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INTRODUCTION


[image: A tanker aircraft with a hose protruding from the rear of its fuselage, flying above three fighter jets in flight.]

Operation Southern Watch was always a Coalition effort: here an F/A-18 Hornet from the aircraft carrier USS Carl Vinson waits as two French Mirage 2000s refuel from a French C-135FR tanker aircraft on 23 April 1993. The French withdrew from the Coalition three years later. (NARA)



On 1 May 2003 aboard the aircraft carrier USS Abraham Lincoln, US President George W Bush declared that ‘major combat operations in Iraq have ended. In the battle of Iraq, the United States and our allies have prevailed’. The campaign, known by Americans as Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) had started on the night of 19 March, after which, US-led Coalition forces fought an intensive and successful three-week military campaign to topple the Ba’ath regime and take control of Iraq. Thus, one might conclude that, with a definite start date and a definite end date, the Iraq War was a discrete and stand-alone conflict. However, that is not the full story, for in reality the Iraq War was merely a short campaign in a long conflict that stretched back to 1991 and had continued with varying intensity for the next 20 years. Indeed, hostilities continued in Iraq long after the war of 2003 had officially ended, and it was not until October 2011 that the next US President, Barack Obama, could announce that ‘after nearly nine years, America’s war in Iraq will be over’.

Nevertheless, it is certainly true that, as President Bush also said, ‘Operation Iraqi Freedom was carried out with a combination of precision and speed and boldness the enemy did not expect, and the world had not seen before’. Indeed, the campaign was the first in which air power was fully integrated into conventional land warfare; a campaign in which precision-guided munitions released against targets which had been selected through an over-arching network of intelligence gathering ensured that air power was used with hitherto unseen efficiency and effectiveness. This book examines how air power was used during the Iraq War of 2003 – a textbook air campaign.


Background to the war

During the Gulf War of 1991, the Iraqi ground forces were driven from Kuwait by the US-led Coalition, but although the Iraqi regular army units suffered some appalling losses, the elite Republican Guard divisions extracted themselves from the battle area largely intact. This enabled Saddam Hussein to declare on 27 February 1991 that ‘the harvest in the mother of battles has succeeded’ and thereby to present himself to other Arab nations as the honourable victor in an unequal struggle against Western imperialism. Thus emboldened, Saddam Hussein continued a policy of defiant confrontation against the USA and its allies for the next 12 years. Meanwhile, acting under the auspices of the United Nations (UN), a coalition comprising the USA, France and the UK established No-Fly Zones (NFZ) over Iraq. Two NFZ, one north of the 36th Parallel and the other south of the 32nd Parallel, were intended to prevent the Iraqi forces from using air power against dissident groups of Kurds in the north of the country and Shia Arabs in the south. Over the next ten years, Coalition aircraft and cruise missiles responded to Iraqi provocation with periodic airstrikes against Iraqi air defence facilities, notably in January 1993, September 1996, December 1998 and February 2001. The Southern NFZ was also extended up to the 33rd Parallel after the airstrikes in 1996. The US names for operations within the northerly and southerly NFZ were respectively Operation Northern Watch and Operation Southern Watch (OSW).
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President George W Bush announcing that ‘major combat operations in Iraq have ended’ from the flight deck of USS Abraham Lincoln on 1 May 2003. (US Navy)



Meanwhile, the UN Special Commission (UNSCOM) for Iraq had been established under UN Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 687 on 1 May 1991 to ensure Iraqi compliance with UNSCR directives banning Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD). For the next six years, a team of UN weapons inspectors working on the ground in Iraq scoured the country, trying to ascertain whether or not Iraq had destroyed its stock of WMD. During this time, the Iraqi regime had perfected the art of ‘cheat and retreat’, whereby they would be uncooperative and obstructive up to and beyond any UN deadline but would then comply swiftly just before the US-led Coalition could take military action to enforce Iraqi compliance. Saddam Hussein thus gave the impression to the Arab world that he was confronting the USA as an equal and that he was only making concessions on his own terms. This policy also gave the Iraqis ample time to remove any incriminating evidence from their facilities before the UN inspectors had an opportunity to find it. The series of strikes in December 1998, known as Operation Desert Fox, came at the culmination of several years of Iraq taunting and interfering with the work of the UNSCOM weapons inspectors. Operation Desert Fox was a watershed for both sides. Afterwards the US Central Command (CENTCOM) began to update its OPLAN 1003, a contingency plan dating from eight years previously for an invasion of Iraq; meanwhile, for their part, the Iraqi air defences began a more confrontational stance against Coalition aircraft operating within the NFZs. From 1999, Coalition aircraft were frequently engaged by Surface-to-Air Missiles (SAM) and Anti-Aircraft Artillery (AAA). These incidents were met with retaliation by Coalition aircraft and there followed a period of what one RAF officer recalled as ‘bombing various relatively cheap AAA pieces with a very expensive bomb, usually under SAM and AAA fire’. Nevertheless, despite this frustration, the Coalition continued to maintain air superiority within the NFZs and successfully limited the freedom of action of Iraqi forces below them. Operating in the NFZs also gave Coalition aircraft an unprecedented opportunity for reconnaissance, surveillance and intelligence gathering over much of Iraq.


[image: Two fighter jets in flight over a desert, with munitions attached beneath their wings.]

A pair of F-15C Eagles aircraft from the USAF 1st Fighter Wing, on patrol in the No-Fly Zone (NFZ) over southern Iraq on 4 January 2002 in support of Operation Southern Watch. (NARA)



AIRFIELDS USED BY THE COALITION 2003


[image: A map of the Middle East, south-east Europe and north-east Africa, marked with the locations of airfields used by the Coalition. There is an inset map showing the location of the Diego Garcia base.]

The terrorist attacks against the USA on 11 September 2001 hardened US policy against Iraq further, especially after President Bush declared a Global War on Terrorism. The strong suspicion that Iraq might use WMD in terror attacks against the USA or its allies led the President and his Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld to conclude that an invasion of Iraq was the only way to neutralize that potential threat. Planning for a ground invasion of Iraq, with the aim both to neutralize WMD systems and to remove the Ba’ath regime, formally started in November 2001. At this time, the CENTCOM OPLAN 1003-98 was further refined, becoming OPLAN 1003V. This iteration of the plan envisaged a much lighter force to achieve its aim than had been used in 1991, by using surprise and advanced technology to ensure effectiveness on the battlefield. The plan was for a much shorter air campaign to shape the battlefield before ground forces were committed; by comparison, in the 1991 Gulf War the air campaign had preceded the ground phase by 38 days. To make this shorter air campaign possible, it was decided to use the aerial presence in the NFZs as an opportunity to carry out pre-emptive attacks to degrade the Iraqi air defence system in preparation for formal hostilities. This campaign, which was to be covert in as much as the Iraqis were not to be given any clues that it heralded full hostilities, was known as Operation Southern Focus.

The nature of ‘retaliatory’ raids by Coalition aircraft changed dramatically from 2002 with the commencement of Operation Southern Focus, and there followed a structured approach to dismantling the Iraqi air defence system. During 2002 there were 500 occasions when Iraqi air defence systems fired on Coalition aircraft, which resulted in some 90 retaliatory airstrikes against specifically selected elements of the air defence system. The daily tasking for Coalition aircraft into the NFZ was also adjusted to include surges of activity, so that the Iraqis became accustomed to random periods of increased activity which masked the deployment of yet more Coalition aircraft into the theatre. The pattern of randomized surges would also serve to hide the final preparations for the start of hostilities. As well as ‘kinetic’ operations involving the employment of weapons, reconnaissance and psychological warfare (PSYOP) missions were also flown in the NFZs.


[image: A fighter jet about to launch from an aircraft carrier at night.]

During the four days of Operation Desert Fox in December 1998, numerous airstrikes were launched against military targets across Iraq. This F/A-18 Hornet is about to launch from USS Enterprise for a 
night-time strike on 17 December. (NARA)



Simultaneously with Operation Southern Focus, the USA pursued a course through the UN to obtain a clear legal framework for any military action. All of this political manoeuvring took place against the background of operations against al-Qaida and the Taliban in Afghanistan, after the invasion of that country by the US-led Coalition in 2001. Although the UN Security Council (UNSC) would not explicitly authorize military intervention in Iraq, as the Americans had hoped it would, it did pass Resolution 1441 in November 2002, warning Iraq of undefined ‘serious consequences’ if the country remained in breach of its obligations to the various UN monitoring agencies. At a further meeting of the UNSC on 6 February 2003, US Secretary of State Colin Powell presented evidence of Iraqi WMDs, but it still proved impossible for him to obtain a resolution expressly authorizing military action to intervene in Iraq. Nevertheless, the Bush administration, supported by Prime Minister Tony Blair in the UK, considered that there was sufficient legal justification for military intervention implicit in Resolution 1441.

Meanwhile, President Bush sought to build a ‘Coalition of the Willing’ who would support military intervention. 

Here the lack of a more definitive authorization from the UN for a military solution was reflected in a reluctance, particularly amongst Arab countries, to support the USA. Even fellow NATO member Turkey denied the use of its territory and airspace for offensive operations against Iraq. Furthermore, although Western-leaning countries were sympathetic to the cause, only the UK committed large-scale ground forces to the Coalition; Australia did, however, commit Special Operations Forces (SOF). The UK and Australia also contributed combat aircraft to the Coalition. In early 2003 American, British and Australian forces began to assemble in the Gulf region in readiness for hostilities. Then on 18 March, with all his forces in place, President Bush issued a deadline to Saddam Hussein to leave Iraq within 48 hours or face a military invasion.


[image: A black-and-white aerial photograph showing bomb damage to buildings on an airfield, labelled 'Al Sahra airfield, Iraq'.]

This bomb damage assessment photograph of the Al Sahra Airfield, near Tikrit, Iraq, was used by Pentagon officials in a press briefing during Desert Fox, 18 December 1998. (NARA)




The role of air power

Slightly larger in area than California but slightly smaller than Sweden, Iraq is dominated by two great rivers, the Euphrates and Tigris, both of which rise in the Taurus mountains of eastern Turkey and flow southwards though Iraq to the Persian Gulf. Apart from the high Zagros mountain range which runs along the northern and north-eastern borders, most of the country is generally flat. The area to the south and west of the Euphrates is an arid desert, and most of the Iraqi population lives in the fertile area along and between the rivers. The populated areas also contain much of the industrial and military infrastructure, although a number of well-established airfields had been built in the desert during the 1970s and 80s. The arid climate in the desert region and the Mediterranean-like climate in the populated areas are well-suited to air operations: the weather factor is generally good, with predominantly clear skies and a short ‘rainy season’ in the mid-winter months. Thus, both the terrain and weather are ideal for flying during most of the year. A clear air mass makes photographic reconnaissance straightforward and also permits the use of laser guided weapons. However, both of these activities can be frustrated in the winter by the north-westerly shamal wind over Iraq, which is characterized by thick sandstorms that can last 
for days with windspeeds up to 40mph.

The unique speed and reach of air power had played an important part in the history of Iraq ever since the British had experimented with ‘air control’ of the country during the 1920s and 30s. This concept envisioned a small number of aircraft patrolling vast (and remote) areas over long distances far more quickly than even a large ground force could accomplish. If necessary, aircraft could also deliver decisive firepower to break up insurgent forces or put down revolts. This meant that substantially fewer ground troops were needed to maintain law and order, which in turn meant that the security budget could be reduced considerably. Thus, in theory at least, air power represented the most efficient way, both militarily and economically, to police Iraq and to protect its borders. Although air power was to play little part over Iraq in the 1940s through to the 1970s, and saw only limited use in the Iran–Iraq War of the 1980s, the Ba’athist regime had not forgotten the utility of air control for counter-insurgency operations: hence the establishment by the UN of the NFZs after the Gulf War to prevent Iraqi aircraft from being used against civil insurrections in the north and south of the country.

During OIF, air power offered a means of employing devastating firepower into the heart of Iraq to dismantle the command-and-control infrastructure and to destroy the will of the Iraqi army to fight. An array of airborne reconnaissance sensors could monitor activity across the country, feeding data back to the ground commanders giving them an unprecedented picture of the battlespace. Finally, in coordination with small SOF teams, aircraft could cover the vast area of the western desert to locate and neutralize elements of the Iraqi Tactical Ballistic Missile (TBM) capability
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