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Tanks in 
Counterinsurgency Operations

By Steven Bean

MBT Characteristics

 D uring the years   leading up 
to World War II there was 
debate among weapons 

designers about the best type of 
tank. As a result, a range of designs 
emerged known variously as “cruisers,” 
“lights,” “heavies,” and “infantry 
support.” There were even “cavalry 
tanks.” Combat experience in World 
War II then clearly demonstrated 
the best all-around tank combined 
fi repower, cross-country mobility, and 
the capability to carry out a range of 
missions from anti-armor to attacking 
infantry positions. Those tanks were 
generally known as “mediums,” and 
included the Soviet T-34, the German 
Mark IV and V, and the American M-4 
Sherman. Not long into the postwar 
era, that type of vehicle had been 
further developed into what is called 
the “Main Battle Tank” or MBT.

Despite being produced by many 
different powers, MBT designs share 
common characteristics. They typically 
weigh around 60 tons. Their primary 
armament is a cannon with a bore 
between 90 and 130 mm. The MBT 
cannon are guided by sophisticated 
targeting and fi re-control systems 
that yield effective ranges out to 4,400 
yards. A variety of ammunition is avail-

able, including: high explosive frag-
mentation rounds, anti-tank rounds, 
anti-personnel fl echette rounds, 
white phosphorous, and smoke. 

MBT typically also carry second-
ary armament consisting of one or 
more heavy (.50 caliber / 12.7mm) 
or medium (.30 caliber / 7.62mm) 
machineguns mounted in coaxial 
(meaning on the same alignment as 
the big gun) and turret-top positions. 
They’re for both anti-personnel and 
anti-aircraft use. Some MBT also carry 
guided missiles or missile guns, such 
as the US Army’s M551 Sheridan. 

Originally protected by a simple 
system of steel armor plating, MBT 
defenses have evolved into armor 
made from composites including 
ceramics, reactive materials and 
alloys. There are also countermeasures 
against incoming projectiles. 
They can be passive, such as 
smoke-grenade launchers to block 
visibility, or active, which includes 
fi ring radar-guided projectiles. 

During the Cold War, armies 
prepared for combat in which weapons 
of mass destruction were expected to 
be widely used. MBT therefore came 
to be typically protected from nuclear 
radiation and biological and chemical 
agents. The latter is accomplished 
using a number of systems, includ-
ing interior vehicle overpressure. 
Doctrine often called for tank crews 
to drive their vehicles through con-
taminated zones, with the expectation 
they would provide protection from 
radiation and chemical agents. 

Fully tracked suspensions give 
MBT excellent cross-country mobility. 
Powered by diesel engines in the 1,200 
to 1,500 horsepower range, their 
maximum off-road speed averages 28 
miles per hour while road speeds go 
up to about 40 mph. MBT typically 
have operational ranges of around 
300 miles on a single load of fuel. 

Evolving Missions

Throughout the Cold War, MBT 
were seen as the primary weapon 
for the clashes expected on the far 
fl ung Eurasian battlegrounds. Armed 
forces around the world added MBT 
to their arsenals by the thousands. 
For instance, a 1982 report estimated 
the Warsaw Pact could deploy 71,700 
tanks and NATO 30,711.Warfare was 
changing, however, in that it was 
insurgencies that actually raged 

Designer MANTAK

Designed 1974 (Mark IV upgrade 1999)

Unit cost Est. $6 million

Produced 1974

Number built 9,000+

Weight 65 tonnes 

Length
9.04 m/29.7 ft (incl. gun barrel)
7.60 m/24.9 ft (excl. gun barrel)

Width 3.72 m/12.2 ft (excl. skirts)

Height 2.66 m/8.7 ft (to turret roof)

Crew
4 (commander, driver, gunner, and 
loader) and up to 10 passengers

Armor Classifi ed composite/sloped armour modular design

Main armament
120 mm (4.7 in) MG253 smoothbore gun 
with 48 rounds, capable of fi ring Laser 
Homing Attack Guided Missile 

Secondary armament

1 × 12.7 mm (0.50 in) MG
2 × 7.62 mm (0.300 in) MG
1 × 60 mm (2.4 in) internal mortar
12 smoke grenades

Engine 1,500 hp (1,119 kW) turbocharged diesel engine

Power/weight 23 hp/tonne

Transmission
Ashot Ashkelon hydromechanical automatic, 
5 gears (licensed copy of Renk RK325)

Suspension Helical spring, tracked

Ground clearance 0.45 m (1.5 ft)

Fuel capacity 1,400 litres

Operational range 500 km (310 mi)

Speed
64 km/h (40 mph) on road
55 km/h (34 mph) off road
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Designer
Vickers Defence Systems
(now BAE Systems)

Designed 1986

Unit cost
≈£4,217,000

≈$6,694,400

Produced 1993-2002

Number built ≈446

Weight 62.5 tonnes (61.5 long tons; 68.9 short tons)

Length
8.3 m (27 ft 3 in) 
11.50 m (37 ft 9 in) with gun forward

Width
3.5 m (11 ft 6 in) 
4.2 m (13 ft 9 in) with appliqué armour

Height 2.5 m (8 ft 2 in)

Crew 4 (commander, gunner, loader/operator, driver)

Armor Chobham/Dorchester Level 2 (classifi ed)

Main armament
L30A1 120 mm rifl ed gun
with 52 rounds

Secondary armament
Coaxial 7.62 mm L94A1 EX-34 (chain gun),
7.62 mm L37A2 Commander’s cupola machine gun

Engine
Perkins CV-12 V12 Diesel 26 litre
1,200 hp (890 kW)

Power/weight 19.2 hp/t (14.3 kW/t)

Transmission
David Brown TN54 epicyclic trans-
mission (6 fwd, 2 rev.)

Suspension Hydropneumatic, tracked

Ground clearance 0.5 m (1 ft 8 in)[

Fuel capacity 1,592 litres (350 imp gal; 421 US gal)

Operational range
450 km (280 mi) road
250 km (160 mi) off road

Speed
56 km/h (35 mph)
40 km/h (25 mph) off road

Challenger II MBT - Main Battle Tank

through South and Central America, 
Asia and Africa. When the Soviets 
committed a large mechanized army 
to invade Afghanistan in 1979, they 
found it was unable to deal effectively 
with guerilla warfare. Other guerilla 
wars later also raged in Chechnya, 
Somalia, Iraq and many other places. 

Even as early as the Vietnam 
War, the US took few tanks to fi ght 
there, believing heavy armor couldn’t 
operate in that terrain (which proved 
ironic, in that the North Vietnamese 
came to the opposite conclusion 
during the last three years of the 
war). Instead, the US Army saw the 
future of mobile warfare mainly in the 
development of helicopter-mobile air 
cavalry units that could land infantry 
in any kind of terrain and then use 
gunships to provide them direct and 
ongoing support. The US/Coalition 
victories over Iraq in 1991 and 2003 
saw the use of armor, but only in 
terrain that clearly favored tanks. 

The collapse of the Soviet Union 
and the requirements of the War 
on Terror caused the Pentagon to 
reimagine the armed forces of the 
21st century. The new approach 
centered on the concept of air-
deployable Brigade Combat Teams 
(BCT). BCT were, at least initially, 
intended primarily as Quick Reaction 
Forces (QRF) that could be used in 
peacekeeping missions with restrictive 
rules of engagement. The BCT would 
replace the large divisions of the 20th

century, exploiting the technological 
Revolution in Military Affairs (RMA) 
to coordinate widely separate 
sub-formations via communication 
networks, while utilizing sensors and 
precision guided munitions (PGM) to 
effectively multiply combat power. The 
BCT would be further supported by 
cruise missile surgical strikes, drones, 
and special operations forces raids. 

Within that evolving mix, the 
US Army’s Stryker armored fi ghting 
vehicle came to the forefront. The 
Stryker could be confi gured to meet 
a range of battlefi eld needs, from 
infantry fi ghting vehicle to heavy 
fi re support, mobile command 
post, and logistical transport. 

Given all that, some thought 
MBT would soon be all but vanished 
from the operational landscape. 
That’s proved not to be the case. 

MBT as Assault Guns 

Investigations of the wars in 
Vietnam, Afghanistan, Somalia and 
Chechnya have revealed MBT have 
remained effective and valued assets 
on the asymmetric battlefi eld. The pre-
requisite, however, is that MBT must 
be used as part of a combined-arms 
team, which – most critically – includes 
their integration with dismounted 
infantry. Additionally, reports recently 
emerged from Iraq and Afghanistan 
indicate MBT are continuing to make 
critical contributions to counter-
insurgency (COIN) operations, both 
in urban settings and in rugged rural 
terrain – neither of which have ever 
been considered ideal tank country.

In 1991 and 2003 the M1A2 Abrams 
tank and its armored personnel carrier 
counterpart, the M2 Bradley Infantry 
Fighting Vehicle (IFV) were at the 
vanguard of the war against Iraq. As 
the confl ict shifted into an extended 
COIN operation, and the focus 
switched to winning the support of 
the populace while engaging guerillas, 
armor came to be sidelined. Nominally 
armored units were often deployed to 
Iraq during that period without their 
tanks. Coalition forces in Iraq became 
increasingly light, most often on the 

model of Stryker or Ranger units. 
The ever increasing use of wheeled 
light armored vehicle (LAV) weapon 
systems like the Stryker refl ected that. 
At under 20 tons, LAV can be airlifted 
to fulfi ll the short deployment time 
requirements of COIN, as well as 

operate within urban environments. 
Even so, LAV often don’t have the 

combination of characteristics – heavy 
direct fi repower, objective-breaching 
capability, off-road mobility, and 
survivability – which have proven 
necessary to succeed when engaged 
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severe negative impact on the attitude 
of resident populations results from 
collateral damage. The heavy weapons 
on MBT have the potential to infl ict 
such damage, but battlefi eld evidence 
suggests sophisticated targeting 
systems enable them to engage targets 
with precision and discrimination. 
The case has been argued MBT in 
Afghanistan have actually reduced col-
lateral damage by limiting the need to 
call in less precise aerial bombardment 
and indirect artillery fi re. The precision 
fi repower of modern MBT can contrib-
ute to better control and containment 
of fi refi ghts, thereby decreasing the 

likelihood of collateral damage.
An often overlooked challenge of 

MBT in COIN is the increased logistical 
requirements of supplying and main-
taining them in the fi eld compared to 
LAV. MBT dispersal among infantry 
units results in added diffi culties for 
logistics as a result of that decentral-
ization. The challenges are further 
amplifi ed by the fact contemporary 
COIN operations often take place 
in environments stressful on tanks, 
crews and maintenance personnel. 

For example, the frequency of 
mechanical failures among MBT is 
much higher in deserts, even taking 

into account modifi cations like sand 
fi lters specifi cally designed to mitigate 
it. Mechanical stresses are increased 
further by the unusual demands placed 
on MBT when they serve as assault 
guns for breaching and mine clearing.

Benefi ts

Used with infantry-armor com-
bined arms tactics, MBT have shown a 
broad range of capabilities needed to 
deal with insurgent forces, as follows.

Speed of Ground Deployment. 
While MBT can’t match the speed of 

mid-1993, the commander of US forces 
there, Maj. Gen. Thomas Montgomery, 
requested the deployment of an 
armored cavalry regiment. That 
request was denied because of the per-
ceived political implications of assign-
ing a heavy unit to operate in what 
was still offi cially considered a relief 
operation.

 
From the opposite perspec-

tive, it’s also been argued the presence 
of MBT can be reassuring to resident 
civilians, demonstrating the military 
capacity to defeat insurgents and a 
substantial commitment to doing so.

While the net psychological effect 
of MBT can be problematic, the most 

Pros & Cons

The advantages of MBT are 
counterbalanced by challenges. First, 
the presence of MBT may demoralize 
the enemy, but that same psycho-
logical effect may impede winning 
the support of resident populations, 
an effort that’s crucial to COIN suc-
cess. Military leaders therefore have 
to be concerned about the effects 
of armored assets in regard to the 
projection of a less confrontational 
“soft power” image to civilians. 

For example, in Somalia, when 
militia attacks escalated throughout 

against heavily armed insurgents. 
For example, in Iraq the US lost six 
Strykers to enemy fi re during the Sadr 
City Uprising of 2008. In response, M1 
Abrams MBT and M2 Bradleys had to 
be brought in to guard the engineer-
ing operation that was setting up a 
concrete walled cordon. Lessons from 
operations like that one demonstrated 
MBT can still play an essential role 
on the asymmetric battlefi eld. In par-
ticular, they can provide direct heavy 
fi re support to infantry comparable 
to that of World War II assault guns. 

Designer
Chrysler Defense (now General 
Dynamics Land Systems)

Designed 1972–1979

Unit cost
US$6.21 million (FY99) (Estimated in 2012 as 
US$8.58 million (with infl ation adjustment)

Produced 1979–present

Number built 9,000+

Weight 67.6 short tons (60.4 long tons; 61.3 t)

Length
Gun forward: 32.04 ft (9.77 m) 
Hull length: 26.02 ft (7.93m)

Width 12 ft (3.66 m) 

Height 8 ft (2.44 m)

Crew 4 (commander, gunner, loader, driver)

Armor
Chobham, RH armor, depleted ura-
nium strike plates, Kevlar mesh 

Main armament
120 mm L44 M256 smoothbore 
cannon with 42 rounds

Secondary armament

1 ×.50-caliber (12.7 mm) M2HB heavy machine gun 
with 900 rounds
2 × 7.62 mm (.308) M240 machine guns with 
8,800 rounds (1 pintle-mounted, 1 coaxial)

Engine
Honeywell AGT1500C multi-fuel turbine engine
1,500 shp (1,120 kW)

Power/weight 24.5 hp/t (18.27 kW/t)

Transmission Allison DDA X-1100-3B

Suspension Torsion bar, tracked

Ground clearance 0.43 m (1 ft 5 in) 

Fuel capacity 500 US gallons (1,900l; 420 imp gal)

Operational range 426 km (265mi) 

Speed
Road 56 km/h (35 mph)
Off-road: 40 km/h (25 mph)]
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