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INTRODUCTION

Some 84 of the 250 Hornets committed by Central Command to Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) proudly bore MARINE titling on their rear fuselages. A further 14 were marked with the distinctive kangaroo roundel of the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF). The exploits achieved by the units that flew these jets into combat are detailed in this volume, the third of three titles that I have written on what has been dubbed by many TACAIR insiders the ‘Hornet’s War’. Although the bulk of this book deals with the major hostilities phase of OIF I, which ran from 20 March to 20 April 2003, the decade of pre-war OSW missions and ongoing post-war OIF II operations are also covered in significant detail.
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BUILD-UP TO WAR

For the first time since Operation Desert Storm in 1991, the US Marine Corps sent a complete Marine Aircraft Group (MAG) into the field as part of the Coalition build for OIF. As with Desert Storm, when the backbone of the Bahrain-based MAG-11 was provided by seven Hornet units, the Marine Corps’ primary TACAIR asset in OIF was once again the venerable F/A-18. Two C- and three D-model units called Al Jaber, in northern Kuwait, home for the duration of the 2003 conflict, and again they were controlled by MAG-11.

In the intervening 12 years from Desert Storm to OIF, Marine Hornet units had very occasionally operated in the area with Central Command (CENTCOM) as part of the United Nations’ mandated Operation Southern Watch (OSW). The latter, established in August 1992, had grown out of Operation Provide Comfort, which had seen the enforcement of a No-Fly Zone in northern Iraq in the wake of Desert Storm. The No-Fly Zone had been established by Coalition air forces in an effort to offer protection to the Kurdish population in the north from Saddam’s forces. Initially established over all Iraqi territory north of the 36th parallel as part of Provide Comfort in late 1991, the legality of this mission was mandated by UN Security Council Resolution 688.

When Shi’ite Muslims also began to suffer persecution in the south, a No-Fly Zone was created with UN backing in southern Iraq as Operation Southern Watch (OSW) on 26 August 1992. Joint Task Force-Southwest Asia (JTF-SWA), consisting of units from the US, Britain, France and Saudi Arabia, stood up on the same date to oversee the running of OSW.

Like the operation in the north, which was officially titled Operation Northern Watch (ONW) on 1 January 1997, OSW saw US, British and French aircraft enforcing the Security Council mandate that prevented the Iraq Air Force (IrAF) from flying military aircraft or helicopters below the 32nd parallel – this was increased to the 33rd parallel in September 1996. Further restrictions, including the introduction of a No-Drive Zone in the south following Iraq’s mobilisation and deployment of forces along the Kuwait border in October 1994, were introduced several years later to stop surface-to-air missile (SAM) launchers being moved south.
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Armed with a single AGM-88C HARM beneath each wing, VMFA-251’s F/A-18C ‘TBolt 210’ (BuNo 164891) closes on the deck of USS John F Kennedy (CV-67) at the end of a SEAD sortie in the ‘Box’ in early 2000. Assigned to CVW-1, the unit completed three OSW deployments between 1995 and 2000, followed by an OEF combat cruise in 2001-02. The Millennium deployment of 1999-2000 was an eventful one for VMFA-251, as CO Lt Col Doug Yurovich told the author in February 2000;

‘We have had a chance to use all of the ordnance available to us in combat on this deployment, bar our air-to-air missiles and our 20 mm cannon – we have practised some 60-degree strafing on point targets on the Udairi range in Kuwait, but my admiral is not overly keen on us firing our cannon for real against targets in Iraq! The squadron has employed a whole generation of weapons on this cruise from laser Maverick, which is very old, to JDAM. I am pretty sure that we are the first Marine unit to drop JDAM in combat. This happened in early February 2000 – we have proven our proficiency with both this weapon and JDAM, despite possessing only two GPS-capable Hornets. The unit also performed CVW-1’s only successful LMAV shot on cruise, and we have had good GBU-12 and GBU-16 LGB drops too’ (US Navy)

During the decade that OSW was conducted, one of the major participants in its enforcement was the US Navy. A seemingly endless series of carrier battle/task groups, controlled by Fifth Fleet (which had been formed in July 1995) as part of the unified CENTCOM, oversaw operations in the region. Typically, an aircraft carrier would be on station in the Northern Arabian Gulf (NAG) at all times, vessels spending around three to four months of a standard six-month deployment committed to OSW. Ships from both the Atlantic and Pacific fleets took it in turns to ‘stand the watch’, sharing the policing duties in the No-Fly Zone with USAF and RAF assets ashore at bases in Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Oman and other allied countries in the region.

Although most units committed to OSW from carriers steaming in the NAG bore NAVY titling on their tactical grey fuselages, occasionally Marine Corps Hornets would arrive on station as part of a carrier air wing – the Marine Corps began permanent fleet integration with four of its single-seat F/A-18C units post-Desert Storm. Flying identical missions to the other ship-based light strike units, VMFA-251, 312, 314 and 323 all gained combat experience over southern Iraq during a series of cruises with CVW-1, 3, 9 and 2, respectively, between 1995 and 2003.

OSW’s original brief was to deter the repression of the Kurdish and Shi’ite populations and impose a No-Fly Zone, but it soon became obvious to the Coalition that the Iraqi Army was more than capable of dealing with the disruptive elements in both the north and the south without having to involve the IrAF. Frustrated by its inability to defend the people it had encouraged to rise up and overthrow Saddam’s regime in 1991, the US-led Coalition subtly changed the emphasis of its ONW and OSW mission. This saw the systematic monitoring of Iraqi military activity in the area evolve from being a useful secondary mission tasking to the primary role of the crews conducting these sorties from the mid 1990s. By December 1998, the justification put forward by the US government for the continuation of both ONW and OSW was the protection of Iraq’s neighbours from any potential aggression, and to ensure the admission, and safety, of UN weapons inspectors.

Most OSW missions were mundane and boring according to the aircrew involved. However, this all changed with the implementation of Operation Desert Fox on 16 December 1998, which saw the launching of a four-day aerial offensive ostensibly aimed at curbing Iraq’s ability to produce Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD). Although triggered by Saddam’s unwillingness to cooperate with UN inspections of weapons sites, many observers believed that the primary aim of Desert Fox was to attack the Iraqi leadership in a series of decapitation strikes. To this end, a presidential palace south of Baghdad was hit, as were buildings housing the Special Security Organisation and the Special Republican Guard.

The aircraft carriers USS Enterprise (CVN-65) and USS Carl Vinson (CVN-70) played a key role in Desert Fox, the vessels’ CVW-3 and CVW-11 flying more than 400 sorties in the 25+ strikes launched during the campaign. In the vanguard of the missions flown from CVN-65 was VMFA-312, which dropped laser-guided bombs and launched AGM-88 High-speed Anti-Radiation Missiles (HARM). The unit also became the first Marine Corps squadron to employ the AGM-154 Joint Stand Off Weapon (JSOW) during the course of this deployment, which also saw VMFA-312 involved in Operation Allied Force in the Balkans.

Although Desert Fox lasted for just four days, its consequences were felt right up until OIF in March 2003. Proclaiming a victory after UN weapons inspectors had left Iraq on the eve of the bombing campaign, Saddam now brazenly challenged patrolling ONW and OSW jets by moving mobile SAM batteries and AAA weapons into the exclusion zones. Both were used with increasing frequency in the coming months, and IrAF jets also started to push more regularly into the No-Fly Zones.

In the post-Desert Fox world, these violations provoked a swift, but measured, response from JTF-SWA’s Combined Air Operations Center (CAOC), which controlled the entire No-Fly Zone mission planning element, and created a daily Air Tasking Order (ATO) for all Coalition participants (both naval and shore-based aviation assets). Typically, such missions were devised within the CAOC-approved pre-planned retaliatory strike framework, and they soon became known as Response Options (ROs). The latter allowed No-Fly Zone enforcers to react to threats or incursions in a coordinated manner through the execution of agreed ROs against pre-determined targets such as SAM and AAA sites and command and control nodes.

Following VMFA-312’s departure from the NAG at the end of Desert Fox, the next Marine unit to see action in southern Iraq was VMFA-323. Assigned to CVW-2 in 1993, and a veteran of two previous OSW cruises with the air wing aboard USS Constellation (CV-64), VMFA-323 dropped more than 16,000 lbs of ordnance on military targets as it executed ROs between July and November 1999.

VMFA-251, embarked in USS John F Kennedy (CV-67) with CVW-1, replaced VMFA-323 and CVW-2 in late 1999, and it also expended bombs and missiles in anger during four months of OSW patrols. From March to May 2000, CVW-9, assigned to USS John C Stennis (CVN-74), undertook the OSW mission. Amongst its trio of Hornet units was VMFA-314, conducting its second cruise with the air wing. Deployment highlights were summarised in the following report by the unit’s Capt Mark Christenson, run in the Fall 2000 issue of Hook magazine;

‘“Black Knight” pilots delivered several LGBs and the new GBU-
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