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Airlift transport is of key importance, yet not always available
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The NATO Mountain Warfare Centre of Excellence 
(NATO MW COE) successfully conducted the 1st 

Mountain Warfare Terminology Workshop in 
Hochfilzen Military Training Area in Austria, from 
19th to 20th April 2017.
 
The workshop was in line with the main effort of the 
NATO MW COE and was the first event organized 
with international contribution. It brought together 
NATO and PfP members - national military experts 
from Austria, France, Germany, Italy, and Slovenia, 
dealing with the development of national MW field 
manuals/publications.
 
The main purpose of the workshop was to develop 
essential mountain warfare terminology, as well as 
the classification of mountains and mountainous 
terrain. Workshop findings will be used as the basis 
for further NATO MW Publication development.
 
The event was also important for building a 
network of Mountain Warfare terminology/Field 
Manual experts, involving supporting nations into 
the NATO MW COE Mission and Tasks, and bringing 
all the participating nations closer to the COE.

INTRODUCTION

NATO MOUNTAIN WARFARE CENTRE OF ExCELLENCE

Rock climbing on safety installations
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Properly defined terminology enables experts from different environments to communicate efficiently. A 
common understanding of terms allows military experts to communicate more rapidly with less need for 
further explanations. Therefore, it is important to know and build up specific terminology, as well as use it 
in a proper manner. 
Here are some terms which are in tight correlation with mountain warfare and are included in the AAP-06 
(2016) NATO Glossary of Terms and Definitions.

AAP-06(2016) NATO GLOSSARY OF TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

ExISTING MOUNTAIN-RELATED 
TERMINOLOGY IN NATO

AAP-06: HEIGHT
The vertical distance of a level, a point, or an object considered as a point, measured from a 
specified datum

AAP-06: ALTITUDE
The vertical distance of a level, a point or an object considered as a point, measured from 
mean sea level.

AAP-06: ELEVATION 
The vertical distance of a point or level, on, or affixed to, the surface of the Earth, measured 
from mean sea level.

 AAP-06: HIGH ALTITUDE
Conventionally, an altitude above 10,000 meters (33,000 feet).

AAP-06: ABSOLUTE HEIGHT
The height of an aircraft directly above the surface or terrain over which it is flying.



6

NATO MOUNTAIN WARFARE CENTRE OF ExCELLENCE

In general, all participants agreed that a definition and classification of mountains is needed. A common 
aggreement was reached that there is an urgent need  of classifying movability (on foot)  in mountainous 
terrain.

The Concise Oxford English Dictionary (COED) describes the mountain as a large natural elevation of the 
Earth`s surface rising abruptly from the surrounding level.

As this definition is not sufficient enough for military usage, the NATO MW COE suggests the following definition: 

Mountains are spatially closed, higher parts of the earth’s surface, which are demarcated from their flatter 
surroundings by a distinct mountain foot, and are composed of single mountains, valleys, and plateaus.

This definition proposal has to be further defined, namely: 

• There is a distinction between low, high and extremely high mountains. 

• The criteria of this classification is mainly based on the impact of absolute altitude posed on the human body 
and the effects on it. Impact, effects and the distinction of low, high and extremely high mountains cannot 
only be determined by stating a certain absolute altitude. There is always a threshold from Low Mountains to 
High Mountains (2500m) and from High Mountains to Extremely High Mountains (5500m). For purposes of 
definition, we fixed this by specifying the accurate altitudes in brackets. 

The notion of hill is in the military usage worldwide very common and of high importance.
Whether a landform is named a hill or a mountain depends on local usage. As a rule, a hill is universally considered 
to be less tall and steep than a mountain and to rise less than 300 meters above the surrounding area. 

TERMINOLOGY AND CLASSIFICATIONS OF 
MOUNTAINS
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As much as mountains are concerned, elevation, relief/terrain and climate effects are the most important 
factors from a military perspective. 
That is why the needed classifications shown below were developed.  

TERMINOLOGY AND CLASSIFICATIONS OF 
MOUNTAINS

LOW EASY A 1-3

HIGH DIFFICULT B 1-3

ExTREMELY
HIGH

ExTREMELY
DIFFICULT

MILITARY IMPLICATIONS

C 0-4

ELEVATION RELIEF/TERRAIN CLIMATIC 
CONDITIONS
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The following classification of mountains in terms of elevation is, along with several other factors, manly 
based on the altitude effects on the human body.

ELEVATION CLASSIFICATION OF MOUNTAINS 

LOW
MOUNTAINS

•  0m - ~2500m AMSL
•  No adaptation to altitude
•  No impact on military assets, CSS

•  ~2500m – ~5500m AMSL
•  Acclimatisation necessary
•  Effects on assets, CSS

•  Above ~5500m AMSL
•  Acclimatisation for well trained and equiped  
    personnel, deployed only for short period of  
    time possible
•  Severe effects on assets, CSS

HIGH
MOUNTAINS

ExTREMELY
HIGH MOUNTAINS
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The following chart shows the complexity of mountainous terrain. Changing terrain and weather conditions 
have an impact on the passability of a terrain, taking also into consideration day–night and bad visibility 
effects. 
Consider and understand the complexity of different movability requirements imposed by mountainous 
terrain.

RELIEF/TERRAIN MOVABILITY CLASSIFICATION 

VERTICAL
TERRAIN

extremly hard

easy

SNOWY
AND ICY

WET AND
MUDDY

DRY

HARD 
CLIMB

EASY
 CLIMB

WALK

NIGHT

DAY

SEVERE
CLIMB

STEEP TERRAIN
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Dealing with classifications of movability on foot in the mountainous terrain, we have to be aware that 
mountainous terrain also exists in areas outside of mountains, and might appear anywhere on the Earth’s 
surface. 
The proposed difficulty classification in the following table is based on criteria such as dismounted off-road 
movement, during daylight and normal dry ground conditions for a single soldier on foot.

RELIEF/TERRAIN MOVABILITY CLASSIFICATION 

EASY 
TERRAIN

DIFFICULT 
TERRAIN

ExTREMELY 
DIFFICULT 
TERRAIN

Walking Easy climbing
skis, snow shoes

Climbing
skis

Low risk of 
alpine dangers

Moderate risk of 
alpine dangers

High risk of 
alpine dangers

No special 
training or 
equipment 

needed

Basic mountain 
warfare training, 

partly experts and 
equipment support 

needed

Advanced 
mountain warfare 

training, integrated 
experts and 
equipment
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Mountain ranges may have a completely different 
appearance; they appear as dry and barren, 
forested, snowy or even icy ranges. Latitude and 
prevailing climatic conditions constitute the 
specific character of each major mountain range 
on the globe. 

CLIMATIC CONDITIONS CLASSIFICATION 

Snowy and icy Kamchatka mountains

Dry and barren Hindu Kush mountains
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STANAG 4370 Environmental testing (AECTP-230 Edition 1), Leaflet 2311/1-3 provides information on the 
ambient air temperatures and humidity. Eleven climatic categories have been chosen to represent the 
distinctive types of climate to be found at the land surface of the world and additional three have been 
selected to describe the conditions at the sea surface. The high temperature categories (A1, A2 or A3), the low 
temperature categories (C0, C1, C2, C3 or C4) and where high humidity is the principal consideration; one of 
the categories (B1, B2, or B3) are depicted in three global maps (Leaflet 2311/1-3).

CLIMATIC CONDITIONS CLASSIFICATION 

LOCATION OF CLIMATIC CATEGORIES

Co
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Geographic Support Main Building, GSGS 11712(CAD), Edition 21-GSGS, July 1999 359/01 Overprinted 17/04/2001                                            Produced by DGIA, Ministry of Defence, United Kingdom 2001
Users should note that this map has been designed for briefing purposes only and it should not be used for determining the precise location of places or features. This map should not be considered an authority on the 
delimitation of international boundaries nor on the spelling of place and feature names. Maps produced by the Defence Geographic and Imagery Intelligence Agency (DGIA) are not to be taken as necessarily representing 
the views of the UK government on boundaries or political status. © Crown copyright 2001
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Climbing in difficult rocky terrain is categorized and classified by a great variety of different classification systems. 
The best-known free climbing scales are the French, Saxon, British, UIAA scale, as well as the Scandinavian, and 
Yosemite Decimal System. NATO does not have its own scale or grading system. Nevertheless, it is necessary 
to have a common NATO language when referring to rock climbing difficulty classification for the usage in 
mountain warfare and training. The most popular and prevailing UIAA rock climbing difficulty classification 
was assessed as the most suitable and feasible scale for NATO. It represents a simple, numerical and description 
scale, and the NATO MW COE intends to use this in the further publication (STANAG) development.

ROCK CLIMBING DIFFICULTY CLASSIFICATION 
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It is impossible to become interoperable if we are 
not able to speak a common language!

This proves the significance of this matter, which 
requires permanent efforts and improvements. 
The NATO MW COE Standardization and Doctrine 
Branch will continue to invest its efforts in the 
area of terminology development, in particular in 
the building of mountain warfare standards and 
doctrines, which are the basis of interoperability 
within mountain warfare capabilities.

IT IS ALL ABOUT TERMINOLOGY
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CONTACT INFORMATION  

NATO MW COE Head Office:  
T: +386 4 532 3610

E: info@mwcoe.org

   

Web page: www.mwcoe.org

NATO MW COE 
Doctrine and Standardization Branch
Branch Head

LTC Reinhold Ramesberger

T: +386 4 532 3608

M: +386 30 602 006

E: reinhold.ramesberger@mwcoe.org

Mountain Warfare Centre of Excellence
Poljče 27
4275 Begunje na Gorenjskem
Slovenia
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