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U sing existing research and 
development mechanisms, 
the Alliance — in cooperation 
with partners — continuously 

surveys the future combat environment. General 
future challenges are already identified through 
the ‘Strategic Foresight Analysis’ (SFA) and 
‘Framework for Future Alliance Operations’ 
(FFAO). Through the scope of competition for 
water and other resources that are important 
to technology development, combined with 
environmental changes, the Alliance needs 
to be ready to perform warfare in specific 
environments, including mountainous areas. 

Mountain Warfare (MW) is one of the 
areas where the Alliance could improve its 
readiness. Since it has focused more intensively on 
Peace Support Operations in the last decades, some 
combat-oriented disciplines remain within the national 
domain. The last Lessons Learned can be used to create 
the basis for further activities, performed within the 
newly established NATO Mountain Warfare Centre of 
Excellence (MWCOE) framework. 

Mountain terrain has always been a great 
advantage for defence activities and a tough place to 
perform all forms of military attack. Similar to other 
specific environments, like deserts, jungles, cold areas, 
etc., terrain sets operational limits to a greater extent 
than in regular environments. In addition to the usual 
planning of operations, survival and movement of units 
must be considered more precisely to avoid specific risks 
that commanders and units will be faced with. At the 
same time they must meet challenges and exploit any 
new opportunity. Usually, military campaigns involve 
a combination of physical terrains where the forces 
are operating, however, in this article we are focusing 
exclusively on mountain terrain. Terrain, as a factor 
of planning, must be taken into consideration right 
after the mission has been received and understood. 
In general, it can be analysed before the mission 
actually occurs and many procedures can be identified, 
trained and synchronised before unit deployment. The 
MWCOE represents a tool, responsible and ready to 
provide proposals for improvements in this specific 
field. Organised to Doctrine & Standardisation, 
Concept Development & Experimentation, Education 
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& Training, it will combine efforts to follow its vision 
— to be recognised as the MW hub for the Alliance and 
Partner countries. As a matter of fact, many member 
and Partner countries have already developed their 
national procedures, concepts and doctrinal basis of 
mountain warfare planning, training and executing, 
using their own special equipment. This approach 
can be very useful and effective when units act within 

national borders and involve units composed of single 
nation. When units have to accomplish tasks to fulfil the 
Alliance’s requests, issues connected to interoperability 
and standardisation can arise. 

The need for improvements and additional 
harmonisations has already been identified within:

•	 MW terminology
•	 Command and control
•	 Equipment

•	 Education and training programs
•	  Tactical and technical procedures
These areas represent only the 

starting point of work in the field of MW 
standardisation. Based on consensus of 
participating countries and the wider expert 
community, detailed and subject focused 
analyses need to be accomplished in the early 
stage after MWCOE’s establishment. They 
will include a basic terminology definition, 
impacts on Command and Control processes 
using new available materiel and equipment, 
and finally incorporation of findings into 
standardisation proposals.       

Smaller units, recognised as a main effort 
within MW, need to be taken into account 

before any standardisation research. Usually they 
are composed of top physically trained and mentally 
prepared soldiers who are able to complete specialised 
tasks. Technical climbing and assuring the passages 
for troops are only the basis. In addition they are also 
expected to act as advisors to the higher command in 
different fields of operation planning, preparation and 
execution. The role of logistics, close air support, joint 
terminal attack controllers, artillery, communications, 
medical and psychological effects, etc. must be 
reconsidered before deploying troops. 

Currently and in the future as well, the Alliance 
is faced with campaigns where multinational, specialised 
units play a decisive role. Any concept, doctrine or 
program finally ends in the unit, designated to accomplish 
the mission. To reach the whole spectrum of decision 
makers, from strategic to tactical level, documents must 
reflect the last known Best Practices and Lessons Learned 
and current needs, as well as provide innovative and 
useful solutions to key personnel. If not so, they might 
be seen as an additional senseless administrative job, and 
consequently the process will remain unchanged. 

However, MW is far from being something new 
in terms of military operations, the need to become 
standardised and unified within the Alliance is growing. 
When protecting common water resources, following 
climate changes and adapting to a new international 
security environment, specialised modules to joint task 
forces will be composed more easily, and effectiveness 
will arise from their interoperability and cohesion.  n
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