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Destination Iceland

493rd FS defends Iceland, NATO Air North

By Tech Sgt. Dean J. Miller

48th Fighter Wing public affairs

ROYAL AIR FORCE LAKENHEATH, Suffolk – Airmen and F-15Cs from the 493rd Fighter Squadron completed the fourth full week of a short-notice air and space expeditionary deployment to Iceland. 

The squadron deployed March 5 to Naval Air Station Keflavik, postured on strip-alert to quickly launch and intercept hostile or unknown air contacts in defense of NATO Air North and Iceland. 

Squadrons of U.S. Air Force and U.S. Navy aircraft have defended Iceland and NATO Air North from NAS Keflavik since the two countries signed a defense agreement in 1951. The current mission was tasked to RAF Lakenheath after another Air Force squadron on the assignment was reassigned to support the war on terrorism. Notification of the mission arrived Feb. 21, providing only five days notice to members of the advance team and 12 days advance notice to the main group. Typically, a squadron would have several months notice for such a deployment according to unit members. 
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The deployment is going well, according to Capt. Connor Blackwood, 493rd FS detachment commander. 

“Our mission here is to respond to unknown air contacts headed into Icelandic and NATO airspace, while the U.S. Navy, also at Keflavik, completes a similar mission with regard to vessels under or on the sea,” said Blackwood. 

Key members of the 493rd FS are on alert for 24-hour periods and carry pagers. When paged, they scramble to the aircraft and launch to investigate an air contact. 

The alert mission is most familiar to Cold War veterans, but somewhat new to the Internet generation. It is an awesome responsibility, according to Blackwood. 

“We have all been briefed on the mission and what we’re expected to do if we get scrambled,” said Blackwood. “It’s a significant mission. It’s a combination of military need and political presence. The president of the United States, the secretary of defense and NATO want us here, so I would say it’s very important.”

The support of a dedicated KC-135 aerial refueling tanker enables extended mission coverage and training. The tanker is deployed from the Illinois Air National Guard’s 126th Air Refueling Wing, 108th Air Refueling Squadron from Scott AFB, Ill.  

“The tanker allows us to increase the length of our missions,” said Blackwood. “Additionally, it is allowing us to complete regular continuity training requirements as we complete the mission.”

Blackwood outlined his goals for the unit while deployed, which includes executing the alert mission, securing maximum training for pilots and maintainers, ensuring his people use the 

morale facilities available in their off-duty time and returning to RAF Lakenheath with good 

lessons learned.  

- more –
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On arrival, maintenance and operations airmen integrated into the 85th Operations Group, a Keflavik unit long-experienced at welcoming deployed airmen.

Master Sgt. John Woelfel, 48th Aircraft Maintenance Squadron detachment maintenance superintendent, arrived a week prior to the main detachment with an advance team. His team ensured a smooth arrival of the main detachment and researched how spare parts would be received – always a concern when deployed. 

“We also helped the unit we replaced get their last jets out of here,” said Woelfel. “There are just over 50 maintainers here, so we have a fairly robust team. We’re able to run two shifts, and I expect to help out a lot of our folks who are in upgrade training. 

“The alert mission is a good mission for our younger airmen; this isn’t a mission we perform at too many locations around the world,” said Woelfel. “It’s an opportunity to see how important maintenance can be to a mission, and my entire maintenance team is ready to honor the U.S. defense commitment here.”
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Editor’s note: please see attached digital photographs. If you have problems receiving or opening the photos, please contact 48 FW/PA at (01638) 542151. 

Cutline information: Airman 1st Class Joshua A. Briggs, 48th Aircraft Maintenance Squadron assistant dedicated crew chief, inspects the landing gear of an F-15C while deployed to Iceland. U.S. Navy photo by Petty Officer 2nd Travis D. Eisele
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