vital to isolating the urban threat 

and shaping battlespace conditions to facilitate the entry of tactical ground forces.261   

 Attackers who have lost urban battles have often had air superiority.262  Local air 

superiority is more important for protecting the attacking ground force in the urban 

environment than is close air support.  Like armor and artillery, airpower is most useful 

in isolating the city from external support.  As precision munitions and weapons 

platforms improve, aviation may play an expanding role in the street fight.  For the 

present, the use of airpower must be weighed carefully against the potential for collateral 

damage, since precision munitions are often not precise enough.  Urban guerrillas 

routinely position themselves in close proximity to friendly forces and to non-combatants 

in order to make the employment of airpower too costly.  In many cases “smart” 

munitions have caused collateral damage that, while relatively low, was significant 

enough to be counterproductive.  Precisely engaging the wrong target is equally 

disadvantageous.  Therefore, an accurate target list is critical for all lethal fires.  The 
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operational intelligence effort should work toward this end.  The bombing of the Chinese 

embassy in Serbia during Operation Allied Force serves as a case in point.  The most 

capable “precision weapon” in the city fight remains the infantryman; and no technology 

on the immediate horizon appears capable of changing that.   

 Finally, the JFC must facilitate the effective employment of lethal conventional 

fires by issuing realistic ROE.  Such ROE might allow for liberal use of non-lethal 

weapons or munitions as a means to subdue adversaries while not harming 

noncombatants.  In no case should the operational commander allow forces to be 

committed to areas where lethal fires could be counterproductive yet there is a high 

likelihood that they would be needed for unit survival.  Moreover, it might be necessary 

for the JFC to coordinate with the host nation or allied forces to develop realistic and 

consistent ROE.  General Abrams contributed significantly to the success of U.S. forces 

fighting in Hue’s Citadel by doing just that. 

 All three case studies demonstrate the critical importance of information 

operations in urban campaigns.  Non-lethal fires – to include information operations, 

PSYOP, and civil affairs – will likely become the most significant operational fires 

employed in the urban battlespace.  As the case studies indicate, once a commander 

enters the city, its population is his responsibility.  It can work either for or against him.  

Therefore, it is crucial to win and maintain the neutrality -- if not the active support -- of 

the city's residents.  The information campaign should be directed as much toward this 

end as toward convincing the adversary or potential adversary of the futility of engaging 

U.S. forces.   
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 Units involved in urban information operations should be in the immediate area of 

the fight.  As with armor and aviation assets, the JFC may need to task organize to place 

information operations personnel at lower levels than is currently practiced.  During the 

U.S. operation in Somalia, an infantry unit was preparing to neutralize a sniper in a 

village.  A civil affairs team preceded the unit, entered the village and spoke with the 

village elder to explain what the infantry unit was about to do and the risks that it posed 

to the village.  The elder then directed his people to locate the sniper and turn him over to 

the U.S. authorities.  The sniper was the village elder’s own son.263  

 An enemy suffers from Clausewitzian friction in the urban environment as much 

as friendly forces.  He, too, is subject to disorientation and fears of isolation.  PSYOP can 

capitalize on these human tendencies and to deceive the enemy or degrade his will to 

fight.  PSYOP can also be used to influence the actions of the city's noncombatant 

residents.  Operational level staffs should employ psychologists and other experts in the 

study of group behavior, as well as those experienced in the cultural and ethnic 

demographics of the city, to develop noncombatant handling strategies.  These teams 

could be accessed through “reach back” technologies such as video teleconferencing so 

that they would not have to deploy to the area of operations. 

 The media played a major and largely negative role in each case study.  In Hue, 

American television covered the Tet Offensive and demonstrated that the Johnson 

Administration had misrepresented North Vietnam’s military capability.  This crippled 

public support for the war.  In Mogadishu, media images of dead American soldiers being 

dragged through the streets were enough to force the Clinton Administration to withdraw 
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from Somalia.  The Russian military did nothing to control or influence the Russian 

media and left media relations to the Chechens.  A domestic backlash forced President 

Yeltsin to seek a speedy resolution to hostilities. 

 When preparing for urban operations, the joint commander should initiate a media 

campaign.  This campaign should reinforce the NCA’s efforts to shape the American 

public’s perception.  Public affairs should justify U.S. military involvement in terms of 

protecting vital national interests (realpolitik) and enforcing morality (Wilsonianism).  

History has demonstrated that the American public demands reasoning along both these 

lines if they are to support long-term military involvement.  “Shaping the public 

perception” does not entail unduly restricting or attempting to deceive the media.  As 

both the Johnson and Yeltsin administrations proved, such policies are self-defeating.  

But information operations must ensure that the friendly force's side of the story is told.  

If the enemy is murdering or mistreating noncombatants, or otherwise violating the laws 

of armed conflict, the American public must know.  If there are serious cultural 

differences, the American citizenry should know what those differences are and how their 

forces are dealing with them.  Too often the military allows an uninformed media to 

forget that the U.S. has committed its forces for the right reasons from the outset.  

Accordingly, the JFC should publicly and forcefully discount inaccurate or biased media 

accounts immediately after they occur. 

 The military approach to the media should demonstrate the professional 

competency of the force and its efforts to avoid unnecessary casualties and collateral 

damage.  The better educated the public is concerning the possibility or likelihood of 

friendly and/or noncombatant casualties, the more likely their support will endure.  
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Moreover, preemption is the best counter to negative media coverage.  Specifically, the 

NCA and JFC should brief the public on the potential effects of the use of force on 

friendly forces, the enemy, and noncombatants as well as what is being done to minimize 

adverse effects. 

 The information operations plan should also include a robust civil affairs plan.  

The ultimate goal of the civil affairs portion of the campaign is to address the 

expectations of the populace in such a way as to win their support, or, at a minimum, 

secure their neutrality.  Civilian leaders can serve as valuable intelligence sources, and 

can influence the population to benefit the civilian populace and friendly forces.264  One 

rural concept for managing noncombatants that may be effective in the urban 

environment is the Combined Action Platoon (CAP) concept employed by Marines in 

Vietnam.  Squads with appropriate medical and engineer support personnel actually lived 

in rural villages in order to build trusting relationships with the residents.  This solidified 

the legitimacy of the force in the eyes of the local populace, increased the amount and 

accuracy of intelligence, and discouraged guerrilla actions within the villages themselves.  

British forces in Northern Ireland are currently demonstrating that a similar type of 

pacification strategy may be effective in modern urban conflicts.  This strategy offers the 

possibility of separating urban guerrillas from their support base.  This approach, 

however, will likely require a long-term commitment.  

Logistics 

 Hue, Grozny, and Mogadishu demonstrate the high expenditure rates of 

ammunition, medicines, and other materials typical of urban combat.  Here the joint 
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commander must ensure that his maintenance and supply system can support 

requirements in excess of five times that normally experienced in other environments.  

Additionally, he must ensure that operational lines of communication into and out of the 

urban environment remain secure throughout the tactical action.  In Hue, this was the 

difference between winning and losing.  Tactical security challenges to logistics support 

within cities are guaranteed to be abundant.  In this vein, every soldier, sailor, airman, or 

Marine in the environment must be thoroughly trained in individual and small unit 

defense and protection measures.  They must be familiar with the ROE and comfortable 

with employing their weapons where and when required.  The Commander of Marine 

Forces, Panama facilitated this before Operation Just Cause by requiring all units to 

participate in live fire, scenario driven drills in Spanish twice each week.   

 Logistical planners should seek to reduce their burden by using available local 

infrastructure and host nation support.  This includes not only airstrip and port facilities 

but also hospitals and factory kitchens.  Unfortunately, third world areas such as Somalia 

rarely have the infrastructure needed to support their own populace, let alone U.S. forces.  

In such cases, logistics planning becomes even more critical.  Such planning must also 

account for population control along the main supply routes. 

 High casualties and rapid force exhaustion also characterize urban combat.  The 

joint commander should establish a combat replacement system that provides personnel 

that are properly trained for urban combat.  Sending fresh recruits into an urban fight, as 

during the battle for Hue, produces unnecessary casualties.  Mass casualty evacuation and 

treatment are also valid concerns in urban fighting.  Although the services acknowledge 

that combatant and noncombatant casualties in mid to high intensity urban conflict are 
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exceptionally high, they have done little to address the need for urban specific evacuation 

and mass casualty requirements.265  

 Joint logistics planning should include a detailed plan for refugee support.  The 

care and consideration given to noncombatants can determine which side they choose to 

support.  Planning for noncombatants should include feeding, clothing, and housing them 

as well as providing for their medical needs.  Noncombatant burials are also a JFC 

responsibility, and are critical to prevent the spread of disease.   

Force Protection 

 Establishing a robust intelligence (particularly HUMINT) network that can 

ascertain the intentions and capabilities of enemies and potential enemies is the most 

effective method of protecting the force within the urban battlespace.  Where possible, 

surveillance, reconnaissance and intelligence assets should collect on the threat and the 

noncombatant populace.  Moreover, the JFC should emphasize the need for operational 

security, and develop and execute a robust counter-intelligence plan.   

 To preserve tactical combat power, the JFC should employ operational maneuver 

to isolate the urban objective area for the duration of the operation. He should also give 

serious consideration to positioning and maintaining a reserve force that can move to 

support tactical forces that encounter unexpected resistance or difficulties.  The JFC 

should avoid the temptation to adopt a siege mentality or substitute lethal fires for more 

constructive force protection measures.  Instead, he should employ information 

operations to facilitate obtaining his objective.  The joint force should positively engage 
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the noncombatants and ensure that its actions maintain the support or neutrality of the 

local populace.   

 Because of the increased dangers of disease and fatigue when fighting in the city, 

the JFC should seek to mitigate their effects in the development of his force protection 

plan.  The joint force staff should plan for regular unit rotations in long-term operations.  

The staff should also address preventive and combat medicine measures in the course of 

their planning to preserve combat power.    

 Finally, the operational commander must ensure that his tactical forces have what 

they need to fight and win, from specialized munitions to appropriate immunizations for 

the area and conditions.  He should issue ROE that preserve his force but do not alienate 

the local populace.  Wherever possible, he should give his tactical commanders the 

ability to employ non-lethal weapons.  The joint commander cannot assume that the 

service component forces provided have adequate training in urban combat.  He must 

ensure they are given that training prior to their employment if not prior to their 

deployment.      

Where From Here? 

 Preparing for operational success in the urban environment is not the 

responsibility of the JFCs alone.  The doctrine, organization, training, equipment, and 

supporting infrastructure of the individual services remain the Title X responsibilities of 

the service chiefs.  Each service chief should examine their operating forces to ensure 

that they are providing the JFC units and personnel capable of successfully performing 

operations in urban areas.  
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 Doctrine   

The three case studies reveal the lack of realistic, coherent service doctrines for 

conducting combat operations in cities.  Given the political incentives for third world 

leaders and non-state actors to fight the U.S. in urban areas, the services must field forces 

that operate with sound doctrine.  Current urban warfare doctrine remains inadequate.  

The warfighting CinCs should push the services to remedy this deficiency.  New doctrine 

must promote the ability to fluidly shift missions across the spectrum of conflict with 

ease.  Doctrine must cease treating MOUT as a “terrain set.”  It should instead recognize 

that MOUT is combat within a complex system involving humanitarian, economic, 

political, and cultural aspects atypical of other types of warfare.  Viewing urban 

operations from a terrain perspective promotes over reliance on firepower with little 

regard for civilian casualties and collateral damage.  Urban warfare cannot be divided 

into high intensity and low intensity operations with a separate doctrine for each.  The 

very nature of the city dictates that regardless of what “end” of the spectrum of conflict 

you enter on, you are sure to confront challenges at the other end as well.  Finally, valid 

urban doctrine must address the requirements of managing large civilian populaces and 

their infrastructure.266   

Organization   

Unified commands must recognize the strengths of available service component 

forces and organize and employ them accordingly.  Each of the case studies indicates that 

“urban warfare necessitates task organization of disparate elements to lower levels than is 
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normally the case in other environments.”267  Existing service MOUT doctrine does not 

task organize units below the battalion level, but history demonstrates that units must be 

task organized down to the platoon level or below in order to be effective in urban 

combat.  If the services fail to organize their forces accordingly, then the JFCs will have 

to do it.  Where possible, the service chiefs should assign a “force package” to the JFC 

that is tailored and trained specifically for the unique demands of the city.  As the 

probability of urban operations increases, this would be a prudent investment in future 

capability. 

Given the complexities of fighting in the city, DoD should develop units that are 

optimized for this type of warfare.  If service units organized specifically for urban 

combat can also meet the demands of other types of warfare, then mandating that the 

services organize and train to meet the worst-case urban scenario would be the best 

alternative.  If they are not, DoD should designate specific joint and service organizations 

to perform this vital role by creating a template for a joint urban task force.  Finally, DoD 

should determine if the current number of military police, counter-intelligence, PSYOP, 

civil affairs, medical, and incident response personnel is sufficient to conduct sustained 

operations in a large-scale urban environment.  The Defense Department can best address 

any personnel shortcomings in these "high urban value" occupational specialties by 

petitioning Congress for an increase in defense end strength and cutting structure from 

organizations whose skill sets are less likely to be needed in future military operations.  

DoD and the services should continue to exploit the unique qualifications many reservists 

bring while addressing this shortfall.           

                                                 
 267 Glenn, Combat in Hell, 22. 
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Training   

Current urban training is inadequate.  Edward Luttwak noted that the U.S. 

operation in Panama was characterized by “the grossly excessive use of firepower.”  He 

attributed this to improper training.268  Similarly, American service members in Panama 

were uneasy about using stun grenades because they had not trained with these non-lethal 

devices.269  The majority of Army units participating in training rotations at the Fort Polk 

Joint Readiness Training Center’s MOUT facility demonstrated severe shortcomings 

during the latter half of 1997.270  The service chiefs should act to remedy these 

deficiencies.     

The individual services as well as the joint command headquarters should be 

innovative in their approaches to urban training at the operational level.  Police actions, 

population control, law enforcement, urban patrolling and similar civil and humanitarian 

actions should be included in all conventional urban training scenarios.  Existing MOUT 

facilities are inadequate for anything beyond battalion level tactical training.  Creating 

fully realistic urban facilities will likely remain impractical.  Consequently, commanders 

should conduct reasonable training in actual cities, while operational planners make 

extensive use of computer simulations and similar training aids.  Crew served weapons 

training for tanks and armored vehicles should include MOUT scenarios.  Military 

personnel should be trained in the munitions characteristics of their primary weapons in 

order to minimize collateral damage. 

                                                 
 268 Edward N. Luttwak, “Just Cause - A Military Score Sheet.”  The Washington Post  (31 
December 1989), C4.  
 269 Preysler, Going Down Town, 22. 
 270 Glenn, Marching Under Darkening Skies, 13. 
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Intensive MOUT training must be given to the infantryman, as he is the only 

weapon system that can discriminate between an enemy and a noncombatant in close 

proximity.  Marines and soldiers should participate in scenario driven drills that take 

them back and forth along the spectrum of conflict.  They must know when and how to 

adjust their protective posture.  They must know when to engage a target and when not 

to.  Simply put, decision-making in high stress urban scenarios must become intuitive to 

them, and this can only be accomplished through repetition.  More than in any other 

environment, individual tactical proficiency is a significant operational level concern in 

urban conflicts.  The presence of noncombatants and the media in the battlespace make it 

possible for individual actions to have a direct strategic impact.       

In order to manage noncombatants appropriately, the services should also develop 

urban training programs that include classes on group dynamics and human behavior.  

Friendly forces are likely to encounter crowds throughout the city that are driven by 

distinctly different motives.  Some will be hired or pressured into harassing other 

noncombatants or friendly forces by the warring factions or special interest groups.  

Others will be genuinely inspired by a “cause.”  Still others will be opportunists seeking 

little more than a chance to loot or pillage.  Civil affairs training must incorporate not 

only how to recognize the difference between such crowds, but also how to manage each 

particular group. 

 Equipment   

New equipment should be designed with the urban environment in mind.  DoD 

should scrutinize its current and future weapons programs for their applicability in the 

urban environment.  This is particularly true for communications and information 
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systems.  Urban infrastructure severely impedes FM and global positioning satellite 

(GPS) communications, making simple of command and control functions problematic.  

Service equipment programs should also exploit means of visualizing urban battlefield 

information.  Tactical and operational commanders should be able to obtain the 

information they need to prosecute the fight without having to read through reams of 

intelligence material.  Advances in unmanned aerial vehicles, fiber optics and non-

reflective x-ray technologies offer promise as reconnaissance and intelligence collection 

tools that can help distinguish between the enemy and noncombatants.  Unmanned aerial 

vehicles may also be used to deliver both lethal and non-lethal operational fires.  

Despite the fact that the infantryman is the most capable weapon on the urban 

battlefield, the U.S. defense budget habitually neglects individual weapons and 

equipment in lieu of high-technology systems with little applicability in the urban fight. 

Since the end of World War II, infantrymen have called for a lightweight breaching 

device that will create a small hole in walls.  Although this technology has long been 

available, the requirement remains unfilled.  The urban fight revolves around the 

individual Marine and soldier, yet he is inadequately equipped for the fight.  He needs to 

become more mobile, more lethal and better protected.   

While becoming more lethal, he should also have more options across the range 

of lethality.  New munitions offer great potential for incorporating flexibility into both 

individual and crew served weapons systems.  Existing munitions should be modified to 

afford greater accuracy and to reduce collateral damage.  The U.S. should leverage 

technology to address the urban rules of engagement dilemma by pursuing non-lethal 

weapons.  Just as the JFC provides the President with an alternative (conventional force) 
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between a strongly worded diplomatic letter and a nuclear attack, the services must 

provide the Marine or soldier with an alternative between "kill or be killed."  "When in 

doubt, shoot" could be a viable rule of engagement in most urban environments if a "set 

phaser to stun" option were available.  Similarly, the services should procure a single 

weapon capable of firing both lethal and non-lethal munitions without needing to do 

more than flip a selector switch.  Non-lethal technologies should be available at all levels 

of conflict.  Non-lethal area denial systems, for example, might substitute for land mines 

and help isolate cities and reduce civilian casualties.271 

Finally, service procurement representatives should not assume that any future 

adversary will be technologically dependent.  Intelligence, communications, and weapons 

systems geared to collect information from or attack high technology equipment will be 

of little value against an enemy who communicates by messenger and fights exclusively 

with small arms.  Aideed demonstrated this fact when he effectively thwarted U.S. 

SIGINT efforts by merely turning off his radios in Mogadishu.  Similarly, weapons that 

reduce power grids and similar infrastructure would be of little value in an environment 

like Somalia where there is no such infrastructure to reduce.  This is not to say that such 

systems are not useful, but U.S. forces should avoid a dependency on them and seek 

alternatives for less sophisticated environments.       

Conclusion 

 Shaping the battlespace at the operational level is critically important to attaining 

strategic objectives in urban conflicts.  Too frequently, poor operational battlespace 

                                                 
 271 Gen Anthony C. Zinni, USMC, “Views of the Commander-in-Chief, U.S. Central 
Command,”Lecture presented at the Marine Corps Command and Staff College, Quantico, VA, 9 
September 1999.  

 166



preparation leads to tactical actions that are counterproductive to strategic goals.  

Operational command and control should facilitate the timely direction of highly 

decentralized tactical forces involved in execution.  Where unity of command cannot be 

achieved among non-governmental and private volunteer organizations, the joint 

commander must establish unity of effort.   

The commander should direct a purposeful operational intelligence effort and be 

willing to use the knowledge it provides him to complement his intuitive decision making 

process.  Operational fires and maneuver must exploit the employment of both lethal and 

non-lethal means (most notably information operations) to isolate the threat force while 

maintaining the support or neutrality of noncombatants in the battlespace.  Putting U.S. 

service members in a situation where they must choose between firing indiscriminately 

into a crowd of noncombatants or watching their fellow soldiers or Marines die is 

ludicrous.  Choosing the latter will obviously bring about tactical defeat.  Choosing the 

former will likely alienate a noncombatant populace whose support or neutrality is 

critical to attaining strategic objectives.  The urban battle requires materiel resupply at 

rates in excess of five times that experienced in other environments.  Thus, the joint 

commander must establish a robust logistics plan, over lines of communication that he 

has secured, and that are capable of supporting not only friendly forces, but the 

noncombatant populace as well.  

 Demographic trends indicate that the United States should expect to fight more 

frequently in the urban environment.  Thus far, the U.S. has been fortunate.  Only on rare 

occasions has a situation arisen that required it to commit military forces to urban areas in 

less than near-total war conditions.  In many of those cases, the U.S. has failed to achieve 
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its objectives.  Operations in Lebanon and Somalia indicate that the American Armed 

Forces are not adequately prepared for urban conflict.  The U.S. military owes it to the 

National Command Authority and to the American public to provide a useful military 

option in the urban environment.  If the U.S. wants the ability to project power in urban 

areas, all organizations and “communities,” representing each of the nation’s elements of 

power, must become involved in developing the tools needed to win the street fight.  
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Glossary 

adats.  A Chechen social system of unwritten customs.  A code of honor more rigidly 
followed than western rule of law. 

airpower.   Physical or moral force derived from the employment of aviation assets. 
battlespace.  That space within which a commander maneuvers and employs fires in 

order to attain his objectives.  This space is multi-dimensional including the ground, 
sea, subsurface, air, space, and cyberspace dimensions. 

centers of gravity.  Those characteristics, capabilities, or localities from which a state, 
organization, individual or military force derives its freedom of action, physical 
strength, or will to fight or resist.  

combined.  Established relationship between two or more forces or agencies of two or 
more allies.  (When all allies or services are not involved, the participating nations 
and services shall be identified, e.g., Combined Navies.) 

command and control.  The exercise of authority and direction by a properly designated 
commander over assigned and attached forces in the accomplishment of the mission.  
Command and control functions are performed through an arrangement of personnel, 
equipment, communications, facilities, and procedures employed by a commander in 
planning, directing, coordinating, and controlling forces and operations in the 
accomplishment of the mission.  Also called C2. 

critical vulnerability.  Vital requirements to the adversary’s force which friendly 
military forces are capable of neutralizing, interdicting or attacking so as to reduce 
an adversaries center of gravity in such a manner as to achieve decisive results. 

Darod.  A Somali clan organization.     
fires.  The employment of lethal or non-lethal weapons. 
force protection.  Security program designed to protect Service members, civilian 

employees, family members, facilities, and equipment, in all locations and situations, 
accomplished through planned and integrated application of combating terrorism, 
physical security, operations security, personal protective services, and supported by 
intelligence, counterintelligence, and other security programs. 

Habr Gidr.  A Somali clan organization.  
intelligence.  1.  The product resulting from the collection, processing, integration, 

analysis, evaluation, and interpretation of available information concerning foreign 
countries or areas.  2.  Information and knowledge about an adversary obtained 
through observation, investigation, analysis, or understanding. 

joint.  Activities, operations, organizations, etc., in which elements of two or more 
Military Departments participate. 
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logistics.  The science of planning and carrying out the movement and maintenance of 
forces.  In its most comprehensive sense, those aspects of military operations that 
deal with:  a.  design and development, acquisition, storage, movement, distribution, 
maintenance, evacuation, and disposition of materiel; b.  movement, evacuation, and 
hospitalization of personnel; c.  acquisition or construction, maintenance, operation, 
and dispositions of facilities; and d.  acquisition of furnishing of services. 

maneuver.  1.  A movement to place ships or aircraft in a position of advantage over the 
enemy.  2.  A tactical exercise carried out at sea, in the air, on the ground, or on a 
map in imitation of war.  3.  The operation of a ship, aircraft, or vehicle, to cause it to 
perform desired movements.  4.  Employment of forces on the battlefield through 
movement in combination with fire, or fire potential, to achieve a position of 
advantage in respect to the enemy in order to accomplish the mission. 

national command authorities.  The President and the Secretary of Defense or their 
duly deputized alternates or successors.   

operational level of war.  The level of war at which campaigns and major operations are 
planned, conducted, and sustained to accomplish strategic objectives within theaters 
or areas of operations.  Activities at this level link tactics and strategy by establishing 
operations objectives needed to accomplish the strategic objectives, sequencing 
events to achieve the operational objectives, initiating actions, and applying 
resources to bring about and sustain these events.  These activities imply a broader 
dimension of time or space than do tactics; they ensure the logistic and 
administrative support of tactical forces, and provide the means by which tactical 
successes are exploited to achieve strategic objectives. 

strategic level of war.  The level of war at which a nation, often as a member of a group 
of nations, determines national or multinational (alliance or coalition) security 
objectives and guidance, and develops and uses national resources to accomplish 
these objectives.  Activities at this level establish national and multinational military 
objectives; sequence initiatives; define limits and assess risks for the use of military 
and other instruments of national power; develop global plans or theater war plans to 
achieve these objectives; and provide military forces and other capabilities in 
accordance with strategic plans. 

tactical level of war.  The level of war at which battles and engagements are planned and 
executed to accomplish military objectives assigned to tactical units or task forces.  
Activities at this level focus on the ordered arrangement and maneuver of combat 
elements in relation to each other and to the enemy to achieve combat objectives. 

tiep.  A Chechen familial organization based on ancestral lands. 
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Acronyms and Abbreviations 

AOR   Area of Responsibility 
ARVN   Army of the Republic of Vietnam 
CA    Civil Affairs 
CAP   Combined Action Program or Combined Action Platoon 
CBIRF  Chemical-Biological Incident Response Force 
CENTCOM  U.S. Central Command 
CinC   Commander in Chief 
CJTF   Commander of Joint Task Force 
COIN   Counter Insurgency Operations 
CONUS  Continental United States 
COTS   Commercial-off-the-shelf 
CS    Combat Support 
CSS   Combat Service Support 
C2    Command and Control 
C2W   Command and Control Warfare 
C3    Command, Control, and Communications 
C3I    C3 and Intelligence 
C4    Command, Control, Communications, and Computers 
C4I    C4 and Intelligence 
C4ISR   C4I and Surveillance and Reconnaissance 
DoD   Department of Defense 
FSK   Federal Counterintelligence Service (Russia) 
GPS   Global Positioning System 
GRF   Ground Reaction Force 
HIC   High Intensity Conflict 
HMMWV  High Mobility Multi-Purpose Wheeled Vehicle 
HRO   Humanitarian Relief Organization 
HRS   Humanitarian Relief Sector 
HUMINT  Human Intelligence 
IMINT  Image Intelligence 
IO    Information Operations 
ISR    Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance 
IW    Information Warfare 
JFC   Joint Forces Commander 
JSTARS  Joint Surveillance Target Attack Radar System 
LIC    Low Intensity Conflict 
LOC   Line of Communication 
MACV  Military Assistance Command, Vietnam 
MIC   Mid Intensity Conflict 
MLRS   Multiple Launch Rocket System 
MOD   Ministry of Defense (Russia) 
MOS   Military Occupational Specialty 
MOOTW  Military Operations Other Than War 
MOUT  Military Operations on Urbanized Terrain 
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MRC   Major Regional Contingency 
MTW    Major Theater War 
MVD   Ministry of Internal Affairs (Russia) 
NATO   North Atlantic Treaty Organization 
NBC   Nuclear, Biological, Chemical 
NCA   National Command Authorities 
NCMD  North Caucasus Military District (Russia) 
NCO   Noncommissioned Officer 
NGO   Nongovernmental Organization 
NVA   North Vietnamese Army 
OAF   Operation Allied Force 
OJC   Operation Just Cause 
OOTW  Operations Other Than War 
OPSEC  Operational Security 
ORH   Operation Restore Hope 
OSD   Office of the Secretary of Defense 
PA    Public Affairs 
PDF   Panamanian Defense Force 
PGM   Precision Guided Munition 
PSYOP  Psychological Operations 
PVO   Private Volunteer Organization 
QRF   Quick Reaction Force 
RMA   Revolution in Military Affairs 
RPG   Rocket Propelled Grenade 
RPV   Remotely Piloted Vehicle 
ROE   Rules of Engagement 
SAM   Surface-to-Air Missile 
SIGINT  Signals Intelligence 
SITREP  Situation Report 
SNA   Somali National Alliance 
SOF   Special Operations Forces 
SSC   Small Scale Contingencies 
SSO   Support and Stability Operations 
TOW   Tube-launched, Optically-tracked, Wire-guided Antitank  

   Missile 
TTP   Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures 
UAV   Unmanned Aerial Vehicle 
UN    United Nations 
UNITAF  Unified Task Force 
UNOSOM  United Nations Operation in Somalia 
VC    Viet Cong 
WMD   Weapons of Mass Destruction 
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