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Union forced US Central Command 
(CENTCOM) in the Middle East to 
change its training emphasis from 
an anti-Soviet counterattack to one 
against Iraqi trans-border aggression. 
Work began the following May by the 
G-2 staff of I Marine Expeditionary 
Force (I MEF) to prepare a command 
post exercise (no actual forces 
involved) on that assumption.

Desert Storm G2
Marine Corps Intelligence 
Operations in the Gulf War
By Vernie Liebl

assets were inadequate for a campaign 
of the magnitude of Desert Storm, but 
still turned in a good performance.

Internal Look 90

The preparation for what would 
be USMC intelligence activities 
during Desert Storm began in 
December 1989. The fall of the Soviet 

 S addam Hussein‘s Iraqi army 
invaded Kuwait on 2 August 
1990, quickly but not quite 

bloodlessly occupying it. Most histories 
of the invasion start on that day; 
few focus on intelligence activities. 
In actuality, those activities were 
extensive and went back to December 
1989. The lengthy run up to the war 
notwithstanding, USMC intelligence 

The staff gathered as what data 
was available on ports, airfields, 
and transportation infrastructures 
on the Arabian Peninsula, looking 
especially closely at Saudi Arabia and 
Kuwait. Only small numbers of maps 
were ordered, which would cause 
bottlenecks later down the road. 

The majority of I MEF’s intelligence 
collection assets were grouped 

under an organization called the 
1st Surveillance, Reconnaissance, 
Intelligence Group (SRIG). Formed 
only in October 1989, the unit 
lacked an employment and solid 
command relationships. 

To make matters worse, the 
USMC was not a large player in the 
national intelligence collection and 
dissemination infrastructure as its 

intelligence service had been created 
to support units of regimental size and 
smaller during limited operations (the 
SRIG was intended as an effort to take 
a larger role). The disestablishment of 
its only squadron of imagery aircraft, 
anticipating the arrival newer systems, 
would leave it dependent on the 
navy’s lone squadron in CENTCOM, 
already grossly overtasked. 
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themselves of their uniforms. Given 
the overwhelming Iraqi manpower 
and material advantage, it was not 
unexpected. Little fi ghting was seen 
by the world, but the intelligence 
services saw intense action 
between the Kuwaiti 35th Armoured 
Brigade and elements of the Iraqi 
Hammurabi and Medina Divisions.  

It was on 6 August that I MEF
received word to prepare for possible 
deployment for combat operations, 
but no destination or timeline was 
provided other than initial departure 
was for the following day. An 
intelligence report was prepared by 
the watch cell for the commander, 
gleaned from information received 
from national agencies and added 
to the material used in Internal Look 
90. It would take 40 days for the 
entire I MEF to reach in Saudi Arabia. 
Much of its intelligence apparatus 
and the 7th Marine Expeditionary 
Brigade (MEB) were the fi rst units 
to arrive, joining 2nd Brigade, 82nd 
Airborne Division on the ground.

The intelligence situation was 
still undefi ned as of 26 August. 
National assets and HUMINT 
(mainly interviews of refugees) 
made it apparent Saddam’s RGF 

Invasion

National intelligence agencies 
began noting an unusual military 
build-up in southern Iraq beginning 27 
July 1990. The force was estimated to 
be of at least division-size (15,000-plus) 
with more arriving, and coincided with 
a looming diplomatic clash between 
Iraq and Kuwait. Four days later the 
force had grown to over 60,000 troops. 

CENTCOM issued a warning 
order to all commands. I MEF G-2 
formed a standing 24-hour watch 
out of the Marine All-Source Fusion 
Cell (MAFC), the small intelligence 
organization tasked to support I MEF 
operations. Much of the information 
from Exercise Internal Look 90 was 
either pulled out from storage or not 
placed into the storage intended for it, 
and the plotting of Iraqi and Kuwaiti 
military units began in earnest. 

On 1 August it became clear 
from national intelligence agencies 
that the Iraqi force was not regular 
army troops but were Republican 
Guard Force (RGF) troops, and now 
numbered over 100,000 with hundreds 
of tanks, but no identifi cation was 
known of specifi c units. Most national 
intelligence agencies believed the 
buildup was a bluff by Saddam (only 
the CIA believed Iraq would attack, but 
gave no estimate of a date), keeping 
in mind their efforts were focused on 
the crumbling Soviet Empire, the Far 
East, and hot spots like Libya and the 
Iran/Iraq border. It would take time to 
reorient assets to watch southern Iraq.

The human collections situation 
(human intelligence or HUMINT) was 
adequate in Kuwait and excellent in 
Saudi Arabia, but was severely limited 
within Iraq due to the draconian 
measures employed by Saddam’s 
security forces. The US had only a 
single source inside Iraq, and it was 
low-level and marginal at best. 

The invasion of Kuwait began at 
3:00 a.m. on 2 August. A majority of 
the Kuwait military ran, mostly south 
into Saudi Arabia but some to their 
homes, where they quickly divested 

The National Imagery Interpretability Rating Scale (NIIRS)

Imagery collected by space-based platforms was often unusable due to being fuzzy, 
meaning the details of the terrain were unclear except at large-scale. The National 
Imagery Interpretability Rating Scale which is a subjective scale used for rating the 
quality of imagery acquired from various types of imaging systems. The NIIRS defi nes 
different levels of image quality/interpretability based on the types of tasks an analyst 
can perform with images of a given NIIRS rating. The NIIRS consists of 10 levels, from 
0 (worst quality) to 9 (best quality). It was not uncommon for imagery to be of a NIIRs 
quality of 2 or even 1, which would necessitate a complete reshooting.        ◆
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a few other eyewitnesses; I MEF’s
Force Reconnaissance (the Marine 
equivalent of Army Rangers) 
were restricted to training instead 
of the long-range insertion for 
which they had been intended.

Nearly all intelligence to be 
provided to USMC units was derived 
from national assets, which while 
adequate for strategic and operational 
requirements (such as the tracking 
of large scale movement and 
construction), was grossly unable 
to meet the tactical requirements of 
combat commanders. It was quickly 
apparent to the USMC intelligence 
leadership as well as USMC 
commanders that the intelligence 
was inadequate, so provision was 
made to reinforce that capacity, 
specifi cally analytical expertise. 

The 1st MEB joined I MEF from 
Hawaii in early September, and later 
by the British contribution to the 
international effort, 7th Armoured 
Brigade. The former increased the size  
of the intelligence organization but not 
its expertise. The British, on the other 
hand, brought with them intelligence 
analysts familiar Soviet/Warsaw 
Pact opponents at the army and 

front level, an aspect not familiar to 
Marines trained to focus on insurgents 
at company and battalion level.  

By mid-December I MEF had 
begun absorbing signifi cant elements 
from II MEF out of North Carolina and 
III MEF out of Okinawa, among them 
4th and 5th MEB. The intelligence 
analytical cell at the MEF level, the 
MAFC, had grown enough (and 
benefi ted from the expertise of the 
since departed British) to split and 
displace forward by bounds without 
any diminution in analytical quality. 

The lack of good maps was 
an increasing worry. The Defense 
Mapping Agency (absorbed into the 
National Imagery & Mapping Agency 
in 1996, then into the current National 
Geospatial-Intelligence Agency in 
2004) could provide all US forces 
with maps of almost anywhere on the 
planet, however, what they could not 
do was ensure that each and every 
map, especially of areas obscure, 
remote or visited infrequently by US 
forces, was up-to-date and accurate. 

Almost all maps of Kuwait, 
eastern Saudi Arabia and southern 
Iraq were based on old data from 
the British colonial period. A 
signifi cant amount of space-based 
imagery platforms, retargeted from 
previous hot spots, were allocated 
to mapping. This process lasted for 
several months and starved US forces 
of more immediate intelligence. 

Those images made available 
still required expert analysis before 
any usable information could be 
disseminated to combat units. 
The process was complicated 
by frequent lack of detail (fuzzy 
images), and segmented pictures 
drawn from black-and-white, color, 
multi-spectral, infra-red, synthetic 
aperture, and even video feed formats. 
Additionally, signifi cant Iraqi targets 
were often cleverly camoufl aged. 

I MEF had such expert imagery 
analysts and worked them relentlessly 
throughout the seven months 
of operations. Subordinate unit 
commanders, however, wanted the 
hard imagery themselves. It appeared 
to matter little that once they 
received the hard copy imagery (often 
expensively produced) that they could 
actually glean little of value and would 
have to wait for the analytical report 
to describe what they were looking at. 

It reached the point some 
subordinate commanders, convinced 

I MEF intelligence personnel 
were denying them access to vital 
information, complained to the I 
MEF commander, who directed the 
rapid release of hard-copy imagery 
with minimal analysis. This unhappy 
situation resulted in the dissemination 
of imagery-related intelligence 
products throughout I MEF based not 
on analytical content but by poundage. 
Huge amounts of expensive materials 
and highly trained intelligence analysts 
were used to simply reproduce and 
transport tons of pictures subordinate 
units looked at briefl y, then discarded 
as they could “see” very little. 

Signals intelligence (SIGINT), 
comprising communications 
intelligence (COMINT), electronic 
intelligence (ELINT), and foreign 
instrumentation signals intelligence, 
was another source of intelligence. 
During the run-up to the war, the Iraqi 
military practiced good operational 
security by relying heavily on land 
lines. A complicating factor associated 
with the nature of SIGINT is that 
disseminated information is often 
so sanitized to remove any clue to 
the source or method it is rendered 
useless to an intelligence analyst, who 
needs the source to help establish 
credibility for the information. I MEF’s 
large SIGINT capability contributed 
little analytical value until active 
combat operations commenced. 
(Once active combat operations 
began, collection opportunities 
rapidly increased, to the point of being 
overwhelming in late February.)

Improving analysis allowed the 
MAFC to begin identifying Iraqi 
divisions and brigades at specifi c 
locations in Kuwait and southern Iraq. 
Much of the information gathered, 
however, was useful only at the 

strategic level. Marine commanders 
were not shy of pointing this out 
to Marine intelligence personnel, 
assuming, again, that it was the 
intelligence analysts holding up the 
information due to security reasons. 

Throughout the long build up, 
I MEF intelligence assets increased 
and analytical expertise grew rapidly. 
In December 1990, they were tasked 
to in-brief newly arriving units like 
2nd Armored Cavalry Regiment 
(from Germany). They also assumed 
mentorship of Arab/GCC forces 
mustering in the Eastern Provincial 

JSTARS

The Joint Surveillance and Target Attack Radar System (JSTARS) was a test bed system 
(only two aircraft) in Desert Storm. I MEF had a JSTARS down-link van attached to them, 
which was to provide real-time target acquisition information and intelligence surveillance. 
Initially, the JSTARS was thought to give a superb look deep into the rear of the Iraqi 
forces, enabling analysts to see all the logistics traffi c and signifi cant troop movements. 

Once combat operations commenced, it quickly became apparent that a 
majority of the moving target indicators (MTI) actually turned out to be over-hanging 
power lines or lines of concertina wire blowing in the ever-present desert winds. 
This problem was not overcome before Desert Storm concluded.        ◆

ones, such as there would be no 
violation of Iraqi/Kuwaiti airspace nor 
would there be allowed any physical 
intrusions onto the territory of Iraq 
and occupied Kuwait. A later decision 
kept US forces 50 miles from the 
Kuwati border.

USMC collection assets like Force 
Reconnaissance, remotely-piloted 
vehicles (now called drones), and 
the SRIG’s own sensor platoon were 
eliminated from the collection 
repertoire. Even radio intercept and 
airborne radar was curtailed due to 
geographic restrictions. HUMINT 
remained limited to refugees and 

divisions were being pulled out 
of Kuwait and replaced by regular 
army units. There had been no 
incursions into Saudi territory 

It was at this point decisions made 
by the National Command Authority 
(NCA: the President and Secretary of 
Defense) began to handicap USMC 
intelligence. The main decision 
was to not immediately react to 
the Iraqi invasion but to remain in 
Saudi Arabian territory and build-up 
enough of a military force to be able to 
politically force the Iraqis to withdraw 
or to militarily drive them out. In train 
with that decision were additional 

DIA Support

One of the few real aids provided 
I MEF by a national agency was the 
National Military Intelligence Support 
Team (NMIST) sent by the Defense 
Intelligence Agency (DIA). NMISTs were 
a relatively new concept, introduced 
by DIA in 1987. They had been created 
to augment intelligence support to US 
commands during crisis operations. 

The NMIST was a small mobile 
support unit of four to fi ve people, with 
secure communications and intelligence 
equipment. The team deployed to I 
MEF provided a direct link to DIA‘s 
all-source intelligence network. DIA 
had exercised these teams regularly so 
I MEF was aware of its capabilities. 

DIA assigned four teams on 8 August, 
one each to navy, air force, and Marine 
components in CENTCOM, plus one to the 
XVIII Airborne Corps. Ultimately seven 
more teams would be deployed within 
theater. All teams played a critical role 
by coordinating intelligence activities 
between commands and passing essential 
intelligence among them.        ◆  


