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Shock & Awe, Maneuver, and Guerrillas

The pace of action in Iraq will slow over the next couple of days as heavy wind and dust storms drive through the region from the west and north.  But there will be combat despite the storms and in their aftermath the US 3rd Division and other elements of the US V Army Corps should be prepared to launch the Battle of Baghdad against Iraq’s Republican Guard.

The US led coalition war to liberate Iraq has now been underway for about 5 days, having begun last Wednesday night with a sudden attack on one of Saddam’s command bunkers in Baghdad, where the coalition had strong intelligence indicating that President Hussein and his top deputies were inside. Some forty Tomahawks were fired from ships at sea to smother the surface of the compound, while two F-117 Stealth Fighters dropped 2,000 pound GBU-27 Bunker Buster bombs to penetrate into the command bunker itself.

Thus far, we have seen no use of illegal weapons of mass destruction and only a handful of oil well fires –just enough to cast interesting palls of smoke across the battlefield as part of the theatrical image of war. This may change, but Saddam is playing the victim card against the American “Imperial Bully” and use of WMD and widespread destruction of his own infrastructure would destroy world sympathy for his cause.

About that moon; it is a good thing that Central Command took back the moonfilled night and that moonlessness is no longer a prerequisite.  Though Baghdad had improved its air defenses, US precision munitions still got through that, and Stealth aircraft still operated around it, while the full moon made it much easier for the 3rd Infantry’s mechanized columns to find their way swiftly across the desert expanses west of the Euphrates. Centcom took the discussion by SIRIUS and other analysts and used that as a means of effecting surprise on Saddam and the Iraqi military command:  they have their surprises, too, as we have already found and shall see in coming days.
Central Command has decided to wage an aggressive maneuver war campaign, with the 3rd Squadron of the 7th Cavalry Regiment leading American armor up to the vicinity of Baghdad. There is fighting today around Karbala, the holiest city of the Shiites and lying some 40 miles from Baghdad. There, elements of the US 3rd Division are seeking to engage and destroy the Iraqi Republican Guard’s Medina Luminous Division. At cities along the route, the US has found Iraqi regular army divisions dug in to resist, but the Army and 1st Marines seized bridges across the Euphrates and took the city of Nasiriyah. 

This is the real shock and awe of rapid armored maneuver warfare: that Blitzkrieg thing. And the war has reached its nominally ugliest moment when all the bad things soldiers expect and provide for hit the networks, which were beguiled by the theater of the Baghdad night attacks and their partial understanding of Shock & Awe. But we have seen a bad fragging incident in the 101st Division’s base camp and a detachment of mechanics ambushed with 5 captives and several corpses pictured over the networks –some of the corpses had bullet holes in the center of their foreheads indicating they may have been executed. We have seen friendly fire and in-flight crashes of helicopters.  Everything bizarre that happens in any war is happening in this one, too.
Iraq is putting up a harder fight than most expected. Some fight out of fear of Saddam’s revenge, others out of genuine patriotism, others out of loyalty and a vested interest in the regime; but they are fighting and in many cases fighting hard and well. Readers should understand that US and British casualties are going to be substantially higher than in 1991. 
The coalition forces were ready for that, even if some analysts gave the impression that this would be an easy ride.  In particular, the Republican Guard and a new paramilitary, the Fedayeen, have practiced up on guerrilla warfare tactics since 1991 and are now fighting an asymmetrical war along the battle front, and against the American supply columns.  The US has already gathered evidence that the Fedayeen and other of Saddam’s forces have been freshly supplied with new night vision goggles, anti-tank rockets and GPS satellite guidance jamming systems, from our good friends in Moscow.  The manufacturer of this gear is owned by the Russian military and Mr Bush has already expressed his dismay to President Putin, in no uncertain terms. Americans are dying because of this treacherous opportunism.
The Apaches, Sioux and any other outnumbered and outgunned protagonist in a war have always practiced hit and run tactics of guerrilla war. They attack weak links to deliver their force against the opponent’s weakness –an asymmetric application of power. In this case, an armored force’s weak link is its fuel supply columns; a tank without gas is impotent. Stray support units in the logistic columns are also targets of opportunity.
One attack against an Apache helicopter battalion was taken right out of the Mogadishu experience: Militiamen lay on a flat roof armed with rocket propelled grenade launchers and Kalashnikov assault rifles and managed to give the choppers a good scare. At least one of the AH-64D Apache Longbow crews had to make a forced landing and its two officers are not accounted for. They got out and may be attempting to evade capture until rescue is possible.

The US understands guerrilla warfare and the problem of strikes against its long supply columns and will respond by tightening up convoy discipline; these strikes will not materially delay implementation of the coalition’s maneuver operations, vexing as they may be. In a maneuver over a large area –and 3rd Division is driving almost 350 miles from Kuwait to Baghdad—the battle space is analogous to the sea.  Combat brigades operate like battle fleets and supply columns must be operated like naval supply convoys, on tight schedules, with intermediate way points –like harbors—in order to provide maximum security, and predictable delivery. The columns should be properly escorted and with plenty of helicopter gunships overhead, to suppress enemy guerrilla attacks or to neutralize their effects.
Southern and Western Iraq is dotted with well-developed air bases built during Iraq’s long war with Iran.  The US has already occupied the H-1, H-2 and H-3 bases in the western desert, and Fallujah and Talil in the southern desert west of Kuwait.  These bases provide secure way-stations analogous to island harbors.  Supplies and reinforcements can “island hop” as needed, as can the airmobile brigades of the 101st Airmobile and 82nd Airborne Divisions. Emergency replenishment of ammunition and fuel can even be delivered via these airfields as the military equivalent of “Federal Express.”

These guerrillas are, of necessity, light, mobile groups and can cause inconvenience and lurid headlines when they pounce on American targets of opportunity, but they cannot shut down this armored campaign; they cannot prevent Saddam’s forthcoming defeat.
Apocalyptic Images

Immediately, the Iraqi-controlled TV pool camera, already rolling, focused in on the pillars of fireball and smoke rising in a brightly lit night sky, under a full moon. It was dramatic and reporters on the networks immediately began speculating about our much previewed “shock & awe” campaign style:  the press had fixated on the fact that air and naval forces would fire 3000 precision munitions in two nights and mistook that for the real shock and awe (S&A) when air power and armored forces combine in combat operations: blitzkrieg and shock and awe are more or less, one and the same. 

It only became that way in the last couple of years; as of 1999, S&A proponents, including its theorists, Harlan Ullman and James Wade, thought strategic air bombardment should be partly focused on attacking civilian infrastructure as well as military command and air defense targets.  But the 78-night air campaign over Belgrade, Novi Sad and other cities in Yugoslavia demonstrated that strategic air power is not effective and that bombing power grids and water and sewage systems is both inhumane and ineffective.

In fact, once Belgraders got used to the bombing in the first couple of nights, they treated the nightly onslaughts as a fireworks show –people turn to an ironic humor in war, to get through it.

Baghdad learned quickly, in 1991’s Operation Desert Storm to let the Al Rasheed hotel camera roll and to leave the lights on so that the world could see the brutal image of bombs pummeling a helpless civilian population, and that campaign rolled on for 5 weeks. Again, in 1998, when President Clinton launched four nights of airstrikes in Operation Desert Fox, the lights of Baghdad stayed on, to present an apocalyptic landscape that turns the stomach of most civilized observers, world-wide.  The camera had become one of Iraq’s most effective propaganda machines.

It is these images which raise visceral pacifist sentiments in London, Paris, Berlin and other cities which were heavily bombed in World War II. And the strategic strikes largely fall on emptied-out government buildings: the US appears to be –and is-- punishing architecture and bouncing rubble, though it is also trying to degrade communications and air defense networks.  In fact, about 80% of these targets are a waste of energy to justify strategic air power’s portion of the defense budget, when the precision ordnance would be better applied in attacks directly on enemy ground forces. Military force should be applied to deprive the enemy of the ability to resist your forces, not to wreck edifices.

Well, the media are starting to learn that this time as Iraq has slapped very tight controls on those remaining in Baghdad.  Saddam’s propagandists threw a CNN team out for attempting to shoot videotape independently from images Iraq was providing to the media pool.

Even as the networks continued to prattle on about the Baghdad bombings as being S&A, the images took on a surreal aspect with that full moon and light clouds overhead:  the cityscape could not have been better realized by Federico Fellini or Salvador Dali.  Yet civilians were not getting killed. Now most of us know that the video images are a means of propaganda.  Further, fires from oil-filled trenches waft a pall of black smoke across that camera’s field of view, adding further “set dressing” to the theatrical tableau.
Until Baghdad 1991, cities under threat of bombing always practiced blackouts to attempt to deceive the enemy’s bombers.  The effect of leaving the lights on has one beneficial side effect: the downtown targets are clearly differentiable from the lights of the neighborhood, as any airline passenger has seen during night flights in America, Europe or anywhere. Commentators can thus credibly report to the world whether civilians are at risk or not. 

But it is clear that US planners have to take another long look at the effectiveness of heavily bombing enemy capital cities; whether the punitive effect is worth the trade-off of negative international opinion, when what planners really want is to rapidly cripple the enemy’s combat capabilities. SIRIUS continues to believe that “Strategic Air Power” is mostly mythic, an expensive tail wagging the big black dog of maneuver war.
Snippets:

It took through Saturday for the US to degrade the Baghdad air defense system, but by Sunday, its warning sirens were no longer predicting the arrival of each new US attack. As we head into Monday night there, CNN indicates that the system appears to be degraded.

Lastly, in Sunday’s Washington Times, Arnaud DeBorchgrave reported that an American Church-led pacifist group emerged from Baghdad via Amman, Jordan with so much videotaped testimony from Iraqis longing for their imminent liberation by the US, that the Peace group had changed its position to supporting Mr. Bush’s war for liberation.
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