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MANOEUVRE AND ATTRITION 

– CORE ELEMENTS OF NAVAL WARFARE –
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INTRODUCTION



• Ukraine and the Houthis have had to conduct 
naval operations without conventional naval 
assets capable of high-intensity warfare

• Russo-Ukraine War and the Red Sea should not 
serve as the predominant framework for analysis 
of naval scenarios which involve parties that 
actually do operate navies capable of fighting in a 
multidimensional environment
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Is the war in the Black Sea and Red Sea 
exemplary for future naval warfare?

INTRODUCTION
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INTRODUCTION

Source: kronoskaf.com Source: The Weather Gauge



• The meaning of space and position in war at sea 
differs from land warfare

• Pre-emption, dislocation (the removal of 
opposing forces from decisive points on the 
battlefield)

• Naval warfare has no frontlines to break nor 
opposing forces to be surrounded

• Maneuvre as a warfighting philosophy -> weaken 
the enemy’s centre of gravity, for example by 
attacking high-value units  
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Essential elements in manoeuvre warfare 
theory

MANOEUVRE WARFARE IN NAVAL THEORY AND PRACTICE



• Fleet movements: 
strategic -> mobility
operational -> deployment
tactical -> employment

• Operational objective derives from the higher 
(strategic) commander’s intent and, therefore, 
provides direction and guidance for the 
deployment of forces

• The function ‘manoeuvre’ assumes in naval 
operations concerns the relationship between 
manoeuvre, attrition, and the objective to be 
accomplished

• sea control or sea denial in assigned areas 
for a given time frame -> manoeuvre supports 
attrition

• Transportation of goods or forces -> attrition 
supports manoeuvre
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Essential elements in manoeuvre warfare 
theory

MANOEUVRE WARFARE IN NAVAL THEORY AND PRACTICE

Quelle: Online Library

Quelle: sea-control.simplecast.com
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• Transportation of large amounts of personnel and 
materiel from North America to Europe

• Establishing and maintaining continuous logistic 
support of forces

• Characterised by extensive manoeuvring 
activities

• Minimise the threat to NATO’s shipping and 
military forces
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Protecting the Sea Lines of Communications 
(SLOCs)

TRANSATLANTIC SCENARIO



• Establishing sea control in areas outside the 
opponent’s effective sensor and weapon ranges
(offensive)

• Directing maritime traffic beyond the threat and 
conducting sea control or sea denial (defensive)

• Both COAs demonstrate ample potential for a 
‘manoeuvrist approach’ with regard to the 
exploitation of critical vulnerabilities to weaken 
the opponent’s centre of gravity
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Courses Of Action

TRANSATLANTIC SCENARIO



• Neutralisation of the opponent’s abilities to scout

• Establishing and maintaining a recognised 
maritime picture

• A transatlantic scenario would likely consist of a 
prolonged series of minor tactical actions

• Evasive manoeuvre of convoys

• Defence of Seaports of Disembarkation

• Offensive hunt for and destruction of Russian 
submarines

• Interception of Russian aircraft

• Destruction of Russian naval capabilities to 
interfere with NATO’s maritime communications
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Operational/ tactical level

TRANSATLANTIC SCENARIO
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• Characterised by two factors that will likely shape 
naval operations in a high-intensity scenario
- Narrow maritime geography
- NATO’s considerable superiority in forces

• Detecting, tracking and destroying the Russian 
naval formation in the Mediterranean

• NATO deploying naval and air forces to carry out 
sea denial 

• Neutralising Russian warships by access denial 
or actual physical destruction of the Russian 
Mediterranean formation

• The Russian fleet’s limited area air defence
capabilities appear to be a critical vulnerability

• Geographically isolate the Russian Navy 
formation
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Courses Of Action

MEDITERRANEAN SCENARIO



• Significant deployments of forces

• Guard Sealines of Communication

• Protection of ports, bases, command posts and 
ships

• Deny the Russian Navy access to this crucial 
body of water and contribute to isolating the 
naval theatre of operations
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Operational level

MEDITERRANEAN SCENARIO



• Ensure NATO naval forces to employ their 
firepower following NATO’s operational plans

• Pre-positioning of forces to scout in times of 
peace

• Bring NATO naval forces in position to employ 
their  weaponry against the Russian vessels once 
hostilities started

• Carry out sea-based strike operations 
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Tactical level

MEDITERRANEAN SCENARIO



A COMBINATION OF MANOEUVRE AND ATTRITION

Only through the combination of attrition and manoeuvre 
can sea control be denied, accomplished and exploited and 
the naval forces of the opponent be neutralised

Attrition and manoeuvre mutually support each other

Naval forces have to be manoeuvred into positions to scout 
or employ firepower 

Naval forces have to do so faster and more effectively than 
the opponent
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SO WHAT

Navies need to ‘re-learn war’ and implement the 
characteristics of modern and future naval warfare in 
doctrines, tactics, procedures and training. They should 
do so now, while the anticipated scenarios examined in 
this presentation are still only hypothetical scenarios 
and not yet gruesome reality.


