
The washout rate in training is seventy percent. 
Those who make it are in for a grueling time. 
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Tdday's Air Force Spetial Opera-
tions ornmatd (AFSOC) 11 small, 
wit only out 12,000 airn-Nen and 
roughly 130 aircraft. 

AFSOC' s list of duties, however, 
is extensive—and growing. In a con-
flict, AFSOC transports Army and 
Navy special operations forces, 
provides fire support to friendly 
troopg, controls air traffic in com-
bat zones, conducts rescues, and 
evacuates wounded. Recently, mem-
bers also have become involved in 



By Bill Gertz 

The Fast Pace of 
Special Ops 

USAF's special operations forces are 
concentrated in Air Force Special 

Operations Command. AFSOC 
troops, such as the members of this 

combat control team, often find 
themselves in harm's way. 
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All of AFSOC's fixed-wing assets are variants of the C-130. Above, an AC-130H 
Spectre gunship spews protective flares during a training mission. The newer 
AC-130U can fly higher, see better, and fire weapons more accurately. 

Haiti. The return to power of Presi-
dent Jean-Bertrand Aristide featured 
Air Force EC-130E Commando Solo 
aircraft, operated by the Pennsylva-
nia Air National Guard, conducting 
psychological operations and trans-
porting small SOF teams to remote 
areas. 

Somalia. In 1992, AC-130s and MH-
60G Pave Hawks were deployed to 
Somalia. Three airmen from the 24th 
Special Tactics Squadron, Pope AFB, 
N. C., displayed extreme heroism 
during the rescue of Army Rangers 
from a fierce firefight in Mogadishu 

so-called "Military Operations Other 
Than War." 

"Our biggest issue right now is 
operations tempo," said Maj. Gen. 
James L. Hobson, Jr., AFSOC com-
mander. "Wherever there's been any 
kind of contingency or hot spot, our 
people have been there." 

The General's words are under-
scored by a partial list of recent 
AFSOC activities, large and small. 

Liberia. This spring, Air Force 
commandos evacuated Americans 
from the US Embassy compound in 
Monrovia, Liberia, that had been 
threatened by roving, anarchic mili-
tias. 

Croatia. In April, AFSOC search-
and-rescue personnel were the first 
US troops on the scene in Croatia 
after the Air Force CT-43 crash that 
killed Commerce Secretary Ronald 
H. Brown and a delegation of US 
business executives. 

Bosnia-Hercegovina. AFSOC AC-
130H Spectre gunships saw action 
during NATO's August and Septem-
ber 1995 air attack, when the air-
craft's weapons knocked out Serbian 
artillery sites around Sarajevo. MH-
53J Pave Low helicopters took part 
in search-and-rescue operations for 
two downed French flyers (who were 
later released). 

Rwanda. In the humanitarian op-
eration to Rwanda in 1994, USAF 
special operations forces (S OF) helped 
set up airfields as part of the effort to 
airlift relief supplies to starving refu-
gees. 

October 3, 1993. TSgt. Timothy A. 
Wilkinson, a pararescueman, received 
the Air Force Cross. MSgt. Scott C. 
Fales, also a pararescueman, was 
awarded a Silver Star, as was SSgt. 
Jeffrey W. Bray, a combat controller. 

Iraq. In the 1991 Persian Gulf 
War, AFSOC troops helped knock 
out many vital Iraqi command, con-
trol, and communications nodes. In 
the years since, it has been active in 
Operation Provide Comfort, the en-
forcement of a no-fly zone over north-
ern Iraq. 

The command's leaders point out 
that these real-world operations have 
come on top of a rigorous program 
of training deployments in the US 
and around the world. 

General Hobson, who commanded 
special operations aircraft in South-
east Asia during the Vietnam War, 
was awarded a medal for piloting an 
MC-130 transport loaded with para-
troopers through heavy ground fire 
at the start of the 1983 Grenada op-
eration. He noted that, since Grenada, 
AFSOC has been involved in every 
military operation in which the US 
has participated. 

Cranked Up 
The Gulf War marked a major in-

crease in SOF activity, said General 
Hobson, and AFSOC personnel now 
are constantly on the go. "It really 
kind of cranked up during [Opera-
tion] Desert Storm, and it's been a 
hectic pace ever since," he said. 

AFSOC maintenance personnel check over an MC-130E Combat Talon I 
transport, used to get special operations troops into and out of some of the 
most dangerous places in the world, mostly at night. 
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MH-60G Pave Hawk (top) and MH-53J Pave Low Ill helicopters serve as workhorses 
for insert, recovery, and search-and-rescue operations. Above, a pararescueman 
looks toward a helicopter as he readies a "patient" for a hoist during an exercise. 
AFSOC leaders deem the pararescue career field "severely undermanned." 
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The figures bear him out. On aver-
age, AFSOC troops spend 144 days 
per year deployed, with some de-
ploying for more than 200 days on 
special missions. General Hobson 
said the goal is to reduce the average 
individual deployment rate to 120 
days per year, but he concedes that, 
given the heavy demand for SOF, he 
is not likely to achieve that goal any 
time soon. 

Compounding the problem is the 
difficulty of filling out AFSOC units. 
Many are below authorized strength 
because the Air Force has had trouble 
finding qualified people who can 
make it through a year of rigorous 
training for many demanding skills. 

The washout rate for newcomers 
undergoing AFSOC' s grueling ini- 

tial ten-week training course: seven-
ty percent. Many slots in the combat 
controller school, combat swimmer 
school, and jump courses go unfilled 
"because we can't get the guys past 
the first challenge," said General 
Hobson. 

When it comes to personnel, the 
biggest problem for the group today 
is a shortage of pararescuers. "Para-
rescue is a very, very small career 
field and . . . is severely under-
manned," said Lt. Col. Steve Scott, 
deputy group commander of the 720th 
Special Tactics Group, Hurlburt Field, 
Fla. 

The furious pace has had a cost. In 

the past year, according to command 
leaders, there has been a serious dip 
in the readiness of the 16th Special 
Operations Wing, the command' s 
main US-based component, also at 
Hurlburt Field. The problem led to a 
150-day pullback from Operation 
Provide Comfort II, the effort based 
at Incirlik AB, Turkey, to enforce 
the United Nations no-fly zone over 
northern Iraq. 

Four elements of the command's 
forces—MH-60G Pave Hawk heli-
copters from the 55th Special Op-
erations Squadron, MC-130P Com-
bat Shadow refueling aircraft from 
the 9th SOS, the 16th Helicopter 

Generation Squadron, and the 16th 
Maintenance Squadron—returned to 
Hurlburt and nearby Eglin AFB in 
April, having been relieved by Air 
Combat Command units. 

"We came upon a situation where 
the fundamental readiness of one of 
our units was really at risk," said 
Brig. Gen. Norton A. Schwartz, com-
mander of the 16th Special Opera-
tions Wing. "It had been 100 percent 
deployed, and the basic . . . skills 
were the things we were worried 
about. And we came to the conclu-
sion that it was time to say, 'Time 
out.' . . . We were at a point where 
we were simply in a death spiral." 

To break the cycle, the Air Force 
exempted the unit from further op-
erational duty while its airmen re-
trained. The hiatus has helped. The 
16th SOW in May received a readi-
ness rating of "excellent" during a 
major inspection. 

The balancing act between main-
taining warfighting readiness and 
conducting lengthy Operations Other 
Than War is a difficult one. "The 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
[Army Gen. John M. Shalikashvili] 
told us we need to be able to main-
tain our core competencies and ca-
pability—things like unconventional 
warfare, direct action, psychologi-
cal operations, and so forth," Gen-
eral Hobson said. "But at the same 
time, we're going to be responsible 
for doing Operations Other Than 
War—the Somalias, the Rwandas, 
those kinds of things. 

"Our challenge in the command is 
to be able to do those kinds of things 
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The distinctive nose gives this aircraft away as an MC-130H Combat Talon II, a 
newer version that complements the role of the E model in covert delivery of 
AFSOC troops and equipment. 
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with high ops tempo and at the same 
time maintain our training profi-
ciencies and core competencies." 

What does AFSOC think about 
the significant increase in the non-
combat Military Operations Other 
Than War? 

"They're not as glamorous as [com-
bat]," said General Hobson, "but we 
realize we're going to have to do 
that, and we realize that when. . . [a 
commander] calls me on the phone 
and says, 'Pack your bags,' we're 
going to do it." 

General Hobson has taken other 
steps to reduce operations tempo, 
with the aim of improving readiness. 
They include efforts to speed up de-
ployment of the new gunships to 
reduce the strain on overworked AC-
130 crews, slice deployments to Italy 
to support Bosnian operations, and 
curtail activities in Haiti. The com-
mand also is limiting the number of 
joint exercises in which its forces 
participate. 

Running Hard 
Sometimes it seems that AFSOC 

has to run hard just to stay even, 
however, because new missions keep 
popping up. For example, the chaos 
in Liberia prompted a noncombatant 
evacuation operation (NEO), and sev-
eral AFSOC officers said they ex-
pect the Air Force's SOF to engage 
in these activities frequently. 

In fact, Col. Mike Russell, deputy 
commander of the 16th Operations 
Group, sees missions like the Liberia  

where SOF personnel from all ser-
vices train. 

Air Force Reserve and Air Na-
tional Guard units also are compo-
nents of the command. The 919th 
SOW (AFRES), at Duke Field and 
Eglin AFB, Fla., operates C-130E/H, 
MC-130E, and MC-130P aircraft. 
The 193d SOW is an Air National 
Guard unit at Harrisburg TAP, Pa., 
and operates EC-130E Commando 
Solo electronic warfare aircraft. 

The 720th Special Tactics Group, 
at Hurlburt, is in charge of worldwide 
combat controller and pararescue 
operations for the command. It in-
cludes individuals who work closely 
with Army and Navy commando coun-
terparts. Colonel Scott sees his com-
bat controllers as "the glue that holds 
an operation together." 

"To get the shooters on the ground, 
to get the resupply in there, to take 
care of the trauma—medical triage 
and evacuation—that's what [spe-
cial tactics squadron] combat con-
trol and pararescue do for any mili-
tary operation," said the Colonel, a 
veteran controller with eighteen years 
of experience. 

"We're all kind of soldiers in the 
Air Force—Army-type guys operat-
ing in the Air Force," said Capt. 
Todd Woodrick, a team leader with 
the 23d Special Tactics Squadron at 
Hurlburt. "Our job is to provide an 
interface between ground units and 
the Air Force." 

SrA. Brandon Plaster, a pararescue- 

evacuation as the most likely type in 
which SOF will engage. Stability, he 
pointed out, is not a widespread fea-
ture of the world these days. "NEOs 
are the future," he said. "I think we'll 
be pulling Americans out of harm's 
way." 

AFSOC, headquartered at Hurl-
burt, comprises three major active-
duty operational units—the 16th 
SOW, at Hurlburt; the 352d Special 
Operations Group, RAF Mildenhall, 
UK; and the 353d SOG, Kadena AB, 
Japan. The command also runs the 
Air Force Special Operations School, 

In response to the increasing threat from surface-to-air missiles, the AC-130U 
contains a dazzling array of sensors. It also has offensive sensors, seen here 
in the aircraft's targeting center, which aid the accuracy of the AC - 130's guns. 
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This upgraded MC-130P Combat Shadow and an MH-53.1 Pave Low perform a 
precise dance at exact airspeeds in order to refuel without cutting a fuel line. 
Night vision goggles allow them to do this in blackout conditions. 

man from the 23d STS, has been in 
the Air Force less than a year, but he 
was part of the first team to search 
for and recover Secretary Brown's 
aircraft in Croatia and participated 
in the evacuation operations in Li-
beria. There was no rest between the 
two operations, said Airman Plaster. 
"We got back from Croatia and had 
to reconfigure and repack and then 
packed up on a C-5 to go down to 
Freetown [Sierra Leone], where we 
staged . . . for the evacuation from 
Liberia." 

Varied Fleet 
The command operates a fleet of 

about 130 specialized aircraft, in-
cluding AC-130U and AC-130H Spec-
tre gunships, MH-53J Pave Low III 
and MH- 60G Pave Hawk helicop-
ters, MC-130P Combat Shadow tank-
ers, and MC-130E/H Combat Talon 
I and II transports. 

Six EC-130E Commando Solos are 
available for psychological opera-
tions as flying broadcast stations. 
They can receive, analyze, and trans-
mit a variety of electronic signals 
and can broadcast in AM/FM radio, 
shortwave, television, and military 
command, control, and communica-
tions channels. They also have jam-
ming, deception, and manipulation 
capabilities. 

"For a change, most of our systems 
are new," General Hobson noted. 

The command has taken delivery 
of twelve new AC-130U gunships, 
which some call "U-boats." Procured 
within the last several years, the U 
models, all based at Hurlburt, allow 
aircrews to fly higher, see better, 
and fire weapons with greater preci-
sion than was the case with the older 
AC-130H models that have been car-
rying the load in such places as So-
malia, Bosnia, and Liberia. 

Each AC-130 is equipped with a 
computer-driven fire-control system 
that allows its weapons to engage 
two targets simultaneously with its 
formidable guns: a 105-mm howit-
zer mounted in the left rear side of 
the fuselage, a 40-mm cannon, and a 
25-mm Gatling gun. 

The aircraft also has a special syn-
thetic aperture radar, originally de-
veloped for the F-15, allowing it to  

find targets through cloud cover, and 
a new all-light-level television sys-
tem that is an improvement over the 
low-light TV used on H models. 

During a demonstration at a test 
range on the Florida panhandle, an 
AC-130U conducted a test-firing 
after being called in by an Army 
Special Forces team on the ground. 
The Special Forces used infrared la-
ser pointers to help the gunship lo-
cate targets. The gunship, circling at 
an altitude of about 8,000 feet, emit-
ted a series of rips, pops, and booms 
as its various weapons fired during 
the night exercise. 

The Combat Shadow gives extra 
range to other special operations air-
craft by allowing midair refueling, 
usually carried out during difficult 
nighttime and low-altitude opera-
tions. 

"Air refueling is a key capabil-
ity," said Col. Dave Miles, vice com-
mander of the 16th SOW. "If we can 
keep the aircraft in the air, that's the 
way to go." 

The first delivery of a CV-22 tilt-
rotor aircraft has been scheduled for 
2003. The tiltrotor is expected to 
replace many of the transport air-
craft currently in the fleet. Accord-
ing to General Hobson, the CV-22 
will be a major step forward in spe-
cial operations. 

Noon in Darkness 
Night vision goggles are another 

critical AFSOC tool. This advanced 
night vision equipment figuratively 
turns night into day by amplifying 
starlight or moonlight to increase 
visibility. NVGs allow AFSOC crews 
to distinguish between friendly and 
enemy forces on the ground and to 
carry out critical nighttime midair 
refuelings. 

Technology has vastly improved 
night vision equipment, but it has 
also made NVGs readily available 
to armed forces around the world. 
"It used to be that night was our 
sanctuary, exclusively," General 
Schwartz said. "That's not so true 
anymore." 

Still, AFSOC boasts the most mod-
ern NVGs, which officers contend 
are far better than equipment that 
can be purchased on the open mar-
ket. An observer wearing the $6,000 
goggles during a half moon can see 
the landscape and water in intricate 
detail. Said General Schwartz, "Our 
night vision goggles are stunning." 

For General Schwartz, the most 
important job for Air Force special 
operations missions is providing re-
liable and precise air support. "It is 
extremely important that what we do 
be precise," he said. "You should be 
exactly where you should be, ex-
actly at the right time, and the bullet 
[will go] in the right window on the 
right side of the building." 

He added, "Those are the kinds of 
things we do." 	 • 

Bill Gertz covers national security affairs and defense for the Washington 
Times. His most recent article for Air Force Magazine, "Iran's Regional 
Powerhouse," appeared in the June 1996 issue. 
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