Report Information Derived from Recovered STS Personnel

Upon losing TF/TA radar in extreme weather conditions (snow, ice, wind) the helo was forced to execute an emergency landing at XXXXXXN XXXXXXE, Pashtun-controlled territory.  The crash site was in a river valley, snow was falling, and on descent the aircrew noticed a small village with no electrical lights due north of the crash site.  After crash landing on the ramp and skidding across the ravine, the helo came to rest facing east toward a ridge.

Immediately upon impact the aircrew attempted to gather gear and classified material.  Several EVCs were left in the aircraft as well as NODs and other personal equipment jarred loose in the violent landing.  Also left behind was airframe nav equipment and a kneeboard with OEF SPINS information.  All three crew-served weapons were disabled.  During the ensuing evasion a GPS was lost that contained the SARDOT and base number.  The aircrew were concerned about the sensitive equipment left behind and CCT subsequently called for the helo to be destroyed after exfil.  

Upon landing, the pilot immediately made a distress call on guard, and the co-pilot made a distress call over UHF.

The following are STS and aircrew actions on the ground:

1-2 minutes after the crash, the PJ Team Leader (PJ1) exited the aircraft through the crew door to the 9 o'clock position and PJ2 went out to the 3 o'clock position.  Almost immediately upon egress from the helo and within 3-5 minutes of crash, PJ1 saw a flashlight blinking from atop ridge about 400 meters to the north.  CCT climbed out through a crack in the tail at the 9 o' clock position and moved behind the helo to the opposite side.  At first there were only 2-3 persons on the northern ridge, but soon there were more people and the survivors could hear yelling.  STS said that the voices almost sounded like English as there was a lot of A - or "hey" - sounds.  The persons were otherwise nondescript.  

PJ1 walked counter-clockwise around the aircraft and met PJ2 and CCT at the 3 o'clock position.  By this time everyone was leaving the aircraft.  CCT was on the radio (first tried Inter-plane) and was able to raise Sandy on SAR A just before moving out, which was within 15 minutes of the crash.  The aircrew had begun moving up the ridge away from the crash site.  PJ1 and CCT got accountability of everyone (11 evaders) and moved south 50 meters on the eastern side of the ridge, where they remained for 15 minutes.  At this point, PJ1 learned that at least one aircrew member had a possible spinal injury.  From his location, PJ1 saw a wooded area on the east side of the ridge that ran south, and he made preparations for PJ2 to lead out. PJ1 followed by CCT were in the rear with CCT talking to Sandy on the radio and pulling rear security.  

The group moved in file formation with as much as 5-10 meters of separation.  Sandy queried CCT for an authentication table, which CCT said he could not provide.  Sandy ceased requesting authentication. He asked how many people were on the ground – CCT responded 11 and passed their position to Sandy -- 100 meters south of the crash site moving south to better concealment.  The evaders followed a trail that ran diagonally across and down the side of a ridge – the ground was soft and felt as though it might have been ploughed beneath about 2 inches of snow.  They felt that they were on a trail because the ground was not as rocky on the sides and the snow was much smoother than on the sides.  They entered the treeline at an estimated 300-500 meters from crash site.  

PJ2 held up in the treeline and everyone congregated. PJ1 placed evaders in 360 security – assigned 2 aircrew facing north, CCT in the center on comms with Sandy, PJ2 by the stream facing east, etc. with 15 meter spacing (co-pilot and FE facing south,  the left door gunner facing west, then the tail gunner facing north).  Once everyone was in place, PJ1 returned to the center where CCT was passing coordinates to Sandy.  CCT informed Sandy that their altitude was 10,100 feet and that they could signal with flares and smoke.  Sandy relayed to recovering helo the information about terrain and injuries.  By this time, PJ1 had assessed two possible spinal injuries, one ankle injury, and two possible cases of hypothermia.  Sandy instructed the group to move south 5 miles. Given the survivors' medical conditions, PJ1 responded to CCT that they could not move that far and CCT relayed that information to Sandy.  

During the time in the hide site, the pilot examined EVCs and was able to pinpoint their position on the map.  (TLM 1:50,000s provided by Intel were of no use since evaders were not IVO objective).  PJ1 gave his gortex to an aircrew member and then went over to PJ2 to see what cold weather clothes he could give up for the aircrew.  PJ1 then walked around handing out cold weather clothes and instructing the aircrew to lie on top of something after he realized that people were getting cold and wet.  

When PJ1 returned to the center, CCT was describing to Sandy the HLZ just north of the treeline.  Sandy said that the weather was bad and asked the evaders to move 7 miles, then 7.5 miles to the south to a lower altitude pick-up site.  CCT inquired about landmines but never received a response from Sandy.  CCT said that they would move as far south as possible.  The team remained in the treeline for 45 minutes passing SITREPs to Sandy.  CCT noticed a slight wind to the north. 

In preparation to move out, PJ1 went around to everyone and instructed everyone to remove their layered clothing as they became warm (in order to prevent sweating) and to put them back on when stationary.  CCT informed Sandy that they were getting ready to move south.  When they moved out of the wood-line, PJ2 was at point and they started toward a ridge to the east.  When they began crossing an open field, STS realized that they were moving across an area that offered very little cover or concealment.  Because the field was well lit by the moon, PJ1 shifted the group closer to the base of the ridgeline to the east in order to avoid being detected.  CCT paused in the field and saw a second HLZ and passed the coordinates to Sandy.  PJ1 pointed PJ2 into a draw and stayed back with CCT to provide security while he was talking to Sandy and passing coordinates for the HLZ.  

The weather had started to break and to the NW stars were visible.  The clouds were moving off to the east.  CCT headed Sandy NW but Sandy still could not see CCT’s IR strobe.  PJ1 and CCT then proceeded into the draw.  When everyone met up, they shifted their direction of travel from south to east.  Sandy came over the ridge and crossed their position.  CCT advised Sandy that they were moving east toward a depression, and around the curve of a hill.  The evaders got down into a 6-foot ditch that offered protection from the wind and faced to the north.  The ridgeline ran to the west and the ditch became shallower as it trailed off to the south.  After everyone had met up in the draw, the team again heard voices from unknown persons approaching from the north.  

CCT told Sandy that there were 8 persons approaching their position making lots of noise.  These persons were speaking Dari and possibly originated from the village located 700-850 meters north of the crash site.  PJ2 reported to CCT that he could not see any weapons.  Three persons approached to within 30 meters of their position with one staying slightly behind.  The one lagging appeared to be dragging something and PJ1 thought that he was perhaps an older man with a cane.  Five others remained on the ridge.  Sandy passed that he was cleared to strike inside of 1 nm with CCT approval.  One aircrew member spoke up as they approached and warned them in Farsi: Do not come any closer, we have weapons. 

The aircrew member tried to climb out of draw but the Mission Commander pulled him back down.  The aircrew member could understand their language and he translated that they were calling “Brother, we’re here to help.”  He immediately felt that they were friendly and sincere. The man offered to help, and even went so far as to invite the survivors back to his home. They wore dark loose-fitting clothing and pants and were bundled up for the weather.  At least one carried a flashlight but no weapons were noted, and when they were asked to leave they did so.  PJ1 was concerned that this contact may be a diversion and instructed PJ2 to maintain surveillance to the west.  The aircrew member expressed concern that the Afghanis may now know that the U.S. military has language proficient members and noted that the blood chits they were carrying would not have benefited them with these people.  

Once the villagers moved off the cold began to set in and PJ1 advised the aircrew to move around in the draw even if just pacing to stay warm.  STS and aircrew began to discuss contingency plans if the recovery aircraft could not recover everyone.  They decided that they would leave the STS on the ground.  They began preparing to transfer gear to STS. The aircrew pulled equipment from their go-bags to give STS for the night.  PJ1 instructed PJ2 and 1 aircrew member to go up the ridge and provide security/surveillance from above.  Once up high, PJ2 did not feel that he was at a good vantage point to see into the valley so he left his rucksack with the FE and went the rest of the way up to get a 360-degree view.  The FE then passed “all clear” on his PRC-112.  

Shortly thereafter Sandy relayed that the recovery helo was getting gas and the estimated time for extraction would follow shortly. CCT roped Sandy with an IR pointer and Sandy immediately reported seeing it.  Sandy relayed that the recovery helo was off-tanker and would land at XXXXZ – about 45 minutes out.  At this point the aircrew began to rapidly transfer equipment to STS: cold weather clothes, socks, water, MREs, firestarter, etc. Approximately 15 minutes after receiving the extract notification, CCT’s PRC-117F malfunctioned but he remained up comms with Sandy on a PRC-112.  He asked Sandy for notification when the recovery helo was 20 minutes out.  At twenty minutes out, CCT recalled PJ2 and the FE from the hilltop and, while talking with Sandy on the PRC-112, moved out to set up the HLZ.  

He made a hasty HLZ assessment while walking out from the hide site.  He crossed a ravine and numerous ditches to the east of the HLZ, which was located only about 100 meters from the hide site.  There were more ditches to the north of the HLZ.  CCT wanted to vector the recovery helo to the south of his position where the terrain was open and flat.  Just then, CCT heard the inbound helo and began running toward the HLZ, passing the situation via Sandy.  CCT got a visual on the recovery helo yanking and banking in the mountains and sited Sandy off to his 11 o’ clock.  

The recovery helo spotted CCT’s IR strobe on the north side of the LZ, and then headed off to the north to dump fuel.  The recovery helicopter returned 10-15 minutes later and CCT directed them to land to the south of his position, which was understood easily.  The moon’s illumination allowed the recovery helo to see the crashed aircraft as well as the friendly personnel on the ground.  The helo flared facing south and when the snow cleared, an aircrew member immediately spotted CCT at the 3 o'clock position, 15 feet away from the aircraft. The aircrew member motioned to CCT with a green light.  STS Team (2 PJ/1 CCT), deployed to provide security, accountability, authentication, and aid in the movement of personnel onto the recovery aircraft.  PJ1 led everyone out from the draw and onto the recovery helicopter.  STS then learned that the helo would have enough power to extract all personnel and equipment.   

After Action Report 

On the night of XXXXXXXX, XXXXXXXX was forced to execute an emergency landing due to extreme weather conditions.  On board was a STS CSAR team, enroute to conduct a PR of a sick/injured ODA Team member.  The following items were noted before, during, and after the emergency landing by CCT:

ISSUE: Actions on the ground with a team on board

DISCUSSION: It is almost universally understood that a team should take control of any operations on the ground outside the helo, whether from a crash or otherwise.  However, the act of not briefing such actions could add stress and unnecessary conflict to an already intense situation. 

RECOMMENDATION: This issue was not a problem during the incident, however, I suggest adding a section to the Assumption Brief to discuss any actions following an emergency landing or a crash.  The team leader could brief this section so all personnel involved would immediately know who to look for direction and guidance.  This would help to alleviate some of the confusion following an accident.

ISSUE: Lack of maps during mission/E&E

DISCUSSION: Neither the team nor the aircrew had any 1:50,000 scale maps of the country, besides the immediate objective area.  This led to the evaders to have to rely on the Evasion Charts for navigation purposes.  I have heard that maps for this area are hard to come by.  

RECOMMENDATION: Issuing maps for the entire route of flight would be unfeasible because of the numbers we would have to carry.  But, issuing maps for the area surrounding the objective and critical areas of flight, such as mountains passes and LOC’s/urban areas would greatly assist the evaders.  Using the EVC’s should be a last resort, as their large scale does not give a good indication of terrain and other items that are critical to an evader.  There should be no excuse for not having maps of areas we are operating in.

ISSUE: Thermite grenades

DISCUSSION:  We train and are taught that we should carry thermite grenades, either on the team or in the kick ruck, in case we need to destroy the downed aircraft or any remaining classified information.  To our disagreement, the decision was made that we didn’t need to carry any thermites with us.  That seriously hindered our ability to perform the above items.  In this, we didn’t want to “blow up” the aircraft, so not to attract from the local populace.  However, we could have destroyed other sensitive items on board, without destroying the entire aircraft.  In addition, if we had had needed to evade for a longer period of time, we would’ve wanted the ability to destroy any remaining sensitive items that we were carrying.

RECOMMENDATION: “Train like you fight.”  That is the phrase people use when planning training events.  We train to carry those grenades and know where to place them to disable the aircraft.  There are reasons that we train that way.  Past experiences have shown a need for it.  We have the grenades here in our munitions inventory.  There is no harm in carrying them.  “Better to have and not need, than need and not have.”  We should be including them in our loadout! 

ISSUE: Cold Weather Gear

DISCUSSION: The variety of climates, altitudes and terrains in this AO mandate that operators be issued a large variety of gear to be combat effective.  Most of this gear the operators already have.  However, we are missing snow and mountain gear.  The climate of our E&E location was the opposite of the area we launched from.  We ended up on the ground in the mountains at 10,000’, with 2” of snow on the ground and more falling, and temperatures about 70 Degrees cooler than the FSB.  You can’t expect an operator to be effective without the proper gear.

RECOMMENDATION: The SPEARS System is very effective for dealing with the temperatures.  However, we need camouflage as well.  Each team member going into snowy/mountainous regions needs to have white overgarments and gators available to him.  That way if he finds himself E&Eing in snow, he doesn’t stick out by wearing the combination of green, black and tan that most of our gear is colored.  As with camouflage, the proper footwear is critical for mission accomplishment as well as survival.  The standard issue desert boot is crap in mountainous and snowy/wet regions.  The desert Belleville or Danner should be issued to all operators immediately.  They both have Gortex construction and they will keep the foot warm and dry in the extreme mountain conditions.

ISSUE: Inadequate NVG’s

DISCUSSION: The 4949 NVG’s that the CSAR CCT personnel are using are not appropriate for field operations.  But, it is the “best” that we have. They are designed for aviators sitting in the cockpit of an aircraft, not for operators performing in rugged environments.  The fragile mount and the tubes of my NVG were damaged in the crash.  This, along with the snow and ice encountered on the ground, caused the 4949s to operate marginally at best.  They kept turning on and off thus preventing any advantage the operator gains by carrying them.

RECOMMENDATION: STS has been aware of this problem for years.  The operators have been asking for new and improved NVD’s.  The quality of NVD’s has risen dramatically in the last few years, and yet we still use old NVG’s like the PVS-7B.  There are numerous monocular NVD’s out there as well as quality dual tube devices like the PVS-12’s.  We need to seriously look at procuring some new systems for our operators.  In addition, there is an adaptor made for the PVS-12’s that allows them to be used with out the helmet mount.  Thus, if the helmet mount breaks, the operator can still use the system by holding the NVG’s in his hand.

ISSUE: Accessories for the PRC-117F

DISCUSSION:  The PRC-117F is the most cutting edge radio STS has in its inventory.  It has become the radio of choice on most operations because of its versatility.  Yet, there are a lot of options on the radio we are unable to “tap” into because we haven’t the proper accessories, such as the GPS display feature.  The GPS feature allows the operator to connect the GPS to the 117F and then scroll to a screen to view critical GPS information such as: position, velocity, altitude, and heading.  This minimizes the amount of time the operator has to fumble between two pieces of gear and function effectively. 

RECOMMENDATION:  We need to research and purchase the connections required to connect the GPS to the 117F.  If I had had the cables to do that during the E&E, I would have gotten our position out to those assisting us a lot faster, not to mention it would have freed up another hand.  This is a piece of equipment that will benefit operators on any mission, not just CSAR/PR.  The technology exists to make our operations run smoother and more effective: We need to take advantage of it.  

ISSUE:  Facial Hair

DISCUSSION: In the Arabic culture, no or minimal facial hair is a sign of a child or immaturity.  When offered help and assistance, a “child” is not supposed to refuse or say no.  To do so is a sign of disrespect and can upset the person offering assistance.  When a person has facial hair, the person is looked at as being mature or a “man”.  When offered assistance or help, a “man” can turn down assistance without offending anyone because he is being a “man”, and they accept that.  So, when you E&E and have no facial hair, you are actually disrespecting anyone trying to assist you when you tell them no.  That’s all the more reason for them to report you to the enemy.  There are many other positive reasons for allowing relaxed grooming standards during this operation as well.  A man seen walking around will attract less attention if he has a beard than a man without a beard.

RECOMMENDATION: Anyone who has the possibility of going “in-country” should not only be allowed, but be ordered to try and grow facial hair.  This is a war.  We are not at home.  It isn’t a sign of deteriorating discipline or structure to allow relaxed grooming standards.  It has its purpose; otherwise we wouldn’t see units allowing it.  It is more a safety violation not to allow it.  Anything that increases the survivability of the operators should be allowed, within reason.  

