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By Carl Schuster

A Wartime First

J ust   after midnight, Central European Time, on 23 March 
1999, NATO Secretary General Javier Solana directed Gen. 
Wesley Clark to launch Operation Allied Force, a bomb-

ing campaign against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. The 
goal was to force Serbian military and security forces out of 
predominantly ethnic-Albanian Kosovo and end the nearly 
seven years of confl ict in the then-Yugoslav province. 

Negotiations had failed just days earlier. Adhering to a formula 
that had worked to end the earlier Bosnian confl ict, NATO leaders 

hoped the alliance’s aerial campaign would force Serb leader Slobodan 
Milosevic to abandon Kosovo and accept a peacekeeping force there. 
It was a false hope. In contrast to his acquiescence in Bosnia, Milosevic 
wouldn’t give in concerning Kosovo. Domestic historic and political con-
siderations made Kosovo an emotional and defi ning issue for his regime. 

NATO’s expectation of a quick bombing campaign quickly evaporated, 
and the bombardment continued into April. Meanwhile, NATO ground 
forces continued their build-up in neighboring Albania and the Former 
Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia, as Serbian forces expanded their effort 
to expel ethnic-Albanians from Kosovo (called “Kosovars” in order to 
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Key Groups Inside Kosovo

Five organizations dominated the action on the ground in Kosovo. 
Three were ostensibly “Yugoslavian,” but were in fact predominantly 
Serbian, and two were Kosovar-dominated. The Federal Yugoslav Army 
(JNA, for Jugoslavenska Narodna Armija) was the best trained and 
best equipped, but Belgrade’s interior ministry (MUP, for Ministerstvo 
Unuprasni Poslava) forces were more numerous. Paramilitary units 
were also formed by arming local Serbian civilians, most of whom 
had received training under Yugoslavia’s nation-in-arms doctrine. 

The two Kosovar organizations were the government-in-exile 
led by Ibrahim Rugova, and the Kosovo Liberation Army led by 
Hashim Thaci. Though Rugova favored non-violence, his prime 
minister, Bujar Bukoshi, felt the new government needed armed 
forces. He therefore recruited expatriates to form FARK (Armed 
Forces of the Republic of Kosovo). He initially intended it to be 
the security arm of the government only once it could operate 
legally, but he committed it to operations in 1994 to compete 
with the newly emerging Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA). 

At its peak the JNA had one tank and three mechanized infantry 
brigades in Kosovo, supported by an artillery regiment. Total strength 
was about 14,000 personnel. The JNA had reorganized in the 1990s, 
disbanding its triangular divisions for a more fl exible brigade structure 
along lines similar to those employed by NATO forces. The territorial 
military region, army, and corps organizations remained unchanged. 

The Skopje or 3rd Military Region, with its Third Army and 
headquarters in Kosovo, had responsibility for southern Serbia, 
Montenegro, Kosovo and Macedonia (the independence of 
which Belgrade didn’t recognize). The Pristina Corps had specifi c 
responsibility for troops and operations inside Kosovo. 

MUP forces in Kosovo reported directly to the military region 
headquarters and through it to the interior ministry in Belgrade. 
They were nominally police units used to enforce public order 
and reinforce local and regional forces in times of emergency. 
They tended to actually operate in the fi eld as independent light 
infantry companies. Mortars constituted their heaviest weapons 
and, while rural task forces traveled in civilian vehicles, some 
units had Yugoslav-built M-80 infantry fi ghting vehicles (IFV). 

The 25,000 MUP police in Kosovo were supplemented by some 
5,000 armed civilian volunteers recruited from across Serbia, though 
most were ethnic-Serbian residents of Kosovo. Approximately 1,000 
were veterans of the Arkan Brigade, which had become infamous 
for its savagery in the earlier Bosnian war. Those volunteers   
were used for road security, garrisoning captured territory, and as 
scouts within their home regions. They were the least disciplined 
and effective of the forces Belgrade employed in Kosovo.

Initially the Kosovars were divided, with both Kosovar 
organizations receiving funds from the Albanian diaspora; however, 
the KLA drew signifi cant revenue from criminal activities that 
included drug smuggling and extortion. That KLA funding advantage, 
coupled with growing Kosovar frustration over Rugova’s inability to 
make progress through political channels, enabled Hashem Thaci 
to unite the two military forces under his banner in April 1998. 
He was also fortunate in bringing Agem Ceku into the KLA. 

Ceku was a former Yugoslav Army artillery captain who’d 
defected to the new Croatian Army in 1991. A combat veteran, he 
increased discipline, experience and tactical profi ciency through 
his introduction of a comprehensive training program. He organized 
the KLA into light infantry brigades, while establishing training 
programs for both offi cers and non-commissioned offi cers. 

The KLA was also aided by the general timing of the growing 
crisis. Prior to 1997 it possessed just over 100 rifl es of indifferent 
condition, all captured from Serbian security forces. The infl ux of 
new weapons that began that autumn enabled the KLA to train 
and equip 3,000 guerillas. Many expected Ceku to claim the mantle 
of overall leadership of the movement, but he never accepted any 
title, declaring the KLA leader Hashim Thaci to be his boss. 

As units became operational they were infi ltrated into Kosovo, 
starting in April 1998. By May the KLA had approximately 2,500 
operatives inside Kosovo, who joined there with another 3,000 
local insurgents. Initially there was no central command structure. 
Each local leader was free to choose his plan of operation. They 
fought primarily as lightly armed guerrillas, with RPG-7s, RPK 
machineguns and 82mm mortars as their heaviest weapons. Though 
they followed no set doctrine, their operations in the summer 
of 1998 adhered to classic guerrilla tactics: attack enemy weak 
points and withdraw whenever confronted by superior force.

The KLA grew to about 30,000 between October 1998 and May 
1999; however, that infl ux overwhelmed the training cadre. By the end 
of May, only an additional 4,000 soldiers organized into two brigades 
– the 137th and 138th – were considered combat ready. They launched 
Operation Arrow, the KLA’s fi rst (and last) major military operation.

Kosovars still see the KLA as liberators, but most European 
leaders considered it a suspect or criminal organization. For 
instance, European law enforcement agencies found extensive links 
between the KLA leadership and various organized crime groups. 

There was also concern about the KLA’s political goals, including 
the creation of a “Greater Albania” that was to have encompassed 
all the ethnic-Albanian areas of western Greece, northwestern 
Macedonia, eastern Montenegro and parts of Serbia. Those broader 
European concerns induced hesitation among US offi cials about work-
ing with the KLA. Even so, the US-Albanian Relief Committee favored 
the KLA over Rugova, leading Richard Holbrooke and other offi cials to 
drop their reticence and work with the KLA starting in February 1999. 

The KLA did commit acts of terrorism. It blew up restaurants, 
churches and homes as well as government buildings, and 
attacked ethnic-Serbs, though most of its operations after 
May 1998 were directed at Serbian security forces. Still, the 
ICC eventually convicted three former KLA leaders for war 
crimes. The KLA was offi cially disbanded in June 1999.            

The Start

Rising Serbian violence in Kosovo 
had drawn American and NATO 
attention as early as 1993, when the 
Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers 
Europe (SHAPE) began to receive 
reports about it from human rights 
organizations, allied intelligence 
agencies, and UN offi cials. Though 
alliance and US attention at the time 
were focused on the more serious 
inter-ethnic atrocities underway in 
Bosnia-Hercegovina, SHAPE planners 
set up a working group to study the 
Kosovo situation and develop possible 
military solutions for it. As part of that 
planning, SHAPE personnel produced 
a list of targets for a potential bombing 
campaign against Serbian forces in 
Kosovo and in Serbia itself. Separately, 
but in cooperation with SHAPE, US 
planners at Headquarters United 
States European Command also initi-
ated a targeting study in preparation 
for potential tasking in Kosovo.

While NATO and the US were 
becoming more involved in Bosnia 
following the February 1994 Sarajevo 
market massacre, Kosovo’s Albanian 
population was stepping up its own 
resistance to the Serbs. The Serbian 
excesses   discredited Kosovar 
leader Ibrahim Ragova’s non-violence 
strategy, giving rise to a more militant 
group in 1991, the Kosovo Liberat  ion 
Army (KLA). Ragova’s unsuccessful 
1995 call for a UN peacekeeping force 
marked the beginning of the end of his 
infl uence among Kosovars as frustra-
tion drove hundreds into the KLA.

The KLA’s early operations against 
Serbian authorities were little more 
than pinpricks, but the group received 
a major boost in 1994 with the fi rst 
infl ux of arms from Albania. A year lat-
er the KLA was attacking Serbian police 

stations and ambushing police patrols, 
as well as attacking civilian targets. The 
KLA’s expanding reach forced Milosevic 
to withdraw Serbian volunteers from 
Bosnia and send contingents into 
Kosovo to reinforce the police.  

Unfortunately for Milosovic a 
1997 rebellion in Albania opened 
that country’s massive store of arms 
to the KLA, which then also enjoyed 
a sudden infl ux of former Albanian 
military personnel into its ranks. 

alone had been the instrument that 
determined a confl ict’s outcome. 
Nonetheless, a study of NATO’s plan-
ning process and conduct of the war 
indicates many fl aws in its decision-
making and application of airpower. 

distinguish them from Albanians 
living in Albania and Macedonia). 

Nearly 400,000 Kosovars fl ed their 
homes before Milosevic fi nally yielded 
to NATO pressure on 9 June, after 78 
days of bombing. Operation Allied 
Force had achieved its objective, mark-
ing the fi rst time in history airpower 

A C-17 Globemaster III from Charleston Air Force Base, NC, arriving from 
Ramstein Air Base, Germany, offl oads US Army personnel at Tirana airfi eld, 
Albania, the base camp for members of Operation Sustained Hope.
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Miles0

26th Marine Expeditionary Unit 

The 2,700 personnel of the 26th Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU) were embarked on 
the USS Kearsarge (LHD) Amphibious Ready Group. The 26 MEU was task-organized to 
support a battalion-sized amphibious landing as well as noncombatant evacuation and 
special operations rescues. Its combat power was focused around a Marine battalion 
supported by a light armored vehicle platoon, a reconnaissance platoon, an artillery battery 
(towed 155mm howitzers), a platoon of combat engineers, and an aviation detachment. 
The latter included both attack and transport vertical takeoff and landing elements. 

There was also a fl eet support group. It consisted of both USMC and USN 
personnel to provide medical, logistical, transport coordination and maintenance 
support as required to facilitate the unit’s movement across the beach or ashore. 

The 26 MEU was one of the fi rst units to deploy to Macedonia as NATO air operations 
wound down. It became a lead element of the US ground component of NATO’s Kosovo Force. 
The table below shows the MEU’s structure during its 1999 Mediterranean deployment.            

The Kosovo confl ict rapidly evolved 
into a major counterinsurgency, 
drawing in ever greater numbers of 
Serbian paramilitary and military 
forces. Milosevic authorized those 
forces to do whatever was necessary 
to crush the insurgency, including 
extra-judicial executions and ethnic 
cleansing (that is, forcing Kosovars out 
of their homes and into neighboring 
countries). By 1998 humanitarian 
organizations reported that as many 
as 100,000 Kosovars had fl ed.

With the Bosnian war’s termination 
came growing US and NATO attention 
on Kosovo. While diplomats tried to 
bring Milosovic to a political solution, 
military planners prepared options 
for intervention. One of the early 
challenges they faced was the member 
states’ reluctance to risk casualties in 
what most of their constituents saw 
as only a minor civil confl ict. As a 
result, military planners were ordered 
to develop only an aerial campaign. 

In 1996, the bombing of military 
facilities had driven the Bosnian Serbs 
and Milosevic to sign the Dayton 
Accords. Many NATO offi cials and 
member state political leaders felt 
a similar “short blitz” could again 
achieve success if diplomacy failed.

Even within the prescribed 
advocacy of an airpower-only solution, 

however, there was no unity within 
NATO. Most member states wanted a 
gradually escalating campaign, orches-
trated in a way that minimized the 
potential for civilian casualties. Others, 
particularly the US, argued only a mas-
sive application of airpower from the 
start would have the desired strategic 
and psychological effect needed to 
force Milosevic to an agreement. 

Part of the American justifi cation 
came from the fact the Serbian 
leader had based all his remaining 
domestic political credibility on his 
Kosovo policy. It was his suppression 
of the Kosovars, and his successful 
exploitation of Serbian fears about 
ethnic-Albanian nationalism, 
which had launched his political 
rise. Kosovo also occupied a special 
place in Serbian culture and folklore, 
as it wasn’t only the birthplace of 
their culture and literature, but also 
contained the battle-site that marked 
their heroic but unsuccessful last stand 
against Ottoman conquest in 1396.

Many European leaders felt the 
prior Bosnian aerial campaign’s suc-
cess suggested such considerations 
would be secondary to Serbian 
concerns about the threat of more 
damage from further bombing. 
At the same time, some European 
leaders objected to targeting buildings 
that housed famous artwork. For 
example, the Dutch opposed targeting 

Milosevic’s command center because 
they knew an original Rembrandt 
was hanging in one of its hallways. 

Three-Phase Campaign

Those disparate visions led to the 
creation of two bombing plans after 
consideration of over 40 variations. 
“Phase I” included 94 approved targets, 
51 of which were related to Yugoslavia’s 
air defense system. The others 
consisted almost entirely of Yugoslav 
Army installations in and near Kosovo. 

The subsequent phases required 
the unanimous approval of the North 
Atlantic Council, the alliance’s political 
decision-making body consisting of 
representatives from each of the 19 
member governments, mostly in the 
persons of their foreign ministers. 
If approved, “Phase II” was to be 
limited to military installations, only 
a handful of which were located north 
of the 44th parallel, while “Phase III” 
would fi nally expand the campaign 
geographically to include the area 
north of the 44th parallel and around 
Belgrade, but non-military targets 

would still remain off limits.
While NATO was debating and 

planning its options, Milosevic sent 
military teams to Iraq to learn all 
they could about US operations and 
tactics. Unlike Bosnia, Yugoslavia 
had an air defense system that was 
well developed, with highly trained 
and disciplined personnel. 

Yugoslavia also had over 289 
combat aircraft. Fifteen MiG-29s con-
stituted its best fi ghters supplemented 
by 64 older-but-upgraded MiG-21s. 
The fi ghters were complemented by 
three SA-2 battalions and 16 SA-3 fi xed 
surface-to-air missile (SAM) systems 
around key cities. There were also 1,850 
mobile anti-aircraft artillery (AAA) 
pieces and 25 SA-6 batteries, while 
100 vehicle-mounted SA-9 and SA-13 
SAM systems provided point defense 
of key facilities. Over 100 acquisition 
radars maintained redundant and 
overlapping coverage. All ground units 
were equipped with man-portable 
air defense (MANPAD) SA-7, SA-14 
and SA-16 infrared-guided SAMs, 
many of which could be positioned 
along ridgelines in and near initial 

One of Gen. Clarks’ offi cial army portrait.

Yugoslav tanks along the Albanian border, 1999.
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