
he Allied Command Europe Mobile Force
(Land) (AMF(L)) has existed since 1960.

Its original construct was that of a brigade rep-
resenting initially four and, shortly thereafter,
six NATO nations.  Its Cold War raison d’être

was to stand at immediate notice to move to any threat-
ened flank of NATO.  Subordinated directly to the
Supreme Allied Commander Europe (SACEUR), the
AMF(L) constituted what was in effect the NATO ‘fire
brigade.’ Its deployment was intended to send a signal
to any potential adversary that an attack on AMF(L) was
in effect an attack on the Alliance as a whole.

The AMF(L) never did deploy under its Cold War man-
tle, but it did engage in rigorous training events on an annual
basis, focusing deployments on potential contingency areas.
It became the model for future multi-national organizations as
multi-nationality became the rule rather than the exception.

The significant geopolitical events of 1989 which
ended the Cold War era, ushered in a period of uncer-
tainty, and increased military challenges.  Subsequently,
AMF(L) has expanded significantly, with the addition of
units from Spain, Hungary, the Czech Republic and
Poland.  The Force Pool assigned to the AMF(L) at the
end of 2001 comprised approximately 22,000 soldiers
from seventeen nations, with fourteen manoeuvre battal-
ions in the inventory.  Through the 1990s, the AMF(L)
mission also evolved to include the potential for
employment throughout Allied Command Europe (ACE)
for Article 5 operations, and ‘out of area’ for the full
range of NATO Non-Article 5 missions.  This facilitated

the deployment of AMF(L) as the core component of
Albania Force (AFOR) in April 1999, with its mandate
being to ease the humanitarian crisis created by the
expulsion of ethnic Albanians from Kosovo. 

IRTF(L): THE WAY AHEAD

I n the late 1990s, it was recognized that AMF(L) was
in need of an overhaul.  The end of its Cold War man-

date, the change in its mission statement and the dra-
matic increase in its available Force Pool all pointed to
a need for change.  The Immediate Reaction Task Force
(Land) (IRTF(L)) concept, which envisaged AMF(L)
harnessing information-age technology to function at
divisional level through a comprehensive experimenta-
tion and evaluation process, was approved by SACEUR
and ‘noted’ by the Military Committee in 1999.

It was not until the AMF(L) had recovered from
Albania in late 1999 that the true impact of the IRTF(L)
concept could be assessed.  With only a one-year mandate
to conduct a trial of the concept, and few trained people
or equipment resources in place to support it, the AMF(L)
staff were truly up against almost insurmountable odds.

Several key decisions to facilitate the trial were
taken in the early months of 2000, with the full engage-
ment and support of the Supreme Headquarters Allied
Powers in Europe (SHAPE) staff:
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• Staffing. The number of additional staff
required to man the AMF(L) Headquarters on a
full-time basis for the duration of the trial was
assessed at 52.  As these positions would be
manned through voluntary national contribu-
tions (VNCs), SHAPE decided that 26 would
have to suffice.  Priorities were set, and after
considerable effort, all 26 positions were even-
tually filled, with the last of the personnel
arriving in September 2000.  Though far from
ideal, the 26 positions provided a firm base
around which the divisional staff could be built
by the inclusion of some 169 additional Crisis
Establishment positions for deployments.

• Experimentation. Central to any experimenta-
tion process are the training events required to
assess whether or not the concept works.
Ideally, experimentation and training should be
kept separate, although there is training value to
units within the experimentation process.
AMF(L) was not afforded this luxury.  With a
directed and predetermined exercise pro-
gramme, it was decided to modify and enhance

the existing training regime to conform to the
needs of the evaluators.  This sometimes placed
the commander, who needed to train his forces
and provide his soldiers with a good exercise, at
odds with the evaluators, who were looking for
specific events to gather data and analyze
results. This contradiction was never fully
resolved, and at times created friction between
the two camps.

• Evaluation. The need to have an independent
organization evaluate and provide a detailed
analysis of the results was fully appreciated at
the outset of the trial.  It was therefore decided
early on that the aim of the trial would be

twofold: it would assess the viability of the
IRTF(L) concept, and it would also be used as a
vehicle to validate the use of the Combat
Development Evaluation (CDE) process for
adoption within NATO.  This marriage would
reap benefits for both the AMF(L) and the CDE
champions, even though the relationship got off
to a rocky start.  The CDE process has proven to
be value added, and a strong bond developed
between the CDE team and the AMF(L) staff as
they worked in harmony towards a common
goal.

• Technology. This proved to be the most vexing
problem for two reasons.  First, as the Military
Committee had only ‘noted’ the IRTF(L) con-
cept, it meant that resources could not be dedi-
cated to it, although in the end the minimum
required to field a divisional-level command and
control structure was provided.  Second, there
was not a working Battle Management System
(BMS) available within the NATO inventory
appropriate for tactical-level use.  This second
problem was finally resolved in April 2000,

when the Royal Netherlands Army
(RNLA) generously agreed to support
the AMF(L) through provision of their
Integrated Staff Information System
(ISIS) software for the duration of the
trial.  Even more important, the RNLA
agreed to provide the hardware and
technical and training support at no
cost to NATO.  This kind gesture was
instrumental in allowing AMF(L) to
proceed with the trial.

Once these key issues were resolved,
the real work was able to begin.  The first
item on the agenda was to restructure the
staff, in both garrison and the field, to sup-
port divisional-level operations. One of the
challenges of the IRTF(L) concept was that
command and control was to be exercised
at the divisional level without the interced-
ing brigade level of command, although
there were two caveats.  One was that the
AMF(L) should continue to be able to
deploy as a brigade headquarters if
required, and second, that it should also
plan to take under operational control

national or multi-national brigades if allocated in the
force generation process.  The different combinations
that could arise made this a tall order.  However, a staff
structure was settled on which incorporated up to three
small sub-staffs within the divisional headquarters to
coordinate the activities of task-organized manoeuvre
battalions.

The second order of business was to adjust the
existing exercise programme to meet the evaluation
needs of the trial in the best possible way.  This became
very much a work in progress, with command-post exer-
cises, Computer Assisted Exercises (CAXs) and war
games inserted into an already busy training cycle in
order to satisfy internal staff training and data collection
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Interior view of the IRTF(L) headquarters during command and control trials on Exercise
“Strong Resolve 2002” in Norway. 



requirements.  The process was disrupted by the cancel-
lation of two key evaluation events — Exercise
“Adventure Express” in Albania in February 2001 and
Exercise “Ardent Ground” in Poland in May 2001.  The
cancellation of these two exercises made it necessary to
extend the trial until Exercise “Adventure Exchange” in
Turkey in October 2001.  With the support of SHAPE
and the nations through the Military Committee, an
extension was granted to include the VNC positions and
the BMS on loan from the RNLA.

The extension and exercise cancellations provided
the AMF(L) with much needed breathing space.  Having
mounted four major and one minor exercise in the peri-
od March to December 2000, it was proving to be diffi-
cult to keep pace with all of the demands imposed by the
trial.  Key to the success of any headquarters is a set of
workable and well-understood standard operating proce-
dures (SOPs).  The early months of 2001
were dedicated to the development of SOPs,
which were then war gamed and tested in
CPXs.  The CDE team and their analysts from
the NATO Command, Control and
Communications Authority (NC3A) (which is
NATO’s technological test bed based in The
Hague) were very important to this process,
as they tracked activity and presented the
AMF(L) staff with feedback on what did and
did not work.

It was during this phase that an important
transition took place.  The AMF(L) was  able
to look at itself and become a learning organ-
ization, open to comment and change.  The
majority of the staff came to appreciate the
need to be part of the process, rather than just
reacting to it.  The policy of making sensible
changes on the spot, in place at the outset of
the trial, accelerated as a result.

Mastering the technology became a key
issue as the trial evolved.  No doubt all of
the staff,  and indeed the majority of
nations, were sold on the digital technology they were
introduced to through the Integrated Staff Information
System (ISIS).  The key advantages evident from the
outset were speed, clarity and language neutrality.
The challenge of information management imposed
itself early on, and remains a source of considerable
study and effort.  Training, both individual and collec-
tive, was  a major challenge.  Our British Signal
Squadron and German Wire Company were not struc-
tured or equipped to support fibre optic cable, server
vehicles and the like.  Staff officers had to ignore
years of training and rid themselves of grease pencils,
maps and talc in favour of a computer screen with dig-
ital maps and icons.  For some, particularly the
younger soldiers and officers, this was easily done; for
others, it was a challenge to rely on data rather than
voice communication or the written word.  In a multi-
national environment, this was slightly more difficult
because of the different military cultures and differing
familiarity with information age communications that
existed within a staff from up to eighteen nations on
deployment.

As alluded to above, the most vexing issue related
to the trial was that of acquiring the technology to sup-
port the trial.  As originally envisaged, digital commu-
nications were to have been provided down to unit level,
but fiscal and technological shortfalls precluded the
fielding of mobile communications at unit level.  This
meant that unit headquarters were restricted to fixed
locations linked by fibre optic cable through the German
AUTOKO trunk system if ISIS connectivity was to be
maintained.  While acceptable for CPXs, this did not
work well for FTXs where manoeuvre at battalion level
was required.  Resorting solely to voice communica-
tions of course reduces considerably the advantages
gained by an all-inclusive digital Wide Area Network.
As the mandate from SHAPE, as ‘noted’ by the MC, was
to trial command and control at divisional level only, it
was not possible to justify an expansion of the digital
network to include units.  However, the dilemma is that

with the flattened structure, units are key to command
and control at the divisional level, and therefore a full
assessment of the merits of the overall command struc-
ture was not possible. 

LESSONS LEARNED

Several major lessons have been learned from the
IRTF(L) trial:

• Digital communications have dramatically
increased the battle rhythm of the AMF(L).
Real-time passage of information and the digi-
tal display offered by the ISIS BMS, coupled
with the flattened structure and sound SOPs,
allowed for a significant acceleration of the
decision cycle and battle procedures.  This suc-
cess is, however, totally dependent on informa-
tion management both in terms of quality and
timeliness.  As previously mentioned, informa-
tion management has and will continue to con-
sume a tremendous amount of effort in attempts

Major-General Holmes being briefed on the operational situation during Exercise
“Strong Resolve”.
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to get it right.  Digital communications have
also alleviated language problems associated
with multi-national voice communications nets.
This has been a major and unforeseen plus
since the early days of the trial.  It has also
meant that all who have used it, a key ingredi-
ent for success, have enthusiastically embraced
the technology.

• Despite the look of technology, a commander
must make his presence known to subordinates,
either physically or by voice, as the combat sit-
uation demands.  This suggests that there is still
a need for voice communications nets as a back-
up to the digital communications for emergency

all-informed transmissions, as well as  for com-
manders to influence or apprise themselves of
situations.  In addition, commanders need
mobile digital communications suites in their
tactical command posts to allow them the free-
dom to move within their battle space while
maintaining digital contact.

• Digital-capable forces may be required to
restructure to support new technologies.  At
unit level, this may simply involve a reconfig-
uration of command posts and training pro-
grammes.  Communications units, on the other
hand, need to invest in new skill sets, and
some re-equipping is likely to be required to
cope with the enhanced demands of informa-
tion-age technology. Headquarters will require
the services of systems administrators and net-
work and information managers on their per-
manent staffs to ensure a smooth transition to
an operational footing.  The unfortunate result
is that such highly trained staff officers and
communications personnel become an attrac-
tive commodity to others, making retention a
constant challenge.

CONCLUSION

T he accomplishments of the trial only became evi-
dent when the AMF(L) took to the field during

Exercise “Strong Resolve” in Norway in March of this
year.  With a multi-national force of approximately 5,000
soldiers from ten nations, employing the staff and com-
mand and control procedures developed through the life
of the trial and while facing an opposition force of two
formations from two Allied nations of equal or greater
strength in a free play, force-on-force Field Training
Exercise, AMF(L) was clearly the better formation.
AMF(L)’s advantage in situational awareness through
the effective use of fully integrated Intelligence,
Surveillance, Target Acquisition and Reconnaissance

assets (ISTAR), and a Battle Management
System that allowed for enhanced and timely
targeting and accelerated decision-making,
were obvious to all.  One British observer
stated in his after-action review that it was his
belief that AMF(L) was five years ahead of
the UK Army in its ability to conduct forma-
tion-level joint and combined war fighting
operations in a digital environment.  Sadly,
despite comments such as these and a very
positive post-trial report from the NATO CDE
team, SHAPE, for resource reasons, has cho-
sen not to implement the results of the trial.
The future role of AMF(L) is also now in
question as NATO deals with the tough issue
of how best to apply the Alliance’s limited
military inventory to a rapidly deployable
operational force structure in the context of
ongoing and anticipated operations.

Headquarters AMF(L) was re-engi-
neered, and developed all of the requisite
capabilities to allow it to function as an
effective, field-deployable division-level
headquarters.  The headquarters successfully

commanded divisional-level forces without the inter-
ceding brigade level of command during several
demanding exercises with varied scenarios.  A limited
digital communications capability was fielded, and it
proved its worth as a significant combat multiplier.
More important, a formidable team drawn from several
NATO headquarters, agencies and nations worked
together in a multi-national environment to achieve
what many nations individually have yet to achieve.
These individuals and groups deserve credit for the
tremendous advances that have been made in a very
short period.  No matter what the future holds, the trial
process proved conclusively that well trained multi-
national forces, with effective command and control
tools, procedures and a role appropriate to the organi-
zation, can be equal to the challenge posed by modern
joint war-fighting and peace support operations.
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British Signal Squadron rebroadcast site during the IRTF(L) exercise in Norway.




