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ABSTRACT 

TITLE: ELDORADO CANYON-Countering State-Sponsored Terrorism £rom the 

Air 

AUTHOR: Nlichael B. Hoyes, Lieutenant Colonel, USAF 

ELDORADO CANYON, l:he 1986l·aid on Libya, was a hallmark event in US 

history. It was the first time the American military was used as a dll·ect counter to 

terrorism, certainly from an air perspective. Thi� work examines the national and 

international environment that set the stage for this mission. Further, it examines 

the stresses placed upon a wing when tactical, operational and national objectives 

are somewhat blurred. Finally, the successes and failures of the mission are 

examined, not merely for historical purposes. It is the author's belief that in the 

multi-polar, post-Cold War world we live in, with the continuing presence of"rogue-

states" and state-sponsored terrorism, there is a chance of the USAF being involved 

in another mission such as ELDORADO CANYON. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

C"np'"'" rm"i"' ._<?.t/..tj :J#.Mf1fli/IJ J.� J.?.-tnJ·2>4)n!iJU'«t 
& 

C.,.w. P-1 :J . .t-� 

At 0200 bow·s local time, on 15 Apl·il1986, the first of the 2000-pound laser-

guided bombs delivered by USAF F-lllF aircraft operating in a joint venture, 

detonated at the A1 Azziziyah Barracks in Tripoli, Libya. By 0215 hours, either 

"Feet WeL, Tranquil Tiger"-u code wore! mc;lning that the aircrnft. and its crew 

were returning north over the Mediterranean, their ordnance employed, or "Feet 

Wet, FrosLy Freezer"'-the crew was returning but would have to jettison its 

ordnance, was transmitted by all but one aircrnft. After delaying the return h·ip for 

one botu· in thEJ vain hope of Lhcir xeturn, it. became clear: F-lllF tail number 71-

0389 ancl its crew, Captains F'ernando Ribas-Dominicci (pilot) and Paul Lorence 

(Weapons Systems Officer, or "WSO''), call sign "Karma-52," would not be returning 

to home base that morning, or ever. 

The 14-hour ELDOHADO CANYON 1nission was the longest fighter combat 

mission, in terms of time and distance, ever flown in the history of military 

aviation, and it was Oown againsl the most technologically sophisLiealed air 

defenses faced by any air force up to that timo.l As a means of countering 



terrorism, this mission is significant today, regardless of whether it is determined to 

have been a "success" or a "failure." 

In 1984, President Reagan signed the National Security Decision Directive 

number 138, which outlined US policy toward terrorism. This directive profiled the 

use of preemptive and retaliatory strikes.2 More than a decade later, President 

Clinton's February 1995 "Strategy of Engagement and Enlargement" indicates that 

in this multi-polar, post-Cold War world, one of the US's concems is stiJl terrorism: 

As lonG as terrorist !,"Toups continue to target American citizens and interest.�. the 
United Stat.eo will need to have specialized units available to defeaL sucb groups. 
From, time to t,ime, we rnight also find it n.ecessa'J' to strllw terrorists al. t.heir bases 
abroaci or to attock assets u<llued by /.he governme'LI.s I hal. support them. Our policy h1 
countering international tel't'ol'ists is to ma ke no concessions to terrorists. con tinue to 
pressure state sponsors of terrorism, fully exploit all available legal mechanisms to 
punish international tenorists and help other govommeots improve their capabilities 
to combat terrorism. The United States has made concerte d efforts oo punish and 
deter terrorists. On June 26, 1993, follo1ving a determination that Iraq had plotted 
an ass�ssination attempt against former President Bush. President Clinton orderetl a 
ct·uise missile attack against the headquarters of Iraq's .intelligence service in order 
to send a firm response and deter further tb.ren ts.' P�mphasis added] 

'rhe plU'pose of thi:; enterprise then, is to examine the intricacies of 

countering terrorism from the air, using ELDORADO CANYON as the framework. 

Although this was a joint. USN and USAF operation, only the USAF perspective wiU 

be addressed in detail. What was the national and international environment that 

led up to the attack? How did the unit prepare for the mission-was it ready'? 

What were the results of the attack-was it successful? \i\-1lat lessons can be 

learned from this approach to countering tenori.sm-does current OS policy portend 

the usc of this means in the fl.tture? 
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CH4PTER JVOTES 
1 Vcnku•: p. 2. 

2 ,\11nrtin: p. xviii. 
a Cliucon: p. 10. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE ENVIRONMENT 

The mid-1980s saw an ominous increase in international terrorist activities 

sponsored ])y Colonel Muammax al-Qaddafi, in his nef:u-ious attempts to bolster 

both Libya's importance in the world and Pan-Arabism.l Qaddafi seemed intent on 

testing President Reagan's resolve. His activities placed Libya and the United 

States on a collision com·se.2 

Libya-Qaddafi'� Rise and the l'roliferation of Terrorism 

The counory ruled by Qaddafi is strategically locntcd in North Africa, with l,l.OO 
miles of Mecliterranean coastline. Its land area of €85,524 square miles makes it the 
fifteenth largest country in the world, but it is hampered by having a population of 

Oilly r.hree and a half million people, about 90 perce11t of whom live in the fertile 
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coast.al strip. Ninety percent of Libya consists of desett (mostly rocky), and the !and 
contains few natural resources, but the one major resourc�il-macie possible 

Libya's ascent to international recognition." 

On 1 September 1969, the man who led the coup that overthrew Libya's F..ir.g 

Idris I, was Captain Muammar al-Qaddafi. Qaddafi was the only son of a poor 

illiterate tent-dwelling shepherd and from early on in his life "he possessed a deep 

indignation against injustice and felt hostility toward the rich and powerful."·1 The 

sell-promoted Colonel Qaddafi and his Revolutionary Command Collncil (RCC) 

i.mmedi1-1tely set out to lwing back traditional Islamic law to the nation. They 

outlawed ownership in business by other than "Arab Libyans," closed churches and 

synagogues, confiscated the Italian and Jewish community's property, and even 

went as far as unearthing the bones of Italians in cemeteries, and sent them to 

ltaly.6 

Qaddafi and the RCC achieved several successes in the early years. They 

were able to 1·everse a downward trend in Libyan oil, changing it from being 

consistently underpriced to consistently overpriced, thereby bringing in revonlle to 

the state. Due to the increase in the state's revenue they were able to institute 

major domestic 1·eform: They raised the minim tun wage and lowered rent costs. 

They increased housing projects in earnest. 'J'h(�y increased the proportion of the 

population receiving education, thereby increasing the literacy rate. They increased 

Lhe number of health service& offered while improvi.'"l.g nutrition. Per capita income 

rose from $2,168 in 1970 to S9,827 in 1979, wh.ich surpassed Great Brit<lin, Italy 

and Japan. G For all this "good," the tide changed in the mid 1970s for the Libyans. 
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Qaddafi was apparently shaken by a coup attempt in 1975, in which 100 

army officers were involved. He introduced "revolutionary committees": rifle-toting 

bands of young zealots located in every neighborhood, factory, and government 

office, with the assigned task of spying on citizens. 7 Torture in prisons rose as did 

the institution of televised hangings. Notably, the work ethic of Libya, which had 

been on the rise, began to decline, which bad the effect of making Libya one of the 

least industrialized Arab countries. From 1978 onwards, Qaddati began a different 

sort of refonn from his early 1970 days. Ownership of more than one car or home 

was forbidden. Bank accounts were frozen, with a limit of $34,000 set.s Housing, 

food, and consumer goods were now in short supply, but massive expenditures went 

to terrorism, and the purchase of Soviet-made weapons. Qaddafi's population 

responded with their feet fu·st. 

ln the early 1980s Libya began suffering a ''brain drain:" some 50,000 to 

100,000 of its people, to include most of the intelligentsia and the technocrats, left 

the country to reside abroad. Opposition groups emerged. Another coup attempt 

occiUTed on 8 May 1984. These aetions and Qaddafi's 1·esponse aU served to isolate 

him from his people: 

He was 1·oduced by fe&r to Living behind the p rotection of u fifteen·foot wall and 
t.an.ks. nn:ely staying roor� than one night in any of his scvcralrcsidenc.-es, keeping 
his movements a secret (even from close advisers), ricling in a convoy of armor· platen 
cars, employing identical decoy convoys and decoy airpi;Jnes, wearing a bullet-proof 
vest even at home, and employing tasters to pl.·cvcnt poisoning.!! 

Tn the meantime, Qaddafi steadfastly focused on what author Brian Davis 

calls "his seven major motivations": 

1. Preserve his regime. 
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2. Make great the once-forgotten country of Libya. 
3. Strengthen Islam (regards Libyfl's oil wealth as a gift from GOD to be 

used in fighting the enemies of the state). 
4. Pan-Arabism: Unite Arab nations with himself as the leader for the Arab 

world. 
5. ls1·aelJPaJestine: No passion is greater than his hat1·ed for Israel. 
G. Anti-Imperialism: High level of antagonism towards the west. 
7. Inveterate love of revolution and deterounation to upset the international 

status quo, which he sees as unjust.10 

During the decade pxior to the raid, Qaddafi seemed to become increasingly 

energetic with terrorist activities :md inflammatory dialogue, as he attempted to 

fulfill those seven major motivations. Table 1 provides a sampling of the Qaddafi 

regime's thoughts on terrorism. 

A Sampling of the Qaddafi Regime's Thoughts on Terrorism 

DATE TEXT EXCERPT 

1976 Qttddafi sCnl.cd. "'l'hct btHllbK whit:h urc c:ouvuhting Brit(dn nnd h•\•ukin�; ita tiJJint. 
a ro tbe bomb.'! ofth e Ubvnn DNmko.• 

27 J.\ p ril 1 980 Qndd.a6 declared, •All pcnons w ho ba..-e ten. Lib)·a mu. n retum by June 10 . lf 
th� rol'u!!tlC S r io n ot oOOv th C\o' m u �t be i t i C V \ LI• bh• liquidnt.c d. whe rever tht.:Y Me'" 

G June 1980 ,\. 'ikod why Qod d ( tfi W<�l!l l t'C3tlll � h i s p olill c::d op pn noutt� so hnr11 hly. Ah med 
Shchati. t.ho huad of Llbyn's Fot"CIIfl l . .l.'ltiiUII Commiltt.·•c, said, ''If the lute 
President Ntt.t�!'JerofEk,yJJt h.td kt11cd h isoppunents whtle they Wt!re in Clulc. 
t.ho n t\ nwnr Sud nl woulil not bo i n pow er thmu now ." 

ll June 1980 Qt�d dnfi rojoic: l!d 010t '' l hu rC\'OIUti()r'lat)' c ·•lu u n ittcn!-1 h n vc (;On fir m e d t.hnt I he 
ann of the re�lution q long nnd atrong, nnd that they can renc.h :my plneu in 
ttw wodd to littike tu tho- ecemt<.:tt o(the f\'IV{)luuon ... ttw F.to-plu\n, b.rauh, nnd 
U S n u t h (l t'itw " d cs c rvo d rnth ev c ) rvwhcre.• 

Mid-1980 In r t"OOnt m£u11h6, Qnd• ln fi bud '"l)uh H d y et t llod upot\ Palc�tino l!l' OUJJ SlO tiUnck 
F.t:)'pti"'"· l.nacli. and Amene:�n l•lrt;Cts m the �liddh: F.ut" aceord.r.ng 10 Under 
Sccretarv or State for Poh tl. � l A£rntt.s 03\' KI D . �P.\l',..,nll' 

October 1 !)82 (-!1Hitlnfi wntn<! d Liby on cuiJc" 1.0 "tcp cnt." tttt•l l't� r;urn 1. 0 the Jnm!t h ira�m i 1 , 
""Thuy should be kiUed not becnu� I hey t:on$1 itut.e ony dungcr, but be1!1HI!IIJ ul' 
t twnr hit h tre. 1 $> n .. 

ll June 1 984 Qf'ddafi blnmed t.he US for the dr:tmat.u: coup attempt the preVIOUs monrh, nnd 
in Lhi� t:t,mi..,Xt he l'JI.IllOd, "We ll•'C tupable of uxpol't;int; lcrtol' i $m to t.ho h•!•••·t o£ 
Anu•rica.. " 

March 1986 In nn inter,•i�:w wuh the pro-L1byan daily !\J.Safir. Qadda.fi said· "'Would not.lhe 
Arnb.s atnnd up for themselves (()r onoc and dl\'orte c.ht United States fer� 
U uloRR you do l.his. t well w.kc up tn)' rcsp<muil.tllity nnd stan terrorism tt«runst 
Ar;.�b ruJors I will Lhrc:H.cn and wrri(y them. 'will�o�C\'N relations �nd ac ... cr 
t hftar h".'ads ono bv one.* 

3 1 March 1985 "\Vt.: w a•l t t,o re s u rrec t. thic; spml in LhlS Ar.1b nation. the spi ri L o( marty rdotn . 
\\'u w�tntcvot·y one of\1., w l!ifi)': I hn\'t: drr:!tlod 1.0 dio ju�Jt. 1.0 SJHto Amol·ic,t, 
becAu� this d.rcis!On u• one t.h:u America c:nn oct \'eta." 
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10 April 1985 Qu&..! •. d i wurned Pre;.;i;lent ReAgan uot to intcr�G:nl in Surlan in thee nftc::rwt.Lh uf 
the c•:crtbrcw uf Nimier}', and st.nterl, "We wiiJ have to carry the battle to the 
vet \ ' hcMt.l:l nd o f t hosl'! who are in terfcl'in� ... 

1 September Qudd { t fi (lec la •·c d: '"l'hc Western s tncos-n U of t.hc m - :.. rc o ow conspiri ng 

1H85 against u.s; they ha1e boen trtttl!:lformed into nreno.s. fer trainlug iu tcrn"Jmm1 
�1.1 :3 inst u.s. " 

1 January In a pre�s confe1•en<:e Qaddafi �tat<:d, '"Th0 Palestinmn actit)n i!:l the J'ncmt:mcrerl 

1986 actiun (:0 enrth in ch1:; er.tt because itoonccni.S fi{:htir:.g by people who haYe beon 
wron ):: Cd." 

2 January "'Au _F.;ngli:8h lnnguogo report on LiLyan televi11ion &"\id Libya wu.:i formm"' 

1.986 suicirle squnrl.s tQ nr.t:�,ck Amcl'ican and Weatun1 Eu�·openn int.etC8t$ in Libya." 

a .January QaddaG cohl fl 1:1\thcriug of .seven Westct·n F.urQpel\n ambassadors. "If th� 

1986 United Sta.te3 attncks mc,l'll bocomc: a madman. lfan:u:kcd fi'Oill Am<.'rican 
bases in Europe, thon wo have to dose out eye>� and en no �1ml hit 
mdit;crim irwtely. We un� gmng- tO react with suicide squads ng�•insl. towns, 
pa rts . etc." 

15 January Hcfcrring LO rndi<:j.J Ar�I.J grouping i n Libyn, Q:;uld;:dj swtocl, "'1 acccpt n ll t.heil' 
l986 rcsol�rions. I annO\IIl<:C (hilL thoy will bu trulncd ror t�m:'Ql'r!!t. and suicida 

miss ions. " 
4 Mru·ch 198 6 The GQru:rnl PcOJ)lc'a (()01-'"l'CSS iJt Libya c:11Jcd tOr "worlong for fnrm.iog suicide 

.snu nds tu wreck U S-7.iunia l interests e\'ervwho�c. " 

5 Maxch 1986 Qadda(i dt c::l u red, "Any ) JW'SCm w ho Jeft Lf hya is now in tho bos lile rn n kN on 
Antericta ' a side. He i.s finished.'' 

26 ll·f.arch l986 l .. ibyan l'lltlio "\lcgud CltliL Lhu At--:ab nut.Jon tmnsfC11:m itself' in 118 eotircty into 
8uic idc S ( u u ds a nd into hu .n a c' bombs." 

28 Ma.rch 1986 l .. ibyn.n rudio c�•llcd it ' ' the d uc,y or a U Arabs to ma k e <!V<! ryt.hin � America11 ... .o 
mi litnrv t.'lr;:::el:.'" 

15 April 1986 Arter lh£! US llir rairls, Liby<w radi o nddro�fled ;\t'tlb�: "AU.ack ev!!rylhing 
Amcrican ... ltip <l.J)c.trl. th� bodiu.s of tho Amcrir..:ms. be they military or civihan�. 
Urink their blood," 

1'ab l e ] ( So u rce: o �w i s ' ' ' Qmlda{i, 'J'c r·t·orism , a mi t -h e O dgi.w1 of t he U. $. Attach on L i byo" ) 

The culmination of the events in 1986 took pla.<:e at 0149 hours on 5 April. A 

bomb wenl: offin the washroom oftbe La Belle disco in West Berli.n.11 Authors 

Mru:tin and Walcott wrote, "The disco was packed with American solcliers. Sgt. 

Kenneth Ford was killed instantly; Sgt. James Goins was mortally wounded; a 

young Turkish woman also was killcci"1� This was l;he final act by Qaddafi-

sponsored l;errorists that bxought about the raid. The raid was no "hair-trigge1J' 

response by the US, but one that marked the eulminat.ion of a period of frustration 

with terrorism. 
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United States--Increasing the MiJitllry "Tool" and National WiU 

The period following the Vietnam war for the US military was one of a 

divided American society, many of whom leamed to distrust the military 

organization due to "failed" operations such as Desert One in 1980. "Nothing-not 

even the Watergate crisis-so profo\mdly shook America's self-confidence after 

Vietnam as the failure of that rescue attempt."13 In 1983, those who distrusted the 

military c:ould "hang their hats" on the tragedy in Beirut. 

A marine force sent t-o Beirut as part of a multinational peacekeeping force suffered 
341 ca�ualties (241 of whom died) to a terrorist truck bomb on October 23. Vvllat 
made thi• even more horrible was that they had been sent there without dear 
purpose in response to pressure li:om the UN. the NSC, and the Department of State, 
in direct opposition to the wishes of the secretru·y of defense and the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff.•·• 

DtU'ing the Caxtex years, although the defense budget increased slightly, it 

still did uot keep up with inflation, thus President Carter's budget still reduced 

buying power. Hence, according to Hallion: 

1) Entering enlistcds received 84% of the federal minimum wage. 

2) 7% of the fleet was gJ:Ounded for supply shortages, creating a "hollow 

force." 

3) Active duty and DoD civilian employment decreased. IS 

President Reagan sought to reverse the trend. He is purported as seating, "In 

US milita1·y strength we !'Ire �· b:eady .second to one; namely the Soviet Union." 1� 

[Emphasis added] His goal was to fix the "hollow force." DtU'ing his eight yeaxs as 

president, with public approval, military spending increased by $85 billion. 

BeLween 1980 and 1986, procurement, xesearch, development, test and evaluation 
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and construction budget increased 157%, while operations and mawtenance budget 

increased 60%.17 "Black" programs budget for research and development (which 

produced systems like Desen Storm's popular F-117 stealth fighLcr) in<:rea�ed by 

300%.18 The downward trend of military spending as a percentage of GNP was 

reversed (see Chart l "Defense Spending Trend!< 1972-1986'). 
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Additionally, the president had a message for would-be terrorists. Seven 

days after his inauguration, in a speech on 27 Jan 1981 welcoming the American 

hostages home fl·om lrnn, President Re;lgan declm·ed: 

"Let ten-oristR be owm·e �hat when the •·ulcs or inl.emncio11al behavior nro violutod, 
om· policy will be one of •wlfL and effective •·ct•·ibution. We hear it said thac wo live 

in ru> era of a limit to Ollr powers. WeLl, let il bo undel'stood, there arc lirnit6 to our 
patience."19 

President Reagan therefore seL the stage fo1· heated discussion on Lhe issue of 

t"elaliation against terrorism. On the one hand, there were leado1·s both inside and 

outside the administration who made tho :uglnnenL that military force can avail for 

nothing against terrorism. This view held Lhat terrorists were "11n invincible 

variety of fighters, not susceptible to being deterred, rlis;:.uaded, disheartened, or 

10 
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even diS(;o1.u·aged in any way; attacking them would only satisfy their craving for 

marty1·dom."20 'I'his view also held that fighting terrorism with terrorism would 

relinquish the moral high ground to those wo despise. On the other side were those 

that felt that allowing the terrorists to attack with impunity fanned the flames of 

increased terrorist activities. They contended that defensive mea!'ure« alone would 

not suffice, and that retaliation against terrorists by the United States would have 

a detet-rent effect. Former SHet·etary of St:�te Alexander Haig advocatecl, "The 

punishment necessary to defeat the terrorists, not a 'tit for tat' which leaves to them 

the choice of escalation."21 Worldwide terrorist activities only served to galvanize 

the American population for action. Table 2 p1-ovides a sampling of such activities 

from 1979 to 1986. 

A Sampling of Activities -1979- 1986 

DATE EVENT 
•I November Mdtt..'tnt I run inn students tnke 0\"'tr 'he Amunc:nn E.mb3.5.1Y tn Tehran ktdnuppmg 

1979 
81XLY·I!ll Americans: f"i(ty.,wo hOt!ttljC(l8 \Viii be Mid u tol.al or H-1 dnyl'l 

21 i\p1 ·i I 1980 A miM�ion to •·C$CUC the hoflt.t'f�C" held in 1'ohnm is forced to ohorl in the m.idtllc or 
U u• lrnn l nn d �:;crt. 

ao April 1980 l wuitu • o� t l' c m i � t � � CJi7.n t he l rnuiu u Emb�•:J.$)' i• l London w_king tWOJl l)' h o�:� tn g oJJ. 
Fivo duya htt.c-:, � fr.or n hmol.nt:;e ill killed. Hrll il;h connnnodos srol'm Uw mnbnHI-!y, 
krJitn u n \ ' C U f 1 h U SiX I{Unmen , 

20 January 1981 'fht: Gl'ty- tw n American husl.rt(;CII h o l tl in 1'ehnln nre released nnd l t!II Vc ll'ull 
nunui A� K r•ftur Rcm �an is swo rn Ill 

6 May 1981 The Stntc Ocp�tmcnt orders the clO« i n�t ur c be Lib)'n.oPcop lc'a Bun.•uu i n 
\\'a�hmt::t.on. 

13 May 1981 Povt,i John Paul II is shnl1.n SL Pctor·-. Square by TurktSh ;unman Meh�t Ah 
1\V:C:I 

19 August 1981 lo " Lwo--mmute dogfight over th(t Gutr ofS&drn. Ltbynn pilot:or fire on lwu N ... vy 
risthtcr iubt. on lv tOLe s ho l dn"'n lh�msclve8. 

G October 1981 Prct!i d�u L Amvn r !;!l·S:ldnt. or Egyr n � 0 �:!'\SSHHl tCd wbile W fl lching fl flUI\\1(' in 
C' .. uiro. 

2 Dece m he r 'l'he! Whlto £louse conlirms nowR rcpo1'111 thill. Liby1lu hit. f:lqunll$ htWO vnt.otOll �he 

1981 Unil.cd Stale-s. 

18 January 1982 t.,oui.ummt. Colvud Chatlcs Robrrt R:l)', �� nnlit�ry a U .. 'Ichl! 4L tho Amorir�m 
cmb-nM-..• in P a ris. i .ssh01 � nd killrd lw Lcbu.n t$C L err..,risttt. 

10 March 1982 Th� US 1mpo!e!s 3 OOo on imporu o! Lib ytm o:J. 
23 July 1982 T wo i\rc.cncan. nv o R rinsh., twn Aw.trnl ia. o tourisu are kid n�pped and l11 tcr killed 

bY rebtol forces tn ZJmOObl\-e, 

II 
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11 Attgusc 1982 A bomb explodes unrler the se.1t cushion of a l'�ll Am jet during the nppwath Ulto 
H<!n, ! t..l l•l !> i .!:'tM n·t . OM JmH"�'1�!<e teenn:;er is J dllc d. 

25 August l982 A bomb is fonnd on a Pori Am jet after thE! pl:me arr ives in Rio de Janeiro. The 
bomb doo� noL f!O o!t 

14 September Bashlr Gemayei. prcsidont-etcct of Lebanon, i:; tm:;assinated in Beirut, 11i11c d;,ys 
1982 herore hll il:t to tnkQ office. 

18 AJ>l'iJ 1988 A dcU\'ory \'all l><td<ed with expil).::_ives blqw:;; up in front of the Amcrict�n Eullmssy 
tn B eirut killin� � ! x t v ·three people sev cntcon of't.hcm Americans. 

23 Octobet 1983 'l'he hendqunrt.en; of t.he lVfnrine Battalion Landi J l & Tcn.m a t &iru L t n rport 1 5 
blown apnrt by n I. ruck 611erl with exp)o.siveJ;; 2•l t men ato ki lled. A second bomb 
I!OOS on· a l. the French hoadou:nters. kill in I! fiftv-n ine. 

25 Octobe r 1 983 The US i•tvndcs Crooada . 

3 April 1984 President Hcagnn signs Nacjonal Security Dceision Directive I :is outlining US 
oo1ic • toward tC l'l'Ol'i$m (hwo 1 vina: orcemotivc ar u .t rotnliatory strikeat 

l) Aplil l98•1 Anti--Qlldd.a6 { ]emonstral-.o n• protesting in T �ndon tlt'C lircd on from t.be L1b_yan 
PeopJe•s Burcmu .. Apolicl� < ;on�table is killed.., p ;roOl\) ti.ng l!i agland to bre.a.k 
d..inlomaLIC N}lal;iu ns with Lihvn.. 

,July-August t\lfinus aru tOund in tb�J ltod Soa, EvidencC! lt.ltor estahliAhe.'l thl.lt Lii)ytt; Jll:.antc:d 

.!984 t ll em . 

20 September 1-\ •;an boflring diplor:n�tic plntcacxp1ode.s in fz·ont of the US F.mhagsy attnex ill 

1 984 Christifl rl C:tv.H. BcU·u�. killiog t.wo Am«:ricun miJ..it.1tcy oO:lcers. 

l2 October 1984 A bomb explodes in the Cr:u:�;d Hotel in Br.ighlxm, Enghmd, whel'e Pl'ime Minister 
Ma.rgtlrct 'i'hatchcr a11d •nost of her cabinet oro stnyint;. 'l'hc Proviaion\\1 L:ish 
R OJ)ublicnn :\rnw dnm 1s respoo & ibil i ly, 

3 June 1985 WWiao1 B u ck lf.'y, the kidnnppc d CIA station ch ief. dies in captivity in Deirut. 

14 J uue 1985 1'W ;\ Flight 8·17 i� hij�ekerl on irs w�y (l'om Athens to Ho mo with t aa people on 
bon rd. 

'1 October 1985 h;ln mi c Holy Vbar utu•oum: <�· :S tho execution o f WiJii�am HuekJey. 

7 Octobe r 1985 Fout tlrmed rnvn hijock nn Tt.nlian uruise linet. tho A chille Lauro, o tfthe coast. <>I' 

E•vu� Onu Anitll! tcnn i.s k ille d. 
9 Octobel' J.98G US Navy jets intorCCJ)t. on Et,ryptian nicli.ncr cacrying tJto llijucker.s of tho Ac.:hilh� 

lAuro. 
2a Novcmbe1· An 1�gyptAirjoL is hijacked to Malt.a by thrco me-robots oftli� Abu Nidal 

1.985 org ,<tnizntion, Si.xl.y J )l tasengers nrc killed, mnking it tho_ Lloo. Uest : hiju 6.kinJ; un 
record. CJA report..; haJd that Qndd:tfl hnd !>nid tUJ much as Sti million r�1r: thC! 
hiinc.k.ing, 

27 December Simultaneous uu:o.cks Ctrtl currietl uut t.tC. th11 El AI ticket countets in the Rome and 

1985 Vienna oir!JOrtB b;• P•'lcsthu.nn tocrori,sts; tw�nty- pimple. itlt:ludin� 6vc �A.mcricna\8, 
rue killc cl. 

7 Janwu:y Hl8H '!'he US severs aU economic tlcs with Libya nu(l ordet•s nil Americans to leav(! 
immediatelv in r-etaliati on for the attncks at t. hc Jlo mc nnd V ienna aimort.s . 

21 March 1986 Durin g n naval oxcrci�a held in the Gulf of Sld.rn, \.I S aitcrnft- ::t .re fucd on by 
Lihyuu SA·5· it�issiloi:l. The United Srat.es fire!l b11tk. 

25 Mw:cb 1986 Qnddafi sends a message to his PcopJc ' ti Buren us in Eus1: Berlin, l'nris. Rome, 
Mntlcid, ilnd othcl' Butopcan Cllpibd..<� t.o plan 1-'!rro•·j:;t utluck.s Against Americnn 
tan:e:ets. 

2April l986 A bomb undea· a .se�tt on TWA Flight 8-'10 en route from. Rome to Athena mcplodos, 
:.uckin�-t (our Amuric� t nf:l. one n nine·mon l.h -old hal>}'_, Qut the_ gl'lping-hole. 

5 Ap l'il l986 1'hu La 13cil<:l disco is b um b ed in \·Vest Berlin. Onte ;.\m(!ricnn i.!-0 l d lled instAntly; 
anotho t is mort.nllv wounded. 

Shnde d r-ows llttributable to l,.iby 1' 
So\.lrce: Martin's "Best Laid P lans" 

Table 2 

We see in 1984 an increasing amo\mt of activity on the part of Qaddafi's 

terrorists, again in keeping with his major motivations: 
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ln December 1983 Algeria had re;ected b.is plcn for admission to itA Maghreb 
fd�:�nthth1p treaty ,1.:ith IYiau)'itania and Tunisin on the basis of Libyn's refusal to S€:t.:.le 
it.s bo1·det' dispute with Algona. Qaddafi's t·csponsc came in �he Jform of a commando 
uttacl< lmmchcd from Libyan tenit.ory on the Algc.-in-Tunisia gSA pipeline on 
January 9. The colonel's displeasure with King Hussein's moves rclutive LO the 
Palestinian lSSUC was expressed m the burnmg of the Jordanian embns•y m 'I'npoh 
on February 18; Hussem responded by severing diplomatic relation� with Libya. On 
March 10, during a stopover in Ndjamena, Chad, two bombs probably intended to 
detonate mid-flight exploded aboard a French posscnger jet, injuring 25 people; the 
Incident was traced to Lll.iya. Six days later a Libyon jet attempted to bomb a radio 
station in Omdurmun, Sudan, which had g[vcn nir time t.o anti-Qucld�1fi Libyan•; Lhe 

bomhs hit nearby buililings rather than the rndio station, killing five people.22 

This pace continued in 1985. There were plots to assassinate ambassadors in 

foreign countries. Qaddafi hosted a terrorist convention, sponsored Ab�1 Nidal 

(vicious, professional terrorist g1·oup), sponsored t.he Achille Law·o hijacking, and 

ended the year with the 27 December Rome and Vienna massacres, which claimed 

20 people u·om 8 nations to include 5 from the US:l!:l 

One of those killed .1n tbe mu.rderoua b:H·r·ngc w�s an eleven.ycur·old 
AmOl'JCOn schoolgirl nnmod Natasha Simpson who was going home to &ee relatives 
OVOI' tho Christmas bolith1yS. As Oliver North Inter described it, one or the terrorists 
"blast.ed ... Nat.asha Simpson to her knees, dehbcrately •.eroed in and fired an extra 
bun;L ot bcr head, ju.aL in case." She died in her father's arms. It was a typical Abu 
:\idnl operation-no demands, no theater, just murder most foul. The terrorists who 
killed Not.asba Simpson w�re cOO"rying Tuntsion paa�pons that the 1'umSli.lO 
govcH·nmcnt identified os having been conf1scntod Ql' stolen from 'l'unieion citizens 
worldng in Libya-a clnasi� case of' state-supported t.cl'rodsm. Qaddnfi hailed the 
airporl m:1ssacres as ''hel'oic Actions. ''2<� 

From the perspective of US· Libya relations. the mercurinJ Colonel Qaddafi 

was his own worsL enemy. Vivid television footage �;bowed corpses and huge pools 

of the victims' blood on tho ;lil:port floors, and President Reagan nnd the A.merican 

people were enraged.21i Following those massacres. on 1 January 1986, following 

the 48 'l'llcLical Fighter Wing's (TFW) New Year's Eve pru·ty, four au·crew members 

were called [rom RAF Laken.heath, United Ki..ngclom, to Hamstei.n Aix Base, 

Germany (USAFE Headquarters). The aircrew members were Lo discuss with the 
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senior officers aL Ramstein what wocld be required to conduct an attack on Libya. 

The going in proposition was that it would be a unilateral effort, with little support 

from US allies (items such as overfltght of France and permissJOn to launch aiTcraft 

from Britain had to be resolved). Considering the international natm·e of Qaddafi's 

terrorist activities, some time should be taken to highlight the views of the 

international community regarding terrorism in general, and Qaddafi in particular. 

I otcrnational Situation-Head in the Sand 

Author Brian Davis cites a recollection ft·om Geoffrey Kemp, the senior 

MiddJe East specialist on the NSC staff from 1981 to 1985, pertaining to his 

perceptions of other administration officials: 

Although there was consenslts within the administration, the Congress and 
amongst Oltr European allies and Arab fciends that Qacldai1 was a menace and that 
his activities sho<Lld be ctutaile<l, the consensus evapornted when it came to 
recommendation about specific actions. During private sessions, AJ·ab and European 
statl,smcn were usually outspoken in their vcnon.1 toward the Libyan 
lead.er ... European attitudes changed over the years from mild amusement abollt ow· 
"thing" over Qaddafi to cautious agt·cement that he was a problem ancl some remedy 
had to be found. Yet whenever it came d01un to the bottom. li11e of "what shall we do 
a.bouJ, :.he man?" the silen.ce !vas sLn11..ning. :lG (E01phasis uddedj 

Amazingly, even following the heinous December bombings, newspaper 

articles highlighted: "West Germany l'uJed out economic sanctions against Libya 

today f3 January 1986] as other Western Etu·opean eounh·ies reacted coolly to 

American calls for collective action against Qaddafi:" and "The Western European;;, 

especially the Italians, have made it dea.r in reGent days that they a;·e reluctant to 

impose sanctions, in large part because of their economic tics with Libya, 

particulr;nly their need for oiL"�7 This lack of economic response bad the effect of 

"watering down" the actions that the US took at that time. "The effect of the 
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President';; action seemed anticlimactic because American trade, which in 1980 

reached a hillh of $7.6 billion, had already dropped to less than $300 million for the 

first ten months of last year [1985):'23 w-by the ambivalent attitude towards a 

clearly ominous threat? 

One fear may have been the de!<ire to not drive the Libyan leadet· further into 

the hand!' of the Soviets. He had already completed several arms deals with them, 

purchasing among other items, the SA-5 surface-to-air missile system that would be 

a factor in :VIarch 1986. 

Another may have been the general reluctance to siding with a superpower 

for lear of it appearing to the outside world as subservience. Europeans declared 

tha� economic sanctions never worked. However: 

An cxhouativc 1985 �tudy hnd found that sanctions h11cl been successful in 36% or 
cnacs ovct·nll and WCI'c yot mot·c suocessrul in destabilizing govcrnmMts. Count.>·ies 
in oconou11c distress wct·c found to be part.iculady vulnerable to sanctions, and LibyA 
in 1.ho midst or tho oil ylu t wu� just such u counlry. "' 

Another possible :�rgumcnt against sanctions was that il might tend to rally 

the other Arab nations around lhc despot. These nations would then be hostile 

towards the West. Again, lhe Arab world was a source for oil, and this condition 

would not be particularly healthy for industriali7.ed societies dependent on that 

commodicy. AcldJtionally. Qaddafi m1ght become even more reckless if he were to be 

isolated. 

Fear of retaliation from Libya towards any nation that supported the US 

position may also have been a factor. Throughout the preceding decade, certatnly 

IS 
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by hi� actions a�-; well as his words, Qaddaii had demonstrated willingness to use 

terrorism against those who supported his enemies (Tables 1 and 2). 

The final motivator against the economic sanctions may have been one rhat 

is as old as the first time man bargained with another for sale of an item: greed. 

Libya was the si..xteenth leading buyer of EEC exports; a British firm even sold 

execution chambers to the Qaddafi regime!30 

So in the face of this international pariah, the United States Vl(as "forced" into 

a unilateral response with marginal support from its allies. The US had l:o prepare 

itself to go it alone. 
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CHAPTER 3 

MERELY THE CONTINUATION OF POLiCY BY OTHER MEANS 

We see, therefore, that wa.r is not merelj• nn net of poli<;y bu.t a true political 
instru.m.enL, (J. continu.ation. nlpolit£cal intercourse, cCJrrietf on with other means. 

- Carl von Clausewi t2, "On \Var" 

United States Prepares to Counter Qaddafi 

In January 1986, President Reagan could not irrefutablv link the Rome and 

Vie1ma bombings to Qaddafi. Abu Nidal was known to frequent Damascus and 

Tel'u·an as well as Libya. I President Reagan's "limits to our patience" message only 

had one stipulation, that being undeniable oroof of guilt, and this he was still 

lacking. Simultaneously, a strategy was formecl to "scaxe" Qaddafi into quiescence 

while plans were formulated to attack Qaddafi should the scare not work. The 

"scaring'' force would be the United States Navy. 

Major US Actions in Gulf of Sidra Region January - April 1986 

DATE OPEE,ATION PARTICIPANTS NOTES 
CODE NAME 

26-30 January ATTAIN USS Saratoga Battle Gp Exercise !"esponcled to 

1986 DOCUMENT USS Coral Sea Battle Gp Libyan-backed �cnol'ism 
with freedom of navigation 
exercise north of Libyan-
claimed waters 

12-15 ATTAIN USS Saratoga B;lttle Gp Forces continued 

February 1986 DOCUMENT I I  
USS Coral Sea Bmttle Gp O)Jerations near Libya 

23-29 IVlaxch ATTAIN USS Saratoga Battle Gp Sixt.ecn-hou( air/sea 

1986 DOCUMENT III i USS Coral Sea Battle Gp engagement rcsuJtcd 

PRAIRIE FIRE 
USS llmerica Battle Gp 
Surface Action G!"Ollll 

14-15 April ELDOR.:.\..DO USS Co>·a.l Sea. Bmttle Cp USN joined with USAF' 

1986 CANYON USS tlmerico. Battle Cp ait·ct·aft I;(> s1a·ikc five 
tru:aets 

Source: Bolger's "Americans at War• 
1'able 3 
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United Stutes Navy Provides the Unhei!ded Warning 

"Line of Death" and US Target Areas for ELDORADO CANYON 

� 
A " 

" c y R E N A ' c A 

L I B Y .,.... f • y ? T  
S.bh•. 

l B y If 
D E s E R T 

A R A 

Figu.re 2 

Beginning on 26 January 1986. the US Navy began monthly fornys into lhe 

Gulf of Sidra to conduct "freedon:t of navigation" e."<ercises (Table 3). ATTAIN 

DOCUMENT I and II were to be conducted north ofthe Libyan leader's declru·ed 

"line of death" (Figure 2), which wrts r�t 32 degrees 30 minutes north lntitude.2 The 

Navy's primary purpose would seem to have been to gain insight into Lho 

capabilities and tendencies of the Libyan Arab 1\ir Force. However, ATTAIN 

DOCUMENT III /PRAIRIE FTRE had the following objectives, which were notably 

south of the "line of death," but still in international waters: 

STRATEGIC OBJECTIVE: Exercise US freedom of navigation in the 
Gulf of Sidra. 
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OPERATIONAL OBJECTIVES: l) Conduct flight operations south of 32 
degrees 30 minutes north latitude. 

2) Deploy surf<�ce action group south of 32 
degrees 30 minutes north latiLude. 

3) Defend fleet against Libyan au, Sltrface, 
or subsmface responses.3 

The primary difference in the missions was in 1;he Rules of Engagement 

(ROE). For ATTAIN DOCU1viENT exercises, "Do not fil-e until fired upon" was the 

ROE guidance. PRAIRIE FIRE however, was to be activated in the event of any 

violent Libyan response. The force would be placed on a "wartime footi ng, fi:ee all 

weapons for task force defense, and permit proportionate preemptive and 

retaliatm:y surface and air strikes against Libyan ships, planes, and shore 

facilities."'' 

The Navy did not have long to wait following their anival on 23 March. 

Libyan SA-5 and SA-2 surface-to-air missiles were ineffectively shot at Navy 

au·craf!: during the early everting hours of 24 March. Three Libyan ships challenged 

the Naval group during the later evening hours. By morning, the radru: sites that 

the surf::1ce-to-air missiles used for guidance hacl been destroyed by navy high-speed 

anti-radiation missiles (HARM), one of the Libyan ships was sunk, and the other 

two ships were rendered useless by bombing.• Back home, the debate lingered on 

concerning just how to defu1e the strategy for dealing with Qaddafi. 

United States' Strategy Development for ELDORADO CANYON 

Ill his article, "Strategy: Defining lt, Understanding lt, and Making It," 

Professor William P. Snyder cites five important variables one might consider in 
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strategy development. Each ()ne will be developed in turn. For now they are, 

doctrine, political/military 1·olationsbips, national style, leadership, and 

technoiogy.6 Once those are known, resoun:es, �;oncepts (a pian) and objectives are 

blended to become strategy.' 

Doctrine. From Snyder, doctrine i� defined as, "Fundamental principles by 

which the military forces guide their actions in support of national objectives."S 

Presidrmt Reagan was very clear in articulating that the US would not tolerate 

terrorism and would usc the nacion's tools against an aggressor. President Reagan 

was not the only agenl of military doctrine. Was this rhetoric, or was Lhere the will 

to support the words'! Qaddafi's guess was incon·ect. 

De:timse Sec.rcta1·y Casper Weinberger's doctrine regarding Lhc usc of military 

force stemmed from his firm belief that. we should be sure of"winning."o This was a 

hold·over f1·om Lhe US defeat in Vietnam. First described in November 1984, it 

proposed si."'t tests before committing forces overseas: 1) Were American vital 

interests at stake? 2) Are the issues so important tbat we will commit enough 

forces to win? 3) Aro tho pojjticaJ and militAry objectives clearly defined? 4) Are 

I he for r.es sized to achieve the objectives? 5) Do lhe American people support the 

objectives? 6) ,\rc forces to be committed only as a last resort?10 'fhc underli.ning 

intent of these questions was to avoid past mistakes in the employment of US 

<U'mecl fo1·ces. 

Political/Military Relationship. From Snyder, "The degree l,o which [the 

resource component of strategy] is achieved at the national and military strategy 
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levels is often affected by the nat\u·e ofthe political-military relationships in 

society."1 L As mentioned earlier, the beginning of the Reagan yea1·s saw the 

emergence of better reiations between US political and military agencies. Trust 

and confidence, eroded by the Vietnam \>Var and subsequent "failures," were 

beginning to surface. However, Weinberger articulated another "rule" which 

displays a lack of confidence in senior military leadership: "My invariable practice 

was to dou.ble, at least, an.Y Joint Chief r·ecommendations as to the size of a force 

required, since I had in mind that one of the major problems with our attempt to 

rescue our hostages in Iran in 1979 was that we sent too few helicopters."l2 

[Emphasis added] This "doubling factor" may have fac.ilitated the downing of that 

F-1111!'. We will discuss this point in a later chapter. 

National Style. Snyder defmes national style as, "That country's history, 

culture, geography, and its past m.ilitru·y experience, affecting its strategic 

approach."1'� "Typical" US style could be described as "slow to anger, quick to 

resolve." The US publici<:es its desire to not be the aggressor. Rather, it prides 

itself on carrying on defensive reactions to incursions of its "rights" (or those of its 

allies) or its national interests. '!'here had only been a few nations l;hat had 

undertaken transnational military retaliation against terrorism, and the US was 

not one of them.L·1 One may recall the raid on Emcbbe conducted by Israeli iurces 

in 1976 as one of the few military responses taken by <l nation against terrorism: 

.:-'\fte:r an Air FHtnce Ai1·bus, en route ft·om Tel Aviv to Pm·is and with mP.ny Jewish 

passengers on board, was hijacked t;o 8ntcbbc, [in sou the I'll Uganda] the ls1·aelis 
refused to accept terms fo1· the safe >"elease of the host.ages. lnst.aacl they planned, 
and then mountecl, an audacious •·aid, dot.ails ol'which t·emain obscure.•• 
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The US also clop:; not publicly endorse murder. During a 27 April l986 "Face 

the Nation" in1.ervicw with Sec1·etary of State George Shultz, the question was 

posed: "Would you like to see chc prohibition lifted against poiitic:1l assassination?" 

1'o which he answered, "No ... because l lhink it doesn't fit our way of tmnking about 

how to do things ..,16 This style limits the lengths that the US will go, what it would 

"lose as it looked itself in the minor." 

'l'he final nrcn to discuss in this section concerns timing, the "quick to 

resolve" aspect. It is in the American psyche Lha� military adions should be :;wiJt, 

accurate and of short lime-duration. We sec this even today, especially in the 

aftermath of Desert Storm. One of General Co lin Powell's propositions on when it 

i::J appropriate to use military force is, "Military force should be used only in an 

overwhelming fasllion."l7 The intent here is to �:l·ush the enemy, meet the 

objectives, minimize friendly losses, and get back home. President Clinton's 1995 

National Security Strategy includes the comment, "The United States must deploy 

robust and flexible military forces that can accomplish a variety or Lusks."IS 

[Emphasis added] 

Leadership. Snyder writes, "Of all the variables that aifect planning, 

leadership is the mo..t importAnt. None of the other factors determines or dictates 

the linal stratcgy."l9 A� discussed previously, national leadership was divided 

regarding how t.o best handle Qaddafi. The "fu;wks'' included: Shultz, National 

SHcurity Advisor Robert C. McFarlane, his deputy, Admiral John Poindexter, the 

National Security Council st<�ff, and CIA Director William Casey. The "doves" were: 
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Weinberger, the JCS, Vice President Bush, and the State Department regional 

bureaus.20 President Reagan, in spite of his "hard line" address was cautious about 

t.ho use of miJitary force, and was susceptible to being :;wayed by Weinberger.�1 

Note here that the SECDEF was generally !121 in favor of military intervention, and 

the SECSTATE was in favor of a retaliatory strike. In Weinberger's view: 

"Employing our for�-es nlmost indlscriminotcly ond ns n regular and customary JHu·t 
of om dlplomntic efforts would surely plunce us hcndlong into the �ort or dotne•tic 
turmoil we expcrioncod during the Vietnam wat·, without accomplishing I. he goul ror 
which we comnuttorl our forces." 

Contrast that view with Shultz's: 

wrcrrorism 1S 11 COiltngiOU8 disease tbat will LflCVItnbly Spt-cad if it goes 

untreated ... one of the best deterrents to terrorism 18 the certainty that sw1ft ond sure 
measures will be tnkcn against those wbo engngo in it. If tcr.-orism is truly o tbreat 

to Western moral volucs, our morality must not pnraiY?.c us: it must give us the 
Colll·agc to race up to the threat."" 

Shultz's voice would eventually prevail 

Technology. According to Snyder: "Military history is replot� with 

instances in which the outcome of a battle or campaign turned on technological 

advantage."2.� We hnve seen earlier that President H.e�'gan sought to reverse the 

''hollow iorce" trend. His presidency was morl<cd by an increase in military 

spending and strength. Throughout this period :5ignificant advances had been made 

in aircraft capability, electronic combat, munitions capacity, airlift., nir refueling. 

and most importantly, tmining of the all-volun teer force. 1\ir Force .fighte1· 

technology included tho F-15 nir·to-air fighter, tho F·l6 multi-role fighter, !:he 

F-l l l F  with the Pave Tack system, and the J?-117 stealth fighter (then a "black" 
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program).2" The KC-10 had joinsd the force, and would be indispensable to the 

ELDORADO CANYON missiou�ix refueliogs wore planned, fou� befo1·e the attack 

and two afterwards. "Realistic combat" exercises abounded, with the adage "train 

the way you will fight'' imbedded in the day-to-day operational Lempo. 

With an awareness of the above five variables, strategy development col!!d 

proceed. The strategic and operational objectives for ELDORADO CANYON 

became as folJ.ows: 

STRATEGIC OBJECTIVE: Destroy major elements of Libya's terrorist 
command, training, and support 
infrastructure. 

OPERATIONAL OBJECTIVES: I) Bomb terrorist facilities in T1-ipoli: 
i\;�,ziziyah Barracks, Murat Sidi Bilal 
Training Camp, Tripoli military 
airfield. 

2) Bomb terrorist faciliLy in Benghazi: 
J umah.i.riyah Barrack�;. 

3) Suppress Libyan ai r defenses: bomb 
Benina military ail"ficld, destroy air 
defense radar network.M 

The overall strategy for 8LDORADO Ci\i'I'YON was succinctly stated by 

N<�tional Command Aul,horitics: "Intlict maximum visible damage while assuring 

1ninimum collateral damage" on the headquarters. Lerrorist facilities, and military 

a,...,ets that supported Qaddafi's subversive nctivities.26 The objective of the 

retaliatory strike was not one of"tit-for-tat." Rather, it dealt with demonstra ting to 

Qadda.fi the costs he would have to pay to continue his terrorist bcho.vior, and 

therefore pmvidc deterrence for the law abiding world. Said Shull�: "IL's not a 

question of settling scores; it's a quesLion of acting a:,'<linst terrorism, of saying to 
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terrorists that the acts they perpetrate will cost them."17 USAF resources would be 

18 F-lllF aircraft and a complement of support assets to ensure the 3 Libyan 

target. areas assigned to the unit were attnckcd. 

Was the United States' Strategy Sound? 

Philip A. Crowl provides a mode! consisting of six questions one may ask to 

determine t.hc soundness of a nr� tiona) strategy.�8 These questions will be 

addressed first, then we will put the Weinberger doctrine to the tesl. In the case of 

ELDORADO CA!'I'YON, one should bear in mind that in a "smalf' operation such as 

this, there is a blurring of national. operational, military, and tactical concerns. 

W1tat is it about? The "right" of US citizens at home and abroad to 11Q1 be 

held "hostage'' by feru· of tenorism, was clear. 'l'lu·oughout the period, tho US took a 

stand politically and economically, and was now evolving to use the military "tool" 

of nation:1l power. Shult7., inn speech deliverecl to a New York synagogue, entitled 

"T'errorism and the JI,Jfodem World," said: 

" ... We f:K-e " choic-e between doing nothing or employing military fo� ... 1'he public 
must undcrst.�nd before the fuct that ther<' is porential for loss ofhfe of some of our 
fighting men and the loss of life of some innocent pcoplc ... Figb ting terronsm will not 
be " clean or pleasant contest, but we hnvc no choice but to play it.":.> 

The raid was about. "getting Lhe US's head out: of the sand!" 

Is the national military strn.J.cgy tailm·ed to meet the national 

politic:al ohjnctives? The USAF';; stralO!'Y was directly applied lo Lhe 118 TFW's 

tactical operation. In that national stl·atogy, however, came the phraseology that 

would have a serious impact on the tactical plan. The words "maximum visible 
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damHge" and "minimum collateral damage" formed the rationale for force structw·c. 

In a meeting with General Charles L. Donnelly (CINC USAFE) I he priorities of 

these two phrases were clarified for the 48 TFW's Vice Win� Commander, Colout:l 

Robert E. Venkus: "visible damage was the primary goal, greater than collateral 

damage, greater than the riskR to the Rircrew."JO How did this play in force 

structure'? 

The wing had informed senior leadet·srup that the maximum number of 

aiJ:C!·aft th:H should be employed on the Azziziyah Barracks (Qnddafi.'s house and 

headquarters) was six. Due to the meteorology, threats, target location and target. 

layout, the aircraft would approach the barracks in a "stream"-thirty seconds 

between aircraft, one after the other. Time deconfliction w<>uld be used because the 

F-lllFs wo1.tld be flying wiLh all their extern11l lights off-they would be unable l.o 

see and avoid their comrades. With thirty seconds between each. the time between 

the first aircraft and the sixth would be two and one· half minutes. If this stream 

was increased to nine ail'cl·nJ'i., Lho time inte�val br,rl;>.veen Lhe fll:�t and last aitcmn 

would therefore be four minutes. The extra one and one-half minutes could enable 

the Liby�•n anti-aircraft unitt> in acquiring Lhe trailing forces. 

The cli 'f:ecLiou came from European Command (EUCOM), either CINCEUR, 

Army Gonc1·al Bernru·d Rogers or his deputy, Air Force General Richard Lawson, 

that nine aircraft would be uscd.�1 It is well known that this information was 

passed to the mlit Jess than 18 hottrs prior t<> l.flkcoffi Weinberger's rule of'·at loast 

doubling" Lhe request of the military comm�tndcrs mav have come into play here. lf 

27 



General Rogers believed that Weinberger might have �he propen�ity to :increase the 

attack force, Rogers may have been more inclined to robtlst the operation on his 

own versus allowing the SECDEF to do it. 

The total F-lllF "package" had been planned since the very first briefing in 

January 1986 for 6 aircraft covering one target area, and now to cover the tlu:ee 

target areas, 18 would be employed. One of !.be commanders of the raid (whose 

identity must still remain secret) said, "I was absolutely convineecl tbat given the 

competence of Libyan armed forces and the state of affairs in Libya we could �neal( 

in there and sneak out. I felt a bigger package was more likely t(l tip them off."32 

Venkus believes that Karma-52 was hit somehow by one of the many sm·face­

to-air threats. The aircraft caught fire, the crew lost control and ejected, but too low 

for parachute deployment. They would have been the eighth F-lllF to overfly the 

Azziziyah Barracks. their planned time-over-target was three and one-half minutes 

after the first bombs detonated. Because the ail'craft were flying with their "lights 

out," strictly by timing, without reference to other aircraft, it is likely that "Karma-

52" was flying the scheduled time irrespective of whmnever may have dropped out 

of the "formation."33 Venlws' conclusion is probably correct, based upon the 

January 1989 autopsy results conducted on Ribas-Dominicci, the only one of the Lwo 

crewmen recovered-death by drowning, no fractures, no intel'l1a ] injuries.3·1 

We have seen in this section national decisions, national strategy making. 

and the diJ·ect impact those rleeisions, those strategies, have from a tactical 

perspective in a campaign Stlch as this. When the "shooters" are virtually in direct 
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contact with the (political) NCA over the target ru·ea, there is a blurring of the 

national, operational, and tactical perspectives i11 war. '!'his may therefore impact 

the linkage l1etween the national military slratcg-j and the national political 

objective. 

Whl\t arc the limits of military power? The limits in this scenario 

revolved around t:u-gct location, a more "tactical" consideration, but one with 

strategic implication. Azzi7.iyah Barracks was located "downtown" Tripoli, 

surrounded by residences. This would serve to exacerbate the "minimum collateral 

dam<lge" ,.;ituation, particularly after llyil1g in the clark and over wate1· with 

minimal radar references for approximately five hours just to get ill to the target 

area.35 Additionally, the chaos created by dust, smoke, and fire from any previous 

deliveries hampers ta1·get acquisition, which would mcrease the potential for 

collateral rlamage or a complete miss ofthe specific impact point.3G In the case of 

ELDORADO CANYON, with l!trict rules of engagement, the '·fog and friction" of 

smoke, d.u:;t, and fire may obscUl·e the target ::no<� such that the crew would not 

release their wenpons. Therefore. more airplancB tasked to strike the same general 

target area docs not neccss:wily increase the odds of destroying that target 

pl"Oportionately Lo the incroa!!c in the poten liHl fnl' collal:er�l d>lmagc. The 

challenge at t·hc tactical level is gettmg the proper ;'mix" of aircraft in relation co 

Lhe threat, Lhe target, and lhc conditions the air crew must fly in. 

Wbat n•·e the alternatives? Political anti economic altematives had been 

used, at leAst unilaterally by the US. 'l'he administration continued throughoul the 
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period prior to the raid to solicit international "stress" on Qaddafi, to no avail. The 

milita1'Y option was the major remaining national tool. 0£ COtu'Se the question could 

be asked: \�'hy Qaddafi? Weren't lhere oLher state-:;upported terrorisls in the 

world? Authors Martin and Walcott give some insight: 

Qacldafi was hardly the world's most dangerous supporter of tenorism. lran u.nd 
Syria were much deadlier. Whnc set Qaddafi apart was his blatant support fm· 
terrorism and his vulnerability to reprisaL lran was v:irtuaUy immune from attack� 
particul.,rly now thnc it was involved in secret negotiations to free the Americans 
held hostage by Hezbollah in Lebanon. Syria was protected by its treaty of friendship 
with the Soviet Union. Libya had no secret negotiat[ons wi.th the United States. no 
treaty with the Soviet Union, and almost no fricnds.:l7 

Having exhausted its pol:ir.ical and economic options, what other military 

options could the US have employed from an air perspective? 

On the far left of the scale might have been some sort of ail· embargo. This 

would probably heavily involve the Navy, and could be long-lasting (recall "national 

style" of get in and get out). The decision would have to be made about what types 

of ail· travel the US would allow into and out of Libya, if any. The iltternational 

environment would bo a large factor in this clccision-\.Yould Europe, the North 

East African and the Middle East nations support this approach? But the primary 

question that would have to be asked is, "What llifect would this type of action have 

on Qaddafi?-Would that response make it painfully clear to him thai; the US would 

not tolerate ten-orism '?" 

On the fal' ri.ght of the scale would be to launch a major offensive action 

against Libya. There is no question that the US had the military might to go to war 

Hgainst Qarlrlafi. Again, we would have to seriously consider the international 
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environment. Would a coalition be possible? Would that type of US response bring 

solidru·ity to lhe tenorist wol"ld, as they joined to combt�t the US "behemoth?" 

Would not that type uf action unnt:c.essarily JJUnish tht: Libyan pE:vplE: who w&l'u nol 

officially our enemies? Would that reaction be likened to using a sledge hammer to 

drive in 11 Lhumb tack? WO\Ikl l.his approach fit our national style"? 

The m1swer for this scenario was somewhere in the middle of the two 

appr·oaches presented. The ELDORADO CA.l'fYO� mission was designed to send a 

quick, unquestionable messogc to Qaddafi: stop Lhc terrorism! 

How strong is the home front'? Qnddafi's actions did little to endear 

himself with the international community in general. but in particular with the 

American public. His acts of tenorism ran counter to the US way of life and desire 

for Jaw and order. Each act r;ti1Tcned US resolve, ine1·easing I he desire tor action. 

Public opinion polls even showed a substantial popular enthusiasm for military 

action---(;7%.38 So from a national perspective, President Re<1gan had strong 

support. 

This again was quite 11 different maLter from an international perspective, an 

area that might be included in the realm of"home fi·out." While President Re:.gan 

incre::�scd so.nctions. '· ... a West German Govcmmenl spokesman. echoing the <riew of 

most Common Market countries. ruled out economic penal Lies as not a suilable 

instrument.""� [Emphasis added] Having asked, with no effect. for support from Its 

allies, America had the option of continuing with the sanctions (already seen to be 

ineffective) und/or couducli.ug military operat.ions unilaterally.•o 
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Does the strategy overlook points of difference and exaggerate 

points of likeness between past and present? Weinberger's "at least double" 

rule was based upon his conclusion thai. pasL inability of the military to do what it 

claimed was primar ily clue to the i.nadeqtuJte number ofresources projected for use. 

Wing leadership's Tecom.mendation thaL the attack force size be limited to six on 

Azziziyah Barracks was again due to past experiences with "bomber streams": the 

danger to the later members of the formation is greatly increased with the size of 

that formation when the ingress routing remains the same. These are different 

priorities. The first deals with target destruction, the second with force sm·vival. In 

planning any operation there must be a balance oHaxget destnlction versus force 

survival, unless it is determined that one pru·ticulru·ly outweighs the other. General 

Donnelly did the latter when he placed visible damage at a higher pdol:ity level 

than the risks to the aircrew. 

Due to the uniqueness of the task-2,800 mile range, tat·get. attack in the 

middle of a town, greate�;t, surface-to-air missile threat flown against to date, night, 

high-speed (600 knots) low level operation-there was litHe other ''historical data" 

to draw f·i·om. 

These factors all combined to se"L the stage for the planning. execution, and 

results of this landmark mission. How did the mission measme up when held 

under the light of Weinberger's doctrine·� To view this, we will look at each of his 

questions in turn. Where similarities exist between his que;;Lions and Cr<Jwl's, the 

comments will be kept brief. 
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Were American vital interest-s at stake? I would link this question tO 

Crowl's flrst, ''What is it about?" Certainly Americans were targets woddwide, as 

evidenced by Qaddafi's comments (sec Tublc l, pages 7-8). 'The que�:� Lion becomes 

whether we could consider the threat one against our vital interests. Clearly 

terrorism was and is viewed as a threat to our vital national interests. as reflected 

in President Reagan's l\ational Decision Directive, and President Clinton's National 

Security St.rateS)', presented al the outset of this w01·k. 'l'he answot· to this question 

was uyes., 

Are the issues so important that we will commit enough forces to 

win? The discussions in th.is area clearly wet·e not so much about "Do we have 

enough forces?" RuLhcr, the issue for this type of military action was "How much is 

enough?" The Rnswet· lo this question WMI "yes." 

Are the political and militarv objectives clearly defined'{ This 

question can be linked to Crowl's "Is the national military strategy tailored to meet 

the national politicnl objectives." We have already examined Ct·owl's question, the 

significant: cli.ffcrence beLwccn the two cJuo;;l,ions is Weinbel·ger's uRe of"clearly." 

Both the political and the military objectives need lobe clearly unrlorflh>od by the 

participants. Based upon previous examination. this question can also be answered 

affirmatively. 

Are the fot·ces sized to achieve the objectives? As we examined Crowl, 

we saw that tho wing's leadership proposed a force list sized to meet the objectives, 

and the national military leadership increased the force structl.tre. One might 
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therefore ;;u·gue that we employed a greater force than what was really required to 

accomplish the task, when compared to the risks and l'llles of (mgagemcnt involved. 

Do the American people support the objectives? This question will be 

more fully addressed in chapter five, but for now, reference to Table 6 indicates a 

high percentage of Americans (71%) in favor of the mission. The answer to this 

question is "yes." 

Are forces to be committed only as a last resort? Clearly, all means of 

dissuasion, from the political to the economic, were attempted. Qaddafi, for what 

ever reason, did not understand the US's resolve in this matter. This created a 

need for the ELDORADO CANYON mission to "go downtown." 
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CHAPTER4 

GOING "DOWNTOWN" 

USAF ROUTE TO LIBYA 

The Order of Battle 

Other naval forces than what were previously mentioned will not be 

addressed in detail here. Suffice it LO say, the US Navy was present. in ab undan<:c, 

and l;hei.r l'Olo was crucial Ln l,he successful employment of the USAF fightel·-

bombers. The Navy provided the HARM and Shrike employment which destroyed 

threaL systems and jamming aircraft to defeat others.1 Their ships acted to cover 

the rear of the fighters following the attack as they returned to their Lankers. They 
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were available if the requirement to eject presented itself. The Navy was also 

responsible for striking the eastern-most targets, at Jamahll;yah Barmcks and 

Banina Airfield (Figurt 2, pag& 20). However, the focus of this work is on the Au· 

Force role, and hence the order of battle will be confined to those forces, and the 

th.reats to those forces. 

Libyan Orde�· of Battle USAF Order of' Battle 
Libyan Arab Army USAF 

9 surface-to-air missile battalions (Si\-6, SA-8, Elements, 48th TFW F-lllF 
SA-9) Elements, 20th TFW EF-lllA 

2 7.SU-2S·'I anu-rurc:raft batt.alions 9 SRS U-2R, TR-lA 
Libyan Arab Air Force 55 SRW RC-135VIW 

l bomber squadron: 7 Tu-22 Blinder-A bombers 9SRW SR-71A, KC-135Q 
3 intcrccplOI' squadrons: 32 Mb-age F -lEDIBD: •1950TW C-I35C 

143 MiG-:!3 Floggcr-E: 55 l'vliG-25 Foxbat-A: 7 ACCS IW-135E 
55 MiC-21 Fish bed 960 AWCS E-3A 

5 fiGhter-bomber squadrons: 2 BW KC-tOA, KC-135A 
581\Umgc 5D/DE1500; 14 Mirage }'.JIAD; 22 ARW KC-lOA, KC-135A 
32 MiG-23BM Flogger-!" 68 ARC KC-lOA 
.1 00 Su-20/22 Fitter E/F/J 116 ARS KC-135E 

3 Hu.-facc l.o nir missile brigades (Soviet SA-2, 31l0 AltW I<C 135Q 
SA-3, Si\-5, l•'rcnch CroWe) G J'IW/ 7 BW/42 BW/ 92 BW/ 96 BW KC·l35A 

97 BW/ 379 BW/ 410 BW/ 416 BW r<C- 135A 
509 BW/ 19 ARW/ 305 ARW KC-135A 

Source: Bol g e r's "Americans at W�r" 
Table 4 

The Plan 

In January 1986, when the fom- o!Iiccrs were ordered t.o RamsLcin Air Base, 

there was no doubt about why the planning was taking place. Americans 

worldwide were incensed at the botnbing ofthc airports. 

The officc•·s from Lakenheal:h wc<·c du·ected to (L·afL st.rikc plans for attacking ljihy"'" 
two m1.1in air bMes-'J'npoli airl"<cld jusl •outh oflhe capital and Bcnina 400 miles to 

the cast across the Gulf of Sidrn. Nobody mentioned it because nobody had to, but un 
air raid against Libya's two main mrficlds would serve as a mirror-image retaliation 
for the massacres at the Rome and Vicnnn airporls jusl days earlier.• 
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Neither the officers involved nor the seni01· leade1·ship back at RAP 

Lakenheath really thought that the plans woulrl ever come to fruition, because 

planning for contingency operations is a way of lite fo� military organization<>. 

"Anyone who has served in a combat unit for any length of time has been through 

the drill again and again," wrote Venkus.a And, with each day that passed without 

an order co attack, the likelihood of the attack diminished. During this entire time, 

for reasons of security, only a few people in the wing were brought into the planning 

process. 

The plan called for sending six F·lll Ps on a middle·of·thc·night, low·levcl run that 
would ct·oss the Libyan coast east of Tripoli, circle al"Otmd behind the airpm·t, turn 
north and hit the planes pm·ked on the ramp with do7,cns of 500·potmd bombs. 'rhe 
element of sut·prise would have enabled the group of airct·aft to get in aJld out 
unscathed:' 

The "surprise" that the planners forecast quickly vanished amid the news 

media's speculation on likely retaliation efforts on the US's part: "On January 3, 

[1986] The Washington Post reported that the military contingency planning has 

looked at; the use ofF/A-18 bombers on the carrier USS Coral Sea .. . B-52 bombers 

based in the United States and F-lllF fighter bombers based in England.''" 

The plan capitalized on the "no�·mal" readiness capabilities of the RAF 

Lakenheath unit. The basic:s of night !ow-level flying in the F-lll.F were practiced 

by everyone in the wing regardless as to whet;her they were on the commander's 

"secret:' list of''Libya raidc�rs." The major problem with an attack on any target in 

Libya was the range: 

The bombing tactics wet·e the same ones they practiced for tar�:ets in Central 
Europe-low-level, nighttime runs that used the F-Ill's terrain-following radru· to 

pilot the plone automat-ically at altittules and speeds no hmuan could roaster. \'/"bat 
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made the Libyan contingency so clifi;'"ent was the extreme nnge involved: thousands 
of miles f::crn L::ilie:iliaath tc Lihye <>nd back, as nppooerl to hundreds of miles for 

targets in Central Eu1·ope. 'l'bco�"ti<:ally, the F -111 had unlimited range because i t  
was equipped for air-to·ai! refueling. BuL nighttune 1·efueling was a tricky maneuver 
that threatened to tJu·ow off the spliL·Second timing needed to bit targets at the same 

instant as l;hc Nuvy.G 

As t.he months passed, planning centered around resources for striking the 

two airfields, although it was believed that only one of them would be chosen. All 

told, the Lakenheath planners drew up strike plans for thirty-seven different 

targets, everything .from oil refineries to military bases. 'l'he targets were, che 

Azziziyah Barracks in Tripoli, Murat Sidi Bilal Training Camp on the coast near 

Tripoli, the military portion ofthe au·field in Tripoli, the Jamahiriyah Banacks in 

Benghazi, and the Benina airfield (Figure 2, page 20). These targets were chosen as 

much for their location as for theu· connection to terrorism: 

Qatldafi's compound in downl:owo Tripoli was tho worst in terms of proximity to 
civilians and overall difficulty. Azziziyah Barracks ("splendid gate" in English) was 
Lhe nerve center of the QaddaCi regime. Sunoundccl by a 15-foot wall, guru·ded by 
Soviet-m ade tanks, honeycombed with underground bunkers, A�ziziyah contained 
withi.n its 200 ncros communications facilities, bHrnJch for Qaddafi's personal 
secll.l'ity detachment, milita1·y sta llhcnclquarter•. the house where his wife and seven 
children lived, nnd the Bedouin-style tent where he received visitors. If Qadclufi h:.ul 
to be Col1vincecl thnt he would pi;y a p1·ice for Ius suppc�t of terrorism, Azziziyah was 
the place to st.art.7 

'i'ho military side of Tripoli's ajrport 1\oused the big IL-76 Candid jet transpo�t.s used 
to cun;y terrorists on theh· i nt.el'na tionaJ forays. 'rhis l:arger. was mol:c isolated, bur. 
rcqui1·ed care to avoid the civili:.m side of the airport.s 

The "il'J)ort at Benin a wa" the hmue of Libyan fi�hter interceptor aircraft. Stril<ing 
them s h ould prevent them fmm be in�: a factor in the raid. It was a foirly isolated 

target.; 

Murat Sicli Bilal schooled the PLO and other unsavory types in waterbome raids, 
ship seizures, port nssauJt.s, nnd underwater demolition work. Located on the wate1ls 
edge but encircled by civilian apartments, the site would be hard to bomb, although 
not so bad as A 7-ziziya h."' 

The Jomahll:iyah booTacks in Benghazi featured 001 alternate command 

headqu�ters, another la1·ge c:hunk of Qaddafi's anti-coup troops, and visiting cadre' 
from v:�l'ious terrorist g1·oups . A MiG fighter warehouse on the g1·ounds pl'ovidcd an 

additional incentive w plastco· i:his ta1·gel. As at Azziziyah and the swim.mcr's school, 
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civilian buildingS Aurmunded this dO\\ nloiYO COmpound, making it II difficult place to 
t�k� out. II  

As the planners understood the political situation, the F-lllFs would hit 

tht·ee targets if France would allow them ovel'flight authority and if ]?ranee would 

not, the strike would consist of sLx planes on one target. On Saturday, 12 April 

1986 a planner's nightmare occurred. The good news was that Washington had 

received approval for the launch from British Prime .Minister Margaret Thatcher. 

The bad news was that French President Fram;:ois Mitterand S:lid "No" to 

overflight. To make mattet·s worse, the wing was directed to strike all three 

targets. 

'"When you go fl'Otn six nhcraJ't to eil!hlcen ni1·crnft, "nd you don't go across r·,·ancc, 
it;'s like throwing n bug oJ'live snakes in A room," said one ol'lhe plan11ers. Among 
otbcr things, Lho crews to fly n mission thBl s•zc; hud not been selected. 1\JI of tho 
training of the puijl tlwcc months had been do�igned t.o prepare a hAndJ'ul of the 
wing's most experienced pilots and WSOs for the mission. Now, some of I' he younger, 
less experienced, lc�s tnlcnted c•·cws would hove tD be used. The c•·eu1s, at least. were 
01t hand. 17•c aericl tcm/;crs for the 5,800-milr rotmd. trip wcrr still in the United 
Staus." [Emphasis added) 

So wilh less than •!8-hours to takeoff, the wing began "scrubbing" the List of 

aviato1·s to create a crew ]jst, and began determining the best 30 nircraft that would 

be configured Lor t.hc mis�ion.13 At that time t.he wing had 71 aircraft available to 

fly, 106 mission-read) pilots, and 94 mi�,;iou-rcady WSOs.•• Whilu Lho pla1mers 

were struggling with this problem, a final "wrinkle" was added: ''They want nine, 

three, and six."•� The ordex in which these were 1·ead oiT to the pla1mers told them 

l,hat lJSAFE wanted nine planes agains� A:6:ti:.�iyah, three against. Sidi J3ilal, and six 
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again st Tripoli airfield. Forty-foUl' hours before launch time the planners had to 

devise a new refueling and targeting plan! 

Work for the planners eonhnued into S tmday morning to complete the strike 

package: 

The planners at La ken heath decided to launch a total of twen ty-four F-Ills to be 
suro ofpul:tmg eighteen over the targets. Five EF-l J.l electronic planes to jam the 
Libyan t·aclars would launch from the RAF base at Upper Hc};'ord; four would go the 
distance, ancl one reserve plane would Luro back Nineteen ICC- J 0 air refueling 
tanlmt·s and ten smaller 1\C-!35 tankers would cal'l'y the 7 million pounds offucl 
needed f or the mission; the KG-lOs would refuel the F-! l ls, and the KC-135s would 
replenish the l<C-lOs. I n  aU, fifty-eight ai1·craJt would take oil' from four llriti•h 
bases on .Monday evening . HO 

Lnto the Night-The Air Strikes 

from Lakenheath, Mildenbt111, l"airford, and Upper Heyj'ord, the f·llls, EF·l.lls, 
KC-10•, and KC-135& took off-the first bombing >·aid launched from these fields in 

East AHglia. UnHed Kingdom since Lhe end of World War lT. 'I' he tankers lifted off 
First, al: 1713 Greenwich Mean TiJnc (1913 Libyan time), followed by the fighte1·s at 
1736 (J 936 Libyan t.irue).11 

Several hours earlier the USAF Chief of Staff, Genera I Charles Gabriel 

concluded the pre-mission briefing for the F-lllF crews with a pep talk. 1t was at 

this moment l;hat the reality of what they were about t.o do finally occurred to many 

of the aircrew. 

When Gab1·iel finished, he asked if there were nny questions. One of tbe pilots, 
Captain Fernando Ribas-Domioicci, n>ised his hand. When are we going back? He 
asked, meaning would thet·e be a second mission afl:c.:1' t.onigbt's. Gabriel said he 

didn't lcnow. That would depend on Libya's reaction. Ribas would n ever find out. IS 

'l'he roule of flight took che formation southwest, to Lands End, 'Onitecl 

Kingdom, then south. around France and Spain anrl "through" the Straits of 

Gibraltar for the "drop-off" points in the Mecliterrancan (Figure 3). Along the way. 
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the crews checked their aircraft systems, and sent the now unneeded spare ai..>-craft 

back to base. This left three F-lllFs on eneh tanker--one on each wing, and one 

under the belly. Refueling-, planneu for four unload::;, was really a continuous 

operation once the formation passed the Straits. The intent w11s lo keep the fuel 

tanks full to expedite their departure from the formation to the dark. surface-

hugging altitudes the mission was planned for. One F-lllF missed the air strike 

because while it refueled in radio silence, the tanker crew (who did not realize that 

tbe last oftheu· F·lllFs had not finished refuellltg) prematurely tumed north to 

await the return night. By the time the F-lllF crew realized the error, it was out 

of position to participate. Another F-111 F turned back later due to a failed bleed 

air duct in its engine compt�rr.ment. The plane manned by Captains Ribas· 

Dominicci and Lorence crashed in the wat.or prior to reaching the t.flrgeL.t9 

ELDORADO CANYON USAF Mission Results 

CALL SIGN TARGET ASSESSMENT 
REMIT-31 Azztzivah Barracks Hit 
RE:MlT-32 i\zzizi•·ah Barracks orr drv 
RE.lYU'I'-33 Az7.tziyah 13ru:racks Hit 
I•:LTON-41 i\zziy,ly:d; Ba1·racks Abort · Puvc 'l'ack ROE 
t;:L 1'0N-42 J\y,ziy,iyah Bal.'racks Hcmrtined with tanker 
I�L'l'ON·43 J\zzizivnh Barracks A bor L • Wheel well hot (Bleed uir d u c t l'ailu.re) 
KARIVJ:A- 5 1 J\zzizivah Barracks Miss due w rada r mis-identifiCillion 
KAKMA-52 1\zziz>vah Barracks !{lA 
KARIVIA -53 Azzizivah Barracks Abort · lo•t eleclocical_g!!nerator_p,.;or to tm"l(et 
PUI"FY-Ll 'l'ripoli Airfield Hit 
PUPPY- l2 'l'ripoti Airfield Abort . lost both TFR cha 11ncts 
PU�'FY-13 Tripoli Airfield l\tiss due Lo radar mis-identificatio n 
I,UJAC-22 'L'o·ipoti Au· field llit 
t,UJAC-23 •r,·ipoli Airfield !lit 
WJAC-24 'rl'ipoti Airfield M iss · aircraft ballistics com1>u �u •· urob le m 
JEWEL-61 Sidi Bila l Miss · d ue to ra cln r mis-idcnWficu ti on 
JEWEL·62 Sid i Bila J M iss · due t o radar mis- idcntificaLioo 
JEWEI.r63 Sidi Bilal Tlit 
Source: Venkus• .. Ra i d on QaddaW' TARGETS ASSESSED AS HT$ ARE S HADED 

Table 5 
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Once proceeding northbound, the crewmen joined with their respective 

tnnkers, filled their thirsty airc1·aft, and waited to hear positive words on the fate of 

Karma-52. None was fo<thcoming. Finally, after about one holli· , Iuu·m«-li l broke 

radio silence and told the senior officers in the lead tanker, "I don't thLllk Knrma-52 

mnde it," and with that the long trek home began.�o 

Radio silence was broken again during the uneventful return trip home. This 

time it wal; to tune the high frequency (HF) radio t.o a particular frequency and 

monitor the broadcast. It is on this note that we leave the ELDORADO CANYON 

mission: 

Those who could receive it heard US Armed l'orces Radio in Europe carrying a llvo 
feed of the Whito House press conference Clxplnining the raid. With over rom· hours 
to go to La ken heath, tho airc•·cw listened in ropt attention. The broAdcast concluded 
with t.hc Armed l?orces announce•· dcdic(lting h.is next t.wo songs to those who hnd 
just been in combat for tholl' nation. llomcwanl bound, the 48th's ELDORADO 
CANYON pilots and WSOs list.cned misty-oyed as theb· helmets' earphones rillocl 
with "Anchors Aweigh" and the "Air l•'o•·cc Song." One line from tho latter predicts 
only t.wo likely fates for combat crewmen: "we live i�> fomc or go down in flame." 

Anonymity would prevent the fot·mcr, nnd two of their buddies had not avoided tho 
lotter.21 
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CH,<JPTER NOTES 
1 Tho AGM-88 HARM mi�'ilc is au air-1o-surfacc mctie>>l missile designed 10 seck out nnd destroy enemy radar­

equipped air defense systems. Its propo rtional guidance systcn1 homes in on enemy radar cmi�sions. 1l1c AGM-45 
Shrike missile is an ami-radiation missile also designed to horne in on hos1ile anri-aircmli radar.;. It has a lesser 
capability than 1he liARM. 
2 M:utin: p. 259. 

Vcnkus: pp. 3'1-35. 
' Martin: p. 268. 
' Ibid.: p. 269. 
• Ibid.:  p. 273. 
7 Ibid.: pp. 277-278. 
' Bolger: p. <ll L 
• Anno: p. 50. 10 Bolger.: p. 4 l I. 11 Ibid.: p. 41 L 
11 Manin: p. 293. 
11 To "ensure·· 18 nircmn mndc it to the tart••· there would be 6 "air-spare-- aircraft whose crews would replace any 
of1he primary aircraft that encountered a roalfuncrion prior to p:wing the Straits of Gibraltar. To "cnsurc" 24 
nircraf\ launched, an additional 6 "ircmll would be contigurcd as "ground-spares.'· 
" I !jstory of the 48th Incris:nl Fiebter WinO=! Jnn-30 Jun 1286 : pp. 19, 70. " Martin: p. 294. 
16 Ibid.: pp. 296-297. 
11 Ibid.: p. 302. 

" Ibid.: p. 300. 
,., k 6 Vcn ·lls:p. l4 . 
"' Ibid.: p. I 08. 
" Ibid.: p. I I  L 
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CHAPTER NOTES 
1 The AGM·88 IIARl'vl ntissile ;, an air-to·surt'acc tactical missile designed to seck out ond destroy enemy radar· 

equipped air defense systems. Its proportional �uidnnce system homes in on enemy radar emi<sions. ·1 he AGM-45 
Shrike missile is an anti-rddiation ntis:-;ilc also designed to home in on hostile anti-nircraft rndnrs. It hns a lesser 
capability than the HAR!VI. 
2 Morrin: p. 259. 
' Vcnkus: pp. 34-35. 
'' Mm·tin: I'· 26R. 
1 Ibid.: p. 269. 
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• Anno: p. SO. 
" Bolger.: p. 4 1 1 .  
11 Ibid.: p. •Ill. 
" Marlin: p. 293. 
11 To "ensure" 18 aircraft made it to the t�r;ct, lhtn: would be 6 ··air .. sparen aircraft whose crews would replace ;my 
of the primary aircr:1ft that encountered n rnnii'Onction prior to passing the Straits of Gibraltar. To 11Cnsure" 24 
ail'cran launched, an additionnl 6 aircran would be configured os "ground-spares.'' 

1'1 !Jistory n!"thg 43th ]"actjcnl fjgh!cr Wine I Jim-30 Jun 1986: pp, 19. 70. 
" Mnrl in: p. 294. 
,. Ibid.: pp. 296-297. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONTROVERSIES IN MEASURING SUCCESS FOR THE FUTURE PEACE 

Controversy over "Succc.o;s"· -National Environment 
One may assess the mission on a tac�ical, operational, or national level. The 

mett·ic used will determine the answer. 

On a tactical level, one might be primarily concerned with percentages. In 

this case, 6 out of 18 USAF aircraft (33%) striking their assigned Largcts would 

probably not earn high marks. There were several mitigating cit·cumstances that 

bore some responsibility for the poor results. Five of the aircraft mis-identified the 

target area due to incorrect coordinates of an island update point provided to the 

c1·ews during mission planning. These incon·oct, coorclli1ates would cause the WSOs 

to he looking in the inc:orrect place for the tat·get, once they approached the l,arget 

area. Three aircraft abor l.cd the mission inbound to the target due to aircraft 

malfunctions. One crew was killed in action. One aircraft remained with the 

tanker and never attempted l.o ingress to the turge� area. One aircraft missed the 

target area due l:o u ballistics computer pmblom that would have been tt·unsparent 

to the crew. One crew nbortod because, by !he ROE, if the target was not positively 

identified, they were not to release their weapon. This last reason demonstt·ates the 

professionalism of the crews who had been strapped in t.o an ai:rcran for Reven 

holU's, survived a dense anti-air threat :1ncl t.hc hazards of operating 200 feet. above 

the water at night. They remembered the ROE, and in �he final seconds prior to 

weapons release, did !l.2! drop their weapons.' 
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To assess the mission from an operational perspective, a review of the 

operational objectives is in order: bomb the tenorist facilities and suppress the 

Libyan air defenses. Referring back to Table 5, we enn see that at lea::;t one aircraft 

employed its ordnance in each of the three target areas. From an operational 

perspective, Lherefore, thr; mission could be called a success. 

The strategic perspective can likewise be approached by reference to what 

was stated prior to the mission's execution: "destroy major elements of Libya's 

ten-orist. command. training, and support infrast.ructure," and "inflict maximum 

visible damage while assuring minimum collateral damage." With respect to the 

former: at Azziziyah Barracks Qaddafi's main residence and the administraLion 

building suffered some exterio1· damage; at Sidi Bilal the swimming pool building 

used by the terrorists to train was severely damaged; at the Tripoli airport several 

IL-76 aircraft were destroyed. This would probably earn a "satisfactory" rating. 

With re::;pect to the latter task, there was plenty of visible damage with a minimum 

of civilian casualties. The nature of the barracks mission, in the center of Tripoli, a 

town of 1 million people would h�we made "no civilian casualties" an impossible 

Lask. The mission though was as much a political mission as a military one. So 

how effective was it po litically? 

Immediately after the missiort, there was some signiric:ant doubt that it cottld be 
considered anything but a politic:ll disaster. Various pundit"' speculated on the major 
damage which had been done to the NATO alliance; to our relations 'vitb the Arab 
world; and to US bilateral relations with Italy, Pranc-e, Spain, and J<;ogland among 
others. A wave of revenge tenol'ist attacks was p�·cdleted. 2 
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Controversy over "Succcss"-AIIied Perspecti\•e 

The fears that our European allies had l'Rrly in 1986 were only exacerbated 

by t.he raid. The widespread support in the US was in marked contrast, to the 

reaction i.u Europe. The Europeans saw themselves as even bigger targets in an 

expanding war with terrorists. 3 But even in Europe there were two wuy,; of 

thinking about the problem. Two polls bore this out: 

Do you approve or cli�npprove of US Do you thinl< your government hns been too 
military action ngninst Libya? supportive. not supportivo enough or just right 

with respect to US policy agninxt Libya? 

Aoorove DISDDP Not Sure Britain W. Ger. 

us 71% 20% 9% Too Supporl.ive 56% 22% 

Britain 29 % 66% 5% No� Suooortive Enou1th 5% 1 6% 

Abou� Rit:hL 36% 17% 

Don·� Know 3% 1 5% 

SOURCE: Church's "Hilling tho Source" SOURCE: Whlloker•s "Getting Rid of Qoddall" 

Table 6 Table 7 

Bri:.Oos who dt9hked Thatcher denounced her "supmc" acquiescence to An�encan 
wmbes. The "Allunt•cist" faction in France lnmbust.ed :\litterand and Prime Minister 
Jacques Chi rae for failing w help Roonld Rca�an. Former French President Valery 
Giscard d"l�staing allowed as how he "regre�LCCI" the clccisinu, mru.'king a visible split 
io Chin1c's LcnuouA J)'Overnmcnt coalitiOn. West Oermnny'$ Kohl walked a tightrope 
be�wee.n hi• pm·•onul sympathy for American motives and the majori�y ofOcr·m:ms' 
opposition to the drc<ls. Spanish Prime lvh.ni8U!r Pclip" Gonzalez, a atr·ong NA1'0 
supporter, faced n public that disapproved of the attack and feared r .ibyon •·cp•·isal$. 

Although real, the dnmngc seemed unlikely to be permanent. And on both sides of 
the Atlan!Jc, officials were ot pains ta stress what their citizens already knew: �ha� 
they must/otlls less Olt the dif(erenees wttbin the alliance and more on th�lf t'Ommon 
enemy: the murderous force;; of international wrror.' (Emphasi• added) 

France 
5% 

�3% 

44% 

8% 

"Focus," the memherf< of the European Economic Community (EEC) did. On 

21 April 1986 they decided to cut Libyan diplomatic representation in lmC 

countries and EEC represenlal.ion in Libya to the minimum level neccssru·y 1.0 
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maintain diplomatic status, among other sanctions.5 It is unfortunate that the raid 

had to energize the Europeans lo take �orne action. Perhaps it was due to fe:u- of 

imminent reprisal that: ''\Vcstcrn intolligence ;;nil law enforcement agencies lwgan 

devoting more resources to and cooperating more closely than ever before in 

Lnu:king and hampering the movements of terrorists, with an incrMsc in Recurity."6 

Controversy over "Success"-l..cssons for Ten·orists 
Tt would seem that state-sponsored terrorists indeed wet·e "educated" by the 

raid. An important lesson was that. "In hiding behind the sponsorship of a state, 

terrorists run the risk of exposing that state to retaliation. By fixing themselves to 

a geographic area, terrorists make possible surgical air strikes or other forms of 

retaliatory options."7 

Operation ELDORADO CANYON "oxplocled the myth of Libya ::.s 

intimidating and exposed the colonel as weak, isolated, and vulnerable."8 Libya 

was deemed responsible for 19 tenot·ist attacks in 1986, but had only cl.irccted 6 

attacks each year in 1987 and 1988. Syri:1's numbers were 34 attacks in 1985, C in 

1086, 1 in 1987, and none in 1988.� 'T'hi,: had t.he effect of reducing tho fatalities 

duo to terrorism as well: 38 in 1985. to 12 in 1986, LO 7 in 1987.1° Clca1·ly the effect 

of the 1·aid was to help break l.hu cydH of accelerating l\tliddle Ea�tern l;crrorism 

datin� f'rom 1983.11 

Cont1·ovcrsics over the Future 
In the introduction to his book "Raid on Qaddafi," Venkus dcclarO!I "based on 

unique circumstances that were prerequisites for the raid, it is unlikely that a 
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similar mission will occur in the foreseeable futm-e."12 This perception of the future 

is debated by Stephen Sloan in his book "Beating International Terrorism." The 

:!uthor advocates that the milit<Jry develop u specific strategy to counter te•rori�m: 

" ... selection of forces and targels eoulc! be applied p1·eernptively when 1.here is 

overwhelming evidence that the terrorist st.alc is about to initiate an a.uach against 

American citizens and interests."•:< Ll!:mphasis added) 

It is this author's view that in our m\tlti-polar, post-Cold War world, we 

perhaps stand a greater chance of employing "Global P.each-Global Powct'' in a 

contingency operation such as the 14·15 April l986 mission. Nations that might 

havo been kept at bay by the two super power nations are now "free" to conduct 

themselves in destabilizing ways. 'l'his view is shared by authors Winnefeld and 

Johnson, who write, "The future holds more ELDORADO CANYONS than Dosc1·t 

Storms.'' 1'1 

The fact that President Clinton mentions lhe threat of"rogue states" and 

allot.s a section of his national sccm·ity strategy to "Combating Terrorism" should 

give us pause U> consider the possibility of n military unit being tasked to uphold 

law and order for the law abiding nations of the world. It is for this reason tbnt 

O!>Cl'al.ion li:LDORADO CANYON holds important. les�ons. There can be no 

q uesl.ion that other subversive clements at·ound the world should ha vc been 

"ed ucatecl" along with Colonel Qadd<di, at his expense . These elements would al a 

minimum have to act:ount for the possibility of some sort ofretaliation in their 

50 



planning. Hopefully, the deterrent value of ELDORADO CANYON will remain 

true. 

The FutuTe Peace--Will and Ability 
A quantifiable value ean not be placed on the ELDORADO CANYON 

mission. No one will ever know wb.at future terrorist activities were halted as a 

resttll: of l;hat mis!';ion, if any. However, tbe US national leadership had the "guts" 

to take a stand, and that can not be ignored by would-be tenorists. The valiant 

efforts of the national leadership all the way down to the crews in helping to make 

the world a sater place can indeed be "graded" as successful. From Shultz: 

We m.u.st make it clear that while we are not looking around for ways to 
use force, and we seeh other means of ptttting pressttre on and denying 
terrorists their objectives, ... there are situations where we will use force 
and we will have the will and the ability.I5 

To those that flew, and more importantly, the two who died, a grateful, and 

safer nation and wol'ld must express its gratitude. 
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CHAPTER NOTES 

1 Venlms: p. 144. 
'Ibid.: p. 149. 
'lhid.: p. IS I. 
'Sullivnu: PI'· 34-35. 
'On vis: p. 160. 
6 Ibid.: p. 161. 
7 Dodds: pp. 1·2. 
8Venkus: p. 155 
'Ibid.: p. ISS. 
10 Davis: p. 166. 
111bid.: p. 169. l!y k . 

en ·us: p. XI. 

"Sloan: p. 28. 
"Winnefcld: p. 95. 
"Davis: p. 168. 
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