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Abstract

This article investigates the role of the intelligence process in the 
Falkland Islands Campaign of 1982. Analysis draws from declassi-
fied assessments, sworn statements, and memoirs that reveal new 
details about assumptions and the intelligence process for each bel-
ligerent. Refinements in Argentina’s execution of the intelligence 
process probably would have led Argentina to deploy additional 
forces to the Falklands, wage more destructive air raids, occupy 
key terrain, target aircraft carriers with Exocet missiles, and inflict 
more British casualties, which might have altered the conflict’s out-
come.
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Resumen

Este artículo investiga el papel del proceso de inteligencia en la 
Campaña de las Islas Malvinas de 1982. El análisis se basa en eva-
luaciones desclasificadas, declaraciones juradas y memorias que 
revelan nuevos detalles sobre las suposiciones y el proceso de in-
teligencia para cada beligerante. Los refinamientos en la ejecución 
del proceso de inteligencia por parte de Argentina probablemente 
habrían llevado a Argentina a desplegar fuerzas adicionales en las 
Malvinas, realizar ataques aéreos más destructivos, ocupar terreno 
clave, apuntar a los portaaviones con misiles Exocet e infligir más 
bajas británicas, lo que podría haber alterado el resultado del con-
flicto.

Palabras clave: Islas Malvinas, inteligencia militar, campaña, estra-
tegia, Argentina, Gran Bretaña, Exocet, ciclo de inteligencia, aná-
lisis del terreno

福克兰群岛战役的一个重要部分：情报
在1982年福克兰群岛战役中的作用

本文仅代表作者个人观点，不代表美国陆军、国防部或美国
政府的官方立场。此外，本文提供的超链接并不构成美国陆
军、国防部或美国政府对所引用网站或其中包含的信息、产
品或服务的认可。

摘要

本文研究了情报过程在1982年福克兰群岛战役中的作用。分
析来自解密评估、宣誓声明和回忆录，它们揭示了关于“每
个交战方的假设和情报过程”的新细节。阿根廷情报过程执
行的改进可能会导致阿根廷向福克兰群岛部署更多部队，发
动更具破坏性的空袭，占领关键地形，用飞鱼反舰导弹瞄准
航空母舰，并造成更多英国人伤亡，进而可能会改变冲突的
结果。

关键词：福克兰群岛，军事情报，战役，战略，阿根廷，英
国，飞鱼反舰导弹，情报周期，地形分析
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Responding to the Unexpected

Referring to Argentina’s unex-
pected invasion of the Falkland 
Islands on April 2, 1982, one 

British commander declared after the 
ensuing conflict that the “motto of the 
Falklands war is: ‘You never know.”’1 
Perhaps this motto, however, is equally 
applicable from Argentina’s perspective 
with regard to Great Britain’s counter-
offensive that began on April 5, when a 
task force launched from Portsmouth, 
England to reclaim this territory in the 
South Atlantic. This response signaled 
escalation to a military resolution—
taking Argentina, which had anticipat-
ed a diplomatic resolution in its favor, 
by surprise. Each side’s strategic miscal-
culations about the other’s intentions 
warned of further intelligence failures 
unless these belligerents could address 
challenges throughout the intelligence 
cycle2 concerning collection, analysis, 
and dissemination. Over the course of 
the 74-day conflict, each belligerent ex-
perienced successes and failures on the 
battlefield that directly or indirectly in-
volved the intelligence cycle. What role 
did intelligence play in the Falkland Is-
lands Campaign of 1982?

As the Argentinian invasion 
force hoisted their national flag over 
Fort Stanley on the Falkland Islands 
on April 2, 1982, the military junta 
leading Argentina anticipated the be-
ginning of diplomatic negotiations for 
the transfer of the islands’ sovereignty 
with British Prime Minister Margaret 
Thatcher, rather than a counterattack. 
Leaders believed the British had ‘little 
interest in the Falkland Islands’ because 

of previous sovereignty negotiations, 
implementation of the 1981 British Na-
tionality Act, and a Defense White Pa-
per calling for the withdrawal of Brit-
ish forces from the islands, like HMS 
Endurance.3 Argentinian forces estab-
lished an area defense for the possible 
scenario of a lengthy British blockade. 
They fortified Stanley and prioritized 
logistics to ensure forces on the island 
could endure a blockade.

The Argentinian invasion of the 
Falklands shocked the British, whose 
military training and deployment had 
been focused on Soviet threats. Despite 
Argentinian saber-rattling over the 
years, the British relegated intelligence 
collection on Argentinian intentions to 
the lowest category,4 leading them to 
miss indications and warnings.5 This 
neglect resulted in significant intelli-
gence gaps that the British would need 
to address to understand Argentinian 
military capabilities, orders of battle, 
and defenses in order to wage a suc-
cessful war.

The Falkland Islands Campaign 
involved approximately 10,000 British 
and 13,000 Argentinian ground forces, 
including 5,200 British and 8,000 Ar-
gentines who were infantry or marines6 
(see Figure 1 for a more detailed force 
comparison). Physical distance from 
the area of operations constrained Brit-
ish deployments, as troops had to cross 
nearly 13,000 kilometers of ocean to 
reach the area of operations, but favored 
Argentinian logistics and granted flexi-
bility with the mainland only 480 kilo-
meters away. Distance also factored into 
the fight for aerial superiority as British 
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bombers needed to deploy from Ascen-
sion Island (about 6,100 kilometers from 
the Falklands) and fighters flew off of two 
aircraft carriers in the British task force 
(see Figure 1 for details on the number 
of aircraft involved). Meanwhile, Ar-
gentinian aircraft launched from bases 
along Argentina’s coast (Figure 2), pro-

viding an air bridge to enhance logistics 
and air raids targeting British ships and 
land forces. Also, conscription charac-
terized most of the Argentinian force, 
compared to the professional military 
of Great Britain, which affected morale, 
discipline, and the training and quality 
of personnel.

Figure 1. Force Comparison by Belligerent (Major Forces). This force comparison reveals 
relative strengths and weaknesses of each belligerent. Compiled by the author. [Strategy, 
Concepts, and Plans Directorate, Falklands Wargame (Falklands), 10] Licensed under the 
Creative Commons

Broad discrepancies existed be-
tween Argentinian and British intel-
ligence assets, yielding significant ad-
vantages to the British when weather 
conditions did not interfere (see Appen-
dix B/Figure B-1 for key intelligence as-
sets for each belligerent). British subma-

rines equipped with measurement and 
signature intelligence systems provided 
early warning of Argentinian aircraft 
sorties shortly after launch, whereas 
Argentinian radar detection was sparse, 
with systems only near Fort Stanley and 
at a few select locations along the coast. 
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Poor weather in June affecting aeri-
al reconnaissance forced both sides to 
increasingly rely on signals intercepts7 
and small unit patrols for current intel-
ligence. Reconnaissance by the British 
Special Air Service (SAS), Special Boat 
Service (SBS), and maneuver units en-
hanced mission planning, but the Ar-
gentines reaped little from patrols, as 
most units remained stationary in their 
defensive positions under leadership 
guidance. While other countries offi-
cially maintained neutrality, Chile and 
the United States bolstered British col-
lection efforts (despite disagreements 
between Ronald Reagan and Marga-
ret Thatcher, as Reagan’s advisers sup-
ported negotiations and shared Argen-
tine-British rule over the islands rather 
than a war to retain sovereignty), while 
the Soviet Union provided little intel-
ligence to Argentina (see Figure B-1). 
These factors led intelligence to directly 
or indirectly influence important events 
in each phase of the Falkland Islands 
Campaign.

Phase 0: British Task Force 
Moves into Position
Generating Estimates

The British task force set sail from 
Portsmouth, England on 5 April, 
just three days after the Argen-

tinian invasion of the Falklands. At this 
point, Great Britain possessed minimal 
information regarding the Argentinian 
order of battle or even the islands’ ge-
ography, using ungridded maps, news 
photos and stories, and defense alma-
nacs to determine characteristics of the 
enemy’s defense.8 Similarly, Argentin-

ian forces knew little about the British 
military, as they had not anticipated a 
military response and possessed few 
collection platforms to ascertain the 
approaching task force’s composition, 
location, and plans. Intelligence col-
lection quickly became the priority for 
belligerents, leading to unconventional 
collection methods, risk-taking, and 
deception.

The British discovered and in-
tercepted the cable and telephone wel-
fare link used by Argentinian troops to 
communicate with their families on the 
mainland, which included useful de-
tails about the names of servicemen and 
their units.9 Other signals collection 
and imagery served to further improve 
the operational picture before landfall. 
These initial collection and analysis 
efforts rendered a fairly accurate and 
comprehensive estimate for the size, lo-
cations, and equipment of Argentinian 
forces (closely mirroring the later esti-
mate in Figure 3). This accurate anal-
ysis enhanced targeting and reduced 
risk in operations. Resourcefulness in 
collection from open sources and re-
cords of those previously stationed in 
the Falklands, as well as reconnaissance 
conducted by the SAS and SBS, guid-
ed British decision-making regarding 
the amphibious landing and how to 
traverse East Falkland on foot towards 
Stanley.

Few intelligence collection plat-
forms on hand and a lack of intelligence 
regarding the British task force after its 
arrival to the British maritime exclusion 
zone around the Falklands on 29 April 
(Appendix A) led the Argentinian Navy 
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Figure 2. Map illustrating the Falklands Campaign (Distances to Bases). This 
provides context for how physical distances affected logistics support, unit 
response times to intelligence reporting, and the physical separation between 
Argentina’s infantry marine forces in the Falklands and in Rio Grande, Ar-
gentina. [‘Falklands, Campaign, (Distances to bases) 1982,’ Conflicts Since 
1958, United States Military Academy, accessed 28 October 2020, https://
www.westpoint.edu/sites/default/files/inline-images/academics/academic_ 
departments/history/Since%201958/falklands-map-a.gif] Licensed under 
the Creative Commons.
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and Air Force to task civilian vessels and 
aircraft with intelligence collection. For 
instance, the Navy charged the Usurbil 
fishing vessel crew of 27 Argentines and 
22 Spaniards with detecting and report-
ing on British task force movements.10 
Limited reporting reduced confidence 
about British intentions and made the 
Argentinian intelligence apparatus vul-
nerable to deception, especially regard-
ing any signals intercepts of British plans 
that corresponded with their assess-
ments for amphibious landing points.

The Chilean Factor

Argentina considered Chile a key 
variable from the earliest intelligence 
assessment for a Falklands invasion, 
as it feared that Chile might take ad-

vantage of an Argentinian war with 
Great Britain to attack the Argentinian 
mainland.11 Tensions with Chile had 
been high since a boundary dispute 
in 1978 over contested islands, which 
almost led to war.12 In the absence of 
evidence suggesting Chile would at-
tack, the junta accepted risk and moved 
forward with the invasion because of 
their belief that the British would not 
respond militarily (upon which their 
assessments predicated conditions for 
a Chilean attack) and due to mount-
ing domestic political pressures, which 
might subside if they were to capture 
the islands. Argentinian assessments 
on Chilean intentions later changed, 
however, shaping the force Argentina 
maintained in the Falklands.

Figure 3. British Estimate of Argentinian Forces, dated 15 May 1982. The accuracy of this 
estimate compared to actual force disposition reflects the strong reliability of intelligence 
collection methods among British forces. [van der Bijl, My Friends the Enemy, 101] Li-
censed under the Creative Commons.
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The British capitalized on these 
fears and collaborated with Chile in a 
quid pro quo agreement involving arms 
transfers in exchange for intelligence 
gathering and a deception operation to 
convince Argentines that Chile would 
attack.13 Later Argentinian intelligence 
reinforced fears of Chilean aggression 
and influenced decision-making. Chil-
ean Army units along the border in-
creased radio traffic and the navy “put 
to sea under radio silence,”14 a tactic typ-
ically indicative of an imminent attack. 
Around 15 April, when Argentinian 
intelligence already anticipated a mil-
itary response based on the approach-
ing British task force, Argentinian naval 
intelligence reported that Chile would 
attack Argentina based on statements 
of Admiral José Merino, the Chilean 
Navy’s Commander-in-Chief and sec-
ond-in-command in the military jun-
ta.15 Argentina was forced to split its 
forces to hedge against a Chilean inva-
sion of southern Argentina, and thus 
sent only ten per cent of the Argentinian 
armed forces to the Falklands.16 Hence, 
Argentinian analysis regarding Chilean 
intentions, mainly based on signals in-
telligence, rendered a local ground force 
deficit throughout the war.

Phase 1: Air Superiority  
and Naval Power

The Exocet Dilemma

British intelligence collection and 
analysis regarding Argentina’s 
Super Étendard fighters and their 

Exocet anti-shipping missiles kept deci-
sion-makers responsible for risk man-

agement well-informed. Exocets posed 
a severe threat to the British task force 
because if one were to disable or de-
stroy one of the two aircraft carriers in 
the British fleet, an amphibious land-
ing would be impossible and the British 
would probably lose the war.17 In the 
words of one Argentinian senior mil-
itary leader, the Exocet was “maná del 
cielo [manna from heaven],” more so 
for symbolizing the full capability of the 
Argentinian armed forces than for the 
belief that it could have destroyed the 
English fleet.18 The British knew that Ar-
gentina possessed five Exocets,19 which 
factored into their risk management.

The British Government consid-
ered a variety of ways to eliminate or 
mitigate the Exocet threat.20 In the end, 
Margaret Thatcher persuaded French 
President François Mitterrand to cease 
Exocet sales to Argentina, which broke 
original contract terms and came at a 
great financial cost to the French since 
the Argentines were willing to pay over 
one million dollars per Exocet mis-
sile, far beyond the market price of 
$450,000.21 The British set out to either 
purchase or sabotage all remaining Exo-
cet missiles in the international market 
to eliminate resupply options.22 These 
efforts frustrated planned shipments23 
and disrupted Argentinian war plans, 
leading Argentina to seek Exocets from 
Libya, Iran, and Peru.24

Intelligence about Exocet supply 
and usage influenced risk-taking. Ear-
ly in the campaign, British troops per-
ceived hesitation among task force lead-
ers to make aggressive gambles because 
of the threat, a condition they called, 
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“Exocet Syndrome.”25 Argentines also 
recognized this aversion to risk, observ-
ing that the British never risked their 
aircraft carriers.26 This changed as the 
campaign progressed and the British 
successfully prevented Exocet resupply, 
most notably during the Pebble Island 
raid on 15 May when an aircraft carrier 
moved beyond the air defense protec-
tion of its escort for adequate proximity 
to support the raid.27

Argentinian Bombing of British Ships

Challenges with ascertaining the loca-
tion of British ships28 led the Argen-
tinian air force to divert planes from 
combat missions to conduct 37 explo-
ration and reconnaissance missions, 
not including organic taskings for re-
connaissance flights necessary for Air 
Force collection requirements.29 Once 
Argentines refined their estimate of the 
British task force and began to conduct 
air raids, Chilean radar assisted Great 
Britain by providing early warning of 
Argentinian sorties leaving the main-
land toward the British fleet, enabling 
the British to optimize the employment 
of finite air defense resources for high 
threat windows.30 Intelligence played a 
more direct role in these air raids on the 
Argentinian side, however, as the result 
of ineffective pilot debriefings and poor 
dissemination of intelligence gleaned 
from anti-air missions.

Pilot debriefings augmented in-
telligence collection of both belligerents 
as pilots provided information about 
enemy locations, feedback regarding 
the effectiveness of friendly and enemy 
tactics, and battle damage assessments. 

As the operational picture became 
clearer and planes bombed the British 
fleet in May, however, few bombs det-
onated because the planes, flying low 
to reduce their signatures and increase 
their survivability, dropped the bombs 
at too low of an altitude for the fuses to 
burn for detonation. The Argentinian 
navy aviators adapted, developing the 
technique of lobbing bombs to provide 
sufficient time for fuses to burn, but pi-
lots failed to share this technique with 
their air force counterparts.31 The air 
force practice of bringing returning pi-
lots to geographically dispersed bases 
to hide the scale of losses from the ad-
versary also impeded effective debrief-
ing and information-sharing.32 As a re-
sult, even though Argentinian aircraft 
hit about 75 per cent of British surface 
ships with bombs, up to 50 per cent 
failed to detonate, sinking or severely 
damaging only one destroyer, two frig-
ates, and two landing ships.33 Failures to 
disseminate intelligence about tactics 
and battle damage gleaned through pi-
lot debriefings directly contributed to 
this lack of effectiveness for bombing 
missions. These failures, in part, en-
abled the British to gain air and naval 
superiority, a key development in the 
war which the British learned the Ar-
gentinian naval commander acknowl-
edged through a signal intercept toward 
the end of May.34

Phase 2: Landings

Initial Reports of the British Landing

As part of the Argentinian de-
fense plan, the navy distributed 
forces along the mainland on 
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orders to deploy upon reports of mas-
sive British amphibious landings and 
helicopter disembarkations in northern 
East Falkland, indicating the anticipat-
ed location of British landings.35 On 1 
May, the British conducted the first Vul-
can bombing raid on Port Stanley, Sea 
Harrier raids and naval bombardments, 
and initial SAS and SBS landings on the 
Falklands. Argentinian defenders re-
ported to the mainland that “se vienen 
los ingleses [the English are coming],” 
describing helicopter and ship disem-
barkations in northern East Falkland, 
as well as planes and helicopters shot 
down by Argentinian forces.36 

Argentinian intelligence initially 
interpreted these events as an invasion 
attempt, as they nested with assess-
ments about a British invasion taking 
place in northern East Falkland near the 
end of April.37 As a result, Argentina’s 
navy deployed to interdict the British 
task force around the Falklands. Ships 
departed from the Argentinian coast 
slightly after 2300 hours with guidance 
to launch a “massive attack” on 2 May.38 
The British intercepted the radio sig-
nal with this directive.39 Around 0400 
or 0500 hours on 2 May, Vice Admiral 
Lombardo ordered ships to return to 
their original staging areas, assessing 
the reported invasion of the Falklands 
as untrue and labelling it a false report, 
as he had received no further commu-
nications with situation updates or indi-
cations of hostilities.40 During its return 
voyage, however, the British submarine 
Conqueror sunk the Argentinian light 
cruiser General Belgrano, killing 368 of 
its 1,042 crewmen.41 The British inter-
cept led leaders to take political risks 

by altering the rules of engagement and 
attacking the Belgrano outside of the ex-
clusion zone.42 

This Argentinian intelligence 
failure of misinterpreting British inten-
tions through events on 1 May led to 
the Argentinian navy’s premature de- 
ployment and exposure to British sub-
marines, which resulted in Belgrano’s 
sinking, accounting for about half of 
Argentina’s personnel loss during the 
conflict. The failure also fostered de-
cision-making that ended major naval 
surface engagement as the Argentinian 
navy remained within 22 kilometers of 
the continental coast throughout the 
remainder of the conflict to preserve 
ships.43 This excluded naval forces from 
combat during the actual British am-
phibious landing at San Carlos weeks 
later.

Pebble Island Raid

British SAS sifted through intelligence 
reports to identify high-value targets 
and found a single report indicating 
the suspected presence of a sea-facing 
radar at Pebble Island.44 British analysts 
warned that this radar, covering ap-
proaches to San Carlos, might provide 
Argentines with early warning of the 
British amphibious landing, giving time 
to Argentinian pilots to launch sorties 
against the British fleet.45 Based on this 
single source reporting, and the Exocet 
missile threat, the task force risked one 
of its two aircraft carriers by moving it 
beyond the protective bubble of its es-
corts to be within range to support an 
SAS raid at Pebble Island.46 During the 
raid on 15 May, the SAS found no radar 
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system, but successfully neutralized or 
destroyed ten Pucará aircraft.47 Argen-
tinian intelligence failed to identify this 
as a shaping operation for the amphib-
ious landing at San Carlos, near Pebble 
Island. This operation also weakened 
the Argentinian air-based counterat-
tack at San Carlos days later.

San Carlos Amphibious Landing

The successful British landing at San 
Carlos resulted in part from a series of 
Argentinian intelligence failures and 
resourceful British collection efforts. 
Argentinian and British intelligence 
preparation of the battlefield yielded 
opposing assessments regarding San 
Carlos’s suitability for an amphibious 
landing. Before the war, an Argen-
tinian naval study assessed the site as 
‘impossible’ for a successful amphib-
ious landing.48 Argentines assessed a 
British landing would either involve 
an amphibious assault against Stanley 
(mimicking their amphibious assault 
on 2 April),49 or an amphibious landing 
northeast of East Falkland.50 

The British, on the other hand, 
determined the site to be suitable 
thanks to the initiative of Major Ewen 
Southby-Tailyour of the Royal Marines. 
While stationed in the Falklands 1978-
1979, the yachtsman conducted a de-
tailed survey of the coastline, making 
copious records on topography and hy-
drographical features in a pilotage note-
book.51 The Argentinian assessment led 
to their disregard for the bay in defense 
planning. Instead, they focused efforts 
on seven to ten potential landing sites, 
prioritizing efforts there. Defending 

each site with a force would require 
“two or three Argentinian armies,”52 
so Argentines established observation 
posts for early warning and emplaced 
land and naval mines near likely land-
ing sites. The British ship Alacrity re-
connoitered the northern access to San 
Carlos on 9 May and found it free of 
naval mines.53

The Argentinian assessment on 
the unsuitability of San Carlos fostered 
Argentinian misinterpretation of in-
dications and warnings that a British 
landing was forthcoming, and exposed 
Argentina to British deception efforts. 
On 16 May, HMS Glamorgan began 
an operation intended to convince Ar-
gentines that a British landing would 
take place south of Stanley, utilizing 
naval bombardment of positions at and 
around Stanley and sending false mes-
sage traffic intended for Argentinian 
intercept.54 The operation proved suc-
cessful, as land force commander Gen-
eral Mario Menéndez’s staff dismissed 
reports of British ship movements to-
wards San Carlos through 20 May as ‘a 
diversion’ from Stanley.55 On the morn-
ing of 21 May, an Argentinian lieutenant 
witnessed British troops disembarking 
from ships at San Carlos (Figure 4) and 
reported the sighting, but Argentini-
an staff remained skeptical.56 A senior 
navy captain assessed that the landing 
was likely a diversionary tactic and stat-
ed that the bay would not permit the 
entry of ships for a large-scale landing 
under any circumstances, on account of 
its shallowness.57 The British anticipat-
ed the possibility of heavy resistance,58 
but 3 Commando Brigade enjoyed an 
initially uncontested landing during 
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this, the “last moment at which the en-
tire campaign might have foundered.”59 
Had General Menéndez not hesitated 
in sending troops due to intelligence 

assessments that the landing was a di-
version, he might have “prolonged the 
campaign considerably”60 and tilted the 
scale in favor of Argentina.

Figure 4. Significant Actions, 15 May – 8 June 1982. The locations of key events reveal the 
vital role of joint operations and intelligence planning (e.g., anticipated coastal debarka-
tion points versus the location chosen by British forces). [Hastings and Jenkins, The Battle 
for the Falklands, 201] Licensed under the Creative Commons.

Phase 3: Ground Campaign and 
Argentinian Surrender

As units disembarked at San Car-
los 21–25 May, land forces split 
and conducted a foot march in 

excess of 80 kilometers along northern 
and southern approaches (Figure 4). 
Their advance benefitted from intelli-

gence provided by civilian residents of 
the islands regarding Argentinian units 
near their settlements, as poor weather 
limited aerial collection and increased 
British reliance on these updates from 
residents, signals intelligence, and pa-
trols with organic assets. British forc-
es along the northern route captured 
Douglas and Teal Inlet by the end of 
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May, while 2nd Battalion, Parachute 
Regiment (2 Para) achieved a costly vic-
tory at Goose Green in the south (Ap-
pendix A).

Port Pleasant61

As 2 Para progressed along the south-
ern avenue of approach toward Stanley 
in early June, the British task force coor-
dinated for reinforcements to land near 
Fitzroy to bolster this force before it 
attacked the Argentinian stronghold at 
Stanley (Figure 4).62 Argentinian intel-
ligence first became aware of a planned 
reinforcement in the vicinity of Fitzroy 
and Port Pleasant on 6 June,63 which it 
later confirmed on 8 June after coastal 
observation posts reported the antic-
ipated British landing vessels.64 This 
triggered the Argentines to launch four 
Mirage III fighters from the Argentini-
an mainland, flying toward San Carlos 
as a decoy to draw away the British Sea 
Harriers on Combat Air Patrol (CAP) 
while their main flight of eight Skyhawk 
fighters and six Dagger fighters headed 
toward Fitzroy.65 

Challenges with the dissemina-
tion of intelligence contributed to Brit-
ain’s delayed and inadequate response 
to this well-coordinated Argentinian air 
attack. The nuclear-powered submarine 
HMS Valiant, stationed directly under 
the Argentinian Air Force’s flight path 
from the mainland to the Falklands, 
detected Argentinian aircraft departing 
on 8 June.66 The Valiant sent a satellite 
communication to Northwood Head-
quarters near London so they could 
issue a warning of the pending air raid 
to the task force, but “communica-

tion problems” prevented the Valiant’s 
warnings from reaching the task force 
in time.67 As a result, the CAP first be-
came aware of an attack when the four 
Mirages had already reached northern 
East Falkland, near San Carlos.68 The 
CAP deployed to engage the attack-
ers, and then returned to their carriers 
to refuel69 while the Argentinian main 
flight appeared over Port Pleasant and 
bombed Welsh and Scottish units as 
they disembarked from transport ves-
sels. With no aerial protection,70 the 
British suffered their greatest loss of 
forces in a single incident during the 
war with 50 killed and 54 injured.71 This 
surprise attack delayed the British ad-
vance to Fort Stanley by two days.72

Following an investigation, Brit-
ish forces officially blamed the inci-
dent on a lack of joint and amphibious 
training, as opposed to issues stemming 
from communications associated with 
the intelligence process.73 This discrep-
ancy may be due to the classified nature 
of these collection platforms and their 
communications, as one source notes 
that in “the inevitable postmortems that 
followed” the incident at Port Pleasant, 
“no mention was made of the secret 
role played by Britain’s nuclear subma-
rines because their movements, apart 
from very rare exceptions, are consid-
ered highly classified.”74 Early warning 
of the pending attack would not have 
prevented a raid, but likely would have 
reduced casualties by alerting the CAP 
of a pending attack and leading forces 
at Port Pleasant to hasten their disem-
barkation.75 This suggests that the “cen-
tral tragedy” of this incident was not a 
lack of joint or amphibious training, but 
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rather, that “the warning transmitted by 
Valiant on the morning of the raid never 
reached the Welsh Guards at Port Pleas-
ant, who were completely unaware of 
the urgent need to disembark quickly.”76

Battle for Wireless Ridge and 
Argentinian Surrender

British forces along northern and south-
ern approaches captured key terrain 
west of Stanley by 11 June. Throughout 
this advance, poor weather hindered 
aerial reconnaissance, leading each side 
to become reliant upon signals intelli-
gence and reports from patrols and ob-
servation posts. Poor information flow 
from SAS and SBS patrols forced British 
maneuver units to rely on intelligence 
collected through their own small unit 

patrols.77 This included 2 Para’s intel-
ligence process in preparation for the 
Battle for Wireless Ridge, immediately 
west of Stanley.

On the afternoon of 12 June, the 
2 Para commander received orders to 
attack Wireless Ridge that evening, but 
his unit possessed “very scanty intelli-
gence” because they had not had an op-
portunity to patrol the ridge or find a 
vantage point to study the terrain and 
enemy forces.78 After their higher head-
quarters postponed the operation for 24 
hours, the 2 Para commander and com-
pany commanders climbed the near-
by Mount Longdon to overlook Wire-
less Ridge, and “it is largely from what 
[they] saw that [they] were able to make 
[their] subsequent plan.”79 This tacti-

Figure 5. Battle for Wireless Ridge, 13-14 June 1982. British forces relied on organic col-
lection from direct observation (patrolling) due to limitations on other forms of collec-
tion. [‘Part 47: 2 Para’s Approach to and Battle for Wireless Ridge: 13th/14th June 1982,’ 
Naval History Homepage, 31 May 2013, https://www.naval-history.net/F57wireless.htm] 
Licensed under the Creative Commons.
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cal-level intelligence collection per-
formed by unit leaders, as well as other 
intelligence gleaned during the 24-hour 
delay, revealed that the enemy force was 
larger than originally assessed,80 which 
led to planning revisions and the attack 
outlined in Figure 5. In this final bat-
tle, 2 Para’s force of around 600 suffered 
three dead and 11 wounded, while the 
Argentinian force of about 500 had as 
many as 100 killed and 17 captured be-
fore the remainder of the force fled.81 
The defeat devastated morale in Stanley 
and convinced the Argentines to sur-
render on 14 June, ending the conflict.

The Fulcrum of Intelligence

Argentinian and British success-
es and failures in the intelli-
gence cycle directly or indirect-

ly influenced key events of the Falkland 
Islands Campaign. Gradual declassi-
fication of government records and 
permission granted to servicemen to 
publish memoirs has rendered a more 
complete picture of the role of intelli-
gence than was available in the imme-
diate aftermath of the war. Revelations 
include contributions made by partner 

countries and how the intelligence pro-
cess factored into decision-making on 
both sides. 

Resourceful collection enabled 
the British to develop an accurate esti-
mate of the Argentinian defenders and 
exploit their vulnerabilities. Even so, 
constraints on manning and equipment 
limited the task force’s operational flex-
ibility. Instances of Argentinian forces’ 
flawed assumptions about British in-
tentions, weak collection efforts, faulty 
analysis, and poor dissemination of 
intelligence culminated in missed op-
portunities to interdict British forces at 
their amphibious landings and to delay 
their advance on land. Refinements in 
Argentina’s execution of the intelligence 
process probably would have led Argen-
tina to deploy additional forces to the 
Falklands, wage more destructive air 
raids, occupy key terrain, target aircraft 
carriers with Exocets, and inflict more 
British casualties, which might have 
altered the conflict’s outcome. In oth-
er words, success largely balanced on 
the fulcrum of intelligence, and greater 
performance by Argentina could have 
tipped the scale in its favor.
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Appendix A: Timeline

2 April 1982	Argentinian forces invade the Falkland Islands.

5 April	 British task force deploys from Portsmouth, England.

12 April	 British institute maritime exclusion zone surrounding Falklands.

21–25 April	 South Georgia Campaign (separate campaign during the war, 
                       located nearly 1,400 kilometers east-southeast of Falklands).

29 April	 British task force arrives at exclusion zone.

1 May	 Initial SAS and SBS landings on the Falklands, along with Sea 
                Harrier raids and naval bombardments. Argentinian Navy deploys 

from staging area along mainland coast in response (cancelled  
movement after 6 hours).

2 May	 British sink General Belgrano.

9 May	 Argentinian trawler Narwal attacked. British complete plans for
                       San Carlos landing site.

15 May	 SAS forces conduct raid on Pebble Island.

21 May	 British amphibious landing at San Carlos begins.

25 May	 Coventry and Atlantic Conveyor sunk. The Atlantic Conveyor 
                       had been transporting the majority of the task force’s helicopters.

27 May	 3 Para and 45 Commando begin ‘yomp’ (foot march) toward Teal 
Inlet. SAS land on Mount Kent. 2 Para sets out for Goose Green.

29 May	 Battle of Darwin/Goose Green. British capture Douglas and Teal 
                       Inlets.

31 May	 42 Commando land on Mount Kent (19 kilometers from Stanley).

1 June	 5 Brigade disembarks at San Carlos.

8 June	 Argentinian air raid against British reinforcements at Port Pleasant.

13–14 June	 Battle for Wireless Ridge.

14 June	 Argentines surrender at Port Stanley, ending the conflict.
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Appendix B: Intelligence Assets
Figure B-1: Key Intelligence Assets in Falkland Islands Campaign
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Appendix C: The Intelligence Process

Figure C-1. The Intelligence Cycle (British Ministry of Defence). [Ministry of Defence, 
Understanding and Intelligence Support to Joint Operations, JDP 2-00 (London: Ministry 
of Defence, 2011), https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/311572/20110830_jdp2_00_ed3_with_change1.pdf, 3-5] 
Licensed under the Creative Commons.
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Figure C-2. The Intelligence Production Cycle (Argentinian Army). Translated by 
the author [Ejército Argentino [Argentinian Army], Inteligencia Táctica [Tactical 
Intelligence], RC-16-1 (Buenos Aires: Instituto Geográfico Militar, 1977), https://
www.mpf.gob.ar/plan-condor/files/2018/12/Documento-1-2.pdf, 190 (Annex 6)] 
Much Argentinian military doctrine at the time of the Falkland Islands War was 
based on U.S. doctrine due to close security cooperation ties in preceding years. 
Licensed under the Creative Commons.
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