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425miles off the mast of Argentinalie the Falkland Islands, a string of sparsely
inhabited shores home to abou 1500 people and far more sheep. The Falklands (or the
Malvinas, as the Argentineans cdl them) had been in dspute long before Charles Darwin
incubated his theory of evolution whil e observingitsflora and fauna. Spain, France Britain, and
Argentina each laid claim to theislands at some point; ever since 1833,the Falklands have been
a Briti sh colony, although ever since 1833,the Argentineans have protested the Briti sh
“occupation.” In April of 1982,an Argentine military dictatorship made these protests
substantial with afull-scdeinvasion d theislands. The British retaliated, eventually winning
badk theislands by July.

Milit arily, this entirely unexpeded war was heralded as the first “modern” war—a post-
World War Il clash of forces over aterritoria dispute. “Here & last wasakind d war [military
planners] recognized”; unlike Vietnam, thiswas “a dean, traditional war, with a proper
battlefield, recognizable opporents in reagnizable uniforms and pasitions, and nomessy,
scatered civil popuations or guerrill a groups to compli cate the situation”* Here, the “smart”
wegpors developed over 40 years of Cold War could finally be brought to bea against red
targets. Likewise, the aonflict provided ore of the first oppatunitiesto use nuclea submarinesin
red combat. Asaresult, hundeds of experts have explored the lesnsto be leaned from the

war over the Falklands.
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However, accourts of the war tend to center on the sinking of two shipsin particular: the
Argentine cruiser General Belgrano and the Briti sh destroyer HM S Sheffield. Sunk by anuclea
submarine and a “smart” missle respedively, these two ships demise reflect important lessons
to beleaned abou naval warfare, but must be viewed in alarger context. Submarines and
“smart” wegoors played afar larger rolein the conflict than simply sinking two ships; only by

understanding the larger picture can one learn the lessons of the Falklands Cortflict.

Submarines in the Falklands Conflict

The first operationinvaving a submarine in the Falklands involved the Argentine
submarine Santa Fe, the former USSCatfish (SS339), a Perch classdiesel sub commissoned in
1945. The Santa Fe was en route to the Falklands to covertly ship suppies to the troops
garrisoned there, surfaced and approaching the port of Grytviken, when it was gotted by a
British helicopter on April 252 The heli copter was one of agroupof five mnsisting of one
Wessx, two Wasp, and two Seal ynx, which subsequently fired onthe helpless sibmarine with
depth charges and ather ordnance® Surfaced, the submarine had littl e defense except for the
riflesfound on bard. The Santa Fe's crew beaded the badly damaged submarine just outside
of Grytviken. Although thiswas a thance encourter, it highlights the vulnerabili ty of a
submarine when onthe surface. Asthe submarineisawegon d stedth, orcethat stedthis
removed, it becomes a sitti ng duck to attacks from bath the ar and sea.

The Santa Fe was nat the first submarine on the scene, however; asthe padliticd conflict

escdated in March, the British nwclea submarines Spartan, Splendid, and Conqueror were
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ordered to sail for the Falklands, to “covertly prepare atask forcefor South Atlantic

operations.”*

This adion showed two advantages of the modern nuwclea submarine: speed and
stedth. Thanksto their nuclea propusion dants, the submarines were aleto arrive far before
the rest of the British task force  Furthermore, this adiontook dacewithout at all aff ecting the
paliti cd situation. Because the ships could remain undeteded nealy indefinitely, the
Argentineans had noidea that submarines were off their coast unlessthe British told them, thus
not exacebating an aready tense situation. Indeed, hed the pdliti cians been able to resolve the
conflict at that time, there would have been notrace of the British submarines ever being in the
area

The British dd eventually inform the Argentineans of their submarines’ presence,
however, finaly establi shing a200-mile “maritime exclusion zone” around the Falklands on
April 12. This effectively stopped any Argentine naval operationsin the aea no ship would
dare to risk entering waters patroll ed by the superbly handed Briti sh submarines. Indeed, in an
interesting ill umination onthe stedth of nuclear submarines, the Briti sh could have been bluffing
withou the Argentineans ever knowing—as one Briti sh submariner quipped, “the only way to
know for surethat thereis a submarine is when one starts losing ships—and that’s avery
expensive way to find ou.””

That maritime exclusion zone resulted in the most famous submarine encounter of the
war, the sinking of the Argentinean cruiser General Belgrano by the HMS Conqueror. On May

2nd,the Belgrano and two destroyer escorts went on petrol just outside of the exclusion zone.

The Briti sh saw the Belgrano group as athreat to itstask force, and ordered the Conqueror to

3 USSCatfish SS339 Home Page http://waveam.net/~rontini/ catfish.html
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engage. The Conqueror used two Mk V111 torpedoes, sinking the Belgrano in forty minutes.®
Thiswas the first time that a nuclear submarine had attacked a surface ship in adual combat.
The Argentineans learned their lesonwell: the Argentine navy was esentially holed upin pat
most of the war, espedally their carrier Veinticinco de Mayo. As aresult, Argentine planes had
to fly 425miles from the Argentine mainland to their targets, which taxed their fuel capacity to
the bresing paint.”

Perhaps the most disturbing lesson d the war isin the redm of Anti-Submarine Warfare
(ASW). Argentina had only four World War I1-era diesel submarines, two of which weretied up
in pat: the Salta’ s battery was depleted (although the Argentines moved it aroundto confuse the
Briti sh) and the Santiago del Estro had been cannibali zed for spare parts.? Asmentioned abowe,
the Santa Fe was damaged ealy in the war and thus remained inoperative throughou the
conflict. However, the Briti sh spent an extraordinary amount of time trying to tradk these few
submarines. An enormous amourt of ordnance was dropped onfalse mntacts, while SeaKing
antisubmarine heli copters constantly patroll ed the area® Their efforts were mnfounded by the
difficulty to conduct sonar operationsin shallow water.*® That the British spent so much time
and firepower ineff ectively chasing one outmoded diesel submarine shows bath the difficulty of
ASW and the dealinessof even dder submarines to alarge surface fleet.

Indedd, the San Luisfired several torpedoes on Briti sh ships, yet eadh torpedo missed its
target. It is suspeded that “synchro misalignment had caused incorred bearing informationto be
transmitted from the periscope to the fire-control console,” and that furthermore an “over-

zedous lealing petty officer...had incorredly reconneded lead used to power-up torpedoes in
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their tubes before launch.”** This shows that one must nat only have the technd ogy—one must

also bewell-trained in using it effedively.

SurfaceWarfare in the Falklands Confli ct

Despite the importance of ASW operations, the Briti sh goal was, utimately, to take badk
theidands. Thisrequired airplanesto provide ar suppat to groundtroops, shoa down
incoming Argentine planes, and protect the fled itself. The SeaHarrier, avariant of the vertica-
takeoff Harrier jet fighter designed for the Roya Navy, proved itself admirably throughou the
conflict. The SeaHarriers were launched from the Hermes and Invincible, two Verticad/Short
Take-Off and Landing (V/STOL) cariers. Armed with AIM-9L Sidewinder missles, the
Harriers excealed their commanders expedations, shoaing down several Argentine planes and
providing close dr support for the Army and Royal Marines.*? Their successhas prompted some
in the US Navy to consider augmenting or even repladng our fleet of conventional carriers with
V/STOL models.

Observers often forget that Briti sh victory in the Falklands was by no means a sure thing:
the British Battle Group Commander, Admiral Sandy Woodward, said that “major damage to
Hermes or to Invincible...would probably cause usto abandonthe entire Falkland Island
operation”® To proted these vital resources, several destroyers and frigates were sent on radar

picket duty to essentially form the first line of defense against Argentine ar attadks. One such
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destroyer, the HM S Steffield, was sunk by a French-built Exocet missle, prompting a great ded
of presson bdh sides of the Atlantic. The Sheffield was nat the only ship to be atadked,
however; the Coventry, Glasgow, and Ardent were dl hit by conventional wegors (only the
Glasgow survived).** Likewise, the Atlantic Conveyor was downed by two Exocets and the
Glamorgan barely escaped ancther Exocet.™® Furthermore, the Sheffield was nat the first ship to
be sunk by a “smart” weapon; as early as 1967the Egyptians had launched Soviet-made Styx
missles, sinking the Isragli destroyer Eilat. By examining what caused these shipsto be hit
and/or sunk, we can learn vital lesons abou surfacewarfare.

First, the British task forceladed Airborne Early Warning (AEW), planes that can detect
enemy jets from far away, allowing shipstimeto arm their defenses and aher planestime to
shoa down the enemy. Indeed, the heavy losses as aresult of lacking AEW have spurred the
Briti sh to upgrade their SeaKing planes to include AEW capabili ty.*® US Navy officials claim
that an American carrier battle groupwould never encournter ship losses equivalent to the British
because our larger supercarriers provide for AEW planes.!” Asone amira ptt it, it is easier to
“shod at Indians, nat at arrows.”*® Indeed, British naval officers explained after the Falklands
conflict that their ships were nat designed for Falklands-like conflict, bu rather for ajoint NATO
strike with close d@rborne suppat provided by the US Navy.®

However, relying on carrier suppat alone would be fodhardy. Several retired admirals
have expressed concern over our over-reliance on cariers. former Chief of Naval Operations

Elmo Zumwalt has call ed the cariers “aseaborne Maginat Line,” and Admiral Hyman Rickover
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said that they would last “about two days’ in amajor conflict with Soviet submarines.?® Thus,
many cdl for defense systems on ships themselves to shoa down missles that get through the
carier defenses. Here, the US Navy paints to the Phalanx Close-In Wegion System
(affedionately known as the CIWS) as alast-ditch defense against incoming missles. However,
no defense system is useful if it isnot adivated. Thislesson proved itself well in the downing of
the USSSark in the Persian Gulf in 1987by an Exocet missle nealy identicd to the ones that
hit the Sheffield, Atlantic Conveyor, and Glamorgan. Like the Sheffield, the Sark failed to
employ the avail able countermeasures; her captain claimed that the ship’s eledronic warning
system fail ed to deted the missle, and that the Phalanx system was not on automatic for fea of
hitting friendly forces.?* One propased solution is to integrate artificial intelli gencetechndogies
into close-in wegpors systems, such as the Navy’ s Aegis system.?

Ultimately, however, nomatter how well defended aship is, there is always the chance it
could be hit. Examining which shipsin the Falklands Conflict survived the hits and which dd
not provides valuable lessons in damage wntrol, fire fighting, and ship design. The Glamorgan,
for example, survived its Exoce hit, partially because of its navigator’s ill fully turning the ship
away from the weapon, but also because it is bigger than the Sheffield, such that “any hit would
affect asmall er percentage of her length.”%® Many also speaulate that the duminum hulls of the
Sheffield and aher destroyers prevented adequate damage control and firefighting, because
aluminum melts at relatively low temperatures. A House of Commons committeedireded to
investigate the conflict was extremely criticd of “fire- and battle-damage wntrol” on bard the

various vessls; in particular, ruptured fuel tanks caused massve amourts of fire and smoketo
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erupt.* Asaresult, new British ships have tanks as low as possblein the hull, and duing the
Gulf War the British practiced asdsting other ships with fire fighting.?®

One often forgotten aspect of the Falklands conflict istherole of logistics. Despite the
fancy “smart” wegoors and state-of-the at aviation techndogy, the war—Ilike every war since
the dawn of combat—was wonwith logistics. The British had to provide the “bull ets and keans”
to suppy its sl ors and troops fighting a war 8,000 miles away from home. They accompli shed
this by two methods: First, they established a “forward” base & Ascension Island, airlifting
stores and troops to the island ealy in the @nflict.?® Thowgh theisland s 4ill 3,750miles away
from the Falklands, it cut in half the distance necessary to resuppy the British fled. Second,the
Briti sh utili zed their substantial merchant fleet to ship suppies from Ascension Island to the task
force This“particularly ingenious lution” involved using a number of civili an vessls,
including the luxury liner Queen Eli zabeth 11, to transport both troops and materiel.?” Of course,
the plan worked mainly because the Argentineans fail ed to attadk these merchant vessls. The
Argentineans esentially made the same mistake that the Japanese had in World War I by
attadking military vessls rather than the slower-moving, more poorly-defended logistics ships
that suppied them, they fail ed to halt the British fled. Indeed, the only logistics sip hit by the
Argentineans was hit by acadent: the Atlantic Conveyor was badly damaged by a missle

intended for ancother ship.
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Conclusions

Given this broader picture of the Falklands conflict, one can derive important lessons in
both undersea and surface warfare. The vulnerability of surfaced submarines, the speed and
stealth of nuclear submarines, the difficulty of ASW operations, the viability of CTOL carriers,
the need for airborne early warning and el ectronic warfare defenses, and the importance of
logistics were but afew of these lessons. With luck, the US Navy will learn these lessons so that
it can meet the challenges of the Post-Cold War, increasingly complex world.

Ultimately, however, the final lesson of thiswar is not military, but political: had cooler
heads prevailed on both sides of the Atlantic, thousands of lives would not have perished for a
few rocky, nearly desolate islands. Whatever the military failures, follies, and deficiencies, war

is nearly always the failure of politics.
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