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‘[He] rides the heavens to help you, and in His excellency on the clouds’ Deuteronomy 33:26




Dedicated to the memory of Australia’s fallen servicemen and servicewomen. Lest we forget.




SERIES FOREWORD


The Australian Air Campaign Series produced by History and Heritage – Air Force focuses on four themed sub-series:


• campaigns, operations and battles


• capability and technology


• bases and airfields


• people.


These themed titles explore specific facets of the Air Force from its inception in 1921. What they reveal are unique insights, providing the reader with a greater appreciation and deeper understanding of those aspects that have shaped the Air Force’s history and heritage.


Importantly, these publications are sourced from official records and research, often including first-hand accounts. While endorsed for studies in military history, the range of topics in these publications provides an ideal conduit for the broadest of audiences to pursue and learn more about the many aspects that have contributed to the development of Australia’s Air Force.


Apart from being a significant point of reference, these publications ultimately acknowledge bravery, ingenuity and resilience – in essence, the service and sacrifice which is the hallmark of those who have served and continue to serve in the Air Force.


Robert Lawson, OAM


Air Commodore


Director-General History and Heritage – Air Force




FOREWORD


In my previous life as a doctor in the Royal Australian Air Force, I was often asked how I reconciled my Hippocratic oath with belonging to an organisation whose role was to kill people! My response was to patiently explain that there is no greater mission or purpose in life than serving one’s country and its people, and that I was proud to be part of an organisation whose job was security, not just against ‘hard threats and hard power’, but also in helping to make safe those in need; in other words, by also supporting human security.


Impacts on human security can result from many causes – wars, pandemics, famines, natural disasters, incidents at sea, etc – and take many forms. The Australian Defence Force (ADF) and the broader nation have the skills to help, and responding and employing these skills in times of crisis is one of the highest callings for ADF personnel. And sometimes we even put ourselves in harm’s way to aid the greater good.


In fact, while Australia has engaged in several wars since the Second World War, it has had an even bigger role in ensuring or re-establishing human security, including through the provision of humanitarian aid and disaster relief (HADR). The purpose of these missions has not only been to ensure that Australians are kept safe wherever they roam, but just as often are directed towards people of other nations whose need is great. In the latter instance, our role in improving human security often has second-and third-order effects by improving regional or broader security aims through the exercise of soft power.


But what is sometimes forgotten is that it takes a team to produce this effect. While sometimes it may look like the personnel on the ground are the heroes (for example, aeromedical-evacuation personnel at an airport), they can only do this with an entire team: from logisticians to operations staff, from health personnel to aircrew. Australian aircraft, including those of the ADF, have played a crucial role in ensuring that human security can be preserved throughout our country and globally as part of a whole-of-ADF effort.


This book looks at why Australia engages in HADR, what we have done during the past 80 years and why the role of the ADF is so important. It covers a wide scope of missions, including delivering relief supplies, aeromedical evacuation, search-and-rescue and damage-assessment missions, repatriation missions and delivering personnel to where the need is greatest. It does this through the unique lens of how aircraft – both military and commercial – have been used and argues that this role is an essential part of air power. In doing so, it reinforces the importance of the ADF’s role in keeping people safe, wherever and whoever they might be.


Tracy Smart, AO


Air Vice-Marshal (retd)


Former surgeon general of the ADF




PROLOGUE


Wednesday 7 May 1997
South Pacific Ocean


Abandoning a man drifting alone on a raft in the South Pacific Ocean at night did not sit easily with Squadron Leader Tony McCormack. But as the tactical coordinator (TACCO) of the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) Lockheed P-3C Orion circling high above the raft, he had no choice. He had the safety of his aircrew to consider.


The previous several hours had been filled with activity and suspense for Squadron Leader McCormack and the crew of Orion A9-664. A German aviator named Horst Ellenberger had been forced to ditch his Beechcraft V35 Bonanza in the South Pacific Ocean the previous day. After being tasked to search for Horst, the Orion and its crew had left their previous overnight stop in the Solomon Islands, an archipelago almost 2,000 kilometres from mainland Australia. Their destination: the coordinates where the Rescue Coordination Centre in Canberra had calculated a raft deployed from the Bonanza would have drifted, based on time, wind and currents.


As the Orion approached the coordinates and started to descend beneath the clouds, those crewmembers who were seated by a window carefully scanned the endless blue ocean for a glimpse of a raft.


There was no sign of it.


The Orion’s pilot and aircraft captain, Lieutenant Smith, an officer on exchange from the United States Navy, made ever-widening circles as all available crewmembers continued to scan the ocean. McCormack only tore his gaze from his nearest window to operate the radio, calling each of the emergency frequencies in turn.


‘All stations, all stations, this is AUSY 130, AUSY 130, a Royal Australian Air Force Orion aircraft on a search-and-rescue mission; is anyone receiving this transmission?’


Silence. He repeated the call.


‘Can anyone hear this transmission?’


Silence.


Finally, a burst of crackle on the VHF emergency frequency 121.5 MHz.


‘Mayday, mayday, mayday!’ – the internationally recognised call of distress.


‘Please come back!’ Horst Ellenberger cried. ‘You have just flown past me, a pilot in a life raft. Mayday, mayday, mayday!’


Being able to talk to Horst was a crucial first step – and importantly, now they had made contact with him, the Orion’s onboard electronic systems could home exactly onto his location.


‘We’ve fixed the position!’ called the sensor employment manager.


While Lieutenant Smith redirected the Orion to the new coordinates, all available eyes continued to scan the ocean for the raft. Many of the aircrew swapped positions so those with fresh eyes could have their turn at a window.


One crewmember suddenly cried out: ‘Mark, mark, mark, life raft visual, passing under the port wing!’


A tiny splash of orange in the midst of blue – and it was gone.


‘Roger, contact has been marked in the computer, smoke deployed!’


‘Copied, returning to the datum!’ called the captain.


The aircrew continued to scan the ocean as Smith circled the area.


‘Mark, mark, mark, life raft visual!’ cried several crewmembers all at once.


‘We have you visual,’ McCormack radioed Horst. ‘We’re going to drop some sonobuoys around you. Then we’ll always know exactly where you are.’


There was a flurry of activity as the Orion dropped a series of sonobuoys in a large circle around the life raft. Meanwhile, McCormack checked that Horst was unhurt after his crash and more than 24 hours drifting in the raft.


‘I am unharmed,’ said Horst. ‘I braced my shoulder against the cabin wall when I was about to hit the water.’


‘Do you have food and water?’


‘Yes, I have a survival canister.’


The Rescue Coordination Centre advised the Orion aircrew that the patrol boat RMIS Lomor from the Marshall Islands was en route to the location, having left its port the day earlier, only three hours after Horst had ditched. But the ship was still several hours away. Squadron Leader McCormack gave the order to his crew to investigate if any other ships were closer.


‘None of our ships are in the vicinity, TACCO,’ one crewmember told McCormack after a while, referring to the Royal Australian Navy.


More radio calls, more frequencies to try, more questions to ask.


‘What’s that trawler down there?’ asked the squadron leader sometime later. ‘They must be the closest.’


‘They’re not responding, TACCO.’


McCormack got back on the radio to Horst.


‘The RMIS Lomor is on its way to pick you up,’ he said. ‘But it’s still several hours away, so you’ll need to be patient. Do you know how much battery power you have left in your radio?’


‘I am not sure …’


‘Okay. Here’s what we need you to do. Are you wearing a watch? You need to turn off your radio. In exactly 30 minutes, you can turn it back on. We’ll have a chat, see how you are. Then you’ll need to turn it off again. We’ll keep doing that every 30 minutes until the Lomor gets here. Do you understand?’


Horst may have been forced to wait patiently – adrift in a featureless ocean with only a circle of sonobuoys around him and the drone of an aircraft far above to remind him he was not alone – but the Orion crew were busy. The two flight engineers on board calculated that the Orion did not have enough fuel to last until the patrol boat arrived. Even worse, the sun was rapidly sinking towards the ocean, which meant the Orion would no longer be able to land at the nearest airfield – in the island nation of Kiribati – which could only be used during daylight hours. Instead, they would have to fly further to the island of Nauru, an additional 700 kilometres away.


‘Captain, this is TACCO, we need to conserve fuel,’ McCormack spoke to the flight deck via headset.


‘Roger, TACCO; we’ll climb to 5,000 feet and then shut down the outboard engines.’


‘Copied,’ said McCormack. ‘Eng, Nav, can you work out a bingo time for me? I want to know how long we can stay on station.’1


‘Roger, TACCO.’


The blue ocean turned to indigo and then finally to black as the crew of AUSY 130 continued its working vigil high above Horst in the raft. Their duties were many. Squadron Leader McCormack, as TACCO, was in overall charge of the rescue operation while keeping up Horst’s spirits during their regular, but short, radio calls. Lieutenant Smith and his two co-pilots focused on safely flying the aircraft while maintaining radio contact with the nearest air traffic control centre, located in Fiji. The sensor employment manager ensured all the Orion’s electronic and visual sensors were working to their highest capabilities. The navigator–communicator was especially busy, monitoring the positions of both the survivor and the Orion, providing regular reports to the RAAF and Rescue Coordination Centre back in Australia, while monitoring weather updates and the status of the airfield in Nauru. The two flight engineers ensured the Orion’s systems were all operating effectively, and constantly recalculated the fuel usage to ensure they would have enough to safely make it to Nauru later that night. The half-dozen sensor operators rotated between manning the aircraft’s electronic sensor systems and its visual-search stations – another term for windows.


Through the long hours, crewmembers who were not on critical tasks delivered water, juice, tea and coffee to their colleagues throughout the aircraft to keep everyone hydrated and alert. When rumbling stomachs indicated it was well past dinnertime, they distributed sandwiches and ‘Frozos’ – frozen dinners heated in the small onboard oven – throughout the aircraft.


It was now fully dark and an hour before RMIS Lomor was due to arrive at the life raft. But McCormack had some hard news to tell Horst. With a heavy heart, he picked up the radio receiver for his final call.


‘The Lomor is approaching from the north; can you see her lights?’ he asked. ‘It will be with you in an hour. But we need to leave you now. We have only just enough fuel left to make it to Nauru.’


The radio burst into life with both a string of heartfelt thanks and a touch of panic. Horst might be able to see the ship, but how would the ship be able to see him?


‘As we go, we’re going to drop a line of smoke marker buoys between you and the Lomor,’ said Squadron Leader McCormack. ‘That’ll help them find you.’


‘Even in the dark?’


‘Even in the dark. The Lomor is heading directly for you; they’ll be able to see the flames straight away. Then they’ll see the smoke as they get closer.’


‘But wait!’ Horst cried. ‘Let me give you some information about myself so you can tell the Lomor.’


‘There’s no need,’ said McCormack. ‘We know everything about you. At the moment, you’re the most important person in the Pacific!’


Lieutenant Smith restarted the two engines he had shut down many hours earlier, and descended so the aircrew could just make out the raft on the black sea, still bobbing inside its circle of sonobuoys. As they departed, McCormack gave the order to the sensor operators to deploy a number of long-life smoke markers by hand through a free-fall chute.


A brief rainfall of buoys in the night sky, then sudden splashes and bursts of bright flames and wreaths of grey smoke.


‘Goodbye and good luck,’ Tony McCormack said to Horst Ellenberger. ‘We’ve told the Lomor to follow the line of smoke straight to you. You just need to wait for a few more minutes …’2




INTRODUCTION


This book explores the role of Australian air power in humanitarian aid and disaster relief (HADR) since the Second World War (1939–45). That is, how Australia has used (and continues to use) aircraft to aid those in need following disasters, both overseas and within its own borders.


Due to Australia’s geographical location and immense size, Australians have embraced aviation since the earliest days of the technology as a way to overcome the tyranny of distance. Australia has a long and rich history of aviation pioneering and achievements, including being one of the first nations to establish long-distance air travel and regular airmail services, and many of the nation’s most cherished citizens and entities – such as Sir Charles Kingsford Smith and the Royal Flying Doctor Service – have explored the full potentials of aviation and how it can be used to benefit humankind.


A global overview of humanitarian aid and disaster relief


HADR involves providing assistance to people who have been affected by a disaster or humanitarian crisis. The United Nations defines HADR as aid provided to an affected population that complies with the basic humanitarian principles of humanity, impartiality and neutrality, with the aim of saving lives, limiting suffering and preventing further damage to the affected society.1 The disaster may be a natural one, such as an earthquake or cyclone; a manmade one, such as war or a terrorist attack; or a combination of the two, such as occurred when an earthquake and tsunami in Japan in 2011 triggered the subsequent meltdown of the Fukushima Daiichi Nuclear Power Plant. In this case, the earthquake and tsunami were natural events, but the scale of the disaster – and the number of lives lost – was greatly magnified by the presence of the nuclear power plant.


HADR dates to antiquity. Historically, empires and nations provided HADR to peoples they had conquered to win their loyalty or to convert a population to a particular faith or belief system. Only since relatively recently in history – within the past 400 years with the Age of Enlightenment – have the motivations for engaging in HADR expanded to include altruistic motivations: people genuinely wanting to help other people.2 Today, many countries engage in HADR predominantly for altruistic reasons. They regard it as their duty as members of the human race to help others who are in need.


But a secondary motivation is to safeguard or promote their own country’s strategic national interests. After all, if one’s neighbours are suffering from a natural or manmade disaster, the effects can spill over into one’s own country, for example, through the spread of disease or the arrival of more refugees than can be practically assisted. This desire to protect national and political interests is the reason why many governments will frequently send one of their best-equipped and best-trained assets – their military – to provide HADR beyond their own borders. They do this despite warnings from various authorities – including the Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) – that a nation which has experienced a disaster should request the assistance of foreign militaries only when no comparable civilian alternatives are available.3


How this book is structured


Despite the nation’s extensive contributions to HADR, no in-depth appreciation of the use of Australian air power in HADR operations has yet been conducted. This book is the starting point of this appreciation and explores the extensive, multifaceted and professional nature of Australian airborne HADR operations across eight decades. It is a story of people, of Australia’s engagement with the world, and of the skill and discipline of our aviators.


This book consists of three parts.


Part I provides the historical and socio-political context for HADR. It investigates the various reasons why empires and nations engaged in HADR throughout history, then compares the historical record with the various reasons why nations – including Australia – engage in HADR today.


Part II explores the different air-power tactics the Australian Defence Force (ADF) and Australian commercial airlines have used to provide HADR since the Second World War, right up to the present day. It demonstrates all three ADF services – the Royal Australian Navy (RAN), the Australian Army and the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF) – provide Australia’s military aviation HADR capability, while Australia’s flagship airline, Qantas, has historically been the predominant HADR provider among Australia’s commercial airlines. It is worthwhile pausing here to note the inclusion of the RAN and Army in a book about air power is not incongruous: these services operate the ADF’s helicopter fleets and can also support the RAAF’s provision of air power.


Finally, Part III of this book explores why Australia is likely to continue to engage in HADR in the future and why air power will almost certainly be a key enabler of Australia’s future HADR efforts. It touches on historical precedents before exploring current trends and the new and emerging aviation technologies which Australia may use in its future HADR missions, including advanced intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance capabilities.


HADR and the application of air power is about people. To best bring to life the use of Australian air power in HADR missions, this book features firsthand stories by members of the ADF:


Delivery and airdrop of relief supplies


• Flying Officer Jorge Elosegui Guerra (RAAF): Operation Tonga Assist 2022


• Air Commodore Tony McCormack (RAAF): Operation Pacific Assist 2011 (Japan)


• Captain Jace Hutchison (RAN): Operation Vanuatu Assist 2023


• Wing Commander Stuart Wheal (RAAF): COVID-19 support during Operation Lilia (Solomon Islands, 2022)


• Leading Aircraftman Sam Schmidt (RAAF): COVID-19 support during Operation Lilia (Solomon Islands, 2022)


• Warrant Officer Shaunn Segon (RAAF): Ex-Tropical Cyclone Ellie (Western Australia, 2023)


Evacuation and aeromedical evacuation


• Squadron Leader Kevin Auld (RAAF): Operation Ramp (Lebanon, 2006)


• Sergeant Jacquelyn Nelson (RAAF): Operation Carnelian (Sudan, 2023)


• Corporal Deniele Oehm (RAAF): Ex-Tropical Cyclone Ellie (Western Australia, 2023)


Aerial search and rescue, aerial damage assessment and repatriation of bodies via air


• Air Commodore Tony McCormack (RAAF): missing German aviator (South Pacific Ocean, 1997)


• Group Captain Roger McCutcheon (RAAF): 1996–97 Vendée Globe around-the-world yacht race (Southern Ocean)


• Air Commodore Craig Heap (RAAF): Operation Southern Indian Ocean, 2014


• Flight Lieutenant Cale Barnes (RAAF): Operation Southern Indian Ocean, 2014


Transporting personnel to provide humanitarian aid and disaster relief


• Squadron Leader Cameron Brockel (RAAF): Operation COVID-19 Assist (Tasmania, 2020)


• Petty Officer Scott Broughton (RAN): Operation Ashika Assist (Tonga, 2009)


• Colonel Phil Baldoni (Army): quarantine of Australians from Wuhan (Christmas Island, 2020)


• Squadron Leader David Weekley (RAAF): quarantine of Australians from Wuhan (Christmas Island, 2020)


These stories are accounts by Australian men and women who helped to save lives, search for survivors, repatriate the bodies of their fellow Australians, and prevent disasters from becoming even greater. All are told in their own words with professional insight, great sensitivity and an awareness that they were privileged to help others on behalf of Australia and the ADF.


Their first-hand accounts highlight a couple of key themes. Firstly, Australia has an enduring involvement in the provision of HADR from the air. This is regulated and well framed in long-established governance standards. Secondly, Australian HADR operations are extensive in range and nature.


An Australian overview of humanitarian aid and disaster relief


Australia engages in HADR for both altruistic and strategic national and political reasons. Similar to many other nations, Australia’s military plays a large role in providing HADR, both domestically as well as internationally, despite cautions by OCHA, NATO and other authorities. The ADF’s Campaigns and Operations doctrine asserts the ADF only becomes involved in international HADR upon request by a nation in need:


DFAT [Australia’s Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade], or the head of mission in country, is responsible for confirming the host nation’s declaration of a foreign disaster or situation that requires a response.4


The ADF’s Stabilisation and Humanitarian Operations doctrine confirms its HADR efforts are respectful and appropriate:


The Australian Defence Force provides humanitarian assistance and disaster relief, and humanitarian intervention, as part of a whole-of-government response to a host nation … [these] activities respect the sovereignty of a host nation.5


The ADF’s extensive logistical capabilities and resources mean it is often well positioned to support requests for HADR.6 In fact, the ADF is one of the few Australian institutions or organisations capable of responding – and responding quickly – to major disasters:7


The ADF has to be, and is, a flexible and mobile force with sufficient levels of readiness and sustainability to achieve outcomes in relief operations. The skills and the capabilities that we need to deploy to sustain our forces for war fighting are fundamentally very similar to those required for humanitarian relief; so we can and do easily adapt our war-fighting force for these types of operations.8


But just because the ADF can engage in HADR, does it necessarily follow that it should? A broader question is: why should Australia engage in HADR – especially internationally – at all? Why should the Australian Government spend billions of dollars to help others? In particular, why should it risk the lives of its own citizens by sending them into foreign disaster locations or warzones?


Australia engages in HADR predominantly due to its identity as a responsible and caring global citizen. The Australian Government knows providing HADR is a tangible way to demonstrate Australia is a good neighbour (in the case of the Asia–Pacific region) and a good global citizen (in the case of the rest of the world). This willingness to help – underpinned by the cultural traditions of mateship and giving others a ‘fair go’ – is deeply embedded in the Australian psyche. While the focus of this book is Australian air power in HADR, air power is simply the capability: the means by which Australia often engages in HADR. This book is, in fact, about people: about those who are affected by disasters worldwide, about the Australian men and women who provide HADR and, essentially, about what it means to be human and to act humanely. For this reason, this book focuses on the qualitative over the quantitative: on how Australian air power helps people, rather than the technical details of aircraft or the number of HADR missions flown. (However, the appendices include lists of the military operations and aircraft included in this book, for those readers who love dates and numbers.) Many Australian men and women are proud of their personal involvement in HADR missions and, in fact, many are drawn to a career in the ADF with the specific hope they may be able to contribute to Australia’s future HADR efforts. Members of the reserves are among those ADF personnel who make significant contributions to HADR operations by providing specialist skills that may not be readily available in the permanent forces, or which cannot be suddenly diverted from other tasking.9 The ADF acknowledges one of the key reasons why it is able to so successfully undertake HADR missions is due to the individual quality of its personnel.10 Reflecting on Operation Sumatra Assist I, following the devastating tsunami in the Indian Ocean on Boxing Day 2004, the former vice chief of the ADF, Vice Admiral Shalders, noted:


I was once again struck by the human touch that our men and women bring to these sorts of operations. Their empathy, their compassion and their understanding for the plight of others were very evident.11


But in addition to altruistic motives, the Australian Government is aware it is in its own strategic interests to provide HADR to other countries: to promote both regional and global security and prosperity:


[Australia’s] decisions to undertake HA/DR missions and their nature, level and duration often not only reflect altruistic imperatives … but also their use as ‘soft power’ enablers in support of Australia’s national interests.12


Because the Asia–Pacific region experiences more disasters than any other region in the world, Australia has frequent opportunities to engage in HADR, and thereby both demonstrate its altruism and promote regional security.13 The Stabilisation and Humanitarian Operations doctrine confirms: ‘Australia’s security and prosperity is linked to the stability and security of the Indo-Pacific region.’14


The growing impact of climate change means the frequency of disasters will likely only increase in the future, and their scale magnify.15 For the many island and archipelago nations throughout the Asia–Pacific region, rising sea levels, coastal erosion and increasing severe weather incidents (such as cyclones) are of particular concern. Basic human needs within the region must therefore continue to be met (food, clean water, medical aid, disease prevention, safe accommodation, and so on), all of which can be provided through HADR. To deny people these basic needs would not only be a violation of human rights but would also increase the likelihood of the impact of the disaster spreading to Australian territory. Australia is historically a preferred destination within the region for refugees fleeing disasters and crises in their own nations.16 Australia is therefore likely to continue to engage in HADR, especially in the Asia–Pacific region, at an equivalent or greater level than it has in the past. As mentioned earlier, due to its unique transportation and logistical capabilities, the ADF is most frequently tasked to provide Australia’s HADR efforts. But in certain circumstances, the Australian Government may also task commercial airlines to provide HADR.


Australian air power in different types of humanitarian aid and disaster relief


HADR is largely associated in people’s minds with the provision of relief supplies, such as food, water and medical supplies and, indeed, this activity makes up a large proportion of Australia’s HADR efforts. Air power is especially useful in the delivery of relief supplies because of its speed: aircraft can travel from Australia to a foreign country in hours whereas a ship may take days or even weeks. Even when shorter distances are involved, such as when the disaster occurs within Australian territory, aircraft (especially helicopters) can reach remote or inaccessible areas that may not be easily accessible via land or water. Larger helicopters, such as the Chinook, are especially valuable in certain HADR missions because of their significant lift capabilities.17 The doctrine manual ADF Air Power states that air power is often ‘the initial face of the ADF in a humanitarian assistance and disaster relief (HADR) operation, bringing the initial life-saving stores to an affected nation.’18 In cases where aircraft cannot safely land to offload relief supplies, it is sometimes possible to deliver them via airdrop (dropping supplies out the back of an aircraft while it is in flight, where they parachute down to the ground). For these reasons, aircraft are:


often the transportation mode of choice when speed, reach, and obstacle and surface threat avoidance are required. The air power attributes that are especially relevant to HA/DR missions include the ability to rapidly deploy, sustain and redeploy personnel and materiel [supplies] to, from or within an operational theatre.19


While the capabilities described here are largely the purview of the RAAF, the other ADF services also contribute meaningfully to airborne HADR missions, as do Australian commercial airlines (most notably Qantas). The non-aircraft assets which are especially valuable in supporting these missions are the RAN’s ships, which can transport their own and the Army’s helicopters, along with a significantly greater volume of relief supplies than can be loaded onto even the largest RAAF cargo aircraft, the C-17 Globemaster. As Australia’s Sea Power Centre noted, ‘although ships move at only one-thirtieth the speed of aircraft, they can carry thousands of times the payload.’20 The RAN’s ships have the added advantage of being able to fully sustain their crew for weeks or even months at a time, thereby avoiding adding to the logistical burden in the disaster location where the infrastructure and food and water supplies may have been significantly damaged or destroyed.21 By contrast, if aircrew are required to stay at a disaster location for longer than the time it takes to deliver their cargo of relief supplies (for example, to enable them sufficient time to rest before flying home, in line with ADF safety policies), they must be accommodated (and often fed) using the available local resources, which may already be stretched to serve the affected local population.


Australian air power has been used to deliver relief supplies for decades, with early missions after the Second World War including Qantas’s delivery of food parcels to Great Britain during its inaugural Sydney-to-London flight in 1947, and the Berlin Airlift of 1948–49 (during an attempt by the Soviet Union to starve civilians in Berlin to coerce them into switching allegiance). This book will also explore times when Australian aircraft airdropped relief supplies to populations in need, including during Operation Okra (after Yazidi refugees fled to barren Mount Sinjar in Iraq in 2014 to escape genocide by the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIS)).


In addition to delivering relief supplies, air power can be used to evacuate at-risk or injured people, conduct aerial search-and-rescue missions, or repatriate the bodies of people killed during a disaster. Both the ADF and Qantas have historically been involved in evacuation missions. Due to its extensive international coverage, Qantas aircraft are often already on location in, or close to, affected areas at the time of a disaster and, as such, can start evacuating people while the ADF is still en route. Australian airborne-evacuation missions have included Australia’s largest-ever peacetime evacuation (following Cyclone Tracy in Darwin in 1974) and Operation Ramp (during the Lebanon War in 2006). While Qantas has been involved in aeromedical evacuations in the past, today it is usually the RAAF – with its purpose-designed aircraft, including hospital-grade facilities and medical personnel – that provides this capability. Australian aeromedical-evacuation missions have included Operation Babylift (when Australia joined allied nations in evacuating Vietnamese orphans of war in 1975) and Operation Bali Assist (following the 2002 Bali bombings).


It is also usually the ADF that engages in aerial search-and-rescue and damage-assessment missions. The RAAF has specialised aircraft (such as the E-7A Wedgetail with its intelligence, surveillance and reconnaissance capabilities) which add value to these types of missions. But the RAN plays a significant role in supporting air power in ocean-based search-and-rescue missions due to its capability to transport helicopters (which can then engage in short sorties from the ship’s deck) far from land and the nearest airbase or airfield. Aerial search-and-rescue missions featured in this book include the search for survivors during the 1996–97 Vendée Globe yacht race (when two competitors went missing separately in the deep Southern Ocean) and Operation Southern Indian Ocean (following the disappearance of Malaysia Airlines Flight 370 in 2014). Air Commodore Tony McCormack will also provide the conclusion to the prologue: the mission to rescue the German aviator in the South Pacific Ocean in 1997.
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