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THE RUSI JOURNAL

EXERCISE UNITED
SHIELD 2008

REVISITING MILITARY STRATEGY FOR THE

TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY

Mungo Melvin

With the current focus on expediƟonary operaƟons, it may seem strange
to revisit old Cold War scenarios in staff rides. There is, of course, no
anƟcipaƟon of a return to large-scale East–West confrontaƟon or industrial
war. Nevertheless, United Shield derived a set of Ɵmeless lessons and
raised many intriguing quesƟons about war fighƟng and internaƟonal co-
operaƟon in campaigns. Major General Melvin gives a first-hand account
of the issues and debates sƟrred up by the exercise.

© RUSI JOURNAL JUNE 2009 VOL. 154 NO. 3 pp. 36–43 DOI: 10.1080/03071840903097639

The Exercise Author, Major General Melvin, briefing near the old Inner German Border.
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Awar reporter recorded the scene
of combat: ‘Screening smoke
seƩles over the Elbe at Storkau

in Eastern Germany’s province of Sach-
sen-Anhalt like a shroud. A T-72 of the
NaƟonal Volksarmee of the German
DemocraƟc Republic raƩles over the
pontoon bridge constructed by olive
green amphibious vehicles, followed by
a Russian BMP. The unearthly roar quick-
ly becomes louder: two Tornados of the
Royal Air Force aƩack. Bombs explode
and the bridge is broken under the deaf-
ening din of anƟ-aircraŌ fire.’1 No, this is
not a snapshot from some long-forgot-
ten Cold War scheme, but rather an
episode from a unique training event, an
internaƟonal staff ride led by Chief of the
General Staff (CGS), General Sir Richard
DannaƩ. This arƟcle describes exercise
United Shield (22–26 September 2008)
and the strategic debate it has triggered
from the perspecƟve of the exercise
author, drawing on independent analysis
conducted by the Defence Academy and
offering some personal conclusions.2

Since theendof theColdWar,most of the
emphasis of the BriƟsh armed forces has
been on peace support operaƟons in the
Balkans, and laƩerly in counter-insurgen-
cy operaƟons in Afghanistan and Iraq. In
line with naƟonal policy and internaƟon-
al commitments, we have been rightly
focused on achieving success in these
theatres. This is, and must remain, our
‘principal effort’.3 But history shows that
no armed force can afford to be fixed
conceptually on today’s conflicts enƟrely.
The Cold War was a Ɵme of relaƟve stra-
tegic clarity with poliƟcal ends and mili-
tary ways and means broadly aligned: in
other words, our military strategy was
in balance. Current operaƟons, which
by their expediƟonary nature have a
superficially greater degree of discre-
Ɵon about them, neither enjoy neces-
sarily the same compelling sense of
naƟonal urgency nor aƩract the appro-
priate priority of resource.4 Any resultant
disparity between ends, ways andmeans
risks potenƟal strategic imbalance. In the

broader context, we can neither ignore
the lessons of the past nor overlook the
emerging challenges of the future in find-
ing new ways to rebalance our strategy.
Further, it is our contenƟon that over the
last twenty years, collecƟve understand-
ing of military strategy and the opera-
Ɵonal art that bridges this to tacƟcs,
including joint operaƟonal manoeuvre at
large scales of effort, have diminished.5

The staff ride was designed to address
this assessed deficit.

Our campaign of study was the ‘war
that neverwas’ duringwhichwedeterred
a Soviet aƩack across the former Inner
German Border. We chose this in order
to elicit discussion of large-scale opera-
Ɵons and operaƟonal level manoeuvre.
So that there is no misunderstanding:
we do not believe that there is any likeli-
hood of a return to a Cold War, with a
new Europe divided by a re-galvanised
Iron Curtain transposed much further
towards the East, for all the sabre-raƩling
we hear from Russia and its displays of
military might in Moscow’s Red Square.
However, not least because of the events
of summer 2008, it is surely prudent to
review our obligaƟons under ArƟcles IV
and V of the NATO Treaty in order to give
assurance and demonstrate solidarity to
member states (orprospecƟvemembers)
throughout the Alliance. This laƩer point
was not lost on the Ukrainian military
delegaƟon that aƩended the staff ride,
who gave us a most informaƟve former
Warsaw Pact perspecƟve and view from
the ‘near abroad’ of Russia.

The vast majority of today’s real,
as opposed to hypotheƟcal, dooms-
day conflicts are intra-state. If we are
to believe Rupert Smith’s thesis of ‘war
amongst the people’ and ‘not on the
baƩlefield’, in which ‘industrial armies’
are obsolete, then we can surely afford
to reduce our convenƟonal capabiliƟes
for intervenƟon operaƟons. As that writ-
er observed, ‘...without an enemy it is
not possible to form a strategy, and with-
out a strategy it is not possible to make
anything but the broadest decisions on
weapons and equipment. As a result
forces in Europe have shrunk, but retain
the form and equipment of another age
intended for other baƩles.’6

Yet much as we would want to wish
it away, inter-state warfare is not neces-

sarily dead. It may have mutated merely
in a manner which exhibits less obvious
manifestaƟons than hitherto (for exam-
ple, ‘cyber’ warfare). Thuswe sƟll require
a viable military strategy in response. As
Colin Gray has remarked: 7

It is neither feasible nor parƟcularly
helpful to try to predict parƟcular wars
between states. But it is essenƟal to
remain alert to the possibility of such
events. The intenƟonhere is not to try to
spot tomorrow’s wars, rather it is simply
to register resoundingly the claim that
regular warfare between states will long
remain a feature of world poliƟcs.

So rather than either returning to ‘pure’
convenƟonal warfare or conducƟng
further ‘tradiƟonal’ peace support oper-
aƟons and ‘modern’ counter-insurgen-
cies, we are faced today with a complex
and persistent mix of both asymmetric
and symmetric methods of fighƟng in so-
called ‘hybrid wars’, in which both stabi-
lisaƟon and major combat operaƟons
(MCO) are messily intertwined.

An authoritaƟve American study has
concluded that such wars incorporate
‘a range of different modes of warfare,
including convenƟonal capabiliƟes, irreg-
ular tacƟcs and formaƟons, terrorist acts
including indiscriminate violence and
coercion, and criminal disorder’.8 While
there remains an extensive academic
and military debate about the evolving
dynamics and character of conflict, and
how in pracƟcal terms we should adapt
our operaƟonal techniques, training and
structures to combat it, it is important to
note that both states andnon-state actors
can engage us now, and in the future. This
realitymust informourdefencepolicyand
military strategy that cannot be focused
fully on the laƩer at the enƟre expense of
the former. Likewise, a policy without an
effecƟve strategy is like a knight without
either shield or sword.

The Cold War was
a Ɵme of relaƟve
strategic clarity

We can neither ignore
the lessons of the
past nor overlook the
emerging challenges of
the future

mungo melvin
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Furthermore, we need to be
prepared to meet the unexpected.
According to many observers, we are
now facing a revoluƟon in economic
and poliƟcal affairs across the world,
driven by globalisaƟon, in which increas-
ing inequaliƟes of wealth and expecta-
Ɵons may fuel future conflicts. With
this in mind, Cold War specialists and
now respected futurologists urge us to
remain aware of the ‘perils of predicƟon’
and warn that ‘all things are possible but
not equally probable: the further we look
into the future, the less precise becomes
our analysis’. Nonetheless, ‘the beƩer
we anƟcipate the future, the lesser the
risk’. If there is ‘no longer a clear disƟnc-
Ɵon between peace and war’, then we
need to understand beƩer that we have
gone from Cold War to ‘hot peace’, in
which internal and external threats to
our security are very closely related.9

Hence all armed forces need to adapt to
meet current and anƟcipated require-
ments in an unstable and unpredictable
world, recognising that the future is
inherently uncertain. As the CGS stressed
last year in the RUSI Journal, ‘...we must
conƟnue to opƟmise for the most likely,
which is IntervenƟon and StabilisaƟon
OperaƟons whilst maintaining our abil-
ity to dual role and meet the demands of
MCO’.10 Therefore consideraƟon of the
General Defence Plan (GDP) of 1988 was
but a driver of debate in exercise United
Shield, not an end in itself. Important as
‘looking back’ remains, our purpose was
far more on ‘thinking forward’.

In sum, while the grand strategic context
over the last twenty years has changed
remarkably since the end of the Cold
War, as has technology, including the
widespread employment of new surveil-
lance and precision aƩack capabiliƟes,
much of military strategy and opera-
Ɵonal art – the higher level business of
intelligence, manoeuvre, logisƟcs and
command – has an enduring nature.
While we no longer envisage preparing
for war – let alone fighƟng one – on the
North German Plain ever again, the staff
ride provided much food for thought
– from strategy to tacƟcs and from Cold

War to ‘hot peace’ – about the changing
character of conflict in the hybrid wars of
the twenty-first century.

Approach and PreparaƟon
Whilehybridwarfaremaynot takeatradi-
Ɵonal, easily recognisable form, future
security requirements may sƟll require
the preparaƟon, assembly, movement
and employment of significant ground
manoeuvre forces – supported by air and
mariƟme power – in a manner we no
longer typically consider, let alone prac-
Ɵse regularly. Simply put, if we neglect
to train, we may lose capability. The CGS
took the decision in early 2007 to revive
operaƟonal understanding of MCO with-
in the BriƟsh Army. His method was to
employ the tried and trusted method
of the staff ride, a high-level baƩlefield
study designed to educate a senior mili-
tary audience. It was the first ever event
of this type run by the CGS, becoming
very much a joint and combined affair,
with strong representaƟon from the
Royal Air Force and from the armies of
the United States, Germany and other
NATO and Partnership for Peace naƟons.

As we wanted to expose the
complexity of MCO to the Army’s future
senior leaders, while generaƟng discus-
sion and debate on conflict in the round,
the staff ride was conceived primarily to
benefit today’s generaƟon of colonels
and brigadiers. Although this group has
anunparalleled level of operaƟonal expo-
sure as formaƟon and unit commanders
in peacekeeping and counter-insurgency
operaƟons, there has been liƩle scope
for them to study the requirements of
future war against enemies who may
again resort to symmetric operaƟons,
and those at a larger scale than currently
undertaken. Thus we derived the follow-
ing exercise aim: ‘To study combined and
joint operaƟonal manoeuvre in order to
prepare commanders for their role in
MCO at large scales of naƟonal effort.’

From incepƟon, therefore, the staff
ride was designed to encourage creaƟve
thinking with applicaƟon to modern
circumstance rather than revisit an
uncontested GDP for old Ɵme’s sake.

ParƟcipants on a staff ride consid-
er typically an historical campaign and
specific episodes from it, such as major
operaƟons or baƩles, with a view to

deriving lessons for contemporary opera-
Ɵons.11On exercise United Shield, unusu-
ally, we looked at the ‘war that never
was’ between NATO and the Warsaw
Pact, taking 1988 as our benchmark for
considering the strategic and operaƟonal
planning on both sides. There were no
veterans on hand to describe ‘tales of
derring-do’ in baƩles, hard-fought, won
or lost. We were well-mentored, howev-
er, by a notable cast of former NATO
and naƟonal commanders led by Field
Marshal the Lord Inge, supported by a
strong team of military academics and
senior serving officers.12

The core of United Shield was the train-
ing audience of eighty-eight officers,
with ranks ranging from major general
to lieutenant colonel. Led by a two-star
officer, including a major general from
United States Army Europe (USAREUR),
each of the eight syndicates was joint
and mulƟnaƟonal in composiƟon. Apart
from its syndicate leader, a typical syndi-
cate consisted of six BriƟshArmy colonels
or brigadiers, a member of Headquarters
ARRC drawn from their mulƟnaƟonal
conƟngent, an officer each from the
Bundeswehr and USAEUR, and an RAF
wing commander or group captain. In
addiƟon, each syndicate was supported
by a dedicated lieutenant colonel ‘facili-
tator’, drawn frommy headquarters.13 To
focus the acƟviƟes of the training audi-
ence, four three-star group leaders were
appointed, each responsible for provid-
ing direcƟon and guidance to two syndi-
cates.14

The detailed exercise programme
was developed over many months in
close conjuncƟon with the civilian and
military authoriƟes of the host naƟon.15

The Bundeswehr gladly put units and
faciliƟes at our disposal, not least its
magnificent military police (Feldjäger)
that cleared the path for our convoy of
four large buses. I would contend that
there has probably not been such superb
and friendly co-operaƟon between Brit-
ish and German forces since the end
of the Cold War. That was significant in
itself, and we are immensely grateful.
The challenge now is to replicate these

Inter-state warfare is
not necessarily dead

We sƟll require a viable
military strategy

exercise united shield 2008

© RUSI JOURNAL JUNE 2009
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bonds in operaƟonal theatres such as
Afghanistan.

Discussion on a Mobile Seminar
The exercise programme ran over five
working days. We started with a Monday
evening scene-seƫng recepƟon, held
at the Allied Museum in Berlin. Former
Commander-in-ChiefAlliedForcesCentre
General Hans-Henning von Sandrart gave
us a fascinaƟng descripƟon of Cold War
military planning within the clear poliƟ-
cal constraints of forward defence and
flexible response. He stressed that ‘the
revival of operaƟonal art [in the 1980s]
represented the closing of a gap that had
developed over the years’. He and others,
notably General Sir Nigel Bagnall, were
determined to make NATO ‘mentally and
physically capable at this level’, with the
simple aim of making ‘deterrence safer’
in the central region.16 Looking to the
future, he concluded his talk by staƟng
‘no-one can predict precisely where and
what new threats may emerge, so you
are well advised to keep forces capable
of conducƟng combined and joint opera-
Ɵons at the operaƟonal level’.

The next morning (Tuesday), the
CGS observed that the staff ride would
prove ‘historical, memorable and prof-
itable’. More specifically, he reminded
his BriƟsh audience that the army must
develop if it is to remain relevant. ‘It
needs the appropriate capacity to fight
MCO and stability operaƟons sequen-
Ɵally and simultaneously; the capability
to endure on a wide range of operaƟon-
al tasks; and the ability to orchestrate
manoeuvre – in its widest sense – at
the two- and three-star level.’ Further-
more, ‘the Army must remain relevant
to our Allies and to our own government
in pursuit of Alliance and naƟonal poli-
cies’. Turning to all parƟcipants, he urged
everyone: ‘to make the history relevant;
contribute; keep an open mind; and be
prepared to learn!’

Subsequent stands that day – each
a specific training event – were carried
out at a former Soviet barracks in Elstal
to the west of Berlin; at the German Joint
OperaƟonal Headquarters near Pots-
dam; and at a crossing site on the river
Elbe, north of Magdeburg. Together with
the first stand of the Wednesday at the
German Altmark Training Centre on the

Colbitz-Letzlinger Heide, the overall aim
of this preliminary period was to pres-
ent the strategic and operaƟonal level
perspecƟve of the former Warsaw Pact,
using a number of historical planning
assumpƟons. Further, in order to drive
an operaƟonal level decision-making
problem towards the end of the staff
ride, I had asked Charles Dick, a former
head of the Soviet (laƩerly, Conflict)
Studies Research Centre to write a pure-
ly ficƟonal Soviet scheme of aƩack based
on doctrinal norms.17

One of the undoubted highlights of the
staff ride proved the Bundeswehr’s very
professional river crossing demonstra-
Ɵon on the Elbe, subjected to simu-
lated air aƩack, which set the scene for
a vigorous debate on the air-land inter-
face, then and now.18 The demands,
fricƟons and synergies of co-operaƟon
between air and land forces became a
recurrent topic of discussion throughout
the week. Whatever the specific tech-
nical and tacƟcal challenges, a consen-
sus view emerged during the staff ride.
Good communicaƟons between compo-
nents, close integraƟon of staffs wher-
ever possible and, above all, a common
understanding and applicaƟon of the
higher, joint, intent represent vital ingre-
dients of success. InteresƟngly, one of
the lessons of the Second World War
applied during the Cold War was the co-
locaƟon of air and land headquarters to
ensure the best possible co-operaƟon.19

For various reasons, these structures
were broken up in the early 1990s.

During the bulk of the subsequent
days (WednesdayandThursday),weanal-
ysed operaƟons from the NATO perspec-
Ɵve at a variety of viewpoints to the west
of the former Inner German Border. The
area nested by Braunschweig; Wolfen-
büƩel; SalzgiƩer; Hildesheim; Hannover;
the MiƩellandkanal and north to Celle
was familiar to all the former command-
ers and most of the senior serving offi-
cers. Here we reviewed delaying, defen-
sive and counter-offensive schemes of

manoeuvre in order to drawoutwhat has
changed today in terms of capabiliƟes at
brigade, divisional and corps levels. The
biggest difference idenƟfied over the
last twenty years is the integraƟon of
all source intelligence means and ‘joint
fires’ arƟllery, aviaƟon and air power at
a much lower level. On contemporary
operaƟons, companies and baƩle groups
rouƟnely employ unmanned aerial vehi-
cles, aƩack helicopters and long range
rocket systems that were largely the
province of corps operaƟons in ‘GDP’.
Together with vastly improved informa-
Ɵon and communicaƟons technologies
and night-fighƟng equipment, these
modern weapon systems allow one to
fight a tacƟcal baƩle quite differently.
This being the case, there is now scope
for greater innovaƟon in the construct of
shaping, decisive and sustaining opera-
Ɵons, and in overall campaign design.

The exchange of views between
experts in former GDP planning and
today’s pracƟƟoners provoked some
lively and robust debates. Although
quite different strategic circumstanc-
es apply, many serving commanders
– with ‘wars amongst the people’ fresh
in mind and sand on their boots – ques-
Ɵoned whether some of the assump-
Ɵons generally accepted during the Cold
War would have applied, come the test.
Would the Warsaw Pact have aƩacked in
the manner we had so carefully script-
ed? Was it reasonable, for example, to
expect that the German populaƟon (on
both sides of the IGB) would have stayed
put in the event of war?Would not much
of the fighƟng have taken place in the
urban areas that we tended to avoid on
training rather than in the rural areas we
found easier to exercise on and defend?
Would we have reached our deployment
areas on Ɵme in any case, given the high-
er readiness of our former opponents
in comparison with the slower tempo
of poliƟcal decision-making in the West
and likely traffic chaos? Of course, it is
not possible to answer the hypotheƟ-
cal with counter-factual, but such chal-
lenges to previously accepted wisdom
provided exactly the right sort of profes-
sional exchange in a staff ride.

The ‘modernists’, if one can describe
the current cohort of commanders, did
not have it all their own way. If there is

A policy without an
effecƟve strategy is like
a knight without either
shield or sword

mungo melvin
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an intellectual flame to preserve, there
is surely one of operaƟonal level design,
resƟng on synchronised manoeuvre,
mutual support and inter-operability
between the tacƟcal elements of naƟon-
al armed forces. In GDP, facing a common
and recognised threat, NATO corps, divi-
sions and brigades used to rouƟnely
pracƟse the subordinaƟon of flanking
formaƟons to other superior head-
quarters and operaƟonal moves across
naƟonal formaƟon boundaries. Likewise,
liaison teams were well pracƟsed in their
roles and communicaƟonswere regularly
tested. NATO and naƟonal commanders
got to know their counterparts very well,
both professionally and socially. One
of the unstated reasons for (and great
successes of) exercise United Shield was
to familiarise commanders with their
compatriots from other naƟons.

In our discussions we idenƟfied a certain
irony during the course of the staff ride.
Thanks to the efforts of Generals Von
Sandrart and Bagnall, and not least Cros-
bie Saint from the United States Army,
by the middle to late 1980s there was
an unparalleled degree of co-operaƟon
between services andarmies inGermany,
and also an intellectual sƟmulus between
them.20 A renaissance in joint, opera-
Ɵonal level thinking had broken down
many of the hitherto rigid barriers and
boundaries between naƟons. Against a
common threat, there was unity of effort
and purpose. Rules of Engagement (ROE)
were uniform and all naƟons shared the
operaƟonal risks and burdens to a lesser
or greater extent. AŌer the Cold War, as
evidenced on peacekeeping operaƟons
in the Balkans andmore recently in coun-
ter-insurgency operaƟons in Afghanistan,
there has been a resurgence of purely
naƟonal thinking and the ‘cantonisa-
Ɵon’ of operaƟonal theatres into almost
sovereign sectors. Inevitably, this has
led to primarily local or regional tacƟcal
soluƟons being applied to operaƟonal
and strategic problems that require a
common, integrated mulƟnaƟonal and
mulƟ-agency approach at the campaign

or theatre level. If it is to remain relevant
and usable, NATO must surely address
this issue.

LogisƟcs, oŌen the Cinderella subject of
staff rides, was given due prominence in
a number of stands, notably at a former
German depot where a local Bundeswe-
hr unit put on an impressive and highly
atmospheric demonstraƟon of Cold War
techniques. More importantly, German
and BriƟsh specialists then presented
today’s different logisƟc requirements
and soluƟons, backed up with a display
of modern equipments. In discussion,
the need for improved co-operaƟon
and inter-operability between naƟonal
conƟngents was highlighted, as was
the need to build ‘campaign’ logisƟcs
installaƟons for enduring operaƟons. All
members of the staff ride found the Ɵme
here – as on other similarly designed
stands – to speak to the BriƟsh and
German soldiers manning the various
equipment. This was a valuable oppor-
tunity for all concerned, underlining the
point that policy and military theory can
only be put into pracƟce by well-trained
and moƟvated troops, supported by the
best available equipment.

One of the skills well developed by
the end of the Cold War was the rapid
esƟmate and decision-making process
required at the higher tacƟcal and
operaƟonal levels. Although the iniƟal,
set-piece deployment for GDP could
be planned in great detail, ‘subsequent
moves’ such as counter aƩacks at divi-
sion, corps or army group level were
all very much situaƟon dependent.
AƩempts to template them even under
the benign condiƟons of exercise usually
ended in spectacular failure. Intelligence
was never – andnever canbe – complete;
commanders and staffs needed plenty of
pracƟce in deriving pragmaƟc soluƟons
under extreme Ɵme pressure. Mindful
that this sort of problem was far from
the recent experience of the vast major-
ity of the training audience, CGS decided
to introduce a ‘decision-making in baƩle’
challenge for the Thursday aŌernoon at
the final terrain stand. Syndicates were

given a limited amount of Ɵme to consid-
er a developed ‘Dickov’ scenario – that
confirmed all their worst fears – and to
come to an outline decision with suit-
able jusƟficaƟon. Notwithstanding the
evident arƟficialiƟes of this liƩle test, the
variaƟon in response and approach was
significant.

Although views differ on whether
such planning has direct relevance for
today, the major operaƟonal problem
held in the environs of Schloss Schaum-
burg overlooking the river Weser did
reveal a lack of consistency in the meth-
odology used in preparing and present-
ing soluƟons. While some syndicates set
about purposefully in producing an origi-
nal soluƟon, taking into account ‘clas-
sic’ factors such as comparaƟve force
raƟos, Ɵme and space and the need to
generate surprise, other syndicates were
distracted by trying to fight the problem
with requests for addiƟonal informaƟon.
When Ɵme for decision is at a premium,
the perfect soluƟon is the enemy of the
‘good enough’. That aside, it was strik-
ing how quickly two members of the
Ukrainian delegaƟon (a reƟred lieuten-
ant general and a serving major gener-
al) came to producing a clearly drawn
graphical scheme of manoeuvre from
the ‘enemy’ viewpoint. Thus the key
point at issue here is not the ‘rightness’
of any one soluƟon but the requirement
for rigour in its derivaƟon and presenta-
Ɵon. So there is some perƟnent material
here in the development of command
and staff courses if we are to preserve all-
round competency in MCO at the opera-
Ɵonal level. In the meanƟme, Headquar-
ters ARRC should conƟnue to provide the
focus for such thinking and training.

Throughout the staff ride we had
some memorable contribuƟons from
our senior mentors and historians, who
reminded us that the final decade of the
Cold War was not the period of stasis of
popular military cliché. As we heard on
several occasions, a great deal of intel-
lectual energy was being expended in
seeking novel operaƟonal soluƟons to
old strategic problems. In addiƟon, new
technologies such as stealth aircraŌ and
much improved precision muniƟons
were being introduced that only came
into the public domain during the First
Gulf War.

We need to be
prepared to meet the
unexpected

The future is inherently
uncertain

exercise United Shield 2008
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Conclusions
The first and most obvious point to make
is that a baƩlefield study of such ambi-
Ɵon and complexity should not be under-
taken lightly. That said, the considerable
demands on research, resource, prepa-
raƟon, administraƟon and staff support
were tesƟng but manageable. The exer-
cise appeared to pay off well, and proved
a valuable experience all round. The feed-
back from the vast majority of the train-
ing audience was extremely posiƟve: not
only did United Shield run very smoothly
but, more importantly, it had given much
food for thought. As staff rides have
long demonstrated, there is great value
in bringing soldiers, sailors and airmen
of different backgrounds, experience
and naƟonaliƟes together. Alliances and
friendships forged in training translate
into shared success on operaƟons.

PreparaƟon of the exercise revealed
significant gaps in the record keeping
of the BriƟsh armed forces during, and
more parƟcularly aŌer, the end of the
Cold War. We could not trace certain
key historical documents, and found
that there was limited naƟonal data
and expert research effort available to
assist us in our analysis. Therefore we
had to rely on SHAPE, USAREUR and
Bundeswehr historical offices for much
of our informaƟon and support. This
deficit has highlighted limitaƟons in the
role and capacity of the United Kingdom
Ministry of Defence’s ‘Corporate Memo-
ry’ organisaƟon. My personal view is
that we should develop this and other
exisƟng naƟonal organisaƟons such as
the Joint Lessons Cell to set up a Joint
Armed Forces Historical Research Office
to collate, analyse and publish opera-
Ɵonal narraƟves and lessons, including
classified material for internal consump-
Ɵon and unclassified documentaƟon
for public informaƟon and subsequent
research and teaching effort.

In terms of doctrinal and conceptu-
al development, we need to invest more

in understanding the nature of ‘hybrid
wars’, and in improving joint, mulƟna-
Ɵonal and mulƟ-agency co-operaƟon in
this process. As the Defence Academy
proposes: 21

Planning and conducƟng operaƟons in
an era of hybrid conflict creates oppor-
tuniƟes, challenges and vulnerabiliƟes
in all the lines of operaƟon and not just
the military line. The requirement for
a shared declaraƟon of strategic intent
and a shared, comprehensive and
agreed narraƟve and plan of acƟon is
essenƟal to underpin coaliƟon cohesion
and avoid leaving exploitable chinks
exposed. The planmust straddle and co-
ordinate the poliƟcal, military, econom-
ic, social, informaƟon and infrastructure
lines of operaƟon and incorporate the
deployment and employment of the
military instrument alongside that of
OGDs, naƟonal governments, NGOs,
civil capability and, wherever applica-
ble, the host naƟon.

Discussion during the staff ride high-
lighted that we should adapt our military
organisaƟon and thinking – in the face of
an ever-quickening pace of change – in
order to best meet our current and most
likely challenges in the short-term (such
as counter-insurgency operaƟons) while
remaining flexible enough to turn to the

unexpected, both in scale and character.
In this respect, effecƟve force structures
require a balanced mix of both combat
and ‘influence’ capabiliƟes. The ability
to blend these seamlessly and provide
reconstrucƟon effort where it is needed
in a Ɵmely manner is imperaƟve if we are
ever to affect posiƟvely, let alone, win
‘hearts and minds’ and thereby achieve
lasƟng campaign success.

With these requirements in mind, we
must get away from fixed noƟons of
MCO and stabilisaƟon operaƟons, or
symmetric and asymmetric warfare for
thatmaƩer, and recognise that ambiguity
and risk – as with change and uncertain-
ty – remain enduring operaƟng factors.
Furthermore, the noƟon of linking inten-
sity of operaƟon to specific types of
conflict is not useful as the disƟncƟons
between them are increasingly blurred.
RouƟnely, ‘warfighƟng capabiliƟes’ are
employed today at the tacƟcal level in
counter-insurgency operaƟons, which
during our retreat from Empire we
termed quaintly ‘low-intensity opera-
Ɵons’. At the patrol, platoon, company
or even baƩle group level, the fire-fights
involved nowadays and the close air and
aƩack aviaƟon support being employed

1st German Panzer Division’s crossing site on the River Elbe under (simulated) air aƩack.

Important as ‘looking
back’ remains, our
purpose was far more
on ‘thinking forward’

If we neglect to train,
we may lose capability

mungo melvin
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is ‘high intensity’, but the campaign as a
whole is certainly not. The exercise vali-
daƟon study observed:22

The ability to fight at high tempo and
intensity, employing many of the capa-
biliƟes that characterise ‘convenƟonal’
war, is therefore a core capability that
underpins the effecƟve conduct of
hybridwarfare to ‘establish condiƟons in
which the final outcome may be decid-
ed by a combinaƟon of other means’.
Flexibility, adaptability, versaƟlity and
agility relaƟve to an adversary will be
crucial to both sides for seizing the
iniƟaƟve. The broader capabiliƟes of
airpowermay be the crucial asymmetric
capability that convenƟonal forces can
bring to bear.

In other words, the main effort – that
which gives substance to decisive,
campaign-winning acƟvity – typically will
be not be military in a tradiƟonal sense,
but we cannot afford to lose either the
will or the capability to fight, and be able
to plan and conduct MCO should the
need arise ever again.

The categorisaƟon of futurewarfare
is not the criƟcal issue: what maƩers
far more is the effecƟveness of our
response, naƟonally and together with
that of our allies. While rightly prioriƟs-
ing for the most likely, confronƟng this

reality by preparing for a wider range of
conflict than we might wish may come
at a price in organisaƟonal and procure-
ment terms, but it is surely one worth
paying for guaranteeing our naƟon’s
security. New thinking in this direcƟon
has already started: events such as the
staff ride help fashion and inform it.

The due outcome and reward of exercise
United Shield 2008, therefore, will lie in
that special sƟmulus of ‘looking back
in order to think forward’. The Defence
Academy concluded:23

[The exercise] achieved to a large
measure the aim of observing the war
that never was and drawing some rele-
vant deducƟons. It allowed broad brush
analysis and discussion of the relevance
and applicability of those conclu-
sions for the wars at hand and for the
wars that might be. That introspecƟon
spawned some criƟcal assessments as
to how an Army opƟmised for the most
likely StabilisaƟon OperaƟons can sƟll
retain the capability, ability and capacity
to conduct MCO at readiness and scale.
That debate has not concluded.

Finally, the vital role of a key guiding
figure in effecƟng transformaƟon within
the armed forces should not be underes-
Ɵmated. Field Marshal Inge stressed on a
coupleofoccasionsthecrucial importance
of the Bagnall ‘legacy’. As the outstanding
thinker of his generaƟon, Bagnall intro-
duced the operaƟonal level of war and
Mission Command into the BriƟsh Army;
he then set up the Higher Command and
Staff Course to ensure that this body of
thought was insƟlled into our insƟtuƟons
and ethos. In response, it crossed several
minds that we need a ‘Bagnall moment’
today in order to introduce greater inno-
vaƟon in strategic thinking and operaƟon-
al pracƟce across defence. A champion
for hybrid conflict and the new strategy it
demands is now required as the pace of
change and the warlike peace it encom-
passes get ever hoƩer. ■

Major General Melvin assumed
his current post of General Officer
Commanding United Kingdom Support
Command, in Germany, in August 2006.
Previously (2004–06) he was Director
OperaƟonal Capability in the Ministry of
Defence, responsible for the collaƟon of
joint lessons and the strategic analysis
of current operaƟons.
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