New Tactics: Fast-paced technology in the air and on the ground opens doors in Iraqi Freedom
Aviation Week & Space Technology, 9 June 03 


By Richard Tuttle

The combination of satellites, precision weapons and up-to-the-minute intelligence helped U.S. bomber crews in Operation Iraqi Freedom perform such previously improbable feats as destroying only the fourth through seventh floors of a building, and maneuvering aggressively right through the bomb release point to negate ground fire.

The combination also confirmed the growing tenet of Special Operations Forces that technology, with expert help on the ground, can allow the maximum use of indigenous forces, keeping commitment of U.S. troops to a minimum.

And it pointed the way to a dramatic reduction in the amount of time it takes to identify a target and attack it.

Classified satellites that normally monitor strategic targets were concentrated over Iraq to help cut this timeline. Doing so, however, highlighted a capacity problem--how to divide the workload of secret satellites so strategic targets and regional wars can be adequately covered at the same time.

Speakers at Space Ops 2003, a conference here last month sponsored by the local chapter of the Air Force Assn., outlined the importance of the satellite-precision weapon link.

A B-2 pilot, who cannot be further identified at the request of the Air Force, said that precision weapons and space assets allowed mitigation of collateral damage, and that constant updates of weapons via satellite communications permitted even time-sensitive targets to be struck with accuracy on missions that often lasted tens of hours.

B-2S FLEW 47 MISSIONS in Iraq, 28 of which "received major time-sensitive retargeting airborne, or flex targeting," the pilot said. When an en route crew was told which targets to hit, he said, they would enter data into each weapon--often 16 Joint Direct Attack Munitions (JDAMs)--which would then be dropped on as many specific targets.

Without the Global Positioning System (GPS), said the pilot, a major, "the guy on the right, the mission commander, would end up spending 30% of his time updating the navigational [system] so we could get to" the weapon launch area. GPS "allowed us to fly for such long hours and put weapons within feet of [the desired] location."

He described a stealth bomber strike on a critical communication node in Baghdad that was located in a building with a restaurant on the top and a day-care center on the bottom. It was "destroyed from the fourth to the seventh floors," he said, adding that it "was done precisely" by a GPS-guided bomb.

Carrying out such missions comes down "to weaponeering and fuzes . . . and understanding what that building is made of and where you want that weapon to detonate," he said. A computer program "allows [B-2 crews] to figure out that [a certain] weapon needs to go on [a particular] target using [a specific] fuze." A fuze that could be programmed in the air to handle targets that are picked just before they are attacked, he said, would make such strikes even more effective. "It's probably one of the biggest areas that we need help on."

A B-52 navigator said the GPS/JDAM combination was vital to his operations too. Without it, he said, B-52s must hold a steady course as they approach a target, making them more vulnerable to attack by surface-to-air missiles (SAMs) and anti-aircraft artillery.

"What JDAM has given us is the opportunity to slingshot our bombs going into a high-threat environment, maneuvering ourselves to max performance of the jet, still releasing bombs, getting them on target and not only maneuvering up to the release point but maneuvering through the release point," said the navigator, a captain.

WITH GPS, he said, a B-52 can fly for hours without using the radar to get position fixes to update the offensive avionics system. "The way we used to do it is throughout the run, my radar would be radiating all over the place," making it easier for an enemy to detect the plane. In Iraq, however, "I could go into a threat environment, whether it was a SAM ring, triple-A [anti-aircraft artillery], whatever you wanted, and I never had my radar on once."

He said he was able to "put my Mk. 82s [bombs] on target, on time." The B52s, he said, could even attack "90 deg. off axis and still put bombs on target."

An Army Special Forces captain, who again cannot be further identified, said, "One of the greatest lessons learned" from Iraq, Afghanistan--and the Philippines, where he was most recently assigned--is that "with the assistance of technology you can take indigenous forces and use them to the fullest of their capability, with augmentation. They [can do] bomb strikes and close air support much more effectively. 

You can use host nation soldiers or host nation groups, indigenous groups, to fight everything from main effort battles, as we saw in places in Afghanistan, to supporting fronts, as you saw in the Northern Front of Iraq, to fighting their own battles in their own countries, as you see in the Philippines, rather than requiring large commitments of U.S. forces. . . . They can do it themselves. Without space-based technology, this is not possible."

And, he said, if space capabilities were lost, "people would die who would otherwise live. At the 12-man detachment level, we can all use map and compass. We can all shoot our iron sights on our weapons. We're trained to do that if we have to. But the amount of time dedicated to doing that, and the amount of time it takes to be precise with those methods . . . would take longer and it would not be as accurate."

Satellites also were vital in suppressing the threat of Scud missile launches in Iraq, the captain said. As such missiles are readied for launch, a "series of pre-launch indicators" becomes apparent, he said. The first seven are not critical, but the last three mean launch is imminent, and "any delays in communications negate the ability of bringing in whatever assets are available to destroy that missile prior to launch. Satellite communications make it possible for us to bring in assets, put bombs on target to destroy those missiles prior to launch."

Lt. Gen. Brian A. Arnold, commander of the Air Force's Space and Missile Systems Center (SMC) at Los Angeles AFB, Calif., described Air Force efforts to reduce the amount of time it takes to identify and hit a target.

In Desert Storm, he said, the process took about a day. In Afghanistan, it averaged about 45 min. In Iraq, the average was about 11 min. Now, he said, the goal of USAF Chief of Staff Gen. John P. Jumper is 1 min.

"That's a tough goal," Arnold said. But he outlined a way to accomplish it. He said SMC is working with three other Air Force organizations, Electronic Systems Center, Aeronautical Systems Center and Air Armament Center, to perfect the idea of "pumping down data--GPS data, raw data--right into the weapon itself, versus into the cockpit."

Arnold said, "the only reason I go out and buy military equipment is because of the efficiencies gained in the prosecution of war. For no other reason. And so we ought to keep looking at, and our goal ought to be, to prosecute the war as quickly as possible."

Lt. Gen. Joseph M. Cosumano, Jr., commander of Army Space and Missile Defense Command, said he didn't know what the lessons of the Iraq war will be in terms of time, except that "we're really closing in and closing in fast." But, he said, "our adversaries are beginning to understand how we are doing this now, and so therefore we have to be a little concerned. Space is a major player in how we do this business. It's no longer eyes on [all the time]. It's eyes on in some other way. And you have to trust them."

Brig. Gen. James B. Armor, Jr., director of the National Reconnaissance Office's signals intelligence systems acquisition and operations directorate, said NRO satellites that normally monitor strategic targets were re-tasked to cover Iraq, and this has prompted a closer look at how the workload should be divided up to simultaneously cover any future regional wars and other targets.

THE CLASSIFIED SATELLITES, he said, "became integral to tipping off other intelligence collection systems, became integral to the kill-chain process" in Iraq. They were "already in the search and rescue and personnel recovery business, but became even more so" in Iraq.

In fact, according to an Air Force major who worked in the space section of the Combined Air Operations Center (CAOC) at Prince Sultan AB in Saudi Arabia, "one of the great success stories from space in [Operation Iraqi Freedom] was with respect to search and rescue."

Two weeks into the war, said the major--who again cannot be further identified--a Navy F-14 crew, Jumper 13, "had a mechanical [problem] and punched out [ejected] over southwestern Iraq. We got a tip from the National guys, passed it to the space cell [of the CAOC which] has a Conops [concept of operations] and tactics" for use in such a situation. "They passed it to JSRC [Joint Search and Rescue Center], and before the Jollies [rescue helicopters] ever left the ground, they had coordinates on where those survivors were located.

"This [was] invaluable to the CSAR [Combat Search and Rescue] guys because they're not going to have to loiter in a high-threat environment. And in that area, there were a lot of tactical SAMs."

The pilot and the back-seater of the F-14 "were both unhurt, and were picked up 100 min. from the time they punched out." The major said this was "incredible" because CSAR people say that "after about 3 hr., a survivor's chance of evasion goes down. After about 6 hr., it's virtually nil."

Lt. Gen. Thomas B. Goslin, Jr., deputy commander of U.S. Strategic Command, said Stratcom was "highly involved in the war--most of it obviously we can't talk about." Over 120 people from Stratcom headquarters at Offutt AFB, Neb., were "forward with Central Command," he said. Most of the leadership "of our intelligence area [was] forward with Central Command. . . . We had almost 500 federated targeteers working targeting for Centcom, Pacom [Pacific Command], Eucom [European Command], and a little bit in Korea, and about 250 of these people were specifically working Centcom."

Much of the targeting "that was done there was done through the efforts of [Stratcom]," Goslin said. "That's relatively new, but it's not brand new, and it's something that's going to continue. With the events that occurred in Iraq, we are stepping up our ability to help meet the requirements that we were short on before in both Pacom and Eucom and some Southcom [Southern Command]."

Goslin said the reason Operation Iraqi Freedom went so well "was because of all that stuff that's provided by space, or provided through space. [It was] probably the first time we really had near-real-time intelligence utility--about the time we got it, we were able to turn it and use it, almost immediately."

