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ABSTRACT

TACTICAL EVOLUTION IN THE IRAQI ARMY: THE ABADAN ISLAND AND FISH LAKE
CAMPAIGNS OF THE IRAN-IRAQ WAR by MAJ Michael E. Hoffpauir, USA, 153 pp.
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INTRODUCTION

[The Iran-Iraq War] was a war of modern
technology and ancient tactics. The weapons
were World War III vintage, the tactics and
operations were more akin to World War 1.1

Intent, Relevance, and Scope

This thesis follows the development of the Iraqi Army's combat

tactics during the 1980-88 conflict with Iran as revealed through an

examination of two of the war's most significant campaigns - Iraq's

offensive to seize Abadan Island at the beginning of the conflagration

and the Iraqi struggle to defend Basra in early 1987 (see Map 1).2 The

genesis and relevance of this study are inseparably linked to world

events occurring between August 1990 and March 1991 when suddenly, and

seemingly without provocation, the armed forces of Iraq seized and

annexed Kuwait. The speed, audacity, and efficiency of the maneuver

took the world by surprise. Yet, in the minds of the few military

analysts familiar with the record of the Iran-Iraq War, the character of

the attack and the reasons for it, were not that surprising.

I R. Jupa and J. Dingeman, "How Iran Lost/Iraq Won the Gulf
War," Strateav & Tactics 133 (March-April 1990), 49.

2 For all analyses in the thesis, the word "tactics" and the
phrase "tactical level" refer to those military maneuvers conducted by
"corps and smaller unit commnanders." (As described in Field Manual 100-
5: Oferations, Washington, DC: Department of the Army, 1986, 10.) In
the literature, such organizations may be referred to using by terms
like divisions, brigades, groups, regiments, combat teams, task forces,
battalions, companies, platoons, sections, squads, crews, or fire teams.

1



-0DA

b toy

Map~~~~~W 1:O Irq Lh tw apin nlzdi hsteisocre nsuhr rq u r
separatedby a perid of morethan six ears. Mapmodfe rmUieSae eta n
tellgenc Agecy,"Ira," Mrch7979

N INAWAý A



International reaction to the seizure of Kuwait was swift, as

the United Nations passed several resolutiors condemning Iraq's

transgression. Many Arab and non-Arab nations joined in unparalleled

unity to protest Iraqi President Saddam Hussein's use of force. Other

countries, however, decided to support Iraq's cause - Cuba, Libya,

Yemen, and Jordan.

In the weeks after the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, the desert

sands of Saudi Arabia became the stage for one of the greatest and most

rapid military buildups in history. The United States, Great Britain,

Egypt, Syria, and Fuance deployed sizeable air, ground and naval forces

into the region in a cooperative military effort with Saudi Arabia.

Japan, Germany, and other nations whose governments or constitutions

would not allow direct military assistance, promised to support the

United Nations-approved effort with large financial contributions.

Faced with imminent war, military leaders from the coalition

countries scrambled to gather as much information as possible on their

potential Iraqi adversary. Like coaches scrutinizing the game films of

an upcoming foe, analysts poured over the record of Iraq's most recent

conflict - the eight year war with Iran. Much to their dismay, however,

they quickly learned that the vast majority of analyses populating the

unclassified literature were written for students of international

relations, national security, or strategic studies - and not for

soldiers preparing for battle.

At the time of this writing, many articles and books contain

"thumbnail sketches" of numerous clashes between Iraq and Iran. Of

these accounts, most are little more than disjointed transcriptions of

3



events as described in various newspapers. Rarely can one find a work

focused on a thorough examination of "how Iraq fights" at the tactical

level. Through an analysis of the Abadan Wand and Xzba.la-S

campaigns, this investigation begins filling that void.

Ozanmization and Mmthodoloav

This thesis contains four chapters and employs a deductive

methodology designed to develop a "mental image" of selected Iraqi war-

fighting tactics. The body of related literature contained in various

books, journals, and magazines is considerable, but not overwhelming.

By comparison, however, the quantity of information contained in

newspapers is an order of magnitude greater. (See Bibliography.)

After a thorough inspection of affiliated readings, the

information was sorted into topics such as "the use of tanks" and

"combat engineer activity." However, following discussions with the

thesis committee, a consensus arose that the "evolution" of Iraqi combat

tactics could be shown more clearly by simply identifying, describing,

and analyzing the changes occurring over time.

Accordingly, Chapter One traces the development of Iraqi

comba4 t&ctics before the war with Iran. To accomplish this goal, the

discussion analyzes the historical response by the Iraqi military to

external and internal "threats" to their country's national security.

Topics include the lessons of war Iraq learned from their participation

In the Arab conflicts with Israel, the relationship between political

and military developments in Syria and Iran to the capabilities of the

Iraqi military, and the methods by which Iraq's armed forces have

periodically quelled internal disorders involving the Kurds.

4



In Chapter Two, the thesis turns to an examination of the

combat associated with an Iraqi campaign this writer calls The Battles

of Abadan Zaland. Here, the discussion seeks to answer the essential

question: How good was the Iraqi army at the start of the war? The

battles for control of Abadan Island, which occurred during September

and October 1980, are significant because they represent the main effort

in Iraq's four-pronged offensive opening the Iran-Iraq War. Most of the

combat activity during these clashes happened within the city limits of

Khorramshahr and Abadan, the island's two prominent urban centers.

Because many armies characterize urbanized terrain as among the most

difficult places in which to employ conventional military forces, Iraq's

decision to send two heavy divisions into the cities provides a unique

opportunity to scrutinize the strengths and weaknesses extant in the

Iraqi army at the beginning of the conflict. 3

Chapter Three probes the Iraqi army's effort to defend Basra

from Iran's Narbala-5 offensive of. January and February 1987. During

this campaign, the fighting features head-to-head action between Iranian

and Iraqi light-infantry units as well as limited-objective

counterattacks by Iraq's mobile mechanized and armored forces. Although

the Iranians achieved tactical and strategic surprise in launching

Xaxbala-5, the Iraqis, supported by a formidable defense system and the

3 U.S. Army tactical doctrine, for example, " . . . stresses
that urban combat operations are conducted only when required and that
built-up areas are Isolated and bypassed rather than risking a costly,
time-consuming operation in this difficult environment." (As written
and italicized in Field Manual 90-10: Military Operations on Urbanized
Terrain (MOUT), Washington, DC: Department of the Army, 1979, 1-1.)
Soviet doctrine is believed to express similar concerns. (See Field
Manual 100-2: The Soviet Army. Soecialized Warf&re and Rear Area
SUpDOrt, Washington, DC: Department of the Army, 1984, 10-1 and 10-3.)

5



timely arrival of reinforcements, won a major victory. Indeedt some

analysts proclaim Iraq's defeat of the Iranian offensive as the turning

point in the war. 4

When ono evaluates the performance of the Iraqi army by

comparing the offensive battles for Abadan Island with the defensive

fight near Basra, the results showcase a force that had undergone

significant changes in the way it conducts warfare at the tactical level

(for example, the use of massed armor and mechanized infantry in a

counterattack role; or, the construction of elaborate, redundant

defensive positions). These developments, In part a product of the naw

"freedom to act" that President Saddam Hussein granted the army general

staff, comprise an Iraqi formula for success that presage3 the power

their ground forces would display when they turned to the offensive In

April 1988 and brought the eight year-long war to a stunning close.

As readers progress through the discussion, they should note

that the two campaign narratives represent military operationo set in

diametrically opposing frameworks - one offensive, the other defensive.

Yet, such differences do not hinder the course of the investigation, as

both case studies are replete with examples of Iraqi offensive and

defensive techniques, good and bad.

Chapter Four, the final section of the thesis, draws broader

conclusions regarding the Iraqi army's military competence and war-

fighting ability at the war. Also, in an effort to provide more

4 See, for example, the article by retired U.S. Marine Corps
Lieatenant General B.E. Trainor entitled: "Turning Point: Yailed
Attack on Basra." (Nqw York Times, 19 July 198e, A9.)

6



contenporary zelovance, the discussion briefly speculates how the Iraqi

way of war manifested itself during the invasion of Kuwait.



CHAPTER I

IRAQI ARKY TACTICS BEVORZ THE WAR WITH IRAN

The Arabs have had 30 years of lessons . . . drilled
into them by their experience against Israel. Some of
these lessons filtered into Iraqi and Iranian
thinking. While some lessons apply equally to both
sides, it can be argued that the Arabs learned lessons
that were, in some ways, different from those we
learned. (Yet] for them, their perception is their
reality. (Italics mine.)

MAJ R.E. Berquist, USAF 1

Iraq entered its eight-year war with Iran as the owner of a

formidable land force, but the ability of the military leadership to

orchestrate effective combat operations was, at best, amateurish. Yet

by the conclusion of The Battles of Fish Lake in February 1987, Iraq's

army demonstrated its ability to overcome substantial problems in

tactics, techniques, and procedures (from now on, TTP); thus, the Iraqi

army became one of the Middle East's most formidable fighting forces.

To understand the significance of these changes, and their effect on the

Iraqi army's combat capabilities, this thesis begins with a review of

Iraq's combat experience since 1948.2

1 R.E. Berquist, The Role of Airvower in the Iran-Irac War,

(Maxwell Air Force Base, AL: Air University Press, 1988), 1.
2 Readers interested in information concerning Iraq's military

prior to the '48 war with Israel should consult W. Seth Carus, "Defense
Planning in Iraq," in Deflnse Planning in Less-Industrialized States:
The Middle East and South Asia, ed. Stephanie G. Neuman, (Lexington, MA:
Lexington Books, 1984), 30-31.

8



The Iraqi army's combat history derives from its role in

protecting the country from two perceived sets of dangers - one regional

and the other domestic. At the regional level, successive Iraqi regimes

have been greatly concerned with the policies and actions of Israel - a

situation that consistently placed Iraq "in the forefront of the Arab

rejectionist movement" since 1949.3 In the 1960s, when Shah Mohammed

Reza Pahlavi began expanding the size and regional influence of Iran's

* military, the Iraqis began observing Iranian politico-military moves

with increased interest. Then, after the Beath returned to power in

Iraq in 1968, developments in neighboring Syria (headed by a rival Baath

faction) also came under greater scrutiny. 4 (See Map 2).

Beyond these external concerns, Iraq has also contended with

recurrent internal disorder. Indeed, in the years prior to 1948,

internal security was the Iraqi army's primary mission. "It appears

that no thought had been given to foreign military ventures."'5 The

period between 1960 and 1975 is noteworthy for being a time during which

the army had to quell several uprisings by the Kurds in the northern

portions of Iraq. 6

3 W.O. Staudenmaier, "Commentary: Defense Planning in Iraq, An
Alternative Perspective," in Defense Plannina in Less-Industrialized
States: The Middle East and South Asia, ed. Stephanie G. Neuman,
(Lexington, MA: Lexington Books, 1984), 56.

4 Relative to Iran and Syria, Iraq's relations with its other
neighboring countries, namely Jordan and Turkey, much less significant
and are not discussed in the thesis. Also, see Staudenmaier,
"Commentary: Defense Planning in Iraq, An Alternative Perspective," 56.

5 Carus, "Defense Planning in Iraq," 31.
6 Excluding events occurring since the 1991 Gulf War, the Iraqi

leadership occasionally has ordered its army to act against the Shiites,
who populate the southern part of the country. Further, during a period
beginning in the late 1940s through the early 1950s, the army also
conducted various "policing actions" against native Iraqi-Jews living

9
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Iraq's responses to the previously mentioned perils have

taught the military many significant lessons it subsequently put to use

during the war with Iran. Unfortunately for Iraq, as often happens to

many othsr countries, the lessons taken from one period of crisis are

improperly applied or largely forgotten by the time of the next call to

arms. Indeed, despite substantial qualitative and quantitative

equipment imp;ovements, a thorough review of the Iraqi army's combat

record suggests a marked decline in readiness between 1948 and 1980.

Blame for this state of affairs cannot rest solely with the

military, as the unpredictability of the Iraqi political environment

usually has direct repercussions upon the armed forces. For instance,

following the Baath coup in July 1968, officers of dubious reliability

were purged from the ranks with little regard for their professional

competence. 7 Just as a well-prepared sports team is the product of

excellent coaching and consistent management, a strong, capable army is

often an outgrowth of good leadership and a stable government. From a

u.iilitary perspective, Iraq lacked in both. 8

7 Carus, "Defense Planning in Iraq," 37.
8 Some readers may take issue with this conclusion by arguing

that the Baath party has been in control since the 1968 coup and has
brought a period of comparative stability to Iraq. This author would
agree, but only to a certain extent. While many of the faces at the top
of the party remain somewhat constant, the list of names at lower party
echelons and top military positions have changed frequently. See, for
example, Appendix I in Samir al-Khalil, Republic of Fear: The Politics
of Modern Irag, (Berkeley, CA: University of California, 1990), 292-
296.

11
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In his landmark work Stategy, author B.H. Liddell-Hart notes

"there are two forms of practical experience, direct and indirect - and

that, of the two, indirect practical experience may be the more valuable

because [it is] infinitely wider." 9 Because internal events preempted

the Iraqis from playing a role in all the Arab-Israeli conflicts before

1980, Liddell-Hart's observation becomes particularly significant to

this study. Therefore, before the Iran-Iraq War, one should consider

that the schooling of Iraq's army as a product of both their active and

passive participation "in all main Arab wars with Israel."1 0  (Emphauis

added.) Military analyst Anthony Cordesman's perspective of the lessons

Iraq drew from the wars with Israel is particularly pertinent:

In the years that followed Ethese wars], Iraq enshrined many of the
tactics and procedures involved into its training and planning
without realizing the implications. 1 1

At the strategic level, most analysts judge Iraq's involvement

in the wars of 1948, 1956, 1967, and 1973 as having "little military

significance" to the outcome of these conflicts. 1 2 Nonetheless, the

9 B.H. Liddell-Hart, Sategy, 2d rev. ed., (New York, NY: New
American Library, Signet Books, 1974), 3.

10 J. Alpher, "Israel and the Iran-Iraq War," In The a-lrja
War: mDact and Imolications, ed. Efraim Karsh, 155-168, New York, NY:
St. Martin's, 1989, 155. Evidence of Iraq's deep-seated anti-Israel
bias is seen in one of the fundamental tenets of the Iraqi Baath Party
which holds that the creation of the Jewish nation came at the expense
of an Arab peoples - the Palestinians. It was not until the war with
Iran that Iraq gradually backed away from its long-held position that
Israel was the principal obstacle blocking the way toward Arab Unity (a
second tenet of the Baath).

11 A.H. Cordesman, "Lessons of The Iran-Iraq War: The First
Round," Armed Forces Journal International 119 (April 1982), 42.

12 F.W. Axelgard, A New Iraa? The Gulf War and Imolications for

UL.. P.olic, (New York, NY: Praeger, 1988), 9.
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experiences that Iraq drew from these four wars are citical wheai oxne

considers their direct and indirect influence upon Iraqi TTP as seen

during the war with Iran.

The 1948 War with ZIsaeI

In May 1948, as Israel struggled for independence, Iraq sent a

force of about "10,000 men - four infantry brigades, an armored

battalion and supporting troops" to fight alongside other Arab countries

against the Jews. 1 3 Initially, only a portion of the Iraqi contingent,

one brigade of infantry and the armored battalion, saw any combat

action. 1 4 After crossing the Jordan River into Israel near the

community of Gesher (15 May 1948), the Iraqis entered their first battle

(see Map 3). Following a short fight, the Israelis repulsed the Iraqis

and they withdrew east into TransJordan. While regrouping after the

engagement, the Iraqi force was joined before the end of May by an

additional infantry brigade and at least one more armored battalion. 15

The Iraqis faired better in their next series of engagements

(25 May-9 June) when they surprised several Israeli units and drove them

north of the town of Jenin. In fact, this victory placed the Iraqis

within six miles of the Mediterranean Sea. Yet, instead of exploiting

the apparent opportunity to "cut the State of Israel in two," the Iraqis

13 C. Herzog, The Arab-Israeli Wars: War and Peace in the Middle
East from the War of Independence throuah Lebanoa, (New York, NY:
Random House, 1982), 23. While General Herzog uses the term "armor" in
referring to some Iraqi units, readers must realized that only " . . .
Egypt and Syria were equipped with tanks; Jordan, Lebanon and Iraq had
armored-car contingents." (More information is contained on page 48 of
Herzog's book.)

14 Ibid., 56.

15 Ibid.; Carus, "Dofense Planning in Iraq," 31.
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decided to conolidate their gains - even when cther Axab units wvie

suffering severe reverses and desperately required assistance. 1 6 Still,

Israeli General Chaim Herzog lauded the Iraqi effozt, pointing out how

they used a combination of effective offensive and defensive TTP,

especially excellent artillery fire and timely air support. 1 7 Haee, the

significance of General Herzog's observation is that it may represent

the last well-conducted battlefield maneuver by Iraqi land forces

against a conventional opponent in the years before the Iran-Iraq War.

While the preceding examples suggest that the Iraqi army

performed better after its shaky start, one cannot reach the same

conclusion regarding Iraq's use of air forces. Indeed, the few

references to combat missions completed by Iraqi aircraft usually are a

part of more general discussions of Arab air power. According to one

school of thought, it is "hard to detect . . . " from accounts of Arab

air employment " . . . that [the Iraqis] derived any lessons about air

power utilization" out of the broader Arab air experience in the war of

1948.18

Other writers disagree, noting that one lesson the Arabs

discovered was defensive in nature. For instance, the Arabs:

S.. had learned there was a need to control the air over their
troops in the somewhat coverless Middle Eastern topography. They
could see that the army, the most important element of their
military structure, could be demoralized, if not necessarily
defeated by aerial bombardment. [They] did not seem to see the
offensive potential In their air forces. They had yet to
experience, however, the effects of unopposed bombardment on troops

"16 Ibid.

17 Herzog, 58.
18 Carus, "Defense Planning in Iraq," 31.
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forced to retreat long distances over the desert. That lesson was

yet to come. 1 9

Regardless, in characterizing the overall accomplishments of

the Iraqis during the 1948 conflict, most observers agree that their

military "turned in a generally uninspired performance." 2 0 Another

assessment is more direct in noting that "the unreadiness of the Iraqi

military to engage in external wars was clearly revealed during the 1948

fighting in Palestine." 2 1 However, this lackluster showing does not

appear to be the result of negligence by military leaders. More than

any other factor, "the poor conditions under which the [Iraqi military]

fought - short rations, poor clothing, and a severe shortage of'

equipment" were battlefield manifestations of greater problems at

home. 2 2 Indeed, when the war broke with Israel, Iraq's main oil export

pipeline (which ran through Israel) was closed, cutting the government's

principal souxce of income and leading to depressed economic conditions

throughout Iraq. The military had little hope of receiving new

equipment, repair parts, or trained manpower. To summarize, one can

easily argue tnat in the 1948 War "the Iraqi army fought a war it was

incapable of fighting." 2 3

19 Berquist, 3.

20 J.A. Wagner, "Iraq," in FightingaArmies: Antagonists in the
Middl2 East. A Combat Assessment, ed. Richard A. Gabriel, 63-84,
Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1983, 67.

21 Carus, "Defense Planning in Iraq," 31.

22 Ibid.

23 Ibid. See also Stephen Longrigg, Iraa; 1900-1950: A
Political. social and Economic Histor, (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1953), 351-353.
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