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Recognized today as a defining moment in the emergence of the Cold War,
the West Berlin airlift of 1948—1949, launched to counter the Soviet-imposed
political blockade, exemplifies how logistics operated as a decisive
strategic, social, and symbolic instrument. Confronted with the blockade, the
precise orchestration of thousands of flights, the meticulous planning of
routes, and the active engagement of West Berliners within a complex supply
network demonstrate that control over vital flows extends well beyond
operational efficiency. The analysis highlights how the airlift shaped modern
military and humanitarian doctrines while simultaneously embodying
diplomatic and symbolic authority inherent to logistical operations. Its
originality lies in integrating technical, social, and communicative
dimensions, transforming the airlift into a laboratory of resilience grounded
in international cooperation. Insights drawn from this historical episode,
which generated lasting momentum in logistics management, illuminate the
design of critical supply chains and the strategic deployment of symbolic
narratives in managing complex crises, emphasizing the bridge between
rigorous historical research and contemporary management scholarship.
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INTRODUCTION

At the end of the WWII, Germany was at the center of an unprecedented
geopolitical reorganization, orchestrated at the Yalta (February 1945) and
Potsdam (July—August 1945) conferences (McCauley, 2021). These
agreements divided the country into four occupation zones assigned to the
United States, the United Kingdom, the Soviet Union, and later France. West
Berlin, located deep within the Soviet zone, was also partitioned into four
sectors (Stivers, 1997). While the stated objective was the demilitarization
of Germany and the creation of a postwar order grounded in Allied
cooperation (Leffler, 1993), ideological, economic, and social divergences
soon emerged, particularly between Washington and Moscow,
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foreshadowing the Cold War (Williamson, 2003; Gaddis, 2007). West Berlin became both a laboratory of
urban governance and a strategic symbol of East—West confrontation. Allied forces were required to secure,
supply, and rebuild a civilian population devastated by war while aligning local constraints with broader
political objectives (Beevor, 2003). This experience underscored the fragility of urban infrastructure, the
need for adaptive administrative systems, and the ability of institutions to preserve social cohesion under
extreme external pressures. It also illustrated how logistics and planning functioned as instruments of power
and legitimacy in a rapidly polarizing world.

On June 24, 1948, the Soviet Union imposed a land and river blockade on the western sectors of West
Berlin to force the Allied forces to abandon the city and cede political and economic control. The immediate
response was a massive airlift that combined inter-allied coordination, strategic planning, and daily
management of logistical flows, often described as the “world s largest ever air supply operation” (Grehan,
2019). The operation mobilized hundreds of aircraft and thousands of military and civilian personnel and
required standardizing complex procedures for transporting food, coal, and medical supplies while ensuring
flight safety and punctuality. Beyond its humanitarian dimension, the airlift revealed the symbolic power
of logistics as an instrument of power projection and political legitimacy, illustrating how control over
critical flows can strengthen a coalition's strategic position in a protracted crisis (Harrington, 2012;
Haulman, 2017). Lessons drawn from the experience inspired modern doctrines of military and
humanitarian logistics support, underscoring the importance of procedural innovation, multi-actor
coordination, and detailed planning as levers of resilience, security, and stability in unstable geopolitical
environments, with implications that continue to resonate in the management of crises and major disasters.

CONTEXT AND CHALLENGES

The post-war Berlin experience perfectly illustrates that logistics is not merely a matter of transport and
storage, but a central instrument of governance and resilience in a crisis context. The 1948—-1949 airlift
demonstrates how the continuity of essential flows can be maintained despite geopolitical isolation, scarce
resources, and the constant uncertainty of environmental and technical conditions. Operational success
depended on a complex interplay among strategic planning, route redundancy, cargo prioritization, and risk
anticipation, while ensuring high coordination among military, civilian, and political actors. Such dynamics
reveal the capacity of institutions to transform constraints into opportunities, developing standardized
procedures, real-time monitoring mechanisms, and early warning structures that foreshadow certain modern
supply chain management practices. Beyond technical aspects, the social and symbolic dimension also
emerges: the regular provisioning of West Berlin’s population served as a vector of political legitimacy and
a tool for social stabilization, strengthening local cohesion in the face of a prolonged blockade. The analysis
of operational perspectives underscores the emergence of founding principles of logistics, where resilience,
adaptability, and inter-institutional collaboration constitute the pillars of effective intervention in contexts
of extreme unpredictability.

Historical Context

As reported, on June 24, 1948, the Soviet Union imposed a land and river blockade on the western
zones of Berlin, aimed at compelling Allied forces to abandon their presence in the city. This drastic action
formed part of a pressure strategy designed to expand Soviet influence in Central Europe. In response, the
United States and the United Kingdom implemented an airlift to supply West Berlin, an unprecedented
logistical operation given that approximately 13,000 tons of goods were needed daily to support the
population of over two million West Berliners. Codenamed Operation Vittles, the initiative mobilized
hundreds of Allied aircraft and military personnel, illustrating unprecedented Western cooperation
(Haulman, 2017). Faced with the scale of the challenge, British authorities questioned the feasibility of
sustaining the airlift over many months, expressing concerns about operational risks, resource constraints,
and the political implications of potential failure (Peplow, 2010). Despite these doubts, the operation
proceeded, and the Soviet Union eventually lifted the blockade on 12 May 1949, demonstrating
democracies' ability to respond effectively while avoiding direct military confrontation (Harrington, 2012).
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The political and strategic dimension of the airlift also underlines the importance of West Berlin as a nerve
center for the projection of Western power in Central Europe (Steege, 2005).

The West Berlin blockade represented a decisive turning point in the postwar order, exposing the
growing confrontation between the Allied powers and the Soviet Union. While the Western nations
concentrated on the reconstruction of Germany and the establishment of a democratic framework after the
collapse of the Nazi regime, the Soviet Union pursued the consolidation of its political and territorial
influence across Central and Eastern Europe. The imposition of the blockade was intended to isolate the
American, British, and French sectors of Berlin and to pressure the Allies into abandoning their disputed
foothold in the Soviet sphere (Jessup, 1971). More broadly, it formed part of a coercive strategy aimed at
undermining Western positions on the continent and reshaping the balance of power in Europe (Shlaim,
1983). Faced with this unprecedented challenge, Allied leaders were forced to reconsider defense doctrines
and logistical approaches, including the coordination of relief measures with other key cities such as Vienna,
where planners had to prepare for potential Communist pressure while ensuring that airlift resources could
be allocated effectively without compromising operations in Berlin (Schmidl, 1998). The decision to launch
the Berlin airlift responded simultaneously to urgent humanitarian imperatives and to the political necessity
of resisting Soviet expansionism (Gunderson, 2007). Operation Vittles ultimately became a large-scale
demonstration of inter-Allied logistical coordination under conditions of sustained pressure (Head, 2017).

Logistical Challenges

The West Berlin airlift faced unprecedented logistical challenges. The most critical of these involved
the daily delivery of food, coal, and medical supplies, coordinated across multiple Allied airlines, alongside
the continuous scheduling of takeoffs and landings at the two principal airports: Tempelhof in the American
sector and Gatow in the British sector. Severe weather conditions—including fog, snow, and winter
storms—combined with a shortage of experienced pilots and the imperative to maintain strict safety
protocols, significantly complicated operations. Allied forces developed an integrated air traffic control
system capable of simultaneously managing several hundred aircraft per day, synchronizing departures and
arrivals, minimizing collision risks, and optimizing both flight efficiency and cargo weight. Over the course
of eleven months, 277,000 flights delivered approximately 2.3 million tons of essential supplies.
Operational planning relied on demand forecasting and careful analysis of local consumption patterns,
allowing for daily adjustments to delivered quantities—an early illustration of fundamental military
logistics principles (Van Creveld, 2004). The operation demanded seamless coordination among civil and
military authorities, including engineers, logisticians, and diplomats, to resolve upstream and downstream
transport and storage challenges (for a detailed description of the aerial resources employed, see Huschke
[2008]). The airlift exemplifies technical mastery leveraged to achieve critical strategic and political
objectives.

Indeed, the West Berlin airlift required the coordinated engagement of numerous actors, each bringing
complementary expertise and drawn from diverse national backgrounds. Achieving such synchronization
across cultural, linguistic, and institutional divides was itself a remarkable accomplishment. The operation
demanded continuous adaptation to a wide range of contingencies, including mechanical failures, delays,
political frictions, and abrupt shifts in priority driven by both humanitarian imperatives and military
requirements. Pragmatic solutions were devised in real time, including accelerated personnel training, the
establishment of redundant routes, and the standardization of loading and unloading procedures. These
practices foreshadowed principles that would later be codified under the rubric of supply chain resilience
(Agrawal & Jain, 2022). At the same time, innovations in refueling and real-time flow monitoring enabled
an unprecedented operational tempo, with aircraft landing at three-minute intervals and, at the peak in April
1949, a record of one landing every 45 seconds (see Table 1). The Airlift ultimately demonstrated that
modern logistics extends beyond physical infrastructure, encompassing the organizational capacity to
coordinate and motivate heterogeneous teams. It thus served as a unique “operational laboratory” in which
human ingenuity and technical systems converged to sustain essential flows and secure the survival of West
Berlin’s population.
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FIGURE 1
THE WEST BERLIN AIRLIFT LOGISTICS
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Note: Most U.S. planes used the southern corridor, which connected Frankfurt and Tempelhof, the U.S.-operated base
in the heart of the city. All British planes and about 40 U.S. planes used the northern corridor, running southeast from
the Hamburg area and landing at the British-operated Gatow airfield in West Berlin.
Source: https://www.rferl.org/a/berlin-airlift/30185134.html (Accessed July 6, 2025)
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TABLE 1

PHASES OF THE WEST BERLIN AIRLIFT (1948-1949): LANDING FREQUENCY AND

¢ Expansion of operations

SUPPLY VOLUMES
Period Key events Landing frequency | Supplies delivered
June 26 — * §§ ri[(of E?C.Alrhfft with C-47 One plane every About 1,000 tons per
July 1948 akota' atrerait 15 minutes day
e First flights to Tempelhof
August — * ‘[}Srlr(lvlila(s)tfelj,r gafi:rrcfa;é4 One plane every Around 4,500 tons
September 1948 Y 4-5 minutes per day

Winter 1948—
1949

¢ Severe weather, fog, and snow
challenge operations

e New procedures improve
efficiency

Average: one plane
every 3 minutes

Despite difficulties,
5,000+ tons per day
maintained

April 1949 (peak)

e Record phase of the Airlift

e Coordination at Tempelhof,
Gatow, and newly built Tegel
airport

At peak: one plane
every 45 seconds

Daily record:
12,941 tons on April
16, 1949

e Soviet Union lifts the blockade

Gradual reduction

Total delivered:
2.3 million tons over

May 12, 1949 | e Airlift officially continues until

September to build reserves

277,000 flights

Source: The author.
MANAGING SUPPLY UNDER SIEGE

As can be understood, the West Berlin blockade imposed by the Soviet Union in June 1948 provides
the framework within which a logistical response of unprecedented scale and complexity was executed.
Sustaining a continuous flow of supplies to the western sectors of the besieged city transcends mere food
transportation and constitutes both a strategic and symbolic endeavor, in which each flight and cargo serve
as tangible instruments of resistance to communism. The success of the airlift rested on meticulous
coordination of human and material resources, encompassing route planning, synchronization of landings,
and adaptation to severe meteorological conditions, under the constraints of a city whose infrastructure
remained devastated by war (70% of residential, industrial, and public facilities destroyed or severely
damaged by May 1945). West Berliners were incorporated into logistical architecture, adjusting daily
routines to the rhythm of deliveries and developing collective practices to optimize resource utilization.
Logistics thereby emerges as a multidimensional lever: technical in securing continuity of flows; social in
reinforcing urban cohesion and resilience; and diplomatic in projecting allied power and effectiveness
internationally. The blockade ultimately functions as a catalyst, exposing logistics' capacity to guarantee
survival while shaping collective memory and transforming perceptions of supply chains as strategic
instruments in modern conflict.

Complexity and Coordination

Each flight to West Berlin during the blockade transcended mere logistics, embodying a strategic and
symbolic act with diplomatic, military, and social ramifications (Harrington, 1984). Sustaining an
uninterrupted flow of essential supplies directly challenged Soviet authority, confronting its claims to
legitimacy and exposing the limitations of coercive pressure (Stivers, 1997). The Soviet intention was
initially to exploit the enclave’s vulnerability and compel Western withdrawal. However, the meticulous
organization, punctuality, and coordination of the airlift transformed this coercive attempt into a
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demonstration of operational resilience. Planning, synchronization, and procedural reliability emerged as
decisive instruments, demonstrating that effective maintenance of critical flows could rival conventional
military power (Larson, 2011). Each ton of coal, food, or medical material transcended material relief,
functioning as a diplomatic signal, an affirmation of legitimacy, and a potent symbol of Western resolve. In
this context, power shifted from territorial occupation and military deployment to the capacity to ensure
continuity of vital resources, uphold political stability, and sustain civilian life under siege. Logistics
became a multidimensional lever of influence, illustrating how human, technical, and organizational
coordination can redefine strategic authority. The West Berlin airlift thus exemplifies the transformation of
supply chain mastery into both a practical and symbolic instrument of power, echoing operational lessons
drawn from Operation Overlord four years earlier.

The success of the West Berlin airlift depended on meticulous organization and exceptionally precise
coordination, transforming logistics into both a strategic and diplomatic instrument. Route planning,
synchronization of flights, adaptation to adverse weather, and the deployment of highly trained pilots
reflected advanced technical expertise, essential to sustaining continuous supply flows (Stivers, 1997). Yet,
technical proficiency alone neutralized the Soviet blockade without resorting to direct military
confrontation, demonstrating that well-executed logistics could surpass coercion in strategic effectiveness.
Operation Vittles redefined the concept of power, shifting its basis from territorial conquest to the capacity
to ensure the survival of a besieged population. Logistics thus became a lever of legitimacy, particularly for
the United States, with each delivery embodying competence, organization, and moral authority
(O’Connell, 2017). The airlift also illustrates the critical role of airspace control in maintaining secure,
continuous supply corridors and reinforcing Western credibility in the international arena (Fayolle, 2001).
Beyond immediate operational outcomes, the initiative decisively shaped the post-war order (Harrington,
2012), with its structuring influence remaining evident in contemporary strategic and humanitarian logistics
practice.

Soft Power and Symbolic Narratives

The airlift transcended technical achievement, conceived as a political and symbolic narrative exerting
profound psychological impact on both West Berliners and the international community (Harrington, 1984).
Western media played a pivotal role, broadcasting emblematic images such as the parachute drops of sweets
to children by the renowned “candy bombers.” Although minor in material volume, these gestures generated
extraordinary emotional resonance (Cherny, 2008). Such acts humanized the operation, demonstrating that
supply extended beyond utilitarian purpose to embody moral values including solidarity, generosity, and
civic engagement. Food sustained bodies, but the candy nourished collective imagination, reinforcing the
emotional bond between West Berliners and Allied forces (O’Connell, 2017). Media coverage elevated
logistics into a potent cultural symbol, crystallizing the contrast between Soviet coercion and visible Allied
assistance. These representations recall how cultural practices, such as fashion, convey authority,
legitimacy, and influence across societies, showing that the circulation of material or symbolic goods shapes
social and political perception (Giurdanella, 2024). Operation Vittles exemplifies how narrative-driven
material flows strengthen social cohesion, preserve morale, and communicate a clear message of competent,
benevolent Western protection, enduring until the fall of the Berlin Wall (Stivers, 1997). Logistics thus
operates simultaneously as a practical instrument, symbolic lever, and tool of political communication.

Media coverage of the airlift revealed the effectiveness of Allied soft power, built through the visibility
of each essential flow (Praditya et al., 2023). Deliveries were framed as heroic, collective acts, allowing the
United States to reinforce its legitimacy and its image as guarantor of the free world against Stalin’s
omnipotence. Logistics thus became a form of political language, communicating the ability of Western
powers to protect civilian populations, maintain urban continuity, and demonstrate organizational
superiority (Larson, 2011). Beyond technical achievement, each operation became a symbolic
demonstration of resilience and reliability. Photographic iconography further amplified the perception of
the airlift, illustrating how visual propaganda shaped understanding of the operation (see Illustration 2).
Each flight, each precisely coordinated delivery, and each interaction between airports and crews reinforced
trust, bolstered West Berliners’ morale, and influenced international public opinion (Harrington, 1984). The
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repeated visibility of these acts transformed logistics into a communicative instrument, extending its impact
beyond material relief. The airlift thus functioned not only as a logistical triumph but also as a decisive
exercise in symbolic power, in which mastery of supply flows translated into diplomatic influence. The
strategic media narrative left a lasting mark on the psychological and political balance of power,
demonstrating how material operations, when paired with deliberate communication, can achieve enduring
effects on both local populations and the broader international stage.

Urban Resilience and Everyday Logistics

The airlift profoundly reshaped daily life in West Berlin, making logistics a highly visible and
structuring element of urban space and social organization. Residents adapted behaviors and routines
around the arrival of daily supplies, developing systematic strategies for consumption and resource
management. Queues became organized social rituals, integrated into the urban fabric and the city’s rhythm
(Judt, 2010). Hangars and warehouses, critical logistical hubs, played a central role. At the height of the
airlift, roughly 700 logistical facilities were distributed across West Berlin, covering 624,000 m? of open
land and 423,000 m? of indoor space (Schiitze & Emmerich, 1994). Essential goods—including coal, food,
medicine, and clothing—were stored there, with coal representing nearly two-thirds of the 2.3 million tons
delivered. Warehouses served as active distribution centers where residents collected rations and developed
sophisticated strategies to manage scarcity. These practices fostered mutual aid, solidarity, and social
cohesion, creating horizontal networks of cooperation that allowed the population to endure the blockade
(Judt, 2010). The airlift illustrates how logistics can simultaneously ensure the survival of materials and
reinforce social resilience, demonstrating the interplay between infrastructure and human behavior.

FIGURE 2
CHILDREN OF WEST BERLIN SALUTING THEIR SAVIORS DURING THE BLOCKADE
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Beyond individual resilience, the airlift transformed West Berliners into active participants in a
sophisticated urban logistical network. Households meticulously planned meals, allocated rations, and
coordinated activities with neighbors to maximize the use of scarce resources (Turner, 2017). Such practices
extended beyond mere survival, reflecting a form of collective intelligence in which the circulation of
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essential goods and collective redistribution of food were systematically organized (Judt, 2010).
Warehouses and hangars operated as hubs of information and coordination, structuring daily interactions
between residents and authorities (Keen, 2013). Active engagement of the population reinforced social
cohesion and fostered horizontal mutual aid networks, whereby families collaborated to optimize rationing
and prevent waste (Judt, 2010). The daily management of essential flows also contributed to psychological
stability, offering residents a sense of control and security amid extraordinary pressures. Well before the
conceptualization of city logistics in contemporary urban studies, Operation Vittles exemplifies how
logistics functioned as a critical instrument for urban resilience (Turner, 2017). Collective oversight of
resource flows ensured not only subsistence but also social stability and cohesion for a population
confronting deprivation and heightened tension.

LESSONS LEARNED

Forever associated with a political blockade, the airlift sustaining West Berliners transcended a one-off
logistical achievement, inaugurating a new paradigm in operational design and management. By
simultaneously integrating strategic planning, inter-institutional coordination, and continuous adaptation to
uncertainty, the operation demonstrates that control over critical flows functions as a central instrument of
power and legitimacy, extending far beyond mere military projection. Retrospective analysis underscores
the value of examining historical practices to illuminate contemporary global logistics challenges,
particularly in a world characterized by recurrent geopolitical crises, natural disasters, and major economic
disruptions. This case exemplifies how procedural innovation, protocol standardization, and the integration
of diverse actors into a unified network not only enable immediate operational success but also reinforce
resilience and systemic cohesion. The operation further illustrates the symbolic dimension of logistics,
where each carefully executed action generates trust and credibility. Ultimately, the airlift anticipates
modern frameworks of crisis management and humanitarian intervention, in which anticipating needs,
securing supply corridors, and maintaining continuity of flows prove as decisive as conventional military
capability.

Global Logistics Emergence

The West Berlin airlift catalyzed the emergence of a transnational logistics governance model, in which
collaboration between military and civilian sectors proved essential for operational success. Beyond the
sheer tonnage of supplies delivered, the operation underscores the organizational architecture that enabled
multiple nations to function within a shared logistical framework. Allied forces implemented standardized
communication protocols, cross-border command hierarchies, and synchronized planning systems,
optimizing resource allocation in real time (Miller, 2008). Distributed management illustrates how logistics
can serve as a tool of political influence, with operational efficiency bolstering Western credibility without
resorting to military escalation. Insights from historical logistical practices, such as the Roman Empire’s
amphora networks, demonstrate how standardized transport and storage solutions can inform modern
supply chain design under complex constraints (Paché, 2025). Operation Vittles further highlights the value
of interagency learning, as personnel adapted rapidly to evolving political conditions, shaping future
doctrines for coalition operations. By embedding flexibility into procedural standards, the airlift established
a distinctive framework for integrating diverse stakeholders into a unified supply chain, revealing the
strategic significance of logistics as a potent diplomatic instrument.

Beyond its distinctive organizational design, the airlift drove procedural innovation that profoundly
shaped post-war military logistics doctrines (Tine, 2005). Allied forces implemented advanced tracking
systems for aircraft and cargo flows, introducing data-driven decision-making long before the formalization
of big data analytics (Patel, 2018). Strategic hubs extended beyond storage, functioning as operational
intelligence centers connecting local distribution networks to broader geopolitical objectives. Such an
approach enabled rapid adaptation to unforeseen disruptions, including extreme weather and airspace
constraints, while enhancing operational legitimacy and visibility on the international stage. The airlift thus
established logistics as a mechanism for collective problem-solving across national and institutional
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boundaries, generating resilience, coordination, and adaptability in complex, high-stakes environments.
Lessons from the blockade directly influenced the creation of NATO and the subsequent formalization of
inter-allied cooperation (Kaplan, 2019), demonstrating that embedding logistics into strategic doctrine is as
vital as conventional military power for securing global stability, reinforcing transnational collaboration,
and structuring international crisis management. The emergence of strategic air routes also highlights how
aviation networks serve as “power routes,” enabling states to project influence and integrate supply chains
into broader geopolitical and commercial frameworks (Reyes, 2026).

Foundations of Humanitarian Action

In retrospect, the Berlin airlift can be regarded as a precursor to numerous contemporary humanitarian
interventions, vividly demonstrating the necessity of maintaining continuous flows of vital resources to
civilian populations without reliance on offensive military force. Humanitarian operations in Sarajevo
during the 1990s and Haiti in 2010 followed principles directly derived from the Berlin experience,
emphasizing speed, rigorous international coordination, and precise optimization of logistical flows
(Holguin-Veras et al., 2012; Slim, 2015). The concept of “lifeline logistics” emerged to describe the intricate
networks established through the regular transport of food, medicine, and essential equipment, highlighting
the critical dependence of population survival on efficient, adaptable, and resilient logistical planning (Van
Wassenhove, 2006). Operation Vittles demonstrates that comprehensive strategic planning, deployment of
multi-country hubs, and standardized procedures are indispensable for navigating the complexity of crises
and mitigating risks from delays, bottlenecks, or disruptions in humanitarian supply chains (Beamon &
Balcik, 2008). Beyond operational efficiency, the airlift underscores the symbolic, social, and political
dimensions of logistics, fostering public trust, reassuring affected populations, and affirming the legitimacy
of humanitarian, political, and economic stakeholders while shaping enduring models for future crisis
responses.

Humanitarian interventions subsequently inspired by the West Berlin airlift illustrate the extreme
complexity of maintaining continuous flows in prolonged crises that can extend over several months or
years. For instance, Operation Provide Promise in Bosnia and Herzegovina lasted several years and required
highly sophisticated coordination among multiple actors, emphasizing that the effectiveness of air corridors
depends as much on strategic foresight and scenario planning as on organizational flexibility in response to
unforeseen events (Wentz, 1998). Similarly, following the 2010 earthquake in Haiti, humanitarian supply
chains had to simultaneously manage food, medical, and technical resources while contending with
damaged infrastructure, disrupted routes, and security constraints (Salam & Khan, 2020). These cases
demonstrate that modern humanitarian logistics directly inherits principles established in West Berlin:
rigorous standardization, deployment of multi-country hubs, comprehensive planning, and continuous
monitoring of flows. Anticipating needs, maintaining route redundancy, and rapidly adapting to emerging
disruptions have become essential for effective international relief operations. In this context, the West
Berlin airlift represents more than a singular historical episode; it serves as an archetypal model for
designing and evaluating critical supply chains across all disaster scenarios, demonstrating that the survival
of populations fundamentally relies on resilient, strategically coordinated logistical systems. Table 2
summarizes key dimensions in which the airlift anticipated contemporary humanitarian practices.
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TABLE 2

KEY LOGISTICAL DIMENSIONS FROM THE WEST BERLIN AIRLIFT TO
CONTEMPORARY HUMANITARIAN PRACTICES

Dimension

INlustration from the West Berlin
airlift (1948-1949)

Application to contemporary
humanitarian logistics

Coordination of
multiple stakeholders

The airlift required unprecedented
coordination among the United
States, the United Kingdom, and
French authorities, as well as the
synchronization of thousands of
military and civilian personnel.

Humanitarian operations depend on
effective collaboration among
governments, NGOs, international
agencies, and private contractors to
avoid duplication of effort and ensure
timely delivery of aid.

Resource
mobilization and
allocation

More than 2.3 million tons of supplies
were transported, demanding careful
allocation of scarce aircraft, fuel, and
CIews.

Relief agencies must prioritize scarce
resources—such as airlift capacity,
funding, and medical supplies—to
maximize impact in disaster-affected
regions.

Infrastructure and

The rapid expansion of airports in
West Berlin and the optimization of
aircraft turnaround times

Humanitarian logistics benefits from
investments in modular warehouses,
mobile runways, drones, and data-

and aircraft failures.

te-chnolog.zcal demonstrated the critical role of driven supply chain management
innovation . . .
infrastructure and technical systems to overcome infrastructural
adaptation. bottlenecks.
The operation adapted continuously Humanitarian responders must remain
Adaptability under | to unpredictable Soviet flexible in volatile contexts marked
uncertainty countermeasures, weather disruptions, | by geopolitical instability, natural

hazards, or sudden disease outbreaks.

Legitimacy and local
engagement

The success of the airlift was not only
logistical but also symbolic,
strengthening Western legitimacy in
Berlin by visibly responding to
citizens’ needs.

Relief missions today must secure
community trust and legitimacy by
engaging local actors, respecting
cultural norms, and ensuring aid
distribution is transparent and
equitable.

Source: The author.

CONCLUSION

This article underscores an often-overlooked dimension of the West Berlin airlift following the Soviet
Union's political blockade: its capacity to integrate logistical performance, symbolic power, and social
transformation. Beyond the technical achievement, Operation Vittles demonstrates a paradigm in which
logistics functions simultaneously as a vehicle of resilience, an instrument of political influence, and a
catalyst for multi-actor cohesion. From a retrospective perspective, the analysis shows that what may appear
as the first Cold War episode also serves as a laboratory for practices observable in humanitarian crisis
management, transnational supply chain governance, and large-scale urban planning under extreme
operational constraints. Its originality lies in the articulation of three dimensions frequently examined in
isolation: operational efficiency, diplomatic impact, and social integration. By recognizing West Berliners
not as passive recipients of relief but as active participants in daily logistics, the article offers a renewed
interpretation of the interactions among infrastructures, institutions, and societies under heightened
geopolitical tension. Such a perspective affirms that logistics cannot be reduced to technical operations
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alone; it represents an approach whose insights remain essential for understanding complex relief efforts
and anticipating future challenges in a world facing interconnected crises and systemic uncertainties.

From both theoretical and managerial perspectives, this research offers valuable lessons at three levels.
First, it reinforces the conception of logistics as an interdisciplinary field in which interactions among
military, civilian, and political actors are essential for achieving high overall performance across complex
operations. Second, it demonstrates the strategic importance of standardized procedures, multi-actor
coordination mechanisms, and flow redundancy in building resilience under conditions of uncertainty. For
senior managers, the lesson is explicit: the capacity to anticipate, synchronize, and integrate diverse
stakeholders constitutes a decisive competitive advantage, whether in responding to humanitarian crises,
safeguarding critical infrastructure, or optimizing global supply chains across multiple regions. Third,
logistics cannot be reduced to technology or cost considerations; it emerges as an instrument of
legitimization and influence, capable of enhancing public trust and reinforcing stakeholder confidence. The
practical implications are considerable, encompassing the structuring of emergency plans, the design of
strategic hubs, adaptive resource management, transparent communication, and effective talent
mobilization. Each of these levers draws inspiration from the West Berlin airlift and remains directly
applicable to contemporary organizations confronting uncertainty and volatility in complex environments.

The article ultimately opens avenues for further academic research. A first direction involves integrating
local populations into supply chain design, with attention to how collective intelligence, everyday practices,
and informal strategies shape system resilience, resource allocation, and the continuity of essential services.
A second direction focuses on comparing military and humanitarian operations, clarifying how protocols,
tools, and technologies developed in extreme contexts can be adapted to diverse crises and thereby reveal
generalizable principles of planning, anticipation, and multi-actor coordination. A third direction addresses
the study of symbolic narratives surrounding the legitimization of logistical actions, particularly the role of
soft power and social perceptions in shaping operational effectiveness, as well as how strategic
communication fosters, or fails to foster, trust and stakeholder commitment. Beyond these orientations, the
article suggests conceiving logistics as a complex socio-technical system in which material and immaterial
flows combine to produce enduring consequences. It also highlights the impact of logistical decisions on
institutions, norms, and legitimacy in international relations. The airlift linked to the West Berlin blockade
ultimately provides a robust analytical framework for crisis management and underscores logistics as a
vehicle of power, influence, and social cohesion.
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