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Preface

Soon after Operation IRAQI FREEDOM (OIF) began in March 2003, RAND
Arroyo Center began a research project at the request of the U.S. Army. This project
set out to prepare an authoritative account of the planning and execution of combat
and stability operations in Iraq and to identify key issues that could affect Army plans
and goals, operational concepts, doctrine, and other Title 10 responsibilities.

The resulting body of work will interest those involved in organizing, training, and
equipping military forces to plan for, deploy to, participate in, and support joint and
multinational operations. Although focused primarily on Army forces and activities,
the analysis also describes other aspects of joint and multinational operations. RAND
analysts collected the information in these volumes from many sources, including unit
after-action reports, compilations of lessons learned, official databases, media reports,
other contemporary records, and interviews with key participants in OIF.

This report, which is based on unclassified source material only, presents a sum-
mary of a larger, five-volume study on OIF that drew from both classified and unclas-
sified sources. It traces the operation from its root causes in the first Gulf War through
operations up to approximately the end of June 2004. It addresses strategy, planning, and
organization for OIF; examines air and ground force operations; reports on personnel,
deployment, and logistics issues; describes coalition operations; discusses the occupation
that followed combat operations; and considers civil-military operations. The analysis
is based on reviews of contemporary records and interviews with key participants in
OIF. The research was completed in October 2004 and the final draft was submitted in
January 2006. Also, since the research was completed and recommendations formulated
several years ago, the situation is likely to have changed. Some recommendations might
already have been implemented in whole or in part.

The purpose of this analysis is to find out where problems occurred and to sug-
gest possibilities to improve planning and operations in the future. The results of such
analysis can seem therefore to be overly focused on the negative. This should not be
taken to mean that no good was done. In fact, dedicated U.S. and coalition person-
nel, both military and civilian, engaged in many positive and constructive activities,
individually and collectively. That this analysis does not highlight all those activities
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should not in any way detract from their value. Our focus, however, remains on find-
ing ways to improve.

This research was co-sponsored by the Deputy Chief of Staff, G-3, U.S. Army,
and the Deputy Chief of Staff, G-8, U.S. Army. It was conducted in RAND Arroyo
Center’s Strategy, Doctrine, and Resources Program. RAND Arroyo Center, part of
the RAND Corporation, is a federally funded research and development center spon-
sored by the United States Army.

For more information on RAND Arroyo Center, contact the Director of Oper-
ations (telephone 310-393-0411, extension 6419; FAX 310-451-6952; email Marcy_
Agmon@rand.org), or visit Arroyo’s website at http://www.rand.org/ard.html.

The Project Unique Identification Code (PUIC) for the project that produced this
document is DAMOAXO003.
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Summary

On March 19, 2003, coalition forces launched Operation IRAQI FREEDOM (OIF)
to rid Iraq of its weapons of mass destruction, as well as to topple Saddam Hussein’s
regime and replace it with a democracy. As the title of this work suggests, the coalition
achieved a decisive victory against Iraqi military forces, which led to the collapse of
Saddam’s regime, but it struggled subsequently to secure the peace. This monograph
provides a historical account of OIF from its roots in the 1990s and of postwar activi-
ties through the end of June 2004. As this timing would suggest, the combat phase
receives more treatment than does the period after major combat. Along the way, the
document offers a number of observations about different aspects of the war and its
aftermath, raises several major questions (featured below) about both, and concludes
with a series of recommendations.

Genesis: Was OIF Inevitable?

No, but it was predictable, almost as soon as the first Gulf War ended with Saddam’s
regime largely intact. Wars do not occur spontaneously. Even when precipitated by a
sudden event—such as the invasion of Kuwait or the attack on Pearl Harbor—they
typically have their roots in events that occurred years or decades before the fighting
begins. War in Iraq is no exception. As was the case with World War II, the seeds of the
second Gulf War were sown in the first. But the picture is more complex than that. A
decade of efforts to contain the regime of Saddam Hussein, although largely successtul,
produced a sense of frustration in the West over his seeming ability to thwart United
Nations sanctions imposed on Iraq and retain his iron grip on that country. This was
all compounded by the perception that Saddam Hussein was continuing to develop
and stockpile weapons of mass destruction and by the events of 9/11.

Containment was always only one aspect of U.S. policy toward Iraq following
Operation DESERT STORM. Regime change was the other part of the equation—
endorsed by three U.S. presidents during the interwar years—and its importance
increased relative to containment in the years before the second Gulf War. Although
regime change did not become official government policy until 1998, the United States

XiX
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was clearly interested in removing Saddam from power even before the first Gulf War
ended. Over the course of twelve years, it supported a variety of attempts to remove
Saddam, ranging from covert attempts at regime change to overt support of external
opposition groups. However, all of these efforts to get rid of Saddam failed. The decid-
ing factor was the terrorist attacks in the United States on September 11, 2001. These
hardened U.S. resolve to oust Saddam Hussein, and that resolve led directly to OIF in
2003.

The United States had developed and enhanced a strong military coalition
structure, as well as a robust infrastructure, in the Middle East following DESERT
STORM. This buildup made it almost impossible for Saddam Hussein to contem-
plate military action outside Irag’s borders and greatly facilitated the U.S.-led offensive
against Iraq in 2003. As a result of Operation SOUTHERN WATCH (OSW), as well
as more limited U.S. and coalition military responses to Iraqi violations of UN agree-
ments, the U.S. military presence in the Gulf region grew substantially in the early-to-
mid 1990s. Although these forces consisted primarily of U.S. air and naval elements,
the U.S. Army’s contingency presence included several Patriot air defense batteries and
a battalion task force that intermittently deployed to Kuwait for exercise INTRINSIC
ACTION. In 1991, the United States also deployed forces to Irag’s northern flank in
support of Operation NORTHERN WATCH. Conducted from Incirlik Air Base in
southeast Turkey, NORTHERN WATCH was primarily a U.S. Air Force operation
that gradually declined in size throughout much of the 1990s.

Although the United States withdrew its forces from Dhahran and Riyadh and
consolidated them at Prince Sultan Air Base in Saudi Arabia, U.S. access to other states
on the Arabian Peninsula—Kuwait, Bahrain, the United Arab Emirates, and Qatar—
expanded as a result of the first Gulf War. This expansion of America’s presence in the
region indicated not only that the United States appeared to have learned lessons from
the first Gulf War, but also that many Gulf States recognized and accepted the U.S.
role as guardian of the region. For instance, U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM)
established its forward headquarters in Kuwait at Camp Doha, where it prepositioned
combat equipment for a heavy brigade. In addition, the expanded U.S. footprint in the
Gulf enabled joint training between the United States and the Gulf States, improving
readiness and capability for any planned military action in the region.

Planning: Why Was the Planning Process So Effective in Producing a
Quick and Decisive Defeat of Iraqi Military Forces Yet So Ineffective in
Preparing for Postwar Operations?

It was not a lack of planning for either combat (also called Phase III) or postwar (also
called Phase IV) operations that led to the coalition’s military forces—triumphant
in all major combat operations—being unprepared for the immediate postwar chal-
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lenges. Instead, problems arose from the failure of the planning process to identify
resource requirements for the transition from combat to postcombat operations, as well
as from the failure to challenge assumptions about what postwar Iraq would look like.

Prewar interagency planning and collaboration for the postwar lacked unity of
effort and fell far short of what was necessary. The failures of the interagency process,
however, do not explain why the military was ill prepared to respond to security con-
cerns that arose in the immediate aftermath of major combat operations. The success of
the ground campaign in OIF demonstrates the importance of military planning as an
effective guide to how battles should be prosecuted and war fought. However, a prefer-
ence for planning the major combat operations first and foremost, leaving stabilization
efforts (some of which have to be undertaken during the war) to be planned afterward,
leaves the military ill prepared to complete the overarching postwar task, namely, win-
ning the peace—the ultimate object of war. Simply put, winning battles does not nec-
essarily translate into winning wars. Missions, responsibilities, and resources need to
be planned as thoroughly for the postcombat phases as they are for combat operations.

Most notable was the absence of any serious discussion of the size of the force
required to secure the peace following major combat operations. General Tommy
Franks, the CENTCOM commander, did mention at one point that he expected to
have 250,000 troops in Iraq after major combat ended. However, these were the forces
dedicated to the invasion and defeat of Saddam Hussein’s forces, not necessarily the
number and type of forces needed to secure the peace. Optimistic assumptions about
how coalition forces would be greeted, the postwar viability of Iraqi institutions, and
the continuing existence of the Iraqi army led planners to underestimate the number
of coalition troops and the different kinds of effort (e.g., nation-building, counterin-
surgency) needed to achieve peace.

The OIF experience, writ large, argues for a different kind of planning process.
In the changed process, political-military endstates—as well as the military and civil-
ian forces needed to achieve, maintain, and secure those endstates and, therewith, the
peace—should be the primary focus of any operational plan from its inception. One
implication of this conclusion is that the military may have to share the lead in opera-
tional planning with others. Another is that such planning should be embedded within
an effective interagency process.

Decisive Victory: How Could Such a Small Coalition Force Achieve Such
a Quick and Decisive Victory with So Few Casualties?

Iraq might have seemed formidable in 1990, but a decade later it presented a differ-
ent picture. It had lost large amounts of military equipment that it could not replace
due to sanctions imposed by the United Nations. It no longer exerted control over the
Kurdish-inhabited north, where two Iraqi corps focused on defensive operations. Its
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air force was decrepit, and its navy had practically ceased to exist. Simultaneously, the
U.S. military steadily improved its capabilities over the interwar period. Not surpris-
ingly, officials within the Department of Defense were willing to approve initiating
operations in 2003 with far fewer forces than had seemed necessary in 1991.

Major combat operations in OIF began on March 19 and ended on April 14,
2003. In that short period, the entire Iraqi military structure collapsed in the face of far
superior coalition forces. The Tigris-Euphrates Valley was the region of decisive opera-
tions to defeat Iragi forces and to overthrow Saddam Hussein (see Figure S.1). In this
region, Army and Marine Corps ground and air forces, in tandem with Air Force and
Navy air forces, conducted a series of meeting engagements, often associated with key
terrain, such as river crossings, road interchanges, and centers of government power.

The Army’s 3rd Infantry Division (Mechanized) together with the 1st Marine
Division advanced rapidly through Iraq on parallel axes, supported by Task Force
Tarawa attacking on the eastern flank. They encountered strong resistance in only
a few locations, especially An Nasiriyah, As Samawah, and An Najaf. In six days,
they had advanced to An Najaf and to just south of Ad Diwaniyah. Then, an intense
sandstorm followed by driving rain severely impeded mobility and largely grounded
helicopters, although fixed-wing aircraft continued to attack important targets. Facing
the difficulty of supplying his forces over long lines of communications, Lieutenant
General William Wallace, the V Corps commander in charge of Army units advanc-
ing toward Baghdad on the western side of the Euphrates River, decided to pause
the advance while building up supplies for decisive operations against Baghdad. The
advance resumed on March 30, and by April 10 major combat had come to an end
in Baghdad. Four days later, encountering less opposition than expected, Task Force
Tripoli secured Saddam Hussein’s hometown of Tikrit.

The U.S. strategy had been to advance quickly to Baghdad, bypassing all other
cities as much as possible. CENTCOM planners had recognized that occupying urban
areas could absorb more forces than they had available. Indeed, CENTCOM ulti-
mately committed most of its operational reserve (101st Airborne Division, elements of
the 82nd Airborne Division, and Task Force Tarawa) to urban operations intended to
secure long, vulnerable lines of communication. The British contingent, built around
the 1 UK Armoured Division, focused on southern Iraq while the U.S. force advanced
northward. When urban combat occurred, it strongly resembled combat elsewhere
during the advance: violent but usually brief meeting engagements.

The story of this decisive victory includes operations on land by Army, Marine
Corps, special operations, and British forces, as well as in the air, where U.S. Air Force,
Marine Corps, Navy, Army, and coalition pilots held sway. Several important bat-
tles took place, although these were few in number given the collapse of Iraqi forces.
Nevertheless, the engagements that did take place revealed both vulnerabilities and
strengths of coalition forces; these engagements included: (1) the failed attack of the
Army’s 11th Attack Helicopter Regiment on March 23, (2) Task Force Tarawa’s battle
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in An Nasiriyah on March 23-24, (3) the seizure and subsequent defense by 1st Bri-
gade, 3rd Infantry Division of the bridgehead over the Euphrates River south of Bagh-
dad at Objective PEACH on April 2-3, (4) the April 5 “Thunder Run” by Task Force
1-64 Armor of the 2nd Brigade of 3rd Infantry Division, and (5) the April 10 attack
into northeast Baghdad by 1st Battalion, 5th Marines.

Coalition air forces struck Iraqi land forces located in the path of advancing Army,
Marine Corps, and other coalition units. Air forces also provided coalition ground
forces with some otherwise-hard-to-come-by reconnaissance information. Close air
support was a prominent mission for U.S. and coalition aircraft in this campaign. It
was extremely effective, not only in conjunction with other fire support assets but also
on its own. Fire support coordination measures employed in OIF, however, proved to
be more problematic. On balance, coalition air and ground forces worked together in
OIF better than they ever had before.

Overall, U.S. forces enjoyed crushing superiority. That said, U.S. land forces were
surprisingly small, amounting for the most part to just two divisions (3rd Infantry
Division (Mechanized) and 1st Marine Division). These relatively small forces had
enough strength to topple the regime, but they would likely have been more stressed

Figure S.1
Overview of Operation IRAQI FREEDOM, March 19 to April 14, 2003
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had the Iraqis offered greater resistance. Moreover, they lacked enough light infantry
forces to impose order when the regime fell.

The Enemy: Why Was Iraqi Resistance to the Coalition Invasion So
Weak?

The defense that Iraqis mounted against the coalition’s attack on March 19, 2003,
was surprisingly vulnerable and extraordinarily weak. During OIF, Iraq deployed its
forces largely against the Kurds and on the Iranian border, not along invasion corri-
dors through the Tigris-Euphrates Valley. Iraqi forces consisted of a mixture of Special
Republican Guards, Republican Guards, regular army, Ba’athist militia, and Fedayeen
Saddam that appeared to lack central direction. They delivered intense but poorly
aimed fire and conducted headlong assaults, often senselessly repeated despite huge
losses. The Iragi regime tried to pursue guerrilla warfare during the invasion but lacked
the popular support essential for success. Most Iraqi forces, particularly the regular
army, chose not to fight, but those that did fight often displayed reckless courage.

Although the defeat of the Iragi army surprised no one, the speed of its collapse
did. Even though the Iraqi army was in decidedly worse shape than it was at the outset
of the first Gulf War, it still had, on paper at least, forces endowed with enough capa-
bility to mount a tenacious defense. Instead, Baghdad fell in only 21 days. Even taking
the superiority of coalition forces into account, the collapse was stunning. Why did it
happen?

Analysis shows that Iraq’s rapid collapse was due to a combination of factors,
beginning with strategic miscalculations on Saddam Hussein’s part. A key blunder was
his belief that the coalition would not attack or, if it did, that it would confine opera-
tions to air attacks or an attack from the west. One consequence of this miscalculation
was that Iraqi ground forces remained maldeployed to the east and to the north; hence,
badly positioned to counter an attack from the south. If for some reason the coalition
launched a ground attack, Saddam believed his forces would prove strong enough to
force a negotiated settlement. In this case, he miscalculated (or forgot) a lesson from
the first Gulf War, namely, that Iraqi soldiers surrendered and deserted in droves when
attacked by coalition forces vastly superior in terms of their professionalism, mobility,
and accurate firepower.

A second factor was Saddam’s preoccupation with internal threats to his person as
well as his regime. This abiding concern caused him to impose security measures and
shape his forces with an eye to forestalling coups rather than defending the country. A
third factor was shortcomings—in planning, leadership, command and control, coor-
dination, battlefield positioning, situational awareness, and training—that plagued the
Iraqi forces and the obsolete equipment on which they had to rely. Additionally, the
sum of these shortcomings was an army devoid of motivation whose morale was at
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rock bottom. The glaring weakness of the Iraqi forces conditions any lessons that can
be drawn from this conflict. Better-motivated forces with competent leaders could have
mounted a much more tenacious defense, particularly in cities, where the advantages
of U.S. and coalition maneuver capabilities are less clear or compelling. Also, had not
Saddam viewed an invasion as unlikely, he might have adopted scorched earth tactics
that could have complicated the coalition’s operations considerably.

Some of the actions Saddam took, however, fueled the insurgency that contin-
ued to plague coalition forces long after he was deposed. These included such actions
as large-scale arming of Ba’athist and tribal loyalists, widely dispersing weapon and
munition stockpiles to minimize their vulnerability, releasing criminals from jail, and
inviting foreign fighters into Iraq, some of whom survived the war to carry on the
insurgency. These steps did not call the insurgency into being, but they provided the
initial impetus for it to develop and, later, to flourish.

What lessons might future adversaries draw from the devastating defeat inflicted
on the Iragi army? One lesson can be drawn directly from the tactics of the insurgents
in Iraq. Future foes may recognize the benefit of having capabilities available to wage
an insurgency, especially in view of the problems that type of warfare later caused the
United States and its coalition partners in Iraq. Another lesson potential adversaries
might draw is that the United States will likely use force preemptively to prevent them
from acquiring weapons of mass destruction (WMD), a policy the Bush administra-
tion proclaimed before the invasion of Iraq. They might also conclude, as a result, that
the quest for WMD is futile, and they could abandon it. Alternatively, they might
redouble their efforts to obtain such weapons clandestinely—especially nuclear weap-
ons—since yet another lesson they could draw from the war is that one way to com-
pensate for (and deter use of) the conventional edge enjoyed by the United States and
its coalition partners is to proliferate. A final lesson is that, regardless of how effective
their ground forces may be, potential adversaries cannot fail to recognize the contribu-
tion that U.S. air supremacy makes to the success of U.S. and coalition ground forces.
Such adversaries, therefore, seem likely to pay strict attention to ways of offsetting (or
at least mitigating) the effects of U.S. air supremacy.

Managing the War: How Well Did Commanders Maintain Control over
the Myriad of Activities Involved?

Conducting an operation the size and scope of OIF required the participation of ele-
ments from most U.S. military organizations, the CIA and other U.S. government
agencies, coalition partners, and friendly nations in the region. The functions these
various elements performed included everything from detailed operational planning
and execution of combat missions to humanitarian assistance and postconflict gov-
ernance. Activities such as information operations now require almost as much of a
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commander’s attention as more traditional combat operations, such as fire support and
maneuver. All of this activity presents a major command and control challenge.

The term “managing the war” is used here to draw attention to that challenge.
[t encompasses a wide range of activities associated with providing combatant com-
manders the tools required to control friendly forces, understand both friendly and
enemy dispositions well enough to gain “situational awareness,” conduct information
operations, assess bomb damage, and deal with the media. The authorities and the
procedures established to exercise command and control over coalition and U.S. forces
consisted of a combination of doctrinal and ad hoc constructs that worked reasonably

well throughout OIF.

Situational Awareness: How Good Was It?

Within the military today, situational awareness is taken to mean knowledge of both
the friendly and the enemy conditions a commander has to deal with. It consists of the
information that the commander and his forces need to prosecute their campaign, and
it includes actionable intelligence, an important ingredient of ground combat.

Perhaps the most important problem facing commanders on the modern battle-
field is how to gain sufficient awareness of the situation to favorably affect combat
operations that are moving at a pace never before experienced. Gaining situational
awareness at all levels involves the collection of information, its processing and fusion,
and its dissemination to decisionmakers in time to make a difference. This did not
always go as well as it could have during OIF.

Battle damage assessment (BDA) is closely related to situational awareness. Assess-
ments of the damage caused by air or artillery strikes make the ground commander
aware of the effectiveness of the enemy he is about to face. In OIF, such information
often was not available to commanders because the assets used to conduct BDA were
given other, higher-priority tasks. Space assets, for example, effectively supported sev-
eral other combat missions. They facilitated navigation, via the Global Positioning
System (GPS), communications, and surveillance using national and other resources.

At the end of major combat operations in Iraq, headlines were filled with claims
of “unprecedented situational awareness.” Allegedly, new sensor technologies painted a
clearer picture of the battlefield than commanders had ever experienced. Nevertheless,
tactical commanders at brigade level and below repeatedly said that they had relied
on movement-to-contact and armed reconnaissance to gain an understanding of the
enemy facing them, just as their predecessors had done in World War II and earlier
conflicts.

Although the two sets of claims appear to contradict each other, in reality they
do not: The view that commanders and staffs had of the enemy depended on which
side of the “digital divide” they happened to occupy. Those who claim unprecedented
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situational awareness refer to the vantage point of commanders at fixed locations (usu-
ally component commanders and above)—a view of OIF based, in part, on “unprec-
edented sensor coverage.” Those who contend that finding the enemy meant drawing
his fire are simply acknowledging that intelligence derived from sensors rarely, if ever,
got to them in enough time and detail to make a difference.

During OIF, sensor coverage of the battlespace was indeed unprecedented. How-
ever, sensor coverage alone does not necessarily translate into situational awareness.
Timely processing and dissemination are needed as well, as is information at an appro-
priate level of resolution, to be useful to tactical commanders. Once combat operations
began on March 19, 2003, the ability of tactical units to receive regular, useful intel-
ligence updates depended heavily on the communications assets available. Regardless
of the quantity and quality of intelligence products, once ground forces crossed the line
of departure, intelligence support deteriorated because the wideband communications
systems needed to receive intelligence products were not always available. Only when
the units stopped were they able to gain access to intelligence—provided the unit had
access to sufficient bandwidth. Even then, the amount of data to be downloaded often
exceeded the capacity and time available. Given the pace of ground maneuver in OIF,
intelligence analysts typically had only a few hours to process any backlogged intel-
ligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance data from combatant and theater command
centers.

The most critical problem was the inability to track enemy forces and gain current
estimates of their strength. Commanders received reports of hundreds of Iraqi prepared
positions along the two main avenues of approach to Baghdad but little information
on the strength of the defenses at those positions or the movement of enemy forces. By
contrast, commanders were able to track friendly forces in the cluttered tactical envi-
ronment of Iraq. The Blue Force Tracker (BFT) component of the Force XXI Battle
Command Brigade and Below (FBCB2) provided a means not only to track friendly
forces but also to communicate with them via a rudimentary email system (a feature
of the satellite-based version of BET). BFT was also used for navigation when visibility
was poor. Its ability to place friendly forces on a high-resolution digitized map allowed
unit commanders to direct their forces through built-up areas at night. Although far
from perfect, BFT was effective in all three areas because of its ability to receive and
transmit both terrestrial and non-line-of-sight signals.

Winning Hearts and Minds: How Well Did We Do?

Information operations (IO) focus on influencing the enemy and the indigenous popu-
lation in such a way as to reduce the risk to coalition forces. By using electronic inter-
ference they also attempt to deny access to communications systems, disrupt enemy
communications, and deceive the enemy. How successful these operations were in OIF



xxviii Operation IRAQI FREEDOM: Decisive War, Elusive Peace

is hard to determine because of the difficulties associated with linking the IO actions
taken to effects directly attributable to those actions.

Finally, this conflict introduced a new concept in reporting about the war. For the
first time in recent history, several hundred journalists were “embedded” with forces
engaged in combat and often provided more timely news than the high command’s

daily briefings.

Managing the Peace: How Bad Was It?
When the statue of Saddam Hussein in Baghdad was toppled on April 9, 2003, that

symbolic event marked the end of a tyrannical regime that had ruled Iraq for almost
three decades. However, it was not at all clear what alternative government would
replace the fallen regime. Looters took to the streets, damaging much of Iraq’s infra-
structure, which U.S. forces had labored to leave intact throughout the preceding three
weeks of major combat operations. Iraqi police and military units were nowhere to be
found, having largely dispersed during the period of major combat operations. U.S.
military forces in Baghdad and elsewhere in the country were not prepared for the
widespread looting that spun into chaos.

During the following weeks and months, U.S. civilian and military officials
struggled to develop an approach to reconstructing Iraq. That country bore no resem-
blance to the peaceful, functioning state they had assumed would emerge from the
war. As noted in the “Planning” section above, lack of sufficient prior planning for the
peace—or, more accurately, a basically ineffective interagency planning process—con-
tributed directly to the civil unrest that followed once the war’s major combat opera-
tions had come to an end.

The single most important failure in the postwar planning and execution pro-
cess was the failure to assign responsibility and resources for providing security in
the immediate aftermath of major combat operations. In the end, the job of plugging
this postwar security gap fell to Army and Marine Corps forces. For what seemed like
an interminable transition period, they became responsible for establishing security—
until local forces could be reconstituted or retrained.

From May 2003 and continuing beyond June 2004, when the interim Iraqi gov-
ernment officially took charge of the country, an insurrection mounted within Iraq.
This new enemy, consisting of loose coalitions of former Ba’athists, Iraqi Islamists, and
foreign fighters, waged a relentless war against coalition forces and the new Iraqi gov-
ernment by attacking Iraqi infrastructure, government officials, civilian targets, and
coalition military. As of June 2004, the Iraqi resistance had conducted over 13,000
attacks against U.S. and coalition forces and Iragi infrastructure. Moreover, by that
time an overwhelming majority of the Iraqi public had come to view U.S. military
forces as foreign occupiers rather than liberators.
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Why, then, were the U.S. government and the military apparently so unprepared
for the challenges of postwar Iraq? First, prewar planning assumptions and expec-
tations were not seriously challenged, even as postwar events began to indicate that
most of those assumptions were invalid. Second, interagency coordination was inef-
fective: the National Security Council did oversee a formal interagency coordination
process but focused it primarily on humanitarian relief efforts rather than reconstruc-
tion requirements (largely because of the unchallenged assumption that reconstruction
requirements would be minimal); tensions between the State and Defense departments
went unmediated by the President or his staff; and, despite the Defense Department’s
being named the lead agency for postwar Iraq in January 2003, its lack of capacity for
civilian reconstruction efforts continued to pose problems throughout the occupation
period. Third, and most important, there was a failure—noted above—to focus on
security as the key postwar task.

Sustaining the Force: How Well Did OSD’s Request-for-Forces Process
and the Army’s Distribution Based Logistics Concept Work in Iraq?

Preparing U.S. forces to participate in OIF involved the mobilization of active and
reserve units, to include the Individual Ready Reserve, as well as the deployment of
those forces to the Iraqi theater of operations. The OIF deployment differed greatly from
that of DESERT STORM, which involved a lengthy buildup of troops, machines, and
materiel that lasted six months. Planners rejected such an approach in OIF for reasons
both tactical and practical. Tactically, they believed that Saddam might expect coali-
tion forces to repeat the lengthy buildup leading to DESERT STORM and shape his
plans to fit such a buildup. Practically, there was far less need to follow a deliberate
buildup model. The United States had already established a large force presence in the
region. It had quietly moved additional forces into the region, and it had improved its
ability to deploy forces quickly. Furthermore, the Iraqi army was a shadow of its former
self, and even that 1991 army had been unable to mount a serious challenge to coalition
forces in DESERT STORM.

Forces were deployed to the Gulf for OIF using the Request for Forces (RFF) pro-
cess. While more agile than traditional deployment procedures, the RFF system had
disadvantages as well. One was that it required approval of each force package, which
opened it to micromanagement at multiple levels. Final approval of each RFF was at
the Secretary or Deputy Secretary of Defense level. The RFF could be approved, modi-
fied, or denied. Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld claimed that the use of the RFF
system was necessary to help the President align the diplomatic and military roads to
war. However, the RFF system did not mesh well with the plans and expectations of
units anticipating a different set of deployment procedures. This was particularly true
of the reserve components (RC), whose mobilization procedures involved a series of
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preplanned steps and an expected timeline. As a result of the time consumed as well as
the procedural complexity associated with bringing a reservist onto active duty, many
RC members did not show up at the right time or in the correct order, and some mem-
bers who were called up were not used.

Once deployed, the force was sustained through supplies and materiel delivered
to units at three levels: tactical, theater, and strategic. The rapid advance of U.S. forces
that toppled Saddam Hussein’s regime was made possible by a robust fuel supply and
distribution system and a leaner system for other supplies and materiel that proved
adequate but barely so. Strategic planning for OIF was predicated on the application
of a new support concept called Distribution Based Logistics (DBL). In contrast to the
logistics operations of the first Gulf War, DBL does not call for an initial buildup of
large stockpiles in the theater of operations. Instead, it uses much smaller stockpiles
and relies more on the rapid and reliable delivery of supplies. Overall, the new support
concept worked. That said, for all classes of supply other than fuel, problems occurred.
And in one critical class of supply—spare parts—the supply and distribution system
failed at times for some units, due in part to a lack of on-the-move command and con-
trol capability.

Logistics problems in OIF occurred both during major combat operations and
for some time during postcombat operations. Among these were distribution problems,
including brief disruptions in the flow of supplies, and shortfalls in the national supply
of some items. At various times, these logistical problems increased risk, affected qual-
ity of life, and affected equipment readiness.

The reasons for the problems are varied and complex. Some occurred because the
Army and its strategic distribution partners (specifically U.S. Transportation Com-
mand and the Defense Logistics Agency) had not completed their joint transition to
the DBL concept. Other issues stood apart from that concept and would have posed
problems regardless of the support concept chosen, especially in the face of the unfore-
seen scale, duration, and intensity of the counterinsurgency operation that developed

after the fall of Saddam.

The Future of Warfare: How Transformational Was Operation IRAQI
FREEDOM?

In a time of “transformation,” the term of art in this period, decisionmakers wanted to
know what OIF portended for the future of warfare, even though the final chapters on
that operation may not be written for some time. All want to draw lessons from this
conflict as well as learn how the United States planned and executed it, and they want
to learn these lessons as soon as possible. To meet this need, OIF should be studied
intensively. It has broad implications for U.S. policy, both defense and foreign, and for
U.S. armed forces in particular.
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Did OIF exemplify transformation? On the one hand, the answer to this ques-
tion is yes. Sensor coverage (e.g., via Global Hawk, JSTARS, Predator, and tactical
unmanned aerial vehicles) was exceptional, and Blue Force Tracker greatly improved
situational awareness of and for U.S. forces. Even heavy ground forces maneuvered
very rapidly, bypassing resistance in the rush to capture Baghdad. Air attacks not only
supported but also complemented ground maneuvers, and two-thirds of air-delivered
munitions were precision guided. Jointness, particularly in command, control, and
communications, reached an all-time high. In part as a result of such transformational
effects, Iraqi forces usually collapsed before being destroyed.

On the other hand, the answer to the question is no, OIF did not exemplify
transformation. Situational awareness, as well as some sensor coverage, was lacking
at the tactical level, allowing Iraqi forces to achieve tactical surprise on a number of
occasions. Much more often than not, the passive protection of heavy armor had to
substitute for timely situational awareness; it provided improved survival capability
against unexpected enemy first strikes. Furthermore, large numbers of infantry—old-
fashioned boots on the ground—were required to help secure the peace. Finally, those
Iraqi forces that collapsed before being destroyed also did so, in part, because they were
poorly led and had never recovered from DESERT STORM.

Rather than speculate on what OIF supposedly implied for transformation, it
might be more productive to discern what the invasion of Iraq did 7o portend for the
future of warfare. It did not support arguments that U.S. forces need to be more rap-
idly deployable, because the United States dictated the pace of events and could take
whatever time it needed. It did not suggest that U.S. forces should shift emphasis from
close combat to stand-off fires. On the contrary, close combat was essential to flush
enemy forces and to defeat them. It did not offer any glimpse into a future in which
U.S. land forces could develop situations while still out of contact with the enemy.
Indeed, enemy forces usually went undetected before engagement. It certainly did not
indicate that U.S. land forces could safely trade armor for some combination of situ-
ational awareness and firepower. Instead, it strongly suggested that, for the foreseeable
future, heavily armored vehicles would remain essential; that tactical units would con-
tinue to rely on, as well as welcome improvements in, organic means for gaining situ-
ational awareness; and that firepower needs could best be met by integrating air- with
ground-based systems.

To the extent that it contains lessons that can be trusted, OIF strongly suggests
that the United States will continue to need a balanced mix of land forces—ranging
from small, light special operations forces to large, heavily armored and mechanized
forces—to accomplish a broad range of future missions, from major combat operations
to stability and support, security, and reconstruction tasks. It also shows that the inte-
gration of special operations forces and conventional forces is haphazard and demands
attention. Moreover, it suggests that urban combat is unavoidable when the United
States has to occupy a country or region. Urban combat will require combined arms
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teams well supported by air forces. Even in cities, the preferred means of fire support
will often be precision-guided surface and air-delivered ordnance. The invasion of Iraq
in 2003 demonstrated that highly responsive airpower provides land force command-
ers with a trump card but that the Army and the Air Force must work harder to achieve
the seamless integration envisioned in joint doctrine.

In the end, judgments and recommendations drawn from OIF must be hedged
with the caveat that what worked against Saddam Hussein’s regime might not work
against a more competent opponent. Because of Saddam’s brutal, capricious, and inept
leadership, the Iraqis were unprepared for the invasion and demoralized even before it
began. Moreover, given poor training, inferior equipment, and tangled command rela-
tionships, they seldom used their weapons effectively. Ironically, the invasion was far
less perilous and costly to U.S. forces than the subsequent occupation; postwar insur-
gents proved to be more dangerous than Saddam’s army.
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CHAPTER ONE
Introduction

Operation IRAQI FREEDOM (OIF) was launched on March 19, 2003, to rid Iraq of
its weapons of mass destruction, to eliminate Saddam Hussein’s regime, and to replace
it with a democracy supported by the people of Iraq. As the title of this work suggests,
the coalition achieved a decisive victory against Iraqi forces, which led to the collapse
of Saddam’s regime, but struggled afterward to secure the peace.

What Iragi military resistance there was evaporated early, enabling the coalition
to take Baghdad in 21 days. Advanced military technologies such as precision-guided
munitions, unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), sophisticated sensor suites, and new
devices like Blue Force Tracker (BFT), which was used to control friendly forces and
prevent fratricide, contributed to victory, some for the first time. U.S. and coalition
forces simply overwhelmed the enemy and proclaimed an end to major combat opera-
tions by May 2003.

Managing the aftermath of this victory proved to be much more problematic.
U.S. and coalition troops in Iraq were increasingly seen as an occupation force. Events
such as the prisoner abuse scandals at the Abu Ghraib prison served to reinforce the
Iraqis’ belief that the coalition did not have Iraqi interests at heart. In a 2004 Gallup
poll, for example, 67 percent of Iragis surveyed said that the coalition was not trying
to protect them during gunfire exchanges.! This perception—that the coalition was
not devoted to helping Iraq and Iragis—complicated coalition efforts throughout the
postwar period.

This work documents the story of OIF from its root causes in the first Gulf War
through continuing operations up to the transfer of authority to the Iraqi government
on June 28, 2004. This focus lends more weight to the warfighting activities than it
does to those that occurred after major combat operations. The whole story encom-
passes such issues as national strategy, operational planning and organization, air and
ground force operations, mobilization of reserves, deployment and logistics operations,
coalition operations, and civil-military operations. While this work focuses primarily

' Results of a poll conducted in Iraq in March and April 2004 by Gallup.
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on Army forces, the document also pays attention to other components and aspects of
the joint and multinational fight.

Sources of Our Data

The documentation and accompanying analysis of events presented here are based on
a review of contemporary records as well as on interviews with key participants in
OIF. Although we drew our information from a wide variety of sources, these sources
generally fell into three categories: government documents, published documents, and
interviews. Government documents included those from the U.S. military and other
government agencies. Military documents consisted of operational plans and orders,
fragmentary orders, messages, memoranda, lessons learned, after action reports, and
formal reports on the conflict. Many of the unclassified materials collected for this
study remain unpublished and therefore are not available to the general public.

Published documents ran the gamut from articles in newspapers, periodicals, and
journals to books published about the conflict, including those written by key players
such as General Tommy Franks, commander of U.S. Central Command (CENT-
COM), or by those, such as journalist Bob Woodward, who interviewed key players.
This category also includes published congressional testimony. We also had access to
official documents from the Coalition Provisional Authority.

Interviews encompassed a wide range of people involved in OIF. Specific sources
include General Franks, Lieutenant General William Wallace, the commander of
V Corps, his division commanders, and many Army and Marine Corps brigade, regi-
ment, and battalion commanders. We also conducted group interviews among Army
and Marine Corps units that participated in the operation.

Timeline and Reference Map

To provide the reader with some additional background and orientation, this chapter
includes a timeline (see below) chronicling the major events that o