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III Corps during the Surge
A Study in Operational Art
Maj. Wilson C. Blythe Jr., U.S. Army

The role of Lt. Gen. Raymond Odierno’s III Corps 
as Multinational Corps–Iraq (MNC–I) has 
failed to receive sufficient attention from studies 

of the 2007 surge in Iraq. By far the most comprehensive 
account of the 2007–2008 campaign is found in Michael 
Gordon and Lt. Gen. Bernard Trainor’s The Endgame: 
The Inside Story of the Struggle for Iraq, from George W. Bush 
to Barack Obama, which focuses on the formulation and 
execution of strategy and policy.1 It frequently moves 
between Washington, D.C., U.S. Central Command, and 
Multinational Force–Iraq (MNF–I) while using tactical 
actions within Iraq in an illustrative manner. As a result, 
the campaign waged by III Corps, the operational head-
quarters, is overlooked in this key work.

The III Corps campaign is also neglected in other 
prominent works on the topic. In The Gamble: General 

Petraeus and the American 
Military Adventure in 
Iraq, 2006-2008, Thomas 
Ricks emphasizes the 
same levels as Gordon 
and Trainor. However, 
while Ricks places a 
greater emphasis on the 
role of III Corps than is 
found in other accounts, 
he fails to offer a thor-
ough examination of the 
operational campaign 
waged by III Corps.2 
Kimberly Kagan’s The 
Surge: A Military History 
delivers a predominate-
ly tactical portrait of 
the campaign, focus-
ing on various brigade 
operations.3

A more personality-focused account is offered in 
Fred Kaplan’s The Insurgents: David Petraeus and the Plot to 
Change the American Way of War; it recounts the Army’s 
adoption of counterinsurgency (COIN) doctrine rather 
than the surge campaign.4 And, because of his position as 
the executive officer to the MNF–I commanding general, 
Col. Peter Mansoor’s Surge: My Journey with General 
David Petraeus and the Remaking of the Iraq War naturally 
gravitates toward Gen. David H. Petraeus.5 None of these 
accounts examine the critical role that Odierno’s head-
quarters played in the 2007–2008 surge campaign.

During its second tour in Iraq, III Corps achieved 
success in reducing the level of violence in Iraq and cre-
ating room for political progress such as the February 
2008 “trifecta” package of legislation, which included 
the Provincial Powers Law, limited amnesty, and the 
2008 budget.6 Odierno’s command laid the ground-
work for successful campaigns in 2007 and 2008. 
Given the attention garnered by COIN doctrine and 
the Army’s purported focus on the “graduate level of 
war,” what is most striking about III Corps’s operations 
was Odierno’s use of concepts and terminology firmly 
rooted in conventional campaigns. III Corps’s achieve-
ments as an operational headquarters were rooted in 
the successful application of operational art.

Operational art is a way to conceptualize how to fight 
wars using campaigns of multiple, simultaneous, and 
successive operations across a theater of operations to 
achieve a unifying goal.7 While neither downplaying nor 
minimizing the importance of Army COIN principles, 
a study of MNC–I’s 2007 campaign in Iraq through 
the neglected prism of operational art suggests that the 
campaign’s success was due to the successful application 
of already established operational principles rather than 
from a revolution in the profession of arms.8

In December 2006, Odierno’s III Corps assumed 
responsibility for MNC–I from Lt. Gen. Pete Chiarelli’s 
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V Corps. The security situation in Iraq had deteriorated 
throughout 2006 (see figure 1, page 80). The 22 February 
2006 bombing of Samara’s Shia Askariya shrine, also 
known as the Golden Mosque, caused the nascent eth-
no-sectarian tensions to explode into open conflict. The 
bombings spurred large and violent protests throughout 
Shia neighborhoods in and around Baghdad as well as in 
other predominantly Shia cities such as Najaf, Karbala, 
and Basra. With this attack, the conflict devolved from 
an insurgency to a sectarian civil war that, in November 
2006 alone, would claim 3,462 Iraqi lives.9

Odierno was charged by the MNF–I commander 
at the time, Gen. George Casey, with breaking the 
cycle of sectarian violence. The incoming corps’s oper-
ational approach was different than its predecessor’s. 
The focus of Chiarelli’s V Corps was to consolidate 
the coalition footprint. As Chiarelli later recalled, “I 

was told that my job was to get us down to fifty FOBs 
[forward operating bases] by the end of 2006. My 
instructions were pretty clear. You will not have 110 
FOBs. There were 110 FOBs when I went in 2006.”10 
The reduced U.S. presence would be accompanied by 
a rapid transition to the Iraqi Security Forces as the 
United States shifted to an overwatch role. This op-
erational focus contributed to the V Corps campaign 
devolving into a series of disjointed and unconnected 
tactical actions. Tactically, the result was a failure to 
retain terrain, and it amounted to U.S. forces be-
ing forced to retake the same ground each day after 

Pfc. Brandie Leon, 4th Infantry Division, pulls security 3 March 2006 
while on patrol in east Baghdad to help maintain peace after attacks 
on mosques in the area. (Photo by Staff Sgt. Jason Ragucci, U.S. Army) 
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surrendering it the previous eve-
ning (see figure 2, page 81).11

Odierno defined his first pri-
ority as securing the Iraqi people, 
which to him meant defeating an 
insurgency composed of Sunni 
and Shia extremists, most no-
tably al-Qaida in Iraq (AQI) 
and Iranian-backed Shia Special 
Groups. The MNC–I operational 
concept now focused on how to 
seize and retain the initiative so 
that the coalition could defeat 
extremists. Though transition to 
Iraqi control and responsibility for 
security was still the eventual goal, 
MNC–I no longer emphasized it.12

While the difference may seem 
minor or semantic, the change in 
emphasis was profound, since it 
indicated that III Corps would no 
longer measure its progress through 
the reduction of the coalition 
footprint in Iraq resulting from the 
closure of bases; the off-ramping 
of unit deployments to Iraq; or the 
usage of sewage, water, electricity, 
and trash removal metrics. Though 
it continued to use logical lines 
of effort, under Odierno, MNC-I 
placed an increased emphasis on 
physical lines of operation.13 At the tactical level, the 
change in emphasis alleviated the perceived pressure 
to concentrate onto fewer and fewer bases and allowed 
tactical units to live on small bases among the population 
as they had done in the early days of the war. III Corps 
took a traditional approach to its campaign in 2007 and 
the first two months of 2008.14

Even prior to the announced surge of five additional 
brigades to Iraq, Odierno planned to conduct multiple 
simultaneous operations throughout the country.15 Past 
corps offensives had focused on a single problem area at 
a time, such as Fallujah or Najaf, and were in reality tac-
tical battles rather than operations. These battles lacked 
a pursuit or exploitation phase, the absence of which 
allowed the enemy to retreat along its physical lines of 
operation in order to regroup in the safety of its support 

zones. In keeping with its objective of defeating the 
insurgency, Odierno’s corps launched a series of corps 
offensives to eject the enemy from territory and to retain 
the liberated terrain by maintaining forces there. These 
sustained offensives connected tactical actions across 
Iraq to better attain strategic ends, a key to the successful 
practice of operational art.16

III Corps’s first offensive operation, Operation Fardh 
al-Qanoon (Enforcing the Law), focused on clearing and 
retaining terrain throughout Baghdad and its surround-
ing belts—those provinces encircling the city and con-
trolling access to the capital. Supporting divisional opera-
tions in the belts interdicted the flow of accelerants—III 
Corps’s term for the fighters, weapons, and explosives 
necessary to carry out the attacks and thus trigger the 
subsequent reprisals—into the capital through offensive 
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operations designed to seize and hold terrain in these en-
emy support zones. This was Odierno’s opening gambit 
in an attempt to transform the insurgent support zone 
around Baghdad into a coalition security zone and push 
extremists away from the capital (see figure 3, page 82).17 
In June, MNC–I followed up Fardh al-Qanoon with an-
other corps-level offensive dubbed Operation Phantom 

Thunder that consisted of simultaneous operations in 
Baghdad and the surrounding belts. Phantom Thunder 
aimed to clear extremist support zones and rear areas. 
It was the first operation to take place with all five surge 
brigades in country, and the extra combat power allowed 
Odierno to hold the seized terrain, thus thickening his 

security zone and preventing the reestablishment of 
extremist support zones.18

By August, it was clear that MNC–I’s series of offen-
sive operations had produced an improvement in security 
throughout those areas of Iraq where the coalition had 
been able to surge. Odierno was concerned that the 
extremists planned to draw the coalition away from the 

areas that MNC–I had successfully cleared 
and secured so they could return and fill 
the vacuum left by the coalition. This had 
been the fate of previous coalition offen-
sives, where MNC–I’s failure to conduct 
simultaneous operations or to pursue had 
allowed extremists to regroup. Odierno 
saw that an aggressive pursuit was the best 
way to dismantle the extremist networks.19

In order to both disrupt an expected 
enemy Ramadan offensive and keep AQI 
and Special Groups off balance, MNC–I 
launched Operation Phantom Strike 
on 15 August 2007. Phantom Strike 
consisted of “a series of targeted opera-
tions designed to intensify the pursuit of 
extremist elements across Iraq.”20 With 
the deployment of five additional bri-
gades, a combat aviation brigade, and 
division headquarters, MNC–I possessed 
the forces necessary to both hold the 
already-secured areas and to conduct 
targeted operations throughout Iraq (see 
figure 4, page 83). The nearing end of the 
surge limited the time that the coalition 
had to take advantage of its full combat 
potential.21 Operation Phantom Phoenix 
carried the pursuit deep into the upper 
Diyala River Valley and sought to set 
the conditions for the planned battle for 
Mosul. However, this battle did not occur 

after III Corps was replaced by XVIII 
Airborne Corps in February 2008 because 
events in Basra necessitated a shift in focus 

by the government of Iraq and MNC–I. Both of the 
exploitation and pursuit operations, Phantom Thunder 
and Phantom Phoenix, saw MNC–I take steps to ex-
tend its operational reach in order to allow it to disrupt 
the enemy in the few remaining areas of Iraq the coali-
tion did not have enough combat power to control.22
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Throughout all operations, a key part of MNC–I’s 
campaign focused on stopping the movement of the 
accelerants of violence into Baghdad.23 Analysis by 
coalition intelligence indicated that the extremists in 
Baghdad required a constant flow of vehicle-borne im-
provised explosive devices (VBIEDs) and other acceler-
ants in order to maintain the average of fifty attacks per 
day in the city. The fight to stop the accelerants rested 

on MNC–I’s appreciation 
of terrain. III Corps’s 
understanding of the en-
emy’s use of terrain was 
aided by a 19 December 
2006 raid conducted 
by the 1st Brigade, 1st 
Cavalry Division in the 
Taji-Tarmiyah area. This 
action resulted in the cap-
ture of over five hundred 
gigabytes of documents 
and a map that detailed 
AQI’s strategy to control 
Baghdad. It depicted an 
AQI battlefield architec-
ture that was not entirely 
unconventional, with a 
support zone in the belt 
areas around Baghdad, a 
rear area, a forward line 
of troops, lines of com-
munications consisting 
of hard-surfaced roads or 
improved dirt roads, and 
combat zones within the 
capital.24

The strength of 
extremist groups within 
Baghdad depended upon 
their control of both the 
lines of communication 
and support zones that 
ran through the belts. 
Often, the enemy would 
construct obstacle belts of 
large buried IEDs to deny 

the coalition access to these 
areas, while others had air 

defense systems to keep out helicopters. While the corps’s 
main effort remained in Baghdad, outlying divisions 
mounted simultaneous sustained offensives throughout 
the enemy’s depth (i.e., into the belts). This was a radical-
ly different appreciation of terrain than had previously 
existed. III Corps did not view terrain in terms of what 
could be turned over to Iraqi control, but rather through 
the prism of an operational system.25

Figure 3. Disposition of U.S. Forces Central Iraq, June 2007 
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In order to successfully attack the enemy through-
out its depth, MNC–I had to efficiently and effectively 
use all of the tools at its disposal. Despite the surge of 
forces into Iraq, the coalition presence was still not 
large enough to secure every 
area of the country. Under 
Odierno, MNC–I designated 
a Stryker brigade as the oper-
ational reserve, sometimes re-
ferred to as the “above ground 
strike force.” Though the 
designation of such a force 
originated with V Corps, 
it realized its full potential 
under III Corps. The strike 
force was not a battle-space 
owner but was instead used 
to weight the main effort, 
such as during Fardh al-Qa-
noon when it was used to 
clear neighborhoods in order 
to facilitate the deploy-
ment of surge brigades into 
Baghdad, or later to conduct 
clearing operations in Diyala 
Province. The Stryker reserve 
added flexibility to Odierno’s 
operations and allowed him 
to achieve a decisive combat 
power advantage wherever he 
chose to commit it. Another 
way that Odierno weighted 
offensive operations was by 
the efficient use of enablers. 
III Corps effectively sup-
ported the main effort with 
the limited available Army 
attack aviation, engineers, unmanned aerial vehicles, 
and intelligence assets.26 Likewise, the additional forces 
generated by the surge of the Iraqi Security Forces, 
along with the Sons of Iraq program, allowed MNC–I 
to extend its operational reach and push further into 
insurgent sanctuaries than would have possible with 
even the additional U.S. surge brigades.27

By the end of the III Corps’s deployment in February 
2008, the situation in Iraq was remarkably different than 
when it had assumed duty as MNC–I in December 2006. 

In January 2008, III Corps’s last full month in coun-
try, there were six hundred war-related Iraqi fatalities 
throughout the country (see figure 5, page 84). This was 
a dramatic reduction in violence from when Odierno’s 

corps arrived in November 2006 a month that witnessed 
nearly 3,500 Iraqis deaths in the war. This success was 
rooted in the successful application of operational art. 
Under Odierno’s leadership, III Corps became an effec-
tive operational headquarters. It conducted a series of 
simultaneous and sustained offensive operations through-
out the enemy’s operational depth, which fragmented 
enemy support zones and disrupted their operations. The 
tempo of these corps offensives coupled with an active 
exploitation and pursuit kept the enemy off balance 
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and prevented enemy forces from 
regrouping. Despite the focus 
on joint security stations at the 
tactical level, at the operational 
level, both the enemy and MNC–I 
viewed terrain in a conventional 
though noncontiguous way, with 
support and security zones, lines 
of approach and communication, 
rear areas, etc. MNC–I’s ability to 
synchronize its operations in space 
and time was aided by Odierno’s 
use of enablers, weighting of the 
main effort with his Stryker re-
serve, and extension of MNC–I’s 
operational reach through the use 
of Iraqi forces.28

Despite the focus of much of 
the analysis of U.S. operations 
during the surge on a supposed 
COIN-dominated revolution in 
the profession of arms, MNC–I 
built its operational concept on 
a solidly traditional framework 
and owed its success to the 
effective application of some 
of the oldest, most well-estab-
lished principles of operational 

art, rather than to a COIN-
dominated leitmotif.29
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