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PROJECT CHECO REPORTS

The counterinsurgency and unconventional warfare environment of Southeast Asia has resulted in the employment of USAF airpower to meet a multitude of requirements. The varied applications of airpower have involved the full spectrum of USAF aerospace vehicles, support equipment, and manpower. As a result, there has been an accumulation of operational data and experiences that, as a priority, must be collected, documented, and analyzed as to current and future impact upon USAF policies, concepts, and doctrine.

Fortunately, the value of collecting and documenting our SEA experiences was recognized at an early date. In 1962, Hq USAF directed CINCPACAF to establish an activity that would be primarily responsive to Air Staff requirements and direction, and would provide timely and analytical studies of USAF combat operations in SEA.

Project CHECO, an acronym for Contemporary Historical Evaluation of Combat Operations, was established to meet this Air Staff requirement. Managed by Hq PACAF, with elements at Hq 7AF and 7/13AF, Project CHECO provides a scholarly, "on-going" historical evaluation and documentation of USAF policies, concepts, and doctrine in Southeast Asia combat operations. This CHECO report is part of the overall documentation and evaluation which is being accomplished Along with the other CHECO publications, this is an authentic source for an assessment of the effectiveness of USAF airpower in SEA.

MILTON B. ADAMS, Major General, USAF 
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CHAPTER I

ABCCC BACKGROUND

Development

The requirement for an Airborne Command and Control Center (ABCCC) grew out of a review of TAC capabilities for command and control of forces during deployments, initial operations, and special operations in support of Joint Forces. This review resulted in the submission of an operational require​ment on 2 January 1964. In May 1964, USAF approved and funded the project. Aerospace Systems Division performed the contracting and engineering surveil​lance, while the Tactical Air Warfare Center. (TAWC) provided the operational plan. Ling-Temco-Vought (LTV) Aerospace Division was awarded the contract. AFSC, AFLC, LTV, and TAWC all worked together to bring the system into being for delivery on 14 September 1964._1/

The delivery date was met, and the initial training and operational checkout was accomplished at Eglin AFB.  In October, a modified C-130, equipped with the ABCCC capsule, departed Eglin for Exercise GOLD FIRE I in Missouri.  This marked the first use of a prototype ABCCC in a joint exercise. All conceptual uses were proven and tests continued at Eglin and during Exercise QUICK KICK. It was found that the system could be utilized as a Joint Operation Center, Tactical Air Control Center (TACC), Direct Air Support Center (DASC), or Airborne Command Post during deployment. By May 1965, this formal testing was completed. _2/

A SEAOR (3/FY66) was submitted in August 1965, requesting three EC-130 aircraft with special equipment to provide an ABCCC capability. One ABCCC was deployed to Da Nang in September 1965 and for the first time an adequate equipped aircraft was available in SEA to function as an airborne command center. _3/

Concept

TAC required an ABCCC for use in support of USSTRICOM plans, but more, specifically to improve effectiveness with other military units in fluid battlefield situations. The system had. to house its equipment in a mobile. capsule capable of being onloaded or offloaded from an aircraft, and be capable of operation on the ground or while installed in a specially modified C-130. _4/

Mobility, in the form of an airborne electronic war room containing TV Side Looking Airborne Radar (SLAR); Infrared Sensing, photographic devices, and radio communications—these concepts influenced the type of capsule produced.  Plans also called for the ABCCC to be closely integrated with the See Fast concept, RB-66s flying over the battlefield collecting data and relaying it to the ABCCC. However, his feature was never funded. _5/

Flexibility was the key element in planned employment of the ABCCC; it was to be capable of acting in any capacity that the situation might require Initially, its conceptual role was to "go first and be the original battle​field command and control center". Eventually, planners envisioned many other roles for the ABCCC, particularly when there was time for a Tactical Air Control System (TACS) to deploy and begin operations prior to larger j force commitment. In this event, the ABCCC was conceived as an emergency command and control vehicle for the air forces commander. He could use it for himself, for part of his staff, for other command staffs, or for backup in case of emergency, lost communication, etc., either airborne or on alert call. In short, the ABCCC would act in any capacity deemed necessary by the air forces commander and authority exercised would be delegated as required. _6/  In its area of responsibility, the ABCCC was to make quick command decisions to take advantage of a changing tactical situation.

This study, of necessity, will focus on the role of the ABCCC in a limited war situation, an insurgency. In SEA, fleeting, perishable targets have constantly challenged us to provide more imaginative means to acquire real-time intelligence and to enhance our intelligence exploitation capability. How the ABCCC assisted in the response to this challenge will be covered throughout subsequent sections of the study.

Description

Although a capsule can be designed to fit other aircraft, this one was designed for--and is presently used in--modified C-130's. The capsule is an integral, self-contained unit or van which can be rolled into or out of a C-130. It retains the option of being used on the ground, although not used in this capacity in SEA. The van is 47' long, 9'6" wide, and 8'4" high. (Fig. 1.) A modified aircraft and a van comprise the ABCCC system. The interior of the capsule contains advanced electronic instruments and displays plus extensive communications which support an average of 12 active positions. The interior is air conditioned and includes a galley and rest area for comfort during 13-14 hour missions.  Instruments provide data for three main functional areas; the display and command center, the intelligence gathering area and the communications center. All three working together comprise a central nervous system providing data for on-the-spot decisions in fluid tactical situations.  _7/
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CHAPTER II

ROLE AND OPERATION OF THE ABCCC

Although the idea of airborne command and control was not new, the end position use of the ABCCC in SEA was not spelled out. As is so often the case, this came about through experimentation and adaptation. Two factors had a considerable bearing on the development of such a role and both were instrumental in eliminating some of the theoretical roles previously envisioned. These were the existence of rudimentary TACS in South Vietnam (SVN) prior to the 1965 buildup and the nature of the conflict in SEA.

In SEA, some elements of` a TACS were already in place and obviated the need for an ABCCC to "Go First". No ABCCC was needed to control the deployment of increased forces to the theater so the logical role for the ABCCC came in the area of battle control. The nature of the conflict determined the specific elements of battle control in which the ABCCC became involved. While the heart of the decision-making TACS was on the ground, the heart of the operating TACS was in the air. Many factors influenced this development such as: the nature of the enemy and the way he fights, the in-country/out-country dichotomy, political considerations, command and control anomalies and geography.

These factors produced some of the most complex circumstances that ever influenced the command and control of air resources in combat and therefore, the combat role of the ABCCC. Control of ground areas fluctuated; clear-cut battle lines were usually non-existent; air operations were not conducted solely in SVN. In the generally permissive air environment in the theater, air resources were used whenever and wherever possible to overcome obstacles created by the nature of the insurgency. With many demands placed on air resources, many novel applications of aircraft and with many other factors bearing on the Air Force mission, the proper ABCCC role eventually was defined as an extension of the 7AF Commander's TACS in the forward battle area. 

Early Tests in SEA - Da Nang  

At a commander's conference in Hawaii in July 1965, the Commander of the 2nd AIRDIV requested a C-130 airborne command post. Based on a SEAOR and the recommendations of the JCS, a formal proposal was initiated on 20 August 1965. A retrofitted C-130 was deployed from CONUS on 8 September and was transferred to the 2nd AIRDIV for evaluation in SEA with operation out of Da Nang. _1/  Operational evaluation included functions as an airborne DASC, a fire support coordination center, and an emergency airstrike director. Additional functions such as that of mission commander and Search and Rescue (SAR) coordination were also evaluated in a mission north of the 17th parallel. During 1965, the ABCCC flew over 50 sorties and a requirement for three aircraft was established. Two additional aircraft were equipped by the contractor for delivery during the second half of FY66. _2/

The ABCCC was first used on a large scale in support of a special task force created under the TIGER HOUND concept of operations. With a TIGER HOUND FAC in constant contact with the ABCCC, (Hillsboro) strike aircraft were requested and usually received for "attack against targets of opportunity on an immediate basis." A Lao officer on the ABCCC permitted quick validation of such targets. By 17 July 1966, when Operation TALLY HO began, Hillsboro operated with both TIGER HOUND and TALLY HO forces. _3/  In early 1966, a require​ment was established for additional ABCCC aircraft in the STEEL TIGER and BARREL ROLL areas, and the SEAOR was revised to obtain four additional EC-130 aircraft, for a total of seven. _4/

Initial Operations at Udorn

While a measure of planning and direction guided the C-130 evaluations at Da Nang, the same was not true of the C-47 ABCCC type operation out of Udorn. No official history exists for the 1966 effort there; what follows was pieced together from interviews conducted with several of the participants. They were in substantial agreement on many of the events and developments; where this was not the case, the text will so indicate. Several of these people had no idea why they were sent to Thailand, and all felt that it was a "shoestring" operation.

This mission (Dogpatch), was originated to fly RC-47's for radio relay and to receive intelligence from Roadwatch teams in Laos. Operations began sometime toward the end of April 1966. For the first ten days, mission air-craft took off from Udorn and landed at Nakhon Phanom where they picked up intelligence specialists, topped off their fuel, and took off again to proceed into STEEL TIGER. This particular profile was viewed essentially as a check​out and a preparation for the original intention to go north into BARREL ROLL. The ability to act as radio relay did not work out too well due to language barriers, communications equipment problems, and terrain interference. The U.S. Ambassador to Laos wanted some kind of control over airstrikes in Laos and 7AF was concerned that strike aircraft going north could not pick up the ABCCC in Laos (Cricket). Both reasons were credited with having nudged the operation toward exercising a control capability. Briefly, this is how the ABCCC operation in Thailand began.

The operation itself was very "loose" initially.  No training had been received by the TDY personnel so they had little idea of how to perform or what was expected of them. Crews were briefed at Udorn by CAS personnel and the Tactical Unit Operations Center (TUOC). Orbits were chosen more or less relative to areas where strike activity was planned or anticipated, and crews "picked their way" to the scene.      

Routes to areas were selected to avoid a fixed pattern, to bypass flak concentrations, to circumvent weather when possible, and to take advantage of terrain. Many missions were flown near the Plaine des Jarres and over the Sam Neua area. At times, they even went into North Vietnam (NVN). By July 1966, PCS personnel arrived and began to replace the original three-month TDY group.

Control activities and equipment were rudimentary at best. On some of the early missions, the crew chief occupied the copilot seat while one of the pilots went into the back end to work the control radios placed on a table. Gradually, some semblance of order emerged. By approximately July or August, ROLLING THUNDER aircraft began checking in and out while going into RP V. However, F-105's and A-1E's entered and exited NVN at any altitude, 7AF fragged sorties in Laos, and the ABCCC crew controlled them in what they estimated to be the best area. Eventually, intelligence officers exercised some authority over what targets could or could not be hit and communications were established directly with the U.S. Ambassador's office in Vientiane. The control function was further increased with the ability to get. diverts or other aircraft with unexpected ordnance for use in Laos.

Originally, there was only one Dogpatch mission per day out of Udorn. Within two weeks after the operation began, two sorties a day were launched-​one in the morning about 0500 and another in the afternoon about noon. In 1966, only daylight coverage was generally provided. _5/  By early 1967, the two Udorn-based RC-47s were covering ABCCC night operations in Laos under the call sign Alley Cat. The Da Nang EC-130 aircraft handled Laotian strikes during the day. _6/  In June 1967, the RC-47s at Udorn were replaced by EC-130s after the SEA EC-130 force was increased to seven aircraft. _7/

Evolution of a Role

As disparate as the operations at Da Nang and Udorn appeared, they both worked essentially toward the same end--control of strikes in the forward battle area. The "heart and soul of the air effort in Laos" and the reason for any success achieved was largely attributable to the forward air control team consisting of an ABCCC and FAC. During Operation TIGER HOUND and through the growing pains experienced at Udorn, the most effective use for the ABCCC was found to be as an extension of the combat operations function of the TACC. The ABCCC was an on-scene control agency with the job of welding the system together. _8/  Thus, in the out-country environment of 1965-66, the role of the ABCCC as an airborne coordinator was established. With its role thus defined, the operations became a matter of normalizing and improving upon ABCCC performance and learning to cope with tasks of increasing scope and responsibility.

Orbits

The ABCCC flew generally in designated orbits. Numerous tests were conducted to determine the best possible orbits consistent with safety,; assigned control areas, and communications effectiveness. From these established orbits, the ABCCC exercised immediate control of airstrikes. The entire operation evolved from two daylight orbits into an around-the-clock orbit system. Hillsboro orbited near the DMZ contiguous to SVN and controlled STEEL TIGER South (TIGER HOUND) and the TALLY HO sector of RP I.  Cricket was positioned farther north in Laos, and controlled STEEL TIGER North, BARREL ROLL, and the rest of RP I. Initially, only Alley Cat relieved the day orbits and was located opposite the DMZ for better night coverage of truck routes in all of STEEL TIGER and RP I.  In mid-December 1967, a second night orbit (Moonbeam) was approved. Moonbeam started flying in February 1968, was suspended for modification in May, and resumed operations in August. Hillsboro and Moonbeam were complementary as to orbit area, as were Cricket and Alley Cat. These four orbits generally provided the standard day/night operation and stations were about 30 minutes flying time from Udorn. Beyond this, the commander ordered the most feasible orbit for any critical or special operation. _9/ (Fig. 2.)

Orbit consolidation was attempted in August 1967.  A test was conducted to find a single orbit for the entire area of ABCCC responsibility so that available system resources might be used more economically. After numerous orbits were flown at maximum possible altitudes, the conclusion was reached that no single orbit gave adequate coverage and a single orbit should only be used in extreme emergencies. On 15 August 1967, a fifth orbit was tested over the Gulf of Tonkin to determine the feasibility of using an ABCCC to control strikes in RP I, II, III, and IV.  A C-130 (Landmark) orbited 40NM off the coast of NVN between the 17th and 18th parallels. Communications and coordina​tion with Task Force 77 proved successful and effective. Landmark did not continue, however, due to shortage of aircraft, congestion over the Gulf, and distance of the station from Udorn. Although abandoned, its success formed one basis for a request for five-more ABCCC systems.​ _10/

Routine day/night orbit patterns were somewhat flexible. These were altered, with the approval of the 7AF Commander, when the senior capsule controller deemed it justifiable. Deviations were made in the interests of flying safety or to improve mission effectiveness. In no case, however, were orbits to be used or planned within range of enemy AAA or SAM's. _ 11/
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Normal Operation

While in orbit, the ABCCC's were delegated authority to exercise command and control in 7AF areas of operations except RP V and VI. These areas contain​ed targets that were sensitive and strictly controlled by frags. The air environment over them was non-permissive, and no fluid situation existed in which the ABCCC worked best. Primarily, operations encompassed Laos and RP I. The ABCCC was not normally used in SVN, but on several occasions it was employed in-country to direct the air portion of a special operation. As of 19 April 1968, DOCC fragged ABCCC missions and supervised orbit policy and control procedures. While acting as an airborne extension of the command center, the primary mission of every orbit was "to assure proper execution of the fragged missions and to act as, a central control agency in diversion of the strike force to secondary and lucrative targets." _12/  ABCCC personnel were assigned to an orbit upon reporting into the squadron and generally flew the same orbit through the remainder of their tour. Few, if any, of the indi​viduals received special training in the ABCCC prior to assignment. Train​ing was accomplished by the squadron through training syllabus program. It included ground school on the various capsule positions, intelligence, rules of .engagement, and ended with a standardization and evaluation check .​_13/

A typical working day for an ABCCC crew member consumed between 16 and 20 hours. The actual mission timetable began with a .formal briefing for squadron supervisors of the orbit crews: This included weather, intelligence and operations. Frags for the mission were reviewed, general items of interest of items were discussed, and any, specific instructions for that profile were issued. At the conclusion of this briefing, the supervisors went to their own individual orbit operations where the capsule commander briefed his crew on the mission profile and added any specific instructions of his own. After picking up survival vests, crew members proceeded to the aircraft for takeoff. _14/

The ABCCC II capsule contains modifications derived from experience gained when the first C-130 was deployed to Da Nang in late 1965. There are 16 active positions that can be used in the capsule, however, mission require​ments dictate the number of crew
members per mission. An average capsule crew of 12 men handled most routine, orbits. Included was a senior capsule commander, five controllers, four communications specialists, and two intel​ligence people. The controller was the contact with the command center at Tan Son Nhut and monitored the whole operation. Specialized tasks were performed depending on specific type of strike aircraft (recce, FAC, or SAR), by the remaining controllers. The communications cadre included a repairman, teletype operator, and two radio operators. A targets officer and an intelligence specialist comprised the intelligence element.
Friendly activity was monitored on plotting boards, as were fragged targets. All exploitable intelligence inputs were funneled to the controllers for alloca​tion of available weapons-systems based on the highest priority. Four extra seats accommodated a Lao or 'Thai national, or additional crew members, or trainees, or observers--or any combination of these. _15/  The normal ABCCC on-station time was 12 hours with another l to 2 hours used to proceed to and return from the station. A mission was completed by filling out the mission report and debriefing of the capsule commander by squadron operations. 

Mission Control

On any routine orbit, the ABCCC controlled the air effort over the forward battle area. Normally, the area of responsibility was Laos and RP I. While on station it directed aircraft of all services and provided target analysis on the scene. The resources available to the ABCCC normally included FAC, Illuminator, Fighter-Bomber, Recce, Sensor Placement, ECM, Airlift, Tankers, Helicopters, Sandy's ,and CAS. The communications system included HF, VHF-AM, VHF-FM, UHF, secure voice (air to air) FM/UHF, and secure TTY (air to air) all modes.
Radio contact was possible with other aircraft, 7AF, 7/13 TACC, Task Force Alpha, AIRA Vientiane and Savannakhet, Air Force and Marine DASC's and FSCC's, Army Artillery Control, Navy Air and Gunfire Control, GCI sites, COMBAT SKYSPOT sites, SOG teams, CAS stations, and Roadwatch teams. _16/

The ABCCC operation started with a frag--for the strike aircraft and the FACs who worked with a specific orbit. Strike flights contacted the ABCCC before entering the area and received their weather information and were put in contact with a FAC, an MSQ-77 site, or cleared on an armed recce mission. Priorities allowed the ABCCC to divert preplanned strikes on its own authority for more lucrative targets in its area of responsibility should the need arise. Alert aircraft could be scrambled, preplanned missions in adjacent areas, including Navy and Marine Air, were available for diversion to better targets and if strike flights were not available or practical, targets were passed to artillery or naval gunfire for support. In addition, the ABCCC provided direct readout, translation, and strike decisions on reports from Roadwatch teams in Laos.

It also provided control and diversion of strike and FAC aircraft to protect infiltration and emergency exfiltration of ground teams. With the addition of the IGLOO WHITE facility at Nakhon Phanom, the ABCCC directed the rendezvous of fighter escorts with sensor laying aircraft and began receiving and acting on IGLOO WHITE information. Last but not least, it assisted with SAR operations. _17/  Through these activities, the ABCCC acted as a manager and coordinator between 7AF and a myriad of other agencies as well as an on-scene decision element.

Reaction

One of many examples demonstrating effective ABCCC reaction occurred on 12 June 1968, in BARREL ROLL, when a Raven FAC (0-1) visually detected an enemy convoy estimated at 50 trucks proceeding along Route 7, This informa​tion was quickly reported to Cricket, which diverted whatever fueled and armed aircraft were available to the area. Within minutes strike flights got to the target and helped destroy approximately 26 of the trucks.​_18/

In-Country

As indicated previously, the ABCCC operated primarily out-country. How​ever, it was called into SVN in support of Khe Sanh and Kham Duc operations. 

In NIAGARA, all aircraft were to check in and out with the ABCCC except Marine air under FAC control conducting close support of Marine ground forces. If these latter were not used, they then contacted the ABCCC for direction to other targets. On 23 January, the Deputy Director, TACC, flew with Hillsboro, found the procedures workable and felt that the ABCCC could handle 700 to 750 sorties in 24 hours, provided there was an even flow of strike aircraft into the target area. During the first three weeks congestion resulted due to inadequate cycling of aircraft into the area.  The initial difficulty was with the Marine air; however, COMUSMACV advised CG III MAF and other partici​pants on 13 February 1968, that the 7AF Commander had been given responsibility for the overall air effort and this problem was soon resolved. The ABCCC then assumed the handling and coordinating of all aircraft over Khe Sanh. All strike, FAC, support, and airlift aircraft contacted the ABCCC before entering the area for confirmation of their. primary mission and handoff to the appro​priate control agency. During the peak period of air activity, the ABCCC controlled approximately 850 aircraft per day. _19/

At Kham Duc on 12 May 68, it was necessary to evacuate about 1400 people from the special forces camp by air. Airlift was drawn from throughout SEA to rescue these friendly forces who were surrounded and under attack from two enemy regiments. One hour after the evacuation was ordered, Hillsboro arrived on the scene to direct the air effort and by evening of the same day the evacuation completed. The 7AF Commander commented that "the ABCCC did a magnificent job of managing the effort." _20/

For Operation THOR, the ABCCC was included in the detailed operational planning from the very beginning. THOR was a 7-day SLAM (seek, locate, annihilate, monitor) operation between 1 and 7 July 1968 conducted in a por​tion of the DMZ and lower RP I against heavy NVA artillery and numerous AA installations. The Commander, Provisional Corps Victor, thought that THOR was an "outstanding example of integration and application of firepower" by all services in a relatively small geographical area. At no time was there a lull in the attack on targets by air, naval, or artillery ordnance due to coordination problems. He had high praise for all participating elements, "especially the ABCCC personnel", for their knowledge of coordination procedures and professionalism. _21/
Problems

The problems encountered by the ABCCC were many and varied. This report will attempt only to catalogue and bring them to the surface. Time did not permit a detailed analysis of their genesis and resolution, except the organizational/integration dilemma which is covered in Chapter III. Most other problems were of a transitory nature; they emerge as a matter of course with any new operation. Others cropped up as the mission responsibilities were expanded. Despite their variety, the problems fell into the following general categories: the capsule, strike management, support, and personnel. 

The first C-130 aircraft to arrive in SEA contained capsules whose effectiveness was impeded by air conditioning and communications problems. The malfunctioning air conditioners created radio range degradations as high as 20 percent. Altitudes were varied, orbits were moved, and capsule operat​ing techniques were studied to determine optimum operating conditions. LTV technicians examined the capsules to determine whether these capsules were operating at maximum designed efficiency. Gradually, these problems were worked out. _22/

While controlling aircraft the ABCCC had to adjust to a constant stream of new operations, new aircraft, and additional resources and contacts as well as to streamline its normal functions. These were usually overcome through trouble shooting, experimentation and experience, or by decree from higher headquarters. Specific problems arose in the following areas: (1) coping with attempts by strike pilots to use various means or "ruses" to get into RP I because of the missions numbers game, (2) clear understanding by all ABCCC crews of the HUB Plan in Laos, (3) workable, rapid arrangements with the Laotian attaché for quick validation of targets, (4) unannounced arrivals and vague information on Navy missions--coupled with the difficulty of controlling them, (5) missions being cancelled without the ABCCC being informed, (6) receiv​ing information on ARC LIGHT missions, (7) coordination with Marine artillery, (8) legality of carrying a foreign national on board the aircraft. _23/ 

Support problems stemmed basically from the ABCCC unit being dependent upon everybody.  Aircrews, aircraft; and maintenance personnel came from one source. Base support came from another. Capsule crews came from still another. Obtaining space, or any other kind of support, usually meant that only through squadron initiative and determination was the proper agency tracked down to get a request approved. Vehicles, for example, were not received until it was determined whether 7AF, 13AF, or 7/13AF was supposed to provide them. _24/

Personnel problems were not markedly different from those which affected other units in SEA. At times there was shortage of people when responsibilities were increased. Capsule crews at one time went from an average of seven to twelve men. To cope with the fourth orbit, an increase of 183 authorized people was necessary. Especially important was the establishment of a capsule maintenance section in December 1967. The one-year tour continually drained the experience away, and new people constantly had to be trained and combat qualified. One especially vexing problem was that of administration due to the TDY status of squadron members and support echelons, coupled with the split detachments at Da Nang and Udorn._25/

CHAPTER III

ABCCC Consolidation

Operationally, the ABCCC consistently improved its performance and more than fulfilled expectations as an extension of the TACS over the battlefield. While performing this critical function, the unit's organizational problems were quite vexing. From July 1967, until October 1968, four general issues had to be resolved. More often than not, a decision regarding one produced repercussions affecting the others. These four problem areas were: base of operation, unit identity, maintenance concept and crew status, and command and control.

Location

Prior to the Spring of 1967, all EC-130 aircraft flying Cricket and Hillsboro were based at Da Nang. Approval for a plan to move Cricket to Udorn was requested in April 1967. Justification was relief of congestion at Da Nang and an increase of ABCCC on-station time in the western sector for out-country operations. _1/  When three C-130's deployed to Udorn in June 1967, for the Cricket orbit, three others remained at Da Nang for the Hillsboro orbit. On 15 July, rocket and mortar attack on Da Nang totally destroyed one Hillsboro aircraft and thoroughly disabled a second. The third survived and was immediately deployed to Udorn. _2/ The question of where to consolidate the unit, Udorn or Da Nang, continued then for 15 months. Congestion, construc​tion, survivability, and Thailand manpower ceilings—all four factors influenced the swing of the pendulum from one base to the other.

The loss of two aircraft in the Da Nang attack rudely interjected the factor of survivability for a high cost, limited-resource item. On 9 August, 7AF requested CINCPACAF to obtain country clearance to consolidate seven ABCCC aircraft at Udorn. Udorn was considered ideal for ABCCC mission accomplishment with limited aircraft resources as well as possessing relative security from future losses.

CINCPACAF asked 7AF for a position based on the congestion existent at Udorn if consolidation were planned before May 68, prior to PACAF initiating action to consolidate at Udorn. _3/  The Da Nang attack and CINCPACAF's message prompted a 7AF study which emphasized the need to relocate and disperse "high value forces". Location of the ABCCC at Da Nang was not considered critical to mission accomplishment. Furthermore, the study showed that consolidation was desired for "unit effectiveness and resource utilization." Udorn, was ideal for reasons already stated above and because the mission could be supported there on a temporary basis with the present four aircraft and an increase to five when facilities permitted. The two remaining aircraft were to be located at Taiwan for backup, phase inspection, or scheduled IRAN. Current maintenance support, and command and control arrangements would be continued. Five aircraft were anticipated for Udorn by 1 January 1968. _4/

Plans for Udorn thus seemed well on the way.  CINCPACAF and 13AF both con​curred in beddown of five ABCCC aircraft at Udorn--but with minor reserva​tions. Since parking space was critical, 13AF thought the deployment of more than three aircraft was not feasible until ramp construction was completed in June 1968, and CINCPACAF wanted to study the Udorn parking plan and construction status prior to submitting a change request to CINCPAC. _5/

First Reversal

On 1 October, the position on location--but not organization--was completely reversed Consolidation at Da Nang was recommended by 7AF "to relieve Udorn base loading and provide operational effectiveness as well as optimum force economy". Yet, base loading and construction requirements precluded an early move from Udorn. Location at Da Nang hinged on available revetted parking space, and the target date was set at 15 December 1967. The 7AF DCS/O favored Da Nang because of overriding associations with the Marines and living in the command and control environment they work in plus tactical and doctrinal overtones". _6/

After presenting reasons strikingly similar to those previously offered for the Udorn location, CINCPACAF requested CINCPAC to approve Da Nang during the time when Udorn was to be congested and to better facilitate preparation for the arrival of a second F-4D squadron by February 1968.

While 315 AIRDIV and CINCPACAF agreed with the Da Nang location, the most potent argument against the move came from the ABCCC element commander. The ABCCC element commander hit hard on the vulnerability/security issue and on intelligence reports which pointed to another major enemy attack being prepared against Da Nang. He also pointed out that mission effectiveness was more enhanced at Udorn because the ABCCC worked mostly with Thai based units. Next, he highlighted the Udorn operational advantages--more work space, better communications facilities, less air traffic congestion, and more desirable aircrew working and living conditions. Lastly, a MACV study was cited that it considered Da Nang one of the most congested bases in SVN with no expansion potential Another F-4 squadron was also programmed into Da Nang. CINCPAC then asked the principal parties to reexamine the Da Nang proposal—and many additional construction requirements to support up to five ABCCC's and the F-4 squadron. _7/

Responses to CINCPAC from COMUSMACV and 7AF upheld Da Nang; both parties felt that all programmed units could be supported there and parked in revetted spaces when the new apron was completed. CINCPAC then recommended approval to the JCS based on achieving optimum force economy from a single point of operation and reducing congestion at Udorn during a period of increased construction. _8/

Personnel

In June 1967, one detachment of the ABCCC element was at Da Nang while another detachment was at Udorn, Det l and OLB-1 respectively of the 6250th Support Squadron. The existence of the two detachments at two different locations, the TDY status of personnel assigned to the ABCCC mission, admin​istration at Da Nang and operations centered at Udorn (after the Da Nang attack), created an "administrative nightmare." _9/  On 25 Jan 68, Det 1 of the 6250th Support Squadron was abolished, and the 7th ACCS was to be activated at Da Nang on 1 March 1968. In this organization PACAF included spaces which permitted the squadron to function as an integral unit with PCS flight crews, capsule crews, and maintenance personnel to accomplish 70 percent of the maintenance in-country. Maintenance previously was programmed for 30 percent in-country by TDY people and 70 percent at Taiwan. A fourth orbit was approved in mid-December 1967, and the ABCCC was growing. Attempts to get unit identity were resulting in the first moves toward a separate, integral ABCCC unit. This development required that a new look be taken at the Udorn-Da Nang location question.

Udorn Again

The developments that emerged over the turn of the year ran head-on into approval to proceed with the deployment of three additional ABCCC aircraft and 112 people to Da Nang after 1 July 1968. _11/ In February, 7AF investigated the impact of the fourth orbit, the new requirement for revetted ramp space for six EC-130s, and the need for billets for many more people. The result was a swing of the pendulum back to Udorn. Increased enemy activity around Da Nang had an important bearing on the change; this security factor never lost its predominant weight on Udorn's side of the balance scale. During the first week in March, Udorn was again recommended as the consolidation base. Ground attack was not likely; more airlift or tactical forces were earmarked for Da Nang which would saturate the base to capacity.
An established opera​tions and support system was already in place at Udorn; a fourth orbit would tax Udorn less than Da Nang; six aircraft needed more ramp space; and an integrated unit required facilities for an additional 322 people. These factors brought forth actions to get Thailand country clearance and manpower ceilings to support the integrated unit in Thailand. For all practical purposes the issue of location was now settled. While not a simple matter, obtaining Thai government approval was all that remained. 

Maintenance and Unit Integrity

When the issue of place was resolved that of maintenance concept and crew status came to the fore. Until the creation of the 7th ACCS by Special Order on 25 January 1968, the maintenance concept had been 30 percent in​-country and 70 percent out-country; front-end aircrews and maintenance people came from a different source than did capsule crews. All personnel were TDY from Da Nang to the ABCCC element at Udorn. Aircrews and logistical support came from the 314th TAW, and capsule crews came from 7AF. The JCS approved the 7th ACCS to consolidate in a PCS status as a result of a SecDef desire to remove the ABCCC from the airlift program. _13/  This directive upset what had been perhaps an unwieldy but nevertheless workable system. The TDY arrange​ment at least provided a means to operate at Udorn within the Thai manpower ceiling limitations. 7AF requested that all action on PCS aircrews and the new maintenance spaces be held in abeyance pending a submission of their views concerning a need to reduce--not increase--the number of personnel based in SEA, the 70 percent maintenance concept, and limited billeting and support capability in view of the new number of required spaces--497. _14/  While 7AF wrestled with the new issues, 13AF stated that the 7th ACCS should be assigned to 13AF in accordance with PACAF assignment practices that were then in effect for PCS Air Force units in Thailand. However, 13AF recognized the 7AF pre​rogatives regarding the ABCCC and did not wish to usurp operational control. _15/

From meetings at Tan Son Nhut and trips to Udorn a 7AF staff position materialized Basically AF did not agree with the changed maintenance concept. The old system had worked well and was considered the only feasible way to operate because other Thai based C-130's had to be considered and because the creation of a series of scattered C-130 maintenance complexes was undesir​able. Cam Ranh Bay had been under consideration as the proposed location for an in-country wing with complete operational and maintenance capability.  7AF viewed with concern this concept of operation for aircrews and maintenance and requested that no action be taken beyond arrangements as they existed prior to activation of the 7th ACCS. Further recommendations were to keep the seven EC-130 aircraft assigned to the 314th TAW, to assign no aircrews or maintenance people to the 7ACCS, and to continue the previous maintenance concept until a solution was developed for the entire SEA C-130 program. _16/  The 7th ACCS Commander's concern was that the new concept would reduce flexi​bility, aggravate already serious personnel and training programs, and degrade the mission.

Assigning the Capsule Element

While 7AF reviewed the maintenance concept and crew status, it had to simultaneously grapple with the command/control issue. On 13 April, PACAF stated that the 7th ACCS would be assigned to 13AF while operational control remained with 7AF. Seventh AF wanted to retain the 7th ACCS by not assigning it out of the command element in Thailand, 7/13AF. _18/
As this issue was debated, PACAF reminded 7AF that the Thai government had in the past repeatedly objected to locating units in Thailand which were not assigned to 13AF, and no practical purpose was served in raising the issue. Command relationships between 7AF and 13AF were clearly stated, and no problems were anticipated since 7AF retained operational control. Consequently, 7AF recommendations on the issue were not favorably considered. _19/

In a second reclama, 7AF Provided added rationale for retaining the 7th ACCS. The ABCCC was moved to Udorn primarily to afford it maximum protection. Squadron status for the ABCCC element was requested "to increase the stature of the unit, provide organizational identity and permit better internal unit alignment." The request "was not intended to include the C-130 aircrews and support personnel, only the personnel of the command and control element.” _20/   Not only had the element been designated the 7th ACCS, but PACAF increased it in size and scope to include aircraft, aircrews, and support personnel--and assigned it to 13AF upon relocation at Udorn. The 7AF Commander pointed out the unique characteristics of the command/control element. It was "different from regular combat units"; it was "an extension of [his] office and the senior airborne controller [was] actually [his] representative as the on​-scene battle commander for his area." For the ABCCC squadron "something more" than operational control was necessary because of the special relationship and in order to permit maximum freedom of action with personnel shifts, performance, and training._21/  As to maintenance and aircrews, the 7AF Commander saw this as a "related but separate question." Generally, he felt that the old, existing concept was very effective and wanted the command/control element "relieved of any direct concern" with support problems. _22/

In response, CINCPACAF concurred that the command/control element had a special relationship with the 7AF Commander. He also indicated that other factors had to be considered. The Air Staff justified the use of the 7th ACCS as an integrated SEAITACS package over and above the airlift force.  COMUSMACTHAI and the AMEMB Bangkok continued to be sensitive to Thai based units being assigned to headquarters outside Thailand. As a result, when JCS approved the Udorn move, PACAF planned to assign the 7th ACCS command/control element to the 7AF Commander as Det 1, 7AF. All other arrangements were to remain essentially the same, except Base Operating Support (BOS) spaces which were to be integrated into the appropriate Combat Support Group activity. _23/

Command and Control Resolved

After months of planning to achieve an integrated ABCCC unit, fragmenta​tion was once again a possibility, Before this occurred, however, two new and different views were interjected into the equation--the 7th ACCS Commander and the new 7AF Commander. Two factors were significant in the eventual out​come. On 27 June OSD approved the ABCCC move to Udorn with 497 spaces. Steps had also been taken to pave the way for Thailand country clearance. The total number of people were not to enter the country until clearance was received; however, the Thai government approved the deployment of additional personnel for the ABCCC squadron on 11 October and the ceiling limit was raised to accommodate them. _24/  The commander of the 7ACCS "strongly recommended against fragmentation" of people and equipment to "multiple organizations and multiple major command elements." He preferred to have the 7th ACCS package assigned to 7AF; barring that, he recommended assigning the package to 13AF with operational control to 7AF. _25/

The new 7AF Commander was briefed on the PACAF and 7AF position regarding organization and assignment of the 7th ACCS at Udorn. Briefly, the PACAF position was unchanged--assign the 7th ACCS to 13AF, minus the command/control element which was assigned to Det l, 7AF. With the 7AF Commander providing guidance and direction, two proposals materialized. The first was to assign only the command /control element to 7th.ACCS under 13AF and to retain the original maintenance/support concept. The second was to assign the 7th ACCS package to 13AF with operational control: to 7AF. _26/ These two positions revealed a fundamental shift of position regarding the command/control element. A 7AF Command letter to CINCPACAF supported assigning the command/control element to 7th ACCS under 13AF, with operational control to 7AF, be​cause of RTG approval for the move and because he wanted the transition to be made "with minimal disruption to unit integrity and mission capability." How​ever, he further recommended retention of the old maintenance concept because it worked well, obviated the need for additional facilities at Udorn which already existed at CCK, kept all support activities under an organization familiar with C-130 operation and reduced the number of people at Udorn "The savings in Thailand headroom and facility construction costs would more than offset TDY costs.  . . . _27/

The 13AF Commander considered it "highly desirable that all aspects of [the] Airborne Command Post at Udorn be under [a] single commander." He also thought it essential to "maintain our reputation for credibility with the Bangkok Embassy" and did not consider it prudent to propose another change. _28/  Meanwhile, the Commander 7/13AF had cleared the 7AF proposal with the U.S. Embassy in Thailand; so, the 7AF Commander reiterated his recommendation to CINCPACAF. _29/

Integration

On 26 October 1968, the decision was made for the 7th ACCS to move officially to Udorn on 31 October. The squadron would consist of capsule crews, 70 percent aircraft maintenance personnel, and all aircrews.  It was assigned under 13AF to the 432nd TRW with operational control to 7AF. The above decision was based on several factors: (1) the desirability of assigning responsibility for operation of a Udorn based unit to the 432 TRW rather than to a commander far removed from the scene, (2) the undesirability of making another request to CINCPAC and, in turn, to JCS and OSD for a change in ABCCC beddown, and (3) the desirability of retaining the squadron designation and identifying resources in the SEAITACS program rather than having it commingled with airlift program resources. _ 30/
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CHAPTER IV

CONCLUSIONS
The high point of the ABCCC operation was reached in October 1968. After the bombing halt went into effect above the 19th parallel in April 1968, more aircraft were available to be directed in the "heartland" of the ABCCC area of responsibility. Tests had been successfully conducted to determine whether the ABCCC could control air operations in RP II, III, and IV. More ABCCC aircraft were requested to exercise control over the entire area of 7AF out-​country responsibility. But by 1 November, the ABCCC was controlling fewer aircraft than it had at any time during the preceding year. On 1 November, President Johnson declared a total bombing halt over all of NVN. With the opening of COMMANDO HUNT in the same month, Task Force Alpha began controlling aircraft in the old ABCCC "heartland". This was a good point at which to assess the performance and accomplishments of this vital command and control function,.

 Advantages

The most obvious measure of effectiveness was success in performing many different tasks The ABCCC was versatile and had the ability to respond to and take advantage of fluid, fleeting situations that characterized the insurgency in SEA. It communicated with all airborne resources and ground control agencies and provided centralized control of the air battle over a delegated area. It has also been suggested that an ABCCC can eliminate the need for initial, hastily erected, rudimentary communications and reduce vulnerability of wires to cutting and tapping. The most important is the placement of command and control of forces at the scene as an extension of the TACC.

Disadvantages

Balanced against the advantages above were several disadvantages. The ABCCC represented a one-of-a-kind piece of equipment which required special supply support. Its capsule was designed only for specially modified C-130 aircraft, but it can be fitted to other aircraft. It requires a generally permissive air environment over SEA. Increased numbers of 57 and 85mm AA in Laos, and the SAM missile were potentially increasing threats which could have decreased the effectiveness of an essential, high value facility. Finally, the ABCCC capability was limited by the small space in the capsule.

Lessons Learned

Operation of the ABCCC in SEA refined and altered many of the initial contemplated uses. Rather than replacing a TACC or DASC, it was a "TACC and DASC rolled into one"--and airborne. Numerous tests and operations helped define its role as an element of battle control. It performed best in the TACS as an extension of the 7AF Commander. Yet, its flexibility was not best demonstrated as a replacement for some element of the TACS, but rather as another element. The ABCCC was to the 7AF Commander what the FAC was to strike aircraft. A common denominator existed in the ABCCC/FAC liaison, for this completed the link in the chain between the commander and his strike aircraft in the forward air battle area. Real time intelligence was balanced against preplanned air resources to cope with changing situations. The ABCCC fused the whole system together to utilize air resources more efficiently. 

Whether managing the routine or the unexpected, the ABCCC took targets whose number and priority constantly fluctuated and reacted to the changing require​ments. It correlated limited strike resources with a seemingly unlimited number of targets. The term most frequently used to describe its function is extension, a synonymous term closer to the mark would be battlefield representative, because this role made the ABCCC the focal point for numerous and varied operations.

The deployment of the ABCCC to SEA and its performance in actual combat resulted in: refinement of the operational techniques necessary to function as a commander's battlefield representative, and the formation of the logistic and command concepts necessary to make it an integrated system package capable of deployment anywhere in the world.

Next Generation ABCCC

The performance of the ABCCC in SEA was limited in scope by technological, physical, and environmental factors. A more efficient ABCCC with greater scope is envisioned through various improvements. These included larger air​craft to accommodate larger battle staffs which can perform more functions. Overall capability to be enhanced by improved communications, ECM capability, digital data processing and display, over-the-terrain radar and sensor read​outs, Deployment flexibility to be improved by organizing a self-contained squadron capability.

Future Applications

In the final report of a world-wide symposium on command and control, l6​-20September 1968, the future role of the ABCCC was accorded significant attention. A larger and more. comprehensive system was envisioned in the AWACS concept. USAF planning concepts called for specially designed and equipped aircraft to perform all elements of battle control--deployment, employment, air defense, and direct air support. The report also recommended that an integrated package be included in the same wing/group structure which contained all other command and control aircraft. With all personnel and equipment necessary to do the job, the squadron was to be deployed as an organized unit. Both recommendations above rested on the experience gained in SEA. Other roles envisioned for the ABCCC were as an extension of a ground-​based sensor system or of air-ground coordination functions, as an integral part of the TACS or an interface with systems of other military services. The blend of past, present, and future was apparent in all recommendations.
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AA
Antiaircraft

AAA
Antiaircraft Artillery

ABCCC
Airborne Command and Control Center

ACCS
Airborne Command and Control Squadron

AFB
Air Force Base

AFLC
Air Force Logistics Command

AFSC
Air Force System Command

AIRA
Air Attache

AM
Amplitude Modulation

AMEMB
American Embassy

AWACS
Air Warning and Control Squadron

BOS
Base Operating Support

CAS
Controlled American Source

CG
Commanding General

CINCPAC
Commander in Chief, Pacific

CINCPACAF
Commander in Chief, Pacific Air Forces

COMUSMACTHAI
Commander U.S. Military Assistance Command, Thailand

COMUSMACV
Commander U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam

CONUS
Continental United States

DASC
Direct Air Support Center

DMZ
Demilitarized Zone

DOCC
Director of Command Center

ECM
Electronic Countermeasure

FAC
Forward Air Controller

FM
Frequency Modulation

FSCC
Fire Support Control Center

GCI
Ground Control Intercept

HF
High Frequency

IRAN
Inspect, Repair as Necessary

JCS
Joint Chiefs of Staff 

LTV 
Ling-Temco-Vought 

MACV
Military Assistance Command, Vietnam

MAF
Marine Amphibious Force 

NM
Nautical Miles

NVA
North Vietnamese Army

NVN
North Vietnam

OSD
Office of the Secretary for Defense

PCS
Permanent Change of Station

RP
Route Package

SAM
Surface to Air Missile

SAR
Search and Rescue

SEA
Southeast Asia

SEAITACS
Southeast Asia Integrated Tactical Air Control System

SEAOR
Southeast Asia Operational Requirement

SECDEF
Secretary of Defense

SLAM
Seek, Locate, Annihilate, Monitor

SLAR
Side Looking Airborne Radar

SOG
Studies Observations Group

SVN
South Vietnam

TAC
Tactical Air Command

TACC
Tactical Air Control Center

TACS
Tactical Air Control System

TAW
Tactical Airlift Wing

TAWC
Tactical Air Warfare Center

TDY
Temporary Duty

TRW
Tactical Reconnaissance Wing

TTY
Teletype

TUOC
Tactical Unit Operations Center

TV
Television

UHF
Ultra High Frequency

USAF
United States Air Force

USSTRICOM
U.S. Strike Command

UHF
Very High Frequency
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