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Introduction

David Burden
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Wargaming Urban Conflict

https://twitter.com/Stu_Lyle/status/1621836848443150337/

Ex Urban Lion



Increasing Interest
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PhD Overview

2022       2023   2024   2025             2026           2027/28?
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Example Urban Conflicts

Ancient Medieval C18    C19              C20 WW2 Post-War Late C20 Early C21
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This is Deep Knowledge

The Mari slab (c. 
2500 BCE) - the 
earliest depiction of 
urban warare?



Urban Triad
Civilian Population

 (significant size and density)

Complex, man-made, 
physical terrain

Infrastructure

Dense
Urban
Terrain

Joint Publication 3-06, Joint Urban Operations, https://www.jcs.mil/Portals/36/Documents/Doctrine/pubs/jp3_06.pdf



Key Features of Urban Conflict
• Urban Break-in [Elliot-Square2005]

• Structures [King2021]

• ISR Challenges [Dick2018]

• Manoeuvre challenges [King2021]

• Subterranean [Jenkins2018]

• HE & Thermobaric weapons [DiMarco2012]

• Air and Arty Support [King2021]

• Communications [Steadman2020]

• Visualisation [Winton2020]

• Combined Arms [Shipley2013]

• Snipers & Counter-Snipers [MacMillan2020]

• Combat Engineering [Reynolds2021]

• Command, Control [Shipley2013]

• Increased/Different Logistics [Brown2006]

• Asymmetric conflict [MacMillan2020]

• Uncrewed Aerial Vehicles (UAVs) [Howcroft2019]

• Uncrewed Ground Vehicles (UGVs) [Bendett2020] 

• Complex cyber terrain as well as complex physical 
terrain (Smart Cities) [Matson2019]

• Electro-Magnetic Environment [Edwards2001]

• Civilian population [Muhammedally2020]

• Control, Refugees, Infrastructure 

• Rumour and Influence 

• Livelihood

• Non-State Actors [ICRC2023]

• Political Impact [Winton2020]

• Feral Cities [Norton2020]

• Cities as Flows/Systems [Mahaney2020]

• Cities-Plus [Kilcullen2019]



Urban Schematic



Cyber Sy

Urban C4ISR/CEMA
En ISR/FIRES

EW Jamming

Optical ISR
(Space/UxV/Units)

RADAR/SAR
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Cyber

Camouflage

EO&EW DecoysCitizen Sensors/
Social Media
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Sensors/CCTV
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C2 Systems
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PhD Connectome / Exploitation



Urban Wargames Database The Urban 
Wargames 
Database



Database Analysis Full paper submitted to the MORS Wargaming Journal

Games per battle, all others have only 1 (n=230)



Database Analysis

Games per force size



Database Analysis

Changes in Area Representation



Database Analysis

Mapping Force to 
Manuoevre Unit 
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Exemplar Games – “Tactical”
Section Force

Indiv. MU
Pl Force

Ind/FT/Sect MU
Coy Force

FT/Sect/Pl MU

Tango Down
(Porter/TBP, 
2019) Shooting 

Daedelus
(d’Alessandro, 
2022)

Take That Street
(Farren/Fight 
Club, 2024?)

Cityfight
(Balkoski&Donaldson/ SPI,1979)

Urban Operations
(de Peyret/Nuts!, 
2017)

Pavlov’s House
(Thompson/DVG, 2018)

Donestk
(Kirk/TBP, 2017)



Exemplar Games – Grand Tac/Op
Bn Force

Sect/Pl/Coy MU
Bde Force

Pl/Coy/Bn MU
Div Force

Coy/Bn/Bde MU

A Week in Hell
(Guenette/Battles, 
2010)

The Battle for Ramadi
(Ward/TBP, 2018)

Into a Bear Trap
(Moore&Rohrbaugh/ATO
, 2004)

City of Confusion
(Rohrbaugh/HFDG, 2012)

Storm over Arnhem
(Allen/Avalon Hill, 1981)

Berlin ‘85
(Dunnigan/SPI, 1980)

QUICK
(Train/BTR, 2022)



Exemplar Games – Op/Strategic
Corps Force

Bn/Bde/Div MU
Theatre

Bde/Div/Corp MU

We Are Coming, 
Nineveh
(Le Ménahèze et 
al/Nuts!, 2023)

War in the Mega-City
(Miranda/One Small Step, 2018)



The Battles of Hue

Burden, D. J. (2023). The Battles of Hue: Understanding Urban Conflicts through Wargaming.
Journal of Strategic Security, 16(3), 9.



The Battles of Hue

• An evolving art

• Complexity ➔ no one game is likely 
to cover it all

• Hobby vs Professional games (and 
scope)

• Strategic context



My Urban Wargames

2022       2023         2024   2025            2026          2027/28?

PolMil

Theatre

Corps

Division

Brigade

Battalion

Company

Platoon

Section

Squad

Festung:Ortona

Vertical Urban Wargame

VCOW

City & CEMA

Rubble Town

Trieste 1945

CUK DSET

DSET

DSET CityFight 2024

Brick by Bloody Brick
(Coy level)

Public Playtests

Streets and Shadows
(Urban Insurgency)

VCOW

DSET/COW

DSET/COW



Festung: Ortona

Level: Bde, Mode: Solo/Co-Op



Rubble Town

Level: Pl, Mode: Solo



Vertical Urban Wargame

Level: Pl/Coy, Mode: Co-Op



City and CEMA

Level: Bde, Mode: PvP



City & CEMA
Understand

Shape

Engage

Consolidate

Transition

UTZ Map

Buy “knowledge” of the city

Cyber protect/hack assets

Civil Affairs actions, inc policing/cultivation/briefing, 
evacuation

City Dashboard

Civil affairs, cyber & sabotage actions

CRTs generate: Rubble, civ cas, civ DPs, fires/TIC, 
infrastructure damage + reverberating effects

Simple “AI” for civ pop movt – impacts fire power

All impact a per-side “Adverse Opinion” track

Discussion-led phase

• What happens next military (consolidate for 
defence, plan for counter-attack, recovery etc)?

• What is the impact on the city and its population?

• How recover – short/medium/long term?



City & CEMA



Cityfight 2024

Level: Pl/Coy, Mode: PvP (double blind)



Brick by Bloody Brick Brick by
Bloody Brick

Level: Coy, Mode: PvP



Streets and
Shadows

Level: Div?, Mode: PvP



My Urban Wargames

2022       2023         2024   2025            2026          2027/28?

PolMil

Theatre

Corps

Division

Brigade

Battalion

Company

Platoon

Section

Squad

Festung:Ortona

Vertical Urban Wargame

VCOW

City & CEMA

Rubble Town

Trieste 1945

CUK DSET

DSET

DSET
CityFight 2024

Battalion Urban Game?

A “flows”/Influence/MDO game?

An SPE-based game?

Brick by Bloody Brick

A “civilian’s view” game?
Public Playtests

Streets and 
Shadows

(Urban Insurgency)

VCOW

DSET/COW

DSET/COW

Rubble Town Modern

DSET/COW

COA Game?

Urban Combat Top Trumps

An “obliteration” game



The Civilian Population



Extending the Urban Wargame

Understand Shape Engage Consolidate Transition

How are you 

going to 

deploy? What 

can you do to 

shape the 

battle

The fight! Picking up the 

pieces! What 

do you need to 

be ready to do 

next? 

How much 
damage has 
done? What’s 
the impact on 
the population? 
How do they 
recover?

What is the city 
like? The people? 
The infrastructure?



The Civilian Population

Civilians

Refugees

Local DPs

Sympathisers

Structures

Dead

Casualties

Gangs/ 
Criminals

Electricity

Where from/to?
Evacuation

Camps

Where from/to?
Control
Camps?

How many stay-behinds?
Where?

How often/why become DPs?

Evacuation
Triage

Hospitals

Health hazard
Burial

Protection of 
people & property

Racial/political/ 
greed motivations

Control
Where? Comms?
Role: Ops? Saboteurs? 
Agent Provocateurs?

Water Supply

Sewerage & 
Waste Water

Food

Shelter

Medical

Transport

UTZs
Distribution, material,

density, height

Internet

Mobile 
Comms

Media



Reverberating Effects

Electricity
Sub-Station

Pumped 
Water Supply

Pumped 
Sewerage

Chilled & 
Frozen
Food

Medical Care

Electric 
Transport

Internet

Mobile 
Comms

Media (exc 
battery 
radios)

Destroy…

CCTV

Local C3

More DPs

More Cas

More Unrest

Impacts…

More Civil 
Affairs Issues

Reduced 
Combat 
Power?

Loss of 
Livelihood



Representing the Civilian Population
• Non-Player Representation

• Passive: e.g. City of Confusion

• Active: e.g. City & CEMA

• Umpire Control
• White Cell Guide

• Player Representation
• Aims? Actions?

• Riot Games

• Humanitarian Games

• Matrix Games

• Orthogonal Games

• Focus of Representation
• This War of Mine

This War of Mine
(Oracz&Wiśniewski/
Awaken Realms, 2017)

Bury me, my Love
(The Pixel Hunt, 2019)

Liyla & The Shadows of War
(Rasheed Abueideh, 2016)



Gaza and the Ukraine

The Guardian. Destroyed buildings in the Shejaiya residential district 
of Gaza City on 26 July. Photograph: Majdi Fathi/NurPhoto/Corbis

Debris is seen on site of the destroyed Mariupol children's hospital as Russia's 
invasion of Ukraine continues, in Mariupol, Ukraine, March 9, 2022. Ukraine 
Military/Handout via REUTERS/File Photo

Fires
Infantry
(& own 

cas)
Tanks

Civilian
Casual-

ties

Reverb-
erating

Damage

National 
Opinion

/Will

Govern-
ment
Will

Inter-
national 
Opinion

• UAVs, Tanks, DirectHE, Precision Fires, SubT

• Urban Fronts vs Rural Fronts

• The Urban Calculus



Experiments in Mixed Reality
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