The Evolution Of The Forward Air Controller:
From Landmarks to Laser Designators

As technology continues to shape the way we operate in the battlefield, it's crucial
to understand the history and evolution of key military roles. One such role is that
of the forward air controller (FAC),a critical component in modern warfare. In this
article, we will delve into the origins of the FAC role, its importance in various

conflicts, and how it has undergone a remarkable transformation over the years.

A Historical Overview

The concept of an aerial observer providing instructions to ground troops dates

back to World War I. It was during this time that aircraft were first used to scout
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enemy positions and relay information to the ground. However, the role of a

dedicated forward air controller did not fully emerge until World War I
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During the Second World War, the FAC's objective was to coordinate air support
for ground forces. They would mark targets using smoke, flares, or landmarks
visible from the air. Communicating with the pilots through radio, FACs were able

to direct airstrikes in real-time, making them invaluable assets on the battlefield.

Following the success of the FACs in World War Il, the role continued to evolve
during the Korean War and the Vietnam War. It became evident that new
technologies would need to be incorporated to improve the effectiveness and

efficiency of air support.

The of Laser Designators

The Vietnam War marked a significant turning point in the evolution of the FAC
role. With the of laser designators, FACs gained the ability to mark targets with
precision. These handheld devices could emit a laser beam that would designate

a specific target for a laser-guided munition.
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Laser designators revolutionized the FAC's capabilities and significantly reduced
the risk of collateral damage. Instead of relying on landmarks or smoke, FACs
could now provide precise target coordinates to pilots, ensuring accurate strikes

that minimized the chances of injuring friendly forces or non-combatants.

In addition to laser designators, this period also witnessed advancements in
communication technology. FACs had access to improved radios, allowing them
to relay critical information more efficiently to pilots. This seamless connection
between ground forces and aircraft provided enhanced situational awareness,

resulting in better-coordinated operations.

The Integration of Technology

The evolution of the FAC role did not stop with the implementation of laser
designators. As technology continued to advance, new tools and systems were
integrated into the role, further transforming the FAC into a highly effective force

multiplier.

One of the most significant advancements came with the of Forward Air Control -
Airborne (FAC-A) platforms. These airborne platforms, such as the AH-64 Apache
helicopter, allowed FACs to operate from the air, providing an aerial perspective

and enhancing their ability to coordinate airstrikes.

Furthermore, sophisticated targeting systems and sensors were integrated into
the FAC's arsenal. Night vision goggles, thermal imaging, and radar systems
provided enhanced visibility in low-light conditions and adverse weather, enabling

FACs to operate effectively in any environment.

Modern Day Forward Air Controllers



In today's era, forward air controllers have become an essential component of
joint military operations. The evolution of technology has further expanded their
capabilities and provided them with advanced tools to accomplish their mission

with heightened effectiveness.

Today's FACs have access to unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs) that can provide
real-time video feed, allowing them to survey the battlefield more extensively and
gather critical intelligence. This information can be relayed directly to ground

forces and aircraft, enabling quicker decision-making and more precise strikes.

The integration of artificial intelligence has also played a significant role in the
evolution of the FAC role. Al-powered systems can process vast amounts of data
and provide real-time analysis, aiding FACs in identifying potential targets and

predicting enemy movements.

The Future of the Forward Air Controller

Looking ahead, the forward air controller role will continue to evolve and adapt to
new technologies and changing battlefield requirements. With the rise of
unmanned systems, it is likely that FACs will increasingly operate alongside

autonomous aerial platforms.

The advancement of augmented reality and virtual reality technologies may also
provide FACs with enhanced situational awareness and decision-making
capabilities. Immersive displays could enable FACs to visualize the battlefield,

manipulate data, and communicate with ground forces and pilots more efficiently.

The evolution of the forward air controller role has proven instrumental in
improving the coordination between ground forces and air support. As technology

continues to advance, the FAC's contribution to modern warfare will only grow,



ensuring the effective and precise delivery of airpower when and where it is most

needed.

The forward air controller's journey from using landmarks as target markers to
employing laser designators and advanced technology has been remarkable.
These highly skilled individuals play a crucial role in coordinating airstrikes and

ensuring the safety and success of ground forces.

The evolution of the forward air controller role highlights the continuous
adaptation and integration of new technologies in the military. By staying at the
forefront of innovation, the FAC remains an invaluable asset on the modern

battlefield, driving efficiency, precision, and enhanced situational awareness.
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Comparable to twentieth century cavalry, early forward air controllers (FAC)
probed, observed, and reported enemy activity. Flying rickety, underpowered, and
unarmed aircraft, they operated on the leading edge of ground combat. The
efficient use of airborne FACs never developed in a meaningful way in World War

I, with the possible exception of their use in Marine amphibious operations in the
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Pacific. But the rugged terrain of Korea and the jungle mazes of Vietnam
restricted the capabilities of ground controllers to identify targets, thus expanding
the need for "eyes in the air." FAC roles changed from those of probing,
observing, and reporting, to those of locating targets, marking them for air strikes,
and taking an active role in their destruction. This expanded mission resulted in

the inevitable evolution of FAC equipment and responsibilities.
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