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INTRODUCTION TO STRATEGIC ATTACK 

Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

War is one of mankind’s most complex endeavors.  Destroying or incapacitating enemy 
military forces while attriting them into ineffectiveness is one means, but not the only 
means, of achieving warfare’s objectives.  Airmen have always envisioned going directly 
to the heart of an enemy.  Modern airpower power has come a long way toward 
realizing this vision.  The combination of advanced systems with stealth and precision 
has made airpower a force to be reckoned with.  Commanders now have the capability 
to directly affect an adversary’s strategic centers of gravity (COGs), helping to 
accelerate achievement of US national objectives. 

Strategic attack is offensive action specifically selected to achieve national strategic 
objectives.  These attacks seek to weaken the adversary’s ability or will to engage in 
conflict, and may achieve strategic objectives without necessarily having to achieve 
operational objectives as a precondition.  Strategic attack involves the systematic 
application of force against enemy systems and their centers of gravity, thereby 
producing the greatest effect for the least cost in lives, resources, and time.  Vital 
systems affected may include leadership, critical processes, popular will and perception, 
and fielded forces.  Strategic attack provides an effective capability that may drive an 
early end to conflict or achieve objectives more directly or efficiently than other 
applications of military power. 

Airpower has inherent, unique advantages in conducting strategic attack, with the 
distinct aim is producing effects well beyond the immediate tactical and operational 
effort expended and of directly contributing to achieving strategic, war-winning effects 
and objectives. 

Annex 3-70, Strategic Attack, is doctrine for understanding, planning, executing, and 
assessing  this crucial function across the range of military operations (ROMO).  Air 
Force personnel need to be able to articulate the rationale for strategic attack as an 
essential and valuable warfighting option for the combatant commander (CCDR).  More 
importantly, Air Force personnel must understand how strategic attack can help fulfill or 
enhance our national security and military strategies as a tool for defeating our nation’s 
adversaries.  
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Historical Strategic Attack Examples 

  
 Alexander the Great defeated the Persians at Issus (331 B.C.) by leading a 

cavalry assault at King Darius himself (a center of gravity), which removed Darius 
from the battlefield and resulted in the Persian Army leaving their positions in full 
rout. 

 Charles Martel’s Frankish infantry at Tours in 732 isolated Muslim Emir Abd-er-
Rahman and “pierced him through with many spears, so that he died; then all the 
[Muslim] host fled before the enemy”… thus saving Western Europe from Muslim 
domination. 

 Allied bomber crews and commando teams destroyed the German heavy water 
program—and Hitler’s hope for an atomic bomb with it—during WW II II. 

 Allied submarines destroyed Japanese merchant shipping in the Pacific during 
WW II II, consciously avoiding engagement with Japanese naval forces while 
denying Japan crucial war-sustaining resources. 

 North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) SA operations helped coerce Yugoslav 
leader Slobodan Milosevic to submit to NATO demands (1999). 

―Various Sources 

 

FUNDAMENTALS OF STRATEGIC ATTACK 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Department of Defense (DOD) Directive 5100.1, Functions of the DOD and Its Major 
Components, states that the Air Force is specifically directed to “organize, train, equip, 
and provide forces to…conduct global precision attack, to include strategic attack… and 
prompt global strike.”  Formerly, strategic attack (SA) was defined in terms of nuclear 
delivery systems or weapons.  This is no longer true.  SA is not defined in terms of 

weapons or delivery systems used—their type, range, speed, or destructiveness—but 
by its effective contribution to achieving strategic objectives.  
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Advances in information technology, precision weaponry, tactics, and warfighting 
doctrine have made SA even more capable, giving airpower the potential to achieve 
decisive effects more directly without the need to engage enemy fielded forces first.  
Operation DESERT STORM proved the efficacy of SA and Operations DELIBERATE 
FORCE (ODF), ALLIED FORCE (OAF), ENDURING FREEDOM (OEF), and IRAQI 
FREEDOM (OIF) further refined it.  In these operations, air assets conducting SA have 
proven able to deny the enemy access to critical resources and infrastructure, defeat 
enemy strategies, and decisively influence enemy decisions to end hostilities on terms 
favorable to US interests.  In addition to its ability to destroy enemy surface forces and 
support friendly surface forces, today’s Air Force provides joint force commanders with 
enormous lethal and non-lethal capabilities that can contribute directly to the 
achievement of strategic objectives. 

Properly implemented, SA achieves disproportionate results. It allows commanders to 
literally strike at the enemy’s heart and thus shape a conflict in ways favorable to the 
US.  This publication examines what SA is and how to properly plan, execute, assess, 
and adapt it. 
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The civilian population and individual civilians shall enjoy general protection against 
dangers arising from military operations….The civilian population as such, as well 
as individual civilians, shall not be the object of attack.  

―Geneva Additional Protocol I, Article 51 

Note: Although the US is not a party to Protocol 1, the US considers many of the 
Protocol 1 provisions, including this one, to be either legally binding as customary 
international law or acceptable practice, though not legally binding.  It should also 
be noted that Geneva Convention IV and Hague Convention IV, both of which the 
US has signed, provide various protections for civilians and civilian populations, 
and limit the right of belligerents to adopt means of injuring the enemy. 

 

DEFINITION 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Strategic Attack (SA) is offensive action specifically selected to achieve national 
strategic objectives.  These attacks seek to weaken the adversary’s ability or will 
to engage in conflict, and may achieve strategic objectives without necessarily 
having to achieve operational objectives as a precondition. 

SA is an approach to war focused on the adversary’s overall system and the most 
effective way to target or influence that system.  SA planners should examine the full 
spectrum of that system: Political, military, economic, social, infrastructure, and 
information in the context of stated national security objectives. SA involves the 
combination of effects that most effectively and efficiently achieves those objectives at 
the strategic level.  In the Air Force context, SA is a discrete set of military operations 
aimed at achieving those strategic objectives.  Air, space, and cyberspace power offers 
the quickest and most direct means to conduct those operations. 

SA involves the systematic application of lethal and non-lethal capabilities against an 
enemy’s strategic centers of gravity (COG), to undermine the enemy’s will and ability to 
threaten our national security interests.  Strategic centers of gravity may include 
leadership; operational processes like communications, electricity and petroleum 
production, etc.; infrastructure such as railroads and bridges; popular will and 
perception; and key elements of fielded forces. 
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SA includes analysis, planning, targeting, command and control (C2), execution, and 
assessment in combination to support achievement of strategic objectives. An analysis 
of the definition clarifies SA: 
 
 “Strategic” refers to the highest level of an enemy system that, if affected, will 

contribute most directly to the achievement of our national security objectives.  It 
does not mean nuclear, although in some instances the weapon most appropriate 
for a particular set of circumstances may be nuclear.  (System: “A functionally, 
physically, and/or behaviorally related group of regularly interacting or 
interdependent elements; that group of elements forming a unified whole.”)1 

 “Attack” entails offensive action. It implies proactive and aggressive operations 
against an enemy (whether a state, a non-state actor, or other organization) and 
may be used preemptively and without regard to enemy military force.  Attacks may 
employ kinetic or non-kinetic means, from conventional destructive weapons, 
through forms of cyber power like network attack, ultimately to nuclear weapons. To 
create lethal and non-lethal effects. 

 The aim of SA is to help directly achieve national security objectives by generating 
effects that significantly influence adversary COGs.  SA operations are essentially 
effects-based and should be planned, executed, and assessed as a unified, adaptive 
course of action (COA), starting with the desired outcome and working backwards to 
determine the required effects and actions.  It is focused on the objectives achieved 
rather than the platforms, weapons, or methods used. 

 SA is oriented on the adversary’s system, changing it to conform to our national 
objectives. SA accomplishes this change by affecting (positively or negatively) the 
COGs in the enemy (not just military) system that will force the overall system to 
change as desired in the shortest possible period of time.  COGs are the leverage 
points in the system that, when affected, create significantly more change than 
would be achieved by affecting parts of the system that are not centers of gravity.  
COGs can be physical things like leaders, key production, structures, people, or 
organizations.  Affecting COGs will yield results disproportionate to the effort 
expended, that is, they will provide the highest payoff (enemy system change) for 
the least cost (lives, resources, time, etc). 

 A center of gravity is defined in joint doctrine as a source of power that provides 
moral strength, freedom of action, or will to act.2 In the context of SA against enemy 

                                                           
1 Joint Publication (JP) 3-0, Joint Operations.  The understanding of systems is also informed by the 
conventional  dictionary definition: A regularly interacting or interdependent group of items forming a 
unified whole... [Merriam-Webster Online Dictionary]) 
2 Joint Publication (JP) 5-0, Joint Operation Planning. 
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systems, COGs are focal points that hold a system or structure together and draw 
power from a variety of sources and provide purpose and direction to that system.   
In practical terms, COGs have critical requirements, some of which may be 
vulnerable to attack – critical vulnerabilities.  These critical vulnerabilities may yield 
decisive points: geographic places, specific key events, critical factors, or functions 
that, when acted upon, allow commanders to gain a marked advantage over an 
adversary or contribute materially to creating a desired effect.  Affecting these 
decisive points should exploit a COG’s critical vulnerabilities in a manner that 
creates desired effects against the COG itself.  SA may often be the function of 
choice for exploiting adversary decisive points. 

 SA affects conflict-sustaining resources.  While it may often be difficult to directly 
target an adversary’s will, we can often target the means the adversary employs to 
conduct or continue the conflict.  Modern high-technology warfare is resource 
intensive; the support necessary to sustain it provides many lucrative targets which, 
when attacked, speeds enemy collapse and removes options.  This is true across 
the range of military operations and not just for modern, high-technology combat.  
The target sets may change, but the principle remains the same. 

SA affects the enemy’s strategy.  Sun Tzu said the best policy in war is to defeat the 
enemy’s strategy; this requires we hold at risk what the enemy holds dear or deny 
them the ability to obtain what they seek.  While other forms of military or national 
power can also deny the enemy strategic choices, SA can often do so more 
effectively and efficiently. 
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BASIC CHARACTERISTICS 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Strategic attack (SA) seizes upon the unique capability of air, space, and 
cyberspace to achieve objectives by striking at the heart of the enemy, disrupting 
critical leadership functions, infrastructure, and strategy, while at the same time 
avoiding a sequential fight through layers of forces. 

Unless the enemy’s military forces are deemed to be a strategic centers of gravity 
(COG), they are not useful as SA targets.  In fact, the goal of SA operations is to bypass 
the fielded forces to the maximum extent possible.  A way to illustrate this concept is to 
think of the military as a tool being used by a person, nation, or organization to enforce 
its will.  It very often makes more sense to attack the person, nation, or organization 
using the tool rather than the tool itself.  SA’s goal is to exert influence on the decision-
maker rather than the tool being used by the decision-maker.  

Next, SA conducted against an enemy system in a deliberate, systematic way 
generates strategic-level effects without first having to fight the enemy’s fielded forces.  
SA seeks to prevent an enemy from achieving goals (reactive) or enabling us to achieve 
our goals (proactive).  By affecting strategic-level COGs, the results should be greater 
than those generated by a similar effort against peripheral systems or targets.   

SA can also act on the psychology of the enemy leadership by changing the political 
climate or denying options or choices.  These attacks could indirectly affect the 
adversary’s will to fight. 
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STRATEGIC ATTACK AND WARFIGHTING STRATEGY 

Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Strategic attack (SA) represents one key element of a unified national approach to 
handling a conflict and should not be employed in isolation.  A sound, unified approach 
will comprise diplomatic, informational, military, and economic activities orchestrated 
carefully to achieve national security objectives.  It is most effectively used in a manner 
that complements and is complemented by other operations.  For example, action 
against an enemy’s forces may expose critical targets and increase their consumption 
of war-sustaining resources.  Such operations may also be necessary to enable SA, as 
the defeat of the Luftwaffe through offensive counterair operations did during World War 
II (WW II).  Certain coercive applications of SA simply may not work in the absence of 
complementary diplomatic, political, or economic actions. 

Regardless of these considerations, the United States can pursue a comprehensive 
strategy designed to place maximum stress on the enemy system (nation or 
organization).  The process of developing this strategy should start with the desired end 
state and then be worked backwards from big to little, strategic to tactical.  The enemy 
should be analyzed as a system and an effects-based approach should be used to 
determine required effects and actions.  Striking an enemy’s centers of gravity (COG) 
should be accomplished as quickly and from as many directions and sources as 
possible, in order to place overwhelming strain on the system. 

Victory in any conflict requires some mechanism for changing the enemy’s behavior.  
Behavior can be influenced by affecting the enemy’s capability to fight or by influencing 
his will to fight; most situations will involve aspects of both.  There are several 
mechanisms that can be used to implement a coercive strategy. 
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Effects-Based Approach 

    “Effects-based” describes the operations that are planned, executed, assessed 
and adapted to influence or change systems or capabilities in order to achieve 
desired outcomes.  Effective operations should be part of a coherent plan that 
logically ties all actions to the achievement of the desired end state.   

NOTE: For a full discussion of the effects-based approach see Annex 3-0, 
Operations and Planning. 

 

 

 
OBJECTIVES AND EFFECTS 

Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Centuries of traditional surface warfare have conditioned leaders of world powers to 
raise armies and navies, the primary attributes of which are mobility, armor, firepower, 
depth, and sustained presence in foreign lands.  These attributes are necessary to 
withstand force-on-force engagements until strategic breakthrough can be attained.  
Military force is one instrument of national power; bypassing it altogether or 
simultaneously attacking other instruments of national power or centers of gravity 
(COGs) may result in a change of an adversary’s ability or will to fight. 

Strategic Objectives 

Ends, not means, drive the strategic attack (SA) effort.  Successful SA requires clear 
and attainable objectives.  Objectives and desired end states should be clearly 
understood by planners and commanders orchestrating the SA effort and should be tied 
to the SAs themselves by a clear, logical mechanism of cause and effect.  SA 
operations are designed to produce political, military, economic, social, infrastructure, 
cyber, and information effects that contribute directly to achieving the strategic 
objectives of the joint force commander (JFC) and higher authorities.  The senior 
commander and national leaders should also weigh SA operations against potential 
unintended effects, since attacking certain COG could have undesired impacts on 

populations and neighboring countries. Strategic objectives, like those at all levels, 
should be measurable.  Commanders and national leaders should know when those 
objectives are achieved. 
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Strategic Effects 

SA seeks to achieve the greatest effect for the least cost in lives and resources by 
systematically applying force to COGs within the pertinent systems.  Systematic 
application of force should not be confused with sequential application, but instead 
refers to a systematic approach to planning and executing attacks to achieve desired 
effects.  System change that drives enemy compliance is the goal of SA.  This system 
change will most effectively be achieved by applying force through parallel operations 
where the targeted systems are struck in a compressed timeframe.  This type of attack 
has the highest probability of pushing a system beyond its ability to react or adapt.  
Attempting to change the system through attacks on its periphery will not be as effective 
as overwhelming system-wide parallel attack. 

SA achieves objectives through indirect effects.  SA, even more than other forms of 
attack, is concerned with higher-level indirect effects.  Direct effects are the results of 
actions with no intervening causal mechanism between act and outcome.  Direct effects 
trigger additional outcomes―intermediate effects or mechanisms that produce higher-
order outcomes or results.  From the commander, Air Force forces’ (COMAFFOR’s) 
perspective, individual missions or sorties are actions that cause higher-order direct 
effects, which in turn cause indirect effects.  An example might be the action of an 
aircraft dropping weapons, resulting in the direct effect of destroying a bridge span.  
This in turn leads to the indirect effects of impeding movement of enemy forces and 
perhaps, in terms of SA, by severing fiber-optic cables running under the bridge span, 
forcing the adversary to use alternate forms of communication.  It may seem that 
indirect effects will take longer to be realized, but in fact the end results will often occur 
sooner than if the operation begins at the periphery and moves to the heart. 

The intended and desired indirect effects of SA may, however, coincide with unintended 
and undesired effects if there are gaps in our understanding of the operational 
environment. Destruction of a bridge span, for example, could also result in the 
unintended disruption of electrical power and telephone communications to a nearby 
community if we were unaware that these utilities were attached to the bridge. This 
could cause hardship in that community and erode any popular support that might have 
existed prior to the event. Commanders and planners must appreciate that 
unpredictable third-party actions, unintended consequences of friendly operations, 
subordinate initiative and creativity, and the fog and friction of conflict will contribute to 
an uncertain operational environment. (Joint Publication [JP] 5-0, Joint Operation 
Planning) 

SA can generate all types of effects, including direct, indirect, physical, behavioral, or 
psychological, and may occur sequentially or in parallel, cascading or cumulative. The 
effects generally will occur as a result of how operations are conducted—usually parallel 
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operations will result in parallel effects which put the most stress on a system and are 
most likely to result in permanent system change.  Sequential operations generally yield 
sequential effects.  Also, the type of system being attacked, the action taken against it, 
the number of nodes struck and the amount of time used to carry out the attacks will 
affect whether effects are cascading―sudden, catastrophic changes in system states 
that often affect surrounding related systems― or cumulative―building sequentially in 
small amounts toward system change.  The more compressed the attack across a wide 
spectrum of the system, the more likely cascading effects are to occur.  

Effects occur at all levels of operations.  The relationships of SA and the traditional (or 
customary) approach to warfare are illustrated in the Figure Strategic Attack and the 
Levels of War.  The effects of SA should be felt at the strategic level and cascade 
down to the operational and tactical levels.  Effects upon fielded forces will generally be 
a byproduct of achieving broader strategic objectives.  For example, the British 
retaliatory bombing of Berlin during the Battle of Britain shocked Nazi leadership, 
provoking a decisive change in their campaign focus.  German attacks that had been 
distributed across southern Britain (and were sorely taxing Royal Air Force [RAF] 
Fighter Command) now concentrated on London, greatly facilitating defense efforts, 
relieving pressure on the beleaguered RAF, and ultimately turning the tide of the Battle 
of Britain in Britain’s favor.  The significant effect of the Berlin raid, although "indirect” 
from an effects-based perspective, was achieved directly upon Hitler and Goering.  
Subsequent effects cascaded down to the German Luftwaffe and the RAF at the 
operational and tactical levels. 

 
Strategic Attack and the Levels of War 
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Systemic Effects 

Every party to a conflict, whether a modern nation-state or terrorist organization, is an 
interactively complex, adaptive system.  Every system has elements critical to its 
functioning: key strengths and sources of power.  Some aspects or elements of every 
system are vulnerable to attack or influence.  The key to understanding systemic effects 
is understanding how these two are related: What the system’s critical vulnerabilities 
are.  Each system has a leadership or governing function (e.g., Osama Bin Laden), 
some adaptable plan or strategy, some means of carrying out its strategy (armed forces 
or terrorist cadres), and key infrastructure supporting the system and allowing it to act 
on its strategy (communications, warfighting resources).  SA seeks to incapacitate one 
or more of these key functions, either by affecting the functions themselves (attacks 
against leadership, for instance), or by affecting the linkages between them (as in 
severing the leadership’s means of communication with its control mechanisms).  
Strategic attack may also undermine the elements providing support to these functions 
(for example, propaganda and internal security as they support leadership). Since 
components of complex systems are interrelated, affecting the appropriate linkages and 
nodes in one part of a system can cause cascading changes or failures throughout the 
system as a whole.  Further, the disturbances that cause these changes can often be 
very small.  Such efficiency is the soul of SA: finding those key relationships within 
systems where small inputs will yield desirable system-wide changes. 

It is not possible to predict exactly what level of stress will cause a system to fail or 
change its behavior; that level may vary from day to day, even moment to moment.  
However, systems stressed with sufficient intensity and rapidity can suffer effects much 
like shock in the human body—relative inaction coupled with very low system energy 
levels.  Shock is achieved when stress is induced faster than a system is able to adapt 
to it.  Parallel attack may be the best means of inducing such shock: striking multiple 
targets across a system to induce system-wide stress while also striking critical nodes 
or vulnerabilities chosen to maximize dislocation effects within the system.  This may 
hold the best prospect of causing cascading system-wide changes in behavior.  SA is 
the critical method to create these effects and may be most efficient when conducted 
through parallel attack. 

Decisive Effects 

SA offers commanders many options for winning conflicts outright or for shaping them in 
decisive ways.  It supports or underpins a variety of potential strategies. 

Attacks on leadership can often provide significant strategic leverage.  Attacks against 
Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein, his inner circle, and his key security infrastructure during 
Operation IRAQI FREEDOM (OIF) effectively decapitated the Iraqi military, opening the 
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door for a swifter counterforce operation against Hussein’s Republican Guard.  Attacks 
against al Qaeda terrorist leaders in Afghanistan and elsewhere are further examples of 
the successful removal of enemy leadership. Leadership can be affected in a variety of 
ways from removal to undermining popular support to isolation. Due to SA during 
Operation DESERT STORM, Saddam Hussein was not removed but was forced to take 
protective measures that effectively reduced his command and control capability. 

SA can be a very flexible tool effective across the range of military operations (ROMO).  
Strikes against al Qaeda leadership took place during the major operations phase in 
Afghanistan, but those in Yemen, Pakistan, and other places were done outside the 
context of major operations, as part of the broader global war on terrorism.  Cyberspace 
operations such as network attacks against terrorist systems across the globe are 
another example.  This is an important insight: modern SA capabilities can create 
discrete, precise effects on short notice directly from the continental United States 
(CONUS).  SA can be conducted across the ROMO, as the strategic context warrants. 

SA can deny an enemy the means and resources it requires to continue a conflict.  
Allied air attacks against the German transportation and oil industries eventually 
crippled German war production and significantly reduced Germany’s intertheater 
mobility, which in turn significantly degraded the Wehrmacht’s ability to maneuver and 
fight.  Many potential adversaries today do not produce their own weapons, 
complicating interdiction or destruction of warfighting means.  In many cases, cyber 
power can be used to deny an enemy access to financial and informational resources it 
needs to operate effectively and this can also help interdict the flow of weapons and 
other critical means of war.  Such operations were used successfully against the 
Serbian regime during Operation ALLIED FORCE (OAF) and have helped contain the 
terrorist efforts of many Islamic groups in recent years. 

SA can deny an enemy strategic options or choices.  One example is the elimination or 
disruption of enemy weapons of mass destruction (WMD) programs.  In WW II II, British 
and Norwegian commandos successfully carried out raids against Nazi heavy water 
stores while they were being transported from Norway to Germany.  This SA denied the 
Germans a critical capability in developing their version of the atomic bomb.  It was also 
an important element of US and coalition strategy during and after Operation DESERT 
STORM, as a combination of coalition air strikes and UN inspections sought to deny the 
Iraqi regime access to WMD.   

SA can also defeat an enemy strategy that is “in play.”  During Operation DESERT 
STORM, SAs against Iraqi surface-to-surface SCUD missiles, combined with strategic 
defensive measures and effective political initiatives, countered Saddam Hussein’s 
intended strategy of breaking the US-led coalition by dragging Israel into the war.  
SCUD suppression efforts achieved the politically vital effect of dissuading Israeli 
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retaliation and thus were critical to holding the coalition together, despite the fact that 
few SCUD “hard kills” were achieved.  

SA can play an important part in a strategy designed to break apart an enemy 
warfighting coalition or use its system of alliances against it.  In 1943, Allied air attacks 
against Rome played a crucial role both in driving Italian dictator Benito Mussolini from 
power and in coercing Mussolini’s successor to surrender.  Rome had been “off-limits” 
to Allied bombing until July 1943, when Allied leaders made a conscious decision to 
twice bomb a rail yard near the center of the city in order to induce psychological shock 
that would help drive Italy from the war.  The effort was successful and deprived the 
Axis one of its important component states.  During OAF, the North Atlantic Treaty 
Organization’s (NATO’s) deliberate increase in the intensity of SA operations against 
Serbia coupled with its diplomatic initiatives helped convince Russia of NATO’s resolve.  
Russia then used its influence to pressure Serbian president Milosevic to accede to 
NATO’s demands, thus using Serbia’s perceived ally against it.   

SA can play a crucial role in coercing an enemy into adopting a desired course of 
action.  Often, this involves accession to demands other than simple capitulation, 
although that may be among the desired objectives.  In successful instances, SA is 
most often coupled with complementary diplomatic and information initiatives.  In 
December 1972, the US bombing campaign along with Operation POCKET MONEY 
(the mining of Haiphong harbor and other North Vietnamese ports) combined effectively 
with diplomatic pressure to coerce the North Vietnamese leadership to take part in the 
Paris peace talks.  US-led efforts to defeat the North Vietnamese Easter Offensive in 
1972 culminated in Operation LINEBACKER I (largely an aerial interdiction effort), 
which stopped North Vietnamese action in the field.  This created the context for 
diplomatic initiatives, which made good progress until after the US November elections.  
Post-election North Vietnamese diplomatic retrenchment was answered with Operation 
LINEBACKER II’s SAs against COGs in Hanoi and Haiphong harbor, which effectively 
coerced the North Vietnamese into signing a peace accord amenable to the US.  As 
previously mentioned, coercion efforts also drove Milosevic to withdraw his troops from 
Kosovo and sign the peace agreement ending OAF. 
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THE ROLE OF AIRPOWER IN STRATEGIC ATTACK 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Strategic attack (SA) capabilities are founded on the characteristics of the air, space, 
and cyberspace domains and the resources used in them.  These characteristics 
(range, speed, precision, flexibility and lethality) enable a joint force commander (JFC) 
to access to the depths of adversary’s centers of gravity (COGs) where land and 
maritime forces cannot easily reach.  Added to traditional domains is cyberspace.  
Employing the Air Force’s cyber capabilities throughout this domain, in combination with 
the traditional capabilities of air and space power, allows synergy and flexibility across a 
range of lethal and non-lethal options.  Airpower used in SA comprises the JFC’s 
maneuver elements that can operate in three dimensions and time.  Through 
cyberspace, the commander has access to the cognitive and information dimensions 
that can give an asymmetric advantage and unprecedented access to an adversary’s 
decision-making cycle.  Through the employment of Air Force forces and capabilities, 
the JFC is not limited to two-dimensional warfare, using his surface forces in a series of 
tactical battles to position maneuver elements that threaten an adversary’s COGs.  The 
application of airpower, integrated with information operations (IO), creates effects more 
rapidly than surface forces alone, thereby accessing the psychological and cognitive 
aspects of warfare directly.  Properly employed, SA can be the Air Force’s most 
decisive warfighting capability.   
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STRATEGIC ATTACK IN IRREGULAR WARFARE OPERATIONS 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Throughout history, strategic attack (SA) has been employed as part of traditional 
warfare between states and groups of states for “traditional” military purposes—political 
victory in the context of those nations’ purposes.  SA has a place in irregular warfare 
(IW)—violent struggle among state and non-state actors for legitimacy and influence 
over a relevant population—as well.  The center of gravity (COG) in IW is generally the 
relevant populace and the intent of warfare conducted in this realm is to favorably 
influence the COG, not “attack” it.  Airpower can influence this strategic COG positively 
and directly in many different ways.  There are uses for SA in IW which history shows to 
be widely applicable: 

Conducting precision-strike operations that eliminate enemy personnel, resources, and 
infrastructure while minimizing unintended collateral damage on innocent members of 
the populace—all of which enhances the legitimacy and effectiveness of the supported 
government, reassures the populace, and undermines popular support for the enemy.  
The killing of al Qaeda leader Abu Musab al-Zarqawi in June of 2006 is an example of 
this. 

Conducting precision cyberspace strikes on enemy financial resources to deny use, as 
has been done throughout Operation ENDURING FREEDOM (OEF) and IRAQI 
FREEDOM (OIF). 

Conducting strikes or raids on enemy weapons of mass destruction (WMD) caches or 
production facilities, to prevent use of these weapons as part of enemy strategy, as in 
striking chlorine storage facilities in Iraq to prevent this chemical WMD from being used 
in insurgent improvised explosive devises.  
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COMMAND AND CONTROL OF STRATEGIC ATTACK 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Effective command and control (C2) arrangements and relationships are crucial to the 
success of strategic attack (SA).  Unity of effort is key to the success of SA 
operations and can only be achieved through command and control 
arrangements that ensure unity of command.  The commander, Air Force forces 
(COMAFFOR) or joint force air component commander (JFACC) should be the 
supported commander for SA operations who, in turn, supports the achievement of the 
joint force commander’s (JFC) objectives.  The concept of centralized control and 
decentralized execution of air and space forces is vital to effective SA because the 
synergy of all applied force elements is needed to debilitate the adversary’s willingness 
and capability to wage war.  The fragmented air command structure used during the 
Vietnam War proved that piecemeal application of force by the various Air Force and 
other Service force elements dilutes the effectiveness of an operation and often serves 
to extend an operation without achieving US national or military objectives.  
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The air operations center (AOC) 
integrates all air, space, and 
cyberspace operations into a 

seamless whole based on the joint 
force commander’s guidance. 

 
CENTRALIZED CONTROL AND DECENTRALIZED EXECUTION 

Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Two tenets of airpower that drive the discussion of how to achieve unity of command for 
air, space, and cyberspace forces are flexibility and versatility.  They are also keys to 
ensuring unity of effort of  strategic air operations.  Flexibility allows airpower to be 
applied to multiple missions and tasks often with little, if any, weapons or systems 
modifications.  Even with this inherent flexibility, however, there is rarely enough 
airpower available to satisfy all demands.  The versatility is derived from the fact that it 
can be employed to create effects at the strategic, operational, and tactical levels.  
Centralized control of resources maximizes airpower’s potential by emphasizing the 
integration of limited air, space, and cyberspace resources during planning for 
operations.  It also minimizes undue dissipation and fragmentation of effort and ensures 
coherence and focus on essential national or theater objectives.  Because no single 
commander can personally direct all the detailed actions of a typical complement of 
forces, decentralized execution of missions and tasks is usually necessary and is 
accomplished by delegating appropriate authority for execution.  As a rule, centralized 
control of operations ensures effective employment of limited assets, while 
decentralized execution allows tactical adaptation and accommodates the components’ 
different employment concepts and procedures in a joint environment. 

However, the nature of strategic attack 
(SA) operations may require increased 
direct influence in execution.  Centralized 
control, to focus the effective capabilities 
against desired tasks, and decentralized 
execution, to give tactical commanders 
the ability to fight in the most effective 
way, continue to be the preferred 
methods to employ airpower.  SA 
operations, however, may require very 
precise timing and highly focused actions 
based upon rapidly changing intelligence. 
In these circumstances, increased direct 
influence into tactical-level execution of 
SA missions may be appropriate.  
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Nevertheless, centralized control and decentralized execution remain fundamental 
tenets of airpower employment.  Commanders should continue to push decision-making 
authority to the lowest practical and appropriate level. 
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COMMAND RELATIONSHIPS 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Strategic attack (SA) is employed in a joint construct in a unified command structure 
under the authority of combatant commander (CCDR) tasked at the direction of the 
President and Secretary of Defense (SecDef).  In this context, air forces organize, train, 
equip, and plan as an integral element of a joint or multinational force.  However, the air 
component can be employed independently of the surface components in a joint force 
to help a joint force commander (JFC) achieve objectives.  This is particularly true for 
operations with strategic objectives that require direct attack.  The criteria to attack 
using airpower independent of surface components of the joint force depend on the 
expected effectiveness and availability of capabilities appropriate to creating the desired 
effects.  In most instances, deep-ranging Air Force forces would be employed in 
conjunction with other component air elements of the joint force. 

The command relations described in Joint Publication (JP) 1, Doctrine for the Armed 
Forces of the United States and Volume 3, Organization and Command apply when 
conducting SA.  If air, space, and cyberspace forces comprise the preponderance of SA 
capability, the joint force air component commander (JFACC) should be the supported 
commander for SA operations.  In other instances, the JFC or CCDR may wish to retain 
direct control of SA operations in order to integrate the efforts of all participating 
components and agencies. 

US Strategic Command (USSTRATCOM) creates global attack plans (both nuclear and 
non-nuclear) based on guidance from the President and SecDef and designates 
appropriate assets to achieve desired effects.  Under these circumstances, the CCDR 
(theater or USSTRATCOM) may opt to form a single-Service task force.  This task force 
maintains a command and control (C2) system designed to quickly disseminate 
posturing and execution orders from the President and SecDef to the forces in the field.  
During operations in support of a geographic CCDR, USSTRATCOM will coordinate 
strikes with the affected CCDR. However, USSTRATCOM may relinquish operational 
control (OPCON) or tactical control (TACON) of these forces to the supported 
commander if directed by the President or SecDef. 

Some assets critical to effective SA may operate from other combatant commanders’ 
areas of responsibility (AORs).  OPCON of SA assets operating from the continental US 
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(CONUS) or stationed in another AOR outside the theater of operations, may transfer to 
the supported JFC.  For instance, in Operation IRAQI FREEDOM, B-2s launching from 
CONUS and B-52s launching from Europe were employed in US Central Command’s 
(USCENTCOM’s) AOR.  These forces were attached with specification of OPCON to 
Commander, USCENTCOM who, in turn, delegated OPCON to Commander, US 
Central Command Air Forces (AFCENT).  Circumstances may require other 
arrangements, but these arrangements should be worked out as far in advance and in 
as much detail as possible to avoid confusion.  See AFD Vol. 3 for more specific 
guidance on command relationships. 

Special operations forces (SOF) offer a unique set of capabilities that may be leveraged 
to support SA.  SOF may conduct SA unilaterally, or in conjunction with other forces, but 
they normally do not fall under the OPCON of the air component.  SOF airpower assets 
may require air component support to conduct their missions and in some instances 
SOF ground personnel may require air component close air support or air interdiction.  
They may also enable other components to perform SA through special reconnaissance 
(SR) or other operations objective.  As an example, during Operation DESERT STORM, 
SOF directed coalition aircraft to targets as part of SCUD-hunting efforts.  During 
Operations ENDURING FREEDOM and IRAQI FREEDOM, similar operations were 
conducted to target Taliban, al Qaeda, and Iraqi leadership. 

When air operations constitute the bulk of SA capability, the JFC will normally 
task the JFACC, as a supported commander, to conduct such operations.  Acting 
in this capacity, the JFACC can assess the effects required, define the objectives to be 
achieved, designate targets to be attacked, integrate air operations and allocate air, 
space, and cyberspace resources to achieve the desired effects and objectives.  
Centralized control and decentralized execution maximizes the synergy between SA 
and other forms of military power in achieving national and theater objectives. 
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STRATEGIC ATTACK PLANNING AND ASSESSMENT 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Strategic attack (SA) should be a key element of any warfighting strategy.  It has been a 
major element of every conflict the United States has engaged in since WW II and has 
enhanced or decisively shaped many of them.  This powerful weapon in the joint force 
commander’s (JFC) arsenal cannot be employed effectively if it is not well understood.  
At the tactical level—to aviators in the cockpit—SA missions look very much like any 
other force application mission, and this may incline strategists at the operational level 
to treat them as such.  However, there are significant differences between SA and 
counterforce missions, especially in terms of planning and assessment. 

Planning and assessment are combined in this chapter because many of the 
considerations that govern the former apply to the latter as well.  As part of an effects-
based approach to operations (EBAO), they form a seamless whole with employment 
(covered in Employment Considerations) in the context of an overall strategy.  Planning 
before operations will obviously be separated in time from employment and 
assessment, but many of the factors that guide them are the same and should be 
considered during planning.  Once an operation’s battle rhythm has begun, the three 
operate together as part of an ongoing cycle. 
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PLANNING FOR STRATEGIC ATTACK 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Strategic attack (SA) planning requires understanding not only of the strategic level of 
warfare, where the effects of SA are manifested, but also of the operational level of war, 
because it is at this level the planning, conduct, control, and sustainment of SA occur.  
Hence, planning should take place within the overall context of campaign planning.   

The commander, Air Force forces (COMAFFOR) should provide the joint force 
commander (JFC) with SA options early in the planning process.  Even though SA 
is a function often carried out by Air Force forces, it is vital that it be understood and 
accepted at the JFC or combatant commander (CCDR) level during course of action 
(COA) development and before component planning starts and before COAs are 
developed.  To be used effectively, SA should be integrated and sequenced with other 
instruments of national power (IOPs).  For example, some forms of coercive diplomacy 
may require that political actions be carefully synchronized with military actions in order 
to credibly convey a threat of force or an appropriate sense of urgency.  SA during 
LINEBACKER II in Vietnam was carefully orchestrated with diplomatic overtures to 
North Vietnam, the Soviet Union, and China, which combined to coerce a peace 
settlement with terms acceptable to the US.  Other situations may require the careful 
integration of informational or economic efforts as well. 

Once planning for an operation is initiated, the JFC’s strategic estimate constitutes the 
“first look” at military objectives, the strategic environment, the threat, and possible 
alternative COAs.  This is when a COA featuring SA, whether stand-alone or in a 
complementary role, should be introduced.  The COMAFFOR, as the component 
commander possessing the preponderance of capability, should recommend SA as an 
option at this stage, even though taskings to the components have not yet been 
formalized. 

Analysis usually contained in the strategic estimate can be vital for effective SA 
operations.  The estimate should include an evaluation of enemy leadership (in 
particular its underlying psychology and motivations), governing mechanisms, 
bureaucratic politics, and political vulnerabilities.  Enemy leadership is usually the 
“target audience” (if not the outright target) for SA and so it is vital to understand how 
the leadership thinks, gathers or disseminates information and what underlies its choice 
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of COAs.  The estimate may also be the only place where strategic centers of gravity 
(COG), the focus of SA, are defined.  Analysis of leadership in the estimate is critical 
because some aspect of the leadership most often comprises a strategic COG.  Even if 
leadership is not the sole COG, its connectivity and relationship to others shape how 
other COGs are affected.  Proper strategic-level causal linkage analysis is a critical part 
of strategic attack planning. 
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STRATEGIC ATTACK IN AIR OPERATIONS PLANNING 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Planners formulate courses of action (COA) for the commander, Air Force forces 
(COMAFFOR) or joint force air component commander (JFACC) to recommend to the 
joint force commander (JFC) through the joint operation planning process for air 
(JOPPA) which is the air component portion of the joint operation planning process 
(JOPP).  The JOPPA culminates in production of the joint air operations plan (JAOP), 
which details how air and space efforts will accomplish or support the JFC’s overall 
objectives.  The JOPPA consists of the following stages, which mirror the stages of the 
JOPP: Initiation, mission analysis, COA development, COA analysis and wargaming , 
COA comparison, COA approval, and plan or order development.  The following 
discussion highlights considerations specific to planning strategic attack (SA) within the 
JOPPA. 

Initiation  

Planning begins when an appropriate authority recognizes potential for military 
capability to be employed in response to a potential or actual crisis and initiates strategy 
creation and operational design.  For the JFACC, that authority is usually the JFC, but in 
the case of SA, its use may be ordered and authorized directly by national-level 
authorities (the Secretary of Defense [SecDef] and the President), because of the 
political sensitivity of targets and targeted locations in some cases. 

Mission Analysis 

The mission analysis portion of the JOPPA establishes the purpose of the operation and 
broad guidance for its conduct, usually expressed in terms of a commander’s mission 
statement.  This stage is also where joint intelligence preparation of the operational 
environment (JIPOE) begins if has not already begun.  A thorough understanding of the 
adversary, the adversary’s centers of gravity (COGs) and critical infrastructure and 
support mechanisms is critical.  Thoroughly understanding when, where, and how to 
attack the adversary’s military targets is essential to achieving military objectives.  
Further, understanding the historical, cultural and economic sensitivities is critical for 
justifying the use of force and gaining the support (or at least the acquiescence) of the 
target audience. The figure titled Joint Operation Planning Processes illustrates the 
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Joint Operation Planning Processes 

JOPP, JOPPA, and other processes governing employment of forces that are related to 
them. 

 
Objectives and Intent.  Determining the purpose of the operation and its desired 
outcome—establishing the objectives and end state—is the most important part of 
mission analysis.  Effective use of SA requires clear, attainable, relevant, and 
decisive objectives.  It also requires clear definition of the commander’s criteria 
for the operation’s overall success—a logical and achievable end state. 
 
Clear understanding of the commander’s intent, which consists of the end state, 
objectives, and a comprehensive method for accomplishing them, is especially critical 
for SA operations. This is greater than for many other forms of force application, which 
primarily engage enemy fielded forces.  Most counterforce applications seek to achieve 
strategic objectives through accumulation of tactical- and operational-level effects 
against enemy fielded forces.  Since the defeat of fielded forces will usually aid 
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achievement of strategic-level objectives, efforts against these forces may still be of 
value even if strategic objectives are not clearly developed.  This is not so with SA.  
Unclear or unattainable objectives will lead to ineffective operations.  This is especially 
so when SA is used in concert with other instruments of national power such as 
diplomacy.  Objectives that were unclear and unattainable within the context of enemy 
motivations (e.g., “our objective is to create conditions for a favorable settlement by 
demonstrating to the VC [Viet Cong] / DRV [Democratic Republic of Vietnam] that the 
odds are against their winning”1) contributed to failure of the SA portion of Operation 
ROLLING THUNDER in Vietnam.  Even though closely coordinated with diplomatic 
efforts, the 1966-67 bombing accomplished no effects that contributed to attainment of 
national objectives and sent confusing signals to the enemy, the enemy’s allies, and the 
rest of the world, and emboldened the North Vietnamese to expand their involvement in 
the insurgent struggle in South Vietnam.  

JIPOE.  Successful SA operations place unique demands on intelligence professionals 
involved in planning them.  “Traditional” intelligence methods are well suited to 
estimating the strength and disposition of enemy forces.  Even the intent of the enemy’s 
military forces can usually be surmised from their overt actions.  As planning 
progresses, the effects of force-on-force engagement are relatively easy to estimate, 
since cause and effect relationships are generally straightforward and well understood, 
and measures of effectiveness (MOEs) are easy to derive, especially if attrition-based. 

This may not be the case with SA, which requires clear and in-depth understanding of 
two vital areas beyond those traditionally focused on during JIPOE.  The first is how the 
enemy functions as a system—how the various components of their state, group, or 
entity interact and support one another; which functions are key to sustaining other 
functions; what processes are required to keep the system running; and so on.  Those 
components or processes that enable many other components of the system to function 
are often the most lucrative targets, as transportation and oil were during the strategic 
bombing campaign of WW II II.  Enemy leadership is always such a component and, by 
definition, is always in some way a target of SA. 

The second vital JIPOE requirement is to understand the causal linkages between 
actions and effects.  As stated before, the effects of SA are almost always indirect—
there is some intervening mechanism (often there are several) between the direct 
effects of attack and the ultimate outcome.  This means that some thought must be put 
into determining these mechanisms or causal linkages—in thinking through the likely 

                                                           
1 Memorandum from SecDef McNamara to President Johnson, “Program of expanded military and political moves 
with respect to Vietnam,” in Foreign Relations of the United States, 1964-1968; Vol. III, Vietnam, June-December 
1965, Document 38; at http://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1964-68v03/d38.  

29

https://doctrine.af.mil/download.jsp?filename=3-0-D27-OPS-Assessment-Measure.pdf
https://doctrine.af.mil/download.jsp?filename=3-0-D19-OPS-Effects-Based-Plan.pdf
https://doctrine.af.mil/download.jsp?filename=3-0-D19-OPS-Effects-Based-Plan.pdf
https://doctrine.af.mil/download.jsp?filename=3-0-D19-OPS-Effects-Based-Plan.pdf
http://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1964-68v03/d38


consequences of attacks beyond the immediate damage caused by bombs (or missiles, 
SOF actions, computer network attack, etc.).   

Deriving such intelligence and analyzing it properly are not easy tasks.  In-theater 
intelligence and assessment resources are geared to give limited target systems 
analyses, but are probably not sufficient for the kind of in-depth understanding 
necessary for successful SA.  Planners can obtain assistance from organizations 
outside the theater (like the Joint Warfare Analysis Center [JWAC]) or outside the 
Department of Defense (DOD) (like the Central Intelligence Agency [CIA]), and may 
even require insight from intelligence assets of foreign governments.  These agencies 
should know what is required of them and working relationships should be built before 
operations begin.  In many cases appropriate access will require coordination above the 
JFC level.  

COA Development  

Situation Development.  This phase of planning begins with a crucial refinement of the 
ongoing JIPOE process.  Compelling an enemy to do our will requires denying them 
those things they need to continue the fight or placing at risk those things they value—
we must critically weaken their sources of power.  Thus we must understand what their 
sources of power are and where those sources are, or can be made, critically 
vulnerable and where decisive points for attack are.  This may be accomplished through 
COG analysis. 

Center of Gravity Analysis.  A COG is a source of power that provides some entity its 
moral strength, freedom of action, or will to act.  In the context of SA against enemy 
systems (nation, alliance, or other group), COGs are focal points that hold a system or 
structure together and draw power from a variety of sources and provide purpose and 
direction to that system.  In practical terms COGs can be thought of as balance points, 
focal points, or leverage points that, if have appropriate action taken against them, will 
have a greater effect on the overall system that has been targeted.  They provide a 
means of relating critical system elements to those that are vulnerable—determining 
critical vulnerabilities.  Critical vulnerabilities will have decisive points within them; 
attacking these will critically affect the COG and confer decisive advantage for friendly 
commanders. 

COGs differ from operation to operation.  In the case of a major campaign against an 
industrialized opponent, the adversary’s war sustaining resources may constitute a 
COG and its critical vulnerability may be the transportation system that serves all of its 
elements.  Decisive points may be nodes within that system.  This was the case in  
WW II in Europe, for instance.  In the case of stability operations, the leadership of an 
adversary terrorist network may be the COG and the means of affecting it may be 
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cyberspace operations based SA against its means of financial support, which may 
have decisive points vulnerable to cyber attack.  Some aspect of the adversary’s 
leadership will likely form a COG regardless of the type of conflict, even though the 
means of affecting it may change from situation to situation. 

Affecting the appropriate COGs in the right way should have the most decisive effect on 
a conflict.  A number of tools and models exist to aid planners in analyzing COGs and 
how to best attack them.  Regardless of the analysis method used, opportunities exist to 
achieve physical and coercive effects that are well out of proportion to the effort and 
resources required to accomplish the attacks.  Identifying these opportunities requires 
sophisticated analysis of a specific system’s COGs which gives a broad view of those 
parts of the enemy’s system that friendly action should orient upon. 

One of the key insights of the systems approach is that it emphasizes the vulnerability 
of complex adaptive systems to attacks upon the linkages and interrelationships among 
components.  In many cases, it may be beneficial to strike at a COG through parallel 
attack.  This may synergistically place greater stress on the COG than sequential or 
serial attack could alone.  Allied attacks against the German rail network accomplished 
this effect during the last ten months of WW II.  Allied bombers struck rail yards, while 
near-parallel attacks by medium altitude bombers and fighters destroyed rolling stock 
and rail track away from cities.  These efforts crippled a system the Germans relied 
upon for freedom of action. 

Another technique involves affecting target systems so as to expose new, more 
accessible vulnerabilities.  During Operation DESERT STORM, coalition forces disabled 
a key portion of the fiber optic network in the Iraqi communication system in order to 
force reliance on more exploitable forms, such as ultrahigh frequency radios. 

COA Development, Analysis and Wargaming, Comparison, and Approval 

Subsequent phases of the JOPPA involve the development, analysis, comparison, and 
selection of COAs.  COAs address who, what, when, where, how, and why joint air 
operations are to be conducted, including objectives, forces required, and concepts for 
projecting, employing, and sustaining those forces.  In many cases SA will form part of a 
larger COA or set of COAs, complementing efforts against fielded forces and action by 
nonmilitary elements of national power, as it did in both Europe and the Pacific in WW II 
II and again in OIF.  In some cases, it may form a distinct phase, “sub-campaign,” or 
sequel within a larger conflict, as LINEBACKER II did in Vietnam or the bombing of 
Serbia did in OAF as sequels to their original campaign plans.  In other cases, it may be 
employed in an independent COA, an alternative to force-on-force engagement.  
Finally, SAs may be employed separately to accomplish very specific purposes, as in 
Doolittle’s raid on Tokyo, US and British strikes on Rome in 1943 (helping bring about 
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Italian surrender), or Israel’s attack on Iraq’s Osiraq nuclear reactor in 1981.  
Regardless of how large or small a part of the joint campaign, however, planners should 
develop and validate a concept of operations for SA, just as they do for counterforce 
applications. 

When developing COAs, planners should think through the causal links between an 
affected system or target and the achievement of objectives.  This is not easy—it is 
much more art than science.  These links almost always involve subjective judgments 
about the nature of the enemy and how they will react to us, especially at the very 
highest levels of the “causal chain,” where changes in actual behavior occur.  
Ultimately, COA development should discern objectives, tasks, measures, and 
indicators to create effects among adversary systems in a manner consistent with the 
commander’s assumptions, guiding strategy, and end state.   In doing so, the campaign 
transitions from merely dismantling the systems studied in the COG analysis phase to 
creating appropriate effects at the right time in the proper location.  Sorting out the 
linkages will probably require assistance from sources outside the theater and insight 
from sources with deep knowledge of the enemy.  Automated tools may someday help 
sort through them, but such tools will only be as accurate as the underlying assumptions 
planners make concerning enemy motivations, psychology, and structure.   

Wargaming.  Planners should be aware that during the COA analysis and comparison 
phases of the JOPPA, it may be difficult to accurately wargame the effects of SA.  
Counterforce operations (e.g., counterland) are usually easier to model, since the 
effects of attrition on enemy forces are often assumed to be linear.  The effect of SA is 
most often nonlinear and simple force-on-force models are not very useful in predicting 
outcomes.  This is true even of strikes against enemy resources, due to the complex 
interactive and adaptive nature of economic activity.  It is essential that COA 
comparison and wargaming be assessed qualitatively, not just quantitatively, and 
airmen should be prepared to speak to the complex, nonlinear nature of effects on 
enemy leadership, perceptions, strategies, and systems.  A wargaming format that 
emphasizes friendly action, enemy reaction, and friendly counteraction may be best 
suited for SA planning. 

The unsuccessful Allied SA effort against the German ball bearing industry during the 
Combined Bomber Offensive in WW II offers an excellent illustration of difficulties 
involved in determining and modeling (or wargaming) causal linkages.  Operations 
analysis revealed that ball bearings represented a critical potential bottleneck in 
German war production.  Virtually all German manufactured machinery used them, and 
over half of all those used were manufactured at a single plant in Schweinfurt.  In 1943, 
US bombers leveled the plant, reducing German ball bearing production by 38% in one 
strike.  Unfortunately for the Allies, the Germans had anticipated such an attack and had 
laid up months of reserve stock, purchased tons more from neutral nations, begun the 
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full-scale dispersal of the industry, and researched use of a different type of bearing that 
could be used in place of ball bearings.  The Schweinfurt raid, though successful in its 
direct, tactical-level effects, ultimately failed to have the desired strategic effect on the 
Nazi war effort.  Even the opportunity costs involved in dispersing the industry and 
researching use of alternative bearings represented net improvements for the German 
war economy.  Further, the price Germany exacted for the raid (over 15% losses) forced 
Allied planners to dramatically reduce attacks on German industry until a greater degree 
of air superiority could be attained. 

Branches and Sequels.  The Schweinfurt raid points out another element critical to 
successful SA planning and COA selection: The anticipation of likely enemy responses 
to our actions.  Planners and commanders should assume the enemy is intelligent and 
adaptive; that he will develop ways to work around the damage caused to his systems, 
or find ways to deny elements of friendly strategy (especially easy to do when subjected 
to serial attacks).  We should anticipate those workarounds and build branches and 
sequels into our plans accordingly.   

Branches are options built into the basic or initial plan.  They will usually have a specific 
trigger or triggers delineated, such as a particular enemy action or success of a friendly 
operation. In terms of SA, a branch might involve shifting the COG or COGs the friendly 
effort is focused upon, opening or closing certain target systems to attack, escalating or 
de-escalating the intensity of effort.  In 1943, senior Allied leaders built the option to 
bomb Rome into plans for the invasion of Italy.  Implementation of this branch had the 
desired effects, hastening the downfall of the Mussolini government and Italian 
surrender. 

A branch may also entail a change in the way force is applied through SA.  
LINEBACKER II represented a dramatic increase in the tempo and intensity of SA 
coupled with a change in target focus, as did the last several weeks of operations during 
OAF.  Both efforts were successful.  Such branches should be planned before 
operations begin. 

Sequels are subsequent operations based on possible outcomes of current operations.  
At the operational level, campaign phases can be viewed as sequels to the basic plan.  
They usually represent larger changes in focus or emphasis than branches do.  The 
strategic bombing campaign against Germany involved several sequels—in this case 
implicit campaign phase changes—as the Germans devised workarounds to the 
damage caused by Allied bombing.  The largest was a shift in early 1944 away from 
bombing war-sustaining resources for their own sake to bombing aircraft production 
infrastructure and Berlin, which had the effect of drawing the Luftwaffe into the teeth of 
escorting Allied fighters.  SA became subordinate to a larger offensive counterair effort 
until the Luftwaffe was defeated.  Essentially, this shift represented a new phase of the 
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Allied bombing effort.  “Industrial web” bombing resumed in full force (and was much 
more effective) after defeat of the Luftwaffe, introducing another phase or sequel.  Of 
course, “reactive phasing” is not the best way to conduct operations.  Sequels in the 
form of phases should be planned for and made part of the JAOP. 

Plan and Order Development  

Air component planning culminates in production and validation of a JAOP, which 
provides general guidance and a framework for succeeding air operations directives, 
master air attack plans, air tasking orders, and similar products that direct air and space 
efforts once execution has begun.  There are a number of considerations unique to SA 
operations that planners should consider as they assemble the JAOP. 

Targeting Considerations.  As the JAOP is developed, commanders and planners 
should continually assess whether the military effects they are planning to impose are 
achievable and support the campaign’s overall objectives.  As planning progresses into 
tactical tasks and individual targets, planners sometimes have a tendency to devolve 
into “input” or “target-based” planning rather than effects-based planning.  Planners may 
begin to say, “The plan has these resources; what can we hit with them?” or “let’s hit the 
usual list of targets,” rather than determining the desired effects on the enemy system 
and then deriving resources and capabilities required to achieve those effects.  Input-
based planning often leads to logical disconnects between ends and means, such as 
military COAs that cannot achieve the overall political goals, as was the case in 
Vietnam.  Such logical disconnects may not seriously hamper efforts to defeat enemy 
fielded forces.  However, such disconnects may greatly hamper SA efforts, because 
success usually requires clear understanding of the more complex logical links between 
actions and desired effects.  The temptation to resort to an inputs-based approach often 
becomes more pronounced as planning progresses into execution and the stress of a 
daily battle rhythm.  Planners should be aware of this temptation and compensate.  
Commanders should be prepared to redirect or refocus planners if they see this 
happening.  Airmen should think effects-based if they are to successfully operate 
effects-based.   

Force Considerations.  A wide variety of tools can perform SA operations.  There is no 
such thing as an inherently “tactical” or “strategic” asset—virtually any system, 
regardless of what it is ordinarily used for, may conduct SA.  Planners should think 
broadly: many options will be available.  They should avoid resorting to a particular 
system or weapon because “that’s what we usually use.”  The desired effects should 
drive the capabilities used and the targets selected.   
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The conceptual problems in constructing an adequate 
or useful measure of military power have not yet been 
faced. Defining an adequate measure looks hard, and 
making the estimates in real situations looks even 
harder. 

 

— Andrew W. Marshall 
Director of Net Assessment,  

Office of the Secretary of Defense 
 

 

 

 

ASSESSING STRATEGIC ATTACK OPERATIONS 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Assessment is essential to successful operations in general and successful strategic 
attack (SA) in particular.  It is integral to the effects-based planning-execution-
assessment cycle from beginning to end.  Planning for it should begin long before 
forces are engaged and actual assessment efforts may continue long after a conflict 
ends.  It informs day-to-day operations once a battle rhythm is established and 
influences doctrine, strategy, and even procurement in peacetime.  Analysts involved in 
the assessment process are a vital part of US warfighting efforts.  Operational and 
campaign assessment, performed by the air component and joint force commander 
(JFC) respectively, extend analysis far beyond the tactical realm of combat assessment 
and are especially vital to SA efforts.  The focus of these must go beyond assessments 
of battle damage or weapons effectiveness to anticipatory judgments about what effects 
SA may have over the course of a campaign or a conflict.   

Nonetheless, assessment is often the most difficult part of the planning-employment-
assessment cycle to perform consistently well.  While direct physical effects normally 
provide key indicators for measuring the success or effectiveness of an operation, the 
indirect effects are most important for the SA effort and are harder to measure, relying 
on qualitative and subjective measures of effectiveness, not quantitative and empirical 
measures of performance.  This will continue to present significant challenges to 
analysts for the foreseeable future. 
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PLANNING FOR ASSESSMENT 

Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Planners, commanders, and analysts may not know the impact of strategic attacks (SA) 
immediately because SA most often works through psychological, systemic, cascading, 
or other higher-order effects.  Therefore, successful SA may depend on anticipatory 
operational and campaign assessment done as part of planning.  Accurate assessment 
provides the groundwork for analysts to determine how well the plan is developing 
during execution.  This applies even more so to SA operations. The subjective and 
sometimes tenuous linkage between cause and effect could make intermediate steps in 
the effects chain hard to detect, leading to the false impression that particular 
operations are ineffective.  As with joint intelligence preparation of the operating 
environment (JIPOE), deriving such insight is not easy and should be thoroughly 
planned for.  Planners will need help from national-level assets (many of the same used 
for “up-front” analysis) and since these resources are “low density, high demand,” 
gaining access will be much easier if coordinated early.  Planners and intelligence 
collection managers should also consider ongoing collection requirements during plan 
execution: What type of information will be needed, what assets will be needed, and 
how will these assets be controlled and sustained.  Planners should be as thorough and 
detailed when planning for assessment as when planning for any other aspect of SA. 
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REQUIREMENTS FOR ASSESSMENT 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Strategic attack (SA) is able to impose systemic, functional, and psychological effects 
that may achieve strategic objectives more directly than defeat of enemy fielded forces 
does.  Historically, the ability to measure such effects in order to gauge effectiveness 
(overall progress toward objectives) has been very limited.  Traditional assessment 
efforts were geared to analyzing the immediate, physical effects of combat: The attrition 
of enemy troops or equipment, or the damage to facilities caused directly by bombs or 
other weapons.  Planners and analysts during WW II, Vietnam, and even Operation 
DESERT STORM lacked tools with which to evaluate their progress.  Even the US 
Strategic Bombing Survey (USSBS) after WW II, as deep and comprehensive an 
analysis as has ever been done, relied on very simplistic linear measures to gauge 
economic effects of the Allied bombing effort, ignoring much beyond direct production 
figures.  This missed many of the indirect effects—military, economic, political, and 
psychological—such as the diversion of resources to air defense and the growing 
popular pressure for retaliation that led the Nazi regime to waste resources on largely 
ineffective terror weapons like the V-1 and V-2. 

In general, strategists need to know what kind of indicators can be used to determine 
progress toward achievement of particular effects and objectives.  Most of the indicators 
available are objective and quantitative; they help measure physical effects.  What is 
often most important for SA operations are subjective and qualitative indicators that help 
measure indirect effects, especially in realms like economic and psychological impact.  
These will most likely have to be derived by planners themselves, or by the analysts 
and intelligence managers assisting them.  Some easily quantifiable measures exist, but 
they may often be deceiving (like the USSBS’ production figures).  Planners may be 
tempted to use them because they are easy to obtain, but should understand their 
limitations.  Some qualitative measures may be straightforward; if enemy capitulation is 
the objective, it either happens or it doesn’t.  Most will be much less “black or white,” 
involving a range or gradation of possible effects that will be hard to measure 
objectively.  The indirect economic effects of Allied bombing during WW II II are 
examples.  So are the beneficial effects friendly actions have upon parties outside a 
conflict, like the influence NATO attacks on Serbia had in getting the Russians to coax 
Milosevic to concede during operation ALLIED FORCE (OAF).  Nonetheless, these are 
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real effects that may have a great deal more influence upon strategy and the conduct of 
operations than do more easily quantifiable effects.   

Progress toward accomplishment of even straightforward objectives like surrender can 
often be very difficult to measure.  In many cases, complex systems accumulate effects 
over time that move them toward a change in state or behavior, but may not exhibit 
indicators of change until a critical point is reached, at which time the system will fail 
catastrophically.  The point at which this “catastrophe” will occur is often impossible to 
predict reliably.  This was the case with the final deterioration of the German war 
economy in early 1945, the sudden and unexpected collapse of the Soviet Union in 
1991, and the rapid collapse of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan during OEF.  This 
unpredictability may frustrate strategists and leaders as a conflict progresses and may 
translate into pressure to change courses of action (COA), refocus efforts, or divert 
resources from SA prematurely. 
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EMPLOYMENT CONSIDERATIONS 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Strategic attack (SA) may be carried out with nuclear and conventional global strike 
capabilities from all the components:  bombers, attack aircraft, special operation forces 
(SOF), ballistic and cruise missiles, information operations (IO), offensive space 
capabilities, and surface forces.  Each system or weapon has unique capabilities that 
should be exploited based on the nature of the desired effects.  Normally, Air Force 
forces will have the preponderance of capability to conduct and support SA operations. 
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CHEMICAL, BIOLOGICAL, RADIOLOGICAL, AND NUCLEAR 
WEAPONS CONSIDERATIONS 

Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Nuclear operations are a form of strategic attack (SA), authorized only by the President 
of the United States, which can produce political and psychological effects well beyond 
their actual physical effects.  The employment of nuclear weapons may lead to such 
unintended consequences as escalation of a current conflict or long-term deterioration 
of relations with other countries.  For this reason above all others, the decision whether 
or not to use, or even threaten to use, nuclear weapons will always be a political 
decision, not a military one. 

The fundamental purpose of US nuclear forces is deterrence and in that context, the US 
uses nuclear weapons every day.  Deterrence attempts to dissuade or prevent an 
adversary’s, or potential adversary’s, leadership from initiating a course of action 
contrary to our interests.  An adversary must believe the cost of aggression against the 
US, its interests, or its allies will be so high as to outweigh any possible gain.  Thus, 
deterrence attempts to maintain the status quo while ultimately influencing the state of 
mind in the adversary’s leadership to a point where the course of action is not initiated.  
Deterrence requires the US to maintain the ability to use force and the credible threat of 
the use of that force.  Without the capability and perceived will to use nuclear weapons, 
deterrence will fail.   

It is stated US policy not to employ biological or chemical weapons. Chemical, 
biological, radiological, and nuclear (CBRN) weapons have great potential for any foe 
who seeks to induce strategic effects.  For example, such weapons may be used to 
induce terror or mass dislocation, to deter a course of action (e.g., intervention), to deny 
access, to blackmail, or to enhance international prestige.  Air and space forces should 
be prepared to deter CBRN use and respond against any adversary that threatens to 
use or uses CBRN.  Preemptive SA against an adversary’s CBRN capability before it 
can be weaponized, relocated, exported, hidden, or used may be a commander’s best 
option against those threats.  The growing danger from proliferation of such weapons 
requires that air and space forces be capable of locating and attacking them with a high 
degree of accuracy, in order to ensure their destruction while minimizing collateral 
damage.   
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During the Cuban Missile Crisis [and] the Korean 
War…the possibility of nuclear use—by one side—
contributed to successful coercive diplomacy.  As 
the confrontation over Cuba unfolded, US 
intelligence informed the Kennedy administration 
that Soviet nuclear forces were in a poor state of 
preparedness and that the United States could, if 
necessary, launch a devastating first strike with a 
low probability of a robust Soviet response.  This 
dominance allowed Kennedy to stake out a 
demanding public profile; he knew that the costs of 
escalation would weigh more heavily on Moscow.  
In the Korean War, the North agreed to accept 
talks leading to the continued partition of the 
country in part because of the election of President 
Eisenhower, who threatened the use of nuclear 
weapons to end the conflict. 
 

—Daniel Byman, Matthew Waxman, and Eric Larson, 

Air Power as a Coercive Instrument 

 

The potential for catastrophic collateral damage is a particularly important concern when 
attacking such weapons directly.  If an enemy relocates CBRN weapons systems close 
to civilian population centers with the intent of shielding them from attack (a violation of 
Article 58 of Additional Protocol 1 of the Geneva Conventions), it may be politically, 
legally, or morally difficult to target them unless their use is certain and imminent.  In 
such cases, an indirect approach may be better.  Directly attacking production or 
supporting infrastructure, such as plants where nontoxic chemical precursors are made 
or key means of transportation used to move them may have the desired effects and 
achieve the objectives.  It may be necessary to use nonlethal means to force an 
adversary to move the weapons to locations where they can be safely attacked.  It may 
also be safest to degrade or destroy some production facilities before they begin 
production, as the Israelis did against Iraq’s Osiraq nuclear reactor in 1981.  Close 
coordination of SA with information and diplomatic efforts are especially important when 
preemptive strikes against CBRN capabilities are considered, since strategies to 
publicly justify the strikes or mitigate the undesired effects of collateral damage are 
likely to play a central role in both deterring the adversary and sustaining political will for 
subsequent attacks.  Targeting decisions against potential CBRN threats involve 

significant issues under the law of war and should be assessed for compliance with 
international law, including the law of armed conflict, and relevant US treaty obligations. 
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The successful prosecution of parallel war requires more 
than compressing sequential attacks into one simultaneous 
attack.  Parallel war exploits three dimensions—time, space, 
and levels of war.  In the opening hours of the Gulf War, all 
three dimensions were exploited: 

• Time—within the first 90 minutes over 50 separate 
targets were on the master attack plan.  Within the first 24 
hours, over 150 separate targets were designated for 
attack. 

• Space—the entire breadth and depth of Iraq was 
subjected to attack.  No system critical to the enemy 
escaped targeting because of distance. 

• Levels of war—national leadership facilities (strategic level), Iraqi air defense and 
Army operation centers (operational level), and Iraqi deployed fighting units—air, 
land, and sea (tactical level)—came under attack simultaneously. 

 

—Maj Gen David A. Deptula, 

Effects-based Operations:  Change in the Nature of Warfare 

 

 

 
ELEMENTS OF EFFECTIVE EMPLOYMENT 

Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Parallel versus Sequential Operations  

Strategic attack (SA) is normally most effective when employed using parallel 
operations.  Strikes on centers of gravity (COG) are almost always necessary, but a 
parallel approach—simultaneously striking a wide array of targets chosen to cause 
maximum shock effects across an enemy system—limits an adversary’s ability to adapt 
and react and thus places the most stress on the system as a whole.  This may offer the 
best opportunity to trigger system-wide shock, thus inducing paralysis or collapse.  The 
object is to effectively control the opponent’s strategic activity through rapid decisive 

operations.  Even when this is not fully realized, parallel attack should work 
synergistically with other actions to cause favorable changes in enemy behavior. 
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Examples of successful parallel attack at the operational level abound.  Coalition forces 
effectively destroyed Iraqi ground resistance using this approach during Operation 
DESERT STORM and Operation IRAQI FORCE (OIF).  The Israelis used similar 
methods to achieve similar results against Arab armies in the 1956 and 1967 wars, and 
the Egyptians achieved it at the tactical level against the Israeli Bar-Lev defensive line in 
1973.  While the theoretical ideal of complete paralysis was not achieved in any of these 
instances, enemy forces were still prevented from functioning as coherent systems 
through the mechanism of parallel attack.  SA aims at similar effects upon an enemy 
system as a whole.  The Allies sought such effects against Germany during World War 
(WW) II’s allied bombing effort, enjoying success during the last ten months of the war 
in Europe, when near-parallel and unrelenting attack on Germany’s transportation 
network became feasible on a large scale.  Coalition bombing during Operation 
DESERT STORM also approached this result, but the effect was fleeting and did not 
prevent the Iraqis from taking action such as launching the SCUD campaign against 
Israel.  Similar bombing in OIF may have been more effective if it worked synergistically 
with parallel attacks against Iraqi fielded forces to ensure swift victory.  While not 
foolproof, a parallel approach may hold the best prospect of causing cascading changes 
throughout an enemy system.   

In some circumstances, parallel operations may not be possible or desirable.  Typically, 
political or resource constraints are what preclude the use of parallel operations.  In 
these cases, attacks should be conducted so that the resulting effects attain the 
objectives in priority order.  When employed this way, much of the mass and shock 
effect of air and space power may be compromised. 

One of the highest-priority enabling objectives for air commanders will always be to gain 
the degree of air superiority needed to make other operations possible.  Developments 
in air defense technology may necessitate devoting a substantial weight of effort to 
obtaining air superiority.   The employment of stealth assets may reduce the weight of 
effort required.  This should be done in concert with (and sometimes before) SA 
operations are commenced if there is a significant risk of losing the assets employed. 
The US found this was necessary during WW II, having lost thousands of bombers in 
attacks against the heart of Europe before switching focus to defeat of the Luftwaffe in 
early 1944.  The effectiveness of Allied bombing improved remarkably after this was 
accomplished.  The Israelis also found it necessary to neutralize the Egyptian ground-
based air defense system before their air force could operate effectively during the 1973 
Yom Kippur War. 

It is possible to combine parallel and sequential attack strategies.  Such a combination 
recognizes those cases where constraints and restraints may limit the ability to carry out 
simultaneous attacks, but incorporates as many of the advantages of parallel attack as 
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possible.  In combined parallel and sequential operations, high priority objectives are 
the focus of airpower’s initial effort.  At phase points, the campaign can be expanded to 
incorporate additional objectives, while continuing to ensure the previous requirements 
are met.  For example, the first air component objectives might be to isolate national 
leadership; destroy chemical, biological, radiological, and nuclear (CBRN) and the 
means of delivery; achieve air, space, and cyberspace superiority; and destroy certain 
command and control (C2) capabilities.  Once these objectives have been met, air 
component operations could then expand to incorporate additional objectives, such as 
disruption of national fuel stocks, electric power, and transportation systems, or 
dislocation of enemy fielded forces.  In effect, this was the approach adopted in 
Operation DESERT STORM, although the first “phases” were completed much faster 
than originally planned.  The joint force air component commander (JFACC) can tailor a 
campaign in this manner to a level that maximizes intensity but maintains focus and 
enhances control.  A phased strategy, with varying operational intensity, may also be 
forced on commanders by external constraints, as occurred in Operation ALLIED 
FORCE (OAF). 

Coercion 

Coercion is a concerted effort to modify an adversary’s behavior by manipulating the 
actual or perceived costs and benefits of continuing or refusing to pursue a certain 
course of action.  A coercive strategy may involve one or more of several potentially 
overlapping mechanisms to include denial, decapitation, power base erosion, unrest 
and weakening. 

The mechanism by which SA can most effectively coerce the enemy is through denial, 
whereby it threatens the enemy with defeat or prevents it from achieving its military 
objectives.  In this way, denial seeks to change enemy behavior by hindering or 
destroying his capability to fight.  Denial can be implemented in two ways; counterforce 
or counter-strategy.  Counterforce reduces the enemy’s capability to carry out its 
intended actions by affecting its ability to fight while counter-strategy seeks to convince 
the enemy that its actions will not succeed, instilling a sense of hopelessness.  Denial 
convinces the enemy that defeat is inevitable and that it would be more prudent to 
capitulate sooner rather than later.  In other cases, denial induces strategic paralysis 
within entire enemy systems, thus rendering effective resistance impossible, i.e., 
denying the enemy the ability to act at least temporarily.  The Allied bombing effort and 
Pacific bombing campaigns that targeted German and Japanese industrial resources 
and the coalition strategic air effort against the Iraqi regime during Operation DESERT 
STORM and OIF are examples of this kind of denial.   

Decapitation threatens the enemy’s military and national leadership.  Attacking the 
military chain of command via counter-control decapitation supports denial by rendering 
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enemy C2 ineffective.  Attacking national leadership via counter-regime decapitation 
supports power base erosion by putting at risk the regime’s ability to maintain power.  
Enemy regimes either comply with the coercer’s demands or risk removal from power. 
SA has been used extensively for both types of decapitation.  The “opening shot” of OIF 
was a counter-regime attempt to kill Saddam Hussein with a bomb.  Although 
unsuccessful in its intended direct effect, it still sent a message to Hussein and other 
Iraqi leaders that their regime was at risk.  The extensive campaign against terrorist 
leaders since 2001 using remotely piloted vehicles (RPVs) is to some extent counter-
“regime,” but is primarily counter-control, in order to prevent future acts of terrorism 
around the world. 

Power base erosion is tied to decapitation and involves threatening a regime’s 
relationship with its key supporters.  SA can accomplish this by using air strikes to turn 
elites against a regime or foster concern among key decision-makers.  This mechanism 
can backfire, however.  For example, in Operation EL DORADO CANYON, US air 
strikes on Moammar Qhaddafi’s command centers, a naval special operations training 
school, a military portion of the Tripoli airport, and barracks of elite troops did not have 
one of their intended effects―provoking the Libyan military to overthrow his regime.  
Instead, the raids appeared to strengthen Qaddafi vis-à-vis his rivals. More recently, 
however, NATO SA strikes and direct support for rebel troops did succeed in toppling 
Qhaddafi, giving a successful example of SA used for power base erosion and showing 
the value of counterforce attacks and SA working in synergy to help topple a regime. 

Finally, SA of valid military objectives can have the coercive effect of creating unrest 
among an enemy’s population and/or weakening of the enemy’s infrastructure.  These 
mechanisms are aimed at impacting the enemy’s popular will or perception.  In the past, 
these mechanisms have involved directly targeting civilian populations to increase 
disaffection and pressure the adversary leadership to accept the demands of the 
coercer.  However, the legality and morality of directly attacking an enemy’s civilian 
populace is at best questionable, and in most cases is against the Law of Armed 
Conflict (LOAC).  The US remains committed to these laws and principles that support 
them.  Additionally, historical evidence suggests that strategies directed against an 
enemy’s population seldom succeed. Now, however, with the advent of precision 
weaponry, the US is capable of carefully regulating the destructive effects of SA thereby 
minimizing collateral damage.  This capability enables the US to use these coercive 
mechanisms in a way that complies with the LOAC.  

Early attempts to coerce the enemy through SA had a mixed record of success.  In the 
Korean War, the “strategic” air effort against the North’s resources was unsuccessful, 
however, North Korean concerns that we would escalate by using nuclear weapons 
helped bring about a permanent cease-fire.  Initial SA efforts in Vietnam also failed due 
to a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature and motivation of the enemy.  
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Nevertheless, LINEBACKER II did aid in persuading the North Vietnamese to accept a 
limited settlement that permitted US withdrawal from the war.  The advent of precision 
weaponry and stealth, however, enables a more discriminate use of airpower, improving 
SA’s coercive ability.  In fact, coercive use of SA proved indispensable to success in 
Operation DELIBERATE FORCE (ODF) and Operation ALLIED FORCE (OAF).    

Past operations have shown that successful coercion with airpower is a product of one 
or more of the following factors: 

 Escalation Dominance.  Escalation dominance is the ability to increase the 
enemy’s costs of defiance while denying them the opportunity to neutralize those 
costs or counter-escalate.  Nuclear retaliation remains the ultimate form of 
escalation dominance and its threat is still valuable in deterring an adversary’s use 
of CBRN, but many non-nuclear applications of SA offer options as well.  The 
credible threat of a major increase in the tempo or destructiveness of bombing may 
be effective, as may a change in intended effects: Switching from attacks on purely 
military targets to attacks on dual-use infrastructure (civilian infrastructure supporting 
military functions).  Both of these proved effective during OAF.  Escalation 
dominance should be planned through the full spectrum of actions and counter-
actions in the conflict.  Effective use requires a clear understanding of the desired 
friendly political and military end state. 
 

 Defeating the Enemy’s Strategy.  SA can accomplish this in a variety of ways.  
One of the most obvious, deterring or denying use of CBRN, may be accomplished 
through threat of nuclear retaliation or by limited or threatened conventional attacks 
on production and delivery systems.  Direct strikes against enemy leadership (as in 
OEF), or its connectivity to instruments of national power (such as control links to 
fielded forces, as in Operation DESERT STORM), can remove strategic options.  
Effects of the latter sort may be difficult to achieve with SA alone, however. 
 

 Magnifying Threats from Third Parties.  In many cases, threats to a hostile regime 
from third-party sources, such as internal dissidents or a nation external to the 
conflict, can wield significant coercive power.  SA can contribute to such coercive 
efforts by reducing the ability of an adversary to defend against a hostile third power 
or by weakening internal control mechanisms, thus highlighting the fragility of the 
regime.   Efforts of the latter sort played a part in Saddam Hussein’s decision to 
begin his troops’ withdrawal from Kuwait during Operation DESERT STORM, and in 
Slobodan Milsoevic’s decision to come to terms with NATO during OAF.  Strikes 
against dual-use assets like electrical power, in addition to having system-wide 
denial effects, may prove effective in coercing regimes in which popular unrest is an 
issue. 
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 Credible Threat or Use of Force.  The use of SA, or the threat of its use, should be 
credible in an adversary’s mind if coercion is to be successful.  Through words and 
actions, we must be able to convey to the enemy that we can and will deliver on our 
promises.  Success hinges on the integration of physical attacks with the right 
informational, diplomatic or economic activities to demonstrate that we have both the 
will and the capability to endanger what they value.  The restricted and graduated 
nature of US SA efforts in Operation ROLLING THUNDER failed to convey to the 
North Vietnamese leadership that we intended to inflict damage meaningful enough 
to warrant even a temporary halt to their military action in South Vietnam. In 
LINEBACKER II, by contrast, the US was able to deliver a threat of retaliation with 
sufficient scope and intensity to coerce a limited settlement from North Vietnam 
  
There is a danger here: While successful threats or use of force can enhance 
credibility, unsuccessful use can as easily destroy credibility.  The “mystique” of 
certain forms of airpower (such as the B-52 bomber) helped convey the seriousness 
of US intent during the LINEBACKER operations.  On the other hand, some have 
argued that airpower “failed” in Vietnam, hurting America’s overall military credibility.  
While US failure in Vietnam was a failure of overall political and military policy, not of 
airpower alone, the perception of the “failure of airpower” in some circles led many to 
discount its capabilities as a coercive tool for a number of years.  This may have 
contributed to Saddam Hussein’s decision calculus when planning for Iraq’s invasion 
of Kuwait in 1990 (Hussein’s pre-war statements concerning US airpower lend 
credence to this idea) and contributed to the failure of American efforts to coerce 
Iraqi withdrawal from that country during Operation DESERT SHIELD. 

 Enemy Vulnerability and Susceptibility to Coercion.  Not all enemies can be 
coerced and an enemy who was successfully coerced in the past may not be 
coercible in the future.  For coercion to succeed, the enemy must not be so 
desperate or so devoted to their course of action that they are unwilling to change 
their behavior for anything short of complete subjugation.  Traditionally, parties to 
ethnic, religious, civil, or national liberation wars have been difficult to coerce.  
Coercion may still be possible in such conflicts, but it may be more difficult, take 
more time, and require more force to affect.  In general, the coercive “track record” 
of SA in Vietnam was very poor, due mainly to the implacability of enemy leadership.  
A dramatic escalation in the level of force used, however, did wring moderate 
concessions from the North Vietnamese during LINEBACKER II, albeit at a 
substantial political cost back in the US. 
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 Detailed Understanding of Enemy Leaders’ Thinking and Motivations.  This is 
necessary for most aspects of planning and executing SA, but is particularly vital for 
successful coercion.  US failure to understand North Vietnamese leadership led to 
coercion’s poor performance in that war.  Much more sophisticated appreciation of 
the enemy (for example, strike and information operations against dual-use 
commercial assets controlled by the Serbian ruling elite) enabled successful 
coercion of Slobodan Milosevic during OAF. 
 

Complementary Operations and Synergy  

While SA offers commanders independent, potentially decisive options, it is usually 
most effective when employed in conjunction with surface forces and other instruments 
of national power.  SA contributes to and benefits from the synergistic effects of other 
operations. Counterspace and information operations (IO) separate an adversary from 
indigenous or third party support, preventing enemy space or information systems from 
interfering with SA.  Surface maneuver benefits from and supports SA by creating a 
dynamic environment that the enemy must confront with degraded capabilities.  Land 
offensives create high demands upon both enemy infrastructure and fielded forces by 
speeding consumption of vital war materiel, thus potentially creating enemy critical 
vulnerabilities.  

SA may have immediate effects that enhance other operations.  For example, during 
Operation DESERT STORM, one objective was to sever Iraqi leadership’s 
communication links to its fielded forces.  The critical vulnerabilities within these links 
were the fiber optic lines that ran across the Tigris River bridges in Baghdad.  Coalition 
aircraft destroyed these bridges, crippling the Iraqi national C2 network, which greatly 
contributed to accomplishment of theater objectives against Iraqi forces in addition to 
weakening Iraqi leadership. 

Complementary operations can enhance delayed strategic effects.  Many times, 
counterforce operations can work hand-in-hand with SA to place maximum pressure on 
an enemy system.  Similarly, SA can be used to force crucial elements of enemy fielded 
forces into a conflict, where they can be destroyed by complementary counterforce 
action. 
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PITFALLS AND LIMITATIONS 
Last Updated: 12 June 2007 

Strategic attack (SA) has a proven record of success, but it has also failed in application 
in a number of cases.  Failure was generally due to poor understanding of the enemy or 
of the pitfalls inherent in a conceptually difficult form of force application.  Success 
requires careful planning; thorough, sophisticated understanding of the enemy; 
complete knowledge of one’s own capabilities, requirements, and vulnerabilities; and 
anticipation of the effects that problems like friction, incrementalism, misprioritization, 
and restraints/constraints can have on operations. 

Friction 

The workings of chance and the natural inertia that exist within any large organization, 
like a military force, play havoc in all forms of warfare.  There are, however, elements of 
Clausewitz’s concept of “friction” that uniquely influence very complex operations like 
SA.  These include, but are not limited to: 

 Imperfect Knowledge and Misunderstanding.  All forms of warfare may suffer 
from imperfect understanding of the enemy and their motivations, but SA will almost 
certainly fail if the enemy is seriously misjudged.  Such was the case in Vietnam, 
where both the military and civilian authorities misunderstood the nature of the 
conflict and the enemy’s degree of resolve. This resulted in part from “mirror-
imaging,” assuming that the enemy’s motivations and priorities are similar to our 
own.  Planners and commanders can guard against the dangers inherent in 
imperfect knowledge (but not eliminate them entirely) by trying to understand the 
conflict from the enemy’s perspective.  
  

 A “Target Servicing” or Attritional Mindset.  One of the sources of friction 
inherent in much US warfighting has been the devolution of effects-based planning 
and execution into a simplistic approach focused on attrition of enemy systems or 
the servicing of target lists.  This occurs because the latter approach is conceptually 
simpler and is easier to implement in practice.  If enemy fielded forces are the focus 
of the air and space effort, such a mindset may not significantly hamper operations, 
even though it is fundamentally a less efficient way to approach warfighting.  In SA 
operations, however, such an approach is almost always harmful.  A robust effects-

ANNEX 3-70 STRATEGIC ATTACK  
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based approach to warfighting, enforced by commanders, is the best means to avoid 
a shift to target-servicing or attrition. 
 

 Unintended Direct Effects—Collateral Damage.  US forces will always be directed 
to minimize civilian casualties and mitigate collateral damage.  First, America’s moral 
values demand it.  Second, the US is committed to adhering to the Geneva 
Conventions and other international laws and customs pertaining to the way we 
conduct war and armed conflict. Third, the goodwill of populations in countries 
whose ruling regimes we are fighting is often an important element in US strategy 
and this will be harmed by such damage.  When it does occur, it may significantly 
hamper operations, usually by making commanders or national leaders more 
cautious.   

This happened following the coalition bombing of the al Firdos command and control 
(C2) bunker in Baghdad during Operation DESERT STORM.  As a major national 
military command center, this was a legitimate and legal target for SA, but the 
unfortunate fact that the attack killed many civilians the Iraqi regime had quartered in 
its top levels harmed US efforts publicly and hampered strikes on targets near the 
center of Baghdad for the rest of the war.   

Also, while the US must fight to win, collateral damage may complicate reconstruction 
and stability operations efforts and diminish popular support for military operations, thus 
directly hampering attainment of the overall end state.  Careful planning, especially for 
intelligence collection and strategic communication requirements, and precise crafting of 
rules of engagement can mitigate some of the dangers of unintended consequences 
and collateral damage, but cannot eliminate them entirely. 

 Unintended Indirect Effects.  The cause and effect chain is usually very complex in 
SA operations and some actions will almost certainly entail consequences that 
cannot be foreseen.  These consequences can be good or bad from the friendly 
perspective, but some will inevitably hurt friendly efforts.  An example of both 
followed in the wake of the Doolittle Raid: Many indirect results of the raid were 
favorable and helped shorten the war, but the raid also provoked the Japanese into 
a major retaliatory campaign in eastern China that cost the Allies tens of thousands 
of casualties. 
 

 “Kill Chain” Considerations.  A form of friction inherent in the way US forces are 
organized and controlled may affect the prosecution of time-sensitive or fleeting 
strategic targets.  Striking such targets will likely have high-level political implications 
and therefore may require approval from the joint force commander ( JFC) or even 
the President.  The unique political nature of SA may, of necessity, add layers and 
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seams to the target approval process, which costs the executing commander time.  
Successful strikes, however, may require swift action.  This essential tension has led 
to the escape of important fleeting targets in the past. Modern communication 
technology has made it possible to compress the time required to find, fix, track, 
target, engage, and assess such targets, but has not compressed decision time 
involved in attacking them.  In fact, it may even lengthen the time required to obtain 
approval to attack politically sensitive targets.  Effective operations against such 
targets require careful planning beforehand and thorough understanding of the risks 
and consequences of ad hoc SA without careful prior coordination at all levels of 
command, and a shared view of the intent of commanders above the joint force air 
component commander’s (JFACC) level. 
 

Failure of Analysis  

 Sometimes the intelligence preparation process is simply wrong in choosing or their 
critical vulnerabilities.  Among the more famous examples is the case of early 
operations analysts choosing the German ball bearing industry as a focus for attack.  
Assuming a static, unreactive enemy is most often the cause of such analysis 
failures.  Strategists should never lose sight of the fact that the enemy is a thinking, 
adaptive agent and that war is fundamentally a contest of wills.  Wargaming friendly 
courses of action (COA) against the gamut of potential enemy COAs, a process built 
into the joint planning construct, is the best way to avoid such failures, but no 
method is foolproof.  Planners should expect that the enemy will aggressively 
attempt to defeat US SA efforts by continually adapting its defensive strategies. 
 

 History has shown that one of the most powerful methods of defeating an enemy is 
to impose shock upon them.  In many cases, the most efficient use of SA is to 
impose shock directly upon enemy leadership or upon an entire enemy system at 
the strategic level.  Such a strategy may not be appropriate for all conflicts.  
Nonetheless, in those cases where it is possible and appropriate, there may be 
pressure on commanders to employ force incrementally or sequentially, in ways that 
prevent the imposition of system-wide shock and dislocation (“gradualism”).  This 
may arise from a lack of understanding of the nature of armed conflict on the part of 
higher-level leadership (as was the case with President Johnson and Secretary of 
Defense (SecDef) McNamara during Vietnam).  It may also arise if the military 
personnel prosecuting a conflict devolve into a “target-servicing” or attritional 
mindset.  The first problem may be intractable from the commander, Air Force 
forces’ (COMAFFOR) perspective (although commanders should make the effort to 
convince those “up the chain” of the correct course of action), but the second can be 
combated with thorough planning and conscious maintenance of an effects-based 
approach throughout a conflict. 
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 Technical or physical limitations may also force incremental or sequential 

operations, as the limitations of existing weapon systems did during WW II II and 
Vietnam.  Lack of available resources may do so as well.  Planners and 
commanders must be flexible and adaptive, always prepared to seek the highest 
“payoff” for the least “cost” in operations.  The increasing sophistication of the 
planning tools used for SA may help ameliorate some of these considerations. 
 

Misprioritization 

The prioritization of SA missions versus others may create dilemmas for the JFACC as 
well as the JFC.  Air and space power is immensely flexible and capable and will always 
be pulled in different directions by competing demands.  Since SA represents the 
highest potential payoff, commanders should avoid the temptation to divert resources 
from it to service the operational- or tactical-level fight, unless it is necessary in the 
JFC’s view to affect.  Near-term parts of the fight may be more urgent, but they are not 
necessarily more important.  The temptation to divert resources may be exacerbated by 
the fact that it is sometimes difficult to perceive progress toward SA’s objectives until 
they are met.  As a general rule, SA should constitute a operation’s highest priority 
unless the JFC deems other efforts essential for attainment of the operation’s objectives 
or survival of some part of the joint force is threatened. 

Restraints and Constraints 

Commanders operate within political, legal, and diplomatic restraints and constraints 
that may force less than optimal uses of military power and should consider them during 
planning and employment.  Restraints prohibit certain actions; constraints compel them.  
Commanders should realize that political considerations may limit or meter the pace of 
a campaign, and may even dictate incremental or sequential air operations.  During 
Operation ALLIED FORCE (OAF), an early gradualistic approach to the campaign was 
a political necessity until consensus developed among NATO allies that stronger military 
force would be necessary to prevail.  Some research suggests that this benefited the 
NATO effort by affording escalation dominance.  In other cases, however, restrictions 
may hamper even combined SA and diplomatic efforts and prevent effective coercion, 
as happened during ROLLING THUNDER.   

In conducting SA, commanders are constrained under the law of war by their obligation 
to minimize enemy civilian casualties. Their need to minimize friendly combatant 
casualties is another necessary constraint.  Additionally, commanders are restrained 
from striking targets of special cultural, religious, or humanitarian significance, 
especially because they generally have no value as targets in the enemy’s system.  
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Commanders are constrained to minimize friendly combatant and enemy civilian 
casualties.  Restraint and constraint challenges include: 

 Proactively articulating how SA operations can achieve the combatant commander’s 
(CCDR’s) objectives for the existing political and diplomatic situation.  It may help to 
point out that SA often offers the least expensive alternative in terms of physical 
destruction. 

 Monitoring the political and diplomatic situation to anticipate events and 
circumstances that affect SA operations. 

 Developing and implementing proactive strategic communication operations to 
establish and maintain the credibility and legitimacy of SA options within the 
information environment. 

 Developing alternative plan branches and sequels based on probable changes in the 
political and diplomatic environment. 

Failure of Assessment 

Assessment failures can degrade effectiveness, cause unnecessary expenditure of 
resources, or even cause SA operations to fail.  Such problems most often result from a 
lack of assessment planning.  In Operation DESERT STORM, almost no assessment 
planning was done and all echelons in the process lacked trained personnel and other 
resources.  As a result, many important targets, like weapons of mass destruction 
(WMD) storage facilities and electrical system components, were struck again and 
again, long after initial precision strikes had destroyed them.  While this did not cause 
operations to fail, it did divert scarce resources from other priorities and place flyers at 
risk over well-defended targets. Robust assessment and intelligence, surveillance and 
reconnaissance collection planning are the best preventive measures. 
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