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Executive Summary 

Title: The Falklands War, 1982: How Technological Deployments Shaped Decisions and the 

Outcome of the War. 

Author: Special Agent Andy C. Liu, FBI 

Thesis: Argentine's defeat in the Falklands War was steadily shaped by the Britain's Royal 

Navy's direct and indirect use of weapons and deployments of forces. 

Discussion: The Falklands War of 1982 was fought between Argentina and the United Kingdom 

over the sovereignty of the Falkland Islands, also known as the Malvinas, an archipelago 400 

nautical miles east from the southern region of Argentina. By studying and analyzing the 

technological weapons deployed on both sides of the conflict, a meaningful conclusion can be 

reached on how various technological weapons shaped commanders' decisions and the ensuing 

outcome of the war. This paper does not intend to cover operational tactics, operational strategy, 

diplomatic endeavors, logistical requirements, and leadership. The primarily focus is on the 

analysis of the technological weapons as well as how their deployment shaped the commanders' 

decisions. Specifically, the British's employment of the AIM-9L Sidewinder air-to-air missiles, 

the Harrier, and nuclear powered submarines shaped the Argentinean forces; conversely, 

Argentine's deployment of the five air launched AM39 Exocet missiles and its large fleet of A4 

Skyhawks, Mirage 5s, and eleven Mirage 3s ultimately failed to deter the British fleet from 

retaking the Falklands. 

Conclusion: Technological weapons allowed the British to successfully retake the Falkland 

Islands. Conversely, the lack in the quantity of technological weapons failed the Argentines in 

their bid to hold on to the Malvinas. 
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Preface 

I became interested in the Falkland Islands War of 1982 because of its short duration, 

rapid development, and high intensity character of the conflict. The Falkland Islands War of 

1982 is a modern warfare strategist's dream because it involved two industrialized nation 

fighting over a remotely occupied archipelago without the following influences to effect its 

operations: (1) lack of a revolutionary ideology, (2) insurrection of the local populace, (3) 

fighting done by a third nation, and (4) the geography and location of the Falkland Islands. 

Hence, both belligerents were considered relatively equally matched at the beginning of the war. 

If my readers want to understand whether deploying technological weapons can shape 

commanders' decision and the outcome of a war, the Falkland Islands War of 1982 would be an 

- ideal example. This paper does not cover operational tactics, operational strategy, diplomatic 

endeavors, logistical requirements, and leadership. 

The primarily focus is on the analysis of the technological weapons as well as how their 

deployment shaped the commanders' decisions. Specifically, the British's employment of the 

AW-9L Sidewinder air-to-air missiles, the Harrier, and nuclear powered submarines shaped the 

Argentinean forces; conversely, Argentine's deployment of the five air launched AM39 Exocet 

missiles and its large fleet of A4 Skyhawks, Mirage 5s, and eleven Mirage 3s ultimately failed to 

deter the B1itish fleet from retaking the Falklands. The backbone of my research is mainly books 

wlitten on the Falkland Islands War of 1982, and notably authors such as Chris Chant, Duncan 

Anderson, and Martin Middlebrook. 
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Introduction 

As the military forces around the world modernize and employ sophisticated weapons 

and platforms, expectations that technological weapon superiority can shape the outcome of a 

war are not uncommon. From the German panzers in World War IT to the Cold War's arms race 

between the United States and the Soviet Union, today, the ambitious pursuance of highly 

sophisticated killing machines such as the F-22 raptor, EF2000 Typhoon, nuclear powered 

submarines, Predator and other unmanned aerial vehicles, as well as an array of cruise missiles 

are the continuation of these expectations. In consequence, the Falklands War of 1982 is a good 

case study of sophisticated weapons, platforms, and how their deployments can shape decisions 

and the outcome of the war. Due to. the fact that neither the United Kingdom nor Argentina was a 

conventional superpower nation, this provides an opportunity for a sanitized analysis of the 

sophisticated weapons and platforms that empowered both the British and the Argentinean 

military forces in their bids for victory. Otherwise, a superpower nation in a conflict is likely to 

saturate a conflict with overwhelming technologies and make it impracticable to gauge how each 

piece of the technology shaped the enemy's decision and the outcome of the war. Specifically, 

British employment of the AIM-9L Sidewinder air-to-air missiles, the Harrier, an:d nuclear 

powered submarines shaped the Argentinean forces; conversely, Argentine's deployment of the 

five air-launched AM39 Exocet missiles and its large fleet of A4 Skyhawks, Mirage 5 Daggers, 

hereinafter "Dagger," and eleven Mirage 3s ultimately failed to deter the British from retaking 

the Falklands. 

For the British, the FRS.1 Sea Harrier and GR.3 Harrier, or commonly referred to as the 

"Harrier" or simply "the jump jet," was the untested platform coming into the Falklands War. 

The Harriers were superior in terms of speed, maneuverability, and versatility against the 
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outdated A4 Skyhawks; however, when going up against the more modem and faster Mirage 3s 

and 5s, the pilots relied more on training and knowledge of strengths and weaknesses of the 

opponents' aircraft to achieve air superority.1 With only thirty-eight aircraft available, the British 

gambled on this untested fighter jet to provide local air superiority from Argentine's fleet of 180 

fighter and bomber aircrafts. The Harrier's vector thrust technology enabled the Royal Navy 

(RN) to deploy them from their only two small aircraft carriers, the Hermes and the Invincible, 

without the need to have a catapult system for takeoff. This became a challenge for the Harrier as 

they faced a numerically superior foe with ratio of five-to-one in air operations over the 

Falklands. 

Nonetheless, confidence in the Harrier would be bolstered by the American made AIM-

9L Sidewinder air-to-air missile- the first "all aspect" Sidewinder with the ability to attack from 

all directions.2 Proven to be the most important weapon employed in the early phase of the war, 

the Sidewinder leveled the disproportionate aircraft ratio with its immense superiority over the 

French made Matra air-to-air missile3 deployed by the Argentinean Air Force, also known as the 

Fuerza Aerea Argentina (FAA).4 The marriage of the Harrier and the Sidewinder would shaped 

the air war and how the FAA deployed their fighter jets. 

Likewise, the British nuclear powered attack submarine was in every way superior to 

Argentine's four conventional diesel powered submarin~s. Able to stay submerged for longer 

periods of time, stay hidden, and track enemy surface fleet movements, nuclear powered 

submarines gave the British the initiative and the advantage in operating in Argentinean waters. 

With the combination of superior missiles and planes that dominated the skies, and nuclear

powered submarines that controlled the seas, these sophisticated weapons systems enabled the 

British to achieve their strategic, operational, and tactical objectives. 
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In response to the RN's fleet, the Argentines readied their·newly acquired Exocet 

missiles. Built by the French, the AM39 Exocet was a formidable anti-ship missile5 capable of 

destroying enemy ships at a range of 45-miles.6 The plan was to use the Exocet missiles against 

the RN ships, specifically, the aircraft carriers to quickly stop or defeat any British's attempt to 

retake the Falkland Islands. As soon as it became clear that the United Kingdom was responding 

militarily to the Argentine &eizure of the Falklands, France refused the delivery of an ordered 

nine remaining Super Etendard fighter-bombers and an equal number of Exocet missiles 

capping the Argentine inventory of each at five? When the initial aerial engagements with the 

Harrier proved futile, the FAA quickly abandoned aerial combat and constrained their fighter jets 

for bombing and strafing British ships only. Convinced that the British task force's center of 

gravity was their surface fleet, the FAA pilots disregarded the Harriers and fought through the 

RN's Sea Wolf and Sea Dart anti-air missile systems in order to reach their targets; thus, the 

Harriers and anti-air systems took on the Argentinean jets throughout the war with varying 

degrees of success. Bearing heavy losses in pilots and aircrafts despite valor and some tactical 

successes, the FAA was ultimately unable to compensate for the limited quantity of the Exocet 

missiles. As a result, Argentine's defeat in the Falklands War was steadily shaped by the RN' s 

direct and indirect use of weapons and deployments of forces, and their own limited quantity of a 

threat to the British fleet. 

Background 

The Falklands War of 1982 was fought between Argentina and the United Kingdom from· 

mid-March to mid-June over the sovereignty of the Falkland Islands, also known as the 

Malvinas, an archipelago 400 nautical miles east from the southern region of Argentina. (See 

Appendix A) After decades of fruitless negotiations by the Argentineans to peacefully reacquire 
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the Falkland Islands from the British, the Argentine junta (a three-man army, navy, and air force 

ruling body) resorted to military invasion as the solution to decades of failed diplomacy.8 

Another factor effected this decision: an opportunity to redirect the mounting domestic political 

pressure and opposition from the Argentine people to return their government to democratic rule. 

On 15 December 1981, Admiral Jorge Anaya, the Commander-in-Chief ofthe 

Argentinean navy command, also known as the Comando de laAviaci6n Naval Argentina 

(CANA), and a member of the ruling junta, ordered Vice Admiral Juan Jose Lombardo to devise 

a military plan to retake the Falkland Islands if another round of negotiation should fail. 9 The 

negotiations did go poorly.10 On 15 March 1982, Lombardo presented the first version of the 

military plan.11 Plotted in secrecy, the two-part plan involved PROJECT ALPHA, a clandestine 

establishment of an Argentine presence on South Georgia Island, and Operation AZUL, later 

renamed ROSARIO, a full-scale invasion of the Falklands.12 Operation AZUL was scheduled 

between mid-May to mid-July with the preferred date being 9 July 1982, Argentina's 

Independence Day. This would also occur during the southern winter. 

The invasion of the Falklands depended upon two conditions: first, wait until Endurance, 

a RN ice patrol ship, departed the area; and second, initiate the invasion of the Falkland Islands 

in the middle of the southern winter when inhospitable conditions would render any possible 

large-scale naval movements and military operations problematical in the event that Britain 

chose to respond.13 For the junta, the plan to retake the Falkland Islands was a practical and 

realistic one. Argentine would enjoy the shorter line of communication, only 400 miles long 

from their mainland to the islands, versus 7,500 miles from the United Kingdom to them. (See 

Appendix A) Furthermore, "Admiral Anaya had fully expected that Britain would not mount a 

major naval and military expeditionary force which would be required to retake the Falklands 
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during southern winter, that the United States would remain neutral in the affair, and that the 

United Nations would pursue long negotiations, but in the end, be pleased to see the Falklands 

dispute settled in favor of Argentina."14 

To the detriment of Vice AdmiralLombardo's plan, on 16 March 1982 an incident 

occurred on South Georgia Island which forced accelerating the junta's plan three months ahead 

of schedule. The specific event involved raising of the Argentina flag on South Georgia by an 

Argentinean crew that were under contract to scrap metal from an abandoned whaling station.15 

. This was observed and reported by a member of the British Antarctic Team.16 In response, on 23 

March 1982, the British Foreign Minister pointedly informed the Argentinean government to 

remove the workers. The Argentine junta instead defended them and began preparations to 

execute PROJECT ALPHA and Operation ROSARI0.17 

After learning from radio incepts that the Argentine fleet was preparing for an invasion, 18 

on 26 March 1982, at least one British nuclear submarine was ordered to the Falkland Islands in 

attempt to deter it. 19 This deterrence effort failed when the Argentine aircraft carrier 25 de Mayo 

with twenty planes, four warships, and 5,000 Argentine troops successfully executed Operation 

AZUL and retook the Falkland Islands on 1 April1982.20 The next day, the Argentine Atlantic 

Survey Ship Bahfa Para(so landed a party of approximately 100 Argentinean marines at Leith 

whaling station and successfully invaded South Georgia.21 To the junta, both PROJECT ALPHA 

and Operation AZUL were considered a huge success because no loss of British life occurred. 

The Argentines thus hoped this would not provoke a military response from the United 

Kingdom. Nevertheless, the junta then executed a follow-up plan by sending 11,000 Argentinean 

troops to the Falklands- their effort to deter the British from trying to retake the islands. 22 
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Under the surface fleet command of Rear Admiral Gualter AHara, the CANA had the 

following naval assets to defend the seas and the troops on the Falklands: one small aircraft 

earner, the 25 de Mayo; an old American WWTI light cruiser (formerly known as the USS 

Phoenix), General Belgrano; two functional submarines,.Santa Fe and San Luis; approximately 

thirteen other warships;23 ten carrier based A4Q Skyhawks, five Super Etendards with an equal 

number of the Exocet missiles; and four marine battalions.24 Since the Super Etendard was the 

newest addition to the navy and had not been integrated tplaunch from the 25 de Mayo, it was 

land based out of Rio Grande, Argentina's mainland.Z5 

The FAA had a fleet of 180 combat aircrafts: eleven :Mirage 3s, thirty-four Daggers, 

forty-six A4B and A4C Skyhawks, six Mk.62 Canberra bombers, twenty-five IA-58 Pucaras, 

two KC-130 tankers, and other non-combat aircraft scattered throughout coastal bases on the 

Argentine mainland.26 Although the Canberras, Skyhawks, and Pucaras were considered 

obsolescent aircraft due to their outdated airframes, aged engines, slower speed, and lesser 

maneuverable than the British Harriers, the supersonic :Mirage 3s and Daggers were competent 

fighters. Consequently, the 400-miles of separation from the mainland and supported by only 

two air refueling tankers had a profound negative performance impact on the Argentine's 

aircrafts. For example, a :Mirage 3 carrying three 1,500 liter drop tanks of fuel and two Matra 

missiles has only 12 to 15 minutes of time on station over the East Falkland.27 Furthermore, 

Argentine FAA's real problem was their air-to-air missile, which was decidedly inferior to the 

AIM-9L Sidewinder possessed by the British.Z8 The French made Matra R550 Magic 1 air-to-air 

np.ssile possessed by the FAA is limited to tail aspect engagements due to the seeker design; 

therefore, it was no match against the Sidewinder that has an infrared seeker with an all-aspect 

engagement capability and a fragmentation warhead on an active laser fuse. 29 

6 



Specification of AIM-9L Sidewinder vs. Matra R550 Magic 1 

AIM-9L Sidewinder Matra R550 Magic 1 
Length: 2.87m 2.72m 
Body diameter: 127mm 157mm 
WingSpan: 0.64m 0.66m 
Launch weight: 87kg 89 kg 

: 9.5 kg fragmentation 13 kg fragmentation 
: Active laser IR 

Guidance: IR IR 
Propulsion: Solid propellant Solid propellant 
Engagement Envelope: All aspect Tail aspect only 
Range: 8km 3 km 

· Despite the junta's hope, the British responded to the incursion of South Georgia and the 

Falklands with Operation CORPORATE, the name given to move a Task Force to the area of the 

Falklands, and their reconquest and subsequent return to United Kingdom soverignty.30 

Commanded by Admiral Sir John Fieldhouse, the Joint Task Force commander of the British 

forces, from Northwood, England, Operation CORPORATE was mounted quickly and at a very 

short notice.31 Notably, Rear Admiral J. Woodward, commander of the on-scene RN surface 

fleet, commanded the following RN's assets toward South Atlantic: two small aircraft carriers, 

the Invincible and the Hermes, five nuclear submarines, approximately one hundred mixture of 

warships and supply ships, and ten Harriers and twenty-eight Sea Harriers. 32 

In an effort to compensate for the 7,500 miles logistical nightmarish gap between the 

United Kingdom and the Falkland Islands, the British forces received authority from the United 

States to utilize the American made Wideawake airfield, a 10,000 foot-long runway, on 

Ascension Island- an island under United Kingdom sovereignty, located 3,500 miles North-East 

of the Falklands, and 4,000 miles Southwest of the United Kingdom.33 Still too great of a 

distance for any meaningful support, yet nevertheless the Ascension Island took on the role as a 

forward operating base and logistical hub throughout the war.34 Furthermore, the United States 

opted to assist its core ally in the Cold War, subsidized Britain with critical equipment, satellite 

7 



communication and reconnaissance, as well as 12.5 million gallons of jet fuel that made 

Operation CORPORATE a logistical reality.35 On 30 April1982, the United States publicly 

committed full support for the United Kingdom in the Falklands War. 

Opening for War by Retaking South Georgia 

On the basis of fighting experience, training, and deployment of advanced weaponry and 

systems, the British military in comparison with their Argentine opponents, was wholly superior. 

However, the distance of the Falkland Islands from the United Kingdom and the Ascension 

Island greatly reduced British air capability. Even with hundreds of years in naval combat 

experience, the political atmosphere in Britain had induced a decline in RN personnel and ships, 

and more was planned in the future; therefore, at the onset of the war, neither country appeared 

to have a distinct advantage over the other. Nonetheless, on 28 April1982, the United Kingdom 

declared a 200 mile total exclusion zone around the Falklands as a means to halt all shipping and 

flights near them, specifically the Argentine's logistical support to the islands. With conflict 

looming between Argentina and the United Kingdom imminent, and for each country their 

sophisticated weapons and platforms were ready for deployment. 

On 25 April 1982, a British Wessex helicopter from Plymouth, a frigate, spotted the 

Santa Fe on the surface near South Georgia?6 Quick antisubmarine action by the Wessex, armed 

with depth-charges, and a Lynx helicopter, armed with torpedo from the frigate Brilliant, quickly 

persuaded the captain of Santa Fe to abandon his ship near the shores of Grytviken after 

sustaining damages from the attacks?7 Later in the day at approximately 14.15 Zulu,. the British 

landed seventy-four men on South Georgia, and Antrim, a destroyer, and Plymouth began 

shelling the area around Grytviken as a show of force. Approximately three hours later, the 
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Argentineans signaled surrender after Antrim steamed into the bay and threatened to fire directly 

at the Argentineans.38 The retaking of South Georgia resulted in no loss of life. 

Harrier versus the Mirage 

On 1 May 1982, three separate air engagements between Harriers and Mirage 3s 

occurred. In the first one, two Harriers attempted to engage two Mirage 3s at different altitudes. 

For several minutes the two forces maneuvered defensively at different altitudes and outside the 

other aircraft's killing zone. In the process, the Harrier pilots were unwilling to climb and lose 

maneuverability while the Mirage pilots were unwilling to descend and lose speed. 39 Given the 

above-mentioned time on station issue, the Mirages were likely low on fuel, disengaged from the 

fight, and retreated back to the Argentine mainland.40 In the second engagement, two high-flying 

Mirage 3s screamed down toward two Harriers at lower altitude and fired their missiles. The 

Mirages did not stay to fight; they had expended their missiles and were short on fuel. More 

importantly, their missiles were inferior to those used by the British and the Harriers were not 

hit."41 In the third encounter, two Mirage 3s were shot do~n by two Harriers using the 

Sidewinder. During the engagement, the Mirage 3s launched two air-to-air missiles (Matra) at 

the Harriers. The first missile flew aimlessly by them without hitting the Harriers and the other 

missile simply fell off the Mirage 3.42 This showed that the 'Argentine air-to-air missile was 

wholly inferior to the Sidewinder arid/or compounded by the inexperienced Argentine pilots; the 

result: the Harrier pilots were able to use their superior Sidewinder missiles to shoot down the 

Mirage 3s.43 

Aside from the earlier engagements with the Mirage 3s, two other Harriers came under 

attack from an unspecified number of Daggers on the same day. This time, a Dagger with a 

missile lock fired its missile at one of the Harriers. Even when the first Harrier pilot dived away 
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steeply in an effort to avoid the missile, it followed the Harrier for some distance before 

expanded its fuel and failing into the sea.44 Meanwhile, the second Harrier pilot easily downed 

his opposing Dagger with his Sidewinder. A few minutes later, a separate pair of Harriers spotted 

three Canberra bombers en route toward the British fleet. After destroying one with a 

Sidewinder, the other two Canberras immediately retreated back toward the Argentine 

mainland. 45 

At the end of the day, two Mirages 3s, one Dagger, and one Canberra were shot down by 

the Harrier using the Sidewinder. These engagements also demonstrated that the Argentine pilots 

knew how and when not to engage the Harriers by the virtue of their first and second 

engagement. Furthermore, the May 1st engagements showed two tactical deficiencies of the 

Argentine jets: (1) the Argentine air-to-air Matra missile was inferior to the Sidewinder, and (2) 

that all of the Argentine land based aircraft suffered from an 800 mile penalty to and from the 

Falklands that which greatly reduced their loitering time and time on station.46 As Martin 

Middlebrook summarized, "the British [air] superiority was achieved through having better 

missiles- the Sidewinder AIM-9L was superior to the Matra missiles being used by the 

Argentinian [sic] -better 'software' systems in their aircraft computers, and much better pilot 

training."47 

Unbeknownst to the Harrier pilots, their successes against the Mirages were multiplied by 

the first "Black Buck" bombing raid. Executed on the premise that the FAA had extended the 

Port Stanley airfield to accommodate modern fighter and bombers that could threaten the entire 

British fleet, therefore a single Vulcan bomber from Ascension Island carrying seven one 

thousand pound bombs attempted to render it unusable.48 Bombing before the dawn on 1 May 

1982, one of the seven bombs dropped by the Vulcan bomber hit the center of the runway.49 As a 
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result of the "Black Buck" mission, and possibly the unimpressive performance of the first day's 

encounter with the Harrier and its Sidewinder, the FAA decided to reserve the Mirage 3s for 

defense of mainland from the Vulcan bombers that never came. For the remainder of the war, the 

Mirage 3 sat on Argentine mainland bases and never again given the opportunity to refine their 

ability to engage the Harrier. 50 The Dagger was constrained as well; instead of using it as a 

fighter, the aircraft was deployed as a bomber. 51 From this point forward, none of the Argentine 

fighter jets over the Falklands were armed with air-to-air missiles. 52 The FAA had radically 

decided to forgo any possibility of an air-to-air victory, and armed their jets only with bombs in 

an all out attack on the British fleet. Although the decision by the FAA to not challenge the 

British for air superiority seemed logistically sound, this decision would have serious 

implications and dire effects with regards to protecting the Falklands when the British's 

expeditionary force achieved both air and sea superiority. Based on the aforementioned facts, the 

Sidewinder and the Harrier, weapon and platform respectively, were responsible for how the 

FAA deployed their fleet of fighter jets during the rest of the campaign. This conclusion is 

contrary to Christopher Chant's Air War in the Falklands 1982 in which he believed that the first 

"Back Buck" mission was solely responsible for the FAA's decision to shelve the Mirage 3s.53 

British Nuclear Submarines Shaping the Argentinean Fleet 

The availability of nuclear submarines gave the British the means and the will to enforce 

the 200-mile total exclusion zone for the purpose of protecting their fleet and isolating by sea the 

Falklands. However, while it was understood that any Argentinean ship or plane inside the 200-

mile zone would be attacked, much ignored by the world's press was that the British had also 

advised the Argentineans that any ship or plane outside the zone might be attacked without 

further warning if it was considered to be a threat to the British forces. 54 On 1 May 1982, the 
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Conqueror, a British nuclear-powered submarine, found the General Belgrano accompanied by 

two destroyers just outside the total exclusion zone zigzagging at first and then rendezvous with 

a tanker. This event indicated that the old ship was to par:take on a long mission. 55 Fearing the 

old ship's mixture of six and five inch guns (which could outgun any of the British ships), and 

her destroyer escorts outfitted with Exocet missiles, which had a range of more than twenty 

miles, the Belgrano could change course and steam towards the British fleet overnight and might 

lose the Conqueror in the darkness over the shallow Burdwood Bank. "As day light passed, 

Woodward was concerned that he was in increasing danger and he asked for the Conqueror to be 

given permission to attack the Belgrano."56 On 2 May 1982, after having received permission to 

fire from Thatcher's War Cabinet, Commander Christopher Wreford-Brown of the Conqueror 

fired three Mark 8 torpedoes at 18.57 Zulu, two of which stuck. At approximately 5 p.m., the 

Argentine warship sank and taking with her 368 lives. 57 

Although no Argentinean ship is known to have violated the 200-mile total exclusion 

zone throughout the war, the decision to attack the Belgralio outside it reinforced the capabilities 

of the nuclear powered attack submarines. Ultimately, this action and capability influenced the 

Argentine navy in its decisions on how to not employ the 25 de Mayo, Argentine's sole aircraft 

carrier. 58 At approximately 9 p.m., four hours after the sinking of the Belgrano, the Argentine 

naval command ordered Admiral Allara to withdraw the entire surface fleet to protected waters. 

Thus in an apparent move to protect the 25 de Mayo from British's submarines, the carrier was 

retired to port for the duration of the conflict, and its Skyhawks were sent south to operate from 

the airfield at Naval Air Station Rfo Grande. 59 The threat of the RN's nuclear submarines thus 

effected a command decision -limiting the naval aspects of the war in many ways. 

Five Air-Launched and One Land-Based Exocet Missiles 
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Capable of shaping a war by its own right, the Exocet missile was Argentina's potential 

neutralizer to the British fleet and its amphibious threat. Dubbed as a "decisive weapon," the 

Exocet proved its worth on the morning of 4 May 1982 after an Argentinean Neptune 

reconnaissance plane spotted a small British flotilla 100 miles south of Port Stanley. 60 

Afterwards, two Super Etendards were launched from Rio Grande, the closest Argentine 

mainland base to the Falklands, and the largest targeted ship's location data was electronically 

fed into the Exocet missile's guidance system. 61 The Super Etendards took on fuel from a KC-

130 and resumed an attack altitude of fifty feet above water toward the unsuspecting HM:S 

Sheffield, a Type 42 destroyer.62 The two Exocet missiles were reportedly launched from a range 

of six miles from the target: one Exocet struck the Sheffield while the other one failed to lock on 

to a target and splashed into the sea.63 The missile that struck Sheffield created a ten by four feet 

gash, engulfed the destroyer in flames, and killed twenty sailors onboard.64 Six days later, 

Sheffield sank from the damage incurred.65 

''The event [as described above] had a major effect on the tactical thinking of Admiral 

Woodward and his senior commanders, who decided that subsequent naval operations would 

have to be conducted in a manner that would reduce, as far as possible, the likelihood of other 

ships of the task force falling victim to this highly capable weapon."66 Fieldhouse later advised 

that the Exocet presented a particularly dangerous and difficult threat, and "the loss of the ship 

[Sheffielclj 'was an expensive warning and a foretaste of real Argentine capability. "'67 This is 

another example of how a piece of technology, in this case the Exocet, shaped an opponent's 

tactical decision. Just as the aforementioned nuclear powered submarine and the Sidewinder 

missiles shaped the Argentine navy's deployments, conversely the fear of additional Exocet 

strikes changed how the British deployed its fleet. 
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In response to the Exocet threat, Admiral Woodward ordered his carriers eastwards until 

they were beyond the range of both Argentines's land based aircraft and their Exocet missiles. 

This decision and the new position of the carriers also diminished the operational readiness of 

the Harrier.68 On 6 May 1982, Woodward warned the amphibious force that he would not be able 

to achieve aerial superiority before the landing on the Falklands.69 "No longer willing to expose 

his carriers to the dangers of Exocet attack, Woodward decided to provoke the Argentines into a 

ship based missile trap by sending his Type 22 frigates and Type 42 destroyers in pairs close to 

the islands."70 The '42-22' strategy, as it became known, was to utilize the Type 42's Sea Dart 

system to engage the Argentine air threat at medium range, while the Type 22's Sea Wolf system 

would deal with any air threat at close range.71 (The success of this missile trap will be discussed 

later in the Restrained Argentine Fighter Jets section.) 

Unbeknownst to the British command, the Neptune reconnaissance plane that initially 

guided the successful Exocet strike was subsequently grounded due to lack of airworthiness.72 

Unable to find a replacement, detecting the British fleet became guess work for the 

Westinghouse radar located at Port Stanley.73 After studying the flight path of the Harriers for 

some time, the Port Stanley radar determined that the British carriers were likely some 125 miles 

to the north-east of Port Stanley.74 On 25 May 1982, twenty-one days after the initial success 

against the Sheffield, two Super Etendards each armed with an Exocet missile, were launched 

from Rio Grande.75 Just as the previous mission, the Super Etendards avoided radar detection by 

flying at a low altitude toward their targets.76 At approximately thirty-five miles range, the pilots 

gained altitude and released their missiles.77 Based on the large radar signature of the target, the 

Argentine pilots were sure that their Exocet was tracking a British aircraft carrier. Instead, at 

least one missile locked onto the Atlantic Conveyor, a 15,000-ton British container ship.78 It is 
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unclear whether one or both Exocet missiles struck the Atlantic Conveyor; regardless, the large 

ship caught fire and sank five days later.79 "The British causalities were twelve men, and 

material losses included one Lynx, six Wessex, and three Chinook helicopters, virtually all the 

tents for the ground forces, spate parts and tools for the Harriers, munitions including cluster 

bombs, and metal planking required for the creation of an advanced airstrip on East Falkland."80 

Although barely missing the Hennes that was two miles away, the sinking of the Atlantic 

Conveyor was a major blow for the landing force: the loss of the helicopters embarked on her led 

to major movement problems for the British troops on the inhospitable terrain in the East 

Falkland.81 Ultimately, it had only a short term effect on British tactical operations ashore. 

Nevertheless, due to the professionalism and training of the Royal Marines, their subsequent 50-

mile trek across the inhospitable East Falkland without air lift assets became only an 

inconvenience. 

With only one air-launch Exocet missile left, this time the FAA requested that four 

Skyhawks be permitted to accompany the Super Etendards on their mission to launch the last 

Exocet.82 On 30 May 1982, the plan was to have the Skyhawks, each carrying two 500-pound 
I 

bombs, to initially follow the two Super Etendards, one was armed with th~ Exocet while the 

other was included in the raid so that it could help if the missile-carrying aircraft suffered a radar 

failure.83 As the last missile was launched, the Skyhawks would follow the missile's exhaust to 

target, presumably a British aircraft-carrier, and complete the mission.84 In a lackluster 

performance, the last air launched Exocet missile failed to lock onto a target, expended its fuel, 

and fell into the sea. Meanwhile, two of the four Sky:Qawks were shot down, one by Exeter, a 

Type 42 destroyer, and the other by Avenger, a Type 21 frigate.85 
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The Super Etendards were thereinafter pulled out of action without given the same 

bombing roles as the Sky hawks. This single-minded decision by the CANA to leave the Super 

Etendards out of the fight completely, even from bombing British ships, indicated that the 

CANA did not want to potentially lose their prized air asset to the dominating Harriers.86 

Similarly fated like the Mirage 3s, the Super Etendards were shelved. However, due to a separate 

on-going conflict and dispute between Argentina and Chile over the Beagle Channel in Tierra del 

Fuego (settled in 1984), the shelving of the Mirage 3s and Super Etendards preserved · 

Argentine's military capital that might have to be used at a later time against Argentina's 

primary potenti~l foe Chile.87 

For the five air-launched Exocet missiles in Argentina's possession, each resounded fear 

and concern on the British fleet, especially on Admiral Woodward.88 Not knowing how many 

Exocet missiles were in CAN A's possession, Admiral Woodward" ... had to tread the difficult 

path between keeping his carrier group close enough to the Falklands to conduct operations but 

far enough away to keep as for out of the range as possible of the Super Etendard from the 

mainland."89 To do so, Admiral Woodward moved his frigates, destroyers, and supply ships 

closer to the Falklands to form a blocking position so that in the event of an Exocet missile attack 

these shiRs became the target rather than the aircraft-carriers.90 

On 12 June 1982, two days prior to the surrender of the Argentine forces on the 

Falklands, a land-based Exocet missile slammed into the British Destroyer Glamorgan in front of 

Port Stanley where she had carried out a naval bombardment.91 "The missile had been removed 

from the Argentine destroyer Seguf and a jury-rigged firing system-devised."92 The Exocet hit 

and nearly sank Glamorgan, but she survived with the loss of thirteen men.93 With the fight 
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being so close to the end, the land-based Exocet strike on Glamorgan in tum had no impact on 

Admiral Woodward. 

Exocet Missile Matrix 

Air-Launched Date Fired Target Result 
Exocet Missiles 

1 5/411982 Sheffield Sank 
2 5/4/1982 Missed --
3 5/25/1982 Atlantic Conveyor Sank 
4 5/25/1982 Atlantic Conveyor? Sank 
5 5/30/1982 Missed --

Land-Launched Exocet 
Missile 

1 6/12/1982 Glamorgan Heavy damage 

The Constrained Argentine Fighter Jets 

The purpose of the mentioning the FAA's large fleet of fight jets is to understand how the 

British Harriers and American made Sidewinders shaped and exploited their deployment. Since 

the Argentine FAA had approximately 180 fighter and bomber aircrafts, their use of them to 

compensate for the limited quantity of Exocet missiles were both creative and tactically sound-

an alternative to the lack of technological weapon superiority and in quantity. Therefore, this 

analysis is uniquely qualified to analyze the effectiveness of the FAA's fleet of jets that nearly 

defeated British's amphibious-landings. 

The first FAA aerial attack on the British fleet occurred on 12 May 1982 when an 

unspecified number of A4B Skyhawks carrying 500-pound bombs attacked the destroyers 

Glasgow and Brilliant near Port Stanley.94 (See Appendix B) Bombs that were fused for high 

altitude release failed to detonate as one struck and passed through Glasgow, effectively putting 

her out of action without causing massive casualties or sinking the ship.95 Although Glpsgow's 

damage was not serious, it caused problems that would force her to return to Britain before the 

end of the war.96 This would be the first of many incidents in which bombs dropped by 
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Argentine pilots failed to detonate after hitting their intended target. The attacks resulted in four 

Skyhawks shot down, thre~e by Brilliant and one mistakenly by the Argentinean anti-air defense 

at Port Stanley.97 

The second FAA aerial attack occurred on 21 May 1982 when twenty-six Argentine 

aircraft, a mixture of Skyhawks and Daggers, attacked the .British warships near San Carlos.98 

The Argentine pilots surprised the British warships by flying in very low and struck the vessels 

with their 500-pound bombs with an extraordinary degree of accuracy.99 At least ten bombs hit 

their targets, but the low altitude bombardment also meant that the bombs did not have enough 

time to fuse and detonate.100 "Of the five warships hit, only Ardent was sinking. Brilliant and 

Broadsword, a frigate, had been damaged by cannon fire, and Argonaut, a frigate, and Antrim, a 

Type 82 destroyer, had been temporarily put out of action with unexploded bombs inside them. 

Ten Argentine aircraft, five Daggers and five Skyhawks, had been shot down, all but one of them 

by Harriers."101 

On 22 May 1982, the Argentine FAA made another strike which left an unexploded 

bomb lodged inside the frigate Antelope.102 Later that evening, the bomb exploded while 

engineers were attempting to defuse it, and Antelope would later sink as a result of the blast.103 

The intensity of the Argentine FAA attacks led Admiral Woodward to deploy the destroyers 

Coventry and Broadsword westward near Pebble Island to form an early warning line. 

Consequently, on 25 May 1982, Argentine observation posts near Pebble Island spotted the ships 

and vectored in an air attack. Broadsword was bit by a bomb, which again did not explode; 

however, three bombs found their target on Coventry, killing nineteen crewmen and sinking 

her.l04 
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The last FAA aerial bombardment operation against British ships occurred on 7 June 

1982 when an Argentine observation post on Mount Harriet spotted British amphibious shipping 

movement at Fitzroy and vectored in an airstrike.105 Five Skyhawks and five Daggers found the 

Plymouth on its way to Fitzroy, and two landing ship logistics ships, Sir Tristram and Sir 

Galahad south of Fitzroy.106 Before the Daggers were chased away by two Harriers on patrol, 

they had already scored four direct bomb hits on the Plymouth, although none of them 

exploded.107 The Skyhawks continued on and found the two landing ships logistics. The 

Skyhawks hit Sir Tristram with two bombs, one passing through the ship without detonating 

while the other exploded killing two crewmen. Sir Galahad was less fortunate. Three bombs 

were dropped at a higher altitude and hit her, killing forty-six Welsh Guards who had not 

disembarked, and putting her completely out of action.108 On the previous day, 350 Welsh 

Guardsmen were reluctant to depart Sir Galahad at Fitzroy; instead, they opted to stay on the 

ship for an extra day rather than making the five-mile march from Fitzroy to Bluff Cove.109 A 

subsequent wave of Skyhawks spotted and attacked the landing craft Foxtrot Four between 

Goose Green and Fitzroy, killing six of her crew before being chased away by Harriers.U 0 In this 

last FAA ship bombardment, three Skyhawks were shot down by Harriers with AIJ\.1-9L 

Sidewinder missiles. 111 

As the result of the FAA operations to against the British fleet and to compensate for the 

limited Exocet missiles, five British ships were sunk: Glasgow, Ardent, Antelope, Coventry, and 

Sir Galahad. Significantly, seven British ships were hit by bombs but did not sink: Antrim, 

Argonaut, Broadsword, Plymouth, Sir Tristram, and Foxtrot Four. It is the luck of the English 

that France did not provide Argentina with the operational knowledge in properly fusing bombs 

for a low altitude bombardment, or simply, the bombs were dropped from extremely low altitude 

19 



that changes made to the fuse would have negligible differences on the outcome. Nevertheless, 
\ 

this bomb fusing issue took away an alternative scenario for the Argentines because the amount 

of devastation that each of the bombs would have caused if they had exploded. This could have 

been a game changer. In their attempt to attack British ships, Argentina lost twelve Sky hawks 

and five Daggers while inflicted some damage on the British fleet; such successes, however, 

could not ultimately defend the Argentine position in the Falklands. 

FAA Bomb HitMatrix 

Date Ship Number of Bomb(s) Result 
5/12/1982 Glasgow 1 Out of Action/Sunk 
5/21/1982 Ardent 5 Sunk 
5/2111982 Brilliant Cannon Fire Light Damage 
5/21/1982 Antrim 1 Out of Action 
5/2111982 Broadsword Cannon Fire Light Damage 
5/22/1982 Antelope 2 Sunk 
5/25/1982 Broadsword 1 Damaged 
5/25/1982 Coventry 3 Sunk 
6nt1982 Plymouth 4 Damaged 
6/7/1982 Sir Tristram 2 Damaged 
617/1982 SirGalahad 3 Sunk 
6nt1982 Foxtrot Four 1 Damaged 

Conclusion 

The analysis of deployment of technological weapons on both sides of the Falklands War 

has proven that superior weapons can readily shape a commanders' decision and thus the 

outcome of a war. For the British, the Harriers' Sidewinders effectively negated Argentine's 

efforts at aerial dominance. In the eventual game of cat and mouse, the Argentine fighter jets 

were the mouse with inferior missiles and they had no other options but to run when 

encountering Harrier the cat. The sinking of the Belgrano was equally effective in influencing 

the Argentine navy's employment (or lack thereof) of the 25 de. Mayo. After the Belgrano was 

sunk, the Argentine fleet was ordered to port. Without the Argentine surface fleet at sea or 

additional Exocet missiles, the British had only the constrained FAA bomb laden fighter jets to 
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contend the skies over the Falklands and the seas around them. Once Argentina lost sea and air 

control over the Falklands, the Argentine land forces became isolated. Thus, the British forces in 

essence had effectively paved their way to victory by shaping the battlefield with their superior 

weapon systems and effective use of them. 

In terms of Argentina's technological weapon deployment, the limited quantity of air

launched Exocet missiles tactically affected Admiral Woodward's decision to move the aircraft 

carriers further eastward outside the range of the land based aircraft and the Exocet. With the 

aircraft-carriers further out, this decreased the Harrier's time on station while also possibly 

reducing the number of the Argentinean jets that would have fallen prey to the Harriers' 

Sidewinders. If Argentina had had more air-launched Exocet missiles, it could have potentially 

devastated Admiral Woodward's '42-22' strategy, thereby bringing any attempts to conduct 

operational maneuver from the sea to a halt. 

Lastly, the creative strategy to compensate for the limited quantity Exocet missiles was 

unexpectedly met with operational knowledge failure. Argentine pilots that evaded the Harriers, 

survived the '42-22' defensive missiles, and successfully dropped their bombs onto a British 

warship were disappointed in that many of their bombs which hit the targets failed to detonate. In 

the end, Argentina's attempt to compensate for the Exocet was just not enough despite the valor 

and skill of their pilots. British resolve could not be broken when Skyhawks and Daggers were 

being shot down at an alarming number. Similarly, like the nuclear powered submarines, the 

Exocet had the potential stage presence to decisively shape the enemy's decision whereas the 

Argentine bombers did not - further evidence that there is no substitution for technological 

superiority in quality and quantity. In the end, Argentina's technological weapon deployment had 

little effect on shaping the British's strategic and operational level of war. As the result, 

21 



Argentina's bid for retaining their possession of the Malvinas in the Falklands War was 

shortchanged by these factors.· 
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Graphic taken from Duncan Anderson, Essential Histories: The Falklands War 1982 (2002), 14. 
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Military Action 

APPENDIXC 

Chronology of Events 

Vice Admiral Lombardo presented the first version of the military plan 

At least one British nuclear submarine was ordered to the Falklands 

Argentine invasion of Falklands 

Argentine Captures South Georgia 

United Kingdom recaptures South Georgia 

United Kingdom enforces the 200-mile total exclusion zone 

United States commits full support for the United Kingdom 

First aerial engagement between Harriers and Mirage 3s 

The first of seven- only successful Black Buck mission 

Conqueror sinks the Belgrano 

Sheffield is sunk by an Exocet 

First FAA aerial bombing of British fleet 

Second FAA aerial bombing of British fleet 

Atlantic Conveyer is sunk by Exocets 

Glamorgan is struck by a land-launched Exocet 

Argentine sun·ender 
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