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CZECH AIRFORCE ON THE MOVE !

Though it may not be a high-principled translation, we translated the Dutch article for your convenience. We hope you enjoy the contents. Any comments from your side are welcome. Please inform us by mail or fax, see our info page.                                            07-dec. 2004


NEW STRUCTURE 

Just like many other former Eastern-Europe countries and NATO newcomers the Czech Airforce had to go through restructuring and reorganising. Already in an earlier stage the airforce went through a shrinking process after the split-up of The Czech republic and Slovakia. By that time the ‘overhead’of attackplanes was taken out of service (Su-22, Su-25, Mig-23 and Mig-29). And again the airforce is the ‘victim’. Because the defence cost had to be reduced, all battle-forces have been placed under one command with the head-quarters in Prague, ´Joint Forces Headquarters´ in Olomouc and ´Support & Training Headquarters´ in Stara Boleslav. The Airforce – operational under ´Joint Forces´ - was reduced considerable as it comes to personell. Just like in The Netherlands the Czech Airforce simply has to close down several bases. Finally two important bases will remain in 2007 for battle-force tasks, knowing 21 Zakladna Letectva/21 Air Base Caslav and 22 Zakladna Letectva/22 Air Base Namest. The squadrons received a new name and most planes were given a NATO adopted two- or threetoned grey camouflage color. Unfortunately it is a bit less attractive to see, compared to the beautiful camouflagepatterns we were used to but that seems history.

MIG-21 INTERCEPTOR, AND THAN WHAT ?  

Today it’s a beautiful day at Caslav Air Base. Two Mig-21MFN´s of No.211 Tactical Squadron take off for a mission. They received their Air Tasking Order (ATO) from the Combined Air Operations Centre (CAOC) at Ramstein Germany and they resort directly under NATO-command (NATO Integrated Air Defense System = NATINEADS). The Mig-21MFN (N stands for NATO) is responsable for the airdefence over Czech territory. Primary only at ICAO standard (International Civil Aviation Organisation) a modernisation became evident to be able to function within NATO from navigation point of view. The upgrade packages available by that time were; And/or a full upgrade of frame and cockpit (a), new motor (b), or new avionics and cockpit-cap (c). The choice was made for the last and less-expensive option , five years ago. Ten of the original deliverd Mig-21MF made it to the MFN version. 

The upgrade took place within own industry by the civil company LOK (Letecké Opravny Kbely) in Prague. The Fisbeds were equipped with Instrument Landing System (ILS), Distance Measuring Equipment (DME) and VHF Omnidirectional Range (VOR), GPS and IFF to be able to make position-checks and to recognise ‘friend or foe’. These updates however were no supplies meant for life-extension, so the faithful Mig-21 will end it’s operational career In 2005.  The Czech Republic by this fact gives up a plane which knows more and more less user in Europe. As single 
supersonic element within the airforce the high-command was looking for a substitute.  But time after time the country was hit by the fate, (floods) in 1997 and 2002 which took large amounts of money for reconstruction. This ofcourse made that less urgent matters had to be postponed, so a lease-contract with Sweden as agreed upon concerning 24 Zweedse JAS 39 Gripen´s was changed to 12 JAS 39C plus two JAS 39D twinseaters. This lease starting in 2005 with a lifetime of 10 years is a welcome solution because bying the planes as originally meant by the airforce was no longer a possible consideration. Otherwise all kinds of offers have been made by NATO partners amongst others second-hand F-16MLU from The Netherlands or Belgium. No plans jet have been developed for a transition traject and pilot-exchanges so it is not clear yet how things will be on short terms. But caslav’s Deputy Commander Josef Hlava doesn’t mind informing us that when the time is there, full armament will be implemented as it fits to Gripen, included beyond visual range weapons. So for a little while the Fishbed’s will have to ‘keep on keeping on’ supported by the Mig-21 facilities at Ceske Budovice.  

L-159 ALCA, THE OWN PRODUCT

The other squadron combat aircraft at Caslav is the 212 squadron equipped with the L-159 ALCA (Advanced Light Combat Aircraft) made by Aero Vodochody in Tsjechië itself. These planes are already known well in our environments where the Alca’s – in contradiction to the Fishbeds – are seen more often nowadays.  The Czech are very proud at this plane which is the result of further development of the L-39 family. We were told it has the cockpit of the F-16, and that statement is more or less true as it is. For the Czech pilots it must be a big fun to fly, looking at the instruments of the plane. Multifunctional color displays, HOTAS controlsystem (Hands-On-Throttle-And-Stick) and modern Head Up Display provide a good view and easy to handle instruments for the pilot. Information is given through advanced sensorsystems like a Inertial Navigation System (INS) and a Multi-Mode Pulse Doppler Radar which is capable of discovering eight air-targets at large distance and it follows with a submode which includes four targets in air-combat or nine targets for ground-attack. The radar capacity  is “track while scan”.  Self-evident GPS and a IFF-transponder are available. A countermeaures dispensing system and a radar warning receiver (RWR) contribute to the Protection of plane and pilot. The so called AMOS-unit takes care of good debriefing   possibilities included data transfer system, a videorecorder and a HUD-camera.  Within the weapon systems the choice can be made for several different types of rockets, missiles, clusterbombs, and guided bombs from the NATO standard package. Next to that there are points of suspension for ECM-pods, target searching systems and ofcourse self-defense missiles like the Sidewinder. Next to the offensive role the ALCA can be assigned for interception tasks though the machine has a maximum speed of 936 kms/hour and that is actually to short for these tasks. The Czech were (rightly) so enthousiast about this plane that an order was placed for 72 airplanes, which were delivered all of them indeed. Very good for their own aircraft industry, employability, but a little less for the tax-payer. Because of changing opinions the needs of the airforce have been adjusted, in spite of the fact that purchasing cost and operational cost are modest. At this very moment the Czech Airforce would like to maintain 18 planes operational and 6 in reserve. All other 
planes (minus one which crashed) they would like to sell in an attractive deal.  The amount generated by such a deal could be used to buy 4 twinseaters or rebuild out of single-seaters because there is a need for them this moment. Until that moment the planes remain stored. The ALCA with it’s modern equipment and 4th generation cockpit is truly a good step on the way to the Gripen-era and participating in the NATO Squadron Exchange Program from Air North which gives also possibilities te learn NATO battle-techniques. 

HELICOPTERS IN THE PICTURE 

In contradiction to the fighters the helicopters remain in better circumstances. The Mi-24 fleet recently was enlarged with 7 brandnew Mi-24V Hinds. Russia still had some debts and compensates this with planes and/or helicopters, a construction as we have seen before. The fact that the helicopter deal was made was a bit a disappointment for the transport-unit which already counted on the AN-70 from the Ukraïne. Development and delivery problems ended the party, and Russia left the project. The determined purchase of three AN-70’s from Russia never took place, and the settlement of the bill only implicated the helicopters. During the annoyance caused by the flood-disasters the helicopters often had to be used and they did a really tremendous job. In such a situation the public actually sees the results of using the material, and that motivates better for a taxpayer in the end… From Prerov, the 23e Helicopter Base (23 zVrl / 23. Zalkadna Vrtulnikoveho Letectva) the Mi-24D/V fly in the 231e Attack Helicopter Squadron. 

Like the other Eastern-European NATO Airforces the MI-24 fleet is about the striking force in the scene. With a combined strong battle-capacity and place for troops a very valuable element. A long time it was expected that former versions of the Hind could have been modernised within the Visegrad project, where next to the Czech republic also Hungary, Poland and Slovakia participated. But a common prototype wasn’t born out of this, and beginning this year Poland left the project and shook hands with British Aerospace. So it looks like everyone is on his own again, and it is not unthinkable that the Czechs also make their choice for a foreign country.  The problem is not quite that the mainframes have a lack on duration of life, but the implementation of advanced avionics and digital techniques do take large amounts of money. The working horse of the Czech Airforce is the well known MI-17 ‘Hip’ operating from the 232e  Helicopter Squadron from Prerov. This machine is a ‘know-it-all’ concerning transports and para-dropping. It were these machines who fulfilled tasks for a long time together with the Slovak MI-17’s within IFOR and SFOR in former Yugoslavia operating from Banja Luka.  The MI-17’s are modified on certain points such as chaff/flares systems, improved armour-plates, or small improvements on their instrument-panels. The MI-17’s operate in service of the NATO Rapid Reaction Forces if necessary or desired.

RESCUE TASKS IN 3 ZONES

The Czech Republic is more or less devided into three circles. Within these territories all Search and Rescue activities and ambulancejobs are taken care of by Army and 
Police. This however is not (yet) a civil network. In the eastern and western circle the W-3W Sokol helicopters fly with the 233e Helicopter SAR Squadron from Prerov in the east, and a dependance from Plzen in the West. The brandnew W-3’s by the way were exchanged early nineties for the no longer operational Mig-29 Fulcrums who went to Poland. The middle cirkel is covered by the Police-Bell 212’s  flying from Ruzyne airport in Prague. 

TRANSPORTUNIT, A MIX OF TYPES

Like the Hercules is the standard transporter in many Western countries, in the Eastern European countries we meet the Antonov-26 everywhere which is not different in the Czech Republic.  Never the less the transportunit exists of a mix of types like we know this in the Royal Dutch Airforce. So for the real heavy transports the An-26, of which at least one has the capacity for ELINT missions (Electronic Intelligence) and for the more regular transports a number of LET-L410 Turbolet’s are in service. Different types are deployed like the L-410T and L-410UVP which are used for tactical transport tasks and intelligence. Paradroppings are also possible. These LET’s fly partly in camouflage, partly in blue-white-red colors. Another part of the L-410 fleet are the L-410FG with glass-nose for aviation photography. Another plane with a glass-nose is the An-30 of which one is at service for the ‘OPEN SKIES’ 

treaty. All transport planes fly with the 241 Mixed Transport Squadron from the 24e Transport Air base (24. Zakladna Dopravniho Letectva) Kbely near Prague. The An-26 and L-410 are also used within UN-missions like for example former mentioned IFOR and SFOR. A part of the 241 squadron is assigned to VIP-tasks and tob e found on Ruzyne Airport. A special part is reserved for governamental planes: A Canadair CL-601-3A Challenger and 2 fairly new  Tupolev 154 m’s.

The Tupolevs were gained in an arrangement with Russia. The Tu-154M’s are at direct disposal of the President and diplomats. Though the machines are only a few years old yet, the technology concerning noise-reduction are years behind and thus at many airports it will generate a negative score outside the norms. Looking at that aspect, it is not seldom loudly thought that an Airbus would have been a better choice. Another part of the VIP-fleet flies from Kbely where 2 Yakovlev Yak-40 ’s and a Antonov An-24V can transport high-ranked officers. At Kbely there is also a helicoptersquadron, the 242e Helicoptersquadron with some  W-3A’s for transports and a few Mi-8PS VIP-helicopters.

TRAININGS COURSE, PARTLY IN CIVIL HANDS

For years the trainingbase was Pardubice, but this base has been closed and removed from the military structure since 1st of januari 2004 and only civil activities still take placel. The L-39C’s partly were moved to Caslav and partly to Namest. As for the part of training a contract is made with the civil firm LOM Malecice (LOM=Ledecke Opravovne Malecice) owned by the way a 100 % by the government. They operate in the CLV (= Centrum Ledeckeho Vycviku) with different types of aircraft.  A Cadet coming from the Airforce Academy in Brno can have his elementary flying education at the Zlin Z-142,  and having made 50 flying hours he can make a choice. Either you become a helicopter pilot and you fly the MI-2, or you go for yet-
training. In that case you enter L-39C trainingscourse. In case you prefer the larger transport planes another 50 hours at the Zlin  Z-142 have to be made, and after that the transition to L-410 is made. A helicopter or transportpilot can go to the squadron and only has to go through a small transition for the new type if neccessary. The jet-pilots first have to get some experience in tasks like airdefence, ground attacks and reconaissance missions They can learn this on the L-39ZA at Namest (221 squadron) where advanced training takes place before going to the squadron. The elegant L-29 Delphins unfortunately have been phased-out, some are stored at Caslav still. 

FUTURE, CONTROLLING THE COST

Controlling the cost is the most important fact that will influence how future is going to be. The lines have been set, but many things will depend on the efficient way tasks are going to be fulfilled, increased or even knocked off if necccessary or things appear not realisable, but this is seen as a challenge. To make a conclusion in the end: The Czech Airforce is a very professional organisation and they work hard to fulfil a clear and effectfull role within NATO !
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