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Allied Air Command-Air 
Policing flight

On 14 January 2020, a media flight 
was organised by NATO Allied Air 
Command Ramstein, overflying 

several countries in northern Europe that 
sent up their QRA/Air Policing aircraft to 
intercept our Belgian Airbus A321.

This Belgian Air Force Airbus A321 
began a tour that flew over various countries 
of Europe, taking off from  Brussels/
Melsbroek AB (Belgium) then flying via 
France, the United Kingdom, Denmark, 
Sweden, Finland, Estonia, Latvia to 
Lithuania. At the Šiauliai Air Base in 
Lithuania, the Belgian Baltic Air Policing 
(BAP) detachment was visited after which 
the Airbus A321 flew back to Brussels via 
Poland and Germany.

During the flight, the Airbus was 
intercepted by various European QRA 
aircraft as under:

 Finland: 2 Boeing F/A-18 Hornets from 
an undisclosed air base in Finland

 France: 1 Dassault Rafale  from Base 
Aerienne St. Dizier

 Poland: 2 Lockheed Martin F-16s from 
BAP Ämari Air Base and 2 Lockheed 
Martin F-16s from an undisclosed air 
base in Poland

 United Kingdom: 1 Eurofighter, 
Typhoon from RAF Coningsby  

 Denmark: 2 Lockheed Martin F-16s 
from Skrydstrup air base

Due to various reasons, the planned 
intercepts by QRA fighters from Air Forces 
of the Netherlands, Sweden and Germany 
were cancelled, owing to bad weather in 
Lithuania and Estonia, the intercept by the 
Belgian Baltic Air Policing F-16s was also 
cancelled.

After a peak in 2014-2015, the number 
of BAP intercepts has decreased to some 
145 intercepts in 2018, but in 2019, were 

scaled upto 200. Most QRA intercepts take 
place along the airways between the Russian 
area of St. Petersburg and Russian enclave 
Kaliningrad located between Lithuania and 
Poland; as the only way to travel to/from 
Kaliningrad is by sea or by air, without 
requesting visa and custom-clearances. 
Besides that, sometimes unidentified 
helicopters fly between Kalinigrad and some 
oil rigs at sea.

CAOC Torrejon Uedem

(photo: J V Boven)
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Briefings were given to us by Lieutenant 
General Klaus Habersetzer of the German 
Air Force, commander of CAOC Uedem 
in 2020. The NATO Centre for Combined 
Air Operations Uedem (Germany) is 
responsible for the northern European 
airspace, including Baltic Air Policing and 
the Iceland Air Policing. As the CAOC 
commander explained, “We had a peak 
in 2015-2016. In recent years, we have 
observed almost the same level of activity 
in the airspace, but it depends on exercises 
on the NATO and the Russian sides. If we 
conduct exercises, they try to observe us, we 
do the same - that’s professional actions!” 

Text and photos: Alex van Noye  
& Joris van Boven

North European Airspace F-16 (Alex van Noye)

North European Airspace F-16 (Alex van Noye) North European Airspace Rafale (Alex van Noye)

North European Airspace EF2000 (Alex van Noye)
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Belgian Baltic Air Policing 2020

The Belgian detachment commander, 
call sign ‘Ron’, briefed us on aspects 
of Belgian Baltic Air Policing. In 

2004, the Belgian Air Force became the first 
NATO Air Force to participate in the Baltic 
Air Policing programme and 16 years later, 
its 349 Squadron from Kleine-Brogel AB, 
is one of the present two BAP contributors, 
the other being the Polish Air Force with 
its F-16s at Ämari Air Base in Estonia and 
at Malbork Air Base in Poland.

The Belgian detachment is on a 24 
hours, 7 days a week readiness with two 
aircraft which can be airborne within fifteen 
minutes after the scramble command, the 
fighters being on Quick Reaction Alert 
(QRA). Two aircraft are kept as reserve and 
at high readiness as well.

The Belgian detachment consists of 
a ‘lean’ group of just 60 personnel, split 
into three branches: the operational branch 
with pilots and mission planners, but 
also firefighters and a meteorologist; the 
maintenance branch, including personnel 
for the F-16 avionics and weapons, and the 
support branch with medic, military police 
and a fighter-controller at the Control 
and Reporting Centre at Karmėlava in 
Lithuania.

As standard armament are two AIM-
120 AMRAAM beyond visual range 
missiles, two AIM-9 Sidewinder close 
combat missiles plus the integrated  M61A1 
six-barrel Gatling gun with some 500 
rounds. Placed close to the radar is the 
Sniper Advanced Targeting Pod (ATP) 
which zooms in on the target even before the 
pilots have visual sight. With the targeting 
pod, it becomes easy to recognise the target 
and select appropriate armaments.

The F-16s are also equipped with flares, 
normally to be used as defence against 
heat-seeking missiles, but these can also be 
used to attract attention of the pilots of an 
intercepted aircraft.

During night flying operations, the 
Belgian pilots also employ Night Vision 
Goggles (NVG) to amplify the limited 
light in the sky. Within fifteen minutes, 
the F-16s must be airborne and thereafter 
the CRC guides them towards the aircraft 
being intercepted. When a ‘rogue’ aircraft 

On 14 January 2020, a media visit was organised by NATO Allied Air Command and the Belgian Air Force 
to visit the Belgian detachment at Šiauliai Air Base, in Lithuania.

has been intercepted, a report is sent to the 
CRC and a photo  taken for conformation. 
If the intercepted aircraft is posing a danger 
to other aircraft, or is heading towards a 
forbidden zone, or in an emergency, the 
F-16s needs to escort this aircraft into 
another direction. In 99% of intercepts, 
there is just R/T interrogation, with the 
F-16s flying close to the integrated aircraft 
and the cockpit visually checked.

There are 3 manners of Scramble:
Alpha-Scramble: this is the ‘real thing’ 

where the aircraft is launched within  fifteen 
minutes

Tango-Scramble: this is for training 
where the full ‘Scramble’ is exercised, 
without any aircraft to be intercepted

Sierra-Scramble: this is also training 
Scramble where the full scenario is exercised, 
without a take-off.

Since September 2019, some 20 Alpha-
Scramble intercepts were carried out by the 
Belgian detachment, intercepting fighters, 
transport aircraft and once even a strategic 
bomber. 

After our briefing, a Tango-scramble 
was planned for the media, but owing 
to uncertain weather conditions, only a 
Sierra-Scramble was carried out. Instead, 
some archive photos of  previous NATO 
Allied Air Command QRA missions were 
shared. 

Photos and text by: Joris van Boven and 
Alex van Noye.



95II/2020

The Samurai Phantoms

The legendry McDonnell Douglas 
F-4 Phantom II continues in 
frontline operational service with 

the Japan Air Self Defense Force (JASDF). 
In the near future, this will change, as in 
the course of 2020, the Phantoms will be 
phased out and replaced by the next gen 
Lockheed-Martin F-35A Lightning II. 
After 45 years of service with the Japanese 
Air Force, the Phantom is now obsolescent 
and due for replacement, having been in 
decline with the JASDF for several years. 
Of the original seven squadrons and a test 
unit, only two squadrons and a test unit are 
now active with different versions of the F-4 
Phantom. The other squadrons have since 
been re-equipped with the Mitsubishi F-15J 
Eagle. After a long evaluation on a successor 
to the F-4 Phantom II, by the Japanese 
Government decided in December 2011 
to purchase the Lockheed-Martin F-35A 
Lightning II. Japan had initially chosen 

the Lockheed-Martin F-22A Raptor but 
this move was rejected because the aircraft 
would be far too expensive and beyond the 
Japanese defence budget. 

The F-35A Lightning II is going to be 
Japan’s first fifth generation fighter plane 
and will therefore, play a most important 
role with the JASDF. The very first Japanese 
F-35A arrived at Luke Air Force Base in the 
United States on 29 November 2016 and 

since then, the JASDF has been training the 
first batch of its fighter pilots on this new 
fifth generation fighter aircraft. Japan is part 
of an international training unit that trains 
pilots on the F-35A Lightning II at Luke Air 
Force Base. At the beginning of 2019, the 
first F-35s were relocated to Japan itself to 
form the first operational unit there. 

The first Japanese operational squadron 
re-equipping from the F-4 Phantom to the 

Over the years, the F-4EJ Kai has built up a great reputation in Japan, this Phantom fleet majorly updated over 
the years to the ‘Kai’ standard. The type is currently in the last days of its operational career with the Japan 
Air Self Defense Force (JASDF) and will soon be replaced by new gen Lockheed-Martin F-35A Lightning II. 
The most colourful Phantoms in Japan are the photo reconnaissance aircraft of the 501 Hikotai. After more 
than 45 years in service of the JASDF, the aircraft are to be phased out by end 2020, the tasks of this version 
of the legendary Phantom taken over by the F-15J Eagle using SAR pods. The Phantoms have served with the 
Japanese Air Force for over 45 years and have equipped eight squadrons during their service.

One of the first JASDF F-35As
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being in the northern part of the main 
Japanese island of Honshu. Since the first 
Lightnings were moved to Misawa, thirteen 
aircraft have already been delivered to the 
squadron over the fifteen months, 302 
Hikotai being declared IOC on the F-35 
on 29 March 2019.   In 2020, the unit will 
receive more aircraft, and the squadron 
would be at full strength. 

Going back to the Phantom, ever 
since introduction of the RF-4 with the 
JASDF in 1974, the Japanese have had an 
excellent photo reconnaissance aircraft, their 
Phantoms performing this most exacting 
photo reconnaissance task. 

After the last RF-4E(J) Kai is phased 
out end March 2020, the 301 Hikotai will 
remain as the only unit with the F-4EJ Kai 
but this unit too will also start transition to 
the F-35 in April next year. Like the 302 
Hikotai, the 301 Hikotai will be moving 
from Hyakuri Air Base to Misawa Air Base 
in northern Japan. 

At the end of 2019, a Phantom farewell 
was organised during the annual air show at 
Hyakuri Phantom Pharewell in Japan. There 
are plans to base a squadron of Mitsubishi 
F-2s at Hyakuri Air Base. 

The new F-35A Lightning IIs are being 
built under license in Japan by Mitsubishi 
Heavy Industries and Japan plans to 
eventually purchase a total of 157 F-35s, 
consisting of 115 F-35A Lightning IIs for 
the JASDF and 42 F-35Bs for deployment 
at sea. Meanwhile, after 45 years of “loyal 
service”, the Samurai Phantoms will be 
taking off for the last time in 2020 and after 
their retirement, the JASDF Phantom can 
only be admired in museums. 

Photos and text: Joris van Boven 
and Alex van Noye

Mixed formation of JASDF aircraft types

F-35A Lightning II is the 302 Hikotai, 
which has flown the Phantom for many 
years from Nyatubaru and later also from 
Hyakuri. In August 2017, it was announced 
that 302 Hikotai would be the first unit in 

the JASDF to switch to the F-35 Lightning, 
the squadron eventually stopped flying the 
F-4 in March 2019, the unit moving from 
Hyakuri Air Base to Misawa Air Base in 
northern Japan that same month, Misawa 

‘Phantastic’ view of the F-4 
Phantom II in Japanese markings

Line-up of JASDF Phantoms


