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anks enable national power projection, provide
I operational flexibility and tempo to joint com-

manders, and facilitate tactical combined arms
maneuver. The tank’s true value is found at all levels of
war, starting with combined arms teams at the tactical
level that amplify the tank’s capabilities and mitigate its
vulnerabilities. Such teamwork ensures the continued
relevancy of the tank despite the proliferation of un-
manned aircraft systems, loitering munitions, precision
artillery, antitank guided missiles, and electromagnetic
spectrum considerations. However, the tank’s inherent
characteristics of lethality, survivability, and mobility
as part of a combined arms team provide ground force
commanders an operational option when considering
how best to seize key objectives, sustain momentum,
and apply constant pressure to enemy forces. Finally,

the ability to place armored forces with tanks anywhere
in the world signifies the strategic value they possess

in terms of deterrence and offensive capability. Given
these factors, it is imperative to not draw premature
conclusions from recent conflicts on the efficacy of
tanks and armored formations in future conflicts.

The effectiveness of armored combined arms teams
in the face of an array of aerial and ground antiarmor
systems, however, requires integrated training, orga-
nizational flexibility, and the means to sustain combat
power. In the Ukraine war, Russia employed an array of
modern weapons and capabilities yet failed to achieve
an early knockout blow or shape the course of subse-
quent events. This outcome stems from the Russian
failure to synchronize tactical, operational, and strate-
gic actions. Battalion tactical groups—considered the
centerpiece of its ground forces before the war—oper-
ated in an independent rather than coordinated man-
ner. A lack of combined arms enablers (particularly
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A Ukrainian T-64 BV tank from the 59th Yakiv Handziuk Motorized Brigade maneuvers in September 2022. Originally designed in the So-
viet Union during the 1960s, it benefited from upgrades over the years, including Ukrainian improvements to its thermal imaging, reactive
armor, and radio. (Photo courtesy of the Ministry of Defense of Ukraine via Wikimedia Commons)

infantry), poor training, and the inability to execute
mission command further minimized the battlefield
impact of these units.! More generally, the Russians
employed their armored vehicles with little support of
any kind. Ukrainian defenders used antiarmor weap-
ons to maximum effect without interference from
enemy fires, aerial systems, or infantry. At Vuhledar,
for example, tanks tried to drive through minefields in
column formations, creating a shooting gallery for the
Ukrainian defenders.” Nor did the Russians provide
continuous supply and maintenance to combat vehi-
cles, resulting in reduced operational readiness and
increased breakdowns. The high loss and wastage of
tanks led the Russians to rely upon much older models,
including the T-62 and T-54, for replacements.” Misuse
minimized the tactical value of Russian armor and pre-
cluded the accrual of operational and strategic benefits.
Ironically, the widespread media coverage given
Ukrainian destruction of Russian armored vehicles en-
courages a sense of the tank’s obsolescence not shared by
the Ukrainians. After a year of war with a world power,

they understand the tank’s value as a symbol of national
power and its potential value to end the war’s strategic
and operational deadlock. However, continuous combat
operations have eroded the Ukrainian tank fleet. The
T-64 was considered the nation’s best tank at the war’s
start, but over half have since been destroyed.* This loss,
coupled with Russia’s shift to massed artillery and infan-
try attacks in lieu of combined arms maneuver, contrib-
uted to the deadlocked nature of the war by early 2023.
Ukraine seeks an influx of Western tanks to reequip its
combined arms armored and mechanized brigades and
provide the operational punch necessary to restore ma-
neuver and tempo to a battlefield environment charac-
terized by trenches and urban strongpoints.®

Symbol of National Power

The tank originated in World War I to enable ma-
neuver in a tactical setting dominated by trenches, bun-
kers, artificial obstacles, and machine guns. By World
War II, tanks organized into combined arms armored
formations proved capable of projecting national power
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China's World War Il victory parade 3 September 2015 in Beijing.
(Screenshot from Voice of America)

with strategic consequences. In 1939, German pan-
zer divisions played a central role in the destruction
of Poland. The following year, these same formations
forced France’s surrender in just six weeks, leaving
Germany as the dominant European land power. The
subsequent exploits of American, British, and Soviet
armored formations in the Mediterranean, European,
and Pacific theaters of operations eclipsed these early
war successes, ensuring the defeat of the Axis powers
and a fundamental change to the global balance of
power. In the immediate postwar era, emerging na-
tions understood the value of tanks as national power
symbols. Israel, India, Pakistan, North Korea, and the
People’s Republic of China all built armored forces that
leveraged the collective wartime armored experience.
In the decades since World War 11, the tank reflect-
ed military power and reinforced diplomatic initiatives.
American tanks equipped the armies of several NATO
members in the alliance’s early years, and they became
staple components in the national defense of Israel,
Pakistan, and Taiwan. The success of the Abrams tank
in the First Gulf War resulted in its sale to Kuwait
and Saudi Arabia, and the recent Polish purchase of
the latest Abrams tank ensures that this ally, too, will
have a significantly upgraded ground combat capabil-
ity further hardened by the parallel buy of the South
Korean K2 Black Panther tank.® Similarly, the Soviet
Union routinely sold tanks to satellite states to boost

their military capability, encour-
age dependency, and stimulate
domestic economic activity.
Consequently, Soviet tanks and
armored vehicles equip many of
today’s armies. The current war
in Ukraine pits Russian-built
platforms against one another.

Today, China possesses the
largest tank fleet in the Indo-
Pacific region.” Ongoing mod-
ernization initiatives include
upgrades to older tank models
and the development of new
designs. China also uses its
tanks to bolster international relations. Trade deals
in which China offers military aid for economic gain
often include tanks, and it produces tanks specifical-
ly for export. Cambodia, North Korea, Myanmar,
Thailand, and Vietnam all include significant numbers
of Chinese tanks in their armed forces. Moreover,
tank sales include training and maintenance support
to encourage stronger military ties and some level of
interoperability.®

Popular reactions to the capture or destruction of
a tank further highlight the tank’s value as a national
power symbol. Ukraine regularly releases footage of
its soldiers destroying Russian tanks, but such imagery
only serves to raise national spirits if the tank remains
a powerful and desirable weapon. The Ukrainians
themselves risk lives to capture or recover Russian
tanks and employ them with friendly combat forces.
Similarly, nonstate actors, including Islamic State and
Hezbollah, routinely paraded captured tanks as tro-
phies for propaganda value.

Tanks also constitute a powerful endorsement of peace
initiatives. American combat assets deployed to Bosnia
and Herzegovina as part of a NATO-led multinational
peacekeeping force sent to Bosnia and Herzegovina to en-
sure adherence by the warring ethnic factions to the 1995
Dayton Peace Accords. This action included the deliberate
selection of the U.S. 1st Armored Division to lead the mil-
itary operation known as Operation Joint Endeavor. The
formation’s iconic crossing of the Sava River as it entered
Bosnia underscored America’s national commitment to
the peace in a manner not possible by light infantry in
HMMW Vs. Tanks, not trucks, get people’s attention.
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the conquest of all but a small
corner of the Korean peninsula
within weeks. A mass influx of

An Abrams tank of the 1st Armored Division crosses the Sava River
into Bosnia in December 1995 during Operation Joint Endeavor.
(Photo courtesy of the U.S. Army)

The Power of Deterrence

The tank emerged as a means of conflict deterrence
during the Cold War. The cornerstone of NATO'’s
ground defense of Central Europe lay in its armored
formations. Their collective combat power represent-
ed national commitments to the region’s defense and
complicated potential Warsaw Pact invasion plans. The
inherent combined arms capabilities of NATO armor
provided a mix of lethality, survivability, and maneuver
well suited to execute warfighting concepts that evolved
from Active Defense to AirLand Battle.? Even at the
platform level, the strategic deterrence of armor became
reflected in deliberate efforts to showcase the ever-in-
creasing capabilities of NATO tanks. The Canadian
Army Trophy, often referred to as the Olympics of tank
gunnery, demonstrated the latest Western tank capabili-
ties and the combat readiness of NATO tankers.'

Effective deterrence, however, requires a credible
tank force. In June 1950, the Republic of Korea possessed
neither tanks nor the means to defeat them. The ab-
sence of these capabilities contributed to North Korea’s
decision to invade.* North Korean tanks facilitated

A column of 3rd Armored Division M60A3 tanks move in a convoy
near the Sembach Air Base exit ramp in the Federal Republic of Ger-
many on 26 April 1982. (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)

men and materiel—including
armor—Dby the United States and
its United Nations allies secured
the survival of South Korea

in a grueling three-year war.
Nevertheless, the North Koreans
came perilously close to unifying
Korea under the banner of the
Democratic People’s Republic in
large part because they possessed
an armored capability that South
Korea initially did not.

o Today, the nations most
threatened by China or North Korea maintain some
of the largest tank fleets in the region. India maintains
over 3,500 tanks with another 1,100 in storage. South
Korea maintains more than 2,000 vehicles to equip ar-
mored brigades and provide an organic armored com-
ponent for its mechanized divisions."” Taiwan clearly
understands the potential deterrent value of tanks
as it seeks to upgrade its armored force with Abrams
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SEAE -
Japanese Type 97 Te-Ke tanks followed by their bicycle infantry

during the Battle of Kampar in Perak, Malaysia, circa December
1941. (Photo courtesy of Wikimedia Commons)

tanks in the face of escalating tensions with China."?
Japan, too, improved its armored capabilities in recent
years with indigenous platforms. While Singapore

and Australia are not directly threatened by China,
the former maintains a small tank fleet of Leopard 2
tanks, and Australia purchased the latest version of the
Abrams tank in 2022. These nations improved their
armored forces as deterrents against aggression and to
ensure capability options in the event of conflict."

Shaping Campaigns

Tanks offer an unmatched degree of versatility for
ground forces. Included in combined arms organiza-
tions, they possess the ability to seize key land objectives,
rapidly react to enemy action, and penetrate and destroy
enemy defenses. Armored formations provide theater
commanders with the means to shape conflict, sustain a
high tempo of operations, and eliminate opposition.

In World War II, the Japanese used tanks to support
their December 1941 invasion of Malaya, specifically

employing them to exploit breaches in the defenses of
British imperial forces and prevent the rapid reconstitu-
tion of new lines of resistance. In this manner, the small
Japanese light tank force played a key role in the rapid
conquest of Malaya despite jungle terrain, limited roads,
and an enemy equipped with antitank weapons, motor
vehicles, and engineering assets. This judicious and care-
ful use of armor at a precise moment and location gen-
erated shock, manifest by the disruption of British plans,
the rapid disintegration of morale, and the collapse of
defensive positions. Tanks enabled the Japanese advance
to move faster than expected, setting the stage for their
capture of Britain’s principal regional base in Singapore.'®

The U.S. Army and Marine Corps employed
tanks in both small units and large groupings in their
island-hopping campaigns across the Central and
Southwest Pacific. New Guinea, Tarawa, Saipan, the
Philippines, Okinawa, and Iwo Jima are just some of the
locations where tanks provided additional mobile fire-
power to overcome entrenched and fortified Japanese
defenders and facilitate maneuver. The size of the tank
force deployed was tailored to fit terrain and tactical
conditions, ranging from a single platoon to four tank
battalions in the Luzon invasion. The concentration of
tanks for Luzon reflected the presence of a Japanese
armored division.'® In all cases, however, the ability to
provide tank support where needed accelerated the
pace of operations and constrained Japanese activity.
Such employment remains viable today, especially once
the new medium assault platform, the M10 Booker,
integrates with infantry brigade combat teams.

The 1967 Six-Day War showcased the employment
of armored combined arms teams to penetrate, disrupt,
and destroy hostile defensive measures. Israeli armor,
working closely with reconnaissance, infantry, and artil-
lery, breached Egyptian defenses along the Israeli-Sinai
border. When the Egyptians began a general withdraw-
al, their columns became targets for Israeli aircraft and
artillery, while Israeli armored units moved to block
retreat paths to the Suez Canal. These actions acceler-
ated the disintegration of Egyptian fighting forces and
encouraged Egypt to agree to a cease-fire just three days
after hostilities began."”

In March 2003, heavy armored formations spear-
headed the invasion of Iraq. They executed a rapid
thrust to Baghdad, the foundation of Saddam Hussein’s
power. Their combination of combat power and
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mobility disrupted Iraqi defenses, created dilemmas

for their national command structure, and general-

ly dictated a pace of events beyond the Iraqi ability

to respond. In twenty-one days, the U.S. Army’s 3rd
Infantry Division advanced from the Kuwait border
into downtown Baghdad, supported by parallel actions
by heavy forces in the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force
and the United Kingdom’s 1st Armoured Division. This
rapid drive triggered the collapse of Saddam’s regime.

Tanks Facilitate Combined Arms
Maneuver

The presence of tanks amplifies combined arms
effectiveness and generates shock. In October 1951,
the 2nd Infantry Division conducted an assault on
Heartbreak Ridge, dubbed Operation Touchdown. The
attack included the employment of armored task forces
to move through the valleys on either side of the ridge
and threaten the defender’s lines of supply and commu-
nications. When the attack began, the North Korean
and Chinese defenders found themselves pinned to
their front by large-scale American infantry assaults,
while tanks operated on their flanks and rear areas.

Army MTAT Abrams main battle tanks and personnel from A Compa-
ny, 1st Battalion, 35th Armor Regiment, 2nd Brigade Combat Team,
1st Armored Division, pose for a photo 13 November 2003 under the
"Victory Arch” in Ceremony Square, Baghdad, during Operation Iraqi
Freedom. (Photo by Tech. Sgt. John L. Houghton Jr.,, U.S. Air Force)

Command paralysis and a disintegration of coordi-
nated opposition ensued, resulting in the capture of
Heartbreak Ridge at high cost to the enemy."

Such amplification also applies to urban envi-
ronments. During the battle of Aachen in October
1944, the American 1st Infantry Division employed
tanks in the city’s streets to offset the limited infantry
available. The close, integrated use of tanks, infantry,
artillery, and reconnaissance succeeded in securing
the fortified urban center with limited losses, and the
battle became a model for postwar combined arms
urban combat doctrine." Similarly, armor proved
a deciding factor in the 1950 liberation of Seoul,
sometimes referred to as the “Battle of the Barricades.
Early infantry attacks upon North Korean fortified
enclaves in the city met with high losses, trigger-
ing requests for tank support. Tanks provided both
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precision and suppressive fires to permit infantry and

engineers to close with enemy personnel, secure key
buildings, and clear obstacles.”

In 2004, U.S. Army combined arms teams in Fallujah
used their armor to increase their rate of advance in a
block-by-block battle. Their firepower and survivability
permitted the rapid elimination of defenders and strong-
points. However, their ability to penetrate urban defens-
es faster than adjacent, largely dismounted teams created
coordination issues since the latter could not match the
pace of the armored task forces.”

Conclusion

With the ever-changing face of warfare, many
armchair strategists believe that the advantages the
employment of tanks bring to land warfare are out-
weighed by vulnerabilities that new technologies can
exploit against them. Such critics envision a battle-
field dominated by unmanned aerial systems, loiter-
ing munitions, missiles, and electromagnetic capa-
bilities that marginalize the tank’s utility. Similarly,
such views tend to depict tanks working in isolation.
In the U.S. Army, the tank is not a solo performer.
It constitutes part of an ensemble of capabilities
organic to the armored brigade combat team that
both supplement the tank’s inherent qualities and
mitigate its vulnerabilities.

The first US. tank to enter Aachen, Germany, during the attack upon
the city in October 1944. Tanks played a key role in the capture of
the city, providing necessary firepower for the limited infantry forces
available for the operation. (Photo courtesy of the National Archives)

The value of the tank lies in the application of combat
power at optimal times and locations to create a shock
effect that paralyzes and destroys resistance. Employed in
a combined arms context, the resultant capability set of
mobility, lethality, and survivability offers tactical advan-
tages that unlock operational and strategic opportunities.
Once committed, these capabilities generate a momen-
tum of their own that dictates the tempo of events and
constrains enemy action. These qualities underscore the
role of armored forces as the “Combat Arm of Decision?
Recent technological developments do not stifle these
traits. Instead, UAS, loitering munitions, and the ability
to detect force concentrations via their electromagnet-
ic signature and attack them with precision munitions
necessitate adaptation rather than outright removal from
the battlefield. Such adjustment includes understanding
how friendly forces look from an enemy perspective,
enhancing masking and camouflage, greater dispersal, and
faster dissemination of orders and the related convergence
of combat power at decisive points in time and space.
These actions, combined with a judicious application of
new technologies into armored organizations ensure their
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continued effectiveness. Moreover, as Stephen Biddle in
his article “Back in the Trenches: Why New Technology
Hasn't Revolutionized Warfare in Ukraine” highlights, the
current war in Eastern Europe does not necessitate funda-
mental transformation of military organizations. Instead,
it reflects a mix of old and new, underscoring the impor-
tance of “incremental adaptations, not tectonic shifts” in
force modernization. Continuing to improve armored
organizations makes sense. Abandoning them altogether
does not.”?

In their absence, commanders are left to rely
upon lighter infantry organizations that lack the

THE TANK IS DEAD

combination of firepower and mobility to achieve
early battlefield dominance and immediately exploit
success. Moreover, the simple presence of the armored
combined arms team demands attention, forcing
enemy combatants to prepare defensive measures that
divert resources from their preferred main effort. The
cost of organizing, equipping, training, and sustain-
ing armored units remains high, but in the words of
Army Chief of Staff Gen. James McConville, “You
don’t need armor if you don’t want to win?* Ukraine’s
President Volodymyr Zelensky clearly understands
this simple maxim. W
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