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PATRIOT MISSILES
Friendly-fire cases draw new scrutiny to system 

  

By Ross Kerber, Globe Staff, 4/16/2003 
After the Gulf War, critics forced the Pentagon to acknowledge that its Patriot missile-defense system wasn't as precise as officials had claimed. 

Now, some Patriot missiles have proven all too accurate. US Central Command Monday said early indications suggest a Patriot missile shot down a Navy F/A-18 over Iraq on April 2, which would be the third friendly-fire incident involving the defensive system since March. The jet's pilot was listed as killed in action Sunday after the wreckage was found. In an earlier case, two British pilots died. 

Though not all the facts are in, the Patriot system built largely by Raytheon Co. of Lexington had seemed to be proving itself in other operations. Patriot batteries operated by coalition forces intercepted and knocked down nine of the nine incoming missiles they engaged, according to Army officers. That performance, the officers said, provided critical protection to soldiers and civilians in Kuwait City and other potential targets. Between six and nine other missiles fell harmlessly in the sea or desert, US officers said. 

But the friendly-fire cases put the system under a new round of scrutiny. Already, the software that operates the Patriot in ''automatic engagement mode'' is under review, and the Air Force has changed its combat procedures so pilots double-check their targets when attacking near Patriot batteries. To date, Centcom hasn't released much data about any of the Patriot's engagements, and the Army and the Pentagon's top missile-defense officer have offered conflicting accounts of the number of Patriot missiles fired, perhaps reflecting their different ambitions for the system. 

''A dozen years ago the problem was it was missing its targets,'' said Loren Thompson, defense analyst at the Lexington Institute, a Washington think tank. Now, although little information has been released to judge the Patriot's overall success, ''You had better be careful where you're aiming,'' Thompson said. ''One thing we know for sure is that nothing got past the Patriot.'' 

What went right and wrong with the Patriot is of keen interest to the missile defense community, since the system's ''hit-to-kill'' technology reflects a broader missile-defense effort. In the Gulf War of 1991 military officials initially claimed a near-perfect record in downing Iraqi Scud ballistic missiles, then reduced Patriot's estimated success rate to between 40 percent to 70 percent in the face of detailed analysis by outsiders such as physicist Theodore Postol of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

Since then, the Pentagon has upgraded the Patriot radar and an interceptor missile known as PAC-2 built by Raytheon in Andover. Lockheed Martin Corp. makes a newer, smaller missile known as PAC-3, designed to ram into its target rather than exploding nearby like the PAC-2. 

The Army deployed an undisclosed number of Patriot batteries to protect forces in Iraq and Kuwait against the Iraqi missile threat, mostly a mix of solid-fueled Ababil-100 missiles and liquid-fueled al-Samoud missiles. Both present simpler targets than the longer-range Scud missiles Iraqis fired during the Gulf War. 

According to Army spokesmen, Patriot batteries operated by Army troops engaged and intercepted six Iraqi missiles since March, and Kuwaiti-manned batteries shot down three more. Eight of the nine incoming rounds were ''destroyed in the air,'' the command says; the other was ''significantly damaged'' and hit the ground harmlessly. The other Iraqi missiles weren't engaged by defenders because their trajectories sent them to land in the desert or ocean. Another Iraqi missile, probably a low-flying Silkworm, landed in Kuwait City on April 27, causing some damage, but no injuries. Officers fire two Patriots against each incoming threat under standard Army doctrine. 

The Army won't release many technical details about the engagements, citing operational security. Testifying to Congress April 9, Lieutenant General Ronald Kadish, director of the Pentagon's missile-defense agency, said the Army fired four PAC-3s but mostly used PAC-2s. The newer missiles weren't used exclusively because ''we just don't have enough of them,'' Kadish said. 

Army officers won't back up Kadish's figures. In an e-mail last week, an Army spokesman in Kuwait, Captain Henry Vasquez, said the number given by Kadish is ''incorrect'' but wouldn't say more except to confirm that a mix of Patriot types were fired. In an interview, MIT's Postol said that Kadish may be anxious to tout the Patriot's success as a validation of missile-defense concepts such as hit-to-kill, while the Army is being more cautious. 

''I think the Army is probably trying to avoid embarrassment from making one set of claims and having another set of facts come out,'' said Postol, a frequent critic of the missile-defense efforts. ''Kadish doesn't care about those sorts of things.'' 

A spokesman for Kadish's office noted that Kadish had said in his testimony that the analysis was still ongoing. 

The exact causes of all three friendly-fire incidents are still under investigation, and flaws in the ''identification friend-or-foe'' equipment and procedures used by the pilots to determine whether to target an aircraft may be responsible. At the least, the incidents reflect communications breakdowns between the Patriot's Army crews and pilots from three other armed services. 

In the first case, authorities confirmed a Patriot missile shot down the British Tornado on March 23 as it returned from a bombing run over Iraq. Some wonder why the Patriot crew fired at any aircraft since the Iraqi air force got no planes aloft. ''Turning on the auto-fire where the vast majority of the aircraft overhead are known to be friendly is asking for trouble,'' Thompson, of the Lexington Institute, said. 

The automatic setting may have played a role in the next incident as well. On March 25, a US F-16 fighter fired on a US Patriot battery about 30 miles south of Najaf, Iraq. Officials wouldn't say more, but Victoria Samson, a researcher at the Center for Defense Information in Washington, said she was told by a defense-industry executive the F-16 fired a missile that destroyed part of the Patriot's radar trailer after it ''painted,'' or electronically identified, the jet. Noting reports the Patriot had been left in an auto-fire mode, Samson speculated the F-16's pilot was nervous after the Tornado attack. ''The pilot saw he was being painted by the radar beam and decided not to take a chance,'' she suggested. No injuries were reported. 

The last case occurred April 2 when a Navy F/A-18C Hornet attack plane went down over central Iraq. On Sunday the Pentagon changed the status of the plane's pilot, Lieutenant Nathan D. White, 30, of Mesa, Ariz., from ''unknown'' to ''killed in action'' after the plane's wreckage was found and White's body recovered, said a Pentagon spokeswoman. 

''First indications are, it looks like it may have been a Patriot that brought the aircraft down,'' said Lieutenant Josh Rushing, a Centcom spokesman, speaking by telephone from Qatar. He declined to be more specific

