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It had became evident, in early 2002 that the busy network of 
PAA operations needed more detailed co-ordination and on 
February 16, 2002 four Aviation Groups were formed at Qasim, 
Quetta, Rahwali and Multan, with all but Rahwali (home of the 
Army Aviation School), being involved heavily to support and 
supervise their squadrons involved in Operation Al Mirsan.  

The author visited three of the four main FAA hubs, it was 
deemed by the authorities to be too unsafe to visit Quetta.  

Qasim – Army Aviation’s No 1 Base 

Located on the outskirts of Rawalpindi, Qasim plays a big part in 
the conflict, providing logistical support to the troops fighting in 
Operation Al Mirsan, as the war effort is known locally. 

The facility still has some of the old hangars built over 50 
years ago augmenting the newer more modern ones. Security 
measures are at a considerably higher level than when the PAA 
moved in back in the late -50s, with high walls now built around 
the ramps and hangars to protect themselves from rocket 
attacks. Military bases are a prime target for the miscreants so 
every eventuality has to be covered. 

AFTER YEARS of focusing their tactical efforts on the eastern 
border with India and Kashmir, the Pakistan Army found itself 
shifting its attention to the western borders in the wake of 
September 11, 2001. Its attention became more focused when 
it became clear the terrorists (or miscreants as they are called 
in Pakistan) were fleeing Afghanistan and hiding in the FATA 
and later SWAT regions were they were soon wreaking havoc.  

The Pakistan Army went into FATA in a bid to flush out the 
miscreants, but soon saw casualties mounting up due to a lack 
of knowledge in the region and a lack of proper air support.  
Suddenly it was no longer the east and Kashmir that was 
taking up the PAA’s time, but the western frontier 
with Afghanistan.

After UN Resolution 1386 was passed on December 20, 2001 
supporting international efforts to eradicate terrorism in 
accordance with the UN Charter, Army troops were deployed 
almost immediately to FATA, without outside support to 
combat the miscreants. There were no up to date maps of that 
region - the last time new ones had been issued was 1964. 
This saw Army helicopters land at places where the border 
was thought to be and aircrews asking locals where they were!

Many lessons were learnt from the early Global War on Terror 
(GWOT) days, in late 2001, when the Army tried in vain to 
stem the flood of insurgents pouring into Pakistan from 
Afghanistan’s mountainous Tora Bora region. One area was so 
remote, with no roads and very tough terrain that the only way 
infantry could be resupplied was by Mi-17s.

The increased tempo in combat operations highlighted the 
weaknesses in some areas of the PAA’s inventory. In 2004 
the US leased (which were officially handed over in 2007) 
26 brand new Bell 412EPs with door mounted machine guns.  
They were split between “The Gallants” at Quetta and “Sky 
Raiders” at Qasim and started to take over the scouting 
responsibilities of the vulnerable Bell 206 Jet Ranger in the 
combat zone. More Mi-17s were provided by the US in a bid to 
ramp up Pakistans troop transport capabilities. 

However the AH-1F Cobras were in a real need of replacement 
or modernization, in a bid to increase the PAA’s fire-power, 
particularly at night. That has happened slowly, but the PAA 
are looking now at obtaining a more modern gunship - with 
the Bell AH-1Z, TAI T-129 ATK, Eurocopter Tigre and Boeing 
AH-64D all being looked at. However finances seem to be the 
main stumbling block towards securing a deal.  

Meanwhile 10 armed AS550 C3 Fennec scout helicopters 
ordered in 2007 were finally delivered in 2013 after a 
contractual dispute was settled.   

Alan Warnes found himself in some of the most dangerous 
environments on earth in compiling this extraordinary 
report on Pakistan’s Army Aviation activities.

General Officer Commanding (GOC), Brigadier General Anjum 

has been head of the Pakistan Army Aviation since mid April 2013.



6

Pakistan Army Aviation Special Report 2013

4

As well as aviation squadrons, Qasim houses several 
maintenance facilities, ensuring the helicopters and fixed wing 
aircraft go through their periodic inspections, maintenance 
checks or battle damage repair - which is a regular occurrence 
these days. Personnel from these units, working in LADs 
(Light Aviation Detachments) regularly deploy to the front line 
providing first line maintenance and battle damage repairs.  
There is plenty going on Qasim!

This Mi-17 is one of several surviving examples supplied by the 

USA to the PAA and now serves with the ‘King Birds’ at Qasim.

Standing in front of three different varieties of Mi-17s is the 

CO of the ‘King Birds’ along with pilots and senior engineering 

officers. The unit is the ‘mother of the Army’s Mi-17 units’.

Fire-fighting is another role of the ‘King Birds’, the unit played 

a big part in a huge fire in Lahore in 2011. This Mi-17 with an 

870 gallon (3,300 litre) Bambi bucket heads off to a local lake 

for water.  

This Romanian-built IAR330L is one of four on standby for use 

as a VVIP transport – note the air conditioning unit protruding 

from the port side of the cabin and sand filters over the engines. 

A Bell 412 of 25 Squadron is seen over the garrison town of 

Rawalpindi, with gunner and combat assault team on board 

All photos, author

The squadrons based at Qasim provide the bulk of troop 
transportation, logistical support and any other services the 
PAA can provide to an overstretched Army currently battling it 
out in FATA. As a result many helicopters are deployed - either 
at Peshawar Forward Operating Base or two of the Forward 
Operating Locations at Wana or Miranshah in FATA. These heli-
bases have all been built up and bolstered considerably in the 
past five years.  
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Aviation Group 

Qasim became the residency to the new Army Aviation Group 
which faces the biggest challenges of all the aviation groups.  
Providing the airborne logistical support, has stretched the units, 
as the Commander told me: “It isn’t an easy task. Operations 
in FATA and SWAT are fraught with dangers not just from 
miscreants firing AK47s, RPGs and other anti-aircraft 
weaponry, but the unpredictable weather, high altitudes 
and tough terrain too.

“By 2003, the ground ops stepped up a gear and aviation was 
needed like never before, to supply the troops and support the 
ground ops. We put 6-8 Cobras into Peshawar as well as Mi-17s 
and Pumas. We first heli-dropped a complete battalion on March 
16, 2004, at Wana” the Aviation Group Commander told me.

The Aviation Commander has a huge responsibility and so he 
has to ensure that all the resident aviation squadrons are on top 
of their game. He also has the Special Operations Task Force 
(SOTF) under his watchful eyes.

Aviation Units

The ‘Saviours’ operate the AS350B3 Ecureil, playing an active 

liaison and SAR role in Operation Al Mirsan. Pilots are trained 

at Qasim, before joining another squadron at Skardu where 

they will face some of the most challenging weather conditions, 

amongst the highest peaks in the world.

The unit hit the headlines on August 10, 2005 when two pilots Lt 

Col Rashid Ullah Beg with Major Khalid Amir Rana flying a SA315 

Lama, rescued Slovenian climber, Tomasz Humar. The rescue 

mission at 22,000 feet (6,700m) came with many hazards, no 

foothold for a single skid of helicopter, a sheer drop on one side 

and ravines on the other.

I recently met Rashid at the squadron and he recalled the daring 

mission, watched by the world on TV bulletins. “We had to take 

every piece of item off the SA 315 Lama that was optional, this 

included the HF set, UHF set, battery (after starting) and tail 

rotor shield! While we had to be light to climb up to that height 

and then hover, we still needed to be heavy enough to ascend 

when the time came.

5

A ‘Saviours’ AS350 Ecureil hover taxies out for a training 

sortie, the unit has saved many lives in the Himalayas and other 

mountain areas.

Pumas are maintained by 399 EME at Qasim.  This example is 

having its engine checked out.

This Alouette III is being overhauled by the 503 Workshop, 

situated next to the 399 EME.

The 503 Workshop also looks after some of the 

PAA’s Mushshaks.
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Sky Raiders

Recently qualified helicopter pilots are regularly posted into the 

squadron and after four months of conversion and preparations 

for Op Al-Mirsan, they are posted forward.

“Crews deploy to Peshawar FOB for 15 days at a time. The 

FOB provides them with a shorter flying distance into the 

operational area, so they can provide the necessary support 

and if required can also fly missions from the Forward 

Operating Locations (FOLs).

“We currently have two pilots, who joined the squadron 

after graduating at Rahwali, the PAA’s training academy, on 

December 22, 2012 and are scheduled to start serving on the 

front line on May 1” added the CO.

“While the Bell 412s escort the AH-1s, we can also provide a 

night capability with our FLIRs. We escort, positively identify 

the target, which is identified by someone on the ground, set 

up the strike and then advise the Cobra pilots. Once we see the 

Cobra’s cannons ‘kicking off dust’, we can provide some fire 

support too with our two door mounted M240H machine guns” 

the CO finished.

Not too surprisingly, the ‘Sky Raiders’ has received its fair share 

of bravery commendations. Major Shahzad received his during 

a mission to recover two bodies from an AH-1 crash site in 2010. 

A Brigadier had been injured too so he was recovered, however 

during the rescue mission the helicopter was hit 14x by enemy 

fire. Another time he flew his unarmed helicopter into Peochar 

Valley to pick up crews from a pair of Bell 412s forced to land 

after being hit by enemy fire. As he swooped in his helicopter 

was hit by enemy fire, two bullets went into the rotors and the 

FLIR was damaged. He managed to fly his damaged mount to 

Peshawar where it was repaired.

“We only took one cylinder of oxygen that we had to share, 

although under our Standard Operating Procedures we should 

have one each. So when I took control of the aircraft I breathed 

from the oxygen bottle, and when Khalid took control he had it. 

To make things even more difficult there was also a large rock, 

80-100 ft (24-30m) above the stricken climber, so there was 

little clearance from the wall. It was a very dangerous 

rescue mission.

He recalls how he thought at one point they were going to 

crash “Tomas was tethered to the wall, and when the sling hook 

was thrown to him, we signaled to put his thumbs up when he 

was released from the wall. But he put his thumbs up when he 

grabbed the sling instead! “Thinking he was free we started to 

pull the helicopter away, with Tomas hanging on to the sling but 

as he was still attached we started struggling, and I thought the 

rotors were going to hit the mountains, but suddenly the rope 

snapped and we were away! 

“We descended down to base camp and found ourselves at the 

centre of amazing media receptions over the next few days 

and weeks”

Unfortunately though, Tomas’ luck didn’t hold out because just 

over four years later he was found dead in the Himalayas during 

another climb after injuring himself at 23,710 ft (7220m).

The Lama has now of course been replaced by the Ecureil which 

has considerably boosted the unit’s capabilities even further, 

as it can climb as high as a staggering 23,000 ft (7000m) 

whenever required.

Another unit, used in the VVIP role has the biggest inventory 

of any PAA squadron flying a mix of both helicopters and fixed 

wing aircraft.

The squadron’s area of responsibility ranges from China all the 

way down to the Arabian Sea or as the CO proudly puts it “from 

the mountains of the north to the coast and blazing deserts”.

Having met many of the pilots you are not surprised to learn 

it also has the largest contingent of Instructor Pilots (IPs) and 

Qualified Flying Instructors (QFIs) in any PAA unit. The need 

for experienced pilots with the necessary security clearances is 

a consequence of flying the President, Prime Minister and 

heads of states that visit Pakistan. Most are qualified to fly 

different aircraft, and some are even qualified to fly fixed 

wing and helicopters.

Not wanting to be labeled as just a VVIP unit, the CO tells me 

“We are involved in a number of diverse roles that includes 

command and liaison missions, casevac, the air supply of 

controlled items and some limited cargo as well as air drops”.

Although they are unfashionable, the unit’s Chinese built Harbin 

Y-12s play a big part in the war in the west, as they have the 

ability to accommodate 6-8 sitting casualties and to drop 12 

free fall paratroopers at 24,000 feet even if the aircraft is 

not pressurized!  

One common theme that runs through everyone working for 

the PAA, regardless of what squadron you are working for, is 

the patriotism. Everything they do is for their country. One of 

the biggest challenges facing the unit is maintenance, with 

such a diverse range of types from China, France, Russia and 

USA the periodic depot maintenance (PDM) planning has to be 

watched meticulously - its a big challenge, to ensure every type 

is available. 
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King Birds

The ‘King Birds’ operates Mi-17 Hips, which the CO refers to as 

‘the mother of all Mi-17 squadrons’ because it has trained pilots 

destined for the newly established Mi-17 units. With an ability 

to lift 4 tons (4,000kg) the Mi-17 is a real stalwart and it is not 

surprising the Mi-17 has played a massive part in helping to clear 

the devastation of natural catastrophes when the country has 

needed it in recent years.

In Operation Lifeline, a Pakistani-led relief operation, designed 

to aid victims of the devastating earthquake in the north of 

the country in 2005, the unit flew 722.6 hours, lifting 973 tons 

(988,990 kgs).

The unit flew 800 hours during Operation Labbaik, the 

humanitarian relief effort to save and serve thousands of people 

in central Pakistan, affected by terrible floods in late July, 2010.  

Pakistan TV broadcast spectacular images of Mi-17s hovering 

over frightened families standing precariously on the roofs of 

their ramshackle houses, trying to pluck them from the 

surging waters.

Today the unit has flown some 700 hours participating in 

Operation Al Mirsan and played a major part in the spectacular 

Peochar Valley heli-drop in May 2009, when the PAA carried 

out the highest and largest airborne mission since the Burma 

War. The mission involved some 30 helicopters, flying at 

altitudes of 20,000 feet where they dropped off 1200 troops, 

on some perilous looking HLZs.

It’s no surprise the PAA admire the Mi-17s, with its ability to 

be equipped for all eventualities – with a sling (for picking up 

downed helicopters etc), bambi bucket (for fire-fighting), hoist 

(rescue missions lifting up to 330lbs [150kgs]), vehicle/hook 

loading (to pull on vehicles and trolleys), cradle basket (picking 

up casualties over water) and 70 feet (20m) rope ladders 

(rescuing during floods and fires). Most are NVG compatible, 

can be loaded with auxiliary fuel tanks and a couple even have 

medical/casualty evacuation equipment on board.

Non Combat

Like a number of nations operating the Mi-17, the PAA often 

uses its mounts for fire-fighting. As recently as February 8, 

2011, the Mi-17s equipped with 870 gallons (3,300litre) bambi-

buckets worked tirelessly to extinguish burning buildings at the 

Shah Alam Market in Lahore.

In 2003, after the US started supporting PAA ops with the 

supply of Mi-171Vs (the two door and a rear ramp version), a 

Special Ops Task Force (SOTF) was set up at Tarbela aimed at 

capturing High Value Targets (HVTs) in Waziristan.

Supporting ground troops

Acts of bravery by Qasim aircrews are not just isolated cases, 

I heard tales from all the squadrons on how aircrews regularly 

put their lives on the line flying missions whenever needed, 

into some of the most inhospitable locations in the world in all 

weather and often under fire. While the air war in Pakistan’s 

west is one that has gone largely unrecognized outside of 

the country, it is just as intense as anything happening in 

Afghanistan and the units at Qasim are playing their part in 

trying to rid the country of the evil of terrorism. An evil that has 

claimed nearly 4,000 Army lives and seen over 12,000 injured 

over the past 11 years.

Maintenance

With such a variety of types acquired from all over the world, 

maintenance is carefully monitored. The Pakistan Army 

divides these requirements between Electrical and Mechanical 

Engineering (EME) Battalions.

Personnel manning the Light Aviation Detachments (LADs) at 

FOB/FOLs are deployed regularly by the one of the EMEs to 

carry out quick fixes or battle damage repairs in the field.

The CO of one of the EME (Battalion) since September 13, 2012 

said of the repairs, “Between 30-40% of the helicopters needing 

BDR are fixed on site, the majority of them are from bullets. We 

don’t mind the bullet damage, I suppose you could say we are 

getting sanitized to the situation, it’s the RPGs we detest as it 

usually means they have to come here”

All the technical trades working in the EMEs - airframe 

mechanics, electricians, radio technicians, instrument 

maintainers and engine mechanics – can expect to serve two 

years working in a LAD. When the unit is undermanned as it 

is now this becomes a bit of a stretch especially if 6-7 teams 

are needed.

Should a helicopter suffer a serious issue out in the field, 

personnel are sent with spares to solve the problem. If it 

persists, the unit will give a ‘one time clearance’ for the 

helicopter to return to base for maintenance. Experienced test 

pilots from one of the resident squadrons recover them. If the 

security situation where the downed platform may be standing 

does not permit a fix, the helicopter will be recovered by 

another helicopter with a sling.

Most of the battle damage helicopters go to the 503 Workshop, 

which generally looks after all third level maintenance of the 

French helicopters although they also fix Mushshaks too. Two 

Pumas recently returned from UN operations in Congo were 

being worked on in the hangar, one in a jig was going through 

structural alignment.
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In 2008, Brigadier Asif was the man tasked with the huge 

responsibility of setting up Peshawar as a Forward Operating 

Base as the PAA took the war to the miscreants. Today he 

enjoys a different kind of challenge, ensuring the PAA get well 

trained and professional pilots to ensure troops on the ground 

are provided the highest quality air support.

8

Army Aviation School - Rahwali 

JUST OUTSIDE the sprawling city of Gujranwala, is the Pakistan 

Army Aviation (PAA) School, located on the massive Gujranwala 

Cantonement. The role of the facility, according to Commander, 

Brigadier Asif Jah, is to ensure the PAA gets its quota of pilots 

every year. I was surprised to learn the School flies on average a 

staggering 12,000 hours a year, which is a staggering 32 flying 

hours every day of the year.  

While the SA315 Lama may is seldom used for mountain rescue 

nowadays, they still have a role to play in the PAA as a liaison 

helicopter with several smaller units. This example is also used in 

the helicopter conversion course at Rahwali.

The Sikorsky S-300C is the Aviation School’s main helicopter, 

used to convert pilots who fly the fixed wing Mushshak.  

Although there has been an issue with a lack of spares the PAA 

has sourced their needs from all over the world. 

Three Mushshaks taxi back to the ramp after a formation fly-by.  

Flying formation can be one of the trickier parts of the 

student’s syllabus.

Instructors and students wait on the flight line as the afternoon 

flying prepares to get underway.

This AB205 Huey is used for the helicopter operational 

conversion course following rotary training.
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During Phase II of the syllabus they will then go through the 

Rotary Wing Conversion Course on one of the other seven 

helicopters flying with the PAA: Mi-17 (35 hours), Puma (35 

hours), Bell 412 (35 hours), Jet Ranger (40 hours), AB 205 

Huey (40 hours), Lama (40 hours) or Ecureil (40 hours). Once 

successfully completed, they will be posted to another liaison 

squadron or a front-line unit. The best go to the twin engined 

helicopters like the Mi-17, Puma or Bell 412 and will soon be 

flying in to combat. During my visit I found a Huey, two Ecureils, 

Mi-17, Lama and a Puma being used for this purpose.

If the Mushshak pilot opts to become an Instructor, he will head 

for the Flying Instructor School (FIS) at PAF Flying Academy 

Risalpur. Four to six pilots are selected twice a year, spending 

five and a half months with their young sister service learning 

the skills on how to instruct students. There are usually three 

Army Mushsaks based there which the Army FIS students can 

use, sitting on the edge of a ramp of Air Force Super Mushshaks.  

The Army never upgraded their Mushshaks with new engine or 

air-conditioning so it prefers their pilots to stick with the slower 

variant with the stickier cockpit!   

Those who pass FIS can also later go onto helicopters and an 

advanced rotary course at Rahwali. They are rated on both 

types fixed wing and rotary.

All these different ways of progressing in the PAA provides 

pilots with a clear career structure which helps to keep them 

motivated. However I have seldom met anyone serving the 

Pakistan military who isn’t motivated by the belief he is 

protecting his country.   

Chief Instructor Pilot at Rahwali, Colonel Daub has the 

responsibility of ensuring student pilots are up to the necessary 

standard required by the PAA. He has a stressful job, with all 

three Commanding Officers in charge of Fixed Wing, Helicopter 

and Tactical training reporting into him.

During a walk around the Aviation School, it was obvious 

Colonel Daub had trained several of the instructors when they 

went through the Aviation School back in the mid 90s and there 

was clearly a lot of affection between them all. You never forget 

your instructor or your course mates. In Pakistan course mates 

stay friends for the rest of their lives – even if they join another 

branch or leave the Army.

9

Everyone has a chance

Most of the 170 or so officer applicants every year have no flying 

experience, but a 5 hour aptitude test followed by a 20 hour 

pre-solo/consolidation phase is usually enough to gauge the 

potential pilots. 

As the Chief Instructor Pilot, Colonel Daub  told me: “Training 

the guys who are volunteers from ground trades can be difficult.  

They are from trades like artillery, signals, engineers and have no 

clue about aerodynamics or any sciences. At the initial stages 

they really don’t have a clue. But we do our best and some 

prove us wrong!”

I was surprised to learn all the student pilots go straight to the 

MFI-17 Mushshak fixed wing trainer rather than the Sikorsky 

S-300C helicopters that are also based there to train rotary 

pilots. This seemed quite peculiar to me as most of the PAA flies 

helicopters, but when you get to grips with the structure and 

the reasoning behind it you see the logic. 

There are several flying courses held each year at Rahwali, 

but the Army Aviation Young Officers Course (P Course) for 

all selected officers heading to fixed wing training and the 

Basic Rotary Wing Course (R Course) takes up the bulk of the 

School’s time. The latter sees students attending the Rotary 

Wing Conversion Course. All three courses take place at the 

same time so the circuit at Rahwali can get very busy!

During the author’s visit, there were 18 Instructor Pilots training 

40 students on Course P-54 in all aspects of flying. Their journey 

will start in ground school before going solo after 25 hours and 

progressing to elementary (35 hours), primary (40 hours) and 

advanced flying (75 hours) over a 44 week period. They were 

currently 40 hours into their course. By the time they leave, the 

sky will be the limit (excuse the pun!) for these new pilots as 

long as they remain dedicated.  

Newly qualified pilots will be posted out to one of nine MFI-

17 Mushshak liaison and communication squadrons located 

all over Pakistan, flying in all kinds of weather conditions. 

These small units, fielding around five Mushshaks and a few 

helicopters are very busy and a pilot can easily notch up 400-

500 hours spanning a 2-3 year posting. They are trained for 

operational flying such as reconnaissance, casevac, transport, 

communications and search.  

Eventually they will have to consider their next career move. 

This often leads to around 80% of the Mushshak pilots return to 

Rahwali for helicopter training on the S-300C helicopter, flying 

36 hours to gain their helicopter qualifications. Basic Rotary 

Wing Course R-14 was underway when I visited, with around 8 

QHIs teaching 15 students. Unfortunately a week after my visit, 

a S-300C crashed into a field, injuring the flying instructor and 

student, which would have brought home the dangers of flying 

to all the students at the School. 
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I was also introduced to Major Naswallah, who having retired 

from the Army was employed as a civilian on a two year 

contract to continue train students. Both the fixed wing IPs 

and helicopter instructors can have responsibility for up to 

four students.

During 2001/2002 when there was increased tension between 

India and Pakistan after the Parliament attack in Delhi, the 

Aviation School took up its responsibility as the 303rd AAG.  

During that period of high tension the students were sent to the 

sqns and the IPs went to the front line. 

Routine Maintenance is carried out by the Light Aid Detachment 

(LAD) who is commanded by OC is Major Kamran Hashmi. The 

LAD is responsible for carrying out 50 hour maintenance work 

and line replacement units. Without his team none of the aircraft 

would be airworthy so he plays an important role. They work 

two shifts from 6- 12 and then 2 - 6.

There is also the bigger 199 Electrical and Mechanical 

Engineering (EME) Battalion under the control of Lt Col 

Saeed, responsible for all the maintenance of Mushshaks and 

Sikorsky S-300C helicopters at Rahwali as well as several other 

communications squadrons in the region.

Multan – Home to the Air Combat Group

MULTAN’S RESIDENT 404 Army Aviation Group provides the 

punch in the combat zone. Three squadrons of AH-1F Cobras, 

‘Panzers’, ‘Air Wolves’ and ‘Mustangs’ each with a couple of Jet 

Rangers used for proficiency and communications flying have all 

gained battle honours over the past decade. These three units 

support ground troops, often participating in very dangerous 

ground operations. Flushing out and eliminating the miscreants 

in the Federally Administered Territories Agency (FATA) region 

has become their primary focus. 

Schweizers and Mushshaks

In the early 1970s the Pakistan Army along with the PAF set 

about looking for a L-19 replacement in the basic trainer role.  

It led to a contract being signed with Saab for the MFI-17 and 

several being delivered to the Aviation School for trial. Powered 

by a Lycoming 200 hp engine the high winged Mushshak as it 

was to be called was ideal for flying training in Pakistan’s hot 

and high climates. In June 1976 Saab delivered Semi Knocked 

Down kits and Complete Knock Down kits to PAC Kamra where 

they were assembled.

The Army Aviation School, then at Dhamial (now Qasim) took 

delivery of its first aircraft in 1977, with P-20 Course the first 

regular course to utilize the new platform. In the late-90s PAC 

Kamra offered an upgraded 260hp Super Mushshak, with three 

blades, air conditioning and tinted canopy. However the PAA 

declined the offer after trials and today continues flying their 

original Mushshak. There have now been 34 courses on the 

veteran trainer, with no end in sight to it successful career.

With a need to replace the ageing Bell 47 helicopters in the 

rotary training course, the go ahead was given in 1993 for the 

purchase of 13 Schweizer (later Sikorsky) TH-300Cs that were 

supplemented by a further 12.  Remarkably, most of them are still 

operational today even though the sale of Schweizer to Sikorsky, 

saw spares become a problem.  

Beat The Heat

In a bid to beat the heat, the students and their instructor pilots 

commence work around 5.15am. They all head for the Academy’s 

Coordination Centre for a short pre-flight brief that will last 

some twenty minutes. 

If that isn’t early enough, the maintenance personnel start work 

at 4.15am, to ensure there are enough available aircraft for the 

day’s flying which usually ends at midday. The morning I visited 

there were 20 Mushshaks and nine S-300Cs on the line ready for 

the day’s flying. Afternoon flying commences around 2pm when 

the temperatures which can reach 50˚C start receding. 

Among all the Army Aviation personnel at the Co-ordination 

Centre I spotted a Naval IP who was going through a sortie with 

two Army students. He was a Z-9EC pilot from PNS Mehran 

now teaching students on the rotary course. The Army Aviation 

School shares its facilities with the Navy which doesn’t have its 

own flying school.  

The Z-9EC pilot told me: “There are two Navy Helicopter 

Instructors at Rahwali the other pilot flies Sea Kings and there 

are four students currently undergoing training.”

Walking around the classrooms, I met several Army Helicopter 

Instructors who were now on their third posting to the Aviation 

School. The Co-ordination Centre was a hive of activity, with 

Instructors taking their two students through the day’s sorties 

and going over small points.

The PAA recently put eight former Royal Jordanian Air Force 

AH-1F(S) Cobras into operational use. They are helping to take 

some of the heavy strain of combat ops away from the original 

AH-1F fleet. 
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Until the Bell 412 was delivered, the Bell 206 was used as a scout 

helicopter. With no self protection the helicopter was an easy 

target and vulnerable to the miscreant’s anti-aircraft weapons.  

Now they are generally used for liaison and currency flying on 

the Cobra units.

A Bell 206 undergoes maintenance with the Multan based 499 

EME which is responsible for third line maintenance on the 

based helicopters.

Just two days before I visited Multan, the Air Combat Group had 

carried out air strikes on around 50 Uzbekistan miscreants at a 

hide out in SWAT. Most of the fighters, jihadists from the ‘stans’ 

were killed. As a result, their group had sworn a vengeance 

against the gunship base and reliable intelligence had confirmed 

they had already done a recce of the facility. It was no surprise 

the base was on full alert when I arrived.

Pakistan has sacrificed a lot of soldiers fighting these 

miscreants, nearly 4,000 have been killed (or martyred as they 

say in Pakistan) and well over 12,000 injured. That is higher 

than the allies’ 13 year war in Afghanistan. Many of these losses 

have been due to a lack of any proper awareness of the terrain, 

with no air support in the early days – which the Pakistan Army 

Aviation has now rectified.

Since the AH-1Fs first operation over Anguradha along 

the Pakistan-Afghanistan border in 2003, there have been 

surprisingly few Cobra casualties. However on February 10, 2010 

an AH-1F 786-034, was hit by rockets while engaging miscreants 

in support of Op Al Mirzan and subsequently crashed into Terah 

Valley, Khyber Agency. Sadly both pilots, Major Muddassar 

Razzaq and Captain Asim Karim were killed. 

High Ops

These aircrews are operating in the thick of the action, striking 

targets and supporting ops from heights their mounts were 

never designed to reach. At the same time they are trying to 

evade Kalashnikov AK 47s, 12.7mm machine guns and various 

anti aircraft systems that the insurgents have at their disposal.  

In FATA and SWAT, the Cobras fight in mountains often rising to 

around 8,000 ft (2,424m), meaning they need to loiter at 12,000 

ft (3,600m), high above enemy positions. There have been 

times when these Vietnam era gunships have even staggered 

up to 14,000 feet! When you are operating at these heights in 

unpressurised cabins, the crews have to don their oxygen masks 

as they reach around 9,000 ft (2,700m), which only adds to 

their sense of achievement!

Keeping out of the range of possible SAMs is always at the 

forefront of every aviator’s mind and fortunately none have so 

far been used against the PAA but as one senior officer put it, “if 

there were SAMs we would be entering a doomsday scenario.”

According to one experienced pilot who managed to coax 

his Cobra to that height, it creaks and shakes, and admitted it 

wasn’t just the chopper doing the shaking! 

The pilots rely on their rockets, TOWs and the gunship’s cannon.  

Rockets are used to fire on groups of ‘the bad people’, huts and 

ammunition dumps, whereas the TOW, now becoming long in 

the tooth when compared to some of the more modern weapon 

systems available like Hellfire, is the main weapon of choice for 

firing on hardened bunkers or buildings.  The cannon is ideal for 

soft targets and vehicles.

In a video I watched while visiting battle hardened ‘Mustangs’ 

squadron, a Cobra was called to a building at Matta in SWAT 

back in 2009 where a group of miscreants were hiding. The pilot 

fired a TOW into the right side of the upper floor and as people 

tried to escape, followed it by directing several rockets through 

the windows on the left side. 

With no other attack helicopters in the inventory, it is a job only 

the Cobra can do if these terrorists are to be beaten.  

There are a number of gunship solutions. The Turkish 

Government nearly sold 15 T129 ATK to Pakistan three years ago 

but the costs of the devastating floods in the summer of 2010 

put paid to that deal. The Russians signed a deal with Pakistan 

to supply a squadron of Mi 35 Hinds ten years go, but then 

pulled out due to pressures from Pakistan’s bigger neighbour.  

The AH-1Z is an ideal platform but at an alleged $80 million 

deemed too expensive as is the Tiger. Until the PAA can find a 

solution, it will have to persevere with its beloved Cobras.
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Cobras with C-NITE

Most of the Cobras have been upgraded with C-NITE (Cobra - 

Night Imaging Thermal Equipment) which works on temperature 

levels of equipment or people. Mounted on the nose of the 

Cobra are two sensors, one is for day and the other at night. 

The back seat systems operator can now view the imagery 

through a Telescopic Sight Unit (TSU) and then fire his weapons, 

if he is sure it is the enemy he can see out there. Back in 2009 

there were 19 of the original AH-1Fs, with all but two fitted 

with C-NITE. When the US supplied 12 more all of them were 

upgraded locally – 29 now exist.

Cobras hunt in pairs with two Bell 412s acting as air scout, 

usually from the Qasim based “Sky Raiders” unit, equipped with 

M240H machine guns, because it is the only Bell 412 unit where 

all its operational pilots are NVG qualified.  

When also equipped with FLIR, they can pinpoint targets for the 

Cobra. For many years the Jet Ranger filled this role, but with no 

self protection system or machine gun it was a hazardous role 

and has now been withdrawn from front line use.

Eight ex Royal Jordanian Air Force (RJAF) AH-1S Cobras 

are now operational with the Pakistan Army - they were air 

freighted from Amman, Jordan inside an Antonov during Jan/

Feb 2013 and are now augmenting all the squadrons. This will 

boost the fleet to 37 and allow a more flexible approach for the 

Cobra fleet, with the gunships coming back to Multan every 

month or so for inspections.

According to the Multan Base Commander, these ex Jordanian 

helicopters will allow the Cobras to return to Multan every 

month or so for regular inspections and maintenance. More 

helicopters also allows more pilots to train and the ex - 

Jordanian helicopters will free up more night capable AH-1s 

to deploy to FATA.

There are usually ten Cobras on the front line, with another 

ten back at Multan ready to go forward if needed backed up 

by another ten in reserve. “There is no operational imbalance 

anymore” the Base Commander and CO of 404 Army Aviation 

Group told me.

The Cobras work in tough rough conditions and the 

maintenance personnel of 499 EME along with its LADs are 

often patching up the gunship. Returning from missions to the 

FOB at Peshawar or one of the FOLs, with bullet holes riddled 

across the airframes and rotors is not uncommon. Fortunately 

the Cobras’s cabin is protected by armour but this doesn’t mean 

the rest of the aircraft is any safer!  

Bell 412s also suffer from battle damage. If the plating around 

the pilots may protect them, there is nothing to stop serious 

injury or even death when bullets ricochet around the aircraft.  

Several gunners who sit behind their machine guns, with the 

side doors wide open, have lost their lives 

Support us!

While Pakistan is grateful for the military aid they receive from 

the US and other allies, they would like to start seeing a bit more 

moral support. Never a day goes by when some one is saying 

Pakistan is not doing enough to defeat the terrorists.

“When our young pilots are aiming their weapons at fellow 

human beings, they may ask themselves why are we doing 

this...why am I killing that person...when we are not getting 

any gratitude from the outside world for the efforts and the 

sacrifices we are making” Colonel Abdul Hamid, the Deputy Cdr 

at Multan told me.

“We need to convince our youngsters that they are doing the 

right thing...it doesn’t help when we are constantly criticized for 

not doing enough”

“We can do what is required through training, dedication and 

courage but we need more sophisticated systems to do the 

work with” he added..

12



15

Government agencies

United Nations offices

Defence forces

Who we work with

Fast track access to business to business and business to government opportunities.

Our services

Market entry
Identifying potential opportunities and helping you understand the available 
market quickly and cost effectively

Events
Providing a platform for your company to deliver your products and services 
to senior end users & decision makers

Networking With senior government officials, key decision makers & procurement officers

Business connection Unique one to one personal introductions

Trade shows  
business connection

Helping you to meet with your customer at major trade shows

Market intelligence Country & regional reports, inventory requirements breakdown and more

Aviation & defence OEMS

Emergency services

Para military organisations

13



2

Pakistan Army Aviation Special Report 2013

Military Repair 

Search & 
Rescue

Military Repair 

Maintenance & 
Overhaul

Civil ISR

Aerial Fire 
Fighting

Airborne 
Special Mission

Aviation FireSearch & 
Rescue

Military Repair 

Civil ISR

Anti-Submarine 
Warfare

Airborne 
Special Mission

Aviation 
Fire

Rescue & Resilience

Electronic 
Warfare

Electronic Warfare

Anti-Submarine 
Warfare

Military Repair 

Aerial Fire 
Fighting

Civil ISR

Civil ISR

Rescue & 
Resilience

Tangent Link Limited

Dorney House, 46-48a High Street, Burnham, Buckinghamshire, SL1 7JP, United Kingdom 

T +44 (0) 1628 660 400 | F +44 (0) 1628 660 622 | E info@tangentlink.com | W www.tangentlink.com


