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THE MODERNIZATION OF
THE ROYAL THAI AIR FORCE
By
RANDALL J. LARSEN
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In northern Thailand, 375 kilometers from Bangkok, are the majestic ruins of the Sukhothai
Kingdom. Historians claim this site to be the cradle of the Thai Civilization. In the early morning
twilight, Sukhothai, surrounded by rice fields and small villages, is the essence of the Thai culture.
Just outside of a neighboring village, a young monk, dressed in a saffron robe, begins a morning
routine that has remained unchanged for the past 700 years. Rising before dawn, he leaves the
Buddhist Wat and begins his walk through the village. Local women, who also rose before dawn,
will offer the young monk rice and vegetables. The road is unpaved, and in the distance, a farmer
is herding his two water buffalos toward the rice fields. In this remote farming village, little appears

to have changed since the dawn of Thai civilization.
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High overhead, out of sight and sound of the villagers below, there is a different perspective
of modern day Thailand. Two F-16 Fighting Falcons race across the early morning sky. The pilots
are combat experienced and among the most highly trained and proficient in the world. They are
being directed by GCI controllers at the Royal Thai Air Force Headquarters just north of Bangkok.
Information from various remote sites throughout the country is beamed to Bangkok via a
geosynchronous orbiting satellite. The flight is reroute to Chandy Range, where a state of the art
ACMI system will score their encounter with two F-5E’s posing as intruders.

Modern day Thailand is unquestionably a land of contrasts. Executives sit in futuristic high
rises in downtown Bangkok using state of the art computers and talking via satellite links with
New York, London and Paris; however, less than 50 kilometers in any direction from downtown
Bangkok, rice farmers turn the soil with wooden plows pulled by water buffalo.

The majority of Thais live in rural areas. They would say that Bangkok, with its skyscrapers,
traffic jams, pollution and western ways, is not the “true Thailand.” The rice farmers lead a simple
life, and most would have it no other way. They have an abundance of food, and they are free to
live their lives according to the teachings of the lord Buddha.

Unfortunately, there are many threats to the freedoms of these rice farmers. Since the
beginning of the Thai Kingdom, foreign invaders have coveted their plentiful resources. Through
imaginative diplomacy, and sagacious leadership, the Thais remained free from western colonial

expansion. However, since the days of the Sukhothai Kingdom, they have been invaded by the
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Burmese, the Khmer, and the Japanese. During the 1960’s and 70’s, the three most treasured
aspects or Thai culture - Nation, Religion and King - were threatened by a communist insurgency,
supported by the People’s Republic of China. The present and future threat is from the Vietnamese.

In the near term, the threat of invasion by the Viethamese is not generally viewed as
significant. The Vietnamese appear to be fully occupied with their colonization’s of Laos and
Cambodia, and severely hampered by the absolute failure of their economy. The mid and long term
outlooks are always difficult to predict, but the fact that Vietnam currently maintains the fourth
largest standing Army in the world, and in the past 12 years has invaded the Republic of South
Vietnam, Cambodia, and subjugated Laos, is certainly a primary consideration in the long term

planning for the Royal Thai Air Force.
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In the spring of 1983, Air Chief Marshal Prapan Dhupatemiya assumed command of the
RTAF. He inherited a hodgepodge of aging aircraft. With the exception of the F-5E’s the majority
of the RTAF aircraft were considerably older than the pilots who flew them. Both T-28's and C-47’s
were sitting combat alert. “Sitting” is an appropriate term, particularly for the T-28’s which spent
the vast majority of the time sitting on the ramp at Udon RTAFB.

Instead of opting for the politically safe avenue of quick, less expensive, and short term fixes,
such as the purchase of additional spares, upgrades for the existing fleet, and the purchase of
used aircraft from other air forces; Marshal Prapan had the foresight, wisdom, and courage to make
the decisions necessary to insure the RTAF would remain capable of defending the Thai Nation,
Religion and King into the 1990’s and beyond.

To cope with the threats of the future, Marshal Prapan has planned an extensive
modernization program that will take this small, but elite, air force into the 21% Century. This plan
encompasses four primary programs: the F-16 Fighting Falcon, the Royal Thai Air Defense System
(RTADS), the Air Combat Maneuvering Instrumentation Range (ACMI), and the upgrade of the
existing fleet of F-5E aircraft.

Marshal Prapan spent the majority of his career, up through the grade of Group Captain,
in the operational field as a fighter pilot and in the air training command. During his tenure as an
Air Vice Marshal and Air Marshal, he was assigned in the logistics field. This background provided
him with the insight necessary to make the crucial decisions involved in the modernization program.
New equipment was unquestionably needed, but Marshal Prapan also realized that training was
equally important. The first of the four modernization programs to be completed was the ACMI.
Which is one of the most sophisticated pilot training systems currently available.

The ACMI facility became operational on 4 July 1985, and has maintained an OR rate of
better than 95%. The ranges for air-to-air engagements, and Chandy Range, where on drop bomb
scoring is practiced, are conveniently located between the two primary fighter bases, Korat and
Takhli. Thais ACMI facility is one of the most modern in existence, and the RTAF is considering
further upgrades which would provide an electronic warfare capability. Thai nationals are currently
being trained in the operation and maintenance of this system. Eventually, the facility may be staffed
exclusively by Thais. No other ACMI facility, outside the U.S., not even in NATO is manned solely
by foreign nationals.

The RTAF F-5 pilots, who have developed a reputation as “world class,” have the advantage
of training with the Singaporean, Malaysian, and Indonesian Air Forces, and on numerous occasions
engage in dissimilar air combat training (DACT) with USAF units flying the F-4, F-16 and F-15.
While the value of an ACMI range is difficult to quantify to the outsider, it is recognized within the

fighter community as the most valuable training tool available today.

Slullyl]



One of the most difficult decisions that faced Marshal Prapan was the question of which
fighter would be best for Thailand. The F-16 was combat proven and in use throughout the free
world. On the other hand, the F-20 incorporated newer technology and was billed as less expensive.
The French and Chinese were also actively involved in marketing their aircraft. During the latter
half of 1983, several other ASEAN nations waited anxiously for the Thai decision; a decision that
would have a significant effect on their own.

On an unseasonably warm evening in December of 1983, Marshal Prapan asked his close
friend, the U.S. Defense and Air Attaché to join him for a drink. During the course of their
conversation it became clear that Marshal Prapan had more on his mind than polite conversation,
yet he seemed hesitant. Finally he suggested they leave the luxury hotel where they had met. They
walked silently in the darkness for a while. And then standing on an abandoned boat deck, along
the Chao Phya River, Marshal Prapan first informed the U.S. Government of his decision to purchase
the F-16.

i
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For a student of Thai culture, there is an allusive significance in the location Marshal Prapan

chose to reveal his decision; a decision that will have a major effect on the future of Thai national
security. Water is an important symbol in Thailand. Without an abundance of water, there would be
no rice. For centuries, rivers and canals (klongs) were the primary sources of transportation. Since

the early days of the Thai civilization, life has revolved around these water ways.
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The word for river in Thai is “maenam,” meaning “mother of water.” The fact that Marshal
Prapan chose to leave the luxurious surroundings of that hotel, and reveal his historic decision,
while watching the rice laden barges moving slowly down the river, in a manner unchanged for
centuries, was no coincidence - it was the Thai way.

The decision of the Commander-in-Chief of the RTAF was however, only the beginning of
a long and difficult road. Thailand is a democracy, and the final decision was up to the civilian
government. For 18 months, the decision was debated throughout Thailand. A content analysis of
newspaper headlines during this period would reveal that the F-16 issue was the number one topic
in the Thai press. After a year and a half of heated debate, the Letter of Offer and Acceptance (LOA)
was finally signed on 20 June 1985.

In April of 1988 the first two F-16s will be delivered to Thailand at the General Dynamics
facility in Fort Worth. In June of that year, the first four aircraft will land in Thailand, and by October
of 1988, all 8 F-16A’s and 4 F-16B’s will be stationed at Wing | Korat RTAFB. To support the F-16,
the RTAF is also purchasing an Automated Logistics Management System (ALMS), and an Avionics
Intermediate Shop (AIS). The ALMS is credited as one of the most significant factors in the USAF’s
incredibly high operational readiness rate for the F-16

In 1984, the LOA for the Royal Thai Air Defense System (RTADS) was signed. The first phase
of this fully automated air defense and warning system will become operational in May of 1989.
The RTAF is presently constructing an air operations center adjacent to their headquarters facility.
This semi hardened structure will house the Air Operations Center/Sector Operations Center, where
RTADS operators will be able to detect, interrogate, identify and control air interceptions of intruding
aircraft. Remote sites throughout the country will be linked to the RTAFS command facility via a
state of the art, long haul, micro-wave digital communications system.

This fully automated air defense and warning system was designed by the Electronic Systems
Division of the USAF Air Force Systems Command. Several RTAF officers, based in the United
States, have been instrumental in the design of the software that will be used by RTADS.

To augment the limited number of F-16s, the RTAF is currently upgrading the capabilities
of its fleet of F-5E aircraft. These aircrafts are being fitted with inertial navigation systems, ALE-40
chaff and flare dispensers, radar warning systems and a heads up display weapons computer
system (HUDWACS). As an example of the capabilities of the RTAF maintenance and logistics
personnel, only the first four aircrafts are being modified by the contractor. The next four will be
completed in a joint effort, and the remainder will be modified exclusively by RTAF personnel.

Self-reliance is one of the key ingredients to Marshal Prapan’s modernization program. He
believes it is essential that RTAF personnel be involved in the development of the RTADS system,

and that RTAF completes the F-5E modifications with their own maintenance personnel. To be
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better prepared for combat, the RTAF has initiated a program that enables them to produce their
own 20mm ammunition, and the RTAF Research and Development Center has already begun
producing the solid propellant used in 2.75” rockets. The jet engine overhaul facility at Don Muang
Air Base completes all major overhaul maintenance in engines used on the F-5s, A-37s, OV-10s,
T-37s, and UH-1s. This facility negates the lengthy delays many counties must face when their jet
engines are shipped to overseas overhaul facilities. Other programs, concerned with the
development of base defense weapons, such as A caliber and 37mm AAA weapons, are also in
progress.

One would think that programs concerned with the welfare of the RTAF personnel and
dependents would suffer drastically while the RTAF was spending such large sums on sophisticated
hardware. Amazingly this is not the case. Marshal Prapan fully realizes the importance of maintaining
and expanding these programs. At present an extensive family housing program is under way at
several RTAF bases. The significance he places on the RTAF sports program was witnessed at the
recent SEA Games, when RTAF personnel walked away with over 50 gold, silver and bronze
medals. Marshal Prapan has emphatically stated that his modernization program will not be

financed at the expense of the personal needs of his people.
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At times, the financing of these programs has been quite unique and creative. Several years
ago, when Marshal Prapan was serving as the Assistant Commander-in-Chief, a small group of
senior RTAF officers, including Marshal Prapan, decided that a new hospital facility was needed.
Unfortunately there were no funds in the budget for such a costly venture. Not to be deterred,
Marshal Prapan and his colleagues organized one of the largest lotteries in the history of Thailand;
a lottery that paid the entire cost of the medical facility. Today, the Bhumipol Hospital (hamed in
honor of the present King) is one of the most modern medical facilities in Asia. One of the unique
aspects of this modern RTAF facility, is that over 80% of the patients are civilians. Those who can
afford to pay for the services do so, those who cannot are provided everything from routine
outpatient care to complex and expensive surgical procedures free of charge. With programs such
as this, it is easy to see why military personnel in Thailand are treated with such respect. The military
in Thailand is not only dedicated to defending the nation from its enemies, it is also dedicated to

helping the people of Thailand enjoy the fruits of their freedoms.
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The name Thailand means land of the free. Throughout its history, Thailand has had to pay
dearly to maintain its freedom. For centuries this has meant that thousands of its young men had
to die to defend their homeland. With the modernization of the RTAF and the other armed services
in Thailand, it is hoped that the aggressors will be deterred, and the only battles the RTAF will face
will be no Chandy Range, and the only kills will be those scored in the computer of the ACMI.

This year marks the 72nd anniversary of the Royal Thai Air Force. In terms of Thai history,
this is but a brief moment, but in terms of aviation history, it nearly encompasses the history of
manned flight. There are still some Thais who can remember those first fabric covered French
biplanes. Hopefully, they will be on hand to see the RTAF F-16s streaking across the skies of
Bangkok in June of 1988.

Many years after that initial flight, well into the next century, young monks across the country
will still rise before dawn. Dressed in their saffron robes they will begin the mornings by walking
through the small villages. Thai woman will offer them food as part of an ancient Buddhist ritual.
They will be free to carry on this ageless tradition, because of the foresight and courage of men

like Air Chief Marshal Prapan Dhupatemiya.
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