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INTRODUCTION

The peacetinme soldier’s principal task is to prepare
effectively for the next war. Consequently, he nust
anticipate the characteristics of the next war and conduct
training applicable to future m ssions. This daunting task
is made even nore difficult when a force, such as the
Marine Corps’ F/ A-18 Hornet community, is capable of
performng a nmultitude of mssions. F/ A 18 squadrons
arguably performthe wi dest spectrum of m ssions anong the
Marine Air Gound Task Force’'s (MAGIF) Air Conbat El enent
(ACE). Many argue that as a result of the nyriad of
m ssi ons Hornet squadrons are required to prepare for,
trai ning prograns for Hornet squadrons are stretched too
thin.! If so, then the correlation can be nade that F/A-18
pilots are inadequately prepared to support the MAGIF
commander. However, careful exam nation of Marine Fighter
Attack (VMFA) squadron m ssion statenents, integrated
G ound Conmbat El ement (GCE)/ ACE exercises, and VMFA
trai ning methodol ogies illustrate that, despite their
di verse m ssions, the Marine Corps’ F/ A-18 squadrons
enhance the MAGIF commander’s warfighting options through

focused, core capabilities based training.



BACKGROUND

In recent years, as operational tenpo has increased
and the nature of warfare has evol ved, several argunents
have been presented that suggest VMFA squadrons are ill-
prepared to fulfill their MAGIF responsibilities. Since
its introduction into the fleet, the Hornet’'s capabilities,
and by extension those of its pilots, have been w apped in
controversy. For exanple, the F/ A-18 was purchased in
order to replace nunerous, very specialized aircraft such
as the F-4 and RF-4 Phantons, A-6 Intruder, OV-10 Bronco,
and A-4 Skyhawk. Although these aircraft were retired,
their mssions (Anti-Air Warfare, Close Air Support,
Tactical Reconnai ssance, FAC(A), etc.) were not and the
Hor net al one has born the workl oad of a once robust
tactical aviation fleet. Detractors have argued that one
aircraft and pilot could not train and conduct the
previ ously nentioned tasks with any accepted neasures of
proficiency. ?

O hers believe that the nunmerous capabilities of the
F/ A-18 are an obstacle to it being enployed effectively
because it is required to do too much. In the last five
years al one, the Hornet has received nunerous upgrades such
as the Joint Direct Attack Munition (JDAM and Joint Stand

O f Weapon (JSOW, a Conbined Interrogator Transponder
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(CT), digital datalink to Advanced Field Artillery
Tactical Data System (AFATDS), and Link 16 just to nane
few. Proponents of a “back to basics” training phil osophy
suggest that the nmethods in which these upgrades and ot hers
are utilized indicate an attenpt by Marine Aviation

| eadership to seek certainty through technol ogy.® The

i mpact this has on TacAir training is that young pilots are
taught a reliance on centralized control and execution

rat her than adherence to the principals revealed in MCDP-1
and MCDP- 6.

Simlarly, it has been discussed that Hornet squadrons
have not realized their full potential as part of the
Marine air-ground team The expl anation offered by those
who support this point of viewis twdfold. They argue that
first, an insufficient nunber of sorties are dedicated to
training with ground forces, and that the bul k of training
flights are focused on air-to-air mssions rather than
m ssions that directly support the GCE. Opponents of
current training doctrine have even suggested that such
m sgui ded training could jeopardi ze the conbat
effectiveness of the MAGIF and the existence of Marine

TacAir.*



WHAT EXACTLY CAN A HORNET DO?

In order to gain an understanding of the capabilities
of Marine Hornet squadrons, one nust first ook at their
m ssion statement. The Marine Aviation Wapons and Tactics
Squadron-1's (MAWS-1) approved VMFA mission statenent is
to “Support the MAGITF Comrander by destroyi ng surface
targets and eneny aircraft, day or night under all weather
conditions during expeditionary, joint or conbined
operations.”® Admittedly, this statement is vague and
| eaves nuch to interpretation. However, a MAGIF conmander
can gain much insight into how his F/ A-18s may be enpl oyed
by exam ning the VMFA M ssion Essential Task List (METL).
The F/ A-18 Trai ning and Readi ness (T&R) manual lists the
VMFA METLs as:

a. (UJTL TA 1.1.4) Conduct sea and air depl oynent operations
- Maintain the capability to deploy and from naval
shi ppi ng, advanced bases, and expeditionary airfields
- Maintain the capability to conduct extended range
operations enploying aerial refueling
- Perform organi zati onal maintenance on assi gned
aircraft

b. (WTL TA 3.2.1) Conduct fire support
- Conduct offensive anti-air warfare

- Conduct offensive air support



c. (UJTL TA 3.2.2) Conduct close air support
- Conduct escort of friendly ground forces
- Conduct assault support escort
d. (UJTL TA 3.2.3) Conduct interdiction operations
- Conduct armed reconnai ssance
- Conduct strike coordination and reconnai ssance
e. (UJTL TA 3.2.4) Conduct joint suppression of enemny air
def enses
f. (WTL TA 3.2.8) Conduct air-to-air operations
- Conduct anti-air warfare
- Intercept and destroy eneny aircraft in conjunction with
ground or airborne fighter control under all weather
condi tions
- Conduct self escort and escort of friendly aircraft and
ground forces
g. (UJTL TA 3.3) Coordinate battl espace maneuver and integrate
with firepower

- Conduct comnbi ned arms coordi nati on and contro

operations.6

The T&R manual gives quantitative gui dance (type and nunber
of sorties to be flown) as to how a squadron nust train in
order to fulfill each m ssion essential task. This
facilitates standardi zation throughout the Marine Hornet
community. The T&R manual further states “A core capable
squadron is able to acconplish all tasks designated in the
unit METL froma main base, expeditionary base, or

7

carrier.” Squadr on Conmanding Officers are held
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accountabl e to higher headquarters via Status of Resources
and Training (SORTs) reports. SORTs indicates the
resources and training status required to undertake the
full mssion a unit was organi zed or designed to fulfill.
Toget her, the T&R manual and SORTs provide the endstate to
which a unit nust train as well as the nethod for ensuring
that the endstate is achieved. The manner in which a
squadron incorporates T&R requirenments into its daily
operations is, in large part, left up to the individual
squadron. Thus, the nost comon explanation for a squadron
not achieving METL proficiency is due to its inability to
reconcile real world requirenments with training

requi renments.

INTEGRATED AIR/GROUND UNIT TRAINING: too much or not enough?

“Asi de from Conbi ned Arns Exercises (CAX) and
supporting arns training exercises, there is little or no
contact between ground conbat units and fixed wi ng aviation

uni ts”®8

wites one Hornet aviator in the Marine Corps
Gazette. At first glance this appears to be true. Many
F/ A-18 pilots, especially those assigned to carrier
squadrons, will not even attend a CAX during their first

tour.



Nevert hel ess, exanpl es of how the MAGTF skillfully
integrates aviation fires with ground-based nmaneuver
el enents abound. For exanple, the battle for Inchon, the
si ege at Khe Sahn, and nost recently, the 2" Battle for
Fal lujah all cone to mnd. The air-ground success seen in
these battles seens to cut against the argunent that
contact between ground and avi ati on conbat el ements duri ng
training is inadequate. In fact, these battles suggest
that current integrated ACE/ GCE training is, in fact,
sufficient and that CAX and Tactical Ar Control Party
School do teach aviation and ground units how to deci sively
create the conmbined arns effect. Additionally, consider
that during The Basic School, Expeditionary Warfare School,
and Command and Staff College, Marine Oficers fromall MOS
fields (not just aviation and infantry) have a variety of
opportunities to inpart their specialized know edge to each
other. The intangibles of resident PME for Oficers cannot
be di sm ssed when one assunes that contact between ground
conmbat units and fixed wing aviation units is |acking.

Furthernore, additional integrated training for
aviation units and GCE units is sinply not necessary.
Ground and aviation integration occurs through two distinct
conduits; the first is the Air Oficer and the second is
the Forward Air Controller (FAC). The air officer, at

8



either the battalion, reginmental, or division |level ensures
detailed integration of aviation capabilities (fires,
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnai ssance, command and
control, etc.) during planning. He is also responsible for
guiding as well as teaching his GCE commander about how t he
ACE shoul d be enployed, principally in the joint and deep
fights. Conversely, the FACis stationed at the | ower
echelons of conmand. His primary responsibilities are to
educat e conpany grade officers about nmarine aviation
operations and facilitate the close and rear area fights.
The manner in which Hornets are typically enployed and the
nmet hod of integration previously discussed allow Marine
TacAir to train appropriately w thout extensive GCE

i nvol venent .

VMFA TRAINING: BIG F, little a
VWhat does the MAGIF commander require fromhis
aviation arm specifically F/ A- 18 squadrons? The six
functions of Marine Aviation provide sone insight.
e Assault Support: Not directly provided by Hornets,
however, Hornets do conduct escort.
e Anti-Ar Warfare: Hornet is the sole provider within

Mari ne Avi ati on.



e Ofensive Air Support: Hornets and Harriers are
primary providers of Deep Air Support, Hornet shares
responsibility for Cose Air Support with Harriers,

Cobras, and Hueys.

e Electronic Warfare: Primarily supported by Prow ers,

Hornets do provide reactive SEAD via the HARM

e Control of Aircraft and Mssiles: Hornets have no

m ssion in this function.

e Aerial Reconnaissance: Initially supported by F/ A-18D
only, all F/A-18s now provide ISR via Litening and

ATFLI R pods and datalink in addition to UAVS.

The greatest chall enge presently faced by the Hornet
community is training to so many mssions with limted
time, noney, and personnel. QOpponents of current training
doctrine rely on the “Small Wars Manual” and “Ai rpower in
Smal | WArs” in arguing that to nuch enphasis is placed on
air-to-air training and that air to ground proficiency is
sacrificed as a result.® These publications indicate that
there is little need for fighter aviation in a small
war. %1 Sone go so far as to suggest that Marine Hornet
squadrons should give up their air-to-air mssions
al together. They urge that only specialized air to ground

squadrons are capabl e of adequately supporting the MAGIF. !?
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Any di scussion that suggests that Marine F/ A-18s
should give up, or stop training to their role as a fighter
m sses several salient points. Adherence to the T&R manual
guarantees that training across the six functions of Marine
Aviation will be conducted. Hornet pilots find thensel ves
focusi ng disproportionately on a single mssion often
because their squadron training prograns do not followthe
gui dance set forth in the T& manual. Recall, the T&R
manual is constructed to ensure proficiency of the m ssion
essential tasks.

Many ar gunents about an inordinate focus on air-to-air
training center around the Air Conbat Tactics |Instructor
(ACTI) qualification. Because it is the nost difficult
qualification a Hornet pilot will earn, it is often
perceived as the focal point for nost training. Again,
exam nation of the T&R manual proves that over the career
of a Hornet pilot, this is not the case.

Addi tionally, Marine Aviation, particularly its
TacAir, supports joint and conmbi ned commanders. These
commander s depend on Marine Hornets to performthe m ssions
defined in the Universal Joint Task List (UTL).*® If F/ A
18 squadrons fail to sufficiently train to their air-to-air
role in addition to the others; they will be unable to
function seam essly in joint operations.

11



CONCLUSION

During the current conflict in Irag the MAGTF
commander has relied on his F/A-18s to provide offensive
air support. Do we thus train only to fight the war we are
currently engaged in or the one we anticipate next? The
MAGTF prides itself on the ability to make a forcible,
anphi bi ous entry onto an adversary’s beach. The MAGIF
commander will need all six functions of Marine Aviation in
order to do so, not just those he currently relies on.
Enmerging threats reinforce this position. An anphi bi ous
attack against a country such as Iran, which possesses 4'f
generation fighters like the F-14 and M g-29 and integrated
air defense assets like the I-Hawk and SA-5, will certainly
require a robust air-to-air capability.

Through adherence to the training and readi ness
manual , i ntegrated GCE/ ACE exercises, and core capabilities
based training, Marine Corps’ F/ A-18 squadrons wll
continue to enhance the MAGIF conmmander’s warfi ghting
options by flying not only air-to-surface m ssions, but

air-to-air mssions as well.

Word count: 1985
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