PAPER WARGAMES AND POLICY MAKING

( Filling the
Baltic Gap

Or How | Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the d6

If current plans hold, the U.S. Army will soon be

re-deploying Abrams main battle tanks to Europe,

March 2014 - A month after Russias
invasion of Crimea, my Go-playing physicist-
turned-policy analyst [riend Jim Bonomo and 1
e in my office, likely talking about the Nothing
aivied But Glary VASSAL game that ['ve heen
slowly losing to him since lefore Christmas,

en Dave Shlapak appears in the doorway:

‘o warfare on the Central Front and occasionally
aving SP1s uriginal NAT while waiting for his
grams 1 compile. Now he's leading a project
shout strategies for dealing with Chinese anti-
mecess missile threats in the western Pacific, but
mks it’s time to do some analysis about what
efending against a futun: Russian attack in the
gnic states would look like. Existing computer

Sased theater-level sims aren’t much help because

stationing an armored brigade combat tcam on the
continent for the first time in vears. This is going to
happen because Russia invaded Ukraine and
Washington doesn’t want the same thing to happen to
a NATO member. And also because of a wargame.

¢ they were made o analyze campaigns involving
¢ high force-to-space ratios with continuous

¢ fromt lines heing shawed back and forth across

© Germany or Korea,and a fight for the Baltics

¢ would be a battle of maneuver invalving lots of
i space and very few forces. So why, he suggests,

i don't we look at the Ballic scenario with a goud
Diave's been at RAND since the mid-"80s, when he :
Jpent his time working on computer simulations £
i ltwas seeing RAND pames in the Jate 19503

:  that gave Charles W. Roberts the idea of tiling

¢ awargame map with hexes instead of the

i squares he had used in Tactics T and the original
i Gettysburg. In my lifetime, computer-based

i simulations have largely taken over analytical

¢ gaming,sometimes bringing new levels of

¢ inwestigative power, but often just providing the £
illusion of it as the details of the models and their

old-fashioned paper wargame?
RAND has a fong backstory in wargaming,

by Kart Mueller®

simplifying assumptions become invisible Lo
players and to the policymakers whose decisions
the games are supposed to inform. Tablctop
exercises (“TTXs") are still commonplace in the
defense policy world bul tend in the military 1o
focus on training objectives, while more free-
furm seminar games can be excellent tools for
exploring dedsion making (RAND runs a ot

of thern but rarcly ofler the sort of simulation
lidelity that can be provided by a genuinely good
l.i.'ﬁrgﬂlm;'.

Sovwith Putin’s Russia vandalizing the
expectation that post-Sochi Europe would
continue to he a quiet international security
backwater,a handful of RAND researchers
started to put together a boand wargame to give
us and eventually our US, Army and Air Force
sponsors a sense of what a Russian invasion and
NAT( defense of the Baltic states might lool [ike.
We initially assumed that this exercise might at
best be able to generate some additional insights
to supplement the more infense strategic and

i operational planning efforts that would he

i taking place at the same time in U5, military

+ and Alliance headquarters. However, it gradually
i became clear—rather disconcertingly—that we
i were out in front of most of the offigal planning,
ol following in its wake,

Defending the Baltic stales against a Russian

: invasion is a diabolically difficult problem for
i NATO. Together, Lithiania, Latvia, and Estonia
i areabout the sume size as West Germuany, and
i their border with Russia and Bolarus is as
long as the FRG's border with East Germany

i and Crechoslovakia
¢ with nine multi-division corps. However,

which MATO defended

*Harl 15 w detense policy analyst at the RAKD
aration, a aon-profil padde; poticy think tank
primipng die nul reflocl the v

element of the U
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the Baltic states have a combined papulation
substantially smaller than Belgium’s, and few
natural barriers to impede an invasion, NATOS
options for reinforcing them during a conflict
are severely limited by their geographic isolation
from the rest of the Alliance, and particularly by
the presence of long-range surface-to-air and
anti-ship missiles in the Kaliningrad exclave,
Kalsmingrad 15 Rossian terribory, which Moscow
insists it would use nuclear weapons to defend,
The Rissian army is not the Red Army of old,
of course. By gathering together the contract
troops in each of the Western Military Districts
brigades, Moscow might assemble a Baltic
invasion force of 25 or 30 tank, motor rifle
and mechanized sirberne battalion tactical
aroups. But they would be heavily supported
by artillery and long-range rockets, which have
been effective at annihilating enemy forces in
Ukraine, and protected by large numbers of
advanced surface-to-air missiles. Against this
would stand a few batralions in each of the
Baltic states, potentially reinforced by some U5,
British, French, and Durch atrborne forces that
lack armored vehicles and, if deploved forward,
would have teouble falling back fast enough in
the event of an attack to avoid being overrun or
surroureded. NATO could bring a lot of airpower
to the fight (and might be able to fiy from
Swedish as well as Allance bases), but the aerial
hammer would have little time to inflict attrition
onan invasion force that could reach the Baltic
capitals in bess than three days if not impeded on
the ground by an armored anvil. The problem is

it’s even more about force-to-space ratios.

September 3, 2014 - As fighting
continues in eastern Ukraine, President Barack
Obama makes 2 major address in Tallinn, tefling
the crowd filling Freedom Square “We have a
salermr duty fo each other, Article 5 is crystal clear:
At attack on o 15 an aitack on all. . Well be
here jor Estomia, We will be here for Larvaa, We will
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be here for Litheanea. You Inst your independerce
i arece before, With NATO, you will never lose it

i again. " Many in the audience are in tears.

in part one of an imbalance of combat power, but

The RAND Baltic defense game began asa

¢ sandbox for exploring the shape of the problem,

¢ but soon became focused on examining the issue
¢ of what additional capabilities could serve to
present Moscow with the expectation that a Balric
i invasion would be a long and costly fight rather

i thana fastand relatively incxpensive victory, That
i might well not he necessary for deterrence to

¢ hold—there are a lot of good reasons for Russia

¢ not to invade the Baltics—but past experience

he shape of the

'mi":i":rurrrm .4.p:;|f1n'r &5

et would be a long and

i sugpests that it would probably be sufficient, In
i comtrast, il Russian leaders were keen to construct
¢ an apparently plausible theary of victory, it

: would be much easier for them to discount

: the prohability of purely punitive retaliation

on a massive scale, or a threat that following a

: sucoessful Russian occupation of the Baltics,

i NATO would mass its slow-mabilizing forces

i and launch a counteroffensive to liberate the

i lost Alliance territory months Jater. They might

i well imagine that in spite of its size and wealth
NATO would lack the unity and paticnce to wage

i along war, or that the West would back down

[rom a major conflict that might turn nuclear if
presented with a fait accompli in the Baltics,
Designing the game was an improvisational
affair, supported by modest concept
development funds and squeezed in between
the team members obligations to other projects.
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Chur first maps were 1:5300,000 Tactical Pilotage
Charts overlaid with a hex grid printed on some
of the last surviving transparency sheets in
North America (after discovering that Chessex
strangely no longer makes transparent hex
mats); in time these would be replaced with
frecware-generated hex-grids printed on
plexiglass sheets by alocal sign shop, and finally
by having a designer in our graphics department
take a break from working on corporate
promotional materials to print custom maps. But
wie have continued to use acronautical charts as
the basis for them as much for the atmosphers
they generate for the players as for economy.

The counters were similarly home brewed,
laid out in Powerpoint (because | already knew
how to use it) in as Simonsenesque a manner
as possible, and assembled from reams of laser-
printer kel sheets and chipboard using a rotary
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paper cutter whaose flaral motif decorations
suggested that its makers had not intended 1t
for cxactly this purpose. But the airplane and
ship silhouwettes are fastidiously correct because
that is one of the things that sets us apart from
the lower primates, and all of their corners are
clipped because we tried it on a lark for the first
run of the game and it turned out to be the sort
of hit with the players that iz not often seen
outside of a game unboxing video.

The resulting game—~for which we have never
yet got around to thinking of a catchy title—
resndves combat using 12-hour turns and 10-km
hexes; units are battalions of ground forces,
SAM batteries, and halF-squadrons of sircraft
(12 fighters or six bombers). The component list
includes two maps printed on large-format vinyl
[ome 42 x 6l inches and one 55 70); 18 sheets
of variously oversized counters painstakingly
clipped by people who never expected o be
doing this when they were in graduate school; a
set of living rules that would merit a complexity
rating of about 3 on the back of the box if GMT
published the game; some assorted polyhedral
dice; and between sixand ten defense analysts of
diverse ages and genders with 150-200 years of
total professional experience among tem.

(f these hits, it’s the meatware that matters
most. Instead of having the players learn how
to play the game, which is a lot to ask of mastly-
nun-wargamers who are always short on me,
the conteol team works with the players to
transhate their military decisions into game
terms, in addition to their traditional role
of adjudicating the resulis of those choices.
Moreover, we don't want the players to optimize
their decisions 1o suil the game rules. But the
oreatest advantage of this approach is that
we can adapt the rules and procedures of the
mame while it is underway. If they players want
to try somcthing we have not foreseen, which
often happens, instead of saying “you can't do
thar because its wot included in the model”the
controllers confer—uollen with e players
included in the conversation—to decide how
bt o represent the action. And since the
designers are part of the control team, there is
a tendeney for each run of the game to result in
rubes tweaks, new ideas for the order of hattle,
and another round of making counters.

Having deep expertise on the control team
is also important for making the game credible
tor the players, The rules, unit mtings, and
combat results tables involve abstractions and
judement calls, as in any civilian wargame, but

SN

i in this selting the players come into the game

i with plenty of real expertise in the subject. They
i often ask "Have you taken X inlo acoount in your
1 model? The answer can b “yes, herel how”or

: “np and heres why we left it out”, but not “sorry,

we don't really wrderstend X Ina sense, the

game controflers play the part of the dungeon

i master in a role-playing game—and need some
i of the same sort of dramatic instingl— except

¢ that the adventure takes place in the real world

¢ and we dor't hide anything behind a screen.

¢ April 2015 - Alter running versions of
i the game with a number of TLS. Aroiy and Air
¢ Force player teams at home, half a dozen of us
i are now boarding a fight to Franklurt so we

I ocan play it with USAFE planners at Ramstein

i Air Base, My carry-on hagpage includes a five-

: foot-lung black map tube that we are working

¢ hard to stop calling “the RPG now that we're at

¢ the airport, a case of Flano boxes packed full of
i handmade wargame counters, and materials for
: making more if we need to add something new
¢ o the game while we're playing, The TSA X-ray
¢ operator has never seen a Deluse Corner Clipper
¢ belore but seems satisfied if unimpressed by my
i explanation of its function,

We approached the first plays of the game
involving external participants with some

¢ trepidation. Would plavers accustomed

I computer-assisted games scoft at the

i abstractions in our rules such as a the simple

combat results tables? How would they react
when they saw a bad die roll wipe cut a fight of
F-225 ar u Marine battalion? [t turned out that
there was no problen. This was partly due to the
controllers clearly knowing their business, and
reminding the players that computerized games




also depend on random number peneration even
though it is hidden from view. But it was also
becanse the ullicers playing the game knew from
lony personal cxpericnce that there is a great
deal of [riction and random chance in warfare,
that things offen do not go as planned, and that
weapon systems do not consistently perform
up to the specs quoted in the manofacturers’
advertising. They could see the odds of sucoess
and failure on the CRTs and found them
reasamable, so when the die roll for an F-22
attack came up | instead of 6", the poor result
made sense fo them—more so, in fact, than
if the same losses were being gencrated by an
electronic simulation with a combat resolution
system that’s apaque to the players.

While most players have taken readily to the
game approach, for many of them the substance
of the scenario has demanded more of an

military officers hegan their profession careers
before the Sovict Union dissolved, and for the
past fifteen years the great majority have heen

comeentrating almost entirely on fighting against
¢ donot give precise answers to questions. At their
i best, they lead to findings that are about dose

¢ orders of magnitude and general probabilities,

¢ For example, we think the Baltic game suggests

: thatthe pmh[em of preventing Russia from being
i able toseize much of the Baltic states’ teeritory |
¢ at rehatively low cost in a matter of a few days is

i solvable by positioning a multi-brigade heavy

i NMATO force in northeastern Furope. (For details,
¢ download the report Reinforcing Deterrenceon
: NATO'%s Eastern Flank from www.rand.org.) Such :
¢ a foree posture is not currently planned, although
: the long-prevailing tide of U.5. forces flowing out
i of Europe has now reversed direction.

irregular enemies with very fimited military
capabilitics. Waging a war against Russia would
involve suffering losses at rates the United States
hias not faced since 1945, and the urgency of

a Baltic defense scenario does not permit the
hwxury of carefully nibbling away at the Bussian
threat until it is substantially reduced in order
to minimize those casualtics. It is not only the
pussibility of nuclear weapons being used that
creates an imperative fo deter this conflict—
although that addirional danger should not

be neglected in the hope that Moscow would
comsider nuclear escalation unthinkable in spite
af their frequent staterments to the contrary.

Thi same is true of potential major war
hetween the United States and China, and this
has also become the subject of gaming using the
same gencral approach (now dubbed RELEX, for
“RAND Framework for Live Exercises™), with the
addition of new maritime rules. RFLEX games
looking at several seenarios for potential conflict
in Korca have involved trying different rules for
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ground combat suited to larger units and higher
: force densities. More detailed treatments of
i spacepower and cyberwar are in the works,

: January 2016 - Weve come to

: Cambridge to play the Baltic game with military
¢ officers and government officials from Britain

: and the three Raltic states, The British Army has
i recently been doing some Baltic saming of its

i own, Usually in these events we spend the first

i day letting the players try to fend off a Russian

! invasion with the meager torces that NATO

! would have available under current plans, then

¢ wie resel the game to play with a substantially
 reinforced defense, This time Dave begins the

i session by asking “¥s there anpone here who

§ thinks that we have any hope of defending

 the Baltic states with the capabilities we have

¢ today?” No hands are raised. We move straight
intellectual adjustment. Only the most senior U5,
i prepositioned heavy forces in eastern Forope and
: Britain, France, and Germany have made scrious
i investments in therr armies’ readiness.
Games like these, even when played repeatedly,
¢ understand and evaluate the mechanisms by

¢ which their successes or failures came about.

¢ Based on our experience so far, players seem to
i agrec.

into a scenarie in which the United States has

Suggestive findings can be both useful and

| powerful, provided that warpames are wsed in

¢ concert with other analytical and cxperimental

: tools. It is important nol to oversell the predictive
¢ powcr of wargames, however—those who

¢ sponsor themn are often cager 1o hear findings

i that are unrealistically definitive and precise,

i and there is no shortage of subordinates and

¢ contractors willing (o satisfy such urges. This

¢ is perhaps more true than ever today, as the

i Department of Defense seeks to “revitalize”

i its use of wargaming (a aumber of important

i discussion of this initiative and principles for

i avniding its potential pitfalls have appeared in
recent months on the War on the Rocks website),

Wargames can also be imvaluable tools for

immersing their players in unfamiliar problems.
i Inthe same way that many cvilian wargamers

i find that playing 2 game about Waterloo creates
i amore vivid understanding of its subject

¢ than reading a history of the battle can, there

! isaconsiderable difference between sitting

¢ through a briefing that says the Baltic states

are vulnerable to conquest and experiencing it
directly albeit virtually. But [ would proffer that

¢ much of this effect is lost when games are not

transparcnt to the participants so that they can

So-what's old is new again. IU's nol yet clear

i whether this is part of an enduring renaissance
I of paper wargaming in the Department of

¢ Defense
¢ become the flavor of the month in the Pentagon,

-at some point something else will

and we're hoping that by then the value of such
games as analytical as well as educational tools

:owill be well established, In the meantime, ivs nice
1o see that the 0ld Ways still have something to

i offer. Even better is seeing that there isa new

i cobort of younger military analysts (a least

i around here fully half of them are women) who
dort remember a world hefore coll phones

: and CDs but are embracing classic wargaming

¢ with enthusiasmn, They 1o realize thar military

i success or failure can come down to a die rol,

i and they like throwing the dice. @
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