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I
N 1994 AIR FORCE Special Opera tions 
Com mand stood up the 6th Special Op­
era tions Squadron (6 SOS), the first-­
ever USAF squadron dedicated to the 
for eign inter nal defense (FID) mission 

area. With roots in special air warfare dating 
back to the Vietnam War and even as far 
back as the Second World War, the 6 SOS 
was created to advise, train, and assist for­
eign aviation forces in the appli ca tion of air-
power in inter nal defense and devel op ment. 
Since that time the squadron has expanded 
its mission to include coali tion support 
roles and combat advi sory opera tions in 
keep ing with the emerging  missions that 

com prise opera tions other than war 
(OOTW). Never the less, the core mission has 
re mained intact: incul cat ing in foreign air 
forces the idea of the utility of airpower 
across the conflict spectrum. 

Since its incep tion, however, the 6 SOS 
has been plagued by a host of diffi cul ties in 
ful fill ing the vision of its creators, the most 
sa li ent of which stem from the question of 
whether the squadron should have aircraft 
ap pro pri ate to its third world mission. Air-
craft remain critical to the original vision of 
what has become the 6 SOS, but as of this 
writ ing, only two aged UH-- 1N helicop­
ters—origi nally en route to the bone-
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yard—have been assigned to the squadron. 
This is regret ta ble since aviation-- centered 
FID rests on the funda men tal premise that 
air power plays a crucial role in meeting the 
threat of foreign inter nal conflict. And air-
power means airplanes. Thus the funda men­
tal question:  If aviation FID is predicated 
on the employ ment of airplanes and the 6 
SOS is not properly equipped in that regard, 
whither aviation FID? 

Framing the Discussion 
By the end of the 1970s, US special opera­

tions forces (SOF) were caput mortuum.1 

Army special forces had been gutted, Navy
spe cial warfare had fared little better, and 
Air Force special opera tions forces (AFSOF) 

had barely survived a concerted attempt to 
rele gate them completely to the Reserves.2 

The Desert One deba cle in April 1980–the
dis as trous Iranian hostage rescue mis­
sion–sim ply under scored the extent to 
which SOF had atro phied since the Vietnam 
War. In the after math of that effort, the De­
fense Depart ment “halfheart edly” moved to 
in vigo rate SOF—to include the creation of a 
Joint Special Opera tions Agency in 1984. 
The services were reluc tant to relin quish 
con trol over SOF, however; they regarded 
this advi sory body merely as an irri tant and 
largely resisted its recom men da tions.  Con­
se quently, frustrated by Defense Depart ment
foot- - dragging, and intent upon putting pur­
pose and power behind SOF revi tali za tion, 
Con gress passed the Cohen-- Nunn Amend­
ment to the National Defense Authoriza tion 
Act of 1986. The unques tion able design of 

RH- 53s on board the USS Nimitz. The tragedy of Desert One in April 1980 simply under scored the extent to which 
spe cial opera tions forces had atro phied since the Vietnam War. 
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this amendment was to force “revi tali za­
tion” of “SOF and SOF resources.”3 

Among the findings of Section 1453 of 
the Defense Authoriza tion Act of 1986 was 
the conclu sion that SOF “are the military
main stay of the United States for the pur -
poses of nation-- building and training 
friendly foreign forces.” The straightfor ward 
stated purpose of SOF involve ment was to 
pre clude “deploy ment or combat involv ing 
the conven tional or strate gic forces of the 
United States.”4  Such foreign advi sory and 
train ing assis tance ulti mately fell within the 
pur view of foreign inter nal defense, which 
was subse quently deline ated as one of the 
five princi pal missions of American special 
op era tions forces.5 

Re spond ing to the legis la tion, the Reagan 
ad mini stra tion promul gated National Secu­
rity Deci sion Direc tive (NSDD) 277, which 
out lined US strategy for low inten sity con­
flict (LIC). The subse quent 1988 report, en-
ti tled Na tional Secu rity Strategy of the United 
States, included an unclas si fied distil la tion 
of NSDD 277. Among several sali ent fea­
tures, it declared that LIC strategy would 
seek to “strengthen friendly nations facing
in ter nal or exter nal threats to their inde­
pend ence.”6 

De fense reform was the anodyne of 1986, 
and the Goldwater-- Nichols Act was a sweep­
ing piece of legis la tion mandat ing specific 
ac tions. For exam ple, Section 211 broadened 
and strengthened the authority of combat-
ant commands. But more impor tantly for 
SOF, Section 212 directed the “creation of a 
uni fied combat ant command for special op­
era tions.”7 As a result, the National Defense 
Authori za tion Act of 1987, signed by Presi­
dent Reagan in Octo ber 1986, created United 
States Special Opera tions Command (USSO­
COM) under US publi c law.8  Shortly after-
ward, the services created their own special 
op era tions commands as compo nents of US-
SO COM. The initial Air Force compo nent 
was a numbered air force (Twenty-- Third Air 
Force) rather than a major command, but 
Air Force reticence was ulti mately overcome 

with the stand-- up of Air Force Special Op­
era tions Command (AFSOC) in May 1990.

Al beit foreign inter nal defense was one of 
the five princi pal missions of SOF, criticism 
emerged as early as 1990 that USSO COM 
was more concerned with “raids, rescue, and 
Rambo.” 9  In January 1991 Armed Forces Jour­
nal Inter na tional scolded the new command 
for “highlight ing the Rambo or direct action 
side of special opera tions” while at the same 
time it praised the Marine Corps for “a bet­
ter under stand ing” of LIC.10 Indeed, the 
only SOF compo nent placing any empha sis 
on FID was Army special forces, although 
Navy special warfare units were perceived to 
have an inher ent FID capa bil ity.  The miss­
ing piece of the pie was aviation. 

Thus, in March 1990, Gen James Lindsay, 
then commander in chief of USSO COM 
(CINC SOC), validated the AFSOC-- proposed 
con cept of an aviation-- centered FID capa­
bil ity.  Although acknowl edg ing that FID is 
“larger than just SOF,” General Lindsay went 
on to state that “the focal point for organi za­
tion, doctrine devel op ment, training, and 
op era tional propo nency . . . should be or­
gani za tions for which FID is a princi pal mis­
sion—US SO COM and AFSOC.”11  Armed 
with the CINC's go-- ahead, AFSOC pro­
ceeded to build a dedicated aviation-- FID ca­
pa bil ity from the ground up, and in May 
1993 USSO COM Direc tive 10--1 desig nated
AF SOC as the “propo nent” for aviation 
FID.12  The follow ing year, in Octo ber 1994, 
the 6th Special Opera tions Squadron be-
came the first Air Force SOF organi za tion 
dedi cated to the FID mission area. 

Digressions: Special Air 
Warfare and Aviation FID 

John Keegan writes that “conti nui ties,
par ticu larly hidden conti nui ties, form the 
prin ci pal subject of histori cal enquiry.”  It is 
the “identi fi ca tion of links” between the 
past and present which enables us to com­
pre hend our actions in context.13  In that 
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When the 4400th CCTS was acti vated in April 1961, its table of organi za tion included eight A-26 strike aircraft. 
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light, the concept of aviation-- centered FID 
is not original:  it is a response to the void 
cre ated in SOF FID capa bili ties follow ing 
the Vietnam War. Conse quently, it is en­
tirely appro pri ate to reflect briefly upon the 
his tory of “special air warfare” as it contrib­
utes to the current concept of aviation FID. 

Spe cial air warfare traces its roots to 
World War II, when the US Army Air Force 
sup ported the Office of Strate gic Services in 
Europe and created the 1st Air Commando 
Group in Southeast Asia to support Gen 
Orde C. Wingate's Chindit forces in Burma. 
Dur ing the Korean War, aerial resup ply and 
com mu ni ca tions wings conducted “long-­
range infil tra tion/ex fil tra tion missions, sup-
ply and resup ply missions, [and] psycho logi­
cal opera tions (PSYOP) missions.”14 

How ever, it was the Vietnam War which wit­

nessed the emergence of special air warfare 
as it is under stood today.15 

For decades the United States had been 
en gaged in low-- level or “small” wars, from 
the Philip pines at the turn of the century to 
Nica ra gua in the 1930s, but the end of the 
Sec ond World War ushered in what has 
since be come known as the “counter in sur­
gency era.” Its genesis was the Truman Doc-
trine of contain ment in 1947, upon which 
pol icy makers and military planners con­
structed rudi men tary counter in sur gency 
(COIN) doctrine  for combat ing the commu­
nist guerril las in Greece. But COIN as a the­
ory, a strategy, and a doctrine came into its 
own in the early 1960s in response to ex-
pressed Soviet inten tions to attack the 
United States “indi rectly” through insur­
gency and subver sion—that is, “wars of na­
tional libera tion” or so-- called proxy wars. 
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Rec og niz ing the signifi cance of this threat, 
Presi dent John F. Kennedy promul gated nu­
mer ous policies and outlined an overarch­
ing strategy for counter ing insur gency.16 

Early in his admini stra tion, President 
Ken nedy directed Secre tary of Defense Rob­
ert S. McNamara to exam ine ways to place 
greater empha sis on counter in sur gency 
within the military depart ments, “to include 
an adequate capa bil ity in all types of units
re quired in counter guer rilla opera tions or 
in render ing training assis tance to other 
coun tries.”17  Although they resisted at first, 
the services ulti mately responded with re-
vised or new doctrine as well as force struc­
ture changes intended to meet the 
presi dent's mandate.  Argua bly, the most 
sig nifi cant force structure change for the 
Army was the reori en ta tion of US Army spe­
cial forces from guerrilla opera tions behind 
en emy lines to that of counter guer rilla op­
era tions.18 

Al though the Air Force nominally
con tin ued to perform the FID 

mis sion after Vietnam, it was as 
an adjunct to its conven tional 

mis sion and was accom plished on an 
ad hoc basis. 

For the Air Force, the three wings acti­
vated in the Korean War for uncon ven tional 
war fare (UW) opera tions were reduced to 
two squadrons by 1956 and deac ti vated alto­
gether in 1957, so that by 1961, there were 
no special ized units devoted to COIN.19 

How ever, moti vated by contin ued pressure 
from the president to develop a special ized
ca pa bil ity for COIN, Headquar ters Air Force 
di rected Tacti cal Air Command (TAC) in 
April 1961 to “organ ize and equip a unit to 
(1) train USAF person nel in World War 
II–type aircraft and equipment; (2) ready a 
lim ited number of aircraft for transfer, as re­
quired, to friendly govern ments; (3) provide 

ad vanced training of friendly foreign air 
force person nel on the opera tion and main­
te nance of World War II–type aircraft; and 
(4) develop or improve conven tional weap­
ons, tactics, and techniques of employ ment 
suit able to the envi ron ment of such areas as 
de fined by [the Joint Chiefs of Staff].” The 
crea tion of such an organi za tion was made a 
pri or ity, to be completed by Septem ber 
1961.20 Mov ing very quickly, TAC acti vated 
the 4400th Combat Crew Training Squadron 
(CCTS) at Hurlburt Field, Florida, on 14 
April 1961. 

The squadron's table of organi za tion 
included 16 SC-- 47s, eight A-- 26s, and 
eight T- - 28Bs.  By July 1961 the unit was 
fully manned with 125 offi cers and 235 air-
men. The 4400 CCTS had three specific fly­
ing roles: air lift, recon nais sance, and air 
strike. However, owing to the national strat­
egy of advis ing and training foreign military 
forces to carry the burden of counter in sur­
gency, the princi pal mission of the 4400 
CCTS was to train foreign air force person­
nel in the applicat ion of airpower in COIN. 
The unclas si fied nickname for the project 
was “Jungle Jim.”21 

Com mu nist success in Vietnam during the 
sum mer of 1961 compelled the services to 
ac cel er ate their respec tive COIN devel op­
mental efforts.  On 5 Septem ber 1961 McNa­
mara announced his inten tion to estab lish 
an experi men tal command in South Viet­
nam under the military assis tance advi sory 
group “as a labora tory for the devel op ment 
of improved organ iza tional and opera tional 
pro ce dures for conduct ing sublim ited 
war.”22  Secre tary of the Air Force Eugene 
Zuck ert gave his hearty endorse ment and 
called McNamara's atten tion to the 4400 
CCTS. On 12 Octo ber 1961 the joint chiefs 
agreed to commit an element of the 4400 
CCTS to South Vietnam.  The detach­
ment—code- - named Farm Gate—deployed in 
No vem ber 1961 and was placed under the 
com mand of the 2d Air Divi sion, a subor di­
nate command of Pacific Air Forces.23  By
De cem ber 1961, Farm Gate aircraft were 
author ized to engage the Vietcong provided 
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In the spring of 1962 the 4400th CCTS expanded and became the 1st Air Commando Group and, as the war in Viet­
nam unfolded, replaced its aging A-26s and T-28s with A-1Es, like the one shown here. 

at least one South Vietnam ese Air Force 
(VNAF) crew member was aboard each air-
craft. 

But interserv ice rivalry raised its all-- too- -
predictable head. Accord ing to Air Force 
rec ords, the Army's response to presiden tial 
in sis tence on elevat ing counter in sur gency to 
a level equal to conven tional warfare was an 
at tempt to take full respon si bil ity for COIN. 
In January 1962 the Army forwarded a plan 
to McNamara in which primary respon si bil ity 
for COIN in the host country was outlined 
as an Army role—ergo, the primary respon si­
bil ity in the United States should similarly 
be vested with the Army. Air Force Chief of 
Staff Gen Curtis LeMay objected to this uni­
lat eral assess ment and insisted that airpower 
was a vital compo nent of COIN.24 However, 
con cerned that the Army would provide its 
own air support if the Air Force failed to do 

so, Air Force planners concluded that its 
“ex tremely limited” COIN capa bil ity would 
nec es sar ily have to be expanded. 

In the spring of 1962 the Air Force ex­
panded its forces, and the 4400 CCTS at­
tained group status on 20 March as the 1st 
Air Commando Group—which was author­
ized 792 person nel and 64 aircraft.  In April 
the Special Air War fare Center (SAWC) was 
cre ated at Hurlburt Field, and the 1st Air 
Com mando Group was subor di nated to the 
SAWC. In Octo ber 1962 the Air Force submit­
ted a program change proposal (PCP) to 
McNa mara calling for “a six-- squadron force 
of 184 aircraft and 2,167 primary element 
per son nel for fiscal year 1964. With this 
end- - strength, the Air Force could provide 
one combat appli ca tions wing, one air com­
mando wing, and one compos ite squadron.” 
The air commando wing would comprise 



72 AIRPOWER JOURNAL SPRING 1997 

three T-- 28 squadrons with 75 aircraft, an 
RB- - 26 squadron with 25 aircraft, and a 
“com bat cargo squadron” equipped with 12 
C- - 46, 12 C--47, and 14 U-- 10B aircraft, all of 
which would reside in the United States and 
ro tate to detach ments overseas. The compos­
ite squadron, with eight T-- 28s, eight A-- 26s, 
12 C-- 46s, 12 C-- 47s, and six U-- 10Ds, would 
be perma nently deployed to Panama.  On 24 
No vem ber 1962 McNamara approved the 
PCP for fiscal year 1964.25 

At the heart of the [aviation-- FID]

con cept was the stated intent to


de velop an organi za tion of

foreign- - language- - trained, area


ori ented, and cultur ally and

po liti cally astute aviation experts to


pro vide advi sory and training sup-

port to foreign aviation forces.


As the war unfolded, aging T-- 28s and A--
26s were soon replaced by A-- 1Es, and in late 
1964 a second squadron of A-- 1Es—the 602d 
Air Commando Squadron (Fighter)—de­
ployed to South Vietnam. By 1967 the 14th 
Air Commando Wing had been formed in 
South Vietnam, includ ing five combat 
squad rons: two strike squadrons, two PSYOP 
squad rons, and a helicop ter squadron.26  In 
ret ro spect, the original mission of the 4400 
CCTS had consisted “primar ily of prepar ing 
small cadres for conduct ing—at the scene of 
in sur gency activ ity—the training of friendly
for eign air forces in counter in sur gency op­
era tions” with the objec tive of devel op ing a 
“self- - sufficient VNAF that would allow the 
with drawal of US units.”27 But by 1965 the 
na ture of the war had changed dramati cally, 
and the special air warfare effort largely 
shifted its focus to support of US conven­
tional ground opera tions.28 

The rivalry between the Army and the Air 
Force was a constant source of conflict, with 
the Army maintain ing that its organic avia­

tion was better suited for COIN. To buttress 
its argu ment, the Army (not unlike the Ma­
rine Corps) argued that aviators should 
iden tify with ground combat person nel and 
that this identity was best achieved by being 
a part of the same unit. The Air Force, not 
sur pris ingly, maintained its doctrinal 
position that aircraft should be centrally man-
aged under the opera tional control of a 
quali fied air offi cer. Central ized control 
with decen tral ized execu tion remained a 
hall mark of Air Force doctrine, but it was 
agreed that special opera tions, includ ing
spe cial air warfare, should be a joint under­
tak ing. The basic princi ples were ulti mately 
set forth in Unified Action Armed Forces and 
in the Joint Counter in sur gency Concept and 
Doc trinal Guidance (JCS Memo 1289-- 62).
Ap pro pri ate annexes to the Joint Strate gic
Ca pa bili ties Plan and the Joint Strate gic Ob­
jec tives Plan, as well as various statements 
by senior military offi cers, served to insti tu­
tion al ize the central theme of joint special 
op era tions.29 

Af ter 1965 special air warfare became an 
ad junct to the conven tional ground war in 
Viet nam, but elsewhere in the world—espe­
cially in Latin America before 1965—special 
air warfare units remained largely dedicated 
to foreign advi sory/train ing assis tance. 
“Early in its special air warfare planning, the 
Air Force had recog nized that preven tion or 
de feat of subver sion and insur gency called 
for more than military opera tions but rather 
in cluded civic actions as well.” General Le-
May himself had concluded that doing civic 
ac tions would improve “our prospects . . . 
for prevent ing or reliev ing the condi tions of 
un rest which could be exploited by insur­
gent elements in conduct ing guerrilla opera­
tions.”30 To that end, special air warfare 
forces conducted combined opera tions to 
in cul cate in Latin American air forces the 
value of airpower in terms of transpor ta tion,
com mu ni ca tions, preven tive medicine, 
weather opera tions, agri cul tural support, in-
sect and rodent control, and other eco­
nomic, politi cal, and social services. As 
en vi sioned, these functions would “reduce 
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the demand for expen sive (and prestige) 
weapon systems, promote inter nal secu rity . 
. . and identify military forces with, not 
against, the needs and aspi ra tions of the 
peo ple.”31 By mid-- 1963, the Air Force had 
sent briefing, survey, or mobile training 
teams to a dozen Latin American coun-
tries.32 

But as pointed out earlier, at the conclu­
sion of the war in Vietnam the Defense De-
part ment, stung by defeat, largely purged
it self of what had been labo ri ously created 
for COIN in the 1960s.33  The subject was 
vir tu ally eliminated from junior offi cer and 
non com mis sioned offi cer curric ula by 1976, 
and by 1981 the topic had all but disap­
peared from profes sional military educa­
tion. But among the lessons learned as a 
re sult of the American expe ri ence in Viet­
nam, one with which military offi cers, poli­
ti cians, and the general publi c alike agreed 
to, was “no more Vietnams.”34  Thus, fol­
low ing the war, COIN disap peared as a de-
scrip tive label, to be replaced by “inter nal 
de fense and devel op ment” (IDAD) as a gen­
eral term for the whole range of activi ties re­
lated to assist ing less- - developed countries; 
“sta bil ity opera tions” became the appel la­
tion ascribed to specific opera tional activi-
ties.35 

In the end, the Vietnam War had instilled 
in the American publi c an almost visceral 
re sis tance to protracted US military inter­
ven tion in foreign affairs—the much dis­
cussed “Vietnam syndrome.”  Never the less, 
a small cadre of academ ics and military 
think ers persisted in address ing the threat of 
third world conflict. With the inau gu ra tion 
of Ronald Reagan as president and the ad-
vent of revolu tion ary insur gen cies in Cen­
tral America, these people found purchase 
for their doctrinal propos als as the national 
se cu rity bureauc racy began to pay atten tion 
to what was increas ingly referred to as “low 
in ten sity conflict.” 

In a seminal report prepared for the 
Army's Training and Doctrine Command 
(TRA DOC), Robert H. Kupper man declared 
that “the conflict least likely to occur—ex­

tended conven tional super power hostili ties 
in Europe—never the less dominates [Depart­
ment of Defense] thinking, training, and re-
source allo ca tion.”  Kupper man insisted that 
the US military estab lish ment was therefore 
least prepared for the most likely 
threat—“those small but critical low-­
intensity conflicts prolif er at ing at the pe­
riph ery of the great powers.”  Conse quently, 
to meet this more appro pri ate threat, the 
De fense Depart ment would “require new 
doc trine, organi za tion, tactics, and equip­
ment.”36 

The conten tion that the United States 
lacked the appro pri ate strate gic policy, doc-
trine, and forces to conduct opera tions in 
the third world became a prevail ing theme 
in profes sional litera ture throughout the 
late 1980s and early 1990s, leading even the 
cas ual observer to draw obvi ous paral lels to 
the outlook of the Kennedy admini stra tion 
re gard ing the threat of revolu tion ary guer­
rilla warfare.  The differ ence, however, was 
the unitary treatment of COIN, pro-­
insurgency, combat ing terror ism, peacekeep­
ing, counter nar cot ics opera tions, contin­
gency opera tions, and the like as subsets of 
low inten sity conflict.  COIN had de facto, 
if not de jure, become subsumed to another 
con struct.  Thus, in the “LIC era,” COIN 
found expres sion as FID and IDAD. Foreign
in ter nal defense encom passed US efforts to 
as sist a friend or ally facing an inter nal 
threat; inter nal defense and devel op ment
in cluded the array of activi ties pursued by 
the host govern ment to amelio rate if not 
elimi nate the condi tions which fostered dis­
con tent and precipi tated the inter nal chal­
lenge to the govern ment. 

The problem of aircraft proved most
vex ing. 

The threat posed by LIC, combined with 
the Desert One disas ter, ulti mately led to the 
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crea tion of USSO COM, with foreign inter­
nal defense as one of its five princi pal mis­
sions. By 1991 the Joint Staff had begun 
work on Joint Publi ca tion 3-- 07.1, Joint Tac­
tics, Tech niques and Proce dures [JTTP] for For­
eign Inter nal Defense, and in 1992 the Air 
Force produced its first-- ever offi cial FID 
doc trine in Air Force Manual 2-- 11, Air Force 
Op era tional Doctrine:  Foreign Inter nal De­
fense Opera tions.37  For USSO COM and AF­
SOC then, the challenge was to avoid simply
mak ing appro pri ate genuflec tions to sali ent 
fea tures of success ful FID concepts and ut­
ter ing the appro pri ate buzzwords while fail­
ing to step forward with dollars and 
re sources.38 

Back to the Future 
Al though the Air Force nominally contin­

ued to perform the FID mission after Viet­
nam, it was as an adjunct to its conven tional
mis sion and was accom plished on an ad hoc 
ba sis.  In other words, extant resources were 
tapped to perform FID activi ties.  However, 
sev eral studies had conclu sively documented 
that “the lack of a sustained, coor di nated ef­
fort by indi vidu als dedicated to the FID mis­
sion is the princi pal reason we have failed to 
achieve the long-- term changes in the way
de vel op ing countries support, sustain, and 
employ airpower.”39  Recog niz ing this fact, the 
first theater analysis performed by the Joint 
Mission Analysis (JMA) organi za tion of US-
SO COM identi fied an aviation-- FID require­
ment in US Southern Command 
(US SOUTH COM) for uniquely skilled per-
son nel and for short take off and landing  ca­
pa ble aircraft (Findings 025 and 026).40  The 
un der ly ing logic corrobo rated the conten­
tion that a dedicated unit was better suited to 
fa cili tat ing long-- term solu tions to seemingly
in trac ta ble airpower employ ment and sus­
tain ment problems in the third world. As a 
re sult, per CINCSOC instruc tion, AFSOC 
for warded a statement of need (SON) to US-
SO COM for a dedicated aviation-- FID or­
gani za tion. 

Sens ing the poten tially greatest obsta cle 
to be US Army aviation objec tions, repre sen­
ta tives from AFSOC and USSO COM met 
with repre sen ta tives of the US Army Avia­
tion Center (USAAVNC) regard ing the 
aviation- - FID initia tive.  The meeting con­
cluded with mixed results; USAAVNC and 
TRA DOC supported the fixed-- wing portion 
of the concept but expressed reser va tions 
about any AFSOC rotary-- wing FID ef­
forts—es pe cially given the perceived pros­
pects of overlap between USAAVNC and 
AF SOC missions. 

Much of the reluc tance had its roots in 
Army and Air Force squabbles regard ing
heli cop ters in general.  In May 1984 the 
chiefs of staff of the Army and Air Force an­
nounced an agreement designed to improve
co op era tion between the services.  Within 
the agreement were 31 initia tives designed 
to reduce waste and facili tate improved joint
op era tions.  Initia tive 17 addressed the deci­
sion to transfer sole respon si bil ity for 
rotary- - wing support of SOF to the Army. 
The Air Force deci sion, however, had been 
made without AFSOF input.  In 1986, after 
two years of heated debate, the House Ap­
pro pria tions Commit tee decided the ex­
pense of transfer outweighed any advan tages 
and directed that Initia tive 17 not be imple­
mented. With the stand-- up of USSO COM 
in 1987, all SOF aviation assets fell within its 
pur view and for all intents and purposes un­
der a single “joint commander.”  Conse­
quently, in 1991 the CINCSOC Joint Special 
Op era tions Avia tion Board Report averred 
that “Initia tive 17 is no longer an issue.”41 

Nev er the less, the residue of the Initia tive 17 
bat tle could be detected at the meeting be-
tween AFSOC and USAAVNC and would 
con tinue to color the debate for months to 
come.42 

In March 1991 the JMA quanti fied FID 
fixed- - wing aircraft require ments, allud ing 
to a “FID wing,” and AFSOC submit ted an 
up dated mission need statement (MNS, the 
suc ces sor to SON) for a “family of Air Force, 
FID- - specific, aircraft.”  Subse quently, in 
July 1991, HQ AFSOC published a concept 
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study which became the keystone for future 
de vel op ment of aviation FID. At the heart of 
the concept was the stated intent to develop 
an organi za tion of foreign-- language-­
trained, area-- oriented, and cultur ally and 
po liti cally astute aviation experts to provide 
ad vi sory and training support to foreign
avia tion forces support ing the host govern­
ment's IDAD strategy.  In Novem ber 1991 
AF SOC and USSO COM planners met to 
align priori ties in the near, medium, and 
long term. The JMA study notwith stand ing, 
the USSO COM/SO J--5 (Plans) instructed AF­
SOC not to submit a program objec tive
memo ran dum (POM) for aircraft.43 

In the near term (fiscal years [FY] 
1991–1994), AFSOC would continue devel­
op ment of the concept and would submit  a 
POM request for a small “people only” or­
gani za tion.  In the medium term (FY 94–96),
AF SOC would stand up a dedicated organi­
za tion, inde pend ent of the planning cell in 
the headquar ters but report ing directly to 
the command ing general.  Finally, in the 
long term (FY 96–98), the dedicated organi­
za tion would grow to include more person­
nel and FID-- specific aircraft. 

Intrusions 
From the begin ning, two issues dogged 

the initia tive to estab lish an aviation-­
equipped organi za tion dedicated to foreign 
in ter nal defense:  the extent to which the 
unit would be “joint” and whether “owned 
and oper ated” aircraft would be part of the 
equa tion.  By this time, General Lindsay had 
been replaced by Gen Carl Stiner as CINC­
SOC. In 1991 General Stiner had directed 
that the evolving aviation-- FID unit be “joint,” 
mean ing that Army SOF person nel and as-
sets would be assigned in addi tion to AFSOC 
re sources.  Soon after ward, US Army Spe cial 
Op era tions Command (USASOC) raised sev­
eral pointed misgiv ings about dedicat ing 
scarce resources to aviation FID, and a host 
of questions (e.g., whether to include spe­
cial forces or limit support to Army SOF 

avia tion assets only) bedev iled delib era tions
re gard ing the initia tive for months. 

The problem of aircraft proved most vex­
ing. The deci sion with respect to owner ship 
of FID-- specific aircraft would impact the 
scope of the initia tive in terms of capa bil ity,
man ning, basing, acqui si tion, funding, and 
so forth. The impact was detailed in a white 
pa per produced by HQ AFSOC/XPF—the lo­
cus of aviation-- FID concept devel op­
ment—in which several options were 
out lined, ranging from no aircraft to a full-­
fledged flying squadron.  The least-­
preferred option was no aircraft, consid ered 
a “workaround option,” in which the unit 
would rely on “creative ventures” to accom­
plish its mission.  Citing demand for 
aviation- - FID capa bil ity from the various 
thea ter commands, the white paper implied 
that anything less than a full-- fledged capa­
bil ity would effec tively negate its useful-
ness.44  In short, aviation FID involves the 
ap pli ca tion of airpower; without aircraft, 
the unit would be very limited in exper tise 
out side of certain nonrated special ties (e.g., 
main te nance).  A unit with some aircraft 
(owned or leased) would possess greater
avia tor exper tise but would still fall far 
short of its full poten tial.  Thus, the posi­
tion of the FID planners was clear: for a 
SOF aviation organi za tion with a FID mis­
sion, aircraft were appro pri ate and neces-
sary.45  The original study had concluded 
that a “family of aircraft,” repre sen ta tive of 
those found in the devel op ing world, would 
pro vide the means to develop FID-- specific
tac tics, techniques, and proce dures as well 
as provide for qualifi ca tion, currency, and 
pro fi ciency of aviation-- FID aircrews. 
Moreo ver, assigned mainte nance person­
nel—FID trainers in their own right—would
main tain the aircraft as part of their own 
mis sion. 

In Decem ber 1991 AFSOC prepared to 
sub mit POM inputs to USSO COM without 
air craft, per the earlier direc tion of the 
CINC's J--5. However, during a HQ AFSOC 
pro gram evaluation group meeting, the US-
SO COM repre sen ta tive instructed AFSOC to 
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re in state aircraft in the POM submis sion.
Ironi cally, during subse quent POM delib era­
tions at USSO COM, the entire aviation-- FID 
ini tia tive fell below the funding line. Gen­
eral Stiner is alleged to have instructed his 
staff to fund the initia tive, but under Gen­
eral Lindsay it remained below the funding 
line, and in the end AFSOC “bought back” 
the initia tive.46 

In March 1992 the USSO COM staff re-
viewed the MNS for FID aircraft.  Not 
surpris ingly, there was a mixed reac tion. 
Within the J--3 (Opera tions), support ers 
claimed the “capa bil ity would signifi cantly
en hance FID opera tions in all theaters.” 
USA SOC noncon curred, claiming that the 
MNS was inap pro pri ate because “it appears 
to describe a combat organi za tion in sup-
port of a US FID mission that would deploy 
these assets and perform the HN [host-­
nation] mission.”  Perhaps more to the 
point, USASOC maintained that “USSO COM
af forda bil ity for another major mobil ity
pro gram is doubtful.” Moreover, the concept 
might prove “to be a very expen sive pro-
gram which will compete with other unfi­
nanced mobil ity programs in USSO COM.” 
In short, aviation FID would compete with 
USA SOC programs such as the MH-- 47 heli­
cop ter.47 

Since 1991 aviation-- FID person nel 
have deployed more than 75 times, 
mostly to Latin America but more 

re cently to North Africa and the 
Mid dle East. 

Re spond ing to the USSO COM review, AF­
SOC revised the mission need statement and 
ap pended a six-- page letter respond ing to 
each and every criticism.  Most impor tantly, 
the letter spelled out the under ly ing doc­
trinal valid ity of the initia tive: 

The objective of our aviation--FID 
organization is to advise friendly governments 

on how best to employ and sustain their own 
air assets in support of their respective 
internal defense and development (IDAD) 
strategies—not to conduct operations for them. 
Nonetheless, appropriate aircraft are needed 
for our aviation--FID trainers to develop and 
perfect the flying skills, tactics, and 
techniques required in third world 
environments. Finally, in some limited 
instances, it may be advantageous to actually 
deploy AFSOC FID aircraft to demonstrate the 
utility of airpower, for example, in support of 
ground operations. The family of aircraft we 
envision is certainly capable of demonstrating 
this capability, and ideally a deployment of 
this nature would be joint, with Army special 
forces or Navy SEALs, etc., participating. As 
our ground counterparts impart the skills 
needed for ground operations, our aviation--
FID advisors would be working with the host 
air force, focussing on aviation employment 
and support. An adjunct goal, then, would be 
to assist the host in developing a joint air-­
ground capability. As the host forces hone 
their own skills, we could withdraw our 
hardware and assist them to obtain their own 
assets through available security assistance 
programs. Regardless, the ultimate objective 
is to assist in developing the appropriate 
aviation capability within the existing 
resources of the host government.48 

Nev er the less, the Require ments Review 
Board at USSO COM did not approve the 
new mission need statement when it was 
briefed on 4 Febru ary 1993. The aircraft ac­
qui si tion line was therefore dropped out of 
the POM, but monies were moved to the op­
era tions and mainte nance (O&M) line to fa­
cili tate a “non-- material alter na tive”such as 
leas ing.49 

A New SOF Aviation Unit 
(Sans Aircraft) 

The debate regard ing aircraft would con­
tinue to rage, however. In late August 1992
Gen eral Stiner was suffi ciently convinced of 
the poten tial for aviation FID that he sent a 
let ter to the JCS chairman stating that the 
US SO COM FY 94–99 POM funded the initial 
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cadre (the “people only” unit) with a small 
O&M budget: “This grows to nearly 100
per son nel by the end of the FYDP [Five-- Year 
De fense Plan]. Unfor tu nately, the current 
sched ule does not permit creation of an 
avia tion--FID unit soon enough to meet 
emerg ing theater CINC require ments.”
Gen eral Stiner went on to point out that a 
joint and combined “proof of concept” de-
ploy ment had been conducted earlier in the 
year in Ecua dor which he charac ter ized as a 
“re sound ing success.”  Finally, General 
Stiner requested “help to obtain the re­
quired funds and manpower billets needed 
to form the initial cadre and stand up the 
com plete aviation-- FID organi za tion sooner 
than currently resour ced in the USSO COM 
POM.”50 

Gen eral Stiner's letter was a water shed in 
the evolu tion of the initia tive. The Joint 
Staff subse quently deter mined that the “ini­
tia tive meets a valid theater require ment in 
US SOUTH COM and is within the USSO­
COM charter.” Moreover, the Air Force con­
sid ered the aviation-- FID organi za tion “to be 
com ple men tary to its own programs, and 
sup ports the initia tive.” However, the Army
“ex pressed concern that the rotary wing
por tion of the organi za tion may dupli cate 
its own rotary wing” mission. Not surpris­
ingly, the ini tial resis tance of the USAAVNC 
re mained intact. 

The most impor tant aspect of the Joint 
Staff review—one which would profoundly
af fect the charac ter of the aviation-- FID or­
gani za tion—ad dressed the opera tional con­
cept. In an August 1992 letter, the Joint Staff 
re view ers declared that 

the mission of the aviation FID organization 
in USCINCSOC's first paragraph is too 
restrictive. If the organization's primary 
mission is to upgrade the capabilities of 
foreign air forces, then it can operate only 
under the security assistance umbrella. If its 
primary mission is special air operations in 

support of other US SOF, then it can also 
perform its FID mission using MFP--11 [Major 
Force Program] funds by conducting 
joint/combined training with other US SOF and 
foreign air and ground forces during major 
exercises and unit deployments for training. 

Shortly after pointing out this patently obvi­
ous but previ ously overlooked fact, the Joint 
Staff requested a briefing to flesh out these 
and other issues. 

US SO COM briefers provided addi tional
de tails on 12 January 1993 to the vice direc­
tor of the Joint Staff (VDJS). Also in atten­
dance was the former commander of 
USAAVNC, who had sternly resisted the ini­
tia tive in 1991. His oppo si tion set the pace 
for the conduct of the briefing which, in the 
end, was not a spectacu lar success. The 
VDJS, a Navy vice admi ral, opined that by
defi ni tion all special opera tions forces per-
form the FID mission; therefore a dedicated 
unit was unnec es sary.  The briefers bravely
at tempted to describe the de facto compart­
men tali za tion of SOF units by mission (i.e., 
some are devoted almost exclu sively to di­
rect action, others to counterter ror ism, and 
so forth). In describ ing this aspect of SOF, 
the briefers asserted that direct action units 
could only perform FID in the discred ited 
ad hoc fashion of the past, and in perform­
ing the FID mission, direct action units 
would degrade their core mission. The VDJS 
was not persuaded, and in closing he di­
rected that the USSO COM briefing be re-
vised and provided to the service deputy
op era tions deputies (DepOps Deps), to TRA­
DOC, and to the USAAVNC.51 

An amended briefing was prepared and 
pre sented to the DepOps Deps in March 
1993. The key concept of the revised brief­
ing—pro vided by AFSOC planners in re­
sponse to the initial Joint Staff musings 
re gard ing a special air opera tions unit with 
a core FID mission—was the notional struc­
tur ing of the proposed unit along the lines 
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of Army special forces. Although this meet­
ing was also chaired by the VDJS, the feed-
back was more promis ing. Contrib ut ing to 
this more positive response was the fact that 
TRA DOC inter posed no objec tions and the 
cur rent commander of the USAAVNC con­
sid ered FID to be addi tive to his basic skills 
train ing mission for foreign aviators.  Fi­
nally, the VDJS noted the popular ity of the 
con cept among the theater CINCs and the 
fact that the initia tive was in line with de­
fense planning guidance regard ing the 
emerg ing post-- cold- - war secu rity envi ron-
ment.52 

The SOF Exception 
The idea of Air Force FID opera tors being 

akin to special forces transformed the entire 
con cept. The impe tus for this sea change in 
out look—from nominally a secu rity assis­
tance organi za tion to special air opera tions 
fo cus ing on FID—had its roots in what is 
known today as the “SOF excep tion.”  In 
1984 the Govern ment Account ing Office 
(GAO) audited military activi ties in Hondu­
ras during Opera tion Ahuas Tara II. The 
comp trol ler general issued a formal opinion 
to the effect that the Defense Depart ment 
had violated fiscal law by using O&M mo­
nies (Title 10) to conduct secu rity assis tance 
(Ti tle 22) activi ties. Army special forces were 
the princi pal perpe tra tors, and 1st SOCOM 
(the predeces sor to USASOC) defended the 
ac tivi ties as “own-- force FID and UW 
mission- - essential tasks training” compris­
ing the mission-- essential task list (METL). 
The logic advanced was that it was proper to 
use Title 10 funds for unit training overseas 
in order to maintain special forces core 
skills related to its wartime UW mission. In 
1986 a second comptrol ler general opinion 
rec og nized a “special forces excep tion,” ac­
knowl edg ing that the training of foreign 
forces was “minor and inci den tal” but none-
the less critical to special forces wartime 
skills. 

The 6 SOS “is a combat advi sory 
unit acti vated for the purpose of 

ad vis ing and training foreign 
avia tion units to employ and 

sus tain their own assets . . . into 
joint, multi-- national opera tions.” 

Later in 1986 the excep tion was extended 
to US Navy special warfare, AFSOF, and other 
US Army SOF (i.e., PSYOP and civil affairs). 
The excep tion, ulti mately codified in Title 
10, noted that SOF may “train and train 
with” foreign forces using O&M funds. The 
leg is la tion also permit ted “reason able incre­
mental expenses” to facili tate host country 
forces' partici pa tion. In 1991 CINCSOC of­
fered an amendment which further clarified 
the SOF excep tion. The amendment deleted 
the “minor and inci den tal” restric tion, and 
al lowed combat ant command ers to pay for 
ra tions, ammu ni tion, transpor ta tion, and 
fuel costs incurred by foreign forces as a di­
rect result of training with US special opera­
tions forces. The House and Senate 
con fer ence commit tee accepted the amend­
ment and directed the secre tary of defense 
(SECDEF) to submit an annual report on the 
use of O&M monies by SOF to train the 
forces of friendly foreign countries. 

Rec og niz ing the SOF excep tion as the key 
to aviation FID, AFSOC planners turned to 
the best possi ble model available—Army spe­
cial forces. For exam ple, the mission state­
ment for the 3d Battal ion, 7th Special Forces 
Group (3/7 SFG) states that the battal ion 
“will plan, prepare for, and when directed, 
con duct special opera tions, primar ily for­
eign inter nal defense (FID), in support of US 
ob jec tives in the SOUTHCOM theater of op­
era tions.”53 In simple terms, 3/7 SFG is a 
SOF unit, capa ble of conduct ing all SOF 
mis sions but with a core mission of FID. The 
aviation- - FID mission statement therefore 
be came an unapolo getic plagia rism of the 



WHITHER AVIATION FID? 79 

3/7 SFG mission statement: The aviation--
FID unit would “plan, prepare for, and when 
di rected, conduct special air opera tions, pri­
mar ily foreign inter nal defense, in support 
of US and theater CINC objec tives [and de­
velop] and im ple ment programs to advise, 
train, and assist foreign govern ments and 
com bat ant command ers in the planning, 
em ploy ment, and support of air opera tions 
sup port ing [host country] inter nal defense 
and devel op ment.”54 

Special Forces with Wings 
Based upon the Joint Staff review and the 

is sues raised at the initial VDJS briefing, AF­
SOC FID planners modeled aviation FID on 
spe cial forces, creat ing a combat advi sory 
unit acti vated for the purpose of serving the 
thea ter CINCs' training and advi sory re-
quire ments in crisis, contin gency, and war. 
Con se quently, within the parame ters of the 
SOF excep tion, the unit would train in 
peace time as it expected to oper ate in war. 
That is, the unit would advise, train, and as­
sist foreign air forces in the employ ment 
and sustain ment of air opera tions.  To ac­
com plish this goal, the unit would apply a 
“to tal package approach,” combin ing secu­
rity assis tance programs with unilat eral, 
joint, and combined deploy ments for train­
ing. Moreover, the unit would provide 
“adap tive training” in-- country, meaning
train ing beyond the basic instruc tion re­
ceived by host-- country forces at US insti tu­
tions such as USAF under gradu ate pilot 
train ing or at the Inter-- American Air Forces 
Acad emy and the US Army School of the 
Ameri cas. 

In that the mission of the unit would be 
simi lar to special forces, its organi za tion 
largely came to mirror its mentor.  The key
be came the opera tional aviation detach­
ment (OAD), modeled on special forces op­
era tional detach ments (OD). OAD--A teams 
would, in many respects, mimic OD--A 
teams; however, OADs would be task organ­
ized. Whereas OD-- A's comprise specific 

mili tary special ties common to all teams, 
OADs would be formed from “flights” and
tai lored to the require ment.  A notional 
OAD might include pilots, other aircrew, 
main te nance, special tactics (combat control 
and pararescue), logis tics, intel li gence, and 
other special ists.  But if the require ment were 
main te nance specific, the OAD might con­
tain only mainte nance person nel.  Never the-
less, the OAD would provide an inte grated, 
self- - contained, “total package” approach to 
ad vis ing and training foreign air forces. And 
when three or more OAD- -A teams deployed, 
an OAD--B team would de ploy as a C3I head­
quar ters.  Finally, an OAD--C team would re-
main at home station to provide 
con nec tivity.  Tying all of this together, the 
OADs would train to their mission-- essential 
task lists.55 

Since the mission was to assist foreign air 
forces with respect to the total ity of air-
power, the unit would comprise a diverse 
mix of special ties, includ ing fighter, airlift, 
and helicop ter pilots; other aircrew person­
nel (aerial gunners, flight engi neers, etc.);
main te nance person nel; logis tics and intel li­
gence special ists; special tactics people; and 
so forth. The unit would be organ ized in 
flights with each oriented to specific thea­
ters—much like special forces groups–from 
which the OADs would be organ ized, trained, 
and equipped.56 

Edu ca tion and training became a key
com po nent of the concept. Avia tion FID 
per son nel would receive academic instruc­
tion and special ized training in a phased ap­
proach, concur rent with their duties.  The 
ba sic phase would impart a funda men tal 
theo reti cal under stand ing of FID, includ ing
in struc tion in revolu tion ary warfare, in­
tercul tural commu ni ca tions, PSYOP, and re­
lated areas.  All person nel would be quali­
fied in a foreign language appro pri ate to the 
re gional focus of their flight. Training 
would cover weapons, antiter ror ism, combat 
sur vival, and high risk of capture, as well as 
tech ni cal training relevant to the respec tive 
spe cial ties.  In the advanced phase, FID per-
son nel would attend courses on joint SOF 
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plan ning, air-- ground opera tions, and the 
like. Finally, in the profes sional devel op­
ment phase, select person nel would attend 
pro grams designed to broaden the theory 
learned in the basic phase in order to make 
them politico-- military profes sion als—re­
gard less of Air Force specialty—ena bling 
these indi vidu als to advise foreign air forces 
in the appli ca tion of “airpower.”  The net re­
sult would be a SOF unit comprised of cul­
tur ally and politi cally astute aviation 
ex perts–what General Stiner referred to as 
“spe cial forces with wings.”57 

The 6th Special 
Operations Squadron 

In the spring of 1991, follow ing General 
Lind say's valida tion of the concept, a two-­
man cell was created in HQ AFSOC, Plans 
and Programs (XP). In Octo ber 1991 a 
politico- - military offi cer was assigned and 
an office created (HQ AFSOC/XPF).  Follow­
ing the “buy-- back” of the initia tive in the 
win ter of 1992, HQ AFSOC/XPF expanded to 
eight person nel “out-- of- - hide”—that is, the 
XP moved authoriza tions from other divi­
sions to XPF. In buying back the initia tive,
AF SOC funded expan sion of the core cadre 
to 20 person nel. Follow ing a briefing to 
CINC SOC in July 1993, USSO COM approved 
growth to squadron strength—approxi mately 
112 person nel—and funded the squadron in 
the USSO COM POM. Subse quently, in 
August 1993, HQ AFSOC/XPF “broke out” of 
the headquar ters and became an opera tional 
unit: Detach ment 7, Special Opera tions 
Com bat Opera tions Staff (Det 7, SOCOS), 
re port ing to the AFSOC direc tor of opera­
tions (DO). Inter est ingly, this transi tional 
unit retained headquar ters manage ment
func tions concern ing contin ued devel op­
ment of the aviation-- FID initia tive; there-
fore, the METLs were a unique hybrid of 
op era tional tasks and headquar ters manage­
ment tasks (e.g., doctrine devel op ment).  In 
April 1994, owing to Headquar ters USAF rea­

lign ment direc tives, Det 7, SOCOS was re­
des ig nated the 6th Special Opera tions Flight 
(6 SOF) and realigned under the 16th Spe­
cial Opera tions Wing (SOW). At the same 
time, to provide conti nu ity and “top cover,” 
a FID office was retained in HQ AFSOC 
within the DO. 

It would be unthink able to deny 
Army special forces or Navy SEALs 

the tools required to accom plish 
their mission, or to deny AFSOF 

direct- - action crews the platforms 
they need, or to prohibit training on 

these systems; yet this is the 
very posi tion taken by many in the 

SOF commu nity with respect to 
avia tion FID and the 6 SOS. 

In June 1994 the aviation-- FID concept 
was briefed to the secre tary of defense, and 
fol low ing a meeting between the AFSOC 
com mander, CINCSOC, and the SECDEF, the 
AF SOC commander decided to accel er ate 
growth of 6 SOF to full-- fledged squadron 
status. Beyond the original core cadre of 20 
peo ple, two flights would be added per year
be gin ning in FY 95 until seven flights were 
fielded. In light of this programmed 
growth, HQ AFSOC requested approval to 
stand up 6 SOF as a squadron, which was 
granted by HQ USAF. In Octo ber 1994 the 
flight was redes ig nated the 6th Special Op­
era tions Squadron (6 SOS) and became the 
first Air Force unit with FID as a core mis­
sion. 

Since 1991 aviation-- FID person nel have 
de ployed more than 75 times, mostly to 
Latin America but more recently to North 
Af rica and the Middle East.58  These deploy­
ments have ranged from two-- man OADs to 
com plex joint and combined SOF opera tions. 
The initial focus was in Latin America, owing 
to SOUTHCOM's expressed require ments. 
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In fact, Ecua dor was viewed as an early
“labo ra tory” for aviation FID. Over a 
three- -year rela tion ship, AFSOC FID person nel 
worked painstak ingly to encour age the Ecua­
doran air force (Fuerza Aerea Ecua to ri ana, or 
FAE) to commit to inter nal devel op ment as 
well as inter nal defense.  Aviation- - FID advi­
sors therefore “brokered”—and accom pa nied 
as advi sors—en gi neer ing and medical de-
ploy ments which built schools, hospi tals, 
and water treatment facili ties and also pro­
vided medical, dental, and veteri nary serv­
ices to remote popula tions.  In each 
in stance, the FAE was placed in the fore-
front, project ing a positive govern ment im­
age to villag ers in areas threatened by
nar co traf fick ers and guerril las.  Beyond 
“civic actions,” aviation-- FID advi sors 
worked with the FAE to improve their tacti­
cal skills, particu larly in air-- to- - ground op­
era tions. 

The proof, as it is often remarked, is in 
the pudding.  In the earlier “proof of con­
cept” deploy ment to Ecua dor, it was learned 
that—ow ing to cultural factors as much as 
any thing else—Ecua doran army person nel 
had never commu ni cated by radio with FAE 
pi lots in the air. The predict able conse­
quence was disas ter.  In a counter drug op­
era tion in an area on the Colom bian border 
known as the “iron trian gle,” Ecua doran 
army river ine forces encoun tered Colom­
bian guerril las.  The Ecua dorans suffered 
sig nifi cant casual ties.  Ironically, FAE heli­
cop ter gunships were only minutes away, 
but the troopers on the ground did not 
know how to call for support or how to di­
rect incom ing aircraft even if they had been
dis patched. 

Over a two-- year peri od, AFSOC aviation--
FID person nel worked with FAE rotary-- wing 
and fixed-- wing units in air-- to- - ground op­
era tions in conjunc tion with 3/7 SFG OD-­
A's working with Ecua doran infan try units. 
In March 1994 a major exer cise was con­
ducted in Ecua dor, includ ing three 6 SOF 
OADs, 3/7 SFG OD-- A's, C-- 130s from the 
133d Airlift Wing (Air National Guard), and 
an AC-- 130 gunship from the 919th Special 

Op era tions Wing (Air Force Reserve).  FAE 
par tici pants included fighters, helicop ters,
air lift ers of differ ent sorts, counterter ror ism 
sol diers, air base secu rity forces, and others. 
The Ecua doran army provided elements 
from a regular infan try brigade and a jungle
bri gade.  In addi tion to opera tional activi­
ties, FID trainers assisted FAE mainte nance 
per son nel in servic ing their aircraft.  The 
net result was a genera tion rate of over 80 
sor ties in two weeks, a number the FAE nor­
mally would produce over a 12-- month peri­
od. 

The joint and combined exer cise was an 
un quali fied success and was briefed to 
CINC SOC in April 1994. Shortly after ward, 
the Ecua dorans conducted another counter-
drug opera tion in the same area as before, 
and again encoun tered Colom bian nar­
coguer ril las.  But on this occa sion, employ­
ing air and ground assets in a sophis ti cated 
joint opera tion, the Ecua doran military 
forces routed the guerril las and suffered no 
casu al ties.  The US military group com­
mander in Quito later charac ter ized the suc­
cess of the opera tion as an outgrowth of the 
long- - term training and advi sory assis tance 
pro vided by AFSOC FID deploy ments as well 
as of the exer cise conducted the previous 
March. 

The Ecua doran deploy ment—and similar 
de ploy ments to El Salva dor, Venezuela, and 
Tu ni sia—con firmed the early studies, which 
main tained that “long-- term benefits and 
con tin ued joint/combined inte gra tion [are] 
wholly depend ent upon [a] sustained and 
long- - term rela tion ship with host-- country 
forces.”59 More impor tantly, the de­
ployments proved that aircraft are a critical 
com po nent.  Inas much as the 6 SOS did not 
own its own aircraft, it became neces sary to 
bro ker the partici pa tion of other units, 
mostly from the Guard and Reserve.  The 
amount and quality of the training provided 
to the FAE and other air forces was directly 
tied to having deployed US aircraft to dem­
on strate tactics, techniques, and proce dures. 
For exam ple, the FAE had never tacti cally 
em ployed their C-- 130s, so it became neces-
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sary to use the Air Guard C-- 130s to demon­
strate tacti cal airlift concepts before turning 
loose the FAE pilots in their own aircraft.  As 
had been maintained from the begin ning, 
the bottom line was fairly straightfor ward: 
“A dedicated organi za tion of techni cally
pro fi cient aviation experts—with their own 
air craft—who are properly prepared . . . to 
op er ate in a FID role, are (sic) immi nently
bet ter able to perform the FID mission than 
the ad hoc practices of the past.”60 

On 1 August 1995 the 6 SOS published a 
stra te gic statement of the future enti tled 6th 
Spe cial Opera tions Squadron:  Concepts and 
Ca pa bili ties. The document reflects that 
avia tion FID contin ues to evolve to meet the 
new challenge of multi lat eral opera tions. 
The mission statement, revised and updated, 
as serts that the 6 SOS “is a combat advi sory 
unit acti vated for the purpose of advis ing 
and training foreign aviation units to em-
ploy and sustain their own assets in both 
peace and war and, when neces sary, to inte­
grate those assets into joint, multi-- national 
op era tions.”  The document asserts that the 
“squad ron's wartime advi sory mission sup-
ports theater combat ant command ers in 
three inter re lated areas:  foreign inter nal de­
fense (FID), uncon ven tional warfare (UW), 
and coali tion support . . . through advi sory
as sis tance deliv ered to foreign friends and 
al lies for both inter nal conflicts and re­
gional crisis or war.”61 

There fore the 6 SOS has in form and 
concept moved away from an exclu sively 
FID focus to one encom pass ing an array of 
activi ties subsumed within the construct 
of  “coali tion support.”  Among several ac­
tions cited, this support includes facili tat ing
air space decon flic tion, inte gra tion of host 
avia tion efforts into multi na tional air cam­
paign opera tions, improv ing the tacti cal 
per form ance of host aviation forces, and 
main tain ing vital links between host avia­
tion units and the joint force air compo nent 
com mander.  This latter capa bil ity was 
proved in the deploy ment of a 6 SOS OAD 
to Jordan during a major exer cise in 1995. 
OAD advi sors colocated with elements of 

the 5th Special Forces Group (5 SFG) and 
the Jorda nian Air Force. Forging links be-
tween the host Jorda nian army and air force, 
and then with 5 SFG, the OAD advi sors were 
able to orches trate unprece dented Jorda nian 
air support to the combined ground forces. 
The deployed 5 SFG battal ion commander ex-
tolled the value of the contri bu tion of the 6 
SOS advi sors to the extent that he requested 
6 SOS advi sors accom pany all of his future 
de ploy ments.62 

The Future of Aviation FID 
and the 6 SOS 

The 6th Special Opera tions Squadron is 
the reali za tion of a vision articu lated by a 
hand ful of people at AFSOC and USSO COM.
Sev eral have retired from active duty, and 
only a tiny few remain who have been with 
the initia tive from its genesis.  Never the less, 
6 SOS is a concrete response to the chal­
lenges posed by the post-- cold- - war era. Na­
tional military strategy is moving away from 
the cold war impera tive of contain ment to a 
re gional secu rity orien ta tion and to military
op era tions other than war. Military doc-
trine and war-- fighting doctrine are evolving 
to address regional threats worldwide, with 
an empha sis on assis tance to friends and al­
lies to prevent conflict, maintain inter nal 
sta bil ity, and pursue US secu rity inter ests. 
US support to the action programs taken by
an other govern ment to provide for inter nal 
de fense and devel op ment is what we mean 
by FID. Given the evolu tion of the secu rity 
envi ron ment to one of opera tions other than 
war, it was a natural step for the 6 SOS to 
evolve to a role in coali tion support. 
Neverthe less, FID argua bly remains the 
core mission. 

Pol icy guidance on foreign inter nal de­
fense is clear. Moreover, Congress has an­
swered the question of propo nency by
as sign ing FID to USSO COM as one of its 
five SOF missions.  And it is impor tant to 
note that during his intro duc tory remarks at 
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a USSO COM counter drug confer ence, Gen 
Wayne Downing, then CINCSOC, asserted 
that “SOCOM doesn't need more comman­
dos. We have enough comman dos.  What 
we need are guys who can do FID.”63 

Denouements 
To their credit, succes sive AFSOC com­

mand ers have supported the FID initia tive 
as well as the conten tion that aircraft are a 
nec es sary compo nent. But the command 
has run up against insti tu tional, politi cal,
bu reau cratic, and even paro chial obsta cles 
that have diluted, if not doomed, an other-
wise admi ra ble effort to conduct aviation-­
centered foreign advi sory opera tions as a 
com ple ment to the ground-- based FID mis­
sion performed by elements of Army special 
forces. 

The issue of aircraft remains problem atic. 
At this writing, AFSOC FID planners have 
sub mit ted a new mission need statement for 
air craft repre sen ta tive of those found in the 
de vel op ing world.64 Although funding for 
leas ing was provided in the POM, legal and 
bu reau cratic obsta cles tripped up the effort. 
But in truth, short-- term leasing will serve 
only as a Band-- Aid and thus delay to future 
AF SOC leaders the hard deci sion regard ing 
owned and oper ated aircraft.  It would be 
un think able to deny Army special forces or 
Navy SEALs the tools required to accom plish 
their mission, or to deny AFSOF direct-­
action crews the platforms they need, or to 
pro hibit training on these systems; yet this 
is the very posi tion taken by many in the 
SOF commu nity with respect to aviation 
FID and the 6 SOS. This is remark able given 
the fact that a succes sion of CINCs and AF­
SOC command ers have validated the con-

Notes 

1. “Worthless residue.” The Latin caput mortuum liter ally 
means “death's head,” or a skull. The term originated with me­

cept as articu lated. Therefore, as one Air 
Uni ver sity research report contended: 

The time has passed for debating organization 
and development of a FID capability. We must 
get to the business of creating forces that can 
conduct these missions within the third world 
setting—where they must be sustained. There 
is only one way to introduce mission 
capability and training credibility into 
AFSOC's evolving FID program such that the 
recipients will value our advice and assistance. 
USSOCOM must aggressively fund the purchase . 
. . of a family of aircraft . . . for the FID setting. 
. . . (Emphasis added) Until USSOCOM acts, 
AFSOC lacks the means to maintain 
proficiency and credibility in aircraft 
representative of those found in developing 
nations. AFSOC awaits the aircraft that are 
ultimately necessary to fulfill its FID mission 
responsibilities.65 

As former US ambas sa dor to the United 
Na tions Jean Kirkpatrick once remarked, “I've 
my own version of that old Pogo canard, 
and [it] is, `I have seen the problem and it is 
us.'”66 

Postscript 
The 6 SOS suffered its first casualty in 

March 1996. Capt Mark T. Todd, a former in­
struc tor pilot and F-- 16 pilot, was killed 
when the El Salva doran 0--2 he was flying 
aboard as an observer crashed on a combat 
search and rescue training mission. Captain 
Todd personi fied the aviation-- FID opera tor. 
He had left the fighter commu nity, fully 
aware of the pitfalls of such a deci sion, be-
cause he believed in the FID mission. If US-
SO COM and AFSOC step up to fully
re al iz ing the poten tial of the 6 SOS, it will 
be a fitting memo rial to his vision, the vi­
sion of those who went before him, and of 
those who will come after him. 

die val alche mists, refer ring to the residue left after distil la tion 
was complete. Since then it has been used to refer to any worth-
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One of the marvel ous things about life is that any gaps in 
your educa tion can be filled, whatever your age or situa­
tion, by reading and thinking about what you read. 

—War ren Bennis, On Becom ing a Leader 
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