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By Otto Kreisher

The Years of 
Noble Eagle

The homeland defense operation is 
much reduced, but it’s starting to 
look permanent.

six-year program of combat air patrols 
going full-bore indefi nitely.

As of March, Noble Eagle aircraft 
had fl own some 44,000 sorties and had 
been diverted from patrols or scrambled 
from strip alert more than 2,200 times in 
response to threatening activities.

The operation has cost more than 
$27 billion, according to a recent report 
prepared by the Congressional Research 
Service, but it has helped prevent any 
additional horrifi c attacks on the US.

No one in authority is needed to de-
clare an end. Gone are the days when 
Noble Eagle was viewed as a tempo-

peration Noble Eagle, the 
extensive air defense ef-
fort designed to prevent a 

recurrence of Sept. 11, 2001-style air 
attacks in America, is about to cross a 
major threshold.

The nation’s civilian and military 
leaders are starting to regard the costly 
air defense operation above the nation’s 
cities as a permanent defense require-
ment demanding signifi cant attention 
from the US Air Force.

They say that, despite substantial 
improvements in US aviation security, 
the Air Force must plan to keep this 

O rary expedient. Now, the focus is on 
improving command and control of the 
homeland air defense mission.

Offi cials want to tighten the command 
structure and enable the Noble Eagle 
network to detect threats sooner and 
communicate better with the pilots who 
fl y the air sovereignty missions.

Also under way is a search for technol-
ogy that might provide an alternative to 
the nightmare scenario: Fighter pilots 
being forced by circumstances to shoot 
down a hijacked airliner fi lled with in-
nocent passengers.

At the command level, military of-
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fi cials are interested in fi nding ways to 
reduce ONE’s burden on Air National 
Guard fi ghter squadrons, which have 
borne the brunt of Noble Eagle missions 
throughout the post-Sept. 11 period 
without any additions of machines or 
manpower. So far, however, the effort 
has enjoyed no obvious successes.

One of Noble Eagle’s keenest observ-
ers, Canadian Air Force Lt. Gen. Eric A. 
Findley, has watched the development of 
ONE from his position as deputy com-
mander of North American Aerospace 
Defense Command, the US-Canadian 
organization based at Peterson AFB, 

Colo. In his view, the story of Noble 
Eagle has been one of “continuous 
improvement” since the attacks.

“I was here [at NORAD] on 9/11, so 
I know what NORAD’s mission was 
just prior to 9/11 [and] how we trans-
formed,” said Findley. “We had to put 
some Band-Aids, if you like, in place. 
... The Band-Aids are gone now, with 
some more permanent solutions.”

Coming a decade after the end of 
the Cold War, the attacks of 9/11 found 
NORAD’s once potent air defense capa-
bilities sharply reduced and oriented in 
the wrong direction—looking outward, 
beyond US borders, for threats, rather 
than inwardly to actions over US ter-
ritory. It was unable to respond fast 
enough to intercept any of the hijacked 
airliners, which took off from airports in 
the Boston, Newark, and Washington, 
D.C., areas and slammed into targets 
in New York and Washington and into 
an empty fi eld in the Pennsylvania 
countryside.

Embracing the Mission
By nightfall, however, NORAD had 

established continuous air patrols over 
most of the major US cities, using 
scores of Air Force, Navy, and Marine 
Corps fi ghters.

Over time, that burdensome and ex-
pensive air shield was scaled back, with 
the military settling in to a pattern of 
strip alerts at about two dozen air bases 
around the country, all of which were 
supplemented with irregular air patrols 
over key cities and more extensive air 
cover for short periods over high-profi le 
events. (See “Noble Eagle Without End,” 
February 2005, p. 42.)

“For the fi rst fi ve years, we were in 
a crisis management mode,” said Lt. 
Col. David Miles, air sovereignty alert 
commander for ANG’s 113th  Wing at 
Andrews AFB, Md. “Finally, last year 
they got serious and decided they have to 
embrace this mission and get it right.”

Those changes refl ect NORAD’s 
determination that Noble Eagle is here 
for the long haul, an attitude shift that 
the District of Columbia ANG offi cer 
said he noticed at a recent Noble Eagle 
conference in Colorado.

Findley agreed that NORAD now 
believes that Noble Eagle “is going to 
be an enduring mission,” continuing 
until someone can say the threat has 
been reduced, “and we can go back to 
something a little less rigorous.”

That view remains despite the im-
provements in air traffi c security, such 
as enhanced screening of airline pas-

sengers and luggage, reinforced cockpit 
doors, air marshals, armed pilots, and 
better intelligence sharing on terrorist 
threats.

As each new security procedure was 
put in place, “it made us feel better and 
we were able, with the approval of the 
national command authorities, to ratchet 
down the number of air patrols, [and 
NORAD] reduced the number of alert 
sites overall,” Findley said.

“We don’t have anywhere near the 
alert sites and air patrols that we had 
before,” but “what we don’t have yet is 
that warm fuzzy feeling” that the threat 
is gone, he said. “So we’re not going to 
ratchet down much more. ... The reality 
remains that we’re still concerned with 
aviation in general.”

The threat is not limited to big com-
mercial airliners, the general said. It 
could also come from general aviation, 
corporate jets, and cargo haulers.

That view is shared by pilots who are 
fl ying the missions.

“This is not something we can give 
up,” said Lt. Col. George Degnon, com-
mander of the Air Guard’s 121st Fighter 
Squadron at Andrews. He expressed 
concerns about foreign airliners ap-
proaching the US from countries lacking 
rigorous airport security measures of the 
type seen in the United States.

Findley agreed, noting that US and 
Canadian offi cials “have worked really 
hard with other nations trying to get the 
same security standards in place. That 
has happened in a lot of nations. But 
there is that worry.”

The Air Guard pilots at Andrews said 
they face an exceptional challenge be-
cause of the large number of potentially 
high-value targets within the relatively 
tight confi nes of the National Capital 
Region. The nation’s seat of government 
in Washington, D.C., falls within a re-
stricted air zone with an approximately 
34-mile radius.

The pilots said they are confi dent 
the air defense system will work when 
needed.

The process “gets exercised a lot, to 
make sure it’s viable and can get done,” 
said Lt. Col. Lance Etne of the 113th 
Operations Group. The pilots who stand 
on alert missions at Andrews said they 
are prepared psychologically to engage 
a civilian aircraft, if required, despite the 
emotional impact it would bring.

“Nobody wants to do it,” Degnon 
said. Whoever has to fi re that shot “is 
never going to be the same,” he said, but 
“everyone is—I know for certain—ready 
to make that sacrifi ce.”

An F-16 from the 20th Fighter Wing, 
Shaw AFB, S.C., soars over New York.
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Two crew chiefs from the 71st Fighter Squadron conduct fi nal prefl ight checks 
before a sortie for Operation Noble Eagle.

NORAD’s commanders are aggres-
sively seeking nonlethal means to stop 
a threatening aircraft.

“We have identifi ed that requirement,” 
Findley said. “There are a number of 
technologies and processes being ex-
plored for nonlethal means of dealing 
with aircraft,” he said. “They’re highly 
classifi ed. It’s just going to take a while 
to develop those technologies and to get 
the cooperation of those who sell aircraft 
to allow us to use those means.”

The beginning of the Noble Eagle 
mission also required fi ghter pilots to 
revise their combat tactics.

“We’ve spent a hundred years in the 
Air Force learning how to shoot down 
bad guys in a fi ghter jet, [in] bombers, 
and things like that,” said Maj. Jeffrey 
Bozard, a pilot in the 121st. “But this 
has brought out a whole new set” of 
potential targets, from airliners to small, 
light, civilian aircraft.

“We had to develop our own training 
plan,” Degnon recalled. “We already had 
all the basics; ... we just had to modify 
the tactics to the threat we were fac-
ing. You’re talking low, slow, at night. 
There wasn’t much written [in] tactical 
manuals on how to do this. Everyone 
developed game plans, what we thought 
would work best, then began ... trying 
to formalize the tactics.”

Training for the new mission was a 
problem, however, because the 113th 
simultaneously had to stay prepared for 
its routine Air and Space Expeditionary 
Force rotations. The unit has deployed 
to Iraq twice since 9/11.

“We’re supposed to sit alert. And 
we’re supposed to prepare for an AEF 
deployment. We’re not supposed to do 
both at the same time,” said Degnon, the 
squadron commander, describing the 
problem he faces. “Guess what? We have 
to do them both at the same time.”

The preparation for deployment 
begins months in advance and requires 
spin-up training. The original orders 
were for air defense units such as the 
113th to “take the number of pilots 
... and the number of jets that you 
currently have, [and] put some on 
alert so they’re not available for your 
day-to-day training,” said Bozard. 

This “took a big bite out of our local 
training.”

One way the Guard has been able to 
handle this problem is to rely on the 
experience of its pilots, who average 
twice the fl ight hours of pilots in most 
active duty Air Force fi ghter squadrons, 
he said.

Another way the Air Guard has coped 
is by virtually reversing the ratio of 
traditional, or drilling Guardsmen, and 
full-time members.

“Before 9/11, we had 32 pilots, six 
full-time, 26 traditional,” Degnon said. 
“Now, it’s the reverse, maybe seven 
traditional, 25 full-time.”

That shift had not been a problem for 
the pilots, who are “highly motivated 
and get paid enough to live in a place 
like D.C.,” Miles said. “But the enlisted 
folks, particularly on the maintenance 
side—it’s tough to live in D.C. on E-5 
pay. Trying to keep those guys ... has 
been a challenge.”

Underpaid, Overworked
Degnon said his squadron was fully 

manned for pilots—but had only 65 
percent of its required line maintenance 
personnel. “The guys on the line, who 
are fi xing the jets, they’re underpaid and 
really are overworked.”

Findley acknowledged the burden on 
the Air Guard and said NORAD has tried 
to fi nd ways to reduce the load.

“I think we’ve done a reasonably good 
job over the last few years of necking 
down a lot of the requirements on the 
Operation Noble Eagle side,” Findley 
said, to let air defense units conduct 
the other training missions they need 

A KC-135R refuels an F-22 from Langley AFB, Va., as part of the Raptor’s fi rst op-
erational mission, which was in support of Noble Eagle.
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to perform. “The reality is, however, 
that they still have to stand the alerts 
and train for that mission.”

The constant training breeds confi -
dence. “It’s pretty clear to me, in the 
cockpit, how that authority is going 
to come and how I’m going to get the 
authority to push the pickle button,” said 
Etne. “Now, how many wickets it has to 
go through to get me that information, 
I’m not sure.”

With the small restricted zone around 
Washington, the decision to shoot down 
a threatening aircraft must be made in 
“minutes, if not seconds,” Miles said, 
“so this fi ght starts well before the 
[alert] button gets pushed. It’s the intel, 
the FBI, the CIA, those agencies that 
are doing the good work to make sure 
that situation never happens.”

“We recognize that the [34.5-mile] 
aircraft identifi cation zone in the Na-
tional Capital Region is really kind of 
a last resort,” Findley said. NORAD 
is, therefore, working closely with the 
Federal Aviation Administration to cor-
relate information “as early as possible 
to give us more time, if we need it, to 
go out and do a visual identifi cation or 
an intercept.”

Meanwhile, the Noble Eagle com-
mand structure has changed dramati-
cally, with the creation of US Northern 
Command to incorporate NORAD into 
a comprehensive defense of the nation 
on the ground and in the coastal waters, 
as well as in the air.

A major improvement came from 
integration of NORAD’s radar and 
communications networks with the FAA 
systems, which allows almost instant 
alert to NORAD and NORTHCOM if an 

air traffi c controller notices unexpected 
activity by an airplane.

Even more changes are under way at 
Cheyenne Mountain AFS, Colo., which 
now holds the command post for both 
NORAD and NORTHCOM.

A new battle control system has 
been installed, and the two commands’ 
staffs are being combined in a move 
former commander Adm. Timothy J. 
Keating said “will provide increased 
combat effectiveness” for both orga-
nizations.

Air Force Gen. Victor E. Renuart 
Jr. relieved Keating as head of the two 
commands on March 23.

The staff merger will tie the air defense 
system into NORTHCOM’s surveillance 
and security networks on the land borders 
and the coastlines.

“I think that situational awareness 
in all domains will enhance the overall 
air situational awareness,” Findley said. 
NORAD releases show that the Capital 
Region is protected by “a multilayered 
air defense” that includes short-range 
missile systems such as the man-por-
table Stinger and the vehicle-mounted 
Avenger.

There also is a ground-based visual 
warning system. It uses alternating eye-
safe red and green laser lights to alert 
pilots that they are fl ying without ap-
proval into restricted airspace.

Because of the importance of early 
identifi cation, NORAD’s “No. 1 op-
erational requirement,” Findley said, is 
“persistent wide-area surveillance.”

Maj. Tom O’Berg sprints to his F-15 at Elmendorf AFB, Alaska. Noble Eagle pilots 
respond in minutes to unidentifi ed aircraft approaching US airspace.

Otto Kreisher is a Washington, D.C.–based military affairs reporter and a regular 
contributor to Air Force Magazine. His most recent article, “Tacair Integration Hits 
the Wall,” appeared in the April issue.
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One possible way to achieve that 
would be with a high-altitude airship. 
(See “Are Airships for Real?” November 
2006, p. 67.) A large, unmanned blimp 
“would get some radar and communica-
tions airborne for us. It’s one of many 
... solutions to the lingering diffi culties 
with the mission.

“We recognize there is no one 
particular technology that’s going to 
be able to do everything we need,” 
Findley said. So NORAD is studying 
“something like 20 different types of 
things that could contribute to [situ-
ational awareness]. None of them are 
really perfect in their own right. But 
if you put them together, you get a 
much, much better picture.”

That information is not much good 
“unless you have some place that can 
take it, fuse it, and pull it together,” 
he said. NORAD is “upgrading a lot 
of [its] communications. I think our 
first priority really is getting [reliable 
communications capability] to the 
warfighters and the support aircraft, 
so we can operate anywhere in North 
America and talk to anybody at any 
particular time. That’s coming along 
rather nicely.”

Part of the problem, the Air Guard 
offi cers said, stems from the fact that 
the Air National Guard has no formal 
representation at NORAD.

“The expertise as to who’s been doing 
this mission, doesn’t exist at NORAD,” 
Etne said. “A lot of the issues we have 
aren’t being addressed.”

“What we do need to work on next 
is trying to get a little bit more of 
that expertise into the headquarters at 
NORAD,” Findley admitted.

But, he added, the chief of staff for 
NORAD and NORTHCOM is Maj. Gen. 
Paul J. Sullivan, of the Ohio Air National 
Guard, and ANG Maj. Gen. Steven E. 
Foster is “the go-to guy” for many issues 
on NORAD’s planning staff.

“We’re going to be working hard 
over next few months, [through] a 
manpower review, to see where else 
we can incorporate the value added of 
the Air National Guard,” Findley said. 
“We’ve run into some roadblocks here 
and there. What we need to do is remove 
those roadblocks.”

Findley had nothing but praise for 
the Guard and its airmen, which he said 
are carrying the load of “as high as 82 
percent of our air defense mission.” ■


