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Chapter Two: Desert Shield: The 

Historical Framework1 
 The Gulf War occurred in the midst of a radical change in the balance of power that 

shaped the world after 1945. It was the first major conflict of the post-Cold War era, and 

the first time since World War II that the US and Russia cooperated in a major effort to 

repel aggression. It established a broad coalition between the West and Arab states that 

demonstrated the potential ability of cooperative defense to repel aggression and execute 

peace enforcement. While Bosnia and Somalia have already demonstrated that the Gulf 

War will scarcely be a paradigm for all future peacemaking operations, the Gulf War does 

indicate the potential that international peacekeeping and cooperative security can have 

when nations perceive their vital strategic interests are at stake -- even when this involves 

high intensity conflict.  

 There are many lessons that can be learned from the history of the war, and this 

includes the preparation for the conflict. Iraq's invasion of Kuwait reveals important lessons 

about strategic warning and deterrence. The international reaction to Iraq's invasion tells 

much about the process of coalition building and the strengths and limits of the UN. At the 

same time, the changes in Coalition and Iraqi forces tell much about both power projection 

and the forces that shaped the outcome of the war. 

Iraq: Guns, Butter, and Bankruptcy 
 There was nothing inevitable about Iraq's invasion of Kuwait. It came at a time 

when Iraq had emerged from the Iran-Iraq war with greatly enhanced status and prestige. 

Iraq was the dominant military power in the Gulf, and the most powerful military force in 

the Arab world. It had virtually destroyed the Iranian army during the final battles of the 

spring and summer of 1988 and had obtained billions of dollars in aid from southern Gulf 

states, including Kuwait. The West and many Arab states had accepted Saddam Hussein's 

regime as "moderate" and "pragmatic," while Iraq's military strength and possession of 

weapons of mass destruction gave it immense regional influence.  

 Iraq was not being driven to further military expenditures by external threats. Iran 

had lost 40% to 60% of its major land force equipment during the final battles of the Iran-

Iraq war. Most of the Iranian air force had limited or no operational capability, and Iranian 

sea power had been decisively checkmated by the Western presence in the Gulf. Although 

Iraq faced the problem of paying its wartime debts, many of these could have been 

renegotiated, and probably forgiven entirely, by its Southern Gulf neighbors. Other than 

Iran, Iraq faced no other military or political threats.2 
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 Iraq had little justification in invading Kuwait in terms of historical legitimacy. 

While Iraq did claim it was "liberating" territory stolen from it by Britain, Iraq had no real 

claim to Kuwait as a successor state. Iraq had been created by Britain after the collapse of 

the Turkish empire at the end of World War I. Kuwait had technically been part of the 

Ottoman province of Basra, but it had signed a comprehensive agreement with Britain in 

1899, and its boundary had been demarcated by the Anglo-Turkish convention of 1913. 

Iraq was created as a state in 1920, while Kuwait had existed for more than two decades as 

a small autonomous Bedouin settlement.3 

 The key pressures driving Iraq towards invasion were a combination of an economic 

crisis triggered by its search for further military power, and the belief of the Iraqi leadership 

that it deserved much more generous help from its southern Gulf neighbors. Iraq did not 

react to its victory in the Iran-Iraq by concentrating on economic recovery. Instead, it chose 

to spend billions of dollars on missiles and biological, chemical, and nuclear weapons and 

billions more on grandiose civil development projects. This decision followed a long 

standing pattern in Iraqi arms imports and military expenditures, and one that should have 

been a warning of Iraq's future intentions.  

 Iraq's invasion of Iraq had already cost it dearly. Measured in constant 1991 dollars, 

Iraq's GNP peaked during 1980, with a total of over  $85 billion. The Iran-Iraq war rapidly 

cut its GNP to $39.8 billion in 1981 and $35.5 billion in 1982, as the result of the impact of 

a combination of wartime damage, the inability to export oil through the Gulf and Syria, 

and lower oil prices. Aid for other Gulf states gave Iraq a GNP of $47.9 billion in 1983 and 

$48.3 billion in 1984, but cuts in the flow of such aid let Iraq's GNP drop to $41.1 billion in 

1985, and levels below $40 billion during the rest of the 1980s. It was only $35.3 billion in 

1986, and around $39 billion in 1986 and 1987 -- about half of Iraq's GNP in 1980.  The 

ceasefire in the Iran-Iraq War did nothing to alter this trend. Iraq's GNP was only $37.4 

billion in 1989.4  

Military Spending Becomes a National Crisis 

 In spite of this decline in national income, Iraq's military expenditures remained at 

around 30% of its percentage of GNP from 1978 to 1984. After 1984, when the Iran-Iraq 

war grew even more threatening, Iraqi military spending rose to 44% of its GNP in 1984, 

and stayed close to 40% for the rest of the war.5 Although it faced growing limits on its 

foreign borrowing capacity, Iraq could sustained this level of expenditures because aid from 

southern Gulf states like Kuwait and Saudi Arabia and credit from nations like France and 

Japan. Iraq's debt to its Arab neighbors totaled at least $37 billion by 1989.6   

 To put these Iraqi military expenditures in perspective, the US Arms Control and 

Disarmament Agency (ACDA) estimates that Iraq spent $16,820 million in constant 1989 
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dollars on military forces in 1978, $17,520 million in 1979, $28,030 million in 1980, 

$31,770 million in 1981, $30.4 million in 1982, $29,500 million in 1983, $29,200 million 

in 1984, and $20,730 million in 1985.7 It is not possible to compare these estimates directly 

with more recent ACDA estimates of Iraq defense spending, but ACDA has since estimated 

that  Iraqi military spending in constant 1991 dollars, was $10.1 billion for 1981, $15.89 

billion in 1982, $18.7 billion in 1983, $21.4 billion in 1985, $15.6 billion in 1986, $16.8 

billion in 1987, $15.6 billion in 1988, $11.9 billion in 1989, $12.4 billion in 1990, and $9.5 

billion in 1991.8  

 Iraq's arms imports represented a large part of the massive burden that military 

expenditures placed on Iraq's economy. During the latter half of the Iran-Iraq war, from 

1984-1988, Iraq took delivery on $29.7 billion worth of new arms in current dollars, 

including $15.4 billion worth of arms from the Former Soviet union, $0.75 billion from 

Poland, $0.65 billion from Bulgaria, $0.675 billion from Czechoslovakia, and $2.8 billion 

from the People's Republic of China. Iraq obtained $3.1 billion from France, $0.37 billion 

from Italy, $0.03 billion from the UK, $0.675 billion from Germany, and $5.2 billion from 

other countries.9 

  During 1989 to 1990 -- which covers most of the period from the end of the Iran-

Iraq war in August, 1988 to the beginning of the embargo on arms shipments to Iraq in 

August, 1990 -- Iraq ordered only $1.7 billion worth of arms. Some $200 million worth 

were ordered from the Former Soviet Union, $500 million from major West European 

states, $100 million from other European states, and $900 million from other countries. Iraq 

did, however, take delivery on $5.0 billion worth of arms during 1989-1992, including $1.5 

billion worth of arms from the Former Soviet union, $400 million from the People's 

Republic of China, $2.1 billion from major West European states, $600 million from other 

European states, and $ 400 million from other countries. Deliveries exceeded orders 

because Iraq had a large pipeline of deliveries from prior orders.10  

 The data on Iraq's annual arms imports are controversial, but US sources estimate 

that Iraq maintained very high levels of arms imports during the Iran-Iraq War. These 

estimates indicate that Iraq imported $6,419 million worth of arms in 1981 in constant 1991 

dollars, $9,981 worth in 1982, $9,320 in 1983, $11,900 in 1984, $6,113 in 1985, $7,289 in 

1986, $6,947 in 1987,  and $6,123 in 1988. In contrast, Iraq imported $2,495 worth of arms 

in 1989 and $2,912 in 1990 -- before UN sanctions reduced its arms imports to zero.11   

 Although Iraq cut its rate of new arms orders during 1989-1990, it still ordered 

$1,125 million more during the first six months of 1990, and took delivery on nearly $3 

billion worth of military imports, of which $1,435 million went towards new arms. This 

level of expenditure raised Iraq's international debt to the West to at least $40 billion -- and 
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some experts feel that Iraq's total debt was in excess of $70-80 billion including all of Iraq's 

debts to Arab states.12  

 By 1989, the year between the Iran-Iraq war and Iraq's invasion of Kuwait, Iraq's 

handling of its post Iran-Iraq War debt had already begun to create a serious economic 

crisis. Experts disagree over the economic statistics involved, but not over the seriousness 

of the crisis. Even though Iraq began to unilaterally defer payments on its loans from Arab 

states, the payment schedule on its debts to the West totaled nearly half of its estimated oil 

revenues of $13 billion for 1989.13  

 By early 1990, it was clear that Iraq could not meet its debt payments on its 

previous arms purchases, while sustaining its endeavors to develop nuclear weapons and 

more advanced ballistic missiles. Nations like France were refusing further major credit for 

arms purchases, like the Mirage 2000, until Iraq could pay for its existing arms. Iraq was 

also experiencing growing civil problems. by the time Iraq invaded Kuwait, it had an 

inflation rate of 40% and only enough declared hard currency reserves to cover three 

months of imports.14 

 Iraq could still have funded economic recovery at the cost of acceptable cut backs in 

its military expenditures, and done so without risking an attack from Iran or any other 

neighbor. Nevertheless, Iraq continued to fund massive amounts of both guns and butter. 

This choice steadily increased Iraq's debt burden and worsened Iraq's economic crisis.15 Iraq 

planned an annual military budget of $12.9 billion in 1990, before it took the decision to 

invade Kuwait. According to some estimates, Iraq spent an average of $721 per citizen on 

military forces.   

 It is important to note that Iraq had a population growth rate in excess of 3.5% 

during the Iran-Iraq War, in spite of high casualties during the war. As a result, its 

population grew from 13,200 in 1980 to 18,074,000 in 1989 -- or by 34%. This meant that 

Iraq not only faced a debt crisis, a sharp decline in GNP and high military expenditures, but 

the need to meet the needs of a rapidly growing population. While the data involved are 

uncertain, Iraq almost certainly saw its per capita income drop in 1989 drop to $2,107 in 

constant 1991 dollars, versus a high of $3,183 in 1984, and to about 60% of the level in 

constant dollars that Iraq had had in 1980.16 Iraq also saw a drop in real per capita income 

relative to its Gulf neighbors. Kuwait had a per capita income of $17,530 in 1989 -- and 

Saudi Arabia had a per capita income of $6,297.17 

 Fear and Ambition: The Other Reasons for Iraq's Invasion 

 Economic causes, however, were only part of the reason for Iraq's invasion of 

Kuwait. While it is impossible to do more than speculate as to the precise motives of 

Saddam Hussein and the Ba'ath elite, Saddam appears to have had a very different view of 
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Iraq's strategic position from that of outside states. He seems to have viewed Iraq as being 

surrounded by ungrateful smaller Arab states that did not recognize that it had "sacrificed" 

its blood and resources for the "Arab nation." He saw the West not as a potential partner, 

but as a potential conspirator against Iraq that would exploit its economic weakness and 

support Israel and Saudi Arabia.  

 In the process, Saddam Hussein appears to have seen Kuwait as both a solution to 

Iraq's economic problems and as a way of strengthening Iraq's strategic position. Kuwait's 

wealth and investments offered Iraq an immediate solution to its cash flow problems. In 

strategic terms, the seizure of Kuwait offered Iraq a coastline nearly 80 miles further south,  

which had at least some strategic depth relative to Iraq. Kuwaiti waters also allowed large 

Tankers to move near the shore. Unlike the waters near the Shatt al-Arab and the Khor 

Abdullah, the waters off of the Kuwaiti coast and south of Faylakah island are deep enough 

for tankers to moor. Large container vessels can off-load directly to the shore, and major 

combat ships can deploy without long passages down narrow channels. 

 Combining Kuwait's oil reserve with those of Iraq meant Iraq could become an oil 

power second only to Saudi Arabia, and giving Iraq a decisive edge in "oil power" over 

Iran. Seizing Kuwait also meant sending a signal to the Arab world and Iran that Iraq could 

safely ignore the US, other Western states, and other Gulf powers, and take decisive 

unilateral action. It meant exposing the US as a "paper tiger" and greatly increasing Iraq's 

strategic leverage over the other southern Gulf and Arab states.18  

 Given this background, it seems likely that Iraq's invasion of Kuwait was triggered 

by three interrelated factors. First, its immediate economic crisis. Second, an almost 

paranoiac feeling of insecurity, and third, strategic ambition. It also seems likely that 

Saddam Hussein's ambitions expanded steadily as the crisis went on -- moving from short 

term economic goals and a search for better access to the Gulf -- to sweeping strategic 

ambitions.19 

Iraq's Actions Before Its Invasion of Kuwait 

 It is difficult to determine the precise point at which Saddam Hussein took the 

decision to use military force against Kuwait, and seize the entire country. Most experts do 

not feel, however, that the invasion was the result of a long established and carefully 

reasoned master plan. They feel that Saddam Hussein deliberately provoked a political 

confrontation with Kuwait, and that he expanded his goals and ambitions to include the 

conquest of Kuwait and possible conquest of Saudi Arabia as the crisis escalated.  

 Iraq did not simply provoke a crisis with Kuwait. Its actions were part of a broader 

pattern where Iraq challenged the West, Israel, and other southern Gulf states. As early as 

February, 1990, Iraq demanded the withdrawal of US Forces from the Gulf, claiming that 
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there no longer was any need for foreign domination of the Gulf. On July 1, Saddam 

Hussein declared that Iraq now have binary chemical weapons (something that had been 

true since at least 1986) and possessed a "deterrent sufficient to confront the Israeli nuclear 

weapon."20  

 Saddam Hussein began by demanding a direct cash grant from the Emir of Kuwait 

who refused, but  offered a small, long term loan as a substitute. Iraq also raised the issue of 

ownership of Warbah and Bubiyan, the two islands northeast of the Kuwaiti mainland that 

form the southern coast of the Khor Abdullah, the channel that led from the Gulf to Iraq's 

only naval base at Umm Qasr.   

 The Khor Abdullah had taken on new importance because the Shatt al-Arab -- the 

main shipping channel to Iraq's commercial port at Basra, which marks the border between 

Iran and Iraq -- had been closed since early in the Iran-Iraq war. The Shatt al-Arab was 

filled with mines and silt from 10 years of fighting, and the cease-fire in the Iran-Iraq war 

had not provided any security for the channel. Iraq had dug a canal from Basra to the Khor 

Abdullah which entered the channel near Az-Zubayer. While this canal was too small for 

ocean-going freighters, it did offer a way to ship cargoes to Basra by lighter. The canal 

reached Az-Zubayer at a point about 25 kilometers from the Iranian border, and Iraq was 

constructing a new expressway to the West of the city that would have allowed Iraq to 

move cargo outside the targeting capability of most Iranian artillery.  

 It is hard to tell exactly why Iraq began to place so much emphasis on direct control 

of Warbah and Bubiyan. Kuwait had never threatened Iraqi use of the Khor Abdullah and 

the route could only give Iraq only limited strategic depth and the ability to move a limited 

volume of cargo traffic. It was too shallow for large ocean going vessels and tankers, and 

too close to Iran to protect any ship moving into the Khor Abdullah from Iranian anti-ship 

missiles, like the Silkworm, or from Iranian mines and small craft based in the Shatt al-

Arab or operating out of Bandar-e Khomeini. Nevertheless, Iraq had sought control of the 

islands since Britain ended its protectorate of Kuwait in 1961, and had pressured Kuwait to 

cede control of the islands in 1973 and 1981.  

 As the crisis escalated, Iraq charged Kuwait and the UAE with over-producing oil 

and violating their OPEC quotas. Iraq also claimed that Kuwait was improperly draining oil 

from the Rumalia oil field -- a large oil reservoir that is largely in Iraq, but whose southern 

tip is in Kuwait. Iraq made these charges although it had never agreed to an OPEC quota, 

and most of Kuwait's modest revenues from the Rumalia field had been used to help 

provide aid to Iraq during the Iran-Iraq war.  

 Senior Iraqi prisoners captured during the Gulf War claim the decision to invade 

Kuwait was made by late June. There are a number of indicators that these claims may be 
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correct. On July 17, Iraq accused Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates of conspiring with 

the United States  to violate OPEC oil quotas and lower Iraq's oil revenues. Iraq blamed 

Kuwaiti and UAE overproduction for costing Iraq billions in oil revenues.  

 The first major indications that Iraqi might be preparing a major invasion of Kuwait 

appeared on July 19, 1990. US intelligence detected two Iraqi divisions moving to the 

Kuwait border. On July 21, intelligence detected an Iraqi armored division just north of the 

Kuwait border, with 3,000 military vehicles on the road from Baghdad to deployment areas 

north of Kuwait. This Iraqi force built-up steadily in the days that followed, reaching 

120,000 men on July 26, 1990. From July 26 onward Iraq clearly had the capability to 

invade Kuwait.21 

 The full details of the negotiations that followed the events of July 17, are not 

available. Some senior diplomats in neighboring states and Egypt feel that Kuwait must 

assume a substantial portion of responsibility for their collapse. They maintain that Kuwait 

was arrogant, and even provocative, yet failed to make any systematic effort to analyze the 

political and economic forces behind Iraq's actions and the military risks that it faced. 

While none of these sources condone Iraq's actions, no friendly Arab diplomat interviewed 

felt that Kuwait negotiated effectively, or took account of the warnings of neighboring 

states during the period when compromise might have had some effect. 

 At the same time, it is likely that Iraq had already decided to invade, or was 

unprepared to negotiate terms it believed were acceptable to Kuwait. There are indications 

that Iraq began  covert military infiltration of Kuwait in preparation for its invasion by July 

16. Republican Guard units began preparations to move out of their normal peacetime 

casernes on a full war time footing shortly after July 17, and at least one Republican Guard 

division had moved to a position just north of Kuwait and southwest of Az-Zubayer by July 

21. Further, Iraq began a gradual build-up of support forces that indicate it had already gone 

beyond military gestures and intimidation.22   

 While Iraqi and Kuwaiti representatives met in Jiddah, Saudi Arabia on August 1, 

this was the result of pressure from President Mubarak of Egypt and King Saud of Saudi 

Arabia, and the negotiations collapsed almost immediately. The Iraqi representative, Izzat 

Ibrahim Ad-Duri, walked out -- stating that  Kuwait had refused any meaningful 

discussions of forgiveness of Iraq's wartime debt to Kuwait and claims to Warbah and 

Bubiyan. Iraq's Deputy Prime Minister claimed that the negotiations broke down because, 

"We did not feel from the Kuwaitis any seriousness in dealing with the severe damage 

inflicted on Iraq as a result of their recent behavior and stands against Iraq's basic 

interests."23 
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 What Iraqi officials did not proclaim was that eight Republican Guard divisions 

(two armored, one mechanized, one special forces, and four infantry) were now deployed 

between Basra and the Kuwaiti border. These units had deployed forward positions in a 

matter of days, and from positions as far as 700 kilometers away. The total Iraqi forces 

totaled up to 140,000 troops and 1,500 tanks, and included armor, armored infantry, 

artillery, and logistics forces. Iraq also deployed added attack aircraft, fighters, and attack 

helicopters into southern Iraq, and air defense assets to protect the forces assembling in the 

south.  

Crisis Management: The Cost of Strategic Indifference 
 In retrospect, it is clear that Kuwait, other Arab states, and the West fundamentally 

misread Saddam Hussein's situation and intentions, and failed to react to Iraq's military 

actions and capabilities. Like so many previous cases of aggression, the world chose 

appeasement over deterrence.  

The Kuwaiti and Arab Reaction 

 Kuwait treated the situation as if it were simply another round in a long series of 

incidents in which Iraq used threats to obtain money and/or other concessions. If anything, 

Kuwait treated the crisis with a peculiar combination of arrogance and fear. It made little 

real effort to offer Iraq financial relief, or some concessions regarding territory and access 

to the Gulf until the Iraqi position had hardened to the point where these concessions 

failed.24 

 Kuwait made little real effort to properly deploy its own forces. It did issue an order 

to place its forces on full alert, and deployed limited forces for the defense of Kuwait City 

on July 17, 1990. These actions, however were more political posturing than attempts at 

effective defense. While Kuwait claimed to mobilize some 20,000 troops on July 25, it is 

unclear that even half this number were deployed in true combat positions, and Kuwaiti 

intelligence made little real effort to increase internal security.25 Further, Kuwait pulled its 

forces back from their already inadequate state of alert as the crisis hardened, and made it 

clear at many official levels that it felt it did not need strong US support or the kind of 

increased US military presence that was sent to the UAE.26 

 In some ways, Kuwait was its own worst enemy. It dealt with the Iraqi threat largely 

in terms of denial. If Iraq was aggressive, Kuwait was arrogant. Even during the last days 

before the Iraqi invasion, top level Kuwaiti officials and members of the Kuwaiti ruling 

family were still assuring senior administration officials and members of congress that Iraq 

would not take military action. Senior members of the Kuwaiti royal family made little 

effort to seriously prepare the country's military forces to act effectively, or even to protect 

themselves. While they were able to rapidly evacuate the country, this was more a matter of 
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the normal readiness of helicopter and ground transportation supporting the royal palace, 

coupled with poor Iraqi planning and timing in trying to seize the Emir, than it was in any 

foresight. They had no real alert or watch center, and seemed to have had no intelligence 

capability within Iraq.27    

 At the same time, other Arab states seemed to have believed that Saddam Hussein's 

threats were largely aimed at intimidation and blackmail. They believed that the crisis 

would be worked out without any Iraqi use of force. Even when Iraq created a combat ready 

invasion force, several senior Arab leaders joined Kuwait in assuring US decision makers 

that military action was unlikely, and even talked about a "worst case" in terms of Iraqi 

seizure of the southern end of the Rumalia oil field and access to Warbah and Bubiyan. 

Saudi Arabia and the other southern Gulf states provided repeated assurances to the US, 

Britain, and other Western states that Iraq would not use force. So did King Hussein of 

Jordan and President Mubarak of Egypt. Several Arab leaders continued to provide 

assurances until August 2, despite informal US discussions of intelligence regarding the 

Iraqi build-up on the border.28     

 It seems likely that Arab leaders relied almost exclusively on what Saddam Hussein 

and other senior Iraqi officials said, and had no meaningful intelligence collection 

capabilities inside Iraq to analyze Iraqi strategic intentions and the details of military 

preparations. While there have been some reports that Jordanian forces were working with 

Iraqi forces before the invasion, or that some Jordanians knew of the invasion, there is no 

clear evidence that Jordan had warning of the invasion at a senior level. Interviews indicate 

that King Fahd and President Mubarak relied on Saddam Hussein and Kuwaiti officials for 

their perceptions of the situation. Informal discussions with Saudi and Egyptian intelligence 

experts indicate that they had virtually no independent collection or analysis capability of 

Iraqi actions, and were poorly prepared to analyze the meaning of Iraqi military actions.   

 This provides a useful lesson about the value of regional expertise and local opinion 

in a crisis involving vital strategic interests. Living in the region and area expertise can be 

extremely useful -- and consulting such sources is a vital part of crisis management. They 

do not, however, endow anyone with prophecy. If anything, they may condition decision 

makers or experts to focus on expected intentions and ignore military capabilities.  

US and Western Crisis Management: The Lesson of Strategic 

Warning 

 There is little point in attempting to make a detailed analysis of the unclassified data 

available on US and Western crisis management in the period before Iraq's invasion of 

Kuwait. The full record of how the US and other Western states analyzed Iraq's actions and 

statements during the period from the end of the Iran-Iraq war to Iraq's invasion of Kuwait 
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will not be a matter of public record for many years -- if ever. In broad terms, however, it is 

clear that the US and most European states misread Iraqi intentions and regarded a long 

series of Iraqi statements attacking the "indifference" and "ingratitude" of the southern Gulf 

states, as well as the Western presence in the Gulf as efforts at political intimidation and as 

a post-war return to Iraq's traditional nationalist rhetoric.29  

 The West's cooperation with Iraq during the Iran-Iraq war led it to act on the Arab 

proverb that, "the enemy of my enemy is my friend." The US and its allies assumed that the 

Iraqi regime had become more moderate and pragmatic, and would act to exploit Iraq's new 

regional status and economic opportunities. This Western perception reflected the result of 

years of intense Iraqi diplomatic effort during the Iran-Iraq war to persuade the West that it 

was safe to sell Iraq arms, that Iraq would not pursue its regional ambitions or political 

attacks on Israel, and that Iraq would emerge from the war with a focus on internal 

development and that it was prepared to deal peacefully with its Arab neighbors. It is likely 

that many of the Iraqi officials and diplomats involved believed in this campaign, and in the 

reorientation of Saddam Hussein and the Ba'ath elite. It is possible that Saddam and his 

coterie may have seriously considered this option. 

 The US and the West did not ignore the warning signals sent by the changing 

rhetoric of Iraqi leaders during late 1988 and 1989, nor did they ignore the fact that Saddam 

Hussein began to provoke a major crisis with his neighbors in 1990. As is discussed in 

Chapter Six, the US intelligence community did provide strategic warning, timely analysis 

of the Iraqi build-up along the Kuwaiti border, and advanced warning that Iraq was likely to 

invade.30  

 US planning had also begun to shift away from a focus on the Soviet threat to the 

region, towards a new focus on regional threats. The Under Secretary of Defense for Policy 

had recommended a shift towards a focus on the Iraqi threat in the fall of 1989, which had 

been approved by the Secretary of Defense. This led the Secretary to direct the Department 

to increase its efforts to plan for regional threats, and also led the Joint Chiefs to direct 

USCENTCOM to "develop war plans consistent with this change in emphasis."31  

 USCENTCOM had long maintained a plan for the defense of the Saudi Arabian 

peninsula, and this plan was already being revised as part of the regular annual revisions 

that occur as part of the updating of the Joint Strategic Capabilities Plan (JSCP) to provide 

guidelines for US contingency planning. As a result of the Secretary's decision, 

USCENTCOM was directed to develop a comprehensive new defense plan for the Arabian 

Peninsula by July, 1990 

 In late 1989, USCENTCOM began to devote significant manpower and computer 

resources to this planning effort, and revised its Concept Outline Plan by early 1990. This 
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plan, unique to USCENTCOM, was based on a threat scenario developed by the Defense 

Intelligence Agency (DIA), and the USCENTCOM Directorate for Intelligence (J-2). The 

revised Concept Outline Plan was approved by the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs in April, 

1992, and included planning for an Iraqi invasion of Kuwait. 

 During the months that followed, General Norman Schwarzkopf, the commander of 

the US Central Command (USCENTCOM) continued to restructure US contingency 

planning to focus on regional threats from nations like Iraq. This effort included extensive 

computer war gaming of possible US responses to an Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and Saudi 

Arabia. These simulations examined several different options for building-up US power, 

which included the use of both land and air forces, and considered different options in 

terms of training territory for time.  

 While Chapter Five describes a number of problems in the US intelligence effort 

before the Gulf War, USCENTCOM increased the priority for intelligence on Iraq on April 

25, 1990, and the planning priority to deal with the risk of Iraqi military action on May 21, 

1990 -- despite USCENTCOM's conclusion that Iraq was not expected to use military force 

to attack Kuwait or Saudi Arabia to seize disputed territory or resolve a dispute over oil 

policy. The US Naval War College's annual Global War Game included an Iraqi attack on 

Kuwait and Saudi Arabia as one of its annual scenarios.  

 During this period, USCENTCOM produced an initial war plan that called for US 

ground forces to fight a delaying action and avoid decisive engagement early in the war, 

while tactical air power and naval forces continued to reduce the attacking Iraqi forces. This 

would allow the US to build-up major ground forces in Saudi Arabia and recover the lost 

territory when this build-up was completed. This planning reached the point where the 

outline of a new USCENTCOM operational plan (OPLANN 102-90) was issued on April 

16, 1990.32  

 USCENTCOM issued the second draft of its new OPLANN -- focusing on Iraq -- 

on July 18, 1990. It issued a third revision, scheduled for October, in preparation for a 

conference on Time Phased Force Deployment Data, to be held in October/November. This 

conference was aimed at coordinating a detailed plan for assembling and deploying the 

force needed by USCENTCOM to defend against Iraq. The final deployment plan was 

scheduled to be completed in April, 1991, and the final war plan, in August, 1991.  

 USCENTCOM also scheduled a joint exercise during July 23-28, 1990, called 

"Internal Look 90." This exercise analyzed the US response to a six-division Iraqi invasion 

of  Kuwait and Saudi Arabia. This exercise was far from a full scale effort to test war 

fighting capability, but it symbolized the fact that military planners had reacted to the 

problem of Iraqi capabilities while policy planners focused on intentions.33 
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 Exercise Internal Look 90 identified several requirements that proved valid during 

Desert Shield and Desert Storm. It concluded that the US needed a revised troop list with 

an armor-heavy and highly mobile force to defeat Iraqi armor. It identified the need to 

deploy Patriot missiles to improve air defenses, and provide a limited anti-tactical missile 

defense system. It concluded that the US would have to reinforce Saudi air defenses, and it 

identified the forces and basing structure required. Moreover, it noted that joint tasking 

orders would be needed for air operations, that boundary issues had to be resolved between 

component land commanders, and that addition mine countermeasures were necessary to 

counter the Iraqi mine threat. It also identified the need to restructure and expand the US 

Navy's contribution to the battle. As a result, the Commander of the US Seventh Fleet was 

made the commander of the Naval Component of the Central Command (USNAVCENT). 

The exercise also identified the need for land refueling to support carrier based air strikes in 

to the Gulf region and the possible need to operate carriers in the Gulf.34 

 The US did not stop at planning. As the crisis intensified, the US deployed a carrier 

battle group, led by the USS Independence to Diego Garcia. It sent two US KC-135 tankers 

to the UAE on July 23, to refuel patrols by UAE fighters over the UAE's offshore facilities 

in the Gulf. It did so in response to a request by the UAE on July 12, 1990, and after new 

and much harsher threats by Saddam Hussein on July 17.  

 Throughout the crisis, the US intelligence community detected Iraqi military 

movements, characterized them correctly, and provided advanced warnings that Iraqi 

military forces were assembling and redeploying in ways that might lead to military action. 

The CIA, DIA, and National Intelligence Officer for Warning all provided policy makers 

with an accurate picture of the situation and risks throughout July. USCENTCOM and DIA 

initiated a Worldwide Warning Indicator Monitoring System on July 18, 1990. DIA began 

twice daily crisis-level reporting of Defense Special Assessments on July 23  -- although it 

then felt that Iraq lacked the armored strength and logistic support to invade Kuwait. 

USCENTCOM warned that Republican Guard heavy divisions were moving into an attack 

position on  July 31. General Schwarzkopf gave Secretary Cheney and General Powell an 

assessment that an Iraqi attack on Kuwait was a "certainty" on August 1 -- although he felt 

that it would stop just past the 30th parallel and take Kuwait's part of the Rumalia oil field 

and Bubiyan. DIA and CIA warned the same day that an attack was likely, if not imminent. 

35  

 The US and the West did not, however, react to this strategic warning in political 

terms. It did not send the kind of unambiguous warnings needed to deter Iraq. Regardless of 

intelligence warnings about the shifts in Iraqi forces and the possibility of Iraqi military 

action, policy makers -- including the US State Department -- continued to view the Iraqi 
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regime in terms of the state they wanted, rather than as the state it really was.36 They 

discounted Iraqi rhetoric because it had always been overstated and extreme, and they 

attempted to accommodate Iraq and encouraged it to compromise without setting clear 

limits or boundaries on Iraqi action. 

 Four major factors contributed to the resulting failures in crisis management, all of 

which contain important lessons for the future.  

o The West has long failed to analyze the threat posed by allies of convenience, 

and has tended to transform them into politically and morally acceptable 

states in its own rhetoric and plans. This tendency led the United States to 

ignore the true character of the Soviet regime during World War II, the true 

character of the leadership of South Vietnam during the Vietnam War, the 

problems in Lebanon's government in 1983, the nature of political leaders 

like Savimbi, and the political culture of the Afghan Mujahideen. The lesson 

is clear: it is a fundamental axiom of both politics and intelligence analysis 

that it is as important to know the true character of one's "friends" as it is to 

know the character of one's "enemies." It is also a practical reality that the 

West may be able to trust in democratic states with an established rule of law 

and regard for human rights, but placing such trust in other types of regimes 

is clearly absurd. 

o The US and other Western states placed great trust in the leadership of 

Kuwait, as well as in the perceptions of moderate Arab allies like Egypt and 

Saudi Arabia. Western Arabists placed similar trust in the perceptions of 

Arab leaders and experts, and in their contacts with Iraqi officials and 

diplomats. If the West misled itself regarding Saddam Hussein's true 

intentions, it did so in large part because of an almost universal consensus 

among Arab leaders and area experts that Saddam Hussein would not use 

force, or would only use force for very limited aims. This focus on regional 

perceptions led the vast majority of experts in the national security council, 

the state department, and the department of defense to view the Iraqi regime 

with Arab eyes.  The lesson in terms of cooperative and regional security is 

not that regional or local perceptions should be ignored, but rather that they  

should not be allowed to dominate independent assessment and investigation.  

o The US and other Western embassies in Iraq were not organized or staffed to 

gather the range of human intelligence needed to understand what was 

happening within the Iraqi regime, and were not regarded as critical sources 

of information, as compared to the messages being sent by friendly Arab 
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leaders. The CIA personnel and military attaches in the US Embassy during 

and after the Iran-Iraq war were often excellent, but they were not used 

effectively. The State Department also failed to perceive that the growing 

isolation of the ambassador and other embassy personnel from 1989 onwards 

was a warning.  Far too little emphasis was placed on on-the-scene human 

intelligence, and on the subsequent risks posed by the lack of such 

intelligence. This is a chronic failure within US policy-making and 

intelligence-gathering. 

o  The US and other Western nations may have been right in pursuing options 

for compromise, but they failed to set clear and unambiguous boundaries on 

what Iraqi conduct was or was not acceptable or what might lead to a major 

diplomatic and military response. Saddam Hussein saw this failure not as an 

effort to avoid provocation, but as a signal of weakness. He saw it as a sign 

that he faced a US that could not risk taking significant casualties, that had 

been forced to withdraw from Lebanon, and that had been defeated in 

Vietnam, which is a classic failure in crisis management. The fear of 

alienating or provoking a potentially or actively hostile nation leads to a 

focus on accommodation rather than well defined limits. The key to crisis 

management is not to appear as a "rational bargainer" -- although 

communicating a willingness to negotiate reasonable compromises is 

certainly important. The key to success is not to show "flexibility," but rather 

to clearly establish the boundaries, where bargaining will end, and where the 

use of compulsion and force will begin  before they are crossed. 

Intelligence Failures Versus Policy Failures: The Lesson of Deterrence 

   There are several other factors that need to be considered in passing. A great deal 

has been made of the role of the US Ambassador to Iraq, April Glaspie, in meeting with 

Saddam Hussein. It is likely to be impossible to put that meeting in the full context of US 

and Iraqi policy for years -- if it ever becomes possible at all.37 Some US policy makers 

have found Ambassador Glaspie to be a convenient scapegoat, and the Iraqi government 

has attempted to manipulate the record of the meeting for its own purposes in ways which 

shed little -- if any light -- on its original purpose.38 

 What is important to understand, however, is that the meeting has become a 

diplomatic red herring. It has been decades since policy-level communication at this level 

has relied on ambassadorial-level communication, without clear follow-up between senior 

officials at the State Department or White House level. Both senior Iraqi and senior US 

officials in Washington were well aware before the meeting that Ambassador Glaspie had 
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had little meaningful contact with Saddam Hussein during her time in Baghdad, that the US 

Embassy in Baghdad was not a major channel for communicating policy or receiving 

signals, in that it was relatively isolated from the Iraqi government.39  

 The meeting between Ambassador Glaspie and Saddam Hussein illustrated the 

failure of US policy-makers to set clear limits on Iraq's conduct, and to direct the 

Ambassador to communicate these limits to Saddam Hussein. Glaspie's instructions also 

failed to represent any policy-level consensus that the US should draw a firm line in trying 

to deter aggression. The Office of the Secretary of Defense strongly opposed the vague and 

indecisive message that the State Department and National Security Council drafted for 

President Bush to send to Saddam Hussein before the invasion.40 The meeting between 

Ambassador Glaspie and Saddam Hussein also raised serious questions as to whether 

Saddam Hussein was attempting to test US intentions and resolve but then failed to get a 

clear message from Washington. In any case, the important issue is not exactly what 

Ambassador Glaspie did or did not say, but the fact is that she was not given clear and 

decisive instructions from Washington at any point after April, 1990 -- when US national 

policy should have been clearly established and communicated.   

 The lesson for crisis management is that critical communication must take place 

directly from capital. Embassies can be a powerful tool in supporting that communications 

process, but they cannot substitute for it. Even more important, when vital strategic 

interests are involved, there is no point in tact or diplomatic niceties. Crisis prevention 

requires clear and decisive communication by the President and the Secretary of State as to 

the precise limits that the US intended to enforce, and the likely repercussions of crossing 

those limits. This must be clearly differentiated from the rhetoric of accommodation, used 

when dealing with friendly states, as well as the loose strategic rhetoric often used to imply 

a US commitment where strategic interests are not really involved. 

 There  is no evidence of an "intelligence failure" in assessing Iraqi military actions. 

US intelligence did a solid job of tracking Iraqi military actions throughout the crisis, and 

provided ample warning that Iraqi forces were being strengthened and reinforced in ways 

that signaled a possible intention to invade. The US had accurate intelligence on the 

strength of Iraqi forces, changes in deployment, and changes in the character of that 

deployment. What the US did not have was strategic intelligence that could tie this 

information on military capabilities to  intentions. As a result, US policy makers responded 

to the signals being sent by Arab states that Saddam Hussein would not use force. 

 The US intelligence community may have been over-reliant on national technical 

means and order of battle intelligence. It might have done better if it had supported its 

intelligence warning efforts with more analysis and more effort to obtain HUMINT. 
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However, discussions with British, French, German, Egyptian, Saudi, and Israeli 

intelligence officials do not reveal that other intelligence services provided better 

assessments. If anything, their reporting tended to be dominated by rumors and third hand 

information. 

 This experience illustrates a lesson that has been reinforced by Western experience 

in Bosnia and Somalia. The US has a near monopoly of photo, signals, and electronic 

intelligence based on space borne platforms designed to analyze the threat posed by the 

former Soviet Union and Warsaw Pact. As is described in detail in Chapter Five, however, 

such assets do not meet many intelligence needs in dealing with regional crises and political 

confrontations in the Third World.  

 Much of the cooperation in Western intelligence is still oriented towards threats that 

no longer exist, and the mechanisms for cooperation in dealing with regional problems like 

Iraq are limited. The West and friendly regional states need to broaden and restructure their 

present patterns of intelligence cooperation to improve cooperation in strategic warning, 

and to decide how to deal with issues like cooperation with friendly regional states and 

international bodies like the UN. Such a restructuring could do much to improve the quality 

of intelligence and coordination in crisis management within the US Government, within 

the West, at the regional level, and within international bodies. It may be essential both in 

crisis management and future peace keeping and peace enforcement missions. 

Iraq's Invasion of Kuwait 
 Iraq's invasion of Kuwait provided another lesson: just how quickly a crisis can 

develop and just how quickly the security situation can change in the Third World. Iraq 

launched its invasion of Kuwait at 0100 (0300Z) local time on August 2, 1990. It sent three 

Republican Guards divisions, supported by attack aircraft, across the Kuwaiti border. The 

main attack consisted of a mechanized infantry division and an armored division which 

attacked south along the axis from Safwan to Abdally, and which moved forward to the al-

Jahrah pass. Another Iraqi Republican Guards armored division conducted a supporting 

attack just to the West.  

 The Iraqi land force met virtually no resistance. Although Kuwait had put its force 

on "alert" after Saddam Hussein's threatening speeches of July 17, 1993, this alert was more 

a gesture than a military reality. Kuwait reduced its alert level by "25%" a week later, in an 

attempt to be less provocative and reduce tension between itself and Iraq, and did nothing 

to stop the infiltration of the Iraqi special forces and intelligence operatives into Kuwait 

City that later acted as observers and coordinators for the Iraqi invasion.41 

 About half an hour later -- at 0130 -- an Iraqi special operations force struck against 

Kuwait city. This force conducted a heliborne assault, which flew around the eastern coast 
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of the islands of Bubiyan and Warbah, and then attacked key government facilities in 

Kuwait city from the east. At the same time, Iraqi commando teams made amphibious 

landings before attacking the Emir's palace, and other key facilities where they believed 

they could capture the Kuwaiti Royal family. Although the Emir and most of the Royal 

family were able to escape, the Emir's brother stayed behind to fight and was eventually 

killed in the Iraqi assault on Dasman Palace. This escape was partly the result of the mis-

timing of the Iraqi commando raids, although these units were in radio contact with Iraq, 

and had had personnel in the area to provide visual surveillance of key facilities for several 

days.42 The Kuwaiti Royal family had a 45 minute warning that Iraqi forces had crossed the 

border before the Iraqi commandos had actually reached the palace. 

 The three Republican Guards divisions moved forward quickly, and joined at the al-

Jahrah pass. The mechanized and armored divisions in the main force continued east into 

Kuwait city, and joined up with the Special Operations force by 0530. All major Kuwaiti 

government facilities were secured within five hours.43 The armored division that was 

supporting the main Iraqi thrust then took up blocking positions to the West along the main 

approaches from the Saudi border. While small Kuwaiti army units fought small clashes, 

Iraq did not encounter any organized opposition until they attacked the Emir's palace, when 

the hopelessly outnumbered tanks from Kuwait's 35th Armored Brigade fought a short 

defensive action. 

 The rest of Kuwait's forces never really put to the test. The key ministers in charge 

of Kuwait's defense and internal security had done little or nothing to prepare Kuwait's 

forces for war, or lead them once the war had begun, and a number of senior commanders 

fled south, rather than tried to rally their troops.44  

 During the afternoon and night of August 2nd, and the morning of August 3rd, Iraqi 

forces were able to spread out and occupy all of Kuwait city as well as strategic points 

throughout the country without fighting a single significant battle. Most Kuwaiti army units 

surrendered, abandoned their equipment, or retreated south into Saudi Arabia. While some 

of these forces later fought in Desert Storm, they had only token strength even after five 

and one-half months of recovery and re-equipment.45  

 The Kuwaiti air force flew defensive sorties -- and made unconfirmed claims to 

have killed 36 Iraqi helicopters, two fighters and a number of armored vehicles. However, 

the Air Force was not able to conduct coherent operations, and could only attack scattered 

Iraqi forces on a target of opportunity basis. It also could not secure its air bases. Kuwait's 

main airport was overrun by 1200Z on August 2, and the KAF -- including 15 Mirage F-1s 

-- had to abandon Ali Al-Salem air base by 1445Z.46 The KAF --including 19 A-4Qs -- had 

to abandon to Al-Jaber air base on August 3.47 The surviving Kuwait aircraft were forced to 
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flee to Saudi Arabia and Bahrain. The Kuwaiti Navy did not have time to deploy before 

Iraq captured its force of eight missile patrol boats equipped with Exocet missiles.  

 Iraq announced  on August 3, that it would begin to withdraw its troops on August 

5. In fact, however, Iraq carried out a series of moves that showed that it intended to stay in 

Kuwait and possibly invade Saudi Arabia. Iraqi armored brigades moved to the border with 

Saudi Arabia, while other Iraqi units took up positions along the Kuwaiti-Saudi border by 

1200 local time on the 3rd. Iraqi tanks began to head towards more permanent defensive 

positions on August 4. At the same time, Iraq began major movements of logistic and 

supply vehicles towards the Kuwaiti-Saudi border, and more Iraqi divisions began to move 

south into Kuwait. Republican Guard infantry divisions that had moved to the border in late 

July moved south, secured the main lines of communication between Iraq and Kuwait, and 

occupied Kuwait City, while other Iraqi divisions relieved the Republican Guards divisions 

and set up  in defensive positions in central Kuwait.48  

 These movements continued during the 5th and 6th of August, and by the end of the 

6th, Iraq had elements of at least 11 divisions in, entering, or leaving Kuwait. It had 

elements of an armored division in the south along the coast, and of a mechanized division 

deployed along the border from al Wafrah to an area about 35 miles from Salemy. Elements 

of another mechanized division were in Kuwait city, and an armored division was deployed 

in the area from al-Jahrah in the east to al-Abraq in the West. Elements of three mechanized 

divisions were deployed in the area north of al-Jahrah, and an armored division, 

mechanized division, and two more divisions were moving south along the north-south 

roads west of Ar- Rawdatayn. 

 These Iraqi movements created new concerns for its neighbors and the West. In 

retrospect, Iraq's deployments were probably defensive, but intelligence estimates 

immediately after the invasion had no way to fully characterize the overall force structure 

that Iraq intended to create, the strength of their forces, or their intended objective. At the 

same moment it was denying its intention to hold Kuwait, and then engaging in a flood of 

false propaganda claims, it was creating at least the capability to invade and seize the main 

oil resources of Saudi Arabia.  

 Iraq continued to move forces to the border during the first week after the invasion,  

although it faced no resistance from within Kuwait, nor any threat from the scattered 

elements of surviving Kuwaiti army forces or from Saudi Arabia -- which had only about 

one reinforced regular Saudi army brigade and a National Guard brigade in the entire area 

from the Western border to al-Khobar. By the end of August 6, the US estimated that Iraq's 

forces in or around Kuwait had built up to a total of up to 200,000 men and 2,000 tanks.49  
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 This situation remained confused for several days, as Iraq consolidated its gains 

inside Kuwait, and continued to build up a force that increased the potential threat to Saudi 

Arabia. While Iraq did not deploy its fighters forward into Kuwait, US intelligence detected 

firm evidence during August 6-8, that Iraq was deploying SA-2 and SA-6 surface-to-air 

missile units, and ZSU-23-4 anti-aircraft guns to Kuwait's Al-Jahrah and Al-Jaber air bases, 

and was creating an integrated air defense network in the country. A total of seven SA-2 

and four SA-6 batteries were deployed by August 10, and two SA-3 units soon followed. 

The Iraqi Air Force also began to conduct patrols and ECM operations from Iraq that often 

flew into Saudi air space, and Iraq did not cease violating Saudi air space until August 16.50 

 Iraqi ground forces steadily expanded deployments to positions along the Saudi 

border and Kuwaiti coast. By August 13, Iraq had deployed two armored divisions, one 

mechanized division, and three infantry divisions, with suitable support forces, inside 

Kuwait. These included a total of 8 light and 11 heavy brigades.  

 It was not until August 12, that the situation stabilized enough for US intelligence to 

begin to estimate that these deployments were probably defensive, and it was not until 

August 14, that sufficient evidence was available for US intelligence to state that Iraqi's 

ground force posture was now "clearly defensive." Even then, substantial uncertainties 

remained. Iraqi fighters began to deploy to all three main Kuwaiti air bases on August 19. 

 It was only on August 21, that intelligence indications became available that Iraq 

was replacing its three heavy Republican Guards units in Kuwait with less well-equipped 

regular infantry units, and these indicators remained unconfirmed until August 24.  

 Even when the Republican Guards movements were complete, the fact remained 

that Iraq had only moved the heavy units to positions near Kuwait, and still had three 

Republican Guards infantry divisions along the coast. It could still deploy at least three 

heavy Republican Guards divisions in strike position on the Kuwaiti-Saudi border in a 

matter of days, plus three regular Army heavy divisions and additional mechanized infantry 

forces, and without any prospect of deploying a single heavy division equivalent to oppose 

them in less than 30 days from any combination of Saudi and reinforcing forces. 51  

 The political ambiguities affecting Iraq's invasion were clarified somewhat earlier. 

Saddam Hussein announced as early as August 8 that Kuwait was "the 19th province -- an 

eternal part of Iraq."52 In making this announcement, Saddam Hussein  appeared to have 

won a major victory. At the time Iraq stated that it had annexed Kuwait, with Kuwait's fund 

for the future having investments worth more than $100 billion. Kuwait was capable of 

adding at least 2 million barrels a day of oil to Iraq's exports of roughly 3.5 million, and 

offered the opportunity to increase Iraq's total oil reserves from 100 billion to 198 billion 

barrels (a total of nearly 20% of the world's total reserves).  
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Diplomacy versus War: Building the Coalition, the 
Embargo, and Iraq's Response 
 Saddam Hussein seems to have calculated that Saudi Arabia and the other southern 

Gulf states would have to accept Iraq's invasion as a fait accompli, that the United States 

would fail to mobilize an effective effort to force Iraq to retreat, or would be unwilling to 

go to war, and that the rest of the world would fail to act in any collective and effective 

manner. These calculations, however, proved wrong in every respect. Even before Saddam 

Hussein announced that he had annexed Kuwait, it was apparent that the world had rejected 

Iraq's action. If the US, other Western states, and the leading Arab states had been remiss at 

sending clear signals before the invasion, there was no ambiguity once it took place.  

 On August 2, the UN Security Council passed Resolution 660, the first in what 

became a long series of Security Council resolutions -- summarized in Table 2.1 -- 

designed to force Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait. Resolution 660 passed 14 to 0, with 

Yemen abstaining. It condemned the invasion as a violation of the UN Charter, and 

demanded Iraqi withdrawal from Kuwait. That same day, Saudi Arabia gave full and 

immediate support to the exiled Kuwaiti government that formed in Saudi Arabia on the 

day after the invasion.53  
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Table 2.1  

 

UN Security Council Resolutions Affecting the Gulf War: 1990-1991 
 
 

August 2, 1990 -  UN Security Council Resolution 660 is passed by a vote of 14-0.  

Yemen abstains. The resolution condemns the Iraqi invasion of 

Kuwait, calls for the unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi troops 

from Kuwait and beseeches a cease-fire. 

 

August 6, 1990 - UN Security Council Resolution 661 is passed by the Security 

Council by a vote of 13-0-2. The resolution enforces sanctions 

and an embargo  on Iraq and occupied Kuwait.  All UN members 

are interdicted to import any Iraqi or Kuwaiti products, and states 

must also prevent transfers of funds to either country.  All five 

permanent members of the Security Council vote in favor of the 

broad economic sanctions.  Cuba and Yemen  abstain. 

 

August 9, 1990- UN Security Council Resolution 662 is voted 15 to 0. The   

resolution states that the Iraqi invasion of  Kuwait is 'null and 

void.' 

 

August 18, 1990- The UN Security Council Resolution votes unanimously in favor 

of Resolution 664. The resolution requires the 'immediate 

departure from Kuwait and Iraq' of all foreign nationals. The UN 

Secretary General Javier Perez de Cuellar  announces that he will 

send two high-ranking UN officials to Iraq to discuss the 

detained   foreigners. 

 

August 25, 1990-  UN Security Council Resolution 665 is passed by a vote of 13-0-

2. The resolution authorizes the navies deployed in the Middle 

East with the ability to utilize force to  uphold the embargo 

against Iraq in agreement with Resolution 661.  Each of the five 

permanent members vote in favor of the Resolution, but Cuba 

and Yemen abstain from the vote.  The Soviet  vote marks a 

transformation in policy, since they had attempted, 

unsuccessfully, to persuade Saddam Hussein to withdraw from 

Kuwait.  Although the Soviet Union votes in favor of the use of 

military force, it does not commit its own forces. 

 

Sept. 13, 1990 -  The UN Security Council adopts Resolution 666 in a 13-2 vote. 

The resolution imposes strict controls over humanitarian food aid 

to Iraq and Kuwait. The UN and other international agencies will 

be charged with determining the food necessities in Iraq and 

assessing the distribution process. Cuba and Yemen are against 

the resolution. 
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Sept. 16, 1990 -    UN Security Council Resolution 667 is unanimously passed. The 

resolution condemns Iraqi acts of terror against diplomatic 

missions in Kuwait. 

 

Sept. 24, 1990 -    The UN Security Council votes unanimously for Resolution 669. 

The resolution charges the committee established under 

Resolution 661 of August 6 with the task of examining requests 

for assistance from people  trapped in Iraq or Kuwait, and 

recommends action to the Security Council. 

 

Sept. 25, 1990 -  The UN Security Council votes 14-1 (Cuba) for Resolution 670. 

Resolution 670 increases the sanctions against Iraq to include all 

sources of transport, even  aircraft. 

 

Oct. 29, 1990 -   The UN Security Council votes 13 to 0, with 2 abstentions 

(Yemen, Cuba) to pass  Resolution 674. 

 

   Resolution 674 condemns Iraq's mistreatment of Kuwaiti citizens 

and hostages, warns Iraq that it would be liable for damages and 

injuries, and invites UN members to gather information on Iraqi 

abuses. 

  

Nov. 28, 1990- The UN Security Council Resolution votes unanimously for 

Resolution 677. Resolution 677 condemns Iraq's attempt to 

transform Kuwait's demographic conditions, and condemns Iraqi 

destruction of Kuwaiti civil  records. 

 

Nov. 29, 1990 -  The UN Security Council passes Resolution 678 by a vote of 13 

to 2 (Cuba, Yemen) with 1 abstention (China). Resolution 678 

authorizes 'all necessary means' to allow for the Iraqi withdrawal 

from Kuwait, unless Iraq concedes to follow all UN Resolutions  

concerned with the issue since August 2, 1990. UN Resolution 

678 sets the deadline for combat to be January 15, 1991. 

1991: 

 

Feb. 22, 1991 -   President Bush gives Iraq until noon EST (8 p.m. Kuwait time) 

on February 23 to begin withdrawing all Iraqi troops from 

Kuwait.  The President also says: (1) Iraq must withdraw from 

Kuwait City in 48 hours and from all of Kuwait in 7 days; (2) 

Iraq must release all POWs within 48 hours of beginning the 

withdrawal; (3) Iraq must remove all booby traps in Kuwait and 

reveal the location of mine fields; and (4) Iraq must release all 

Kuwaitis and Kuwaiti property. 
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Feb. 28, 1991 -  Iraqi Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz notifies the UN Security 

Council that Iraq accepts the 12 UN resolutions dealing with the 

invasion of  Kuwait. 

 

March 2, 1991 -  UN Security Council votes 11 to 1 (Cuba) with 3 abstentions 

(Yemen, China, India) for Resolution  686. Resolution 686 lays 

out cease-fire terms by declaring that Iraq must release POWs 

and detainees, rescind the annexation of Kuwait, accept liability 

for Kuwait's war damages, disclose the location of minefields, 

and that  allies would withdraw from the region as soon as 

security was restored and Kuwait is stabilized. 

 

April 3, 1991 -   UN Security Council Resolution 687 lays out the details of the 

cease-fire with Iraq and war reparations. Resolution 687 

advocates the restoration to Kuwait of its sovereignty, territorial 

integrity and  the restoration of its previous government. It 

validates each of the previous UN Security Council Resolutions 

that were aforementioned. It advises that Iraq and Kuwait uphold 

the  integrity of the international boundary, and the allocation of 

islands laid out in the "Agreed Minutes Friendly Relations, 

Recognition and  Related Matters," signed by the parties at  

Baghdad on October 4, 1963. 

  

   The resolution declares that Iraq must unconditionally adhere 

under international supervision to the removal of all chemical 

and biological weapons and of all ballistic missiles with a range 

greater than 150 kilometers and related major parts. A Special 

Commission which shall carry out immediate on-site inspection 

of Iraq's biological, chemical and missile capabilities, shall be  

formed.   

      

 

April 5, 1991 -  UN Security Council Resolution 688 condemns Iraq for the 

suppression of its people. The resolution demands that Iraq 

immediately terminate their policy of mass repression and 

inflicting human suffering. In ensuring the above, it states that 

Iraq must enable international humanitarian organizations to 

provide aid to all parts of Iraq. 
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US Reactions and Coalition Building 

 President Bush immediately condemned Iraq's invasion on August 2, and stated that 

the seizure of Kuwait and potential threat to Saudi Arabia were a direct threat to US 

strategic interests. He immediately froze all Iraqi and Kuwaiti financial assets, and began 

consultations with Saudi Arabia, Egypt, key European leaders, and the leaders of other 

Arab states. The US also took military action. Kuwait had requested US military assistance 

shortly after Iraqi troops crossed its border. Less than an hour after Iraq sent its forces into 

Kuwait, the US sent a carrier battle group, led by the USS Independence (CV 62), to move 

from positions near Diego Garcia in the southern Indian Ocean to a position in the Gulf of 

Oman, near the Straits of Hormuz. At the same time, another carrier battle group, led by the 

USS Eisenhower (CV 69), was ordered to the eastern Mediterranean and to prepare for 

deployment to the Red Sea. Two US KC-135 tankers that had been sent to the UAE on July 

23, were ordered to stay in the area.       

 The US began a process of consultation and coalition building that intensified as 

Iraq's intentions became clear, and as Iraq's military capabilities in southern Kuwait 

continued to grow. The US played a major role in encouraging the UN Security Council to 

pass Resolution 660, and on August 6th, the State Department defined America's policy 

objectives regarding the invasion: 

o Immediate, unconditional, and complete withdrawal of all Iraqi forces from Kuwait; 

o Restoration of Kuwait's legitimate government; 

o Ensuring the stability and security of Saudi Arabia and the Persian Gulf; and 

o Ensuring the safety and protection of the lives of American citizens abroad. 

 President Bush sent Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney to consult with King 

Fahd of Saudi Arabia. He was accompanied by Paul Wolfowitz, the Undersecretary of 

Defense for Policy; Lt. General Norman Schwarzkopf, the Commander of the US Central 

Command (USCENTCOM) and Schwarzkopf's land and air commanders. Cheney met with 

King Fahd on August 6, and showed him intelligence data with pictures of the Iraqi 

deployments in Kuwait, illustrating the build-up along Kuwait's border with Saudi Arabia. 

He also presented a plan for US reinforcement of Saudi Arabia that included air, infantry, 

and armored forces, and stated a clear US commitment to defend Saudi territory.54  

 By this time, Iraqi forces had already crossed briefly into Saudi territory on several 

occasions and had refused to provide Saudi Arabia with any explanation. Saudi Arabia also 

had no hope of resisting such an invasion on its own. It had one small Saudi armored 

brigade at King Khalid city, south of Hafr al-Batin,  and the only other Saudi land force in 

the area was a National Guard brigade which did not have a single tank. While the Saudi 
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Air Force was effective in air defense missions, it far less well trained in offensive 

missions, and lacked strike and attack aircraft with advanced anti-armor capability.  

 King Fahd and his advisors had already been kept  informed of Iraq's movements by 

the Saudi embassy in Washington, and were prepared to act on Secretary Cheney's briefing. 

Saudi Arabia formally asked for US reinforcements within 24 hours. As a result, the US 

announced that it would send land, air, and naval forces to Saudi Arabia on August 7, 1990, 

and began to deploy US forces, and USCENTCOM, combat forces. 

 The US shifted the mission of the two USAF KC-135 tankers, and mobile 

operations center with satellite communications capability, that it had deployed to the UAE 

to the defense of the region.55  Two USAF F-15C fighter squadrons of the 1st Tactical Air 

Wing flew 14 hours non-stop from the US to Saudi Arabia. US Maritime Prepositioning 

Ships (MPS) were ordered to proceed to Saudi Arabia, from Guam and Diego Garcia, and 

the Eisenhower carrier battle group and the battleship Wisconsin, which were ordered to 

move through the Suez Canal to the Gulf.  

 These deployments rapidly escalated as Iraq continued to deploy forces to Kuwait. 

On August 8,  President Bush made it public that the US and Saudi Arabia had agreed to 

deploy a full capability to defend Saudi Arabia against invasion, and USCENTCOM 

requested follow-on forces like the F-15E, F-117, B-52, F-4G wild Weasel, AC-130, F-111, 

and EF-111. On August 9, the UN Security Council condemned Iraq's annexation of 

Kuwait as "illegal, null, and void", and the US renamed its build-up in Saudi Arabia as 

"Operation Desert Shield". The first headquarters and preparatory elements of the US 

XVIIIth Corps and 82nd Airborne Division arrived in Riyadh, and Britain ordered a 

Tornado and a Jaguar squadron to Bahrain, the same day. USCENTCOM completed its 

first full scale operational order for Desert Shield on August 10, and the first US F-15s 

deployed to Saudi Arabia flew training sorties with the Saudi Air Force.56  

The Iraqi Threat to Saudi Arabia 

 There is no way to determine whether Iraq would have invaded Saudi Arabia if the 

US had not provided an immediate promise of support. The full range of intelligence 

evidence has not been declassified, although some aspects of Iraqi deployments make it  

doubtful that Iraq had a master plan to attack Saudi Arabia when it first occupied Kuwait 

and moved to positions near the border. It now seems likely that the risk was more one of 

escalating Iraqi opportunism than of Iraq executing a follow-on plan to invade, but it is 

unlikely that even historians will ever know. Saddam Hussein's regime is unlikely to have 

committed any such plans or discussions to writing in a form that has survived the war. 

 In any case, the lesson is clear: when vital strategic interests are involved, decision 

makers must act on strategic warning. The US and Saudi Arabia had just had an 
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unambiguous lesson in the cost of relying on estimates of Iraqi intentions, rather than 

dealing with Iraqi capabilities. Neither the US nor Saudi Arabia were in a position to take 

further risks.  Iraqi combat forces were deployed where they could advance rapidly along 

the coastal roads running from Kuwait city to Khafji on the Saudi border, and seize Saudi 

Arabia's Eastern Province.  

 Iraq had a total of eleven divisions in or deploying to Kuwait. These forces may not 

have been ready to attack by Western standards, but they did not face any significant 

opposition from Saudi ground forces, and could advance along the following three different 

lines of approach: 

o The fastest line of approach was the coastal road through al-Mishab, al-Jubayal, and 

ad-Dammam. This route offered a direct high speed route to the critical ports, air 

bases, cities, desalinization plants, and oil facilities in Saudi Arabia's Eastern 

Province. The only land units immediately in the area were a Saudi Brigade at King 

Khalid Military City south of Hafr al-Batin, and about one brigade equivalent of 

light armored forces in the Saudi National Guard. The coastal route presented some 

problems in terms of trafficability because of soft sand and salt marshes called 

"sabkhas." It offered one good defensive point about 40 miles northwest of Al-

Jubail, where low hills and quarries made it difficult to by pass a blocking force 

equipped with anti-tank weapons, and using the coastal road meant exposing forces 

to air attack.  However, Saudi Arabia lacked the ground forces necessary to deploy 

major blocking units along the coast, and lacked the air attack capabilities to 

suppress major Iraqi armored forces. 

o Iraq also had the option of striking straight south through central Kuwait west of Al-

Wafrah to the major east-west (Tapline) road running south of the Iraqi and Kuwait 

borders. This meant using unimproved desert roads, but allowed Iraq to bypass the 

salt marshes near the coast. Iraq could also strike though the flat hard desert terrain 

west of the coast, and then hook back to the coast near Jubail. Such an attack would 

increase the logistic and water problems, but it meant that Iraqi forces could bypass 

the one real defensive position along the coast road, and allowed their armored 

forces to maneuver and disperse in ways that made them slightly less vulnerable to 

air attack. 

o Finally, Iraq had the option of striking directly south for Riyadh using unimproved 

desert roads. This presented serious trafficability, supply, and water problems, and 

meant driving through several narrow passes that would have increased 

vulnerability to air attacks or blocking operations.  It was, however, at least a 

military possibility.   
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 Iraq had a good understanding of the strength and capabilities of Saudi forces and of 

their deployments.57 It knew that if only faced Saudi opposition, it could almost certainly 

advance and seize the key road junctions just south of Hafr al-Batin, overrun King Khalid 

Military City, the Saudi oil loading and refinery facilities at al-Jubayal and Ras Tanura, as 

well as the coastal cities of al-Khobar and Dammam, and the main Saudi air base at 

Dhahran. It knew faced only token opposition from Saudi land forces, did not need a 

massive support or logistic base, and could reach its objective in a matter of two to three 

days.  

 Such an advance would have given Iraq control over nearly 40% of the world's oil 

reserves -- with 20% in Iraq and Kuwait and another 20% in Saudi Arabia.58 It would have 

allowed Iraq to threaten Bahrain and Qatar, control most of the major oil fields in Saudi 

Arabia, and cut the Eastern Province off from Riyadh. Iraq could also have seized positions 

near Ar'ar and Rafha, along the main Saudi road paralleling the Saudi-Iraqi border, without 

opposition. This would have cut Saudi Arabia off from any reinforcement from Syria --

even if Jordan had not supported Iraq. It also would have made Saudi cities and oil facilities 

hostage to Iraqi control. 

 A successful Iraqi attack could also have seriously reduced US power projection 

capabilities in the area. Iraqi seizure of Dhahran would have given Iraq control of the most 

advanced and best sheltered air base in the middle east, and left the US without any major 

air base with the munitions, facilities, spare parts, and shelters necessary to supported 

intensive air operations. The US would have been denied ports and land force facilities near 

Kuwait, and US land forces would have had to stage out of Saudi ports on the Red Sea or 

the UAE. US air force units would have been forced to operate out of far less advanced 

tactical air bases in the UAE, Bahrain, and Qatar, refuel fighters operating out of bases 

elsewhere in Saudi Arabia or in Oman,  or stage B-52s out of Turkey or Diego Garcia.  

Testing the Limits of US Power Projection Capabilities 

 The US and Saudi Arabia faced major strategic problems in terms of time and levels 

of war fighting capability that are an important lesson for the future. The flexibility of US 

naval and air forces is extraordinarily useful in low intensity crises or conflict, or in altering 

a military balance where the opponents are relatively equal. In this case, however, Iraq 

could pose a high intensity land threat that could not be met with limited amounts of air 

power, or with relatively light firepower of US Marine Corps forces and US Army airborne 

and assault divisions.  

 As a result, it was vital to begin a major US power projection effort that would 

allow the US to deploy and sustain fully combat capable air forces as soon as possible, rush 

in light US ground forces while Saudi forces were still intact, and begin the time-
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consuming process of deploying heavy US ground forces. At the same time, it was 

necessary that Saudi and US cooperation be highly visible and structured to maximize the 

deterrent impact of such cooperation during the period before the US could deploy 

significant combat power. The US required a minimum of 7 to 10 days to begin major 

deployments of sustainable combat effective air power, 10-14 days to rush in sustainable 

and combat capable light infantry forces, and 25-45 days to deploy sustainable and combat 

capable heavy land forces.  

 The US build-up for Desert Storm was an amazing achievement -- given the tyranny 

of time and distance -- but there are no miracles in power projection. The fact that aircraft 

can fly fast does not mean that they can fight fast. Even though the US began to act within 

days of the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, it could not deploy operational land-based combat air 

power until August 10, and it was nine days after the First F-15C arrived in theater  before 

they could begin flying actual patrols out of Saudi bases with the support of RC-135 Rivet 

Joint reconnaissance aircraft from Europe.  

 USAF B-52s did not fully deploy to Diego Garcia until August 15, and these would 

have experienced serious beddown, recovery, refueling, and sustainability problems in 

conducting intensive operations until September. The USAF could rapidly deploy its E-3A 

AWACS, but could not deploy a Tactical Air Control Center in Riyadh until August 16. 

Although the US soon committed 73% of all its C-141 assets and 93% of its C-5s to Desert 

Shield, mistakes in preparing for the airlift of some 65 C-141 loads of F-15 and F-16 

munitions and related equipment left the US without sustained combat capability until late 

August. The USAF also did not get chemical defense equipment until late August. 

USCENTAF only felt that it had achieved workable beddown and "sustainment of combat 

air operations" for a major defensive air war on September 12.59 

 The US deployed two carrier battle groups with more than 100 combat aircraft and 

10 combat ships. Their deployment did not require the agreement of a host country -- a 

freedom of action in power projection which is also an important lesson of the Gulf War. 

However, the carrier group with the Eisenhower did not arrive until August 24, and the 

carrier air wings required substantial additional targeting and C4I/BM support to be able to 

operate against Iraqi armored forces. The Wisconsin  -- which provided the first real US 

ability to use TLAM cruise missiles -- did not reach the Gulf until August 24. 

 Headquarters elements of the Second Brigade of the 82nd Airborne Division were 

able to deploy relatively quickly, but even moving light forces takes time. The 1st Brigade 

of the 82nd, and the initial elements of the 7th Marine Expeditionary Force did not arrive 

until August 16.  It took nine days for the first advanced elements of the 82nd Airborne's 

"ready brigade" -- which was the unit most capable of rapid deployment to begin to take up 
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their initial defensive positions around Dhahran air base. Full deployment of the brigade 

took 13 days,  and deployment of the entire 82nd Airborne Division took 21 days. 

  Operating under wartime pressures, the total major equipment of US land forces in 

theater on August 22, three weeks after the Iraqi invasion, consisted of 32 M-60A1s, 25 M-

551 armored fighting vehicles, 50 artillery weapons, 3 multiple rocket launch systems, 156 

TOW anti-tank guided missile weapons, and 8 Patriot fire units. The US could only sustain 

about half of these weapons in combat.  The first small elements of the first  US heavy 

division, the 24th (Mechanized) Infantry Division, did not arrive until August 26, the same 

day that the first US Marine Corps (USMC) brigade completed air deployment to the port 

of Jubail, and did not complete the airlift of its personnel until September 6, 1990.  

 Because of airlift limits, a second US Army light division (the 101st Airborne) had 

to move its equipment by sea and did not begin to deploy personnel by air until August 28. 

One month after the Iraqi invasion, and at a time when Iraq's build-up in Kuwait had given 

it the ability to invade Saudi Arabia within 18-24 hours of making the decision, all  US 

Army and Marine Corps forces in the theater combined had a total of 84 attack helicopters, 

118 M-1 and 82 M-60A1s, 25 M-551 armored fighting vehicles, 109 artillery weapons, 3 

multiple rocket launch systems, 169 TOW anti-tank guided missile weapons, and 8 Patriot 

fire units. This is the firepower and maneuver equivalent of about one heavy US division 

and only about 50-60% of the total was forward deployed and sustainable in combat. 60 

 By this time, Iraq had deployed fighters, surfaced-to-surface missiles, and chemical 

warfare equipment into Kuwait. USCENTCOM estimated that Iraq had a total of nine 

divisions deployed along the border with Saudi Arabia and the shore of Kuwait, backed by 

a strike/ counter-attack force of two armor, one mechanized, and two infantry divisions and 

three heavy Republican Guards divisions just to the north of Kuwait. It revised this estimate 

in early September to a total of 11 divisions committed in Kuwait, with five in reserve, and 

the total in reserve increased to seven by September 12.61 

The Reaction of the Arab World and Iran 

 US and Saudi consultations were only part of a series of international and regional 

actions that opposed Iraq's invasion. The strength that the UN showed in passing Security 

Council Resolution 660 was reinforced on August 6, when the Security Council passed 

Resolution 661, which imposed a trade embargo and sanctions on Iraq and established a 

special sanctions committee.  

 The UN's resolve was matched by that of most of the nations in the region. The 

Saudi and Kuwaiti governments were given full support by the other four southern Gulf 

states -- Bahrain, Oman, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates. All of the states in the Gulf 

Cooperation Council united in support of Kuwait. 
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 Lebanon was the first Arab state to publicly condemn the invasion, although many 

others soon followed. President Mubarak of Egypt took a particularly strong stand against 

the invasion. He reacted both to the fact that Saddam had assured him, only days before the 

invasion, that  he would not use force, and also reacted to other tensions between Iraq and 

Egypt. The number of Egyptians working in Iraq had been forcibly reduced from 800,000 

during the Iran-Iraq war to 500,000 by the summer of 1990, and it was clear that Iraq 

planned further major cuts in remittances by Egyptian workers. At the same time, Egypt's 

support of Kuwait still came at considerable cost. It led Iraq to halt all remittances from 

workers in both Iraq and Kuwait. The remittances from Iraq had totaled nearly $550 million 

in 1989, and nearly 185,000 Egyptians had been working in Kuwait. As a result, Egypt gave 

up nearly $400 to $600 million.62 

 President Mubarak decided to convene the Arab League in Cairo, and consulted 

with both King Fahd and President Bush shortly after the invasion. Secretary Cheney 

stopped for discussions with President Mubarak on his way back from Saudi Arabia, and 

Egypt agreed to permit over flight rights, and to allow the Eisenhower to transit the Suez 

canal and enter the Red Sea. President Mubarak met with Secretary of State James Baker 

and King Fahd on September 8, 1990, and all agreed that there would be no negotiations 

with Iraq until its troops withdrew from Kuwait. President Mubarak began preparations for 

Egyptian support of Saudi Arabia. The first elements of the Egyptian 3rd Mechanized 

Division arrived in Yanbu in Saudi Arabia on September 21, 1990, and Egypt eventually 

contributed a task force of two Egyptian divisions.   

 Syria -- which had supported Iran during the Iran-Iraq war and had long opposed 

Saddam Hussein -- condemned the invasion. It soon pledged to deploy a special forces 

regiment to reinforce Saudi Arabia, and began to deploy troops in mid August. It moved 

two divisions to positions near the Iraqi border, and began deployment of the 9th Armored 

Division into Saudi Arabia. King Hassan of Morocco also sent a small contingency of 

troops to Saudi Arabia. 

  Most of the rest of the Arab world proved equally firm. When the Arab League 

Council met in Cairo , it voted to condemn Iraq and demand its withdrawal from Kuwait. 

Twelve of the Arab states -- Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Morocco, Qatar, Bahrain, 

Somalia, Lebanon, Oman, UAE, Syria, and Djibouti voted for a resolution calling for Iraq 

to withdraw from Kuwait. Yemen and Algeria abstained; Jordan, the Sudan, and Mauritania 

expressed reservations, and Tunisia was absent.  

 The only major political entities in the Arab world to support Iraq were Jordan, the 

Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), the Sudan, and Yemen. Jordan reacted partly 

because of King Hussein's opposition to isolating Iraq, partly because of Jordan's economic 
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dependence on Iraq, partly because Iraq provided low priced oil, and partly because King 

Hussein would have faced major opposition to any other decision by many of the 

Palestinians living in Jordan. Jordan later was one of the few states to continue to smuggle 

goods into Iraq and accept Iraqi oil in violation of the UN embargo, and smuggle goods into 

Iraq. It may have provided Iraq with some weapons and munitions, including US Law anti-

tank weapons, and technical assistance and instruction on how to operate the improved 

Hawk missiles that Iraq had seized from Kuwait. 

 In spite of its prior hostility to the southern Gulf states and the West, the Iranian 

government condemned the Iraqi invasion, although it also declared its neutrality. The 

Iranian government did so although a number of Iranian radicals called for an anti-Western 

and anti-southern Gulf front with Iraq. Iran did not provide Iraq with increased support 

even when Saddam Hussein withdrew Iraqi forces from their last positions on Iranian soil 

on August 18, and gave up Iraq's claim to control all of the waters of the Shatt al-Arab -- 

the main shipping channel to the Gulf along the Iraqi border with Iran. Iran's Foreign 

Minister also pledged that Iran would abide by the UN sanctions on September 24, 1990. 

 Most importantly, Iran did not take any action to threaten or harass Western military 

forces in the Gulf. This Iranian decision played a powerful role in both isolating Iraq, and 

allowing the Coalition to operate freely in Gulf waters. Iran did, however, announce plans 

to resume diplomatic relations with Iraq on September 10, and restored relations on 

October 14, 1990. It condemned the US build-up in the area as a pretext to establish US 

bases in the area. It continued talks with Iraq, while sustaining its attacks on other aspects 

of the Western presence in the Gulf. It also allowed Iraqi smuggling operations to transport 

food across the border to Iraq in violation of the UN embargo, although it did not seem to 

have allowed any major smuggling of weapons, ammunition, or military material.   

The Reaction of Europe and the Soviet Union  

 While the US may have taken the lead in terms of immediate military action, other 

Western states were equally quick to condemn Iraq, and began to take military action a few 

days later. Britain acted immediately to freeze Iraqi and Kuwait assets, began consultations 

with the US and Saudi Arabia on deploying military forces, and on August 6, it reinforced 

its single frigate warship in the Gulf with two more frigates. On August 8, following joint 

consultation between the British, Saudi and US governments,  Britain announced that it was 

sending major deployments of air and naval forces to Saudi Arabia at the request of King 

Fahd.   

 As is discussed in Chapter Three, French reactions were affected by France's close 

ties to Iraq and the fact that France had been a major supplier of arms to Iraq during the 

Iran-Iraq War. Nevertheless, France sent two warships to the Gulf on August 6, and 
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President Mitterand announced on August 9, that he was sending ground forces and 

advisors to Saudi Arabia as part of what was later called Force Daguet.  

 Although divisions emerged within the French government over what position to 

take regarding the use of force against Iraq, France indicated that it would not formally 

subordinate its forces to a multinational command; but it consulted closely with Saudi 

Arabia, Britain, and the United States. The first small elements of French forces began to 

deploy to Hafr al-Batin on September 6. This deployment moved towards a critical point 

near the junction of the Iraqi-Kuwaiti-Saudi border, reinforced the Saudi forces at King 

Khalid military city, and helped to improve the forward defense of Saudi Arabia's eastern 

province. France announced on September 15 that it would send a regiment of its 6th Light 

Armored Division, a helicopter regiment, and tactical aircraft to the theater, with 

approximately 4,000 personnel. 

 Turkey played an important role in several ways. It shut down Iraq's pipelines 

through Turkey -- in spite of the fact that they were a major source of fuel and revenue to 

Turkey -- and Turkey closed its port of Ceyhan to Iraqi vessels. This deprived Iraq of half 

of its oil exports, and combined with Saudi Arabia's closing of the Iraqi pipelines through 

Saudi Arabia, this limited Iraq to what it could try to smuggle out through the Gulf or 

Jordan. Turkey  deployed some 50,000 troops and several squadrons of aircraft near the 

Iraqi border, and this forced Iraq to deploy substantial forces near the Iraqi border.63  

 On August 12, the Turkish national assembly took the unprecedented action of 

giving the Turkish government the authority to declare war against Iraq. As in France, 

however, domestic politics became a problem. While President Ozal emerged as a strong 

opponent to Iraq's aggression, many in Turkey resisted the idea of shifting away from 

Turkey's long policy of neutrality in such conflicts, and opposed basing Coalition aircraft 

on Turkish soil that could fly offensive operations against Iraq. This opposition included 

some senior military leaders. When Turkey announced the extension of its Defense and 

Economic Cooperation Agreement with the US to cover US use of military bases in Turkey 

for possible operations against Iraq on September 18, the resulting controversy led the 

Turkish Defense Minister and Chief of Staff to resign.64  

 During the months that followed, the US waited for the Turkish government to 

decide whether it would agree to allow the US to deploy a total of 96 aircraft, rather than 

the 48 approved under the Defense and Economic Cooperation Agreement. The final 

agreement allowing the US to use Incirlik to deploy these aircraft as part of what became 

known as "Proven Force" came on January 17, 1991, just before the beginning of the war. 

The first 39 US aircraft arrived in Incirlik on January 18, and began flying missions that 

same night. They included a mix of F-15Cs, F-16s, F-111Es, EF-111s, EC-130s, F-4Gs, 
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RF-4s, E-3As, and KC-135s and provided an important ability to strike Iraq in depth from 

the north. 65 

 The Soviet condemnation of Iraq proved to be particularly decisive. The Soviet 

Union not only supported UN Security Council Resolution 660 on August 2, but the Soviet 

government issued separate statements demanding an Iraqi retreat from Kuwait. It stated 

that the Iraqi invasion, "totally contradicts the interests of the Arab states, creates new and 

additional obstacles to the settlement of conflicts in the Middle East, and runs counter to 

the positive tendencies in improvement in international life." While President Gorbachev 

met with President Bush in Helsinki of September 9, the Soviet Union and US issued a 

joint pledge to work "individually and in concert" to force Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait 

even if this could not be achieved by peaceful means.66 

 While Saddam Hussein may have calculated that he could exploit the divisions 

between East and West, he found a Soviet Union that remained firm throughout the 

conflict. While President Gorbachev did seek to maintain Soviet influence in the region, 

and conducted his own negotiations to persuade Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait, the Soviet 

Union consistently supported the United Nations and the US.  

The Prelude to the Conflict: Desert Shield 
 In the months that followed, the UN Security Council took every measure short of 

war to force Iraq to leave Kuwait. It adopted a series of resolutions that ordered a financial 

and trade embargo against Iraq (August 6), declared Iraq's annexation of Kuwait null and 

void (August 9), called on Iraq to free the foreign hostages it had taken (August 18), 

established an international naval blockade(August 25), halted air cargo shipments 

(September 25),  and made Iraq liable for war damages and economic costs (October 29).  

First Steps in Power Projection 

 The first task that the US and other members of the Coalition faced was to build the 

military forces necessary to defend Saudi Arabia. As has been discussed earlier, the US 

began to deploy US forces to provide the necessary defensive capabilities on the same day 

that Iraq invaded Kuwait. In executing this deployment, the US considered two plans: 

retaliatory air strikes on targets in Iraq and deploying air and ground forces in accordance 

with plans (OPLAN 1002-90) that the US Central Command (USCENTCOM) had already 

developed for this contingency. 

  The air strike plan presented the obvious risk that it might trigger an Iraqi invasion 

of Saudi Arabia, and the US Joint Chiefs decided to deploy air and ground forces strong 

enough to deter further aggression by Saddam Hussein, defend Saudi Arabia if such 

aggression did occur, to build and support a military coalition with Saudi Arabia and other 
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friendly forces, and to enforce the economic sanctions prescribed in Security Council 

Resolutions 661 and 655. Given Saddam Hussein's history of risk taking under pressure, 

this seems to have been a wise decision, but it relied heavily on Iraqi inaction for its 

success. 

 US plans for deployment to the Gulf had assumed at least 19 days in which to act on 

strategic warning before hostilities, and nine more days of continuing deployment before 

Iraq could reach Jubail. They were not based on any assessment of Iraqi capabilities or US 

intelligence capabilities, but rather on the fact that 4 weeks made a convenient time period 

for planning purposes, and allowed the US to deploy ground units before a war began. 

When USCENTCOM completed its plans for Desert Shield under conditions of no action 

on strategic warning, it calculated that it would take a minimum of 17 weeks before the US 

could deploy the necessary mix of air and ground forces to provide a secure defense against 

an Iraqi invasion. Further, this estimate soon proved optimistic. US planners decided to rely 

on regular forces, rather than immediately call up reserve units, as originally planned, to 

reduce the risk of using untrained troops. This, however, meant altering US build-up plans, 

and led to some significant delays.   

 More important, the Iraqi threat consisted of heavy armor -- a threat that the light 

US Army and Marine Corps forces could deploy most quickly. The US Army history of the 

war describes this situation as follows, and it too is an important lesson of the war.67  

"...light forces still do not have sufficient means to defeat the best Soviet-

design tanks. Had Saddam Hussein seized the opportunity to attack through 

to ad-Dammam in late August, the 82nd might have held off his tanks with 

TOW and Dragon missiles, but the cost might have been unacceptably high. 

Incomplete modernization left some combat arms with many fighting 

armored vehicles that were a generation out of date. Older versions of the 

M-113 personnel carrier used to carry TOW launchers, mortars, and artillery 

forward observers (or FISTS) were often left behind in battle because they 

could not keep up. The Vietnam era AH-1 Cobra series attack helicopter 

could not join the Apache in fighting at night and remained extremely 

vulnerable to ground fire. Soldiers needed surer protection against chemical 

and biological threats that would permit them to fight efficiently and survive 

in a chemical environment." 

 As a result, USCENTCOM changed its contingency plans to give priority to the 

deployment A-10 anti-armor fighters and the 3rd US Armored Cavalry Regiment. The US 

could only do this, however, by cutting the deployment of supplies and support for other 

units. It compensated by making US forces more reliant on support directly from Saudi 
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Arabia. As a result, the 82nd Airborne and 24th Mechanized Divisions were sent to Saudi 

Arabia without much of their normal support capabilities, and did not receive them until the 

US improvised an effective theater logistics system in mid-November.   

 Forward defense simply was not a practical option under these conditions, nor was 

coverage of all Saudi territory. As a result, the US developed an operational concept that 

called for the Saudis to deploy a thin defensive line near the border, while the US rushed in 

light forces to defend key facilities along the Gulf Coast, Al Jubail, and the area around 

Dhahran. This concept was intended to limit Iraq's ability to advance along the coast route 

while securing the key ports and air fields necessary for the US to deploy forces. At the 

same time, the US attempted to compensate for the limits of its light forces by providing 

additional offensive air power so that it could maintain air superiority over the coastal area, 

and attack any advancing Iraqi armored forces. Desert Shield thus began with an 

operational concept that mixed land defense of key enclaves with the use of air power to 

defend in depth. It also called for Saudi Arabia to sacrifice some territory near the border. 

While Saudi Arabia was reluctant to accept this reliance on defense in depth, the practical 

limits on US power projection capabilities left no other choice.   

 The US Air Force (USAF) and US Marine Corps (USMC) faced fewer problems in 

bringing in their support and sustainment capabilities, although they too encountered 

problems and delays. The USAF was ably to fly in its weapons, personnel, and  key 

supplies and rely on the Saudi Air Force for the rest of its supplies. The Marine 

Expeditionary Brigades (MEBs) were integrated land-air units which can draw on up to 30 

days of supplies located on Maritime Prepositioning Ships (MPS). This made the Marine 

Corps more self sufficient than the Army, and the MPS had the advantage that they served a 

mobile repair and support facilities for Marine Corps equipment. 

 Even so, Table 2.2 shows that USAF deployments took time, and that there were 

severe limits to how quickly it could deploy. While the USAF built up an operational 

strength nearly equal to that of the entire Iraqi Air Force in a little under two months, most 

of this deployment took place during the second month.  Even in terms of land-based air, 

the US faced a severe "window of vulnerability". This is an important warning about how 

quickly US airpower can be expected to shift regional war fighting balances in the future. 

Similarly, the Marine Corps found that it lacked a number of key support capabilities for 

land combat until an integrated theater logistic system was set up in Saudi Arabia, which 

did not occur until approximately two months after the US began to deploy (C+60). It also 

found that it need one more MPS per brigade.68 
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  Table 2.2 

 

US Air Force Aircraft Deploying Into Theater 

Through September 1990 
 

                                       Aug 1-15     Aug 16-31      Sept 1-15     Sept 16-30            Total  

 
AC-130 0  0   0   4 4 
A-10  0 0  72  24 96 
C-130  0 32  32  0 64 
C-20  0 0  1   0   1 
C-21  0 0   4   0   4 
EC-130  0   0  7      4      11 
EF-111  0 0   0  14  14 
E-3A  0 0   0   0 0 
F-111F  0 0  64   0 64 
F-117  0 0  18   0  18 
F-15C  0 48  22   2  72 
F-15E  0 26   0   0  26 
F-16C  0 48  48  24 120 
F-4G  0 0  24  13  36 
HC-130  0 0   4   0   4 
KC-10  2 0   0   0   2 
KC-135A 11 0   0   0  11 
KC-135E  0 16   0   0  16 
KC-1350 19 0   0   0  19 
KC-135R 47 10   0  10  67 
MC-130  0 0 0   0   4 
MH-53  0 8   0   0   8 
MH-60  0 0   0   8   8 
RC-135  0   4 0      0      4 
TR-1  0 0   2   0   2 
U-2  0 0   3   0   3 
 
Total 79    192 305 102 678 

 

Source: US Air Force briefing aid, March, 1991 
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 US deployments accelerated as time went on, and as the US improved its air and sea 

lift assets. On August 10, the US activated the first 17 Ready Reserve Fleet (RRF) transport 

and cargo ships, signed the first charter agreement to obtain additional ships, and the first 

fast sealift ship began loading elements of the 24th Mechanized Division at Savannah, 

Georgia. A C-130 squadron arrived in Saudi Arabia to provide intra-theater lift on August 

13.  On August 18, the US activated its Civil Air Reserve Fleet, adding 18 passenger and 

23 cargo aircraft to its airlift effort. This was an important lesson in the fact that seapower 

consists of sealift, as well as combat arms. 

 The US also began to call up its reserve forces. On August 22, President Bush 

signed Executive Order 12727, authorizing Secretary Cheney to call selected reserve units 

and individual reservists to active duty. Secretary Cheney delegated this authority to the 

Secretaries of the individual military services on August 23, and the initial authorization 

allowed the recall of 14,500 USAF, 6,300 Navy, and 3,000 USMC reservists. At the same 

time, the Secretary of Transportation authorized the Coast Guard to call up 1,250 reservists. 

The first call ups were announced on August 24, and notifications to report began to be 

issued within the week. This call up was both a major signal of US resolve, and a test of the 

total force concept that called for the integration of active and reserve forces into US 

combat structures and contingency plans. It was also the first major call up of reserves since 

the Korean War.  

Closing the Window of Vulnerability 

 Other nations helped close the window of vulnerability. The UK announced that it 

would send armored units to the Gulf on September 14. French and Egyptian forces 

gradually deployed at King Khalid Military City to defend Saudi territory south of Kuwait. 

The US gradually deployed the US Army XVIII Airborne Corps and 1st Marine 

Expeditionary Force (MEF) in defensive positions near Dhahran and northwest of Al-

Jubail. and near Dhahran. The first elements of the 4th MEB, which was deployed as an 

amphibious assault force, arrived in the northern Arabian Sea on September 7 and closed 

on September 14.69  

 The final elements of the 1st MEB arrived on September 12. The 24th Mechanized 

Division -- the first unit with significant numbers of M-1 tanks and M-2 Bradley vehicles -- 

finished off loading at ad-Dammam, and the 24th deployed beside the 1st MEF northwest 

of Jubail on September 23rd. This put a defensive line of mechanized forces across the two 

most likely Iraqi lines of advance for the first time. The US had a total of 157,181 

personnel in theater by September 15, with 385 tanks, 276 artillery weapons, 38 MLRS, 

589 TOWs, 1,043 fixed wing aircraft and 117 attack helicopters.70  



GW-2 Desert Shield                                          June 28, 2016                                   Page 74 

 

Copyright Anthpony H. Cordesman, all rights reserved. 

 The 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment deployed shortly afterwards, and the rest of the 

equipment for the 101st Airborne Division arrived in Saudi Arabia on October 6, as did the 

first elements of the 1st Cavalry Division, and the 12 Aviation Brigade with AH-64 attack 

helicopters.71 The 1st Cavalry Division completed its deployment by October 22. By mid-

October, US land strength had increased to 589 tanks, 456 artillery weapons, 48 MLRS, 

261 attack helicopters, and 668 support helicopters.72  

 US air capabilities also grew. USCENTCOM announced on September 26, that "our 

theater tactical air capabilities and the requisite command and control structure are ready to 

meet the challenges of Operation Desert Shield," and it announced that the air logistic 

situation was "satisfactory" on September 28 -- although the USAF did not have a seven 

day stock of many munitions until October 10. The US had deployed a total of 830 fixed 

and rotary wing combat aircraft by October 14 (including 110 air-to-air, 286 air-top-ground, 

and 210 dual role), and more than 1,150 support aircraft. These aircraft included long-range 

precision strike aircraft from the USAF 4th, 37th, and 48th Tactical Fighter Wings; 

electronic countermeasure squadrons from the 366th and 35th Tactical Fighter Wings; five 

squadrons of F-16Cs, and four squadrons of A-10s. The USMC had both fixed wing 

fighters and AH-1W attack helicopters, and the US Navy deployed the carrier USS John F. 

Kennedy  (CV-67) to replace the Eisenhower in the Red Sea, and the Saratoga (CV-60) to 

replace the Independence in the Arabian Sea.73  

 USCENTCOM felt that the combined AirLand-naval-amphibious deployments 

closed the window of vulnerability by mid October.  This success was not simply the result 

of the US build-up. The Coalition was now actively involved in joint air training. British, 

US, and Saudi combat aircraft were actively involved in joint package training, and large-

scale joint close air support training began on October 2. Allied forces continued to grow. 

For example, Italy deployed the first of 10 Tornadoes to the UAE on September 24, and 

Canadian Air Force fighters began joint training in theater on October 10. Britain, France, 

Canada, and Italy had deployed over 150 operational combat and support aircraft by 

October 14. The Kuwait Air Force became operational again on October 29, and KAF A-4s 

flew their first sorties out of Dhahran. 

 Reinforcement was also taking place in ground forces. The detailed draft Saudi-US 

Objective Defense Operations Plan was completed on September 28, and approved a few 

days later. The Coalition reached general agreement on national responsibilities in land 

force deployments -- including the role of French and Syrian forces -- on October 3, and the 

Egyptian 3rd Armored Division closed in theater on October 9. British troops for the 7th 

Armored Brigade began to arrive by air on October 16, although their equipment was still 

moving to the area by sea. French forces closed at Hafr al-Batin on October 17. 
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 However, Iraq  continued to make threats against the Coalition, and to build up its 

forces. In a warning that he later made into a reality, Saddam Hussein stated on October 9 

that he would attack Israel and Saudi Arabia with long range missiles in the event of war.74 

Iraq had a total of 22 divisions in  what Western analysts now formally called the Kuwaiti 

Theater of Operations, or KTO by mid-September. These forces included 10 divisions in 

Kuwait, 9 reinforcing divisions, and three divisions near the Iranian border. By mid-

October, Iraq had transformed its initial invasion force into Iraqi forces totaled 27 divisions, 

including the eight Republican Guard divisions that made up its fighting core. Nine of the 

divisions were armored or mechanized, 17 were infantry, and one was special forces.  

 While Chapter Six discusses serious problems in US estimates of Iraqi forces, 

USCENTCOM calculated at the time that Iraq had a total strength of around 435,000 men, 

more than 3,600 tanks, around 2,400 armored vehicles, and more than 2,400 artillery 

weapons. They included most of the combat ready forces in the Iraqi army, and were 

deployed in five corps-sized formations. The Republican Guards were deployed in a 

separate corps-sized command, and the regular army units were deployed in the II, III, IV, 

and VI corps.75 Iraqi forces were now creating major fixed defensive positions near the 

Saudi border, and along the Kuwaiti Coast . These defensive efforts increased some aspects 

of its offensive capability because they improved the logistics and lines of communication 

in the border area, and limited the Coalition capability to counterattack. The bulk of Iraq's 

best armored and mechanized forces, and Republican Guards, were in reserve where they 

could rapidly convert to the attack. 

Restructuring Coalition Defense: The Lesson of International 

Command 

 The changes in force structure on the Coalition side helped resolve a debate 

between US and Saudi commanders over defensive strategy. General Schwarzkopf, the 

commander in chief of US forces in the Central Command (CINCCENT), and Lt. General 

Khalid bin Sultan bin Abd Al-Aziz (the Commander of the Saudi Air Force and 

Operational Commander of the Saudi forces committed to Desert Shield) met on September 

12 to discuss proper strategy for deploying and employing forces for the defense of Saudi 

Arabia. The Saudis favored the defense of strong points and positions designed to retain as 

much territory as possible and protect the major population centers along the coast and 

south of Kuwait.  Schwarzkopf favored a more mobile defense, and stressed the risk that 

Iraqi armor might bypass any strong points and fixed positions. 

 The meeting illustrated some of the inherent difficulties in any international 

command, particularly when one member is seeking to ensure the safety of national 

territory, and the other is thinking in broader strategic terms. The result, however, was a 
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compromise that met the needs of both sides. The commanders agreed to try to stop any 

Iraqi attack north of al- Jubail, and agreed on a concept of operations designed to delay an 

Iraqi attack as far forward as possible by making heavy use of Coalition air power. A 

deception plan was agreed upon to try to make the Iraqi's believe that the Coalition's border 

positions were its main defenses, when they actually screened defense in depth. Coalition 

forces were actually deployed further to the rear where they could protect Saudi population 

centers and ports at positions starting at the Kuwaiti border.  

 In the Eastern Area Command, along the coast, the I MEF (consisting of the 1st 

Marine Division (MARDIV) on land, the 4th Marine Expeditionary Force (MEF) on 

amphibious ships) was assigned the role of acting as the major defensive force along the 

coast. It held in positions north of al-Jubail, and provided a substitute for a reliance on 

strong points, although some strong points were set up in key blocking positions. British 

forces supported the US Marines, and US Army forces provided added defense in depth to 

the West. French, Egyptian, and Syrian forces supported the Saudis west of a line drawn 

south from Kuwait City, with French forces acting as a fluid defensive reserve west of Hafr 

al-Batin. 

 During mid-September to mid-October, US and Saudi commanders became able to 

implement this defensive strategy with much stronger forces. The 1st Marine Division 

consolidated its position along the coastal road with forward positions 70 miles north of al- 

Jubail. It was positioned so that it could fall back on a series of defensive positions, and 

then hold at a defensive line where a mix of quarries and ridges 40 miles north of the port 

provided a strong defensive position. The Marine 4th MEB threatened any line of 

communication that Iraq established along the coast.  

 The XVIII Airborne Corps provided a mobile defense in depth to the left (or west) 

of the 1st Marine Division. Its 101st Airborne Division covered the left and forward area 

and the heavy 24th Mechanized Infantry Division covered the Tapline road in a position to 

counter-attack an Iraqi thrust along the coast road. The 82nd Airborne Division established 

defensive positions southwest of Dhahran around the oil fields near Abqiaq. As the heavy 

1st Cavalry Division reached the theater, it deployed to the rear near Dhahran and became a 

major reserve. 

 France also strengthened the elements of the 6th Light Armored Division, deployed 

west of Hafr al-Batin, which was the key land component of Force Daguet. A Syrian special 

forces regiment patrolled the Iraqi and former Neutral Zone border, and was steadily 

strengthened as elements of the Syrian 9th Armored Division deployed. The Egyptian 

ranger battalion screening the border east of Wadi al-Batin was strengthened by the arrival 

of the 3rd Egyptian Mechanized Division. All of these forces were strengthened during 
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November and December. Units like the French 6th Light armored division were brought 

up to full strength, and additional Syrian and Egyptian forces deployed, as well as a Qatari 

battalion that deployed into the area.  

 Meanwhile, Saudi and other non-US forces steadily built up strength around King 

Khalid Military City and the town of Hafr al-Batin. The deployment of more allied forces 

allowed three Saudi brigades, deployed along the coast, to shift to defensive positions 

closer to the border. This strengthened the thin Saudi screening force in the area, and 

reinforced the deception plan to convince the Iraqis that the Coalition's main defense 

positions were forward, and improved warning.  

 Iraq too continued to improve its defenses and logistic and support structure in the 

Kuwaiti Theater of Operations. Iraq completed a first line of trenches that it could fill with 

oil and set on fire, and it became apparent that Iraq had mined Kuwait's oil wells.76 Iraq had 

a total of 25 divisions in the KTO, with 14 committed, and 11 reinforcing by late October.77 

The Iraqi formations in Kuwait and south of Kuwait City included the 20th Infantry 

Division along the border in the West, three other infantry divisions  in positions along the 

border to the East, and the 14th infantry division on the border near the coast. The 11th 

Infantry Division occupied Kuwait City, the 19th Infantry Division and the 65th and 66th 

Special Forces Divisions covered the coast, while elements of the 5th Mechanized, 1st 

Mechanized, and 80th Armored Division were in reserve near the coast and the 30th 

Infantry Division was in reserve to the West.  

 The Iraqi formations in the KTO north of Kuwait City included the 6th and 10th 

Armored Divisions, another heavy division or elements of two heavy divisions, an armored 

brigade, the 2nd Infantry Division, an infantry brigade in southern Bubiyan, an infantry 

battalion in Faylakah Island, and another infantry division straddling the border near Umm 

Qasr. Forces in northern Iraq and south of the Euphrates consisted of the Madinah 

Manawrah Armored Division, and at least three infantry divisions of the Republican Guard. 

They included an armored brigade, the 42nd Infantry Division,  and two infantry brigades. 

Finally, Iraqi forces west of Kuwait included one armored or mechanized division, the 16th 

Infantry Division, and the 26th Infantry Division.78  

Making the Coalition Effective: The Lessons of Adaptation, Training, 

and Readiness 

 The challenges that the Coalition faced went beyond a simple race to deploy enough 

forces to meet this growth in the Iraqi threat. Throughout Desert Shield, virtually all of the 

Coalition forces that were being deployed were also involved in massive efforts to build up 

support, logistic and supply facilities, in training exercises, and in efforts to improve and 

adapt their equipment. Only the major training activities are easy to document, which 
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included amphibious exercises conducted in October (held in Oman), so that the 4th MEB 

could practice a landing, counter-attack, and major exercise in November, called Imminent 

Thunder, designed to train forces in combined operations and help integrate the various 

Coalition forces.  

 This experience highlights another major lesson of the Gulf War, as well as the 

importance of training and readiness. It is clear from a wide range of articles and memoirs, 

that none of the Coalition forces were fully ready for war as they deployed. In the case of 

US and European forces, many adjustments had to be made in tactics and training. A wide 

range of changes had to be made in support systems, and in many aspects of equipment 

performance -- particularly in filters, cooling systems, and dust sensitive parts that had to be 

adapted to the local fight conditions, or replaced far more often than was originally 

planned. The usual problems occurred in shipping the right items. Repair units arrived in 

theater to meet urgent needs without tools, jungle boots were sent to the desert, critical 

shipments of spare parts fell nearly two weeks behind the desired arrival date, and critical 

units like the eight Patriot batteries deployed to Saudi Arabia experienced major problems 

in becoming operational.79 

 It is possible that the key British, French, and US forces sent to the Gulf could have 

fought without such adaptation, but there is no way to estimate how important any given 

measure, or the overall mix of measures were. Most of the officers interviewed for this 

study regarded such adaptation as absolutely critical to mastering desert warfare and 

developing the sustain mix of maneuver, firepower, and command and control capabilities 

that later won Desert Storm. 

 The value of adaptation and field experience is scarcely a new lesson of warfare, 

and was a key aspect of planning for forward defense in NATO. Some writings on the war, 

however, imply that forces arrived fully combat ready, or they downplay the importance of 

these measures relative to major new technologies. In practice, this process of adaptation 

was critical to bringing both land and air forces to full effectiveness, and was probably at 

least as important in shaping the outcome as any new technology. It also demonstrated quite 

clearly that test and evaluation procedures designed to make British, French, and US forces 

capable of fighting anywhere in the world were not adequate, nor were efforts to anticipate 

the special operating conditions that each force faced in Saudi Arabia based on prior Desert 

Conflicts. 

 The need for more realistic exercises and test and evaluation in the areas where war 

is likely to occur is another key lesson of Coalition experience during this period. So is the 

value of having time to adapt power projection forces to the specific needs of a given 

intervention, and the risk of assuming that readiness standards set in other areas make 



GW-2 Desert Shield                                          June 28, 2016                                   Page 79 

 

Copyright Anthpony H. Cordesman, all rights reserved. 

forces truly ready. No detailed history of any unit that fought in Desert Storm  -- whether 

official or unofficial -- fails to reflect the need for adaptation. 

 Seen from hindsight, the problems that the Coalition experienced in building-up its 

forces for Desert Shield, and adapting them for local and coalition conflict may not seem 

critical. It is important to point out, however, that General Schwarzkopf did not feel fully 

confident that he had sufficient forces to block an Iraqi invasion of Saudi Arabia until mid-

October, and that the final combined defense plan for Desert Shield was not signed until 

November 29 -- almost four months after the Iraqi invasion.80 It is impossible to determine 

how serious Iraq was in considering such an invasion, during the period from early August 

to mid-October-- a decision which ultimately depended on one man and his immediate 

advisors. At the same time, Iraq unquestionably had the military capability to seize the 

coastal areas of Saudi Arabia from mid-August to at least mid-September, and its military 

build-up sharply outpaced that of the Coalition until early October. Further, it was when 

once the Coalition made the decision to seek further forces and build-up its capability to 

liberate Kuwait that it acquired the mix of AirLand strength and technology that  allowed it 

to defeat Iraq so decisively. 

 The need to retrain, reorganize, and re-equip local forces is also an important lesson. 

This need was less apparent with Egyptian forces, which had already trained with US 

forces. Even Egyptian forces, however, needed comprehensive re-organization of many 

support and logistic activities because they were not organized to act as power projection 

forces. Similarly, a considerable amount of work was required to train Egyptian forces to 

coordinate with Saudi, Kuwaiti, Qatari and other local forces, improve command and 

control systems to suit Coalition warfare, and later cross the kind of barrier defenses 

developed by the Iraqis. Such training was far less effective with Syrian forces, which 

remained more isolated from Coalition command.  

 The period between September and the beginning of Desert Storm proved to be of 

immense value in allowing the US Air Force to work with the Saudi Air Force to improve 

its offensive air capabilities, command and control and communications systems, battle 

management and command centers, Saudi ability to fly joint air defense missions, and 

Saudi air offense capabilities. It was vital in providing the time for the US Army to help 

Saudi ground troops train in a more fluid and offensive mode of armored/mechanized 

warfare, restructure their support to reduce reliance on strong points, and reorganize their 

command and control, and battle management systems. Similarly, it proved vital in 

allowing the Saudis to adapt some of the more realistic training and exercise methods 

developed by the US Army. While this US-Saudi cooperation involved some friction, it 
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generally proceeded relatively smoothly. It demonstrated the critical value of such training 

and re-organization can have in Coalition warfare. 

 The Qatari forces benefited from added training in other ways, but a full-scale US 

training effort proved even more critical to giving the disorganized Kuwaiti forces any real 

combat capability. The Kuwaiti forces never operated major combat formations, and did 

not play a significant military role in either Desert Shield or Desert Storm. At the same 

time, they could never have played any military role at all in the liberation  of their country 

unless there had been time to shape the mix of Kuwaiti military personnel and untrained 

volunteers into a cohesive fighting force. 

Maritime Operations Before Desert Storm: The Continuing 
Importance of Seapower 
 The dramatic success of air and armored operations during Desert Storm have 

tended to overshadow the role of maritime forces and power projection forces before and 

after the conflict. It is important to note, however, that US carriers were critical in 

providing additional air power during the point when Coalition forces were weakest; that 

the rapid power projection capabilities of the Marine Corps made them the dominant US-

land element early in Desert Shield, and that naval interdiction operations during Desert 

Shield denied Iraq any ability to threaten traffic through the Gulf, thereby playing a critical 

role in enforcing UN sanctions under Security Council Resolutions 661 and 665. Further, 

although no amphibious landings took place during the war, the risk of such a landing tied 

down massive Iraqi resources. While Marine Corps land forces led the advance into 

Kuwait,  Naval and Marine Corps air power played an important role in the air war, and 

sea-launched cruise missiles launched precision strikes against Iraqi targets. 

 It is impossible to precisely measure the value of deterrence, but the rapid projection 

of maritime power probably played an important role in dissuading any Iraqi invasion of 

Saudi Arabia. The Coalition's Maritime Interdiction Force (MIF) definitely played a key 

role in enforcing UN sanctions before, during, and after Desert Storm . 

 The initial UN resolution, establishing these sanctions, was UN Security Council 

Resolution 661,  which was passed on August 6, 1990, and which called on all states to 

prevent the import and export of all commodities and products to and from Iraq and 

Kuwait, except for certain medical, and humanitarian food supplies and medical supplies. 

This resolution passed 13:0, with Cuba and Yemen abstaining, but left many 

implementation issues unaddressed and did not authorize the enforcement of economic 

sanctions. 
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 Iraq's ability to violate Resolution 661 by shipments across its was limited by the 

fact that Turkey and Saudi Arabia strongly supported the UN, and immediately shut down 

Iraq's oil pipelines through their countries. This left Iraq with no way of shipping oil, except 

through limited shipments through Jordan, and its offshore oil terminal at Mina al-Bakr in 

the Gulf. Iran did tacitly allow some smuggling of food and civilian goods, but not of 

military related goods. Jordan officially supported the UN, but its government turned a 

blind eye to far more significant shipments.81 Jordan, however, could only transit major 

cargoes that arrived by sea through its port of Aqaba. Iraq's only other major access to 

world trade then became its ports at Umm Qasr and Khwar Az-Zubayer in Iraq, and the 

ports in Kuwait.   

Enforcing the Embargo: Lessons in Using Seapower to Intercept 

Cargoes and Merchant Vessels 

 The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs issued the initial US alert order authorizing 

Maritime Interception Options (MIO) on August 11, and USCENTCOM drafted its 

implementation order on August 12. CINCCENT was directed to implement this order on 

August 16, in a manner consistent with Resolution 661 and Article 51 of the UN Charter. A 

notice to mariners was issued to alert merchant shipping of the operations and possible 

inspection on the sane day. This operation rapidly expanded to become the multinational 

Maritime Interdiction Force (MIF).  

 However, the UN's failure to authorize the use of force in implementing Resolution 

661 quickly became an issue. Three Iraqi tankers refused to allow US boarding inspections 

between August 18 and 31. One tanker ignored warning shots, and the confrontation was 

only resolved by allowing it to divert to Yemen. As a result, boarding operations had to be 

suspended while the US sought Security Council authorization for the use of force. This 

illustrated the need to clearly couple UN Resolutions affecting sanctions, embargoes, and 

peace keeping to implementing procedures. 

 The UN Security Council  authorized the use of force to enforce its sanctions on 

August 25,  in Resolution 665. Even then, however, the MIF had to operate under several 

constraints. Iraq might use a major incident as an excuse to invade Saudi Arabia. Some 

member states actively or passively supported Iraq, including Jordan -- whose port of 

Aqaba was a major Iraqi port. While it was technically legal to fire on violating ships, and 

seize the vessels or cargoes violating the embargo, the political risks generally outweighed 

the value. This led to demanding rules of engagement, rules requiring permission to board 

from a central national or UN command, and an emphasis on directing potential violators to 

alternative ports, rather than boarding them.  
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 Iraq had established a large network of purchasing offices in Europe and Asia 

during the Iran-Iraq War that it had used to ship arms and technology in violation of local 

laws. It had considerable experience in manipulating charters and cargo documents. 

It had a merchant fleet of about 140 ships, of which 42 were capable of overseas cargo 

shipment. Twenty of these ships were tankers, three were roll-on roll-off vessels,  and 19 

were regular cargo vessels.82 The MIF operation was, therefore, dependent on intelligence 

support as well as normal maritime search and seizure procedures. Much of this support 

came from the US Naval Intelligence Operations Center (NIOC), which developed a broad 

data base to support the MIF, including watch lists on the companies suspected of trading 

with or for Iraq. The exact nature of this international intelligence effort has not been 

discussed publicly, but it is obvious that the intelligence data provided by member countries 

played a major role in allowing the MIF to know what ships to intercept. The need for such 

intelligence in focusing maritime operations, and in enforcing embargoes and sanctions, is 

another lesson of the war.  

 The MIF eventually expanded to include 22 nations and four separate sectors of 

operations in the region. France, Greece, Spain, and the US covered the Red Sea area, 

including Jordan. France covered the Gulf of Aden and Yemen -- which also provided 

tactical support to Iraq and sometimes acted allowed transshipments. Argentina, Australia, 

Belgium, Canada, France, Netherlands, Spain, and the US covered the Gulf of Oman, and 

Denmark, Italy, Norway, Britain, and the US covered the Gulf.  

 Fortunately, Britain, France, and the US were able to draw on some of the C4I 

arrangements and procedures that they had developed to protect ships from Iran during the 

"Tanker War" of 1987-1988. The MIF also rapidly expanded to include a far wider range of 

countries. Australia, Canada,  France, the Netherlands, and the UK had sent a total of 20 

ships to the region by September 1. In these cases, coordination was made easier by 

drawing on the experience of both NATO and the US-British-Australian cooperation in 

ANZUS. 

 USNAVCENT, the naval command in USCENTCOM, held a conference to 

proposed operating sectors and procedures on September 9. The formal command was 

assigned to the senior naval officer present in each local sector, but the MIF used the 

sophisticated communications and battle management systems of U. S. carriers to 

coordinate operations in the Gulf and Red Sea areas. None of the other navies had a 

suitable mix of sensors, communications, reconnaissance systems, links to satellite 

intelligence and communications, and data interfaces with maritime patrol aircraft like the 

E-3A and P-3. The operation clearly demonstrated the value of both the carrier in this role, 
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and of the sophisticated and flexible mix of power projection capabilities that only the US 

Navy could provide. 

 The MIF became a truly international operation. By September 27, Australia, 

Belgium, Denmark, France, Greece, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, and the UK had 

committed 42 ships to the force. The southern Gulf states assumed responsibility for 

patrolling their national waters, and Argentina and Norway joined the MIF later. It is 

important to note that while many of the procedures used by each nation were standardized, 

with the US providing a coordinating C4I capability, the operation worked largely because 

of the flexibility of each national contingent and its willingness to cooperate. It was the will 

to cooperate, not technology, exercises, or formal procedures that made the MIF effective. 

 The MIF eventually covered nearly 250,000 square miles of sea lanes, reinforcing 

its ships with the British Nimrod, French Atlantique, and the US P-3 land-based maritime 

reconnaissance aircraft. It intercepted more than 6,300 ships during the period of Desert 

Storm alone, and some ships averaged 10 challenges daily.  

 These challenges, and the intercepts that sometimes followed, were normally 

resolved without force. The MIF only carried out 11 intercepts from its inception to 

February 28, 1991 that required warning shots, and never had to fire disabling shots. While 

MIF forces came close to using disabling fire during intercepts on August 18, September 

14, and October 22, 1990, such fire was avoided in both cases. Further, MIF procedures 

were altered on September 1, to require the permission of national command authorities 

before any such fire could be used. 

  No attempt was made to board ships that agreed to divert to ports outside Iraq, 

Jordan, and Kuwait, or to divert ferries and passenger ships going to ports in these countries 

if the ships were not suspect. The MIF rarely boarded ships riding high enough in the water 

to indicate that they were empty. When boardings did occur, one ship in the MIF generally 

carried out the boarding while at least another MIF ship stood by.  The US also made heavy 

use of US Coast Guard personnel, with experience in searching ships for drug smuggling 

and contraband, to carry-out actual boardings. 

 Although nearly 78% of the maritime traffic that the MIF investigated was in the 

Gulf, most 91% boardings  occurred in the Red Sea. Boarding or "takedowns" of Iraqi ships 

near the Gulf took place in the Gulf of Oman or Arabian Sea. Once again, the MIF set rules 

of engagement that seem likely to apply to future enforcement activities. It avoided taking 

military action in the Gulf where incidents could infringe upon territorial waters,  lead to 

combat near Iraq, or cause oil spills.  The MIF used 3-4 ships in takedowns of Iraqi ships so 

that it clearly had overwhelming force, and also used specially trained boarding teams and 

special forces. The US used Navy SEALs and special teams from the 4th MEB and 13th 
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Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU). Takedowns often involved more use of force than an 

ordinary boarding. The US generally used 16-member armed teams, and three SH-3 

transport helicopters supported by an SH-60, armed with machine-guns, as a light gunship. 

 Iraq was not passive. It threatened the masters and crews of Iraqi ships with 

punishment if they stopped. It encouraged them to take every possible step to avoid 

boarding, and mislabeled cargo or concealed it as food for the crew. Ships often ignored 

warning shots and even passovers by jet combat aircraft. Iraqi masters routinely claimed 

that they were not monitoring communications ships, and several foreign flag ships -- 

including one with the North Korean flag -- behaved as if they were Iraqi vessels. In one 

case, an Iraqi ship called the Ibn Khaldoon, was used to carry food and 60 peace activists to 

Iraq. When MIF forces boarded the ship, the activists formed a human chain to block access 

to the bridge, and then tried to grab members of the boarding team or their weapons.83 

 Some Iraqi ships seem to have deliberately tested MIF search capabilities in a given 

area or MIF resolve. Cargoes were sometimes hidden in inaccessible areas, and some ships 

had to be sent to Yanbu in Saudi Arabia for searches in port. The Iraqi crews were also 

loyal to the regime and relatively highly motivated. Although the US forces conducting 

takedowns offered masters and crews safe havens after August 27, no Iraqis took up the 

offer.  

 The scale of the overall MIF effort is indicated by the fact a total of 30,000 transits 

took place in the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf during both Desert Shield and Desert Storm. 

There were 7,500 intercepts, 964 boardings, and 51 ships carrying more than one million 

tons of cargo were diverted. Only 11 cases involved warning shots and/or take downs.  

  In terms of activity by region, 1,673 of the inquiries (22%) took place in the Red 

Sea and Gulf of Aden, and 6,000 (78%) took place in the Gulf of Oman and the North 

Arabian Sea. However, 879 of the boardings (91%) took place in the Red Sea and Gulf of 

Aden, and 85 (9%) took place in the Gulf of Oman and the North Arabian Sea, and 45 of 

the diversions (88%) took place in the Red Sea and Gulf of Aden, while only 6 (12%) took 

place in the Gulf of Oman and the North Arabian Sea. This pattern reflects both the fact 

that Iraq made many attempts to smuggle in goods through Aqaba in Jordan, and the effort 

of the MIF to avoid direct military confrontations in the Gulf.84  

The Impact of the Interdiction Effort: The Limits of Embargoes and 

Sanctions 

 While the US carried out 57% of the actual boardings, 43% were carried out by 

other MIF countries, and allied vessels supported the US boardings in a number of cases. 

The 19 Coalition countries involved used more than 165 ships. The end effect was to 

virtually blockade the country and deny Iraq virtually all of its oil revenues, which deprived 
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it of both 95% of its pre-war revenues and its international credit. While the MIF effort did 

not halt all shipping in Kuwaiti and Iraqi waters, only a very low volume of shipping took 

place, which  not only put serious economic pressure on Iraq, it halted virtually all imports 

that might have allowed Iraq to improve its forces and defenses for combat in Desert Storm. 

 This experience raises lessons regarding future combat: 

o First, as has already been mentioned, UN or other resolutions calling for 

international         action or sanctions should contain suitable enforcement provisions.  

o Second, informal cooperation worked, although it took time to reach agreements 

and make this cooperation effective. The situation might have been very different if 

Iraq had actually invaded Saudi Arabia. Preplanning and efforts to standardize 

communications, procedures, rules of engagement and the other aspects of 

international efforts to enforce sanctions and embargoes would help in future 

operations -- particularly if the forces involved cannot build on the legacy of 

cooperation already established in NATO and ANZUS.  

o Third, enforcement cannot be purely military in character. It must both be both 

supported by diplomacy, and subject to political rules of engagement. No planning 

can anticipate all the necessary requirements, but developing some broad standard 

guidelines might help. 

o Fourth, actual boarding operations require an overwhelming use of force, proper 

equipment, and specially trained forces to minimize the risk of resistance or a major 

incident.  

o Fifth, many of the detailed problems that occurred in enforcing sanctions cam 

because merchantmen had no previous guidance in what procedures to follow. 

Developing standard procedures, and educating merchantmen and shippers in them 

before a crisis, could make future embargoes more efficient, and reduce the risk of 

incidents involving innocent parties.  

o Finally,  the value of such naval operations must be kept in careful perspective. 

They succeeded because the countries on Iraq's borders acted to enforce the embargo, 

and/or because naval operations could interdict movements to ports in Jordan.  

 It is also important to point out that the strategic effects of the UN sanctions and 

embargo were limited. There is no precise way to determine how much impact the various 

measures had on Iraq's politics and economy before Desert Storm began, or how much 

more effective Iraq would have been if it had military resupply. Events since Desert Storm 

have shown, however, that the Iraqi government is more than willing to impose continuing 

hardship on its people, rather than give up its weapons of mass destruction and pay 

reparations. Further, they have shown that Iraq has been able to rebuild much of its military 
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capability in spite of a combination of the embargo/sanctions, and a devastating defeat by 

Coalition forces.  

 Embargoes and sanctions can be important, but there are few -- if any -- cases in 

military history where their real-world effectiveness has approached the effectiveness 

predicted by their proponents. As events in Bosnia have shown since Desert Storm, they 

have severe limits as an alternative to the use of force in either liberating a country or in 

peace enforcement.  

The Prelude to the Conflict: Planning for Desert Storm 
 The decision to launch an offensive may seem inevitable in retrospect, but US 

planners began their planning at a time when they were confronted by grave uncertainties as 

to Iraqi military capabilities and intentions, and by intelligence estimates that led them to 

exaggerate Iraqi ability to defend and counterattack, and to inflict casualties on the 

Coalition. As a result, planning began under several conditions that had a major impact on 

the future: (a) Iraq had just won a major military victory over Iran and was in full control of 

Kuwait, (b) Iraq was building up its ground forces in the KTO far more quickly than the US 

and Coalition could build up forces in the Southern Gulf, (c) the US had not fought a major 

regional conflict since Vietnam, which it had lost, (d) the reforms and tactical and 

technological innovations in US military forces had great potential but had never been 

proven in combat, (e) US planners faced the risk that Iraq might escalate to chemical and 

biological warfare, and (f) US planners operated in a political-strategic climate where 

victory had to be quick, decisive, and minimize both allied military casualties and collateral 

damage to Iraqi civilians and civil facilities to ensure the support of domestic and world 

opinion and to protect the Kuwaitis under Iraqi rule.  

The Race to Save Kuwait and the Problem of Foreign Hostages 

 By late 1990, the UN sanctions and embargo had clearly failed to bring an early 

withdrawal from Kuwait. The UN had succeeded in freezing more than $3 billion in Iraqi 

assets worldwide, cut off international credit, and denied Iraq more than 95% of its pre-war 

export revenues. However, CIA studies showed that virtually all of the burden of the UN 

measures was passed on to the Iraqi people. They were not inhibiting Iraq's military build-

up, delaying its race to acquire nuclear weapons or deploy more weapons of mass 

destruction, and they were not halting the systematic looting and destruction of Kuwait or 

persecution of the Kuwaiti people, or having a major impact on Iraqi combat 

effectiveness.85  

 The result of months of UN negotiations with Iraq had also produced a grim history. 

Kuwait was systematically being destroyed as an independent state. As early as August 6, 
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Iraq had announced that it had sent in forces at the invitation of Kuwaiti officers to support 

a progressive coup against the Emir and was withdrawing. It then staged a show piece 

withdrawal near Abdally on the northern Kuwaiti border. On August 8, Iraq began what 

became a full scale campaign of attacks on Saudi Arabia and Egypt for cooperating with the 

US. On August 12, Iraq announced that it would not withdraw from Kuwait until all "issue 

of occupation" in the Middle East were resolved, including Israeli withdrawal from the 

West Bank and Gaza and Syrian withdrawal from Lebanon. This was followed by the 

formal announcement that Kuwait had become the 19th province of Iraq. 

 Kuwaiti civilians were supposed to be protected by the Geneva Convention for the 

Protection of War Victims of 1949, and Kuwaiti prisoners of war were supposed to be 

protected by the older Geneva Convention, and even resistance fighters had some rights 

under international law. In practice, however, the Iraqi intelligence services and Directorate 

of Military Intelligence had begun arrests and seizures of property less than a week after the 

invasion.  

 While accounts of Iraqi atrocities against Kuwaiti civilians have sometimes been 

exaggerated, Iraq used many of the methods against the Kuwaitis in 1990 and 1991 that it 

had used against its Kurds in 1988 and 1989. These steps included deportations to detention 

centers in Iraq, and often abuse, torture, and executions. Early in the war, Iraqi troops broke 

into the Central Bank of Kuwait, and removed all gold and hard currency reserves. Soldiers 

also looted markets and homes, while "volunteers" were sent in from Iraq to occupy the 

"19th province," and license plates and official documents were issued referring to Kuwait 

as the 19th province. While there is no way to verify Kuwait's claim that up to 1,000 

Kuwaitis were executed during the occupation,  this figure is at least possible.  

Iraq started using trucks to seize the cargo containers at the port of Ash-Shuwaykh in mid-

August, and used Iraqi ships to move loot from Kuwait to the port of Umm Qasr. This 

looting was so endemic that Coalition troops found buildings full of loot after the liberation 

of Kuwait City, and even the abandoned Iraqi military vehicles on the roads north were 

generally full of Kuwaiti civilian goods. This situation grew steadily worse after mid-

November, when Iraq began to deploy substantially more troops into Kuwait, and build-up 

its military presence in and near populated areas. 

 On August 17, Iraq began to round up all Western and Japanese nationals in 

Kuwait, and then held them in hotels in Kuwait City or transported them to Baghdad. Iraq 

instructed all foreign embassies to leave, and Iraq announced on August 19, that as many as 

10,000 foreigners in Iraq would be seized and used as "human shields" at strategic sites, 

power plants, and oil facilities. (Ironically, it was radioactive residue on the clothing of 

some of these hostages that may have helped confirm some of the details of Iraq's nuclear 
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weapons effort.) The resulting arrests included 350 passengers on a British Airways 747 

that had been refueling in Kuwait City . While Iraq did not formally arrest Soviet nationals 

and make them human shields, it did bar the 3,200 Soviet contractors and military in Iraq 

from leaving the country.   

 These actions provoked a level of international reaction that gradually led Iraq to 

release its hostages. Iraq announced on August 28, that women and children would be 

allowed to leave, although the first releases did not begin until September 6.  It made 

selective releases of hostages during October, and then announced on November 18, that all 

hostages would be freed between December 25 and March 25. It is important to note that 

this announcement meant that Iraq would keep its human shields through the beginning of 

the rainy season, after consolidating many aspects of its seizure of Kuwait, thereby making 

it more difficult for the Coalition to launch an offensive.  

 Iraq seems to have released its hostages because its tactics had the opposite effect 

on world opinion from the one that Iraq expected. Instead of reducing Western willingness 

to use force, it increased it. It also caused growing problems with the Soviet Union at a time 

when Iraq was seeking Soviet help in blocking the UN from using force, or in finding a way 

out of the crisis that would have allowed it to retain much of Kuwait. As a result, Iraq 

began to release Soviet nationals on December 3, and agreed to release all 3,200 on 

December 4. On December 6, Saddam Hussein announced that all hostages would be 

released. The first hostages left on December 9, and the departures were complete by 

December 15. 

 Iraq's failure to use civilians successfully in unconventional war should not, 

however, be seen as a "lesson" of the conflict. It is unlikely that these releases would have 

taken place if Iraq had realized how serious the Coalition really was about the use of force 

after January 15, or that it could not succeed in deferring or vitiating the UN deadline. 

Further, the hostage issue did nothing to protect the Kuwaitis. The tensions between the UN 

and Iraq, and the rise of a Kuwaiti resistance, made things far worse. Property seizures, 

deportations, arrests, torture, and executions accelerated. Iraq made increasing use of 

Palestinians as informers, and as operators of Kuwaiti facilities, as well as recruiters of 

Iraqi volunteers. The country was stripped of ordinary items like tires and diapers. 

Museums and medical facilities were looted, and most Kuwaiti businesses and shops 

ceased to operate.86 

 Initial Steps in Planning an Offensive to Liberate Kuwait 

 It is easy to lose sight of the military and strategic uncertainties that the US and 

Coalition faced in planning an offensive and building up the capabilities to execute an 

offensive, or argue that it might have been possible to use less force. The previous 
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description of the problems that the Coalition experienced in executing Desert Shield, 

however, is equally applicable to the problem of executing an offensive. Such planning was 

not simply a matter of deciding how best to use force to win diplomatic objectives. In 

today's world, war means a battle for public opinion and political support, and 

consideration of the post-war political consequences of combat. Denying the need to 

manipulate political and public opinion, and react to such pressures, is not only unrealistic, 

it is impractical and stupid. 

 US histories of the war indicate that Secretary Cheney ordered the Joint Chiefs and 

USCINCENT to begin developing an offensive option as early as August 4, if Iraq should 

engage in further aggression or kill Kuwaiti and foreign civilians. The first tangible plan for 

such operations seems to have been a draft by the Deputy Director of Plans for warfighting 

concepts of the USAF, which was briefed to USCINCENT on August 10. The next day, 

after General Colin Powell, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs (CJCS), reviewed the briefing, 

he directed the air staff group that prepared the plan to expand the planing group to include 

the Army, Navy, and Marine Corps; after which the detailed planning proceeded under the 

authority of the Director of Operations for the Joint Staff (J3).87 

 By August 25, USCINCENT was ready to brief the Secretary of Defense and the 

CJCS on a four phase offensive campaign using a coordinated multi-axis attack with forces 

from all four US military services. He indicated that it would take eight months to assemble 

the necessary forces for a ground offensive and that would have four key phases: 

o Phase I: Strategic Air Campaign  against Iraq 

o Phase 2: Kuwait Air Campaign  against Iraqi air forces in Kuwait 

o Phase 3: Ground Combat Attrition  to neutralize the Republican Guard and isolate 

the    battlefield 

o Phase 4: Ground Attack  to eject Iraqi forces from Kuwait. 

 A chart that General Schwarzkopf presented to the Secretary of Defense during this 

briefing summarized this strategy in terms that came close to prophecy: "We will offset the 

imbalance of ground combat power by using our strength against his weakness. We will 

initially execute deception operations to focus his attention to defense, and cause an 

incorrect organization of his forces. We will initially attack into the Iraqi homeland using 

air power, to decapitate his leadership, command and control, and eliminate his ability to 

reinforce Iraqi forces in Kuwait and southern Iraq. We will then gain undisputed air 

superiority over Kuwait so that we can subsequently and selectively attack Iraqi ground 

forces with air power to reduce his combat power, and destroy reinforcing units. Finally, we 

will fix Iraqi forces in place by feints and limited objective attacks, followed by armored 

penetration and exploitation, to seize key lines of communication nodes, putting us in a 



GW-2 Desert Shield                                          June 28, 2016                                   Page 90 

 

Copyright Anthpony H. Cordesman, all rights reserved. 

position to interdict resupply with remaining Iraqi reinforcements, and thereby 

eliminate the Iraqi forces in Kuwait."88 

 A "One Corps" versus a "Two Corps" Offensive 

 During the months that followed, however, the original USCINCENT plan was 

steadily modified and expanded. The name of the phases of the plan changed  over time, 

and a major shift  in strategy came in early October. The initial plan was based on using 

power projection forces from the US, without drawing down on forces in NATO. It called 

for a single corps of US Army forces, fighting in coordination with Marine Corps and allied 

forces, and a night ground attack that would reach the Mutla Pass and the high ridge called 

the Jal az-Zawr just above al-Jahrah, to the West of Kuwait City. It was intended to thrust 

rapidly through Iraqi defenses, sweep north to the objective to cut off Iraqi forces in 

Kuwait, and then establish a secure line on the ridge. As the Department of Defense's report 

on the war later indicated,  it relied on air power and the tempo of operations to fight 

selected Iraqi forces and overwhelm them with "mass, rather than finesse."89    

 When a modified and fully staffed version of the original plan was briefed to 

President Bush, Secretary Cheney, and General Powell on October 11, 1990, General 

Schwarzkopf and the other USCENTCOM planners stressed the risks in terms of (a) major 

casualties, (b) the lack of any armor or heavy mechanized force that could act as a theater 

reserve, (c) the difficulties in sustaining the attack along an extended line of 

communication (LOC), (d) the risk of chemical warfare slowing operations, (e) problems in 

interoperability within the Coalition force, (f) the need for extraordinarily effective air 

attacks that could produce a protracted loss of Iraqi effectiveness, and (g) the risk that the 

war might not end quickly enough to avoid a war of attrition.  

 It was clear by October that the US had the air power to execute Phase I-III, but far 

from clear that it had the ground forces to execute Phase IV. The success of the 

USCENTCOM plan depended on one massive penetration through Iraq's defenses at an 

area about 60 kilometers west of the point where the Saudi, Kuwaiti and Iraqi borders 

joined the "tri-border" area. This allowed the attack to begin relatively close to the end 

objective, by pass the salt marshes on the coast, take advantage of the direction of the main 

ridges in the area, and use two main access roads from within Saudi Arabia. It kept the 

gorge of Hafr al-Batin on the left, and meant that a successful penetration would rapidly 

reach the main road in Kuwait from Salemy to al-Jahrah.   

 At the same time, such a Coalition offensive meant driving through the gap between 

two full Iraqi infantry divisions, immediately encountering a third, and sweeping towards 

an objective with one armored division and one armored brigade just to the northwest, and 

an another armored division and a mechanized division immediately to the southwest. At 
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least three heavy Iraqi divisions, including one Republican Guards armored division were 

positioned along roads where they could quickly join a counter-attack, and another 

mechanized division was located to the southwest along the road from al-Wafrah to Mina 

Abdullah. Even in retrospect, these are serious risks, and it is important to note that the 

Coalition air offensive did not succeed in paralyzing the Republican Guards divisions to the 

north, or any of Iraq's major heavy divisions in the rear of the KTO. While these Iraqi units 

retreated or were quickly defeated by a much larger Coalition ground force, they retained 

significant combat capability when the air campaign ended. 

 It is scarcely surprising, therefore, that the USCENTCOM briefing resulted in a 

policy-level demand for a plan that did not rely as heavily on a direct attack. This demand, 

in turn, highlighted the need for more ground forces to achieve quick and decisive results. 

After discussions with President Bush, Secretary Cheney gave the order to General Powell 

to go to Saudi Arabia and discuss these issues with General Schwarzkopf on October 12. 

By October 15, General Schwarzkopf had directed his planners to alter Phase Four to 

include a wider envelopment to the West, and consider an option with two US Army corps 

instead of one.  The new option was formally briefed to Schwarzkopf on October 21, and 

Powell on October 22 -- although there was a continuing dialog throughout this period.  

 As a result of the October 22 briefing, which took place in USCENTCOM 

headquarters, Powell directed that Schwarzkopf continue planning for a "two corps" attack, 

and agreed to seek the approval of President Bush and Secretary Cheney for the deployment 

of additional US forces which included VII Corps, the 1st Infantry Division, a Marine 

division, additional carrier battle groups, additional amphibious MEB, and more tactical 

fighter wings. Several days later, on October 27, Powell asked Schwarzkopf to consider 

ground operations against the Iraqi fixed Scud launcher complex near the H2 and H3 

pumping stations along the pipeline to Syria in the far western corner of Iraq. This option 

was later rejected because it required a new and very long LOC, and diverted forces from 

the main attacks. The decision to initiate the ground campaign was left to a separate 

Presidential approval as the outcome of the air campaign became clear. 

 As Chapter Eight describes in detail, expanding the attack to use two full US Army 

corps offered major advantages. It allowed the Coalition to take advantage of  air power 

during Phases I-III with far less risk and dependence on the exact effect of the air attacks -- 

effects which planners recognized from the start could be difficult to assess. It allowed 

massing of Coalition forces -- which were not planned to include two US Army corps,  one 

Marine Corps, a corps with two Egyptian divisions and one Syrian division, and a Saudi-led 

Arab corps with Saudi and other GCC forces.  It ensured that a high tempo of operations 
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could be sustained, allowed the Coalition to bypass part of the Iraqi fixed defenses and 

obstacles,  and offered the advantage of surprise.  

Continuing Problems in Power Projection and the Build-Up of Heavy 

Forces 

 In retrospect, it might be asked why it took the so long to raise the issue of the need 

for a larger scale offensive. Seen in context, however, it was only in October that Coalition 

forces reached levels that gave them a secure capability to defend against Iraq -- much less 

attack -- even though the Coalition capability was limited by the rate of US build up in the 

area. The total US forces in the USCENTCOM region were only 30,033 by August 14. 

They had doubled to 82,806 on August 28, but only 24,999 were Army forces. By 

September 26, the US had 175,673 men and women in theater, but only 65,374 were in the 

Army and nearly half of these were support forces. 

  It was not until October 17, that the US Army had more than 100,000 men and 

women in combat-related forces in theater (when total US forces were 211,630), and this 

force was to more than triple to 304,648 personnel during the height of Desert Storm. The 

US Army had a total of only 118 main battle tanks in theater on September 1, and only 232 

as late as October 1. All of these tanks were M-1s rather than the much superior M-1A1.90 

The US Marine Corps, which could build up its manpower more quickly than the Army had 

only 40 tanks on September 1, and 140 on October 1, although it needed 225 tanks for 

Desert Storm. The US Army and US Marine Corps ultimately used over 2,000 tanks during 

Desert Storm, nearly three quarters of which were the M-1A1.  

   Even on November 5 -- which was C+90 -- the most rapid build-up in US military 

history had still left US ground forces with very serious limitations. The US XVIIIth Corps, 

which would have had to do virtually all of the fighting in the original attack plan for 

Desert Storm, had a total of only 763 tanks, 368 TOW vehicles, 1,494 other armored 

fighting vehicles, 444 tube artillery weapons, 63 MLRS, 18 ATACMS, 227 attack 

helicopters, 741 support helicopters, 24 Patriot launchers, 24 Hawk Launchers, 117 Vulcan 

AA guns, and 320 man-portable Stingers. The other elements of US forces were still 

relatively lightly equipped and the total US land force holdings on November 1,  were 857 

tanks, 526 artillery weapons, 63 MLRS, 9 army tactical missile systems,  273 attack 

helicopters, and 788 support helicopters.  

 Other Coalition states also had problems. The British 7th Armored Brigade was still 

reinforcing at the start of November, and did not close until November 20.91 The British 

force had no tanks until well into October. Deploying and sustaining the British armored 

force was a major problem until the last days before Desert Storm.92  Arab formations like 

the Syrian 9th Armored division were just beginning to deploy to Saudi Arabia. 
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 Iraq still seemed formidable by comparison. In mid-October, the US estimated that 

Iraq built up to a peak of nearly 300,000 troops in the KTO.93 US intelligence also 

estimated that Iraq could draw on a total national order of battle with 5,700-7,000 tanks and 

had more than 3,000 tanks in the KTO. By late November, US intelligence estimated that 

Iraq had a total of 28 divisions in the theater. This was roughly 60% of the combat power of 

the Iraqi Army and 40% of its divisional strength. Another six divisions were deploying 

into the KTO  -- as reserves filled in other divisions in Iraq. These units plugged the gaps in 

Iraq's first line of defense while beginning to create a second. Iraq had completed much of 

two defensive belts of mines, trenches (some of which could be filled with oil and ignited), 

and wires in the forward area. Again subject to the import caveat that  intelligence often 

over-estimated the threat, Iraq now had up to 3,200 tanks in the KTO, 2,000 APCs, and 

2,200 artillery pieces. It had deployed 150 battalions of artillery and multiple rocket 

launchers in support.94 

 Expanding the scale of the Coalition involved more than adding forces. A two-corps 

US attack meant planning for an envelopment operation much farther to the West, near 

Rahfa in Saudi Arabia and a road that the Iraqis had built from as-Salman to the border.95 

This vastly increased the problem of creating a suitable support and logistic structure, and 

of providing sustainability for an armored advance. Where the original single US Army 

corps attack meant that US forces had to advance 80 kilometers into hostile territory, the 

two US Army corps attack meant advancing distances of 180 kilometers or more, with a 

requirement for resupply and sustainment 100 kilometers deep in enemy territory.  

 Expanding the attack also complicated the training, supply, and logistic effort. For 

example, it only meant training US forces in Europe for desert war. The decision to convert 

some units to the M-1A1 tank from the M-1 meant that 325 tank crews had to retrain to use 

a new tank just as they were deploying from Europe to Saudi Arabia.96 It meant adapting 

more equipment, and obtaining more host country support. It complicated the problem that 

the French faced in supporting an offensive, and it complicated air support and interdiction 

planning to cover a much larger area. It required the US to deploy a larger ratio of combat 

support (CS) and combat service support (CSS) to support forces further away from Saudi 

ports, and meant that these support forces had to move directly into their forward area 

without marshaling and assembling with their equipment as fully-integrated, combat-

capable formations at their debarkation port. Finally, it raised some initial questions about 

trafficability in the area of the XVIII Corps and VII Corps advance, although tests with 

armor and trucks later indicated that this was not a major issue.  

    At the political level, US planners faced the political reality that there was initially 

only limited domestic and international political support for an offensive. US public 
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opinion clearly supported defensive action, but was more divided about offensive action. 

The House voted by 380-29 on October 1, 1990 to support President Bush in defensive 

action, and the Senate favored such action by 96 to 3 on October 3. However, neither of 

these votes, considered offensive action. The existing political climate in the UN was still 

one of hoping that sanctions and an embargo would eliminate the need for force, and that 

persuading allies to join in an offensive required them to believe that the offensive would 

produce a major victory with minimal risks. While King Fahd of Saudi Arabia agreed with 

Secretary Baker to plan for an offensive on November, 5, 1990, and create a joint US-Saudi 

command, other Arab states were far more concerned with the political and military risks of 

such an attack.97 

A Further Build-Up of Coalition and Iraqi Forces 

 The Coalition efforts to win political and diplomatic support for an offensive, 

involved a major effort that lasted until the day the war began. Nations like the Soviet 

Union continued to seek alternatives to force, and even key Coalition members like France 

made repeated efforts to find another solution. The political struggle for international 

support and public opinion remained a key aspect of the pre-war period. 

 In military terms, however, the Coalition and national commands shifted from 

defense to offense in late October, 1990. The allies kept the Secretary General of the UN 

informed of many of these developments, and the Secretary General announced on October 

24 that it would be legitimate for the UN to use force to liberate Kuwait if the sanctions 

failed.  The US and its allies also slowly mobilized political support for the use of force 

within the UN. A key first step was persuading the UN to pass Resolution 674 on October 

29, which specified that Iraq was responsible for all damage, injuries, and human rights 

violations in Iraq, and warning that the UN would take "measures under the Charter," if 

Iraq did not withdraw.98  

 These military and political shifts were followed by important changes in the 

Coalition and Iraqi forces in the theater. President Bush publicly announced the deployment 

of 150,000 additional US forces into the theater on November 8.99 As a result of the 

President's decision, the US added the 1st Infantry Division (Mechanized) and an armored 

brigade from the US, and the VII Corps from Germany, with two armored divisions and an 

armored cavalry regiment. It added the 2nd Marine Division (2 MARDIV), another ATF 

carrying the 5th MEB, and air and logistics elements from II MEF. It also deployed 400 

additional USAF aircraft and three more carrier battle groups.  

 On November 14, Secretary Cheney authorized the total call-up of another 72,500 

National Guard and reserve troops, including the first US Army Reserve forces. This raised 

the total authorized call up of Selected Reserves to 80,000 for the Army, 10,000 for the 
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Navy, 15,000 for the Marine Corps, and 20,000 for the Air Force.  On December 1, this 

authorization was raised again to 115,000 for the Army, 30,000 for the Navy, and 23,000 

for the Marine Corps. By February, the US had deployed some 500 additional strike aircraft 

from the US and Europe. 

 The US continued to use massive amounts of sealift and airlift, and airlift took on a 

new role in supporting power projection. The US had been able to deliver 0.9 millions of 

ton miles (MTM) per day in Korea, 1.7 MTM in the Berlin airlift, 4.4 MTM during the 

peak airlift to Israel in the October 1973 War, and 2.0 MTM to Panama in Operation Just 

Cause. During the peak periods of Desert Shield and Desert Storm, it flew 17 MTM, or 

about four times its maximum previous performance. This airlift not only helped rush in 

forces from the US and Europe, it provided a critical amount of mobility within the theater. 

UN aircraft from Argentina, Britain, Canada, France, New Zealand, Saudi Arabia, South 

Korea, and the US all flew intratheater airlift missions for a total of 22,064 sorties -- the 

second largest mission flown after a total of 38,277 interdiction sorties.100  

 At the same time, US air-borne tankers provided a refueling bridge for a total of 

over 1,000 US aircraft across the Atlantic and Pacific. These missions required the 

deploying fighters to fly some 6,900 miles non-stop over a period of 15-16 hours. The 

number of refuelings required ranged from seven per flight for an F-15E, to 14 for an F-

4G.101   

 In spite of this effort, the period between early November and the beginning of 

Desert Storm was still a build-up race between the two opposing sides. On the Coalition 

side, Syria deployed the rest of its 9th Armored Division, and Egypt deployed the rest of its 

4th Armored Division, completing the build-up of the major combat elements of what 

became called Joint Force-North. The final elements of the 1st UK Armored Division 

arrived, following the deployment of the 7th UK Armored brigade, which were fully 

deployed in later December. Additional French reinforcements arrived, along with support 

and logistic elements for other Coalition forces. By the early February, the Coalition 

deployed a total of 500 more Coalition aircraft. 

 In contrast, Iraq continued to reinforce the KTO. Saddam Hussein announced that 

he was adding 250,000 men to the KTO on November 19, claiming this would provide a 

total of 680,000 troops. Iraq announced that this would be accomplished by activating 

150,000 more reservists and draftees, and mobilizing seven more divisions. As a result, 

build-up activity began immediately, and Iraqi forces reached a strength of 43 division 

equivalents by early January, with seven armored, four mechanized, 29 infantry and one 

special operations forces division and several separate brigades. At the time, 

USCENTCOM estimated that these forces included well over 500,000 men, more than 
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4,500 tanks, 2,800 armored personnel carriers, and 3,200 artillery weapons. This amounted 

to about 60% of the mobilized total combat strength of the Iraqi army, with virtually all of 

the strength that it could deploy and sustain outside of Iraq.102  

 Table 2.3, shows the trends in several key aspects of US and British deployments.103 

It clearly shows the impact that President Bush's decision had on the capabilities of US 

forces during Desert Storm, and that the Coalition did not have enough armored weapons 

for a secure defense until October 1. It is important to note, however, that critical 

equipment deliveries were still taking place for US forces well after January 1, 1991, and 

continued during most of the air war that preceded the AirLand campaign. 
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Table 2.3 

 

The Growth of the US and British Forces Through Mid-January 1991 - Part One 
 
 
Force Element                       1 Sept 90        1 Oct 90        1 Nov 90       1 Dec 90           1 Jan 91* 
 
US FORCES 
 
Total US Personnel 82,806 175,653 229,154 240,599 341,754 
 
US Air Force   
 
Personnel  17,752 31,607 31,456 31,194 39,927  
 
Major Combat Aircraft 228 422 423 448 602 

Total C4I Aircraft 40 45 46 46 55 
Special Operations Aircraft 10 26 26 26 26 
Total combat Aircraft 278 493 495 520 683 
Combat support Aircraft 155 219 240 241 290  
Total Aircraft  433 712 735 761 973  
US Army                           
 
Personnel  24,999 65,374 115,630 133,248 204,286 
 
  Tanks   118 241 712 712 838 
 Other Armored Vehicles 203 728 1565 1548 1679 
 Artillery Weapons 78 220 492 527 624 
  Attack Helicopters 50 157 226 230 301  
   Total Helicopters 171 954 872 883 1184  
US Marine Corps 
 
Total Personnel  18,776 40,526 41,783 39,085 60,348 
Tanks   42 140 145 145 225 
Other Armored Vehicles 119 480 479 511 746
  
Artillery   28 106 106 98 160 
Fixed Wing Combat Aircraft 109 138 138 138 193
  
Attack Helicopters  34 45 47 43 43
  
Total  Helicopters  87 188 188 164
   
 
* Peak includes highest level of operational deployment, include aircraft afloat, during Desert Storm. 
Source: Adapted by the author from Cohen, Dr. Eliot A., Director, Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume 
V, Part I,  Washington, US Air Force/Government Printing Office, 1993,  pp. 18, 27-28, 35-37, 40-41, 51, 
53, 55-56. 
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Table 2.3 

 

The Growth of the US and British Forces Through Mid-January 1991 - Part Two 
 
 
Force Element                    1 Sept 90          1 Oct 90       1 Nov 90           1 Dec 90         1 Jan 91* 
 
US Navy 
 
Total Personnel  19,940 34,163 36,467 33,190 33,160 
 
Carriers   2 2 3 3 2 
Battleships  1 1 1 2 2 
Guided Missile Cruisers 2 4 8 7 5 
Cruisers  3 2 4 2 1 
Guided Missile Destroyers 2 1 2 1 1
   
Guided Missile Frigates 4 3 4 3 3 
  Major combat   14 13 22 18 14 
Amphibious  1 5 5 4 4 
Mine   1 4 4 4 4 
Combat aircraft  204 283 283 339 339 
 
C-2A airlift  0 0 0 2 2 
 
BRITISH FORCES** 
 
British Army 
 
Challenger tank  - - 140 140 117 
 
Scorpion lt. tank - - 8 18 18 
Infantry Fighting Vehicle - - 75 75 75 
Armored Reconnaissance Vehicle - - 18 18 18 
   Other Armored Vehicles - - 101 111 111 
 
Major Anti-Tank Weapons 
   Crew Served Launchers - - 0 24 24 
    Armored Vehicle - - 4 4 4 
 
155mm SP Arty  - - 24 24 24 
 
* Peak includes highest level of operational deployment, include aircraft afloat, during Desert Storm. 
** The details of the British build-up remain classified.  
 
Source: Adapted by the author from Cohen, Dr. Eliot A., Director, Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V,  
Washington, US Air Force/Government Printing Office, 1993,  pp. 18, 27-28, 35-37, 40-41, 51, 53, 55-56. 
 

 Force Deployments in the New Offensive Plan 

 The outline of the new CINCENT plan for an offensive to liberate Kuwait was 

briefed to allied commanders at a conference in Dhahran on November 14, although the 

actual operational plan was not completed in detail until December 16.104 The plan now 

called for XVIII Airborne Corps to be used in the far west in the vicinity from as-Salman to 
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as-Samawah. The US Army VII Corps forces, being deployed out of Europe, became the 

main strike force for the envelopment from the West and destroying the Republican 

Guards. They were to strike towards Basra from positions about 110 kilometers east of 

Rafha to the gorge of al Batin on the east.  

 Supporting attacks were to be carried out across the Saudi-Kuwaiti border by the 

Joint Forces Command North (Egyptian, Saudi, and Syrian forces), the I MEF, and the 

Joint Forces Command East (Saudi and GCC forces). The units in the Joint Forces 

Command North were to cross the border in the area east of the Gorge of al-Batin  to the 

point where the Kuwaiti border turns south. The Marine Corps and the British forces were 

to strike north from the MARCENT area, to positions slightly to the West of al-Wafrah, 

while the units in the Joint Forces Command East were to strike up the coast. A US heavy 

division was to be assigned the role of theater reserve.   

 The presentation of this plan did not immediately lead to comprehensive or formal 

allied efforts at planning the offensive at this time, although informal discussions took 

place between the military representatives of Coalition forces throughout the period.  Allied 

commanders continued to concentrate on defensive planning for Desert Shield, while the 

US assumed the responsibility for planning the offensive. 

 At the political level, further action was also required to obtain the support of the 

UN. US, British, Saudi, Kuwaiti,  and other Coalition diplomats worked hard to obtain 

agreement to the use of force to liberate Kuwait. While they met significant initial 

opposition, they obtained the Security Council votes to pass such a resolution by late 

November.105 This involved a considerable amount of compromise, and the US only 

seemed to have gotten the necessary votes by accepting a compromise with the Soviet 

Union that delayed the deadline for the use of force from January 1, 1991 to January 15.106  

 Nevertheless, the UN Security Council passed Resolution 678 -- approving a 

January 15 deadline -- on November 29, 1990. The Security Council acted because Saddam 

Hussein and the Ba'ath party elite not only refused to withdraw from Kuwait, but proceeded 

to systematically terrorize the Kuwaiti people and loot the country. As a result, the Security 

Council authorized the nations allied with Kuwait "to use all necessary means" if Iraq did 

not withdraw from Kuwait by January 15, 1991.107 

Operational Imperatives and the Lesson of Deception 

 Full scale cooperative planning for the offensive began on December 10, 1990, and 

Saudi Arabia and Egypt assumed responsibility for planning as the designated planners of 

the Arab-Islamic forces. A combined warning order was issue to Coalition forces to begin 

full scale operational planning for the liberation of Kuwait on December 15, and the 

resulting plans received two days of review by Secretary Cheney and General Powell in 
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Riyadh on December 19 and 20. The meeting also agreed on the following operational 

imperatives in launching an  offensive against the Iraqi forces in the KTO:108 

o Achieve air superiority to allow Coalition forces freedom of movement and    

maneuver 

o Reduce the combat effectiveness of Iraqi armor and mechanized forces in the 

KTO to about half of their pre-attack level, through Coalition air power; and reduce 

selected brigades to the point that the surviving units are no larger than a battalion 

o Accept losses no greater than the equivalent of three companies per Coalition 

brigade 

o Use operational deception to fix or divert Republican Guard and other heavy units 

away from the main effort  

o Use tactical deception to facilitate the penetration of barriers 

o Insure that friendly LOCs can support minimum daily supply requirements 

o Use strategic deception to portray a defensive posture 

 It is important to note that the emphasis on deception in these operational 

imperatives was not an afterthought or a matter of rhetoric. The value of consistent efforts 

at deception is a major lesson of the war. USCENTCOM emphasized the need for a 

comprehensive deception plan to conceal its intentions, as well as the Coalition's maneuver 

plans from the first days of planning the offensive to the final execution of the ground 

offensive. 

  The basic deception plan was to convince Iraq that the Coalition would attack 

directly north into Kuwait, supported by an amphibious attack.109 This effort was intended 

to divert Iraqi forces away from the West, and fix them in a defensive position all along 

Kuwait's coast. As a result, the US Navy repeatedly approached the coast and entered the 

northern Persian Gulf. The Marine Corps held repeated exercises along the Gulf and the 

Omani coast. Highly visible land training and air refueling exercises took place in surges in 

the area near the coast and south of Kuwait. The air attack plan was also altered to reduce 

the number of attacks in some places in the West, while raids and Special Operations 

Forces activities were planned to reinforce the impression that the Coalition was coming 

through Kuwait and across the shore. The US Marine Corps and Joint Force East 

Operations were structured and timed to give this impression. 

 The emphasis on deception also affected some aspects of the Coalition build-up. 

Intelligence indicated in early November that Iraq was shifting forces to the West, and 

could deploy three more infantry divisions into the KTO during the next two-three months. 

As a result, USCENTCOM decided not to build up a major supply depot at King Khalid 

Military City to support the offensive in the West, or carry out an early build-up of the 
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combat forces for the offensive. Instead, Coalition forces were kept in base camps in 

Eastern Saudi Arabia. They were only moved west, once the air offensive could shield their 

movements, and allow them to systematically attack Iraqi reconnaissance capabilities. The 

US Army  1st Division was kept in the east, to simulate the activity of the divisions that 

were moving west, while the 1st and 2nd US Marine Divisions were assigned the role of 

conducting combined arms raids on the Kuwait border to confuse the Iraqis. Operational 

security practices were also structured to reinforce the deception plan.   

The US Decision to Go to War: The Lesson of "Consensus" and the 

Need For Changes in the War Powers Act 

 In spite of these preparations for war, the Coalition made a wide range of attempts 

to find a diplomatic solution, particularly in the final days before the UN deadline expired. 

For example, the European Community held a special session in later December to propose 

new initiatives, and President Bush offered to send Secretary of State Baker to negotiate 

with Iraq's Foreign Minister Tariq Aziz on January 3, 1991. This meeting took place in 

Geneva on January 9, 1991, but had no useful results. In fact, the Ba'ath Party newspaper 

threatened to expand the war outside the Gulf on December 30, 1990, and the Iraqi 

government notified the Diplomatic Corps in Baghdad that it was relocating functions out 

of the capital in preparation for war on January 3, 1991.110 

 Like many of its allies, the US was also confronted with the need to mobilize public 

and legislative support for the offensive. While there had never been any serious problem in 

obtaining support for strong defensive action, but many in Congress had grave reservations 

about the potential cost of the war in terms of US lives, and/or opposed offensive action on 

more ideological grounds, and felt that the UN sanctions and embargo should be given 

more time. At the same time, public opinion remained uncertain. Public opinion polls 

generally showed that the American people were more prepared to take military action than 

the Congress; however, the results depended so much on the precise way in which 

questions were asked, that they could scarcely be described as decisive.111 

 The US was also unprepared to reach a clear political consensus on war fighting. 

The War Powers Act, that Congress had legislated after Vietnam, had constitutional 

uncertainties. More importantly, it left ambiguities about preparation for conflict, the size 

of a conflict that required Congressional action, and the kind of information that should be 

reported. While most of the senior leaders of Congress recognized this situation -- and these 

weaknesses had been repeatedly debated during the US intervention in the Gulf in 1987-

1988 -- no action had be taken. President Bush and the White House initially had no clear 

picture of how best to approach the Congress and the issue of obtaining a popular 

consensus. They approved the offensive to liberate Kuwait, and a massive build-up of US 
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forces, without reaching an internal decision as to exactly how to present the issue to 

Congress. 

 These preparations presented a growing problem between the White House and the 

Congress, once it was clear that the US was deploying forces for an offensive, and one that 

affected both the opponents and supporters of military action. Congressional leaders were 

given their first real brief on the offensive plan, and the required US forces on November 

8.112 As a result, Congressional leaders announced on November 13, 1990 that Congress 

would hold hearings on the Persian Gulf in December. Many members of Congress came to 

believe that Congress should call a special session to consider legislation giving the 

President authority to launch offensive actions against Iraq in the place of a formal 

declaration of war. On November 20, 1990, 45 members of the House of Representatives 

filed suit in the US District Court in Washington to force President Bush to seek 

congressional approval before the launching an attack against Iraq. While this action in the 

courts had little direct legal effect, it did help force the debate, and eventually led to 

agreement between the White House and the Congress that some form of legislative action 

would be required. 

 A congressional vote became a certainty on January 8, 1991, when President Bush 

sent a letter to Congress asking for a resolution approving the President's use of "All 

necessary means" to remove Iraq from Kuwait.  The House of Representatives voted by 302 

to 131 on January 12, 1991 for H.Con.Res.32, which reaffirmed Congress's constitutional 

authority to declare war, and stated that any offensive action by the United States against 

Iraq required congressional approval. At the same time, the House voted for war. House 

Joint Resolution 33 -- stating that the economic sanctions against Iraq should be upheld, 

and that any future military action required congressional authorization -- was defeated by a 

vote of 250:183. House Joint Resolution, which gave the President permission to use 

military force to enforce UN. Resolution 678 to compel Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait 

passed by a vote of 250:183.113 

 The Senate followed the same path. The Senate defeated Joint Resolution 1, which 

stated that the economic sanctions against Iraq should be upheld and that future US military 

force must be approved by Congress, by a vote of 53:46. The Senate authorized the 

President to use military forces to expel Iraq from Kuwait in compliance with UN. 

Resolution 678 by a vote of 52:47. The Senate then voted by unanimous consent to 

substitute the House resolution for the Senate resolution, completing joint action in favor of 

war.  President Bush signed House Joint Resolution 77 into law (PL 102-1) on January 14, 

1991.114 
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 The precise politics that led to these votes have little importance to the future, but 

the uncertain process that shaped the result does. Clearly, the Congress needs to first reform 

the War Powers Act, or resolve how the US should seek legislative approval for military 

action. The basic problem of how to authorize military action remains.  

 Second, a more timely approach is necessary for decision-making. By the time the 

Congress acted, the US had already deployed massive military forces that could only be of 

use in an offensive and that could not be kept in theater for extended periods of time: The 

climate, supply constraints, and the need to fight when technology could maximize US 

advantages in terms of all-weather and night warfare capability effectively "mortgaged" the 

US presence in the Gulf.  

 Finally, it is one thing to make a decision and another thing to make an informed 

decision. Most of the members of the Congress voting on the authorization issue had little 

real information about the nature of the war they were voting for. The leadership was 

briefed on some aspects of the battle plan, but were not given a meaningful picture of the 

entire battle plan, nor a detailed net assessment of the forces engaged, or a detailed estimate 

of probable losses. The US not only did not have a clear legislative process, it did not have 

a clear process to ensure timely legislative action before forces were effectively committed 

to combat, and it did not have a well-defined process for determining what information 

should be provided to Congress. In this regard, however, they had far more information 

than the legislatures of Britain and France.  

 There is nothing new about democracies muddling into war. The problem is that it 

is far easier to muddle in, than it is to muddle out. The Gulf War indicates that a much 

better process is needed to handle virtually every aspect of the decision to go to war.115 

The Final Preparation for Desert Storm 
 By the time that actual fighting began on January 17, 1991, the Coalition had had 

nearly six months to prepare for war, motivated by the added stimulus that it had no way to 

be certain how much Iraq knew about Coalition plans, whether Iraq would use chemical 

and biological weapons, or whether it would remain on the defensive. It had had time to 

bring its forces to readiness levels that in many cases exceeded peacetime readiness. It had 

had time to reorganize, reequip, retrain, and adapt its forces, equipment, and tactics. It had 

had time to resolve many of the problems of coalition warfare, and restructure national 

methods of fighting combined arms and combined operations combat to local conditions. 

The Coalition had been able to restructure its offensive war plan to nearly triple key combat 

elements, and conduct a process of nearly constant adaptation and innovation.  

The Build-Up of the Coalition Forces  
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 The pace of the Coalition build-up during the final days before Desert Storm is 

indicated by the number of additional US ground forces deployed between December 1, 

1990 and January 15, 1991. The US Army increased its number of heavy brigades from 7 to 

17, the Marine Corps increased its Amphibious Brigades from 4 to 7, and its number of 

MEFs from 1 to 2. The total number of fully deployed combat ready brigades and support 

forces in US land forces -- including the six US Army light brigades that did not increase in 

number -- rose from 19 to 32.116 By December 1, 1992, the total US land strength included 

867 main battle tanks, 546 artillery pieces,  63 MLRS, 18 Army tactical missile systems, 

273 attack helicopters, and 777 support helicopters. This total increased to 939 main battle 

tanks by December 15.117  

 US personnel strength reached 300,000 for the first time on December 22, and rose 

to 334,921 on January 1. By this time, the total US land strength included 1,046 main battle 

tanks, 650 artillery pieces,  90 MLRS, 18 Army tactical missile systems, 344 attack 

helicopters, and 1,016 support helicopters. US combat aircraft included 116 air-to-air, 385 

air-to-ground, and 318 dual role aircraft. US personnel strength totaled 408,876 on January 

12. By this time, the US had also moved 396, 378 personnel and 362,631 tons of cargo into 

the theater by air.118  

 On January 15, 1991, the last day of Desert Shield, US land strength included 1,110 

main battle tanks, 2,426 other armored and armored fighting vehicles, 711 artillery pieces,  

121 MLRS, 18 Army tactical missile systems, 383 attack helicopters, and 1,120 support 

helicopters. Total US manpower had reached 422,041, with 245,290 Army, 52,160 Navy, 

73,622 Marine Corps,  46, 523 Air Force, and 3,173 special forces.119  

 The British force had 117 Challenger tanks, 111 armored fighting vehicles, 24 

artillery pieces, and 15 helicopters in theater on January 1. The rest of the British 1st 

Armored Division closed in theater on January 9, 1991, and arrived in combat ready form 

to its forward position on January 31. Syria's 9th Armored Division had closed on 

December 31, deploying all of its T-62 tanks. The final elements of the French 6th Light 

Armored Division (7,000 men) reached Yanbu on January 7, and were deployed in the 

Northern Area during January 12-15. The Egyptian 4th Armored Division (13,700 

personnel) also reach Yanbu on January 7, and deployed to the northern area on January 

11.120 

 It is interesting to note that massive air activity took place during Desert Shield 

before the air war began. At the beginning of December, Coalition air units had already 

flown a total of 46,683 sorties. These included 2,326 combat air patrols, 3,426 air-to-air 

combat training sorties, 14,621 air-to-ground training sorties, 469 tactical reconnaissance 

sorties, 421 strategic reconnaissance sorties, 2,800 electronic reconnaissance sorties, 253 
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AWACS sorties, 4,831 refueling sorties, and 17,536 refueling sorties.121 This total again 

makes it clear just how critical it was to the Coalition to have five and one-half months to 

prepare for war. The Coalition flew about twice as many training and reconnaissance 

sorties during Desert Shield as the Israeli Air Force flew during the entire October War. 

Coalition Forces in Mid-January, 1991: Racing Heavy Forces into the 

Theater 

 By mid-January, the Coalition had received contributions of various kinds from 50 

countries. It included military forces from 38 countries, and troops from 31 countries.  

According to US estimates, the Coalition had a total of 540,000 troops in theater, and 1,736 

combat aircraft from 12 Coalition countries, plus 60 B-52s waiting outside the theater. 

Naval forces included six carrier battle groups, two battleships, several submarines with 

cruise missiles, and an amphibious force with 17,000 US Marines -- the largest amphibious 

task force since the Korean War.  

 This scarcely completed the Coalition build-up. Various countries continued to 

deploy forces once the air war began. This build-up after D-Day (January 16, 1991) was 

critical in terms of the US ground strength and ability to achieve the Coalition's success. 

Although the headquarters of the US VII Corps closed on January 13, 1991, the final 

elements of the 1st Division did not close until January 22. The 1st Armored Division 

became the "first combat ready division in the US VII Corps on January 28. The US did not 

complete its final deployment of 20 Patriot and 24 IHawk surface-to-air missile units in 

combat ready form until February 1, 1993, and the last major combat unit to reach the 

theater -- the US 3rd Armored Division -- closed on February 6, 1991.  

 Even then the VII and XVIII corps were each still missing an artillery brigade. The 

XVIII Corps only became ready for deep cross-border operations on February 7, although 

the VII Corps was nearing this status. The VII Corps only received closure of its final 

artillery brigade on February 18, and the XVIII Corps on February 22. Although it was not 

needed, the US also only completed equipping those forces that struck into Iraq with full 

chemical protection gear in mid-February, and never had all the equipment that it needed to 

protect the units in the rear.122  

 These problems in deploying and preparing US forces for the land offensive created 

some uncertainties within the US command. The problems in closing US heavy forces in 

time for the UN deadline were well known by mid-December, 1990, and it was clear that 

the US could not possibly provide the heavy armor that it needed by the time that the UN 

deadline expired. When Secretary Cheney and General Powell arrived for briefings in 

Riyadh on December 19, 1990, the Deputy Commander of USCENTCOM -- Lt. General 

Calvin A. H. Waller -- stated to the press that US Army forces would not be ready for 
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"combat activities" on January 15, and was reported to have said that he could not 

"imagine" President Bush ordering the offensive on that date.123  

 The media reaction to this statement immediately led to statements reinterpreting 

Waller's statements by the White House, and the Press Secretary reiterated that, "what he 

really said is they might not be as ready as they would like to be...for all the contingencies. 

We are assured they will be ready to do whatever they are called upon to do."124 Secretary 

Cheney's staff issued a statement the next day that was considerably more frank, and made 

it clear that the Coalition and US air forces would be ready for an offensive before the land 

forces. They also indicated on background that the air campaign might begin before the 

land campaign.125 

 The decision to begin an air campaign that could be extended according to need 

before the land forces were ready was certainly prudent, and involved minimal risk. At the 

same time, it is important to note that this risk was far smaller than USCENTCOM thought 

at the time. As Chapter Six documents, Iraqi capabilities were actually about 30-40% lower 

than USCENTCOM's threat estimate. In this case, inaccurate intelligence did not paralyze 

effective action, but the value of accurate intelligence is clear. 

 In any case, the US built up its forces to a total of 454,100 men and women. It had 

seven US Army and two US Marine Corps Divisions, a total of over 110 naval vessels, 

1,215 fighters and fighter bombers, 1,600 fixed-wing aircraft of all types, over 340 attack 

helicopters, and 1,500 helicopters of all types.126 It deployed an armored force that reached 

over 2,000 tanks and over 2,500 other armored vehicles.127 

 Allied forces in the theater reached a peak of more than 200,000 troops, 1,200 

tanks, 750 aircraft, and 60 warships.128 These forces are described in detail in Chapter 

Three, and counts of their strength differ according to what is counted as in-theater and 

forward deployed. In broad terms, Britain contributed 43,000 British troops with 170 tanks, 

an armored division, 72 combat aircraft, and a naval task force. France contributed 16,000 

troops, attack helicopters, a light armored division, and combat aircraft. Saudi Arabia 

deployed  118,000 troops, 550 tanks, 179 aircraft, and over 400 artillery bases. Egypt 

contributed 40,000 troops, two armored divisions and 250 tanks.  Syria contributed 20,000 

Syrian troops and two divisions.  

 Other allied nations, including Canada and Italy, contributed air and naval forces, 

and Oman, Qatar, and the United Arab Emirates deployed a significant portion of their 

small forces. Allied forces contributed a total of 66 ships from 12 countries. 129 The 

contributions made by other states are shown in Table 2.4 
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Table 2.4 

 

Smaller Allied Contingents in the Coalition Forces in Desert Storm 
 
Country                  Land Forces                       Naval Forces                          Air Forces     
 
Afghanistan  300 Mujahideen - - 
Argentina 450 troops 2 frigates  2 C-130s 
Australia - 1 Guided missile frigate  
  1 Destroyer 
  1 Supply Ship 
Bahrain 3,500 troops - - 
Belgium - 2 Minesweepers 1 Fighter squadron 
   in Turkey 
Canada 1,700 troops 2 Destroyers 18 CF-18 fighters 
Czechoslovakia 200 man chemical - - 
 defense unit 
 150 man medical  team 
Denmark - 1 Corvette - 
Germany - - 1 Fighter squadron 
   in Turkey 
Greece - 1 frigate - 
Hungary 40 man medical team - - 
Morocco 2,000 troops - - 
Netherlands - 2 frigates 1 Fighter squadron 
   in Turkey 
Niger  480 guards for Mecca - - 
Norway - 1 cutter - 
  1 supply ship 
New Zealand - - 2 C-130s 
Pakistan 10,000 troops - - 
Poland medical team 2 ships - 
Portugal - 1 support ship - 
Senegal 500 troops - - 
Sierra Leone 27 man medical team - - 
Singapore 30 man medical team - - 
Spain - 1 Destroyer - 
  2 Corvettes 
South Korea medical team - 3 C-130s 
Sweden 40 man medical team - - 
Turkey - 2 frigates air base facilities and support 
 
Total 20,930 troops 18 combat ships 4 fighter squadrons 
 8 medical teams 5 supply ships 8 transport aircraft 
 
Source: Adapted by the author from Cohen, Dr. Eliot A, Director, Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V,  
Washington, US Air Force/Government Printing Office, 1993,  p. 45 
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Iraq's Strategy, Defenses, and Force Strength 

 Iraq pursued a flawed political and military strategy. It focused on political 

opportunities without realistically pursuing its military option. It attempted to divided the 

Coalition by attacking Kuwait as unworthy of Arab support, by trying to play off the poor 

Arab states against the wealthier Gulf states, by manipulating the Palestinian movement 

and Jordan, and by attempting to make Israel the focus of political attention -- rather than 

Iraq's invasion of Kuwait. He made every effort to delay and stretch out the diplomatic 

negotiating process, and to delay enforcement of the UN deadline. He also attempted to 

divide opinion in the UN Security Council, use friendly states like Yemen to limit UN 

action, obtain at least tacit Iranian support, and split France and the Soviet Union from the 

West. At the same time, Iraq proceeded to steadily take more ruthless steps to integrate 

Kuwait into Iraq.  

 In retrospect, the Iraqi leadership seemed to have understood the world around it --  

particularly the West and the United States -- as poorly as other states had understood Iraq's 

intentions just before it invaded the West. It did not understand the resolve of Saudi Arabia 

and its neighbors, it saw the Arab world as divided and easy to manipulate, it saw similar 

divisions and weakness within the UN, and it failed to understand the growing risk posed 

by the West's military build up. Anecdotal accounts of the Iraqi leadership indicate that it 

saw the US, in particular, as lacking political unity, as lacking the military effectiveness and 

will to use its advantages in modern weapons and military technology, and as unable to 

sustain any prolonged conflict or one in which it took significant casualties. 

 According to some Iraqi sources, Saddam Hussein personally viewed the US as a 

nation that had lost in Vietnam, failed to win a battle of attrition in Korea, been indecisive 

in dealing with the Iranian hostage crisis, evacuated Beirut after meaningless military 

action, and had shown a lack of direction and clear political will during the Iran-Contra 

arms deals.130 He combined this perception of the US with the feeling that the West in 

general had only supported Iraq during the Iran-Iraq War to prolong the conflict, undercut 

Iraq, and establish its own hegemony. He saw the West and Saudi Arabia as involved in a 

conspiracy against Iraq, that not only threatened to deprive Iraq of its victory against Iran, 

and conquest of Kuwait, but that insured that withdrawal from Kuwait could only occur 

under conditions that left Iraq isolated and weak. 

 Iraq's military strategy and tactics were based on a strategy of attrition that was a 

combination of its experience during the Iran-Iraq War, and its failure to perceive that 

Western and US resolve had already reached the point where the Coalition was willing to 

pay the cost of liberating Kuwait. Many of the Western political and media discussions of 

the potential cost of liberating Kuwait may have contributed to making Iraq believe that the 
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Coalition lacked this resolve, but it seems likely that the Iraqi leadership would have 

questioned the Coalition and US willingness to bear the cost of war even if no such 

discussions had taken place.  

 Iraq also adopted a defensive concept of operations which was narrowly defined at 

the operational command level, and left insufficient flexibility at every level of military 

operations. Its tactics were far better tailored to fighting Iran than the Coalition, and its own 

inability to effectively use modern military technology may have misled it as to its 

effectiveness in other hands.  Iraqi forces was trained and organized to defend against a 

slow moving, land-oriented enemy of the kind that it had faced in Iran. Instead, it 

encountered a fast maneuvering and air oriented opponent with a far higher tempo of 

combat operations than it could sustain for 24 hours a day.  

 This asymmetry in Iraqi perceptions of the West and the world around it is a 

significant lesson of the war. Western attitudes towards conflict often lead Western 

planners to "mirror image" their opponents in implementing diplomatic and/or military 

action, and in predicting their military behavior and how they will escalate. At the same 

time, it leads them to describe opponents with different logical and rational value systems 

as being "irrational". The Gulf War is scarcely unique in being a clash between opposing 

perceptions, political cultures, and value systems. Any planning for either conflict or 

conflict perception, however, must take account of these asymmetries. It must exploit them 

when it can, and understand the risks when it cannot. Describing an opponent as 

"irrational", rather than seeking to understand him, is not only "irrational" in itself, but 

stupid. 

 Where Iraq did succeed was in continuing to expand its force structure. As is 

discussed in Chapter Five, there is still some question as to the size of Iraq's forces at the 

time the Coalition attacked. However, Iraq does seem to have deployed up to 336,000 men, 

12 heavy and 31 light divisions, 3,500 battle tanks, 2,800-3,000 other armored vehicles, and 

2,500 major artillery weapons in the KTO.131  

 USCENTCOM estimated that Iraq had built up its total ground forces strength at 

1.2 million men, 69-71 divisions and forces commands, 5,800 tanks, 5,100 armored 

personnel carriers, and 3,850 artillery weapons. Iraq's operational combat air strength in 

Kuwait and Iraq totaled 750 aircraft, and it had stepped up its air activity. Intelligence 

analysts estimated that the Iraqi air force could surge to a peak of 900-1,000 sorties per day 

-- although the Iraqi Air Force had never flown more than 230 stories per day during Desert 

Shield, only 175 of which were combat aircraft, and often flew less than 50 sorties per 

day.132  
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 Some of this Iraqi build-up came in response to the deployment of added Coalition 

forces after the Coalition took the decision to build up forces for a ground offensive. In 

mid-November, Iraq had a total of 17 committed, and 10 reinforcing (27) divisions in the 

KTO. Another committed infantry division was deployed by December 4, an armored 

division by December 8, and other divisions by December 12. USCENTCOM estimated 

that Iraq's forces increased to 22 committed divisions, and 11 reinforcing divisions (33) by 

December 17. It had 23 committed divisions, and 11 reinforcing divisions (34) by 

December 21, and 24 committed divisions, and 11 reinforcing divisions by January 1 (35). 

While some uncertainties existed regarding the number of divisions, this included a total of 

42 armored and mechanized brigades and 83 infantry brigades by January 15, 1991.133 

 Iraq created the massive static defenses, described in Chapter Eight, and dispersed 

and sheltered key elements of its land and air forces.134 Iraq constructed two belts of 

obstacles and minefields near the Kuwaiti border and extending into Iraq. These were 

backed by trench lines and strong points. The mined areas were covered by extensive 

barbed wire obstacles, fire trenches filled with oil, anti-tank fields, and berms.  Dug-in 

infantry was supported by tanks and artillery in revetments, buried hull down. These 

positions were supported by armored or mechanized brigades. Four infantry divisions and a 

mechanized division were dug-in along the beaches.  

 Iraq placed Silkworm anti-ship missiles at strategic points along the coat and had 

extensively mined local Persian Gulf waters. It deployed its Scud surface-to-surface missile 

units into the field, and continued to fill its chemical arsenal with chemical agents at a high 

rate. Iraq dispersed and hardened many of its new command and control, logistics, and 

maintenance sites, and strengthened its deployments of surface-to-air missiles and anti-

aircraft (AA) guns . 

The Ratio of Coalition to Iraqi Forces At the Onset of Desert Storm 

 In spite of this build-up, Iraq still fell behind the Coalition, and lost the advantage 

that it had during the early months of Desert Shield. While wartime estimates were 

substantially different, US post-war analysis indicated that the force strengths in the theater 

of operations favored the Coalition by roughly 1.8:1 in personnel, 1.2:1 in tanks, 1.3:1 in 

other armored vehicles, and 3.6:1 in aircraft. While military experts normally estimate that 

it takes a 2:1 superiority in land force strength to conduct a successful offensive, the 

Coalition had a massive qualitative advantage, as well as advanced numbers, and a near 

monopoly in advanced electronic warfare, night combat, and advanced intelligence 

systems.  

 When these forces ratios are broken down by sectors or major line of attack,  

Coalition forces had a superiority of 1.4:1 along the main line of attack from the West and 
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1.3:1 along the line of the supporting attack through Kuwait. The Egyptian/Syrian force had 

a superiority of 1.4:1. The I MEF had a strength of only 0.75:1, but was linked to the 

advance of the two groups of Arab forces. It was estimated that the US Corps closing in on 

the RGFC from the West would have a superiority of 2.7:1 at the final objective, and that 

the US-British Corps would have a superiority of 2.2:1.135  

 In short, the UN prepared to fight the next war while Iraq prepared to refight the 

last. There are several lessons that should be drawn from this experience. One is the critical 

importance of focusing on innovation and adaptation. Another is the critical importance of 

time and the willingness to use it. A third is the importance of action and the willingness to 

prepare for war at a tempo superior to the enemy, as well as fight at a superior tempo once 

war begins. A fourth is the risk of giving an opponent time -- as Iraq had -- and remaining 

on the defensive. In fact, it is difficult to believe that any future threat is likely to blunder so 

deeply in sacrificing the strategic advantage of time. 

Lessons for Power Projection  
 There are many lessons that can be drawn from Desert Shield and the period before 

Desert Storm. As the previous discussion has shown, they include lessons about 

intelligence and strategic warning, deterrence, coalition building, seapower, building a 

democratic consensus, and international sanctions and embargoes. One of the most 

important single military lessons, however, is the need for more rapid power projection 

capabilities. US military planners have repeatedly stressed since the Gulf War that the US 

was not ready for rapid power projection in a mid to high intensity war that required a 

major sustainable air campaign and combat against a large enemy armored force.  

 This need for improved power projection capability is an important lesson of the 

war, and one that is reflected in current US force plans and strategy. The US has created a 

long list of force improvements as a result of Desert Shield and Desert Storm that it hopes 

to implement during FY1995-FY1999. This list is summarized below, and it is clear that 

fully funding this list would make major improvements in US ability to rapidly project 

military forces:136  

o Providing precision strike capabilities for the F-14, F-22, B-1, and B-2. 

o Procuring the F-18E/F for the Navy and the F-22 for the Air Force (2003). 

o Establishing a Joint Advanced Strike Technology Program for next generation 

aircraft which mixes new joint munitions, technology demonstrators, and advances 

in critical components. 
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o Providing additional Army prepositioned equipment. Improving prepositioning for 

heavy armored divisions in South Korea and Southwest Asia, and preposition one 

heavy armored brigade set afloat. 

o Providing a new generation of far more advanced battlefield surveillance, 

command, control, and communications systems including JSTARS, an upgraded 

AWACS, the MILSTAR satellite communications system, new damage assessment 

and identification of friend and foe systems. 

o Providing greatly improved anti-armor systems and ordnance, including all-weather 

anti-armor submunitions for air delivery, and other new “smart” and “brilliant” 

munitions.  

o Enhancing aerial refueling capabilities to improve power projection capabilities, 

extend strike and air defense ranges, and increase the tempo and intensity of air 

operations.  

o Buying additional Army firepower in the form of ATACMS, the multiple launch 

rocket system (MLRS), and the Tri-Service Standoff Attack Missile (TSSAM). 

Buying the Longbow fire and forget stand-off anti-tank missile for the AH-64 

Apache attack helicopter. Prepositioning more of these systems overseas. 

o Enhancing the readiness of Army National Guard combat brigades so that they can   

deploy in 90, rather than in 180 days. 

o Adding additional Marine Corps end strength, and providing equipment and 

sustainability improvements to keep all three full time active Marine Expeditionary 

Forces (MEFs) -- (which are division-sized, land-air, amphibious, strike forces) -- 

combat ready. 

o Developing and deploying the V-22. 

o Compensating for cuts in carrier battle groups, and limitations in future deployment 

capabilities, by deploying enhanced amphibious assault groups built around large-

deck amphibious assault ships with AV-8Bs and Cobra attack helicopters, and a 

2,000 man Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU); or a naval task force built around the 

Aegis guided-missile cruiser, the Tomahawk sea-launched cruise missile, attack 

submarines, and land based P-3 maritime patrol aircraft. 

o Improving mine counter-measure and missile defense capabilities. 

o Developing the organization, tactics, training, and equipment to deploy “Adaptive 

Force Packages” that contain joint force packages of air, land, special operations, 

and maritime forces tailored to meet a theater commander’s power projection needs. 

o Providing additional strategic airlift, including the C-17 or a similar capability, and 

additional rapid sealift and roll-on roll-off ships. Improve the readiness of the Ready 
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Reserve Force (RRF) for rapid deployment of maritime supply capability, and 

restructuring basing and infrastructure to improve “fort to port” capabilities. 

o Restructuring the Ballistic Missile Defense Program and providing new theater 

missile defenses. Developing and deploying a mix of improved Patriot PAC-3, 

THAAD land-based anti-theater ballistic missile, and AEGIS SM-2 Block IVA anti-

theater ballistic missile defenses. 

o Developing and possibly deploying new targeting and attack systems to find and kill 

mobile missiles and missile launchers. 

o Improving transfer of key weapons and equipment to critical regional allies like 

South Korea, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait. 

 The most meaningful changes in US strategy and force planning that have resulted 

from Desert Shield and Desert Storm are the concentration of being able to rapidly deploy 

forces for major regional conflicts in Southwest Asia and North Korea. US planners did not 

necessarily feel they faced a major risk that Iran or Iraq would launch a major attack, but 

they did feel they had to plan to deal with Iranian and Iraq capabilities, rather than 

intentions. As a result, US planners concluded that the only way to deter Iran and Iraq was 

to maintain a limited US military presence in the Gulf, and develop the ability to rapidly 

deploy massive amounts of US air power and substantial amounts of US armor.  

 In the case of Iran, the US identified the primary mid-term threats as either an 

Iranian airborne or amphibious intervention, in the case of a revolt or upheaval in a 

southern Gulf state, Iranian attempts to become the dominant naval and air power in the 

Gulf, and use this power to influence oil prices and quotas and political decisions, and 

Iranian attempts to use growing capabilities to deliver weapons of mass destruction to 

achieve the same ends. However, US planners concluded that these threats could be dealt 

with through naval forces, air forces, and improved missile defenses.  

 Dealing with a post-Gulf War Iraq presented more serious problems. US planners 

privately saw no prospect that Kuwait could either deter or defend against Iraqi ground 

forces, that any foreseeable combination of Saudi and Kuwait forces could do so, or that the 

Gulf Cooperation Council would produce the kind of unified and effective ground forces 

that could accomplish such an objective. Iraq had to be treated as a hostile and revanchist 

state, which compelled the US to plan to supplement friendly regional forces with the rapid 

deployment of US Army and US Marine Corps ground forces. 

 US planners would have liked to have planned to preposition the equipment for two 

heavy divisions in Saudi Arabia and Kuwait, as well as in locations that allowed the US to 

rapidly air lift in troops, and deploy forward to defend the Kuwaiti-Iraqi and Saudi-Iraqi 

borders. The US had already found, however, that Saudi sensitivities to a large scale US 
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land presence -- even in the form of centers with prepositioned equipment -- forced the US 

to rely on more limited prepositioning in other countries, and on the periodic deployment of 

US forces in exercises and other training activity.137 

 As a result, the Bottom-Up Review of US strategy that the Clinton Administration 

conducted in 1992 and 1993, called for the US to keep its naval headquarters in Bahrain, 

and maintain a presence of 4-6 Navy combatants in the Middle East Force in the Gulf.  It 

emphasized informal cooperation with Saudi Arabia, in maintaining a limited US air 

presence, and in improving Saudi C4I/battle management capabilities, making Saudi air and 

land forces interoperable with US forces, and improving Saudi basing and infrastructure to 

support both Saudi and US forces in defending Kuwait and meeting other defensive needs 

in the Gulf.  

 The Bottom-Up Review called for the US to maintain a maritime prepositioning 

ship squadron at Diego Garcia with seven ships, although it did not support the requirement 

for an additional ship called for by the Marine Corps. It sought to increase the level of 

prepositioned US Army equipment in or near the Gulf to a level of three heavy armored 

brigades. This included prepositioning equipment on land for one brigade in Kuwait, and an 

additional brigade set in another country. It also included prepositioning of one "swing" 

brigade set at sea that would normally be deployed afloat near the Gulf, but which could go 

to Asia or elsewhere in the world. This prepositioning was intended to implement a critical 

lesson of Desert Storm: The need to have at least one heavy division in place to halt an 

Iraqi invasion within 7-14 days. 

 The need to be able to deploy US land forces with a total of at least three heavy 

divisions within 21-30 days was a primary reason for seeking to expand both the number of 

roll-on roll-off ships and the capabilities of the RRF. The US concluded that there was no 

practical way to prevent Iraq from rebuilding its offensive armored capabilities at some 

point in the future, and that the capabilities that had survived the Gulf War already 

presented a serious threat. At the same time, it concluded that the expansion of Southern 

Gulf military forces would be too slow and lacking in coordination to provide the kind of 

quick reaction, rapid maneuver, and 24 hour-a-day war-fighting capability needed to halt 

Iraq early in an attack and offset its advantage in numbers.  

 Other force improvements that US planners felt were needed to deal with a major 

regional conflict in Southwest Asia, included, increasing the number of early arriving US 

land-based and carrier aircraft, and long range bombers, and ensuring that these could be 

supported immediately in high sortie rate attacks on Iranian and Iraqi forces and enhancing 

air, land, and sea anti-armor capability with "smarter" or "brilliant" weapons, and 

improving targeting and damage assessment capabilities in the region. It also included 
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creating an anti-tactical ballistic missile capability that would combine the use of the 

improved Patriot by Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and other Southern Gulf countries with 

advanced US land and sea- based anti-tactical ballistic missile forces. These ballistic 

missile defenses were to involve dual-capable systems that would also enhance air and 

cruise-missile defense.138 

 Such plans seem to be valid reactions to the lessons of the Gulf War, but they 

present growing uncertainties as the US cuts its defense spending. There is a growing risk 

that the US will not fully execute such plans, and will shift from strategy-driven force plans 

to resource-driven force plans. Moreover, such plans have no value without allied 

cooperation of friendly Gulf states. 

 It was clear to the US planners involved in reshaping US strategy after the Gulf War 

that the success of such a plan depended on an informal alliance with Saudi Arabia and the 

other Southern Gulf states. If it shifted the US force posture in the region from “over-the-

horizon” to “low-profile and off-the-coast”, it still presented the risk that one or more key 

Gulf countries would react too late, or buckle under Iranian or Iraqi intimidation. This 

continuing dependence on coalition defense and cooperative security is an unavoidable risk, 

and one that the level of cooperation between the US and Southern Gulf States during the 

Iran-Iraq War and Gulf War indicates is acceptable. At the same time, the improvements in 

US contingency capabilities for Southwest Asia were calculated to be adequate to meet any 

contingency involving Egypt, Israel, or any other regional power, as well as contingencies 

in the Mediterranean, southern and central Europe, and South Asia.   
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based on the historical data released to date, see Bob Woodward, The Commanders, New 

York, Simon and Schuster, 1991, pp. 199-233; Lt. General H. Norman Schwarzkopf, It 

Doesn't Take a Hero, New York, Bantam, 1992, pp. 288-295; Lawrence Freedman and 

Efraim Karsh, The Gulf Conflict, 1990-1991, London, Faber and Faber, 1993, pp. 42-63, 

and Dilip Hero, Desert Shield to Desert Storm, New York, Routledge, 1992, pp. 52-97, and 

Dr. Amatzia Baram's work in "Calculation and Miscalculation in Baghdad," in Alex 

Danchev and Dan Kehone, ed., International Perspectives on the Gulf Conflict, 1990-1991, 

Oxford, St. Martin's Press, 1994, pp. 23-57; Michael R. Gordon and General Bernard E. 

Trainor, The General's War: The Inside Story of the Conflict in the Gulf, Boston, Little 

Brown, 1994, pp. 4-27, 47-48, and Amatzia Baram and Barry Rubin, Iraq's Road to War, 

New York, St. Martin's Press, 1993. 

30 See Chapter Five, and Bob Woodward, The Commanders, New York, Simon and 

Schuster, 1991, pp. 206-208 and 210, 215-222. Some of the data on intelligence warnings 

in the Woodward history were confirmed through separate interviews.  

31 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Annex C, 

Department of Defense, April, 1992, pp. D-4 to D-7. 

32 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 1. 

33 Schwarzkopf, It Doesn't Take a Hero, pp. 285-295; Brigadier General Robert H. Scales, 

Certain Victory, pp. 43-45; Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final 

Report, Annex C, Department of Defense, April, 1992, p. C-2 to C-3; Eliot Cohen, ed., 

Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 1-4, and Volume I, Part II, footnote to p. 

179; Michael R. Gordon and General Bernard E. Trainor, The General's War: The Inside 

Story of the Conflict in the Gulf, Boston, Little Brown, 1994, pp.45-46. 

34 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Annex C, 

Department of Defense, April, 1992, pp. D-4 to D-7. 

35 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Annex C, 

Department of Defense, April, 1992, p. C-2 to C-3; Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power 

Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 3-5. For a somewhat different "insider" view, see Michael R. 

Gordon and General Bernard E. Trainor, The General's War: The Inside Story of the 

Conflict in the Gulf, Boston, Little Brown, 1994, pp. 4-6, 16-17, 26-27. 

36 See the comments in Lt. General H. Norman Schwarzkopf, It Doesn't Take a Hero, pp. 

292-295. Interviews with a number of US intelligence experts indicate extreme frustration 

in dealing with State Department personnel in Washington during this period. 
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37 The author has read a number of declassified cables and memos covering the period from 

March, 1990 to August, 1990, but does not regard the data available as authoritative, 

particularly since the policy level memos within the Bush Administration have not been 

circulated, and some cable traffic does not seem to track with phone calls taking place 

during the period. Some of this traffic was first made public in the Washington Post, 

October 21, 1992, p. A-17.  

38 Jim Hoagland was among the first to make this point clear. See "Hiding Behind April 

Glaspie," Washington Post, October 21, 1992, p. A-19. Also see the discussion in Michael 

R. Gordon and General Bernard E. Trainor, The General's War: The Inside Story of the 

Conflict in the Gulf, Boston, Little Brown, 1994, pp. 20-25. 

39 This conclusion was expressed to the author by a senior State Department official, who 

read several excerpts of cables from the embassy to illustrate the problems in embassy 

reporting, more than a week before the invasion.   

40 See New York Times, October 25, 1992, p. A-1; Washington Post, October 21, 1992, p. 

A-19. Also see John M. Goshko's "Before Gulf War, Iraq Was a Sixth Floor Problem, 

Washington Post, July 7, 1992, p. A-17. The author believes this to be an accurate picture 

of some of the problems in US policy formation in Washington during the period before the 

Gulf War, but it fails to discuss the differences between the Department of Defense and the 

State Department and NSC. 

41 At least one Western intelligence analyst in Kuwait at the time of the invasion believes 

that Kuwaiti intelligence knew such infiltration was taking place, or that new Iraqi 

intelligence activity was underway, but deliberately avoided being "provocative". 

42 Based on interviews, and Lt. General H. Norman Schwarzkopf, It Doesn't Take a Hero, p. 

296. 

43 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 6. 

44 New York Times, January 14, 1992, p. 4. 

45 See Chapter Three. 

46 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 7. 

47 Sources are conflicting. Some indicate August 4. 

48 There were some estimates at the time that the Iraqi movements had created operational 

and sustainability problems in the initial Republican Guard attack force. Later analysis 

provides little evidence this was the case. Similarly, comments have been made that Iraq 

should have bypassed Kuwait City and secured the border to prevent Kuwaiti forces from 

escaping. No significant Kuwaiti ground forces did escape (in fact, Kuwait never had 

significant ground forces.) The failure of the Iraqi Air Force to carry out any cohesive 
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attacks on the KAF is another issue. See Lt. Colonel Jeffery McCausland, "The Gulf 

Conflict: A Military Analysis," London, IISS, Adelphi Paper, 282, 199, p. 8; John Pimlott 

and Stephen Badsey, The Gulf War Assessed, London, Arms and Armor, 1992, p. 180; 

Norman Friedman, Desert Victory, Annapolis, Naval Institute Press, pp. 40-41.  

49 These US estimates may well have been exaggerated. See Chapter Five. 

50 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 14, 18, 20, 24, 25. 

51 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 19, 21, 28, 29. 

52 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 3. 

53 For the best detailed chronology of foreign reactions to Iraq's actions see Eliot Cohen, 

ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, pp. 2-154. While the chronology 

sometimes misses developments in the Arab world and Europe, it is one of the few 

documents that puts diplomatic action in a military context. 

54 For further details on these US-Saudi talks, see Michael R. Gordon and General Bernard 

E. Trainor, The General's War: The Inside Story of the Conflict in the Gulf, Boston, Little 

Brown, 1994, pp. 38-39, 48-52. 

55 These latter forces were deployed to the UAE as part of "Operation Ivory Justice". Iraq 

had threatened the UAE as well as Kuwait. 

56 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 10, 12. 

57 The author discussed Saudi and GCC forces at length with several Iraqi officers during 

visits to Iraq during the Iran-Iraq War, and heard further discussions of weaknesses of 

Saudi land and air forces during a visit to Iraq in 1989. 

58 Some sources estimate Saudi Arabia as having 28% of the world's oil reserves. 

59 This estimate did not mean that the USAF did not still have major operational problems. 

See Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 18, 23, 33, 58-65. 

60 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 18, 23, 33-34, 42-43. 

61 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 51, 55-57. 

62 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 27. 

63 For an interesting discussion of these events and their impact on Turkey's future strategic 

position, see Stephen J. Blank, Stephen C. Pelletiere, and William T. Johnson in Turkey's 

Strategic Position at the Crossroads of World Affairs, Carlisle, Strategic Studies Institute, 

US Army War College, 1993, especially pages 38-46; William Hale, "Turkey, the Middle 

East, and the Gulf Crisis," International Affairs, October, 1992, pp. 679-692; Graham E. 
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Fuller and Ian O. Lessner, Turkey's New Geopolitics, Boulder, Westview, 1993; and Metin 

Helper and Ahmet Evin, Politics in the Third Turkish Republic, Boulder, Westview,  1994. 

64 Actual revision of the agreement took longer, and the Turkish Foreign Ministry did not 

formally announce Turkey's decision to take such action until September 21, 1990.  

65 New York Times, December 5, 1991, p. A-1; Thomas A. Keaney and Eliot A. Cohen, 

Gulf War Air Power Survey: Summary Report, Washington Department of the Air Force, 

1993, p. 165; Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, 

Department of Defense, April, 1992, pp. 1147-148. 

66 For a good summary of Soviet attitudes during Desert Shield and Desert Storm see 

Graham Fuller, "Moscow and the Gulf War," Foreign Affairs, Summer, 1991, pp. 55-76. 

For summary data on Russian views of the lessons of the war, see Mary C. Fitzgerald, "The 

Soviet Image of Future War: 'Through the Prism of the Persian Gulf'," Comparative 

Strategy, October-December, 1991, pp. 393-424; Captain David P. Dilegge, "Soviet 

Lessons Learned: Operation Desert Storm, Marine Corps Gazette, February, 1992, pp. 38-

40; and Captain Brian Collins, "Soviet View of the Storm," Air Force, July, 1992, pp. 70-

74. 

67Brigadier General Robert H. Scales, Certain Victory: The United States Army in the Gulf 

War, Washington, Office of the Chief of Staff, United States Army,  1993 

68 The data on the USMC are based on interviews. 

69 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 49; Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part 

II, p. 60.  

70 There are significant conflicts in some of the data provided in US official histories. These 

figures are taken from Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 

61, 70, and 86. 

71 The reader should be aware that reporting on the US build-up often does not distinguish 

between arrival in theater, off-loading, deployment, and combat capability. It the case of 

land forces, it may not distinguish between the deployment of personnel, equipment, and 

support and sustainability. The personnel for  the 101st, for example, close on September 

22, 1990, but full delivery of equipment took much longer. 

72 There are significant conflicts in some of the data provided in US official histories. These 

figures are taken from Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 

61, 70, and 86. 

73 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 72, 74, 85. 

74 New York Times, October 10, 1990. p. A-11. 



GW-2 Desert Shield                                          June 28, 2016                                   Page 123 

 

Copyright Anthpony H. Cordesman, all rights reserved. 

                                                                                                                                                    

75 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 51; Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part 

II, p. 67, 82. 

76 London Financial Times, October 26, 1991, p. 4. 

77 London Financial Times, October 26, 1991, p. 4. 

78 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 86; Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part 

II, p. 90. 

79 see the detailed, day by day list of support, logistic, and maintenance problems in Eliot 

Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, pp. 60-100. The Patriots only 

became fully operational on October 28, 1990. 

80 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 54. 

81 Official histories of the war have so far minimized the role of the Jordanian government 

in supporting Iraq, but interviews with intelligence officers and planners indicate this 

support was often present. It is unclear whether the government deliberately attempted to 

manipulate the legal status of the Al-Zarqa free trade zone to allow  transit 

82 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 63. 

83 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 76. 

84 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 76-79. 

85 Based on interviews, Washington Post, December 16, 1990, p. A-1; Eliot Cohen, ed., 

Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 127. Senior military and civilian 

officials did not always agree with the need to take offensive action, although it is unclear 

that some accounts of reluctance of General Powell and Secretary Baker to use force are 

fully correct, since they were written before data on the war plans and estimates of relative 

force strength became public. For example, see the account in Bob Woodward, The 

Commanders, Simon and Schuster, 1991, pp. 299-307 and compare it with Lt. General H. 

Norman Schwarzkopf, It Doesn't Take a Hero, pp. 356-362, 366-374, 380-385. 

86 Widely different accounts exist of the scale of Iraqi actions, the numbers of Kuwaitis 

arrested, tortured, and killed, and of Iraqi atrocities. This account is limited to actions 

whose results the author could see in visiting Kuwait .several days after the liberation, 

confirm directly in conversations with ordinary Kuwaitis living in Kuwait under the 
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occupation, and verify with US and British government officials; review of the test and 

background materials in US Army, "Report on Iraqi War Crimes (Desert Shield/Desert 

Storm)," War Crimes Documentation Center, International Affairs Division, Office of the 

Judge Advocate General, Headquarters, Department of the Army, Washington, D.C. 20310, 

January 8. 1992. 

87 This discussion deliberately avoids attempts to portrary US planning activity in terms of 

personalities, or debates between individuals and/or bureacratic factions and military 

services. Some of these issues, as they apply to the lessons of war are touched upon in 

future chapters. For attempts to provide such an "insider" view of the US planning process, 

see Bob Woodward, The Commanders, New York, Simon and Schuster, 1991; Lt. General 

H. Norman Schwarzkopf, It Doesn't Take a Hero, New York, Bantam, 1992; Lawrence 

Freedman and Efraim Karsh, The Gulf Conflict, 1990-1991, London, Faber and Faber, 

1993; Michael R. Gordon and General Bernard E. Trainor, The General's War: The Inside 

Story of the Conflict in the Gulf, Boston, Little Brown, 1994; and Rick Atkinson, Crusade: 

The Untold Story of the Persian Gulf War, New York, Houghton Mifflin, 1993. A more 

neutral history of the planning of the air campaign is presented in Dianne T. Putney, "From 

Instant Thunder to Desert Storm," Air Power History, Fall, 1994, pp. 39-50 

88 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 84. 

89 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 85. One source argues that the basic concepts for a two corps force 

came from General Powell and that the wide sweep or "left hook" through the western 

desert was derrived from the work of Henry S. Rowen and a planning group under Paul 

Wolfowitz. See Michael R. Gordon and General Bernard E. Trainor, The General's War: 

The Inside Story of the Conflict in the Gulf, Boston, Little Brown, 1994, pp. 143-152. 

90 Cohen, Dr. Eliot A, Director, Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part I  

Washington, US Air Force/Government Printing Office, 1993,  p. 51; Department of 

Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of Defense, April, 

1992, p. 93. 

91 Brigadier General Robert H. Scales, Certain Victory, Washington, Office of the Chief of 

Staff of the US Army, 1993, p. 97; Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume 

V, Part II, p. 90, 97, 109. Closing the British 7th Brigade required a total of 42 ships. There 

is an obvious lack of direct comparability in these figures, but the general numbers are 

correct. 
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92 Cohen, Dr. Eliot A, Director, Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part I,  

Washington, US Air Force/Government Printing Office, 1993,  pp. 18, 40-41. 

93 Cohen, Dr. Eliot A, Director, Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part I,  

Washington, US Air Force/Government Printing Office, 1993,  p. 51; Department of 

Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of Defense, April, 

1992, p. 93. 

94 These are the author's estimates. US Army estimates of Iraqi strength are much higher, 

and report 451,000 men, 3,790 tanks , 2,390 APCs, and 2,520 artillery pieces in the KTO. 

The author has adjusted these figures downwards because post-war US intelligence 

estimates are  lower. See Brigadier General Robert H. Scales, Certain Victory, Washington, 

Office of the Chief of Staff of the US Army, 1993, pp. 142-145. 

95 This road does not appear on many maps, as is the case with a number of desert roads. 

There is a major road from As Salman to As Samawah on the Euphrates. There is also a 

major road from a point from about 20 kilometers west of Rafha to An Najaf on the 

Euphrates. The choice of the two corps attack broadened the UN strategic options 

considerably, although it never seems to have serious considered an attack towards An 

Najaf and Baghdad.  

96 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 106. 

97 New York Times, November 6, 1990. p. A-1. 

98 New York Times, October 30, 1991, p. A-1. 

99 New York Times, November 9, 1991, p. A-1. 

100 Thomas A. Keaney and Eliot A. Cohen, Gulf War Air Power Survey: Summary Report, 

Washington Department of the Air Force, 1993, pp. 188-189. 

101 Thomas A. Keaney and Eliot A. Cohen, Gulf War Air Power Survey: Summary Report, 

Washington Department of the Air Force, 1993, pp. 190-191. 

102 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 104; Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, 

Part II, p. 109; New York Times, November 20, 1990, p. A-1. 

103 The reader should note that some of these data do not track with the data in the text. 

Different sources provide different numbers. Some of the issues involved are discussed in 

more detail in Chapters Three and Five. 

104 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 128. 

105 New York Times, November 26, 1991, p. A-1. 
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106 New York Times, November 30, 1991, p. A-1; Washington Post, November 30, 1991, 

p. A-1 

107  Ironically, on the same day, USCENTCOM finally issued a final combined defense plan 

for Operation Desert Shield. Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part 

II, p. 114. 

108 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 90. 

109 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 102. 

110 New York Times, January 10, 1991, p. A-1, Washington Post, January 10, 1991, p. A-1. 

111 From November 8, on polls were readily available to prove anything to anyone. The 

author was flooded with opposing and contradictory polls for the next month. For a good 

analysis of these trends, that compares many leading polls, see John Mueller, Policy and 

Opinion in the Gulf War, Chicago, University of Chicago Press, 1994.  

112 For useful political background, see Bob Woodward, The Commanders, p. 322, 325-

326, 332-333, 337-339, 356-358, 362-363; Also see the outline of event in Lawrence 

Freedman and Efraim Karsh, The Gulf Conflict, 1990-1991, pp. 211-212, 215-227, 238, 

290-294.. 

113 Clyde R. Mark and Renee Stasio, CRS Report for Congress, "Iraq-Kuwait Crisis: A 

Chronology of Events July 17, 1990 - March 3, 1991." 

114 Clyde R. Mark and Renee Stasio, CRS Report for Congress, "Iraq-Kuwait Crisis: A 

Chronology of Events July 17, 1990 - March 3, 1991." 

115 The reader should be aware that the author was legislative assistant to Senator John 

McCain, and helped to staff both efforts to persuade the White House to seek formal 

legislative approval and Senate floor action in favor of the decision to go to war. 

116 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 321. 

117 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 115, 126, 133, 140, 

146. 

118 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 115, 126, 133, 140, 

146-147, 153-154, 170. 

119 USCINCENT Sitrep, 152115Z, January 15, 1991. 

120 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 140, 146-147, 187. 

121 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 117. 
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122 Eliot Cohen, ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 115, 126, 133, 140, 

146-147, 153-154, 170, 183, 202, 222. 

123 Lt. General H. Norman Schwarzkopf, It Doesn't Take a Hero, pp. 389-397; Eliot Cohen, 

ed., Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, p. 

124 Washington Post, December 20, 1990, p. A-1. 

125 Interviews and Washington Post, December 21, 1990, p. A-32. 

126 Dr. Eliot A. Cohen, Director, Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part I, 

Washington, GPO, 1993, pp. 15,18-19, 44, 49, 51. 

127 Department of Defense press release dated January 26, 1991. Also see Steven R. 

Bowman, "Persian Gulf War: Summary of US and Non-US Forces," Congressional 

Research Service 91-167F, February 11, 1991, pp. 1-2.  

128 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 23, 114. 

129 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Annex I, 

Department of Defense, April, 1992, p. I-24. 

130 These comments are based on the author's interviews with senior Iraqi officials in 1987 

and 1989, and with Iraqi s after the Gulf War. Any effort to determine Saddam Hussein's 

personal attitudes and beliefs, however, is speculative. The are many informed sources, 

often with sharply different views and anecdotes, and no reliable ones. 

131 Estimates of Iraqi strength changed during and after the war. Initial estimates indicated 

there were 540,000 men in the KTO.  These figures were adjusted downwards after 

interviews with prisoners indicated that the US had exaggerated the size of Iraqi divisions, 

and that 11 divisions had 57% of full strength and 33 divisions had 85% strength for a total 

average strength of 78%, See Cohen, Dr. Eliot A, Director, Gulf War Air Power Survey, 

Volume II,  Washington, US Air Force/Government Printing Office, 1993,  pp. 165-170. 

Estimates of total equipment holdings differ according to whether the estimate is based on 

total probable holdings per combat unit or the amount of equipment actually confirmed by 

intelligence imagery. The combat unit strength estimate produces a total of 4,280 battle 

tanks, 2,870 other armored vehicles, and -3,100 major artillery weapons in the  KTO. The 

estimate based on photo imagery indicates a total of 3,475 battle tanks, 3,080 other armored 

vehicles, and 2,475 major artillery weapons in the  KTO. 

132 There are serious problems in the nature and consistency of such US estimates that are 

discussed in later chapters.  These total strength data are taken from Department of 

Defense. Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of Defense, April, 

1992, p. 109-111, 113.  A DIA estimate of July, 1990, indicates Iraq had a total of 1 million 
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men, 5,000+ tanks, 10,000+ other armored fighting vehicles, and 3,000+ artillery weapons. 

USCENTCOM estimated on January 3, that Iraq had 532,900 personnel, 4,000 tanks, 2,500 

OAFVs, and 3,020 artillery pieces deployed against 532,900 Coalition troops. 

USCENTCOM estimated on January 14, that Iraq had 540,000 personnel, 4,200 tanks, 

2,800 OAFVs, and 3,100 artillery pieces. Dr. Eliot A Cohen, Director, Gulf War Air Power 

Survey, Volume I,  Washington, US Air Force/Government Printing Office, 1993,  p. 203, 

and Volume V, Part II, pp. 138, 142, 145, 153. 

133 Dr. Eliot A. Cohen, Director, Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume V, Part II, pp. 107, 

118, 130, 140.  

134 There are serious problems in the nature and consistency of such US estimates that are 

discussed in later chapters. These total strength data are taken from Department of Defense. 

Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of Defense, April, 1992, p. 

109-111, 113.  A DIA estimate of July, 1990, indicates Iraq had a total of 1 million men, 

5,000+ tanks, 10,000+ other armored fighting vehicles, and 3,000+ artillery weapons. 

Cohen, Dr. Eliot A, Director, Gulf War Air Power Survey, Volume I,  Washington, US Air 

Force/Government Printing Office, 1993,  p. 203. 

135 Department of Defense, Conduct of the Persian Gulf War: Final Report, Department of 

Defense, April, 1992, p. 113. 

136 Based on a combination of the tables and text provided by Secretary of Defense Aspin  

to the House and Senate Armed Services Committees in presenting the results of the 

Bottom Up Review in September, 1993. Although dated September 1, 1993, several tables 

were revised, added, or deleted during September 1st through September 14th, and progress 

reports on the Bottom Up Review through May, 1994. 

137 Tables and text provided by Secretary of Defense Aspin  to the House and Senate 

Armed Services Committees in presenting the results of the Bottom Up Review in 

September, 1993. Although dated September 1, 1993. 

138 No agreement was reached over specific program details. Bureaucratic and inter-service 

fights over the structure and future funding of theater defense programs continue at this 

writing. 


