Important parts of Operation Iraqi Freedom were carried
out by remote control.

VWar From Afar

By Richard J. Newman

N THE first week of Gulf War 11, a
Marine reconnaissance team near
Basrareported it was surrounded by
enemy troops and in need of rein-
forcements. The quickest way inwas
by helicopter, but the nearby terrain
was unfamiliar.

Out went an urgent request for U-2
and Predator surveillance aircraft to
scout possible landing zones.

Fivethousand milesaway, at L ang-
ley AFB,Va., USAF Capt. BobLyons
turned to the task. He and dozens of
his colleagues had been set up in 27
chilly trailerslashed together toform
a distributed ground station (DGS),
which monitored minute details of
the war. Lyons started redirecting a
U-2 that was already airborne over
Irag. The U-2 got onto the scene and
snapped its first pictures a mere 20
minutesafter theoriginal call for help.

Intelligence expertsat Langley and
another base (unnamed here, at Air
Force request) quickly analyzed the
photos and then transmitted them
via satellite to the combined air op-
erations center (CAOC) in Saudi
Arabia. There, USplannersreviewed
the images and began to designate
landing zones and prepare for the
mission.

A few minuteslater, Lyonshelped
direct a Predator unmanned aerial
vehicle to the scene of the action.
Specialistslookingthroughthe UAV’ s
camera located the Marines and
scanned the ground for signs of any
Iraqi activity near the potential land-
ing zones. The UAV relayed real-
time video to Langley, the CAOC,
and several other posts.

Thelong-distancelinkup paid off:
Two hoursafter thefirst Marine SOS,
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War Stars. The electronic “take” from Predators and other UAVs was moni-
tored by intelligence experts and others at US bases. Here, a crew at Tallil AB,
Irag, move a Predator into position.

reinforcements were on their way to
the LZs.

Virtual Warriors

Hollywood haslong portrayed the
American military asall-knowing and
capable of spellbinding technologi-
cal feats. Asthetroopsknow, reality
is often far less impressive.

However, more than ever before,
thefront-linetroopsiniraqrelied on
high-tech virtual warriors operating
nowhere near the war zone. Hun-
dreds of troops who typically would
have deployed to the theater stayed
at their home bases in the United
States and elsewhere, contributing
to the success of the armed action
through satellite and computer links,
all without adding to the US foot-
print in the region.

At Langley, the Air Forcetasked an
entire1,700-personintelligencegroup

to provide direct, real-time support to
US Central Command's intelligence
directorate, just as if they were at the
CAOQC. Other remote-control warriors
helped direct U-2s and control Preda-
tors aswell as the sensors onboard.
L eaving sometroopsat homeyields
aclear logistical benefit. “ Thisequip-
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ment and manpower doesnot haveto
moveforward,” said Brig. Gen. Kel-
vin R. Coppock, director of intelli-
gence for Air Combat Command at
Langley. That, in turn, reduces the
amount of lift, lodging, food, and
security forces needed to support
troops in the theater.

Decentralizing the network of in-
telligence support also appears to
have helped significantly compress
the“kill chain”—that is, shorten the
amount of time needed to progress
from target detection to target de-
struction. In Gulf War |1, the average
amount of time needed to complete
the cyclewas about 45 minutes—hal f
what was required in the war in Af-
ghanistan only two years ago. And
Afghanistan marked a dramatic im-
provement over thefirst Persian Gulf
Warin 1991, whenit oftentook hours
or days for targeting data to travel
from sensor to shooter.

The lraq war required significant
contributions from about one dozen
bases located beyond the theater.
Langley was one of the busiest hubs
of extra-theater activity. The27-trailer
DGS served as a Stateside nerve cen-
ter for air war intelligence operations.
Insidethewarrenof trailers, Air Force
intelligence experts monitored radio
trafficandlivevideofeedsfrom Preda-
tors. Maps of Irag and downtown
Baghdad hung on the walls.

Analysts working 12-hour shifts
downloaded and transmitted hundreds
of imageseach day. Other expertsregu-
larly re-evaluated the intelligence-

Burn and Bang. In one case, a Predator operator in the US used the laser of
a UAV to heat up an Iraqi target, which was then hit by an A-10 Warthog (such

as this one) with a laser guided bomb.

surveillance-reconnaissance compo-
nent of the daily air tasking order to
make surethe USwasgetting themaxi-
mum benefit out of available assets.

During each day of combat opera-
tions, troopsat the DGS hel ped plan-
nersin Saudi Arabiahandle about 50
time sensitive targets—fleeting tar-
gets like convoys of Iraqi troops or
mobilesurface-to-air missilesmounted
on the backs of trucks.

After spotting such atarget, offi-
cials at the CAOC typically would
contact Langley and ask specialists
to punch raw intelligence into apro-
gram called ISR Manager. The soft-

A Long Tether. Most of the USAF unit that operates the high-flying Global
Hawk UAV never left home for Iraqi Freedom. All but a few stayed at US bases,
carrying out the operation and analyzing images.
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ware tracked all ISR flights and as-
sociated targetsand could determine
which intelligence asset would be
able to get to the new target area
most quickly and what other intelli-
gence might be lost in the process.

Such rapid processing by comput-
ers is often the only way to gather
adequate targeting data on fleeting
targets before they disappear, yet it
doesn’'t always make sense to drop
everything for an uncertain strike
opportunity.

“There’ sno point pulling ahigher
priority target for alower one,” ex-
plained Maj. Larry Mastin, who's
helping develop the system’s future
capabilities at Langley.

While officials still consider the
Langley program to be a prototype,
they note that, in numerous cases, it
helped generate intelligence about
targets that might otherwise have
vanished before they could be at-
tacked.

Something Different

At other times, the quick turn-
around time came as a result of
months of practice.

Example: SSgt. Brandy Hudson,
an imagery analyst, never left Lang-
ley. She belonged to a special “air-
field assessment team” formed by
CENTCOM in December 2002. As
part of theteam, she spent the weeks
preceding the war poring over intel-
ligence relating to Iragi airfields,
the better to move swiftly once the
shooting started. Then the war be-
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gan. Oneday, as she scanned aseries
of images of Iraqi airfields, some-
thing leaped out at her. She noticed
that the picture contained astructure
that had not been onthe picturetaken
five hours earlier. Sure enough, the
new item was an Iragi surface-to-air
missile.

Hudson annotated the site and sent
her analysisto thetheater only about
30 minutes after first seeing the im-
age, and the SAM was destroyed a
short while afterward.

The Air Force designed the DGS
to be deployable. However, it does
nottravel. (Thereareactually two—
one at Langley and one on the West
Coast.) Moving 27 trailers and all
the support gear would take up all
of the room on 17 dedicated C-5
transports—aircraft which are al-
ready in heavy demand. Moreover,
the Air Force would have to trans-
port the 600 specialists who man
the DGS.

Sincethelragqwar validated ACC’s
reachback concept, the Air Force is
now planning to build permanent
facilitiesfor the DGS at Langley. “I
can't think of any reason to have
them forward,” said Coppock.

Analysisand processing aren’t the
only functions being shipped to the
distant rear. In May 2002, Gen. Hal
M. Hornburg, the ACC commander,
approved the concept of “remote split
operations” for Predator units. Ever
sincethe Predator’ sdebut over Boshia
in 1995, the unmanned surveillance
airplanes had been operated by units
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that deployed to the theater. Unlike
manned aircraft, however, Predators
are “flown” by pilots who give sig-
nalstotheairplaneviasatellitelinks.
The pilot controlling the UAV can
operate from any facility, aslong as
the UAV has the capability to com-
municate through a satellite.
Hornburg's approval of the new
concept of operations caused aradi-
cal change. When it came time to
ship several Predators over to Gulf
locations, about half of the aircrews
stayed at home bases. It didn’t limit
their role in the war, however.

You Find, I'll Fire

On one occasion, a Predator cam-
era was scanning US Army supply
lines in southern Irag, keeping an
eye out for approaching enemy at-
tackers, whenit spottedanlraqi SAM.
The Predator was outfitted with its
own laser designator, so the UAV
pilot—who was sitting in a com-
mand center in the western US—
heated up the target. Meanwhile, an
A-10attack aircraft wasflying nearby.
The A-10 pilot, using the Predator’ s
laser targeting, launched a laser
guided weapon and destroyed the
SAM. It was one of the first times
ever that a pilot outside the combat
zone had such a direct role in an
attack.

In at least one other case, a Preda-
tor pilot whowas controllingaUAV
from US territory fired a Hellfire
missile at a target on Iragi soil—in
its way, one of the longest-ranged

To the Front. UAVs still need professional maintenance at either end of the
deployment. Here, airmen of the 757th Air Maintenance Expeditionary Squad-
ron prime a Predator to go overseas.
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strikes ever. Despite the novelty,
commandersand war plannersseemed
quickly comfortable with the setup.
“It's not only something that tech-
nology has allowed us to do,” said
Lt. Col. Stewart Kowall, operations
officer for the 15th Reconnaissance
Squadron at NellisAir ForceBasein
Nevada. “We like doing it this way.
The only feedback has been posi-
tive.”

Remote Predator operations pro-
duce only modest manpower sav-
ings. Theairplanesstill must be based
inthetheater, which requireslaunch-
and-recovery teams to handle take-
offs and landings. (The airplane is
controlled by on-site airmen until it
reaches an altitude of about 1,000
feet, at which point the pilot at the
remote ground station takes over via
satellitelinkup.) Maintenance crews
that keep the UAV's humming also
haveto bein theater. Thus, of the 60
troopsusually required for one Preda-
tor deployment, about two dozen can
now stay at home base. With only
four Predators deployed to the Iraqi
theater, the US footprint shrunk by
just 100 or so.

However, there’s another gain
from centralizing some of the key
people for an aircraft as scarce as
the Predator. “The real benefit is
the flexibility it provides the com-
batant commander,” said Kowall.
The single-engine spyplane is so
popular that the Joint Chiefs of Staff
routinely turn down requests for
Predators from the Pentagon’s re-
gional four-star commanders. |f
Predator pilots and analysts don’t
always have to deploy, it should be
easier to “swing” the Predator from
one operation to the next. Ground
crews would still have to pack up
and move, but Predator operators
and analysts at home base should be
able to switch seamlessly from one
operation to another on virtually no
notice.

Remote operations also give the
troops abreak. Predators arein such
high demand that their crews have
been deploying at ratesthat areamong
the highest in the Air Force. When
thetroopsdotheir job fromthehome
base, said Kowall, “we still consider
them deployed.” The hours are the
sameasif they wereinthewar zone—
24/7, usually split into two 12-hour
shifts—and the pace of the opera-
tion thousands of miles away dic-
tates the schedule. But there are ob-
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viousdifferences. “ At the end of the
duty day,” said Col. Charlie Lyon,
commander of the 57th Operations
Group at Nellis, “youwalk out of the
deployment and walk back into the
rest of lifein America.”

Quiet: Warriors at Work

It is also true, though, that since
airmen are much more accessible to
their families, commanders have to
take steps to prevent broken appli-
ances and school problemsand other
home issues from disrupting the
“battle rhythm.” Personal calls to
the control room, for instance, aren’t
allowed.

USAF gives high priority to mak-
ing better use of highly trained UAV
specialists such as pilots and imag-
ery analysts. Most of the analysis of
U-2imagery during the lraqwar was
handled back in the States, some of
it outsourced to reservists.

The unit that operates the high-
altitude Global Hawk UAV changed
tactics, too. During the war in Af-
ghanistan two years ago, the whole
unit deployed to Pakistan. During
Gulf War || much of theteam stayed
home, spending more time doing
their core jobs instead of packing
and unpacking bags and coping with
the often harsh conditions of over-
seas bases.

Even with better use of the man-
power, however, there were short-
ages. The Global Hawk that flew
over Iraq, for instance, was capable
of taking thousands of pictures a
day, but it only took hundreds, be-
cause there weren’t enough analysts
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intelligence was notoriously tough
to get—the whereabouts of Saddam
Hussein and his senior deputiesis a
good example—there were other
occasions in which there was a sur-
feit of information.

“On many occasions,” said Cop-
pock, “we had the data but no strik-
ers.”

During the encounter with the
Iragi Republican Guard’'s Medina
Divisioninlate March, for instance,
the targeting data flowed in so fast
that crowded airspace—not intelli-
gence shortfalls—became the fac-
tor that held back the pace of the
attack.

Successes of the type seen in Gulf
War Il should pave the way for even
moreremote operations. Experiment-
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Joystick Warriors. At top, a Predator flies high above Indian Springs AFAF,
Nev. It is controlled by professionals such as these two airmen ensconced in

a distant command center.

on the ground to sort through any
more than that.

The experience of Gulf War Il
seemsto have satisfied operatorswho
worried about whether long-distance
intelligence support would actually
arrive when it was needed. Inad-
equate intelligence has long been a
constraining factor inair campaigns.
Often, it’s too slow to arrive or in-
complete. Iraq seemed to have sig-
naled a turning point. While some

ers at Langley are developing in-
creasingly sophisticated softwareand
other tools that would automate im-
agery analysis and other time-con-
suming tasks, further speeding sup-
port from the distant rear. Planners
envision a day when the Air Force
will be able to run an entire air op-
erations center—and thusacompl ete
air war—from the United States.
Hollywood might havetrouble keep-
ing up. ]
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