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Warsaw Pact Ground Forces

Introduction

While much has been published on the armed forces of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), little is available on the forces provided by the other member nations of the Warsaw Pact (WP). These forces should not be taken lightly, as they represent a substantial military potential. The combined ground forces of the six non-Soviet Warsaw Pact (NSWP) countries total over 775,000 active troops, rivalling the United States’ 781,000-man Active Army. They also maintain almost two million ground forces reserves. These figures do not include the air forces, naval forces, and the many internal security and border forces.

In recent years there has been much conjecture on the military potential and reliability (in the eyes of the Soviets) of the NSWP forces, but little information is available about the troops and units. This book will attempt to provide information on the historical background, origins, strength, organisation, order of battle, terms of service, reserves and mobilisation, internal security forces, and possible combat effectiveness of the forces of each of these nations. A study of WP special operations forces (airborne, diversionary, mountain, naval infantry) can be found in Elite 5, Soviet Bloc Elite Forces.

The Rôle of the Warsaw Pact

The official designation of what is commonly referred to in both the East and West as the Warsaw Pact is the ‘Agreement on Friendship, Co-ordination, and Mutual Assistance’. The agreement was signed on 14 May 1955 in Warsaw by the USSR, Albania, Bulgaria, Czechoslovakia, German Democratic Republic (East Germany—DDR), Hungary, Poland, and Romania1. Shortly thereafter it was given the additional title of the ‘Warsaw Pact’ for sake of brevity. A period then took place where each of the signators made bilateral treaties with each other and concluded in 1957. The DDR, Hungary, Poland, and Romania each made additional agreements with the USSR permitting the stationing of Soviet troops in their countries. Even without the existence of the WP the Soviet forces would remain in these countries and would be unimpaired by its dissolution due to the 1945 Potsdam Agreement signed by the Allies (US, UK, USSR, France).

The signing of the Warsaw Pact treaty was, in effect, the Soviet Bloc’s reply to the admission of the Federal Republic of Germany (West Germany—BRD) into the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) ten days before the formal signing of the Warsaw Pact treaty. The actual purpose of the WP, which had been planned well in advance, was to act as a counter to NATO, in existence since August 1949. It was also to provide the machinery by which the USSR could formally control the Eastern European armed forces, transmit its foreign policy, and exercise political control. Economic, transportation, and energy control is provided through another Soviet-dominated organisation, the Council of Mutual Economic Aid (COMECON), of which all WP countries are members.
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Some idea of the size of the area covered by the Warsaw Pact may be gained from the distances of the various capitals from Moscow. (GPO)
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A typical posed photo portraying the brotherhood of the WP states. The five soldiers in the foreground are (left to right) an East German, a Hungarian, a Czechoslovak paratrooper, a Bulgarian, and another Hungarian. (OPFOR)

The Pact was to remain in effect for 20 years. It would automatically be extended for another ten years if no member state announced its intent to withdraw within the one year required prior to the twentieth anniversary. The 20-year period ended in 1975 with no such intent being declared. The ten-year period ended in May 1985, and the Warsaw Pact agreement was extended another 20 years.

The WP has not been without its problems, with most being provided by the ‘brother’ states. In 1956 the Hungarian Revolt broke out when the government demanded that the USSR withdraw its troops from Hungarian soil, and stated that it would withdraw from the WP to become a neutral country. The USSR brutally crushed the revolt and installed a new government, all the while using the Warsaw Pact as ‘legal’ justification. In 1958 Romania withdrew from its agreement to permit the stationing of Soviet troops on its soil, and ceased to take part in WP exercises. Beginning in 1960, Albania ceased to take part in any WP activities, becoming formally inactive in 1962, and at that time beginning to adopt the ideology of Communist China. In 1965 the USSR attempted to establish a non-aggression pact between the WP and NATO, looking toward the dissolution of both organisations. (The former WP countries would, of course, have remained under Soviet control, while the Western European countries would have been without central organisation. The United States armed forces would certainly have been withdrawn, leaving the front door to the West wide open.) This effort failed. Czechoslovakia attempted in 1968 to form a ‘socialist democracy’ which was counter to the aims of the WP and COMECON. Soviet and other WP forces invaded the country later in the year in order to restore a pro-Soviet government and ‘return an errant brother state to the fold’. Albania, inactive in the WP for the past eight years, formally withdrew from the treaty in protest at the invasion.

The WP has since had no major upheavals, and its 30th anniversary saw the ratification of the treaty for another twenty years; but the Pact is not without its internal political and economic problems. Pact forces have been used as surrogates of the USSR in many parts of the world to advance its political and military goals. Not only is the WP a military force with its efforts directed towards NATO and other nations, but it is used by the USSR to maintain its domination over those same member states. For discussion’s sake, the NSWP forces are divided into the Northern Tier with the more modernly equipped forces of the DDR, Czechoslovakia, and Poland; and the Southern Tier of Bulgaria, Hungary, and Romania.

1 Yugoslavia is not a member of the WP even though it is a Communist state and its forces primarily equipped with WP material. It maintains a neutral status, and has trade ties with both East and West.


Organisation of the Warsaw Pact

The WP is totally dominated and controlled by the USSR at all levels. Its organisation is complex, as it serves to integrate the member states’ forces into the overall Soviet Armed Forces. There is no combined standing WP army. The USSR has twice attempted to achieve this goal, in 1956–57 and 1967–68, but both efforts failed due to opposition from the NSWP states. They feared that their troops might be deployed in support of purely Soviet adventures, e.g. on the Chinese border or in Afghanistan. The Soviets do maintain ‘advisers’ to varying degrees in all the NSWP armed forces, with the exception of Romania.

The highest level control organ of the WP is the Political Consultative Committee (PCC). Prior to 1969 the permanent members of the PCC were the member countries’ Communist party first secretaries, premiers, and ministers of national defence. Foreign ministers replaced the ministers of national defence in 1969 when they were formed into a separate committee. The PCC has rather limited functions which are primarily to formalise the decisions of the Pact’s subordinate organs. It has no real power, however, all major decisions being made by the Soviet Communist Central Committee, Politburo, and Defence Council. The PCC and most subordinate organs are located in Moscow and staffed primarily by Soviet and some selected member state officers.

There are two offices under the direct control of the PCC, which handle most of the day-to-day functioning of the WP. These were established in 1956 by the PCC. The Permanent Commission reviews foreign policy matters and develops proposals to be adopted by the member states. The Joint Secretariat disseminates the decisions of the PCC.

The Committee of Defence Ministers (CDM) is the highest military organ. It was formed in 1969 and consists of the ministers of national defence of each member state. Each defence minister acts as the commander of his nation’s armed forces as well as a deputy commander-in-chief of the combined WP forces.

The Supreme Command of the Combined Armed Forces of the Warsaw Pact, or Combined Supreme Command (CSC) for short, was also created in 1956 and headquartered in Moscow. It was relocated to Lvov, USSR in 1972 in order to give the appearance of at least some autonomy of the WP from Moscow. The CSC supreme commander has always been a Soviet marshal who is also a first deputy chief of the Soviet General Staff. The CSC chief of staff is a Soviet army general. Most of the remainder of the CSC staff also consists of Soviet generals, although some NSWP officers serve as well. Its primary task is to plan and coordinate major WP manoeuvres and exercises. The CSC would not have direct control over the WP forces in the event of war, but rather acts as a liaison between the Pact forces and the Soviet General Staff, which does exercise overall control. Besides ‘supervising’ the WP ground forces, the CSC also co-ordinates the naval forces and air defence of the WP states. In peacetime the CSC has control only over the four forward-deployed Soviet groups of forces in certain WP countries; the Soviet Baltic, Byelorussian, and Carpathian Military Districts; and the DDR’s National People’s Army (the only NSWP force under peacetime control).
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Each member nation maintains a national air defence headquarters in its capital. The USSR has overall responsibility for air defence of not only the Soviet Union, but also of the NSWP countries. In effect each of the countries is an air defence district co-ordinated by the Soviet National Air Defence Forces through the WP’s Supreme Commander of Air Defences. Within the WP, East German and Polish naval forces augment the Soviet Baltic Fleet while the Bulgarian Navy supports the Soviet Black Sea Fleet. Each is also responsible for its own coastal security, with which Romania is solely concerned.

The three remaining organs have more functional rôles. The Military Council, formed in 1969, is made up of the commander-in-chief of the WP forces as its chairman, the chief of staff, a senior political officer, the WP deputy commanders-in-chief, and the NSWP deputy ministers of defence. It acts as an intermediary between the CSC staff and the CDM. Another organ is the Committee for Standardisation of Weapons and Equipment, sometimes referred to as the Technical Committee. There is also a small Committee for Training, which administers and standardises some aspects of training.

Unit organisation

Within the WP all armed forces subordinate to the ministry of national defence (MoND) are referred to collectively as the ‘army’. The ‘army’ consists of the ‘ground forces’ (or what in the West is traditionally thought of as the ‘army’); the ‘naval forces’ (not possessed by Czechoslovakia or Hungary); and the ‘air force/air defence force’. The latter ‘branch’ contains both the air force in the normal sense (including helicopter units intended to support the ground forces), and ground-based air defence forces (SA-2 and -3 surface-to-air missiles, anti-aircraft guns, and air warning radar) dedicated to national air defence, as opposed to ‘army’ air defence units assigned to troop formations.

Divisions and most other units subordinate to higher headquarters are referred to as military districts. These are organised on a regional basis, with each country having two or three. They may be numbered or bear a regional name. In time of war these headquarters will in most cases provide combined-arms army headquarters under Soviet Front level command rather than national control. There is much speculation and argument as to whether these national armies will be permitted to remain ‘pure’—that is, made up of solely national units—or if they will be integrated with Soviet formations. WP forces do not use the corps as an intermediate level of command between divisions and an army. A WP army consists of from three to five divisions plus numerous combat support and service support brigades/regiments and battalions.
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An example of the organisation of a typical WP motorised rifle division. A tank division is similarly organised, but has three tank regiments, only one motorised rifles regiment, and no anti-tank battalion. (DIA)

Outwardly the organisation of NSWP divisions and other major units generally parallels those of the Soviet Ground Forces. Command echelons above division, divisional subordinate units, and non-divisional units will often be found with slightly different internal organisation. Major differences will also be found in the type and density of weapons, vehicles, and equipment. This is particularly true among the Southern Tier forces, with older model tanks, towed artillery rather than self-propelled, more anti-aircraft guns than missiles, and limited numbers of armoured personnel carriers (APC), with many motorised rifle units relying on truck transport.

The motorised rifle (MR) and tank (referred to as ‘armour’ in DDR and Poland) divisions are the principal combat or operational formations within the WP. The two are similarly organised, the major difference being the mix of types of combat regiments. The NSWP divisions have not undergone the reorganisation recently undertaken by the forward-deployed Soviet divisions.

Within the WP the MR division is the most common type, and is primarily intended to accomplish a breakthrough of enemy lines. The organisation chart on an accompanying page portrays a typical example of an NSWP MR division. The tank division’s role is to exploit the breakthrough accomplished by the MR divisions and to attack enemy headquarters, support elements, and reserves in his rear areas. Its organisation is similar to that of the MR division, except that there are three tank regiments, one MR regiment, and no anti-tank battalion. Divisional combat regiments (MR and tank) are likewise









Reserves and mobilisation






Abbreviations used in the order of battle listings throughout this book are: Div = Division, Bde = Brigade, Rgt = Regiment, Bn = Battalion.
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