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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.

Much has been written regarding Iraqi wartime activ:tieszs at

the strategic and operabtionai levels during the Iran-Irag War (1980-
i088), but few of these worxs address tactical operations. This theais
filis a small portion of that void by examining the evelution of ze-
lecied combat tactics used by Irag's ground forces in the battles of

Abadan Island (1930. and Figh Lake (1987).
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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 Werld War x.1

Intent, Relevance, and Scope

This thesis follows the development of the Iragi 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 - Iraqg’s
offensive to seize Abadan Island at the beginning of the conflagration
and the Iragqi 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.

1R, Jupa and J. Dingeman, "How Iran Lost/Iraq Won tha Gulf
War," Strategv & Tactics 133 (March-April 1990), 49.

2 por all an2lyses in the thesis, the word "tactics" and the
phrase "tactical level” refer to those military maneuvers conducted by
"corps and smaller unit commanders." (As described in Field Manual 100~
5: Opexations, Washington, DC: Department of the Army, 1986, 10.) 1In
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.
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Map 1: Iraq. The two campaigns analyzed in this thesis occurred in southern Iraq, but are
separated by a period of more than six years. Map modified from United States Central In-
telligence Agency, "Iraq,” March 1979,




International reaction to the seizure of Kuwait was swift, as
the United Nations passed saveral resoluvtiors 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 Arabila became the stage for one of the greatest and most
rapid military buildups in history. The United States, Great Britain,
Egypt, Syria, and France 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 tn gather as much information as possible on their
potential Iraqi adversary. Like coaches scrutinizing the game films of
an upcoming foe, znalysts poured over the record of Iraqg’s most recent
conflict ~ the eight year war with Iran. Much to their dismay, however,
they quickly learned that the vast majoxity 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 2ccounts, most are little more than disjointed transcriptions of



events as described in variocus newspapers. Rarely can one find a work
focused on a thorough examination of "how Iraq fights" at the tactical
lavel. Through an analysis of the Abadan Island and Karbala-$5

campaigns, this investigation bagins filling that void.

Oxganization and Mathodology

This thesis contains four chapters and employs a deductive
methodology designed to develop a "mental image" of selected Iraqli 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 truces the development of Iraqi
comba: tzstics before the war with iran. To accomplish this goal, the
discussion analyzes the historical response by the Iragi 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.



In Chapter Two, the thesis turns to an examination of the
combat associated with an lraqi campaign this writer calls The Battles
of Abadan Island. Here, the discussion seeks to answer the essential
question: How good was the Iragqli 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

ir. Iraq’s four-pronged offensive opening the Iran-Iraq Wax. 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 militazy forces, Irag’'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 Ivaqi army’s effort to defend Basra
from Iran’s Karbala-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

Karbala-S, 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 arsas are isolated and bypassed rather than risking a costly,
time-consuming operation in this difficult environment."” (As written
and italicized in Field Manual 90-30; Militarv Operations on Urbanized
Texrain (MOUT), Washington, DC: Department of the Army, 1979, 1l-1.)
Soviet doctrine is believed to express similar concexns. (See Field

Q 1y sl- 1o

DC: Department of the Army, 1984, 10-1 and 10-3.)

W90 T-9 8
Support, Washington,




timely arrival of reinforcements, won a major victory. Indeed, some
analysts proclaim lraq’s defeat of the Iranian offeansive as the turning
point in the war.%

When one evaluates the performance of the Iragi 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 Iragi formula for success that presages 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 operations 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 Iragi army’s military competence and war-

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

4 See, for example, the articlae by retired U.5. Marine Corps
Lieatenant General B.E. Trainor entitled: "Turning Point: Failed
Attack on Basrz." (New York Times, 19 July 1988, A9.)



conterporary relevance, the discussion briefly speculates how the Iraqi

way of war manifestad itself during the invasion of Kuwait.




CHAPTER 1

IRAQI ARMY TACTICS BEFORE THE WAR WITH IRAN
The Arxabs have had 30 years of lessons . . . drilled
into them by their experience against Israel. Some of
these lessons filtered into Iragli 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, USarl

Iraq entered its eight-ysar 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 Iragi
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 Airpower in the Iran-Irag War,

(Maxwell Air Force Base, AL: Air University Press, 1988), 1.

2 Readers interested in information concerning Iraq’s military
prior to the 748 war with Israel should consult W. Seth Carus, "Defense
Planning in Irac," in Defense Planning in Less-Industrialized States;

Ihe Middle East and South Asia, ed. Stephanie G. Neuman, (Lexington, MA:
Lexington Books, 1984), 30-31.



The Iraqi arxmy’s combat history derives from itq role in
protecting the country from two perceived sets of dangers ~ one rey.onal
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 Irag "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 Iraqgis began observing Iranian politico-military moves
with increased interest. Then, after the Baath returned to power in
Iraq in 1968, developments in neighboring Syria (headed by a rival Baath
faction) also came under greater scrutiny.‘ (See Map 2). |

Beyond these external concerns, Iraq has also contended with
recurrent internal disorder. 1Indeed, in the years prior to 1943,
internal security was the Iragqi army’s primary mission. "It appears
that no thought had been given to foreign military ventures."S The
period between 1960 and 1975 is noteworthy for being a time during which
the army had to gquell several uprisings by the Kurds in the noxthern

portions of Iraq.s

3 y4.o0. Staudenmaier, "Commentary: Defense Planning in Iraq, An
Alternative Perspective," in

States: The Middle East and South Asia, ed. Stephanie G. Neuman,

(Lexington, MA: Lexington Books, 1984), 56.

4 pelative to Iran and Syria, Iraqgq’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 Iraqg, 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 Iragi-Jews living
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Map 2: Iraq and Environs. The Iraqi army’s combat history derives from its role in pro-
tecting the country from two perceived sets of dangers - one regional, the other domestic.
Map modified from United States Central Intelligence Agency, "Middle East,” October 1980.

near Baghdad. Overall, military efforts against either parties pales in

comparison to measures taken upon the Kurds; therefore, thay are beyond
the scope of the present analysis.
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Iraq’s responses to the previously mentioned perils have
taught the military many significant lessons it subsequently puc to use
during the war with Iran. Unfortunately for Iraq, as often happens to
many other 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, desplte substantial qualitative and quantitative
equipment impirovements, a thorough review of the Iragqi army’s combat
record suggests a marked deciine in readiness between 1948 and 1989.

Blame for this state of affairs cannot rest solely with the
military, as the unpredictability of the Iragi 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

military 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 ha2s been in control since the 1968 coup and has
brought a period of comparative stability to Irag. This author would
agres, 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, 19390), 292~
296.

11




Combat Actlions agalnst Iszael
In hias landmark work Strateqgy, 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 pecause internal events preempted
the Iraqis from playing a role in all the Arab-Israelil conflicts before
1980, Liddell-Eart’s observation becomes particularly significant to
this study. Therefore, before the Iran-Iraq Warx, 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."10 (Emphasis
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 [these wars], Iragq enshrined many of the
tactics and procedures involved into its training and planning
without realizing the implications.ll
At. the strategic level, most analysts judge Irag’s involvement

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

significance" to the outcome of these conflicts.12 Nonetheless, the

9 p.H. Liddell-Hart, Strateqgy, 2d rev. ed., (New York, NY: New
American Library, Signet Books, 13%74), 3.

10 g, 2lpher, "Israel and the Iran-Iraq War," In The Iran-lrag
War: Zopact and Implications, ed. Efraim Karsh, 155-168, New York, NY:
St. Martin’s, 1989, 155. Evidence of Irag’s deep-seated anti-Israel
bias is saeen 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 lran-Irag War: The First

Round, " Armed Forces Jourpal International 119 (April 1982), 42.

12 p.w. Axelgard, A _New Irag? The Gulf War and Imolications for
.S, Policy, (New York, NY: Praeger, 1988), 9.
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experiences that Iraq drew from tnese four wars are critical whe.: one
considers their direct and indirect influence upon Iragli TTP as seen

during the war with Iran.

The 1948 War with Isrxaal

in May 1948, as Israel struggled for independence, Iraqg sent a
force «f about "10,000 men ~ four infantry brigades, an armored
battalion and supporting troops" to fight alongside other Arab countries
against the Jews .13 Initially, only a portion of the Iragi contingent,
one brigade of infantry and the armored battalion, saw any combat
action.4 After crossing the Jordan River into Israel near the
community of Gesher (15 May 1948), the Iraqgis entered their first battle
(see Map 3). Following a short fight, the Israelis repulsed the Iraqgis
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,l3

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

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

13 . Herzog, The Arab-Isrseli Waxs: War and Peace in the Middia
East from the War of Independence through Lebanon, (New York, NY:

Random House, 1982), 23. While General Hercog uses the term "armor" in
referring to some Iraqi units, readers must realized that only " . . .

Egypt and Syria were aquipped with tanks; Jordan, Lebanon and Irag had

armored-car contingents.” (More information is contained on page 48 of
Herzog’s book.)

14 71bid., S6.
15 1bid.; Carus, "Dofense Planning in Iraq," 31,
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Map 3: Iraq and the Arab-Israeli Wars. This map depicts the locations of selected bat-
tles in which Iraqi land forces participated during the Arab-lsraeli conflicts. In 1948 the
Iraqis engaged Israeli forces near Gesher and Jenin, while in 1973 the Iraqis fought in Syria
northeast of Al Qunaytirah (Kunitra). Map modified from United States Central Intelligence
Agency, "Israsl,” December 1988,




decided to consclidate their geins - even when cther Azab units were
suffering severe reverses and desperately required assistance.1l6 still,
Israeli General Chaim Herzog lauded the Iraqi effort, pointing out how
they used a combination of effective offensive and defensive TTP,
especially excellent artillery fire and timely air support.17 Here, the
significance of General Herzog’s observation is that it may represent
the last well-conducted battlefield maneuver by Iraqgi 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 Irag’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
alr employment " , . . that [the Iragis] 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:

. + . had learned there was a noed to control the air over their

troops in the somewhat coverlass Middle Eastern topography. They

could see that the army, the most important element of their

military structure, could bs demoralized, if not necessarily

defasated 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 1bid.
17 Herzog, 58.
18 Carus, "Defense Planning in Iraq," 31.
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forxced to retreat long distances over the desert. That lesson was
yet to come.l

Regardless, in characterizing the overall accomplishments of
the Iragis during the 1948 conflict, most ohservers agrese that their
military "turned in a generally uninspired pe:formanoe."zo Another
assessment is more direct in noting that "the unreadiness of the Iraqgi
military to engage in external wars was clearly revealed during the 1348
fighting in Palgstine."21 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 [Iragqi militazxy]
fought - short rations, poor clothing, and a severe shortage of
equipment”™ wefe battlefield manifestations of greater problems at
home .22 Indeed, when the war broke with Israel, Irag’s main oil export
pipeline (which ran through Isrsel) was closed, cutting the government’s
principal soucce of income and leading to depressed economic conditions
throughout Irag. 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 Iragi army fought a war it was

incapable of fighting."23

19 perquist, 3.

20 J.A. Wagner, "Iraq," in Fighting Azmies: Antagonists in the
Middle East., A Combat Asseasment, ed. Richard A. Gabriel, 63-84,

Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1983, 67.
21 carus, "Defense Planning in Iraq," 31.
22 1pig,
23 1pid. See also Stephen Longrigg, Irag: 1900--1950: A

¢ (New York: Oxford University
Press, 1953), 351-353.
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The 1956 War with lsrael
The middle and late 1950s, were 2 time in which Iraq was
strapped with particularly unsettling political disorder. Therefore,
Iraq played almost no role during the 1956 war in the Sinai.?4 1Indeed,
between 1954 and 1958, the government saw only two purposes for the
Iraqi military - "to provide internal security and to act as a political
symbol."25 There was no evident need by the govarnment to modernize the
military and make it into a powerful fighting force because the ruling
monarchy and the Army’s officer corps were at odds over issues
surrounding the rise of the Baathist movement in Iraq.26
Any lessons of war Iraq’s army may have drawn from the

conflict in 1955 would come primarily from post-war studies of the
experiences of other Arab nations. Bazged upon the types of problems
seen in the Iraqli army at the start of the war with Iran, it is likely
that the Iragis did assess the battle histories of their Egyptian and
Syrian brethren. For example:

Egypt’s [military system] . . . put even more value on mass and

weapons numbers. FEgypt and Syria became steadily more separated

from military reality. Their forces acquired "things" rather than

effective forcos and created a pyramid of illusions in which no bad

naws passed in any direction. The command system froze in a state

of self-delusion reinforced by rigid structures of approval in

operations, constant checks on independence of action, and

compartmented support sections that divided such key functions as

arms, maintenance, supply, and training within a grossly over-
centralized force structure.

24 Wagner, "Iraq", 67.
25 Carus, "Defenses Planning in Iraq," 32.

26 1pid.; G. Dyer, "Iraq," in ¥World Armies, ed. John Keegan, 337-
351, (New Yori, NY: Facts on File, 1979), 339,

27 A.H. Cordesman, Ihe Military Lessons of the Arab-Israell

Conflicts: Past and Future, (London: Royal United Services Institute
for Defence Studias, 1986), 11-12.
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The 1967 Var with Israel

Not long after the 1956 war ended came the first signs of
stability in Iraq’s political situation, an occurrence with the
potential to favor efforts that would strengthen the military. Between
1958 and 1963, under the five-year leadership of President Abd al-Karim
Qassem (himself a former infantry brigads commander), the inventory of
the Iragi military grew significantly. In addition, the Iragis sent
some of their officers and soldiers to train in the Soviet Union.28

However, in 1963 Qassem was assassinated and a new period of
political instability followed that lasted through the 1967 conflict.
Indeed, several coup attempts and numerous conspiracies punctuate the
years between 1963 and 1968. Many officers were purged from the
military because of their suspected roles in the unsuccessful coups.29
Thus, as had happened in 1956, the unstable political environment
emanating from Baghdad would again be the cause of Iraq’s ineffective
participation in the 1967 war.

Indeed, when the crisis between Egypt and Israel erupted in
May 1967, bickering among Icaqgl officials forestalled a timely decision
about how Iraq could best help other Arab countries., Some authoricias
advocated that the military send units to Egypt or Syria. Others
opposed this course of action, noting that the ongoing internal war

against the Kurds was a more immediate threat to Irag’s national

28 carus, "Defense Planning in Iraq,” 32-35. Other than learning
how to operate their new Soviet-supplied ecuipmert, there is little
information regarding what lessons the Iragls derived from theix
training in the U.S.8.R.

29 Carus, "Defense Planning in Iraq," 32-35.
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aocurity.so Nonetheless, the Iragis did manage to dispatch the
equiva.ient of a reinforced infantry division (three infantry brigades
and an armored brigade) to Jordan’s aid,

but the only brigade to cross into Jordan was so heavily attacked

by the Israeli air force that only parts of it reached the Jordan

River before the Jordanians agree- to a ceasefire. Tha rest of the

division was sent into Jordan only after the fighting ended.31

Compared to their land forces, Irxaq’s air power had a much
greater role in the 1967 conflict. Several days before the start of the
fighting, the lraqis repoasitioned some of their aircraft to forward
airbases in western Iraq, near the border with Jorcdan. Israel detected
this movement and decided to launch a preemptive strike against the
Iraqis. On the afterncon of the first day of the war, the Israeli air
force attacked the Iragi airfield known as H~3 and destroyed at least
nine aircraft on the ground. 1In retaliation, the Iragis tried to mount
a bombing mission, but only one plana got throcugh to a target (and
missed;. When the Israelis tried to revisit the Iraqi airfield, the
Iraqis were waiting for them and managed tu down several aircraft with
surface to air fires.32
Despite a few isolated instances of success, Israel dominated

the skies during the war - a situation thet caused Iraq and other Arab

countries to reevaluate their "commonly accepted role of airpower."33

Importantly, their analyses failed to apawn the development of an air

30 1pig.
31 1pid.; Herzog, 169; Wagner, "Iraqg," 67.

32 the quote is from Wagner, "lraq,"™ 67; the remainder of the
paragraph is paraphrased after Carus, "Defense Planning in Iraq," 35.

33 Berquist, 11,
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force capable of countering an enemy in air-tc-air combat. Instead,
they envisioned air assets:

.« « . 88 a strategic resexve to impose caution on the enamy, to

step into possible breaches of the air deferse system, or to

exploit the situation after the air defunse system weakened tha

eneny air force.34 |

The prohibitive costs associated with maintaining and manning
an effective air force were probably the dominant xeasons that Iraqg and
other Arab countries decided to place more emphasis on building their
air defenses instead of their air forces. This idea of air control
hastenad Arab interest in the acquisition of wsaponry and the
development of T7TP that would "protect their armies under an air deferse
umbrella™ of surface-to-air missiles (S.A.M.) and anti-aircraft
artillery (A.A.A.) "fired in salvos in order to get as high a
probability of kill" as possible.35 In that Irag had begun purchasing
surface-to-air missilas before the 1967 wWar, the military leadership may
have started thinking about this tactic before the conflict in 1967.36
As previously mentioned, the years before the 1967 War saw

Irag buying new military equipment and devoting greater amounts of its
gross national vproduct to defense spending. Yet such acquisitions did
not transform the military into an effective military force, they only

backfired by further wrecking an already wavering economy. Thus,

despite the arrival of new armaments for thae armed forces, Iraq’s

34 1pid.
35 1bid., 14-15.
36 carus, "Dafense Planring in Iraq," 36.
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internal chaos prevented the military from f£ielding its new equipment in

a proper, orderly manner .37

The 1973 War with Iszael
Given their low level of involvement in the 1967 War, Iraq’s
role in the fighting of October 1973 marks their military’s "first
exposure tc modern conventional warfare,"38 During the first week of
the fighting, the Iraqi administration dispatched the 3rd Armored
. Division tc the Golani front.39 By 11 October, two brigades completed
the arduous 1000 kilometer tactical road march across Iraq and Jordan -
"an armor brigade with 130 tanks and a mechanized brigade with S50
tanks."40 a11 remaining units of the division closed a few days later
when a third brigade with 130 additional tanks arrived via the far less
taxing method of heavy transport tractor-trailer.
On the afternoon of 12 QOctober, elements from the 3rd
Division’s two lead brigades happened upon the right flank of an ongoing
attack by the Israeli army (Kunitra, see Map 3). The sudden, but purely

coincidental flank appearance of the Iragis forced the Israeli commander

37 1pid.
. 38 pyer, "Iraq," 345; Wagner, "Iraq," 68.

39 p, Allen, The Yom Kippur War, (New York, NY: Scribner’s,
1982), 154; Herzog, 300. The 6th Armored Division (minus), a Special

Forces Brigade, and 3 squadrons of aircraft are listed in addition to
the 3rd Armored Division in the "Order of Battle” in Frank Aker, October

1973: <Zhe Axab Iszaell War, (Hamden, CT: Shoe String Press, 198S5),
165,

40 Cozrdesman, "Lessons of The Iran-Iraq War: The First Round,"
40.




to abandon his plan. 8Still, having obtained tactical surprise, the
Iragis failed to seize the moment - they did not attack in force.41

That night, in anticipation of an imminent Iraqi assault, the
Israelis deployed four armored brigades in a box-shaped ambush.42 The
Iragis thrust came in the early morning hours of 13 October, but played
directly into the teeth of the Israeli fire-sack. In the darkness,
Israeli armor and artillery opened fire on the unsuspecting Iraqgis at a
distance of "200 yards" forcing them to withdraw "in disorder, lesaving
behind some 80 destroyed tanks."43 1In a matter of minutes the Israelis
decimated the Iraql 8th Mechanized Brigade. Three days later (16
October), a combined Iragi~Jordanian attack had a similar ending,
costing Iraq another "60 tanks burning on the battlefield."44

Iragqi air force units operated on both the Suez and Golani
fronts in the 1973 conflict and "Iraqi pilots received good marks for
their perfc:n:mam:e."‘5 For instance, Lt. General Saad el-Shazly, the
Egyptian Chief of Staff, provides a favorable assessment of the
performance of Iragqi Hunter pilots during the 1973 war:

I pay particular tribute to the Iragi Hunter pilots for the daring
and skill of their anti-tank strikes in the Sinai., They swiftly

41 1his entire account is paraphrased from Trevor Dupuy, Elugive
s - - , (Fairfax, VA: Hero Books,

1984), 467-468.

42 Here, the roughly 50 tanks in each of the four Israeli
brigades represented an effective fighting strength equivalent to about
a reinforced battalion. (Dupuy, 468.)

43 Hexzog, 301; Allen, 220-~1; Dupuy, 468,
44 jerzog, 301; Allen, 220-1,
45 perquist, 20.
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gained such a reputation that our f£ield commanders, calling for
close air support, would frequently ask for [them].4

Such instances of Iraql aircraft smployed in support of ground
units, however, were rare as Arab leaders continued to look upon air
power as an asset best suited for the role of strategic resexve. At the
tactical and operational levels of war, this decision to keep combat
aircraft away from the front was significant for two reasons. First, it
had the effect of further cementing into Iraqi military practice the
important (and previously discussed) conclusion derived from the 1967
war - that the best way to counterbalance an enemy air threat was by
reliance upon a strong system of air defense.4? Second, requirements
for the Iragi army and air forces to coordinate, develop, and practice
cogent techniques of close air support were, therefore, unimportant.

Overall, General Herzog judges the performance of Iragi air
and land forces during the 1973 War to be unimpressive.‘a The following
passage from his book The Arab-Israeli Wars vividly summarizes his
point:

Inter-Arab coordination proved to be very faulty on the
battlefield. Rarely did they succeed in coordinating and
establishing a common language: on two occasions the Jordanians
attacked while the Iragis failed to join in; frequently Iraqi
artillery support fell on the advancing or withdrawing Jordanians;
and, on sevaral occasions, Syrian aircraft attacked and shot down

Iraql aircraft. In general, the Iraqi forces moved slowly and
cautiously, and were led without any imagination or flair. This

46 5. al-shazly, The Crossing of the Suez, (San Francisco, CA:
American Mideast Research, 1980), 278.

47 J.W. amos, Azab-Israeld Militazv/Political Relations: Azab
Rexceptions and the Politics of Escalation, (New York, NY: Pergamon,

1979), 4; Berquist, 15.
48 Herzog, 259.
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hesitant behavior in bhattle was to be saen later when the Iragi
Army invadead Irxan . . . in September 1980.49
Tactical Lossons from the Arxab-Isrxaeli Wars

So, what were the most important tactical lessons the Iraqi
military drew from their participation in and stuay of the Arab-Israeli
conflicts since 19487 First, the military and political leadership
became convinced that armor power is primal for combat in the open
desert. The Israelis had it; the Egyptians, Syrians, Jordanians and
Iranians had it; so should Iraq. .Second, the leadership came to view
mass and raw numbers of weapon systems (especially tanks and artillery
pleces) as prerequisites to successful military operations. Third, to
protect ground units, the Iraqgis subscribed to the Arab idea that
control of the air was dependent upon the development and possession of
a robust air defense system. The numbers listed in Table 1 (end of
chapter) under the column for tanks, artillery, and anti-air are
testimony to all three lessons.

The Iraqi army also developed some practical techniques of
combat service support from their experience at convoying vehicles over
the distances between Baghdad and the Israeli frontier. 1Indeed, the
wear and tear these journeys caused upon Irag’s valuable armor and
mechanized vehicles forced the military leadership in 1973 to explore
the option of using heavy equipment transporters. The trucking idea was
80 successful that it became standard procedure in the Iraqgli army.
During the war with Iran, the Iragqis would take the concept one step

farther by integrating it into their tactical operations. The Iraqis

49 1pid., 303.

24




learned that by trucking entire units and thair combat vehicles to
crisis points on the battlefiald, it could respond more rapidly to
unforeseen changas in the tactical situation ~ lirerally permitting them
to gain a tempo on the enemy. Such flexibility at brigade levels and
below was new to the Iraqli army. Indeed, the procedure demandad
commanders that could think ahead and act faster than their foes - a

scarce commodity in the Iragi military.so

Tanslons with Izan and Syris
Since the 1980-88 conflict between Iran and Iraq is the
principal subject of this thesis, the present treatment of Irag’s
relationships with Iran will be brief, For now, suffice it to say that
Iran and Iraq have historically been wary neighbors. Indeed, the roots
of these tensions date:
. back to the political struggles between the Ottoman and
Persian empires manifested in clashes over borders until 1913, when
Britain and Russia helped mediate a border agreement between the
two states.>1
More recently, the two countries have competed with one
another on various fronts, with access to the worid patroleum market,
mutual border disputes, and Iranian hegemony throughout the Persian Gulf
(from the perspective of Iraq and other Arab states) comprising the
three principal areas of dispute. When the Baath raturned to power in

Iraq in 1968, Irenian-Iraql relations "rsached a new low" and became

characterized by suspicion and mistrust.52 fThe Iranians believed that

50 Richard Jupa and Jim hingeman, "How Iran Lost/Iraq Won the
Gulf War," Strategv & Tactics 133 (March-~April 1990). 51.

51 Edmund Ghareeb, The Kuxdish Question in Irag, (Syracuse, NY:

Syracuse University Press, 1981), 13S5.
52 1pig., 136.
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"Baathist aspirations ran directly counter to (their] goals in the
Gulf,™ while Irag vociferously advocated Arab unity and rejected Ixan’s
ideas of a "Western~sponsored [Persian Gulf] security system.“53

Before the rise of Ayatollah Ruhallah Khomeini in 1979, Iran
had a decidedly western outlook. Under the leadership of the Shah, Iran
steadily amassed a tremendous arsenal of militéry hardware. The Shah
also allowed many of his officers and non-commissioned officers to
attend military schools throughout the western world. Irag’s response
to Iran’s proliferation c¢f arms was a significant factor in the growth
of Iragi armed forces during the 1970s. (See Table 1 and Table 2, after
this chapter.)

The Iraqis have also had a tenuous foreign relationship with
the rival Baath regime in Syria. Although there occasionally have been
intervals of friendship between the two governments, such a2z the one-

immediately after the 1973 war with Israel and another in October 1978

when Iraq and Syria both opposed Egvpt’s plans for a separate peace with '

Isrxael, the governments usually have been hostile toward one another .54
During the war with Iran, Tragi-Syrian ties deteriorated
further when Syria criticized _.raq for diverting Arab attention from
"the real enemy" (Israel) and for attacking Iran, a regime the Syrians
belleved supportive of the Arab cause. Thus in 1982, Syria closed its
border with Iraq and cut the flow of Iraqi oil through the pipeline

crossing the Syrian frontiar to ports on the Mediterranean sea. Such

83 1big.

54 y.c. Metz, Iraqg: A Countryv Studv, (Washington, DC: U.S.
Government Printing Office, 1990), 209.
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moves not only hurt I:Aq economically, but also served as proof to

Iraq’s Baath leadership of a de facto alliance between Syria and Iran.55

QQIh!l_Iitiﬂn!_lﬂlinlﬁ_ihn_ﬁﬂsﬂl

The Kurds are an unfortunate minoricy in Iraq, comprising
about twenty percent of the country’s population. Living in the
"foothills of the Zagros" mountains of northexn Irag and the adjoining
areas of eastern Turkey and northwestern Iran, the Kurdish people have
long sought autonomous rule - a dream that still eludes them.56 since
the end of World Viar I, Kurdish uprisings have sporadically erupted in
all three countries - either in direct response to government actions,
or due to disagreement among rival Kurdish factions.

In Iraqg, successive regimes have never decided how to deal
with the Kurds, alternating between "big stick" and "small carrot"
strategies. Between 1961 and 1975, Kurdish insurrection becames a
particular burden to the Iraqi administration. So, on almost an annual
basis, the Iraqli government would order the military to launch a spring
or summer "“offansive" against the Kurds. Then, in the following autumn
and winter, Kurdish forces would reply by counterattacking and retaking
their lost lands.37 These "instabilities caused by the Kurds . . . are

notable for their influence on Iraqi military policy."5°

35 1bid.

56 p, Beaumont, G.H. Blake, and J.M. Wagstaff, edn., "Iraq - A
Study of Man, lLand and Water in an Alluvial Environment," in The Middle

East: A Geographical Study, 329~347. (London: John Wiley, 1976), 329,
57 Dyer, "Iraq," 344-5.

58 Staudenmaier, "Commentary: Defense Planning in Iraqg, An
Alternative Perspective,™ 56.



Fighting in 1963

Since the 1960s, Irag’s policy toward the Kurds has kept army
units stationed in the region as a deterrent to violence, while the
government simultaneously courted support from “friendly"™ Kurdish
tribes. In June 1963 tensions flared after Kurdish guerrillas kidnapped
several government officials and attacked army outposts. The government
reacted by moving "four Iraqi divisions" into northern parts of the
country.-"9 Several pitched battles followed, but Iragi forces prevailed
when they seized control of "a number of important towns and strategic
positions previously held by the Kurds,"60

One of the main reasons for the Iragi army’s successes against
the Kurds in 1963 was its ability "to move into areas where roads and
communications allowed it to get logistical support."61 The criticality
of uninterrupted logistics to Iraqi military operations was evident
whenever Iraq’s ground forces moved into the more remote mountainous
areas. In such places the Kurds used their expertise in guerrilla
warfare to block Iraqi advances and strike at the army’s supply lines.
8till, the Iragis were able to gain the upper hand by employing their
small, unopposed air forces.62 There is little doubt, however, that the
Iragqi military’s greatest strength against the Kurds was its superior

firepower.

59 one of the best accounts of the fightirg during the early
1960s is contained in Mahmud Durra, - - va, (Beirut:
Dar al-Talia), 1966.

60 Ghareeb, 66.
61 r1bid.
62 1bid.
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Pighting in 1974 and 1973

In the spring of 1974 the situation in northern Iraq once
again became testy following Kurdish attacks upon military garrisons and
a breakdown in talks between Iraqi officials and Kurdish representatives
over the issue of Kurdish autonomy. By early April, fighting erupted
when the Kurds moved forces out of the highlands into Iraqg’s central
plains. Within days, the Iragi government selected a course of action
to handle the problem. Their plan required the army to send its armored
forces into Kurdish home areas, to position "about eleven batcalions, or
somewhere between 8,000 and 12,000 men,"™ on key terrain in the mountains
of northeastern Iraq, and to have the air force support the deployment
of ground units with bombing and strafing runs against suspected and
known Kurdish strongholds. As the plan unfolded, it caught Kurdish
leaders by surprise because they did not expect an Iraqi push "before
late April [aftei] the melting of the snow."63

Yot the Kurds quickly recovered and initiated a war of
attrition that lasted into June. Later that month, after more than two
weeks of occasional confrontations, an Iragi division (probably armor)
smashaed through Kurdish defenses and took up positions in several
valleys dominating the Kurdish heartland. The army followed up by
capturing several Kurdish cities in norsthern Iraq with its armcred and
mechanized forces. These defeats placed Iraqi units astride Kurdish
lines of communication and effectively "took the wind out of" the

Kurdish fight. Now, with their logistical support severely curtailed,

63 1pid., 163.
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the Xurds had little recourse but to retreat into the mountains and hope
to renew the fight another day.64

There are severy! reasons why the Irxaqls defeated the Kurdish
revolt in 1974.‘ First, the military’s plan was well-conceived. It\was
a strategy that macvched Iraji strengths (firepower, freedom of maneuver,
and consistent logistical support) againast Kurdish weaknesses (logistics
and mobility). Although front line Iraqi combat units absorbed high
casualties (estimates of the number of killed and injured ran as high as
16,000 men), the military executed iits leadership’s strategy with
uncharacteristic speed and success.%S

Second, the Iraqi army also developed innovative tactics for

overcoming l‘urdish defensive practices in the mountains. For example:

Iragi engineers built new roads under difficult conditions,
allowing tanks to bypass Kurdish fire bases on mountain tops.
[Iragq’s use of] [ontoon bridges and other engineering devices
allowed [their) fordes to quickly overcome Kurdish nine squads and
snipergetrying to block Iragi advances through nearly impassable
hills.

In the spring of 1975 the level of hostilities between the
Kurds anc Iraqgis diminished considerably after Irag concluded the
"algiers Accord"™ with Iran.%7 with the signing of this agreement, iran

stopped supplying arms to Iragi Kurds in oxchange for concessicns from

64 1pid.
65 r1bid., and 174.
66 1bid., 163-164.

67 p. Pipes, "A Border Adrift: Origins of the Conflict," in The
iran-Ixag War: New Weapona, O°d Confilicts, ed. Shirin Tahir-Kheli and
Shaheen Ayubi, 3-25, (New York, NY: Praeger, 1983), 20; C.M. Helms,
izaq: Ragtexrn Flank of the Arab World, (Washington, DC: Brookings
Institution, 1984), 30; M. van Bruiressen, "The Kurds Between Iran and

Iraq." Middle East Report, vol 16, no. 4 (July-August 198€): 14-~16.
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Irag regarding the use of the Shatt-al-Arab waterway. (Iran had been
the Kurdish insurgency’s principal supplier of arms.)

Though the Kurds were reiatively quiet during the last five
years preceding the Iran-Iraq War, the Iragqi government always monitored
activities in Kurdish areas and continued its policy of garrisoning
several brigades from the army in northern lraqg to discourage renewed

revolt.68 still, Iraq never managed to squelch Kurdish uvprisings, a

condition "which imposed an intolerable burden on [Irxaq’s) domestic

system.""

Tactical Lessons from the Kurdish Campaigns

In assessing Iragi actions against the Kurds, readers should
consider two factors that influenced the army’s operations in northern
Iraq. First, the closed terrain of the highland areas occupied by the
Kurds markedly from the more unrestricted topography dominating places
of former combat with Israel.?0 Therefore, whnen Iragi forces attempted
to apply against the Kurds the same TTP derived from the Arab-Israeli
Wars, the army found its conventional armor tactlcs severely deficient
against an enemy vho eluded direct confrontation, ambushed armored
formations at cluse range, and habitually employed guerrilla tactics.

The second factor to appreciate with respect to actions

against the Kurds was .he conflict in priorities between the military’s

68 staudenmaier, "Commentary: Defense Planning in Iraq, An
Alternative Perspective,” $6.

69 E. Karsh, The Iran-Irsg War: A Military Analvsia, The

International Institute for Strategic Studies Adelphi Papers, no. 220.,
(Dorchester, Great Britain: Henry Ling, 1987), &.

.7° Beaumont et al., "Irag - A Study of Man, Lard and Water in an
Alluvial Environment," 329.




internal sezurity mission and i%s need to field the voluwnes of newly
arriving equipment. Between 1569 and 1974, for example, the Iragi army
received about 800 new tank? and at leazst 400 new a:tillory‘pioces (see
Table 1, end of chapter). Concur:éntly, the army attempted to enact
changes to its forcs structure such as the recrganization of several
divisions, the activation of two special forces brigades (in order to
give the army its own unconventional potential), and the enlistment of
more than 200,000 men (see Table 2). .
These moves, conducted simultaneously with the army’s
operations against the Kurds, presluded unit commanders from performing
the important organizational and training tasks one would normally
associate with the fieldiag of new equipment'and units.7: 1Indeed, one
can argue that the commotion and confusion caused by the amount of
equipment arriving during the 1970s would seriously jeopardize the
ability of most armies to attain or sustain acceptable levels of combat
readiness. Apparently, Iraqli President Ahmad al-Bakr, and lataer Saddam
Hussein, were aware of and troubled by this situation, but neither
leader could afford to give their.army the time to take appropriate

corrective measures.’2 One group of analysts sums the issue succinctly

by noting: "It is extracrdinarily difficult to change the basic
organization and competance of military forces wnile they are engajed in

combat . "13

71 Karsh 1987, 9.

72 g.M. Abdulghani, Zrag and Irxan: 7The Years of Crisis, (London:
Croom Helm, 1984), 156-7

73 A.H. Cordesman and A.R. Wagner, Iha Lessons of Modern War, 3
vols. Vol 2: The Irxan-Iraq War, (London: Westview, 1990), 62.
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Nonetheless, Iraq’s experiences versus the Kurds were
successful, One cbssrver of Middie Eastern armies notes that "in
counter-insurgency operations, only tha Sudanese army in the Arab world
can begin to approach the Iraqi army’s exporience."?4 without douht,
the Iragis became proficient in infantry combat tebhniqpes,in
mountainous terrain as a direct result of operations agyainst the Kurds.
Later, during the war with Iran, soldiers in Irag’s "mountain divisionas®
gave their commanders several important victories; however, these units
naver saw action in any terrain other than the mountains.?5

When Iraqi aymored units tried to lend suppert to their
infantry comrades (who were chasing Kurds through or into the
highlaads), commanders quickly learned that their conventional TTP, as
developed on desexrt terrain against Israel, did not bring effective
fires upon small Kurdish guézrilla units. To compensate, the lraqgis
parfected "a very peculiar style of fighting;"76 A detailed account of
the technique, which emphasizec mass and fivepower over maneuver and
exploitation, reveals that the Iragi tactic:

. . involved magssing againsgt the objective, sealing it off, and
then methodically using artillery fire and scrafing to disorganize
the defense. Armor and infantry would advance slowly, and be used
in ways thac essentially acded to the bombardment. Tanks would be
dug in where they proved vulnerable. 1If the strong point continued
to resist, more artillery would be used and tanks would continue to

: be used as artillery. This worked well in advancing against &

half~trained and pocrly equipped force [the Kurds] that could not
be resupplied effectively./’ (Italics mine.)

74 Dyer, "Iraq," 344.
75 1n urban terrain, for instance.

76 Cordesman, "Lessons of The Iran-lIraqg War: The First Round,"
40,

77 Ibid., 40-42; Cordesman and Wagner, 60.
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Final Aoalysis

From the precading discussion, some readers may surmise that
the Iraqli army’s strengths ware sufficient to compenzate for its
weakness, After all, the army had won in its most recont series of
battles (against the Kurds). However, there were additional variables
acting to hamper the army’s fighting potential. First, was the
inconsistency with which the government directed military prégrams and
policies., Of the multitude of regimes that held power in Baghdad since
the 1940s, only the administrations of Abd al-Karim Qassem (1958 and
1963), Ahmad Hasas al-Bakr (1988-1978), and Saddam Hussein (1978~
present) emphasized the importance of the military and authorized its
build-up. ‘“hat these men played significant zoles in strengthening
Iragq’s military arsenal cannot be denied.78

Yet, a£ the same time the military was building, the
volatility of Iragi politics meant that "Big Brother" (i.e., the
government) was keeping notes on membe:rs of the officer corps showing
the slightest signs of discomfort with the ruling party. It was common
knowledga that execution, imprisonmant, or exile awaited officers
accused of conspiracy.79 The fears created in men by such psychological
pressures matriculated to the small unit level, where many officers were
relieved for failing in battle. Many leaders developed "phobias" that
caused them and their subordinates to purposely withhold or amend
negativs reports. 1Iraql field commanders already had enough difficulty

making good decisions under fire in instances where they had correct

78 Carus, "Defense Planning in Iraq,” 33.
79 al-knalil, 32-72 and 292-296.
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information; thus, the wanton falsification of reports by subcrdinaﬁca
cceated new opportunities for failure and "fueled the fires" of head-
hunting officials looking for scapegoats upon which to hang poor
performances.

This chapter provides readers with a glimpse of the evolution
of Iraql tactics in the years befors the war with Iran. Five years
after the end of the Kurdish campaigns, the war broke with Iran. The
st.art of the Iran-Iraq war would reveal that Iraqi military leaders and
soldiers blindly applied the many of the TTP described in this chapter
with little consideration given to differences in either terrain or
mission. The Iragi army not only forgot how to employ its armor in the
manner learned from battling the Israelis, but its leaders also seemed
unaware of the important connection between terrain and mission in the
conduct of combined arms warfare. Arguably, the army’s Kurdish
experience had driven the army’s "tactical pendulum” 180 degrees in the
wrong direction! For the Iragli army, the campaigns against the Kurds
were clearly "not the way to prepars for a very different kind of war
;ith Iran, and [they were] not the way to develop a realistic
understanding of the capability of Iraq’s forces."80

One final thought is in order. 1If the Arab-Israell wars are
seen as providing the Iraql army with many important tactical lessons
regarding conventional combat, then the Kurdish campaigns should be
viewed as instructing the army in how to forget most of what it knew.
Still open for discussion, however, are many lesesons the Iraqgis did not

learn such as - the use of air forces in close air support; applications

80 Cordesman, "Lessons of The Iran~Iraqg War: The First Round,"
42,
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of combined arms wanrfare in different types of terrain; and, perhaps

most importantly, the proper roles of commanders and their staffs in the
planning, coordination, and synchronization of activities at all levals
of command. These are the issues that come to the forefront of

discussions through the next two chapters of this thesis.
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TABLE 2: CHANGES IN THE SIZE OF THE IRAQI ARMY
SELECT YEARS BETWEEN 1969 AND 1989
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CHAPTER 2
THE BATTLES OF ABADAN ISLAND

Following the sudden rise to power of the Ayatollah Khomeini
in February 1979, the world became concerni3d ovar the ongoing events in
the Middle East. Thus, the rekindling of tensions between Iraq and
Iran, and the occasicnal border skirmishes erupting after April 1989,
were a conceivable development. On 22 September 1980, howaver, the
Iragl army’s sudden invasion across the Iranian frontiez surprised many
nations, including the United States and the Soviet Union.l 1Iraqi
armored and mechanized units forged their way into Iran along four axes
of advance forming a line of battle that extended for over 450 miles,
from near Khorramshahr in the south to Qasr e--Shirin in the north (see
Map 4).

This chapter analyzes the combat associated with the main
effort of Iraq’s opening offensive of the war, two engagements known in
this work as The Battles of Abadan Island.2 Yet, as dramatic the
beginning of war was to Middle Eastern and the international
communities, the close of the fight for Abadan Island would pass

virtually unnoticed.

1 g. o'Ballance, The Gulf Waz, (london: Brasseys, 1988), 31,

2 A.H. Cordesman and A.R. Wagner, The Lessons. of Modern War, 3
vols, Vol 2: ZThe Iran-Irag War, (London: Westview, 1990), 87.
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The fight for Abadan Island actually contains two separate
engagements that cccurred in or near the two principal population
centers in this region, Khorramshahr and Abadan. 1In the bgttle of
Khorramshahr alone, history records that at least 8,000 Iragi soldiers
were killed or sericusly injurec, and that the Iraqi army lost more than
100 tanks.3 The fighting in Khorramshahr was so bloody that both Iraqi
and Iranian soldiers renamed the city *Khunishahr" (city of blood).4
For both nations, the two and one-half months of tough fighting at the
"Abadan front" wexe only the first exchanges of an eight-year conflict
that severely tested the resolve of their people and the abilities of
civilian and military leaders to direct and sustain the war effort.

Howaver, of gre¢ater and more immediate concern to this thesis
is the link represented by The Battles of Abaden Island in the evolution
of Iragql combat tactics. By the conclusion of the fighting in late
Dacember of 1480, the Iragis had little to show for their effort. While
they could legitimately claim victory in Khorramshahr, the ill-equipped
and out-manned Iranians in Abuadan were never defeated.

Geo-strategic Setting

Except for a small stretch of shallow deltaic coastline, Ifaq

is almost a completely landlocked country. Its principal maritime

window to the world is a rivar known as the Shatt-al-Arab (translates as

3 John Bulloch and Harvey Morris, The Gulf War: Its Origins,
Historv and Consequences, (London: Mathuen, 1989), 101. None of the

references used in this theais provide figures for the fighting near
Abadan.

4 1pid.
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"Waterway of the Arabs“).5 The Shatt is a critical componsent of Iraq’s
economic vitality; therefore, control of and access to the watexway have
been topics of controversy with the Iranians long before Iraq became an
independent nation-state in 1932. Here, a terse review of the history
of this dispute will help zeaders appreciate its ties to the Iran-Iraq
War and The Battles of Abadan Island.

Since the 1600s through the mid-1800s there have been numerous
treaties regarding ownership of the Shatt-al-Arab waterway and the
mutual border between Persia and the Ottoman Empire, the predecessor
state of Irag in the region. All of the accords gave control of the
Shatt to the Ottomans, but the border with Persia was rather loosely
defined. In the critical area of the Shatt-al-Arab, the boundary
between the two countries remained in dispute until clarified by the
second Treaty of Erzurum in 1847. Because of this agreement, the
Persians received the towns of Khorramshahr and Abadan as well as the
entire east bank of the river. Furthermore,
the treaty was commonly interpreted to mean that the river would
remain under Turkish Sovereignty, but Persian vessels shall have
the right to navigate freely without let or hindrance on the Shatt-
al-Arab from the mouth of the same to the point of contact of the
frontiers of the two Parties.§

Disagreements over the Persian-Ottoman border continued into

the twentieth century until the Constantinople Protocol of 1913 provided

a new solution. All specifications pertaining to the Shatt and the

5 M.A. Al-Lihaibi, An Analvsis of the Iran-Ixaq War: Military

Strategy and Political Objectives, (Maxwell Air Force Base, AL: Air War
Collage, 1989), 2.

6 Incernational Boundarv Studv No, 164: Iran-Irag, (Washington,
DC: Office of the Geographer, 13 July 1978), 1-2, For a much more

thorough discussion, refer to Chapter 1 and Chapter 2 in The Iran-Iragqg
War, ed, M.8. El-Azhary, (New York: St. Martin’s, 1986).

42




border in that vicirity zemained unchanged, including the provision that
the Shatt was Ottoman property. Then ii» 1918, after the Ottomans fell
from power, management of the region became tha responsibility of the
United Kingdom. This arrangement continued until 1932, when King Faisal
secured Iraq’s independence and simultaneously assumed responsibility
for the river.?

Friction between the lranians and the new Iragqi nation flared
almost immediately, culminating in a complaint by Iran before the League
of Nations in 1934. The Iranians challenged the terms of the Treaty of
Erzurum and the Constantinople Protoccl, arguing that the boundary with
frag from west of Khorramshahr to the Persian Gulf shou;d be changed to
the thalweg of the Shatt (i.e., the imaginary line directly above the
deepest portion of the river channel). Of course, the Iragis disagreed,
and the ensuing debates and negotiations terminated in 1937 with a new
understanding between the two countries.8

This agreement recognized a significant portion of the Iranian
position by declaring that the river will accommodate "free navigation
for merchant vessels of all countries."? Also, the thalweg was
identified as the border between Iran and Iraqg, but only near the
Iranian port city of Abadan. Elsewhere, the boundary would remain as
previously traced along the east bank of the river.

Initially, Iran was pleased with the ocutcome of the
negotiations, but they soon realized that little had really changed -

for the new treaty left the Iragis in control of "pilctage, collaction

7 Internatiopal Boundarv Studv, 5-6.
8 Ibid., 6.
9 1bid. 7.
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of duas, and other administrative tmattora].“lo In eftoct, Iraqg
maintained almoat complets jurisdiction over the Shatt.

In following yeaxs, Iran looked upon the 13837 transaction with
increasing displeasure and remained desirous of establishing the thalweg
as the boundary in the Shatt-al-Arak. \Thia dispute continued until ths
Algiers Agreement of March 1975 in which Iraq gave-in on the Shatt issue
in exchange for Iran’s promise to stop alding the Kurdish insurrection
in nortbern Iraq (as explained in Chapter One of the thesis).il By
attacking Iran in 1980, Iragq abrogated thevhlgiexa agreenant exercised
by force "its right"™ to control the entire waterway.

Nonetheless, one would be inaccurate to assume that arguments
over the Shatt were the principal cause of the Iran-Iraq War. Indeed,
the river was only a minor component in a complex formula for conflict
that contgined variables with greater polarity likg athnicity, religion,
economics, politics, and military might. For example, when "The Islamic
Raevolution® consumed Iran in 1979, the Ayatollah dismantled what was
once the Shah’s proud and mighty army, replacing it "with what looked
like & revolutionary rabble” &nd aignificantly changing (in Iraq’'s
favor) what hac been a relatively stablo military balance between Iran

and Iraq.12 Yet Khomeini’s ascent influenced much more; it destabilized

10 1pi4.

11 chaim Herzog, "A Miliitary-Strategic Overview," in The Iran-

lraq War: Impact and Implications, edited by Efraim Kaxrsh, (New York,
NY: St. Martin’s, 198¢), 257.

12 sharam Chubin, "Iran and the War: From Stalemate to

Ceasefire," in The Gulf War: Regional and Inteznational Dimensions,
ed. Hanns W. Maull and Otte Pick, (New York, NY: St. Martin’s, 1989),
5.
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the political environment in the Middla East and produced fear in many
Arabc with its proclamation t> spread "true Islam,"13
Indead, the birth of the Islamic Rnpublid of Iran brought an

abrupt end to the short period of relative friendahip Bdtwaen Iraq and
Izan. Saddam Kussein tecoqnized that ﬁip country was the prima.sy rarget
for the export of the Ayatollﬁh'a revolutiun for at least two reasons -
personal and geographical. First, there\Was the grudge that Khomeini
held against Iraq’s Baath teglma "because of the latter’s acquiescence
in the Shah’s request to expel him [Khomeini) ffom Iraq (OQtober
1978) .14 Second, Shiites accounted for qeariy»sixty percent ot Irag’s
population and three of the holiest Shi’ite shrines were ourn Iragi soil
(Karbala, Najaf, and Kazimain). Therefore,

« > . the revolutionary regime in Teheran could, #nd certainly did,

entertain hopes that this community, which had always viewed itselft

as 2 de[rived group, would emulate the Iranian example and rise

against their ‘oppressors’ .15

Beginning in June 1979, Iranian revolutionaries began publicly

inciting Irayi Shiites to rise up and overthrow the Baath. A few months
later Ican escalated its anti-Baathist effort by renewing auppcit for
Iraqi Kurds. In addition, Iranian-sponsored terrorists began targeting

prominent Iraqi officials, the most signiticant of whicii was "the failed

attempt on the life of 7raql Deputy Premler, Tariq Aziz, on 1 April

13 Johannes Reissner, "The Iranian Kevoluticn and the Iran-Iruq

War,” in The Gulf Wex: Reciocgal and Internatiopal Dimensicns, ed. Hanas
W, Maull and Otto Pick, (New York, NY: 8t. Martin’s, 1989), 61. An

excellent explanation of Irenian-Iragqi tensions is pruvided by Efraim
Karsh, "The Islam’c Republic and the Gulf," in The Ir«n-Trag Wac:

Impact and Implications, edited by Efraim Karsh, (New York, NY: St.
Marrin’s, 1989;, 27-41.

14 Karsh, 2¢.
13 1pidg.
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1980, 16 Thus, it was Iran’s increasingly subversive activitios, as
opposad to the dispute over the Shatt-al-arab weterway, which eventually
"drove the Iragi lsadership to the canciunsion that it had no alternstive
by to contain the Iranian threat™ by resorting to armed contliét417

Within six days after the start of the war, Trag announced its
strategic objectives. Baghdad’s four demands were thatyiran: (1)
racognize Iraq’s legitimate and sovereign rights over its land ancd
water, particularly the Shatt-al-Arab; (2) refrain from interfering in
Iraq’'s interpal affairs; (3) adhera to the principle of goo§, neighborly
relations; and, (4) return to the United Arab Emirates the three islands
(in the Straic of Hormuz) selzed in 1971.18

Iraq’s decision by Irag to focus their main attack against
Iran’s Khuzestan province direutly addressed the first goal of their
pPlan. However, it also hinged upon an impsrtant assumption - that the
pradominantly Arab pepulation of that region‘would "rally to assist
Iraq" and look upon the Iraqis as "liberators."

Within days after the start of the fighting, Iragi forces
bagan experiencing the consequences of this immense error in judgement.
Instead of rolling over, the discorganized Iranian defenders united and
fought tenacicvusly for their homeland, a situation that forced Iraq to
change the end-state of its operaticnal plan from "liberation" to
"encizclement and isolation." In many respects the fight for Abadan

Island as<umed the characteristics of a seventeenth-century siege, with

16 1pidg.
17 1bid, 30.
18 Al-rihaibi, 4.




the exception being that the weaponry and organization of ghe attac#erﬁ
ware pkobably an ouvdetr of magnitude superior to that of thé defenders .19

_The region of the s>uthern Tigris-tuph:atea valley where Traqgi
and Iranian fofces fought. The dattles Abauan Island nas a complex
geography that posss special problems to military operations (see Map
S} . Depending upon one‘as location, the area may be dominated by marsh,
descrt sand, a naturil or man-imade waterway, agriculture, cor urban
davelopm?nt.

Excludin§ the cities, the region is one that is unusually
sensitive to the effects of changes in the weather, especially with
regard to seasonal variations in rainfall., Climate typically alters
battlefield conditions tc the éxtent that an operation deemed "feasible"
during one seascn may he brunded "impossible” six months later. Indeed,
what in January was cbserved as dry land can, by the following January,
sasily become the mest formidable of aatural obstacles. |

Two sets of topographic features characterize the area of
interest - the terrains of the Shatt-~acl-Arab drainage basin, and the
nrban centers of Khorramshahr and Abadan. The Shatt begins at the
confluence of the Tigris and Buphrates rivers near Al-Qurnah (Iraq; and
flows into the Parsian Gulf beside the Iragi city of Al-Faw. The river
meanders across a flcodplain gseveral miles in width. During spring, the
low regions of the basin are often inundatad by floodweters o?iginating
from thawed winter anows in the Turkish source regions of the Tigris and

Euphrates.

19 O’Ballance, 32-33.
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Baring the date groves, palm trees, and vinayards growing on
the fertile soils adjacent to the river and smaller drailnages, the |
floodplain is somewhat featursless topographically. The natural levee
aystem cradliag the Shatt provides the highest elevations (about 10 feet
above sea level) and the best draining soils in the area. Hence, the
levees are the principal topographic features upon which man has built
his roadways and constructed his settlements.

Away from the levee system, the terrain slopes gently into the
marshes or desert sands of the floodplain proper. Clay-rich soils
dominate the marshy areas of the river basin, while fine-grained sand
prevails in other places. The capability of these soils to support
vehicular traffic is directly related to their moisture content. During
the flcod season that normally begins in January and ends by April,
travel by landcraft within or across the floodplain marshlands is
veritably inconceivable. Even after the waters recede, latent moisture
can confine movawent for several weeks to roads built on the higher
levee crests. As the soils dry, intense insolation draws groundwater
upwards resulting in the formation of hardened salt flats over which
cross~-country moollity is considerably less restrictive and is easily
capakle of supporting both wheeled and tracked combat vehicles.v Still,
a sudden rainshower can transform previously trafficable areas into

quagmires at most any time of the yoar.zo

20 7his description is compiled largely from information .
contained in: A. Kearsey, A_Studv of the Strategv and Tactics of the
Masopotamia Campaign: 1914-1917, Aldershot, (Great Britain: Gale &
Polden, 1920), 1-22, and C.V.F. Townshend, My Campaign in Mesopotamia,

(London: Thornton Butterworth Ltd), 1920, 33-44. Since the two works
are auvthored by soldiers who fought in these areas, the words provide
useful insight into the military aspects of the terrain.

49



Several leaser rivera and drainageways empty into the Shatt.
The most noteworthy of these are the Karun and Bahmanshir rivexs. The
Karun River begins in central Iran and enters the Shatt-al-Axab beside
the Iranian port city of Khorramshahr, while the Bahmanshir is a smaller
tributary that diverges from the Karun River near Khorramshahr and runs
sub-paraliel to the Shatt enroute to the Persian Gulf. Along with ﬁhe
Shatt, these two rivers define the outline of Abadan Ielan&.

The most important settlemente in the battle area are the
cities of Khorramshahr and Abadan. Located on the east baﬁk of the
Shatt-al-Arab, they are Iran’s principal ports in this region. At the
starxt of the Iran-Iraq War, Khorramshahr and Abadan supported
populations of about 175,000 and 300,000 people respecti&ely. However,
during the fighting in September and October of 1980, the exodus of
these paople from the battlezone caused a significant traffic flow
problem for the two armies., Most portions of Khorramshahr and Abadan,
especlally the port and petroleum facilities, were extensively damaged
by the intense artillery and mortar fires associated with the siege.21

Abadan is the eighth largest city in Iran and occupies most of
the northern center of Abadan Island. As home to one of the world’s
largest oil refineries and purely oil ports, Abadan’s unique geographic
location (on the island, between two rivers) offers the city a degree of
natural protection from an army contemplating direct overland

invasion.22

21 4. amirahmadi and M. Parvin, eds., Post-Revolutionarv Iran,

{Boulder, CO: Westview, 1988), 127; McLaurin, 21.-
22 pjisher, 300.
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Khorramshahr lies about ten kilometers up-river from Abadan,
nestled in the."V" formed at the confluence of the Shatt-al-Arab and the
Karun River. Most people in the regiun know Khorramshahr by its former
name, Muhammara - the one time capitol of Izan’s Khuzastan Province,

The southern quarter of the uity actually embraces the northern tip of
Abadan Island. Prior to the Iran-Iraq War, Khorramshahr served as a
transloading point for general cargoes not necessarily related to Ixan’s
oil industry. As one of southern Iran'g port cities, Khorramshahr was
also the location of a small Iranian naval base.23

In the first quarter of the twentieth century, immediately
after oil was discovered ih the region, both Khorramshahr and Abadan
experienced a period of rapid expansion. This time of growth is
reflected in the geography of the two cities, especially their street
patterns. The central, older portion of th; citiss have narrow, winding
streets that restrict the movement of military forces to a single
column. Here, the maximum affective ranges of most weapon systems
become meaningless, as it is difficult for a combatant to see much
farther than a block or two. However, as one progresses toward the city

limits, the streets widen and provide for greater fields of fire.

Overview of the Tactical Situation
Iraqi tactical plans called for an armored division

(designation unknown) to cross the Tigris River near Kharkiya on tha

23 R.p. McLaurin, Militarv Operations in the Gulf War: The

Battle of Khorramshahx, U.S. Army Human Engineering Laboratory Technical
Memorandum 13-82, (Aberdeen Proving Ground, MD: U.S. Army Human

Engineering Laboratory, 1982), 21; W.B. Fisher, The Middle East; A

Bhysical. Social. apd Regional Geography, 6éth ed., (London: Metheun,
1971), 300.
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Basra-Baghdad road (see Map 6).24 after negotiating thé"rivar. the unit
would move south to seize Khorramshahr and Abadin, subaoquonfly clearing
remaining Iranian forcas from Abadan Island. For the oPsretion; the
division was reainforced with additional armored unite and elements of
special forces, bringing its strength to roughly 20,000 soldiers and 500
to 600 tanks.23

As the attack progressed, the division proved unable tc
complete its assigned mission forcing the Irsgis to modify their initial
scheme of attack by committing an additional division to the fray. This
second division (designation unknown) received instructions to bypass
Khorramshahr to the northeast, cross the Karun River, lay siege to
Abadan and isol»+a the city from outside assistance. PBacause the
actions of the two units developed as irdspendent maneuvers, the thesis
addresses them wlth separate narratives .26

Iranian opposition that the Iragis would most likely encounter
included local elements of an armrred division headquartered in Ahwaz, a
distance of some 100 kilometers to the northeast. Further, the strength
of this division presumably was about forty percent of itas authorized
level - having about 4,500 soldiers and 200 tanks. While precise
numbers vary regarding the number and types of units in the immediuate
Khorramshahr-Abadan area, it is doubtful that the Iranians had more than

a brigade stationed there. In addition, some authors suggest the

24 peferences to this town occur in several sources; however,
this writer was unable to locate Kharkiya (also listed as Kharkiyeh) on
any m2p, nor was the name it listed in the Gazetteer of Iraq. Here, the
city is assumed tc be located in the vicinity of Basra.

25 Missions and stiengths derived from MclLaurin, 24,
26 1pid,
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Iranians possassed operational-level reserves in the form of another
armorad division and an airborne division in locations farther to the

east .27

Ixagl Armor Attazks Eharzamahahn

Iraqi artillexy signaled the coumencement of hosﬁilities cn 22
Septembar 19680. Gunners pounded the srea with the fires of 130mm guns,
160mm mortars and BM21l multiple rocket launchers from positions lining
the Iragi-controlled west bank of the Shatt-al~Arab (see Map 7) .28 .
Early on the morning of 23 September, the Iraqi armored division
conducted an unopposed crossing of the Tigris (presumably near Basra)
and bogan ita soﬁtheastward run toward Khorramshahr.29 In the face of
this strong Iraqgqi force, Ixanian units hastily withdrew from the
intervening uninhabited lands, abandoning their caches of military
supvlies in the procesa.3° Nonetheless, Iragl forces advanced
cautiously and did not reach the outskirts of the city until 25
September .31

As the division neared Khorramshahx, it paused for nearly
three days whils its artillery softerned the city in preparatiun for the
main assault.32 This steady rain of shells did little more than

irritate the populace and create “barriers t¢ the movemant of Iraqi

27 orpallance, 37; Cordesman and Wagner, 88; McLau-in, 24.
28 McLaurin, 28.

29 O’Ballance, 37.

30 mcraurin, 27.

31 5, Kifner, "Baghdad Says Its Troops Capture Khorramshahr and
Cut a Rail Line," Neyw. York Times, 2€ Sentember 1980, Al; Cordesman and
Wagner, 93.

32 McLaurin, 27-8.
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fcrces™ by rubbling the st:eets.33 Later, the excent of tha debris
produced by the artillery bombardment proved sigrificant when it became
the favorite hiding places and strong points of stubboran Iranian
resistance. More significantly, howefer, tho combined effect of the
Iragqi division’s sluggish advance and its untimely halt before the ciﬁy
gave the stunned Iranians time to organize a deferse.

On 26 September Saddam Hussein announcedxthe capture of
Khorramshahr, a proclamation later proven premature by at least one
month .34 Meanwhile, the Iraqis consolidated their positions outside the
city and prepared for future operations by marshalling "engineer, mobile
communications, and medical support" equipmeﬂt into the area.33

The Iraqi division withheld its assault of Khorramshakr "until
28 September, when it moved forward on a broad front into the built-up
suburbs [and ran] head-on into ambush after ambush , 36 Lacking the
ability of infantry to force the enemy from his hideouts, the "Iraqi
tanks in such surroundings were at a distinct dismdvantage.“37 As the
fighting moved through the periphery of the city, it quickly assumed the
street-by-street, house-to-house nature characteristic of military

oparations in urban environs.38 1Indead, wherevar Iraqgi armor advanced,

33 cordesman and Wagner, 93.

34 g, Tanner, "Iraqis Intensifying Shelling of Abadan; Ri:finory
in Flames,” Ney York Times, 27 September 1980, A4.

3 McLaurin, 28.
36 O’Ballance, 37.
37 1bid.

38 pield Manual 90-10: Militarv Opezations o; Uxbanized Worzain
{MOUT), (Washington, DC: Department of the Army, 1979); Field Mavual
100-5;: OQoerations, (Washiagton, DC: Department o* the Army, 1986;, 81-
83.
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Iranian "groups of Gendarmerie, marines, naval cadets, Revolutionary
Conmittee militias and local police™ surprised them with deadly accurate
rocket launcher fire and Molotov cocktails,.39 2ccoxding to one cbserver
the Iragis judged Iranian resistance to their attack as "stiffer .
than they had expected."‘o

In assauiting the city, Iraqi commanders repeatedly exhibited
their lack of familiarity with urban warfare. They were reluctant "to
commit small units to fighting in built-up areas," fearing that they
"would not be able to exercise sufficient control" in an operation that
50 clearly demanded decentralized execution.4l 1In addition, commanders
quickly discovered that they "could not send tanks unescorted into the
city and that [taey) had to send in infantry support."42 To compensate,
Iraqi units tried organizing small armor-infantry assault teams.
However, when these ad-hoc forces pushed deeper into the city, they
consistently f#iled because none of the soldiers "had any real training
in urban warfare."43

By the end of the day on 28 September, the Iraqgi assault of
Khorramshahr stalled {see Map 8). Frustrated by their inability to
flush Iranian forces out of the city, the Iragi leadership decided Eo

change their stratagy.“ Rather than continue their unsuccessful and

39 71bid.; Cordesman and Wagner, 93.

40 rTanner, "Iraqis Intensifying She’ling of abadan; Refinery in
Flames,” A4.

41 y, Tannex, "Irag Steps Up War, Says Iran Ignores a Cease-fire

Oxder," New York Timas, 6 October 1980, Al4.
42 cordesman and Wagner, 93.

43 1pig.

44 5. Kifner, "Attacking Iragi Troops in Iran Find the Foe Still
Fights, " New York Times, 1 October 1980, Al.
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pqetiy thrusts into Khoxramshahr, the Iragis onted to "secure the
parimatqr ¢f the city" with their afmorod forces "and then rush a
special forces brigade and Republican Guard brigads through a quickly
improvised course in urban warfare,"45

At dawn on 30 September, Iragqi commandos, accompanied by some
of these "re-educated" forces uttempted to take Khorramshahr by storm.
Taking advantage of initial success, the commandos crossed the Karun
River in small boats apd advanced as far as the northwestern city limits
of Abadan. By nightfall, howevexr, strong reaiatanée from Iranian
paramilitary groups caused the Iriqis to fall back to the relative
safety of the rorth side of the river. The aborted attack cost the
Iraqis several tanks and armored personnel carricto,‘c

Meanwﬁile, Iraqgli combat service support‘units used the road
out of Basra t¢ push supplies forward to the battlezone. The Iragis
formed thelr equipment parks and logistical areas northwest of
Khorramshahr in the arid flatlands and lush plantations of date palm
trees stretching ten miles along the Shatt. These concentrations of
Iragi vehicles and supplies scon became some of the favorite targets for
Ixanian artillerymen and aerial strikes.47

On 1 October Iraqi armor forces endeavored to completa their
encirclement of Khorramshahr, an action they estimated would isolate the

Iranlans "fron all outside help" and give lrag contrel of the important

45 Cordesman and Wagner, 93.

46 Kifnec, "Attacking Iraql Trosps in Iran Find the Foe Still
Fights," Al and A4; McLaurin 1982, 2%,

47 4. Tanner, "Iran Says Irac Uses Missiles to Attack Towns in
War Zone," New York Times, 10 October 1980, Al4; McLaurin, 28.
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highway between Abadan and Ahwaz .43 7The Irxanians, however, had cther
ideas as they dropped army paratxoopers into the éicy to aid thelr
besieged comrades.49 As many as 2,000 soldiers may have beon involved
in this reinforcement effort.50 with the arrival of assistance, the
Iranian will to resist received a much needad "shot in the arm" and the
defenders of Khorramshahr stepped-up their oppoaition.‘

By 3 October, "most buildings in Khorramshahr were. or had
been, on fire" owing to the constant bombardment by Iraqi artillery from
across the Shatt-al-Arab.51 More detachments of Iraqi soldiers, fresh
from their hastily-organized trainiﬂg in urban warfare, "were fed into
the [front lines] to reinforce" the armored division laying siege to
Khorramshahr.52 In one six-hour skirmish, the Iranians used Chieftan
tanks and rocket-propelled grenades to ambush an Iraqi armored column.
They destroyed about f£ive Iragi tanks and more than ten APCs. Both
sides launched several attacks and counterattacks during this clash
which occurred primarily in the northern portions of the city.
Artillerxy units exchanged volleys and sniping by both sides generated
many casualties. That same day, F-4 fighter-jets of the Iranian Air
Force strafed, rocketed and bombed the Iragi lines of communication

(LOC) and assembly areas northwest of Khorramshahr,53

48 g, Tanner, "Iraq Says Its Furces Achieve Main Goals, But Iran
Sees a Ploy," New York Times, 3 October 1980, AlQ.
49 McLaurin, 29.

50 cordesman and Wagner, 93.
51 orpallance, 37.

52 1bid., 3s.

53 Mcrauria, 29.
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The war wag two weeks old on 4 6otobor, and Iraqi forces were
a long way from securing control of thrramshahr. Yeor. Ixaql cfficers
informed reporters that their units Were NOW MASters oﬁ "iho port area
and eastern quarters of the c¢city" as well aa‘tho mn;n road biéwqen‘
Absdan &nd Ahwas, 54 Although this action seversd thé Iranian force'a
most direct means of resupply, the Iranians cbpponsatoa the iosa by |
getting support from Abadan and Rhoq:owabad, an I:anigu naval facility
on the Shatt-al-Arab about twelve miles below Abadan.55

On 6 October, the Irayi armored division mounted-anﬁther
attack. As usual, an intense artillery barrage preceded the effort thai
was spearheaded by both Iragi tanks and special forces units. 1Iraqi air
Force MiGs also joined i.., striking at concentrations of Iranian
Pasduran defenders. For a while the Iranigns valiantly held their
ground; however, they were eventually driven back, allowing Iragi forces
to expand their grip on Khorcamshahr’s waterfront port facilities.56

Betwecn 7 and 10 October most of the fighting moved into the
center of the city where Iranian militia continued to hold out against
Iraqi pressure. Although Iragl progress was 3low, the division ateadlly
gained ground against the Icanians, who continued their tactic of
staging hit-and~zun raids out of their headquarters in Khorramshahr's
central mosque. But, with each passing day the Iranian’s supply of

ammunition, fuod, and water rapidly dwincled.5?

34y, Tanner, "Iraq Steps Up War, <ays Iran Ignores a Cease-fire
Order," Al4.

55 vy, lbrahim, "Iraqis Still Battle for Khorramshahr; Iranians
Fight Back," New York Times, 5 October 1980, 20.

56 MclLaurin, 30.
57 1bid., 30.
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The next significant Iraqi move came on 12 October when tanks
and special forces units combined for an assauit upon the suspension
bridge sparning the Karun River in the eastern part of Khorramshahr,

The attack ﬁet considerable resistance, as the Iranians “were well-
entrenched around the bridge . . ., with dug-in Chieftain tanks
commanding the approaches"5° To counter the Iranian tanks, Iraqgi
enginaers constructed hull-defilade positions for their own armored
vehicles. Firing from within these protectecd positions, the Iragi tanks
performed like pill-boxes and pounded away at Iranian positions acrosas
the Karun River in much the same way as Kurdish villages had been sieged
in the early 1970s. The fighting near the bridge lasted almost four
days until the Iranians finally succumbed and withdrew.

Now, instead of seizing the opportunity to pursue the opponent
by mounting an immediate drive acroas the river toward Abadan, the Iragi
division decided to concentrate on removing pockets of Iranian forces
hiding cut on the north bank of the Karun west of the bridge into

Khorramshahr. This clearing action, beginning on 16 October, marks the

baginning of the f£inal stage in the siege of Khorramshahr.39

On 24 October, Baghdad announced that “the whole of
¥horramshahr wes finally in Iraqi hands."60 yet this announcement was
errant again for two reasons. First, Iranian snipers operating from

concealed positions in the city’s port area continued to harass Iraqi

soldiers for several more weeks. Second, when the Iragi armored

58 p, Middleton, "Persian Gulf War: Stalemate or a Luli?" New
York Times, 11 October 1980, 4.

59 p, Gupte, "Iraq Reports Fall of Khorramshahr," New York Times,
25 October, 1980, 1; McLaurin, 31,

50 Q’Ballance, 38.
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division fixed itself upon clearing Khorramshahr, thereby postponing any
major moves upon Abadan, the Iranians were able to reinfiltrate to their
former positions overwatching the Karun River bridge. Indeed, the
remainder of October and most of November passed before Iraq finally
wrestled the whole of Khorramshahr and the bridge to Abadan from the

grip of its defenders.

I1zaq lays Siega to Abadan

In early October, as operations by the Iraqi armored division
bogged down in Khorramshahr, the Baghdad regime apparently made a major
modification to the objective of the army’s operation. Now, instead of
taking "Abadan Island by force as originally planned," Ilraq decided to
misolate and contain” the Iranian forces located there.$l Essentially,
the change meant that the Traqi army would make its bid for control of
the Shatt-al-Arab by laying siege to Abadan Island.

This new plan called for the Iraqi armored division to
continue the clearing of Khorramshahr (see Map 9). Simuitaneously, a
fresh division would receive orders to bypass Khorramshahr to the north
and east, to cross the Karun River, to establish blocking positions and
prevent. Iranian reinforcements from reaching Abadan via Ahwaz. The
division would subsequently initiate a frontal assault upon Abadan from
the east, negotiate the Bahmanshir River, and seize control of the
city.62 Presumably, the mission of this newly-committed division would

be conducted independent of ongoing operations in nearby Khorramshahr.

61 1pid., 39.

62 There is general disagreemsnt among writers regarding the type
of division committed to the new mission. Some authors say it was an
armored division, while others simply claim the unit was "mechanized.”
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As early as 7 October, the division began moving southeast
along the road from Basra to Khorramshahr. To enhance the division’s
river crossing capabilities, its combat engineer units received "great
amounts of mobile bridging oquipmnnt."‘s Since the Iragqis had reports
that Iranian units occupied several positions on the far shore of the
Karun, they anticipated that their operation would probably include "a
difficult river croasing."“

On 9 October, Iraqi artillery on the west side of the Shatt-
al-Arab stepped-up its fires upon Abadan in preparation for the
impending river croaaing.‘5 The mission began that evening as Iraqi
infantry crossed "in small boats" under the cover of darkness to secure
the east bank of the Karun. The site chosen for the river crossing
operaticn was "about 10 miles (up river] of Khorramshahr," probably near
the Iranian village of Mared.66 By conducting its maneuver at night,
Iragqli forces hoped to "achieve surprise . . . and minimize
casualties."67

Upon reaching the far bank of the Karun, the division’s
immediate mission was "ta block land communications between Abadan

Island and the east,™ especially along "the road to Bandar-e Mashahr."68

63 vy, Ibrahim, "Iran and Iraq Fill the Airwaves With Words," New
York Times, 8 October 1980, Al4; D. Middleton, "Bir War’s Emerging
Role," New York Times, 9 Octcber 1980, Al6.

64 Cordesman and Wagner, 9%4.

65 ranner, "Iran Says Iraqg Uses Missiles to Attack Towns in War
Zone," Al4.

66 o’pallance, 39.
67 Cordesman and Wagner, 94.

68 O’Ballance, 39; Cordesman and Wagner, 94. Bandar-e Mashahr is
located about 80 kilometers sast of Abadan.
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Iraql intantrymen found the Iranian side of the Karun ovexrwatshed by a
force approximately of company strength. Yet the Iragis caught the
defending Iranizns unawares, dislodged them from their positions, ani
captured "at least ten Chieftain tanks and\bthor vehicles" in ghort
order,69

During the evaning of 10-11 October, Iraqi engineers complgted
the construction of at least two additional pontooa bkridges over the
Karun (at Salmaniyeh and Dar Khuysh). Then, just before daybreak, a
combat force of perhaps three battalions b:ossed tﬁe river near Dar
Khuyeh, an Iranian seitlement some 30 miles up the Karun from
Khorramshahr and the site of the northernmost of the three pontoon
bridges.7° Two of these battalions pushed quickly to the east and
seized Shadgan, theraby securing the eastern flank of the division’s
axis of advance toward Abadan. Sinultaneously, the remaining battalion
drove south to link-up with forces at the southarn crossing site near
Mared. The latter element encountaered the only significznt resistance
the Iranians offered - some strafing by Cobra helicopters as well as
direct and indirect fires fiom several artillery units hidden among the
palm groves along the east kank of the Karun. As morning approached,
lraqi engineers feared an attack by Iranian aircraft; therefore, the
engineers dismantled their bridges and concealed the equipment among the

riverire vegetation ¢f the Karun’s west bank.71

69 O’Ballance, 33,

70 Manv English sources list this town as "Darkhoven." Dar
Khuyeh is the correct Iranian designation.

n g, Kifner, "Iraqis Move Tanks Across a Key River to Drive on
Abadan,” New York Times, 12 October 1980, 1 and 18; J. Kifner, "Iraqis,
On the Move, Place More Bridges on Way to Abadan," New York Timus, 13
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On 12 and 13 October, Iragl units continued to crosa the
Karun, forming an assembly araa immediately south of Mared between the
Abadan~Ahwaz highway and the Karun River (cee Map 10). From these
positions within five miles of the Bahmanshir River and Abadan, Iraqgi
forces bagan preparing for the coming assault of the prized Iranian port
city. The Iragis ware also seen transporting captured Iranian trucks
back across the pontoon bridge nezr Marsd, suggesting that the bridging
site was clear of the threat of enemy direct fires.

As the situation became more secure, Iragi pontoon bridées
stayed in position round-the-clock. To further quicken the pace oflthe
river crossing, a photograph in the New York Times suggests that the
Iraqis were sending some of their equipment over the Karun using rafts
fashioned f£rom extra sections of tactical float bridging (i.e., sections
of bridge not needed by the pontoon pperation).’2 The Iranians offered
little resistancé to the Iraqi buildup, making their presence felt by
either an occasional arxrtillery bombardment or a raid by one or two Cobra
attack helicoptera.73

Although the resolve of the Iranian defenses now seemed to
waiver, the Iragis still judged that they should proceed with extreme
caution. Therefore, in a manner similar to the slow~-paced cperation
conducted by the other division attacking Xhorramshahr, the Iraqis

reverted to thelr tactic of striking uat the objective with the only way

October 1980, Al; J. Kifner, "Iraais Reinforcing Men in Bridgehead;
Advance On Abadan,™ New York Times, 15 October 1980, Al and Al4.

72 p, Middleton, "Iraq’s Slowed Offensive: Terrain Seen as a

Pactor,”™ New York Times, 14 Octoker 1980, Al2,.

73 3. Kifner, "Iraqis, Under Fire, Secure Bridgehead On Way to
Abadan, " Ngw York Times, 14 October 1960, Al; Middleton, 14 Oct 1980,
Al2.
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they could reach it - by massive artillery fire. Because of this
shelling, by 14 O&tober all 152 oil atorage tanks ia the tank farms of
Abadan were ablaze.74

On 15 October, the Irazyis forged their way to within one mile
of Abadan and captured the city’s radio-television station. 1In a
separate engagsment farther nortn, near the Iragqi blocking position near
Dar Khuyeh, an Irxragi armor force ambushed "a largs Iranian convoy,
escorted by tanks coming from Ahwaz" (see Map 9). Apparently thias
Iranian force was attempting to carry supplies to the besieged defenders
of 2zlhadan by way of the Abadan-Ahwaz highway.75‘ The short, but intense
battle mat -hed Iragi-own:.:.; Soviet T=-55 ranks against Iran’s Brit.ish-
made Chieftains. As the combatants atvemptad te maneuver upon one
another, vehicles from “woth forces became mired in the thick muds near
the river. This skirmish, which appears to have involved about a
battalion’s worth of combat. vehicles from each side, was an Iragi
victory as "the Iranians abandoned at least 20 Chieftains and other
armored vehicles, and decamped on foot . "6

Between 16 and 20 October, the Iragqi advance continued its
unnecessarily slow progression - a rate of less than one mile per day -
while their artillery hammered away at suspectad Iranian locations on
Abadan Isliand, Now, with many parts of Abadan bombarded into rubble,

the tactical situation assumed many characteristics of a seventeanth-~

74 mMiddleton, "Iraq’s Slowed Offensive: Terrain Seen as a
Factor," Al2; Kifner, "Iraqis Reinforcing Men in Bridgehead; Advance On
Abadan," Al4.

73 O’Ballance, 39.
76 1pid., 39.
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century "Vauban~-ian" siege.77 For the Iranians, the Iragis were buﬁ
half their problem as their stores of food and ammunition.rapidly
dwindled. |

Oon 20 Octcber, Iraqi forces entered the outskirts 6f Abadan
and the fight commenced for control of the Bahmanshir Bridge leading
into the heart of the city (see Map 11). Yet, the Iranians defending‘
Abadan Island were by no means isolated as "the Iragi force could not
fully secure the island because the salt marsh at its southern end is
untrafficable by military vehicles and can be reached only by boat ."78
This opening in the encirclement proved significant as it "enabled
Iranian reinforcements and supplies to be taken to Abadan Island in
sma'l boats by night."79

Actions on 20 and 21 October also saw Iraqi forces mount a
minor attack against the Iranian naval facility at Khosrowabad (twelve
mile; southeast of Abadan on the Shatt-al-Arab) in an attempt to
eliminate one of the Iranians few remaining caches of supplies (see Map
11). Accounts of the action make little mention of the types of forces
conducting the assault, but the author suspects the Iragis may have

moved in elements of their special forces by seacraft.80

77 Ssebastien le Prestre de Vauban was a French military engineer
whose most significant contributions to the art of war were made in the
areas of siegecraft and the sclence of fortification. For a most
illuminating discussion of Vauban see Henry Guerlac, "Vauban: The
Impact of Science on War," in Makers of Modern Strategy from Machiavelli
to the Nuclear Aga, edited by Peter Paret, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1966), 64-90.

78 cordesman and Wagner, 95.
79 O’Ballance, 39-40.

80 wrraqis at Key Bridge on Edge of Abadan," New York Times, 21
October 1980, Al; "Iraqi Aide Says Aim is to Seize Iran’s Oil and Then

Negotiate,” New York Times, 22 October 1980, Al4.
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During the remainder of QOctober, a3 Iragl units continued
their effort to evict the Iranians near the Bahmanshir Bridge, seveval
significant events occurred. First, ths Irxaql armorecd division that had
selzed Khorramshahr on 24 October atcacked into Abadan from the west in
an attempt to link-up with their countrymen. Second, somatime between
2% and 28 Octobex, Irag ferried tanks across the Shatt to Khosrowabad
and further isolated the Iranians on Abadan Island. The precise date of
this action and the size of the force conducting the mission is unknown;
however, by 29 October, the Iraqis had clearad the southern portion of
Abadan Island down to the Peraian Gulf. Firally, on 31 Octobar, with
their back secure, the forces in Khosrowabad Lagan pushing northwest
toward Abadan.8l

After the 25th of October, details ¢f major comoat actions in
the Khorramshahr-Abadan area are hard to distill from reports in western
sources., Artillery exchanges were a daily occurrance, control ¢f the
bridges over the Karun and Bahmanshir rivers shifted between Iragis and
Iranians, and efforts to tighten the noose around Abadan Island
continuad. On several occasions befcre the end of October, Iraqi
Information Ministry officials escorted wastern journalists int- the
area. During November and December, however, such trips decreased in
number and the news media became more reliant on reports interceptad
from Baghdad and Teheran radio. As one might expect in times of
conflict, these repo:ts were usually of contradictory nature and filled

with phrases of salf-aggrandizement. The author believes this situation

81 p, Middleton, "Iraq’s Offensive: Wider Aims Predicted,” New
Xork Timaz, 23 October 1980, Al4; P. Gupts, "Both Sides Report Heavy
Fighting as Iraq Begins a Drive on Abadan,”™ New Yorh Times, 1 Novembar,
1980, 4.
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directly reflects the definite "siege‘natu:e" ¢f the combat and that in
reality neither side was enjoying much succesas.

Despite rapeatad attempts to isolate the Iranian foxces
holding out in Abadan, tho second Iiaqi division committed to the Abadan
front. was unable to completely secure all approaches tc the city. By
mid-November, Iranian helicopters were running nighttime resupply and
medical evacuation missions to the defenders of Abadan.82

Thus Yhe Battles of Abadan Island had & rather undramatic
ending; indeed, the conclusion was somewhat of a stalemate. As the
winter rains approached, Iraqi forces in the region consolidated their
gains, while the Iranians continued efforts to harass the Iraqgis
wharever possible. The Iragi army could claim a victory in
Uhovramshahr, but it had not accomplished its assigned mission -~ Abadan
lsland ..~3 not encircled and, rore important;y, Abadan City remained in

Iranian hands.

conglusions

In conducting military operations against Abadan Island, Iraq
aimed to capitalize on its superiority in five areas - mobility,
firepover, weapon systems, militery engineering, and sustainment.
However, instead nf achieving the great successes they undoubtedly
eavisioned, “raqi ground rorces performed dismally, revealing major
weaknesses in several aspects of their leadership and treining.

Yet, was the problem solely the fault of the military, or were
thera overriding political pressures at work? Compared to other issues

explorecd in this secticn, the anewer to this question is somewhat

82 orBallance, 39-40.
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simple. 1In the five years since the end of the Kurdish campaigns in
1975, little had changed in the relationship hetween Iraq’s military and
political leadership. As discussed in Chapter One, the military (and
thus the Army) was first of all, the organization by which the |
government insured and protected its legitimacy. ‘Further, & position of
high command in the military was more than likely a reward for a |
soldier’s avowed political suppert of the Baathist regime th&n it was an
overt recognition of his demonstrated tactical and technical competence.

Indeed, the poor results of the campaign against Abadan Island
serve a3 an excellent indicator of the incompctent leadership extant in
the Iraqi army at the time the war began with Iran. But more important
is that the aftermath of the battles appear to indicate the extent to
which political contreol limited the ability of high-level commanders to
influence the design of military operationa during the planning phase.
For example, one wonders how Iraq decided it was more advantagasous to
require the army confront Khorramshahr and Abadan directly, as opposed
to taking the more indirect (and less costly) approach of encirclement
and isolation.

There are several possible answers, both political and
military, to this dilemma. First, given Iraq’'s profess-. ;uxl te ragain
control of the Shatt-al-Arab waterway, seizure of the p.:incipal Iruanian
cities overlooking the river seems a logical way to accomplish the
mission. Yet, by assigning the tasks to armor-heavy forces strongly

implies that the Iraqi military leadership had little concept of how to
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conduct operations in urban varfare.83 1f the Iragqis ever conducted
detailed studies of the Atab-Istaeii Wars, thea they seemed to have
éompletoly missed the lessons of the Battle ¢f Suez City from the
October 1973 conflict, 84

Indeed, in view of the resourcefulness and flexibility the
Iraqi‘army displayed in ovexcoming probloma associated with combatting
Kurdish guerrillas, one might expect that the Iragis could have foreseen
the kinship between operations in urban ;nd mountainous terrains. Some
of the common characteristics of warfarxe in cities and mountains
include: (1) the importance for centralized planning and decentralized
execution; (2) the requirement for combined arms operations at the small
unit level (i.e., company and below); (3) the indispensable role of
light infantry; (4) the effects of the terrain on observation, fields of
fire, and weapon ranges; (5) how to overcome the inherent advantages of
the defender; (6) the neecd for timely and accurate battlefield
intelligence; and (7) the part played by initistive at the lowest
echelons of organization.°5

This writer can only speculate that military operations in
urban terrain (MOUT) was not a priority topisc on the syllabus within the
Iraqi military education system. Recall, for example, the repeated
failure met by Iraql attacks into Khorramshahr. Not only did their

tanks advance without the protection of infantry or the knowledge

83 Here one wonders, for example, why the Iragis did not employ
sore of their mountain forces who, by the very nature of the training,
would have adapted far easier than did the heavy forces.

84 Trevor Dupuy, Elusive Victorv: The Azab-Israeli Wazs, 1947-
1974, (Fairfax, VA: Hero Books, 1984), 538-546.

85 pield Manual 90-10; Field Manual 100-5: Operations, 81-83.
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acquired baforehand by aggressive ground reconnaissance, but the Iragis
also did not employ ailrcraft in support of ground cperations, At leaat
Iragi commanders quickly realized their errxant ground tactics and set
out to correct them by sending their units through a hastily-orgnnized
schoel in urban warfare. Yet, a tew days of training would never
compensate for lraq’'s years of neglect in the study of urban warfare.
In effect, Iraq abrogated its great advantage in maneuver when it
decided to grapple with Iranian defenders in the "urban jungles" of
Khorramshahr and Abadan. Clearly, it is safe to surmise that Iraq’s
military leadership, during the months or wesks preceding the invasion,
did not direct its forces to prepare for the type of fight beckoned by
the Iraql attack plan.

At the political level, Irag undoubtedly calculated that the
capture of Khorramshahr and Abadan would strengthen its political
bargaining hand with Iran - a conclusion supported by Iraqg’s premature
announcement of the capture of Khorramshahr on 26 September. In other
words, Baghdad must have figured that it could deal a fatal blow to
Iranian morale by winning in Khorramshahr and Abadan, thereby forcing
the Khomeini regime to sue for peace under terms favorable to Iragq. At
a minimum, the Iraql body politik must have estimated that the seizure
of two cities of vital significance to Iran would increase national
support for the invasion and strangthen the army’s confidence in its
leadership. Regardless of the reason, Iraq’s plan backfired; the
invasion strengthened Iran’s revolution and served to unify what had

been disorganized. This political development directly influenced
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operations on the battlefield because it inspired the Iranians to fight
with fervor against Iragi aggression.

As further evidence of the impacts of political considerations
upon the military operation against Abadan Island, one can examine
various reasons why the Iragli advance lacked speed - especially in view
of Iraq’'s tremendous edge in mobility and firepower. Perhaps Saddam
Hussein restricted the aggressiveness of the army’s assault in
recognition of the high Shiite population within his army? Iraqi
officers, on the other hand, proffer a different explanation by claiming
that their reluctance "to move harder and faster . . . " can be
attributed, in part, to their recognition that " , . . the bulk of the
population in the area is ethnically Arab rather than Persian."86

This perception has merit since one goal of the Iragi campaign
was to "liberate" Arab-populated Khuzestan from the grip of radical,
non-Arab Iran. Iraqi politicians probably sensed (and may have warned
the military) that too aggressive an attack by the armed forces might
cost Irag the support of the local citizenry. Yet, such sentiments are
also a diametrically opposite the army’s tactic of employing massed
artillery against the cities. 1Indeed, soon after the start of the
bombardment, the citizens of Khorramshahr and Abadan ran for their lives
instead of defending their property. The mass exodus did little more
than choke local road networks and further inhibit the advance of Iraq’s

armored columns.87

86 7. Kifner, "Finished! Iraql Officers in Iran Say of Ahwaz,
Khuzistan Capital,” New York Times, 29 September 1980, Al4,

87 Kifner, "Baghdad Says Its Troops Capture Khorramshahr and Cut
a Rail Line," Al.

m



A second reason for Iraq’s sluggish pace may stem from a
political decision to have the military keep its cgsualties to a
minimum. From a strictly demographic perspective, Iragi leaders surely
realized that their national population of 15-million could scarcely
afford to trade casualties man-for-man with an Iran inhabited by 45-
mlillion people. In other words, a "war of attrition” would not be
Iraq’s best interest. Here, it is again ironic to point out how the
battle became precisely the type of fight the Iragqis hoped to avoid.

Iraq’s poor showing also suggests they clearly underestimated
the defensive capabilities of their enemy.aa Though "it was obvious
that the present Iranian forces were only a shadow . . . " of the Shah’s
old military machine, the Iranians fought courageously and displayed
high morale.89 That the few Iranians defending Khorramshahr and Abadan
so easily drew Iraq into coatly attrition warfare clearly points out
deficiencies in Irag’s command estimate, mission planning, and
intelligence gathering proceaaea.’o

Still, the military’s lack of progress presented the Iraqi
leadership with a paradox: Should the army attack with all force and
accept casualties, or should it continue operations at its slow pace?
As noted in the campaign narrative, the Iragi solution was a compromise.
By committing a second division to interdict approaches into the area,

Iraq hoped to isolate the Iranian forces and then to defeat them in

88 4. rTanner, "Jordan Acts to Aid Iraq with Supplies for War with
Iran," New York Times, 7 October 1980, Al4.

8% ranner, "Iraqis Intensifying Shelling of Abadan; Refinery in
Flames, " AMd.

90 Tanner, "Jordan Acts to Aid Iraq with Supplies for War with
Ivan,” Al4,
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detail. That the Iragis did not foresee the need for a second division
until more than two weeks after the start of the war (October 6-7) leads
to the conclusion that & faulty invasion plan was indeed a significant
factor affecting the military’s poor performance. In effect, the lraqis
were reinforcing a failing attack, as opposed to committing their
resarves in areas experiencing success.

In sum, The Battles of Abadan Island surfaced many problems
within the military leadsrship. In the next campaign analyzed by the
thesis, readers will see that the Iragis manage to solve some of their
more pressing problems (especially, command and control), but they

retained major weaknesses (notably, intelligence).
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CHAFTER 3
THE BATTLES OF FISH LAKE

.The months between December 1981, when the most subatantial of
Iray’'s opening offensives eésentiaily ended, and December 1985 contained
wore than fifty ;igﬁificant battles between‘IraqL and Iranian ground
units. After reg:quping from the shock of Iraq’s invasion, Iran went on
. the o:fensive in an effort to regain territories lost since the start of
the wai. h few fights developed into major confrontations between
ground forces (i.e., Susangerd, January 1981; Bostan, November 1981;
Iran’s Wal Pajr series of offensives 1983-1986). In reality, one could
best characterize the fighting from 1981 through 1985 as a classic "wax
of attrition" punctuated by an occasional major scrap (see Map 12).
Iran, with its thrice greater population base, was clearly pinning its
strategy on wearing down the Iragis. Indeed, by the beginning of 1986,
an end to the fighting seemed nowhere in sight.

In February 1986 Iran selzed the Iraqli port city of Al-Faw
with a series of daring nighttime amphibious attacks calied Operation
Nal Fajr-8. The Ayatollah Khomeini, encouraged by successes elsewhere
on the battlafield, believed it was time for his armed forces to launch

the "final offensives” that would conclude the war before March 21, the
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Iranian New Year.l To satisfy the Ayatollah’s demands, the Iranian
military planned the series 6: attacks known as the Karbala offensives.Z

The battles analyzed in this chapter comprise the fifth of the
ten separate operationns eventually comprising the Xarbala campaigns; To
the Iranians, the battles are known as Operation Karbala~5 (9 January-27
February 1987). 1In this thesis, however, the battles are designated The
Battles of Fish Lake, aftnr the name of the man-made lake where most of
the fighting occurred.3

Referred to by some historians as the "Iranian Kursk,™ the
fight around Fish Lake and Basra is noteworthy for several reasons.?
Firat, it provides an opportunity to study the TTP employed by Iraqi
forces during the deliberate defense of an area. Second, because the
Iranian army spent more than a year planning and preparing for the
attack against Basra, the campaign promised to be one of ixan's "best"

offensives.® Third, the number of men participating in the Battles of

1 G.H. Jansen, "The Gulf War: A Costly Failure," Middle East
International 291 (9 Januvary 1987), 4; P. Tyler, "Missiles Hit Cities in

Gulf War," Washington Post, 12 January 1987, A20.

2 Robin Wright, In the Name of God: The Khomeini Decade (New
York, NY: Simon and Schuster, 1989), 47 and 155. "Karbala" is the

Iraqi city where the martyr Hosain and his followers were massacred in
A.D. 680 during a battle against Sunni Muslim troops of the Umayyad
dynasty.

3 I have also been told by officers from Saudi Arabia, Bahrain,
and the United Arab Emirates thst Arab officers refer to these battles
as the Battle of Basra.

4 R, Jupa and J. Dingeman, J., "How Iran Lost/Iraq Won the Gulf

War,” Strateqy & Tagtice 133 (March-April 193(¢), 49-55, Here, the
reference to Kursk is quite misleading, indeed. inzccurate. At Kursk,
one of the great armored battles of World War ¥, iroth combatants had
tanks. At Basra, however, only the Iraqis used them. Jupa and Dingeman
are not the only authors to make this inaccurate comparison.

$ B.E. Trainor, "Turning Point: Failed Attack on Basra," ugﬁ
Yoxk Times, 19 July 1988, A9.
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Fish lake was one of the largest amcunts massed by either side since the
start of the war - Iran sent more than 200,000 men and boys into the
teeth of defenses eventually manned by at least seven Iraqi divisions.
And fourth, although the fighting did cost Irag "a strategic salient of
territory™ near Fish Lake, the army turned back "the most intense and
dangerous Iranian offensive of the entire war,"€

About a week after the start of the fighting, Middle Easr
analyst Heino XKopietz predicted that the next few months would mark a
turning point in the war.?! He was right. After The Battles of Fish
Lake, Iran’s war effort was militarily bankrupt, its people somewhat

demoralized, and the Iranian will to fight lost steam quite rapidly.a

Militazv Aapects of the Battle Area Terzsin

Most of the fighting associated with The Battles of Fish Lake
occurred between the city of Basra and the Iran-Irag border west of
Khorramshahr (see Map 13). Except for the Iraqi Shi’i holy cities of
Najaf and Karbala, Basra is the most important economic, political and
social center south of Baghdad. The city’s rapidly growing population
is about eight-five percent Shiite, making Basra one of only three
cities in Iraq with more than one million inhabitants. Like the nearby

Iranian urban centers of Abadan and Khorramshahr, the proximity of Basra

6 Jupa and Dingeman, "How Iran Lost/Iraq Won the Gulf War," 80.

7 Michael Dobbs, "Iran Opens 2nd Front in Gulf War," Washington
Bost, 15 January 1987, Al and A36.

8 Trainor, "Turning Point: Failed Attack on Basra," A9; C.

Herzog "A Military-Strategic Overview," in The Iran-Irag War: Impact
and Inmplications, ed. Efraim Karsh, (New York, NY: §t. Martin’s, 1989),
263; S.C. Pelletiere, D.V. Johnson, and L.R. Rosenberger, Iragi Power

and U.8, Security in the Middle East, (Carlisle Barracks, PA: U.S. Army
War College, 1990), 77.
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to the fighting throughout the war brought extensive damage to many
areas of the city, significantly disrupted daily life, and led to the
£light of many townspeople.’

Located some 110 kilometers (68 miles) up-river from the
Persian Gulf, Basra consists of an agglomeration of smallaer towns on
both the east and west banks of the Shatt-Al~Arab. Basra handles by far
the greatest proportion of Iragi foreign ttads; The city is also
surrounded by date groves and serves as the center of Irag’s date
industry, which, with the exception of petroleum, is the principal item
of export .10

In the 1970s, the region around Basra assumed greater
importance in the economic vitality of Irag. The massive Rumaila oil
fields are located socuthwest of the city, as is a reversible, 900,000
barrel-per-day (bpd) caéacity pipeline connecting Basra to Iraq’s
northern petroleum center at Kirkuk. Approximately twe~thirds of Iraq’s
total oil exports of 3.2 million bpd before the conflict left Iraqg
through the facilities southeast of Basra at Al-Faw. Yetf, within months
atter the beginning of the Iran-Iraq War, oil producticn in Basra
dropped to a standstill,1?

When Ayatollah Khomeini announced in early 1981 that the
southsrn sectors of the battlefield would be the focus for his war

astrateqgy, the Iraqi government quickly deve.oped concern for the

9 p. Tyler, "Resurrection in Modern Mesopotamia," Washington
Poast, 8 May 1989, A26.

10 w.p. risher, ZIhe Middle East: A Physical, Social. and
Regional Geography, 6th ed., (London: Metheun, 1971), 368 and 375.

11 c.M. Helms, Irag: Eastern Flank of the Azak World,
Washington, DC: Brookings Institution, 1984, 20-21; H.C. Metz, ed.,

Irag: A Country Study, (Washington, DC: U.S. Govt, 1990), 234.
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security of Basra, Because the city is less than fifteen miles from the
Iranian frontier, any plan to defend Basra would be one without the
advantages of strategic dopth,12 Other than the Shatt-al-Arab waterway
and a few other ephemeral streams, the short expanse of periodically
marshy land between Basra and Iran is an unrestricted avenue of approach
- a situation of which Iraq and the citizens of Basra were all too
aware.

Prompted by Khomeini’s threats, by mid-1981 the Iragis began
work on an elaborate defensive system to protect Basra.13 The Iraqi
barrie: would stretch from a point on the Shatt-al-Arab about three
miles east of the Jasim River, and run north paralleling the north-south
segment of the border with lran (see Map 13). About four miles south of
the east-west portion of the frontier, the barrier trace would turn west
and parallel the border until finally veering northwest and tying into
the Majnoon Islands (which were also became an extensive Iraqi barrier
complex). Eventually, there were at least five separate lines to the
defensive barrier between Basra and the Iranian border,14

Fish Lake was the core of the defensive system. The man-made
water body formed when the Iragis built "earthen barriers" along the

perimeter of the marshy area near the border with Iran and flooded an

12 G.H. Jansen and S. Haeri, "At the Gates of Basra," Middle East
International 292 (23 January 1987): 3.

13 Washington Post, "Missile Hits Baghdad; Iragi Planes
Retaliate," 14 January 1987, Al9.

14 s.c. Pelletiere, D.V. Johnson II, and L.R. Rosenberger, Iraqgi

Power and U.S. Secuxity in the Middle East, (Carlisle Barracks, PA:

U.S. Army War College, 1991), 35; E. O’Ballance, The Gulf War, (London:
Brasseys, 1988), 195.
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area of about 120 square miles.15 The main obstacle within Fish Lake
was a deep, one-half mile wide channel that ran northwest-southeast
along the length of the lake. Forward of this channel, the marshes were
studded with a devious maze of underwater barbed-wire entanglements,
mines, electrodes, and other sensing devices . 16

In the short expanse of land between Fish Lake and the Shatt-
al-Aralb, Iraq’s fortifications aimed to take advantage of the natural
terrain. Here, the lraqis built a series of at least three semi-
parallel, linear defensive positions along the west banks of the Jasim
and Duayji rivers.1? North of Fish Lake, and linked with the Majnoon
Islands, Iragi engineers constructed two parallel lines of triangular,
battalion-sized strongpoints.18 In front of each strongpoint the Iragis
emplaced minefields and dug anti-tank ditches. To link the strongpoints
and linear defensive positions, Iraqi engineers also constructed an

elaborate system of roads and supply dumps.19

15 A.H. Cordesman, The Iran-Irag Wax and Western Security 1984-
81: Strategic Implications and Policv Optjons, (London: Jane’s, 1987),

126.
16 o’Ballance, 194.

17 pelletiere et al., 35; A.H. Cordesman and A.R. Wagner, The

Legssons of Modern War, 3 vols. Vol 2: The Iran-Irag War, (London:
Westview, 1990), 249.

18 These triangular strongpoints gained particular fame during
the weeks prior to the ground phase of Operation Desert Storm. Since
these fortifications played no direct role in The Battles of Abadan
Island, a detailed analysis of them is ocutside the scope of this thesis.
Interested readers should refer to Winning in the Desert II, Newsletter
no. 90-8, (Ft. Leavenworth, KS: Center for Army Lessons Learned,
September 1990), 34-36.

19 Pelletiere et al., 35; E, O’Ballance, The Gulf War, (London:
Brasseys, 1988), 195.
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Geo-Stxateaic Setting

From a strategic perspective, Iran could axert pressure on
Basra through one of two courses of offensive action - by seizing or by
sieging Basra. To capture the city, Iranian ground forces would have to
negotiate Irag’s ominous barrier complex, an approach that promised to
cost many lives and equipment. On the other hand, a siege of Basra
appeared the less risky and thus a more likely alternative. Indeed,
siegecraft warfare also seemed to fit nicely within the context of the
attrition strategy adopted by Iran since March 1984. Yet, as the
previous six years of war had shown, Iran’s strategic decision-making
processes were often haphazard,. founded more upon the religious zeal and
fanaticism of the Iranian Revolution than in any careful analysis of the
strategic situation.

Iran’s decision to grab Basra, therefore, came as no surprise
to military analysts; it was the logical alternative in view of
Ayatollah Khomeini’s professed goal to unseat the Baathist regime in
Iraq.zo Indeed, since the start of the war Khomeini aimed to instigate
a major uprising in southern Iraq with a view toward the establishment
of a Shiite government in the region. Obviously, Iran anticipated that
a successful operation against Iraq’s second largest city "would be a
terrific psychological blow to the Iragli government’s mandate," perhaps

even fatally undermining the political power of Saddam Hussein.?l

20 p, Tyler, 12 January 1987, A20; T. Masland, "Iran Launches
Southern Assault, Maintains Foothold Near Basra, Iraq," Washington Post,

10 January 1987, Al6. S. Chubin and C. Tripp, Iran and Irag at War,
(Boulder, CO: Westview, 1988), 49.

21 Jupa and Dingeman, "How Iran Lost/Irag Won the Gulf War," 49,
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Thus, in 1985 Iran began considering plans for a major strike
against Basra, and by 1986 they were staging military maneuvers to
evaluate various concepts of amphibious operations. To conduct these
exercises, Iran sought terrain similar to the projected battle area near
Basra. They chose the marshy areas near Bandar Anzeli, a coastal
settlement on the Caspian Sea northwest of Rasht, capitol city of Gilan
Province (see Map 14). During the rehearsals, Iranian soldiers and
their leaders drilled and tested the proposed ideas for overcoming the
Fish Lake barrier system before Basra. Several Iranian divisions
participated in the training which saw Pasdaran units (also known as the
Revolutionary Guards) practicing combined arms operaticns for one of the
first times in the war. As a result of these exercises, the
Revolutionary Guard units earmarked for the Karbala-5 offensive were to
contain some of Iran’s most able and well-trained small unit leaders.22

Indeed, the quality and quantity of Iran’s preparatory efforts
promptad Gary Sick, a former National Security Council staff member and
expert on Iran, to note that the Iranian offensive against Basra "which
had been in preparation for an entire year, was arguably [Iran’s] best-
prepared, best-armed and most skillfully conducted operation in the long

history of the war."23

22 (cordesman and Wagner, 248; Wright, 157.

23 g, Sick, "The United States and the Persian Gulf," in The Gulf
War, eds. Hanns Maull and Otto Pick, (New York, NY: St. Martin’s,
1989), 133.
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Phases of The Battles of Fiosh Lake
The engagements of Iran’s Karbala-5 campaign comprise six
distinct phases: (1) Iranian force build-up and final preparations; (2)
Iran’s opening assault and the Iraqi response (9-10 January); (3) Iran’s
drive toward the Shatt-al-Arab (11-16 January); (4) Iran’s attempt to
cross the Shatt-al-Arab (16-26 January):; (5) Iranian "Ya Zahra" attack
(27 January - 22 February); and, (6) Iran’s last assault and other

activities bringing about the end of the operation (22-27 February).z4

Phage One: The Iranian Build Up

Toward the end of 1986 and during the first week of January
1987, Iran began the initial phase of Karbala-5 by massing between
200,000 and 250,000 troops at several locations near the Iran-Iraq
border east of Basra (see Map 15). Of these men, however, only 120,000
to 140,000 (about sixty percent) were destined for use in the opening
assault of Basra. This main attack force, largely a collection of
infantry units and supporting artillery, consisted of seventy percent
Pasdaran divisions and Baseej volunteers (also known as the People’s

Army), and thirty percent Iranian regulars.

24 one of the best works on the Karbala-5 campaign is entitled
Lessons Learnped: The Iran-Iraqg War by S.C. Pelletiere and D.V. Johnson
(Carlisle Barracks, PA: U.S. Army War College, 1991). However, in this
work the authors claim that the Xarbala-5 campaign ended on 2 February
1987. Yet, as discussed in the thesis, the campaign did not conclude
until 27 February 1987, The thesis definition of Karbala-5, taken from
the definition given to it by the Iranians, includes the combat activity
during the final twenty-five days of fighting. With the exception of
occasional references to "phasing” made by various military analysts in
issues of the Washington Post, the account of the battle by Pelletiere
and Johnson is also unique in it provides the only history that divides
the battle into separate phases (they recognize five).
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The remaining 80,000 Iranian soldiers assigned to the southern

front gathered in an assembly area near the Simareh River basin, some
200 miles to the north of Basra. It is likely that these units formed
Iran’s operational~level reserve. More importantly, however, these
forces possessed the bulk of fhe Iranian army’s remaining tanks and
consisted primarily of the more experienced Iranian Regular Army
units.25 vyet this outwardly unusual allocation of forces is important
for the light it casts on the turmoil within Iran’s military hierarchy.

As mentioned in the previous chapter, the Iranian army was
extremely weak at the start of the war; the result of purges and
executions by the Khomeini regime in 1979 and 1980. During 1981,
however, repeated Iranian setbacks forced the Ayatollah to recall (or
release from prison) many former soldiers of the regular army. The
rebuilt Iranian army became a respectable force and was largely
responsible for several important victories in 1982. Jealous of the
reqgular army’s increasing influence, the fanatical Revolutionary Guards
(the Pasdaran) reasserted themselves in 1984 by demanding a more active
part in the war effort. By 1986, the important preparatory time
immediately prior to Karbala-~5, the Pasdaran had retaken the lead role
in the planning and conduct of Iranian military operations.26

Opposing the Iranians in the region were a similar number of
Iraql soldiers. Altcgether, Iraqi army units represented slements of

two corps and at least five brigades of Republican Guards. Most of

25 Cordesman and Wagner, 248; O’Ballance 1988, 195; Metz, 234; P.
Tyler, "Iraq Stops Iran; War of Attrition Seen Likely,™ Washington Post,
9 February 1987, Al3, Most sources agree that Iran had about 1,000
tanks remaining in its army.

26 cordesman and Wagner, 420.
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these soldiers were garrisoned behind the front at locations near Basra.

Rasponsibility for the battle area was divided between the two Iraqgi
corps. The 3d Corps, commanded by Major General Khalil al-Dhouri, owned
Fish Lake and was also responsible for the defense of Basra (see Map
16) . The lands south of the Shatt-al-Arab, from Basra to the Iranian
front lines near Al~Faw, were under the watch of Iraq’s 7th Corps.27

In the area around Fish Lake, the 3d Corps’ defensive scheme
employed at least three divisions - the 8th Infantry Division (I.D.),
the 1llth Border Guards Division (B.G.D.), and the 5th Mechanized
Infantry Division (M.D.). The territory north of Fish Lake was defended
by the 8th I.D., while the 1l1ith B.G.D. manned positions on their right
{(or southern) flank. The 3d Corps’ tactical reserve in this sector is
believed to have been the 5th M.p.28

The 3d Corps commander evidently decided to employ the
majority of his forces to the north and south of Fish Lake, while the
marshy center of the lake lent itself to the employment of "economy of
force" defensive technigues. Thus, at the time Iran launched its
offensive, only a single battalion from the 1lth B.G.D. was covering the
six-mile wide frontage of Fish Lake.29

South of Fish Lake, the remaining units of the 11th B.G.D.

were accountable for the four-miles of land to the Shatt-al-Arab. 1In

27 Nick Childs, "The Gulf War: Iraq Under Pressure," Jane’s
Refence Weeklv, vol. 7, no. 18 (9 May 1987): 901,

28 g .c., pelletiere and D.V. Johnson II, Lessons Learned: The
iran-Iraq Wapr, (Carlisle Barracks, PA: U.S. Army War College, 1991),
83-84; Cordesman, 130; O’Ballance, 194-~195.

29 pelletiere and Johnson, 83-84.
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this area the 1llth’s positions were bolstered by three separate lines of

eastward-facing defensive berms .30

Phase Two: Iran Attacks (9-10 January)

Iran planned to launch its attack at 0100 hours in the morning
of the Moslem Sabbath, Friday 9 January 1987. Using at least two axes
of advance spanning a sixteen mile-wide front, the Iranian assault would
rely upon stealth to surprise the Iraqis (see Map 17). The main effort
would spring from the east and plunge directly into the weakest portion
of the Iragqi defenses amidst Fish Lake. Using small motor boats and
wading through chest-deep waters, three divisions of Pasdaran and Basee]
soldiers (about 35,000 men and boys) intended to rapidly cross the lake,
emerge on its west bank, and head southeast to secure the eastern bank
of the Shatt-al-Arab - a move the Iranians hoped would envelop the llth
B.G.D.

Simultaneously, a supporting strike by at least one division
(about 15,000 men) would attack the first line of Iraql fortifications
south of Fish Lake to pin-down the forward elements of 1llth B.G.D.

Then, after linking-up to the rear of Iraq’s main defenses, the Iranians
intended to assault Basra using both the east and west banks of the
Shatt .31

The time and season chosen by the Iranian military leadership

to commence the assault were fair, but were by no means ideal. While

the marshes in the region were wet, they were not at full-saturation

30 1bidg.

31 cordesman and Wagner, 249; Masland, "Iran Launches Southern
Assault, Maintains Foothold Near Basra, Iraq," Alé.
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because the "rainy season" was still two months away. Nonethelass,

given the unpredictable nature of the swampy terrain, the Iranians
undoubtedly estimated that their infantry forces would have a mobility
advantage over the Iragis who were most likely to counter using their
mobile armor and mechanized forces.32

Fighting during the first day of Karbala-5 (9 January)

progressed well, in accordance with Iran’s (see Map 17). For their main

attack the Iranians used their infamous "human wave" tactics in which .

Baseej volunteers gained first contact with the enemy, absorbed the
initial shock of combat and subsequently passed the\more experienced
Pasdaran units forward into the fray.33 Although this technique cost
the lives of several hundred Iranian men and boys, it worked as the main
effort achieved sufficient momentum to overwhelm the battalion of
infantry defending Fish Lake, exited the water, and established a
"bridgehead"” on the lake’s westérn shore.

Meanwhile in the south, units of the Iranian supporting attack
were also making headway. Apparently several brigades of the 1llth
B.G.D. were surprised and caught out of their defensive fighting
positions. The tactical initiative clearly belonged to Iran as they
easily penetrated Iraq’s first defensive line at several locations and
overran the small border town of Ad Duayji.3‘

During the afternoon of 9 Januvary, Iran continued to expard

its bridgehead, succesafully moving between 30,000 and 40,000 men (more

32 Masland, "Iran Launches Southern Assault, Maintains Foothold
Near Basra, Iraq," Alé; Cordesman and Wagner, End Note no. 101, 269.

33 Iraqi forces first saw Iran’s human wave assaults in 1981.

34 Cordesman, 127; M. Ross, "Iraq Counterattacks After Iran’s
Thrust, " Washington Post, 11 January 1987, A30.
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than three-quarters of its main effort force) to dry ground across Fish
Lake. Accounts of the fighting suggest that some elements of Iran’s
main attack actuaily completed the encirclement of the llth B.G.D. by
reaching the east bank of the Shatt-Al-Arab behind the Iragis. 1In
addition, Iranian artillery units following the supporting attack south
of Fish Lake came within range of Basra and began firing upon the city
prompting one resident to quip that "shells are falling like rain."35

By the evening of $ January the startled Iragils realized that
an attack was underway, but were unsure of its magnitude. They
responded by mounting a counterattack intended to restore the situation
(see Map 18). 1In this effort, three brigades of Republican Guard
infantrymen moved out of Basra to confront the lead elements of the
Iranian penetration. The bulk of the Iraqgi force met the Iranians on 10
January, spoiling their encirclement and preventing the Iranians frém
getting major combat units into proper position to conduct their
crossing of the Shatt-al-Azab.36

Now, with the main Iranian thrust successfully checked by the
Republican Guard’s maneuver, the attacking Pasdaran and Baseej units
began a new breakthrough effort along the southwestern tip of their
penetration near the Jasim River. This action, which began on 10
January, placed the 1lth B.G.D. in even greater peril. For now, besides
the strong pressure coming from the east, the 1lth B.G.D. found itself

facing a new, formidable threat along its northern flank as well as the

35 1big.

36 Cordesman, 127; Pelletiere and Johnson, 83-84; Ross, "Iraq
Counterattacks After Iran’s Thrust,"™ A30.
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possibility of being trapped between the obstacle system to their rear
and the Shatt-al-Arab waterway in the south .37

At the same time the Republican Guards moved into action and
the llth B.G.D. was about to be flanked, the 5th M.D. prepared for
combat and deployed to positions along the west bank of the Jasim River
- the third line in the Iraqi defensive scheme. The S5th M.D. completed
its move by 11 January and brought its direct fire weapons to bear upon
the right (or western) flank of the Iranian forces pushing south from
Fish Lake. The S5th’s maneuver probably saved the llth B.G.D. from

annihilation and signalled the conclusion of Phase II of the battle.38

Ebagse Three: Iranian Drive Toward the Shatt-al-Arab (11-16 January)

While the counterattack launched by the Republican Guards and
the 5th M.D. falled to completely remove Iranian forces from the area,
it was somewhat successful - the front had been "stabilized" and the
size of the enemy incursion limited to a five hundred meter-deep area on
the west bank of Fish Lake (see Map 19) .39 However, the territory where
this engagement occurred obviously favored the foot soldier; for
whenever the Sth M.D. or the Republican Guards attempted to send their
"amphibious armored vehicles" against the Iranians they soon discovered
how much " [their] vehicles lacked mobility" in the soft marshes of the

Shatt-al-Arab floodplain.40

37 pelletiere and Johnson, 83 and 85.
38 rpid., 8s.

39 Cordesman, 127; Pelletiere and Johnson, 83-84; Ross, "Irag
Counterattacks After Iran’s Thrust," A30.

40 cordesman and Wagner, 250. Here, the vehicles referred to
were probably either wheeled armored personnel carriers (A.P.C.) of the
Soviet BTR series or the tracked BMP. Few maps can accurately portray
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Map 18: Tactical Situation, Beginning of Phase IIL. By the end of Phase II, the Iraqis
had limited the Iranians to a small penetration on the western shores of Fish Lake. Modified
after Pelletiere and Johnson, 86.

the intermittent, unpredictable character of the marshes of the Shatt-
al-Arab alluvial valley. Suffice it to say, however, that the areas in
which the majority of the Karbala-5 fighting occurred would be
classified by most military terrain analysts as either "slow-go" or "no-
go" landscapes.
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Along the western shore of Fish Lake, Iragi Republican Guard

forces continued to prevent the Iranians from breaking out of their
narrow beachhead. Here, Republican Guards Forces Command (R.G.F.C,)
apparently took control of the northern half of the sector that once
belonged to the 1lth B.G.D. North of the R.G.F.C., elements of Iraq’'s
8th I.D. struck south into the right flank of the Iranian penetration,
but the effort only had limited success.4l

On 12 January, after President Saddam Hussein visited his
commanders at the front, the Iragis moved at least one division of armor
into an assembly area about midway between Basra and Fish Lake.%42 since
the S5th M.D. (formerly the tactical reserve for the 3d Corps) was
already committed to battle, this tank division probably became the
Corps’ new tactical reserve in the area. Clearly, the most likely
mission facing the commander of this division was to be ready to employ
his firepower should the Iranians cross the easily fordable Jasim River
and then head for Basra.

The shifting of forces, however, was not the only significant
event to occur as a result of President Hussein’s visit to the front.
In a significant shake-up within the Iraqi army chain of command, Saddam
Hussein relieved his 3d Corps commander, Major General Khalil al-Dhouri.
Presumably, President Hussein’s decision was in retaliation for the
perceived poor level of preparation displayed by 3d Corps units during
the first days of the Iranian attack upon the Basra area. Several

lesser-ranking officers were also dismissed from duty, with some being

41 pelletiere and Johnson, 87.

42 cordesman and Wagner, 251; Pelletiere and Johnson, 87;
O’Ballance, 195.
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summarily executed.43 Command of the 3d Corps was promptly given to
Lieutenant General Dhia ul-Din Jamal, previously the commanding general
of the 5th Corps in northern Iraq.44

The terrain between the southarn end of Fish Lake and the
Shatt-al-Arab presented Iranian commanders with somewhat of a gquandary:
as long as the fighting remained east of the Jasim River, Iran’s
infantry would possess the mobllity advantage; however, to make an
attack toward Basra, the Iranians knew they would have to cross the
Jasim and traverse dryer ground where Iragi armor would likely be
waiting for them. So for the time being, the Iranians opted to forego
their intended push toward Basra in favor of a revised plan (compare Map
17 and Map 20).

To continue their attack, the Iranians evidently decided to
redouble their effort to reach the Shatt-al-Arab in the sector of the
beleaguered Iraqgi llth B.G.D. After reaching the Shatt, a task that
would require Iranian forces to ford two small rivers enroute, the
Iranians meant to cross the 400-meter wide river at a location east of
the Iraqi village of Abu-al-Khasib. After negotiating the Shatt, the

Iranians intended to wheel their force toward the west and march upon

43 orpallance, 210.

44 Childs, "The Gulf War: Iraq Under Pressure,” 901; Cordesman
and Wagner, 252; Cordesman, 136; Jupa and Dingeman, "How Iran Lost/Iraq
Won the Gulf War,™ 51; Tyler, "Irag Stops Iran; War of Attrition Seen
Likely," Als.
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appear to have opted to focus their
two steps - - *tack south and cross the

Shatt-al-Arab, then continue the attack toward Basra. Map drawn by the author.

effort on Iraq’s beleaguered 11th B.G.D. The new

Map 20: Revised Iranian Plan of Attack. Co



Basza along the south bank of the river, thereby avoiding Irag’s armor
2ing west of Fish Lake.

Accordingly, by 14 January the Iranians increased their
pressure on Irag’s 1llth B.G.D. by attacking fiercely in the direction of
the Shatt-al-Arab along two axes of advance (see Map 21)., The two-
pronged thrust by Iranian infantry came in the area betwesen Iraq’s three
east-facing lines of defense, but the spirit of the 1lth B.G.D. would
not be broken. Respcnding to the Iranian strike, which may have
included about 50,000 relatively fresh Pasdaran and Baseej soldiers
moved up from Iran’s tactical reserves, the commander of the llth B.G.D.
skillfully orchestrated his units in a "slow, fighting retreat to the
south, keeping the Jasim River on [his] left."45

Yet because the soldiers in the 1lth could see that they had
only limited terrain in which to perform their rearward maneuver, they
probably knew that their fate rested on two hopes - that the volume of
their fires would discourage the fanatical Iranian attackers, and that
relief would somehow come from their comrades on the west bank of the
Jasim. It would not be until 17 or 18 January (three days later) that
the 11lth B.G.D. could finally extricate itself from the clutches of the
Iranian infantry and reach safer ground across the Jasim River.46

While Iranian soldiers drove for the Shatt-al-Arab, their high
command took aetion at the operational level of war. On 14 January,
Iran commenced Operation Karbala-6 in the Simar/Qasr-e-Shirin area

(along the border about 90 miles northeast of Baghdad, see Map 14).

45 pelletiere and Johnson, 85 and 94; troop figures from
Cordesman and Wagner, 251.

46 pelletiere and Johnson, 85.
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Thls offensive, which employed forces from Iran’s operational reserées
in the Sumar River basin, had an indirect, but important effect on
operations in the southern front - it forced Iraq to carefully weigh its
options before committing massive armor forces to the defense of Basra.
Unfortunately for the Iranians, however, this new attack along the
central front also diverted the preponderance of their armored forces
and at once killed the possibility of Iranian tanks being thrown into
battle against the Iragi forces at Fish Lake.47

The intensity of the slaughter prompted Caspar Weinberger,
then U.S. Secretary of Defense, to note that by 16 January, "about
40,000 Iranian troops, many as young as 14, have been killed [or
wounded] in human-wave attacks against Iraqi positions® in Basra.48
Iraqi casualties during the same period were estimated to number about
10,000 men. Furthermore, Basra, which was undergoing increasingly heavy
shelling from Iranian artillery, was fast becoming a ghost town as
residents began fled the city by the thousands shortly after the start

of the Iranian offensive.49

47 »p, Tyler, "Iran Advances on Basra; Iragq Bombs 11 Cities,"
Washington Post, 19 January 1987, Al3; Dobbs, 15 January 1987, Al and
A36; Cordesman and Wagner, 256-257; Q’Ballance, 198.; Cordesman, 129,

In the context of the war, the five-day Karbala-6 campaign was
comparatively insignificant. While this Iranian threat was closer to
Baghdad than the strike against Basra, it did little more than recaptura
some border lands that Iraqg had seized at the start of the war. Writers
with Jane’s Defense Weeklvy speculate that Karbala-6 "was clearly meant
only as a diversion™ (in Childs, "The Gulf War: Iraq Under Pressure,"
899) .

48 g, Wilson, "Iran Losses Put at 40,000 in Weeks," Washington
Post, 16 January 1987, Al9; Cordesman and Wagner, 251.

49 ryler, "Iran Advances on Basra; Iraq Bombs 11 Cities,"

Washington Post, Al3.




Bhage Four: Ixan Attempts to Cross the Shatt-al-Acab (17-26 January)

The 1llth B.G.D.’s fighting retreat across the Jasim River went
well, but not without incident as some Iranian infantry units apparéntly
followed the 1llth’s rear security element across to the river’s west
bank (see Map 22).50 put of greater significance to the kattle, once
the 1llth completed its movement over the Jasim, the last remaining Iraqi
forces between the Iranians and the Shatt-al-Arab were gone and the way
was now clear "for the Iranians to surge" to the bank of the river.51
However, before the Iranians could negotiate the nearly half-kilometer
width of the Shatt, they would have to "island hop" across two smaller,
but fordable, waterways - the Nahr el Khaiin and the Shatt-al-Arab as
Saghir (hereafter, Khaiin River and Saghir River). The marshy terrain
between these two drainages and the Shatt-al-Arab forms several small
islands whose lengths parallel the Shatt.32 Two of these isles,
Tuwaylah and Buvarin, would soon play host to most of the combat
occurring over the next several days,

Within hours after the 1l1th B.G.D. cleared the battlefield,
probably during the pre-dawn hours of 18 January, Iranian forces
completed their thrust to the Shatt-al-Arab. Upon reaching the river,
they quickly dispatched a force of about 3,000 Pasdaran infantrymen over
the Saghir and Khaiin rivers to seize Tuwaylah and Buvarin Islands.33

Although the two islands were undefended, Iraqi artillery and multiple-

50 Tyler, "Iraq’s Central Front Shows Few Scars," Washington
Post, 20 January 1987, Al6; Pelletiere and Johnson, 85 and 83.

51 pelletiere and Johnson, 85.

52 1pid.; Childs, "The Gulf War: Iraqgq Under Pressure," 899 and
901;

53 cordesman and Wagner, 251.
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launched rockets bombarded the Iranians from positions on the west side
of the Jasim River and across the Shatt-al-Arab, where units of the
Iraqi 7th Corps manned defensive positions near Abu-al-Khasib.54

On 19 January, a second Iranian force slipped across a
somewhat undefended segment of the Jasim River immediately south of the
area where their countrymen had slyly followed the 1lth B.G.D. during
its withdrawal. This maneuver gave the Iranians a foothold on the
eastern end of Ujayrawihah Island, a one-by-fifteen kilometer land mass
between the Shatt, and the Saghir and Jasim rivers.55 The small Iranian
force probably had the mission of providing "right flank security" for
the planned river crossing ¢f the Shatt-al-Arab. Yet the Iranian
commander presumably did not realize that the island was only lightly
defended and that his unit had stumbled upon a relatively open avenue to
Basra beside the southern flank of the 1lth B.G.D. If this writer’s
appraisal of the tactical situation at this time is correct, then it was
indeed fortunate for the Iraqis that the Iranians misread the
battlefield and did not go beyond the simple occupation of the
easternmost kilometer of Ujayrawihah Island.

The 11th B.G.D., which had assumed responsibility for a small
sector south of the 5th M.D., undoubtedly reported to higher authorities
the presence of Iranian units on its right flank. The Iragi high
command must have grasped the potential gravity of the situation,

because they quickly responded by committing another division of

5¢ p, Tyler, "Irzaq’s Central Front Shows Few Scars," Alé.

58 Tyler, "Iraq’s Central Front 3hows Few Scars," Al6; Pelletiere
and Johnson, 85 and 88. Some sources refer to Ujayrawihah Island by the
name "Fayazivah."




infantzy to battle in the 3d Corps’ sector.56 This division
(designation unknown) gained access to Ujayrawihah Island from the west
near Basra and moved to take-up positions f£rom which they could
temporarily block and eventually expel the Iranian infantrymen. By 20
January, the new unit was in contact with the enemy and holding them to
about a one or two kilometer stretch of the island.57

Meanwhile, on the north side of Fish Lake, the 8th I.D.
maintained its pressure upon the right flank of the Iranian penetration
(see Map 23). Further, by 21 January the Iraqis also moved a second
division of tanks into an assembly area to the west of the 8th 1.p.58

On or about 22 or 23 January, the Iraqgi infantry division on
Ujayrawihah Island attacked with sufficient violence to clear the
remaining Iranians. Indeed, the arrival of this Iraqi division
completely foiled Iran’s plan to cross the Shatt-al-Arab.39 after 23
January, Iranian ground forces never made another serious effort to
traverse the Shatt in the remaining five weeks of Xarbala-5. Given the
small frontage of the battlefield (at most about one kilometer), as well

as the almost complete lack of cover (the date trees on the island had

56 7This writer was unable to uncover any information regarding
whether this division was, in fact, "chopped" to (i.e., under the
tactical control of) the Commander, 3d Corps or operating independently
under the direct control of the Iraql high command. Numerous reports in
the Hashington Post mention how the 7th Corps sent reinforcements to aid
the 3d Corps in its defense of Basra; however, no unit designations are
provided. The author assumas that the division committed to Ujayrawihah
Island came from either the 7th Corps or from operational reserves
maintained by the Iraqi high command. (For example, see P. Tyler,
"Missile Shatters Baghdad Homes," Washington Post, 23 January 1987, A22;
and Cordesman, 130.)

57 pelletiere and Jchnson, 88.
58 1pid4.
59 1bid., 8s5.
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long been casualties of the war), the fight between the Iragqi and
Iranian foot soldiers on the eastern quarter of Ujayrawihah Island must
have been a "classic" light-infantry engagement.

With the end of the previously mentioned scuffle on
Ujayrawihah Island came climax of Phase Four in The Battles of Fish
Lake. During the next several days, or through 26 January, the fighting
quieted substantially all along the southern front. On both sides,
commanders used the lull to consolidate and refortify their positions.‘o
To date, Iranian forces had not crossed the Jasim River in appreciable
strength, they had not managed to break out of their‘stagnant
penetration of Fish Lake, and they were unable to get across the Shatt-
al-Arab. 1In effect, the Iranian attack was dying abcut nine miles short
of Basra. This dismal recap not withstanding, some military analysts
believed that Iran’s breach of Basra’s outer defenses was a significant
tactical victory and morale booster ~ citing the heavy losses Iranian
forces had inflicted on the Iraqi army.61

Puring this short respite in the fighting, the Iraqi Sth M.D.
was relieved in place by a division of regular infantry (designation
unknown) . Evidently, the effort enabled the 5th to reposition to a
tactical assembly area a few kilometers rearward of their former sedtor
and to prepare for future operations. With the 5th in a secure area

behind the front, the 3d Corps had now assembled all its highest

60 1. Jenkins, "U.S. Arms Cited in Iran: Major Role Seen in

Basra Offensive," Washington Post, 27 January 1987, Al4. Tyler,
"Missile Shatters Baghdad Homes," A22; Pelletiere and Johnson, 85.

61 1, Jenkins, "Iran’s Drive on Basra Seen a Tactical Success,"
Washington Post, 26 January 1987, Al3; Jenkins, "U.S. Arms Cited in
Iran: Major Role Seen in Basra Offensive," Al and Al4; Cordesman and
Wagner, 252.
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mobility forces in three division-sized assembly areas, a certain
indication that the Iraqgis were gatting ready to counterattack in
st:ength.‘z Since there is no evidence to suggest that the Iranians
made any counter-moves, it is most likely that they were completely
unawars of Iraqi preparations for offensive operations. However, since
most of Iran’s armored forces were toc far away to have an immediate
impact on changes in the tactical situation, it is imprecbable that the
Iranians could have taken sufficient preemptive action even if they knew
of Irag’s plan,

While the action may have subsided temporarily on the
battlefield, times were not as serene within the Iragqi military
hierarchy. On or about 20 January, Saddam Hussein reiieved his armed

force’s chief of staff - General Abdul Jawal Zannoun, 83

Phase Five: Iran Renews the Attack toward the West (27 Jan - 22 Feb)

In the early morning hours ¢of 27 January, Iran launched a new
assault against tha Iraqi 3d Corps (see Map 24).64 Like previous
Iranian attacks during the campaign, this one came "human-wave" style
led by the Baseej and Pasdarvan. T%The main effort, or at least that
portion of the assault achieving greatest succes3, seems to have focused

upon the sector of the battle-weary 1llth B.G.D. One or two supporting

62 Pelletiere and Johnson, 90,

63 Tyler, "Missile sShatters Baghdad Homes," A22; Tyler, "Irag
Stoms Iran; War of Attrition Seen Likely," Al6. Apparently General
Zannoun was absent from a televised meeting of the military command with
President Hussein. The Iraqi government did not confirm or deny the
status of General Zannoun. Although later press reports from Irag quote
statements made by "the armed forces Chief of Staff," no> name is ever
attributed to them.

64 o/Ballance erronecusly gives the date as 29 January (p. 195).
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attacks were probably launched farther north from within or near Fish
Lake, but none made any significant p:cgrcss.‘s

A communique issued by the Iranian high command boasted that
their forces "had managed to push 1.2 miles down the road from the
Iranian border toward Basra." Yet, in reality the Iranian infantry
never advanced more than a few dozen meters to the west after fording
the Jasim,66 Iraq’s 46th Brigade (llth B.G.D.?) 2pparently absorbed the
brunt of this Iranian attack before collapsing. Nearby units were
quickly mustered into the breach and the Iraqi defenses stiffened enough
to push the Iranians back across the Jasim by nightfall.57

The next day, 28 January, Iraqg shocked the Iranians with a
massive counterattack. Under tactical control of the R.G.F.C., the 5th
M.D. joined with cne of the two armored divisions for a lightning strike
against the head of the Iranian penetration in Fish Lake. The Iraqi
thrust smashed the nose of the Iranian bulge, threw the Persians back
into the quagmires of Fish Lake, and quickly regained almost twenty

square miles of territory lost earlier in the campaign.68

63 o’Ballance mentiona the assault came on three axes (p. 195).
Similar references can be found in Tyler, "Iran Claims It Advances 1.2
Miles Toward Basra,™ Al6 and on page A30 of the 30 January 1987 issue of
the Washington Post. On 30 January 1987 Iran ordered all reporters out
of the country. After this date, first hand accounts of the fighting
become almost non-existent.

66 p, Tyler, "Iran Claims It Advances 1.2 Miles Toward Basra,"
Washinaton Post, 28 January 1987, AlS; Pelletiere and Johnson, 85, 88,
and 89.

67 Tyler, "Iran Claims It Advances 1.2 Miles Toward Basra," AlS;
Pelletiere and Johnson, 89 and 90.

68 pelletiere and Johnson, 89; “Iranian Missile Hits Baghdad,"
Washington Post, 1 February 1987, A26.
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Yet, because the Iraqi thrust had no place to go once it
reached Fish Lake, there was little chance that their attack would
achieve a major victory and present opportunities for exploitation. At
this point one wonders why the Iragis did not make their drive south of
the lake. There appear to be at least two answers to this issue.
First, vehicular trafficability for mechanized combat operations south
of the lake was rapidly degrading due to the onset of the rainy season.
Second, and perhaps more important, the Iragis may have calculated that
the Iranian threat from within Fish Lake harbored the greatest potential
for breaching the final lines of defense before Basra. Thus the Iraqis
aimed to "take the wind" out of Iran’s attack by striking at the units
in the Fish Lake bulge.

By 2 February the front again stabilized, but the number of
men killed and injured on both sides continued to increase. Iranian
casualties were now estimated at 17,000 dead and 35,000 to 45,000
wounded. The corresponding numbers for the Iragis list roughly 6,000
fatalities and between 12,000 and 15,000 injuries.®? These tallies
prompted one Middle East observer to note: "Although Iran’s casualties
may run three times as high as Irag’s, its ability to send throngs of
zealous new volunteers to the front forms an unshakable strateg;c power
in the conflict."70 other analysts voiced similar views and wondered
how long Iraq’s political leadership could survive losing men at such a

staggering rate.

69 wiranian Offensive Broken, Iraq Says," Washington Post, 2
February 1987, Al5; P. Tyler, "Iraqgli Planes Sweep Iran, Hit Capital,"
Washington Post, 15 February 1987, A30. Casualties figures from
Cordesman, 131,

70 Tyler, "Iraq Stops Iran; War of Attrition Seen Likely," Al6.
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In mid February, Iran began repositioning some of its armored
forces south from the central front raising speculation that another
attack was £orthcoming.71 Also; the Ayatollah Khomeini emerged from
almost three months of public silence to address his country over Tehran
radio. He denigrated the Iragis and called for more volunteers to join

the "divine cause . . . to make war until vi.c:t:cn:y.""2

Bhase Six: Irxan Launches Its Last Attack (22 - 27 February)

In the late afternoon of 22 February, Iran initiated their
final phase of the Karbala-5 campaign.’3 Dubbed the "Ya Zahra"
("victory") attack, the effort came on two narrow axes south of Fish
Lake and once again featured Iran’s "human wave" tactics (see Map 25).7‘

As the attack continued throughout the evening hours of 22-23
February the Iranians had little to show for their efforts, having made
only limited penetrations of Iragq’s strong third defensive line at the
Jasim River, Still, there were more reports of "high casualties" in the
Iragqi front lines (the 98th, 437th and 705th infantry brigades -
divisional affiliations unknown) .75

To defeat these small Iranian penetrations, the Iragis

apparently devised a tactic whereby they would deliberately permit a

71 Cordesman, 136; Cordesman and Wagner, 253.

72 wghomeini Calls War Crusade, " Washington Post, 11 February
1987, Al6. Prior to this appearance, the Ayatollah was last heard in
public on 20 November 1986..

73 Washington Post, "Iran Claims New Gains in Drive Against
Iraq," 24 February 1987, Al7.

74 O’Ballance, 196; Cordesman, 136; Cordesman and Wagner, 253~
354.

75 Cordesman, 136; Washingtop Post, "Iran Claims New Gains in
Drive Against Iraq,™ Al7.
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breakthrough to occur. Once the Iranians had been "encouraged" into a
predetermined "killing zone," the Iragqis would cpen fire and "maximize
the slaughter."” The unfortunate Pasdaran and Baseej volunteers
ensnarled in such places were pinned down by direct fires and
annihilated with massed Iraqi artillory.7‘

On 27 February the "Iranian Joint Staff Command" declared the
official end of Xarbala-5.77 The Iranian offensive had lasted for more
than six weeks. While Iran’s gains were cause for worry among the
Iraqgis (particularly the residents of Basra), the offensive had failed
to break the back of the Iragi war movement.

Official reports out of Iran crowed that the Iranian ground
forces had attained all their "present objectives . . . [and) . . . had
completely destroyed eigl.y-one Iraqi brigades."™ The Iranians also
claimed to have wiped out some 700 tanks and APCs. 1In Iraq, a Defense
Ministry spokesman countered by noting how President Saddam Hussein’s
army had killed over 80,000 and wounded as many as 200,000 Iranians in
the six weeks of fighting.73 The true casualty figures from these
kattles may never be uncovered; howevér, by most asystems of measure, the

numbers were certainly very high.

76 pelletiere and Johnson, 91.

77 wiranian Offensive Halted, " Washinaton Post, 28 February 1987,
A20. Cordesman and Wagner show the Iranians as having caused 56,500
Iranian casualties (p. 254).

78 washington Post, "Iranian Offensive Halted," A20.
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conglusions

In thwarting Iran’s Karbala-5 offensive, Iragql armed forrces
displayed many interesting tactics. Some of these procedures had been
observed in previous battles, while other techniques were new. Among
the characteristics of Iraqi warfare seen during The Battles of Fish
Lake and at earlier times in the Iran-Iraq War were: (1) the
unhesitating speed with which unsuccessful leaders, both officers and
NCOs, were relieved of their commands or responsibilities; (2) the
extensive use of combat engineers to fortify defensive lines and improve
the lines of communication; (3) the ability of the Iragi supply system
to sustain field units; (4) the continuing absence of aircraft in a
dedicated close air support role:; (5) a general lack of awareness
regarding the activity of enemy forces preceding the atart of the
offensive; (6) an excellent ability to conduct static, area defensive
warfare against massed infantry assaults; and, (7) an ability to mount
limited-objective counterattacks to restore the front, but with a marked
absence of efforts to exploit local tactical successes.

More important, hﬁwever, may be the distinctly fresh TTP shown
by the Iragis during the course of the fighting. For instance, the
Iragis now displayed greater ability to cope with the "fog of war" at
the tactical and operational levels of war. New techniques of command
and control, the re- and pre-positioning of reserve and front-line
forces, and general improvements in battlefield management apparently
allowed Iraqi commanders to respond more quickly and decisively to
changes in the situation. Iraqg’s use of "killing zone" or "fire sack"

defensive techniques was a second new TTP seen during the fighting at
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Fish Lake. With this new tactic, commanders had the capability to
"shape the battlefield"” to their own tactical advantage.

In the early years of the war with Iran, Iragi ground forces
had developed their ability to conduct static, area defensive warfare by
coupling strong linear defenses with limited objective counterattack
tactics. 1In July and August of 1982, for example, the Iragis soundly
defeated Iran’s Operation Ramadan al-Mubarak offensive (their first
attempt to seize Basra). In several battles during this campaign, the
Iragis repeatedly showcased their ability to rebuff Iranian attacks with
massed direct and indirect firepower. Iranian attacks managing to
penetrate the front typically left their flanks exposed to counterattack
by massed Iragi armor, often allowing them "to flank the Iranian force
from both sides."79 1t is also quite likely that such experiences led
to the development of the technique first seen during Karbala-5 in whigh
the Iragis drew the Iranians into killing zones.

To conduct this type of static, but mobile defensive fight,
Iragli command and control had to be more efficient and responsive to
ongoing events at both the tactical and operational levels of war. At
the tactical level, unit commanders through division level had to learn
to rapidly transition from defense to offense, and then back to defense.
While one may argue that Iraqi counterattacks were only limited
objective operations of short duration (rarely did they take longer than
a day, or proceed beyond artillery range), on; must admit that it is far
easier to fight in place than to be ready, on order, to strike back in

force. The activities of the Iraqi 5th M.D., as it first defended along

79 cordesman and Wagner, 151,
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the front and then joined with an armored division to attack the head of
the Iranian penetration at Fish Lake, serve as an excellent example of
the Iraqgi’s evolving ability to quickly shift from the defensive to the
offensive.

Perhaps the story of Irag’s 1llth B.G.D., a non-elite unit,
provides the best example of the new flexibility possessed by leaders at
the tactical level in the Iraqi army. Early in the battle, when faced
with the possibility of being surrounded by strong Iranian pressure from
the east and north, the 1llth B.G.D. conducted a "textbook" tactical
withdrawal under pressure across the Jasim River (see Maps 21 and 22).

More freedom to act was also in evidence at higher command
levels in the Iragi army. Indeed, this may have been "the secret of the
Iragis’ success" during the defense of Basra.80 By reexamining the
series of maps portraying the events during the battles, the reader can
see how the Iragis moved several units into tactical assembly areas
behind the front, how they adjusted defensive sectors of responsibility
on numerous occasions, and how some front lines units were relieved in
place by fresher forces. These shifts "were conducted without apparent
confusion and no loss of operational cohesion."81

Still, despite its new level of flexibility in cc¢-.nand,
control, and battlefield management, the Iraqis rarely exploited their
success. For example, the successful counterattack by the 5th M.D. and
an armored division on 28 January threw the Iranian offensive into

disarray, but the Iraqis did not follow-up with an attack in the south -

80 pelletiere and Johnson, 89.
81 1pid., 91.
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an area where their armor and mechanized forces might have found
additional maneuver space and more enemy.

Combined and joint operations are still missing as of this
point in Iraqi warfare. For example, no airmobile assaults were
employed against the rear of the Iranian army, nor were there any
significant close air support missions provided by the Iragi air forces,
Instead, Iragi helicopter gunships (which had been transferred to the
control of the army after 1985) appeared at the front on strafing runs
similar to methods used to quell the Kurds in the 1970s. The Iragi air
force was too busy bombing Iranian cities and oil refineries ("in
retaliation" for Iranian Scud-missile attacks upon Baghdad and Basra) to
get involved in the action at the front .82

Outside the scanty information obtained from prisoners once
the fighting began, the Iragi intelligence collection system seems to
have evolved little since the beginning of the conflict with Iran. As
evidence of this continuing problem in the Iragi military one need only
raecall the surprise, both tactical and operational, that the Iranians
achieved during the first phase of Karbala-5. Apparently the Iraqgis
were 8o frustrated by this problem that at one point they tried to pin
their intelligence failures upon faulty information provided by the

United States.83

82 7The Iraqli air force was, at this point in the Iran-Iraq War,
facing its first formidable air defense threat in the form of U.S. Hawk
missiles that Iran had obtained from the United States in the "Arms for
Hostages"” deal of 1986. See, for example, Tylez, "Iran Claims It
Advances 1.2 Miles Toward Basra," Al5-Al6 and Cordesman, 131.

83 p, Tyler, "Western Aides Dispute Iraqi’s Charge," Washington
Poat, 22 January 1987, A27. This article refers to Iraqi charges
levelled in the wake of Iran’s capture of Al~-Faw in February of 1986.
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On the home front, President Saddam Hussein’s war effort seems
to have acquired unprecedented popular support. More than any other
factor, the Iragi people were probably becoming tired of the long y;ars
of war, They were ready and anxious for a return to the busineas of
reaping the potential benafits of Iraq’s vast petroleum resources. 1In
the eyes of the Baath leadership, the intensity of the fighting in Basra
had the potential to turn popularity into hatred. Therefore, in an
effort to "regulate" the return of casualties and veterans from the
front, the Iraqis "set up a long series of checkpoints on the highways
leading from Basra" for the express purpose of halting Army deserters,84
Further, there were reports that the authorities were placing "large
numbers of bodies into cold storage . . . to minimize the impact of the
losses on the public.“°5 Wounded soldiers presumably were kept away
from the general population by restricting them to "special hospitals"
until they recovered.

§till, while most Iragi families had personally experienced
the pains of war in some form or another, their morale seems to have
sustained (and even strengthened) itself. As opposed to taking on a
mood of despair, the people of Irag developed a rock-hard will to finish

the war as quickly as possible.86

84 childs, "The Gulf War: Irag Under Pressure," 9C1.
85 1bid.
86 1bid.




CHAPTER 4

FINAL ARPPRAISAL
« « + OUr souls were filled with pride for our
history and its glories, compelling us towards
the achievement of miracles in our homeland.
Captivated by the dream (of Wahida) we awakenad
to see in the Iragi army, the Arab Prussia, the
force able to realize our dreams of establishing
a great Arab state which would restore to the
Arab nation its past glories and forgotten
civilization.

Mahmud Durrahl

The preceding words, spoken by a former Iraqi officer
reflecting upon the mood within the officer corps in the 1920s and
1930s, might just as well have been part of a speech to an assembled
mass of Iraql soldiers as they waited to invade Iran in September 1980,
or Kuwait almost ten years later. The words also vividly represent the
strong linkage between political aspiraticn and military reality in Iraq
- a characteristic of the Iraqi way of war that is plainly evident after
one reviews the army’s record of performance. Indeed, many of the
improvements in tactics, techniques, and procedures made by the Iraqi
army during the war occurred becau-e of changes at the political and
strategic levels. Here, a brief examination of this cause-and-effect

relationship is in order because it further illuminates the role of The

1 Quoted in Paul P.J. Hemphill, "The Formation of the Iraqgi

Army, 1921-33," in The Integration of Modexn Irag, edited by Abbas
Kelidar, (New York: St. Martin’s, 1979), 101.
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Battles of rish Lake in the evolution of Iragi combat tactics through

the conclusion of the war.

¥rom Fish Lake to the End of the Wax

In the previous chapter, this writec identified The Battles of
Fish Lake as a turning point iﬁ the eventual outcome oi the Iran-Iraq
War by recognizing that the 1987 canpaign against Basra was Iran’s last
great ground offensive. Yet, concerning the evolution of Iraqi tactics,
the events at Basra were important for another reason. After the
fighting, the Iraqi army seems to have realized it had the potential to
conduct mobile, combined arms warfare on a multi-division basis.2 Yet,
in orxder for the reader to understand better the implications of Iraq’'s
victory at Fish Lake, it is essential for the discussion to deviate for
a moment and briefly address several important decisions effecting the
basic combat capabilities of the Iragi army.

During the six years of war preceding their win at Basra, the
Iragi army usually demonstrated its ability to execute successfully the
political leadership’s "static defense strategy.” Yet this game plan
was slowly sapping Irag’s strength, it would never take the fight to the
enemy, and it was reactionary instead of anticipatory.3 Indeed,
following a meeting of the Extracrdinary Congress of the Baath in July
1986:

. there appears to have been general recognition among the .
Baathist leaders that their existing strategy of static defense was

2 S. Pelletiere and D. Johnson II, lLessons Learpned: The Irapn-
Irag War, (Carlisle Barracks, PA: U.S. Army War College, 1991), 93.

3 s. Pelletiere, D. Johnson I1I, and L. Rosenberger, Iragi Power

and U.S, Security in the Middle East, (Carlisls Barracks, PA: U.S. Army
War College, 1990), 11.
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not working and requirsd drastic overhauls, if not complete
abandonment , 4

Although the Iragi military leadership was somewhat
comfortable with the erecution of static defensive warfare, they felt
that .wbile cou.al 'osomed as a far more complicated task, one apt to
contain many "unknowns." Indeed, this was a lesson the army had learnad
wall following their failed attempte in 1980 to break the atiff
resistance offersd by Iran’s disorganized forces during The Battles for
Abadan Island. Iraq’s solution to the problem, which came out of the
Extraordinary Congress gathering in 1986, resulted in several changes to
the "force structure, command system, and training™ of their army in
order to “"create a force capable of effective maneuver warfare."S

The most important shift in Iraq’s military policy enabled
young men, primarily college youths, to join the ranks of the Republican
Guards which had previously the exclusive domain of men from Tikrit -
Saddam Hussein’s home town. Eligible men soon flocked to the Republican
Guards by the hundreds, seizing the unique opportunity to acquire "a
Palace connection."® Readers can get an indication of the phenomenal
success tha Baath’s move had on enlistment in the Iragi army by noting
the increase in the number of Republican Guards divisions portrayed in
Table 2 (at the end of Chapter One, units coded "PG" in 1986~1988) .7

The young men joining the guards divisions were not only more

educated, they were also more motivated than most oﬁher soldiers in the

4 1pbid., 14. See also Pelletiere and Johnson, 37-39.

5 A. Cordesman and A. Wagner, The Lessons of Modern Wax, 3
vols., Vol 2: The Iran-Irag War, {(London: Westview, 1990), 413,

6 pelletiere, et al., 15.
7 1bid.
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Iraqi a:my.‘ Truly, the influx of college youths juxtaposed with the
experience of the veteran Iraqli commanders, may have been one of the
most fortuitous circumstances for Irag since the baginning of the war.
Apparently, the recruits out of college lesrned faster than other, less
educated Iragqli soldiers. Moreover, the new men did not have years of
bad experiences behind them. As one analyst cbserved: "To counter
(Iranian] fanaticism, aggressive spirits were needed."? The positive
effect that these moves had on Iragi combat capabilities would come to
the fore only fourteen months after the conclusion of The Batiles for
Fish Lake.

The first of these new spirits formed the core of the
Republican Guard infantry brigades that counterattacked with success in
the defense of Basra.l0 Somehow, the successful counterattacks by
Irag’s Republican Guard, armored, and mechanized forces during the
defense of Basra seems to gave commanders new confidence and inspired
them to think about the offensive, about maneuver, about striking at the
enemy (see Chapter 3).

With Basra having rejuvenated their self-confidence, the Iraqi
army apparently began preparing for large-scale offensive operations.11
A second catalyst prompting the Iraqi leadership to think about
offensive warfare was the indisputable reality that "the war had wrecked

Iraq’s economy."12 The country desperately needed money; and one way to

8 pelietiere and Johnson, 38.
9 Pelletiere, et al., 17.
10 1pid., 92.
1 "Irag Says It Has Recaptured Strategic Peninsula from Iran,"

New York Times, 19 April 1988, All.
12 pelletiere, ot al., 11.
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help matters would be to recapture Al-Faw, lraq’s principal oil export
terminal to the Persian Gulf.

Therefore, on the morning of 17 April 1988 the Iragis attacked
Al-Faw. In a plan envisioning a five-day battle, the Iragqi VII Corps
and a Republican Guards Corps joined to envelop the Iranian defenses.
The actual fight lasted about 36 hours and was a total victory for the
Iragis. 1In retaking the most important piece of territory Irag had lost
to Iran since the start of the war, the Iragi army showed "that it is
now able to conduct major attacks auccesstully."13 Surprise, mass, and
combined arms were the greatest contributors to Iraq’s victory at Al-
Faw.14 1In that the briqada.is "the basic combat formation" in the Iragi
army, the overwhelming success at Al-Faw marked the first time in the
war that a large-scale Iraqi attack had, so to speak, "hit on all
cylinde:s."15

A month later, on 25 May 1988, the Iraqis shocked the Iranians
for a second time and recaptured all territory lost during 1987 in the
Fish Lake area. 1In a battle that finished in less than nine hours, the
Iraqi army’s massive attack threw "several thousand tanks" against the
out-classed Iranian defenders. "Again, the huge disparity in numbers
seems to have tipped the balance in Iraq’s favor."16 1This story

repeated on 25 June with even greater efficiency when several divisions

13 pernard Trainor, "Iraqi Offensive: Victory Goes Beyond
Battlefield,"” New York Times, 20 April 1988, Al6. The Iranians had
captured Al-Faw from the Iraqgis in 1986; the loss of the city was a
major embarrassment to Iraq.

14 According to Pelletiere et al., 28, the Iraqis had roughly a
12-to~1 numerical advantage at Al-Faw,

15 pelletiere and Johnson, 62.
16 pelletiere et al., 29.
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of Iraql armor and mechanized forces joined to recapture the Majnoon

Island oilfield complex north of Basra.l?

Rutting It All Togethesx

This thesis has focused upon several tactius, techniques and
procedures that the Iraql army acquired during its eight-year war with
Iran. At the risk of makin§ too general of an appraisal, it is the
opinion of this writer that the Iragi army that emerged from the war in
1988 was not a clone of Soviet warfighting methodologies; nor was it an
army created in the image of other Arab armies. Simply put, the Iragli
army in 1988 was an organization that is uniquely "Iragi" - a working
blend of local, regional, And international militaiy influences.

Perhaps the best way to summarize the most salient points of
this thesis is to organize the conclusions by topic according to the
seven "Battlefield Operating Systems" - maneuver, fire support, air
defense, intelligence and electronic warfare, mobility / counter-
mobility / survivability, sustainment, and command and control.l8
Before proceeding, however, the reader must be reminded that the Iraqi
army’s ability to close out the war may be attributable as much to
troubles within the Iranian military as it is to improvements in the

Iraqi army.l9

17 youssef Ibrahim, "Iraqi Troops Recapture Big Oil Field," New
Yozrk Times, 26 June 1988, 3.

18 gstudent Text 100-3; Battle Book, (Ft. Leavenworth, KS: US
Army Command and General Staff College, 1989), 1-2 and 1-3; Field Manual

100-5: Operatjons, (Washington, DC: Department of the Army, 1986), 11~
14, 95-98, 10s6.

19 cordesman and Wagnexr, 420. 1Iran’s last significant wvictory in
the war was at Al-Faw in 1986. Chapter Three of the thesis outlines tha
rise and decline of the Iranian military in greater detail.
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Maneuver

Manocuver "is the movement of forces in relation to the enemy
to secure or retain positional advantaqo."ao In essence, "maneuver
means moving and acting consistently more rapidly than the opponent."2l
No matter which definition the reader prefers, maneuver has become a
major feature of Iraqi tactics. 1Indeed, it has always been an important
element of Iraq’s way of fighting, but not on the scale (synchronized at
division and corps level) seen by the end of the war.

At the beginning of the Iran-Iraq War, the Iragqi army showed
its inability to perform large scala maneuver during The Battles of
Abadan Island. The army’s attack of Khorramshahr failed when commanders
did not anticipate that tanks simply do would not move very well in
urban environments.22 However, the events of early 1987 prove that the
Iraqgis reversed this situation - for in defending Basra the army
employed mobile defensive techniques (i.e., the use of offensive tactics
during a fundamentally defensive operation) to turn back Iran’s Xarbala-
5 offensive.

Irag’s use of maneuver also evolved in other respects. For
example, the combined arms operations seen during the Iraqgi
counterattacks at Fish Lake in 1987 represent the army’s new ability to
coordinate the simultaneous activities of multiple combat arms - a
characteristic missing from the 1980 campaign when Iragi tanks fought

without the assistance of properly trained infantry at Khorramshahr and

20 pield Manual 100-5: Operations, 12.
21 william s. Lind, "Defining Maneuver Warfare for the Marine

Corps," Marine Corps Gazette, (March 1980), 56.

22 cordesman and Wagner, 437.
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Abadan. By the end of the war, this evolutionary trend continued to the
extent that ons can safely conclude that combined arms operations had
become "the norm" in Iraql warfighting. Still, cone must temper such a
conclusion with the knowledge that Iraqi "successes have been largely
against light infantry forces" bent on conducting & static, area

defense .23

On the surface, Iraq’s concept of combined arms operations in
maneuver warfare is similar to western ideas, but there is at least one
major difference - the Iragqis still do not like to employ their air
forces in a dedicated close air support role. Indeed, aviation played
little or no role in either campaign described in this thesis. In the
Iraqi way of war, the air force is a strategic asset. On the other
hand, rotary aviation is believed by most analysts to be Iraq’s prime
close air support asset at the tactical level. During 1985, control of
Iraq’s helicopter units moved from the air force to the army. Yet
despite this reorganization, helicopters made no noticeable contribution
to Iraqg’s victory during The Battlas of Fish Lake. In view of the
tremendous vulnerability of unprotected masses of Iranian infantry to
potential aerial fires, it is somewhat amazing that the Iragis did not
try to send their helicopters on deep sorties after Iranian assembly
areas.

Therefore, it is unlikely that Iraql attack helicopters would
be seen venturing much beyond the forward edge of the battle area (the

F.E.B.A) .24 This situation can result in a "gap" in Iraqg’s aerial

23 pelletiere and Johnson, 62 and 63.
24 71pid., 63.
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coverage of the battlefield that begins about three kilometers beyond
the F.E.B.A. (i.e., the range limit of typical helicopter-borne anti-
armor missiles), and extends to the depths at which the Iraqi air foxce
happens to strike. Because this weakness takes away an important
element of a ground force’s ability to isoclate elements of an opposing
army, it is a problem that has trsmendous impacts upon the Iraqi army’s
potential to wage mobile warfare against an equally or more mobile
opponent .,

Mass and shock also appear to play somewhat larger rolas in
the Iragi concept of maneuver warfare.2% At the beginning of the war
the Iragis apparently hoped that the shock effect of their massed armor
would send the Iranians reeling. At first the army’s tactic worked, but
the slow pace with which Irag’s mobile forces executed its maneuvers
often allowed the Iranians to hold out. Six years later, the shork
produced by Iraq’s armor and mechanized infantry counterattack at Fish
Lake was merely a glimpse of Iraqi capabilities yet unseen. For
instance, when the Iragis recaptured the Majnoon Islands in 1983, their
tanks rapidly overran Iranian positions and achieved force ratios of
roughly 20-to-1.26 This new characteristic of Iraqi tactics marks a
major turnabout from the tentative advances made by Iraqi tanks during

The Battles of Abadan Island.27 Regardless, the most significant

25 1pid., 62.
26 1pid., 30.

27 cordesman and Wagner, 437.
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contribution of mass and shock to the Iraql way of war may be the way

they act to reduce Clausewitz’s "friction" and "fog of war."28

rire Support

There can be little doubt concerning the importance of fire
support to Iraql combat operations. The quantity of artillery pieces
Iraq possessaed by the end of the war is astonishing (sese Table 1,
Chapter 1). Yet raw numbers of artillery tubes do not, in and of
themselves, equate to effective fire support. 1Indeed, competent
tactical fire support is achieved only when the assets detailed to
provide it (artillery, moxtars, alr power) are positioned to "mass
(their] lethal fires throughout the depth of the battlefield, to be
responsive to multiple targets, and to be able to rapidly shift priority
of fires."?9 (Italics mine.)

In both battles analyzed in this thesis, the Iraqi army never
attacked beyond the range of its large contingent of towed artillery
pieces. At Abadan and Khorramshahr, the army had the luxury of
positioning its cannon on the west bank of the Shatt-al-Arab.
Similarly, at Fish Lake, Iraq’s tactic was simply to restore the front.
Even the counterattack by the Republican Guards did not push forward in
a bold stroke that would have required Iragi artillery units to "follow

and support"™ a moving army. Therefore, this writer contends that Iraqgi

28 carl von Clausewitz, Qn War, translated by Michael Howard and
Peter Paret, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1976), 119-
121. Clausewitz defined friction as "the force that makes the
apparently easy so difficult™ and "the countless minor incidents - the
kind you can never really foresee - [that] combine to lower the general
level of performance™ (p. 119).

29 gstudent Text 100-3, 1-3.
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field artillerymen were not obligated to develop aggressive and flexible
fire support techniques.

Another major flaw in Iraq’s equation for tactical fire
support is the clear lack of Iragi TTP regarding the potential
contributions of air power. As noted earlier, Iragqi air forces tend to
avoid coming under the tactical control of ground force commanders -
with the minor exception of helicopter aviation. Therefore, air power
makes at best only a minimal donation to fire support. It will be
interesting to observe how the results of Operation Desert Storm
influence this woefully deficient aspect of Iraqi TTP. 1In sum, the
Iragi army’s conspicuous limitations in the two italicized aspects (see
above) of fire support severely hamper its overall rating in this

battlefield operating system.3°

Air Defense

From the two campaigns described in this thesis it is
difficult draw many conclusions regarding Iraqi air defenses other than
to note that the army possessed large numbers of weapone designed for
air defense. Indeed, the quantity of air defense systems purchased by
the Iragis in the years before and during the war is formidable;
however, the vast majority of these weapons were simple, manually
operated guns. In 1980, for example, Iraq’s air defense weaponry

consisted of about 1,200 guns and fewer than 100 surface-to-air

30 Although it is a subject outside the scope of this thesis, the
Iragqls are believed to be well-versed in the employment of chemical
fires in support of both offensive and defensive operations.3° It is
this author’s opinion that they would integrate chemical fires into
their defensive plans, and would use them to assist a breakthrough or
penetration during the offensive. (See Pelletiere and Johnson, 53-54).
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missile.32 vet, by the time of The Battles of Fish Lake, the Iraqi air
defense inventory had more than tripled in size so that it contained
about 3,000 guns and more than 300 missile systems of either Soviet or
French origin.32 However, as Operation Desert Storm has so clearly
demonstrated, the types of weapon systems the Iragis possess, especially
the gun systems, can easily be defeated by modern aircraft, well-trained
pilots, and sound counter-air defense measures.

Next to force modernization, training becomes a central point
of concern regarding Iraq’s air defense potential. Since Iranian
alrframes never swarmed over the battlefield during the lran-Iraq War, a
soldier in an Iraqi air defense unit did not need to develop his
marksmanship skills much beyond the "familiarity"™ stage.33 During the
recent war against the coalition forces, because allied air power lost
well under 100 aircraft should give the Iraqi army sufficient cause to

reexamine its air defense system in entirety.

Intelligence and Electronic Warfare
Intelligence, especially at the strategic and operational
levels, may be Iraqg’s single greatest battlefield weakness. In the
battles for Khorramshahr and Abadan, for example, the Iragis clearly
underestimated Iran in several areas. First, the Iraqis believed that
the shock of their attack would cause the downfall of the Khomeini

regime. Second, Iraq figured that its army could easily overrun all

31 n»The Middle East and North Africa,” in The Militarv Balance
1980-1981, (London: 1International Institute for Strategic Studies,

1980), 42,

32 wrraq," in The Middle East Military Palance; 1987-88,

(London: International Institute for Strategic Studies, 1987), 100.
33 pelletiere and Johnson, 58.
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Iranian resistance since the once powerful Iranian army had been all but
dismantled by the Revolution. Third, the Iraqi army felt that its
operation against the largely Arab populous in Iran’s Khuzestan Province

would be viewed with favor.

Saeven years later, the Iragis seemed to have made little
progress in the area of intelligence. At Fish Lake, slow-moving Iranian
infantry forces consistently gained tactical surprise on the Iraqgis.
Apparently, Iraqi commanders were in the dark regarding Iranian
battlefield movements. As mentioned earlier in the thesis, the United
States is reported to have periodically provided the Iragis with
intelligence information.34 vyet, it appears as though the Iragis made
little effort to confirm any of the information given to them.

In many respects, Iraq’s weaknesses in strategic level
intelligence gathering probably set the stage for their poor performance
in the area of tactical intelligence. Undoubtedly, intelligence was not
an area subject to the highest "command emphasis™ in the Iragi army
during the Iran-Iraq War. Here, it is interesting to quote the findings
of one Iran-Iraq War analyst, “"although numerous battlefield rada?s and
night vision devices were available"” the war the Iragis and Tranians

fought was very much "a visual-range war, 35

Mobility, Counter-mobility, and Survivability
Mobility, counter-mobility, and survivability are three of the
Iraqi army’s most consistently outstanding strengths. Even before the

war with Iran, Iraqi combat engineers distinguished themselves during

34 See, for instance, P. Tyler, "Western Aides Dispute Iragi’s
Charge," Washington Post, 22 January 1987, A27.

35 cordesman and Wagner, 414 and 450-451.
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the Kurdish campaigns - an observation mentioned in Chapter 1 of this
thesis, This author’s inspection of satellite and aerial photographic
imagery covering the area east of Basra reveals the extensive nature of
the work performed by Iragi engineers in completing the formidable Fish
Lake barrier system. Indeed, one group of observers familiar with ﬁhe
complexity of this obstacle noted that Irag’s precise use of:
. . . certain physical arrangements of fortifications and weapons .
« « [would] . . . warm the hearts of Vauban, the 18th century
Franch father of fortification, and Andre Maginct, France’s 20th
cantury Vauban.

The Iraqis also believe in employing their engineers
throughout the depth of their side of the battlefieid. This mission
requires Iragi sappers to be proficieat in a variety of tasks from
mining, to fortification construction, to road building.37 Indeed, it
was on the strength of the Fish lLake road system that the Iragis were
able to move their reserves around the battle area in response to
Iranian drives toward Basra.

Ingenuity may be the hallmark of Iragi mobility, counter-
mobility, and survivability operations. 1Indeed, they seem to have come
up with several ingenuous, and often devious methods of protecting their
forces from Irasian human wave assaults; watef barriers and electric
fences being two of their more notorious adaptations. This expertise
clearly carried directly over into the war in 1990-91, as coalition
forces spent many hours rehearsing for attacks through what seemed like

a "world class" obstacle system of anti-tank ditches, minefields, barbed

wire, and "fire trenches"™ along the Kuwaiti-Saudi Zrontier.

36 palletiere and Johnson, 55.
37 1bid., s6.
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The literature contains little discussion regarding the role
of Iragi engineer units in obstacle breaching. When the Iraqis
assaulted Abadan Island in 1980, there were few cobstacles to rupture
other than the ones the Iragis created with their artillery fires. In
fact, one of the few references this author uncovered relates a stoxy of
how Iragi commandos used the cover of night to breach the Iranian
forward defences at Al-Faw in preparation for the Iragi VII Corps’
attack in 1988. From this one source, the author would hazard to
estimate that the Iraqis may sincerely believe that mobility and
counter-nmobility operations are not the solely the mission of combat
engineers. If true, then the "mobility, counter-mobility, and
survivability" battlefield operating system is quite healthy in the

Iragi army.

Sustainment

Battlefield sustainment is more than resupply operations; it
alsc encompasses tasks in the areas of fueling, arming, manning,
maintenance, transportation, and protection. Succinctly, battlefield
sustainment does not appear to have been a problem hampering the Iraqi
army combat operations in either campaign analyzed in the thesis. None
of the sources involved in the investigation mention Iraqi forces going
without ammunition or fuel for unusual periods of time, or units that
lost an inordinate number of vehicles due to shortcomings in the
maintenance system. Despite the ravaged state of Iraq’s economy, cne
can argue that the Iraqi never lost its ability to "sustain the forca"

during the war.
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Iraqg’s success in the area of sustainment can be attributed to
at least two factors. First, thei:z experiences in making the long road
marches through Jordan and Syria in order to get tc the battlafields of
Israel would appear to have paid great dividends in the davelopment of
Iragqi sustainment operations. 1Indeed, Irag’s use of heavy-transport
tractors is one example previcusly mentioned in this thesis. Second,
when the war began with Iran the only notable deficiency in Iraqgi
sustainment operations was in the area of manning. Here, political
loyalty seemed the most certain guarantor of promotion, easily
outweighing minor qualities like professional competence and tactical
ability (especially in the officer ranks) .38

However, one also must express concern about protection - that
aspect of sustainment that secures an army’s lines of communication.and
logistical support areas. During The Battles of Abadan Island, Iragi
equipment parks and LOCs were periodically struck by Iranian artillery
fire and aircraft. But as the attacks never came in large quantity,
they were little more than an insignificant distraction from business as
usual, At Basra in 1987, the Iraniana made absolutely no concerted
effort to interdict Iragi supply lines.

In sum, throughout the Iran-Iraq War, Iraq’s supply lines were
never seriously in danger, thus the need to "protect" the army’s LOCs
was naver a significant issue. Yet, the successes of coalition air
power during Operation Desert Storm points to significant problems in

Iraqi sustainment. In particular, the Iraqis need to reassess the

38 1pid., s0.
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contributions of the other battlefield operating systems (especially air

defenses) to the successful conduct of sustainment operations.

Command and Control

Ona study describes Iragli command and control as "the biggest
mystery of the war."39 Nonetheless, the limited scope of this thesis
provides room for a few comments about the Iraqi command and control
system.

"Flexibility," the ability to cope with the unknown during
combat, may be the most important aspect ¢f command and control in which
the Iragis made major improvements during the war with Iran. 1In 1980,
for example, the Iragi army’s attacks against Khorramshahr and Abadan
revealad an inflexible, "stick to the plan" mentality among fileld
conmanders. Even after Iragqi commanders realized that their attacks
suffered from the lack of quality infantry support, they do not seem to
have suggested that Khorramshahr and Abadan be bypassed in favor of
isolation. Instead, the commanders of both divisions on the Abadan‘
front kept plugging away with frontal assaults upon both cities. Still,
one can easily argue that this situation was more a function of Iraq’'s
intransigent political system than it was an indication of inflexibility
by unit commanders.

| During the fighting near Fish Lake in 1987, the 1llth Border
Guards Division’s well-orchestrated "withdrawal under pressure" across
the Jasim River provides an excellent illustration of how some Iragi
commanders were learning to "think on their feet." Although the llth’s

leaders obviously had few alternatives, the fact that the withdrawal was

39 1bid.




& success reveals that some sectors of the lraqi army had learned how to
act under extreme pressure and knew how to handle one of warfare’s most
testing battlefield scenario.

During The Battles of Frish lLake, the Iraqi high-command also
displayed a naw capacity for reducing the "fog of war" through several
of its actions. For instance, no less than five divisions reinforced
the Iraqi III Corps sector during January 1987. That the commander and
staff of this unit handled these forces without so much as a break in
ongoing operations is a tribute to the Corps’ command and control
process., Furthermore, when III Corps sent these divisions into battle,
it did so in areas where the Iragis could achieve a significant
advantage in force ratio. Apparently, the Iragis developed the notion
that one effective wa§ of lessening the impact of friction in war was by
"piling~-on" the combat power,

These aforementioned examples cf improvements in Iragi command
and control bring this discussion full circle; back to the intimate link
between politics and the military in Iraq. For without the freedom to
make "the Sest" decision, Iraqi commanders fought the Iranians with one

hand tied behind their backs.

The Future of the Ixaql Army?

In view of its recent experiences in Kuwait, only time will
reveal what lessons the Iragl army can extract from its humiliating .
defeat. If the past can be summoned as a guide to what is yet to come,
then it seems likely that politics will, for at least the noxt several
years, reassume its old role as the dominant actor in the future of the

Iraqi army. A new round of shake-ups in the army hierarchy seems almost
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certain, sven if Saddam Hussein loses control of the government.
Furthermore, in view of the obvious political ramitfications, it is
improbable that the leadership in Baghdad will be permit the military to
make an "honest assessment" of what went wrong in Kuwait, Until it is
allowed to reassess, reorganize, and retrain, the Iragi army will harxdly
be more than the "big stick" the government uses to quell internal

disorder against the Kurds, the Shiites, or whomever else stands in the

way of “progress in Iraq."
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