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THE STORY OF "RHEIN CONTROL"

Air Traffic Control in Germany’s Upper Airspace

by Frank W Fischer

A critical evaluation on Germany’s handling of civil and military air traffic in the upper airspace between 1957 and 1977

In March this year the “International Advisory Group Air Navigation Services / ANSA” in Switzerland has published a study with the title “The Story of Rhein Control”, constituting a critical evaluation of the air traffic services (ATS) as provided in Germany’s upper airspace during the 1957 to 1977 period.

The report covers the establishment, development, environment, the conditions and the former operation of this centre during the first 20 years of its existence. Separate chapters contain the legal, technical, operational and infrastructural shortcomings and the many resulting incidents, which endangered many flights over the years.

It permits a deeper look into the fundamental problems of air traffic control (ATC) and their consequences on the handling of flights and the resulting effects on the pilots.

In its introduction the study comments on the creation of the new German air navigation system in the early years after 1945 under the command of the Allied Forces and the control of the High Commissioner of the US Forces for Germany (HICOG) with the establishment of the German Federal Administration for Air Navigation Services (BFS) in 1953, the regaining of partial air sovereignty in 1955 and the establishment of the Rhein Control centre as part of and under the command of the US Air Force Europe in 1957.

Rhein Control, today an upper area control centre of “Deutsche Flugsicherung GmbH” (DFS) at Karlsruhe, served the author as a prominent and unique example for a European civil/military integrated centre of the upper airspace under the jurisdiction of the EUROCONTROL Agency since 1965.

The report on the Rhein UAC, at the beginning operated from 1957 to 1968 on Erbeskopf mountain by the US Air Force and thereafter by BFS, constitutes primarily an explanation on the handling of civil and military air traffic, respectively the provision of air traffic services in the upper airspace from the point of view of daily operations.

It is written in English and critically judges the formerly provided air traffic control and flight information (FIS) and air traffic advisory services as provided to civil and military aircraft operators and their pilots under the then applicable international (ICAO), supra-national (EUROCONTROL and NATO) and national (MoT & BFS and MoD & GAF) standards and procedures from a legal point of view.

Over 130 airlines and all NATO flying units operating in and over West Germany were confronted with often serious consequences by hundreds of separation infringements and dangerous proximity incidents under non-radar and radar operations annually. 

The dramatically increasing traffic development and the civil and military traffic volume during these years of the Cold War are being commented on the basis of available former traffic figures.

Also, special consideration is given to the aspects of the military flying activities, their composition and mission tasks, with emphasis on the problematic conduct of military visual (VFR) flights in controlled and uncontrolled airspace and under direction of air defence units. The former structure of the upper airspace and its civil and military route networks are described in detail. The operation and involvement of this ATS – unit with the NATO air defence organization and its units is being described in the same manner.

The study covers the different development and internal operation of the Rhein Control centre and at the same time a critical evaluation and explanation of ATC in the first decade of the jet-age and the cumbersome development of a meaningful ATC system in Germany’s upper airspace, resulting in a highly unsafe system for the civil and military flights over a period of 16 years until 1976, when controlled airspace was finally implemented.

The detailed description of the centre’s development makes clear, which former operational requirements, caused by the joint civil/military operation, resulted in many of nowadays applied procedures in ATC, among them air traffic flow management (ATFM), digital radar data presentation, area navigation (RNAV procedures, automated printing and presentation of flight plan data, secondary surveillance radar (SSR), and the correlation of radar with flight plan data. 

Legal implications by the 16 – years long disobeyance of internationally agreed ICAO rules (Annex 11 – ATS) and resulting consequences in the impairment of flight safety are being discussed in detail, as well as the often modified conclusions of EUROCONTROL on the take-over of the ATS in Germany’s upper airspace. Last, but not least, the consequences of EUROCONTROL decisions, having had great influence on the centre’s development and its operating procedures are being mentioned.

Over 800 historic documents from BFS, MoT, MoD, EUROCONTROL, NATO and USAFE sources, available to the author, served as a basis for the taken conclusions, explanations and comments. 92 quoted source documents allow one to form an own picture and to understand the drawn conclusions. The author, one of the ATM experts accredited by the EU’s directorate general TREN, takes the interested reader by the hand in leading through the described occurrences of the ATC operations of these former years. 

The 540 – pages report has been printed double-sided in A4 format and contains over 150 figures, photos, diagrams and charts, partly in color. 36 source documents are incorporated into the text. Another 56 documents, letters of agreement, protocols, etc. are contained on a separate CD, attached to the report. A second CD contains a one-hour long VHF + UHF radio message traffic sample of 1962. The report is not available through public bookshops. Copies may be ordered with ANSA by e-mail to ansa@aeroeongineer.net or by normal mail to the below mentioned address.

For information on ANSA and the author please see the attached page.
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THE STORY OF RHEIN CONTROL

Air Traffic Control in South Germany’s Upper Airspace between 1957 and 1977

PREFACE

This is a historical facts report and commentary on the development of the German Air Traffic Control Centre “RHEIN CONTROL” as formerly operated by the United States Air Force in Europe (USAFE) and the former German Federal Administration for Air Navigation Services (BFS), assisted by the German Air Force (GAF) at Birkenfeld-Nahe and Frankfurt/Main in Germany.

“Rhein Control” was and still is an upper airspace air traffic control (ATC) centre, formerly responsible for South Germany only, but now also covering all of former East Germany (Berlin UIR).

It is written by a former air traffic controller and air traffic control expert, who meanwhile actively spent 50 years in the ATC profession worldwide, and has had first served 25 years with the German Federal Administration for Air Navigation Services (Bundesanstalt für Flugsicherung – BFS) in upper airspace area control operations, ATC planning and experimentation.
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A 1960 View on to Erbeskopf Mountain with the Rhein Upper Airspace Control Centre

THE STORY OF RHEIN CONTROL

FOREWORD

This compilation of records and experiences fulfils a historical purpose. The idea to compile such a report was born during the DFS celebration of the 50th anniversary of the Rhein Control centre on 19 July 2007 at the present location of the centre in Karlsruhe. It has been compiled by the author independent of any external support on the basis of available source documentation on file with the archive of the International Advisory Group - Air Navigation Services (ANSA) in Switzerland. The elaboration of this report took one and a half years and its production has been privately financed by Mr. F. Werthmann and the author, sponsored by ANSA.

The air traffic control centre “RHEIN CONTROL” was known by many members of the air navigation community of Western Europe in the post-war era as a, if not the only, unique and really jointly operated facility for all civil and military flights in the upper airspace. One can say that RHEIN CONTROL was already confronted with the problems in the late 50’ies, the 60’ies and 70’ies, which other air navigation services providers in Europe only experienced many years later.

The author has had first hand experience being assigned to RHEIN CONTROL for almost 17 years as area (radar) controller and civil servant of BFS from 1959 to 1975. He tries to present this centre’s history and evolution in an unbiased way, based on the presentation of still available evidence material for the purpose of putting them on record for the first time. 

The report is written in applying scientific manners. In structuring the report on the development of the centre in three time phases from 1957 to 1977, duplication has sometimes become unavoidable. 

Air Traffic Control is a primarily English speaking profession. And Rhein Control was a solely English speaking ATC centre due to its first operator, the United States Air Force Europe (USAFE). Also therefore this report is written in English.

Most records on RHEIN CONTROL of the former German Federal Administration for Air Navigation Services (BFS), the Ministry of Transport and the German Air Forces’ Administration for Air Navigation Services (AFSBw) are no longer available. 

The comments on some of the source references in this documentation and all cited references and occurrences used for the purpose of elucidation are based on provable events and corresponding evidence material. They are mainly based on material still available to the author in compiling the report (see the listing on used source material at the end of the report) as well as on his own professional experience and knowledge as an area controller and ATS expert on civil / military coordination, cooperation and integration matters. This source material will later be turned over to a public governmental archive.

In compiling the information for the report, protocols of the former BFS and some of its field units, American facts and historical reports of the 1955 to 1962 years on RHEIN CONTROL, protocols of the two ministries and their subordinate units, discussions with the former staff and unit chiefs, were used, completed by personal experience.
The separate CDs contain a variety of documents, official publications, reports, internal ATS operating proce-dures, charts and photos and a one-hour long radiotelephony recording of RHEIN CONTROL of the early 60’ies.

If this chronicle gives the impression that Rhein Control was a pure US-military owned and operated ATC facility until August 1960, then this impression is correct. That is what it was. Thereafter it remained to be a USAFE facility until 1964, however, with air traffic services operations now managed by a civil organization, BFS, over all the years assisted by a GAF Detachment. 

Rhein UAC was the cradle of a variety of air traffic control methods and operational procedures, which hitherto were either not required in civil air traffic services operations or unknown to all other ATS units under civil administration, and mainly handling only civil traffic. 

This air navigation facility, its type of joint civil / military integrated operations and control procedures was unique throughout all of Western Europe until 1977, and also after it became a “co-located” civil / military centre under EUROCONTROL until 1986. 

Why was it unique? It was the combination of its joint operations and staff, upper airspace organization and control procedures with all personnel controlling all types of traffic, at least in its first years of existence, with the mainly military training and special flights and large NATO exercises handled.

Frank W Fischer
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ANSA

ANSA is a private, professional non-profit organization in accordance with Swiss Law independent from industry and government. The organization is formed by individual members of 21 countries, who are aviation and especially air navigation professionals. 

It is ANSA’s primary objective to assist and actively support air navigation services organizations with expert advice on their systems and equipment modernization projects and operational procedures development. Details on ANSA’s many past projects performed during the last 40 years and its clients are to be found on the organization’s web-site under the address of www.ansa.aeroengineer.net.

AUTHOR

The author is a former air traffic controller, having served 27 years in the air traffic control profession and been assigned to this unique ATC centre in the heart of Europe as an area controller from 1959 to 1975. He has acquired all internationally typical ATC licences from BFS, FAA and USAF, and published two aeronautical information studies with worldwide coverage.

Since 1981 he serves ANSA as its technical director and president. His engagement included a variety of activities as ATC lecturer & instructor, ATC incident investigator, the conceptual design, planning and evaluation of ATS systems, conference organization and moderation and the set-up of ATC training programs.

As an officially recognized ATM expert he belongs to the group of selected advisors on ATM and ATS matters of the European Commission’s directorate TREN. During the last 25 years he was actively engaged in various international air navigation projects of ICAO, the EIB and EBRD, and the ATC industry as project leader, mostly in East Europe and Asia Minor. Recently, he has assisted various regional airports in Germany in their certification process on meeting the EU’s Single European Sky conditions.
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