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Foreword

It was an extremely hot and humid day at Arlington National
Cemetery on 11 August 2005. I didn't really notice the weather since
all of my attention was focused on the group burial ceremony taking
place. As an advisor to the Iraqi Air Force (IqAF), I was escorting
their chief of staff and the family of the Iraqi pilot who was killed a
few months earlier—on Memorial Day. As neatly folded American
and Iraqi flags were presented to the family members, I knew this was
a historic event. Not only was this the first time an Iraqi citizen had
been interred at Arlington Cemetery, it was also one of the first tan-
gible signs of the United States Air Force (USAF) stepping up to sup-
port the new IqAE. During this trip, many senior USAF leaders met
with Maj Gen Kamal Abdul-Sattar Barzanjy, the IQAF commander, to
discuss ways they could better support him. Reflecting back, the team
of advisors faced a lot of challenges during that year, but this event
and the Memorial Day crash were key turning points.

Memorial Day 2005 provides several excellent examples of the
challenges the USAF faced in standing up the new IqAE. I was at Taji
AB and had just returned from a trip to Amman, Jordan, the previous
day. While in Jordan, we concluded that the UH-1 helicopters being
overhauled for the Iraqis were not suitable for combat operations in
the high-temperature environment of Iraq. We could potentially
scrap all 16 helicopters. We had also inspected a C-130 that was being
considered as an addition to the Iraqi inventory. Unfortunately, the
aircraft, a 1959-era B-model, was in pieces and collecting dust in the
corner of a hangar. It would have been expensive to bring it back to
flight-worthy status.

The purpose of the trip to Taji was for the Coalition Military Assis-
tance Training Team (CMATT) commanding general (CG) to clarify
the reporting chain for my team of advisors at Taji. The team leader
had not been effectively coordinating with his Army and Air Force
special operations team members and on several occasions had by-
passed the CMATT chain of command. The situation had finally got-
ten to the point that it required general officer intervention. After the
CG set everyone straight, he explained that the team’s top priority was
not setting up an operational Iraqi air force. Instead, the top priority was
to simply help the Iraqis set up processes and procedures. This came
as quite a surprise.
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It was the next event that completely changed the course of our
efforts. Just before boarding an HH-60 helicopter to return to Baghdad,
I received a call from another member of the CMATT air cell. One of
the Iraqi Comp Air 7 light reconnaissance aircraft had gone down
during a mission; there were no survivors. As soon as our helicopter
landed at Phoenix Base, I had to pass the bad news to the CG. The
crash was caused by mechanical issues, and a team of experts from
the Air Force Flight Test Center later deemed the Comp Air 7 fleet to
be unsuitable for flight.

Since the inception of the CMATT air cell (affectionately known as
“four lieutenant colonels in a closet,” due to the tiny office we shared
in a former Iraqi elementary school), the team faced obstacles and
challenges. As far back as 2003, during the Coalition Provisional
Authority’s reign, there were conflicting discussions on whether the
coalition intended to help rebuild the Iraqi air force and what type of
aircraft should be in their inventory. The air cell, created about eight
months after Pres. George W. Bush declared an end to major combat
operations, was initially composed of a few Airmen deploying on
three-month rotations. The deployment length slowly increased over
time, ultimately reaching one year.

When I volunteered for the deployment, the request contained no
special requirements or prerequisites for filling the position.
An e-mail had gone to our base to provide a body; I was the only
person to volunteer. Expecting to go through extensive training be-
fore my deployment, I was shocked to discover I was not required to
go through any training on Iraqi culture and customs, Arabic lan-
guage, survival skills, combat skills, or convoy operations. Fortu-
nately, I've always been interested in language and culture, so I read
several books before deploying and immersed myself in the language
and customs during my daily interactions with Iraqis. In addition to
the lack of training, I discovered my assigned responsibilities would
greatly exceed my current skills and experience as a logistician and
program management officer. My duties included a variety of tasks—
pilot training, air traffic control, flight medicine, combat mission
analysis, manpower analysis, organizational planning, foreign mili-
tary sales, and national defense strategy planning.

Upon arriving in Iraq, I quickly discovered the formation of the
IqAF was a low priority for the coalition; historical record keeping on

Vi
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the subject was even lower in priority. Realizing the historical signifi-
cance of the task, I set out to collect as many documents as possible,
in hopes they would someday be useful to a professional historian.
My collection included decision briefings presented to the IQAF chief
of staff, e-mails, aircraft accident reports, diplomatic communications
regarding the gifting of aircraft to Iraq, internal memos documenting
challenges, and daily situational reports. Some of these documents
were likely the only copy available. When I got the call from the
author, I was excited to hand over this collection to someone willing
to take on the daunting task of researching, analyzing, and docu-
menting the events.

“But the most curious neglect of all is the failure of the USAE, the
world’s greatest air force, to effectively tutor and support the fledgling
Iraqi Air Force until the former was shocked and embarrassed into
doing so” This powerful statement, from this book’s conclusion, sets
the stage for the challenges the coalition initially faced in standing up
the new IqQAE George Cully’s Adapt or Fail, clearly the authoritative
source on this subject, is a must-have addition to any history buff’s
library. It is an exceptional reference that chronicles the events of the
past, while also providing an in-depth analysis of the actions and
decisions made by the team of advisors that ultimately helped Iraq
form their new air force. Mr. Cully, a long-time historian and former
member of the Air Force Historical Research Agency, has written and
contributed to numerous books and articles on airpower history. He
has spent the last several years researching and writing about topics
related to the new Iraqi Air Force. It is sad to admit, but the unfortu-
nate accident that led to the deaths of one Iraqi and four American
Airmen was a pivotal event that finally nudged the US Air Force to
step up and take a leadership role in forming this new air force. This
accident, described in chapter 5, highlights the potential conse-
quences if we don’t do a better job next time. While it was a solemn
honor to escort the Iraqi family and dignitaries to Arlington National
Cemetery, it is an honor I don't wish upon anyone. In light of the
recent turmoil in Iraq, the United States could potentially provide
similar assistance again. Commanders, military strategists, govern-
ment leaders, and academics should be encouraged to read this book,
as we strategize our support to Iraq, Jordan, and other countries
fighting the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) terror

Vii
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network. It is important that the readers understand the sacrifices
made by Maj Brian Downs, Capt Ali Husam Abass, Capt Jeremy
Fresques, Capt Derek Argel, and SSgt Casey Crate—and ensure we
don’t make the same mistakes again.

C;w/ U o
Charles J. estgate’I:[QT>
Former advisor to the Iraqi Air Force

February 2015

viii
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Abstract

Prior to its involvement with the Iraqi air force in 2004, the US Air
Force (USAF) was relatively inexperienced in helping to create an air
force for a partner nation. Usually the partner nation would already
have an air force and the requisite infrastructure—only needing better
airplanes, more training, or additional spare parts for the equipment
already on hand. None of those conditions were present in Iraq when
the Coalition Military Assistance Training Team (CMATT) was
tasked to create an air corps for what the Coalition Provisional
Authority called the New Iraqi Army. Nor were the handful of USAF
personnel assigned to the CMATT air cell (CMATT-A) given any
special preparations or high-level support and oversight after that
task had morphed into the creation of a full-fledged Iraqi air force—
and all that must accompany such an undertaking—in 2005.

The resulting ad hoc nature of CMATT-A’s operations combined
with other factors to produce an untenable situation for the USAF,
USAF Reserve, and other Department of Defense component advisors
involved. Unfortunately, that increasingly serious situation did not
garner the attention of the USAF’s senior leadership until such
neglect was found to be a contributing factor in an aircraft accident
that took the lives of five dedicated Airmen—four USAF members
and an Iraqi Air Force officer—on 30 May 2005.

This study summarizes the events that led up to that accident and
the consequences that followed, including the decision to replace
CMATT-A with a larger, better-resourced organization led by a
USAF general officer, the recognition of the need to deploy signifi-
cantly greater numbers of suitably trained USAF instructor/advisor
Airmen to Iraq, and the concerted action to assist the Iraqi Air Force
in obtaining more capable aircraft. These improvements took the better
part of two years analyses, preparations, investment, and adjust-
ments. This study summarizes the essentials of that complex sequence
of events. It is a story about accomplishing a demanding, unheralded
mission under harrowing conditions in a foreign land.

Xi






Acknowledgments

This study was originally written to satisfy a much narrower re-
quirement in 2008. Tom Manning, then the Air Education and Train-
ing Command (AETC) command historian, wanted to host a set of
“what we are doing” presentations during that year’s semiannual
AETC historian conference. In preparation for the event, he encour-
aged various AETC historians to produce papers to deliver at the
conference. The topic list included AETC’s activities in Iraq; I was
then the chief historian for Air University (AU), so I was in a good
position to address that particular issue. AU was deeply involved in
crafting the training syllabi adopted by the Iraqi Air Force officer
schoolhouse in 2006. Thus, without Tom Manning’s nudge, this study
would most likely never have happened.

If it's probable that it takes a village to properly raise a child, then
it’s almost certain that accurate historical narratives cannot be writ-
ten unless relevant records are available. In this instance, I benefitted
from a series of improbable coincidences. The first was the result of
Col Charles Westgate’s assignment to the CMATT-A cell in 2005.
Colonel Westgate, an operator with the heart of a historian, went out
of his way to collect records and assemble a detailed chronology of
CMATT-As development and activities from its inception through
the end of his tour. Later, and again entirely by chance, Colonel West-
gate and I crossed paths. Upon learning that I was writing a study on
the efforts to resurrect the Iraqi air force, he was most generous in
sharing the unique cache of materials that he had collected and
preserved.

Yet another beneficial coincidence came about as the result of a
deployment by Dr. Silvano Wueschner, one of the staff historians as-
signed to the AU history directorate. While he was in theater in early
2010, Dr. Wueschner discovered a drawer full of abandoned files that
shed considerable light on the planning and preparations made in
late 2006 and 2007 regarding the USAF’s support for the Iraqi Air
Force. Knowing that I would be interested, Dr. Wueschner brought
the files back with him when he returned to our office that spring.

I also need to acknowledge the support and encouragement re-
ceived from my boss, Col Ben Hulsey, AU director of staff. It was with
his permission (and temporary duty money) that I was able to inter-
view participants and gather documents at Wright-Patterson AFB,
Ohio; Randolph AFB, Texas; and Hurlburt Field, Florida. He also

xiii



ACKNOWLEDGMENT

gave permission for me to focus exclusively on the writing during
that last two-week sprint to finish the manuscript in August 2010. I
also need to sincerely thank the many participants who spoke about
their time in Iraq or their support of those who deployed; they are too
numerous to name here.

Although Tom Manning instigated this project, it was Dave Byrd
who motivated me to significantly expand its scope. Then assigned to
the Air Force History Support Office, Byrd worked to persuade various
Air Force historians to contribute to an ambitious, multivolume work
intended to describe the USAF’s quasi-combat operations conducted
without respite since the end of the Persian Gulf War in 1991. The
working title of the project was Airmen at War; in a chance conversa-
tion with Byrd in early 2010, I learned that there were still several
topics that lacked for authors. One was the USAF’s role in reconsti-
tuting the Iraqi air force. I'm still not sure whether it was Dave’s per-
suasiveness or simply my own vanity that led me to volunteer, but I
am truly grateful for the opportunity. Dave Byrd liked the resulting
manuscript enough to nominate it for the Robert F. Futrell Award, a
USAF-level prize given annually to recognize excellence in Air Force
historical publications. Thanks, at least in part to Dave’s advocacy, my
study was a Futrell Award recipient in 2011.

Of course, I would be far more than remiss if I didn’t acknowledge
the single most important influence in my life over the last 25 years—
my wife. She’s the one who is kind enough to bring me something
when I'm so absorbed in writing that I forget to eat, the one who is
wise enough to tell me when it’s time to quit for the night, and the one
who is honest enough to tell me when the words aren’t working. I owe
her everything.

Xiv



Chapter 1

Introduction

The US Air Force (USAF) has not had much recent experience in
helping a partner nation create an air arm from nothing. Historically,
much of the USAF’s participation in the Department of Defense
(DOD) foreign military sales (FMS) program—the activity responsible
for such matters—had been structured around the presumption that
the partner nation would already have an air force and the requisite
infrastructure. It just needed better airplanes, more training, or ad-
ditional spare parts for the equipment already on hand.

Ordinarily, that framework has satisfied the needs of both the
United States and its foreign partners. The United States benefits by
having friendly nations and potential allies equipped with capable air
forces, and American suppliers profit from the work generated by
FMS. Moreover, FMS has helped partner nations by validating their
needs within the strictures of US technology and arms export laws,
by matching partners with qualified American suppliers, and by fa-
cilitating the partners’ payments for their purchases. In addition,
depending upon the circumstances and guidance from the US De-
partment of State, the DOD’s military assistance program (MAP) can
also further US foreign policy goals by funding some (or most) of a
partner’s military needs through MAP grants. Both programs have
been successful on many occasions in the past.'

But what happens when no fully functioning national government
is able to coordinate the establishment of an air force, or when the
nascent partner nation acquires some airplanes without first having a
realistic, well-financed roadmap for its operation and sustainment?
What if the requisite infrastructure has been severely crippled and a
raging insurgency hampers every effort to repair it? What is to be
done when partner-nation volunteers risk their lives and their families’
safety by stepping forward for training, only to discover that, for lack
of money and planning, there are no airplanes to fly? And what is the
likely result if other priorities, a lack of suitable doctrine and training
structures, constant turnover due to short-term deployments, and
command inattentiveness combine in a ground-centric environment
dominated by the US Army?
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The aforementioned conditions faced the handful of USAF advi-
sors deployed to help the Iraqi government reconstitute its air force
beginning in January 2004. It was only after a tragic mishap in May
2005 that took the lives of five exceptionally dedicated Airmen—four
Americans and an Iragi—that the USAF’s senior leaders began pay-
ing serious attention to a mission they had accepted without serious,
visible deliberation some 17 months earlier. Even with that essential
reengagement, it still took the better part of two more years’ analyses,
preparations, and adjustments to begin to set things right.

This study summarizes the essentials of that complex sequence of
events. Although it includes many elements of a cautionary tale, this
is a story about the ingenuity, flexibility, and perseverance of the
USAF Airman-advisors who deployed to Iraq and the Iraqi patriots
they trained, mentored, and befriended. It is a story about accom-
plishing a demanding, unheralded mission under harrowing condi-
tions in a foreign land. This is a story that should be preserved, if only
to remind future USAF Airmen of some of the extraordinary chal-
lenges their predecessors received, accepted, and overcame.

Notes

Notes will appear in full form only in their first iteration. Thereafter, they will ap-
pear in shortened form. For full details, see the appropriate entry in the bibliography.

1. Defense Security Cooperation Agency (DSCA), “Introduction to Security Coopera-
tion Management,” in The Management of Security Cooperation (Wright-Patterson AFB,
OH: DSCA, 2010), http://www.disam.dsca.mil/Research!Presentations/2%20introsc.ppt.



Chapter 2

A Brief History of the Iraqi Air Force,
1931-2003

The British government established the Royal Iraqi Air Force
(RIqAF) on 22 April 1931, the last year of its direct control of Iraq
under a 1920 League of Nations mandate.' The RIqAF, consisting ini-
tially of just five pilots and 32 ground crew, was equipped with modest
numbers of British-built aircraft in the 1930s, and it continued to fol-
low Royal Air Force (RAF) practices for decades thereafter. In fact,
Great Britain continued to be Iraq’s principle source of military avia-
tion training and combat aircraft procurement until the late 1950s.2

Iraq’s rulers generally followed British advice prior to World War
I1, but rising Iraqi nationalist and anticolonialist sentiments led to a
pro-fascist coup détat in April 1941. This resulted in a month-long
Anglo-Iraqi War in May, during which the RIQAF flew its first combat
sorties. However, even with aviation contingents provided by fascist
Italy and Nazi Germany, the Iraqi insurgents were soon over-
whelmed.” The coup leaders fled the country, and British forces
occupied Iraq for the next six years.*

Iraq regained its sovereignty in January 1948, and RIGAF pilots
flew bombing missions in the first Arab-Israeli War later that same
year.” A pro-communist revolution toppled Iraq’s monarchy on 14
July 1958, but Iraq continued to maintain an air arm. The renamed
Iraqi Air Force (IQAF) bombed Israeli targets during the Six-Day War
in 1967 and again in the Yom Kippur War of October 1973.°

Soviet air doctrine heavily influenced the IqAF in the 1970s, and
the Air Force was largely outfitted with Russian-built combat aircraft
when the Iran-Iraq War began in 1980.” Its effectiveness was limited
for much of that eight-year conflict—even though Iraq also bought
over 130 French-built Dassault Mirage fighters between 1977 and
1990.> When Iraq invaded Kuwait in August 1990, the IqAF could
boast of having over 1,000 aircraft, but expensive equipage notwith-
standing, the IqAF failed as a fighting force during the Persian Gulf
War of 1990-91.° Indeed, the coalition’s onslaught during Operation
Desert Storm (17 January-28 February 1991) caused many Iraqi air-
men to seek asylum in Iran. At least 146 aircraft, valued at $2.5 bil-
lion, were interned there. Iran later declared the aircraft to be state
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property in partial reparation for the losses it had suffered during the
Iran-Iraq War."

In the decade following the Persian Gulf War, the IQAF mainly
stayed within the boundaries defined by two coalition-imposed “no-fly”
zones, but its remaining fighters occasionally tried to lure coalition
aircraft within range of Iraqi ground defenses."' During the run-up to
the 2003 Iraq War, Iraqi president Saddam Hussein ordered his air
force to conserve its remaining 300 aircraft by avoiding combat, and
there were no aerial engagements reported during that conflict."”?
Those planes not destroyed on the ground by coalition air power
between the opening of hostilities on 20 March and the cessation of
combat operations on 1 May 2003 were found dismantled and stored
or hidden quite literally in the desert.” Initially, there were sugges-
tions that some of those aircraft might be refurbished and returned to
service in an air force to be fielded by a rehabilitated Iraq, but political
and economic realities quickly overwhelmed any such possibility."*
On 23 May the newly installed Coalition Provisional Authority offi-
cially disbanded the IqAF, along with the other branches of Iraq’s
armed forces."

Notes

1. Iraq has traditionally celebrated 22 April as “Air Force Day” in commemoration
of the event. Lorie Jewell, “Iraqi Air Force Celebrates 74 Years,” Advisor 2, no. 7 (12
February 2005): 6.

2. The Iraqi government moved away from the West and toward the Soviet Union
following the communist-backed revolution that abolished Iraq’s monarchy on 14
July 1958, but the IgAF continued to take delivery of British-built Hawker Hunter jet
fighters as late as May 1967. See Ahmad Sadik and Tom Cooper, Iraqi Fighters, 1953-2003:
Camouflage ¢ Markings (Houston, TX: Harpia Publishing, 2008); Tom Cooper and
David Nicolle, Arab MiGs, vol. 1, MiG-15s and MiG-17s, 1955-1967 (Houston, TX:
Harpia Publishing, 2009), 96-99; and Cooper and Nicolle, Arab MiGs, vol. 2, Super-
sonic Fighters: 1956-1967 (Houston, TX: Harpia Publishing, 2011).

3. For fascist Italy’s efforts to provide the Iraqis with military aircraft, especially
in the period immediately preceding World War II, see Giancarlo Garello, “Italian
Wings over Iraq (1937-1941), Small Air Forces Observer 32, no. 4 (April 2009): 114-17;
and Garello, “Italian Wings over Iraq (1937-1941),” Small Air Forces Observer 33, no.
1 (July 2009): 21-23.

4. AVM A. G. Dudgeon, RAFE, The War That Never Was (Shrewsbury, England:
Airlife, 1991); and Kevin Lyman, Iraq 1941: The Battles for Basra, Habbaniya, Fallujah
and Baghdad (Oxford, England: Osprey Press, 2006).

5. Shlomo Aloni, Arab-Israeli Air Wars, 1947-1982 (Oxford, England: Osprey
Press, 2001), 9.



A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE IRAQI AIR FORCE, 1931-2003 | 5

6. Ibid., 51; David Nicolle and Tom Cooper, Arab MiG-19 and MiG-21 Units in
Combat (Oxford, England: Osprey Press, 2004): 21 and 65-70; and Tom Cooper,
David Nicolle, and Patricia Salti, Arab MiGs, vol. 3, The June 1967 War (Houston, TX:
Harpia Publishing, 2012); Tom Cooper and David Nicolle, et al., Arab Migs, vol. 5,
October 1973 War, Part 1 (Houston, TX: Harpia Publishing, 2014); and Tom Cooper
and David Nicolle, et al., Arab MiGs, vol. 6, October 1973 War, Part 2 (Houston, TX:
Harpia Publishing, 2015).

7. Beginning in the late 1960s, the Indian air force also dispatched significant
numbers of flight instructors to Iraq; IQAF pilots trained in India as well. See Nicolle
and Cooper, Arab MiG-19 and MiG-21 Units, 78. For general coverage of the Iran-Iraq
air war, see Maj Ronald E. Berquist, The Role of Airpower in the Iran-Iraq War (Maxwell
AFB, AL: Air University Press, December 1988; Tom Cooper and Farzad Bishop,
Iran-Iraq War in the Air (Atglen, PA: Schiffer Publishing, 2003); Bishop and Cooper,
Iranian F-4 Phantom II Units in Combat (Oxford, England: Osprey Publishing, 2003);
and Cooper and Bishop, Iranian F-14 Tomcat Units in Combat (Oxford, England:
Osprey Publishing, 2004).

8. Sadik and Cooper, Iraqi Fighters, chap. 9.

9. Rene Francillon, “Mirage at War: Iraqi and Kuwaiti Mirage F1s,” World Air
Power Journal 4 (Winter 1990-91): 22-25; and Sadik and Cooper, Iraqi Fighters,
chap. 9 For a detailed account of the IgAF’s performance at the outset of the Persian
Gulf War, see Ahmad Sadik and Tom Cooper, “The First Night: Iraqi Air Force in
Combat—17 January 1991, International Air Power Review 26 (Winter 2009): 114-29.
More generally, see Eliot A. Cohen, Gulf War Airpower Survey, 6 vols (Washington,
DC: Government Printing Office, 1993); Stan Morse, ed., Gulf War Debrief (London:
Aerospace Publishing, 1991); Richard Hallion, Storm over Iraq: Air Power and the
Gulf War (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1992); and Christopher
Chant, Air War in the Gulf 1991 (Oxford, England: Osprey Publishing, 2001).

10. The total encompassed both military aircraft and civil jet transports, including
some airliners taken from Kuwait as war booty. See “Iraq to Iran: Minders Keepers,”
Time, 8 April 1991, http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,972677,00.html;
“Iran Hoards Iraqi Aircraft) Flight International, 24-30 April 1991, 9; and Babek
Taghvaee, “Race to Iran!” AirForces Monthly, June 2010, 44-47.

11. Steve Davies, F-15C/E Eagle Units of Operation Iraqi Freedom (Oxford, Eng-
land: Osprey Publishing, 2004): 12-21; Steve Davies and Doug Dildy, F-16 Fighting
Falcon Units of Operation Iraqi Freedom (Oxford, England: Osprey Publishing, 2004):
13-16; “Operation Southern Watch,” Air Force Historical Support Division, 18 September
2012, http://www.athso.af.mil/topics/factsheets/factsheet.asp?id=19816; and Terry
Boyd, “Operation Northern Watch: Mission Complete,” Stars & Stripes (European
Edition), 31 March 2003, http://www.stripes.com/article.asp?section=104&article=1
3614&archive=true.

12. Dr Daniel L. Haulman, “What Happened to the Iraqi Air Force?” Air Force
Historical Research Agency, 3 November 2009, http://www.au.af.mil/au/aunews
/archive/2010/0516/0516Articles/Haulman30514.pdf.

13. Between late June and late July 2003, USAF engineers excavated over 30 IgQAF
jet aircraft that had been intentionally buried at Al-Tagaddum Air Base west of
Baghdad, including some Mach 3-capable MiG-25R Foxbat reconnaissance planes.
Their concealment, and the fact that US forces had been operating in the immediate
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vicinity for several months before learning of their presence, became a point of argu-
ment in the ongoing search for hidden caches of Iraqi weapons of mass destruction
(WMD). During a 5 August press conference, US Secretary of Defense Donald
Rumsfeld said this discovery bolstered the Bush administration’s expectation that
stockpiles of Iraqgi WMD would eventually be found. Kathleen T. Rhem, “American
Forces Pull Hidden MiG Fighters Out of Iraqi Desert,” American Forces Press Service,
6 August 2003, accessed 28 December 2009, http://www.defenselink.mil/news
/Aug2003/n08062003_200308063.html; and Charles R. Smith, “Iraqi ‘Mach 3’ MiG
Buried in Sand,” Newsmax.com, 6 August 2003, accessed 28 December 2009, http://
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Chapter 3

The Rebirth of the Iraqi Air Force

Chartered to oversee a transitional period pending the formal
return of sovereignty to the Iraqi people, the Coalition Provisional Au-
thority (CPA) re-created the national institutions deemed essential to
that purpose, including a defense force called the New Iraqi Army
(NIA).! In mid-June 2003, the CPA activated the Coalition Military
Assistance Training Team (CMATT) to oversee the mobilization of the
NIA. CMATT, led by Maj Gen Paul D. Eaton, US Army, was initially
staffed with just five officers on short-term loan from US Central Com-
mand (USCENTCOM). Neither the CPA nor USCENTCOM provided
any special preparation for their role, and General Eaton had only just
been informed of his assignment in early May.> When he arrived in
Baghdad, the new CMATT commander found that his organizational
assets consisted of little more than “a 24-page PowerPoint briefing and
a budget of $173 million.”

The CPA directed CMATT to mobilize and equip an NIA force—
to be fielded by September 2006—consisting of about 40,000 soldiers
grouped in three divisions (27 battalions) of light or motorized infantry.
The CPA’s policy was that Iraq should not be rearmed to the point
that it would present a credible military threat to its neighbors, and
the NIA was to be structured and outfitted accordingly. Denying the
ability to project national power by air was an essential corollary to
that intent. Walter Slocombe, then the senior CPA advisor for secu-
rity and defense, emphasized at a 23 June 2003 press conference that
the NTA “would operate without an air force™

In spite of all the difficulties it faced, CMATT already had about
1,000 Iraqi soldiers training at Kirkuk when CPA administrator L.
Paul Bremer III signed Order Number 22 on 7 August 2003.° This
directive formally established the NIA as “the first step toward the
creation of the national defense force of the new Iraq” It remained a
matter of interpretation as to whether the language of Order Number
22 also resurrected the IqAF, if only on paper. The order made no
specific mention of an air arm, but it did define the NIA to include
“all components of the national armed forces of Iraq.”
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The New Iraqi Army Air Corps

While CPA Order Number 22 may have implied the potential for
an Iraqi air force, CMATT’s initial mobilization and training budget
included no funds for aviation. But the situation was changing. On 5
September 2003, with Iraq beginning to descend into chaos, US Sec-
retary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld approved General Eaton’s pro-
posal to compress the NIA mobilization schedule by 24 months.”
Now, all three NIA divisions would have to be equipped, trained, and
fielded by September 2004. The accelerated mobilization plan, which
General Eaton called Phase II, was budgeted at just over $2.2 billion
and included significant allocations for military equipment and in-
frastructure construction. Phase II also acknowledged the need for
an NIA air element to conduct troop and logistics movements and
casualty evacuation.®

General Eaton assigned the job of structuring the NIA’ air element
to his CMATT future plans officer, Lt Col John M. Pioli, US Marine
Corps. The NIA released funding for the air arm but “with the pro-
viso that the air component fell under the aegis of the army and thus
became an army air corps” rather than an independent air force.’

Over the next few months, Colonel Pioli’s preliminary planning
efforts focused on generating very modest rotary-winged and light
transport capabilities for the New Iraqi Army Air Corps (NIAAC). At
the time, his vision was for a small, ground support-oriented force
that could be equipped and made operational before the end of 2004.
This goal seemed plausible because there were thought to be large
numbers of former IqAF aircrew both qualified and willing to meet
the need. Offers were soon made to bring some of those aircrew back
on active duty.

Regardless of the Iraqi airmen’s readiness to serve, CPA policy still
excluded an offensive air capability, and the NIAAC’s early recruiting
efforts remained at least nominally fitted to that position. In an inter-
view published on 24 March, Colonel Pioli said that there would be
no near-term openings for former IqAF fighter pilots, even though
during the Saddam era they were reputed to have been the IqAF’s
best-trained airmen. “We are not bringing the jet guys back,” ex-
plained Colonel Pioli, “while there are already qualified Iraqi trans-

»10

port pilots still willing and able to fly’
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Finding a Training Site

A sufficient supply of volunteers raised the next obvious question:
where to train them? Egypt, Hungary, or perhaps even Iraq were all
possibilities, but given Jordan’s willingness to host NIA officer train-
ing, it only made sense to ask if CMATT’s “Jordan Training Initiative”
might be extended to the NIAAC. An accomplished military helicopter
pilot, Jordan’s King Abdullah II readily agreed to invite the Iraqi air-
men to his country. Better yet, the king offered to provide them with
12 Bell UH-1 Huey helicopters (soon increased to 16) and two Lock-
heed C-130B Hercules transports.'! This was a chivalrous offer, to be
sure, but all of the aircraft needed refurbishment and equipment up-
grades. In response, the CPA agreed to pay for the work and to use a
favored Jordanian contractor or, in the case of the Huey helicopters,
Royal Jordanian Air Force (RJAF) technicians.'? Delivery of the first
C-130B was promised by 1 August; all of the Hueys were to be handed
over by 1 September."

As to the training program, the principals agreed that while RJAF
instructors would do the actual teaching, CMATT would retain con-
trol of the NIAAC's training formats and course syllabi. For its part,
CMATT would fund the overall training effort, including fuel costs,
until the Iraqis could assume responsibility in mid-2005. CMATT
also agreed to reimburse the RJAF for any training-related aircraft
parts expended in the first six months. This arrangement offered
some special advantages from General Eaton’s perspective. Beyond
the early acquisition of mission-appropriate, US-built airplanes at a
reasonable cost, it meant that the NIAAC airmen could become type
qualified far more quickly thanks to experienced instructors who
spoke the same language and shared the same cultural perspectives.'*

But there was another, more subtle advantage in the bargain. General
Eaton’s experience working with the Jordanians in the fall of 2003 had
convinced him that the Western democracies’ military leadership
philosophy influenced Jordan to a greater degree than it did for many
of Jordan’s more authoritarian neighbors. He expected that influence
to be embedded within the Jordanians’ teaching methods, and this
expectation nested easily with the CPAs overall goal of encouraging
the Iraqis to replace Saddam-era totalitarianism with democratic at-
titudes, principles, and practices.”” General Eaton’s views were echoed
by Col Kim Smith, the British army officer assigned to CMATT as
chief liaison officer in early 2004. “It was no accident,” said Colonel
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Smith, “that the training of both the air and the land component was
taking place in Jordan. . . . The Jordanians represented the ethos that
was sought for the Iraqis”'¢

In January 2004 the NIAAC:s first 14 pilots entered UH-1 helicopter
transition training in Amman, Jordan. They were accompanied by 18
aircrew (including five pilots) programmed for C-130B training,
along with 28 UH-1 maintenance technicians and 31 C-130B main-
tainers. An additional 29 ground support trainees reported in mid-
March. This second cohort included logistics supervisors, weather
forecasters, air traffic controllers, life support technicians, clerks, and
equipment operators. Of greater long-term import, the Jordanians
also hosted six NIA staff colonels who were expected to become the
NIAAC:s initial senior leadership cadre.”

While the rotary-wing and transport training programs appeared
to be on track in Jordan, the growing insurgent threat pushed the
CPA to accept the need for broader NIACC capabilities. During a 21
January press briefing, General Eaton acknowledged that CMATT
was “also investigating the use of reconnaissance aircraft in order to
effectively monitor the miles of Iraqi border, and infrastructure such
as pipelines and electrical transmission facilities”'

As to the future, General Eaton suggested that the NIA might
eventually grow to become a force of eight to 12 divisions “backed up
by attack helicopter aircraft, lift aircraft, and the wherewithal to
secure the air above—air defense artillery and the interceptor aircraft
that you need to defend the skies” But he admitted that was only “a
soldier’s theoretical construct,” and even with a large-scale deferral of
other important Iraqi social needs and “prodigious contributions
from donor nations,” it would still be at least three to five years before
such a force could be built.”

CMATT Forms an Air Cell

Long-term expectations notwithstanding, CMATT faced a short-
term need to orchestrate the process of acquiring, integrating, and
sustaining the aircraft the NIAAC expected to receive later in the
year. In January 2004 the CMATT commander addressed that need
by forming an internal air cell, commonly referred to as CMATT-A.*
Given the modest number of Iraqi airmen and aircraft involved, the
CMATT-A staff remained quite small throughout its existence. Until
its replacement in November 2005, the cell’s entire complement consisted
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of just four officer positions and (after January 2005) an Iraqi civilian
contractor—leading CMATT-A’s incumbents to wryly refer to their
office as “four [lieutenant] colonels in a closet.”*!

In view of Britain’s important role in the coalition (and perhaps
reflecting its Royal Air Force’s [RAF] long tradition of training and
advising IqAF officers), the CMATT-A leadership position was “ear-
marked” for an RAF officer—occasionally a group captain (equivalent
to a USAF colonel) but generally a wing commander (comparable to
a USAF lieutenant colonel). The remaining three positions—also
posited at the level of lieutenant colonel—were allocated along func-
tional lines: one for helicopters and maintenance issues, one for
C-130 transport matters, and one for reconnaissance/surveillance
aircraft requirements. In 2004 these positions were generally filled by
USAF or Air Force Reserve officers assigned on a 90-day rotational
basis, but occasionally by US Marine Corps officers and, in one in-
stance late in the year, by a major in the Italian air force.??

From Air Corps to Air Force

From its inception in May 2003, the CPA had always operated with
the understanding that it was only a caretaker, and that its most im-
portant goal was to return sovereignty to the Iraqis as soon as practi-
cable.” By March 2004, with the publicly announced time for that
transfer only a few months away, it was imperative that Iraq begin
addressing its self-defense needs in a truly independent manner. On
21 March CPA administrator Bremer signed Order Number 67,
establishing a new Iraqi Ministry of Defense (IgMoD) and initiating
the process through which the ministry would take control of Iraqg’s
security forces. The order renamed the NIA as the Iraqi armed forces,
and section 2 of the order expressly stated that those armed forces
included an Iraqi air force. By that action, the IqAF regained its inde-
pendence as an institutional coequal—at least in theory—with the
Iraqi army.**

Four weeks later, in a news release issued on 17 April, the CPA and
Iraqi defense ministry officials jointly announced that the IqAF al-
ready had over 100 airmen undergoing instruction in Jordan and that
recruiting stations were open in Baghdad and Mosul. They antici-
pated that Iraq’s air force would be nearly 500 strong by October.
They also expected a squadron of six UH-1H Huey helicopters to be
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operational at Taji Air Base (AB) by July, a squadron of light recon-
naissance aircraft positioned at Basrah “later this summer;” and the
two ex-RJAF Hercules turboprop transports to be operational in October.

Since most of the initial pilot trainees were former IQAF members,
they were presumed to need only some “difference” instruction to
obtain currency in their new equipment. The news release also men-
tioned that the officers would be schooled in “the philosophy of a
democratically-controlled military;” but it did not elaborate on what
that education might include. As to the coalition’s role, the release
explained that “mentoring teams from appropriate specialist areas
will assist the [IgAF] in the establishment of the squadrons and bases.
In particular they will develop safety procedures and standard oper-
ating procedures as well as aiding the interface with coalition forces”*

The IqAF Gets Its First Commander and Its First Airmen

During the joint CPA-IqQMoD press conference held on 17 April
2004, Iraqi defense ministry spokesmen announced that “the Air
Force will be commanded by a Major General (yet to be appointed),
who will . . . act as the Chief of the Defense Staft’s senior air advisor.’*
Soon thereafter, the defense ministry named Kamal Abdul-Sattar
Barzanjy to serve in that position. An Iraqi Kurd born in Baghdad in
1944, General Barzanjy became an IqAF jet fighter pilot after finishing
undergraduate studies at the Iraqi Air Force College in 1968. In 1983
he earned a master of military science degree after attending the Iraqi
Military Staft College. General Barzanjy also graduated from Iraq’s
National Defense College in 1986. Decorated for heroism during the
Iran-Iraq War, he retired from active duty in 1995 as an IqAF staft
major general with over 3,200 flying hours recorded in his official
logbooks. After leaving active duty, General Barzanjy lived as a pri-
vate citizen until being asked to accept this new post.”

On 27 May the IqAF held graduation exercises in Amman, Jordan,
for its first 14 rated airmen—all former regime officer pilots—as they
completed UH-1H helicopter flight training. The first 28 UH-1H
maintainers finished their studies on 9 May, and 19 more logistics
supervisors and ground support personnel graduated on 31 May.
They joined the 10 operations support airmen who had finished in
April. Eighteen C-130 aircrew and 31 Hercules maintenance techni-
cians were scheduled to complete their studies by 15 July, and follow-on
classes of about the same size would begin training shortly thereafter.®



THE REBIRTH OF THE IRAQI AIR FORCE | 13

The CMATT-supervised UH-1H syllabus had been structured in
two phases for this initial class. The initial three-week phase assessed
the students’ overall aviation skills—a necessary step, given that most
of them had logged very few flying hours since the end of the Gulf
War in 1991.% The 16-week second phase—a ground school and in-
struction in basic flying, basic instruments, and advanced instrument
flying—transitioned the students into the Huey helicopter. The grad-
uates were scheduled to return to Iraq on 18 June, where they were to
“assist the coalition with the recruitment, design and development of
the new Iraqi air force as they await aircraft assignments” And
therein lay the next hurdle: the new graduates were ready to fly, but
what were they to use for aircraft?

Early Aircraft Acquisition Problems

In his seminal work, Ideas and Weapons, noted airpower historian I.
B. Holley explored the relationship between military doctrine and air-
craft procurement. His thesis was that careful analysis and thoughtful
estimation based upon sound doctrinal principles were essential pred-
icates in the acquisition process. Put more simply, Holley showed that
if you don’t plan wisely—if you don't first think thoroughly about what
you intend, and therefore what you need—then you won't buy wisely.”!

Given the many challenges facing the Iraqi interim government
(IIG) and its coalition partners, it should come as no surprise that, with
one noteworthy exception, there was little or no focused, high-level at-
tention given to the IqAF’s mission, structure, and equipage require-
ments in 2004. The desperate need to forge a working polity while trying
to suppress its mortal enemies left little time for the IIG to consider the
needs of an air force that offered no real short-term military value. The
sole exception—three ex-USAF C-130E transports delivered just be-
fore the first national elections held in early 2005—came about because
of intense interest by officials at the very highest levels in both Baghdad
and Washington, DC. In most other respects, the Iraqi air force’s acqui-
sition processes in 2004 and early 2005 presented a textbook case for
learning how not to equip an air arm.

Aerial Surveillance Platform Issues

On 19 April 2004, just two days after announcing the new service’s
expansive intentions, the CPA formally invited potential vendors to
submit their proposals for the aircraft needed to equip the proposed
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reconnaissance squadron. The requirement for what the CPA called
an aerial surveillance platform (ASP) envisioned eight lightweight,
two-seat aircraft outfitted with infrared/electro-optical sensor
suites.”? The solicitation—or request for proposals—also included
aircrew training and maintenance support requirements, along with
an option to buy eight additional aircraft if the initial delivery proved
successful. That said, bidders were given only three weeks to reply.
Moreover, they had to deliver their first article within 30 days of contract
award, and all eight aircraft had to be in Iraqi hands within six months.”

Much of this urgency was driven by the need to regain control over
Iraq’s 3,800-mile border and to protect its oil production and delivery
infrastructure against increasing levels of violence. There was also an
implicit acknowledgment that the CPAs mandate and money were
both running out, and that denouement came about even sooner
than expected. The transition had been announced for the last day of
June, but in a surprise move Iraqi prime minister Ayad Allawi’s in-
terim government took charge two days early, resulting in the CPA’s
dissolution on 28 June.** Thereafter, funding for the Iraqi air force
would have to be negotiated among multiple branches and agencies
of the US government.”

The winner of the surveillance aircraft competition, Seabird Avia-
tion Jordan, delivered its first two SB7L-360 Seeker light observation
aircraft (IQAF Serials YI-101 and 102) on 29 July 2004.° Both began
flying with newly activated Squadron 70 at Basrah in September, but
they soon proved to be less than fully suitable for the mission. The
Seeker lacked crew protection from ground fire, and it was under-
powered, which made it a marginal performer even in favorable con-
ditions. Moreover, its piston engine required high-octane aviation
gasoline, a comparatively expensive fuel that was difficult to find in
Iraq. Although the two planes continued to fly intermittently thereafter,
the rest of the order was cancelled.”

Given the inadequacies of the Seeker, the Iraqi government asked
the US Army for help in finding an appropriate replacement.”® On 28
September, the Army’s Aviation and Missile Command awarded
Transatlantic Traders, Inc., a $5.818 million firm, fixed-price contract
for eight SAMA CH2000-MTSA light surveillance aircraft and sup-
porting services.”” Based upon the two-seat Alarus general aviation
trainer designed by a US-based firm called Aircraft Manufacturing
and Design but produced by Jordan Aerospace Industries in Amman,
Jordan, the first two examples (IqAF serials YI-103 and 104) were to
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have been delivered to Squadron 70 at the end of October 2004. As it
turned out, fuel supply and engine problems delayed their turnover
until mid-January 2005.* The contract called for a delivery rate of two
airplanes per month. Instead, the Iragis received four airplanes in Au-
gust 2005, and the last two were not received until September 2006.*!

Unfortunately, these aircraft also proved to be unsatisfactory as in-
telligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance (ISR) platforms. Like the
Seeker, the CH2000 lacked cockpit armor, and its piston engine also
burned scarce high-octane aviation gasoline. Moreover, the CH2000
was essentially ineffective in ambient temperatures above 104 degrees
Fahrenheit (40 degrees Celsius)—a common circumstance during
Iraqi summers—and it was prone to cracks in its engine exhaust system,
which introduced unacceptable levels of carbon monoxide into the
cockpit.*?

As an alternative to the Seeker and the CH2000, the Iraqi air force
also accepted seven single-engine, six-passenger Comp Air 7SLX
light transports as a gift from the United Arab Emirates (UAE). De-
signed by AeroComp, Inc., of Merritt Island, Florida, as a propeller-
driven, gas turbine-powered kit airplane marketed to hobbyist builders,
these particular 7SLX aircraft were modified during their assembly in
the UAE.* When delivered, they included revisions to the nose gear
and fuel systems, reduced engine intake baffling, and a belly-mounted,
forward looking infrared (FLIR) turret and panel display. The Iraqis
expected that up to four of the Comp Airs could be outfitted for ISR
missions using the electro-optical sensor balls already in hand; the
remainder were to serve as utility and liaison aircraft until more FLIR
equipment could be acquired.

The first four Comp Airs arrived at Basrah in mid-November 2004,
and the remaining three were delivered in the second week of December.**
All seven aircraft were assigned to Squadron 3 when it was activated
in early January 2005. Soon thereafter, the unit moved to Kirkuk.*

From the beginning, the Comp Airs displayed evidence of their
nonstandardized construction features and undocumented perfor-
mance characteristics. On 25 January 2005 a Squadron 3 aircraft had
to make a forced landing on a highway about 28 miles southeast of
Kirkuk because its fuel-supply system had been improperly wired
during assembly in the UAE.* On 10 May while returning from
Baghdad International Airport (BIAP) to Kirkuk, a Comp Air call-
signed “Tiger 71” suffered an engine flameout due to fuel starvation
and was forced to make an emergency landing on a dirt road about 18
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miles northeast of the airfield. The incident was attributed to an in-
correctly installed shut-off fuel valve; the aircrew had become accus-
tomed to following the words “open” and “closed” handwritten with a
felt pen on the plane’s cockpit wall, but they were misled in part be-
cause the handles were installed differently on each aircraft.*” Just 20
days later, a Squadron 3 Comp Air was lost with all five men aboard—
four of them USAF Airmen—in a crash near Jalulah, about 80 miles
northeast of Baghdad. Subsequent investigations suggested that the
undocumented (and uncertified) modifications made during that
airplane’s construction may have contributed to the mishap. A second
Comp Air mishap on 29 January 2006 involved an abrupt loss of con-
trol immediately after takeoff at Kirkuk. The Iraqi pilot was able to
put the aircraft back down on the runway, but it was damaged beyond
economical repair and had to be written off. Fortunately, that inci-
dent did not involve any fatalities or serious injuries, but it confirmed
previous concerns regarding the airplane’s unforgiving nature under
certain flying conditions.*®

Helicopter Issues

Usable rotary-winged aircraft proved to be just as difficult to ac-
quire and deploy as suitable fixed-wing aircraft—but for different
reasons. The process of fielding Jordan’s October 2003 offer of 16 Bell
Huey helicopters, for example, proved to be both lengthy and expen-
sive. In May 2004 the CPA had expected to pay the Jordanians about
$700,000 for each of the UH-1H helicopters to be taken out of stor-
age, refurbished, and outfitted with improved avionics. With six
months’ spare parts and maintenance support, the total cost of the
project was then estimated at about $16 million.* Before spending
any money, however, it seemed prudent to assess the condition of the
aircraft, especially given that by June CMATT-A was already having
doubts about the suitability of using a single-engine version of the
Huey in Irags harsh summer environment.®

On 4 August 2004 Aeronautical Radio, Incorporated (ARINC),
based in Annapolis, Maryland, received a $5.9 million “Phase I” con-
tract to evaluate the 16 gift UH-1H helicopters (along with the two
C-130Bs), then in Jordanian storage. If the aircraft were found to be
worth refurbishing, then ARINC would be given an additional $12.9
million to renovate them using a Jordanian subcontractor (Phase II)
and another $16.1 million to support the helicopters after their delivery



THE REBIRTH OF THE IRAQI AIR FORCE | 17

to Squadron 2 at Taji AB (Phase III). In all, this was slightly more than
double what the CPASs cost estimate had been just a few months earlier.”!

ARINC and its Jordanian partner began to examine some of the
mothballed UH-1Hs in late September, and by mid-December they
had made sufficient progress for ARINC to be awarded both follow-on
phases of the contract.” The first two refurbished UH-1Hs (IqAF serials
YI-201 and YI-202) were delivered to Taji AB on 4 February 2005; the
second pair (IqAF serials YI-203 and YI-204) were turned over to
CMATT-A at BIAP on 26 February. At that point, the expectation
was that the first eight refurbished Hueys would be allocated to
Squadron 2, which was set for formal activation at Taji on 22 April,
the IqQAF’s 74th birthday.”® The remaining eight UH-1Hs would be
issued to a second battlefield mobility helicopter unit as they arrived
from Jordan over the second half of 2005 and the first quarter of 2006.
That unit, to be designated as Squadron 4, would also be based at Taji
AB beginning in late summer.** At least, that was the expectation.

In the meantime, the Iraqis were exploring other alternatives. In
September 2004, they persuaded UAE officials to donate five Bell
Model 206B Jet Ranger helicopters, and delivery was initially prom-
ised for November. After some delay, the five aircraft moved to Iraq
in two shipments, arriving in late March and early April of 2005. The
intent was that they should be used as training aircraft for the IgAF’s
helicopter aircrews.” The five Jet Rangers were assigned to Squadron
12, which was activated in April at Taji AB. Unfortunately, the UAE’s
gift did not include any provision for the helicopters’ sustainment,
and their serviceability rates quickly began to decline. By mid-2005,
all but one of Squadron 12’ aircraft were inoperable.

The Iraqis also pursued opportunities in the former Warsaw Pact.
In December 2004 the Iraqi defense ministry used an intermediary to
negotiate two contracts with Bumar, a Polish state arms conglomerate,
for the delivery of 20 new Polish-built PZL W-3 Sokol helicopters and
34 Russian-built Mil Mi-17 helicopters (10 new aircraft and 24 used
aircraft to be refurbished by Bumar’s Russian subcontractor).”® The
Polish manufacturer’s failure to produce airframes quickly enough
and the poor quality of the reworked Mi-17s combined to force Bumar’s
renegotiation of both agreements in early 2005.”
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The Transports Get Priority

While the availability—or more accurately, the unavailability—of
ISR aircraft and helicopters was a matter of concern, it was Irag’s lack
of a large, tactical airlifter that raised the defense ministry’s acquisi-
tion problems to the level of national politics. When Allawi took office
in June 2004, his authority came with a short-term time constraint—
his government was publicly committed to holding nationwide elec-
tions no later than 30 January 2005. The prime minister’s official duties
required that he and other senior officials be in near-constant motion
around the country. The security situation was such that movement
by air was the preferred means of travel to all but the nearest of desti-
nations.

In late 2004 the Iraqis finally abandoned hope that Jordan’s previous
promise of two C-130B transports would bear fruit. This came after
much delay, and perhaps only then because the defense ministry had
realized just how much their refurbishment would cost and that there
might very well be cheaper alternatives. On 1 November the director
general of the defense minister’s office, Ayad Raouf, put an end to the
matter in a letter to the Iraqi Joint Headquarters. His instructions
were definitive, if a little blunt. “The minister approved to exclude
these two Aircrafts [sic] in the Iraqi army;” Raouf wrote, “because
they are old and useless.”*®

This left the prime minister in something of a quandary. The coali-
tion certainly had lots of airplanes, but the problem with borrowing
one of them was not logistical. It was psychological and therefore po-
litical. Allawi’s chief task and greatest challenge was to forge a unified
nation, and moving about his country in an airplane bearing the flag
of a foreign occupier would surely put the wrong foot forward. To be
his own man, Allawi needed his own airplane.”
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Chapter 4

The Introduction of USAF
Advisory Support Teams

In mid-October 2004 the Iraqi government asked the United States
for a small number of aircraft to use as executive transports; for multiple
reasons, the four-engine Lockheed C-130 Hercules was the Iraqis’
preferred choice. This request posed considerable difficulty for the
DOD. Not only was the proposed delivery timeline extraordinarily
short (given that the election was just over three months away), but
also the IqAF had only limited experience in operating or maintain-
ing transport aircraft of that complexity—ordinarily a prerequisite
for equipment transfers made via the FMS case process. Nonetheless,
a multiagency action group, assembled under the aegis of the Office
of the Deputy Undersecretary of the Air Force for International Af-
fairs, negotiated a series of creative solutions. The Air Force identified
three older, but still serviceable, C-130Es that could be transferred to
Iraq under the DOD’s Excess Defense Articles program.!

As it turned out, legally reassigning the C-130s’ ownership to the
IqAF was the least difficult aspect of the transfer. Nor was it especially
problematic to teach a small number of Iraqi aircrew to fly them. The
RJAF was equipped with C-130Hs and was willing to provide the
necessary instruction—as it had been doing for most of the modest
number of Iraqi aircrew, technicians, and ground support personnel
returned to active service since early 2004. Accordingly, four four-
man Iraqi aircrews received C-130 familiarization training from Arabic-
speaking instructors at the RJAF base at Amman, Jordan.?

The Hercules maintenance and logistics requirements had no
such ready solution. In the long term, Iraq could use the normal FMS
case process to purchase C-130 spare parts and support equipment
from US suppliers through DOD channels. For the short term, the
transfer team turned to the Multi-National Security Transition
Command-Iraq (MNSTC-I), since its mission was to “organize,
train, equip, and mentor Iraqi security forces”> MNSTC-I had an initial
budget of $5.8 billion for that purpose. Inasmuch as the transfer
involved security forces training, MNSTC-I agreed to provide $45
million for the C-130s’ support, and this would carry the program’s
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logistics costs until the Iraqi defense ministry could take on that re-
sponsibility in late 2005.*

USCENTCOM’s Air Force component (USCENTAF) also pro-
vided a key element for the transfer’s success by agreeing to colocate
Iraq’s C-130 unit—to be designated as Squadron 23—with the USAF’s
777th Expeditionary Airlift Squadron (EAS) and 777th Expeditionary
Aircraft Maintenance Squadron (EAMS). At the time, both USAF
units were stationed at Ali AB, Iraq, near Talil.

Early Efforts

This effort was not the first instructional support provided to Iraq
by USAF and US Air Force Reserve (USAFR) personnel. In June 2004
CMATT-A had requested 90-day assignments of what it called
“squadron mentors” for the three Iraqi units expected to be opera-
tional in the second half of that year: four aircrew and a flight line
maintenance noncommissioned officer (NCO) for the C-130 unit; a
pilot, sensor operator, and flight line maintenance NCO for the ISR
squadron; and a pilot, crewman, and flight line maintenance NCO
for the battlefield mobility helicopter unit. The C-130 mentorship re-
quirement became moot when the Jordanians’ C-130B offer fell
through. The ISR requirement began to be filled in late summer 2004,
but the helicopter requirement continued to languish.’

Generally speaking, the very small USAF contingent assigned as
advisors in fall and early winter 2004, including the members of
CMATT-A, had not received any specialized preparation for their
tours in Iraq. They certainly had not been trained in what the USAF
called foreign internal defense (FID) advisor duties.® That specialty
was the purview of the Air Force Special Operations Command’s
(AFSOC) 6th Special Operations Squadron (SOS), and it was not until
December that CMATT-A staffers began to ask for that unit’s assis-
tance.” Even then, CMATT-A expected that the 6th SOS’s FID spe-
cialists would only be assigned to Iraqi squadrons as small advisory
support teams (AST), and not to the IQAF headquarters, where they
might have been more effective in the short term.?

Aircraft deliveries in 2004—or, more accurately, delays in aircraft
deliveries in 2004—played an obvious role in the IQAF’s modest re-
sults. But so did the new service’s indecisiveness in providing funding
and facilitating aircraft sustainment arrangements in 2005, particularly
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as to the helicopters based at Taji. A small stream of Iraqi aircrew and
maintenance technicians had been graduating from Huey training
courses in Jordan since spring 2004, but they had nothing to fly or
repair. When the 6th SOS’s first two rotary wing-qualified ASTs
arrived at Taji AB on 22 February 2005, the initial pair of Aeronautical
Radio, Incorporated (ARINC)-refurbished UH-1Hs had been there
for only three weeks. Although ARINC delivered two more Hueys a
week later, there were still no provisions for spare parts or other
essential supplies. In the meantime, the rehabilitation of the other 12
UH-1Hs in Jordan stalled while General Barzanjy and his superiors
pondered whether to field something else instead.’

The C-130 ASTs Deploy

The C-130 requirement was different; it involved hands-on train-
ing using current USAF equipment and involved far larger numbers
of USAF Airmen. Perhaps more to the point, it was initiated (and
monitored thereafter) at the highest levels in both Baghdad and
Washington, DC.

USCENTAF selected the 777th EAS to serve as sponsor for the effort
because that squadron was outfitted with the same approximate vin-
tage of C-130Es as those being provided to the Iraqis. Moreover, the
squadron’s experienced aircrew could provide backup to the C-130
AST flight instructors and loadmasters who would be assigned to the
IqAF’s new transport unit. As the 777th EAS’s principal support orga-
nization, the 777th EAMS could offer the Iraqis access to its spare
parts stocks and specialized support equipment inventories. How-
ever, its chief value would be providing knowledgeable advice to
Squadron 23’s technicians. The point was to show the Iraqgis that the
Americans had confidence in the C-130E—even though many still-
serving USAF Hercules transports had been built as much as four
decades earlier—precisely because those aircraft had been properly
maintained."”

Providing Iraq with three transport aircraft and their related materiel
needs was important, but such did not address the equally critical
need to “missionize” the aircrew flying those planes into or through
high-threat areas and training the maintenance specialists and
ground support staff needed to keep them in safe operating condi-
tion. Since Iraq had no prior experience with this particular aircraft,
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it would be necessary to not only provide a group of USAF advisors
who could fly the C-130s to support near-term Iraqi airlift require-
ments but also to advise and mentor the Iraqis until they became
self-sufficient enough to train their own countrymen.

After reviewing the projected mission requirements and conferring
with authorities within the USAFs C-130 community, the transfer
team identified 35 skill positions deemed essential to form an adequate
AST for that aircraft type. Volunteers were solicited from qualified in-
structor aircrew and maintainers in Air Mobility Command (AMC)
and Air Education and Training Command (AETC). Rigorous stan-
dards and experience were essential; overall, the selectees averaged
more than 16 years of service." This ensured a high level of practical
expertise but did not mean selectees were qualified to advise foreign
airmen. In particular, the C-130 AST members lacked Arabic lan-
guage skills, and the short-notice nature of their assignment only left
time for them to attend a three-day Middle East orientation course
taught by the USAF Special Operations School, located at Hurlburt
Field, Florida. The course provided a brief review of Iraqi history (in-
cluding the origins and differences between Shiite and Sunni Muslims),
Arabic naming conventions, and an introduction to Iraqi cultural
norms and sensitivities."

The Activation of Squadron 23

The C-130 ASTs and the Squadron 23 airmen conducted a formal
turnover ceremony at Ali AB on 14 January 2005.” The three refur-
bished Hercules aircraft (IqQAF serials YI-301 through 303) bore a
fresh coat of standard USAF gray camouflage paint but with the
markings changed to reflect Iraqi ownership. Iraqi prime minister
Allawi was most appreciative of the gesture. In a 16 January letter that
began with the words “Dear George” (in hand-written English), the
Iraqi leader expressed his delight to the president of the United States:

I was taken aback this morning as I looked at a few pictures that made be [sic]
quite proud. The pictures where [sic] of an Iraqi Air Force base, with Iraqi Air
Force personnel standing around the first 3 Iragi Air Force C-130 planes with the
Iraqi Air Force logo on the side and the Iraqi flag on the tail of the aircrafts [sic].

These pictures reminded me of our previous phone conversation where you
had promised me you would send me a few aircrafts [sic]. You have fulfilled
your promise and for that I am sincerely grateful. I only hope that this is the
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start of an ongoing process of strengthening the Iraqi Air Force, and making
the people of Iraq proud that they have an Air Force that can protect their
skies and defend their country."

On 12 February, two days after their first AST-monitored training
flight, an all-Iraqi crew flew Allawi from Baghdad to an airport near
Kirkuk and back. That event was an important milestone—and not
just to the IqAF aircrew or the accompanying AST advisors who
monitored their performance. A media report quoted AST instructor
pilot Maj Mike Frame as saying “the crews are much better than we
expected. They just need some time to get acquainted with the new
plane and new flying procedures.” As to the Iraqi officer designated to
fly Allawi on that first official executive flight—unidentified at his
own request for security reasons—Major Frame said that “they were
randomly picked. . . . He’s their best pilot, though”> Major Frame
also described the closeness that had developed between the C-130
AST instructors and their Iraqi students. “Their tent was right next to
ours,” he recalled. “They’re like us, and it was pretty rewarding when
my student began to show me pictures of his son. . . . That's when you
know he’s a friend.”'¢

IqAF Headquarters Relocation
and Operations Integration

Although the IqAF became operational in early October 2004, its
size and structure continued to limit its effectiveness. Only in April
2005 were there enough qualified senior staff officers to man an
administrative defense ministry-level headquarters and a subordi-
nate operations headquarters. At that point, both headquarters were
still located in the defense ministry compound in Baghdad, where a
new Iraqi armed forces joint operations center was set to open in
mid-May."” Be that as it may, the operations headquarters staff needed
better access to its four subordinate bases, and that meant movement
by air. In late April, CMATT-A recommended that the operational
headquarters move to New al-Muthana AB (NAMAB), colocated on
the outskirts of Baghdad with the BIAP. General Barzanjy agreed, and
he ordered the transfer to be accomplished by the end of July.'

Shifting the operational headquarters to an active airfield would
help, but that still left a critical operating issue unaddressed. How
were Iraqi and coalition air operations to be coordinated or at least
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conducted to not result in false alerts, conflicted airspace, or worse?
That need was underscored in the last week of January by two unrelated
but revealing events.

On 24 January a Squadron 3 Comp Air was forced to make an
emergency landing on a highway about 28 miles southeast of Kirkuk.
No one was injured, and the aircraft was undamaged. However, be-
cause IqAF flights were not included in the coalition’s daily air tasking
order (ATO), the incident investigators found (among other things)
that it would have been difficult for coalition forces to mount a timely,
coordinated combat search and rescue (CSAR) effort. Even if a rescue
was possible, the downed aircrew did not have the CSAR communi-
cation plans and the radio code words needed to talk to any would-be
rescuers. Fortunately, the AST pilot (a US naval aviator) contacted
Kirkuk Center by radio, and an escorted tanker truck was dispatched
to refuel the airplane. All involved were safely recovered, but that
story could have had a much sadder ending."

Three days later, during an inspection visit to Basrah, USCENTAF
commander Lt Gen Walter “Buck” Buchanan learned that the AST
assigned to Squadron 70 was advising the Iraqi airmen to always “fly
lower than 3,000 feet to avoid reporting into controlled airspace”
While the resulting “invisibility” gave them greater freedom of action
for their ISR and training efforts, it also prevented them from sup-
porting any coalition air operations, no matter how beneficial that
participation might have been. Whether or not this information re-
sulted in the USCENTAF commander’s personal intervention is
unclear, but on 31 January a combined air operations center (CAOC)
planner sent an advisory note to the combined force air component
commander (CFACC) and the CAOC director informing them that
“all [IqAF] aircraft training, administrative flights, and tasked mis-
sions will be reflected in the ATO.” That inclusion became effective
the next day.”!

While it was an important step forward, being included in the
ATO was not the same as being included in coalition air operations
planning, let alone performing missions in response to ATO-published
taskings. As a CAOC analyst wrote in mid-February, “the [IqAF] is
part of a sovereign government and they can fly where they wish”* It
was important that the coalition be aware of Iraqi flights, but becoming
a full partner in coalition air operations would take considerably
more preparation, negotiation, and coordination.
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IqAF Personnel Recruiting and Retention Challenges

As of July 2005, the Iraqi air force consisted of about 400 IqAF
personnel, but its leadership expected to reach an authorized strength
of 449 by year’s end and to expand to 1,146 by December 2006.%
Nonetheless, there were significant hurdles to overcome. Because of
the insurgency, recruiting was difficult, and it was especially hard to
find volunteers with the skills and abilities needed to supervise, operate,
and maintain a modern air force. Virtually all of the fixed-wing officer
aircrew who stepped forward to join the IQAF had learned to fly prior
to the Persian Gulf War of 1990-91, and most had flown very little
thereafter. They were well-educated, and many were experienced
pilots, but they were no longer young men—almost all were in their
mid-to-late 40s. Ground crew recruits, while younger, were generally
less well-educated—in fact, many were illiterate—and finding candidates
with the technical expertise and leadership skills needed to serve as
warrant officers or senior NCOs was a special challenge.**

The language barrier was especially daunting. During an interview
conducted in July 2005, MSgt Tommy Lee, an AST flight engineer of
the 314th Airlift Wing, said, “One time I had to explain in six different
ways why the instrument panel wasn't lit up. . . . It took me 30 minutes
to explain what it would have taken less than 30 seconds to explain to
a US. Airman”* Although many Iraqi officers spoke some English,
very few enlisted recruits spoke any English at all; so attempting to
train them at US facilities would be unprofitable. Instead, reliable
Iraqi interpreters had to be hired, which entailed further problems
and delays. The interpreters’ work was supplemented with English
language course instructors provided by contractors and the DOD’s
Defense Language Institute, but even so, the language barrier created
substantial, hard-to-resolve delays in the students’ training schedules.*

Working conditions were also a factor in the new air force’s reten-
tion, training, and operational efforts. Even if equipage and mainte-
nance materials were on hand—which often they were not—electrical
power supplies were intermittent, and insurgent attacks could come
at any moment. Insurgent reprisals and threats of reprisals were all
too common, and even the most routine ways of doing business were
challenges in Iraq. For example, the simple act of getting paid in-
volved a laborious, time-consuming, multistep process for Iraqi air-
men. There was no functioning banking system, at least not in the
Western sense; so all pay transactions had to be conducted in cash.
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This meant that a team of trusted officers had to travel to central
Baghdad, sign for large quantities of Iraqi currency, and then return
safely to base to distribute the money to the waiting recipients. Once
the airmen had been paid, they had to carry the precious currency to
their families. Depending upon the circumstances, doing so might
take the airmen off base for a few hours, a day or two, or perhaps a
week or more. It was a hard way to run an air force.”

Progress at Ali and Kirkuk

As spring 2005 turned into summer, the Iraqi transport crews con-
tinued to gain experience with their C-130s. Squadron 23 made the
new air force’s first C-130 flight outside of Iraqi airspace during the
first week of February when, under AST mentorship, a five-man crew
flew from Ali AB to Amman, Jordan.®® On 1 April a Squadron 23
crew transported 51 Iraqi soldiers back to Iraq from an Emirati train-
ing site. This sortie established an administrative milestone of sorts
because, in addition to flying the mission on their own, the crew was
able to complete all the clearance forms, customs declarations, transit
route applications, and other paperwork needed to travel through
international airspace and land in a foreign country.”

In July Squadron 23 airmen conducted Operation Iraqi Power, the
first operational airlift mission flown since the fall of the Hussein re-
gime. This effort, mounted at the request of the ministry of electricity,
was needed to protect Iraqi government power generation stations
and distribution networks. The squadron had to palletize and move
2,700 assault rifles and a million rounds of ammunition from Baghdad
to Basrah. After five days’ preparation, the squadron delivered the
shipment in five “chalks” without incident.® The operation also
chalked up some other firsts, including the first time Iraqi loadmasters
prepared airlift cargo without significant AST assistance and the first
time that NAMAB was used to stage an operational IqQAF mission.
This was a significant event, as NAMAB had already been proposed
as Squadron 23’s new operating location once its facilities were in
better repair and stocked with sufficient supplies and support equip-
ment. Operation Iraqi Power would be the first in a series of familiar-
ization movements designed to introduce the squadron and the base
to one another over the next six months.*
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C-130 flight training reached a significant milestone that same
month with the graduation of the first six “mission qualified” C-130E
aircrew at Ali AB on 12 July. All graduates were members of the initial
cadre of 19 students sent to Jordan for flight training in October 2004;
they had then attended the USAF Basic C-130E Conversion Course
at Little Rock AFB, Arkansas, in January 2005. Before receiving their
qualification certificates, the students had returned to Ali AB in Feb-
ruary and undergone an intensive regimen of ground and flight train-
ing, English language training, and aircraft systems academics.”

Things were also looking up at Kirkuk. On 10 April the Comp Air-
equipped ISR unit, Squadron 3, was declared operational after its first
six pilots and eight maintenance engineers graduated in a ceremony
held at the base. Over the previous three months, the pilots had com-
pleted a 23-flight basic training syllabus under the tutelage of the two
AST pilots (one USAF and one US Navy) assigned to the squadron.
Two of the new graduates would make an additional 22 flights to be-
come qualified as aircraft commanders.”

Problems at Basrah and Taji

In a way, the successes of Squadron 23 only served to highlight the
less satisfactory situations in Basrah and Taji, the home stations for,
respectively, Squadron 70’s four ISR aircraft and the IqAF’s rotary-
wing operations. Although the ISR effort continued to make some
advances—including Squadron 3’s becoming operational at Kirkuk
in April—it remained a halting process. On 17 January Squadron 70
augmented its two-plane Seeker force at Basrah with the addition of
the first two SAMA CH2000s.** The new aircraft were soon engaged
in familiarization and training missions, some of which included
“real-world” incident surveillance and reporting.* Unfortunately,
both CH2000s experienced engine exhaust leaks as early as mid-February.
Combined with other shortcomings, this forced a reevaluation of the
SAMA contract. In mid-April CMATT-A abandoned the follow-on
purchase option for a second block of eight CH2000s and gave serious
consideration to canceling any further acceptances. In July, after
weighing the options, CMATT-A decided to continue with the original
eight-unit agreement. Four of the remaining six deliverables were
turned over to Squadron 70 during the first week of August—more
than half a year after their originally programmed delivery dates.*
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Basrah’s problem was a lack of airplanes, but Taji lacked spare
parts. Four of the 16 Jordanian-donated UH-1Hs had been delivered
in February, but that transfer did not include any maintenance sup-
port. Instead, the Hueys’ maintenance needs were to be met by the
sustainment contract signed with ARINC in December 2004. Unfor-
tunately, ARINC’s initial UH-1H restoration and support work
proved to beless than satisfactory, resulting in a complaint to ARINC’s
corporate offices from Lt Gen David Petraeus, US Army, the MNSTC-I
commander. This appeared to have the desired effect, at least as to the
quality of the remaining refurbishments. ARINC’s third UH-1H de-
livery (IqQAF serials YI-205 and 206) arrived at Taji in late May, and
the two new helicopters’ workmanship was much improved. None-
theless, the Hueys™ sustainment situation still languished, and the
Iraqis’ reluctance to buy more UH-1Hs did not help matters. The
problem was that IQAF commander General Barzanjy preferred
something else, even if he was not entirely sure what that alternative
should be.”

CMATT-A—mindful of the need to get something into the air
sooner rather than later—believed that the Iraqis should make use of
what was available, rather than wait for something better. Even so,
CMATT-As position would require more near-term sustainment
funding, or at least better use of the money already allocated. On 21
May the CMATT-A director pleaded his case to General Petraeus. A
$9.5 million “earmark” had been set aside to buy new ISR aircraft.
Instead, would MNSTC-I reprogram that sum for maintaining and
improving the aircraft already on hand? General Petraeus agreed, and
the money was reallocated: $4.5 million for the Bell 206 JetRangers of
Squadron 12, $3 million for Squadron 3’s Comp Airs, $1 million for
the UH-1Hs of Squadron 2, and $1 million for Squadron 70’s Seekers.**

It would take time for that reallocation to be translated into con-
tract specifications, for the contracts to be negotiated and awarded,
for parts to be located or made and supplies delivered, and for opera-
tions to then resume. In the meantime, the sustained lack of attention
and support was taking its toll, both on the morale of the ASTs and on
the resolve of the Iraqi airmen who risked their lives and the safety of
their families daily to carry out their mission.

The mix of ASTs and the working command and control situation
made the situation at Taji somewhat complicated. The two ASTs as-
signed to advise Squadron 12 and its JetRanger operators, for example,
were members of the Arizona National Guard. Because of its past
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experience with UH-1Hs, the 6th SOS provided the five ASTs (two
pilots, two NCO flight crewmen, and a maintainer) assigned to
Squadron 2 and to Squadron 4—the latter a second Huey unit that
had been activated at Taji earlier in the year but not yet equipped.
Ordinarily, the 6th SOS would have deployed its ASTs in integrated
teams, which would remain under the squadron’s direct control no
matter the assignment. That was not the case in Iraq, however. There
the ASTs operated individually and under the direct control of
CMATT-A—which is to say, under the operational control of the
US Army.”

By late May the situation at Taji was fast approaching unaccept-
able. Squadron 12’s five JetRangers remained in sound condition
overall, but the spares situation had reduced their operability rate to,
at best, about 60 percent—and that was unsustainable. The lack of
logistical support had effectively grounded Squadron 2’s UH-1Hs,
and its junior officers were so disgusted with the situation that they
attempted—unsuccessfully—to resign en masse.** These circum-
stances placed a strain upon the working relationship between the
American advisors and their Iraqi hosts, but cultural differences and
the ASTS’ living conditions probably played a role as well.*! Inevitably,
the blue-suited ASTs lodged complaints with multiple recipients via
back-channel means, and word of the complaints soon reached Brig
Gen James Schwitters, US Army, the CMATT commander.*> On 30
May he traveled to Taji to review the situation firsthand and to re-
mind CMATT-ASs grousing Airmen-advisors of the sacrosanct nature
of the chain of command; they answered to him regardless of what
color uniform they wore.*

Unfortunately, there were no immediate means available to correct
the situation at Taji; that would not change until either more UH-1Hs
were delivered and made sustainable or the Iraqis made a concerted
effort to field something else. Given the inability to conduct flight
operations, the 6th SOS decided there was no point in keeping scarce,
Huey-qualified ASTs in place. On 27 June it withdrew its advisors
from Taji.**

The mission failure at Taji should have come as no surprise, if only
because it happened in slow motion and in full view. Its immediate
cause was a lack of spares, but that shortage was only the latest in a
lengthy series of neglects. In a detailed end-of-tour analysis submitted
in late June, departing 6th SOS advisor Maj William Denehan pulled
no punches. He wrote, “IqAF 2nd Squadron is currently non-functional. . . .
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Aircraft acquisition was poorly managed, unplanned, and unsupported . . .
[and] overall IqAF development has been severely neglected and poorly
managed’ [emphasis in the original].* His blunt conclusions were
shared—and voiced—by others in Iraq, including the CMATT-A advi-
sor and coordinator for rotary-wing aircraft, Lt Col Charles Westgate,
USAE But it seemed as if no one above them was listening—not in
Baghdad, not in the theater of operations, and certainly not in the
Pentagon.*
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Chapter 5

The Mishap of 30 May 2005

With apologies to Thomas Kuhn, let us suppose that in addition to
paradigm shifts, there are great flashes of shared insight in which,
after a period of significant neglect, the previously enshrined value of
a time-proven way of doing things is abruptly and forcefully reat-
firmed and restored in all of its authority.! If the term “retrodigm
shift” seems too contrived, then instead call such an impulse an ur-
gent, overwhelming desire to remake things as they were supposed to
be.? That realization, or something very much like it, describes the
USAF’s reaction to a fatal aircraft accident that occurred in Iraq on 30
May 2005.

The Accident

With the limited exception of the C-130Es assigned to Squadron
23, the Iraqis’ aircraft fleet continued to present significant difficulties
in terms of performance, reliability, and operational readiness in
early summer 2005.% Nonetheless, the airmen of the IgAF’s two ISR
units and their AST advisors went aloft as often as they could to pa-
trol Iraq’s borders and oil pipeline systems. During those missions
they trained and reported pipeline ruptures and oil fires, identified
likely cross-border smugglers, and watched for suspected insurgent
activities—and sometimes confirmed them by receiving enemy
ground fire. In such cases, there was no choice but to evade and with-
draw, since their aircraft were unarmed and unarmored.

But never mind the hazards of wartime flying. With its lift-killing
high temperatures and horizon-obscuring clouds of fine, abrasive
dust whirled up by the slightest breeze, the operating environment in
Iraq was already harsh enough. That there could be consequences for
operating ill-maintained or unsuitable airplanes in such circum-
stances was underscored by the deaths of Maj William Brian Downs,
his IqAF Squadron 3 copilot, Capt Ali Hussam Abass Alrubaeye, and
three USAF special operations personnel on 30 May 2005. Their
Comp Air 7SLX crashed at about 10:30 a.m. local time, while con-
ducting an aerial survey of potential landing sites in Diyala province,
about 50 miles northeast of Baqubah.*
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The aircraft had departed from Kirkuk an hour earlier; Iraqi wit-
nesses said it was either conducting a very low-altitude pass over a
road or attempting to land on the road when the crash occurred.
Trees obscured the actual impact, but the witnesses reported seeing a
fireball shortly after the aircraft disappeared from view. Iraqi security
guards from a nearby refinery arrived at the scene within minutes of
the crash. The wreckage was already ablaze, and they attempted to
put out the fire with hand extinguishers, but the intensity of the
flames forced them to retreat. A US Army ground unit received no-
tice of the crash by radio at 12:05 p.m. Its vehicles arrived at about
12:30 p.m., and two more unsuccessful attempts were made to extin-
guish the fire, which finally burned itself out. An Army Special Forces
team took charge of the site that afternoon, and recovery operations
began immediately. The remains of all five Airmen were first taken to
Balad AB and then flown to the Air Force Mortuary Affairs Opera-
tions Center at Dover AFB, Delaware. Those remains that could be
specifically identified were later returned to the five families for inter-
ment.’

Major Downs, age 40, was assigned to the 6th SOS and stationed at
Hurlburt Field, Florida. The Winchester, Virginia, native had served
in the 6th in the late 1990s but left the service to fly for an airline. The
terror attacks of September 2001 compelled him to return to active
duty, and in early 2002 he rejoined the squadron. Thereafter, he com-
pleted deployments in seven countries before going to Iraq. At the
time of the crash, he had been an IqAF advisor for just under four
months.® A keen advocate of counterinsurgency (COIN) aviation
and FID operations, Major Downs had recently published an article
in a USAF professional journal arguing the merits of specialized
COIN aircraft.”

The other three USAF members were Capt Jeremy Fresques, age
26, of Clarkdale, Arizona; Capt Derek Argel, age 28, of Lompoc, Cal-
ifornia; and Staff Sgt Casey Crate, age 26, of Spanway, Washington.
All were assigned to the 23rd Special Tactics Squadron, also based at
Hurlburt Field.®

On 11 August the individually unidentifiable remains of the five
Airmen were laid to rest as a group in a solemn ceremony held at
Arlington National Cemetery. USAF Chief of Staff (CSAF) Gen John
P. Jumper, Iraqi air force chief of staff General Barzanjy, the US-
CENTCOM vice commander, and the commander of AFSOC at-
tended. General Barzanjy presented an Iraqi flag to Captain Abass’s
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father, a retired Iraqi army brigadier general. Captain Abbas was the
first Iraqi citizen to be buried at Arlington National Cemetery.’

The Investigation

A thorough analysis of the accident was essential, and General
Barzanjy asked USCENTAF commander General Buchanan for as-
sistance. The request posed something of a conundrum. General Bar-
zanjy had promised that any release of information by Iraq regarding
the accident and its possible causes would be “determined in accor-
dance with United States rules and regulations.”!® Nonetheless, the
aircraft was not US government property, so any sensitive informa-
tion gathered by USAF accident investigators would not be entitled
to all of the protections that it might otherwise receive under US
law—a situation tending to discourage a full and frank discussion by
those most knowledgeable of the circumstances.!! In the end, be-
cause the four Airmen had been assigned to AFSOC units, AFSOC
commander Lt Gen Michael W. Wooley obtained the consent of Gen-
eral Barzanjy and USCENTCOM to treat the mishap investigation as
a matter to be undertaken “under the inherent authority of a com-
mander to investigate matters or incidents under his or her jurisdic-
tion or command.”*?

Conducted by a team of 11 specialists (including two Iraqi air
force representatives) and led by Brig Gen Clay T. McCutchan, US-
AFR, the investigation opened at Hurlburt Field, Florida, on 5 July
2005."* General McCutchan’s team subsequently conducted on-site
inquiries in Iraq, took the testimony of more than a dozen witnesses,
and had technical analyses conducted by multiple subject-matter ex-
perts. General McKutchan submitted the report to General Wooley
on 30 August. Because its purpose was expressly limited to determin-
ing the facts surrounding the loss, the report offered no opinion as
the cause of the accident.'*

Contributing Factors

In mid-November, the USAF released a brief statement regarding
some of AFSOC’s findings: there was no evidence of hostile action,
and no mechanical failures or major systems malfunctions appeared
to have been involved.'®> What was left unsaid was that the Comp Air
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7SLX aircraft flown by Major Downs and his crew had not been prop-
erly flight-tested after being modified during its assembly in the UAE.
Those alterations may have led to the airplane’s penchant for abruptly
departing controlled flight in power-on stall conditions, especially
when fully loaded—a deadly hazard at low altitude.'® In fact, the ac-
cident investigators learned that the aircraft had taken off weighing
510 pounds more than its published maximum gross weight.'”

The accident investigation also revealed problems beyond the per-
formance of the airplane and its destruction. These problems raised
doubts about the command-and-control arrangements between
CMATT-A and its ASTs in the field, for example, and how mission
priorities were being set by the 6th SOS Airmen embedded with
Squadron 3. The clear implication was that mission goals (and risks)
might not have been fully and objectively assessed in every instance.

Unfamiliar manning arrangements may have also played a role.
Upon receiving a request for forces (RFF), the 6th SOS normally de-
ployed advisors in two segments. The first segment, called an Opera-
tional Aviation Detachment (OAD)-Alpha, typically consisted of 13
advisors. The second supporting segment was called an OAD-Bravo;
it usually called for a five-member command-and-control element.
These figures were nominal: both teams could be tailored to support
the RFF as required.

In this case, the RFF had been limited to a mix of three fixed-wing
and five rotary-wing pilots and maintenance personnel, who were
parceled out to fill AST requirements at Basrah, Kirkuk, and Taji.
One was also tapped to serve as a combat aviation advisor to the
CMATT commander.'® This meant that the deployed advisors were
left to their own devices to a much greater extent than the 6th SOS’s
standard operating procedures typically allowed. The CMATT-A di-
rector, Wing Commander Peter Allen, RAF, acknowledged as much
when the mishap investigators interviewed him in July:

There is no tasking function from CMATT air cell, in terms of sorties and
what they do at the squadron. . .. In the ideal world, the Iraqi air headquarters
would task their squadrons. There is nothing in place at the moment, so actu-
ally the tasking at the squadron is found almost at the squadron level. . .. They
would probably work for the Ministry of Oil at the local level, oil protection
battalions, they were looking to them.*

Although Wing Commander Allen found “nothing wrong with that
intrinsically;” the resulting lack of higher headquarters oversight and
direction was a surely contributing factor.
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Major Downs’s eagerness to “grapple with the mission” may have
also played a role. Those who worked with him saw that intensity
very clearly, and they admired him for it. His USAF roommate at
Kirkuk described Major Downs as a “warrior who worked overtime
coming up with plans and ideas for defeating the enemy”® A close
friend and former 6th SOS commander later said that “Brian was not
in the Air Force to get promoted. He was in the Air Force to fly*!
Such men will push themselves and their aircraft in ways that a more
cautious man will not. But cautious men do not aspire to be warriors.

In the end, there is no way to know exactly what happened that
day. The only certainty of it is that five good men were dead and that
one of Iraq’s few operable ISR aircraft had been destroyed. But more
to the point, because of those losses, senior USAF leaders were
made—at long last—to take a critical look at CMATT-A and its mis-
sion.

A Catalytic Event

The loss on 30 May was a tragic but valuable event—a tragedy in
that it took the lives of five exceptionally dedicated Airmen, but valu-
able in that it brought close, high-level attention to a mission that had
thus far been ill-focused, underfunded, and overlooked. On the fifth
anniversary of the crash, Lt Gen-select Robert Kane, then com-
mander of the USAF advisory mission in Iraq, spoke of its catalytic
effect at a Baghdad remembrance ceremony. Because of that accident,
said General Kane, “significant changes were made to our efforts here
in Irag—changes that strengthened our commitment to the mission
of rebuilding the Iraqi air force, and to ensure that we do this as safely

as possible.”2?
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Chapter 6

Moment of Truth

The Iraqi Air Force Asks for Expanded USAF
Participation in Its Training and Procurement Efforts

The accumulating challenges involved in recruiting and training
new airmen, activating units and bases, identifying and acquiring
suitable equipment, and operating that equipment safely and effectively—
all while trying to contribute to Iraq’s COIN efforts—combined to
persuade General Barzanjy to ask for greater assistance from the
IgMoD and the coalition.! On 29 June he conferred with USCENTAF
commander General Buchanan after officiating at a USAF change of
command ceremony at Balad AB. The Iraqi air commander cataloged
the problems he faced, among them the need for additional transport
aircraft, the failings plaguing his ISR platforms, and the difficulties
encountered in obtaining reliable helicopters. Although the missions
flown by his C-130 squadron had been included in the coalition’s
ATO since March, General Barzanjy wanted his airmen to tackle
more of the coalition’s airborne requirements (especially COIN mis-
sions), and he praised the successful partnering of Squadron 23 and
its USAF AST mentors. Might that be a model for further coopera-
tion? Although General Buchanan could not promise any immediate
financial support, he empathized with General Barzanjy’s needs and
aspirations. As a possible solution General Buchanan suggested con-
vening a coalition air conference “to discuss the organization, struc-
ture, logistics support and budget of the IqQAE

The USCENTAF commander’s proposal was most welcome, but
what General Barzanjy envisioned required generous resourcing that
could only be had with the support of the USAF’s senior-most com-
mander. Armed with a capability and requirements study generated
in mid-July, Barzanjy traveled to Washington, DC, to meet with his
American counterpart, General Jumper, on 11 August.” The solemn
interment ceremony at Arlington National Cemetery for the Iraqi
airman and the four US Airmen lost on 30 May fostered their meeting.*

General Barzanjy’s request was understandable. The situation in
Iraq was dire, and without the expertise and wherewithal of the
USAE it would be impossible for his airmen to help fight the insur-
gency that was tearing their nation apart. Iraqi ground forces had
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expanded from their originally envisioned strength of three divisions
to 10, General Barzanjy said, but his air force still could not field even
the minimal strength originally envisioned by the CPA. Could the
CSAF assist in a substantive way?’

General Jumper suggested that the two air forces should devise a
joint plan based upon clearly articulated short- and long-term re-
quirements. General Barzanjy readily agreed and offered to meet
with General Buchanan either in Baghdad or Qatar to set up a plan-
ning conference. However, without a fully qualified headquarters
staft, General Barzanjy admitted that he would have to be “the main
IqAF participant at the planning conference.” Soon thereafter General
Jumper directed General Buchanan to “assume [the] lead role in as-

sisting the development of an effective, independent Iraqi Air Force.””

USCENTAF Takes the Lead

The first step in solving a problem is to gauge its dimensions. On
25 August 2005 General Buchanan convened a working group com-
prised of the Air Force stakeholders deemed essential in dealing with
the problem.® The teleconference attendees—soon known as the
“board of directors”—included general officers representing the four
major USAF commands then working most directly with the Iraqi air
force, two key senior civilian officials in the Air Force secretariat, and
the Multi-National Force-Iraq (MNF-I) Air Component Coordination
Element (ACCE) director, Brig Gen David W. Eidsaune, USAE? After
reviewing the current situation and examining General Barzanjy’s
near-term requirement projections, the working group agreed upon a
four-phased approach.'

The first phase entailed a mission analysis couched at the strategic
level. The second phase involved the development of an institutional
concept of operations (CONOPS) for the IgAF. Phase three called for
a four-team, on-site assessment of the IqAF’s capabilities and limita-
tions, including the status and suitability of its facilities, equipment,
and logistics arrangements. The team’s findings would be used to
fine-tune the CONOPS’s assumptions and expectations. In particular,
phase three included an Air Force Flight Test Center (AFFTC)-conducted
evaluation of the Comp Air 7SLX’s airworthiness—a test to deter-
mine its usefulness as an ISR platform to be sure, but also reflecting
the USAF’s obligation to learn what role the airplane’s characteristics
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and performance may have played in the tragedy of 30 May. The
fourth phase, and potentially most contentious, would be to secure a
“buy in” from General Barzanjy and his superiors for the CONOPS as
revised in light of the assessment’s findings and recommendations."!

The IgAF Mission Analysis

The Mission Analysis Working Group was comprised of 16 officers
and civilians representing 15 USAF agencies; it met from 29 August
through 1 September. After analyzing the mission list contained in
the 20 July Capability Requirement and Development Plan, the work-
ing group used a checklist-like approach called DOTMLPF (doctrine,
organization, training, materiel, leadership and education, personnel,
and facilities) to identify two strategic motivators for energizing de-
velopment, along with four interrelated critical requirements for de-
veloping the new Iraqi air force.'” The two strategic motivators were
interrelated, and the group summarized them accordingly:

o Irag’s COIN strategy could not be realized until the IQAF had
the capacity and capability to operate and integrate with the
other components of their security strategy.

 The US desire to transition security responsibilities from coali-
tion to Iraqi institutions would be limited until the IqQAF had the
capacity and capability to conduct operations effectively.”

The working group defined its four critical requirements as “essential
to any and all IQAF developmental efforts; without due attention to
them, those efforts will fail” The first requirement was command and
control and doctrine, including the corpus of regulations and the
subordinate administrative processes needed to “enable a clear under-
standing of policy, change of command, responsibility, accountability
and authority” The second requirement was product support and
sustainment—those sequential “cradle to grave” logistical measures
that must accompany every system from design to disposition. The
third requirement, training, was predicated upon drawing in and
retaining sufficient recruits with the requisite education and motiva-
tion to become competent airmen. The fourth requirement was re-
sourcing. Without an adequate, stable funding stream, the working
group recognized that the Iraqi airmen could not “plan, field and sus-
tain an effective force™*
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In its discussions, the working group also considered what it called
“major factors” in developing a viable IQAE The group noted that “in
the short term, effectiveness is more important than efficiency” and
that using off-the-shelf systems would facilitate the IqQAF’s effective-
ness. The service’s existing body of trained and experienced people
w