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ON

MILITARY TRAINING ROUTE (MTR) ACTIVITIES

Fighter pilots need to know how to fly low and fast. The idea is to use low altitude and terrain in order to avoid visual and radar detection, as well as to render enemy air defenses less effective. The actual tactical situation will determine whether the fighters elect to fly low in combat, but it’s necessary to have the skill. The skill involves prioritization, between not hitting the ground, keeping his flight leader in sight, flying the briefed formation, keeping radar and visual lookout for threats, navigating using onboard systems and visual references, and monitoring aircraft systems and fuel. In the beginning, about all the student can do is to keep from hitting the ground and perhaps keeping his flight lead in sight. By the end of his training, he is ready to perform all the required tasks in combat.

We typically fly the route at 500 feet and 480 knots groundspeed (about 520 mph), although mission requirements might dictate a higher speed, up to 540 knots (600 mph). Other users besides USAF might fly at altitudes down to 100’. A typical flight is four airplanes in an “offset box”, with the airplanes in a square formation separated by one to four miles. Most of the route is flown this way, generally only turning where the route turns. They will generally accomplish some benign tasks like monitoring aircraft systems, low altitude awareness demonstrations (airspeed loss in turns, acceleration/deceleration, turn diameter), and others which don’t generally require a lot of hard maneuvering, Somewhere along the route, though, the flight will do a “threat reaction”, in response to a simulated threat. The threat might be antiaircraft artillery, surface to air missiles, or an air threat. Actual tactics are classified, but generally involve sharp turns, use of afterburner, and in some cases some vertical maneuvering. Due to route restrictions, we generally don’t turn more than 90 degrees, in order to avoid going the opposite direction in the route corridor.

These airplanes generate a lot of noise, particularly in afterburner, but we don’t have a good number for how many dB they generate on a single event. We have a fairly comprehensive noise study of our MTRs, dated 13 Aug 97 and prepared by Wyle Laboratories, which show that the day-night average sound level is low - generally below 54 Ldn - the same as a “quiet urban setting”. These averages were based on total operations divided by 264 flying days. Although Ldn is the generally accepted metric for use in sound studies, it doesn’t really capture the amount of noise generated during a single intrusion event. Furthermore, by using 264 flying days, this study doesn’t capture the average noise encountered on an average busy day, or a day on which there is flying on the route.

Physical safety of persons on the ground is another significant consideration where it concerns flying operations on MTRs. The pilot’s first reaction to any problem at low altitude is to climb to a higher altitude and sort out the problem. With a serious malfunction however, such as an engine failure, there may not be enough time to attempt to steer the airplane away from populated areas or to do anything else but eject. Other serious aircraft malfunctions might require the pilot to jettison his external stores, such as fuel tanks and bombs, with the corresponding hazard to persons on the ground.
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