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Black Blade 2016

The European Defence Agency (EDA) 
was established in 2004, addressing a 
need perceived by several European 

States for a common security and defence 
policy. One of the tasks of the EDA is to 
facilitate a training programme in which 
helicopter units in Europe work together. 
The EDA helps participating Member 
States in addressing military helicopter-
related issues with a central training 
element under the Helicopter Exercise 
Programme (HEP). The HEP currently 
has fourteen participating Member States: 
Austria, Belgium, the Czech Republic, 
Germany, Greece, Finland, Hungary, Italy, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Portugal, 
Sweden, Slovenia and the United Kingdom. 
To improve operational skills of helicopter 
crews throughout Europe, the HEP plays an 

increasing role in the deployable helicopter 
capabilities for contingency operations. 
HEP exercises focus on individual, 
environmental and multinational training, 
increasing interoperability through 
practical experiences, sharing of operational 
experiences and developing common 
tactics, techniques and procedures. The 
aim of the HEP is to be integral part of the 
reinforcement of European capacity and 
interoperability within a time frame of ten 
years. Between 2009 and 2016 more than 
206 helicopters, 1,320 aircrews, and almost 
13,000 staff members in supporting roles, 
have participated in various HEP exercises. 
Exercises take place in several countries such 
as France, Spain (Ex Azor), Italy (Italian 
Blade), Portugal (Hot Blade), Finland (Cold 
Blade) and Belgium (Green Blade and Black 

Blade). In addition to these field exercises, 
the Helicopter Tactics Symposium has been 
held in Luxembourg a total of four times, 
during which delegations from Member 
States discussed ideas and theories.

Special Forces Exercise 
Black Blade 2016 was focused primarily 
on operations with the Special Forces 
and fast tactical missions. Black Blade 
participants had a unique opportunity 
to practice planning and execution of 
these kinds of missions within a common 
framework of European partners. Several 
European partner countries participated 
in this exercise, with helicopters supplied 
by three countries: Belgium, Austria and 
Slovenia. Belgium, which was also the 
host nation for the exercise, took part 

Exercise ‘Black Blade 2016’, a Special Forces helicopter tactical training exercise facilitated by the European 
Defence Agency (EDA), was held from 14 to 30 November 2016 at the Florennes air base in Belgium. ‘Black 
Blade’ is one among a multitude of multinational helicopter exercises conducted in Europe.
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with seven helicopters during the training 
– two NH90 Caïmans and five Agusta 
A109s. All Belgian helicopters were from 
Beauvechain, where they are assigned to  
1 Wing. The Austrians participated with two 
S70 Black Hawk helicopters from Tulln-
Langenlebarn and three Agusta-Bell AB212 
helicopters from Linz-Hörsching, while the 
Slovenians participated with a single AS532 
Cougar from the Slovenian Helikopterski 
Battalion out of Ljubljana. Besides these 
three countries, observers from Hungary, 
Italy and Switzerland were also present for 
Black Blade 2016. 

The hel icopters  operated from 
Florennes for duration of the exercise, 
with missions flown to various locations 
in Belgium, such as Camp Elsenborn in 
the Ardennes and Arendonk in the north. 
Most sorties took place around or after 
sunset, owing to the nature of the exercise. 
The objective of Black Blade 2016 was 
two-fold: first, to improve interoperability 
at the tactical level between helicopter 
units and ground troops during a Special 
Forces deployment, and second, to integrate 
routines to maximise interoperability during 
normal operational tasks. The training 

involved various combined air operations 
(COMAO) scenarios, conducting realistic 
joint missions in challenging environments, 
and familiarisation with equipment of the 
participating countries. Specific elements 
of training included low-level flying, 
formation flying, Forward Arming and 
Refuelling Procedures (FARP), and artillery 

deployment – all conducted in daylight or at 
night. Training specific to special operations 
involved personnel recovery missions, night 
flying, Medevac, and Close Combat Attack 
(CCA). All special operations missions were 
flown around sunset and after dark, and had 
to be planned much more carefully, owing 
to the dangers of operating in a relatively 

A Medevac-configured Belgian A109 in action during the exercise

Soldiers fast roping from an Austrian Black Hawk
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small area without helicopter crews being 
able to seeing each other.

The first specific technique that was 
imparted was the ‘fast rope’ technique, 
during which the helicopter hovers above 
a small area and soldiers will slide down 
along ropes for a rapid intervention action. 
Another technique that is used for SOF 
insertion into an area is skydiving from a 
helicopter and this too was practiced, with 
SOF soldiers jumping out of a helicopter 
at medium altitude. Then on to the most 
commonly used method of evacuation in 
the world of SOF operations : Special Patrol 
Insertion & Extraction (SPIE). During 

SPIE, a helicopter hovers at low altitude 
with a rope under the fuselage. Soldiers on 
the ground hook themselves onto the rope 
and are carried away from the dangerous 
area very quickly by the helicopter. The 
SPIE method is one of the fastest ways 
to extract soldiers from enemy territory, 
and requires the helicopter to be exposed 
to enemy fire for a very limited period of 
time. In addition to fast roping and SPIE, 
the helicopter can also just land in the field 
during an action, and this method was also 
repeatedly trained during Black Blade. To 
protect the helicopter and troops on ground, 
techniques such as air-to-surface fire 

training were also practiced. These courses 
took place at the shooting range where 
helicopter gunners could fire at targets on 
the ground with live weapons.

Exercise day at Elsenborn
Several media events were arranged during 
the exercise, one of which was at the Belgian 
Army base at Elsenborn. During the ‘raid’ 
at Elsenborn, the opposing force captured a 
High-Value Person (HVP) and the Special 
Forces were tasked to rescue this HPV. 
From Florennes, a taskforce was sent out 
to the Elsenborn base, some 120 kilometres 
away. One of the most important aspects of 

An Austrian AB212 seen at sunset over Florennes

A Belgian Caïman flying low at the Elsenborn exercise area
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such a raid is the difference in flying speeds 
of the helicopters. Not all helicopters fly 
at the same speed and differences in fuel 
capacity, load carrying ability and so on 
affected the helicopters and the mission 
planning. For some long(er) range missions, 
an intermediate refueling site had to be 
setup to refuel and re-arm the helicopters 
en route to their objectives. The taskforce 
reached Elsenborn at sunset, and began 
by first securing the Landing Zone (LZ) 
at dropping of Special Forces on the 
ground while armed helicopters circled 
the perimeter. After a gunfight with the 
opposing forces, the HVP was rescued and 
extracted in a helicopter. During the second 
phase, a MEDEVAC helicopter flew in to 
recover the wounded, followed by recovery 
of all remaining personnel.

‘Distinguished Visitors Day’
During Black Blade 2016, a Distinguished 
Visitors Day (DVD, or VIP Day) was held 
at Florennes air base on 30 November. The 
EDA’s top leadership, Spanish diplomat 
Jorge Domecq (EDA Chief Executive) 
and Italian MEP Federica Mogherini (EU 
High Representative), were in attendance. 
Mogherini and Domecq witnessed 
demonstration of the latest developments 
during the common European helicopter 
training, while Domecq also had personal 
meetings with participants of the exercise. 
He later gave a brief speech to the audience 
and the media, explaining that the tenth 

activities during the COMAO missions 
became more intense. 

Beside the exercise on its own, there 
was also an international Mentor Team 
present during the exercise. This team is 
composed of members of the Helicopter 
Tactics Instructor Course (HTIC), which 
training programme teaches tactical 
instructors helicopter operations. These 
mentors were invaluable for supporting 
the EDA Chief Instructor, intensively 
monitoring the participants during the 
planning, execution and debrief phases 
of the exercise. The mentors during Black 
Blade were from Germany, Sweden and 
the United Kingdom. The mentors ensure 
that the lessons that are learned during 
Black Blade will be integrated in the next 
series of HEP exercises.

The results of exercise Black Blade 
2016 will be thoroughly analysed and the 
lessons learned will be incorporated into 
future exercises. The first feedback from the 
participants in this Special Forces exercise 

was very positive, with new inputs gained 
at the tactical level as well as the operational 
level. “The international co-operation 
partners have once again ensured that there 
has been learning from each other’s tactics 
and procedures. The EDA will continue 
the development of a European programme 
to support the Member States, aimed at 
high-end capabilities based on harmonised 
training programmes and the use of the best 
national training centres.”

The next step for the EDA will be to 
accept new Member States that will join 
the HEP and ensuring the continuity of the 
long-term programme. With the current 
progress the EDA can develop future 
training initiatives in consultation with its 
Member States. This logic has already been 
applied to exercises with fixed wing aircraft. 
An example is the European Air Transport 
Fleet (EATF), which has been established in 
cooperation with the EDA. The European 
Tactical Airlift Centre (ETAC) in Zaragoza, 
Spain is used for the training of transport 
units in Europe. Future editions of the HEP 
are expected to take place in Hungary in 
2017 during exercise Fire Blade. Later there 
will be also an exercise in 2018 in Portugal 
and in 2019 in the Czech Republic. In 2020 
the HEP exercise is likely to be hosted by 
the Netherlands and Belgium, but this is 
still to be confirmed.

Text and photos:  
Joris van Boven and Alex van Noije

edition of the HEP was truly a milestone for 
the EDA, and that the HEP already has a 
great reputation when it comes to improving 
interoperability and skills. The HEP 
contributes to the readiness for deployment, 
and is also a cost-effective and efficient 
way to exchange the best skills between 
European militaries, he said. Furthermore, 
he noted that the HEP is an ideal platform 
for learning helicopter techniques, tactics 
and procedures for joint operations, with 
the added value of practicing large-scale 
joint and combined missions. Domecq was 
particularly grateful for the contribution of 
the Belgian Armed Forces and Florennes 
air base for hosting Black Blade 2016. In 
addition to the EU leaders, the DVD was 
also attended by representatives of the 
EDA States, the European Parliament, the 
Military Committee of the EU and the 
Belgian military as the host of the exercise.

Lessons and Future Training
Exercise Black Blade was developed as a 
building block in a larger concept as part 
of the HEP. The training was started with 
a Combat Enhancement Training and 
Force Integration Training (CET & FIT) 
phase. Next came cross-training, which 
was carried out by flying small COMAO 
missions. With this structure, participants 
could build a mutual understanding of each 
other’s equipment and Standard Operating 
Procedures (SOPs).  Later during the 
exercise, the complexity and number of 

Medevac training in progress during the exercise




