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Frisian Flag 2019

Fighter pilots from various countries 
trained in complex missions during 
the international exercise Frisian Flag 

in April 2019, some 50 aircraft operating 
from Leeuwarden airbase. During the 
exercise, air-to-air refueling was performed 
by tanker aircraft at Eindhoven airbase (NL), 
that flew in their own exercise (EART2019).

The Royal Netherlands Air Force 
participated with F-16s from Volkel and 
Leeuwarden, while the Polish Air Force 
brought their new F-16Cs. The US Air 
Force sent F-16C aircraft from the 148 
Fighter Wing of the Minnesota Air National 
Guard, based at Duluth (MN) airbase, these 
F-16s being in special ‘Have Glass’ paint of 
dark grey colour.

The German Air Force participated 
with Eurofighters and the French Air Force 
contributed a number of Mirage 2000Ds 
from Nancy.

Special participants were the Swiss Air 
Force with F/A-18 Hornets, after some 
decades of absence. A Cobham DA-20 
was deployed from the UK to disrupt 
communication of the fighter aircraft, which 
made their operations much more difficult. 
In addition, a number of air defence systems 

Vayu exclusive report on

contributed to making the scenario as 
realistic as possible. The new ground-based 
Multi Mission Radar (MMR) was also 
employed, to add to the complexity.

Current missions increasingly take place 
in a coalition context, which makes training 
in an international context necessary. Because 
the Leeuwarden airbase is close to large 

exercise areas in the North Sea, the exercise 
is based at the Frisian location. Conducting 
the Exercise,  Lieutenant Colonel Ronald 
van der Jagt was aware that Frisian Flag has 
an impact on the environment, yet he hoped 
for understanding. “One of the points of 
attention was to minimise unnecessary 
inconvenience. Fixed departure and landing 
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times were used as much as possible, so  
people in the neighborhood were quite 
aware of when the flight movements take 
place.

Frisian Flag takes place not only 
over Dutch airspace, but also those of 
neighbouring Germany and Denmark, 
which requires close cooperation between 

airspace control authorities of the 3 
countries. Combat management is with 
the Dutch and German Control and 
Reporting Centre (CRC), and an Airborne 
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Early Warning and Control (AWACS) 
reconnaissance aircraft from Geilenkirchen 
also took part.

During first week of the exercise, all 
aircraft flew in north-south direction when 
simulated attacks were carried out north of 
the Netherlands. During the second week, 
the targets were in northern Germany, with 
the aircraft now flying west to the east.

Monday April 1, 2019, first day 
of the Exercise, was also media day at 
the Leeuwarden airbase. We interacted 
with various personalities and give some  
extracts :
 The experienced Lt Col Raphael of the 

French Air Force came to Leeuwarden 
with 85 personnel and 4 aircraft to carry 
out Composite Air Operation (CAMAO). 
In the role of Mission Commander, he 
prepared and executed the complete 

Frisian Flag mission during the first 
week.

 For the young USAF Lt Smidt, with just 
100 flying hours on the F-16, this was 
his first exercise abroad, taking part in a 
virtual air war, engaged in aerial combat 
with as many as 50 fighters.

 The Swiss Lt Col Studer was at ‘Frisian 
Flag’ for the first time. Given the 
upcoming selection process for new 
fighter aircraft of the Swiss Air Force, 
Frisian Flag was the lone foreign exercise 
they will participate  this year, and not 
going to the NATO TigerMeet at Mont-
de-Marsan, the Tactical Leadership 
programme in the Spanish Albacete and 
the Artic Challenge exercise in Sweden.   
With 16 pilots and 4 aircraft, the Swiss 
only participated for a brief time in the 
exercise and for operational reasons, 

the Swiss aircraft and pilots returned 
to Switzerland in the second week.

 Fris ian Flag Exercise Director, 
Lieutenant Colonel Ronald van der Jagt 
confirmed that the number of personnel 
at the airbase had doubled during these 
2 weeks. Planning for Frisian Flag 2020 
has already started following end of this 
exercise. Given the arrival of first Dutch 
F-35s around October/November 2019 
and continuing reduction of F-16s at 
Leeuwarden, a decision will also be 
taken as to whether the FrisianFlag 
2020 can be planned in its current  
manner. 

All photos and text : Joris van Boven 
and Alex van Noye ; 

interview with Swiss Commander  
by Kees van der Mark

F-16AM of RNLAF of  322 Squadron from Leeuwarden 
F-16AM of RNLAF  of 312 and 313 Squadrons from Volkel 
F-16C of USAF of 148 FW from Duluth 
F-16C of Polish Air Force from Poznan (photo below)

Eurofighter of Luftwaffe of GAF of TLG31B from  
Noervenich 
F-18 of Swiss Air Force of Staffel 11 from Meiringen 
Mirage 2000D of Armée de l’Air of 3rd Wing from Nancy

Participating Aircraft Types, Air Forces and Bases
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The European Air  Transport 
Command (EATC) at Eindhoven 
air base were the organisers for this 

year’s air-air refueling competition, which 
took place during the Frisian Flag exercise 
at Leeuwarden airbase during first two 
weeks of April 2019. This supporting tanker 
exercise European Air Refuelling Training 
(EART) was conducted from Eindhoven.

In addition to the Dutch Air Force’s 
McDonnell Douglas KDC-10, a German 

The Supporting EART  2019

Airbus A310 MRTT, an RAF Airbus 
A330 Voyager, a French Boeing C-135F 
and an USAF Boeing KC-135 participated 
this year, however the latter aircraft was 
only present at Eindhoven for a day, the 
remaining missions being flown from RAF 
Mildenhall in the United Kingdom.

EART’s Exercise Director Colonel A 
Massucci gave an overview of the aerial 
tankers in Europe. Presently, European 
countries continue to rely heavily on the 

USAF’s capacity which became obvious during 
the Unified Protector operations over Libya in 
2011. Since then, steps have been taken with, 
among other things, the joint purchase of A330 
MRTT tankers, the first of which is expected 
at Eindhoven in early 2020. Ultimately, eight 
such aircraft will be purchased, some of which 
to be located at Eindhoven with others at 
Germany’s Cologne-Bonn.

The French Air Force is also replacing its 
obsolescent C-135Fs, dating from the ‘60s, with 
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The Supporting EART  2019

the Airbus A330 Phenix, the first aircraft 
delivered at Istres airbase last October.

In addition, Airbus A400M tactical 
transport aircraft have been put into service 
by the German, French, British and Spanish 
air forces. This aircraft type can also be used 
for aerial refuelling and the German Air 
Force has recently completed flight trials 
with the A400M. 

Major Fred Frolic  of the Royal 
Netherlands Air Force talked about 

structure of the EART exercise and about 
the objectives. “Not only was refueling of 
fighters part of the exercise, but also the 
operational deployment of both tankers 
and fighters in limited air space. At 
different heights (with a vertical separation 
of about 150 meters (500 feet), the tankers 
flew close to each other (with a horizontal 
separation of 1850 metres) in so-called 
‘tracks’, where the fighters had to close up 
with the tankers : flying closely in such 

small airspace was also one of the objectives 
of this exercise”.

A note on Dutch KDC-10 aircraft, 
which are to be retired from service end of 
2019. The second  such Dutch aircraft has 
recently been upgraded and will continue 
to fly for a few years longer but too will be 
replaced by the A330. 

Photos and text by Joris van Boven 
and Alex van Noye




