Army and Air National Guard Defend our Nation’s Capital
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  WASHINGTON, D.C. –  Both the Army and Air National Guard creatively  continue  to lead the way in Homeland Defense as the 111th Air Defense Artillery Brigade, an Army Guard unit from New Mexico provides command and control while Air National Guard air traffic controllers and an active-duty short-range air defense battalion mount a strong air defense around the nation's capital.

  Initially, active-duty U.S. Army air defense artillery units from Fort Bliss and Fort Hood, Texas, deployed Avenger, Stinger and other command and control assets around Washington, D.C. in February, but as the months have rolled on, more and more National Guard units are being called in to support the mission.

  "It started out as an all-active duty mission. Now, we've come to provide command and control over active-duty assets. It eventually has the potential to be an all-Guard mission," said New Mexico Army National Guard Maj. Larry Wilbanks, an operations officer for the 111th Air Defense Artillery Brigade normally headquartered in Albuquerque. "It's really going well. We've got a mix of active duty and both Air and Army National Guard. It's true jointness."

  After four months of operations, Wilbanks predicted the air defense provided not only by the Avenger and hand-held Stingers, federal aircraft and District of Columbia Air National Guard combat air patrols would continue into the foreseeable future.

  "More than likely, this mission is not going to be going away any time soon. This is an integrated air defense mission within the National Capital Region involving joint coordination with all of the (Homeland Security) federal agencies," he added. "Our mission is on the cutting edge, we're leading the way and we'll eventually be writing the  tactics, techniques and procedures and future air defense doctrine."

  The Avenger missile systems are presently being manned by troops with the 4th Battalion, 5th Air Defense Artillery Regiment from Fort Hood. Initially, the U.S. Army troops from the 35th Air Defense Artillery Brigade from Fort Bliss, Texas, provided command and control, but they have since re-deployed. The site of the desert camouflaged Avengers caused a stir in the Washington, D.C.,-area when a Avenger fire unit was spotted by curious commuters in February sitting near the Anacostia River directly within eyeshot of the Washington Monument.

  Photos of the fire unit appeared in newspapers around the country and the world while traffic backups were reported following the sightings. But now, local residents would be hard-pressed to see the Avengers.

  Wilbanks would not elaborate on specific troop numbers, specific capabilities, or Avenger, Stinger or radar site locations because of obvious security concerns.

  Besides the U.S. Army air defense missile operators and New Mexico Army National Guard air defense headquarters decision-makers, Mississippi Air National Guard citizen-airmen with the Gulfport-based 255th Air Control Squadron are also providing high-tech radar, computer and satellite communications support to the joint operation.

  A Persian Gulf War veteran previously serving in a missile battery for the U.S. Army in 1991, Tech. Sgt. Curtis Bounds of Biloxi, Miss., who now serves as a satellite communications technician with the 255th took time off from his busy real estate investment business to venture to the Washington, D.C., area to help protect the nation's capital.

  Also, Bounds said his unit's deployment is proving less taxing than compared to the more demanding environment of Southwest Asian deserts more than a decade ago. Now, troops live and work in the cosmopolitan District of Columbia area.

  "There is no comparison to this and 10 years ago living out in the middle of the desert in a foxhole with the sand blowing all over. In the desert it was very miserable versus now. We're just living good," he said. "Back then (during the first Persian Gulf War) I was single, and young and dumb. Now I'm older, I've got a wife and kids so now I know better."

  The ground-breaking mission the National Guard is providing as part of the nation's overall homeland security mission was recognized as being so critical Lt. Gen. Roger Schultz, director of the Army National Guard, and Command Sgt. Maj. A. Frank Lever III, command sergeant major for the Army National Guard, both in nearby Arlington, Va., recently paid the capital air defenders a visit.

  Watching air traffic controllers contacting various federal agencies for confirmation on the identification of several unidentified small aircraft flying in the region, the Army National Guard leaders said they were impressed with the joint-military nature, complexity and precision of the air-defense operations.

  "This is a serious piece of work," Schultz said after meeting with troops. "You and I are carrying on a tradition in a special way what the National Guard represents" the tradition of the "Minuteman."

  Wilbanks said the New Mexico Army National Guard troops literally continue to uphold the Minuteman spirit because they were alerted, mobilized and deployed on 24-hours notice.

  "With the urgency of this mission, we basically mobilized in one day. Our unit was mobilized and out the door very quickly," Wilbanks said. "And all the military installations in and around D.C. have been supporting us. They've bent over backwards."

  Lever said the air defense operation, originally dubbed "Operation Clear Skies" following a series of successful exercises simulating various air attack scenarios, is important for the Washington, D.C., area because it symbolizes the importance of the Guard's historic homeland defense mission.

  For the National Guard, Lever said lightning-quick response times are now the norm.

  "We may be going right from home station to deployment," Lever said. "What's that say to all of these sergeants I see here? We have to be ready all the time. We're putting a big responsibility on our noncommissioned officers."

  Since being in operation in mid-February, Wilbanks reported few incursions into restricted airspace around the National Capital Region, saying only that they detect and properly react to both large and small aircraft flying in restricted airspace without previously gaining permission.

  "It's mostly been people who aren't paying attention to flight instructions and flying into area municipal and regional airports," Wilbanks said. "But we're very confident in our reaction times and procedures."

  Tens of thousands of federal employees and U.S. military troops would tip their hats in appreciation for the "low-profile" warriors protecting the skies over Washington, D.C.

  One such soldier, Sgt. 1st Class Kelly Cyrus, an administrative specialist serving at the Army National Guard Readiness Center in Arlington, Va., knows the valuable protection air defense artillery men and women provide to the nation since he previously served as a Stinger crewman during a stint in the U.S. Army.

  "On average, the air defense artillery soldier is the best-informed and fully dimensional soldier on the conventional battlefield," Cyrus said. "I've heard from many military families around the capital region who said they are extremely grateful these unsung National Guard citizen-soldiers and airmen are protecting the entire region."

