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SUMMARY

in this paper, the author examines the historical use

of surprise by the Red Army and its application as an integral

part of contemporary Soviet mili tary thought. Also discussed

is the changing balance of combat power In Europe and the

resulting increased potential for a successful Soviet/Pact

offensive in that theater. ~
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INTRODUCT ION

In 1976 and 1977 , press reports began to increasingly

reflect the concern of high ranking NATO officers with respect

to the growing Soviet capability to launch a blitzkri eg

attack into Central and Western Europe . During this sane

period , multinational studies and investigations concluded

that NATO is ill-prepared to resist such an attack .

The purpose of this pape r is to present the argument

that the element of surprise has been , is now , and will

continue to be the key to Soviet military doct -ne . On the

mode rn battlefield , the Soviets will unquestionably attemp t

to achieve surprise in orde r to gain an initial advantage

ove r their opponent . This pape r is designed to illustrate

their emphasis upon the use of surprise in their training,

doctrine , and military operations. Further , the pape r will

examine historical precedents to contemporary warfare . Soviet

perceptions of the likelihood of future opponents using

surprise are also examined. Soviet military capabilities in

Central Europe will be discussed against a background of

shortcomings and deficiencies in the forces fielded by NATO .

This discussion is presented with the objective of illustra-

ting how the military imbalance between the alliances impacts

upon the potential for the initiation of a surprise attack.

Finally, the author will present his conclusion that , in

view of Soviet capabilitie s and NATO weaknesses , a surprise

attack by Warsaw Pact forces w i f l  he the method used to initiate

hostilities in the event of ~i future Eur ’pean ~ar.



~~~~~ -~~~~~~
- 

~~~.- -~- - — 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

-

~~ 

- -

— 2 —

“Surprise lies more or less at the foundation of a l l
undertak ings , for without it superiority at the
decisive point is really not conceivable... When it
is successful to a high degree , confusion and broken
courage in the enemy ’s ranks are the consequences...”

Karl von Clausewitz

“...it is necessary to try to take the enemy by
surprise”

V.1. Lenin

“Soviet forces deployed in Eastern Europe now possess
the ability to launch a potentially devastating con-
ventional attack in Central Europe with little warning.”

Senator Sam Nunn
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RECENT SOVIET MILITARY HISTORY AND SURPRISE

The attention given by the Soviets to the element of

surprise is easil y understood if one recalls the incredible

success enjoyed by the Nazis on June 22 , 1941 , when they

launched “Operation Barb arossa” against the USSR. The Germans

executed one of the greatest large-scale surprise attacks of

all time by employing a combination of superb military planning

and deceitful diplomacy. By convincing Stalin that in no case

would Germany initiate an attack against Russia without fi rst

delivering an ultimatum , Hitler successfully caught the Sovie s

unprepared. The extent of surprise attained by the Germans can

be partiall y appreciated by reviewing the initial aircraft

losses: On the first day alone , 1 ,811 Russian aircraft were

destroyed - at least 1 ,484 on the ground. Only 35 German aircraft

were lost. This triumph of surprise was the greatest single

day ’s victory in the history of military aviation .1 Bitter

experiences such as these are not easily forgotten. The

Soviets are determined to never again be surprised on such a

scale. At the same time , the lesson of the effectiveness of

such a strike was not lost upon the Soviets. Later , during

the course of the war , they had a chance to repay the Germans

in kind on several occasions . One of the more memorable

Soviet operations was initiated on 19 Novembe r , 1942 , when

the Red Army smashed over into the offensive at Stalingrad

and proceeded , within five days , to seize a brid ge ove r the

Don and thus close a noose around 22 Ge rman divisions. The

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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Soviets had not waited for the enemy to make a fatal blunder,

but had achieved this stunning operation by activ ely protec-

ting the concept of the counteroffensive from German intel-

li gence . This was accomplished by the heavy use of camouflage ,

night movements of troops and material , and strict communi-

cations security. Final , official approval of the creation

of a new South-Western fron t was not granted by Supreme

Command General Headquarters until the end of October. Front

commanders knew of the existence of the plan but we re not

allowed to participate in its preparation . Until the first

part of November , in fact , their mission remained the defense

of Stalingrad . The chief of the General Staff issued a special

directive strictly forbidding correspondence and telephone

conversations concerning preparations for the offensive . Only

verbal orders were given . By concentrating troops in an area

opposing the Nazi Army Group Center , the Soviets forced the

Germans to shift 12 divisions away from the actual planned

main line of Soviet advance .

Soviet military historians attribute a major portion of

the success of the operation to the fact that powerful concen

trations of forces we re able to be hidden along the main line s

of advance of armies and fronts. The simultaneous breakthrough

of seven sectors of the 400 kilometer front stunned the Germans.

The degree of surprise was enhanced by the fact that among the

forces we re three tank and two mechanized corps. This allowed

rapid exploitation of early successes. Many combat operations

__________________ IT-
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conducted by the Soviets in 1941 , and 1942 , enjoyed success

due , primarily, to the achieveinentof surprise by passive

means : limited access to the concept and preparations of an

operation , extensive use of camouflage , and secre t concen-

tration of forces. During the period 1943-1945 , howeve r, the

Soviets were forced to revise their methods of operation due

to the fact that the Germans had begun to organize a deeply

eche loned defense. Breaking through such de fenses called for

concentrations of huge strike forces on narrow sectors of the

front. The problems of hiding these forces in such narrow

sectors bec -me all but imposs ib le ,and their discovery would

make Soviet intentions obvious to the Ge rmans . ln order to

achieve the necessary degree of surprise , then , the Soviets

had to moun t aggressive operatior~s to divert enemy reconnais-

sance and cause dispersal of his forces.

The Byelorussian Campaign ,conducted in the Summer-Autumn

of 1944 , was characterized by the measures used to divert the

enemy ’s attention from the Red Army ’s main thrust. On 3 May .

1944 , the General Staff ordered the Thi rd Ukrainian Front to

begin operational camouflage measures. The command showed

false concentrations of ei ght infantry and two artillery

divisions , a tank corps and logistical services. Troops

arrive d at four railway stations , emp l acements we re dug, dummy

tanks , artillery pieces , aircraft supply depots , and radio

stations we re set up. All these areas received air cover.

Eight corps of long range air assets we re ordered to support

the offensive in Byelorussia in orde r to hel p maintain the

appearance of -in act ;~~1 buil dup prior to major offensive .

-
~~-- - . .-.- ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ - -  —
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Five of six tank armies remained in their assigned areas of

opearation , and German intelligence missed the withdrawal of

the 5th Guards Tank A rmy to the zone of the Third Byelo-

russian Front. Large reconnaissance in force operations here

conducted in seven of eleven fronts. The Third Byelorussian

Front received 350-380 troop trains in 19 days . These move-

ments were made at ni ght 0~~ during periods of poor visibility.

No vehicle convoys we re allowed during dayli ght hours, and

tank and mechanized units we re held in areas located 50-100

kilome ters from the front. The charade was strengthened by the

continuation of de fensive preparations. Instructions on defensive

operations were disseminated to the troops and even newspapers

published articles on the subject. False movements of troops

and dummy equipment were made from the front to rear areas .

Commanders ’ reconnaissance was conducted in groups of 2-3 men

and the commanders we re dressed as infantry privates.

It must be noted that the Nazis did establish the numbers

of the troops in the fronts but failed to correctly assess the

Soviet reserves in depth . Even in June , when concentrations

of troops and artillery move ments we re detected , the Ge rmans

continued to believe that the main blow would be directed

elsewhere and that the Byelorussian Front was me rely a diversion .

On 23 June , 1944 , the Soviets struck , and the extent of

the surprise can be illustrated by the fact that , a t t ~-r only

10 days , the Red Army had broken through a strategic enemy

front in a 500 km zone . They had advanced 2 5f l  km and had

- —~
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destroyed or encircled the majo rity of the German 3rd Tank

Army and the 4th and 9th Combined-Arms Armies. 3

The foregoing examples of the Soviet employment of surprise

during World War II are heavily drawn upon as examples of the

tactic to be studied by Soviet commanders. John Erickson , a

noted Western analyst of Soviet military affairs , holds the

following view : 

the Soviet Manchurian Campaign in 1945 ,
closely approaches in style and scope what the
Soviet command presently envisages in the way
of high speed ground operations ... the Far
Eastern Campaign is a much more realistic
“model” than the majority of the operations
in the European Theatre during the period
1941— 1945 .” 4

The Japanese , while expecting an attack after the Soviets

had abrogated the neutrality treaty in Apri l , 1945 , had no

inkling of when the attack would come . They began to concentrate

their forces on the most likely approache s for an attack. They

studies their maps and became convinced that the blow would

come from Mongolia.

The Soviets , meanwhile , we re determined to make a deep ,

fast moving thrust in order to cut off any escape by the

Japanese forces. The decision was made to conduct three con-

verging attacks and to employ a tank army for shock and speed.

By crossing almost 100 km of desert and a small mountain range,

this huge armored force succeeded in catching the Japanese

unaware s and unp repared.

- - - ---.- ,-— ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~ ~ ~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~ I
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Again the Soviets had proved to be masters at attaining

surprise. Even before the operation , they had taken steps to

ensure success. The Soviet Army commanders assigned to the

operation were brought into the area disguised as lowe r ranking

officers . All tickets were “sold out” at railway stations

enroute to the area of the coming battle to prevent passengers

from entraining and discovering the size of the militar y

movement in progress. Outgoing mail from troops was prohibited

and they we re not advised as to their destination . Finally,

to enhance the possibilities of achieving surprise , the month

of August - a period of heavy rains in the area - was chosen

for the attack. 5

The Soviets apparently are willing to go to any length to

gain an initial advantage in a battle. In the past this

willingness to expend great effort in orde r to create an

elaborate subterfuge or demonstration has brought them success.

There is no reason to believe that , with the addition of a

degree of sophistication , this tactic will not enjoy a measure

of success on the contemporary battlefield.

TACTICAL USE OF SURPRISE : TRAINING AND TECHNIQUES

“Only a deep knowled ge of the patterns of
combat and capabilities of combat equipment
and weapons , initiative and swiftness of
actions , and foresight into the possible
deve lopments of events permit a podrazdeleniye
commander to take full advantage of the ageless
and stronge .~t weapon for achieving victory
in combat: Surprise. ” 6

. ~~~ -. -
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The Soviets , having had no appreciable combat experience

since World War II , are forced to draw upon that war for

lessons learned and examp les of successfu l surprise tactics.

While admitting that the mode rn battlefield had greatly

changed , the Soviets apparently place great value on their

World War II experience ani continue to instruct their troops

in the methods of applying that experience . As was mentioned

earlier , from these examples Weste rn observers can gain

insight into probable tactics that will be employed by the

Soviets on the battlefields of the future .

It must be noted , howeve r , that the officers and men

receiving these historical examples also receive a warning.

They are taught to avoid the pitfall of “mechanical repetition”

of the previous methods of achieving surprise. It is pointed

out to them that the enemy has also doubtlessly studied

successful tactics of the Red A rmy of World War II and has

since developed countermeasures to them.

General-Major V.G. Reznichenko , leader of the author ’s

collective of the M.V. Frunze Militar y Academy and noted

Soviet military writer ,majntajns that achievement of surprise

depends to a high degree upon the level of training of comman-

ders. This includes their knowledge of enemy tactics , their

ability to make rapid and accurate situation assessments and

their creativeness and initiative in exploiting mistakes made

by the enemy . It is also stressed in military publications

that Sovie,t commanders must constantly and aggressively take

measure s to prevent the enemy from conducting surprise oper-

ations against them . Con tinuous reconnaissance , security,
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and combat readiness coupled with the ability to tekc immediate

countermeasures are touted as the best means of deny ing the

enemy the use of surprise .7

In “The Basic Principles of Operati onal Art and Tactics ” ,

Col. V.Y. Savkin , a widely read Soviet military authority , has

devoted considerable time and attention to the element of

surprise . He maintains that , “The experience of the last war

showed once again that , with an else being equal , surprise

combat actions make it possible to achieve the greatest results

with a minimum expenditure of forces , means , effort , and time .”8

Savkin points out that , as more mode rn means of conducting

warfare become available , the opportunities for greate r

exploitation of the surprise attack have increased. He goes

on to illustrate the differences between the World Wars in

terms of such an exploitation. As an example , a breach in the

enemy ’s defense could be exploited to a much greater degree

during the last war by rushing large armo red forces through

the break and thereby exp~nding and deepening the thrust.

(During the Firs t World War , the means to conduct such an

exploitation - large armored and mechanized forces - did not

exist.) Savkin goes on to make a point of addressing othe r

advantages to be gained in such a breakthrough by the employ-

ment of nuclear weapons. This subject will be addressed else-

where in this paper.

A recurring theme in Soviet military pub &ications

regarding surprise is the advantage s to be gained from a

- ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ - ~~~~~~~~~~ 
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sudden attack. Among those frequently listed are : immediate

and advantageous change in correlation of forces , lowering

of the enemy ’s combat capabilities , panic and loss of morale ,

loss of control and subsequent disorganization. As a p robable

result of these factors , time ly and productive countermeasure s

are difficult to execute leading to hasty, ill-conceived

attempts to regain control and freedom of action . New combat

missions hi ll be assi gned to troops under conditions dictated

by the perpetrator of the surprise attack resulting in counte r-

measures that have little chance of success.9

“The desire for surprise has begun to permeate
all decisions for the conduct of operations and
battles. In all cases , the goals pursue d by our
troops in an operation or battle , the directions
and time of attack , the composition of forces and
means to be used , and methods of operations must
be unexpected for the enemy .” 10

The Soviets obviously recognize major advances in non-

nuclear weapons development since World War II. They also

realize the potential of these weapons for delivery of sur-

prise attacks against the enemy . At the same time , however, they

understood that the chances of one side or the other keeping

these weapons secre t for any length of time are slight ,

There fore , othe r means must be explore d in addition to weapons

development to achieve surprise. One means mentioned in the

Soviet press invo lves the secre t positioning of large numbers

of forces , weapons , and equipment on selected primary axes so

as to achieve surprise by their unexpected mass employment.

Secondly , surprise may be gained through the innovative 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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and creative use of weapons systems . To be mo re accurate ,

the use of ~ weapon in a role other than that for which it

was designed. U.S. Forces in Vietnam employed this tactic by

such inoovative measures as the use of the “Dusters” and

“Quad 50” air defense weapons against troops and other ground

targets. Additional ly, it was found that the M-72 LAW anti-

tank weapon was very effective when used against snipers.

A third means of executing a surprise attack can be found

in the creative and original organizatio-n of forces for combat

tasks. Also the choice of unexpected axes of attack , massing

of forces at unlikely areas for a breakthrough , and unusual

methods of employ ing preparation fires can result in success.

Soviet military thought also subscribes to a highly

controlled system of fire . Unexpected fire preparations ,

fire traps and surprise fire strikes can have devastating

effect on the enemy , precipitating panic and loss of control

among his forces. Engineer obstacles can be used in conjunc-

tion with natural terrain features to channelize an enemy into

relatively confined areas to enhance the shock effect of such

unexpected fires.

Anothe r major theme in Soviet military publications is

the exhortation that surprise must be actively pursued.

Waiting for circumstances to present themselve s for use in

the achievement of surprise is to often lose the initiative

in a combat environment. The use of fires and obstacles , as

mentioned above , can contribute greatly to forcing the enemy

to make mistakes that can be exploited by the execution of

surprise combat operations. At the same time , commanders and

- ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
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troops are expected to be constantly alert to changes in the

situation or errors and miscalculations committed by the

enemy which may open up new options or possibilities of

striking the enemy with a surprise attack . Once surprise is

attained , resources must be fully allocated and utilized in

order to press the advantage gained.

The Soviets take note of the close relationship that

exists between the tempo of an attack and the opportunities

for achieving surprise . The speed and decisiveness of an

operation is often of more consequence than numerical supe-

riority . In other words , the hi gher the rate or tempo of

attack , the greater chance of surprising the enemy .

Another important factor to be considered when attempting

to surprise the enemy is the conduct of night operations.

Moving troops into attack positions under the cover of dark-

ness is certainly not new but , if undetected , extremely

effective when launching an attack . The defender is often

confused , has difficulty in orienting his defense , and is

forced to react to the initiative of the attacking force . By

successfully executing such a surprise night attack , inferior

forces may often seize objectives suffering only minimal

losses.

While the Soviets enjoyed great success in Manchuria

dur ing  the ra iny  season , they may be mo re prone to c o n d u c t i n g

n i g h t  a t t a c k s  ra the r than dur ing  pe r iods  of inc lemen t  w e a t h e r .

The p r i m a r y  r eason b r  t h i s  b e l i e f  is  t h a t  the same factors

i n h i b i t i n g  the de fende r ’ s a c t i o n s  w i l i  a l s o  i n h i b i t  the
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attacker. The number of offensive operations conducted during

periods of darkness by the Soviets while on maneuve r would

indicate that they plan to make use of that training if the

need arises.

THE SOVIET VIEW OF TUE ACHIEVEMENT OF SURPRISE
BY THE USE OF NUCLEAR WEAPONS

“The wide surprise employment of nuclear
weapons and the various means of delive ry
will be one of the characteristic features
of future operations and battles in a
nuclear war. The sides will attemp t to
employ this we apon agains t impor tant
objec tives at any time .” 11

Accep ting the fact that secre t ground force mobilization

presents a basic but formidable problem to be overcome by an

attacker , the Soviets have attributed no small degree of

importance to the r e l a t i o n s h i p  of nuclear weapons employment

and su rp r i se  a t t a c k . There are seve ra l  f a c to r s  tha t  def ine

the importance of t h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p :  F i r s t , t ak ing  advantage

of a n u c l e a r  s trike and the resul tant panic and confusion

of the enemy is much easier than exploiting a large-scale

surpr i se  a t t ack  executed by c o n v e n t i o n a l  f o r c e s .  Secondly ,

la rge  concent ra t ion  of forces  are o b v i a t e d  by the use of

nuc lea r  we apons and , there fore , the direction or targe t of the

a t t a c k i n g  forces  may be w i t h h e l d  f rom the enemy for  a longe r

per iod of t ime . F ina l l y ,  an i n s t a n t a n e o u s  and advan tageous

c o r r e l a t i o n  of fo rces  can be established thereby freeing assets

fo r  e m p l o y m e n t  in o t h e r  a r ea s  of the a t t a c k . 
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Keep ing in mind the virtually complete mechanization of

the Sovie t g round fo rces , it is rather apparent that they are

par ticularly well suited to exploit nuclear breakth rough tact ics

against a defending enemy . As Col . A.A. Siderenko , Doctor of

Mili tary Science and faculty membe r at the }- runze Military

Academy notes:

“The comple te motorization and hi gh
mechaniza ti on of the g round force s
provide the opportunity to exploit
the results of nuclear strikes quickly,
to a t t a c k  the enemy f rom the  march
r igh t beh ind  them , advance  s w i f t l y
in to  the depth , s h i f t i n g  e f f o r t s  f rom
one d i r ec t i on  to another  in shor t
t ime s when n e c e s s a r y ,  a c c o m p l i s h i n g
bold , close , and deep enve lopment s ,
and i n f l i c t i n g  su rp r i s e  b l o w s  on
the enemy f rom d i f f e rent  directions. 12

The Soviets  assess fore ign military thought (primarily

tha t  of U . S .  and Wes te rn  Europe) very c a r ef u l l y w i t h  the

unders t andab le  aim of t r y i n g  to a s c e r t a i n  at  which  po in t  in

comba t cer tain tac t ics are likely to be employed. Sido renko

notes that , “I t is believed (by the West) that the side which

first employs nuclear weapons with surprise can prede termine

the outcome of the battle in his favor.”13

In discussing U.S. ground force capabilities , Siderenko

gives considerable attention to nuclear artillery . His

observa tion, after considering that possible reinforcements

to the artillery assets of a U.S. division could bring the

number of 155 mm howitzers up to 116-134 nuclear delive ry

me ans , fol lows : “I t is completely obvious that the successful

conduct of the offensive is unthinkable without the timely and

hi  . — 
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dependable neutralization and destruction of these means .”14

As evidenced above , the combat task assigned great priority

by the Soviets is the d e s t r u c t i o n  of the enemy ’ s me ans of

launching a nuclear attack. This destruction is to be completed

immediately after the discove ry of the site. There is to be

no “accumulation ” of targets prior to destruction as was

practiced in World War II. The elimination of any nuclear

potent ia l  cannot be d e l a ye d .

Armo red and mechan ized  u n i t s , pos s ib ly  assisted by

airborne or airmobile elements , will be assigned the primary

responsibility of breaking through enemy defenses , locating

and destroying nuclear delive ry systems . They are to avoid

being engaged in ex tende d ba tt les and to attack si tes by

surprise , des troying we apons , crews , and means of communication

by direct fire .

The basic method for initiating an offensive in a war

conduc ted under nuclear conditions is from the march. This

allows a cer tain measure of security from nuclear weapons

attack as the forces are not concen trated in a holding area

be fore crossing the FEBA. This method also greatl y enhances

the possibility of achieving surprise .15

Some Sovie t tacticians have stated that mode rn combat

is , essen t i a l l y ,  nuclear comba t . This does not me an that

the combined arms concept has been discarded , (quite the

opposite as will late r be discussed) , but simply s tates that

the employment of nuclear weapons will play a decisive role

in combat. They also point out that the nature of combat

hIIiI,_ ~~~~~~~:... -- - 
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activity will , obviously, be change d unde r nuclear conditions.

Conventional forces are to be used in the rapid exploitation

of the aftereffects of nuclear weapon employment. Combat

tasks will be altered to accoun t for such results of a nuclear

strike as drastically reduced time needed for breakthrough .

Finally, and probably most importan t , results of a nuclear

strike will become immediately apparent and decisive .

Obviously, no one , perhaps including the Soviets them-

selves , knows at what point nuclear weapons would be employed

_in a c o n f l i c t .  I t  is noted by some observers  that  the Soviets

may subscr ibe  to the view that once the nuclear  threshold  has

been crossed , the result can only be escalation to general

nuc lea r  w a r .  I f  th i s  is , in fac t, their belief , then the

rapid increase of their conventional ground forces in Central

Europe over the past few years could be viewed as particularly

ominous. This will be discussed agains t the background of

Warsaw Pact-NATO forces capabilities in Europe .

THE CURRENT SITUATION ; SOVIET/WARSAW PACT CAPABILITIES

VERSUS US/NATO CAPABILITIES IN CENTRAL EUROPE

The discussion of the changing military balance in Europe

has been growing in intensity ove r the past two or three years

bu t came to a head in 1976. In that year , an increase in the

numberof ar ticles discussing the a~oarent shift in 
mil it ary powe r could

be noted in Western military publication s .NATO officials were

being quoted wi th some regularity on their generally pessimistic
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views with repect to the Alliance ’s capability to deal with

the increased threat. Even General Alexande r Haig, Supreme NATO

Commande r, in a speech before the U.S. Army Association in

October , 1976 , admitted to deficiencies in NATO . He discussed

shortfalls in the areas of readiness ,deployment and inter-

operability of forces and reinforcement m a  time of crisis. 17

There are of course , those that feel that the apparent

shift in military balance in Europe is neithe r of particular

consequence nor cause for alarm . The old argument of hawkish

generals pushing a parochial viewpoint designed to increase

the military budget as congressional deliberations near each

fiscal year , is a specious one at best.

In the author ’s opinion , an examination of relative

capabilities of the opposing military alliances is an integral

part of the discussion of the use of surprise. The reason is

immediately apparent: the effect of a surprise offensive

will be felt to a much greater degree by an adversary that is

not fully prepared to react to such a contingency .

In a Newsweek article describing the imbalance between

NATO and Warsaw Pact Forces , Armand Dc Borchgrave cites a

high ranking NATO official as revealing that, if the facts of

the situation were to be made public , widespread panic could

be the result.

Classified computer-aided studies reportedly show that the

state of European security is far worse than the public realizes.
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The s i t u a t i o n  is such t h a t  a NATO t ank  d i v i s i o n  commande r

has let  i t  be known t h a t  he t h i n k s  the Soviets  could  reach

the Rhine in a m a t t e r  of 48 hou r s . 18

Agains t  t h i s  background , in Octobe r and November , 1976 ,

Senators Sam Nunn and Dewey Bartlett visited top ranking

officials of NATO . The purpose of their trip was to examine

the current status of NATO in relation to the Soviet-Warsaw

Pact threat in Central Europe . Their findings , which we re

published in the Congressional Record , corroborate and , to a

degree , bring togethe r the major points of the debate on the

current NATO/Pact military balance in Europe . One of the

most importan t findings to be published , as a result of the

Nunn-Bartlett trip , is the assessment that conventional Soviet

forces now facing West Germany have the ability to launch a

surprise attack with as little as a few days warning.

The present NATO strategy is to deter Pact agression

through both nuclear and non-nuclear forces. Taking into

accoun t the apparent Soviet attitude toward use of nuclear

weapons , as was cited above , they most likely will opt for

the initiation and conduct of a non-nuclear attack . If this

should be the case , then the s t r a t egy  of “ f l e x i b l e  response”

loses c r e d i b i l i t y. , Since i t  is

e x t r e m e l y  u n l i k e l y  tha t  the wes te rn  powers would  f i r s t  employ

nuc lear  we apons.  I f  t h i s  should  prove to be the case , as many

observers  be l ieve , then NATO forces  are l e f t  w i t h  one op t ion :

_ 
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r e p e l l i n g  an a t t a c k  by means of c o n v e n t i o n al  forces  alone .

C u r r e n t  re v e l a t i o n s  and i n d i c a t i o n s  are t h a t  NATO does not

have t h i s  c a p a b i l i t y  in the  e v e n t  of l i t t l e  or no advance

w a r n i n g .

At the bas i s  of the “ f l e x i b l e  response” s t r a t e g y  l ies  th e

concept of “forward de fense” , which entails fighting a de fensive

battle as far eastward as possible on NATO territory . The N A t o

forces are committed to the “fo rward defense” doctrine .

Howeve r , in order for this doctrine to be viable and credible ,

there must be adequate forces deployed in positions to carry

it out. If an invasion is begun with little or no warnings and

the maldep loyed forces of NATO cannot reach their assigned

forward defense areas in time , the doctrine is next to useless.

In fact , unless there is enough warning for considerable re-

inforcements to be mobilized and deployed from U.S., British

and Canadian resources , the doctrine fails. As the Nunn report

states:

“It is doubtful whethe r NATO ’s present
covering forces possess sufficient fire-
power to impose a substantial delay upon
a high ly mobile armored juggernaut ,
estimated to contain as many as 58 Pact
divisions .” 19

Failure to contain or significantl y slow down the first

echelon of the invading force would have serious strateg ic

implications :

“At West Germany ’s waist , the theate r now
is barely 130 miles wide.. .. maneuve r room 

_ _ _  - _ _ _ _  
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for armies is at a p r e m i u m . . . .  most  U . S .
supp lit ’ s , including ammunition , are stored
w i t h i n  a 30 m i l e  r a d i u s  of K a i s e r s l a u t e r n .
The f i r s t  s h a r p  Soviet  su rge  cou ld  seve r
f r i e n d l y  suppl y l ines , ~. h i c h  r a d i a t e  f rom
Breme rhaven , Rotterdam , and Antwe rp , then
run closel y behind and parallel to the
prospective front.”20

Howeve r , if NATO forces we re to slow down the tempo of a

Pact blitz krieg, the situation would probably imp rove somewhat

as reinforcements were brought up. If such were to be the case

and the sides had not yet crossed the nuclear threshold , what

would the Soviets be doing ? They would also be bringing in

fresh divisions. There are approxiJnately”~)O Soviet and non-

Soviet active divisions throug hout Eastern Europe and the

Soviet Union that are i mmediately available for combat. ”

Another 90 divisions could be deployed ove r the long term ,

leaving in place 40 in the Eastern USSR and Mongolia .21

With respect to NATO reinforcements (to come primarily

from the United States , Canada and Britain) being quickly

infused into the battle , the outlook is rather bleak . In the

case of the British Army , any buildup of the Army of the Rhine

require s Parliamentary approval. U.S. forces , in orde r to

deploy in the face of a surprise attack , would be moved by

air ,and U.S. strategic airlift assets are , unfortunately,

inadequate .

Another NATO shortcoming raises its head at this point.

There are likely to be insuffic iencies and shortages of

ammunition , transportation , and other war material to greet

the newl y arrived reinforcements. According to De Borchgrave ,
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computer studies of the NATO exercise Autumn Forge , conduc ted

in the fall of 1 976 , showed that many units would have exhausted

ammunition supplies dfter only half a day of intense fig hting.

Sovie ts reportedly maintain a two to three week supply -

sufficien t to allow them to press an intense war for that

period of time . Even with armo r losses to allied anti-tank

de fenses amounting to 20 to 30 percent , the study shows tha t

the Soviets could still smash through such de fenses in less

t han  12 hours . 22

Add to the above c i t ed  problems of NATO the fac t  t h a t  the

Soviets  have made a quan tum jump not only in q u a n t i t a t i v e  w a r -

f i g h t i n g  p o t e n t i a l , bu t  a q u a l i t a t i v e  jump as w e l l .  Group of

Soviet Forces Ge rmany now has the T-72  tank  ( t he  Pact has an

a lmos t  three  to one edge in armo r ove r NATO) . The BMP i n f a n t ry

combat v e h i c l e  has been added to the m a j o r i t y  of Soviet

mechanized  i n f a n t r y  d iv i s ions . The re has  been a s h i f t  from

towed to s e l f - p r o p e l l e d  a r t i l l e r y . An impres s ive  i n t e r -

re la ted  t a c t i c a l  a i r  de fense sys tem has been deployed .  F i n a l l y ,

the Soviets  have developed t a c t i c s  such as the use of massed

a r t i l l e r y  f i r e s to keep w i r e - g u i d e d  m i s s i l e  c o n t r o l l e r s  unde r

cove r in orde r to n e u t r a l i z e  or reduce the effectiveness of

many of NATO ’ s new genera t ion  a n t i - t a n k  de fenses. 23

To lis t the complete range of shortcomings , and deficiencie s

in NATO forces would compris e a study in itself. Aside from

being outside the scope of this paper , this has already been

done by the Nunn report.
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how could a surprise attack be initiated by Pact forces?

Mobilization of forces during periods of international tension

and their subsequent movement into areas within striking

distance of likely targets would , of course , be an obvious

tip-off to the enemy that an attack was in the offing. If ,

however , these forces were already stationed in close proximity

to their assigned targets , then the “obvious tip-off” is lost.

It would be relatively simple to bring forces up to full

combat readiness if little or no movement outside established

cantonment areas were necessary . This is very possible in the

areas along the inter-Ge rman borde r which has been classified by

- t the Soviets as being “o f f  l i m i t s ” to al l i ed  m i l i t a r y  l i a i s o n

mission personnel .  Much of th is  area is heavily forested and

even wi th  sophisticated intelligence equipment , the level of

readiness of units located therein could be very difficult to

ascer ta in . - ‘

A d d i t i o n a l l y ,  i t  would be un l ike ly  that  the Soviets would ,

s imply  come r o l l i n g  Out of their cantonment areas and launch

a surprise attack . I t  would appear much mo re l ikely  that  the

strike would be launched as part of a Pact exercise. A large-

scale maneuve r would easily account for large movements of

troops , combat formations and advanced states of readiness.If

such an exercise were to be announced and conducted during

a period of lessened tension s in the theater , an offensive

move suddenly initiated by maneuve r units and supported by

area forces and pre-positioned war material would almost

certainly achieve a certa in degree of surprise.
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Howeve r, me rely recognizing si gnals or indications of

impending hostilii -tes (if indeed the re are any) is inadequate .

Returning for a moment to the Russian campai gn in Manchuria:

“The Japanese badly  m i s j u d g e d Sovie t  i n t e n t i o n s ,
and by so doing became victims of Soviet efforts
to gain the initiative through surprise. This
is a key point. The U.S. Army ’s tactical doctrine
tends to stress enemy capabilities as an estimate
guide , studiousl y avoiding the idea of assessing
enemy i n t en t i ons .” 24

Intentions are admittedly difficult to ascertain , much

less prove to a degree that would call for military initiatives.

The purpose of this paper is not to ascribe intentions to the

Soviets. The objective , as has been stated , is to present the

view t h a t  the Soviets are mas te rs  at e x p l o i t i n g  an advantage

and there is an increased threat in a situation where they feel

t ha t  they have such an advantage .

SOVIET PE RCEPTIONS OF WESTERN CAPABILITIES
AND INTENTION S

“Soviet Military Doctrine proceeds from the
assumption that the imperialists are preparing
a surprise nuclear attack against the USSR and
other socialist countries. At the same time
they (imperialists) conside r the possibility
of waging military operations with conventional
weapons and the possibility of these operations
escalating into military actions involving the
use of nuclear missile weapons. Therefore , the
chief and main task of the Armed Forces consists
in being constantly ready to repel a sudden
attack of the enemy in any form , to foil his
c r imina l  i n t en t i ons , no m a t t e r  what  means he
mig ht use. ” 25 
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In the post  war  pe r iod , the Un ited States embarked  upon

a policy of SoViet containment. This not only led the Soviets

into a situation whe re they felt rathe r inferior in terms of

attaining supe rpowe r status , but also to no small degree they

began to feel t h r e a t e n e d.  Tha t  they s t i l l  feel th rea tened  to

an ex ten t  is ev ident  in t he i r  press .  Soviet officials constantl y

decry statements from Weste rn sources that imply Chinese

Western powe r agreements on limitations of Soviet hegemony in

any form by any me ans. As the above quotation would indicate ,

th.~. Soviets are particularly concerned that a surprise attack

could be launched against them.

In commenting on the 1967 Arab-Israeli War , Soviet

military analysts attributed the successful Israeli p re-

~mptive strikes to U.S ./West German inspiration . They also

concluded t h a t  the I s r a e l i  “ li g h t n i n g  war ” would  become the

“ acme of contemporary  at r a t e g y ” . 26

Col .  Siderenko , in an a r t i c l e  w r i t t e n  for  Red S ta r  in

September , 1967 , open ly  advoca ted  p re -empt ive  nuclear strikes
27in orde r to deny the enemy f i r s t  use of his nuclear weapons .

The actual existence of a NATO-Western threat to the

Soviet bloc is , frankly, beside the point. What is importan t

and what must be recognized by Western analysts is the fact

and manner  of S o v i e t - P a c t  p r e c e p t i o n  of such a t h r e a t .  As a

P o l i s h  o f f i c e r  r e c e n t l y  o b s e r v e d , “As long  as NATO has a

( W e s t )  Ge rman face , we m u s t  s t and  ready.”~
8 
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P o s t - w a r  g rowth and deve l opment of West Ge rmany has had

- • a si g n i f i c a n t  e f f e c t  on Sov ie t  a t t i t u d e s  toward  the W e s t .

The f ac t  of the Fedc ral Republic ’s continued existence and its

r a g s - t o - r i c h e s  c l i m b  f rom a w ar - d e v a s t a t e d , levide d coun t ry  to

a w o r l d  economic  powe r has  been a source of i r r i t a t i o n  and

more to the Soviets . The f a c t  t h a t  the old  foe has rebu i l t  i t s

army i n t o  one of the most  capable  and e f f i c i e n t  m i l i t a r y  fo rces

in the f ree  wor ld  is perceived by the Soviets as a major factor

t h a t  mus t  be considered  in any p l a n s  for  European s t ra tegy .

The h a t r e d  for  the Ge rman s s t i l l  e x i s t s .  I t  is a l ive  and i t

receives cons t an t  and o f f i c i a]  n u r t u r i n g  C h i l d r e n  in p r imary

schools  r ece ive  i n s t r u c t i o n  on the  e v i l s  of f a sc i sm and

i m p e r i a l i s m  a l i k e . The i m p e r i a l i s t  wears  a top hat  decorated

w i t h  s t a r s  and s t r i p e s  and the f a s c i s t  s t i l l  wears a N a z i  helme t

adorned w i t h  a s w a s t i k a .

W h i l e  t rue  tha t  much of the Soviet  propaganda  is i gnored

by t h e i r  c i t i z e n s , enoug h of the “Wes t e rn  Th rea t ” v a r i e t y  is

absorbed to influence att itudes . Western visi tors to the USSR

are often confronted by “the man in the s t r ee t ”  and asked to

defend his coun t ry ’s “war-iike ”p sition with respect to the

Sovie t Union.

Compounding the effect of propaganda has been the upsurge

in the Sovie t civil de fense program i n recen t years . I t is

not difficult to convi nc e a nation that a threat ot nuclear

war exists when the government spends eno rmous ar’ounts of money

on d country-wide civil -lefense program .

I 
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“This  ‘ s u r v i v a b i l i t y ’ p rog ram , i n c l u d i m g
evacua t ion  scheme s , she l te r  b u i l d i n g s ,
d ispersa l  of indus t ry  and st o c k p i l i n g ,
is designed to lowe r the casua l ty  rate
to an ‘acceptable ’ level of some 7 million -
12 m i l l i o n  ( less  than the gross Sovie t
casualty rate for World War II , it migh t
be noted) ,“ 29

The Sovie ts perceive civil defense to be an extreme ly sig-

nifican t factor in their global strategy . Realizing that the

country that is most prepared to withstand a nuclear exchange

in terms of survivabili ty of an indus trial base and large

segments of the popula t ion  (work force)  would “win ” such an

exchange . If , when the above c i ted  acceptable  losses can be

fairly well guaran ted , then perhaps the unthinkable become s

somewhat less so .

At any rate , the Sovie ts, even after assuring themselve s

that they could withstand the possible consequence s of their

global adven tures , mus t still consider other factors . Of

pr imary considera t ion , in the author ’s opinion , would be

whether the objective gained would be worth the risks. In

other words , what would be the likely reaction of the West ,

particularly the United States9 Here , the Sovie ts are presented

wi th difficult factor to assess.

In a study conducted by the Stan ford Research Institute ,

the following inference was made from Soviet perceptions.

• “There is good reason to believe that Moscow
entertains a realis tic and urudent appreciati on
of U.S. mili tary potential. They recognize that
policies change wi th U.S. administrations and that

L - - •  • • • • •• - - ~~~~~~ -_~~~~~~~ - ~~~~~
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This tacto r cc ~ quest i i c l i  :ib I .~ t a t  i otia ii ty I S , qu i te 1)OSS ib 1 y

a source  of g r e a t  con~; t e r n a t  ion to the Soy lets in t h e i r

a n a l y t i c a l  p r o j e c t i o n s  of  p o s s i l c i e  U . S .  r e a c t i on  to a g iven

p r o v o c a t i o n .  I t  may be assume d tha t  the “M ay a g u e z ” ope ra t i on

c rea t ed  ~~t a tmosphe re of s u r p r i ~;e in Soviet military operations

c e n t e r s .  U . S .  r e a c t i o n  to seiz u re of t i t e  ve sse l  cou ld  be

c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by many  o b s e r v e r s  as h e i t i g  r a t h e r  s t r on g  when

compared w i t h  pa s t  e v e n t s  of s i m i l a r  nature , eg .  the  Pueblo

inc ident  and the shoo tdown of the  l i C - 1 2 1 .

In s h o r t , i t  may w e l l  be the ve ry n a t u r e  of the U . S .

na t iona l  cha r ac t e r  t h a t  pre s~ n t s  the Sov ie t s  w i t h  one of t h e i r

ma jo r  d i f f i c u l t i e s  when a s s e s s in g  r e a c t i o n  to t h e i r  p o l i t i c o -

m i l i t a r y  i n i t i a t i v e s .  This f act o r  may a lso be an m a j o r

i n h i b i t i n g  i n f l uence  on Sov ie t  o f f e n s i v e  p l a n n i n g .

Another  m a j o r  consic le ra tio~t tha t  would necessa r i ly  be ’

s tudied  by the Sov ie t s  w o u l d  be the  l i k e l i h o o d  of ove rcoming

U . S ./N A T O  defens ive  i n t e l l i g e n c e  m e a n s .  Spy s a t e l l i t e s,

e l e c t r o n i c  su r v e i l l a n c e , e t c .  h a v e  e x t e n d e d  ~c range of

• i n t ç ll i g e nc e  g a t h e r i n g  to SU Ch il d eg ree  t h a t  the a c h i e v e m e n t

of s u r p r i s~ i s  go ing  to be ~~~ e x t r e m e l y  d i f f i c u l t  p r o p o s i t i o n

in the f u t u r e .

L . 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

—
~~~~~~~~

-.- 
~~~~~ ~~~ 

_________



~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~ T:~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~

- 29 -

Neve rtheless , by use of disinforma tion tactics ,

d ip loma cy ,  available technology , and crea tive use of weapons

systems , s u r p r i s e , as an objective of combat operations ,

may still be successfully attained.
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W h i l e  c e r t a i n l y  not  p r e d i c t i n g  nor suggesting that the

S o v i e t/P a c t  fo rces  are c u r r e n t l y  p l a n n i n g  a s u r p r i s e  o f f e n s i v e

in Cen t ra l  Europe , the au thor  wou ld , n e v e r t h e l e s s , po in t  out

that they do have the capabili ty to launch such an operation.

If the Soviets perceive that war is inevitable or necessary

to offset Wes tern gains in the Europe an Theater or elsewhere ,

they will be the first to strike . They believe that pre-emptive

attacks (particularly nuclear st rikes) sharply limi t the enemy ’s

options and capabili ties and create an atmosphere of confusion

and panic that is mos t adv antageous to the attacker.

Wi th or wi thou t the involv emen t of nuclear weapons ,

howeve r , the Sovie ts are geared towards a short, violen t war

in Europe . The more time NAT O has  to p repare  fo r  such a war ,

the more S o v i e t/ P a c t  chances of success  decrease .  There fore ,

i t  would  appear tha t  t h i s  f a c t o r , when added to the t r an s-

f o r m a t i o n  of Pact forces  to a h i gh l y  m o b i l e  f i g h t i n g  machine ,

po in t s  to su rpr i se  as be ing  a b a s i c  and i n t eg ra l  pa r t  of

Soviet  s t r a t egy  in Europe .

I f , as d i s c u s s e d  e a r l i e r , N A TO ’ s f l e x i b l e  response ( w i t h

respect to conventional forces) has been reduced in effective-

ness by the Soviet build-up , then the Alliance mus t rely

solel y on a nuclear deterrent. The potential limitations of

such deterrent are as numerous as the potential capabilities.

The decision making process whi ch members of the Allianc e would

have to embark upon before issuing the orde r to employ nucl ear
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weapons could ve ry possibly delay that decision until such use

would be ineffe ctive or pointless. Even responding to overt ,

offensive actions by the Pact could prove to be difficult.

In the 1973 Mid-East War , the Israelis were undecided on the

ques tion of whe ther or no t to mobilize until it became clear

that an Arab attack was imminent. If one nation has that

difficul ty , it is not difficult to imagine the difficulties

an alliance of na tions mi ght have .

Finally , the question remains of whether the NATO forces

could withstand a surprise bli tzkrieg offensive ini tiated by

Pac t forces. Optimistic appraisals of NATO capabilities by

some Defense Department officials notwithstanding, the

preponderance of hard data (in open sources) indicates that

NATO would sorely taxed to repel such an attack.

Western observers mus t remain alert to an adversary that

fully apprecia tes the advantage to be gained by the use of

surprise. The Soviet s have not forgotten the bitter lessons

of June 22 , 1 941. Hopefully, the U.S. hasn ’t forgotten the

7th of December of the same year.
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