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MOUT (Military Operations in Urban 
Terrain) is a topic much discussed cur-
rently within the profession of arms. 
The growing consensus is that U.S. 
forces can expect to conduct MOUT 
routinely in future operations, though 
there are still a few who doubt this.1  

Some analysts go so far as to predict 
that MOUT will dominate future opera-
tions.2 

Whatever the future holds, MOUT 
will be of increasing importance in 
future U.S operations. Analysis of past 
urban battles, therefore, is required. 
Humans have fought in cites since be-
fore Joshua and the Israelites breached 
Jericho’s walls. Cities are important, to 
people, governments and, therefore, 
armies. Americans have been fighting 
in or over cities since the revolution, 
and examining U.S. operations since 
the early 1980s reveals MOUT to be a 
significant component of each opera-
tion.3 The future structure of the Army, 
as envisioned by the Chief of Staff of 
the Army, Gen. Shinseki, ensures that 
operating in urban terrain will be a 
common aspect of operations. The 
force envisioned will operate as a 
CONUS-based, technologically ad-
vanced, rapidly deployable force. It 
would most likely deploy to airfields, 
ports or both. This trend is already un-
derway.4 These facilities, with rare ex-
ceptions, are located in cities. Soldiers 
and their leaders should realize the 
changing status of urban terrain. No 
longer something to be avoided or en-
tered reluctantly, urban terrain will be 
like any other, possessing unique char-
acteristics and requiring some special-
ized approaches, but no longer consid-
ered any more unusual than desert or 
other more “traditional terrain.” 

The Israeli Defense Force (IDF) 1982 
Lebanese campaign is a historical ex-
ample relevant to the U.S. Army. This 
campaign pitted a mechanized, techno-
logically advanced, casualty sensitive 
First World army against conventional 
and unconventional opponents in a me-
dia-saturated, Third World urban envi-
ronment. 

Throughout the campaign, the IDF 
faced a paradox: move rapidly through 
urban and mountainous terrain to con-
form to a political timeline, yet inflict 
minimal casualties, minimize collateral 
damage, and sustain few casualties.5 
These constraints affected how the IDF 
would conduct the campaign and espe-
cially MOUT. Attrition battles like Ma-
nila or Aachen would not be possible.6 
To achieve its objectives within the 
parameters, the Israelis would use a 
combination of surprise, mass, and tac-
tical flexibility. Generally, this ap-
proach proved successful. 

In this campaign, the IDF fought the 
PLO (Palestinian Liberation Organiza-
tion) and the Syrian Army. The PLO 
was a well-financed and armed guer-
rilla organization. It was equipped with 
a variety of Western and Soviet Bloc 
small arms, anti-tank weapons, and 
various artillery pieces, mortars, and 
even a few aging tanks. The Syrian 
Army was a relatively modern, Third 
World army equipped with Soviet 
equipment. The IDF’s goal was to drive 
the PLO out of Lebanon and neutralize 
Syria’s influence in Lebanon. To ac-
complish this, nine heavy (tank and 
mechanized infantry) IDF divisions 

would advance into Lebanon.7 These 
units would move rapidly. The advance 
elements would bypass resistance and 
follow-on forces would reduce by-
passed enemy strongpoints. In the 
course of this drive north, the IDF 
would fight in three significant urban 
areas: Tyre, Sidon, and Beirut. 

The first major urban battle of the 
campaign was in Tyre. (See Map 1) 
Located on a narrow peninsula, Tyre is 
a densely populated coastal city in 
southern Lebanon ringed on the east 
with PLO camps, considered the most 
likely location of PLO resistance.  

The camps and the close proximity to 
Israel made Tyre a certain objective of 
the IDF. Though lasting less than two 
days, it illuminated how IDF MOUT 
tactics evolved.  

An entire division attacked Tyre, sur-
rounding it on the first day of battle. 
Attacking on multiple axes in conjunc-
tion with an amphibious landing; the 
PLO defenders were rapidly over-
whelmed. Most fell back in disorder 
offering limited resistance, and what 
remained was located in the PLO 
camps. With Tyre surrounded, the IDF 

Early versions of the Israeli Merkava tank were used in the Lebanon invasion. 
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would clear the PLO camps slowly and 
systematically. 

The few remaining PLO positions 
would be cut off and reduced using 
infantry, direct fires from tanks and 
self-propelled artillery, indirect fires, 
naval gun fire and CAS (close air sup-
port). Fires would be discriminate, tar-
geting specific enemy locations, limit-
ing collateral damage and civilian loss 
of life. 

Despite the rapid seizure of Tyre, the 
IDF encountered problems as it moved 
into the built-up areas. Initially, the 
infantry advanced mounted in M113 
APCs, in order to keep up the pace of 
the advance. PLO AT (anti-tank) teams 
ambushed a paratroop battalion south 
of Tyre, wreaking havoc in the unit and 
the timetable. Soon IDF infantry would 
only move dismounted in urban areas; 
APCs were quickly relegated to support 
roles. They would ferry supplies to 
forward units but not venture close to 
elements in contact. 

This was not the only factor that 
slowed the advance. In Tyre, Israeli 
civil affairs and PSYOPS were ineffec-
tive. Before moving into the city, leaf-
lets and loudspeakers announced any 
impending IDF advance and advised 
inhabitants to move to the beaches to 
avoid fighting. Despite this, the IDF 
made no provisions for caring for the 
refugees or controlling their movement. 
Thirty thousand refugees left the city, 
only to return to it days later.8 These 
movements clogged the roads, slowing 

the IDF advance and providing cover 
for withdrawing PLO forces. The urban 
areas and the restrictive ROE (Rules of 
Engagement) governing their clearing 
meant a slow, deliberate pace. This was 
at odds with the politically-necessitated 
rapid maneuver campaign. MOUT pre-
cludes rapidity. The PLO would exploit 
this. In one instance, the crowds wel-
coming IDF forces into their village, 
were in fact concealing a PLO ambush. 
Due partly to the impact of the civil-
ians, the PLO fighters in Tyre escaped 
the IDF to fight another day. 

Sidon was the next major urban area 
the IDF encountered. (See Map 2) A 
large coastal city, Sidon was the capital 
of south Lebanon and the PLO regional 
headquarters. Like Tyre, heavy fighting 
had taken place in Sidon during the 
1976 Lebanese civil war. The PLO had 
inflicted heavy casualties upon attack-
ing Syrian forces attempting to seize 
Sidon and, in response, the Syrians 
razed much of the Palestinian inhabited 
areas. Neither outcome was feasible for 
the Israelis.  

The IDF would use similar tactics as it 
used in Tyre except on a larger scale. 
Instead of one division, three converged 
on Sidon with one conducting a divi-
sion-size amphibious landing north of 
the city. Sidon and the nearby PLO 
camps were attacked from three direc-
tions and rapidly surrounded. Once this 
was accomplished, a slow and deliber-
ate clearing of each was conducted. 
Enemy positions were further sub-
divided and reduced using direct and 

indirect fires. This method spared most 
areas from potential destruction.  

PLO defenses were similarly disorgan-
ized and piecemeal in Sidon as in Tyre. 
Unlike Tyre, PLO resistance when it did 
occur was fierce. Ambushes occurred 
along the coastal road south of the city. 
Civilians were again used to mask PLO 
movement and positions. 

These actions slowed the IDF advance 
and increased the intensity of the fight-
ing. IDF attacks into Sidon would be 
slow and deliberate. Despite the IDF’s 
reputation as being a tank-oriented 
force, Sidon was a combined arms op-
eration. Dismounted infantry led the 
way, backed by tanks, self-propelled 
artillery, combat engineers, indirect 
fires, and CAS. Fires were selective, 
targeting only known enemy areas. In 
Sidon, smoke was used extensively for 
the first time by the IDF. The Israelis 
moved slowly, block by block, through 
the narrow streets and alleys of the old 
city. In two days, the city was cleared, 
without a single IDF soldier killed. One 
casualty was the timetable. Unable to 
move faster due to concerns for civilian 
and friendly casualties, as well as 
clogged roads, the IDF resorted to us-
ing helicopters to move forces north of 
the city. 

The PLO camps slowed the advance. 
While Sidon may have been secured, 
the defenders in the camps dug in.9 The 
Israelis adapted to this change in PLO 
tactics. Unlike in the city, when the 
IDF went into the camps around Sidon, 
the tanks led the way.10 Despite the 
narrow congested camp streets being 
potential AT ambush kill zones, the 
IDF believed the tanks would be 
needed to break through the outer de-
fenses. 

Once inside the camps the dismounted 
infantry took the lead. Direct and indi-
rect fires were used liberally in the 
camps to reduce PLO positions than in 
the cities. Despite being disorganized 
and lacking cohesion, the PLO held out 
for 5 days.  Because of this, casualties 
and property damage were much higher 
than in Tyre. Additionally, the PLO 
stand inspired further PLO resistance. 

Beirut was fought on a scale even lar-
ger than Tyre or Sidon. (See Map 3) It 
was large, 50 square km, with over a 
million inhabitants.11 The skyline was 
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The Israeli advance 
on the coastal city of 
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studded with modern skyscrapers. PLO 
forces in Beirut were the largest yet 
encountered, 10-15,000 plus 2-5,000 
Syrian troops.12 The IDF was faced 
with the daunting prospect of operating 
inside a large modern city against a 
well-armed, committed foe. 

 The IDF objective in Beirut was not a 
building-by-building fight to destroy 
the PLO. Instead, it was more limited: 
not the destruction but the withdrawal 
of the PLO from Lebanon. Therefore, 
the IDF limited the scope and duration 
of the ground fighting in Beirut. Fire-
power played a more prominent role 
here than earlier in the campaign. Bei-
rut was too big to overwhelm with 
numbers. Actual ground fighting was 
limited strictly to PLO-held areas. 
These areas, like before, would be iso-
lated and then thoroughly saturated by 
fire before any ground forces advanced. 
The destruction was greater than that 
inflicted earlier in the campaign, but 
the casualty-conscious IDF determined 
it could not afford to do otherwise. 

IDF operations in Beirut lasted ap-
proximately three months. Fighting was 
mainly in the southern and western 
parts of the city. Early on, the IDF and 
Syrians fought for control of the main 
east-west route out of the city, the Bei-
rut-Damascus highway. Once secure, 

the IDF had the PLO in Beirut isolated 
and could bring all its pressure on 
them. Piecemeal, limited ground at-
tacks, led by company-sized teams of 
infantry; tanks and self-propelled artil-
lery pieces were used in these opera-

tions. These so-called “salami” tactics, 
named because they sliced off small 
pieces of PLO-controlled territory, ac-
complished their goal of pushing the 
PLO into an ever-shrinking area.13 The 
ground activities, combined with the 
most intense CAS and artillery fires of 
the campaign, made the PLO, after 
many cease-fires and negotiations, 
agree to leave Lebanon.  The campaign 
was over but the IDF would remain in 
Lebanon. As of January 2000, the IDF 
continued to operate in a buffer zone 
along the Lebanese-Israeli border. 

Though outfitted both technologically 
and doctrinally for high-intensity war-
fare in the open terrain of the Golan 
and the Sinai, the IDF was able to adapt 
to the MOUT mission of the 1982 
Lebanese campaign. Despite being a 
heavy force, the IDF proved that such a 
force could operate in an urban envi-
ronment. Where other armies failed, the 
IDF did not, due to its flexibility, 
adaptability, training, and small unit 
leadership. 
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Map 3 

The Israeli advance on Beirut. 
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The IDF experience in Lebanon’s ur-
ban warrens raises vital questions for 
the U.S. Army. Some units in the IDF 
did better than others in MOUT. The 
difference lay in pre-invasion training. 
Those units that trained in some of the 
captured villages in the Golan and the 
Sinai were more prepared than those 
that did not. This training was con-
ducted in small villages that were nec-
essarily not representative of the large 
modern cities of Lebanon, but MOUT 
training can be conducted successfully 
in relatively modest training areas; 
large city-sized structures are not nec-
essary. What matters most is for sol-
diers and leaders to learn the 
fundamentals of operating in and 
around structures. 

Another important subject concerns 
the use of armor in urban areas. As 
stated, tanks could operate relatively 
safely in urban areas in conjunction 
with dismounted infantry. Thinner-
skinned APCs were found vulnerable to 
AT fire and were withdrawn from 
fighting. To protect infantry on the 
move, the IDF began using armored 
engineer vehicles; this is a good exam-
ple of IDF flexibility.14 Other armies in 
similar circumstances have tried similar 
adaptations before.15  Recent battles in 
Chechnya and Somalia amply demon-
strate the danger thin-skinned vehicles 
face in the modern urban environment. 
The history of armored vehicles has 
shown a general trend of progressively 
greater and greater armor protection. 
With this in mind, it is worthwhile to 
posit whether there is any such thing 
anymore as “light” armored vehicles. 
Small, disorganized PLO AT teams 
savaged IDF APCs near Tyre, and 
Chechen rebels routinely destroy Rus-
sian armor formations. As the IDF has 
fought in Lebanon over the years, its 
infantry rides in a variety of “battle 
taxis” made from converted tanks.16 
Modern western armies, including the 
British, American, and German, have 

spent large sums of money and effort to 
equip its armies with heavily armed but 
lightly armored IFVs (Infantry Fighting 
Vehicles). The IDF, with considerably 
more recent combat experience deems 
it more prudent to favor armor over 
speed or firepower. Those who plan the 
future of the mounted force should bear 
this in mind. 
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The vulnerability of lightly armored 
APCs, like this M113, in the Lebanon 
invasion led the IDF to develop engi-
neer vehicles adopted from obsolete 
tanks as troop carriers. 
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