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The NATO Mountain Warfare Centre of Excellence (MW COE) 
is a multi-nationally sponsored entity, which offers recognised 
expertise and experience to the benefit of the Alliance, 
especially in support of its transformation endeavours. The 
NATO MW COE is not part of the NATO Command Structure 
(NCS), but forms part of the wider framework supporting 
NATO Command Arrangements (NCA).

Located in Poljče, a small village in the Gorenjska region, 
Slovenia, the MW COE is a NATO-accredited international 
military institution which provides opportunities to enhance 
education and training, to improve interoperability and 
capabilities, to assist in doctrine development and/or to test 
and validate concepts through experimentation in mountain 
warfare. 

The NATO MW COE will not duplicate assets and resources, 
or compete with capabilities that already exist within NATO. 
One mandatory purpose of the NATO MW COE is to provide 
tangible improvement to NATO capabilities, thereby adding 
value. The activities of the COE shall be consistent with NATO 
efforts.

The establishment of the NATO MW COE contributes to the 
transformation and adaptation of the Alliance’s capabilities, 
which enable its forces to better operate in the mountain 
environment. 

The NATO MW COE incorporates a professional core that will 
ensure and develop the subject matter expertise to meet 
the requirements of mountain warfare doctrine and concept 
development. This will enhance the ability of individuals 
and military units to engage in mountain warfare as well 
as the Alliance’s interoperability to operate in mountainous 
environment. 

The NATO MW COE represents the core with the required 
professional skills to develop standardized training. It is 
organized so as to allow the functioning of three pillars: 
concept development, experimentation and lessons learned; 
education and training; doctrine and standardization. 

The Alliance, in cooperation with partners, continuously 
surveys the future combat environment. General future 
challenges are already identified through the Strategic Forsythe 
Analysis and Framework for Future Alliance Operations. The 
Alliance needs to be ready to conduct warfare in specific 
environments, including mountainous areas. Nowadays, 
operations take place in different environments, such as the 
mountains of Europe, Asia and Africa. These operations fall 
into three distinct categories which are: combat operations, 
security operations and military assistance, which require 
specific training, readiness, technical and other types of 
equipment, and specific approach in terms of doctrine and 
tactics.
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The field of mountain warfare is currently covered by various NATO 

bodies, therefore one of the first tasks assumed by the NATO MW COE 

will be to synthesize the existing contents and verify their mutual 

compliance. In line with the interests of the participating countries 

expressed within the Steering Committee, the NATO MW COE will 

conduct approved activities such as the development of concepts, 

doctrines, lessons learned, and education and training in line with 

NATO standards, and thus contribute to increased interoperability and 

development of the Alliance in the field of mountain warfare.

MiSSiON AND ViSiON
The mission of the NATO MW COE is to assist NATO member 

countries, partners, other countries and international organisations, 

in order to enhance mountain warfare capabilities through the 

following core areas:

•  Development of MW-specific doctrine and

    tactics. 

•  Concept development and experimentation.

•  Mountain warfare lessons learned process.

•  Education and training.

•  Support to capability development.

The vision of the NATO MW COE is to be the hub for mountain warfare 

expertise in the NATO community.
COL Alberto Zamboni, ITA

NATO MW COE Deputy Director / COS

COL Boštjan Blaznik, SVN
NATO MW COE Director
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eSTABliSHMeNT PrOCeSS

On 25 March 2015, the Memorandum of Understanding 

(MOU) on the establishment of the NATO MW COE was 

signed in Washington D.C. Slovenia acts as the Framework 

Nation (FN) for the NATO MW COE, along with Croatia, 

Germany and Italy as Sponsoring Nations (SN). Austria 

participates as a Partner Nation.

On 27 November 2015, under a silence procedure, the 

North Atlantic Council (NAC) approved the accreditation of 

the Mountain Warfare Centre as the twenty-second NATO 

Centre of Excellence and its activation as a NATO military 

body.

MOU Signing Ceremony in Washington D.C., 25 March 2015
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OrGANiZATiON AND STruCTure 

In accordance with the Operational MOU, the Steering 
Committee (SC) was established by the SNs under the 
permanent chairmanship of the FN. The NATO MW COE 
Director is responsible to and reports only to the SC. The 
SC provides tasking to the director as well as direction, 
guidance and advice for the effective execution of his 
mission, including the Centre’s management.

There is no direct command and control relationship 
between the NATO MW COE and the NATO Command 
Structure. Nor is there any command and control 
relationship between the FN and the NATO MW COE. 
Respective relationships of the NATO MW COE are set out by 

the Functional MOU and appropriate arrangements. Taking 
into consideration that the overall responsibility for COEs 
coordination, employment, and concept and capability 
development within NATO lies with the HQ Supreme Allied 
Command Transformation (SACT). The SNs establish a clear 
functional relationship with the HQ SACT. 

The HQ SACT will forward requests (RFS) from NATO for 
NATO MW COE services and products. The NATO MW COE 
will respond to them after they have been approved by SC, 
and included as activities in the centre’s annual Programmes 
of Work (POW).

STEERING COMMITTEE
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DOCTriNe AND STANDArDiZATiON BrANCH 

Exploiting the opportunities arising from all available 
resources, the NATO MW COE Doctrine and Standardization 
Branch is focused on providing doctrinal coherence in the 
field of mountain warfare. Although, MW-specific doctrine 
does not exist within NATO at this moment, there are some 
topics already present in doctrinal publications architectures. 
Those need to be taken into account as early as at the very 
beginning to keep new products synchronized with already 
existing publications.

According to the general mission of COEs, the NATO MW 

COE is encouraged to suggest improvements and propose 
amendments to existing doctrines, procedures and standards 
as and when appropriate, for subsequent endorsement 
by the Strategic Commands and/or NATO HQ. In this role, 
the NATO MW COE Doctrine and Standardization Branch 
serves as a tool which analyses existing publications, seeks 
for incoherence and, when appropriate, provides proposals 
according to NATO Standardization Process. Based on lessons 
learned, primarily received from operations and exercises, the 
branch will develop new products, based on expressed needs 
within the Alliance.
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To achieve MW doctrinal enrichment, the branch is working 

on an initial study, which will result in the synthesis of 

existing material related to mountain warfare. In addition to 

that, it will point out options for further development, which 

might be relevant for future Alliance operations. 

It is of great importance to set up a proper framework which 

will lead the branch to adequate concentration of efforts. 

Terminology is a field where doctrine and standardization 

development begins its process. New MW-related terms will 

be proposed to be added into the NATO Term Database, 

following the last NATO Terminology Directive and Guidance 

for Development and Publication of Terminology. Working 

with the ‘NATO Agreed’ terminological apparatus is the first 

step that will contribute to interoperability when discussing 

MW-related topics at different levels.

The following stages of mountain warfare doctrinal 

development will reflect the needs of Nations, mostly 

expressed through the NATO Military Committee as Tasking 

Authority and its subordinated Land Standardization Board 

as Delegated Tasking Authority. Most requests are expected 

from countries with established specialised mountain 

military capabilities, which are involved in mountain 

operations around the Globe. Standards connected to 

mountain operations, including training and education, will 

increase the interoperability of units and establish better 

conditions to plan and conduct combined joint mountain 

operations effectively.

Once started, the standardization process will result in 

different types of documents at the earliest possible time 

after the first two years, when they will be available to 

Nations. After that, additional time will be needed to 

implement them. 

In the end, to extract the Doctrine and Standardization 

Branch’s desired end state – NATO MW capabilities and 

procedures will be standardized in order to improve the 

interoperability and effectiveness of specialized military 

mountain capabilities.
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CONCePT DeVelOPeMeNT, exPeriMeNTATiON 
AND leSSONS leArNeD BrANCH

The Concept Development, Experimentation and Lessons 

Learned (CDE&LL) Branch explores solutions for or 

alternatives to current limitations and future opportunities 

as well as implications based on lessons learned and best 

practices in the field of mountain warfare. The main goal is 

to effectively contribute to the Alliance’s mountain warfare 

capabilities, standards and doctrine developments in order 

to enhance efficiency and sustainment in the mountainous 

environment. 

The main effort of the CDE&LL Branch in 2016 is the 

improvement of mobility and survivability in the mountainous 

environment. Both factors are prerequisites for success. 

The CDE&LL Branch will search for solutions to improve 

mobility on tactical level comprising the on-going foldable 

skis project as well as other advanced mobile capabilities.

Through a variety of survivability projects, the CDE&LL Branch 

will search for solutions for mitigating high-altitude effects, 

also in connection with proper nutrition, physical fitness and 

suitable combat clothing.

In the next step, the CDE&LL Branch will be gradually focused 

towards more complex projects related to mountain hazard 

risk management, self-sustainability, and know-how training 

approach.

To ensure a scientific approach and get relevant project 

results, the NATO MW COE tightly cooperates with industry 

and academia. 



10

MW COE Lessons Learned (LL) constitute a part of the 

CDE&LL Branch. The primary goal is to become a hub and 

custodian for MW Lessons, which include:

• Gathering MW-related Observations, Best Practices (BP),

   Lessons Identified (LI). 

•  Ensuring that Observations, BP, LI are studied, analyzed

   and that relevant Lessons are incorporated into the MW

    COE LL process.

•  Disseminating and publishing Lessons related to MW.

•  Working in close cooperation with the NATO Joint Analysis 

    and Lessons Learned Centre (JALLC) and other NATO 

   bodies.
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eDuCATiON AND TrAiNiNG BrANCH  

The NATO MW COE Education and Training (E&T) Branch 
merges MW-related knowledge, currently documented 
within the national domain. The main effort is to seek for best 
practices through methodologically different approaches to 
education and training in mountain warfare, which could 
be used in the pre-deployment phase of multinational 
formations. Current operations, including military assistance, 
require specific training, readiness, techniques and appropriate 
equipment as well as a specific approach in terms of doctrine 
and tactics in the mountain areas.

One of the main tasks of the E&T Branch is to collect existing 
MW courses and training publications, available to the 
Alliance. The best practice, lessons identified and lessons 
learned present the basis for developing MW course curricula 
within the NATO MW COE. The NATO MW COE E&T activities 
are based on NATO Standards and standardized terminology, 
and are composed so as to ensure improved interoperability. 

In the near future, great attention will be given on the 
synchronization of professionals involved in E&T. They have to 
scan existing curricula within the Alliance and Nations in order 
to improve themselves acting as NATO lecturers and trainers.  

The connection with existing databases related to education 
and training (e.g. ACT JFT e-ITEP, ETOC...) within the Alliance 
will provide an overview of existing activities. Based on that, 
an analysis of shortfalls can be prepared. Active participation 

in different NATO bodies related to training and exercises will 
open new opportunities for the further development of the 
MW E&T field.

Interoperability can also be improved by including MW 
components to NATO military exercises or other multinational 
exercises. Scenarios, involving mountain environment 
tasks and incidents could significantly contribute to the 

effectiveness of deployed multinational capabilities.



12

fiGHT frOM ABOVe   

COL Alberto Zamboni (ITA A), MW COE Deputy Director 
and Chief of Staff

Where we came from

Since the beginning of mankind, men have always fought for 

the higher ground.

A large number of famous historical battles were won by the 

party on high ground.

Being ‘on top’ means, first of all, to see and understand the 

current situation (Situational Awareness). It is easier to fight 

down-slope, as you need less effort to move and you can have 

a better field of view. Over the centuries, every military unit 

has manoeuvred so as to position itself on a good starting 

position, never in a low ground.

The mountain warfare battleground is the clearest application 

of these simple and always effective tactics. Our grandfathers 

fought in Europe seeking to conquer or maintain well-placed 

high ground positions. From a peak, they were able to spot 

the enemy, to direct artillery fire, to hold the ground and stop 

enemy movements.

In WW II, something changed: the air power came to a point 

where it became the ‘new high ground’. The air operations 

increased their capability to strike and destroy not only enemy 

military forces but also enemy capability as a state.

During the atomic era, emphasis was put on power from the 

air or from somewhere so far away from the battleground that 

the high ground could be identified as far away as the outer 

space.

In most recent years, the atomic doctrine reached 

crystallization and a different limited type of conflicts turns 

out to be the challenge of modern warfare.

NATO MOuNTAiN WArfAre CeNTre Of exCelleNCe
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Modern tools, such as utility and attack helicopters, have 

become valuable fighting platforms. Satellites and drones are 

the new eyes for military commanders and decision makers. 

Airborne operations could be defined as the modern search 

to reach the high ground for intelligence, target acquisition, 

fire direction and direct support to unit on ‘lower ground’.

This does not mean that soldiers do not need to fight 

anymore for the high ground. Technology still has its 

faults and limitations; the direct human perception of the 

environment and the real situation, at this moment, cannot 

be matched by satellite reports.

Operating in an environment where securing areas of interest 

as well as taking advantage of unrecognized opportunities 

are considered impossible continues to be a demanding task 

for specially skilled mountain soldiers.

The next step is to merge the use of ‘old high ground’ with 

the new options made possible by helicopters, drones, fire 

support, satellite imagery and communications.

The use of the 3rd dimension is the real new capability that 

has an enormous impact on mountain warfare, and can 

change the ‘rules’ if intended not only as increased movement 

or additional capability to sustain a military effort. Airborne 

operations are characterized by the ability to fight from the 

3rd dimension - the new ‘high ground’.

Units composed of highly professional soldiers can accomplish 

this, being able to live, to move, to communicate and to fight 

from above, thereby having the possibility to use airborne 

fire and support, direct all kind of indirect fire, communicate 

intelligence and targeting information and to prepare the 

ground for different skilled units. These skills continue to be 

essential in the big array of military capabilities.

Someone could consider a mountain environment as 

marginal in the global evaluation of a strategic situation. The 

mountains can be flanked and avoided.

It is generally agreed that the next war will be fought for 

the water resources, and the mountain environment is the 

exact place where the water originates from. Protecting the 

sources of this essential element will be paramount to every 

country and the Alliance. 

Where we stand   
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Live, Move, Communicate, Combat and Sustain are the 5 

pillars of warfare. Mountain warfare is heavily conditioned by 

the environment, and to live and to move are the two most 

affected pillars that require specific approaches, techniques, 

skills and tactics. These two areas of interest are the initial 

focus of the NATO Mountain Warfare Centre of Excellence. 

In time, we will adjust our efforts to a more comprehensive 

approach, investigating the knowledge, experiences, lesson 

learned and experiments in all five pillars.

This brings us to the crucial decisive point as to whether it is 

more effective to train a skilled mountaineer as a fighter or 

the other way round. These two different approaches have to 

be studied in-depth and will have a major impact on soldier 

training.

As far as previous national experiences are concerned, 

all mountain military forces were constituted by local 

mountaineers accustomed to the specific environment 

who were later trained as soldiers. The modern inevitable 

trend is to have professional forces, and this will limit this 

approach. Nevertheless, it is to be considered that a high 

level of capabilities in the mountain environment is linked 

to a very specific approach and we need a very professional 

mountaineer / soldier to be trained for this specific warfare. It 

will take time, experience and efforts.

The NATO Mountain Warfare Centre of Excellence focal point 

is to collect, identify, understand and verify experience and 

lessons learned from the Alliance and Partner Countries. In 

short - “collect knowledge”. As a result, we will be in the best 

position to compare, merge and extract the best approach, 

technique and tactics for this challenging environment.

As the Alliance’s hub for mountain warfare knowledge, we 

will transfer this, by now, common understanding to Alliance 

members and Partner States.

Our main target audience will be the soldiers making 

decisions and plans, soldiers able to deal with isolation 

and difficult Command and Control, skilled to recognize 

the opportunities of the demanding environment, where 

mountains become an ally and not an enemy. Our end 

state is to allow commanders and staff officers to be able to 

understand the difficulties as well as the benefits of this kind 

of warfare and to use special units in their task organization 

in order to exploit all the possibilities of the mountain 

environment.

 

Where we are heading   
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Last but not least, we recognize that the most powerful 

warfare instrument is the human being himself. The human 

capability to foresee, withstand and react to difficulties is 

everyone’s basic capability to fulfil any task, regardless the 

environment, adapting and developing in accordance with 

the situation. The mountain setting is already a demanding 

environment and can contribute greatly to the fighter’s 

moral education.

The NATO MW COE mission is “to assist NATO Member 

Countries, Partners, other countries and international 

organizations, in order to enhance mountain warfare 

capabilities”. This means to understand the possibilities 

and take hold of the opportunities of an environment so 

common in all continents, anticipate future challenges, 

provide knowledge, and point out the way ahead.

 
A soldier confident in mountain warfare is positive everywhere, the other way round is not always true!
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lOCATiON  
Since autumn 2014, the NATO MW COE is located in Poljče, a small village near the settlement of Begunje na Gorenjskem, Slovenia.

Distances from the NATO MW COE to Slovenia’s capital, borders, barracks:

Ljubljana     52 km 

Bohinjska Bela Barracks    15 km

Pokljuka Training Centre    29 km

The Kravanke Tunnel at the Austrian border               22 km

Italian border      46 km

Ljubljana Airport                    32 km
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The facility provides all the conditions necessary for the effective operation of the NATO MW COE, namely lodging and 

accommodation, multiple training opportunities, good traffic connections, etc.
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CONTACT iNfOrMATiON  

MW COE Head Office:  
T: 00386 (0) 4 532 3610

E: info@mwcoe.org

   

Web page: www.mwcoe.org

MW COE Director:
COL Boštjan BLAZNIK: 

T: 00386 (0) 4 532 3801

M: 00386 (0) 41 789 262

E: bostjan.blaznik@mwcoe.org

MW COE Deputy Director / 
Chief of Staff:
COL Alberto ZAMBONI: 

T: 00386 (0) 4 532 3801

M: 00386 (0) 41 789 262

E: alberto.zamboni@mwcoe.org

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