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Though not a high principled translation in English, we do hope that you appreciate this article in English, which makes it possible for many people to read about the following story which was published in ’Piloot en Vliegtuig’ (Pilot and Airplane) the largest aviation magazine for The Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg.

ITALIAN NAVY    

                   WIM DAS & KEES OTTEN

MARINA MILITARE ITALIA 

 

The Italian Navy Flying Services implicate a rather large organisation with about hundred airplanes and helicopters, divided 
in 5 helicoptersquadrons, 1 squadron with Harriërs and 1800 men (and woman) personell

divided over 2 large bases. In the North close to the harbour-town la Spezia we find Luni Air Base, in the South Naval Air Station Grottaglie with the Marine Harbour Taranto and on Sicily
catania with the harbour Agusta.  The harbours play a major role because there are twenty-three ‘surface-ships’ with helicopters of the 3 Naval Air Stations. There is a expansion-possibility to fifty-six ships. Next to that 10 to thirty aircraft can be activated for flights aboard the Carrier ‘Garibaldi’, the one and only carrier  within the Italian navy with it’s home-base
Taranto. 

In the early days the helicopters and their crews were property of the bases. But since some three years ago the structure changed, and nowadays helicopter and crew are fully loaned with a permanent team while a ship goes outside , they remain under full responsibility of the captain of the ship.  The Italian navy is extremely proud on the helicopter-operations from frigates, and they claim to be the first with these actions since 1961 ! Every in Italy built frigate is equipped with a helicopter-deck. The total amount of flying-hours is 18000 on a yearly base and Italian navy claims  an 80% availability.  Pitriëlla, a shared base with the Airforce will be let, and in future they expect to get access to Sigonella Air Base.

 

LUNI AIR BASE
 

Luni Air base or Maristaëlli Luni in Italian was partly built with Nato funds, and together with the Navy harbour La Spezia it is attached to Nato up till now.  The facilities are partly used by units of the Coast Guard. Stationed at Luni are the 1st Helo squadron (Grupelicot 1) with the EH-101 and the 5th Helo squadron (Grupelicot 5) with the AB-212.  Also the EH-101 and NH-90 OT&E team (Operational Test & Evaluation) are to be found here. Luni is dedicated as a testing facility within the Navy Flying Services. Geographicly seen the location is convenient, that is because the Agusta factories at Gallerate near Milano are nearby, the Radar Testing Directorate & Range (for maritime radar) in Livorno and the Missile Test Range in Pedras Defogu, San Degua are also reasonably in reach. Other companies in this region who deliver Navy spare-parts are Wass Sonics in Genua for Sonar, FLIR from Galileo in Florence, and ESM equipment comes from Elletronica ESM from Rome.

 

EH-101

 

When the Westland/Agusta  EH-101 approached the implementation phase for the Navy,   het OT&E team was brought to life. In former days evaluation of aircraft would take place 

in cooperation with the Airforce at Pratica di mare. But the high-command of the Navy in Rome decided it was more to be a procedure of Navy only and selected already end of the nineties a number of people who started working in a team together with a Agusta test-pilot.

Nowadays this group is enlarged to a team of 3 Agusta-testpilots, 2 Navy-testpilots, 2 technical officers, 2 avionics experts and 2 experts in technical maintainance. 

Many  recent developments such as Sonar or avionics can count on a accelerated development and introduction. In total 20 EH-101 have been ordered with another option on four. Eight of these are in ASW version (Anti Submarine Warfare) and recognisable on the outside by their large search-radar under the fuselage, four in the HEW-version (Heliborne Early Warning) with comprehensive radar and internal sensors and finally  the ASH/utility version (Amphibious Assault Helicopter) for transporting troops in an offensive role. 

If options are going to be orders, these ones will be ASW or ASH versions. With the coming of the EH-101 which is only stationed at Luni, the Seakings exept one have been moved to other bases. 
FUTURE
Momentarily the Grupelicot 5 flies at Maeristelli Luni with the AB-212, stationed at the frigates of the Giorgio class. Their home-base is La Spezia. The combined units are called GRUPNAV.  Next to that there are “Naval Special Forces” with gecamouflaged AB-212’s 

in the unit COMSUBIN. This very good (!) trained elite-unit is used for “Special Ops” and is to be compared with the Dutch ‘Marines’.  At this moment a 2nd OT&E team is preparing the coming of the NH-90 helicopter. The NH-90,  a cooperation between the French and german Eurocopter, the Dutch Stork/Fokker, Industrie Portoghesi and the Italian Agusta will replace from 2006 up to 2015 the AB-212 little by little. In total 46 ASW versions (NFH) with torpedo, sonar and ECM and 10 troop transport versions (TTH) have been ordered for the Navy. 

Next they strive for a number of A-109 helicopters for communications because these heli’s are judged very well on their performances in a combination with low-maintainance cost.
 

TRAINING
 

Initial training the Pilots takes place at Pensacola Florida, though some pilots get their training within the Italian Airforce as well. Follow-up training implicates Naval training and Special training at Maristaelli Catania at Grupellicot 2 on the AB-212 or Grupellicot 3 on the SH-3D. Training takes over a year and the best pilots go to the Harriers at Grottaglie. Other pilots follow a transition-course on the EH-101, by that time they already had a three years training.  At Luni a training Avionics 2nd level is to be followed to be able to handle the modern digitalised systems. 

m te kunnen gaan.

 

EXTRA FACILITIES
 

A very important trainingsfacility is the so called ‘Helo-Dunker’  which is rather unique in Europe. Suppose a helicopter goes down in the water, mostly the crew and passengers loose their orientation, especially in the dark. If you are traind in and prepared for such situations the chance to survive increases. A recent accident with civil passengers resulted in civilian casualties, while the military crew survived, and this is not a single case.   

A special built helicopter cabine is dumped in all kinds of varieties (also uside-down) in a basin. The most important thing is to find your own position and to discover the escape-route.

The course-members have a supply for two minutes oxigene and the operation is guided by frogmen. Every year about a thousand crew-members are having this training, from Airforce, Army and Navy divisions, as well as Carabinieri and Coast Guard and finally a small number of foreigners mostly from Germany.  

GROTTAGLIE AIR BASE
 

On ‘Marinebasis Grottaglie’,  to put it in Dutch for once, we find the only Fighter-unit of the Italian Navy named GRUPAER. The AV-8B+ harrier is flown from Grottaglie, or from the Garibaldi since 1991. The squadron exists out of 16 single-seaters and two duo-seaters.  Though the acquisition was ready In 1998, now already modifications and upgrades have been executed (amongst others AMRAAM software) which come forward from renewing developments and opinions in the avionics market. The Harrier is to be operational for offensive tasks as well as fleet-protection.  Moderne Targeting Systems (Grumman Litening Targeting Pod) , PGM (Precision Guided Munition) and Maverick missiles make precision-targeting attacks possible and capacity for AMRAAM missiles the BVR (Beyond Visual range) interceptions. 

Most recent development is the software for JDAM (Joint Direct Attack Munition) which provides  “Stand Off” capacity.  Coordination of the actions over Kosovo and Afghanistan that took place can be done in coorporation with the EH-101 HEW helicopter.  Pilots are the ‘de crème de la crème’ of the Italian Navy and they listen to illustrious names as “Mentos” or “Kaiman” which reminds us of the movie ‘TopGun’ ! It’S a very solid team of   capable people. On their turn like “Kaiman”  tol dus they were impressed about the Dutch  323 squadron during AMRAAM exercises at Decicomannu, Sardinië. Pilots were plenty available, but unfortunately the Garibaldi was outside (empty) to Crete for ECM practicing during our visit.  The aspirant-Harriër pilots get their Elementary Jet Training first at NAS-Pensacola in Florida on the T-45 Goshawk (in former days T-2 Buckeye) where landing on carrier-decks are practiced on American ships. After they get their “Pilot Wings”  transition follows at the  USMC Harriër in Cherry Point, North Carolina.

 

SIMULATOR
 

A very important facility is the Harrier simulator IMS (Italian Mission Simulator) with so called Indra Device. This simulator has been developed together with Spain (1995-2000), though the IMS has more possibilities than the simulator in Madrid. JVC Vista Vieuw projectors 
Give very realistic practice-circumstances and next to that two cockpits can be linked. In this way  two-ship formation flying can be practiced and both pilots can influence the conditions. 

Time to take a seat in the cockpit which is an exact copy of the real Harrier. Central are 2 MFCD’s (Multi Functionele Colour Displays), radar ron the right and mapping left and the  HUD (Head Up display). the HUD gives central the point where to fly to, the position of the nose of the airplane and the horizon in the middle, speed upper-left. Data of altitude of the radar-altimeter (works with Doppler-beam, s sort of Sonar on the surface which provides information about the terrain beneath are upper-right. Down-left groundspeed,  “Angle of Attack” and turbine temperature. Down-right the position of the flaps and the exhaust position of the engine. More data are to be generated with the enable/disable switch.  If you have this screen in front of you, you are ready for the mission !

Outside the cockpit projector-images display for instance the coast-line, airfields, or projection of other planes. In this case the cockpit is static, the sensation-of-movement 
Is generated out of the projection itself. Classical hydraulic techniques could never let 

the simulator imitate the fast movements of the Harrier. Data are transferred via the helmet 
and a mission-computer to a large computerroom where they are analysed. 

Separate subject is the “Ski Jump Take Off” , the way the procedure is on the Garibaldi. 

A vertical take-off with full armament generates that much of a heat from the engines that it would damage the deck of the carrier.  Practicing nightly operations with NVG’s are also possible.  Like the planes itself the simulators receive equal software for upgrades like new weapon-systems.  For the future there is a need for investigating better  “Imaging” methods.

 

HELICOPTERSUNITS / NLA

 

The 4e Helosquadron of Grupelicot 4 operates from Grottaglie with a mix of AB-212 and 
SH-3D Seaking helicopters. Many large hangars are present for these helicopters with extended maintainance facilities The SH-3D’s can be activated from the Garibaldi, as well as the AB-212’s , these last ones also from the frigates (ASW).  Next to classic ASW tasks also Amphibious Assault tasks are done. For these amphibious attacks in 1994 within Grupelicot 4 especially the Nucleo Lotta Anfibia (NLA) was setup.  NLA can deliver troops in enemy territory and operates in case of larger actions in  “packages” where the Sea-Kings do the real transport tasks. This can be for instance special forces, and the Bell 212’s provide  armed escorts with 70mm unguided missiles. Other Bell 212’s are capable of electronic warfare. The NLA helicopters have more or less bulletproof bottoms, and the chairs are suitable for nightly operations (NVG). The major part of the helicopters have a dark black/grey color in stead of the classic Navy-grey color.  

The Bell 212 has striking external characteristic qualities depending on it’s function. The big AN/APS 705 searchradar is positioned above the cockpit, the  ASW- version has AQS-13B sonar in a radome under the nose and the EW- version (Electronic Warfare) has 4 antennas/sensors streamlined on the nose , this last version can also spit “Chaff”  in the air. 
Updates are planned for the SH-3D-NLA and the AB212-NLA amongst others RWR (Radar Warning Receiver) and LWR (Laser Warning Receiver) for more auto-protection. 
Within NATO Grottaglie is an important major  “Forward Logistic Site” and concerning peace-operations the units can be used very well and are very valuable in case of interventions. 
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