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Execution 
GIVEN THE protracted po­
liti cal and military run up to 
it, the actual start of DELIB­
ER ATE FORCE was almost 
an ti cli mac tic. The specific 
“trig ger event” for the cam­
paign was the explo sion of a 

mor tar bomb in Sarajevo’s Mrkale Market-
place that killed 37 people on the morning 
of 28 August 1995. In the normal course of 
events for the unfor tu nate city, a mortar ex­
plo sion was unre mark able, but this one 
caused excep tional and imme di ately tele­
vised bloodshed. Further, its timing made an 
in ter ven tion ist response virtu ally certain. 
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Since General Janvier was in Paris at the mo­
ment, Adm Leighton Smith contacted 
COMUN PRO FOR, Lt Gen Rupert Smith, in 
Sara jevo as soon as he heard the news. The 
two command ers agreed that, while UN in­
ves ti ga tors worked to as sign cer tain blame for 
the attack, Admi ral Smith would begin 
prepar ing for bombing opera tions, if re­
quired. At 0200 on the 29th, General Smith 
called Admi ral Smith to report that he was 
now certain that Bosnian Serb forces had 
fired the shell and that he conse quently was 
“turn ing his key.” The UN general, however, 
asked CINCAF SOUTH to delay launching at-
tacks for 24 hours to give peacekeeping units 
in Bosnia time to pull into posi tions they 

could de fend, should the Serbs launch re talia­
tory attacks against them. Also, it was nec es­
sary for Gen eral Jan vier to re turn and ap prove 
the final list of targets for the initial strikes. 
Af ter a number of con ver sa tions with Ad mi ral 
Smith during the day, Janvier finally did ap­
prove 10 of 13 initial targets that had been 
pro posed by Gen er als Ryan and Smith, and al­
ready tenta tively approved by Admi ral 
Smith.62 

Mean while, General Ryan and his staff at 
the CAOC worked fever ishly to ready the 
assigned NATO air forces for battle. In fact, 
Ryan had arrived in the CAOC on the 
morning of the 28th to exer cise the VULCAN 
protec tion plan for Sarajevo. With an actual 
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crisis at hand, the general canceled VULCAN 
and fo cused his staff on acti vat ing and 
modifying, as neces sary, the opera tional 
plans and unit re in force ments that com prised 
what amounted to the DELIB ER ATE FORCE 
plan. While waiting for orders to start op­
erations and ap proval of the ini tial tar get list 
by General Janvier and Admi ral Smith, the 
AIRSOUTH commander concen trated on 
alerting his units, refin ing the air task ing mes­
sage that would guide their opera tions for 
the first day of bombing, and bringing addi­
tional air and sup port forces into the thea ter, 
as re quired. The de lay on start ing op era tions 
was useful here, in that it provided time to 
flow addi tional US Air Force, Navy, and Ma­
rine aircraft into Aviano and to swing the
car rier Theo dore Roose velt into the Adri atic in 
time to launch air craft on the first strikes. 
He also reaf firme d to his staff that he in-
tended to en sure that the weap ons and tac tics
util ized by NATO would be selected and 
flown to accom plish the required levels of 
de struc tion at minimum risk of unplanned 
or collat eral damage to military and civil ian
peo ple and property. Ryan and Admi ral 
Smith were in full agreement that the diplo­
matic sensi tivi ties of the campaign made 
col lat eral damage an issue of pivotal strate­
gic impor tance. Ryan believed that a stray 
bomb that caused civil ian casual ties would 
take the inter ven tion ists off the moral high 
ground, marshal world opinion against the 
air cam paign, and proba bly bring it to a halt
be fore it had its intended effects.6 3 Ryan’s 
com mand was ready for opera tions by the 
end of the 29th. Then, after waiting out the 
24- hour delay to allow UN peacekeepers 
time to hun ker down in their de fen sive po si ­
tions, the first NATO jets went “feet dry” 
over the Bosnian coast at 0140 on the 
30th, laden with bombs to make the first 
strike. The strikes would continue, as the UN 
had just warned the Bosnian Serb army (BSA)
com mander, General Mladic, until “such 
time as . . . the threat of fur ther at tacks by the 
BSA has been eliminated.” 

The physical and tempo ral dimen sions of 
the en su ing cam paign were fairly com pact, par­
ticu larly when com pared to the scaleand scope 

of a ma jor air cam paign, such as Op era tion DE­
SERT STORM during the 1990–91 Gulf War. 
Com pared to the vast reaches of Southwest 
Asia, NATO air attacks in DELIB ER ATE FORCE 
oc curred in a triangu lar area only about 150 
nau ti cal miles wide on its northern base and 
stretch ing about 150 miles again to the south. 
The weight of the NATO at tack also was rela­
tively limited. DE SERT STORM lasted 43 days. 
But dur ing the 22 cal en dar days of DE LIB ER ATE 
FORCE, NATO aircraft and a single US Navy 
ship firing a volley of tacti cal land attack mis­
siles (TLAM) actu ally released weapons against 
the Serbs on just 12 days. Two days into the 
cam paign, at the request of General Janvier, 
NATO command ers halted offen sive air opera­
tions against the Serbs for four days to encour­
age nego tia tions. When useful nego tia tions 
failed to ma te ri al ize, they re sumed bomb ing on 
the morning of 5 Septem ber and contin ued 
through the 13th. When noti fied by Gen Ru­
pert Smith on 14 Septem ber that General 
Mladic and President Karadzic of the Serb Re-
pub lic had accepted the UN’s terms, CINC­
SOUTH and General Janvier jointly suspended 
of fen sive op era tions at 2200. They declared the 
cam paign closed on 20 Septem ber. 

The total air forces involved included about 
220 fighter air craft and 70 sup port air craft from 
three US serv ices, Great Brit ain, It aly,Ger many, 
Hol land, Greece, Turkey, Spain, and France—all 
di rectly assigned to AIRSOUTH and based 
mainly in Italy—and a steady stream of airlift 
air craft bring ing for ward units and sup plies. On 
days when strikes were flown, the AIRSOUTH-
assigned forces launched an aver age of four or 
five air-to- ground “packages,” involv ing per-
haps 60 or 70 bomb-dropping sor ties and an-
other one hundred to 150 other sor ties to pro-
vide combat air patrol, defense suppres sion, 
tanker, recon nais sance, and surveil lance sup-
port to the “shooters.” In total, DELIB ER ATE 
FORCE in cluded 3,515 air craft sor ties, of which 
2,470 went “feet dry” over the Bal kans re gion to 
de liver 1,026 weapons against 48 targets, in­
clud ing 338 indi vid ual desired mean points of 
im pact (DMPI).64 These figures equated to just 
about a busy day’s sortie count for coali tion air 
forces during the Gulf War—and only a tiny 
frac tion of the 227,340 weap ons those air forces 
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re leased against the Iraqis in the 43 days of 
DE SERT STORM. 

For all of DE LIB ER ATE FOR CE’s brev ity, lim­
ited scale, and opera tional one-sidedness, the 
vari ous research ers of the BACS all discov ered 
that the execu tion phase of the opera tion of­
fered many insights into the appli ca tion and 
use ful ness of airpower in a complex regional 
con flict. Summa rized here are only those of 
their dis cov er ies that seem to have the broad est 
im por tance to the general commu nity of air-
power think ers. Some of these dis cov er ies stem 
from the opera tional context of the conflict. 
Oth ers stem from the contin ued, even in-
creased, politi cal and dip lo matic com plex ity of 
DE LIB ER ATE FORCE in its execu tion phase. 

From the incep tion of its study, the BACS 
team antici pated that leader ship would be a 
broadly inter est ing area of inquiry. Reports 
from the field and subse quent inter views 
high-lighted the excep tion ally close control 
Gen eral Ryan exer cised over DELIB ER ATE 
FORCE tacti cal events. Reflect ing his and Ad­
mi ral Smith’s convic tion that “every bomb 
was a po liti cal bomb,” Gen eral Ryan per son ally 
over-saw the se lec tion of every DMPI in every
tar get. He also person ally scruti nized every
se lec tion—or “weaponeering”—de ci sion 
made for the actual weapons to be used 
against DMPIs, and he exam ined or directed 
many tacti cal deci sions about such things as 
the strike launch times, the specific compo si­
tion of at tack for ma tions, and the se lec tion of 
bomb- run routes. In his words, Ryan felt 
obliged to exer cise such close control to 
mini mize the risk of error and, if mistakes 
were made, to ensure that they would be at­
trib ut able to him—and him alone.65 Ryan’s 
ap proach to leader ship, in other words, was 
con sciously chosen and appro pri ate to the 
cir cum stances as he saw them. 

To place Gen eral Ry an’s acute at ten tion to 
tac ti cal de tails in a broader his tori cal con text, 
Maj Chris Orndorff pointed out that it had 
much in com mon with the great cap taincy of 
field com mand ers in the pe riod up to and in­
clud ing the Napo le onic era. Great captains 
and great captaincy, Orndorff explained, 
were epitomized by Napoléon and his art of 
com mand. He was the master practi tio ner of 

an art of command charac ter ized by close at-
ten tion to the logis ti cal and tacti cal details of 
ar mies, as well as with their strate gic guid­
ance. Great captains practiced this broad 
range of inter ven tion because it was vital to 
their success and be cause they had the means 
to do so. Because armies were small, indi vid­
ual tacti cal events assumed great im por tance, 
and contem po rary commu ni ca tions allowed 
a single commander to monitor and control 
such de tails in a timely man ner. But as the in­
dus trial revolu tion progressed through the 
nine teenth cen tury, the size of ar mies and the 
scope of their opera tions vastly increased. 
Great captaincy, at least to the extent that it 
in volved close oversight of logis ti cal and tac­
ti cal details, became imprac ti cal in wars be-
tween large indus trial states. In response, the 
Prus sians led the world in devel op ing  a 
military system based on central ized strate gic 
com-mand, gener al ized planning by trained 
staff offi cers, and decen tral ized execu tion of 
op era tions and logis ti cal support by
standard- ized units in accor dance with the 
guid ance of the first two groups. Among the 
many fea tures of this sys tem was a di vi sion of 
la bor that had senior command ers thinking
stra te gi cally and eschew ing close manage­
ment of tacti cal details. These cultural ar­
range ments, cou pled with a sophis ti cated ap­
proach to military training and educa tion, 
were, in the summa tion of one histo rian, an 
ef fort by the Prus sians to insti tu tion al ize a 
sys tem whereby  or di nary men could rep li cate 
the military genius of a great captain, such as 
Na poléon, on a sustained basis and on an in­
dus trial scale.66 Given that perspec tive, Orn­
dorff suggested that General Ryan’s close su­
per vi sion of DELIB ER ATE FORCE’s tacti cal
de tails mer its close ex ami na tion of the con di­
tions that made it appar ently suc cess ful in an 
age when the staff system seems to have oth­
er wise supplanted great captaincy in war. 

In net, Major Orndorff’s conclu sions re­
flected the univer sal con sen sus among every-
one inter viewed for the study that General 
Ry an’s excep tional involve ment in the tacti­
cal details of DELIB ER ATE FORCE reflected 
both his preroga tives as the commander and 
an appro pri ate response to the politi cal and 
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mili tary cir cum stances of the op era tion. Such 
was the case, Orndorff believed, because the 
cir cum stances of DELIB ER ATE FORCE con-
formed in impor tant ways to circum stances 
that gave rise to pre in dus trial com mand prac­
tices. Tacti cal events, namely the destruc tion 
of spe cific tar gets and the pos si bil ity of suf fer­
ing NATO casual ties, poten tially carried pro-
found strate gic impli ca tions. The NATO air 
forces involved were small in rela tion to the 
ca paci ties of the com mand, con trol, com mu­
ni ca tions, and intel li gence systems available 
to find tar gets, moni tor and di rect forces, and 
main tain com mand link ages. Draw ing on the 
anal ogy of an ear lier com mander stand ing on 
a hill, Orndorff suggested that General Ryan 
had the sensory and cogni tive capa bil ity to 
em brace the air battle compre hen sively, as­
sess the tacti cal and strate gic flow of events, 
and di rect all of his forces in a timely man ner. 
In the words of one sen ior US Air Force leader, 
there fore, General Ryan not only could exer­
cise close tacti cal control over his forces, but 
also was obliged to do so.67 

Ma jor Orndorff and other members of the 
team did identify some poten tial drawbacks of 
Gen eral Ry an’s great cap taincy. Most nota bly, 
it focused a tremen dous amount of work on 
the general and a few members of his staff. 
In di vidu als working closely with Ryan in the 
CAOC, such as Col Daniel R. Zoerb, AIR SOUTH 
di rec tor of plans, Col Ste ven R. Te ske, CAOC di ­
rec tor of plans, and Col Douglas J. Richard son, 
CAOC direc tor of opera tions, worked 18-hour 
days throughout the campaign.68 After two 
weeks, they were, by their own accounts, very 
tired. At the same time, other members of the 
CAOC staff were un deru til ized, as some of their 
cor po rate tacti cal respon si bili ties were ab -
sorbed, at least in their culmi nat ing steps, by 
the small group of offi cers working around 
Ryan. Mean while, some of the higher re spon si­
bili ties that might have fallen on Ryan, in his 
ca pac ity as the sen ior op era tional com mander, 
de volved on his chief of staff in Naples, Maj 
Gen Michael Short. Acting as the rear echelon 
com mander of AIRSOUTH, General Short be-
came respon si ble for, among many things, as­
pects of the public affairs, logis ti cal, politi cal, 
and military coor di na tion functions of DELIB­

ER ATE FORCE. In retro spect, General Short 
be lieved that while this divi sion of labor 
made good sense un der the cir cum stances, he 
felt that he and Gen eral Ryan had not fully an­
tici pated all of the staff and commu ni ca tions 
re quire ments needed to keep him up-to- date 
on opera tions and other issues. As a conse­
quence, Gen eral Short some times found it dif fi­
cult to pre pare timely answers to higher-level 
inquir ies about opera tions or General Ryan’s 
plans.69 Taken with the ef fect of Gen eral Ry an’s 
cen tral ized lead er ship style on the CAOC’s di vi­
sion of labor, General Short’s expe ri ence indi­
cates a need for air men to antici pate that lead­
er ship style is an impor tant choice—one that 
can shape staff pro-cesses and morale signifi­
cantly. 

Maj Mark Convers ino wrote the BACS 
chapter on DELIB ER ATE FORCE opera tions, 
with a primary focus on the activi ties of the 
31st Fighter Wing at Aviano AB.7 0 In net, his 
re search re vealed that the wing’s great suc cess 
in the cam paign re flected the pro fes sion al ism 
and skills of its person nel, ranging from its 
com mander to indi vid ual junior techni cians
work ing on the flight line. From July 1995, 
the 31st Wing formed the core of the 7490th 
Wing (Provi sional), an organi za tion estab­
lished to embrace the numer ous USAF fighter 
and support squadrons and US Navy and Ma­
rine air units brought to Aviano for DENY 
FLIGHT. These units made Aviano a busy 
place. At its peak strength, the 7490th Wing
in cluded about one hundred aircraft, all 
crowded onto a base with only one runway 
and designed to handle normally a wing of 
about 75 fighters. The crowded condi tions 
of the base made the chore og ra phy of main­
tain ing, servic ing, and moving aircraft about 
the field so tight and diffi cult that many of 
the people working there began calling it the 
“USS Aviano,” in allu sion to the condi tions
nor mally prevail ing on the deck of an 
aircraft carrier. Moreover, the commander 
of th e 7490th, Col Charles F. Wald, and his 
staff were  respon si ble for tacti cal coor di na tion 
with other NATO squad rons scat tered around 
It aly. Time pressures and limited commu ni­
ca tions channels made this task daunting. 
Had the 31st Wing’s per ma nently and tem po-
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rar ily assigned person nel not performed at 
such a high level across the board, DELIBE­
RATE FORCE in rea son able prob abil ity would 
have fallen flat on its face. 

At the same time, Major Conversi no’s chap­
ter identi fies several sources of psycho logi cal 
stress at Aviano that, over a more protracted 
cam paign, might have under mined the provi­
sional wing’s high perform ance and morale. 
The presence of families was one poten tial 
source of stress. Aviano was the 31st Wing’s 
per ma nent base. Conse quently, the families of 
many of the wing’s per son nel lived in the vi cin­
ity. During DE LIB ER ATE FORCE, these fami lies 
could be both a source of emotional strength 
for the combat aircrew and a poten tial source 
of worry and distrac tion. On the one hand, 
spouses brought meals and moral support to 
the units. On the other hand, they and their 
chil dren were there, com plete with their school 
prob lems, bro ken cars, anxieties, and so forth. 
While, in general, morale stayed high at Avi­
ano, it is impor tant to realize that the cam­
paign lasted only two weeks and that the wing 
took no casu al ties. Many of the in di vidu als and 
some command ers inter viewed by Convers ino 
and other BACS members expressed con cern at 
what would have happened to the emotional 
tenor of the base commu nity and to the con­
cen tra tion of the combat aircrew men, had the 
cam paign gone on longer with casual ties or 
with the mate ri ali za tion of terror ist threats 
against the families. During opera tions, one 
squadron commander even consid ered evacu­
at ing depend ents if DELIB ER ATE FORCE 
dragged on.71 

An other source of stress stemmed from the 
un fa mil iar nature of the DELIB ER ATE FORCE 
mis sion. Actu ally, at the level of tacti cal 
opera tions, the opera tional tempo, tactics, and 
threats of the campaign were much like 
those that 31st Wing airmen would have ex­
pected to face in a high-intensity conflict. 
Daily flights as elements of “goril las” of at tack, 
de fense suppres sion, electronic war fare, es­
cort, and tanker aircraft—po ten tially in the face 
of radar-directed anti air craft defenses—look 
pretty much the same tacti cally, regard less of 
the “limited” or “conven tional” nature of a 
con flict at the opera tional and strate gic level. 

But these con flicts do dif fer at the op era tional 
and strate gic levels, and therein lay a source 
of confu sion and tension between the field 
units and the CAOC. Airmen in the field 
found themselves fighting a tacti cally con­
ven tional campaign at poten tially sub stan tial 
risk from enemy action. The CAOC made 
plans and issued orders that reflected the op­
era tional- and strategic- level constraints and re­
straints inher ent in the air campaign’s identity 
as the mili tary arm of a lim ited peace op era tion. 
The differ ence between these perspec tives was 
mani fested in the con fu sion and frus tra tion felt 
by some in ter viewed air men over such things as 
the rules of en gage ment, out side “in ter fer ence” 
with their detailed tacti cal plans and deci sions, 
ap par ent re stric tions on the flow of in tel li gence 
in for ma tion to the field, and so forth. Since 
these things came to the field via the CAOC, a 
number of the BACS inter view ees expressed a 
sense that they were fighting one war and that 
the CAOC was fighting another one, with the 
CAOC’s version of the war tending to put the 
fly ers at greater and unnec es sary risk.72 

Ma jor Convers ino also identi fied several lo­
gis ti cal problems that might have under mined 
the power of the air campaign, had it gone on 
longer. Un der the US Air For ce’s “lean lo gis tics” 
con cept, air bases normally do not have large 
stocks of sup plies and spare parts on hand. The 
con cept assumes that modern logis tics tech­
niques can move supplies and parts from 
home land depots quickly enough to meet de­
mands and, thereby, re duce the size of the ware-
house and mainte nance opera tions a base has 
to maintain to sustain opera tions. At Aviano, 
one manifes ta tion of lean logis tics was that the 
base expe ri enced shortages in several areas of 
sup ply as soon as opera tions began. One of the 
more critical shortages was in aircraft tow ve hi­
cles (“bobcats”) and their tires. Compound ing 
the prob lem, the “war” be gan on a Wednes day, 
mean ing that state side de pots, which stayed on 
a peace time sched ule, were closed for the week-
end, just as urgent requests for supplies began 
to flow in from Aviano. Quick calls to super vi­
sors opened up the depots, but some supply 
prob lems, such as bobcat tires, were not solved 
dur ing DELIB ER ATE FORCE opera tions. 
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Com ple ment ing Major Conversi no’s 
broad review of DELIB ER ATE FORCE opera­
tions, Lt Col Rick Sar gent, in a mas sive chap ter, 
shifted the focus of the BACS to a more micro­
scopic as sess ment of the weap ons, tac tics, and 
target ing aspects of the air campaign.7 3 After a 
de tailed dis cus sion of the types of manned and 
un manned air craft em ployed dur ing the op era­
tion, Sargent described the precision-guided 
mu ni tions (PGM) used and their funda men tal 
im por tance to its conduct and outcome. Be-
cause NATO air command ers were concerned 
with getting the fastest possi ble results from 
their opera tions, while minimiz ing collat eral 
dam age and casual ties, Sargent argued that 
“pre ci sion guided muni tions became the over-
whelm ing weapons of choice during air strike 
op era tions.” Of the 1,026 bombs and missiles 
ex pended during DELIB ER ATE FORCE, 708 
were PGMs. Most of Lieuten ant Colonel Sar­
gent’s detailed discus sion of specific weapons 
and employ ment tactics remains classi fied. In 
gen eral, however, his work demon strates that 
PGM employ ment has become a complex sci­
ence. There are now numer ous types of PGMs 
avail able, each with distinct charac ter is tics of 
tar get acqui si tion, range, termi nal effects, and 
cost. Tacti cians and “weaponeers” must know 
and under stand those charac ter is tics to be able 
to make suitable de ci sions about their em ploy­
ment within the boundaries of time, targets, 
and ROE. The critical ity of those deci sions will 
only increase for many likely conflicts, for, as 
Sar gent reports General Ryan as having said, 
“dumb bombs are dead.” Unguided weapons 
likely will re tain their util ity in many circum­
stances, but in cases in which time and toler­
ance for unwanted effects are in short supply, 
they are becom ing unnec es sar ily risky to use.

Sar gent’s research, as well as that of other 
mem bers of the BACS team, also highlighted 
the need for air planners and weaponeers to
rec og nize that PGMs not only differ in their 
tech ni cal charac ter is tics and effects, but also 
may dif fer in their po liti cal and emo tional ef­
fects. The case in point here was the employ­
ment of 13 TLAMs on 10 Septem ber. General 
Ryan requested, and Admi ral Smith ap­
proved, the use of these long-range, ship-
launched missiles mainly on the military 

grounds that they were the best weapons avail-
able to take out key Bosnian Serb air defense 
sys tems in the Banja Luka area, with out risk to 
NATO aircrews. As it turned out, these mis­
siles were more than just another weapon in 
the con text of Bos nia. TLAMs rep re sented the 
high end of PGM technol ogy. Their sudden 
use in Bosnia signaled to many people that 
NATO was initi at ing a signifi cant esca la tion 
of the conflict. That was not the intent of the 
mili tary command ers, but the action was 
taken that way. Many members of the NAC 
were also upset by the fact that they had not 
been consulted on the use of these advanced 
weap ons be fore they were fired.7 4 At the same 
time, Admi ral Smith reported that he subse­
quently learned from an American diplo mat 
in contact with the Bosnian Serbs that the 
TLAMs “scared the [slang word for feces] out 
of the Serbs.” It was, ac cord ing to the ad mi ral, 
more evidence to the Serbs that NATO’s in-
tent was seri ous and that they “did not have a 
clue where [they] could go next.”75 Clearly, 
the term weaponeer ing  must carry a broad
mean ing for the senior command ers and the 
tech ni cians involved in the process. 

In a simi lar vein to Lieu ten ant Colo nel Sar -
gent’s effort, Maj Mark McLaughlin exam­
ined the nature of NATO combat assess ment
dur ing the air campaign. Begin ning at the 
theo reti cal level, McLaugh lin wrote that com­
bat assess ment is the process by which air
com mand ers deter mine how they are doing 
in rela tion to attain ing their objec tives. 
Through a three-step process of battle 
damage assess ment (BDA), muni tions effec­
tive ness assess ment, and reat tack recom men­
da tions, command ers learn if their attacks 
and the weapons with which they make them 
are bring ing the en emy closer to de feat at the 
best possi ble rate. Effec tive combat assess­
ment, therefore, is a vital tool for evaluat ing 
and re fin ing tac tics and op era tional con cepts. 

At the practi cal level, McLaughlin wrote 
that, while the CAOC’s combat assessment 
pro cess worked well, there were prob ­
lems—par ticu larly in the area of BDA. No ta ble 
even before DELIB ER ATE FORCE were the 
near absence of NATO BDA doctrine and the 
un even expe ri ence and training levels of the 
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vari ous national person nel doing BDA in the 
CAOC. The dif fer ent NATO air forces had dif­
fer ent standards and methods for assessing
dam age. For the sake of standardi za tion, 
CAOC BDA man ag ers at tempted to train their
sub or di nates in US doctrine and proce dures. 
But that process was under mined by the 
rapid turnover of their staffs, engen dered by 
the practice of manning the CAOC mainly 
with TDY person nel. The net effect of these 
prob lems, accord ing to McLaughlin, was a 
some what sluggish pace in the flow and as­
sess ment of BDA data into, within, and out of 
the CAOC. In turn, the poten tially negative 
ef fects of the slow pace of BDA, at least in 
terms of avoiding conflict ing public assess­
ments of how the bomb ing cam paign was go­
ing, were minimized by the compact ness of 
the air cam paign and its tar get list, by Gen­
eral Ryan’s deci sion to make all defini tive 
BDA deter mi na tions himself, and by Admi ral 
Smith’s close hold on the outflow of combat 
as sess ment in for ma tion to the press and even 
to NATO member govern ments. Whether or 
not the flow of the combat assess ment pro ­
cess was painfully slow, neither commander 
in tended to or had to make judgments under 
the pressure of public scrutiny and perhaps
coun ter vail ing analysis. 

In the shortest chapter of the BACS, Major
McLaugh lin also offered a succinct assess­
ment of the effec tive ness of DELIB ER ATE 
FORCE. Recog niz ing that the perspec tives of 
Bosnian Serb leaders had to be the founda­
tion for assess ing the campaign, McLaughlin 
pro posed that its effec tive ness “should be 
judged for [its] di rect im pact . . . in light of the
con cur rent victo ries by Croa tian and Mus lim 
(Fed era tion) ground forces, American-
sponsored dip lo matic ini tia tives, and Ser bia’s
po liti cal pressure on its Bosnian Serb cous­
ins.” Follow ing this prescrip tion, McLaugh­
lin illus trated the effects of the bombing on 
the psyche and calcu la tions of the Serb lead­
ers through the ac counts of the vari ous dip lo-
mats who dealt with them. As the campaign 
pro ceeded through active bombing, pause, 
and more bombing, McLaughlin traced a 
steady dete rio ra tion in the will of President 
Mi losevic, President Karadzic, and General 

Mladic to resist NATO and UN demands. 
Croa tian and Mus lim (Fed era tion) ground of-
fen sives going on at the same time served to 
in crease the pressure on Serb lead ers. In rapid
shut tle diplo macy, Ambas sa dor Holbrooke 
ex ploited these pressures to coax and bully 
the Serbs into making conces sions. A major
bar rier to progress went down on 8 Septem­
ber, when regional leaders met with Hol­
brooke at Geneva and agreed that the future 
Fed era tion of Bos nia would in clude a Bosnian 
Fed era tion of Croats and Mus lims and a sepa­
rate and coequal Serb Repub lic. The agree­
ment also allowed the two enti ties to “estab­
lish par al  lel  spe cial re la tions with 
neigh bor ing countries,” and it recog nized 
that the Federa tion and the Serb Repub lic 
would control 51 percent and 49 percent of 
Bosnia’s terri tory, respec tively—a divi sion of 
land long es tab lished in the so- called Con tact 
Group’s propos als.76 Thus, the Bosnian Serbs 
had in hand what they most wanted—auton­
omy. Un der con tinu ing pres sure from ground 
and air attacks, they found it easier to accept 
UN demands, and on 14 Septem ber Hol ­
brooke and Milosevic success fully pressured 
Karadzic and Mladic to end their active mili­
tary pressure on Sarajevo. 

DE LIB ER ATE FORCE was about diplo­
macy—get ting the Bosnian Serbs to end their 
sieges on the safe areas and to enter into pro­
duc tive nego tia tions for peace. Conse quently, 
sev eral BACS research ers, Major McLaughlin 
par ticu larly, exam ined the inter con nec tions 
be tween DELIB ER ATE FORCE and the ongo ing 
dip lo matic process.77 What they found, in gen­
eral, was that these inter con nec tions were diffi­
cult to “pack age” and de scribe in a man ner that 
was dis tinct and sepa rate from other events and 
forces in flu enc ing the course of di plo macy. De-
spite its brevity and limited military scope, DE-
LIB ER ATE FORCE turned out to be a complex 
dip lo matic event, one influ enced by military 
op era tions other than the air cam paign—and by 
the conduct of diplo matic activi ties in several 
ven ues. A useful and defen si ble descrip tion of 
the rela tion ship between airpower and diplo­
macy in this case, there fore, re quires a clear un­
der stand ing of these other opera tions and ac ­
tivi ties. 
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One of the more imme di ate effects of the 
bomb ing campaign was that it under scored 
and, to some degree, mandated a tempo rary 
shift of the inter ven tion’s dip lo matic lead from 
the UN to the Contact Group. Formed in the 
sum mer of 1994, the Contact Group repre­
sented the foreign minis tries of the United 
States, Great Britain, France, Germany, and 
Rus sia. The group’s sole pur pose was to pro vide 
an al ter na tive mecha nism to the UN for ne go ti-
at ing a peace settle ment in the region. Since it 
had none of the UN’s humani tar ian and 
peacekeep ing respon si bili ties to divert its at-
ten tion or weaken its freedom to nego ti ate 
force fully, the group’s rela tion ship with the 
Bosnian Serbs was more overtly confron ta­
tional than the UN’s. This suited the US repre­
sen ta tive to the group, Am bas sa dor Hol brooke, 
just fine. As the assis tant secre tary of state for 
Euro pean and Ca na dian af fairs, he had been in­
volved closely with Balkans diplo macy for 
some time, and he was an outspo ken propo­
nent of aggres sive action against the Serbs.7 8  

Upon hear ing of the Mrkale shell ing, for ex am­
ple, he suggested publicly that the proper re­
sponse might be a bombing campaign against 
the Serbs of up to six months.79 Holbrooke’s 
opin ion was im por tant be cause by the sum mer 
of 1995, he was the de facto lead agent of the 
Con tact Group, and it was his small team of 
Ameri can diplo mats and military offi cers that 
con ducted face-to- face shuttle nego tia tions 
with the Serbs and other bellig er ent leaders 
dur ing the bombing campaign. These shuttle 
ne go tia tions took the Hol brooke team to Yugo­
sla via at the start of the bombing, to Brussels 
and the NAC during the pause, to Geneva for a 
ma jor face-to- face meeting of the factional 
lead ers on 8 Septem ber, to the United States, 
back to Belgrade on the 13th and to a host of 
other points in between. 

The irony of Holbrooke’s call for robust 
bomb ing was that the UN and NATO could 
not and did not initi ate DELIB ER ATE FORCE 
to influ ence the peace process. Offi cially and 
pub licly, NATO initi ated the campaign to 
pro tect the safe areas. But as Ambas sa dor 
Hunter pointed out, it would have been na ive 
to think that the air attacks would not under-
mine the Serbs’ military power and coerce 

them diplo mati cally. Never the less, Hunter 
believed that the bombing had to be “repre­
sented” merely as an effort to protect the safe 
ar eas. The con sen sus within the NAC for air ac­
tion rested solely on support for the UN Secu­
rity Council resolu tions. There was no overt 
gen eral commit ment to bomb the Bosnian 
Serbs into talking.8 0  

Also during the time of DELIB ER ATE 
FORCE, the inter ven tion was con duct ing two
mili tary opera tions of conse quence to the 
course of diplo macy. UN peacekeep ing forces 
re mained in the region though their role was 
mainly passive dur ing the pe riod of of fen sive 
air opera tions. In the weeks prior to the start 
of bombing, the UN had quietly drawn its 
scat tered peacekeep ing units in from the field 
and concen trated them in more defen si ble 
po si tions. This process rushed to conclu sion 
in the fi nal hours be fore bomb ing ac tu ally be­
gan. Dur ing the bomb ing, these forces mainly 
held their posi tions or conducted limited pa­
trol op era tions, but they did not go on the of-
fen sive. At the same time, ele ments of NA TO’s 
Rapid Reac tion Force (RRF) took an active, 
though limited, role in the inter ven tion’s of-
fen sive. The RRF deployed into the Sarajevo 
area, begin ning in mid-June. During the first 
two days of DELIB ER ATE FORCE, its artil lery 
units shelled Bosnian Serb military forces in 
the Sarajevo area. These bombard ments cer­
tainly had some effect on Serb military capa­
bili ties, and they proba bly had some ef fect on 
their dip lo matic cal cu la tions. How ever, given 
the lack of empha sis placed on them by the
dip lo mats inter viewed by the BACS teams, 
the effects of these activi ties on diplo matic 
events probably were limited, at least in rela­
tion to the effects of the air campaign and of 
the military opera tions of regional anti-Serb 
forces. At the same time, the passive value of 
the peacekeep ing forces as a brake on the abil­
ity of the Serbs to more or less walk into the 
re main ing safe ar eas and take them, or to take
in ter ven tion peacekeepers hostage, certainly 
must have been a factor in military calcu la­
tions—though one not explored in depth by 
the BACS. 

All diplo mats and senior military com­
manders inter viewed by the BACS attrib uted 
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great military and diplo matic impor tance to 
Croa tian and Bosnian offen sive opera tions 
against local Serb forces, which had begun
be fore DELIB ER ATE FORCE and which con-
tin ued in paral lel to it and after wards. These 
of fen sives began in the spring of 1995, and 
they marked the end of the overwhelm ing 
mili tary ad van tages of Ser bian forces. In May 
the Croatian army began a success ful offen­
sive to rees tab lish govern ment control of 
west ern Sla vo nia. Then, in late July, the Croa­
tian army launched a major offen sive—Op­
era tion STORM—to retake the kra jina and to 
re lieve the Ser bian siege of the so- called Bi hac 
Pocket—a small area under Bosnian control. 
In a few days, a Croatian force of nearly one 
hun dred thousand well-equipped troops pene­
trated the kra jina at dozens of places and cap­
tured Knin—a vital center of Croatian Serb 
power. Over the next sev eral weeks, the Croa­
tians system ati cally cleared the kra jina of 
Serb resis tance, moving gener ally from west 
to east.81 At the same time, forces of the 
Bosnian Federa tion launched a series of op­
era tions against the Bosnian Serbs. Under 
pres sure from the United States and other in­
ter ven ing govern ments, the Bosnian Croat 
and Muslim factions had rees tab lished the 
Fed era tion in March 1994 and, since that 
time, had worked to improve the combat ca­
pa bili ties of its army. By the sum mer of 1995, 
the Bosnian army was ready to go on the of-
fen sive, and—as the Croats swept around the 
north ern borders of Serb-held Bosnia—it 
struck west and north to push the Serbs back 
from the center of the country. Caught be -
tween a hammer and an anvil, the Serbs re -
treated precipi tously, and by mid-September 
the Croatian govern ment controlled its terri­
tory—and the propor tion of Bosnia under 
Serb control had shrunk from 70 percent to 
about 51 percent. 

The exis tence of a power ful ground offen­
sive in paral lel to DELIB ER ATE FORCE com­
pli cates any deter mi na tion of the air cam­
paign’s distinct influ ence on diplo macy. 
Un doubt edly, the Croat-Bosnian offen sives 
dras ti cally altered the military prospects not 
only of the Serb fac tions in the two coun tries 
but also those of the Serbian leaders of the 

former Yugo sla via. Even be fore the Croa tians 
launched their kra jina offen sive, Slobo dan 
Mi losevic offered to act as a peace broker be-
tween the Bosnian Serbs and the inter ven­
tion. At the time, some observ ers attrib uted
Mi losevic’s move to his concerns over the 
grow ing strength of non-Serb military forces 
and over the worsen ing economic condi tion 
of his coun try, brought on by UN sanc tions.82 

In this light, one regional special ist, Norman 
Ci gar, argues that the Serbian military re-
verses on the ground were more impor tant 
than the air opera tions of DELIB ER ATE 
FORCE in getting them to accept UN de­
mands. Ground opera tions, Cigar argues, 
con firmed for the Serbs that they were losing
con trol of the military situation and, thus, 
had a profound impact on their diplo matic
cal cu la tions. In his view, the air campaign 
had minimal direct effect on the Serbs’ mili­
tary capa bili ties and, conse quently, had little 
im pact on their diplo macy.83 

Sen ior diplo matic and military leaders 
inter viewed by the BACS—and some ana­
lysts—gen er ally saw a more syner gis tic rela­
tion ship be tween air, ground, and dip lo matic 
op era tions in terms of their ef fects on the cal­
cu la tions of the Serbs. Though most people
em pha sized that the simul ta ne ity of the two 
cam paigns was unplanned, they also recog­
nized that their con junc tion was im por tant to 
the ulti mate outcome of nego tia tions.84 Just 
as the Bosnian Serbs were fac ing their great est 
mili tary chal lenge on the ground, the air cam­
paign drasti cally under mined their ability to 
com mand, sup ply, and move their forces. The 
com bi na tion of ef fects placed them in a much 
more imme di ate danger of military collapse 
than would have the land or air offen sives
sepa rately. Also, the Bosnian Federa tion of-
fen sive estab lished a divi sion of terri tory be-
tween it and the Serb faction that almost ex­
actly equalled the 51/49 percent split called 
for in inter ven tion peace plans and recon­
firmed at the Ge neva peace talks on 8 Sep tem­
ber 1995. Am bas sa dor Hol brooke main tained 
that this event greatly eased the subse quent 
peace nego tia tions at Dayton, Ohio, since it 
placed the Serbs in the posi tion of merely ac­
knowl edg ing an ex ist ing di vi sion of ter ri tory, 
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rather than in a posi tion of giving up hard-
won terri tory that they previ ously had re-
fused to relin quish.85 

Moreo ver, every diplo mat and senior com­
mander inter viewed believed that the air cam­
paign dis tinctly af fected the moral re sis tance of 
the Serb leaders and, conse quently, the pace of 
ne go tia tions. Prior to the bombing, Ambas sa­
dor Christo pher Hill observed that President 
Mi losevic “always had a rather cocky view of 
the nego tia tions, sort of like he’s doing us a fa­
vor,” but after the bombing be gan, “we found 
him . . . totally engaged . . . [with an] atti tude of 
let’s talk seri ously.”86 Not surpris ingly, Hol­
brooke and Ambas sa dor Hunter perceived that 
Serb diplo mats relaxed somewhat when the 
bomb ing pause began on 1 Septem ber. When 
the bombing restarted on 5 Septem ber, Hol­
brooke perceived that Ser bian dip lo matic re sis­
tance weakened rapidly, to the verge of col-
lapse.87 This effect was clear at the meeting 
be tween Hol brooke’s ne go ti at ing team and the 
Serbs on 13–14 Sep tem ber. At the meet ing, Hol­
brooke found Mladic “in a rush” to end the 
bomb ing 8 8—so much so that the meeting had 
hardly begun when Milosevic produced Presi­
dent Karadzic and his military commander, 
Gen eral Mladic, to partici pate directly in the 
talks. Mladic, who had the figura tive noose of 
an indicted war criminal around his neck, ar­
rived at the meeting looking “like he’d been 
through a bombing campaign.”89 After six 
hours of nego tia tions, the Serbs unilat er ally 
signed an agreement to cease their attacks on 
and remove their heavy weapons from Sara­
jevo, without a quid pro quo from Holbrooke 
or the UN of stopping the bombing. Ambas sa­
dor Hill attrib uted this capitu la tion to the 
threat of fur ther bomb ing.90In ter est ingly, as he 
left the meeting, Karadzic plaintively asked 
Hol brooke, “We are ready for peace. Why did 
you bomb us?”91 

NATO diplo mats on the North Atlan tic
Coun cil also recog nized the impor tance and 
value of the bomb ing cam paign. Their col lec­
tive deci sion to authorize air opera tions in 
the first place was clear evidence of their ex­
pecta tion that the poten tial benefits of the 
opera tions outweighed their risks. Ambas sa­
dor Hunter learned the depth of his com pa tri­

ot’s commit ment to the bombing opera tions 
at the very begin ning of the bombing pause. 
On the same after noon that the pause began,
Secretary- General Claes called a meeting of 
the NAC to confirm that the members re­
mained will ing to let op era tions re sume when 
the command ers deemed neces sary. For his 
part, Hunter an tici pated some re sis tance to al­
low ing the campaign to restart. To his 
surprise, all members favored resum ing the 
bomb ing if the Serbs failed to show evidence 
of comply ing with UN demands. Having got-
ten over the question of restart ing the cam­
paign with unex pected ease, Hunter recalled 
that the real debate—one that consumed 
“about an hour-and- a- half” of the Council’s 
time—was over whether to give the Serbs 48 
hours or 72 hours to comply.92 Having taken 
the inter na tional and domes tic politi cal risks 
of initi at ing DELIB ER ATE FORCE, the mem­
bers of the NAC were deter mined to see it 
through.

Am bas sa dors Holbrooke and Hunter of­
fered two distinct but inter re lated expla na­
tions for the profound and imme di ate influ­
ence of the bombing on Serbian diplo matic 
re sis tance. Ambas sa dor Holbrooke’s expla na­
tion was to the point. Serb leaders, he felt, 
were “thugs and murder ers” who conse­
quently responded well to force.93 Ambas sa­
dor Hunter painted a more calcu lat ing pic­
ture of the Serbian leaders. In his view, they
un der stood in the late summer of 1995 that 
their sole remain ing diplo matic advan tage in 
the Bosnian conflict lay in their abil ity to ma­
nipu late the inter nal divi sions within and 
among the NATO and UN mem ber states. The 
Serbs knew, Hunter believed, that neither or­
gani za tion could take deci sive action against 
them unless consen sus existed in the NAC 
and at least in the UN Secu rity Council. For 
that rea son, they should have taken the NAC’s
en dorse ment of the London agreement and 
the UN secretary-general’s transfer of the air-
strike “keys” to his military commander as 
dis turb ing omens. Based on past expe ri ence,
how ever, the Serbs also had reason to hope 
that neither organi za tion was really seri ous 
and would back off after a few halfhearted air 
strikes. The bombing pause probably rekin-
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dled that hope. The NAC debate of 2 Septem­
ber, which Hunter believed the Serbs were 
privy to, and the resump tion of the bombing
it self shattered that hope.94 The action was 
hard evidence that the UN’s and the NAC’s 
ex pres sions of unanim ity and commit ment 
were real. Thus, even more than the ongo ing
ad vances of the Bosnian Federa tion forces 
and the initial start of the bombing, the 
knowl edgeable partici pants inter viewed by 
the BACS team all agreed that resump tion of 
the bombing became the pivotal moment of 
the cam paign. In Am bas sa dor Hill’s es ti mate, 
the bombing “was really the signal the 
Bosnian Serbs needed to get to under stand 
that they had to reach a peace agreement.” 95 

Hunter be lieved that the de ci sion and the act 
of resum ing the attack clearly signaled to the 
Serbs that the UN and NATO were com mit ted 
to win ning a de ci sion and that their op por tu­
ni ties for mili tary suc cess and dip lo matic ma­
neu ver were running out. 

An inter est ing feature of DELIB ER ATE 
FORCE, given the close con nec tion be tween air 
op era tions and diplo macy, was that the direct 
op era tional commander, General Ryan, and 
the princi pal nego tia tor, Ambas sa dor Hol­
brooke, never spoke to one another during the 
op era tion. Holbrooke spoke frequently during 
the campaign with UN command ers and on 
sev eral oc ca sions with Ad mi ral Smith and Gen­
eral Joulwan, SACEUR. He even conferred with 
the NAC during the bombing pause. But he 
never spoke with the in di vid ual mak ing the im­
me di ate deci sions about the sequence, pace, 
weap ons, and other tacti cal charac ter is tics of 
the air attacks. Thus, for his part, General Ryan 
never spoke to the indi vid ual who most di­
rectly ex ploited the dip lo matic ef fects of his op­
era tions. What they knew of one another’s per­
cep tions, priori ties, and inten tions was derived 
in di rectly from infor ma tion flowing up and 
down their respec tive chains of command. 

From a legal is tic perspec tive, the lack of 
con tact between Holbrooke and Ryan was 
proper and po liti cally nec es sary. First, as a US 
State Depart ment repre sen ta tive and the 
leader of the Contact Group, Holbrooke had 
no for mal place in ei ther the UN or the NATO 
chains of command. Properly, any contact 

be tween him and Ryan should have moved 
up through State Depart ment channels over 
to the secre tary of defense or to the NAC and 
then down through those chains of com mand 
to Ryan, who acted both as the com mander of 
the USAF Sixteenth Air Force and as a NATO 
air com mander. Given the cir cum stances, the 
NATO chain of command was really the op­
era tive one. Second, any direct contact with 
the air commander possi bly would have 
e stablished the per cep t ion that  the 
bombing was support ing Holbrooke’s diplo­
macy—some thing that neither the UN nor 
NATO wanted to hap pen. Am bas sa dor Hunter 
sug gested that mem bers of the NAC wouldn’t 
have wanted any di rect con tact be tween Ryan 
and Holbrooke, “other than to keep one an-
other vaguely informed, that is to exchange
in for ma tion.” All politi cal deci sions related 
to the air cam paign, he said, had to be made at 
the NAC. Hunter believed that any “tacti cal” 
co op era tion be tween the gen eral and the dip-
lo mat would have been a “very big mistake”; 
had Ryan adjusted his opera tions in response 
to infor ma tion passed to him by “any nego­
tia tor,” the NAC would have “had his 
head”—es pe cially if something went wrong.9 6  

As a conse quence, during DELIB ER ATE 
FORCE, Admi ral Smith wanted no di rect con-
tact between his air commander and Hol­
brooke. The admi ral avoided opera tional or 
tar get ing discus sions with Holbrooke or his 
mili tary deputy, US Army lieuten ant general 
Wes Clark, be cause he “did not want ei ther of 
them to even think they had an avenue by 
which they could influ ence [him].”97 Fully 
aware of his exclu sion from the NATO and 
UN command channels, Ambas sa dor Hol­
brooke never based his pre–DELIB ER ATE 
FORCE nego ti at ing plans on a bombing cam­
paign, even though he believed that it would 
greatly facili tate a success ful outcome.98 

Un avoid able as it was under the circum­
stances, the lack of contact between Hol brooke 
and Ryan appears to have allowed discon nects 
in their un der stand ings of key is sues. Those dis­
con nects, in turn, ap pear to have in flu enced the 
way the two in di vidu als pur sued their mis sions. 
For exam ple, General Ryan’s concern over col­
lat eral damage at least probably exceeded that 
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of the US diplo mats involved. While the gen­
eral was concerned that a signifi cant collateral-
damage event, particu larly  one causing the 
deaths of ci vil ians,might rob the air cam paign 
of its politi cal support before it had de ci sive 
ef fect, the US diplo mats involved gener ally be­
lieved that the air cam paign had enough po liti­
cal support perhaps even to carry it through a 
se ri ous inci dent of collat eral damage.99 In re­
gards to the cli mate of opin ion in the NAC, Am-
bas sa dor Hunter pointed out that too much do­
mes tic politi cal capital had been invested by 
the mem ber states to start bomb ing op era tions 
for them to be brought to a halt by the unin­
tended death of civil ians and soldiers.100 No 
one was advo cat ing casual slaughter, but the 
net focus of the inter ven tion’s diplo matic com­
mu nity was on getting results from what may 
have been NATO’s last bolt in Bosnia, rather 
than on prevent ing or react ing to inci dents of 
col lat eral damage. 

Whether closing this discon nect between 
NATO air leaders—mainly Ryan and Admi ral 
Smith—and their diplo matic counter­
parts—mainly Holbrooke and Hunter—would 
have changed the flow of events is, of course, 
specu la tive. Even had they known that the dip-
lo mats were not poised to end the air cam paign 
at the first inci dent of signifi cant collat eral 
dam age (whatever “signifi cant” meant in this 
case), Smith and Ryan cer tainly would not have 
re duced their efforts to minimize collat eral 
dam age and casual ties from the bombing. For 
mili tary, legal, and moral reasons, neither 
leader had any inten tion of doing any more 
harm to the Bosnian Serbs than was re quired by 
their mission to protect the safe areas. Likely, 
Ad mi ral Smith would have still expected Ryan 
to worry about every DMPI, weapon, and other 
de ci sion relevant to getting maximum effect at 
mini mum col lat eral cost. But know ing that the 
dip lo mats were not as sensi tive to collat eral 
dam age as they thought, might have given the 
mili tary command ers a sense that they had 
more time to con duct their op era tions. That, in 
turn, might have let them slow down the pace 
of the bombing—some thing that might have 
been desir able, even if just to reduce the wear 
and tear imposed by the actual pace of opera­
tions on every one, from General Ryan to the 

per son nel in the flying units in the field. In-
deed, at one point during the bomb ing, some 
CAOC staf fers briefly dis cussed slow ing down 
the pace of the campaign in the inter est of 
safety. People, includ ing the aircrews, were 
be gin ning to show signs of fatigue. But they 
re jected the idea in short or der, be liev ing that 
the diplo matic vulner abil ity of the opera tion 
re quired maximum effort to ensure that it 
had a deci sive effect before it was shut down 
for politi cal reasons.101 

There was also a discon nect between Ryan’s 
and Hol brooke’s un der stand ings of the dy nam­
ics of the bombing campaign and its possi ble 
du ra tion. With his jets focus ing their attacks al­
most exclu sively on the targets covered in op­
tions one and two of OPLAN 40101, around 10 
Sep tem ber General Ryan passed up word to his 
com mand ers that he would run out of such ap­
proved tar gets in a cou ple of days at the pres ent 
pace of opera tions. For their part, Ryan and his 
plan ners did not neces sar ily equate running 
out of currently approved targets as meaning 
that the campaign had to end automati cally. 
There were several target ing options available 
that could have per mit ted a con tinua tion of the 
bomb ing. These included (1) hitting or rehit­
ting undestroyed DMPIs among the targets al­
ready approved, (2) adding and/or approv ing 
new option-one- and- two targets to the list, or 
(3) hitting option-three targets. In fact, AIR-
SOUTH planners were already looking at new 
option- one- and- two targets, and General Joul­
wan had already raised the option-three issue 
with the NAC, with a negative re sponse.102 Nev­
er the less, in the sec ond week of Sep tem ber, AF­
SOUTH had sev eral op tions for use fully ex tend­
ing the air campaign, should that be politi cally 
or militar ily required. However, that was not 
the infor ma tion that got to Ambas sa dor Hol­
brooke and his boss, Secre tary of State Warren 
Chris to pher. Based on his conver sa tions with 
Ad mi ral Smith and a report to the National Se­
cu rity Council on 11 Septem ber by the vice-
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Adm Wil­
liam Owens, Ambas sa dor Holbrooke recalls 
that he and the sec re tary un der stood une quivo­
cally that running out the exist ing target list 
meant the end of bomb ing op era tions. Be cause 
that news had such drastic impli ca tions for his 
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ne go tia tions, Holbrooke relates, he imme di­
ately asked Admi ral Owens to see if there was 
some way to ex tend the cam paign.103 In ter est­
ingly, Gen eral Ryan later could not re call ever
hear ing about the ambas sa dor’s inter est in 
stretch ing things out.104 

What ever the causes of the infor ma tional 
dis con nect between Ryan and Holbrooke, it 
had an imme di ate effect on American and, it 
fol lows, Contact Group diplo macy. After the 
NSC meeting, Holbrooke relates, Secre tary
Chris to pher directed him to return im­
mediately to Belgrade to resume nego tia tions 
with President Milosevic. The two statesmen 
had been plan ning to wait a week longer be fore 
reen gag ing the Serbi ans, in the hope that the 
con tin ued bombing would further soften their 
ob sti nate resis tance to meeting both the UN’s 
and the Contact Group’s demands. In other 
words, Holbrooke was deter mined to get the 
Serbs to halt their attacks on the safe areas and 
to be gin mak ing the ter ri to rial con ces sions nec­
es sary to give real ity to the just completed Ge­
neva Agreement. But with the end of offen sive 
air opera tions appar ently immi nent, Christo­
pher adjusted his diplo matic plan, and Hol ­
brooke left for Serbia imme di ately, to get what 
he could from the Serbs before the bombing 
ended.105 Fortu nately, although it was already 
be com ing public knowledge that NATO was 
run ning out of option-two targets and was un­
likely to shift to option three, the Serbs were 
beaten and ready to accept the UN’s demands 
at least.106 Conse quently, Holbrooke got little 
for the Contact Group other than promises to 
par tici pate in some sort of peace confer ence, 
but he did get the Serbs’ com mit ment to lift the 
sieges and pull their heavy weapons out of the 
Sara jevo exclu sion zone. Attrib ut ing his partial 
suc cess to the need to get a settle ment before 
the Serbs real ized the impend ing halt to the 
bomb ing, Hol brooke later re lated that “I would 
have been . . . willing to continue the nego tia­
tions, if Smith or Joulwan had said, ‘Boy we 
have a lot of great targets left out there.’ ”107 

Again, argu ing that closing the discon nect
be tween Ryan and Holbrooke on this issue 
might have reshaped the air campaign re-
mains a matter of specula tion, even if it had 
been pos si ble to do so. Af ter all, Ryan was still 

func tion ing as a NATO com mander, and Hol­
brooke was not in his chain of com mand; fur­
ther, for reasons of politi cal sensi tiv ity, he 
was not even free to discuss opera tions 
openly with the air commander. However, in 
ac tual prac tice, the opera tional and politi cal 
bound- aries between the UN and NAC, on the 
one hand, and the United States and the Con-
tact Group, on the other, were not as sharp as 
the for mal dip lo matic ar range ments sug gested. 
To be sure, the bombing was under way to se­
cure the safe areas and protect peacekeepers, 
but most leaders involved under stood that 
those objec tives were not likely to be obtained 
un less the Serbs were hum bled mili tar ily and at 
least agreed to se ri ous ne go tia tions over the po­
liti cal and terri to rial propos als of the Contact 
Group. Similarly, while the UN offi cially had 
the politi cal lead in terms of sanction ing and 
bene fit ing from the bombing, it was Ambas sa­
dor Hol brooke who ex er cised the prac ti cal dip -
lo matic lead dur ing DE LIB ER ATE FORCE. It was 
he, in fact, who extracted the conces sions from 
the Serbian leaders on 14 Septem ber that al­
lowed the UN and NATO to announce success 
and “turn off” their keys. He was, there fore, act ­
ing as a de facto dip lo mat for the other in ter na­
tional or gani za tions, even if none could say so. 
Thus, while the political-military arrange ments 
ex ist ing around DELIB ER ATE FORCE made 
good for mal sense at the time, their arti fi ci al ity, 
in terms of what was going on opera tion ally, 
clearly in flu enced the course of di plo macy and 
air op era tions in ways that ar gua bly were un de-
sir able. In point of fact, the indi rect ness of the 
flow of infor ma tion between Ryan and Hol­
brooke created a situation, in effect, in which 
the com mand ers pressed their op era tions to get 
their full diplo matic effect before the dip lo mats 
ar bi trar ily cut off the bombing. This occurred 
even as the diplo mats scrambled to get what 
dip lo matic effect they could before the com­
mand ers arbi trar ily cut off the bombing. The 
irony of the situation is nota ble. 

Even af ter it ended, DE LIB ER ATE FORCE—or 
at least its mem ory—re mained an ac tive fac tor 
in the shape and pace of subse quent nego tia­
tions for Bosnian peace. Formal talks were 
taken up in Novem ber at Wright-Patterson 
Air Force Base, near Day ton, Ohio. Hol brooke 
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con sid ered it a for tui tous choice of venue. Ar­
riv ing Serb diplo mats walked from their air-
planes past opera tional combat aircraft 
parked on the ramp nearby. Hill arranged to 
hold the welcom ing banquet on the floor of 
the United States Air Force Museum, where 
the Serbs liter ally sat surrounded by “an awe-
some dis play of air power,” in clud ing some of 
the very aircraft and weapons recently used 
against them.108 Accord ing to their American 
es cort offi cer, the Serbs remained tight-
lipped about their impres sions of the 
event.109 But there is no doubt of the impor­
tance that the key inter ven tion ist diplo mats
at tached to keeping airpower before the Ser­
bian diplo mats. 

Implications 
Dur ing the course of their research, the 

BACS team members observed and described 
a number of things about DELIB ER ATE 
FORCE that carry impor tant impli ca tions for 
the planners of future air campaigns. Once 
again, this arti cle only summa rizes those im­
pli ca tions that some—though not neces sar ily 
all—of the team members felt had value 
beyond the specific circum stances  of 
DELIB ER ATE FORCE. For all its uniqueness, 
DELIB ER ATE FORCE offers broadly useful 
im pli ca tions be cause one can de scribe its key
char ac ter is tics with some preci sion. For the 
NATO airmen involved, it was a strate gi cally
lim ited, tacti cally intense, high-technology,
coa li tion air campaign, conducted under 
tight re straints of time and per mis si ble col lat­
eral dam age; fur ther, it was aimed at co erc ing
po liti cal and military compli ance from a re­
gional oppo nent who had no airpower. To 
the ex tent that mili tary plan ners will plan fu­
ture air campaigns in the context of some or 
all of these charac ter is tics, they should first 
un der stand what the DE LIB ER ATE FORCE ex­
pe ri ence suggests theoreti cally about how 
things might work under similar circum­
stances. 

As a first obser va tion, the deter mined and ro­
bust charac ter of DELIB ER ATE FORCE was essen­
tial to its near-term success. The campaign’s ob­
jec tives were limited, but to achieve them, 

NATO airmen had to be free to make their 
plans and exe cute their op era tions within the 
full lim its of ap pro pri ate bounda ries of po liti­
cal objec tives and the laws of war—all of 
which should have been, and gener ally were, 
en cap su lated in the rules of engage ment. A 
half hearted, overly restrained, or incom plete 
air campaign likely would ha ve been disas­
trous to NATO and UN credibil ity—and it cer­
tainly would have prolonged the war. As 
RAND researcher Steven Hosmer recently con­
cluded, a weak air campaign probably would 
have “adversely condi tioned” the Bosnian 
Serbs and other factions to believe that both 
bomb ing and the interven tion ists were inde ci­
sive and, therefore, that they should fight on. 
“To reap the psycho logi cal benefits of air-
power,” Hosmer wrote, “it is also impor tant to 
avoid adverse condi tion ing. The enemy must 
not see your air attacks as weak or impo tent. 
The hesitant . . . bombing campaign against 
North Vietnam in 1965 is a prime exam ple of 
ad verse condi tion ing. The hesitant use of 
NATO airpower in the former Yugosla via prior 
to mid- 1995 is an other ex am ple of ad verse con­
di tion ing.”110 In paral lel, Ambas sa dor Hol­
brooke felt that the actual targets struck during 
DE LIB ER ATE FORCE were less impor tant to its 
ef fect on Bosnian Serb lead ers than the fact that 
the NATO campaign was sustained, effec tive, 
and selec tive.111 

As a second obser va tion, precision- guided
mu ni tions made DELIB ER ATE FORCE 
possible. Given the campaign’s restraints of 
time, forces available, and its politi cal sensi­
tivi ties, NATO could not have under taken it 
with out a rela tively abun dant sup ply of PGMs 
and air platforms to deliver them. Preci sion 
weap ons gave NATO airmen the ability to 
con ceive and execute a major air campaign 
that was quick, potent, and unlikely to kill 
peo ple or destroy property to an extent that 
would cause world opin ion to rise against and
ter mi nate the opera tion. The BACS team 
found no substan ti ated esti mates of the 
number of people killed by DELIB ER ATE 
FORCE.112 The simple fact that Bosnian Serb 
lead ers made no effort to exploit collat eral 
dam age politi cally in di cates that they had lit­
tle to exploit. Had NATO and UN leaders ex-
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pected enough collat eral damage to give the 
Serbs a politi cal lever, they probably would 
not have ap proved ini tia tion of DE LIB ER ATE 
FORCE, or if such damage had begun, they 
proba bly could not have sus tained the op era­
tion politi cally for long. Indeed, as Ambas sa­
dor Hunter recalled, trust in the implied 
prom ise of NATO airmen to execute their air 
cam paign quickly and with mini mal col lat eral 
dam age permit ted the mem bers of the NAC to 
ap prove its ini tia tion in the first place.113 Had 
those dip lo mats doubtedthat prom ise, DE LIB­
ER ATE FORCE never would have happened, 
and had NATO airmen failed to deliver on ei­
ther part of their promise, the campaign al­
most certainly would have come to a quick 
end. 

The third obser va tion follows from the 
first two: NA TO’s primary reli ance on air-
delivered preci sion weapons during DELIB ER­
ATE FORCE shielded the inter na tional inter ven­
tion in Bos nia from “mis sion creep.” Had NATO 
cho sen to conduct a joint air and ground of-
fen sive against the Serbs or to rely on non pre­
ci sion aerial weapons in the bombing cam­
paign, DELIB ER ATE FORCE certainly would 
have involved greater casual ties on both 
sides. Instead of a series of just over a thou-
sand carefully placed explo sions and a few 
sec onds of aircraft cannon fire, DELIB ER ATE 
FORCE likely would have involved pro­
tracted opera tions by tens of thousands of 
troops, sys tem atic air and ar til lery bar rages in
sup port of their advance across the land, and 
thou sands more explo sions of not so pre­
cisely placed bombs and artil lery shells. Put 
an other way, in any form but an indepen­
dent air campaign, DELIB ER ATE FORCE 
would have given the Serb faction a vastly 
greater oppor tu nity to fight back and inflict 
casu al ties on NATO and UN forces. Reasona­
bly, the Serbs would have fought back, at 
least long enough to see if killing some 
number of inter ven tion ist troops would 
break the will of their politi cal leaders. The 
prob lem with such casual ties, however, is 
that they could have reshaped the politi cal, 
nor ma tive, and emotional nature of the op­
era tion. Televised reports of rows of dead 
Bosnian Serb soldiers, shelled towns, lines of 

refu gees, and NATO body bags likely would 
have reshaped every partici pant’s view of the 
con flict, and there would have been more 
time for those changed views to have po liti cal
ef fect. Of course, there is no way to tell if a 
pro tracted air- land cam paign or non pre ci sion
bomb ing campaign would have changed 
what was NATO’s “disci pli nary” peace-
enforcement mission into “real war” mis­
sions of retreat, conquest, or retri bu tion. The 
very un cer tainty of the di rec tion in which the
in ter ven tion ist mission would have crept un­
der scores the value of airpow er’s charac ter is-
tics of preci sion, control, and secu rity in this 
par ticu lar peace opera tion. 

The fourth obser va tion is that con tacts be-
tween military leaders and some key diplo mats do 
not seem to have kept up with the pace of events 
just before and during DELIB ER ATE FORCE. Be-
cause of limita tions of the inter view infor ma­
tion the BACS team collected, the width of the 
gap in the diplo matic and military discourse is 
not clear, but it is clear from the evidence col­
lected that the gap existed and that it shaped 
po liti cal and military events to some degree. 
Per haps most signifi cantly, Ambas sa dor Hol­
brooke and Gen eral Ryan made plans and took 
ac tions in igno rance of one another’s posi tions 
in key areas such as collat eral damage and ex-
tend ing the air campaign. Reflect ing on the 
pos si ble diplo matic conse quences of the dis -
con nect between him and Ryan over the practi­
cal ity of the campaign, Holbrooke wrote, “I re­
gret greatly that . . . I did not have direct contact 
with Ryan; it might have al lowed us to fol low a 
dif fer ent, and perhaps tougher, strategy.”114 

Moreo ver, while the bureau cratic distance be-
tween these indi vidu als may have been under-
stand able under the circum stances of this op­
era tion, it may not have needed to ex tend to an 
ab so lute pro scrip tion of contact be tweenthem. 
Speak ing from his perspec tive as a member of 
the NAC, Ambas sa dor Hunter, for one, indi­
cated that a passage of factual infor ma tion be-
tween the com mander and the dip lo mat proba­
bly should have happened. At the same time, it 
is clear from the context of Hunter’s statement 
that he still thought that no contact between 
Ryan and Holbrooke could have been allowed 
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to give the im pres sion that they were ac tu ally
co or di nat ing their efforts.115 

In contrast to the reflec tions of the diplo­
mats, Admi ral Smith and General Ryan re ­
mained convinced, nearly two years after the 
fact, that any direct contact between Hol­
brooke and AIRSOUTH would have been im­
proper and too risky diplo mati cally to be 
worth try ing. Both com mand ers be lieved that 
such contact would have violated the estab­
lished military chain of command and the 
proper inter face between the diplo matic and 
mili tary leader ship. In Admi ral Smith’s view, 
had he allowed Holbrooke and Ryan to talk, 
he would have placed the whole opera tion at 
risk diplo mati cally, and he also would have 
un der mined his boss, General Joulwan.116 In 
sepa rate comments, General Ryan echoed 
that po si tion, main tain ing that to “even hint” 
at direct coor di na tion between him and Hol­
brooke was “ludi crous.” Since part of Hol­
brooke’s sanction to nego ti ate in the Balkans 
came from the UN, and since NATO was like-
wise oper at ing at the behest of the UN, Ryan
ar gued that the proper level of coor di­
nation between the diplo mat and soldier 
should have and could only have occurred at 
the “strate gic level.” Thus, Ryan suggested 
that the real area of inquiry in this issue may 
lie in the pos si ble in ade quacy of the in for ma­
tion flow be tween the NAC and UN lead ers.117 

The opera tive point remains, however, 
that Ryan’s and Holbrooke’s activi ties were 
in tertwined during the bombing, regard less 
of the bu reau cratic and diplo matic arrange­
ments and  fictions maintained, and that 
those arrange ments did not adequately sup-
port their require ments for infor ma tion. The 
im pli ca tion of this for the fu ture ar chi tects of
po liti cally charged, fast-paced military inter­
ven tions is that they must pay close at ten tion 
to keeping the formal and infor mal commu­
ni ca tions channels and boundaries between 
sol diers and diplo mats current, coor di nated, 
and flexi ble. It also will be im por tant to make 
sure that the right soldiers and diplo mats are 
talk ing to each other at the right time, within 
lim its and on topics appro pri ate to the cir­
cum stances. This may mean that they remain 
linked cleanly and tra di tion ally at the tops of 

their respec tive chains of command. But it 
also may be that in the close-coupled 
political- military envi ron ments of future 
peace op era tions, for ex am ple, some link ages 
at subor di nate lev els will be ap pro pri ate. This
ob ser va tion certainly does not justify diplo­
mats mucking about with tactics or soldiers 
hi jack ing diplo macy. Nor does it bow to gen­
er al ized beliefs that diplo mats and soldiers 
op er ate in separate realms. The real ity is that 
war is about diplo macy and that diplo ma cy’s
fi nal sanction is war. Diplo mats and soldiers 
will al ways be in each other’s “mess kits.” The 
real issue is how both groups can antici pate 
and educate themselves and one another on 
the appro pri ate boundaries and rules of their 
re la tion ship under given circum stances. The 
political- military expe ri ence of DELIB ER ATE 
FORCE should prove to be an inter est ing case 
study in that educa tional process. 

Fifth, and in a similar vein, while the focus 
and style of Lieuten ant General Ryan’s leader-
ship was man dated by and ap pro pri ate to the im­
me di ate task of keeping the air campaign politi­
cally viable, they also created stresses within 
AIR SOUTH staff ele ments that may have be come
prob lems had the campaign contin ued much 
longer. Given the neces sity of ensur ing that 
the targets, weapons, and tactics of every at-
tack sortie were selected and controlled to 
mini mize the pos si bil ity of col lat eral dam age, 
Gen eral Ry an’s de ci sion to cen tral ize such de­
ci sions to him self made sense. But mak ing all 
those deci sions day-to- day locked the general 
into 18-hour workdays with minimal time 
and en ergy to con sider the other re spon si bili­
ties that fall to a senior compo nent com­
mander. Part of this load was picked up by
Ma jor General Short, Ryan’s chief of staff, 
who stayed in Naples to oversee AIRSOUTH’s 
ad min is tra tive, logis tics, person nel, and pub­
lic rela tions tasks and to maintain day-to- day
li ai son with Admi ral Smith. Short was up to 
the task, but he did com ment to the team that 
at times he lacked the contin ual contact with 
the CAOC that he needed to fulfill his liai son 
and press respon si bili ties in a timely manner. 
From the CAOC itself, several staffers com­
mented that Ryan’s centrali za tion of techni­
cal deci sions of target ing and weaponeering 
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cre ated a divi sion within the CAOC staff. On 
one side of this divi sion, they felt, was a small 
group of a half-dozen offi cers who also 
worked unsus taina bly long days to help the
gen eral make his tacti cal deci sions. On the 
other side was the bulk of the several-
hundred- strong CAOC staff who did little 
more than gather and dis trib ute data and who 
tended to feel un deru til ized in com pari son to
Gen eral Ryan’s argua bly overworked inner 
core. Obvi ously, one can make too much of 
this is sue, par ticu larly since the BACS was not 
char tered and equipped to collect the com­
pre hen sive socio logi cal and organ iza tional 
data nec es sary to credi bly de scribe the real ef­
fects of Ryan’s or anyone else’s leader ship. 
But the patchy evi dence col lected by the team 
does suggest that future air command ers and 
their subor di nates should be aware that the 
sty lis tic—as well as the substan tive—ele ments 
of lead er ship will have far- reaching ef fects on 
the work, morale, and endur ance of their 
staffs. Further, it suggests a poten tially valu­
able line of inquiry for future research. 

Sixth, de spite the relative smallness of their 
force struc ture, NATO com mand ers chose to con-
duct their opera tions for opera tional- and 
strategic- level effects, rather than tacti cal ones. 
In US force-planning terms, AFSOUTH con­
ducted DELIB ER ATE FORCE with about a 
two- fighter- wing- equivalent combat force 
and an appro pri ate support slice of recon­
nais sance, surveil lance, electronic warfare, 
SEAD, lift, and other aircraft. AIRSOUTH 
com mand ers had the option of conduct ing 
their attacks for primar ily tacti cal effects, by 
con cen trat ing on the Ser bian ma te riel tar gets
en com passed in option one. Instead, they 
elected to focus their attacks on option-two 
tar gets to achieve broader and quicker opera­
tional and strate gic results, namely by de­
stroy ing the mobil ity and command infra­
struc ture of the BSA and thereby coerc ing its 
lead ers to accede to UN demands. In other 
words, the NATO air force was not the giant 
fielded for DESERT STORM, but it still had a 
stra te gic option. This is an impor tant point 
for US air planners ponder ing the problems 
of conduct ing air war in secon dary theaters, 
where they perhaps will be allo cated rela­

tively small forces to accom plish big jobs in a 
hurry. It is also impor tant for the planners 
and command ers of smaller air forces. The 
pos ses sion of a strate gic or lead-force option 
is less depend ent on the size of an air force 
than on the military-political circum stances, 
doc trine, mate riel, and available target ing
op tions. It follows then that the leaders and 
budget masters of air forces of even moder­
ate size should not reject the strate gic- and 
operational- level op tions of air war fare out of 
hand. If their an tici pated em ploy ment op por­
tu ni ties suggest the utility of strate gic attack, 
broad- ranging inter dic tion opera tions, or 
other asymmet ric ways of bringing airpower 
to bear against their enemies, then they 
should step up to making the appro pri ate in-
vest ments in air vehi cles, muni tions, support 
in fra struc ture, command and control sys­
tems, and so forth. 

Sev enth, and at a more tacti cal level, for 
NATO airmen, the opera tional features of this 
lim ited con flict dif fered lit tle from those of ma jor 
war. They attacked the Bosnian Serbs in 1995 
with the aircraft, tac tics, weap ons, and op era­
tional tempos that they would have expected 
to employ against the Warsaw Pact seven 
years before, at the close of the cold war. That 
ob ser va tion suggests several things about the
flexi bil ity of airpower. First, it implies that 
air pow er’s role in the sphere of low inten sity
con flict (LIC) contin ues to expand as new 
strate gies, weapons, and sensor systems im­
prove the abil ity of air men to find and de stroy
im por tant targets of all types under varying
con di tions. To the extent that a given LIC or 
op era tion other than war requires military
sur veil lance and attacks (and most do), the 
DE LIB ER ATE FORCE ex pe ri ence sug gests that
air power is becom ing an ever more equal
part ner with ground power. Moreover, the 
fact that ordi nary air tacti cal units flew DE-
LIB ER ATE FORCE speaks to the relative ease 
with which one may shift such units between 
con flicts, as compared to ground forces. 
Ground units often require months of train­
ing to pre pare for the dif fer ing tac ti cal tasks of 
vari ous types of con flicts. Train ing a bat tal ion 
for peace opera tions, there fore, can re duce its 
ca pa bili ties and availabil ity for conven tional 
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war. That is less of ten and less ex ten sively the 
case for air units. Squadrons prepar ing for 
strike opera tions in Korea, for exam ple, 
would not find strike opera tions over Bosnia 
much differ ent in concept and basic tech­
nique; of course, they might find some ad-
just ment for local condi tions of geog ra phy 
and weather. Once again, one should not
over state this point. For exam ple, airmen in­
volved in DENY FLIGHT report that some of 
their specific battle skills, such as flying 
high- performance air com bat ma neu vers, de-
graded in the course of patrol ling the skies 
over Bosnia for months on end. Moreover, 
the relative flexibil ity of surface forces, as 
com pared to air forces, becomes a variable 
fac tor as one begins to look at specific mis­
sions and tasks—and at differ ent branches, 
such as infan try and artil lery. 

This summary of the Balkans Air Cam­
paign Study now turns to a final obser va tion 
about the deci sive ness of DELIB ER ATE FOR­
CE’s contri bu tion to ending the conflict in 
Bos nia. In general, airpower was a de ci sive 
fac tor in ending the 1992–95 Bosnian con ­
flict, but one must under stand its specific 
con tri bu tion in rela tion to the state of the 
con flict and to other events unfold ing in the 
re gion. Like all strug gles, the Bosnian con flict 
was go ing to end some day. Ei ther ex haus tion 
or the victory of one side or the other would 
bring it to a close. The crea tion of the Bosnian
Fed era tion in March 1994 and the sudden 
suc cesses of its forces in the spring and sum­
mer of 1995—in concert with those of Croa­
tia—sug gested that military dominance and 
vic tory were slipping, perhaps perma nently, 
from the grasp of the Bosnian Serbs. Norman 
Ci gar, a long-time analyst of the Balkans re­
gion, convinc ingly argues that some Bosnian 
Serbs and certainly Slobo dan Milosevic real­
ized that at the time.118 Moreover, for domes-
tic politi cal reasons of his own, Milosevic 
needed the fighting to stop and, accord ingly, 
tried to posi tion himself as a peace broker in 
July.119 Never the less, the long-term outcome 
of the conflict and its likely length still were 
not in sight at the end of August 1995. No one 
had solid rea sons to think that the blood shed 
in Bosnia would not continue for at least an-

other campaign season or longer. Signifi­
cantly, the Serbs were still advanc ing against 
the safe areas in eastern Bosnia, even as they 
gave up ground in the western areas. But the 
out side world had seen about as much butch­
ery and mindless inhu man ity in Bosnia as it 
could stand. To put it bluntly, they wanted 
the war to end—or at least to get off the Cable 
News Network. At the London confer ence in 
July, the inter ven tion ists announced that 
they intended to mitigate or, if possi ble, end 
the horror—by using airpower. And that’s 
what DELIB ER ATE FORCE did. It did what 
three years of factional ground fighting, 
peacekeep ing, and inter na tional diplo macy 
had yet to achieve. Al most at the in stant of its 
ap pli ca tion, airpower stopped the attacks on 
the safe areas and made further large-scale 
fight ing over Bosnian terri tory largely point-
less. In so do ing, it dras ti cally al tered the mili­
tary situation on the ground, and it gave the 
UN and NATO control of the pace and con-
tent of the peace process. 

In summary, then, the present period of 
peace probably came to Bosnia in the follow­
ing way: First, Bosnian Federa tion and Croa­
tian ground advances in the spring and sum­
mer of 1995 gave the Serbs a long-term sig nal 
that their oppor tu ni ties for further military 
gains were com ing to an end. Ameri can dip lo -
mats in ter viewed by the BACS team sug gested 
that the Federa tion advance also had the for­
tu nate conse quence of bringing the distri bu­
tion of land under Federa tion and Serbian 
con trol almost exactly to the 51/49 percent 
split being called for at the time in UN and 
Con tact Group peace plans.120 This devel op­
ment probably influ enced the peace calcu la­
tions of several Serb leaders, but the diplo­
mats gener ally agreed that its greatest value 
may have been to facili tate the final set­
tlement at the Dayton peace talks in the 
follow ing Novem ber. Second, the DELIB ER­
ATE FORCE air campaign “broke” the Serbs 
and was the proxi mal cause of the ces sa tion of
large- scale fighting in Bosnia and of the Serb 
agree ment to partici pate in fu ture peace talks
ac cord ing to a timeta ble set by the inter ven­
tion. Third, the pro vi sion for a fed eral gov ern­
ment in the peace plan made acqui es cence to 
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UN and Con tact Group de mands more pal-
at able for the Serbs. Since the Federa tion po­
tentially offered them one of their dearest 
objec tives—a de gree of po liti cal auton omy—it 
seems reason able that it lowered their will­
ing ness to fight on in the face of simul ta ne­
ous NATO air attacks and ground offen sives 
by their regional enemies. This last point re-
quires further research, once it becomes pos­
si ble to inter view Bosnian Serb leaders on 
their views of the linkage between DELIB ER­
ATE FORCE and their politi cal deci sions. As 
one should expect in any conflict, then, the 
in ter ven tion ist coali tions achieved their aim 
of stopping the fighting in Bosnia by blend­
ing di plo macy and mili tary force, by plan and 
by happen stance, into a combi na tion that si­
mul ta ne ously coerced the Bosnian Serbs and 
made it easier for them to give in to UN and
Con tact Group demands. 

As a conse quence, DELIB ER ATE FORCE ulti­
mately impressed the BACS team as the crea­
tion of doctri nally and opera tion ally sophis ti­
cated diplo mats, air leaders, and planners. As 
they had done in the general case of DENY 
FLIGHT, NATO airmen crafted and executed 
the bombing campaign against the Bosnian 
Serbs in an opti mal manner that accom mo­
dated the conflict ing politi cal, diplo matic, op­
era tional, and techno logi cal limita tions and 
con straints of their situation. At the same time, 
many of the key forces and events that shaped 
the con text and suc cess of DE LIB ER ATE FORCE 
were, in fact, beyond the control or the cogni­
zance of even the senior planners involved. 

Notes 

62. See Rick Atkinson’s “Air Assault Set Stage for Broader 
Role,” Washington Post, 15 November 1995, for an early 
published account of these events, which Admiral Smith 
expanded upon in his presentation of 9 November 1995. See also 
Leighton Smith, “Further Comments on 2d Draft of BACS,” fax 
transmission, 2 August 1997, 2. 

63. General Ryan has made these points numerous times, 
including during an interview with Lieutenant Colonel Owen 
and Lieutenant Colonel Sargent at Naples. See Lt Col Robert 
C. Owen, “Synopsis of Interview of General Michael Ryan, 
COMAIRSOUTH, AFSOUTH HQ, Naples IT, 1030–1200, Tuesday, 
5 Dec 1995,” AFHRA, BACS files. 

64. AIRSOUTH, Fact Sheet, 2-8. 

65. Gen Michael Ryan, Headquarters AIRSOUTH, Naples, 
Italy, interviewed by author and Lt Col Richard Sargent, 5 
December 1995. 

Like most, if not all, military opera tions, the 
out come of DELIB ER ATE FORCE was the 
prod uct of good planning, cour age, and luck.
Cer tainly, the campaign plan was not perfect 
in its con cep tion and exe cu tion. Where pos si­
ble, the BACS team tried to identify and de-
scribe its more impor tant imperfec tions, all 
the while keeping in mind that hind sight does 
not guar an tee a clear vi sion of what was or was 
not the best way to dosome thing. In the main,
how ever, the various team members tended to 
be more impressed by the success of the cam­
paign than with pos si ble er rors of plan ning and 
exe cu tion. 

The conclu sion of this report, then, is that 
air power deliv ered what it promised in DE­
LIBER ATE FORCE. It was a deci sive element 
in bringing a new period of peace to Bos­
nia—quickly, cleanly, and at minimal cost in 
blood and treasure to the inter ven ing states 
and, indeed, to the Bosnian Serbs. For the 
United States, if its national secu rity strategy 
of global engage ment is to last very long, its
mili tary forces will have to provide similar 
suc cesses at similarly low costs—perhaps 
many times. It is useful to know, therefore, 
that in the case of Bosnia in mid-1995, air-
power not only was the lead arm of American 
in volve ment in the region but also was 
almost cer tainly the only po liti cally vi able of -
fen sive arm available for use by the United 
States and any of its partners to end in a con­
trol la ble way an ugly war of inde ter min able 
cause and uncer tain future. 

66. For this argument, see Col Trevor N. Dupuy, A Genius 
for War: The German Army and General Staff, 1807–1945  (New 
York: Prentice-Hall, 1977). 

67. Maj Gen Charles D. Link, assistant deputy chief of staff, 
plans and operations (AF/XO), Headquarters USAF, discussion 
with author on the progress of the BACS study, 28 February 1996. 

68. Richardson was outspoken in his praise of the leadership 
of General Ryan and General Hornburg, and in his amazement at 
how they sustained the workload they did. See Maj Mark 
Conversino, transcript of oral history interview by Col Douglas J. 
Richardson, Vicenza, Italy, 16 January 1996, AFHRA. 

69. Maj Gen Michael C. Short, chief of staff, AIRSOUTH, 
Naples, Italy, interviewed by author, 4 December 1995. 

70. Chap. 6. Information extracted is unclassified. The focus 
on Aviano was a product of the research time and resources 
available to the BACS team. Certainly, US naval forces and the 
air units of the other participating countries also have “stories 
to tell.” But the BACS team had little time to reach out to those 



26 AIRPOWER JOURNAL FALL 1997 

forces, so the author decided early on to focus the team on 
Aviano and to rely on the US Navy and the other countries to 
report on their experiences and lessons learned from 
DELIBERATE FORCE. 

71. Major Conversino expanded on this issue in BACS chap. 
6, which is still classified. 

72. Maj Gen Hal Hornburg, director, CAOC, interviewed by 
author et al., USAF Wargaming Institute, Maxwell AFB, Ala., 14 
March 1996; and chap. 6. 

73. Chap. 9. Information extracted is unclassified. 
74. Hunter interview, tape 1, side A, index 1042–1100. 
75. Smith, “Further Comments.” 
76. For details, see President William Clinton’s press 

statement, “Establishing a Basis for Peace in 
Bosnia-Herzegovina,” U.S. Department of State Dispatch, 11 
September 1995, 679; and “More Talking, More Bombing,” Time 
Magazine, 18 September 1995, 76–77. 

77. Chap. 8. 
78. For an early expression of Holbrooke’s position, see Robert 

J. Guttman, “Richard Holbrooke,” Europe, December–January 
1994–1995, 12. 

79. Steven Greenhouse, “U.S. Officials Say Bosnian Serbs 
Face NATO Attack If Talks Stall,” New York Times, 28 August 
1995, A1+. 

80. Hunter interview, tape 1, side B, index 1114–1300. 
81. Kevin Fedarko, “The Guns of August,” Time, 14 August 

1995, 44–46. 
82. Karsten Prager, “Message from Serbia,” Time, 17 July 

1995, 24–25. 
83. Norman Cigar, “How Wars End: War Termination and 

Serbian Decisionmaking in the Case of Bosnia,” South East 
European Monitor, January 1996, throughout. 

84. Holbrooke said that the relationship between the 
bombing, the land war, and diplomacy was an “accident.” 
Negotiations were already under way when the bombing began 
in response to the Mrkale mortar attack. The conjunction of 
events “just happened.” Holbrooke interview, tape 1, side A, 
index 064–080; see also “Silence of the Guns,”Time Magazine, 25 
September 1995, 41, for a journalistic discussion of the military 
dilemma presented to the Bosnian Serbs by the conjunction of 
the bombing and the land war. 

85. Holbrooke interview, tape 1, side B, index 1534. See also 
Bruce W. Nelan, “Not-So-Rapid Response,” Time, 19 June 1995, 
30. 

86. Christopher Hill, transcript of interview by author and 
Maj Mark McLaughlin, 27 February 1996, 4–5, AFHRA, BACS files. 

87. Holbrooke interview, tape 1, side A, index 001–028, 
135–40. 

88. Richard Holbrooke, “Annals of Diplomacy: The Road to 
Sarajevo,” The New Yorker, 21 and 28 November 1996. 

89. Hill interview, 9. 
90. Holbrooke interview, tape 1, side A, index 300–60; Hill 

interview, 9–10. 
91. Holbrooke, “Annals of Diplomacy.” 
92. Hunter interview, tape 1, side A, index 2045–2120, 

2245–3100. 
93. Holbrooke interview, tape 1, side A, index 400–13; and 

idem, “Annals of Diplomacy.” 
94. Hunter interview, tape 1, side A, index 2045–2310. 
95. Hill interview, 19. 
96. Hunter interview, tape 2, side A, index 030–150. 
97. Smith, “Further Comments.” 
98. Holbrooke interview, tape 1, side A, index 051–58. 
99. Ibid., index 369–400, 484–500; and Hunter interview, 

tape 2, side A, index 800. The BACS team did not attempt to 
interview the domestic leaders of the NAC member states to 
determine if they also were prepared to ride out the political 
repercussions of a major collateral-damage incident. 

100. Hunter interview, tape 1, side A, index 1550–95, 
1800–1815, 2830–3000. 

101. Col Douglas Richardson, director of operations, CAOC, 
said that this deliberation took place as an informal “hallway 
discussion” between him and “several” other senior CAOC 
leaders, who may have included Generals Sawyer and Hornburg. 
Interviewed by author and Lt Col Richard Sargent, 7 December 
1995. 

102. Admiral Smith reports that all of these options had 
drawbacks. In the cases of adding new option-one-and-two tar-
gets to the list or “revisiting” targets, Admiral Smith advised his 
commanders that there were not many left off the existing list 
that would have enough effect to be worth the risk to the aircrews 
to hit them. Consistent with the opinion of Ambassador Hunter 
and his own feedback from General Joulwan, Smith did not 
believe that there was any political support for striking 
option-three targets. See Smith, “Further Comments”; and 
Hunter interview, tape 1, side B, index 1026–1112. 

103. Holbrooke, “Comments to 2d Draft of BACS,” 2. 
104. Gen Michael E. Ryan, discussion during interim 

briefing of BACS by Lt Col Robert C. Owen, USAFE/XO 
conference room, Ramstein Air Base, Germany, 24 August 1996. 

105. Holbrooke, “Comments to 2d Draft of BACS,” 2. 
106. As an example of the permeability of NATO security in 

this issue, “More Talking, More Bombing,” which was clearly 
written before the results of the meeting of 13–14 September 
were known, explicitly says that “the allies will run out of 
so-called Option 2 targets—as early as next week,” and that a 
decision to move to option three presented NATO with “a 
problem.” 

107. Holbrooke interview, tape 1, side A, index 306–57; and 
Hill interview, 8. 

108. Holbrooke interview, side A, index 104; and Hill 
interview, 17. 

109. Capt Dave Miller, telephone interview by author, 21 
March 1996, synopsis in AFHRA, BACS files. The other two 
liaison officers interviewed were Maj Kieth Yockey, who 
escorted the Croatians, and Maj Mark Dipadua, who escorted 
the Bosnian Croats and Muslims during the Dayton talks. 

110. Steven T. Hosmer, Psychological Effects of U.S. Air 
Operations in Four Wars, 1941–1991: Lessons for U.S. 
Commanders(Santa Monica, Calif.: RAND, 1995), 198. 

111. Holbrooke interview, side A, index 078. 
112. At the time of this writing, the number of casualties 

caused by DELIBERATE FORCE remains uncertain. The BACS 
team received an unsolicited videotape, “US/NATO Bomb Serb 
Civilians, 9/95,” reporting that civilian casualties and collateral 
damage were widespread and intentional. The origins of the tape, 
which is on file in the BACS archive at the AFHRA, are unclear, as 
is its usefulness as an indicator either of the truth or of general 
Bosnian Serb perceptions of the intent and impact of the air 
campaign. Ambassador Christopher Hill recounted to his BACS 
interviewers that President Milosevic told him that his 
investigation indicated that about 25 people died as a result of the 
bombing. Hill interview, 16. 

This estimate conforms in magnitude with the findings of an 
investigation conducted by the Red Cross shortly after the 
bombing, which identified 27 civilian deaths and damage to 
civilian property as probably caused by the bombing. From the 
Red Cross’s account, it appears that all of these deaths and 
damages were collateral consequences of attacks on other targets 
of military significance, including bridges, cantonment areas, a 
water reservoir, and a former Bosnian Serb field headquarters. 
International Committee of the Red Cross, “ICRC Report on 
Certain Aspects of the Conduct of Hostilities and the 
Consequences from a Humanitarian Point of View of NATO Air 
Strikes,” November 1994, AFHRA, BACS files. What seems 
reasonable to say, then, is that the 1,026 weapons released during 
DELIBERATE FORCE killed fewer than 30 people. 

113. Hunter interview, tape 2, side A, index 2835–2900. 
114. Holbrooke, “Comments to 2d Draft of the BACS,” 2. Itis 

important to emphasize here that Holbrooke was responding 
to my initial analysis of this issue, so his assessment rises or 



THE BALKANS AIR CAMPAIGN STUDY: PART 2 27


falls on the credibility and accuracy of my information and case. I

would be responsible for any error that might later be proved or

attributed to his position.


115. Hunter interview, tape 2, side A, index 113–75. 
116. Smith, “Further Comments.” 

117. Gen Michael E. Ryan to Col Robert C. Owen, E-mail, 
subject: Further Comments on the Second Draft, 20 August 1997. 

118. Cigar. 
119. Ibid. 
120. Hill interview, 19. 

27





