
Why did Yugoslav
President Slobodan Miloševi æ surrender control of Kosovo to NATO on June 9,
1999? Two reasons are most commonly cited: (1) the likelihood of continued
and intensi�ed NATO air strikes, and (2) the alliance´s threat to launch a
ground war. The distinction between the two is an important one. If NATO´s
ground threat did not play a role in Miloševi æ ´s decision to surrender, then Op-
eration Allied Force, launched on March 24, 1999, demonstrates the ability of
coercive air power—and air power alone—to achieve a major political goal. If,
however, the ground threat factored into Miloševi æ ´s decisionmaking, then the
Kosovo con�ict serves as an example of the inherent dif�culty of relying on air
power alone to achieve political goals, even under favorable conditions.

The conventional view of the war in Kosovo holds that the threat of ground
invasion was an essential element of NATO´s success. According to Daniel
Byman and Matthew Waxman, this threat “probably played the largest role in
motivating Miloševi æ ´s concessions.”1 Ivo Daalder and Michael O´Hanlon ar-
gue that the turning point occurred when U.S. of�cials began to threaten a de-
cisive invasion.2 Benjamin Lambeth contends that “there [was] no question
that by the end of May, NATO had yielded to the inevitable and embraced in
principle the need for a ground invasion. . . . There is also every reason to be-
lieve that awareness of that change in NATO´s position . . . �gured importantly
in [Miloševi æ ´s] decision to capitulate.”3 In his memoirs, NATO´s former Su-
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preme Allied Commander in Europe (SACEUR), Gen. Wesley Clark, concurs
with this assessment.4

This article argues that the conventional wisdom about the role of the
ground threat in ending the war in Kosovo is mistaken, and it offers new evi-
dence to support this claim. The signals sent by both President Bill Clinton´s
administration and NATO that they were preparing to shift to a ground opera-
tion were weak and appear credible only in hindsight. Both politically and mil-
itarily, NATO sent strong signals to Miloševi æ that it was highly averse to
casualties and risk taking, signals that were still being sent even toward the
end of the con�ict. Serious obstacles to a ground operation (e.g., the lack of
consensus among NATO´s members in support of an invasion), though
broadly discussed by U.S. of�cials and the media, were never confronted.
Moreover, even if NATO´s members had agreed on the need for a ground oper-
ation, Miloševi æ could have been assured that military preparations for such an
offensive would have required a lengthy deployment period, a period that
would have promised him numerous opportunities to �nd a negotiated solu-
tion to the con�ict. The possibility of a U.S. or NATO invasion of Kosovo
appears to have played no more than a minor role in the �nal round of negotia-
tions with Miloševi æ , and the recollections of key participants usually omit it
entirely. I argue that Miloševi æ did not change his mind about NATO´s strategy
because (1) there are no strong indications that he did, (2) there are many rea-
sons and some evidence that suggest that he did not, and (3) NATO´s ground
threat remained weak. Thus, the threat of continued and intensi�ed aerial
bombardment was the only necessary military condition for Miloševi æ ´s deci-
sion to accept NATO´s terms. As a result, the con�ict offers an example of the
successful use of coercive air power.5

The Kosovo case is important for scholars and practitioners alike. Much of
the recent scholarship on the use of coercive air power casts doubt on its ability
to independently obtain major political and strategic goals. The most promi-
nent work in this regard is Robert Pape´s Bombing to Win.6 Pape´s theory argues
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that coercive air campaigns are likely to meet with success only when the
coercer can credibly demonstrate that the target´s defensive strategy will lead
to certain defeat.7 If NATO´s ground threat did not in�uence Miloševi æ ´s deci-
sion to surrender, then the war over Kosovo is a signi�cant counterexample to
Pape´s theory of coercion. The Kosovo case not only provides a considerably
more recent application of air power than the 1991 Persian Gulf War; it is also
better documented than the more recent con�ict in Afghanistan (and is likely
to remain so for some time).8

Some of the arguments against the role of the ground threat presented in this
article have been suggested by others.9 Barry Posen, for example, has written
that Clinton´s attempt to generate a ground threat was not backed by action
and that invasion was “a distant prospect.”10 Stephen Hosmer has similarly
noted that an invasion was not imminent and that, in postwar interviews, Ser-
bian of�cials indicated almost no concern about a ground threat.11 This article,
in addition to developing Posen´s and Hosmer´s arguments more fully, pres-
ents a comprehensive case against the importance of the ground threat in end-
ing the war in Kosovo.

The article proceeds as follows. In the �rst section, I show that the ground
threat surfaced only toward the end of the con�ict, and that factors other than
the ground threat and the promise of further air strikes did not play a role in
the war´s conclusion. In the second section, I brie�y review the arguments
used to assert the importance of the ground threat in Miloševi æ ´s decision to
surrender. In the third section, I present three counterarguments to the conven-
tional wisdom. I conclude by discussing the factors that actually caused
Miloševi æ ´s surrender, and I brie�y explore the policy implications of NATO´s
coercive success in Kosovo.
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Timing of the Ground Threat

The ground threat was not a signi�cant factor in the Kosovo war before the
last weeks of the con�ict. NATO´s strategy clearly relied on coercive air power,
and Miloševi æ understood this to be the case. Other factors that could
have diminished the signi�cance of NATO´s coercive air campaign—attacks by
the Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) and the effects of NATO´s bombing on
the Serbian military—were not important in Miloševi æ ´s decision to sur-render.

the onset of the war
Scholars agree that, for much of the con�ict, NATO (including the United
States) chose not to prepare for a ground war because it believed that such “de-
cisive military action” would not be necessary.12 Beginning with Miloševi æ ´s
decision to crack down on the KLA and Kosovar Albanians in March 1998,
many NATO members found themselves increasingly disposed toward the use
of military force to halt what they saw as a gradually unfolding humanitarian
disaster. In July and August 1998, NATO planners presented the North Atlan-
tic Council (NAC) with a range of military options for dealing with a potential
Kosovo crisis; options that involved the use of ground forces generated “very
little interest” and were shelved.13 More important, as the crisis unfolded in
mid-1998, President Clinton publicly rejected the use of ground troops, telling
nine Republican members of Congress: “I can assure you the United States
would not support [ground] options.”14 U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine
Albright´s public diplomacy before the opening of the Rambouillet conference
in February 1999 (which was NATO´s �nal effort to resolve the crisis diplomat-
ically) warned that if Miloševi æ refused to comply, he could expect a sustained
NATO air campaign; there was no mention, however, of a ground assault.15 Af-
ter the war began in late March, of�cial U.S. and NATO support for the alli-
ance´s coercive strategy was common. In May the White House still believed
that “by calibrating the use of force from the air, NATO [could] change
Milosevic´s calculations about his self-interest.” There was also open talk of
avoiding even a discussion of ground troops to assure the alliance´s approval

A Clear Victory for Air Power 127

12. Daalder and O´Hanlon, Winning Ugly, p. 65.
13. Ibid., p. 34.
14. Quoted in ibid., p. 55.
15. Ibid., p. 77.



for continued bombing.16 These and other of�cial statements sent early and
unmistakable signals to the world that NATO was not contemplating a ground
operation.

miloševi æ ’s perception of nato’s strategy
Until the last weeks of the war, Miloševi æ seemed to recognize the coercive na-
ture of NATO´s strategy. As Richard Holbrooke, Clinton´s special envoy to the
Balkans, recalled of his meeting with the Yugoslav leader on March 22, “I said
to him, ‘You understand what will happen when I leave here today if you
don´t change your position . . . ?´ And he said: ‘Yes, you will bomb us.´ And
there was a dead silence in the room. . . . I said: ‘I want to be clear with
you . . . it will be swift, it will be severe, it will be sustained.´ And he said, in a
very matter- of-fact way, very �at: ‘No more engagement, no more negotia-
tions, I understand that you will bomb us.´”17 Russian of�cials similarly per-
ceived NATO´s strategy as coercive. General Clark reports that several Russian
military leaders had told him: “We used airpower in Afghanistan, and it failed
for us. It will fail for you too.”18

In a lengthy interview in late April 1999, Miloševi æ discussed NATO´s strat-
egy. He stated: “[U.S.] leaders are not strategic thinkers. Short-term quick �xes,
yes. They said let´s bomb Yugoslavia and then �gure out what to do
next. . . . NATO believes it can pick on a small nation and force us to surrender
our independence. And that is where NATO miscalculated. You are not willing
to sacri�ce lives to achieve our surrender. . . . The U.S. Congress is beginning to
understand that bombing a country into compliance is not a viable policy or
strategy. And . . . we can see the day when lesser nations will be able to retali-
ate. America can be reached from this part of the world.” When asked how the
con�ict could be resolved, Miloševi æ replied, “A political process, not by more
bombing.”19

miloševi and the kla
The KLA´s campaign against Serbian forces does not appear to have
signi�cantly in�uenced Miloševi æ ´s decision to withdraw from Kosovo.20 In-
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deed, recent revisions of NATO´s battle�eld damage estimates challenge ear-
lier assertions that NATO bombing had crippled the Serbs´ ability to resist the
KLA. A postwar conference of U.S. and British intelligence experts concluded
that the Yugoslav army was only “marginally smaller” than it had been before
the con�ict.21 According to Hosmer, “Up to the moment of their with-
drawal . . . [the Serbs] demonstrated a continued capability to dominate the
battle�eld in Kosovo.”22 One reporter observed how “NATO commanders
were surprised to see the robust [Serb] columns that eventually withdrew from
Kosovo, and they concluded that the Yugoslav 3rd Army could have held out
for weeks or even months.”23 Some have argued that the KLA made its most
signi�cant advances against the Serbs in its attack near Mt. Pastrik on May 26.
Yet, as General Clark reports in his memoirs, the KLA soldiers “were not able
to secure their objective.”24 Moreover, Western military investigators could
�nd no evidence to support the KLA´s claim that its �ghters had killed
hundreds of Serbs in the battle.25 The KLA thus was not a major factor in
Miloševi æ ´s decision to surrender.

nato’s limited damage to the yugoslav military
Despite its sustained bombing campaign, NATO did little damage to the Serbs´
ability to control Kosovo.26 In July 1999, about a month after Miloševi æ ´s sur-
render, General Clark led a group, code-named the Munitions Effectiveness
Assessment Team (MEAT), to ascertain the success of the air campaign against
Serb military targets. The survey revealed that NATO had not destroyed nearly
as much equipment as it had claimed. Shortly after the war, the alliance de-
clared that it had destroyed 120 tanks, 220 armored personnel carriers (APCs),
and as many as 450 artillery pieces.27 In contrast, the MEAT survey found evi-
dence of successful strikes against only 14 tanks, 12 self-propelled guns, 18
APCs, and 20 artillery pieces.28 Such modest losses would not have hindered
the Serbs´ ability to �eld forces. Moreover, Miloševi æ ´s claim to have lost only
576 soldiers and policemen was probably not too far off from the true �gure.29
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These numbers suggest that NATO´s bombing did not render Kosovo indefen-
sible, nor would continued military action by the alliance have done so in the
near future.

Evaluating NATO ś Ground Threat

The remainder of this article analyzes the role of NATO´s ground threat in the
war over Kosovo. Although the case presented here is broad, it is important to
recognize from the outset that undercutting a threat is often easy. Even a few
contradictory signals can be enough to undo a broad diplomatic effort to gen-
erate a particular threat. This was certainly true in the Kosovo case—when
NATO publicly disavowed all ground options, it unwittingly set itself a high
threshold for any later efforts to signal a credible ground threat.

The claim that a NATO ground threat caused Miloševi æ ´s retreat rests on
three elements. First, Clinton publicly announced on May 18 that “we have not
and will not take any option off the table,”30 which proponents argue marked a
signi�cant revision of NATO´s policy on the war.31 According to this interpre-
tation, Clinton´s efforts to signal a willingness to launch a ground campaign
were pressed at the end of the war by a delegation led by Russian envoy Viktor
Chernomyrdin and Finnish President Martti Ahtisaari, who met with Milo-
ševi æ on June 2 and 3 and warned him that NATO was likely to shift to a
ground war.32 Proponents of the ground threat argue that Miloševi æ could
not have ignored such a blunt warning, particularly from Russia, his most im-
portant supporter.

Second, some analysts argue that the war had inadvertently put the alli-
ance´s future at risk, thus adding weight to the threat of ground operations.33

Because NATO had committed itself to achieving a military success in Kosovo,
these analysts contend, it would do whatever was necessary to win.

Third, NATO took concrete steps that, proponents maintain, increased the
credibility of its ground threat. The most prominent of these was its decision in
late May to increase its number of troops in the theater to 50,000, which could
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have formed the nucleus of an invasion force. NATO also authorized improve-
ments to the main road between Albania and Kosovo,34 which some observers
interpreted as another signal that NATO was preparing to launch a ground
assault.

NATO ś Weak Ground Threat

In this section, I offer three counterarguments that challenge the supposed
signi�cance of NATO´s ground threat, a threat that at best the alliance only
weakly communicated. First, NATO spokespersons and of�cials from its mem-
ber states frequently undercut the threat. Second, much of the evidence cited as
favoring a credible ground threat comes from postwar interviews of uncertain
value. Third, NATO´s conduct of the war signaled a strong aversion to casual-
ties, and a ground assault would have entailed an obvious risk of signi�cant
(and possibly high) loss of life for NATO forces. Participants´ accounts of the
diplomacy just prior to Miloševi æ ´s surrender suggest that the ground threat
did not play a role in his decision to give in.

a poorly signaled threat
Some analysts have interpreted President Clinton´s May 18 declaration that all
strategic options were on the table as an unmistakable signal of U.S. intentions
to move toward a ground war.35 Interestingly, although British Prime Minister
Tony Blair had publicly agitated for a ground option since mid-April, his ef-
forts had no discernable effect on the other European NATO members.36 They
all agreed, however, that U.S. intentions on the matter were of ultimate
importance.

It is highly debatable whether the Clinton administration intended to press
NATO for approval of a ground strategy. The lack of private diplomacy be-
tween NATO and Yugoslav of�cials suggests that Miloševi æ had to rely on the
West´s public signals to ascertain NATO´s intentions. To the extent that this
was true, the Clinton administration´s largely subtle signs that it was suppos-
edly preparing to shift to a ground war strategy were unlikely to overcome the
many signals to the contrary; nor were they likely to surmount NATO´s pro-
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foundly risk-averse record of conduct. In addition, some U.S. of�cials, NATO
spokespersons, and members of the media indicated that there was consider-
able opposition to a ground campaign.

lack of public agreement among u.s. officials. During the air war,
there was ambivalence within the Clinton administration about the prospect of
a ground invasion. On June 3, the day that Miloševi æ began discussions with
NATO commanders on his surrender, one reporter wrote that “the Pentagon´s
senior commanders remain strongly opposed to mounting a ground invasion
to drive Serbian forces from Kosovo.” Both the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, Gen. Hugh Shelton, and the vice chairman, Gen. Joseph Ralston, argued
that there was “insuf�cient domestic and international political support for
sending ground troops into Kosovo.”37 Similarly, Secretary of Defense William
Cohen said that although President Clinton may have discussed plans for a
ground force, “our commitment is to the air campaign.”38 Such statements by
senior U.S. of�cials greatly undercut the threat of a ground war, especially
given the threat´s unmistakable vagueness. And this was the chorus being
heard at a time when Miloševi æ would supposedly have found the ground
threat to be at its most credible. Congress was also sending mixed signals. In
late April, it voted 249 to 180 to prohibit funds for ground troops unless
Clinton �rst sought congressional approval for such a change in policy.39 Fur-
thermore, Congress´s reservations were noted abroad; Secretary of State
Albright sometimes found herself in the awkward position of having to ex-
plain to U.S. allies why Congress had taken this vote while at the same time
passing resolutions in support of U.S. troops.40

nato’s undercutting of the threat. In response to questions on the pos-
sibility of a ground campaign, NATO of�cials consistently stressed that one
was not being considered, that the air campaign was working, and that the
members of the alliance supported the current course of action. Although will-
ing to offer token support to the U.S. position that all options were on the table,
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NATO spokespersons inevitably counterbalanced such expressions with
words of con�dence for the air war. Consider, for example, the comments of
chief NATO spokesman Jamie Shea on May 27.

As I have always made clear, NATO keeps all of the options on the table, we
have plans for all eventualities and those plans have not been torn up and
thrown away. But having said that, it is SACEUR´s view, and it is the view of
all NATO governments, that the air campaign is working, it is increasingly ef-
fective, and provided it is maintained with the same intensity, with the same
unity, it will produce the results that we want with the Yugoslav forces being
forced to withdraw. And as I have said, the whole focus of our planning at the
moment is not on an invasion force but on a Peace Implementation Force, and
there we are moving ahead expeditiously. So nobody is asking for any change
of strategy. The whole view of the Alliance is that the present strategy, provid-
ing we stick with it, is going to do the job. We haven´t gone into any other
scenarios.

When asked if General Clark had presented other options to the North Atlantic
Council, Shea responded: “No, he hasn´t presented other options to the NAC,
we have not gone into any detailed discussion of any other option apart from
pursuing the current strategy, which we are all committed to.”41

Two days later, NATO spokesman Peter Daniel denied the suggestion that
NATO was contemplating a shift to a ground campaign. “The strategy has not
changed. I think you have heard from this podium, and the question has been
posed on many occasions before. The air campaign, we think it will
work. . . . There is no change.”42 Given that a ground war would clearly be a
last resort, such statements undermine any impression that NATO thought
that its current strategy was failing and that a dramatic escalation was
necessary.

In an interview after the war, Cohen explained why he believed that con-
vincing the American public and U.S. allies of the need for a ground campaign
would have been a dif�cult if not an impossible task.

It became clear to me that it [a ground war] was going to be a very hard sell, if
not impossible, to persuade the American people that we were going to put up
150,000 or 200,000 American troops to go in on the ground. . . . The chiefs were
split [as well]. There was strong opposition within the ranks as such. If you
look at the terrain, you can understand why. I have seen it, and I think it would
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have been a very dif�cult campaign. There were bridges [which] could have
been dropped, with Milosevic´s forces up in the hills just zeroing down on our
forces. There could have been substantial casualties. And if we had started
to suffer substantial casualties, I am convinced it would have turned into
quite a contentious issue up on the Hill. . . . It was never a close call in getting
a [European] consensus to put land forces in. There may have been one or
two countries that said they´d be supportive. But out of 19 total, I doubt very
much whether we could have gotten the consensus. I´m convinced we could
not have. . . . I think it´s easy to sit on the sidelines and say, if only we had led,
they would have followed. But none of those people were part of these conver-
sations. We found strong opposition. . . . It would have been very dif�cult to
get the support of countries that were under enormous domestic pressure
to not even participate in any way in Kosovo. . . . Those who said if we
had only led . . . fail to appreciate the intensity of the opposition within those
countries.43

Given that Cohen´s meeting with other NATO defense ministers on May 27
probably made him the last senior member of the administration to consult di-
rectly with the allies on possible escalation to a ground war, his words must be
given considerable weight.

media failure to notice a major shift in u.s. policy. In their coverage
of Clinton´s May 18 statement that all options were on the table, the media ei-
ther dismissed it as a minor development, effectively ignored it, or raised ques-
tions about the serious obstacles to a ground war that had yet to be confronted.
Under the headline “Clinton Resists Renewed Calls for Ground Troops in
Kosovo,” one reporter noted that “administration of�cials insisted that the
President´s comments did not signal a change in policy.”44 Another reported
that “Clinton´s more aggressive stance was designed principally as a stick in
public diplomacy, seeking to encourage Milosevic to embrace a still-evolving
settlement offer.”45 Still another reporter wrote that “there is little enthusiasm
in the USA for expanding the war,” and that Germany, Greece, and Italy were
resolutely opposed to the idea.46 The Times of London all but ignored the an-
nouncement, burying it in an article that focused on Germany´s resistance to a
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ground war.47 Similarly, the Financial Times couched it in the middle of an arti-
cle on NATO´s uncertain unity.48

CNN began its May 18 world report by noting that Clinton´s aides had
reaf�rmed his opposition to a ground force.49 The NewsHour with Jim Lehrer
mentioned the event only in passing.50 Three days later, in a broad review of
Clinton´s strategic options, a correspondent wrote that “the White House has
ruled out an invasion force.”51 Such coverage hardly suggests that Clinton´s
announcement clearly signaled a turn toward a ground intervention, as propo-
nents have claimed. Instead, it seems that Clinton´s policy shift has been retro-
spectively credited with more signi�cance than it deserves.

Even at the end of the war, the media continued to report credible signals
that the Clinton administrationwas averse to a ground operation. A day before
�nal negotiations with Miloševi æ began on June 2, a statement from Clinton
that Europe would provide most of the peacekeeping troops needed to enforce
a settlement “reinforced impressions that Washington was opposed to a
ground invasion of Kosovo.”52 On June 2, with Miloševi æ on the cusp of sur-
render, the New York Times published an article titled “Clinton and the Joint
Chiefs to Discuss Ground Invasion.” Although the headline sounds threaten-
ing, the text revealed that the White House had “repeatedly tried to avoid pub-
lic discussion of combat forces, fearful of public opinion polls that show[ed]
there [was] little appetite for such a venture.”53 The following day, General
Clark was not invited to a well-publicized discussion between Clinton
and other senior commanders concerning NATO´s strategy, because senior
Pentagon of�cers feared that he would be a vocal proponent of a ground oper-
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ation.54 Thus, even at the climax of the war, the Clinton administration´s sig-
nals regarding the possibility of a ground war were mixed at best.

dubiousness of evidence from participants
Some of the key evidence that analysts have used to buttress their position that
the Clinton administration was preparing to escalate to a ground war was
either given on background or collected after the con�ict. Daalder and
O´Hanlon, for example, have frequently cited interviews with administration
sources who claim that the administration was nearing a decision to endorse a
ground campaign.55 There are at least two reasons to question the usefulness of
such statements. First, these sources have an incentive to counter the wide-
spread impression that they had neither the resolve nor a plan that would
guarantee victory. Second, the private nature of their statements means that
they could have had only a very limited effect on Miloševi æ ´s perception of the
threat´s credibility, as Daalder and O´Hanlon note.56 Thus, although such state-
ments may provide insight into the intentions of the U.S. government, they are
of no value for signaling purposes unless they resulted in a policy shift or pub-
lic statement.

Consider, for example, the closed-door meeting on June 2 with National
Security Adviser Samuel Berger that Daalder (who was formerly with the Na-
tional Security Council) and a few other former U.S. of�cials attended. At this
meeting, Berger reduced NATO policy to four core elements: “First, we will
win. Period. Full stop. There is no alternative. Second, winning means what
we´ve said it means. Third, the air campaign is having a serious impact.
Fourth, the president has said that he has not ruled out any options. Go back to
1: We will win.”57 A number of ground threat proponents draw heavily on this
meeting, and on Daalder´s interpretation of it, to support their position. Two
articles in particular are most frequently cited as evidence that NATO had all
but decided to escalate to a ground war.58 A piece by Steven Erlanger relies al-
most entirely on Berger ´s comments to suggest that a decision on a ground war
was imminent, and it prominently cites Daalder ´s belief that the Clinton ad-
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ministration had decided that a ground campaign would be necessary.59 Dana
Priest cites the Berger meeting as key evidence that “Clinton was thinking seri-
ously about the ground option.”60 This is a surprisingly narrow foundation on
which to build a case, however, in part because those involved should not have
been reluctant to discuss actions they took that they argue ultimately led to
victory.

It is true that Berger ´s comments might suggest to some that a ground war
was in the of�ng. Yet it is striking that Berger, speaking privately to a group of
former U.S. of�cials, chose such a circuitous route to explain the administra-
tion´s commitment to wage a ground war, if it became necessary. Given that
the chief purpose of the meeting was almost certainly to generate reports that
the administration was considering a ground option, it again highlights the
question of why neither Clinton nor any of his senior administration of�cials
availed themselves of even one of the host of channels open to them to signal
their commitment to a ground campaign.

nato’s aversion to casualties and other risks
At every stage of the war, NATO´s measured conduct re�ected a strong interest
in avoiding military casualties. This lends further doubt to the argument that
NATO was moving toward a ground campaign, because a contested invasion
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would have likely led to considerable loss of life. The reasons for avoiding
combat losses were clear. Allied casualties could have weakened NATO´s
unity, which in turn could have had serious political repercussions. To avoid
such losses, NATO consistently �ew sorties at altitudes higher than 15,000
feet,61 a decision that considerably inhibited military effectiveness.62 As Posen
has observed, “Serb ground forces . . . continued to pro�t greatly from NATO´s
tactical conservatism until the end of the war.”63 Some alliance members were
willing to risk sorties at lower altitudes to increase their effectiveness (as
one French of�cial commented, “In war, deaths are necessary.”), but the
Clinton administration´s aversion to casualties forestalled such a change in
policy.64

Clinton´s decision on April 4 to deploy twenty-four AH-64 Apache helicop-
ters to the Balkan theater provided a public demonstration of NATO´s strategic
indecision and risk aversion.65 General Clark requested the Apaches within
days of the start of the war, believing that they would allow his forces to attack
enemy tanks and APCs more aggressively.66 The Pentagon approved the re-
quest with great reluctance, and the �rst Apaches arrived in the theater on
April 21.67 Yet, despite the signi�cant investment in both time and money, the
helicopters were never sent into combat, largely because of senior of�cers´
fears that their use could lead to excessive losses. Clark later proposed using
the Apaches to shoot Hell�re missiles at Serbian military targets from the Al-
banian side of the border, a mission that he saw as “risk-free,” but the Penta-
gon also turned down this request.68 General Shelton was quoted in mid-May
as stating that the Apaches would be kept out of action until the risk of using
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them had been reduced “to the very minimum.”69 The Apache deployment
cost $254million (excluding costs for mission rehearsals and base construction)
and required hundreds of C-17 transport sorties.70 This episode was broadly
reported in the international press, in part as a result of leaked military corre-
spondence.71 Clark later said that “the Europeans . . . looked at the Apaches as
a litmus test of the American commitment to the operation,” and that they con-
sidered the deployment “an embarrassment.”72 Even if the �nal decision not to
use the Apaches was tactically wise, this episode strongly signaled that the
United States and NATO lacked the will to take aggressive action.

the ground threat and final negotiations
Although the record of Chernomyrdin´s and Ahtisaari´s negotiations with
Miloševi æ over acceptance of a peace proposal on June 2 and 3 is incomplete, it
seems all but certain that Chernomyrdin privately suggested that NATO might
undertake a ground campaign if the war continued.73 Yet it also appears that
this subject was not a major element in the negotiations, as the recollections of
a number of key players make no mention of it. Former U.S. Deputy Secretary
of State Strobe Talbott´s account of the con�ict does not indicate that any West-
ern of�cial discussed the ground threat in any capacity with any party.74 Nor
did Ahtisaari´s account of the meeting´s highlights (as communicated privately
to Talbott immediately following the session´s conclusion) mention either the
discussion of, or Miloševi æ ´s concern over, a NATO ground threat.75 More
signi�cantly, Ahtisaari´s memoirs do not indicate any reference, by any party,
to the possibility of a ground campaign during these negotiations.76 According

A Clear Victory for Air Power 139

69. Quoted in Molly Moore and Bradley Graham, “NATO Plans for Peace, Not Ground Invasion:
Refugees´ Return Is Allies´ Focus,” Washington Post, May 17, 1999, p. A1.
70. Lambeth, The Transformation of American Air Power, p. 209.
71. Clark, Waging Modern War, pp. 319–320.
72. Ibid., pp. 303, 305.
73. Chernomyrdin told U.S. Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott that he feared Miloševi æ
might give NATO no option but to invade Serbia. Strobe Talbott, The Russia Hand: A Memoir of Per-
sonal Diplomacy (New York: Random House, 2002), p. 313. Talbott reports that Chernomyrdin tried
to use the prospect of a ground war to elicit �exibility from both the United States and Yugoslavia.
Interview with Strobe Talbott, New Haven, Connecticut, March 4, 2002.
74. Talbott, The Russia Hand, chap. 12. The sole reference to a ground war in the chapter is Talbott´s
reporting of Chernomyrdin´s opinion that one was possible and that it would be “a disaster for
everyone.” Ibid., p. 313.
75. Ibid., p. 328. Talbott´s discussion of this meeting with Ahtisaari, however, is brief. Talbott also
reports Ahtisaari´s opinion that Chernomyrdin´s endorsement of NATO´s terms was “a crucial fac-
tor” in Miloševiæ ´s decision to capitulate. Ibid.
76. Martti Ahtisaari, Tehtävä Belgradissa [Mission to Belgrade] (Helsinki: Werner Söderström
Osakeyhtiö, 2001), chap. 13. From Ahtisaari´s account, it appears that the Serbs were chie�y con-



to Ahtisaari, Miloševi æ accepted the peace proposal “surprisingly easily.”77 In
his concluding chapter, Ahtisaari writes, “I am still of the opinion that no mat-
ter what the actual damages from the bombing were, the air campaign served
its purpose well. . . . I am positive that Miloševi æ would not have accepted,
without negotiation, the proposal I took to Belgrade, if the bombing had not
done its job.”78

The absence of discussion of a NATO ground threat during these meetings is
striking. The talks offered Miloševi æ the chance to discern the perspective of a
man—Ahtisaari—who only recently had received an extensive and con�den-
tial brie�ng from high-ranking U.S. policymakers. If Miloševi æ feared a ground
invasion, how could he have declined this opportunity to try to learn more
about the Clinton administration´s thinking on this crucial issue? Even if
Ahtisaari only con�rmed Miloševi æ ´s fears, Miloševi æ could have publicized
this information in an effort to sow dissention within NATO´s ranks.

In a lengthy postwar interview, Chernomyrdin similarly failed to mention
any role of a NATO ground threat.79 Although Chernomyrdin may have
thought that a ground attack was approaching,80 it is also true that he and
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Yeltsin had a powerful interest in convincing their pro-Slav constituencies that
Miloševi æ was losing the war. In this light, Yeltsin´s change in policy could be
more easily portrayed as peacemaking born of necessity. Moreover, the Rus-
sian leadership did not lack reasons to abandon the Yugoslav leader, which
Miloševi æ must have recognized. His endorsement of the attempted coup
against Mikhail Gorbachev in August 1991 had permanently scarred his rela-
tionship with Yeltsin.81 Oleg Levitin, a former of�cial in the Russian foreign
ministry, claims that the Russian leadership was in Miloševi æ ´s camp due to
“above all, inertia.”82 Tim Judah argues that “Russian of�cials detested
Miloševi æ because he humiliated them, just as he did Western of�cials, by mak-
ing promises to them and signing agreements which he had no intention of
keeping.”83 At one point during Chernomyrdin´s negotiations with Talbott
shortly before Chernomyrdin and Ahtisaari �ew to Belgrade, Yeltsin grew so
frustrated with the continuing impasse that he told his envoy: “I don´t care
what you have to do, just end it, it´s ruining everything.”84 Chernomyrdin
promised Talbott in April that “we [the Russians] will not leave any room for
maneuver by Belgrade” and that they would “keep working on Milosevic as
though we were converting him to another faith.”85 As long as Miloševi æ re-
fused to surrender, Russia´s relations with the United States would continue to
deteriorate, and this was ultimately too high a price to pay.

Although the details of his decision calculus remain a matter of speculation,
Miloševi æ would have been most unwise to rely on the Russian perspective
when Russia had just openly sided with NATO.86 This is especially true given
the many credible indications that both the United States and NATO wanted to
avoid a ground war. If the alliance was genuinely prepared to invade, it had
strong incentives to openly and credibly threaten to do so—and to deliver that
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threat sooner rather than later, in the hope that the threat alone would be
suf�cient to end the con�ict. The only new and reliable information that
Miloševi æ gleaned from his meeting with Chernomyrdin was that his hope of
Russian intervention had evaporated. Yeltsin´s rebuff, especially one delivered
so publicly, was a serious blow to the Serb leader.

Obstacles to a Ground War

NATO (or the United States, if it chose to act alone) never undertook most of
the actions required to prepare for a ground operation. The media broadly dis-
cussed the need for an alliance consensus before moving forward with a
ground war, but a number of prominent member states maintained their oppo-
sition to the idea until the very end of the war. The alliance expressly stated
that the deployment of 50,000 NATO peacekeepers late in the con�ict was not a
prelude to a ground operation; regardless, many more troops and a large
amount of additional equipment would have had to have been in place before
the publicly discussed minimum forces needed for the operation were ready.
Miloševi æ could rest assured, therefore, that an invasion was far from
imminent.

long time frame for mobilization
Although plans for a NATO invasion were never �nalized, most estimates of
the size of the force that would have been required were between 140,000 and
200,000 troops.87 Shortly after the bombing began, public estimates suggested
that “up to 200,000”would be needed.88 Later in the con�ict, a range of 150,000
to 175,000 was more commonly heard.89 Even a very risky scenario presented
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by a former U.S. Army colonel, envisioning an airborne attack similar to the
1989 U.S. invasion of Panama, assumed that it would take weeks to get a
smaller force into position.90 Given Clinton´s and the Joint Chiefs´ reservations
regarding a ground war, it is all but certain that the president would have
opted for a larger force.

Such a deployment would have provided Miloševi æ substantial warning of
an impending invasion. General Clark initially expected that a ground offen-
sive would require sixty days of planning, followed by ninety days for the de-
ployment.91 As the air campaign progressed, the �gure of seventy-�ve days to
deploy the necessary forces was most commonly heard.92 From Miloševi æ ´s
perspective, it should have been obvious that a ground invasion would require
a lengthy buildup. The media could be counted on to report the start of the
necessary preparations. The experience of the U.S.-led coalition in the Gulf
War gave Miloševi æ a useful example of the kind of military mobilization he
could expect. In that con�ict, starting from the point at which Gen. Norman
Schwarzkopf´s “minimum deterrent force” of 40,000 troops was in place in
Saudi Arabia, the United States and its allies needed �ve months to assemble
the forces and equipment necessary to launch a ground offensive against
Iraq.93

During the war in Kosovo, NATO engaged in few of the logistical prepara-
tions necessary for the deployment of a large invasion force. Alliance ground
forces reached a wartime high of 27,000 troops on May 12, although increases
were discussed.94 A NATO announcement on May 25 that the alliance would
deploy 48,000 troops to the region in preparation for expected peacekeeping
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duties is often taken as a suggestion that the alliance was committed to a
ground invasion if necessary. For example, Lambeth claims that NATO´s “ac-
tions spoke louder than its words. . . . [The deployment] made for an undeni-
able signal that a NATO ground presence of more than token size was forming
in the theater.”95 If the deployment was intended as a threat of an impending
ground campaign, however, of�cial statements on the move expressly elimi-
nated this as a possibility. On May 23, NATO spokesman Jamie Shea “categori-
cally” denied that the deployment was the core of an invasion force. According
to Shea, it represented merely the beginnings of a future peacekeeping contin-
gent. He further reported that NATO members had unanimously agreed to
continue the bombing campaign strategy, not to change it: “When Chancellor
Schröder says no to ground troops, he´s saying no to an invasion force, and
that´s what every NATO government is saying no to.”96 Moreover, if Shea´s
statements were a cover for the deployment of the core of an invasion force,
that cover would have been blown before even half of the necessary troops had
been sent.

News reports further undercut any threat of a ground offensive based on
this initial deployment, emphasizing that the additional troops would be nec-
essary for peacekeeping regardless, and therefore they might as well be used to
pressure Miloševi æ .97 Also, the deployment would not have obviated the need
to confront the other obstacles to an invasion that would have remained.

the absence of nato consensus on a ground operation
Even if the United States had publicly announced a commitment to invade
Yugoslavia, as a member of NATO it would still have needed the unanimous
support of the alliance. NATO procedures for crisis management are clear on
this point.98 In fact, the Clinton administrationwould have had to obtain a con-
sensus at �ve different stages of NATO´s policymaking process.99 (The process
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differs greatly from the one in place during the Cold War. In that case, a sud-
den Soviet invasion of Western Europe would have allowed the SACEUR, who
had predelegated authority to use NATO forces, to execute any of a number of
contingency plans.100) Although the United States is the dominant member of
the alliance, it could not assume that NATO´s other members would agree to
such a strategic escalation. More important, in making its case to the other
members, the United States would have afforded Miloševi æ time to gauge
whether the alliance could stomach a ground war.

On June 10, the day NATO halted the bombing campaign, Secretary of De-
fense Cohen con�rmed the administration´s understanding of this need for a
consensus and explained why the United States had avoided bringing up the
issue of a ground operation in any substantive way.

As we´ve indicated so many times before, under this scenario at least we were
constrained because we had to have consensus. We were not about to take uni-
lateral action. We had to have a consensus of NATO. NATO had one consen-
sus—that was for the application of air power. There was no consensus for the
application of ground forces in a nonpermissive environment. . . . You saw just
a few weeks ago, once the element of whether ground forces would go into a
nonpermissive environment [was raised], you suddenly saw some question of
division within the alliance itself. Had that taken place at the very beginning,
we would have seen Milosevic carrying out his campaign of ethnic terror and
purging at the same time that NATO countries would have been still debating
the issue of who would participate and who would not. . . . Ultimately [the air
campaign] has proved successful.101

The lack of NATO consensus on launching a ground war was evident both
in the days immediately before Miloševi æ ´s submission and intermittently dur-
ing the weeks prior. For example, in early June, Pentagon spokesman Kenneth
Bacon stated, “I don´t believe anybody feels that there is a consensus among
NATO allies to send a ground invasion force to Kosovo. . . . Nobody is talking,
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except the press, at this stage, about sending an invasion force to Kosovo.”102

With his May 18 announcement that all military options were still on the table,
Clinton may have been trying to communicate a veiled threat to the Serbs, but
his own administration was actively fostering the impression that substantial
political obstacles remained and that such an escalation was not imminent.
At one point, Clinton suggested that a main reason Miloševi æ held out for
seventy-eight days was the latter´s hope that the alliance would fracture.103 If a
proposal to escalate the war effort �oundered or failed, it would have boosted
the Serbs´ morale, as well as demonstrated the limits of NATO´s resolve.
Worse, it could have reduced or even undone the alliance´s commitment to
continued bombing. Daalder and O´Hanlon argue that generating support for
a ground war among the allies could have succeeded.104 Although this may be
true, it is also true that such an effort would have been a serious setback had it
failed—a possibility that could not have escaped Clinton´s consideration.

The arguments against a ground invasion have not been adequately laid out,
in part because no NATO policymaker has wanted to undermine the image of
NATO´s unity or revisit the divisive issue in the aftermath of what was ulti-
mately a successful intervention. A European case against invasion could have
been easily mounted, however. Such a policy brief might have included the fol-
lowing points.

Although the United States is a highly valued ally, Europe should not �ght a
major war in its own backyard at Washington´s behest, especially when poor
U.S. strategic guidance has led to the present débâcle. Although Russia has tol-
erated the air campaign, a NATO threat to invade could compel it to intervene
more directly on Yugoslavia´s behalf. Preemptive Russian deployments to Ser-
bia could pose serious dif�culties for the alliance. The risk of signi�cant casual-
ties as a result of an invasion is unavoidable; this would not be a reprise of the
Gulf War. Although Miloševi æ has defected from UN-sponsored agreements in
the past, he will be deterred from doing so in Kosovo by NATO´s newly dem-
onstratedwillingness to apply sustained military force. In addition, even a suc-
cessful invasion could lead to an unmanageable occupation, both because
Yugoslavia´s population is well armed and because many Serbs support
Miloševi æ ´s nationalist agenda. Further, it is conceivable that the United States
would withdraw from Serbia in short order, leaving the responsibility for a
dif�cult peacekeeping operation to Europe. At the same time, the air campaign
is going well and continues to pose few risks to our servicemen and women. It
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has minimized Miloševi æ ´s ability to seize the initiative and promises success
at a much lower cost if only we remain patient.

These arguments are speculative and represent debatable analysis. It is im-
portant to recognize, however, that it would not have been necessary for these
arguments to change the policy of the United States in order to prevent a
NATO ground war. Maintaining a core of member states opposed to an inva-
sion would have been suf�cient to prevent a NATO ground operation.

Public accounts of intra-alliance diplomacy probably gave Miloševi æ ample
reason to believe that NATO was far from reaching a consensus on the need for
a ground war. Lamberto Dini, the Italian foreign minister, steadfastly opposed
an invasion. Even Italy´s support of continued bombing was uncertain; at one
point Dini publicly suggested replacing the bombing campaign with a block-
ade.105 Germany similarly opposed an invasion and was a reluctant partner in
the air war. AGerman of�cial even felt compelled to declare, “We are not Great
Britain. . . . This war [the air campaign] is not an easy sell to a people whose
paci�st feelings are still strong.”106 In mid-May, Schröder stated that “Germany
believes that sending in ground troops is unthinkable. That is our position, and
it won´t change in the future.”107 These strong statements stand in marked con-
trast to Clinton´s cautious discussions of possible military options.

NATO´s internal divisions were also tellingly demonstrated at a May 27
meeting of its �ve principal defense ministers (Britain, France, Germany, Italy,
and the United States). Lambeth argues that this gathering was “pivotal in get-
ting the allies to come to closure once and for all on the need to begin serious
preparations for a land invasion.”108 Other reports, however, are less conclu-
sive (Cohen´s own postwar perspective is presented above). Judah reports that
Cohen opposed undertaking preparations for a ground war and instead pre-
ferred an intensi�cation of the air campaign. The French thought that it was al-
ready too late to launch an invasion before winter. The Germans and Italians
reiterated their concerns.109 The meeting´s only concrete result was an agree-
ment that a decision on the ground war needed to be reached soon, and that
the decision would have to be unanimous.
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Could the United States have conducted a ground war with only British sup-
port? From a material standpoint, the answer is yes. Indeed, there are indica-
tions that such a move was considered.110 A British-American ground force
composed largely of Americans, however, would have set a dangerous prece-
dent; a coalition of only two of the alliance´s members would have escalated
the most serious military action in NATO´s history. In such a scenario, the
United States might well destroy NATO in attempting to save it. In any case,
Clinton´s opponents in Congress and reluctant of�cers in the Pentagon would,
if anything, be more opposed to an operation in which the United States took
almost all of the risks and incurred the greatest loss of life. It is all but unthink-
able that Clinton would have taken such action without at least trying to win
the support of the other NATO members.

Other Arguments against the Ground Threat

In this section, I outline additional reasons to believe that the ground threat
played no more than a minimal role in Miloševi æ ´s decisionmaking. His sur-
render only days before NATO´s publicly discussed deadline to begin prepara-
tions for a ground offensive indicates that his decision did not depend on
NATO´s willingness to �ght on the ground. Indeed, Miloševi æ was exactly the
type of leader most likely to challenge a vague threat. Finally, I explore the pos-
sibility that the ground threat was no more than a bluff.

nato’s “deadline” and miloševi æ ’s incentive to hold out
The media reported that a NATO decision to launch a ground operation
against Yugoslavia would have had to have been made no later than mid-
June.111 Any later and the Balkan winter would have been a serious impedi-
ment. Some analysts interpret this deadline as lending additional credence to
NATO´s latent ground threat, because it meant that NATO´s window of oppor-
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tunity to decide to invade would soon close.112 There is, however, an alterna-
tive perspective. If Miloševi æ had held out only a little longer, and NATO
had made no concrete moves to launch a ground attack, then his fears of
such an attack would have been considerably reduced. Although NATO was
capable of mounting a winter ground offensive, the task of convincing reluc-
tant allies to support such a move would have become increasingly dif�cult
once the prime opportunity had passed. Furthermore, the Pentagon was
bound to resist a ground campaign even more when the conditions were less
favorable.

If Miloševi æ ´s greatest fear was a ground invasion, then he could have
learned a great deal about NATO´s resolve by enduring another week or so of
punishment.113 Having called NATO´s bluff, he might even have found himself
in a much better bargaining position. Although the air campaign was acceler-
ating, the damage to Miloševi æ ´s forces continued to be light. Given that his
strategy largely depended on the emergence of dissent within the alliance, the
timing of his surrender is an indication that he believed that the Clinton
administration would not soon press for a ground campaign.

Miloševi æ was not a fainthearted leader, having de�ed the West for years on
a wide range of issues. He had played a key role in triggering the con�ict in the
Balkans, partly after realizing that the West´s diplomatic posturing during the
sieges of Vukovar and Dubrovnik in 1991 was not followed by action.114 And
his depredations against the Kosovar Albanians after NATO began the bomb-
ing campaign in 1999 constituted a bold act of de�ance of the West, one under-
taken for a highly uncertain bene�t. Those who dealt with Miloševi æ agree that
he was a risk-acceptant and aggressive leader. Holbrooke recalls him as being
“smart, evasive, and tricky.”115 Former U.S. Secretary of State Warren Christo-
pher describes him as “tough” and “aggressive.”116 General Clark considered
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the Yugoslav leader as “wily and stubborn. . . . [H]e might well accept the
NATO conditions in principle and then work to stall and manipulate, hoping
that NATO would lose its sense of direction.”117

Miloševi æ had correctly dismissed at least one NATO threat less than a year
before the air war began. Following a meeting of NATO defense ministers on
June 11, 1998, the alliance mounted Operation Determined Falcon. Intended to
coax Miloševi æ into restraining the Serbs in Kosovo, it consisted of a �yover by
more than eighty planes along Yugoslavia´s border with Albania and Macedo-
nia.118 After the war, the chairman of NATO´s military committee, Gen. Klaus
Naumann, stated that Miloševi æ had “rightly concluded” that Determined
Falcon was a bluff.119

Even during the �nal negotiations in June, when NATO continued to bomb
Serbia and Kosovo, Miloševi æ sought to water down the �nal agreement.120 Ini-
tially he tried to remove a clause referring to NATO command and control of
the peacekeeping force, claiming that the Yugoslav parliament would never
agree to it.121 On June 5, Miloševi æ ´s representatives tried to alter the arrange-
ment so that only a partial withdrawal would have been required to secure a
pause in the bombing.122 Finally, on June 6, they attempted to add a clause stat-
ing that retreating Serb forces would retain the right of self-defense, a change
that Clark feared would later afford them room to “charge that the KLA initi-
ated all [violent] contacts.”123 None of these efforts was successful, and each
delayed the end of the air attacks. Thus, even in the �nal days of the con�ict,
Miloševi æ was still probing NATO´s resolve, searching for possible advantages,
and was willing to suffer further NATO air strikes to do so.

Miloševi æ was the sort man who would not hesitate to test a timidly deliv-
ered threat—a threat only hinted at in the press, one that many NATO mem-
bers openly opposed, and one that could not be acted on for months. And no
party involved in the war had a greater incentive to win. That Miloševi æ sur-
rendered when the ground threat was still at such an inchoate stage, and be-
fore the alliance had fully confronted the issue, indicates that it was not a key
element of his decision calculus.
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nato and the possibility of additional concessions
Some have argued that NATO had staked its credibility and its future on
achieving all of its demands.124 If true, this would have lent credibility to the
ground threat. To be sure, many participants and observers report that the alli-
ance was determined not to accept an unsatisfactory resolution to the
con�ict.125 It seems likely, however, that NATO could have scaled back its war
aims, even to the point of allowing Miloševi æ to credibly claim victory, and still
preserve the alliance. Although a retreat from NATO´s stated goals would have
marked a signi�cant setback, the post–Cold War durability of the alliance had
never been seriously tested, and it is far from certain that a partial or even a
complete failure of the air campaign would have led to permanent fractures in
the alliance. A ground war could also have led to serious divisions among alli-
ance members. With the exception of Britain and the United States, every
NATO member was reluctant to employ ground forces.

Such a conclusion, though imperfect, could have been preferable to a poten-
tially costly and risky ground war. Although Miloševi æ had violated UN
peacekeeping missions before, there would be reason to hope that weeks of
sustained bombing would weigh heavily on his mind after any settlement.
Such an unsatisfactory resolution would not have meant a failure of NATO´s
core tenet of collective defense. One senior U.S. of�cial even suggested that
Clinton was just the man to put a measure of positive spin on such an out-
come.126

It might be argued that many interested observers believed in late May that
NATO´s future depended on total victory, and therefore it is plausible that
Miloševi æ did as well. Although this line of reasoning should not be dismissed
out of hand, both the timing and the conduct of his capitulation strongly sug-
gest that he was not of a like mind.127 Similar analyses would have also proven
inaccurate at earlier stages of the con�ict. Most students of international poli-
tics probably thought that both confronting NATO and escalating the con�ict
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by forcing hundreds of thousands of Kosovars out of their homes were actions
that clearly would not be in Miloševi æ ´s interests—yet he took them regardless.
NATO was not a chip to be wagered; statements by politicians that the alli-
ance´s future was at stake do not make it so. It is dif�cult to see how such a
popular alliance would crumble as a result of a limited operation that did not
go as planned, and that did not vitiate NATO´s core tenet of collective defense.

the ground threat—a bluff?

The possibility that Clinton´s threat was a bluff has not received much consid-
eration in the scholarly literature. If NATO and U.S. conduct suggested a bluff,
this would buttress the claim that Miloševi æ would have considered the
ground threat to be an empty one.

Although a ground offensive would have dramatically increased Clinton´s
political risks, �oating the idea of an invasion would not. The powerful incen-
tives not to attempt such a strategic escalation were clear. U.S. and NATO
of�cials devoted considerable effort to projecting con�dence that the air cam-
paign would lead to eventual victory. Polls released in late April 1999 showed
that less than 50 percent of the U.S. public would have supported the use of
ground troops if it meant signi�cant casualties.128 Even public support for the
bombing campaign was diminishing among many of the allies, including the
United States.129

For Clinton, the prospect of leading the United States into a major land war
in Europe against the advice of most of his senior of�cers, and in the face of
mounting political obstacles, must have given him considerable pause. It is
well known that Clinton´s relationship with the military was not a warm one.
Even his own foreign policy of�cials later conceded that he was “a president
unwilling to exercise full authority over military commanders.”130 Even if a
ground war led to a brisk NATO victory, and at the price of a few hundred
NATO casualties, history´s verdict might nevertheless declare that the original
decision to intervene had been a serious strategic blunder. It is not dif�cult to
imagine higher costs and worse outcomes.131
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The Russians´ role was close to what one would have expected if the Clinton
administration hoped to quietly bluff Miloševi æ . Having Chernomyrdin de-
liver the ground threat behind closed doors added a layer of political insula-
tion. If Miloševi æ had revealed the threat publicly (possibly in an effort to
divide the alliance), the Clinton administration could have said that it had is-
sued no such ultimatum or that the Russians had misinterpreted Talbott´s mes-
sage. This argument is supported by Talbott´s appearing not to have openly
asked the Russians to convey a threat of invasion to Miloševi æ . Rather he “did
not discourage the Russian belief that a ground attack was being prepared.”132

If Clinton had decided to try to quietly bluff Miloševi æ while avoiding any
damaging commitments, he probably would have acted exactly as he did. This
lends weight to the argument that Miloševi æ discounted the possibility of a
NATO ground action.

Why Miloševiæ Gave In

Miloševi æ did not pull his forces out of Kosovo because of a NATO threat to
launch a ground war. Rather, he seems to have been primarily concerned with
three other factors: (1) the credible threat of continued and intensi�ed bombing
by the alliance, (2) the bombing´s growing domestic repercussions, and (3) the
public loss of Russia´s support. It is beyond the scope of this article to assess
the other possible causes of his surrender,133 but these explanations all hinge
on Miloševi æ ´s desire to avoid future bombardment. Miloševi æ had few mili-
tary options available to him, none of which was appealing. He was incapable
of mounting an attack on NATO that could plausibly lead to a result in his fa-
vor, and such an attempt would have cemented the alliance´s resolve to deny
him victory. Moreover, his abandonment by Russia in early June meant that he
could not expect any meaningful assistance from his onetime ally.

Although there were no indications that an effort to unseat Miloševi æ was
imminent, many observers provide evidence that disaffection with the regime
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was increasing among the political elite, and that this trend would go on if the
con�ict continued. Hosmer observes that Serbian public opinion on Kosovo
was “hawkish” in mid-March, and that the initial reaction to the air campaign
was “angry de�ance.”134 By early June, however, “the Serbian citizens and po-
litical leaders . . . had increasingly come to the view that Milosevic must do
whatever was necessary to get the bombing stopped.”135 Hosmer argues that,
by May, the Serbian population was “focusing increasingly on issues of daily
survival” and that the situation was likely to get worse.136

Secretary of Defense Cohen revealed on June 3 that he had sought funding
from Congress to sustain the bombing through September, and that the United
States was prepared to continue through to next year if necessary.137 Even the
Russians conceded that the air campaign would last until at least July, and they
reported to the press on June 8 that the Serbs should “understand that no one
intends to retreat.”138 At that point, Russian envoys were conveying Washing-
ton´s threats to the Serbs, and Chernomyrdin was freely stating his opinion
that NATO would not relent.139 Talbott believes that it was “the Russians´
withdrawing all vestiges of support from Milosevic,” and not the threat of a
ground war, that led to the Serbian retreat.140 Given that the political and mili-
tary currents were clearly going against Miloševi æ , he decided to make the best
of a rapidly deteriorating situation by accepting NATO´s offer to settle.

Posen has argued that the Serbs were given a signi�cantly better deal in the
diplomatic end game than they had been offered at Rambouillet.141 Although
there were important differences between the two accords, there is reason to
believe that the Serbs´ chief aim in both the Rambouillet negotiations and the
ensuing con�ict was to prevent foreign occupation of Kosovo. In his extensive
treatment of the Rambouillet conference, Judah reports that the Serbs were ad-
amantly opposed to any foreign deployments in Kosovo. Had their position
been more �exible, he claims, NATO´s rights in Kosovo “could certainly have
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been whittled down signi�cantly.”142 Similarly, the provision for a referendum
at the end of the three-year interim period could also have been renegotiated if
the Serbs had been more approachable.143 Hosmer argues that Miloševi æ ´s
campaign of ethnic cleansing actually led to harsher terms from NATO than he
otherwise would have obtained.144 Regardless, it is likely that Miloševi æ fought
primarily to avoid losing control of Kosovo and having a large NATO force at
his doorstep, and not to win the subtle differences between the proposed Ram-
bouillet agreement and the one he signed in June. The con�ict´s outcome was a
resounding defeat for the Serbs, and the differences between the proposals at
Rambouillet and the �nal accord, though signi�cant, do not mean that the out-
come was not a victory for NATO.

Conclusion

Contrary to the conventional wisdom, the available evidence indicates that
Slobodan Miloševi æ did not decide to surrender control of Kosovo on June 9,
1999, in part because of a supposed NATO threat to launch a ground invasion.
Neither the Clinton administration nor NATO had credibly signaled such a
shift in strategy. Furthermore, the alliance´s preparations for a possible ground
war were modest at best. NATO members´ expressions of opposition to an in-
vasion combined with con�dence in the air campaign powerfully undercut
possible efforts to threaten the use of ground troops. A ground action would
have required months of preparation, and the timing and conduct of
Miloševi æ ´s surrender suggest that he had little curiosity about NATO´s will-
ingness to invade.

More broadly, the war over Kosovo demonstrates that coercive air power
alone can achieve major political goals, and it thus provides a recent and
important case that contradicts Robert Pape´s theory of coercion. Unlike the
case studies that Pape investigates at length in Bombing to Win, Operation
Allied Force was a use of air power in the absence of a decisive ground threat.
This is an important consideration, and it makes the war over Kosovo an espe-
cially useful example of coercive air power.
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How did this crucial element of the war come to be misunderstood? Many
scholars were surprised that NATO´s strategy met with success, because this
outcome contradicted prominent research arguing that punishment strategies
cannot succeed. This led to an effort to discern other factors that may have con-
tributed to Miloševi æ ´s capitulation, and the Clinton administration´s efforts to
revive the ground option made it a deceptively appealing candidate. Some ob-
servers gave newspaper articles more credence than they deserved. In addi-
tion, prior investigations relied heavily on interviews with U.S. and NATO
of�cials to make the case that a ground war was approaching, and that
Miloševi æ understood this development.145 These of�cials, some of whomwere
criticized for strategic missteps early in the war, have incentives to portray
themselves as resolute policymakers at the end of the crisis. Alternatively, they
may have come to believe that their determination to win had been translated
into a credible threat of invasion, or that their bluff had won the day. It is not
uncommon for issuers of threats to see them as more daunting than they actu-
ally are.

It is doubtful, however, that NATO´s air campaign in Kosovo will be a useful
model for other con�icts.146 This is particularly true regarding the possible use
a strategy similar to Operation Allied Force in a potential confrontation with a
country that harbors groups violently opposed to the United States. Many of
the advantages that were crucial to NATO´s success in Kosovo could be dupli-
cated in other situations. It is possible that the United States could �nd itself
in a position to use air power at low risk, and some countries might consider
resident terrorist organizations to be dispensable. Other aspects of the war,
however, would be dif�cult to replicate. Miloševi æ had isolated himself diplo-
matically long before March 1999. It is hard to imagine a scenario in which any
Middle Eastern country would �nd itself similarly alone.147 The United States´
uphill struggle for UN authorization of military action against Iraq is a strong
indicator in this regard. More important, other nations that �nd themselves
targets of similar campaigns might have a wider array of possible military
responses.
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Ultimately, military coercion is best understood as a strategy for which suc-
cess relies on the target making a concession; in this light, the vital role played
by an adversary´s willingness to resist is made plainer. Among the factors that
determine the outcomes of wars, a state´s resolve is arguably the most dif�cult
to predict ex ante. History is replete with examples of military analyses that
made unfounded assumptions regarding a target´s willingness to take punish-
ment, sometimes with disastrous consequences. Military coercion is risky, and
the accuracy with which one can predict the strategy´s potential to succeed in
any given situation is far less than the precision of the weapons now available
to carry it out.
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